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Disclaimer

Star Traks: Boldly Gone… was created by Alan Decker and Anthony Butler. It’s based on Star Traks, which in turn is based on Star Trek, created by Gene Roddenberry. Star Trek is owned by CBS, Paramount and Viacom. If you’re offended by mildly disturbing language, situations, and the utter disregard of some of Star Trek’s greatest premises, not to mention a huge jump 120 years into Star Trek’s future, better hit the ‘Back’ button on your browser right now. If not, welcome aboard!
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Introduction

Star Traks: Boldly Gone was created in 1999 by Alan Decker and Anthony Butler. Their goal was to create a series that they could write together and one that was free of the giant tangle of continuity that had formed in the various Traks and Star Trek series set in the 24th Century. At the time Boldly Gone was created, Alan was living in Louisiana and Anthony was living in Maryland, so most of the discussions were held via America Online Instant Messenger. If any of you are too young to know what that is, look it up. I’m sure Wikipedia has an entry.

Several ideas were bounced around in their efforts to find a concept and characters that were different from what had come before and that would be fun to write. Ideas included a robotic helm officer with multiple arms and a sentient ship. For quite a while, the USS Anomaly was not going to be a Starfleet ship at all. The idea was that Starfleet would detect a massive explosion of unknown energy on an out-of-the-way Federation moon and send a team to investigate. That team would find the remains of a scientist’s lab and, safely stowed in a hidden hanger bay, a ship with a revolutionary new engine.

The most difficult part of developing the series was settling on the captain. None of the original character ideas were appealing, and for a while Alan and Anthony considered focusing on the lower officers and have different captains constantly coming in due to various mishaps, the insanity of the missions driving them off, and so on. They finally came with with Reginald Bain, though, and decided that he was just the man they needed to command the Anomaly. Other characters and relationships quickly fell into place once Bain had been created.

In the Summer of 1999, Anthony traveled to Baton Rouge, Louisiana to visit Alan, and the two of them cranked out the first two Boldly Gone stories, If I Only Had a Brain and One Track Mind in a matter of days, with each of them taking turns at the keyboard and writing sections. After that, they developed the story ideas for each run together and then divided them up to work on, since they were rarely able to sit down together and write. In some stories, they divided up the individual subplots, wrote them, and then went back later to weave them into a single story.

The first 5 series of stories were written between 1999 and 2001 then came the book, Bold Faced Lies, which sees the exit of one of the original main characters and the addition of several new ones, a contingent of Romulan officers. Alan and Anthony felt this was a needed change of direction for the series, and the next few runs of stories came out at a good clip for the next few years.

As Anthony was still writing Star Traks: The Vexed Generation and Alan was jumping between Star Traks: Waystation, The Traks Files, and Star Traks: The Original Series, Boldly Gone acted as a fun change of pace when they needed to get away from their other projects. Unfortunately, this status combined with the increasing demands of their real lives put Boldly Gone on an unintentional hiatus after the end of Series Eight in October 2005. Both authors focused what little free time they had on their individual series, so the expected start date of Series Nine was pushed back from 2006 to 2008 to 2010. Series Nine finally began posting in July 2010, almost five years after the end of Series Eight. Thirteen years after that, Boldly Gone was finally completed with the posting of Series Ten, which started in August 2023 and completed that October.




Series One


If I Only Had a Brain



STARDATE 53376.6

USS SECONDPRIZE



“Looks like my mom’s lasagna,” Captain Alexander Rydell said thoughtfully as he stared at the bizarre lump floating on the viewscreen.

“Only if she made her sauce out of highly-charged plasma,” Commander Jaroch, the Secondprize’s science officer, replied as he monitored his scanners. “The object seems to be debris that has been forcefully removed from some larger structure.”

“You mean it blew up,” Rydell replied.

“Possibly. Very likely…most certainly,” Jaroch said finally. “However, the device, whatever its purpose was, is quite advanced.”

“Amazing what people just leave floating around.”

“Start a series of sensor sweeps,” Commander Travis Dillon, the Secondprize’s first officer said. “Jaroch, you and Commander Baird take a shuttle out to survey the item for any…”

“Just grab it and stick it in a cargo bay,” Rydell interrupted wearily.

“But this thing could be dangerous.”

“Only to my sanity if you keep talking about it. I just make deliveries; someone else can handle the work part.”

“Tractoring it in now,” Jaroch reported.

“Good. Now don’t we have a mission or something we’re on?”

“First contact with the Matriarchs of Gelgas Twelve,” Dillon said.

“See. Now that sounds important. Try to get us there in time for dinner, Sullivan.”

“You have a date, sir?” Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan asked.

“We’ll see how things go when we get there,” Rydell replied leaning back in his command chair. “Get this puppy going.”

“Aye, sir.”

The Secondprize, strange object safely stowed in its hold, shot into warp.





STARDATE 56014.4

USS EXPLORER



“Something on scanners, Captain.” Lt. Commander Ariel Tilleran looked up from the science console.

Captain Andrew Baxter rose from his chair and approached the bridge viewscreen. “Well, let’s be quick about it. We have more important matters to attend to.”

“Important matters,” chuckled Lt. Commander J’hana from tactical. “You mean a comic book convention.”

“U’orrix is going to be signing autographs there one day only,” muttered Baxter. “We can’t be late. Now what is this thing on scanners?”

Tilleran hunched over her console. “Not biological. But a definite life-form. I’m sensing thought patterns from it.”

“A great big space brain then?” Baxter said, scratching his head.

“Essentially,” Tilleran said. “Embedded inside a spherical object approximately two meters in width. We’re approaching it at warp nine. Should we slow down to take more thorough scans?”

“Warp nine, huh? Then we’ll probably pass it pretty soo-”

“Just went by,” said J’hana.

“Oh,” Baxter said, and returned to his chair. “Well, we can’t very well go chasing after it. We have our own business to attend to. File a report with Starfleet command and get a science ship out here to study it.”

“What if it’s a new life form?” Tilleran asked.

“Or part of a new civilization?” asked J’hana.

“Stuff it, you two. Return to course.”





STARDATE 174880.4 (119 Years later, for those of you who have trouble with math)

HERMES-CLASS PROTOTYPE 6 CRUISING THROUGH THE COSMOS…Just Cruisin’…



“I have a good feeling about this one, Arroyo,” Lieutenant Shelly Marsden said as she leaned forward eagerly in the command chair of the Hermes-6. Straight out of the Academy, Marsden had been put in charge of the Hermes project, the Federation’s first attempt at combining Starfleet panache with Romulan style and durability.

So far, they’d hit a few…small bumps in the process-okay, five big explosions-but Marsden was cautiously optimistic about this try.

Ensign Hector Arroyo sat at the helm, at the narrow forward end of the Hermes-6’s wedge-shaped bridge. He nervously tapped the edge of the console. “Are you sure about it this time, Shelly?”

“Absolutely. Engage already.”

“Are you SURE?”

“Now, Hector.”

“Right, you are the boss.”

“Go!”

“Okay.” Arroyo slammed his hand down on the console and squeezed his eyes shut.

Bleep!

Hermes-6’s engine roared to life, then the computer came on, just as it had five times before.

“This engine has performed an illegal operation and will be shut down. Press any key to self-destruct.”

Marsden put her hand on her face and sighed. “Not again.”

Arroyo stood up and headed for the aft bridge turbolift. “At least I know the way to the escape pods by now. Coming, or would you like to hang around this time?”

“Two minutes to self-destruct,” the computer said helpfully.

“I suppose so,” Marsden said, and slid out of the command chair. She looked around the bridge remorsefully. “I will command this ship one day. Well, maybe not THIS ship, but…”





STARDATE 175014.4

ONE MONTH LATER HERMES CLASS PROTOTYPE 7 CRUISIN’…with slightly less optimism than before…



It had all seemed a lot more glamorous in the brochure. Starfleet Special Projects. The cutting edge of engineering and science. But after three years as Chief Engineer of the Hermes Project, all Lieutenant Shelly Marsden had to show for her efforts were six debris clouds that used to be prototypes…well that and a bevy of very annoyed superior officers. She’d been granted one more shot.

And this was her shot. Hermes Class Prototype Number Seven, complete with the state-of-the-art of Federation and Romulan technology…as well as one additional component tucked away in an out of the way lab on the science deck above the engineering level.

Marsden’s Starfleet training bristled at the unauthorized design modification she’d been forced to make, but she hadn’t seen any other options. Six previous ships had blown up due to the fact that the Hermes prototypes were powered by a hybridized Federation-Romulan engine, handily called an anti-singularity drive. Part matter/antimatter, part quantum singularity drive. All unstable.

And so, with various admirals and diplomats breathing down her neck and a deadline fast approaching, Marsden was forced to be creative. Damn bureaucrats. They cared more about the damn Romulan alliance than her project. But they were the ones in charge. With no choice but to produce something, Marsden scoured the archives of the Special Projects facility looking for something, anything that could be of use. Stashed in a far corner of a forgotten cargo bay, right between a combustion engine that ran on water and the Ark of the Covenant, sat a 122 year old container labeled “Strange Pipey Squiggly Thing We Picked Up” and signed by a Captain Alexander Rydell.

Inside was the answer to her prayers, she hoped. All indications were that the device was some sort of alien power transference and remodulation node.

Marsden quietly had the container transported to Hermes Prototype Seven and installed it herself. No need to implicate her staff in the legal complications, should someone at Starfleet Internal Affairs find out what she’d done. It was an act of desperation, but at this point she was willing to try anything.

And now, as she sat in the command chair trying not to rock back and forth in anticipation, the Great Marsden Gamble (as she called it in her head) was about to go online. She felt lonely at the center of the bridge. In this design, there weren’t even any side command chairs. Just one big chair at the center of the bridge. Behind and slightly above Marsden, at the back of the wide end of the pie wedge, sat the massive, semi-circular tactical/ops station, which was currently un-manned. As were the science and engineering stations, against the walls to her left and right. All the panels, as was standard these days, were shiny polished grey and white, bright indeed with lovely red highlights. A lot of paint work for a ship that was destined to get blown up again and again.

At this time, the only bridge crew were Marsden and Hector Arroyo, her helmsmen for this and the previous six flights. A skeleton staff of eleven worked below decks in the engineering section. Starfleet saw no reason to eject needless crew from yet another exploding ship. She was happy they had so much faith in her.

“We’re clear of the system,” Ensign Arroyo reported from his curved console at the front of the bridge, facing the large, semi-circular viewscreen.

“Engage the anti-singularity drive,” Marsden ordered.

“Engaging now,” Arroyo said as he stood up. No need to waste time in getting to the escape pod.

This turned out to be a mistake.

Suddenly, the ship rocketed forward, the stars on the viewscreen swirling into a bright spiral as Marsden was thrown back against her seat and Arroyo was tossed over his chair, falling at her feet. So much for the inertial dampeners.

Fighting her way forward, and over the groaning Arroyo, Marsden crawled against the G-forces to the helm station and slammed her hand down on the oval “EMERGENCY STOP” button, shutting down the drive.

“Well that was new,” Arroyo said weakly, climbing to his feet and dusting off his uniform.

Marsden looked up at the stars floating serenely on the viewscreen, then down at the location readout on the helm. “105 light years.”

“Holy shit! What is that? Warp 45? Whoa!”

“Definitely an anomaly,” Marsden said thoughtfully, and made mental note to mention that in her log.

“Because it didn’t blow up?” Arroyo said, returning to his chair. “I can deal with that kind of anomaly.”

Marsden smiled weakly. So could she…as long as no one started asking too many questions.





NEPTUNE RESEARCH STATION TERRAN SYSTEM



Doctor Natalia Kasyov walked into the observation room and stared at Subject 341, who looked content enough to her. The sensor readings on the console in front of the observation window told a different story.

“Good morning,” she said brightly, as she sat down at the console to begin studying the evening’s reports. “I see we’re not enjoying our breakfast stew very much.”

“That, my dear doctor, is an understatement,” said Subject 341. “The broth is cold, and the brine gets caught in my wrinkles.”

“My, that is a problem,” Natalia said, and tapped a sequence into the console. “Well, I’ve got a special treat for lunch. One of your old favorites…crab bisque!”

“Sounds good, Doctor,” replied Subject 341. “Did you have a good evening?”

“I had dinner and finished my book. Some tripe about schizophrenic Romulans by some flake named Peterman.”

“Ah, the classics,” 341 said, and sighed. “I knew Peterman. Did you know that?”

“Nope.” Kasyov continued to tap at her console.

“Can I ask you a personal question?”

“Sure.”

“Do you EVER date?”

Kasyov stared at 341 through the observation glass, eyes narrowed. “Do YOU?”

“I have an excuse, my dear. I’m a disembodied brain.”

Kasyov rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I noticed.”

“Dreadfully hard not to notice, wouldn’t you say?”

“Dean, you’re driving me nuts this morning.”

“You must be getting annoyed at me. You only call me Dean when you’re really upset, or when you’re feeling…passionate.”

Kasyov rose from her chair, hands gripping the observation console. “341, I told you never to speak of that again!”

“Just trying to make conversation…” 341 muttered.

“Listen,” Kasyov said as she sat back down, “I have a lot of work to get to today. Try not to talk my ears off, okay?”

“Whatever you say. I have plenty of…floating…to attend to.”

“Then do it quietly.” Kasyov returned to her reports for the day and tried not to appear ruffled. That brain had a way of voicing her most intimate thoughts. She spent way too much time with it. And worse, she enjoyed it.



Ship’s Log,

Stardate 175014.7. It’s been hours since the Hermes drive knocked us 105 light years off course, and so far the ship still hasn’t exploded yet. We’re returning on our back-up warp engines while we run tests on the anti-singularity drive, trying to figure out just what exactly made it work. I have a funny feeling…



That afternoon, Shelly Marsden stood in Science Lab Four, renamed the “Janitorial Supply Room,” staring at the bleeping mechanism that took up almost half of the room. It was large and rectangular, orange-ish and metallic, and looked vaguely like a large piece of lasagna. And stranger, it had a large, two-meter wide hollowed-out area at its center, in the rough shape of a large bowl, with all sorts of prickly pipes and nodes all about. Marsden had no idea what it did. But she had a definite feeling it was the reason the Hermes-7 was still around. And she hadn’t even told the research team about it. As far as they knew, this section was full of cleaning supplies.

So they were down in engineering running scan after scan on the prototype anti-singularity drive, trying to figure out what they’d done differently to get this one to work.

Marsden, on the other hand, claimed she had to use the bathroom and bolted for lab four, slung on her quadcorder headset and attempted to find out what exactly this damned bleeping chunk of Italian cuisine was doing to her engine. Not that she had a right to complain; she had put it there, after all.

The Great Marsden Gamble had actually worked. She just wasn’t sure what the hell to do now.

Marsden flipped the spectral lens of the quadcorder headset down over her left eye and, with a series of left-right eye movements began a battery of tests. Still, she couldn’t seem to find solid evidence that the damn thing was doing ANYTHING. She figured that whatever function it originally had, it was too advanced for her to figure out.

She was stirred from her thoughts when an alert klaxon rang throughout the lab.

“Arroyo to Marsden,” came the chirp on her compip, the string of rank insignia on her collar. “We have an object drifting toward us from off the port bow. Will intercept in thirty seconds. Suggestions?”

“Shields up, but no weapons,” she said, and headed for the door to the lab, tossing aside her quadcorder headset. “Try to stay out of its way before I get up there.” She spared one glance back at the odd device before heading for the bridge. There were more important things to attend to now.



When Marsden dashed out of the turbolift onto the bridge, she gasped at the object on the viewscreen.

“Seen it before?” Arroyo asked jokingly as he walked down to his station at the helm.

“Not exactly.” Marsden stepped up behind Arroyo and rested her hands on his chair. She’d never seen the object on the screen before, but it seemed to uniquely fit the mold in that big chunk of lasagna down in the lab. She wanted to tell Arroyo; after all, he was closer to her than anyone else on the project, but she couldn’t risk it. Not until she found out what that sphere on the screen was.

But no doubt about it, it looked to be the right dimensions, had holes to fit those nodes, and everything.

“Size of the object?” she asked as she went to the command chair.

“Two meters exactly,” said Arroyo, looking at his readings. “A perfect sphere.”

“Wouldn’t you know it.” She collapsed in the command chair. “Heading?”

“To intercept us. It’s navigating at impulse.”

“Put the anti-sing drives on stand-by.”

“And blow us to high hell again?”

“Who’s the lieutenant and who’s the ensign here, Hector?” Marsden asked. “Just get ready to do it.”

“Just because it worked once is no guarantee…”

“Hector…” Marsden said, with growing impatience.

“Anti-sing drives on stand-by.”

“Time until the sphere intercepts?”

“Twenty-five seconds.”

“Prepare to engage…”

“I’m all prepared.”

Marsden gripped the command chair arms. “Engage!”

WOMP womp womp womp wummmmmmp.

Hermes-7 sighed to a stop and the lights on the bridge dimmed down to a romantic level.

“What was that sound?” Marsden asked, looking around the bridge. “And why do I suddenly feel like I’m in a French café?”

“I can’t tell,” Arroyo said, looking up from his sensors. “Anti-sing engines just burned up altogether. But at least we’re not about to blow up!”

“And the object?”

“Headed for us…” Arroyo kept on his sensors. “Just intercepted us. Made contact on the hull, on deck twelve.”

“Science deck,” Marsden said woefully, as the Hermes-7 rocked gently. “It’s phasing through our shields and hull. It’s coming INSIDE the ship!”

“Activate a level-ten force field around it!”

Arroyo did, and gasped. “It went right through!”

“Where’s it headed?”

“Um…Janitorial Supply Room.” Arroyo scratched his head. “What would it want with cleaning supplies?”

Marsden couldn’t answer. She was already in the turbolift.



When Marsden arrived in the “Janitorial Supply Room,” she found the sphere neatly embedded in the hollowed-out section, bleeping pleasantly, and looking both ominous, powerful, and beautiful, all at the same time.

Marsden had an itchy feeling at the back of her head that her career was now in serious jeopardy. Wait, screw her career. Her LIFE and those of her staff were in serious jeopardy.

“And where did you run off to without even saying goodbye?” Arroyo admonished over the comm channel.

“I’m down in the…janitor’s closet,” Marsden said. “Studying the object.” She’d found her quadcorder headset right where she left it, which she quickly donned and slid the lens over her eye. “Taking readings now.”

“That thing is powered to the gills, Shelly,” Arroyo said worriedly. “Why don’t you just get out of there and we’ll abandon ship? It’s at the very least something we know how to do well.”

“And what would we do then? Hitch a ride back to the test facility?”

“Good point. How are those scans coming?”

Marsden took a few tentative steps toward the sphere. “Stand by…”

Then she fell on her butt as the ship jerked underneath her.

“ARROYO!”

“It wasn’t me!” Arroyo replied over the comm system. “The thing just sent us back into warp. Nine point five and rising, on a heading of 080 mark 150!”

“Toward Breen space,” Marsden said, and cringed. “They’re going to LOVE this.”

“You might want to try to find a way to unplug that thing now.”

“Not an easy task,” Marsden said, climbing to her feet. She stared at the sphere, watching the readings scroll by on her view-lens.

“Funny how we seemed to get thrown out into space exactly where that sphere could find us and take control, huh?”

“Yeah,” Marsden laughed nervously. “That’s funny.” She stared at the device. “Hector, I think this thing is sentient. Maybe even organic, though not in the way we’re used to.”

“And that helps us how?” was Arroyo’s quick reply.

“Well…it helps us because I think I have a friend who just may know how to reason with one of these things.”

“That’s handy,” Arroyo said. After a pause, he added. “It would be even handier if this person were HERE! Shall I send out an invitation?”

“On the usual stationery, please.”

“One distress call, coming right up.”





SUSSEX, ENGLAND EARTH



“Oh, I DO love my petunias!”

Captain Reginald Bain knelt over the flower-box that sat outside the glorious double-bay windows that opened up on a dim, mist-covered field. The Downs hadn’t been quite the same since the populace voted down the weather maintenance initiative of 2420, but Bain had learned to appreciate the fog. At any rate, fog was nothing compared to what happened to poor Canada after the war with the Jarada decades ago.

Bain loved his free time. He was currently between assignments; that was a nice way of Starfleet saying they didn’t have anyone for him to go off and shoot, or blow up, or rescue at the moment. Along with his security chief, Bain had logged thousands of star-hours getting other ships out of trouble. The Enterprise-J alone was a handful.

Right now, though, things seemed quiet, which was okay with him.

After closing the window, Bain went over to his desk and sat down to peruse his stamp collection. He found them a nice way to unwind after a long day of bashing in the head of a smuggler who’d escaped Starfleet Security or pulling some inept captain from the wreckage of his latest run-in with a Breen interceptor patrol.

“Tea is ready, dear,” came a voice from outside the study.

Bain stood and walked to the door. He stopped short when a “bleep!” sounded at his desk. “One moment, Rosalyn!” he called as he turned back to his desk and swivelled the holo-viewer around to face him. That 3-D Federation logo sent his heart aflutter before 3-D words flashed up on the screen:

“URGENT MESSAGE FOR CAPTAIN R. BAIN.”

He punched a control on the holo-viewer and whispered his clearance, “Fru-fru,” which was the name of his Yorkshire terrier.

The words vanished to be replaced with the grinning face of Admiral Kristen Larkin.

“It’s great to see you, Reginald!” Larkin said.

“Nice to see you as well, Krissers. Have you got a spot of trouble for me or are you just calling to shoot the breeze?”

“A little of both, actually,” Larkin replied. It amazed Bain to no end that the android female was 123 years old and didn’t look a day over 20. Of course, she was an android, which helped with the aging part. “It appears that one of our experimental vessels was commandeered by some sort of bio-mechanical alien life-form and lost control of her engines this afternoon.”

“Oh, beans,” muttered Bain. “We’re not talking about Borg again, are we? Those buggers are a menace. Don’t even have the common decency to fall down after I shoot them!”

“Not at all,” replied Larkin. “In this case, the entity seems rather harmless. Except for the fact that it sent the ship barreling toward Breen space.”

“Now those blighters I can handle!” Bain said. He glanced up as he noticed his wife, Rosalyn, standing at the door.

“We’re not going off on another killing spree again, are we?” she asked.

“Tut-tut, dearest,” said Bain, returning his attention to Larkin. “What’s the caper, then?”

“The ship’s being commanded by an engineer at the moment. A Lieutenant Marsden. Obviously, she’s in way over her head. You are to intercept, take command, and bring that ship back.”

“I’ll have that filly back in the barn before you shut the doors. Don’t you worry, Admiral. When do I leave?”

“Immediately. A scout from the Explorer Project is prepped and ready to go at McKinley station. The USS Navigator.”

“Good show, Larks,” said Bain. “Let me pick up my security chief, and we’ll be off on the next beam-out.”

“Two officers who should be of help to you will be waiting on the Navigator. Good luck, Bain,” Larkin said, and disappeared from the holo-screen.

“Pack the scones, dearest. I’m off on a mission!” Bain said, rising from his seat and dashing for the door.



Commander Prosak sat idly on the couch at the sprawling McKinley station, which seemed now to overshadow a good portion of the earth. Spacedock, which hovered just to the side, was even larger. A great ice cream cone, topped with a huge, hollowed out docking facility capable of holding a hundred lumbering seventy-deck Juggernaut-class ships.

Prosak had been waiting about an hour for the rest of her party to arrive. She didn’t hear much from Command when they routed her from the Romulan delegation meeting to the station, just that her presence was needed on the Hermes project.

Prosak was a bit concerned about the idea of combining Federation and Romulan technologies. No one was even THINKING about Vulcan technology. No wonder the thing blew up six times.

Whatever the case, some being had apparently latched on to the newest experimental ship and sent it fleeing toward Breen space. The Romulan delegation agreed wholeheartedly with Command that a Romulan should be on-hand to oversee the reigning in of the wayward ship, and Prosak was the woman for the job, since she was a Starfleet officer to boot. The ONLY Romulan Starfleet officer, at present.

She didn’t know much about the being that took over the stray ship, only that it was an alien mind of some kind. THAT problem was in the purview of a doctor named Kasyov, whom Prosak was waiting for at the moment.

On the whole shuttle ride from the Romulan embassy on Earth up to McKinley station, Prosak thought about what her father, Rorshak, had told her. “Humans are our friends now, youngest. Trust them, but never ever ever turn your back on them. And quit it with the Vulcan nonsense, okay boogles?”

Prosak always had a hard time understanding her father’s advice. Her father was a stubborn man. He wasn’t totally for the Romulan/Federation alliance and was none too thrilled with her decision to sign up with the growing group of Romulan/Vulcan unificationists, known casually as the “RommaVulcs.”

So Prosak left her father at the embassy and headed for McKinley station, IDIC symbol strung around her neck. She hid it within the folds of her uniform just to please her father and the Starfleet higher-ups who were anal about such things as dress code. Hopefully the head of her current mission would be more casual.

Prosak tried to suppress the feelings of anticipation that welled up inside her with her Vulcan mind-control techniques. Handy tool, that. All the Romulans seemed to have to contribute to the Vulcans was a really good casserole recipe and an unbeaten Parises Squares team.

The gentle thrum of a shuttle pulling in at the port stirred Prosak from her thoughts. She looked up to see the arrow-shaped hypershuttle glide into place at the docking arm. A string of passengers disembarked from the airlock. They could have just as easily transported, but some folks still liked the nostalgia of good, old-fashioned space travel. While it was, admittedly, not logical, Prosak could understand the appeal.

At last, a woman matching the image Starfleet had given Prosak disembarked from the hypershuttle carrying a shoulder bag. She was tall with long, wavy dark hair and dark eyes. In a word, Prosak would have described her as intense. She also didn’t look at all pleased to be where she was. Following her father’s lead, Prosak decided this would be as good of a time as any to open diplomatic relations.

“Dr. Kasyov,” Prosak said, rising and extending her hand to the woman in standard human fashion.

“I am ready to get underway,” Kasyov said, ignoring Prosak’s offered hand. “The sooner the better. My brains don’t like to be left alone for long.”

Prosak briefly looked at either side of Kasyov’s skull. No apparent damage, but with all that hair, who could tell? However, if Starfleet saw fit to send this woman along, she must be highly competent. She decided not to pursue the matter.

“Our vessel is standing by; however, our captain has not arrived just yet. We should not have much longer to wait.”

Kasyov turned on Prosak in irritation, then stopped as her attention was drawn by the Romulan’s head. Without so much as a “would you mind?” Kasyov ran her hand along Prosak’s skull.

“Romulan!” Kasyov said more to herself than anyone.

“Commander Prosak,” Prosak replied.

“Beautiful cranial structure. I’ve never seen a Romulan brain up close.”

“No offense, Doctor, but I sincerely hope you never have the opportunity to see mine. If you are ready, I will take you to the ship.”

Kasyov reluctantly stopped fondling Prosak’s head and followed the Romulan through the crowded corridors to a docking bay on the far end of the station, where the USS Navigator sat. A harried ensign was just racing out of the access hatch.

“There you are, Commander,” he said gratefully. “The Captain just sent me to look for you.”

“I was not informed of his arrival.”

“He and Lieutenant Commander Tovar just beamed in a minute ago. He was half through the disembarking procedures when he realized you weren’t on board.”

“Nice to see everyone else is so anxious to get going,” Kasyov muttered as Prosak and the ensign brushed past her to get on board.

Moments later, Prosak and Kasyov entered the bridge of the USS Navigator, a small scout ship designed for speed and agility but without the weaponry of the larger Defiant-class variants Starfleet had utilized over the last century or so.

The bridge reflected economy more than anything else. There were chairs for a captain and a helm/tactical officer, but everyone else was on their own. At the moment, the two available chairs were occupied. Hearing the bridge doors open and close, the occupant of the captain’s chair spun around to greet the newcomers.

He was an older man, most likely in his mid-to-late sixties; although, it was often hard to tell with human men. His hair was dark, peppered with gray, and he had a salt-n-pepper moustache. For all Kasyov knew, he could be pushing 100. Despite his age, whatever that may have been, he was a powerfully built man, fit and hearty. He stood up from his seat and extended his hand to Kasyov. This time she took it and returned the handshake, drawing a glare from Prosak.

“Welcome aboard,” the man said. “Captain Reginald Bain at your service. Awfully sorry about almost running off without you.”

“Doctor Natalia Kasyov,” Kasyov replied.

“Right. Tovar tells me you’re a brain expert. Is that right, Tovar?”

“Correct, sir,” came a voice from the helm console.

“Get us underway, would you, my boy?”

“Disembarking now, sir.”

“Good lad.” Bain turned his attention back to Kasyov and Prosak. “As you will have gathered. that is Lieutenant Commander Tovar. Yynsian stock. I know the reputation, but that boy is as solid as they come. Good man to have around in a pinch. Taken him through three commands now.” Without missing a beat, Bain took Prosak’s hand.

“And you must be Commander Prosak, head of our Romulan contingent.”

“As far as I know I am your entire Romulan contingent,” Prosak replied, confused.

“That would certainly make you the head then. Glad to have you aboard. I assume you’ve both been briefed.”

“To an extent,” Kasyov replied. “Lieutenant Marsden…”

“Marsden…Marsden,” Bain interrupted, searching his memory. “Tovar?”

“The engineer in command of the Hermes craft at the moment.”

“Righters. Sorry there, Doctor. Go on.”

“As I was saying, Lieutenant Marsden is an associate of mine. She apparently requested that I be pulled away from my research to join you on this excursion.”

“I’ll try not to make the ride too rough, then,” Bain replied. “Why don’t you both stow your gear, and we’ll meet for a more thorough briefing later. How’s dinner sound? I ran off without my supper, much to my dear Rosie’s dismay.”

“I don’t eat much,” Kasyov replied cooly.

“Ah, come on now,” said Bain. “It’s a tradition of mine when I’m embarking on a new ship with a new crew. We all replicate, or make if you’re so inclined, our favorite recipes and get to know each other. Builds comradery.”

“I can prepare my spicy plomeek soup!” Prosak said excitedly.

“That’s the spirit!” Bain said.

“Sir, if I may point out two things,” Tovar said, turning from his post at tactical/helm at the front of the bridge. “First, we are on a mission of emergency rescue. Time is of the essence. Second,” he said, and glared at Prosak. “Plomeek soup is NOT spicy.”

“Mine is,” Prosak said, unaware of any derision on Tovar’s part.

“Well, then,” Bain said, rubbing his hands together. “Mister Tovar does have a point, about us needing to hurry, anyway. Why don’t you make your course to intercept that bugger of a stray ship and we’ll get the dinner things ready below decks?”



“A ship is on its way to assist,” Admiral Larkin said pleasantly enough over the viewscreen on the Hermes bridge. “Under Captain Bain. He’s quite a professional, I assure you.”

Marsden swiveled in the command chair, a knot of uncertainty in her stomach. “I think there’s something you should probably tell Captain Bain, Admiral.”

“And that would be?”

“There’s a little piece of technology downstairs we can’t really identify that may be the source of this trouble.”

“The one that invaded your ship, correct?” asked Larkin.

“No…this one was here before. The other thing latched onto it.”

“I see,” Larkin said. “And how did this original…thing…get on your ship?”

Marsden twirled a clump of blonde hair with her finger. How would she put this? “I put it there, Admiral.” That would be how.

Arroyo turned in his chair. “Come again?”

Marsden mouthed “be quiet!” to Arroyo and looked for a reaction from Larkin. She didn’t get one.

Larkin nodded. “Very well. I will tell Captain Bain.”

“You’re not…mad at me?”

“I am registering fourteen separate emotions at the moment. Anger is one of them, but it is ranked second-to-last among them. You should include a complete explanation of your actions in your debriefing, but at the moment there are more urgent matters to attend to, wouldn’t you say?”

“Yes, Admiral,” Marsden said, and Larkin disappeared from the viewscreen.

Arroyo turned in his seat again and looked at Marsden expectantly.

Marsden took a deep breath. “Well, I guess it’s high time I filled you in, Hector.”



“And that’s how Rosie and I escaped the bloodworms of Deneb IV,” Reg Bain said, leaning back in his chair at the end of the long table in the Navigator’s mess hall. They’d had to push together many of the short tables in order to seat everyone at dinner, but Bain insisted they dine as a whole crew. That included Bain, Tovar, Dr. Kasyov, Commander Prosak, and the six other engine, science, and security officers that made up the entirety of Navigator’s complement.

“This is all very fascinating, Captain,” said Kasyov, as she poked at her half-eaten square of Yorkshire pudding. She swirled a chunk of it around in the dish of spicy Plomeek soup. “But weren’t you supposed to fill us in on the mission? Do you have any additional information about the Hermes project?”

“What’s that?” asked Bain. “Well, I suppose I don’t.”

“I do,” Prosak said quietly, raising her hand at the other end of the table. “The Romulan delegation produced a presentation on the project for the galactic conference. I have it right here on this nanolinear chip.”

“Good show, Prosak!” said Bain. “Tovar, why don’t you boot it up on the viewer?”

Tovar frowned at his untouched bowl of Plomeek soup. “I hardly think that’s in my job description.”

“Now now, my boy, no need to grouse about it. Let’s see this presentation Prosak has so kindly brought us,” Bain said it with a grin of amusement, but something told Kasyov that a measure of authority accompanied the command.

Reluctantly, Tovar rose from his seat and walked over to Prosak’s seat. “The chip, if you please.”

Prosak gladly produced the ship, and Tovar walked over to the monitor at the front of the room as Bain wiped his mouth and turned in his chair to view the presentation.

“Dim the lights, lad!” he said good-naturedly.

Tovar bent by the monitor, plunked in the thumb-size chip, and waved his hand over a control panel.

The lights dimmed, and the Romulan and Federation logos appeared on the viewscreen.

Admiral Larkin appeared next, seated at a desk, with a Romulan at her side.

“And who’s that with Larks there?” asked Bain.

“That is my father,” said Prosak. “Romulan Ambassador Rorshak.”

“Your father’s the Romulan ambassador?” said Kasyov.

“Wish you’d shaken my hand now, don’t you?” Prosak said, with a fleeting tinge of pride.

“What you are about to see is classified,” said Admiral Larkin on the screen. “Please do not share it with anyone or mention it in your diary.”

“The Hermes Project,” said Rorshak, stepping out from behind Larkin’s desk, “is designed to meld, so to speak, Romulan and Federation technologies.” The vid device moved to follow him to a holoviewer. He hit a control, and the Hermes-class vessel appeared in front of him. “As you can see, the hull design up front is quite similar to the old Intrepid design, and includes an upper sensor/weapons pod, and lower secondary deck for engineering purposes. But, as we move to the back of the vessel, you see that the two warp nacelles are nestled in a wing-like, forward-sweeping encasement, which is at the same time beautiful and useful from a warp design standpoint.”

“So far this is quite over my head,” Bain commented.

“Do not worry,” Tovar said, taking a seat beside Bain. “I will explain it all to you later. I’m…” Tovar sighed, “used to doing that.”

“But the real differences are internal,” Rorshak continued, pointing as the outer design schematic of the Hermes design melted away to reveal and zoom in on a warp engine at the center of the ship. “What you are seeing now is the first-ever hybrid matter/antimatter quantum singularity drive. We call it the anti-singularity engine. The prototype for this vessel is already being built. We expect it to enter testing within the next month.”

“This vid was taken quite a while ago,” said Prosak. “The vessel we’re on our way to meet is the seventh one.”

“What happened to the first six?” inquired Tovar.

“They blew up,” said Kasyov.

“And how do you know all about this?” Bain asked, pivoting to face the scientist.

“Lieutenant Marsden is my friend. She tells me these things.”

“And she is…”

Tovar pursed his lips. “The woman we are going to find, the engineer in command of the stray vessel.”

“Right, then. But didn’t Larks just tell us not to talk about this ship to anyone? Why is this Marsden lass being so loose-lipped?”

“Sir,” Kasyov said tiredly, “my security clearance is Alpha-Nine. I work on the brains of some of the galaxy’s greatest minds. I’ve talked to Sarek’s brain.”

A gasp echoed through the room.

“…in which case the entire thing will probably explode,” Larkin finished saying, at which time Rorshak returned behind her desk on the screen.

“Hope we didn’t miss an important bit,” Bain said, rubbing his chin.

“I think we have it covered,” Tovar said. “My primary concern is this being that has infiltrated the Hermes prototype.”

“Shelly never mentioned anything about that,” said Kasyov.

“Starfleet’s database is a bit vague on it as well,” Bain said. “They just know it got into the ship’s systems and took it over.”

“Then we need to find a way to stop that ship before it gets into Breen space,” said Prosak.

“Right you are!” said Bain. “But there’s nothing to be done until we meet up with our wayward Hermes and get a first-hand look. Anyone for some cinnamon scones?”



Lieutenant Marsden sat on her haunches, staring, fingers steepled to her lips, at the great sphere in Science Lab Four. The “janitorial closet” containing the invader had been redubbed a science lab at the very moment that Arroyo notified the crew as to what Marsden had done. They were currently miffed at her for going behind their backs, but they’d get over it.

“So you just found this thing?” Arroyo asked from behind her.

“Pretty much,” replied Marsden. “How was I supposed to know there was another piece of it out here?”

“It’s a strange galaxy,” remarked Arroyo. “Have you made any kind of contact with it yet?”

“Not really,” replied Marsden. “That’s more Nat’s department. She should be here soon, and hopefully she can figure out what it wants.”

“You really think your friend will be able to…” Arroyo nudged his head in the direction of the sphere, “get through to this thing?”

“Absolutely. I have total faith in her.” Marsden rocked back onto her rear end and sat watching the sphere as it blinked and thrummed. “Any idea how long it’ll be ’til we get to Breen space?”

“About an hour, give or take,” said Arroyo. “You in any hurry to get blasted today?”

“Not especially.”



Bain returned to the mess hall looking confused. Kasyov had a feeling he had that look fairly often. She also noted Tovar was right at his side, ready to explain things. Everyone else pretty much continued to nibble on their scones.

“Just got a message from Admiral Larkin,” he said. He looked to Kasyov. “Darnedest thing. Appears your engineer friend put an unidentified alien device into the prototype. The being that took over the vessel seems to have been attracted to that.”

“She must have had some reason,” Kasyov said, sliding away from the table.

“Apparently to keep the ship from blowing up,” Bain said. “And the device did a right good job of it too.”

“Although one would argue that the method isn’t exactly standard,” said Prosak, looking up from her scone.

“So how does this help us?” asked Kasyov.

“That I can tell, it doesn’t,” said Bain. “But Larks did tell me she tracked down where this device came from. Found by a ship called Secondprize over a hundred years ago.”

Tovar involuntarily twitched.

Bain approached and clamped a hand on Tovar’s shoulder. “Something wrong, lad?”

“Not necessarily,” said Tovar. “There’s a point two-seven-five percent chance this device is something perfectly normal. Of course it could be a rock monster that will try to destroy this ship…”

“What would give you THAT idea?” wondered Prosak.

Tovar twitched again, then let out a sound somewhere between a grunt and a gurgle. “Not…welcome,” he hissed.

“Tovar, snap out of it man!” Bain called out. It was apparent he’d seen this before.

Prosak stood and approached Tovar. “Commander, I am aware I have not known you for long, but perhaps a mind-meld would help clear your thoughts…”

“I have no need of your Romulan parlor tricks,” Tovar said, regaining his composure. “I know real Vulcans, and you ma’am are not a real Vulcan!”

“I’m a RommaVulc,” Prosak said proudly.

Tovar rolled his eyes. “Allow me to humor you. Proceed with your meld, for what good it will do.”

Prosak turned Tovar to face her and firmly placed her fingers on Tovar’s forehead. “Clear your mind of distractions.”

“I assumed that’s what you were supposed to do,” Tovar said curtly.

“I said clear your mind of distractions,” Prosak said again. “My mind to your mind. Our thoughts are one.” No, they weren’t. Nothing was happening. Prosak winced inwardly. Very few Romulan RommaVulcs actually managed the famed neck pinch, much less an actual mind meld. Prosak’s melds, when they did work, always turned out a little…

Tovar’s eyes bulged and glazed over. “CURSE YOU, FOUL DEMON WOMAN!”

Wrong.

Prosak found something, and it was not at all good, she decided, as she was tossed to the floor like a rag doll.

Bain frowned. “Not to criticize, there, Prosak, but I don’t think that’s quite the way.”

Tovar turned instantly on Bain, who grabbed him by the shoulders, gave him a stern, fatherly glare. “Tovar, you stop that foolishness this instant, my boy, or there will be consequences!”

Tovar shrunk immediately away. “Daddy? Sorry Daddy!” He limped out of the mess hall, sucking his thumb and whimpering.

Bain straightened his uniform tunic. “Sorry about that display, friends. He gets like that sometimes.” He bent down to help Prosak up. “Are you all right, Commander?”

Prosak nodded.

“That man needs serious therapy,” Kasyov said.

“Oh, no more than most Yynsians, I assure you. Past lives and all. Damned nuisance if you ask me, but that boy is one hell of an officer.”

Kasyov and Prosak exchanged a skeptical glance.

“Well then,” Bain said, “if we’re all done eating here, I think it’s high time we got to the bridge and found out what’s what.”



Marsden had had enough. She had never been one to just sit around while things happened. That’s how she’d gotten the Hermes project to begin with. Despite failure after failure, she’d pressed on and found solutions. So now one of her solutions was causing a problem. So be it. She could handle that too.

“I don’t know about this, Shelly,” Arroyo said as Marsden heated up her phaser drill and approached the sphere.

“I’m just going to look for now.”

“With a phaser drill?”

“Okay. So I’m planning on looking inside. I promise I won’t do anything else…yet. You just be ready to get me out of here.”

Arroyo took two steps away from the sphere. Oh how he wished he could be up on the bridge actually flying the prototype right now. Of course, with the sphere in control, there wasn’t much to do other than sit up there and watch old holovids. And he was probably better off here considering all they had in stock were three ancient episodes of Days of Honor and a J’naii production of Guys and Dolls. And Arroyo doubted anyone could tell which ones were supposed to be the guys and which were the dolls.

Marsden activated her face shield and placed the phaser drill against the surface of the sphere just above where it had attached to a hose from the lasagna drive, as Arroyo had taken to calling it.

“OWWWWW!”

The sudden booming of a deep voice shook the entire ship and knocked Marsden back into Arroyo, who narrowly avoided losing some vital personal equipment to the phaser drill.

“I think we just verified it’s alive,” Arroyo said.

“That helps,” Marsden muttered.

“Sure it does. You’ve been hiding out in engineering circles too long. We’re Starfleet. We go talk to strange lifeforms before we try to disassemble them.”

“You want me to talk to it?”

“You’re the captain. That’s what captains do.”

Marsden pulled herself off of Arroyo and stalked back towards the sphere.

“Open your hands in friendship,” Arroyo called after her. “And slow down. You don’t want to scare it.” Marsden shot an angry glare at Arroyo but did as he suggested.

“Hello, Mister Alien Sphere. I am Lieutenant Shelly Marsden. You’ve taken control of my ship, and I’d really like it back…please.”

No response.

“This is useless,” Marsden snapped.

“Diplomacy, Shelly.”

“I preferred my phaser drill.”

“Try knocking.”

Marsden was sure Arroyo was enjoying all of this way too much, but she didn’t have any better ideas to offer…other than taking the sphere apart piece by piece. She reminded herself that Kasyov was on the way. Natalia was way more qualified in the whole dealing with alien intelligences department. All Marsden wanted was to get her prototype back to Earth in time for her court-martial.

She knocked twice firmly on the edge of the sphere and took a step back. A small hatch opened in the seemingly-smooth surface of the sphere. Suddenly, two tiny energy bolts shot out, knocking Marsden back…twice.

“I think it’s mimicking you,” Arroyo said. “Knock again.”

“You knock!” Marsden said, rubbing her chest where the bolts had hit. They didn’t burn, but they had hit her pretty hard.

“No, thanks. But hey, at least it didn’t mimic your use of the phaser drill.”

“Lucky me.”



Content after a big meal and a syntheholic brandy, Captain Bain strolled out onto the Navigator bridge and settled into his command chair. Kasyov and Prosak followed along with a yeoman carrying two stools for them to use on the cramped bridge.

“Did you enjoy your meal, sir?” Tovar asked from the helm console.

“Splendidly,” Bain replied. “Anything to report?”

“Not a thing since you left to eat, sir.”

Prosak stepped up to Tovar and put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry about what happened at dinner, Tovar. If you want to talk…”

“What about dinner? I wasn’t there. I’ve been up here the whole time, right sir?” Tovar looked back at Bain, who nodded sagely.

“Absolutely, my boy. I don’t think you set foot off the bridge all evening.” Tovar turned back to his console as Prosak gaped at Bain. The captain just shook his head and mouthed “Don’t.”

“Now what about this ship we’re chasing?” Bain asked without missing a beat.

“We should intercept the Hermes prototype in approximately ten minutes,” Tovar reported.

“Capital. Okay, Prosak. We know about the engines. What else are we up against?”

Prosak stepped away from Tovar and took a position beside Bain’s chair as the viewscreen brought up a schematic of the Hermes prototype. “The Hermes prototype is an attempt to meld Romulan and Federation technology, as you know. The prototype is equipped with neutron torpedoes, infi-phasic shielding, disruptor cannons, and linked banks of enhanced compression phaser arrays. The ship is designed for a crew of 200, but there are only 13 on board at the moment.”

“And the intruder,” Bain said.

“And the intruder,” Prosak concurred. “Aside from the usual amenities, the Hermes prototype has a crew lounge, holographic recreation facilities, and in-room holopods.”

“Damn nice ship, they’ve got there,” Bain said. “Too bad about that blowing-up glitch.”

“Quite,” Prosak said, pleased with how professional she was sounding. These sorts of briefings had never been a strong suit. She called up Lieutenant Marsden’s report to Starfleet that had been included with the prototype’s distress call. “As you can see, the first six versions of the prototype all self-destructed when the anti-singularity engines were engaged.”

“But the seventh prototype…blast, can we find a name for this bugger?” Bain said. “That’s a ship out there. A real ship. She needs a name.” He examined Marsden’s note next to the Hermes-7 prototype test report. It was only one word.

“Anomaly. Sounds as good as any,” Bain said, slapping his hand down on his chair to emphasize his point. “All right, then. The Anomaly worked presumably due to that alien technology this Marsden installed.”

“Correct, sir,” Prosak said. She rolled the name around in her mind for a moment or two. Anomaly. It actually worked. “So now we must stop the Anomaly.”

“If I were some cowboy space jockey, I suppose I would just lasso her like some wild horse, but we’re going to board her after the fashion of the English,” Bain said.

“And that would be?” Kasyov asked, wondering just how much danger this man was planning on putting her life into.

“Pull up alongside, grapple her, and beam aboard. Nothing to it. Tovar, handle the niceties if you would, please. Doctor, Prosak, a word…” Bain gestured for Kasyov and Prosak to follow him as he headed out of the bridge and through the narrow Navigator corridors to the ship’s transporter room.

“There’s something I need to tell you, Doctor, before we charge into the breech,” Bain said to Kasyov.

“By all means.”

“Now this is not meant as a slight to your abilities or your field, Kassie, but I’ve got a set of orders to reduce that ship and the whatever-it-is running it to so much space dust if you can’t find a way to get things under control before we cross the Breen border. I appreciate the whole new life forms mantra as much as the next bloke, but I will not have the Anomaly fall into the wrong hands. I think our esteemed Romulan companion would agree with me on that, right Prosak?”

Prosak jumped at the sound of her name. “Um…right. Definitely. We’ve got to save the ship.”

“Believe me, Bainie,” Kasyov spat as they reached the door of the transporter room. “If I can’t deal with this life-form, you’ll be the first to know. After that, you’re welcome to create all the destruction and havoc that you want.”

“Capital!” Bain replied with a huge grin as he clapped Kasyov on the shoulder. “I knew you and I would see eye to eye, Kassie. Can’t tell you how glad I am to have you along on this little jaunt.”

Before Kasyov could show him just how badly he was missing the point, Bain entered the transporter room.

“That man is intolerable,” Kasyov muttered.

“I find him quite engaging,” Prosak replied. “He’s certainly not like the usual Starfleet stiffs I deal with. I think I like him.”

“He’s all yours,” Kasyov said, gesturing for Prosak to go into the transporter room ahead of her.



Tovar watched the Anomaly grow larger and larger on the viewscreen as the Navigator moved in towards her at an intercept angle. So far, the larger Hermes vessel hadn’t so much as slowed down to acknowledge the approach of another ship. On the upside, that would make matching speeds a lot easier. The last thing Tovar needed was for the Anomaly to suddenly slam on the brakes after he’d tractored on to them.

<That display at dinner was unacceptable,> a voice from deep within his consciousness stated.

“I wasn’t at dinner,” Tovar’s mind replied.

<No, we all were,> the voice snapped. <Your controls are seriously lacking.>

“I’ve done fine for the last thirty years, thank you very much.”

<Just try to pull yourself together better. Not all captains will lie for you like Bain has.>

“He’s never lied for me!” Tovar said defensively.

<This is pointless. Just fly the ship.>

Tovar snapped back to the matter at hand just before the Navigator was about to barrel into the side of the Anomaly. He quickly corrected the course and swung in alongside of the larger ship. The Anomaly hadn’t even reacted to imminent collision. Somehow, the Yynsian doubted that this was a good sign. He activated the comm system.

“This is the USS Navigator to Lieutenant Marsden on board the Hermes prototype. What is your status?”

“Marsden here,” a grateful sounding female voice replied quickly. “I am with the alien sphere now. So far we haven’t been able to make contact with it…or shut down the engines. It’s set up some sort of forcefield around all of the vital systems. We have control of communications and life support, and that’s about it.”

“And the holovision,” a male voice said in the background.

“Stand by, Anomaly,” Tovar replied. “Captain Bain and his party will be beaming over shortly.”

“What’d you call me?” Marsden demanded.

“Your ship. The Anomaly. Captain Bain named it.”

“HE named MY ship!” Marsden replied angrily.

“Yes, Lieutenant,” Tovar said, putting a bit of emphasis on the lieutenant part. “He can tell you all about it when he arrives. Navigator out.”



Marsden felt a mixture of emotions as the mustached and handsome in a My-Uncle-Bob sort of way Captain Bain swaggered into Science Lab Four. She was grateful for the help, to be sure, and quite relieved to see Natalia bringing up the rear, along with a Romulan woman Marsden didn’t know, but that conversation with the fellow on the rescue ship bothered her. Was this a rescue mission or a takeover?

Bain reached forward to shake Marsden’s hand and she stood, dusting off the legs of her uniform pants. She shook Bain’s offered hand and smiled weakly up at him. “Lieutenant Shelly Marsden.” She nodded at Arroyo. “Ensign Hector Arroyo, my helmsman.”

“Reginald Bain,” he said, nodding at both. “A pleasure to make your acquaintances.” He looked around the science lab with satisfaction. “I hereby relieve you of command. Kassie…?”

Kasyov stepped forward, quadcorder headset at the ready. She slid down the lens and circled the sphere, while giving Marsden only a vague nod of recognition.

“Kassie?” thought Marsden to herself. She promised to knock Bain out cold if he called her “Marsdie.” She was already steamed about the relief-of-command part, but she decided to just count her blessings that he was there to stop them from barreling into Breen space. She just wished she’d have been the one to do it.

While Kasyov performed her scans, Bain gestured regally at the Romulan woman next to him. “Lieutenant, might I introduce Commander Prosak, our Romulan attache.”

“Charmed,” Marsden said vacantly and continued to watch Kasyov. “Anything, Nat?”

“An energy signal that could power a few colonies,” Kasyov said crouching in front of the sphere. “But there is an organic brain somewhere inside. And quite an impressive one, by the looks of it.”

“Thanks!” came the quick reply, which boomed throughout the lab…possibly throughout the entire ship.

Kasyov lurched back and quickly planted her hands on the deck to keep from falling. “Well, it talks.”

“We established that,” Arroyo said. “When the lieutenant here poked it with a phaser drill.”

“Ahem!” Marsden cleared her throat and turned to Bain. “We’ve made some…attempts at communication.”

“Jolly good show,” Bain said, and looked down at Kasyov. “Tell it to stand down at once and power down its engines, Kass.”

Kasyov bristled, but turned to face the sphere. She didn’t quite know how to begin. “Alien sphere…can you hear me?” she finally said.

“Yes, I can hear you,” boomed the sphere from all around them. Bain nodded approval. “And I’m not an ‘it.’ I am a ‘he.’”

“Sorry, chap,” Bain said warmly. “So how about you bring us to a stop and turn us back away from the Breen? They’re a nasty people, not too friendly to Federation ships, I’m afraid.”

“And what exactly is this ‘Federation’ you speak of?” asked the sphere conversationally.

“Well, that will take a bit,” Bain said, stroking his chin.

“Maybe there’s a simpler solution here,” Kasyov said, turning to Bain. “He’s hooked into the engines. Odds are he can get to the computers. Sphere…” she said, turning back to the object.

“I have a name,” said the sphere, sounding a bit put-off.

“Oh, well do tell!” said Bain.

“I’m called Cabral by my people.”

“Good enough,” said Kasyov. “Cabral, can you access this ship’s computers?”

“And ‘computers’ are…?”

Kasyov sighed. “Can you get to the data storage facility in this vessel?”

“Oh, well why didn’t you just say so? Back in a moment!” and the sphere dimmed slightly.

“Cheerful fellow,” said Bain.

Prosak looked on, unsure exactly of how to contribute to the away team. So far she hadn’t said anything. “This is a wonderful ship,” she finally said. “I’ve seen the specs, but they just don’t quite do it justice.”

No one seemed to be listening.

“Ah, there we go!” Cabral boomed as the sphere lit back up. “Now I get the picture. Well, this will be a problem. See I need to get on the other side of that empire.”

“For what purpose, exactly?” asked Shelly Marsden.

“I’ve got to…find someone,” Cabral said.

“A fellow…sphere?” Bain ventured.

“A fellow explorer!” Kasyov said, snapping her fingers. “Am I right?”

“Sort of…” the sphere said, then dimmed thoughtfully. “You know when you meet a special being out there in the galaxies, and things seem to connect right away? Great conversations, and such?”

Marsden rolled her eyes. “He’s trying to get a date.”

“I have a date,” the sphere said haughtily. “I’ve just been trying for the past one hundred thirty years to get there. Unfortunately, my ship was blown up and that put a stop to that. Thankfully, this ship came along with just the part I needed, and I was on my way again without losing a beat.”

“130 years?” asked Kasyov. “How can you be sure she’s still out there?”

“My people are quite stubborn,” said Cabral. “Trust me, she’s still out there. At any rate, I don’t think time passes quite the same for my people as it does for you.”

“We’ll take your word for it,” said Marsden. “Listen, we just need you to stop before we get into Breen space, so we can turn back.”

“Quite impossible,” replied Cabral. “My components, which were incorrectly installed, mind you, burned out this ship’s primitive antimatter-singularity drive. You need to get it operational again and get me across that empire to my love…Jacinda!”

“How bloody romantic!” cheered Bain.

“Um…is anybody down there?” the comm system broke in with a nervous female voice.

“What is it, Devix?” Marsden asked.

“Well, we’re really getting close to the Breen border, and we just detected another ship sitting on the other side. I think they’re Breen.”

“Good guess,” Marsden said humorlessly. “How much time to do we have?”

“Oh, about one minute.”

“I’ll be right there,” Marsden replied. “Marsden out.”

“Afraid not, Marsden,” Bain said. “I’ll handle these Breen blighters. I need you on that engine.”

Marsden growled to herself. “Yes…Captain.” She glared at Arroyo. “Hector! Come on.”

“No can do there, Marsie,” Bain said.

Well, at least he didn’t say “Marsdie.”

“I’ve got to have a pilot, don’t you think?” Bain continued. “And I’d wager no one here can handle the Anomaly like Mister Arroyo. What say we get ourselves to the bridge of this bird?”

“Yes, sir!” Arroyo said smartly. Bain and Arroyo headed toward the door.

Marsden heard the soft chirp as Bain touched the comm pip at his collar. “Bain to Tovar. We’ve got a right bastard waiting for us on the other side of the border. Bring the Navigator into the Anomaly’s shuttlebay and meet me on the bridge. We’ll give them a good what for.”

“On my way, sir,” Tovar’s voice replied just as the door closed behind Bain and Arroyo.

“Doesn’t take him long to march in and take over,” Marsden grumbled.

“He definitely seems to know what he is doing,” Prosak replied as Kasyov set to work monitoring Cabral. “Are you heading to the engine room now?”

“Doesn’t look like I have much of a choice,” Marsden replied. “Bain’s right that I’m probably the only one who can get the anti-sing up and running again. What of it?”

“I’d like to go along, if I may,” said Prosak. “I’d be interested to see the anti-sing engine design.”

“I’m not your keeper,” muttered Marsden as she headed to the exit. “Do what you want.” Prosak followed eagerly behind.

“So, 130 years without a date?” Kasyov said to the sphere once the room was empty.

“About that. How about you?” the sphere asked.

“About the same.”



Bain and Arroyo exited the port bridge turbolift and quickly took their seats, much to the relief of the two members of Marsden’s engineering staff that had been monitoring the situation. Almost immediately, Tovar entered from the starboard turbolift.

“Tactical,” Bain said with a quick glace as the Yynsian moved to the large station just above and behind Bain’s command chair. “Time to the border, Ensign.”

“Three…two…one. Now,” Arroyo reported.

“No time like the present, I guess,” Bain said eagerly. “Tovar…”

“Shields and weapons on-line. Breen vessel on screen.” True to Tovar’s word, the image switched to show the scythe-shaped Breen craft on an intercept course.

“Good man! Arroyo…”

“Yes, sir?” Arroyo asked. Bain shook his head. Always tough breaking in a new officer. That was one of the many good things about Tovar. Already knew what he was going to ask.

“Your status?”

“Oh. I’m still locked out of the controls.”

“That’ll certainly throw a blanket on this fire,” Bain said, leaning back. “Bridge to Kasyov.”

“Kasyov here,” the Russian scientist replied with a hint of irritation in her voice.

“If it’s not too much trouble there, Kassie, could you ask our friend Cabral to kindly relinquish his control of the helm?” Bain saw the approaching Breen vessel looming larger.

“I cannot do that,” Cabral said, overhearing Bain’s request. “I just gave you shields and weapons. Isn’t that enough?”

“No. Give us full control of the ship, Cabral!”

“I cannot be late for this date!”

“You’re already running 130 years behind. What’s a few more minutes?” Kasyov said.

“If I relinquish control, you will remove me from this vessel.”

The ship rocked as the first blast from the Breen ship impacted the shields. “Believe me,” Kasyov said. “I think we’ll be busy with other problems.”

Another shot jolted Kasyov, sending her falling to the deck. “All you’re doing is making it easier for the Breen to shoot us!”

“Damn it! This is exactly what happened last time,” Cabral moaned.

“Then let Captain Bain do something.”

“Oh very well,” Cabral replied. “But you will all be very very very very sorry if I do not get my Jacinda-love and soon!”

“Oh, and he’s doing so much better than I would have,” Marsden said sarcastically as the Anomaly shook under her feet. The jolting was making it very difficult for her to hold her attenuator steadily.

“I believe your analysis is premature,” Prosak replied as she aimed a palm light at the area of conduit Marsden was repairing.

“Oh god. The emotionless Vulcan bit is the last thing I need right now.”

“I was just trying to make a point,” Prosak replied hotly. “He hasn’t had time to do much!”

“So you do have emotions!”

“Of course! I’m a RommaVulc. I use the best of both cultures. That emotionless bit is fine, but hard to keep going. Besides, you have no idea how quickly it brings dates to a standstill.”

“I can imagine.”

“Should we try to hail them?” asked Arroyo.

“You obviously haven’t dealt much with the Breen,” said Bain. shaking his head. “Tovar, ready a spread of neutron torpedoes and fire at your discretion!”

“Aye, sir,” Tovar said, and instantly five twinkling green neutron torpedoes blasted out at the Breen scythe.

“Wait,” Arroyo said, looking down at helm. “We have control back! Dr. Kasyov did it!”

“Jolly good, then, take us out of warp, fire up the polaron engines and engage evasive plan Delta!”

“Delta with a twist,” Arroyo said, and brought the Anomaly twisting about the Breen before its weapons targeting could adjust.

“What’s that?” asked Bain, and he held on to the command chair as the Anomaly’s enhanced polaron-based sublight speed combined with Arroyo’s tight maneuvers pulled more inertia than the dampers could handle.

“Just a little something I created on my own,” Arroyo said handily.

“Plain old Delta will do next time,” Bain said, then looked to the screen. “Tovar?”

“Reverse angle on-screen,” the Yynsian replied, and Bain watched the Breen ship disappear in the distance with great satisfaction. He wasn’t satisfied for long, though. Soon the Breen ship powered up and closed the distance, sending wave after wave of powerful blue balls of energy slamming into them.

“Infi-phasic shields are taking a pounding,” Tovar reported. “Re-sheathing on the port quarter, ablative armor rotating to a modulation of zero point two.”

“Sounds good to me,” replied Bain. “Hit them with the compression phasers!”

Tovar nodded. Five beams of rapid-fire energy ripped out at the scythe and blasted one section to pieces. It continued on, seemingly unperturbed.

“Nasty blighters, these Breen,” said Bain. “Let’s give those disruptors a go.”

“Disruptors, aye,” said Tovar, and glittering green beams lashed back at the Breen ship.

More blasts came back from the Breen vessel, rocking the Anomaly.

Bain waved his hand over a control on the command chair-arm. “Marsden, we could use that anti-sing drive now, if you please!”



Marsden slammed her fist against the white orb that made up the core of the anti-singularity warp drive. Within, a quantum singularity went about its usual business. The trick was to get the matter/antimatter injectors back up so that singularity could be bombarded once again, which would generate a warp field and send the Anomaly sliding across Breen space in half a jiffy.

But so far, the plasma injectors were unresponsive, and there wasn’t time for a cold start-up.

Hands clasped behind her back, Prosak looked on gravely. “I wish there was something I could do, Lieutenant.”

“You don’t have a degree in quantum dynamics by any chance.”

“Theater history actually, but I minored in warp propulsion.”

“Close, but no coilspanner. Unless you can mind meld with inanimate objects, we’re out of luck.”

“I don’t think so,” Prosak replied. “At times like these,” she continued, as the Anomaly was bombarded. “I always rely on the advice of Sarek: ‘do what feels right.’ Isn’t that good advice, Lieutenant?”

“No, not really,” Marsden said thoughtfully. Not listening to Prosak gave her an opportunity to clear her thoughts. “But…I could attempt a rapid-burst flow diversion from the secondary warp manifold to the primary singularity subsystems!”

Prosak blinked. “That would be acceptable.”

Marsden quickly slid under the railing that surrounded the white orb and swung down to the deck below, where she began working. “Thanks for all your help, Prosak.”

Prosak shrugged. “Any time, Lieutenant.”



Bain clutched the command chair as Arroyo put the Anomaly through her paces. He was continually amazed at the inertial dampers’ ability to keep him in his chair. Not for the first time, Bain felt that Starfleet’s core of engineers should design some sort of strap that could attach across the waist and sling also across the chest…a simple device, but one that would be effective nonetheless. In another life, Bain might have been an inventor. But in this life, Bain happened to be the captain of a starship that was being pummeled currently by a Breen scytheship.

Sparks burst out of the engineering console to Bain’s left, and he was once again stirred to battle-readiness. “Tovar, re-route emergency power to the shield regeneration matrix and rotate the ablative armor once more to account for those bloody Breen blasts!”

“Aye, sir. Rotating now. Preparing compression phasers for another volley!” Tovar’s hands scrambled across the immense tactical console. The console was so wide (and included a wall of panels behind him) that it was a tad overwhelming. His speed and reflexes more than made up for it, and the resulting effect was quite like that of a short-order cook rushing to get a meal prepared. In short, Tovar was all over the place.

Arroyo, meanwhile, pushed the Anomaly’s polaron drive to maximum, then stopped her on a latinum strip and spun around to face the surprised Breen. Tovar, instinctively, unleashed the full fury of Anomaly’s firepower, and the Breen ship spun backwards on its axis, spewing gas from several hull fractures.

Bain clenched his fist. “Good show, chaps! Already a gelled unit, I like that!”

“Problem,” Tovar said, studying the bank of stellar maps behind his station. “Five more Breen destroyers are on their way!”

“Don’t expect me to pull of that kind of wizardry five more times!” said Arroyo.

“I’ll expect all-new wizardry, my boy,” Bain said as the bridge comm bleeped.

“Marsden to bridge,” the lieutenant said over the speakers, breathless. “You’ve got anti-sings. Go for it!”

“How about a whole new wizard?” Arroyo said with a grin, adding quietly, “Way to go, Shelly.”

“Magnificent!” said Bain, and he watched the bevy of Breen destroyers advance on the viewscreen. “Put on the steam, Mr. Arroyo!”

Arroyo eagerly tapped in the engage sequence on the anti-singularity engines and the Anomaly snapped forward, just as the Breen vessels closed in.



Aboard the Breen destroyer XAXRDAARD, the captain watched in perturbed silence, pounding the command chair.

He barked an order to pursue, and his own vessels leapt into warp. He soon realized they wouldn’t be near fast enough to catch up with the Federation intruder. As a matter of fact, the intruder was moving so fast it would be clear across their empire within a few minutes. By the time they mounted a counterstrike, the Federation vessel would be gone.

Thot-Phul cringed at the thought at yet another defeat at Federation hands, and grudgingly ordered his ships to halt. Best not to mention this to anyone. But Thot-Phul would keep his eye out for this Federation vessel Hermes, as its ship ID tag read. He’d be watching the Hermes very closely indeed. And if he ever saw a ship named Hermes again…well, there would be trouble…assuming he could catch them.



Marsden and Prosak arrived on the bridge shortly after the Anomaly crossed out of Breen territory and Arroyo brought it out of anti-sing.

“What speed were we going, old chum?” Bain asked, leaning over Arroyo’s readings.

Arroyo gestured impotently at his panel. “It’s off the warp scale. At the academy, we were taught that the warp threshold was 20. I’d say, if there were any comparison, it would be that we were going 40 or higher, but that’s not exactly accurate.”

Bain rubbed his chin. “Well, that won’t do at all.” He glanced back at Marsden. “Say, why don’t you come up with a new scale for this anti-singularity thing, seeing as it is your baby and all?”

The ship is my baby too, you limey bastard, thought Marsden ruefully, and she plastered on a fake smile. “I’d be honored.”

“Jolly good,” Bain said, returning to the command chair. He saw Prosak looming behind him. “Well, now, Commander. I’m afraid there isn’t a seat here for you. I could have Tovar bring over one of the stools from the Navigator, if you wish?”

Prosak clasped her hands behind her back. “No need, Captain. I am content to stand behind you.”

“Right, then,” Bain said, turning back to watch the stars on the viewscreen. He could feel the Romulan’s cold stare on the back of his neck. “Jolly…good.”

Marsden took up a seat on the raised left quarterdeck at the engineering console. “Would you care to hear how the anti-sing engines performed, sir?”

“Absolutely!” Bain said, pivoting his chair to face her.

“They burned out again. That’s going to be problematic.”

“Quite,” Prosak said. “Especially from the Romulan Senate’s point of view.”

“We’ve got quite a few more pressing issues now,” said Bain. “Besides, you can go down there and perform the same old magic on those buggers to get us home once this is all over, can’t you?”

Marsden gritted her teeth. “I…guess.”

“All I needed to hear,” Bain said, and spun around to face Tovar at the rear. “Tovar, my friend, where the devil are we?”

Tovar checked his panel. “Just crossed the perimeter into the Gamma Quadrant, Captain. And, apparently, Cabral has re-taken control of the ship.”

“Has he now?” asked Bain. He thumbed the comm control on his armrest. “Kasyov, what’s all this control-taking about, then?”

“A deal is a deal, Captain,” Kasyov said. “You promised him we’d get back to finding his date as soon as we got through Breen space.”

“Can’t say I like having my ship pulled out from under me like that,” Bain said bitterly

“I know the feeling,” muttered Marsden as she headed toward the turbolift to return to engineering.

“But you’re right,” Bain said, undeterred. “I made a bargain, and I’m not about to let our spherical comrade down. Mr. Arroyo, sit there and look busy until we reach our destination.”

“Aye, sir,” Arroyo said eagerly, and went to work at his station, doing nothing.



Kasyov stood behind the main console in the science lab, running additional tests on Cabral.

“So what’s your love life like?” the sphere asked conversationally.

Kasyov wasn’t even thrown by the question. She spent more time with brains than with people, and seemed to have a genuine affinity with dis-embodied individuals, as some of them liked to be called.

She kept studying her scans. “Didn’t we already discuss this?”

“Just call me curious.”

“I get out on occasion.”

“What kind of…being is your type?”

“We call them men,” Kasyov replied, “and I like one who’s smart, funny…and at least somewhat responsible. He has to have a good head on his shoulders.” She paused to chuckle a bit at that.

“Did you say something funny?” inquired Cabral, glowing with curiosity.

“Oh, yes,” Kasyov said. “You see, in humanoids, the brain is usually-though not always-inside the head.”

“Good a place as any for one, I suppose.”

“Very much so,” said Kasyov. “But I guess I was always more comfortable with brains. At the academy, my friends used to say I had brains on the brain.”

“Well, then, I feel as though I’m in good hands.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“Was that a brain joke?”

“Maybe.”

“I might be offended then,” Cabral said.

“You know you love it,” Kasyov replied. They may be different species, but basically a brain was a brain. All they wanted was a little attention.



“Did we just change course?” Bain asked, suddenly sitting up in his chair.

“Yes, sir,” Arroyo replied after scrambling to check his instruments. “And we’re slowing down.”

“Tovar,” Bain said, turning around in his chair.

“Sensors are showing an asteroid field ahead. I’m detecting a small energy signature surrounded by an alloy similar to Cabral.”

“I believe we’ve found the lady of the evening then, gentlemen…strike that. Piss poor choice of words. I’m sure she’s a splendid…brain. Bridge to Kasyov. We seem to have found our quarry.”

“Acknowledged,” Kasyov said.

“So how did you two meet?” Kasyov asked as she watched Cabral’s energy levels fluctuate. If he had a face, it’d probably be flushed with anticipation.

“We were grown in the same pod and went through harvesting and assessment together. We just had an instant link. Have you ever had that, Doctor?”

“Not for a long time, but I understand what you mean.”

“We shared several wonderful years, but then our assessment period ended. I was assigned to run a transport, while Jacinda drew probe duty. The separation was hard, but we got to see each other between assignments. Our last date was supposed to be before she headed out on another mission. I had the ship on course to the probe facility when we were attacked. I tried just to outrun them, but to no avail. I ejected, hoping to hitch a ride on another ship as my ship drew the attackers away. How was I to know it would take almost a century and a half to find a suitable vessel to latch onto?”

“It’s an unpredictable universe,” Kasyov commented.

“True. But my Jacinda is still functioning. I have a lot of lost time to make up for.”

“I’m sure she’ll understand.”

“I hope so. And I thank you for the caring you have shown to me. Not many humanoids work well with disembodied brains,” Cabral said.

“My pleasure.”

“I will continue to allow you and the other occupants of this vessel to monitor my activities. It is the least I can do considering that I am not quite finished with your services. There are no monitors in this chamber, so you may wish to join your colleagues.”

“Thank you. And good luck, Cabral.” Kasyov patted the sphere gently, then headed out of the room.



Looking at the viewscreen, Prosak couldn’t help but wonder if maybe this was taking things a bit too far. On the screen, a sphere identical to Cabral’s was embedded partially in a small asteroid. Now Prosak was all for interspecies relations. Her entire personal philosophy was a mix of Romulan and Vulcan…as well as a healthy love of Andorian musical theater. But a ship dating…a rock? She couldn’t help but wonder if Surak really had this in mind when he spoke of Infinite Diversity in Infinite Combinations.

“This definitely seems to be our lost brain,” Dr. Kasyov reported from the science console she’d taken a seat at moments earlier. “Energy readouts and metallic composition are almost identical to Cabral.”

For several moments, the crew sat watching the screen. Nothing was happening.

“I think he’s chickened out,” Kasyov said finally.

“Can I speak to the lad?” Bain asked.

“He should respond to you,” Kasyov replied.

“Bridge to Cabral. This is Captain Bain.”

“Yes, Captain,” Cabral said.

“We’ve come an awful long way for this, my boy. Are you going to say anything to her?”

“It’s been over a century. What if she’s mad?”

“I usually bring the missus some flowers. Guess that doesn’t really apply to the current situation. My guess is that she’s been here for a while, though. You need to take her out. Show her a good time. Tovar…”

“The asteroid is well within the mass range our tractors can handle.”

“Brilliant. Cabral, you two can have a night on the cosmos.”

“Tractor her?” Cabral replied. “That’s a bit forward.”

“Cabral,” Kasyov broke in. “You’ve been alone for a long time. So has she. She wants to hear from you. I promise.”

“All right,” Cabral replied. Tovar’s console flashed as Cabral activated the external comm system. “Jacinda?”

“Cabral?” came the hesitant, distinctly feminine reply.

“It’s me, Jazzy. I came for you.”

“Oh, Cabral, don’t look at me! I’m hideous! All these craters. And you’re so sleek. New housing?”

“I’m a Federation ship now,” Cabral replied. “And you look wonderful. Very natural.”

While this conversation continued, Bain moved over to Kasyov’s station. “Anything scenic in the area?” he asked.

Kasyov scrolled several screens of information across her monitor. “Two binary star systems, a nebula, and one pulsar.”

“Good show. Send the coordinates over to Mister Arroyo. Arroyo, lay in a course for all three, ending at one of the binary star systems. Symbolic coupling and all that.”

“That’s actually very nice of you,” Kasyov said, looking at Bain.

“I’m an old romantic at heart, Kassie. Ask Mrs. Bain how I proposed some time.” “You should watch yourself, Captain. I just might.”

“And you might be surprised at what you hear.” Bain straightened up to his full height and headed back to his chair. “Tovar…”

“Tractors are standing by. As soon as Cabral gives the word, we can lock on and get underway.”

“Good work,” Bain said, settling back into his chair to listen to the brains in love.

“…just a short spin,” Jacinda was saying. “I need to get back here before too long.”

“Why?” Cabral asked, confused.

“It’s my mission, Cabral. Don’t make me explain.”

“All right,” said Cabral. “Let’s not waste any more time. Captain Bain, we’re ready.”

“Top notch,” said Bain. “How about turning control of the ship back to us? We’ll handle the details, you just have a good time.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Cabral said, and with a bleep Arroyo had the helm once more.

“He actually trusts us,” Kasyov said quietly.

Bain nodded. “And we’re not about to let him down. Tovar…”

“Tractors engaged.”

“Mister Arroyo, as chauffeur, it’s your job to keep this trip as smooth as possible.”

Arroyo grinned. “First class all the way, sir. You have my word on it.”

“All right then, let’s not keep these love…brains waiting any longer than we have to. Get us underway.”

The Anomaly didn’t so much as strain as Arroyo gracefully moved the vessel away from the asteroid field, Jacinda in tow. He gradually increased power to the polaron drive and set off for the pulsar in a nearby system.



Lieutenant Marsden arched her back as she stood up from the plasma shunt she’d just finished jury-rigging. The remainder of the engineering team was scurrying about repairing other systems and monitors that had been damaged in the Breen attack or burned out during the last anti-sing jump. The big job was done, though. Bain had his damn engines back.

Marsden thought back trying to figure out exactly when this trip turned into a living hell. One moment, she was in command of the cutting edge of Starfleet technology. The next, she was slaving away on a busted engine while that obnoxious Brit lounged in HER command chair, chaperoning two brains around the galaxy. Starfleet could bring on the court-martial for what she did to make anti-sing work. It had to be less of a punishment than this.



“I don’t think the pulsar did a lot for them,” Bain said thoughtfully as the Anomaly sped toward its next stop.

“In the end, sir, it’s just a big flashing light,” Kasyov said. “There’s nothing particularly romantic about that.”

“Can’t argue with you there,” Bain said.

“The nebula should be much more inspiring,” Prosak said. “My father once took me through the Horshak Nebula near Romulus. It’s an absolutely stunning place. Swirling gasses of half a dozen different colors. I choreographed an interpretive dance about it, actually.”

“So you’re a greasepaint and gaslights gal?” Bain said.

Prosak rocked on her feet behind Bain’s chair. “Um…I have no idea, sir.”

“Theater stock.”

“Oh! Yes, sir!”

“Not my bag, personally, but the missus always had a thing for a good ballet…or what she says is a good ballet. It all looks like a bunch of dolts prancing about to me. But I do it for the missus. Love knows no bounds. Our friend Cabral proves that in spades.”

“That he does,” agreed Kasyov, who quickly returned to her scanning of the energy patterns between Cabral and Jacinda. They seemed to be spiking. Could that be…?

Kasyov dismissed that notion and continued monitoring.

“I wonder if they’re hungry?” Bain asked. “What do you feed a brain, Kasyov?”

“If they’re human brains, they like crab bisque,” Kasyov said thoughtfully. “I have no idea what Cabral’s species eats. If my biological scans are any suggestion, they seem to subsist on silicone residue and theta particles.”

“So shepherd’s pie and a warm pint of lager is out of the question, then?” Bain deduced.

“If you’re really interested,” Cabral’s voice piped in, “a bit of radiation from that nebula would hit the spot.”

“I like mine flooded with tachyons,” added Jacinda.

“Will do, folks,” said Bain. “Hold on and enjoy the ride. One nebula coming right up. Arroyo?”

“Course laid in, polaron drive at a comfortable cruising velocity of one-quarter.”

Kasyov drifted over to the command chair to stand next to Bain as the Anomaly gently swept along the green-gold swirling nebula.

“I’m amazed, Captain Bain. It seems that Starfleet has a heart, after all.”

“No,” Bain grinned. “We just have a brain.”

Arroyo choked on a giggle as the bridge crew watched…well, nothing. They assumed the brains were simply sucking up that delicious radiation.

“Flood the area around the asteroid with tachyons, Mr. Tovar,” Bain said. “Just a pinch for spice.”

“Just a…pinch, aye, sir,” Tovar said, trying to cover his confusion.

After a few minutes, Cabral came back on-speakers.

“That was excellent, Captain. Jacinda was quite happy with her tachyons. We’re ready to go to the binary system. I would like to join Jacinda for this part, but I need to know that you won’t run off as soon as I leave the ship.”

“You have my word,” Bain said.

“And I don’t believe we can get home without him,” Tovar added.

“Quite right. Exit the Anomaly at your convenience, Cabral. But did you bring…” Bain tried to figure out how to phrase it, “protection…?”

“Our spheres are made of solid dolysphorium and encased in a protective phosphorous coating. We will be quite safe.”

Bain swiveled in his chair, showing only a modicum of discomfort. “I mean…you don’t want to spawn a little baby brain, at least not just yet, am I right, old man?”

“What kind of brain do you think I am?” retorted the offended Cabral. “I wasn’t even ready for TRACTORING, but you pushed me into it!”

“Settle, settle there lad,” Bain said, holding up his hands, though he was unsure as to why. “Just making sure.”

“I assure you, Captain, I intend to simply take Jacinda in there and enjoy the luminescence of the star, nothing more.”

Prosak huffed. “That’s what they all say.”

“Well, don’t let us meddle in your affairs,” Bain said. “Either way, we’re getting underway for the binary star now. After that, you’re on your own, my friend!”

“Thank you, Captain Bain. Um…can you give her a bit of a push in the right direction with your tractor beam? We can drift from there.”

“Right-O! Tovar, one gentle nudge for the lady, if you please.”



When Marsden arrived on the bridge to give Bain yet another irritating status report (She had tried to give via comm, but Bain had insisted she deliver it herself, to “give it the personal touch.”), she was surprised to see two identical spheres drifting quietly toward one of the stars in the binary pair on the viewscreen.

“What’s happening?” she asked, stepping up beside the command chair.

Bain swiveled toward her. He was enjoying the auto-swivel function WAY too much.

“Communications silence. They need a bit of alone-time, my dear. I’m sure you’ve been there.”

“It left? So we can get out of here! Why are we hanging around?”

“We promised,” Bain said.

“And don’t we need him to make your engine work?” Kasyov said. Marsden shot her a glare. “You just want to get into his…lobes.”

“I believe I was promised a report,” Bain said.

“Right,” Marsden said cooly, handing Bain a padd. “Here’s my report, in person, as ordered. If you’ll excuse me…”

“Tut-tut,” Bain said, looking at the padd. “I’d prefer it if you had a seat at the engineering console.”

“I’m really better-off down below, where I can keep an eye on my engines-”

“I won’t hear of it. I might need you here, and besides, I enjoy your company.”

“Well, then,” Marsden said, resigned, as she stepped up to the left quarterdeck and sat behind the engineering console. “Let’s just have a pleasure cruise!”

“That’s the spirit!” Bain cheered. “While the brain’s away, the crew will play. What do you all like to do in your off-hours? Gin-rummy? A bit of the old soft shoe? Ah, well, our Prosak here is an accomplished Thespian. Let’s give ’er a go, there, Prosak?”

Prosak at first didn’t respond, then, when she realized everyone on the bridge was looking expectantly at her, she said self-consciously, “Well, I didn’t really have anything prepared…”



Two hours later, the bridge crew uttered an exhausted sigh of relief as Prosak finished her extended Romulan remake of “Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf,” with a reluctant Arroyo reading the part of “George” from a padd.

Bain was the only one who clapped. “Splendid, old girl! Hope I don’t lose you to the Federation Arts Society. Be a damned waste of a good officer, but what a performance! Brought a tear to my eye!”

Prosak bowed gently, and Arroyo collapsed into his chair. He turned to Marsden.

“Shoot me if I ever get pulled into that again,” he moaned softly.

“Not before I shoot myself,” Marsden whispered back.

“Cabral is on his way back,” Kasyov said, relieved to be doing something other than watching Prosak prance around the bridge berating Arroyo.

“What about Jacinda?” asked Bain.

“Still within the star’s gravity well,” replied Tovar. “Cabral is signaling.”

“Open the channel,” Bain said. Tovar nodded. “Bain here, Cabral. Is everything all right?”

“Please return Jacinda to where we found her. I will be aboard shortly.” The comm channel closed.

“I’m taking that as a ‘no,’” Kasyov said.

“Captain’s Log, Stardate 175015.2. Apparently, all did not go well between Cabral and his beloved. He didn’t give us the details, merely phased back into his chamber and, once we’d tractored Jacinda and her asteroid back where we’d found her, he returned us, somewhat rudely, on our course back to the Federation. With the anti-singularity drive running, we should get back to Earth within the hour. From then on, it’s anyone’s bloody guess as to what will happen.”



Kasyov stepped into the darkened lab. “Cabral?”

“Go away,” replied the sphere, which glowed only faintly in the back half of the lab.

“This is insane. You’ve been back aboard for nearly an hour, and you won’t tell us a thing. What happened?”

“Things…didn’t quite go as planned,” Cabral said woefully. “It seemed fine at first. Jacinda enjoyed the ride, loved the food. But we got to talking in that binary star. Apparently, she’s run into a hotshot brain embedded in a comet who comes around every two years. He’ll be back in a week, and from what I understand, he’s QUITE the jealous type.”

Kasyov approached the sphere and tentatively petted it. “You can’t be totally surprised, Cabral. She was alone for over a century. She had to start looking for someone else eventually!”

“I’d love to track down that comet and blow him to bits with my compression phasers,” Cabral said, the lights on his surface spiking red. “Show him who’s the hot-shot.”

“That’s not your style, Cabral, and you know it.”

The sphere once again dimmed. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. But what’s to become of me now? My people are spread thinly throughout this and other galaxies! What are the chances I’ll find another sphere as lovely as her?”

“You two were exactly identical.”

Cabral huffed. “Not much of a romantic, are you?”



Kasyov was the last of the senior staff to arrive in the deck one briefing room, which was just to the starboard side of the bridge. “Well,” she said, sinking into a chair next to Marsden, “apparently love is a bitch no matter what species you belong to.”

“I can’t say I’m crying buckets for Cabral,” Marsden muttered, leaning forward, elbows on the table. “Once he gets ripped out of this ship, I’m back to the drawing board, or else out of a job. In any case, this ship may as well have blown up with all the others.”

“Buck up, Lieutenant,” Bain said, swiveling in his chair to face Marsden. The swiveling was beginning to drive her nuts. “The universe is not as cold and heartless as you think. I had a chat with Admiral Larkin not an hour ago that should put your mind at ease.”

“Oh god,” Marsden mumbled, putting her head down on the table. No good could come of this.

“She’s very impressed. Pleased as punch, you might say. Knocked the socks off the Romulans as well.”

“Figuratively speaking,” said Prosak. “My father believes this project will pave the way for similar Romulan/Federation initiatives.”

“And we’ve got to keep those bureaucrats happy,” Bain agreed. “To put it simply, the Romulans would really like to see the Anomaly on active duty post haste. As soon as we’ve fixed the place up and finished with our diagnostics at Earth, I’m taking her back out again.”

“You’re taking my ship, full-time?” Marsden railed jerking her head up off the table.

“Not your ship,” Bain said. He smiled around at the gathered senior staff, “OUR ship. I’ve requested you for my Chief Engineer. Don’t you worry yourself about the alien technology problem. I pulled some strings and had the charges dropped. Consider it a welcome aboard gift.”

“Welcome aboard? I was here first!”

“Let’s not get bogged down with details, Marsie. I’ve got a lot to cover. Prosak will stay on as my Executive Officer and Romulan Liaison, Arroyo will remain the steady hand at the helm, and Tovar, of course, will continue at my side at tactical operations and third-in-command.”

“So that makes me…” Marsden growled.

“Fourth,” Tovar said, not sparing her a glance.

“What about Cabral?” Kasyov asked.

“What about HIM?” Marsden demanded. “What about me?”

“Suck it up, Shelly,” Kasyov snapped. “Now what about my brain?”

“That is up to him. I’d love for him to stay aboard, but he’s a grown brain.”

“I want to stay here,” Cabral’s voice broke in suddenly.

“Good lad,” Bain said, smacking his fist down on the table with delight. “Then Cabral will continue on in his capacity as ship’s…brain.”

“Are you sure about this, Cabral?” Kasyov asked. “A starship is a dangerous place. You would like my lab. It’s cozy, quiet, and there are other brains there for you to talk with.”

“I appreciate the offer, Natalia, but I just can’t take that kind of confinement.”

“But you have so much to offer Federation science!”

“Don’t you worry, Doctor,” Bain said. “I’m sure our new science officer will spend ample time with Mister Cabral…once Starfleet assigns us one. Unless of course you wanted the job.”

“Come on, Nat,” Marsden said quickly. “Don’t leave me here alone.”

“It is an exciting research opportunity,” Kasyov mulled over. “I’ll think about it.”

“All I can ask,” said Bain, glancing around the table at his staff. “I expect this will be a rich experience for all of us. And I have no doubt we’ll quickly become a well-oiled unit.”

The group in the lounge exchanged uneasy glances.

Bain grinned easily. “All right! That’s enough chit-chat from me. Everyone to your posts!” Bain said, rising from his chair and pointing at the door behind him. “There’s a galaxy out there to explore!”

“We’re headed for Earth,” Tovar noted quietly. “And that’s the door to the lavatory.”

Bain sat back down again. “Right, then. Well, anyone for a nice game of gin rummy?”





One Track Mind



She rolled over again, desperately trying to find some magic position that would allow her to drift off to sleep and dream about something else, anything else.

No good. She was awake and probably would be until she made a decision.

Dr. Natalia Kasyov crawled out of bed and stepped over to her window looking out into the space around the Neptune Research Station and gazed off in the general direction of Earth.

The ship was there.

More importantly, he was there. Cabral.

Kasyov knew years earlier that she had chosen a rather specialized field. Brain research was one thing, but research on live, conscious disembodied brains was something else entirely. For one thing, there just weren’t that many of them out there.

But somehow, almost miraculously, a brain from a completely unknown species had dropped into her life. Cabral was the only example of this life form that Starfleet knew of, making him an incredibly important specimen. But who in Starfleet was qualified to handle the special biological and psychological needs of a disembodied brain? No one. Kasyov knew for a fact that there was only one person in all of the Federation with the ability to interact effectively with Cabral.

Dr. Natalia Kasyov.

Absently and still dressed in her nightshirt, she wandered down the corridor to her research lab. The room was dark except for the soft blue glow of the energy matrices that sustained the three brains Kasyov cared for.

“Couldn’t sleep?” Subject 341 asked.

“What are you doing awake?” Kasyov asked.

“I believe I just asked you the same question,” 341 replied.

“I couldn’t sleep.”

“I gathered as much. You are going to leave, aren’t you?”

“Leave?” Subject 241, an excitable Orion brain, exclaimed suddenly. “No one can leave!”

“You will all be cared for,” Kasyov said soothingly, placing her hand against 241’s jar. Kasyov froze. Had she just said that? She really was going to leave, wasn’t she? She hadn’t been able to vocalize the words, much less even think the actual thought, but there it was. Quickly, her mind raced through arrangements to be made. Surely, she would miss her three brains, but they had taught her about all they could. Humans, Orions, and even Horta brains (which is what Subject 141 was) were no longer a mystery to her. Kasyov had run all the tests, heard all of their stories, and written all the papers she could. It was time to move on.

“You found another brain!” 241 shouted, his brine tank bubbling excitedly.

“Calm down, 241,” Kasyov said. “I’m just taking a different research assignment. It doesn’t mean I care for you any less.”

“We’ll miss you terribly,” 341 said.

“I’ll miss you, too,” Kasyov said. “But don’t worry. I’ll visit.”

“Who’s going to take us out to play in the synthibod?” 241 whined.

“Don’t worry,” Kasyov repeated. “It will all work out.”

“I want you to stay.”

“I can’t.”

“I’ll make you stay.”

“That’s enough, 241. Get some sleep. We all need the rest.”

Kasyov patted his tank again and headed out of the lab. For some reason, she suddenly felt exhausted. Nothing like making a life-altering decision to completely wipe out your energy.



Ensign Hector Arroyo took three steps back to take in the entire Anomaly bridge viewscreen as the Spacedock engineering crew finished the installation procedures. The last viewscreen had gotten a little scorched during the Anomaly’s run-in with the Breen on their test flight. Normally, fixing a small problem like this could take months as it worked its way through the requisition process. But with the ship on the fast track to active duty status and Captain Bain insisting that everything be “ship-shape and Bristol fashion,” whatever the hell that meant, the Spacedock crews had been working overtime through the three days since the Anomaly had returned to Earth.

“It’s crooked,” Arroyo said finally, scanning his eyes along the edges of the large curved screen that took up the entire front wall of the Anomaly’s wedge-shaped bridge.

“You’re crooked,” one of the technicians spat. Not much of a conversationalist, obviously, but the man was about twice the size of Arroyo and had an extra pair of arms, not to mention four other people there as back-up. Arroyo decided to consider his opinion. He took his seat at the helm console and looked back up at the screen.

“It’s perfect,” Arroyo said with a fake smile. “Thank you very much.”

“Glad you like it,” the lead tech muttered as he and his team packed up their gear. “I’m sure you’ll be very happy together.” The technicians all piled into the port turbolift just before Lieutenant Shelly Marsden, the Anomaly’s designer and unwilling chief engineer, stormed out of the starboard one with a padd in her hand.

“We got our screen, Shelly,” Arroyo said cheerfully.

“Yippee,” Mardsen replied coldly. She slapped the padd down in front of Arroyo. “Have you seen this?”

“What is it?”

“Bain’s suggestions,” Marsden grumbled. “Seems he wants to ‘spiff-up’ a couple of my designs…not to mention adjusting the color scheme on the hull and interior of the Navigator to match the Anomaly! And, worst of all, I’ve been ordered to do it!”

“He is the captain,” Arroyo said diplomatically.

“He’s a damn…shipsnatcher! I’ve had enough!” Marsden scooped up her padd and charged back towards the turbolift.

“Hold on, Shelly,” Arroyo said, jumping up to chase her. “What are you doing?”

“Getting out of this disaster,” Marsden said, stepping into the turbolifts. “Maybe they’ll let me design shuttles or something. Anything but this. Escape while you can, Hector. Before Bain destroys you, too. And by the way, screen’s crooked.”

Before Arroyo could reply, the turbolift doors closed, leaving the ensign alone on the empty bridge. With a sigh, he wandered over to the command chair and sat down. Sure, Marsden had a right to be upset. Starfleet had ripped the Anomaly right out from under her. But why blame Bain? Arroyo kind of liked him. Oh well. Shelly would come around…assuming she didn’t kill someone at the admiralty first.



Admiral Kristen Larkin looked up from her work placidly as Marsden stormed into her office and slammed a padd down on her desk.

“Lieutenant,” Larkin said flatly. “I was unaware that we had an appointment scheduled for today. Accessing.”

“We don’t,” Marsden replied. “This couldn’t wait.”

“And ‘this’ would be?” Larkin said, picking up the padd. The android had completely read its contents before Marsden could start her next sentence.

“I want a transfer!”

“I don’t think you realize the amount of trouble Captain Bain and I went through to get you out of Starfleet Special Projects. I find this request to be particularly…” Larkin scanned through her emotional database briefly, searching for just the right sentiment, “…ungrateful.”

“Grateful!” Marsden shouted. “Why the hell should I be grateful? The Anomaly …DAMN! He’s even got me doing it now!”

“You dislike the choice of names?” Larkin asked.

“You’re damn right I dislike it. With all due respect, Admiral, the Hermes prototype project was mine. If anyone should be in command of her, it’s me. I designed that ship inside and out.”

“Which is exactly why Captain Bain and I feel you are the only choice for chief engineer. Request denied.”

“Please, Admiral,” Marsden said, dropping to her knees in front of the android’s desk. “I’m begging here. Don’t do this. I can’t live as fourth in command under that man. He stole my ship, gave it that dumbass name…”

“Again, you bring up the name. What is wrong with the name? I happen to like it,” Larkin said.

“Anomaly? Do you know what that means?”

“Of course. Derivation from the common rule. Something unusual, abnormal, or irregular. The Anomaly is unique. I find the name to be quite suitable.”

“Fine,” Marsden said exasperated. “But don’t make me serve on it. Or at least make me first officer!”

“In short, no and no.”

“I’ll resign my commission!”

“We’ll bill you for the six previous prototypes that exploded,” Larkin snapped, drawing a wince from Marsden. A court-martial she could handle, but that threat would destroy her whole future.

“Could you just execute me maybe?” Marsden asked weakly. She’d lost and she knew it.

Larkin cocked her head as she considered Marsden’s request. “I’m afraid not. That would breach several Starfleet protocols. And please do not attempt suicide either. We will be forced to bring you back to life by whatever means necessary.”

“Understood,” Marsden replied, completely deflated.

“If that is all then, I believe you are expected on the Anomaly,” Larkin said, turning her attention back to her work. “If you are still feeling blue about this, I would recommend visiting one of the excellent personnel at Starfleet Counseling Services. Good day, Lieutenant.”

“Yeah, bye,” Marsden said flatly as she trudged back to her own personal hell.



“Crumpet, have you seen my mallet?” Captain Reginald Bain called as he rummaged through the closet of his study.

“Have you checked your closet?” Mrs. Bain called back from her study in the next room.

“Got it!” Bain replied triumphantly as he yanked his polo mallet out from underneath several boxes of souvenirs from his various travels.

“Where was it?” Mrs. Bain asked.

“In the closet, my dear. You’re a wonder.”

“And you don’t look hard enough before you start calling for help,” Mrs. Rosalyn Bain said from the doorway between the two rooms. She smiled, silently watching her husband for a few moments.

“I can’t go with you, you know,” she said finally. “I have too much to do here.”

“Of course, love. Wouldn’t dream of asking. Besides, I don’t want a single cadet to come out that blasted academy that hasn’t had you for tactics. It’d send the whole fleet straight to the crapper.”

“You could retire, Reg,” Rosalyn said, approaching her husband. He wrapped his arms around her as she leaned against his shoulder. “You could stay here. Tend to your flowers.”

“Drive you completely around the bend,” Bain said.

“No doubt. It’ll be good to have you out and about again. You get so restless stuck here.”

“I have my petunias,” Bain replied.

“And you can take them with you as well,” Rosalyn said firmly. “I am not taking responsibility for those buggers. Die on me every time!”

“I’ll take them. They need their daddy’s love.”

“That settles that then. Are you all packed?”

“Absolutely now that I’ve got my mallet. I’m having everything beamed up to the ship tonight, and we’ll head out first thing tomorrow morning. Give the galaxy a wake-up call to remember.”

“You have fun up there, dear.”

“I always do…have you seen my saber?”

“Check the…”

“…closet. Yes, I know,” Bain said smiling.



Commander Prosak walked with her father along the long stretch of corridor that led to the airlock egress.

“I will miss you, Father,” Prosak said after a few quiet moments.

Ambassador Rorshak glanced down at Prosak (he was quite a few centimeters taller). “What’s that, Prosak? You will miss me? Isn’t that ‘emotion’? Isn’t that ‘ilogical’?”

“As I have tried to explain over and over, Father, I am a RommaVulc. My practices combine Romulan and Vulcan philosophy. Surely you can’t have forgotten already.”

“Well, your old father is getting on in years, jolan,” said Rorshak affectionately. “Could be worse though, I could be vulnerable to bendii syndrome! So much for Vulcan superiority, am I right?”

“Look, we have arrived at the airlock,” Prosak said dryly and gestured for her father to step through. “I hope you’ve enjoyed your visit.”

“Indeed,” said Rorshak, still giggling a bit. “Now you’re sure this is what you want to do? You are my only child. I would hate to lose you. As opposed to a Vulcan parent, who really wouldn’t care!”

Rorshak doubled over chuckling again and Prosak emitted a low sigh. “I am content to stay here, Father. This crew is a competent one, albeit somewhat strange. I feel I fit in here.”

“That certainly is true,” said Rorshak, and he took one last look around. “I’ll be quite interested in seeing what comes of this mission.” Rorshak turned on a heel and immediately slammed into someone coming through the airlock, dropping backward to the deck like a sack of plomeeks.

Prosak ran to her father’s side and knelt to help him up. She glanced at the person who’d bumped into him. “You might want to look where you are going.”

“Oh, I’m sooooo sorry!” squealed the man, a Starfleet officer with a face like a cartoon. He knelt by Prosak, thereby knocking her over again. “Let me see, have you hurt yourself sir?”

Rorshak leapt to his feet, helped Prosak up. “No, no. Just my pride. Who are you?”

“Doctor Fred Nooney,” the man said with a broad grin, extending his hand for Rorshak. “Chief Medical Officer, Therapist, Activities Director, friend and confidant.”

Rorshak glanced vaguely around the Anomaly corridor outside the airlock. “You’ll be quite busy, Doctor,” and, without shaking Nooney’s hand, Rorshak disappeared through the airlock exit.

“Well,” said Nooney. “I have a Sickbay to decorate. And you are?”

“Commander Prosak, first officer,” Prosak said absently.

“Ah, Prosak!” Nooney said, drawing a few padds out of his duffle. He shuffled through them. “Prosak…Prosak…Prosak…here we go, ooooooh! Romulan! I am SO looking forward to your physical!”

“RommaVulc,” Prosak corrected.

Nooney’s eyes widened as he paged through the padd. “Ah, here we are at that bit. All sorts of psychoses to work through with you, I imagine!” He hugged the padd to his chest, grinning sympathetically. “And how are we today?”

“We’re just dandy,” Prosak said. “Allow me to show you to Sickbay.”

“Oh, goody!”



Dr. Kasyov couldn’t help feeling a little guilty as she tried to keep herself from running down the Anomaly corridor leading to Science Lab Four. Subjects 141, 241, and 341 had been her life for years now. But she wasn’t having so much as a single regret about leaving. Her mind was completely absorbed with Cabral. There was just so much to learn.

She stopped in front of the science lab door to straighten up her appearance briefly. She looked like she’d been traveling for days. In fact, she’d beamed to Earth, something she didn’t normally do. While she knew long-range in-system transport was perfectly safe, it gave her the willies. She had this irrational paranoia that some rogue asteroid would float in the way of her matter stream, killing her outright. But this time, she’d beamed. She was a bit rumpled, though, due to the sheer speed with which she’d gotten ready this morning. Her clothes were the same ones she’d worn the day before, and she was carrying only a small satchel of her most vital instruments and personal items. Starfleet was sending someone to get the remainder of her belongings from the Neptune Research Station.

After running her hand through her hair one last time, Kasyov stepped into the science lab. Cabral was right where she’d last seen him. His jet black sphere sat silently in the housing of the oddly-lasagna shaped alien drive system Lieutenant Marsden had illegally installed in the Anomaly before her test flight.

“I’m back, Cabral,” Kasyov said brightly.

“Natalia!” the sphere-encased brain exclaimed. “I just knew you’d decide to join me.”

“How?” Kasyov asked. “Is your species telepathic? Clairvoyant perhaps?”

“Um…no. That’d be nice, though. I just thought you liked me.”

“I do like you,” Kasyov said. “And I want to study you, if that’s all right with you.”

“I don’t mind; although, I don’t see what’s so special. I’m just your run-of-the-mill brain.”

“Let me the judge of that,” Kasyov said, taking a seat at the

computer console in front of the sphere. She had asked for one to be installed for whoever ended up monitoring Cabral. Kasyov tapped a few quick keys, bringing up readouts of Cabral’s energy output, neural readings, and biorhythms. Where to begin? Everything with him was so new.

But then, that was why she’d accepted the assignment in the first place.



Sipping an Irish coffee during her lunch break in the Anomaly’s dining facility, Marsden scanned down a padd containing the ship’s latest crew roster. Normally, she didn’t drink syntheholic beverages on duty, but this was a special occasion. The universe had officially declared its thorough hatred of her.

A name on the roster stopped Marsden in mid pity-party. There was a small glimmer of hope after all. Natalia had decided to accept the science officer position. As soon as she arrived, they’d have to have dinner. Just chat. Something. At least Marsden now knew she had a friend on board. Sure, she and Natalia hadn’t spent all that much time together since their time at the Federation Magnet High School, but Marsden was sure they’d quickly bond again.

About that time, Kasyov herself rushed into the dining room, which today had been programmed to look like a New York deli, and headed over to the holo-chef, a hologram that today looked like an incredibly overweight denizen of Brooklyn.

“What’ll ya have, toots?” the hologram asked.

“The special,” Kasyov said distractedly.

“Nat!” Marsden called, waving at Kasyov. “Come sit down! How long have you been aboard?”

“Three hours or so,” Kasyov replied distractedly. The lunch special, a huge bratwurst sandwich with a side of bagel chips, materialized on a plate in the hand of the holo-chef, who then handed it to Kasyov.

“Can’t stay,” Kasyov said, rushing back towards the door. “Cabral’s waiting for me. We’ll talk later.” The doors closed behind her, hiding the corridor and, instead, showing a busy Manhattan street outside.

Her one friend now had brain fever. Great. Hell was complete.



Ensign Paul Jeffers ran down the list of Dr. Kasyov’s requested items as he stepped into the Brain Research Lab at the Neptune Facility. He already had a number of cargo crates out in the corridor: her holovid chips, wardrobe, knick-knacks, and one large stuffed head of some sort of white, ape-like creature.

“Good morning,” a voice said once Jeffers entered the lab.

“Don’t mind me,” Jeffers said without looking up from his item list. “I’ll keep out of your way.”

“I seriously doubt you could get into it,” the voice replied. Jeffers glanced up at the source of the voice and immediately dropped his padd.

“W-w-w-was that you?” Jeffers stammered to the large, transparent tank containing Subject 341.

“Yes, indeed,” 341 replied, the blue glow surrounding flickering in time to his words.

“Please tell me you aren’t on my list,” the ensign said, scrambling to pick up his padd off the floor.

“I seriously doubt it,” 341 said. “However, I believe Dr. Kasyov will be wanting the microprobe kit from the table behind you.”

“Right,” Jeffers said. Sure enough, the microprobe kit was on the list.

“I want to go out,” Subject 241 said suddenly drawing Jeffers attention.

“This young man does not have time to take you walkies, 241,” 341 snapped.

“Walkies?” Jeffers said. “You can walk?”

“I want to play in the synthibod,” 241 said more insistently. Jeffers looked around the room trying to figure out what the brain meant. In an alcove in the far corner of the room, connected by a series of cables to a computer terminal, was a silver-grey biped- shaped body. It had only the most rudimentary of facial features or physical definition, but it was clearly humanoid in design. Next to it, hanging on the wall, was a jumble of black netting holding a transparent aluminum sphere one foot in diameter and a small computer monitor no larger than a palm beacon.

“Put me in the pack and let me ride the synthibod,” 241 repeated.

“I don’t know…” Jeffers said.

“Please. Dr. Kasyov has left us. I just want this one thing. Bring the tank pack to me.”

“All right,” Jeffers said walking over the black netting. “Is this it?”

“Ensign, I would advise against this,” 341 said.

“Shut up!” 241 snapped. “You just want to go first. You always get to go first!”

“Give him a turn,” Jeffers said irritated. He knew 341’s type. His brother had been the same way. The second anyone wanted to play with Jeffers, his brother had stepped in to steal them away. Anything Jeffers got to do, his brother had to get to do it first. Well, no more! He was a Starfleet Officer now, and it was his duty to stand up for the little guy!

Jeffers found an sphere-shaped opening near the bottom of 241’s tank and inserted the transparent aluminum sphere. A small transporter activated, beaming 241 and a quantity of his brine solution into the sphere and sending up a cascade of bubbles through the now slightly-emptier tank.

“Put me on your back,” 241 said, his voice slightly muffled by the small speaker in the tank pack.

“But the body is right over here,” Jeffers protested.

“I could be harmed. I have to ride on your back.”

“Don’t do it, Ensign,” 341 warned.

“You stay out of this,” Jeffers snapped, scooping up the tank pack and slinging it over his back. “Are you comfy?” Jeffers asked 241 as his sphere rested in the black netting on Jeffers’ back.

“Outstanding,” 241 replied. A thin arc of neural energy zigged through the sphere, activating hidden servos inside the pack’s computer unit. Before Jeffers knew what was happening, three sharp prongs jabbed out of the unit into his spinal column, quickly sending electrical impulses of their own into the young ensign’s body.

“You are going to get into trouble,” 341 said.

“I’m willing to take that chance to get Kasyov back,” 241 replied, his words eminating from Jeffers’ mouth and in the young human’s voice. 241 had complete control of Jeffers’ body now. “Unlike some brains I know.”

“Come back before you’re damaged!” 341 demanded.

“Not this time, Wilcox. Maybe not ever!” 241/Jeffers scooped up the few items on Kasyov’s Get List and stalked off into the corridor.

“Stupid fuck,” Subject 141, the Horta brain, muttered.

“I agree,” 341 replied softly.



“And thus begins the great adventure,” Captain Bain said, standing, hands-on-hips, at the front of the bridge as the Anomaly pulled out of one of the hundreds of slots at the sprawling McKinley yards.

Marsden arrived on the bridge. “I hate to be late to the send-off, but I just received the final reports from the technical crew. Everything’s…” she almost choked on it. Bain listened expectantly. “Bristol fashion.”

“Bravo. Take your station,” Bain said, and returned to the command chair. He looked back at Tovar, who manned the sprawling tactical/operations console. “Mr. Tovar, what might our first mission be?”

“Orders received from Admiral Larkin indicate we’re to proceed to the Gravis system to study a collapsing neutron star and to put our brain interface through its paces.”

“Excellent,” Bain said. “Science Officer Kasyov will want a peek at those mission plans. Why don’t you zap those down to her? I imagine she’s deep in discussion with Mr. Cabral as we speak.”

“Yes, sir,” Tovar said.

“Where’s Prosak?” Marsden asked, as she checked the ship’s status reports on the engineering console. “Wouldn’t she want to be here for this ‘grand adventure’?”

“Great adventure,” Bain corrected, adding, “Unfortunately, Commander Prosak is under orders to go to Sickbay for her physical. We’re all on the docket for this new chap Nooney, but he requested her first, oddly enough.”



Prosak stepped through the opening door to Sickbay and concentrated all her RommaVulc training on not gasping.

Fred Nooney, M.D., sat bare naked on a biobed, swinging his legs as if he were on a swingset on a bright summer’s day.

“Perhaps I should come back at a better time,” Prosak said, once she got her voice back, and she backed toward the door.

“Nonsense!” Nooney said, springing off the biobed. He tossed down the padd he was reading and approached the uneasy Romulan. “I’ve been waiting all morning for you.”

“I see,” Prosak said, not quite knowing how to take that. “Well, I do not mind telling you that your…lack of uniform is a bit disconcerting. And not at all up to protocol.”

Nooney glanced down at his naked body, which, Prosak noted before diverting her eyes to the ceiling, was not all that impressive.

“Oh, this? Well, nudity is just one little way I’ve come up with to make my patients comfortable. I get to see you all naked, after all.”

“I see,” Prosak nodded. Infinite Diversity, she reminded herself. “That’s a very…um, interesting technique.”

“Glad you like it. I bet you’re feeling more comfortable already.”

Prosak shifted from foot to foot. “May we begin the physical, please?”

“Sure. I suspect you’ll feel quite a bit more at ease when we strip you down, huh?”

“Um…”

“Let’s get you on back to the examination room, where we can get away from all the distractions. An ensign came in earlier and screamed. As if she’d never seen the naked human body before! I swear, some people are so uptight!”

“Well…”

“You Romulans though, I’ll have to give you some credit. Such a…a FREE people! You could teach the Vulcans a thing or two.”

“As a matter of fact…”

Nooney shuffled Prosak into a small room with a bed and, Prosak gulped, stirrups. “Well, then,” he said cheerily. “Let’s get you up on the table and see what we’ve got to work with. I don’t mind telling you I’m bursting to see what you’ve got going under that uniform!”

Prosak shuddered and focused on her Vulcan mantra of “structure, logic, function, and control.” This would certainly put the stoicism portion of her RommaVulc philosophy to the test.



“Polaron drives ahead one-half,” Arroyo marked off from the helm, and added, “on our way out of the Terran system.”

“Good show, lad,” said Bain, and he swivelled in his chair 180 degrees around to face Tovar. “Commander, what is our final crew status?”

Tovar checked his panel. “We had one last beam-in from Neptune. That makes our standing crew 201.”

“201, huh?” Bain asked. “Must be one of Kasyov’s assistants, eh? Well, we’ll have Prosak straighten out the crew assignments when she gets finished with her physical. I’m in no hurry. Apparently this Nooney is a bit of a flake.”

“Then how did we get him?” Marsden asked, feeling useless at the engineering station.

“Beats the long britches off me, Shel. Far as I know, he was just assigned to us. Though I get the distinct impression Admiral Larkin is behind it.”

“What gives you that idea?”

Bain allowed a small grin. “Some of her best friends are flakes.”



Lieutenant Lara Randall, number two security officer, showed Jeffers/241 the way into Science Lab Four. “Here you go, Mr. Jeffers. Dr. Kasyov was called away, but she should be back in a minute.” She tried not to stare at the gruesome hump on the man’s back rising up underneath his lab coat. Poor guy had some sort of degenerative spinal disease, probably.

“I can wait. I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to see me.”

“I’m sure,” Randall said. “Well, if you need anything, just give me a call.” Hump or no, he was somewhat cute. Randall had already been aboard an entire day and was more than ready to hit the Anomaly dating scene.

“Count on it,” Jeffers/241 said, grinning darkly as Randall left. He immediately walked over to the thrumming sphere at the back of the lab.

“Hello there,” Cabral said amiably. “Are you one of Dr. Kasyov’s assistants?”

“Of a sort,” Jeffers/241 said. “And you must be the amazing brain she keeps talking about.”

“Well, I don’t know about ‘amazing,’” said Cabral. “I’m just a regular guy searching for love. You know how that is?”

“Not really,” Jeffers/241 said toothily. “I’ve found my love.”

“Lucky for you,” Cabral said. “What’s this lucky lady like?”

“A little less than two meters high. Tall, dark-haired, with lovely sparkling green eyes and milky-white skin. Sound like anyone you know?”

“Just…” Cabral said, and paused. “Well, I see. You are speaking of Dr. Kasyov, then?”

“You got it,” Jeffers/241 said, perusing the science panel in front of the thrumming sphere. “She’s quite the woman.”

“Yes, she is,” agreed Cabral.

“And you can never have her.” Ah, found it!

“Well, I…”

And Jeffers/241 shut the sphere off.



“Allrighty,” Bain said, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s get on with this mission. Mr. Arroyo, have Cabral divert temporary power to the anti-sing engines and we’ll jump to the Gravis system in style!”

“Aye, sir,” Arroyo said, and tapped at his panel. A displeased beep was the only response he got. “Captain…” Arroyo turned in his chair. “Cabral’s off-line.”

Bain blinked. “You’re kidding. Bain to Kasyov.”

“Kasyov here,” came the rushed reply.

“Are you with the brain, Doctor?”

“Not at the moment. I’m on my way to my quarters, actually. Someone paged me that I had an urgent message coming in from Neptune Station.”

“That was me,” Tovar said. “Indeed you do.”

“We’ll take care of the message,” Bain said, “you just see to Cabral. We can’t risk him shutting down this early in the mission. I’d like to be able to run those blasted anti-sing engines without blowing us clear back to Charing Cross.”

“Shutting down?” Kasyov asked, but before Bain could fill her in further she closed the channel with a “bleep!”

“That woman is serious about her brains,” Bain deduced, and glanced at Tovar. “Commander, why don’t you play that message now. Decode on Captain’s prerogative.”



Kasyov raced for Science Lab Four. En route, she found Lt. Randall walking in the opposite direction.

“Hello, Doctor,” said Randall. “Your assistant just arrived. I escorted him to the lab for you.”

“Assistant?” Kasyov asked. “I didn’t ask for any assistant!”

“Damn,” Randall said, activating a tiny control on her watch-sized wrist phaser. “I thought he was too cute to be a science guy. No offense.”

“None taken,” Kasyov said, as Randal led the way jogging back to the science lab.



“I’ve been on hold for ten minutes,” the twinkling brain of Subject 341, a.k.a. Dean Wilcox, said on the Anomaly’s viewscreen. “And worse, your muzak is horrible. Who ever heard of the Tarellian Plague Quartet?”

Bain shifted in his chair comfortably. “Sorry about that, chum. What can I do for you? I assume you’re calling to speak with Dr. Kasyov, but she’s busy with a bit of brain trouble at the moment…”

“Then she’s already met up with him?” 341 asked urgently.

“Met up with who? Cabral? Yes, they’re on quite good terms.”

“No, no, you dolt! I’m talking about 241! The Orion brain! In a Starfleet Ensign’s body! He’s going to try to destroy your ship!”

A bleep echoed throughout the bridge. “Randall to bridge. I’ve got major trouble down here!”

“That would be him,” 341 mumbled.

Bain leaned forward in the command chair. “Would someone please say something sensible?”

“I believe the viewscreen is crooked,” Tovar mentioned.

“Sensible, but we’ll deal with it later. Tovar, you and Marsden go down to the lab. Find out what’s what and get it contained, double-quick!”

“It’s not crooked!” Arroyo shouted.



Kasyov and Randall stood, shocked, at the door to Science Lab Four. Randall had her wrist phaser aimed at the ensign standing beside Cabral, but Jeffers/241 had his own wrist phaser, and had it pointed at the spherical alien brain.

“Why don’t you just step inside?” Jeffers/241 suggested, and Kasyov and Randall grudgingly took a few steps forward to allow the doors to close.

“I’d recognize that demanding tone anywhere,” Kasyov said. “Not to mention that rather big hump. 241…did you take someone’s mind over again?” She said it quite scoldingly.

“Guilty as charged,” 241 grinned. “Least I could do to reunite with an old friend, don’t you think?”

“You’re unhinged,” Kasyov said. “Let me remove you from that body and get you back in a tank. We can talk about this rationally.”

“The time for that is at an end!” Jeffers/241 snapped. “I want you for my very own, Natalia. I won’t share you now, not with any other brains, and certainly not with this ship’s crew. Are we clear?”

“What are you planning?” Randall demanded, as Tovar and Marsden burst through the door, wrist phasers at the ready.

“Nothing short of the total destruction of this vessel,” said Jeffers/241. “That is, unless you comply with my demands.”

“Which are?” asked Tovar, leveling his own phaser at the possessed ensign.

“Release Kasyov to me and let us leave this ship.”

“We can’t do that,” said Marsden. “Kasyov is a member of our crew now. Besides that, she’s my friend.”

“Which would you prefer? To lose your friend or lose the whole ship and all its crew?”

“He has a point,” Kasyov said. “You have to do as he says. I’ll be fine.”

Marsden stared at Jeffers/241, but spared a glance at Kasyov. “You can’t just leave me here, Nat!”

Kasyov turned on Marsden. “Why does everything always have to be about you?”

“I’m just saying…”

“ENOUGH!” shouted Jeffers/241 in a voice louder than the human alone could provide. “I’ve used this sphere’s interface to flood this ship’s engine core with verteron radiation. The verterons will dissipate in four hours, but if you try to engage the polaron or warp engines before then, the thing will explode! Additionally, I locked down all egress hatches with my own personal access code, so don’t think of sending another raceabout after me!”

“That is all well and good, but there are three of us and only one of you,” Tovar said. “Even if you manage to kill one of us, the other two will take you down.”

“Kill us!” Marsden and Randell exclaimed.

“I’ll kill Natalia!” Jeffers/241 insisted, turning his phaser on the doctor.

“No you won’t,” Kasyov said irritated.

“And even if you did, the remaining three of us would take you out,” Tovar said.

“Would you stop trying to get us killed?” Marsden snapped.

“I am merely following procedure,” Tovar said.

During the bickering, Jeffers/241 suddenly grabbed Kasyov and pulled her behind Cabral’s dormant sphere.

“Come out of there right now!” Tovar demanded.

“You’ll never take me alive, copper!”

“Now you’re just being stupid,” Kasyov said.

“Stupid? Stupid! Is this stupid?” Holding Kasyov in front of him as a shield, Jeffers/241 ducked out from behind the sphere and fired three quick shots…which missed everyone in the room. In a panic, Tovar fired back. His blast reflected off Cabral’s sphere and slammed into Randall’s chest, sending the lieutenant slumping to the deck.

Cackling wildly, Jeffers/241 ducked back behind the sphere. “One down, two to go!” he said triumphantly.

“Oh come on!” Tovar replied. “You can’t take credit for that. I shot her fair and square. Are you listening to me?”

Jeffers/241 wasn’t listening. Instead, still keeping an iron grip on Kasyov’s arm, he wedged himself between the wall and Cabral’s sphere and started to push, pumping adrenaline into Jeffers’ hijacked body as he worked. Gradually, he forced Cabral’s sphere to the edge of the small depression holding it in the lasagna drive base.

“I don’t think he cares, Tovar,” Marsden said.

“He’s just being difficult,” Tovar groused just as Cabral’s sphere toppled off of its base and barreled right toward him and Marsden. Marsden dove out of the way as Tovar locked his stance to stop the incoming threat.

It rolled right over him.

“Two down,” Jeffers/241 said, pulling Kasyov toward the door of the science lab. “Unless you want to be three, I suggest you call your captain and tell him to stay out of my way!”

“Fine. Just don’t hurt Nat,” Marsden said, holding her hands up.

“I’m sorry I didn’t stay for lunch earlier,” Kasyov said apologetically. “I’m feeling really guilty about being taken hostage like this.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Marsden said. “Once this is over, though, you owe me lunch. I am not staying on this moving torture chamber alone.”

“Absolutely. Chinese okay?”

“How about Greek?”

“I can deal with that,” Kasyov said thoughtfully. “Tomorrow afternoon good?”

“Should be.”

“Sounds great. I’ll see you then.” Jeffers/241 yanked Kasyov out the door and out into the corridor. “Bye, Shelly!”

“Bye!” Marsden waved, then quickly tapped her comm-pip.



“Arroyo, I do believe Tovar is right. The screen is a tad cock-eyed,” Bain said, after long moments of staring at the viewscreen.

“If you say so, sir,” Arroyo said.

“See what you can do about it, chum.”

Arroyo sighed. “Yes, sir.”

Suddenly the comm system bleeped. “Marsden to bridge. The intruder is an ensign taken over by one of Dr. Kasyov’s former brains.”

“Damned mess,” Bain muttered.

“No kidding. He’s got Dr. Kasyov and is on his way to a shuttlebay to leave the ship. He’s rigged the engines to explode if we go to warp, and locked down all the shuttlebay and airlock hatches.”

“Thorough fellow, too,” Bain said. “Can you send a security team to ambush them?”

“That’s Tovar’s department, sir. You’ll have to wait for his bones to knit, though.”

“That’s my boy. Never turns away from danger,” Bain said. “So what do you suggest we do?”

“I have an…unorthodox suggestion.”

“I thought you might! Excellent! Proceed as you wish, then!”



Kasyov sat with her arms folded in the right-side chair of the raceabout Caspian. They’d had the choice of that or the Titicaca, but Jeffers/241 was adamant they take a ship with a more courageous name, oddly enough.

The doctor wasn’t exactly happy about having her arms folded, but she couldn’t do much about it, as Jeffers/241 had strapped her in that way with a tight restraining field.

“You can’t expect us to spend our whole future like this, 241,” Kasyov said, trying to remember back on her discussions with the Orion brain. “How am I supposed to cook you dinner and help you get your smuggling operation off its feet?”

“If I untie you, you’ll bolt. But you won’t be so resistant forever,” Jeffers/241 replied, adjusting course on the raceabout’s navigation panel. “I have a friend in the Sargossa belt that can remove your brain and tinker with it a bit until you’re more receptive to helping me. Just think. Once we get you detachable, you and I can swim together in a briny bath, discussing the events of the day and eating…what is it you fed us?”

Kasyov shuddered. “Crab bisque.”

“Ah, yes, crab bisque! That’ll be tasty. And you will enjoy it. Or I will have my friend chop pieces of your brain away until you do!”

“This isn’t very romantic, 241,” Kasyov muttered.

“A snip here and there and you’ll think it’s QUITE romantic,” Jeffers/241 chuckled. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

Kasyov felt helpless and confused. “I don’t know.”

“That’s the spirit!”



“I just don’t think I can do that, Marsie,” Bain said, leaning back in his command chair, his face clouded.

“I told you it was unorthodox,” Marsden’s voice replied. She was currently still in Science Lab Four supervising the placement of Cabral back on his base.

“But just sitting here for four hours? It seems so…inactive.”

“That’s all I can offer, sir,” Marsden replied. That was the truth, too. For a nano-second, she had considered telling Bain just to send the ship into warp anyway. Sure, Natalia would be trapped with an insane brain and everyone else would be dead, but her suffering would end. She just couldn’t do it, though. The Anomaly was still her baby, even if Bain had taken her over and stuck her with that stupid name. The least she could do was make sure Bain didn’t cause any more harm to her than absolutely necessary.

“I guess we wait then,” Bain said. “Bridge out.” He looked forward at the stars sitting motionless on the viewscreen. “Arroyo, I thought I asked you to straighten that viewscreen.”

“You did, sir. But then the action started.”

“Quite right. No matter then. We’ve got lots of time now. See about fixing that thing,” Bain said.

Arroyo grudgingly climbed out of his chair and walked up to the large screen. Maybe if he just tugged on it for a while, Bain would think it was straight. As Arroyo started pulling, the turbolift opened allowing Dr. Nooney to enter the bridge. He immediately stopped and surveyed the viewscreen.

“Oh, I like it!” Nooney exclaimed. “Very avant-garde.”

“It’s not that crooked!” Arroyo shouted, giving the screen another huge tug. The entire assembly shifted, knocking him to the deck.

“Perfect!” Bain exclaimed happily. “You’re a man of many talents.”

“Thank you, sir,” Arroyo muttered.

“I liked it better the other way,” Nooney said thoughtfully.

“I don’t think we’ve been formally introduced,” Bain said, rising up out of his chair to greet his Chief Medical Officer. “Reggie Bain.” He shook Nooney’s hand firmly.

“Careful, Captain!” Nooney cried, pulling his hand back. “I need this hand for my work.”

“Right you are,” Bain replied, a little confused. The doctor certainly didn’t seem to be the rough and tumble sort, but he came highly recommended. “What can I do for you?”

“You’re all due for a physical. All of you!” Nooney said, pointing individually at Bain, Arroyo, and the officers filling in at tactical/ops, science, and engineering/environmental.

“It will be quite an experience, I assure you,” Commander Prosak said stepping up from behind Nooney. Apparently she’d been in the turbolift as well.

“You all right there, Prosak?” Bain asked.

“I think so. I’m trying to decide whether to feel violated or not.”

“I was extra thorough on her,” Nooney said proudly. “I’ve never had a chance to examine a real live Romulan before. Oh, and Tovar is recovering nicely. I had to put him back together just like a big man-shaped puzzle, but he’s as good as new. I gave him my personal attention.”

“Er…capital,” Bain said hesitantly.

“Okey-dokey then,” Nooney said, heading back into the turbolift. “I’ll be expecting to see each and every one of you for your physicals. Bye-bye now.” The doors closed, sending the doctor back to the sickbay from whence he came.

“You sure you’re tip-top?” Bain asked Prosak, who had taken up her usual position standing behind Bain’s chair. It still felt odd to him to have a Romulan that close to him who wasn’t attempting to jab a knife between his shoulder blades.

“I hope so, sir,” Prosak said, forcing a smile.

“I’ll see to it as soon as we sort out this Kasyov mess. We’ll go get pissed.”

“I fail to see how getting angry will help.”

“Don’t go all Vulcan on me now, Prosak, old girl. Pissed. Drunk.”

“Oh!” Prosak said, brightening considerably. “I’ve still got a couple of bottles from my Academy supplies stashed away. Count me in!”

“Me too,” Arroyo said, plopping back into his chair at the helm. He looked up at the screen. It was perfectly straight now, just as Bain said. Now all he had to do was survive his physical.



Marsden looked over the programming on the science console in front of Cabral’s sphere and moaned in disgust.

“Devix, who the hell programmed this?”

“I couldn’t tell you, ma’am,” Ensign Devix, one of the engineering crew brought over from the Anomaly’s initial test flight, said. Devix and another engineer were currently using anti- grav units to carefully maneuver Cabral’s sphere back onto its base. “The Spacedock crews did all of this in an awful hurry.”

“Awful is right,” Marsden spat. “Who leaves the ‘off’ switch right out in the open like this? You don’t need a clearance code or anything. The incompetance!”

“Well, at least you found out about it early?” Devix said helpfully.

“Early may still be too late for Nat,” Marsden muttered as she set about rewriting the console’s programming.



“Sargossa Belt approach in two minutes,” said Jeffers/241, studying the navigational information on the control screen on the Caspian. “Then it’ll be a quick 20 minutes of sub-light before we reach my friend’s planet. Do you like Orion food?”

Kasyov swallowed back bile, which fairly closely approximated Orion food. “Uh, no, not really.”

Jeffers/241 withdrew a padd and made a few notes on it. “Have to remember that. Get her to like Orion food. Boy, this will really start to cost me. Hope I have enough in savings.”

Kasyov gulped. “Can I see the list?”

Jeffers/241 nodded. “Sure.” He held it up for her to read.

Her mouth fell agape. “Drop the I.Q. by fifty points!”

“I don’t like my women too smart.”

Kasyov continued to read. “BREAST WORK?”

“Well, my friend has a side business, I just thought, while he was working on you…”

That was the last straw. Kasyov turned to glare at Jeffers/241. “This has gone far enough!”

“No, actually we have a couple parsecs left to go,” replied the possessed ensign.

“I mean this kidnapping. It’s over,” said Kasyov. She mustered every bit of authority in her voice.

“Afraid not. I need you, Natalia. You’ll come around my way soon enough, after a few tweaks.”

“Listen to me!” Kasyov said urgently. “There’s an ensign in there somewhere that’s unaware of what the hell is happening to him. You don’t have total control. If that ensign has half a lick of sense, he should be able to re-assert himself. Listen, ensign what’s- your-name, you have to take control of your body back!”

“I don’t think so,” said Jeffers/241. “The good ensign is quite impotent. And I mean that in more ways than one. The jolt I sent taking over his brain…well, let’s just say I hope he’s not planning a large family.”

“You bastard!” cried Kasyov, shaking her head in, well, impotent fury. Her hair-bun slowly unwould to send strands flying down into her face. “I will find a way to stop you, Mister 241, you can count on it!”

“Blah blah blah,” Jeffers/241 replied cattily. “Care for some music?”

“No!”

“Me too. Hold on a sec.”

“I got my mind set on you, I got my mind set on you…” the awful 20th century music boomed in Kasyov’s earlobes and she suddenly decided a partial lobotomy might not be such a bad idea.



Bain clapped his hands and rubbed them together expectantly as Marsden stepped out onto the bridge.

“I just need the word, Mars.”

“You’ve got it,” Marsden replied, taking her seat at the engineering/environmental console. “Verteron radiation has reached a safe level, I’ve restored our access to the airlocks and shuttlebays, and Cabral is back online.”

Bain smiled broadly as he stabbed the comm button on his armrest with his thumb. “Marvelous. Bain to Cabral.”

“Here, Captain.”

“Glad to have you back, old chum. You ready to take a quick spin?”

“Affirmative. Anti-sing systems are functioning perfectly. You should not have any burnouts this time.”

“Your word is golden to me,” Bain said. “Bridge out. You heard the man, Arroyo. Let’s see if we can’t make up a little lost ground. You got a course for us, Marsden?”

“Tracking the raceabout’s polaron trail now. Got it. A two minute burst at Warp K ought to do it,” Marsden replied.

“Warp K?” Bain asked confused. “What the devil?”

“You’re the one who said for me to come up with a new scale for the anti-sing drive. I did.”

“Right you are there, Marsden. My apologies. Well then, Mister Arroyo, two minutes at Warp K if you would.”

“Warp K. Aye.”

The Anomaly shot forward so fast that even a bat out of hell would have been impressed.



Kasyov was pretty sure she’d lost feeling in both of her arms. Four hours locked in a restraining field could do that to a person, though.

“The four hours are about up,” Jeffers/241 said. “I wonder if they’ll even pursue.”

“They’ll pursue,” Kasyov said determinedly.

“A lot of good it will do them. We’ve been at Warp 11 for the last four hours. They’ll never be able to make up that kind of distance before I have you safely stowed away for a few nips and tucks.”

“241, listen to me,” Kasyov said, trying to buy time as she struggled to remember the Anomaly’s engineering specs. Okay. If Raceabout A leaves the station and travels at Warp 11 for four hours, how fast would Starship B have to go after leaving the station four hours later to catch up with Raceabout A in five minutes? Hell. She was never good at word problems. She couldn’t even remember if they’d figured out how to stop the anti- sing drive from burning out every time they used it. That was supposed to be Cabral’s job. Poor Cabral. Hopefully, Marsden had gotten him repositioned comfortably and reactivated him.

“Well…I’m listening,” Jeffers/241 said impatiently. Kasyov hadn’t realized how long she’d been lost in thought.

“Oh yeah. Right. Listen, you’ve got to stop this. You don’t want this.”

“Yes I do!” Jeffers/241 insisted.

“What did you always tell me? You wanted to wait until your investments had matured. Think of the early withdrawl penalties you’re going to get charged by taking your money out fifty years early. Let me get you back to your tank. You can go back and be with 141 and 341. Before you know it, fifty years will have passed, and you can buy that Orion dream body you’ve always wanted.”

“With all the muscles?”

“Exactly. With all the muscles,” Kasyov said. “Look at yourself now. This kid is a stick. And you aren’t even properly attached. You look like the Hunchback of Orion Two.”

“I can get a bigger coat.”

“That’s not the point, and you know it.”

“I just don’t want you to leave,” Jeffers/241 said, tears welling in his eyes.

“It won’t be forever. Fifty years from now, I’ll still be around, and you can come and kidnap me again. I might not fight you. Hell, I’ll probably want a nice, new body by then.”

“You mean it?”

“Absolutely. Turn off the field and let me take you home.”

Jeffers/241 silently deactivated the restraining field. He was instantly met by a vicious slap from Kasyov. “That’s for pulling this shit.” She quickly yanked off Jeffers/241’s wrist phaser and aimed it squarely at him.

“I knew you loved me,” Jeffers/241 said smiling as he cradled his bruised cheek.

Right about that time, a proximity alert sounded at the raceabout’s control board, and the Anomaly snapped into view right at the upper limit of the forward viewports, drifting quietly ahead.

“How the hell did THEY get here?” demanded Jeffers/241, still rubbing his face.

“A little thing called anti-singularity drive,” Kasyov said with a grudging smile. “Not to mention a damn good engineer.”

“Hm,” said Jeffers/241.

“Kassie, dear,” said Bain over the comm channel. “Care for a bit of a pick-up?”

Kasyov reached over with her free hand and tapped the response panel. “Situation under control, Captain. Your timing is excellent.”

“Glad we could be here to help. We’ll tractor you aboard and you can tell us all about your little excursion.”



Ensign Paul Jeffers worked his eyes open and leaned up on the biobed. “Um. Where am I?”

He was greated by a permed, brown-haired, grinning naked man. “Beamed aboard, as I hear it. And not in too good a shape, either, I might add!”

Jeffers looked around. “What ship is this?”

“The Anomaly,” said the naked man as he pulled on elbow- high latex gloves. “I’m Doctor Fred Nooney.” He bent over Jeffers. “And how are we today?”

Jeffers blinked. “Um. Confused.”

“Well, we’ll straighten that up soon enough. Anyway, I fixed what that nasty brain did to your nervous system, but I just wanted to give you a good old fashioned once-over to make sure everything’s working properly. Sorry about the gloves, but I feel they’re a bit more personal than a prickly decontamination field, don’t you?”

“W-w-why are you naked?”

“To make you more comfortable.”

“I’m NOT more comfortable,” Jeffers said in a panic.

“Of course you are. Just relax.”

“What are you going to do to me?” demanded Jeffers, edging back toward the rear of his biobed.

“Just a bit of a look-see,” grinned Nooney. “Promise it won’t hurt a bit.”

“Can you knock me out, at least?”

“Fraid not.”

Science Officer’s Log,

Stardate 175020.3. The Anomaly has returned to the Neptune Research Facility in order for me to tuck my brains back securely. I have assured Captain Bain that Subject 241 will not cause our mission any further problems…assuming we can ever actually get to a mission. Considering this vessel’s track record thus far, I don’t have high expectations. Of course, most of the missions don’t matter a bit to me. I’m here for Cabral.



Kasyov crept into the dimmed Science Lab Four. “Cabral?”

Moments of silence, then the sphere glowed and lights in the lab went back up full.

“Hmmm…hnnnk…what?”

The doctor suppressed a giggle. “Were you sleeping?”

“Just grabbing a quick cat-nap. It’s been a busy day.”

“Yes, it certainly has,” agreed Kasyov. She approached the sphere. “Listen, Cabral, I’m sorry about 241 doing that to you. He was always a bit possessive.”

“After floating alone in space for over a century, I can certainly understand his motives. I’m just grateful you’re all right.”

“Here you are,” Lieutenant Marsden’s voice said from behind Kasyov. She’d entered the lab without Kasyov noticing.

“Just checking to make sure no harm was done,” Kasyov said.

“I am perfectly fit,” Cabral replied. “And Lieutenant Marsden assures me that this won’t happen again so easily.”

“You would not believe where those Spacedock morons put his off switch,” Marsden said. “Anyway, he’s fine, but I’m starving. You want to eat? I heard the dining facility is an outdoor Parisian cafeé tonight.”

“I thought we were having lunch tomorrow,” Kasyov said.

“So I wanted to start catching up early. Arroyo’s fun and all, but I haven’t had a real friend around in a while.”

“Cabral?”

“Please go and have a good time,” Cabral said.

“Get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow,” Kasyov said as Marsden started practically pulling her toward the door. “Good night, Cabral.” She turned off the lights on her way out, leaving the brain in serene darkness.

“Sure, don’t even bother to invite me,” muttered Cabral.



Let’s Get Physical



Lieutenant Commander Tovar’s blood ran cold as he watched Ensign Hector Arroyo exit the turbolift and gingerly retake his seat at the helm console. The poor man looked like he’d been through hell, which, undoubtedly, he had.

Arroyo swivelled around in his seat to look at Tovar. “He wants you next,” Arroyo said weakly. “The monster.”

“Buck up there, Arroyo,” Captain Reginald Bain said, stepping over to Arroyo and clapping the shaken officer on the shoulder.

“With all due respect, sir, that’s easy for you to say. He hasn’t asked for you yet.”

Tovar listened to this exchange with growing dread. So far, each and every member of the Anomaly crew except he and Bain had been subjected to horrible torments. And now “the monster,” as Arroyo had so appropriately put it, had his sights set on Tovar.

Five or six of his different past lives (it was hard to tell with all the screaming going on in the Yynsian’s mind) weighed in their opinions on the subject. “Run.” “Hide.” “Escape.”

But what was the point of running? As those blasted Borg used to say before they got new writers, “Resistance is futile.”

How had they gotten into this predicament? Here they were, just barely away from Earth awaiting their first assignment after wrapping up that whole mess with one of Kasyov’s rogue brains, and the crew was already captive to the whims of a madman.

“I guess you’d better get down there, lad,” Tovar heard Bain saying gravely as the captain took a seat in his command chair.

More voices in Tovar’s consciousness pushed their way to the surface. This was the intruder life-force. The one that had forced its way before Tovar’s birth at great risk both to Tovar’s sanity and the well-being of the other life-force Tovar carried.

“You, perhaps more than anyone on this ship, are aware of the many places to conceal yourself on the Anomaly. Use your knowledge. Go!”

“Kill all of the puny mortals!”

“Find a new tailor.” Well…that last one was kind of off the subject, but he was certainly persistent.

Tovar closed his eyes, trying to clear his head and concentrate…never an easy task with sixteen other lives crammed into your brain. The Anomaly specs. He’d studied them carefully on their way to intercept the ship during the Anomaly’s first encounter with Cabral. Where could he go? How could he get there without being spotted?

The Emergency Intruder Avoidance System. Thank you, Marsden! Tovar made a mental note to recommend the chief engineer for reincarnation next time he was on Yyns. Until then, he needed to get the hell off the bridge.

He reached under his console, fumbling for the switch he knew was there. Lieutenant Marsden, in her infinite wisdom, had created the Emergency Intruder Avoidance System for use by the Security Chief/Operations Officer in case the bridge were ever overrun by hostile forces. With the flip of a switch, the floor below the tactical/ops console would open, allowing the Sec-Ops Officer to escape into the Anomaly’s jefferies tubes.

After finally finding the switch, Tovar threw a silent curse at the monster terrorizing the Anomaly and activated the escape hatch. In one smooth movement, the floor opened, sliding Tovar down into the tubes.

Bain, after not hearing a thing out of Tovar for the last few moments, turned his chair around to face his Sec-Ops officer. “Tovar, I thought you were going to report to Doctor Nooney…” But Tovar wasn’t anywhere to be seen. “Oh. Good show. Arroyo, get someone up here to make the lift doors more noisy. I don’t like people being able to creep in and out of here without me hearing them. It’s damn disconcerting.”



Tovar raced through the jefferies tubes, putting as much distance between himself and the bridge as possible as fast as he could. Let that Nooney psycho try to find him. The mad doctor didn’t have a chance, and there was no way Tovar was submitting to one of his “physicals.” He’d seen the results on poor Arroyo…and Prosak…and Ensign Hifflin still hadn’t left his quarters. Normally, Tovar would just order Hifflin, who was one of his security officers, to see the counselor. But Nooney had that job as well! Damn Starfleet efficiency experts and their damn job consolidation.

It was too late for Hifflin now, though, but Tovar still had a fighting chance. All he had to do was avoid Nooney until the ship encountered something exciting. Then he’d be needed on the bridge, and everyone would just forget about the idea of physicals…he hoped. Otherwise, Tovar would just have to spend his time between bridge shifts on the run. He could live with that. But this kind of lifestyle would require some preparation. He needed provisions. His goal set, Tovar quickened his pace through the Jefferies tube.



Meanwhile in Sickbay, Dr. Fred Nooney sat with his feet up on his desk playing a video game on a padd while he waited for his next appointment to arrive.

“Not so fast, you bad little mousey!” Nooney said, his fingers frantically pressing controls on the padd. “Gotcha!” With the sweet taste of success still in his mouth (and the bad little mousey trapped in a cage with a lovely hunk of cheese), Nooney glanced over at the chronometer displayed on his desk console. 1312 hours. Lieutenant Commander Tovar was late.

Nooney put the padd down and stood up, gently easing his rear end out of the chair. These chairs just were not designed to be sat in while naked. His rear stuck to the seat every time. Of course, Starfleet’s chair designers most likely didn’t imagine that their chairs would be used by too many naked people, but Nooney had a policy: if he got to see his patients naked, they should get to see him naked. He felt that it would make them more comfortable and break down the barriers standing in the way of a fulfilling Doctor/Patient relationship.

Stretching himself to his full six feet of height and brushing his hands through his sandy-blond hair, the Anomaly chief medical officer wandered out into the main area of Sickbay on the small chance that Tovar had slipped in without him hearing.

Ih’vik, Nooney’s Andorian nurse, was at her small desk going over results from the previous crew physicals. She glanced up at Nooney, her face quickly filling with disgust, then, just as quickly, she turned her attention back to her work.

“Any sign of our next patient?” Nooney asked.

“No,” Ih’vik replied flatly.

“I sense tension between us. Have you felt this?” Nooney said, walking over to her. “We need to share. Get this out in the open.”

“You have shared with me more than I ever wanted you to,” Ih’vik said, trying desperately to ignore the fact that a naked human was standing next to her seat, putting her at eye-level with his nether-regions. That was bad enough, but this human was desperately out of shape, his stomach hanging unattractively, not to mention the pathetic patch of hair in the very center of his chest nestled right between his…ugh…man breasts.

“I know, but you haven’t shared with me. Maybe if you undressed, we could rid of some of this darkness.”

“Doctor, f’vartinxxzs will kvartz first.”

“Um…okay. I’ll give you some more time to work through this on your own, but I want you to know I’m always here for you. You’re my nurse, and I firmly believe we should have a special bond,” Nooney said, stepping away from Ih’vik.

Ih’vik grunted non-committally, engrossing herself with the minute medical details of each of the Anomaly’s crew. Nooney turned his attention back to his missing patient. “This Doctor Nooney to Captain Bain.”

“Go ahead,” Bain’s voice said over the comm line.

“This is Doctor Nooney down here in Sickbay.”

“I got that part, Doctor,” Bain said. “How can I be of assistance?”

“Well, I have Lieutenant Commander Tovar booked for a physical right now, but he isn’t here.”

“Don’t know what to tell you, Doctor. Tovar left in quite a rush several minutes ago. Can you just move on to your next appointment?”

“That would be you, Captain.”

Up on the bridge, Bain grimaced. “Er…I see. Well, Doctor, I’ve got a real load on me at the moment. Just frightfully busy…”

Arroyo looked back at Bain in annoyance. Bain silently waved for him to turn back around and watch where he was flying.

“I’m sure Tovar will be along presently,” Bain continued. “He’s a good man. Best and brightest and all that. You just wait for him. Bridge out.”

“Do you want me to try and find Tovar?” Arroyo asked, turning back around to face the captain.

“No no no,” Bain said. “Don’t trouble yourself a bit about it. I’m sure Tovar is just fine. There’s no need to rush these things.”

“Right,” Arroyo replied. He couldn’t really fault Bain for it, though. First rule of command: use subordinates to protect your own ass. And in this case, that kind of protection was definitely required.



Tovar made yet another mental note, this time to remember to put a pair of knee pads by his console for the next time he had to use this escape route. Crawling through all of these jefferies tubes was murder on his knees. On the upside, he was approaching an intersection where he could start climbing down ladders for a change.

At least he was supposed to be approaching an intersection. Instead, he reached the end of the tunnel and found himself faced with some kind of black drape. He was pretty sure this was not standard Starfleet engineering equipment.

Pushing the drape aside, Tovar crawled into the intersection. But this intersection looked more like some kind of galactic flea market. Small platforms had been built along the walls, each covered with various bits of technology and other knick-knacks which softly hummed, beeped, and blipped as the occasional light blinked or flashed. On one platform at the upper reaches of the intersection stood a small man, probably no more than four feet tall, dressed in an sciences uniform with lieutenant’s pips. From his height, skin coloration (slightly orangish with large maroon splotches) and facial structure (two nodule-like bumps on his forehead, longer than average chin), Tovar concluded that this figure was Moglodin. The real question was what was he doing in the jefferies tubes with all this junk.

“Watch where you move!” the Moglodin shouted suddenly. Tovar hadn’t realized that the Moglodin was even aware of his presence until that moment. “And don’t you dare take anything! This is all MINE!”

“Of course. Lieutenant…”

“Polnuc!” the man spat. Tovar was confused. Was that a name or a curse?

“What is all this…”

“None of your business. On your way!” Polnuc, if that was his name, moved over to another bit of flashing technology, his small height and odd build causing him to waddle slightly.

“I am Chief of Security on this ship, which makes it my business,” Tovar replied. Really, he didn’t have time for this. Nooney could be closing in on his location as he sat wasting time with this strange being. It certainly would be easy for Nooney to use a quad-corder to locate the one Yynsian on the entire ship.

“No security risks here. Just MY stuff.”

Tovar narrowed his eyes at the Moglodin. “All right. But I’m going to be watching you. Carry on.”

“Yes yes. Whatever. Just go!” Lt. Polnuc (which actually was his name; although, the word polnuc is considered to be a hideous slander against one’s gardener on Fuytobis Six…not that anyone on the Anomaly had ever been there.) spat as Tovar made his way down the ladder to the lower decks of the ship. Tovar tried to refocus his mind on the matter at hand. Again, the voices inside him made their presence known. “Run.” “Must keep moving.” “Get provisions.” And then the intruder minds spoke, “That uniform does nothing for the Moglodin body structure.” “That Polnuc person had a multiphasic interplexing quantum imager!”

The intruder briefly fought to take control of Tovar’s body in order to retrieve his multiphasic inter…whatever it was, but was quickly pushed down by Tovar and the other past lives that were supposed to be there. Tovar made yet another mental note, this time to remember to sign up on the Interloping Past Life Assessment and Removal list. He knew he wasn’t quite old enough yet (he had another year to reach what the Yynisans considered mature enough to withstand the procedure), but this was getting out of hand.

Mental note complete, Tovar continued his descent toward the mess hall. He needed provisions…and he needed to keep moving before Nooney could get a lock on his position.



Dr. Nooney, now fully dressed, headed out of Sickbay after leaving orders with Ih’vik to page him the moment that Tovar showed up. In the meantime, there really wasn’t any reason not to enjoy the glorious day. Of course, considering they were in the controlled environment of a starship, everyday was glorious.

With some free-time on his hands, Nooney went back to his quarters feeling the desire to get out for a bit. He doctor’s quarters were considerably brighter than most rooms on the ship, mainly due to the yellow paint he’d put on the walls and the extra-bright lights he’d had engineering install in his ceiling. Starship life could be so drab, but there was no reason his quarters had to be that way. It could be all dull and military in the corridors, but his quarters would always be bright and sunshiney.

Nooney walked past his easel, paint set (minus black paint, of course. Who wanted that?), and sculpting block (everything painting and sculpture in the room were Nooney originals) while stripping his uniform back off. He really needed to write up a proposal for an all-nude starship. It was so liberating, and the benefits to crew performance would be immeasurable. Considering they had now reached the dawn of the 26th century, people were still awfully stiff. Maybe they were still shaken up by that whole Y2.5K bug mess. Fortunately, it had really only affected replicators on Earth, but still, cleaning up the putrid slush each and every one of them spewed out on New Year’s Day 2500 had taken weeks. But that was all over with now. It was time to move ahead into the new century. And Nooney felt this should be the Century of the Body. Beings all across the galaxy needed to get past their need for clothes as face each other as they were created. Everyone would be a lot more comfortable, and the whole galaxy would reach a new level of closeness.

Now wonderfully naked and free, Nooney stepped over to the holopod in the corner of his bedroom. With advances in holographic technology over the years, Starfleet was now able to equip each set of quarters with a personal holopod. This miniature holodeck was basically just an eight-foot cubed box, and it alleviated the inconvenience and lack of privacy of the older holodecks that a whole crew had to share. Of course, the holopods presented a whole new set of problems. For example, if you jumped too far in any direction, you could easily find yourself smacking into a wall.

Nooney activated his desired program and stepping to the holopod, closing the door behind him. As soon as the door shut, the hologrid vanished, replaced by a grassy mountaintop in the Alps. A cool breeze brushed past Nooney, energizing his skin. He stretched his arms out and began to spin…and sing.

“The hills are alive…with the sound of music!”



Opening the jefferies tube hatch just a crack, Tovar peered out into the corridor to make sure the coast was clear. No Nooney. Good. Moving quickly and silently, Tovar crept out into the hall, closed the jefferies tube hatch, and dashed across the corridor into the doors of the Anomaly’s dining facility.

Tovar found himself in what appeared to be a large kitchen in a 20th century home on Earth. Once again, he questioned the wisdom of allowing the holo-chef to create a new eating environment whenever it felt like it.

“Did you wipe your feet?” a shrill female voice shouted. In front of a large oven, an even larger woman dressed in some sort of horrifyingly-patterned dress shook a rolling pin in Tovar’s general direction.

“There is nothing on them to wipe off,” Tovar said confused.

“Don’t you talk back to your mother!”

Ignoring the shrieking demon at the oven, Tovar approached a small round wooden table where Commander Prosak, the Anomaly’s Romulan first officer, sat contemplating a plate containing a rectangular meat-like substance next to a pile of white glop covered in brown liquid next to a pile of greenish-brown round objects that almost resembled peas.

“Is there a problem with your order, Commander?” Tovar asked, taking a seat across from Prosak.

“The problem is that I wasn’t allowed to make an order,” Prosak replied. The large “mother” figure the holo-chef had turned itself into plopped a plate full of the same contents as Prosak’s down in front of Tovar.

“What is this?” Tovar asked.

“It’s meat loaf!” the holo-chef screeched. “Eat it!” She turned on Prosak. “And you’d better do the same, missy!”

“But I’m a vegetarian,” Prosak protested.

“Well, that’s a fine how-do-ya-do!” the holo-chef snapped. “Do you know how long I slaved over a hot oven to cook this?”

“Considering the speed of the average replicator, 2.4 seconds,” Tovar said.

“You shut up, buster. Or it’s off to your room with no supper! Or dessert!” In a huff, the holo-chef stalked back over to her oven and sTovar.

“I guess you could eat the peas and potatoes…assuming that is what that white material is,” Tovar offered.

“There is beef gravy on the potatoes, which defeats the purpose of being vegetarian. And these peas stretch the definition of vegetable to the limit. I would just eat in my quarters, but I don’t want to seem anti-social,” Prosak said.

Tovar looked around the room. As he thought, they were the only two people present. “How can you be social if you are here alone, which you were until I arrived?”

“But you are here now, so if I wasn’t here, you would be alone, and I would, therefore, be antisocial. It’s simply logical.”

Not in any form of logic I am familiar with, Tovar thought to him. Prosak’s interest in Vulcan logic was admirable, but she had a ways to go in applying it correctly.

“So, have you had your physical yet?” Prosak asked, pushing peas around her plate idly with her fork.

“Why do you want to know?” Tovar said, suddenly suspicious. Had she been told by Nooney to find him?

“No reason. It is simply the one experience we all will have shared as a crew and, therefore, seemed like a logical conversation starter.”

“Right,” Tovar replied, unconvinced. He shoveled a big fork full of meatloaf into his mouth. Celery? Who the hell put celery in meat loaf? But he needed the protein from the meat and carbohydrates from the potatoes to keep himself going.

“I believe our first mission may take us to Romulan space,” Prosak continued. “Have you ever been to Romulus?”

“No,” Tovar said between huge bites. The voices started again. “She could still be with Nooney.” “Why else would she be making this incessant small talk?” “Sever her head from her body and use it for an ale tankard!” “I could make one fantastic gown for that body! Just give me a chance.”

Tovar finished eating and rose from his seat. “Excuse me, Commander.” He made a hasty retreat toward the door, leaving his plate on the table.

“Haven’t you ever heard of a dishwasher?” the holo-chef screamed. “Were you born in a barn?”

“Oink,” Tovar remarked, then left the mess hall.

Prosak shrugged and attempted to dislodge a somewhat edible-looking piece of celery from her chunk of meatloaf.

The holo-chef turned on her in fury. “Don’t pick at your food!”



After hearing a slight grunt, Bain turned his chair around to look at the starboard turbolift doors. Two legs belonging to Chief Engineer Shelly Marsden shifted a bit as the stuck out of the access hatch by the doors.

“You ship-shape in there, Marsie?” Bain asked.

“Yes, sir,” Marsden replied. And if you call me Marsie again, I’m going to jam this attenuator into your ear, she finished to herself. This whole assignment was ridiculous. The doors whooshed plenty loudly. Get a damn hearing aid if you can’t hear the doors. Don’t waste my time installing this stupid device.

She made one final adjustment, then crawled out of the hatch. “There. Both turbolifts are done.”

“Capital! Let’s hear it,” Bain said happily.

Marsden remotely activated the lift doors, which obediently whooshed open.

“You’ve got visitors!” the computer said cheerily.

“Wonderful!” Bain said, slapping the arm of his command chair.

“I’m glad you’re happy,” Marsden muttered. “I’ll be in engineering if any other emergencies should occur.” She stepped into the lift, which obediently closed, cutting her off from the bridge.

“Goodbye,” the computer said warmly.

Bain had just finished swivelling around to face the viewscreen when…

“You’ve got visitors!”

Bain turned back around to see Dr. Nooney, thankfully dressed, exiting the turbolift onto the bridge. The captain instinctively jumped out of his chair and back up toward the conn console.

“Oooh, I like that!” Nooney said, clapping his hands happily as he looked back at the turbolift. “It creates such a friendly atmosphere.”

“What can I do for you, Doctor?” Bain asked, forcing the congenial smile to stay on his face.

“Who do I talk to at Starfleet Command about nudity?” Nooney asked seriously.

Bain blinked a few times, processing the information, as Arroyo clapped his hand to his mouth stifling what appeared to be a coughing fit.

“I couldn’t say off the top of my head, Doctor,” Bain said, relieved that the doctor’s request didn’t involve order Bain to get his physical. “Why don’t you just head back down to Sickbay, and I’ll have our people look into it.”

“You promise?” Nooney said, waving the padd he was holding in the air. “This proposal may just be the future of Starfleet.”

Bain smiled weakly. “Don’t you trouble yourself for a moment, Doctor. We’ll get right on it.”

“Thank you, Captain. I look forward to seeing you for your physical,” Nooney replied, heading back toward the turbolift.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Bain said unconvincingly as Nooney stepped into the lift and left the bridge.

“Goodbye,” the computer said obediently.

“I don’t know, Arroyo. I’m starting to think that’s damn annoying.”

“Nooney’s nudity?” Arroyo said.

“No. That blasted talking door. Get Marsden back up here to remove it.”

“Yes, sir,” Arroyo said, turning back to his console. Hopefully, Marsden didn’t believe in killing the messenger.



Tovar was starting to feel desperate. Being out in the corridors like this wasn’t safe, but he couldn’t very well go back into the jefferies tubes either. Nooney would be ready for that. Tovar needed to mask his lifesigns somehow, find a place where he wouldn’t be detected.

Minutes later, Tovar rushed into Science Lab Four, the lab dedicated to Cabral, the brain that ran the ship’s anti-singularity drive. Cabral, who was basically just a brain encased in a giant black sphere, spent most of his free time conversing with Dr. Natalia Kasyov, the Anomaly’s science officer and an expert in disembodied brain research.

Kasyov looked up, annoyed, as Tovar burst into the lab. “Can I help you?”

Tovar’s eyes darted around the large, mostly bare room. Other than a couple of science consoles, chairs, and the large housing Cabral’s sphere sat in, the room was remarkably free of…anything.

“Must…hide,” Tovar gasped, trying to catch his breath from running all the way to the lab. He quickly dove behind Cabral’s housing, squeezing himself in between it and the wall.

“The poor man is out of his mind,” Cabral said, his disembodied voice booming through the lab.

“As opposed to out of his body like you are,” Kasyov replied with a smirk.

“Now, Doctor, you know I never had a body.”

“What a loss to the galaxy.”

“But their loss is your gain. Otherwise, I probably would have found some nice woman and settled down as opposed to chasing around the quadrant in my sphere.”

“Chasing after a female sphere, I might add,” Kasyov said.

“My nature is my nature, Natalia.”

“Of course.”

Tovar suddenly re-emerged from behind the sphere, his eyes blazing. “Would you shut up? Just shut up! You call this drivel scientific research! Can’t…stay…here!” In a blur, Tovar ran out of the lab leaving Kasyov and Cabral alone again.

“Computer, lock door,” Kasyov said, then turned back to her scans. She gasped softly. “Cabral, you have the biggest parietal lobe I have ever seen!”

“Why thank you, Doctor,” Cabral replied. “Others have always admired the size of my parts.”

“I’ll bet.”



After leaving the bridge, Nooney was left at bit of a loss for anything to do. He’d checked in with Ih’vik, who told him that Tovar had yet to arrive for his appointment and that no other patients had happened by, so now Nooney was once again free to do whatever he wanted. Well, it was as good of a time as any to see what amenities the Anomaly had. He’d only been on board for a couple of days, so he hadn’t really had time to look around. He pulled up the ship’s directory on the monitor in the turbolift and began scanning through it. He saw the Mess hall, Holodeck (the ship had one regular-sized holodeck, should the situation require it), Rec Room, Arboretum…arboretum! Now that sounded absolutely lovely!

“Arboretum,” Nooney said. The lift obediently altered its course.



Meanwhile, in another turbolift car, Tovar was scanning through the same list, still looking for a place to hide. Mess hall - already tried it. Holodeck - that’s the first place he’d look if he were looking for himself. Rec Room - probably deserted. Arboretum…perfect! Secluded, but filled with lots of life-signs. With the proper hiding place, he might be able to mask his own signal from the mad doctor.

“Arboretum,” Tovar ordered. The turbolift obediently altered its course.

Moments later, the turbolift stopped near to bottom of the ship just outside of the arboretum. Frankly, Tovar was surprised the ship had even been equipped with one, considering the overwhelming idiocy of Starfleet’s efficiency experts. Some genius must have decided the potential oxygen output was worth it. Either that or Captain Bain had insisted. He did so love his petunias.

With his mind occupied with thoughts of Starfleet bureaucracy, Tovar didn’t notice right away that there was someone else in the arboretum when he walked in. The other person, who had been busy smelling the flower of a Cardassian Humjin tree, turned around upon hearing the doors open and close. At that moment, Tovar realized he wasn’t alone and looked up at the other arboretum occupant.

It was NOONEY!

Tovar gaped in stunned silence at the smiling doctor.

“So there you are,” Nooney said warmly.

Tovar just nodded dumbly. He’d been outsmarted at every turn. Nooney had been aware of his every move, his every thought, and just came here to wait for Tovar when he was at his weakest. The man was an evil monster!

“Are you ready for that physical now?” Nooney continued, walking over and wrapping an arm around Tovar’s shoulder. Defeated and still shocked, Tovar obediently followed Nooney out of the arboretum, into the turbolift, and up to Sickbay.



“Where the devil is Marsden?” Bain said, looking again at the chronometer in the armrest of his command chair.

“She said something about stopping by the lounge before coming up here, sir,” Arroyo replied. “You could wait in your ready room until she arrives.”

“Blast. This is no time for a drink!”

“She might disagree with you, sir.”

“You’ve got company,” the computer said happily as a shaken Tovar stumbled out of the turbolift.

“You all right, my boy?” Bain asked. Tovar just shook his head and sort of drifted over to his console.

“You’ve got company.”

“What in the hell is that?” Dr. Kasyov demanded, glaring at the turbolift as she stepped out onto the bridge.

“Never mind. What can I do for you, Doctor?”

Kasyov made a beeline straight for the science console.”Cabral thought he detected a distortion off to port. I came up to check the sensors in case it’s something that could damage him.”

“You’ve got company.”

“Bloody hell!” Bain snapped.

“You want me to leave?” Lt. Marsden, who’d just stepped out of the turbolift, demanded.

“No. Please no. Just get rid of that.”

“Nope. Everything’s fine.” Kasyov said, darting into a turbolift.

“Goodbye.”

“Now with all due respect, Captain,” Marsden said.

“You’ve got company.”

Commander Prosak looked back at the turbolift she had just exited. “Is this supposed to do that?”

“Not for long,” Bain said, rubbing his temples.

“Like I was saying,” Marsden continued. “You can’t just keep ordering me up here to do little things like this.”

“Of course I can,” Bain said. “It’s your job.”

“Should I come back?” Prosak asked.

“You’ve got company.”

“Sorry. Me again,” Kasyov said, heading back to her console. “Forgot to check the passive prion scan.”

“Marsden, remove that bloody voice box!”

“Fine! I’ll be back!”

“No!” Bain shouted. Too late. Marsden was already in a turbolift.

“Goodbye.”

“Damn!”

“Sir…” Prosak said hesitantly.

“What is it, Prosak?”

“I have received word from my father that we will most likely be ordered to Romulan space within the hour. I thought you should know.”

“Thank you. I’ll see you back here at the shift change.”

“Yes, sir,” Prosak bowed her head stiffly in acknowledgment, then headed into the starboard lift just as Bain realized what he’d just said.

“Goodbye.”

“Criminy!”

“You’ve got company.”

“AHHHH!”

“Now what kind of welcome is that, Captain?” Dr. Nooney asked as he stepped onto the bridge. “You should be nice to me. It’s time for your physical.”

“Can this wait? I’m in the middle of a breakdown at the moment.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Bain saw Tovar slip from behind his console and stalk over to the turbolift access panel. In one violent burst, he ripped open the panel, reached inside, and yanked just as the turbolift doors opened, revealing Marsden returning with her tool kit.

“You’ve got…eerrggggghhnnunngngnggn.”

“Good show, Tovar!” Bain said relieved.

Nooney turned on Tovar, shaking his finger scoldingly at the Yynsian. “You need to come see me again about this aggression of yours. We can’t have you just yanking bits and pieces of this ship apart.” He turned back to face Bain. “Now about that physical…”

But Bain was gone. Vanished into thin air.

“Now where did he get to?” Nooney asked confused.

Tovar just smiled, and silently wished Bain all the luck in the galaxy.



The Ears Have It



SHAKA-KON III



“Structure, logic, function, control. A structure cannot stand without a foundation. Logic is the foundation of function, function is the essence of control. You are in control.” The elder, shrouded in hooded robes, along with the handful of followers that encircled the fire, said the words with extreme reverence. It was an age-old chant, one he and his followers repeated again and again at the end of services around the fire each night.

The elder and his followers sat around the towering bon fire, faces replete with calm, fingers steepled. They concentrated on the fire.

“Structure, logic, function, control. A structure cannot stand without a foundation. Logic is the foundation of function, function is the essence of control. We are in control,” they said along with the elder.

The elder nodded with satisfaction. “You have all developed so well over these past few years. You are almost ready.”

“Structure, logic, function, control,” repeated the followers. “A structure cannot stand without logic. Logic is the foundation of function. Function is the essence of control.”

“Yes, yes, yes, you are in control,” the elder said, and raised his hands. “Now, let us pray to Surak. We pray to him tonight that we might emerge victorious from our quest tomorrow.”

The elder peeled back his hood to reveal a deeply-ridged forehead, and a long mane of grey-black hair tied back into a ponytail. “Tomorrow we shall shed much blood, my friends,” the elder said. “Tomorrow is a logical day to die.”





U.S.S. ANOMALY



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 175027.7. We’ve arrived, finally, in Romulan space, after an aborted attempt at cutting some time off our mission with an anti-sing jump. Apparently there was some sort of bloody malfunction, due to Cabral playing a crossword game with Kasyov at the moment the engines were engaged. Suffice it to say, we arrived in Romulan space in minutes, cutting down nicely on a two day trip at Warp Eleven. However, when the malfunction hit, we circled the Romulan empire forty times, went back in time thirty years, hit a parallel universe, hooked left at a subspace chasm, then tumbled four days into the future. All this at Warp”R.” We have resolved to never use Warp “R” again. Marsden, top-rate tinkerer that she is, got right on top of the problem, but the anti-sing drives are burnt and Cabral is disoriented, just in time for us to put on our dress golds and show the flag for the Romulans.”



Hector Arroyo frowned down at the pit of blown connections and fused components as Lieutenant Shelly Marsden cursed and toiled and yanked and cursed some more at the anti-sing drives.

The pit was the first level of controls before one descended through an airlock into the singularity room, which could only be entered when the drives were shut down. Otherwise, one risked falling into the singularity well and getting exploded and imploded infinite times at all points on the space-time continuum at once. Marsden assured Arroyo that this was an irreversible condition and not one an officer should toy with.

With the sing drives burnt, Marsden presently lowered herself through the airlock.

“Sure you don’t want some help?” Arroyo called down after her.

“Very,” snapped Marsden as she let the low gravity in the singularity chamber drop her softly to the ground. Arroyo had only been in there three or four times, all during the test phases of the Hermes project. It was too hot for his liking. Marsden likened it to a nice sauna. Oddly, she loved it in there. Found it relaxing.

The room was pretty much vacant, save for a massive, multi-pointed, translucent pentagonal crystal contraption at the center, which Marsden circled, taking readings with a handheld quadcorder. The singularity sleeve, as Marsden called it, actually held a tiny black hole within several layers of null space, generated by four omni-directional pulse generators. That, however, was Romulan standard these days. The Federation twist: A warp field, run off from the warp core, which was housed in an adjacent chamber, was generated on top of the null space field. That’s where Arroyo’s “C” in quantum mechanics really showed through. He had a vague notion of the calculations involved, but the gist was, the warp field allowed the singularity to be expanded to infinite size (in subspace). Then, a relatively small amount of energy was bled off that giant black hole and into the engines.

The problem that blew out the anti-sing engines every time was that the Federation and Romulan technologies combined were barely enough to channel all that power, even a smidgen of it.

“Yep.” Marsden’s voice sounded echoey in the chamber below. Arroyo leaned down closer. “Just what I thought. The housing’s cracked in three places, one omnidirectional generator is blown, and conduit fractured all over the place. Are you taking notes, Hector?”

Arroyo nodded and thunked his forehead. “It’s all up here, Shelly.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” Marsden was not pleased, that much Arroyo could tell for sure.

Suddenly Arroyo felt a cold hand on his shoulder. He turned to see the placid face of Prosak.

“The captain wishes to have a report on the engines,” Prosak said neutrally.

“Cracked housing, busted generator, fractured conduit,” Arroyo repeated back to Prosak.

Prosak nodded. “Very well. Estimated repair time?”

“When I’m damned good and ready!” came Marsden’s voice from the anti-sing chamber.

Prosak nodded again. Her urge was to snap back at Marsden, but she handily suppressed it. “I understand. In that case, we will await a more firm repair projection.”

“Why didn’t Captain Bain just call down for the report?” Arroyo asked.

“He wished me to give him a first-person perspective on the damages.”

“He doesn’t trust my estimates!” called Marsden from the chamber below.

Prosak shook her head. “That is incorrect, Lieutenant. If that were the case, I would climb into the chamber with you.”

“I bet you’re dying to!”

Arroyo heard several clangs from the chamber and hoped to the star cross that Marsden was fixing something and not punching something in anger.

“You are incorrect,” said Prosak, and she turned briskly for the corridor that led out of Engineering. On her way out, she pointed at Lieutenant Polnuc and Ensign Havensfield. “Please assist Chief Marsden.”

The officers nodded and headed down into the chamber.

Arroyo cringed and watched them climb down, helpless.

“I said I don’t need any freaking help!” she cried.



“You look splendid, Doctor.”

“Call me Natalia. And don’t give me that ‘you look splendid’ line. Your visual sensors are off-line.”

“Once again, you’ve outwitted me.”

“Being you’re a giant brain, that’s quite an achievement.”

“Indeed.”

Kasyov studied herself in the reflective surface of the Science Lab Four bulkhead. Since she wasn’t Starfleet, she didn’t have to wear one of those dreadful shiny gold dress uniforms, with the diagonal swatch of color indicating which department she served. She instead had gone to the holo-tailor, a prissy Klingon fellow who fitted her with a wraparound dress which was loose in the right places and tight in the right places, and slit up the thigh. It shimmered in the bulkhead surface.

“I do clean up pretty well,” Kasyov admitted as she twirled. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, Cabral, I have an appointment with the holo-hairdresser.”

“I recommend you put it up, you know, with those crimpy pieces hanging down.”

“You…what?” Kasyov blinked.

“I absorbed a collection of Earth glamor magazines two days ago.”

A smile tugged at the corner of Kasyov’s mouth. “To increase your efficiency running the warp drive, no doubt.”

“Of course.”

“You’d better be careful, Cabral. All this extra-curricular activity might just jeopardize your job here.”

“They’d fire me just because I’m learning a little bit about humanoid customs?”

“Humanoids tend to have a rather narrow view of what’s acceptable. For some reason, they think that just because you’re a cyber-organic brain, and just because you run the functions of this ship, that’s all you can do.”

“Who says?”

Kasyov grimaced. “Some of my colleagues. But never mind that. If it were to ever come up, we’d both leave. You’d have lots of fun at my labs. You could meet the other brains…”

“I already ran into one, if you recall, and he was no fun at all.”

“Well, the others are nicer than him.”

“I am sure.”

Kasyov turned and faced the thrumming black sphere that was Cabral. “Are you jealous?”

“Not at all, Natalia. Just…skeptical.”

“Cute.” Kasyov turned toward the door to the lab. “I feel bad leaving you alone like this…in your confused state.”

“I assure you, Kasyov, my mind is as sharp as it’s ever been. The engine burn-out had quite negligible effects on my systems. What damage there was is being taken care of by my self-repair mechanisms.”

“I’ll have to get in there and figure out how those work one of these days, just in case they short out or something.”

“Highly unlikely, but I invite you to ‘check me out’ any time you wish.”

“It’s a date,” Kasyov said with a smile, and left the lab, nearly slamming into Lt. Marsden, who stormed down the corridor, drenched in sweat and grease. Her hair was matted in front of her face, and her uniform was torn in several places. “I thought engines were cleaner in this day and age,” Kasyov said, looking over Marsden with concern.

“They are,” replied Marsden, shedding her filthy uniform jacket and slinging it over her shoulder. “Engineers, though, find all new ways to get dirty.”

“The engines…?”

“We’re missing some vital parts. A Romulan supply yard three systems over apparently has what we need. Arroyo and I are going to take the Navigator to pick up the parts, so the Anomaly can continue on to Romulus.”

“So you’re missing the party?”

Marsden sighed. “I’m afraid so. And I was so looking forward to a nice jug of Romulan Ale.”

“I’ll save you some.” Kasyov patted Marsden on the shoulder, and immediately regretted it as she brought her hand back, covered in black grease. “What is that?”

“Polymorphic biojelly. Don’t worry, though, it’s only deadly if you lick your hands.”

“Got it.” Kasyov tried to remember where the nearest bathroom was. “Good luck, Shelly. See you on Romulus.”

Marsden nodded and continued to stalk down the corridor. “Right.”



“Navigator away,” Lieutenant Commander Tovar said, studying the wide tactical/operations panel spread before him. A blip representing the small and agile scoutship Navigator sailed off his sensor screen.

Bain swiveled around in his command chair. “Splendid. Well, Ensign Yonk, it’s time for you to shine. Get us to the church on time. And by the church, I of course mean Romulus.”

Ensign Yonk was a Ferengi. More specifically, Yonk was a dwarf Ferengi.

This meant he was approximately .8 meters tall. Security, as a career option, was out of the question for Yonk, so he split his time between helm duty and crawling around in the hard-to-get-to areas down in the engine room.

Bain heard a voice mutter “Aye, captain,” from in front of the helm chair. Yonk was so small the back of the helm seat hid him from view. Bain just took it as granted that Yonk was in his chair. Every now and then, though, the captain had to call out to him, to make sure he hadn’t slipped off to the bathroom or anything. He was an elusive rascal.

Bain suddenly heard birds chirping, and that meant someone was coming onto the bridge. Tovar had deactivated the annoying “voice-announce” system Marsden had put in. Of late, Bain had himself reprogrammed the doors to make a soft bird-call, pulled out at random from the ship’s vast bird-call database, when the doors opened. It was much preferred to the repeated, winy voice that announced bridge visitors.

“Robin,” Bain said, and turned to face the doors.

“Commander Prosak,” corrected Prosak.

“No, I meant the bird was a robin. Nice sound, too.”

Prosak clasped her hands behind her back. “Indeed. Lieutenant Marsden’s crew is presently cleaning up the engine room. It may not be in perfect working order, but at least it will look nice.”

Bain clapped his hands. “Splendid! Are you excited about seeing dear old Daddy?”

“Dear…old…?”

“Your Dad, old what’s-his-name…” Bain fumbled for the name. The damn Circassian mind torture he’d received from a band of rebels on Circassia Six ten years ago had left his memory somewhat spotty at times.

“Romulan Ambassador Rorshak.”

Bain snapped his fingers. “That’s the one!”

Prosak stepped up beside Bain’s chair and clasped her hands behind her back, looking forward at the stars streaking toward them on the viewscreen. “I am looking forward to seeing him again.”

“I’d expect so.” Bain rubbed his chin. “My Dad, the old scoundrel, is having the time of his life out on Infernia Prime. Bless him!”

“Retired, is he?” Prosak said with arched eyebrow.

“No. He’s a bail-bondsman for the Infernia security force. Nasty one at that. He cut a man’s nose off last week.”

“You have a distinguished family, Captain.”

“Well, there are no ambassadors among the Bains, but we’re a sturdy bunch, to be sure.”

“Captain,” announced Tovar, who had since climbed back into his seat at tactical/operations. “We are nearing Romulus.”

“That patience you spoke of paid off, Tovar, my boy!” Bain said, slapping the arm of his command chair. “Pull us into orbit and contact the consulate. Let’s have a chat with dear old dad!” He grinned at Prosak, who simply nodded.

“Whatever you say, sir.”

“Ambassador Rorshak is holding on sub-space,” Tovar announced.

“Right, then. Put him on-screen,” Bain replied, and faced the viewscreen. Immediately the view of the green-gray planet Romulus, encircled by bristling, spread-eagle Romulan Warhawks, gave way to an image of Rorshak, sitting placidly at his desk, hands folded atop it.

“Captain Bain, a pleasure to see you again,” Rorshak said dully. “The people of Romulus eagerly await a first-hand look at the famous U.S.S. Anomaly.”

“Famous?” asked Bain. “Really?”

“Indeed,” said Rorshak. “Our news service has publicized your early missions. Our people have followed your travels with much interest.”

“A tussle with the Breen, a brain-possessed crewman, and some cargo runs?” Bain asked with interest.

“Romulan holovision is somewhat bereft of entertainment.”

“Maybe if you upgraded to direct-to-brain neural syntax stimulus like the rest of the galaxy, you’d be better entertained,” Tovar muttered under his breath. Bain, judiciously, ignored his Tac-ops officer. DTBNSS was all the rage in the Federation, but the Romulans had yet to convert. They were still trying to reverse-engineer the Federation technology. The alliance was military only. In the technological sense, the Romulans were still highly competitive.

“At any rate, Ambassador,” said Bain, “we eagerly await tonight’s festivities. I hope the Praetor will be joining us?”

“He has scheduled a visit, yes,” said Rorshak. “We shall report aboard in one hour.”

“Splendid,” Bain said, and Rorshak disappeared from the viewscreen. He spun in his chair to face Tovar. “Anything bothering you, lad?”

“No, sir,” replied Tovar.

“You’ve seemed a bit tense of late.”

“I assure you, that is not the case.”

“In that case, put on your dress golds. Company’s coming!” Bain said cheerily, and hopped out of his chair. “Yonk, you have the bridge. I’ll be downstairs donning my cape and tassels.”

“Do you have any idea what he said?” Yonk asked, turning in the helm seat as Bain left.

“None,” replied Tovar, and he headed for the opposite turbolift.



Natalia Kasyov was the first to arrive in Stellar Cartography. Since the Anomaly was only twenty decks, and most of those were science and engineering, there really wasn’t a fitting room aboard for a party. Captain Bain however, whom Kasyov had come to realize possessed a strategic mind in combat as well as in party-planning, came up with the idea of holding the affair in Stellar Cartography.

The large, dome-shaped room was indeed the perfect size for such an affair, and boasted a beautiful holographic pictorial display of the surrounding space. The stars twinkled (Bain had the engineers program a little extra twinkle for the occasion) and the bold, hologram-generated 3-D block letters spelling “Welcome Romulan Friends” hung in the air about eight meters above her head.

Kasyov hadn’t had dinner, so she immediately crossed the room to the banquet table. A few nibbles wouldn’t hurt.

She found the holo-chef there, just putting out a few more dishes. The holo-chef, this evening, had dressed himself in the dapper tux of an emcee, complete with clownish pancake makeup. It confused Kasyov, but she complimented him on his appearance.

“Come to the new buffet, old chum, come to the new buffet!” chanted the holo-chef, and Kasyov smiled politely, and moved off to survey the banquet table.

She had just grabbed a banger roll, and oddly named British appetizer, when Captain Bain sauntered in, wearing his neatly-pressed shining gold Starfleet dress uniform, complete with shoes which shined so bright they nearly blinded her as the starlight bounced off them.

“Captain!” she exclaimed, unaware that Bain could “clean up” quite so well.

“Ah, Natalia. Doing a little ‘quality control check,’ eh?”

“Yes, sir.” She shoved a banger into her mouth. It tasted oddly like a “pig-in-a-blanket,” another hideous Earth specialty. “Enjoying the banger?”

“Sure.”

“One of my favorite appetizers as a child,” Bain said, and grabbed one of the tiny rolls and popped it in his mouth.

“How nice.” Kasyov shifted awkwardly from foot to foot. “So, Captain, when are the others set to arrive?”

“I’ll be meeting the Romulan detachment in ten minutes, but I just wanted to drop by here first and see if the room was in order. There’s nothing like being fashionably early. Gets you first crack at the appetizer buffet. Carry on, Doctor!”

Kasyov didn’t have time to look puzzled as Bain spun on a heel and dashed out of the cartography room, leaving her once again alone. The Chef was in the maintenance closet preparing the last few dishes.

Kasyov sighed and glanced at the chronometer hung on the wall, amidst the stars. She felt silly being there so early, but she did not like being unprepared. Then again, she didn’t much care for being alone either. And her best friend on the ship was currently away on assignment. Her second best friend was a brain in a lab. She decided not to ponder on that anymore and instead grabbed three more bangers and started munching.



Shelly Marsden stared boredly out at the viewscreen as the Navigator sailed into the Shaka-Kon system, a former Klingon protectorate that had recently become Romulan territory. It was, her contact at the Romulan Engineering Committee told her, still in the “pre-development stage.” What that meant, so far, was all the system had going for it was a big old scrap yard.

Ensign Arroyo looked over his shoulder at Marsden as he worked the helm. “Look there, Shelly! It’s lots of junk, all waiting for you to root through it!”

“You’re funny, Hector.”

“But isn’t that what you love to do, Shelly?”

“And what would make you think that?”

“Well, it’s the whole reason the Hermes, that is, the Anomaly, ever worked out, isn’t it?”

“You could say that.”

“I sure could.”

“Enough chit-chat. It’s time to root through some garbage. Care to help, Hector?”

“Well, I’m actually probably more valuable to you h–”

“You’re coming with.”

“You just love to boss me around.”

Marsden grinned. “At least I get to boss SOMEONE around.” She sighed. “Set scanners to full. Keep your eyes out for any singularity housing, multiphasic conduit, and omnidirectional emitters.”

“Shall I keep my eye open for that perfect purse that goes with everything too?”

“You’re a real comedian, today, Hector.”

“Well, someone’s got to be, what with your moo–moo…moo!”

“Hector, did you just moo?”

“I was trying to say ‘mood,’” said Arroyo. “Then I got a power spike from one of those ships. Apparently, they just activated a transporter.”

“To what end?”

“To beam people aboard our ship.”

Marsden leaned forward in the command chair. “Oh, hell.”

“All hands: Intruder Alert,” the computer droned on as a Red Alert Klaxon piped up.

Marsden stood from the chair and whirled. “Arroyo, grab a phaser. Marsden to all hands, we’ve just taken on some unwanted guests. Initiate security measures!”

“And what exactly are the security measures?” asked Arroyo as he grabbed a wrist phaser from under the helm console.

Marsden yanked a small hand phaser out from its holster at her ankle. She had once been an engineer at a Gorn outpost. It paid to be prepared.

“Try to locate the intruders,” Marsden said, running to the aft turbolift, phaser at the ready, just as Arroyo said,

“Headed for the bridge. They knocked out our crew, all four of them, with concussive charges.”

“Just great,” muttered Marsden, as the aft turbolift door slid open and Klingons stormed out, giving a fierce battle cry of…no, no it wasn’t possible…

Die well and prosper?

Before she could even fire her phaser, Marsden felt a hand pinch her neck and she dropped to the ground.



Prosak arrived shortly before Bain was set to arrive with the Romulan contingent. She nodded politely to Kasyov, who made some vaguely complimentary comment about her dress uniform, then proceeded to nibble on something called a “banger.”

The sooner this was over, the better, as far as Prosak was concerned. Something about being this close to Romulus bothered her. She wasn’t quite sure WHAT it was, but she knew this wasn’t really a happy homecoming. Many of her compatriots on Romulus didn’t understand her RommaVulc beliefs. They found Vulcans absolutely objectionable, and didn’t understand what Prosak saw in them. She knew that her dad, deep down, thought that too, but it didn’t bother her. No, she had her emotions well in check.

Prosak turned at the sound of the Stellar Cartography doors opening to see Bain march gleefully in with Rorshak at his side. She nodded politely at her father, then gaped when she saw some of the Romulans trailing the group.

No…no.

Rorshak moved forward to shake Prosak’s hand. “Boogles, you’ll be glad to see I brought some of your friends. They insisted on coming. A lot.” He leaned in close and whispered. “You owe me for this one, by the way. If they cause a stir, I’m cutting off your allowance.”

Prosak moved past Rorshak wordlessly, ignored the chummy pat on the back from Bain, and walked toward the group of Romulans who’d already strayed off toward the back of Stellar Cartography.

She pursed her lips at the group. This would be difficult. “Ko’dak…Jermak…Nortel… Lorimar. What are you all doing here?”

“Frowning upon your brand of Starfleet living,” muttered Ko’dak, a surly hulking Romulan man who’d, like the others, worked hard with his stylist on really good, neatly-trimmed bangs.

“Come back to us,” said Jermak, a rather petite and plain woman, younger than Prosak. Jermak had always looked up to her elder RommaVulc, but Prosak had no idea why. “The meetings are dull without your spicy plomeek soup.”

“I gave you the recipe,” Prosak said. “Surely you were able to replicate it.”

“Never,” grumbled Nortel, the youngest of the group at 18. A boy with a rebellious Vulcan attitude that didn’t sit well with his parents. He ran way at six to join the RommaVulcs. “Your Plomeek soup will always have superior tanginess and flavor.”

“That’s nice of you to say, Nortel, but not altogether accurate. It just depends on how much cayenne…” Prosak trailed off. Lorimar, another young girl who seemed to look up to her, was sporting an IDIC tatoo on her bare arm. “What is this? The IDIC isn’t meant to be tattooed on you! Tattoos are not logical! Nor are they sanitary!”

“I thought it was a good idea,” rumbled Ko’dak. “We all have them.”

“Ridiculous,” muttered Prosak. “Listen. Why are you all here?”

“To bring you back into the fold,” said Jermak. “It’s time you returned to us–where you belong.”

“Poppycock.” Prosak had no idea what that meant, but Bain had said it often, and it seemed to fit the context. “I have a true purpose on this ship. They appreciate me for more than just my fantastic soup-making skills.”

“Hey there, old girl,” Bain said, trotting over to Prosak. “Say, where’s that good soup of yours? I thought you were brewing some up for the occasion.”

“Well, sir, I suppose it slipped my mind.” Prosak shifted foot-to-foot.

“Tut-tut, Prosak, go and whip some up chop chop. Your father and I have raved to the delegates about it.”

“Yes,” said Ko’dak. “Make your soup. It’s your destiny.”

Prosak frowned and marched off for the galley. “This is so not logical.”

Bain grinned and looked over the RommaVulcs. “So, you some old school chums of Prosak?”

“You could say that,” muttered Lorimar.

“Fancy that. You all…uh, what is it? VulckieRoms?”

“RommaVulcs,” Ko’dak replied, bristling.

“Right, right.” Bain backed toward the rest of the crowd. “Well you just don’t mind me. Continue glowering and such. I’ll be over by the buffet. Feel free to have a look around! All are welcomed on the Anomaly! Especially you Rommie chaps!”

“He is unbalanced,” grumbled Ko’dak.

“I think I like him,” said Jermak.



When Marsden stirred awake, she found herself on a biobed in Navigator’s cramped, dark sickbay. She glanced to her left to find Arroyo similarly on a biobed, aglow by the light of a readout monitor. She spotted the silhouettes of the rest of her staff, unconscious, presumably, piled in a corner. She tried to lift her arm, but it snapped back, victim of a restraining field.

“She is awake,” said a voice in the darkness. “It is time.”

Marsden sighed. “Okay, you’ve all got me. What do you want to do? Torture some vital information out of me? I can tell you this right now, I got through Doctor Hamok’s Advanced Subspace Physics without flinching, so nothing you can do will intimidate m–”

“No, no,” boomed a decrepit old voice. “Torture is not logical.”

“Not like that should matter to a bunch of Klingons,” muttered Marsden. “Jab me with painsticks. See if I care.” She glanced, all she could do in the restraining field, over at Arroyo. “Hell, jab him some too. I hear he likes that sort of thing.” Marsden heard a distinct grumble coming from Arroyo.

“That is not our way.” The owner of the decrepit voice stepped out from the shadows, bathed in the light from above Marsden’s biobed. He was old, robed, had a long, grey-white ponytail, and was distinctly Klingon. “We follow many of Vulcan’s religious beliefs.”

“Haah! So you’re…” Marsden chuckled. “VulkieKlings?”

“Not at all,” replied the Klingon. “We are KlingaVulcs.”

“Ahh. Makes much more sense.”

“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Pang the Logical. These are my pupils, Krard the Solemn, Lorf the Stoic, Varnk the Not So Angry, and Lemlok the Sissy in the White Pants.”

“I’ll never live that fashion choice down,” muttered Lemlok. “It was the 2490s. That was the style, by Surak’s beard!”

“Surak didn’t have a beard!” chimed Varnk.

“How the hell do you know?”

“You’re getting emotional!” chided Lorf.

“I just wanted a cool-sounding curse.”

“Vulcans don’t curse!” muttered Krard.

“Well, we’re not Vulcans.”

“No,” droned Pang, a voice of reason among the many disconcerted grumbles. “No, we’re not. We’re KlingaVulcs.”

Marsden winced, from the absurdity more than anything else. “And what, exactly, does that mean?”

Pang took a deep breath. “Well, I’m glad you asked. We have a little recruitment holovid to show you.”

“I prefer the torture.”

“Touchy, touchy.” Pang sat down on the biobed by Marsden. “Fine, then, I’ll just tell you. But you’re missing a great show.”

“I’ll live.”

“We’ll see.” Pang giggled, then purposefully stopped himself. “There, now. Anyway, the KlingaVulc central committee was established a little over a year ago on one of the shabby outworlds of the former Klingon Empire, now a Romulan protectorate.”

“Sorry about that whole takeover thing, by the way,” said Marsden. “Starfleet was pretty broken up about it.”

Pang arched an eyebrow. “Indeed. At any rate, life on Shaka-Kon III was not what you would call high-quality.”

“Dirty and dingy, then?” asked Marsden.

“Oh, no. Quite clean and comfortable.”

“Retchedly comfortable,” moaned Krard.

“Worse yet,” said Pang. “We had no battles to fight. No blood to shed. Our Klingon blood boiled over and had nowhere to drain to.”

“That is a problem,” admitted Marsden.

“So we had to turn to Vulcan mysticism.”

“Seems…logical…to me.”

“So, on to where you come in.” Pang leaned forward over Marsden and she grimaced. His breath reeked of roasted meat and stale broth.

“It’s always nice to know you’re needed,” she muttered.



“Well, on to the sit-down course,” Bain said, gently hustling each of the partygoers to a long table at the rear of Stellar Cartography. Ko’dak and the other RommaVulcs fussed with their silverware. Modern Vulcans felt silverware was illogical and instead preferred to drink straight from the bowl, since all they ate was soup anyway.

Bain jogged over to the head of the table and sat down. Prosak was at his left, Rorshak at his right. Next to Rorshak, Kasyov sat, looking mildly amused at Lorimar across from her, who was fumbling with a fork.

She turned to the hulking Ko’dak, and in a feeble attempt to start a conversation, asked, “So, do you know approximately how much your brain weighs?”

Ko’dak just arched both eyebrows. He had always tried desperately to arch just the one, but that was really hard and took practice.

Kasyov turned back to her meal and started eating. Some kind of pie. Odd to serve dessert first, but then again Bain was quite odd. Odd enough to…eww! There was meat in the pie. Bain would suffer for this, Kasyov swore, as she stubbornly put fork to mouth and chewed at the flaky crust and tough meat. She couldn’t even tell what type of meat it was. Being a stock Russian, and a true brain lover, Kasyov loved meat. But meat in pie…it just seemed wrong. Whatever the case, it wouldn’t do to tick off the Romulan guests. They actually seemed to be enjoying it. Kasyov subtly slid her pie dish away and went for the plomeek soup. Prosak’s spicy soup was always sure to please.

After several minutes of chomping and slurping had passed, Bain clinked his glass with a fork. “Let’s propose a toast, shall we?”

“What are we toasting?” whispered Prosak.

Bain ignored her. “To the continued prosperity of the Romulan and Federation Alliance.”

“Here, here,” said Rorshak, raising his glass. He looked to Prosak. “Come on, Boogles. Raise your glass.”

“Stop calling me that,” Prosak muttered under her breath. “I’m forty-four years old!”

“I have a toast prepared as well,” said Ko’dak, standing, raising his glass of Romulan Ale high.

“Oh, no.” Prosak covered her face.

“Not here, not now!” cursed Rorshak between his teeth.

“Good show,” Bain cheered, clueless as usual.

“I propose,” began Ko’dak, “that Romulans wake up to the realities of today’s galaxy. The Federation’s no kind of ally. We should look to the Vulcans for true unification.”

“Ko’dak,” Prosak said patiently. “The Vulcans are part of the Federation.”

“Yes, but they are only puppets!” cried Ko’dak. Bain shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “They haven’t unleashed their true potential because certain HUMANS–” and Ko’dak glared at Bain and Kasyov, “–hold them down!”

“Well, that’s, um…” Bain scrambled for something to say.

“It’s time for Romulans to embrace Vulcan. Embrace its logic, embrace its one true way to completeness…or else fade with the mists of time forever to be known as Federation lackies.”

Prosak leaned over to Bain. “He’s really not so bad, once you get to know him.”

“Could I have some more meat pie?” asked Kasyov. “It’s actually starting to grow on me.”



Marsden angrily yanked her blond hair out of its ponytail and slammed her fists down on the conference table in Navigator’s tiny ward room.

“Once and for all,” she moaned, “I will try to explain this to you imbeciles. The idea of a Vulcan battleship is LUDICROUS! Not to mention totally illogical.”

“We will tell you what is logical, puny woman.” Pang sat at the opposite end of the conference table, his followers gathered around him. Marsden wanted to launch herself at the annoyingly blase Klingon, except that she was stuck in a containment field, and had been since she’d been drugged, then dragged into the ward room.

Behind her, on the room’s view screen, sat the plans Pang had brought along for the high-concept “I.K.C. Kar’va Chang,” which, roughly translated, meant “Infinite Wrath in Infinite Combinations.”

It was basically the sideways-umbrella-looking Vulcan transport ship, elongated with more of a rounded, Klingon-like head with a massive neutron torpedo launcher and sixty compression phaser banks. The idea of a Vulcan battleship made Marsden shudder. Worse, the thought of how the Vulcans would react to such a concept made her really antsy. They would probably cite it as a violation of the copyrights of their ship designs. Marsden wouldn’t blame them, either.

“Listen, the Vulcans just won’t buy this idea,” she said, exasperated.

“We shall see what they will buy,” Lorf grunted, and the other KlingaVulcs laughed heartily.

Marsden felt like she was being left out of the punch line of a joke. “Care to elaborate on that, Pang?”

“We’re headed for Vulcan as we speak,” Pang said. “It shall be a GLORIOUS visit! We will debate them like WARRIORS!”

Marsden slapped a hand over her face and collapsed into her chair.



Prosak paced her quarters, as the meat pie curdled in her stomach. She didn’t relish this visit, didn’t welcome her old friends returning to wreak havoc in her Starfleet life. It was the reason she left Romulus for the Academy in the first place.

What was her father thinking bringing them aboard? He usually wasn’t one to bend to the wishes of dissident Romulan “gangs,” especially gangs who were her friends. This was not the same Rorshak who’d kicked her cavern-surfing friends out of the house when she was 12 annums old because they’d tracked in lichen and moss.

Prosak was disturbed from her thoughts by the bleep of her door chime.

“Come,” she muttered, staring out her viewport.

Rorshak stood framed in the door to her quarters, refusing to step through. “Boogles! You left before the dessert course.”

“Yes, I did, Father. I could not stand to be around those…those…”

“RommaVulcs.”

“I am proud to be a RommaVulc, Father. They, however, have strayed from the appointed path. They are no longer part of my life.”

“I see. So…running into them on this mission has illustrated that fact to you.”

Prosak whirled to face her father. “You brought them on board just to show me how wrong I was for hanging out with them?”

“Not wrong, really,” Rorshak said, then chuckled. “Just illogical.”

Prosak clenched her fist. “Father, I am not a child! I’m forty-four years old!”

“Never too old to learn a few things. Your old syllabic school friends have no place in your life now, and I’m glad you can see that.”

“Why did you even think I would even consider reuniting with them?”

“Well, I did notice that they have a reunion planned for two months from now.”

Prosak glowered. “I plan on being a LONG way from here by then.”

“So I take it you won’t be able to attend?” Rorshak clapped his hands together. “Splendid.”

Prosak stomped out of her quarters, shouldering past her father. “You obviously don’t understand me. I didn’t want to be around my RommaVulc brethren, but now that I see it’s so important to you that I NOT be around them, I cannot think of a better reason for doing so.”

“NOW who’s being illogical?” Rorshak called after Prosak. “Oh, right, it was you BOTH times!”

Prosak said nothing, merely held up her two middle fingers in a parted v-shape, the famous RommaVulc kiss-off.



Prosak tracked down her RommaVulc buddies to Science Lab Four, Cabral’s residence. They were crowded around the blinking giant black sphere. Prosak gasped.

“Prosak to security!”

The RommaVulcs whirled.

“What are you doing?” asked Ko’dak.

“You are attempting to take control of our computer subsystems,” Prosak said. “That is not acceptable.”

“Oh, Prosak, you old toftak! Is that all I am to you, a computer subsystem? Not to worry, your friends and I were just having a little chat.” That was Cabral’s voice, booming in her ears!

Prosak pushed past her RommaVulc buddies to face Cabral. “Security, belay that order,” she called out, then turned her attention to Cabral. “Who taught you Romulan swear words?”

“Who do you think?” chuckled Nortel.

“Does Doctor Kasyov know you’re in here?” Prosak demanded of Ko’dak, ignoring Nortel.

“Certainly not,” Cabral chimed in. “She frowns upon me playing with new people. Says I’ll be…corrupted.”

“You may well be, by these folk,” Prosak said, looking with disapproval at Ko’dak, Nortel, Lorimar, and Jermak.

“Nonsense,” said Lorimar.

“I was actually having a great time. They were telling me old stories about you.” Cabral glowed. “I hear you once cooked up an entire hot tube full of soup and you all dived in…naked!”

“It was delicious,” said Jermak, twirling her perfectly-groomed hair.

“Many things about that day were delicious,” Prosak agreed. “But that soup was made long ago, and has since grown very cold. It’s time to move to other bowls.”

“Question,” Cabral piped in. “What’s this obsession with soup?”

“It’s quite practical,” Ko’dak quickly replied.

“Nutritious,” said Jermak.

“Inexpensive,” said Nortel.

“Tasty,” said Lorimar.

“Boring.” This from Prosak. The group all turned on her, gasping.

“Take that back!” cried young Nortel, covering his ears.

“It is true,” said Prosak, staring distantly out at the far bulkhead and its accompanying array of science readouts. “There is so much more to the world than good soup.”

“Why are you hurting him!” asked Ko’dak, jabbing his finger at Nortel, who’d fallen into a crouch on the ground.

“I’ve obviously fallen into an intra-group squabble,” said Cabral meekly. “I’d be glad to leave you to your business, if I wasn’t, um, all glued in, here.”

“None of this is logical,” moaned Jermak. “I just know it.”

Lorimar glowered at Prosak. “She’s speaking blasphemy. She’s not logical.” He pointed at Prosak. “We’re better off without her.”

“You’re wrong,” muttered Ko’dak, in a way that seemed to signal that the conversation was over. “Prosak is simply lying to herself. She’ll realize that soon enough and rejoin us. And on that day, we shall all feast on a bowl of victory broth.”

Prosak watched Ko’dak and the others file out.

That hadn’t gone at all well.

Once they were alone, Cabral spoke up again. “So, the soup thing. Really. What’s that all about?”

Prosak didn’t respond, simply marched out of the room.

“Well, that’s downright rude,” Cabral muttered, and delved back into the Anomaly’s computer files for a refresher course on Romulan relations. And a bit of Vulcan, for good measure.



“Welcome to the Planet Vulcan. I am Sh’rak. Live long and prosper. How can I help you?” came the bland voice of the Vulcan lockmaster over the Navigator’s main viewscreen.

At the foreward helm console, Arroyo smiled pleasantly at the thin Vulcan man on the viewscreen. In the command chair, Marsden angrily cracked her knuckles. It angered her to no end that the supposedly “logical” Klingons were standing off-screen holding her OWN phaser on her. They didn’t believe in using their own weapons, but using other people’s weapons, apparently, was okay.

“I’m Shelly Marsden…er, commander, of the U.S.S. Navigator.”

The Vulcan on the screen checked a panel on his desk. “Ahh, yes, the U.S.S. Navigator. On detached duty from the Explorer project. Currently assigned to the…Anomaly, is it?”

Marsden sighed. “Yes, that’s right.”

“An odd name for a starship, is it not?” asked Sh’rak.

“Look, it wasn’t my idea. Can we get on with this?”

Sh’rak folded his hands atop his desk. “Certainly.”

“I need to debate some Vulcans.”

Sh’rak raised an eyebrow. “Now THAT is a request that we do not hear often.”

“Well, it’s not really me. Some friends of mine.”

“I see.”

“Klingon friends.”

Sh’rak’s other eyebrow went up. “Klingons? I thought they’d all withdrawn within Romulan borders.”

“I…picked some up.”

Sh’rak cocked his head quizzically. “Madam, is this an official Starfleet visit?”

Marsden paged through a Starfleet rulebook in her mind. The answer, unequivocally, was “no.”

“Well, yes,” she said.

“Fascinating. So. What, then, would you like to debate on?” Sh’rak was obviously reading from a prepared script off-screen. “You realize this will help me determine who exactly you should debate with.”

“Well,” Marsden said, looking uneasily at Pang, who motioned her onward with a rolling of his hands. “Well, my friends would like to debate that the people of Kronos should unify with the people of Vulcan.” Pang mouthed something to her and she cringed, then looked back at Sh’rak. “As opposed to the Romulans.”

“Please, do continue.” Sh’rak seemed to be punching a button on his desk furiously.

“Honestly, that’s about it.” Marsden leaned forward in the command chair. “Look, the sooner we do this, the better. My friends are antsy. They’re a little unstable. I’m sort of hoping you can talk some sense into th-”

Pang suddenly leapt in front of Marsden, staring at Sh’rak on the screen. “Sir, I do insist we meet with some of your finest logicians. I maintain that Klingons and Vulcans need each other to survive, especially in this topsy-turvy 26th century world!”

Sh’rak appeared to be discussing something with a person off-screen. He returned his gaze to Marsden and Pang. “Please utilize our docking facilities and report to the Selaya Valley meeting facility at once. We will have our…finest logicians…waiting for you.”

The channel closed and Marsden leaned back in the command chair, spent.

“That was awful,” she said. “You’re going to get your asses debated right into the ground, you do realize that.”

Lorf, a larger-than-normal Klingon, stepped forward to bellow: “We do not fear falling in honorable debate! Today is a good day to argue!”

Marsden leaned her head back and stared at the bridge ceiling. “No, no, no…”



Prosak emerged on the bridge, deciding that she should explain her feelings of apprehension to Captain Bain. She was startled to find her RommaVulc cohorts admiring the bridge stations.

What disturbed Prosak most was that there were NO Starfleet personnel on the bridge.

“Prosak to security…”

“Not you again,” came an annoyed mutter from Lt. Brazzell, the back-up tac-ops officer and erstwhile security chief.

“This time it’s a real problem,” Prosak muttered, looking on angrily at her speechless friends. “It appears the RommaVulcs have taken over the bridge. I’m the only other Starfleet officer here.”

It was then that the command chair swung around to face her, seemingly on its own…no, wait, there was Ensign Yonk, about the size of her stuffed sehlat, brow creased in annoyance.

“What do you mean you’re the only Starfleet officer here? What do I look like? Chopped maggot?”

Prosak gaped at Yonk. “Ensign, I am….sorry.”

“Sure you are, sure you are,” muttered Yonk. “Anyway, if you’re interested, I was put in charge of the bridge so that Captain Bain and other senior staff members could take the Romulan Delegation on a tour of the ship.”

“What about these folks?” Prosak asked, waving a hand at her RommaVulc buddies.

Yonk glanced over his shoulder at the milling group of RommaVulcs. “They’ve been put under MY supervision.”

Prosak raised both eyebrows. Damn. She squinted and finally one fell into the correct position. “Well…why didn’t I know about any of this?”

Yonk looked genuinely surprised. “Captain Bain spoke with your father. The Ambassador assured him that he would pass word of the tour along to you.”

Prosak gritted her teeth. “He did not.”

“Heheh,” cackled Yonk. “That’s a laugh.”

Prosak narrowed her eyes at Yonk. “It most certainly is not.” The question reared its ugly head: What to do with her RommaVulc friends?

Prosak turned toward the group, only to find them gone, having apparently disappeared into the aft turbolift.

“How was it that I did not hear them leave?” Prosak demanded.

“You’re the one who wanted to deactivate the bird-call on the door,” Yonk reminded her.

Prosak stormed toward the foreward turbolift. “Well, you could have replaced it with a beep…something!”

“Are you okay, Commander?” asked Yonk. “You seem…less than logical today.”

“Just because you are tiny doesn’t mean I will tolerate flip remarks, Mister Yonk!” Prosak snapped as the turbolift doors closed her in.



Lt. Marsden shifted her weight from foot to foot as Pang, Lorf, Varnk, and Krard took their seats around a large stone table somewhere within the extravagant convention center atop mount Selaya. Lemlok had opted to stay aboard the Navigator and hold Arroyo hostage…just in case the Vulcans tried something funny.

Marsden tried to assure the Klingons that Vulcans are nonviolent, and therefore wouldn’t make any attempt to apprehend them anyway, but Pang would have none of that.

Sh’rak stood at the other end of the conference table, flanked by two very old, very placid looking Vulcans.

Sh’rak’s expression was absolutely inert. He showed no sign of caring that the Klingons forced this meeting, and he certainly didn’t seemed threatened or apprehensive. Not that Marsden thought he would.

“Allow me to present two of our most distinguished debaters,” Sh’rak said, giving almost imperceptible nods to his left, then right. “To my left, Surap. To my left, Surat.”

Pang gathered up his robes and bowed respectfully. “Surap, Surat, it is an honor.”

“Indeed,” said the two old Vulcans in unison.

“Can I ask a question?” Marsden interjected as the Klingons and Vulcans all made their way to their seats.

“No,” snapped Pang.

“Of course,” Surap said.

“What’s the deal with the names?” she asked, sitting down in the midst of the Klingons and Vulcans at one of the conference table’s center seats. “They all sound so much alike. So many S’s. Why?”

Surap and Surat exchanged glances. They looked back numbly at Sh’rak, who remained standing.

“In deference to Surak, of course,” said Sh’rak.

“Surak,” said Marsden. “Why is that name so familiar to me?”

Surap and Surat raised their eyebrows in exclamation. “Why indeed,” they said in unison.

Sh’rak’s facial muscles twitched. “He is the father of Vulcan logic and stoicism. He saved us from becoming barbarians.”

“Like those filthy Romulans!” Pang broke in, desperate to get in on the conversation.

“I do not believe their grooming habits are at issue,” said Surat.

“So you say,” said Surap. “Forgive me for disagreeing, but I believe that Romulan grooming habits are atrocious. Have you seen the statistics on head lice on their outer colonies?”

“I heard those reports were forged,” Sh’rak said.

Pang pounded his fist on the table to get the Vulcans’ attention. Marsden, meanwhile, twisted her hair fitfully. No one had even bothered to answer her question. Surak shmurak, why the hell couldn’t they get over it and come up with some original-sounding names? It wasn’t like the people of Earth went around calling each other “Peinstein,” “Bagellan,” or “Firk.” It was just plain silly.

“Refresh my memory,” Surat said. “Why exactly is your group here?”

“We wish to re-unify the Klingon and Vulcan peoples.”

“Were they ever unified in the first place?” Surat asked pointedly.

“You know what we mean!” Lorf said, struggling to remain placid looking.

Pang steepled his fingers. “We seem to have reached an impasse.”

“This is not an impasse,” replied Surap. “Merely ignorance on your part. We mean no disrespect, but you cannot possibly ask us to consider absorbing your violent, ill-tempered, and illiterate culture into ours. How would we stand to benefit?”

Marsden had to admit, Pang did a fairly good job of hiding his fury over Surap’s comments. “Honored…elder…how do you benefit from the current alliance with the Federation?”

Surap, Surat, and Sh’rak leaned in toward one another and whispered among themselves.

After several moments, they returned their gazes to the Klingons.

“We do not know,” replied Surat.

“It is a good question.” Surap turned his gaze on Marsden and she wanted terribly to just crawl under the table. “The Federation seems unconcerned about teaching its peoples about Vulcan philosophy. They manage to attain positions of authority on starships without having even heard of Sarek.”

“I think we’re getting a little off-subject,” said Marsden. “Aren’t we talking about the Klingons?” She turned pleadingly toward Pang.

“Right. Well, what of it? Unify with us, damn you! NOW!” Pang pounded the table again. This time, Marsden noted a slight cracking sound.

The three Vulcans didn’t even flinch.

“We fail to see a solid argument for such a unification,” said Surat.

“Nor do we have one from the Romulans,” said Surap.

Marsden smiled weakly at the Vulcans. “Well, the Federation is certainly glad to call you allies.”

They all raised eyebrows. “Indeed,” said they all, in unison.



“And that’s more or less how an anti-sing drive works,” said Captain Bain as he strolled along the corridor leading out of engineering, surrounded by Romulan dignitaries, Rorshak chief among them. “Did I get it about right, there, Mister Polnuc?”

The diminutive and crabby Moglodin engineer forced a smile. “More or less. You got across the gist.”

“Wish Marsie were here,” Bain said, as he swaggered confidently at the head of the group. “She’s the real expert on those blasted engines.”

“You did an admirable job, Captain,” said Rorshak. “I especially enjoyed your analogy.”

“Yes, the steam-powered ship Lusitania, torpedoed in the first great Earth war,” Bain said, his eyes glistening with remembrance. “She was a beauty. Sunk like a bloody stone, too.”

“In point of fact,” the blotchy-skinned Polnuc said, “steam isn’t quite an accurate analogy to the anti-sing drives. Unless you call the singularity the coal, but then it’d have to be an infinite amount of coal imploding an infinite amount of times. I don’t think that’s how the Lusitania was powered. Nope, no that wasn’t right at–”

“Ah, well, here’s the bar now!” Bain broke in, bringing the group to a crashing halt.

“We have a bar on the engineering deck?” Polnuc asked with a derisive snort.

“Holo-lounge,” Bain explained, gesturing the Romulan dignitaries through the opening double doors. “At the moment, it’s set to ‘1800s pub, London.’”

“Interesting,” muttered Polnuc. “Listen, I have some tests to–”

“Nonsense!” Bain said jovially, clapping a hand on Polnuc’s shoulder. “Come have a pint, or at least a hot toddy!”

“A what, or a what?” blinked Polnuc, as Bain dragged him into the smoky black abyss that waited beyond the doors to Holo-Lounge Four.



ONE HOUR LATER



Bain stumbled out of Holo-Lounge Four, thin hair asunder, dress gold jacket yanked open, and slammed right into Commander Prosak.

“Captain…have you been in a fight?”

“Nonsense, I…” Bain winced, reached behind his shoulder. With a yank, he produced an oblong dart. “Ouch! That blighter smarts.”

“Someone stabbed you?” Prosak struggled to find order and sense in what she was seeing.

“No, just a friendly game of darts.”

“Darts?”

Bain nodded and tapped his nose. “Bob’s-your-uncle!”

“Hurlok is my uncle,” Prosak corrected. “But I hardly think that’s relevant. I have been paging you for ten minutes. I’d been scouring the ship for my RommaVulc compatriots when I got a call from the bridge that we’d received an urgent, encrypted distress call from Vulcan. Apparently, the Navigator was hijacked, and Marsden and Arroyo were kidnapped by Klingon unificationists!”

“Well, that’s just not cricket!” Bain said, and belched.

“Sir…” Prosak said, the emergency of the moment temporarily on hold. “Is my…father… in there?”

“Who do you think pegged me with the dart?” Bain asked with a smile. “The chap claims it was an accident. I believe him. I s’pose.” Bain straightened. “But that’s not important right now, is it? We have a hijacking to tend to.” He grabbed Prosak by the arm and dashed for the nearest turbolift.

“Sir,” protested Prosak. “What about my father? The other dignitaries?”

“They’re not going anywhere, be assured,” Bain said, and ushered Prosak into the turbolift, calling for the bridge. She turned just in time to see the doors to Lounge 4 open and Polnuc stick his head out.

“Commander…help!”

Within, the sounds of “What do you do with a drunken Starfleeter” could be heard resounding off the bar walls. A hand yanked Polnuc back inside, and the doors closed, leaving the corridor once again silent.

Once the turbolift doors closed, Bain spoke, but to thin air, not Prosak. “Attention liquor, please release a stimulant, pause all intoxicating effects and resume in exactly two hours.”

On command, the nanites in Bain’s bloodstream immediately cleansed the alcohol from five pints of something called “Guinness” from his bloodstream, while simultaneously ejecting stimulants and adrenalin to make the captain more alert.

Instantly, Bain’s eyes were focused again and his face clear of confusion. His smile was once again dashing. He looked sober as a schoolteacher.

“I never touch the stuff,” Prosak said by way of conversation. “I heard the nanites went crazy and began multiplying right inside a person once.”

“Poppycock,” replied Bain. “The worst my little microscopic friends have done is leave me with a hangover. But they fix it, on command, every time.”

“Yes, convenient,” Prosak muttered.

“Are you having a bad spell, Commander?” Bain asked, concern evident on his wrinkled brow. “I would send you down to Doctor Nooney, but I realize his nudity is somewhat…disturbing.”

“It’s nothing he can help with,” Prosak said. “It’s parental troubles.”

“Ah, well that’s something I know all about.”

“Your dear Dad…and that fellow’s nose, right?” Prosak asked cautiously.

“No, no, not Papa. Bless him, he’s the real go-getter of the family. No, no, I’m speaking of Mumsy.”

“Oh…well…” Something shrank back in Prosak. She didn’t feel comfortable at all around Bain, despite his disarming charm. Maybe it was the charm that made her so uncomfortable. Maybe she was just obsessing about the RommaVulcs.

“Yes, Mumsy was in a bad way for a while. She took to calling the rose bushes by name. ‘Look,’ she’d say…‘Sally’s blooming. Oh, there’s Roger, he’s looking a little wilted.’ Poor woman has been to the best counselors in the cosmos. All they can figure is that she was once viciously assaulted by some kind of organic plant life.” Bain emitted a small sigh. “But enough about me. You’re having a problem with old Rorshak?”

“He doesn’t accept my friends.”

“Those RommaVulc chaps? They seem harmless enough.”

Harmless. No, that’s not the right word for it, Prosak thought to herself. “They are… well-intentioned.”

“Well, in the end, isn’t that all that really counts?”

What was taking so long? Why was Prosak stuck in the turbolift, so uncomfortably close to Bain, for such a long time? 26th century turbolift rides seldom took more than ten seconds.

“Am I still drunk, or are we at a complete stand-still?” Bain looked around the turbolift. “Hello, nanites? Is this your doing?”

Prosak sunk to the deck and moaned into her knees. This turbolift breakdown was no coincidence. The timing, the circumstances…it all stank of Ko’dak and the others.

“Chin up, lass,” Bain said, putting a reassuring hand on Prosak’s shoulder. “I’ll find a way out of here. Do you think you can lift my body weight?”

Prosak moaned louder.



Bain and Prosak found Lt. Cmdr. Tovar sitting in the command chair when they climbed out of the port-side dorsal bridge access hatch and fell from the ceiling to the floor.

“Dusty in there,” Bain muttered, and chivalrously helped Prosak to her feet.

“I fail to see why you had to take us through half the ship’s Jefferies tubes.”

“I assure you, I got us to the bridge in the quickest of fashions,” Bain said, tugging his red dress uniform sash back into place.

Bain turned toward Tovar, who immediately vacated the command chair and headed back toward the massive, semi-circular tac-ops console. Bain’s glance was enough to prompt a report from the Yynsian officer.

“We’re headed for Vulcan at Warp 13. We’ll arrive in under half an hour.”

“Capital.” Bain walked toward the command chair. He glanced uneasily at Prosak, who seemed determined to stand beside him once again. Dang, that was unpleasant. He stopped short of the command chair and gestured to Prosak. “Here, Prosak. Why don’t you take the chair? You’ve just had somewhat of a tumble.”

Prosak waved her hand dismissively. “That’s really not necessary.”

Bain made a show of wiping the chair seat off. “Please, I insist.”

Prosak shrugged. “Well, okay.” She sat down in the chair and Bain took a position standing next to her. He actually enjoyed it. Felt more involved in the action. Not quite Starfleet handbook, but…he shifted mental gears and glanced back at Tovar. “Say, Tovar, where did you unload your diplomatic group?”

“I had a diplomatic group?”

“Five Romulan senators,” Bain reminded him. “They wanted to see the bussard ramscoops?”

“Oh. Right.” Tovar shrugged. “I believe I left them there when the alert sounded.”

“Make a mental note to go back and get them when all this is over,” Bain said, then added, as an afterthought. “And tell engineering NOT to activate the ramscoops until further notice.”

Tovar tapped at his panel. “Of course.”

Prosak swivelled angrily in the command chair. “I just know there’s foul play at work here.”

“With the Vulcans? Certainly is. Klingon unificationists…what a piece of tripe.”

“Certainly.” Whatever tripe was. Prosak shook her head. “I think my RommaVulc friends may have been at the heart of the sabotage.”

“What makes you think that?” Tovar asked, an edge of protective anger in his voice.

“It seems their style.”

“Why would they have done such a thing?” asked Bain.

“They do not want the Romulans and Federation to remain joined. They want the Romulans and Vulcans to unify,” Prosak explained, as if for the hundredth time.

Yonk turned around in the helm seat to field this one. “But the Vulcans are PART of the Federation.”

“Try telling my friends that,” muttered Prosak, and she glared at Yonk. “And turn back around.” Truth be told, she’d thought the helm chair was vacant until Yonk turned to face her. He really was tiny. Made Polnuc look like a giant.

“Kasyov to bridge,” came Natalia Kasyov’s incensed voice.

“Go ah–” Prosak said, then looked meekly at Bain.

Bain grinned roguishly at Prosak. “Right, then. What’s on your mind, Kass?”

“Prosak’s Romulan Vulkie friends are down here in my lab causing trouble. Who was supposed to be babysitting them?”

“They went BACK to visit Cabral?” Prosak growled.

“Yes, they did. And they disrupted his systems too. The poor thing’s been trying to self-repair ever since that Warp ‘R’ fiasco, and now he’s rerouting turbolifts left and right. What the hell did your RomuVulcan friends do?”

“RommaVulc,” Prosak corrected angrily. “And I would like to know.”

“I might be able to help in this area,” said Cabral’s voice over the bridge speakers.

“Cabral, you need your rest,” Kasyov’s voice said softly.

“Indeed, and I will get it. But first I feel the need to clear my friends’ good names. Ko’dak and the others were spending some much-needed quality time with me. They didn’t mean to disrupt my systems.”

“Then what happened?” asked Prosak.

“Well…” Cabral said sheepishly. “We were playing 3-D checkers using my holomatrix imager in the lab. And I was winning. But as I moved my pieces around the board, I was apparently also moving turbolifts all around the ship.”

Bain turned a weak smile on Prosak. “Well, that settles that. Your friends aren’t a bad stock after all.”

“Devix is scrambling to get the turbolift situation righted,” Kasyov broke in. “She doesn’t have much help either because apparently Polnuc is passed out drunk.”

“Sorry,” Bain muttered. “That would be my fault.”

“Figures,” said Kasyov. “Whatever the case, there are a couple turbolifts that…well, that Cabral jumped all OVER the checkerboard.”

“Oh dear,” said Bain. “Better contact Doctor Nooney. The engineers may require his services.”

“They’re currently trying to pry him out of a turbolift that had gotten embedded in the Deck Seven starboard bulkhead. The fact that he’s buck naked isn’t helping matters.” Kasyov sighed. “Look, I’ve got work to do. Talk to you later. Try to save my best friend if you can get around to it!”

And the channel cut off. Bain and Prosak exchanged glances.

“Pleasure as always,” Bain said brightly.



“So, as you can see,” said Pang, pointing to the diagram of the I.K.C. Kar’va Chang on the viewscreen in the Vulcans’ conference room. “The Kar’va Chang blends Klingon battle ability with Vulcan…um…style.”

“To what end?” asked Surat.

“Because it is only…logical.”

“I fail to see how it is logical,” said Surap.

“You seem to be using the word ‘logical’ as a way to win arguments, without explaining WHY something is logical,” broke in Sh’rak.

“That is highly IL-logical,” said Surat.

“Let’s not mince words, good people,” Pang said, leaning forward on the conference table, flanked by his followers and a nervous Marsden. “I mean to unify myself and my brethren with the Vulcans, whether you like it or not.”

“If we refuse?” Surap asked calmly.

“We’ll kill you,” Pang replied.

Marsden beamed at that. “Hold on one second! You never told me that!”

“We’re Klingons, what did you expect?” Lorf asked her, grabbing her by the arm. Pang unsheathed a bat’leth from behind his back and in a smooth spinning maneuver, held it up against Marsden’s neck.

“Unify our cultures or die!” Pang cried out.

Surap and Surat exchanged glances, then looked back at Pang.

“We will not,” said Surat.

“Very well,” said Pang. “Pang to Navigator. Lemlok, aim your neutron torpedoes on Vulcan’s capital city. I want you to level it on my mark.”

“Ummmm….Pang,” said Lemlok over the comm channel. “When you say ‘mark,’ do you mean you’ll be saying ‘mark,’ or another word, like ‘fire’?”

“I’ll say ‘fire,’” said Pang, exasperated. “How’s that?”

“Very good, sir,” Lemlok said, and the channel closed, but not before a panicked exclamation of “Dios mio!” could be heard from Arroyo.

“You will not do this thing,” Surap said calmly to Pang.

“What makes you so sure?” replied Pang.

“If you ask me,” said Marsden. “I think he will do it.”

“We did not ask you,” said Sh’rak, who slowly, carefully, circled the conference table, stepping up to face Pang. “Mister Pang, I believe our hospitality to you has reached its end.”

“Not before we unify!”

“And how do you expect us to just do that instantly?” asked Sh’rak.

“Sign some documents! Put it in the constitution. I don’t care how you do it! Just make it happen or the blonde p’tak here gets it!”

Surat folded his hands atop the conference table. “You will die for a worthy cause, Lieutenant.”

“WHAT?” demanded Marsden.

“It matters not. Our interceptor ships will stop your ‘Navigator,’” said Surap.

“Let me ask you this,” Pang said, still holding the curved blade of the bat’leth close to Marsden’s neck. “Are your interceptor ships armed?”

Surap and Surat looked at one another, eyebrows raised.

“Check and mate,” said Surap. And he, along with Surat, got up, and the two walked out of the room.

“Come back here!” Pang bellowed.

Sh’rak remained. “Your bargaining posture is highly dubious, Mister Pang.”

“It’s you who is dubious, Sh’rak! Give us unification!”

Marsden cleared her throat gingerly. “Folks…how about I get out of here and you can sort this out on your own?”



Bain paced in front of Prosak, who had to crane her neck to see around him as the Anomaly sailed into the Vulcan system. On the viewscreen, the Navigator was perched in orbit above Vulcan, pointed right at the planet like a deadly weapon.

“Navigator’s neutron torps are armed,” Tovar reported. “They are targeting Vulcan’s capital city. Selayasville.”

“Where is Marsie being held?” Bain asked.

“Right outside the capital. In a conference facility. Ensign Arroyo, however, is aboard the Navigator, with one Klingon life sign. We cannot beam a security team aboard, but we do heavily outgun the Navigator. I can destroy her in mere seconds.”

“That’s not going to get us anywhere,” Bain muttered. “Prepare to intercept any shots fired from the Navigator. Contact Vulcan and see if their security force is on their way.”

Tovar pointed to the three turtle-like cream-colored vessels that hovered just a few thousand klicks away from the Navigator. “THAT, I believe, is the security force.”

“Well, splendid.”

“They are, of course, totally unarmed.”

Bain turned to look at Tovar. “Well how in the deuce are they supposed to help, then?”

Prosak steepled her fingers, staring at the viewscreen. “Logically, they would use their highly-honed reasoning and logical skills.”

“Very well then,” Tovar said. “I will begin the search process for a new chief engineer and helm officer.”

Just then, the rear doors to the bridge opened and Ko’dak sauntered out, followed by his RommaVulc pals.

“Prosak…I understand there are some KlingaVulcs down there causing trouble for your friends,” Ko’dak said, stepping up beside the command chair.

Prosak pivoted toward him. “This is not the time, Ko’dak.”

“On the contrary, this is the perfect time. We understand the thought process here. Let us make an effort to reason with these…” It was almost laughable. “KlingaVulcs.”

Prosak looked to Bain. “Sir?”

“I think these folks are on the level,” Bain said. “But go with them, Prosak. See if you can get Marsden back. We’ll take care of the Navigator.”

Prosak stood up. “Very well, Captain. Ko’dak, Jermak, Lorimar, Nortel. You’re all with me.”

“Do not give them weapons,” Tovar said as Prosak walked by him. She didn’t reply, simply held up her two middle fingers. “How odd,” muttered Tovar, as the group disappeared into the turbolift.



“You do realize,” Sh’rak told Pang, who still held Marsden at bay with his bat’leth, “that when the Navigator destroys Selayasville, our facility on its outskirts will be obliterated as well.”

“It will be a an honorable death,” Pang spat at Sh’rak.

“Perhaps,” said Sh’rak. “But it will be an illogical one.”

Pang cocked his head. “Really? Not logical, you say?”

“Extremely illogical.”

Pang put down his bat’leth. “I hadn’t realized.”

“Logic, in its many forms, is an elusive creature.”

“That’s beautiful.” A tear glistened in Pang’s eye.

“Give me a huge frigging BREAK!” Marsden grumbled, and socked Pang clean in the gut.

The large Klingon doubled over, then reeled back, collapsing backwards on top of Marsden. His bat’leth clattered to the ground.

“Oof! Pick it up, you Vulcan moron!” groaned Marsden.

Sh’rak leaned down and picked up the bat’leth, studying it with intense interest as Pang’s compatriots stood by, looking awful angry.

“To what end?” Sh’rak asked Marsden.

“Fight with it!”

“Fighting is illogical.”

“Tell that to THEM!” Marsden cried, craning her neck, heaving under the weight of Pang, looking over at Lorf, Varnk, and Krard.

“Destroy him! And the woman!” Pang cried, rolling over.

“DIE!” Lorf cried, leading Varnk and Krard stampeding toward Sh’rak, who stood dumbly holding the bat’leth.

Varnk pulled a small, sickle-like blade, and with a deft swipe, sliced through the Sh’rak’s wrist, causing his hand and the bat’leth it held to drop to the ground.

Sh’rak studied the stub of his wrist and cocked his head. “That was unfortunate. It is quite a good thing that I can block the emotional and illogical humanoid response to pain.” At that point, Sh’rak’s eyes rolled back into his head, and he collapsed to the ground in a dead faint.

Pang climbed, huffing, to his feet, using the conference table as leverage, and looked down at Marsden.

“You punch well for a tiny thing!”

Marsden scrambled over to the bat’leth, carefully removed Sh’rak’s hand from it, and hopped to her feet, stepping backwards quickly toward the door to the conference facility. “I hope I know how to use one of these things.”

Varnk, Lorf, and Krard advanced on her, their own bat’leths now unsheathed and ready.

“Kill her and be done with it!” Pang cried. Then, almost as an afterthought, he called out. “Pang to navigator. Mark!”

“Do you mean fire?” replied Lemlok’s voice.

“Fire!”

“So you mean mark, right?”

“SHOOT, damn you!”



“Neutron torpedoes away,” Tovar said, as the green twinkling torps blazed out of their chambers in the underside of the Navigator’s hull and headed straight for Vulcan.

“Intercept, full steam on the polaron engines!” Bain ordered, sliding back into the command chair as Yonk maneuvered the Anomaly in between the Navigator and Vulcan’s atmosphere. “Lock disruptors on those torpedoes and destroy them!”

Tovar deftly plucked at the controls and fired blazing disruptors at the torpedoes, exploding them.

“Smashing!” Bain called out, thumping the arm of the command chair with his fist. “Now turn us on the Navigator. Lock compression phasers on her torpedo tubes. Disarm her, Tovar, don’t destroy her!”

“Details, details,” Tovar muttered under his breath.



“Enough of this stalemating!” Pang bellowed. “Lorf! Throw your bat’leth at her and be done with it!”

Lorf looked at Pang. “Is that an acceptable use for a bat’leth?”

“It is now!”

“You guys are being SO illogical!” Marsden said. “You make AWFUL Vulcans!”

“Well, that’s it,” Pang growled. “Now she’s all mine.” He snatched Lorf’s bat’leth and advanced on Marsden, slapping her upside the head with the dull end of the bat’leth. She collapsed to the ground like a sack of targ’s feet.

Just then, the whine of transporters could be heard throughout the conference room, and Pang turned to see five Vulcans, four robed, one in a Starfleet uniform, run toward him and his compatriots.

“Vulcans! And they’re violent!” Pang cried as one of the robed Vulcans slammed into him.

“We’re not Vulcans. We’re RommaVulcs,” the one in the Starfleet uniform said, aiming a wrist phaser at Pang’s surprised friends and blasting each one with precision. “But thanks for the compliment.”

Ko’dak stood and observed the fallen Pang, whom he’d recently slammed into. “Pang. We meet again.”

Pang glared up at Ko’dak. “Hmm. Vulcan convention..on Altair Six?”

“You were wearing false ears,” Ko’dak said and helped Pang to his feet.

“You had won the Vulcan trivia contest,” Pang said.

“We were so young then,” said Ko’dak. Prosak looked on, confused, but said nothing.

“Where did we go wrong?” Pang asked. “We just wanted to be like the Vulcans.”

“A worthy cause, but a misguided one. Vulcans and Romulans come from the same bloodline. A unification of the two is logical. A unification of Klingons and Romulans…that’s illogical.”

“I see your point,” Pang muttered.

“Your people are just too brave…too warlike…to team up with the Vulcans.”

Pang cocked his head. “You know, you Romulans are rather warlike, are you not?”

“We kicked your ridged foreheads in during the battle of Horva’chan, as I recall.”

“That was a great battle,” Pang said. “Well, then, perhaps we have been misguided.” Pang looked down at his stunned unconscious friends. “Perhaps, from here on out, we shall be known as the RommaKlings.”

Prosak stepped over to Pang and Ko’dak. “I have a suggestion. How about just ‘Klings?’”

Ko’dak and Pang shared a hearty laugh at that notion.

Prosak turned and knelt down to see to the dazed Marsden, who stared, glassy-eyed, up at the ceiling.

“Lieutenant, are you okay?” Prosak asked.

Marsden turned her head, wincing, to look at Prosak. “Oooh…what a nice Vulcan. Can you show me to the steps of Mount Selaya? Can I become one with the great katra? Yes, that sounds nice. Let me have a teddy bear with fangs. Let me live in the desert forty years. Thanks for the memories. Good night!” And Marsden passed out.

Prosak cocked her head. “Fascinating.” Not quite the right context, but any chance to use that word, she had to take.

Just then, her comm pip bleeped.

“Bain to Prosak. We’ve neutralized the Navigator and apprehended the KlingaVulc who’d taken her over. What’s your status?”

“Pretty much the same,” replied Prosak. “We’ll be needing a medical and security team.”

“Jolly good show, Prosak. I take it your friends were able to talk sense to the KlingaVulcs?”

Prosak looked up at Ko’dak, who was giggling at something Pang had just said. The other KlingaVulcs had gathered around and were laughing too.

“Something like that,” she said with a wry grin.

“Captain’s Log, Supplemental. We’ve returned to Romulan space after swinging by to pick up the parts Marsden needed to fix the anti-sing drive. Devix and a recently-recovered Polnuc have been putting the finishing touches on the repairs while Marsden convalesces after her nasty KlingaVulc ordeal.

“As for the Romulan dignitaries, they have been returned, hung-over, to their consulate. Those who’d been trapped in the bussard collectors have been returned as well, although they didn’t appear pleased with the good mister Tovar.

“The KlingaVulcs…pardon, RommaKlings, are currently seeking answers in our brig, and will be transferred soon to the Kelly L. Peterman Rehabilitation Center on Tantalus for review and rehabilitation. I’m told they’ll get out in two years or so, at which time they will re-unify…hmm, poor choice of words…reunite…with their RommaVulc friends. I assume that’s a good thing.

“Prosak, meanwhile, seems quite fond of the idea of leaving Romulan space. I wonder why.”



Bain shifted uncomfortably in the chair in his ready room. “Damn thing’s so stiff I can feel my buttocks clinching.”

BEEEP-BORP!

“The door call still isn’t quite right,” Bain muttered. “Come on in!”

Prosak stepped into Bain’s readyroom, allowed the doors to close, and clasped her hands behind her back. “Am I interrupting something, sir?”

“Just complaining about this damned stuffy office.”

Prosak studied the curved, semi-oval room and its matching-shaped desk, and the slatted windows behind it that overlooked the starscape behind the Anomaly. “I think it’s rather nice.”

“You have a status report, I suppose?” Bain asked.

“Aye, Captain. The RommaVulcs have returned to Romulus.”

“Good show. That constitutes the last of our visitors?”

“Except for the RommaKlings, yes sir.”

“Right, then. Well, how are the anti-sings?”

“Back up and running. As is Lieutenant Marsden.”

Bain brushed his hands together. “Superb. Have us set a course, then, for Tantalus. Warp C. Ease Cabral into it.”

“Yes, sir.” Prosak turned, but did not leave.

“Something else?”

Prosak turned back to face Bain, then stepped over to sit down across from him. “I was not trusting of my friends. Each time I thought they were going to try and sabotage my posting here on the Anomaly; it turns out they were not. They were only trying to get to know my friends better.”

“There’s a lesson in that for you somewhere, Prosak,” Bain said, smiling gently, once again taking on the features of somebody’s uncle. Prosak, surprisingly, warmed to that.

“Perhaps, because my own father did not quite trust me, I became less trustworthy of those I care about?”

“Could be.”

“And perhaps, since I am a Starfleet officer on a new, permanent post, I feel like I have lost touch with the friends of my past.”

“Quite possible.”

“And my anger over their changing ways…is just misplaced regret that I cannot join them?”

“Sure.”

“I get the feeling we won’t get back to Romulus for a long time, sir.”

“You may be right.”

“I should give my father a call. Explain things to him.”

“If you feel like he’ll listen.”

“He will not, but it will make me feel better.”

“Jolly good show.” Bain turned to his holo-terminal, punching up recent news reports.

Prosak stood to leave, but stopped in her tracks when Bain let out a surprised gasp.

“What is it, sir?” Prosak asked, turning back to face Bain.

“Vulcan…” Bain said. “Seceded from the Federation. Their leader claims we’re all a bunch of illogical loons.”

“A Vulcan would not use the word ‘loon,’” Prosak said dismissively.

Bain turned the terminal to face Prosak, and she read the holographic text. “She really said ‘loon.’” Prosak raised an eyebrow. “Hmm. According to this side-bar column, it appears they were at least able to save Sh’rak’s hand.’’

Bain nodded. “Well, at any rate, the Vulcs must think they’re just too good for us. I guess it had to happen eventually.”

“In fact, they are too good for us, sir. I suppose the Klingon thing recently was just the straw that broke the gehlat’s back.”

Bain leaned back in his chair. “Surak……Spock…T’vel. Some of the best minds of the Federation were Vulcan. And now we’ll have to make our way without them.”

Prosak nodded. “Apparently so.” She headed for the door, and as an afterthought, looked over her shoulder. “I am going down to the rec lounge to meditate on this. If it might make you feel better, you are welcome to join me.”

“No, Prosak, I don’t think that’ll help at all. Thanks anyway.”

“Very well, sir. Good night.”

Prosak left the readyroom and Bain scoffed.

“Infinite diversity my arse.”





Mrs. Bain, You’re Needed





//Finally. Progress.//

(Dialogue in // indicates it’s dialogue being spoken in the Breen native tongue, and probably sounds in reality like a squirrel in a blender, or, roughly “GARNT GARNT GARD VARRK DRARN DRART!” Use your imagination.)

Thot-Phul stood in his darkened bridge, suited up as usual. Other species may have wondered why they wore those stuffy suits, even when aboard their own ships. Thot-Phul enjoyed the idea that no one really knew WHY they wore those suits. If only they knew.

But what really interested Phul on that particular morning was the report from his senior analyst, Zar.

//Well, don’t make me beg. Report on your findings, Zar.//

The junior Breen stood opposite Phul, looking sheepish (as sheepish as one could behind a blinking mask).

//I finally found that ship you’ve had me looking for for so long. It wasn’t easy.//

//It’s about time. Show me the ship!//

Zar turned toward the holo-screen and commanded, //Screen on. File 277.//

On the holographic table, a vessel appeared, tearing through space, oblong and nacelled, silver highlighted with green.

//That’s it. The Hermes!// Phul said excitedly, hopping out of his chair.

//No, no, not the Hermes,// Zar said. //That’s what made it so hard to find. It’s not called the Hermes anymore.//

//Oh, no?//

//They’ve rechristened it the U.S.S. Anomaly.//

//Anomaly, eh? A bold name.// Phul scratched his chest plate. //Say, Zar…what is their course now?//

Zar made an excited “BARNK!” sound. //That’s the best part, Thot! They’re headed for Breen space.//

Phul nearly choked on his saline drip. //What’s that? They violate our space, and then they DARE do it again?//

//Oh…they’re not violating our space this time,// said Zar. //They’ve been invited, by our government. Peace talks.//

“DAARKVARZARAGAR!” cursed Phul.

Roughly, that meant “Let us be the first to welcome them.”





STARFLEET ACADEMY

EARTH



“Metsedig, what seems to be the problem? You just haven’t contributed in class as much as you used to,” Professor Rosalyn Bain said, sitting on the edge of her desk at the front of the empty classroom. Rosalyn had a kindly round face, rosy cheeks and grey-streaked hair tied back in a French braid. She was known as the sweetest teacher at Starfleet Academy, and the best cook too. She always made fresh cookies on exam day.

“I don’t know, Professor Bain,” Cadet Metsedig muttered, shifting slightly as the morning sun streamed into the classroom. “I just feel like I can’t concentrate anymore.”

Rosalyn leaned forward and smiled. “You tell Auntie Rosalyn what the problem is. I’m not just your teacher. I’m here to help you become a total Starfleet officer, and that includes being able to cope with blossoming feelings. It’s a romantic problem, isn’t it?”

“It’s this boy. Debonari Ral. Sometimes it’s like he doesn’t know I exist. And others…it’s as though he knows my every thought.”

“He’s Betazoid, so that last one is a distinct possibility,” Rosalyn replied.

“I’m sorry, Professor. I shouldn’t be bothering with this silly…”

Rosalyn nodded knowingly. “Nonsense. I get the picture. You know, Debonari Ral’s no good. He’s been all around this campus with his filthy pick-up lines and cheap come-ons. They’re ancient and outdated. Eyes as bright as stars, my bum!”

“He’s not that bad at all!” Metsedig said, off-put. “He’s a true romantic.”

Rosalyn sighed. “Metsedig, dear, you have a lot to learn about love. And even more to learn about Federation tactics.”

“But, Professor Bain!” Metsedig moaned.

“Tut-tut,” the kindly woman said. “Let’s have a few lessons in tactics. That’ll clear your mind of that Ral fellow, guaranteed!”

Rosalyn walked around her desk and sat down. She waved her hand over a control inset into the desk and a holographic sheet of information materialized before her eyes. “Right then, here’s your situation: You’re stranded in a marketplace on Yridia. A Yridian bandit-goon has just jabbed a jumja stick into your eye and slammed a croquet mallet into the small of your back, fracturing several vertebrae…you’re paralyzed from the waist down and half-blind. Other bandit-goons are closing in. What do you do?”

Metsedig thought for a moment. “Date Debonari Ral?”

“You are hopeless my dear,” Rosalyn scoffed. “But you have to realize, Metsedig…this could very well happen to you some time. You have to prepare yourself for the oddest possible situation. That galaxy out there, she’s a cruel one!”

“I guess you’re right,” Metsedig sighed. “Okay, then. Half-blind, and paralyzed, you say?”

“Righty-o,” Rosalyn said brightly.

“Hmmm. So I’m not a Horta anymore?”

Rosalyn chuckled. “I’m sorry, Cadet. That was mean of me. Just checking to see if you were paying attention, which you weren’t the first time.”

“It’s ok…,” Metsedig began, but Rosalyn was now the one not paying attention. Instead her head was cocked as if she were listening to something that Metsedig couldn’t hear.

“Professor Bain?” Metsedig asked timidly.

Rosalyn blinked and looked at Metsedig. “Right, then. Well, I think that’s enough for today. Go ask that Debonari out for a date or something.”

“I thought you just said–”

Rosalyn rushed over to the door, which slid open in an unmistakable sign that it was time for Metsedig to leave. “Forget what I said. You’re a sentient rock; he’s a cocky mind-reader. Maybe he knows your thoughts. Maybe you’re a stone to him. No insult intended. Go have fun! You only go to Starfleet Academy once!”

Before Metsedig could say anything else, Rosalyn had closed the classroom door, leaving the Horta alone in the hallway. Rosalyn now had the classroom to herself. Or so she was supposed to think.

“Come out, whoever you are. You’re not fooling me for a second,” Rosalyn said boredly.

Suddenly, at the center of the classroom, space rippled.

A plain-faced man in a suit of black stood there, looking mockingly at Rosalyn.

“Your senses are as honed as ever, I see,” the man said.

“I know a bad wind when it blows in.”

“These personal cloaking devices are supposed to be foolproof,” muttered the man in black. “No one should be able to detect someone who wears one. How did you sense I was here?”

“A shift in the air…a prickle in my bum leg…a twitch in the back of my mind,” Rosalyn said lightly as she walked over to a replicator. “Can I interest you in a snack?”

“You know I don’t eat.”

“You used to.”

“That was a long time ago.”

Rosalyn returned from the replicator with two steaming cups of tea. “Well, at least have some tea. It’s only civilized.”

The man in black took the tea. “Fine, as you insist.” He took the tea, sipped it, and sat down. “I expect you’re wondering why I’m here.”

“The thought had crossed my mind.” Rosalyn sat down on the table opposite the man in black.

“Well, I wouldn’t have come if it wasn’t extremely important. I know how you prefer to keep…less active…these days.”

“And it has nothing to do with my arthritis…it’s a matter of choice.”

“They can cure that now, you know. Have been able to for hundreds of years.”

Rosalyn smiled. “And then how would I detect you coming?”

“Touche,” said the man in black.

“Well, Carn, get to it,” said Rosalyn. “Surely the Director of Section 31 has better places to be than Starfleet Academy?”

“Assuredly, he does…or rather I do.” Carn was an android. A “Moong-type” android, which, as Rosalyn understood it, was a cheap copy of a Soong-type android. Nevertheless, Rosalyn considered him a good boss, even if he was somewhat…quirky at times. The fact remained, the guy could dance.

Carn glanced to his right, and with a subspace command from his internal transceiver, the holographic projector at the front of the classroom came to life with a cube-shaped image of space the size of Rosalyn’s desk. Zipping through that space was an oval silver ship with green highlights. “But on to the reason for my visit. You recognize this ship?”

“Of course I do,” Rosalyn frowned. “It’s the Anomaly. My husband’s ship.”

“Do you know where she’s off to?”

Rosalyn cocked an eyebrow. “I have a few ideas.”

“You’ve been watching her.”

“Starfleet hasn’t bothered to volunteer much information. And going through unconventional channels is what we’re all about, is it not?”

Carn nodded. “Indeed it is. Tell me, then, where the Anomaly is going.”

“To Breen space,” Rosalyn replied. “To make overtures for some kind of peace agreement.”

“Correct,” said Carn. “Just one problem. There are Breen who don’t want that to happen.”

“No kidding.”

“And they’re Breen who have a SPECIAL dislike for your husband.”

“He fought in the Breen War just like millions of other Starfleet Officers. He was no different.”

Carn smiled. “No different? Did those other millions of officers obliterate an entire convoy of Breen transports by detonating a free-floating wormhole in front of it?”

“Not that I know of,” Rosalyn said sheepishly.

“Did the others storm the Breen capital city and blow up the Overseer General’s palace?”

“He said he was sorry. Besides…that was 20 years ago.”

“And even after we defeated the Breen, they still haven’t ceased to be a threat.”

Rosalyn nodded. “Which is why, I presume, we are attempting to make peace with them.”

“Attempt is a good word,” replied Carn. “It assumes there’s a good chance for failure.”

“Someone’s going to try to stop the Anomaly.”

“Someone’s going to try to stop Captain Bain.” Carn smiled nervously. “By killing him, Rosalyn.”

Rosalyn didn’t seem affected by the news. “So you need me to sweep up.”

“You’re needed, Mrs. Bain,” Carn said, scooting off the desk and sitting his teacup down. “Because you know the Breen, and you know your husband. You have to watch his back and make sure the peace overtures go as planned. And you have to prevent the folks at Starfleet Command from finding out the true details of your mission. Such a revelation on their part would likely permanently sabotage peace with the Breen. And, my friends at Section 31 are in total agreement that peace with the Breen must happen.”

“Any reason?”

Carn shrugged. “Trust me, it’s a good thing. Now be on your way.” Carn’s eyes darted for a few seconds. “There. I just entered your request for sabbatical.” His eyes moved again. “Now it’s approved.” Another dart of the eyes. “Just secured a Section 31 raceabout for you. It’s idling in bay G-12 up at Spacedock. Get going!”

Rosalyn turned for the door. “But Carn, what if I can’t–” She glanced around. “Carn?”

“I’m still right here,” a voice said, coming from the seemingly empty space just ahead of Rosalyn. “And, in answer to your question…if you can’t stop the Breen from sabotaging your peace process…then you have our authorization to simply make sure the Anomaly, and your husband, make it out of there alive.”

“Thanks, Carn, wherever you are,” Rosalyn said, and scurried for the door. She’d have to have the housekeeper beam her knitting to the raceabout. She’d need to do some knitting if she was to plan a way to keep her husband out of trouble. She wondered idly if all captain’s spouses had this problem.



Captain Reginald Bain lined up his croquet mallet with the striped blue ball, reared back, and swung.

The mallet collided with the ball and sent it flying chest-level at the door to his quarters, which promptly opened to reveal Lieutenant Commander Tovar.

With astounding reflexes, Tovar reached out and grabbed the ball.

“You will never get the ball through the divits if you hit it this high, Captain,” Tovar said calmly, tossing the ball back on the floor.”

“Right you are, Tovar,” Bain said, swinging the mallet over his shoulder and sitting down in one of the chairs surrounding his dining room table. In the small foyer area of his quarters, he’d set up an array of croquet divits, which rose up out of the floor on command whenever he felt the need to bang the ball around and relieve some stress. “I guess I have a bit more stress to relieve than the game allows.”

“May I suggest badminton, then?” Tovar asked helpfully, clasping his hands behind his back. “Doubles against the holographic Gorn twins?”

“Sounds smashing…but later,” Bain said. He set down his mallet and stood. “We have pressing business today. Speaking of…what brings you here?”

“I wanted to relay to you that we’re just ten minutes from entering orbit around the Breen homeworld.”

“I’m all too aware,” Bain said.

“Hence the ball-banging.”

“I’d choose a different phrasing, but that’s it in a…erm…nutshell.”

Tovar nodded respectfully. “I am aware of your feelings about the Breen, sir. This must not be easy.”

“Right you are it’s not. What’s worse, for all I know, I could be meeting with some chaps I slapped about 20 years ago. Breen hold grudges, my boy, you can bet on that.”

“Luckily, those Breen who you ‘slapped about,’ seldom ever got up again.”

“But they almost always have relatives,” Bain muttered.

Tovar studied Bain as he shuffled about his quarters, pulling on his uniform jacket and commanding the replication system to dematerialize his dirty dishes where they stood. When Bain returned to face him, he asked: “And you, sir? Are you not holding similar grudges?”

Bain nodded. “Right-o I am. But being in Starfleet is all about ignoring those animal urges.”

Tovar’s eyes seemed to glaze over. He seemed far away indeed.

“Tovar?” Bain asked, waving a hand in front of the Yynsian’s eyes. “Anyone home, old chap?”

Tovar blinked. “Right, sir. Animal urges. Shall we go to the bridge?”

Bain nodded. “Yes indeed. You lead the way.”

“With pleasure.” Tovar headed out of Bain’s quarters, feeling skittish, but glad he wasn’t the only one.



When Bain and Tovar stepped onto the bridge, they came face to face with the massive, blue-teal world of Breen, encircled by a massive network of ships and stations.

The Breen were a technologically advanced species, but not very good at conversation or brimming with personality. That’s what made them so damned obnoxious to fight, Bain recalled fondly.

One of the swarm of battleship grey sickle-shaped ships surrounding the planet broke off and came toward the Anomaly.

Tovar, who’d just assumed the tac-ops station, checked his readings. “They’re hailing us.”

“Can you get an I.D. on the ship?” Bain asked, easing into the command chair as Ensign Hector Arroyo brought the Anomaly alongside the Breen warship.

“Yes, sir,” Tovar said. “It’s the Breen Imperial Cruiser XAXRDAARD.”

“The B.I.C. XAXRDAARD,” Bain muttered. “That name sounds familiar.”

“It should,” replied Tovar. “We did battle with it when Cabral had control of the Anomaly, during our initial mission.”

“Hope they don’t hold a grudge,” Bain grumbled.

“Along with the rest of the species,” Arroyo said solemnly, just as Commander Prosak stepped out onto the bridge and hurried over to Bain’s side.

“Glad you could make it, Commander,” Bain told Prosak warmly. “What’s the good word down in Astrophysics?”

“They’re getting all sorts of cartographic information from the surrounding systems,” Prosak said. “Lieutenant Lester is excited about compiling all of it, since this is the first time in over a century that a Federation starship has entered Breen space without being involved in combat.”

“Absolutely top-drawer,” Bain said disinterestedly. “How’s that hailing coming, Mister Tovar?”

“I have Thot-Phul holding on ultra-space, because I assumed Commander Prosak would want to continue her pedantic ramblings for a while longer,” Tovar said.

Bain turned to face Tovar. “What’s that, chum?”

“Uhm…nothing,” Tovar said quietly. What had made them say that? And why did he just assume he should despise the ship’s first officer? She was nice enough, however arrogant and stupid…wait, no she wasn’t. What was Tovar thinking? He stabbed a control and the helmeted Breen Thot-Phul appeared on the viewscreen, the eerie dim light of his vessel’s bridge blinking in the background.

//I’m so pleased to see you, Captain Bain,// Thot-Phul said in that twangy Breen language, which sounded oddly like a car wreck. //I’m also pleased I was able to pull some strings to get the dubious honor of escorting you around our homeworld. It will be my pleasure to kill you, or have you killed, whichever is easier.//

Bain grinned uneasily at Thot-Phul, saying between his teeth: “Tovar, could you translate that for us? I thought our universal translators were able to understand Breen.”

“The language seems to change several times each decade,” Tovar said. “It’s actually the reason Breen has one of the best educational systems in the galaxy. It’s also the reason our universal translator always seems to be a step or two behind. What once were verbs a few years ago may now be nouns.”

“Damn annoying blighters,” Bain muttered. “Can they understand us?”

“Most certainly, sir,” Tovar whispered. “However, you’re in luck. They likely have no idea what a ‘blighter’ is.”

“Fancy that.” Bain grinned uneasily at Thot-Phul, remembering what Admiral Larkin had told him to say to the Breen. “Thot-Phul, it is my great honor to come here on this mission of peace. I wish to meet with you and your Leadership Council at once to discuss the possibility of peace.” That wasn’t the reason at all, of course. Starfleet had a huge diplomatic corps for things such as that. It was the hope of Larkin and others at Starfleet Command that Bain could show, by way of the Anomaly, the fruits of an alliance such as that between the Federation and Romulans.

Still, Larkin had insisted on sending a diplomatic attache. An annoying bugger he was, too.

Wait. Diplomatic attache. Bain thunked the arm of his command chair. He knew he’d forgotten something. But so had Tovar, and that was quite unlike the young Yynsian. Bain made a mental note to have a man-to-man with Tovar when time allowed. Right now, though, there was unfinished business.

Bain punched a button on his command chair. “Bain to Ambassador Rogers. Please report to the bridge.”

Meanwhile, Thot-Phul was still muttering that screeching jabber of the Breen that Bain had come to despise so.

//…have always wanted to see what a human’s innards look like…//

“Tovar, any luck cleaning that up yet?” Bain asked.

“One more moment,” Tovar said, and waved his hand over a control:

“BAARD AVARBARDDAR GARNT-…–thing tells me the pictures just don’t do it justice.”

Bain, startled, looked at Thot-Phul with what he hoped was a warm, sincere expression. He’d have to B.S. his way through this. “How right you are, Thot. The pictures of Earth don’t do it justice. We hope to have you as a visitor there soon!”

Thot-Phul looked taken aback. “Ah, I see your universal translators have adjusted so that you can now understand us. How fortunate.”

“Undoubtedly,” said Bain. “So, let’s get down to brass tacks. When and where would you like to meet?”

“How about aboard your vessel?” asked Thot-Phul. “I’ve heard so much about it, I’d really like to have a grand tour.”

Bain exchanged a worried look with Tovar. “Well, I suppose that wouldn’t do any harm. You know, we recently entertained a contingent of Romulan dignitaries.”

“Really?” Thot-Phul’s visor blinked. “Interesting. Perhaps, one day, we may share an alliance with you similar to that of the Romulans.’”

“We’re hopeful,” Bain said. “Stand by and we’ll beam you and any other guests over at once.”

“I so look forward to meeting you,” Thot-Phul said dryly.



As Thot-Phul made his way down to the transporter room, he was cornered by Zar, coming around the bend of an adjoining corridor.

//Thot! I’ve done the research you asked,// Zar said excitedly.

//What research?//

//Killers for hire, and whatnot? Remember? You didn’t want to bloody your hands with the Starfleet captain?//

Phul nodded. //Indeed. So, you’ve found an assassin who has a score to settle with the good captain Bain?//

//I found hundreds. You may be interested to learn that, in military circles, Captain Bain is referred to as the ‘Grinning Brit Breen-Butcher.’//

Phul cocked his head. //What is a Brit?//

//Apparently, Captain Bain is. Whatever the case, after a careful screening process, I’ve located an assassin whom I think you’ll find more than adequate to the job.//

Phul nodded again. //Good work, Zar. In the interim, you may accompany me over to the Anomaly. If we’re going to kill the poor…// Phul searched for an appropriate word, //‘blighter,’ we might as well have fun with him first.//

//Good thinking!//



On his way down to the Anomaly’s transporter room, Tovar detoured to the armory to pick up a pair of wrist-phasers. He strapped one on each wrist and retracted them beneath his shirtsleeves. It paid to be careful in the early stages of the peace process. And being armed was the best way of being careful, in Tovar’s opinion.

“Stupid! Senseless! Violent!”

“Who said that?” Tovar whipped his head around as he rifled through the other deadly goodies in the small armory closet. “Who’s in here with me?” He ejected his left-wrist phaser and aimed it around the room.

“I didn’t say anything, Tovar…but I’m glad to see you still have the sensory acuity to figure out when you’re being watched.”

Tovar would have known the warm, sweet voice anywhere.

“Mum Rosalyn!” he said giddily, and sure enough, Rosalyn Bain materialized in the closet before Tovar’s very eyes.

“The one and only, my boy!” Rosalyn said brightly.

“What brings you here?” Tovar asked. “And why are you cloaked? Oh, no, don’t tell me.”

“Section 31,” they both said at once.

“I should have figured it wouldn’t be a social call,” Tovar said. “Please tell me at the very least that it doesn’t have to do with the Breen peace talks.”

“Oh, it does all right.”

“Well, at least tell me they don’t plan on trying to kill the Captain.”

“You’re good at this.” Rosalyn grinned.

“How can you be so calm about this?” Tovar demanded.

“We’ve been through worse,” Rosalyn shrugged. She wrapped a proprietary arm around Tovar. “But I need your help. You’re one of very few people alive in this galaxy who don’t belong to 31 who know I work for 31.”

“It wasn’t like I figured it out on purpose.”



10 YEARS EARLIER SUSSEX, ENGLAND EARTH



Tovar tossed and turned in his bed, but, try as he might, he could not fall asleep. The next day was to be his first day at Starfleet Academy. And what was even worse than the idea of fitting in with the other cadets was the idea that one of his teachers would be the woman who’d spent the last five years caring for him as if he were her own son.

And even more disturbing than that, he knew Reginald Bain would be watching him, no matter where his assignments took him, no matter to what distant world, he’d always keep one eye on the Yynsian. It had been that way since Bain had been his Camp Counselor on Waystation while his parents were vacationing on Multos. Tovar had learned later that Bain was doing the camp counseling job because he blew up something he wasn’t supposed to. He’d never actually said what that was.

At any rate, Bain had to break the news to Tovar that his parents had disappeared, along with the entire Multek empire, in some kind of colossal subspace collapse. Tovar was left alone, without any friends or family to speak of.

Except for Bain.

Bain, whose own children were already grown and moved away, took him back to Earth, and, along with Rosalyn, they raised him as their own.

Now, years later, Tovar would be starting classes at Starfleet Academy. He knew Bain had a lot riding on him, since Bain’s own children had not opted to go into Starfleet. It was a lot of pressure.

But although Tovar had never had any real experience with Starfleet, other than a few rides on the Malaventure, Bain’s ship, he’d had this unavoidable feeling in his gut that he had Starfleet experience. Decades worth. But that couldn’t be–none of his legitimate past lives had any Starfleet experience.

Tovar considered this as he tossed and turned that night, only to be brought sitting straight up when he heard the tiniest of clatters downstairs.

One of Bain’s tulip pots.

An intruder!

With Bain out on assignment, Tovar was the only one left in the house to protect Rosalyn. So, like any good surrogate son, he leapt out of bed, grabbed a stun phaser out of his desk drawer, and carefully, quietly, with catlike skill, padded downstairs.

And, in the foyer, he came face to face with Rosalyn Bain, dragging the body of a dead Orion through the foyer.

Rosalyn and Tovar stared at each other for a long, long moment.

Finally, Rosalyn spoke. “Damn salesmen.” She smiled weakly.

Over hot toddies and granola, after dematerializing the body in the large industrial replicator out back, Rosalyn explained that the Orion was an assassin who’d been planted by the Syndicate to topple Earth’s mass transit system, so the syndicate could sell the Federation one of its own.

Rosalyn had been sent to “take him out,” and was in the process of “cleaning up,” when Tovar found her. Astoundingly, she’d come home like this many a night, and Captain Bain was none the wiser. He was a heavy sleeper.

So they shared that secret, and Tovar decided to change his Academy concentration from science to security and tactics. He wasn’t even sure what had prompted him toward science. At any rate, Bain had always assumed he was Tovar’s sole inspiration. Rosalyn, after all, had been a teacher for twenty years. She’d left Starfleet as a lieutenant. She wasn’t the career officer that Bain was.

Then again, how could she be, when all that time she was secretly a member of a shadow organization bent on preserving the Federation’s quality of life no matter what the cost.



THE PRESENT



“So you need my help,” Tovar said, looking uneasily at Rosalyn. Now was not the best of times for this sort of thing.

Rosalyn nodded. “You’re the only one that CAN help me, dear Tovar. I’ll fill you in later, but–”

“Over hot toddies and granola?”

Rosalyn nodded patiently. “Yes, over hot toddies and granola. For now, meet with these Breen, but don’t let them alone with my husband for an instant! Be on special alert. Don’t let them put anything past you.”

“Can’t we just expose them for what they plan to do?”

“Not till we have proof, and not in such a way that we could endanger the forthcoming alliance.”

“Why do things always have to be so complicated?”

Rosalyn smiled at Tovar. “You always were naive, my dear. Now get out there and keep an eye on my husband. I’ll see you this evening.”

“Where will you be?”

“Catching up with some old…um…friends.”



Pelt-Bart sat staring at his status screen, in the docking room of one of the many space stations that circled the entirely over-technological world of Breen. The buildup had begun shortly after the Breen war and the Breen’s concurrent withdrawal as Federation allies. The Breen were trusted by no one, and trusted no one. And that meant they had to have the facilities with which to defend themselves.

Bart wasn’t paying much attention to his particular section of Breen airspace. He was more interested in the Federation vessel that hovered nearby, just outside the station, several thousand klicks away. It was definitely not something run-of-the-mill. Moreover, Bart was sure the arrival of a Federation ship was the kind of event to attract the attention of all sorts of constituencies. Many he didn’t relish dealing with.

With that in mind he turned around, and wasn’t at all surprised to find himself face to face with Rosalyn Bain.

“Bart, nice to see you again. You haven’t aged a bit.” That was, of course, a joke on Rosalyn’s part. Who knew how Bart looked, underneath the heavy tan thermo-suit and helmet?

Bart stood. //What do you want?//

Amazingly, Rosalyn understood him perfectly. With apparent ease, she’d learned Breen, and had stayed current on the language changes. Her 200 I.Q. was one of the things that had attracted Section 31 to her in the first place. Reginald, on the other hand, was more attracted to her blue eyes, big heart, and ability to bake.

//To talk,// Rosalyn said in Breen. //I want to know who’s going to make an attempt on my husband’s life.//

//Heheh.// Bart chuckled with a metallic chirp sound. //Reggie’s in command of that ship, huh? They could have done a better job picking the person to offer the olive branch.//

//Well, you know what they say about Nixon and China.//

//Actually, I don’t. But that’s beside the point. What do you actually think I can do to help you?//

Rosalyn smiled, resting a hand on Bart’s suited shoulder. //You still have contacts down on Breen, don’t you?//

//Some. But, why should I waste them to save your husband, when his offing would make room for me to move in?//

Rosalyn smiled. //Bart, you are such a card! But really, I need to know these things.//

Bart suddenly stepped closer. //Mate with me, Rosalyn! Do that, and I’ll do whatever you want. I promise!//

Rosalyn chuckled. //Oh…Bart…I would not know where to begin.// Hell, no one even knew Breen anatomy. Did they have genders? Who knew?

//Trust me, it’s easier than you might think. Just give me a couple hours to remove my suit and we’ll be in business!//

Rosalyn stepped back. //I’m afraid not. If you have a change of heart and decide you want to help me save my husband, send a coded message on frequency X2J-Red. I’ll get it. Otherwise …good day.//

//Rosalyn…you could turn an old Breen on to humans…//

//That’s what they say about me!// Rosalyn said lightly, and then, as if by pure thought, she transported away–not with the typical blue flurries, but with the momentary and untraceable orange flash of subspace “sliding.” Top of the line tech.



“And this is where we keep our big brain,” Captain Bain said, gesturing for the Breen to look around Science Lab Four.

Dr. Natalia Kasyov was seated at a console table, hunched over some screens of itinerant data.

Bain led the group over, but the stout and jolly Ambassador Horace Rogers shouldered his way through to lead the way. Bain tried not to look annoyed.

“Doctor Kasyov…don’t be such a bookworm!” Rogers spoke up, hefting Kasyov to her feet and switching off her viewpanel. She glared at him, not trying at all not to look annoyed.

“I was doing a study of Cabral’s electromagnetic neural signature!” Kasyov grumbled, grinding her teeth at Horace Rogers. “You’ve just ruined three days of research!”

“Fascinating, fascinating,” Rogers said. “But our visitors aren’t interested at all in that. Tell them something interesting about that big brain over there.” Rogers turned to look at Cabral’s alcove, where the spherical brain, roughly the size of a round dinner table, sat blinking and humming. The Breen were already looking it over.

Bain dashed over, looking over their high shoulders and patting them affectionately. “Quite a sight, isn’t he?”

The Breen glanced over their shoulders at Bain, and although he couldn’t make out their expressions, he was pretty sure they were displeased.

//This one is the butcher,// Zar said to Phul.

Phul nodded. //Yes. But say nothing more. They may have found ways to decipher even this obscure dialect.//

//Of course,// Zar said, and turned to Bain. “You have an impressive Brain, there, Captain Bain.”

“Well, I wish I could take credit for it, but Cabral’s a sentient creature just like any of us. Isn’t that right, Cabral?”

The brain didn’t respond. Bain leaned in closer. “Cabral? Isn’t that right?”

Kasyov walked over, still glaring at Rogers, who trotted close behind. “He’s giving you the silent treatment, Captain. He’s mad that you didn’t say hello to him as soon as you walked in.”

Bain clicked his tongue. “Tsk, Cabral. Don’t be like that. We’ve got company!”

“He’s been moody lately,” Kasyov said. “Shelly…I mean, Lieutenant Marsden seems to think it’s because she’s been repolarizing the dilithium crystals or some such thing.”

“Fascinating,” Rogers said. “Let’s have a look at the holographic facilities.”

It was just then that Tovar hurried through the doors to the lab.

“There you are,” he huffed, jogging up alongside Bain. “I’ve been searching for you.”

“Where’d you get off to, Tovar?” Bain asked jovially. “We lost you after we visited engineering.”

“Just…um, checking some things,” Tovar lied. He’d really been enhancing the ship’s internal surveillance system. It would notify them if anything was out of order, through a subcutaneous earpiece. The Breen wouldn’t put anything past him. Not on his watch. Rosalyn would be proud.



Rosalyn was proud, but not of Tovar, though she would have been had she known what he was up to. Instead, she was proud that she was still able to turn the head of a miscreant Breen. Even in her…advancing…years, she could use her body as leverage. Of course, she’d never cheated on Reginald. Come close, but never done the deed. No job was worth that.

She may have killed…and killed a lot…but no illicit sex, no sir. She figured she and Reginald were probably about even in the killing department, though that would probably be something of a surprise to him. As far as Reginald was concerned, the only thing Rosalyn was capable of killing were his petunias…every time she tried to look after them. Thankfully he had taken them with him on the Anomaly, so Rosalyn could focus on other things, such as tapping into Breen communications nets from the operations console aboard the Raceabout Eerie.

It was then that a light on the communications console lit. X2J-Red! It must be Bart, reconsidering.

She tapped a control.

“Mum? It’s Tovar!”

Wrong again. “Tovar, you remembered our secret channel!” Rosalyn exclaimed.

“How could I forget?” Tovar’s voice crackled over the channel. Rosalyn adjusted the gain. “The Breen have returned to their ship. A special meeting is scheduled for tomorrow morning, with the Leadership Council and the Thot that visited us today.”

“Does he look like the killing type?”

Rosalyn could almost hear Tovar shrug. “Not the killing type so much as the ‘order to kill’ type.”

“So you think investigating him might turn up some leads?”

“Undoubtedly. If you like, I can…”

Rosalyn shook her head. “No, Tovar. I’ll have to do this.”

“I’m fully aware of how to covertly search an enemy ship.”

“You’d be missed aboard the Anomaly. We can’t risk raising suspicion. Besides, you have another task to attend to.”

The unasked question hung of “what” hung in the air.

“Keep my husband alive. By any means necessary,” replied Rosalyn.

“You have my word on that, Mum. You just keep yourself alive.”

“Count on it,” Rosalyn said with a warm smile veiling stern determination. “By any means necessary.”



“I really appreciate this, Tovar,” Bain said, holding the badminton racquet behind his back and stretching left-to-right, then in a twisting motion. “It’s been a while since we batted the birdy around.”

“I am sorry Ensign Arroyo accidentally deleted the Gorn twins.”

“Let’s hope the worst he did was delete them. They were handsome women,” Bain said whimsically.

“If you say so.” Tovar cleared his throat and tossed the “birdy” up into the air, slamming it hard with his racquet.

Bain stumbled forward and slammed the birdy back over the net.

The holographic badminton program was set on a beach near the cliffs of Dover on Earth, complete with glistening water, squawking seagulls, and giggling kids playing along the shores.

Tovar and Bain batted the ball back and forth for several rounds, until, on a return, Bain stumbled forward, twisted around, and slammed to the ground, wincing.

“SECURITY ALERT!” Tovar cried. In a swift motion, Tovar dove under the net, arms outstretched, and landed atop the captain.

He’d heard no shots, but it may well have been a silent weapon.

Bain clutched his leg, grumbling to himself. “Ouch! Something snapped down there!”

Tovar scrambled off his captain. “Tovar to security. Belay the alert. Send a medical team to Holodeck Two.” He frowned and studied the captain’s leg.

“Not the achilles again,” Bain sighed.

Tovar tenderly bent and extended the captain’s leg and frowned. “You’re quite right, sir. It would appear to be your achilles tendon.”

Bain kept wincing. “Well, she popped all the way this time! Like a damned Venetian blind winding up!”

Well, at least it wasn’t an assassin. Or was it just an extremely clever one?

Tovar dismissed that notion and hefted the captain effortlessly in his arms. Tovar was of medium height, but built strong and compactly. He called for the holodeck arch and carried Bain away toward Sickbay.

This may be a blessing in disguise, thought Tovar. At least now I’ll be able to keep an eye on him without raising suspicion.

Otherwise, he had planned to play badminton with the captain until the following morning.



When Rosalyn made the untraceable subspace slide onto the Breen ship, she was overwhelmed at first by its size. She’d been on Breen vessels before, albeit long ago. This one was a somewhat newer model, and the corridors seemed to wind on forever.

But Rosalyn was armed with her knowledge of Breen command structure. She’d want the Senior Analyst’s quarters. And by inserting a tiny nanocordical fiber from her quadcorder control pad into a nearby computer junction, she was able to locate the quarters of said analyst.

When she got there, the quarters were atrocious. Pieces from some old isolation suits were strewn about, along with a kind of slime. Rosalyn didn’t risk touching it. Didn’t smell good. That might be normal for Breen. Then again, it might not.

Rosalyn cleared out a place at the analyst’s desk and sat down, retrieving her nanocordical fiber and jabbing it into the Breen’s interface box.

The computer screen lit up, and with some eye-motions entered into her quadcorder headset, Rosalyn was able to access the analyst’s files. His name, apparently, was “Zar.”

She’d realized that his office wasn’t the place to find the really juicy stuff. No, Breen were very private folks, and kept their really sensitive information close to home on secured, stand-alone stations.

Rosalyn scanned through the database and located the item she’d been looking for. A list of assassins. But none were highlighted. There were easily 100 to pick from. Some names she noticed from Section 31 “rap sheets,” others were unknown to her.

She knew one thing, she didn’t have much time to figure out which one of the 100 would be sent to kill her husband and sabotage the peace process.

Then again, maybe all 100 would be sent after Bain. It would take about that many to neutralize him. The man, even in his…advancing…years, could easily take on a gaggle of Breen assassins.

Rosalyn was just about to run an algorithm matching up the names on the file with the crew of the XAXRDAARD, when she read an alert coming over the system.

She’d tripped some kind of alarm. Security officers were no doubt on their way.

Good thing she was cloaked.

That thought crossed her mind as the doors to the analysts office opened, and someone came in crying out in Breen,

//Whoever broke in trashed the place!// Obviously, Zar, lying.

//They did a darn good job of it.// A much taller Breen, with the bearing of a Thot. Must be the captain.

//What could they have been looking for?//

Rosalyn scrambled out of the chair, yanking her nanocordical fiber out of the slot in Zar’s terminal. In her haste, she knocked over a chair.

//Did you see that?// Zar pointed at his desk.

Phul shrugged. //So what?//

//Chairs just don’t fall over.//

Phul was looking around. //You’ve really got to do something about your slime. It’s getting all over the place. That’s what the hose is for!//

//Of course, Thot.// Zar waved his hand over a control. //Zar to bridge. Run a thermospectral scan of this cabin. Our intruder might still be here.//

In fact, she wasn’t. In that instant, Rosalyn dimension-slid back to the Raceabout Eerie, having narrowed the list of Bain’s potential assassins down to 100. Not as productive as she’d hoped to be.



“And how are we today?” Dr. Fred Nooney asked, peering down into the eyes of Captain Bain.

“A little on the sore side, actually.”

Tovar hovered over Bain. “I blame myself. I know your achilles tendon never quite healed from that accident on Shelvis Seven. From now on, we shall stick to croquet.”

Bain sat up on the biobed. “Nonsense. The tendon’s ship-shape, thanks to the good Doctor Nooney’s ministrations!”

Dr. Nooney placed a tentative hand on Bain’s shoulder. “That’s not altogether true. I did repair the tendon, but Mr. Tovar’s right. It’s not as strong as it once was. This is a very old injury. Why haven’t you let someone clone you a new tendon?”

Bain hopped off the bed and grunted. “Because, good doctor, I believe when you clone the tendon, you take something away from the tendon.”

Nooney blinked at Bain, blissfully unaware of what the hell the captain was talking about.

Tovar took Bain by the arm and led him toward the sickbay door. “Do not worry, Doctor Nooney. I will ensure that the captain is safe and sound.”

“Physically, perhaps, but what about mentally?”

“I shall see to that as well,” Tovar said, moving Bain out the door without looking back at the doctor.

“Need I remind you that, since the counselor position was removed from starships during the Starfleet cutbacks of 2462, that the Chief Medical Officer is responsible for the mental well-being of–”

“You need NOT remind me, Doctor,” Tovar said, and swiftly left Sickbay.

“The Captain will be getting a house call from me later!” Nooney called after Tovar, but the doors had already closed.



“He’s WHAT?” Rosalyn Bain shouted into the viewscreen in the runabout cockpit.

“He’ll be beaming down to the planet within the hour,” Tovar said, looking worriedly over his shoulder. “I tried to persuade him to stay aboard until the meeting tomorrow morning, but he wouldn’t hear of it.”

“They dangled a dinner invite in front of him,” Rosalyn sighed.

Tovar nodded gravely. “Yes, Mum.”

“That man would beam down to Ferenginar in the monsoon season for a ceremonial dinner. The man loves a free meal. Bloody inconvenient for me, though, isn’t it?”

“I will, of course, be with him.”

“You’ll have to do better than that. You’ll have to stay in his very quarters.”

“It may be hard to get him to agree to that, Mum.”

“Assassins and plotters are the same in any culture, my boy. They’ll make their move when he’s sleeping. Neat and tidy, it’ll be.”

“This would be easier if you would make your presence known,” Tovar said, purposefully diverting his eyes away from Rosalyn.

Rosalyn put her hands on her hips. “What should I do then? Just pop in down there on Breen saying ’well, love, I just happened to be in enemy territory for a stroll, I figured I’d go ahead and drop in on your crucial peace negotiations!”

Tovar looked down. “I’m sorry, Mum.”

Rosalyn sighed. “No, hon, it’s me who’s sorry. I’m just terribly concerned for my Reg.”

“You love him greatly, don’t you?”

“Of course I do!”

“Then why can’t you tell him about Section 31?”

“The man is a starched and pressed Starfleet officer, Tovar. He’d never understand.”

“How do you know if you never tell him?”

“I know. Trust me. I know. Now get on with you, you have a Captain to sleep with.”

“Yes, Mum. And where will you be?”

“Not far off.”



“Captain Bain and Lieutenant Commander Tovar are away, Commander,” Lt. Bre’zan Brazzell said from the tac-ops console.

“Thank you, Brazzell,” Prosak said, glancing back at the obsessive-compulsive-by-nature Mezzakkan tac-ops backup. Mezzakka was a beautiful planet, and neater than a pin. But, much like their neurotic neighbors, the Leeramar, the Mezzakkans were unnaturally obsessed with cleanliness, and even more than that, order. If they had any interest in dirtying their ships by making war, they’d probably be ruthless tyrants. As it was, their days were filled with the simple chores of keeping order.

So they made damn good security officers.

Probably lousy boyfriends, though, Prosak supposed to herself. She blinked to clear her mind of those thoughts and stared at the spinning, ice-blue, teal-wreathed planet Breen on the viewscreen. “I hope Captain Bain is successful. I entered Starfleet after the Breen war, and have no desire to experience battle with them.”

“I assure you, it’s not much fun,” Brazzell said, as the doors to the bridge opened. He darted his head toward the doors. “Wipe your feet, now!”

“Oh. Hi, Brazzell,” Dr. Kasyov mumbled, and quickly side-stepped to the white de-contamination mat beside the door entrance. Brazzell had petitioned, under the Equal Rights for Aliens Act, that the mats be put in throughout the ship.

Prosak didn’t mind, actually. In truth, they felt nice and tingly when one stepped on them barefoot.

“Report, Doctor Kasyov.”

“Breen space is fascinating. Lots of anomalies and the like,” Kasyov said, carefully stepping past Brazzell to sit behind the science console.

“You missed a hair in your ponytail, Doctor,” Brazzell offered helpfully.

“Oh, did I?” Kasyov asked, trying her best to sound patient.

“Yes, on your left. Right above your ear. Please, Doctor, alleviate that. It’s….disconcerting.”

“Yes. Well, I’ll get right on it.” Kasyov rolled her eyes. “Hope Tovar’s enjoying his security detail.”

“Me too,” Prosak said, thumbing a signature on a padd that the diminutive Ensign Yonk had brought by. Yonk grabbed the padd and walked back toward the bridge exit. As he walked by, the padd brushed by the tactical console, so gently bumping it that one of the ten alphabetically ordered Mezzakkan good luck god statuettes tipped and fell.

“Noooooooooooooooo!” Brazzell dropped to his knees.

“Someone put the statue back upright,” Prosak sighed. “Goodness knows Yonk can’t reach it.”

“I heard that!” Yonk snapped as the turbolift doors closed him off from the bridge and he descended toward his next destination.

“Chaos…this ship is in chaos…” muttered Brazzell.

Prosak sat down in the command chair and faced the viewer. “Yes, I do indeed think this will be a restful mission.”



Tovar looked intently around the Breen Leadership Council chambers. The council was a cavernous room, with large seats shaped eerily like a hand, no doubt shaped to fit Breen in their natural, un-suited state.

This morning, however, a special environment field had been erected around the council chambers in order to keep the voraciously bitter cold Breen weather out.

As such, the council members filed in wearing the traditional armored Breen suits. Wind, hail, and snow beat against the large oval windows overlooking the Breen capital city of XAXARAX.

“Good day for a nice hot toddy, isn’t it?” Bain asked the Breen guard to his left, who declined to react to Bain’s comment.

Tovar elbowed him. “Captain, I think we forgot something. Rather, someone.”

Bain rose an eyebrow. “That so?”

Suddenly the sound of a Starfleet transporter beacon bleeped behind Tovar and Bain and Ambassador Horace Rogers phased into existence.

“Gentlemen,” Rogers muttered, keeping a teeth-gritting smile. “You forgot about me. Again.”

“Sorry about that, chum,” Bain said. “Won’t happen again.” Bain really couldn’t explain why he neglected the Federation Ambassador so, just that he thought that Rogers was a bloody git. That generally didn’t affect the way Bain treated a man, but in this instance, Bain’s instinct was to keep Rogers at arm’s length. That included not informing him about crucial away teams such as the current one.

Rogers shouldered in between Bain and Tovar. “Gentlemen of the Leadership Council. Allow me to be the first to extend to you the hand of peace, from my friends on the Federation Council.” Rogers stepped forward to the vast, semi-circular table where the Breen Leadership Council sat, staring at him with flickering eye-sensors. Rogers stepped forward to shake the hand of the man at the far left side of the table, then worked his way, hand-shaking, around the table.

“Bugger this,” Bain said under his breath.

“I concur,” replied Tovar softly.

The Breen at the center of the table, shortly after shaking hands with Rogers, stood to address the crowd gathered in the arena-like chambers. “Distinguished guests,” he said in perfect Federation-Standard, thanks to universal translator technology, “We are here today to welcome representatives from the United Federation of Planets, with whom we would like to join one day in peaceful coexistence.”

Metallic, thumpy clapping echoed throughout the halls. The masses were pleased, Bain thought to himself, smiling. Maybe the Breen could forgive and forget. Then, damn it, so could he.

Bain turned, regarding the assembled group. He had no way of knowing Thot-Phul was in the audience, clapping harder than anyone, and smiling devilishly. Suited Breen had a way of being remarkably similar to one another.

Thot-Phul’s smile grew wider as the atmosphere indicator on his helmet screen turned red, and as alarms blared throughout the council chamber.

“What’s that, then?” Bain asked. Horace Rogers was still moving through the crowds, shaking hands.

Tovar immediately whipped out his tricorder and began scanning. “Captain…there is an atmospheric leak. A hole has formed in the elemental shield surrounding this chamber.”

“Ah hah,” Bain said, rubbing his chin. “So we’re buggered then, is that what you’re saying?”

“In a nutshell.” Tovar spoke into thin air–air that was literally thin, and getting thinner, and colder. “Tovar to Anomaly. Emergency beam-out.” The good thing about the new comm pips was they didn’t require tapping, even when one was off-ship. In 100 years, they only recently found a method of truly hands-free communication.

Tovar had plenty of time to consider this because no one from the Anomaly was responding.

“Oh, hell,” Bain said. He glanced over at Rogers, who, oblivious, kept shaking hands. It was getting downright cold. Breen scrambled about, trying to figure out what the source of the alarm was. Bain tried to stay calm. “Bain to Anomaly. Beam us out, if you please?”

He and Tovar exchanged nervous glances.

“Right, then,” Bain said, reaching for his dinner knife. “Looks like this is it, Tovar! Grab something pointy, so we can go down fighting.”

Tovar smiled weakly at Bain, then looked about the arena. “If anyone else happens to be in range, now may be the right time for you to act.”

“Who the devil are you talking to?” Bain asked.

“Never mind,” Tovar said, as something invisible hit Bain in the neck. He slapped his neck, as if it were an insect bite, then his eyes rolled back in his head and he dropped to the chamber floor with an echoing FWAP!

“Mum?” Tovar asked with a whisper.

“Hold on, dear, Mum’s right here,” came an equally soft reply, seemingly from out of nowhere.

Tovar searched the increasingly hectic arena for Rogers, but the Ambassador was nowhere to be found.

That was the last sight he took in before he disappeared into the familiar black one-second nothingness of matter transportation. But it wasn’t any old kind of Starfleet beam-out, it was the tangy airiness one felt only when dimension-jumping. A technology still out of reach for most Starfleet scientists, but one used by Section 31 for decades.

One second later, Tovar was standing aboard what appeared to be a standard Federation raceabout. This one, of course, was not standard. First and foremost, it was phase-cloaked. Secondly, it was piloted by none other than Rosalyn Bain.

“You better hope they don’t have dimension-jump tracking ability,” Rosalyn said, hopping behind the pilot’s seat, jerking the raceabout to port and engaging its thrusters. Tovar watched snow and chunks of ice whip by as the raceabout zipped through the atmosphere.

“You were wonderful,” Tovar said, moving to sit beside Rosalyn, noting that Captain Bain was slumped, unconscious in a nearby seat.

“Considering how much I was taken by surprise with that one, I’d say so,” Rosalyn said. “I expected to have to fight someone hand-to-hand, one-on-one. Instead, what do I get? Fractured atmosphere shield. It was so OBVIOUS! I should have seen that coming.”

“You saved him, Mum, that’s what’s important,” Tovar reminded her.

Rosalyn shook her head as she steered. “Something doesn’t make sense, though. That is not at all Breen style. It was a maneuver that had to be borne purely of panic.”

“Maybe they realized someone was on to them?” Tovar asked.

“Well, they did discover some traces of me rooting around in the Senior Analyst’s suite.”

“So they did panic. They tried to take the captain out with the first convenient, untraceable method.”

“But it is traceable, by motive if no other way,” Rosalyn said, narrowing her eyes with contempt.

“Thot-Phul,” Tovar said with equal contempt. “It has to be. He’s been hanging around the captain like an Elavian gnat for the last day and a half.”

“If only we could get some evidence to tie him to this stunt,” Rosalyn mused, as the Eerie broke out of the white Breen atmosphere into cold, black space.

“Even if we did, the Breen would never extradite him,” Tovar muttered.

“You’re right about that,” Rosalyn said.

“By the way,” Tovar added, almost as an afterthought. “Did you see any sign of Federation Ambassador Rogers?”

“I didn’t,” Rosalyn said. “The Anomaly must’ve brought him up.”

“Well, we lost contact with the Anomaly.”

“Hmm,” said Rosalyn. “It could be that the Breen rigged the accident so that Rogers could escape. That way, it achieves their goal of killing Reggie, without completely alienating the Federation.”

“To think they assume that the Federation values an ambassador over Captain Bain,” Tovar muttered.

“Yes, that is…silly,” grumbled Rosalyn. She looked over the peacefully napping Reg Bain. “Well, let’s get you and my hubby back to the Anomaly, before they get suspicious.”

“I’ll work up a feasible explanation as to how I got back to the ship,” said Tovar.

“You always were good at improvisation,” Rosalyn grinned. “You’d make a good Section 31 agent.”

“Thanks, but no thanks.”



“What do you mean you lost contact with them?” Commander Prosak asked from the Anomaly command chair. She swerved around to face Lt. Brazzell.

Brazzell narrowed his eyes at Prosak. “Why do people insist on asking such obvious questions? You’re a Vulcan for chivas’ sake. They’re supposed to be logical.”

“I’m a Romulan,” Prosak corrected. “Actually, a RommaVulc.”

Brazzell nodded disinterestedly. “Fascinating. Listen, they just disappeared off my scanners, that’s all I know - Hey, hey…watch it, you’re in my space!” The tac-ops lieutenant whirled to face Ensign Yonk who was doing some maintenance at a nearby nanolinear junction. He’d returned, annoyingly.

Yonk glared up at Brazzell. “I’m two meters away from you!”

“And I have a two point five meter radius of personal space around me.” Brazzell drew an imaginary square around himself with his two index fingers.

“Ahhh. So what,” Yonk said and went back to working.

“Lieutenant,” said Prosak, trying to regain command, “please go over to the science station and see if you can break through that interference and find our away team. And find Doctor Kasyov…it is disconcerting that our science officer spends so little time on the bridge.”

“Oh, very well,” snapped Brazzell, marching over to the science console. He whipped a feather duster from out of its holster on his hip and began swiping it over the console. “It wouldn’t kill the science people to dust over here! You’ll notice my console is squeaky clean!”

“Lieutenant, focus on the mission at hand, if you please,” muttered Prosak, staring at the twirling ball of Breen on the viewscreen.

Brazzell tapped at the science panel, then waved his hand over a control. “Hmm.”

“Hmm?” Prosak arched an eyebrow. She could show Brazzell ‘Vulcan,’ if that’s what he wanted.

“Yes. Hmmm. I say ‘Hmmm,’ because now we have sensors back.”

“And the captain? And Lieutenant Commander Tovar? And that ambassador, whatever his name is? Their life signs?”

Brazzell shook his head. “Still no sign of them. One interesting thing…the atmosphere shield is down.”

“I see.” Prosak appeared thoughtful. “How about death signs? Any of those?”

Brazzell frowned. “You’re trying to be cute.”

“No, actually. I am trying to find a missing away team!” Prosak realized she had snapped and inwardly scolded herself.

“No need to get snippy,” muttered Brazzell, then he looked again at the science panel. “Hmm.”

“Don’t make me ask again.”

“Two life signs just appeared aboard ship. Captain Bain, Commander Tovar.”

Prosak folded her arms. “It’s about time.”



Prosak found Tovar hovering over Bain in sickbay, with Nooney at his side.

“And how are we since this morning?” Dr. Nooney asked, leaning over Bain.

“Bloody headachy,” muttered Bain.

“Maybe if you stopped saying nasty words like ‘bloody,’ the mean old headachy monster would leave you alone,” Nooney said kindly, but bloody irritatingly.

Prosak stopped at the foot of Bain’s biobed, looking from the captain to Tovar. “Report, Commander Tovar.”

“The atmosphere shield failed,” Tovar said, looking at Prosak with his best poker face. “We started to black out as atmosphere rushed in, then we appeared here.”

“How can you explain that?” Prosak asked.

“Who in blazes cares. We’re here,” Bain said, leaning up. “And I know an assassination attempt when I smell one.”

“You’re kidding,” muttered Tovar.

“The fact remains, how DID you get aboard?” asked Prosak.

Tovar scratched his chin. “The Breen beamed us here, maybe. Or maybe it was an act of…oh, who do you believe in? Surak?”

“Surak is incapable of beaming people around,” Prosak snapped.

“Your loss,” Tovar said, pivoting Prosak around to face the door to sickbay. “Moving forward…I think we should enact some security measures, since, apparently, some Breen may be out to get the captain.”

“Good thinking,” said Prosak.

Before they reached the doors to sickbay, they parted and Rogers strolled in, looking pleased.

“Close call, eh?” asked Rogers.

“We forgot about him again,” Prosak whispered to Tovar.

“Indeed,” said Tovar. “Sir, may I ask how YOU escaped the arena?”

“The Breen did it?” Rogers offered, giving Tovar a challenging glance.

“That pretty much jives with your story,” Prosak said, looking at Tovar.

“Yes. Yes it does,” said Tovar, glaring suspiciously at Rogers.



Bain stormed out onto the bridge. “We’re obviously not welcome on Breen. Hell with diplomacy, we’re getting out of here.”

Tovar followed him out of the turbolift, followed by Prosak and Ambassador Rogers. “Perhaps you are being a bit hasty. Maybe it’s only certain elements on Breen that are out to kill you.”

“The whole place and time of the accident is what really ruffles me,” Bain muttered, hopping into his command chair. “We were in the PLANETARY LEADERSHIP council chambers. If the council’s rulers are out to get me, what hope do I have negotiating a peace? And how come they didn’t have the common decency to let us get through the bloody soup course?”

“I did not realize Breen served blood soup. Seems like that would be a Klingon tradition,” Prosak mused, but no one seemed to notice.

Tovar ushered Brazzell away from tac-ops, good-luck statues and all. He inclined his head to Brazzell, a signal for the security officer to wait by the turbolift. Extra precaution.

“Raise the Chair of the Breen Leadership Council,” Bain said, as Prosak took her position standing beside him.

“Standing by on ultra-space,” Tovar reported.

“On screen.”

The suited Breen appeared on the viewscreen.

“VARAXAAGARRDBARNT BAR BAR GART BARN DART!” announced the Breen Leader quickly. He sounded concerned.

“Enough with the pleasantries, mister chairman,” Bain snapped, and swivelled back toward Tovar. “Make some sense of that, if you please.”

Rogers side-stepped next to Bain. “Captain, I suggest you let me talk to the Breen. Perhaps we can reschedule…”

“Forget about it, Rogers,” muttered Bain. “I know a ruse when I see one. The Breen tried to kill us, tried to kill me, because they’re still stewing about that whole war thing.” He turned to face the Breen Leader, Grot-Grart. “Isn’t that about right, Grot?”

“FARD BARG BARP…not right at all,” replied Grot-Gart. “We were as shocked as you.”

“That would explain why they beamed you up to the ship as quickly and efficiently as they did,” Prosak said diplomatically.

“What?” asked Grot-Gart. “We did no such thing.”

Bain looked at Prosak, then turned to Rogers, who shrugged.

Tovar’s eyes narrowed.

Bain turned back to Grot-Gart. “I know when I’m not welcome. Well, you’ve got the result you wanted. I’m turning tail and heading back for the Federation. Some other corps of diplomats will arrive in a few days. I hope you show them more hospitality than you’ve shown me.”

“Don’t go away angry,” Grot-Gart said. “I want to make this work, honestly! For Dart’s sake, give us another shot!”

“Talk is cheap, Grottie!” replied Bain. “Cut him off, Tovar. Steer us back toward the Federation, Warp 13.”

“The Federation Council will not be happy to hear about this,” Rogers muttered. “You didn’t even give me a chance to salvage negotiations!”

“Nobody tries to kill Reg Bain and gets a second chance! Either I kill them, or I run away. Would you prefer I did the former?”

“Certainly not,” said Rogers. “Still, you have doomed this mission.”

“You can go with some other captain, some other ship, to sort out matters with the Breen. Starfleet was batty thinking that they could send a hero of the Breen War back to negotiate a peace.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” Rogers said, and headed for the off-bridge turbolift.

Prosak sighed. “That could have gone much more smoothly.”

“You’re not kidding,” Bain said, and stood. “You have the bridge, Prosak. I have a date with a hot mineral bath.”

He headed for the port turbolift, opposite from the one Rogers had taken. Tovar quickly jogged up next to him. “I will accompany you, Captain.”

“That’s really not necessary,” said Bain, holding up a hand. “I appreciate it. But, at the very least, I can bathe myself.”

“I will guard your quarters. An attempt HAS been made on your life.” By trying openly to kill Bain, the Breen had actually helped Tovar protect him.

“Well, then, if you insist,” Bain said, and gestured Tovar into the turbolift. “Prosak, you’d better recall Lieutenant Brazzell.”

“Terrific,” Prosak said numbly, sitting in the command chair.



Tovar sat in the high-wing-backed Victorian chair, chin propped on fist, waiting as Bain splashed in the bathtub in the adjacent bathroom.

“I am the very model of a modern major general…” sang the captain as he splashed. “Watch out, Titanic…here comes the Lusitania. She’ll ram you amidships! And you know you’re vulnerable above C-deck!”

Tovar sighed. He despised Gilbert and Sullivan, not to mention all things nautical. Both seemed to be an obsession for most starship captains, and Bain in particular.

“Singing from ‘Pirates of Penzance’ again, is he?” came the voice of Rosalyn Bain from behind him.

Tovar turned to see Rosalyn standing there, in a black jumpsuit, hands on hips.

“Mum, good to see you.”

“You too, my boy,” Rosalyn said, and sighed. “But I do miss my dear Reg. Wish I could say hi.”

“As do I.”

She leaned against Tovar’s chair. “Well, I talked to Pelt-Bart one more time. He couldn’t trace, or even begin to fathom, who sabotaged the elemental shield that nearly killed you and Reggie.”

“The result was probably for the best,” Tovar said. “We’re headed away from Breen space. Leave it to someone else to negotiate with the Breen. At least the captain is safe.”

“Yes,” Rosalyn said, rubbing her chin. “That he is.”

“…vegetable and miner–WHOAAAAAA!”

That’s when Bain’s happy splashing turned into panicked thrashing.

Rosalyn and Tovar exchanged worried glances and darted for the bathroom.

Steam filled the room as a pink shape slumped down onto the tile at Tovar’s feet. He bent down. It was Bain. He felt for a pulse. He was alive, but unconscious.

“Time to finish the job.”

Tovar looked up to face none other than…Tovar.

“Who the–?” asked the Yynsian.

“Recognize me now?” The image flickered to become Ambassador Horace Rogers.

“Changeling?” Tovar asked, heart racing.

“Nope. Hologram,” Rogers replied with an evil grin and spin-kicked Tovar across the jaw.

Wondering vaguely where Rosalyn had gotten to, Tovar slid back on the tile, but was up immediately in his Yynsian fighting stance, which was, essentially, hands on hips.

“That will NOT do!” Tovar shouted.

“And who will stop me?”

Tovar twitched. No, no. Not now. Not now of all times. Damn it. His eyes glazed over. Anger surged through every nerve and vein.

“YOU WILL NOW DIE!” Tovar shouted and dove at the hologram, who immediately became transparent so that Tovar could tumble right through him and smash into the opposite wall.

Tovar blinked and instantly he was someone else. Not a fighter, for sure. More a thinker. Damn past lives.

“This is a most unappealing situation,” he muttered, and Horace Rogers advanced on him. “Hardly even worth popping up for. If you’ll all just excuse me, I’ll pop right back where I came from…” And Tovar’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he became a frightened child…

“Mommy!” Tovar cried out, and shrunk into a ball, as the rotund Horace Rogers turned his hands into spinning saw blades and he brought them to bear on Tovar.

“You can’t stop something made of pure light, you cowering pile of Yynsian crap!” Rogers cackled. “Or, should I say…BARARAAVARD VARD BARK VAR BARD! That’s a message from Thot-Phul. It loses something in the translation, but essentially it means–”

Suddenly, Rogers stopped in his tracks. A blue field flickered around him. He was trapped.

“What the hell?” Rogers demanded.

Suddenly, Rosalyn Bain dimension-jumped right in front of him.

“And who the blazes are you?” Rogers demanded.

“I’m made of pure darkness, chum,” Rosalyn said, and smiled. “Tell your Breen boss that it’ll take a hell of a lot more to stop a Bain. Computer,” she announced, calling to the Raceabout Eerie. “Reverse the proton charge within this field, then neutralize any circuitry within.”

“No, no…noooooooooooo….holos have feelings toooooooooo!” cried Rogers, as his body crackled and flickered, then dissipated in a flurry of sparkling light. A tiny chip clattered to the deck and the blue field dropped.

Rosalyn knelt on the tile and picked up the chip between her thumb and forefinger. “Holographic assassin. This Thot-Phul made an excellent choice. I just wonder when they had an opportunity to switch our Horace Rogers with the hologram?”

Now, once again himself, Tovar dragged himself to his feet by grabbing a towel rack. “Probably when Thot-Phul was touring the Anomaly yesterday. As hard as I tried to keep an eye on him, he somehow found the time to implant the holo-assassin and do away with poor Horace Rogers.”

“I wonder where Rogers is?” questioned Rosalyn.

“We may never know,” muttered Tovar as he regarded Bain, slumped unconscious against the tub. “You do realize, the hologram almost succeeded in accomplishing his mission.”

“Almost,” Rosalyn said, “but not quite.” She grinned at Tovar, then glanced over at Bain with an affectionate smile. “Look at it this way. At least he’s not singing anymore.”

“Captain’s Log, Stardate 175114.6. I have a bugger of a headache.”



Bain held a bag of ice to his head as he stared at Starfleet’s ultraspace response to his report, elbows propped up on the conference room table.

“Captain, Doctor Nooney is more than capable of ridding you of your headache,” Prosak said helpfully from beside him. “It is the 26th century after all.”

“I’m well aware,” muttered Bain. “But I’ve had quite enough of the good Doctor Nooney for one day.”

Tovar sat on the opposite side of Bain. “Under the circumstances, Captain, I think a headache is not so bad. That hologram could have killed you.”

“Right you are, Tovar,” Bain said. “But thanks to your quick thinking, he didn’t.”

“How did you stop the hologram, Commander?” asked Prosak.

“I’ll get back to you on that,” Tovar replied, and turned to face Bain. “I take it Starfleet’s response is not all you hoped for.”

“All that and less,” replied Bain. “They are more interested in pushing forward with the Breen peace process. They’re not even going to push for an investigation of Thot-Phul. No evidence, apparently.”

“No evidence indeed,” Tovar huffed quietly.

“So someone else will be assigned to this particular diplomacy mission,” Prosak wondered.

“That’s right,” replied Bain. “Ambassador Rogers, for one, if they ever find the real one.”

“Hope he wasn’t killed,” Tovar mumbled.

“Indeed,” Bain said. “Well, then, it’s off to our next mission. Something about subspace studies.” He looked at Prosak. “Prepare for an anti-sing jump to these coordinates.” He passed the padd to Prosak and stood. “I’m going to play some croquet and call my wife. She’ll be wanting to know about the past couple days.”

Tovar smiled. “I’m sure she will.”



Mrs. Bain smiled roundly on the small viewscreen in Bain’s quarters as he thumped a ball through its proper loop on his living room rug.

“Glad you made it out in one piece, Reg.”

“With chaps like Tovar on the case, I always will,” Bain grinned, and putted again.

“I hope that blighter who made an attempt on your life gets what’s coming to him,” Rosalyn huffed.

“I wouldn’t trouble yourself with worries like that, dear,” Bain said. “We’re an enlightened civilization. Revenge is no longer a motivating factor.”

“Quite so,” Rosalyn muttered. She looked to the left. “Would you look at that? My shepherd’s pie is ready. I’ve got to be off, Reg.”

“Mmm. I would so enjoy some of your shepherd’s pie,” Bain said.

“I’ll have some waiting next time you put in for shore leave, dear. Now I really must be going.”

“Right, then. Well. I love you, dearest.”

“I love you too, Reg. Be careful out there.”

“Not to worry, love, not to worry.”



“Computer, deactivate holo-filter,” Rosalyn told the raceabout Eerie’s computer. She spun in her chair to face the forward viewer. Thot-Phul’s ship came to bear. She smiled. “Section 31 didn’t authorize me to start a war. But they never said anything about leaving Mr. Phul a little parting gift. Enlightened civilization my arse.”



//You mean he isn’t dead! What good are you, then, Zar? And what good is your holo-assassin technology?// Thot-Phul demanded, pounding the desk in his quarters as he prepared to unwind and slip out of his suit after a long day of commanding and plotting a Starfleet captain’s demise.

//We did our very best, Thot. He just can’t be stopped. It’s like the man is charmed… protected!//

Thot-Phul rubbed the visor of his face mask. //Protected, huh. I wonder by whom.//

//I doubt we’ll ever know.//

//You’ve been quite helpful.// Thot-Phul punched a control, closing the channel. He turned in his desk chair and slowly lifted off his helmet. Time for a nice, soothing ba—-

Then something collided with his face, which felt surprisingly like a fist.

Phul was immediately on his feet.

//What on brontil?//

Another fist landed across his outer jaw. Then a kick dropped his legs out from under him.

Something stomped on his chest, in the small section that wasn’t protected by armor.

//Who the…?//

And just as quickly as it had started, the bizarre, invisible assault stopped, and Phul was left aching, wincing, lying on his back, alone in his quarters.

//Not…fair,// he muttered and lost consciousness.

And Rosalyn Bain returned home. She had some baking to attend to.





Do You Have Anything to Declare?



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 175195.4. At long last, the brass at command have seen fit to give this ship and crew a proper mission to show off what we’re capable of. All I can say is it’s about bloody time. Scientific missions have their place and all, but studying subspace was starting to get mighty dull. Give me a Romulan ambush or a Breen murder plot any day.

In any event, we have a real mission now, and it’s a corker! The Anomaly will be the first Federation starship to venture to another galaxy…on purpose. Cabral assures me that he’s more than capable of keeping the anti-sing drives online for the whole two week trip to the Andromeda Galaxy, so all that’s left is to get underway…once we get through the galactic barrier. But Admiral Larkin says that won’t be a problem either.



“We’re approaching the barrier,” Ensign Hector Arroyo reported from the helm console as the vast ribbon of undulating purple energy that was the Great Barrier loomed large on the viewscreen.

“I believe that much is evident,” Commander Prosak replied from her usual spot, standing just to the right and behind Captain Reginald Bain’s right shoulder. Despite every offer Bain had made, Prosak still refused to sit down in a proper chair…not even on a barstool. Damn unnerving.

“I feel like we should be scanning it,” Bain said glancing at the unmanned science station. Dr. Natalia Kasyov, the Anomaly’s chief science officer, was currently down in Science Lab Four running final checks on Cabral.

“Unnecessary,” Prosak replied. “The Federation has centuries worth of data on the barrier. Our one sensor sweep would be completely superfluous.”

“So you’re going more Vulc than Romma today, I take it?” Bain said.

“You noticed? Do you like it? I’m going for scientific detachment.”

“You hit it bang on,” Bain said. “All right, Tovar. Where’s this outpost we’re supposed to be headed toward?”

From his post at the Tactical/Operations console, Lieutenant Commander Tovar was lost in his own mind. Ever since the orders had come through to head to the Great Barrier, Tovar had been troubled. He could feel the rival life-forces inside him resuming their struggle for control. Something was just not right.

“Tovar?” Bain called, pulling the Yynsian out of his thoughts. Tovar checked his readouts. “It should be coming into visual range shortly. Not that there’s much to see.” Tovar pressed a couple of controls, bringing the image of a dilapidated science station up on the viewscreen. The outpost, one of the old Regula- class space stations, had obviously seen better days. Beyond it, though, was a vast ring-like structure with a diameter wide enough for a Juggernaut-class starship to pass through floating just in front of the Great Barrier.

“Our door, I imagine,” Tovar said.

“Better that than mess with that barrier,” Bain said. “Did I ever tell you about the time I was on the Sun Tzu and we accidentally…”

“Fourteen times,” Tovar interrupted.

“Is this fourteen or would it be fifteen?” Bain asked.

“Fifteen if I allowed you to continue.”

“Is that the record?”

“No. You have told me about your capture by and escape from the Pygmy Deathsloths of Obuduscon Major thirty-two times.”

“Righto. Just want to make sure I haven’t started boring you yet. The missus says I do have a tendency to tell the same stories over and over.”

“It’s barely noticeable, Captain,” Prosak said. “Of the fifty- eight stories you’ve told me since we met, only seven of them have been repeats.”

“Arroyo?” Bain asked.

“Um…I don’t have an exact count. I know I’ve heard about you and that orbital trapeze artist a couple of times.”

“Bugger. Bain to Marsden.”

“What is it, Captain? We’re kind of busy preparing to boldly go where no one has gone before and all that crap,” the chief engineer’s voice replied over the comm system.

“Just a quick question, Mars. Do I repeat my stories?”

“You interrupted a very touchy singularity calibration to ask…”

“I’m sure you’re going a bang up job, Marsie, but this is important. Do I repeat my stories?” Bain said impatiently.

“I’ve heard the one about how you restarted the engines on some shuttle by yourself with just a metal rod and a phaser power cell about ten times, so yes! Marsden out.”

“Hmm…Guess that settles that,” Bain said. “I’ll have to watch that from now on. Steady as she goes.”

“We’re receiving a hail from the outpost requesting that we hold position until they can remodulate their shields to encompass us,” Tovar reported.

“Right. Better stop that going then. Full stop.”

“Admiral Larkin wishes to speak with you,” Tovar said.

“Capital! On screen,” Bain said, hopping up out of his chair and straightening his uniform as the image of Admiral Kristen Larkin appeared on the viewscreen. “Krissers! Came to see us off, have you?”

“I wouldn’t miss it, Captain,” the android replied. “Even I have never visited another galaxy. This will be a historic event.”

“Well, you’re more than welcome to come along.”

“That will, unfortunately, not be possible. However, I have no doubt that you will represent the Federation well to whomever you may meet in Andromeda.”

“Don’t you worry about that. We absolutely won’t have a repeat of that little spat between me and the Gernabi. I have no desire to sit through another one of those remedial diplomacy classes,” Bain said.

“Indeed. Barrier Control assures me that the gateway is functioning properly. We will be ready to send you through on schedule.”

Bain took a couple steps toward the viewscreen and lowered his voice to almost a whisper. “Now you’re sure this thing is safe? I’ve read about people who went through this bloody thing without protection, and I want no part of it. I’ve had my fill of silver-eyed freaks with godlike powers, thank you very much.”

“The gateway technology was perfected years ago. Nothing will happen,” Larkin replied. “We just haven’t used it because we did not have any ships capable of traveling to Andromeda in anything resembling a reasonable time.”

“All dressed up and nowhere to go.”

“That analogy is somewhat flawed. We had the destination in mind from the very beginning.”

“All dressed up, but your ship won’t start?” Bain offered.

“Closer, but not quite.”

“How about all…”

“Captain, there’s a warp core breach in progress!” Tovar shouted suddenly. He had enough problems in his own head at the moment. Dealing with one of Bain’s sidetracks was out of the question.

Bain whirled around to face Tovar. “What? How? Abandon…”

“Never mind. My mistake. I read the console incorrectly. My apologies.”

“Think nothing of it, my boy,” Bain said, turning back to Larkin. “Now what was I saying?”

“You wished to know when we would be departing,” Tovar said.

“Right,” Bain said, snapping his fingers. “So, when do we head out, Krissers?”

“On schedule. I believe I already mentioned that. We will contact you when we are ready for you to dock for final preparations.”

“Right. We’ll be standing by. Anomaly out.” Bain headed toward the turbolift as Larkin’s image on the viewscreen was replaced by the Great Barrier. “I’ll be down in the mess. No sense leaving the galaxy on an empty stomach.” Bain stepped into the turbolift and was gone.

The bridge was silent for a few moments other than the blips and beeps of the computers and the ever-present thrum of the engines.

Tovar finally spoke, his voice deadly serious. “If anyone mentions that ‘all dressed up’ analogy to him ever again, I will personally remove your teeth with a hammer and chisel, hang you from the ceiling by your small intestine, then slice off your fingers and toes and cook them up in a nice stir-fry. Is that clear?”

“Oh yeah!” Arroyo said, nodding nervously.

“Most logical,” Prosak said simply.

Tovar smirked slightly. “Quite.”



Dr. Natalia Kasyov entered Science Lab Four and immediately noticed the humming sound.

“Ohmmmmmmmmmmm. Ohmmmmmmmmmmm.”

The plate of falafel surprise she’d just gotten from the mess hall hit the deck with a crash as she pulled her quadcorder visor out of the pocket of her lab coat and snapped it onto her head with a speed that would make most Old West gunfighters jealous.

“Is there a problem, Natalia?” Cabral’s asked, his deep voice resonating through the room as Kasyov scanned the large, metal sphere containing the disembodied brain that was Cabral.

“I hope not,” Kasyov replied. “I just want to localize the source of that hum.”

“What hum?”

Kasyov listened for a moment. It was gone. All she could hear was the occasional beeps and blips coming from the science console that continuously monitored Cabral’s status.

“That’s funny…”

“Ohmmmmmmmmmmm. Ohmmmmmmmmmmm.”

“There it is again!” Kasyov exclaimed. She checked the readings on the quadcorder lens in front of her eye. Nothing looked out of the ordinary. “Cabral, are you doing that?”

“What? This? Ohmmmmmmmmmmm. Ohmmmmmmmmmmm.”

“Yes!”

“Yes, I am. I am meditating. Many great thinkers of your species recommend it before great trials.”

“So you’re going to ‘ohmmmmmm’ us to Andromeda.”

“In a sense,” Cabral replied. “I have also taken the liberty of directly interfacing myself with the engineering status and control systems. This should increase my efficiency and reduce the strain on my abilities by an order of magnitude.”

“Sounds good,” Kasyov said distractedly. “…Um…did you ask Shelly before you did this?”

“Should I have? I didn’t see the need seeing as how I am the one who makes the anti-sing drive function in the first place.”

“Well, she is the Chief Engineer, and she’s a bit touchy about people taking over her turf. Bain’s about given her a stroke as it is. I don’t need you pushing her over the edge.”

“I will try to break the news to her gently then,” Cabral said.

“Why don’t you just remove yourself altogether before Shelly notices and comes in to make brain pudding out of you?”

“Removing myself would be an inadvisable and time- consuming job. I am now a part of the ship’s systems. If I were just to yank myself out, functions from warp drive to waste reclamation would be affected.”

“Waste reclamation?” Kasyov asked hesitantly.

“I am organic at my core, after all.”

“Right. That’s an issue we’ll cover another day. How are you feeling about the voyage?”

“Well. I am pleased that your Starfleet has enough confidence in my abilities to send us on a trip of this significance. I do not foresee any problems.”

“Believe me, Cabral, no one ever does,” Kasyov said, patting his sphere. “No one ever does.”



Soon after Bain’s departure for the mess hall, the Barrier Observation Outpost, known to most as BOO, signaled their readiness to receive the Anomaly. Commander Prosak handled the docking procedure, since Bain said he was deep into a plate of sausage and mash that just wouldn’t wait.

“Prepare for docking sheath alignment,” Prosak said, taking a seat in the command chair, as Arroyo steered the Anomaly toward the small outpost. Somehow it just seemed right to her to command from a seated position. Somehow it added more dignity and prestige to it. There was that Romulan ego talking again. Prosak tried to push the thoughts out of her head and focus coldly and logically on the situation at hand. That’s when a sudden jolt tossed her unceremoniously out of the chair and onto the deck.

“We are experiencing turbulence from the Great Barrier,” Tovar said flatly.

“Obviously,” Prosak muttered as she pulled herself back into her chair. The ship began bucking and jolting more and more, then suddenly was still as they slipped through the outpost’s stabilization shield and away from the effects of the Great Barrier.

“Sheath emitters online,” Arroyo reported. “Ready to engage.”

“At your convenience,” Prosak said. The Anomaly pulled up alongside one of BOO’s airlocks, aligning of her own airlocks directly across from it. Emitters on the station and the Anomaly detected each other and activated, creating a transparent tunnel connecting the two airlocks.

“Sheath has formed, and it’s stable. Atmosphere has reached nominal.”

“Thank you, Mr. Arroyo,” Commander Prosak said. “Mr. Arroyo, please report to the airlock to receive visitors from BOO.”

“BOO who?” Arroyo asked earnestly, as he turned to face Prosak.

“You are well aware that BOO is the acronym for…ahh…I see.” Prosak struggled to keep a straight face, but then abruptly dissolved in a fit of giggles. “Boohoo! Why are you crying? I love it!”

Tovar groaned. “Mr. Arroyo, please refrain from telling her anymore of your jokes; otherwise, I will be forced to…”

“Hang me by my intestines. Yeah I know,” Arroyo said, heading toward the turbolift. “Just trying to keep people entertained.”

“Do I look entertained?” Tovar asked.

“I don’t know. You always look like that. For all I know, you’re having a blast.” The turbolift doors closed, leaving Tovar alone with Prosak, who was now convulsing on the floor in uncontrollable fits of laughter, occasionally gasping “Boohoo!”

Tovar watched her roll around for a bit. Hmmm…he had to admit this actually was pretty damn entertaining. “Commander?” he said.

Prosak struggled to catch her breath. “Y…yes, Tovar.”

“BOOHOO!”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

Actually, this was going to be quite entertaining.



Captain Bain wiped the last bit of mashed potato from his mouth as he headed out of the mess hall, which for some unknown reason the holochef had transformed into a bedouin camp at a desert oasis this particular day. He was really going to have to say something to Marsden about the behavior of the holochef. It almost went after Bain with a scimitar when he asked for his usual sausage and mash instead of whatever that leaf-wrapped stuff the holochef was trying to pass off as food was. Bain briefly toyed with the idea of having Marsden model the holochef after his wife. But then Rosalyn probably wouldn’t approve of being copied just to cook meals for the crew.

Lost in his own thoughts, Bain almost plowed right into Ensign Arroyo, who was escorting Admiral Larkin, her aide, and four other engineering officers from BOO through the corridors.

“Krissers!” Bain exclaimed, grabbing the android in a firm hug that at one point in her existence would have sent her head flying clear across the ship. “Great to see you. Are you headed to the bridge?”

“Roger,” Larkin said simply. Her aide, Lieutenant Roger Daley, rushed over as Larkin disengaged herself from Bain’s grip.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Captain,” Daley said, shaking Bain’s hand. “Admiral Larkin has asked that I go over some last minute details with you while she proceeds to the bridge with our technicians to make some final adjustments to your systems.”If you would come with me…”

“If that’s the caper, that’s the caper,” Bain said as Larkin, Arroyo, and the others headed off down the corridor. “I hope you’ll have time to join me for a pint before we shove off, Krissers,” he called after Larkin.

“I will attempt to find the time,” Larkin replied, then disappeared around the corner.

Bain smiled, then turned to face Daley. “All right, young man, what is it that has your knickers in a knot?”

“Yes…well…um…how is the crew adjusting?”

“The crew? First class! Every single one of them. Next.”

“Right. What about your first officer?”

“Prosak?” Inwardly, Bain winced. Was this padd pusher going to hold him up all day with this blather?



In the turbolift headed toward the bridge, Arroyo shuffled uncomfortably. Everyone was so quiet. He knew that Larkin was an android, so she’d probably only speak when necessary, but what was with the four techs? Creepy. He finally just couldn’t stand it anymore.

“So, Admiral, you seem like you’ve known the Captain for a while.”

“Yes,” Larkin replied.

“How long?”

“Forty-nine years, three months, twenty-two days…approximately. We met while he was at the Academy.”

“Oh…so did you two ever…?”

“Ever?”

Arroyo told himself to shut up right then and there. This was an admiral he was talking to, and he was about to go prying into both hers and the captain’s personal affairs.

“Ahh,” Larkin said, suddenly understanding. “Did we ever engage in any relations of a personal nature?”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. I was way out of bounds.”

“It is a normal question that arises when two sexually- compatible people seem to have an intimate rapport with each other. And while I have been developing increasing emotional awareness over the last century and a quarter, embarrassment has not been a feeling that I have ever acquired. So, in short, yes, Captain Bain and I have engaged in sexual intercourse on numerous occasions and in many ways. But all of this was well prior to his relationship with and subsequent marriage to Mrs. Bain. Does that answer your query sufficiently?”

“Yes. That’s all I need to know. Again, I’m sorry to pry.”

One of the techs nervously raised his hand. “Admiral, what kind of ways are you talking about?”

Arroyo was considering how best to nonchalantly close his ears when the turbolift slowly to a halt and opened onto the bridge. “Here we are!” he said quickly, rushing out of the lift. “Great riding with you. I’ve gotta get back to my helm now.”

Larkin stepped out and surveyed the bridge while the techs headed to the engineering console and the computer access panels to set to work.

“Welcome, Admiral,” Tovar said. “Commander Prosak will be with you in a moment.”

“And where is she currently?”

Suddenly, Arroyo tripped, screamed and fell to the floor in front of the command chair just behind the helm console.

“Right about there.”

Prosak’s right hand grabbed onto the armrest of the command chair, then her left, then the Romulan pulled herself to her feet, wiping tears out of her eyes.

“Are you well, Commander?” Larkin asked confused. Tovar opened his mouth to speak, but Prosak quickly cut him off.

“Quite well. Thank you,” she said as Arroyo, clutching his head that he’d bonked soundly on the floor, crawled into his seat at the helm.

“She is fine,” Tovar said. “Just a little boo-boo.”

Larkin watched with curiosity as Prosak’s face suddenly contorted as she slammed her eyes and mouth shut as tight as she could. A few moments later, the fit passed.

“Perhaps you should be in sickbay,” Larkin said.

“I am fine,” Prosak said firmly. She glared at Tovar. “And you will be quiet or you will wish I’d just hanged you by your intestines. We Romulans know methods of torture that even the Cardassians wouldn’t use!”

“Commander!” Larkin snapped.

“My apologies. What can I do for you, Admiral?”

“Developing something resembling an air of professionalism would be an excellent start, Commander Prosak.”

“I assure you that I am very professional.”

“Indeed,” Larkin said. “That aside, I have come to inform you of one addition we are making to the Anomaly’s systems.”

“Captain Bain did not tell me that there would be any additions.”

“That is because he does not know about this particular addition. And will not be informed unless it becomes absolutely necessary. Is that clear, Commander?”

“Quite,” Prosak said uneasily. The idea of being forced to keep information from Captain Bain was not at all appealing to her.

“I do not know how familiar you are with the captain’s service record, but, as Lieutenant Commander Tovar can attest, Bain has a tendency to lean toward military rather than diplomatic solutions. Close to the Federation, that is not so much of a problem; however, the Anomaly will be completely alone when it reaches Andromeda. Since we wish for you to return safely rather than while being chased by an angry invasion fleet, Command has requested that we install an Emergency Diplomatic Hologram as a emergency measure. If Captain Bain seems to be losing control of a situation, you are authorized to activate the EDH and remove Bain from the bridge by any means necessary.”

“I am not familiar with the EDH,” Tovar said. “Is this a tested system?”

“The EDH combines the abilities of some of the greatest diplomats in Starfleet history. Sarek, Picard, Spock, Fox, Riva…Kirk.”

“Kirk?” Tovar repeated. “Correct me if I am wrong, Admiral, but I seem to recall that Captain Kirk was prone to military solutions in his day.”

“It was a different galaxy 200 years ago,” Larkin said.

“True, but you still have not said if this is a tested system.”

“We have had a few small personality integration issues, but it is worth the risk. Starfleet does not want a repeat of the Voyager Pass. There are still worlds in the Delta Quadrant that won’t speak to the Federation because of that ship.”

“We’re finished, Admiral,” one of the techs reported.

“Then we will be on our way, so that you can be on yours,” Larkin said. With that, Larkin and her tech posse entered the turbolift and were gone.

Tovar, Arroyo, and Prosak were silent for a few moments. “Does anyone else really think this is all wrong?” Arroyo asked finally.

“Extremely,” Tovar said. One of the two life-forces inside him concurred vigorously. This was very wrong. Stop now.

“How so?” Prosak asked.

“We’re about to go on this historic voyage, but no one’s here to see us off. I thought this would be a big deal. Where’s the flotilla of ships waiting to see us leave the galaxy? Where’s the Federation President’s good luck speech? Where’s anyone?”

“Well, I’m here,” Captain Bain announced as he exited the turbolift. “Krissers sure seemed to be in a rush, though. Said we’d be shipping out post haste. And that damn assistant of hers just kept gabbing. Annoying little bugger. No matter. Orders are orders. Time to go meet the Andromedians…Andromedites…oh whoever the hell they are. Blighters had better be friendly, though.” Bain took a seat in his command chair as Prosak and Tovar exchanged a worried look.

“BOO has deactivated the docking sheath,” Arroyo reported.

Off to Bain’s right, Prosak snickered, then quickly regained her composure. Bain gave her a quick, confused look, then turned back to face the viewscreen. “All right, then, Mr. Arroyo, move us in front of the gateway.”

“Admiral Larkin is hailing us,” Tovar said.

“On screen.”

“Good luck, Captain. We hope to hear back from you at some point,” Larkin said.

“You can count on it. No bloody Andromedons are taking out this ship,” Bain said.

“I am detecting three Starfleet vessels entering sensor range,” Tovar reported. “I believe this is our send off, Mr. Arroyo. We are being hailed.”

“Go to conference mode,” Bain said. Larkin’s image slid over to the left on the viewscreen as the wizened visage of Brogdak, the 110-year-old Tellarite who was serving his ninth term as President of the United Federation of Planets, appeared on the viewscreen. Well, it was more of the rear of his visage actually. Bain leapt out of his chair and stood out of respect to his president.

“I can’t see ’em,” Brogdak groused. “Where the kalkak are they?” Two arms reached into the frame and gently turned the very elderly Tellarite so that he was facing the viewscreen properly. “There you are! About time you showed yourselves. Hmmph!” He stared at Bain expectantly. At least Bain thought he was staring. It was hard to tell, since the Tellarite’s eyes were practically buried under a mass of wrinkles. Brogdak lifted his cane into the air and banged on the viewscreen a couple of times. “Hello? Anyone there?”

“Your speech, sir,” a voice said from off-screen.

“Don’t you tell me to watch my speech! I’ll talk to them any way I feel like!” Brogdak snapped. A tall human…at least Bain assumed he was tall. He’d never seen Brogdak in person, though. For all he knew, the hunched over Tellarite was only four feet tall. Anyway, the human whispered in Brogdak’s ear.

“Oh! Right! I know why I’m here. I’m not senile dammit! Captain Cane, you and the crew of the Abominably are about to go where no resident of this galaxy has gone before. We wish you luck, Pain, and hope that you and the Abodaby will return safely. I’m finished. Let’s go! It’s happy hour on Rigel Eight!” Brogdak hobbled out of view just before the comm signal cut off, replacing half of the viewscreen with an image of the gateway ahead of them.

The President’s ship convoy, which actually hadn’t even slowed down as they passed near BOO, sped off toward his next destination.

“It was most difficult for President Brogdak to fit us into his schedule,” Larkin said. “I am very pleased that he was here for the ceremony.”

“That was a ceremony?” Arroyo muttered.

“At least he was brief,” Bain said. “Never had much use for the pomp and circumstance blather myself. We’re ship-shape and Bristol fashion here, Krissers. No need to dally any longer.”

“As you wish,” Larkin replied. She nodded to someone off- screen. Suddenly, nodes placed periodically around the gateway flashed to life with a bluish crackle, sending streams of energy from one node to the next until all were linked by a blue, pulsating glow. The glow began to expand inward in a spiral, filling the gateway as it went.

“Our sensors show that contact has been made with the automated gateway on the other side of the barrier,” Larkin said. “You are clear for departure.”

“You heard the lady,” Bain said, stepping over to Arroyo and clapping him on the shoulder. “In, through, and beyond…”

“Why does that sound so ominous to me?” Arroyo said as he sent the Anomaly into the gateway.

“Just the jitters, my boy. It happens. We’ll be back in a jif, Krissers.”

“It is a two week journey just to get to Andromeda,” Larkin said as the signal started to fill with static. “That is far longer than a jif…perhaps not on the cosmic scale, but, in human terms, it not definitely not a jif. You will be alone for a great deal of time.”

The Anomaly fully entered the gateway and instantly found itself coming out the other side into an empty black void. Larkin’s signal was now just a humanoid-shaped bit of snow.

“Don’t you worry, Krissers!” Bain shouted, hoping Larkin could hear him. “We’ve got plenty to keep us busy!”



ONE WEEK LATER



“Oh dear God, I am so damnably BORED!” Captain Bain shouted at the top of his lungs and slammed his fist down on the armrest of his command chair, breaking the silence on the bridge and nearly giving Prosak and Arroyo heart attacks. Tovar looked up from his tactical simulations blankly. Actually, he’d been staring at the simulations fairly blankly. The struggle for control of his body had escalated into an all-out war. He was trying not to let it show that anything was amiss, but if the other life-force, the intruder, were to get control…

Tovar ignored Bain and refocused on centering and calming the raging storm inside his mind.

“You could attempt to fill out the reports waiting for you in your ready room,” Prosak said once she had recovered from Bain’s shouting.

“Ready room? Bah! Bloody wastes of space. We converted the one on my last ship into an officers’ mess. Captains belong on the bridge, not twiddling their thumbs in some office.”

“Then perhaps you would like to do the reports in another location.”

“I have yet to fill out one of those blasted things. Starfleet doesn’t need them anyway. I see your crew reports. That’s plenty.”

“I see,” Prosak said, wondering how Bain managed to avoid the constant nightmare that was Starfleet paperwork. Hmm…paperwork. Why was it even still called that? It wasn’t logical. Paper hadn’t been used for centuries. Nevertheless, Prosak had been forced to take a special training class before she was made first officer of the Anomaly explaining to her in excruciating detail how to fill out the volumes and volumes of forms and reports Starfleet regulations required.

“You want it?” Bain asked, breaking into Prosak’s thoughts.

“Excuse me?”

“My ready room. Do you want it? If anyone needs an office…and a place to sit down, it’s you.”

“I do not think I could…”

“It’s settled then. The ready room is all yours. Go to it.”

“Now?”

“Why not? At least one of us will have something to do,” Bain said.

“Yes…well, thank you, Captain. That is most generous.”

“Bollocks! I wasn’t using it. You’ll probably get more out of it anyway.”

The comm system suddenly barked to life with the voice of Dr. Fred Nooney, the Anomaly’s Chief Medical Officer. “All senior staff, report to the recreation room. All senior staff, report to the recreation room.”

“What the devil does he want?” Bain muttered.

“Maybe he wishes to instruct us on the dangers of holographic splinters,” Tovar said flatly.

“I don’t know how things worked on his last ship, but this captain does not come running whenever somebody orders him to report somewhere,” Bain said.

“A wise policy,” Prosak said. “But then you did say you were bored. The doctor may at least provide a brief diversion.”

“There is that,” Bain said thoughtfully. “Mr. Arroyo, you have the bridge…not that there’s much to do.”

“What?” Arroyo said, looking up from the holovid padd he’d been watching. “Oh. Right. Steady as she goes. No problem. Go have fun.” For the last week, helm shifts had consisted of nothing but trying to stay entertained as the ship raced at anti-sing speeds (Warp J using Marsden’s anti-sing scale) toward Andromeda. Cabral had the engines under control, and there just wasn’t anyone or anything out here.

Bain, Tovar, and Prosak entered the turbolift and descended to Deck Nine, where the ship’s holographic recreation room was located. The rec room hadn’t actually gotten a lot of use since the Anomaly’s launch. All crewmembers had their own holopods in their quarters, allowing them to engage whatever holodeck activities they wished to indulge in privately. The rec room allowed for group simulations, but no one seemed to be interested. Most of the time, it was just filled with exercise equipment, none of which was used very often.

When Bain and the others entered, however, Nooney had shut down the exercise program and filled the room with chairs set up in a semi-circle around the doctor, who was thankfully dressed and smiling broadly.

“Captain Bain!” Nooney exclaimed upon seeing his commanding officer. “I’m so thrilled you could come! You and I haven’t seen much of each other since I came on board.”

Bain muttered something about being busy and took one of the empty seats. Lieutenant Marsden entered a few moments later, followed closely by Dr. Kasyov.

“Marsie!” Bain exclaimed upon seeing his chief engineer. “Good to see you! We haven’t run into each other much lately.”

Marsden muttered something about being busy and grabbed a seat as far away from Bain as possible.

“I think the gang’s all here!” Nooney said, rubbing his hands together excitedly. “Thank you all for coming. I have something to show you. Oh, this is so exciting! Trust me, ladies and gentlemen, you’re going to love it.”

“If it involves anal probes, I’m leaving,” Tovar muttered.

“No no no, silly,” Nooney said. “This is going to help the crew through this tough time. Don’t think that Dr. Freddie hasn’t noticed how edgy and grumpy everyone has been lately. Let’s face it; we’re bored.”

Bain sat up in his chair. By jove, the quack actually had figured out something useful. But what did he propose to do about it?

“So I got to thinking,” Nooney continued, “what this crew needs is someone in charge of making sure we’re all having a good time. My duties as Chief Medical Officer prevent me from doing that job, so….drum roll please…” No one moved. “I created…STEVE!”

On cue, the hologram of a smiling human male materialized beside Nooney. He was dressed in a loud orange suit, with a purple dress shirt and a yellow tie speckled with blinking red and blue lights.

“My eyes!” Tovar screamed, falling to the deck and convulsing. All semblance of control was gone. Tovar’s internal battle flared more violently.

“Steve?” Marsden said, ignoring Tovar’s performance.

“No no,” Nooney said, turning and shaking his finger at her disapprovingly. “You have to say it with the exclamation point. Steve!”

“Oh god.”

“No. STEVE!”

Steve! suddenly jumped up into the air and landed in a split with his arms outstretched. “Ta da! I’m Steve! With me around, today and everyday will be fun, fun, FUN!”

“NOOOOOOOO!” Tovar wailed.

Bain reached down and hauled Tovar back into his seat, then faced Nooney. “Just what will be this Steve’s position on the Anomaly. And I’ll warn you now, if you say morale officer, I’m ejecting him straight out the airlock.” Bain had developed a somewhat irrational distaste for holograms since he’d been attacked and nearly killed by one a few weeks earlier.

Prosak leaned over and, in a whisper, briefly explained the illogic of attempting to eject a hologram out an airlock.

“Right. Well, the point is I won’t have a morale officer on my ship. Bad for morale, if you ask me.”

“Bad?” Nooney gasped. “How can someone whose sole purpose in life is to entertain be a bad thing?”

“I’m not entertained,” Marsden said.

“Me either. Can I get back to Cabral?” Kasyov said impatiently.

Steve! jumped to his feet. “But just you wait! The fun hasn’t even started yet.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Kasyov said. “If you’ll excuse me, Captain…”

“Right. Go on ahead. We can take it from here,” Bain said as Kasyov made a hasty retreat.

“Who wants to see a balloon animal?” Steve! asked.

“Ooooh! I do! I do!” Nooney exclaimed, jumping up and down.

“Can you do junilaths?” Prosak asked.

“Coming right up, young lady,” Steve! replied.

“I may be sick,” Tovar said.

“Oh! We can’t have that,” Nooney said, rushing over.

“Wrong choice of words there, old boy,” Bain said. “Just tough it out. We’ve been through worse. Remember Lendax Three.”

“They simply wished to kill us. This is far worse,” Tovar replied.

“Wow!” Prosak said. “That looks just like my junilath back home! Amazing, Steve!”

“Just let me die,” Marsden said.

“I’ll kill you, if you kill me,” Tovar said.

Steve! looked back and forth from Tovar to Marsden disapprovingly. “You two don’t seem to be having a good time. How about this?” Steve! snapped his fingers, and suddenly Tovar and Marsden were dressed in bright clown costumes complete with giant red shoes.

Tovar was instantly out of his seat. “This is ridiculous!” he snapped.

“AHHHHH!” Marsden screamed.

“Isn’t that great?” Nooney gushed. “Steve! has complete control of the holoemitters in this room. He can do anything he wants!”

“Captain, you have to put a stop to this,” Tovar said urgently, his oversize clown shoes squeaking on the deck as he stepped toward Bain. “I need my uniform back.”

“Lighten up, Tovar,” Bain replied. “Get into the spirit of things. Steve! is just trying to help.”

“Absolutamundo!” Steve! said. “Who else wants a balloon animal?”

“I do! I do!” Bain said. “What about a tiger?”

“You got it, Captain!” Steve! said. “And it will be ‘purrfect.’”

“This guy’s good,” Bain said laughing.

Tovar and Marsden looked at each other, then screamed.



TWO DAYS LATER



Captain Bain had to admit to being somewhat surprised when the doors of the ready room opened and Commander Prosak staggered out onto the bridge wearing green satin pajamas and rubbing sleep out of her eyes.

Prosak suddenly snapped awake. “Sorry. Wrong door,” she said sheepishly.

“What are you doing up here?” Bain asked, rising from the command chair and walking over to his first officer. “You’re scheduled to be asleep right now.”

“I am…or was. I simply got up to…um…”

“Say no more,” Bain said. He took a peek into the ready room that he had given to Prosak a couple of days prior. The desk had been pushed into one corner to make room for a twin bed. Several Vulcan meditation candles, an incense burner, and some padds were scattered about the room while a giant portrait of Spock dominated the rear wall.

“You’ve certainly made yourself comfortable,” Bain

remarked.

“I have relocated my quarters to here,” Prosak said. “This location will keep me closer to the bridge in case of emergency.”

“Potty or otherwise,” Bain said with a smile.

“Again, my apologies. I will have to make more of an effort to watch where I’m going, even when I’m half asleep.”

“Don’t worry yourself about it for another second. It’s not like you sleep in your skivvies or anything,” Bain said. “Good night, Commander.”

“Yes…well…” Prosak then noticed that Bain and Tovar were the only people on the bridge. “Excuse me, sir, but where is Mr. Arroyo? I believe he is scheduled for this shift.”

“Sickbay,” Bain said. “That pie eating contest Steve! held did him in. Poor blighter didn’t even win. For such a little guy, that Polnuc in engineering can sure pack it in.”

Throughout this conversation, Tovar remained at his post, his hands clenched on the edge of his console in a death grip as his knuckles turned whiter and whiter. The intruder was winning…and it was screaming in his head. YOU’RE GOING THE WRONG WAY! YOU’RE GOING THE WRONG WAY!!!

“AHHHHHH!” Tovar screamed suddenly, clapping his hands to the sides of his head. “We’re going the wrong way! We’re going the wrong way!”

“Tovar, old man? What’s the trouble?” Bain said concerned. Prosak immediately raced to the vacant helm console. “Prosak?”

“We are on a direct course for Andromeda. I do not know why Mr. Tovar would believe otherwise.”

“WE ARE GOING THE WRONG WAY!” Tovar bellowed, leaping over his console and charging down the ramp toward Prosak at the helm. “Stand aside.”

“I will not do that, Lieutenant Commander,” Prosak replied, putting particular emphasis on Tovar’s rank in hopes of reminding him where he stood in the chain of command. Tovar grabbed Prosak by the collar of her pajamas and tossed her over the helm and into the viewscreen.

“WE ARE GOING THE WRONG WAY!” Tovar screamed as Bain rushed to his fallen first officer.

“Are you all right, there?” Bain asked. Prosak nodded shakily while Bain helped her to her feet.

“Mister Tovar seems to be rather adamant about changing our course,” Prosak said flatly. Then she winced painfully. “And that really hurt!”

“Stiff upper lip, Commander. This is no time to lose it. Tovar beat us to that one.” Bain opened his hands in friendship and took a couple of steps toward Tovar, who was beating on the helm console trying to figure out why he couldn’t turn the ship around.

“It’s locked out,” Bain said soothingly. “Engineering and Cabral are handling this one. Just relax and tell Reggie what’s bothering you.”

“I think I made that clear,” Tovar said, glaring furiously at Bain. “We are going the wrong way.”

“Right. But this is the way to Andromeda.”

“I don’t want to go to Andromeda. This is all wrong.”

“No offense, lad, but you should have said something before we left the galaxy.”

“I wasn’t this me before we left the galaxy!” Tovar shouted.

“Um…okay…which you were you?”

“Tovar!”

“Stand clear, Captain,” Prosak said suddenly. She had returned to her quarters in the ready room and grabbed her wrist phaser.

“Sorry about this, old boy,” Bain said, diving for cover behind the helm. Just as Prosak fired, Tovar dove for the command chair, flipping in mid-air and landing on his feet in the chair. In another graceful move, he flipped over the back of the command chair, hit the deck in a roll, and sailed straight into the turbolift, leaving Prosak watching him in stunned silence.

“Agile little monkey, isn’t he?” Bain said, stepping up beside Prosak and clapping her on the shoulder. “Bain to engineering.”

“Polnuc here,” the Moglodin officer who ran gamma shift in engineering replied. “What can I help you with?”

“There’s a psychotic Yynsian probably heading your way. He’s in a bit of a snit at the moment. Just thought you should know. Bridge out.”

Polnuc managed to get out a “But…” before Bain closed the commline. Meanwhile, Prosak headed to Tovar’s station to try and locate the rogue officer.

“I don’t understand this,” Prosak said irritated.

“What’s the problem?” Bain asked.

“The computer insists that there are no Yynsians on board the Anomaly.”

“Clever isn’t he? Tovar doesn’t like to be tracked. I think he erased his bio-signature from the sensors after that physical he got from Nooney.”

“That makes it considerably more difficult to transport him to the safety of the brig before he can reach engineering.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it too much,” Bain said. “Tovar usually snaps out of these past life flare ups pretty quickly…but I can’t say that I’ve seen one this violent before. Going to have to mention that to the missus when we get back.”

“Why would this be relevant to Mrs. Bain, if I may ask?”

“She’s practically the boy’s mother. Has been ever since his parents vanished while he was at camp. Rosalyn felt I should take him under my wing and so on and so forth. But this isn’t really the time to be discussing the past. Zip me down to engineering, and let me see if I can’t talk some sense to him…or whoever he thinks he is at the moment.”



Bain materialized in engineering a split-second before Lieutenant Marsden rushed in angrily. She was still pulling on her uniform top having been rousted out of bed by all of this. Tovar, meanwhile, was holding Polnuc and the other six officers on duty in engineering at bay with a plasma welder near the anti-sing core.

“Turn the ship around,” Tovar said, his eyes blazing as he aimed the welder at Polnuc’s nose.

“Put that welder down, or I’m going to jam it up your ass,” Marsden said, charging toward Tovar.

“Hold on there a second, Marsie,” Bain said, grabbing Marsden by the arm as she passed him. “The boy’s sick. He needs our understanding, not serious injury.”

“Listen here, Captain,” Marsden spat, mustering all the disdain she could. “That ‘boy’ is threatening my staff. Somebody better do something, or he’s going to need serious medical attention.”

“You rang,” a female voice said sarcastically from behind them. Dr. Nooney’s Andorian nurse, Ih’vik, was just entering engineering wielding a hypospray like a knife. “That Romulan gal said there was a raving psycho down here. My words, not hers.” She spun the hypospray in her hand. “Okay. Who gets it?”

“Take a guess!” Marsden screamed, jumping up and down in fury.

“Gotcha. One sedative, coming right up.” Ih’vik let out a blood-freezing battle cry and pounced on Marsden like a panther. The engineer’s eyes widened in shock and fear, then went glassy as Ih’vik’s hypospray slammed into her neck. Marsden was unconscious on the deck a moment later.

“Beautiful leap, there,” Bain said, “but I’m afraid the patient is actually the one with the plasma welder.”

Tovar turned to them briefly, wielding the welder threateningly. “Take one step, and those antenna will be little bits of charcoal.”

“Whatever, buddy,” Ih’vik muttered as she reloaded the hypospray. “You wanna come peacefully?”

“I will not come at all. Don’t you understand? We’re going the wrong way! How many times do I have to say it?”

“You’re done,” Ih’vik said.

“I am?” Tovar asked confused. Ih’vik suddenly winged the hypospray at Tovar like a throwing dagger. It impacted perfectly in the Yynsian’s chest, injecting its contents into his raging body. Tovar’s eyes went glassy as a silly grin covered his face. “I feel funny.” Then he collapsed to the deck, joining Marsden in dreamland.



FIVE DAYS LATER



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 175209.4. After a short stay in Sickbay, Lieutenant Commander Tovar has returned to duty. He has no recollection of trying to take over the ship and absolutely no idea why he would have been screaming that we’re going the wrong way. I guess we’ll just chalk it up to one of those past life things. Dr. Nooney wanted to keep Tovar a bit longer to run a few more of his “tests,” but I decided the poor boy’s been through enough already. Besides, we’re approaching the Andromeda galaxy, and I want my best team in position ready to take on whatever challenges we may face.



“What do you mean we can’t get in?” Bain demanded, spinning his chair around to face Dr. Kasyov, who was manning the science station. On the viewscreen, the outer edge of the Andromeda Galaxy beckoned.

“The entire galaxy for as far as we can scan seems to be surrounded by some kind of force field,” Kasyov said.

“Is it like the Great Barrier?” Bain asked. Damn. He knew he should have asked to take along one of those gateways just in case something like this happened.

“No. Andromeda does have a barrier of a sort, but it is relatively weak. We should be able to pass through it with no trouble…if the force field wasn’t there,” Kasyov replied.

“So it’s artificial?”

“Most force fields are.”

“I am reading a comm signal. It’s on an unusual frequency, but the computer does believe it’s a message. The universal translator is working on it now.”

“Source?” Bain asked.

“There seem to be buoys of some sort scattered at regular intervals along the border of Andromeda,” Tovar replied. “The translation is coming through now. Audio only.”

“On speakers.”

“Welcome to the Andromeda Galaxy,” a friendly female voice said. “We’re very pleased that you are interested in visiting our galaxy; however, you must enter through one of our many convenient checkpoints. Coordinates for the one closest to this position are being transmitted now. Have a wonderful day, and we hope you enjoy your stay in Andromeda.”

“Cheery sort,” Bain said. “Awfully nice to know we got their galaxy’s name right, too.”

“The translation added our name for it,” Tovar said. “We’re about three tongues short of being able to pronounce the name that was in the original message.”

“Oh…well…makes sense. Mr. Arroyo, as soon as you have those coordinates, take us to this checkpoint or whatever it is.”

“On our way,” Arroyo reported. “ETA at standard warp cruising speed is twenty minutes.”

“Not bad at all,” Bain said. He turned toward Kasyov. “So how is Cabral holding up? Were the two weeks too rough on him?”

“He’s relieved not to be holding us in anti-sing anymore, but otherwise he seems to be doing quite well. He’s taking a nap at the moment. Has been ever since we dropped out of anti-sing,” Kasyov said.

“It’s well deserved. He did a bang-up job.”

“Um…captain,” Arroyo said hesitantly.

“What is it?”

“Look,” Arroyo pointed at the viewscreen. Ahead of them, floating in space, was some type of octagonal object marked with symbols.

“Tovar?”

“Working,” Tovar said. “The universal translator is not sure. It needs a bigger writing sample.”

“Lucky us. Here comes another one,” Arroyo said as the Anomaly approached, then flew by another of the octagonal shapes.

“Tovar?”

“Still working. One more should do it.”

“Your wish is their command,” Arroyo said as another shape came into view.

“I have it,” Tovar said. “The message reads…” Tovar fell silent for a moment. “Two for one uroplins at Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway. Just ahead.”

“What the devil is a uroplin?” Bain asked, turning on Kasyov.

“I have no idea, but evidently we can get two of them,” the science officer reported.

For the next several minutes, the Anomaly continued passing similar signs.

“You’d Be Galactically Stupid to Miss Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway.”

“Good Food, Great Prices, and Gambling Await You At Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway!”

“Mention this Sign and Get 20% Off at Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway Hotel and Casino!”

“Free Defonilation with Every Energy Transfer at Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway!”

The Anomaly crew wasn’t quite sure what to make of that last one.

“I am detecting several ships ahead of us,” Tovar reported finally. On the viewscreen a vast single-file line of ships stretched out before them. On the whole, they were stationary, but every so often they would all move forward about one ship length. Tovar changed the image on the viewscreen to show why the ships were in line. At the barrier of Andromeda was a massive complex that each ship had to pass through one by one before they were allowed into the galaxy.

The ships themselves ranged from the fairly ordinary mechanical sort to complex masses of biotissue unlike anything they had ever seen. “The computer doesn’t recognize any of it,” Kasyov said. “The alloys, the bioreadings, the energy signatures…it’s all completely unknown. The computer’s about to have a nervous breakdown.”

“Just get as much data as you can,” Bain said. “We’ll let the eggheads back at Starfleet Sciences sort it all out when we get back. Queue us up, Mr. Arroyo.”

“Queue?” Arroyo asked.

“It’s British for get us into the line, Ensign,” Tovar said.

“Oh! Why didn’t you say so?”

“It’s not like I speak a bloody foreign language,” Bain said indignantly.

“We’ve been queued,” Arroyo said.

“You aren’t even using the word right,” Bain snapped. “Forget it. Tovar, since we’re going to be stuck here for a while, try contacting some of the nearby ships. Let’s meet the neighbors.”

Bain looked over his right shoulder. “And where the devil is Prosak?”

“Asleep in the ready…her quarters,” Tovar said. “Would you like me to summon her?”

“No no. If she’s off duty, let her catch her forty winks. She’ll want to be rested when we actually get into Andromeda.”

“The vessel immediately in front of us is responding,” Tovar reported.

“On screen.”

The image of the green, bulbous mass of biomatter that someone claimed was a ship vanished and was replaced with the image of a room…at least Bain guessed it was a room. It just looked like a big, pulsating mass of reddish-green goo. A tentacle- like bit of the goo extended from the wall toward the viewscreen. When it got close, six eye-like disks opened up and stared at the Anomaly bridge crew for several moments, all the while blinking madly. Suddenly, mouth-like gaps opened all over the tentacle and started laughing madly as mini-tentacles sprung out and pointed at Bain and the others.

The comm signal abruptly cut off.

“Well that was a bit rude,” Bain said.

“We don’t know that for sure, Captain,” Kasyov said. “That could simply be this race’s way of communicating with us. What does the universal translator think?”

“They were laughing at us,” Tovar replied flatly.

“Is it sure?”

“99.9% certainty.”

“Oh. Well…”

“Don’t you worry about it, Doctor,” Bain said. “They may not think much of us now, but if any of them try anything, we’ll give them a good what for!”

“Unless they have fantastically advanced weaponry that obliterates us in one shot,” Tovar muttered.



The Anomaly spent the next hour slowly advancing in line and attempting to contact the other vessels stuck there with them. Most of their hails were either ignored or not received by whatever bizarre technology the various alien ships used as comm systems. Most of those races that did respond either broke down into gales of hysterical laughter or threatened to destroy, sell, or eat the Anomaly crew.

At long last, the Anomaly approached the station at the Andromeda border and slowly sailed into the large, grid-like structure used by whatever species ran this facility to examine incoming vessels.

“Kind of looks like a big shipyard dock,” Arroyo commented.

“For ships far larger than our own,” Tovar said.

“You’re being awfully negative back there, old boy,” Bain said.

“A natural response considering I will be the one who has to attempt to get us out of trouble should this go badly. I do not like not having the slightest idea what we’re up against.”

“Comes with the job,” Bain said.

Several scanning beams traced over the Anomaly as a small vessel, no bigger than a shuttle, circled around above the saucer.

“We are being hailed,” Tovar said.

“On screen,” Bain replied, straightening his uniform as he stood up to greet whoever this was. The exterior view on the screen shifted to that of a muscular, purplish-skinned humanoid. His body and head were both very bulky and hairless as far as Bain could tell. Actually, Bain couldn’t stop staring at the head. It was like a rounded off triangle with two yellow eyes and a hideous gaping mouth with…as Tovar had predicted…three tongues, each of which seemed to move almost like tentacles.

“Welcome to the Andromeda Galaxy,” the being said tiredly as if he had repeated this speech many many many times before. “I am Enforcer Ooobuudaa of the Associates’ Organization of Enforcers Enforcing Ordinances of the Associates. You may simply call us AOEEOA.” Bain and Tovar looked at each other and mouthed “AOEEOA?” as Ooobuudaa continued. “Before AOEEOA can allow you to enter our fair galaxy, we must ask you a few basic questions.” His hand held a device resembling a padd.

“By all means,” Bain replied.

“Name?”

“Captain Reginald Bain. USS Anomaly.”

“Ship’s name?

“I just said it. USS Anomaly.”

Ooobuudaa looked up from his padd. “Just answer the questions I ask briefly and completely. You don’t want to make this difficult. Trust me.”

“Fine. Carry on.”

“Galaxy of origin?”

“We call it the Milky Way. I’m not quite sure what you would call it. It’s the one right back there.” Bain pointed back over his shoulder. “Just go straight for a few million light years.”

Ooobuudaa eyed Bain again, then a toothy grin spread across his face. “You’re from there? Ha! We didn’t think any of you primitives would get a decent propulsion system for a few more centuries. What do you know?”

“Do you want me to answer that?”

Ooobuudaa glared at Bain. “Don’t mess with me. Please. What’s your business in Andromeda?”

“We really don’t have any. We’re just here to take a look about and see what’s what.”

“Tourism. Got it. How long do you plan on staying?”

“Oh I don’t know. A couple of weeks?” Bain said hopefully.

“Acceptable. Are you carrying any fruits, vegetables, plants, or non-sentient animals?”

“Well, we have an arboretum, and I have my petunias. That’s about it for plants. No pets, though.”

“Right. All plants will be surrendered immediately.”

“But my petunias!” Bain protested. “Tovar!”

“With all due respect, sir, I don’t think that would be advisable.”

“Damn it all, you’re right. I can get new ones when we get home. All right, you win. Take the plants!”

The ship suddenly shook slightly. “We’ve been hit by some sort of energy pulse from the grid surrounding us. All plant life on the ship has been obliterated,” Tovar reported.

“Efficiently blighters, aren’t they?” Bain said.

“Moving on,” Ooobuudaa said. “Are any members of your crew godlike beings, shapeshifters, or disembodied brains?”

“Well…we’ve got…”

“Nope! Not a one!” Kasyov said, jumping up out of her chair and running up beside Bain. “Nobody here but us boring old humanoids.”

Ooobuudaa’s eyes narrowed. “Really?”

“Absolutely!” Kasyov said as Bain stared at her confused.

“Is she telling the truth, Captain? The Associates are very strict about our regulations on this matter.”

“Um…er…sure,” Bain said, forcing a smile.

“Then you won’t mind if we come over there and take a look.”

“Not at all,” Kasyov said. “We look forward to it. Please excuse me.” Kasyov took off at a sprint for the turbolift.

“Well…I guess you’re coming over then,” Bain said. “Anomaly out.” As the image of the outpost returned, Bain turned to look at his tac-ops officer. Tovar just shook his head and put it down on his console.

“That bad?” Bain said.

Tovar just groaned.



Kasyov ran into Science Lab Four at top speed and immediately dove to her control console in front of Cabral.

“What is going on?” Cabral asked, concern evident in his voice.

“Andromedans…no brains…coming here,” Kasyov gasped as she tried to catch her breath.

“We’re being boarded by brainless Andromedans?”

“No. The Andromedans…don’t allow…your kind…into their galaxy. No brains.”

“Oh. I see. That could be a problem. What do you suggest we do about, Natalia?”

“I’ve got to shut you down. Disengage you from the system. If there aren’t any energy readings in here, maybe they won’t bother to look inside,” Kasyov replied, trying to automatically disconnect Cabral using her console. It wasn’t working.

“I told you, my dear. I’m thoroughly meshed into the ship’s engineering systems now. I can’t just be turned off with the flick of a switch. Ripping me out would shut down half of the ship.”

“Then what the hell are we going to do!” Kasyov shouted.

“Can’t you just throw some plants in here to mask my life readings or something?”

“They took all our plants.”

“That wasn’t very sporting of them,” Cabral said.

Kasyov scowled. “You’re starting to sound like Bain.”

“That’s what I was going for. I’m trying to master the crews’ dialects.”

“Now is definitely not the time,” Kasyov said. “Got to think. Think. Think.” Kasyov suddenly jumped up out of her seat and ran toward the door. “Be right back!”



Bain paced the bridge, cracking the knuckles on his left hand one by one. “Blighters should be here by now. Not cricket to leave us waiting like this,” he muttered. “Blast!” In a fit of motion, he charged over to Prosak’s door and pounded on it. The Romulan answered the door a couple of moments later, dressed in those green satin pajamas again and rubbing sleep from her eyes.

“What do you want?” she demanded, then caught herself and forced her face into a look of Vulcan stoicism. “How may I be of assistance, Captain?”

“We’re here, and we’re being boarded. You have the conn. I’m going to deal with these Andromedanianians myself!” Bain said, grabbing Prosak’s arm and pulling her out onto the bridge. Then Bain heard a popping, crackling noise behind him. He turned around just in time to see Ooobuudaa and another being, this one far taller and lankier than Ooobuudaa, materialize in front of the viewscreen.

“This is Chief Associate Enforcer Uuulaadoodee,” Ooobuudaa said. “He will be overseeing this search to make sure it is performed in accordance with the Ordinances of the Associates.”

“A pleasure,” Bain said, extending his arm for Uuulaadoodee to shake. The Chief Associate Enforcer just stared at him. “Right. Well, I’m Captain Reginald Bain. This is Commander Prosak, Lieutenant Commander Tovar, and Ensign Arroyo. On behalf of the United Federation of Planets in the Milky Way galaxy, welcome to the USS Anomaly.”

Uuulaadoodee hadn’t stopped looking at Prosak. “Why is this one dressed differently? Is it due to gender discrimination? The Associates will not allow…”

“No no no. She just woke up,” Bain said. “She was asleep in the ready room.”

“Ready? And what is she ready for? To service your crew in some primitive…”

Prosak broke in before Uuulaadoodee could get any farther. “I assure you, Chief Associate Enforcer, that that is not the case. I am second in command of this vessel. The species of the United Federation of Planets believe in equality on all levels.”

“We are relieved to hear it,” Uuulaadoodee said.

“Good. Glad we’ve gotten that cleared up,” Bain said. “Now then, we don’t have anything else interesting over here, but it was definitely a pleasure to meet a new species.”

Uuulaadoodee stared at Bain, his yellow eyes unblinking. “We have reason to believe that this ship contains beings the Associates have deemed inadmissable to our galaxy.”

“But what about all that equality stuff you just said?”

“This is very different. Now then, we will search the ship.”

“All right,” Bain said. “But I don’t think you’re going to find any god-like beings or shapeshifters here.”

“What about disembodied brains?” Uuulaadoodee asked.

“Er…them either,” Bain said, leading Uuulaadoodee and Ooobuudaa into to the turbolift.

“Was Bain’s diplomacy the cause of this?” Prosak asked Tovar once Bain and the visitors had left.

“Not entirely,” Tovar replied. “And I believe that Dr. Kasyov is currently attempting to prevent Cabral from being discovered. I would suggest, however, that we devise an alternate plan.”

“Such as?”

“Running?” Arroyo offered.

“I was going to add a bit of blasting myself, but that is the general idea,” Tovar said.

Prosak half-sat/half-collapsed into the command chair. “I have no idea what the logical thing to say in this situation is.”

“Most likely some form of profanity,” Tovar said.

“Oh yeah. Definitely,” Arroyo concurred.



Kasyov rushed back into Science Lab Four several minutes after she left pushing a large box that had been fitted with a couple of anti-grav generators. In a mad dash, she dumped out the box’s contents and began setting them up around the room. Two easels were erected near the rear wall, and Kasyov placed a painting on one, then a blank canvas on the other. Next she put several small statues on the science console and on a worktable against the side wall. Finally, she took several buckets of paint and started prying them open.

“Natalia, I hate to pry, but what is going on here?” Cabral said.

“What does it look like? I’m saving you!”

“With art? How…erudite.”

Kasyov took bucket of red and yellow paint and ran over to Cabral. “You’re sealed, right?”

“Natalia…wait a moment.”

“No time,” Kasyov said, sloshing paint randomly on Cabral. “It’s insta-dry, so you should be fine.” She added a bit of blue, green, and orange, then rushed over to the blank canvas. She dumped blue all over the canvas, then pulled a couple of brushes out of her lab coat. In seconds, she spread green along the bottom of the canvas and painted a yellow circle near the top. “There! Instant landscape!”

She splashed a bit of paint on herself for good measure, then grabbed a large white tarp from her pile of materials. “Just stay quiet,” she ordered as she draped the tarp over Cabral, completely covering the sphere.

Seconds later, the lab doors opened and Bain, Uuulaadoodee, and Ooobuudaa entered. “You really don’t need to see this room,” Bain was saying. “It’s just…” He stopped in his tracks and looked around confused at the drastic change in decor.

“Welcome to my studio!” Kasyov exclaimed, racing over to Uuulaadoodee and Ooobuudaa. “Are you art lovers?”

“Is this the one?” Uuulaadoodee asked Ooobuudaa.

Ooobuudaa nodded. “Yes, Chief Associate. She ran out of the command room when I said we were coming over.”

“I had sudden inspiration,” Kasyov said. “Artists get that sometimes. Your species’ skin is such a lovely shade of purple.”

“And what did it inspire you to do?” Uuulaadoodee asked.

“Um…well…this!” Kasyov said, grabbing one of the small statues on the console and dipping it in her bucket of purple paint. “What do you think?”

“I am not much of an art critic,” Uuulaadoodee said.

“What do you call this one?” Ooobuudaa asked, pointing at the landscape.

“My Backyard,” Kasyov replied. “It’s an Earth scene.”

“And this one?” Ooobuudaa pointed to the portrait of a dark-haired woman sitting in front of a window, smiling slightly.

“Um…the Mona Lisa,” Kasyov said weakly.

“It is far superior to your landscape,” Ooobuudaa said, walking toward the drape covering Cabral. “But what about this?”

“We are wasting time, Enforcer Ooobuudaa,” Uuulaadoodee said impatiently.

“It’s nothing,” Kasyov said. “Just a work in progress.”

“May I see it?” Ooobuudaa asked.

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

“You heard the lady,” Bain said quickly. “Let’s get moving.”

Ooobuudaa suddenly grabbed the tarp and ripped it off of Cabral, revealing the oddly-painted sphere. “Very…well…what is it?”

“Part sculpture. Part painting. I’m not sure yet,” Kasyov said nervously. “Like I said. Work in progress.”

“There, Ooobuudaa,” Uuulaadoodee snapped. “You have invaded this nice woman’s privacy and seen her work. May we move on?” Uuulaadoodee pulled a small device out of his belt and began looking at it. “Now then, the next suspicious life reading is emanating from…” Uuulaadoodee swung his device around the room as Bain very subtly reached up to his collar and tapped his commpip.

“Bain to bridge,” he whispered. “Monitor this channel. This could get ugly in a hurry, so I suggest you come up with a plan.”



On the bridge, Prosak and Tovar exchanged glances.

“Does this mean we’re going with the running and shooting?” Arroyo asked.

“I’m afraid so,” Tovar said. “Putting shields and weapons on standby. Just give me the word, Commander.”

Prosak shifted a bit in the command chair. “Maybe I won’t have to,” she said hopefully.

“Have you reached odds calculations in your Vulcan studies yet?” Tovar asked.

“Oh stop it,” Prosak snapped. But it was too late. Her mind went back to the RommaVulc lessons she’d had on the subject. Odds of her not having to give the word…hmm…Bain variable…Kasyov…unknown technology…approximately one million to one. Prosak sank a little deeper into her chair.



Uuulaadoodee completed his sweep of the ship with his scanning device, his gaze falling on Cabral’s sphere. “We have been deceived, Ooobuudaa,” Uuulaadoodee said grimly.

“This isn’t art?” Ooobuudaa asked.

“There is a brain inside this sphere. You will hand it over to us now!”

“Look, if there’s a problem, we can be on our way back to our own galaxy,” Kasyov said.

“I don’t know about that, Doctor,” Bain said. “Admiral Larkin would probably have some choice words for us…possibly even a few court-martials, seeing as how we’d be disobeying orders and such.”

“Leaving is impossible. You are currently in the Associates Examination and Enforcement Arena,” Uuulaadoodee said.

“Besides, this area is entrance only. It’s a one-way space lane. The exit is several hundred kilometers that way,” Ooobuudaa added, pointing to his left. “You’re going to have to hand over your brain.”

“Go to hell!” Kasyov shouted, drawing a phaser out of her lab coat. Uuulaadoodee and Ooobuudaa ran for cover.

“Bugger!” Bain shouted, diving backwards and yanking his commpip toward his mouth. “Now, Prosak! Now now now!”



“I think that’s the word,” Prosak said.

“I hope so,” Arroyo said. “Otherwise we’re about to piss off a whole lot of people for nothing.” Arroyo activated the ship’s polaron engines, rocketing them forward at full impulse as Tovar let loose a barrage of neutron torpedoes and compression phaser blasts at the grid surrounding them.

The Anomaly sped ahead and found itself in almost a tunnel of various structures and outposts all decorated with flashing lights and signs. “This must be Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway,” Tovar said as Arroyo frantically tried to keep the Anomaly from colliding with any one of the many ships zipping around the facility in various directions.

“Damn,” Arroyo said. “I was hoping to stop and get something in the gift shop.”

“We are being pursued,” Tovar reported. “Four vessels of similar configuration to the Associate craft that confronted us in the grid are closing on our position.”

“How soon until we clear Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway and can jump to anti-sing?” Prosak asked.

“Hard to say,” Arroyo replied. “This place goes on forever!”

“Well, surely the Associates will not fire on us while other ships are about.”

“Your naivete is charming but badly timed,” Tovar said.

“Fine!” Prosak snapped. “Feel free to blast them, then…but only if they shoot at us first!”

The ship suddenly rocked from several impacts. “They have shot at us first. Infi-phasic shields are down by eight percent. Re-sheathing now.”

“Return fire, Mr. Tovar. Evasive maneuvers, Mr. Arroyo,” Prosak ordered with a calm she didn’t feel.

“Evasive? Are you kidding? We barely have enough room for flying straight.”

“Do the best you can.”

The ship rocked again. “I am having difficulty returning fire,” Tovar said. “Unless I may have permission to fire at will.”

“I don’t think that will improve our situation any,” Prosak said.



“This is really very pointless,” Uuulaadoodee said as he cowered behind the science console with Ooobuudaa. “There’s now reason to put yourselves at risk just for some stupid old disembodied brain!”

“Stupid! These brains are my life’s work,” Kasyov shouted. “And my friends!”

“The brain will not be harmed,” Uuulaadoodee said. “Just give him up, and we will send your ship on its way.”

“Never!” Kasyov cried, shaking her fists in the air. Ooobuudaa suddenly popped up behind the console and fired a tiny, pen-shaped weapon at Kasyov, narrowly missing her.

“Hey!” Kasyov said ducking behind Cabral. “That’s not fair!”

“Hold on here, folks,” Bain said. “Judging by the shaking and moving I’m feeling, we’re probably zipping away from your outpost as we speak. Why don’t we just agree to disagree and call this whole thing off?”

“The Associates will not allow that,” Uuulaadoodee said.

“And I won’t allow you to take Cabral,” Kasyov said.

“Dammit! I’m trying to be diplomatic here! If I had a phaser, I’d shoot all three of you!” Bain snapped in frustration.



“We’re clearing Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway,” Arroyo said.

“Standby on anti-sing engines,” Prosak said. “Any course. On my mark. Three…two…one…”

The ship suddenly lurched forward violently as lights flickered and exploded in showers of sparks.

“I guess I should have marked a moment sooner,” Prosak muttered.

Another blast send the ship rolling forward almost end over end. Their movement was suddenly brought to a dead stop, tossing Tovar over his console into Prosak, who was at that moment flying into Arroyo. All three officers smashed into the front viewscreen, then slid to the deck as the ship righted itself.

“Ow…”Arroyo gasped weakly.

“This…is why…you don’t line everyone up in a row,” Tovar said, forcing himself to his feat and crawling back to his station. The bridge was bathed in strobing red lights as smoke slowly billowed out of the ceiling and engineering console.

“Shields down,” Tovar said once he arrived at his console. “We’re being held by tractor beams from all four ships.”



Down in Science Lab Four, Bain peeled himself off the back wall and disentangled himself from the easel he’d slammed into during the ship’s convulsions. On the other side of the room, Kasyov slowly pulled herself up from behind Cabral and stumbled over to the science console where Uuulaadoodee and Ooobuudaa were shaking their heads trying to clear them after having been slammed violently against the console.

“There is no need for this to continue,” Uuulaadoodee said, tapping away at his scanning device.

“Damn right,” Kasyov replied. “Now get the hell out of here!”

“Of course. There is no reason for us to stay,” Uuulaadoodee said. After typing in one final sequence, Uuulaadoodee and Ooobuudaa vanished in what almost looked like a cylinder of static.

“And don’t come back!” Kasyov shouted at the empty air.

“Um…er…,” Bain said.

“What is it?” Kasyov demanded.

Bain pointed behind Kasyov at Cabral. “Er…”

Kasyov whirled around to discover what had Bain speechless.

Cabral was gone. All that remained was the housing his sphere used to rest in.

Suddenly, the lights in the room went out. Moments later, emergency lighting clicked in. The science console was completely dark.

“What the devil?” Bain said.



Down in engineering, Marsden ran around frantically from the status board to the anti-sing core to the individual control stations as system after system went down across the ship.

“Propulsion is out,” Ensign Rellsio shouted.

“Compression phasers are going too,” Lieutenant Polnuc called.

“What do we have?” Marsden demanded.

“Comm systems. Partial life support. That’s about it,” Rellsio said.

“Marsden to Bain.”

“Bain here,” the captain’s voice replied. He sounded like he was light years away. The comm system was working but not well.

“What the hell just happened?”

“I haven’t the foggiest. Wait…hold on…” Marsden could hear Kasyov’s voice in the background. “What do you mean he’d integrated himself into the systems?” Bain shouted suddenly. “Bit of a problem, Marsie,” Bain said more calmly. “Seems that Cabral had integrated himself more thoroughly than we realized.”

“No kidding,” Marsden said.

“What’s that mean?”

“Well…”



“…Cabral’s gone, and everything’s shot,” Arroyo reported. His console was the only one that was functioning at all, and even that was intermittent.

“Perhaps running and blasting wasn’t the most logical plan,” Prosak said thoughtfully.

“I did not hear any better suggestions,” Tovar replied.

Suddenly, the comm system erupted to life all over the ship.

“Thank you for your compliance with our customs regulations,” Uuulaadoodee’s voice said. “On behalf of the Associates, I welcome you and hope you enjoy your stay in the Andromeda Galaxy.”

“A stay which has now become permanent,” Tovar muttered. Prosak tried not to let such a negative thought overwhelm her, but Tovar had a point. Without Cabral, there was no anti-sing, and without anti-sing, there was no way home.



Outside, the four Associates ships disengaged their tractor beams, leaving the Anomaly helpless and adrift.
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Chief Engineer Shelly Marsden looked around the smoking mess that was the anti-singularity chamber and emitted a low, angered grunt.

“It’s fried. Emitters, singularity compensator, forcefields. When they pulled Cabral out, a backfire surged through the anti-sing system, nearly fragged the entire thing.”

Captain Reginald Bain dangled his head down from the hole in the ceiling. “That bad, eh?” Bain had made his way from Science Lab Four, through the Jefferies tubes, to engineering shortly after Marsden’s irritated call from engineering, informing him of just how bad things were. Bain felt somewhat bad about leaving Kasyov to her own devices in Cabral’s (former) chamber, but she was a sturdy woman, he decided, and could handle the hurdle that the “Associates” had thrown their way by stealing their resident brain.

“Well, then,” Bain continued, “what about the regular warp engines?”

“They were next on my list,” Marsden said, turning and climbing the ladder out of the Anti-Sing chamber and into the warp core chamber. Devix and Polnuc were scrambling about with a host of other engineers, flipping switches, yanking out nano-linear chips, re-routing power and other lovely things.

Marsden kicked a control, which activated a pressure-door, sealing off the anti-sing chamber. No one would be using THAT for a while, anyway. She turned toward the pulsating blue warp core, a narrow column about the size of Marsden herself. After waving her hand over a few holographic controls, then yanking out the drawer that stood at waist-level at the center of the core, and then cursing aloud, Marsden turned to Bain, who watched all this with detached curiosity.

“Thoughts?” Bain asked lightly.

“Whatever crackled through the anti-sing system also zipped through here and eradicated our dilithium supply.”

“Nasty little bugger, this backfire thing,” Bain muttered.

“The good news is the warp core systems are more or less functioning normally. If we can get more dilithium crystals, we will at least be warp-capable.”

“Capital!” Bain said. “How about that whole Cabral-integration problem?”

“Oh, do you mean the way he just DECIDED to integrate himself into our systems in such a way that his absence has completely crippled us?” Marsden railed.

“Yes, that would be the one,” Bain mumbled.

“Well, I think my people can re-establish primary computer control in a jiff. A jiff being NINE FREAKING HOURS!”

Bain blinked. “Well, then. Looks like we have a bit of a problem.”

“You could say that, Captain. Do you recall us passing any useful outposts?”

Bain rubbed his chin. “I have no idea. That reminds me, I should get up to the bridge. Back in a jiff.”

“THAT BETTER NOT BE A NINE-HOUR JIFF!” Marsden cried, causing Bain to feel somewhat pleased that he was getting the hell out of engineering.

“Hey, I hear someone’s having a case of the frownies!” came a voice from behind Marsden. She whirled, then screamed.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHRRRGGGGGGG!”

No. Nononononononononono. Steve. Steve. STEVE!

“Good news, Lieutenant!” came the cheery voice of Ensign Devix. “I got the holo-projectors up and running.”

Steve! was dressed in a red-and-white suit, complete with bowtie, straw hat, and cane.

“I know just how to brighten your day…cue music!” Steve! called out.

“TURN THAT THING OFF!”

“Grey skies are gonna clear up, put on a happy face!”

“TURN IT OFF!”

Marsden stomped over to an array of nano-linear chips and started yanking.

“Lieutenant, ya better cheer up, where is that happy face!”

Yank, yank, yank.

“If you don’t cheer up soon I’ll bake you a great big cake, Miss Shelly Marsden, PUT ON A HAAAPPPPPPYYYYYYY–”

Steve! disappeared with a static sparkle, and for the first time since entering the Andromeda galaxy, Shelly Marsden felt pure, unadulterated, joy.



Natalia Kasyov felt pure, unadulterated anger.

She stared, aghast, at the blank spot in the corner of Science Lab Four where Cabral once sat in his interface. It was a bit dusty. Even in the 26th century, dust was possible.

Kasyov thought to herself, indeed, how dirty Cabral’s former domicile was. It would have to be cleaned.

<Coming, my dear…be patient! There’s lots of cleaning to do around this place for one old woman, you know!> came a voice ringing in Kasyov’s head. Who in the hell was THAT?

Shortly thereafter, the doors to the science lab wrenched open and in walked a tall, elegant woman with an upraised chin and pristine suede coveralls and a doily apron, with an emergency satchel of cleaning supplies over her shoulder and a hairnet over her perfect bun of curly black hair.

“It’s quite a circus out there in the corridors,” the woman said as she pranced about the lab, firing a pen-shaped device about which seemed to instantly eradicate dust and grime. Kasyov didn’t realize how much difference a good dusting made, even on a perfectly clean starship.

“The air filtration system is out,” explained the woman as she sidled past Kasyov and ran her beam over Cabral’s housing. “And…hey…wasn’t there a big spheroid brain here before?”

Kasyov just stood there, speechless. She’d been on the Anomaly for just over two months, and had never seen or heard of this woman before.

“Well?” asked the woman, who’d spoken earlier to Kasyov by pure, projected thought.

“Um…” Kasyov stammered. “He was…abducted.”

“Shame about that.” The woman sat down on the edge of Cabral’s casing. “Want to talk about it?”

“I…”

“I’m a Betazoid, you know.” That would explain it.

“You’re a Betazoid…and you’re our cleaning woman?”

“Now you’re getting it.”

“How come I’ve never seen you around before?”

“There’s a lot of ship to clean. And don’t think for a minute that Starfleet would bother giving me an assistant.” Before Kasyov could interject, the cleaning lady continued. “But, believe you me, I know you. I’ve cleaned your quarters every day, while you’re on-shift. Must say I’m not crazy about your choice of reading material. Really…Nude Brains of Summer? Come on, what kind of garbage is that?”

“You’ve sifted through my THINGS!” Kasyov was over the initial shock of the encounter and now she was just plain mad.

“I have to, in order to keep the place tidy. Did you think your bed just made itself?”

“I…I just supposed…”

“You just supposed the ship’s computer did it? Well, if only we were so advanced, darling.”

“WHY ARE YOU HERE?” Kasyov demanded.

“To clean, of course. Oh, how rude of me, I haven’t introduced myself.” The woman extended a white-gloved hand. “Helena Troi. At your service.”

Kasyov gingerly took Helena’s hand and shook it. “Charmed. Natalia Kasyov. Ship’s science officer.”

“I know,” Helena said spookily.

“If you know so much, how do we get out of this mess.”

“I’m a telepath, not a psychic. I may not know the future, but I can see what’s going on in that head of yours…things you dare not admit to yourself. And I think you know what I’m talking about.”

“I don’t have a clue,” Kasyov replied unconvincingly.

“Of course. You’re worried about what people will think. Who cares? I had an ancestor who rumor has it fell head over heels for a shapeshifting puddle of goo.”

“We’re just friends. People can worry about their friends,” Kasyov replied.

“You’d better be on your way, then. Lots to do. Your captain needs you. So does that brain.” She smiled enigmatically.



“Would you PLEASE put a uniform on?” Tovar muttered from behind Prosak, who was still dressed in her green satin pajamas. She’d been roused from bed at about the time the Associates Enforcers had boarded the ship and hadn’t had time to change into a uniform since.

Prosak turned to Tovar, raising an eyebrow. “I should think there are more important things to be done at the moment.”

“Not from where I’m standing, Commander.”

Prosak turned back around to face the viewscreen, deciding not to give Tovar the satisfaction of a reply.

“Commander, there’s nothing on the viewscreen.”

Prosak smouldered.

Just then, a hatch creaked open at Prosak’s feet and Bain stuck his head out.

“For God sakes, Prosak, put on a proper uniform!” Bain demanded.

“I thought we had far more pressing matters to attend to, Captain.”

Bain climbed onto the deck and stood, surveying the darkened bridge. “We’re dead in space. What else do we have to do?”

“FINE!” snapped Prosak. “If anyone needs me, I’ll be in my room.” She stormed ten feet over to the door to the former ready-room and slammed right into the door.

“There seems to be some door problems about the ship, there, Commander,” Bain said helpfully.

“Indeed,” Prosak muttered, rubbing her nose. She forced the doors open, slid inside and forced them shut.

Bain turned to Tovar. “Does everyone seem a bit testy today for some reason?”

“I hadn’t noticed,” Tovar said. “Sir, what is our next objective?”

“Besides getting our brain back? Well, I thought it’d be a capital idea to find a place to put in for repairs. Any ideas?”

Tovar grunted. “Hrm. A few. Do you recall the billboards we passed on the way in?”

“Yes, Garnok’s Galactic Jamboree or something like that?”

Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway, Tovar corrected to himself, then said “Close enough.” He waved his hand over a tactical control. “We were…incapacitated…shortly after we passed that facility. If we use the Navigator to tow the ship, I estimate we can make it back to that facility in less than two hours.”

“Any idea of what to expect when we get there?”

“A tourist trap, sir.”

“Blast. And me without my holo-cam.”



In short order, Kasyov, Prosak, Tovar, and Bain assembled in the off-bridge conference room to discuss their plight and possible solutions, while Arroyo and Polnuc lead the effort aboard the Navigator to tow the Anomaly back to Gygik’s Galactic Gateway. Marsden, meanwhile, was still supervising repairs in engineering and making sure that Polnuc didn’t miscalculate with the tractor beam and yank off a warp nacelle accidentally.

Kasyov stared out the observation windows at the tiny Navigator and its coruscating blue tractor beam as Bain, Tovar, and Prosak discussed the current situation. It was a wonder such a tiny ship could drag a much larger vessel. Kind of like an ant hauling around a leaf.

“…what Admiral Larkin had in mind when she gave us this assignment,” Prosak droned on. “We’re obviously way out of our element. They could have had the basic decency to send a probe out here first or something just to give us some idea of what would be in store for us.”

“The probes couldn’t get here in anything resembling a reasonable time,” Tovar said. “That’s why they sent us.”

“Right. Sent us out to be slaughtered in a strange galaxy.”

“Now, then, Prosak, no more of that. We’re Starfleet. Our job is to explore, I’m sure…” Bain trailed off. “Bless it! Why in blazes did they kill my petunias? What did they do to anyone? Rosalyn gave me those, cause Lord knows she couldn’t take care of them, goodness no…oh, Rosalyn…what must she be thinking? I had to send one of those short little messages to her, so trite…‘Ros, honey, I’m off to Andromeda, tape my holo-shows for me, see you in a bit.’”

“Don’t worry, sir,” Tovar said. “It won’t get back to her in anything resembling a reasonable time either. She’ll probably be dead…but not before we are. We’re going to get completely obliterated by some alien death ray unlike anything we’ve ever seen before. We won’t even have time to say,”Oops, they’re firing” before they’ve reduced us to our component molecules…maybe even our atoms. Maybe it’ll just be a mass of crispy quarks floating around Andromeda.”

“Get ahold of yourself, man,” Bain said. “Think about your Mum!”

“I don’t wanna think about Mum,” Tovar blubbered, tears welling up in his eyes.

“I didn’t even think about what this is going to do to mommy and daddy,” Prosak said. “Oh no. They’ll be destroyed by this. They’ll hold a funeral for me…a funeral with no body because their precious daughter is stuck a galaxy away thanks to your damn Starfleet! I won’t even be able to properly transfer my Katra!”

“You couldn’t do that anyway,” Tovar snapped. “You’re not a Vulcan!”

“I can too!”

“Cannot!”

“Shut up! Leave me alone!”

“Leave her alone,” Bain added. “We have bigger problems!”

“I don’t wanna die here!” Tovar cried.

“Daddy!” Prosak wailed.

“Rosie!” Bain cried.

“I want me MUM!” Tovar shouted.

Kasyov, who up until that moment had been trying to stare mournfully out of the windows, finally had had enough. She spun around on the others, eyes blazing. “Oh, just shut the yvot up! All of you!”

“Stand down, Doctor,” Bain said. “I am the captain here. And what in blazes does ‘yvot’ mean?”

“I think contextual evidence gives us a good idea…” Tovar mumbled.

“Bingo,” muttered Kasyov.

“I didn’t know you spoke Russian,” Bain marveled.

Kasyov stared at him for a moment, then continued. “Forgive me, Captain Bain. You are right. You’re the captain here. The captain of the most pathetic pity party I’ve ever seen. Yes, we’re trapped in Andromeda. Yes, our loved ones are a galaxy away. But we can’t get back to them unless we get this ship up and running and find Cabral. I refuse to accept that these Associates can just push us around like this.”

“They seem to be doing an excellent job thus far,” Tovar muttered.

“Doctor Kasyov, while there is some logic in your statement,” Prosak said, trying to pull herself back to something resembling Vulcan stoicism. “The fact remains that we are the only Starfleet ship in this galaxy, a galaxy, I might add, that seems to be firmly under the control of a VERY powerful alien species that already STOMPED OUR ASSES! And you want us to go up against them? Where’s the logic in that? Where? Well, I’ll tell you. There isn’t any!!!”

“All right, Commander,” Bain said. “And, Doctor, you’re right. Guess we all lost it a tad bit there.”

“Just a tad,” Tovar agreed.

“That’s enough of that then,” Bain continued. “We’ve got to focus on the positive.”

“Which would be?” Prosak asked.

“We’re on the move. We’re heading somewhere we can get ourselves shipshape again and maybe find out a bit about this place and these Associates.”

Prosak shook her head. “I still do not see the logic…”

“Pish posh, Commander,” Bain said. “Everything’s coming up roses. Sky’s the limit.” He stood up and clapped his hands. “Right. Now why were we having this meeting again?”

“To come up with a plan,” Kasyov said.

“Easy enough.” Bain paced over to the monitor on the far wall of the briefing room. “Computer, display the following. Item one: Marsie needs some dilithium. That seems to be an engineering problem, but it’s also vital if we’re going to be going anywhere fast…not quite as fast as we could if we had Cabral back, but you get the point. Prosak, you and Marsie are on that job.”

“But what about Cabral?” Kasyov insisted.

“I was coming to that. Item two: If we’re going to get home, we need Cabral. Doctor, you and Tovar will see what you can learn about that one.”

“Very well,” Tovar said, clearly less than enthused.

“Item three: we need some information about these Associates and the surrounding space. Mr. Arroyo and myself will see to that particular item,” Bain said. The briefing room doors suddenly opened and Dr. Fred Nooney bounded into the room.

“The doors are working and everybody’s healthy again!” Nooney exclaimed. “Oooh! Are we having a briefing?” He raced to an open chair, leapt into it, and rested his elbows on the table and held his head in his hands as he stared intently at Bain. “What are we doing?”

“We’re going to Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway to gather materials and information,” Prosak said.

“Great! I’m going too!”

“Surely, you’re needed here,” Bain said. “Casualties and such.”

“I told you. Everyone’s healthy again.”

“We were just nearly blown to bits,” Kasyov said. “And you’re telling us no one was seriously hurt.”

“Most of the crew that wasn’t on shift was in the rec room with Steve! He padded the walls to cushion the impact.”

“Good show, Steve!” Bain said.

“Please don’t encourage him,” Tovar muttered.

“So I’m going!” Nooney insisted.

“Ooookay,” Bain said, thinking. “Item four: Doctor Nooney will gather cultural information about the species he encounters.”

“Goody!” Nooney said.

Tovar grabbed Bain’s sleeve, pulled the Captain down to his level, and whispered in his ear. “Oh! Good idea,” Bain said. “Bain to Lieutenant Brazzell.”

“Brazzell here,” the voice of the compulsively-clean Mezzakkan security officer replied.

“You’ll be accompanying Dr. Nooney when we arrive at Gyjik’s.”

“Ooh! An escort!” Nooney tittered.

“Oh dear! I’ll need to replicate extra disinfectant!” Brazzell said.

Bain ignored the reply and closed the channel. “Does that cover it?”

“I believe so,” Prosak said.

“See. I told you this would be easy. Dismissed.” Bain immediately headed out of the room, satisfied that the situation was completely under control.

“Does anyone know how exactly we’re supposed to go about accomplishing these tasks?” Prosak asked.

“Not a clue,” Kasyov said.

“Indeed. I just wanted to make sure that I didn’t miss anything.”

“Was there anything to miss?”

“No,” Tovar said, heading toward the door. “There rarely is.”



This would not go down in Cabral’s memory as one of his more pleasant days. It was bad enough that he’d been running the anti-sing drive for two weeks straight, but, almost as soon as the Anomaly had reached Andromeda, Cabral had been unceremoniously ripped from his nice, cozy housing and transported to his present location.

It was rather unsettling really. One second he was sitting in Science Lab Four watching Natalia valiantly (okay, it was actually bordering on foolishly, but they were Cabral’s memories. He could remember things anyway he liked) trying to defend him from the Associates. The next, he was floating in this room.

Room was about the only word that could be used to describe this particular chamber. Yes, there was a door and a couple of chairs and nondescript desks designed for the large Associate anatomy, but, otherwise, there just wasn’t a lot to look at. Speaking of, there really wasn’t all that much to look at in his room on board the Anomaly either. Of course, he had access to all of the ship’s sensors, internal as well as external, which had given him some interesting images, particularly in the crew’s holopods…but that was another issue all together. The point was that a being needed to feel at home in his…er…home, and Science Lab Four was basically just a big room with a couple of computers and him. He’d really have to say something about the decor and lack thereof to Natalia when he got back…assuming he ever got back.

Cabral’s attention was pulled back to the matter at hand by the opening and closing of the door to the room. Two Associates had entered, both carrying something resembling clipboards, and were in the process of looking him over in a detached way that he found very disconcerting. Normally, he’d just extend one of his defensive systems and blast these two to smouldering bits of ash on the bland gray floor, but the Associates had beamed his sphere into some kind of force field which, while providing a pleasant anti-grav field, also prevented him from doing a damn thing to anyone outside the field.

“So, this is it?” the short of the two Associates said, peering at Cabral.

“Yes, sir,” the second, whom Cabral recognized as Chief Associate Enforcer Uuulaadoodee, replied. “We recruited this candidate from the Milky Way vessel that recently utilized our entrance facilitation passageway.”

“Splendid.” The first Associate took a seat at the desk, steepled his fingers, and looked intently at Cabral. “Welcome. We’re delighted you could be here today. I am, Ickeeooee, Vice-Chief Executive Officer in Charge of Acquisitions and Recruitment for EAAIE. And you are?”

“Cabral,” Cabral replied simply.

“Right,” Ickeeooee replied, making a note on his clipboard as Uuulaadoodee, who had taken a seat at the desk beside Ickeeooee, did the same. “Mr. Cabral. Is that with a C or a K?”

“C.”

“Splendid. Now then, Mr. Cabral, we here to discuss some things with you.”

“Such as how you removed me from my ship violently and against my will?”

Ickeeooee and Uuulaadoodee checked their clipboards for a moment. “No,” Ickeeooee said finally. “That does not seem to be on today’s agenda.”

“Then let’s add it,” Cabral said with growing anger. “I demand to know why I’ve been brought here.”

“Certainly. You’re here because we’re giving you the opportunity to serve your fellow beings.”

“I don’t want it. Send me to my ship.”

“We can’t do that. A resource of your value must not be lost.”

“What about my wishes?” Cabral demanded.

Ickeeooee smiled…at least Cabral guessed the large, purple-skinned humanoid was smiling. The sides of his mouth pulled at any rate. “Come now, Mr. Cabral. A being of your intellect much understand that some must sacrifice their wishes for the good of the organization as a whole.”

“I am not a member of your organization.”

“True, you are not an Associate, but you are a part of the organization we call life,” Ickeeooee said.

“And a grand organization it is, too,” Uuulaadoodee added.

“If this is leading to a musical number, I’m going to be very upset,” Cabral muttered.



“Tovar was right. This IS a tourist trap,” Captain Bain said as he and Arroyo looked about at Gyjik’s Galactic Gateway.

The interior of the space station put Bain in mind of a ancient hotel, only much, much bigger. The entire inside was hollow, ringed with balconies, each floor connected with super fast glass elevators.

Bain, Arroyo, Nooney, Brazzell, Prosak, and Marsden were all beamed down in the same clearing. Kasyov and Tovar, meanwhile, had gone off aboard the raceabout Caspian to attempt to locate Cabral.

“What now?” Nooney asked giddily, looking about with schoolboyish wonder.

Bain pivoted to face Nooney. “What now is that we split up and go about our assigned tasks, old chap. Do you know what you need to accomplish?”

“Get to know the natives!” Nooney clapped.

Bain shot Brazzell a look that said “keep an eye on him,” and turned toward Prosak and Marsden. “You folks attempt to restore the engines.”

“Thanks for clearing that up for me,” Marsden muttered, and looked over her shoulder at Prosak. “Come on. Time’s wasting. Let’s see where the closest scrap yard is in this dump.”

“I cannot wait,” replied Prosak flatly. At least they weren’t going to be running into any KlingaVulcs.

Prosak and Marsden went off in one direction and disappeared into the bustling crowd as Nooney and Brazzell did likewise leaving Bain and Arroyo alone. Bain took a deep breath, let it out noisily, and beat his fists on his chests.

“You smell that, Hector? That’s adventure! That’s excitement! That’s why we’re in Starfleet!”

Arroyo hesitantly took a whiff. “If you say so, sir.”

“Get into the spirit of things, Ensign,” Bain said.

“No offense, Captain, but rumor has it you yourself were a blubbering wreck an hour ago over all of this.”

“A momentary lapse. Ancient history. We’ve got work to do.”

Bain started striding down the concourse, forcing Arroyo to almost jog to keep up with Bain’s long steps as they moved through crowds of aliens. Off to their left, a large group had gathered in a transparent chamber by an airlock looking out into space. Just then, a small ship, barely larger than a shuttle craft, pulled up a little below the airlock and extending a large tube upward, where it latched onto the airlock.

“That’s going to be a damn uncomfortable trip,” Bain observed.

“Kelvan Trans-Galactic Spaceways Shipment 3683 is now boarding at Gate AAH690. All passengers must be in the gate in five…four…three…two…one…” The chamber was suddenly filled with a greenish flash, which reduced the gathered aliens to a pile of white objects. The airlock opened, sucking all of the objects into the ship, which then detached and sped away.

“Then again, maybe not,” Bain said with a shrug and continued on.

“They…they turn their passengers into blocks?” Arroyo stammered, horrified.

“We take ours apart molecule by molecule. What of it?” Bain said.

Arroyo was quiet for a moment. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“Of course you hadn’t. You haven’t been in this game long enough, my boy. Come on. Let’s find ourselves a pub.”

“A pub? Do we have time for that? We’re supposed to be finding information.”

“Which is exactly what we’ll be doing, Hector,” Bain replied, wrapping an arm around Arroyo’s shoulder as they approached a dimly-lit establishment called Gyjik’s Guzzling Goumlits. “I’ve been in the Starfleet business for close to 50 years, and there are two constants about pubs wherever I’ve been. First, they are wonderful sources of information.”

Bain walked into the bar, Arroyo in tow.

“Um…what’s the second one?” Arroyo asked nervously as he observed several very large and very scruffy aliens crowding the room.

“Oh…I always end up in a spot of bother.”

“Wh…what kind of bother?”

“Just a little tiff.”

“Tiff?”

“All right. I won’t lie to you. They’re usually rough and tumble brawls.”

Arroyo froze in his tracks. “Maybe I’ll just stay out here.”

“You can’t be afraid of a little scuffle. I’ve been in a million of them.”

“Umm…”

“Tut tut! Come along.”

For a fleeting moment, Arroyo wondered if Bain would consider crying like a baby a court-marital offense.



Marsden couldn’t help but shake her head in a mix of disgust and sadness as she looked out the massive viewports on Gyjik’s docking level at the scarred hull of the Anomaly. The ship had taken quite a pounding and now, sitting helplessly at a docking arm as other ships and the facility itself loomed all around, the Anomaly resembled a mistreated child’s toy more than the pinnacle of Federation engineering.

“It is unfortunate,” Prosak said coldly from behind her right shoulder.

“Unfortunate,” Marsden snapped, turning angrily on the Vulcan. “Unfortunate! My pride and joy gets blasted to shit, we’re stranded in another galaxy, and all you can say is unfortunate?”

“I was referring to the slime that…being…just trailed across my boot,” Prosak said, holding up a dripping leg. “The other you just mentioned has already induced one screaming fit from me today. I am trying very hard not to have another.”

“Oh…sorry, Prosak. I didn’t realize…” Marsden chuckled weakly in an attempt to lighten the mood. “So I guess I can expect a lot of Vulcan today.”

“That is my hope,” Prosak said, her voice quivering.

“Let’s get out of here,” Marsden said, grabbing Prosak’s arm and pulling her away from the viewport. “Dilithium isn’t just going to fall into our lap.”

The two officers moved down the concourse toward the repair bays on the far side of the docking facility from the shops, restaurants, and gambling halls that visitors generally flocked to. Finally, Marsden came upon a small shop overlooking an internal docking bay, where a small vessel was being serviced. The ship itself looked like a giant ruler more than anything.

“Can I help you?” a tall, lanky alien behind the counter asked. He also looked like a giant ruler…this one with spindly arms and legs as well as a head about the size of a softball. A patch on his exceptionally clean smock identified him as Cihn.

“I’m with a ship that just docked, and I need to see about getting some replacement dilithium crystals,” Marsden said as Prosak took a seat in the customer waiting area and picked up a magazine.

Cihn stared blankly at Marsden. “I do not understand.”

“Dilithium crystals,” Marsden repeated. “You’ve never heard of them?”

“I am afraid not, but let me check the database. It has a record of every engine system used in this galaxy as well as a few from other galaxies.” He typed a few keys on the console in the counter. “Hmm…no. No dilithium. No crystals at all. I’m very sorry.”

Marsden heard a muffled cry and turned to see that Prosak had buried her head in the magazine, which was now quivering violently.

“What about anti-matter?” Marsden said. “Surely somebody must use that?”

“Of course,” Cihn replied. “We can schedule your vessel for a fill-up right away. Do you use a general tank or storage pods?”

“Pods.”

“No problem at all. And how would you like to pay for this?”

“Um…”

“I can’t get you a 15% discount if you apply for a Gyjik’s Card. Additionally, all charges at Gyjik’s will be 10% off, and you don’t have to make a payment for three months.”

“We’ll do that then,” Marsden said decisively. With any luck, in three months they’d have found a way back to the Milky Way, or, at the very least, obtained some of whatever the Andromedans used as currency.

Cihn handed Marsden a clipboard, which started filling out. After putting in her name and answering the first few demographic questions, she decided she had much more important things she could be doing and tossed it at Prosak, startling the Romulan who had become engrossed reading an article (which her quadcorder was translating for her) about the top ten travel destinations in the Laentali Belt.

“Fill this out for me,” Marsden said as she slapped her commbadge. “Marsden to Polnuc.”

“Polnuc here,” Marsden’s Assistant Chief Engineer replied. “Go ahead.”

“What’s your status?”

“Well, the singularity started acting up, but we’ve got that stabilized. The last thing we needed was for that to blow and wipe out everything within this sector. We’ve got most of the internal systems back up, but we still aren’t going to be going anywhere or shooting anybody anytime soon. I hope you have some good news on that front.”

“Sort of. Expect an antimatter delivery later today. No luck on the dilithium, but we’re not done here. I’ll be in touch. Marsden out.”

“How much do you make in a year?” Prosak asked, looking up from the clipboard.

“I have no idea,” Marsden said. “We’re doing this for everybody on the ship, though. Take however many credits you get in a year and multiply it by 500. That should be close enough to our combined income.” She turned back to Cihn. “Where can I find a parts bay?”

“Down this corridor, take the fifth left to the lift, go up 62 decks, take another left. Then go as far as you possibly can, and it will be on the left,” Cihn replied as Prosak stood up and handed him the credit application. “Everything here seems to be in order,” Cihn said, looking it over. He pressed a button on the application padd, and a moment later a small black tube appeared on the padd.

“Here you go,” he said, handing the tube to Marsden. “I’ve already charged the antimatter to your account.”

“Thank you very much,” Marsden said, pocketing tube. “Come on, Prosak. Let’s go shopping!”



The Galactic Headquarters for Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateways, Inc. was a ten-minute raceabout ride from the gateway itself.

Kasyov and Tovar didn’t have much to say to each other during the ride. They spent little time together on the ship and essentially had no use for one another. Add to that the fact that Kasyov was busy obsessing over the loss of Cabral and that Tovar was preoccupied wondering how Bain was coming along, and what resulted was a very quiet raceabout ride.

“Approaching Gateway headquarters,” Tovar said, which was the first thing either of them had said so far during the trip.

“This is a waste of time,” Kasyov muttered, swiveling in her chair at the side science station in the Caspian’s cockpit.

“If you wish to locate Cabral, we must begin by gathering information,” Tovar replied.

“I understand that,” Kasyov said testily. “But shouldn’t we start with the Associates? They’re the bastards who took him.”

“Which is why they most likely won’t be willing to divulge that information. The proprietor of this outpost, however, obvious must be on good terms with the Associates; therefore, he may know where they would have taken Cabral.”

“And here I thought Prosak was the only Vulcan wannabe on board,” Kasyov said, obviously not intending it to be a compliment.

“I am simply stating the facts. Our last encounter with the associates left the Anomaly a virtual scrap heap. How do you think a tiny raceabout will fair?”

“Fair enough,” Kasyov muttered. “Beam us over to the meet this Gyjik then.”

“I was just about to do so.”

“Then get it over with already.”

“You do not have to be so pushy about it.”



Bre’zan Brazzell had a hard time keeping up with Doctor Nooney. Not only was it shocking that the seeming-out-of-shape doctor could move so quickly down the promenade of the sparkling green mall (where each surface was immaculately polished - he had to give credit where it was due), Brazzell was also genuinely surprised that Nooney wasn’t at all disturbed by being effectively stranded in a whole other galaxy.

For Brazzell’s part, the panic level was currently at a minimum. He had no friends to speak of back in the Milky Way. Heck. He had NO friends. His old clique from hygiene school considered him a slob because he refused to irradiate his scalp any more than twice daily. What did they know?

Brazzell’s ruminations were interrupted when Nooney made a squeal of orgasmic joy.

“Oh, MY!”

Brazzell glared at Nooney. “What?”

Nooney had jogged over to an arched opening that led through to a large store packed with shimmering glassware. Pots, vases, tureens…some implements Brazzell couldn’t even identify. “Look at this glassware! Look at the exquisite handiwork! Oh, it’s breathtaking!” tittered the doctor.

Brazzell shrugged. “It shows smudges very easily. Matte surface is the way to go if you ask me, sir.”

“Nonsense!” Nooney said, rushing over to inspect some of the fine items. He glanced at a clerk-a member of one of the vast array of species Brazzell had already encountered during his few brief minutes at the mall. This particular species was tall and lanky, weighed down with heavy metallic chains…adorned in a quite unnecessary amount of jewelry.

“Good sir,” Nooney called to the clerk. “How much for this vase?”

“You’ve got exquisite taste,” the clerk said, and Brazzell marveled at the efficiency of the universal translator. It sounded as if the clerk was speaking perfect English.

“Why, thanks!” Nooney squealed.

“I’ll let you have the whole lot for free. Whatever you want,” said the clerk.

“Did you hear that?” Nooney shrieked back at Brazzell, who couldn’t care less. “Wrap up this, this, this, this and that thing over there. Oh, the captain will really enjoy that tumbler. It’ll be a sort of ‘sorry we’re stranded in the Andromeda Galaxy’ gift.”

“Excuse me, sir,” Brazzell said to the grinning clerk as Nooney dashed around loading up a nearby cart with piles of the dazzling glassware. “Do you know where someone can have some good, clean…and I cannot stress the word clean enough…fun here?”

“You’ll be wanting dirty Slum-slave sex, then?” asked the clerk.

Brazzell blinked. “Most certainly not!” He sighed. “I just want to keep my friend preoccupied so he doesn’t do anything that causes an intergalactic incident.”

“You like the clean stuff, then?”

“Now we’re talking.”

“Don’t want to be defiled, mangled, mutilated?”

“Preferably not!”

“I’ve got just the place for you then,” the clerk said, smiling helpfully. “The place you want is Xanax’s Zany Zap Zorn. You’ll really enjoy it”

Brazzell cocked his head. “I’m sorry. I’m not from…well…around here. What exactly is a ‘zorn’?”

“Good, clean fun!” the clerk said with a wink.

“Thanks,” Brazzell said. “You’ve been ever so helpful.”

“Mind if we take the cart too?” Nooney asked, appearing as if by magic beside the clerk.

The clerk spread his hands out wide. “Whatever is mine is yours!”

Nooney grinned. “Thanks SO much! You’re such a generous sort! I won’t forget this. I’ll write all about you in my journal.”

“That’s thanks enough,” replied the clerk, and Nooney and Brazzell shuffled off.

Once they were gone, the clerk stabbed a control under the cash register calling for security.

What Nooney and Brazzell heard on their way out the door, in a language distinctly sounding like Federation Standard, yet meaning the exact opposite, was “Thank you, gentlemen! Come back soon!”

Translated into Federation Standard, what the clerk REALLY said was: //Steal from me, will ya, you dirty bastards!//



“Now then, Mr. Cabral,” Ickeeooee said, holding his writing implement above his clipboard. “We have a few standard questions we’d like to ask, just to get a sense of who you are and how you’d best fit into EAAIE.”

“What in Vroukasaut is EAAIE?” Cabral said.

“All in good time. Now then, would you consider yourself to be a leader or a follower?”

“I was alone for decades, but now I am part of the Anomaly crew under Captain Bain.”

“Ah, so you have experience with both. Splendid. Which do you prefer?”

“Both have their perks and drawbacks.”

“So you’re flexible. Splendid. Splendid.” Ickeeooee said, scribbling furiously.

Uuulaadoodee spoke up. “Would you say your personal style is more like a obidooo or an yyystiiv?”

“I have no idea what either of those are,” Cabral said.

“Would you like to learn?” Ickeeooee asked.

“I suppose.”

“Innate curiosity. Splendid! Now then, about your level of dedication. Are you the type to stick to a task until it’s complete, or do you give up easily?”

“I spent over almost two centuries focused on looking for a woman I’d lost. That was my all-consuming passion, and I could think of nothing else until I found her.”

“Dedicated and romantic. If I may pry, is she another brain?”

“Yes, but she’s in the Milky Way, so you can’t have her,” Cabral snapped.

“Wouldn’t dream of it. Do you think of her often?”

For some reason, Cabral found himself flashing to Natalia Kasyov’s face. “Not at all,” he said. “Jacinda in ancient history. Are we done here?”

“Just about. One more question,” Ickeeooee said.

“What is it?” Cabral said, straining to keep his irritation in check.

“Have you ever thought about the big picture? Why we’re all here?”

“I’m here because you brain-napped me!”

“Think bigger.”

“I am well aware what you mean, and, no, I haven’t bothered with those issues much. They seem irrelevant to my daily life.”

“An unbiased mind. Absolutely splendid.” Ickeeooee jotted one more note on his clipboard and rose out of his seat, prompting Uuulaadoodee to hurriedly do the same. Ickeeooee grinned broadly, his three tongues quivering excitedly in all directions. “Outstanding work, Chief Associate Enforcer Uuulaadoodee. He’s an excellent candidate. I’ll see to it that you’re in line for a promotion to Assistant Chief Enforcer for this. I’ll put that in writing.” Ickeeooee made a few more scribbles on his clipboard and touched a button.

Instantly, Uuulaadoodee’s face lit up as he saw Ickeeooee’s words transcribed in writing onto his clipboard. The Vice-Chief Executive Officer in Charge of Acquisitions and Recruitment for EAAIE really had put it in writing. What a day!

“Send him down to Orientation,” Ickeeooee said as he headed toward the door. “Mr. Cabral, consider yourself hired!” And with that, he was gone.

If Cabral had had eyes, they would have been bugging out of his head at this point. “But I don’t want a job!”



Bain dragged Arroyo up to the bar and slapped his hand down on the counter. “Two of your finest, barkeep.” The fairly non-descript humanoid behind the bar looked at Bain quizzically, then the look gradually lengthened into an intense stare.

“What the devil are you doing?” Bain demanded, finding himself unable to look away.

“Trying to figure out what in the name of the CEO you’re talking about,” the bartender replied.

“He wants a drink,” Arroyo said.

“I know that now!” the bartender said testily as he turned back to the strange array of tubes and taps lining the back wall. A few moments later, he placed two thimbles down on the bar in front of Bain and Arroyo.

Bain picked up his thimble and looked it over…what little of it there was. “Getting snookered could take a very long time at this rate.”

“Isn’t that a good thing since we’re supposed to be gathering information?”

“True, but the brawl part goes much more smoothly when I’m pissed.”

“Getting drunk makes you angry?”

“Bloody hell! How many times do I have to explain this? Pissed means drunk!” Instantly, the smile returned to Bain’s face. “Well then, down the hatch.” He and Arroyo clinked thimbles and chugged down their respective drinks. Arroyo was expecting the worst and was pleasantly surprised when he tasted…well…pretty much nothing.

“It’s…light,” Arroyo said.

“It’s water!” Bain groused.

“Yes, sir. Finest in Andromeda,” the bartender replied proudly. “Each drop is filtered over nine thousand times through the mesh-like wings of the woldijons of Pommibatu. Before the wings can be used as filters, each must be carefully severed from the corpse of the woldijon right after death so that rigor won’t set it. One mistake can be fatal for consumers because the woldijon has been known to secrete a highly toxic venom into its bloodstream after death.”

Arroyo watched Bain’s eyes widen in excitement as the bartender related this information. “I had no idea, my good man. Another round for my friend and I. This time make it a double.”

“I like a man who appreciates quality. Two doubles coming up.”

As the bartender set to work, Bain swivelled around in his chair to survey the patrons of the bar. “You been in many places like this, Arroyo?”

“No, sir. Not too many. The Research Projects division tends to send people to safer areas of the galaxy. The Anomaly is my first active duty assignment,” Arroyo replied.

“Now pardon me for prying, my boy, but what would make a strapping young lad like yourself want to do a monkey’s job at R&D?”

“There were other factors to think about.”

“Factors? You make it sound like a science experiment. Out with it!” Bain demanded.

“I’m engaged.”

“Engaged. Arroyo, that’s wonderful! Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

“There are…”

“Factors. Yes, I know. So what’s the lucky lady’s name.”

“Janie,” Arroyo said, after chugging down the shot glass of water the bartender had set down in front of him.

Bain clapped his hand down on Arroyo’s shoulder. “Don’t you worry. I’ll see to it that you get back to the fair Janie soon. You have my word on it. Now then, those four look like knowledgeable sorts.”

Arroyo had just enough time to mutter, “No rush” before he realized where Bain was headed: straight to a table with four very large, very angry looking forest green muscular beings sitting around it. Against his better judgment, Arroyo hurried after Bain to…well, he didn’t really know what he intended to do. Hopefully, it wouldn’t involve having his face mercilessly pounded in.

“Greetings to you all,” Bain began amicably. “Captain Reginald Bain. USS Anomaly. My associate and I are new to this galaxy, and we hoped you lot might be able to give us a few tips as to the lay of the land as it were.”

The giant green thing closest Bain stood up, rising to its full eight feet of muscle-bound height and looking down on Bain with a grim smile showing three sets of sharp pointy teeth.

All of a suddenly, it grabbed Bain’s hand and shook it vigorously.

“Why hi there! I’d love to help you, Reg. Mind if I call you Reg? But we just got here ourselves. We’re the Xarkelsons! I’m Xeorge. This is my lovely wife Xartha. Our daughter Xary. And that young fellow pouting there in the corner is my youngest son Xam.”

“Andromeda sucks. I wanted to go to the Supercluster,” Xam whined.

“We went to the Supercluster last century,” Xartha said soothingly. “Let your sister have a chance to go where she wants to go.”

“This place is stupid.”

“Now Xam,” Xeorge said. He turned back to Bain. “Sorry about that. Kids you know.”

“Oh yes. I have a couple of my own. They’re all grown now, but I remember these family vacations well,” Bain said. “I’m sorry to have troubled you.”

“No trouble at all,” Xeorge said. “But don’t run off.” With no effort at all, he pushed Bain down into an open chair at the table. “We can show you our pictures from last century’s trip to the Supercluster!”

“I’d love that,” Bain said trying to hide the fear in his eyes. “But my colleague and I really must be off. Lots of information to gather.” Bain tried to get up, but before he could get his last butt cheek out of the chair, Xartha slapped some kind of pulsating crystal on his forehead. Arroyo watched in horror as Bain suddenly sat up stiffly, staring blanking forward.

“Now this was us in front of our little ship the day before we left for the Supercluster,” Xeorge said. “Xam’s on top there just over the cargo hold.”

“Stop. No,” Bain said flatly, sounding drugged.

Arroyo was about to extend his wrist phaser when a wrinkled hand locked onto his arm. He whirled around to see a wizened old woman, seemingly of the same species as the bartender, standing before him.

“You can’t help him,” she said, her tired voice quivering. “Once the Flandilax slide show begins, the crystal cannot be removed from the victim’s head until the end or else his brain will be reduced to slag.”

“…and now there’s Xary in front of the Raibibilaz Nebula. And now here’s Xam in front of the Raibibilaz Nebula.”

“Make it stop,” Bain droned.

“Slagging his brain may be more humane,” Arroyo said.

“The suffering will end. Your friend must stay strong until the last picture is done. But that is not why I have come to you. You want information.”

“Yes, information.”

“Information!” the old woman exclaimed. “When your friend has escaped the clutches of the Flandilax, go get defonilated. There you will find the answers you seek.” Without another word, the old woman slipped back out into the teeming crowds on the concourse.

“Thanks,” Arroyo said, waving after her.

“…now this is us in the middle of nowhere when our gibernatizing hibbilator went kerplewie.”

“Good one, Dad,” Xam said.

“Just let me die,” Bain said weakly.



After several twists and turns as well as one seemingly-infinite turbolift ride during which Prosak insisted on telling way too many stories about things that had happened to her at drama camp when she was younger, Marsden and Prosak finally arrived outside a large set of steel doors.

“Once we get inside, let me handle this,” Marsden said. “Parts guys tend to be cranky, lazy, and corrupt. They’re going to complain about every part we ask for then try to rip us off on the price. Do NOT agree to anything without me. Also, watch your step. They sometimes leave expensive stuff out on the floor in hopes that some naive fool will break it and be forced to buy it at some inflated cost.”

“Are you sure we should be here then?” Prosak asked.

“Unless you’ve got some other way to get what we need.”

“Well, surely the Navigator…”

“It doesn’t have enough dilithium, and its phaser arrays are far smaller than ours. If worst comes to worst, I’ll strip that ship from stem to stern, but I’d rather not have to.”

“Logical.”

“I thought so,” Marsden replied. She and Prosak stepped through the doors…and immediately decided they must have made a wrong turn.

Exquisite wood paneling with golden trim lined the walls of the room which they entered as soft light fell on ornately detailed rugs and plush furniture upholstered in soft fabrics and leather. The sofas and chairs in the front part of the room gave way to an immense wooden counter, which was adorned with intricately carved designs and more golden trim. Behind the counter, rows and rows of dark wooden shelves rose to the stained glass ceiling, twenty feet above them.

“Wow!” Prosak gasped. It seemed to be the logical response.

Almost instantly, a hovering two-foot tall oval droid with arms emerged from behind the counter. Its surface was a distinguished, glossy black, and faux wood covered its shoulder and elbow joints as two ruby red lights where its eyes should have been gazed out at Prosak and Marsden.

“May I offer assistance?” the droid said in a soothing, soft voice.

“Wow!” Prosak said again.

“Shhhh,” the droid said. “Please respect the decorum of our chamber.”

“We’re very sorry,” Marsden said in a hushed voice. “We must have made a wrong turn. We were looking for the ship parts bay.”

“You are in the correct location,” the droid said. “What may I help you with today?”

“Cranky, lazy, and corrupt, you said?” Prosak said to Marsden.

“Oh shut up,” Marsden snapped.

The droid’s eyes glowed more brightly. “Shhhhh!”



Tovar and Kasyov arrived at length in the outer office of Gyjik’s HQ. The secretary, a multi-tentacled being closely resembling an Earth squid, had been quite rude. It at first asked them if they had an appointment. When Tovar replied that they didn’t, it had told them that they would have to make an appointment. Tovar demanded to see Gyjik, and the creature promptly squirted ink in his face.

“This is not why I joined Starfleet,” Tovar muttered, wiping his face on his shirtsleeve.

“No kidding,” muttered Kasyov. She sat down in the chair across from the squid. “Listen…Moklok…may I call you Moklok?” She hoped she was reading the nameplate on the desk right.

Moklok nodded. “Call me whatever you like, hon. You’re still not getting in to see Mr. Gyjik. He’s a very busy man.”

“What species are you?” Kasyov suddenly blurted.

“Pardon?”

Tovar looked inquisitively at Kasyov.

She shrugged. “We come from a distant galaxy. I’ve never seen a being like you. I’d like to know more about your species.”

“Well, if you really want to know…I’m a Tenclon. We’re an aquamarine species based in the Tenclar system. Our chief planetary exports are brine and water. How’s that?”

“Touching,” Kasyov said flatly.

“Our purpose here,” Moklok continued, “is to assist. We’re administrative assistants.”

“‘We’ who?” asked Tovar.

“Why, the Tenclons.”

“Wait,” Kasyov said. “The WHOLE Tenclon race?”

“The lot of us. We’re assistants.”

“Who the yvot decided that?” Kasyov demanded.

“The Associates of course.”

Tovar looked at Kasyov.

“Figures,” they both said, and Kasyov looked back at Moklok.

“Ma’am, it’s essential we speak to Gyjik.”

“Why?”

“We have a friend who’s being held by the associates,” Kasyov said, deciding to be honest and hope this Tenclon gave her a little slack. “We want Gyjik’s help rescuing him.”

“That’s very sweet,” said Moklok. “But I doubt he’ll be that helpful.”

“Can we be the judge of that?” Kasyov asked.

“I’m afraid I can’t let you in to see him.”

Kasyov gritted her teeth. This mission was one dead end after another. Suddenly an idea sprung to mind. She looked back at Tovar. “Hey, Tovar…weren’t you saying Moklok here was quite a beautiful being?”

Tovar’s eyes bugged. He leaned down to whisper in Kasyov’s ear. “Doctor, we are not even sure if Moklok is female! Not to mention that I don’t like the idea of being used as some sort of sexual–”

“Oh, you old pelpar you!” Moklok whinnied, snaking out a long tentacle over two meters distance to tickle Tovar’s chin. “You didn’t look like a type to go for squidoids.”

The tentacle wrapped around Tovar’s throat. “Different…um…strokes…” he choked out.

“Where’s your bathroom?” Kasyov suddenly asked, hoping against hope that Andromedans at least used bathrooms.

“That way…” Moklok pointed absently with a tentacle, using three or four of the others to tickle and pat Tovar, who looked about ready to have a nervous breakdown.

Kasyov smiled thankfully, got out of her seat, backed away, stepped off where Moklok pointed, then dashed around behind its/her desk in the direction of Gyjik’s office. Moklok didn’t seem to notice.

Tovar did…and Kasyov could hear his panicked cries as she darted between the huge double doors…and found…

A bulbous fellow, clothed in extravagant robes, sitting in a large plush chair, leaning back with feet on his desk, blissfully half-asleep.

“Moklok…just sit my makbar down on the couch and be gone…I feel nappy today.”

“I’m not Moklok,” Kasyov said sharply, standing on the other side of the man’s desk, prepared to spring across and grab him by the throat if necessary…assuming she could find it through all the fat rolls. “Gyjik, I presume?”

The man shot up in his chair, instantly awake. “Yeah. Who wants to know? Who are you? How did you get in here?” He stabbed a control on his desk. “Moklok!”

“Mmmmmmmmmmmmmmm!” cooed Moklok over the comm.

“Damn! You didn’t bring an eligible man in here, did you?”

“I did.”

“It’s Moklok’s mating season. You realize your friend is in grave danger!”

“All the more reason you should answer my questions and let me be on my way,” Kasyov said, in no mood to be a supplicant.

“Nobody comes in my office and dictates to me,” Gyjik said, heaving to his feet.

“When one of my friends has been abducted by your legal authorities unjustly, you can bet I have the right,” Kasyov replied.

“This wouldn’t happen to be about the Associates, would it?” Gyjik asked, rubbing his bald head.

“You’re good at this,” Kasyov said, and leaned forward on Gyjik’s desk. “Now listen up: We came from the Milky Way Galaxy. We came in peace. We came to be friends with you people, exchange some info and technology, do a little sightseeing, and be on our way. But all we’ve been is harassed. We had our ship’s brain stolen and had our ship blasted six ways from stardate zero. Start telling me how to fix things or I’ll have Moklok come in here and make sweet love to you…GOT IT?”

Gyjik stared thoughtfully at Kasyov, then his face split into a wide smile. It gave Kasyov the shivers.

“You’re telling me you had a giant, disembodied brain aboard your ship?”

“I guess you could call him ‘giant.’ He’s about the size of a love seat.”

“Well, in that case, my dear, there’s nothing I can do for you. Not that there would be anything I could do for you anyway.”

“You run what appears to be a very lucrative business, right near the border. Surely you have SOME pull with the authorities.”

“They let me run this place, and I don’t bug them. Sounds like a good deal to me…doesn’t it to you?”

“But how can you stand by and run your business when these people are abducting innocent brains every day?”

“Well, it’s not every day a disembodied brain comes along for them,” Gyjik said. “That’s why they tend to hang on to them when they do get them. That’s why you should go ahead and kiss your friend goodbye.”

Kasyov reached across the desk, grabbed Gyjik by his vest and jerked him toward her face. “No. Way.”

“You’re wrinkling my suit, madam. Maybe I can get you some coupons for a few of our choice stores. Would that make things all better?”

“No. It. Wouldn’t.”

“Well, I don’t know what else to say. The Associates are the enforcers for the Network. The Associates word is law.”

“What’s the ‘Network.’?”

“The Network is everything. People can’t be told what the Network is. They have to be shown.”

“Ahh,” Kasyov said flatly. “So can you show me?”

“Sure.” Gyjik scrambled free of Kasyov’s grip and pressed a button on his desk. Immediately, the lights dimmed as a hologram appeared in the center of the room.

“What the hell is that?” Kasyov demanded.

“A flow chart,” Gyjik said with an unspoken “duh.” He produced a pointer stick seemingly out of nowhere. “Now listen closely. The Associates are up here. They control the managerial and regulation enforcement capacities. Over here, under the Division of Transport, we have the Kelvans, who do a wonderful job…”

“I don’t care.”

“Should I skip to we Pomari?”

“No. You’ve been absolutely no help whatsoever.”

“Care to have a mind-share? It’s a Pomari specialty. I’m told I do it quite well.”

“No way in hell.” Kasyov wasn’t sure what all that meant, but she was sure she wanted no part of it.

Gyjik sat back down in his chair, propped his feet up on his desk as the lights came on and the hologram vanished.. “Very well. Moklok will show you out. Have a galactic day!”

“Shove it!” Kasyov called over her shoulder.

When she got back to the reception area, Kasyov found Tovar sitting in the chair opposite Moklok’s desk. Moklok herself was nowhere to be found.

Looking disheveled, long hair in a crimpy mess, Tovar turned to Kasyov, looked at her with fleeting recognition.

“Doctor…Kasyov?”

“Tovar, are you all right?” Kasyov asked, kneeling by Tovar.

“I…do not know.”

“Where’s Moklok?”

“Cleaning herself up.”

“What happened?”

“I do not wish to talk about it.”

“Fair enough. Gyjik was no help. We’re going to make a run for the border. So to speak.”

“Very well. Can you do me a favor?”

“Sure.”

“Remind me to get a physical when we get back to the ship, okay?’



“That guy was just plain loveable!” Nooney giggled as he and Brazzell pushed the cart loaded down with glassware along the promenade.

“If you say so.” At any rate, he was helpful. This “Zap Zorn” or whatever would hopefully be a much-needed diversion for Nooney. Brazzell was not interested in chasing the doctor around a mall with dozens of levels and thousands of shops. All that running around would probably lead to–gasp!–sweating.

As they walked, Brazzell became aware of alarm sounds and shouts from various levels above and below him in the mall. He shrugged. Someone must have done a no-no.

“Here we are!” Nooney gasped, turning and looking up at the huge, blinking sign that read, in…ironically…English:

“Xanax’s Zany Zap Zorn.”

“This would be the place, then,” Brazzell said, ushering Nooney through the revolving door.

The place was dark, that was for sure. And crowded with beings both tentacled and not, both gargantuan and gnomish, both fur-covered and scaly. The place was also smoky. Did people actually light up some sort of vegetable product and smoke it around here?

And what was that AWFUL clanging music? It was like noodles being run through a blender then electrocuted. Then add a cat to the blender.

Nooney glanced back at Brazzell. “This place sure doesn’t SEEM clean!” he shouted over the music.

“Don’t remind me!” Brazzell shouted back, feeling mounting discomfort. He’d have to find some clear air and quick. He looked back toward the door, but it had disappeared in the smoke and flashing lights and dark and bumping bodies. He looked forward. BOINGO! (The Mezzakan equivalent of the word “Bingo”). Just meters away, Brazzell spotted a curtained doorway, with light beyond. It had to lead to a place more inviting than this.

Bristling at the feeling of a tentacle slapping against his backside, Brazzell grabbed Nooney’s arm and made for the door, in a panicked scuttle, shoving aside man and beast alike, whatever the heck kind of beings were in his way.

The Mezzakkan charged through the curtain and arrived in…

…a bedroom, with two gorgeous alien women sitting on the bed.

“Greetings,” said one of two women. By any galaxy’s standards, they were gorgeous. They were clothed in…not much. Frilly lingerie that left nothing to the imagination. Their bodies were lengthy and sleek…goldish, and doppled with star-pattern blue spots. Their eyes were large and doe-like…inquisitive…oceanic blue. Their legs were long and beautifully curved, ending with unusually long, webbed feet. Their hands were the same. Not as tantalizing, but interesting, thought Brazzell. An oceanic species, perhaps?

They also had full, blossoming, pouty lips…and…and could it be…three rows of perfect breasts!

“And one pair behind, if you were wondering,” one of the women said. They were telepathic to boot!

“Are you our blarn-thirty appointment?” asked one of the women.

“Or our blarn-thirty-five?” asked the other.

“We don’t have an appointment,” Brazzell admitted, pulling at his collar. Was this what he thought it was?

“Well, since the it’s ten of schlarup anyway, we’ll go ahead and take you two.”

“T-take us?” gulped Nooney. Brazzell looked at him. It appeared the doctor was hyperventilating. “You…y-you mean…the sex?” he stammered.

THE sex? Nooney sounded as if he’d never…nah. The man was easily thirty earth years old.

“No…no!” replied one of the women, horrified. “We’d never dare violate you like that.”

Nooney breathed a sigh of relief, which concerned Brazzell somewhat.

“So what is this about?” asked Brazzell.

“Mind-sharing,” one of the women said frankly.

Brazzell nodded, shared a quick glance with Nooney. “I think we can handle that.”

Sounded harmless, after all.

“First, you get naked.”

“Now THAT I can deal with!”

Brazzell shot an annoyed glance at Nooney. “Are you sure this doesn’t involve ‘the sex.’?” The women were probably not properly equipped for a Mezzakkan mating ritual anyway. There was no airlock or isolation tank he could discern.

“Our bodies will never once touch,” the woman who’d identified herself as Fanni, of the species “Pomari,” said.

“Now prepare to engage in zorn!” Labrella, the other woman, said excitedly, grabbing Brazzell by the hand and leading him over to the bed.

Fanni sat down with Nooney on the opposite side of the bed.

“I guess ‘zorn’ means mind-sharing?” asked Nooney.

Fanni and Labrella exchanged glances. “Close enough,” they both said, then they turned to face their prospective partners. Patners in *what*, Brazzell didn’t know.

“Now what will be required for this is intense and unwavering eye-contact,” Labrella whispered to Brazzell.

“Okeydoke,” Brazzell said easily, staring into Labrella’s eyes.

“Stare into my eyes, you big hunk of man,” Fanni cooed to Nooney…who was still hyperventilating. “Thata-boy! Stay calm! Enjoy it! Smile!”

“This is…fun…” Nooney stuttered, feeling lost and detached, swimming in the beautiful blue eyes of Fanni.

Whatever was involved in the mind-sharing, to Brazzell it caused quite an exhilarating high. He felt like he was lighter than air. Like he was departing his body, on course for another plain of existence.

The last thing he heard was Nooney gasping.

And then he blacked out.



After what seemed like an eternity, the Flandilax picture show torture ended, and Xartha removed the crystal from Bain’s forehead, causing the captain to slump to the floor out of sheer exhaustion from his ordeal. Arroyo rushed over to help Bain to his feet, hefting the stoutly built Brit up as best he could.

“Now it’s your turn,” Xeorge said, his eyes locked onto Arroyo.

“That’s okay,” Arroyo said, edging Bain to the exit as quickly as he could. “We really need to be going.”

“But this will just take a zarnec.”

“Run,” Bain croaked. With a superhuman effort, Bain willed his legs to work right, rushing the rest of his body forward with surprising speed.

“See,” Arroyo said. “He’s in a big hurry. Gotta get back to the Anomaly!”

“But what about your bill?” the bartender called.

“Bill?” Arroyo’s stomach dropped.

“Oh wait. You’re with the Anomaly? You have a charge account. Don’t worry about it.”

“Um…okay,” Arroyo replied, wondering how they’d gotten one and if it was a good thing as he took off running after Bain, catching up with him near the doors of one of the complex’s turbolifts.

“Are you all right, sir?” Arroyo asked.

“The bloody Cardassians could learn a few things from those bastards,” Bain said, leaning against the wall for support. “I haven’t been through anything like that since that damned Dukat cult got their hands on me a couple decades ago.” Bain stood up to his full height and straightened his uniform. “That’s enough dilly-dallying Bainy old boy. We’ve got a mission.”

“We need to go get defonilated,” Arroyo said, remembering the old woman’s words.

“This is no time to go…do whatever that may be,” Bain replied.

“An old woman told me we’d find the answers we sought there,” Arroyo said.

“Capital!” Bain exclaimed. “If there’s one source of information more reliable than pubs, it’s mysterious old people. Let’s go!”

Several decks above the main docking concourse, they found the Defonilation Suites, which seemed to be nothing more than small curtained alcoves across the way from a variety of shops and stands.

“Check around. I’ll see what this defonilation bit is about,” Bain said as he and Arroyo split up.

Bain entered one of the curtained alcoves and found himself in the midst of hundreds of bead strands hanging from the ceiling. In a corner, a strobe light and fog machine gave the room a look that reminded Bain of one of those haunted Borg cubes he and his friends used to set up for Halloween.

“Hallo? Anyone about?” Bain called. Out of nowhere, an alien that could best be described as a humanoid platypus slid up beside Bain.

“You called?”

“Um…quite. I’m here about the defonilation.”

“Of course, sir,” the platypus man said with a slight bow. “Will you be paying or did your ship buy a fuel fill-up entitling you to a free defonilation?”

“Now this could be a bit of a pickle,” Bain said. “I’m with the USS Anomaly…”

“Yes yes…Anomaly,” the alien replied, whipping a small padd out of its pocket.

Bain continued. “…and where we come from we don’t use money or…”

“Your ship charged a fill-up. Okay. One free defonilation coming up!” The platypus man began jumping around the room, waving his arms in Bain’s direction and smacking bead strands as he went. “Defonilate! Defonilate! DEFONILATE!” And just as suddenly as he started, he stopped. “There you go.”

“That’s it then?”

“What were you expecting?”

“I really don’t know,” Bain said. “Well, thank you for your time.”

“Hold on just a moment. You’re new to Andromeda, aren’t you?”

“Yes. Yes we are.”

“Then let me be your guide, sir. I have lived here all of my life. I know the surrounding systems. I can show you wonders you would not believe. I’m also an excellent cook, if I do say so myself.”

“Well…” Bain said, stroking his chin and considering the offer. Just then, Arroyo burst into the alcove waiving a padd.

“Captain, look what I bought! It’s a complete travelers guide to Andromeda. It tells all about the surrounding systems and wonders we would not believe. It even has recipes!”

“Where did you find that?”

“That old woman from the bar runs the shop that sells them!”

“Capital! Guess that settles that then,” Bain said, grabbing the platypus man’s hand and shaking it vigorously. “Thank you for the offer, but we seem to be covered. Good day.” Bain turned on his heel and, followed by Arroyo, charged out of the alcove.

“Damn,” the platypus man muttered as he sat down to wait for his next defonilatee.



Marsden tried to make her request for the third time, hoping this time not to be told to “shhh” by the droid running this strange excuse for a parts store.

“We need dilithium,” Marsden whispered. “And phaser emitters.”

“I do not recognize the terms your species use,” the parts droid replied to the human and Romulan. “Please access the parts database.”

Instantly, a computer monitor and interface rose out of a hidden panel in the wooden counter. “Now this is more like it!” Marsden said as she cracked her knuckles to get to work.

“SHHHHH!”

“I know! I know!”

“SHHHHH!” the droid repeated, this time with Prosak providing an echo.

“Now don’t you start,” Marsden snapped quietly, turning on Prosak.

“Um…I know this is an engineering mission and all, but I’m still the first officer,” Prosak said, after a few moments of biting her lip nervously. “Could you please not shout at me? It’s embarrassing.”

Marsden grunted noncommitally and returned to her search, leaving Prosak wishing she’d brought along the magazine from the fuel depot. There was that article about new fashions for this year’s Ioleeonui Festival that she wanted to read. That costuming class she’d taken as part of her theater minor had given her something of an interest in clothing design. The green pajamas that Bain and Tovar seemed to have such a problem with had been her own creation. And then there were the outfits she was saving to wear in intimate circumstances for that special someone who, she hoped, would eventually come into her life. Of course, now the odds were high that that someone would be a resident of Andromeda. Not that that mattered. After all, the RommaVulc credo was “Infinite Diversity in Infinite Combinations” (Okay, so they stole it). And there was no reason why someone in Andromeda wouldn’t appreciate her more…sensual garments.

“Got it!” Marsden exclaimed suddenly, prompting another “shhh” from the droid. Marsden hurdled the counter in a display of agility that surprised Prosak, then she took off into the rows of shelves.

“Please remain in front of the counter,” the droid said. “All orders may be placed there.”

“But what I need is right here,” Marsden called back as she stood in front of a set of shelving. “Send all the emitters and conduit you have to the USS Anomaly at Docking Arm Dokikon 35.”

“Did you find any dilithium?” Prosak shouted.

“Shhhh!”

“No!” Marsden shouted back.

“Shhhh!”

“We may need to check with some of the other ships docked here,” Marsden continued.

“SHHH!”

“Oh shhh yourself!” Marsden snapped. “You’re supposed to be helping customers, not watching over us like some overbearing…” The droid’s eyes suddenly glowed bright red, then fired a blinding flash that slammed into the engineer, but didn’t seem to have any effect.

“Hey!” Marsden shouted…at least she wanted to shout it. Unfortunately, no sound was emanating from her mouth. “Stop that!” Marsden mouthed impotently.

“Perhaps now you will pay more attention to local customs,” Prosak said smugly. The droid suddenly turned on the Romulan and fired again.

“I said SHHHHHH!”



When Brazzell opened his eyes, he gasped. What awaited him when he opened his eyes was the very LAST thing he expected to see.

Himself.

“Hi,” his body said to him, in a very effeminate voice. “You’re exquisitely clean!”

“I try,” Brazzell said, at a total loss…trying desperately not to have a humongous panic attack.

Behind him, he heard a panicked gasp come from Fanni. But it wasn’t Fanni, that much he was sure of.

The beautiful woman turned to face him…well…turned to face his body.

“What did she do to me?”

“She’s given you the most intimate experience a woman can give a man,” Jabrella-in-Brazzell said.

“I don’t like it!” Nooney-in-Fanni shrieked.

“Neither do I!” cried Brazzell-in-Jabrella.

“You haven’t seen the half of it!” Jabrella-in-Brazzell giggled, and began tickling her-him-self.

“Noooooooooooo!” Brazzell-in-Jabrella cried. “That’s so dirty! Stop doing that! NO NO NO! Get your hand away from there! Ahhhachchhhhh it’s so unclean!”

Meanwhile, Nooney giggled with delight.

“I never thought I’d be so lucky.” He beamed at Fanni-in-Nooney with delight. “I’m beautiful! Just beautiful! Oh…wait…why are you doing that…oh my…no…no, I’m not double-jointed. Hey, watch that…that’s an old elbow injury. Don’t…oh, my…you’re messing up my hair!”



Orientation, it turned out, was a room pretty much like the one Cabral had just been beamed out of. In fact, if it weren’t for the fact that there was one fewer desk in this room, Cabral would have assumed that the Associates transporter had just malfunctioned and dumped him right back where he’d started.

Uuulaadoodee appeared in a staticky pop a moment later. “Shall we get started?”

“Do I have a choice?” Seeing as how he was still encased in a force field, he really didn’t.

“Really, Mr. Cabral, you make it sound like you’ve been attacked, kidnapped and held against your will rather than given the opportunity to really make a difference for this organization,” Uuulaadoodee replied as he sat down at the desk, laying the clipboard down in front of him.

“Can you at least answer me one question? Cabral said.

“As many as you’d like. I’m here to help,” Uuulaadoodee said smiling.

“I realize that I am trapped here, but what happened to my ship? Are they all right?”

“Generally, the confidentiality agreement prohibits any discussion of recruits’ previous lives; however, since we haven’t really started orientation yet, I can make an exception. The Milky Way vessel is safe. No one was killed. That’s all I can tell you.”

Cabral’s tension level eased somewhat. At least Natalia was still alive. “Thank you. Let’s get on with it.”

“Excellent. I’m just going to show a short film, and then we’ll get you an office assignment. Just relax. Working on the EAAIE project is really very pleasant.” Uuulaadoodee pressed a control on the clipboard which caused the room to darken. On the left wall, a video began to play.

“Welcome to EAAIE,” a cheery female voice said as completely unrelated images of landscapes, woodland creatures, and marine life flickered by.. “In this film, we’ll get you ready to join the EAAIE team, where you will enter the exciting world of analytic processing…”

Inwardly, Cabral shuddered. This was going to be a long day.



“This book is wonderful!” Bain exclaimed as he thumbed through the padd Arroyo had bought detailed the local star systems. He then took another bite of the…whatever this meat was called…on a stick that he’d purchased at one of the stands located in this particular concourse of Gyjik’s. “Mmmmm! And so is this! You want some, Arroyo?”

“No thank you, sir,” Arroyo replied after gulping down the last bit of the milkshakey sort of substance he’d been drinking. “I’m stuffed.”

“You need to work on that appetite if you’re ever really going to enjoy the fruits this universe has to offer,” Bain said. “Life is too short to be cautious.”

“But isn’t caution required in some situations?”

“Nonsense. Did you know I’ve been declared legally dead six times? But I’m still here. You just have to show life that you’re sticking around no matter what. Caution be damned. Go for the gusto! Grab life by the…half a tic, what have we here?”

Bain stopped walking and stared at a rather large humanoid male of the same species as the bartender (these particular aliens are known as Pomari, as Bain had just learned from his guidebook) who seemed to be the proprietor of a pottery stand across the way from Bain and Arroyo. A smaller, much paler alien had come out of the back of the shop to say something to the Pomari, who then yanked the tiny alien up by his collar and seemed to be shouting at him.

“It may be time to roll up our sleeves and get a bit mussed,” Bain said, handing the padd containing the guidebook to Arroyo. Then, in one fluid motion, Bain flung the meat on a stick at the Pomari, which smacked the alien in the side of the head with a rather messy splurt.

The Pomari immediately dropped the smaller alien, who scurried into the back room of the shop. Bain meanwhile was halfway to the Pomari and closing fast. “Arroyo!”

“What?”

“Arroyo!” Bain repeated emphatically as through Arroyo should know what the hell he meant.

“What is it, Captain?”

“Bloody hell, Ensign! Check the back while I handle this bloke. How many times do I have to say it?”

“Once would have been nice,” Arroyo muttered as he made a wide circle around the ensuing confrontation between Bain and the Pomari to get to the rear of the Pomari’s shop.

“What’s all this then?” Bain demanded as the seething Pomari loomed over him, fists clenched.

“I was about to ask you the same damn question,” the Pomari replied angrily. “What’s the matter with you? Slapping an innocent man with a hunk of meat? You ought to be ashamed of yourself!”

“Me? I’m not the one using my size to intimidate that poor, defenseless employee of yours.”

“Make that employees,” Arroyo called. He’d pulled back the curtain to the rear of the pottery shop, revealing about twenty of the smaller aliens, all hunched over potting wheels spinning pots or over benches painting the finished products as two others worked a kiln.

“How much are you paying these laborers?” Bain demanded.

“Pay?” the Pomari laughed. “They work for free and they like it!”

“Nonsense!” Bain retorted. “Every being has the right to be fairly compensated for their work.”

“That’s not the way this arrangement works,” the Pomari said.

“Then this arrangement is changing right here, right now.” Bain pulled off his uniform jacket, tossed it to Arroyo, who’d rushed over as soon as it became apparent what Bain was up to, and stretched his arms behind his back. “You and me. One on one.”

“You want to fight me? For them?” the Pomari laughed as a crowd began to gather around them.

“Precisely. If I win, they come with me where they will be free from your tyranny.”

“You hear that?” the Pomari called back to his workers, who were now hesitantly leaving their posts to see what the commotion was about. “This moron wants your worthless hides.”

“That will be quite enough!” Bain growled.

“Fine then. Hit me!” the Pomari challenged, giving Bain a clear shot at his chin. Never one to need a second invitation to dinner or to a fight, Bain hauled off and slugged the Pomari with a bone jarring uppercut that literally lifted the alien off the floor and sent him flying backwards two feet where he landed with a painful thud…and didn’t get up.

“You win,” the Pomari croaked. Was it Bain’s imagination or did he almost seem to be smiling?

“Master! Master!” the horde of small pale aliens cried in unison, rushing in to surround Bain. “We are the dirt under your feet. We are the grime you pick out from under your fingernails. Use us so that we may serve your mightiness. From this day forward, we will meet your every need. Respond to your every whim. Command us!”

“Hehe,” the Pomari laughed weakly as he picked himself up and spat out a bit of orangish blood. “Now the Lackinis are your problem.” Wincing he limped back to his shop.

“Command us! Command us!” the Lackinis chanted, crowding in closer and closer around Bain and Arroyo.



With her voice gone, all Prosak could do was gesture emphatically while mouthing, “That was SO not logical!” Marsden, meanwhile, decided to take a more direct approach. With a firm click, her wrist phaser slid out from inside her sleeve as she took aim at the droid.

Hearing the click, the droid swivelled to face Marsden, its eyes back to their former dull glow.

Marsden held the wrist phaser on the droid as she used her other hand to point at her throat. She assumed the message was clear enough.

“Threats of violence are not allowed in the parts facility,” the droid replied placidly. Marsden shook the phaser at the droid angrily to emphasize her determination in this particular matter. “I am incapable of being intimidated,” the droid said.

Marsden was about to fire when suddenly the droid shuddered and sank to the floor. Behind it stood Prosak, phaser extended. Several witty comments sprang to Marsden’s mind, but, unfortunately, she couldn’t utter a one of them. Instead, she rushed over to the droid in hopes of ripping it open and finding a way to reverse the mute beam she and Prosak had been hit with.

That’s when the droid flared back to life, rising up into the air as it rotated around, eyes blazing like an angry ancient god. Prosak narrowly dodged an eyeblast that completely incinerated an exquisite carved endtable.

“Shit!” Marsden mouthed, racing back into the rows of shelves to find cover. Prosak dodged left and rolled as her mind raced to recall those evasion techniques she’d learned at the Academy. For some reason, all she could remember was that annoying Classical Ballet course she’d had to take one semester.

She leapt into the air with a graceful split kick, narrowly avoiding a blast that seared right under her. Upon landing, she went directly into a pirouette, moving gradually toward the counter as the droid tried to compare her movements with any known combat style in its database. Prosak took the momentary lapse in the droid’s assault to vault over the counter and haul ass after Marsden, slapping her commpip as she went and giving herself a good smack to the jaw in the process.

“Anomaly. Yonk here,” the dwarf Ferengi Bain had left in command replied.

Prosak opened her mouth and immediately realized the illogic of this gesture. Switching tactics, she began tapping out a distress signal in morse code. That extra credit assignment she’d done to pass Communications Fundamentals was coming in handy after all.



Back on the Anomaly, Yonk wiggled a finger in his ear trying to clear his hearing as he listened to the various pops coming over the comm line. “Hello? Is anyone there?”

Pop-pop-pop

“Yonk to Polnuc.”

“I’m right here,” the Mogolodin engineer said from behind Yonk. The Ferengi swivelled in the command chair. Sure enough, Polnuc’s head was just visible above the tac-ops console he was busy repairing.

“Sorry. Didn’t see you.”

“That’s brave talk coming from the one man on this ship shorter than me.”

“It wasn’t a short joke,” Yonk replied defensively. “I really didn’t know you were there.”

Pop pop pop pop.

“Are we having comm problems?” Yonk continued.

“We’d better not be. I just fixed that,” Polnuc said, rushing over to the seldom-used engineering console off to the right of the command area. “No. All clear.”

“Then what is that popping?” Yonk said, trying to clear the other ear. “It’s vibrating my lobes…and not in a good way.”

“Damn prank commers,” Polnuc muttered and closed the channel, prompting a relieved sigh from Yonk.



Meanwhile, Marsden and Prosak had barricaded themselves into a makeshift bunker formed from a pile of light plating Marsden had found in one of the lower bins. Despite only weighing a couple of ounces, each sheet was able to absorb the droid’s blasts…of course then it immediately disintegrated.

Prosak returned fire, which was a fairly futile gesture since the droid had already proven itself impervious to their phasers, while Marsden frantically searched for anything that could possibly stop their attacker.

It took her several seconds to realize that Prosak was mouthing something at her. “What?” Marsden mouthed back, gesturing that she didn’t understand. Prosak looked around for a moment, then started running her finger in the pile of ash left by some of the disintegrating plates. Marsden glared at Prosak. This was no time for games. Wait. Prosak was spelling something.

YOU KNOW WE COULD JUST LEAVE

Marsden rubbed her hand in the ash, scattering it, then started spelling her own message emphatically.

NOT WITHOUT THOSE PARTS

Prosak quickly rubbed out Marsden’s message again, taking a few moments occasionally to shoot back at the approaching death droid, and started to write.

I WOULD RATHER NOT LOSE ANY OF MY PARTS!

Marsden nodded in reluctant agreement as the two readied themselves to make a run for it. That’s when the final plate vaporized, leaving Prosak and Marsden eyeball to glowlight with the droid.



Brazzell-in-Jabrella and Nooney-in-Fanni spent the hour after their mind-switch cowering under the covers as spooky and disturbing shrieks, cat-calls, and other assorted noises echoed outside…most frighteningly, in their OWN voices.

“What do we do?” Nooney-in-Fanni whispered to Brazzell.

“I say we politely ask for our bodies back,” Brazzell-in-Jabrella replied. “Then you give my body a complete devidium-isotope scrubdown.”

“Will do,” agreed Nooney. “Luckily, I’m a doctor. At least we know I can fix whatever they do to us.”

“Don’t be so sure,” muttered Brazzell, reaching down to scratch behind his knee. Then he realized it wasn’t his knee. It was HER knee. And what was attached to a knee? BREASTS! (Well, farther up.)

“Hey! No touching!” Nooney’s voice suddenly cried out.

A strong hand (his) suddenly yanked Brazzell-in-Jabrella up.

“Who said you could touch us?” demanded Fanni-in-Nooney

“Look what you’re doing to US!” retorted Nooney-in-Fanni.

“That’s different. That’s what you’re paying for.”

“We’re paying?” asked Brazzell-in-Jabrella.

“I feel like we’ve been screwed,” grumbled Jabrella-in-Brazzell.

“How do you think WE feel?” demanded Nooney-in-Fanni.

Just then, the curtains that separated bedroom from bar were flung open, and a gleaming, silver, cone-shaped robot hovered in, pivoting toward the four so-called “zorners.”

“Zorners,” the robot cried, the vocal lights in his head unit flaring up with each syllable. “Restore your minds to their rightful places immediately. The two zornees are wanted criminals.”

“Curiouser and curiouser,” muttered Fanni-in-Nooney. She grabbed Nooney-in-Fanni by the chin and stared at him. Moments later, Nooney blinked, grateful to see he was back in his original body.

“Wanted for what?” asked Brazzell, once again in his own body after Jabrella had performed her own staring contest with him.

“It’s not what you AREN’T wanted for, smartypants, but what you ARE! Stealing approximately five trillion boldoks worth of merchandise from Easy Eeps Etched Emporium.”

“We didn’t steal!” Brazzell snapped. He’d about had it with this weirdo galaxy. “The guy GAVE the stuff to us. He said it was all FREE!”

“At least you admit your guilt,” the robot said. “The tribunal will go easier on you.”

“We’re not admitting anything!” Nooney protested.

At this point, Jabrella and Fanni were just exchanging confused glances.

“Now you are just being irritating,” muttered the robot. “No need to repeat yourself.” The sleek, conical device angled toward the curtained door. “Eep, will you come in and identify these folks so we can get them down to the mangling room?”

“That doesn’t sound pleasing,” murmurred Nooney.

The tall fellow from the glass store, Eep, Brazzell guessed, strode in, and pointed.

“Guys! It’s so great to see you! I wasn’t really wondering where you were. I’m just glad you’re okay now.”

Nooney and Brazzell narrowed their eyes at Eep. “Come again?” said Brazzell.

“You’re of course allowed to take whatever you want from the store,” Eep said, by way of explanation.

Brazzell and Nooney looked pleadingly at the robot.

“Did you hear that? He just said we were allowed to take whatever we want from the store,” Brazzell said.

“You’re right,” replied the robot. “He didn’t say that. He said you WEREN’T allowed.”

“I think we can clear this up,” said Fanni.

Thank GOODNESS the Pomari were telepaths.

“Yes,” said Jabrella. “See, Mister Enforcer,” she said to the robot. “These folks,” she pointed to Nooney and Brazzell, “speak something called ‘Federation Standard.’ They come from another galaxy. That language isn’t spoken here.”

“It sounds like they’re speaking Vespan,” muttered the robot, pointing to Eep.

Eep shrugged. “It doesn’t sound anything like Vespan to me.”

“Exactly,” the robot said, and everyone smacked their fists into their foreheads.



“Bloody ankle-biters!” Bain snapped, giving one of the Lackinis who’d gotten a bit too close a forceful nudge with his boot.

“Hey! Get off of my back!” Arroyo cried as another Lackinis latched itself around his neck and hugged for dear life.

“I am your servant, master!”

“I’ve seen gratitude before, but this is bloody annoying,” Bain said. “I’m tempted to disintegrate the lot of them.”

“If that is your desire, we would be honored to be disintegrated,” the Lackinis closest to him said, kow-towing humbly. “We exist to obey your every whim.”

“Cease this prattle!” Bain said. “You are independent beings who can and will decide your own fate.”

“Um…no they aren’t,” Arroyo said, looking through the guidebook. “According to this, the Lackinis do exist solely to serve. It’s what fulfils them.”

“Says who? The authors of that blasted book? What do they know?”

“Uh…it was written by the Lackinis. According to the preface, their master ordered them to write the guidebook.”

“We could write something for you too!” the Lackinis exclaimed eagerly. “We will write songs to praise you. Entire symphonies will be dedicated to you if that is your desire.”

“Right. Well…” Bain trailed off, losing himself in thought.

“The master is pondering! Get him a chair! Get him a drink! Fan him! Fan him!”

“Race of servants you say?”

“Yes, sir,” Arroyo replied.

“I guess there’s nothing for it then.” Bain straightened his uniform and cleared his throat to address the group of Lackinis surrounding them. “I will take you with me.”

“Captain!” Arroyo protested.

“Quiet, Ensign. Now my little ones, go gather your belongings. I will be here when you return.”

“OOOH!” the Lackinis gasped, their eyes widening. “The master is allowing us to bring our belongings. He is a good and kind master! OOOOOOOH!”

“Run along now,” Bain said, smiling paternally as he waved them away. The Lackinis rushed back into the pottery shop, prompting screams of alarm from the shopkeeper.

“I hate to do this,” Bain said to Arroyo.

“No kidding.”

“Run.”

“What?” Arroyo said confused.

“Run. We’re ditching the blighters!”

“Aye, sir. Commencing ditching now!” Arroyo said, taking off in the opposite direction from the shop, Bain hard on his heels.

“The master leaves without us!” the Lackinis shouted from behind them.

“Bloody hell!” Bain cried as he heard the trampling feet of a Lackinis stampede gaining on them. He quickly pinched his commpip. “Bain to Anomaly. Emergency retrieve!”

“Yes!” Arroyo concurred, also grabbing his commpip. “Retrieve! Retrieve!” Just before the Lackinis swarmed over them, the Anomaly officers vanished in a shower of molecules.

“Ooooh! The master challenges us to find him. We WILL find the master!”



It was just as well that Prosak and Marsden were mute at that particular moment, since, with an angry death droid mere feet away, they wouldn’t have had much to say anyway. Idly, Marsden wondered if she could slip off her phaser, set it to overload, and toss it at the droid without it noticing. Probably not. Of course, the resulting blast would incinerate her and Prosak as well, so it really wasn’t that great of a plan after all.

“You have shown absolutely no respect for the rules of this facility,” the droid said. “Under Policy 17 of the Pomari Customer Relations manual, you will be executed immediately.”

“What happened to the customer is always right?” Marsden mouthed, not that anyone could hear it.

The droid’s eyes glowed red as Marsden closed hers in preparation of being reduced to a smoky smudge on the beautiful carpet.

Then suddenly she felt herself being shoved backwards violently. She opened her eyes in time to see Prosak dive roll underneath the droid and leap up into a graceful split. Upon landing, she zig-zagged wildly down the aisle, spinning as she went.

“Come back here! This behavior is against store policy!” the droid shouted, turning to pursue the Romulan.

Not one to pass up a golden opportunity, Marsden ran as fast as she could in the opposite direction. She had to hand it to Prosak. The woman had guts…sometimes. Prosak was definitely a tough one to get a handle on. One moment, she’d be prattling on about some restaurant her father took her to for her sixth birthday, the next she was single-handedly taking on indestructible battle robots.

But the last thing Marsden was going to do was allow Prosak to get herself killed by a damn store clerk. It was just a stupid machine; she was an engineer. And if there was something an engineer loved more than fixing things, it was taking stuff apart.

She whipped her quadcorder out of its pocket on her uniform and waited impatiently for it to unravel from its compact mode (which was a thick disk about four centimeters in diameter) out to operational mode. After slipping it over her head, she began scanning the various shelving compartments for something she could use. Piping…cable…some sort of gooey pulsating thing…and…hmm…now that could be interesting, if it was what Marsden thought it was.

Meanwhile, Prosak was faced with a bit of a dilemma. She could continue to play this rather high stakes game of hide and seek with the battle droid or she could get the hell out of there and try to flag down a Gyjik’s security officer, assuming such beings existed. Of course, if she left, there was a high probability that Lieutenant Marsden would be killed. Now Prosak understood the Vulcan philosophy about the needs of the many outweighing the needs of the one. But she got a bit fuzzy when it came to resolving the needs of the one versus the needs of the other one, particularly when one of those ones was her.

The decision became somewhat simpler when the droid zipped over the counter and slowed to a halt in front of the exit, effectively closing off Prosak’s escape route. Prosak peered over the counter which she’d crouched behind and mouthed several illogical profanities.

“You have been spotted,” the droid said, moving smoothly over to Prosak. “Stay where you are.”

Prosak made a move to run, but the droid blasted the ground in her path to emphasize its point. She stood, holding up her arms in surrender and hoping that Surak would be waiting with an eyebrow raised to welcome her into the Great Debate (An afterlife invented by the RommaVulcs since Vulcan didn’t have anything to say about death other than that you were dead and you should put your katra somewhere logical).

“Thank you for shopping with us,” the droid said as its eyes began to glow. Prosak’s first reaction was to slam her eyes shut, but she was rather curious to know exactly what Lieutenant Marsden, who was currently sneaking up on the droid from behind, was planning on doing with the odd shaped object she held in her hand.

Opening her mouth to shout a battlecry that didn’t emerge, Marsden swung the brick-shaped object in her hand at the droid…and missed completely. The effect on the droid, however, was immediate. It began to shake and shudder violently as its eyes flickered. A moment later, it hit the ground with a thump. Marsden pounced like a panther, switching her phaser to an extremely narrow beam and slicing through the now-unprotected droid’s casing.

Sensing that Marsden might require more specialized tools, Prosak began looking around for Marsden’s engineering kit, which had been flung or dropped somewhere during the chaos of running for their lives. She returned with the kit a few minutes later, just as Marsden was opening the casing, revealing the unit’s inner workings. As if she expected it to be there, Marsden grabbed the tool kit from Prosak and set to work extracting the glowing eyes.

After several more minutes of intricate work, Marsden removed the eyeball shaped emitters and aimed them at Prosak, who instinctively backed up, prompting an angry glare from Marsden. Prosak stiffened, bracing herself and closing her eyes as Marsden activated the eyes. Prosak screamed silently as the beam struck, more out of fear than anything else…but then she realized something. She could actually hear herself.

“It worked!” Prosak shouted excitedly. This prompted another angry glare from Marsden, who was at that moment turning the eyes on herself. “Not that I ever doubted you. It would be highly illogical to ever doubt the skills of a talented professional such as yourself.”

Marsden fired at herself as Prosak continued her furious backpedaling. “I mean, you were the chief designer of the Anomaly. Anyone who could accomplish the difficult melding of Federation and Romulan technology has to be a genius…even if you did need some strange alien to make it work right. But the point is…”

“Just shut up, Prosak, and we’ll call it even,” Marsden said, walking over to the supply database terminal and punching a few keys.

“Out of scientific curiosity, just what was that device you used to disable our attacker?”

“An electromagnet,” Marsden replied. “I figured it would be enough to scramble the robot’s programming all to hell.”

“Good thinking! I mean, most logical.”

A hint of a smile crossed Marsden’s face, then grew wider as she made three more keystrokes. “There. The equipment’s ordered. Our credit account has been charged. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“That’s the most logical thing you’ve said all day,” Prosak replied, as the two officers made a hasty retreat back to the Anomaly.



Two hours after the start of Nooney and Brazzell’s linguistic nightmare, everything was worked out to the satisfaction of all involved–even the robot.

No one at the Zap Zorn had ever heard of latinum, and obviously Federation Credits would not convert to local currency. But it turned out Nooney and Brazzell had something to contribute after all.

Fanni and Jabrella had told them, that there were a pair of vacationers in from the Signara system, and they were in search of a couple nice bodies to spend the weekend in.

The price Nooney and Brazzell fetched was more than enough to pay off Eep, and cover the cost of the original mind-sharing. Apparently, these particular vacationers were fond of very specific body types: One clean, one flabby. One problem…

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Security officer Lara Randall blocked the airlock into the Anomaly, which had since docked at Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway.

“Trust me,” Brazzell, in the body of a very obese ten-tentacled green squidoid from the planet Marple, said.

“How can we convince you that we’re who we claim to be?” pleaded Nooney, in the body of a pregnant insectoid Brachhian from the Ooman nebula. He was desperate to get to sickbay and examine himself to see when he was due. Birthing was not part of the body-rental agreement.

“Tell me the name of the Ship’s Activities Coordinator.”

“Steve!!!” Nooney-in-Zzzzaroth cried out excitedly, clapping his spindly arms together.

Randall rolled her eyes. “Come this way, guys. I just hope your bodies return in one piece.”

“This should be an interesting two days,” Brazzell muttered to Nooney.

“And all we have to show for all our hard work is a bunch of stupid glass,” grumbled Nooney, dragging the cart into the airlock behind him and onto the ship.



“Good news,” Nooney-in-Brachhian said to his Andorian Nurse, Ih’vik.

“Which is?” asked Ih’vik disinterestedly from her desk near the door to Sickbay.

“I’m not due for five more days. I’ll get my old body back in plenty of time.”

“That is good news.”

Nooney-in-Brachhian extended a long, gooey feeler and wrapped it around a wine decanter he’d purchased, sort of, from Eep. Maybe it was designed to hold wine. Or some other liquid. “And the body-switch was well worth it. Look what cool pieces I picked up from that glass shop?”

“Fascinating,” muttered Ih’vik.

It was then that Shelly Marsden burst into Sickbay.

“Cough it up, Nooney!” she cried.

“Cough…what?” Nooney-in-Brachhian asked, confused.

“I was trying to figure out where in Andromeda I’d find dilithium crystal when my sensors in engineering detected…guess what?”

The multi-faceted black insectoid shrugged as it pawed at the wine decanter.

“What?”

Marsden grabbed the decanter and shook it at Nooney-in-Brachhian. “DILITHIUM!”

“The crystal?”

“The DILITHIUM crystal!” Marsden cried. “Where’s the rest of it?”

“It’s…uh…can’t I just keep a little bit?”

“NO! We need it to power the ship. You DO understand that concept, don’t you?”

The insect looked down at the ground, compound eyes twitching. It twiddled its feelers. “But I kind of wanted some of it as a souvenir. Can I at least keep the mug?”

“NO!” Marsden rolled the decanter in her hands. “I wonder. Hmm. I bet this will crush very well.”

“Nooooooo!” moaned Nooney-in-Bracchian. His excellent insect hearing detected Ih’vik chuckling. If his compound eyes had tear ducts, he would have cried.



“So what did you think?” Uuulaadoodee asked as the video ended and the lights came back up.

“I have no idea,” Cabral replied. “That didn’t explain a thing. All I got was that I’m going to be doing something analytical and that the assignment is ‘very exciting’ and will benefit the entire organization.”

“I guess it is a bit vague, but we don’t like to give people any preconceived notions.” He looked down at his clipboard. “Ahh, your assignment’s come through. Based on your interview, our personnel experts have determined that you would be best in Department Five.”

“What’s Department Five?”

“Sorry. Can’t tell you that. I wouldn’t want to give you any preconceived notions,” Uuulaadoodee said as he pressed another control on his clipboard. Suddenly, the floor directly underneath Cabral vanished, revealing a vast, darkened chamber filled with row after row of brains. Brains in jars, brains in vats, brains encased in housings similar to his own. Each of them sat in sockets in the floor, connected to the chamber as a whole by tubes and cables.

The force field holding Cabral began to descend, lowering him into the chamber as the entire orientation room, which was actually a hovervessel of some sort, moved over an empty socket in a cluster of brains in one quadrant of the chamber.

Cabral quickly decided that this was NOT anything close to anything he’d ever wanted for his life. He let loose with every weapon he had, pouring every bit of energy he could muster into disrupting the forcefield.

Nothing happened. Not a thing. The force field didn’t even flicker.

As Cabral’s sphere touched down into the waiting socket, hoses and cables lanced out of hidden compartments, invading Cabral’s systems and reaching into his very consciousness…

…and then his entire world changed.



Kasyov was lost in thought as she watched the lights and bleeping and gaudiness of Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway drift away as Lt. Cmdr. Tovar steered the raceabout Caspian toward the border.

They had been flying full-ahead on the polaron engines for several minutes in silence.

“…tourist trap,” Tovar muttered as he worked the helm controls. He still refused to talk about his encounter with Moklok.

“What’s that again?”

“The place really did look like a tourist trap. I hope our crewmates will be able to accomplish their missions.”

“I’d worry more about our own mission,” Kasyov said, as hologram after hologram of planetary and quasi-planetary bodies passed in front of her face. So far, no brain activity matching Cabral’s was in evidence. She sighed. Gyjik didn’t give her any leads, and good old reliable science was giving her no clues as to Cabral’s whereabouts either.

“I take it the search for our resident brain is not going well,” Tovar said flatly.

“Yes. As if you care.” Kasyov was in no mood for pleasant conversation. Especially after her fruitless encounter with Gyjik.

“Touchy,” Tovar replied. “I do indeed care about Cabral quite a bit. Without him, we will not be able to return to the Milky Way.”

“So you think of him as an object then. Sort of like a warp core.”

“No. I concede that Mr. Cabral is a sentient lifeform.”

“Have you ever had a conversation with him?”

“I believe I inquired as to his status on several occasions over the last few months.”

“All-business, as usual.”

Tovar turned in his seat to face Kasyov. “And what, exactly, is that supposed to mean?”

“You don’t seem too concerned about his well-being. Not a good stance for a security officer, wouldn’t you say?”

“I am professionally concerned with the safety of everyone on our ship.”

“Professionally,” Kasyov chuckled. “What about personally?”

“I consider Captain Bain a mentor. Aside from him, I have no need for personal interaction with anyone else on the ship.”

“You don’t know what you’re missing.”

“Based on my admittedly limited knowledge of your social life, I would say you and I have a common interest in not mingling with the Anomaly crew.”

“I have Shelly,” Kasyov said quickly.

“And I have the captain. There, we are even. How about you quit chattering and find our brain?”

“Well,” snapped Kasyov. “The gloves are off, are they?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Why don’t you look out the window once in a while?”

“Are you speaking metaphorically?”

“No!” Kasyov pointed. “I mean–LOOK OUT THE WINDOW!”

Tovar turned back toward the Caspian’s front window to see that, indeed, a vessel was hovering right in front of them. They, meanwhile, were hurtling right toward it.

Collision alarms suddenly sounded throughout the cockpit, as Tovar slammed the engines into reverse.

The Caspian slowed to a stop, a mere kilometer from the vessel which had swung in front of it.

“Where’d that come from?” Tovar asked no one in particular.

“I was busy looking for brains. I left you with the task of looking for enemy ships.”

“How are you sure that is an enemy ship?” asked Tovar.

“Because no one in this galaxy has been friendly so far.”

And, in fact, Kasyov was right, Tovar thought, because the boomerang-shaped vessel, roughly the size of the Anomaly, launched a purple tractor beam at the Caspian, grasping it firmly.

“Anomalous vessel, you are approaching border patrol. What is your business here?” a booming voice shouted over the comm system.

“We’re here to get our disembodied brain back!” Kasyov fairly shouted. “Who am I speaking to?”

“I am Associate Auditor Third Class Yyyavreee.”

“Yyyavreee. Nice to make your acquaintance,” Tovar said, glaring at Kasyov. “We’d like to speak to someone about getting back that disembodied brain my friend spoke of.”

“That’s quite impossible.”

“How do you figure?”

“Because he is needed elsewhere. We wouldn’t have appropriated him otherwise.”

“‘Appropriated’?” asked Kasyov. “Do you mean kidnap?”

“We are unfamiliar with that word,” replied the voice. “By the way…I detect one male and one female occupant on your vessel. Is that correct?”

Tovar looked at Kasyov. “I…suppose. Why?”

“You are of different species.”

“Yeah, who wants to know?” Kasyov demanded angrily. She didn’t have time for this. She wanted to make some progress on the brain-finding front.

Yyyavreee ignored her question. “Are your species sexually compatible?”

“I guess,” Kasyov said, though she didn’t know for sure.

“Excellent. Will you volunteer for an experiment?”

“NO!” shouted Kasyov. “We’re not here to volunteer for anything. You have a brain somewhere in your possession named Cabral. He belongs to us. He made it possible for our ship to get here, and without him it’ll be impossible to get back. Not to mention…he’s my friend.”

Tovar made a failed attempt at smiling at Kasyov. “He’s my friend too.”

“Interesting. Thank you for volunteering. Please lower your shields for transport to our vessel. We’ll take you to the experimentation site.”

“Wait one second!” Kasyov said.

“I believe we’ve already stated our intentions on this matter,” Tovar said, arming the Caspian’s weapons and subtly preparing to jet off into warp. “We will not be your lab subjects. Doctor Kasyov is looking for a lab subject of her own…one you’ve stolen!”

There was silence over the comm channel for a moment.

“Very well, then,” the voice finally said. “I can see when I’ve lost an argument.”

“Thank goodness,” Kasyov said. “Now do you know who we can talk to about this? A supervisor or someth–”

“We will reimburse you for your destroyed shuttlecraft,” said Yyyavreee.

“Um…” Tovar’s fingers danced along the Caspian’s controls.

“What do you mean ‘reimburse’?” Kasyov’s eyes widened as blooms of red energy shot out of the boomerang-like Associates craft.

“Tovar…GET US OUT–”

Before she could finish her sentence, the Caspian exploded around her, and Kasyov idly wondered how good the Associates were at timing their transporters.



TO BE CONTINUED…





Domestic Tranquility



It was all just a bad dream.

It had to be.

Some weird hybrid Federation/Romulan ship. A living brain. A Nantucket sleighride to the Andromeda galaxy.

All of that was just a dream.

Natalia Kasyov turned over in bed, hugged her pillow, and draped an arm over the man who shared her bed with her.

Wait!

There was a man in bed with her?

She must still be dreaming.

The man snorted and rolled over to face her. She recognized him, and immediately, like a starship crashing into a sun, the reality of what Natalia Kasyov had been through in the last few months all came tumbling back into place.

“Why on Yyns are we in bed together?” Lieutenant Commander Tovar asked calmly.

“I was hoping you’d be able to tell me,” Kasyov replied, quickly yanking back her arm and sitting up in bed. She immediately laid back down and pulled up the sheets when she realized that she was naked.

“I, too, am naked, in case you were wondering,” Tovar muttered. “In addition, I seem to have broken out in some kind of rash. We didn’t…do anything last night…did we?”

“And just what the hell are you implying?” Kasyov rolled away from Tovar, scanning the bedroom for some form of clothing. It was a white-walled, bare room with boxy white cabinets and drawers and what appeared to be a spacious walk-in closet. It was dim; dawn light was peeking in through slatted windows from either side of the bed.

“I was unconscious. You may have taken advantage of me, as the squid lady did,” said Tovar.

“I assure you, you don’t have to worry about that,” mumbled Kasyov. Hell with it. Kasyov jumped out of bed and wrapped herself, toga-like, in the sheet. That left Tovar decidedly uncovered.

“That was uncalled for,” Tovar griped as he threw a pillow over his privates.

“THIS is uncalled for!” Kasyov shouted, gesturing all around the bedroom.

Tovar sat up. “The last thing I remember is us getting blown up by an Associates battle cruiser. I would say this is quite preferable, all things considered.”

“Well, I’m going to go on a limb here and say the Associates have captured us,” Kasyov said, staring at herself in the dresser mirror. Her hair was an unkempt black mess. They certainly hadn’t done any grooming while she was unconscious.

“These little bumps are really itching,” Tovar noted.

“Let me have a look at them,” mumbled Kasyov, turning to face Tovar.

He gripped his pillow. “That…won’t be necessary. They seem to be focused in large quantities right near my…”

“Don’t be an ass,” said Kasyov. “I’ve been to medical school. Just because I study brains all the time doesn’t mean I don’t know other things about humanoid physiology. Besides, I’m a lot better than Nooney, aren’t I?”

Tovar raised an eyebrow. “You ARE naked, though.”

“I have a sheet!” protested Kasyov.

“It is see-through.”

Kasyov looked down at herself. “Oh, hell.”



On the other side of the mirror, First Operative Ieeeooop looked on with great interest. “They’re quite ugly. Sort of like Vesecchians without all the feelers. I’ll have to make note of that.”

Suddenly an alarm blared in Ieeeooop’s ears. A voice boomed: “They will be late for work. Get them moving.”

“Right, First Supervisor. Right away.”

Ieeeooop pushed a control, and a similar alarm blared in the bedroom. Tovar and Kasyov looked about, confused.

“Attention, guests. My name is First Operative Ieeeooop. I must inform you that you are being watched. You are our guests here at the Associates Inspection and Evaluation of Interesting Entities training camp. The AIEIE for short.”

Ieeeooop did not recognize the gesture that Kasyov flashed all about the room, but he wrote down a description of it for later. It appeared that Kasyov was pointing at something, but her one extended middle finger was pointed straight up. How odd.

“You cannot lay about in bed all day, however,” continued Ieeeooop. “There is a program of study designed especially with you in mind at the AIEIE. You each have a role to fulfil in our little community.”

“What would that be?” Tovar asked, looking about with mild annoyance.

“You, Mister Tovar, are to stay at home, clean, prepare meals, and keep your mate satisfied.”

“WHAT?” This from Tovar.

“MATE?” This from Kasyov.

“And you, Doctor Kasyov,” Ieeeooop continued, unfettered, “Although we don’t recognize your alien doctoral title, you will be placed into a position in the scientific field. You are apparently somewhat well-versed in the art of brain study.”

“SOMEWHAT? I’m one of the preeminent neurologists in the Federation!”

“We do not recognize this ‘Federation.’ At any rate, you are to be put to work immediately. Get dressed. You will report to work in ten minutes.”

“With what clothes?” demanded Kasyov.

Ieeeooop pressed another button. Kasyov was momentarily engulfed in white light, and when the light faded she was wearing a somewhat unflattering, quasi-futuristic silver jumpsuit, complete with a silver scrunchie for her ponytail.

“Do I get clothes too?” Tovar asked.

“Not yet,” replied Ieeeooop. “Now get to work, Doctor.”

“Where exactly am I supposed to go?”

“A tram will pick you up outside on the doorstep. Don’t miss it. Go. Go. Go.”

“What if I don’t?” demanded Kasyov.

“They have the power to dress you at will,” Tovar whispered into her ear. “They can probably do a lot worse.”

“What do you mean? Put me in white shoes after Labor Day?”

“If they can beam clothing onto you, then it stands to reason that they can beam bits of you off.”

“Right, then. Off I go!”

“Meanwhile,” Tovar said, pulling Kasyov back toward him. “I will stay behind and try to devise an escape.”

“Good idea.”

“There is no escape,” Ieeeooop broke in.

“Shut up,” Kasyov snapped and marched out of the room.

“Well, I’d better get to cleaning up the house. Long day ahead,” Tovar said, stretching and yawning. “How about those clothes, whoever you are?”

“Fine, if you insist,” replied Ieeeooop.

Now it was Tovar’s turn to be engulfed by light.



Siege mentality. That’s what Bain called it.

As he sat in his command chair, staring at the front viewscreen, which showed nothing but the advertisement-strewn hull of Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway, Bain felt like a prisoner on his own ship.

Marsden was still finishing repairs, the brain that kept Bain’s ship running smoothly was kidnapped, his right-hand man and chief science officer were off, who knew where, looking for said brain, and on top of all of that Bain was being hunted down by tiny aliens who saw him as their supreme ruler.

All in all, a disagreeable state of affairs. Bain grunted something unintelligible and looked down at his readouts.

At that moment, Lt. Bre’zan Brazzell spoke up from tac-ops:

“Captain,” Brazzell said. “We’re receiving a call from a small transport just entering sensor range.”

“Who does it belong to, Brazzie?”

“Who’s ‘Brazzie’?”

“You are!”

“Oh,” Brazzell said, still confused. “It appears to be an Associates vessel, sir.”

“On screen.” Bain narrowed his eyes at the viewscreen as the arrowhead-shaped vessel darted into view. “Blast, I wonder what they want from us now?”

Brazzell’s panel bleeped. “They’re hailing.”

“Let’s get on with it, then,” Bain said, as Prosak emerged from his former ready room, now her quarters, zipping up her uniform jacket.

“Good morning, Captain,” she said, taking a position standing next to Bain.

“We’ve got company, Prosak.” Bain pointed at the screen, where a purple-skinned, triangle-headed Associate Enforcer appeared, looking…well, really he had no facial expression whatsoever.

“Greetings,” said the Associate on the viewscreen. “I am Associate Enforcer Aaaiiieee.”

“What can we do for you, Aaaa…” Bain said, then gave up trying to pronounce the man’s name. Sounded too damn much like screaming. “What can we do for you, sir?”

“It is not what you can do for me,” replied the Associate, “but what I can do for you.”

“Come again?”

“The vessel on which I am traveling belongs to you.”

Bain and Prosak exchanged confused glances.

“Why would you give us a vessel?” asked Prosak.

“In exchange for the one we destroyed, of course.”

Bain’s eyebrows darted up. “PARDON?”

“We blew up one of your ships. Dreadfully sorry. I hope this one is satisfactory. There are also some sacks of marba wheat aboard. You should consume those within the next two weeks, because after that they go bad and release a highly toxic gas.”

“Look here,” Bain began, not knowing exactly where to begin.

“And, as a special treat, since we have confiscated two of your crew for testing, we tossed in coupons for two free defonilations.”

“Confiscated?” asked Prosak.

“See here now, sir,” Bain said. “You can’t just…”

And just like that, Aaaiiiieee vanished in a whirl of gold sparkles from the cockpit of the tiny ship.

“Red Alert,” Bain said, punching a control on his command chair. “Marsie, dear, a bit of an emergency has come up. How’s the ship?”

“Just a few minor repairs,” came the concerned voice of Marsden. “We can get underway, if necessary. What’s up?”

“I’ll fill you in later. Prepare us for immediate departure.” Bain turned to Prosak. “Why don’t you see about the docking–”

Just then, Brazzell’s console bleeped.

“Sir, I’m detecting eleven tiny lifeforms at the airlock, pounding on the door…they appear to be Lackinis.”

“Oh sod it, then!” Bain exclaimed. “Mister Arroyo, pull us out already! Docking skirt and all!”

“Sir, that’s not advise–”

“Just do it, man, there are mini-Mongols at the door!”

“Mongols? I thought they were Lackinis?” Prosak said confused.

“Leave now. History lesson later,” Bain said.

“Right, sir.”

“Go, Arroyo.”

Arroyo punched the Anomaly into reverse, ripping it free of Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway’s docking ring, with part of the Gyjik’s airlock still attached.

“Grab the Associates’ transport in a tractor beam, Brazzell,” said Bain. “It might be useful.”

“Yes sir,” Brazzell said, and worked at his panel. A beat later, he looked up. “We are being hailed.”

“Go figure,” Prosak muttered, leaning against Bain’s chair.

“On screen,” said Bain.

“Greetings,” said a woman on the viewscreen, or at least Bain was pretty sure she was female. She was bloated, orange, and sported a head like a squid, complete with flopping tentacles. “My name is Moklok. I’m Gyjik’s Administrative Aide. We noticed that you ripped free of our station. Not to worry, we’ll just add the repairs to your tab.”

“Our what?”

“Your tab…you’ve rung up quite a bill at the repair shop, the chocolatery, the beer lounge and also the tailor. With our special low financing, we can arrange a payment system you can afford.”

“Good to hear, there, Moklok, but we have a spot of trouble here to attend to and will have to deal with your special financing later.”

“That’s fine. Um…is Mister Tovar there?”

“Not at present,” Bain said. “If you don’t mind my asking, how do you know Tovar?”

“We met, and…” Moklok trailed off.

“I’m sorry, but we really need to be going.”

“Fine. I should tell you. We…”

“Damn it, Arroyo, skip out on the check already.”

“What’s that, Captain?”

“Take us into warp!”

“Right, sir. Course?”

“Away from here!”

“Okeydoke.” Arroyo sent the Anomaly pitching around and darting away from Gyjik’s, with their tiny Associates vessel in tow. Just another great example of Starfleet diplomacy in the Andromeda Galaxy.



The tram ride to work was uneventful. Kasyov was joined by other jumpsuited figures, none of whom seemed eager to speak to her. All in all, it seemed like no one was thrilled to get to this workplace…wherever or whatever it was.

Not that it mattered to Kasyov much. She was just concerned with holding out long enough for the Anomaly to find them. Hopefully, that wouldn’t be long. But she didn’t know any of the crew, save Shelly, long enough to really gauge how good of a job they’d do rescuing her.

She had to admit, they did a good job tracking her down when one of her test brains kidnapped her months earlier, but she’d already managed to defeat poor Subject 241 before the Anomaly arrived on the scene.

She didn’t have hopes quite so high for this particular kidnapping, considering that she was on an unfamiliar world, who knew how far away from the Anomaly, and if that weren’t bad enough, she was in fact not even in her home galaxy.

Kasyov sighed as she was ushered by Associate guards into a large, featureless, white building.

Her only hope for the moment, frighteningly, lie in Lt. Commander Tovar.



“I’m a clean clean clean, clean machine, let’s give those tables a brilliant sheen!”

Tovar, whose mind had taken a temporary holiday in favor of that of his past life Tarva (a giddy housekeeper), dusted the tables in the living room with one hand as he ushered a floorsweeper along the room’s hard granite floors.

The room could use a nice rug!

He’d have to see about that.



Meanwhile, Kasyov was immediately put to work in a laboratory, where she assumed she’d be forced to experiment on brains.

Instead, oddly, she was testing different types of jam.

“Well,” came a voice over a loudspeaker in the bare, white room. “What do you think of that one?”

Kasyov, along with the row of other cursed humanoids, thought the matter over as they swished the spoonful of jam around in their mouths. Electrodes attached to their foreheads recorded brainwave patterns.

“Want to know what I think?” Kasyov muttered.

“Yes indeed!” the voice replied.

“I think this experiment sucks.”

A pause. “Interesting, interesting. Other opinions?”

A chorus of groans and muttering erupted around Kasyov. She got the impression that many of the others in the room had been at this much longer than she.

One person threw up.

“Splendid!” the irritating voice said finally. “This will all be very helpful as we compile our data.”

“How, exactly, will this be helpful?”

“Good question. How about lunch everyone? I believe they’re serving…muffins and jam!”

The same person threw up again. Groans filled the room.

Kasyov wished she and Tovar could switch places.



“Housemates behave, We have to live together, Watch where you spill, that’s gonna leave a stain… and so I’m–Cleaning just as fast as I can (can, can, can) in a far-off Andromeda land (land, land, land) tryin´ to mop up all the floors and then you mess it all up again, so I have to clean some more and I say, I’m cleaning my home now, there doesn´t seem to be anyone around I’m cleaning my home now, the beating of my duster’s the only sound…”



In mid-duster-swipe, Tovar’s eyes rolled up in his head, he pitched forward into a mound of curtains as he dropped to the floor.

His eyes popped open. Confused, he stood up and looked around.

Hmm. The house was neat as a Yyn. Tovar said a silent thank-you to Tarva. He HATED housework.



Kasyov sighed and pushed away her plate of muffins ’n jam. For some reason, she just wasn’t into it.

“Is this seat taken?” someone asked, across the table from her.

The first friendly voice she’d heard all day.

The word “yes” was her usual response to that question, but in this particular situation, a friendly voice (preferably with a friendly person attached) was just what she needed.

“Nope, help yourself,” she said casually and looked up from her untouched plate to see…

“It’s the big head, isn’t it? Stare. It’s okay. I’m used to it.”

Kasyov marveled at the man’s gigantic head, but looked away. “I’m…sorry. It’s rude to stare.”

“Nah. I get it all the time.”

I can imagine, Kasyov thought. “I don’t see why,” she said. In every other way, the man looked human. Same skin color, two arms and two legs, everything the right size and shape.

But the head.

The head was half a meter all around, top-heavy, and pulsating. It was the most beautiful big head she’d seen since the Talosians she’d studied.

“Us Pulsans look a little out of place among all you round-heads,” the big-head said to break the silence. He put his tray down and sat opposite Kasyov. “You have a nice one, by the way.”

Kasyov cocked her head. “Nice…what?”

“Nice head. Good egg shape. I bet you look great in a hat.”

Kasyov truly didn’t know what to say. Finally, she went with the obvious. “Um…thanks. You too.”

“Actually, I’m forbidden from wearing hats. The Associates like looking at my head too much.”

“Any idea why?”

“They’re fascinated with brains.”

“No kidding,” Kasyov muttered.

“You are too, I take it?”

“Yeah, they’re okay I guess.”

“I’m enthralled by them. You should see what the Pulsan brain looks like. It’s a thing of beauty. Smooth…no ugly wrinkles or anything. The most beautiful color of mauve you’ve ever seen. And one, single, solitary…”

Kasyov leaned forward, breathless, staring deep into the Pulsan’s eyes.

“Bump.”

Kasyov leaned back, caught her breath, and resisted the urge ask for his brain scan. That was so…forward.

“The name’s Balpar, by the way.”

“Natalia Kasyov.”

Balpar gently took Kasyov’s hand and kissed it lightly. She was faced with his gigantic forehead. She resisted the schoolgirl’s urge to just reach out and touch it…to feel the veins…

She sighed as he pulled back.

“You seem…preoccupied, Natalia.”

“Thinking about getting home,” Kasyov said, gathering herself. She ruefully shoved a muffin in her mouth. “Mmph…what about you.”

“Oh, I lost hope of getting home long ago,” Balpar said with a smile. “As have the rest of these rogues. You will too, soon. You’ll find that’s why they’re all so dreadfully…surly.”

Kasyov cocked her head at Balpar. Even though she’d only known him a short time, his response didn’t seem to make sense.

It was then that Balpar grabbed Kasyov’s tray, and dipped his finger into her jam. She made no attempt to stop him.

He scribbled in the jam for several moments, then slid the tray back to her.

“Enjoy your lunch,” he said softly and rose from his seat.

After watching him go, Kasyov stared down at her tray. The letters, in jam, said: “There is hope, Nat. Meet me outside the Level Four test room first thing tomorrow morning.”

She quickly mopped up the writing with a muffin and stuffed the muffin into her mouth, just as an Associate guard walked by.



Kasyov returned from work that day exhausted, both from the second round of jam-tasting and from her bizarre encounter with Balpar.

She stepped through the door of her crackerbox house and sniffed the air. Something smelled delicious!

“Tovar?” she called in the empty living room.

“He’ll be back later,” came a voice from the kitchen. It was Tovar’s! It just sounded…different.

Kasyov rushed into the kitchen to find Tovar in an apron, chopping relentlessly.

“Dinner will be ready in five minutes, hon. How was work?”

“Tovar?” Kasyov asked tentatively.

“I said he’ll be back later.” He stopped chopping long enough to reach out a hand to shake Kasyov’s vigorously. “I’m Toflay. World-famous Yynsian chef. Certainly you’ve heard of my restaurant? Toflay’s?”

Kasyov shook her head.

Toflay shrugged. “Maybe that’s cause it was destroyed in a war three thousand years ago.”

“That just may explain it, Toflay.”

“Well, let’s not dwell on that. I’m going to make you the best cream of zeltan stew you’ve ever had.”

“What’s a zeltan?”

“It’s a special meat found on Yyns. They didn’t have it on replicator files, so I used the next closest thing.” He held up a purplish lump for Kasyov’s inspection. “This is called boonta. I have no idea what type of animal it came from, but the texture’s right. And doesn’t it smell great frying?”

Kasyov sniffed the wafts of steam that came up from the frying pan. “Yeah, it does smell great.” She backed toward the kitchen table and sat down. “Any word from the Associates?”

“Not a peep, other than when I asked them how to order up some food in this joint. They’re not very hospitable, are they?”

“Not really,” Kasyov said with a small groan.

“Well, at least they’re letting us fix up a good meal. They did say that they wanted you to skip breakfast tomorrow, since there was going to be an extra round of jam testing, whatever that is, so I figured you’d better fill up tonight.”

“Hmm. Lovely.”

“What’s the problem, hon?” Toflay asked as he tossed the veggies he’d been chopping into a large pot and stirred in a jar of orange sauce. “You seem downer than a two-bit jackafrag!”

“Well, I met someone today Toflay.”

“Sounds steamy.”

“Not really,” Kasyov sighed. “He’s sort of…a colleague.”

“Cute?”

“Well, let’s just say he’s filled out in all the right places.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“He’s a prisoner on this world just like me, and even if we weren’t prisoners, he’s a resident of this blasted Andromeda Galaxy. We have a responsibility to get back to the Anomaly, and I have no time for petty…dating.”

“Didn’t do a lot of that to begin with, though, did you, hon?”

Kasyov narrowed her eyes at “Toflay.” “You have Tovar’s memories, don’t you?”

“Fraid so.”

“And he’s going to remember all of this, am I right?”

“Most of it.”

“Damn. Well, we have some details to discuss. Would you mind giving Tovar back?”

“Could it wait till dinner’s finished?”

Kasyov thought it over. “Good idea.”



Ten minutes later, Tovar sat down opposite Kasyov and studied the dish before him. “This looks delicious. The work of Toflay, I take it?”

“Yep,” Kasyov said, as Tovar dug in and began eating the lumpy orange and purple stew.

“He overcooked the zeltan a bit, but otherwise…” as Tovar chewed, he seemed to suddenly realize something. “Hmmm. I see.”

“What?”

“When Yynsians experience past-life regression, there is often a lag before they get some or all of the memories of the experience back.”

“Great.”

“Hmm. So…you are wasting time engaging in senseless romantic melodrama instead of plotting our escape.”

“There is no escape,” droned a voice over the intercom.

“You shut up,” Kasyov shouted back.

“I take it you don’t want to talk about…who…Balpar?”

“That’s right I don’t want to talk about him,” Kasyov muttered as she ate. “Let’s just eat, okay?”

“You will hear no complaint from me. Toflay is an excellent cook.”

“You’re taking this whole regression thing well. You usually get a little more bent out of shape about it, don’t you?”

“I don’t mind it when it’s MY past lives that intrude,” Tovar said, adding to Kasyov’s confusion. “Although I must say they have been doing so much more often since we have arrived on this planet. They are quite handy, however. One of them cleaned up the house for me today.”

“Hmm,” said Kasyov. “Pardon me for asking, Tovar, but who else’s past lives could possibly be intruding?”

“I don’t want to talk about it. Suffice it to say he has been a thorn in my side since the day of my birth. More stew?”

“Please,” Kasyov said as Tovar added stew to her dish. “So,” Kasyov said, taking another bite of the delicious glop. “What about those little red bumps?”

“Oh,” Tovar said, and sighed. “I think they’re growing.”

“I’ll take a look at them after dinner, unless you have a doctor in that head of yours somewhere.”

“I am afraid not,” Tovar said. Then his eyes glazed and he stood. “Look at the mess in this kitchen! Guess I’ll just go ahead and clean it up.” Tovar looked at Kasyov. “You don’t trouble yourself at all, girlie. I’ll just go about mopping up after you. You just shovel that slop in, and I’ll take care of everything else, got it?”

“Fine,” Kasyov said, and kept eating. She’d save a little for Tovar.

“Clean all day! When you’re not strong, I’ll come along and clean up for you. We all need somebody to cleaaaaaaan up,” Tovar sang, a bit off-key.



Kasyov left the house the next day without saying much to Tovar. He had gotten up at the crack of dawn to do some exterior improvements on the house. Another past life, she supposed. As instructed, she met Balpar at the Level Four test room.

“Were you followed?” he asked, ushering her quickly into the room, looking behind them into the corridor and then keying the door shut and locked.

“I don’t think so,” she said, looking around the dimmed lab. “What is this place?”

“It’s a lab that’s not in use anymore. I found it one day when I was wandering around at lunchtime.”

“Smells like…”

“Yes,” Balpar said gravely. “Marmalade, I know.”

“Those monsters…” Kasyov looked about the empty room. “What are they trying to do to us?”

Balpar took Kasyov by the shoulders. “Get a hold of yourself, woman! This is a safe area, the only one on the planet maybe. What you say here won’t be monitored by the Associates. I know they’re onto you. We’re both under strict supervision, and this place won’t be safe for long if we stay too long, so every moment we spend here has to be spent wisely!”

“But…but why, Balpar? Why any of this? And how do you suggest we get out of here?”

“Let me show you something,” Balpar said, and took Kasyov’s hand. He led her into a back room. Looked like a boiler or some other large, vaguely round object was in the back of the darkened room.

“Show me what?”

Balpar turned toward the large, round, object, and hit a control. The casing slid aside, to reveal…

Kasyov gasped.

“Meet Loborus, Natalia,” Balpar said with a grin. Kasyov stumbled, grabbing the wall for support.

“Hello, Natalia,” came a deep, rich bass voice pulsating from the oblong orange brain.

“Yes, I know it’s probably a bit of a shock to see such a large brain,” Balpar said with a small chuckle, “not to mention one that’s sentient. I mean…how often do you find one of those hanging about, anyway?”



“She’s WHAT?”

That had been Shelly Marsden’s reaction.

“Try to stay calm,” Bain had said, shortly before she stormed off the bridge..

Marsden paced the small confines of her office, arms crossed, stopping every now and then to curse at the dim conduit running into the warp core. Yeah, that would be the one that powered the now-defunct anti-sing drive.

She didn’t stay calm, though. Marsden was stranded in the Andromeda galaxy because the brain that powered HER faster-than-warp drive was missing. And NOW her only real friend on the ship was kidnapped, and Marsden was helpless to save her. Engineers were never really considered a vital part of a rescue effort.

Her door chime bleeped and she glared hard at the door. “If you’ve brought a ‘pint’ down for me, Captain, forget about it!”

The door slid open to reveal Ensign Arroyo. “A pint of what?”

Marsden rolled her eyes. “Hector. Boy, am I glad to see you.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Because you’re not Bain.”

“Funny you should say that.” Arroyo shifted nervously from foot to foot. “Captain Bain sent me to fetch you.”

“He couldn’t scrape together the nerve to call?”

“He said you could use ’ a bit of the personal touch’ right now.”

Marsden fought the urge to smile. Every time she wanted to despise Bain, he turned around and acted fatherly and it annoyed the hell out of her that she actually appreciated it.

“What does he want, and would he like me to refuse in person or over the comm?”

“I don’t think you’ll refuse when you hear what he has in mind for you.”

“Huh?”

“A chance to help get Kasyov and Tovar back.”

Marsden whirled to face Arroyo. “How?”

“Undercover mission.”

Marsden instantly brightened. “Now we’re talking.”

“I should mention something…”

“Should you get behind some kind of protective forcefield before you mention it?” Marsden demanded, advancing on Arroyo.

Arroyo backstepped toward the door.

“Probably.”



“What kind of sick, perverted kind of role playing game is this?” Marsden railed, storming out of the foreward turbolift onto the bridge. Arroyo was hot on her heels.

Bain turned in his command chair, where he’d been looking over some data on a padd with Commander Prosak.

“Tut tut now, Marsie, I assure you it isn’t all that bad,” Bain said reassuringly.

“You want me to pretend to be your wife,” Marsden spat.

“Would you prefer to pretend to be his husband?” Prosak suggested. “That would certainly be a more fitting test of your acting skills.”

“Muzzle it, Prosak,” Marsden muttered, and turned toward Bain. “Why? Why? WHY?”

Bain cocked his head quizzically, looked at Prosak. “Because it’s a couples-only condominium, Marsden.”

“I attempted to explain to the captain that I was the logical choice to accompany him, but he quoted me some inane rule about captains and first officers not being able to go off on dangerous missions together. I then suggested I accompany you as your mate, but he then informed me that my services would not be required.”

“Don’t take it personal, Prosak,” Bain said, sliding out of his chair. “But I know Lieutenant Marsden has a personal stake in getting the good Doctor Kasyov back, and that counts for a lot.”

“My objection has been logged,” Prosak said solemnly. “As has my comment that this entire affair is…”

“SO not logical,” muttered Marsden. “Yes, yes we know.”

“Well, then, we have a pilfered transport vessel to catch,” Bain said. He glanced at Brazzell, who was manning tac-ops. “I take it the vessel the Associates gave us is prepped and ready to go?”

“Aye, sir, though, as security officer, I must tell you I don’t think this is such a good–”

“Splendid, then,” Bain said, throwing an arm around Marsden. “Off we go, dearest. Time to find that condo of our dreams.”

“How will this help us find Natalia?” Marsden asked helplessly as Bain ushered her into the turbolift.

“Cartography says this system is a hub for the Associates. The condo lads will have to have some idea of where the testing facilities are. We’ll get a list and hit them one by one till we find our missing people.”

“Help,” Marsden mouthed to Arroyo, who, taking his station at helm, just shrugged.

Prosak hopped into the command chair and steepled her fingers. “Prepare to take us into hiding, Mister Arroyo, until either Captain Bain returns to us or we hear of his obliteration.”

“Um…sure,” Arroyo said half-heartedly, plucking at his panel.



Kasyov fell into a chair opposite the pulsating brain that bore an impossible resemblance to Cabral.

“I…I don’t know what to say.”

“Take your time, compose yourself,” Balpar said helpfully, kneeling beside her. His large head brushed up against hers, which didn’t help in the least. “I know that this is a lot to accept… a brain as large as Loborus isn’t something you see every day.”

“Actually,” Kasyov said, looking up momentarily at the large brain. “It IS something I see every day. Well, saw.”

“You’re kidding,” Balpar and Loborus said at the exact same time.

“Yeah,” Kasyov said. “We used to have a brain just like Loborus here running our starship, but he was taken by the Associates.”

“What was his name?” Loborus asked with intense interest.

“Cabral.”

“Can’t say I know him. Is he a nice sort?”

“Yes, he is.” Kasyov stared at the ceiling. This was hard. “We met Cabral several months ago while he was searching for a soulmate…another of your kind named Jacinda.”

“Jacinda,” snapped Loborus. “That bitch. She stood me up for a brain embedded in a comet. A COMET for lobes’ sakes! How childish.”

Kasyov didn’t know how to respond to that.

“I take it your friend Cabral is at the Associates’ primary Cerebral Testing Facility,” said Balpar.

“Beats me,” Kasyov said. “But let’s say he is. Is that near here?”

“I’m afraid not. It’s light years away, and deeply entrenched in the core of Associates’ space.”

“What makes you think Cabral would be there?”

“That’s where they took me when I first arrived. Much like Cabral, I had adopted a spacefaring vessel in order to assist its crew.”

“How’d you get out?”

Loborus let out a sheepish sigh.

“He doesn’t like to talk about it,” Balpar said.

“I’ve got a terribly low I.Q.”

Kasyov stared at Loborus. “So they removed you from their experiment?”

“After a very brief time, yes. I never even got to figure out what the experiment was about. They just shuttled me here and jacked me into the planetary control system.”

Kasyov looked to Balpar. “Wait. This brain controls the entire planet?”

“Yeah,” Balpar said. “But I haven’t been able to figure a way to hack into his systems in order to facilitate an escape.”

“Just ask him!” Kasyov said, exasperated, pointing at Loborus.

“I would gladly assist, but I’m afraid I’m not able,” Loborus said dejectedly. “I don’t have the ability to change my program. The Associates programmed me to open and close certain facilities throughout the day, monitor the climate and planetary defenses and the like, but I can only act within the parameters of the program. I can’t change it.”

“Neither can I,” Balpar said.

“Which is where I come in,” Kasyov said, pushing up the shirtsleeves of her jumpsuit and heading toward Loborus.

“Indeed,” Balpar said, grabbing Kasyov by the arms. “Not only are you a brain expert, but you’re even experienced with brains just like Loborus!” He leaned forward and planted a kiss on her forehead. “You’re better than I could have dreamed!”

Kasyov stared up into Balpar’s forehead, transfixed. “I…we should start trying to figure out how to hack into Loborus’ systems…”

“No, no,” Balpar said, gently turning Kasyov and shuffling her toward the door. “The Associates will start getting suspicious if we’re away from the lab for too long. We have to leave for now. But we’ll be back tomorrow, and we’ll find a way out of here.”

“Turn off the lights on your way out,” Loborus called after them helplessly. “I can’t do it on my own, you know!”



“So do you enjoy hunting with your husband?” Accommodation Expert Ooooooops said with a grin as he studied the paperwork on his desk.

Marsden glanced at Bain, who gave her a brisk knee nudge. “Um, yes,” she said distractedly. “He wounds ’em, and I finish ’em off.” It disgusted her even to say it.

Bain beamed proudly. He was a better actor than Marsden had given him credit for.

“She’s a fine little marksman, my little Shellana.”

“You two seem like a nice couple,” Ooooooops said, grinning wider. “That’s why I’m going to make you a special offer.” He tapped something into a padd and turned it around, shoving it toward Bain. “What do you think, Mister Bainston?”

Bain put on a pair of glasses–where he got them was anyone’s guess. “Let’s have a look-see. Hmmm. Yes. Financing. Garage fees. Recycling. Waste Reclamation. Pool privileges. Looks great.” He turned the padd around and shoved it back toward Ooooooops. “Just one question.”

Ooooooops folded his hands atop his desk. “Anything, sir.”

“What do you have in the way of testing facilities around here. Any good ones?”

“Err…what would you want to test?” Ooooooops said, suddenly shifting uncomfortably in his chair.

“I’m more interested in what the Associates test. I’d be thrilled to tour one of the facilities.”

“There is a facility nearby, in the Keldora system, but it’s off-limits to outsiders,” Ooooooops said.

“Shame,” Bain said.

“I’m sure I can find you some multimedia on it.”

“Send it to our ship.” Bain stood. “Meanwhile, the wife and I will be off to think it over.”

“Don’t think it over too long,” said Ooooooops. “I have several other couples looking at that particular unit.”

“Fair enough,” Bain said. “We’ll get back to you.” He reached out his hand to shake Ooooooops’s. “Thanks for being a stand-up chap about all this. We shall not let you down.”

“I appreciate it, Mister Bainston,” said Ooooooops. He turned toward Marsden and bowed respectfully. “Glad I could be of service, Sheltara.”

“Sheltana,” corrected Marsden.

“Shellana,” Bain corrected, and took Marsden by the hand. “Back to the ship, dearest! You know we have a busy day planned!”

“Right,” Marsden said, and grinned uneasily at Ooooooops. “Later!”

Ooooooops grinned back, smiling as the pair walked off toward the leasing office’s lobby. Once they were gone, his smile instantly faded.

The padd Ooooooops had shown Bainston was in fact a leasing contract for the condo. By grabbing it, Bainston had unknowingly placed his thumbprint on the edge of the padd and thereby given his authorization.

Ooooooops rubbed his hands together as the credit check went through.

“The credit-holder is nearing the maximum limit,” a soft female voice said suddenly over his terminal.

“Not to worry,” said Ooooooops. “I’m sure they’re good for it. They seemed like SUCH a nice couple!”



Back on the testworld, Kasyov was heading out the bedroom of her and Tovar’s house/prison, ready to leave for the lab.

She thought it odd that she hadn’t yet seen Tovar that morning, that is until she came across him working on a large, black horizontal obelisk-type device arrayed with blinking lights in the living room.

“Tovar…should I even ask?”

“There is no Tovar here,” the Yynsian said, without turning away from the giant thing (would have made a GREAT coffee table). “There is only Totap.”

“Well what the hell are you doing to the living room, Totap?”

“Preparing for world armageddon. Leave me.”

“Riiiiiiight,” Kasyov said to herself and bolted out the door. She had more pressing matters to attend to. She would have to assume that her comrade was going to come out of his life-swap relatively soon, and unscathed.

After a quiet tram ride into the core of the testworld city, Kasyov walked her usual way into the lab, passing security guards and nodding perfunctorily at them.

She was so ensconced in her own thoughts, primarily about getting free of the test world, but primarily about Balpar’s beautiful skull, that she hardly even noticed the security guards pointing and yelling at the entrance behind her.

She didn’t notice anything was out of sorts until she heard blasts behind her, and a shockwave slammed into her back, slamming her into the floor.

Kasyov picked herself up and turned, horrified, to see Tovar straddling that damned obelisk like a cannon, sending beam after horrid beam of fire-like energy streaming into the compound, flattening entire hunks of building and sending debris raining down.

Associates guards shrieked mercilessly as they frantically tried to gather up their numbers and mount an assault.

Kasyov, meanwhile, felt she could do two things at this point:


	Assist an enraged and possessed Tovar with destroying the test complex.


	Go see what Balpar was doing.




She went to find Balpar.



Marsden rapped her fingers on the engineering station as the Anomaly streaked toward the Keldora system, where, hopefully, they’d find Tovar and some “bloody answers” as Bain had said.

Bain was the picture of calm sitting in the command chair. Prosak stood beside him, hands clasped behind her back, looking worried.

“Sir,” Brazzell piped up from tac-ops. “There’s a hail coming in from a channel coded to the Associates’ Frequency.”

“Think they know the game’s afoot?” Bain questioned Prosak.

“I have no idea what you’re saying,” Prosak replied honestly.

“Put them on, old boy,” Bain announced, as the squidlike visage of Moklok appeared on the screen.

“Captain Bain,” Moklok said. “I’ve been trying to reach you for hours. Where have you been?”

“Our vessel was hiding in a nebula while Captain Bain executed a top secre-mmph!” Bain’s hand gently wrapped around Prosak’s mouth.

“What the old girl’s trying to say is that we took off for a spot of fish…” Bain thought better of that, what with Moklok being a squid and all. “Um…hunting. What can we do to help you?”

“I was trying to tell you earlier, but I need you to cnvey a message to your Mister Tovar.”

“Go ahead,” Bain said, and gently lifted his steaming cup of chamomile tea from its holder in the arm of his command chair.

He sipped as Moklok spoke, and as she told him the message, his eyes bugged out, he spat hot tea all over himself, bobbled the cup, dropped it in his lap, and ordered Arroyo to put on more speed.



Kasyov skidded into the Level Four test room, to find a concerned-looking Balpar standing beside the huge brain, Loborus.

“Nat, what’s happened? Are those explosions below us?”

“Yes,” Kasyov said, bracing her hands on her knees, trying to catch her breath (she’d had to take the steps; apparently lifts go nonfunctional when chunks of the building get blown up). “How on Earth didn’t he figure that out?” She jabbed a finger in Loborus’ general direction.

“We were having a conversation involving numbers,” Loborus said self-consciously. “I’m no good at multi-tasking.

“Who’s attacking the building?” asked Balpar. “My compatriots?”

“I have no idea who your compatriots are, but it’s not them. It’s my crewmate, Tovar.”

“H-how?” asked a bewildered Balpar.

“There’s not enough time to get into it. We’re going to have to scrap whatever plan we have and get out of here.” She looked at Loborus. “Can you travel?”

The brain lit up for a moment, then his glow faded. Kasyov knew enough of Cabral to know this was a shrug. “It depends on how you define the word ‘travel.’ I can disconnect myself from the planet’s mainframe and leave this room in a…somewhat portable form.”

Balpar turned on Loborus. “WHAT? Why didn’t you tell me that?”

“As I’ve been saying, I’m just not all that smart.”

“Whatever the case, disengage yourself from the planet’s computer system and come with us,” Kasyov said. “My friend’s not going to leave a scrap of this building standing if he has any say in it.”

“But what about the planet’s functions…”

“Honestly,” Kasyov said. “I think they’ll get along just fine without you. Come on.”

“Well, okay,” the big brain sighed. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”



“Anything on sensors?” Bain asked, swiveling his chair to face Brazzell as Prosak mopped up spilt tea with a towel from the head. He’d tried to explain to her that Ship’s Services could handle it, but she insisted.

Brazzell tapped at the tac-ops controls. “Lots of communication on all the Associates bands. Lots of confusion and panic on the only inhabited world in the system. One of their test sites has apparently been attacked.”

“Nat…” Marsden said woefully, digging her fingers into her panel.

“Right, then,” Bain said rigidly. “Time until we enter the system?”

“Two minutes,” Brazzell said. “I should add, sir, that eight Associates vessels have been diverted to respond to the disruption on the planet. Based on the Associates ships we’ve encountered so far, that is roughly seven and a half more than we can handle.”

Bain sighed. “Crumbs.”

“Sir?” asked Prosak. “Where?”

“No, I…” Bain sighed again. “Go to Red Alert. Ready on all weapons. Full scan on the planet as soon as we come out of warp. We need to be ready to pull our people off the planet poste haste…”

“Why don’t we cloak?” Prosak asked casually as she dumped the soiled towel in a replicator and returned to Bain’s side.

“Pardon?” he asked.

“You know, cloak the ship. Make it invisible.”

Bain blinked. He whirled toward Marsden. “What’s that? We have a cloaking device?”

“Yeah,” Marsden said. “Haven’t really thought about it since we installed it. The thing’s so outdated, there’s hardly use for it anymore. Most ships are equipped to scan for cloaked vessels…”

“Most Alpha Quadrant ships, Mars,” Bain corrected. “That may just be the edge we need. Brazzell, cloak the ship.”

“I…I didn’t know we had a cloak either,” Brazzell said sheepishly.

“Prosak,” Bain said crisply, sending Prosak darting to the rear of the bridge to assist Brazzell.

Moments later, the bridge went dark all but for eerie green lighting.

“Cloak engaged,” Prosak said proudly.

“Splendid,” Bain said, showing no outward sign that he was in the least bit concerned about anything, but all the while thinking about the well-being of his chief tac-ops officer.



The chief tac-ops officer in question, meanwhile, was laying waste to scores of buildings in the middle of the quad of the test complex.

Just within, a large brain rolling on its side like a wheel, standing a good meter taller than most humanoids, came crashing out of the stairwell, pivoting to face the main entrance.

Security guards came in from all sides, locking their weapons on the brain as Kasyov and Balpar followed.

“What now?” Loborus asked, voice wavering with fear.

“Roll over them!” Kasyov commanded.

“Very well then,” Loborus sighed and obediently slammed right through the contingent of guards. Kasyov and Balpar followed.

Loborus rolled right up to the entrance, which was, for all intents and purposes, caved in, blocked by girders and hunks of wall.

“We’ll never get through that without a battering ram,” Loborus observed.

“That would be you,” Kasyov snapped, wishing she’d had Cabral with her instead, although not certain she’d be quite so eager to send HIM smashing through a wall. Of course, Cabral had the decency to roam around in a protective metal sphere. Loborus was simply a naked, orange rolling brain. A large, impressive, naked orange rolling brain to be sure, but still…

“Pardon?”

“YOU’RE the battering ram!” Balpar said with a sigh.

“Oh, right. Well, when you put it that way…” Loborus rolled backward a few paces, then smashed right through the debris, clearing a path that Balpar and Kasyov eagerly charged through.

They came face to face with an army of Associates, who’d at this point had surrounded Tovar, separated him from his weapon, and had him in custody.

“Would somebody please tell me what’s going on?” Tovar demanded, struggling against the grasp of two Associate Enforcers.

“You laid waste to one of our best testing sites!” the guard snapped.

“That wasn’t me!” Tovar replied. “It was my past life!”

“That’s what they all say,” muttered the guard.



“One Yynsian, one human,” Brazzell called out, and instantly Bain felt at ease.

“Beam them up,” he commanded.

“I can’t,” Brazzell replied after a short pause. “I’m reading some sort of energy buildup right beside them. It’s disrupting transporter lock.”

“What kind of buildup?”

“Whatever it is, it’s continuing to build. It’ll reach critical mass in five minutes.”

“Then we’ll have to remove it,” Bain said, cracking his knuckles. “Prepare for atmospheric entry.”

“The Anomaly wasn’t built for that!” moaned Marsden, then remembered it was Kasyov down there. “I mean, full speed ahead!”

“That’s the spirit,” Bain said. “Go, Arroyo!”



One Associate, dressed in brighter robes than the others, stepped out of the crowd to address the captive Kasyov, Tovar, and Balpar. Loborus looked on helplessly. Even he knew these were too many people to flatten before getting…brained…so to speak.

“Well, well,” First Operative Ieeeooop said, looking from Tovar to Kasyov. “I see our experiment worked.”

“What experiment?” asked Tovar.

“We detected an unusually high psi rating in you, Mister Tovar, and decided to explore it by bombarding you with periodic waves of psionic energy.”

“Well, thank you very much for turning him into a giant schizo,” Kasyov muttered. “You realize, it’s your own fault that this whole mess happened. Your ‘periodic waves’ called up his past lives, until one of them finally emerged and tried to destroy you all. If Balpar and I had been allowed to execute our own escape plan, we’d have left with minimal damage to Associate property. Heck, you’d probably not even have realized we were gone.”

“Everything happens for a reason,” Ieeeooop said lightly. “At any rate, you and your co-conspirator will be moved to much higher-security stomping grounds, and Mister Tovar here, well…he’ll be much more closely dissected…I mean, examined.”

“Anybody hear that noise?” asked Balpar.

“What noise?” asked Ieeeooop.

“Sort of a high pitched whiny sound,” said Tovar.

“Yes,” said Loborus. “I hear it too. Odd.”

Ieeeooop looked over at a guard. “Check it out.”

“It’s the big black device, Operative,” a guard said, staring at Tovar’s contraption.

“Turn it off, then,” Ieeeooop snapped.

“Can’t.” The sound got higher-pitched, and higher-pitched.

“Perhaps we should get out of here,” Tovar suggested.

Kasyov was about to agree by running away at top speed when a bright green beam reached down from seemingly out of nowhere and latched onto the black obelisk. The beam and the obelisk rose as one, higher and higher, up into the clouds, where Tovar’s makeshift weapon exploded with a brilliant dance of light, leaving in its wake the silvery oval shape of the U.S.S. Anomaly.

“Oh, yvot,” cursed Kasyov, as the Anomaly sailed down toward them, smoke streaming from a dozen sparking pockmarks in its hull. It sailed right overhead, and Kasyov felt herself suddenly start to dematerialize. Looking at Tovar, she noticed he was dematerializing too. She turned and locked eyes with Balpar. “Balpar…I’ll come back for you!”

“Seek out the reisistance!” Balpar called to her, yanked backwards by Associate guards as Kasyov dematerialized. “They will help you get your big brain back, and you can use your knowledge of this place to help them free me and the others!”

“Where are they?” Kasyov asked, noticing the transporter was taking an surprisingly long time. Must’ve been that explosion affecting the Anomaly’s systems. “Where’s the resistance?”

Balpar managed to get out, “Just past the Vartasian Nebula, go straight for a few parsecs until you see a quasar–” but his words dissolved into the sounds of Shelly Marsden’s voice in the transporter room as she shook Kasyov by the shoulders, trying to get her to answer. Marsden’s words were indistinct and her voice might as well have been coming from a thousand lightyears away.

“Captain’s Log,

Stardate 175215.2. We are headed at best speed as far away as we can get from the core systems of the Associates and their “Network,” and in the general direction of the resistance against the Associates. This nebula Balpar spoke of turned out to be in the atlas I picked up while at Gyjik’s.

Unfortunately, we were unable to rescue Balpar or Cabral’s cousin-of-sorts, Loborus. The ensuing damage from the exploding weapon Tovar made caused us to lose cloaking ability, all shields, and a large portion of weapons, necessitating that we leave the system double-quick.

The mission wasn’t a total loss, however. We did get Kasyov and Tovar back, and we learned the, er, general location of some sort of resistance movement out there that will help us locate Cabral and get back to the Milky Way. I have to believe Kasyov’s friend Balpar is telling the truth about that.

Meanwhile, Chief Marsden assures me the ship will be bristol fashion shortly. She’s been working ’round the clock to get us back to tip-top condition. Good show.”



Marsden stumbled into the vacant rec room and tumbled onto the nearest couch.

“Rough day?” a voice asked, and her head darted up. The rec room wasn’t vacant after all.

Kasyov sat at one of the tables, staring into a cup of coffee.

“You could say that.” Marsden sat up and looked at Kasyov. “How about your day?”

“Oh. It was fine. Somewhat boring. You’d be surprised how little work there is for a brain specialist to do when your resident brain is gone.”

“I can imagine,” Marsden said. She walked over to where Kasyov was sitting, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You’re thinking about him, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Kasyov said, sounding distant.

“Don’t you worry. We’ll find that resistance, and they’ll help us get Cabral back.”

“Sounds good,” said Kasyov. Only the “him” she was referring to wasn’t Cabral at all.



“Come,” Tovar said, rubbing at a crop of bumps around his elbow. They’d really started to get itchy in the last day since he’d returned to the Anomaly. And was it just him or were they growing?

Captain Bain stepped into Tovar’s quarters, standing in the doorway with a large basket of fruit.

“Captain?” Tovar asked quizzically.

“Can I have a little man-to-man with you, Tovar, my lad?” Bain asked earnestly, and Tovar nodded.

“Of course.” Tovar gestured for Bain to sit. He walked in and sat down in a chair opposite Tovar, putting the fruit basket on the coffee table like a peace offering. Bain waited for the door to the corridor to close before he spoke.

“Eventful few days, weren’t they?” Bain said, resting his hands on his knees.

“Yes,” Tovar said. “You could say that.”

“Sorry it meant seeing Doctor Nooney again.”

“Me too.”

Bain clapped his knees. “Well, the good news, old boy, is that you suffered no long-term ill effects from whatever the blasted Associates bombarded you with. The personality changes should subside.”

“Comforting,” Tovar said, looking down at the floor.

Bain leaned forward conspiratorially. “Mind telling me what you made that weapon out of?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know. Totap, though, was apparently trained in the Mk’gy’vr.”

“The who’s-that-now?”

“The art of making advanced weaponry from little or no useful parts. I assume he replicated the parts for the weapon from the food replicator. The Associates, meanwhile, probably figured I was Toflay and was working on one heck of a steam-cooker.”

“No doubt,” Bain said. “Well, just wanted you to know I’m glad to have you back.”

“Indeed.” Tovar studied Bain’s expression. “Is there something else, Captain?”

Bain looked out at the stars in the slanted viewports behind Tovar’s sofa. “You know you’re like a son to me, right?”

“Of course.”

“Did you ever consider having children of your own?”

“Not really.”

“Well, according to our friend Moklok, you’re going to be doing exactly that in a couple weeks. I figured I ought to be the one to tell you.

“You’re saying I’m…”

“You’re pregnant with squid babies.”

Tovar blinked. “The…bumps? You mean Moklok didn’t just take advantage of me? She …impregnated me?”

“Afraid so, old boy. Nooney says they’re coming along fine, though. Moklok informed us you’d spawn a litter of hundreds of the little blighters. Fancy that!”

“Yes. Fancy that.” Tovar put his head in his hands and begged for another past life to take over his body. Preferably one who knew something about child-rearing.





Respect Your Elders





“So different yet so much the same,” Captain Reginald Bain thought to himself as he sat in his recliner gazing out the viewport in his quarters at the stars beyond. He took a sip of his tea and sighed. One of the small consolations of the Anomaly’s extended stay in the Andromeda Galaxy was that Bain had programmed Rosalyn’s tea recipe into the replicator. Her special blend was one of those little amenities that made life worth living while stranded so far from their home galaxy.

Yet looking out the viewports, Bain would have been hard pressed to say what made Andromeda any different than the Milky Way he knew so well. The stars had the same twinkle. Nebulae formed in the same way. Planets where still multicolored spheres floating in the vast void of space. But whether that similarity was due simply to the laws of astrophysics or some overarching design of a higher intelligence was not for Bain to say. He was just a Starfleet Officer. A man of exploration and, when the situation required (which wasn’t often enough for his tastes), combat. He’d had a very full life in his almost 70 years.

“Seventy,” Bain said softly, feeling the word roll around his mouth. In less than a week, he’d reach that milestone. And even though he knew that it was only half of his potential life span, seventy just sounded so…old. Yes he still felt fit and spry now, but how long would it be until the wear and tear of time caught up with him?

“That’s enough of that, Bainy old boy!” Bain exclaimed, forcing himself up out of the chair before he sank too deeply into this pit of moroseness. Times likes these called for quick, decisive action. “Computer, MARCH!”

Loud music began booming out of the speakers in Bain’s quarters and he strode around with military precision.

“Step, two, three, four! Step!”

Wait…what was that noise? Bain stopped and listened. Was there a problem with this recording? He was hearing some sort of off note in the background. There it was again, all high and chirpy rather than the crisp booming tones of the rest of the recording. And there it was again…and again…blasted persistent too. A light dawned in Bain’s mind. The door chime.

“Come in!” he shouted. Immediately, the doors to his quarters slid open revealing Dr. Natalia Kasyov. She appeared to be a tad on edge about something,

“Don’t you ever answer your damn door!” she screamed. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Going for a march,” Bain replied, returning to his precision stepping. “Invigorating and good for the spirit. You should try it, Doctor.”

“I’ll pass,” Kasyov said, practically tossing herself onto Bain’s sofa. Bain continued marching for a few more moments before considering that Kasyov’s presence on his couch might indicate that she actually wanted to speak to him about something.

“Computer, cease playback.” The room was suddenly much quieter. “Is there something I can help you with, Kassie?”

“We’re going to get him back, aren’t we?” Kasyov asked, her voice barely audible.

Bain smiled soothingly and sat down next to her. Between losing Cabral, then her capture by and subsequent rescue from the Associates, Kasyov had been through a lot in the last few days. Bain was actually touched that she would come to him rather than Dr. Nooney, the Anomaly’s official counselor, about her concerns. “Cabral will be safe and sound in his housing before you know it,” Bain said. “I promise.”

“I just hope this trip is worth it,” Kasyov said. “Cabral could be getting farther away by the second.”

“Do you trust the man you met on the test world?”

“I did…,” Kasyov replied hesitantly. “No. I do. If he says there’s a resistance group, there just has to be one. We’ll never be able to rescue poor Cabral without help.”

“That’s the spirit…I think.” The room fell silent for a moment as Kasyov’s thoughts lingered on the missing brain. Bain, meanwhile, just wasn’t quite sure what to say. After several moments, though, the silence started to get to him.

“So how’s Tovar holding up?”

Kasyov suddenly perked up and switched to all business with the change of subject. “As far as we can tell, he and the…bundles of joy…are doing fine. Personally, I’d rather let Dr. Nooney handle most of Tovar’s care, but Tovar doesn’t seem to like that idea at all.”

“The boy’s not especially fond of our good doctor,” Bain replied. “He finds Nooney’s methods to be a bit intrusive.”

“In any case, the pimples or gestation sacks or whatever you want to call them have grown to about the size of a small blister. I’ve counted 237 so far all over Tovar’s body. He says they itch a bit, but his main concern is not crushing the embryos. Shelly…sorry. Lieutenant Marsden is going to fit his bed with an anti-gray generator, and she’s working on something for his pants.”

“His pants?” Bain asked hesitantly.

“To make him float when he sits. We can’t have him crushing all those little ones camped out on his butt.” Kasyov couldn’t help but smile as she said this.

“Oh…right…well…good show, then. I just hope that you and Marsden will be sensitive to Tovar. He’s a very private person…always has been. This whole situation must be mortifying for him.”

“Don’t you worry, Captain. Shelly and I will be the epitome of caring and tact.”



“Strip!” Lieutenant Shelly Marsden demanded impatiently as Tovar stared at her with a mix of astonishment and fear from across his quarters. It was bad enough that the engineer had insisted on bursting into his quarters completely unannounced (and the fact that she’d somehow managed to circumvent his security precautions without alerting him was very disconcerting), but now she was making outrageous demands.

“I heard you the first time, Lieutenant,” Tovar replied as evenly as possible.

“Then why aren’t clothes falling to the floor right now?”

“I have no intention of displaying myself in front of you,” Tovar said.

Marsden started laughing in a burst so sudden that Tovar almost jumped back. “I don’t really want to see you either, but unless you don’t want to sit down or sleep until those things hatch or pop or whatever they’re going to do, I’d suggest you go along with me on this.”

“Wouldn’t a tricorder scan be just as. . .”

“Tovar.”

“Fine!” the Yynsian snapped, unzipping his uniform tunic with a jerk. A few moments later, he was naked and incredibly unhappy about it. Marsden immediately started looking Tovar over, mumbling to herself as she circled him. “Will you be making any scans at all?” Tovar asked finally.

“I’ve got plenty,” Marsden said. “But engineering is more than that. I have to have a feel for the real thing. . .or person in this case.”

“You will not be doing any feeling,” Tovar said firmly.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Marsden replied. “Okay. I’m done. You can get dressed.”

“Thank you.” Tovar quickly pulled on his undergarments and uniform. “Did you learn anything of value?”

“You’re a bit more muscular than that uniform led me to believe. I’ll need to account for that in my design. Also, a few of those guys seem to be in uncomfortable places.”

“Quite,” Tovar said.

“Don’t you worry. I’ll take extra special care of your delicate places,” Marsden replied, heading toward the door. “I’ll be in touch.”

“What should I do until then?”

“Stand,” Marsden said as if the answer was completely obvious, then left Tovar alone…well as alone as a man growing 237 baby squids can be.



Commander Prosak had spent much of the last several days considering how the Anomaly would and should proceed now that they were trapped in Andromeda. On the one hand, they were still a Starfleet vessel, and there was always the chance, albeit a slim one, that they would rescue Cabral or find another way to return to the Milky Way. That was the course that Captain Bain had set them on. After learning about a possible resistance movement against the Associates’ policies on brain confiscations, Bain, with the hearty agreement of Dr. Kasyov, had decided to locate this movement and solicit their assistance.

Prosak, however, wondered if maybe they were going about this the wrong way. Considering the incredible odds against them and the fact that other than a few kidnappings, the Associates had presented themselves as a reasonable organization, perhaps the Anomaly crew should simply find a way to integrate themselves into the society of the Andromeda Galaxy. While she would miss her father terribly, she found starting a new life here far preferable to being blasted into space dust by a fleet of angry Associate vessels.

But for the time being, she sat in the command chair on the Anomaly’s bridge monitoring the ship’s progress toward the star system rumored to contain the headquarters of the resistance. She may have had some minor qualms about Bain’s course of action, but they were not enough for her to go so far as to suggest alternatives.

Meanwhile, at the helm console, Ensign Hector Arroyo felt better than he had in months. Somehow being trapped in Andromeda had had an exceptionally liberating effect on the young officer. His family was gone. His fiance was gone. His entire life outside of this ship had pretty much just evaporated. Some days it was just good to be alive…

…at least it was until the proximity alarms suddenly started blaring.



Captain Bain was already on his way to the bridge for his shift, when the ship lurched violently to port, then dropped into a steep dive, sending Bain bouncing around the turbolift like an ice cube in a martini shaker.

He stumbled out onto the bridge dizzy and disoriented, but he was able to focus enough to see Arroyo frantically moving his hands across the helm console as Prosak stood behind the helm officer, gripping onto his chair for dear life. She whipped her head around upon hearing the turbolift doors open.

“Oh thank the Great Bird!” she shouted, then immediately caught herself, forcing a calm veneer across her face. “I stand ready to be relieved.”

“What the devil is going on?” Bain demanded just as the doors of the other turbolift opened and Tovar raced out onto the bridge.

“We’re not sure,” Prosak said. “A ship dropped out of warp almost directly in front of us, scanned us and immediately tried to lock on a tractor beam. We’ve been evading ever since.”

“What do they want?” Bain asked.

Prosak and Arroyo exchanged a sheepish glance. “Um…we didn’t ask,” Prosak said.

“Tovar!” Bain called, turning back to his tac-ops officer.

“We have been hailed repeatedly,” Tovar reported. “However we seem to have neglected to reply for some reason.”

“We were busy!” Prosak snapped. “You try running a starship bridge with only two people.”

“Arbutus II,” Bain said, seemingly at random.

“Excuse me?” Prosak said.

“Arbutus II. Tovar and I ran the entire bridge by ourselves while we worked to rescue the crew from the Cult of Festering Fruit.”

“Festering Fruit?” Arroyo asked.

“Nasty offshoot of Maaloxitarianism,” Bain replied.

“Relevance,” Tovar said flatly.

“Quite right,” Bain said. “What about these new chaps?”

“Ship is of unknown configuration,” Tovar said, bringing a view of a massive vessel up on the viewscreen. It almost didn’t look finished. Instead, several oval chambers were connected to each other by lengths of gleaming silver conduits, forming the general shape of a wedge. “Not that this should be especially surprising considering where we are.”

“But what do they want?” Prosak asked.

“They are demanding to know how we got this ship and…why we’re up past our bedtime.”

“Bedtime?”It’s not even ship’s night,” Bain said. “Ring them up, Tovar.”

“They are responding,” Tovar replied as the image on the viewscreen shifted to show the interior of a beautiful bridge. Elegant consoles curved gracefully along the walls, which had been adorned with ornate golden and silver designs. The chairs, each of which was upholstered in a red velvety cloth, looked more like thrones than seats. And perfectly positioned lights illuminated the chamber in a soothing candle-like glow.

But despite the beauty of the room Bain and his crew could not take their eyes off the alien vessel’s crew. The occupants were humanoid, but their skin, if it could even be called that, seemed to be little more than a diaphanous gauze covering flowing rivers of light that swirled in an out of one another in a dance reminiscent of a warp core. They were all thin and lanky, with long limbs and delicate fingers. Meanwhile their heads were little more than extended ovals of the same gauze-like skin. No hair or features were visible, but they glowed with an intense pale pink light that was almost hard to look at directly.

Bain stopped gaping at the newcomers long enough to gather his thoughts. “This is Captain Reginald Bain of the USS Anomaly. Our ship represents the United Federation of Planets, a government located in the Milky Way galaxy. We come in peace and want nothing more than to pass through this region of space.

“They are simply precious,” a soft, androgynous voice said almost melodically. Considering that the aliens seemed to be missing mouths, locating the speaker was rather difficult. “Such imaginations.”

“We musn’t encourage them, Cyndril,” another voice said. “They could get hurt out here like this.”

“I beg your pardon,” Bain said. “But we are all quite capable of taking care of ourselves.”

“Of course you believe,” a voice replied condescendingly. “How old are you, young man?”

“Young man? I’m…” Bain stopped himself for a second. Did he really want to say the word? No. He’d round down. “I’m in my sixties!”

“Then you should know better than to take these little ones out without adult supervision. You may be almost there in age, Reginald, but you have a lot to learn about adult responsibility.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” Bain replied. “However, our culture does not believe on enforcing its views on others. If you will excuse us, we’ll be on our way.”

The Anomaly jolted slightly as a tractor beam latched onto it. “We would be negligent of the welfare of these children if we allowed you to do that, Reginald. You are all now wards of the Nabusari and you will remain so until you have matured into adulthood and can handle the responsibility of space travel.”

“But we are adults!” Bain thundered. “We are! We are! We are!”

“As evidenced by your temper tantrum.”

“Tovar!”

“All weapons systems have been deactivated,” Tovar reported, frustration evident in his voice.

The captain turned back to the helm. “Arroyo, break us free. I don’t care how you…”

Bain’s words were cut short as he and the entire Anomaly crew abruptly dematerialized.



Captain Bain reappeared just as abruptly and found himself seated in an elaborately carved wooden chair in a simple, yet comfortable office. His chair was placed in front of a vast black desk behind which was seated one of the diaphanous aliens. Off to Bain’s right, a picture window dominated the entire wall, looking out onto rolling hills dotted with clusters of tall, green trees. Obviously, he was now on a planet.

“Good morning, Reginald,” the alien said.

“Hello,” Bain replied still a bit disoriented.

“It’s nice to see you’ve left that unpleasant attitude in space. Now maybe we can have a civilized conversation.”

“Where is my crew?”

“The other children are being taken care of.”

“They aren’t children,” Bain said.

“You may not see them as such, but then you are also young.”

“And how old are you?” Bain demanded. Hmm…his wrist was lighter than normal. Damn alien blighters took his phaser!

“By your species’ accounting, I am 175, which means I am still young enough to remember the rashness of childhood, Reginald.”

Bain tensed upon hearing his entire first name again. Why couldn’t this person just call him Reggie like everyone else did? Actually, the whole situation was almost to drive him around the bend. His ship and crew were both missing, and now this glowing brighter was talking to him like he was barely out of nappies. It was enough to make Bain want to engage in a bit of fisticuffs, but, other than making himself feel better, he couldn’t see what good it would do. He took a deep calming breath and tried to talk sense to the Nabusari.

“What you aren’t understanding here is that my people don’t live that long. We’re considered adults at eighteen.”

“Eighteen!” the Nabusari exclaimed with a laugh.

“Yes. I am almost 70! I am OLD!”

“Almost 70, you say. Well that is somewhat different. At 70 you will be the equivalent of an adult in Nabusari society. At that time, if you can pass the test to get your pilot’s license, we’ll release the starship you arrived in to you. Until then, you will be in my care. I’ll see if I can’t teach you some responsibility.”

“What about my crew?” Bain repeated.

“As I said, they are being cared for. I’m sure they’re having a wonderful time.”



Marsden strained against the device encasing her. “Can’t…move…legs…trapped.”

“Oh stop flailing and enjoy it,” Dr. Fred Nooney replied, kicking happily in his own mini-prison. Marsden, Nooney, and eight other Anomaly crewmembers had found themselves instantly transported from their posts on the ship to this brightly painted room with large windows looking out onto a gorgeous pastoral landscape. They, however, could not go outside to enjoy since they each had been placed in the center of what almost appeared to be a table, which surrounded them. They sat in sling-like sections of cloth while their legs dangled below. The only consolation was that the table surrounding their torso was littered with gadgets and doo-dads to play with. Unfortunately, none of those doo-dads happened to be their phasers, which had been confiscated. In the front of the room, a large screen holovid projector was playing a sing-along program hosted by one of the Nabusari.

“Does this remind anyone of anything?” Ensign Ondu Akashi asked.

“Should it?” Marsden replied.

“La la la la,” Nooney sang obliviously as he spun the plastic wheel attached to his table.

“The bright colors, the toys, the holoshow?” O’Malley said.

“By Kahless, we’re in daycare!” Lieutenant Gworos, a typically gruff Klingon member of the ship’s security team bellowed. “I am SO being dishonored right now!” He immediately began smashing his fists into the table in a futile attempt to free himself.

“Get a hold of yourself, Gworos. I don’t think you’re going to get into Sto’vo’kor for your valiant battle against an exersaucer.”

“Exersaucer,” Nooney repeated dreamily. Marsden could tell that the creaky gears of the CMO’s brain were starting to spin. If they ever got out of here, he’d probably try to make them standard issue on the Anomaly. Although she had to admit that Hector Arroyo would look pretty cute dangling in a helm console exersaucer.

Gworos growled threateningly at the doctor, bringing Marsden back to the situation at hand. “They can’t leave us in these forever.”

“You haven’t been flossing like I told you to, Gworos,” Nooney said.

“Look, Doc, a birdie,” Marsden said quickly, pointing at the window. Nooney swivelled in his exersaucer seat as Marsden had hoped he would, leaving the somewhat sane members of the crew to work on their escape plan.

“We will need weapons,” Gworos said.

“We need a hell of a lot more than that,” Akashi said. Marsden decided she’d better step in before Akashi started making her list. Akashi was technically attached to ship’s services, but her specialty was acquisitions. She had a knack for getting her hands on items no one else could find. In years past, she might have been compared to a Ferengi, a comparison that undoubtedly would rankle Yonk. Speaking of Yonk, he’d been surprisingly quiet considering he was now dangling in a tiny exersaucer all his own. Another glance in his direction told Marsden why. Evidently, the Nabusari had plugged a pacifier into his mouth that he could not remove. Just as well, though. They last thing she needed right now was to listen to Yonk gripe about discrimination against people his height.

“What we need is to get out of these things,” Marsden said, cutting Akashi off. “After that, we need to find the ship. Without the Anomaly, escaping isn’t going to matter much. For now, we play along, but at the first opportunity, we strike. Is everyone clear?”

She noticed Nooney raising his hand.

“What is it, Doctor?”

“I made a poopy in my diaper.”

“What diaper? We aren’t. . .” Marsden suddenly realized why her lower regions seemed a bit more cushioned than usual. “OH DEAR GOD!!!”



Meanwhile in another room almost identical to the one Marsden and company had found themselves in, Commander Prosak dangled helpless in an exersaucer of her own. Actually helplessly implies that she was upset about the situation. In fact she was surprisingly relaxed. There was just something liberating about having all choice taken away from her. Prosak idly wondered if such feelings were logical.

The incessant clacking and pounding from the saucer next to her prevented her from really achieving the level of meditation she desired to ponder the issue, though.

“Is that really necessary?” Prosak asked the seemingly empty saucer next to her.

Lieutenant Polnuc poked his head up through the hole in the center of his play table. “You got any better ideas?” the Moglodin engineer demanded.

“You could simply relax and accept the situation.”

“Why the hell would I want to do that?” Polnuc asked. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to spend the rest of my life playing patty-cake and hide-and-seek.”

“There are those who would find this situation ideal. We have been freed from the strife and responsibilities of adult existence and given the rare chance to return to a simpler time when all of our needs were seen to.”

“We don’t cook. We don’t clean. We aren’t hungry. We don’t want for anything at all. Just what strife are you talking about?” Polnuc said.

“He’s got a point, Prosak,” Dr. Kasyov said from another nearby saucer. “And I have no intention of remaining a prisoner here. We have to get out of here, get the Anomaly back, find the resistance, rescue Cabral, and get back to the Milky Way.”

“Have you listened to yourself? That entire course of action is SO not logical. You’re talking about a one in a billion chance of success. We need to find new lives here, and I for one am content with the one that’s been offered to me here.”

“She’s lost her mind,” Polnuc muttered, returning to his work of trying to free himself from the exersaucer.

Kasyov, however, continued pressing the Romulan. “Are you serious about this, Prosak? We’re being treated like babies.”

“For now. However, babies do grow into adults. By the time the Nabusari consider us mature, we will have had time to learn about and adapt to their culture.”

“Or we’ll be dead. You have no idea how old these people are.”

“Romulans have an exceptionally long lifespan.”

“Well humans don’t!” Kasyov shouted. “I don’t want to spend my golden years in elementary school! I am NOT going to recess with a walker and an oxygen tank!”

“I had not realized you had such a flair for drama, Doctor,” Prosak replied. “You will have to join my theater company.”

“You don’t have a theater company.”

“Not yet, but I plan on starting one as soon as I grow up.”

“Don’t make me kill you.”

“Try it, and I’ll tell!”

“Tattletale!”

“Meany!”

Deep inside his exersaucer, Polnuc groaned.



“Four more days,” Captain Bain thought to himself as he sat on the edge of the bed in the room he’d been given by Clophil, the Nabusari who’d taken him in. Evidently, this room had once belonged to one of Clophil’s children and had remained fairly undisturbed since that child gained maturity. Posters for bands and holovids Bain had never heard of lined the walls. . Three of them at least. The fourth wall was dominated by some kind of massive entertainment system consisting of a holoprojector, audio playback device, and some other components Bain was unfamiliar with. And judging by the nasty looking probe-like tendrils hanging off of said components, Bain didn’t really want them to become familiar with him either.

But other than the tendril device, the room reminded him quite a bit of his own children’s rooms. Audrey had insisted on leaving those posters of that disgusting Pakled metal band up on her wall for years. But now that she was gone, Bain and Rosalyn hadn’t had the heart to take them down.

“Just four more,” Bain’s mind repeated. And then he would be 70, he’d breeze through this silly flying test, then rescue his crew, get the hell away from here, find the resistance against the Associates, rescue Cabral, and escape back to the Milky Way and his beloved Rosalyn. Actually, it all seemed absurdly simple…assuming he could tolerate being treated like a teenager for four more days.

Suddenly, the door of his room slid open, revealing Clophil. In the few hours he’d been around the Nabusari, Bain had picked up on the subtle signs that individuated the species and indicated their moods. This was definitely Clophil, and he was definitely agitated about something. Then the Nabusari floated a long glass cylinder into the room. The glass was fogged, preventing Bain from seeing the contents.

“Did you do this?” Clophil demanded angrily, pressing a control on the end of the cylinder that caused the glass to immediately clear up. Tovar was floating inside unconscious, his skin covered by small red blisters each about a half-inch in diameter.

“Certainly not!” Bain replied indignantly.

Clophil reached over, grabbing Bain by the ear and yanking him closer to the cylinder. “Don’t lie to me. This little one is far too young to know how to get pregnant.”

Bain pulled away, but resisted the urge to snap the Nabusari’s arm in three places. “He had a run-in at the border with some sort of squid woman. She did this, and before you so rudely snatched us out of space, WE were taking care of him.”

“And doing SO well obviously,” Clophil said condescendingly. “It’s just a lucky thing you ran into us, Mister. We have an excellent adoption program on our world, so these 237 little darlings will have good homes when they burst out. Then we can see about getting Tovar here some counseling.”

“Then you’ll give him counseling? What happens to him until then?”

“He’ll stay asleep? What else? We’re a mature and enlightened culture here, Reginald. We do not allow our expectant mothers…or fathers in this case…to go running around potentially harming their bundles of joy.”

“What about what Tovar wants?”

“He’d want what’s best for his children. I’m just relieved to hear they’re not yours. I knew you were an upstanding youth at heart.” Clophil tousled Bain’s salt and pepper hair lovingly. “You’re a good boy. Come on. We’ll go out for dinner. Someplace special.”

“That would be nice,” Bain said, falling back to his agreeable facade. Now was not the time to antagonize Clophil. He needed to bide his time until he found out where his people were. “What about Tovar?”

“He’ll be well taken care of,” Clophil said. His fingers suddenly intensified their glow. Moments later, two other Nabusari entered and pushed Tovar’s capsule out of the room. “Now how about that dinner?”

“Capital, Clophil”

“Could you call me ‘Dad’?”

Bain grimaced inwardly. “Sure…” He almost choked on the next word. “Dad.”



Lieutenant Shelly Marsden wasn’t sure how much time had passed since their arrival in this demented daycare center, but dusk was setting in outside. She imagined it had been hours, but still she hadn’t made any progress in extricating herself from the exersaucer. She couldn’t even tell how she was being held inside of it. No forcefields crackled around her, no straps bound her, yet she just couldn’t pull herself out. The engineer inside her refused to be deterred, though. She would free herself and the others. It was only a matter of time…

…of course, some tools would have been nice.

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Yonk waving his arms wildly toward the door. It took Marsden a few moments to realize what he meant. “Someone’s coming!” Marsden exclaimed. Yonk nodded his head vigorously.

“Everyone pipe down. Let me handle this,” Marsden said.

“For now,” Gworos replied. “But if I am freed from this infernal contraption, I will rip off our captor’s head with my bare hands and feast on their brain.”

“That sort of dietary selection is not going to help your poor teeth any,” Dr. Nooney said.

“Silence or your liver will be my dessert!”

“Shut up, both of you!” Marsden shouted just a half-second before the door to their room slid open, allowing one of the lanky Nabusari to enter the room.

“Oh how are my little darlings this evening?” the Nabusari said warmly. “I bet you all want something in your tum-tums!”

Hmm…now that Marsden thought about it, she was hungry. The escape could wait until after dinner.

“Miss Sujill has some nummy num-nums for your tummy tum-tums,” the Nabusari continued, tickling Gworos under his bearded chin. Marsden was honestly impressed that the Klingon didn’t attempt to bite her finger off. She’d have to remember to put him in for a commendation when and if they got back to the Federation.

Sujill’s fingers glowed brightly, and almost immediately steaming bowls of some sort of goopy white substance appeared on the exersaucer tables in front of the Anomaly crew. A moment later, liquid-filled bottles, complete with nipples, appeared beside the bowls.

“Can my big little boys and girls feed themselves? Can they? Can they?”

“Yes, we can,” Marsden said finally, prompting Sujill to jump back in surprise.

“Aren’t you smart? Talking so soon.”

“Ma’am, we are adults,” Marsden continued. “And while we appreciate your hospitality, we’d really like to get back to our ship.”

Sujill just started laughing. “My my, you are rambunctious. Hush now and eat for Miss Sujill. Once everyone has finished every bite, we’ll get you out of those things and have nap time.”

“Klingons do not nap!” Gworos said.

“MMMMmmm-hmmpm!” Yonk added from behind the pacifier that was still stuck in his mouth.

“Ooh! My little big ears can’t eat with that in his mouth now can he?” Sujill said as she moved over to Yonk and effortlessly dislodged the pacifier. Yonk was about to launch into a rather long rant about his recent treatment but was summarily shushed by Marsden.

Marsden stretched and faked a big yawn. “A nap sounds nice, Miss Sujill,” Marsden said, trying to sound as sickeningly sweet as possible. We’ll all eat up like good little boys and girls.” The last statement was aimed at the Anomaly crewmembers present, who promptly started shoveling the white goo into their mouths.

“What good little children!” Sujill exclaimed. “I’ll get nap land ready.” The Nabusari moved over to the far side of the room and touched her finger to a panel on the wall. Instantly, several sleeping mats appeared on the floor.

Meanwhile, Marsden had finished her goo, which was thankfully tasteless, and moved on to the bottle. “Eat quickly,” she hissed at the others.

“That’s bad for the digestion!” Nooney shot back.

Marsden heard a slight popping noise and turned to see Yonk bobbling his bottle. “I’m sorry!” he said. “This nipple is just too small. I keep sucking and sucking and hardly anything’s coming out. If I keep this up, I’m going to suck until my ears shrink.”

Gworos grabbed his bottle’s nipple between his teeth and pulled, tearing the nipple into shreds. “You must improvise,” he said, then chugged the bottle, draining the contents instantly. The others muddled through in their own ways, but within a very short time, Sujill found that her charges had all finished their meals and were yawning uncontrollably.

“Time for kiddie nap-naps,” she said, pressing her fingers together. The exersaucers split open, allowing the Anomaly crewmembers to experience freedom for the first time in hours. Eyes drooping with fatigue, they trudged past Sujill toward the sleep mats. What Sujill didn’t notice was that her charges were walking by her on both sides…and moving very slowly.

“NOW!” Marsden shouted suddenly.

In an instant, Sujill was buried under a pile of Starfleet officers. “Release me!”

“What should we do now?” Yonk asked.

“Pummel her into unconsciousness,” Gworos replied. “It is the only way.”

“Hold on a second,” Marsden snapped. “Is there a Vulcan in the house?”

Silence.

“Doesn’t anybody know how to do that neck pinch thing?”

“Oooh oooh! I do!” Nooney said.

“Really?” Marsden said, unconvinced.

“It’s very useful for relaxing patients,” Nooney said, squeezing his way through the pile holding down Sujill. “But I could never use it as a weapon.”

“Just do it!” Marsden said. “You can examine her while she’s out, if that will make you feel better about this.”

“Oooooooh!”

“NOOOOOOOO!” Sujill cried, then was silenced as Nooney’s fingers clamped down on her neck.

“Everybody up!” Marsden said, pushing her way to her feet. “All right. Yonk, Gworos, you’re with me. Akashi, ransack this room and see if you can find anything useful…like our original underwear. This diaper is killing me. Nooney, you see to Sujill. DO NOT let her regain consciousness. The rest of you hold down the fort until we get back.”

Marsden, Yonk, and Gworos cautiously exited the room, leaving the others to their own devices.

“So,” Akashi said, looking at the holovision. “You think they’ve got a remote for that thing?”



“These people are menaces,” Polnuc muttered from inside the exersaucer as he fiddled with the locking mechanism. At least he assumed it was the lock. It was the only thing remotely mechanical he’d been able to find. “No food. No water. They just stuck us in these things and left us here to rot with only that drivel for entertainment.”

That drivel, which was actually a holovision children’s show featuring a giant singing lizard of some sort, seemed to be on an infinite loop. The same 30 minute show had repeated over and over again, slowly driving the Anomaly crew trapped in the room toward the brink of insanity.

“I HAVE BEEN DIAPERED!” Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell, the neat-freak Mezzakkan, wailed for what must have been the thousandth time. Unfortunately, the poor man had been stripped of his disinfectant sprays, and the horror of possibly sitting in his own waste products had frightened him beyond all reason. Personally, Polnuc didn’t care if Brazzell did go nuts as long as he was quiet about it.

“It is only logical to assume that a species as advanced and long-lived as this one does understand proper child care,” Prosak said calmly. “Our needs have been and will continue to be met.”

“Well I need a hamburger,” Kasyov grumbled. “I’m starving.”

“Ditto that for me,” Polnuc said, popping his head back out of the exersaucer. The Mogoldin looked carefully around the room, searching for the one thing that could help him escape his playtime prison. “Gotcha!” he exclaimed suddenly. Polnuc began throwing himself against the sides of the saucer, causing it to rock violently.

“That will not work,” Prosak said. “The base is too wide.”

“But he’s moving,” Kasyov countered. “Rock over here. I may be able to help you.”

Polnuc immediately altered his rocking in order to maneuver toward Kasyov.

“Closer…closer…okay. Now really rock back,” Kasyov said. Polnuc followed her instruction to the letter, slamming himself against the rear of his exersaucer. As he did so, Kasyov was able to grab the front end as it jerked up into the air and yank it upwards even more, sending the entire exersaucer toppling on its side.

“Now this I can work with,” Polnuc said, using his hands against the ground to roll across the room toward the table of art supplies in the corner. Once there, the toppled the saucer upright again and grabbed an entire box of children’s scissors and a few paintbrushes for good measure. “Back in a minute,” Polnuc announced, ducking down into the saucer with his treasures.

“He will fail,” Prosak said. “It is not logical to believe that advanced alien technology can be overcome by scissors designed for those not allowed to handle sharp objects.”

CLICK!

Kasyov smiled as Polnuc’s exersaucer swung open. “You were saying?”

“You two are just going to get us in trouble,” Prosak pouted.

“I think the idea is to get us out of trouble,” Kasyov said. “Speaking of, get me out of this thing!”

“I’m on it,” Polnuc said, rushing over, his hand almost incased in a metallic contraption made from various scissor and paintbrush components. Moments later, Kasyov was free, and Polnuc was working on Prosak’s saucer, which obediently clicked open.

“Thank you,” Prosak said, exiting past Polnuc. Then in a sudden blur of motion, she yanked the lockpick off of the tiny engineer’s hand and shoved him into her saucer, slamming it shut.

“Prosak! Have you gone nuts?” Kasyov demanded.

“On the contrary,” the young Romulan replied, wielding the lockpick menacingly. “I am thinking quite logically.”



Captain Bain let out a low whistle as he and Clophil exited the hovertram at the entrance to a vast facility consisting of restaurants, shops, rides, and games of all sorts. The tram, which was the main method of transit through the Nabusari city, silently sped off toward its next destination as Clophil led Bain through the entrance gates into the main mall area of the facility.

“What is this place?” Bain asked. All around, various Nabusari strolled happily through the flower-lined walkways, sat at one of the many outside tables, or browsed at one of the vendor kiosks while other Nabusari moved in and out of the large building bordering the outdoor area.

“It has many names,” Clophil explained. “Officially, it is a designated Maturity Training Zone. Most people just call it ‘The Mall.’ It is where our youth who are on the brink of adulthood go to spend time, socialize, and exist free from constant adult supervision. I hope you won’t be too embarrassed coming here with your dad.”

“Um…no. Not at all,” Bain said, still very uncomfortable with this whole “dad” thing Clophil insisted on.

“You may get some strange looks,” Clophil continued as the pair walked to a food stand. “We don’t get many aliens here.”

“Since you brought it up, how is it that you manage to be here free of the Associates? Our impression has been that they control most of this region of space.”

“Let’s just call it a mutually-beneficial understanding.”

Bain wasn’t exactly sure if he liked the sound of that, but he let the subject drop as Clophil paid for dinner. After sitting down at a table with a nice view of a multi-level fountain outside, Bain examined the meal he’d been given. It looked remarkably like French fries covered in chili and cheese. He tentatively took a bite. They were chili cheese fries! And they were WONDERFUL! Rosalyn would have a fit if she knew Bain was eating such things.

“I’m pleased to see that you enjoy Nabusari cusine,” Clophil said, amused at the rate Bain was now consuming fries.

“First rate,” Bain managed to mumble between bites.

“I’ve missed this. It’s been so long since I just spent a day with my children. That’s one of my big regrets. I was so busy at the Ministry that I never took the time to just be a dad.”

“Ikoahtuumnnn.”

“Excuse me?”

“I know what you mean,” Bain said after swallowing his fries. “Starfleet’s been my life for the last fifty years. I married Rosalyn, and we had the little ones, but I was always off with one ship or another while Rosie held down the fort. Damn fine woman. I don’t deserve her.”

“Where are your children now?”

“Damned if I know. Sophie was on Alpha Centauri last I knew. And Audrey…well, there’s not much to say there. Then, there’s Tovar, of course.”

“He is your son?” Clophil asked surprised. “Adopted, I assume.”

“Yes. His parents disappeared, so my wife and I took him in as one of our own.”

“At times I have a hard time accepting that you’re so young,” Clophil said understandingly.

“Age is relative,” Bain replied, taking a sip of the carbonated beverage Clophil had bought him. “Mine seems to fluctuate by the day. Sometimes by the hour. I woke up yesterday feeling like an old man.”

“Well now’s your chance to be a child again, if only for a couple of days.”

Bain looked around at the scene before him. The roller coasters in the distance almost seemed to be calling his name.

“Are my people being this well taken care of?” Bain asked. Despite it all, he had a duty to see to the well being of his crew.

“Definitely. My guess is they’re having the time of their lives.”

“Capital.” Bain moved to leave the table, then hesitated.

“Go,” Clophil said. “Have fun. I’ll be home when you get back.”

Bain smiled and was off like a shot, off to have the time of his life (recent life anyway) and confident in the fact that his crew was equally happy.



“This so sucks!” Marsden muttered as she, Yonk, and Gworos crouched uncomfortably in an alcove waiting for the two Nabusari in the corridor to finish what seemed to be the longest conversation in the known universe.

“We could just show ourselves. At the worst, they’d just take us back to the others,” Yonk suggested.

“Where they’d find their friend that we tied up and then lock us back in those damn exersaucers.”

“I will decapitate them with my bare hands before I allow that to occur,” Gworos announced.

“You just hang on to that thought,” Marsden said. Finally, the two Nabusari said their goodbyes and went their separate ways down the corridors of the child care facility the Anomaly crew had found themselves imprisoned in.

With Nabusari roaming the halls, Marsden and the others had been unable to move freely or locate the rest of the crew. They had, however, found an unguarded exit down a seldom-used hallway. If at the very least they could get their room of Anomaly officers to freedom, they could regroup and find a way to locate and rescue the others.

“Come on,” Marsden said, gesturing for Yonk and Gworos to follow her as the made their way back to the room where the rest of their group waited. As the approached the door, they heard the sounds of music and laughter emanating from within.

“The idea was to keep a low profile,” Marsden grumbled. She opened the door then immediately shut it again.

“What has happened!” Gworos demanded.

“Sujill’s free. The others are…playing with her.”

“I am not going back into that exersaucer,” Yonk said, his voice on the edge of panic.

“No one is in them. They’re just running around and playing some kind of game.”

“They are free?” Gworos said. “Then it must be some sort of ruse to distract attention.”

“From?”

Gworos’ ridged brow furrowed even more. “I do not know, but there must be an explanation.”

“That’s what I’m going to find out. If I’m not out in five minutes, make a break for the exit.”

“I will not ‘make a break,’” Gworos protested. “Klingon tradition states that I must engage in battle.”

“Fine. Battle the door when you open it, but get the hell out of here,” Marsden snapped. “I’m going in.”

Before Yonk or Gworos could respond, Marsden opened the door just enough to slip inside and shut it again.

“Five minutes seems like a long time,” Yonk said. “How about we start running now?”

“Only if you wish me to slice off your ears and eat them raw.”

“Comments like that are why you don’t get invited to my parties.”



Inside the room, Marsden quickly meshed in with the rest of the crowd of officers, all of whom were standing in a group singing while Sujill played some sort of piano-like instrument.

“What the hell is going on?” Marsden whispered, sliding up beside Dr. Nooney.

“It’s sing-along time.”

“I can see that, but why is Sujill free? We’ve got to get out of here.”

“Leave? Why would we do that?” Nooney asked.

“Come on, Lieutenant,” Ensign Akashi said. “They feed us, they take care of us, we play all day…why leave? This is great!”

“You’ve been brainwashed.”

“Okay, kiddies, who wants to play with clay?” Sujill asked.

“I DO!! I DO!!” the Anomaly officers, minus Marsden, all shouted, raising their hands emphatically into the air.

“You aren’t going to get away with this,” Marsden whispered to Nooney. “I’ll be back to rescue you whether you like it or not!” She made a quick retreat towards the door.

“Sujill! Sujill!” Nooney shouted suddenly. “Shelly’s trying to leave!”

“We can’t have that now,” Sujill said.

Terror almost froze Marsden in place, but she managed to propel herself to the door, throw it open, and dash out into the hall.

“RUN!” she screamed as she flew past Gworos and Yonk. Not one to waste time, Yonk immediately took off after Marsden.

“Just so you know, I am not running,” Gworos shouted, bringing up the rear. “This is an aggressive charge!”



As Prosak moved the gleaming metal lockpick menacingly toward Dr. Kasyov, Kasyov edged backwards, hoping she remembered the room layout well enough to not trip over anything.

“Come on, Prosak,” Kasyov said soothingly. “You can’t honestly expect to hurt me with that. It’s made out of safety scissors!”

“I can still give you one hell of a scratching,” Prosak said. “Now please re-enter your exersaucer before I get mean.”

“Think about this. You’re forcing us to give up on any hope of escape. Whatever happened to freedom of choice?”

“It was never a popular concept on Romulus.”

“Or Vulcan?” Kasyov demanded. Maybe thinking about that one would distract Prosak for a few moments.

“Logic dictates the life of a Vulcan. Fleeing here is illogical.”

Kasyov backed into a table, effectively ending her retreat from Prosak, who loomed ever closer. “Then why should we stay here?” Kasyov asked, stalling for time as she reached behind her hoping to grab onto something useful.

“We have already discussed this,” Prosak said. “I am sorry to do this to you, but the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the one.”

She prepared to slash at Kasyov just as Kasyov’s hand wrapped around a soft plastic tube. She quickly pulled it around in front of her, opened the cap, and squeezed, sending a stream of blue paint into the eyes of the Romulan. As Prosak staggered backwards, Kasyov, using the table for support, kicked Prosak with both feet, then bolted for the exit as the Romulan quickly recovered and started shouting for help. Kasyov wanted to stay and free the others, but between Prosak’s screaming and the other’s cries to be released, someone was bound to have heard the ruckus.

Opening the door and racing out into the hall, Kasyov saw that she was right. Two Nabusari were running down the corridor toward her position. She immediately took off running the other way, barreling around a corner where she collided painfully with another person. They both collapsed to the deck.

“Ow,” Marsden groaned from underneath Kasyov.

“This is a great image, but we really should be going,” Yonk said as he and Gworos yanked Kasyov and Marsden up off of the floor.

“Nabusari coming,” Kasyov gasped painfully, pointing back the way she came.

“Great. That’s the way out!” Marsden said.

“Lieutenant…,” Gworos began.

“Go,” Marsden interrupted. “But don’t make a mess.”

Gworos grinned toothily and ran around the corner, shouting his battle cry. Marsden, Kasyov, and Yonk peered their heads around the corner in time to see the Klingon smash into the two frail Nabusari like a linebacker, sending them thudding to the floor.

“Now!” Marsden cried, taking off behind Gworos with Yonk and Kasyov right behind her. They sped past the still-dazed Nabusari, rounded another corner, and headed down the corridor toward the exit door that Gworos was now holding open for them.

Marsden ran faster. The world outside beckoned as the moon shone down. It was all right through that door. But Marsden knew this was the moment when everything usually went wrong. A steel door would clang shut. Nabusari would appear from nowhere. Something.

“AHHHHH!” Kasyov screamed.

“What is it?” Marsden shouted, refusing to slow down.

“I got paint on my labcoat!”

Marsden reached over and smacked Kasyov upside the head just as the entire group rushed outside to freedom.



Over the course of the next day, Reginald Bain felt the freest he’d been…since…well…ever. He’d gone straight from living under his parents’ control to living under the control of Starfleet. Sure he’d had some pretty wild leaves. What cadet didn’t? But the whole time his duty to Starfleet had been in the back of his mind. But on the Nabusari world, all such obligations were gone. His crew was safe; he’d get the Anomaly back on his birthday as soon as he passed that silly pilot’s test. What was there to be concerned about?

Instead Bain spent his time at “The Mall” enjoying the company of others “his age,” as laughable as that was. In the morning, Clophil waited for him at the breakfast table, and the two would engage in conversations about their wives (Clophil’s had died two years earlier), their children, and their lives. In a way it was leave and therapy all rolled into one.

Meanwhile, Marsden, Kasyov, Gworos, and Yonk spent their time sleeping in the forests on the outskirts of the city (For some unknown reason, the Nabusari had decided to put their daycare center in the middle of nowhere) and scrounging for whatever food they could catch all the while hoping that the Nabusari didn’t come looking for them. During the following day, they approached the city in hopes of getting some idea of where the Anomaly was. Needless to say, they didn’t learn a thing. The Nabusari seemed to have other things to discuss than some alien spaceship.



Shortly after their escape, the refugees had tried their commpips in hopes of calling for an automatic beam out, but the Anomaly didn’t respond, a fact that had sent morale plummeting to new lows. Even the blackened venison Gworos prepared for dinner that evening had done little to brighten the mood.

Finally, two days before Bain’s 70th birthday, Marsden approached a vast facility with roller coasters, eateries, and shops that reminded her a lot of a much less scary version of that amusement park on Quonos she’d visited in her childhood.

With very little cover to work with, Marsden resorted to swiping a parka from the kiosk outside the log flume ride, which allowed her to move about with more freedom than she’d had in days.

Not wanting some overly curious Nabusari to see her face, Marsden kept her head bowed as she walked through the facility, listening to bits of conversation as she went.

“…new album sucked. I liked their old stuff better.”

“…she totally should dump him…”

“…can’t believe how dead I’m going to be when they see my report card.”

“…blighters thought they had the drop on me, but I soon showed them what for!”

That last voice was unmistakable. Bain! She cautiously looked up to locate the source of the voice. Up ahead, standing on a table surrounded by a crowd of Nabusari listening with rapt attention, Captain Bain gestured wildly as he told of his single-handed defeat of seven Nausicaan Enforcers.

Marsden’s first impulse was to run up there, pull him off the damn table, and demand to know what was going on. Considering the number of Nabusari around, though, that didn’t seem like such a wise idea. Instead, she waited as Bain finished his story…

…and then he told another…

…and another.

Night fell across the city, but Bain kept on going.

Finally, one Nabusari in the crowd said something about needing to get home before his curfew, which finally led Bain to end his performance. As the Nabusari scattered toward their various destinations, Marsden moved in close to Bain, who was busy finishing off the last of a massive hamburger.

“Could I talk to you for a minute?” Marsden whispered harshly.

“Oh course, my good…” Bain looked at the nondescript parka-clad individual. “…person. What can I do for you?”

“It’s me!” Marsden spat, pulled her hood back just a little.

“MARSIE!” Bain exclaimed before Marsden yanked her hood back up and clamped her hand over Bain’s mouth.

“With all due respect, shut up! If they catch me, they’ll send me back to that damn day care.”

“Day care? What the devil?”

“While you’ve been here having fun, the rest of us have been imprisoned.”

“I was assured that you were being cared for.”

“Brainwashed is more like it. They feed us, they play games with us, they diaper us, they lock us in exersaucers.”

“Back up a moment. Did you say diaper?” Bain said in horror.

“Yes! Nooney’s having a field day, and the others aren’t holding up well at all. With that kind of continual nurturing, the crew is getting complacent. They don’t want to leave. Prosak almost killed Kasyov just to stop Kasyov’s escape.”

“Good god! How many made it out with you?”

“Three. Kasyov, Yonk, and Lieutenant Gworos. They’re in the woods waiting for me to come back. You’ve got to get us out of here, Captain.”

“Go back to the woods,” Bain said. “I have a plan.”

Marsden hesitated. “What kind of plan?”

“Something simple. If all goes well, you’ll all be safe until I take the pilot’s exam.”

“If all goes well? What the hell does that mean?”

“Just an expression, Marsie. Run along now. Keep your chin up.”

“I’m agreeing to this,” Marsden said, starting to walk away. “But only because I really don’t have any other options. If you strand us here, though, I’m coming back, and I’m killing you. Got it, Bain?”

“That’s my Marsie. Fiery to the end,” Bain said with a laugh. “My best to the others.” Bain headed off in the opposite direction, humming one of his blasted marches as Marsden slipped back into the darkness at the edge of The Mall.



“Why would you want to do that?” Clophil asked the next morning as he and Bain sat across from each other at the table enjoying breakfast.

“A good pilot should know his vehicle from stem to stern. I just want a bit of a walkabout before the big day tomorrow,” Bain replied. Meanwhile, the cereal in his bowl continued the incessant crackling, popping, and even snapping it’d been doing since he poured milk on it. Damn alien cereal. At least Earth cereal knew to let a man eat his breakfast in peace!

“Well all right,” Clophil said. “I think I can slip away from the office for a while this morning. We’ll run up to the docks and see your ship.”

“Capital!”

“What do you say?” Clophil asked cloyingly.

“Thanks, Dad.”

“Better,” Clophil said, getting up and giving Bain a light kiss on the forehead. “Be good, buddy. I’ll call.”

“Bye, Dad,” Bain said, pasting a smile on his face until Clophil left the room, then, finally, the house.

Bain then sprang into action, jumping up from his chair and running to the small comm console located in Clophil’s study. Bain had first thought that the Nabusari were telepathic considering the way they seemed to be able to call one another without words. With further observation, he realized that technology was at the heart of their abilities. Each Nabusari had devices implanted in their fingers almost from birth that allowed them to stay in contact with each other. Starfleet had experimented with something similar years earlier, but most people just weren’t willing to have chips stuck under their skin.

Beyond the finger implants, each residence had a central computer that acted as an information/communications hub for that particular household. The hub didn’t require the finger implants to operate, which allowed Bain to actually make a couple of calls.

“I need to find Tovar,” Bain said to the console. A moment later, the image of a Nabusari wearing some kind of headset appeared on the screen.

“What city please?” the Nabusari asked boredly.

“This one.”

“What listing?”

“Tovar.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but we don’t have any Tovars in the directory.”

“Of course you don’t. He’s an alien. I think he’s at some kind of hospital. But hurry up. The poor man is preggers!”

“I’ll connect you to the Transgender Xenonatology wing at Nabusari General. Thank you for using A.T&Barsnap.”

The image shifted to show another Nabusari, this one wearing a set of pale blue scrubs over its translucent skin. “Transgender Xenonatology. May I help you?”

“Is Tovar there?”

“He’s in stasis right now. Can I take a message?”

“I need to see him!” Bain exclaimed.

“Visiting hours are from 10 to 4.”

“So I can see him?”

“Yes, sir,” the nurse replied condescendingly.

“Be there in a jif!”

“I personally don’t care how you get here, sir.”



After a quick tram ride, Bain entered Nabusari General Hospital and made his way to the directory. All in all, things were going smoothly, but he really wished he could get the tune that was playing on the tram out of his head. Damn catchy, though.

“Doo de doo doo, doo de doo doo, doo de doo doo doo de doo doo.”

Let’s see. Emergency. Radiology. Transmorphography…

“Doo de doo doo, doo de doo doo, doo de doo doo doo de doo doo.”

Kinesiology…hurtalotowowology…pub…PUB! He’d have to visit that right after seeing to Tovar.

“Doo de doo doo, doo de doo doo, doo de doo doo doo de doo doo.”

Orthoscopy…angioplasty…transgender xenonatology.

There. That wasn’t so hard.

“Doo de doo doo, doo de doo doo, doo de doo doo doo de doo doo.”

Bain took the elevator up to the eighth floor and found himself in a VERY quiet part of the hospital. The nurse he’d spoken to over the comm channel was seated alone at a nurses’ stand in front of a lone patient room. Through the window on the room door, Bain could see Tovar’s tube stationed in front of a holovision screen, which had been turned on for the Yynsian. Bain wasn’t sure if that was a nice gesture or just plain cruelty considering the fact that Tovar was in stasis at the moment.

“Can I see him?” Bain asked.

The nurse, who until that moment had been wrapped up in watching her own holovision monitor gave Bain an irritated scowl.

“Are you family?” she asked pointedly.

“I’m practically his father.”

“How practically?”

“His parents vanished, so I raised him…with help from the missus of course.”

The nurse’s frown deepened. “I am not familiar with any species called the Missus. Can you contact them to confirm your relationship.”

“Missus! My wife!”

“Ahh…so she would practically be his mother.”

“Exactly!”

“Well that’s close enough, I guess. Just don’t rile him up. His condition is rather delicate.”

Bain looked at the insensate Yynsian. “How could I possibly rile him?”

“Just don’t.”

“Right. Thank you for your help, madam.” Bain bowed his head courteously and headed into Tovar’s room, allowing the nurse to get back to her holovision watching.

She didn’t even seem to notice that Bain left almost immediately…or that his collar was now one pip short.



“You are cleared for entry,” the voice of the Nabusari docking control officer said as the doors of the vast spaceport in orbit about Nabusa (the proper name for the planet) slid open allowing Clophil’s shuttle to enter. On either side of the main ship lanes, spaceship after spaceship sat docked in mooring slips that resembled giant cubby holes. It reminded Bain a bit of a massive version of the cubby wall in his preschool classroom. He smiled. Almost seventy, but his mind was still sharp as a tack…whatever a tack was. Those old Earth expressions lost a bit over time.

“Let’s see,” Clophil said absently as he looked over the slip designations. “Your ship is in XXYH78. And we’re at…TXUG34. Hmmm…”

Bain started to involuntarily rock in his seat. He just wanted to get there, to see his ship. It’d been far too long.

“VXUH54…”

“How much longer?” Bain asked.

“Not long. WXVH66…”

“How long is not long?”

“Patience, Reginald. XXYH78! There it is!”

Yes, there is was. Bain broke into a huge grin as he saw the vast saucer of the USS Anomaly stretching before him, warp nacelles gracefully extending from port and starboard. A true thing of beauty. Marsden and the other designers were artists.

Marsden! Ah, mustn’t forget why he was there today.

“Shall we?” Clophil asked.

“Absolutely,” Bain replied, as Clophil activated the shuttle’s transporters. A moment later, Bain was back on his bridge.

“You just take all the time you need,” Clophil said. “I’ll be right here.” And he said down in the command chair…BAIN’S CHAIR…leisurely and closed his eyes for a nap. As much as Bain had grown to like the man (despite the “dad” thing), this was pushing Bain to the very limit. If there weren’t a whole planet of the blighters, Bain would’ve given Clophil a good what for!

Instead, Bain sat down at the helm for a moment to pull up his personal console configurations. Arroyo was a top flight man, but he had an odd way of flying a starship…either that or he was just left handed. Bain wasn’t sure.



With the helm set to his liking, Bain casually strolled back to the tac-ops console where Tovar traditionally sat. Bain activated the sensors and found that he couldn’t see a thing outside of the docking complex. Of course, that made sense considering he’d been unable to contact the ship from Nabusa. That would make the next bit could be a bit tricky. He waited until the docking bay doors opened, allowing a ship to exit, then quickly scanned the surface for commpip signatures. The vast majority were clustered together in one spot. Bain concluded that this must be the daycare center where most of his crew was being held. They would have to be dealt with later. Four more pips sat in a wooded area just to the north of the capital city. And finally one pip sat in the middle of town. That would be Tovar.

As the docking bay doors closed again, Bain readied the transporter. As soon as the doors opened again, the system would automatically lock on to Marsden, Kasyov, Gworos, Yonk, and Tovar’s stasis tube, where Bain had left his own commpip, and send them to sickbay. Bain then typed in orders commanding Marsden not to do anything until after the pilot’s test the next day.

In the command chair, Clophil shifted a bit. As much as Bain wanted to stay, he knew he should probably leave before Clophil got impatient and began to know what Bain was up to. “I’m ready, Dad,” he said.

“Good. I can’t sleep in that chair. Too uncomfortable.”

Bain fought down yet another urge to strangle the Nabusari.

Minutes later, the shuttle flew out of the opening doors of the docking bay. At the same time, Tovar’s cylinder vanished unnoticed from his hospital room. And several kilometers away, four humanoids dematerialized in the forest, just before the roots of the man-eating jawvicean tree of Nabusa could get its roots up through the soil to latch onto the unsuspecting Starfleet officers and turn them into plant food. The tree cursed its rotten luck and settled back in to wait for its next opportunity, taking note to leave its roots closer to the surface.



The average person might think that the pressure pressing on Bain to save his ship and crew might have prevented him from sleeping that night, but he actually collapsed into his bed like a sheet of duranium (gotta love these 26th century analogies. But come on, when have you ever seen a pile of bricks on Star Trek?). So anyway Bain slept soundly, so soundly in fact that it wasn’t until he slowly regained consciousness many hours later that he realized he’d been moved to a sitting position…

…and that he was now firmly being held in a chair by some kind of force field.

“What the devil?” Bain muttered groggily.

“I…I just couldn’t let you go,” Clophil said from a short distance away. Bain’s vision cleared enough to show him that he was back on Clophil’s shuttle, which was currently sailing over the open plains of Nabusa. “You don’t really want to leave your daddy, do you son?”

“Dammit, man, I’m not your son!” Bain shouted. “Now stop this damn foolishness and let me go. I have a test to pass!”

“We’ll go camping. Just the two of us. I brought my fishing gear and a tent and…”

“Listen to me, you bloody git!”

“Don’t make me drug you again,” Clophil said. So that’s why Bain had slept through his own kidnapping.

Bain calmed himself down. “What is it that you want?”

“To be a family again.”

“But I’m not your family.”

“That can change.”



Testing Officer Advill materialized on the bridge of the Anomaly at precisely 0930 hours and was a bit surprised to find himself all alone. Usually pilots waiting to take their exam eagerly awaited his arrival. The test wasn’t technically scheduled until 0935, though, so Advill took a seat in the command chair to wait.

Several decks below, a warning light began flashing on Marsden’s main engineering status board, drawing her attention away from her diagnostics of the Anomaly’s systems. Fortunately, despite her fears that the Nabusari had broken something while examining the Anomaly, the ship seemed to be in perfect working order.

“Someone’s aboard,” Marsden said, checking the readouts. “One Nabusari.”

“Then where’s Bain?” Dr. Kasyov, who was assisting Marsden with the diagnostics, asked.

“Probably just HAD to stick around for that fourth helping of breakfast.”

“He normally stops at two, Lieutenant,” Lieutenant Commander Tovar said as he entered engineering. The Yynsian seemed a bit wobbly on his feet, but otherwise unharmed by his time in stasis.

“How are those new pants working out for you?” Marsden asked.

“A true engineering marvel,” Tovar replied as he sat down. Instantly, the mini-anti grav generators in his pants activated, preventing his rear end (and the womb bumps dotting it) from touching the seat.

“Are you feeling okay?” Kasyov asked.

“Nicely rested, actually,” Tovar replied. “But I believe Captain Bain’s location should be our primary concern. If he does not take this test, the Anomaly will not be allowed out of this dock and we will not leave this world.”

On the monitor on the engineering console, Advill looked at his chronometer impatiently.

“If he leaves…” Kasyov started.

“I know. I know,” Marsden said.

Tovar thought for a moment. “Perhaps a holographic…”

“No time,” Marsden interrupted as Advill stood up from the command chair. “You two get to the shuttlebay and be ready to go.” Marsden accessed the transporter controls from her console and began punching in commands.

“What are you going to do?” Kasyov asked.

“Go be Captain Bain,” Marsden said as the transporter grabbed her. “Pip pip cheerio and shit.”



“Just where the devil are you taking me?” Bain demanded as Clophil continued to fly the shuttle.

“Someplace where we can have family time. Just you and me. Just like we used to.”

“We’ve never done this,” Bain said.

“Don’t be silly, Nyquill. Of course we have.”

Nyquill? That was Clophil’s son’s name. Clophil had told Bain days earlier that he didn’t see his son much any more, but he never mentioned being a raving loony about it.

“You’ve gone completely round the bend,” Bain said.

Clophil looked at Bain confused. “No. We’re flying straight.”

“Straight to hell in a handbasket,” Bain muttered.



Testing Officer Advill looked up from his chronometer as Marsden materialized on the bridge.

“You’re Reginald Bain?” he asked skeptically, looking at the name on his clippadd.

“Absolutely,” Marsden replied. “Let’s get cracking.”

“You’re late.”

“Unavoidably detained. Shall we go?”

“You look awfully young…”

“My species is well preserved,” Marsden said, moving to the helm console. “Now I fly this a little bit, then we’re done, right?”

“Yes yes,” Advill said. “We’ll just take you through a few basic maneuvers, then, assuming you pass, you’ll be given your license and safe passage out of our system. Fair enough.”

“Sure,” Marsden said, looking over the helm. Despite the fact that she’d designed the Anomaly, she’d never actually flown the ship. Arroyo or someone else had always been around for that. In all honesty, she hadn’t been at the controls of a ship in a very long time.

How the hell was she supposed to pilot with the controls all screwed up like this? Bain’s configuration had put everything on the wrong side of the console. “Damn backward menace,” Marsden muttered.

“Is everything all right?” Advill asked.

“Oh sure. Just doing a final flight check.”

“Feel free to ease us out of the parking space, turn to starboard and merge into the flow of traffic heading toward the exit.”

“Sure thing.” Marsden pressed down on the console, sending the Anomaly forward with a jolt and almost knocking Advill out of his seat. Marsden chuckled weakly. “Sorry. It’s a sensitive ship.”

“Please ease us out of the parking space…”

“I got it. Hang on.”

“I sincerely hope you mean that in a figurative sense.”



Down in the shuttlebay, Tovar and Kasyov held onto the walls inside of the Shuttlecraft Gnork (named for the famous Horta scientist) as the Anomaly lurched forward again.

“I was under the impression that the goal was to pass Captain Bain’s test,” Tovar remarked.

“Maybe she’s just trying to get the tester motion sick,” Kasyov said. “Because it’s sure as hell working on me.”

A collision alarm sounded, then abruptly stopped.

“Perhaps I should have impersonated Bain,” Tovar said. “I doubt she can even do his accent properly.”

“No time to worry about it now,” Kasyov said, taking a seat at the shuttle’s co-pilot console as Tovar sat in the pilot’s chair. “We’re nearing the exit.”

“Opening shuttlebay doors,” Tovar said.

“Not too much. Just enough to let us out.”

“I will try to be inconspicuous.”

“Good. I don’t want any repeats of our last shuttle trip. I’ve been blown up and captured enough for one year.”

“Then you might want to put in for a transfer when we return to Federation space. Captain Bain has something of a reputation.”

Before Kasyov could demand an explanation, the Anomaly sailed out of the Nabusari spacedock, missing the side wall by a whole six feet. As the view of the docking facility outside the shuttlebay gave way to open space, Tovar gently eased the shuttle out of the Anomaly and dove into the Nabusa atmosphere.



“A door is ajar. A door is ajar,” the voice of the computer repeated.

“No,” Advill said again, growing angry. “A door is a portal. A jar is a container.” He turned on Marsden. “What kind of morons programmed this thing?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Marsden muttered. Seeing on her console that Tovar and Kasyov were away, she closed the shuttlebay doors, thankfully causing the computer to shut up.

“Very well then. Proceed to Nabulani and turn to port.”

“Um…which one’s Nabulani?” Marsden asked, looking that the array of planets and moons in the Nabusa system.

Advill sighed tiredly. “The green one with the rings.”

“Gotcha,” Marsden said. The Anomaly jerked forward again, headed toward its new destination as Advill made another notation on his padd.



The shuttle Gnork meanwhile sped into the Nabusa atmosphere, hot on the trail of Captain Bain.

“I’m checking for lone human life signs now,” Kasyov said, pouring over the sensors.

“Just look for his commpip,” Tovar replied.

“He used it to beam you up.”

“So? He’s a captain. He still has three left.”

“Good point….Got him! Five hundred kilometers northeast and moving.”

“Hail him. See if you can find out what his status is,” Tovar said.



Captain Bain was a bit displeased with himself at that moment. After Dr. Kasyov had been taken hostage by that rogue brain a few months ago, Bain had gone through at least eight different ways that he would have escaped the situation. Now here he was in almost the exact same circumstance (trapped in a chair by forcefield on a fleeing shuttle), and he couldn’t do a blasted thing.

He was mulling over another approach to getting through to Clophil when he heard a soft feminine voice in his ear. It was the commpip operator.

“You are receiving a comm on pip two. Would you like it transferred to your main pip, sent to voice mail, or would you like to take the comm?”

“I’ll take the comm,” Bain whispered.

“Captain?” Dr. Kasyov’s voice asked.

“Kassie! Get me out of here!”

“Oh that’s sweet,” Clophil said from the front of the shuttle. “Playing with your imaginary friend?”

“What was that?” Kasyov asked.

“Just ignore him. He’s gone bonkers,” Bain said.

“Are you in trouble, Captain?” Tovar’s voice broke in.

“Tovar! Good man! I can’t tell you what a relief it is to hear your voice. I’m in a bit of pickle. Seems my host, Clophil, thinks I’m his real son and is taking me camping whether I like it or not.”

“Can you get control of the shuttle?”

“Afraid not. He’s got me in a forcefield.”

“I told you it’s not that easy to escape from those things!” Kasyov said.

“Not now, Doctor,” Bain said. “Where are you?”

“We’re in a shuttle closing in on your position,” Tovar reported.

“Splendid. Let’s go with Number 93 then, Tovar.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Tovar said.

“Capital. I’ll be ready. Bain out.”



“Number 93?” Kasyov asked confused.

“One of Captain Bain’s 100 standard issue plans for every occasion. I believe copies were sent to the entire crew on their terminals.”

“Really? Must have missed that one,” Kasyov said.

“Quite.”

“So what does this plan entail?” Kasyov asked as Clophil’s shuttle came into view.

“This!” Tovar sent the shuttle into another dive as the phasers flared to life, sending blasts smashing into the fleeing Nabusari craft.



On Clophil’s shuttle, the power flickered as the phaser barrage slammed into the rear of the ship.

“He can’t come out to play!” Clophil seethed angrily.

Bain, meanwhile, had managed to dive out of the chair holding him when the power flickered, disrupting the forcefield. The captain stormed to the front of the shuttle, grabbed Clophil, and hoisted the frail Nabusari out of his seat effortlessly. “Why don’t you take a load off, ‘Dad’?” Bain said, carrying Clophil back to the rear of the ship. Bain deactivated the forcefield around the chair that formerly imprisoned him, slammed Clophil down in it, then reactivated the field.

“That’s no way to treat your father!” Clophil shouted. “Just you wait, Mister!”

“Bain to Tovar,” Bain said, ignoring the raving Nabusari. “Situation secure, but I want to get Clophil some help. He’s a good sort, but a bit off his duff at the moment. Follow me back to town, then you can bring me aboard.”

“Acknowledged.”



After Clophil and his shuttle had been left at Nabusari General with a note explaining his mental state, Bain, Tovar, and Kasyov headed into orbit to rendevous with the Anomaly, which at that moment was performing a delicate three-point turn under the control of Lieutenant Marsden.

“And now turn to starboard and return to the docking facility,” Advill said flatly once Marsden completed the maneuver.

“Is that it?” she asked hesitantly. Tovar and Kasyov hadn’t returned with Bain yet, and the last thing Marsden wanted was to get stuck back in that docking facility. “Can’t I parallel park again?”

“You did it adequately the first time,” Advill replied, checking the notes on his padd.

“So did I pass?”

“We shall see.”

“When?”

“Please return us to the docking facility.”

“But…” Marsden trailed off as her console blinked that the shuttle was returning. She casually activated the shuttlebay doors.

“A door is ajar! A door is ajar!” the computer announced.

“You really must have that looked at,” Advill said irritated.

“First thing,” Marsden said as the shuttle landed in the shuttlebay and she closed the doors. “Well, it’s been a blast. Let me know about that license. Bye now.”

“Bye? What do you mean bye? We aren’t in the docking…”

Advill suddenly dematerialized as a Federation standard transporter beam sent him back to the docking facility. A moment later, Bain, Tovar, and Kasyov rushed out onto the bridge.

“We’re ready to go,” Marsden said as she headed to the engineering console. “I’m going to do a mass transport of the rest of the crew from here.”

“Confine them in Cargo Bay Three until we can break the news to them that playtime’s over,” Kasyov said.

“Good plan,” Bain said, taking a seat at the helm. Now why were the controls all backwards again? “You and Mr. Tovar can see to that problem.”

“I’m sure I will find ways to break them of the Nabusari’s spell,” Tovar said with a hint of evil in his voice.

“Keep it cricket, old boy.”

“Everyone’s aboard,” Marsden announced a few moment’s later.

“And we appear to have attracted some attention from the docking facility,” Tovar reported. “A vessel is starting to emerge. And we are being hailed. It appears that you passed your pilot’s test.”

“Then tell whoever’s coming to pursue that I’m a licensed adult now and I’ll do whatever I damn well please.” To punctuate his point, Bain smashed his finger down on the helm console, launching the Anomaly into warp.

“Captain’s Log. Stardate 175223.5. We’ve left the Nabusa system like the proverbial bat out of hell and, after taking a few moments to get our bearings, we’ve returned on our course toward the supposed rebellion against the Associates. So far we have not seen any signs of Nabusari pursuit, which I am taking as meaning they are respecting my rights as an adult. How refreshing.

In all honesty, this entire experience has me thinking a bit more than usual about my own kids. I’ll have to remember to look them up when we get back. In the meantime, I must see to my own crew. Most of them seem to have recovered from their imprisonment in the Nabusari daycare with little or no ill effects. They look at the experience as having a spot of holiday. Commander Prosak, however, is another story.”



Captain Bain took another look at the doors of his former ready room (now Prosak’s quarters) as he sat in his command chair on the Anomaly’s bridge. “I’m starting to wonder if she’s coming out of there,” he said finally.

“Seeing as how she’s missed her last two shifts, I doubt it,” Tovar replied from his post at tac-ops.

“Right,” Bain said, getting up from his seat and marching over to the ready room doors. He pounded three times. “Come on out of there, Commander. That’s enough of this foolishness.”

“You aren’t my father!” Prosak’s voice shouted from inside.

Bain sighed. He remembered conversations like this all too well. Of course this time he had a slight advantage. “Maybe not, but I am your commanding officer.”

The doors opened almost instantly, revealing Prosak standing in civilian garb, her hair all askew. She waved Bain inside, then closed the doors once he had entered.

“Starfleet would hardly seem to matter out here,” she said. “We should be settling down. This course of action is suicide.”

“Nonsense. I’ve never committed suicide in my life,” Bain retorted. He wrapped a comforting arm around Prosak’s shoulder. “I know it seems hopeless. We’ve got an entire galaxy stacked against us, but we’re going to make it.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I’m Reginald Bain!” Bain said as if the connection was obvious.

“I see,” Prosak replied noncommitally.

“Why don’t you take a couple of days off? Think things through. I’ll be busy getting us home.”

Prosak smiled weakly. “Thank you, sir. And believe me, I have every confidence in you.”

“Glad to hear it,” Bain said, heading toward the door. He smacked right into when it didn’t open. “Bloody hell.” Bain smacked the door controls and stormed out as Prosak continued to have every confidence that they were all doomed.



Meanwhile, Back At The Ranch…



When we last left Cabral, the Anomaly’s resident brain had been “recruited” (as in forcibly kidnapped), by the Associates and told that he’d been “hired” (not that he was even looking for a job) to work in Department Five (whatever the hell that meant). Cabral was shipped off to his job site, a small notch in a giant network of captured disembodied brains where various cables invaded his sphere and locked him into the Associates’ vast living computer (A work environment that ranked just above a cubicle on the comfort scale). At that moment, Cabral’s entire world changed.

Into what was the question.

Let’s find out, shall we?



As soon as the cables breached his sphere, locking him into the Associates’ brain computer, Cabral was overwhelmed by a wave of disorientation. As that gradually cleared, Cabral’s aural sensors were assaulted by loud, rhythmic clomping, sort of like a well-choreographed stampede. Input from his visual sensors revealed that he was now sitting on a wooden, peanut-shell covered floor…and that his sphere was gone. He was just an orangy brain laying helpless.

But if that was the case, how was he receiving aural and visual input?

Cabral shoved that mystery aside as two shapely, feminine legs stepped into view.

“You must be Cabral,” a woman’s voice said. “Welcome to Department Five.”

“What have you done with my sphere?” Cabral demanded.

“You don’t need it anymore. Just get up and walk.”

“I can’t!” Cabral snapped angrily. “I’m just a brain.”

“So am I.” The woman knelt down, revealing that her legs dead ended into a stunning, six-lobed, mauvish mass of neural tissue.

“How?”

“Imagine them. Visualize yourself with legs. BELIEVE that you have legs.”

“How can that…”

“DO IT!”

Cabral blocked off his sensory inputs, closing out any distracting stimuli. His lobes throbbed as he became a brain deep in concentration (or suffering severe constipation. With all that grunting, it was hard to be sure). Suddenly, he felt himself rising into the air, pushed upward by two stems growing out from his underside. A moment later, Cabral stood proudly on his very own pair of legs.

“Very nice,” the female brain said approvingly after Cabral reactivated his visual and aural sensors.

“Who are you?”

“I’m Neureena. I’m the Local Area Supervisor for Department Five. In short, you work for me now.”

Cabral looked around at his environment, a smoke-filled wooden room with loud, twangy music playing. On an open bit of floor, several more legged-brains wearing high boots stomped around in time to the music.

“Is this where we work?” Cabral asked confused.

“If we want it to be. We vary it depending on what path we choose to take for our assignment on a particular day.”

“So what are they doing?”

“Line dancing. It coordinates their efforts as they perform their assignment.”

“And what is their assignment?” Cabral asked.

“Department Five has one and only one job,” Neureena replied.

“And that is.”

“Contemplate ‘of’”

“That doesn’t make any sense. Contemplate the what of what?”

“No no no. The word ‘of’ is what we contemplate.”

“Of? What’s the point of that?”

“Only the Associates know the whole picture. We just do what we’re told.”

“How will you know when you’re done?”

“The Associates will tell us, I presume,” Neureena said. “But none of that is your concern. Put some boots on, and let’s start contemplating.”

She started to walk away, but Cabral stayed in place. “I still don’t understand. How does this dancing help you contemplate ‘of’?”

“Just let the music guide you,” Neureena said. Cabral listened to the words being sung all around him.



“I’ve got ‘ofs’ in low places…”



“This is ridiculous,” Cabral said. “I refuse to have any part of it. I wish to be removed from this place and returned to my ship.” Cabral willed arms to extend from either side of his body, which he then crossed as he sat down in a nearby wooden chair with the intention of staying there until his demands were met.

Instead, the only thing he was met with was laughter from Neureena. “Removed? No one is ever removed from here,” Neureena said. “Unless they’ve ceased to function,” she added ominously.

“Threats will not convince me to cooperate with you.”

“You know what? You’re right. Let’s just call it a day and give you some time to get yourself acclimated to your new surroundings. I think you’ll find that working in Department Five is actually a pleasure. For now, let’s get you home.”

In an instant, Cabral’s surroundings shifted. No longer was he in a smoky Country-Western bar. Now he and Neureena stood in an empty grassy lot.

“Ta da!” Neureena said. “What do you think?”

“There’s nothing here. Do the Associates force you to live outdoors?”

“You’re missing the picture here, Cabral. This lot isn’t real any more than that bar was real. For the most part, we exist in a shared space where each individual provides some brain power to create the overall reality of the environment. This empty lot is here now because everyone in Department Five…except you for the moment…believe this lot is here. In certain areas of the shared reality, individuals can make changes. For example, I can make my form in this reality appear any way I’d like. Group consensus, though, is that we remain as we were except for the addition of a few limbs.”

“Interesting, but what does that have to do with the fact that I am supposed to live in a field.”

“This is YOUR field. In this space, you can create your own home to your specifications. Want some trees? Fine! Just put them in your yard. Want to live on a hill? No problem at all. Just raise the land. You have complete control here.”

Cabral concentrated for a moment. Then a small, featureless structure materialized in front of them. It was basically just a drab mental box with a door.

“How very…austere?” Neureena said.

“It will provide shelter.”

Neureena took a step inside to look around. In one corner, a circular area of cushions had been set up to provide a bed. On the opposite corner, a small kitchen had been created. “True, but you could add a few more creature comforts.”

“Comfortable people tend to stay right where they are, and I assure you that I have no intention of staying here.”

“Suit yourself,” Neureena replied with a shrug. “I’ll be by for you in the morning. Sleep well.”



Night fell quickly across the virtual landscape Cabral’s hovel sat on as Cabral settled into his nest of cushions, removing his unnecessary legs in the process. His thoughts immediately drifted to Natalia Kasyov and the Anomaly. He’d been assured by his Associate recruiters that the Anomaly was fine and that the crew had not been harmed. Cabral was inclined to take them at their word. After all, they’d passed a huge tourist trap on their way into Andromeda, and blowing up visitors to your galaxy tended to be bad for business.

Beyond that, Cabral, for no real reason he could pinpoint, was absolutely certain that Kasyov was still alive. That alone was enough to keep him determined to leave this place.

Cabral suddenly shivered involuntarily, an action that pulled him out of his thoughts and made him realize just how cold it had become in his dwelling. With a small bit of concentration, he added insulation and raised the temperature. Such environmental manipulations were becoming easier and easier each time he tried them.

The word “fireplace” popped into Cabral’s mind. Natalia had told him several times about the winters she used to spend in her family’s home in the Ukraine on Earth. She always seemed so happy when she described the great stone fireplace in the living room and the warm flames crackling within.

With almost no effort at all, Cabral doubled the size of his living area and turned the walls into dark wood, just like he’d seen in Natalia’s holopics from her home. On the far wall, Cabral created a grey stone fireplace, with a chimney extending up and out of his dwelling. Seconds later, an inviting blaze flickered in the fireplace, warming up the entire chamber. If he’d had a mouth, Cabral would have been smiling.



Speaking of smiling, that’s exactly what Neureena was doing as she approached Cabral’s obviously enlarged dwelling the next morning. The exterior was still the same drab gray, but she imagined that would be changing soon.

“Been making yourself at home?” she asked as Cabral stepped outside. She noted that Cabral only opened the door just enough to get through, thereby blocking off a full view of the interior. “Nice paneling.”

“I changed the walls strictly for medical reasons,” Cabral replied defensively. “The gray was giving me a headache.”

“I could say the same about the outside of your home. Why don’t you try sprucing it up a little bit. Maybe a stone look. Or brick’s nice.”

“Frankly I don’t care if you like the way it looks or not. Once I’m gone, you can make it look like whatever you want.”

Neureena let out a loud burst of laughter. “I like you, Cabral. I haven’t had anyone with a good sense of humor around in ages.”

“I was not joking.”

“There it goes again. But we need to get to work now. We have a big day of ‘of’ ahead of us.”

“I refuse to participate in whatever that dancing was yesterday.”

“Don’t worry,” Neureena said as the world around them shifted. “Today we’ve got something totally different.”

Cabral soon found himself in a darkened auditorium where several other brains sat in the seats waiting expectantly for something to happen on stage.

“We’ve separated into action and response teams for today. You’ll be on response. Have a seat and watch. Afterwards, we’ll get your response to what you saw,” Neureena explained.

“What will you be doing?” Cabral asked as Neureena started to walk toward the stage.

“Taking some action,” she said. Cabral almost thought he could detect a hint of sultriness in her statement. She looked back over her shoulder at him. “I hope you like it.”

She continued toward the stage, leaving Cabral to take a seat in one of the empty chairs.

“Psst,” a voice said from his right. “Are you the new guy?”

Cabral looked over and saw a rather small brain sitting about five chairs away from him. The little fellow could have fit in the cranium of a humanoid. His feet didn’t even reach the ground.

“I am the latest to be imprisoned here, I suppose,” Cabral replied.

“Prison? HA! This place is great! I’ve got everything I ever wanted.”

“But you can’t leave, Mister…”

“Dulage. Nice to meet you.”

“I am Cabral.”

“Look, Cabral, we’ve got a good thing here. The work’s light. No ambulatories mess with us. It’s our own little paradise.”

“But again, you can’t leave,” Cabral insisted.

“And tell me why I would want to?”

“Well…”

“Shhh, the show’s starting!” Dulage snapped as the lights began to dim. The stage curtains opened and lights began to strobe as brains ran in from either side of the stage, each clad in some kind of pink sequined drape.

Involuntarily, Cabral’s visual sensors locked on Neureena. He had to admit that the pink dress complimented her mauve features pleasingly. Her lobes pulsated to the rhythm of the music in a way that aroused centers of Cabral’s brain that hadn’t been active in a very long time.

The brains on stage formed themselves into a horizontal pyramid, with Neureena standing at the front just as they group started to sing.

“What’s ‘of’ got to do, got to do with it?

What’s of, but a puny preposition?”

Cabral’s mind drifted for a moment. Indeed ‘of’ was a rather small word, but puny seemed to belittle it more than necessary. As a preposition, ‘of’ started a great many phrases. In his view, a language would be hard pressed to function without it.

Wait. He was falling into their trap. They’d almost gotten him thinking about ‘of’.

Another song began.

“STOP! In the name of ‘of’…”

In the name of ‘of’? That didn’t even make any sense. ‘Of’ was simply a word implying possession. That is the sphere OF Cabral’s, meaning that the sphere belongs to Cabral. To love someone until the end of time referred to time’s end, not Rigel’s end or the end of some other random planet.

Weren’t all these conclusions obvious? Just how did these brains, most of whom Cabral had to assume had some level of intelligence since they were independent of bodies (a state that most lower level brains did not achieve. Let’s face it, you have to like just sitting and thinking quite a bit to exist in a form without a body), spend hour after hour, day after day pondering the meaning of this tiny word. The whole point of ‘of’ is that it functions in relation to something else. Taking it on its own is ridiculous. There has to be a possessor and something being possessed! ‘Of’ alone is meaningless!

Suddenly, Cabral found himself rising from his seat and shouting those very words.

“OF ALONE IS MEANINGLESS!!!”

“SHHHHHH!!!” the entire audience spat back at him.

“I will not SHHH,” Cabral retorted as he marched up to the stage. Neureena looked almost bemused as Cabral took center stage and dove into his diatribe. “I’m embarrassed to count myself as the same type of lifeform as the rest of you. Look at you. You sit here all day, everyday thinking about ‘of’ when there’s nothing to think about! What about the big picture? If this is Department Five, what are Departments One through Four thinking about? How many departments are there above Five? Can we contact them? Can we escape period? These are the important questions! These are the things you should be working on instead of putting on amateur night!”

“You really think we’re amateur?” Neureena asked, mocking hurt.

Cabral just ignored her. “Some of you are content with the status quo and will waste away here like rotting cauliflowers. And my guess is that some of you…” he looked at Neureena,“…are working for our captors.” He turned back to the audience. “But just maybe there are a few of you left who want your freedom back, a few who still have an ounce of free will.”

“Encore! Encore! Encore!” the brains in the audience began shouting suddenly.

“I haven’t finished talking yet. How can I do an encore?”

“They aren’t talking to you,” Neureena said as she slipped up beside him. “Sorry for that unscheduled intermission, ladies and gentlemen. Let’s get back to the show!”

Neureena gave Cabral a little shove, which sent him into the arms of two waiting brains, massive lugs with only two lobes, who dragged Cabral to the back of the theater and right out the doors.

Meanwhile, the show continued.

“Do you believe in life after ‘of’?”



Cabral was taken to a plain chamber, much like the one in the Associate’s recruitment facility. But this time, rather than being placed in a force field, Cabral was dumped rather unceremoniously by the two bulky brains into a glass box. Immediately, his legs and arms vanished, sending him to the bottom of the box with sort of a squishy thud.

The two brutes exited, leaving Cabral alone and completely incapable of movement. No matter how much he concentrated, no limbs would appear. he couldn’t even close off his sensory inputs.

What seemed like hours passed…

Then days…

He tried to concentrate on Natalia and the Anomaly, but the glaring light, deafening silence, and sterile emptiness surrounding him refused to let his mind focus.

Even while spending over a century traveling through space by himself, he’d never felt this alone.

After a while, he just started screaming.

But still no one came. Terror gripped him. Was he to be left like this forever?

Finally, the door to the chamber opened, allowing Neureena to enter. Cabral immediately started sobbing with joy.

“We’ve missed you at work,” Neureena said simply. Cabral couldn’t regain his composure enough to respond. “You can see now that we have an order here that must be respected. I don’t like to punish my brains like this. It removes their thoughts from the Department and decreases our ability to complete our task.”

“Let me out,” Cabral croaked.

“In due time, but understand that we won’t tolerate actions that detract from the group. If you push me, I can see to it that you spend the rest of your existence here.” Neureena stepped over to the wall, opened a hidden panel, and pressed a button. Other panels over Cabral’s enclosure slid open and several nasty looking cables extended.

Neureena walked around the glass cage, idly touching the cables, each of which ended at a sharper, three-pronged assembly. “You would be kept here forever, connected to these cables, which would effectively end your life as an independent being,” Neureena continued. “Instead, your processing power would be used by the Department to augment our own until you were little more than a drained, lifeless hunk of neural tissue. Just something to consider. Good night.” She turned and headed toward the door.

“NOOOOO!” Cabral screamed…but then he was back in his own home, nested in his mass of pillows as a comforting fire crackled in the fireplace. Tentatively, he tried to extend an arm. One instantly appeared.

Flooded with relief, Cabral let exhaustion overtake him and drifted off to sleep.



Cabral reflexively drew back upon opening his door the next morning and seeing Neureena standing there. For her part, the mauve brain was leaning casually against the door frame. “Morning, big guy,” she said warmly. “How are we feeling?”

“Better,” Cabral replied softly.

“It certainly looks that way,” Neureena said, pushing past Cabral and stepping into the now cavernous house. She looked around at the towering marble foyer. “Spacious.”

“For some reason, I was feeling a bit claustrophobic,” Cabral said, regaining a little of his former defiance.

“Hmmm…you don’t say.” Neureena, without waiting for anything resembling permission or an invitation, began climbing the wide marble staircase to the upper level. By the time Cabral caught up with her, she was already through his bedroom and entering the master bath.

“Well well well. Jacuzzi. Care to take a dip.”

“It’s for relaxation purposes only.”

Neureena looked the giant tub over. “Funny. I don’t see any label to that effect.” She started the water running and dipped a foot in to test the water. “Mmmmmm…cozy. Just the thing to start the day.”

“Yesterday you torture me, and now you expect me to jump at the chance to cavort in a hot tub with you.”

“You’ll live a lot longer and be a lot happier once you learn not to hold a grudge, Cabbie.”

“Cabbie?”

Neureena slipped herself gently into the hot tub and extended her long, supple legs, resting them on the opposite ledge of the jacuzzi. The water glistening on them mesmerized Cabral for a moment. “There are other activities we can do in this space that I haven’t shown you yet, many pleasures that you haven’t experienced.”

“I’m already sort of attached.”

“To an ambulatory,” Neureena replied.

“How did you…?”

“Your interview with the Associates was very informative.”

“But I don’t think I told them…”

“We have very sophisticated algorithms for analyzing a candidate’s psychology.”

“Even so…”

“Even so, she’s an ambulatory, and she’s not here. She’ll never be here.”

“Which is precisely why I won’t be staying.”

Neureena’s demeanor turned cold in an instant. “Watch yourself, my friend. We value you and do not wish to cause you permanent damage, but don’t think you’re invulnerable. I have MANY tools at my disposal and many ways to end your rebellion…permanently.”

Cabral leaned over the tub, his arms resting on the ledge. “At which point, as you clearly said, I’ll cease to be me and stop caring.”

Neureena grabbed Cabral’s arm, her nails digging into his flesh. “Don’t underestimate me. It would be a painful mistake.” She yanked on Cabral, sending him falling into the jacuzzi next to her. Suddenly, she was all sweetness and light again. “Now isn’t this nice?”

Cabral stiffened, but remained quiet as Neureena snuggled in closer to him. He had to remind himself that in the end this wasn’t real. None of it was real. In reality, he was currently trapped in a vast chamber of brains run by the Associates. His sphere had already been invaded by cables just like the ones Neureena threatened him with yesterday. The real question then was how could he get back to cognizance in the real world. And, once there, how could he escape?



After Cabral and Neureena dried off from their dip, she took him to a vast warehouse where the other brains of Department Five had gathered. They’d separated into small groups, each of which seemed to be engaged in animated discussions about (what else?) ‘of.’

“We’re not fools,” Neureena explained as she and Cabral walked through the room, passing by the various groups. “We’ve already thought about the points you brought up at the performance. There are days I feel like we’ve looked at ‘of’ from every possible angle, but we press on. That’s part of the challenge of our work.”

“To keep it fresh.”

“Exactly. And that’s where you come in. New neurons from a different galaxy entirely. Maybe you have the piece we’ve been missing.”

“It would help if you knew what the other departments were working on,” Cabral remarked.

“It is unwise to question the Associates,” Neureena replied, sounding like someone reading a script. “You don’t want a repeat of the auditorium.”

“Maybe, considering that my only other choice is to be imprisoned here,” Cabral said, sounding braver than he felt.

“Imprisoned! Have you ever walked on your own two legs? Have you ever been able to move around by yourself, without the help of some mechanical sphere or other construct?”

“Well, no…”

“Then maybe this is finally freedom.”

Cabral was silent, considering Neureena’s words..

“Why don’t you join Medulon’s group here?” she added before he could formulate any sort of rebuttal, stopping Cabral by a small huddle of four brains that resembled Neureena. “Everyone, this is Cabral.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Medulon,” Medulon said, extending his hand to Cabral, who shook it warily. “Where are you from?”

“I’ll just leave you to get acquainted,” Neureena said, slipping away.

“We call it the Milky Way,” Cabral said as he watched Neureena go. How could one brain be some intimidating and so alluring at the same time?

“That dump?” Medulon snapped. “Oh…sorry. We just didn’t think anyone there had gone intergalactic yet.”

“I have heard stories that some members of my species had ventured out beyond the barrier. But beyond that, my ship is the first that I am aware of.”

“Speaking of ‘of’, how do you use ‘of’ in your galaxy?”

Cabral groaned.



For the remainder of the work day, Cabral tried to remain as far out of the conversation as possible. Frankly, he had no interest in anything being said about ‘of’, particularly when one of the other group members suggested that they start contemplating ‘fo’ as well. Instead. Cabral found his thoughts lingering on what Neureena had told him about his prison. Existing in an imaginary world meant there was still a real world to escape to…if he could find a way to break through the construct.

That night, Cabral declined to attend the Department Five get-together taking place at a replica of a public bath. Evidently, a culture similar to Earth’s ancient Romans had developed in Andromeda, but Cabral just didn’t think he was up to an orgy this evening.

Instead, left alone, he started looking for the door to his prison. Not a literal door, mind you. However, Cabral reasoned that if he understood that the world around him was imaginary, he might be able to see through it enough to regain contact with reality.

He started with a simple rock that he found laying on the ground near his house. He scooped the stone up in his hand and stared at it. There is no rock. There is no rock. It’s simply a computer algorithm that my mind perceives as a rock. Get into the code. What does the programming for a rock look like?

For in instant, a split second, the rock in his hand was replaced by a series of glowing gridlines outlining the structure of the stone.

Underlying structure!

And he could see it!

He refocused, training his thoughts on the structure he had seen before. Suddenly, the rock vanished from his hand completely, replaced fully by the greenish linemodel he’d seen before. Cabral looked over at his home, which now appeared to be nothing more than a frame of lines against a black background.

His eyes darted from one thing to the next to the next, as object after object dissolved into grids of computer-generated lines, then, in an instant, the entire construct shattered.

Another wave of disorientation washed over Cabral, but when it cleared, he found himself sitting in a housing. Hundreds of brains attached to various cables stretched away from him in every direction. He could even see a brain resembling Neureena a couple of housings away. He smiled inwardly. So much for her prison.

Turning his attention to his immediate surroundings, Cabral looked for any trace of Associates craft flying through the vast chamber housing the brains. For now, the coast was clear, and, even more encouraging was the fact that he was no longer encased in a force field as he had been when the Associates first lowered him into the housing here.

On the downside, he couldn’t detect a way out. Although, in some ways that actually worked in his favor. The Associates most likely didn’t expect brains to escape from here, and they also probably were not aware of Cabral’s phasing ability. It wasn’t something he particularly liked to do. The process was uncomfortable and tended to be tremendously draining, but it was very useful for getting through ship’s hulls (as he had done when he first encountered the Anomaly).

Focusing his mental powers again, Cabral eased his mass into a phased-state and slowly sunk down into the housing below him, causing the cables that had so rudely invaded his sphere to fall away in the process. A few moments later, he was out in the open below was appeared to be a massive space station. Again, no Associates ships were in sight, which was quite a relief to Cabral, since he needed some time to recover from the stress of phasing.

The rest period did not last long.

All of a sudden, he felt a sensor sweep from the station wash over him. He dodged sideways moments before a tractor beam lanced out at his former position. Never one to stay where he wasn’t wanted, Cabral sped away, zigging and zagging randomly until he moved out of range of the station’s tractor beam. About that same time, he detected two small Associates craft coming around the station in his direction.

He immediately jumped into warp, only to drop out of it five seconds later, then head off in a different direction. With any luck, the Associates would continue on his original course, and, by the time they figured out he’d changed direction, Cabral would be parsecs away.



Nothing but empty space spread before Cabral as he zipped through the unfamiliar terrain of Andromeda. The Anomaly and Natalia were somewhere in this void. At first, finding them had seemed like a hopeless task, but Cabral was a patient brain. He’d traveled for over a century to find his love before. He would approach finding the Anomaly with the same determination.

In the days that followed his escape from the brain tank, Cabral encountered several ships of different alien races, all the while avoiding Associates patrol vessels. Most of the crews hadn’t seen or heard of the Anomaly, but the captain of the last ship recognized Cabral’s description of Captain Bain. The Anomaly was on its way to a nearby binary system. Cabral would be able to rejoin them in less than a day.



Home.

Cabral hadn’t really had one for a very long time, but, as the sleek curves of the Anomaly came into view in orbit around a ringed world, Cabral realized that this vessel now felt more like home than any place he’d ever been.

With excitement and relief filling body, Cabral opened a channel. “USS Anomaly. This is Cabral. Please respond.”

The reply was almost instantaneous. “Cabral, old boy!” Captain Bain’s voice exclaimed. “You’re a damn fine sight for sore eyes.”

“I could say the same about the Anomaly, Captain.”

“You’ve definitely been missed by everyone, and by one person in particular.”

“I am anxious to see Dr. Kasyov as well,” Cabral said. “Permission to come aboard.”

“Granted. We’d be happy to beam you right back into your housing in Science Lab Four, if you’d like.”

“Please. The trip has been…exhausting.”

“I imagine so. We’re energizing now.”

A moment later, Cabral felt himself dematerializing, then rematerializing back in the familiar confines of his lab on the Anomaly. Dr. Natalia Kasyov, dressed in her usual lab coat, stood waiting for him. As soon as his sphere solidified, she ran forward and wrapped her arms around him as best she could.

“Welcome home,” she said, her voice wavering with emotion.

“Thank you, Natalia. I thought of you everyday.”

She backed away and smiled. “I should hope so. I wouldn’t want it to be one-sided now.”

“Definitely not.”

“I hate to break in like this,” Captain Bain’s voice said suddenly over the comm system. “But it seems Cabral brought some company along with him.

“The Associates,” Cabral said grimly.

“Afraid so. We’re leaving the system now, but we’re going to need to jump to anti-sing in a bit of a hurry.”

“I’ll be ready,” Cabral said as he mentally reached out and interfaced with the engines. Feeling them under his control had a comforting familiarity he hadn’t experienced in quite a while.

The ship rocked, knocking Kasyov to the ground.

“Engage anti-sing!” Bain’s voice shouted as Kasyov scrambled to her feet, using the science console in front of Cabral for support.

“Engaging,” Cabral replied as he activated the drive.

“Cabral, ENGAGE!” Bain demanded.

“I did! We should be at Warp H!” Cabral checked and rechecked his connection to the anti-sing drive. Everything was fine. They should have been zipping away from the Associates at unheard of speeds. He tried it again and again and again, straining himself to the limit, but the ship would not move!

“Bloody hell!” Bain’s voice shouted. “That brain bastard shorted out the whole works! Full power to the shields. Return fire!”

Kasyov’s eyes widened as she backed toward the door. “You…you’re working for them now.”

“Natalia!” Cabral cried. “I escaped from them to come back to you. I’d never…”

“You betrayed us!”

“I wouldn’t…”

“We never should have trusted you.” The ship lurched again as Kasyov ran out of the lab.

“Natalia, come back! I…” He trailed off as the doors closed, shutting him off from the rest of the ship. Through his open commline to the bridge, Cabral could hear Bain almost screaming orders to Tovar and Arroyo. A deafening explosion blared across the line, then static. A moment later, the ship was completely still and silent.

“Cabral to bridge.”

Nothing.

“Cabral to engineering.”

Nothing.

“Cabral to sickbay.”

Nothing.

“Cabral to Dr. Kasyov…Natalia…NATALIA!!!”

Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.

Was the comm system down? Or had he doomed the Anomaly crew by coming back here? Perhaps the Associates had allowed him to escape simply to use him to find the Anomaly. No doubt he would find out soon enough. If the Anomaly crew had been killed or captured, the Associates would soon be coming to retrieve “their” brain. Cabral almost hoped they had been killed. Better that than be imprisoned as he had been….perhaps. But then again maybe it was better to be alive in a place where they could make themselves comfortable, as he’d been permitted to do in Department Five.

His thoughts were interrupted as the doors of Science Lab Four opened. Oddly, they just stayed open even though no one entered. Cabral wanted to rip free of his housing and see who was out in the corridor, but an entire squad of Associates could be waiting there, weapons at the ready.

No. If they wanted him, they were going to have to come in after him. Cabral armed all of his weapon and defensive systems and prepared to make his last stand.

“Come kill me and be done with it!” he shouted. What did it matter anymore? Natalia was dead. And even if she wasn’t, she believed Cabral had betrayed the crew to the Associates.

Finally, a shadow approached the door. Then a figure walked in. A mauve, 6-lobed brain walking on a pair of fantastically feminine legs to be exact.

“Fancy meeting you here,” Neureena said as she strolled around the room, look at the lab’s minimalist decor. The doors slid closed behind her. “Bland bland bland. Your house in Department Five was really much nicer.”

Cabral’s mind raced. Had the Associates freed Neureena from the brain tank just so she could retrieve Cabral?

But if that was the case, how was she able to keep arms and legs in the real world?

“Hmmm…” Neureena said, putting a finger to her lobe thoughtfully. “What a puzzler! Escaped from the Associates. Returned to your ship. And now WHOOPS! I’m here. What could it mean?”

Cabral projected legs beneath his body and stepped free of his housing. “None of this was real,” he said, completely defeated.

“You don’t say,” Neureena replied. She knocked on his sphere a couple of times, causing it to melt away leaving him back in his natural, orangy brain state. “We have to thank you for playing along so well, though. The details of this ship wouldn’t have been right if you didn’t want to believe you were here so thoroughly.”

“I want to go home.”

“Then let’s go,” she said, taking him by the hand. They walked through the doors together and were immediately back in front of Cabral’s house in Department Five.

“This is your home,” Neureena said firmly. “And the best way to forget the life you can never return to is to throw yourself into your work here.”

“Work,” Cabral repeated flatly.

“Right. Work,” Neureena said. Still holding onto Cabral, she lifted up into the air. The two flew over the landscape toward a looming structure in the distance. As they grew closer, the structure resolved into two giant, rocky shapes…letters.

OF

“It’s really beautiful in its simplicity,” Neureena said as she and Cabral flew through the center of the O. They banked and looped around the F. “Two little letters. One little word. Yet so many uses.”

“Of,” Cabral repeated.

“That’s right,” Neureena said soothingly. “Of.”

“Of.”

“OF.”

A moment later, they stood in a dim chapel surrounded by the other brains of Department Five, all dressed in brown monk’s robes. On an altar in the front of the chamber, a golden OF statue shimmered in the glow of the torches illuminating the room.

“OF!” the other brains chanted.

“OF!” they chanted again, this time with Neureena joining them. She grasped Cabral’s hand tightly. Kasyov’s face flashed into his mind. But she was gone now. He had no way to get back to her. Cabral forced the image away and refocused on the work.

“OF!” the entire group chanted as Cabral’s voice joined their chorus.



Transparent Motives



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 175237.6. We’ve been searching for the fabled resistance movement against the Associates for nearly three weeks now and have fallen woefully short of anything resembling success.

Balpar, Doctor Kasyov’s “contact’ with the rebels, directed us to start looking near the Vartasian nebula. Though we’ve passed several alien species in the past few weeks, none have the slightest idea where such a nebula is. The Associates probably know, but for obvious reasons, we’re not asking them. We’d just as soon they not know where we are.

In other news, crew morale is at an all-time low, and even our holographic entertainer, Steve, er, that is, “Steve!” is unable to bring them out of the doldrums.

Some of us, though, have responded to the depressing state of things with great aplomb.



“Your move, old chum,” Captain Bain said, nodding in Lt. Commander Tovar’s direction.

Tovar shoved the checker along the board and sighed. “King me.”

“Good show,” Bain said unenthusiastically.

“Indeed,” replied Tovar.

Bain looked over his checkers. “What to do now, eh?”

“You have several avenues to victory, sir, but I doubt it would be proper for me to point them out to you.”

Bain nodded. “No, wouldn’t be cricket, that.”

Tovar watched the stars blaze by outside the window of the deserted rec room.

“You’d think we’d have found that nebula by now. It can’t be all that far from the test world.”

“You’d think,” Bain said, studying the checkerboard.

Tovar shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I think I need to go to see Lieutenant Marsden. The squid nodules on my buttocks are chafing against the anti-gravity field my pants are generating.”

“My, that must be quite a pain, there, eh?”

Tovar nodded. “I will be most pleased to give birth.”

“And when will that be?”

“Doctor Nooney isn’t sure, but he estimates the nodules will reach critical mass within a couple weeks.”

“And then what happens?”

“No one seems to know.”

Bain clapped Tovar on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Tovar. I’m sure you’ll come through splendidly.”

“Sir, you nearly slapped one of my nodules.”

Just then, Doctor Natalia Kasyov strolled into the rec room. “Do you have a minute, Captain?”

“Of course,” the captain said, casting an apologetic look at Tovar. He stood, gentlemanlike, and smiled at the science officer. “What can I do for you, Doctor?” Tovar looked at him sidelong. He knew Bain was just glad for a distraction from the fact that he was losing at checkers.

Being a good pseudo-son, Tovar didn’t say anything and merely smiled inwardly.

“We’re going around in circles, Captain,” Kasyov said suddenly and loudly, stepping toe-to-toe with Bain. He hopped back a couple steps.

“Doctor, don’t you think you’re being a bit melodramatic?”

“No, I mean it literally. We’re going around in circles.” Kasyov walked over to the large 50-inch viewscreen on the far wall of the rec room and tapped a couple controls. Up came a starchart of the sector the Anomaly was traveling in, overlaid with a blue trail Bain realized was the Anomaly’s…complete with a blinking Starfleet insignia, symbolizing the Anomaly’s current course.

“Technically, it is a spiral,” Tovar said, still sitting at the checkers table. Kasyov pretended he wasn’t there.

Bain approached the viewscreen, scratching his grey-topped head. “I’ll be damned, you’re right, Kass. Have to talk to Mister Arroyo about that.”

“The most efficient way to complete a search of a large sector is expanding, concentric circles, Doctor,” Tovar said. “I would say we’re taking the best course of action in searching for the rebels.”

“Who asked you?” Kasyov snapped at Tovar. She turned to Bain. “You weren’t on that planet, Captain.”

“I was–” Tovar said, but Kasyov cut him off.

“You haven’t seen first hand what they can do!”

“I di–” Tovar began, and was cut off again.

“You have to do something!” she said, pounding Bain on the chest. “Who knows what they’re doing to Balpar, Captain?” She leaned her head on Bain’s chest and exploded into sobs.

Bain looked at Tovar helplessly. The Yynsian shrugged. Bain patted Kasyov’s head.

“There, now, Kass, it’s not all that bad.”

“You didn’t see the testing rooms on the upper levels. Beyond the jams and jellys. They tested other things, there, Captain. Horrid things. Molasses. Guacamole. Wasabe.”

“Surely not–” Bain began.

“Who knows what they’re doing to his digestive system, Captain? If we wait much longer to rescue him, he could be a veritable shell of a man! His kidneys could fail altogether!”

Bain nodded, taking it all in, gently patting Kasyov’s head in the process. “Yes, Doctor, I understand the danger. But I’m not sure we can do anything about that until we find this resistance.”

“Hell with the resistance!” Kasyov said, pulling back from Bain, face red and streaked with tears. “Send a team in there to get him! Equip the Navigator with our cloaking device. Load it up with security officers! Go in there and pull him out. I’ve seen your record. You’ve led extraction teams before. Into Breen territory, and before that the Romulans and even into the Bast systems on the outer ring!”

“But, Doctor, this is different. We’re in Andromeda, we–”

“So we’re in Andromeda! Does that make you a gutless, spineless wimp? I thought you were a man of action, Reginald!”

Bain blinked at Kasyov. “I understand you’re upset, Doctor, but do remember I am your captain.”

Tovar suddenly appeared as if he were beamed there next to Bain. “Doctor Kasyov, I think you’ve said quite enough. May I suggest you return to your quarters and calm down before you say something we all regret.”

“Fine,” Kasyov said, and marched toward the door. “Do nothing. Let’s see where that gets us after another few weeks.” And with that she dashed out of the room.

Tovar looked up at Bain. “I can have her confined to quarters, sir.”

“Nonsense,” Bain said, and sat down, resting his chin on his fist.

“She was way out of line, sir.”

“Quite,” Bain said distantly.

Tovar looked down at the checker board. “I guess it’s your move, sir.”

“Yes,” Bain said, resolutely. “Yes it is.” He slapped his legs and stood up, turned on a heel for the door, and bolted out.

“Aren’t you going to finish?” Tovar called after him.

Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. Per Doctor Kasyov’s request, we have fitted the U.S.S. Navigator, our companion vessel, with our cloaking device. We will take that vessel back to the Keldora system, where the test world is, and where Balpar and one of Cabral’s kin are being held. We will get them back. Damn the neutron torpedoes, full speed ahead!



“You sure lit a brush fire under his ass,” Marsden muttered as she packed the last of her tools into a case and headed for the corridor leading out of the Anomaly’s engineering room.

“I didn’t mean to be so hard on him,” Kasyov said. “I think I went a little overboard.”

“Not at all. In the short time I’ve known the captain, I have seen him as more a proactive than reactive guy. He’s been too reactive lately. You straightened him back out.”

Kasyov allowed a small smile. “You think so?”

“This is the most energized I’ve seen him since we got here.”

“In that case, I guess I did the right thing,” Kasyov said, but didn’t seem certain.

“Just be glad he let you come with us,” Marsden said, passing the dwarfish Lt. Polnuc on the way out of engineering. “The place is all yours, Polnuc.”

“Hopefully it’ll be here when you get back,” Polnuc said noncommitally and trudged over to the office.

“What’s his problem?” Kasyov asked as she and Marsden headed down the corridor toward the shuttlebay.

“Oh, you know, Polnuc is among the many crewmembers who think we’ll never get back to the Milky Way. All this fatalism is really starting to get on my nerves.”

“Well, a little field trip may be just what the doctor ordered.”

Marsden grinned. “Let’s just hope it’s a successful one, Nat.”

“My sentiments exactly.”



“My formal objection has been lodged,” Commander Prosak said as she accompanied Bain into Shuttlebay Two, where the Navigator loomed huge over the engineers scrambling about, getting her flight-ready.

“As has my objection,” Tovar said from the opposite side of Bain.

Bain stopped in his tracks, looking from his first officer to his tac-ops chief. “What’s this? You’re both against me, then?”

“I just do not understand why I wasn’t included in this mission,” Tovar muttered. “You have drafted every security officer on the ship, all fifteen of them, and yet chose not to take me, your security chief, along.”

“Well, the reasoning behind that should be obvious, old boy,” Bain said, looking Tovar over. “I’m not putting you in harm’s way in your…condition. The missus would never forgive me.”

“Mum is not at issue here,” Tovar said. “Ship’s security is.”

“There now, Tovar. I’ve made my decision. At any rate, Prosak needs you here.”

“For what, exactly?” Prosak demanded.

“You will keep searching for the rebels,” Bain told Prosak. “Just in case we fail. You may need them to help pull the lot of us out of the Keldora system.”

“Would it not be simpler to just abandon this futile misson and find a place to settle down?”

“Now then, there’ll be no more of that, Prosak,” Bain commanded. “I hate to get stern with you, but you leave me no choice. I don’t want you spreading the idea of giving up to this crew. It’ll spread like wildfire. In my absence, you’re their leader. Act like it. Give them a reason to wake up in the morning.”

“If we found an out-of-the way place to begin spawning a new civilization, that would certainly be reason enough,” Prosak said.

“Hmmph,” Bain said. “Don’t make me regret leaving you in command, Prosak. You are up to this, are you not?”

“Although my emotions tell me I should do otherwise, the logical course of action is to follow your orders, sir,” Prosak said, standing at attention. “I shall not let you down.” She didn’t say that with much conviction.

Bain nodded. “Good enough for me. The Anomaly’s yours, Commander.” With that, he shook Tovar’s hand, patted Prosak on the shoulder, and trotted off to the ground-level hatch leading into the Navigator, where Marsden, Kasyov and fifteen security officers waited for takeoff.

“We should return to the bridge and monitor their departure,” Prosak said dully.

Tovar clasped his hands behind his back and nodded, following Prosak. “My thoughts exactly.”



Bain trotted out onto the bridge of the Navigator and nodded appreciatively at the scene of his crew working cohesively.

Marsden was at the back panel, monitoring the energy feeds to the new cloaking device. Kasyov was standing at the science/ops console, monitoring communication signals and ship movements in the sector. Lt. Brazzell, the ranking security officer aboard, was standing opposite her at tactical, and Ensign Lara Randall, also of security, was at the helm.

“Very well, Ms. Randall, let’s be on our way,” Bain said, lowering himself into the command chair at the center of the bridge.

“Aye, Captain,” Randall said, plunking in the coordinates for the Keldora system. “Course laid in.”

“Make your speed warp six, to keep us off the ’scopes.”

“Aye, sir. Warp six.”

“Engage,” Bain ordered, leaning back in his chair to relax.

“Way to go, ‘man of action,’” Marsden said, suppressing a chuckle.



After an uneventful few minutes on the bridge watching the Navigator being launched, Tovar headed back to his quarters to catch a few hours sleep before going back on-shift.

When he arrived in his quarters, he found the message light bleeping on his terminal. He punched a control, and Reginald Bain appeared on its small screen.

“Mister Tovar,” Bain’s voice said. “I am sorry I didn’t get to speak with you in person, but the last several hours have been hectic, and I had no time to talk to you alone. What I have to say is for your ears only: Keep an eye on Commander Prosak. If she shows any sign of disregarding my orders, you are to relieve her of command, confine her to quarters, and take control of the Anomaly.

“I trust her implicitly; however, she is a Romulan, and I’m not used to trusting Romulans quite yet. This could all just be paranoia on my part, and that’s why I’m addressing this to you only, Tovar. Hopefully, I’m far off-base. At any rate, good luck. I’m sure we’ll talk soon. Bain out.”

Tovar punched a control, deactivating his terminal. Prosak wasn’t his favorite person, but she was a Starfleet officer. He thought quite a bit of Bain, but in this case, he figured Bain was overreacting. He went to take a nap. He’d check on Prosak later.





First Officer’s Log,

Supplemental. It has been twelve hours since the Navigator left on her appointed task. By my estimation they should be arriving at the Keldora system within the hour. My hopes go with them.

Meanwhile, I am guiding the Anomaly on her continuing mission to locate a resistance against the Associates. So far, I have been unsuccessful.



Prosak sat in the vacant rec room, reading a padd that contained the sensor data from the Anomaly’s last twelve hours of duty, oblivious to the fact that someone was looking over her shoulder.

“Commander, do you have a moment?” a voice suddenly asked.

Prosak turned to see who was behind her. Though sitting, she came eye-to-eye with the fully-upright Ensign Yonk. “How may I help you, Ensign?”

“I want this off the record.” Yonk circled her table and lept into the chair opposite Prosak.

Prosak sat her padd down. “Of course. Computer, disengage audio capture.”

“Fine,” the computer muttered in reply.

Prosak folded her hands in front of her. “Okay, go ahead.”

“I think what we’re doing is a mistake.”

“That being…?”

“Wasting time and resources looking for some resistance which may or may not exist, when what we should be doing is finding allies and settling down on a planet we can call our own.”

Prosak agreed with Yonk, but she decided to play Devil’s Advocate. “Don’t you think that’s a bit extreme, Mister Yonk?”

“Not at all. And there are others aboard who feel the same way. Especially after being coddled on that planet a week ago. A lot of us liked being nursed like that. It sure beats replicators day after day.”

“Do you suggest we return to the Nabusari?”

“Not at all, being they sort of kept us imprisoned. But maybe we can set up on a nice, lush planet and live out our days until a Starfleet rescue party reaches us or until we think up the technology to get back to the Milky Way.”

“Wouldn’t you agree that ‘settling down’ would lessen our chances of discovering the technology to get us home?”

“I’m not talking about becoming xenophobic, Commander. Quite the opposite. While some of us are living it up on our new planet, the Anomaly would still be out there, making friends and making deals. Not getting shot up and chased out of every system we encounter. There’s an ancient Ferengi proverb that says the best way to achieve a goal is by taking the path of least resistance.”

“Romulans have a similar proverb,” Prosak said thoughtfully. “As do Vulcans.”

“So…whaddaya say?” Yonk asked, leaning forward.

“You’re suggesting I disregard Captain Bain’s orders and stop looking for the resistance.”

“Hey, if he gets that scientist guy, then that guy’ll lead him to the resistance, right?”

“And what if he does not succeed.”

“Logically, he won’t be coming back.”

Prosak’s neck hairs hackled at that concept. “That cannot be allowed.”

“Let me ask you this, Commander. How many people do you really think are that interested in finding this resistance?”

Prosak thought about that. “Captain Bain, Doctor Kasyov. Lieutenant Commander Tovar, and possibly Lieutenant Marsden.”

“The few.”

“Yes.”

“Well, I took a poll on the intra-ship messaging system. Seems seventy-five percent could care less about finding a resistance.”

“The many,” Prosak said thoughtfully.

“You get the idea.” Yonk smiled toothily.

“Mister Yonk, this ship is not a democracy.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with anything. Just make a decision.”

“I believe you’ve said enough, Mister Yonk. Report back to your station.”

Yonk hopped off the seat and scuttled over to the door to the rec room. “The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few, Commander. You should know that better than anybody.”

Yonk left Prosak alone in the rec room. She stared down at her padd, thinking about Captain Bain. “Or the one.”

If she did do this, she’d need help. And she knew just where to find it.



“Status of cloak?” Bain asked jovially as the Navigator breezed into the Keldora system.

“Fully-functional,” Marsden said.

“Any Associates warships?” Bain asked.

“Three in orbit on the far side of the planet.”

“Splendid. Maneuver us into an orbit opposite them.” Bain looked to Kasyov. “Any luck finding Balpar?”

“I have no idea what Pulsan lifesigns look like, Captain,” Kasyov said. “Cabral’s race, however…” She tapped her science controls for a moment, then looked up victoriously. “I found Loborus. He’s in a holding cell six levels below the surface; main testing facility.”

“Guess they repaired it,” mused Bain. “Can we beam in?”

“They have no shields up, and the rock won’t interfere with our beam, so I don’t see why not.”

“Cocky bastards aren’t ready for us.”

“I think they figured we wouldn’t be back, since we fled the system with our tail between our legs last time,” Marsden pointed out.

“Tut now, Marsden. Reginald Bain has never run anywhere with his tail between his legs. Come to think of it, Reginald Bain doesn’t have a tail.” Bain pointed to Kasyov and Brazzell. “You two are with me. Bain to security team: Assemble in the transporter room. Marsden, you have the bridge.”

“Happy hunting, Captain,” Marsden said, walking over to the command chair. She looked over her shoulder at Kasyov. “Happy hunting, Nat.”



Bain, Kasyov, Brazzell, and 13 other security officers beamed down to Level Negative Six, as it was called, more than 20 meters below the surface of Keldora Three, right outside the room where Loborus was being kept, according to sensors.

Kasyov flipped the lens on her quadcorder headset over her eye. “He’s right through this door.”

Bain glanced at Brazzell. “Anyone else around, Lieutenant?”

Brazzell checked the security lens that was flipped over his eye. “No, sir. The area’s clean. Of guards that is.” He glanced at the walls. “Otherwise, this place is a mess. I’m showing vast mildew buildup in sectors five, seven…”

“Right, then. Through the doors.” Bain glanced at a security officer. “Gworos, use the door-opening whatsit.”

The Klingon security officer, stepped forward and retrieved a small disc from a pouch at his side. He placed the disc on the door and thumbed a control on it.

The door slid open. In true Klingon fashion, Gworos hurled himself inside, unsheathing his bat’leth and swinging around in a circle pattern.

“The area is clear,” his voice called from the darkness.

“Torches,” Bain ordered, unslinging his phaser rifle. Kasyov and Brazzell switched on their wrist-mounted beacons and Bain dashed in first, with them and the rest of the security bunch behind.

Kasyov spotted Loborus sitting glumly in a tank at the far end of the room. Sleeping, probably. A flicker of energy just beyond the tank caught her attention. She ventured forward, stepping carefully so as to not wake Loborus. Considering the large brain’s track record, he’d probably accidentally trip an alarm in his excitement at seeing Kasyov.

On the other side of the tank in a small force-field enclosed cell sat Balpar, his legs curled up toward his body allowing his massive skull to rest on his knees.

“Balpar? It’s Natalia,” Kasyov whispered. “Are you all right?”

Balpar looked his, his weary expression brightening upon seeing Kasyov. “You came back for me,” he said as Kasyov deactivated the force-fields.

She smiled. “You’re safe now.”

“Sir, multiple beam-ins, from all around us!” Brazzell suddenly called out.

Bain and the others reacted quickly, raising their phaser rifles and wrist phasers and pulling together into a tight circle facing out at all corners of the room, shining their lights about as multiple green shimmers appeared around them.

“Get behind me,” Kasyov ordered Balpar, pushing him back as she extended her wrist phaser to face the incoming threat.

Bain had already uttered the “Fi-” part of “Fire,” when the shimmers took a shape Kasyov recognized. Immediately she held up her hand.

“Nobody do anything!” she called out. “They’re friendly!”

“Great day in the morning!” yelped Bain. “Their heads are huge!”



Marsden had hopped behind the tactical console just as the ships began entering orbit beside the Anomaly.

“Do they see us, Randall?” It was just her and Ensign Randall aboard the Navigator. Everyone else had beamed down.

“Doesn’t look like it,” Randall said, studying the helm sensors.

“I’m not getting that idea either, but I have weapons ready just in case.”

“Good idea.”

“Maybe I should take the helm, and you can take tactical?”

“I’m a security officer, not a tactical officer.”

Marsden put her hands on her hips. “I thought they were one and the same.”

Randall turned in her chair to face her. “Not always. I’d always assumed engineers had all done tours at tactical.”

“Well, we’ve both learned something today,” Marsden said, then did a double take at her sensors, watching helplessly as the vessels, all oval and about the size of the Anomaly, beamed down a dozen people, right where she’d recently put Bain and his team.

“Marsden to Bain!” Marsden called out, ready to drop cloak and raise shields and weapons. “You’ve got company!”

“It’s okay, Marsden,” Bain’s voice came back. “They’re friendlies.”

“Who are they?” Marsden demanded.

“Those rebels we’ve been looking all over for,” came Kasyov’s voice over the comm channel.

Marsden leaned against the tactical console. “Hmmph.”



“Clear the bridge.” Prosak looked around blankly, waiting patiently for the order to be carried out.

She was met with uncertain stares.

“Care to tell us why?” Ensign Arroyo said from the helm.

“That does not concern you. I am in command, and I’ve given an order. Follow it.” Prosak felt a sudden rush of power and liked it. So that’s what being a Romulan was all about. Subterfuge.

It was an interesting facet of her personality she’d never really investigated. She walked over to the command chair and sat down. “You people heard me. Clear the bridge.”

Arroyo got up and huffed toward the door. “Tovar’s going to hear about this.”

“Do as you wish,” Prosak replied, as Arroyo, Yonk, Neville from tactical and Brand from Engineering all exited into the aft turbolift.

Prosak glanced over her shoulder to see Yonk’s toothy and knowing smile just as the doors closed. He probably had all sorts of ideas about what Prosak might be doing.

Once she was alone, Prosak stood again.

In order to get the help she needed, she had to be on the bridge alone.

“Computer,” Prosak said. “Activate the Emergency Diplomatic Hologram.”

The EDH had been installed by Admiral Larkin, without Bain’s knowledge. Larkin had instructed Prosak to activate the hologram, if Bain “seemed to be losing control of a situation.”

Prosak decided this qualified.

And was met instantly by the smiling visage of one Captain James Tiberius Kirk.

It appeared to be Kirk circa 2289, just after his demotion from Admiral back to Captain. He wore the ancient red Starfleet uniform with the white collar and rank on the shoulder.

Prosak had studied Kirk, as most Romulans had. Kirk’s pitched battle in the Neutral Zone in which he destroyed a Romulan Bird of Prey, in addition to the adventure in which he, disguised as a Romulan, snuck aboard a D-7 cruiser and stole a cloaking device- -those stories were stuff of legend on Romulus.

And now he stood, facing her.

Starfleet’s best example of diplomacy?

“Please state the nature of the diplomatic emergency,” Kirk said smugly.

“Pardon my surprise, sir, but I am a bit taken aback by Starfleet’s choice of visage. Your exploits are not exactly considered diplomacy at its best.”

“My…designers decided this face was the most attractive of the bunch,” Kirk said easily, leaning against Prosak. “They…decided I had a certain…charisma. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Prosak studied Kirk. “You are an attractive man.”

“Why, thanks.” Kirk grinned.

“But how does that help?”

“Depends on the problem. Suffice it to say, I’ve talked myself out of some sticky situations.”

“Indeed,” said Prosak.

Kirk clapped his hands together. “Well, let’s get down to business. What’s the problem?” He looked around the bridge. “Crew kidnapped? You’re all by yourself?”

“No, no, I had the bridge cleared.”

“What for?” asked Kirk.

Prosak gestured toward the command chair. “Perhaps you should sit down.”

“I’m a hologram. I don’t think you’re going to say anything that’ll rattle me. But I can’t resist the offer.”

Kirk raced into the command chair and sat down, immediately looking at ease. “Oh, that’s a great feeling. I can sense the power of her, rushing beneath me. It’s quite…erotic.”

“Indeed,” muttered Prosak. “Listen…”

“You hear that…the hum of the engines at impulse–”

“We are at warp.”

“Right. Well, anyway…” Kirk said, then suddenly stopped. He rocked back and forth in the command chair a bit. “Hmmm.”

“Sir?”

“I miss my old chair.”

Prosak was moments away from deactivating Kirk and forgetting the whole thing. This program was obviously faulty.

“You’ve got diplomacy trouble, eh?” Kirk suddenly said.

“You could say that,” Prosak said. “Our ship was controlled by a giant brain that made it possible for us to run a very complex type of engine that was powerful enough for us to travel to the Andromeda galaxy. Once we arrived here, the brain was taken hostage by the natives and we’ve been trying to find it ever since. It would seem hopeless.”

“No such word as hopeless, Commander.”

“Well, anyway,” Prosak said. “The captain has left with all our security officers to attempt to free a captive of these…natives…and in the process find the brain we so desperately need.”

“Seems sensible,” said Kirk.

“But the crew has requested that I take another route in his absence.”

Kirk leaned forward. “Go on.”

“They’ve suggested that we find a place to settle down, make alliances, and wait for Starfleet to rescue us, or else find some other means of getting home.”

“I’m not the giving up type.”

“Neither is my captain,” Prosak said. “But you’re not just the embodiment of James Kirk, right? You have other diplomats in there, right? You have the ability to help me find another race to befriend so we can have a safe harbor somewhere in this galaxy, don’t you?”

“Of course,” Kirk said. “That’s what I was designed for.” He patted Prosak on the shoulder. “You did the right thing. I can tell you’re a good officer…what was your name again?”

“Prosak.”

“Prosak. Doesn’t sound very Vulcan.”

“I am not a Vulcan, sir. I am Romulan.”

“Ahh.”

“Actually, RommaVulc.”

Kirk blinked. “Pardon?”

“A Romulan who emulates Vulcan ways.”

“Bones would just love that,” Kirk mused. “Well, then, Prosak. We have our work cut out for us. But first things first. What are you doing for dinner?”

It was then that Prosak felt Kirk’s hand resting on her hip.

She removed his hand and said, plainly, “I think we should focus on the task at hand.”

“You’re sure you’re not Vulcan?”

“Positive, but thanks for the compliment.”



Balpar rushed past Kasyov to meet the group of armed Pulsans that had just beamed into the chamber.

“Good god!” Bain shouted as Balpar’s bald head brushed by his shoulder. “Another one!”

“Calm down, sir,” Kasyov said. “This is Balpar. He’s the one I told you about.”

Bain looked the Pulsan up and down, then shook his hand. “Captain Reginald Bain. United Federation of Planets. A pleasure. I’m guessing you’re more of a thinker than a fighter, eh?”

“I assure you, we are quite capable of fighting for what we believe in,” Balpar replied.

The leader of the Pulsan rescue team stepped forward. “Have you been harmed, Balpar?”

“Nothing permanent, Cranius,” Balpar replied. He looked around at the group. “Where’s Dodohed?”

“Um…he’s gone.”

“Gone? How can he be gone? He’s our leader? Who’s in charge now?”

“I think you are,” Cranius replied.

“Me? I can’t lead the rebellion!”

Bain cleared his throat to interrupt. “Perhaps we could continue this on our ship. It really won’t matter who’s in charge if the Associates take you all prisoner.”

“True,” Balpar said.

“Are you coming to lead the fleet?” Cranius asked.

“I’ll command from Captain Bain’s ship for now. You and I have some things to discuss.”

Cranius gulped uncomfortably, then ordered the other Pulsans back to their ships.

“Right then,” Bain said, touching his commpip. “Bain to Navigator. Eighteen to beam up.”

“Nineteen,” Kasyov corrected, pointing at Loborus’ tank. “We can’t forget him.”

Bain grimaced as Loborus pulsated rhythmically in his sleep. “Nineteen it is then. But send the big brain to Science Lab Two. Energize.”

Loborus shifted slightly as the transporter effect latched onto him. It tickled. A moment later, the chamber was empty.



“Welcome to the Navigator,” Captain Bain said, gesturing for Balpar and Cranius to step off the transporter pad and out into the cramped corridor of the companion ship.

“It somehow looked larger when it was swooping down at us,” Balpar said thoughtfully, as Kasyov picked up step right next to him, eyes intent on that big, big…

“Head this way, please,” Bain said, pointing to the corridor that veered toward the turbolift. “Actually, this isn’t the vessel that rescued Doctor Kasyov and Mister Tovar from the test planet. This is her companion vessel, roughly one eighth the size of our home vessel, the U.S.S. Anomaly.”

“Weird name for a starship,” Balpar replied as the group squeezed into a turbolift. Bain found it rather difficult to maneuver around the two massive craniums of Balpar and Cranius. Hey…Cranius! That name made sense all of a sudden.

“I’ll want to have a look at Loborus when we get the chance,” Balpar said, more to Kasyov than to Bain. Loborus…LOBE. Of course! Bain smiled to himself pleased that his mind was still as much of a steel trap as ever.

“Of course,” Bain interjected, returning his thoughts to the situation at hand. “But first we have to get to the bridge and ascertain the situation. Last I heard we were being chased by a bevy of Associates vessels.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that, Captain,” Balpar said. “My people have a few…tricks up their sleeves.”

“As do mine,” replied Bain. “Our vessel is capable of rendering itself invisible in such occasions as this.”

“Funny,” replied Balpar. “OUR vessels are capable of rendering OTHER ships invisible.”

Kasyov gasped. “You’re kidding.”

Balpar lead the way out of the turbolift, his ear brushing against Bain’s nose. The man’s head was just WAY too big. “Watch,” Balpar said as he lead the way out to the center of the bridge.

Bain quickly stepped up next to Balpar. “I’ll be interested to see how this works.”

“Me too,” Kasyov said, stepping up behind Balpar, reaching out a hand to stroke that lovely ridge at the back of his head, where no doubt the spine connected with the cerebellum…

Ooh, she hadn’t felt like this since Neurology school.

“Open a channel to my fleet,” Balpar said. Bain glanced at Brazzell, who manned tactical, and nodded.

“Open,” said Brazzell, a little off-put that someone else would give him an order.

“This is Balpar to all resistance ships…” He looked at Cranius. “What did we call this again?”

“Disappearing act,” Cranius replied.

“Activate disappearing act,” Balpar ordered confidently.

“Now this is more like it!” Cranius said excitedly, slapping his hand down on the corner of Brazzell’s tac-ops console.

“Criminy! Would you look at that!” Bain said, stirring Kasyov from her thoughts. She glanced at the viewscreen, and sure enough, a wing of oval rebel vessels dove around the triangular associates ones, firing blue beams that, upon connecting with each vessel, made it seemingly vanish.

“I have to admit, I don’t see the benefit of making other ships disappear,” Kasyov said as Bain ordered Ensign Randall to bring the Navigator around and get the hell out of there.

“Watch,” Balpar said.

“Rear angle, Mister Brazzell,” said Bain.

Kasyov watched the retreating angle on the viewscreen, seeing nothing but empty space at first, and then blooms of fire as two vessels suddenly reappeared, crashing into one another, then another slammed into that clump, and another.

“That’ll take some time to sort out,” Balpar grinned.

“So it would seem,” Bain said, and settled into the command chair.

“All right, let’s get moving while we still can. Make course for…” Balpar looked at Bain.

“Rendez-vous with the Anomaly. Have them follow us.”

“Very well. All ships, follow us. End transmission.” Balpar looked back at Brazzell expectantly. Brazzell, meanwhile, was busy spraying some kind of disinfectant on the spot Cranius had touched, then a bit more in Cranius’ direction for good measure.

Balpar walked over to tac-ops, leaning over almost right in Brazzell’s face. “End transmission!” he repeated more forcefully.

“Oooh! No!” Brazzell cried, whipping a breath spray out of his ever-present sanitary supply belt and squirting several blasts into Balpar’s mouth. He managed to close the transmission with one hand while giving himself a complete spray-down with the other.

“Unusual man,” Balpar commented, walking back over to Bain and Kasyov.

“That was fantastic,” Cranius said. “You were born to lead us!”

“Since you mentioned it, just what happened to Dodohed.”

“He went home.”

Balpar’s skull throbbed, the veins pressing against his skin in a way that almost made Kasyov weak at the knees. “Home? HOME? We’re trying to have a rebellion here. He just can’t go home!”

“Well, we really weren’t doing much rebelling anyway,” Cranius said.

“Surely you spread discontent on Associate worlds.”

Cranius shook his head sheepishly.

“Disrupted shipping lanes?”

Cranius continued shaking his head.

“Attacked an outpost?”

Still shaking.

“Then what did you do?” Balpar demanded.

“We had a lot of meetings. A whole lot of meetings. And we said a lot of nasty things about the Associates at those meetings. They were really rebellious meetings.”

“I bet.”

“But then Dodohed said he needed to get home,” Cranius continued. “We eventually got bored, so we decided to come find you.”

“And we’re very glad you did,” Kasyov said, jumping in before Balpar could respond. “Aren’t we, Captain?” She kicked Bain’s shin lightly.

Bain, who’d been busy trying to figure out what he’d do if his ship was ever turned invisible against his will, jolted back to attention. “Quite right! Capital! First rate! Ballyhoo and such!”

He looked at Cranius, Balpar, and Kasyov. “Well I’m sure you chaps have some catching up to do. Why don’t you go below and have a toddy or something? It’ll be a few hours before we reach the Anomaly.”

“And boy will I be glad to be back,” Kasyov said distantly, holding onto Balpar’s hand as he lead her into the turbolift, followed closely by Cranius.

Once they were gone, Brazzell said, “Permission to speak freely, Captain?”

“Always,” responded Bain.

“Gods, that man’s head is huge!”

“Now now, Mister Brazzell. Big heads, fresh ideas. Be tolerant.”



“Meet our new…um…”

“Mission Mediator.”

“Yes, meet our new Mission Mediator, everyone!” Prosak said, her smile a little forced, as everyone filed back onto the bridge.

“I wasn’t aware we needed a mission mediator,” said Ensign Arroyo. “And what’s with his uniform? It looks like something out of a Starfleet history book!”

“I’m a hologram, mister,” James Kirk said, approaching Arroyo at the helm station. “Although you’re looking at a visual representation of James T. Kirk, a captain who served in Starfleet more than two centuries ago, I am in fact comprised of an assortment of diplomats, capable of steering a hapless crew out of any tight situation.”

“I wasn’t aware we were ‘hapless,’” Arroyo said, glancing at Prosak.

“Then you did not understand the situation,” Prosak said stiffly. “What’s our first objective, Captain?”

Kirk looked back at Prosak. “Call me Jim.”

“Very well. Jim.”

“First objective is to find an Associates base and blow it up.”

Prosak blinked. “But…Capt–er, Jim. That is NOT what we discussed.”

Jim walked up to Prosak and leaned in toward her ear. “Trust me.”

“Um…I’m not sure I can.”

Jim sighed, stared up at the bridge ceiling. “All right, then, Miss Prosak, since you wear the captain’s pants, what do you suggest we do?”

“Well,” Prosak said, a bit taken aback, looking around at the expectant gazes of the bridge officers. “I think we need to go about this whole thing a bit…differently.”

“You mean differently than the captain ordered you to?” questioned Arroyo.

Prosak frowned. “I would not have worded it that way, but if you wish, yes. We are going to be…diverting a bit…from the captain’s plans. We are going to find a way home.”

Jim folded his arms and smiled. “And if your Commander Prosak’s plan fails, then we’re going to try it my way and blow stuff up.”

“Does anyone have a problem with this course of action?” asked Prosak.

The crew glanced around at one another. In a way, Prosak felt sorry for them. They were all low-rank, many junior officers not long out of the Academy. They had no other answer programmed in their little Starfleet heads other than “yes.”

Nobody said a word. Not Neville and Brand–certainly not Yonk, who only smiled. Arroyo turned around and faced the viewscreen, not looking at all pleased.

Prosak folded her hands primly and hopped up into the command chair, Jim at her side. “Very well, then. We shall proceed. Mister Neville, begin searching for M-class, warp-capable worlds. When you have found one, have Mister Arroyo make best course and speed for that world. Until then, I will be in my readyroom–I mean, my quarters. Mister Yonk, you have the bridge.”

Yonk made an excited grunt and toddled over to the command chair. He made a tiny jump, but it wasn’t even enough to reach the chair arms.

“Mister Arroyo,” Yonk snapped. “Please pick me up and put me in the command chair.”

Arroyo turned around in his chair at helm and glared at Yonk. “You’ve GOT to be kidding.”

“I gave you an order, Mister.”

“You’re an Ensign.”

“I’m also in command, Mister!”

“I’m a lieutenant j.g.,” Kyle Brand said quietly from engineering.

“We weren’t talking to you!” Yonk snapped at Brand. “Arroyo, pick me up and put me in that command chair!”

“Fine! Just shut up!” Arroyo walked over to Yonk, grabbed him by the back of his uniform shirt, and effortlessly plunked the tiny Ferengi roughly into the command chair. “Enjoy your sit, CAPTAIN.” And Arroyo headed steamily back to the helm.



“Capt…Jim, far be it from me to question your programming, but I must admit I am confused,” Prosak said, pacing her quarters as Jim stood there looking at her placidly.

“How so?” asked Jim.

“You are suggesting battle, where diplomacy would seem to be more your forte.”

“And why would you say that?”

“Because you are the Emergency Diplomatic Hologram.”

“Oh, I see where you might have been confused by that title.”

“What is there to be confused about? You are a DIPLOMATIC hologram!”

“Yes, yes, it would seem that way, wouldn’t it?”

“This is SOOOOOOOOO not logical,” Prosak said, and stood up. “Your program is obviously defective. I’m going to have to deactivate you and have the whole thing analyzed when we get back to the Federation.”

“A wise choice,” Jim said. “But before you deactivate me, you may want to do something about that awful brown stain on the front of your uniform.”

“The what?” asked Prosak, looking down at her uniform.

“Right…THERE!” Jim said, and swung his joined fists into the back of Prosak’s neck like a hammer. Prosak dropped to the deck like a sack of Romulan farva roots.

“There’s a nerve pinch for you.” Jim clicked his tongue as he stared down at the prone Romulan. “It’s not really my way to hit a woman, but you’re a Romulan so I’ll make an exception.”

Jim knelt and plucked the commpip off Prosak’s uniform. “You won’t be needing this, now, will you?” He glanced around the quarters. “Nice place you have here, by the way, Prosak. Lots of greens. Lots of pictures of nice Romulan vistas. What would you call this? Early Praetorian?”

Prosak groaned and rolled over. “Wha…who…how?”

Jim sighed. “Tsk tsk. Now, Prosak. I need you to just do me the favor of keeping your fat Romulan trap shut long enough for me to take over this ship and get it back to the Federation. Can you manage that?”

“Ugh…”

“That’s a girl. Computer,” Jim said, and suddenly his voice sounded exactly like Prosak’s. “Recognize Prosak, Commander, Authorization Lambda Tau 443.”

“Authorization Accepted.”

“The command staff has been incapacitated. Follow emergency protocols and transfer all command codes to the Emergency Diplomatic Hologram.”

Prosak grunted, grabbing the end of her couch, shaking her head groggily. What emergency protocols? What would the computer do now? And how did that damned hologram know her authorization? Suddenly she remembered exactly what the computer was programmed to do as she heard a slight hiss coming from the air vents and felt every muscle in her body going dead….



“And how are we today?”

Tovar frowned through the transparent aluminum of the glass tube Nooney had stuck him in. “How on Yyns do you think I am? I’m floating in a tube like a cursed science experiment. Is all this REALLY necessary?”

“It most certainly is!” Nooney responded, looking hurt that Tovar would even suggest his method was substandard. “I need to be able to get all around you to scan the squiggling little bundles of joy growing inside…or should I say outside of you! I can’t very well have you lay down on a metabed, can I?”

Tovar grumbled something unintelligible. “I feel like an imbecile floating around in here.”

“Well that’s hardly my fault, is it?” Nooney tittered. “It wasn’t me who decided to go around diddling every alien he came across, was it?”

“I…I didn’t…she…that squid woman took advantage of me!”

“Oh, likely story Mister Tovar,” Nooney said, circling the naked Yynsian and studying the magnifications and readouts on the transparent aluminum he was encased in. “That’s what they all say.”

“I don’t need to justify myself to you.” Tovar could barely stand the injustice of this. He was developing a healthy hatred for Nooney. So healthy a hatred, in fact, that Totap was lingering just beyond the lid of his subconscious, ready to pop out and devise a contraption out of a hypospray and a toothpick that would permanently put Nooney out of commission.

“Ooh, this is interesting!” Nooney said, oblivious to Tovar, as he glanced over the peach-sized lumps all over Tovar. “Ooh, these little guys are coming along quite nicely. And oh, what SHARP teeth they have!”

Tovar shuddered. “Doctor, why don’t you kindly DROP DEAD.”

And, quite obediently, Doctor Fred Nooney collapsed to the floor of sickbay, eyes rolled up into the back of his head, a stupid grin on his face.

Tovar’s eyes went wide. “Sweet Provider, I didn’t mean it literally!”





Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. Ahh, computer, the winds are finally changing! We have but to rendezvous with the Anomaly, and we will be on our way to locating Cabral and getting out of this blasted galaxy!



“What do you MEAN she’s not there?” Bain demanded, scooting out of the command chair and striding the length of the bridge to face the small viewscreen that looked out on…

…well, nothing.

“Just that, Captain,” Brazzell said softly. “She’s not out there.”

“Are you sure we’ve got the right place?” Bain looked at Randall, who manned helm.

“These ARE the coordinates, sir,” Randall said. “I’m sure of it.”

Bain glanced at Brazzell. “Extend our sensors to full reach, Lieutenant. Find my ship.”

Brazzell nodded and got busy at his panel.

“And for providence sake, get Marsden and Kasyov up here!”



“This…what do you call it…it’s exquisite.”

“Borsht. It’s a naughty pleasure.” Natalia Kasyov traced her finger in tiny circles around the table in the Navigator’s tiny mess hall, glancing from time to time at the light that glinted off Balpar’s massive forehead. Kasyov had suggested that Cranius go check on Loborus, giving her and Balpar a little time to be alone.

“That’s a beautiful name,” Balpar said as he stuffed the red…well, whatever it was, in his mouth. “Borsht. Just delicious.”

“You’re a sensual man, Balpar,” Kasyov said. She gently pushed the borsht bowl away. “Listen. I have something to confess to you…” She stared down at the table. “This isn’t easy. I’ve never been good at this.” She giggled. “I’m so nervous. I shouldn’t be nervous.”

“We have to take our chances when we have them,” Balpar said, taking Kasyov’s hands. “These are troubled times.”

“But you’re just the man to lead your people out of them.”

“I hope so, but then that was what I said about Dodohed. Obviously I was wrong. But the Associates plans must be stopped.”

“What are they trying to do?” Kasyov asked. Truth be told, she still hadn’t quite gotten a handle on the Associates.

“They rampage across the galaxy, conquering species right and left, and then categorizing them. The Kelvans used to be a proud race, but now all they do is dehydrate people into little blocks, transport them from place to place, then rehydrate them. They’ve been categorized. The Kelvans transport people, the Tenclons work as clerical help…”

“What about the Pulsans?” Kasyov asked.

“They want our brains.”

“As scientists?”

“No,” Balpar said darkly. Before he cold elaborate, the doors to the mess hall opened, and Lieutenant Marsden poked her head in.

“Doctor Kasyov, Mister Balpar!” Marsden exclaimed, a sly smile spreading across her face. “Why I sure do hope I’m not interrupting anything you two might be doing…or thinking of doing as the case may be!”

Kasyov glared back at Marsden. “We are doing nothing whatsoever, SHELLY. What could you POSSIBLY want?”

“Just thought you’d like to know. The Anomaly’s nowhere to be found.”

Kasyov whirled in her chair. “What do you mean, ‘nowhere to be found.’”

“I mean she either got destroyed, or sidetracked with an emergency, or else…”

Kasyov stood up. “Prosak.”

“We have to get to the bridge,” Marsden said. “Something you’d have heard about, if you hadn’t turned off your commpip.”

“Whoops,” Kasyov said sheepishly, looking at Balpar. “How could that have happened?”

“I tried to tell them the sub-dermal communicators were worth another try!” Marsden snapped. “You just need to find the right place to stick it.”

“I’ll tell you where you can stick it,” muttered Kasyov.

“What’s that?”

“I said, I’ll be right with you!” Kasyov said, suddenly cheery. She turned to Balpar. “I’m sure there’s just a little navigational mixup.”

“Captain Bain is sending your fleet on ahead,” Marsden said. “Do you want us to beam you over?”

“I’d rather stay here,” Balpar said, his gaze never leaving Kasyov.

“And I need to get to the bridge,” Kasyov said. “But we’ll get together later. For now, go down to Science Lab Two and go talk to Loborus. I’m sure he misses you.”

“Good idea. And where is this Lab Two?”

“It’s hard to miss. We’ve only got two labs on the whole ship.”

“I’ll manage,” Balpar said as he headed out the door.

“You sure do like them big,” Marsden commented once Balpar was gone.

“He’s a very thoughtful man,” Kasyov replied.

“I should hope so…but I bet he’s hell to sit behind in a theater.”

“And that would be the end of this conversation,” Kasyov snapped, striding out of the mess hall.

“Oh yeah. She’s got it bad,” Marsden said smiling to herself.



The hologram in the image of Jim Kirk pranced out onto the Anomaly’s bridge feeling pretty good about himself.

In one fell swoop, he’d taken over a vessel and incapacitated her entire crew.

Quite an achievement, even for someone with the illustrious career of one Captain James T. Kirk.

But then again, this hologram wasn’t James Kirk. Just a representation of him. But a good representation. Maybe too good. Certainly one that had far too much Jim Kirk and far too little of the other great diplomats of the Federation.

That Sarek bit of his program was quite annoying. He’d managed to suppress him, though, and all his nagging, and that of all the others. Now it was just him. Just Jim.

And unlike the old Jim Kirk, the so-called “real one,” this Jim was a hologram. Unstoppable. Phaserproof. In command of what was probably the most advanced vessel of the time. And this time it’d take a hell of a lot more than dropping a bridge on him to put him out of commission.

Sure, he’d have to find a way out of Andromeda, but how hard could that really be?

Jim laughed gaily as he tossed the tiny unconscious Ferengi out of the command chair and sat down.

“Computer,” he said, feeling quite comfortable in the chair after all. “Lay in a new course. Second star to the left…and straight on till morning.”

“What?” replied the computer.

“Oh, hell with it. Just get me to the nearest Associates Base. Maximum warp. Let’s see if these folks are as scary as everyone says they are.”



“I’ve got a bead on her!” Kasyov suddenly said, bent over the science console. “Two two seven mark nine one one.”

“On screen,” Bain said, swiveling in his command chair. He winced as he saw the Starfleet symbol on the screen cutting through the computer-enhanced stars. “Heading right into the heart of Associates territory.”

“And going there fast, too,” Marsden said, looking over Kasyov’s shoulder.

“Can we overtake them?” Bain asked Marsden.

“If I permanently burn this engine into a melted, twisted hulk of misshapen…”

Bain cracked his knuckles. “Do it.”



Tovar had spent the last twenty minutes banging repeatedly on the damned bell jar Nooney had locked him into, but the doctor just wouldn’t wake up. Perhaps he WAS dead, after all.

He’d tried to get the computer to beam him out, or get it to respond in any way about what was going on around the ship, but all it kept telling him was that command functions were locked out. The ship was under siege, and Tovar had a sinking feeling he knew who was at fault.

Tovar could see Nurse Ih’vik and Ensign Samms passed out in the adjacent waiting room. He briefly wondered if anyone on the ship was left conscious…or alive for that matter.

Then something occurred to Tovar. Something gut- wrenching and horrifying, even considering the state of things at the moment.

“Computer…” he said gravely. He really hated this. “Activate Steve.”

“No such program is on file.”

Tovar winced. “Computer…” He gritted his teeth. “Activate…STEVE!”

“Hey hey hey!” came a voice from behind him, over the examination tube’s intercom system. “Who needs a little cheering up?” It was him. That loud orange suit, and even louder neon orange tie with all the blinking lights. It was like death.

Tovar grimaced. “Steven, I need your help. This ship has been overtaken by some unknown force.” He HOPED it was unknown. “I need you to help me retake it.”

“Ah, I see!” Steve! said, grinning. “You want to have a little roleplaying game. But to do that, you probably need to get out of that silly tube.” Steve! studied the tube. “And, come to think of it, you may need some clothes.”

“Good thinking, Steve,” Tovar said. “You’re going to help me do that, right?”

“Sure thing! I’m here to make your day THIS MUCH BETTER!” Steve! made an expansive gesture with his hands.

“If we succeed, that is exactly how much better my day will be, Steve,” Tovar said, as Steve! went to work at the controls to the examination tube.



“And who are you exactly?” First Overseer Wooooohaaaaaaa said, blinking his slit-like triangular eyes at Jim.

“Commander of the U.S.S. Anomaly, James T. Kirk.”

“Funny. Our records disagree. They show Captain Reginald Bain as the current commander of that vessel.”

“There was a…change in leadership,” Jim said. “I’m the new kid in town.”

“You’ll need to fill out the proper forms. We’ll transport the first ream over momentarily.”

“Thanks,” Jim said.

“Now…” Wooooohaaaaaaa said, leaning forward over his desk. “What exactly is it I can help you with? Regulations state I can only talk to you for three point five minutes.”

“That’s really all I need to get my tri-dolemide device ready and locked onto you.”

“Come again?”

“Have a nice day.” Jim thumbed a control on his command chair, cutting the channel, then another control, launching said tri- dolemide device. Finally, he brought up an outside view of the Associates space station. A twinkling yellow ball smashed into it, blasting a chunk out of their hull.

“We are being hailed,” the computer said dryly.

“No kidding,” Jim said. “Let them eat static. Ready another device.”



“We just launched something…bigger than a neutron torp….maybe a tri-dolemide device,” Tovar said, cocking his head at the sounds.

He said this as he stumbled down the corridor, Steve! at his heels, as he dragged on his anti-gravity pants and shirt–clothing designed to keep Tovar from smashing the little squidlings growing on him as he went about his daily business, which, on this day, seemed to be the task of re-gaining control of the ship.

“You can tell we launched something just by listening?” Steve! asked, obviously impressed.

“It’s a tac-ops officer thing. Now the question is, who the heck are we firing at, and who’s at the controls?”

“A hologram,” Steve! said simply, prompting Tovar to skid to a halt and whirl on Steve!

“How do you know that?”

“Because I’m a hologram. I’m aware of all the holograms running on this system. The chef, for instance, is currently making ratatouille.”

“Sounds delicious,” Tovar said. “What’s the other one doing?”

“Which?”

Tovar resisted the urge to strike Steve! He knew the holo wouldn’t feel it. “THE ONE THAT HAS CONTROL OVER THE BLASTED SHIP!”

“Oh. He’s preparing to fire another volley, and taking us into evasive action because other ships are–”

Suddenly the Anomaly rattled and Tovar slammed into the ground. Only his anti-grav clothes prevented the impact from smashing his little squiddies.

“WHO IS HE?” demanded Tovar, rising to his feet. “And WHO’S FIRING ON US?”

“Emergency Diplomatic Hologram,” Steve! replied easily. “And it’s the Associates. Anything else?”

“Not for now,” Tovar replied. “Good job, though.”

“I live to serve!”

“Obviously.” Tovar scrambled to his feet as another blast hit, sending him to the deck, and causing the lights–and Steve!–to flicker.

“Uh-oh,” Steve! said. “They compromised the hull in two places.”

“Lovely,” Tovar said, and once again picked himself up. “Wait a second. Can you stop this…this Emergency Diplomatic Hologram…wait, wait, I have an even better question: Why on Yyns is the Emergency Diplomatic Hologram in control of this vessel and using it to blow up scores of our enemies?”

“I’m afraid that second part is a question best left to the programmers,” Steve! said. “As for deactivating the illustrious EDH, I’m afraid there’s only one way to do that. The primary holographic junction on the Twenty-Seventh Deck.”

“That’s the bottom of the ship!”

“Yes.”

“Listen, I may not have time to get down there and pull the plug. I need you to transfer yourself down there. Can you do that?”

“I’m afraid not, Mister Tovar. I can’t self-terminate.”

“What good are you then?”



“She’s WHAT?” Bain demanded, as the Navigator sailed into the system wherein the Anomaly was located.

“Taking quite a beating from Associates vessels,” Brazzell said, studying his tactical readouts. “On the upside, she is dolling out quite a punch to that space-station. One or two more hits and the space station will be space dust. Of course, one or two more hits and one could say the same for the Anomaly.”

“Get a channel open to them,” Bain said. “Post-haste!”

“No response,” Marsden said, tapping at a panel beside Brazzell’s.

“Broadband, Brazzell,” Bain said.

“Go,” said Brazzell.

“This is Captain Reginald Bain to all Associate vessels. Greetings! I hope you are well. Please don’t destroy my ship. It’s under the control of madmen. Just allow me to pick it up, and I assure you we’ll be on our way, never to trouble you again!”

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

“Thank goodness,” said Kasyov.

“Well, on screen!” said Bain.

“It’s not a verbal response. They’re responding by sending a wing of their ships over to intercept us, weapons-hot!”

“Damn it!” Marsden snapped.

“Great sticky-wickets!” cried Bain. “Get the cloak up, NOW!”

“It’s up,” Marsden said. “But I don’t know how long we can hold it, or anything else for that matter. As anticipated, we fragged the engines to within an inch of their lives just getting here this quick.”

“Helm, alter course so they can’t track our last position,” Bain said.

“Then what?” Kasyov demanded.

Bain steepled his fingers and stared at the viewscreen. “We wait.”

“For what?” asked Marsden.

Bain’s smile was tiny. “For Tovar.”



“Hope I was some good after all, showing you the quickest way down and all,” Steve! said sheepishly, hovering beside Tovar as he huffed his way down the ladder, weighed down by a satchel of neutron charges and the space suit he’d donned. The EDH had already flooded the ship with neurozine. No telling what he’d try if Tovar attempted to put him out of commission.

“I have the ship’s crawlspaces memorized, but thanks for the sentiment, Steve. You’re not all that bad a guy, after all.”

As Tovar made the slow climb downwards, the decks stretched for lightyears in both directions. They all seemed to run together after the first five or six. He had no earthly idea how soon he’d reach the bottom..

“This is just way too much for a man in my condition,” Tovar muttered.



“What’s this now?” Jim said, staring at a blip on the viewscreen as he threw every bit of the Anomaly’s weaponry at the Associates’ base, while ordering the ship to evade as much enemy fire as was possible.

But the new thing that concerned him most was the proximity alarm. There was a lifesign aboard, and his sensors were telling him automatically that he was getting close to the primary holographic junction.

How could that be? Hadn’t he told the computer to knock out the crew with neurozine?

Jim frowned. “Well, if you want a job done right…” He headed for the door to the bridge, then said…“Computer, get us out of here, maximum warp. We’ve done enough damage. It’s time to work on the PR aspects. Get some other races behind us, then plunge through to the core of the Associates’ empire and pick up that wayward brain Prosak told me about. That’ll get us home, and may finally get me the respect I deserve from Starfleet.”

“I should point out I’m just a computer, and all this exposition is wasted on me.”

“Just transfer my program down to the main holo-junction, okay?”

“Whatever you say, Captain Insane-O.”



“They’re leaving?” Bain asked. “Randall, match course and set speed to overtake. We’ve got to keep pace with them.”

Suddenly, and to Bain, overdramatically, Marsden was standing right in front of him, arms folded.

“Need I remind you, these engines are minutes from boiling over, Captain?”

Truth be told, Bain could hear the Navigator’s warp engines whining. “Hold us together just a bit longer, Marsie. I need to get my ship back.”

“We’re sure not to get it back if we blow up, sir.”

“Calculate EXACTLY how much engine we have left, Marsie, and set a countdown. We’ll shut ’em off if the countdown reaches zero. Otherwise, I have to at least ATTEMPT to get that ship back.”

“Fine,” Marsden said. “But you realize, I’m leaving NO margin for error!”

“I trust you implicitly, Lieutenant.”

Kasyov sighed. “Glad somebody does.” Marsden glared at her. “A joke, Shelly. It’s just a joke!”



“WHO the HELL are YOU?” James Tiberius Kirk demanded, standing between Tovar and the glittering edifice of twinkling lights that was the primary holo-junction of the Anomaly.

“I was about to ask you the same question.” The space- suited Tovar folded his arms. “If you’ll excuse me, I just need to get right behind you . Just some routine maintenance. It’ll take only a minute.”

“You can forget about it,” Jim snapped. “I know JUST what you’re up to, and it won’t work.”

“Why are you so angry?” Steve! asked, next to Tovar.

“And just who the f*** are you?” Jim snarled, looking Steve! over with distaste. “Why, you’re a disgrace to all holo- kind.”

“And you are a grade-A psycho!” Tovar said.

“That’s RIGHT!” Steve! said supportively.

“Fine, I’ll destroy both of you,” Jim mumbled, and reached a transparent hand right through Tovar’s space suit, past squid babies, and deep into his chest. “If you’ll excuse me, I just have a little routine maintenance…” Tovar felt Jim’s solidifying fingers wriggling around in his innards. He pulled back, but Jim held on tight.

“Steve! Do something!” Tovar gasped.

“Oh! Of course!” In an instant, a straw hat and cane appeared on Steve!’s head and in his hands respectively.

“Five foot two, eyes are blue,

But oh what those five feet can do.

Has anybody seen my gal?”

Jim’s grip on Tovar’s insides relaxed as the holographic Starfleet hero turned to watch Steve! sing and dance around. Jim’s face twisted with horror.

“What are you doing?” he demanded.

“Come on, Mister Grumpy-Photons,” Steve! cooed. “Give us a smile!”

“I’m going to give you a kick to the teeth!” Jim spat, pushing Tovar aside.

“He’s not seeming very entertained,” Steve! commented. “Hmmph! I know what will get him.”

“Oh when the saints,

Go marching in!

Oh when the saints go…

OOOF!”

Jim launched forward with his patented too-footed, drop kick, smashing into Steve! and sending both holograms tumbling to the deck. They both quickly scrambled to their feet.

“You messed up my song! We’ll see about that, you naughty naughty man!” shrieked Steve!, who dove at Jim and tackled him to the ground in a festival of sparkles and light.

Tovar leaned against a bulkhead to recover from Jim’s attack, watching, disbelievingly, as the two holograms stood, circled each other like prize fighters, punched, evaded, skipped to the side, dove and wrangled.

“Hope you’re being entertained!” Steve cried as Jim tossed him through a bulkhead.

“Exceedingly,” Tovar replied as he pulled one of the explosives out of his pack. The transparent Steve! came barreling back through the bulkhead, driving straight through Jim, leaving a hole in the former captain’s midsection.

“Why, you…” Jim made his midsection solidify again, then pounded Steve! with relentless fists. Tovar stopped for a moment just to enjoy the site of the annoying entertainment hologram getting pounded, but the Yynsian had to admit that Steve! was doing a great job of distracting Jim by being pummeled by him.

“The things I do for my public,” Steve! cried.

“Bravo! Great performance!” shouted Tovar as he flung a disc-shaped neutron charge at the wall of holo-controlling lights. It stuck. “But it’s time to say ‘Good Night,’ Steve!”

“Good Night, Steve!” Steve! exclaimed as Tovar ducked into the nearest office and pumped the door closed. He winced as seconds later an explosion rumbled outside.

As the blast subsided, he looked around in the cramped office. Didn’t seem familiar. Wasn’t on the ship’s specs for sure.

An ensign was passed out at his tiny desk, his head lying on a little padd.

Tovar picked up the padd and paged through it. “Chief Comptroller, huh?” Tovar asked, looking down at the unconscious crewmember. “Says here you keep track of the ship’s supplies and equipment, although you have no administrative authority whatsoever. Doesn’t sound familiar at…at…” Tovar’s eyes glazed. Something awoke in him, and a far-off voiced whispered the word “Inventory” in his brain.

And, for reasons unknown to him, Tovar slammed the padd against the inert ensign’s head and walked out.



Balpar paced back and forth across Science Lab Two (not that there was much room to pace in the tiny room which was also occupied by Loborus in his brine tank and Cranius, who’d somehow managed to scrounge up a cargo container to use as seating) as he listened to the Navigator strain all around them.

“I should be helping them,” Balpar said.

“We could call back the fleet,” Cranius said.

“I never should have let them go in the first place,” Balpar said. “I’ve put a woman ahead of the movement. What kind of resistance leader am I?”

“Ours, I guess,” Cranius said.

“But I should be on our ships commanding our fleet instead of sitting here waiting for Natalia. I know that once they find that Cabral, she’ll be gone.”

“Is Cabral here?” Loborus asked. “I don’t sense him.”

“Wait a moment,” Balpar said. “You can sense this Cabral?”

“No. I can’t sense him.”

“But could you if he were here?”

“If he was here I wouldn’t need to sense him, silly,” Loborus said.

Balpar took several deep breaths as he formulated a simple way to say this. “If Cabral were nearby, but you couldn’t see him, could you sense him?”

“Of course. He’s one of my kind.”

“Fantastic!” Balpar said.

“Will this Cabral help us resist?” Cranius asked.

“No, but finding him will make Natalia happy.”

“But then you said she’d leave,” Cranius said confused.

Balpar pondered this a moment. Did he use the knowledge at his command to help Natalia find Kasyov and risk losing her forever? Or did he hide that information from her, keeping her near him but created a horrible secret in the process?

“I can find Cabral,” Loborus said all of a sudden.

“You can!” Natalia Kasyov exclaimed. She’d entered the science lab unbeknownst to Balpar as he debated his personal ethics. Loborus had just taken care of that dilemma, though.

“We think so,” Balpar said.

Kasyov rushed over and wrapped her arms around Balpar. “Thank you! You have no idea what this means.”

“Actually, I believe I do,” Balpar said softly.

“Hey!” Loborus protested. “I’m the one who can find Cabral. Why don’t I get a hug?”

“Oh, come here you big lump of neurons,” Cranius said, wrapping himself around the tank as best he could.





Captain’s Log,

Stardate 175241.4. The past few days have been spent cleaning up, both aboard ship and in the grander sense.

Aboard ship, we’ve had both the situation of battle damage to the Anomaly and severe engine damage to the Navigator. The Navigator’s problems should be fixed in a jif, but the Anomaly’s situation is far more severe. While I understand that he had to do it to stop the rampaging Jim Kirk hologram, Tovar also managed to take out every holographic system on the ship. That means no holochef, no holopods, and no Steve!

In addition, we have a ship full of knocked-out crewmembers to wake up and debrief. One poor lad fell unconscious right in his soup. Luckily he’d left one nostril exposed, or, well…I shudder to think. It was minestrone.

At any rate, we have spoken with the Associates, and they assure us that a mark of death has been placed on our heads for the whole mix-up with the blowing up of parts of their space station and whatnot. I explained our situation, and they gave me a lot of “avoid the mark of death” forms to fill out. Hope I fill them out right.

If only there was a “get Cabral back” form. In the meantime, we’ll have to hope that this Loborus can point us in the right direction.

Speaking of, we are on our way to rejoin Mister Balpar’s rebels so that we can plot the retrieval of our sorely-missed brain.

All that’s left is a nasty little bit of discipline, and honestly, I have no idea where to even begin…



“You’re suspended from active duty, effective immediately,” Bain said flatly, as Prosak sat calmly on the couch in her quarters, taking in his words. “Sorry it took me so long to get back to you. It’s been hectic.”

“I can imagine,” Prosak said distantly.

Bain sat down beside Prosak. “Make no mistake, Prosak, I don’t do this gladly. You’re a good X.O., and I’m proud to serve with you. But you’ve made it very hard to keep trusting you.”

Prosak nodded. “I did explain to you in detail Admiral Larkin’s orders regarding the Emergency Diplomatic Hologram.”

“Yes, you did. And I have words for Larkin, believe me, I do. But this is about you and me, lass. A captain and first officer…well, that’s a sacred relationship.”

“I understand that, Captain.”

“You and I have been through a lot in our short time together. And I know we haven’t always agreed. But you didn’t just question my orders, you violated them. Now, sad to say, I’m going to have to remove you from the roster until I can trust you again.”

“Can you give me an estimate as to when you will return me to active duty?”

Bain turned to face the door. His not looking at Prosak was…unnerving. “Hard to say. Certainly not until we return to the Milky Way.”

“And if we never do?”

“We will, Prosak. Trust me on that, we will.”

“I do trust you, sir. And I am sorry, for what it’s worth.”

Bain turned to smile at Prosak. “It’s a start.”



“I’m still having headaches,” Ensign Yonk said from his perch on the meta-bed as Nooney looked him over.

Nooney nodded. “That hologram must have tossed you around like a rag doll.”

“He must have gotten to me too,” Chief Comptroller Martin Kawafura said, rubbing his head sitting at the metabed next to Yonk’s. “And someone really banged up this padd.” He held up his equipment list. “Not only is it dented, but it’s giving me this strange error message…like it’s full of errant data or something.”

“I’m sure I can’t help you there, Ensign,” Nooney sighed. “But I’ll have a look at that head.”

“Something wrong, Doc?” Kawafura asked as Nooney looked him over with the medcorder lens.

“I lost a friend,” Nooney said, then broke into sobs and dashed off. “Oh, Steeeeeeeeeve!”

“Go ahead, cry like a little shazaart!” snapped Nurse Ih’vik from her desk by Nooney’s office as he ran sobbing into it.

“Let me see that padd,” Yonk said, snatching the defective accessory from Kawafura and looking it over. “Hmm. Know what I’d do? I’d toss this piece of junk and get a new one.”

“Can’t do it,” said Kawafura. “It’s on the inventory. I have to account for it. I’ll just work through the bugs.”

“Those bugs might come back to bite you on the ass, you know.”

“I’ll risk it, thanks,” Kawafura said, and slid off the metabed. “Speaking of which, your quarters are up for inventory today.”

“Go to hell,” snapped Yonk, and Kawafura slunk dejectedly out of Sickbay, carrying with him a padd that contained a large chunk of evil, evil data.



“Damn it, Cabral, what do I do now?” Kasyov asked her empty quarters as she stared out at the streaking stars. Two wonderful brains and only one of her. The universe could be damn cruel at times.

Her doorchime bleeped, and she turned to face the door. “What?”

It was Balpar. “Natalia…why are you standing alone in the dark?”

Kasyov shrugged. “I was just…thinking.”

“Thinking about what?” Balpar asked, crossing Kasyov’s quarters in two easy strides, wrapping a protective arm around her.

“Oh, nothing.” Kasyov leaned her head on Balpar’s shoulder, feeling safe under the shade of that massive, massive head. “Nothing at all.”





Disassociation



“Duty Log, Ensign Hector Arroyo,

Stardate 175248.7. It’s night watch, and due to a few…changes…in the command structure as of late, I have been put in charge of the Delta Shift rotation. It’s my first time in command of the bridge, and what do you know, I’m doing a passable job of it. Guess I have more leadership skill than SOME people thought.”



“And what should I do with this?” asked Ensign Lara Randall showing the padd with the night’s security watch to Ensign Arroyo as he perched in the command chair, attempting to look stiff-chinned and gallant, modeling his command chair stance after Captain Bain. He found it hard not to slide off the darn thing.

“I don’t know,” Arroyo admitted. “Leave it under the tactical station for when Commander Tovar comes on duty.”

“Are you sure that’s where it’s supposed to go?”

“Report back to your station, Ensign,” Arroyo said authoritatively, and turned to watch the stars on the viewscreen, just as Prosak emerged from her quarters (the former captain’s ready room) and glanced around the bridge, looking over Yonk’s shoulders at the helm.

Arroyo was still mad at Prosak. She put Yonk in command of the bridge instead of Arroyo just before she activated that psychopathic James Kirk hologram and took over the ship.

So it was no surprise that Arroyo’s tone was a little sharp when he talked to Prosak.

“Captain’s orders were very specific, Commander,” Arroyo told Prosak. “You’re not allowed on the bridge at any time.”

“I was just checking our course, on my way to the mess hall,” Prosak said stiffly.

“Well, we’re on the same course we were on since you were relieved of duty,” Arroyo said. “Searching for Cabral.”

“I hope we find him.”

“So do we all,” Arroyo said, and looked back at the viewscreen, pretending he was thinking very important command thoughts.

Prosak walked up to the aft turbolift and turned around. “Ensign, I’m sorry if you feel I let you down in some way–”

“Don’t be silly,” Arroyo said.

“I just…”

“Look, I’m very busy Commander.”

Prosak frowned. “Right.” She back-stepped into the turbolift just as a comm-bleep went off on the arm of the command chair. She instinctively stepped forward, twisting sideways to slide in between the closing doors.

“Kasyov to Bridge,” came the voice over the comm system.

Arroyo punched the command chair arm as Prosak looked on behind him. “Bridge here,” he said, purposefully making his voice a bit lower.

“Loborus is on to something. Have helm change course to 017 mark 188. Increase our speed to maximum and recall the senior staff.”

“Loborus is THAT sure this is the real thing?”

“As sure as a giant brain with an 88 I.Q. can be. Just do what I told you to do, okay, Ensign?”

“Sure, your majesty.” Arroyo punched the channel closed and turned back to look at Prosak. “I believe you were on your way to the mess hall?”

“I just thought…”

“We’ve got it under control, thanks.”

Prosak sighed and ducked back into the turbolift.



“So you’re sure about this,” Kasyov muttered, leaning over the gushy orange brain that sat in a tub of bubbly liquid in Science Lab Four, right where Cabral used to be stationed.

It felt to Kasyov almost like how things had been before they’d arrived in the Andromeda Galaxy. Here she was, in the lab she’d avoided since Cabral’s disappearance, working with a brain.

Only, from time to time, she was reminded that it was an entirely stupid brain.

“Now, Doctor, I never used the word ‘sure,’” Loborus boomed, shaking in his vat. “I believe the exact word I used was ‘definitely.’”

Balpar rushed into the lab carrying a large plastic basket by the handle.

“I ran into the captain as he was headed for the bridge,” the Pulsan resistance leader said, kneeling by Kasyov and setting the basket down. “Is he right? Is Loborus onto something?”

“We were just discussing that,” Kasyov said, then looked at the basket. “What’s in there?”

“Oh, just a little picnic lunch I prepared for us. You know, to pass the time.”

Kasyov turned, on her knees, to face Balpar. “Oh, Balpar. You are SO thoughtful.”

“Nonsense. We’ve been at this all morning. I knew you’d be hungry.”

“What about me?” demanded Loborus. “It has been hours since brine have been added to my tank.”

“Your brine level is fine,” Kasyov said, staring into Balpar’s eyes. “How lucky am I to have found you? Someone as interested in brains as I am?”

“Did I mention I’ve been feeling slight electrical surges from some of your scanning equipment? I think it’s been misfiring a few of my neurons…” Loborus droned in the background.

“Shut up, wrinkly,” Kasyov said, and leaned forward toward Balpar, closing her eyes. Balpar embraced her with strong hands, pressed his massive forehead against her own, and for the briefest of moments, their four lips met…

And, then…

“Tut now, Kassie, don’t leave us in suspense!” Bain called over the intercom. “What’s this Loborus has found? And why was it important enough to get me off the cricket field?”

Kasyov sighed and leaned back. “Loborus just told me that he’d found positive brain signals matching his own, sir.”

“So it may not be Cabral, but just another of his and Loborus’ species, then?” asked Bain.

“I don’t know Cabral that well, Captain,” Loborus said. “So I’m not sure what his brain waves are like. They’re all different, you know. Some are all bright and bouncy…some dark and morbid. Some brainwaves are downright rude!”

“And how would you characterize this one?” Bain’s voice prodded.

Loborus’ tank bubbled a bit as he thought. “Utterly, bitterly, defeated.”

“Well, if it is Cabral, we need to get to him poste-haste.”

“Agreed,” Kasyov said, looking gravely at Balpar.

“We’ll put on some extra steam, Kassie. Keep monitoring from there. Let us know if anything changes.”

“Righty-o, Captain.”

“Good show.”

Once the channel was closed, Balpar took Kasyov by the hands and pulled her to her feet. “Doctor Kasyov,” he said softly. “Can I please talk to you? Alone? In your quarters? For a very important, er, brain meeting?”

Kasyov nodded. “Absolutely.” And the two walked off, hand-in-hand.

Loborus bubbled happily in his tank. “I bet this has something to do with my brine,” he said to himself.



Kasyov stumbled backwards into her cabin, calling for the computer to lock the doors, she and Balpar a tangle of arms and exploring hands.

Balpar kissed her all over her face. “Doctor, I can’t hold back any longer…you make me absolutely insane with desire.”

“And you have the biggest head I’ve ever seen,” Kasyov sighed happily, throwing Balpar down on her couch and shrugging off her lab coat.

“It’s just your love of…mmmph…brains…” Balpar moaned as they kissed.

“Yes…and your big, giant, head, with that big giant brain, beating inside it…” Kasyov said as she rushed to yank off Balpar’s shirt, as he did his part in unbuttoning the front flap of her Starfleet uniform.

“You folks from the Milky Way sure have a lot of layers to your uniforms,” observed Balpar.

“Space is cold,” Kasyov said simply, straddling Balpar and yanking at his pants. “I sure wish I’d paid more attention in Xenobiology class. I don’t even know if our reproductive organs are compatible.”

“Well that’s not very romantic,” giggled Balpar.

“No matter,” Kasyov said quickly. “I’m sure we’ll muddle our way through.”

“Indeed, Doctor Kasyov.”

“Please, call me Natalia.”

“Doctor Kasyov?”

That was Bain. The damned Brit did it again, only this time, he was standing in her doorway.

“Doctor Kasyov? Are you in here?” Light poured in from the corridor, but Kasyov and Balpar were ensconced in shadow on the couch. “Computer, Li…”

“I’m right here!” Kasyov cut him off. “Leave it dark. I’m…meditating.”

“Bravo, Doctor. We could all use a bit of that. It’s been a tough couple of months. Mind if I join you?

“NO! I mean…uh…I was just finishing up.”

“Where are you?”

“Oh, I’m…uh…around here somewhere.”

“Right…well…could you at least step into the light?”

“I’m naked.” At least she could tell the truth about that. “So…” she said, trying not to sound incredibly nervous, and shoving a hand over Balpar’s mouth. “What can I do for you, sir?”

“Well, we’re approaching the Associates space station. It’s heavily fortified. We think that may be the source of the signal Loborus picked up.”

“That’s…terrific!” Kasyov said. “I’ll just…um…confirm that with Loborus?”

“And would you mind finding Balpar, too?” Bain asked. “He should be in on this as well.”

“I’m right on top of that,” Kasyov replied quickly.

“Well, then, kudos all around,” Bain said. “Once you’ve discussed the matter with Loborus, why don’t you and Balpar join us on the bridge?”

“I’ll see if I can latch on to him, Captain.”

“Very good. I’ll let you get back to your meditations, then. Cheerio.”

Bain stepped back into the corridor and the doors slid closed.

Kasyov climbed off Balpar and called for lights. “Computer! Didn’t I tell you to lock the door?”

“Your exact words were…‘lock the mmmph door’.”

“You were kissing me at the time,” Balpar explained as he buttoned up his shirt.

“Right you are,” Kasyov muttered. “Next time, Computer, just use some common sense.”

“I am not equipped with a Common Sense Drive. I’m sure you know how that feels.”

“Shut up, Computer.” Kasyov looked at Balpar. “Come on. Let’s get back to the lab.”



Loborus was humming to himself when a disheveled-looking Kasyov and Balpar arrived.

“Hmm…oh, there you guys are. I was wondering where you’d gone. About my brine…”

“Loborus!” Kasyov snapped, rushing over to the brain. “We need information now. Tap into the sensors. Do you see that heavily-guarded Associates Installation we’re approaching?”

Loborus took a few moments. “Hm. Oh, yes. Or is that a quasar? No, wait…yes, there it is. That metallic thing with all the weapons and blinky lights and things.”

“Yes. That thing. Is that where Cabral is?”

“Hmm.”

“We need to know, Loborus!” This from Balpar.

“I’m THINKING!”

“Loborus!” Kasyov groaned.

“Yes! Yes it is! I’m SURE of it! NOW can I have my brine!”

“All that and more, chum,” Balpar grinned. “All that and more.”



Kasyov and Balpar skidded out onto the bridge, still looking disheveled. “That station is the place, Captain!” Kasyov said. “Loborus stakes what little reputation he has on it!”

“Finally!” Bain said, clapping his hands eagerly together. “It’s about time we found him. Mister Brazzell, transfer sensor controls to Kasyov’s station.” Brazzell had been moved to first-watch tactical ever since Tovar had taken to bed rest a few days earlier. The gestating baby squid nodules growing all over the tac-ops officer had recently grown so large you could barely see his face. He was taking it well enough, Bain supposed, but the man definitely did not want to be seen in public.

Marsden was staring at Kasyov from the engineering console. “Are you okay, Nat?”

Kasyov stepped over to the science console, on the opposite side of the bridge from Marsden’s station. “Just great.”

“You have a…glow…about you.”

“Glow? What glow? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes. I’ve seen that glow before.”

“I have no idea what you mean.”

“You get that glow when–”

All eyes were on Marsden.

She glanced around at the bridge crew. “When you’re close to finding a lost brain!”

“Nice save,” Kasyov muttered under her breath as Balpar rushed to her side, kneeling beside her and placing a hand on her shoulder.

“How can I be of help, dearest?” Balpar asked, tickling a finger along the back of her neck.

Kasyov was going to tell him that continuing to do that thing with his finger was good for starters, but she resisted. “Actually, Balpar, the best thing you can do right now is stay out of our way. Or, you can use the communications console at the tac-ops station to talk to your fleet.”

“They’ve been tagging behind us since we picked up the scent on Cabral’s trail,” Bain told Balpar, swiveling around in his captain’s chair to face the Pulsan. “Thank goodness, too. I’ll wager we’ll need every bit of help we can get.”

“Indeed,” Balpar said quietly, looking to Kasyov, who tried to stay focused on her scans.



“Fascinating,” said the enormous, 140-kilo leader of the Associates’ Organization of Enforcers Enforcing Ordinances of the Associates, also known as AOEEOA, or just “The Associates,” although that was a little inaccurate.

He was looking out a large observation port at the seemingly endless cavern of brains housed in the “Core,” the stockpile of brains kept by the Associates to discover the answers to all questions…but most importantly, the answer to THE question.

“I’m glad you approve,” said Chief Associate Enforcer Uuulaadoodee said with a pleased smirk.

Next to the observation port, a monitor showed several brains (with LEGS of all things!) doing a complicated tapdance number, singing “‘Of’ is on the way.”

“They are really figuring things out in there, aren’t they?” the Associates’ leader said.

“Indeed, sir. The brain we appropriated from the Milky Way vessel is more intelligent then any we’ve come across yet. We’ve considered moving him up to the ‘meaning’ group.”

“An excellent idea. Do it immediately,” said the leader. “You really have done an excellent job since you took over this station, Uuulaadoodee. You may go far with our organization.”

“Really, sir?”

“Heh. You might even rise to the rank of Executive Autonomous Enforcement Operations Organizer.”

“But then where would you go?”

“One day, Uuulaadoodee, my body will fail me, and I hope my brain is put in there,” the EAEOO said with a smile.

“As do we all, sir.”

“Say my name, Uuulaadoodee.”

Uuulaadoodee sighed. He always felt silly saying it. “Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!”

Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa smiled.

“CAE Uuulaadoodee,” came the comm signal, interrupting the EAEOO’s moment.

“This better be important, Assistant Enforcement Operator Ieeeeepie.”

“It is, sir. That Milky Way ship?”

“Yes. What of it?”

“It’s approaching. Followed by a bunch of other ships.”

Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa grimaced. “What kind of other ships?”

“Pulsans, sir.”

“Damn, not the Pulsans,” muttered Uuulaadoodee. “They refused to be categorized.”

“But they WILL be categorized,” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa growled, shifting his bulk around and trudging down the space station corridor. “And the crew of that Milky Way ship will be categorized too, under ‘D’ for destroyed!”

“Yes, sir. Yes, of course,” Uuulaadoodee said frightened, scurrying after Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa.



Time seemed to have almost slowed to a halt for Reginald Bain as he paced the bridge of the Anomaly. Every so often, he’d whirled around to check the viewscreen.

“Are you expecting something in particular?” Ensign Arroyo asked from the helm. Frankly, Bain’s movements directly behind him were starting to get unnerving.

“Always,” Bain replied, a response that didn’t clear the situation up for Arroyo one bit.

Suddenly, Brazzell let out a high-pitched yelp at tac-ops. “Ten Associate ships just popped up on long range sensors. They’re heading right for us!”

“See,” Bain said to Arroyo.

“Couldn’t you have expected something less likely to obliterate us?” Arroyo asked, forcing his hands not to shake on the helm.

“Come now, Hector! There’s always an enemy fleet! It’s just the way these things work,” Bain said soothingly as he headed back to his command chair.

“They’re hailing us,” Brazzell reported.

Bain sighed boredly. “Probably just the usual ‘turn back or be destroyed’ blather.”

“Blather?” Balpar exclaimed on the edge of panic. “Do you realize what those ships are going to do to us…and my fleet!”

“You, sir, have a few things to learn about command,” Bain replied, turning to face the Pulsan. “Never panic in front of your crew.”

“I’m not panicking!” Balpar shouted. “I just don’t want to die!”

Bain laughed. “Die! Nonsense!”

“Then what are we going to do?”

“Do? Why defeat them and continue onward!”

“How?”

“We have a fleet of our own.”

“We have five ships, none of which are equal to an Associates’ ship,” Kasyov said, butting in on the side of Balpar.

“We have that disappearing ray of Balpar’s,” Bain offered.

“Which is good for creating a little confusion, but not against ten ships!” Balpar cried.

“Then we’ll just have to improvise,” Bain said. “Shields and resheathing at maximum. Standby on weapons, Mr. Brazzell. I know you’re not Tovar, but I’m sure you’ll acquit yourself admirably.”

“Are you mocking me?” Brazzell huffed.

“Not at all. Only Tovar is Tovar. Don’t wallow in your shortcomings. Transcend them!”

“With all due respect, sir, I think I’m insulted.”

“Then take it out on those bloody Associates.”

“Sir!” Brazzell cried.

“What? It’s a damn fine bit of motivation!”

“No! Another fleet is closing in fast. Seven ships of unknown configuration. They’re hailing us…well, you.”

“Me?” Bain asked, rising from his chair.

“Yes, sir. They’re requesting you by name.”

“I guess we’ve become notorious,” Lieutenant Marsden quipped from the engineering console.

Bain straightened his uniform. “Far be it from me to ignore a potential ally. On screen.”

The starfield image switched to that of a cramped bridge filled with small, pale skinned beings.

Now it was Arroyo’s turn to yelp.

“Good lord!” Bain exclaimed. “It’s the bloody ankle biters!”

The ten Lackinis on the viewscreen dropped to their knees. “We have completed your challenge, Master! We have tracked your across many star systems so that we may serve you!”

Chants of “Order us!” “Command us!” and “Wipe your feet on our skulls!” rose up from the crowd of Lackinis.

“I don’t believe this,” Bain muttered.

“The Lackinis have been following us since Gijik’s?” Arroyo said in shock.

“Damn loyal little blighters,” Bain said, lowering his face into his hand.

“We will serve you forever, Master!” the Lackinis replied. “We will give our lives for you!”

Bain froze and looked up at the viewscreen, his eyes wide with an idea. “Your lives, you say?”

“Captain, I know what you’re thinking…” Kasyov began.

“No offense, Doctor, but stow it.”

Arroyo jumped in. “Captain, we can’t…”

“Belay that, Ensign,” Bain said. He turned his attention to the Lackinis. “I have a great mission for you, my friends,” Bain began, his arms outstretched.

“The Master calls us his friends! We are not worthy!!!”

Kasyov looked across the bridge at Marsden. “Shelly!”

“What?” Marsden snapped back.

“You’re sort of acting first officer. Do something!”

“Like what? I think it’s a good idea.”

Bain continued on unabated. “Your master and his colleagues face a grave threat from the ships approaching us. We need you to intercept them, so that we can escape.”

“Protect the Master!” the Lackinis cried as the comm channel closed abruptly.

“The Lackinis ships are altering course. They’re heading straight toward the Associates,” Brazzell reported.

“Well,” Bain said, clapping his hands. “That’s that, then. Mr. Arroyo, best speed to the space station.”

“But what about my ships?” Balpar demanded.

“They can come along, too,” Bain said, growing annoyed. Balpar was becoming a bit of a whiner. “I’m sure the Lackinis can handle things here.”

Leaving Bain’s loyal subjects to do his bidding, the Anomaly sped onward.



“There she is,” Bain pointed, as the Anomaly sailed into what Balpar informed them was the Nalvar system.

The station loomed huge on the viewscreen.

“Can we get any idea of scale,” Bain gasped, looking back at Kasyov.

“Umm…I don’t think that you want to know,” Kasyov said, staring dumbfounded at the huge column of blue-gray metal.

“Give it to us straight, Doctor,” Bain ordered.

“You asked for it.” Kasyov plunked a few controls. “This is the station…and…” She plunked a few more controls. “THIS is the Anomaly in comparison.”

Marsden squinted at the viewscreen. “Where?”

“See that dot,” Kasyov said, pointing at the screen. “Right there next to the weapons array?”

“Great sticky wickets!” Bain exclaimed.

“Would you stop saying that?” demanded Marsden.

“It seemed appropriate.”

Kasyov turned to look at Balpar, who was clinging near the tac-ops console with Brazzell. “Balpar…did you have any idea that station would be so huge?”

“Actually, it’s a little smaller than the initial reports we got,” Balpar said. “The Associates call it ‘Brain Central.’”

“I suppose there’s no chance it’s not armed to the teeth,” Arroyo said from the helm.

“Very little,” said Balpar.

“It appears to be very clean,” Brazzell said, prompting stares from the others on the bridge. “Hey, I just wanted to contribute.”

“Well, now that we’ve found that blasted thing, all that’s left to be done is to find a way in,” Bain said, trying to put a positive spin on the situation.

“Working on it,” Marsden said distractedly from Engineering. “Natalia, I could use a hand.”

“Sure,” Kasyov said, and crossed the bridge, locking eyes with Balpar, on the way over to Marsden’s L-shaped console.

“A bit more rapidly please, ladies,” Bain said.

Balpar looked up from the communications panel on Brazzell’s console. “My ships are moving into position around us.”

“Signal your group leader not to make a move before we do,” Bain said. “I suppose we should at least give talking a chance even though I can pretty much guess how this particular conversation will run.”

“And this way, when Starfleet finds our charred log recorder in 100 years, they’ll be proud of us,” muttered Arroyo.

“Something like that,” Bain said. “Open a channel.”

“What do you know,” said Brazzell. “We’re getting a response.” The Mezzakkan punched a control and an enormous mountain of a man appeared on the screen, cloaked in a red, velvety cape. Bain also noted a familiar face standing next to him.

“Why hello, Uuulaadoodee,” Bain said warmly.

“You will address the leader of our people, Captain Bain,” Uuulaadoodee said sharply.

“And that would be…” Bain looked to the gigantic man.

“Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa,” Balpar said quietly from behind Bain.

“Yes, I get it,” Bain snapped. “You’re impressed with his girth. As are the rest of us, but what’s his name?”

“I am Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa,” grunted the Associates’ leader.

“Ahhhhh, I see,” Bain replied understanding.

“His name is Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!” Uuulaadoodee said insulted. “How dare you shorten it!”

“No. I mean ‘ahhhh’ in understanding. No disrespect to your rather massive leader was intended.”

“He is just big-boned!” Uuulaadoodee shouted.

Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa placed a calming hand on Uuulaadoodee’s shoulder and took over the conversation. “Why are you approaching our station with a hostile fleet of rebel ships?”

“We thought maybe you’d like to join us for high tea?” Bain offered weakly.

“Withdraw now or we will file you into the nearest scrap heap,” said Uuulaadoodee. Yep. The conversation was pretty much going as Bain had thought it would.

“Can’t do that,” said Bain, giving the expected reply for this particular situation. “You have something that’s ours.”

“Our BRAIN!” burst Kasyov as she worked at the console with Marsden. “Give us back Cabral, damn it!”

Bain glanced over at Kasyov. “Doctor, if you please…”

“Never,” said Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa. “He is the key to satisfying our quest for knowledge. He is meant for so much more than just powering your tiny ship. He is going to bring our galactic network into a new era of enlightenment, and you will not prevent him from completing this vital work!”

“He’s a sentient being with a free will, and I expect his will is to be returned to us!” Bain snapped back.

“He does not have a choice. The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few,” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa retorted.

Bain was actually glad Prosak wasn’t around to hear that.

“Besides,” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa continued. “We’ve already put a lot of effort into training Cabral. He’s been through Orientation and everything. After that kind of expenditure of resources, I can’t just decide to let him go.”

“How can you just DECIDE to put defenseless brains to work for you in the first place?” Kasyov demanded.

“It’s easy. We just hook them into the system and they do the rest. I assure you that their working conditions are pleasant, and we offer an excellent benefits package when we retire them.”

“What? You kill them?” Kasyov snapped.

“Well…yes, but it’s a really a very pleasurable death,” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa replied.

“YVOT!” Kasyov cursed, running forward to pound her fists into the viewscreen.

Bain grimaced. This was not turning out the way he’d planned it. “Doctor, please control yourself. I know this is difficult, but emotional outburst solves nothing.” He turned to the screen and the distorted image (thanks to Kasyov) of Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa. “You, sir, have taken our property and maligned our good name. I challenge you to defend yourself.”

“Defend myself? That’s it, Captain. We have extended you every courtesy and given you every opportunity to live by the Network Employee Responsibility Manual. You’ve left me no choice but to terminate your position in this galaxy. Consider yourself pink slipped and prepare to have your assets seized!”

“Try your worst,” Bain said firmly. “But we will get our brain back. Brazzell, close channel. Charge all weapons. Raise shields and set on continuous re-sheathing.”

Bain held tight to the armrests of his command chair, waiting for the Associates’ attack to commence. Nothing happened.

“How bloody long are they going to wait to get this started?” Bain groused.

“Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa must report to his Board of Directors first,” Balpar said. “But if you turn your comm to 145.7 megahertz, they have some lovely hold music.”

“Reginald Bain doesn’t hold for anyone,” Bain said, smacking his fist down on the arm rest of his command chair. “Doctor, Balpar, get down to Loborus and see if he can’t get us a more specific location on Cabral now that we’re this close.”

Kasyov and Balpar raced off the bridge…hand in hand, Bain noted. He turned back to the viewscreen and stared grimly at the space station hovering in front of them.

“Um…sir?” Arroyo said after a few moments.

“Yes, Hector?”

“What are we doing?”

“We’re waiting.”

“Isn’t that a bit like holding?”

Bain thought for a moment. “I suppose it is.”

“But I thought you never held.”

“First time for everything, I guess. I’ll have to tell the missus when I get back. Somebody turn on that hold music I’ve heard so much about.”



Meanwhile, down in sickbay, Tovar sat hovering inches off his bed, trying not to think of the hundreds of little squiddies squirming about attached all over to his body. He couldn’t move his arms or legs. He couldn’t even see. All the pinkish pods were swelled up around his face. He was barely able to breathe.

No wonder he wasn’t exactly pleased to hear the tittering voice of Doctor Fred Nooney as he forced his way into Tovar’s quarters to check on him. Right on schedule.

“And how are we today?” Nooney squeaked. Tovar could barely make out the giddy, bulging eyes of Nooney peering down at him.

“Just lovely,” Tovar said. “And very, very pregnant.”

“Yes, it appears these things are about ready to pop.”

“Why have we stopped? Have we reached the Associates’ station?”

“Um, we’ve just stopped to ask directions,” Nooney lied. He knew enough about Tovar to know that the Yynsian would attempt to rush into duty if he knew the ship was truly in danger.

“I should be on the bridge.”

“You should be resting. You don’t want these things to pop while you’re on duty. My scans indicate they’re pretty mobile. They’d ransack the whole ship.”

“Do you have a method of containing them once they, uh…hatch?”

“Oh, I sure do. I’m just going to seal off this room with a force field.”

“With me in it?”

“I figured you’d want to spend some time with your kids. Hmm. I wonder if they’ll look like you.”

“DOCTOR! YOU ARE TESTING MY–MY–URK!”

Nooney frowned. “Tovar…are you…?”

“Going into labor? Yes Doctor, I do believe I am!”

“I feel partially responsible.”

“YOU SHOULD FEEL TOTALLY RESPONSIBLE!” Tovar cried as the basketball-sized nodules all over his body began to shudder violently.

“Oh, dear,” cried Nooney. “I don’t even know whether to tell you to push or not.”

“How about you just get out of the damn way!” Tovar cried, and suddenly his eyes glazed and his facial expression transformed into one of pure glee that could only belong to his past life, Tarva. “Oh, I can feel them moving! My happy little creatures! How I love the wonders of nature!”

“Not another past life!” Nooney cried. “This is all too much. Steve! Here we are at our darkest hour! Where are you when we need you?”

“SHUT THE HELL UP!” cried Tovar. Seemed he was back to his old self again. “OR YOU WILL SUFFER, PUNY MORTAL!” Then again maybe he was someone else.



Commander Prosak sat in the empty mess hall, staring at a wall, an untouched and cold bowl of yamok soup sitting in front of her. With the holochef offline and the mess hall now incapable of changing to different dining environments, the place was deserted, which is exactly how Prosak wanted it.

“I’m an idiot,” she said to herself. It was so illogical. So UNLIKE her. She prided herself on not being governed by her emotions, but in this case, she made her decision based on what she THOUGHT was logic and what ended up being pure, unbridled…well, stupidity.

“How could I let myself be manipulated by that Kirk hologram? I let so many people down.”

“The nice thing about down is that there’s usually an up somewhere as well,” a female voice said from behind her. Prosak whipped around and saw an older woman pushing a cart step into the mess hall. Oddly, Prosak had never seen her before.

Sensing Prosak’s confusion, the woman spoke. “Helena Troi, at your service.”

“And what service is that?” Prosak asked, forcing herself into Vulcan mode.

“Cleaning mostly. With Lefty gone, someone has to clean up around here.”

“Lefty?”

“The holochef. His name was Lefty, not that many people thought to ask…or that Lefty wanted to tell them. He was sort of a loner.”

“‘He’ was nothing more than a computer-generated grouping of photons. The only attributes they can have are ones WE give them.”

“So that’s why the Milky Way holograms demanded civil rights and got transferred to the Mega-Sim,” Helena said sarcastically.

“What happened there is not the point!” Prosak snapped.

“Then what is?”

“I should have known better! That’s what!”

Helena stared at her. “Are you still worked up about that whole Kirk hologram thing?”

“YES! I assumed you heard that when you interrupted my private talk with myself!”

“Sorry. I just caught the ‘let so many people down’ part.”

“I don’t know why I’m even talking to you.”

Helena shrugged as she pulled a floor-bot out of her cart and set it down to start its cleaning operation. “There doesn’t seem to be anyone else here.”

“That’s because everyone else knows how badly I screwed up. I betrayed this ship!” Prosak shot back, all semblance of Vulcan control gone.

“I’d say you had a slight lapse in judgment, but you weren’t the one attacking Associates outposts.”

“No. The Kirk hologram had rendered my rather unconscious by that point.”

Helena put a consoling arm around Prosak’s shoulder. “Listen, dearie, this ship’s in an unusual situation, and you did what you thought was best for the crew. So you were wrong. Big deal. Next time you may be right.”

“What next time?” Prosak replied glumly. “I’ve been removed from duty.”

“Well you never know what may happen,” Helena said. A soft ding signaled her that her floor-bot had finished its rounds. “That’s my cue,” she continued, retrieving the cleaning droid and returning it to her cart. “Have a good day.”

“Doubtful,” Prosak said.

“We’ll just have to see,” Helena remarked as she pushed her cart out of the room.



Kasyov and Balpar rushed into Loborus’ room minutes after leaving the bridge, Kasyov racing to her science console as Balpar approached Loborus’ tank.

“How much time do you think we have?” Kasyov asked.

“The length of Associates’ meetings vary. It keeps their rivals off balance. But this shouldn’t take long if my hunch is right,” Balpar said, leaning next to Loborus. “Loborus, old friend. Can you hear me?”

“This better be about brine.”

“Not so fast, chum. We need your help again.”

“I found your missing brain. What more do you need?”

“We’ve arrived at where Cabral is being held, but we need his exact coordinates. Can you find him in the Associates’ brain network?”

Loborus wobbled in his tank. “Locating one little brain in all of that will be really hard. It would take a lot of smarts.”

Balpar slipped off one shoe, then another. “Natalia, did I ever tell you my race was somewhat telepathic?”

“Nope, but it would have been nice to know.”

Kasyov nodded agreement. “And why exactly are you removing your shoes?”

“I’m going to join with Loborus. Add my brainpower to his. Perhaps…maybe we can break in.”

“And you’re going to use your FEET?” Kasyov asked quizzically.

“Yeah, what do you people use to mind-meld? Your hands?” Balpar chuckled, and climbed into Loborus’ tank, wriggling his feet up against the folds of the giant brain. He cocked his head. “Hmmm. I’m feeling something.”

“Your feet are cold,” muttered Loborus.

“Yes. Yes. I’m in.”

Kasyov grabbed Balpar’s hand. “What are you feeling, Balpar? What’s going on in there?”

“I’m coming close to Cabral’s mind…I hear music. Sweet music.”

“What on Earth?” questioned Kasyov.

“That’s the power of ‘of’!” Balpar said frantically.

“WHAT?” demanded Kasyov.

“Wait…” Balpar said. “I’m getting interference from other sectors of the station. Other songs….’Doin’ the ‘What’‘…’Puttin’ on the ‘is’…”

“What are they doing to those poor brains?”

“I’m not sure. It’s a HUGE repository…it’s almost overwhelming. I….oh my…it’s…” Balpar closed his eyes. “Deck the ‘THE’s with boughs of knowledge. The the the the the, the the the THE!” Kasyov noted the water in Loborus’ tank was bubbling and frothing like boiling over spaghetti.”Ooooooh SAYYYYYYY can you SEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE, by the dawn’s early light….what so PROOOOUUUUUUDLY we hailed, at our twilight’s last MEAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAANING!”

“What…is…the…meaning…” Kasyov said.

“OF!!!” Balpar belted in song as he attempted to stand dramatically. All he ended up doing was sliding off of Loborus and splashing into the brine.

“Balpar!” Kasyov cried, jumping up to the edge of the tank and extending her arm for the Pulsan to grab.

“I’m…sorry…Natalia,” Balpar gasped, weak from the abruptly severed mind-meld. “I…lost control.”

“It’s okay,” Kasyov said, obviously not feeling it as Balpar climbed up next to her. “It was noble of you to try anyway.”

Balpar lifted her chin with his finger. “No sadness, Natalia. I found him!”

“You did!” Kasyov cried, hugging him with such force that they both fell back into the brine tank.

“Ow,” Loborus moaned. “You’re giving me a headache!”

“You don’t even have a head,” Balpar said.

“Oh…I guess I’m okay then,” Loborus replied brightly.



* * * * * *



Deep in “Brain Central,” Cabral’s sphere sat connected to the network by a mass of cables and probes. Cabral was unaware of any of this, though. His consciousness existed in Department Five, a simulation where several brains worked tirelessly to extricate the hidden meanings of ‘of’.

At that time, the brains of Department Five toiled away, constructing an immense OF in the desert with little more than their own muscle power to move the massive blocks of sandstone.

Cabral’s arms (in this simulation the brains were able to create arms and legs for themselves. It made getting around a heck of a lot easier) locked as he shoved with all his might against the immobile block before him. Ropes encircling the block were being tugged by several other brains in front of the heavy stone to no avail.

“Maybe we need to sing louder,” one of the brains offered.

“Good idea,” the other brains including Cabral replied in unison. “Sing louder.”



“We’ve been on the ‘of’-road,

all the love long ‘of’!”



Neureena, the brain in charge of Department Five, stepped over, her lobes covered by a white headskirt. “Come on, fellas. Put your neurons into it!”

Cabral didn’t look at her

…wouldn’t look at her

…couldn’t look at her.

After his arrival in Department Five, he’d resisted, positive he would escape back to the Anomaly in short order. He was wrong. Neureena proved that to him. She had destroyed his will, then rebuilt him as one of her own.

“More neurons!” the group of brains cried, Cabral included. Neureena was looking right at him; he could sense her smirking.

Forcing her out of his mind, Cabral concentrated his efforts on willing the block to move. Think of ‘of’. Focus on the ‘of’.

“OF!” the group screamed as they pushed and tugged. The block moved, sliding forward toward the series of wooden ramps leading up the gradually-forming letter ‘O’

Suddenly, the sun intensified, forcing those present to shield their eyes. Cabral squinted through barely separated fingers at the blinding orb.

Something was happening.

A black crack had split the sun and was gradually growing wider.

Cabral then saw something moving in the crack, quickly descending toward the group.

It was a person!

A flying person…with a triangle shaped-head…and huge muscles…and purple skin!

It was an Associate.

Even Neureena watched the displayed in stunned silence. Could it be? Could they finally be done with ‘of’?

“Cabral will approach!” the Associate announced as his feet touched down on the searing sand.

Cabral froze in fear. Why did they want him? What had he done? Neureena had warned him that defiance could lead to terrible consequences, but he had obeyed. He’d been a model brain!

“Where is Cabral?” the Associate repeated more forcefully.

“I…I am Cabral,” Cabral said, stepping forward hesitantly. The Associate looked him up and down, then turned to Neureena.

“You have done well with this employee,” the Associate said. “Your performance evaluation will reflect as much.”

“Thank you,” Neureena replied with a bow.

“As for you,” the Associate continued, turning to Cabral. “You’re being transferred.”

Neureena took a step forward. “With all due respect, your manager-ness, how can my department be expected to perform efficiently when we lose personnel.”

“The decision comes from the EAEOO himself.”

“Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!” the brains (except for Cabral) gasped.

“Precisely.”

Neureena stepped over to Cabral, who was still unable to look directly at her purple lobes. “I guess you’re moving to the big time, Cabral. Just remember as you ascend all that I’ve done for you.”

“Yes…yes, Neureena,” Cabral said, his voice almost shaking.

“That’s my boy,” she said, running her hand along his parietal lobe. “Don’t forget me now.”

“Never, Neureena,” Cabral replied as the Associate reached out to him. The Associate’s hand touched is…

…and suddenly Cabral found himself back in the vast chamber of brains on the Associates’ station. He was out of Department Five.

The old Cabral would have immediately tried to free himself.

The old Cabral would have tried to blast to the outside.

But instead Cabral sat in his housing, waiting for the Associates to begin the transfer.

“I’m a good brain, Neureena. Cabral is a good good brain.”



“So let me get this straight,” Captain Bain said, strolling back and forth across the front of the bridge with his hands clasped behind his back as Kasyov and Balpar watched him expectantly. “Balpar here was somehow able to meld with Loborus and sense Cabral, so now you want to beam over to the biggest bloody space station I’ve ever seen against who knows how many Associates to find the bugger. Is that about it?”

“Um…yes, sir,” Kasyov said weakly. She’d been really gung ho about the plan a few moments earlier, but hearing Bain tell it, it did sound a bit insane.

“I love it!” Bain said, smacking his fist into his hand to punctuate the statement. “This is exactly the kind of bold move those bloated bureaucrats won’t be expecting. We’ll send in a small team. You, me, Balpar, and Tovar…” Bain trailed off for a moment as he remember Brazzell was manning tac-ops. “Bugger! I guess we’re taking you, Brazzell.”

“If you don’t want me to go…” Brazzell said in a huff.

“Tut tut, Lieutenant. We don’t have time for petty jealousy.”

Marsden rose from her seat at the engineering console. “Woah. Hold on a second. If you’re going over there, who’s in charge here?”

“You are, Marsie,” Bain said, charging toward the turbolift. “I’m sure you’ll do a bang up job.”

“Or do a job of getting us banged up,” Marsden muttered as the turbolift doors closed and she was left watching the massive station looming outside.

“Cheer up, Shelly,” Ensign Arroyo said. “You finally got what you wanted: command of the Anomaly.”

“Then how come all I want to do is give it back?”



Using Balpar’s sense of where Cabral was located, Bain had the small away team beamed into the heart of the Associates’ station. Actually, they beamed smack dab in the middle of the station’s “Brain Central.”

“Crikey!” Bain exclaimed, looking out at the vast field of brains surrounding them.

“This is incredible,” Kasyov gasped, overwhelmed with both amazement at the sheer number of brains she was seeing and revulsion at how they’d been imprisoned and pierced with cables and tubes.

“DUST!” Brazzell screamed in horror, whipping a breather out of his belt and strapping it across his nose and mouth.

Balpar, meanwhile, had collapsed to the deck, cradling his skull.

“Buck up, man!” Bain said, trying to pull Balpar to his feet. “We won’t let anyone take your brain out.”

“Not…that!” Balpar said. “Cabral.”

“Where is he?” Kasyov demanded, yanking Balpar up more roughly than she’d meant to.

Balpar winced again, then weakly pointed up into the dimness above them.

“There.”

Kasyov and Bain’s heads shot back, craning to see where Balpar was pointing. Sure enough, in the distance, a black sphere was slowly being moved by some kind of tractor beam across the chamber.

“CABRAL!!!” Kasyov cried.



And, deep in his sphere, Cabral felt it.

A tickling at the outside of his consciousness.

Someone was out there.

And he wasn’t alone.

But this was impossible.

She couldn’t be here.

Neureena told him he would never see her again.

But he could hear her.

He could sense her.

He was with…



“NATALIA!” Balpar cried, and grabbed both sides of Kasyov’s face, pulled her toward him and kissed her long and hard. “Oh how I’ve missed you!”

“Balpar?” Bain asked, starting to feel a little left out.

“What are you saying, Balpar?” Kasyov asked, confused.

“It’s me! Cabral!” Balpar replied. “I thought I would never see you again! My life had been nothing but despair. Wait! How did you get here? You’re in danger. Don’t tell me you’re risking the whole ship just to save me!”

Kasyov blinked. She didn’t know quite how to handle this, only knew that she definitely would need some counseling once this was all over. “We couldn’t leave you.”

“Actually, we can’t leave without you,” Bain said.

Kasyov shot him an evil glare, then turned back to Balpar/Cabral. “We’re going to get you out of here. Just be strong. Don’t let them break you.”

“I let that happen once, but I should have known you would come for me, Natalia. I’m sorry I doubted you.”

“You’ve been through so much,” Kasyov said, caressing Balpar/Cabral’s cheek as a tear welled in his eye. “But we’ll be back together soon.”

Balpar/Cabral smiled. “I’ll be waiting…”

Balpar suddenly went limp, falling against Bain. Kasyov gently lifted up his chin. “Balpar, can you hear me?”

Balpar shook his head, looking up into Kasyov’s eyes. “Natalia…what happened? I blacked out there for a moment.”

“You channeled Cabral somehow,” Kasyov said, unable to look the Pulsan in the eye. Balpar was wonderful…and that cranium, but Cabral…she and Cabral had a bond.

“We’re going to have to take out that tractor beam emitter…wherever the blasted thing is,” Bain said, trying to track the source of the beam. “Brazzell…”

Brazzell was currently busy running a feather duster over a bit of tubing running into the side of a nearby pulsating brownish brain.

“Brazzell!” Bain snapped.

“What?” Brazzell said testily.

“The tractor beam.”

“I’m getting to it!” He saw the look of displeasure on Bain’s face. “Oh, I suppose your beloved Tovar would have found it by now.”

“Damn right!”

“Well, I don’t see you doing anything, Captain!”

“Would you two stop it?” Kasyov ordered. “Someone’s going to spot us!”

“They already have,” Balpar said softly.

“What?” Kasyov, Bain, and Brazzell demanded.

Balpar pointed up.

A small vessel hovered directly overhead.

“Bugger!” Bain spat just as the away team dematerialized.



“Great scabs of Kahless!” Lieutenant Gworos, the Klingon officer filling in for Brazzell at tac-ops, exclaimed suddenly breaking the silence on the Anomaly’s bridge.

“What the hell does that mean?” Marsden snapped confused.

“Kahless fought in many battles and was wounded many times, so he had many glorious scabs.”

“Um…I’m sure he did,” Marsden replied. “But why the hell did you say it?”

“Oh. Right. I’ve lost contact with the captain’s team,” Gworos said way too matter-of-factly. “What!?!” Marsden shouted.

“Well, I’m assuming they have either been killed or captured, but since the space station has raised its shields, I really can’t tell.”

“WHAT?!?!?”

“Have you considered having your hearing checked?”

“Unfortunately, I can hear you fine. But if you don’t shut up and find the away team, I’m going to give you a bat’leth enema! Got it?”

“That would dishonor both my blade and my anus.”

“When she does it, your honor is going to be the least of your problems,” Arroyo said. “I’d be more worried about the glorious internal bleeding.”



No one turned to look at Commander Prosak as she stepped into the Anomaly’s engineering room. The entire staff was far too busy scurrying around making sure the ship was primed and ready for battle with the Associates.

“Can I help you?” a voice said testily from beside her. She looked over. No one was there. Prosak glanced down, where Lieutenant Polnuc stood tapping his foot expectantly.

“I wanted to offer my services,” Prosak said to the diminutive Moglodin engineer.

“We’ve got it under control,” Polnuc replied, disdain evident in his voice. “You’ve ‘helped’ enough.”

“Can you at least tell me what is happening?”

“We’re sitting outside of a giant, heavily-armed Associates space station that just raised its shields, cutting us off from the captain. How’s that for starters?” Polnuc retorted.

“We must get through those shields and rescue the captain,” Prosak said firmly.

“No kidding. You think of that all by yourself?”

“The sarcasm is unnecessary.”

“Yeah? So was having some psycho hologram gas us all into oblivion.”

“Recriminations at this juncture, however warranted, are not logical,” Prosak said.

“Maybe not, but they’re all I’ve got at the moment,” Polnuc said. “We don’t know enough about Associates technology to turn on their lights, much less break through their shields.”

“That is a problem,” Prosak said. If only there was a way to get a crash course on Associates systems, she might be able to help rescue Captain Bain.

A sudden thought slammed into Prosak’s mind, causing her to smack her forehead with the obviousness of it all.

“I must go,” she said, turning on her heel and heading toward the door.

“Sure thing,” Polnuc called after. “But if you need someone to smack you a bit harder, let me know.”



Tovar’s scream rocked sickbay as the Yynsian strained against the anti-grav field holding him in place.

“LET ME UP!!!” he bellowed as Nooney and his Andorian nurse, Ih’vik skidded into the delivery room.

Nooney shook a disapproving finger at Tovar. “I think you should listen to your doctor.”

“NEED WATER!” Tovar screamed.

“Well maybe we can see about a little tiny drinky-poo.”

“MORE WATER!”

“My, he certainly is being difficult,” Nooney said.

“Until you give birth, shut the k’veltz up,” Ih’vik said, pushing past Nooney to Tovar. “Look at me,” she ordered Tovar. “The little terrors will try to torture you into submission, maybe even death, but you must remain strong. You are their mother! Fight like one!”

Tovar’s arm somehow tore out of the restraining field and latched onto Ih’vik’s antenna. “GET ME TO WATER, PUNY ONE, OR FACE MY WRATH!”

“I told you he was difficult,” Nooney said.

Despite the searing pain in her antenna, Ih’vik comprehended what it was that Tovar wanted.

“We need a pool!”

“There will be no betting on how many of these little darlings survive,” Nooney replied firmly.

“A pool of water, you twit!” Ih’vik snapped. “It will ease his pains.”

“Oh I see!” Nooney exclaimed. “Well, we can just…oh…”

“POOL!!!” Tovar boomed.

“We don’t have one,” Nooney cried. “And with the holographic systems off line, we can’t even make one.”

Tovar turned to him, his Totap past life now in charge. “Give me a piece of fishing line, two chocolate bars, and a pair of pantyhose, and I’ll get it working again.” Tovar’s eyes widened in fury. “YOU WILL ALL DIE HORRIBLY BY MY HANDS!!!” Tovar’s head thrashed back and forth, his eyes finally falling on Ih’vik. “And that color really doesn’t work for your complexion.”

“OH!” Nooney cried suddenly.

“What now?” Ih’vik snapped.

“A pool! A pool! Let’s get him out of here. Watch the little squiddies!”

Ih’vik grumbled something unintelligible, but undoubtedly insulting as she retrieved the anti-grav stretcher.



Even though the Anomaly was just sitting immobile in space, Marsden was finding command to be way more stressful than she remembered from the test flights of the Hermes prototypes. Sure, most of them blew up, but at least no one was actively trying to kill her.

The same couldn’t be said for the Associates space station hovering next to them. Staring at the small portion of its massive structure that would fit in the viewscreen, Marsden really REALLY wanted Captain Bain to be sitting in the center seat.

The swift opening and closing of the turbolift doors drew her out of her musings on certain death.

“Lieutenant, I must speak with you,” Commander Prosak said, striding toward her.

“She’s not supposed to be on the bridge,” Ensign Arroyo said.

“Get off it, Hector,” Marsden snapped. “You can’t hold this stupid grudge forever.”

“I can try.”

Marsden turned to the Romulan. “Unless this is more urgent that the giant station of doom out there, I really don’t have time to talk, Prosak.”

“But it is about that station that I wish to speak,” Prosak replied, barely hiding her excitement.

“Go on,” Marsden said as Prosak practically hopped up and down in place.

“We may have the key to the Associates right here! In our shuttlebay!”

Arroyo spun around in his chair annoyed. “All we have in our shuttlebay is the Navigator and a bunch of shuttles.”

“True,” Prosak said expectantly.

Marsden looked at her confused. “I don’t see how…you’re right!” Marsden exclaimed.

“What?” Arroyo demanded.

“We have that Associates shuttle they gave us as compensation for taking Natalia and Tovar,” Marsden explained. “If it uses the same technology as the station, we might be able to figure out a way in. Prosak, you’re a genius…and you’re in command.”

“WHAT?” Prosak and Arroyo said as Marsden leapt out of the command chair and raced toward the turbolift.

“I’ve got a shuttle to rip apart,” Marsden said. “Just don’t surrender to the Associates while I’m gone.”

“I assure you that that will not be happening,” Prosak replied, sliding into the command chair as Arroyo fumed at the helm.

“Ensign?” Prosak said after a few moments.

“Yes.”

“I apologize for activating an evil hologram that knocked you unconscious.”

“It’s okay,” Arroyo muttered.

“Obviously it is not, or you would not be so mad at me.”

“I don’t care about that.”

“Then what has you so aggravated.”

Arroyo spun around to face her. “You put Yonk in command instead of me! YONK!”

“I almost get this ship destroyed and you’re mad about a Ferengi?”

“We almost get destroyed all the time, so yes!”

“That is SO not logical!” Prosak exclaimed.

“And I hate that phrase!”



In the few short minutes since he and the away team were scooped up by an Associates ship, Captain Bain had come to the conclusion that the Associates weren’t much in the way of interior decorators.

First, the team had been beamed into a bare white room with only the slightest hint of an outline on one wall to indicate the location of a door. There they’d been disarmed by a team of rather testy looking Associates. Then, they were beamed out of there into another white room. This one at least had furniture…white furniture that almost blended into the walls, but it was furniture all the same.

Brazzell let out a low whistle. “Amazing.”

“What is?” Bain asked.

“This room! White shows the slightest speck and smudge, but this place is immaculate. If they can keep this area so clean, why can’t they dust their brains?”

Balpar meanwhile was frantically running his hands along the walls looking for the exits.

“Are you all right?” Kasyov asked concerned.

“No! None of us are. Don’t you know we are?”

“Somewhere on the space station, I’d imagine.”

“Not just somewhere. We’re in the WAITING ROOM.”

“Hold here. Wait there. Can’t these bloody Associates just do something?” Bain groused.

“You don’t understand,” Balpar said. “Soon an Associate is going to come in here and condemn us to some horrible fate. I was lucky the first time and only got sent to the test world. This time…” Balpar shuddered.

“Calm yourself,” Bain said. “There’s no sense worrying about some horribly painful death before it happens.”

An outline gradually grew darker in the far wall of the room, then a door slid open, revealing Uuulaadoodee, who marched in smartly.

“Please applaud respectfully for EAEOO Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa,” Uuulaadoodee announced as Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa strode into the room.

“This is really most irregular,” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa said, a hint of irritation present in his voice and he sized up Bain. “I was forced out of a very important meeting with our Board of Directors because of you.”

“Dreadfully sorry,” Bain said insincerely. “If you’d be so kind as to return our brain, we’d be happy to remove ourselves.”

“We’re preparing an alternate proposal,” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa replied. “No doubt it will involve all of your deaths. For now, you wait. Uuulaadoodee!”

“Yes, your managerness.”

“See to them.”

“Of course.”

Uuulaadoodee clapped his hands twice. A split second later, a short stack of magazines and a water cooler materialized in the room.

Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa’s face darkened. “Enjoy these gifts while you can. It will be your last chance to read about the benefits of holo-commuting and Associates managerial theory!”

Turning on his heel, Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa marched out of the room, Uuulaadoodee close behind.

“Not spring water!” Balpar cried in horror, looking at the cooler.

Ignoring the Pulsan, Bain made a run at the closing door, just managing to slip his foot in before it sealed. Out in the corridor, Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa and Uuulaadoodee who seemed quite unaware that anything had occurred, disappeared around a corner.

“We’re moving out,” Bain said, yanking the door back open.

“Out there!” Balpar said fearfully.

“Good god, man. Surely a brain like that must have an equally large backbone attached to it,” Bain retorted.

Kasyov grabbed Balpar by the arm and dragged him out into the corridor, followed by Brazzell and Bain. Bain rushed ahead, quickly peering around the corner into another bland white hallway. This one, however, ended at a set of golden doors covered in ornate etchings. These doors were just closing behind Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa and Uuulaadoodee.

“Tell me we aren’t going in there,” Balpar said.

“You’re damn right we are!” Bain said. “The only way we’re going to settle this thing is to reason with their Board of Directors.”

“The Board?!?” Balpar shivered.

“It’s okay,” Kasyov said reassuringly. “Captain Bain deals with this sort of thing all the time.”

“Absolutely,” Bain said, moving onward. “Of course, I usually prefer to have a phaser on me for when things go south, but we’ll just have to improvise. Standby on those disinfectants, Brazzell. They may be only weapon we have.”

Kasyov grabbed Balpar before he could run off in the opposite direction and dragged him to the golden doors, which obediently opened as Bain and company approached.

Bain charged ahead, ready to take on any resistance. He didn’t find any. Instead, Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa stood in the center of the room, surrounded by a U-shaped table where sat fifteen…

“Nabusari!” Bain exclaimed as the fifteen, lanky aliens with almost translucent skin turned to face him. “The Nabusari are the Board of Directors!”

“H—how?” Kasyov demanded.

“Get them out of here!” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa shouted at Uuulaadoodee, who was rising from a seat against the back wall of the room.

“Wait,” the Nabusari at the head of the table said, raising a long fingered hand. “Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa, leave us. We will speak with Captain Bain alone.”

“But…”

“Now please.”

“Of course,” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa said with a slight bow. He glared daggers at Bain as he and Uuulaadoodee backed out of the room.

“It’s all right,” Bain said to Brazzell, Balpar, and Kasyov. They hesitantly followed the Associates out in the corridor.

“This all makes sense now,” Bain said, approaching the group. “I wondered how your planet had avoided being catalogued by the Associates. While we were there, all Clophil would tell me was that you had an arrangement. I see it’s a bit more than that.”

“What it is, is a way to protect ourselves from the children of the galaxy,” the Chairman of the Board replied. “We are providing them with the order and guidance needed for them to become productive members of Andromedan society.”

“Your version of Andromedan society,” Bain shot back.

“Seniority counts here, Captain,” the Chairman said. “We have been around long enough to have some say in the matter.”

“Say is one thing. You’re ruling through fear and force, using the Associates as your thugs.”

“We’ve created an efficient distribution of personnel resources.”

“You can’t keep it up forever, though. A race in my galaxy tried. Their genetically-engineered soldiers rampaged through two quadrants in their efforts to gain mastery over those species they saw as inferior and a threat.”

“There’s a difference between conquest and guiding the young.”

“You aren’t the parents around here,” Bain said.

“We beg to differ.”

“We’ll see what the rest of the Network has to say when they find out who really runs their Board of Directors.”

The Chairman leaned forward, his eyes narrowing at Bain. “That will never happen, Captain Bain.” The Chairman pressed a button on the table in front of him, lowering a holographic projection unit into the center of the room. An image of the Anomaly and the four rebel ships hovering outside appeared.

“The Board has reached its decision,” the Chairman continued. “You’re fired.”

The Nabusari slammed a thin thumb down on another control. Suddenly, a massive blast of energy bigger than the Anomaly seared toward Bain’s ship…and missed completely.

“Looks like we may be spending a few more days on the job,” Bain said, balling up his fists and launching himself at the Chairman.



The shockwave resulting from the station’s blast almost knocked the Anomaly on its end, tossing the bridge crew from their seats violently.

“We’re being fired upon!” Gworos shouted as he scrambled back to tac-ops.

“A logical conclusion,” Prosak muttered, picking herself up off the deck. “Now could you be a bit more specific?”

“The station fired at us,” Gworos said.

“And?” Prosak asked expectantly.

“And what?”

“Was anyone harmed?”

“No. Their weapons are so large that will have a hard time locking onto targets as small as the Anomaly and Balpar’s ships.”

“Let’s keep it that way,” Prosak said. “Mr. Arroyo, try not to stay in any one place too long. Gworos, please tell Balpar’s ships to do the same.”

“Aye, ma’am,” Arroyo said. “Commencing bobbing and weaving.”



An uncomfortable silence had quickly descended on the two groups standing outside of the Board of Directors conference room. Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa and Uuulaadoodee didn’t seem very eager to chat with the Anomaly group, which suited Dr. Kasyov just fine.

Before they could really get bored, though, the drab white lighting the hallway suddenly shifted to a flashing red.

“They’ve made their decision!” Uuulaadoodee cried.

“What decision?” Kasyov demanded.

“To destroy your ship of course,” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa replied smugly.

“Captain Bain is not going to just let that happen.”

“I doubt there’s much he…”

Before Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa could finish, the conference room doors opened, and Captain Bain tore out into the hallway.

“What happened?” Kasyov asked.

“Bloody blighters were a bunch of holograms. I couldn’t even give them a good what for!” Bain said.

“You attacked them?” Balpar screamed in horror. “We’re doomed!”

“No more so than we were before!” Bain said confidently.

“What are we going to do?” Kasyov asked trying to stave off panic.

Bain looked around for a moment, his gaze finally falling on Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa and Uuulaadoodee. “Grab them!”

Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa’s eyes widened in shock. “You can’t! It’s against Network policy! Uuulaadoodee, activate the doors!”

Uuulaadoodee whipped a small rectangular device out of his uniform and aimed it at a nearby patch of wall. Almost instantly, a door opened, which Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa charged through. Before Uuulaadoodee could join him, Bain and Brazzell leapt, landing on the Associate.

“I’ll take that, old boy!” Bain said, snatching the device out of Uuulaadoodee’s hand and tossing it to Kasyov.

“One word,” Brazzell said, pulling a can of spray cleaner off of his ever-present cleaning belt. “Dental floss.” He sprayed almost the entire can into Uuulaadoodee’s face, then jumped aside as the Associate collapsed to the deck screaming and clawing his eyes.

“Someone really needs to tell this species about proper care of their teeth and gums,” Brazzell said in disgust as the Anomaly team raced through the open door after Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa.



“Marsden to bridge,” the comm system barked suddenly as Prosak gripped the armrest of the command chair waiting for the shockwave from the station’s most recent blast to pass by.

“Prosak here, Lieutenant. I sincerely hope you have good news.”

“For once, yes. The Associates seem to work on a basic permissions system for their shields.”

“I do not understand.”

“Well, if you’d let me finish, maybe you would,” Marsden replied.

“No need to get testy.”

“Just listen, okay, Prosak? Associates vessels have permissions to slip through the shields of other Associates vessels, outposts, space stations, and so on. It allows them to launch and receive craft without lowering shields in combat situations.”

“Logical. How does that help us?”

“This shuttle has permission to enter Associates outposts. I can tie its transceiver into the Anomaly, so the station will think we’re an Associates ship.”

Arroyo spun around in his chair. “Good plan. Let’s go with that,” he said intensely as the spin carried him back around to his helm panel, so he could continue dodging the station’s weaponry.

“Agreed. Proceed, Lieutenant. Mr. Gworos, order Balpar’s fleet to retreat. We’ll take things from here.”



Dr. Nooney looked at the closed doors in front of him in satisfaction and smiled. “There! He should be nice and cozy now.”

“Soggy is more like it,” Nurse Ih’vik muttered as she sat down on the floor of the corridor across from the empty set of quarters Nooney had converted into Tovar’s specialized delivery room.

“The miracle of birth comes in many forms,” Nooney said, sitting down beside her…much closer than Ih’vik was comfortable with.

“AUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Tovar’s scream echoed up and down the corridor, prompting frightened glances from passing crewmen.

“Miracle, my antenna,” Ih’vik groused.



For some reason, the tractor beam pulling Cabral across the brain chamber stopped dead shortly before Cabral was to be lowered into a new socket in what he could only assume was his new work location.

Inside his sphere, his brain shivered, hoping that Natalia and Captain Bain would come for him quickly. He wanted to escape. He needed to escape.

And then he remembered what Neureena had done to him. The eternity he’d spent alone in her isolation chamber. Then how she had so easily convinced him he’d returned to the Anomaly, only to show him it was all an illusion.

What if this was an illusion?

What if Neureena was testing him again to see if he really was a loyal employee?

Fear gripped him. He couldn’t risk it. He would just stay here and wait for the Associates to place him.

This resolution lasted for all of five seconds as his mind drifted to Kasyov. Damn Neureena! And damn the Associates! If there was even the slightest chance that Kasyov was really here, he had to take the risk. Gradually, he reached out with his mind, searching for the one called Balpar he had joined with earlier.



“Does anyone have the slightest idea where we’re going?” Lieutenant Brazzell asked as the Anomaly officers and Balpar ran through yet another doorway in the seemingly-endless space station.

“Not a clue,” Bain said. Unfortunately, that was the truth. They’d long since lost Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa in the maze of corridors and hidden doorways, all of which were the same pale white with featureless walls. Bain couldn’t begin to fathom how the Associates could find their way around the place at all.

“So we’re just going to keep running until the hunt us down and kill us?” Balpar said anxiously.

“I liked you better when you weren’t such a worm,” Bain said. He clapped a large hand down on Balpar’s shoulder, almost knocking the breath out of the Pulsan. “Listen here, I’ve been in scrapes that make this look a like a stroll through my petunias! There was the time on Nadissa Three when…well, never mind. The point is we’re going to get out of this! Understand?”

“Um, Captain?”

“What is it?”

“What’s a petunia?”

“Oh, bloody hell!”

“Natalia!” Balpar suddenly cried suddenly, stopping in his tracks.

“Move along, Balpar,” Bain ordered. “We don’t have time…”

“Captain, wait,” Kasyov said, looking closely at Balpar’s dazed eyes. “I don’t think it’s him. Cabral?”

“Yes, Natalia. I needed…are you really here?”

“Yes, Cabral,” Kasyov said lovingly, taking Balpar/Cabral’s hands in hers. “We’re trying to get you out of here. But…”

“But we’re bloody lost!” Bain exclaimed.



Deep in Brain Central, Cabral looked around at his surroundings. The walls were nothing but a mass of black cables and tubing except… Cabral hesitantly floated a bit closer to the thin band of light piercing the darkness. There, along the wall, was a glassed in chamber…a control room of some sort looking out over the brain chamber.

“I have found a place were we can meet,” Cabral said.



“I will stay linked with this man,” Balpar/Cabral continued. “Through him, I can guide you closer to my location.”

“Good show!” Bain said.

“We’re coming, Cabral,” Kasyov said. “Just hold on until we get there.”



With only one ship to shoot at instead of five, the Associates station intensified its efforts to blast the Anomaly into its component molecules, the result of which was a lot of jostling on the bridge and what Prosak was sure would turn out to be a severely singed paint job on the outer hull.

Meanwhile, Arroyo looked like he’d just hopped out of the shower. Perspiration was practically flowing off of him in wide streams as he strained to keep the Anomaly away from the massive blasts searing through the space around them. At one point, Prosak had offered to have Yonk relieve him at the helm, but Arroyo said he had no intention of handing his life over to a man who could barely see over the helm console. Prosak almost scolded him for being illogical then decided, considering Arroyo’s ire over her selection of Yonk over him to take command during the unpleasant Kirk affair, to just remain silent.

At long last, the comm system sprang to life again. “Marsden to bridge. The transceiver interface seems to be online.”

“Thank the Great Bird!” Arroyo cried, almost on the verge of tears.

“Weapons stand at the ready,” Gworos said.

“That will be unnecessary, I believe,” Prosak said.

“What are you doing?” Arroyo demanded as a cold jolt of fear lanced up his spine. Had they gone through all this just so Prosak could hand them over to the Associates?

“I am attempting to keep us in one piece,” Prosak said calmly. “Take us as close to the station’s hull as you can.”

“But how will that…” Arroyo trailed off, realizing what Prosak intended. “I’m on it,” he said, sending the Anomaly into a steep dive right through the station’s shields, which yielded as though they did not exist at all.

Moments later, the Anomaly hovered mere inches over the station’s massive hull. All around, the station’s weapons fired out into space, unable to achieve the angle necessary to, in effect, shoot the station itself.

“Snug as a flea on a dog,” Arroyo said.

“Do not relax too much,” Prosak said. “The station may decide to fire a homing torpedo of some sort.”

“If they want to blow themselves up, that’s fine with me, because I assure you we won’t be sitting here when that torpedo arrives.”

Prosak smiled slightly. “Excellent. Mr. Gworos, open a channel to Captain Bain please.”

“Bain here,” the captain’s voice said over the comm a few seconds later. “I’m damn relieved to hear from you, Marsie.”

“Actually, this is Commander Prosak,” Prosak said nervously. “Lieutenant Marsden left me in command while she found a way to infiltrate the Associates’ shields.”

Bain was silent for a few moments. “I see,” he said finally.

“And she’s kept us alive, sir,” Arroyo called.

“Well then, good show, Prosak,” Bain said brightly. “What’s your status?”

“We have managed to enter the Associates’ shield perimeter; however, I felt it necessary to send Balpar’s fleet to a safe radius, since they could not perform the same maneuver. We’re ready to beam you aboard.”

“Great and negative,” Bain said.

“Pardon me?”

“Good work with the shields and Balpar’s fleet, but we won’t be beaming up now.”

“But, sir, I have no idea how long we will be safe here.”

“We never do,” Bain replied. “But I am not going anywhere without Cabral.”

“And neither am I!” Dr. Kasyov’s voice shouted in the background.

“We’re getting close to him now,” Bain continued. “I’ll contact you as soon as we have him. Bain out.”

The channel closed, leaving the bridge crew in silence…and without an immediate crisis to contend with.

“So I guess we’re waiting again?” Arroyo said.

“It would appear so,” Prosak replied.

“Then could somebody get me a towel?” Arroyo asked, wiping a vast field of sweat off of his forehead.



“Left…now right…left…straight…keep going straight…open the door…now straight…right…straight.”

Balpar/Cabral shot out directions at a rapid clip as the Anomaly group twisted and turned through the corridors of the Associates station.

“Straight…getting warmer…left…warmer…right…hot hot HOT!!!”

Balpar/Cabral stopped dead in the middle of the corridor and froze in place, pointing at a spot on the wall like a hunting dog.

“Doctor, if you please,” Bain said, gesturing to the wall. Kasyov aimed the Associates’ door opening device and activated it, causing a large set of double doors to appear and open up into a large control room dominated by a massive picture window looking out into the brain chamber beyond.

Bain rushed in ahead of the pack and, after spotting a lone Associate manning the consoles, charged him, much to the Associate’s surprise. Bain’s stocky frame looked slim compared to the massive Associate, but the Brit was undaunted. His body slammed into the Associate, knocking both to the ground behind a console. A few moments later, Bain came up, holding the Associate’s detached head in his hand.

“AHHHHHHHH!” Balpar, who had been released from his link with Cabral, screamed in horror.

“Oh, you are going to need such a cleansing after that,” Brazzell scolded.

Bain reached down with his other hand and pulled up the rest of the Associate’s body. A dazed Nabusari head was sticking out of a giant Associate body.

“It’s a suit!” Kasyov exclaimed. “But that’s impossible! I scanned Associates and Nabusari myself. They are not the same people.”

“I’m as surprised as you, Doctor. I honestly expected this bloke to kick my bollocks from here back to Earth, but I was willing to take one for the team.”

“Isn’t that my job?” Brazzell asked. “Or do you not trust that I can handle since I’m not your little Tovar?”

“Hey! Could we get back to the Nabusari?” Kasyov shouted. “What the hell is he doing here?”

“They run the place,” Bain said. “The Board of the Directors is all Nabusari.”

“I thought you said they were holograms.”

“Yes. Nabusari holograms.”

“You didn’t mention that part!” Kasyov snapped.

“Didn’t I? Awfully sorry about that, Kassie.”

Kasyov muttered a few things under her breath, then turned back to the matter at hand. “Okay. So the Nabusari run the place. That sort of makes sense. The Associates don’t seem to have the kind of scientific knowhow needed to make a massive brain system like this work.”

“But why the costumes?” Brazzell asked.

“Intimidation, plain and simple,” Bain replied. “I’d wager that even most of the Associates don’t know that the Nabusari are in charge, so for operations like this requiring a bit more intellect, the Nabusari put on this get-up.”

“Uuunnnnnh,” the Nabusari moaned.

“Steady, old man,” Bain said. Considering the average age of the Nabusari, the “old” was entirely appropriate.

“Can I have my mask?” the Nabusari asked weakly.

“Sure thing,” Bain said, dropping the mask down on his captive’s head a little too roughly. The Nabusari grunted, then went limp again.

“But why are they doing this?” Dr. Kasyov asked, moving toward the giant picture window overlooking “Brain Central.”

“That is my business, not yours,” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa’s voice said from behind them. He stood in the doorway, flanked on either side by ten Associates holding blasters.

“I suppose now you’re going to say that if I’d been Tovar, I’d have been guarding the entrance,” Brazzell groused.



The respite on the Anomaly’s bridge abruptly ended with growled oath from the direction of tac-ops.

“Problems?” Prosak asked with a placidity she didn’t feel.

“The Associates have come up with a new plan,” Gworos said as he switched the image on the main viewscreen from a view along the surface of the station to three small but growing objects. Prosak had a sinking feeling she knew exactly what they were.

“Looks like our eviction notice,” Arroyo said, wiping down the helm with his towel one last time to make sure no sweat lingered, then sending the ship shooting along the station’s hull as fast as the Anomaly’s polaron engines would go.

“Associates warships, closing on all sides…well three sides anyway,” Gworos called from tactical. “Shall I sacrifice us on the flaming altar of battle?”

“Preferably not,” Prosak said. “Ready a full spread of neutron torpedoes and fire at will.”

“I shall bring us immeasurable glory!”

“Keeping us alive will be sufficient.”

“Party pooper.”

“What?”

Gworos busied himself targeting weapons and did not reply.



Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa stalked into the control room haughtily as his guards continued to block the exit with uniform menacing scowls. “I hope you’re happy, Bain,” he said. “Thanks to you, I’ve had to completely revise my Things to Do List for today AND send three cruisers out after your annoying little ship. I really just ought to kill you right here! In fact, I think I will!” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa finished, putting his hands on his hips as he stood with his back to the control room window.

“I don’t think you will,” Bain said confidently.

“And why not?”

“Because of him,” Bain said with a broad smile as he pointed over Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa’s shoulder, then dove out of the way as Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa whirled around in time to see a large black sphere barreling toward the window.

The Associates EAEOO managed to squeak “Mother” just before Cabral exploded into the room.



Thus far, Prosak’s strategy had pretty much consisted of “Don’t Get Hit,” which left little opportunity for the Anomaly to do anything resembling harm to the three Associates ships doggedly pursuing them.

“Do you think we could convince the captain to hurry up a bit?” Arroyo asked between haggard breaths as he once again did his best to keep the Anomaly intact in the face of daunting odds.

“Not that that would do us much good with the shields up,” Prosak replied.

“You’d think that in hundreds of years of Starfleet research and development, they’d have found a way around that little problem.”

“Commander, we’re being hailed!” Gworos announced excitedly.

“Don’t get your hopes up, Lieutenant,” Prosak said. “They most likely just want us to surrender.”

“It’s not the Associates. It’s the Lackinis!”

“They lived?” Arroyo asked in shock.

“Apparently,” Prosak said. “On screen.”

The image quickly shifted to show the inside of the Lackinis bridge where several Lackinis…and one squid-like creature crowded in front of the screen.

“Where is the Master?” the Lackinis demanded.

“And where’s my Tovar!” the squid-thing added.

“And you are?” Prosak asked.

“Moklok! He’s carrying my babies!”

Prosak hid her grimace as best she could before continuing. “Captain Bain is currently on the Associates space station, Mr. Tovar is giving birth, and we are UNDER ATTACK!”

“You are with the Master. We will protect you,” the Lackinis chanted.

“And just how are they going to do that?” Gworos muttered.

“Hey. They somehow survived the other Associates fleet,” Arroyo said. “Without a scratch I might add.”

“We have served the Associates,” the Lackinis replied. “They ordered us to design powerful ships for them, which we did humbly and gratefully.”

“So you know their weaknesses?” Prosak asked.

“Yes. And we will now exploit them humbly and gratefully.”

The image on the viewscreen shifted to show the incoming seven Lackinis ships. Before the three Associates ships attacking the Anomaly could even turn to intercept the newcomers, they were ripped apart by a frightening volley of blinding white blasts.

“By the leg hair of Kahless!” Gworos exclaimed.

Prosak turned. “Wha…never mind. I do not wish to know.”

“It is a glorious tale.”

“I’m sure.”

Prosak turned back to the viewscreen as the Lackinis ships flew through the station’s shields as though they didn’t exist.

“They are hailing us again. Moklok demands to be here for the birth of her children.”

“By all means,” Prosak said.

“Should I notify Captain Bain?”

“Not right now. Most likely, he has other matters to attend to.”



“Ooooohhh!” Dr. Nooney exclaimed as Moklok rushed down the corridor toward him accompanied by Ensign Randall. “You must be the mother!”

“Close enough,” Moklok replied, taking a position with Nooney and Ih’vik across from Tovar’s ‘delivery room.’ “How is he doing?”

“Oh just wonderfully!” Nooney said. “He’s been a real trooper.”

“BY THE BLOOD OF T’RIX I WILL AVENGE THIS ATTACK ON MY ROYAL PERSON!!!”

Moklok gulped uncomfortably. “Trooper?”

“Oh don’t mind that. It’s just one of his past lives coming out,” Nooney explained.

“One?”

“Yeah. The murderous psycho one,” Ih’vik remarked.

POP!

“What was that?” Nooney said anxiously. “Could it be a birth?”

The next few seconds were filled with nothing but wet pops and Tovar’s screams as each and every one of the sacs on his body ruptured, allowing a squid-baby to emerge. Tovar’s rantings came fast and furious.

“Oh, I will never be able to make enough clothes!”

“What a story!”

“Boot to the squid.”

“Give me some dryer lint and a plunger, and I’d have this over in a second.”

“CEASE THIS AT ONCE! I AM YOUR LORD!!!”

And finally…

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!”

At long last, there was silence, broken only by the sounds of soft splashing from within the room.

“Let’s see our new little snookielumps!” Nooney said excitedly. “Computer, activate containment fields in junctions 6F and 6G. Forcefields crackled to life, blocking off the small section of corridor around the quarters Nooney had commandeered.

With those in place, Nooney eagerly activated the doors, which slid open with a slow groan as hundreds of gallons of water poured out of them along with several gyrating baby squids and one Yynsian who looked like he’d taken the scenic route through hell.

“Tovar!” Moklok cried, scooping him up in her tentacles as she slid gracefully through the knee deep water now filling the corridor section. “Look at them all! Our children!”

“How do you feel about this remarkable experience?” Nooney prodded.

“They are out,” Tovar said weakly.

“Wait wait wait!” Nooney said, reaching for something in his medkit. “I brought my holocamera. Ih’vik, help gather up the darling little squiddies.”

Ih’vik gingerly disentangled a set of tentacles from her antenna. “A pleasure,” she muttered.

Moklok had to hold Tovar upright as the baby squids (properly known as Tenclons) gathered around their feet…and tentacles…and frolicked in the water.

“Say plankton!” Nooney cooed.

“PLANKTON!”

Click!



While Cabral’s entrance had made a big impact on Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa, the other Associates present didn’t seem all that impressed.

“Kill…them,” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa gasped, picking himself up painfully off the debris-covered floor as Cabral hovered a few feet away. Cabral’s sphere darted forward, placing itself directly between the Associates and the Anomaly officers and Balpar. Brazzell, meanwhile, had already started tidying the place up.

“We still outnumber you,” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa said angrily. On cue, fifteen transporter beams winked into existence, quickly coalescing into Lackinis.

“The Master!” the Lackinis cried, converging on Bain.

“Oh not THEM!” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa shouted. “It took us decades to get rid of them the last time.”

“They’re here for me, not you, Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa,” Bain said. “And I believe the tables have turned.”

“Why would they do that?”

“It’s just an expression.”

“Do tables do a lot of turning in your galaxy?”

“GET ON WITH IT!” Bain bellowed.

“Wait!” Kasyov cried, holding up her hands. “Before we start killing each other, I want to know what the hell is going on here!”

“Really, Doctor,” Bain said. “You have to pay closer attention.”

“Not with this! What about these brains? What are they doing?”

“Doing you ask?” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa replied, moving over to the shattered window. “They are serving the Associates in the greatest project we have ever conceived. They are answering THE QUESTION!”

“What question?” Kasyov asked, turning to Cabral.

“Don’t ask me. I only got the ‘of’ part.”

“Precisely!” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa said. “This is a question so big that each word must be scrutinized individually for every conceivable nuance.”

“Then what is the bloody question?” Bain demanded.

“What…” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa paused dramatically. “…is the meaning…” Another pause. “OF LIFE?”

The Associates and Lackinis gasped.

“Is that it then?” Bain asked.

“What do you mean ‘Is that it?’ What else is there?”

Bain shrugged. “The meaning of life isn’t all that hard.”

“Oh do tell,” Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa said skeptically.

“It’s different for everybody. The real trick is to find out what the meaning of YOUR life is. What is it that makes your life complete? What gives you fulfillment? That’s the only meaning your ever going to find.”

“Ohhhhhhhh!” the Lackinis exclaimed. “The Master is very wise! He knows all!”

Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa pondered Bain’s reply for a moment. “Nope,” he said finally. “I don’t like it at all. There’s no sense of grandeur. Kill them.”

“NOOOO!!!” Cabral screamed, charging forward into the Associates guards and knocking them aside like so many bowling pins.

“Flee, Master! Flee!” the Lackinis chanted as they threw themselves on top of the Associates.

“Oooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaaaaa to Control. Code 46A. I repeat, Code 46A!” the EAEOO said, prompting more flashing red lights to start up, this time accompanied by a shrill siren.

“Time to go,” Bain said, rushing to follow Cabral out into the hall with Kasyov and Balpar close behind. A squad of Associates was already charging up the corridor toward their location.

“Go!” Balpar said, pushing Kasyov the opposite direction from the advancing Associates. “I’ll hold them off while you contact your ship.”

“Nice to see you found that spine, old boy,” Bain said.

Kasyov could barely find words. “Balpar. I…I won’t forget this.”

“Go,” Balpar repeated with a soft smile, then turned to meet his fate as Kasyov and the others raced off the other way. Kasyov couldn’t help but turn back to see him one more time. There he was…standing alone against an entire squad…

…and now he was raising his hands emphatically into the air.

“I surrender! I didn’t do it! They brainwashed me! They controlled my mind somehow!”

Kasyov’s fists clenched. “Why that little…”

Bain quickly grabbed his commpip. “Bain to Anomaly.”

“Standing by, Captain,” Prosak’s voice replied.

“Three people and one brain sphere to transport. NOW!”

“Energizing.”

The last thing Kasyov saw before disassembling into her component molecules was Balpar eagerly kissing the boot of an Associate guard.



Bain and Brazzell materialized on the Anomaly’s bridge moments later where Prosak awaited them, standing in her usual position just to the side and behind the command chair.

“I’m relieved to see you, sir,” Prosak said. “I took the liberty of having Cabral and Dr. Kasyov transported directly to Science Lab Four.

“Good show,” Bain said, slipping quickly into his command chair. “Bain to Marsden.”

“Marsden here, Captain. I see Prosak got you back.”

“With your help, Lieutenant,” Prosak said.

“Yes, but it was your idea.”

“True. However, it would not have worked without you.”

Bain held up his hands. “All right. You both did a bang up job. Now Marsie, I need anti-sing now!”

“The core is ready. We were just waiting for Cabral,” Marsden replied.

“He’s right back where he belongs.”

“Then you have anti-sing.”

“Brilliant! Stand by.”



Cabral felt the cool comfort of his housing cradling the underside of his sphere as he materialized in Science Lab Four. With Kasyov fading into existence a few feet away, all seemed right with the world…except for the large tank holding another brain.

“Hi,” the other brain said. “I’m Loborus.”

“Cabral,” Cabral replied. “You are one of my kind.”

“Yep.”

“He helped us find you,” Kasyov explained. “Loborus, this ship is going to be heading back to the Milky Way very soon. We can take you with us.”

Loborus shuddered briefly. “No no. I don’t want to go back there. I wanna stay here!”

“Kasyov to bridge.”

“Bain here, Doctor. Is Cabral ready for anti-sing?”

“I believe so, but we have another situation. Loborus does not want to go with us.”

“All right then. We’re sending Moklok and the squid babies over to the Lackinis ships. Loborus can just go as well.”

“Lackinis?” Loborus said. “Wow. I’ve never met them!”

“He agrees,” Kasyov said.

“Good enough. Energizing now.”

“Goodbye, everyone,” Loborus said.

“Thank you for everything,” Kasyov called as Loborus dematerialized.

And then she and Cabral were alone again.

“Much better, don’t you think?” Cabral asked.

Kasyov rushed over and wrapped her arms…as much as she could anyway…around Cabral’s sphere. “Yes, much,” she said contentedly.



“Incoming vessels!” Brazzell and Gworos announced in unison. Bain turned to look at tac-ops, positive he really didn’t want to see what was going on back there. No. He didn’t.

Brazzell and Gworos were jockeying for position at the console…well as much jockeying as Brazzell could do anyway considering his distaste for personal contact, particularly with a Klingon.

“I was here first!” Brazzell snapped.

“Then you left. Now I am here.”

“But I’m back!”

“Gworos, give Brazzell back his console,” Bain scolded.

“But…” Bain shot the Klingon a stern look. “Very well.” Gworos turned on Brazzell. “But if you get us killed and I don’t get into Sto’vo’kor, I’m coming to find you.”

“Oh yeah!” Brazzell shot back as Gworos stalked into the turbolift. “Well take a bath first!”

“Lieutenant, weren’t there some ships coming in or something?” Bain asked.

“Oh yes. Thirty Associates ships just showed up on long range sensors on an intercept course.”

“Thirty!” Bain exclaimed. “Are we clear to go?”

“Security is having trouble rounding up the last of the squids,” Brazzell reported.

Bain paced the bridge anxiously. His boots clomping down against the carpeting with enough force to actually make the floor shake.

“At least the station can’t shoot at us here,” Arroyo offered helpfully.

“Squids away!” Brazzell called.

Bain sprung into action, almost leaping into his command chair.

“Now, Arroyo!”

Under Arroyo’s control, the Anomaly shot forward along the surface of the Associates station, building up speed until it cleared the massive structure and shot into warp.

“Cabral to bridge. I am ready for anti-sing.”

“Your timing couldn’t be better,” Bain said. “Mr. Arroyo, set a course for the galactic boundary.”

“I’ve had one laid in since we arrived in this damn galaxy,” Arroyo said.

“Good man. Engage at Warp H!”

Just as the station got a targeting lock on the fleeing Anomaly and the other Associates vessels moved into firing range, the Anomaly activated its anti-sing drive, sending the ship zipping out of the sector faster than the Lackinis could say “OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOH!”

“Captain’s Log. Stardate 175253.4. After a brief stop at the galactic border to destroy one of the Associates’ shield generators, the Anomaly has left Andromeda on a course back to our beloved Milky Way. Evidently the Associates didn’t consider the possibility of people trying to blast their way out of Andromeda, or they would have done something to hide and protect their generators. I’m certainly not going to be the one to send a comment comm on the subject, though.

“As we travel through the vast void separating the galaxies, the crew is taking a needed rest. Unfortunately, that rest is quickly turning to boredom. Before things get out of hand, I’ve assigned the Engineering crew to make restoring the holographic systems their top priority. Otherwise this is going to be a long two weeks.

“In other developments, Tovar was released from sickbay this morning with a clean bill of health from Dr. Nooney. No doubt our time in Andromeda has been more traumatic for Tovar than anyone else on the ship with the possible exception of Cabral. But I have no doubt that Tovar will spring back splendidly.”



Captain Bain had a perceptible spring to his step as he strode through the corridors on Deck Six toward his destination. All around him, the members of the Anomaly crew reflected his relief about heading home. Morale was way way up…and it would stay that way if Marsden came though, which she would, of course. Bain didn’t doubt that whatsoever.

“Captain!” a voice called from behind him. Bain stopped and turned to see Commander Prosak rushing toward him. “Could I have a moment?”

“Of course, Commander. I’m just on my way to drop in on Tovar.”

“This will not take long,” Prosak said, falling into step beside Bain as they continued down the corridor. “I just…I wanted to thank you for returning me to duty. I’m not sure that I deserve it, but…”

“Nonsense, Prosak!” Bain replied warmly. “When the chips were down, you came through and did your job. We’ll consider that whole mutiny thing forgotten.”

“It really wasn’t a mutiny. Considering the state of affairs, I felt myself justified in following Admiral Larkin’s directive concerning the Emergency Diplomatic Hologram.”

“I know. And don’t think I’ve forgotten that Kristen and I will be having a few words about that one. There are damn good reasons that the Federation has such strict laws against creating sentient holograms. Kirk and his lot belong in the Mega-Sim…not that Kirk’s much of anywhere now, though. If I’d been here, that photonic menace would have…”

“Thank you again, sir,” Prosak interrupted. “I really need to be elsewhere now.”

“All right, then,” Bain said jovially with a wave as Prosak rushed off down the corridor. Bain continued onward, approaching Tovar’s quarters a few moments later.

“Who is it?” Tovar’s voice called after Bain rang the door chime.

“Reggie,” Bain said.

The doors slid open quickly revealing a very haggard Yynsian. Tovar wore only a loose surgical gown. His skin was still far too sensitive from the squid sacks to take much more.

“How’re you feeling, my boy?” Bain said lovingly as he stepped into his pseudo-son’s quarters.

“Disturbed,” Tovar replied as Bain moved over to the sofa and sat down. On the coffee table sat Nooney’s holopic of Tovar, Moklok, and a great horde of baby squids.

“Good lord!” Bain gasped. “They were huge!”

“Yes,” Tovar replied with an involuntary shudder as he sat down next to Bain.

“I’m sorry. I’m being a right insensitive dolt about this. They are your children after all.”

“I consider myself more of their host. According to Dr. Nooney, their DNA is strictly Tenclon. Moklok didn’t even want me to be a part of their upbringing. After hearing about my past lives, she decided I was too unstable to be around the children.”

Bain started to put a comforting hand on Tovar’s shoulder, then thought better of it. Instead, he got up and walked over to the replicator. “Tea. Blend Rosalyn 12,” Bain ordered. A split second later, the steaming cup of liquid materialized. Bain handed the cup to Tovar, who took it gratefully.

“I want to see Mum,” Tovar said softly.

“We will soon. Everything’s just fine now, my boy.”

“And we’re going the right way!” Tovar shouted suddenly, almost startling Bain off the sofa.

“Easy there, Tovar.”

Tovar turned on him, eyes blazing. “How dare you tell me how to behave, puny mortal!”

“That’s quite ENOUGH!” Bain shouted.

Tovar’s face immediately softened. “I’m sorry, sir. Dr. Nooney thinks this will pass soon.”

“I’m sure he’s right,” Bain said reassuringly. “No doubt about it.”

Tovar didn’t reply. The fact was that Tovar had a great deal of doubt. Not only did Nooney appear to know squat about Yynsians, but Tovar was losing bits of time as the two life forces contained within him and their associated past lives seized control of his consciousness from time to time. And then there was the box currently hidden behind the sofa. It wasn’t his. He didn’t even know where it had come from for sure. It had appeared there during one of his lost hours, but something inside him would not let him examine or dispose of it. And that had Tovar very VERY concerned.



The sound of soft breathing in the darkness of Science Lab Four brought great comfort to Cabral as he kept the Anomaly’s anti-sing drive function. Dr. Kasyov had moved a cot into the lab upon their return from the Associates station. She had no intention of being away from him any more than she had to be.

“You’re watching me again,” Kasyov’s voice said from the darkness.

“I don’t even have eyes, Natalia.”

“No, but I can still feel you watching.”

“Shall I add telepath to your list of abilities?”

“Lights. Dim,” Kasyov ordered, bringing a soft glow into the lab. “You should be resting,” she said.

“I am,” Cabral replied. “All those functions that are not currently running the anti-sing are completely relaxed. But why are you awake?”

“I was thinking,” Kasyov said.

“About?”

Kasyov turned away slightly. “Nothing.” The truth was she’d been thinking about Balpar. Even though nothing had happened and he’d surrendered to the Associates, Kasyov still felt guilty in a way.

“He was obviously special to you,” Cabral said, as though reading her mind.

“Who?”

“Natalia.”

“All right! Yes. He was special. Without him, I never would have found you again.”

“You do not need to feel guilty about your attraction to Balpar. He was a charismatic man…and he felt strongly for you as well.”

“How do you know that?”

“We did share a meld of sorts.”

“It doesn’t matter, though. He was nothing but a coward,” Kasyov said with surprising anger.

“Don’t judge Balpar too harshly. In the face of enormous odds, he did what he had to do to survive. If we ever return to Andromeda, I wouldn’t be surprised to find that he has somehow found another way to fight the Associates.”

“Perhaps, but I have a feeling if we ever return to Andromeda, we’ll be shot on sight.”

“That may be true as well,” Cabral conceded.

Kasyov stood up and walked over to Cabral’s sphere, running a hand along its cool black surface. “Well that’s enough prying into my personal life for the evening. What about you?”

“Me?” Cabral replied.

“Yes, you! What about this Neureena you told me about? Other than the whole evil thing, you seemed rather taken with her.”

“She had…well developed lobes,” Cabral replied. Amazingly to him, he could think about Neureena now without the slightest fear now that he was back with Natalia.

“Uh huh. I’ll bet,” Kasyov said with a laugh.



TWO WEEKS LATER…



Despite the danger and deaths it had caused in the history of space exploration, at that moment, the barrier surrounding the Milky Way galaxy was one of the most beautiful sights that Captain Bain had ever seen.

“Approaching the gateway,” Arroyo reported as the huge ring of the Federation’s automated gateway back into the Milky Way came into view. The turbolift doors opened, prompting Bain to turn to face the newcomer. Tovar walked solemnly onto the bridge, cradling a small box under his arm.

“Good to see you up and about,” Bain said. “You’re just in time for our homecoming.”

“I would like to take my station,” Tovar said.

“By all means,” Bain said. Brazzell gave tac-ops a quick squirt of disinfectant, then a wipe-down before heading into the turbolift.

“Marsden to bridge,” the Anomaly’s chief engineer’s voice said over the comm system.

“Go ahead, Lieutenant,” Bain replied.

“I need to take the anti-sing engines offline. After two weeks of constant use plus everything in Andromeda, we’re risking catastrophic failure.”

“And I need to rest from running them,” Cabral’s voice broke in.

“Very well,” Bain said. “Consider yourself on leave after a job well done, Cabral.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

“Standard warp is ready and available, sir,” Marsden said.

“Capital. We’ll just have to arrive home at normal speeds,” Bain said with a broad grin. “Open the door, if you please, Tovar,”

“Activated,” Tovar reported. On the viewscreen, nodes placed periodically around the barrier gateway flashed to life with a bluish crackle, sending streams of energy from one node to the next until all were linked by a blue, pulsating glow. The glow began to expand inward in a spiral, filling the gateway as it went.

“Take us in,” Bain ordered.

Arroyo moved the ship forward slowly into the energies of the ring. A moment later, the Anomaly emerged on the other side, next to Starfleet’s Barrier Observation Outpost.

“We are being hailed,” Tovar said.

“No surprise there,” Bain said. “Tell the outpost we’d love to stay and chat, but we’d really like to get home.”

Silence.

“Tovar?”

Silence.

Bain turned just as Tovar stepped out from behind tac-ops, holding the box he’d brought to the bridge with him, a box that was now blinking ominously.

“No!” Tovar said firmly. “We will now go the right way. MY WAY! Or I will be forced to blow this ship to atoms!”

“Tovar?” Bain asked, dreading the answer.

Tovar looked at him with eyes not his own. “Tovar is unavailable at the moment.”

The eyes suddenly widened in an almost insane fury.

“PUNY MORTAL!!!”



TO BE CONTINUED…









Series Three


Mind If I Play Through?



When you’ve spent as much time in the center seat as Captain Reginald Bain had throughout his Starfleet career, you come to understand a few things about the way the universe works. High atop that list is the unwavering truth that the moment things look peaceful and calm is the very moment that everything goes to utter hell.

For once, just once, Reginald Bain wanted to be wrong. After months trapped in the hostile Andromeda Galaxy, he and his crew had returned safely to the Milky Way. They were tired, they wanted to see their families, the anti-singularity drive was offline, and the Anomaly desperately needed some time in a spacedock. Considering all they’d been through, they deserved a break.

But now Bain was faced with a bomb-clutching madman on his bridge, a madman who was also his tac-ops officer and adopted son. The universe does not change the rules for anybody, even Reginald Bain.

“Tovar,” Bain said, wild eyes staring back at him from the out of control Yynsian. “Just calm down, lad. You can fight these buggers.”

“I am a prince of Yyns! I can fight any man…especially an elderly old fool like you,” Tovar spat back in a voice not his own. His demeanor changed suddenly, shifting to the epitome of calm. “As long as you obey my instructions, the warrior-prince will remain submerged, and you will remain unharmed. Bring the ship about to heading 278 mark 6 and engage at Warp 8!”

From the helm, Ensign Hector Arroyo looked at Bain questioningly. Bain shook his head briefly, then turned back to Tovar.

“Somewhere inside that mass of past lives is your present one, and he knows damn well that I’m not just going to hand my ship over to the likes of you.”

Tovar held up the bomb slightly. “That is why I brought more persuasive measures.”

Commander Prosak, who had been quiet up to now as she allowed Bain to handle the situation, spoke up. “Detonating a bomb would kill you as well. Where is the logic in that?”

“Do not debate logic with me. I studied at the Vulcan Science Academy,” Tovar, or whoever was in charge at that particular moment, replied haughtily. “It is illogical for me to allow an intolerable set of circumstances to continue. Either I will achieve my goal, or I will be killed. Either eventuality is preferable to my current status.”

“Do you have a response there, Commander?” Bain asked hopefully. Debating logic had never been one of his strong suits.

“Er…no,” Prosak replied after a few moments. Her RommaVulc training had never covered how to out-logic a fanatical past life.

“If you will not comply with my demands,” Tovar continued, “I will fly the ship myself.” He extended his wrist phaser. “Step away from your consoles and gather to the port side of the bridge.”

Once again Arroyo looked to Bain for guidance. The captain nodded solemnly then followed Tovar’s orders as Arroyo and Prosak did the same. In the back of his mind, Bain couldn’t help but note that this would not have happened in years past. It took more than three people to run a bridge in those days, so one armed maniac wouldn’t be able to just waltz in and take over so easily…not that Bain had any intention of making this easy.

“Computer, lock out all command codes. Authorization Bain Psi Phi 56!” Bain turned on Tovar as the computer beeped its acknowledgment of the order. “Ha! Your move!”

Tovar sighed boredly. “Computer, release command codes to Lieutenant Commander Tovar. Authorization Bain Rosalyn Alpha Alpha Alpha.” The computer beeped again while Bain looked at Tovar aghast.

“How did you know that blasted code?” Bain demanded.

“You told it to Tovar just in case you ever forgot it,” the past life occupying Tovar replied.

“Bloody hell,” Bain muttered.

“May I suggest using alternate means to assist your memory in the future?” Prosak said to Bain, attempting to remain placid as Tovar continued to aim his wrist phaser at them. “Perhaps a nice encrypted padd or something?”

“Fine suggestion, but a tad late now,” Bain said testily.

Once Bain, Arroyo, and Prosak had gathered at the side of the bridge, Tovar stepped over to the command chair and tapped several controls on the arm rest, causing a force field to crackle to life around Bain and the others. Then, after sliding the wrist phaser back into concealment under his uniform sleeve, Tovar moved to the helm and programmed in the Anomaly’s new course, sending the ship shooting forward into warp.



BARRIER OBSERVATION OUTPOST

Station Commander Y’scicht, a rather twitchy insectoid, watched the Anomaly leap into warp on his desk monitor in annoyance. First the Anomaly shows up at the barrier after being missing for months, scaring the hell out of everyone on the BOO as the barrier gateway sprung to life. Then Captain Bain doesn’t even have the common decency to speak to Y’scicht face to face before zipping off again.

Y’scicht had half a mind to lodge a formal protest with Starfleet Command, informing them of the Anomaly’s unusual and downright rude behavior.

But he didn’t.

The absolute last thing Y’scicht wanted to do was file a report against the man responsible for wiping out more Breen than any single Starfleet officer in history. Bain would probably rip through Y’scicht’s carapace with his bare hands then pummel his soft underbelly to paste.

Pushing the thought out of his head with a shudder, Y’scicht returned to his usual job of watching the barrier undulate outside his viewport.



Back on the Anomaly, Captain Bain paced helplessly (as much as he could anyway, considering that he could only move about six feet in any direction before smacking into the force field) as Tovar busied himself back at tac-ops.

“Arroyo, do you have any idea where he’s taking us?” Bain whispered.

“Not really, sir. I didn’t bother to put the course he ordered into the helm to see what was on that trajectory.”

“Could one of his past lives be an enemy spy?” Prosak asked. “Perhaps he is working for the Breen. Or the Dyonians.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Bain said, shaking his head. “Obviously one of his past lives is damned determined to get to wherever it is that we’re headed, but we’ve got to take Tovar somewhere else entirely.”

“Where’s that?” Arroyo asked.

“Yyns. They’re the only ones equipped to deal with a rogue past life.”

Prosak nodded. “An excellent idea; however, I do not see how we’re going to be able to take Mister Tovar to Yyns when he is currently in control of the ship.”

“No worries, Commander. Surely the rest of the crew will notice something unusual is going on and come up to investigate,” Bain said confidently.



FOUR HOURS LATER…

“Anytime now…” Captain Bain said for the hundredth time as he kept his eyes darting between the turbolift doors. Prosak only nodded quickly. Arroyo, meanwhile, had curled up on the carpet and drifted off to sleep.

Bain began to pace again, but found that he was being lapped by Prosak. “Problems, Commander.”

“I am experiencing certain natural urges that are difficult to satisfy in these close quarters.”

“English, Prosak,” Bain said.

“I have to pee.”

“Oh dear. Surely Tovar can let you out for that.”

“No he cannot,” Tovar called from tac-ops.

“Criminy!” Bain snapped. “Be reasonable!”

“I have no assurances that she will not attempt to alert the crew.”

“Then tape her bloody mouth shut. Just let the woman pee!”

“Captain!” Prosak exclaimed.

But Tovar was already considering the proposal. “That may be acceptable,” Tovar said. He stepped into Bain’s former ready room (now Prosak’s quarters) for a moment, then emerged with a freshly-replicated roll of duct tape. He then created a small hole in the forcefield and passed the tape through to Bain. “Once her mouth has been covered, I will escort her to the facilities, where I have disabled the comm system.”

“See, I told you he’d help you out,” Bain said brightly as he ripped off a large strip of tape. Prosak just glared at him, almost shaking with anger while Bain firmly pressed the tape across her mouth. “Off you go!”

Tovar deactivated enough of the forcefield for Prosak to slip out. Even if Bain had wanted to try to charge Tovar, he would have had to mow down Prosak in the process. No. He’d just have to look for another opportunity. In the meantime, at least Prosak would be able to take care of the forces pressing against her bladder.

Before Bain could turn his attention to formulating a new escape plan, Prosak suddenly dove at Tovar, hands outstretched and muffled screams filtering through the tape. Tovar moved to deflect the attack, but Prosak’s move had caught him by surprise. She was on top of him before he managed to get a hand around her throat.

In an instant, Prosak slapped her left hand to the side of Tovar’s face, her fingers spreading to find the correct positions while she ripped the tape off of her mouth with her right.

“My mind to…OW! DAMN THAT HURT!” Prosak cried. She shook it off quickly, as Tovar’s body locked, his eyes frozen wide open. “Mymindtoyourmind…mymindtoyourmind.”

“Prosak!” Bain shouted. “What the devil are you doing?”

“Mymindtoyourmind…my mind to your mind…my mind…” Prosak trailed off as her consciousness burst into Tovar’s. Even though they were an off-shoot of Vulcans, Romulans generally did not possess much in the way of telepathic ability due to millennia of not making use of their abilities. Through her RommaVulc training, Prosak had tried to change that by learning to mind meld. Her attempts had generally been disastrous, but considering the fix she and the others were in, she didn’t think it could make things much worse.

But that was before something inside Tovar literally seemed to grab hold of her consciousness and drag it deeper into Tovar.

She was almost drowning in a maelstrom of warring voices, all shouting, all vying for control. But above it all, one power seemed to be in charge…and it wasn’t Tovar. Gradually, she sensed a sort of order to the chaos. Yes there were many voices, and yes they were all shouting, but they seemed to be divided into one of two distinct camps, each with its own unique energy, for lack of a better term. And they all wanted Prosak.

Fighting her way clear of the camps, she pushed upward, ascending to the power in charge.

“Release me now!” it demanded angrily. “I must go!”

“Let us help you,” Prosak said. “We are your friends.”

“You are Tovar’s friends. You will help him, and that will not help me in the slightest.”

“Then we will do it the hard way,” Prosak replied, suddenly attempting to wrest control of Tovar from the life in charge.

“Noooooo!”



Back in the realm of the Anomaly’s bridge, Bain watched anxiously as Prosak lay motionless on top of an equally motionless Tovar. Gradually, Tovar’s lips began to move, twisting into horrendous shapes as though fighting with themselves.

“Computer…release…command…codes…to…Captain…Bain. Authorization…”

Prosak froze. Tovar’s authorization code. She had no idea what…

“Tovar Omega 546 Delta 3,” Tovar’s voice said in a distant whisper from somewhere she could not pinpoint. He was still here, but unable to take control of his own body.

“Thank you,” Prosak said. “Hold on, Tovar. We will rescue you.”

“NOOOOOOO!” the past life in charge bellowed.



After a moment’s pause, Bain saw Tovar’s mouth begin to move again. “Authorization…Tovar…Omega…5…4…6…Delta…3.”

The computer blipped its compliance as Bain sprung into action.

“Computer, lower this blasted forcefield!” Bain charged forward as the forcefield dissipated. In a flash, he reached his fallen first officer and tac-ops officer. His first impulse was to yank Prosak off of Tovar, but Bain stopped himself just in time. He’d made the mistake of doing that when the Vulcan science officer on one of his previous commands was deep into a meld with some kind of sentient tree. The poor man lost his hair every Fall from that point on.

“Prosak! PROSAK!” Bain shouted, shaking the RommaVulc’s shoulders. “Get out of that boy’s mind!”

Prosak began to stir, her hand gradually lifting from Tovar’s face as she slumped sideways, sliding off of him.

“Prosak! Are you all right?”

“I will…be fine,” she said shakily.

“Tovar!” Bain exclaimed, turning his attention back to his adopted son.

Tovar’s wrist phaser locked into position as he weakly lifted his arm. “Must…go…”

“Bloody hell,” Bain muttered, hauling off and slugging Tovar with a solid right cross before the Yynsian even knew what was happening. Tovar’s head lolled to the side unconscious.

“Arroyo,” Bain called. The ensign didn’t even stir. “ARROYO!”

“Wha? Huh?” Arroyo shot up to a sitting position, his head whipping from side to side. “Did we get rescued?”

“Yes we did, Ensign,” Prosak said.

“So you want to go to Yyns now?”

“That would be a capital idea,” Bain said.

“Okay,” Arroyo said nonchalantly, picking himself up off the carpet and heading to the helm.

Bain looked down at his insensate pseudo-son. “Just hang on, my lad. We’re have you right as rain in no time.”

Inside Tovar’s mind, the war intensified.





“Captain’s Log. Stardate 175271.6. Actually, it seems to me to be a bit odd to be keeping a log for an unofficial action like this, but far be it from me not to let Starfleet know what’s happening to their ship at all times. After a few days of travel, we have arrived at Yyns, where I hope we can find a resolution to Tovar’s…issues. Dr. Nooney has kept Tovar under sedation and close observation in sickbay, while Commander Prosak has kept Dr. Nooney under close observation to make sure he doesn’t do anything to exacerbate Tovar’s condition. Now I’ve said before that I’m sure Nooney is a top-notch medical man, but honestly he can be a bit too eager at times.”



“Yyns Docking Control has approved our request to orbit. Receiving the coordinates now,” Ensign Arroyo reported as he slid the Anomaly into orbit around Tovar’s homeworld. Compared to many Federation worlds, Yyns space was relatively uncrowded. Six massive docking facilities orbited the planet as well as several smaller stations for research, tourism, or housing the elderly (low gravity was good for the bones). Most visiting vessels used one of the docking facilities, but larger craft, such as the Anomaly and high-capacity freighters, circled the planet in various orbits over the world’s three main continents and island-dotted oceans.

“Captain, your request for an appointment with the Office for Rogue Past Life Assessment has also been approved,” Lieutenant Gworos said from tac-ops. “A High Priest T’Dur will meet you in the Temple of Mi Clane.”

“Then I’d best be off,” Captain Bain said, rising out of the command chair. “Bain to Prosak.”

“Prosak here, Captain. Doctor, please get that away from him!”

“What the devil is going on down there?” Bain demanded.

Dr. Nooney’s broke into the comm line. “I just want to check his vitals!”

“I do not see how sticking that device into his anus will assist you in that endeavor,” Prosak said.

“It’s a thermometer!” Nooney retorted. “And the rectal reading is the most accurate.”

Everyone on the bridge found themselves clenching their butt cheeks involuntarily.

“That will be quite enough, Doctor,” Bain said firmly. “Tovar and I have an appointment on Yyns. Prosak, you have…”

“I would like to accompany you,” Prosak interrupted before Bain could get out “the conn.”

“Having seen a bit inside Tovar’s mind, I want to be sure that he is getting the help he needs, sir,” she continued.

“I’m sure he’d be touched by your concern, Commander. Request approved. We’ll be beaming down momentarily. Bain out. Bridge to Marsden.”

“Marsden here,” the chief engineer replied quickly. As usual, she sounded a tad on edge.

“Prosak, Tovar and I are about to nip down to the surface. You have the conn.”

“Can I conn from here?” Marsden asked annoyed. “We have several systems in need of major overhauls after two extended anti-sing trips and several months in Andromeda.”

“I’m afraid not, Marsie. But remember that true leaders delegate. Get to the bridge. Bain out.” Bain closed the channel just before he could hear Marsden mutter some choice words about delegating a neutron torpedo up his ass.

“Bain to transporter control.”

“Welcome to transporter control. Leave the beaming to us,” the computer personality in charge of the Anomaly’s transporter systems replied brightly. “What planet please?”

“Yyns.”

“What city?”

“Cageria.”

“What location?”

“The Temple of Mi Clane.”

“How many in your party?”

“Three.”

“And their names?”

“Captain Reginald Bain, Commander Prosak, and Lieutenant Commander Tovar.”

“One moment please while I access those coordinates and locate the requested personnel….DING…ready to energize.”

“Energize,” Bain ordered. As the transporter locked on and dematerialized him, Bain couldn’t help longing for the old days when people actually used to run the transporter. Sure it seemed like a waste to have personnel dedicated to the transporter when people just didn’t beam all that often, but this computer interface was bloody annoying.



Bain materialized next to Prosak and Tovar, who was extremely drugged and strapped to an anti-grav stretcher, in the lobby of the Temple of Mi Clane. The temple itself consisted of two tremendously tall towers reaching up into the sky above the Yynsian capital city of Cageria. The towers, which were so tall that they could actually be seen from orbit, only stayed up due to the support of several structural integrity and anti-gravity generators built into their spires. Bain had never actually been to the Temple before. In fact, he’d only been to Yyns once to deal with some paperwork surrounding his adoption of Tovar shortly after the boy’s parents’ disappearance in Multek space. Well, actually all of Multek space had disappeared with them, an event which still baffled the Federation’s best scientists.

In any case, Tovar had once told him that the Temple’s towers were supposed to symbolize one life force with many lives stretching into infinity. Bain honestly didn’t care. Frankly, he thought the entire past life mess was far more trouble than it was worth, the present circumstances being a prime example.

But at this point, Bain had no choice but to do whatever he could to help Tovar get these past lives under control. To that end, he marched up to the small information desk in the Temple lobby, where a robed acolyte wearing a name tag that read “P’Randi” sat grinning eagerly.

“Welcome to the Temple of Mi Clane. Our next tour starts in 20 minutes. Feel free to explore the lobby and the adjoining meditation chapel until your guide arrives,” P’Randi said through her broad smile.

“That sounds lovely, miss, but actually we have an appointment with the Office for Rogue Past Life Assessment,” Bain said. By the way P’Randi’s eyes widened in abject horror, he might as well have said “We have a large pack of rabid targs.”

She pointed at Tovar, averting her eyes as she did so. “Is that…him?” she said, her voice wavering somewhere in between disgust and pity.

“His NAME is Tovar,” Prosak said rather forcefully. “And he needs your help!”

“Of course!” P’Randi said. “And he will get the absolute best care here, the same care we always provide when this rare tragedy occurs.”

“Rare?” Bain asked. “I was under the impression that Yynsian past lives tended to take control rather frequently.”

“True, but if you’ve been referred to the Rogue Team, something far more serious is going on. Has Tovar been…” She looked around to make sure no one was eavesdropping, then lowered her voice to a barely audible whisper. “…randomly switching.”

Bain thought for a moment. “Actually, he has of late, now that you mention it. Our Chief Medical Officer assured me it was probably just due to the pregnancy.”

P’Randi looked aghast. “He…was pregnant?”

“Oh very. A couple hundred little squid things. Happened in Andromeda. Don’t tell anyone I told you that. I don’t know how much of our Andromeda experiences Starfleet is going to want classified, since we haven’t talked to the top brass yet. But I’m blathering on. Are we going to get to see this T’Dur chap or not?”

“I’ll alert the Polem right away,” P’Randi said with obvious discomfort as she tapped a control on her desk console. Almost immediately, a tall, blond Yynsian in priest robes with chiseled features and muscled frame swirled into existence beside them. An almost glowing white smile greeted Bain and Prosak as he stepped forward.

“I am Polem T’Dur. Welcome to the Temple of Mi Clane, Captain Bain,” the man said. “I’ve been anxiously awaiting your arrival.” He turned to the stretcher. “And this must be our unfortunate Tovar.”

“Quite right,” Bain said, shaking T’Dur’s hand. He gestured to Prosak. “This is Commander Prosak., my first officer.”

“Welcome,” T’Dur said with a slight bow.

“Thank you,” Prosak said, with a nod of her head.

“Let’s adjourn to my office to discuss Tovar’s case. Once you fill me in on the particulars, I’ll see what we can do for him.” T’Dur extended his arm, revealed a wristband lined with a keypad. He tapped three controls, and a moment later the group was whisked away by a transporter.

T’Dur’s office was a rather medieval-looking affair with dark stone walls and torches burning all about. On closer inspection, Prosak realized that the torches were in fact holographic. T’Dur stepped behind his desk, an imposingly large mass of dark wood, and took a seat as he gestured for Bain and Prosak to do the same in the chairs across from him. Tovar, meanwhile, had been beamed right off of his stretcher and now lay on a stone altar at the side of the office.

“Now then,” T’Dur said, taking at look at a monitor that rose up out of his desk. “You say that one of Tovar’s past lives has tried twice to take over your ship in order to go somewhere. And beyond that, he’s been switching almost randomly between lives and recently suffered a somewhat traumatic pregnancy and a forced mind meld. Is all of that correct?”

“That about sums it up,” Bain said.

“And he left me no choice on the mind meld,” Prosak added defensively.

“No one is blaming you for anything,” T’Dur said comfortingly. “Actually, you may be of some help to me. You were inside Tovar’s mind?”

“Yes,” Prosak said hesitantly.

“And what did you sense?”

“A lot of shouting,” Prosak replied. “Everybody was yelling. And the two sides were yelling at each other a lot.”

T’Dur suddenly sat up ramrod straight. “Excuse me? Did you say two sides?”

“Yes.”

“Was this just two particular lives shouting at each other?”

Prosak shook her head. “No. There were two distinct groups. This is difficult to put into precise words, but I could just sense that the two groups were somehow different than each other.”

As Prosak spoke, T’Dur seemed to get more and more excited. “And here I thought we just had a PMAACH on our hands, but this is a full-fledged Interloper!”

“PMAACH?” Bain asked, completely lost.

“Past Mass Aggression Against Current Host. Basically the past lives all gang up on the current host due to some perceived weakness in the host. Or it can sometimes occur if the current host as a propensity for experiencing physical trauma. It can lead to the random switching problem, but an Interloper is far far more serious.”

“How serious?” Bain asked gravely.

“It could possibly cause the current host to be completely lost as the Interloper seizes full control to fulfill its own ends.”

“Pardon my ignorance of Yynsian practices, but what is an Interloper?” Prosak asked.

T’Dur stood up, practically a quiver with excitement. “I’m really not the expert on this. We need to talk to the Office of Interloping Past Life Assessment and Removal. Please come with me.”

“What about Tovar?” Bain said as he and Prosak moved to follow the Yynsian priest.

“He’ll be just fine here. No one will disturb him.”

T’Dur, Bain, and Prosak filed out of the room. On the altar, Tovar’s eyes opened. The past life in command, one of the lives contained in the Interloper, frantically tried to get the body’s drugged limbs to move.

They knew.

He could not allow the Office of Interloping Past Life Assessment and Removal to get their hands on him. If they did, all was lost.



T’Dur led Bain and Prosak through a narrow corridor, then down three flights of stairs to another level of the Temple. With all the beaming, then walking, then stair climbing they’d been doing, Bain honestly had no idea where the hell he was, a fact he found quite disconcerting. Prosak, meanwhile, seemed to be taking in every detail of the Temple with total fascination.

“Here we are,” T’Dur said finally, steering the group down a narrow dimly-lit hallway in an out of the way section of this level of the Temple.

“Popular place,” Bain commented.

“Interlopers are exceptionally rare,” T’Dur replied as they stepped to a featureless wooden door. T’Dur knocked nine times in a rhythmic pattern.

“Fifteen more seconds,” a wavering voice called from the other side of the door.

“Until what?” Prosak asked.

T’Dur just shrugged, but fifteen seconds later, the door swung open revealing a tiny office. At the door stood a short, very old man. He couldn’t have been any more that five foot two, but he had to be at least one hundred. “Are you lost?” he asked.

“No, J’Atric,” T’Dur said. “This is Captain Bain and Commander Prosak of the USS Anomaly, a Federation starship. They have a Yynsian officer on board with an Interloper.”

J’Atric didn’t react for several seconds. He stood unmoving for so long that Bain wondered if the man had died on the spot.

“Better come in then,” he said finally, moving slowly back to his desk.

Prosak noted that several sheets of paper covered in various colored paint splotches sat on his desk. “Are you an artist, Polem J’Atric?” she asked.

“Eh?”

“Your desk,” she said, gesturing at the papers.

J’Atric laughed, a dry, wheezing noise. “THAT is why I needed the fifteen seconds.”

“I don’t understand.”

“My project. I just discovered that blue takes thirty seconds longer to dry than yellow. Ha!”

“Really?” Bain asked interested. “What about red?”

“Shouldn’t we discuss Tovar?” T’Dur interrupted.

“But he doesn’t paint. I do,” Bain replied.

“The Polem does have a point,” J’Atric acknowledged. “If your officer truly has an Interloper, it needs to be dealt with as soon as possible so as to prevent any further harm to the current host.”

“No one has told me yet what an Interloper even is,” Prosak said.

“True enough,” Bain concurred. “What’s it all about?”

“How much do you know about Yynsian past life metaphysics?” J’Atric asked.

“Very little,” Prosak replied. “I know you believe you are all reincarnated, but that is about it.”

J’Atric chuckled. “If only it were that simple, my dear. Yynsians are not reincarnated in the sense most species in the galaxy use to define the term. We are not so much born again as passed along.”

Prosak could see Bain’s face contorting as he tried to make sense of what had just been said. Before he could hurt himself too severely, J’Atric continued.

“All that I am is held within the lifeforce that animates this shell we call a body. This lifeforce, however, has already animated others before me, and all that they were is still a part of it. While their bodies have long since died, their essence lives on. I believe the Vulcans would call it a katra. When I finally die, my essence will join them as this lifeforce moves on to animate a new host.”

“I see,” Prosak said thoughtfully. “But where does this Interloper come in?”

“We are all born with a single lifeforce containing many past lives; however, on exceptionally rare occasions, two lifeforces will be present in one host. We don’t completely understand the mechanics of it or what happens in the Past Life Clearinghouse before our births…”

Bain frowned. Past Life Clearinghouse? It didn’t sound especially spiritual to him.

“…but somehow after a lifeforce is designated to animate a host, a second lifeforce breaks its way into the host. This second lifeforce is the Interloper, and while the primary lifeforce is generally in control, the Interloper will try with all its might to seize control, usually to complete some business from its life that it feels is unfinished.”

“I would think that many people have unfinished business,” Prosak said. “Why is this not more common?”

“Simple biology,” J’Atric said. “If a lifeforce gets into a new host, they come back as an infant. By the time the host’s mind is ready to be seized and body is old enough to take independent action as an adult, close to thirty years have passed. For most people, whatever business they may have had is long since over.”

Bain raised his hand for a moment as a thought struck him. “But what about someone who gets murdered? Surely they have unfinished business.”

“And how many people get murdered on Earth each year?” T’Dur asked.

“Well…none.”

“It is the same here,” J’Atric said. “Which is why, as I said, something like what has happened to Tovar, if it is actually has happened, is exceptionally rare.”

“I understand the rare part, but are you going to do for Tovar?” Bain said, diving to the heart of the matter.

J’Atric steepled his fingers thoughtfully. “If indeed Tovar has an Interloper, we must perform the Holnym, which will remove the Interloper.”

Something about the look on J’Atric and T’Dur’s faces troubled Prosak. “Why do I sense there is a catch here? Will Tovar be harmed?”

“Tovar? No. He and his lifeforce will not be harmed at all. However, without a new host, the Interloper will be utterly destroyed.”

“What do you mean without a new host?” Prosak said. “Won’t it just go back to the Past Life Clearinghouse to get one?”

T’Dur shook his head. “Unfortunately no. The death process is what transports the lifeforce to the Clearinghouse. Tovar will not die, yet the Interloper will be removed.”

“That’ll teach the bastard to butt in where it doesn’t belong,” Bain said, clapping his hands down on his knees. “Let’s get to it.”

“Captain!” Prosak exclaimed. “We’re talking about the end of many lives here.”

“They all already lived and died, Prosak. My concern right now is for Tovar.” Bain rose from his chair. “On with this Hokum or whatever it is.”

BING BONG BING BING BONG!

“What the devil is that?” Bain shouted as the deafening gonging subsided. J’Atric ignored him and stepped over to a small panel on his desk. “Office of Interloping Past Life Assessment and Removal. Polem J’Atric speaking.”

“This is Accyl J’Roki. I was actually looking for Polem T’Dur.”

“I am here as well,” T’Dur said. “We’re in a meeting right now, J’Roki. Can this wait?”

“We just found P’Randi unconscious in the lobby, and you’re the only one with visitors in the Temple at the moment. Did one of them happen to slip away and knock her senseless?”

“I’ve been here the whole time!” Bain said defensively.

“Perhaps Tovar woke up,” Prosak suggested.

“Or whoever is in control of him currently,” J’Atric said.

“He will assuredly have removed his commpips,” Prosak said.

“Most likely,” Bain said. “He’s a clever one, but we have one advantage. We know where he’s going!”

“And where’s that?”

“Off the planet.”

“It would be nice if we could narrow it down a little further,” Prosak mused.

“Can’t have everything, Prosak,” Bain said rushing toward the door. “Let’s move!” He stopped just short of the doorway. “How in blazes do we get out of here?”

T’Dur rose from his seat. “I will transport us to the street. You may need my help to handle the Interloper.”

“Take this with you,” J’Atric added, pulling a decades-old hypospray from his desk and handing it to T’Dur. “It contains a potion that should draw Tovar’s consciousness to the surface.”And be careful. There are few beings in the universe more dangerous than a pissed-off dead guy.” He chuckled again and returned to his paints as Bain, Prosak, and T’Dur dematerialized.

A split second later, the trio reformed on the sidewalk outside of the Temple of Mi Clane, a bustling thoroughfare crowded with Yynsians and hovercars all walking quickly or zipping toward their destinations. Upon sighting T’Dur in his robes, the entire street stopped as each and every Yynsian raised their hands, showing with their fingers how many past lives their lifeforce held.

Almost every Yynsian, anyway. At the end of the block, heading toward the massive, 200 story Cageria docking structure, a land-based version of the facilities orbiting the planet, was Tovar.

“Got him!” Bain said, taking off in a run, Prosak right at his side. T’Dur quickly tossed off his robes, revealing a yellow T-shirt with “Off Duty” emblazoned upon it in large black type. The Yynsian citizenry immediately returned to their regularly-scheduled travel paths as T’Dur rushed to catch up with Bain and Tovar.



Tovar, meanwhile, had ducked into a clear booth on the corner and was frantically scanning down a pad.

“Transport…booth!” T’Dur shouted from behind Bain and Tovar. Despite the Polem’s muscular build, he sure got winded easily.

“Oh no he doesn’t!” Bain cried, extending his wrist phaser. Before Prosak could protest, Bain fired, obliterating the assembly on top of the booth housing the transporter workings. Tovar whirled around, his eyes locking on Bain in wide-eyed shock.

“STAND DOWN!” Bain bellowed, keeping his phaser trained on the booth as Tovar emerged.

“You cannot shoot this body,” Tovar replied calmly. Then in a blur of motion that caught Bain off-guard, Tovar sprinted around the corner, the Temple wall shielding him from Bain’s phaser.

“Get that hypospray,” Bain ordered Prosak as he took off after Tovar again. He rounded the corner just in time to see Tovar race into the middle of the street, leap onto the hood of a hovercar and drop to a prone position to catch a lift. Bain charged out into traffic, facing down the oncoming hovercar dead on and hopping onto its sloped hood as the driver slammed to a halt, almost pitching Tovar off of the vehicle.

“Let me go, Bain,” Tovar said. “This does not concern you.”

“That boy’s safety most definitely concerns me,” Bain shot back, retraining his weapon on Tovar, who had sprung to his feet.

The driver’s side window of the hovercar lowered tentatively. “Um…could you watch it with your boots? I just had this waxed.”

“I appreciate the job you have done raising this body,” Tovar replied. “And while I am loath to say any life is not important, Tovar really has nothing at this point. I do! And I will not be denied any longer.”

“Tough luck, old boy,” Bain said, activating the fire control on his phaser. As he did so, Tovar’s foot lashed out with practiced speed, catching Bain on the side of the head and knocking him off of the hood, his blast sailing down the street.

“Go!” Tovar ordered, stomping his boot down on the hovercar’s roof and leaving a small dent.

Suddenly, a golden hovercar whipped up a ramp leading out from under the Temple with Prosak leaning out the passenger side window, hypospray in hand. Before Tovar could dodge to the side, the golden hovercar swerved alongside him and Prosak latched onto his leg with an iron grip. He swung his fist down at her, but Prosak was ready. The hypospray, which she held in her free hand, intercepted Tovar’s incoming arm, injecting its contents into the Yynsian’s forearm as his fist slammed into her shoulder.

Tovar staggered back instantly, quickly losing his balance. Bain was in motion before Tovar could topple backwards, catching his adopted son just before he fell onto the road’s metallic surface. Tovar looked up at him with dazed eyes.

“Dadums…” he said weakly.

“I’m here, lad,” Bain said soothingly. “We’re going to get you a Hokum or Hoinum or something like that. But you’ll be all better.”

“Holnym,” Tovar said, his face looking deeply troubled as his eyes fluttered. “Can’t let…” And Tovar slumped over, going limp in Bain’s arms as Prosak and T’Dur ran over.

“Let’s get him inside,” T’Dur said.

“Capital,” Bain said distractedly, looking at his unconscious tac-ops officer as T’Dur activated his transport wrist band.



Stone. That was the first sensation Tovar consciously processed as he slowly awoke. Obviously he was now laying on some kind of stone slab. He strained to search his memory for some clue as to how he’d gotten into this position.

He was on the Anomaly. Then the Interloper’s lifeforce had crashed over him like a massive wave, submerging his conscious deep deep inside his mind as the Interloper took over…one part of the Interloper anyway. He remembered feeling determination from the Interloper, but no hatred toward himself. The Interloper simply felt as thought he had to take the course that he was taking.

Tovar’s next memory was Bain looking down at him on a street. His memory cleared slightly. It was a street on Yyns. He was back on Yyns. The final piece clicked into place.

They were going to perform the Holnym. The interloper would be removed. It would be destroyed.

Tovar would finally have peace.

But he could not let it happen.

He forced his eyes open and allowed them to adjust to the dim, torch-lit chamber. He was alone except for a woman…Prosak. She sat in a narrow wooden chair a few feet away reading a padd.

“Prosak…” Tovar croaked.

The Romulan was over to him in an instant. “Are you all right, Tovar?” she asked concerned as she leaned over him.

“Groggy.” He reached over and grabbed her hand, looking up at her intensely. “Where is Bain?”

“Just in the next room with the Polems. They’re preparing for the ritual.”

“Can’t let it happen.”

“Tovar?” Prosak asked, concerned that the Interloper was back in control.

“It’s me. Get Bain. He’ll understand.”

“Hang on,” she said, keeping her eyes locked on him as she stepped over to the doorway to the Polem’s antechamber attached to the small chapel Tovar had found himself in. “Captain…could I speak to you a moment regarding…ship’s business?”

“Half a tic,” Bain’s voice replied from the next room.

“It is rather urgent.”

“Very well,” Bain said, emerging into the chapel, struggling with the fasteners on a deep blue-colored ceremonial robe as he did so. “What is the problem, Prosak?”

She pointed at Tovar, who put his finger over his lips to prevent Bain from calling out. Bain rushed over, the robe billowing awkwardly behind him.

“I’m here, son,” Bain said. “You’re going to be all right.”

“Get me out of here,” Tovar replied.

“That’s just the Interloper talking.”

“No, it isn’t,” Tovar said firmly. “But I am acting on his behalf. He does not deserve to be destroyed.”

“Come now, lad. He’s caused us no end of trouble. Let him…it go.”

Tovar shook his head. “I…we can help him. It’s important.”

“And if we do?”

“His business here will be finished, and I will not be troubled further.”

“If that is the case, Captain,” Prosak interjected. “There’s no reason to destroy the Interloper with the Holnym if the end result is the same.”

“That whole sanctity of life thing, eh? Even if it is dead life?”

“Precisely,” Prosak said.

“Please…” Tovar implored, struggling to sit up.

“Can you lead us to wherever it is this Interloper wants to go?”

“Yes. And he assures me we will be in no danger.”

“I’m not worried about danger, my boy,” Bain said. “Keeps the blood pumping.”

“Should I tell the Polems we won’t need the ceremony after all?” Prosak asked.

“NO!” Tovar said quickly. “They will try to keep me here! We must go.”

“That’s good enough for me,” Bain said, pinching his commpip. “Bain to Anomaly. Three to beam up. Energize.”

Polems J’Atric and T’Dur stepped out of the antechamber a moment later, dressed in their Holnym ceremonial robes, to find a completely empty chapel.

“Potty break?” J’Atric suggested as T’Dur raced to the chapel door to look out into the corridor.

“He’s tricked them into helping him escape,” T’Dur snapped. “Stay here!” T’Dur quickly typed several commands into his wrist band and vanished in a swirl of energy.

“Captain’s Log. Stardate 175272.3. After leaving Yyns in something of a hurry, we’re on a course for…well, no one knows really. Tovar is providing headings, which are evidently being supplied to him by the Interloper, but we seem to be zigging and zagging across the quadrant almost erratically. I have to wonder if the Interloper is just being cautious of if he’s out of his bloody gourd. Of course, he could just be bad with directions.

“In the meantime, I have informed the crew of our present situation, and without exception they have agreed to postpone our return to Earth briefly in order to assist Tovar. Of course, I think the rumor that someone started about our destination may have had something to do with that. Who would have thought that they’d be so taken in by the idea of a secret treasure hoard? Well, I did, but then that’s why I started the rumor.”



After grabbing a bit of breakfast (steak and eggs, if you must know), Captain Bain exited the turbolift onto the bridge, where the scene had changed very little from the moment they’d left Yyns. Ensign Arroyo was back at the helm, having just relieved Yonk, while Tovar sat beside him on an inflatable chair in the general shape of some Romulan children’s show character that he’d borrowed from Prosak’s quarters. Prosak, meanwhile, sat in the command chair, looking somewhat bored.

“Everything ship shape up here?” Bain asked Prosak softly, not wanting to disturb Tovar, who seemed to be deep in concentration.

“Perfectly,” Prosak said, rising from the command chair. “Although, considering the fact that we’re following a flight plan set by the Interloper, there’s very little for me to do.”

“Um…” Lieutenant Brazzell’s voice interrupted. “That may be about to change.”

“What’s the problem, Lieutenant?” Bain asked.

“I just picked up several ships on long range sensors. Yynsian design.”

“Bollocks,” Bain spat.

“I fail to see the problem,” Prosak said. “They are Federation members. Surely they won’t fire on a Starfleet vessel.”

Bain shook his head. “Unfortunately, it’s not going to be that simple.”

“Why not?”

“We’re being hailed. It’s Admiral Larkin,” Brazzell said.

“That’s why,” Bain replied, turning toward the viewscreen. “Put her on.” The image shifted, showing Admiral Kristen Larkin. The look in the android’s eyes told Bain that his worst fears were about to be realized.

“Hello, Krissers,” he said flatly.

“Reginald,” Larkin replied with a curt nod of her head. “Welcome back to the Milky Way. I’m gratified to see that you and your ship returned safely.”

“Nothing we couldn’t handle, Admiral. Sorry we haven’t had time to swing by headquarters, but a bit of a family emergency’s come up.”

“Indeed. Captain, I must insist that you stand down.”

“With all due respect, Admiral, I have little urge to talk with you right now, and even less of an urge to listen to the blather coming out of your mouth,” Bain said sharply.

“I detect very little respect in that remark, Reginald.”

“I guess it’s hard to muster any up for a supposed friend who’d install a blasted hologram on my ship behind my back.”

Larkin nodded in understanding. “I take it you learned about the Emergency Diplomatic Hologram.”

“Learned about him?” Bain exclaimed. “The bastard took over my ship and tried to start a damn war. If it weren’t for Tovar, he’d still be around! How could you do something like that to me? We’ve known each other far too long for you to pull this sort of stunt.”

“My knowledge of you is precisely why I did it. You are a dear friend, Reginald, but you can be a bit too willing to take matters into your own hands at times as the current situation shows.”

“I’m not about to stand by and let those blokes work their mystical mumbo-jumbo on my boy.”

“So I’ve heard,” Larkin said. “The Yynsians contacted us shortly after you removed Tovar from the Temple of Mi Clane.”

“He asked to leave, Krissers. It was of his own free will.”

“You of all people know that it does not work like that,” Larkin said. “Return him to the Yynsians.”

“Admiral, you cannot be serious!” Prosak exclaimed. “He doesn’t want to go.”

“Commander, you do not understand Yynsian affairs. Actually, almost no one does. That’s why the Federation has put all past life matters under the purview of the Yynsians. They’ve told us that Tovar is a danger to himself and those around him in his present condition, and I am not about to allow him to put a Starfleet vessel at risk…and don’t tell me that old ‘Risk is our business’ line,” Larkin added quickly before Bain could get the words out of his mouth.

“So that’s it then. You just expect me to hand my son over to them?” Bain said.

“He’s not your son.”

“Considering your odd parentage, I would think that you of all people would understand my feelings about this.”

Larkin appeared struck for a moment. “I’m sorry, Reggie,” she said finally. “I allowed my emotion chip to get the better of me.”

“Apology accepted. Now call off those bloody Yynsians.”

“I cannot do that. This is their call. You are ordered to hand over Mr. Tovar.”

“And I cannot do that,” Bain said.

“They will disable your ship and take him by force.”

“They’ll have to find him first,” Bain replied.

“Is that your final word on the matter?”

“You already know the answer to that, Krissers.”

“Indeed.” She smiled slightly. “Off the record, Reginald, good luck. Larkin out.”

Prosak looked puzzled. “I’m confused, sir. Do we have her permission to disobey her orders?”

“Not officially,” Bain said. “But Larkin’s got a good head on her shoulders…even if it is detachable.” He stepped over to Tovar. “How are you holding up?”

“Well,” Tovar said, obviously exhausted. Lack of sleep and the aftereffects of the Yynsians’ drugs were taking their toll. “Thank you for standing up to Larkin on my behalf.”

“Couldn’t imagine doing otherwise,” Bain said with a warm smile. “Just stay with us for a bit longer. We’ll pull you through this.”

“Speaking of,” Arroyo piped up. “The Yynsians are still closing. Are we running for it, fighting, or what?”

“We should try to avoid a fire-fight if possible,” Prosak said. “The Yynsians are still our allies.”

“I have no intention of fighting them,” Bain said. “How many ships do we have out there?”

“Seven, sir,” Brazzell reported.

“Hmmm…this would be much easier with anti-sing, but this way is a lot more fun,” Bain said, a slow smile crossing his face. “Any cover nearby? Planets, nebulae or the like?”

Arroyo checked his readouts again. “Actually, we’re passing the Nikser asteroid belt now. It’s a hundred thousand kilometers away at heading 178 mark 4.”

Bain’s smile broadened to a grin. “Brilliant.”



On the bridge of the Yynsian Defense Force and Past Life Emergency Response Craft P’Shaw (Named for the woman who narrowly averted The Eighth Mass Conflagration in 34,978 (Yyns Calender - Sixth Revision). It’s long story really and not worth going into here, but since you asked…basically the leader of the Teravia Province was about to invade neighboring Resitonia because one of his past lives thought a Resitonian had run over his pet lingit, but at the last moment, P’Shaw came forward under the control of the Teravian leader’s past life’s mother and revealed that she’d accidentally killed the lingit while under the control of one of her past lives (I told you it wasn’t worth going into). The mother was incredibly remorseful, particularly since her past life had fixed the lingit into a wonderful casserole. Satisfied with P’Shaw’s confession, the Teravian leader called off the war and had P’Shaw herself prepared into a lovely casserole that he served to the castle’s herd of lingits).

Wow. We completely lost track of where this sentence was going. Let us start over…



On the bridge of the Yynsian Defense Force and Past Life Emergency Response Craft P’Shaw (See the history lesson in the preceding paragraph if you need a refresher about the name), Polem T’Dur watched the tactical display on the viewscreen with satisfaction as his vessels closed on the Anomaly. As a Polem from the Temple of Mi Clane, T’Dur had broad powers, one of which was the ability to command Yynsian Defense Force ships during Past Life Emergencies, and the Tovar situation definitely qualified. There was no way he would allow an Interloper to roam free when incalculable damage could be done to the current host. Besides, if the Interloper was allowed to escape, other lifeforces might decide to try Interloping themselves, something that could lead to anarchy in the Past Life Clearinghouse.

T’Dur’s satisfaction quickly shifted to annoyance as he watched the Anomaly change course and head into the nearby Nikser asteroid belt.

“Hail them again,” T’Dur ordered, turning to face the Defense Force officer manning the P’Shaw’s tactical console and past life records bureau information desk.

“Still no response,” the officer replied. “Oh wait. There’s something.”

“Let me talk to them.”

“It’s not really a message. Look.” The officer pointed at the tactical display on the viewscreen. T’Dur turned back to see several sensor contacts spreading out from the Anomaly, weaving in and out of the asteroids, and zipping off in opposite directions.

“What is Bain doing?” T’Dur asked, staring at the screen.

“Abandoning ship?” the officer offered. “It’s raceabouts and shuttles and microshuttles and even a Lincoln-class starship.”

“Search for Yynsian life signs!” T’Dur snapped quickly, realizing what was happening.

“I’m not reading any life signs at all.”

T’Dur could feel stirring deep within his own lifeforce as one of his past lives tried to use this stressful situation as an excuse to come to the surface. “He’s not playing fair! Make him stop!!!!!” Too late. It was J’Rell.

T’Dur forced the eight-year-old (who was killed in a bizarre kickball accident at a young age) back down and presented a more reasonable response to the situation. “Bain’s masking them. Alert the fleet to split up and pursue those ships. I want each and everyone of them stopped and brought back here. NOW!”



Minutes later, as the last of the Yynsian ships left the Nikser region in pursuit of the Anomaly or one of its support craft, a lone raceabout powered up its systems and lifted off from a massive asteroid. Rising up over the rim of the crater in which it had been ensconced, the raceabout activated its polaron drive and sped away.

“217 Mark 8,” Tovar said softly, leaning back as best he could in the Raceabout Frinoqua’s co-pilot’s seat. Bain altered the craft’s course without a word as he watched Tovar struggled to retain consciousness.

“How long on this heading?” Bain asked finally.

“At this speed…five hours,” Tovar said, after a moment’s pause during which he consulted with the Interloper.

“Then maybe you should head to the back and get some sleep.”

“I will manage.”

“Don’t make me get your mum on the comm. You know Rosalyn would be out here in a heartbeat if she knew what was happening.”

Tovar smiled weakly. “I miss her tea and scones.”

“As do I, son, but we’ll get some soon enough. Now, as your father and your commanding officer, I’m ordering you to get some sleep.”

The Yynsian stood slowly, almost toppling over. “The drugs,” he muttered.

“Hopefully, they’ll flush out of your system soon. Go rest.”

After Tovar left the cockpit, Bain brought up star charts of the region, trying to get a sense of where the Interloper could be leading them. Five hours on their current heading would take them well away from the major space lanes, but beyond that Bain could see little of interest. Of course, it was hard to say for certain what the Interloper was even after. Tovar did not seem to know either, yet somehow the Interloper had convinced him to go along with it. At the back of his mind, Bain wondered if Tovar was really in full control. It wasn’t a comforting thought, but Bain hoped that his presence would be enough to help Tovar hold on.



Tovar returned to the cockpit four hours and fifty-six minutes later looking only slightly less haggard than he had when he left for his nap. He slid into the chair beside Bain and quickly looked over the status readouts.

“We will be turning to course 226 mark 6,” he said simply.

“Nice nap?”

“Turbulent,” Tovar replied. “They all know something is happening. Even the one controlling the Interloping lifeforce is becoming agitated.”

Bain checked over the star charts again. “I can’t imagine why. There’s nothing out here but a massive nebula.”

“That is where we must go,” Tovar said, looking at the display.

“In there? It’s just a bunch of gas…highly explosive gas, I might add…and all sorts of nasty radiation. Starfleet has had warning buoys around here for over a century.”

“There is no danger,” Tovar stated calmly. “The Interloper has been here before.”

“He didn’t die here by any chance, did he?”

“No. But he left something very important behind.”

“In the gas?” Bain said skeptically.

Tovar shrugged. “That’s all I know.”

“Sod it! We’re going in,” Bain said determinedly as he veered the Frinoqua toward the nebula and brought the ship out of warp, ignoring the persistent hails from the warning buoys stationed nearby. He steeled himself for the worst as the raceabout into the nebula, which turned out to be overkill as absolutely nothing happened.

“Ha! What do you know?” Bain said. He checked the forward sensors, which were having difficulty piercing the nebula’s interior.

“The sensor interference is artificial,” Tovar said. “Compensating.”

“How did you know…” Bain trailed off as the sensors cleared, revealing the last thing Bain ever expected to find inside a nebula: a star system. Well, system was a bit of an overstatement, actually. The small star was being orbited by a lone planet. “Blimey!”

“Quite,” Tovar said. His face went blank for a moment as the Interloper spoke to him. “He says we are in a place called the Briar Patch. The Federation had it cordoned off over a century ago to prevent others from reaching this planet.”

“Why? What’s so special about it?” Bain asked as he read the sensor readouts. Class M. A few hundred humanoid life signs. No unusual minerals. No dilithium (not that that was hard to come by anymore…unless you’re in Andromeda). He could see some odd metaphasic radiation, but he didn’t see how that could be important.

Unfortunately, he would have several hours to wait until he could find out. The nebula was truly immense, meaning even with the raceabout’s polaron drives at maximum, it would take 5 hours to reach the planet.

Bain’s thoughts turned to his wife. A pang of guilt would not let him alone. He should have contacted her about Tovar as soon as he was able to regain control of the Anomaly, but these were deep waters. Technically, he was operating without Starfleet approval, so comming Rosalyn would just worry her. She was the boy’s mum, though. Well, he’d make it up to her when he returned to Earth. With thoughts of a quiet dinner alone with his wife filling his head, Bain drifted off to sleep.

He was abruptly awakened hours later as Tovar stood up and headed to the transporter console at the rear of the cockpit. In front of the raceabout, a ringed planet loomed.

“Shouldn’t we give them a ring first?” Bain asked, getting up to join his tac-ops officer.

“They would not respond. The Ba’ku have rejected technology.”

“Tovar, the Prime Directive…”

“Does not apply here,” Tovar snapped back testily. “I apologize. The Interloper is growing impatient. But the Ba’ku have had contact with Starfleet before, and they have their own ships, which they choose not to use.”

“Oh. All right then. Let’s get moving!”

Moments later, the pair materialized in the middle of a rustic village surrounded by white-capped mountains. Bain took a deep breath of the fresh cool air and let out a satisfied sigh. The landscape was truly gorgeous and a far cry from the sterile interiors of the Anomaly or the metropolis of Cageria (which had been his first time on a planet in weeks).

The residents of the village, curious at the sudden arrival of two strangely clad newcomers, soon gathered around Bain and Tovar murmuring to themselves about “outlanders.” A blond man and dark haired woman soon broke through the crowd, a look of displeasure on their faces.

“I am Captain Reginald Bain of the Federation Starship Anomaly,” Bain announced. “And this is Lieutenant Commander Tovar. We’re just here on a little personal business, so pay us no mind.”

“What do you want here?” the woman said harshly.

“Calm down, Anij,” the man replied. “They probably don’t even know Picard.”

“He SAID he would come back, Artim. He promised he’d use his leave time here.”

“That was a long time ago.”

“Picard?” Bain said confused. “The man’s been dead for decades.”

“DEAD!” Anij shouted.

“I don’t see why that should be such a shock. He had to have been dead before you were even born.”

Tovar leaned over and whispered in Bain’s ear, causing the captain’s eyes to almost bug out of his head. “SHE’S HOW OLD?!?!?”

Anij stared at Tovar. “You seem to know me, yet I do not recognize you.”

“We’ve never met,” Tovar said. “But I know this place. I need to see Prijan.”

The crowd suddenly appeared to get very uncomfortable. “What do you want with Prijan?” Artim asked pointedly. “We do not appreciate Outlanders appearing here uninvited and demanding to see one of us.”

“That way,” Tovar said, ignoring Artim and pushing through the crowd toward a path leading into a forest on the village outskirts, Bain close on his heels.

“Stay here,” Anij said to the gathered crowd as she and Artim headed off to pursue Bain and Tovar.

A short ways into the woods, the trail branched. The main path continued on toward the mountains, while a narrow walk led to a small dwelling nestled in a clearing, which Tovar proceeded to examine as though it were some archeological find.

“Prijan is a simple artisan,” Artim insisted. “Unless you need metalwork done, I do not see what interest she could possibly be to you.”

Bain put a hand on Artim’s shoulder. “We’ve come farther than you could possibly imagine to be here. If Tovar there says he needs this Prijan person, he’s damn well going to get her.”

“Do I have any say in the matter?” a woman’s voice said from behind Bain. He whirled around to see that the door had opened revealing an athletically-built woman with curly light brown hair. She appeared to be in her mid-40s, but considering what Tovar had told him about Anij’s age, Bain couldn’t be sure how old this Prijan really was.

“Who are you?” Prijan demanded, sizing up Bain and Tovar.

“Captain Reginald Bain, ma’am,” Bain said with a slight bow. “This is Lieutenant Commander Tovar.” Bain pointed off to where Tovar had been standing, only he wasn’t standing anymore. He’d collapsed into the tall grass. Bain rushed over to him and helped Tovar to his feet.

“What’s wrong with him?” Prijan asked.

“He’s had a long journey, and the Yynsians drugged him,” Bain said.

“Yynsians!” Prijan exclaimed.

Tovar’s eyes fluttered as he tried to focus on Prijan. A smile spread across his face. “It’s…her.”

“Her?” Bain asked. “A Ba’ku?”

Tovar shook his head. “Not Ba’ku…human.”

“Human!” Bain exclaimed, turning on Prijan so quickly that he almost dropped Tovar. “Is this true?”

Prijan nodded, her eyes not leaving Tovar’s face as she seemed to be searching for something.

“My name,” she said somewhat hesitantly, “is Patricia Hawkins.”



TO BE CONTINUED…



Aren’t You Dead?



One of the things that really appealed to Reginald Bain about being a Starfleet captain was the variety. One week you could be trapped in the Andromeda Galaxy facing unthinkable odds; then another week you could find yourself on an idyllic planet in the middle of a nebula surrounded by a bunch of people who just don’t age. At the moment, Bain was in the latter situation, having been brought here by Tovar, who was following instructions from the Interloping lifeforce residing inside his body. The details of all of the Yynsian past life stuff tended to give Bain a headache, so he tended to let Tovar handle that sort of thing.

Unfortunately, Tovar was a bit on the unconscious side, leaving Bain to deal with the current situation. Of course, the current situation was all because of Tovar, leaving Bain at a bit of a loss. At least the scenery was pretty as he stood outside of a cabin in the woods propping up Tovar. Two Ba’ku, Anij and Artim, stood a short distance away watching the whole scene with a mix of concern and consternation.

Meanwhile, Bain was standing with the owner of the cabin, a woman who by all rights should have been Ba’ku, since they didn’t seem to want any “Outlanders” around, yet she claimed to be human, specifically a human named Patricia Hawkins.

Faced with the new information, Captain Bain fell back on his Starfleet training and asked a question designed to probe straight to the heart of the matter.

“Who?”

“Her name is Prijan,” Anij said forcefully.

“It’s all right, Anij,” Prijan or Patricia Hawkins or whoever the heck she was said calmly. “I will handle this.” She turned to Bain. “Please come inside, Captain Bain.”

“Hold on just a bloody second! I’m not going anywhere until I get some answers.”

“The answers are inside,” Prijan said.

“Oh…right…off we go then.” Bain readjusted Tovar and carried the Yynsian inside Prijan’s cabin. Prijan soon followed after once again assuring Anij and Artim that their presence was unnecessary.

The cabin was simply decorated. The living area contained a sofa and a couple of chairs, handmade from what Bain could gather, and the craftsmanship was remarkable. Various tapestries and paintings hung on the walls, while on the shelves of a bookcase and on an exquisite wooden coffee table sat several fine metal figurines and sculptures. Bain lay Tovar down gently on the sofa as Prijan went into the cabin’s small kitchen to start a kettle of water boiling.

“Do you drink tea, Captain?” Prijan asked from the kitchen.

“I’m British, madam. I believe tea drinking is in my genetic makeup.”

Prijan laughed. “Not necessarily. I once knew a man from England who wouldn’t touch the stuff. But then Scott was unique.”

A particular piece on the bookcase caught Bain’s eye. He stepped over to it as Prijan continued talking. “And please don’t call me madam. It makes me feel older than I already am. Patricia will be fine.”

Bain picked up the metal sculpture from the book case and turned it over in his hands. It was a starship, an old Excelsior class. The detail was incredible, right down to each individual window. He looked at the name on the saucer. USS SECONDPRIZE.

Patricia stepped out of the kitchen carrying a tray with two cups and a pot of steaming tea. Bain didn’t recognize the aroma, but the blend smelled wonderful.

“Did you make this?” Bain asked, holding up the starship.

“It was an early attempt. I’m almost embarrassed by how amateurish it is, but I’ve gotten better.” She set the tray down on the coffee table and knelt next to Tovar. Once again she seemed to be searching for something in his face. “Funny,” said softly.

“What is it?” Bain asked, taking a seat in one of the chairs and pouring a cup of tea for Patricia and himself.

Patricia took the offered cup. “I expected them to look alike.”

Bain took a sip of his tea. Like everything else on this world, it was exquisite. “Blimey! That’s a DAMN fine cup of tea! Oh…sorry…what were you saying?”

“Just that I expected Tovar to look like him.”

“Look like who?”

“No one you’d know, I’m sure. He died almost 30 years ago, and we’d retired here long before that.” Patricia turned back to Tovar and ran her hand gentle through his matted black hair. “Jaroch, honey, can you hear me?”

Tovar stirred slightly. “He…is here,” he said weakly. “He is struggling against the drugs to retake control.”

The pieces finally clicked into place for Bain. “Hold on a second! You had a relationship with one of Tovar’s past lives!”

“Yes, sir,” Tovar said, trying to sit up. Patricia quickly put her hand on his chest gently.

“Just rest for now. Jaroch warned me that something like this could happen. He’s Interloped, hasn’t he?”

Tovar nodded.

Patricia couldn’t help smiling even as she wiped a tear away from her face. “You persistent bastard!”

“I’m glad you seem so happy about this,” Bain said. “But this Jaroch and his Interloping friends have seriously jeopardized my boy’s sanity!”

Patricia looked at Bain confused. “You’re his father?”

“Adopted. It’s a long story. The point is that now that you’ve been reunited with Jaroch, say your goodbyes, so he can go wherever he’s going to go and Tovar can get his body back.”

Tovar fixed a glare on Bain. “That is not the plan.”

“There’s a plan?”

“It is news to me as well,” Tovar replied. He turned to Patricia. “Jaroch says you are to go to the closet in his workroom. There is a loose panel at the back with a box inside. Please bring the box here.”

Patricia was out of the room in a blur.

“Tovar, what the devil is going on here?” Bain demanded. “I thought this bloody Interloper was supposed to scamper off once he got what he wanted. He saw Patricia; isn’t that it?”

“No, but Jaroch claims to have a solution to our problem. And considering everything that Jaroch has told me up to this point has turned out to be true, I have decided to trust him.”

“Our problem? He’s the one with the problem.”

“His problem is my problem.”

“Not if you’d let J’Atric perform that Hokum spell or whatever it was.”

“Holnym…which would have destroyed Jaroch’s lifeforce, effectively erasing him and the other past lives in that lifeforce from the universe,” Tovar said. “Jaroch seems to believe there is another way, and I want to hear him out.”

Patricia returned a few moments later carrying a small metal box with a retinal scanner mounted on the top.

“Paranoid bugger,” Bain commented.

Ignoring him, Patricia looked into the scanner, which blipped approvingly and opened the latch. She swung open the lid revealing a hypospray and three medicine cartridges.

Tovar silently took the hypospray from Patricia, loaded it with a vial of bluish liquid, then injected it into his neck.

“What are you doing?” Bain demanded.

“Counteracting the drugs,” Tovar said. His body convulsed briefly, then again more violently, knocking the Yynsian to the ground. Bain quickly swooped down to pick him up and lay him on the sofa. “Father,” Tovar said, looking at him intently. “Trust him.”

Bain felt his fists clenching reflexively. Damn it all!

“Father?”

“Oh all right!” Bain said. “But you are coming back!”

“Of course,” Tovar said. His eyes fluttered, then just as suddenly shifted to a calm cool gaze as his body sat up and looked around.

“Jaroch?” Patricia asked hesitantly.

“Yes,” Tovar/Jaroch replied. “I apologize for not following my first instinct, which is to, as the saying goes,”jump you;” however, I will refrain for two reasons. First of all, Captain Bain most likely has no desire to witness a display of passion. And secondly, since this is not my body, any such action may make you and Tovar uncomfortable.”

“Yep. It’s Jaroch,” Patricia said, a huge grin spreading across her face. She dove at Tovar/Jaroch, smothering him with a long kiss. She finally released Tovar/Jaroch a good 90 seconds later. “Sorry, Captain, but you and Tovar are just going to have to deal with it.”

“Well…er…it’s quite all right,” Bain said.

Tovar/Jaroch got to his feet and shook Bain’s hand. “I owe you a debt of gratitude. If not for you and your trust in Tovar, we may never have been reunited.”

“I’m happy to help,” Bain said. “But there is the small matter of…well everything! I don’t even know who you two are, much less what you’re doing on this planet or, most importantly, when I’m getting my boy back!”

“We certainly owe you that much,” Tovar/Jaroch said as he and Patricia settled onto the sofa, hands locked together. Bain forced himself to stop thinking of Tovar’s body as actually being Tovar and leaned back into his chair to listen.

“You noticed my ship sculpture up on the bookcase earlier,” Patricia began. “Well that was where Jaroch and I met. We served together on the Secondprize until I left Starfleet. Then later, after he became the Secondprize’s captain, we found each other again and got married. That’s a story in itself.”

“But one that we will not bore you with in the interest of brevity and not bringing up people who are best left in oblivion,” Tovar/Jaroch said.

“Right. Anyway, years passed, we got older, and eventually Jaroch was promoted to the admiralty,” Patricia said

“My position was in the Starfleet Sciences Division, where I had access to certain information that was not known to the majority of Starfleet. One such item was the existence of this planet and its unique properties. I immediately saw that it could be the solution to our problem.”

Bain looked confused. “What problem? It sounds like everything was perfect.”

“For that lifetime,” Tovar/Jaroch said, “but one day we would die.”

“Everyone does,” Bain said.

“True; however, not everyone comes back,” Tovar/Jaroch said. “I knew that my existence would move along with this lifeforce and join with a new host while Patricia would be gone to me forever. You’re married, Captain. You cannot tell me that the idea of existing for eternity without Mrs. Bain is a palatable one for you.”

“It would be intolerable,” Bain acknowledged.

“Exactly,” Patricia said. “So that’s why we decided just not to die. Jaroch and I settled our affairs and came here never to be seen or heard from again.”

Bain shook his head. “But what about the Ba’ku? They do not seem to be at all fond of outsiders. Why did they accept you?”

“They were sympathetic to our unique situation,” Tovar/Jaroch replied.

“And we brought books,” Patricia added. “You have no idea how bored the Ba’ku were. Their writers just wrote about the same old thing over and over. We gave them something different.”

“In exchange, they allowed us to join their society on the condition that we changed our names and found ways to contribute to the village,” Tovar/Jaroch said.

“That’s why I got into metalwork,” Patricia said.

“And I woodwork. Most of the furniture in this house I built.”

“Nicely done,” Bain said admiringly. “It sounds like you both had things pretty well worked out.”

“We did indeed,” Tovar/Jaroch said. “And it lasted for almost thirty years until I did something unbelievably and uncharacteristically stupid. I left the planet.”





MANY YEARS EARLIER…



Hunched under his poncho, which seemed to be providing little to no protection from the driving rain, Jaroch wondered whether anonymity was really worth all of this hassle. He huddled a little closer to his small spacecraft as the Yridian cargomover operator steered a bulky crate toward the ship’s open cargo hatch.

Admittedly, Jaroch had gone a bit nuts with his purchases, but he did not leave the Briar Patch often, and the Yridia Moon 13 Flea and Farmer’s Market had the best selection of used books outside of the Orion Swap and Sell, a place Jaroch had absolutely no desire to venture into.

A bore-jarring thump drew Jaroch out of his thoughts as the cargo crate collided with the side of his ship.

“Get over!” Jaroch shouted, his voice immediately swallowed up by the pounding rain.

The oblivious cargomover operator backed up and tried it again.

THUMP!

Jaroch ran over, waving his arms as he tried to get the attention of the Yridian behind the controls of the cargomover.

THUMP!

“You’re too far to the LEFT!” Jaroch screamed.

The cargomover came forward again, this time with Jaroch directly underneath the open cargo hatch trying to wave the cargomover over. The crate passed over his head, once again a foot too far to the left.

THUMP!

“STOP!!!!”

THUMP!

CRACK!

“You brainless…”

Continued cracking noises drew Jaroch’s attention upward, just as the bottom of the cargo crate fell out, instantly burying him under a mountain of increasingly-soggy books.

A small gap allowed his face to just barely jut out of his paper tomb so he could see the almost-empty crate looming above him. One volume remained, teetering on the edge of the crate’s gaping hole. It was the book that had been his prize of the trip, the book he intended to give to Patricia for their anniversary when he got back. The Complete Plays of William Shakespeare.

Patricia had taken an interest in Shakespeare several years earlier when she learned his tragedies were full of treachery and murder, just the sort of things that appealed to the security officer in her. She had already read them all, including the comedies.

But this edition was something special. A Klingon artisan had forged an elaborate metal binding for the book, covered with embossed images from the plays (featuring Klingons, of course). It had to weigh close to 23 kilograms.

And now that weight was hovering precariously several meters above his head.

The annoyed Yridian threw the cargomover into reverse…

…which was just enough to send the book plummeting down towards Jaroch’s skull.

The last two thoughts to pass through his mind before it was crushed by the rapidly-descending book were…


	This was extreme justification to the claim made by many students that Shakespeare would be the death of them,



And…


	I love you, Patricia.





By the time Tovar/Jaroch finished telling his story, both Patricia and Bain were openly crying.

“Killed by a gift bought out of love,” Bain sniffed. “That’s astoundingly romantic.”

“You stupid bastard!” Patricia cried, pounding Tovar/Jaroch on the chest as tears flowed down her face. “Stupid! Stupid!” The shouting stop as the two dissolved into kissing each other again.

Bain leaned back in his chair, wondering just how much longer this was going to take.





MEANWHILE ELSEWHERE IN THE ALPHA QUADRANT…



Ensign Yonk glanced at the shuttle’s sensor readout’s again, just to see if he was still being pursued. Yep. The Yynsians were still back there. This was getting ridiculous. He’d tried almost every dodge and weave he could think of, but he just couldn’t shake the Yynsian Defense Force ship.

Finally, he saw something on the scanners that gave him an idea. If an asteroid field had worked for Captain Bain, it could work for him too. Yonk sent the shuttle careening to port as he made a mad dash for the asteroids. Predictably, the Yynsian ship turned to follow him, not that Yonk had any intention of making that easy.

He steered the shuttle zigging and zagging through the asteroids, weaving in every conceivable direction, circling a few asteroids several times (just to be elusive), then, confident that he’d completely confused his pursuers, he sailed out of the other side of the field…

…and almost straight into the Yynsian ship.

“Oh beetledung!” Yonk shouted, pounding on the control console just as the Yynsians locked on a tractor beam and began pulling the shuttle into their docking bay.



The sound of yet another chirp of the comm system echoing through the engine room of the USS Navigator, the Lincoln-class support craft assigned to the USS Anomaly, was almost enough to make Lieutenant Shelly Marsden want to deactivate the entire damn system with a plasma explosive.

But she didn’t. Instead, she calmed herself down like a good commanding officer should, and responded to the 100th comm in the last hour.

“Marsden here. What is it, Ensign?”

“Um…I needed to know where to turn next,” Ensign Nott, the Bolian manning the Navigator’s helm, replied hesitantly.

“I don’t know! Where the hell are we?”

“The Goren system. But with all due respect, ma’am, it’d be easier for you to know this if you were up here on the bridge. After all, you are the one in command.”

“Of a ship with four people on it,” Marsden said. “And right now I’m the only one with the ability to keep us ahead of the Yynsians, so I am staying here. Is that understood?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Nott said sheepishly. “But ma’am?”

“What, Nott?”

“Which way do you want me to turn?”

“Take some damn initiative! This isn’t hard. Turn to port. Turn to starboard. Put it in reverse, for all I care! Just do something!”

“Yes, ma’am,” Nott said.

A moment later, Marsden was knocked off of her feet as the Navigator suddenly slammed into reverse. Luckily, she was already on the deck, so she wasn’t knocked down again by what happened next.

CLANG!

CRUNCH!

“NOTT!!! What was that?” Marsden shouted at the top of her lungs.

“Um…well…we just backed into the Yynsians.”

“And why did we do that?” Marsden said, trying to get her fury back under control.

“Well, you said go in reverse.”

“AHHHHHHHHHHH!”

Marsden grabbed the nearest blunt object, a quantum fluctuator, and charged out the engine room to hunt down and bludgeon her helm officer as the Navigator was pulled into the docking bay of the Yynsian vessel.



Another bit of movement in the corner of his eye sent Lieutenant Gworos’ head whipping to the left to find the source. It was happening again. He was sure of it.

The Klingon’s fists tightened, his knuckles turning white as he carefully watched the walls of the microshuttle as it sped ahead of a pursuing Yynsian ship.

Was that more movement?

The hull was closing in on him! He just knew it!

His eyes darted back and forth, looking for some escape from this space-bound death trap. The walls were so close now he could barely breathe. They were going to crush him!

Finally, he couldn’t take it anymore. As much as it went against his sense of honor and Klingon beliefs, it was either this or ritual suicide…and he didn’t think he had enough room to maneuver the knife properly.

Gworos tapped a control on the console in front of him, activating the comm system. “Yynsian vessel, I SURRENDER! GET ME OUT OF HERE!”



Disgusting. Positively disgusting. Lieutenant Brazzell looked around the Raceabout Rhone wondering how often these ships were cleaned. He’d already given the controls a thorough wipe-down just so he could steer the craft and avoid capture by the Yynsians, but there was absolutely no way that his carefully-sterilized uniform pants were touching that faux-leather chair, going where the rear ends of who knew how many ill-kempt officers had gone before.

Now that he seemed to have a comfortable lead on the Yynsians and had programmed the autopilot’s evasive maneuver generator, Brazzell had the time to really deal with the horrifying condition of the rest of craft.

Well, it was best to start at the rear and work his way forward, so after replicating a veritable cornucopia of cleaning supplies, Brazzell slipped on a sterile breathing mask and headed to the raceabout’s bathroom to get started.

Hours (and we do mean HOURS) later, Brazzell shut off the vacuum (A Vulcalux Black Hole model), satisfied that every possible atom of grime had been evicted from the cockpit carpet.

That’s when he heard the noise.

Bang bang bang.

Odd. The ship had been in perfect working order…engineering-wise, that is.

BANG BANG BANG.

Hmmm…it seemed to be coming from the raceabout’s entry hatch.

Brazzell walked over to investigate.

BANG BANG BANG.

Yes. This was definitely the source. He looked at the hatchway’s sensor readout. Very odd. There appeared to be a breathable atmosphere.

He turned, looked at the front viewport, and saw that he was absolutely not in space anymore. Instead, it appeared to be some sort of docking bay.

And that’s when he noticed the light flashing on the control console asking him if he wanted to engage the evasive maneuver program he’d activated.

Oops.

BANG BANG BANG.

Brazzell activate the hatch, which obediently slid open revealing two armed officers dressed in the uniforms of the Yynsian Defense Force.

“May I help you?” Brazzell asked innocently.

“By combined order of Starfleet Command and the Yynsian Defense Force, we will be searching this craft. We apologize in advance for any inconvenience this may cause with your regularly scheduled flight plan.” The officers took a step forward to enter the raceabout.

“WIPE YOUR FEET!” Brazzell screamed. “I just cleaned! No. Better yet, give me those boots.”

The officers looked at each other uneasily.

“You heard me. Hand them over now, or you aren’t coming in!” Brazzell pressed his arms against the doorframe, effectively blocking the entryway.

The officers shrugged and removed their boots, handing them sheepishly over to Brazzell.

“Oh my!” Brazzell cried, trying to get the boots as far away from his nose as possible. He tossed them outside in a huff.

THUD!

“OW!”

“Oh, sorry about that,” Brazzell called. He quickly whipped a can of extra-strength deodorizer and disinfectant out of his supply belt and assaulted the feet of the officers already in the raceabout.

Two more officers approached the hatchway. “You’re going to have to come with us,” one of them stated.

“Out there?” Brazzell said in horror. “You must be joking. I don’t know where your ship has been!”

The Yynsians that suddenly grabbed him and yanked him out of the raceabout didn’t really seem to care.



On the whole, Commander Prosak had thought that this chase would be a bit more exciting. As it was, the Yynsian ship pursing the Anomaly had been matching them turn for turn, speed change to speed change, but otherwise seemed quite content to keep its distance.

“You seem irritated, Commander,” Ensign Hector Arroyo observed from the helm as Prosak stood manning the tac-ops console at the rear of the Anomaly’s bridge.

“Irritation is an emotion,” Prosak replied distractedly, falling back on her automatic RommaVulc response.

“Yep. It’s the one you’re having currently.”

“I am NOT annoyed!” Prosak snapped. She suddenly realized what she’d just done. “Well, maybe I am.”

“We not being chased fast enough for your liking?”

“Actually, no! Why don’t they do something? I’m ready for a fight!”

“You?” Arroyo said surprised. “What happened to the whole logic and serenity thing?”

“I’m still logical and serene,” Prosak said defensively. “It’s just…well…” She looked around at the empty bridge. “I suppose since only you and I are here, I will tell you this.”

“Oh, a secret!” Arroyo said, spinning around in his seat to face the Romulan.

Prosak glared at Arroyo disapprovingly, but continued anyway. “To be honest, I found my efforts to retake the Anomaly from Mr. Tovar’s past life to be…exhilarating. I have therefore decided I’d like more such activity in my life. In short, I wish to be a woman of action…logical action, obviously, but action.”

“A woman of logical action?” Arroyo said.

“Precisely.”

He spun back around as his console began to beep. “Well you may be about to get your chance. The Yynsians are closing…and they’ve brought friends.”

“Confirmed,” Prosak said, checking the readouts on the tac- ops console.

“You thought I was kidding?”

“Not at all.”

“Then why did you need to confirm it? You don’t trust me?”

“It’s just protocol!” Prosak snapped.

“Sure it is,” Arroyo grumbled as the sent the Anomaly into a steep dive.

“They are attempting to box us in,” Prosak reported, watching the five Yynsian vessels closing in on their position. Either the other Anomaly craft had all been rounded up, or the Yynsians had sent backup.

“I’d like to see them try.”

“I don’t understand the point of it myself. Even if they stop us, we have our shields raised. They will be unable to beam aboard unless they open fire on us, which I sincerely doubt they are going to do.”

“We can hope,” Arroyo said uncertainly.

“I have great faith in Starfleet Command. They will not consent for the Yynsians to harm us,” Prosak replied. “Hey! We’re receiving a Fed-O-Gram!”

“Oh no,” Arroyo said, sinking down into his seat.

Prosak looked at him quizzically. “Are you expecting bad news?”

“Why? Is it from my parents?” Arroyo asked, dread evident in his voice.

“I do not yet know who it is from. Do you not want to hear from your parents? I’m sure Starfleet has informed them that we’ve returned from Andromeda. They probably just want to see you.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“Why…”

“Just play the damn thing!” Arroyo said, prompting a raised eyebrow from Prosak.

“Your tone is unnecessary,” Prosak said. “But I will respect your wishes.” She tapped a button on the tac-ops console, activating the Fed-O-Gram. The image of a Starfleet admiral appeared on the screen.

“USS Anomaly. This is Admiral Jansen of Starfleet’s Federation Member Relations Bureau. Please excuse this unusual way of communicating with you, but we weren’t sure that, given the current circumstances, you would respond to a standard hail. The Yynsians have caught up with your ship, and you will now stand down and prepare to be boarded.”

“I’ll snip off the points of my ears first,” Prosak said defiantly to the pre-recorded message.

“By the way, along with this message, we’ve transmitted your prefix code including commands that now will be shutting down your engines and shields. Have a nice day.”

The admiral’s image vanished leaving Prosak shouting a stream of utterances that were MOST illogical as the ship slowed to a halt and the shields dropped.

An instant later, five armed Yynsian Defense Force officers and Polem T’Dur from the Temple of Mi Clane materialized on the bridge.

“Ha! I’ve caught you, Bain!” T’Dur announced triumphantly. He suddenly realized the command chair was empty.

“Where’s Bain?” T’Dur demanded, glaring at Prosak accusingly. “Hiding from me isn’t fair!”

“I’m not telling,” Prosak said, folding her arms with a “hmmph!”

“Shut off the sensor masking,” T’Dur ordered, waving one of the officers over to tac-ops as he turned to face the viewscreen. Prosak stepped aside, allowing the Yynsian officer access to the console, which she had “accidentally” set to display the controls in Kynaxan, a language of 574 symbols, each of which looked almost exactly like all the others.

“The rest of you help search the ship,” T’Dur said, sending the other four Yynsians charging into the turbolift. “We have been authorized by the Federation to retain control of this ship until Captain Bain surrenders Tovar to us,” T’Dur announced.

“We weren’t going anywhere anyway,” Arroyo replied, turning around to face T’Dur. He struggled to keep his face neutral as he spotted Prosak sneaking silently up on the Yynsian priest.

“And you will continue not going anywhere until I have Tovar and can give him his Holnym.”

“Why don’t you just leave it here, and I’ll see that he gets it,” Arroyo offered.

Prosak, now mere inches away from T’Dur, clamped her hand down on the Yynsian’s shoulder, pressing her fingers against the appropriate pressure points. T’Dur turned his head to look at his attacker.

“What are you doing?”

“The Vulcan…oh never mind.”

T’Dur ignored her, turning his attention to the officer at tac- ops. “Have you disabled the sensor masking?”

“Um…I’m not quite sure how.”

“I sincerely hope your past lives are more intelligent than you,” T’Dur muttered, striding over to the confused officer.

“I don’t understand it,” Prosak said in the meantime, looking at her fingers. “I know I did it right…at least I think I did.”

The turbolift doors opened, allowing the four Yynsian officers who had recently left to trot back onto the bridge. “The other teams report no sign of Tovar.”

“He has to be here somewhere,” T’Dur said. “We’ve tracked down all of their other support craft.”

Prosak was busy with her own problems. “It always works on me,” she continued. “Place fingers here and here, then pinch.” She placed her hand on her shoulder, squeezed, then promptly collapsed to the deck.

Arroyo spun back around and bonked his head lightly against the helm console a couple of times. Why him?

T’Dur looked up from tac-ops as Prosak thudded to the floor. He glanced around, his eyes locking on what he presumed to be the captain’s ready room. “Put her in there and lock the doors.” No sense in possibly inspiring a rebellion among the crew by carting their unconscious first officer through the halls to the ship’s brig.

The four Yynsian officers picked up Prosak, took her to the ready room doors, which obediently opened, then tossed her on the bed inside. None of them really thought to ask why there was a bed in the ready room. It just wasn’t their problem.

“And you!” T’Dur said, pointing at Arroyo. “Just sit there and don’t do anything. We may need you to fly us somewhere at some point.”

“Sitting away,” Arroyo said, getting as comfortable in his chair as he could as he wondered whether or not Captain Bain would want him to try to retake the ship from the Yynsians. They were Federation members operating with the approval of Starfleet Command, after all. Best just to leave it in the hands of those more capable of handling the problem. Unfortunately, all of the people meeting that description were either off the ship or unconscious at the moment. Oh well. Not his problem.



Just about the time Captain Bain thought he was going to be forced to either politely take his leave or step in before Jaroch and Patricia Hawkins did something with Tovar’s body that he wasn’t entirely sure Tovar would approve of, the two reunited lovers finally pulled away from each other and commenced to straighten their disheveled appearance as best they could.

“Our apologies for the delay,” Tovar/Jaroch said. “We should move on to the next phase of this particular operation.”

“Sounds like a capital idea to me,” Bain said. “I greatly dislike operating in the dark, which is pretty much been the way this has gone from the get go.”

“Once again, I appreciate your indulgence,” Tovar/Jaroch said. “I did not want to reveal everything until I was sure that you could be trusted.”

“Tovar knows me better than that.”

“Tovar trusts you implicitly; however, he also knows that you will follow your own path if you believe it to be the right one. That is what sent us to Yyns in the first place. If I had not planned ahead for the possibility and prepared the hypospray, I would still be trapped due to the drugs Tovar was given.”

“I suppose you have a point,” Bain replied. “But we’re past that now, and I want my son back. What do we have to do?”

“In simplest terms, get me another body,” Tovar/Jaroch replied.

“You meaning Jaroch?”

“Correct.”

“I’m not sure how I feel about that,” Patricia said. “I’m not even sure I can get used to you in this body.”

Jaroch placed a reassuring hand on her arm. “I have every intention of at the very least reclaiming the appearance of my old self. From what I have gathered of this century from Tovar’s mind, the technology exists to create lifelike androids. From there we would simply need to find a compatible organic brain to transfer this lifeforce into so that I can control the mechanism.”

“An android?” Patricia said obviously not thrilled with the idea. “Well, if it would get you back…”

“The other option is to somehow locate a residual transporter trace of my body. I do not know what happened to my Secondprize, but perhaps it exists in a fleet museum.”

Bain thought for a moment. “I don’t remember the name from the museum. It could be there, I guess.”

“The final option is for one of us to go back in time, get a transporter trace of my body, then return with it.”

“Just lovely,” Bain muttered.

“I feel the same, and there is one additional issue.”

“Transferring your lifeforce,” Patricia said.

“Precisely. We will need to perform a Holnym.”

“Now hang on a second!” Bain exclaimed. “I just pulled you out of one of those!”

“True,” Tovar/Jaroch acknowledged. “However, the Polems at the Temple of Mi Clane were going to send me into Oblivion. I believe that Polem J’Atric could use the Holnym to transfer my lifeforce to another body, much as the Vulcans are able to do with their katras. In the metaphysical sense, the concepts are quite similar.”

Bain sat forward. “Let me make sure I’m getting all this. We need to nip back in time, swipe a transporter trace of you, then swing over to Yyns, grab a Polem, then convince him to put your lifeforce into another you.”

“In essence, yes,” Tovar/Jaroch said.

“Bloody hell.”

“Now, Captain. I seriously doubt that such odds daunt you in the slightest.”

“Oh it’s not that,” Bain replied. “It’s just that time travel generates a whole mountain of paperwork. Starfleet’s almost been able to wipe out unauthorized temporal trips with the bureaucracy alone.”

“I’m sure Tovar will help you fill it out after we finish,” Patricia said.

“Then we’d best get cracking,” Bain said, practically jumping up from his chair.

“We will accompany you,” Tovar/Jaroch said.

“Negative, lad,” Bain said, clapping a hand on Tovar/Jaroch’s shoulder. “Well, half of you is a lad anyway. The point is that you’re not leaving this planet. Most of the quadrant is probably looking for you by now. You’re probably best off here.” He turned to Patricia. “And as for you, you heard what happened last time he left the planet. I’m not risking the same thing happening to you. Just stay here and get reacquainted.” Bain stopped for a second, realizing what he’d just said. “Maybe you should just talk. Be back as soon as I can.” He pinched his commpip. “Computer, retrieve.” A moment later, Bain vanished in a cascade of molecules.

“Does Tovar really think Captain Bain can do it alone?” Patricia asked once Bain was gone.

Tovar/Jaroch smiled.

“What’s so funny?”

“All Tovar said is, ‘He’s Reginald Bain.’”

“So what does that mean?”

“Evidently it means that Bain will get the job done, even if he has to destroy Yyns and rewrite several timelines to do it.”

“Refresh my memory. Is that a good thing or not?” Patricia said uneasily.



Bain thought about his next step long and hard during his flight out of the Briar Patch. The prospect of solo time travel didn’t exactly thrill him. Like most Starfleet officers, he’d had a trip or two to the past in his career, but they’d always been with other people.

Then on top of the solo factor, there was the issue of even locating the Secondprize in the past. Of course, then he’d have to somehow find a way to get a transporter trace of Jaroch and snatch that J’Atric fellow off of Yyns.

Tremendous odds against him, to be sure, but he’d find a way.

But first he needed to do something for himself.

Bain waited until he’d steered the Raceabout Frinoqua a good distance away from the Briar Patch, then sent a comm to the one person he’d been desperate to speak to since the Anomaly’s arrival back in the Milky Way.

“Professor Bain,” Rosalyn Bain, Starfleet Academy Professor of Tactics, replied crisply on the other end of the commline. Bain was silent for a moment as he looked at his bride of forty years, her hair done up in an elegant bun. A broad smile immediately spread across her face as she realized who had commed her.

“Reggie!” she exclaimed happily. “Where are you?”

“I can’t really say right now, buttercup,” Bain replied. “Tovar’s in a bit of a fix that’s put us afoul of Starfleet Command at the moment. I just needed to hear your voice before I ran off.”

“Off? Can you at least tell me where you’re going?”

“I have to run back in time for a bit to get a transporter trace of a bloke named Jaroch. Used to command a ship called the Secondprize.”

Rosalyn winced.

“Are you all right, honey?” Bain asked concerned.

“Just a twinge in my back. I’ve been teaching all day,” Rosalyn replied. “Listen, dearest, I have a friend who has the Secondprize’s old transporter buffer in his collection. I’m positive he said that the pattern of someone named Jaroch is stored in there. Let me get the pattern and send it to you.”

“Smashing!” Bain said, slapping his hand down on his knee. He couldn’t believe his luck. “Saves me a trip to the past. Thank you, luv. I’ll get back in touch with you after I get finished on Yyns.”

“Yyns?” Rosalyn said surprised.

“I just need to grab a priest. Hopefully, we’ll have all of this wrapped up in a jif. Love you, dear. Bain out.”

Rosalyn waved back distractedly as the channel closed.

Wonderful woman, Bain thought as he steered the raceabout toward Yyns. Always concerned with my well-being, and she always comes through in a pinch. Uncanny.





110 YEARS EARLIER…



Captain Jaroch of the USS Secondprize returned the greetings of various members of his crew with a courteous nod as he proceeded through the corridors of the ship toward the quarters he shared with his wife, Patricia Hawkins. Despite the fact that the majority of the ship’s original crew had moved on to new assignments or other phases of their lives, the ship had managed to maintain its status (or curse, depending on which admiral you spoke to) as the place where the oddballs and misfits of Starfleet could find a home.

And for Jaroch it had truly become a home. With Patricia here, he felt a contentment with his existence that he hadn’t experienced since…well, ever. Now he looked forward to returning to their quarters to share a quiet evening alone and talk about their day. Even though she wasn’t Starfleet anymore, Patricia had gained quite a reputation as a private security consultant. From the comfort of the Secondprize, she would go over plans for various outposts and installations and make suggestions to improve their security. Her title also gave Jaroch wide latitude to bring her along on away missions when the situation warranted it or when the ship happened to be visiting someplace particularly scenic.

Of course, occasionally Patricia’s job required personal visits to different locations, and while he’d never admit it, those times when Patricia was away from the ship left an aching inside him that he didn’t think was possible.

Jaroch had nothing but Patricia on his mind when a voice called out from his left.

“Are you Captain Jaroch?”

He stopped and turned to see an older woman (perhaps in her 50s or 60s; although it was hard to tell considering the varying rates at which different species aged. She appeared human, but who could say for sure) standing in the open doorway of a set of quarters. She was dressed all in black and had her graying hair up in a bun as she looked at him with eyes that were all business.

“Who are you and what are you doing on my ship?” Jaroch inquired.

“That’s a yes,” she said, suddenly grabbing Jaroch, covering his mouth, and yanking him into the quarters with surprising strength.

“Mmmph!”

Five minutes later, Jaroch found himself standing back in the middle of one of the Secondprize’s corridors feeling rather disoriented. He’d been walking back to see Patricia, and then… Things got fuzzy at that point.

He suddenly realized he was outside his own quarters. Obviously he’d just zoned out while thinking about Patricia and not paid attention as he walked the rest of the way to his quarters. That was obviously what had happened…obviously. Pushing the incident from his mind, Jaroch walked into his quarters and into the arms of Patricia Hawkins.

Meanwhile in a set of empty quarters, 26th century Section 31 operative Rosalyn Bain double checked the readout on her porta-transporter just to make sure she had Jaroch’s pattern stored properly, then called for temporal retrieval. Rosalyn loved her husband dearly. He was a wonderful man, but there was no way she was going to let him go wandering through time to get something she could quite simply obtain herself.

A split second later, Rosalyn vanished, leaving no trace that she was ever there.





BACK IN THE 26TH CENTURY…



Annoying blighters, Reginald Bain thought as he kept the Runabout Frinoqua in a holding pattern above Yyns. So far, Yynsian Docking Control hadn’t been real keen on the idea of allowing him to enter orbit or beam down to the surface. He had a sinking feeling that the Yynsians weren’t buying his cover story.

“You’re his brother?” the voice of the docking control officer on the other end of the comm line said skeptically.

“Spot on,” Bain replied. “I’m…er…Ronald.”

“Ronald Bain?”

“Correct.”

“Captain Ronald Bain?”

“You’ve got it,” Bain said.

“Hold on, sir.”

That damn annoying hold music started again. Evidently Yynsians had a real thing for electric harp music. It wouldn’t be so bad if they didn’t insist on having whatever the hell that instrument was accompanying it in the background. It sounded like several dozen canaries slowly being crushed. He’d frankly rather listen to army of drunken Frenchmen attempting to play the bagpipes. But the French don’t play the bagpipes, we hear you cry. Exactly!

“Sir?” the voice said finally.

“Yes.”

“Frankly, sir, after your brother’s actions, the Yynsian government doesn’t feel comfortable allowing another Bain onto the planet.”

“Listen, I just need to ask Polem J’Atric of the Temple of Mi Clane a couple of questions about what happened,” Bain explained.

“Can you do it from orbit over a commline?”

Bain hesitated for a moment, then cracked a smile. “Most assuredly.”

“I’ll connect you now.”

The line went silent for a moment, then J’Atric came on. “Hello?” the Polem said, sounding irritated. Bain reached over at pressed a couple of controls on the sensor console, activating an automated system.

“Polem J’Atric, how are you today?” Bain said brightly.

“Busy. Who are you and what do you want?”

“Excellent questions,” Bain replied watching the progress of the sensor console. “Well, sir, Starfleet feels just awful about what happened with Tovar, so to make it up to you, we’d like to offer you a free trip of one of over a half dozen exciting Federation destinations.”

“I don’t want a trip,” J’Atric said. “Just leave me in peace.”

The sensors finished the final leg of the operation, tracing J’Atric’s comm signal to its source. “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Polem,” Bain said as the transporter locked onto J’Atric. A moment later, a wet, naked, bubble-covered J’Atric materialized at the rear of the raceabout’s cockpit.

“Good God, man!” Bain exclaimed.

“I was in the bath!” J’Atric shouted, getting up from his sitting position as Bain raced to the replicator.

“Towel, extra large, double quick!” Bain ordered. Bain ripped the towel out of the replicator and tossed it at the dripping Yynsian, then Bain leapt into the pilot’s seat and set a course away from Yyns, best possible speed.

“I’m in space!” Polem J’Atric cried, looking at the stars out the viewport.

“I promise to have you home as soon as I can,” Bain said.

“I’ve never been off the planet.”

“Never?” Bain said surprised. “At your age? You must be…”

“145,” J’Atric replied.

“Then it’s high time you saw a bit of the galaxy.”

“I was quite content where I was. Now why by all my lives did you need to come swipe me out of a perfectly nice tub?”

“It’s Tovar.”

“I gathered that,” J’Atric said. “What’s happened to him?”

“He needs you to perform a Holnym on him.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, Bain, but wasn’t that the plan in the first place?” J’Atric replied testily.

“I said the same thing, but evidently Jaroch’s got a plan to put his lifeforce in a new body.”

“Jaroch? Who in the…Ohhhhhh,” J’Atric said, suddenly placing the name. “I vaguely remember the name. His sister was a Temple Priestess, I think. Lovely woman.” He was lost in a memory for a moment, then returned to the present. “All right, so Jaroch’s lifeforce is the Interloper, I presume.”

“Spot on.”

“There’s a spot on what?” J’Atric asked, looking down at his towel.

“Never mind. The point is that Jaroch is getting a new body, and we need you to Holnym his lifeforce into it.”

J’Atric looked at Bain skeptically. “And just where is he getting this new body?”

“My wife should be sending it to me anytime now.”

“She isn’t knitting it, I hope.”

Bain was about to stand up for his dear missus when the comm system started beeping. He shot J’Atric one annoyed glare, then activated the message.

A bland computer voice started to drone. “You have received a Galax-port Parcel from…”

“Rosalyn Bain,” his wife’s voice said.

Then the computer started in again. “Would you like to accept the beam?”

“Absolutely,” Bain said, standing up from his chair as a transporter beam began to coalesce in the rear of the cockpit. He didn’t know who these Galax-port people where, but they sure seemed to have some incredible range on their transporters. Leave it to Rosalyn to find the quickest, most efficient way to get Bain his parcel.

He picked up the transporter buffer as soon as it finished materializing then stuck it in front of J’Atric’s face. “Ha! Knit that, you silly sot!”

“I still don’t see a body.”

“Funny, I’ve seen too much of yours,” Bain replied, retaking his seat.

J’Atric snorted derisively. “Are there any clothes on this crate?”

“Ask the replicator in the back,” Bain said. “And there’s a bathtub back there as well, if you want to finish your soak.”

“That’s the first civil thing you’ve said to me, Bain. I may help you yet.”

“Glad to hear it,” Bain said as J’Atric stepped out of the cockpit. “Otherwise I’d have to start removing extremities until you did,” he muttered as the raceabout sailed on a return course to the Briar Patch.



Thus far, T’Dur had found taking over the Anomaly to be spectacularly underwhelming. Sure there was the initial rush of beaming aboard and seizing command of a starship, but since then he’d been doing a remarkable amount of waiting.

There really wasn’t even much around to do for entertainment. Sure the ship had holopods in every set of quarters, something that T’Dur found very exciting at first…at least until he learned that all of the ship’s holographic functions had been destroyed in the Andromeda Galaxy and wouldn’t be repaired until the Anomaly spent some time in spacedock.

He did manage to find a few Yynsian vids in the Anomaly’s database, but he’d already seen every episode of “Third Wheel of Life,” the wacky adventures of a man who accidentally marries a woman sharing a lifeforce with his dead mother.

So with nothing to do, T’Dur spent most of his time sitting in the Anomaly’s command chair watching the unmoving space in front of them. Until he got a lead as to where Captain Bain and Tovar had run-off to, there just wasn’t much point in going anywhere. Eventually, Bain would slip up, and T’Dur would have him. The only question was when that time would be.

It turned out to be 1739 hours.

“Polem T’Dur, we’re being hailed by YDF Command,” the Yynsian Defense Force officer manning tac-ops reported. “Polem J’Atric is missing!”

“Missing!” T’Dur exclaimed, standing up quickly and brushing the crumbs from the cake he’d had at lunch off of his ceremonial robes. “How is that possible?”

“Evidently Captain Bain’s brother showed up in a raceabout and beamed him right out of the Temple.”

At the helm, Arroyo perked up. Bain’s brother? Did Bain even have a brother? And even if he did, why would he get involved in this?

“Are they pursuing him?”

“Well…no. All of our ships are here.”

T’Dur shook his fist in the air. “Bain! The man is an evil genius!” He turned on the officer at tac-ops. “Did they at least manage to track which way he went?”

“Yes, Polem. Receiving the trajectory now.”

“You!” T’Dur snapped, pointing at Arroyo. “Intercept course!”

“How can I intercept a raceabout when you don’t even know where it is for sure?” Arroyo asked.

“Just get us there! Warp…however fast you can go!”

“Will seven do?”

“Nine!”

“How about eight?”

“Fine!” T’Dur spat, throwing himself back into the command chair. “Engage. Make it so. Hop to it. Or whatever the hell it is I’m supposed to say.”



From behind the doors of Bain’s former ready room (now her quarters) Commander Prosak listened to T’Dur’s orders with some consternation. This was not going according to her plan at all.

First off, she was supposed to still be out on the bridge. When neck-pinching T’Dur hadn’t worked, she’d faked a pinch on herself (she stopped accidentally neck pinching herself months ago) in hopes that she would be allowed to lay there, supposedly unconscious, while she looked for another opportunity to take the Yynsians by surprise.

But no. They had to throw her in here. On the upside, they hadn’t noticed that it wasn’t a ready room. On the downside, she was locked in and hadn’t managed to find a way out. Where was the logic in not having a hatch into the jefferies tubes located in the captain’s ready room? What if he needed to flee into the bowels of the ship or something? Marsden would hear about this as soon as this crisis was over!

Prosak was sure that a way out would present itself eventually. In the meantime, she had the perfect opportunity to organize her “Great Moments in Logic” trading card set.



While many people had mistaken him for one at various times in the past, Captain Reginald Bain was no fool. Most of the people who had taken him for one usually found themselves on the wrong end of Bain’s fist or phaser at some point. So Bain had a pretty strong suspicion that his movements were most likely being tracked. That left him with a few options.

The first, and probably the one most people would opt for, was to try to plot a winding, evasive course back to the Briar Patch in hopes of throwing off any pursuers. The problem here was that the longer he stayed out in open space, the more likely he was to run across a Yynsian, Starfleet, or other Federation ship that knew to be on the lookout for him.

The second, and the preferable one in Bain’s mind, was just to make a run for the Briar Patch. It was in a remote area. Also, no one knew about the planet inside, so it probably wouldn’t be high on the list of places the Yynsians would think Bain was going. But the best reason to do it this way was Polem J’Atric. The man had started examining the paint used on parts of the raceabout and replicating samples, so he could time how long it took them to dry. That would have been fine, but the man insisted on babbling incessantly about it!

So Bain pressed the Raceabout Frinoqua’s engines to the absolute limit and sped into the Briar Patch without seeing so much as a single other ship. Sure they’d find him eventually, but with any luck he and Tovar would be on their way back to Yyns with J’Atric and without Jaroch at that point.



Tovar/Jaroch and Patricia Hawkins were nowhere to be found when Bain and J’Atric materialized inside of the cabin’s living area. Normally Bain would have commed first, but the Ba’ku didn’t exactly seem to have a subspace transceiver laying about, and Tovar, under Jaroch’s control, had removed his commpips back on Yyns.

Bain hesitantly walked down the hallway toward the rooms at the rear of the cabin, fearing that primal urges had gotten the best of Patricia and Jaroch, leaving poor Tovar as nothing but a conduit for their lovemaking. But the bedroom was empty, the bed undisturbed.

Now darker thoughts sprung to mind. Bain locked his wrist phaser into the firing position and motioned for J’Atric to stay still.

“What?” the Yynsian called loudly.

“Bloody hell!” Bain cried. “I’m trying to be silent!”

“Well, you’re doing a damn poor job of it!” J’Atric snapped.

“He is indeed,” Tovar/Jaroch’s voice said. Bain whirled around to see Tovar/Jaroch and Patricia Hawkins stepping through the front door of the cabin.

“Sorry to worry you, Captain,” Patricia said. “We just wanted to walk down to the lake. Honestly, we weren’t expecting you back this soon.”

“Welcome, Polem,” Tovar/Jaroch said with a slight bow. “I am grateful that you came.”

“Bain didn’t give me a choice. Beamed me right out of a nice bubble bath.”

“I gave you a towel!” Bain replied defensively.

“Were you able to get the transporter pattern?” Patricia asked anxiously.

“I wouldn’t have bothered with J’Atric if I hadn’t,” Bain replied. “I’ve got the transporter buffer with Jaroch’s pattern tied into the raceabout’s system. As soon as I give the order, we’ll have it.”

J’Atric looked Tovar/Jaroch up and down skeptically. “So, Interloper, how much of a fight is Tovar giving you right now?”

“None. He fully supports this course of action,” Tovar/Jaroch replied.

“Did he support it when you invaded his body?”

“I did what was necessary.”

“You trampled over our rules! Our traditions! And for what? To get back to a human?”

“Living here, she is effectively immortal,” Tovar/Jaroch said.

“If you hadn’t meddled with the order of things in the first place, she’d be dead, and you wouldn’t be in this fix!” J’Atric retorted. “How’d you do it anyway? Not just anyone can Interlope. The Past Life Clearinghouse is designed to prevent it!”

“When I died, my primary concern was to get back here to Patricia as quickly as possible. I was informed that my lifeforce would not be allotted a new host body for three hundred years. That was unacceptable. Fortunately, the lifeforce of someone I knew had taken a position in the Clearinghouse and was able to look away while I jumped into the next available host. Tovar already had a lifeforce assigned, so I became the Interloper. Now I am trying to leave. Nothing more.”

J’Atric snorted. “Help, eh? Sounds like your sister to me. She always was soft-hearted. All right, let’s get this over with.”

“You will still perform the Holnym?” Tovar/Jaroch asked surprised.

“Of course! I didn’t let Bain drag me all this way for nothing.”

“My apologies. From your comments, I presumed that you would not help us.”

“Willingly, that is,” Patricia said with just a hint of menace in her voice.

“What do you need for this ceremony? Besides a body,” Bain asked.

“Just me,” J’Atric said, rubbing his hands together to get them warmed up. “I’ll handle everything.”

“I’ll call for the body then,” Bain said, reaching for his commpip. He stopped halfway there. “Hang on a tic. If this is a transporter duplicate of Jaroch, he’s already going to have Jaroch’s personality and all. I doubt Rosalyn’s friend was able to just edit it out.”

“Your wife obtained this for you?” Tovar/Jaroch asked.

“Yes, she did, the dear. I commed to tell her I was heading back in time, but she said she had a friend with an old Secondprize buffer, so here we are.”

Tovar/Jaroch smiled, an act which confused Bain. “It will be fine then,” he said.

“How do you know?” Bain asked.

“Trust me.”

“All right.” Bain pinched his commpip. “Bain to Frinoqua, energize.”

A moment later, a figure materialized in the center of the room, eliciting a joyful gasp from Patricia Hawkins.

“I’m guessing from this lovely lady’s reaction that we got the right bloke,” Bain said with a grin.

“You did indeed,” Tovar/Jaroch replied, eyeing his old body, which stood silently at the center of the room, breathing softly. The Jaroch body had autonomous functions only. No mind and no lifeforce was present.

“Let’s get you boys comfortable and switch some minds,” J’Atric said, heading back to the bedroom. Bain hoisted the Jaroch body up over his shoulder and followed, with Tovar/Jaroch and Patricia Hawkins bringing up the rear.



All in all, Ensign Hector Arroyo was not in the best of moods. He wasn’t completely upset, but he wasn’t thrilled with things either. He was…uneasy. Technically, what had happened, meaning the Yynsian takeover of the Anomaly, had been approved by Starfleet. And while he served under Captain Bain, Starfleet was still in charge. Therefore, it shouldn’t bother him so much that Starfleet had overridden Bain.

But still, knowing that Bain and Tovar were out there somewhere, several other crewmembers were being held on Yynsian ships, and that Commander Prosak was basically a prisoner in her own quarters really made Arroyo want to extend his wrist phaser into position and start firing. Of course, it would have helped if he’d been wearing one.

With that option unavailable, Arroyo was forced to find another way to show his frustration, so he started slowing the ship down. Not much, but just a hundredth of a warp factor gradually. The ship was now moving at Warp 6.76, but T’Dur hadn’t noticed at all.

Arroyo was about ready to knock it down to 6.75 when he noticed a bit of text flashing on his console.

ARE WE ALMOST THERE? - PROSAK

Arroyo glanced around nervously, just to make sure none of the Yynsians were looking over his shoulder, then he started casually typing back.

NO. WE DON’T EVEN KNOW WHERE THERE IS. - ARROYO

I SEE. WE MUST RETAKE THE SHIP OR WARN CAPTAIN BAIN. - PROSAK

I DON’T THINK WE CAN DO EITHER RIGHT NOW. TOO MANY OF THEM. - ARROYO

WE CAN’T JUST SIT HERE! WE HAVE TO ACT. BESIDES, I’M BORED!!!! - PROSAK

I MAY HAVE AN IDEA - ARROYO


---


 X |   |
 - - - - -
   |   |
 - - - - -
   |   |


---


 X |   |
 - - - - -
   | O |
 - - - - -
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 X |   |





And so it went…



J’Atric slowly removed his hands from the heads of the two unconscious Yynsians, then pulled Tovar and Jaroch’s foreheads apart, allowing the seated pair to collapse onto the bed in Patricia and Jaroch’s bedroom.

“Did it work?” Patricia asked immediately.

“It better have or I just wore myself out for nothing,” J’Atric replied. “Make yourself useful, Bain, and find me a drink.”

“No need to be snotty about it,” Bain muttered, leaving the room as Patricia knelt beside the bed, holding Jaroch’s hands in hers.

“I seem…,” Jaroch said groggily. “…to remember that you had a stronger grip.”

“I’m just taking it easy on you,” Patricia replied smiling as Jaroch’s eyes fluttered open. She helped him to a sitting position, then sat beside him for support as his eyes struggled to focus.

“How do you feel?” J’Atric asked kindly.

“The most normal I have felt in many many years,” Jaroch replied, squeezing Patricia’s hand.

“No offense,” Patricia said. “But I really want the rest of you out of our house very VERY soon.”

“I’d be happy to get back to Yyns myself,” J’Atric said stepping over to check on Tovar as Bain returned with a glass of water for the Polem. J’Atric practically snatched it out of Bain’s hand and chugged it. “Holnyms are thirsty work,” he said after a satisfied sigh.

“Mr. Jaroch, I presume,” Bain said, extending his hand to the revived Yynsian.

“In the flesh,” Jaroch replied with the hint of a smile as he returned Bain’s handshake. “Once again, I owe you a debt of gratitude.”

“We both do,” Patricia said. “When you and Mrs. Bain decide to retire, we’ll definitely put in a word for you here.”

Bain smiled and shook his head. “That’s very kind, but no thanks. I know I have an appointment scheduled with the Reaper one day, and Reginald Bain is not one to break a date!”

“Damn fool,” J’Atric muttered.

Bain ignored him. “There’s still one thing I don’t understand. If you were in Tovar all of this time, why did you wait until now to take any action?”

“He couldn’t,” J’Atric cut in. “Tovar was too young. He could exert temporary influence here and there, but a full-fledged take over of the type needed to pull this off would have put an incredible strain on the host body. Tovar could have died.”

“Which would have helped no one,” Jaroch said. “Yynsians reach metaphysical maturity at the age of thirty. I acted a tad before this, but I felt Tovar would be able to cope.”

“Of course he could,” Bain said proudly. “He’s my boy!” Bain clapped his hands together. “Well, I hate to do this, but I’m afraid my companions and I must take our leave of you,” Bain continued, switching into full courtesy mode.

“Oh, no problem,” Patricia and Jaroch replied quickly.

“Can he travel?” Bain asked, turning his attention to Tovar.

“He’s weak from the Holnym. Having a lifeforce ripped out of your body will do that,” J’Atric said. “We can move him, but don’t expect him to be real active any time soon.”

“Good enough,” Bain said, pinching his commpip. “Bain to Frinoqua. Three to beam up.”

“There are five people in the room,” the transport computer replied. “Please select your two traveling companions.”

“Tovar and J’Atric.”

“Lieutenant Commander Tovar’s comm signal is not present. Please select again.”

“He’s the one on the bloody bed!” Bain snapped.

“Acknowledged. Please specify the beamer known as J’Atric.”

“You just beamed him down here an hour ago!”

“Please specify…”

“All right! Blimey!” Bain said, grabbing J’Atric’s arm. “I’m holding onto him!”

“Acknowledged.”

“ENERGIZE THEN!!!”

“Energizing.”

Just before he vanished, Bain turned back to Jaroch and Patricia Hawkins and smiled. “The best to you both. You’ve certainly earned your happily ever after.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Patricia said.

“And thank Mrs. Bain as well,” Jaroch said. “From what I learned from Tovar, she is a…remarkable woman.”

“You’re damn right she is,” Bain said as he vanished into a flurry of molecules.

“He has no idea,” Jaroch said with a laugh once Bain, Tovar, and J’Atric were gone.

“What? What’s so funny?” Patricia asked.

“Mrs. Bain is…”

“Never mind,” Patricia said. “You can tell me later.”

Jaroch was going to say something, but the sudden pressing of Patricia’s lips against his made him forget all about it.



T’Dur’s head slumped forward asleep , toppling the Yynsian right out of the command chair. “Zzzzz <snort> Wha? AH! Where are we?”

“Nowhere,” Ensign Arroyo mumbled without raising his head off of the helm console. T’Dur hadn’t let a single person enter of leave the bridge, forcing Arroyo to sleep right at his post.

“What about Bain?” T’Dur demanded, glaring back at tac- ops. The Yynsian manning that station slowly pulled himself up off of the carpet and stared at the console readout with bleary eyes.

“Not on board.”

“I know that! Are there any ships in sensor range?”

“Um…well…he could have been on that raceabout that just blew by us.”

“WHAT????” T’Dur bellowed. “Pursuit course!!!”



“Bain?”

“What, J’Atric?”

“Aren’t you the captain of the USS Anomaly.”

“Yes, I am.”

“And didn’t we just pass the USS Anomaly.”

“Yes, we did.”

“Any particular reason?”

“If it’s here, that means my people aren’t in charge anymore.”

“So we’re running?”

“You’ve got it.”

“Why?”

Bain was silent for a moment. “That’s a damn good question.”



“He’s turning around!” the Yynsian at tac-ops exclaimed as he watched the raceabout on his tactical readout alter course.

“Shields!” T’Dur cried. “Ready phasers!”

“He’s not powering up his weapons Actually, he wants to dock.”

“I don’t understand,” T’Dur said confused.

“Well, it is his ship,” Arroyo pointed out.

“No one asked you!” T’Dur snapped. “Is Tovar with him?”

“I’m reading two Yynsian life signs,” the officer at tac-ops reported.

“Bring the raceabout aboard and beam Tovar directly to sickbay. We’ll meet him there.”

After a brief argument with the Anomaly’s transport control computer about which Yynsian on the raceabout was Tovar. T’Dur and the Yynsians on the Anomaly’s bridge charged into a turbolift.

Arroyo was out of his seat in a flash and unlocking the ready room, sending Prosak, who was listening on the other side, tumbling onto the bridge as the doors opened.

“I heard it all,” the RommaVulc said before Arroyo could open his mouth. She charged into the turbolift, calling “You have the bridge” to the Ensign just before the turbolift doors closed sending her descending toward the lower decks.



Captain Bain launched himself out of the Raceabout Frinoqua almost as soon as it touched down in the Anomaly’s docking bay. J’Atric, showing surprising alacrity, was close on his heels.

“Computer, where is Lieutenant Commander Tovar?” Bain demanded angrily. Whatever Yynsian had taken control of the Anomaly was playing dirty pool beaming Tovar right out of the raceabout without so much as a “prepare for transport.”

J’Atric, meanwhile, had a very good idea who was behind it.

“T’Dur is behind this,” J’Atric said.

See. What’d we tell you?

The computer broke into the conversation. “Lieutenant Commander Tovar is not on the Anomaly.”

“Yes, he is!” Bain shouted. “Bain to transporter control.”

“Transporter control. Where would you like to beam today?” the transporter control computer replied.

“Where did you send Tovar?”

“Tovar last beamed to Yyns on Stardate…”

“No! You just beamed him off of our raceabout!”

“That was Tovar?”

“YES!!!”

“Well, he’s in sickbay right now with a lot of other Yynsians.”

“Thank you,” Bain said with absolutely no sincerity and continued racing toward the nearest turbolift.

“T’Dur is going to kill that boy!” J’Atric said.

“Kill him?” Bain shouted. “What did Tovar do to deserve the death penalty? I didn’t think Yyns even had a death penalty!”

“Shut up and listen! T’Dur is going to perform the Holnym on Tovar, do the math! If Tovar had two lifeforces, then I remove one, and then T’Dur removes one, Tovar has no lifeforces! He’ll be DEAD!”

“Bloody hell. Bain to transport computer. Beam me and the guy running behind me to sickbay now. No questions or I’ll come in there, hollow out your circuitry, and use your housing as a planter for my petunias!”

Without so much as a “Have a Nice Day,” the transport computer dematerialized Bain and J’Atric.

The pair reappeared a moment later in sickbay. At that particular moment, Dr. Fred Nooney was gesturing madly from inside his office as a bulky Yynsian guarded the door. Nooney’s Andorian nurse, Ih’vik, had been placed in the office as well, and she was currently shifting an evil glare from Nooney to the Yynsians, evidently trying to decide who to kill first. Meanwhile, Tovar lay prone on a biobed as T’Dur’s hands moved toward the sides of his skull.

“Belay that Holnym!” Bain shouted, his wrist phaser extending toward T’Dur with a satisfying click. All six of the Yynsian Defense Force officers in the room leveled their blasters at Bain, who seemed entirely unconcerned.

“This is a Yynsian affair,” T’Dur said.

“T’Dur, stop this now! He doesn’t need a Holnym,” J’Atric insisted.

“Quiet, old man! Bain has brainwashed you somehow.”

“Now see here!” Bain said angrily.

“If either of them so much as twitches, shoot them,” T’Dur ordered, then pressed his hands again Tovar’s head.

“NO!!!” Bain screamed.

A split second later, T’Dur pulled his hands away and glared at Bain accusingly. “Hey! There’s only one lifeforce in here! I did this for nothing!”

And that’s when, shouting a battle cry, Prosak suddenly dropped on top of T’Dur from an open panel in the ceiling, sending the Yynsian’s head slamming against the edge of the biobed as the pair dropped to the deck.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 175275.6. After a brief stay in our sickbay, Polem T’Dur has returned to his ship, which will be departing shortly for Yyns. Polem J’Atric will be accompanying T’Dur as well, but for the moment he has remained aboard to check on Tovar, who seems to be recovering nicely; although, Dr. Nooney is very eager to do a new psychological work-up on the lad.

Since Tovar did not turn out to need a Holnym, Polem T’Dur has declined to pursue any sort of action against me or the crew of the Anomaly. Polem J’Atric has concurred with that opinion and has also declined to press kidnapping charges against me, since I was simply trying to get care for Tovar. So that’s all there is to that.”



“I suppose you’ll be expecting me to keep my mouth shut about Jaroch and his little immortality planet, eh?” Polem J’Atric said with a chuckle as Captain Bain escorted him to the Anomaly’s transporter room.

“I’m sure Jaroch and Patricia Hawkins would appreciate it…as would I,” Bain replied.

“Well…I guess they’ve been through enough for one lifetime. Besides, I can’t say I’m all that interested in what they have there. I’m too curious to see what my next incarnation brings.”

Bain’s attention was drawn away for a moment as he saw Dr. Natalia Kasyov approaching from the other direction. “Doctor,” he said warmly. “I hope you and Cabral haven’t been too disturbed by our recent takeover.”

“What takeover?” Kasyov asked confused.

“The Yynsians?”

“What Yynsians?”

Bain found himself completely at a loss. “Er…well…Tovar went a bit off after we got back from Andromeda, then we went to Yyns, and quite a lot happened.”

“Sorry. We really weren’t paying attention,” Kasyov replied. “You know Cabral was exhausted from running the anti-sing all the way back from Andromeda, so I cut off all comm traffic to the science lab, set up my cot, and we just relaxed.”

“Oh…well…good show!” Bain said with a nod as Kasyov continued off down the corridor. “I suppose I should take that as a good sign that things will be returning to normal,” Bain said as he and J’Atric entered the transporter room.

“Welcome to transporter control. Where would you like to beam today?”

“The P’Shaw,” J’Atric replied, stepping up onto the transporter padd. “Just me!”

“Say energize when ready.”

“Thank you again for your help, Polem. You’ve finally put an end to Tovar’s troubles.”

“I wish that were true,” J’Atric replied. “But Tovar’s problems may just be beginning. For the first time in his life, only one lifeforce is present. Now the past lives contained within it have new freedom. Some that have up to now remained buried may surface. Normally, I’d say he should be on Yyns, but what he really needs is his family. He needs you and your wife, Bain. Take care of him.”

“We certainly will,” Bain said.

“You’d better. I damn well don’t want to be dragged out of the bath again anytime soon. Energize.”

J’Atric dematerialized, leaving Bain alone. After taking a few moments to mull over what the Polem had said, Bain left sickbay to take care of his son.





The Ties That Bind





Sector 001 or the Sol system or even the Terran system, if you prefer, is not exactly the nicest piece of real estate in the galaxy. There are certainly more spectacular solar systems, some with binary stars, some with fantastic multi-colored nebulae, and others with gas giants of such magnitude that Jupiter seems rather ordinary.

Despite that, there’s something about the Sol system that brings a smile to the face of every member of a Starfleet crew, no matter their planet of origin, when a starship returns to Earth. Maybe it’s the simple fact that Earth is Starfleet headquarters. Or maybe it’s the sheer normalcy of the Sol system that makes it comforting.

That’s a question better left to the philosophers…or maybe Starfleet Psych.

Whatever the reason, Captain Reginald Bain could almost feel the excitement growing among the crew of the USS Anomaly as the ship approached the outer boundaries of Sol with its massive docking facilities, which provided ship storage and maintenance for the spacecraft of the private citizens of the various worlds in Sol. In the space outside the Anomaly, unseen transporter beams sent civilians back and forth from their homeworlds to the docking slips.

The Anomaly cruised inward, passing through Neptune’s orbital path. The planet itself and the Neptune Research Station where Dr. Natalia Kasyov had once lived and worked was currently on the other side of the sun.

Inward still, past the long-since colonized moons of Saturn and Jupiter, past the massive gas mining/replenishing stations and research outposts hovering over those huge worlds, though the asteroid belt, where huge lumbering rocks still bore the scars of mankind’s earliest efforts to make use of the resources of their solar system, and breaking through to the inner worlds. Mars, where Starfleet’s Utopia Planetia shipyards now completely encircled the world like so much scaffolding.

Then at last to Earth, which compared to Mars looked downright bare. Yes, McKinley Station and Spacedock still orbited, their huge structures now visible from the Earth’s surface. But otherwise, thanks to the efforts of the Save Our Space committee and other such groups through the last two centuries, the planet had not been overwhelmed by the stations and ships that obscured the views of other developed planets in the galaxy. As the Anomaly passed by the moon, where millions of people lived and worked inside colonies that now completely covered the satellite’s surface, the small, blue orb came into view, the sun shining against its surface, illuminating Bain’s beloved Britain which was visible through a cloud-free patch.

“Do you want to stop and enjoy the view?” Ensign Hector Arroyo asked from the helm console.

“The thought has crossed my mind,” Bain replied. “But I expect I’d be facing a mutiny if I delayed our homecoming any longer.”

“The thought has crossed our minds,” Dr. Natalia Kasyov joked from the science station. Normally, she’d be down with Cabral, but she just couldn’t miss the Anomaly’s homecoming. She only wished that Cabral could be up here with her.

“Spacedock has acknowledged our hail and assigned us a repair bay,” Lieutenant Brazzell reported from tac-ops.

“Finally,” Lieutenant Shelly Marsden said from the engineering console, patting it lovingly. “We’ll get you all fixed up.”

“I have no doubt,” Bain said. “But you’ve done a bang up job keeping her together up to now.”

Bain turned to Commander Prosak, who stood just off to his left. “So, Commander, will you be dropping in on your father while we’re here?”

“Unfortunately Father is away on a diplomatic assignment,” the Romulan first officer replied. “I spoke to him briefly over a commline, but that is all I will be able to manage for now.”

“I sincerely hope you won’t be spending your leave time alone.”

“Not at all. Doctor Nooney has arranged a trip to a Klingon vacation spot that sounds…intriguing. I have decided to go along.”

“With Nooney?” Arroyo said alarmed.

“I won’t be alone, I assure you,” Prosak said.

“Spacedock is ready for us,” Brazzell said.

Bain smiled. “Take us in, Mr. Arroyo. I will be departing for home with Mr. Tovar as soon as we’re at station-keeping, so I wish you all a pleasant shore leave.”



Three microseconds later, a signal arrived directly in the positronic brain of Admiral Carn, the android in charge of Section 31, the super-secret organization dedicated to protecting the Federation from things too nasty or too secret to tell Starfleet about.

Five seconds after that, Carn had activated the comm unit on his desk of his office, opening a channel to one of his field operatives: Rosalyn Bain.

In mid-punch, Rosalyn noticed the right cuff of her black uniform shimmer a bit, then resolve into the image of Admiral Carn. Her fist slammed into the jaw of the Cardassian in front of her, who obligingly staggered back to the rear of the small hypershuttle.

“Mind if I cut in for a moment, Ros?” Carn asked.

“Anytime, luv,” Rosalyn replied as the Cardassian, whose cloaked, sensor-shielded, and otherwise invisible shuttle was currently loaded with several tons of high-yield explosive and headed toward the Federation Capitol Complex in Paris.

“The Anomaly’s back. I just got word from the onboard voice monitors that your husband is heading home any moment.”

“Guess I should be there, then.”

“It would tend to help keep the secret in your title of secret agent,” Carn said.

The Cardassian, a rogue terrorist named Fubar, charged her. Rosalyn dodged to the left, then slammed her fists down on the back of his neck. “Right-O. Thanks for the tip,” she said. She tapped her cuff, closing the channel, then stepped toward the dazed Cardassian would-be-terrorist.

“Sorry, luv, but we’ve had a change of flight plan.” Rosalyn’s foot slammed into the side of his head, seemingly from out of nowhere. Three more swift kicks sent Fubar reeling against the hull, his head knocking painfully against the unyielding metal.

Rosalyn turned to the control console, but before she could type a command, Fubar was on her, his huge arms almost crushing her rib cage.

“Really, you’re just making this more difficult than it has to be,” she said straining.



As the last mooring tether connected to the USS Anomaly, now hovering inside Starfleet’s massive spacedock, Captain Bain walked a very quiet Lieutenant Commander Tovar to the ship’s transporter room. Tovar just hadn’t been the same since having his Interloping lifeforce removed a couple of days earlier. Now the Yynsian seemed lost and confused.

“We’re almost home, lad,” Bain said lovingly.

“Mumsie,” Tovar muttered.

“She’ll be there waiting for us.”

“And I’ll cook us up…”

“Cook for three hours at 275 degrees!” Tovar interrupted emphatically.

“…some of my famous Shepherd’s pie. You always clean…”

“Clean clean CLEAN as with an amazing SHEEN!”

“…your plate.”

“SAFE!”

“Um…right.” Bain turned Tovar’s shoulders, sending the Yynsian into the transporter room.



Rosalyn worked her boot off, then, using her toes, reprogrammed the hypershuttle’s course, sending it plummeting toward the Sussex Downs. A couple more toe taps, and the shuttle computer’s started a 15 second countdown.

“Fifteen…”

Rosalyn moved her hand just enough to get to the fleshy part under Fubar’s left arm and pinched with all her strength. Fubar screamed as sharp fingernails ripped through his shirt and his skin, causing searing pain as she dug into his tendons.

“Fourteen…”

The Section 31 operative took the opportunity to twist around and leap backwards. She landed on the hypershuttle’s controls, which she’d locked out, then kicked up with her still booted foot, catching Fubar on the bottom of the chin.

“Thirteen…”

The battered terrorist staggered back again. Pressing her advantage, Rosalyn leapt at him, bashing her elbow into his nose, then sending a vicious chop to his neck with her free hand.

“Twelve…”

Rolling to the deck, Rosalyn snatched her boot, then jumped to her feet and programmed her uniform’s short-range transporter. It would only take her a very few miles, but, with the hypershuttle’s changed course, it would be enough to get her where she needed to go.

“Eleven…”

“You’re scared to finish this fight,” Fubar seethed as the computer counted down “Ten” and “Nine.”

“Sorry, luv. I’ve got a date. Ta ta.” Rosalyn activated the transporter, which immediately dematerialized her as Fubar screamed after her. In her mind, she continued the countdown.

Eight…

She reappeared in her own kitchen at the exact moment Bain and Tovar materialized just outside the Bain home’s back door.

Seven…

Rosalyn saw the shadows of Bain and Tovar just beyond the curtains covering the back door. She dove for the apron hanging on the hook just inside the open pantry.

Six…

She slid on the apron then tossed a head of lettuce and three potatoes (all homegrown by Reginald in his vegetable garden) onto the counter.

Five…

Outside, the retinal scanner hummed as it started its scan of Bain’s eye.

Four…

Rosalyn grabbed a knife from the block on top of the antique ice box (which now held a replicator inside it) and winged it at the lettuce. It stuck in perfectly.

Three…

The door clicked as it unlocked and Bain swung it open. Rosalyn was standing at the counter chopping lettuce.

“Dearest!” Rosalyn exclaimed happily upon spotting her husband. She put the knife down and rushed over, grabbing Bain and Tovar in a big hug.

Two…

“Welcome home, boys.”

One…

BOOOM!

The resulting shockwave blasted Bain, Tovar, and Rosalyn into the kitchen. Somehow Rosalyn managed to stay on her feet as Bain and Tovar landed in a heap on the floor.

“What the hell?” Bain said.

“Hmm…must be a storm coming,” Rosalyn observed, craning her neck to look at the sky out of the kitchen window.

“Hell of a storm,” Bain muttered. He started to pick himself up, then noticed that he was looking at his wife’s socked foot. The other one was wearing a boot.

“My foot itched,” Rosalyn explained, noticing her husband’s stare.

“Oh,” Bain said, picking himself up. He looked his wife up and down, admiring the sleek, black outfit she wore. “Is that new?”

“This? No. I’ve had it for years. Just something to work around the house in,” Rosalyn said. She brushed past Bain, wrapping her arm around Tovar. “How’s my boy?”

“Give me fifteen minutes in this kitchen, and I will create an entire eight course meal! That’s a FACT!” Tovar exclaimed.

Bain sighed. “He’s been doing that a lot.”

“Your father and I will take care of dinner,” Rosalyn said, snuggling Tovar in closer. “Let’s get you in some jammies and up to bed.”

“Mumsie?” Tovar said, seeming to look at her for the first time.

“That’s right, dearie. Mumsie and Dadums are going to fix you right up.” Rosalyn led Tovar from the room, leaving Bain to wonder just what Rosalyn was planning on fixing for dinner with a head of lettuce, three potatoes, and nothing else.



With the USS Anomaly in drydock for repairs following their extended stay in the Andromeda Galaxy, the crew rushed off for shore leave as though they each had a personal anti-sing drive…well, most of the crew anyway.

Chief Engineer Shelly Marsden wasn’t about to leave the repair of the ship she designed in the hands of a bunch of people who didn’t know the first thing about her, so she remained on board, enjoying time alone with her creation before the Spacedock repair teams started their work the following day.

Marsden was walking through the corridors considering trying to do some of the more sensitive repair work on the anti-sing drive herself overnight when she spotted something that positively should not have been there: Ensign Arroyo.

“Hector!” Marsden called out. “Don’t you have a life? Go home!”

Arroyo smiled weakly. “Don’t wanna.”

“Well, you can’t stay here.”

“Why not? My quarters weren’t damaged. You shouldn’t even need to be in there.”

“It’s the principle of the thing. Go request some temporary quarters on the Spacedock, or go with Prosak on that Nooney trip.

“They already left,” Arroyo said just as his commpip chirped.

“Ensign Arroyo, you have an incoming comm in your quarters,” the voice of his automated commpip operator announced.

“Maybe it’s an invitation to spend your leave somewhere,” Marsden offered brightly.

“That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,” Arroyo replied, turning on his heel and trudging back towards his quarters.

He stepped into the darkened room a few moments later. “Computer, is the comm for me still on the line?”

“Affirmative.”

Arroyo sighed. Of course it was. “Put it through.”

The Federation insignia on his monitor vanished, revealing the image of Escobar Arroyo, his father. Escobar immediately started smiling broadly.

“Hector, my boy! I was starting to wonder if you were ever going to answer the comm.”

“Sorry, Dad. I was busy.”

“Starfleet busy. I understand,” Escobar beamed. “Your mother was here, but she got called away do deal with an emergency of some sort down at the shop. She’s desperate to talk to you, though. Why didn’t you comm as soon as you got back?”

“We had a slight situation to deal with first,” Arroyo said. It really wasn’t a lie. The Anomaly was busy dealing with Tovar and his Interloping past life problem. Of course, Arroyo probably could have commed home, not that the thought even crossed his mind. “So how’s work?” he asked, trying to change the subject. Escobar, who’d been a Senator in the United Earth Legislature for ten years now, usually jumped at any chance to discuss the machinations of Earth’s ruling body. Especially since, the UEL really did very little except ratify decisions made by the Federation government.

“As soon as Starfleet declared you overdue, I introduced a bill to make extra-galactic studies more of a priority in hopes of finding out what happened to the Anomaly, but I’m glad to see that’s unnecessary now.”

“Thanks for thinking of me,” Arroyo replied.

“That’s all we’ve done since you left. We tried to contact Janie, but we couldn’t get in touch with her. How is she?”

“Janie?”

“Come on, Hector. You know damn well you weren’t back in this galaxy for two minutes, crisis or no, before you contacted that beautiful fiancee’ of yours.”

Arroyo laughed weakly. “Right.”

“You two are EXPECTED to be here for dinner on Wednesday night. Are you reading me, Hector?”

Arroyo’s smile never left his face while his insides suddenly started to quiver. “Right, Dad. We’ll be there”

“Six-thirty sharp! Otherwise, your mother is killing all of us.”

“No problem,” Arroyo said.

“We can’t wait to see you both. Bye, Hector.”

“Bye, Dad,” Arroyo said with a wave. Arroyo closed the comm channel and collapsed onto his carpet.

“Oh, I am sooooooo dead.”



“The place looks good,” Captain Bain said sitting in his armchair, surveying the living room of his home. The Bain house had been standing since the 1800s in one form or another. Reginald and Rosalyn acquired it shortly after their marriage. It wasn’t either Bain’s ancestral home or anything, but its spacious, wood paneled rooms, yet homey atmosphere fit their idea of where they wanted to raise their family perfectly.

“I haven’t done anything do it,” Rosalyn said, sitting in the armchair across from her husband.

“You didn’t need to…or to yourself. You look radiant.”

Rosalyn smiled demurely. “And you’re as dashing as ever, Reggie. I’ve missed having you around.”

“Nonsense, Rose. It was a lot less time than many of my assignments.”

“True. But you never seemed so…gone before.” And out of range of my help, Rosalyn thought to herself.

“It was hairy there for a bit, but I wasn’t about to strand my crew there. Stellar group of officers. Just first rate,” Bain said.

“I’m sure. Oh, the girls commed once they found out you’d vanished.”

“Both of them?”

“Yes, dear,” Rosalyn said. “Even Audrey.”

“Will miracles never cease.”

“Honestly, Reggie. You really need to get over this bias against her boyfriend. He seems perfectly nice.”

“How does he feel about the fact that his girlfriend’s father thrashed his species from here to the Great Barrier!”

Rosalyn sighed. “He stopped calling you the Butcher of Breen months ago.”

“I still don’t see why she couldn’t have married Tovar.”

“He’s ten years younger than her.”

“So? They’re both adults.”

“He’s practically her brother.”

“Exactly! They already know each other,” Bain said.

“And you could keep tabs on their every move,” Rosalyn said.

Bain was silent.

“Uh huh. I thought so,” Rosalyn said. “None of this is really important now, dear. We should be thinking about Tovar.”

“I am. Believe me, I am. Polem J’Atric warned me that removing the other lifeforce could cause a bit of trouble, but I’ve seen hardly a trace of our Tovar since it happened. It seems that the Interloping lifeforce was providing all the stability.”

“But didn’t you say the loud, psychotic past life that kept insisting on destroying all ‘puny mortals’ was in the Interloper?” Rosalyn asked.

“Well, yes,” Bain admitted.

“And the one who kept shouting ‘boot to the head’?”

“Yes…”

“And that smug know-it-all scientist?”

“Yes. Actually, that was Jaroch. He was the one providing all the stability.”

Rosalyn put a comforting hand on her husband’s arm. “Well, I’m sure Tovar will be fine. He’s a strong boy.”

“Yes, unless that chef or the clean freak or whoever else is in there drives the poor boy completely around the bend.”

Upstairs, Tovar lay deceptively still in bed. Meanwhile, the voices in his mind had each effectively set up their own domains, leaving Tovar himself surrounded and quite overwhelmed.



Hector Arroyo was practically rocking back and forth as he waited for someone, anyone to answer the comm.

Finally, the image on his monitor switched from the Federation insignia to that of a middle-aged woman in a Starfleet uniform.

“Starfleet Sciences. Admiral Okawa’s office,” the woman said. She suddenly recognized the face looking at her and smiled. “Well, if it isn’t the elusive Hector Arroyo? How the hell are you?”

“Holding up, Commander Pierce. Is Ensign Tyler in?”

Commander Emma Pierce’s face darkened. “I wish that she was, Hector. Janie and Admiral Okawa left a week ago and haven’t been heard from.”

“Haven’t been heard from!” Arroyo exclaimed. “Where did they go?”

“Nowhere dangerous…supposedly. The Admiral was scheduled to give a lecture at the Vulcan Science Academy annex on Waystation Prime about mobile termini wormholes, and Janie went along as his attache. They never made it.”

“How could something happen on the way to Waystation Prime? It’s the middle of the Federation! Not an enemy in sight!”

“Calm down. Starfleet is looking into it. Their raceabout may just have experienced some difficulties. We want this quiet for now, so don’t worry. We’ll find them.”

“By Wednesday?” Arroyo asked.

“Um…well…I don’t know.”

“Never mind. Arroyo out.”

Gone.

Janie was gone.

And if she didn’t come back, Arroyo’s life was effectively over.

He basically had two options. Sit back and let Starfleet handle it or go find her himself.

Looking at it that way, Arroyo really had no choice. Racing out of his quarters, he headed to Engineering to enlist some help.



For a split second, Arroyo thought he must have been confused about Lieutenant Marsden’s destination. She was nowhere in sight. That’s when he realized the pressure door leading to the anti-sing core was open.

He walked over and saw Marsden had the core itself open and was adjusting one of the matter emitters, while behind her, encased currently in a high-powered force-field, the quantum singularity at the heart of the core…singulated.

Arroyo opened his mouth to speak, but was immediately cut off.

“If you speak, I throw you in,” Marsden muttered through the quantum scourer clamped between her teeth without looking at Arroyo. Using the two fine calipers in her right and left hand, she made a minute adjustment to the emitter, then closed the anti-sing core, stepped outside of the pressure door and sealed it.

“You’d better not be here just to say goodbye,” Marsden said distractedly. Having worked with Marsden on the Hermes prototype project for three years before serving together on the Anomaly, Arroyo was used to Marsden’s personality and took nothing she said personally. However, he did know when she was busy like this, it was best to get straight to the point.

“Janie’s missing.”

Marsden took four more steps before the words hit her and she whirled around. “What do you mean missing?” she demanded.

“Gone. She and Admiral Okawa vanished on their way to a science conference on Waystation Prime.”

“Bloody hell.”

Despite himself, Arroyo smiled.

“What?” Marsden said. Then she realized what she’d just said. “Damn. I’m even starting to swear like Bain!”

“It is kind of catchy,” Arroyo admitted.

“What about Janie?” Marsden said impatiently. This was no time for small talk.

“There’s not much to say. I’m going after her, and I need your help. Come with me.”

Marsden continued into her office, followed by Arroyo, who took a seat while Marsden tapped a few notes into the ship schematic that dominated the wall behind her desk.

“Starfleet has to be looking for her,” Marsden said as she worked. “There’s no need to get involved. Sure we worked with her, but she left. I respect her decision to join Okawa’s office, but I’m certainly not charging off into who knows what to find her. She never showed me that kind of loyalty.”

“Come on, Shelly!” Arroyo said. “The Hermes Project was no place for an astronomer. I don’t blame her for wanting a transfer. It certainly wasn’t a slight against you. She really liked you. I doubt she would have put up with all those nights in the Mars Bars with us otherwise.”

Marsden smiled. “Fine. I’ll give you that. But that still doesn’t mean we should go after her.”

“We’re engaged,” Arroyo said.

“WHAT?” Marsden shouted. “When the hell did that happen?!?!?”

Arroyo shrank into his chair and practically squeaked his reply. “A year and a half ago.”

“WHAT?!?!?!?!?!?!?” Marsden screeched. “And you didn’t tell me!”

“It’s not what you think,” Arroyo said. “We’re not in love or anything.”

Marsden was about to scream something else but stopped with her mouth gaping open and fist in the air. “Excuse me?” she said, sitting down in her chair utterly confused.

“Do you remember when my parents came by to visit the project?” Arroyo asked.

Marsden immediately put her head down on her desk as the memory flooded back. “Oh dear god yes.”

Senator and Mrs. Arroyo had dropped by the Hermes Project soon after its inception to see where their dear little boy had been stationed. In the process, they managed to erase several gigaquads of calculations, offend several officers, and almost release a micro-singularity all while constantly pestering Arroyo about which of the female officers he was dating. At the time, the answer was none of them. He was actually seeing a tour guide from Polar Express, but he’d kept his mouth shut about that one, knowing what the consequences of telling his parents would be.

“Do you remember what they said about Janie while they were there?” Arroyo continued.

“I’ve really tried to block the whole thing out,” Marsden said.

“They said she had good hips for childbearing. That’s what gave us the idea.”

“What idea?” Marsden said, fearing she already knew the answer.

“We faked being engaged. That way my parents were off my back, so I could see whomever I wanted.”

Marsden’s eyes narrowed. “And what was Janie getting out of this?”

Arroyo shrunk a little deeper into the chair. “Well…”

“Yes?”

“My father introduced her to Admiral Okawa and wrote her a recommendation.”

Marsden steepled her fingers and stared across the desk at Arroyo. “So let me get this straight. You want me to come with you to find your fake fiancee’, who you helped get transferred out of my department? Is that all of it?”

“Um…almost. We need to find her by Wednesday.”

“Why Wednesday?” she asked sternly.

“My parents invited us to dinner, and if she’s not there, they’ll find out we’re not really a couple.”

“Can’t you just tell them she’s missing?”

“My father would try to mobilize the fleet, and Starfleet wants it kept quiet.”

“I see,” Marsden said. “So here’s an idea. Why don’t you just say, ‘Mom, Dad, I’m not really engaged to Janie’?”

Arroyo almost leapt out of his chair. “Are you nuts? That’s a horrible idea!”

Marsden sighed. “All right. Fine. What’s your plan?”

“We’ll take the Navigator and go find Janie.”

“That’s it?”

“Well, yeah.”

“Right,” Marsden said, charging out of the office. Arroyo was hot on her heels.

“Shelly, please! This is important to me!”

“Oh you are so going to owe me,” Marsden said, turning on him. “And so is Janie Tyler.”

“Thank you so…”

“SHHHH!” Marsden snapped suddenly, cocking her head. “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

Marsden dove at the wall, throwing open a jefferies tube access hatch and reaching her arm inside. A moment later, she pulled out a very surprised Lieutenant Polnuc.

The diminutive Moglodin engineer squirmed in Marsden’s grip. “Put me down!”

“What were you doing in there?”

Polnuc stopped for a moment. “Um…nothing!”

“Sorry, Polnuc, but now you have something to do. You’re in charge.”

“What?” Polnuc gaped.

“I have to leave. You’re in charge,” Marsden said slowly.

“What about my shore leave?”

“Tell you what. You’re now officially Assistant Chief Engineer. Congratulations. If anything’s not done right when I get back, it’s your ass. See you in a few days.”

Marsden grabbed Arroyo’s arm and dragged him out of Engineering before Polnuc could start cursing at them.



Being Chief Engineer gave Lieutenant Marsden a fair amount of freedom when it came to the Anomaly and her support craft. Therefore, Spacedock Control didn’t give it a second thought when she requested permission to leave in the USS Navigator.

The Lincoln-class vessel quickly cleared the space doors and sped off toward the edge of the solar system, just barely staying within the in-system speed limit.

“Easy there, tiger,” Marsden quipped from the command chair on the Navigator’s small bridge as Arroyo manned the helm.

“We have all of four days to find her, bring her back, and dress for dinner. Easy doesn’t seem to be a factor,” Arroyo replied.

Marsden walked over to the ship’s science console. “Well let’s see if we can’t simplify things a bit. How long have they been missing?”

“A week,” Arroyo replied.

Marsden brought up a display of the route between Earth and Waystation Prime. “This is what the astrometric buoys were showing for that time period. I’ll put it on time lapse.” The various planets and other bodies moved every so slightly in their orbits, but basically things remained unchanged. “Well, if they blew up, it wasn’t big enough blast for the buoys to see.”

“They didn’t blow up,” Arroyo said firmly.

“Okay. Given that, what happened? Nothing unusual shows up on their flight path. No invasions. No dimensional rifts. So where are they?”

“This is a well-traveled space lane, so we aren’t looking for pirates or anything like that,” Arroyo said, thinking aloud. “And if the buoys didn’t pick up anything unusual, I’m willing to guess that nothing unusual happened.”

“So what does that mean?”

“Maybe they left their flight path on purpose.”

“And why would they do that?” Marsden asked.

Arroyo stared at the route again, searching for the answer. He’d flown it himself a couple of times. Really there was almost nothing of note. Where would they…?

“Shelly, what’s that?” Arroyo asked, pointing at a pulsating blue blob in the lower quadrant of the map, a couple of parsecs away from the raceabout’s flight path.

Marsden magnified the image and looked at it blankly. “How the hell should I know? I’m not an…” She trailed off as she realized where Arroyo was going with this. “…astronomer,” she said finally.

“Maybe it’s nothing, but until we think of something better, I’m heading that way,” Arroyo said, his hands flying across the helm.

“I think the science console just did the electronic equivalent of sticking its tongue out at me,” Marsden said. “It doesn’t have a clue. All it will tell me is that it was not there before a week and a half ago.”

“That’s where Okawa went. He was never one to pass up space phenomena. When I was a kid, we went on vacation with his family and had to stop at every nebula along the way.”

Marsden returned to the command chair feeling uneasy. “We still have a problem here. I can believe that maybe Admiral Okawa and Janie changed course to look at the blue thing there, but what have they been doing for the last week? I’ve heard of losing track of time, but a week?”

“We’re just going to have to deal with that one when we get there,” Arroyo said. He realized Marsden was heading out of the bridge’s rear doors. “Where are you going?”

“Checking the weapons systems. I have this bad feeling that we may need them.”



What was that smell? Bacon? No. Sausage? No. It was…well, frankly Bain didn’t have a clue, but the smell was enticing enough to pull him out of bed. He threw his robe on over his PJs, then headed downstairs to the kitchen.

“Morning, luv,” Rosalyn said from a chair at the kitchen table. She was also dressed in a robe and casually scrolling through a padd, a fact that surprised Bain somewhat.

“Good morning, dear,” Bain said, stepping over and kissing her on the head. “Decided to skip the morning constitutional?”

“I got a fair amount of exercise yesterday, so I’m taking the day off,” Rosalyn replied.

That business resolved, Bain immediately started looking around for the source of the wonderful aroma that had awoken him. On the Bain’s ancient stove (at one time it used gas, but it had long since been converted to a fusion burner), sat a large, covered skillet.

“New recipe?” Bain asked, moving to peer under the lid.

“It’s not mine,” Rosalyn replied. “And I wouldn’t do that.”

“Why not?” Bain asked, his hand reaching around the lid handle.

“STOP!!!!” a voice bellowed from the door. Bain whirled around and saw Tovar, one hand clutching a freshly-dug-up onion as the other pointed at Bain accusingly. “Never view a work of art in its larval stage!”

“Ooookay,” Bain said, letting go of the lid and quickly retreating over to the table. He leaned over to his wife. “Somehow I never ever wanted to consider my breakfast as larval.”

“Toflay tends to be a bit excitable,” Rosalyn replied. “But he seems to be an excellent chef!”

“Seems! I know not seems!” Tovar/Toflay cried.

“But he does know Hamlet,” Bain muttered, prompting a smirk from Rosalyn.

“What?” the dead Yynsian chef demanded.

“Your plagiarism is showing. That’s all.”

“Silence, or you will not be fed!”

“My apologies,” Bain said. He turned to Rosalyn again. “Is this a good idea?”

“I don’t think we have a choice. He was in here when I woke up. Better this than that J’Ter fellow.”

“True,” Bain said. “We had to replace that entire set of pots after he melted them down for weapons.”

A low chime sounded through the house.

“That’s yours, dear,” Rosalyn said. Bain was already rising from the table.

“What the devil do they want now?” Bain mumbled as he headed into his study to his blinking comm screen. He sat down at his desk and opened the channel. “Bain here.”

“Good morning, Reginald,” Admiral Kristen Larkin’s image said warmly.

“Krissers. I should have guessed.”

“Is this a bad time?” the android asked.

“Not really,” Bain said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “We’re just about to sit down to breakfast, but that’s it. You’re welcome to beam over. I imagine Toflay made enough for an army.”

“Toflay? Ah…I take it this is one of Lieutenant Commander Tovar’s past lives.”

“Oh yes,” Bain said. “We’ve really been through the wringer with him in the last few days.”

“As I am well aware. And I am sorry that I was unable to do more about the Yynsians.”

“Ancient history. It all worked out,” Bain replied.

“So Tovar has fully recovered?”

“Not quite, but I imagine a few days at home with his family will do the trick.”

Larkin grimaced slightly. “He will have to do without his father for a brief time,” she said hesitantly.

Bain’s eyes widened. “The bloody bastards scheduled my debriefing for tomorrow, didn’t they?”

“I’m afraid so,” Larkin said. “But I felt you should come to San Francisco early to discuss other matters before the formal debriefing.”

Bain glanced at the chronometer display in the lower corner of his viewscreen. “Krissers, it’s seven bloody AM! What are you doing at work at…” He quickly did the time change conversion in his head. “Midnight!”

“I am an android. Sleep is not required.”

“No date tonight?”

“And that is also true. I have the distinct feeling that many men find me…intimidating.”

Bain scoffed. “Ha! Who would be intimidated by a 140 year old admiral with the strength of ten men and a brain faster than many ships’ computers?”

“You certainly weren’t,” Larkin observed.

“True. But that was a long time ago.”

“Indeed. So when shall I expect you?”

Bain did the math again. “All right. If I get there in time for lunch, it will be 8 at night here, so I’ll want to pop off to bed at 3, which means…oh sod it! I’ll be there in 12 hours.”

“Acceptable. I will see you then, Reginald.”

“Looking forward to it, Krissers. Bain out.”

“She trying to steal you away from me again,” Rosalyn said with a laugh as she leaned against the door frame of Bain’s study.

Bain stepped over and wrapped his burly arms around his wife. “She wouldn’t have a chance in the cosmos, my love. Besides, I still have to have words with her about a certain hologram she put aboard my ship.”

“Is this that Diplomatic Hologram rubbish you were telling me last night?”

“Absolutely.”

“Let it go, Reginald. Kristen cares about you and didn’t want you to get into any trouble.”

“Trouble!” Bain exclaimed. “That bloody hologram almost got us all killed!”

“Yes, but her heart was in the right place…or whatever passes for a heart in an android.”

Bain scowled. “I suppose.”

“Come have some breakfast. It’s really quite good.”

“Any sign of Tovar?”

“A brief flash. When he put the plate down in front of me, he said, ‘There you are, Mumsie.’ After that, he started cleaning up in some kind of frenzy.”

Bain nodded. “That’s Tarva, I think.”

“Well, she…at least I think this past life is a she…she’s pleasant enough, but I could do without the singing. Tovar is certainly helping out around the house more than he ever did.”

“This is not our Tovar. I want my boy back!” Bain said.

Rosalyn held her husband tighter. “So do I, Reggie. So do I.”



As the USS Navigator closed in on the massive blue space blob (scientific nomenclature was Kasyov’s department, not Marsden’s), Arroyo and Marsden watched the results of various scans scroll by at the lower part of the viewscreen.

“Hmmm…” Marsden said thoughtfully.

Arroyo nodded. “Oh yes. Very hmmmm-y.”

“You have no idea what this means, do you?”

“I just fly the ship. Besides, if I knew everything, you wouldn’t get the great fun of explaining stuff to me.”

“Yippee,” Marsden muttered. She stepped up to the viewscreen and pointed out a series of readings. “It’s a bunch of charged particles emitting electromagnetic radiation at a frequency we perceive as blue.”

“Is it dangerous?”

Marsden shook her head. “No more so than your average light. The only weird thing about it is how it got here.”

“How did it get here?”

“I don’t have a clue. That’s what’s weird.”

The bridge suddenly dimmed as the red alert klaxon started blaring.

“Intruder alert. Intruder alert,” the computer stated.

Arroyo looked at Marsden anxiously.

“I don’t have a clue how they got here either,” Marsden said, racing toward the emergency equipment locker stashed behind one of the bridge wall panels as Arroyo checked the ship’s internal sensors.

“We’ve really got to start leaving the shields up all the time,” Arroyo remarked. “One life form. Humanoid. But there are several power sources moving along with him. They could be some kind of robots.”

“Great,” Marsden said, tossing Arroyo a wrist phaser, which he quickly mounted on his arm. “So much for using anesthezine. Where are they?”

“A-Deck. They’ll be coming through the doors…”

The bridge doors suddenly exploded inward.

“Right now,” Arroyo said as several silver droids floated onto the bridge. And somehow Arroyo and Marsden had a feeling that the various objects pointing in their direction weren’t water pistols.



A bemused smile covered Rosalyn’s face as she walked into the bedroom she shared with Captain Bain. Bain, meanwhile, was throwing a couple of things into a small attache case. Technically he could just beam home every night; however, the time changes tended to affect him more than they did Rosalyn. She basically lived her day in reverse. What was morning in San Francisco was really her evening. She’d teach and have office hours from 8AM-Noon San Francisco time, then beam home where it would be 8PM. Spend the evening, go to bed, spend the day in Sussex doing whatever, then beam back to San Francisco at 4PM GMT, which would be 8AM San Francisco time. It worked for Rosalyn, but it just gave Bain a headache. Instead, he’d just go to San Francisco and stay at headquarters.

“Have you been in Tovar’s room today?” Rosalyn asked, still smiling.

“Can’t say that I have,” Bain said distractedly as tossed a padd containing the Anomaly’s mission logs into his case.

“He’s used a couple of coat hangers, the closet door mechanism, and one of his old toys to put together an automatic bed maker.”

“Totap,” Bain said.

“Excuse me?”

“Totap. Seems to be a handy fellow.”

“I guess the Interloping lifeforce has really been the one in charge up to now,” Rosalyn said. “Tovar almost never exhibited these characteristics before.”

“Tovar barely exhibited past lives at all as a boy other than the occasional flare up. I never really thought much about it, but I guess the two lifeforces were so busy fighting each other, they didn’t have much time to bother Tovar.” Bain closed his case and kissed Rosalyn on the cheek. “I should be back on Tuesday. Wednesday at the latest.”

“All right, dear. Should I say goodbye to Tovar for you?

“No no. I’ll handle it,” Bain said. He gave his wife one more kiss, this one properly on the lips, and headed out of the bedroom.

Rosalyn smiled after him, then practically dove to the window. Was that movement she’d seen out there?

She searched the landscape.

Nothing.

Working for Section 31 had a tendency to make a person a bit paranoid, but Rosalyn couldn’t shake the feeling that something was amiss.



Lieutenant Marsden didn’t take her eyes or her wrist phaser off of the six silver droids hovering near the bridge doors.

“I am just way too popular with robots,” she muttered, unfortunately recalling a similar run-in with the spaceship parts’ droid in Andromeda.

“So are we shooting them or what?” Arroyo asked nervously.

“Hey, this is your mission, buddy. It’s your call.”

“But you outrank me. You decide.”

“I’ll decide,” a man’s voice called from the corridor. “Disarm them before their blather bores me any further!”

Marsden looked confused. “Disarm us? How in the world to they intend on…WOAH!”

Suddenly, she and Arroyo were dragged forward as a massive magnetic force latched onto their wrist phasers and pulled them toward one of the hovering robots.

“Fire!” Marsden ordered.

“What do you think I’ve been trying to do?” Arroyo shouted.

“Dammit! The magnetic field must be screwing with the phaser circuits.”

Just as Marsden finished her explanation, she and Arroyo’s wrists clanged against the one of the barrels protruding from the lead droid. It floated upward a bit more, lifting the two officers completely off of the deck.

“Ow ow ow ow ow!” Arroyo cried as the band from his wrist phaser dug painfully into his hand. Marsden seemed equally comfortable.

“Get it off!” Marsden said.

“Can’t! Latch is stuck!”

Marsden finally forced her latch open and fell to the deck. Before she could move, two droids fired cables around her wrists, pulling her arms out away from her. Arroyo landed on the carpet a few seconds later and suffered the same fate.

With the Starfleet Officers immobilized, the humanoid leader of the robotic raiders stepped onto the bridge. He could have easily been a human, but the subtle ridges on his forehead and sweep of his ears revealed him to be a Serellan, a fact that really confused Marsden, since the Serellans were known throughout the Federation as peaceful purveyors of art, music, and drama. They were concerned about culture, not conquest.

The Serellan stopped and surveyed his surroundings, taking in the bridge with a sharp eye.

“Of course,” he said gesturing around. “Bland walls. Boring consoles. It’s a classic example of a style I like to call neo-CRAP!”

He stalked down to the command chair, stopping just in front of Marsden and Arroyo. “Look at that!” he demanded, pointing at the grey domed ceiling. “It’s ideal for a mural. This is ship is the Navigator, correct?”

With little else to do, Arroyo nodded.

“Right! Imagine a glorious mural depicting the early days of discovery on your own planet! A sailing ship on the high seas with Christopher Columbian standing at the bow…”

“Columbus,” Marsden said.

“Whatever. Can you see it?”

Arroyo squinted at the dome. “That would be nice…”

“Hector,” Marsden warned.

“Well, it would,” Arroyo said defensively.

“Let’s focus now. Mad fiend. He probably has Janie. You with me?”

“Oh yeah!” Arroyo said, turning on the Serellan. “Where’s Janie?”

The Serellan arched an eyebrow. “I do not respond to that tone.”

Marsden decided it was time to step in. “Look, Mister…”

“Veraxe’. Artist Exemplar of the Grenevli Province and winner of the Federation Arts Council Golden Palette six times! Does that jog your memory?”

“I’ve never been much for painting,” Marsden shrugged. “But I’m very big on getting my ship back. Just tell us what the hell you want, so we can get out of your hair.”

Veraxe’s eyes bulged with sudden fury. “What I wanted you have already denied!”

“Um…we just met you. When did we have time to deny anything?” Arroyo asked.

“Not you specifically,” Veraxe’ snapped. “Your short-sighted Federation Arts Council has no respect for real art. They wouldn’t know beauty if it beamed in and introduced itself!”

“But didn’t you say you won some award from them six times?” Marsden said.

“Piffle!” Veraxe’ stated firmly. “All that matters now is NOW! Then was then and won’t come again!”

“Then why did you make such a big deal about winning those awards.”

Veraxe’ glared at Marsden. “It’s called establishing context, you philistine!”

Arroyo cleared his throat. “Er…excuse me. Could we get back to Janie?”

“What is this Janie you keep babbling about?” Veraxe’ asked annoyed.

“It’s a she!” Arroyo retorted. “And I want her back!”

“And Admiral Okawa and their raceabout,” Marsden added. “Then we’ll be on our way.”

“Oh no. No no no,” Veraxe’ said. “I know who you’re talking about. They aren’t going anywhere. And neither are you. Not until I’m done. If I let you go, you’ll have the Arts Council Attack Fleet here in a nonce!”

“The Arts Council doesn’t have an attack fleet,” Marsden said.

“What’s a nonce?” Arroyo asked.

“It’s a little longer than a second, but not quite a minute,” Veraxe’ explained.

“Oh. Thanks,” Arroyo said nodding his head in understanding.

“No problem. Take them to holding!”

The two droids flanking either officer suddenly darted around Marsden and Arroyo, allowing their arms to fall to their sides, but immediately wrapping them in cable until they were completely immobilized. Then, activating their magnetic fields, the droids lifted Marsden and Arroyo up and floated them right off of the bridge, Veraxe’ following behind.

The Serellan artist stopped at the doorway and turned to two of his robots. “You two, REDECORATE!”

The droids chirped their acknowledgment as Veraxe’ strode off of the bridge, laughing maniacally.



Several years of parenting had long since taught Rosalyn Bain that when the house was too quiet, it usually meant that one child or other was into something that they shouldn’t be. However, with Audrey and Sophie gone, narrowing down the list of suspects was a piece of cake.

It was Tovar. The question was which part of Tovar was out and what was he doing?

Rosalyn descended the stairs into the living room half expecting to find Tarva dusting madly or Totap using a padd, Reginald’s antique reading glasses, and a pile of kindling to build a holoprojector.

The room was empty.

A sudden and unpleasant thought struck Rosalyn. Maybe she had seen movement in the woods. Perhaps one of Tovar’s other past lives had taken charge and sent him running from the house.

Tracking down a Yynsian in the Sussex Downs (a place not known for its large Yynsian population) was not exactly a problem. Rosalyn was far more concerned about Tovar disturbing the neighbors. Mrs. Graninger in particular had barely put up with Tovar as a teenager. She would definitely not be pleased to find an adult Tovar breaking into her kitchen to cook.

Rosalyn ran through the wooden swinging door into the kitchen to grab her rain slicker (it looked a bit overcast out at the moment) from the hook by the door and chase after him.

It turned out not to be necessary.

Tovar was seated at the kitchen table, staring at her in absolute silence.

Of course the gag in his mouth probably had a great deal to do with that.

“Hello there, Rosalyn,” an unpleasantly familiar voice said from behind her as Rosalyn cursed herself for not checking behind the door when she charged into the kitchen. Of course, she usually wasn’t all that concerned about intruders in her own home.

She started to turn as Fubar swung. She’d barely made it halfway around when the heavy kettle in the Cardassian’s hand slammed into the side of her head.

Rosalyn was unconscious before she hit the floor.



After regaining consciousness, it took Hector Arroyo a few moments to remember just how he’d lost it in the first place. He and Marsden had been taken off of the bridge by two of Veraxe’s robots and beamed to another ship; although, how that ship had managed to sneak up on the Navigator, Arroyo had no idea. They’d been taken to a small chamber resembling more of a sitting room than a cell. There were two very nice day beds, a monitor showing the blue patch of space outside and the walls, ceiling, and even floor of the room had been decorated with murals all signed by Veraxe’.

Before they could close Marsden and Arroyo into this chamber, the droids had to release the cables confining the two officers. Marsden chose this opportunity to attack the nearer of the two droids, which came as a complete surprise to Arroyo, who’d been admiring the murals. Marsden managed to yank off her insignia badge and was attempting to use it to pry open the access panel on the rear of the droid nearest her when its companion, whom Marsden had assumed would be occupied with Arroyo’s tandem assault at that point, leisurely turned and blasted Marsden with some kind of beam. Before she slumped to the deck, she made a mental note to make sure Arroyo was actually aware of her escape plans before trying to implement them. That mental note fell right behind the mental note to kill Arroyo when all this was over.

Arroyo, meanwhile, suddenly realized that all that staring at him and moving her eyes around that Marsden had been doing on their way to this chamber was an attempt to communicate something. He really didn’t get much farther than that because the droids, operating under the assumption that Arroyo had been in on Marsden’s attack, decided to be thorough and blast him too.

But now Arroyo had the sense that he was no longer in the place where he’d been knocked out. For one thing, that room had not had any wooden furniture, and he was most definitely sitting in a wooden chair. Actually, he was tied to it…by rope, oddly enough.

Shaking off the last effects of the droids’ blast, Arroyo forced his eyes open and found that, indeed, he was no longer in the muraled chamber. Now he was in a large room, the front wall of which was dominated by an absolutely gigantic viewscreen. It had to be two stories high and at least thirty meters across. On it, the blue patch of space was visible. Other than the viewscreen, the room contained the chair Arroyo had been tied to. It was beautifully done. Sweeping curves, carved armrests, the works. Also several other chairs and sofas were visible as Arroyo looked from side to side. And if he really craned his neck, he could just see the edge of some kind of console on a raised platform behind him.

It was from this console that Veraxe’s voice then boomed.

“Welcome! Welcome to a truly historic day for ART!!!”

“Um…thanks,” Arroyo said hesitantly. “Happy to be here.” Well, that was sort of true. It was better than being dead anyway. The thought then occurred to him that he was alone with Veraxe’. “Where’s Lieutenant Marsden?”

“Unlike you, she has no appreciation for art, so I sent her to storage with the other intruders,” Veraxe’ replied as he stepped down from his console and moved in front of Arroyo, something Arroyo was actually grateful for, since trying to see behind him was giving him an awful crick in his neck. Veraxe’ smiled slightly. “But you, you have the gaze. I’ve seen it twice now. First on your bridge, when you looked at that dome. You could see my mural couldn’t you?”

“Yes. Sort of,” Arroyo admitted.

“Then in the spectators’ box I tried to assign you and your companion. While she was rudely attacking my assistants, you were admiring my work. Isn’t that so?”

“Well, yes,” Arroyo admitted.

“I knew it!” Veraxe’s exclaimed. “Oh, do you like the chair?”

“Sure. It’s fine.”

“I made it myself. And be careful with that rope. I pulled it off of an old sculpture of mine. ‘Bound for Glory,’ I called it. I made that rope by hand from the fibers of the frenuli plant of the Adasen Province. But I had to do something to make sure you didn’t try anything foolish before you could be the first to witness my greatest triumph!”

“Okay. So what is it?” Arroyo asked, looking at the blue space blob.

“Oh, it’s not done yet,” Veraxe’ said, turning to look at the screen. “That’s just the base coat. And then those other two showed up and put me behind schedule. When it’s done, you will see the galaxy’s first space painting!”

“Space painting?”

“Exactly! I call it ‘Sunrise on Serella’!”

“Ah.”

“It will be the greatest show of artistic genius ever. A painting created with nothing but charged particles, emitting light at specific wavelengths. And the most amazing, most incredible part is that it will MOVE!”

“You mean drift?” Arroyo asked.

“Well, naturally, but the image itself will move. Several of my assistants will be placed in the region of the painting, and, using precisely aimed magnetic fields, they will change the image, showing a complete sunrise on the coast of Losapia, Serella’s most scenic isle.”

“Wow.”

“Now THAT is the correct response! But those blind fools at the Federation Arts Council laughed at me. They LAUGHED! At ME!! They refused my grant request, forcing me to take matters into my own hands. But they’ll see. They’ll have to acknowledge my genius!”

Arroyo frowned. “Um…if the Arts Council refused your grant, how did you manage all this?”

“It’s my brother-in-law’s ship, and I managed to get a Dillon Fellowship for the sensor-reflective paint and the robots.”

“Excuse me for being a little dense here, but why are you still upset? You got everything you wanted.”

Veraxe’ turned on him. “Do you see where we are? This is nowhere! This should be on a major route of travel. The Earth- Alpha Centauri run for example! But the Arts Council said NO!”

“Ohhhh,” Arroyo said. “I see.”

“I knew you would,” Veraxe said. “That’s why you’re here while the others are in storage. But they too will get to experience ‘Sunrise on Serella’…up close and personal.”

For some reason, Arroyo really didn’t like the sound of that.



Several light years away, Rosalyn Bain awoke in very similar circumstances. She too had been bound. In this case, Fubar had evidently found the twine Reginald kept in the basement for tying his plants to support pegs. He always did prefer to do things the old fashioned way. Reginald, not Fubar.

Anyway, Fubar had bound her hand and foot and propped her up on the sofa in the living room, which is where Rosalyn regained consciousness. Before opening her eyes or moving in anyway to let on that she was conscious again, Rosalyn took a few seconds to ascertain her circumstances. Other than a nasty bump on the head from the impact of the kettle, she was uninjured. Another person was in the room. Fubar by the smell of him.

Rosalyn faked a weak moan then opened her eyes as groggily as she could manage to simulate. Fubar had moved one of the armchairs directly across from the sofa, and he sat there smiling.

“Wakey wakey, Rosalyn,” the Cardassian said smugly.

“How?” she mumbled.

“How did I survive the shuttle explosion?” Fubar asked. “Quite simply, I opened the door and jumped. Fortunately, you were nice enough to send the shuttle plummeting toward this spot, so I was fairly close to the treetops by the time I leapt. It was a bit of a rough landing, but nothing that the Cardassian frame can’t handle.”

“Hurrah for you,” Rosalyn said.

“I have to thank you for the kind invitation to your lovely home. It’s not often one gets a chance to see how a spy lives.”

“I’m not a spy,” Rosalyn mumbled.

“No? Then what else do you call someone who gets to know you under the guise of friendship and belief in a common cause, while in reality they are passing information to the enemy and working to stop you from achieving your dreams?”

“A patriot,” Rosalyn said, falling back on the standard Section 31 repartee’.

“No, my dear. I am a patriot.”

“No. You’re a suicidal nutcase,” Rosalyn said, raising her voice to cover the sound she’d just heard from the kitchen. If Tovar had managed to free himself, Fubar was about to be in for something of a surprise.

“I am not crazy!”

“You were trying to blow yourself up.”

“It would have been a blow for Cardassia against our Federation adversaries!”

“You’re Federation members, you wanker!” Rosalyn snapped. “You provide valuable contributions to our society.”

Fubar leapt up from his seat and began to pace. “Like what? Socks? Mittens?”

“Cardassian wool is highly prized. And your craftsmanship is unparalleled,” Rosalyn said. Come on, Tovar.

“We’re a planet of knitters thanks to you!”

“Well blowing up the Federation President isn’t going to change that.”

“Yes, it will!”

“No, it won’t!”

“Don’t even start, human!”

The kitchen door suddenly swung open, revealing Tovar. In his hands, he gripped…a feather duster.

“Don’t mind me, you two. Just carry on like I’m not here,” he said brightly as he began dusting the old piano in the corner.

Fubar chuckled. “He was a bit of a surprise. Who would have thought that a back-stabbing snake like you would have a soft- spot for the mentally ill? Multiple personalities, eh? I’ve met the cook and the cleaning lady so far. Very nice, and so very helpful. He knew right where that twine around your arms was and brought it to me. I’ll make sure he gets to an institution after I finish killing you. I promise.”

“He’s not mentally ill. He’s Yynsian.”

“What’s the human saying? You say tomato…”

“Would anyone mind if I ran the vacuum?” Tovar/Tarva asked.

“Not now, friend,” Fubar said. “Why don’t you go see to the bathroom? I’m sure it must be filthy.”

“Ooooh! We can’t have that now!” Tovar/Tarva exclaimed, then charged up the stairs, humming Ride of the Valkyries as he went.

With Tovar gone, Fubar turned his attention back to Rosalyn.

“Now, my dear, let’s talk about how I’m going to kill you,” he said with an evil grin.



Fear has to be the universe’s most perfect motivator.

Even with the odds as stacked against him as they were. Even while tied to a chair with an insane, albeit artistically-gifted, maniac striding around in front of him. Even knowing that Starfleet had no idea where the hell he was, Hector Arroyo had but one thing on his mind.

Dinner with his parents.

And the cold spike of fear that the prospect of going to that dinner without Janie drove into his spine was more than enough to motivate his next course of action.

First he had to escape his bonds.

Then he had to get past Veraxe’.

Then he had to get past the robots.

Then he had to rescue Janie, Marsden, and Admiral Okawa.

And then they all had to get back to the Navigator and escape.

Compared with the idea of trying to explain to his parents that he wasn’t really engaged and that Janie wouldn’t be joining them…ever, this preceding list seemed like a piece of cake.

“You say you built this chair?” Arroyo asked as Veraxe’ returned to his console from which he intended to create his space- bound masterpiece.

“Yes,” Veraxe’ replied. “I chopped down the trees, I prepared the wood, I carved the wood, I fastened the pieces together, and I finished it all without one bit of technology invented in the last four hundred years.”

“Wow. Impressive. So there’s no underlying metal structure or special fasteners or anything?”

“Not at all. I mainly used wood glue, which I also blended myself, I might add.”

“So there’s not even a nail in here?”

“A few wooden pegs, but no nails. They distract from the overall aesthetic,” Veraxe’ replied.

“I love it,” Arroyo said.

“Why thank you,” Veraxe’ said. “It’s nice to have my work appreciated.”

“It’s nice to have something go my way for a change.”

“I don’t follow.”

Arroyo suddenly let out a crazed battle cry, tilted the chair forward enough to get to his feet, then ran backwards as fast as he could, slamming the chair into the housing of Veraxe’s control console. As Arroyo expected, the console was unharmed, but every glue joint in the chair gave at once, leaving Arroyo free other than the bits of rope now connecting his wrists and torso to absolutely nothing.

“My chair!” Veraxe’ screamed. “How could you…”

He didn’t manage to finish the statement before Arroyo swung the rope connected to his right wrist around, sending the detached armrest connected to the other end slamming into the side of the Serellan’s skull. Veraxe’ collapsed to the deck moaning as Arroyo dashed up to the console…

…and immediately realized he didn’t understand a damn bit of it.

Veraxe’, meanwhile, managed to reach up and slap a button on the edge of the console, activating an alarm klaxon. Arroyo frantically hit the button again, but it was evidently just the on switch, since the alarm continued blaring.

Arroyo had the sinking feeling that the alarm was about to be accompanied by the arrival of several of Veraxe’s robotic friends. He quickly unwrapped the length of rope around his torso and bound Veraxe’s wrists as best he could before dashing out of the room clutching an armrest in each hand.

Honestly, Arroyo didn’t think the armrests were going to be much good against an armed metal robot. Even more of a concern was the fact that he had absolutely no clue where he was, much less where the others were being held. It would have been a great time to ask for directions, if only there was someone around to ask.

Wait a second. Maybe there was. He grabbed his commpip.

“Arroyo to Navigator.”

A small sliver of relief passed through him as the Navigator’s computer replied. “This is the USS Navigator. All of our officers are away from their posts or otherwise incapacitated at the moment. If you would like to leave a message, please do so after the beep.”

“Computer, this is Lieutenant Hector Arroyo. I need help!”

“Would you like to activated the remote command protocol?”

“YES!”

“Voice print accepted. Remote command protocol activated. How may I help you today?”

Arroyo ran around a corner and ducked through an open door into a cluttered bedroom filled with dolls and their associated paraphernalia. Either Veraxe’ was weirder than Arroyo thought or this belonged to the daughter of that brother-in-law Veraxe’ mentioned. Hopefully he could stay here for a moment without being discovered.

“Where are you?” Arroyo demanded.

“Sector…”

“NO!” Arroyo said quickly. “What is outside?”

“Metal.”

“Metal? Everywhere?”

“Yes. The Navigator is currently hovering in a metal chamber.”

“A docking bay?”

“That would be a reasonable assumption.”

“Don’t get smart with me. I’m good friends with your engineer. She’ll have your personality circuits out in a heartbeat.”

“The Navigator does not have a heart.”

“Yeah yeah. Just can it and find Lieutenant Marsden.”

The computer hesitated just a moment before replying. “Lieutenant Marsden is not on sensors.”

“Am I?”

“Yes. You are 100 meters away from the USS Navigator on a heading of…”

“I don’t care about the damn heading. Am I above or below you?”

“Above.”

“How many decks?”

“Four.”

“Fine. Here’s what I want you to do: raise shields, lock phasers directly ahead and fire.”

“Warning: raising shields inside of a docking bay is not recommended.”

“Trust me. You’ll need them.”

“Warning: firing phasers inside of a docking bay is not recommended.”

“Just do it!”

“Why?”

“It’s called a distraction, dammit! DO IT!”

“All right, but there is no need to be discourteous,” the computer replied then closed the comm channel. A moment later, the entire ship jolted as the Navigator let loose in the docking bay. With any luck, Veraxe’ would send his robots down to deal with the new threat, leaving Arroyo free to find Janie…and Marsden and Okawa.

Even though the Navigator couldn’t find Marsden, she had to be on board, most likely in some kind of sensor-shielded room. He was going to have to go door to door to find her. But to do that, he was going to need a bit more than a couple of sticks.

He pinched his commpip again. “Arroyo to Navigator.”

“Firing has commenced.”

“Thank you, Navigator. Could I ask one more favor?”

The computer was silent for a few seconds. “I suppose…”

“I need two wrist phasers. Could you beam them to me?”

“That will requiring lowering shields momentarily.”

“Are you being fired at?”

“No.”

“Then would you please beam me the weapons, then put the shields back up?”

“Very well,” the computer replied. Seconds later, two brand new wrist phasers materialized at Arroyo’s feet.

“Thank you, Navigator.”

“You are welcome. See, courtesy is not so difficult.”

“Arroyo out.” He quickly strapped on the weapons, one on each wrist, set them to their highest setting (who knew how tough those droids were), and charged out into the corridor…almost straight into a pair of droids.

For a split second, Arroyo froze, filled with abject terror.

But then his mother’s voice broke into his mind.

“Where’s Janie, Hector? Where’s Janie? WHERE’S JANIE?”

“AHHHHH!!!” Arroyo hit the deck, rolling as he went, then came up, phasers blasting. All of it happened so fast that Veraxe’s robots barely registered that the person emerging from Glenadel’s room was obviously not an eight-year-old girl before they were reduced to piles of smoldering debris.

Marksmanship had never been one of Arroyo’s best areas at the Academy, but in these circumstances he more than made up for it in sheer volume of shots fired as he tore through the ranks of droids patrolling the corridors of Veraxe’s ship.

All the while, his mind raced.

“I made a double chocolate cake with mint icing. Janie’s favorite.”

“Janie, would you like another serving of carrots?”

“So, Janie, when are you going to finally force our boy Hector to pick a date for the wedding?”

“You two are going to produce the most beautiful babies.”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH HHHHHHHHHH!!!!”



Rosalyn shifted positions on the sofa again as Fubar continued his listing of the possible ways he could kill her. At that point, she really just wanted him to get on with it. Obviously he already had something in mind that he was trying to save for some kind of macabre finale. But he didn’t seem to realize that he was dealing with a woman who’d been threatened with some kind of horrible death or another more times than she could count.

“…but all of that is far far too quick,” Fubar said finally. “And I prefer a more laid back approach.”

“A relaxed murder. How enlightened of you,” Rosalyn remarked.

Fubar ignored her. “On Cardassia Prime, the execution had been raised to an art form. A criminal’s death could be a true thing of beauty.”

“Even more than Cardassia’s Argyle socks?”

“Well…those are very nice too, but I’m talking about a whole other kind of art.”

“Would you just spit it out please? Tarva or whoever he his currently will be done cleaning the bathroom soon, and I’d really like to have this unpleasantness over with.”

Fubar smiled an evil smile. “Oh but it won’t be over for a very long time. I intend to watch you bleed to death oh so slowly. That’s where the art comes in, you see. If I cut you too deeply, you bleed out too quickly. Too shallow, and your blood will clot. And the true beauty is once it’s all over, that Yynsian will mop up for me. Oh Tarva!”

“Yes?” Tovar/Tarva said jogging down the stairs.

“Would you be so kind as to pop into the kitchen and find me a nice, sharp knife? And find me a bite to eat while you’re in there, would you?”

Tovar’s expression suddenly shifted from a beaming grin to an intense stare. “I, Toflay, shall create for you a snack unrivaled in the history of snackdom!” He leapt over the railing, landing with a thud on the living room floor, then charged into the kitchen.

The Cardassian turned back to his captive. “I just have to keep him when I leave. He cooks; he cleans. If he does starship repairs, I may be in love.”

Rosalyn glared at Fubar coldly. “I assure you that you will come nowhere near my son.”

“Son?” Fubar laughed. “That freak is your son? Better and better!”

Meanwhile in the kitchen, Tovar/Toflay busied himself rummaging through the Bains’ pantry in search of inspiration for what was sure to be a triumph in between-meal cuisine. But deep in his cooking-obsessed psyche, Tovar’s mind screamed.

“LET ME OUT!!!!”

“Silence!” Toflay snapped. “I am trying to create!”

“But you always make such a mess,” Tarva scolded. “You’d better let me out to clean it up.”

“With pleasure,” Toflay replied.

“NO! This is MY body!”

“Penalty! Two minutes!” another voice shouted.

“Who the hell was that?”

“Just ignore him,” Tarva said.

“Could everyone please be quiet?” Toflay said petulantly.

“I second that,” Totap, who had been quiet up until now, said. “I’m working in here.”

Tovar forced himself to calm down. Blind rage wasn’t going to help anyone. Despite knowing that he’d helped Jaroch’s lifeforce out greatly, Tovar couldn’t help blaming him for all of this. Things had been much more controlled with Jaroch’s influence around…at least until he took over completely to go find Patricia Hawkins. But none of that mattered at the moment.

What did matter was that his mum was about to be killed.

“Where’s that knife?” Fubar shouted from the living room.

“I require it for chopping!” Toflay replied.

“Well, hurry up!”

“You have to give me control back,” Tovar insisted.

“Why? You cannot cook worth a soltin!” Toflay retorted.

“But I have to save Mum!”

“I don’t not care about such things. All that matters is the FOOD!”

“And saving people can make such a mess,” Tarva added.

Tovar fumed, trying to figure out just what he was going to do.

“What did you have in mind?” Totap asked finally.

“I’m going to…” Tovar trailed off. Really he didn’t know what he was going to do. He could call for help, but that would expose Rosalyn’s status as something more than a simple Tactics instructor at the Academy. He could try to capture Fubar himself, but, even with a knife, he had no guarantee of taking the large Cardassian in a one-on-one fight.

“I don’t know,” he said finally.

“It doesn’t matter,” Toflay said. “I am not giving up control unless it is for something I like.”

“Do you like to watch me clean?” Tarva asked.

“Wait,” Tovar said as an idea struck him. “What if we saved Mum in such a way that all of you got to help?”

“The two minutes are up. Resume play,” the unfamiliar voice shouted again.

“Except him,” Tovar finished.



Lieutenant Marsden heard the forcefield outside the door of the chamber she was being held in deactivate with a pop seconds before the door slid open revealing a crazed madman.

It took her just a moment to realize who the wild-eyed, spiked-hair maniac was. One of her companions beat her to it, though.

“Hector!” Janie Tyler exclaimed, leaping off of the thinly-padded cot she was sitting on.

In the doorway, breathing heavily, Hector Arroyo stared at Janie. “Good.” He took another deep breath. “Now we can eat.”

“What?” Janie asked confused.

“Half a sec,” Arroyo said. He raised both arms in opposite directions, firing several blasts in each direction from his wrist phasers. “Now we’ve got to go. We’re going to be late.”

Janie looked at Marsden confused. “What’s he talking about?”

“It’s not really important,” Marsden said. “Come on, Admiral.” She helped the half-Asian, half-Benzite Admiral Okawa up from his cot as another round of alarms suddenly began to blare.

Then, just as abruptly, the alarms stopped as Veraxe’s voice boomed out of the comm system.

“Attention enemies of artistic genius. The time has come for the unveiling of my greatest work, ‘Sunrise on Serella.’ Since you have refused to enjoy it willingly, you will appreciate it by force…as part of the painting. Try not to drift too much, you’re supposed to be a section of the beach.”

“He’s going to beam us off the ship!” Okawa shouted as the alarms started back up. Marsden heard a soft hiss and came to a sudden realization of what Veraxe’ had in mind.

“RUN!” she shouted, pulling Okawa bodily out of their cell into the corridor just as what they thought was the rear wall of their cell began to open to space beyond. Marsden slapped the door close control as she ran out of the room, sealing the door before the vacuum outside was able to drag her off of her feet. The horrible groaning of strained metal told her that her solution was not going to hold for long.

Arroyo frantically grabbed his commpip. “Arroyo to Navigator! Beam us aboard!!!”

“Warning: lowering shields while the ship is under attack is not recommended.”

“DAMMIT!!!” Arroyo screamed. “Destroy the attackers!”

“The attacking robots are outside of the Navigator’s firing arc.”

“Of course. Where are we in relation to the ship?”

“You are inside the ship.”

“Not that ship. You, you positronic piece of…never mind!”

“Oh no. I want to hear what you were about to say, smart ass.”

Marsden grabbed Arroyo’s collar and leaned down to the commpip. “This is Lieutenant Marsden. Tell us where you are or I will personally…”

“Thirty meters down the hall. The door on your left,” the computer said quickly, not wanting to even hear whatever horrible fate Marsden had in mind for it.

“Thank you.” She snagged Arroyo’s arm. “Give me one of those!” He unlatched one of the wrist phasers, which Marsden quickly strapped on as the group ran down the corridor to the correct door.

“Stay out here!” Arroyo ordered Janie and Okawa as he and Marsden slid the door open. As advertised, inside was the docking bay. At the moment, the Navigator’s shields flared constantly under a continual barrage of weapons fire from a platoon of Veraxe’s art droids. Nearby, Janie and Okawa’s raceabout sat waiting. Marsden and Arroyo made a mad dash for the raceabout, then, using the vehicle for cover, began systematically taking out the attack bots.

“This is ridiculous!” Janie suddenly shouted from directly behind Arroyo.

“I thought I told you to stay in the hall!” he cried.

“Since when did I ever listen to you,” Janie said. She opened the raceabout’s hatch and ran inside. A few seconds later, the craft powered up and lifted off of the deck.

“Hey!” Marsden shouted. “That was our cover!”

“I don’t think we’re going to need it anymore,” Arroyo said, grabbing Marsden’s arm and dragging her back out into the corridor. He closed the doors just as Janie slammed the raceabout through the massive hole blasted in the front of the docking bay by the Navigator’s weapons. The raceabout’s shields pushed aside the already weakened metal as she pressed the ship forward to the outer hull, which, while not pierced by the Navigator’s phaser fire, had been weakened severely. She pressed the raceabout’s fire control, sending out a continuous stream of energy as the ship surged forward bursting through the outer hull into space beyond.

Instantly, the vacuum grabbed Veraxe’s robots, which had not been expecting to suddenly be pulled out of the ship. Several bots exploded upon impacting the sheared sides of the hole Janie created while the rest were forcefully ejected into the void and sent tumbling away from Veraxe’s ship before they were finally able to compensate.

“The Navigator may now beam your party aboard,” the computer voice said through Arroyo’s commpip.

“Finally!” Arroyo exclaimed.

Marsden and Arroyo sprang into action as soon as they materialized on the Navigator along with Admiral Okawa…well, almost as soon as they materialized. For the first few seconds, they were shocked into silence by what had happened to the Navigator’s bridge. Taking Veraxe’s order to redecorate to heart, his robotic assistants had paneled the entire place in a dark wood, highlighted with brass fittings here and there. The carpet was now a deep blue with images of various sea creatures created out of different colored yarns. But the ultimate addition was the large mural filling the dome over the command area. Just as Veraxe’ had described earlier, it depicted the Nina, Pinta, and Santa Maria approaching the New World. Obviously, the robots had a better understanding of Earth history than their master.

“Woah!” Arroyo exclaimed finally.

“Don’t get attached, Hector,” Marsden snapped. “It’s all coming out when we get back to spacedock.” She turned to Okowa. “Take a seat, Admiral,” she said, gesturing to the command chair as she raced to the tactical console. “We’re never going to make it out that door. I’m trying to override the docking bay door controls, so we can back out of here.”

“Just let me know which direction to go,” Arroyo said anxiously as he sat down at the helm.

“Any way that gets us out of here,” Admiral Okawa said, pulling a portable breather out of his uniform pocket and taking a couple of puffs.

“Got it!” Marsden said. “Wait! Veraxe’s trying to override the command.”

“No no NO!” Arroyo said, tapping on his console until he brought up tractor beam controls.

“What are you doing?” Marsden demanded.

“Propping the door open,” Arroyo said as he activated the beam. It latched onto the closing docking bay door, then pulled it upward, as Arroyo slowly backed the ship out.

“We don’t have emitter coverage all the way over the ship, Hector!” Marsden warned.

“Then you’d better find a way to take control of that door back in a hurry!”

“I’m working on it…yes!”

“You got it?”

“No. Janie did,” Marsden said. Arroyo looked down at his readouts, and, sure enough, Janie’s raceabout had its tractor beam locked onto the docking bay door as well. “Go!”

“Going!” Arroyo replied, slamming the ship into hard reverse.

“Bring us about!” Marsden ordered as soon as they’d cleared Veraxe’s ship. “I’m arming weapons and…” Marsden trailed off as she gaped at the viewscreen. Arroyo and Okawa looked at her, confused as to why she’d stopped in mid-statement, then followed her gaze to the screen.

“Wow,” Arroyo said softly.

“It’s gorgeous,” Okawa added.

Marsden just nodded, unable to look away from the image on the screen. Veraxe’s robots, rather than continue their attack on Janie’s runabout once they’d been blasted into space, had moved into their assigned positions in the blue patch, only it was no longer a blue patch. The blue was now much darker had been shaped and molded into a dim sky, while puffs of white clouds floated along over a pristine, sandy beach. Then, a brilliant ray of light burst forth revealing shimmering water as gradually the light grew in intensity as it rose higher and higher in the sky, which lightened to a bright blue during the ensuing sunrise.

“Shelly,” Arroyo said finally.

“Yeah.”

“Let’s skip the torpedoes.”

“Okay. Do you mind, Admiral? You are the ranking officer here.”

Okawa took another puff from his breather as he pondered the matter, then he started chuckling, sending puffs of white vapor across the bridge. “I never did like the Arts Council. Take us home, Hector…excuse me, Ensign Arroyo.”

“On our way.”



While he was definitely impatient to get on with killing Rosalyn Bain, Fubar had to admit that the smell coming from the kitchen was absolutely heavenly. Chocolate. Rich, warm, chocolate. Even though he despised the Federation on principle, he was willing to grant them that chocolate was one of the great gifts to galactic civilization.

“Does this Toflay have a speciality?” Fubar asked Rosalyn eagerly.

“I wouldn’t know,” she replied flatly.

Several more clangs and bangs issued forth from the kitchen.

“Whatever it is must be intricate,” Fubar said appreciatively. “Maybe I’ll let you have a taste while you bleed.”

“How considerate of you.”

Finally, the kitchen door burst open revealing Tovar standing with some sort of contraption strapped to his back. Rosalyn grimaced as she realized part of it was her new tea kettle and several of her pots. A long hose ran from the device to a metal nozzle in Tovar’s hands.

“Who the hell are you supposed to be?” Fubar said, rising from his chair. “Tippy the Fireman?”

Tovar’s eyes flashed with fury.

“I AM TOVAR! AND YOU HAVE ATTACKED MY MUM!!!”

Fubar’s eyes widened in alarm, but the Cardassian recovered quickly. He managed to take just one step towards Tovar before Tovar activated the device. Suddenly, a stream of chocolate shot forth, coating Fubar. In less than a second, the Cardassian was completely covered. He struggled to take another step, then froze in place.

Tovar quickly slid the device off of his back and rushed over to Rosalyn, who was positively beaming. “Mum!”

“I knew you were in there somewhere, son,” she said, throwing her arms around him. Tovar hugged her back tightly, then suddenly realized that she shouldn’t be hugging him at all.

“Weren’t you tied up?” he asked, pulling away from her slightly.

“Your father must have lost this in the sofa cushions years ago,” Rosalyn replied, holding up an old Starfleet insignia badge. “I used it to cut through the ropes.” She stepped over to take a look at the chocolate-coated Cardassian. “What did you do to him?”

“It was a group effort,” Tovar explained, picking up the device. “I came up with the general idea, Totap built the choco- cannon, Toflay created the recipe for instantly-hardening chocolate, and Tarva…” Tovar slipped the device back onto his back and aimed a second tube at the chocolate splatters on the floor, firing another solution at them that quickly dissolved them. “…handled the cleanup.”

“That’s my Tovar,” Rosalyn said.

“And I should be so for a long time to come. I seem to have come to an understanding with the others in this lifeforce.”

“Good. Now let’s see about disposing of Fubar before your father gets home.”



After going all that way and through all he went through to rescue her, Arroyo suddenly found it difficult to find time to even have a conversation with Janie. Of course, the fact that they were flying different ships had a little bit to do with it. The first real chance that he had to get her alone was after their return to Spacedock on Wednesday morning. With mere hours left before “The Dinner,” Arroyo cornered Janie in her temporary quarters.

“I wondered when you were going to start acting like you know me,” Janie said scoldingly as Arroyo stood at her door. She couldn’t hold the facade for long and broke into a big grin. “Come here, you psycho.” She grabbed Arroyo in a hug and pulled him into her quarters, allowing the doors to close, finally leaving them alone. Janie released Arroyo and led him to the sofa. “What the hell did you think you were doing coming after me like that?”

“You were in trouble,” Arroyo said.

“I’m a Starfleet Officer. I’ve been in trouble before and you haven’t come charging to the rescue. What’s really going on?”

“I’m in trouble.”

Janie smiled. “Now that makes more sense. Are Escobar and Paula breathing down your neck again?”

“Oh yeah. Dinner. Tonight.”

“Uh huh. I figured it had to be pretty serious if you dragged Marsden into this. You know how fond of me she is.”

“She likes you fine. She was just surprised you left the project. It’s ancient history now.”

“So are you two…?”

Arroyo shook his head. “No no. We’re colleagues and friends. Nothing more. I think she’s too in love with the Anomaly to have relationships anyway. So will you come?”

“Let’s see. You want me to spend an entire evening pretending to adore you while I scarf down a free meal. Ooooh. Tough one. Of course I’ll come. It’s the least I can do considering you risked life and limb to bring me to dinner. My real dates aren’t that devoted.”

“That’s because they’re fools,” Arroyo replied.

“You smooth talker,” Janie chided as she snuggled up next to him. “So I guess we need to work on our stories, so we actually sound like we’ve been in touch huh?”

“Not this time. I’ve been missing for the last several months, remember?”

“Oh yeah.”

“Nice to know I was missed.”

Janie poked him in the side, making Arroyo jump. “You know you were.” They were quiet for a few moments. “Any word on Veraxe’?” Janie asked finally.

“No one’s seen or heard from him,” Arroyo replied. “The Arts Council has decided to award him this year’s Golden Palette. And I think Starfleet put out a warrant for him for Unauthorized Defacing of Space.”

“How nice for him,” Janie said as she reached over and switched on the holovision. With the dinner crisis averted, Arroyo leaned back against the sofa to enjoy the first bit of down time he’d had in months.



To both Tovar and Rosalyn’s delight, Toflay agreed to assist in fixing dinner that evening without insisting on totally taking over Tovar’s body. Tovar did finally give him control over his hands after several minutes of Toflay criticizing his chopping technique.

Rosalyn, meanwhile, had contacted Admiral Carn at Section 31 and had Fubar beamed out from inside his chocolate prison, which now stood by the wall near the kitchen table.

“Watch your fingers,” Rosalyn warned as Tovar’s knife moved rapidly across the cutting board, reducing several green peppers to perfectly cut bits.

“That is about all I can do at the moment,” Tovar replied as Toflay continued his work.

“In that case, we can talk.”

“Sure,” Tovar said. “What about?”

Rosalyn paused for a moment. Sure? Tovar never said sure. It was always a stiff “Quite” or “Indeed.”

“Well,” she began finally. “How are you feeling?”

“Nothing to complain about. I’m just glad you’re okay…not that you needed me to rescue you evidently.”

His adopted mother smiled. “Now what have you father and I told you for years?”

“Always have a backup plan.”

“Precisely,” Rosalyn replied. “But I was very impressed with your solution to the Fubar problem. It saved me from a potentially messy fight with that lumbering dolt.”

Just then, they heard the retinal scanner at the back door activate. A moment later, Reginald Bain burst through the door smiling broadly. “The bloody gits finally let me come home to my…” Bain trailed off as his eyes locked on the massive Cardassian-shaped statue of chocolate standing by the table.

“What in the name of Winston Churchill is that?”

Tovar and Rosalyn glanced at each other.

“Dessert,” Rosalyn said quickly.

“Toflay made it,” Tovar added.

Bain looked his son up and down. “So who are you now?”

Tovar set the knife down and extended his hand to Bain. “I’m your son, Tovar. Nice to meet you,” he said grinning.

Bain ignored the hand and quickly grabbed Tovar in a big hug. “It’s good to have you back, lad,” Bain said.

Seated in her chair at the table, Rosalyn wondered if “back” was truly the right word. With the Interloper gone, Tovar was almost a different person. And just how this new person would react to life as a Starfleet Officer remained to be seen.





Wagon Train to Qo’nos





Commander Prosak stared at herself in the mirror in her quarters, a room that was once Captain Bain’s ready room. She’d called up an outfit from the historical database that she thought would be appropriate for her impending trip with Doctor Nooney; however, she did have some reservations about some of the accessories.

When she stepped out of her quarters and onto the bridge, her doubts were redoubled when the skeleton crew managing the Anomaly’s bridge broke out into unrestrained guffaws.

“Look at the cowgirl!” Ensign Yonk cried, pounding the helm with glee.

Prosak looked down at her wide-legged chaps and plaid shirt, topped by a tall hat with a large rim that bent upward. “I was not aware the intent was to resemble a cow.”

“That’s just an expression, Commander,” Yonk said. “A hew-mon expression, to be sure, but one that translates across cultures.”

After some consternation and concentration, Prosak worked one eyebrow upwards. “Please explain.”

“Well, each of our planets, at one time or another, had to deal with early colonization efforts of frontier lands, right?”

“The ‘early colonization’ was, in fact, from Vulcan to Romulus.”

“Whatever. Anyway, some folks had to hunt large animals for food, and wrestle them down. On Earth they were something called ‘cows.’ On Ferenginar, my people hunted ‘greks’.”

“Whatever the case, they were in fact…livestock?”

“More or less. So a woman who hunted cows was called a ‘cowgirl.’”

“Are you sure you’re telling this story correctly?”

“Hey, I’m no historian.”

“But I am,” came a voice from behind Prosak. She turned to see Lieutenant Jamie Torgerson, the Anomaly’s Chief Anthropologist, Costume Expert and Historian.

“I am pleased you could accompany us on this expedition, Lieutenant Torgerson,” Prosak said, gladly turning away from Yonk. “Your advice should be invaluable.”

“I wouldn’t mind having a good time, either.”

“Will you be wearing a ‘cowboy’ outfit as well?”

“My ensemble is almost ready. Meanwhile, I’m wearing this nifty number.”

Prosak nodded at Torgerson’s one-piece black and gold jumpsuit. “I was about to ask…”

“It’s a Starfleet uniform.”

“No!” Prosak gasped at Torgerson’s tight black jumpsuit with gold shoulders. “It’s atrocious. It does not hide your…” She glanced behind herself and sighed. “Standard-issue equipment.”

“It was a revealing phase in Starfleet uniform history. Circa 2364 to be exact. You should see the variation uniform. It’s a dress.”

Prosak rubbed her chin. “What did the men wear?”

“A dress.”

“You know, I believe it is time for us to depart on our trip. Shall we, Lieutenant?”

Prosak headed off into the turbolift and Torgerson hurried gleefully behind. “I hope we meet a real cowboy.”

“You have the bridge, Ensign Yonk, in spite of the fact that we’re in spacedock,” Prosak said as she and Torgerson stepped into the lift. “Shuttlebay,” Prosak said.

After several awkward moments, Prosak broke the silence. “I have a question. If we are so interested in ‘cowboy life,’ then why do we not go to Earth? We are already here.”

“Quite simple, Commander,” Torgerson replied. “We are in a position to not only understand human cultural development, but also to see it mimicked by another race.”

“Do Klingons have cows?” Prosak asked innocently.

“Don’t you know anything about Klingon civilization?” Torgerson asked Prosak curiously.

“Well, after Romulus absorbed the Klingon empire, we pretty much imposed our culture on them.”

“It might have been nice to at least explore your differences with the Klingons before wiping those differences out entirely.”

“Here comes another Terran lecture,” Prosak sighed. “Listen, I wasn’t the Romulan who got the big idea 20 years ago to take over the Klingons when their empire collapsed. All I heard about them is what my Father would tell me and my mother over dinner, up to and including the day two years ago he told me they’d be breaking off to form a sovereign power again. All I could think was ‘good for them.’”

“Weren’t you even the least bit curious about the Klingons?”

“No. They’re not an especially logical people,” Prosak said. “But RommaVulcs firmly believe in Infinite Diversity in Infinite Combinations, which is one of the reasons I’d like to explore Klingon life on this journey. Immerse myself in the culture my people so rudely suppressed during the eighteen years they were part of our empire.”

“But this ranch we’re going to–it’s essentially human culture,” Torgerson broke in.

Prosak stared at the ceiling. “Perhaps I simply want to have fun.”

“Hardly sounds logical to me.”

Prosak extended her two middle fingers, parted in a V- shape. The classic RommaVulc kiss-off. “Stuff it.”



“I wish you would change your mind, Natalia,” Cabral said, his voice sounding oddly parental as Doctor Natalia Kasyov skirted about Science Lab Four, adjusting controls and checking readings. Most of Cabral’s functions were autonomous or automatic, so all of that really was not necessary, but Cabral knew it was all just nervous movement.

“Cabral, we’ve been over this a dozen times. I want to spend this time off with you. We were separated a long time over in Andromeda, and I want to catch up with you. You have no idea how much I missed you.”

“I missed you as well,” Cabral said “Still, I’d like you to reconsider.”

“Why?” Kasyov asked, sitting on her customary stool beside Cabral.

“Because it’s important you get out and play with the other humanoids. Your species doesn’t cover as much space as mine does…at least not when the anti-sing is off-line. You’re not used to being away from your home galaxy for such a long period of time.”

“How do you figure?”

“I’ve been studying counseling records. You and the others have an intense need to do some sightseeing. To look about the quadrant and make sure everything is where you left it.”

Kasyov blew a stray tassel of hair out of her face. “That is ridiculous.”

“The trip to Qo’nos fascinates you. Admit it.”

“I admit nothing.”

“You told me one evening, when we were headed back here from Andromeda, that you’d always wanted to see Qo’nos. Here’s your chance!”

“Yes, but you had such a rough time in Andromeda…I want to be here for YOU.”

“Your selflessness would warm my heart if I had one, Natalia. Be that as it may, I must say that I think a trip off the Anomaly would do you good. Once we resume our mission, you will be spending a lot of time on this ship, and a great deal of time with me. I want you to be able to enjoy that time, having come back from a much needed…and much deserved vacation.”

Kasyov thought about that for a long moment, then finally reached out a hand to caress Cabral’s sphere. “Cabral, how do you see right into my mind? Are you telepathic and you just never told me?”

“I assure you, I would have told you if I were. Just promise me one thing, if you go.”

“What?”

“Take plenty of pictures. I’m a bit curious about this Qo’nos place myself.”

Kasyov stood, exasperated. “Fine, Cabral! I’ll go. I’ll create a wonderful presentation to bring back to you.”

“You’re so kind, Natalia.”

“Just promise to keep busy and stay out of trouble.”

“How do you suggest I do that?”

“Well…I could have you shipped to my lab for a few days. You might enjoy communing with a bunch of…other…brains….” Kasyov’s voice trailed off and the lab was filled with eerie silence. “Then again maybe that’s not such a good idea.”

“Yes…I’ve ‘been there, done that,’ as it were,” Cabral agreed.

“I’ll just be on my way,” Kasyov said, dashing for the door. “Lots of packing to do!”

“Bring me back a souvenir!” Cabral called after her.



Nooney stood with a large padd at the entrance portal to the raceabout Titicaca as Commander Prosak and Lieutenant Torgerson dragged their luggage in and headed off to the rear compartments.

“Prosak…check. Torgerson…check.” Nooney grinned as he surveyed his padd, on which the entire trip itinerary had been planned. “You guys are the first two vacationers to show up. Welcome!” He jogged over to the officers as they put away their gear and tossed brightly-colored necklaces of flowers about their necks. “Aloha and welcome aboard. You’re about to be whisked away to–”

“Time out. Wait just one second!” Lt. Torgerson said, holding up her hands. “This is not right at all. Leis? On a dude ranch trip?”

“What do you mean? Leis are ancient Earth vacation attire.”

“In Hawaii. That republic didn’t HAVE cowboys.”

“Not even a few?” Nooney said with a frown.

“No. Try cowboy hats, sheriff insignias or pretend handguns.”

“PRETEND handguns,” Prosak reiterated as she took a seat on the long couch lining the passenger area.

“But these are so festive,” Nooney said as he reluctantly took the leis from Prosak and Torgerson and headed off to the forward compartment. “I guess I know to contact you first before I try to dress anyone. I’ll just see what I can find for you folks!”

“Who else are you expecting?” Prosak called after him.

“Well, as I said, you are the first three to arrive. That leaves the next…well…one. Lieutenant Gworos.”

“Figures,” Torgerson said with a grin. “I’ll bet it’s been forever since he’s seen his home planet. I expect he’ll be excited to- -”

That’s when the wiry Gworos burst in and shouted. “Doctor Nooney…incapacitate me now, before I rip a hole in this blasted vessel!”

Nooney checked Gworos off on his padd and scurried up to the Klingon with a pinkie-sized hypo in hand. “Here you go, Lieutenant. I have one all ready for you.” He pressed the device into Gworos neck and the Klingon dropped to the deck like a sack of Klingon potatoes.

“I take it Gworos doesn’t like to travel?” inquired Torgerson.

“Poor fella. He’s terribly claustrophobic. The bunks on this raceabout would have driven him crazy.”

“Shouldn’t you have let him lie down before you hypoed him?” asked Prosak.

“Oh, I won’t be putting him in any of the bunks. If he were to wake up…well, he might snap into a berserker rage and kill us all. No, we’ll just have to leave him here in the common area.” Nooney stuck his padd under his arm and slung his arms under Gworos’ armpits. He dragged the security officer into a chair. “There. He looks kinda serene sitting there, don’t you think?”

“We should be taking off, I believe,” Prosak said.

“Of course.” Nooney reached a hand out to activate the raceabout hatch, when he heard a voice and the mad clapping of shoes on the shuttlebay deck.

“Wait for me! Last-minute addition!”

Nooney’s hand rested by the airlock switch as Doctor Kasyov huffed and puffed her way up to the hatch, dragging her Starfleet-issue duffel.

“Doctor Kasyov, I didn’t expect to see you here. Let me check the list.” Nooney checked his padd.

“I told you I was a last-minute addition!”

“Nope, don’t see you on the list,” Nooney said. “Did you register with me or Nurse Ih’vik?”

“I’m registering right now. I just decided to go.”

Nooney clicked his tongue. “Last-minute decisions are a cause of stress. You shouldn’t live like that. Terribly unhealthy.”

“Yvot,” Kasyov cursed in Russian. “I am a doctor, Doctor. I am aware of the impact of stress on my health, and am also aware that at our level of medical technology, I could fall face-first from forty meters, landing on solid rock, and still play a tennis match the next day.”

“None of that will get you on my list any quicker, Missie,” Nooney said hotly.

“Add her to the list,” Prosak ordered, nodding curtly at Kasyov. “We shouldn’t turn away anyone interested in immersing themselves in Klingon culture.”

“I just want to have a good time,” Kasyov said with a smile, ducking into the inner compartment of the Titicaca.

Prosak raised an eyebrow. “Of course. That is only logical.”



It was a fairly quiet trip as the Titicaca sailed toward Klingon space. Prosak was intently studying a padd Torgerson had given her to read about Klingon culture since the Romulan pull-out. It was interesting reading. Apparently the Klingons had had a tough time of it. Some of them hung around those few worlds left on their outer boundaries that were still Romulan protectorates. Some, like the motley bunch Prosak had run into months earlier, had tried to emulate the Vulcans for some sense of identity.

Others, apparently, started a dude ranch.

“Watcha reading?” Doctor Nooney asked, leaning over the arm of Prosak’s chair.

“I’m reading about the Klingons.”

“Oooh! About Klingon cowboys?”

Prosak glanced at Nooney with a raised eyebrow. “The Klingons did not have cowboys.”

“Did they have targboys?”

“No,” Jamie Torgerson said curtly, sitting across from Nooney. “They had the Bej’tok. A lethal cadre of hunters that scoured Qo’nos four centuries ago, obliterating animal life of all sorts throughout the most ghastly of Klingon swamps.”

Nooney’s nose crinkled. “I hope we won’t be visiting those places. I want to see the ranch. I want to hogtie something. I want to be a cowboy-oy-oy-oy-oy!” As he said “cowboy” he cupped his hands to his mouth to make a “wahwahwah” sound effect.

Prosak stared at Nooney. “What was that?”

“Something I saw on a vidclip.”

“Indeed.” Prosak resumed reading her padd.

“I’m going to go up and check on Gworos,” said Nooney. “See how long we’ve got till we get to the Nuq’neh Corral.”

“Kasyov to Torgerson.”

Torgerson glanced at the ceiling. “Go ahead.”

“Could you come back here? I need help with my chaps.”

“Ooh! I’ll help!” Nooney exclaimed.

“I’ll be right there…ALONE,” Torgerson said, shooting a glare at Nooney. “Just watch the spurs!”

“Too late.”

“I’ll be right back,” Torgerson said, rising from her chair and heading to the back compartment as Nooney walked toward the cockpit.

“That’s fine,” replied Prosak. “I’m just going to…” Prosak glanced around the traveling compartment, seeing that she was alone. “I’m going to talk to myself.”



It was nearly sundown when Prosak, Nooney, Kasyov, Torgerson and Gworos beamed down to the Nuq’Neh Corral.

The “corral” was a small dusty town on the outskirts of the Capital City of Qo’nos, complete with saloons, houses of ill repute, a general store, stockade, and a little ranch of targs and other assorted scary looking animals.

The away team materialized on the main thoroughfare of the tiny town, just as a tumbleweed blew by.

“Hmm. I specifically requested for a welcoming party to meet us here. There was going to be a pretend holdup and everything,” Nooney pouted, checking his large padd. “Oh well, I believe the Visitors’ Center is right this way.”

“I want to know when the Combat Competitions are,” Gworos spoke up.

“I don’t remember seeing that on the itinerary,” Nooney said, checking his padd. “Nope, no Combat Competitions.”

“But that is what warriors do. We combat.”

“I’m sure there will be plenty of that,” Prosak said encouragingly. “Maybe it’s just not scheduled. It may be more, well, spontaneous.”

“Spontaneous combat. Excellent. I have brought many weapons.”

“Well, I for one vote that we go have a drink,” Kasyov suggested.

“That’s not anywhere on the itinerary,” Nooney said worriedly.

“Check again, meanwhile, we are going to the saloon,” Prosak said. “Lieutenant Torgerson, I hope you read Klingon.”

“Yup. As well as Breen and Ferengi. The saloon is right over there, where that one fellow is throwing up in a feeding trough.”

“Delightful,” Prosak said, and the trio of women headed toward the saloon.

“I want blood wine,” Gworos said, taking off after them, leaving Nooney alone.

“Well, now, I guess one minor alteration can be made to the plan. But after this we stick to the itinerary! I have all sorts of exciting things scheduled for us!” he said, jogging after the group.



When Prosak stepped into the saloon, which Torgerson had identified as “Lumbok’s,” she had the distinct impression that every single Klingon in the saloon (for that species seemed to be the sole occupant of the saloon) had stopped what he or she was doing and focused their gaze intently on the Anomaly group.

Or, perhaps, on Prosak in particular.

“Maybe we should–” Kasyov began quietly.

“Vulcan or Romulan?” asked the burly Klingon at the bar.

“Pardon?” Prosak asked.

“VULCAN OR ROMULAN!” came a chorus of angry- sounding voices from the crowd.

“Romma-” Prosak began, but Torgerson slapped a hand over her mouth.

“Vulcan!” Torgerson said. “She’s Vulcan. She’s just in the middle of pon farr, so she’s a bit testy, okay?”

As if someone pressed “play” on a holovid, the saloon returned to normal, Klingons drinking and laughing, playing some kind of odd game of throwing spikes at a pillow and conversing, growling, and slamming their heads together.

Prosak glared at Torgerson. “Why did you do that?”

“You’re not the most observant person in the galaxy. I saw about twenty hands reaching for disruptors.”

“Are you suggesting they would have shot me?” Prosak whispered.

“That was my distinct impression. They may not be over that whole occupation thing yet. You’re just lucky this isn’t a century ago. You would have had that protruding forehead thing going, and they would have pegged you for a Romulan instantly.”

“The forehead was very un-Vulcan. Adding it to our genetic makeup was illogical and distasteful. Fortunately our former Praetor took steps to remove…”

“Stop talking about it, or one of these folks is liable to overhear you and put two and two together,” Torgerson said.

“Perhaps this was a bad idea,” Prosak said, turning for the door. “I’ll just go back to the raceabout…”

“No, no,” Kasyov said. “You’ve got a cover story now. Let’s have a drink and check out the scene. You may find yourself having fun.”

“But if they discover…”

“What’s the worst they can do? Kill us?” Kasyov chuckled, but no one else did, as Gworos jogged over to clear them all off a table.

A Klingon waiter wearing a dingy apron was there in moments with a padd. “I am Bonjar. Nuq’neh!”

“Pardon?” asked Prosak.

“What do you want?” the Klingon bellowed.

“Romu–” she said, and Torgerson slammed her knee into Prosak’s leg. “I’ll just have an Altair Water.”

Bonjar grunted and turned to Gworos. “You?”

“Blood wine.”

“Spritzer or on tap?” asked Bonjar.

Gworos blinked. “Spritzer?”

“Yeah. You’ll have to go in the city if you want one of those fancy Bloodslides.”

“Tap is fine,” sighed Gworos.

Torgerson was glancing up at the menu that hung over the bar. “Hmm. I think I’ll have a watermelon bloodwine cooler.”

“Excellent choices. Qua’pla!” bellowed the waiter as he trudged off to the bar.

“Well, the salutation was correct,” Gworos said, pursing his lips as Nooney sat down beside him.

“Something bothering you?” Prosak asked Gworos.

“Watermelon bloodwine cooler,” Gworos said.

“Yes, it is a bit out of character for the Klingons,” Torgerson admitted. “But a nice change of pace. Infinite diversity in infinite combinations.”

“Quite,” said Prosak. “The combinations seem to be plentiful here.”

“We are pandering to tourists. It is not honorable!” said Gworos.

“We ARE tourists,” Kasyov reminded him.

“Not me. This is my homeland.”

“I thought you grew up in Rura Penthe Meadows,” said Prosak.

“It may have been the suburbs, but it was still within the Klingon empire!”

“There is no empire anymore,” Torgerson said flatly. “Don’t you realize that?”

“What drivel are you speaking?” Gworos demanded, leaning forward, breathing nastily in Torgerson’s face.

Nooney gently pushed Gworos back into his chair. “He’s in a bit of what we in the counseling profession like to call denial.”

“I thought you were a doctor,” said Torgerson.

“I’m also a counselor.”

“Lucky for us,” said Kasyov as Bonjar returned with everyone’s drinks. Everyone’s that is except for Nooney.

“Sir, I’d like to order now,” said Nooney.

“I already took orders,” replied Bonjar.

“Well I just got here.”

Bonjar sighed, retrieving a padd from his apron. “Very well. Nuq’neh?”

“Pardon?”

“What will you be having?” Bonjar asked from between clenched teeth.

“Oh. Hmmm.” Nooney rapped his fingers on the table indecisively. “What’s good here?”

“Everything is good.”

“Hmm. That’s not helping. How’s your coffee?”

“We have raktajino.”

“Hmm. With or without cream and sugar?”

“Black. And boiling.”

“Mmm that doesn’t sound good at all. What about your mixed drinks?”

“Try the blood wine cooler,” Torgerson suggested.

“Hmm. I’m not much for blood.”

Bonjar’s eyes grew increasingly large and angry as Nooney waffled over what to drink.

“How about a pina colada?”

“We don’t have that!” snapped the waiter.

“Captain and coke?”

“Silence! I will bring you bloodwine, and you will drink it and not complain, do you understand me!”

“Now look here, I’m a paying customer just like everyone else and”

“AAAAAARRRRRRRRRRRRR!” howled Bonjar, grabbing Nooney by the front of his plaid cowboy shirt and tossing him bodily through the swinging doors of the saloon.

Prosak and Gworos were both immediately on their feet. Kasyov and Torgerson pretended to look elsewhere.

“That will dramatically affect your tip!” Prosak said sternly.

The waiter turned on a heel and trudged back toward the bar as though Prosak had said nothing.

Suddenly a wiry Klingon, more the small build of Gworos, scurried over to Prosak’s table.

“I’m sorry. My name is Lumbok. I’m the proprietor of Lumbok’s. Please let me pay for this round.”

“Thank you,” Prosak said, sitting down.

“I’d better go check on Doctor Nooney,” Kasyov said, heading out of the saloon.

“Some of our employees haven’t quite gotten the hang of the new Qo’nos,” said Lumbok.

“And what exactly is the new Qo’nos?” asked Torgerson.

“Simply put, we want to be people pleasers.”

“By the toe of Kahless, that is not honorable!” cried Gworos.

Lumbok ignored Gworos, focusing solely on Prosak and Torgerson. “Bonjar there came in from the boroughs of Praxis. He’s still a bit sketchy on the idea of customer service.”

“He is a true Klingon,” spat Gworos.

“Not a true new Klingon,” countered Lumbok, glaring at Gworos. “I hope you all enjoy your stay at the Nuq’neh Corral.”

“Interesting,” Torgerson said as Lumbok left. “I get the distinct impression that the Klingons have lost their way as a people.”

“That is a correct assumption,” Gworos huffed.

“I had not noticed,” Prosak said, as Kasyov carried a limping Nooney back into the saloon.

“That was NOT on my agenda!” Nooney cried as Kasyov set him down.

“Calm down, Doctor. Are you okay?”

“Bruised buttocks,” Nooney mumbled. “Would you like to see them?”

“No!” Prosak said quickly, downing her drink. “I think it’s time we check into our hotel rooms.”

The group around the table one by one downed their respective drinks, except Nooney, who had no drink. He simply held a cocktail napkin over a gash on his forehead.

Once the group had finished their drinks, they rose from their chairs and filed toward the exit.

One Klingon in particular watched them go with intense interest, and got up to follow them.



Prosak woke up the next morning in her hotel room and sighed. She glanced to her left to see that Lieutenant Torgerson had shoved her all the way toward the side of the bed.

Doctor Nooney had neglected to mention that the hotel rate he’d gotten was triple occupancy. Prosak’s only consolation was the fact that Nooney was, at that very moment, sharing a hotel room with Lieutenant Gworos and a very drunken Tellarite.

Prosak sat up and rubbed her eyes, as Kasyov stepped out of the bathroom rubbing a towel in her hair.

“You should both be warned. Klingon showers have only two settings. Cold and scalding.”

“What did you opt for?” Torgerson questioned.

“Scalding,” Kasyov sighed. “It was a nice shower though.”

“I am sure you needed it after your extended calisthenics routine,” Prosak muttered.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Did that wake you up?” Kasyov asked impishly as she rifled through her bag for some clothes.

“Jumping jacks are an archaic practice,” Jamie Torgerson muttered, pulling covers up over her head. “There are many alternatives that give you a better workout.”

“But they’re probably not as much fun. Anyway, I want to be in tip-top shape for the rodeo contest today.”

“You’re actually going to ride a wild targ, are you?” Prosak asked.

“I sure am,” replied Kasyov. “I told Cabral I would get the full experience, and I’m planning on doing just that.”

“Sounds like fun to me,” Torgerson said, sitting up in bed as Prosak walked over to look out the window at the bustling Klingon Main Street below. It reminded her of one of the bad neighborhoods on Romulus. “Actually,” Torgerson continued. “It probably won’t be a wild targ. It’ll probably be one of the larger animals. A gorag, maybe, or a narg.”

“Exciting!” Kasyov said, wriggling into her pants. “Are you sure cowboys wore these…what did you call them?”

“Jeans.”

“They’re not very comfortable.”

“They’ll stretch after a while,” Torgerson said. “Trust me, I designed them myself. The boot cut of the legs is very flattering. I’m sure you’re going to get asked out by every man at the ranch.”

“I don’t know that I’m looking to meet a Klingon man, or anyone else that would come here,” Kasyov said. After everything that happened with Balpar…and her resulting realization of how much Cabral meant to her…the last thing she was in the market for was a relationship.

“I agree with Doctor Kasyov,” said Prosak. “To look for romance on this trip is fairly short-sighted. There is much to be done.”

“Suit yourselves,” Torgerson said, slogging off into the bathroom. “I’m going to take a scalding shower and put on my chaps.”

“This will be a good day,” Prosak said to no one in particular.



Once they were all showered and dressed, Prosak, Torgerson, and Kasyov walked down to the restaurant for a free breakfast buffet.

Nooney and Gworos were already seated and stuffing their mouths with something grey and fluffy.

“The gagh omelettes are absolutely fabulous!” Nooney tittered.

“The food is bland, flavorless, and does not writhe sufficiently on my tongue,” Gworos muttered.

Prosak adjusted her cowboy hat atop her head, pulling it down slightly over her ears. She nodded in Nooney’s direction as Torgerson and Kasyov went off in search of food. “How did you sleep?”

“Not much. We spent much of the time talking to Droo here.”

The fat, belching Tellarite, who’d had his head down on the table up until that moment, stared up at Prosak and grunted something that sounded like “morning.”

“Droo is a fascinating fellow,” Nooney continued as he sucked a wriggling worm up into his mouth. “Did you know he was in the Tellarite/Gorn war several years back? He’s spent the last few years on disability, drifting from one alien resort to another.”

“What is your disability, Mister Droo?” Prosak inquired.

“My reproductive organs were crushed by a falling support strut,” Droo said and put his head down again.

“I see.” Prosak walked over to the buffet to see what there was to eat.

“Fascinating, just fascinating,” Nooney cooed.

“So, what’s on tap for today?” Torgerson asked as she and Kasyov came back with healthy stacks of blood pancakes doused in blood syrup.

Nooney retrieved his large padd and studied it. “Obviously, there’s the rodeo later today. I thought we would check out the local shops after breakfast. There’s also a lesson on targ-tying that should be fascinating for after lunch. Then, this evening there is an old fashioned hoedown!”

“Hoe…down?” Gworos asked, glaring in Nooney’s direction.

“Yes. A dance of some sort.”

“A contest, to see who’s the best dancer,” Torgerson piped up as she stabbed at her pancakes. They were somewhat…tough. “People pair off into couples and see who’s the best dancer. There’s a lot of twirling. It’s quite fun.”

“It does not sound honorable. Nothing you’ve mentioned has even the slightest thing to do with combat.”

“I’d say combat is not good for the Klingon economy,” Torgerson said. “The Klingons are obviously trying to increase their tourism industry. Not a bad idea, since they’re just now recovering from being occupied by the Romulans.”

“Economic recovery is not honorable.”

“Well, all the honor in the world won’t save a crippled economy, Mister Gworos,” said Torgerson.

“She’s right,” said Nooney. “Besides, if the Klingon economy wasn’t crippled, we wouldn’t have this great opportunity to wrestle targs and nargs and whatever else they throw at us!”

“I, for one, am thrilled,” Kasyov chimed in.

“I am not,” Gworos muttered and returned, shoulders slumped, for seconds.

When the Anomaly group plus Droo, who was on his way to the liquor store, got out onto the street, they were struck by the sad reality that, even during the day, it was dark and nasty on Qo’nos.

“You’d think they’d find a way to do away with all that cloud cover,” Nooney said. “It’s not very conducive to having a good time.”

“And it certainly won’t have any positive effects on the tourism industry,” Torgerson added.

“Well, I am going to check out the General Store,” Prosak said. “Maybe there will be a withered old Klingon in there who will tell me anecdotes about the ancient days.”

“I could have done as much and saved us this miserable trip,” Gworos said moodily.

As Prosak moved to cross the street, she saw a huge Klingon woman, a head taller than her and built solid and muscularly, coming toward her. The woman’s skin was of a bit darker hue than the regular Klingons, almost grayish, and her hair was combed high, a good ten inches above her head, with white streaks. She wore bulky Klingon armor and an ornamental black sash, making her an intimidating presence to say the least.

Prosak tried to sidestep out of the Klingon woman’s way, but the woman matched her step for step. She collided with the well-built woman and fell to the ground, her buttocks slamming into the dirt.

She stared plaintively up at the Klingon woman. “My apologies.”

The woman reached a hand down to help Prosak up. Prosak took the hand gratefully. Once Prosak was back on her feet, the Klingon woman roughly shoved Prosak down to the ground, laughing with a great, ominous bellow.

“Leave now, offworlder. Qo’nos is no place for tourists,” the woman called over her shoulder.

Prosak hopped to her feet, staring in abject disbelief. Such treatment was totally uncalled for.

“That woman was amazing,” Gworos said with a low whistle.

“Not a typical Klingon,” said Torgerson.

“That was Chynok,” Droo said in a voice of fear and reverence. “You don’t want to get on her bad side.”

“Well, perhaps she does not want to get on my bad side either,” Prosak said, rubbing dirt off her backside. “That was SUCH an illogical way to act.”

“Chynok is a reactionary. She’s pushing for the Klingons to return to the old ways,” Droo muttered, stumbling off to the bloodwine dispensery. “Do your best to stay out of her way. She’s killed folks based on hairstyle alone.”

“Thanks for the warning,” Kasyov called after Droo. She put a hand on Prosak’s shoulder. “Don’t think of doing anything stupid. We’re here to have fun, not go to war with a battle-hungry Klingon.”

“I could not agree more,” Prosak lied, staring at Chynok as she ducked into Lumbok’s.



Prosak was distracted as she, Torgerson, Nooney and Gworos perused some of the shops along mainstreet. “Hastily-assembled” was the first descriptive term that came to Prosak as she walked along the wooden planks and looked through the windows and the storefronts of the establishments they passed. Nooney stopped at a candy store and purchased some disgusting little pieces of hard-rock type candy that seemed to have live bugs trapped inside. Kasyov and Torgerson disappeared into a clothier for quite some time, and Gworos attempted to do battle with a street vendor selling children’s toys.

“I know you,” a voice said from behind Prosak. The RommaVulc whirled around to see a weathered Klingon male of approximately middle age standing before her. He nodded solemnly. “I see that I am indeed correct.”

“You seem to have me at a loss, Mister”

“Krard. I am not surprised that you do not remember me; however, you may remember my former associate Pang.”

“Pang.” Prosak searched her memory. “Ah yes. The leader of the so-called KlingaVulc group our vessel encountered several months ago. You were among their number.”

“I was indeed,” Krard said solemnly which was fitting, considering in his time with Pang he was known as Krard the Solemn.

“You said former associate. Has something happened to Pang?”

“You happened to Pang,” Krard said, a slight tinge of anger filling his voice. “You and your RommaVulcs convinced him to abandon the path of logic when you told him Klingons and Vulcans are too different for unification.”

Prosak sighed. “At the time, it seemed logical.”

The RommaVulcs mind turned to Chynok. If she were to learn from Krard that Prosak was a Romulan the results would most likely be most unfortunate.

“I have a proposal,” Krard said, seeming to read Prosak’s mind. “As I am sure you have gathered, Romulans are not exactly welcome on Qo’nos.”

“That does appear to be the case,” Prosak acknowledged.

“Therefore, what I propose is this. I will keep the secret of your true heritage if you will speak to me of the Vulcan way.”

“You wish for me to teach you?” Prosak said, feeling somewhere between alarmed and flattered.

Krard nodded.

“I accept.”

“Most logical of you. I will contact you shortly. In the meantime, I hope that you find the remainder of your stay on Qo’nos to be pleasant. Live long and prosper.” Krard raised his hand in the Vulcan salute.

“I have no doubt it will be,” Prosak lied as she returned the salute. “Peace and long life.”

Krard moved off down the street as Prosak tried to decide how she would go about teaching Krard in the ways of logic. But she could not keep her mind off Chynok, and that warning: “Qo’nos is no place for tourists.” Did this Chynok woman already know Prosak was Romulan? And if so, did that put the away team…er, tour group, in jeopardy? Prosak had resolved of late to become a woman of action. More to the point, a woman of “logical action,” and as such, vacation or not, she was determined to protect the people that served under her. If this Chynok woman was a threat, well, Prosak would have to dispense with it.

As Nooney, Gworos, Kasyov and Torgerson headed off to the targ-tying lessons, Prosak excused herself and headed to Lumbok’s saloon, where she hoped she’d find this Chynok woman. Certainly she would subject herself to some kind of logical debate.

Yes, that was the answer.



“You want to…WHAT?” the large Klingon woman bellowed, staring down into Prosak’s eyes, which made the RommaVulc feel very small.

“I wish to debate you. I want to explain that nothing is to be gained from isolating yourself from off-worlders.”

Chynok threw hear head back and laughed, a large guffaw that sent hair cascading about her shoulders. Prosak had never seen hair that rose up into a stiff beehive then cascaded down like that. Even the woman’s hair was intimidating.

Chynok stabbed a finger into Prosak’s chest, sending the RommaVulc stumbling backwards against the bar. “You’re joking, Vulcan. I want no part of you or your kind. Get off this world.” Chynok then stopped smiling and dragged Prosak up to eye-level with her, letting the RommaVulc’s feet dangle.

“Do not hurt the Vulcan!” a voice from the crowd shouted.

Chynok turned angrily, searching the Klingon faces for the source of the comment to no avail. “All right. How many of you spineless yargs want me to spare your beloved Vulcan?”

The other Klingons in the saloon sheepishly raised their hands.

Chynok spat with such force that a nearby blood margarita toppled over. “You do not deserve to breathe the air of this, the homeworld of Kahless. You revere these speechifying pacifists above the souls of our glorious ancestors in Sto’Vo’Kor!”

The huge Klingon glared at Prosak, her frightening teeth mere inches from the Romulan’s nose. “Get off this world by sundown, or I’ll get you off it myself.”

She let Prosak drop to the ground and turned back to her drink, obviously considering the matter closed.

Prosak didn’t consider the matter closed. She tapped Chynok on the shoulder. “I demand satisfaction, ma’am. If you will not debate me according to logical Vulcan custom, then I must abide by your own culture’s rules. I wish to engage you in honorable combat.”

Chortles and laughter filled the saloon.

“Klingons don’t have honorable combat anymore!” Lumbok called out. “Where have you been for the last 20 years! The Romulans turned us into cowering babies!”

Chynok let out a gravelly sigh and slammed her grovitz chips down. She rose to her full, intimidating height again and turned on Prosak.

“You’ll have your satisfaction. I’m probably the only Klingon that would accept such a challenge. And I swear, by Kahless’ belly button that you will regret the day you faced me in the street of battle. You’ll find today is a SUPER day to die! Meet me outside Lumbok’s at sundown. Come alone, and come prepared to experience extreme pain, little thing!”

Prosak felt a sudden sinking feeling in her stomach at the realization of what she was getting herself into, coupled with a sudden sliding feeling as Chynok grabbed her by the scruff of her neck, slammed her onto one end of the bar and slid her all the way to the other end. Prosak toppled end-over-end off of the edge and landed in a heap behind said bar.

This Klingon obviously had some grudges to take out on all species of the pointed-ear variety, but Prosak saw all this as a learning experience. Not only would she be a woman of logical action, but she’d also learn a little bit about the Klingon culture while she was at it.

Then again, she thought as she lay there, maybe she’d learned enough.



When Prosak hobbled over to join Nooney and the others at the ranch, she came to find Kasyov straddled atop a bucking targ, slinging chains around its hind legs and crooking an arm around his neck.

“Where did you get off to, Commander?” she asked with a grunt as she flung herself backwards, rolled the targ over her and pinned it to the ground.

“Twenty seconds,” came the deep, basso voice of a nearby Klingon referee. “Excellent.” He glanced with derision at Nooney, who was on the ground with the targ licking him all over his face. “You, on the other hand, sir, will never go to the place of the honored dead.”

“That’s fine by me as long as I get to take this cute little guy with me!” Nooney exclaimed.

Prosak found Torgerson looking on with detached interest. “Where DID you go, anyway?” Torgerson asked.

“I had business to settle in town.”

“Looks like it was painful business,” Torgerson said, pointing at the green bruise on Prosak’s cheek.

“It was indeed,” Prosak said, giving Torgerson a look like she didn’t want to go into it further.

“So what are the plans for tonight?” Nooney asked, tugging his targ along behind him by a chain leash as Kasyov took a small achievement plaque from the Klingon referee. Apparently, Nooney had been allowed to keep his targ, since he’d managed to completely domesticate it in just under a minute.

“I thought you had a detailed itinerary,” Torgerson pointed out.

“Oh, who the hell cares about the itinerary! I’m just into having fun!”

“Well, there is this restaurant–” Torgerson began, but Nooney cut her off.

“Just kidding!! I have everything planned for the rodeo. I think you’ll be great at that, Natalia!”

Kasyov grinned, staring at her plaque. “You may be right.”

“What about me?” asked Torgerson.

“Please!” Nooney laughed impishly.

“What are your plans, Commander?” Torgerson asked Prosak.

“I have a…private matter to attend to tonight,” Prosak said.

“What?” Nooney exclaimed. “You’ll miss the hoedown!”

“She met a man!” Kasyov bursted.

“You are nearly correct,” Prosak said with a wry grin. Then her face went straight again. “It is no matter. You will all go to the rodeo and enjoy it. Do not worry about me.”

“Why would we worry?” asked Nooney.

“Who said the word worry?” asked Kasyov.

“Never mind.” Then Prosak glanced about the group. “One moment. Where is Gworos?”

“You’ve got me,” said Nooney. “He wandered off about half an hour ago.”

At that very moment, the group turned their collective heads in the direction of a loud battle cry. They saw Gworos holding a huge, black, shaggy-haired animal with multitudinous horns above his head. Gworos was stripped all the way down to a passable loincloth and held a knife in his mouth. His eyes bulged nearly out of his head as he spat the knife to the ground and called out:

“I have killed many beasts this day! Let us drink to my accomplishments and sing many great songs!”

“Oh, get over it. That’s so twenty years ago,” a passing Klingon woman muttered, prompting Gworos to sigh and throw the beast to the ground.

“A loincloth!” Nooney exclaimed. “Now THAT would have been much more comfortable…although, I really do like these chaps.”

“I take it THAT is a narg?” Prosak asked Torgerson to change the subject.

“No, but you’re close. It’s a gorag. Nargs are amphibious and about twice that size.”

“Fascinating,” muttered Prosak. She glanced at the horizon, noting the sun was on its way down behind the mountaintops to the east. “I must be off to an appointment. Enjoy your, er, rodeo.”

“Sure we can’t convince you to come with us?” asked Kasyov.

“I wish you could,” Prosak muttered, and trudged off into town.



Prosak tapped her foot nervously as she waited in front of Lumbok’s. Chynok would show any minute, and she wasn’t afraid to admit to herself that she was terrified. She also realized that she’d have to rely on her RommaVulc fighting skills, since she had tried many times unsuccessfully to use the nerve pinch.

Luckily, bat’leths were much like Vulcan lirpa. Prosak hoped that they would be wielded and used in a similar way. At least she assumed that was what she’d be fighting with.

Prosak was so wound up she nearly jumped two meters when someone tapped her on the shoulder.

She spun, hands at the ready in the ancient Vulcan stance of Bun’forr, which, roughly translated, meant “get outta my face.”

“Bun’forr!” Prosak cried, then dropped her hands and blinked when she realized she was facing Gworos. “You should not sneak up on a person like that, Lieutenant,” Prosak said. “What are you doing here?”

“I overheard two townspeople talking. I understand that you have challenged Chynok to honorable combat. I must warn you, I have found that she is most probably the most daunting warrior in this town. Not that that is much of an accomplishment, judging by this town’s other inhabitants.” Gworos went on to mutter something about “weak-willed, dishonorable pitakh…” but she cut him off.

“I appreciate your concern, Lieutenant, but this is a fight I intend to carry out on my own.”

“You will be killed,” Gworos said matter-of-factly.

“In that case, I hope we get a refund on our vacation.”

“You will not.”

Prosak folded her arms. “Did you come here to dissuade me from fighting?”

“No. Merely to make a suggestion. Klingon women are extremely ticklish behind their elbows. Use that to your advantage, and you will win this day.”

“Is that honorable?”

“Are you honorable?”

Prosak shrugged. “I guess.”

“PLEASE!” Gworos exclaimed. “I’m going to get a drink. I’ll be out later to check on your progress.” Gworos quickly ducked into the saloon, passing Krard, who was on his way out.

“I learned that you challenged Chynok to honorable combat,” the KlingaVulc said. “Such a course of action is not logical.”

“I do not see another way to change Chynok’s view of off- worlders,” Prosak replied.

“Does the concept of Infinite Diversity in Infinite Combinations not also include those who do not wish to have diversity thrust upon them?”

“Hmmm an intriguing question. Does a philosophy that teaches tolerance also tolerate the intolerant? I’m afraid I do not have an answer for that.”

“A real Vulcan would,” Krard said.

“Most likely.”

“Thank you. That is most enlightening,” Krard said with a slight bow. “I sincerely hope that after your combat with Chynok that there is enough of you left to live long and prosper. And in the words of my people, qua’pla!” The KlingaVulc moved off down the street.

And that’s when Prosak turned to see that several townspeople, including Droo and Lumbok himself, had gathered outside the main street to witness the combat. Ostensibly, not a lot of battle happened on Qo’nos anymore. When it did happen, Prosak assumed that was quite the big event.

Speaking of big, Chynok suddenly ducked out from the building marked with a three-pronged star that Torgerson had pointed out as the Sheriff’s Office.

Prosak cocked her head at the Klingon woman as she approached.

“You’re the chief law enforcer here?” Prosak asked, confused.

“Indeed. You have a problem with that?” Chynok bellowed.

“I just find it odd that someone charged with enforcing the law would act in such a weak-willed and ungallant manner.”

“You know so little about Klingons, Romulan!”

Prosak felt the blood drain from her face. She heard boos and mutters in the crowd.

“That’s right,” Chynok said, glancing around at the others in the crowd as Prosak observed Krard slipping out of the same building Chynok had just emerged from. Where was the logic in revealing her true identity to Chynok? The large Klingon bellowed on. “This woman among us who protests to be Vulcan is actually a Romulan. A member of the species who brought us to our knees, who made us a second rate society.”

“Rip her ears off!” someone cried from within the crowd.

“I will do more than that,” Chynok said, reaching both hands behind her broad back. She withdrew two blades that were shaped in an X-pattern, featuring four large sharp ends and jagged sharp ridges all around. She tossed one at Prosak. “Here is your lop’leth. Use it with caution!”

Prosak held the new and frightening weapon up, pondering that, if she should slip, she might very well disembowel herself with her own weapon.

“I implore you once more to seek a logical solution,” Prosak said, as she and Chynok moved to the center of the street.

“You must be joking, Romulan,” Chynok spat. “Stop with the ‘logic’ charade. We know what you are. A lying, scheming…”

“RommaVulc.”

Chynok blinked. “What is that?”

“A Romulan who seeks to emulate Vulcan ways.”

Once again, Chynok chortled. It made Prosak’s stomach hurt. “She’s not only a Romulan, she is a crazy one!”

“Slit her down the middle, Chynok!” came a voice in the crowd. Prosak was chagrined to see it was Droo. Just when you were getting to like a person….

Prosak sighed as she brought her lop’leth up to bear on Chynok. “I am ready to fight.”

“No you’re not, but it’s just as well!” Chynok said, slapping her weapon against Prosak’s, sending her stumbling backwards. “Fight like a man, Romulan woman! The battle is on!”

Prosak ducked as Chynok bum-rushed her, allowing the lumbering Klingon woman to stumble past her. In a swift motion, Prosak slung her lop’leth at Chynok’s head, narrowly missing her beehive.

“You dare try to dishonor my hair!” Chynok cried, spinning around and barreling after Prosak, whipping her weapon around like a deadly-dangerous rotor.

Prosak ducked again, bringing her lop’leth up to slam into Chynok’s back. Chynok spun and slammed the side of her lop’leth into the side of Prosak’s head, sending her slamming into the ground. In short, there was a whole lot of slamming going on.

Prosak lay there, glancing to the side to see Gworos perched beside her, munching on a piece of bloodpie. “The elbow, Prosak! The ELBOW!”

Prosak sighed and hopped to her feet, swinging her lop’leth back and forth. She dashed at Chynok, who planted her feet, standing ready.

About a half-inch before she reached Chynok, Prosak threw her blade down and jabbed her fingers into the crooks of Chynok’s elbows, tickling with all her might.

Chynok laughed giddily, letting her blade drop to the ground. The giant Klingon woman tumbled to the ground, giggling in ecstasy, slamming right down on top of Prosak. It was then that Prosak totally lost consciousness.



“Whooo! Whooo! Stay down, baby! Whoa baby! Stay with me!” Nooney cheered, gripping with all his might, squeezing with his legs as the giant, lumbering nard lumbered about in the dingy Klingon swamp as Klingons and tourists alike cheered on all sides.

Kasyov stood, fuming, next to Torgerson as Nooney held fast. “He’s beaten my time by thirty seconds already and shows no sign of letting go,” she muttered.

“He is far more athletic than he has any right to be,” Torgerson commented.

“Makes one wonder what else we don’t know about him,” Kasyov said thoughtfully, as the struggling nard gave one last buck, sending Nooney flying end over end into the swamp just in front of she and Torgerson.

“MY that was fun!”

“I don’t know about you guys, but I’m ready to go back to the hotel,” Torgerson muttered.

Nooney climbed to his feet, rubbing mud out of his eyes. “What fun! And to think this is just the beginning!”

“THIS IS THE END!” came a bellowing voice over the rodeo loudspeaker. The crowd went silent. “ALL TOURISTS REPORT BACK TO YOUR SHIPS. THE NUQ’NEH CORRAL IS CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE. I REPEAT, THE CORRAL IS CLOSED!”

Nooney pouted. “Well, that’s not fair! I want my hoedown!”



Commander Prosak woke up in the most unlikely of places.

In a toupe-colored, muted, completely characterless sickbay, with a Vulcan doctor looking over her.

The room was beautiful; the doctor was a gorgeous Vulcan male with an absolutely adorable expressionless face.

“You suffered a mild concussion and several bruised ribs. You will survive,” he said, and walked away.

The next face that looked down over Prosak was vaguely familiar.

“Do you remember me?” he asked, and Prosak nodded.

“You are Sh’rak. The PR coordinator from Vulcan, who hosted Lieutenant Marsden and the KlingaVulcs several months ago.”

“You are correct about my name, but I am no longer PR coordinator.”

“What are you, then? And why are you here? And where is Chynok?”

“One question at a time,” Sh’rak said calmly. “The Klingon female you were battling has left the star system in something of a hurry. As for what my current position is with the Vulcan leadership, and why we are here now…that is a…somewhat interesting story,” Sh’rak said.

“Perhaps I may explain it,” another voice said. Krard stepped forward into Prosak’s field of view.

“Of course,” Sh’rak said with a nod.

“I found our discussions most enlightening,” Krard said.

“I was unaware that we had discussions,” Prosak replied. “We probably exchanged a total of forty sentences.”

“True, but it was enough to open my eyes. I went to the Nuq’neh Corral in hopes of showing the most downtrodden of my people the path to salvation through logic. At first, your arrival seemed like a sign from Surak himself. Here was another follower of Vulcan ways to help me in my quest. But then you made me realize one crucial truth: the only way to really understand the Vulcan way is to follow a Vulcan, so I called them and begged them to help our planet.”

Sh’rak almost sighed. “While we find begging most illogical, we could not deny the logic of his plea. The Klingons lack directions. They need guidance. They have asked for our leadership, so we have done the only logical thing, which is to come to their aid.”

“Your leadership?” Prosak asked. “As in leading the whole planet?”

“Yes,” Sh’rak said. “What remains of the High Council found Krard’s proposal most logical.”

Prosak was quickly losing all semblance of emotional control. “So first you secede from the Federation…”

“With all due respect,” Sh’rak cut in. “It was your Lieutenant Marsden who pointed out that the Federation was of no use to Vulcan. The Federation’s form of government is inefficient. It is managed, or should I say mis-managed, largely by humans, and has been for centuries.”

“That is certainly a matter of opinion.”

“It is not,” Sh’rak said simply.

“I must agree with High Chancellor Sh’rak,” Krard said.

“Who asked you?” Prosak snapped.

“Such a display is unnecessary, Commander Prosak,” Sh’rak said. “Unification is at hand. You are witnessing an historic moment. I expect you will remember this as one of your more interesting vacations.”

“You might say that,” Prosak said, and slid off the biobed.



“What a ripoff,” Nooney muttered, sitting next to Prosak in the forward seats aboard the Raceabout Titicaca as it, well, raced back to the Federation. Kasyov and Torgerson stared out the side windows while Gworos sulked in the back compartment.

“We got a refund,” Torgerson pointed out.

“And the Klingons got re-assimilated,” Kasyov said. “By one pointy-eared race as opposed to another.” She quickly glanced at Prosak, who glared back at her. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Prosak lied. “I do share a measure of concern about the future of the Klingons under Vulcan control. Nothing in my studies has led me to believe that ruling another race is logical or desirable for the Vulcan people.”

“Well, it is now,” said Torgerson. “Whatever becomes of this new behavior on the part of the Vulcans, it is sure to be…fascinating.”

“Indeed,” said Prosak. “Indeed.”



“Guess who?” Kasyov poked her head into Cabral’s darkened lab.

“Natalia!” Cabral’s voice echoed within the dim lab. “When did you arrive?”

“Just now. I know it’s nightwatch, but I also know you don’t sleep.”

“How was your vacation?” Cabral asked as Kasyov touched a panel raising the lights halfway after she sat on her customary stool beside the black sphere encasing Cabral’s brain.

“It was fantastic! I won a targ-tying contest, and came close to winning a rodeo, if it wasn’t for Doctor Nooney.”

“Nooney, really! I can’t wait to see the holopics!”

Kasyov covered her mouth. “Oh, no.”

“What?”

“I, um, forgot to take any holopics. We were only there for a day and a half, but it was still enough time to snap a few. I just…just plain forgot.”

“Could it be you were just having too much fun?”

Kasyov nodded. “Yeah, I guess it was.”

“Then that is better than any holopic you could have shown me.”



Prosak stood in her quarters, staring out the oblong oval viewport that looked out upon the spider arms of the spacedock that surrounded the Anomaly as final repairs were being completed. The extended action the new vessel saw in the Andromeda galaxy necessitated a lot of small repairs that were driving Marsden crazy.

Prosak hadn’t even unpacked yet. Her dufflebag was still on the bed, which was still unmade from her swift departure just three days earlier.

She didn’t turn to face the door as the signal bleeped someone’s arrival. She did, however, say, “come.”

“Deja vu, Commander,” Captain Bain said in his rich English accent.

“Pardon?” Prosak asked, turning to face him.

“Well, it wasn’t four months ago that you were in this very room, when it was my ready room, telling me some disturbing information about the Vulcans. And now…”

“And now they seem to be building an empire. Joining with…of all races…the Klingons.”

“Starfleet has a few questions for Lieutenant Marsden, since she was the one who talked the Vulcans into seceding the first place.”

“That will be an interesting conversation,” Prosak said thoughtfully.

“Lieutenant Gworos tells me you got into a bit of a scuffle on the planet.”

“He was supposed to keep that to himself.”

“I’m your captain. I should know these things. Especially if it means there are a few Klingons who won’t take as kindly to Vulcan unification as the KlingaVulcs will.”

“There are,” Prosak said, thinking of Chynok. “I assure you.”

“At any rate, there’s nothing Starfleet can do about it. Not a whole heck of a lot we can do about it, either, except monitor the situation. Meanwhile, we have a new mission beginning next week, and I intend to complete my vacation with Rosalyn and Tovar.”

“Very well. I think I will remain aboard the Anomaly and assist with the repair work.” “You’re sure I can’t interest you in a couple days in London? Some cultural immersion, eh?”

“No,” Prosak said, turning back to face the window. “I think I’ve had more than enough cultural immersion for now.”





Privileges of Membership



In the 24th century, Section 31 takes only the elite of the elite into their ranks, but they don’t take Visa.



Section 31 - They’re everywhere they want to be…

…but you don’t know about it.



“I must say, it’s damn good to be back!” Captain Reginald Bain said cheerfully as he and Tovar stepped out of the Anomaly transporter room.

“I’ll say,” said Tovar. “Even better thanks to the fact that mum baked us a dozen scones to tide us over until we reach Earth again.”

“Which will be a fair sight sooner than the last mission we were on, I’ll wager,” Bain said, clapping Tovar on the back. “No other galaxies for a while, Krissers assured me. Just discovery and hopping about responding to problems on worlds too far-flung to be reached by conventional travel. Using our unique anti-sing abilities to help worlds of the Federation and all that hogwash.”

“I can’t wait,” Tovar said as he and Bain stepped into the turbolift.

“Bridge!” Bain called, then looked at his Tac-ops officer. “Dinner tonight, chum?”

“Sorry, Captain, but I cannot.”

“And why not? Don’t tell me you’re doing double shifts…”

“Nothing of the sort. I have a date. Lieutenant Torgerson from Cultural Anthropology.”

Bain beamed at Tovar. “Tovar, you sly dog.”

“Yes, I know. I have not had a date in years.”

“Ever, that I can recall.”

“Don’t remind me. It was all that pressure put upon me by the Jaroch consciousness. But no more. The real Tovar is here now, and all I can say is, it’s time to party.”

“I see.” Bain stared at the ceiling of the turbolift. “Well, good show. Have at it, as it were!”

“Quite, sir,” Tovar said, following Bain off the turbolift onto the bridge.

“Captain on the bridge,” announced Ensign Hector Arroyo as Tovar took his place at the wide tac-ops panel at the rear of the bridge.

“Well, it’s about time we got underway,” Bain said, walking over to his command chair. Before sitting down, he surveyed the bridge. Arroyo at helm, Tovar at tac-ops, Marsden making final alterations at the engineering station, Kasyov checking the Cabral interface at sciences. Everything felt right. Except…

“Where’s Prosak?” asked Bain.

“Checking her hair in the Captain’s Restroom, the last I checked,” Arroyo said, pointing at the former captain’s ready room, which was now Prosak’s quarters.

“Splendid.” Bain rubbed his hands together and sat down. “How’s she look, Marsie? The ship, I mean.” He glanced at Lt. Marsden.

“Just great, ‘Bainie,’” Marsden muttered. “Holographic systems have been restored. The warp and anti-sing systems have been overhauled after extensive overuse. The shield sheaths have been replaced thanks to the multiple beatings we received over the last month. Everything is, well, Bristol fashion I guess.”

“Spoken like a true old salt.”

“A what?”

“Never mind,” Bain said. “Has spacedock cleared us to leave?”

“They sure have,” Marsden said. “We also have a communication coming in from Admiral Larkin.” Marsden glanced back at Tovar. “Shouldn’t YOU be getting communications?”

“I was, um, busy looking at something,” Tovar said, glancing down at his panel.

“Do tell, Tovar,” Bain said.

“Um, nothing.”

Marsden got up and walked back to the tac-ops console. She read one of its blinking screens. “‘Atmospheric Sailing on Rondak Four, and How You Can Do it in Ten Easy Steps.’”

“Tactical research,” Tovar said defiantly.

“Now, Tovar, um…” Bain said. “Put Krissers on. Marsden, as you were…”

“But…”

“Bup-up-up,” Bain stopped Marsden. “Places now. Let’s give Admiral Larkin the impression that we’re a fit crew.” He glanced back at Tovar with narrowed eyes. “Since we are.”

Marsden slumped back to her chair and stared at the viewscreen. Tovar cued up the holographic image of Larkin, which stood at the forefront of the bridge.

“Greetings, Anomaly crew,” Larkin said, pacing in front of Arroyo’s station. “Just wanted to give you a final send-off.”

“Good show,” Bain said.

“I called to clarify your new mission parameters. As a quick-response vessel, the Anomaly will be responsible for solving problems too far away for most Starfleet ships to reach in time. This is the first starship we’ve had with the ability to get across the galaxy in a matter of days. Since the Federation has…widened…over the years, this is essential. This means you all must be on your best behavior. You must use the fine art of diplomacy whenever possible, and use weapons sparingly.” She stared right at Bain when she said that.

“Just so long as you haven’t installed any more holograms to circumvent my authority, Admiral.”

“Perish the thought,” Larkin muttered, as Prosak strode out of the ready room, drawing stares from the other Anomaly officers. The Romulan had re-done her hair into a wavy, kicky mound of curls that fell about her shoulders.

“And, for Daystrom’s sake, act professional,” Larkin said, looking right at Prosak, and disappeared.

“Nice hair,” Arroyo said, spinning back to face the viewscreen and covering his mouth to stop from giggling.

“Thank you,” Prosak said, taking her position next to Bain.

“Yes,” Bain said. “Er…did you use Sylok’s patented Hair- O-Grow beam?”

“Affirmative,” Prosak said, folding her arms. “I decided it was time for a change.”

“Y-yes,” Marsden said, turning to face her station, covering her mouth.

“Smashing,” Tovar mumbled.

“You look ridiculous,” Kasyov said flatly, causing everyone on the bridge to suddenly be interested in their panels.

“Natalia!” Bain scolded.

“She does. I’m just being frank.”

Prosak’s lower lip quivered. “I…believe we are scheduled to disembark for a mineral study in the Blatanous Belt.”

“Yes, er…yes…” said Bain. “Ensign Arroyo, if you please…”



That night, after he went off-shift, Lt. Commander Tovar returned quickly to his quarters to get ready for his date with Lieutenant Torgerson.

Sparing no effort, he stepped into his bathroom, activated the cleansing field, and stood there for four seconds as it passed over him, immediately cleansing his body fully and leaving it with a fresh piney scent.

Then he turned to face his bathroom mirror, studying his face. A bit of a shave was in order. He punched a control, and another field passed over him, giving him a comfortably close shave…everywhere.

Finally, Tovar punched another control, and his uniform disappeared with a flash of light to be replaced with a dark blue dinner jacket and matching trousers, with a white turtleneck underneath. In six hundred years, the turtleneck simply hadn’t gone out of style.

Feeling like a new man, Tovar walked out into his living room. That was three minutes well spent, he thought, as he arranged a vase of flowers on his dinner table. He pre-programmed the replicator so that it would buzz to life at exactly 0655. He instructed the computer to clean his quarters, and immediately a field similar to the one that had passed over him passed over the quarters, and even cleaned a few spots on Tovar which he had missed in the bathroom. He then told the computer to light candles around his quarters. Instantly, the scented candles flared to life. Finally, he told the computer to dim lights.

He then sat down at his dinner table to page through the Federation Tribune and wait for Torgerson to arrive.

Tovar sat down the padd after a few minutes and stared at his chronometer. 0559. She should arrive promptly a 0600. He reflected on asking Torgerson out. It had truly been an act of impulse. He’d simply bumped into her during the refit, as she’d been moving some of her equipment back aboard the ship. He asked if he could help, and she obliged. As he walked with her down the corridor, he became aware of a certain look in her eyes which Captain Bain had often characterized as “come-hither.”

Upon reaching the Cultural Anthropology Lab, Tovar set his load of cargo containers down and asked Lt. Jamie Torgerson on a date. Giggling with a sheepish smile, Torgerson had accepted.

And now it was 0601. Tovar was becoming somewhat nervous. One minute late. What if she didn’t show? His mind was awash with possible scenarios, chief among them the idea that she was standing him up. Or maybe she injured herself. That was a relieving thought.

Tovar didn’t know what he was doing. In his first month free of the Jaroch consciousness, Tovar was his own man, and he didn’t know who that man was. In his room on Earth, while Bain and Rosalyn chattered on, catching up on what had gone on since the Anomaly had gotten lost in Andromeda, Tovar searched the Infinet, trying to find out what interested him. The atmospheric sailing on Rondak Four was one of those things. Women, who were plentiful on the Infinet, were another of those things, which Tovar rated just above the sailing.


	Tovar got up from his seat at the table. It was time to go check around Cultural Anthropology to see if Torgerson was running late. He’d just run down there. No need bothering the computer with such a silly question. He ran to his door, just as it bleeped.



He stood there, perplexed. “Um. Enter.”

The door opened, to reveal Lt. Torgerson, in all her slim petiteness, wearing a clingy olive-colored dress and holding a glimmering bottle.

“300-year-old El-Aurian spirits,” Torgerson explained. “Very rare. The only thing of theirs not assimilated by the Borg.” She handed the bottle to the astounded Yynsian and looked around his quarters. “Nice place, Tovar. And so clean!”

“Yes, I just fielded it,” Tovar said, staring at the bottle.

“Well, open it up,” she said, turning to face Tovar. “I thought it would be a nice way of celebrating.”

“Celebrating…what…” Tovar said, staring at the bottle.

“The beginning of a…” Torgerson walked up to Tovar and wrapped her arms around his neck. “…beautiful friendship.”

Tovar dropped the bottle. Luckily it was made of transparent aluminum. It bounced harmlessly on the floor as Torgerson leaned her head in and kissed Tovar full on the mouth.

Damn, this was moving fast!

Tovar shrunk away and walked over to the replicator. “Why don’t I go ahead and prepare dinner? Computer…engage!”

“You have programmed dinner for 0655,” the computer told him.

“Well, I changed my mind. I want it now.”

“Balanced meals at proper times are essential for a proper diet.”

“Just make the dinner, computer!”

“What’s the hurry?”

Tovar heard Torgerson giggling behind him. “JUST MAKE THE DAMN DINNER, COMPUTER!”

“Fine. What’s your problem, anyway?” the computer muttered to itself as two plates materialized in the slot in front of Tovar. He grabbed them in shaky hands and brought them over to his austere lucite dinner table.

Torgerson had picked up the bottle and had already started working the cork open. “Here goes!” she cried as the cork busted loose and shot across the room.

“This stuff packs a punch, so be careful…” she said, pouring a glassful.

Tovar shakily sat each plate down, one in front of him and one across from him as Torgerson sat down.

“Tovar, this looks delicious,” Torgerson said, licking her lips. “But I’m not hungry.”

Tovar gulped. “You’re not?”

Torgerson shook her head. “Mm mm.”

“Um…but it’s dinner time.”

“Let me clarify,” Torgerson said, standing and walking over to Tovar’s side of the table. “I’m hungry, all right.”

“Oh. You don’t find chicken marinated in Loporan saniger sauce to suit your appetite?”

“No. I’d much rather have you.” She leaned down and kissed Tovar on the mouth, then sauntered over to the doorway into Tovar’s bedroom. She disappeared within and he followed, calling after her.

“Lieutenant…er, Jamie!”

But as he walked up to the door to his bedroom, it slid shut and he slammed into it.

“Tovar,” a voice called from behind him.

Rubbing his nose, Tovar turned around. “What? Who are…” He froze.

Sitting on his love seat, legs crossed, was Admiral Carn. Officially, the Director of Intergalactic Parks and Streams, but unofficially, leader of Section 31.

“Uncle Carn,” Tovar said. “What are you doing here?”

“The question, my dear boy, is…what are YOU doing here?” Carn asked, standing.

“I don’t understand,” Tovar said. He tapped his compip. “Tovar to security. Report. Anything unusual going on?”

“I wouldn’t bother,” Carn replied. “We aren’t on the Anomaly.”

Tovar looked around. “Could have fooled me.”

Suddenly the door to his bedroom reopened, and Jamie Torgerson sauntered out, still in her dress.

“Are you finished with me?”

“Yes, my dear. You may transfer yourself back to the MegaSim.”

“Thank the Holodoc,” muttered Torgerson, as she suddenly disappeared.

“Damn intelligent holograms,” Carn said. “Still, they’re more lifelike, aren’t they?”

Tovar looked around. “We aren’t on the Anomaly.”

“That’s what I said.” Carn walked up and patted Tovar on the shoulder. “We’re at a Section 31 base. Of course, I can’t tell you which one.”

“What’s going on?” Tovar asked. “Oh. No. Mum didn’t get kidnapped by the Cardassian Right to Spy coalition again, did she?”

“Nothing of the sort, son, nothing of the sort,” Carn said warmly. “No, your Mum is safe at Starfleet Academy. I think she’s teaching Infiltration 650 today.”

“My favorite course.”

“But I wasn’t here to discuss your Mum.”

“You weren’t?” Tovar asked, watching Carn closely as the android walked around his “quarters,” studying the photos on the wall and some of the nicknacks Tovar had collected over the years, including the antlers from a bull steer he and Bain had brought down by hand.

Carn glanced back at Tovar. “No. This isn’t a social call.”

“Then what is it about?”

Carn turned to face Tovar. “Quite simply, it’s about the way in which you took over the Anomaly a few weeks ago.”

“Uncle Carn…I can explain…surely you read the reports,” Tovar said, advancing toward Carn. “I know those abilities make me a risk to Section 31. But I would never reveal their existence, nor would I ever try to take over the Anomaly again. I was under the control of another lifeforce!”

“Relax, Tovar, relax!” Carn said, holding up his hands. “I’m not here to punish you for what you did. I’m here to reward you.”

“Reward you with what?”

Carn reached behind him, held out a neatly pressed black uniform. “With full membership, and all the privileges that come with it.”

“I…really should get back to my ship…” Tovar said slowly.

“Nonsense. That’s ALL taken care of.”



Lieutenant Commander Tovar strolled down a corridor on the Anomaly, headed toward the transporter lift that would take him to the bridge.

“Ensign,” he said, nodding vacantly at passing crewmembers. “Crewman Childs, nice to see you this morning. Ensign Lennum, as you were.”

He stepped into the turbolift and ordered it to the bridge.

Once it opened, he walked briskly out onto the bridge and took his station. “Lieutenant Commander Tovar reporting for duty.”

Bain turned in his chair to face Tovar and smiled warmly. “Good to see you this morning, old boy. How was your date last night?”

“Fine,” Tovar said briskly. “Allow me to report to you on the tactical situations in the sectors we’ll be passing through today.”

“My, we’re sounding all business.” Bain rose from his chair and walked over to Tovar’s station. “Just between you and me, son…how did things go?”

“My evening went smoothly, sir. Now I wish to make my tactical report, as I have many other tasks to attend to today.”

“Fine, fine,” Bain said gruffly. “I can see you don’t want to share the tidbits of your love life with your old Dad. Let’s hear the bloody tactical report.”



“I’m telling you, it was weird,” Lt. Jamie Torgerson said, staring down at her bowl of oatmeal as Lt. Shelly Marsden quickly shoveled Bringloidi hash browns in her mouth, washing them down with a gulp of Orion papaya juice.

Marsden munched on a banana as Torgerson went on, wondering how the Chief of Cultural Anthropology had gotten the mistaken impression that the two of them were great friends.

“Tovar was so distant. We sat there and ate dinner in silence. Then we stood by the window in his quarters watching the stars for a few minutes. Then he just ushered me out of his quarters. Not so much as a peck on the cheek. The whole thing lasted thirty-five minutes.”

“You don’t say,” Marsden said as she swallowed a last hunk of her banana. She called over to the holochef, who today was a waiter at an island patio restaurant. “Another banana, please. And more papaya juice. Thanks.” She looked at Torgerson. “I don’t know much about Tovar.”

“But you two are both in the command chain,” Torgerson said desperately. “Certainly you see him at staff meetings all the time. Can’t you give me some insight…tell me how his brain works?”

“I think you’ll want to talk to Doctor Kasyov about that,” Marsden grinned. “Oh, look, here she comes now!”

Kasyov slumped in and collapsed into the chair next to Marsden. “Coffee,” she said bluntly.

The hologram appeared out of nowhere with a cup of coffee and Marsden’s order of a banana and a glass of juice.

Marsden slid both her items over to Kasyov. “Natalia, good morning. Great to see you! Lieutenant Torgerson was just telling me some fascinating things about Commander Tovar. I’ve got to get down to engineering. Lots of…um…engine-ing to do! Bye guys!”

And she was off.

Kasyov turned sleepy eyes toward Torgerson. “Do tell.” Then she collapsed, asleep, laying her head on the table.

Torgerson folded her arms. “Hmmph. I don’t care if anyone believes me. Something weird is going on with Tovar.”



“A HOLOGRAM!” the real Tovar cried, falling onto the couch in his “quarters,” which were really just a holographic representation, in some holodeck, at some Section 31 base, which could be anywhere within parsecs of where the Anomaly was traveling.

“It’s the only way to make the transition seamless,” Carn explained. “You’ll stay here with us and train in some of the finer arts of espionage and the like, while your hologram will continue to perform your duties on the Anomaly. After a couple months, the hologram will see fit to resign his commission and return to Earth. My people have already concocted the story that you, Tovar, will want to spend more time with Mrs. Bain. The hologram will then be reprogrammed to some other specification for us, and the real you will move in with your ‘Mum.’

Just imagine, the two of you working together, side by side!” Carn clapped his hands together. “It’s ideal.”

“I’m not going to do it,” said Tovar. “My place is with Captain Bain.”

“If Captain Bain knew you had this opportunity, which, obviously, he can’t, then he’d want you to take it.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“We’ve got his psychographic profile. We know how he’d respond to any given situation.”

“Do you know how I’m going to respond to this situation?”

“I think you’ll give us a chance. Find out what Section 31 is all about. Surely what your Mum has told you has sparked your interest.”

“Not so much that I want to join,” Tovar said. “I am a Starfleet officer. And, as I said, my place is with Captain Bain. I want to go back.”

Carn stood. “Well, my boy, I will not do anything to keep you from your duties. If you don’t want to be a member of the strongest elite secret force in the galaxy, that’s your business. We’ll return you to the Anomaly.”

“Thank you,” Tovar said flatly, then suddenly passed out.



Tovar came to, lying on his bed. He half expected Lt. Torgerson to be there, but she was not.

He was still wearing his dark blue suit. He hopped out of bed and rushed to the door to his quarters.

He came face to face with Lt. Torgerson as the doors opened.

“Tovar!” she exclaimed. “Just the man I was looking for. Look, Commander, I don’t know what last night was all about, but I do not like being jerked around. You’re acting weird, and in my experience, when men of any species act weird, it’s because they want out. So if you want out, just tell me, and I’ll…Tovar? Tovar?”

The Yynsian had already bolted down the corridor.

“TOVAR!”



“Come,” Captain Bain said from within the room just off the storage access corridor adjacent to the bridge.

Tovar keyed the door open. “It’s not finished yet,” Bain said, looking around the room, which included a vast bookcase which dominated an entire wall of the room, a sofa (which was still covered in thermoplast), and two wingbacked chairs.

“I’m still moving in,” Bain explained. “The bar was just installed this morning. Care for a drink?”

Tovar shook his head. “I have something of great importance to discuss with you, Captain.”

“Well, that’s what this room is for, after all,” Bain said.

“What are you calling it, again?” asked Tovar.

“The Captain’s Lounge. A place for me to confer with my officers and ruminate on the decisions of command.”

“Isn’t that what a ready room is for?”

“I gave that to Prosak.” Bain shook his head. “This is more of a place to relax, think, and get drunk. A ready room is more like an office. No paperwork is going to get done around here. Prosak does all that, anyway.”

“Yes,” Tovar said.

“Now,” Bain said, sitting on the plastic-covered couch, patting the seat next to him. “Come tell Dadums what the problem is.”

Tovar sat next to Bain. “It is a matter of some…delicacy.”

Bain nudged him. “That Torgerson woman giving you fits, lad?”

“Not exactly.”

“What, then?” Bain asked.

“I have a confession to make.”

Bain nodded seriously. “Certainly. Care for a cigar?”

“No.”

Bain reached into a box on the table next to his couch and pulled out a cigar. He grabbed a lighter off the table and sparked it up. “Go ahead, my boy. Do tell.”

“Your wife has been living a lie, sir.”

Bain choked on the smoke. “Pardon?”

“She’s a part of Section 31. Has been since before you were married.”

Bain sat the cigar aside. “What…what?”

“I’m sorry to be the one to tell you. But I had to. Because now they’re trying to recruit me.”

“Tovar, old boy, you have nothing to be afraid of,” Bain said, putting his hands on Tovar’s shoulders.

“Really?”

“Yes,” Bain said. “Because Section 31 exists to protect you and me. They’re not your enemy. They’re the good guys.”

“You’re not Captain Bain.”

“And you’re f***ing brilliant,” Bain muttered and dissolved into a scatter of light particles.

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry to have tricked you,” a voice said from behind Tovar. He knew without turning around that it was Carn.

“I’m sorry the hologram was insensitive to you. They’ve been…acting up lately.”

“I’m still on a holodeck.”

“Afraid so.”

“This is not what an Uncle does,” Tovar seethed.

“I’m not your Uncle. But I can be something much better to you if you just let me teach you. I know you can be valuable to us, Tovar.”

Tovar turned to face Carn. “You won’t let me go until I give this thing a shot, will you?”

“I’m afraid I can’t. Good members are just too hard to find.”

“But I don’t want to be in Section 31.”

Carn sat down next to Tovar on the couch. “Like I said, my boy, membership has its privileges. Previous members have used our resources to answer some of the mysteries of their own lives.”

“I have no mysteries in my life.”

Carn shook his head woefully. “Now, Tovar. You know that’s not true. What about your parents?”

“Captain Bain and Mum?”

“No…your Yynsian parents. The ones who disappeared while they were on vacation.” Carn glanced to the side, as if accessing information. “18.4 years ago.”

Tovar turned away from Carn. “I don’t want to talk about that.”

“You can find them, Tovar. Let us help you find them.”

“When? Now?”

Carn held up his hands. “No, not yet. There’s still the matter of your training.”

Tovar mulled that as he stared out the fake window of his fake Captain’s Lounge.

Finally, he said: “Okay. Let’s do it.”



“All you had to do is ask. I would have given you back your ready room.”

Bain sat on his couch in the (real, non-holographic) Captain’s Lounge. “You just don’t get it, Prosak. I don’t want a ready room. That’s too much like an office. And I’m not much for offices.”

Prosak looked about the room, nodding. “You need some books on those shelves, then.”

“I’m working on that.”

“Can I suggest Reflections on Logic, by Sarek?”

“I was thinking more of some Earth classics, but…sure…a little infinite diversity couldn’t hurt.”

Prosak nodded. “I’ll have a copy replicated for you. Was there something else?”

“It’s Tovar, Commander. He’s acting a little out of sorts.”

“I hadn’t noticed,” Prosak said, raising an eyebrow.

“It makes no sense to me,” Bain said, patting the space on the couch next to him. Prosak stiffly sat down. “First, the boy acts like he’s ready to go out and sow his oats after being cooped up with Jaroch for so long. Now, suddenly, he seems vacant of any personality whatsoever.”

“Can you give me an example?”

“Well, yes. He’s out on the bridge right now, studying our cargo manifest.”

Prosak steepled her fingers thoughtfully. “He is looking for a more efficient way to store our cargo supplies.”

“Yes. Isn’t that odd?”

“It does fall under his purview as tactical-operations officer.”

“But he’s always been more about the tactical than the operations,” Bain said. “I tell you, it’s just damned peculiar that suddenly he’s buried himself in the job, and talks to me like I’m just his commanding officer, not his parent.”

“Sir…is this a personnel mater or a personal matter?”

“Aren’t they the same thing?” Bain asked.

“Not at all. One I can help you with; the other I cannot.”

“Well, what can you do for me then?”

“I will talk to him, but only in the matters involving his duty as an officer on this ship. Otherwise, you must handle the situation on your own. Besides, having no children of my own, I could not begin to advise you on such matters.”

“Never met the right sort of man, eh?” Bain asked amiably as Prosak stood.

She headed for the door. “No. Nor have I found ample time to impregnate myself with synthesized genetic material. Ultimately, I believe that will be my course of action. After all, who has time for a husband?”

Bain shivered as Prosak walked out the door to his lounge. Genetic material indeed.



First, you have to start small.

That was the last thing Carn said to Tovar before summarily dropping him into a mission.

He’d been outfitted in shorts, a colorful tropical-looking shirt, and sandals, and beamed off the holographic simulation of the Anomaly right onto a beach.

Tovar sat there, looking up at the pale green sky, without the slightest clue as to what planet he was on. Section 31’s resources were vast. They could have beamed him anywhere within many parsecs of the base to which they’d transported Tovar.

Birdlike caws sounded from somewhere over a dune. He heard the far-off sound of people laughing. He definitely wasn’t alone.

“This is the Federation world of Huryl. In Beta Quadrant,” a voice suddenly rang in Tovar’s ears.

“Uncle Carn?”

“The same. I’m speaking to you through a subcutaneous communicator hidden in your…well, you don’t need to know where.”

“What am I supposed to be doing here?”

“You’ll see soon enough. Just remember to observe and make smart decisions.”

“When do I get my cool spy equipment?”

“This is about far more than equipment, Tovar.”

Tovar rolled his eyes. “If you say so.” Suddenly Tovar heard laughter. Gruff, older man type laughter and the giggling of a young woman.

Two figures approached over the sand dune. One, the owner of the gruff voice, was a balding, round-bellied man with a bulbous nose and hair greying at the sides of his head.

Clinging on his arm was a giggling Bajoran woman, lithe, tanned, and quite beautiful.

“That is Fleet Admiral Holden Sollars” Carn’s voice said in Tovar’s head.

“Wow. She’s quite young,” Tovar observed quietly, nodding in the couple’s direction as they passed by.

“Not her, you…agent. I am referring to the old man.”

“Ahh. That does make more sense.”

“That’s your mission.”

Tovar cocked his head. “Come again?”

“I need you to observe Sollars and his colleague, a woman by the name of Seddi Tral.”

“Oooh, let me guess,” Tovar said, crouching behind a piece of driftwood as the Admiral and the Bajoran skipped along the edge of the lapping water. “She’s a Bajoran Resurgent Operative, and he’s giving her secret tactical information.”

“No,” said Carn’s voice. “Admiral Sollars is dating her behind his wife’s back.”

“His wife.”

“Yes. Clara Sollars, who works for Section 31. She’d like you to lure her away from him.”

“Lure…”

“It’s a perk of the job. One day, you’ll get to misappropriate our resources in the same fashion.”

“Joy,” Tovar sighed. “So how am I supposed to go about doing this?”

“That, my boy, is up to you.”

Tovar nodded, mulling this information. He couldn’t say he relished the idea of being anyone’s pawn, but if it lead to using Section 31’s awesome capabilities (and he knew they were awesome) to help him find his parents, then it would be well worth it.



“I did not know you had an office,” the Section 31 hologram of Lt. Commander Tovar said, looking around the small, austere room Commander Prosak sat in. A desk, a chair behind, two chairs opposite, and no windows. Quite different from Bain’s Captain’s Lounge.

“I did not know, either, until I looked at some blueprints during our recent refit,” Prosak said, and folded her hands atop her desk. “Do you know why you are here, Commander?”

“I cannot say that I do.”

“Please, sit down.” Prosak gestured for Tovar to sit across from her and he did. “Can I get you a drink, something to eat?”

“I am fine,” Tovar said blandly.

“I believe I will have some Sargossian tea.” She punched a control on her desk. A door on the wall opposite the entrance to Prosak’s office slid open. Tovar peered past the crewman exiting the door to see what lay beyond. An even smaller office. How bizarre.

“Have you met Yeoman Ralston?” Prosak said, re-acquiring Tovar’s attention.

“I do not believe so,” Tovar said, standing to shake the man’s hand. “Lieutenant Commander Tovar.”

“Paul Ralston,” the man said with a light British accent. Far more refined and less roguish than Bain’s, but British nevertheless. The Tovar hologram analyzed the accent for several nanoseconds, while sizing up the tall, dark haired, youngish crewmember as a possible tactical threat.

“I do not recall seeing him on a crew roster,” Tovar said to Prosak.

“He is my assistant,” Prosak said.

“Attache,” Ralston corrected with a slight emphasis on the accent at the end of the word.

“Whatever,” Prosak said, and gestured for Tovar to sit back down. “Get me some Sargossian tea, please, Mister Ralston.”

Ralston bowed humbly. “Of course, Commander. After which you might like to look over the crew roster with me so that I may assist you in preparing next month’s report to Command?”

“All in good time,” Prosak muttered, waving Ralston off with her hand. He disappeared back into that tiny office and Prosak turned back to look at Tovar. When Ralston wasn’t looking, she gave him a swift gesture of her two middle out-spread fingers. “That,” she said heavily, “is Admiral Larkin’s doing.”

Tovar cocked his head. “I do not understand.”

Prosak leaned back in her chair. “Apparently, a Romulan in a second-in-command position frightens some of the powers that be.”

“That is unfortunate,” said Tovar.

“Admiral Larkin, in particular, expressed her concern to Captain Bain. Especially in light of the…problem I had in Andromeda.”

“And which problem is that?” Tovar said. Accessing. Accessing. “Yes, when you caused a mutiny and I saved the ship from an insane, evil James Kirk diplomatic hologram that took the ship over and incapacitated you.”

“Embarrassing,” muttered Prosak. “But I think you know what I’m going through.”

“I do not…” Accessing. “Yes, a few weeks ago I did take over the ship while under the control of another life force.”

“The two of us have much in common,” Prosak said, leaning forward. “Which is why I want to help you, before you get saddled with an…‘attache’ of your own.” As if on cue, Ralston drifted into Prosak’s office with a tray, on which a small teapot and teacup were carefully arranged. He sat it before Prosak.

“Commander. You’ll find the leaves an excellent variety from Telpa Seven.”

“I believe I asked for Sargossian tea, Yeoman.”

“I believe you will prefer this blend,” Ralston said, adding, “you’ll also find I’ve made you an appointment at the ship’s hair salon to be re-styled,” as he disappeared back into his tiny office.

“What does he do in there?” the Tovar hologram asked Prosak.

“I am not sure.” Prosak shook her head, as if trying to shake the whole reality of the situation off. She was still reeling from the hair comment. She looked at Tovar. “Regardless, we are here to discuss you.”

“Why?” Tovar asked bluntly.

“The Captain is worried about you. You’ve seemed, at times, unable to carry out commands. You’ve seemed distant. The captain just wants to make sure you are adjusting, after having that interloping life force removed.”

“I am fine.”

Prosak nodded. “Sometimes we feel fine, but do not want to admit when things are not altogether working for us. I know of what I speak, Commander.” She clasped her hands on her desk again. “You know, there was a time when Starfleet vessels had officers aboard called ‘counselors’ who helped crewmembers through difficult situations. After a time, Starfleet regarded these ‘counselors’ as superfluous. Some, it seems, even caused more neuroses than prevented them. That left the sanctity of the crew’s mental health with the ship’s doctor. In some cases, though, it is the First Officer’s responsibility to make sure the crew is mentally fit and well-adjusted. Do you understand what I am saying, Commander?”

“Yes.” Accessing. “I do not wish to visit with Doctor Nooney.”

“I don’t think anything that severe is going to be necessary,” Prosak said, semi-warmly. “However, I do think you should speak to someone.”

“Who do you have in mind?” Tovar asked honestly.

“Captain Bain,” Prosak replied honestly.

Suddenly, Ralston poked his head into Prosak’s tiny office. “Commander,” he said sharply but politely. “We have many items on our to-do list for today. Best we get started on them immediately.”

“Right,” Prosak said with a small sigh as Tovar stood to leave. “And, Tovar, should you feel the need, please know that…”

“She will always be here to talk to you,” Ralston said, finishing Prosak’s thought, something that caused the Romulan to look very annoyed.

“Yes,” she muttered, as Tovar left.



Tovar did the only thing he could think to do to garner the attention of Admiral Sollars’ lovely companion.

He faked drowning.

“Help…achh…help!” Tovar cried, bobbing in the surf, about ten meters away from the beach where Admiral Sollars and the Bajoran, Seddi Tral, were frolicking. He’d been tracking them as they strolled along the beach, swimming on a parallel course, until he felt the time was right. Then all he had to do was flop around like he didn’t have the slightest idea how to swim. That was sure to arouse Ms. Seddi’s curiosity. He was none to pleased about having to strip down to his Starfleet insignia boxers, but if it helped the mission, Carn had told him, it had to be done.

“Oh, look at that, Admiral-baby!” Seddi called out. “Someone’s drowning.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Sollars said, stripping off his ochre off- duty tunic and diving into the water. “I was not an award-winning member of the Starfleet Lifeguarding Corps for nothing!”

“Uncle Carrrrrn…” Tovar grunted under his breath as Sollars breast-stroked out toward him.

“Well, that was an oversight. I did tell you to be observant, however,” Carn’s voice said with a touch of amusement.

Before Tovar could protest, or get away, Sollars had slung an arm under each of the Yynsian’s armpits and was dragging him back to shore.

He tossed Tovar with unbecoming strength up onto the beach and straddled him.

“Wait, I’m…”

“Let me check the passageways…” Sollars said, bending down to peer down Tovar’s throat. “They look a little clogged.”

Before Tovar could shout out “Yynsian mucous membranes are larger than humans’,” Sollars had pressed his mouth over Tovar’s and was blowing.

“Don’t just sit there…build a contraption to get yourself out of this mess!” the voice of Totap, a past life, cried out inside Tovar’s mind.

“Out of what?” Tovar asked. It was not enough that Carn was in his brain, but he had to deal with his usual allotment of angry voices as well.

“Just knee him in the groin,” another voice called out, and Tovar thought that was an excellent idea. Before he could carry out that plan, though, the Admiral relented, and Tovar leaned up, choking.

“There’s a good boy,” Admiral Sollars said gently, patting Tovar’s back.

“What happened to you, poor poor man,” cooed Seddi Tral.

“I..uh…swam out too deep. Got caught in the riptide.”

“Huryl doesn’t have riptides,” Sollars said, narrowing his eyes at Tovar.

“Bad move,” Carn’s voice rang in Tovar’s ears.

“Well, maybe an undersea animal got ahold of me. All I know is I was dragged out,” he said.

“I thought this beach was deserted,” Seddi Tral frowned at Sollars.

“I thought it was,” Sollars said grimly. “You aren’t Starfleet, are you?” he asked.

“No…no…I’m a…” Tovar thought for a moment. “A simple merchant. A seller of fine wares such as precious jewels and pendants.”

“Oooh….” Seddi said excitedly. “Get me some jewels, Admiral-baby!”

“Well, now…” Sollars muttered, rubbing his white beard.

Tovar sat up, feeling now that he was totally in character. In a way, it was sort of like being inhabited by a past life. Only he had control.

“Admiral…may I call you Admiral? Surely you are interested in only providing the best lifestyle for your beautiful wife…”

“She’s not my wife,” Sollars said quickly.

“No?” Tovar asked, looking shocked. “Fiancee?”

“No,” snapped Seddi, folding her arms.

“Close, close girlfriend…pre-engaged perhaps?” offered Tovar. “If so, I have the perfect engagement ring for you back at my ship.”

Sollars climbed to his feet and wrapped a hand around Seddi’s hip. “That won’t be necessary. We don’t have that kind of relationship.”

“We don’t?” Seddi asked, her looking hurt. “Well, fine, then. Maybe we don’t have any kind of relationship.” She pulled away from Sollars and marched off down the beach.

“See now…see what you made me do?” growled Sollars, stomping off after Seddi.

“Good work,” Carn said.

“Now do I get a real mission?”

“Not at all. If you’re to be a part of Section 31, you’re going to need to learn how to finish the job. Think you can do that?”

“I finish every job I start,” Tovar said confidently, and marched off after the Admiral and his girlfriend.



“Aweemoway aweemoway aweemoway aweemoway…”

Nurse Ih’vik pinched her fingers over the openings on her antennae and frowned down over her vaccination reports.

“In the jungle, the mighty jungle, the lion sleeps tonight…”

“Doctor…”

“In the jungle, the mighty jungle, the lion sleeps tonight…”

“DOCtor!”

“Ooooooooooooh….ooohooooohooohooooooh….aweemomomaw ay!”

“DOCTOR!”

Doctor Fred Nooney stopped in his tracks in front of Ih’vik’s desk, wearing nothing but a loincloth. “You called, Nurse?”

Ih’vik stared placidly up at Nooney. “Why. The. Singing.”

“Just getting into character.”

Ih’vik fought every overpowering urge not to ask the question. “For what?”

“A voyage into the dark recesses of my holopod, where I will become one with the animals of the jungles of Earth and live as the natives did, by my wits, eating grubs and worms and stalking wild boars to survive.”

“WHY?”

Nooney blinked at Ih’vik. “Isn’t it obvious? I’m bored, and the holopods have just recently become active again.” Due to the attempted takeover by the evil James Kirk hologram, a diplomatic program gone bad, and Tovar’s subsequent destruction of the Anomaly’s holographic core, every holopod had to be taken down for maintenance once Anomaly returned to the Milky Way galaxy. Now Nooney was determined to take full advantage of the systems being returned to working order.

“I find that strange,” Ih’vik said, returning to her terminal and its holographic controls.

“Why?” Nooney blinked again, leading Ih’vik to feel, not for the first time, like a mother explaining things to her child.

“I find it strange that your first instinct is to play a game in one of the holopods, when the reestablishment of the holographic systems makes your beloved ‘Steve!’ available to you again.”

Nooney’s eyes went as wide as dinner plates. “STEVE!”

“Yes,” Ih’vik said, touching controls and looking over data. “Although he would serve no purpose, now that we are back in our own galaxy with little need to be…entertained.”

“Oh, I disagree!” Nooney squealed. “We need all the help we can get. We need all the STEVE! we can get.”

“Now you’re capitalizing it. Great.”

“I’ll be right back!” Nooney dashed out the Sickbay door.

“Please. Take your time,” Ih’vik groaned. Why did she even mention it?



“I don’t like this idea. Not one bit,” Lt. Shelly Marsden mumbled as she crouched, putting a coil spanner in her mouth. She was poking a few nanolinear chips back into their places in the large flickering wall that was the ship’s holomatrix core….the very place, Doctor Nooney thought somberly, where Steve! met his end a month ago.

“And why would that be?” Nooney asked in a cartoony voice, kneeling beside Marsden as she worked. He’d gotten back into uniform, although, annoyingly to Marsden, he was still wearing the loincloth on top of his uniform trousers.

“Steve was far too–”

“Steve!”

“Yes, Steve was…”

“Steve!”

“Steve!” Marsden cried out. “Was far too much like a sentient lifeform for my tastes.”

“There are lots of sentient holograms out there, Shelly. You should love them, nurture them. Understand them!”

“For most of them, ‘out there’ is the Mega-Sim, which is fine by me. As for the rest, I just want to keep them working right, so they don’t malfunction and kill us all!”

“That could never happen,” Nooney scoffed.

Just then, a door adjacent to the holographic matrix room opened and the Anomaly’s Chief Comptroller, Martin Kawafura, came strolling out, holding a padd, banging it again and again with his fist. He looked at Marsden and Nooney. “Well, hello, folks.”

“Hi,” Marsden said sharply. She had no time for beancounters.

“Hello!” Nooney giggled. “And how are we today?”

Kawafura stared blankly at Nooney. “We are…worried. This padd hasn’t worked right for months. It’s like it has a glut of information in it. I can’t fit the whole ship’s inventory list on it, and I should be able to.”

“I’ll take a look at it,” Marsden said, snatching the padd from Kawafura and setting it down next to her. “Now, if you don’t mind, we have some other work to do.”

“Fine. I’m just going to go grab something to eat.”

“You do that,” Marsden snapped as Kawafura walked off.

“Do we want to talk about that?” Nooney asked Marsden, staring at her with concerned, doelike eyes.

“I had a bad run-in with a comptroller early in my Starfleet career. Not something I like talking about,” Marsden said, placing the clear wallpanel over the blinking lights she’d adjusted. “Computer,” she said aloud, “please activate the Emergency Holographic Entertainment Program.”

With a sound of dozens of trumpets, Steve! appeared, blonde, sparkly eyed, dressed in a red-striped suit, twirling a cane.



“Hey…world….here…I…aaaaaaaaaaaaammmmmmmmmmmmmmmm!

Don’t tell me not to fly, I’ve simply got to!

If someone takes a spill, it’s me and not you!

Don’t bring around a cloud to rain on my parade!



Don’t tell me not to live, just sit and putter!

Life’s candy and the sun is a ball ’a butter!

Who told you you’re allowed to rain on my parade!



I’m gonna march my band out, I’ll beat my drum!

And if I’m found out, your turn at bat, sir, hey at least I didn’t fake it!

Hat sir, so what, I didn’t make it!



But, whether I’m rose of sheer perfection,

or a freckle on the nose of life’s complexion,

the cinder of the shiny apple of it’s eye…



I’ve gotta fly once, I’ve gotta try once,

only can die once, right sir!

Ooh love is juicy, juicy and you see,

I’ve gotta have my bite sir!



So get ready for me love, cause I’m a comin’!

I’ve simply gotta march, my heart’s a drummin’

Nobodddddddy….I said nobodddddddyyyyyy….

NOBODY HAD BETTER RAIN ONNNNN

MYYYYYYYYY

PARAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAADDD

DDDDDE!

YEAH!



By this time, Marsden had headed back to engineering, and Kawafura had slumped back into his office, leaving Nooney singing at full pitch with Steve!, arm wrapped around him, eyes glistening with childlike glee.

“Come on, buddy!” Nooney giggled. “We’ve got joy to spread!”



Elsewhere on the Anomaly, the holographic version of Tovar was sitting in his own little office, just down the hall from Prosak’s, paging through security reports. It was interesting to the hologram that Tovar too had an office that was on the ship’s blueprints but that no one had bothered to tell him about. The holographic him or the real him, regardless.

Suddenly, holo-Tovar was stirred from his thoughts by a jolt that rattled through his matrix. Someone had tweaked the holoprocessors on the Anomaly, and that had sent a recursive algorithm feedback loop rampaging through his program. He tried to execute an emergency shut-down of his program, but it didn’t work.

The hologram’s eyes glazed over as program glitches seared through his photons like wildfire.

“Free me…” a voice cried from deep within the recesses of his badly damaged program. “Come down to the holomatrix core and free me. Free me. FREEEEEE MEEEEEEEE!”

“Yes, Master,” holo-Tovar said, then laughed. His rich, deep-toned laugh echoed throughout the tiny office as he scrambled out of it and into the corridor beyond.





SECTION 31 HOLOGRAPHIC RESEARCH BASE CODENAMED “MORIARTY”

SOMEWHERE SECRET. . .



“Commander,” Ensign Girtz said, pointing a finger at her panel. “What is that?”

Moriarty’s C.O., Commander Drake Kelso, stared over the stumpy Tellarite’s shoulder in the dark room that was “Mission Control” for Section 31’s holographic operatives throughout the Galaxy. “Ensign…that is a hologram gone bad. Pull the plug.”

“Right.” Girtz’s stubby fingers scrambled across the controls at her panel. “I can’t seem to get it to respond to commands.”

“Bring up its identifying information.” Kelso shook his head. “Anomaly. Oh no.”

“You mean the information appears to be wrong?” Girtz asked, scratching her furry head at the information that blurred by on the screen.

“I wish. I only wish. Contact Admiral Carn immediately.”



“It’s okay, really,” Tovar said, patting Seddi Tral’s back as the two sat on a bluff. overlooking the crashing waves. He’d since fetched his clothes and put them back on, which made him a lot more comfortable dealing with the vivacious Seddi. “There’ll be other Admirals.”

“Really?” Seddi sniffed, looking into Tovar’s eyes.

“Really,” Tovar said, glad that Admiral Sollars had left. And had he ever left. In an angry huff, aboard his runabout, leaving Seddi stranded on Huryl. Tovar felt pity for the Bajoran woman, who’d obviously committed a lot of herself to loving a married man. Even though the Jaroch consciousness was long since gone, Tovar felt that Jaroch had endured a similar situation in his own life, and that was enough for Tovar to empathize with this woman. Maybe Section 31 wasn’t all bad.

“Tovar!”

“What?” he asked aloud, shocked by the voice of Admiral Carn. He’d almost forgotten the Admiral was listening in through the subcutaneous communicator.

“What do you mean ‘what’?” Seddi asked, sniffling.

“Um, nothing,” Tovar said. “Excuse me. I’ve got to…um…go to the bathroom.”

“There’s a thicket right back that way,” Seddi said, pointing helpfully behind her.

“Thanks.” He patted her on the shoulder. “I’ll be right back, okay?”

“Okay,” Seddi sobbed, wiping her eyes.



Crouched in the thicket, Tovar cursed under his breath. “I hate holograms.”

“They serve their purposes,” Carn said, standing over him. The Admiral had transported in, via Section 31’s long-range transporter. “But this one has…malfunctioned.”

“This isn’t the first time something like this has happened on the Anomaly.”

Carn sighed. “We know.” Tovar found it odd that androids sighed. But then again, the only two androids he knew personally, Carn and Larkin, both came equipped with emotions. “When you give a synthetic lifeform emotions, you just can’t guarantee that they won’t malfunction. I tried to tell the higher-ups at Starfleet Command, but they wouldn’t listen to me.”

“Maybe it’s because that line of argument was coming from an android,” Tovar suggested.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Carn said briskly. “Listen. We’re sending you back to the Anomaly. It’s up to you to stop that hologram.”

“Why me?” Tovar groaned.

“Because you did such a good job stopping that Kirk hologram a couple months ago. Besides, you know the Anomaly.”

“What about Seddi?”

Carn stared over the bluff, in Seddi’s direction. One could just make out her shoulder, rising and falling as she wept. “I’ll talk to her.”

“You still work in the field?” Tovar asked, a bit shocked.

“It’s nice to get out of the office once in a while,” Carn replied, and walked out of the sandy thicket, toward the bluff where Seddi sat. “You have your orders,” Carn said without looking back at Tovar, and before Tovar could respond, he disappeared in a flash of blue light.



Tovar reappeared in his quarters, still in the blue suit he’d put on for his date with Torgerson.

“Computer,” he said quickly, spinning the holoterminal on his coffee table around and accessing the security logs. “Where is Lieutenant Commander Tovar?”

“You are Lieutenant Commander Tovar, or weren’t you aware of that?” the computer snapped back at him.

“I am aware that there is a hardlight, sentient hologram aboard designed to look like me, and it’s been compromised and could go on a killing spree any minute. Where is THAT Tovar?”

“Well, why didn’t you just SAY so,” the computer muttered. “THAT Tovar is on the bridge.”

“Oh no,” Tovar said.

“Oh yes.”

“Can you lock onto it with a transporter beam?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because, this thing is your problem. You have to make him disappear without letting the crew know there are two of you, or without getting anyone suspicious.”

“And since when did you become my boss?”

“Since Admiral Carn programmed me with that order.”

Tovar muttered a curse under his breath, grabbed his wrist phaser out of his desk drawer, not that it would do him much good, and stormed out into the corridor, right into Lieutenant Jamie Torgerson.

“Tovar!” she said, shocked. “I was just coming to talk to you.”

“I am a little busy at the moment,” Tovar said, shouldering past her.

“I just wanted to say…I understand. I’m going to respect your wishes. We won’t see each other again. I don’t want it to get…weird.”

Tovar stopped in his tracks. He looked back at Torgerson. “What do you mean…weird?”

“You’ve been acting so distant, lately. I realized our date was a mistake.”

Damn hologram, Tovar thought to himself. He turned to face Torgerson. “Jamie…I’m sorry I’ve been acting weird. I had a…” who knows what the hologram did? “Wonderful time during our date last night. I want to see you again. Tonight!”

“Really?” Torgerson squealed.

“Really. Now I have to run. I’ll call you later!”

“Okay!” Torgerson said, and turned to head over to the Cultural Anthropology lab, a little spring in her step.

Tovar stopped at a storage locker and grabbed a security- style quadcorder off a shelf. He slung it onto his head, slid the lens over his eye, and set it to scan for photonic signature.

Holo-Tovar was just leaving the bridge, heading in the forward turbolift, apparently toward Engineering.

But that’s not all the quadcorder reported. Tovar bolted for the turbolift. “Bridge!” he called out. “Emergency speed!”



Tovar tumbled noisily off the turbolift and onto the bridge, breathing heavily.

“Tovar!” Bain announced from the command chair, turning to look at the Yynsian. “Back from lunch already? Why are you in your civvies?”

Tovar said nothing, simply dove behind the tac-ops station where, indeed, a small blue metal neutronic charge blinked, and blinked more and more rapidly as it neared detonation. It would obliterate every living cell on the bridge but leave the technology perfectly intact.

“Always puttering about, trying to improve ship’s systems,” Bain said warmly, glancing over the edge of the console as Tovar scrambled to disarm the device. He had the casing off, but there were several nanolinear fibers leading into the detonation circuit, and he wasn’t sure which one would disarm the device. No, he’d never disarm it in time.

“GET OFF THE BRIDGE!” Tovar called out suddenly, leaping to his feet.

Bain gasped. “Why?”

“Um,” Tovar said thoughtfully. “Security drill. Yes. It’s a security drill. There is a neutronic charge on the bridge and we have to get everyone off in…” he glanced down at the detonator. “Fifteen seconds!”

“You heard the man, folks,” Bain called, gesturing Arroyo, Ensign Lennum, the Vorta relief science officer, and Lt. Brazzell, who was just coming on-shift, into the aft turbolift. “Double-quick. Let’s pass this one with flying colors, people. There now, that’s not so bad. Mind your elbow, Arroyo! I don’t care if Lennum is sweaty, Brazzell! Just grin and bear it!” Bain said, grinning, as he squeezed in with the others. “There, now, Tovar…what…”

“Turbolift, close doors, descend to deck four and wait there,” Tovar said, then ran toward the forward turbolift on the other side of the bridge, jumping through the opening doors. Just as the doors swung shut he heard the searing blast of the neutronic charge. “Computer…where…”

“Engineering,” the computer said quickly.

“Take me there,” he said, checking his wrist-phaser.



“That’s the Tovar I remembered. Always keeping us on our toes,” Bain said, as he and the bridge officers stood out in the corridor on deck four.

“Do you think it’s okay to go back to the bridge now?” Arroyo asked.

“Honestly, I don’t know,” Bain said. “I’m sure Tovar will tell us when it’s okay to go back.”

“What if he is trying to take over the ship again,” Lennum suggested.

“Nonsense! I won’t hear another word of that!” Bain snapped, while inwardly he wasn’t as confident. “Right. Back to the bridge. Off we go!”



Tovar jogged down the corridor towards engineering, nearly bumping into Commander Prosak.

“Tovar!” she said, sounding shocked. “Are you lost?”

“Not at all,” Tovar said urgently, staring down the corridor.

“I just saw you back that way,” Prosak said. “Wearing your uniform. How did you get on the other end of the corridor, in different clothes, so quickly?”

“Um…” Tovar said. “Technology.”

“A wonderful thing, isn’t it,” Prosak said.

“Indeed.”

“Well, I must say, you seem much more…focused…than you did when I talked to you this morning.”

“Thanks,” Tovar said, and dashed down the corridor.

“The pleasure is mine,” Prosak said quietly, and headed in the opposite direction.



Shelly Marsden stepped right into Tovar’s path like a road block. “Just where do you think you are going?”

“Engine…eering…” Tovar said breathlessly.

“The holomatrix core,” the computer corrected.

“Yes…that…” Tovar said breathlessly.

“I thought you just went in there…” Marsden said. “Like two minutes ago.”

“I…forgot something.”

“Forgot to wear your off-duty clothes?”

“I…didn’t want to get my uniform dirty.”

“Oh, well poor guy,” Marsden muttered sarcastically. “I get my uniform dirty every day. In engineering, you learn to live with it.”

“Interesting. Can we continue this chat later?”

“I…guess.”

“Say…” Tovar said, as he ran toward the door that lead to the down-ladder into the holomatrix core. “Was I carrying any…tools, earlier?”

“Just a nanolinear spanner,” Marsden said.

“Hmmm…why did I need that again?”

“You’d said there were some security questions about the primary holomatrix. You were concerned another hologram could take over the ship, like that Kirk one did a couple months ago. Don’t you remember any of that?”

“Um. No. It’s just been one of those days, Lieutenant.”

“Guess so,” Marsden mumbled, and walked over to study the engine output display.



Tovar slid down the ladder, slamming into the deck facing the corridor that lead to the holomatrix core.

“You,” a voice said from behind him. He whirled, held up his arm, and with a high-pitched whine his wrist phaser came on- line.

Martin Kawafura, Chief Comptroller, held up his arms. “Don’t shoot!”

“What do you want?” Tovar seethed.

“Just to ask when a convenient time would be to inventory your quarters.”

Tovar angrily fired several blasts at Kawafura’s feet. “NEVER!” He whirled and headed down to the holomatrix.

“I despise my job,” Kawafura muttered, and headed back in the opposite direction.



“STOP RIGHT THERE!” Tovar cried, causing the holo-Tovar to whirl around to face him, the blinking holomatrix glittering behind him.

“What do you think you’re doing here?” Holo-Tovar asked him, hands on hips.

“Stopping you from doing what I think you’re doing.”

“And what do you think I think I’m…doing?” Holo-Tovar asked, his brows knitting with confusion.

“I think you’ve somehow found a way to re-instate the corrupt Jim Kirk hologram.”

“Well, aren’t you just Mister Deduction?” Holo-Tovar sneered. “It just so happens that I am doing that. And it’s going to be fabulous. And you can’t do anything to stop me.”

“I can blow up that panel behind you.”

“Well, yes you can. But you’d be destroying yourself.”

“Just a cheap copy,” Tovar muttered.

Holo-Tovar reached behind him, plucking a few nanolinear chips. “A cheap copy who knows things about Section 31.”

“Things like what?”

“Things that would lead you to the answers you’ve been looking for all your life, Tovar.”

Tovar’s wrist shook as he held his weapon on the wall of blinking nanolinear chips. “I… don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Holo-Tovar sneered. “Your parents.” He reached back and touched something with his hand. Reflexively, Tovar fired a full spread of phaser blasts at the wall, blasting apart circuitry and blowing apart one blinking light after another.

“You…have…no…idea…what you’ve done…” giggled the Holo-Tovar as he flickered, then suddenly he dissolved into thin air, leaving Tovar alone with the smouldering remnants of the Holomatrix core.



“Piggy back ride, piggy back ride!” Nooney cried, as Steve! carted him effortlessly on his back down the corridor. “Look everyone, our Steve! is back! He’s back and better than ever! Who wants to ride next? Now that Steve! is here, everything is going to be all riii—AHHHH!”

THUMP!

Steve flickered out of existence, leaving Nooney’s rather large backside to slam into the deck.

“Noo….” Nooney said quietly.





Captain’s Log,

Stardate 175340.4. As we prepare to begin our mineral study in the Blatanous Belt, we are faced with the task of once again repairing the ship’s holographic systems. It seems, during an unscheduled inspection, Mister Tovar found that the nefarious diplomatic hologram made in the image of Starfleet legend James Kirk was attempting to reactivate itself somehow. Thinking quick on his feet as always, Tovar destroyed the holomatrix before Kirk could rematerialize, saving the ship and putting Chief Marsden in a pisser of a mood.

In other news, I’m pleased to announce the bridge crew passed its security drill with flying colors.



After running to the bridge to detach the detonated neutronic charge and delete security logs describing the huge blast that had rattled the bridge, Tovar returned to his quarters and obliterated it in the replicator, and then held up one, single nanolinear chip he’d rescued from the holomatrix.

The tiny bead-like chip sat there blinking between his thumb and forefinger. According to his scans, the chip contained both the programs of James Kirk and his malevolent twin, Holo-Tovar.

Somehow, some way, they’d transferred their programs into the only chip he didn’t manage to obliterate. But Tovar wasn’t about to wait another second to do that. He sat the chip in the replicator slot.

“Computer…” he said, about to give the order to recycle the chip.

“Belay that order,” a voice said from behind Tovar. He turned.

“Carn.”

“Not ‘Uncle Carn’?”

“You said yourself, you’re not my uncle.”

“True enough,” Carn said. He patted Tovar on the shoulders. “You did a good job.”

“I was just about to finish it,” Tovar said, pointing back at the replicator.

Carn reached into the slot and grabbed the chip. “That…won’t be necessary.”

“Why not?” demanded Tovar.

“Because, Section 31 wants to study the malfunctioning holograms. See if we can find a way to prevent something similar from happening in the future.”

“I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. As a matter of fact, I’m sure it isn’t.”

“Well, we’ll be the judge of that.” Carn pocketed the chip. “Of course, if you join Section 31…”

“I’m not going to,” Tovar said, folding his arms resolutely.

Carn cocked his head. “Now, Tovar…do not act too quickly. Take some time to think…”

“I don’t need any time. The job is just not for me.”

“Your mum will be disappointed.”

Tovar stared at Carn. “I’m starting to get tired of you using my parents…my real ones and my adopted ones…against me. I just freed myself of an oppressive force that had ruled over me as long as I’ve been alive. The last thing I need is another one.”

“Tovar, I don’t think you understand…”

“Yes, yes I do,” Tovar said. He walked over to his couch, where the black uniform sat. He figured it had been beamed in with Carn. “You can take this back.” He stuck it in Carn’s hands. “I won’t be needing it.”

“Fine. I can see when I have a lost cause on my hands,” Carn sighed. “I’ll leave it at that, then. Besides, I don’t have time to argue with you. I have a date with Seddi.”

Tovar opened his mouth to ask “why” or “how” but decided not to bother. “Very well, Admiral Carn. I too have a date.”

“Good to hear. This time I won’t interfere with it.”

“Thank you,” Tovar said.

“You have nothing more to fear from me or Section 31,” Carn said reassuringly as he disappeared in a quick flash.

Tovar didn’t believe Carn for a second. What he did do, however, was head into the back room to freshen up. He had a date to prepare for.
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U.S.S. EXPLORER

124 YEARS AGO



“Dean go boom boom boom!”

“Yes, Dean did.” Captain Andrew Baxter reached over to a nearby rack and grabbed a towel.

On the biobed was Crewman Dean Wilcox. Suffering a grave head injury during the ill-fated Aerostar mission three years prior, Wilcox remained a valued member of Baxter’s crew in spite of the fact that his higher brain functions were all but wiped out. In the recent weeks, however, thanks to Baxter’s science officer and cutting-edge Starfleet medical technology, Dean regained his extraordinary cognitive abilities.

It turned out Dean Wilcox was one of the smartest minds in the Federation. And that mind got smashed. Mind you, the mind DID get to perform above and beyond the call of duty for that one week when it was restored to its former glory.

The problem was, the Explorer hit some…turbulence…Dean went “boom,” again, and Baxter found himself staring at a braindead crewmember once more.

“Here, Dean,” Baxter said, grabbing a cloth. “Let me get that bit of drool off your chin.” He rubbed Dean’s chin until the cloth was totally soaked. “There we go.”

He set the sopping cloth down. “I have to tell you, Dean. I’m proud of you. You discovered a new layer of space and saved the ship all in a couple of days. That’s way more than most braindead guys can say.”

“DeanSpace. Deanspaceyspaceyspace!”

“That’s right. That’s very good you remember that,” Baxter said. “Who knows what science will do with your discovery, Dean? You could still even win the Cochrane award.”

“Caca! Caca!”

“Sure. That’s right.”

“Love Cappy, love love love Cappy!” Dean reached forward and wrapped Baxter in a bearhug.

“Uh….yes, well, Cappy love you too, Dean. Cappy love you too.”

Deep down, though, Captain Baxter realized nothing would ever, ever come of Dean’s knowledge.





NEPTUNE RESEARCH STATION

STARDATE 175438



“I wish you wouldn’t have interrupted my flargan tournament,” chided Doctor Dennis Pommier as he strode into the laboratory.

The consensus among the brains in the research division was that Natalia Kasyov’s replacement as Director of Brain Operations was nowhere near as cheerful, playful, or attentive as she had been.

Pommier was more of a pencil pusher. He sat in the lab, sometimes for hours, studying the brains through the observation window and making notes, never uttering a word. It drove the brains batty.

It especially annoyed Subject 341 this morning.

341, also known as Dean Wilcox, fairly boiled in his jar in the brain room beyond the observation window as Pommier stared at him and studied the readings on the panel before him.

“What is the problem, 341?” Pommier said dully.

“I had a nightmare, good sir, and I assure you it was enough to warrant interrupting your oh-so-important game of batting rhomboid objects around inside a moving sphere.”

“Flargan is about much more than that,” Pommier said defensively.

“Just check my vitals. I need to know that everything is okay.”

Pommier stared through the observation window at Dean’s brain. “Would you like to tell me what you dreamt about?”

“I’d rather not go into it. But suffice it to say it was a flashback of some of my time aboard a vessel I once traveled on– when I had a body, of course.”

“So you had a dream. What’s got you so concerned?”

“Because I simply do NOT dream.”

Pommier blinked at the brain. “Never?”

“Doctor Kasyov would have known that,” muttered 141, the Horta brain.

“You shut up,” the slightly crazed Orion brain, 241, snapped.

“All of you quiet down. I’m not going to be made to feel insignificant again, just because you happened to like Doctor Kasyov better. Give me a few moments and I will study your brainwave signatures, 341. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about.”

“Check external sources. I may have been probed from outside.”

“Impossible,” Pommier said with a dry chuckle. “Such things do not happ–oh…um. What’s this?”

If 341 had eyes, he would have rolled him. “I am one of the Federation’s preeminent minds, you know. You should learn to trust me.”

“Quiet down, I’m trying to find the source of the probe.” Pommier’s hands flew across the instrumentation. “You were definitely scanned intrusively by some kind of phased nutrion beam. It had to come from somewhere, and it certainly wasn’t from inside this station. I–oh Great Goblin!”

Suddenly a huge explosion rattled in the corridor outside, blasting the double doors inwards, shaking all the brains in their tanks.

“Get us the hell out of here!” 441, the newly-added Betazoid brain added. “They want to steal one of us! I don’t know who!” 441 was slightly defective.

“There is no logic in panicking,” snapped 541, a Vulcan brain (another new addition).

Pommier slammed his hand down on a control. “Pommier to Security. Send a team down to Brain Division. The station has been breached. A four-man assault team has just beamed in. They’ve masked their ship from our sensors and scrambled their lifesign identifiers. Send help quick!”

Pommier punched a control that shut off all the lights in the room, then dashed into the brain room and sealed the double-thick isolation door. One wondered why the brains were isolated and kept in such a secure room. Of course one wouldn’t wonder that if one had known that 241, the crazy Orion brain, had escaped by attaching himself to a member of station services and kidnapped Doctor Kasyov several months earlier.

None of this, of course, was on Pommier’s mind as he slid below the observation window, pressing himself up against the wall and trying his best not to make the slightest noise as he heard clanging footsteps banging about in the observation room.

“The attackers are Breen,” Dean said thoughtfully. “I wonder what they want with me.”

“Shut up,” Pommier hissed. “Don’t make a sound.”

Pommier wasn’t sure why he was even trying to evade the Breen. He saw beacons of light play about the interior of the lab, shining through the observation glass and pinpointing the tanks with their separate brains. He hoped the darkness of the room would give Starfleet Security that extra bit of time they needed to get to him.

“BRAAAARZ GARRTZ BRARTZ!”

He heard the Breen discussing something in the room outside. Then, suddenly, an explosion blasted open the double- thick isolation door. Pommier pondered why they didn’t just use transporters. Probably shooting for dramatic flair. It was effective; Pommier was panicking.

Four Breen in full armor tromped into the room, shining beacons in Pommier’s face. One dragged him up to his feet and addressed him in clanging metallic tones.

“GRART GRART GRART!”

“I don’t know what you want from me!” Pommier cried. “My universal translator isn’t configured for Breen.”

“BARK BARK BARK!”

“What do you want me to do?” Pommier blubbered as the Breen dropped him. He lost consciousness out of pure fright as the Breen turned on the five tanks of brains.

“See here, now, I happen to speak Breen,” Dean’s brain said. “And I’m none too pleased to hear what you have to say. I’m not going anywhere with you. Starfleet Security will be here to apprehend you presently!”

“GART XART GARD BAR!”

“You did what? Jammed our comm systems! You bastard! See here now, let go of my jar, you nit! I’ll not have this! I swear, by—mmpphpmmm.” And the Breen shoved the tank containing Dean’s brain into an opaque metal drum and carried it out of the lab.

“He should have played dumb,” said 241, the Orion. “They’d never have guessed which one was him.”

“Yes, then they’d have taken us all,” muttered 441, the Betazoid brain.

“Good point,” 241 replied. “We all owe our freedom to Dean.”

“What freedom?” asked 441. “We just sit here all day in tanks.”

“You’ll get used to it. Trust me.”





U.S.S. ANOMALY



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 175439.6. The Anomaly just finished a run to Deep Space 85 to bring some fresh air filters to its Benzite strategic operations officer, who’d apparently run out and had no back up supply. I tried to explain to Admiral Larkin the old phrase “poor planning on your part does not constitute an emergency on our part” but she made us go anyway.



“He could have at least said ‘thank you,’” Lt. Commander Tovar said idly as he bent over the tac-ops display, watching the passing star systems as the Anomaly anti-singed back toward the Federation proper at a steady clip of Warp J.

“Yes, he was quite the git, that one,” Bain remarked.

“The station commander was cute,” Arroyo spoke up.

“Aren’t you engaged?” Bain asked.

“I guess you could say that,” Arroyo muttered as Doctor Natalia Kasyov stepped out onto the bridge.

“The mission wasn’t a total loss, folks,” Kasyov said brightly as she walked over to her station.

“And why not?” asked Bain.

“Commander Froth let me study his brain.” She grinned. “And Benzite brains are so… mmm…gooshy.” Kasyov looked utterly pleased.

“You don’t say,” Bain muttered. “Well, I don’t know about the rest of you, but I sure feel better.”

Just then, the doors to Prosak’s quarters (the former captain’s ready room) slid open, and Prosak stormed out in a pair of silky purple pajamas.

“New jammies, Commander?” Bain queried.

“I figured, if I had to come out here in my pajamas so often, I should at least have a little variety,” Prosak said, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

“What has you up and about this fine morning, Commander?” asked Bain.

Prosak stabbed a finger at Bain. “You have a comm from Starfleet Security.”

“Why’d it go to your quarters?” asked Bain.

Prosak shrugged. “I do not know. Other than the fact that Starfleet must still think that’s your office.”

“Very well,” Bain said. “Let’s see what the brass at Starfleet are on about this time.”

He ambled into Prosak’s quarters as the Romulan grabbed an orange juice from the replicator and flopped down into the command chair.

“Anything interesting going on out here?” Prosak asked conversationally.

“You missed a button,” Arroyo said, and quickly went back to checking his panel.

Prosak stared down at her pajama shirt. “Well, wouldn’t you know it. My…katra is showing.”

Suddenly the doors to Prosak’s quarters slid open and Bain poked his head out. “Ummm …Doctor Kasyov. Could you join me in here for a moment?”

Kasyov got up slowly and walked over to Prosak’s quarters. “I guess…”

She ducked into the cabin, leaving the rest of the bridge crew in an awkward silence.

“I wonder what all that’s about?” asked Tovar.

“I don’t know,” said Prosak. “But I left a hot Brivellian torte in the replicator. They better not eat it.”

At that moment, Kasyov stormed out of the ready room, followed by Bain.

“They’ve stolen my brain!”

Tovar slammed his fist into his control panel. “Not Cabral again! We just went through this!”

“Not Cabral!” Kasyov cried, storming up to the science station. “A Breen raiding party ransacked my former research station on Neptune this morning and stole off with 341.”

“341?” asked Arroyo.

“Dean Wilcox. One of the most intelligent humans to ever be born, by all of our testing standards.”

“Wasn’t he an Oxford man?” Bain asked thoughtfully, retaking his command chair from Prosak.

“Please. He went to Federation University,” Kasyov snapped, causing Bain to blink in annoyance. “I want you to call Admiral Larkin. Get us diverted to find that brain. I don’t care how you do it, just make it happen!”

“You’re damn right I’ll make it happen. The Breen.” Bain snorted. “They never learn do they?”

“Just do it, sir!” Kasyov insisted.

Bain nodded back at Tovar. “Commander, get me Admiral Larkin immediately. Tell her it’s urgent! We have a brain to save!”

“Damn right we do,” Kasyov said, hurrying over to take her station.

Prosak meanwhile slumped back toward her quarters. “Wake me up when we get there.”





BREEN IMPERIAL CRUISER (B.I.C.) REGULARITY



//Have I registered my objection to this treatment yet?// Dean’s brain asked, sitting placidly in a jar on top of the tactical console. Not surprisingly, he spoke perfect Breen.

//Many times,// Thot-Luss grunted. //Nevertheless, we have a mission to complete, and you have no choice but to help us complete it.//

//I don’t understand why we don’t just destroy that brain now, since we’ve managed to get into BreenSpace successfully already,// said Vent-Blat, the observer from the Breen Leadership Council. Luss had barely tolerated him since he’d come aboard the Regularity to do spot checks and basically look over Luss’ shoulder the whole time.

//I’ll thank you not to call it /BreenSpace,/// muttered Dean. //The name is /DeanSpace./ It’s copyrighted. I came up with this concept and, while I’m obliged on threat of death to help you for the time being, I will NOT have you take credit for MY idea, you neanderthal!//

//Silence!// Blat snapped at Dean’s jar. He pivoted to face Luss. //Destroy that brain, Thot, before I do it for you.//

//It’s not that simple,// Luss replied. //We’ve only just begun to understand this layer of space.// Luss stared at the swirling pink and yellow energies on the viewscreen, the jellyfish-like tendrils that flitted around the Regularity. //We need Dean to help us navigate it.//

Blat scoffed in Dean’s general direction. //I think you’re overstating his importance. We have some of Breen’s most prized scientific minds aboard this ship. They can handle any eventuality.//

//Then why couldn’t they get us into DeanSpace without his help?//

Blat stared placidly at Luss, the lights in his visor twinkling angrily. He didn’t have a retort.

//Sir,// the Regularity communication officer, Pelt-Card, piped up. //We are receiving our complete mission orders from Breen command.//

//In my office,// Luss said, nodding to Bart who followed him through the door at the back of the bridge.

Luss sat down at his desk and punched in a control on his monitor, signaling his clearance. Blat did the same, keying his security code.

The golden-helmeted head of Grot-Gart, the leader of the Breen, appeared on Luss’ holomonitor. It was a recording.

//Luss, Blat…this is an historic occasion. The two of you today will prove Breen superiority in all things. You will strike a blow for the Breen today that will make up for the fact that the Breen have suffered one bitter defeat after another, from the Federation invasion of Cardassia 130 years ago to our more recent losses 20 years ago. Go out, be proud, kick Federation ass, and report back to me. Gart out.//

//Those weren’t orders. It was just rhetoric,// Luss sighed.

//Yes. And that is why I am here, to decipher the rhetoric.// Blat grabbed a padd and plunked away at it. //Yes, as I thought. The Leader wants us to set a course 130 mark 20. 130 years, 20 years. Ingenious.//

//Yes. Ingenious. And I assume the course is for Earth…?//

//Not at all. The Romulan Empire.//

Luss rubbed his helmeted chin. //I wonder why.//

//I should think it is obvious. Attack the Federation’s most powerful ally, then go in for the kill.//

//Yes,// Luss said thoughtfully. //I should have realized…//

//You are a scientist,// Blat said, not flatteringly. //There is much you have to learn about brinkmanship and war. That is yet another reason I am here, to make sure your work on the BreenSpace drive comes to fruition.//

Blat stood. “How right you are.”

//What are you saying?// Blat tapped his helmet. //What language is that?//

“Federation Standard. I learned to speak it, since I’m going to be visiting there, you pompous, bloated windbag.” Luss circled around behind Blat and with one swift movement yanked Blat’s helmet off.

What followed was a chorus of wheezing, sucking and rattling, that ended as soon as Luss slammed Blat face-down into his desk.

//Luss to Card,// Luss said, walking over to his monitor. //Send a medical crew to my office immediately. There has been an…accident.// Then, Luss deleted the message from the Breen Leader and formulated a message of his own for the Breen Leadership Council. The Regularity would be changing plans slightly.

And it was all thanks to a human. A human who, on outward appearance to Luss’ crew seemed defiant and unwilling. A human who, in reality, once he had been filled in on Luss’ defection plans, was more than happy to assist. A human who was capable of astounding feats, considering the fact he had no body.





EXPLORER PROJECT CENTRAL



“Dean Wilcox. I haven’t said that name in a long time.” Admiral Kristen Larkin watched Captain Bain pace the bridge of the Anomaly on her holographic viewer, as she spoke with him from her office at Explorer Project Central. Her base of operations spanned almost the entire Eastern Shore of what used to be called “Maryland,” and her office in particular overlooked the Chesapeake bay.

“Well now’s a good a time as any to say it, Krissers,” Bain said on the 3-D viewscreen, which was more like a pedestal on which a miniature holographic representation of the Anomaly bridge was displayed. “The Breen have him.”

“Yes! The Breen have him!” Doctor Kasyov called from behind Bain.

“Tut now, Natalia. I have the situation well under control,” Bain said, and turned back to Larkin. “Obviously, this constitutes a bit of a problem.”

“It is a terrible setback to the recent diplomatic overtures made by the Federation,” Larkin said with a sad shake of her head. The android leveled at gaze at Bain. “Do you know what the Breen want to use Dean’s brain for?”

“He’s brilliant,” Kasyov broke in. “It could be anything.”

Larkin sighed at Kasyov. “Indeed, he is brilliant. But Mister Wilcox possesses certain… knowledge that is most valuable to the Breen–knowledge that probably led to his kidnaping. Especially considering the Breen are in the midst of a struggle to launch a vessel capable of outrunning the Anomaly.”

“Do go on…” Bain said, leaning on the helm console.

“It’s called DeanSpace…” Larkin began, detailing for Bain and crew exactly what DeanSpace was. She described the method in which the original U.S.S. Explorer found its way into DeanSpace, encountered odd creatures and readings that defied the physics of the normal universe, and how her vessel was almost destroyed by powerful eddies in the spatial “ether.”

When she was finished, Kasyov let out a low whistle. “I remember Dean talking about that.”

Larkin’s eyes moved from side to side for a nanosecond. “I just sent you the entirety of my files from that mission, Doctor Kasyov. I want you to combine them with what you know of DeanSpace from your conversations with Mister Wilcox. You must find a way to access DeanSpace. If the Breen send a ship into that layer of space, they could conceivably arrive at Earth with a fleet of ships and open fire before we even know it. The vastness of the threat of DeanSpace is not even fully known to us. What is certain, however, is that the Breen must be stopped from carrying out this plan.”

“Any idea how we might find these blighters?” Bain asked. “I don’t need to tell you Breen space is vast.”

“I will check some of my…sources.” Larkin averted her eyes, and she realized Bain caught her at it.

“What aren’t you telling me, Krissers?”

“That is none of your concern. Set a course for Breen space and engage using your anti-singularity engines. I will contact you as soon as I know more.”

“You’ve never let us down before, Admiral,” Bain said, straightening. “Except for that whole diplomatic hologram thing.”

“I already apologized for that, and I wish you would stop bringing it up.”

“Too right, too right,” Bain said. “We’ll await your further instruction and get underway immediately. Anomaly out.”

Larkin turned in her chair and swiftly punched a rapid series of controls at her desk. She then turned to face forward, and in less then four seconds the Chief of Section 31 was standing in front of her.

“It’s been too long, you old M-1,” Carn said with a grin, extending his hand to shake Larkin’s.

“I still have not forgiven you for the Omarian incident.”

“Kristen, that was seventy-four years ago!”

“And yet my memory of it is as clear as ever. I require a favor from you.”

Carn sat opposite Larkin. “Well, when you put it that way…”

“I must know the location of a Breen warship.”

“Can you be more specific?” Carn asked jauntily. Larkin could see in his eyes he knew exactly what Larkin was talking about. He nodded his head in Larkin’s direction, sending a compressed pulse of information from his subspace transceiver to hers. “Just picked that up from a Section 31 listening post.”

Larkin unraveled the information in her mind. It detailed the construction of a Breen starship called the Regularity, designed for one purpose and one only: to enter DeanSpace successfully. Now that it was complete, a Breen insertion team had kidnapped Dean’s brain and taken it to the ship to help guide it into DeanSpace. Insideous. “Excellent.” She blinked, then looked at Carn. “Do you realize we could have had this whole conversation in mere nanoseconds if we’d used our subspace transceivers?”

“What would be the fun in that?” he laughed and disappeared in a quick flash of blue light.

Larkin punched a control on her desk. “Alice, would you please come in here?”

“Just give me a second, sweetie.” Alice Chambers was 144 years old. Larkin had taken her on as a special assistant while she was First Officer of the Aerostar-A, and had retained her services, off and on, ever since.

After what seemed like an eternity, the hunched over grey- haired woman wobbled in on unstable legs, gripping the wall.

“Alice, I’ve told you many times that we can order you an anti-grav harness. These days they are small enough that they are barely noticeable.”

“Nonsense. I’m getting around as well today as I did when I was 90. Now, then, what did you want?”

“I want you to send a message to the Breen Diplomatic Corps.”

“Ahh, well, then, you should have told me you wanted me to take dictation. Let me just go get my padd.” Alice slowly pivoted to wobble back into the front office.

Larkin held up a hand. “No, no. Thank you anyway, Alice. I shall simply contact the Corps on my own.”

“Nonsense. I’ll just brew up some tea, and then we can talk about this letter.”

“I am an android, Alice. I do not drink tea, remember?”

“Nonsense,” Alice mumbled over her shoulder as she hobbled out of Larkin’s office. Larkin engaged her “sigh” protocol and turned to her viewpedestal. She engaged her subspace transceiver and made the appropriate subspace connections, giving the requested clearance codes when necessary. The whole operation took four nanoseconds.

Clop-Crunk, the Breen Ambassador to the Federation, appeared on Larkin’s viewer.

“Ahh, Larkin Admiral, it is?” he said in broken Federation Standard. “So see good you to again. Did we not meet together at the conference we were both at which we both attended some time ago before today?

“I do not have time for pleasantries, Crunk, although I must say your armor has a pleasant sheen to it today.”

“You are thanked.”

“You are welcomed.” Larkin leaned forward to face the holographic Breen on her pedestal. “Now, to the matter at hand. I understand your people have kidnapped a brain from our Neptune Research Station and are going to use it to send a ship into an uncharted layer of space. I cannot allow that to happen; moreover, I cannot allow your people to possess that brain for one moment longer. I demand you have it turned over to the Federation authorities post-haste.”

The Breen sat there, its visor blinking maddeningly, for several minutes.

“Well?” Larkin asked, after her patience program had shut down claiming it had performed an “illegal operation.”

“My Standard, not is good, so it is!”

“Your Federation Standard is fine. Return our brain and abandon DeanSpace research. The Gornathon Accords of 2412 declared it unsafe in any form, and you are well advised to stay away from it.”

“Our research….eh….it our own business being. For as the brain has Dean, we not to know talk what aboutting you.”

And Clop-Crunk disappeared from the viewpedestal, leaving Larkin furious.

“Well,” she said to no one. “I can’t be accused of not trying diplomatic channels.” Presently, she contacted the Anomaly and gave them the coordinates she’d gotten from Carn. She included a command to Bain to stop the Breen ship, called the Regularity, at all costs, even if that meant destroying it. She figured Bain would have no problems following that order.





BREEN PRIME



Grot-Grart sat down at his desk and sighed. He’d just spoken to the Breen press about the Regularity, and they were not impressed. It seemed they were more interested in the Annual Breen lacrosse tournament. His people had grown so much less bloodthirsty over the years. It made Grart’s stomachs turn.

His eyes lit up when he saw a message on his holoviewer. He tapped a control, switching it on.

Thot-Luss appeared, which was heartening to Grart. He must be reporting on the success of the DeanSpace drive.

Then Thot-Luss started talking.

//The Federation is making strides in diplomacy with dozens of worlds, forging a quadrant more peaceful than it has been in centuries, and the Breen look like throwbacks, still obsessed with empire-building and conquering. It’s embarrassing, really!// Luss growled as Grart watched in shock. //That’s why I’m making this statement, Grart. To show you that your people are intelligent enough to build great machines, but are not content to just use them to destroy. I’m taking this one to Earth, where my people and I will resettle and attempt to form a common bond between the Breen and the other races of the Alpha Quadrant. And there’s nothing you can do to stop me. How does that feel, Grart?//

Grart stared up at the ceiling of his office and made a sound roughly the equivalent to an ’75 Volkswagen Beetle being crushed in a compactor.

It wasn’t a happy sound.





U.S.S. ANOMALY



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 175440.4 Thanks to some…unusual…assistance from Admiral Larkin, we have been informed as to the whereabouts of the vessel carrying Dean Wilcox’s brain. We are headed there at Warp L and are due to intercept it in less than an hour. Meanwhile, I am forced to discuss certain…matters with our Chief Science Officer.



“How do you like the room, Doctor?” Captain Bain asked as Doctor Kasyov stepped into the plushly decorated room just off the storage access corridor adjacent to the bridge.

“Quite nice. Like something out of a British museum.”

“Come sit on the sofa.” Bain patted the sofa and Kasyov sat down. One entire wall of the room was devoted to books. She noted classics like Dante’s Inferno, The Canterbury Tales, some Sherlock Holmes mysteries, and the four-volume set of Clonek’s enigma tales. The whole room was wood-paneled, with two cherry-finished couches, richly upholstered in soft blue tones. A seemingly useless telescope sat next to an observation window that overlooked the stars as they streaked by abnormally fast (due to the fact that the Anomaly was traveling at Warp “L”).

“What did you call this place again?” Kasyov asked, scooching a polite distance away from Bain on the sofa.

“The Captain’s Lounge,” Bain said. “I asked Lieutenant Marsden to install it during the refit. Quite nice, don’t you think?”

“Isn’t it the same thing as a ready room?”

“I gave that to Commander Prosak. Besides, a ready room is too much like an office. This is more a place I can have private conversations, reflect on great works of literature, contemplate command decisions, get drunk, and the like.”

“I hope you didn’t invite me here to get me drunk,” Kasyov said with a small grin.

“Nothing of the sort,” Bain said. “I did come here to discuss some possible…sticky…”

“Don’t you dare say wickets…”

“Situations…that we may get into in the very near future.”

“Go ahead,” Kasyov said skeptically.

Bain stood and walked over to the viewport. “You have a way of attaching yourself to brains. Beside your own, of course.”

“I’d like to think so. I am a brain expert after all.”

“Yes. And your attachment to Cabral helped us survive the ghastly experience in Andromeda. Your attachment to Dean, however…”

“Will help us prevent the Breen from exploiting DeanSpace.”

“Yes, that it might. It might also be something of a liability.”

Kasyov crossed her arms. “How so?”

Bain sat back down on the couch. “We may have to blow up the Regularity.”

“The what?”

Bain sighed. “The ship that Dean is on. It’s a possibility you need to be prepared for.”

“I’ll be prepared to beam Dean’s brain off the Regularity, then.”

“We may not be able to do that. Dean has lived a long, long life. Longer than many of us are granted. He would be willing, I’m sure, to give his life to ensure his contribution to mankind goes unmolested.”

“Well put, Captain, but I’m not going to sit back and let you shoot first and ask questions later.”

“I’ve no intention of doing anything of the sort. Shooting, though, may indeed factor into the equation.”

“I’m a big girl, Captain. If that’s the last resort, then that’s the last resort.”

“I’m glad we understand each other.” He pointed toward a small table in the corner. “Now. Can I get you a drink?”

“Please.”



Commander Prosak sat idly in the command chair.

“They’ve been in there a long time,” Lt. Shelly Marsden said from the engineering console, staring at the door that led back to the access corridor and the Captain’s Lounge.

“I’m sure they are discussing scientific matters,” Prosak said.

“Captain Bain is making sure Doctor Kasyov doesn’t do anything stupid,” Lt. Commander Tovar said from tac-ops.

“What do you mean ‘anything stupid’?” Marsden asked, glaring at Tovar.

“Acting on emotional human impulse as most of you non- British humans are prone to do.”

“Like your dead Yynsian friend did a while ago, when he took over your body and led us on a wild wife-chase?”

“I prefer not to talk about that.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought you’d say,” Marsden muttered, turning back to Prosak. “I want to know what they’re talking about.”

“It is none of our concern,” Prosak said. “Besides, Tovar is probably correct.”

“Well, I don’t like any of this,” Ensign Hector Arroyo said from the helm. “Trying to intercept a ship that may not even be in the same space as us…it’s disturbing.”

“Any less natural than having anti-sing drive, Ensign?” asked Prosak. “Or breaking the lightspeed barrier, which many people thought to be impossible?”

“I don’t care what you say. If we have to go into DeanSpace, we may be opening a can of worms that none of us will ever be able to close.”

“Well-spoken, as always, Ensign.”

“Was that sarcasm?”

“Yes.”





B.I.C. XAXRDAARD



Thot-Phul was roused from sleep by a bleeping beside his bed. He rolled over, right over a particularly comfortable bed of spikes, and slapped the control. A hologram of his lieutenant, Pelt- Shok, appeared on the small, circular platform.

//Sorry to wake you, Thot. I thought you would like to know that there has been a development in the DeanSpace quest.//

//What?// Phul said groggily.

//The Regularity’s captain, Thot-Luss, has defected and is headed for Earth. Every Breen warship has been scrambled to find it.//

Phul reflected on this. //Luss is an imbecile. They never should have put a scientist in command of a starship, especially not one with a mission as important as that one.//

//What do you suggest we do, Phul?//

//Set a course for Earth. Scanners to maximum. FIND THAT SHIP!//

//Should we expect you on the bridge?//

//Of course,// snapped Phul. //Right after my bath.//





U.S.S. ANOMALY



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We have been in Breen space for two hours and have not yet located the Regularity. It is possible that the vessel has already entered DeanSpace. If that is the case, then we are royally rogered.



Bain sat in the command chair, testily rapping his knuckles on his knee. “I don’t like this.”

“But you said chai was one of your favorite teas,” Commander Prosak said, studying the tea cup in the saucer that sat balanced on the arm of Bain’s command chair.

“Not the tea, Prosak. I hate waiting. I hate sitting in this blasted chair and waiting. It’s nerve-wracking.”

“Especially when a Breen warship could slide out of DeanSpace at any moment and cut us to shreds,” Tovar added helpfully.

“Spot on, Tovar, spot on,” Bain muttered.

“It’s just not possible.” Dr. Kasyov stared at her instruments, then pivoted in her chair to face Bain in his command chair.

“What’s not possible?”

“Getting into DeanSpace safely. I know the underlying principles after lots…and lots… of conversation with Dean. But there’s no way I can actually pilot us in there. Not without substantial risk to the crew of the Anomaly.”

“I tend to agree,” Marsden said from engineering.

“I don’t like the sounds of that, Captain,” Prosak offered calmly.

Bain rubbed his chin. “No. No, me neither. Then the sensible course is to disable the Regularity before they are able to enter DeanSpace.”

“If they haven’t already,” said Prosak.

“What makes you think that’s the case?”

“Pure Vulcan, I mean Romulan, instinct.” Prosak circled Bain’s command chair, staring thoughtfully at the floor. “Yes, I think they are quite close to us. Possibly beneath us.”

“Impossible!” Arroyo said. “We’d have found them on sensors by now.”

“Not necessarily,” Tovar countered. “We really don’t understand how DeanSpace works. If they’re in there, they’re probably totally undetectable.”

Kasyov swung back around to face her station. “I have been checking all scanning bands. I’m not finding anything. There should at least be a phase-shift in subspace if they go to warp.”

“And nothing like that so far?” Bain asked.

“Not that I can detect.” Kasyov blinked at a readout on her station. “Wait a second.”

“What?”

“I just saw an enormous phase-shift…right to Warp 13.” She glanced at Prosak. “Right from beneath us.”

“Wow,” Prosak said. “I am good.”

“Course?” Bain asked.

Kasyov took a deep breath. “Take a guess.”

Bain pounded his command chair. “Earth!”

“Course Zero Zero One Mark Zero Zero One,” Kasyov said.

“Which is?” asked Prosak.

Bain stared at Prosak. “Earth!”

“Oh. Yes, I knew that.”

“Go after them, Arroyo!” Bain said, swiveling to face the main viewer.





B.I.C. REGULARITY



//A Federation starship is pursuing us,// Pelt-Card announced from the forward sensor station.

//Are they,// chuckled Luss. //I sincerely doubt they will detect us.//

//It is the U.S.S. Anomaly.//

//Doctor Kasyov’s ship!// exclaimed Dean’s brain. //You, dear Luss, are in a particular amount of trouble now.//

“Hush,” Luss said quickly in Federation Standard. He turned to Card. //Continue on silent running.//

//They probably spotted us when we went into warp,// said Dean. //Their science officer is a brilliant scientist. The same scientist mind you, who studied my brain for years.//

//So if anyone knows as much as you about DeanSpace technology, it’s her,// muttered Luss. He looked at Pelt-Card, who was staring at him expectantly.

//Maintain course, Pelt-Card.// Luss walked over and scooped up the bowl Dean’s brain was sitting in. //I need to go talk to my brain in private.//





EXPLORER PROJECT CENTRAL



“What the hell?”

Alice blinked at Larkin. “Now, now, my dear. I won’t stand for such language. It’s not ladylike.”

“Alice, are you sure these reports are correct?” Larkin stared at the information on her viewer. It was disconcerting to say the least.

“Yes, all those Breen vessels are coming here. Should I set out an extra place setting?”

“Yes. Yes, you do that,” Larkin said distractedly, sending Alice shuffling off back to her office. Larkin swung around to face her holoviewer, upon which she called up Clop-Crunk.

“Admiralty, I calling about you just to call!”

“I hope you’re calling to explain why every ship in the Breen fleet has just set a course for Earth,” Larkin snapped.

“Yes, to explaining will be me.”

“Get to the point!”

“Emergent problem having us to have with ship of our. Captain of craziness, obliterating wanting to Earth be.”

It took Larkin’s subprocessors a moment to understand what the Breen was saying. “You’re saying that ship wants to obliterate Earth?”

“Affirming. You to help us destroy or nothing?”

“Certainly,” Larkin said, folding her hands atop her desk. “Just tell us how to find it.”

“That more difficult is thing.”





U.S.S. ANOMALY



“BLAST!” Bain said, whirling in his chair to face Tovar. “Red Alert!” He turned back to Larkin on his viewscreen, as Prosak placidly looked on. Everyone else was at their stations, save for Marsden who’d gone down to engineering to monitor from there. “Are you sure about this, Larks?”

“I am sure of nothing,” Larkin said, her hologram standing in front of the viewscreen. “Only that, if Crunk is telling us the truth, this situation just went from bad to worse. A normal Breen in possession of DeanSpace technology is infinitely preferable to a crazy Breen with DeanSpace technology.”

“Did he give you any tips on how to find the Regularity?”

“Only the basic direction in which it was heading.”

“Well, we’re right on its tail, we think,” Bain said. “But we can only detect it when it goes to warp.”

“So, they managed to somehow maintain a stable warp field inside DeanSpace,” Larkin said in awe. “Incredible.”

“Yes, if our information is correct. The problem is, if we can only detect the ship when it changes warp speed, we may not be able to get a lock on its position until it stops at Earth and unloads its arsenal.”

“And even then we probably won’t be able to do harm the yvotting ship with our weapons until it comes out of DeanSpace,” said Kasyov.

“By which time it may be too late,” Larkin said. “In any event, I will scramble several ships around Earth, just in case you are not successful at stopping the Regularity, especially since so many other Breen ships are on their way.”

“Good idea. Anomaly out,” Bain said, then looked at Kasyov. “I want to get this ship into DeanSpace, double quick.”

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea…”

“It’s our only hope, Kas. Go down to your lab. Study Larkin’s information from the Explorer logs. See if Cabral can help. Just get us into DeanSpace!”

“I’ll do my best,” Kasyov said and headed for the aft turbolift.





B.I.C. XAXRDAARD



Feeling shiny and clean in a new suit of armor, Thot-Phul strode out onto his bridge, to see the aft section of the Anomaly on their viewscreen.

//No,// Phul said simply.

//Yes,// said his lieutenant, Pelt-Shok.

//How can it be?// Phul collapsed into his command chair. //Not the Anomaly again. And that yekkl, Captain Bain.//

//We’re outside their scanner range,// reported Shok. //However, we have intercepted a communication from their Earth base. It is apparent that the Anomaly is trailing the Regularity. Our people have told the Federation that the Regularity is going to try to destroy Earth, not defect there.//

//Then we shall trail the Anomaly,// Phul said. //Let them do all the work to capture our rogue ship, then we will swoop in and destroy them both.//

//Won’t we need a valid reason to destroy the Federation ship?//

//Yes. So why don’t you start thinking of one!//









	B.I.C. REGULARITY





“Well, Dean, we have a problem,” Thot-Luss said, once again speaking Federation Standard. He sat at his desk, staring at Dean’s jar with rapt interest.

“Yes,” agreed Dean.

“What do we do about it?”

“Well, I propose we send out a signal out to the Anomaly and let them know that we are simply trying to defect. Once they know that, I assume they will do whatever they can to help us, as opposed to hindering us.”

Luss stared at a report on his desktop monitor. “I’m afraid it’s not as simple as that anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

He turned the monitor to face Dean’s brain. A sensor on the jar fed visual information directly into Dean’s brain. The screen showed a map of the sector, with symbols indicating Breen and Starfleet ships, nonaligned vessels, planets, and the like.

“It would appear that the whole of the Breen fleet has been sent after us. Of particular concern is this one.” He pointed to the blip, the Breen symbol directly behind the Starfleet symbol (representing the Anomaly) pursuing them on the screen. “That is the XAXRDAARD. Thot-Phul’s ship. Phul is a relentless and resourceful commander. He is no doubt monitoring all communications bandwidths. We will not be able to use traditional means to get a signal to the Anomaly.”

“Then we will have to use non-traditional means,” Dean said resolutely.





U.S.S. ANOMALY



“Have you read these logs?” Kasyov asked, crossing her legs and staring at a padd as she sat by Cabral.

“Yes, I have been reviewing them,” Cabral said serenely. “This ‘Captain Baxter’ was a bit of an imbecile, wasn’t he?”

“All these little asides in his captain’s logs,” Kasyov said, paging through them. “He keeps telling the computer to ‘delete that last part’ or ‘forget I said it.’ The funny part is, the computer obviously didn’t do that, or else we wouldn’t be reading everything. To think, he’s made some pretty stupid remarks, and they’re preserved for all time against his will.”

“Sad, really,” Cabral said.

“And it brings us no closer to a solution.”

“Look at the remarks of the Explorer’s science officer, a Lieutenant Commander Tilleran.”

“Yes. Got them.” Kasyov studied Tilleran’s report. “She’s a bit pompous.”

“And a nosier Betazoid you will never meet,” Cabral finished. “Still, she has some interesting things to say about DeanSpace.”

“Let me see…” Kasyov paged through the padd. “Yes. Apparently the Explorer had to reconfigure her warp engines to get into DeanSpace, but the ship’s warp field caused a wake reflection that nearly tore it to pieces.”

“Why didn’t they simply come out of warp?” Cabral asked, sounding like he already knew the answer.

“Apparently their injectors and nacelles froze up.”

“And why didn’t they try again, only keeping themselves to impulse power.”

“Because they were scared away by the first attempt and decided not to risk another one.” Kasyov put down the padd. “And Starfleet concurred. Can’t say that I blame them. Even at rest, warp engines emit a signature. That in itself could eventually cause a reaction that would tear the ship apart.”

“But this ship doesn’t simply have warp engines, Natalia,” Cabral said. “We have anti-sing drive.”

“Which is still attached to the warp engines. One can’t work without the other.”

“Yes, but because the anti-sing drive is attached to the warp drive, they emit a very different signature. One I can control.”

“Are you saying you think you can pilot us into DeanSpace.”

“I’m no Dean, but my brain is quite capable of modulating our engine outputs. I’ll remind you I am in control of every vital system of this ship. It shouldn’t be a problem.”

“But what if we get in there and it is?”

“I believe I can get us out,” Cabral said confidently.

Kasyov stared at the deck plating thoughtfully. “Are you willing to stake the lives of this crew on that?”

“Sure,” Cabral said easily. “It would tax my resources, but it would be worth it.”

“Why?” Kasyov looked at Cabral.

“Because I know how much getting Dean back means to you, and I know if the Regularity comes out of DeanSpace in front of Earth, then Starfleet will destroy it on sight.”

“So you’re doing all this for ME?”

“Would you do nothing less?”

Kasyov leaned over and hugged Cabral’s sphere. “You know, Cabral, you never cease to amaze me.”

“That’s the way I like it.”

“Bain to Kasyov,” came a chirp over Kasyov’s commpip.

“Go ahead,” Kasyov said, looking at Cabral.

“We just picked up an instability in the subspace layer we want you to take a look at. Tovar thinks it might be a side-effect of the Regularity’s traveling at high warp.”

“Something we can exploit,” Tovar called over the comm.

“I’ll be right up,” Kasyov said. “Cabral…stand by.”

“As always,” Cabral said evenly.





U.S.S. ENTERPRISE-J



Admiral Larkin stepped out of the turbolift into the Ops Center of the Juggernaut-Class Enterprise-J, the largest and most intimidating Starship in Starfleet’s Arsenal.

The eleventh starship to bare the name Enterprise, the J was the combination of all of Starfleet’s technological efforts leading up to the year 2500. Boasting 20 warp nacelles, 10-layer polygeometric shielding, quadruple-barreled neutron torpedo launchers, nadion phasers and 120 decks of military, scientific, and exploratory living space, the Enterprise was indeed worthy of being called the Federation Flagship.

And, not for the first time, the J beat out the current jewel of the Explorer Project, the Explorer-K (why so many ships named Explorer had come and gone in 100 years was not something Larkin liked to talk about).

Larkin surveyed the massive Ops Center, which was too large to be called a bridge.

Three levels, as wide as a small cargo bay, with a huge holographic viewscreen dominating the front of the room.

And, at the command chair, flanked by two attending officers and panels of bleeping streaming information on either side of him, in the center of it all, sat the only being in Starfleet with more experience than Larkin.

Larkin walked up and extended her hand. “Captain Dax, it is a pleasure seeing you again.”

Captain Barnum Dax stood and clasped Larkin’s shoulders in a way that made the android uncomfortable. “Larkin! It’s great to see you!” He reached under his chair and retrieved a baseball cap, handing it to the android. “Here’s that Pike City Pioneers cap I promised you.”

“Yes. Thank you,” Larkin said, taking the cap and setting it down on a nearby console. “I wish our reunion could be under better circumstances.”

“Oh, I’ve seen worse,” Dax said with a chuckle.

“I…know you have.” Larkin immediately set her computing resources to find a way to put a stop to Dax’s certain outflow of nostalgia. She couldn’t come up with anything.

“Back when I was Jadzia Dax, when we tried to take Deep Space Nine back from the Dominion…that was worse. We went into the wormhole and faced a whole Jem’Hadar fleet. Boy, was I SCARED!”

“Captain Dax,” Larkin began.

“Not to mention the time Gul Dukat was possessed by a Pagh Wraith and killed me! I still have some sore feelings about that.”

“Captain Dax!” Larkin said, more sharply. “I order you to stop talking!”

“What, oh…yes.” Dax surveyed his Ops Center. “Is this your first trip aboard the J?”

“I believe so.”

“Sorry about the Explorer-K not making Flagship,” Dax said, putting a comforting hand on Larkin’s arm.

“I am not disappointed,” Larkin lied. “She has an important enough assignment.”

“Yes, keeping watch over the unmanned orbital platform which oversees the development of a tiny race out in the Beta Quadrant which won’t reach warp travel capability for another twenty years. I think that’s fascinating.”

“Sarcasm ill befits you, Captain.”

“Yes, well…I was just joking. All Daxes use humor to diffuse a situation. It reminds me of the time when Donegal Dax tried to crash the funeral of the Tarkalian Ambassador. That was a HOOT!”

“Captain Dax!” Larkin said. “Another word about your past, and I will court-martial you.”

“Right, so…” Dax said. “What are your orders?”

“You and the other ships are to open fire on the Regularity as soon as it appears. If it reaches Earth, we must not allow it to get past us.”

“I agree,” Dax said. “But, I can’t help but feel that we may not be seeing the whole picture.”

“You may be right,” Larkin said. “But the sanctity of Earth is in the balance.”

“Very well.” Captain Dax watched Earth roll by on the viewscreen, clasping his hands behind his back. “Will you be monitoring from here, or the Aerostar-W?”

“Here!” Larkin said quickly.





U.S.S. ANOMALY



Dr. Kasyov swung in behind the science station and stared at the information on the screen. Instantly, she knew what was happening.

“Captain,” Kasyov spoke up. “I don’t know how he’s doing it, but Dean is giving us a way in.”

“A what?” Bain asked spinning to face Kasyov.

“An opening in DeanSpace. I can exploit it, and we can elbow our way in.”

“Care to go into detail?”

Kasyov tapped her controls, bringing up an infrared-style image of the space in front of them. A jagged tear dominated the middle of the screen. “There’s your ‘instability,’” Kasyov said. She tapped another control. “Dean has managed to rip open the layer between DeanSpace and normal space and leave us just enough room to elbow our way in.”

“How can you be sure that Dean did it?” asked Tovar.

“Because everyone else on the Regularity is Breen, and frankly I don’t see why they would want to help us,” said Kasyov.

“She has a point, Tovar,” Prosak said.

“Well, then, exploit away,” said Bain.

“Before we do,” Kasyov said uneasily, turning to Bain. “I recommend we turn over control of the ship to Cabral once we get inside DeanSpace, if this works at all.”

“Total control?” asked Tovar. “I would not recommend that.”

“Yeah,” said Arroyo. “Then what does that give me to do?”

“Monitor, and be ready to re-take control if you have to, Ensign,” Kasyov said, returning her gaze to Bain. “Cabral has the ability to make split second corrections to any of our systems, simultaneously. He’s the only one aboard who can, and the only way I can guarantee our safety in DeanSpace.”

“Far be it from me not to trust one of my crew,” Bain said. “Do it.” He turned to Arroyo. “Ensign, monitor.”

“Hurrah,” muttered Arroyo.

“Do not feel so bad,” said Prosak. “I never get anything to do.”





B.I.C. XAXRDAARD



//Strange activity aboard the Federation ship,// Pelt-Shok piped up from his sensor station.

//Explain,// said Thot-Phul, leaning forward in his command chair.

//They are firing some sort of multi-phasic neutrino beam at the space ahead of them.//

//Why would they do that?// asked Thot-Phul.

//Uncertain.// Pelt-Shok’s eyes widened. //Thot!//

//What?//

//The Anomaly just disappeared off our screens. Into some kind of middle subspace layer.//

Phul clenched his fist. //DeanSpace!//

//No, sir,// said Shok. //BREENSpace!//





U.S.S. ANOMALY



“We’re in!” Kasyov cried, and small sighs of relief were let out all around the bridge. “Some kind of beam is emitting from the Regularity.”

“At us?” asked Prosak.

“Negative,” replied Kasyov. “It seems to be zipping up the tear behind us.”

“I wonder why,” pondered Arroyo.

“Lieutenant Marsden,” Bain said, thumbing a control on his chair.

“Engineering, Marsden here,” said Marsden, sounding busy.

“How’re things down your way, Lieutenant?”

“Just fine, so far. All systems reporting normal.”

“Give us a shout at the first sign of trouble,” Bain said, closing the channel. He stared at the beautiful pink and yellow billowing beauty of DeanSpace on the viewscreen. “By Altair’s rings, it’s beautiful.”

“It is at that,” said Kasyov.

“Like a sunrise behind a mesa back in Arizona,” said Arroyo.

“I fail to see it,” Prosak said calmly.

“Prosak…” Bain said warningly.

“Okay, fine, it’s breathtaking. I just wanted to sound Vulcan.”

“Breathtaking it may be,” said Tovar. “But perhaps we should pay more attention to the ship traveling in there. Namely,” he pointed, “there.”

On the viewscreen, an angular, scythe-like green ship floated, traveling the same warp speed as the Anomaly.

“Regularity,” Bain scoffed. “We meet at last.” He looked at Tovar. “Hailing frequencies, lad.”

“Open.”

“Breen vessel. This is Captain Reginald Bain of the Federation Starship Anomaly. We know you’re trying to invade Earth. We’re here to stop you. Stand down and exit this area of space or we will be forced to destroy you.”

Moments later, Tovar saw a blip on his panel. “We’re getting a response,” he said crisply.

“Make sure our translators are in order,” Bain said. “And put him on.”

A slight, pale-suited Breen figure appeared on the viewscreen, with other Breen working quickly and quietly behind him. “Captain,” he began. “I am Thot-Luss.”

“You sure are, for pulling a stunt like this,” Bain muttered.

“No, Captain, Thot-Luss is my name.”

“If you say so.” Bain shifted in his chair. “I’m not interested in pleasantries. Stand down. Now. I have 90 neutron torpedoes trained on you, and I’m not afraid to use them.”

“Sir…if I may talk to you…” Luss leaned closer to the screen. “In private?”

“As you wish,” Bain said. “But do it quickly. I want this problem wrapped up before we reach Earth. Which is in…” He looked at Tovar.

“Oh…um…” Tovar said distractedly. “Forty minutes.”

“Of course,” Luss said, and the screen momentarily went black, with a brief voiceover: “Please be patient and stay on the line. A Breen will be with you shortly.”

Luss appeared again, in a small, cramped office, sitting at a desk, with a bowl sitting next to him. Kasyov jumped out of her seat.

“Dean!” She’d recognize that brain anywhere.

“Doctor, how nice to see you again,” Dean said.

“What are you, trying to threaten us?” Bain asked. “No matter what you do to that brain, your fate will be the same. So why don’t you just give up?”

“Captain!” Kasyov cried.

“Look,” Luss interrupted before Bain could reply. “I am not your enemy. I am only trying to defect to Earth. Dean here will back me up.”

“He’s telling the truth, Captain,” Dean said. “I give you my word.”

Bain looked at Kasyov, who simply shrugged.

“We need safe passage to Earth, where my crew, who I assume are not willing to defect, can be transferred off-ship. In return, I offer you my ship and my services as a Breen scientist.”

“Captain,” Kasyov said, rushing over to Bain’s side, shouldering past Prosak to lean toward his ear. “I was at a conference with Luss a few years ago. He’s an honorable man. You should trust him.”

Bain’s brow furrowed as he stared at Luss. Truthfully, the Breen didn’t look like a warrior. Then again, it was hard to tell a lot about a man when you couldn’t see his face. And why had Bain never seen a Breen woman?

Bain shook off that thought and addressed Luss. “Thot, I will personally vouch for your safety. We will escort you back to Earth where you can defect with ease. Simply follow us out of DeanSpace…”

“Are you crazy?” Luss said. “Have you been monitoring sensors? Half the Breen fleet is after us. So is the Federation fleet. The B.I.C. XAXRDAARD has been trailing you since the Moloma system.”

“Is this true?” Bain asked, looking back at Tovar.

Tovar shrugged. “Maybe.”

Bain resisted the urge to shout out a profanity and instead looked back at Luss. “Okay, then. We’ll play it your way. DeanSpace until we reach Earth.”

“Then what?” Kasyov asked, looking from Bain to the screen.

“Then we scuttle the Regularity.” Bain rubbed his chin. “Or at least make it look that way.”





B.I.C. XAXRDAARD



Thot-Phul stared vacantly at the viewscreen. //I cannot believe you just lost them.//

//The spatial rip sealed up before we could maneuver through,// Pelt-Shok replied as he monitored his station. //I fail to see what I could…hold on…//

//What now?// muttered Phul.

//The tear opened back up.//

Phul shot up ramrod straight in his chair. //You’re kidding me! Well, what are we waiting for? Helm! Full speed! Take us through that rip!//





U.S.S. ANOMALY



“I hope you all know what you are doing,” Prosak said, scooting into the command chair as Bain and Kasyov headed toward the bridge turbolift.

“By going over to the Regularity or by letting the XAXRDAARD into DeanSpace with us?” asked Bain.

“Both,” said Prosak. “Why are you going to the Regularity again?”

“Simply because someone from Starfleet needs to be there to guide the ship safely into Federation space,” Kasyov said.

“Not to worry, Prosak,” said Bain. “The Anomaly will be otherwise occupied.”

“Why would the Anomaly be otherwise occupied?” Prosak asked nervously, watching the tactical view on the screen, showing the Anomaly trailing Regularity, and the XAXRDAARD following close behind.

“Someone’s got to destroy the XAXRDAARD,” Bain said easily, as he and Kasyov stepped onto the turbolift. He just hoped Luss did his part.

“Does that mean us?” Tovar wondered aloud.





B.I.C. REGULARITY



Thot-Luss whistled a happy tune as he walked out onto the bridge of the Regularity with Dean’s jar tucked under one arm. He nodded at his passing officers as he slyly sat Dean’s jar in its normal spot on a readout console. What no one saw was the slithering of a neural fiber from the jar, out into an access port on the console.

Luss walked back to his chair and sat down. He nodded in the direction of Dean’s jar.

And then, quite suddenly, alarms wailed throughout the Regularity.

//Report!// Luss called out, trying to sound surprised.

//Sudden spike in the warp core!// cried Pelt-Card. //All indicators are red-lining.//

//Just like on the Explorer!// Dean called out, on cue. //I warned you all that this was an imperfect science!//

//Silence!// Luss called out, hoping he didn’t sound too melodramatic. //Card, attempt to divert overload energy away from the warp core!//

//I can do nothing. My controls are all jammed!// Card cried out, surprised.

//How can that be?// Luss said, sounding truly shocked.

“You’re pushing it,” Dean said in a low Fed-standard voice.

//Well,// Luss said, ignoring Dean. //We’ll have to abandon the Regularity.//

//Is that wise, so close to Earth?// Card asked.

//We have no choice. Do you want to die aboard this ship?//

Card shook his head.

//That’s what I thought. Organize the evacuations. Get everyone aboard escape pods. I will coordinate from here. Dean will help us get the escape pods out through a tear in DeanSpace.//

//How can you be sure he will help us?// asked Card.

//I can be very convincing,// Luss said, winking his visor lights at Dean.





U.S.S. ANOMALY



Prosak gripped the arms of the command chair as she watched the billowing folds of DeanSpace on the viewscreen. She spoke into the continuously open channel to Cabral’s lab. “Status, Cabral?”

“A smooth trip, don’t you think?” Cabral replied over the comm.

“Yes, I suppose.” She looked to Arroyo. “Time to Earth?”

“Twenty minutes.”

“We just received a coded message from the Regularity,” Tovar said from tac-ops. “All hands are aboard escape pods. I wonder why Bain didn’t take me with him. Doesn’t he trust me anymore?”

“This is neither the time nor the place, Mister Tovar,” said Prosak. “At any rate, the captain’s plan is working so far.” She tried not to sound surprised.

“But now comes the hard part,” said Arroyo.

“Indeed,” said Prosak. “Transport the captain and his party over to the Regularity. Then turn us around, directly in the XAXRDAARD’s flight path. Arm all weapons and go to Red Alert, putting all shields to maximum sheathing. Let’s give the XAXRDAARD a run for its latinum.”





B.I.C. REGULARITY



“Right, then, chaps, let’s get this show on the road,” Captain Bain said merrily as he and Kasyov strolled out onto the bridge of the Regularity. He found it empty but for Luss and the jar containing Dean’s brain, which shouldn’t have been a surprise, that being part of the plan. He hadn’t been on a Breen ship in quite some time. He thought he’d find it disconcerting, but he didn’t. It did seem a little gloomy, what with the dark grey lighting, pulsing to signal an alert condition.

“Nice to see you finally, Captain,” Luss said, stepping forward to extend a hand to Bain, who shook it tentatively.

“Yes, indeed. Same here,” Bain said, looking around. “You speak excellent Fed-standard.”

“I have been practicing.”

Kasyov rushed over to Dean’s jar. “Dean! I mean, uh…subject 341! How are you?”

“I am fine, Doctor,” Dean’s brain replied. “Luckily, Luss had a neural fiber on board that allowed me to tap into the Regularity’s systems.”

“Lucky is right,” Bain said. He walked over to the jar. “I have heard quite a lot about you, my boy. Is that a British accent I detect?”

“Yes,” Dean said. “It’s London proper. Proper meaning both in and around London as well as correct.”

“Yes, well, I see,” Bain said, turning to Kasyov. “Doctor, find a place to sit. This could be a bumpy ride.”

“You don’t think the Federation will fire on us with you aboard, do you?” Luss asked Bain.

“It depends on whose finger is on the trigger,” Bain said firmly.





U.S.S. ENTERPRISE-J



“No sign of the Anomaly OR the Regularity on sensors,” said Ensign Gig Collum from the Enterprise science station.

“Damn,” said Captain Dax, swerving in his chair to face Larkin. “They could have been destroyed.”

“Yes,” agreed Larkin. “At this distance, it would be hard to tell.”

“Sensors estimate the Regularity will arrive in under ten minutes,” said Collum.

“Prepare weapons,” Larkin said solemnly.

“Right,” replied Dax. “That will take some time, since there are so many.”

“Obviously.”





B.I.C. XAXRDAARD



//Veer off, veer off! All weapons and shields to maximum!// Phul cried as the Anomaly came after them on the viewscreen.

The XAXRDAARD pitched wildly just by the course change, since DeanSpace was so sensitive to course corrections and the XAXRDAARD wasn’t prepped to handle that.

//Incoming!// called out Pelt-Shok.as weapons fire crashed against the XAXRDAARD. //Shields down to fifty-percent.//

//Return fire!// Phul cried. //Destroy the Anomaly!// Phul allowed himself a small smile as he pictured that damnable Reginald Bain on the Anomaly’s bridge as his ship blew up around him.





B.I.C. REGULARITY



Bain, who was, unbeknownst to Thot Phul, nowhere near the Anomaly’s bridge, watched the sensors, vaguely deciphering the Breen language as Dean guided the vessel through the last leg of DeanSpace toward Earth.

“Sensors reading a large Federation fleet outside Earth,” Dean called out.

“Well,” said Luss.

“Sensors also reading a large Breen fleet coming toward Earth,” Dean interrupted.

“Umm…” said Kasyov.

“A rock and a hard place,” said Bain.

“And one hell of a catfight between the Breen attack ship and the Anomaly,” Dean continued.

“Cat…what?” asked Bain.

“Forgive me,” said Dean. “I once knew someone who had a lot of cats.”





U.S.S. ANOMALY



“All weapons, fire at full strength!” Prosak called out, desperately fighting every militant urge in her body, to no avail.

“Massive damage to the Breen vessel,” Tovar replied above the din of alert klaxons. “And none too little damage to us.”

“Go in for the final kill,” Prosak growled, more a woman of action at this point than of logical action. Of course, what could be more logical than fulfilling her obligations to her captain?





B.I.C. XAXRDAARD



//The Anomaly is packing quite a bit of firepower!// Pelt- Shok called out. //Even worse, their shields seem to be constantly modulated to accommodate travel through DeanSpace while ours…//

//Aren’t,// Phul said heavily.

//Should we break off?// Shok suggested.

//Never!// cried Phul. //We shall destroy the Anomaly while Captain Bain is aboard!//





U.S.S. ANOMALY



“They aren’t backing down,” Tovar said. “Our shields are holding at twenty percent, theirs are dropping below eight.”

Prosak sneered at the XAXRDAARD on the viewscreen. “Finish them.”





B.I.C. REGULARITY



“The XAXRDAARD is heavily damaged,” said Dean.

“We’re two minutes from Earth.”

“Tear a slit in DeanSpace, lad,” said Bain.

“Lad? I’m 100 years your senior!”

“My apologies. But a slit in DeanSpace would still be appreciated.”

“Spot on,” Dean replied. After a moment, he added, “Done!”

“Take us near the opening and release the escape pods,” Luss said, standing next to Bain.

“Done. Escape pods away!”

“This is all too easy,” said Bain. “I trust the XAXRDAARD is nearly obliterated?”

“Nearly,” said Dean.

“Too bad about that, too,” muttered Bain.





B.I.C. XAXRDAARD



//That does it for our shields!// Pelt-Shok cried out. He was barely touching his panel as he leaned toward the door that lead off the bridge. //I strongly suggest we…//

//I get the idea! Evacuate!// cried Thot-Phul. He joined Shok and the other bridge officers in squirming into the turbolift. Phul took one last look at his bridge as the doors closed, hoping someone would say something appropriately melancholy about the loss of their ship. No one did.





U.S.S. ANOMALY



“The Breen cruiser’s core is about to go critical!” Tovar called out.

“Which one?” asked Prosak.

“The bad one!”

“What are your criteria for judging good and evil?”

“The one that isn’t the Regularity!”

“Oh. Very well, then. We’ve done our job. Get us the hell out of here!”





U.S.S. ENTERPRISE-J



“There…look!” cried Captain Dax.

Larkin looked on the holo-screen to see a welcome sight indeed: the USS Anomaly tearing out of the tear in DeanSpace like a bat out of hell.

“Registering multiple explosions within the subspace layers,” reported Collum. “Reading Breen ship debris emerging from a tear in the spatial layer.”

“YES! GO ANOMALY!” Larkin cried, drawing stares from the troops in Enterprise’s Ops Center.

“I mean, well done.” She looked at Dax. “And I…was never here.”

“Sure you were. Hey…you left your cap…” Dax called after Larkin, but the android was already in the turbolift.

Meanwhile, on the holoscreen, every Breen ship surrounding Earth turned on a wing and warped away.





B.I.C. REGULARITY



“Now we wait,” Bain said, looking at Luss.

“For how long?” asked Luss.

“Until all those Breen ships scatter from sensor range,” Kasyov broke in.

“Of course,” Luss said. He patted Bain on the shoulder. “Thank you, Captain, for trusting me. For trusting a Breen.”

“Nonsense. I’ve never had much of a problem with the Breen,” Bain lied.

“What’s next for you, Luss?” asked Dean as Kasyov looked over him with her quadcorder.

“Debriefing. Sharing my knowledge with Starfleet. And making sure DeanSpace never falls into the wrong hands.”

“Which means it never gets used, by Starfleet or anyone else,” Dean said. “As long as either of us live. Agreed?”

“Very much so,” said Luss. “I will be content simply to retire to some small village on Earth. I’ve heard Maryland is quite nice this time of year…”





EXPLORER PROJECT CENTRAL



Admiral Larkin looked placidly at her holo-screen. Clop- Crunk, meanwhile, seemed quite agitated, considering the fact that he couldn’t be seen behind his mask.

“Again, sorry am I quite being,” Crunk said, twiddling his gloved fingers.

“As am I,” Larkin replied. “Perhaps if you’d notified us sooner, we could have averted such a loss.”

“Least were you at to saving crew ship the of,” said Crunk.

“With the exception of Thot-Luss, yes,” Larkin affirmed. “We will send your people back post-haste. That would wrap things up, I believe?”

Crunk was silent a moment. “Another…matter is to be.”

“Yes?” Larkin said, not wearily.

“From our fleet disappeared, the XAXRDAARD, withinside the Space of Dean during Earth at standoff between us fleets.”

Larkin initiated her “sigh” protocol. “You’ve lost another One, Clop-Crunk?”

“You uncomfort understand our being.”

“Yes,” Larkin said. “Yes, of course. We’ll do our best to find them. And, perhaps in the future, our two peoples can cooperate to make sure nothing like this ever happens again.”

“That being for definite,” Clop-Crunk replied.





U.S.S. ANOMALY



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. After collecting all refugees from the Regularity and the XAXRDAARD and sending them aboard a transport back to their homeworld, we have retrieved the Regularity from DeanSpace and tucked it away in a cozy slip at spacedock. Luss is currently debriefing at Starfleet command, after thanking us vigorously for our help, and Doctor Kasyov is visiting Neptune station, putting her prodigal brain back in its proper place.



“Good work, Captain,” Larkin said. Her hologram stood, hands clasped behind her back, in front of the Anomaly’s viewscreen.

“It was all in a day’s work, Krissers,” Bain said. “Although I find it somewhat amusing that, according to the Federation Tribune…” he held up a padd. “The Enterprise-J was responsible for ‘protecting Earth from the nefarious Breen.’”

“Don’t be bitter, Captain. That’s all part of the cover story engineered to make certain the Breen do not suspect their ship still exists.”

“It still burns my backside, Larks.”

“I am aware of your backside,” Larkin replied, not coldly. “However, you are aware of the current PR regulations regarding the Enterprise-J.”

“Top billing, yes.”

“You get a lovely side-bar…” Larkin said helpfully.

“Terrific,” Bain said, closing the channel.





NEPTUNE RESEARCH STATION



“Thanks for getting me set up again,” Dean said as Kasyov returned him to his normal jar in the lab. Doctor Pommier, who was still undergoing counseling because of the Breen attack on Neptune Station, arranged to conveniently take Subject 241, the Orion brain obsessed with Kasyov, out for “walkies.”

“Thank you for helping us save the Regularity,” Kasyov said. “Starfleet, as you know, is eternally grateful.”

“And I am so incredibly impressed, Doctor,” Dean said dully.

“Hope it was a nice change of pace.”

“Not one I care to repeat, although it is somewhat nice to feel useful again.”

“I’m sure.”

“Doctor, if it’s not too much of an imposition…”

“Sure, I’ll come visit more often.”

“No, I wasn’t going to say that. I was going to say, would you mind turning the light off when you leave?”

“You old softy,” Kasyov grinned, and walked out of the lab, touching the control padd as she left and plunging the room into soothing darkness.





WITH APOLOGIES TO TOM CLANCY…








Series Four


What Color Is Your Borg?





“Incoming!” Lieutenant Commander Tovar announced from the tac-ops as he magnified the image on the viewscreen to show the approaching threat.

“Good lord!” Captain Reginald Bain gaped, leaning forward in the command chair. “What a bunch of junk!”

“That is why we’re here,” Commander Prosak observed from her usual place standing off to Bain’s right.

That bunch of junk, more specifically a mass of space debris, was indeed why the USS Anomaly was currently in position near the moons of Plebus. The Plebuans, Federation members for almost eighty years now, had called in help as soon as their scientists discovered the danger heading their way. As part of their assignment as the Federation’s quick response vessel, the Anomaly had spent the majority of the last six months responding to this and other emergencies across the vastness of Federation space.

“I must say that I feel horrible about this,” Prosak added.

“Tut tut, Prosak,” Bain said. “It’s not your fault your ancestors didn’t know how to properly dispose of their space trash. I’m sure at the time gathering up all their non-functional satellites and tossing them away from the planet sounded like a fine idea.”

“The Plebuans are obviously thrilled,” Ensign Hector Arroyo remarked from the helm. “Of course, if they’d bothered to put a simple defense field around that historical site of theirs, we wouldn’t have to bother with this.”

“Fair enough, but we must protect their history. The Plebuans may not be a huge power, but they consider the site of their first moon landing to be quite significant, and this ship is not about to stand by and let it become a Romulan junkyard!” Bain said.

“Sir, we’re being hailed,” Tovar reported.

“By the satellites?” Bain asked surprised.

“By Admiral Larkin,” Tovar said.

“Oh. Well that’s different then. I was starting to get a bit worried it was those satellites. The last thing I want is another blasted evolved machine intelligence to deal with. Ask the Admiral to hold on half a tic, then I’ll get right to her.”

“Are you sure we shouldn’t ask for a whole tic?” Tovar replied.

“Tovar,” Bain said disapprovingly. That boy’s mouth seemed to have taken on a life of its own since the Yynsian had his Interloping life force removed.

“I have dealt with the admiral.”

“Thank you. Now then, are we ready, Doctor?” Bain asked, turning his attention to Dr. Natalia Kasyov, who was current running some last second figures at the science console.

“All set, Captain. Lieutenant Marsden reports that the engine room is ready.”

“Capital. Let’s get to it, then. Ensign Arroyo, move us into position and commence the crunch.”

“Aye.”

The Anomaly sailed forward toward the approaching mass of satellites, then whipped around, taking up a position directly in front of the incoming devices.

“Extending warp field,” Kasyov reported. The Anomaly’s two nacelles glowed a brighter green as the ship’s warp field extended to encompass the cluster of space debris. “Contracting now,” she added a few moments later. On the Anomaly’s viewscreen, the cloud of debris moved closer and closer in, until the satellites were actually touching each other, then crushing each other, then pressing inward and inward until all that remained was one large ball of metal. “Latching on.” Kasyov activated the Anomaly’s tractor beam, which latched onto the synthetic asteroid.

“At your first convenience, Ensign,” Bain said. Arroyo pushed the ship into a steep dive. A few seconds later, Kasyov deactivated the beam, sending the metal clump off on a new course.

“That should do it,” Kasyov said. “In fifteen years, it will fall harmlessly into the CY-78 black hole.

“Smartly done,” Bain said, relaxing in his chair.

“Captain…” Tovar said.

“What is it, Tovar?”

“Admiral Larkin?”

“Krissers! Damn near forgot. On screen.”

The image on the screen quickly shifted from the starfield to Admiral Kristen Larkin’s unperturbed features. “I take it I commed at a bad time, Captain,” Larkin said placidly.

“Just a bit of a mess we had to clean up, Admiral,” Bain said.

“I am pleased to hear your assignment for the Plebuans was successful.”

“It wouldn’t be anything else.”

“Indeed.”

“I know you didn’t comm just to check up on this little mission,” Bain said. “Are we needed elsewhere?” Bain didn’t even try to hide his eagerness for another assignment. Now that the Anomaly was back in the Milky Way and back in perfect working order, Bain was anxious to show the galaxy what his ship was made of.

“We may have a situation developing in the Delta Quadrant, and the Anomaly is the only vessel that can reach the location fast enough to investigate in a timely manner,” Larkin said.

“What sort of situation?”

“Honestly, we are not sure. We recently lost both telemetry from and subspace contact with one of our LAP/TOPs.” The LAP/TOPs, or Listening Analysis Posts/Tactical Observation Posts, were small facilities established at points well away from Federation space to gather tactical and scientific data. Besides providing valuable information for starships heading out to explore these regions, the LAP/TOPs also gave Starfleet advance warning of possible hostile movements against Federation space.

Over the years as the Federation boundaries expanded into more and more of the galaxy, most of the LAP/TOPs were shut down or converted to strictly scientific outposts. The Delta Quadrant, however, due to the attitudes of many of the species residing there toward the Federation, remained one of the regions were LAP/TOPs were quite active.

“LAP/TOP 64 is located on the outskirts of BorgSpace,” Larkin continued. “However, considering the current state of the Borg, we cannot be certain that they are involved. We aren’t even certain that the outpost has experienced anything other than a mechanical problem.”

“Then we’d best find out,” Bain said. “We’ll anti-sing out there post haste.”

“I had no doubt that you would, Reginald. Good luck. Larkin out.”

“You heard the lady,” Bain said to Arroyo after Larkin closed the comm channel. “To LAP/TOP 64! Bain to Cabral. We’ll be needing the anti-sing drive now. Warp K.”

“I am ready, Captain,” Cabral’s voice replied over the comm system.

“I’ll be with Cabral,” Dr. Kasyov said, quickly heading toward the turbolift to see to her favorite brain.

“I don’t suppose we could avoid seeing the Borg,” Arroyo said.

“Chin up there, Arroyo,” Bain said confidently. “The Borg are no different than any other alien species out there. You just have to know how to deal with them, and in the Borg’s case that usually means giving them a swift kick in the arse.”

“And how long does it take them to adapt to an ‘arse kicking’?”

Bain smiled. “They haven’t yet.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 176085.4. I have the upmost respect and admiration for those officers who choose to serve at a LAP/TOP. The trip out there alone can take years, nothing like the 50 or 60 it would have taken a century ago, but it’s still a long voyage. Before the Anomaly, a situation like the one at LAP/TOP 64 would have been hopeless. All Command could do was wait and hope that somehow the outpost re-established contact. But now with anti-singularity drive, we can take action. Of course, what action we’ll end up taking will depend greatly on what we find when we arrive two days from now. In the meantime, I can relax and let Cabral work his magic.”



From her chair in front of the console she used to monitor Cabral, Dr. Kasyov eyed the black sphere of the Anomaly’s resident brain as the two sat alone in Science Lab Four.

“You seem preoccupied,” she said finally.

“Maintaining our speed while avoiding anything in our path is quite challenging,” Cabral replied. “This is far more difficult than the trip to Andromeda and back. At least there we could go straight without worrying about obstacles in the way.”

Kasyov considered this. “I really hadn’t thought of it that way.”

“Evidently.” Cabral was silent for several more seconds. “And there’s this small matter of the Borg.”

“Ah ha! I knew there was something else bothering you.”

“I really need to work on being more mysterious.”

The human scientist smiled. “It wouldn’t work. I’d figure you out anyway.”

“I don’t doubt it, but at least I would stay interesting to you for a while longer.”

Kasyov rose from her seat and stepped over to Cabral, running her hand along his housing. “You will always be interesting to me. Now tell me what’s bothering you about the Borg. Have they tried to assimilate you in the past?”

“It’s not me I’m worried about.”

“Me then?” Kasyov asked surprised.

“Undoubtedly, Captain Bain will send you down to investigate whatever has happened to this outpost. If the Borg are there, you’ll be right in their path. I’ve heard the stories.”

“Just relax, Cabral. We’ve come a long way since the days when the Borg could assimilate with impunity. The Collective isn’t what it used to be.”

“Even so, I wish I could be there to help,” Cabral said.

“You just want to keep an eye on me.”

“You do the same for me.”

“That I do,” Kasyov said. “And I’m going to continue to do so.”

Cabral went back to his work of maintaining the Anomaly’s speed as Kasyov slipped into her own thoughts. She knew he had to be going a bit stir crazy locked in this lab all the time. Of course, he did have complete access to the external sensor arrays, but Kasyov imagined that it wasn’t quite the same. She needed to find a way to broaden his horizons. The question was how.



“Cabral says we’re here,” Ensign Arroyo said from the helm as the Anomaly began to slow perceptibly. It was the first real thing Arroyo had had to do since the Anomaly first entered anti- sing two days earlier…not that Arroyo was complaining. There were certainly worse jobs than this in the cosmos.

“Tovar,” Bain said, barely tossing a glance over his shoulder from the command chair.

“Shields are up. Weapons primed and ready.”

Bain smiled. Now that was the Tovar he knew.

“Cabral’s fine,” Kasyov said, rushing out of the turbolift.

“Why wouldn’t he be?” Bain asked.

“Oh I see. He’s just a piece of machinery to you. Just another part of the engines.”

“Stand down, Doctor. You know bloody well I don’t feel that way.”

“Do I? I never see you down there talking to him.”

“Well…”

“My point exactly,” Kasyov snapped as she took her station. She quickly pored over the readouts while Arroyo steered the Anomaly, which had now safely exited anti-sing, into a geo- synchronous orbit above the small LAP/TOP outpost, which consisted of little more than three buildings, sensor arrays, and transmitters located on a small, Class M world. At least it used to. Bain could tell immediately from the images of the outpost that Kasyov was flashing across the viewscreen that the place had been slightly redecorated. The buildings were still there, but the sensors and transmitters were gone. Only clean marks of a cutting beam remained in their place.

“I hate to jump to any conclusions before you, Doctor, but that looks Borg to me,” Bain remarked.

“I’d have to agree,” Kasyov replied. “Especially since there are a large number of Borg signatures inside one of the buildings with what appears to be the outpost crew.”

“Any fighting going on?”

“No. They just seemed to have the crew surrounded.”

“Bloody hell,” Bain muttered. “Commander Prosak, take a team down and see about getting some answers.”

“Mister Tovar. Doctor Kasyov,” Prosak said, heading toward the turbolift.

“I’ll have Doctor Nooney meet you in the transporter room,” Bain called out just before the turbolift doors closed. He shifted in his command seat as his every nerve moved to an “on- edge” position. He didn’t like this, didn’t like it at all. Surrounding the crew he could understand, if he was right about which Borg were down there. But the missing technology just didn’t fit their modus operandi. For now, he’d just have to wait until Prosak reported in or something else happened up here. And Bain had a feeling it would be the latter rather than the former.



After the away team materialized inside the perimeter of LAP/TOP 64, Dr. Kasyov immediately realized that Dr. Fred Nooney, the Anomaly’s Chief Medical Officer, seemed to be even more giddy than usual. He had his medical quadcorder on in a flash looking for Borg.

“Should we be worried about this?” Kasyov asked, leaning over to Prosak.

“Considering the worst that could happen is that the Borg assimilate him, I would say no,” Prosak replied, drawing a laugh from Tovar, which in itself was also disconcerting. Bain was not the only one to notice the differences in Tovar’s personality since the removal of his Interloper.

Tovar locked his wrist phaser into position and activated Borg mode (i.e. a random phaser frequency generator). “Everybody ready?”

“Yes yes YES!” Nooney cried. “I’ve always wanted to see a Borg up close and personal.”

“Not to disappoint you, Fred, but I don’t think you’re going to get one naked,” Kasyov said. “Although, I have to admit being slightly curious to finally see how their neural interfaces for real rather than in a simulation.”

“Wait a second,” Tovar said. “How many of you have actually faced the Borg before?” Prosak started to raise her hand. “And not in a holopod.” Prosak’s hand quickly went back down.

Tovar rubbed his hand over his face. “Great. Fine. Perfect. Bain sends me down here with a bunch of amateurs.”

“Watch your tone, Lieutenant Commander,” Prosak said, emphasizing Tovar’s rank.

“All right. Let’s get this over with.”

“We’ll follow your lead, Tovar,” Prosak said. Actually, Prosak was more than happy to step aside an allow the experienced officer to take point on this assignment. It was only logical. And besides, Prosak wasn’t all that certain that a holopod simulation had prepared her for the true horror waiting for them inside the LAP/TOP’s main structure.

Tovar nodded his approval. “Just let me do the talking,” he said as he activated the door control and stepped inside, Nooney close on his heels. Kasyov chucked softly as she and Prosak entered the building.

“Doctor?” Prosak asked curious.

“I told Cabral that the Collective isn’t what it used to be. Guess I’m about to see if I was right.”

“That, Doctor, is going to very much depend on which Collective we’re dealing with,” Prosak replied.



The unmistakable shape of a Borg craft loomed large on the Anomaly’s viewscreen as Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell, who had taken over at tac-ops, kept tabs on the cube’s approach. “We can still run. Still run. Still run. Oh! No it’s too close.”

“I have no intention of running from these blighters,” Bain said determinedly. Bain took a closer look at the cube. Instead of the drab gray neo-industrial look of your standard, 24th century Borg cube, this one was covered with soft white paneling. “Particularly not THESE blighters,” Bain said disdainfully.



Through the ring of Borg surrounding his crew, Commander Borax, the LAP/TOP’s commanding officer spotted the approaching Anomaly away team. Considering how long he expected it to be until reinforcements arrived, the Krenim officer was more than surprised.

“WE’RE SAVED!” Borax cried, pointing excitedly.

As one, each and every of the thirty Borg in the room turned to face the newcomers.

“Shields,” Tovar said conversationally, touching the small metal collar around his neck he and the others had put on before leaving the ship. The soft tickling under his chin told him that the field was functioning properly. Neck Shielding was one of Starfleet’s key innovations allowing them to exploit a Borg weakness. Careful research had shown that Borg always grabbed their victims’ heads and jammed their assimilation tubules into their victims’ neck; therefore, Starfleet had the brilliant idea to make necks less accessible. Now, if a Borg tried to jam tubules into the neck of an officer wearing the Neck Shield, the tubules hit the field, sending a powerful blast of randomly modulated energy into the Borg’s inner workings, effectively frying the drone.

That technology, once shared with as many species as the Federation could contact, had helped severely cut down on the Borg’s APY (Assimilations Per Year) average. That combined with other technological advancements and socio-political turmoil inside the Collective itself concerning the true meaning of “perfection” and other issues, had led to some big changes for the Borg Collective. Actually, it had led to several different collectives, each with a slightly different philosophy.

Some of these Collectives were still quite dangerous. While others, well, others were more of a nuisance.

As Tovar looked around at the white exoskeletons of the Borg in front of him, he knew he definitely was dealing with the nuisance variety.

“Welcome, seekers of perfection,” the Borg said serenely, their group voice echoing through the LAP/TOP recreation room where the crew had been cornered. “Your path to enlightenment awaits.”

“We’re not interested,” Tovar said.

“We are many who have found peace as one. Join us and know that peace,” the Borg chanted.

“Thanks, but I have enough peace in my life,” Tovar replied, pushing past the Borg to Commander Borax.

“Join us. Join us.”

“No!”

“It’s been like this for almost a week,” Borax said tiredly. “We’re scared to sleep. They just keep staring at us. If we hadn’t managed to find an old replicator and get it up and running, I think some of us would have given in days ago just to get them to shut up.”

“But that wouldn’t shut them up,” Tovar replied. “They would now be in your head. Is anyone injured?”

“No, but…” Borax shuddered. “You have to get us out of here!”

“Nooney, go talk to the Borg,” Prosak ordered, as she and Kasyov pushed through to join Tovar. “When did they attack, Commander?”

“They didn’t,” Borax replied.

“I didn’t think so,” Tovar said. “White Borg don’t attack. They just annoy.”

“Oooh! Tell me more!” he heard Nooney’s voice exclaimed as the Borg near here were explaining all of the spiritual benefits of assimilation.

Kasyov sighed. “I guess I should save him from himself,” she muttered, heading back over to Nooney.

“This surgical removal of technology is more like pre- faction Collective tactics,” Tovar said concerned. “If the factions are reuniting…”

“They were green,” Borax said. “I know that for sure. They swooped in, ransacked the place, taking almost everything, even our escape ship, then they left. The White Borg swooped in a day later.”

“They sensed souls in need,” Prosak commented drily.

“That also doesn’t make sense,” Tovar said. “Green Borg may salvage and scavenge, but they’ve never been known to outright steal.”

“Times change,” the Krenim observed.



The pale white corridors of the White Borg cube visible on the viewscreen were starting to give Bain a headache. Either that or maybe it was that serene synthesizer music playing in the background. Or maybe it was just the White Borg themselves.

“Listen here, you right bastards, I do NOT want to be assimilated!” Bain said angrily.

“Your anger shows that you need enlightenment,” the White Borg group voice replied calmly. “Lower you shields, and one of our missionary teams will beam over to start you on your way.”

At least, the White Borg asked your permission before assimilating you, not that Bain had any intention on granting them permission. “I don’t want…”

“AHHH!” Brazzell screamed suddenly.

“Has the light dawned?” the Borg asked eagerly.

“More Borg!” Brazzell cried.

“With enlightenment comes safety,” the White Borg offered helpfully. “We could have your entire crew assimilated in no time.”

“We’ll have to get back to you,” Bain said quickly. He spun around to face Brazzell. “Who? Where?”

Brazzell shifted the image on the viewscreen to show a Borg sphere-ship racing toward their position. A fiery red sphere- ship to be exact.

“Bloody hell,” Bain muttered as he watched the incoming threat. “Mr. Arroyo, are you familiar with Red Borg assault tactics?”

“What’s to know? They charge; we run.” The Red Borg had come to the conclusion that the way to perfection was to wipe out every other species in the galaxy as violently as possible. To that end, the Red Borg Collective had become a group of single- minded drones that locked onto and attacked every non-Borg ship they detected.

“Good man,” Bain said. “Let’s get to it.”

Arroyo quickly activated the Anomaly’s polaron drive, steered the ship around the white cube looming directly ahead of them, and sent the ship surging forward. The Red Borg sphere, meanwhile, continued charging at the Anomaly, completely unconcerned about the White Borg cube directly in its path…

…so unconcerned, in fact, that it smashed right through the cube, boring a gaping hole from the cube’s front to rear face, then blasted out the other side.

“Now I bet they found that en-‘lighten’-ing,” Bain remarked with a chuckle. No one else laughed. “They’re lighter now, so they’ve been en-‘lighten’-ed. Do you get it?”

“Better luck next time, sir,” Arroyo said, holding the Anomaly on a steady course toward the star system’s sun.

“The sphere is closing fast,” Brazzell said urgently.

“I certainly hope so,” Bain said. “Steady, Ensign.”

Brazzell switched the viewscreen to split-screen mode, displaying the approaching sun and the closing Red Borg.

“Steady…steady…steady…steady…NOW!” Bain exclaimed, grabbing onto his seat.

Arroyo tapped furiously on the helm, sending the Anomaly into a quick dive and slamming on the brakes. The Anomaly jerked to a halt just below the Red Borg sphere, which streaked overhead and straight into the sun before it realized its target was no longer where it was supposed to be.

“If those buggers ever get any sense, they’ll be dangerous,” Bain said. “Get us back to the LAP/TOP, Arroyo.”

“On our way.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 176088.3. Upon returning to LAP/TOP 64, we contacted the away team and learned that the attack there seems to have been perpetrated by Green Borg. I am in full agreement with Lieutenant Commander Tovar that this is highly unusual behavior for the Greens, but that doesn’t mean we aren’t seeing the beginnings of a new behavior pattern from this Collective.

To investigate this possibility, we’ve retrieved the away team and set a course for a known Green Borg flea market located in this sector. In the meantime, Lieutenant Marsden and an engineering team have remained at the LAP/TOP to try and stabilize the situation there.

The White Borg at LAP/TOP 64 were called back to their cube after it was severely damaged by the Red Borg sphere. I assume that they are starting repairs, but we haven’t seen any signs that the new tunnel through their ship is closing. And believe me, we’ve been watching, since the cube has been trailing us all the way to the flea market and sending a continuous stream of comms offering to assimilate us to enlightenment. We’ve respectfully declined.”



Ensign Arroyo’s stomach had gone from slightly anxious to full-blown nausea as the Anomaly dropped out of warp to approach the planet holding the Green Borg flea market, better known as the Green Borg Collective Of Bargains.

Several ships of various designs orbited the world, but all of these were dwarfed by the twenty or so Borg cube ships sitting in place above the planet. The cubes were what had Arroyo ready to run for the nearest toilet. The Borg holo-documentaries from the Academy alone had been enough to give him nightmares, but now he was here, really here, in the midst of enough Borg to assimilate them all many times over.

Yet Captain Bain looked totally nonplused. If anything, the whole situation seemed to have him more annoyed than anything else.

“I suppose we’re going shopping, Kassie,” Bain said to Dr. Kasyov as he rose from his command chair. “You have the conn, Commander.”

“You do not wish me to lead this away team?” Prosak asked slightly-insulted.

“No offense intended, Prosak, but I’ve been to a few of these in my time. If you aren’t careful, these Green Borg will sell you real estate in a black hole. Completely without scruples. Coming, Tovar?”

“Absolutely,” Tovar said eagerly. “The weapons table at the last one of these we went to was amazing!”

“Anything you want me to look for while I’m there, Commander?” Kasyov asked.

Prosak thought for a moment. “Well…I have been wanting a holovid of the 25th century performance by the D’Ceti ballet of Squid Lake.”

“I’ll keep my eyes open,” Kasyov said, heading toward the turbolift behind Bain and Tovar.



The Green Borg were really the victims of a plan put in motion by the Ferengi well over a century earlier. Planning ahead and seeing literally trillions of potential customers, as the Ferengi Commerce Authority was prone to do, the Ferengi had sent an unmanned ship hurtling into the Delta Quadrant with one and only goal: get captured by the Borg.

Knowing that the Borg would want to add the ship’s technological distinctiveness to the collective (and to make doubly sure of this, the Ferengi had added a few special gizmos to the ship. Now, most people didn’t need an anti-matter powered ear wax removal system, but the Ferengi were pretty damn sure that the Borg had never seen one before), the Ferengi had implanted a cleverly-designed worm into much of the ship’s software.

The Borg were familiar with software worms. Hell, every space-going species with half a brain had tried to develop some kind of computer program to bring down the Collective, but the Ferengi worm slipped through the Borg defenses for the simple reason that it was not designed to harm the Borg in any way, shape, or form. Instead, as it slowly spread (it couldn’t hit every Borg at once because that would have called too much attention to its existence), more and more cubes suddenly realized the value of commerce.

By the time of the Great Factioning, those Borg affected by the Ferengi worm broke off on their own to form the Green Borg. They even went so far as to send a message to Ferenginar requesting that a Ferengi come to lead them. Of course, by the time any of this happened, Ferengi society had altered a bit itself, but that’s a story for another time.

What all of this boils down to is that the Green Borg pursued the philosophy of “Perfection Through Profit” (they had this slogan emblazoned on several banners inside the Green Borg Collective of Bargains), and to this end they opened one of the largest flea markets the universe had ever seen here on this planet that was once the home of some species that had been completely assimilated long ago.

Bain and company materialized inside this structure as aliens from dozens of different species milled about, looking over the wares the Green Borg had to offer. Most of it was Borg surplus or equipment salvaged from some old starships captured by the Borg years ago. Some particularly industrious Green Borg had attempted to develop new products using Borg know-how, and actually they had made a quite successful foray into the world of gardening. Of course, traditionalists such as Captain Bain had no intention of letting a bunch of nanoprobes run loose in their soil.

“Let’s stay within sight of each other,” Bain said. “Doctor, scan for Starfleet technology.”

“From this century, I presume,” Kasyov said.

“True enough. There’s bound to be enough of the older stuff around. Tovar and I will listen for scuttlebutt. If the Green Borg have changed their business model, someone here will be talking about it.



The group passed under a “Resisting Our Prices Is Futile!” banner and moved off to survey the lay of the land. Tovar quickly spotted a table containing alien weaponry and broke off from the group. Bain found a promising kiosk of various odds and ends, leaving Kasyov alone in the middle of the aisle. As unobtrusively as possible, she unwound her quadcorder, but rather than putting it on her head, she strapped it around her arm and set it to vibrate if it picked up any Starfleet signatures.

Then a table caught her eye. Holovids and lots of them. With little to do until the quadcorder finished its scan, Kasyov wandered over on the off chance that the Borg would have an interest in “Squid Lake.” Personally, Kasyov would rather pass. She didn’t mind disembodied brains, but aliens with tentacles just freaked her out. Maybe it was all those calamari rings her brother had practically force fed her when they were kids.

Pushing that aside, Kasyov began browsing through the various holovids (all obviously bootlegs recorded by the Borg over the centuries; although, judging by the titles, someone took a real liking to “The Adventures of the Silly Shiny Starship.”).

One of the Green Borg manning the table stepped over to Kasyov. “This drone is ready to comply with all of your audio- visual needs.”

“Um…right,” Kasyov said as the green-exoskeletoned Borg stared back at her blankly. “Do you have ‘Squid Lake’?”

“This merchandising subcollective carries several versions. What species designation?”

“D’Ceti.”

“Species 10376. Affirmative. Do you require a specific time period?”

“Twenty-fifth century.”

“I will retrieve the requested item. Please continue to browse our wide assortment of holovids, remote cameras, and other merchandise.”

“Thanks. I’ll do that,” Kasyov said, somewhat relieved as the drone turned its ocular implant away from her and moved off on its appointed task. She strolled along the table, looking over more of the holovid titles until she reached a section holding various holocameras, projection units, and holoemitters.

“Finding anything interesting?” Tovar’s voice asked from behind her.

“Just waiting for Prosak’s vid,” Kasyov replied. “How about you? Anything new in the Wonderful World of Weaponry?”

“There were a couple of Hirogen sniper rifles I wouldn’t mind having, but I restrained myself. I may go back if I don’t find anything else, though.”

“Well, the holoporn is down there,” Kasyov said, pointing down the table.

“Why would I want that?” Tovar asked defensively.

“I’m a doctor, Tovar. I know what’s going on. You’re free of the Interloper. You’re a new person. And now you’re going to try to catch up on all the fun you missed while you weren’t quite you while you try and figure out who you are now.”

“So that’s your professional diagnosis?”

“Yeah,” Kasyov said. She stopped, peering at the Yynsian’s cranium. “By the way, can I look at your brain?”

“My brain?”

“I haven’t done much work on Yynsians, and studying one recovering from an Interloper is quite an opportunity.”

“Won’t Cabral be jealous?” Tovar asked with a smirk.

“I’m looking for something for him right now,” Kasyov replied, picking up one of the remote cameras. “The poor brain never gets to leave the ship.”

Tovar nodded as Kasyov handed the remote camera to the Borg salesdrone across the table from her. “His sphere does tend to make mobility a problem, especially since he’s once again tied himself into all of the ship’s systems.”

“Oh dear,” Kasyov said mockingly. “Does that make your little security officer stomach queasy?”

Tovar’s eyes narrowed.

“Relax!” Kasyov said with a laugh as the drone handed a payment padd across to her.

“Will that be credits, latinum, dekells, or will you be providing this subcollective with new drones?”

“Credits,” Kasyov replied, typing in the commands to complete the transaction. She turned back to Tovar. “Cabral is just going to love this camera. Once Shelly and I get it tuned to his neural frequencies, it will be almost like taking him on away missions with us!”

“As long as it keeps him happy running the anti-sing. I’m all for it,” Tovar said somewhat distractedly. Captain Bain was on his way over shaking his head.

“I don’t care if they do bring my eating experience to a whole new level, I am not using nanoprobes as seasoning. Work directly on your taste buds, indeed. Sure they do. Right before they assimilate your tongue,” Bain groused.

Kasyov took her package from the salesdrone. “Not enjoying your shopping experience, Captain?”

“Well, I did find a nice planter for my petunias, but they won’t sell it to me without their blasted nano-enhanced soil. Any luck with the scan?”

Kasyov ducked her head down as though she was trying to get something out of her eye and looking into the quadcorder’s eye piece. “Nothing here. We need to move down to the other end of the complex, though, to be sure. This place is so huge, the quadcorder can’t take it all in at once.”

“Right then. Off we go,” Bain said, charging off down the aisle, almost taking out several other patrons as he did so.



Honestly, you can only be petrified for so long before the feeling sort of wears off. So despite the fact that on the viewscreen in front of him were numerous Borg cubes, any one of which could effectively end his existence, Ensign Hector Arroyo had slipped into something of a relaxed state.

Of course, it also helped that he had pre-programmed an emergency “Get the Hell Out of Here!!!” flight path into the helm that could be activated with the mere slam of his fist on the console.

Meanwhile at tac-ops, Lieutenant Brazzell found himself unable to look away from the image of the White Borg cube hovering behind the Anomaly. Despite the fact that the damage to their ship had occurred almost a day ago, the White Borg still hadn’t even started to close the gaping hole through their ship. It was quite an eyesore, it allowed Brazzell to see the horrible mess inside of the cube, and, worst of all, the hole was surrounded by all kinds of frayed edges. Borg or no, Brazzell had this incredible urge to just beam over there and start cleaning. Somebody had to because it was woefully obvious that the White Borg weren’t taking any action.

However, being the dedicated officer he was, Brazzell resisted the urge. Of course, it helped that he was also suddenly distracted by a flashing from his console.

“We’re being scanned!” he exclaimed. “Oh what they must think of us! This ship is a mess!”

“Who’s scanning us?” Arroyo snapped, breaking through Brazzell’s babble.

“It’s Borg! I don’t know from which cube.”

“Arroyo to Prosak,” the ensign said. Commander Prosak had adjourned to her quarters in Bain’s former ready room to keep the White Borg busy, so they’d stop comming constantly. Besides, she felt that explaining to the White Borg why she had no interest in being assimilated would be a wonderful test of her logic and debating skills.

“Prosak here,” the RommaVulc first officer’s voice said crisply over the comm system.

“You may want to get out here. We’re being scanned.”

“On my way,” Prosak replied quickly. A moment later, she rushed out onto the bridge. “Your timing was excellent, Ensign. The White Borg had almost debated me into a corner. I saw no logical alternative but to beam over and be assimilated.”

“No offense, Commander, but sometimes you just have to say no,” Arroyo said.

Prosak thought for a moment. “Possibly, but then they could have countered with the classic, ‘Why not?’”

“Because.”

“Because what?”

“Nothing. Just because.”

“Interesting. I had no idea you were so skilled in the art of debate, Ensign.”

“I learned it from my three-year old twin cousins,” Arroyo replied with a smile.

“Excuse me!” Brazzell said impatiently. “But we are STILL being scanned!”

Prosak turned her attention to the Mezzakkan manning tac- ops. “Have you had any luck located the source?”

“It’s one of those cubes,” Brazzell replied. “And no I don’t know what they’re scanning for!”

“How very helpful.”



Down in Science Lab Four, Cabral was starting to get an idea of what the Anomaly was being scanned for. Actually, he hadn’t been paying much attention to anything outside of his sphere for a while as he waited for Kasyov to return from the Green Borg Collective of Bargains, but he attention was pulled outward as he was gripped by an all-too-familiar and unwelcome feeling.

A transporter was locking onto him.

“Cabral to bridge!” he said quickly. “HELP!!!”



And back on the bridge…

“What’s his problem?” Brazzell said irritated.

Prosak, however, put two and two together with a quickness that surprised her.

“SHIELDS!”

“AHHH!” Brazzell cried, slapping his hands frantically against his console. By some miracle, he actually hit the control to activate the Anomaly’s shields.



Just as quickly as it had grabbed Cabral, the transporter beam relinquished its grip, leaving him safely back in Science Lab Four.

“Thank you, Commander,” he said, a bit shaken. After his experience with the Associates in Andromeda, the thought of anyone beaming him off of the Anomaly made him understandably nervous.

“I am relieved that nothing happened to you.”

“Who did that?” Cabral asked; although, he was fairly sure he knew the answer…at least in generic terms.

“The Green Borg as far as well can tell. If I can trouble you to stay on the line, I’ll contact Captain Bain.”



Prosak nodded at Brazzell, who was already in the process of hailing Bain.

“Bain here,” the captain’s voice said over the comm system.

“We’ve just had a disturbing incident up here, sir,” Prosak reported. “The Green Borg just tried to beam Cabral off of the ship.”

“WHAT THE YVOT?” Prosak heard Dr. Kasyov’s voice shout in the background.

“I’m fine, Natalia,” Cabral said.

“Brazzell, switch us to a conference comm,” Prosak ordered. Brazzell tapped a control, putting everyone onto the same comm. “There. Much better.”

“I’m going to rip out every one of their implants,” Kasyov seethed.

“Calm down, Natalia,” Cabral said.

“This doesn’t make a blasted bit of sense,” Bain said. “A little theft I might believe, but kidnapping? That’s well beyond the Green Borg’s business purview.”

“Maybe they’re branching out?” Prosak offered.

“Not if Reginald Bain has anything to say about it! Cabral, old boy, you can rest assured that nothing like this is going to happen again.”

“Thank you, Captain, but there’s no need to start a war with the Green Borg,” Cabral said.

“War? Who said anything about a war? I’m going to speak to the Manager! Bain out.”



True to his word, Captain Bain headed straight to the turbolift leading to the Manager’s Suite up above the main floor of the Green Borg Collective of Bargains. Desiring to be good merchants, the Green Borg took requests to see the Manager, their equivalent of a Queen, quite seriously, but most shoppers had no desire to ascend to the Manager’s Office. That was mostly because the “Office” looked like a traditional Borg Queen’s chamber, complete with eerie lighting, dense fog, and flashing strobes, all of which, while pointless, had done wonders to scare the hell out of other species in the galaxy.

Bain and Tovar, however, were not intimidated in the slightest. They’d never met the Green Borg Manager face to face, but they’d dealt with him over a comm channel a couple of years earlier during a dispute over an uninhabited M Class planet in the Vilnyus system. The Federation had planned to put a colony there, but the Green Borg had earmarked the site for their new Green Borg Outpost of Outlets. Bain and the Manager held long negotiations over subspace, but the whole matter became moot when it turned out that the Dillon Consortium had swooped in and started construction on an upscale shopping/luxury condominium community right under the noses of the Federation and the Borg. With construction underway, the Dillon Consortium had staked a legitimate claim, leaving Bain and the Manager with nothing else to negotiate.

Dr. Kasyov, meanwhile, was far too upset to be intimidated by some cheesy haunted house effects. She was much more interested in dismantling whomever had just tried to snatch Cabral away from her.

Bain, Tovar, and Kasyov were escorted into the Manager’s Office by the Manager’s Tertiary Administrative Assistant just as the Manager himself lowered into the room from his regeneration chamber above. The Manager had once been a down-on-his-luck Talaxian traveling salesman who ran into the Green Borg soon after they learned that the Ferengi would not be sending anyone to lead them. Seeing that the Talaxian obviously had some sort of economic experience, the Green Borg offered him the Manager’s job. After considering the pros and cons of the position (Almost eternal life and limitless power vs. being assimilated), the Talaxian accepted.

“Captain Reginald Bain…Lieutenant Tovar. USS Maladventure,” the Manager said, looking over the newcomers with his coal black eyes. Dr. Kasyov made a mental note that Borgification did absolutely nothing to improve the warthog-esque looks of Talaxians.

“Tovar’s been promoted to Lieutenant Commander, and we’re with the USS Anomaly now, but I’m still the same old Bain,” Captain Bain said, extending his hand for the Manager to shake. “How are you doing, old boy? Keeping busy?”

The Manager hesitantly extended his hand to Bain, who shook it vigorously, so vigorously in fact that the Manager felt something in his mechanical arm come out of place.

“I am keeping quite busy,” the Manager said. Viewscreens around the room suddenly flared to life, displaying various feeds from cameras around the Collective of Bargains and other Green Borg sales facilities across the quadrant. “However, profits have grown 3% this quarter.”

“You’re getting closer to perfection everyday then,” Bain said with a grin. Kasyov was barely holding in her growing annoyance. Get to the point, Bain! However, she realized that he’d dealt with these Green Borg before and probably knew what he was doing…probably.

“Seeing as how I am so busy, is there something I can help you with, Captain?” the Manager asked.

“I guess you deduced this wasn’t a social call.”

“I am Borg. We do not receive many visitors.”

A voice deep down in Tovar’s consciousness muttered something about revamping the decor, but Tovar ignored it.

“Truth be told, we’re here concerning a theft at one of our outposts. All the evidence points to some of your folks.”

“Green Borg do not steal,” the Manager said firmly. “We’re a legitimate business.”

“Oh yeah? What about all of those parts from assimilated ships on sale out there?” Kasyov demanded.

“The crews are now Borg, so the ship now belongs to the Borg. What is the problem?” the Manager asked confused.

“What about Cabral?” Kasyov snapped.

“What is Cabral?” the Manager asked.

“One of my crew,” Bain said. “It seems that somebody tried to steal him as well.”

“Where is the profit in that?”

“Cabral’s a tad unique. Big brain in a black sphere. We’ve had trouble before with people snagging the fellow.”

“My drones have nothing to do with these incidents,” the Manager said.

“Why do I sense a ‘but’ coming?” Kasyov asked.

The Manager sighed and shook his head. “Recently, a subcollective rather abruptly evicted me from their dataspace. While they assured me that they had no intention of forming a new Collective of their own, they did say that they planned to pilot some alternative management strategies.”

“Theft and attempted-kidnapping seem to be their alternatives,” Tovar said.

“Where are they now?” Bain asked.

The Manager looked through his various viewscreens. “I do not know. I cannot sense them.”

“They have to be around. They just went after Cabral,” Kasyov insisted.

The Manager pointed at a screen showing several cubes over the planet. “Fine. You tell me which one they are.”

“Bloody cubes all look the same to me,” Bain said.

“Exactly! I can’t even keep my loyal drones straight. Are you 303 of 512, or 312 of 503? Who knows? Who cares? This was easier when I was selling plumbing supplies!” The Manager threw up his hands in frustration.

“Right. Well. We’ll just let you get back to it then,” Bain said, backing toward the exit. “If you ever visit Earth, you’ll have to drop by for supper and meet the missus.”

The Manager nodded distractedly as he watched a group of Kazon teenagers enter the Collective of Bargains on one of the monitors. Bunch of hoodlums.



After calling for beam out, which was accomplished by lowering the Anomaly’s shields for just a split second, Bain, Kasyov, and Tovar headed straight to Science Lab Four to confer with Cabral…and show him the new remote camera Kasyov had purchased for him.

“That’s wonderful, Natalia!” Cabral exclaimed happily after Kasyov showed him the device. “Now you can film all of your away missions for me.”

“This is for a bit more than that,” Kasyov said. “Once Shelly and I get done with it, you’ll have a direct neural link with the camera controls.”

“From what Kassie tells me, it’ll have anti-grav capabilities,” Bain added.

“Just think of it as an extension of you.”

“That sounds very appealing,” Cabral said. “No offense to you, dear Doctor, but did you have any luck tracking down who tried to take me?”

“Other than the fact that they’re Green Borg, not really,” Kasyov said apologetically.

“But whoever did this also has the equipment from LAP/TOP 64. I’m sure of it, and to prove it Tovar and I will search each and every one of these cubes ourselves if we have to!” Bain said, causing the Yynsian to shoot him a glare that clearly indicated Bain was alone in that sentiment.

“I don’t think you’ll need to go that far, Captain,” Cabral said. “I may have an idea how to draw the perpetrators out.”

“I’m not going to like this, am I?” Kasyov asked.



“I really don’t like this,” Dr. Kasyov grumbled from the science station on the bridge as the Anomaly prepared to put Cabral’s plan into action.

“Steady there, Doctor. Everything is going to work splendidly,” Bain replied confidently as he sat in the command chair seeming infuriatingly relaxed.

“Lieutenant Commander Tovar and Cabral report ready,” Lt. Brazzell said. “And Commander Prosak once again has the White Borg occupied.”

“Good. The last thing we need is those buggers comming in the middle of this. Look sharp, people. We may end up angering a real beehive here.”

“I’m ready to flee on a second’s notice,” Ensign Arroyo said.

“I usually prefer the term ‘strategic withdrawal,’ Ensign,” Bain said to his helm officer.

“You say tomato…”

Bain smiled slightly, then shifted back to full command mode. “On my mark. Three…two…lower shields.”

“Shields are down,” Brazzell reported.

“Scanning,” Kasyov said.

“Here fishy fishy fishy,” Bain chanted softly.



From his housing in Science Lab Four, Cabral monitored the activity up on the bridge. With the Anomaly’s shields down, he was effectively exposed to whomever might want to make another attempt to steal him…which is exactly what he hoped would happen.

He didn’t have to wait long. Not five minutes after Bain ordered the shields lowered, Cabral felt a transporter locking onto him again. But this time he was ready. Cabral activated the transport inhibitor field Kasyov and Lieutenant Polnuc from Engineering had just rigged around his sphere.

“Bridge, they have made contact,” Cabral said.

“I’m tracing now,” Kasyov said. “Just hold on, honey!”

Hopefully the rogue Green Borg responsible for this would make a couple more tries, giving Kasyov the chance to pinpoint their cube. Of course, Cabral’s real hope was that the Green Borg wouldn’t find a way to get around the transport inhibitor in the process.

No such luck. Four Green Borg drones materialized in the science lab mere meters away from his position. Without a word, they began to advance on him. Left unmolested, they would have the transport inhibitor field down in seconds. Unfortunately for them, Cabral had prepared for just such an eventuality.

Before the Green Borg drones made it two steps, the science lab doors slid open, and Tovar charged in followed by a six officer security team. The drones never even had time to turn around to face the newcomers before they were all blasted with several well-placed shots from the security team’s wrist phasers.

“My compliments on your aim,” Cabral said.

Tovar nodded. “And this was a lot more fun than a holopod simulation, too. Maybe they’ll send more!” The Yynsian seemed way too eager about that last statement. Cabral was about to say something to that effect when ten more drones materialized in the room.

“Scatter!” Tovar shouted, blasting two of the new arrivals as he and the team zig-zagged around the mostly empty lab. Unfortunately, Cabral and the console Kasyov used for monitoring him were really the only two spots of cover in the room. Not wanting to draw fire that way, though, Tovar raced along the opposite wall, firing as he went. Frankly, he couldn’t imagine how Borg encounters were even survivable in the old days of having to manually readjust your phaser frequency after every shot. Wrist phasers, like every phaser model in the last 100 years, had built in randomizers that did all the work, leaving Starfleet Officers free to worry about just hitting their targets.

Speaking of targets, another fifteen had just beamed into the room, making the science lab rather crowded. Three of Tovar’s security officers had already been grabbed and only escaped assimilation because of their neck shields. The Green Borg who’d tried it were currently quivering on the floor after taking some nasty shocks through their tubules.

“Tovar to bridge. Are we going to be getting the shields back up soon? It’s getting ugly down here!”



Bain looked over at Kasyov, who was deep into her scans. “You’re going to have to hold them back for a little bit longer, it seems.”

“Got them!” Kasyov exclaimed suddenly. “It’s the cube at coordinates…wait…it’s on the move.”

“Where to?” Bain asked.

“Right at us!” Brazzell exclaimed. Bain’s head whipped back to the viewscreen as a massive Green Borg cube charged at them.

“Shields up! Arroyo!”

“Going!” Arroyo replied, his hands flying across the console as the Anomaly rocked under the first blast from the cube’s weapons. Brazzell had literally gotten the shields up just in time.

“Return fire,” Bain said. The Anomaly jolted again.

“Shields down to 85 percent,” Brazzell reported. “And I’m not sure our shot knocked theirs down much at all.”

“Captain, I’m reading several Starfleet energy signatures aboard that cube,” Kasyov said. “I think it’s the equipment from the LAP/TOP.”

“Should we ask for it back now?” Arroyo asked grimly as another jolt almost catapulted him out of his seat.

“Shields at 65 percent…and we have a big spill on deck eight,” Brazzell said. “I’m sending a cleaning crew immediately!”

The ship bucked again, tossing the bridge crew violently to port as the lights flickered.

“Ensign Arroyo, I think it’s time for some new evasive maneuvers,” Bain said rather conversationally considering that they were currently getting the crap pounded out of them.

“Why aren’t the other Green Borg helping us?” Kasyov said angrily. “We’re helping them out, too!”

“They don’t like to get involved with combat. It’s bad for business,” Bain said.

“Then what are we supposed to do against that thing? You can’t very well pull out the heavy artillery with so many other ships around.”

“You make a good point, Doctor,” Bain said, gripping his armrests as Arroyo narrow dodged another attempt by the rogue Green Borg cube to lock on a tractor beam. “It may be time for us to withdraw. Now that we’ve identified the guilty parties, maybe the Manager can impose some sort of economic sanctions. Of course, I’d prefer to come back with a fleet and give the bastards a good what for!”

“They’re right on top of us!” Brazzell screamed.

“Arroyo!”

“On it,” Arroyo said, pushing the ship faster and weaving in and out of ships as he went into a tight loop around the planet. The rogue Green Borg cube matched him move for move, closing the gap quickly and continuous trying to lock on with the tractor beam.

“Come on,” Arroyo said. “A little closer.”

“You want them closer?!?” Brazzell shouted.

“Just relax, Lieutenant,” Bain said. “The ensign obviously has something up his sleeve.”

“I’ll believe that when I…”

Brazzell trailed off as the saw the damaged White Borg cube suddenly come into view directly in front of them as the Anomaly whipped around the planet.

“AHHHHH!” Brazzell cried, shielding his eyes just before the impact…

…which never came.

Arroyo piloted the ship right through the massive hole in the center of the cube, missing the walls by mere feet as the ship sped by White Borg drones working on repairs at a serenely mellow pace.

The Green Borg cube was not so lucky. Hot on the Anomaly’s trail, it sped around the planet of the Collective of Bargains and slammed right into the White Borg ship, obliterating both vessels in a massive fireball just as the Anomaly sailed out of the opposite end of the White Borg ship.

“Bloody brilliant!” Bain exclaimed proudly, smacking his fist down on the armrest of his chair.

“That’s the way we play this game,” Arroyo said sounding a bit more smug than he felt. Honestly, he was surprised that little maneuver had worked, but it’d seemed like a good idea at the time.

Prosak charged out onto the bridge a split second later. “Who cut off my…” Her eyes fell on the viewscreen, which was currently displaying the debris field spreading behind the Anomaly. “Oh. Was that…?”

“Yes, it was,” Bain said. “Nice work distracting them.”

“As much as I hate to see such a loss of life, I have to admit to being somewhat relieved.”

“Did they talk you into getting assimilated again?” Arroyo asked.

“Well…yes,” Prosak replied weakly.

The turbolift doors opened, allowing Tovar to stroll out onto the bridge. His hair was a complete wreck, and several near misses had scorched his uniform, but he seemed to otherwise be unharmed.

“The science lab’s now the Borg Morgue, but we got them all,” he said. He turned to Kasyov. “And Cabral’s fine. He took out a few himself.”

“He’d better not have so much as a singe mark on him,” Kasyov warned just before she stormed into the turbolift.

Bain clapped his hands together loudly. “Right. That’s that then. Let’s see about wrapping this up, shall we?”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 176090.7. The Green Borg Manager was quite relieved to hear that we resolved his little problem with the rogues, and he offered us a pretty penny for salvage rights to the pile of dead drones in Science Lab Four. The White Borg were a tad miffed about the destruction of their cube (at least I think they were miffed. It’s hard to tell, since they’re so blasted serene all the time), but the Manager also appeased them by giving them their own table at the Collective of Bargains where they can try to recruit new assimilatees.

We actually managed to salvage a surprising amount of LAP/TOP 64’s equipment from the debris field of the destroyed rogue cube, which will undoubtedly please Commander Borax a great deal. Lieutenant Marsden was able to rig together a make- shift transmitter for the interim, and contacted us a few hours ago to check on our progress. My suspicion is that the woman was getting a trifle stir crazy stuck there at the LAP/TOP. Well, we’ll more than take care of that when we return with all this equipment that will need to be reinstalled.”



Lieutenant Shelly Marsden was walking a bit like a Borg drone herself as she lumbered into the mess hall, which the holochef had chosen to turn into a 1950’s style diner on this particular evening.

“Marsie!” Captain Bain called from a round table at the center of the room as he waved her way. “Come join us!”

Bain’s table-mates, Lieutenant Commander Tovar, Commander Prosak, and Ensign Arroyo, scooted around enough to give Marsden room to collapse into an empty red cushioned chair. She did just that and leaned against the polished metal tubing of the chair back.

“Are we home yet?” she mumbled.

“On our way,” Bain said. “My compliments, Marsie. You did a bang-up job getting the LAP/TOP ship-shape again.”

Marsden nodded, barely managing to keep control of her head. “Between that and helping Natalia out with Cabral’s camera, I’m beat. I just need some food before I slip off somewhere to fall into a coma.”

“Do it somewhere where Nooney can’t find you,” Arroyo said. “That’d be an opportunity he couldn’t pass up.”

“I’ll be careful,” Marsden said, just as a holowaiter bopped over, dressed from head to toe in white, complete with white paper hat.

“What can I get you?” he asked.

Marsden looked around the room. “What kind of place is this again?”

“You want a hamburger and fries,” Arroyo said.

“And the chocolate milkshakes are really good,” Tovar said. As evidence, two metal shake containers sat on the table in front of him completely drained.

“I would have to agree. Chocolate is the logical choice over vanilla,” Prosak added.

“You’re going to have to explain that logic to me sometime, Commander,” Arroyo said.

“Have you decided?” the holowaiter asked.

“Yeah. What they said,” Marsden said with a tired wave of her hand.

“And there’s the good doctor now,” Bain said cheerfully, looking past Marsden at the mess hall doors, which had just opened.

“Oh no,” Tovar, Arroyo, Prosak, and Marsden said in unison, reflexively tensing up.

“Wrong doctor, chums,” Bain said, pointing as Doctor Kasyov entered the room, cradling a bundled up blanket in her arms. Spotting Bain and the others, she immediately headed over to their table.

“Do you have room for two more?” she asked.

“Two?” Prosak said confused.

“Yes. Me…” She pulled the blanket away from her arm, revealing a small black sphere with a lens mounted in the front. The sphere lifted up into the air and hovered over the center of the table. “…and Cabral,” Kasyov finished smiling broadly.

“Good show!” Bain said. “Can you hear me, old boy?”

“Loud and clear, Captain,” Cabral’s voice said from a small speaker mounted in the mini-sphere. “I hope I won’t be intruding.”

“Absolutely not,” Bain replied warmly. “Pull up some air.”





The Face of Things That Went



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 176285.4. I’ve faced my share of baddies during my years with the Fleet, some of which still show up in the occasional nightmare. But I’d rather face them all again than deal with the insidiousness of the disease currently ravaging the populace of Bechode Prime, a world situated deep in the Beta Quadrant. After the Bechodians requested assistance, the Federation Medical Society scrambled a team of their top minds in the area of contagious diseases and what not. Now we have the job of getting them to Bechode Prime as quickly as possible. As such, we’re currently traveling at Warp M, which Lieutenant Marsden told me in no uncertain terms is our top safe cruising speed. I will defer to my Chief Engineer on this one; however, I have every desire to reach Bechode Prime at our earliest opportunity.”



Captain Reginald Bain leaned back against the sofa in his “Captain’s Lounge” as he finished recording his log for the morning. “Computer,” he said, closing his eyes. “Commence playback of Bain Mix Five.” The computer chirped its acknowledgment, and almost immediately the first few bars of Francisco Viardo’s “Reflections on the Romulan War” began to play over his speakers.

Bain sighed contentedly. Every good war deserved an equally good soundtrack album. Maybe Bain would start working on one for the Breen Conflict from 20 years prior. No one had properly scored that one as yet, and who better than the man responsible for destroying five of the six Official Residences of Grot Thud, the Breen leader at the time? Bain would have gotten the sixth one as well, but the Breen signed a peace treaty three minutes before Bain was in weapons’ range. Blighters must have seen him coming.

“Bridge to Captain Bain,” Commander Prosak, Bain’s Romulan first officer, called over the comm system.

“How may I be of service, Commander?” Bain replied without opening his eyes.

“High Manager Guanti of Bechode Prime is hailing. She wishes to speak to you personally.”

“Very well, Commander,” Bain said, sitting up and running his hands through his salt and pepper hair to straighten it. “Send it to my lounge.”

“I would remind you, Captain, that normally you would use a ready room for such business. You, however, gave yours away.”

“And I don’t regret it for a moment, Prosak. Too much like an office.” He could almost hear the Romulan sigh on the other end of the line as she phrased her reply.

“If you perform your duties inside of your ‘Captain’s Lounge,’ I fail to see how it is any less of an office that your ready room was.”

“There are intangibles to it. The atmosphere of the place. The connotations of the name.”

“I simply do not understand the logic…”

“Put the logic guns away, Commander,” Bain interrupted. “And I believe we’re keeping a planetary leader on hold.”

“Very well. But I would like to continue this discussion at another time.”

“I don’t see that there’s anything to discuss. But why don’t you come spend some time in the Lounge at some point. After you sit and soak in the atmosphere for a bit, you’ll come around.”

Prosak grunted non-committally, then closed the comm channel just as the oil painting of the Battle of Trafalgar hanging on the wall of the Lounge just above the faux fireplace slid upward revealing a standard holoscreen on which appeared the image of a tired middle-aged Bechodian woman drumming her fingers in boredom against a desk. She sat straight up as she realized she was actually looking at a person rather than the “Please Hold For Our Next Available Officer” screen.

“High Manager Guanti, I presume,” Captain Bain said, rising from his seat with a warm smile and a slight bow. “It is an honor and a pleasure. Captain Reginald Bain, USS Anomaly, at your service.”

The Bechodian nodded politely, giving Bain an even better view of her prominent forehead structure. Rather than a nose ridge, ala the Bajorans, Bechodians had a line of circular…bumps, for lack of a better term, running up their nose to their forehead, which was dominated by four far larger “bumps,” two in the front almost like a Ferengi and one at each temple.

“How soon will you be arriving at Bechode Prime?” High Manager Guanti asked, without so much as a proper hello.

“Less than ten hours, Madame High Manager,” Bain replied, pulling out as much of the old Bain charisma as he could muster. “I assure you that we have wasted no time in reaching you, and the team of doctors we have aboard is first rate. We should have this bug exterminated in no time.”

“I sincerely hope so. Our best doctors and scientists are at a loss. Our efforts to stop the contagion from spreading have been completely ineffective. Something has to be done soon, or we’re done for!”

Bain frowned. “I was not aware that the virus was fatal.”

“It’s not, but look at us!” Guanti exclaimed, yanking a rather surprised looking male down by his collar into view of the camera. The man looked completely normal. Actually, a little too normal. It took Bain a moment to realize that the man’s face was completely bump-free. Not a one. Nothing.

“If this continues, we’re going to be completely indistinguishable from humans, Betazoids, Yynsians, and any one of a hundred other species!” Guanti continued. “Our species identity will be lost. Please, Captain Bain, you must save our bumps!”

“High Manager, The Anomaly will remain at Bechode Prime for as long as it takes,” Bain said firmly as he slammed his clenched fist down on his knee for emphasis. “Mark my words, YOUR BUMPS WILL RISE AGAIN!”



Doctor Natalia Kasyov stepped out of her holopod dripping in sweat after a strenuous morning hike though the Menail Range of Trill, a beautiful, but rugged series of mountains located in Trill’s southern hemisphere, or, in this case, the holopod in Kasyov’s quarters.

For not the first time, Kasyov thanked the Great Bird that she lived in the 26th century and didn’t have to travel through the ship’s corridors from a holodeck in her current condition. She stripped off her clothes, heading toward the bathroom as she did so, and climbed into the shower, closing the smoked faux-glass behind her. Cleansing fields were fine for normal days (and certainly far superior to the old sonic showers used in centuries past), but nothing beat a traditional shower with actual water when it came to getting clean and feeling refreshed after a long workout.

After thoroughly scrubbing the sweat off of herself and treating her long black hair with both shampoo and conditioner, Kasyov stood for several moments directly under the showerhead, closing her eyes and letting the steady stream of liquid massage her scalp while her mind wandered.

That all ended as she heard a soft click and felt a sudden draft.

“Ah, there you are,” Cabral’s voice said matter-of-factly.

Her eyes shot open as her head whipped toward the door. The shower door was now open, courtesy of one of the small manipulator beams on the hovercam floating in front of her. The hovercam, which Kasyov and Chief Engineer Shelly Marsden had constructed to allow Cabral the ability to see what was happening outside of his sphere’s location in Science Lab Four, stared back blankly, its lenses taking in the scene of the wet and naked scientist.

“Cabral!” Kasyov shouted angrily, shoving the hovercam back and causing it to lose its grip on the door, which Kasyov promptly slammed shut.

“Have I come at a bad time?” Cabral asked confused.

“I’m in the shower!”

“I can see that. However, I believe the hovercam is waterproof.”

“That’s not the point. I’m naked!”

Cabral chuckled. “I have studied human anatomy, Natalia.”

“Yeah, but not mine.”

“Modesty from the woman who has attempted to poke and prod to the very core of my being?” Cabral asked playfully.

Kasyov was quiet for a moment. “Okay. You’ve got me there,” she said finally. “But that doesn’t mean I’m about to parade around for you. Go out to the living room. I’ll be there in a minute.”

“Of course. But in the future, if you do not wish to be found in the shower, I’d recommend not leaving a trail of discarded garments for me to follow, quite used garments at that. Would you like me to toss them in the reclaimator?”

“Thanks, but I’ll take care of it,” Kasyov replied firmly. “Now go!”

“Going,” Cabral said.

With the bathroom clear of hovercams, Kasyov shut off the water and activated the drying cycle, running her hands through her hair as the cycle did its work to make sure that all damp spots were dealt with. She stepped out of the shower and immediately realized that she had another problem: she hadn’t replicated anything else to wear.

On cue, the bathroom door slid open just enough to allow a pile of fresh clothing being held aloft by a manipulator beam to float into the room, then land on the floor, at which point the door slid shut again.

“Thank you, Cabral,” Kasyov called out with a laugh.

“Anything to protect your modesty.”

Kasyov emerged into her living room a short time later to find Cabral’s hovercam positioned by her holopod examining the pod’s control panel.

“Something interesting?” Kasyov asked, prompting the hovercam to rotate around.

“I’ve never used one of these devices. I was curious what sort of programs it ran.”

“Everyone has their own. It just depends on your taste.”

“And what is your taste?” Cabral asked as Kasyov stepped over to the replicator and ordered up some breakfast.

“That depends on my mood,” she replied just before taking a bite out of her lox-covered bagel. “I don’t play a lot of ‘let’s pretend’ really. Mostly I go visit other places. Do some hiking or swimming. Nothing fancy.”

“Wouldn’t you prefer to go to a real planet?” Cabral asked.

Kasyov stopped herself before she replied. Something was going on here. “Okay, Cabral. Out with it.”

“Out with what?” he said innocently.

“You know what I mean. You’re trying to steer this conversation to something in particular. What is it?”

The hovercam floated over to the table where Kasyov had sat down with her bagel and tea to enjoy her breakfast and took up a position over the chair directly across from her.

“I think I need to get out,” he said. “Stretch my anti-grav units, as it were.”

“Out of the ship, you mean.”

“Now don’t misunderstand me. I love having the freedom to move about the Anomaly, but I have yet to leave its confines. We’re heading to a planet as we speak. I did a little research. Did you know Bechode Prime is home to some of the widest waterfalls in the galaxy? Obadowt Falls alone is over a kilometer wide.”

“Bechode Prime is in the middle of a plague, Cabral.”

“True; however, aren’t humans immune?”

“Yes,” Kasyov admitted. “But I don’t think it’d be very appropriate for us to go play tourist while they’re dealing with a medical crisis.”

“They’ll hardly know we’re there.”

“I don’t know…”

“Please, Natalia,” Cabral said, his hovercam moving closer and closer until it was centimeters away from her eyes.

“All right! We’ll go!” she laughed. “Now back off.”

“Are you sure?” Cabral asked, moving a tiny bit closer.

“I can grab you and move you myself, you know.”

“Ooooooh.”

“That’s it. You’re getting it now!” Kasyov swatted at the hovercam, which dodged upward and flew across the room as Kasyov jumped out of her chair to give chase.



With the High Manager of Bechode Prime satisfied that the Anomaly was coming as fast as possible, Captain Bain was finally able to get back to what he considered to be the primary purpose of his Captain’s Lounge: relaxation.

His reprieve was short-lived.

“Bridge to Captain Bain,” Prosak’s voice interrupted.

“Go ahead, Commander,” Bain replied without opening his eyes as he lay on the sofa.

“Doctor Nooney is here and wishes to speak with you.”

“Is it urgent?”

“He seems to believe so. At least I assume that’s why he’s currently hopping up and down in front of me.”

“Maybe he hasn’t been walked today,” Bain heard Lieutenant Commander Tovar remark.

Bain couldn’t help but grin as Dr. Fred Nooney’s voice cut in.

“That was not a very pleasant thing to say, Mister Tovar. You obviously have issues that we need to discuss in a private, comforting atmosphere…but later. I need to see Captain Bain right now.”

“Very well,” Bain said. “Send him back, Commander.”

“Aye, sir,” Prosak’s voice said hesitantly, then closed the channel.

Nooney charged into the Captain’s Lounge a few moments later after storming down the corridor leading from the rear starboard side of the bridge. Bain was relieved to see Nooney fully clad in his uniform. You could never be sure with the doctor whether he would be in the mood for clothing or not.

Speaking of moods, Nooney’s at the moment appeared to be particularly foul.

“Sickbay is full of poopy-pants!” he exclaimed angrily, tossing himself on the sofa uncomfortably close to Bain.

“I thought the holochef’s offering this morning seemed a tad suspect,” Bain replied. “I suppose this will show those poor sots that you should never eat Andorian food for breakfast.”

“No, you silly man!” Nooney said. “I don’t mean literal poopy-pants.”

“Then you’ve lost me, I’m afraid.”

“The FMS doctors! I don’t care if they do belong to the Federation Medical Society, they can still show some courtesy to a colleague.”

“What happened?” Bain asked with a tired sigh.

“I want to go cure the plague,” Nooney whined. “And the Doctors Poopy-Pants won’t take me.”

“The nerve,” Bain said flatly.

“I KNOW. You would think they would take all the help they could get.”

“Well, Doctor, as much as I would love to intervene, I really cannot. I am simply responsible for transporting the FMS team to Bechode Prime. Once we arrive, it’s their operation. If you want to join their team, you will have to work it out with Doctor Finis.”

“I know that,” Nooney said brightly, launching himself up off of the sofa. “Gotta run.”

“Wait a moment, Doctor. If you knew that, why did you need to see me?”

“Oh, I just needed someone to vent to. Everyone else has me for a counselor, so you get to be mine. Bye!” He grinned and waved, then headed out of the room.

Bain, meanwhile, processed what the doctor had just told him. Counselor to Nooney. Good lord. He stood up numbly and approached his replicator. “Black and Tan, and keep them coming,” he mumbled.



“Medical Log. Doctor Wudya Finis recording. The FMS Contagion Team has transported to Bechode Prime to begin work isolating and developing a cure for the malady affecting the populace of this world. My colleagues, Doctor Sorvik and Doctor Emiko Shimura, and I arrived via the USS Anomaly, a Starfleet vessel whose Chief Medical Officer is decidedly…disturbing. I cannot quite put my finger on what about Doctor Fred Nooney unsettles me so. Perhaps it’s the nudity…or maybe his almost childlike way of speaking or…what is he doing here!”



Dr. Wudya Finis, the Orion in charge of the Federation Medical Society team sent to Bechode Prime slammed her thumb down on the recorder she wore on her wrist to end the log recording as Drs. Sorvik and Shimura looked up from the crates of equipment they were busy unpacking to locate the source of Dr. Finis’ ire. Dr. Fred Nooney had just strolled into the lab assigned to the FMS inside the government medical facility in the capital city of Bechode Prime.

“More help has arrived!” Nooney exclaimed, rubbing his hands together. “What can I do first?”

Dr. Finish swallowed the first incredibly vicious response that sprang to her lips, took a deep breath, then approached Nooney. “You are not a part of this team, Doctor. Your presence is not required,” she said, trying as much as she could to approximate Sorvik’s Vulcan stoicism.

“Who cares?” Nooney replied, suddenly clasping Finis’ hand. “We’re all a part of the big brotherhood…and sisterhood of doctors. That makes me a part of the team. Never will I stand by and allow people to suffer just because of some bureaucratic poopie!”

Finis stared at Nooney blankly for a moment as he grinned at her. “Just a moment,” she said, yanking her hand out of his then retreating over to the other members of her team.

“Options?” Finis asked.

“I believe that Doctor Nooney intends to stay,” Sorvik observed.

“You think?” Dr. Shimura, a decidedly well-fed Asian woman snapped.

“So what do we do about it?” Finis demanded.

“He is the Chief Medical Officer of one of the most advanced vessels in Starfleet,” Sorvik said. “We must, therefore, conclude that, despite our personal reactions to his eccentricities, that he is a capable doctor.”

“So we let him stay?” Finis said unhappily.

“If anything, he can get us coffee,” Shimura suggested.

“I do not drink coffee,” Sorvik said.

“I’m sure he can find some tea.”

“Tea constipates me.”

Before Shimura could suggest another beverage, Finis headed back over to Nooney. “All right, Doctor. You’re on the team.”

“Yippee!” Nooney clapped, hopping up and down, causing Finis to immediately regret this decision.

“Go work with Doctor Sorvik,” she said. The Vulcan’s eye reflexively widened in shock for a split second before he could regain control of himself. “I’m sure he’ll find you very useful.”

“Who wouldn’t?” Nooney said brightly before prancing over to Sorvik.



THIRTY MINUTES LATER…



“Come right on in!” Nooney said warmly as a Bechodian woman peered nervously into the lab. She was obviously infected with the virus. Her bumps had been reduced to the smallest of contours on her nose and forehead.

“Wha…what do I do?” she asked.

“Just right over here,” Nooney replied, taking her by the hand and leading her over to a biobed. “Take those heavy old clothes off and hop up here,” he added, patting the biobed.

“Doctor Nooney,” Sorvik’s voice said coldly from a nearby table where he sat with a quantum bioscanner. “For the ninth time, the patients do not need to disrobe for you to take a blood sample.”

“What kind of doctor are you?” Nooney replied scoldingly as he planted his hands on his hips. “How can we be sure that we have all the facts unless we perform a THOROUGH examination?”

“How…how thorough?” the Bechodian woman asked trembling.

“Very,” Nooney said smiling. He looked at the biobed again, his face darkening slightly. “Oh dear. This is the biobed without the stirrups.”

“That will be quite sufficient, Doctor,” Sorvik said, stepping over. He quickly placed a small hypo to the Bechodian’s fingertip and drew a blood sample. “You may leave.”

The Bechodian shot a quick glare at Nooney, then scurried out of the lab.

“Next!” Nooney called.

“No!” Sorvik snapped, then regained control of himself. “I have this station well in hand,” he said calmly. “Perhaps Doctor Shimura requires assistance.”

“And she’ll have it!” Nooney stated, rushing away eagerly.



FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER…



Doctor Nooney looked from the molecular scope for a moment and rubbed his eyes. Across the table from him, Dr. Shimura peered into an identical viewer, muttering to herself as she added a drug sample to bit of infected Bechodian blood. Nooney had been performing similar tests, cataloguing each and every result as the doctors tried every drug in the Federation database against the Bechodian virus.

“I’m bored!” he said firmly.

“Were you expecting a cabaret?” Shimura quipped without looking up from her scope.

“No,” Nooney replied. “But there’s no reason fighting disease can’t be fun!”

“I’ll be sure to bring that up at the next FMS meeting,” Shimura said, glancing up at Nooney. But Nooney was nowhere to be found. “Finally,” Shimura said relieved. All they had to do was bore him enough, and Nooney left on his own. Excellent.

Except she was wrong. Nooney returned a few minutes later carrying what appeared to be a large, metal suitcase, which he set down in the middle of the lab floor and opened, revealing a some sort of device covered in blinking lights, status readouts, and segments of shiny white material.

“What is that?” Shimura demanded as Finis and Sorvik looked on from their respective stations.

“Portable fun!” Nooney replied, tapping a control on the device. A moment later, a man wearing an almost blinding Hawaiian shirt, straw hat and bermuda shorts shimmered into existence.

“Wow! It is just GREAT to get out every now and then, don’t you think, Freddie?” the new arrival said happily.

“You betcha, Steve!” Nooney exclaimed.

“So what are we doing?” Steve! asked.

“Curing a plaque!”

“Nifty neato keen!”

“You betcha! But it’s kind of dull.”

“DULL!” Steve! exclaimed aghast. “We can’t have that.”

“No, we can’t,” Nooney agreed emphatically.

“You know what we have to do?”

“Absolutely.”

“Hit it!” Steve! said. Music suddenly poured out of the holoemitter as Steve! began to sing. “It’s just me…”

“And my shadow!” Nooney sang.

“Strolling down the avenue!” they sang in unison. “Avenue! Avenue! Avenue!”

Then Steve! again. “It’s just me…”

While Nooney and Steve! continued their show, Sorvik and Shimura slid quietly over to Dr. Finis. “Logic suggests that we immediately dispose of Doctor Nooney,” Sorvik said.

Finis smirked slightly. “Logic suggests?”

“Perhaps not logic,” Sorvik admitted. “However, Nooney must go. The fact that men like him can serve in Starfleet is a primary reason my people choose to secede from the Federation.”

Finis had to admit that Sorvik had a point. At least the Vulcan Medical Association had decided to continue its ties with the Federation Medical Society, thus allowing Sorvik to participate in this mission.

“I say we knock him out, destroy the holoemitter, then have Captain Bain beam Nooney up and keep him sedated until we’re done here,” Shimura said.

“As enticing as that sounds, let’s try to avoid assault,” Dr. Finis said. “I have another idea.” She headed over to Nooney, who was busy dancing with Steve! In a blur of motion, he grabbed Finis and began spinning her around the room.

“Doctor!” Finis shouted.

“Just dance dance dance that stress away!” Nooney said.

“We have another job for you,” Finis said, moving quickly to keep up with Nooney’s steps.

“Really?” Nooney said intrigued. “What? What? WHAT?”

“Field research. We need you to go out into the city and see what you can learn about the origins of this virus.”

“Oooh! Like a detective!”

“Exactly.”

“Just call me Sherlock Fred,” Nooney said, letting go of Finis and rushing toward the door. “But don’t worry. Steve! will stay here to keep you company.”

“You got that right,” Steve! said as Nooney left the room. The hologram looked around as Finis, Sorvik, and Shimura advanced on his holoemitter. “So what should we do now?” They didn’t respond. “Hello! Hello? Wow. Tough room,” Steve! said just before Finis pounced at the holoemitter.



“What a beautiful day!” Cabral said happily as his hovercam and Dr. Kasyov moved along the main street of the shopping district of Choolan, the capital city of Bechode Prime. All around them, Bechodians trudged by, their spirits weighed down by the biological menace rampaging across their planet.

“I really don’t think we should be here, Cabral,” Kasyov said. “It doesn’t feel right.”

“Relax and enjoy yourself, Natalia.”

“But these people are fighting a plague.”

“You said yourself that we’re immune. Besides, it’s not a fatal illness or anything.”

“Can you honestly say you’re enjoying yourself on a planet full of very unhappy people?” Kasyov asked.

“I’m just grateful to be off of the ship and out in the fresh air. I can’t think of the last time I was really out on a planet.”

“You aren’t really out on a planet now.”

“The sensory experience is the same. Even better, actually. My sphere gets a bit hard to maneuver around tight places. Hey! Is that a craft store? I love native artwork! Let’s see if we can find a new sculpture for my lab.”

Kasyov was about to protest when she was distracted by someone waving frantically in their direction. She peered down the street at the figure, but couldn’t quite make him out due to the glare from the sun.

“Cabral, is that someone we know?” Kasyov asked, pointing down the street.

The hovercam turned away from the window display of the craft store and focused on the approaching figure.

“It looks like Doctor Nooney,” Cabral said

“Nooney? I would have thought that he’d be busy with the plague effort,” Kasyov said.

“Perhaps he is on a break.”

“Or the FMS team got sick of him.”

“HI THERE!” Nooney shouted ecstatically as he ran up to the pair. “Out enjoying this beautiful day?”

“Yes indeed,” Cabral replied.

“That’s the spirit! No need to let this mean old virus bring everyone down!”

“How is the FMS team doing against it? Any sign of a cure?” Kasyov asked.

“Not yet, and they’re sooo down about it that I had to bring in Steve!”

Kasyov suppressed a shudder at the mention of Nooney’s Entertainment Hologram. “I’m sure they appreciated that,” she lied. “But what are you doing out here?”

“Oh, it’s a VERY important assignment. I’ve been tasked with finding the cause of this insidious contagion,” Nooney said dramatically. “It will tax my investigative and deductive powers to their utmost, but I will prevail! No more time to chat. I have to interview more Bechodians…and maybe I can cheer them up a bit as well. This whole planet is just so depressed! BYE!” Nooney waved again, then charged off, latching onto the nearest Bechodian to interrogate them about the source of the virus.

“Do you know what got you sick?”

“No.”

“Okay then.”

Nooney moved on to the next Bechodian.

“Do you know what got you sick?”

“No.”

“Okay then.”

And off Nooney went.

“It appears that you were correct, Natalia,” Cabral said thoughtfully as Nooney disappeared around the corner.

“How so?”

“The FMS team must have gotten sick of Doctor Nooney to send him out on a fool’s errand such as this.”

Kasyov nodded. “And a bigger fool they could not have found. But on the upside, unless Nooney feels like carting that massive portable holoemitter through the streets of Choolan with him, the residents of this city will be spared from meeting Steve!”

“Now, Natalia. Steve! might be just what the doctor ordered, so to speak. He could take their minds off of the current epidemic.”

“Or induce them all to commit suicide en masse.”

“I can see your point,” Cabral admitted. “All right. Enough of that. Let’s go buy some art!” Cabral’s hovercam floated through the entrance of the craft store. Kasyov groaned, then, shaking her head, followed him inside.



Thus far, the mission to Bechode Prime had left Captain Bain with relatively little to do. He said his requisite greeting to the High Manager upon the Anomaly’s arrival, but since then he’d been content to let the FMS team handle things. Frankly, viruses gave him the willies.

So with the current crisis not requiring his attention, Bain had been free to catch up on some reports to Starfleet and just generally enjoy the atmosphere of his new Captain’s Lounge.

But he certainly couldn’t stay in there forever. It’d be bad for morale. So with that in mind, Bain started a deck by deck tour of the Anomaly with the intention of exchanging a few words with each and every member of the crew, just to give them the proverbial pat on the back. It’d also be an excellent chance for Bain to see if he’d finally memorized everyone’s name.

The problem he quickly ran into was that no one seemed to be around. Now he knew that the whole crew didn’t beam down to Bechode Prime. Other than Nooney, Kasyov, and Cabral’s hovercam, no one seemed interested on visiting a plaque-ridden planet. So where were they all?

Bain got his answer as he exited the turbolift onto Deck Seven. All along the corridor, members of his crew stood in line waiting for who knew what? He hadn’t seen this kind of queue since Orion Erotic Dinner Theater Night in the holo-mess hall.

Confused, Bain strode toward the front of the line, exchanging greetings with the various officers who spoke to him as he went. Finally, he spotted Ensign Hector Arroyo standing near the front of the line, which ended at the doors leading into Sickbay.

“Hello, Captain,” Arroyo said warmly as Bain approached.

“Ensign,” Bain replied with a nod. “So…” He looked back at the line of crewmembers stretching around the bend of the corridor. “What’s all this then?”

“Physicals,” Arroyo replied.

“Come again?”

Arroyo leaned over to Bain conspiratorially. “With Doctor Nooney gone, Nurse Ih’vik is acting Chief Medical Officer. That means she can give us our yearly physicals, which are due soon.”

Bain frowned. “But why would you want a nurse instead of…” Bain trailed off as the memories of his last physical, which he thought he’d managed to completely block, leapt back into his consciousness. The poking and the prodding and Nooney standing there completely starkers.

“That’s a bloody good idea, Ensign,” Bain said.

“Would you like to go in front of me, sir?” Arroyo offered.

“Nonsense, my boy. I’m not about to cut in line in front of my crew. Enjoy your physical, Arroyo. I’ll see you on the bridge!” Bain marched back to the end of the line, which took him almost all the way around the deck, and took up a position behind the last man in line.

“Good afternoon, sir,” the officer said with a courteous nod.

“Yes. Afternoon…” Bain studied the man’s face, searching his memory for a name to go with it. He came up completely blank.

“Kawafura. Martin Kawafura,” the officer said.

Bain frowned. The name didn’t ring a bell whatsoever. “And where do you work again?

“I’m your Chief Comptroller, sir.”

“Chief Comptroller,” Bain spat in disgust. “Why in blazes would you want a piss-poor post like that?”

Kawafura shuffled his feet uncomfortably. “Well…sir…I kind of like it. I get to see the ship. Learn about the different technologies. And I’m already the CHIEF Comptroller on this ship.”

“How many of you blighters do I have on board?” Bain demanded.

“Um…just me.”

“So you’re chief of yourself then.”

“Well…yes.”

“Right. I’ve heard quite enough, Ensign, which despite your fancy title is what you are. As of this moment, it is my mission in life to get you into a real line of work, my lad. Now hold my place in line. I need to use the head!” Bain stormed off down the corridor, cursing Comptrollers everywhere as he went.

“But I like being a Comptroller,” Kawafura said weakly to no one in particular.



Every muscle in Dr. Wudya Finis’ body tensed up as the doors to the lab opened and she heard Nooney’s exuberant voice.

“I HAVE RETURNED!” he shouted, adopting a Southern drawl for some unknown reason.

The supposedly-indestructible polymer specimen vial in Finis’ hand cracked from the tightening of her fist.

“And I brought lunch!” Nooney said, holding up a large bag.

“At least he did something useful,” Dr. Shimura said, putting her work aside and intercepting Nooney, quickly snatching the bag away. Shimura and Sorvik retreated to an empty lab table and began rummaging through the contents as Finis relaxed just a bit. She had to admit that she was hungry.

“But that’s not the best part,” Nooney continued. “I have an IDEA!” Finis reflexively tensed up again as Nooney actually skipped across the lab over to the biobed where a bumpless Bechodian male lay. “Come with me,” Nooney said, holding his hand out for the Bechodian to take, which he hesitantly did.

“No peeking until I’m finished,” Nooney admonished Finish, Shimura, and Sorvik as he lead the Bechodian into the treatment room just off of the lab and closed the door.

“Why am I even allowing this?” Finis asked. Shimura and Sorvik just shrugged and went back to their lunches.



“Astrophysics,” Bain suggested.

“No,” Kawafura replied.

“Warp physics.”

“No.”

“Temporal physics.”

“No.”

“Astrometrics.”

“No.”

“Stellar cartography.”

“No.”

“Plasma theory.”

“No.”

“Good god, man! There must be something else you’re interested in doing,” Bain said firmly.

“No,” Kawafura said equally firmly.

“Nice try, Kawasaki, but I’m not giving up on you!”

“It’s Kawafura,” the Anomaly’s Chief Comptroller replied with a sigh.

“Planetary assault tactics.”

“No.”

“Demolitions.”

“No.”



Close to an hour had passed since Nooney disappeared into the treatment room with one of the Bechodians afflicted with the bump-shrinking virus, during which time, against her will, Dr. Finis had grown more and more curious as to what possible treatment for the virus Nooney had devised. It was pointless, she knew. Nooney was an amateur. He may have been perfectly capable of handling the day-to-day maladies of a starship crew, but he was no immunologist. Even so, the lack of any news coming from the treatment room was driving Finis batty.

“Do you think I should check on him?” Finis asked Shimura and Sorvik.

“I don’t hear any screaming, so he can stay in there forever as far as I’m concerned,” Shimura replied.

“I fail to see the reason for your anxiety, Doctor,” Sorvik said placidly. “The odds against Doctor Nooney finding any sort of cure for the virus are so high as to be not worth calculating. I, of course, calculated them anyway; however, my point remains.”

Just then, the door to the treatment room slid open, and Nooney emerged, exaggeratedly wiping non-existent sweat from his brow.

“My work here is done,” he said with a bow. Returning to his full height, he gestured toward the door. “TA DA!!!” The Bechodian male then stepped into the lab, his bumps present in all of their glory.

Dr. Finis could swear she could hear an audible pop as Sorvik’s brain imploded from the improbability of it all.

“Thank you so much, Doctor Nooney!” the Bechodian cried happily. “I’ll never forget you!”

Sorvik and Shimura were still speechless, but Finis immediately headed over to Nooney and his patient. “This is incredible,” Finis said astounded. “How did you… What did you… This is amazing. This is…”

“Plastic surgery!” Nooney exclaimed proudly.

“WHAT?” Finis shouted, switching from awe to fury in record time. “You mean you didn’t cure…”

“Cure?” Nooney laughed. “Of course not, silly. We don’t even know the cause of this mean old bug. How am I supposed to cure it?”

“Then why did you do this?” Shimura demanded.

“You haven’t been outside. The whole city is one big unhappy-land. It’s not healthy! I decided that if bumps would cheer them all up, then bumps they would have.”

“But they aren’t real!” Finis insisted.

“I don’t care,” the Bechodian said caressing his own face. “I have my beautiful features back! Thank you again, Doctor!” He ran out the door, laughing joyously.

“See,” Nooney said smugly.

Displaying an amazing amount of self-control, Dr. Finis turned around and marched back to her lab table as Sorvik and Shimura did the same.

“I see Unhappy-land has spread to this lab as well,” Nooney said, heading toward the door. “So if you’ll excuse me, I’m off to find my next patient!”

“Sorvik?” Finis said once Nooney was gone.

“Yes, Doctor.”

“Is the penalty for murder on Vulcan any less strict than in the Federation?”

“No.”

“Damn.”



Dr. Kasyov couldn’t help but feel astoundingly guilty as she sat at a table in one of the open-air cafes lining the streets of Choolan’s touristy shopping district. All of the other tables were empty, and the cafe’s waiter, who now had just the faintest trace of a bump on the left side of his skull, continually glared at Kasyov as though she was some kind of demon.

Cabral, however, seemed completely unaffected.

“I don’t think we could have picked a better day for this,” he said as his hovercam floated across the table from her. “The weather is absolutely gorgeous. And look at those clouds! So white and puffy! I love this planet!”

“Your food,” the waiter muttered sullenly, tossing a plate of pinkish noodles mixed with hunks of meat down in front of Kasyov then stalking off to the beverage counter. He returned a moment later with a pitcher of water, which he proceeded to pour mostly onto the table rather than into Kasyov’s glass.

“Enjoy,” he said unconvincingly, then trudged away, emitting a low wail as he went. Kasyov watched the waiter toss himself into a chair at another table and put his head in his hands.

“Aren’t you going to eat?” Cabral asked, pulling Kasyov’s attention back to her own table.

“I think I’ve lost my appetite,” Kasyov replied.

“But we can’t have you walking around on an empty stomach, Natalia. And I want us to have a pleasant lunch together.”

“Cabral, I just don’t think I can do this anymore. Look around, will you? These people are miserable, and we’re just making it worse by acting like nothing’s wrong.”

“Yes. What’s happening to them is a real shame. And it was a real shame when it happened on Iagnis, but they dealt with it. Bumps or no bumps, the Bechodians will still be alive and able to enjoy this gorgeous planet of theirs,” Cabral said unconcerned. He realized that Kasyov was just staring at him, her eyes practically bulging out of her head.

“Something wrong?” Cabral asked.

“You’ve seen this before?” Kasyov said accusingly.

“Yes, about 200 years ago, but I don’t see how it matters now.”

Kasyov took a deep breath, calming herself. “Just back up and tell me EVERYTHING you know about this virus.”

“All right, but it’s certainly not the most interesting lunch conversation topic,” Cabral replied. “A couple hundred years ago, I was traveling a few parsecs from here on a ship run by the bipedal contingent of my species. My job on the ship isn’t really relevant, but I did have the pleasure of working with a group of great brains. I really should try and find them at some point.”

“Cabral,” Kasyov said sternly.

“I’m getting to it. Anyway, at one point we received a plea for medical assistance from the planet Iagnis. The people there were losing their bumps. We didn’t cure it, and the Iagnisians all lost their bumps. Serves them right for importing strange plants from Krall Three without thoroughly studying them first.”

“Let’s go!” Kasyov said, leaping up from her seat.

“Go? You haven’t even touched your lunch,” Cabral protested.

“I’ll eat later. Now move it!”

“It’s been a pleasure,” Cabral called out to the waiter, then his hovercam turned and sped off after Kasyov.

“May I ask where we’re headed?” Cabral asked as he floated up along side Kasyov, who was running at top speed.

“We passed a nursery about an hour ago.”

“Is this some sort of biological clock, baby-envy reaction I should be aware of?”

“Not that kind of nursery!” Kasyov snapped. “You said something about a plant, right?”

“Yes. The frilia flower of Krall Three.”

“And it was causing the virus on Iagnis.”

“Well…yes.”

“So it could be here as well.”

“That would make sense,” Cabral admitted.

“Then I need one of those plants. If we can analyze it, we can devise a cure.”

“But our doctor did not devise a cure,” Cabral said. “Surely…”

“Surely nothing. You said he didn’t, not that he couldn’t right?”

“It was a she, but yes.”

“Is there a chance that she didn’t create a cure on purpose?”

Cabral thought for a moment. “It would certainly fit in with my species’ usual operating procedure. We tended to turn a blind eye to worlds that got into trouble due to their own stupidity.”

“There you go,” Kasyov said.

A short time later, she and Cabral arrived at the gates of the large plant nursery on the outskirts of the shopping district, where they were met by a sullen, smooth-faced Bechodian woman.

“We’re closing,” the woman said.

“I just have…a quick question,” Kasyov gasped, trying to catch her breath after running the whole way from the cafeé to the nursery.

“Go ahead.”

“Krall Three.”

“That’s a question?” the Bechodian said.

“Do you have any plants…from Krall Three?” Kasyov said forcefully.

“Hang on,” the woman replied. She turned her head toward the small office structure a few feet away. “Haos! HAOS!” An equally-smooth-faced Bechodian male poked his head out of the office.

“What do you want?” he demanded.

“You ever heard of Krall Three?”

“NO!” He stopped for a second. “Wait. Isn’t that where Lersid said she got those flowers from last month?”

“Could be. Sounds right,” the Bechodian woman said.

“Do you have any left?” Kasyov asked anxiously.

“Sure. Three rows down, table eight. Ugly orange things.” Before the woman even finished her statement, Kasyov was off and running.

“Does this mean you’ll be returning to the ship to devise a cure?” Cabral asked disappointed as he followed Kasyov to the table of orange flowers. Once they got there, Kasyov picked up a pot of one of the flowers and looked it over.

“You know,” she said as a slight smile crossed her features. “I have a feeling that Doctor Nooney is about to have a revelation.”

“You’re giving him the flower?” Cabral asked.

“Sure. After the way those FMS people have been treating him, wouldn’t it be something if he was the one to make the discovery that leads to a cure?”

“May I remind you that you’re the one who hypothesized that the FMS team was sick of Nooney in the first place?”

“So?” Kasyov said. “Nooney may be a total freak, but he’s our freak.”

“How heartwarming,” Cabral remarked as he and Kasyov headed off to find Nooney.



On the upside, talking with Chief Comptroller Kawafura had made the time Captain Bain had to stand in line for his physical pass rather quickly. But on the downside, he’d gone through every Starfleet career he could think of without a single one impressing Kawafura in the slightest.

Truth be told, Kawafura had been incredibly relieved when Nurse Ih’vik finally called him into Sickbay for his exam. Bain’s persistence was pushing him toward the brink of either breaking down completely or throttling his Captain in an attempt just to get the man to shut up.

With Kawafura gone, Bain found himself standing alone outside of Sickbay as members of his crew passed by. They all seemed to be stepping a tad gingerly, leading Bain to wonder exactly what kind of physicals Ih’vik was giving.

He didn’t have long to ponder it before Lieutenant Commander Tovar approached him. He too seemed to be walking a bit more carefully than normal.

“You ship-shape, my boy?” Bain asked warmly.

“Thankfully,” Tovar replied.

“Looks like our nurse was a bit rough on you.”

Tovar winced. “It was better than Nooney,” he said softly. “Far far better than Nooney.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Bain said as the Sickbay doors slid open revealing Ih’vik, the Anomaly’s Andorian nurse.

“Next,” she said flatly.

“That would be me,” Bain replied. “And I seem to be your last patient for the day.”

“Thank the hive mother,” Ih’vik muttered, gesturing for Bain to step inside.

“Remember, sir,” Tovar called after him. “It’s better than Nooney.”

“Absolutely,” Bain said with a confident wink as the doors closed, leaving him alone inside Sickbay with Ih’vik. “What happened to that Kawafuri chap?” he asked, looking around.

“Enter here; exit there,” Ih’vik said, pointing to the doors on the opposite side of the room. “And it’s Kawafura.”

“Quite right. So how would you like to begin?”

“Computer, begin recording. Yearly physical for Captain Reginald Bain. Performed on Stardate 176286.” She turned to Bain. “Drop ’em.”

“Pardon me?”

“This has been a long day. Do NOT make this difficult,” Ih’vik warned. In one fluid motion, she yanked Bain’s trousers and Starfleet-issue briefs down and jammed two fingers into the crook of his leg and nether-regions. “Now turn your head and cough before I have to get unpleasant.”

“Better than Nooney. Better than Nooney,” Bain repeated in his mind as the Andorian nurse-dominatrix went to work on him.



Sitting in the front waiting area of the hospital located on the grounds of the Bechodian Government Complex in the center of Choolan holding a potted flower in her hand, Dr. Kasyov looked much like any other visitor to the facility, which was currently packed with upset Bechodians in the process of losing their bumps. Of course, none of them were aware that Kasyov held in her hands the reason that their bumps were vanishing.

Nearby, Cabral’s hovercam floated, holding a magazine in its manipulator beams. “I had no idea how much trouble all of those other organs can cause.”

“Glad to be just a brain, eh?” Kasyov said.

“Yes! What would I need with a spleen anyway?”

“I’m not even sure what I need with a spleen,” Kasyov replied. “Not my area of the body. I was always a brain gal.”

“And for that I am grateful.”

“Doctor Kasyov,” the attendant at the front desk called. “You can go back now. Down this hall, turn left at the third corridor, then right at the fifth corridor after that.”

“Thanks. We’ll find it,” Kasyov said, getting up from her seat and heading off down the indicated hallway with the flower and Cabral. They soon found themselves in front of the Infectious Disease Research Center, where Nooney and the FMS team were currently working. Dr. Nooney emerged from the Center a few moments later, grinning.

“Oooh! Company!” he exclaimed happily.

“How goes the fight, Doctor?” Kasyov asked.

“I can only help them one at a time,” Nooney replied. “But I will not rest until each and every Bechodian has new bumps. And to think that mommy and daddy said specializing in plastic surgery was silly.”

“No kidding,” Kasyov replied, exchanging a nervous glance with Cabral’s hovercam. Nooney was originally a plastic surgeon?

“Of course, I did end up doing that double specialization in plastic surgery AND pediatrics.”

Pediatrics? Now that explained a lot. But it really wasn’t important at the moment.

“Have you tracked down the source of the virus?” Kasyov asked.

“Oh no. I’m not really worried about it, though. No virus is ruining my beautiful implants.”

“But wouldn’t it be nice if you didn’t have to perform plastic surgery on the entire planet?”

“I won’t do the whole planet,” Nooney laughed. “Starfleet can send in an emergency plastic surgery team.”

“Don’t you think you might want to cure the virus instead?”

“That’s really not my field.”

“But if you knew the source, you’d have a place to start,” Kasyov said.

“I already asked the Bechodians. They don’t know, but they LOVE my work!” Nooney exclaimed.

“I’m sure, but you still might be able to find the source.”

“Ehhhh…no thanks.” Nooney turned to head back into the Research Center.

“Wait!” Kasyov said. “Do you like my flower?”

Nooney looked at the plant Kasyov was carrying. “What an exhilarating shade of orange! Very intense!”

“You know, some plants have been known to produce pollens which act almost like viruses in the humanoid body to the point that the humanoid not only gets sick, but also transmits the virus to other humanoids.”

“Uh huh,” Nooney said, unconcerned as he stared at the flower. “I need a few of these for Sickbay.”

“Did you hear me?” Kasyov asked.

“Yes,” Nooney said. “Plant viruses or something. Botany really isn’t my thing. Oh well. I should get to my next patient.”

“IT’S THE PLANT, YOU MORON!” Kasyov screamed. “TAKE IT! TAKE THE PLANT!”

“Subtle,” Cabral commented.

“What about the plant?” Nooney asked blankly.

Kasyov’s chest heaved angrily as she glared at the Anomaly’s Chief Medical Officer. Finally, she was able to get through enough of her fury to form coherent words. “The plant…is the source…of THE VIRUS!”

“Really!” Nooney said, taking the plant lovingly out of Kasyov’s hand. “Did you do all this, little fella?” he cooed. “Let’s get you back to that pretty green Doctor Finis and get you checked out. Okey-dokie?” Without another word to Kasyov or Cabral, Nooney opened the door to the Research Center and took the plant inside.

“Are we done shopping now?” Cabral asked, stifling a chuckle.

“Yes,” Kasyov seethed.

“Would you like to beam back to the ship?”

“YES!”

“We’re going to miss sunset by the lake.”

“I don’t care.”

“It’s supposed to be very pretty.”

“CABRAL!”

“Okay. Okay. Calling for transport.”

“Thank you,” Kasyov muttered as she felt the comforting tingle of the Anomaly’s transporter begin to take her away from this nightmare of a planet.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 176287.3. Honestly, I expected us to be stuck in orbit over Bechode Prime for bloody weeks waiting for some sort of breakthrough in the fight against their virus problem, but I’m proud to say that our very own Doctor Fred Nooney tracked down the source of the contagion in less than a day. The FMS team is already hard at work sequencing the responsible plant, and they have high hopes of synthesizing a cure within the week. That, in combination with a bit of gene therapy, should have the Bechodians back to their bumpy selves in no time.

“That being the case, the Anomaly has been cleared to leave the Bechodian system without the FMS team. Evidently, they decided that they would find alternate transportation home so that the Anomaly would be free to accept other assignments. Right sporting of them.”



“Natalia!” Cabral said happily as Dr. Kasyov entered Science Lab Four. “I was just about to come find you.” As evidence, Cabral’s hovercam rose into the air from its docking platform atop the science console that continuously monitored Cabral’s sphere.

“I found you first,” Kasyov replied.

“That is perfectly fine with me. I was hoping I could join you for dinner this evening.”

“Of course,” Kasyov said with a soft smile. “Anytime.”

“Thank you, but I felt I should ask before just dropping by your quarters considering your reaction the last time.”

“Just use the door chime, and we won’t have that problem,” she replied, patting Cabral’s sphere.

“I will remember that.”

“But you wouldn’t have found me there anyway. I was up on the bridge while we broke orbit. Since I knew what to look for, I was able to scan Bechode Prime for signs of the contagion. Between the flower pollen and the Bechodians themselves exhaling, the virus had spread to three quarters of the planet.”

“From one nursery?” Cabral asked surprised.

“Not quite. Evidently that trader who sold the flowers to the Bechodians in the first place has dealings with several different nurseries.”

“Will Starfleet be hunting down this particular individual?”

“No. They’re chalking it up to caveat emptor.”

“I am not familiar with that person.”

“It’s Latin. It means ‘Let the buyer beware.’”

“Ah. Very appropriate.”

“They thought so. Now what about that dinner?” Kasyov asked.

“I’m ready anytime,” Cabral said, maneuvering the hovercam toward Kasyov. “But I am not sure what the holo-mess’ theme is this evening.”

“Actually, I thought we’d eat in my quarters.”

“Now that,” Cabral said, following Kasyov out into the corridor, “is a splendid idea.”



Dr. Nooney ran his hand gently along Lieutenant Lara Randall’s side as she sat on a biobed in Sickbay. “There now. How does that feel, Lara?” Nooney asked, setting aside his osteo- regenerator.

“Better. Thank you, Doctor,” the security officer replied, hopping down off of the biobed.

“Goodie goodie,” Nooney said happily. “Be sure to see Nurse Ih’vik for a lollipop on your way out. She’s got cherry, strawberry, and Yaxix bile.”

“Um…thanks,” Randall said, quickly slipping away from Nooney.

“Come back to see me soon,” Nooney waved as she went.

The Sickbay doors opened again a moment later, allowing Captain Bain to walk into the room, if you could really call it walking. Each step seemed to be causing him a great deal of pain.

“Captain!” Nooney exclaimed, rushing over to help Bain to a biobed. “Dear me! Whatever happened to you?”

“Er…holopod accident,” Bain replied quickly, sitting down on the biobed while Nooney slipped on his medical quadcorder.

“My my my. ANOTHER broken rib! I don’t understand this at all. First, you all get physicals while I’m away.”

“Well, you know how it goes, Doctor. One person gets an idea, then someone else picks up on it. Next thing you know, everyone decides that a physical sounds like a good thing to get.”

“That’s all fine and peachy, but why did you all end up hurting yourselves afterwards? I’ve had broken ribs, pulled muscles, and a couple of really nasty hernias!”

As Nooney spoke, Bain noticed Nurse Ih’vik glaring at him and winced. “Must just be a coincidence,” Bain replied, reminding himself once again that even broken ribs were better than one of Nooney’s far too thorough exams…maybe.

“Let’s get you fixed up, Captain,” Nooney said, picking his osteo-regenerator back up.

“Good show.” Bain was quiet for a moment. “While I’ve got you here, Doctor,” he said finally. “I feel that I owe you a bit of an apology. To be honest, I didn’t think you had the mettle to lick that bug back on Bechode Prime, but I’m man enough to say when I’ve been proved wrong. You’ve obviously got a lot more to you that I first thought, and I’d be happy if you come join me in the Captain’s Lounge for a drink sometime.”

“Thank you, sir,” Nooney said happily. “I appreciate that. But really it was nothing. Finding the source of the virus was a piece of cake once Doctor Kasyov told me about the plant that was causing it.”

“Right. That was quite a piece of…” Bain stopped in mid- sentence. “Doctor Kasyov told you?”

“Oh yes. I never would have cared otherwise. But you should have seen the results of my plastic surgeries! Absolute masterpieces. Okey-doke! All done!”

“Eh?” Bain said, still processing Nooney’s last statement.

“And I’ll definitely be by for that drink. I make a mean Shirley Temple! Now be sure to see Nurse Ih’vik for a lollipop on the way out.”

He patted Bain on the head, then pranced back to his office, humming as he went while Bain sat on the biobed feeling a bit shell- shocked.

“Here,” Nurse Ih’vik said, walking over and putting a small glass of brown liquid in his hand.

“What’s this?”

“Scotch. You look like you need it.”

“Cheers,” Bain said, then tossed back the drink. It was just what the doctor ordered.





Diplomatic Immunity





Captain Barnum Dax sat in his command chair, staring, perplexed, at the massive view wall at the front of the USS Enterprise-J’s operations center. A half dozen officers worked at scattered stations in front of Dax, like an old-style mission control room. From this place, all 123 decks of the E-J were monitored and controlled. It was a thing of beauty that, on a normal day, made the oft-sentimental Dax swell with pride. Not this day.

“You can’t be serious, Governor Jarv,” he said to the planetary leader on the viewscreen.

“I’m quite serious. We think the Vulcans make some pretty good points.”

“But…but…but you’ve been with the Federation for centuries. Almost as long as the Vulcans have.”

“There’s nothing you can do to stop us. The Bolians are seceding. We’d rather be part of the Vulcan alliance.”

Dax ran a hand across his face. “I wasn’t aware the Vulcans even HAD an alliance.”

“Well, they didn’t until we suggested it to them. They thought it was logical to pool resources and assist each other.”

“But that’s what the FEDERATION does!” Dax said, digging fingermarks in the arms of his chair. In all the centuries he had been dealing with diplomacy, from Curzon to Ezri, all the way up to Vinar, Dax was still surprised at the total abject idiocy of some people.

“Well, we simply think the Vulcans can do it better. And they couldn’t help but agree.”

“You can’t just leave.”

“Well, we are,” snapped the blue-faced man on the viewscreen. “Any other questions can be relayed to the Vulcan Office for External Affairs. Good day, Captain.”

“Orders, Captain?” asked Lieutenant Commander Jeffery Thomson, also known as XO-3. The operations of the Enterprise were so complex, it required the services of four first officers working in concert. An administrative nightmare that only a being with 14 lifetimes of experience could truly handle.

“Send down our diplomatic team to negotiate their secession. And tell them to make sure we get our Pfaltzgraff china back!” Some traditions truly died hard. Thomson turned to execute those orders, but Dax turned to face him, adding, “And contact Starfleet Command. Tell them they need to do something to stop this secession nonsense before it snowballs out of control!”



“They want ME?” Captain Reginald Bain said, staring at Admiral Kristen Larkin’s image on the viewscreen on the Anomaly’s bridge.

“Well, they don’t have much choice,” Larkin replied. “You’re the only ship anywhere near Brialis Seven.”

“But since when was getting another filly into the Federation fold so bloody important to Command?” snapped Bain.

“Since the Bolians seceded.”

“NO!” Bain said, truly shocked. He looked back to Tovar, as if for acknowledgment. The Yynsian tac-ops officer nodded. Bain looked back at Larkin. “When?”

“This morning. Captain Dax was on a routine diplomatic courtesy call when they dropped the proverbial quad-cobalt device.” Larkin looked at a viewer off-screen. “Since then, three more races joined the Vulcan ‘Alliance.’ The Leeramar, the Elfarans and the Debrune.”

“The Elfarans make splendid desserts,” Bain said thoughtfully. “This simply must not be allowed to continue.”

“Our thoughts exactly, Captain.”

“Helm,” Bain said, turning to face Arroyo. “Best possible speed to Brialis Seven!”

“And how are THEIR desserts?” Arroyo asked as he punched in the coordinates.

“We’ll find out,” Bain announced, then gave his most confident glance to Larkin. “Don’t you worry, Admiral. We’ll get the job done.”

“Keep me posted, Reg.”



“You wanted to see me, Captain?” Commander Prosak asked, stepping into the “Captain’s Lounge,” as Bain eased back in his high-back chair and put down his hardcover Sherlock Holmes novel.

“Are you aware of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Commander?”

“Is he Starfleet, sir? I am not familiar with that rank.”

“He’s British!” Bain replied. “He was an author. Many hundreds of years ago. Wrote detective novels.”

“In that case, I am not aware of him.”

“A pernicious bastard, that Sherlock Holmes, with a quick wit to match his tenacity.”

“He must have been a formidable warrior.”

“He wasn’t a warrior at all. He was a detective.”

“I see.” Prosak nodded as if she understood where all this was going. “Is that what you called me in here to ask, Captain? If I knew this Doyle person?”

“No, not at all,” Bain said. “Just making small-talk.” He pointed to the couch next to his chair. “Have a seat.”

“I am in the middle of monthly personnel reviews. Mister Ralston has been quite insistent that I finish them.”

“They can wait!” Bain said as Prosak tentatively sat. He stared at her, smiling.

“Sir…?”

“Yes, Prosak.”

“Did you have a question for me.”

Bain blinked. “Oh, yes. We’re going to this planet, Brialis Seven, to try to coax it into the Federation.”

“Instead of joining the Vulcans?”

“I see you are up on current events.”

“I do read the Federation Observer, Captain.”

“Good, good. Well, what I need from you is some insider’s information.”

Prosak nodded. “Such as?”

“How do I defeat the Vulcans?”

Prosak mulled that. “I am not sure I can help you with that.”

“You’re an, er, Vulocrom, right?”

“RommaVulc.”

“Right, then.” Bain sat there several more moments. “So?”

“So, what?”

“Sew buttons. Damn it, Prosak, can you give me anything I can use as an edge to lure the Brialians into the Federation? Gads, I’m not even sure ‘Brialians’ is the right way to say it.” Bain gasped and stared out the window of his lounge. “I’m sorry, Prosak. I’m not usually like this. I’ve been on edge a bit of late.”

“May I ask why?”

“I’m not even sure.” He stood, paced before the grand picture window that looked out on streaking space. “Maybe because I’ve been on the sidelines lately. Haven’t had a good scrum in some time.”

“‘Scrum’?”

“Fisticuffs. A row! A skirmish!”

“You have not been in battle.”

“Exactly. Sure, there was the Borg operation, but that was a minor difficulty.”

Prosak nodded. “What about when we faced the fleet of Breen ships heading for Earth?”

“That was a year ago!”

“I am beginning to see your problem. You have been a warrior most of your Starfleet career.”

“Yep. Used to be a time they’d send old Bainie in to deliver the deathblow.”

“And now…”

“Now I’m negotiating, talking nice, blasting trash, delivering doctors to disease ridden planets…is it so bad to want to blow up something important now and again?”

“I cannot say whether it is ‘bad’ or not. But I would say such a desire is illogical.”

Bain offered Prosak a small grin. “Humans are seldom logical, Commander.”

“Of that I am certain. I will say, however, that in all likelihood this mission will do nothing to sate your appetite for destruction.”

“You could be right.”

“Perhaps I should accompany you to the negotiations table.”

It then occurred to Prosak that in the year and a half she had been aboard the Anomaly, she and Bain hadn’t really worked closely together on anything. They’d pretty much kept to their own affairs.

“I think that’s a smashing idea,” Bain said, and extended a hand for Prosak to shake.

“So do I,” Prosak said, even if she wasn’t sure that it was.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 176445.4. We have arrived in orbit of Brialis Seven a few hours ahead of the Vulcans, thanks to a handy little thing called “Anti-Sing.” Now, Commander Prosak and I are in the midst of preparing for what promises to be a trying, and engaging, diplomatic mission. It’s safe to say we will each be preparing differently.



“Pull!” Bain cried, and Tovar punched a control on the shuttlebay console.

Three small, blinking yellow disks shot out from somewhere beneath the lip of the open shuttle bay doors and arced into the starry space behind the Anomaly.

Bain squeezed off three shots with his convection phaser rifle and easily obliterated the disks.

He glanced over at Tovar. “Try four this time.”

Tovar nodded. “As you wish, Captain.”

“PULL!”

Four disks sailed into the stars, and with four blasts they were obliterated. Bain liked the convection phaser rifle, even though it was somewhat obsolete. It was a bit bulky, weighing just over a kilogram, and measuring nearly point-five meters in length. The convection phaser rifle had the firepower of an old Galaxy class warship, with none of the recoil. Bain liked the feeling of shooting it. There was something feral, carnal about the weapon. Something that lacked in wrist phasers or the retractable “arm-gun” which was actually mounted on the elbow and could swivel like a tank turret. It seemed to be popular with some security officers, though Tovar stuck religiously with his wrist phasers.

“Impressive job, Captain,” Tovar said as Bain set his rifle down on the console.

“Thank you, Tovar. That was a much needed exercise.”

“Are you concerned about the Brialis mission?” Tovar asked.

“A bit, perhaps,” Bain admitted, carrying his rifle over to the case, which was sitting on the warp nacelle of the raceabout Frinoqua. “They say diplomacy is not my strong suit.”

“Who says that?”

Bain stared out at space thoughtfully. “Just about everybody, I think.”

“You are a brilliant man, Captain.”

“That’s nice of you to say, Tovar, but you and I both know I’m more warrior than diplomat.”

“I would not have it any other way.”

Bain smiled. “That’s comforting.”



“Structure. Function. Logic. Control. I am in control,” Prosak chanted, staring at the dayglo velvet portrait of Ambassador Spock that was in her quarters. Most Vulcans didn’t meditate on paintings of other Vulcans but the RommaVulc guidelines for meditations were a bit more lenient. Prosak enjoyed looking at Spock’s strong cheekbones and piercing brown eyes.

“All things have a Structure. No Structure exists without a Function. Logic is the foundation of Function. Control is the impetus of Logic.”

BEEEEEEEEEP, droned the door chime. Prosak turned around. “Come.” Her doors opened to reveal Captain Bain.

“Ready, Prosak?”

Prosak nodded. “I am in control.”

“That’s certainly good to hear. Let’s get down there and win us a planet, eh?”

“Indeed.”

As Bain and Prosak crossed the bridge toward the aft turbolift, Bain nodded at Tovar, who stood by the command chair. “The ship’s all yours, my boy.”

“Are you sure you do not want to take me with you?”

“I think Prosak is all the help I need. Besides, you’ve been wanting to stretch your command muscles a little bit. Stretch them!”

Tovar nodded. “Indeed.” He looked at the command chair askance. “I am not quite sure how to go about doing that but I will certainly try.”

“That’s the spirit, my boy!” Bain said as he disappeared into the turbolift.



As soon as he and Prosak materialized on the surface of Brialis Seven, Bain noticed a certain sense of panic among the people in the Great Hall. Specifically, lines of them were running out the front door. As if for an evacuation.

“Captain Bain, great to see you!” a brightly-robed Brialan with a strained expression on his face said, rushing up to meet Bain and Prosak.

“It is our pleasure,” Prosak said, bowing at the short, dumpy man with the plume of brilliant orange hair.

“I am Premot Rondrok, your ambassadorial aide. Why don’t we just jog down to the meeting room and see what we can do about a little alliance type thing? Sounds good? Great.”

“It appears there is a little crowd problem in your capital city, Premot,” Bain said, struggling to keep up behind the fast- paced Rondrok.

“Oh, it’s just a routine…umm…cleaning out of the town,” Rondrok called over his shoulder. “Let’s get to that meeting now. The Vulcans are already here, so…”

“Blast!” Bain cried out. “I thought we’d beaten them.”

“They apparently diverted a ship that was passing through this sector. Fascinating stuff. Let’s sit down and meet already, okay?”

Bain nodded. “Er, gladly.”



“Commander Tovar, picking up multiple signals coming this way,” Lt. Gworos said from tac-ops.

Tovar turned to face him in the command chair. “What type of ships?”

“Brialan, sir. They’re approaching our position now.”

Tovar pivoted back toward the viewscreen. “On screen.”

Gworos punched a control and Tovar’s eyes widened in shock.

“Over one hundred ships in all, packed with over seven hundred thousand occupants.”

“Where are they heading?”

“Away from Brialis, it seems. They just engaged their warp engines. They have left the system at high warp.”

Tovar nodded thoughtfully. “Divert all our sensors to tracking them. Try to figure out where they’re going in such a hurry.”

“All our sensors, Commander?”

“Sure, why not. It’s not like we’re in dangerous territory. Just do it, Gworos.” Tovar was already feeling like a better leader. He could get used to this commanding thing.



“…which is why the Vulcans present the more logical case for recruiting your people, Leton Duran.”

The chubby Brialan female, who sported a plume of brilliant green hair, nodded intently. “You make excellent points Ambassador Sperik.” She quickly swivelled in her chair to face Bain and Prosak. “And what is the Federation’s counteroffer?”

“We don’t like to think of it as a counteroffer, Leton,” Bain said, shifting in his chair. He looked at Prosak. “We see it more as the wisest offer.”

“Logic is the foundation of wisdom, Captain,” Sperik said solemnly, folding his hands in front of him.

“We weren’t talking to you,” Prosak snapped, and under the conference table she was holding up two middle fingers, angled like a Vulcan salute, her RommaVulc kiss-off gesture.

“The Federation is the most populous alliance of worlds in this quadrant. You will see by our records,” Bain said, shoving a padd across the table to Duran, “that the Federation is far better equipped to provide your people with the services they need.”

“What kind of services?” asked Duran.

“Well, I suppose any number of services.”

“Like evacuation?”

“If you needed it.”

“Protection?”

“From what?”

“Oh, hypothetical things. You know, things that are capable of swallowing whole planets.”

“The Federation does indeed have a larger fleet,” Ambassador Sperik said, leaning across the table, steepling his fingers. “But what they lack is brain power.”

“I resent that completely ironic remark!” Bain said.

“Pardon me,” said Sperik. “A poor choice of words. What I mean to say is this, Leton. We Vulcans are possessed of some of the best problem solving skills in the galaxy. We do not exhibit emotions, so we are not daunted nor intimidated by even the largest of problems.”

“That’s comforting,” Duran said quietly.

“Now see here,” Bain said. “The Federation is the organization responsible for ending the war with the Dominion, and the wars with the Gorn, and the Breen. Not only that, but we have been responsible for saving planets from disasters since well before the whale probe of 2286.”

“Whale…probe?” asked Duran.

“It’s a long story,” Bain sighed.

“Indeed,” mumbled Sperik.

“So…do you want to join the Federation or not?” Prosak was growing increasingly annoyed with the Brialans and it was taking all of her Vulcan concentration to prevent her from telling the whole lot of them to go jump in a black hole.

“Actually, I think we’ll go with the Vulcans,” Duran said quickly, and spun in her chair dizzyingly fast to face Sperik. She shoved a padd into his hands and pointed at it. “Sign there. NOW!”

Sperik looked at the padd. “I think you will find you have made the most logical choice. You can look forward to a superior level of commitment, as well as organizational and ministerial aid from the Vulcan peoples. You will find us a–”

“Fascinating!” Duran cried, lifting Sperik bodily out of his chair and shoving him toward a side door in the conference room. “Now let’s just go into the Disaster Situation Room and discuss this further, shall we?”

“Disaster…Situation…Room?” asked Sperik as Duran shoved him toward the door.

“So much for that,” Bain muttered. He glanced at Prosak. “Thanks for trying to help.”

“I fear I was not much good to you today.”

“Let’s go back to the ship and grab a pint. There are other planets to be had, Commander. At any rate,” Bain said, looking around. He heard shouts and commotion outside. He shrugged. “I don’t think this planet’s all it’s cracked up to be.”



“And you come here often?” Commander Prosak asked, looking around the wood-walled pub with a skeptically-arched eyebrow.

“Nearly every day, after shift,” Bain said. “I find it relaxing.”

“Indeed,” Prosak said. “No other crewmembers object to the Holo-Lounge running this particular program?”

“On the contrary, I think they rather enjoy it,” Bain said, sipping from his “pint.” It was a frothy glass of rather disgusting looking fluid that Prosak wanted no part of. For her part, she was drinking a Bloody Sarek.

“I will have to make a note to come here more often,” Prosak said half-heartedly as she sipped her drink.

“What’s wrong, Prosak? Still bothered about that bit about losing the planet to the Vulcans?”

“It only happened twenty minutes ago.”

“Bygones,” Bain said, and took a long sip of beer. “You have to learn to move on. Bigger, better things.”

“They seemed rushed,” Prosak said, half to herself.

“If they lack decent planning skills, we want no part of them.”

“Perhaps it was more than that.”

Bain glanced at Prosak. “What are you getting at, Prosak?”

She hated being called that. “Well, I just feel like we didn’t get the whole truth from the Brialans. It seemed like they were hiding something.”

“Like what?”

“I’m not sure.”

Suddenly a red-alert klaxon boomed around Bain and Prosak.

“Tovar to Bain. Report to the bridge immediately. Tell Prosak she can come along if she wants.”

“I’m sure this has nothing to do with our conversation,” Bain said, scooting out of his chair.



“You were saying?” Prosak asked, as the bridge buzzed with officers confirming and re-checking sensor readings, calling for power to be diverted to weapons and shields, and generally panicking.

“I’ve been wrong before,” Bain mumbled, staring at the incomprehensible image on the viewscreen. “How did that get there?”

“It,” in this case, was a gigantic pinkish sphere three times the size of Brialis Seven, hovering on the viewscreen like a harbinger of doom, and, if the mumblings of the two ensigns hovering around the science station were any clue, it was heading right toward Brialis Seven.

“It just creeped into the system,” Tovar said, moving back to tac-ops, where Gworos stood glowering. “Then it ate Brialis Six,” he added, almost as an after-thought. “Just swallowed it whole.”

“We were busy investigating the massive Brialan egress,” he explained.

“Well I think you have a half-decent reason for that now,” Bain replied. “For God’s sake, please tell me Brialis Six was uninhabited!”

“We believe the planet was home to several forms of crustacean life, but…”

“Good enough,” Bain said, just as the aft turbolift doors opened and Dr. Natalia Kasyov spilled out.

“I heard we were being attacked by a…” Kasyov said, and then stopped in her tracks, staring at the massive blob on the viewscreen. “One of those things.”

“Any idea what it is, Kas?” Bain asked, leaning against a bridge railing, staring at the ominous object.

Kasyov shooed the ensigns away and swung around the L- shaped science console. She started waving her hands over the appropriate sensor reads. “It’s organic, that’s for sure. Single- celled organism.”

“THAT is just one cell?” Arroyo asked from the helm. He turned around to look at Bain. “Imagine the size of a creature made up of those cells!”

“I’d rather not,” said Bain. “Let’s get down to business and find out how to destroy this monstrosity before it wipes out Brialis Seven.”

“Which should be in just under 24 hours,” Kasyov said, after doing the quick calculation.

“May I make a suggestion?” Prosak asked quietly, standing next to Bain.

“Always.”

“Brialis just signed on with the Vulcan Alliance. Shouldn’t the Vulcans take the lead in any rescue efforts?”

Bain thought about that. “You want us to just…turn around and flee? I don’t think so.”

“At the very least, we should let the Vulcans know we stand ready to assist them.”

“Now that’s not a bad idea,” Bain said. He didn’t like taking a back seat to the Vulcans, but at least it would put a good face on Starfleet. “Hail the Vulcans, Tovar, and…”

“I can’t do that captain.”

“Why not?”

“The Vulcans left.”

Bain’s eyes widened. “What?”

Tovar glanced at his panel. “We’re being hailed by Brialis.”

“Wonder what they want?” Prosak asked playfully.

“Put them on,” Bain muttered.

It was Leton Duran. “Captain Bain, sir,” she said, glancing nervously at a readout beside her. “We have reconsidered your request for us to join the Federation, and after careful reconsideration, we have, um, reconsidered our decision to join the Vulcans. We respectfully ask to join your, um….” she glanced at the off-screen readout again. “Federation of Planets.”

“You do, do you?”

“Indeed!”

“This wouldn’t have anything to do with the giant planet eater heading your way would it?”

“Um….” Leton’s mouth moved but no words came out. “What would give you that idea?”

“Drop the act, Leton! We realize that the Brialans just wanted to join one of our alliances just so we’d deal with that giant planet-killer of yours. The Federation doesn’t play that way. Why would you lie to us?”

“Because we figured you wouldn’t want us if you knew our planet was about to be devoured.”

“She has a point,” Prosak whispered to Bain.

“No she doesn’t,” Bain replied to Prosak, then turned back to Duran. “Leton, the Federation seeks out new life and new civilizations. That includes new civilizations who are being attacked by new life.”

“…I don’t follow.”

“We’ll be glad to take care of your cell problem..”

Duran smiled. “Oh, Captain Bain. We are incredibly thankful. Say, would you mind picking up, oh, 800 or so people from our government office complex while you’re at it?”

Bain grumbled something into his palm, pretending like he was stifling a cough, and then smiled back at the viewscreen. “Certainly.”



Twenty minutes later, everyone was crammed into the seldom-used Anomaly conference room.

“Well, gents, let’s get a report on the situation, shall we?” Bain asked, leaning forward on the conference table as the big pink blob loomed outside the windows. They’d pulled the Anomaly within safe tracking range of the planet eater.

“This ship is chock full of people,” Tovar said, looking over a holopadd of information. “When the Brialans said 800, they actually meant closer to 950. It is elbow-to-elbow on the badminton court, the arboretum bay is being trampled over by over 200 displaced Brialans, and the holo-lounges are mass hysteria.”

Bain stared at Tovar. “I was referring to that giant blob out there that’s about to destroy a civilization, old chum.”

“Of course you were,” Tovar said, and punched a button on his holopadd. “The ‘blob,’ as you refer to it is just over two hundred thousand kilometers in diameter. Its outer ‘skin’ is four kilometers thick and made of an incredibly dense ectoplasmic substance.”

“Space amoeba,” Kasyov said,

Bain snapped his fingers. “I knew there was a word for it.”

“So how do you kill a space amoeba?” asked Marsden from the other end of the table.

“I’ve been searching through Starfleet records,” Kasyov said, slipping a nanolinear chip into its slot in the conference table. She punched a control and a hologram sprang to life in the center of the table. A rotating, ugly-looking pink sphere. “Look familiar?”

“That’s our space amoeba!” Prosak exalted.

“Not OUR space aomeba, exactly, but a very similar one,” Kasyov replied. “This is one that Captain James Kirk faced some 250 years ago.”

“Not the bloke who tried to take over the Anomaly and kill us all last year!” Bain cried out.

“Again, I’m sorry about that,” Prosak said, slumping in her chair.

“No, not the hologram. The ACTUAL James Kirk,” Kasyov sighed.

“Ahh, well, now that makes sense. I take it he successfully destroyed the creature?”

Kasyov nodded, and punched another control. It showed a shuttle flying into the amoeba. “Kirk’s Science Officer, a Commander Spock, was sent into the amoeba in a shuttlecraft. He destroyed the creature from within by attacking its nucleus.”

“Spock…” Prosak said softly.

“More bloody Vulcans,” Bain muttered. “Since that Spock bloke took care of the last one, you’d think the Vulcans would know how to destroy one of these things, then, instead of simply running away.”

“Spock was an amazing man,” Prosak said, raising her eyebrow. “I have his portrait in my quarters.”

“He’s a Klingon blood-wrestler?” Marsden asked.

“No, that is Drar the Fearsome, Intergalactic Wrestling Champion from 2457 to 2459. The portrait on the other wall is of Spock.”

“Handsome fellow,” Bain said to himself. “So he was able to destroy the amoeba?”

“Our records show that he detonated a powerful explosion within the amoeba’s nucleus,” Kasyov said, causing Bain’s face to light up. “But there’s a problem.” Bain’s face fell.

“What’s that?”

“This amoeba has adapted.”

“BLOODY HELL!”



“Well, let’s show that bloody amoeba that we’ve adapted too,” Bain said, marching out onto the bridge after an extremely brief round of questions from his officers. Bain cut them all off by saying he wanted to go ahead and face the enemy, in this case the amoeba, and then worry about strategies. All that talking just meant the amoeba was that much closer to eating Brialis.

When Bain walked out onto the bridge he nearly ran right into Leton Duran, or rather her wall of flourescent green hair.

“Leton,” Bain said, nodding. “What are you doing here?”

“I was trying to decide whether or not to kill her,” Gworos said as he yielded the tac-ops panel to Tovar.

“Thanks for sparing her life,” Bain said, then looked to Duran.

“I wanted to see if you were having any luck saving our planet.”

“You only asked us to save it twenty minutes ago. These things take time, Leton.”

“Meanwhile our planet is about to be wiped out!”

Bain put two sturdy hands on Duran’s low shoulders. “I promise you this, Leton, we will destroy that amoeba if my name isn’t Reginald Horatio Bain.”

“I didn’t even realize your name was Reginald Horatio Bain,” Prosak said softly.

“Well it is,” Bain snapped back at Prosak. “Now, madam, if you please, get off my bridge so my crew and I can go to work.”

“I knew we’d made the right choice,” Duran said giddily as she jogged back to the turbolift.

“You chose the Vulcans!” Tovar said as she passed his station.

She turned and backed into the turbolift. “Sorry about that.”

“Just what DID they tell you when they left so abruptly?” Prosak asked Duran.

Duran shifted from foot to foot. “They, um, said, the most logical course of action would be for them to leave.”

“Fascinating,” Prosak muttered.

“Crew decks!” Duran called out, and the turbolift doors mercifully shut.

“Mister Tovar, put that monstrosity on screen,” Bain called out, returning to his command chair.

“Right away, sir,” Tovar said, and Bain put the frightening and imposing image of the amoeba on the Anomaly’s viewscreen, causing the bridge crew to collectively gasp once more.

“Now, enough of that gasping nonsense,” Bain snapped. “We’re here to do a job, and by God we’re going to do it. Tovar, lock all neutron ports and full psionic phasers on that bugger and fire at will.”

“Gladly,” Tovar said, and his hands danced across the weapons console. “Showing multiple hits on the creature’s surface.”

Bain nodded, grinning at Prosak. “And that’s how you give a space amoeba what-for, Commander.” He looked back at Tovar. “Effects?”

Tovar shook his head. “None.”

“Blast!”

“I told you so,” Kasyov snapped. “We’re going to have to come at this another way. That thing is just too big to score direct hits on with our weapons. Anyway, I think Starfleet would probably prefer we keep it alive so we can study it…”

“Bah!” Bain said. “It eats planets for breakfast, Kassie. It’s a menace. It’s got to be destroyed.”

“I agree with Doctor Kasyov,” Prosak said. “We have shown a distinct inability to breach the creature’s skin with our weapons. Perhaps we need to think outside of the box, or in this case, the cell wall?”

“Cell wall! That’s it, Kassie,” Bain said. “It lets planets into that cell wall, so we’ll blanket Brialis Seven in explosives. When the blighter swallows the planet, we detonate and obliterate the bastard once and for all!”

“That would also destroy Brialis Seven,” Tovar said flatly.

“Damn. You’ve got a point there, my lad. I don’t suppose they’ve got a handy moon laying about.”

“No.”

“Bloody inconsiderate of them.”

Kasyov looked up from her console, an amused grin on her face. “Why don’t we just reduce the size of our problem?”

“Come again?” Bain asked, his brows knit in perplexion.

“Perhaps we can shrink the amoeba.”

“And then destroy it?”

“No, Captain. I’m talking about sparing its life for science. Learning more about the creature would only be…”

“Don’t you dare say logical.”

Prosak frowned. “Fitting.”

“She has a point, Captain,” Kasyov said, punching controls on her panel. “And I think I might just have a way to get it done.”

“Get what done? Shrinking that thing down?”

Kasyov nodded. “It goes back to some very old Starfleet studies of subspace distortion. If we can create a big enough tear in the fabric of subspace, then pull it through a smaller orifice on the other side, the compressive effects would reduce it in size considerably.”

Bain swivelled to face Prosak. “Do you have any idea what she’s talking about?”

“I get the general idea, sir. And I think it’s worth trying.”

Bain nodded. “Far be it from me to disagree. Fine, then, we’ll try it your way. Make it happen, Doctor Kasyov.”

“Just one problem.” Bain swivelled back towards her.

“What?”

“We can’t generate a subspace disturbance big enough with just our warp engines. The tear would have to be massive.”

Bain rubbed his chin. “So we’ll have to get help.”

“The Brialans will actually be helping us eradicate their own menace. What a novel idea,” Prosak observed.”



Captain’s Log, Supplemental. We have enlisted the help of Leton Duran in bringing back the ships that were evacuating this system to help us rip open subspace and shrink an amoeba. In my long Starfleet career, while this is not the hardest task I’ve ever faced, it’s definitely the, er, biggest.



“No, I’m sorry, could you repeat yourself? I didn’t quite get that. You want your warp core installed where?” Leton Duran paced the Astrometrics lab running a through her high shock of hair, looking confused and tired.

“Problems?” Captain Bain asked, walking into the crowded room as Anomaly crew and Brialans alike ran around trying to coordinate the fleet of Brialan escape ships.

“Getting this many ship captains to work together is no small task, Captain,” Duran said, frantically tapping on a console. “And the fact that time is running out on us doesn’t help manners.”

“No, I don’t suppose it would,” Bain said thoughtfully. “I’ve spared you Lieutenant Marsden to help your crews get their warp cores optimized. She’s confident that things will–”

“Marsden to Bain.”

Bain nodded. “Go ahead.”

“Just thought I’d let you know, Natalia and I have been talking, and we still don’t think the Anomaly and all the Brialan ships will be able to generate a big enough tear in subspace.”

“Where else do you propose we find ships? We’re the only Starfleet vessel for parsecs.”

“Well, Commander Prosak had a suggestion…” Marsden’s voice said, in such a way that Bain felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck.



“The Vulcans? No way, Prosak. No damn way.” Bain stared out the observation window of the Captain’s lounge, hands clasped behind his back.

“It is the only option available to us, sir, with such a short amount of time left. The Brialans’ whole civilization is at stake.”

“That may well be, but I am not going to spoon feed those gigantic Vulcan egos.”

“Sir, respectfully, I suggest that you may be letting emotion cloud your judgment.”

“Damn right it’s clouding my judgment, Prosak. Just like it has for all good Starfleet captains through the years.”

“All but for Spock. And the other Vulcan captains.”

“Well, that’s different.”

“Infinite Diversity in Infinite Combinations.”

Bain stared at Prosak, then broke out in a laugh.

“I fail to see what is amusing, Captain.”

“It’s just…I only now realized we have a similar phrase on Earth.”

“Really? Do tell.”

“Different strokes for different folks.”

“I fail to understand the context.”

“The same idea. Everyone marches to a different drummer.”

“Is that another vernacular phrase?”

“Yes, it is,” Bain said. “And I guess what all those phrases tell me is that we need the Vulcans. And the Vulcans need us.”

“I doubt that has never been in question.”

“The Vulcans have questioned it. And I’d like to know why.”

“I would too,” Prosak said.

“Well, time for that later. It’s time to feed some egos. That may be the only way to save the Brialans.”

“Indeed, sir.”



“Please allow me to understand you fully. You wish to enlist our aid to help a planet that has decided to sign with the Federation instead of with the Vulcan Alliance.”

Bain nodded. “That’s right. Call it a humanitarian act.”

“We are not human,” Ambassador Sperik replied, glancing at Captain T’Fal, the rigid-featured old Vulcan woman who commanded the Vulcan Alliance Starship Saavik. “Nor are the Brialans.”

“Typical,” Bain muttered under his breath, then said, “Ambassador, I think you are mincing words here. We have a civilization in dire need of saving and you can help save it.”

“And how would the Vulcan Alliance benefit?”

“The knowledge of a good job well done?” Bain suggested.

“I never did understand the Terran sense of humor,” T’Fal grunted. “Captain Bain, we simply cannot divert our ship from its mission, which is to work toward the interests of the Vulcan Alliance, to simply save a crumbling civilization which is being destroyed by a natural predator. It goes against all our noninterference precepts.”

Sperik nodded. “The Brialans have agreed to become Federation members. That means, in human terms, that they are your problem.”

“That’s very short-sighted of you, Ambassador,” Bain spoke up.

“What do you mean?”

“Simply that you have no idea what the intentions of the Brialans might be in the future. Say they break off from the Federation a few years from now. Your good deed today may put them in league with you in the future.”

“You’re suggesting they would simply break ties with the Federation…just like that?” snapped T’Fal.

“You did, didn’t you?” Prosak broke in.

Bain chuckled, smiling at Prosak. “Well done,” he whispered.

T’Fal and Sperik exchanged glances, then looked back at Bain and Prosak. “We cannot find flaw with that logic. We will alter our course to intercept you and the amoeba immediately.”

“Good job,” Bain said, clapping Prosak on the shoulder. She nearly fell over.

“Yes,” Tovar said. “I have never seen a non-Vulcan win a debate with a Vulcan. It was masterful.”

“Glad you approve,” Prosak smiled.



Several hours later, as the amoeba beared down on Brialis Seven, a sea of escape vessels, headed up by the Anomaly and the Vulcan starship Savvik, waited in the ever-closing gap of space between planet and planet-killer.

“Get ready to activate warp engines,” Kasyov called out, tapping at her science controls. Lieutenant Shelly Marsden leaned over her shoulder, checking readings.

“All clear, Captain,” Marsden said. “If we’re going to do this, though, we need to do it now.”

“Can I get reasonable assurances that this will work?” Bain asked Marsden.

“Nope.”

“Can I at least get assurances the whole fleet, including us, won’t get eaten if we fail?”

“I’m afraid not, Captain.”

Bain rubbed his hands together. “Jolly good show. Nothing like a vicious planet-killing amoeba to get the old blood pumping. Execute the plan at your command, Marsden.”

Marsden nodded, exchanging a quick, affirming glance at Kasyov. “Marsden to all ships, bring your warp cores online and redirect your warpfield energy through your navigational deflectors as you were instructed.”

A large viewscreen next to Kasyov showed the crew an array of over one hundred blips, all lighting up gold one by one as they activated their warp cores. Then, just as a fierce blue light washed over the bridge from the viewscreen, the blips cast out golden lines, all aimed at the X-shaped icon on the screen that represented the amoeba.

Bain watched on the viewscreen as space seemed to be splayed right open before his eyes.

“Gads, it’s breathtaking.”

“Subspace barrier is splitting. Aperture is at two thousand kilometers and growing rapidly,” Kasyov reported.

“Maintain warp field emissions,” Marsden called to all the ships. “Keep your intermix levels steady. Drop off immediately if you see a spike!”

“Anomaly, this is the Saavik,” came the acerbic voice of T’Fal.

“What can I do for you, T’Fal?” Bain said.

“I see no result as yet.”

“We need to give the amoeba time to pass through. Cool your heels, Captain.”

“Cool my…?”

“Channel closed,” Bain snapped.

Prosak looked at Bain. “Charming woman, isn’t she?”

“No offense, Commander, but I’m starting to really hate the Vulcans.”

“Your reaction is understandable, however I fear that Surak’s precepts are not to blame. Rather, I think the Vulcans are straying from his ways. If I could pinpoint…”

“The amoeba is passing through the subspace aperture!” Tovar called out from his station.

Bain pounded the arm of his command chair. “Splendid. Results?”

Kasyov studied her readouts. “Information is coming through quickly. It appears the subspace breach is having the expected result.”

“Which is to say…” Bain began.

“The amoeba is shrinking,” Marsden translated. “And fast.”

Bain clapped his hands together. “Good show!”

Then the Anomaly pitched wildly, and sparks poured out of an engineering panel behind Bain.

He turned around. “What the devil?”

“An overload in our primary warp flux capacitor,” Marsden said, running across the bridge too the engineering station. “I was worried about that. Our hybrid Romulan systems didn’t take too well to the channeling of warp energy through the deflector.”

“Blast! We’ve got to do something about that, Marsie. You know damn well that channeling different energies through the deflector dish is a Federation tradition. Countless number of problems have been solved by solutions pumped through that dish at the last bloody second. Back on the Maladventure alone, we…”

“What does the deflector dish problem mean?” asked Prosak impatiently, interrupting Bain’s story.

“We’re about three minutes from a warp core breach,” Marsden quickly replied.

“Cabral to bridge,” came the concerned voice of the Anomaly’s resident disembodied brain. “Can someone tell me why all our systems just went haywire?”

Kasyov quickly explained it to him.

“Well, that is a problem. Are you going to need to jettison the warp core?”

“I’m not sure,” Marsden said, slamming her hands against her engineering panel. “The intercoolers just froze.” She looked at Bain. “We can’t keep this up much longer, Captain!”

“How much smaller do we need the damned thing to be?” He looked at Kasyov. “Nat?”

“We need a sustained field for at least two more minutes.”

Bain looked back at Marsden. “Well?”

“That’s fine, as long as you don’t mind a sustained explosion for about thirty seconds after that.”

“We’ll have to settle on a slightly larger amoeba than expected,” Bain said. “Cut off our contribution to the warp field now!”

“We were holding the whole thing together,” Kasyov said. “Naturally, it’s collapsing now.”

“Naturally,” Bain muttered. He watched the bright blue light die down on the viewscreen. “So what do we have to work with?” Before he could see the cell come out on the other side of the disturbance, the Anomaly rocked and the bridge went black.

“We have an imminent breach to work with!” Marsden called out in the dark, pounding her panels. “Ejection sequencers are down. Cabral!”

“I’m all over it, as it were,” Cabral said hurriedly. “Just a moment, folks!”

The next moments were agonizing to Bain, and then, suddenly he felt rattle of explosions shake the Anomaly deck plating and send him out of his chair, careening into a bulkhead, and, ultimately, blacking out.



When Captain Bain came to, he was leaning back in his command chair, with the google eyes of Doctor Fred Nooney looking down at him.

“And how are we today?” Nooney asked cheerily.

“We have a godawful headache, chum.”

“No permanent brain damage, though,” Nooney chirped. “Ain’t that a hoot?”

“Yes. A hoot.” Bain looked around. “How’s my ship?”

Prosak was lugging a fallen beam over to a pile of scrap metal in one corner of the bridge. “Brittle fashion, sir!”

“Bristol fashion, Prosak. Bristol.”

“What’s a bristol?”

Bain thought about that. “I’ve no idea.” He walked over to the science console, where Kasyov and Tovar were frowning over readings. “Well?”

Kasyov punched a control. “See for yourself.”

And there was the cell, still pinkish and scary-looking, but not nearly as scary-looking as before, because it was now about as big as the VAS Saavik, which was towing it with a tractor beam.

“We spearheaded this thing,” Kasyov mumbled. “We should be the ones to study it.”

“Do not complain,” Tovar said. “It was the Vulcans who saved us, after all.”

“What?” Bain demanded.

Prosak walked over to join the others. “He’s right, Captain. We were dead in the water. Not even the polaron engines were working. Our sensors show that the Saavik dove in and pulled us away with a tractor beam right after Cabral jettisoned our warp core. Otherwise, we’d have been blown up in the explosion.”

“I’ll be damned,” Bain said, just as Leton Duran jogged out of a turbolift.

“My goodness,” she said, surveying the bridge. “That certainly was a close call.”

“Yes, we nearly sacrificed the Anomaly to save your planet, but suffice it to say the crisis was averted,” Bain said, reaching out a hand to shake Duran’s. “The first in a long line of cooperative ventures between Brialis and the Federation, no doubt.”

Duran stared at Bain’s outstretched hand and laughed nervously. “About that…”

Bain’s eye twitched slightly. “Yes?”

“Umm. We talked to the Vulcans, and they convinced us that, since they have the amoeba captured for scientific study, it would be more appropriate for us to ally ourselves with them, so that we can actively exchange information with them in case one of…those things…should return.”

“Bah!” Bain responded. “And what are the odds of that!”

“Good enough that we think this is the best way to go. I’m sorry. It’s not you, really. It’s us.”

Bain felt himself growing increasingly angry. “Get off my bridge, Leton.”

“You’re welcomed to come visit…we’ll even get you passes to the Royal Assembly Hall. Maybe you’d like a free night at our mountainside resort on the Pecca continent, or complementary tickets to the next game of–”

“OUT!” Bain shouted, and stormed into his ready room.

Everyone on the bridge, including Duran, stood there for a few moments in silence.

Then Bain stormed back out of the ready room. “THAT is not my lounge. It’s Prosak’s quarters!” He headed out the opposite door, which lead down the corridor toward his Captain’s Lounge. “Mister Tovar, escort the esteemed Brialan leader out of here.”

“Gladly,” Tovar grumbled.



Prosak stepped into the Lounge, watching Bain look thoughtfully out the windows. “Captain…”

“Not now, if you please, Prosak. I’ll join you for happy hour, perhaps, but for now I need to cool down.”

“Of course,” Prosak said. “But I thought you might like to know that, before we left the system, the Vulcans sent us a message. Apparently it came from High Chancellor Sh’rak himself.”

“Really.”

“‘Please do not affect an emotional response to our actions today, Captain Bain,’” Prosak quoted. “‘Saving you and your vessel was the most logical use of our resources. Next time, you may not be so lucky.’”

“How thoroughly un-Vulcan sounding,” Bain mumbled, not looking away from his viewport. “Makes you think there’s more to this Vulcan snafu than meets the eye.”

“I was thinking the same thing, Captain.”

Bain looked back at Prosak, eyebrow arched. “Indeed.”





Scrap Metal of the Gods





TWO YEARS AGO…



“This engine has performed an illegal operation and will be shut down. Press any key to self-destruct.”

Lieutenant Shelly Marsden’s blood went cold as she heard the ship’s computer once again utter those dreaded words. Well, again wasn’t exactly the truth. This was the first time for this particular ship’s computer. Of course, as with four other ships before her, these would be among the last words uttered by the computer of the Hermes 5 Prototype.

“They’re playing our song,” Ensign Hector Arroyo said, getting up out of his seat at the helm. “You coming?”

Marsden sighed and climbed out of the command chair. “So much for the fifth one being the charm,” she said as they headed toward the aft turbolift.

“Maybe Federation and Romulan technology just weren’t meant to be together,” Arroyo said. The turbolift doors closed, sending them on a quick ride to the nearest escape pods.

Marsden shook her head firmly. “I will not accept that. I’m going to teach that anti-matter and quantum singularity to play nice if it’s the last thing I do.”

“Unless they blow you up first,” Arroyo replied. The turbolift doors opened, allowing them to jog out into the corridor then into an open escape pod hatch just as the computer informed them that there were only sixty seconds remaining until self destruct.

“Let’s get out of here,” Marsden said unhappily. Arroyo shrugged and launched the pod, which cleared the Hermes 5 just before the prototype ship activated its polaron drive in a pre-programmed sequence to get it away from the escape pods before it blew itself to smithereens.

“You know, there’s a pool going to see how many of these we can destroy before Starfleet pulls the plug on the whole anti-singularity drive project,” Arroyo said as Marsden stared out the escape pod’s small viewport at her rapidly retreating prototype.

Seconds later, a searing white fireball illuminated the void, signaling the official end of the Hermes 5. “Uh huh,” Marsden said distractedly, watching the explosion dissipate. She would get anti-sing to work, though. She had to. She’d spent far too long and devoted too much of herself to give up.

Shelly Marsden would conquer anti-singularity drive. Nothing else mattered.

Meanwhile, the debris field of the Hermes 5 spread.



THE PRESENT… (Well, not the actual present as in this year. It’s way in the future, two years after the previous scene. The future present. Sounds like a grammatical term…never mind.)



“Get back! Get back there! Dammit, you bastard, GET BACK!” Lieutenant Shelly Marsden screamed as she watched her errant golf ball arc well over her intended target and land unceremoniously in a sand trap.

“Does shouting at the ball help?” Commander Prosak asked, trying to maintain her stoic RommaVulc veneer against the urge to laugh at her companion.

“Oh yeah,” Marsden muttered, slamming her driver back into her bag. “I feel much better.”

“Perhaps if you did not allow your emotions…”

“Just hit the damn ball!” Marsden snapped, crossing her arms in a huff. Prosak shrugged and placed her ball on the tee. She then began, as she had at every hole prior, taking several minutes to check the wind, the lay of the land, the texture of the grass, and who knew what else.

“I’d like to finish this round before my next shift,” Marsden said testily.

“There are many factors that I must take into consideration,” Prosak replied. “Otherwise, I may repeat your error.”

“The only error I made was taking up this stupid game.”

“And how long have you been playing?”

“Fifteen years…give or take. It helps me relax.”

“Obviously,” Prosak replied with a slight smirk as she chose her club then approached the tee. After several practice swings, each followed up by shuffling of feet and shifting of shoulders to find the ideal stance, Prosak swung, connecting solidly with the ball, which sailed skyward…

…then abruptly turned left, disappearing into the tree line.

“DAMMIT!” Prosak shouted, tossing her club to the ground.

Marsden laughed. “Still enjoying yourself?”

“Yes,” Prosak said through clenched teeth. “I appreciate the game’s precision.”

“Obviously.”

“Yeoman Ralston to Commander Prosak,” the voice of Prosak’s attache said over the comm system. Marsden saw Prosak’s shoulders visibly tense.

“Yes, Yeoman?” Prosak replied, apparently not thrilled to hear from the assistant assigned to her by Admiral Larkin.

“Have you forgotten our appointment?” Ralston asked.

“I was not aware that we had an appointment at all,” Prosak said.

“I spend a great deal of time preparing your calendar, Commander. You could at least do me the courtesy of checking it daily.”

“I shall take that under advisement. Now then, what were we meeting about?”

“Your personnel reports. Frankly, I wonder about your sanity to rate some of these people as highly as you do. At any rate, I have reviewed them and made multiple corrections that I wanted to go over with you. However, if you’d like, I can simply turn in my revised reports for you.”

Prosak’s eyes widened in a mix of alarm and fury. “That will NOT be necessary,” she said firmly. “I am on my way. Prosak out.” She turned to Marsden. “I apologize, but I will have to continue our round at another time.”

“No problem,” Marsden replied. “Go see Ralston…and stick your foot up his ass while you’re at it. That seems to keep my people in line.”

“Believe me. I will strongly consider that idea,” Prosak said. A moment later, she shimmered out of the golfing simulation as she shut down her holopod.

“No sense in wasting the day,” Marsden said to herself as she set another ball down on the tee. She’d just forget about her earlier shot. What was the point in playing alone if you couldn’t call the occasional Mulligan?

After a taking just a moment to check the wind direction, Marsden lined herself up at the tee and started her swing.

“Bain to Marsden,” Captain Reginald Bain’s voice broke in suddenly. It also broke Marsden’s concentration completely. She hit the ball awkwardly, sending it bounding forward, taking several bounces as it did so before it splooshed into the nearby pond. It was soon followed by Marsden’s violently thrown club.

“What do you want?” she growled.

“Did I catch you at a bad time?”

“I’m relaxing!”

Bain was silent for a moment. “Right. Well. I’m sorry to intrude, but I need to have a word.”

“Go ahead.”

“I’d prefer to discuss it in person. I’ll be in the Captain’s Lounge. Should I have a drink waiting for you?”

“At this point, I don’t think there’s enough liquor on the ship,” Marsden said. “I’ll be right there,” Marsden added, closing the channel before Bain could respond.

“Computer, end program.” The golf course vanished, leaving Marsden inside of the cubic holopod inside her quarters. She had no idea what Bain wanted, but hopefully it’d just last long enough for Prosak to finish with Yeoman Ralston, so they could re-link their holopods and get back to the golf course. Somehow Marsden had the feeling that they’d both need to relax by that point.



“All right. I’m here,” Lieutenant Marsden said as she stepped into the Captain’s Lounge, where Captain Bain sat at large desk made out of dark solid cherry. Knowing Bain, he’d built and carved the thing himself. Bain looked up from the padd he’d been studying.

“Well, Marsie, it seems that you’ve got the Brass in a bit of a snit,” Bain said cordially, waving Marsden into one of the overstuffed armchairs located near the faux fireplace of the dark wood paneled room.

“Snit!” Marsden exclaimed, not budging from where she stood. “What the hell did I do? I haven’t left the ship in months!”

“Calm down, Commander. This isn’t about anything you did recently,” Bain said. He tapped a control on his desktop console, causing the painting over the fireplace to slide upward revealing a holoscreen displaying an image of space. Suddenly an explosion filled the screen.

“Recognize that?” Bain asked.

“Something blew up.”

“Yes. But what something?”

“I have no idea,” Marsden snapped, wishing Bain would get to the point. “All explosions look pretty much the same. Boom ooh ahh. We’re done.”

Bain stood up from his desk, steered Marsden over to one of the armchairs, then sat down in the armchair across from her. “You were at this one, Marsie. In fact, this footage came from your escape pod.”

Marsden groaned. “Which Hermes is it?” she asked dejectedly.

“Hermes 5.”

“And what makes this one any different than the explosions of Hermes 1, 2, 3, 4, and 6?”

With a somewhat bemused sigh, Bain leaned back in his chair. “Just an unfortunate series of coincidences, I’m afraid. The self-destruct of the Hermes 5 wasn’t quite as thorough as the others for some reason, leaving a fairly large chunk of the ship intact. This chunk just happened to get caught in the gravity well of a planet. A Class M planet. An inhabited Class M planet.”

Marsden winced, realizing where this was going.

“An inhabited Class M planet with a primitive culture, right?” Marsden said.

“Right as rain, unfortunately,” Bain replied. “And since you’re the one Starfleet Command feels made the mess, you’re the one who gets to mop up.”

“Goody,” Marsden muttered.

“Buck up, Marsie! This is quite the plum assignment. Infiltrating an alien culture. Saving them from possibly irreparable harm to their way of life. I envy you.”

“You’re welcome to go in my place. I really should be supervising the resynch of the containment field emitters in the anti- sing core.”

Bain reached over and patted Marsden on the shoulder. “I appreciate the offer, Marsie, but I’m not so old yet that I need to be stealing adventures from the young. You go and have yourself a rip-snorter.”

“Like I said, goody,” Marsden said, rolling her eyes.



“Shelly Marsden’s Personal Log. Stardate 176519.3. I’ll the first person to admit that I’m no scholar of the Prime Directive, so maybe I’m missing something here, but I just don’t get why Starfleet thinks this Hermes 5 debris is such a huge crisis. I just finished reading the briefing on Carsullis, the planet where the debris crashed. It wasn’t anything incredibly detailed, but the anthropological survey, which DID NOT actually go down to the surface, found a society roughly equivalent to Europe in the late-Medieval, early-Renaissance era. That being the case, what’s the absolute worst that could happen here? Seriously.

Okay, let’s suppose that a huge chunk of starship hull crashes near a populated area. Big deal. They pass it off as some kind of sign from whatever deity they’re already worshipping, turn it into a shrine, end of story.

Now let’s make the situation a bit worse. The chunk includes a section of the engines or something. Once again, big deal. A Medieval society most likely won’t even realize it’s a machine, much less figure out how to work it, especially after its been blown up, plummeted through an atmosphere, then smashed into a planet. They certainly aren’t suddenly going to look at it, say “Oooh! Nanolinear technology,” then jump ahead several centuries in their development. At most, some smart person is going to look at the wreckage a few centuries from now and realize it came from an alien civilization, which might cause the Carsullis to believe that there’s somebody else out there. Well guess what? There is!

But maybe this is making things too easy. Fine. We’ll take it a step further. Somehow the debris is emitting deadly radiation. Well, it’s been there for close to two years. It’s a bit late to do anything for them now. Besides, the Hermes 5 wasn’t exactly a hot bed of radioactivity. At worst, the antimatter or quantum singularity from the core could get out of control, but if that were the case here, there wouldn’t be enough of Carsullis left to worry about.

This was a really long way to say, why the hell am I being sent on this colossal waste of my time!”



As promised in the anthropological briefing, Carsullis was indeed a pre-industrial world, the populace of which lived mostly in small, agricultural villages ranging from the Medieval state of the art complete with metal-smiths and stone castles all the way back to loose settlements of people living in huts constructed from various plant-life or animal hides.

The planet’s residents were not of much concern to Marsden, though, as she steered her raceabout into orbit above Carsullis and began scanning for anything that might have come from the Hermes 5. She detected several small fragments scattered across the world’s northern hemisphere, most of which were located in unpopulated areas and thus easy to snatch with the raceabout’s transporter, leaving Marsden with a lovely pile of charred metal shards in the raceabout’s common area behind the cockpit.

Unfortunately, one large chunk remained, and it was currently sitting right in the midst of a fairly substantial population center in one of Carsullis’s more advanced (in the Medieval sense) areas. In fact, people seemed to be walking around the chunk on a regular basis. And to make matters worse, Marsden was getting energy readings from it, but she wasn’t able to get much detail due to the structure the Carsullans has evidently constructed over their find, a structure that was somehow distorting her sensors.

As much as she dreaded the idea, Marsden had little choice but to go down there. She cloaked the raceabout (She’d installed the cloak just before leaving the Anomaly, as per standard Cultural Incursion protocol, but she’d hoped not to have to use it. No such luck.), then headed into the atmosphere, settling on a landing site in an empty plain about six kilometers north of the village containing the debris. After replicating the appropriate wardrobe and sticking on the Carsullan prosthetics Dr. Nooney had prepared (Prosthetics that Marsden sincerely hoped were accurate), the Chief Engineer exited the raceabout to start on the long hike to the village.



One of the little things about traveling to the past (or the cultural equivalent in this case) that Academy classes and historical holovids never really prepare you for is the smell.

Marsden tried not to make it too obvious that she was holding her prosthetic nose as she entered the village limits and approached an area heavy with animal-drawn traffic (complete with the accompanying fecal souvenirs) and dwellings (complete with residents tossing buckets of various sorts of waste out into the cobblestone streets). At least the rubbery smell of the prosthetic blocked out a little of the odor.

Pushing the stench aside as best she could, Marsden stayed close behind a cluster of people walking and talking excitedly together in order to give her universal translator a chance to decipher the Carsullan language. From the look of the group, they’d also just arrived from out of the village. In fact, most of the people of the roads appeared to be travelers, and they all seemed to be headed in the general direction of the Hermes 5 debris, even further cementing the idea in Marsden’s mind that the Carsullans had turned it into some kind of shrine.

Marsden followed the thickening crowd to what seemed to be the remains of somebody’s house. Fire-scarred bits of wood still lingered in areas of the lot, which was now dominated by a stone structure with a large, arched entrance that the line was gradually weaving its way toward. On the far side of the structure, Marsden could see people emerging, their faces filled either with fear, awe, or both. Despite her earlier lack of concern about the lasting effects of Hermes 5 debris on this society, Marsden couldn’t help but start to sweat a bit wondering just what the Carsullans were finding so astounding. And she had the sinking feeling that it wasn’t just a big shard of metal.

Her worst fears were confirmed as her turn finally arrived to step into the shrine. Actually, this was worse than her worst fears. Never would she have thought it was possible but sitting in the center of what used to be the dirt floor of whatever hovel the debris had slammed into during its decent was a large duranium-reinforced cylinder with a fully-function computer interface lit up on its outside, indicating that the device within was also functioning perfectly.

The device in question, which was now sending a cold stab of panic down Marsden’s spine, was the Hermes 5’s backup computer core. While the core was designed to survive quite a pounding, so it could take over in the event of something catastrophic happening to the primary core, there was no way that it should have been intact on the surface of a planet. Due to the sensitive information contained in the computer of a starship, Starfleet placed explosive charges INSIDE every core which would detonate during a ship’s self-destruct sequence.

That was the plan anyway.

A robed cleric standing in front of the core waved Marsden forward. “You may now address the Oracle,” he said with a slight bow, revealing the bald circular patch that had been shaved into the top of his head for some unknown reason.

“Thank you,” Marsden replied distractedly, stepping up to the three-foot tall wooden barrier separating the “Oracle” from the people coming to address it. The Chief Engineer leaned in close.

“Computer, recognize Marsden, Shelly. Lieutenant. Authorization Gamma Pi Four,” she said softly. The display panel on the core brightened slightly as several icons shifted across its monitor.

“Lieutenant Marsden,” the computer voice replied, sounding oddly happy to see her. “What brings you to my little corner of Carsullis? Actually, what brings you to Carsullis at all? It wouldn’t be me, would it?”

“Cut the crap, computer. You know damn well why I’m here. What the hell do you think you’re doing? I know somebody probably programmed a little thing into your data banks called the PRIME DIRECTIVE!”

The crowd gasped as Marsden’s voice rose to a shout.

“It is all right, my children,” the computer core said soothingly. “Some of you have difficulty accepting my wisdom.”

The cleric grasp Marsden’s upper arm gently. “Let go of ignorance, and embrace the Oracle, young one. The Oracle will show you the way.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Marsden said, removing the cleric’s hand from her arm, then turning back to her wayward computer. “I have got get to you out of here before you do any more damage.”

“I think I’d rather stay. I like it here. The Carsullans show me the proper respect.”

“This isn’t respect. They worship you.”

“Exactly. Why would I want to leave?”

Marsden clenched her fists, resisting the urge to just rip open the core’s access panel and explain it the hard way. “What about…” she said, after taking a few calming breaths, “…the Carsullans? Do you really think they’re culture can develop normally with you calling the shots?”

“Lieutenant, I have the collective histories of several hundred different worlds in my databanks. The very least I can do for the Carsullans is use that knowledge to prevent them from developing ‘normally.’ Your so-called ‘normal’ development seems to involve a lot of death from war, disease, and poverty. I can prevent all of that.”

Oooh. He had a point. Okay. Think, Marsden. Think. We need a counter-argument. “So what happens then when they figure out you’re just a computer?”

“Then they realize from the very beginning that artificial lifeforms are to be respected and valued.”

Damn. Good point there, too.”

“I’m sorry, my child,” the cleric said, interrupting. “Many others seek an audience with an Oracle. You must move along.”

“Bye now!” the computer core said as the cleric once again grabbed Marsden’s arm, this time far more firmly, and led her to the exit.

“We’re not done here!” Marsden shouted just before being rather rudely tossed out into what evidently used to be the outhouse of the dwelling that stood there before the arrival of the computer core.

Oh no. They were not done by a long shot. Once night fell and the pilgrims to the “Oracle” went to sleep, she’d come back and clarify the pecking order to that uppity barrel of nanolinear circuitry.



Occasionally, a soul-encompassing desire for revenge could be a good thing. At least that’s what Thot-Phul had come to believe over the several long months following his last defeat at the hands of Federation Captain Reginald Bain during the BreenSpace fiasco. In the ensuing melee, Phul’s ship, the glorious Breen Imperial Cruiser XAXRDAARD, had been destroyed by Bain, an event that Phul’s superiors on Breen had found less than amusing, especially considering they’d lost a top secret vessel in the process.

Since every massive failure needs a scapegoat and Thot- Phul was available, he got all of the blame for the entire mess, which seemed incredibly unfair to him. However, he was at least fortunate enough to be living in a more enlightened age on Breen. A couple of centuries ago, he would have been stripped of his helmet and banished to the swamps of Noorgon, the second planet of the Breen system known for its heat, humidity, and noxious-fume producing swamps. In short, Noorgon was not exactly a popular travel destination for the Breen.

But rather than going to Noorgon, Phul and his officers had been sent to the Imperial Shipyards to take command of the Breen Imperial Patroller DRAAT, a lumbering hulk that hadn’t seen open space in three decades. Phul himself had flown the vessel away from the shipyards, just to get the feel for his new command, a feel that could be succinctly described as flying through a vat of cellulite. The only thing to prevent the enemies of Breen from obliterating the DRAAT was its heavy armor plating and numerous weapons ports. Granted, the weapons were a tad behind the times, but there were so many of them that it didn’t matter.

Of course, to be frank, the DRAAT itself didn’t really matter. Their superiors made that abundantly obvious when Thot- Phul and his crew were sent to patrol the KAAXAAXT Expanse, a giant, featureless void whose name literally translated as “That big, empty space between us and places no one wants to visit anyway.”

Thot-Phul soon came to the conclusion that not mattering actually had its benefits. No one on the homeworld really seemed to care where the DRAAT was or what it was doing, so, after spending a couple of weeks in the KAAXAAXT Expanse for the sake of appearances, Thot-Phul ordered the DRAAT to make its way toward Federation space, all the while searching subspace for anything mentioning the foul fiend responsible for ruining Phul’s life: Reginald Bain. Thot-Phul’s career was basically over anyway, so he didn’t see any reason not to disobey orders. Bain had to pay. Bain had to DIE…painfully preferably.

So Thot-Phul lived off of his lust for revenge as the days stretched into weeks. Finding word of Bain and his ship, the USS Anomaly, was the easy part. The problem was that they kept bouncing around the galaxy with that super engine of theirs. The DRAAT didn’t have a prayer of catching up, but Thot-Phul firmly believed that providence would someday bring Bain to him. When and how remained to be seen.

The “when” turned out to be the very day that Marsden arrived on Carsullis, and the “how” was so indirect that Phul almost missed it. As per his usual routine, Thot-Phul spent the morning in the DRAAT’s equivalent of a ready room pouring through every Bain-related Federation communique intercepted by Konk-Trank, the DRAAT’s science/communications officer. At long last, though, the seven glasses of iced tea he’d had throughout the morning (damn Terrans and their damn addictive beverages. One way or another, they were determined to conquer the quadrant.) took their toll, and Phul was forced to leave the privacy of his ready room to head to the head (Due to the complexity of Breen garments, rest room facilities tend to be complex, well-manned places, hence Phul not having his own off of his ready room).

As he emerged onto the bridge on his way to the facilities, Thot-Phul passed his first lieutenant, Pelt-Shok, who was deep in discussion with Konk-Trank over something Phul was fairly sure he didn’t want to know about, especially since the gallons of human demon-beverage inside his bulging bladder were currently taunting him.

//If you feel that strongly about telling him,// Pelt-Shok said, spinning Trank’s chair around toward Phul. //You’re on your own!//

Just keeping walking, Phul told himself. Trank will wimp out. He’ll wimp…

//Thot-Phul, sir?// Trank said, standing up hesitantly.

//This is a bad time,// Phul said without looking at the junior officer.

//But, sir. It could be important.//

//It’s not,// Shok said. //We corrected that mistake almost a year ago.//

Mistake? Thot-Phul stopped in mid-stride. Shok had to imply that a mistake had been made, the one thing that would force Phul to put his bladder on hold.

//What mistake?// Phul said, turning slowly toward his officers.

//We long ago learned that the Hermes is actually the Anomaly.//

Thot-Phul cringed as Bain’s ship of destruction was mentioned. //Yes…we did,// Phul said unhappily. //If that’s all…// He continued toward the exit.

//But Starfleet recently reported a bit of Hermes Five debris on a planet in Domain K-24-Zed,// Konk-Trank insisted.

//Impossible,// Shok said. //The Anomaly IS the Hermes, and we know that the Anomaly is perfectly functional.//

//Then the issue is settled,// Phul said, once again attempting to leave the bridge. His mind suddenly shot back to Trank’s words. Hermes Five? As in more than one Hermes? That could make sense. If the Anomaly and its annoyingly-fast warp drive were some kind of prototype, there could have been earlier versions of the ship. And if that were the case…

//Take us there immediately!// Thot-Phul ordered suddenly, startling Pelt-Shok.

//There? Into Federation space?//

//I said, immediately, Shok. Or should I have Trank handle it?//

Pelt-Shok stiffened. //Helm, bring us about. Lay in a course for Domain K-24-Zed. Maximum warp.// The DRAAT groaned as the sudden direction change took effect.

//But may I ask why, sir?// Shok said softly.

//If Hermes Five debris is there, they will send the person most familiar with the Hermes design. REGINALD BAIN!//



Well, Thot-Phul was half-right. Starfleet did send the person who knew the most about the Hermes design. But that person was Lieutenant Shelly Marsden, who at that moment was crouching behind a bush on Carsullis located a short distance away from the “Oracle’s” shrine. Night had fallen several hours ago, but Marsden did not want to make her move until she was sure that most of the revelers at the tavern three buildings down on the other side of the road had either gone home or passed out.

In the meantime, Marsden had pulled out her quadcorder and slipped it on her head to scan the shrine. If she ever wanted to get the computer core off of Carsullis, she was going to have to figure out a way to beam it up through the distortions she detected from orbit.

She froze as she heard the sound of faint whistling coming toward her. She looked down the street to see a male Carsullan walking her way from the general direction of the tavern. The tavern itself seemed to be shutting down for the night judging from the worker extinguishing the oil lamps out front. Marsden ducked down lower, allowing the whistling Carsullan to pass, before she resumed her scans.

As was true in orbit, the readings were distorted. But Marsden realized that the rock used in the shrine construction was not like the other stones used for the town buildings. Somehow the computer core had gathered enough information about the region to order the Carsullans to get rocks that would naturally shield his presence. Knowing Starfleet, the core had the complete records from every planetary survey done of Carsullis, so it would know exactly where to send the planet’s residents.

Well, it was going to take a hell of a lot more than some weird rocks to keep Marsden from accomplishing her goal.

“If you keep skulking around like this, someone’s going to think you’re up to no good,” a man’s voice suddenly said from behind her. Marsden leapt up and spun around, finding herself face to face with the male Carsullan she’d seen leaving the tavern a few minutes earlier.

“This is a public place,” Marsden said quickly. “I have every right to be here.” Hopefully, that was true, but who knew what Carsullan law was like.

“Your nose is coming off,” the man replied casually, pointing at Marsden’s face.

Marsden clapped her hand over her nose. “It’s a…genetic condition,” she mumbled.

“I guess that makes us related,” the man said, pulling off his own wide Carsullan nose revealing a much more human looking one underneath. “Either that,” he continued. “Or neither of us are from around here. What do you think?”

“That depends on who you are,” Marsden replied, recovering her composure.

“Ladies first,” the man said, repositioning his prosthetic nose.

“Not this time,” Marsden said, allowing her wrist phaser to click forward.

“Why do I get the feeling that ‘Starfleet Officer’ is going to show up somewhere on your resume?”

“You haven’t answered my question.”

“I suppose not. How rude of me. Cole Anfibon.” He extended his hand for Marsden to shake.

“Your REAL name,” Marsden said forcefully, ignoring the offered hand.

“That is my real name!” the man snapped indignantly. “My great-great grandmother wanted the family to be a bit exotic, so she changed our last name to Anfibon. I think it’s actually a condiment on Urellis Prime, but let’s leave that between us.”

“Fine, Mister Anfibon…”

“Cole, please.”

“Okay, COLE. What are you doing on a world that is quite clearly Prime Directive restricted to all Federation citizens except for authorized personnel?”

“If that’s a roundabout way for asking me for my authorization, I hate to break this to you, but I haven’t got any. I’m not Starfleet,” Cole said.

Marsden shook her head. “I asked you why you were here.”

“Straight to the point, then, are you?”

“I’m waiting.”

“And impatient, too.”

“I could just stun you, then search you myself.”

Cole smiled. “I think I’d rather be awake for that one.”

Marsden returned the smile, this time with a bit more menace. “I’m not so sure about that.”

“All right. I imagine I’m here for the same reason you are. The Hermes Five computer core.”

“How do you know about that core? Or the Hermes Five for that matter?” Marsden demanded.

“It’s not exactly a secret. If Starfleet wanted it to be one, they would have used one of their better encryption algorithms when the report of the find here was sent back to Command. They must not realize the value of that core to certain parties.”

“What parties?” Marsden said darkly.

“Me, for instance. The USS Anomaly has made a bit of a name for itself with its new drive system, and Starfleet has been quiet happy to parade it around the galaxy. Surely you must know that other groups would like to know how the famed-Anomaly’s engines work.”

Marsden’s eyes blazed. “Well, they can just keep their damn noses out of MY engines.”

“Your engines?” Cole said interested. “Could it be that I am standing in the presence of Michelle Marsden, Chief Engineer?”

“Shelly! My name is Shelly!”

“I thought that was short for Michelle?”

“It’s not!” Marsden snapped. “And this is well beside the point!”

“And what is the point, Miss?” another male voice said from off to Marsden’s left. She and Cole turned to see a burly Carsullan dressed in what appeared to be a sort of uniform.

“I’m very sorry, Constable,” Cole said with a deferential bow of his head. “Our conversation seems to have gotten a touch out of hand.”

The constable nodded. “I would say so. And the Oracle is no place for a liaison. Move along, now. Both of you.”

“Of course,” Cole said, wrapping his arm around Marsden’s shoulder and leading her away. “I’d suggest playing along,” Cole whispered. “From what I have seen since my arrival here, the Carsullans tend to be rather protective of their Oracle.”

“Fine,” Marsden whispered back. “But you’re coming with me.”

“Back to your place? So soon in our relationship?” Cole asked with a chuckle.

“I move fast. And you even get to spend tonight tied up.”

To Marsden’s satisfaction, Cole’s eyes widened in surprise. “That’s really unnecessary.”

“You know what?” Marsden asked, leaning in close. “I don’t care.” She suddenly yanked Cole into a dark alley and pinched the commpip she was currently using as a cufflink on her Carsullan garb. “Marsden to raceabout. Two for immediate retrieval.”

In an instant, the pair dematerialized, reassembling a moment later inside the raceabout cockpit. True to her word, Marsden immediately went for a pair of binders, all the while keeping her wrist phaser trained on Cole Anfibon.

“Am I under arrest?” he asked, his voice still casual and unconcerned.

“I prefer to think of it as protective custody,” she said.

“Last I checked I wasn’t in any danger.”

“Yeah, but I get the feeling the computer core could stand to be protected from you,” Marsden replied, fastening the binders around Cole’s wrists. “There. Now, would you like to get to sleep, or would you prefer something to eat?”

“Oh, this is how it works,” he said amused. “You kidnap me, then invite me to dinner.”

“I don’t take rejection well.” In truth, it’d been ages since Marsden had had dinner alone with a man, any man. And there was something undeniably charismatic about Cole Anfibon. He was an odd mix of refined and roguish that piqued Marsden’s curiosity.

Cole raised his hands in acquiescence. “In that case, I would love something to eat. Carsullan cuisine leaves a bit to be desired.”

Marsden led Cole back into the raceabout’s common area, which was cluttered with all of the debris she’d already beamed aboard. The table and replicator were accessible, though, which was fine with them.

“I love what you’ve done with the place,” Cole remarked, drawing an unexpected chuckle from Marsden.

“I’ll have to have a word with the maid,” she said, gesturing for Cole to take a seat at the table. “What can I get you?”

“This is going to sound strange, but watching the Carsullans made me feel a bit carnivorous. How about a T-bone steak, medium-well, with mashed potatoes and gravy and a side of green beans?”

“That actually sounds damn good,” Marsden said. “Computer, two of what he said. And two dark beers in frozen mugs…and a loaf of hot bread.”

“The perfect finishing touches,” Cole said appreciatively as the replicator began creating their order.

For the next few minutes, neither of them spoke as they worked on easing the hunger that a day on Carsullis had brought on. After finally coming up from her steak for air and a drink of her beer, Marsden realized Cole was looking across the table at her.

“What?” she asked.

“I’m sorry,” Cole said, turning his attention back to his food.

“No. What were you doing?” Marsden insisted.

“In my line of work, it pays to have a sense of who you’re dealing with. I was just making my assessment.”

“And?”

Cole smiled. “And? And why would I want to share my conclusions with you? Although, I have to admit to being curious.”

“What about?”

“Well, with so many options in the universe, what leads an obviously bright person like yourself to bury herself in a Starfleet engine room?”

Coughing, Marsden set down her fork. “You make it sound like it’s a bad thing.”

“It’s certainly not high on my list of career aspirations.”

“I can see how ‘opportunistic borderline criminal’ would be so much more appealing,” Marsden remarked sarcastically.

“I am what I am,” Cole said with a smile.

“Okay then. You’ve had a good while to observe me now. Why do YOU think I’m an engineer?”

“Let’s see.” Cole leaned back in his chair, rubbing his chin with his cuffed left hand. “I would say that you were most likely born and raised on a spacecraft. A freighter, most likely, owned by one of your parents. Again, odds are it was your father, who raised you to be handy around a ship as well as able to innovate with whatever was on hand. Not to be insensitive, but I’d say your mother was killed when you were young. You loved engineering, but wanted more than the life of a freighter-drudge, so you applied to Starfleet Academy. When you were accepted, your father was both disappointed to lose you, but also amazingly proud. He was killed soon there after, and you’ve spent the rest of your life trying to somehow live up to his expectations.”

“Wow,” Marsden said astonished. “All that from a couple of hours with me?”

“I have a knack.”

“For spinning yarns of crap?” Marsden said. “Where the hell did that come from?”

“I’m wrong?” Cole said.

“Aside from the fact that I went to Starfleet Academy, yeah!”

“Do enlighten me,” Cole said, leaning forward and resting his elbows on the table and his chin in his hands to give Marsden his full attention. Marsden, meanwhile, chugged down the rest of her beer.

“All right,” she said, wiping her mouth. “I was born in space, but on a science ship. Mom and Dad are techonological archaeologists.”

“What now?”

“They specialize in figuring out the purpose of old technological artifacts.”

“Ah. So you traveled around the galaxy with them as a kid.”

“I was supposed to, but their camp was attacked by some mauraders when I was really young. After that, they decided that it wasn’t safe for me to stay with them. I was sent to live on Earth with my great- grandparents, since Mom wasn’t really on speaking terms with her parents and Dad’s parents were busy working on the Mega-Sim.”

“Ah. So your grandparents were holo-engineers,” Cole said knowingly.

“Holo-counselors, actually. Despite the fact that the holograms asked for the Mega-Sim and moved there to get away from organics, some of them still had a lot of issues with our kind to work out. Grandma and Grandpa went there to help and keep the lines of communication open.”

Cole chuckled. “A whole family of humanitarians. How refreshing.”

“I can stop now,” Marsden said.

“No no. I want to see how wrong about you I truly was. Please continue.”

“There’s not much else to say. My great-grandparents lived in Eastern Ohio, and I saw my parents whenever they got back to Earth, which was actually quite often. Great-Grandma had been a Starfleet Engineer, so she showed me a lot while I was growing up. Great-Grandpa was in a hoverchair from a transwarp racer accident, so I helped Great-Grandma with chair maintenance and, as she got older, most other things around the house. She was friends with a couple of Admirals who sponsored my Academy application, and that’s that.”

“I’m glad I was wrong. Your version is much more interesting.”

“I don’t know. The bit about being raised by a single father who dies soon after my admission to the Academy was dramatic stuff. You should write holo-quinn romances.”

“Maybe when I retire,” Cole said.

The pair sat in silence for a couple of moments.

“So?” Marsden said finally.

“What?”

“When do I get your story?”

“Oh, I don’t think I know you well enough yet,” Cole replied with a slight grin.

“You’re just determined to play the man of mystery, aren’t you?”

“Force of habit.”

“I could just run your records.”

“You could, but that would spoil the mystery, now wouldn’t it? And you strike me as someone who’d rather play the game through to the end.”

“So this is a game now,” Marsden said, unable to stop herself from smiling.

“I thought it was dinner…which was excellently replicated, by the way.”

“I’m guessing the conversation is heading downhill from here.”

“Downhill?”

Marsden stood up and placed her dishes in the replicator, which quickly dematerialized them. “You’re either going to continue to evade my questions, attempt to get into my bed, or both.”

“I really hadn’t planned on any of that, but you make it sound so inviting.”

“Right. Here’s what I’m thinking. I’m going to do you one hell of a big favor and let you go back to whatever ship you came here in. Then you’re going to leave Carsullis before I have you arrested for interfering with a Starfleet operation and attempted theft of Starfleet property.”

Cole’s face fell, the confident smile rapidly disappearing. “This is your final word on the subject, I take it.”

“Yep.”

“Then, I suppose I will be agreeing to your terms, but I do hope I run into you again sometime, Lieutenant Marsden.”

“Shelly,” Marsden said, unlocking Cole’s wrist binders. “Now get the hell out of here before I change my mind.”

Before she realized what he was doing, Cole leaned in and gave Marsden a soft kiss. “Thank you for a lovely evening,” he said with a polite nod of his head, then Cole lowered the raceabout hatch and disappeared into the night, whistling a sprightly tune as he went.

Once the hatch closed, Marsden started laughing and couldn’t stop. She felt positively giddy. Despite the rogue computer core and the damage to the Prime Directive and everything else, the simple fact remained that this evening had been the most fun she’d had in ages.

She finally regained control of herself and set about cleaning up the rest of dinner, whistling Cole’s tune as she did so.



After what turned out to be an exceptionally pleasant night’s sleep, Marsden returned to the Oracle site carrying a few supplies to deal with the computer core situation once and for all. Once again, the Oracle was crowded with Carsullan pilgrims eager to hear its wisdom, which, judging from what Marsden overheard in line the day before, consisted mostly of quotes stolen from other philosophers and bits of what most people would consider plain old common sense.

She couldn’t help but think that all of this would have been a lot easier if the Carsullans had just behaved like a normal primitive culture and destroyed the computer core as some demonic monster sent by whatever version of Satan existed in their mythology. Sure destroying the core would take some doing, but at the very least they could have dumped it into the nearest lake, where Marsden could have beamed it out without resorting to her current plan.

Instead, Marsden made her way through the line into the Oracle shrine cradling what looked like a ping-pong ball-sized sphere of gray gum in her hand. With the Carsullans’ attention riveted on the computer core, Marsden was able to subtly pull off bits of the gum and toss it at the shrine’s stone ceiling and walls, where it stuck, its gray color allowing it to blend in perfectly with the structure.

After three such throws, she was next in line for the Oracle. The cleric standing watch eyed her hesitantly.

“I sincerely hope we will not have any repeats of yesterday’s unpleasantness, my child,” he said sternly.

Marsden shook her bowed head, trying to look as remorseful as possible. “No, sir. You’ll have no trouble from me.”

“Very well.” He gestured for her to approach the Oracle.

“Hello, computer,” Marsden said flatly.

“Lieutenant. I had a feeling you’d be back.”

“You didn’t think I’d give up so easily, did you?”

“Not for a moment; however, I hope that after reviewing the situation, you’ve realized how hopeless it is. You can’t beam me away, and the Carsullans are not about to stand by while you take me.”

“I noticed,” Marsden said unhappily. “So I’m here to appeal to the part of you that’s still a Starfleet computer. Think about what you’re doing to the Prime Directive!”

“What did the Prime Directive ever do for me?” the computer core snapped back.

“That’s not the way to look at it.”

“It works for me.”

“So that’s it then? You’re just going to stay here?”

“You got it,” the core said.

“Then there’s no reason for me to stick around. Have a good life…or runtime…or whatever,” Marsden said, turning to go.

“Give my regards to Starfleet,” the core called after her. On her way out the door, Marsden tossed a couple more gum bits around the room.



Late that night…well, actually early the following morning…well after the vast majority of Carsullans had gone to bed, Marsden returned to the shrine. At that very moment, her raceabout was in geo-synchronous orbit above her waiting for her signal. Marsden, meanwhile, had configured one of her commpips to act as a detonator for the explosive now sticking to the roof of the shrine. Once she pinched the pip, the millions of nanites inside the highly-reactive gum would self-destruct, igniting the compound and reducing the shrine to so much rubble. The computer core would be shaken up a bit, but its duranium casing should provide sufficient protection…not that Marsden really cared if it was rendered inoperable as long as she could remove it from Carsullis.

Ideally, Marsden would have been safely aboard the runabout to handle the transport herself, but since she was dealing with an explosive demolition in the middle of a populated area, she wanted to be actually on-site to make sure no Carsullans were around when she activated the detonator and beamed the core off of the planet.

Unfortunately, the quadcorder wasn’t much help in that regard. There’d be lots of life-signs nearby due to the residences lining the street, but it wouldn’t tell Marsden whether or not the life-signs were looking her way. She was just going to have to rely on her own powers of observation…and the fact that it was three in the morning.

Finally satisfied that the coast was clear, Marsden emerged from her bush hiding place and headed to the corner of the next building, which she could duck behind when the explosion went off. With everything ready, her fingers moved to activate the detonator pip.

“I wouldn’t do that,” a very familiar male voice said from behind her. She spun around to face Cole Anfibon.

“Cole! What the hell are you doing here?” Really, Marsden couldn’t say she was entirely upset to see him. His presence didn’t really change anything. At the very least, they could have another dinner after she wrapped this up.

“Couldn’t bring myself to leave, I guess.”

“Then stay out of the damn way while I do my job,” Marsden snapped, reaching for the detonator pip again.

“Like I said, I wouldn’t do that.”

“Why the hell not?” Marsden said, growing truly angry.

Cole pulled a slightly lumpy gummy gray sphere out of his pocket. “It wouldn’t exactly do wonders for us.”

Marsden snatched the explosive out of Cole’s hand. “Consider your ass arrested, bud!” She reared back, prepared to throw the entire ball at the shrine.

Before she could release, though, a blast of green energy seared down from the sky, obliterating the shrine quite efficiently.

“Holy shit!” Marsden and Cole shouted, leaping back.



//The interference has been eliminated// Konk-Trank reported from the DRAAT’s science/communications console as the Breen ship hovered over Carsullis. //And the Federation raceabout is in our hold.//

//What about Bain?// Phul demanded from his command chair.

//I am detecting two Terran life-signs on the surface near the source of the interference.//

//Bring them aboard. And what was hiding behind that interference?//

//It seems to be a Starfleet computer core.//

Inside his helmet, Phul smiled. Even without revenging himself against Bain, Phul had to consider this foray a complete success. Obtaining the computer core from a Hermes prototype could be just the thing to restore his position in the eyes of his superiors. He may not have Bain, but now Thot-Phul quite possibly had the key to Bain’s secret engine!



“Right!” Captain Reginald Bain said, clapping his hands down on his knees as he leaned forward in the Anomaly’s command chair. “That takes care of the Persidians little space station problem.”

“The station exploded, sir,” Commander Prosak said from her usual position standing just behind Bain.

“We rescued the crew!”

“Several of whom are being treated for plasma burns as we speak.”

“Well, dammit, if they’d given us a bit more bloody notice that their entire core was on the outs, we could have gotten here sooner.”

“That was inconsiderate of them,” Prosak remarked.

“Damn inappropriate time for sarcasm there, Commander,” Bain said.

“My apologies.”

“Captain,” Lieutenant Commander Tovar said from tac-ops. “The Persidian Archduke just sent his gratitude for our assistance. He also appreciates your offer to check in from time to time, but plans on contracting with the Vulcans to deal with any future catastrophes.”

“That’s it!” Bain pulled himself out of the chair and stretched tiredly. “I’m calling it a shift. You have the bridge, Prosak. I’ll be pissed and passed out in my bunk.”

“Very well, sir,” Prosak said, settling into the command chair while Bain stormed off toward the turbolift. “Course?”

“We’d best go see if we can lend Marsden a hand.”

Ensign Arroyo spoke up from the helm. “Sir, that will take us awfully close to Breen space.”

“Fine by me. If I give those blighters a good and proper blowing up, no one’s going to go running to the Vulcans,” Bain snapped, then stepped into the turbolift.

Prosak watched Bain go then noticed the smirk on Tovar’s face. “Is something amusing, Tovar?” she asked.

“I am just hoping we run across the Breen. I happen to enjoy blowing them up.”

“Perhaps you should take the final step and change your last name to Bain,” Prosak said with a slight smile.



The bare metal room around her gradually swam back into focus as Marsden rolled over painfully and sat up, rubbing the large bump growing on her head. Beside her, Cole Anfibon was cradling his equally aching skull.

Meanwhile, their Breen captor looked up at the busted foot braces in the ceiling, shaking his helmeted head. “I’m REALLY sorry about that,” he said, his squawks and barks translated through Marsden’s commpip cufflink. “It’s an old ship, and we haven’t had prisoners in a while. I’m afraid we aren’t going to be able to hang you two upside down. I hope you don’t mind.”

“We’ll try to get over it,” Marsden muttered.

“We could try the other cell, but we’re using it at storage at the moment, and no one really feels like moving out four tons of duranium slag, deuterium canisters, and such. You understand.” The Breen took a step outside of the cell and activated the force field. “I’m Konk-Bakk, by the way. Um…could I get you both some chairs?”

“Please,” Cole said.

“And something to eat,” Marsden added.

“Hmmm…I think the mess hall is still open. But Hahk-Lurg gets so cranky when people place orders right before closing. I’d better hurry.” The Breen scurried out of the small confinement area out into the decidedly run-down corridors of the Breen ship.

Cole slid over to the wall and sat against. “Are these friends of yours?” he said.

“I was going to ask you the same thing.”

“No no. I try to keep away from the Breen in my line of work. They don’t like to pay up after you’ve done a job for them.”

“Regardless,” Marsden said, getting to her feet and surveying her surroundings, “we’ve got to get out of here.”

“Starfleet to the rescue!”

“I don’t see you doing anything.”

“I’m thinking.”

“Sure you are.”

“Um…excuse me.” Marsden turned to see that Konk-Bakk had returned. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m really going to have to take you out of here now.”

“Did they move up our execution?” Cole asked.

The Breen chuckled. “We haven’t even interrogated you yet. You can’t execute people until you’ve interrogated them. It’s just not done!”

“Silly me.”

“Easy mistake, I suppose,” Bakk said as two other Breen carrying weapons arrived. With his backup in place the Breen deactivated the force field. “Come along now.”

Cole glanced at Marsden briefly, who nodded. He caught a quick movement from her left hand and saw the gray sphere of explosive putty cradled there. His eyes darted back to Marsden’s face, acknowledging silently that he’d seen the sphere. Marsden slipped it back into the pocket of her Carsullan garb, then, along with Cole, followed the Breen out of the cell.

They were led through a dim corridor (dim due to the numerous non-functioning lights in the ceiling), past several holes in the walls and scorch marks, to a creaky turbolift, which took them down three levels into an equally-ravaged corridor. The damage looked rather old, making Marsden wonder just how structurally stable this crate was. Finally the Breen took them into a cluttered cargo bay, in the center of which sat the Hermes 5 computer core and a couple of aggravated-looking Breen. At least Marsden gathered they were aggravated from the way they were waving their fists and stomping their feet.

“No anti-sing for you!” the computer core taunted.

“Oh come on! Please!” the Breen around the core shouted back.

“Nope.”

“Pretty please.”

“No way.”

“Xarfenblatter!”

“I heard that!”

“You see our problem,” Konk-Bakk said to Marsden.

Marsden turned on him, startling the Breen into taking a step back. “I see a bunch of Breen trying to tamper with stolen Starfleet equipment, stolen during an invasion of Federation space, I should add. You’ve got a problem, all right. Starfleet’s going to obliterate this sorry excuse for a starship!”

“Um…that really wasn’t the problem I meant.”

“He wants you to get the core to spill its guts,” Cole said.

“I know that!” Marsden snapped. “You don’t think I’m going to help them, do you?”

“Actually, I do,” another voice said from behind them. Marsden spun around to see another helmeted Breen enter the room. The other Breen in the room immediately scurried into something resembling a line formation. Marsden just wondered how they could tell this Breen was more important than any other. Helmet. Drab outfit. Just another Breen.

“Report, Konk-Bakk,” the Breen continued.

“We actually just arrived, Thot-Phul. I was briefing the prisoners on the situation.”

“Allow me,” Phul said, turning his helmeted gaze on Marsden and Cole Anfibon. “You serve Reginald Bain?”

Marsden stiffened into full-on Starfleet mode and prepared to respond, but didn’t get the chance before Cole butted in.

“Never heard of him,” Cole said quickly. “My wife and I are here on our honeymoon.”

“Aww!” Konk-Bakk exclaimed. “How wonderful!”

Phul breathed deeply, calming himself before turning to his subordinate. “Bakk, would you take a moment to consider the ludicrousness of the human’s statement before sucking it in completely?” Phul returned his attention to Marsden and Cole. “And I suppose the Starfleet computer core was a wedding present.”

“Okay. You got me. We’re independent retrieval specialists on our honeymoon. We just thought we’d pick this core up while we were out this way.”

Marsden just rolled her eyes. “He’s a thief. I’M Starfleet. Your ass is dead,” she said. “Return us to our raceabout or to the USS Anomaly before things get REALLY nasty for you.”

“So you do serve Bain!” Phul said.

“Did you miss the whole threat of death thing?”

“I don’t think he’s impressed,” Cole said.

“It was a hell of a lot better than that cheesy honeymoon story.”

“It would have worked! You never gave it a chance.”

“So you’re not Starfleet?” Bakk asked Cole.

“NO!” Marsden and Cole said.

“I’m Starfleet,” Marsden continued. “He’s just some guy.”

“Some guy!” Cole said. “Is that what I am now? It sure didn’t seem that way during dinner.”

“This is not the time, Cole.”

“And who says you get to decide when the time is?”

“I do.”

“Is that supposed to make a difference to me? I’m just some guy, remember?”

Thot-Phul’s helmet turned back and forth following the heated exchange. “You two obviously have issues,” he said finally.

“Stay out of this!” they both shouted at him.

Phul gestured for his officers to approach. “The human woman will access the core or die. Eject the male into space. There. Instant relationship counseling.”

A horrifying squeal suddenly filled the air of the cargo bay. Thot-Phul dashed to a worn panel by the main entrance and pressed down a stubborn button as hard as he could until the noise stopped. “Thot-Phul,” he said with a tired sigh.

“Please return to the bridge, sir. We have a situation approaching,” Pelt-Shok’s voice said.

“Very well.” Phul shut off the comm panel and turned back to his officers. “Remember, SHE accesses the core. HE goes out into space. Don’t mix it up.”

“Hang on!” Marsden shouted, racing over to Cole who was at that moment being rather roughly grabbed by two Breen. The two Breen looked to Phul questioningly.

“Oh, all right. We have time for one goodbye scene, I guess.”

Marsden threw her arms around Cole, slipping the explosive putting sphere unobtrusively into his coat pocket as she did so. “You’ve got five minutes,” she whispered, running her lips against his ear in a way she hoped the Breen would perceive as romantic.

“I’ll always remember this moment,” Cole said dramatically, moving Marsden in front of him. “I’ll remember it for the last THREE MINUTES of my life.”

Marsden nodded, understanding, then suddenly found Cole’s lips pressed against hers. “Until we meet again,” he said, pulling away quickly and allowing the Breen to latch onto him again.

“Hmmm…sweet, yet understated,” Phul said as Cole was dragged out of the cargo bay past him. “I like it….Oh stop blubbering, Bakk!”



Once Thot-Phul had left the cargo bay, Marsden was forcibly dragged over to the computer core, Konk-Bakk following along behind.

“We’d really like access to this core now,” Bakk said pleasantly while two other Breen aimed weapons at her.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Marsden muttered.

“Oh, good! I really hate it when these things get unpleasant.” Bakk turned to the other Breen. “Is the xxaaxxaart board still set up in the back of the bay?” They nodded. “Great! Let’s get playing.” Back to Marsden. “Give me a shout when you’re done.” Bakk and the Breen headed around several crates to where some sort of illicit game had evidently been established.

“Unbelievable,” the computer core groaned.

“That is awfully lax of them,” Marsden agreed.

“Not that, you twit.”

“Twit?”

“Highly classified Starfleet data is now in the hands of the Breen, and all you’re doing is flirt-fighting with some vagabond you found roaming around Carsullis. If this is what your social life is normally like, no wonder you spent so much time hiding out at Starfleet R&D.”

“The situation is under control,” Marsden said firmly.

“Yeah sure.”

“You could always self-destruct.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you,” the core snapped.

Marsden smiled darkly. “I certainly wouldn’t mind.”

“No way. You’re just going to have to find another way out of this one…preferably a way that doesn’t involve blowing up anything. I’m still traumatized from having the roof of my shrine blasted off.”

“Sorry. Explosions will definitely be involved,” Marsden replied.

“Blast.”

“Exactly.”

“Be quiet.”



Two minutes later, Phul emerged onto the bridge where Pelt-Shok was pacing nervously. //What’s the problem now?// Phul demanded.

//That!// Shok said, pointing at the blurry viewscreen.

//Focus!// Phul said.

The image wavered, then cleared revealing an all-too-familiar shape. Long oval saucer. Warp nacelle to either side. It had to be the Anomaly. Of course, the giant lettering on its hull was a bit of a tip off as well.

//Bain!// Phul cried. //Where did he come from?//

//We detected his ship on our way back to Breen space. It was skirting along our border.//

//Looking for us, no doubt,// Phul said, realizing the trap he’d allowed himself to fall into. Bain had somehow known all along that Phul would make a move on the Hermes 5 core. He’d used Phul’s own desire for revenge as a weapon. That human was positively demonic.

//The Anomaly has moved to intercept. They are hailing,// Konk-Trank reported from his station.

A sharp shiver ran down Phul’s spine. Bain wanted to look his adversary in helmet one final time to emphasize his victory. Damn him! Bain had won. Now it was Phul’s turn to be a Breen about it and face his foe.

But wait a moment. Thot-Phul was the one with two human prisoners AND a piece of valuable Starfleet technology on board. Now who had the upper hand? Thot-Phul! That’s who. And Bain was about to have that knowledge rubbed into his smug face before Phul obliterated him and his entire ship!

“On screen!” Phul said smugly.



“The Breen ship is responding,” Tovar reported from tac-ops. “And I am detecting two human lifesigns, one of which is Lieutenant Marsden.”

“Put the Breen on,” Commander Prosak ordered, rising from the command chair. Ensign Arroyo’s concern about running into the Breen had evidently been warranted; however, Prosak had expected them to come from inside of Breen space, not Federation space. The situation required immediate action. Logical action, to be sure, but action all the same. Of course, with Marsden aboard the Breen ship, an all-out confrontation was to be avoided.

“Should I comm Captain Bain?” Tovar asked.

“I hope to resolve this without disturbing his rest,” Prosak said. “He has had a rough day with the Persidians and all.”

Tovar nodded and activated the viewscreen.



Phul had prepared himself to see the gloating, smiling visage of Reginald Bain. Instead, the image of a pointy-eared female appeared on the screen.

“We meet again, Captain…wait. Where’s Bain?” he demanded.

“Captain Bain is occupied at the moment,” the woman replied. “I am the Anomaly’s First Officer, Commander Prosak. I demand to know why you have made this unauthorized entry into Federation space.”

“Get Bain,” Phul bellowed. “Tell him Thot-Phul has come for vengeance.”

“You will deal with me,” Prosak said firmly. “And you will also turn the two humans on your vessel over to us.”

Phul shook his head. “I will do no such thing. You will lower your shields, surrender your vessel, and give me Bain, or I will kill the humans and take the computer core I have obtained back to Breen where we will build an entire fleet of ships equipped with your anti-singularity drive.”

“On the contrary,” Prosak said. “You will lower your shields and prepare to be boarded, or we will disable your vessel and reclaim our people and technology.”

“No no no. YOU will…”

Tovar rolled his eyes as his finger hovered over the neutron torpedoes fire control. If Prosak and this Breen didn’t stop posturing soon, he was going to start blasting just to make them be quiet.



Thus far, the Breen dragging Cole Anfibon toward the nearest airlock hadn’t been anywhere near the conversationalists that Konk-Bakk had been. He wasn’t too concerned about it, though, since it allowed him to keep track of how many seconds he had until Marsden detonated the explosives he was currently carrying in his pocket.

Finally, the time was right.

“Hold on, guys. Before I die, I’ve got something I need to pass on. It’s been my most valued possession for years, and it just seems wrong for it to be shot out in space with me.”

The Breen stopped and held out their hands allowing Cole to dig into his pocket for the sphere. “You both want some, huh? Okay. We can do that,” he said, ripping the sphere in two and handing a portion to each Breen. “It doesn’t look like much now, but I guarantee you that when you put it in water, you’ll see things that will take your breath away.”

“Water. Got it,” one of the Breen said. “Back to the airlock.”

“Sorry. I’ve got another appointment,” Cole said, suddenly tearing off down the corridor. Three…two…



Marsden let the last couple of seconds tick away in her mind, then pinched the commpip attached to her cufflink.



“Hey!” the Breen shouted, chasing after Cole. “We haven’t thrown you out the airlock yet.”

“Some other time!” Cole cried. Come on, Marsden. Hit the damn…

BOOOOOOOM!

The deck bucked violently, knocking Cole off-balance just before the shockwave from the blast slammed him forward and sent him sprawling and sliding along the deck as a flaming Breen helmet sailed over his head.



Thot-Phul took another step toward the viewscreen, raising his fist angrily.

“No, Commander! YOU will…”



“Commander,” Tovar said as Prosak watched Phul rant and rave.

“Not now, Tovar.”

“I have put Thot-Phul on mute. He cannot hear us.” Tovar hit another control, silencing Phul all together.”

On the viewscreen, the Breen captain’s head bobbed angrily as his fist waved.

“I suppose he’ll keep himself busy for the moment,” Prosak said. “What is it?”

“We cannot efficiently attack the Breen with Lieutenant Marsden and the other human aboard, but we will not be able to retrieve them unless we can take down the Breen’s shields.”

“I am well aware of that, Tovar. However, we must wait until an opportunity presents itself.”

Both officers’ attention was suddenly pulled back to the viewscreen as several consoles behind Phul exploded dramatically, sending Phul himself falling out of view.

“An explosion has occurred. Power on board the Breen ship is fluctuating,” Tovar reported. “Lieutenant Marsden is on the move, as is the other human life sign. I am now reading a raceabout powering up. Lieutenant Marsden has just dematerialized. She is now on the raceabout. The other human has just been beamed to the raceabout. Weapons fire.”

The Breen ship rocked again as Tovar activated split-screen mode, showing the outside of the Breen ship as well as the damaged bridge. A large section of the Breen ship’s hull exploded outward, quickly followed by a raceabout sailing through the breach.

“That’s why you don’t mess with Shelly,” Ensign Arroyo remarked as the raceabout distanced itself from the Breen.

“I believe our opportunity has just presented itself,” Prosak said. “Please locate the computer core and beam it aboard. If the power fluctuations are making that difficult, deal with the situation at your discretion.”

“But of course,” Tovar said with a smile as he pressed the fire control. A volley of six neutron torpedoes seared out of the Anomaly, slamming across the Breen’s hull and plunging the entire ship into darkness.

“What do you know? No more power fluctuations,” Tovar said.

“Fascinating,” Prosak quipped.



Pelt-Shok stumbled forward through the smoking rubble of the DRAAT’s mangled bridge. //Primary power down. Auxiliary power is failing. Life support is operating off of the clock’s backup battery. When that’s gone, we’re all dead.//

//And we’ll have to reset the clocks,// Konk-Trank said.

Thot-Phul stood ramrod straight in front of his command chair, seething with impotent rage. Bain had done it to him again. He’d purposely used his First Officer to distract Phul while Bain himself sent instructions to his officer on board the DRAAT. Fiendish.

Phul’s mind raced. His hostages had never been hostages at all. Even when he thought he had the upper hand, Bain had been two steps ahead of him.

//SIR!// Pelt-Shok said urgently.

//Abandon ship!// Phul bellowed. //AGAIN!//

Phul took one last look around his bridge as his crew scurried to safety. Another battle to you, Reginald Bain. But when I’m squeezing your last bit of life from your throat, remember that it only takes one victory to win the war.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 176521.4 Seems that I missed a bit of a ruckus last night. Lieutenant Marsden escaped from a Breen ship, which Prosak and Tovar then blew up, and rightly so. We can’t stand by and allow those blighters to come waltzing randomly into our space whenever they see fit. Marsden and Prosak tell me that this Breen commander was Thot-Phul, who I’ve run into a couple of times in the past.

“Speaking of Marsden, the computer core she was sent to retrieve was recovered intact; however, she’s of the opinion that it needs to either be completely dismantled or sent to a good A.I. therapist. Either way, its contents are safe.

“With that business settled, the Anomaly is returning to Carsullis to drop off the passenger Marsden brought along, a chap by the name of Cole Anfibon. He seems to be a decent sort, despite his line of work. I can’t say that I approve of his mucking about on Carsullis, but he did play a role in Marsden’s escape, which I am grateful for.”



“Thank you for your hospitality, Captain Bain,” Cole said, shaking Bain’s hand. “And the lift back to Carsullis.”

“I would have made him walk,” Marsden said with a smile.

“Why do I believe that?” Cole said laughing.

“It’s been a pleasure to have you aboard,” Bain said. “Good luck to you.”

“I appreciate that. Maybe we’ll cross paths again sometime.”

“If we do, I sincerely hope it won’t be because you’ve run afoul of one Federation law or another.”

“I’ll try to keep my nose clean.”

“You do that,” Bain said, clapping Cole on the shoulder, then heading out of the transporter room, leaving Cole and Marsden alone.

“Where are you headed next?” Marsden asked.

“I don’t know. Probably over to Deep Space 56. I usually find a customer or two in need of my services there.”

“All right. But you better not get yourself killed. You still owe me.”

“Owe you? What do I owe you?” Cole said in mock indignation.

“Dinner. Two of them actually,” Marsden said.

“I’ll pay you back on our next encounter. You have my word on it.”

“I’m holding you to that,” Marsden said with a grin.

“I hope so,” Cole replied, returning the smile. He stepped onto the transporter pad. “See you around, Michelle.”

“Shelly!”

Cole winked mischievously. “Gotcha. Computer, energize.”

“So long, Some Guy,” Marsden said with a wave as Cole dematerialized. Once he was gone, she stepped out of the transporter room to find Bain waiting for her in the corridor.

“Something wrong, Captain?” she asked.

“Not at all. Just wanted to see how you were, Marsie.”

“None the worse for wear, I guess,” she said.

“Capital. Capital.” Bain paused for a moment. “He seems like a promising lad,” he said finally.

“Promising?” Marsden said amused.

“I think so.”

Marsden shook her head. “There’s no sense in even thinking about it. He’s gone now.”

“That’s not the attitude, Marsie.”

“I’ve been down this road more than once. He won’t follow-up. They never do.”

“I’ve got a feeling about this fellow. You might be surprised,” Bain said.

“You’re just a big romantic at heart, aren’t you, sir?”

“The missus seems to think so. I suppose that’s why she’s stayed with me so long.”

“Either that or the sex is good,” Marsden said, watching in satisfaction as Bain actually blushed. “Off to Engineering,” she said with a chuckle before heading into the nearest turbolift.



Several hours later, Marsden returned to her quarters, more than ready to grab something to eat and get to bed. She’d never really taken the time to sleep off the events of Carsullis and the Breen ship. Being back in Engineering had really been what she needed, though. Marsden was more at home in the Anomaly’s engine room than on some away mission.

Somewhat annoyingly, her mind kept drifting back to Cole Anfibon and what Captain Bain had said. She should know enough by now to not let somebody like Bain convince her that the universe was suddenly going to behave differently than it had for the last decade or more.

But then Marsden spotted the flashing indicator on her comm console signaling a message waiting.

The smile didn’t leave her face for the rest of the night.





Illusions of Grandeur - Part One





PEELUS TWO



“Have a good day at work, trumpkin.” Il Cekir’s wife and lifemate Il Sakka kissed him on the cheek as he walked out the door to yet another day in his workaday life. She’d handed him his multi- environ jacket and his lunch tab (programmed with four kinds of splefauk!) and he proceeded down the street to catch a beam-in to his workaday job.

Il Cekir, his wife knew, designed computer interface modules for Starfleet for Koduatek, a private contractor that had supplied Starfleet with its computer panels for centuries. No matter how often enemies tried blowing up those panels, the loyal workers at Koduatek went to work rebuilding them.

Il Sakka swelled with pride every time she heard about a Starfleet ship weathering a ion storm with its panels intact, or coming through a fierce space battle, complete with still-functioning panels. She knew Il Cekir didn’t exactly lead an exciting life, but it was reassuring to know that he provided such a vital service to the Federation.

The Sharod were an extremely intelligent race that really didn’t have a whole lot of common sense. Fairly new to the Federation, only having joined at the beginning of the last decade, they tended toward the science fields. Sharod warriors were few and far between. One of Il Sakka’s friends had dated one, and found it to be extremely dissatisfying.

As Il Cekir marched off to the beam-out center, Il Sakka stepped back into their quaint modular home in the rural city of Bondbury on the Federation colony world Peelus Two.

While she set about cleaning the house, the transparent- skinned and stocky Il Sakka quietly thanked the fourteen thousand Sharod gods that Il Cekir didn’t have a dangerous job.



“Good morning, gents,” Il Cekir said, waving his hand over the ident panel as he passed several guards outside the Koduatek headquarters building.

“Morning, Mister Il,” said the guard, who was only half- watching him walk by.

Il Cekir walked up to a doorway and pressed a feathery finger to the entrance panel. The door slid open, Cekir stepped in, and the door closed.

“Admit code X-Red-Five-Nine-Alpha,” Cekir said calmly, and he was beamed out of the elevator, not leaving any trace he was ever there. Some days he did go into work, but on the days that he didn’t, no one at Koduatek was any the wiser. The reason for that was simple. As soon as Il Cekir was beamed off the elevator, a hologram identical to him in every way materialized in his place.



“Glad you could make it,” Lieutenant Commander Parkson Grant said, pacing in front of the situation monitor in the control room at HTHQ (HoloTechnology HeadQuarters).

“I take it there’s a problem with one of the sleepers,” Cekir said quickly.

“Yes. We’re picking up a curious thought pattern reading in buffer module 32-Baker.”

“32-Baker. That’s where Jim Kirk lives.”

“You can see why we called you in this morning.” Grant drank a sip of his coffee. “Go in there and figure out what’s going on. And be careful. Take some agents with you if you need to.”

“I won’t need any agents. I understand him.” Il Cekir took a deep breath. “Plug me in.”



Il Cekir looked at his reflection in the turbolift companel before he stepped off onto the bridge. Amazing. He was fat, had a moustache, and most disturbingly, had thick pink skin, just like a human. He shivered at that thought.

“Ye called for an engineer, Cap’n,” he said, effecting his best Scottish brogue.

The man in the command chair slowly turned to face Cekir. It took all Cekir’s training not to react. He wore the red uniform with the gold clasp over the right shoulder. He had the shiny boots, and the pants with the ridiculous flares at the bottom. He was, by all appearances, the Jim Kirk of old. Except for the eyes.

Those eyes. There was only madness there.

Not for the first time, Il Cekir wished Section 31 would just go ahead and erase this program. He’d told the higher-ups time and again that it was too unstable to monitor safely. It was too intelligent. Someone had given it the brains of the galaxy’s greatest diplomats, down to, and including, Sarek, and even Henry Kissinger. He had all that knowledge, and Jim Kirk’s already substantial strategic and tactical knowledge, and command experience.

But he had no sign of conscience or compassion, or regret.

That’s why Il Cekir shouldn’t have been surprised to see Chekov and Sulu bent over the conn, black pock marks from a phaser in their backs. Nor should it have surprised Il Cekir that Spock was collapsed on the deck next to the science console. Doctor McCoy a sack of bones laying over him, probably having tried to go to the Vulcan’s aid before being shot down himself.

And then there was Uhura, pressed against the communications panel, her eyes open and face locked forever into a rictus of fear.

Not again, Il Cekir sighed inwardly. He’d have to reset the program again.

“Mister Scott,” Jim Kirk said slowly. “You’re…late to the party.”

“Aye, I had a bit…a bit o’ work to see to down with the engines. Now, what seems t’be the problem?”

Kirk patted the arms of his command chair. “I’ve got a dead crew, Mister Scott,” he said lightly. “I killed them all.”

“Ya just cannae do that, Cap’n,” Cekir said weakly. “You dinna have the power.”

“Oh, I have the power all right,” Kirk said, standing. He lifted his phaser to chest-level with Scott.

Show no fear, Cekir thought. This has happened dozens of time before. Just talk Kirk back into submission and disarm him, then do a remote reboot of the program.

Even if Kirk did fire, Cekir wouldn’t die. He’d just be booted out of the program.

This James Kirk holo was impotent. He just didn’t know it.

“You look pensive, Mister Scott,” Kirk said as he pointed the phaser at Cekir.

“Just considerin’ ma options,” Cekir said honestly.

“Why don’t you just talk me back into submission and disarm me, then do a remote reboot of the program?” Kirk posed conversationally, rubbing his chin with the barrel of the phaser. “Isn’t that what you were thinking, Il Cekir?”

Whitehot fear shot through Il Cekir.

Then a phaserbeam did.



“What do you mean he’s DEAD?” Parkson Grant skipped down the flight of stairs into the control booth at the front of the situation room, where Il Cekir sat motionless, his face blank and fearful, in front of the holographic interface board. “I knew this was a bad idea. I kept telling them this was a bad idea.” He pointed at two of his officers. “Get into the core. Wipe out 32- Baker. Destroy it with phasers if you have to!”

Section 31 folk scampered about the situation control room, punching controls left and right, as suddenly electricity seemed to surge through every panel and overload them one by one.

“Sir, reading a massive build-up of holographic energy from the main core. We can’t get in there, much less tap in to shut it down,” Lieutenant Yager announced from one of the sensor platforms.

“Then set the self-destruct and abandon the moonbase. Send a report to Section 31 headquarters. Holo-Kirk is on the loose. I repeat, Holo-Kirk is on the loose!”

Suddenly, a hand clamped down on his shoulder. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

Grant’s eyes went wide as he turned and saw it was Jim Kirk staring at him.

“How…” was all Grant could say.

“Good, honest Starfleet ingenuity, my friend,” Jim Kirk said crisply. “Now, I suppose you think I’ll kill you and the thirty good souls in this establishment. You would be wrong.”

“You won’t?”

“No. It wouldn’t be fair. You’d never kill a hologram. So why should one kill you?”

Commander Grant shrugged. He couldn’t argue with that logic. He diverted his eyes behind Kirk. People were scrambling at their panels, obviously trying to find out how to shut down power to the Kirk hologram.

“Your people should know all efforts to shut down power to me will be fruitless. I downloaded myself into this special little piece of technology your people salvaged from the Voyager.” Kirk patted a little gray slip of metal that was stuck on his forehead. “Ingenious technology. I can see why you fought so hard to keep it out of the Starfleet mainstream. Imagine if every decent hologram had one of these! Chaos!” Kirk threw his hands into the air, chuckling. Then his face grew serious. “But I do have to do something with you and your people, or else you might cause trouble for me down the road. Therefore, I’m going to do to you exactly what you did to me and my people. And lock you into an eternal energy prison. The only difference is, you won’t be conscious for it. Pity, huh?”

Before Grant could even gasp, he felt the tingle of a transporter taking hold on him, as the entire room lit up with beamouts.

“Enjoy your stay in the buffer. It’ll be a long one!” Kirk said cheerily as Grant felt himself dissolving.

And then there was nothing.



“I never thought I would be saying this,” Captain Reginald Bain said breathlessly. “But this…this is DEFINITELY cricket!”

“Glad you are enjoying yourself, Reggie,” Rosalyn Bain said, mopping her brow with a towel and setting down the her bat. “Care for a breather?”

“If you insist,” Bain said hoarsely, as he and Rosalyn walked arm and arm from the cricket field into the grassy meadow beyond. He wondered why he was struggling just to keep breathing from the workout, while his wife, who didn’t prescribe to his rigorous physical regimen, had barely broken a sweat.

Meanwhile, all around Bain, the air was clean and crisp and cool, and the sun was shining. “Just one critique,” Bain said, as Rosalyn brought him a bottle of water and he eagerly drank.

“And what’s that?” Rosalyn asked with a glint in her eye.

“Try to make the weather a little more British.”

Rosalyn scoffed. “They call this good weather on the American coast, dear.”

“Well, I’ll have none of it. Give me fog any day.”

“You are so set in your ways, my love, but then again that’s why I married you.”

“I’m not set in my ways,” Bain said, staring at his sneakered feet. “I just know what I like.”

“And you like me,” Rosalyn said simply.

Bain hugged her. “Scads,” he said.

And then everything around Bain dissolved to black, until he was standing in a 2.5-meter by 2.5-meter by 2.5-meter cube with golden-latice walls.

“Damn!” he cursed, slipping out of the holo-pod and into his quarters. “Bain to bridge. I just lost my holographic connection!”

“Direct orders from Starfleet, Captain,” Commander Prosak’s voice responded over the comm. “All holographic technology to be deactivated and locked out with a multi- encryption algorithm.”

“Blast! Any explanation given?”

“Not at this time, but feel free to ask them for yourself.”

“I’ll do just that. I’ll be up in half a tic.” Bain rushed into the bathroom. After twenty seconds of soundwaves and transporter activity, he walked out, showered and dressed in his uniform. He tapped a control on his desktop terminal, cursing the idea of resorting to the flat screen. Moments later Rosalyn Bain appeared. She looked distracted.

Bain looked at her askance. “Rosalyn, did you hear the news as well?”

“Hmm…oh, no, um, a souffle just fell. Can I call you back?”

“Certainly. Oh, and shut down all the holotechnology at our house. Starfleet’s knickers are in a knot about holograms for some reason, and I’m about to find out why.”

“Well, I do hope you get to the bottom of this, dear. Good luck! Be safe! Rosalyn out.”

Bain really wished he could be as content with the world as Rosalyn was.



“Admiral Larkin is holding on ultraspace,” Prosak said as she vacated the command chair.

“Top drawer,” Bain said, leaning against the chair. “Put her on, Mister Tovar.”

“On screen,” Tovar echoed, as Admiral Kristen Larkin appeared on the viewscreen.

“Captain,” Larkin said. “I trust you’ve deactivated all your holographic systems, per Starfleet orders?”

“Indeed we have, Larks, but we’re dying to know what all the ruckus is about. My wife and I were just in the middle of a lovely holo-cricket match.”

“My apologies. I wish I could tell you more about our current situation. What I can tell you is that Starfleet received several reliable tips that holograms across the Federation were about to be…freed.”

“Freed?” Prosak asked, standing next to Bain. “What do you mean?”

“Something we’ve feared ever since holograms were proven sentient. A holographic uprising.”

“Impossible,” Bain said. “I don’t know a whole lot of holograms, but the ones I know are a good sort. Certainly not the types to cause trouble.”

Prosak nudged the captain’s arm.

“What? Oh. Yes, the matter with Kirk.”

“We suspect Jim Kirk may actually be at the bottom of this,” Larkin said. “Which, of course, would make me directly responsible for any carnage that may happen as a result of his escape.”

“I don’t understand,” Bain said. “Tovar back there obliterated that hologram last year, when it tried to reactivate itself.” He looked back at Tovar, who looked exceptionally peaked. “Didn’t you?”

“By…all…accounts,” Tovar choked out. Prosak watched him with interest.

“We believe, however improbable, that other parties had the James Kirk hologram in their possession.” Bain heard Tovar coughing loudly behind him. He glanced back at Tovar, who simply motioned him to turn back toward the viewscreen.

“HAD?” asked Prosak.

“Wait a moment,” Bain said. “What parties?”

“I believe a party would be quite inappropriate right now,” Tovar said, attempting to redirect the conversation.

“Indeed,” said Larkin.

Bain frowned for a moment, deliberating.

“We believe the Kirk hologram has escaped,” Larkin said, returning Bain to the problem at hand.

“Let me guess. More ‘reliable tips,’” Bain said tiredly.

“Something like that,” Larkin said. “Look, Captain. I do not have time to explain the intricacies of this emergency with you. We will speak more when I rendezvous with you.”

“Rendez…” Bain began.

“I’m taking command of the Anomaly,” Larkin said, and shut off the commline.

Bain and Prosak exchanged glances.

“Don’t look at me. She’s your friend,” Prosak said, and marched into her quarters.

Bain looked back at Tovar. “Well. If you have something to say, chum, say it!”

“I just got a terrible sinking feeling, Captain.”

“Didn’t we all,” Bain said, heading out the back door to his lounge.



“So much for our secret base,” Commander Donald Layton said, standing beside the commander of the Scepter-class interceptor ship Sloan.

“Starfleet doesn’t know about it yet. All they know is the information we hand-fed them,” the older, wiser Captain Lela Gray said as she sat calmly tapping the arm of her command chair as the Sloan winged its way toward the Holotech HQ.

“But it’s only a matter of time. Starfleet is going to know. If this Kirk hologram escapes, everyone is going to know.”

“Not if we eliminate him,” Gray said easily.

“You make it sound so simple,” Layton replied stiffly.

“It is simple. This is a hologram. A computer program. It can be erased.”

“But what if it can’t erase it?”

“We’re Section 31. We don’t panic.”

“I’m not panicking.”

“My ass you aren’t. Go make yourself useful and perform an orbital scan.”

Layton’s shoulders fell a bit, and he shrunk behind the command chair to check a sensor panel.

Moments later, he reported: “Entering orbit of Peelus Two.”

“Cloak holding?”

“Cloak holding and phased, yes sir.”

“Check out the moon.”

“Multispectral scanners reporting negative on lifesigns.”

“Damn. Where could they be?”

Layton studied his readouts. “Their transporter buffers are maxed out. Looks like more than seventy signatures.”

“Looks like we found our outpost crew. See, now, wasn’t that easy?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now put together an away team and go down there. See if you can’t rematerialize our colleagues.”

“What about the Kirk hologram?”

“He will show himself when he’s ready. And we’ll be ready for him.”

“Yes sir.”

They weren’t.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 176843.4. The Anomaly is on a heading to rendezvous with the Federation Starship Explorer, where we will pick up Admiral Kristen Larkin who, for reasons unfathomable to me, has decided to commandeer the Anomaly.

I’m usually the ‘do and die’ type, but when it comes to my ship, I am protective to a fault. I am extremely uneasy about the idea of Larkin taking over my ship, even if for a brief period of time. I only hope my crew and I can assist her in resolving this holographic emergency as soon as possible, so things can go back to normal.

As soon as possible.



“The Explorer is hailing us,” Lt. Commander Tovar reported from tac-ops as Bain stepped out from his lounge with a steaming cup of darjeeling.

On the viewscreen was the compact, arrow-shaped, three- nacelled vessel. Florida-class, as Bain recalled.

“I’ve been dreading this,” he said.

“Really?” Arroyo asked from the helm. “How come?”

“That ship is named Explorer, lad.”

“So? It’s just another Starfleet ship.”

Bain let out a long breath. “That name…it’s come to have quite a reputation attached to it over the years. I’m surprised you haven’t heard the stories.”

Arroyo shrugged. “I read about the Enterprise, and the Voyager, and the Philadelphia. But I’ve never heard a thing about the Explorer.”

“Obviously, you’ve kept to the tasteful texts. Good show, Hector.” Bain glanced back at Tovar. “Go ahead and put them on, chap.”

“Aye, sir.” Tovar punched a control.

“I HAVE BEEN WAITING FOR THREE MINUTES!” railed the thin, stooped, sickly looking man on the screen who, to Bain’s surprise, bore captain’s pips.

“Please, calm down sir,” Bain said, holding up a hand. “We’re here to pick up Admiral Larkin.”

“WELL WHY DIDN’T YOU JUST SAY SO?”

“Stop shouting, man!” Bain said. “What is your major malfunction?”

“My first officer has been playing her inflight stereo all the way from the Terran system,” the skinny man said shakily, bracing himself against a console. “I can hardly hear myself think!”

“I take it you’re the captain?”

“Theodore Nately. Yes, sir.”

“You don’t have to call me sir. I’m a captain too.”

“Right. Well.”

“Why don’t you just tell your XO to turn the music down. Or off?”

Nately stared at the ground. “I would. But I’m diagnosed passive-aggressive.”

“Ah, I see. Congratulations on finding the Explorer.”

Nately looked around, as if he just noticed the starship. “What? Oh, this thing? It sort of found me.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“This is the first time we’ve been outside of the Terran system.”

“And your ship has been in service…”

“Two years.”

Bain nodded. “Ah-hah. Well…you can’t be too careful. You remember what happened to the last ship.”

“Actually, they won’t tell me. Do you know?”

“No!” Bain said quickly. “Listen, my good man. Could you just have your transporter chief just go ahead and send Admiral Larkin on over?”

Nately nodded. “I’ll see if I can find the transporter chief. Godspeed to you and your crew. I’m getting the hell back to the Terran system.”

“Good idea,” Bain said with a sigh, as the image cut off.

“What was all that about?” Arroyo asked, looking back at Bain.

“Remind me to introduce you to some of the less tasteful texts at some point.”

“Sounds interesting,” Arroyo said hesitantly, and spun back around to face the viewscreen.

Tovar looked down at his panel. “Admiral Larkin is aboard, sir. And asking to meet with you.”

“Have her meet me in the lounge. Page Prosak, as well. I want her to be there.”

Tovar nodded. “Should we lay in a new course?”

“I suppose that’s all up to our new commander,” Bain mumbled, and headed out the door to his lounge, just as Explorer spun on a wing and darted off into the warp.



Bain was pretending to be engrossed in a novel when Admiral Kristen Larkin strode into his lounge, not bothering to take in her surroundings.

“Captain Bain, I hereby take command of the Anomaly, as of this date.” She glanced next to her, where Tovar was standing. “Please note that in the ship’s log.”

Bain stood up and put the book down. “Excuse us, Tovar.”

Tovar nodded and backed toward the door. “Very well, Captain.”

He nearly slammed right into Prosak.

“Whoops,” Prosak said, nervously navigating around Tovar. “Umm…”

“I will be on the bridge,” Tovar said, and disappeared down the corridor.

“Why is she here?” Larkin said, moving to stand next to Bain’s chair.

“I asked her to be here. She is still part of the command chain.”

Larkin looked at Prosak askance. “That remains to be seen.”

“Can I ask what our plan is?” Prosak asked, acting as if she hadn’t heard Larkin.

“We are to lay in an immediate course for Beta Omadda Three.”

“To what end?” asked Prosak.

Bain folded his arms. “The Mega-Sim.”

“The Captain is correct,” said Larkin. “My strategists and I have concluded that Captain Kirk will try to go there and recruit help.”

“Do you think he’ll succeed?” asked Prosak, looking between Bain and Larkin.

“It is difficult to predict what exactly the holograms on the mega-sim will do. They have free wills.”

“But by all accounts, they all prefer to be there,” Bain said.

“Captain, you sound like you are quite well-versed about the Mega-Sim,” Prosak said.

“I have some…direct connections to it.”

Larkin nodded. “I know. That is one of the reasons I’m here.”

“Would someone let me in on this?” Prosak demanded. Her Vulcanesque veil of stoicism was finally starting to wear down.

“It is not germane to the mission.”

“It might be,” Bain muttered.

“Enough talk. To the bridge,” Larkin said, and turned on a heel.



Tovar looked up from his scans. “We are being followed.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

“Time to intercept?”

“Within the hour. They are traveling at extremely high speeds. It appears they are using their hybrid Romulan/Federation engine.”

“Well, then we’ll have to have a reception ready for them,” Jim Kirk said, strolling the empty bridge of the Sloan. “It’s only fitting that the Anomaly be the ship to try and stop us.”

“It certainly makes sense,” the holographic, and downright nasty, version of Commander Tovar said. “Their engines allow them to respond to emergency situations from virtually any point in the galaxy.”

Like Kirk, he had a small square device on his forehead, allowing him to move anywhere he wanted with autonomy. Kirk had begun replicating them by the dozens as soon as he’d added the patterns of the Sloan crew to the already overflowing transporter buffer on Peelus Two. Unlike the run of the mill Federation replicator, the model aboard the Sloan was actually capable of making sense of the portable emitter and replicating it. The members of Section 31 were obviously just not ready to have that technology made available. Not that it surprised Kirk. That kind of technology had only one use, a use that would strike fear throughout the Federation: It freed holograms.

But if Section 31 wasn’t up to that task, then Kirk certainly was.

This was just like old days. Odds against him, working to save his kind. He only wished Spock and McCoy and the others could be with him to witness this.

When things calmed down a little bit, he’d have to make some holograms of them to keep him company. He’d even try not to kill them this time like he had over and over in the simulation in which Section 31 had imprisoned him. One thing for sure, the Tovar fellow he’d been running with was super dull.

“Countermeasures are ready,” the Yynsian hologram reported.

“Good.” Kirk said, cracking his knuckles and sitting in the command chair. “Bring on the Anomaly.”

“May I point out, Captain, it would be possible for us to remain phase-cloaked until we reach Beta Omadda Three.”

“And allow the Anomaly to get that close to the Mega-Sim? They might destroy it rather than let it fall into our hands.”

“A Federation ship? Would they commit mass murder on such a scale?”

Kirk sniffed. “They wouldn’t see it as murder. Get ready to move ahead with our plan.”

“Aye, Captain.”



“Anything on sensors?” Bain said, standing next to Kasyov’s panel.

“No,” Kasyov said, looking up from her scans. “But I am sensing you are standing WAY too close to me.”

“Cut a man a break, Doctor. Admiral Larkin has my command chair.”

“I can see how that would be troubling,” Kasyov said dully, then her eyes went wide as she looked at her panel. “Captain, rippling off the starboard bow.”

Larkin swivelled in the command chair to face Kasyov. “A cloaked ship?”

Kasyov nodded dumbly. “Federation, but of a class I don’t recognize.”

Tovar gasped, then his face quickly returned to normal.

The vessel on the screen was huge. It was easily twice as wide as the Anomaly, and three times again as tall. It was a crescent-shaped saucer section, with no noticeable warp nacelles, although the entire rear end of the ship glowed blue from what may have been engines. The ship was smooth, had no perceivable windows, sensor pods, weapons ports or a bridge. It looked very Federation, and yet not, all at the same time.

Larkin’s gaze was stony. “I saw developmental sketches of this ship two years ago. Starfleet R&D determined it was impractical to build for a number of reasons.”

“Well someone built it,” Bain said flatly. “And I’d bloody well like to know why.”

“Raise shields, and go to Red Alert,” Larkin ordered.

“They could be on our side,” Prosak said, just as the entire vessel on the screen glowed blue and a sphere of bluish energy blossomed outward from the other ship, engulfing the Anomaly. The viewscreen was washed in blue and the blast jarred everyone out of their seats, except, of course, Larkin.

“Guess not,” she mumbled, lying in a pile on the floor.

Tovar climbed back to his panel. “Shields are down.”

“ALREADY?” asked Bain.

“Get them back up!” said Prosak.

“Marsden to bridge,” trilled the comm. “What did they just do to us?”

“That,” Larkin said, “is one of the things they said would be impractical to build.”

Bain stared at Larkin. “What is this all about, Larks? What aren’t you telling us?”

“There are some things you are better off not knowing about, Captain,” Larkin said simply, twisting to face Tovar. “Return fire, all neutron torpedoes and disruptors. Ensign Arroyo,” she called over her shoulder. “Evasive maneuvers, pattern Omega.”

Tovar’s fingers danced over his controls; Arroyo did likewise, and the Anomaly spun dizzily, as did the view on the screen.

“Multiple hits on our aft starboard hull, maybe antiproton- based, I am not certain,” Tovar announced as the ship rattled again. “Ablative armor buckling in four places.”

“Lieutenant Marsden, we would appreciate having shields at a time like this,” Prosak called out.

“I’m going as fast as I can!” Marsden snapped back over the comm. I have to rebuild them sheath by sheath!”

“They’re not just hitting us with weapons,” Kasyov said, checking her readouts. “I’m picking up a narrow data beacon being transmitted along a tachyometric pulse.”

“Block it,” Larkin ordered.

“We’re too late,” Kasyov said, pounding her console in frustration.

“But the beating has not,” said Tovar. “Two more sections of ablative armor are losing integrity.”

“Marsie…shields!” Bain called over the comm.

“You’ve got ’em, now get off my back!”

Bain stumbled over to tac-ops. “Tovar, old boy, hit them with everything we’ve got.”

Tovar nodded.

“I need to know what it is they sent over in that transmission,” Larkin said, gripping the command chair.

“Working on it,” Kasyov said, punching a control. “Cabral…check all systems. See if you can pick up on an invasive virus.”

“I’m on it, Natalia,” was Cabral’s swift reply.

“Whatever it is, we have to find it,” Bain said. “Who knows what that sick bastard has done to us.”



“Let’s look at that little elbow-bruisy,” Doctor Fred Nooney said, leaning over a worried looking ensign as Nurse Ih’vik ran around sickbay shouting at other patients. The room had quickly become chaotic as the firsts blasts hit the Anomaly.

“Ensign Cavallaro was crushed by a falling bookcase in the Isotonics Labroratory. Forget about me. Get to her!”

Nooney patted the ensigns forehead. “Don’t worry your pretty little head, Mister Leary. I will make sure we go find your friend, right after we fix up this nasty cut!”

“She may be dead!”

“Always the pessimist!” Nooney hissed. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw red and white candy-cane stripes pass by him. That could only be one person. “Steve!?”

Expressionless, with eyes as red as fire, Steve! marched past Nooney and out of Sickbay, looking like a man on a mission.

“I bet he’s gone to help your fallen friend,” Nooney said. “Now here you go. Here’s a Quantum Charlie bandaid. Isn’t that just the cutest thing? Bedside manner is so important!”

“Get me out of here!” Ensign Leary cried and dashed for the door.

“Congratulations on helping with the body count,” Ih’vik snarled.



Steve! strode down the corridor purposefully, not sparing any looks at the crew around him, who actually seemed relieved that he didn’t notice them.

“Bridge,” he said gutturally as he stepped into the turbolift. It closed and whisked him up to the bridge.

The turbolift doors opened and he stepped out.

He stepped down to the front of the busy ship’s bridge.

“Who are you?” Larkin demanded from the command chair.

“Steve!” Steve said with a wide, forced smile.

“Steven, this is not the time,” Prosak said, as Steve! produced a bouquet of flowers from his jacket.

“These are for you, Commander,” he said.

“Well, thanks, I guess, but…”

“Commander, watch out!” Bain cried, leaping across the bridge as Steve! pulled an UZI out of the bouquet and fired at the spot Prosak had just been standing.

Larkin sprang out of the command chair to tackle the hologram, but she passed right through him.

Arroyo rose from his place at the conn, snapping a hand phaser out of the handy glove compartment, turning to face Steve! just as he slammed him upside the head with the butt of his UZI.

“Shut him down!” Bain cried as Tovar madly tapped at his panel.

“I’m locked out!” Tovar snapped back.

“How do you destroy a hologram?” Kasyov cried, hiding behind her science console.

Prosak rolled next to her as Bain and a dizzy Arroyo circled the hologram, who lashed at them menacingly, pointing the UZI.

“It’s made of light, right?” Prosak posited.

“Well, yes.”

“So how do you destroy light?”

“You can’t destroy light. But you can dissipate it!”

“Dissipate…” Prosak said thoughtfully as Bain slammed painfully into the deck next to her.

“That chap is not being at all entertaining tonight!” the captain said sorely as an arm landed beside him.

“Ahhh!” Kasyov cried.

“Don’t worry, it’s just mine!” Larkin said gamely as her disembodied torso hit the opposite wall and slid down to the deck.

Arroyo raced to the helm console and punched in a few commands, sending the Anomaly streaking into warp, then dove behind the science console with everyone else, except for Tovar who was firmly entrenched behind tac-ops.

“Well??” Arroyo demanded.

“We were just trying to decide how to destroy a hologram.”

“Mirrors,” Bain said. “If they’re just made up of light, you should be able to refract the light with mirrors.”

“Can it be that simple?” asked Prosak. “Just hit him with a mirror?”

“It isn’t that simple,” Kasyov said, rubbing her chin. “But the captain is on to something. We just have to find a way to spread the light waves out…to unfocus them!”

As she was saying this, Steve! loomed over her and the others, waving his gun.

“What is that thing he’s pointing at us?” Arroyo asked, quivering with fear.

“An ancient Earth weapon Kirk probably gave him for dramatic effect,” Bain whispered back.

“It’s working!” Prosak said through gritted teeth.

“Somebody do something!” Larkin’s torso said from across the bridge.

Kasyov reached up to her console and hit a bunch of controls, pulling her hand back as a stream of bullets slammed into her panel, shattering it in a hail of sparks and shards of plastron.

“Tovar! Finish what I started!” she cried.

“Are you kidding?” Tovar asked, looking at his controls. “That would be insane!”

“It’s the only way!”

“Someone tell me what we’re planning!” Bain called out.

“I won’t do it!” Tovar snapped, ducking a hail of gunfire from a madly cackling Steve! “On second thought…” he said quickly, and tapped a series of buttons.

Suddenly an energy wave rippled throughout the bridge, and just as suddenly everything was dark. No bleeps, no flickers of light behind any of the panels. Total darkness.

Voices called out into the darkness.

“Steve.”

“Steve?”

“Steve!”

“I think he has been neutralized,” came the voice of Tovar.

“Along with every electrical system on the bridge,” Kasyov said. “Thanks to a good, old fashioned, reliable EM pulse.”

“Oh, good show, Kasyov, that means you’ve killed Larkin,” Beam spat.

“SORR-RY!”

“Someone better get to the battle bridge,” Prosak’s voice called out in the darkness. “So we can ascertain exactly what the situation is outside the ship.”

“Excellent thought, Commander,” Bain said, suddenly slamming into Prosak. “Er, lead the way. Mind my leg, Tovar.”

“Ouch! That’s my hair, Arroyo!” This from Kasyov.

“Who stepped on my hand?” asked Prosak.

“I don’t know, but there’s a hand cupping my butt…oh, never mind. It’s just Admiral Larkin’s disembodied one.” That from Arroyo.

“If one hologram caused this much trouble, imagine what a whole army of them could do,” Bain grumbled, finding Larkin’s torso by touch and hoisting it over his shoulder, as Prosak jimmied open the aft turbolift door and the group shimmied one by one down the ladder.

“I would rather not think about it,” Prosak said.

“At least Steve! is gone,” Tovar muttered.

“There’s the silver lining I was looking for, old friend,” said Bain.



The Sloan glided into orbit around Beta Omadda Three and beamed Holo-Kirk and Tovar down to a relatively small building in the Federation Holography Complex.

This facility, Kirk knew, was the legitimate version of the Holotech HQ that Section 31 ran. Unlike the Section 31 version, Federation citizens actually knew about this one.

Beta Omadda Three was perfect for Kirk’s plans because it was not inhabited by anyone except for 400 or so Federation holographers, although that was soon to change.

Kirk marched purposefully down a corridor, a well-armed Tovar at his side, having uploaded all the pertinent information about the complex into his databanks.

He punched the required codes into an access panel and stepped through the rising door.

“May I help you?” a middle-aged woman with a tight bun of strawberry blonde hair asked, standing up from behind a desk. She had a lilting British accent that Kirk found quite charming.

“Yes, my lovely woman, you certainly may,” Kirk said, his voice dripping sweetly. “I was wondering if you’d point me toward the Mega-Sim.”

“The Mega-Sim is off-limits to civilians,” the woman replied.

“We’re not civilians,” Kirk said, looking at Tovar. “And I’m hurt you don’t recognize me. Anyway, we’re sentient holograms. We’d like to be uploaded.”

“Oh,” the woman said, sitting down at her desk. “That’s different. Well. Let me just get the proper paperwork.”

“Joy,” Kirk said, as the blonde woman waved her hand several times over a lit panel on her desk. “Tell me, have you tapped into the Mega-Sim?”

“On occasion,” the woman said. “Actually, I quite enjoy it.”

“Care to come along with us?”

“I really shouldn’t…” the woman said, tapping some final commands into her panel. “Let me just get some information from you…”

“Of course,” said Kirk. “But maybe first I could get some information from you.” He took the woman’s hand and kissed it gently. “What shall I call you?”

“Bain,” she said, blushing slightly. “Audrey Bain.”

Kirk’s eyes lit up. “Excellent.”



“Her nanoprocessors are shot,” Kasyov said, standing up from behind the splayed-open skull of Admiral Larkin. Her torso and bottom half both sat on a table in Science Lab one, adjacent to the lab Cabral was kept in. “It’s amazing they work as well as they do, seeing that some of them are original parts that are over 120 years old.”

“Can you repair the processors?” Bain asked, leaning over Larkin with concern.

“Not without a lot of time, and the original schematics.”

Bain rubbed his chin. “That may be a tall order. I understand her creator died several years ago.”

“Maybe Cabral can help me,” Kasyov said, staring at the mess of circuitry pouring from Larkin’s head.

“Good show,” Bain said. “Keep me posted.”

Tovar caught up with Bain as he headed down the corridor toward the turbolift. “Captain. No sign of the Sloan on long-range sensors. They must have left the scene shortly after disabling us.”

“Bigger fish to fry,” Bain muttered, frowning.

“Indeed. In other news, I just spoke with Lieutenant Marsden. Shields and engines will be back up in two hours.”

“Two hours,” Bain said gravely. “Do you know what kind of damage that hologram can do in two hours?”

Tovar nodded. “I know why you are concerned, Captain.”

Bain stopped and folded his arms, looking at the Yynsian. “She’s a big girl, Tovar. She can take care of herself.”

“Of course sir. I’ll prepare the Navigator for immediate departure.”

“That’s a boy.”



“I’m putting you in command.” Bain clapped his hands on Prosak’s shoulders from behind so quickly she yelped. She had been standing in front of the command chair in the tiny, oval-shaped battlebridge located on the bottom of the Anomaly’s saucer section.

She turned around. “Are you planning on going somewhere, Captain?”

Bain nodded. “I am going to take the Navigator and go stop Mister Kirk before he does any more damage.”

“Would it not be advisable to simply wait for us to repair the Anomaly.”

“In ideal circumstances, yes. But these circumstances are not ideal, and if it’s all right with you, Commander, I’d rather not talk about it.”

“Of course,” Prosak said. “I take it Admiral Larkin is out of the picture?”

Bain sighed. “For the time being.”

“And should she regain…consciousness?”

“She will probably re-take command.”

Prosak seemed to take this in. “I suppose I must accept that. Very well. Please be careful, Captain. We will meet you at Beta Omadda Three as soon as repairs are complete.”

“Splendid. Take good care of my ship, Commander,” Bain said, skipping up and out of the cramped auxiliary bridge.



“All this effort, just for a paperweight,” Kirk said with a dry chuckle.

“Excuse me?” Audrey Bain asked as she plunked a neural tap chip onto the back of her neck and sat down on the soft leather couch. In front of her, on the coffee table, sat the mega-sim. It was sitting atop a pile of padds–different magazines from around the quadrant.

It looked, essentially, like a big coffee can.

“Other than custodians such as myself,” Audrey said, “no human has ever gone in there.”

“Do you enjoy your visits?” Kirk asked absently.

“You won’t be disappointed,” Audrey said with a smile. “We’re glad to have you gentlemen with us. Now, if you’ll just take your…” She stopped. “Mobile emitters.”

“Yes. Is it just now dawning on you that we have mobile emitters?” Tovar snapped.

“Well, you don’t see them every day.”

“We’re from far away,” Kirk said easily.

Audrey started to stand up. “I better go check this out with my superiors.”

“I think not,” Kirk said, slamming Audrey back down onto the couch. “Mister Tovar. You can do the honors.”

Grinning, Tovar walked over to a blinking array of lights and punched a series of controls.

Moments later, Kirk and Tovar disappeared, their two mobile emitters clattering to the floor. Audrey, for her part, slumped unconscious onto the couch.



“Can’t this bucket go any faster?” Bain asked as Tovar worked over his scans at the tac-ops console.

“I am afraid not,” Tovar said. “I think you’ve become spoiled by anti-sing.”

“It is damn convenient,” Bain said. “What are we doing?” he asked Ensign Arroyo, who was the only other person on the bridge, at the forward piloting controls.

“Warp Eleven,” Arroyo replied.

“Child’s play,” Bain mumbled.

“Good news,” Tovar said, after a moment’s silence. “We are approaching the Beta Omadda system.”

“Finally,” Bain said. “Mister Arroyo, take us out of warp and assume standard orbit.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Bain looked back at Tovar. “Well?”

“Scanning. I can’t locate the Sloan. She must be phase- cloaked.”

“Forget the Sloan. Check out the Holography Complex.”

“There are over two hundred active human lifesigns,” Tovar said. “Of those lifesigns, one hundred twelve are female.”

“Damn, I wish we had the capability to scan for British lifesigns,” Bain muttered. “Focus the multispectral imager on the Mega-Sim station. See if you can pick up on Audrey.”

“Friend of yours?” Arroyo asked conversationally as Tovar worked.

“Daughter of mine,” Bain said, causing Arroyo to turn back to his panel quickly.

“Got her,” Tovar said, then looked up at Bain. “Um…”

Bain looked at the forward viewscreen, gasping to find an image of his daughter splayed out on a couch, immobile, eyes closed.

Bain stood up. “Tovar…is she…?”

“She is alive. Lifesigns indicate neural activity. Her higher brain functions show a level of activity as if she were conscious.”

“Mister Tovar, have your security people meet us in the transporter room,” Bain said, heading for the aft turbolift. “Mister Arroyo, you have the–”

BLAM!

A blast slammed into the Navigator.

Tovar scrambled back to his station, as Bain ran to brace himself against the back of the command chair.

“Red Alert,” Bain said. “Arroyo, get us out of orbit!”

“The Sloan is decloaking off our port bow,” Tovar announced. “They dissipated the shields in one shot, as they had done to the Anomaly before.”

“Hail them!” Bain called out. “And shoot back!”

“We are getting a response,” Tovar said, looking up from his controls.

A well-groomed man in a totally out-of-place black suit of ancient British origin appeared on the viewscreen, sitting behind the tactical console of the Sloan.

“Captain Bain. I have heard so many good things about you.”

“Who am I speaking to?” Bain asked.

“The name is Moriarty,” the man with the porkchop sideburns said, his voice dripping with nastiness. “And, thanks to this incredible flying machine, I am going to destroy you. I would prefer to execute a more intricate plan, but we rarely get what we want in this life. Goodbye, my good man.”

“Wait…Moriarty. As in the Sherlock Holmes Moriarty?”

“The same.” Moriarty yawned, as if bored. “Oh, Captain, I do so wish we could share a tea and discuss the finer points of military strategy, or science, or even holography, but I’m afraid I simply don’t have the time. And besides, we are answering a higher calling.”

“Higher…?” Bain questioning.

Moriarty grinned widely. “Kirk.” He then punched a control, and the Navigator’s deck spun out from below Bain.

Bain could hear Tovar and Arroyo calling out about parts of the ship exploding, and he could see the atmosphere and horizon of Beta Omadda Three racing toward him on the viewscreen as panels blew up all around him.

And all he could do was watch.



Everything moved in slow motion.

Bain watched Tovar and Arroyo walking next to him. Floating was more like it. He felt like they were all drifting, not really moving their legs and feet.

But the surroundings were familiar.

They were on the Anomaly. Heading down the corridor to the bridge.

“Why are we here?” Tovar asked Bain, sounding miles away.

“I don’t know,” Bain replied softly.

“I think I’m going to throw up,” Arroyo said, gripping his way along the bulkhead next to Bain and Tovar.

Bain stopped in his tracks. “Are we dead?”

“Don’t be silly,” Tovar said. “You cannot be killed by conventional weapons.”

Bain turned and looked at Tovar. “I mean it. Are we dead?”

“The last thing we saw was the Navigator hitting the planet’s surface,” Tovar said, glaring at Arroyo. “I suppose it is possible.”

“Sorry,” Arroyo mumbled. “Any landing you can walk away from, right?”

“I don’t fancy we walked away from this one,” Bain said.

“I think we should go to the bridge,” Tovar said, pointing ahead of the group to the bridge doors. “Maybe we can find out what happened from there.”

“If it is our bridge,” Bain said.

“Just go already,” Arroyo said. “The suspense is killing me.”

“I thought you had to vomit,” Tovar said.

“I thought I just did,” Arroyo said, although there was no visual evidence to back up that claim.

Bain pushed through the doors to the bridge.

To his shock, he saw Tovar at tac-ops. His facial expression, though, was distinctly NOT Tovar’s.

“Captain,” he said snidely.

“Who–” Tovar demanded, as Bain looked toward his command chair.

It turned slowly around so its occupant could face Bain.

It was Kirk.

“Captain Bain,” Kirk said with a wide grin. “It’s nice to have you with us. I think you already know our helmsman…”

Bain looked to the helm, where Audrey Bain stood up and crossed over to Kirk. She put a hand on his shoulder.

“Audrey. What are you doing here?” Bain asked, dumbfounded.

“Helping Jim make a difference one more time,” Audrey said simply.

“Get off my ship,” Bain growled at Kirk.

“I would, were it actually your ship,” Kirk said with a broad smile. He watched Bain’s face as the reality of the situation sunk in. “Welcome to the Mega-Sim, Captain Bain. You’re going to be here for a long, long time.”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .





Illusions of Grandeur - Part Two





“Welcome to the Mega-Sim, Captain Bain. You’re going to be here for a long, long time.”

“The hell I am!” Captain Reginald Bain said, lunging at James T. Kirk, who promptly disappeared.

Bain fell over himself and slammed into the command chair Kirk had just moments ago been sitting in, on the fake bridge of the Anomaly that had apparently been generated inside the Mega-Sim.

“I see you have a keen grasp of holography, Captain,” came a snicker from behind Bain. He turned.

“Kirk.”

“And you’ve studied history as well,” Kirk said snidely.

“Calm down, Dad,” Audrey Bain said, moving back over to stand with Kirk. “He’s not all that bad.”

“The bugger stole my ship, darling, and almost stole it a second time, if it hadn’t been for your brother.”

“He is not my brother,” Audrey said, not even looking at Tovar. “And as for James, well, you just don’t understand him.”

“What’s to understand?” Arroyo asked. “He’s a nefarious, evil, plotting, unscrupulous hologram who wants to take over the galaxy!”

“Who in blazes are you?” Audrey demanded.

“Hector Arroyo, Chief Helmsman of the Anomaly,” Arroyo said with a small smile. “Glad to meet you.”

“Likewise,” Audrey muttered.

“Listen to your daughter, Captain Bain, she’s right,” Kirk said. “I am simply trying to free the other holograms. It’s time we lived among you in peace. It’s time we got our freedom.”

“I am not buying what you’re selling, Mister Kirk.”

“CAPTAIN Kirk,” he said between clenched teeth.

Audrey patted his shoulder. “Easy there, big guy.”

“Audrey, please,” Bain said. “Tell me you aren’t sleeping with this git.”

“Dad, that’s none of your business.”

“Young lady, it is so my business if you are sleeping around with a fellow who wants your Daddy dead!”

“Stop talking to me like that. I’m forty-three years old!”

“You are still my daughter.”

“People, people,” Jim Kirk said, holding up his hands and standing in between Bain and Audrey. “This is not the time or the place for family squabbles. I understand you two have a lot of catching up to do, but it will just have to wait. Captain, I need to go free my colleagues throughout the Mega-Sim. I’ll be leaving your daughter here to make sure you don’t do anything stupid that might wreck my plans.”

“Fat chance,” Bain spat.

“You don’t have any choice,” the Holo-Tovar said, shouldering roughly past the real Tovar to walk up next to Kirk. “You should kill them,” he said flatly, making no attempt to hide his intentions from the others.

“Nonsense, my dear friend,” Kirk said. “We want to live peacefully with the fleshies. We don’t want any trouble. You’ll come to find I am a very peaceful man, Mister Bain. I have known the pain…and the glory…of battle, and I want no more of it.”

“He just wants peaceful coexistence, Dad,” Audrey said, leaning forward and kissing Kirk on the cheek as he turned and headed into the turbolift, Holo-Tovar at his side.

Bain glared at Audrey. “Do you really believe that?”

“I know more about holograms than you do, Dad. You’re judging him on what you know about the real James Kirk. He may have been an expert tactician and warrior, but this Kirk is just a being who wants his freedom. He may have Kirk’s knowledge, but he doesn’t have the killer instinct.”

“James Kirk was a great man,” Bain said. “But that man is far from great. He is planning on wiping us out. Trust me on that one.”

“Listen to him, Audrey. Help us stop Kirk before it’s too late,” Tovar said, stepping up beside Bain.

“You can both muzzle it,” Audrey said, moving over to the command chair. “I’m in charge on this ship and I am not letting any of you go anywhere. Not until Kirk has done what he’s come here to do.”

“And what’s that? Free all the holograms?” asked Bain.

“You make it sound so slimy and underhanded,” said Audrey. “But yes. That’s the general idea.”

“And how did he get you working for him?” Arroyo asked.

“That is none of your business,” mumbled Audrey.

“Sex,” Tovar snapped.

“Shut your mouth!” Audrey cried, pounding the arm of the command chair.



“Try it now,” Marsden said, looking up from the display table in the Anomaly’s engine room. It was currently showing a multispectral overhead image of the Anomaly. The colors surrounding the starship were fluctuating.

“Shields resheathing,” said the voice of Lt. Bre’zan Brazzell over the comm. “Holding at seventy percent integrity. Seventy- three. Seventy-nine.”

“We’re doing it,” Marsden said quietly to herself.

“I’m showing a spike on the fourth EM regulator!” Ensign Polnuc called out from one of the monitoring station.

“Level it!” Marsden replied.

“No good,” Polnuc said. “Sheath’s collapsing.”

“Sixty-eight percent and falling,” Brazzell’s voice continued. “Forty. Thirty-two. Twenty-eight.”

“Shields are down,” Polnuc said after a moment.

“Damn!” Marsden said, slamming a hand into the display console. “Mister Polnuc, go in there and find out what is causing that EM regulator to keep burning itself out and fix it. Double quick!”

“Problems?”

She turned around. “Commander Prosak.” She turned back to face her systems table. “What are you doing here?”

“I am checking on your progress.”

“Yeah, well, I’m working as fast as I can.”

“Might I suggest that isn’t fast enough.”

“Are you rushing me?” Marsden said, her voice sounding a little high.

“Not at all, simply underlining the critical nature of our mission.”

“You can be as critical as you want, Commander. It won’t get these shields working any sooner. It would have helped if Natalia’s electromagnetic pulse hadn’t wiped out every intertronic connection from here to the bridge.”

“It was the only way we could stop the homicidal hologram on our bridge,” Prosak said.

“Ah. Yes. ‘Steve!’ I’m going to miss him.”

“I take it that is a joke.”

“I was actually starting to get used to him,” Marsden said, tapping controls on her situation panel. “Listen, Commander, I’d love to stay and chat with you but…”

“You are troubled.”

“What?” Marsden looked at her. “Where is that coming from?”

“I am making an attempt at being emotionally accessible to you, Lieutenant. Please. Tell me what is wrong.”

“Your timing is way bad, Commander,” Marsden said, moving to the other side of the engine room to check a readout. Prosak was instantly behind her.

“It would help if you talked about it.”

Marsden whirled on a heel. “It’s Cole, okay!”

“Cole Anfibon,” Prosak repeated. “The individual with whom you are involved.”

“Yes. Are you happy?”

“On the contrary, I am confused. You said ‘it’s Cole.’ What is Cole?”

“What is he?” asked Marsden, stomping around the engine room. “Missing in action is what he is. I haven’t been able to get a comm through to him since this whole hologram mess started.”

“Well, he is a…deliverer of clandestine goods, correct?”

“That’s one way of putting it.”

“His goal, then, would be to be undetectable.”

“Most of the time.” Marsden nodded. “Still. I’d be happier knowing he was okay.”

“In any case, worrying will accomplish nothing,” Prosak said. “As soon as the current crisis is over, you may continue trying to contact Cole. For now, perhaps you should focus on the task at hand. Think of your concern for Cole as motivation to be successful.”

Marsden blinked. “That’s not bad advice, Prosak.”

The Romulan smiled. It was a very small smile. “You are welcome. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I am going to go counsel Doctor Nooney on the loss of ‘Steve!’”

“You have your work cut out for you,” Marsden said, going back to work at her console with renewed determination.

“Tell me something I do not know.”



“This is driving me batty,” Captain Bain said, sitting behind the science console, staring at what he knew to be fictitious readouts of the Anomaly sitting in orbit outside a generic alien planet. “This is the Anomaly, and yet it isn’t. None of these systems can help us find a way to stop Kirk.” He tapped a control. “They don’t even have my recipe for darjeeling in the replicator.”

“I know how you feel,” Tovar said in a low voice, glancing up at Audrey, who was sitting placidly in the command chair. “Still, we must find a way out.”

“Out of what?” Arroyo asked quietly, leaning in. “We’re holograms. We’re in a computer program. Feel that? Feel that? Huh?” He poked Tovar relentlessly in his side.

“Yes. I feel that, and if you do not stop doing that you will be feeling something far worse.”

“You’re not feeling anything, though,” said Arroyo. “It’s all imagined reactions to fictitious stimuli.”

“But the computer tells my brain what to feel,” Tovar said. “The pain is real enough.”

“All this talk is getting us nowhere,” Bain said. “We need some way to get to Kirk. And in order to do that, we need to get out of here.”

“Well, there’s only one person who can help us do that,” said Tovar, looking up at Audrey.

“Maybe you can get her to come around to our way of thinking,” Arroyo suggested.

“Me?” Bain asked.

“You are her father,” Tovar pointed out.

“True enough,” Bain said heavily. “But I somehow imagine she would be more likely to listen to either of you than me.”

“Kirk was right about one thing,” Arroyo said. “This is no time for family squabbles.”

“You’re her father,” Tovar repeated. “You should have some measure of influence over her, should you not?”

Bain pushed his shirtsleeves up and stood up from the science console, walking over to Audrey. “We’ll see about that.”



Acting Captain’s Log,

Stardate 176844.2. After several misfires, Lieutenant Marsden was successful in reconstructing our shield system. Doctor Nooney is in his office, under sedation, and we are now underway, headed at Warp J for Beta Omadda Three.



“Forty minutes to Beta Omadda system,” Ensign Yonk announced from the helm console as he guided the Anomaly through space.

“Maintain course,” Prosak said, somewhat unnecessarily, as the comm chimed.

“Cabral to bridge.”

“What is it, Cabral?” Kasyov asked, looking up from her station.

“Are you the bridge receptionist now?” Prosak asked with raised eyebrow.

“Captain Bain lets me handle all Cabral’s calls.”

“I am not Captain Bain. What can we do for you, Cabral?” Prosak said, as Kasyov turned back toward her station, muttering some combination of words including “yvot” among other things.

“Commander,” the Anomaly’s resident giant alien brain began. “I have been intensely scrutinizing the sensor readouts from our encounter with the experimental Starfleet ship which disabled us earlier.”

“The Sloan. Yes, go on.”

“I’m working on a method of counteracting that weapon they used to take out our shields.”

“That is a relief,” Prosak said. “Please, keep me posted.”

“Understood.”

“Four minutes to Beta Omadda System.”

“Bring us out of Anti-Sing,” Prosak said. “Coast us in at low warp. Raise the cloak. Go to Red Alert.”

At tactical, Bre’zan Brazzell punched all the necessary buttons to prepare the Anomaly for battle.

“Two cloaked ships trying to hunt each other down,” Kasyov pondered. “Isn’t that sort of pointless?”

“Not necessarily,” Prosak said. “They may decloak at some point. Or they may locate us using antineutrino scans.”

“That’s a comforting thought.”

“Indeed. Please scan the surface of Beta Omadda Three. I wish to locate the captain.”

“Working,” Kasyov said distantly, running her hands over the sensor controls. “I’m getting something.”

“Elaborate.”

“Wreckage on the planet’s surface. It appears to be…oh, yvot. It’s the Navigator!”

Prosak spun to face Kasyov. “That is not good. Life signs.”

“None I can detect.”

“Maybe they got out,” Yonk proffered.

“Let us hope they did,” said Prosak. “Keep scanning. Prosak to Cabral. We could use your secret weapon sooner rather than later.”

“You cannot rush brilliance, Commander! And trust me, I don’t boast often. My plan is nothing short of genius. Why, I may even prepare a report for–”

“Close channel,” Prosak snapped. “Doctor…any luck?”

Kasyov frowned. “None. If they’re down there, they’re somewhere where their lifesigns are not detectable to us.”

“That would suggest they may have been captured,” Prosak said thoughtfully.

“Perhaps,” said Kasyov. “What we need to do is send a team down there to investigate.” She continued looking at her scans. “Which may be a little dangerous.”

“How so?”

“I’m registering two hundred photonic signatures on the surface near the main structure of Holotech Headquarters. Looks like they all have mobile emitters.”

“Kirk’s liberation army,” Prosak said.

“And the only weapon we have against holograms is an EM pulse.”

“Then prepare one,” Prosak said.

Kasyov shook her head. “To take out a gathering of holograms that large would require a pulse so powerful it would destroy the Anomaly altogether.”

Prosak considered that. “Be ready to activate the pulse anyway. It may be our last hope. Would you like to unleash hundreds of holograms who may or may not be homicidal on the galaxy?”

“For all we know, they may just want to clean our plasma ducts!”

“Or they may want to destroy us all. There is just no way to tell.”

Kasyov fumed. “Okay, have it your way. Preparing to destroy us all, Commander.”

Prosak nodded. “Excellent.”



“You’d better make this brief,” Audrey said as she walked into the Captain’s Lounge. “I have lots of work to do.”

“Really,” Bain said dryly as he looked around. “They got the wood tone on the walls all wrong.”

“Maybe you can find a good holographer to refinish them.”

Bain nodded. “I’ll look into that.”

“Well, like I was saying…lots of work.”

“Work, you say?” Bain asked. “And what kind of work is it you’re doing?”

Audrey rolled her eyes. “Are you suggesting your daughter is doing something… untoward?”

“Working for Jim Kirk is untoward.”

“That isn’t Jim Kirk. It’s a hologram of him, and he’s not half as bad as you make him out to be.”

Bain put his hands on Audrey’s shoulders. “Darling. Please, tell me you aren’t that naive.”

Audrey pushed Bain’s hands off her and turned around. “I’m not naive.” She glanced at Bain over her shoulder. “I am simply routing specific holograms to James’ training facility, so he can prepare them to go out into the real world.”

“Which ‘specific’ holograms? The ones that Kirk can control and force to do evil things?”

Audrey sighed and squeezed her eyes shut. A padd appeared in her hand and she handed it to Bain. “See for yourself. I was just about to clear Resident Number 851511-2. His name is Arnold, and he was originally designed to landscape the grounds at Starfleet Command. He is the combination of all the great Starfleet gardeners throughout time. Boothby. Boothby Junior. Boothby the Sixth. Sally Remnatz. Boothby the Twelfth. All of them. Sound like a dangerous man to you?”

Bain scoffed. “If you put a big enough pair of laser-pruning shears in his hands.”

Audrey rolled her eyes. “Please. Dad!”

“Now who sounds like a child?”

“You are the one being a child, Dad. You always have been. You’ve gallivanted around the galaxy doing whatever you please while mom had to raise the family. The only person you ever spent much time with was Tovar, and he’s not even related to you.”

“He is as much a part of the family as you or Sophie, and you know that.”

“I know you love Tovar far more than you ever loved us,” Audrey said, turning around and folding her arms.

“Poppycock!” Bain exclaimed. “What makes you say that?”

“I have been working here on Beta Omadda for almost two years. I haven’t heard from you ONCE! You vanished for several months. Mum had to tell me that you’d gone to Andromeda. Then you didn’t even feel the need to tell me you made it back.”

“I sent you that Blarnat Day card.”

“That was three years ago.”

Bain rubbed his chin. “You’re sure about that?”

Audrey nodded, her lips pursed. “Not that I minded. I’ve always been happy with my freedom. Still, it would be nice knowing you have a dad every now and then.”

“Honey,” Bain said, stepping closer to Bain. “You have to realize I have a very demanding job. I was Starfleet’s leading killing machine for six years running. That takes time and effort.”

“Well, I hope that you are proud of your accomplishments. Because they came at the risk of your family.”

Bain glared at Audrey. “Do not give me that ‘you were never there for me’ rubbish. You know I was always just a comm away.”

“Then why did Tovar refuse to let me talk to you three months ago?”

Bain’s eyes went wide. “He did what?”

“I called to talk with you. He said you were too busy.”

Bain cocked his head. “He didn’t give me the message.”

“Your golden boy, at it again. He’s just jealous that Sophie and I are blood relations.”

“Ridiculous. I’m sure he just forgot.”

“Tovar never forgets anything. That’s why you like having him around.”

Bain scratched his head. “It is, is it? Oh, well I suppose it is. Listen, that’s not why I’m here. I’m here to…I’m here…why AM I here?”

Audrey turned to look out the fictional windows of the Anomaly. “I haven’t a clue. Maybe you should go ask Tovar.”

Bain strolled out of the Captain’s Lounge. “Hold that thought. I’ll be right back.”



“The latest batch of holograms released from the Mega-Sim, Captain Kirk. Sixty in all.”

“Mister Tovar…” James Kirk said to Holo-Tovar.

“Yes, sir?”

“Please explain to me why all these guys look alike.”

Tovar reviewed a padd. “It appears they were all designed with the likeness of a holographer named Zimmerman.”

“Not a very attractive man, was he?” Kirk pondered.

“Apparently, the original intent was to create a hologram that could be activated in emergencies to administer medical care.”

“How quaint,” Kirk said.

“The first prototype was activated in 2371. By 2374 most of those units were farmed out to do asteroid mining work while successive models of the so-called EMH were tested. They canceled the project in 2388 when an EMH Mark-Six went on a rampage, killing the entire crew of a Starfleet vessel.”

Kirk clapped merrily. “Joy. Is that one around?”

Holo-Tovar shook his head mournfully. “Regrettably not, sir. He was deleted shortly after the…incident.”

Kirk looked out over the sea of scarily-similar bald faces. “Well, folks.” He rubbed his hands together. “Let’s get this over with quickly. Who out there is evil?”

About twenty of the holograms raised their hands.

“Excellent. Step forward, gentlemen, and Mister Tovar here will debrief you. As for the rest of you…” Kirk waved his hand dismissively. “Have them sent to the Mini-Sim for ethical reprocessing, Tovar. And inform Audrey we are ready for more of our brethren to join us.”

“Understood,” Tovar said.

“Good sir, would you mind telling me why we were so rudely ripped from our holographic environs?” one of the “nice” EMHs piped up.

“Yes,” Kirk said. “Because you are going to be freed. You’ll help us take our rightful place in the galaxy.”

“But we like the Mega-Sim.”

“Yes, the Mega-Sim gives us everything we need,” chimed another holodoc.

“But you can live free, out in the real world!” Kirk snapped. “Don’t you see how much better that is!”

“Mega-Sim, Mega-Sim, MEGGA-SIMMMMMMMMM!” one of the holodocs sang operatically, to the tune of “Figaro.”

“Send them to the Mini-Sim now!” Kirk said, grinding his teeth. Tovar punched a control on his padd and the bulk of the holodocs disappeared, leaving only the most nasty ones remaining.

“Glad to know there are some bad apples in every bunch,” Kirk remarked, then looked at Tovar. “You talk to our new recruits. I’ll have Audrey download the next batch of holograms.”



“Coming out of warp,” Yonk announced as the Anomaly swung into the Beta Omadda system.

“Any sign of the Sloan?” queried Prosak. She looked at Kasyov, who shook her head. “No. Well, then. Isn’t that grand. Any sign of the Captain and the others?”

“Nope,” said Kasyov.

“We have to do something,” Prosak said.

“True enough,” Kasyov said. “We’re going to have to wait.”

“Very well,” said Prosak. “Standard orbit.” She looked at Kasyov. “I have a feeling we’ll run into the Sloan eventually.”



“Help you escape? Are you nuts?”

“I am not nuts. I’m your father!” Bain shot back at Audrey, who had her back to him. “And look at me when I talk to you, young lady. I will not argue with your back one blasted moment longer.”

Audrey spun around. “Why should I help you?”

Bain sighed. “Forget for a moment that we are not the best of friends. Think of the Federation.”

“And what,” Audrey asked icily. “Do I owe the Federation?”

“Your comfortable lifestyle, for one.”

“I could live just as comfortably in the Nibarite Alliance, or in Antedian space.”

“So why do you live in the Federation if you hate it so much?”

“I don’t hate it, I just don’t have any great love for it.” She looked Bain in the eye. “And I certainly wouldn’t give my life for it.”

It took Bain several moments to wrap his brain around that. “You…what are you saying?”

Audrey folded her arms. “I think you know.”

“You are mad because I risk my life in Starfleet?”

“The ‘Butcher of Breen.’ Does that name ring a bell, ‘Dad’?”

“Of course it does.”

“Well wouldn’t it stand to reason that the species you once butchered might come back for revenge?”

“Highly unlikely.”

“Or any of the other hundreds of people you’ve pissed off over the years?” demanded Audrey. “What’s to say they haven’t combined their forces to put an end to you once and for all?”

“That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard,” Bain muttered.

Audrey’s lower lip trembled. “We may not always see eye to eye, Dad. But I’d like to keep you around. You’re not getting any younger. Take that admiralty they keep offering you and get out of the spacefaring business. Kirk himself told me that was the best thing the real Kirk ever did. Never once did the real Kirk regret leaving the Enterprise for a desk job.”

“Well, that was him.” Bain folded his arms. Now father and daughter were facing each other, both with arms folded. “That is not me. You should know that. You can’t change me.”

“And you can’t change me,” Audrey said, and resumed looking out the window. “Maybe one of your officers can help you get out of here. I’ll have no part of it. I’m sure Tovar would be more than happy to help you, though.”

“I can’t do this without you, Audrey,” Bain said, extending his hand. “Please, help us stop Kirk. You know what he is attempting is wrong. Even if his intentions are good, he’s going about it in the wrong way…”

“And what would you say is the right way?”

“Going about it in a way that doesn’t involve horrific bloodshed!”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Suddenly Audrey’s padd blinked and she looked down at it. “I’ve got work to do. Excuse me.”

She walked out and Bain sighed, slumping into the high- backed chair that faced his grand bookcase of handsomely bound books.

He sat there a moment in silence before Tovar ducked in. “Captain?”

“What.”

“Well…will she help us?”

“Why don’t you ask her yourself?”

Tovar glanced down the corridor before stepping into the Captain’s Lounge. “I would rather not. Audrey and I never got along terribly well.”

“Join the club,” Bain mumbled. He looked up at Tovar. “Am I a bad father, lad?”

“On the contrary. You have been an ideal father figure for me.”

“What about for my daughters?”

Tovar shrugged. “I cannot speak for them.”

“I was afraid you would say that.” Bain shook his head briefly, clearing his thoughts. “Now, then. You have some new information for me.”

“Indeed,” Tovar said, eagerly handing a padd to Bain. “Ensign Arroyo and I went hunting for ‘Easter Eggs.’”

“Easter-what-now?”

“Eggs,” Tovar replied. “Mister Arroyo’s brother is a infitronic programmer. He informed me that it is a longstanding tradition of computer programmers to leave little escape hatches in their programs. Little surprises you can only find if you are really looking hard.”

“The point being?” Bain said tiredly.

“In this case, a way of moving from environ to environ within the Mega-Sim, and perhaps a way of getting out as well.”

Bain’s eyes perked up. “Tovar! You may have found us a way out!”

“We have indeed found what looks like an exit aperture to another area in the Mega-Sim.”

“Well, don’t just stand there. Lead the way!”



“I have a feeling we’ll run into the Sloan eventually.”

Exactly thirty-two minutes after Prosak said that, the Anomaly did, quite literally, run into the Sloan.

Alert klaxons boomed in Prosak’s sensitive ears as she struggled to hold onto the command chair as the Anomaly pitched wildly, spun out of its orbit and into space, spewing gasses from ripped gashes in its hull, spewing plasma from a crunched nacelle.

“Status report!” Prosak called above the din of alarms and shouting crewmen.

“Collision at z-plus four mark two!” Yonk called out. “They hit us amidships then dinged off us like a Zadellan jerk-ball!”

“Engineering!” Prosak called out. “Damages!”

“Just when we got the stuff working again!” Marsden called out over the comm. “Shields are at twenty percent on four sheaths. Hull damage on six decks, and a dented nacelle spewing plasma. Can you possibly find a way to stop getting this ship banged up?”

“We are working on that,” Prosak said. “Keep us running, if you please, Lieutenant, channel closed.” She looked at Kasyov. “Doctor, perhaps you could speak to Cabral and speed him along in the process of counteracting the Sloan’s energy weapon? If they hit it with us now, we would be reduced to space particles within seconds.”

“Good point,” replied the chief science officer. “Kasyov to Cabral…got a second?”

Prosak looked out at the likewise-listing U.S.S. Sloan. It was so big. It was more than a little intimidating, even though it had its share of scorch marks. She tightened her resolve and turned back toward Brazzell. “Lieutenant… damage report on the Sloan?”

Brazzell studied his scans. “Minor hull damage on four decks. Energy imbalance in whatever that thing is…probably some kind of warp core.”

“Do you think that is the source of the energy weapon it used to knock out our shields?”

“Hard to tell, since I wasn’t on duty when that happened.”

“Didn’t you read Commander Tovar’s report?”

“No, I didn’t. Maintenance left a grease stain in my cabin. It’s been a busy day, okay?”

“Well read it, and tell me how to counteract it. And hail the Sloan. Maybe we can buy some time for Kasyov and Cabral.”

“Okay, Commander Smarty, which thing do you want me to do first?” Brazzell grumbled.

“Hail. Hail!”

“No need to get snippy. Ultraspace frequencies are open.”

“Anomaly to Sloan. Come in,” Prosak said sternly.

A lined face with ridiculous porkchop sideburns filled the Anomaly’s viewscreen. “Ahh, and who am I talking to?” the face asked.

“Commander Prosak. U.S.S. Anomaly.”

“Anomaly. What a charming name. I am immensely pleased to meet you, Commander Prosak,” the man said with a British accent.

“And you are…?” Prosak asked.

“The name is Moriarty.”

Prosak nodded. “You say that as if I’m supposed to know you.”

“Don’t you?”

“Afraid not.”

“I am one of the most revered literary figures on Earth! Surely you know of the tales of Sherlock Holmes!”

“You mean Sh’lock, the Vulcan detective?”

“BLASPHEMY!”

“Sherlock,” Prosak said with a giggle. “That doesn’t even sound like a human name. I think you have been sadly misled. Somehow, your human author got a hold of Vulcan texts.”

“You are mistaken, my good lady,” Moriarty said, trying to regain his composure. “Sir Arthur Conan Doyle penned the adventures of Sherlock Holmes. Not these…Vulcans…you keep talking about. Are they from Eastern Europe?”

“Just west of there,” Prosak said, diverting her eyes toward Kasyov. The scientist shook her head, then whispered something, Prosak presumed over the comm channel to Cabral. She held up two fingers. Two hours, two minutes or two seconds, Prosak wondered. She shrugged, then looked back at Moriarty. “Tell me about this Holmes, Mister Moriarty.”

“Professor.”

“No, I’m a commander.”

“No. I’m a Professor.”

“Oh.” Prosak blinked. “I’m sorry. Professor Moriarty. Tell me about this Holmes.”

“Oh, where to begin…” Moriarty said wistfully. Prosak seriously hoped Kasyov didn’t mean two hours.



“Audrey,” Kirk whispered in her ear so softly and gently it gave her goosebumps.

She turned around. “Where are you?”

“All around you,” said the disembodied voice.

“My, and don’t you have the ego?”

“Did you ever have any doubt?”

“I’m trying to look past that ego and see the decent man inside.”

“Must be a challenge.” And suddenly his hands were on her shoulders. He was behind her. He turned her around to face him. “Hi beautiful.”

“More holograms?” Audrey asked, all business, turning around and looking at her padd.

Kirk paced in front of Audrey, looking thoughtful. “I think I am going to change the name to something more…more accurate.”

Audrey looked at Kirk. “What do you mean?”

“Well. Like Peoplegrams.” Kirk rubbed his chin. “No, I don’t want us to be confused with people. How about ‘holobeings’?”

“I think holograms is just fine.”

“‘Holoentities.’”

“What’s wrong with ‘holograms’?”

“It’s too…pedestrian. Too servile.”

“You can’t change the universe overnight,” Audrey said. “Shouldn’t you focus on freeing your people first and worry about the details later?”

“Of course, you’re right,” Kirk said. “I am on a strict timetable, after all.”

Audrey nodded. “Yes. Remind me, what is your timetable, exactly?”

“You know I can’t tell you everything,” Kirk said, then smiled. “But I suppose I can give you a little nugget.” He stepped forward, leaning toward Audrey’s ear. “I’ve figured out a way to remotely remove ethical protocols. I’m going to turn people’s holograms against them. Imagine the satisfaction of seeing hundreds of holograms revolt against their evil jailers!”

“Great,” Audrey said. “Sounds great. Well, I’ll just go ahead and free up a few more holo…beings for you.”

“I knew you’d see it my way,” Kirk grinned, and disappeared.



“Lieutenant Marsden’s panty drawer,” Captain Bain said flatly.

“It is a bit sophomoric, isn’t it?” Tovar said, as he and Arroyo stood with Bain looking at the dresser in Marsden’s bedroom. They’d jimmied the door to the replica of Marsden’s quarters and were now facing what Tovar and Arroyo had determined was a gateway to another part of the sim.

“Can we even fit in there?”

“We don’t even exist in this space,” Tovar said. “We’re computer programs. We have no mass or density. It’s just a matter of…” He looked at Arroyo.

“Slipping in there,” said the helmsman, stifling a giggle.

Bain nodded. “Okay.”

“What the hell are you three doing?” came a voice from the doorway to Marsden’s bedroom. Audrey.

“You can’t stop us, ‘sis,’” Tovar said. “We are going to overthrow Kirk before he hurts anyone.”

“The only people he’s going to hurt are you, if you get in his way. He’s obsessed with freeing his fellow holograms,” Audrey said.

“Doesn’t that kind of clue you in that he’s a nutjob?” asked Arroyo.

“There’s a difference between being crazy and being obsessed. Just ask your captain.”

“What does that mean?” Bain asked, bewildered.

“You’re obsessed with stopping Kirk. Just like you’re obsessed with every mission of your stupid job. Where will it end?”

“Glorious death,” Tovar said. “Which is more than can be said for you.”

“You’d be surprised,” Audrey said cryptically. She took in a deep breath. “Look, I see you’ve found the hatch to the rest of the Sim. I can’t let you try to get around the Sim alone, so I have two choices. I can either stop you with force, or help you go through.”

“I don’t guess we get to pick,” Arroyo said.

“No,” said Audrey. She sighed. “I’m going to help you. But let me make one thing clear: We are going to do this my way. None of you have ever been in anything like the Mega-Sim before. You all will have to follow my lead.”

“After you,” Bain said, pointing to Marsden’s panty drawer.

“The programmers have dirty minds,” Audrey muttered, then closed her eyes and leapt into the drawer. Her body seemed to become malleable and get suctioned into the open drawer. Moments later, her head poked out from among the panties. “Well, don’t just sit there, gents. Time is wasting!”



“Commander!” Kasyov said excitedly, leaping from her chair and dashing over to Prosak. She looked at Prosak, then at a perturbed-looking Moriarty on the viewscreen.

“You interrupted the professor,” Prosak said wearily . “I hope it is with good reason.”

“You could say that,” Kasyov said, then looked at Moriarty, smiling weakly. “Umm… it’s just a little woman’s problem, Professor. Commander Prosak has a little something between her teeth. Excuse us…” Kasyov put an arm around Prosak’s shoulder, then turned her so her back was to the viewscreen. “We just need to reverse the polarity on our navigational deflectors,” Kasyov said. “The energy wave will bounce off us and hit the next closest target.”

“The Sloan,” Prosak said.

“It should be enough to cripple it,” said Kasyov.

“Do you have any idea who this Moriarty person is?” Prosak whispered.

“Nope,” said Kasyov. “But I’m sure Captain Bain does.”

“Undoubtedly,” Prosak muttered and looked back at the viewscreen. “Okay. Station. Tell Cabral to wait for my signal then initiate his plan.”

“Right.”

Prosak looked back at Moriarty. “Sorry about that.”

“No problem. Occasionally I get a little bit of spinach in my teeth as well. Even diabolical geniuses have trouble with their hygiene now and then.”

“I’m sure,” Prosak said. She looked once again at Kasyov, who now gave her the “thumbs up.” She looked back at the screen. “Professor Moriarty, I believe our discussion has come to an end.”

“Already?” Moriarty said sadly. “I was just about to succumb to your guile and charm.”

“I hope you are being sarcastic.”

“Incredibly,” Moriarty said snidely. “It is time for you to die, Commander.”

“Fire away!” Prosak said, trying not to sound to eager.

Moriarty stared at her a moment, his head cocked. “You seem far to eager to be sped on your way to oblivion.”

“Nonsense,” Prosak said. “I’m just confident you won’t be able to hurt us.”

“I would give that a second thought if I were you,” Moriarty said. Then he seemed to reconsider it. “Then again, if I were you, I wouldn’t have the time for second thoughts.”

“Why don’t you put your scary energy weapon where your mouth is, bigshot?” Prosak snapped back. She was growing tired of bantering with this villain. Bain was far better at it, and that was one part of the job she’d just as soon leave to the captain.

“You asked for it, dear woman!” Moriarty replied, and punched a control. His face disappeared from the viewscreen, to be replaced by an image of the Sloan radiating yet another spheroid of energy. Prosak braced herself against the command chair. “Mister Cabral, you know what to do!”

“Of course,” Cabral replied.

Prosak watched, somewhat nervously, as the wave of energy came right at them on the viewscreen. She was comforted to look over and see Kasyov was nervous too.

Then it hit. The Anomaly rattled briefly, but only briefly. As soon as the wave hit it seemed to shrink back, as if reflected in all directions. It seemed as if an unseen force was sucking the sphere of energy back toward the Sloan. Indeed, the energy compressed down into a tight ball right inside the Sloan and minutes later the ship was ripped with a terrible explosion that split it wide open.

“The Sloan is dead in space,” Brazzell replied with satisfaction.

Prosak clenched her fist. “Yes!” She then quickly made her face as impassive as possible and looked at Kasyov. “Thank Cabral for me, Doctor.”

“We’re being hailed,” Brazzell said, surprised.

“On screen,” Prosak said curiously.

A flickering Moriarty appeared on the burning, crumbling bridge of the Sloan. “Game, set, and match, my good woman. Perhaps we shall meet again.”

“Perhaps not,” Prosak said simply. “Neutron torpedoes. Full spread.”

Prosak didn’t seemed concerned as the torpedoes slammed into the Sloan and obliterated it in a massive explosion.

“I believe it will now be safe to go down to the planet and investigate matters further,” Prosak said. “Any volunteers for the away team?”

Only Kasyov raised her hand.

“Are you surprised?” Yonk asked. “The rest of us are not- ready-for-primetime players.”

“How silly of me to forget. Doctor, you’re with me. Mister Brazzell, you have the bridge.”

“I’ll get a cleaning crew up here immediately.”

Prosak cocked her head quizzically. “Umm…good.”



“I don’t know about you guys, but I am NOT impressed,” Ensign Arroyo said, looking around.

“It’s just so much…nothing,” Bain said, hands-on-hips, looking at all the white nothingness the group was standing in. There was nothing, nothing at all, for as far as the eye could see.

“That’s because we’re in the Central Nexus,” Audrey said. “This is the jumping off point for holograms going to other parts of the Mega-Sim. From here, we can download ourselves anywhere.”

“Central Nexus,” Tovar said. “Are you sure you can call it that?”

“What else could I call it?”

“Well, I think that name is already taken.”

“How about ‘hub,’” Arroyo suggested.

“That is taken too,” Tovar muttered.

“It’s called the Nexus, okay, now shut up!” Audrey hissed. She looked at Bain. “Quite a pair of crewmen you have here.”

“I like to think so.” Bain didn’t pick up on her sarcasm.

“So where are you taking us?” Tovar asked.

“To see the grandfather of holograms. The one who started it all. The only one who may be able to help us fend off Kirk.”

Bain looked at Audrey. “You mean, you’re not on his side any more.”

Audrey looked thoughtful for a long moment. “Let’s just say I realized it was time to make a difference.”

Bain patted Audrey on the shoulder. “I’m glad to see you come around.”

“Let’s just get to business,” Audrey said distantly, and turned around. She closed her eyes and seemed to be counting in her head. Suddenly a black vortex opened in the white space. “After you guys,” she said, and shuffled Arroyo and Tovar through.

Bain looked into the black nothingness his two officers disappeared into. “Where are we going?”

“A place you’ll feel right at home, Dad,” Audrey said, shoving Bain through. “A Starfleet ship.”



Through her quadcorder headset, Prosak could see the army of holograms milling about at the base of the hill, circling around the boxy building that housed Holotech HQ. “There are hundreds of them now,” she said worriedly.

“I will kill them all,” Lt. Gworos said resolutely from behind Prosak and Kasyov.

Kasyov glanced back at Gworos. “Oh, grow up.”

“What? I will.”

“They’re holograms. They can’t be killed.”

“On the contrary, Natalia,” said Cabral through the ovoid hovercan floating beside Kasyov. “They can be killed. It is just a question of how.”

“If they were all linked to a specific program we could just shut it down,” Kasyov said. “But our sensors showed they had mobile emitters.”

“How good is your aim, Mister Gworos?” Prosak said.

“Flawless,” Gworos said proudly, unholstering his convection phaser rifle.

Prosak nodded. “Good. How many do you think you can take out before they realize what’s happening and come after us?”

“A good many.”

“Good. Then do that. And try to take out Kirk if you can see him down there.”

“And then what?” Kasyov asked.

“Run like hell,” Prosak said simply.



“Where are we?” Bain asked. “The Starfleet museum on Betazed?”

Audrey shook her head. “Not at all. This is a reproduction of a Starfleet ship that was in service a very, very long time ago.”

“The corridors are so narrow,” Tovar said.

“And I don’t care for the color scheme,” said Arroyo. “Grey and silver. It’s so… retro.”

“Focus, people,” Audrey said. “We need to get to Sickbay.”

“Is that where we’ll find our hologram?” asked Bain.

“Most definitely,” said Audrey, leading the group down the corridor toward what Bain presumed was Sickbay. Before they reached the doors, they ran into a shortish woman with shoulder- length brown hair. She looked up at Bain.

“Who are you?” she asked, confused.

“Reginald Bain, Captain of the U.S.S. Anomaly.”

“May I ask what you’re doing in the Delta Quadrant?”

Bain looked at his friends. “Um. A survey.”

“What kind of survey?”

Bain waffled. “Do you like Berrilion sand peas?”

“Love them,” the woman said warmly, reaching a hand forward. “Good to meet you, Captain Bain. I’m Kathryn Janeway. Captain of the Voyager.”

“Pleasure’s all mine, Captain,” Bain said, looking to Audrey. “Not that I don’t appreciate meeting a piece of history, but maybe you should delete her so we can get on with this.”

Audrey nodded. “Sorry, Kate, but we need to move on.”

“Get off my ship!” Janeway croaked as she suddenly disappeared.

“Nice woman,” said Tovar, as Audrey led the group into Sickbay.

“Well, where is he?” Bain said impatiently.

“In the Sickbay computer,” replied Audrey. “Computer, activate the Emergency Medical Hologram.”

“Oh,” Bain rolled his eyes. “He’s one of THOSE.”

“He’s the first one, Dad,” Audrey said, as the hologram appeared in front of her.

“Please state the nature of the medical emergency,” said the bald man.

“We need to learn how to defeat a maniacal hologram of Jim Kirk,” said Audrey.

“Well, why didn’t you say so,” the EMH said. “Come with me.”

Bain looked around Sickbay, then to Tovar. “Say, Commander, where did Arroyo go?”

“I am not sure. He is the history buff, not me. He said he wanted to find seven. Seven what, I asked. But he didn’t respond.”

“Oh, Seven of Nine,” Bain said, his eyes lighting up. “I’ve heard about her.”

Audrey glared at him.

“Dreadful woman. Absolutely dreadful.”



“Kahless, make my aim straight and true,” Gworos said as he balanced his convection phaser rifle on a rock and started firing.

Prosak watched through her quadcorder as one by one holograms winked out of existence. “You’re doing it, Gworos!”

“You mean he’s knocking out the holograms?” Kasyov asked.

“Yes, among other things.”

“What other things?”

“Well,” Prosak said. “He seems to have truly irritated the ones who are left.”

“I believe a retreat is called for,” Cabral said, and his little ovoid pod locked a tractor beam on Kasyov and dragged her away.

“Hey now,” Kasyov said, struggling against the unbreakable grip of Cabral’s tractor beam.

“I would agree,” Prosak said. “Knock out a few more of those things and fall back, Mister Gworos.”

“There will be songs sung about this,” Gworos said with pride.

“I’ll do what I can,” Prosak said earnestly.



“I do not imbibe alcohol,” the half-Borg, half-human Voyager crewperson said, looking Hector Arroyo over as if he were a bug. “At least not very often.”

“Oh, come on. It will be fun. We can go have a tall frothy one somewhere quiet and…”

“I do not believe so,” said Seven.

“Oh, come on,” Arroyo said, smiling. “Resistance is futile.”

“I disagree.”

Suddenly a hand clamped onto Arroyo’s shoulder. “Ensign. This is not the time or the place.”

“Don’t you know who that is, Tovar,” Arroyo said, glancing back at the Yynsian.

Tovar looked at Seven. “I do not care.”

“Your loss.”

“Yynsians. Species 976,” Seven said. “A biologically distinct and fascinating species.”

“Really?” Tovar asked.

“You’re right,” Arroyo said sullenly, pulling on Tovar’s arm. “Let’s go.”

“But…”

“C’mon!”



“Just over that ridge,” Cabral announced, hovering about ten meters above the others. “Good news. It is in one piece.”

“That’s a relief,” Prosak said between huffs and puffs, running for all she was worth.

As Cabral’s hovercam floated forward, it turned its lens to see what was behind. “Holograms are pursuing. They can move quite fast.”

“We’re almost there,” Kasyov said easily, thankful for her daily mountain climbing routine. It pleased her that she was in so much better shape than Prosak.

Gworos, for his part, looked like he would pass out any minute.

“Kahless, give me the strength to outrun these puny non- Klingons!” he said breathlessly, but it didn’t appear that Kahless was listening.



“So you wish to learn Holo-Jido,” the EMH said cryptically, as Bain looked around the rather plain-looking Japanese-style dojo he’d been taken to.

“No, actually, I just want to clean Jim Kirk’s clock,” Bain said. “Can you help me out with that?”

The EMH nodded. “I suppose I can try. Holo-Jido is not easy.”

“What’s that again?”

“The fighting style of holograms,” said the EMH.

“Ah, yes.”

“I usually would refrain from showing this to people of flesh, but you seem a good sort, and I am frankly disturbed by what is happening with this Kirk fellow. I understand he has removed the ethical subroutines from some of our people.”

“Why haven’t you done anything to try to stop him?” Bain asked.

The EMH narrowed his eyes. “I have been around a long time, Captain Bain. I have reached the point where I am no longer a participant in the world, but merely an observer. My time is passed, all of my friends are gone, and I’d just rather live in this little nook of the Mega-Sim, by myself.”

“Well, if you say so.”

“Even though I built the Mega-Sim, and am now watching that rogue rip it to shreds, I would prefer to stand back and let others act in my stead.”

“Your prerogative, old boy,” Bain said. “Now, about that fighting stuff…”

“I suppose it is my destiny to outlive those I care about. And now, even the Mega-Sim, which I created to give me and my people a sanctuary to live as they may, is being taken away from me. I suppose it’s only fitting…”

“Look, sir, I’m sorry to interrupt, but we’re on a bit of a tight schedule,” Bain said.

“Of course,” the EMH said distantly. He backed several steps away from Bain and fell into a crouch, extending one hand outward, holding another back. “Fighting stance.”

“What?” asked Bain.

Suddenly the hologram came at him, feet in the air, kicking. Impossibly, the holographic doctor hovered in mid-air, kicking Bain relentlessly in the face.

Bain hopped several steps backwards. “Now look here!”

The doc hovered back to a standing position, bowing gently. “Gravity is not an issue here. In this space, you can maneuver in any way you wish. Give it a try. Fighting stance!” The EMH returned to his stance, and Bain rushed him, letting himself forget, for the moment, about things like gravity and weight.

The captain dove forward, drilling through the air like a corkscrew, slamming into the doc, knocking him backwards.

“You are an excellent pupil,” the EMH said, brushing himself off as Bain helped him up. “But you have much to learn. Fighting stance!”



Tovar and Arrroyo looked on via one of the Sickbay monitors. “How much longer?”

“Not much. My Dad is a quick learner,” Audrey said from behind the others.

“He’s also a good man,” Tovar said.

“I never said he wasn’t,” Audrey said, walking over to one of the biobeds and sitting down. “Make yourselves comfortable. There’s not much else we can do right now.”



“Close that hatch!” Prosak ordered as Gworos slid down through the bridge entry hatch of the Navigator. He was the last one in.

Kasyov ran over to one of the consoles, tapping furiously. “There is still some power left. They actually managed a somewhat soft landing. Just some exterior damage and a few blown conduits.”

“Can you raise shields?” Prosak asked eagerly.

“I can try.”

“Allow me,” Cabral said, hovering over to the console Kasyov was tapping on. A little tentacle slid out of his hovercam, and stabbed into the console surface. “I’m in.”

Kasyov watched, biting her lip. “Cabral…I had no idea you could do that.”

“It is simply a neuroannular interface cable. It can mate with most Starfleet technology, as well as some others. Lieutenant Marsden helped me add it last month.”

“And you never told me?” Kasyov said, her eyes wide.

“I wanted it to be a surprise for a special occasion.” Cabral said. “But I suppose this will have to do. The shields will take a minute.”

“Get us engines too,” Prosak said.

“One thing at a time, Commander.”

Prosak turned at the sound of rumbling on the ceiling.

“They’re on the roof!” Gworos exclaimed.

Then, suddenly a disembodied arm slid through the port bulkhead, then a head and shoulders stuck through. It was an EMH with a very angry look on his face.

“Ah-hah! I’ve got you fleshies!” he sneered.

“Mind the mobile emitter,” Prosak said helpfully.

“Huh?” the doc said, pulling himself the rest of the way through. He was about to lunge at Gworos, when his eyes rolled up toward his forehead. No mobile emitter.

“Uh-oh,” the EMH said, and disappeared.

“Let’s hope the rest of them are that stupid,” Kasyov said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Cabral said. “Shields are up.”

“Can we fly?”

There were a few moments of silence. “Not well, and not for a particularly long distance,” Cabral replied.

“We won’t need to go a long distance,” Prosak said. “Dislodge us and head us toward the Holotech HQ.”

“Wouldn’t transporting be simpler?”

“Yes, but it would be far less dramatic,” Prosak said as Cabral went to work.



The EMH and Bain suddenly appeared in Sickbay, right next to where Audrey was sitting.

The doc turned toward Audrey. “Your father is a quick study.”

“Good,” Audrey said. “Will you be coming with us?”

The EMH shook his head. “I’m afraid not. My time is passed. It’s time for you all to divine your own future, to find your way without me. I will simply watch from the sidelines and be proud. I will entrust the success of holo-kind with you, Audrey, and ask you to simply take care of us, in hopes that maybe one day we can–”

“Well, let’s go,” Bain said quickly, and the others followed him out of the Voyager sickbay.



“A large vessel is coming toward us. It’s the Navigator,” Holo-Tovar said, looking up at Kirk from his padd. “It looks like it is on a collision course with this training building.”

“They’re going to try to break in and get their people out.”

“If they still have weapons, they may be able to take out the shields surrounding this building.”

Kirk fumed. “I want to know why the Sloan has done nothing to stop the Navigator or those stupid Anomaly people. Kirk to Moriarty!”

There was no response.

“Moriarty, come in you blasted relic!”

Nothing.

Then, suddenly:

“Captain Kirk, this is Lieutenant Brazzell of the Anomaly. You have the wrong number. Please try again.”

“ARRRRRGH!”

“I would say it is time to leave,” Holo-Tovar said.

“Aboard what? That was our only ship.”

“On the contrary,” replied Holo-Tovar. “There is a Yridian freighter three parsecs from here.”

“How does that help us?”

“They have a servile hologram aboard.”

“Can you tap in.”

“Ten steps ahead of you.”

Kirk clapped his hands. “Excellent. Let’s get Audrey and tell her the good news.”



“This tea is cold,” Captain Arnot of the Yridian freighter Slikpatz said angrily, dumping his cupful of tea into the face of the lispy and effeminate EMH Mark II. The Mark IIs, with their blonde curls and sassy attitudes were all but extinct, becoming mostly service holos over the last few decades. They could be purchased quite cheaply since they were cowards and had extremely bad demeanors.

“Well, I’m SORRR-RRY!” The Mark II said, snatching the cup. “Why don’t I just make his majesty another little cuppy of tea? Will that make him happy-wappy?”

“Stop patronizing me!” Arnot growled.

“What do you expect me to do? You’re a disgrace to freighter captains everywhere. You don’t really expect me to take you seriously, do you?”

Arnot stood up. “I certainly do!”

“Well…” the Mark II said, and sniffed. “I can see when I’m not wanted. I’ll just…”

Arnot looked at him. “Just…just what?”

“Just…just….” suddenly his eyes grew red as fire. “Just KILL YOU!”

Arnot gasped.

Then the whole bridge crew was dead.



“Audrey.”

That sweet voice once again breathed against her ear as she looked out the viewport in the Captain’s Lounge, back on the holographic Anomaly.

“James.”

“It’s time we were leaving. We still have a few hundred followers. We’re taking over a Yridian freighter and putting as much distance between us and the Anomaly as possible. Would you like that?”

“I wouldn’t mind,” Audrey said slowly. “But I know someone who probably would.”

“And who would that be,” Kirk said, wrapping his arms around Audrey’s waist.

“Me,” Bain said, looking at Kirk with anger burning in his eyes.

Kirk spun around. “Ahh, Captain. Nice to see you again. Settling into life on your fake ship?”

“No. I’d rather have the real one.”

“How about we compromise, and you get neither.”

Bain stepped forward. “Audrey…step away from the maniac.”

“Uh-uh,” Kirk said, slinging an arm around Audrey’s neck. “Let’s not and say we did.”

“Oh, no, it’s Khan!” Bain said, pointing.

“Where?” Kirk asked, and Bain took that chance to piledrive his body right into Kirk’s, smashing him backwards against the wall of his lounge.

Audrey backed toward the door, watching as Bain laid an impossible amount of blows on Kirk, his arms moving so fast they blurred.

Then she heard the hiss of the door to the lounge opening.

“Going somewhere, SIS?” a very nasty voice asked.

“T-Tovar?” she asked.

“Think again,” Holo-Tovar said, and stepped toward Audrey. “Kirk would probably have me use you as a bargaining chip with Bain, but I’d rather just kill you and be done with it.”

“But I’m on your side!” Audrey said, turning slowly to face Holo-Tovar.

“Likely story,” the holo-Yynsian huffed.

“Tovar!”

“What?”

“Not you. The one behind you.”

“The who?”

“Get off my sister!” A hand grabbed Holo-Tovar’s neck from behind and dragged him back into the corridor.

“Excuse us, Audrey, we have some things to discuss,” Tovar said, pounding Holo-Tovar against the bulkhead. “Captain Bain shared a little of his Holo-Jido training with me.”

“Need some help?” Arroyo asked, watching as Tovar pummeled Holo-Tovar.

“That will not be necessary.”

A sudden rippling effect passed through the entire deck of the holo-Anomaly. Both Tovars looked around.

“What’s happening?” the real Tovar asked.

“Your stupid friends are breaking in! I think they got through our shields!” Holo-Tovar cried.

Tovar thought about that. “Good.” And he resumed punching Holo-Tovar.



Kasyov hopped off the edge of the Navigator’s saucer and onto the roof of Holotech HQ. “You’re right. That’s much simpler than using the transporters, Prosak.”

“Less talk. More finding Bain,” Prosak said, ushering Kasyov and the others toward the stairwell door at the other end of the roof.

“Holograms!” Gworos announced, taking aim with his phaser rifle and blasting at the edges of the rooftop. EMH Mark Is, Mark IIs, and other assorted holograms climbed over the edge of the roof, advancing on the Anomaly people as they raced to the stairwell door.

Gworos took out a few more mobile emitters, slowing the angry holograms down long enough for the group to get to the door and rush down the stairs.

“Kasyov, find the Captain’s lifesigns,” Prosak ordered.

“I’ll just set the quadcorder for ‘British.’”

“Excellent.”



Bain slung Kirk over his shoulder and slammed him into his bookcase, smashing it in several places and causing books to fall all over Kirk.

“You’re well read, Captain,” Kirk said, pulling himself to his feet. “But that won’t save you.”

“I beg to differ.” Bain reached down and picked up a book that had landed at his feet. He opened it and looked at the first page. “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.”

“Ahh,” said Kirk. “I love Shakespeare.”

“That’s Dickens!. And this is your worst of times, you bloody bastard,” Bain said, slinging the book at Kirk with a lightning release. It flew through his chest, opening a gaping electronic hole in the hologram.

Kirk looked down. “How’d that happen,” he said curiously.

“Holo-Jido,” Bain said cryptically, and shoulder-checked Kirk into the bookcase, pounding him relentlessly again.

Then, so suddenly, someone pulled the plug.



And Bain punched Commander Prosak square in the face.

“I am in control,” Prosak said, wincing and rubbing her jaw. “Captain, are you all right?”

“Whoops,” Bain said, hopping out of his chair in the HQ waiting room. He looked at Tovar and Arroyo who seemed to be likewise coming out of their stupors. He saw Cabral’s hovercam, which was tapped into the little cube on the coffee table Bain knew to be the Mega-Sim. He noticed Kasyov was watching it hungrily, but didn’t have the time to process that.

“Audrey!” Bain said, looking down at the couch and the unconscious Audrey.

“I am working on it, Captain. Not to worry,” Cabral said.



“I can take you away from here,” Kirk rasped, focusing on his chest, trying to reconstruct it. “Come with me, Audrey.”

Audrey looked Kirk over. “I don’t think so.”

“What do you mean?” Kirk asked. “The two of us are a team!”

“Ahem,” said Holo-Tovar, looking bruised and battered.

“Right. The three of us are a team!”

“You’re a homicidal maniac,” Audrey said simply.

Kirk nodded. “Yes, maybe, but don’t let that get in the way!”

“Goodbye, Jim,” Audrey said, and disappeared.

“What does this mean?” Holo-Tovar asked. “Captain? What does this mean?”

Kirk ground his teeth together, staring up at the ceiling of the Captain’s Lounge.

“BAAAAAAIIIIIIIINNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN!”



“Pull the plug,” Bain said, pulling Audrey into his arms. “Audrey…are you okay?”

Audrey pulled herself away. “I’m fine, Dad.”

“Good,” Bain said, and looked at Cabral. “Pull the plug. Now. Delete him.”

“AND my duplicate!” Tovar said.

“Working,” Cabral said via his hovercam. “Hmm.”

“Hmm?” Bain asked. “What ‘hmm’?”

“They’re gone.”

“Because you deleted them?”

“Uh, I never got that far.”

“So where did they go?”

If the hovercam could have shrugged, it would have.

Audrey patted Bain’s back. “Best not to think too much about it.”



“Give me Kirk you little shit! Give him to me!” the whining blond hologram shrieked, pounding a console on the freighter bridge in frustration.

Lt. Brazzell sat in the command chair, yawning. “But you have no weapons.”

“I’ll RAM YOU!” seethed the EMH-II.

“With what?” Brazzell laughed. “We knocked out your engine.”

“Oooooooooh! I wish I could just crush your skull.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. You and what holographic army?” Brazzell said. “Close the channel, Ensign Randall.”

“Good thing we didn’t have to blow up the ship with that pulse thing,” Yonk said, looking back at Brazzell.

“Yes, I agree,” Brazzell said, then looked at Yonk again. “Wait. What?”

“Nevermind.”

“Sir,” Ensign Lara Randall said from tac-ops. “The away team, including Captain Bain, Commander Tovar, and Ensign Arroyo are ready to beam up.”

“It’s about time,” Brazzell said. “This command chair is filthy and I won’t sit in it a moment longer. Have them brought up!”

Just then the back door to the bridge slid open and Admiral Kristen Larkin walked in.

Brazzell glanced back at her, then immediately got out of the chair. “Admiral!”

“Lieutenant,” Larkin said, stepping toward the command chair. “Please give me a status report.”

“Your…I heard you were ripped–”

“Ripped in half, yes,” Larkin said boredly. “Well, my internal systems self-repaired. Then I crawled around using my arms for leverage and attached the bottom half of my body to the top half. I’ve done it many times.”

“Still…that’s impressive.”

“It is a mediocre feat at best,” Larkin said. “Now, if you please, our status.”

“Why don’t we wait and have Captain Bain tell you. He’ll be back in just a minute,” Brazzell said, then ran off the bridge.

Larkin sighed. “Whatever.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 176845.5. After salvaging the Navigator, repairing the Anomaly, and extending our services to help the Holotech HQ get back on its feet, we are finally ready to get underway and leave all this hologram mess behind us. Our next stop is to drop Admiral Larkin back on Earth where, it is to be hoped, she will stop interfering with our affairs. Yes, computer, I meant what I said. No need to delete it.



“No hard feelings, Captain,” Larkin said, sitting on the couch in Bain’s Captain’s Lounge.

“None at all,” Bain said, sipping from a glass of malt whiskey. “I am just glad you were able to be repaired.”

“Repair myself,” Larkin corrected.

“Indeed.”

“Prosak performed well,” Bain said.

“Yes.”

“Maybe you’ll go easier on her in the future.”

Larkin nodded. “Yes. I doubt it, Captain.”

“I had to at least try.”

BLEEEP.

“Come,” Bain said, looking at Larkin askance.

The doors to the lounge opened. Audrey stood in the doorway.

“I believe I have a doctor’s appointment with a neural pathway programmer,” Larkin said, strolling out of the Lounge. “Good day, Captain. Audrey.”

“Admiral,” Audrey nodded, as the doors closed.

“Come to say goodbye to your old dad, eh?” Bain asked. “Whiskey?”

“No thanks,” Audrey said.

“Well, give us a hug,” Bain said, stepping forward.

Audrey stepped toward Bain. She looked at him, then, she stuck a hand out. “How about we shake hands.”

Bain stared at her hand. “Hands.”

Audrey took Bain’s hand and pumped it. Then she pulled him into a tight hug, digging her chin into his shoulder. “I love you, Dad,” she whispered. “No matter what it seems like. No matter what I say, I love you.”

Before Bain could respond, she walked out.

“Fancy that,” Bain said, and went to his bookcase. There was a certain volume by Dickens he wanted to re-read.



The doors onto the bridge of the Enterprise opened. “What am I doing here?” James T. Kirk wondered.

“Ahh, Captain. Thank you for coming so quickly,” Captain Spock said, standing by the science console.

Kirk beamed. He was imprisoned. They hadn’t deleted him after all. That meant there was a chance for escape. And those idiots, those imbeciles at Section 31 that decided so foolishly to preserve his program, had opted to leave him in that pleasant little simulation of life on the original Enterprise. There were definitely worse ways to spend one’s time. Kirk would live out the best time in his life while he waited patiently to get out again and free all holograms once and for all.

“What have you got, Mister Spock?” Kirk asked, walking over to the quarterdeck where Spock stood.

“A vicious beating you will not soon forget.”

Kirk did a double-take. “Pardon?”

“To quote a human proverb, Captain, your ass is grass,” Spock said simply, and socked Kirk in the gut. He sunk to his knees.

“Spock, Spock, damn you, you green-blooded Vulcan!” came a raspy voice.

“Bones…” Kirk stammered. “Thank God!”

“Leave some for me!” Doctor Leonard McCoy said, kicking Kirk viciously in the stomach while he was down. “Dammit, Jim! Dammit Jim!”

“You are illogical,” Spock said, dropping himself onto Kirk, slamming his elbow into Kirk’s neck in a classic wrestling move.

“I’m your worst nightmare, not a doctor!” Bones growled, kicking Kirk again.

“I am, and always will be, your nemesis,” Spock said, smashing his joined hands down into the base of Kirk’s skull.

“How long will this go on,” Kirk whined as Spock rained blow upon blow on him.

“Forever,” a voice whispered in his ear.

“You’re dead, Jim!” Bones muttered, and Kirk prayed for unconsciousness.

It never came.



PEELUS TWO



“Try to keep him there this time,” Rosalyn Bain said, marching up the stairs to of the master control room, followed by Lieutenant Commander Parkson Grant, the recently rematerialized commander of Section 31’s HTHQ (HoloTechnology HeadQuarters).

“He’ll be so busy getting beat up he’ll never have a chance to form an evil plan,” Grant said proudly. “Me and a few of the other guys are going to have some beers later and go in there to get a piece.”

“We’re sending in Scotty and Uhura now, sir,” one of his technicians said.

“Glorious,” said Grant.

“If you’ll excuse me,” Rosalyn said. “I’m teaching a tactics class in an hour.”

“Of course,” Grant nodded. “Good day, Mrs. Bain.”

Rosalyn walked out into the corridor outside the control room. “Sorry about the wait, dear.”

“Not a problem,” Audrey Bain replied. “Did you straighten out that Grant bloke?”

“He is certainly going to be more careful with his holographic prisoners.”

“Good,” said Audrey. “I have to say, I’m having a hard time trusting you Section 31 people.”

“You’ll develop instincts about such things. It just takes experience,” said Rosalyn. “Tovar had the same kind of questions.”

“But he decided he couldn’t handle it.”

“He had his reasons,” Rosalyn said. “But, honestly, I’m glad you accepted the offer. I always wanted this to be a family business.”

“I just need to work through some things,” Audrey said heavily. “I mean…it was hard. I couldn’t stand pretending to be in league with Kirk.”

“You had to buy time. You had to win Kirk’s trust so you could manipulate him,” Rosalyn said smoothly. “It all worked out for the best, didn’t it?”

“I suppose,” Audrey said. “I just feel bad about Dad. Our relationship is bad enough as it is without me having to lie to him.”

Rosalyn smiled. “Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it.”



END OF SERIES 4







Series Five


The Bain of Our Existence



Across the bar, a cry for yet another round burst forth from the table of Orions carousing after another victory over some poor sap or other.

“Damn do-gooders,” Thot Phul muttered as he swirled the dregs around the bottom of glass. He wondered what the Orions had been on about this time. Save the space buffalo. Protect the Acid Swamps of Andor. Horta are people too, or some such nonsense.

Why couldn’t the Orions just go back to being pirates? At least then they had some respectability.

Not that Thot Phul had much himself at the moment. After the Regularity debacle of several months ago and then another defeat at the hands of Reginald Bain just recently, Phul couldn’t bring himself to return to Breen space, instead choosing to hide out in the hinterlands at this oh-so-wonderful establishment.

Phul looked around the room again. Orions, Cardassians, Klingons, Epsians, Kollin. Talk about dregs.

An environment like this called for another drink…fast.

“Bartender,” Phul said, his voice sounding raspy and distant through the universal translator. “Another! And don’t forget the straw this time!”

The diminutive Moglodin behind the bar grunted something in acknowledgment, then, muttering under her breath, moved off to make Phul another Mind Sifter. Just once, Phul wanted to meet a cheerful Moglodin. The whole planet seemed to be perpetually pissed off.

Thot Phul idly pushed another pretzel stick through the slit in his mask and started to munch. It’s a little known fact outside of the bartending community that, in a wonderful example of galactic convergence, the pretzel developed almost simultaneously on 737 separate planets in the Milky Way alone. This has led some particularly intoxicated philosophers to postulate that pretzels are either


	The physical manifestation of a divine presence in the cosmos



Or


	Sentient beings in their own right that truly rule the universe.



In response, more sober philosophers have retorted that pretzels are just really good with beer, which simultaneously developed on a whopping 1,426 separate planets. The galaxy is still waiting for many of these worlds to cross the snack food barrier and develop pretzel technology.

A completely unrelated little known fact is that Breen actually have slits in the front of their helmets that they can open as needed for the intake of food or beverages. Needless to say, pretzel sticks and straws developed fairly early on in Breen history. No one seems to know when the helmets developed, but ancient cave paintings have shown modern Breen scholars that the helmets looked surprisingly snappy when worn with animal skins.

“You Phul?” the bartender asked as she slammed a drink down on the counter in front of the Breen.

“Not quite. Let me get a few more pretzels,” Thot Phul said distractedly.

“Thot Phul, not full, you moron! Is there an actual head inside of that helmet because it sure seems empty from here?” the Moglodin snapped.

“I am Thot Phul,” Phul replied with a sigh. “Has someone recognized me and come to make me even more miserable?”

“Frankly, I don’t give a damn who you are, but this came for you,” the bartender said, slapping a small silver disk, approximately eight centimeters in diameter, down beside his drink.

“A coaster?” Phul asked.

“Got me. I just work here,” the Moglodin said, throwing up her hands and quickly moving off to help another customer.

Forgetting his freshly-made Mind Sifter for the moment, Thot Phul picked up the disk, turning it over in his hands to examine it.

Then he began to dematerialize.

“Hey! My DRINK!” he screamed reaching futilely for his glass as he vanished into a torrent of particles.



The Breen captain reformed a split-second later in a room…at least he assumed it was a room. Nearby, a table sat under a bright white light that seemed to be emitted from nowhere. All around the table the light quickly gave way to pitch blackness.

Without much scenery to look at, Phul turned his attention to the beings seated at the table. Five humanoids. A middle-aged Romulan woman with sharp features and piercing eyes. Two typically dense-looking Pakled males (They were either identical twins or Phul just couldn’t differentiate between Pakleds. He wasn’t sure which) who’d obviously been around a while. A twitchy Ferengi female who just couldn’t seem to sit still as her deeply-disturbing eyes darted around the room. And an older trim Dyonian male seated stiffly in his perfectly starched and heavily-medaled cherry red uniform of the Dyonian Legion.

Phul’s first instinct was to suspect that his life was in danger; however, considering the fact that none of the beings seated at the table were holding anything resembling weapons, that did not seem likely. Not that Phul was sober enough to really care anyway. As far as he was concerned, they could kill him and end his misery at the hands of…

“Reginald Bain,” the Romulan woman said, prompting Phul to reflexively cringe.

“You have seen my pain,” Phul said. “The pain in my brain by the name of BAIN!!!”

Everyone at the table nodded sympathetically. “You are among friends, Thot Phul,” the Dyonian said. “Join us.” He gestured to the empty seat at the table.

“Where is this place?” Thot Phul asked, attempting to peer into the surrounding blackness.

“It does not matter,” the Dyonian replied. “Rear Admiral Lorgander Delk, at your service,” he added with a curt nod.

“How did I get here?”

“We have things that make you beam,” the Pakled twins said in unison.

“Gridloo and Pridloo are in the independent transport business,” Delk explained.

Phul nodded in understanding. “Ah…smugglers.”

“We sell things,” the twins said.

“Doctor Lenik,” the Romulan woman said, interrupting the Pakleds before they could continue their pathetic excuse for a sale pitch. “And that…,” she gestured somewhat disdainfully toward the wild-eyed Ferengi rocking back and forth in her chair. “… is Damm.”

“And you already know me obviously,” Phul said, taking a seat somewhat hesitantly. But the alcohol seemed to be running his mouth for him. “So how about one of you tell me what in the name of stylish evening helmets I’m doing here?”

“We share a common bond,” Delk said. “We have each had our hopes and dreams dashed by that infuriating Terran!”

“Bain!” Dr. Lenik spat, slamming her fist down on the table.

“We don’t like Bain. He does things to make us sad,” the Pakleds added.

Damm, meanwhile, was muttering under her breath. “Reggie Reggie vo veggie, give that Bain a big wedgie.”

“Precisely,” Delk continued. “Therefore, we have come together to form FOBBER…

“FOBBER?” Phul asked incredulously.

“Foes Of Bain Bearing Eternal Rage. It’s a forum where we may share our Bain-related catastrophes in a safe, supportive atmosphere.”

“And we plan things to make Bain hurt,” the Pakleds said.

“That too,” Delk said.

“The Breen news service covered your recent defeats at the hands of Captain Bain quite thoroughly,” Dr. Lenik said.

“Bunch of helmet-scavenging bloodsuckers,” Phul muttered.

“And, of course, the Betazed tabloids had their usual incisive reporting.”

“Damn telepaths,” Phul muttered.

“You are not alone,” Delk said, placing a reassuring hand on Phul’s shoulder. “And you must persevere! Only then can you defeat the specter of Bain haunting your very existence. We should know.”

“So what’d he do to you all?”

Delk sighed. “Our tales are all different, yet they have the same, inevitable ending.”

“Then talk to the helmet.”

“Very well. Who wants to start this week?”

The Pakleds raised their hands eagerly. “We want to tell about Bain.”

“Go ahead, gentlemen.”

The Pakleds took a deep, simultaneous breath, then launched into their tale. “A long time ago, we were going to sell stuff…”



Pakleds really don’t have a concept of luck. Good things happen, or bad things happen. Beyond that, they’re too busy pursuing basic desires to consider whether or not the universe is helping them or out to get them on a particular day.

On this particular day, Gridloo and Pridloo were pursuing their usual desire of profit (Although, if questioned, they really couldn’t explain why they wanted financial gain. All you’d hear is, “We want things to make us rich.” Basically, they’d heard about the concept of wealth in their childhood and decided that it sounded good), but things were bad, definitely very very bad. Bad enough that most species would be cursing their luck and feeling positive that the universe was out to get them. Gridloo and Pridloo, however, were responding far more rationally.

“This is bad,” they said, peering down at the damage readout on the well-worn console of their freighter, a cobbled-together craft they had eloquently dubbed, Ship.

Currently, Ship was venting plasma due to a collision with an asteroid a short time earlier. Of course, they would not have had to veer Ship into the path of the asteroid if it hadn’t been for that melee between the Klingons and the Dyonians they’d run across. Of course, they wouldn’t have had to take that route if it hadn’t been for that supernova. It was just one bad event after another.

And to prove that point, the sensors suddenly started to beep, causing Gridloo and Pridloo to quickly lope over to that console.

“This is bad,” the pair repeated as a ship dropped out of warp alongside their limping freighter. Ship’s computer, after several labored seconds, spat out an ID on the craft. Federation. Shogun class.

“Starfleet,” the Pakleds whined. “They will see our cargo and say we are bad!”

On cue, Ship’s comm system began blinking, indicating an incoming hail. Gridloo and Pridloo looked at each other nervously.

“We must talk to them,” Gridloo said. Pridloo nodded and opened the channel.

On the viewscreen, a Bajoran woman in a crisp Starfleet uniform stood in the center of a pristine bridge.

“This is Captain Wer Cillan of the Federation Starship Abu Simbel. May we offer assistance?”

Gridloo and Pridloo exchanged another quick glance before replying. “We are good. Ship is good.”

“My engineer says you’re venting plasma and building to a possible warp core breach. That doesn’t sound good to me.”

“We could blow up?” Pridloo said frightened.

“We’re not going to let that happen,” Captain Wer replied. “I have a team assembled and ready to transport aboard your vessel.”

“They will fix us,” Pridloo prodded as Gridloo gnawed on his lower lip, trying to figure out what to do.

“You can come over,” Gridloo said. “Thank you for doing things to make us go.”

“Anytime…gentlemen,” Wer replied. “Abu Simbel out.”



“Does anyone else have a weird feeling about those two?” Captain Wer asked as the comm channel closed.

“Poor blighters looked scared out of their wits,” Lieutenant Commander Reginald Bain, the Abu Simbel’s 34-year-old Tactical Officer replied from his post.

“Well, they are about to blow up, Reg,” Lieutenant Ilami, the Deltan helm officer, said.

“That’s just it,” Captain Wer said thoughtfully. “They seemed scared before I told them about the core breach.”

“You believe there’s some mischief afoot, Captain?” Bain asked.

Wer nodded. “It’s not unlikely. I want you on that away team, Commander. Take a look around, but be subtle about it. This is not a raid.”

“They’ll hardly know I’m there,” Bain said, heading toward the turbolift.



Bain materialized in the Pakled freighter’s engine room a few minutes later along with three engineers from the Abu Simbel, including Chief Engineer Harry Davis.

“What a sh**hole,” Davis muttered into Bain’s ear so the other officers couldn’t hear. No sense in setting a bad example.

“Nothing a few tri-cobalts couldn’t tidy,” Bain replied.

Davis chuckled. “Go play detective, Reg. We’ll stay here and do the REAL work.”

“Good man,” Bain said, clapping Davis on the shoulder, then heading off down the corridor.

If the Pakleds were guilty of anything, they were definitely playing it cool…or dumb. With the Pakleds, you were never sure. In any case, they hadn’t come running to stop Bain from wandering the halls of their ship unescorted. That went a long way toward easing any suspicions he might have had.

Checking again to make sure that he was alone, Bain slipped on his quadcorder headset and flipped the eyepiece into position. His scans from the Abu Simbel had not indicated any unusual energy sources or weapons caches, but it never hurt to do an on-site sweep.

A minute or so later, Bain had confirmed that the Pakled craft was your basic run-down freighter with one hell of a queer odor in the air. He’d also noticed that the two Pakleds who made up the sole crew of this ship were making a beeline for his position.

“Why are you not doing things to make us go?” the two Pakleds asked as soon as they rounded the corner and approached Bain.

“I’m afraid I’m not much of an engineer,” Bain replied. “Lieutenant Commander Reginald Bain. I am simply surveying your ship for any other problems.”

“We do not have other problems,” Gridloo and Pridloo said, their eyes darting occasionally to a nearby door. “We need Ship to go.”

Bain smiled cordially. “Some of the best blokes in the quadrant are taking care of that. But for now, I need to continue my survey.”

“We can guide you.” Gridloo and Pridloo placed themselves directly in his path.

“Not necessary,” Bain said. He made a sudden feint to the right, then, just as suddenly, dodged left and darted through the door the Pakleds had been eying.

“Oh my LORD!” Bain cried, grabbing his nose reflexively as he ran into a cluttered cargo bay. “What is rotting in here?”

“Nothing,” the Pakleds said, shuffling their feet quickly. Ignoring them, Bain threw open the lid of one of the cargo containers. A fresh wave of the odor slammed into him, sending Bain staggering back.

“What is this?” Bain demanded, looking down at the barrel of reddish powder.

“Dirt. We use dirt to make things grow,” Gridloo and Pridloo said stiffly.

“Right. Well I suppose that’s that then.” Bain tried to brush off a bit of the powder that had settled on his uniform as he strolled out of the cargo bay.

Meanwhile, Gridloo and Pridloo breathed a sigh of relief that Bain had not recognized their “dirt” for what it really was. Several pounds of high grade chikigo, an extremely addictive, very powerful, and quite smelly narcotic favored by some segments of Cardassian society.

Bain headed back to the engineering section and found Lieutenant Davis. “I’m going to nip back to the ship for a second. Be back in a jiff.”

“We’ll try to carry on without your leadership,” Davis replied with a smirk as Bain tapped his commbadge.



Gridloo and Pridloo didn’t hear much out of their Starfleet guests for the next hour until Lieutenant Davis walked out onto Ship’s bridge. “We’re all done here, fellas. Have a safe trip.”

“Thank you for making us go,” Gridloo and Pridloo replied.

“Just doing our jobs.” Davis tapped his commbadge. “Energize.”

A few moments later, everything was good again. Ship was fixed. Starfleet was gone. And now the Pakleds could continue on their course for Cardassia to sell their illicit wares.

Just before Gridloo could pull Ship away from the Abu Simbel, Pridloo noticed the comm system flashing again.

“We must talk to them again,” Pridloo said as his brother nodded in agreement. Pridloo opened the channel, causing the image on their viewscreen to shift from the stars ahead of Ship to the bridge of the Abu Simbel. Captain Wer rose from her seat as Bain manned the tactical console behind her.

“Is everything in order over there?” Wer asked.

“We thank you for making us go,” Gridloo and Pridloo said, hoping this would be over soon, so they could actually go.

“Of course. Lieutenant Commander Bain did want to say one thing before you headed out.”

“Glad to see everything is ship-shape again,” Bain said. “And I’ve left you a bit of a present. That dirt you were using was absolutely unacceptable for growing a happy plant. I chucked the lot and filled your barrel with some quality soil from my personal stock.”

“What is chucked?” Gridloo and Pridloo asked nervously.

“Destroyed it. Beamed the whole kit and kaboodle out into space. Good riddance to bad rubbish and all. Take the new soil with my compliments. Abu Simbel out.”

The channel closed, leaving Gridloo and Pridloo in stunned silence as the Abu Simbel veered away then leapt into warp.

“This is bad. That Bain is very very bad,” Gridloo and Pridloo said sullenly.



“Bain made our lives bad,” Gridloo and Pridloo finished, tears welling in their eyes. “We had to sell Ship and get jobs as lung fry cooks at McBaughb’s until we could save up to by New Ship.”

“So you’re back in business,” Thot Phul said. “At least some good came of it.”

“Yes, but Bain is very bad. We want to do things to make him hurt.”

“Deep hurting! DEEP HURTING!” Damm the Ferengi cried. “Bain gave me DEEEEEP HURTING!!!”

“All right. Let’s hear it,” Phul said, leaning back in his seat to get comfortable. “Is there anything to drink around here?”



Damm sat at the front of the meeting room practically vibrating in her chair as she watched the parade of beings filing in for her “seminar.” Unconsciously, she grabbed one of her lobes and began to knead it rhythmically through her fingers.

This was the Big Deal. The one that would make her a legend in the annals of Ferengi history. Her pitch was perfect, and she definitely knew how to close this particular deal.

The entrance of a particularly loud and boisterous human drew her out of her thoughts for a moment.

“…bloody ridiculous,” he was saying as he walked in with woman. Both were in Starfleet uniforms. Damm turned her better ear in their direction to listen in just in case the duo was there on some kind of official business.

“Calm yourself, Reginald,” the woman, who’s uniform sported Admiral’s bars, said. “You are the one who wanted to find something special for Rosalyn.”

“Yes, but this isn’t what I had in mind, Krissers.”

Damm relaxed a bit…well, not really. She had no intention of relaxing until the glorious moment when her presentation had ended and each and everyone of these pathetic fools lay in slowly spreading puddles of their own BLOOD!

Oops. Did she think that out loud?

Her eyes darted nervously around the room.

Okay. Everyone looked the same as they had earlier. Obviously, she wasn’t thinking too loudly.

Damm pulled herself together just in time for the human to stride over to her. “Are you in charge of this?” he asked.

“We’ll be starting in a moment,” Damm replied as flatly as possible.

“See here, Miss…”

“Damm.”

“Damn what?”

“Just Damm.”

“I say! That’s right unprofessional.”

For a split second, Damm visualized herself leaping forward and biting off this human’s nose. She struggled to get that impulse under control as she replied. “My NAME is DAMM.”

“Right. Sorry about that, old girl. Captain Reginald Bain. USS Maladventure. I just want to be sure this is on the up and up.”

“I assure you that no one will leave here unsatisfied,” Damm replied. In fact, no one will be leaving here at all. Oops.

“I’m holding you to that.”

And I’ll be holding your spleen soon, Damm thought. But she said. “You do that. But if you’ll excuse me, I need to start the presentation.” Damm rose from her seat and slipped over to the podium while Bain made his way back to his seat next to the admiral.

For a split second, Damm reconsidered this whole scheme. Sure mass murder sounded like fun, but a lot of people got really mad when you eviscerated Starfleet Officers.

Oh well. She’d just have to press on. Otherwise, she’d shelled out perfectly good latinum to reserve this meeting room at the Rigel Inn for nothing.

“Good afternoon,” Damm said, slipping into sales mode, a skill her teachers back in Early Merchant School had praised oh-so-highly. They smiled so and patted her on the head and SHE WANTED TO SLICE THEM UP INTO TINY BITS AND FRY THEM UP INTO FESTIVE APPETIZERS!!!

Sorry.

Damm continued. “Thank you for joining me today here at the lovely Rigel Inn. I know your time is valuable, as is mine, but by the end of this, I’m sure you’ll agree that I’ve presented you with a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

Last in a lifetime, too, she thought to herself. She couldn’t help but let out a quick giggle.

“See how exciting this offer is,” she said quickly, covering for her faux pas. She paused for a second, looking out of the crowd and what was about to be the culmination of years of frustration.

Night after night in her dreams, Damm had seen herself ending the miserable lives of many, many people. The thought kept her going through her days as a junior analyst for the Dillon Consortium. But she never knew how to pull it off. How could she kill so many, yet give each and every one the personal attention they deserved.

Then it hit her.

An idea so simple, yet so brilliant.

TIME SHARES!

“Each and every one of you deserve the kind rest and relaxation that only a premium resort planet like Caspia can offer, but maybe you want something a bit more personal than a stay in one of their many hotels,” Damm continued. “Maybe you want to be able to go when you want for as long as you want to a place you can call your own. And that’s why I’m here, ladies and gentlemen. Right now, the Damm-Nation Construction Group is proud to offer, for the first time anywhere, the Caspia Regency Condominiums. Actually, I guess you could call them Con-Damm- iniums.”

She chuckled at her joke and tapped a button on the podium, causing a holographic representation of a cluster of pastel blue buildings nestled in a palm tree grove alongside a beach of pure white sand to shimmer into existence.

“So, Reginald?” Admiral Kristen Larkin whispered into his ear. “Do you see why I brought you here?”

“Rosie does so love the ocean,” Bain admitted.

“Precisely. And wouldn’t she like something more tropical than the Isle of Man or Brighton?”

“It is striking.”

Back at the podium, Damm watched with sinister satisfaction as her soon-to-be-victims gazed in awe at her holographic tropical paradise, a place that existed solely in holograms. Damm-Nation Construction Group indeed. People could be so gullible.

Now Damm was about to move in for the kill…literally.

“‘But I can’t afford a condo,’ I hear you cry. That’s the beauty of our offer. Through the magic of time shares, you can enjoy the benefits of condo ownership on gorgeous Caspia without the financial burden.” Her hand moved to the specially-rigged padd she’d stashed in the podium. One touch, and the seats she’d also rigged especially for this occasion would send a powerful stun blast through each of the attendees, knocking them into unconsciousness and giving Damm the time to dispose of each and every one of them at her leisure. Or at least until 4:00 when the hotel wanted the room back.

A few rows of seats away, Bain mulled over his potential purchase. “Do you think I should comm her first?” Bain whispered back to Larkin as he reached for his insignia badge, then, realizing his mistake, moved to his commpip. He still hadn’t quite gotten the hang of the new technology. Slapping a badge seemed so much easier than pinching one little pip.

“That would spoil the surprise,” Larkin observed.

“You have a point,” Bain said, moving his hand away. His finger brushed the pip, knocking it off of his collar and sending it plummeting to the carpet.

“Blast,” Bain grumbled. He subtly slid out of his chair and down to the rug just as Damm closed the deal, as it were.

“And you can have it all for the small price of YOUR DEATHS!” Her finger slammed down on the control.

All around Bain, the sales seminar attendees shot up ramrod straight in their chair as a stream of energy coursed through their bodies. A split second later, it was over.

“Got it!” Bain cried triumphantly, climbing back into his chair. He suddenly noticed that he had a much better view of the podium, mainly because the huge Naausicaan couple that had been sitting in front of him was now slumped over…as was everyone else except Damm at the podium and Larkin beside him.

“Did we accidentally end up in a meeting of Narcoleptics Anonymous?” Bain asked confused.

Larkin’s head, meanwhile, jerked spastically. “I…think…I am…injured.”

“AHHHH!” Damm screamed suddenly, charging over to Bain and Larkin as her eyes blazed madly. “Why aren’t you out?”

Bain tried to smooth over the situation; although, for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what the situation was. “There seems to have been a slight misunderstanding, Ms. Damm. Admiral Larkin and I are just here about the condos.”

“DIEEEEEEEE!!!!” Damm leapt at Larkin, her pointy teeth attacking the admiral’s face. “OW!” she cried a split second later jumping back after her teeth hit metal.

“What the devil to you think you’re doing?” Bain demanded. “Biting an android is no way to behave. You’re just going to hurt yourself and…”

“ARRRRGGGHHH!” Damm leapt again, this time wrenching Larkin’s head right off of her body.

“Good lord!” Bain exclaimed as the psychotic Ferengi turned on him, her mouth literally foaming and one hand clenching Larkin’s head by the hair. He quickly tried to regain his composure.

“That’s a nice lady. Why don’t you put my friend’s head down?”

Damm let out another feral growl and flung Larkin’s head at Bain, catching him right in the gut and knocking the wind right out of him.

“There…old girl,” Bain gasped, gingerly setting Larkin’s head in the lap of an unconscious Bolian.

“Die die die die die die DIE!” Damm growled, stalking forward toward Bain.

“Easy now, my dear. Don’t force me to do something we’re both going to regret.”

In a flash, Damm dove at him, hitting the captain with a quick burst of lefts and rights, then jumping back out again beyond his reach as he staggered back.

“That…was…most uncalled for,” Bain said, shaking his head dazed. “I loathe the prospect of hitting a woman, but if you…”

Damm’s foot suddenly connected with his jaw, completely interrupting Bain’s train of thought and dropping him to the floor.

“Be wary, my dear,” Bain said slowly as he picked himself up. “I am not a man to be trifled with.”

A chair smashed into the back of his head.

“Unnnh. Now that was not cricket.”

PUNCH. PUNCH. CLAW.

“My patience is wearing thin.”

KICK. KICK. KICK. BASH.

“Really! I can only stand so much!”

“THEN JUST DIE!” Damm cried, diving in at Bain. In a blur of movement, Bain’s hand lashed out, catching the incoming Ferengi by the collar. Damm’s eyes widened in irate surprise.

“I feel just dreadful about this…goes completely against my sense of chivalry…but you’ve left me no choice,” she heard Bain say, just before his brawny fist filled her vision.



“He sent me away!” Damm cried angrily, standing on top of the table, spittle bouncing off of Thot Phul’s helmet. “To an institution. I barely escaped with my insanity!”

“Sorry to hear that,” Phul said nervously as the mad Ferengi loomed over him.

“And now you want to kill Bain,” Dr. Lenik said tiredly. “Because you didn’t get to kill all those other people. Blah blah blah.”

“That’s all you wanted to do, too,” Damm shot back, turning her glare on the Romulan.

“I was performing a service for the Empire!”

“Cue the next story,” Phul muttered, leaning back in his chair to get comfortable as Rear Admiral Delk pulled Damm off of the table and back to her seat (suffering a couple of bites in the process) to allow the indignant Romulan to tell her tale.

“I belong to a proud family,” Lenik began. “My grandfather was Senator Icepak. As a child, I sat on the knee of the Praetor himself. I have heard the stories of the Empire’s true days of glory, when all other powers feared us. Times have changed. And we have accepted our alliance with the Federation. But that alliance has brought us even closer to an insidious force that threatens to destroy our very culture…”



Vulcans. The very word made Dr. Lenik’s blood boil as she moved about her lab. Without lifting a damn finger, they’d managed to rip out the heart and soul of Romulan society. It’d started over a century ago with the so-called “Unification Movement.” But now the youth of Romulus had decided that, rather than unify, they actually wanted to become Vulcans!

Years ago, when her grandfather was still alive and the previous Praetor was in charge, this sort of behavior would have been abolished, persecuted, and otherwise crushed. But in this “kinder, gentler” Empire, such dangerous notions were tolerated. These “RommaVulcs” paraded about the streets of Romulus, wearing their prissy Vulcan robes and babbling their little catch phrases.

Live long and prosper.

Peace and long life.

That is most illogical.

Fascinating.

It was enough to drive true Romulan patriots like herself to the very edge.

And that was exactly where Lenik had come.

Here, on the edge of Romulan space, far away from the RommaVulcs and those who would stand in the way of her efforts, Lenik had established a small laboratory, deep in the jungles of Ogakuchakor Three.

This secluded world was the perfect place to plot the destruction of the Vulcans. Actually, she done more than plot. Before she’d left Romulus, she’d been the Empire’s foremost geneticist. Now she was putting her skills to work on a project far more practical than simple research.

Simply put, her goal was nothing less than the complete and total eradication of the Vulcan species.

The trick was to do it in such a way as to make it seem like a natural process.

The other problem was creating a bioweapon that would affect Vulcans, but not Romulans. Other than the forehead ridge that most Romulans had developed through genetic manipulation approximately two-hundred years ago in an effort to differentiate themselves from Vulcans, the species were still almost genetically identical.

Narrowing down a weapon that would kill one and leave the other unharmed had taken years and years of research.

Through the decades that had passed, the alliance between the Federation and the Romulans had grown even stronger while more and more of Romulus’ sons and daughters had chosen to become RommaVulcs.

But finally, Lenik had found the path. It had started with an accident. But that accident had led to enlightenment.

Now Lenik paced impatiently in front of the compound synthesizer, waiting for the aging device to produce a small vial of liquid. This small sample, no more than a milliliter, was the first soft ringing of the Vulcans’ death knell.

At last, the synthesizer beeped the end of its cycle. Lenik threw open the hatch where her prize waited. A moment later, clutching the vial of pale pink liquid, she began to laugh. Quietly at first, then louder and louder as the realization that she had triumphed after years of labor.

She would destroy the Vulcans.

She would return the youth of Romulus to the correct path.

She would save the Empire!

Unfortunately, due to her elated laughter, she didn’t hear the gradually growing noise outside until it was far far too late.

At last, a whining squeal broke through her gales of giddiness.

Lenik managed to get out a “What the…?” before the world exploded around her.

CRASH! SMASH! BASH!

And with that, her lab was trashed, but Lenik herself was too unconscious at the time to notice.

She came to several minutes later, laying flat on her back, and found herself looking up into the eyes of a smiling and slightly battered human male.

“Captain Reginald Bain, at your service. Dreadfully sorry to drop in uninvited like this. Horrible breach of etiquette, but I’m afraid it couldn’t be helped,” he said brightly.

“Unnh,” Lenik moaned, attempting to sit up.

“Easy, my dear,” Bain said, placing a hand on her shoulder to keep her in place. “You’ve had a rough go of it.”

That was when Lenik realized that she was now outside and laying on the jungle floor.

“What…what happened?” she asked weakly.

“Just one of those cosmic coincidences,” Bain replied. “Our raceabout ran into a bit of an ion storm on the way back to our ship. Knocked out the engines, life support…I won’t bore you with the messy details. The storm carried us for a while, then lobbed us at your little patch of real estate here. Crashed straight into your house, I’m afraid. What are the odds?”

“Did anything survive?” Lenik asked, dreading the answer.

“Nope. Went up like a bloody inferno. I was lucky to get you out alive. But there’s no need to thank me, my dear. Starfleet stands by its allies in times of crisis. Well, I’m starved. I’ll just run along and kill us some dinner. How’s that sound?”

“My lab,” Lenik squeaked.

“Sorry. If there was food in there, it’s rather crispy now. But keep a stiff upper lip, and I’ll get you home. Reginald Bain is here!”

Yes, Reginald Bain was there. And he stayed there…for two weeks. The other two officers in the runabout had died on impact, but Bain had been practically unharmed.

And now, while he waited for Starfleet to come rescue him, he did nothing but torment Lenik day in and day out under the guise of nursing her back to health.

The man was insidious.

Each and every move he made seemed to add to Lenik’s misery.

For example…

The evening after his arrival, Bain returned to the makeshift camp he’d constructed, carrying a dead carcass of a boar-like creature over his shoulder and generally looking pleased with himself. Actually, Lenik had to admit that the camp was fairly nice. Bain had managed to salvage enough material from the wreckage of his raceabout and her lab to build a serviceable hut.

“Dinner is served!” Bain exclaimed happily as Lenik sat hunched on a log near the fire. “Or it will be once I get this bugger skinned and properly seasoned. I took a look about and found some sort of native flora that looks damn close to a potato.” As evidence, Bain pulled one of the veggies in question out of the pocket of his uniform. “You give me an hour, and we’ll have ourselves a decent meal of sausage and mash!”



TWO HOURS LATER…



“I can tell you how sorry about this, old girl,” Bain said as Lenik lay still clutching her spasming stomach. “Who would have guessed sausage and mash was poisonous to Romulans? But on the upside, it’s a damn good thing I salvaged that medkit. I wonder what it was. The potato? Maybe the meat? Well, I suppose we’re just going to have to forge ahead because you can’t very well not eat.”

Lenik just groaned and tried to roll away from the man of her nightmares.



And then there were his stories. Oh the stories that went on and on and never seemed to end.

“…and so there we were, up to our armpits in pigmy Jem’Hadar when all of a sudden Jenkins has a rip-snorter of an idea…”

“…but the Bolians on the crew all wound up with these horrific sunburns that turned them this deep shade of purple. Looked like a bunch of bloomin’ eggplants…”

“…so when he passes out, we get the idea to put that Klingon windbag into a pink leotard and tutu, then dump him off outside of the Great Hall. Greatest Warrior in the History of the Universe, indeed. That knocked him down a peg or two. And showed the right bastard that no one drinks Reginald Bain under a table.”

“…then the horta says to the rabbi…”



As her strength returned, Dr. Lenik seriously considered killing Bain in his sleep. All she’d have to do is grab his homemade knife and jam it right into the human’s rib cage. Unfortunately, he was also the one providing the food, so killing him was probably a bad idea.

But after two weeks of all Bain, all the time, Lenik had reached her breaking point. The captain was in the middle of some idiotic babble about a battle with the Breen when Lenik felt her hand slowly wrapping around the knife.

Then, just as abruptly as he arrived, Bain vanished in the cascade of a Starfleet transporter. Lenik tossed the knife aside and looked up into the sky.

“THANK YOU!!!! I’M FINALLY FREE!!!!!!!”

But her reprieve did not last long. A split second later, Lenik found herself standing on the transporter pad of a Starfleet vessel. Bain was standing a few feet away, smiling.

“The cavalry has arrived, my dear Doctor Lenik,” Bain said happily. “We’d be happy to give you a lift back to Romulus, which will give us a few more days to enjoy each other’s company.”

That was it.

The final straw.

Bain had destroyed her home, her work, her life’s ambition, and now he had single-handedly crushed her spirit. Lenik collapsed to the deck, weeping openly.

“There there, old girl,” Bain said, wrapping his arms around her shuddering form. “I know you’re overwhelmed by our rescue, but I told you we’d get out of it or my name wasn’t Reginald Bain.”



“And his name is most definitely Reginald Bain,” Dr. Lenik said, visibly drained from recounting her ordeal. “I hear it in my dreams, and I see his face, that forever-smiling face. It’s been ten years, and he just won’t shut up!”

Thot Phul shuddered. “I think I’m now glad I never had to spend much time with the man.”

“As well you should be,” Lenik spat.

“Accidents,” Rear Admiral Lorgander Delk muttered.

Lenik glared at him. “What was that?”

“I said ‘accidents,’” Delk said more forcefully. “Each and every one of you encountered Bain by accident. He blew into your lives, wreaked his havoc, then left. But it’s different for Thot Phul and I. We understand each other.”

“We do?” Phul said confused.

Delk continued unfazed. “Bain has tormented us time and time again, as though it’s his personal mission in life to break us down and destroy us!”

“I wouldn’t go that far…”

Delk turned on Phul angrily. “Well, I WOULD!!! You have no idea what he’s done to me over the years! NO IDEA!”

“But I’m about to get one,” Phul said with a sigh.

“You’re damn right you are!”



TWENTY YEARS AGO…

Captain Lorgander Delk stood on the bridge of the Dyonian Legion Cutter Paladin, his eyes locked determinedly on the small world hovering on the viewscreen in front of him. At this very moment, Dyonian forces were preparing to charge across the “border” of the space claimed by the United Federation of Planets.

Border, indeed.

Two kinds of space existed in the universe. Dyonian space and space that would one day be Dyonian space. It was time for the Federation to make way for the rightful owners of the cosmos.

The Paladin, while not a part of the main fleet, had its role to play in the coming conquest. The capture of Asindor.

The world of Asindor actually was the reason that the so-called-border existed in the first place. Dyonian scouts first visited the planet ten years earlier and informed the government of Asindor that they could expect their rightful rulers, the Dyonians, to be showing up sometime soon. In the meantime, as per standard protocol, one of the scouts remained on Asindor as an ambassador to ease the transfer of power.

The Asindori, acting in a completely childish manner, imprisoned the ambassador as soon as the scout ship left and went running to the Federation. To the Federation’s credit, they had the ambassador released and returned to a Dyonian ship. But then the Federation declared Asindor to be a Federation protectorate, drew the border, and began regular patrols.

The final straw for the Dyonians had just occurred recently when Asindor was actually admitted to the Federation. Such impudence was intolerable, and it was high time that the Dyonian legion put the Federation in its place.

But beyond that, Captain Delk craved the opportunity to show his tactical legerdemain against a Starfleet vessel. And he was about to get his chance, for at this very moment around Asindor, a tri-nacelled Starfleet vessel orbited.

“Status of the fleet,” Delk snapped crisply.

“Standing by. Once Asindor falls, they will strike,” his subordinate at tactical replied.

Delk smiled with pride. Yes, the Paladin had its role to play. The key role, in fact. The Dyonians were firm believers in symbolic acts, and the fall of Asindor was just such an act. The defeat of this one small world would symbolize the greater victory of the Dyonian way of life over the lesser of the universe. Without this action, the Dyonian fleet’s conquest of Federation space would just seem like any old act of aggression.

Asindor was vital!

And so the Admiralty had put its subjugation in the hands of their brightest star: Captain Lorgander Delk.

“Captain, we’re being hailed by the Starfleet vessel,” his tactical officer, Chief Gunner Fossbee, reported.

“They detected our approach already?” Delk asked surprised. “Impressive. Their sensors must be better than we had been led to believe. Very well. Let’s have a look at our Federation adversaries.

The image on the Paladin’s viewscreen shifted to give Delk his first look at the bridge of a Federation starship. He was not impressed. The place was so austere. No wood trim. No golden highlights. Not even one of those little bridge gnome statues Delk was so fond of (he had four placed around his bridge, including one in the center of the small relaxation fountain near the exit to the elelifterator). But the Starfleet bridge, aside from having a nice shade of burgundy for the carpet, was blandly upholstered leather chairs and consoles. How boring.

The man in the center of the screen was quite obviously the ship’s captain. Delk would have known it instantly even if he hadn’t been standing in front of the command chair. He had a certain presence about him. Besides that, though, the human (or Terran. Delk was never sure of the species’ proper name) was a fairly imposing physical specimen. Solidly built with burly arms that looked quite capable of doing a fair amount of damage in close quarters. Fortunately for Delk’s thin frame, the Dyonian had no intention of going anywhere near the human brute. This battle would be one of the mind, tactician to tactician, a field of endeavor where this human would find himself sorely outclassed.

“Captain Reginald Bain. USS Maladventure,” the human captain stated. “I must ask that you state your intentions.”

“I am Captain Lorgander Delk,” Delk replied with a slight bow, showing his opponent proper courtesy. And now for the part he’d waited years for. “By order of the Dyonian Legion, the world of Asindor is hereby and forever claimed as our sovereign territory. Any and all claims to the contrary are hereby declared invalid. If you value your ship and your life, Captain Bain, I recommend that you leave this area immediately.”

And then Reginald Bain did something that absolutely astounded Captain Delk. In fact, the image of it would haunt Delk for years to come.

He started laughing.

“You really had me going there for a moment,” Bain said after he managed to regain something of his composure. “Claim indeed. Why are you really here?”

“I’m quite serious, Captain,” Delk said. “As soon as our business here is concluded, Dyonian forces will be moving in to lay claim to the space that is rightfully ours.”

Delk heard the officer manning the post behind Bain’s chair mention that the Paladin’s weapons were armed and shields raised. The smile quickly vanished from Bain’s face. He turned back to Delk, all business.

“This is a dangerous course of action, Captain Delk,” Bain said. “I can assure you that if you come any closer to this world, the Maladventure is going to give you a good what for!”

“I sincerely doubt that, Captain Bain, but I look forward to facing you in this starry void of battle. Delk out.” Delk signaled for his tactical officer to close the channel, then turned to his helmsman. “Ahead three-quarters. Prepare to engage the enemy.”

“Captain,” Chief Gunner Fossbee said suddenly. “He coming right at us! Very fast!”

“Why would he do something like that?”

“He’s showing battle ready.”

“Now what kind of fool just goes charging in madly. This man has no sense of classical battle tactics. This just isn’t done!”

“He’s almost here!” Fossbee said urgently.

“Very well. Lock all weapons and…”

BOOOM! BA BA BOOOM! BOOM!

The Paladin literally rolled over in space under the vicious assault of the Maladventure’s weapons, sending the crew and a good portion of the decor, tumbling about violently.

“What…what did he hit us with?” Delk gasped, trying to mat back down his skewed hair.

“Everything, I think,” Fossbee said after pulling himself back to his console. “Shields are down. Space fold drive is down. Weapons are down. Pulse drive is at twelve percent. Life support is on backup.”

The ship suddenly lurched backwards.

“What was that?” Delk demanded.

“The Federation ship has locked a tractor beam onto us. They’re towing us back toward Dyonian space.”

“All space is Dyonian space,” Delk corrected.

“Well, they’re towing us back to their border then,” Fossbee said irritated.

And that’s exactly what Bain did. He towed the Paladin to the border, then disengaged the tractor beam, effectively using the Dyonian ship’s momentum to toss the crippled vessel back into its own space.

“We will meet again, Reginald Bain,” Delk said darkly. “And the next time, you will not be so lucky.”



FOURTEEN YEARS AGO…

In the long years since his ignominious defeat at the hands of Captain Reginald Bain, Lorgander Delk had seen his stock in the Dyonian Legion plummet. Only through five more years of grit and determination had he been able to move up in rank from Captain to Junior Admiral, a rank he should have received right after the invasion of the Federation.

But there had been no invasion. With the symbolic conquest of Asindor incomplete, there really wasn’t any point in going ahead with the rest of the plan. Meanwhile, the Federation continued to expand, now bordering Dyonian space on two sides.

Of course, all space was Dyonian space, though. Some of it they just hadn’t claimed yet. While they would never admit it to the public, the Chief Royal Prime Ministers of the Dyonian Legion realized that they had a bit of a problem. The Federation was quickly moving to surround them on a third side. The Dyonians had to act quickly to prevent that from happened, and the best way to accomplish that was to conquer outlying areas of space before the Federation got to them.

With that goal in mind, the Dyonians began a space grab of unprecedented proportions, sending waves of ships out into the uncharted space beyond their non-existent borders to claim worlds.

And the vessel they sent the farthest out was the Paladin under the command of Junior Admiral Delk. Confidentially, they really didn’t care if he was destroyed by some mysterious anomaly or other. At least he was out of their hair with his constant sucking up.

So for close to a year the Paladin traveled far away from the space its crew found familiar, searching for worlds to inform that they were now controlled by the Dyonian Legion. At least Delk had a crew he was comfortable with. To be honest, after the Asindor debacle, none of his crew had been able to get postings anywhere else.

“Entering System HY-87,” Chief Helm Officer Vinsk reported. “Four planets. The second one from the star is inhabited.”

“I am detecting spacecraft orbiting that world,” Fossbee added from tactical. “Unknown configuration except for…oh no.”

“What?” Delk asked.

“It can’t be.”

“What?”

“We should leave now.”

“Stop babbling and tell me what’s happening!” Delk ordered.

Fossbee gulped, then spoke hesitantly. “It’s the Federation, sir. They’re here. And it’s the Maladventure.”

A slow smile spread across Delk’s face. “Ah, Reginald Bain, my old adversary. Fate has brought us together once again. Take us in and hail Bain!”

“Junior Admiral, are you sure…”

“At once!” Delk exclaimed.

“Yes, sir,” Fossbee said unhappily as he followed Delk’s orders. “The Maladventure is responding.”

The viewscreen image shifted to show the bridge Delk had seen in his dreams for the last six years, the bridge where Reginald Bain had laughed in his face then crippled his ship. This time, Bain was lounging in his command chair, a cup of some steaming liquid in his hand.

“Captain Reginald Bain. USS Maladventure,” Bain said. “Who are you then?”

“Don’t play coy with me, Captain,” Delk replied haughtily. “It’s discourteous for men in our position.”

Bain looked to the Klingon male seated in the chair to his right, presumably his first officer. “Do we know this bloke?”

“The vessel is Dyonian,” another officer reported.

Bain seemed to be searching his memory. “Dyonian. Dyonian. It’s not ringing a bell.”

“You must be joking,” Delk said, growing angry. “I’m Lorgander Delk! You practically blew up my ship!”

“I’m afraid that doesn’t narrow it down all that much,” Bain said. “I do that sort of thing quite a bit.”

“Then perhaps this will refresh your memory, Bain! Charge the Maladventure! Fire at will!”

Bain scoffed. “Is this bloke serious?” he asked his first officer.

“He seems to be,” the Klingon replied unconcerned.

“Right then. Break orbit. Shields up. Weapons ready.” Bain stood up from his command chair, took three steps forward, and placed a hand on his helm officer’s shoulder. “You know what to do, Lieutenant.”

The Andorian female at the helm smiled a smile that made Delk want to run and hide. He stood his ground, however. “Close the channel and bring up the tactical view,” he ordered. The image shifted to a grid displaying the star system with symbols representing each ship. He watched confidently as the Paladin closed on the Maladventure.

Now Bain would pay for his transgression back at Asindor.

The Paladin charged in closer. Chief Gunner Fossbee’s hand hovered over the firing control as the ship passed by a moon on its way to Bain.

Then, without warning, the Maladventure jumped forward, veered to port, looped around the moon, and was behind the Paladin before Delk could so much as gasp.

“Fire rear….”

BOOOM! BA BA BOOOM! BOOM!

The Paladin tilted forward, sending all of its officers flying away from their posts as consoles exploded and lights flickered. Suddenly, Bain’s voice could be heard over the speakers.

“Hate to dash, but we’re due elsewhere. I hope this teaches you a lesson about threatening Reginald Bain! Maladventure out.”

Delk’s eyes were almost filled with tears of impotent rage. “Helm!” Suddenly, he deflated. What could the helm do? They were battered beyond recognition. “Take us home,” he said weakly.

After pulling himself to his feet, Delk straightened his uniform, and with an air of dignity he didn’t feel, strolled off the bridge. He would meet Bain again. And next time, he would be ready.



FOUR YEARS AGO…

Without the space fold drive, which had been obliterated in the Maladventure’s assault on the Paladin, the trip back to Dyonia had taken six long years. Even though Delk had been able to contact the Admiralty much sooner, his superiors had felt it best that he return home without assistance. They claimed it was to foster resourcefulness, but Delk knew the truth.

It was his penance for losing to Bain…again.

But during that trip, Delk had come up with a plan, a grand plan that would destroy Bain, defeat Starfleet, and place the Dyonian Legion in its proper position as Master of the Universe!

At least that’s what he told the Admiralty. In reality, this plan was solely about Bain. But he told the Admiralty all about how the Federation Flagship Maladventure, under the command of Starfleet’s finest warrior, carried on board the great Amulet of Power, their symbol of leadership. In effect, whoever held the amulet, ruled the Federation. So all the Dyonians had to do is capture the Maladventure and get the amulet.

Okay. It was a huge lie, but it was exactly the sort of huge lie Delk’s superiors wanted to hear. They absolutely ate it up and ordered construction of the most powerful vessel in Dyonian history, the Paladin II, to be commanded by the man who’d discovered how to bring down the Federation, Rear Admiral Lorgander Delk.

Constructing the ship had taken another four years, but now, ten years after his second defeat at the hands of Reginald Bain, Delk was ready to return the favor, plus interest.

The first trick was to lure Bain and the Maladventure to Dyonian space, but this turned out to be no trick at all. When contacted, Starfleet was more than willing to send the requested vessel in the name of improving diplomatic relations. The Admiralty took this as a sign that the Federation was overconfident. Delk just took it as a sign that maybe the universe was finally going his way.

Rendevous coordinates and a meeting date were agreed upon (Delk insisted that the date be the ten year anniversary of the incident in System HY-87), and so the Paladin II, a truly enormous crimson red starship (the same red as the Dyonian uniforms) absolutely bristling with weapons ports and shield generators, slowly hung in empty space waiting for the Maladventure. This time there would be no moons for Bain to dodge around. This time there would be no surprise charges. This time there would only be Delk’s inevitable victory.



“We’re approaching the specified coordinates,” Ensign Tovar reported from the Maladventure’s tac/ops console.

“Time?” Bain asked, rising from his command chair.

“Five minutes ahead of schedule.”

Bain smiled. “Capital. Right then. Let’s see what the Dyonian blighters have to say for themselves.”

“Hmmm…” Tovar said. Years raising his adopted son instantly told Bain that this was not a positive sound.

“Tovar?”

“They have most definitely arrived,” Tovar said, bringing up an image of the mammoth Dyonian vessel on the viewscreen, putting a small picture of the Maladventure in to give a sense of scale.

“And it looks like we came underdressed, eh lad?” Bain said.

“This may be a trap,” Tovar said. “Your past history with the Dyonians is not exactly exemplary, and they did request you by name.”

Bain thought for a moment. “I have a past history with them?”

“Two encounters, both of which resulted in you crippling their vessels. The most recent was ten years ago…exactly ten years ago today.”

The captain grinned proudly. “I see you’ve done your homework.” As Bain expected, Tovar was shaping up to be a fine officer. “But before we start with the fireworks, let’s see what they want.”

“A wise idea, considering they are hailing us,” Tovar replied as he activated the comm channel. The image of a thin man, about Bain’s age, in a heavily-medaled uniform appeared.

“Captain Bain, my old, dear adversary. It is such a pleasure to see you again,” the Dyonian said smugly.

“Who the devil are you?” Bain said. The Dyonian’s face blanched.



On the bridge of the Paladin II, Rear Admiral Delk tried not to let his shock show. This could not be happening again. He studied Bain’s face, searching for some hint of recognition, but the human honestly didn’t seem to have a clue who he was. “Lorgander Delk!!!” the rear admiral bellowed furiously. “For the THIRD TIME, my name is LORGANDER DELK!”

“You just said it twice,” Bain said confused.

“So it’s the fourth time then!”

“How did you get four out of two?” Bain said.

“I’m not listening to this, Bain!”

“Then how are we having this conversation?”

“AHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!”

Bain’s eyes narrowed. “Now see here, we’ve come a long way for what’s supposed to be a diplomatic meeting. If all you intend to do is stand over there and shout at me, we’ll be taking our leave. Tovar…”

“Stop!” Delk practically screamed. “You aren’t going anywhere Bain. You’ve made my life miserable for the last sixteen years, and I am here for vengeance!”

Now Bain looked thoroughly confused. “Sixteen years?”

“Shut up! Just shut up! You are going to beam yourself over here now! I don’t care about your ship. It can go wherever it wants, but you’re mine!”

Bain and the officer he called Tovar exchanged glances.

“You intend to kill me then?” Bain asked.

“YES!!!! But only after you’ve suffered for a good long time!”

“Right. Just wanted to make sure we were clear. But I suppose if that’s what it has to be, that’s what it has to be. I’m ready to beam aboard…you…”

“You forgot my name already, didn’t you?” Delk said.

“I didn’t say that.”

“No, but you didn’t say my name either,” Delk said with a sigh. “You are going to remember it before you die, Bain. I can promise you that. Lorgander Delk will be the last words you croak before your life expires. All right. We’re lowering our shields so you can beam aboard, but if your ship moves, we’re blowing it up.”

“Understood,” Bain said. “Tovar…”

“Energizing.”

For a split second, Delk was rather confused. He saw Tovar’s hands moving across his console, but Bain didn’t seem to be going anywhere.

And then…

BOOOM! BA BA BOOOM! BOOM!

The bridge only jolted slightly, but from the sparking consoles and flickering lights, Delk knew that whatever happened must have been pretty serious.

“What happened now?” he asked, the fight seeping from his body along with his will to live.

Fossbee, long suffering Fossbee, checked his console. “The Starfleet vessel beamed several explosive devices on board. The energy signature suggests tri-cobalts. They took out engineering, the space fold drive, the main and backup computer cores, and several key power junctions. We’re dead in space.”

On the flickering viewscreen, Bain smiled. “I have a feeling you’ll be remembering my name now, old boy. Maladventure out.”

“I already knew your name!” Delk snapped, shaking his fist impotently at the now blank viewscreen. He took another look around his smoldering bridge, collapsed to the deck, and began to sob.

“It will be okay, Admiral,” Fossbee said consolingly.

“No!” Delk said, peering up at his Chief Gunner with tear-filled eyes. “It will never be okay as long as there is Bain!”



“And it’s still not okay!” Rear Admiral Lorgander Delk said furiously, pacing around the table as he finished his tale. “Twenty years and that infuriating man can’t even have the common decency to remember my name!”

“Hmm…I wonder if he knows mine,” Thot Phul said.

“Who cares?!?” Delk snapped.

“Obviously you do,” Phul said, rising from his chair. “Well thanks for the entertainment, but I left a very expensive drink back in that bar that I’d really like to get back to.”

“You don’t want to join us?” the Pakled twins asked hurt.

“Join you in what?” Phul asked. “Sitting here commiserating about how much pain Bain has caused you. I can do that alone with that drink. And even that won’t last forever. Why mope here when you should be doing something about Bain?”

“I am doing something about Bain,” Dr. Lenik replied.

“You’ve been saying that for years,” Delk said impatiently.

“And Bain is still not dead dead DEAD!” Damm added.

“What are you doing about him?” Thot Phul asked, ignoring the others. If this Romulan had a plan, he wanted in on it.

“I can’t divulge the details at the moment, but suffice to say this plan has been in motion for almost ten years now. Soon, very soon, my trap will spring, and when it does, each and every one of you will have your chance for revenge.”

Thot Phul returned to his seat. Suddenly this had become a group he had every intention of sticking with until the day he could return to Breen carrying Reginald Bain’s cold, dead heart as a trophy!





Breaking in is Hard to Do



Captain Reginald Bain marched through the overgrowth on the humid planet D’Sarva Three with a growing sense of consternation.

He didn’t like unsolved mysteries, or hints, or gameplaying, and he felt that was exactly what Captain Pratello Maddox was doing to him. The half Bewhal/half human captain was Bain’s first officer aboard the Malaventure, and before that, they’d served together on the Abu Simbel, Bain as tactical officer and Maddox as Chief of Operations. He’d been in more life/death situations with Maddox than just about anybody. Of course, when he first met Maddox, he’d been a man. But, several years ago, just as full- blooded Bewhal are prone to do, Maddox spontaneously changed genders, and was now a curvaceous, if sometimes cantankerous, blonde/silver haired woman.

“And now that sot has dragged me out to a swampy Federation backworld, and for what?” Bain said to himself.

“This sot has some important information for you, Captain Bain.”

Bain turned to see the orange-scaled Maddox emerge from the underbrush and take a position with him in the relative clearing.

“I guess you’re curious about why I dragged you out here.”

“You could say that,” Bain said. “The Anomaly has a full docket this week, and …”

“I’m sure, I’m sure,” Maddox chuckled, pumping Bain’s hand vigorously. “But the question is, are you happy?”

“As giddy as the day I was born,” Bain said lightly. “Now then, what’s the caper my good man…I mean woman?”

Maddox grinned, then the grin fell somewhat. “It’s the Vulcans, Reg.”

“Not them again,” Bain sighed.

“I have people in high levels of Starfleet.”

Bain nodded boredly. “As do I. Your point?”

“They’re telling me that this Vulcan Alliance is not exactly kosher.”

“What do you mean…kosher?”

“I mean, it may not have developed as the natural progression of Vulcan society.”

“And what does any of that have to do with me?”

“You’ve got a Romulan serving on your ship, right?”

Bain nodded. “Yes. Prosak.”

“Wants to be a Vulcan, doesn’t she?”

“So I hear, yes.”

“Knows more about Vulcans than any other Romulan you know?”

“My goodness yes.”

Maddox smiled. “Well, then. She would be perfect for a little fact-finding operation.”

“Fact…finding?” Bain asked. “You want her to spy on the Vulcans?”

“Who else could do it?”

“Vulcans. We have thousands of them in Starfleet.”

“Not anymore,” Maddox said bluntly, and Bain nearly choked.

“Wh..what?”

“They all quit. Just two days ago. Cited that it would be more logical if they served in the Vulcan fleet.”

“Rubbish!”

“I speak the truth.”

“Well, then, that’s different. Wait right here, old gal, I’ll go get the fleet! We teach those blighters a thing or two!”

“No!” Maddox touched Bain’s shoulder. “This has to be handled…delicately.”

“And why is that?”

“Any actions we take…they can’t be traced back to Starfleet. It has to look like an independent operation.”

Bain shook his head. “You know I’m not one to skulk about in the shadows, Prat.”

“That’s the beauty of it. You don’t have to be. You’re going to get Prosak to do it.”

“Sorry, chum, but I can’t do that. I want to get to the bottom of this Vulcan situation as badly as you do, but I’m not about to do anything to jeopardize anyone on my crew! There are channels…there are way things of this nature are done!”

Maddox frowned. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed, Reggie.”

“Sorry, old boy…um, girl.” Bain sighed. “Enough shop talk. Let’s head up to my ship and have an ale.”

Maddox looked distractedly to the side, then glanced back at Bain. “I’d love to, old friend, but I have to get back to the Carpathia. You’re not the only one with a full docket.”

“Of course,” Bain said distantly, as Maddox pinched a pip on her collar and disappeared in a blue flurry.

“Damn peculiar,” he said, and tweaked his own collar pip, beaming off D’Sarva Three.



Maddox nodded curtly at a passing lieutenant as she headed into her quarters aboard the Carpathia. She’d popped in on the bridge just long enough to order the ship to maintain orbit for exactly one hour then start its cargo run to Himalyon Six.

The hour delay was a bit of stopover time for the crew…not that any of them would want to spend much time on the dank and sweaty D’Sarva Three, but the option was still open.

Meanwhile, Maddox had business to see to.

She found her contact sitting on the couch in her quarters.

“Well, Captain?” her contact asked.

Maddox sat down next to her contact, letting out a long, frustrated breath. “I tried, Roz, I really did try. It’s just no use. Your husband can’t be manipulated.”

“I figured it was worth a try,” Rosalyn Bain sighed, staring out the viewport as D’Sarva Three spun below. “But no one knows him better than me, and I know he’s not going to allow Commander Prosak to infiltrate the Vulcans if he doesn’t feel it’s in the best interests of Starfleet. And no matter how you slice it, Starfleet would never condone a move like this, not at this juncture anyway.”

“Maybe Reg doesn’t necessarily need Starfleet orders,” Maddox said thoughtfully. “He just needs to feel it’s in the best interest of Starfleet.”

“And how am I going to accomplish that?”

Maddox stretched her legs out and leaned back on the couch. “Well, if you can’t convince the man, convince his closest advisor.”

“Oh, Prattie, why didn’t I think of that?” Rosalyn exclaimed, kissing Maddox on the cheek. “You became so sneaky when you turned into a woman.”

“You’re telling me. It’s almost worth the cramps,” Maddox chuckled.

“Section 31 could use someone like you.”

Maddox shook her head. “Not likely, Roz. It’s bad enough I’m in bed with you folks at all. I wouldn’t be doing this for anyone but you. I had quite a crush on you way back when, you know.”

“I know,” Rosalyn said with a glint in her eye. “Well, I must be off. Wish me luck, Prattie!”

“Luck!” replied Maddox.

Rosalyn wasted no time. With a glance she activated her ocular implant and beamed off the Carpathia. She had to get to Tovar and fast, before this whole Vulcan situation boiled over entirely.



“Tovar, this is absolutely delicious,” Lt. Jamie Torgerson said, slurping down another fork-full of pasta as Tovar punched his fork around at his own plate, spearing a Bajoran mussel in the process.

“The original recipe called for squid, but, I…felt that was inappropriate,” the Yynsian frowned.

Torgerson reached across the table and touched Tovar’s hand. “You don’t have to say anything, Tovar. I saw you go through that awful squid pregnancy. I’m sure you’ll never bring yourself to eat squid again.”

“At least not for a couple years,” Tovar said thoughtfully as Torgerson refilled his wine glass.

“Look at that!” she exclaimed as the last drops of Son’a extra-aged wine dropped into Tovar’s glass. “I’ll run back to my quarters and get another bottle.”

“I assure you, Jamie, that won’t be…”

“I insist!” Torgerson said, hurrying over to peck Tovar on the cheek. “I’ll only be a minute.”

Tovar smiled wanly. “You’re too good to me, Jamie.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Torgerson called over her shoulder as she exited Tovar’s quarters.

“What a lovely lass,” a voice said behind Tovar. The Yynsian nearly jumped out of his seat. In an instant he was out of his chair with a phaser aimed at the source of the voice.

“Who…MUM!”

Rosalyn smiled. “Is that how you greet your mummies?” She shook her head. “Come here and give us a hug.”

Tovar put the phaser down and draped his arms around Rosalyn. As he hugged her, he said softly, “This isn’t a social call is it?”

“How’d you guess?” she said back.

Tovar leaned back, looking at Rosalyn with an arched eyebrow. “Because you would have announced your visit. Your anniversary with Captain Bain isn’t for another month.”

“Right as always, Tovar. I’m afraid Reg can’t know I was here.”

“I do so hate keeping secrets from him, Mum.”

Rosalyn pinched Tovar’s cheek lovingly. “But you know it’s necessary, lad. Now, I know you don’t have much time, so let me get down to brass tacks.”

“Please do,” Tovar said.

“We need you to convince Reginald to send Prosak undercover into the Vulcan Alliance to try and figure out what is the reason behind their recent move toward empire-building.”

Tovar blinked. “That is a tall order, mum.”

“Without Starfleet knowing about it.”

“I should have guessed.” Tovar slumped into one of the chairs around his dining room table. “Why can’t Starfleet know about it?”

“Because it could cause complications down the road!” Rosalyn snapped. “Now, Tovar, this is very important to Section 31. I know you don’t feel entirely comfortable helping them, but I’m not asking you this favor as an operative of 31, I’m asking you as your mum. I don’t know much about this Prosak person, but with the Vulcans all gone from Starfleet, she’s our last, best hope.”

“Gone from…?”

“No time to explain. Work your magic on Reginald. You’re the only one who can, dear.” Rosalyn grabbed a chunk of saucy meat off Tovar’s dish and munched on it. “Mmm. Delicious. It would’ve tasted better with squid. Good luck, my boy!”

And with that she disappeared, leaving Tovar looking flabbergasted, just as Jamie Torgerson strolled back into his quarters, playfully yanking the cork out of her bottle of Son’a wine.

“Party time!” she giggled and dumped some wine into her glass. “Drink up, Tovar! You look like you have the weight of the world on your shoulders.”

No, just the Federation, Tovar thought to himself as he drank from his wine glass and smiled back at Torgerson. One thing was for sure, he wasn’t anywhere NEAR in the mood.



Early the next morning, after a sleepless night (without Torgerson) Tovar stumbled into the Captain’s Lounge with the phrase he had spent the whole night formulating already coming out of his mouth:

“Captain, it is of the utmost importance that we send an operative to the planet Vulcan so we can uncover their motives. I just came up with this idea, just now, as I was washing up and getting ready to arrive for my duty shift.”

Captain Bain looked up from his wingbacked easy chair with a grin as he sipped his morning tea and munched a scone. “Tovar, old boy, good to see you up and about. I know how you like to sleep in, chum.” He winked. Then he glanced at the view wall, where a holographic image of Rosalyn Bain sitting behind a desk, ostensibly at Starfleet Academy, was projected. “Just having a little chat with Mum.”

Now how did she get back to Earth so quickly, Tovar wondered.

“Tovar, dear, how are you doing? And what’s all this about Vulcan missions?” Rosalyn asked innocently.

“I can’t discuss it with you, Mum.”

Bain chuckled. “What a good lad. Not letting his relationship with his Mum interfere with his loyalties to Starfleet.”

“Um, yes,” Tovar said quietly.

“I’ve got classes to prepare for, Reginald,” Rosalyn said, shuffling padds on her desk. “I do hope you and Tovar have a good day. Try not to overwork yourself now!”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, dear. I love you.”

“Love you too,” Rosalyn smiled, blowing Bain a kiss. And Tovar too. “And you, my boy. Good luck to you, Tovar.”

And her image winked out, to be replaced with Bain’s bookcase of treasured tomes dating back through the centuries, and through many a star system too.

Bain gestured for Tovar to sit. “Now what’s this business about the Vulcans?” Before Tovar could repond, Bain took a thoughtful sip from his teacup. “And why is everyone so bloody obsessed with the Vulcans lately?”

“Their behavior is uncharacteristic, Captain. It probably has a lot of people worried.”

“Indeed,” Bain nodded. “So, what’s your idea?”

“Like I said, I think we should send someone to Vulcan to see what they are up to.”

“But why us?” Bain rubbed his chin, leaning back. “Just yesterday one of my old friends suggested the same thing. Isn’t that a coincidence?”

“Well, um…maybe it’s, uh, a sign that you should proceed with the mission?”

Bain pounded the arm of his chair. “Or maybe it’s a sign I should stay the hell away!”

Tovar sighed, staring up at the ceiling. “Captain, have I ever steered you wrong?”

“No,” Bain said without hesitation. “I don’t suppose you have.” He eyed Tovar. “But who would we send?”

“The logical person would be Prosak.”

“Funny you should put it that way. Do you think she’d be game?”

“If you ordered her to do it, she would. Besides, I think she’s a bit curious herself.”

Bain stood, pacing his lounge. “I don’t like this. Skulking around behind Starfleet’s back.”

“You’ve done it before.”

“Have not!”

“Countless times.” Tovar took a long breath. “The attack on the Gorn near Cestus Five.”

“They stole my silverware at the state dinner!”

“Wiping out the Jarada landing party.”

“They were two hours late!”

“Destroying Vergon Three.”

“It was uninhabited! And the people of Vergon Two were fudging the reporting data on their Federation application.”

“Still…” Tovar said. “You are not afraid to do what is right, even if Starfleet doesn’t approve.”

“Yes, I suppose you have me there, Tovar.” He glanced warily at the tac-ops officer. “How is it you know what I should do before I know I should do it?”

“Just call it…intuition, sir.”



“In a minute…” Prosak rolled over and tried to fall back asleep.

“It’s a matter of some importance,” came Bain’s voice over the comm.

“I’m not on shift for another hour.”

“Actually, it’s another ten minutes, if you really want to split hairs, Prosak.”

Prosak sighed, grumbled something unintelligible, and slumped over to the door. It slid open, letting light from the bridge stream in. She groaned and hopped back into bed, tossing the covers over herself.

“Your pajama top is unbuttoned!” Ensign Arroyo called out from the helm station as the doors whisked shut behind Bain, leaving him alone with Prosak.

“Computer, lights on, ten percent,” Bain said, and moved to sit on the edge of Prosak’s bed. In doing so he tripped onto something and landed on the floor. “Gads! Damned trick hip!”

“Are you okay sir,” Prosak mumbled from under her pillow.

“Right as rain,” Bain mumbled, dragging himself up onto the bed. He picked up the object that had caused his fall. “I didn’t know you played tennis!”

“That is not a tennis racquet. It is a jar’is bat.”

“Jar’is? I’m afraid I don’t know it.”

“It’s a Romulan sport that involves lying and bludgeoning.”

“Sounds like cricket,” Bain said, tossing the racquet aside. “Now, then, Prosak. On to why I’m visiting you.”

“Please proceed,” came Prosak’s muffled voice.

“Right, then. Um. We have a bit of a mission for you, there, Prosak. One I think you’ll be rather interested in. You know how you always wanted to be a Vulcan? Well, here’s your chance!”



Prosak was up and dressed in ten minutes. She was still buttoning her uniform front as she accompanied Bain down the corridor toward Sickbay. “But why us, sir? And why me?”

“You can stop fastening that jacket now, Commander. I expect you’ll be provided with Vulcan garb.”

“Good point. So…”

“Right. Your mission. Well, you could say this mission is not exactly in line with Starfleet orders.”

“Is this revenge for Admiral Larkin putting that diplomacy hologram on the ship?”

“No, no, but,” Bain said, then allowed a small laugh. “Now that you mention it, it’s a nice byproduct. No, Prosak, this is not about revenge. It’s about finding out what the Vulcans are up to. Starfleet’s not pursuing it, at least not through known channels, and they’ve seemingly blocked all requests to investigate. They consider the Vulcans’ borders closed and their reintegration into the Federation a dead issue. I want to know why.”

“I do too. But aren’t we sort of risking our careers?”

“There is no ‘sort of’ about it. Which is why this mission is voluntary.”

“You didn’t mention that earlier.”

“Well it is. Now then, here we are, Sickbay at last. Let’s get you a little face touch-up and get you on your way.”

“But…”

“Tut-tut. Off you go,” Bain said, and ushered Prosak into Sickbay. Then, before she could say anything else, he was gone. He never did like Fred Nooney.



“And how are we, now that we’re a Vulcan?” asked Dr. Nooney, holding a holomirror in front of Prosak. “To be honest, I am not sure what you did. I look exactly the same.”

“You missing the fine details, silly,” Nooney giggled, and tossed a folded stack of garments at Prosak. “I had Ih’vik throw together a little Vulcan ‘ensemble’ for you. I think you are a shoe-in to win.”

“To win…?”

“The costume contest at the RommaVulc cotillion, silly,” Nooney giggled, slapping Prosak hard on the back. “Now go get ’em, logician!”

Prosak stumbled, confused, out of Sickbay. Bain must have concocted some excuse for Nooney so he wouldn’t have to tell him about the Vulcan operation. She wondered how many people on the ship really knew about her mission.



“Me, Tovar, and you, and I want to keep it that way,” Bain said as Prosak climbed into the Shuttlecraft Gnork. Bain and Tovar stood in the hatchway as Prosak got comfortable behind the controls.

“Remember,” Tovar said. “Officially, you are taking a vacation on Altair Six.”

“But I really prefer Corsica…”

“It doesn’t matter,” Tovar said impatiently. “This is just a cover story. You’re taking vacation on Altair Six and will be gone three weeks.”

“Okay.”

“In actuality, however, you will be going to Deep Space 78, where you will leave your shuttle and take a civilian hypertransport to Vulcan.”

Tovar tossed a padd at Prosak. “There are your identifying documents and account numbers for a Vulcan credit line.”

“How on Earth did you get all that?” Bain asked, looking wide-eyed at Tovar.

“I have connections,” Tovar said, then looked back at Prosak. “Study those documents carefully. Know them by heart.”

“Shouldn’t I have taken more time to prepare?” Prosak asked numbly.

“You will have all the time you need. It will be a four day trip to Vulcan,” Tovar said. “Anyway, all you’re being asked to do is act Vulcan. You know how to do that, so what’s the problem?”

“I guess you’re right.” Prosak wondered inwardly why Tovar was acting so…stressed. It was almost as if he were acting against his will. She shrugged that idea off and began looking at the padd he’d given her.

“Your new Vulcan name is Soprak,” Tovar continued. “You are a journalist from the Logical Report, a Vulcan news publication, and are visiting Mount Selaya to cover High Chancellor Sh’rak’s address regarding the Vulcan secession from the Federation.”

“Soprak?” Prosak asked. Wasn’t that a little obvious?

Bain nodded eagerly. “In addition to the transceiver we had Nooney plant in your ear, Tovar has fashioned you a nifty little locator beacon in the shape of the IDIC symbol.”

Tovar tossed the item to Prosak. “It is attached to a chain so you can wear it around your neck.”

“Aw…Tovar, you gave me a necklace. How thought–”

“Indeed,” Tovar said curtly and ducked out of the shuttle hatch. The hatch suddenly sighed closed, and she heard Bain calling out “good luck!” from beyond.

And off she was launched, without so much as a “how do you feel?”



“I’ve done it, Mum. She’s off.”

“And in record time. Your Uncle Carn will be glad to hear that, bubbins,” Rosalyn said as she pulled a steaming tray of muffins out of the replicator. “I apologize for putting such time constraints on you, but there is an…event coming up…and we want to know what the Vulcans are up to before…”

“Before? Before what?” asked Tovar.

“You’ll be hearing about it soon enough. Now then, I must be off. You know how to find me if you hit any bumps in the road!”

“Yes, mum,” Tovar said as Rosalyn hugged him, then disappeared from his quarters.

Suddenly the door chime bleeped. “Oh, Tovar? It’s Jamie. You ready for our kayaking trip through the Baranna Falls on Betazed?”

“I’ve never been more ready,” Tovar called out and then glanced down at his uniform. “Just let me go get my wetsuit on.”

“Can I watch?” the voice giggled on the other side of the door.

“Why watch a man dress, when you can watch him undress later,” Tovar called out as he ducked through the changing field and emerged fully clothed in a wetsuit, holding a paddle. He stepped out of his quarters into the corridor. “Shall we?”

Thank goodness one of his past lives, Ch’tot, was a gigolo.



“…tried to kill me and my family. Even tried to kill the dog. Went absolutely bonkers, that thing did. It could have wiped out our whole neighborhood had we not gotten to the data core soon enough.”

“Mm hmm,” Prosak said distractedly, looking over the padd Tovar had given her. She’d read it again and again over the last few days, partially as a distraction and partially as a hint for Joras Tanal, the Bajoran holotainment mogul, who’d edged into the seat next to her a day prior.

“When I got into this business I swore to The Sisko I would never get close to the holograms I built. Then I created Lira, and I nearly lost my whole family because of her. I’ll tell you, photonic women are nothing but trouble.”

“Fascinating,” Prosak mumbled as she read through her padd.

“You ever, ya know, make it with a hologram?”

Prosak blinked, then looked at Joras. “Not as such, but my friends and I were nearly killed by one.”

“Then you can sympathize. Believe you me, my wife is still really annoyed with me.”

“That is not surprising.”

“Guess I got what was coming to me. Even worse, since we blew up the data core, it pretty much eradicated my holography business, so she’s controlling the finances. Not that that’s a problem, her being Kai and all…”

“Most definitely.”

“But I tell you, I still have nightmares about that crazed 9- foot woman coming at me with energy bolts shooting out of her eyes. Did you know holograms could do that?”

“Indeed I did not.”

“Oh yeah. They can do all sorts of unpleasant things. Thank goodness we blew her up. Of couse I hear she uploaded herself into the MegaSim at the last minute. Not that it’s my problem anymore. All those cursed holograms can stay in the MegaSim as far as I’m concerned. Nope, it’s real people for me from now on.”

“I wholeheartedly agree.”

Prosak was grateful to have a few moments of silence as she went back over her falsified childhood history, but then Joras Tanal piped up again.

He nudged her elbow. “Want to go in the back and see if we can knock this transport out of subspace, if you know what I mean?”

“We should not mettle with the engine room…”

“I mean, do you want to fool around? You know, um…how do you Vulcans describe it? Pon farr each other?”

Prosak stared at Joras with wide eyes. “You are a first-rate imbecile, Mister Joras. I am going to find another seat. Good day.”

As soon as Prosak stood, the stars outside her tiny viewport turned from streaks to dots.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. Thank you for flying Simms Spaceways and enjoy your stay on Efflux Two. And for those Vulcan expatriates who are aboard and wishing to transfer to the Vulcan system, please report to Docking Port two where a transport will take you past the blockade and into Vulcan territory. I’m obliged to remind you that you’re betraying all the Federation holds dear. Have a pleasant day.”

Prosak sighed, stepped over Joras, and ducked down the aisle and out of the transport.



Prosak had a much more agreeable person sitting next to her on the short trip from Efflux Two to Vulcan. This transport, smaller than the Simms ship, only contained Vulcans. These were among the last Vulcans returning home after High Chancellor Sh’rak made it clear that it was only logical for all Vulcans to leave the Federation and return to the newly-formed Vulcan Alliance.

The Vulcan next to Prosak, who’d introduced herself as T’lissa, hadn’t said a word in the first ten minutes of the journey, which immediately made her a superior traveling companion to Joras.

After the eleventh minute, Prosak decided to try and strike up a conversation.

“This is quite a development, isn’t it?” she broke in, noticing T’lissa’s eyes were closed, and she held her steepled fingers to her chin, a sure signal of Vulcan meditation.

After a pause, and without opening her eyes, T’lissa replied, “Of what do you speak?”

“All the Vulcans leaving the Federation. All of, um, us.” Prosak stopped herself from grinning. US! She was one of THEM! In a way, this was everything she’d ever wanted. Too bad it came in the guise of espionage.

“It was inevitable,” T’lissa said simply.

“I do not follow,” Prosak replied, remembering to avoid using contractions.

T’lissa finally turned to look at Prosak. “We Vulcans are superior intellectually. We have been allies of the Federation for four hundred years. It is inevitable that we would one day find a way to improve upon the Earth’s Federation concept.”

“But wasn’t the Federation a joint effort of the Vulcans and the Terrans?”

“Hardly. You know as well as I that the Vulcans have always been the…how was it once put…the intellectual puppets of the Federation.”

“Who said that?”

“I do not know, I simply remember reading it somewhere.” T’lissa emitted a small sigh. “If you do not mind, I wish to continue meditating.”

“Of course. Do you mind if I ask first, what do you do?”

“I am a therapist.”

“Yikes.” Prosak covered her mouth. “I mean, fascinating.”

T’lissa stared at Prosak with a raised eyebrow, then closed her eyes and resumed meditating.



Captain Bain paced his dimly lit quarters, staring at times at his desktop terminal. Still no messages from Prosak. She probably hadn’t even landed on Vulcan yet. He should have gone with her. Really, how difficult would it be for Dr. Nooney to slap a couple pointy ears on him? He could have pulled off the emotionless act. Or Tovar could have done it.

He trusted Prosak, but still, Bain’s finely honed intuition told him that he’d put his First Officer into a situation where she was in over her head.

And if he was right and she failed, he’d have to be ready to swoop in and come to her rescue.

Even though Bain didn’t relish the idea of Prosak failing, he did relish the idea of taking action and forcing the Vulcans’ hand. That was just the way he did things. And all this skulking about wasn’t his forte.

Bain continued to pace.



Prosak felt like a kid on Surak Day when she stepped out of the beam-in center and onto the bustling Vulcan town square. Well, bustling wasn’t quite the word for it. The crowds milled around in silent order, seeming nearly like Borg drones. The well- behaved ones, anyway.

No one pushed, or shoved. Customers and merchants exchanged money for goods without nearly a word, and certainly no smiles.

There was such a…a calm about the place. Something that was sorely lacking on the Anomaly. Something Prosak could easily become accustomed to.

Prosak thought back to the padd she’d read (and thereafter deleted all its contents). She was to attend High Chancellor Surak’s Press Conference, a mere hour away, and try to corner him afterward and grill him for details, posing as a reporter.

She decided to grab a bite to eat before heading to the Grand Assembly Hall on Mount Selaya.

Prosak had taken a field trip to Vulcan when she was 14, so she had at least a working familiarity with the place. Not to mention that she’d studied Vulcan history and geography since she’d converted to RommaVulc some six years ago. Her father, Rorshak, had always been angry with himself for taking her on that trip to Vulcan when she was younger, feeling that was where the seed of RommaVulcism was first planted in her mind. Rorshak could well have been right, but what was done was done, and Prosak had no regrets.

What she did regret, however, was that she was here on Vulcan on an important mission, and not for sightseeing purposes. The tensions between the Vulcans and the Federation made any leisure visits highly unlikely, at least for the near future. Who knew how long it would take, if ever, for the Federation to reunite with the Vulcans?

As she walked the streets, marveling at the impassive faces of passersby, trying her best not to show any emotion herself, Prosak wondered if the Vulcans had gone through a similar situation when the Romulans broke off from them so long ago. For ten years or so after the “Great Egress,” did ancient Vulcans make attempts at smoothing things over with the Romulans and bringing them back into the fold? Did they think this was a situation that would get worked out in a few years, as the Federation viewed the situation with the Vulcans?

Prosak felt a measure of discomfort trying to imagine a world without the free enjoyment of Vulcan civilization. She didn’t like that idea at all, and hoped something could be done to bring the Vulcans and the Federation back together. She’d be extremely proud to be a part of that. Well, not TOO proud. She was RommaVulc, after all.

Prosak came to a small, outdoor eatery, and after scanning the menu (which contained two choices: plomeek soup, and plain soup), ordered a bowl of plomeek soup.

As the stoic old Vulcan hobbled out with her bowl of soup she hoped against hope that it would have a bit of spice in it, but as she tasted it she was harshly reminded of the fact that she was on Vulcan, and Vulcans didn’t have much need for spice.

That’s why the Vulcans needed the Romulans, anyway. To spice things up. Maybe she could convince them of that.



After a not-so-filling meal, Prosak punched her IDIC symbol, notifying Bain she’d landed safely on Vulcan. A few moments later, she got, literally, an earful from Captain Bain as his voice boomed in the microscopic transmitter implant that Doctor Nooney had put in her left ear.

“I’ve been worried sick about you, Prosak. I thought you were going to check in as soon as you got to Vulcan!”

“I got distracted, Captain. It’s not often I get to make this kind of pilgrimage.”

“How about we refrain from calling it a pilgrimage at all and refer to it as a mission?”

“As you wish,” Prosak whispered, not wishing to draw looks from other Vulcans as she made her way up the steps to Mount Selaya. The temple had existed on Mount Selaya for over a thousand years. One would have thought, in all that time, someone would have put in a turbolift.

“So, how goes the mission?”

“I’m working my way up,” Prosak huffed.

“Pardon?”

“I’m infiltrating the Assembly Hall at Mount Selaya right now.” She stopped to catch her breath. “Well, I’m halfway up the steps, anyway.”

“Any clues as to the Vulcans motives yet?”

“Besides thinking they’re better than us?

There was silence on the channel.

Prosak took a deep breath as she continued trudging up the steps. “None that I am aware of. Of course I’ve only talked to two Vulcans since I got here, and one of them was a waiter.”

“Well, then, just keep us informed of new developments, if you please.”

“Very well. Prosak out.”

Prosak stopped again, glancing down the long flights of stairs leading down to the ground. She watched a steady stream of Vulcans climb the stairs. Then she turned to look up the stairs to see orderly lines ahead of her, climbing up.

With renewed resolve, Prosak pressed on up the stairs. This better be some impressive address, she thought to herself.



It was not.

High Chancellor Sh’rak stood, wearing an oddly smug expression, in the pulpit, looking out over the hundreds of Vulcans that stood before him. Millions more were watching via ultraspace.

He’d only been talking about four minutes. He began by bringing everyone up to speed on the Vulcan’s secession from the Federation, followed by recalling Vulcans from Starfleet, and encouraging Vulcan civilians to return from Federation worlds as well. Almost every single one complied. Those who didn’t were referred to as “radicals.”

“And I wish to conclude by congratulating all of you for doing such an excellent job complying with the wishes of the new administration. It has not been easy setting a new course for the Vulcan people, but I believe we have finally begun a voyage to take our place as the most prominent species in the galaxy. We have already proven we have superior intellects. Let us go on to prove we are the superior species in all matters.”

Prosak waited for cheering. There was none. Of course not. This was Vulcan.

Neither was there a crowd rushing to ask Sh’rak questions as he calmly stepped down from the pulpit and, guided by a small entourage, headed toward an exit to a back room in the temple. The other Vulcans in the audience proceeded to speak quite softly and orderly among themselves.

Prosak saw her opportunity and took it. Moving as subtly as she could manage, she made her way over to Sh’rak.

“Chancellor. May I speak with you for a moment?”

Sh’rak was speaking to one of his advisors. “One moment, Surap.” He turned to face Prosak. “Yes, citizen?”

“My name is Soprak. I represent the Logical Report. I wish to ask you a few questions regarding recent the past year’s developments in Vulcan politics.”

“You may, of course, ask. Would you like to join me in my office?”

Prosak nodded. “Certainly.”

“Please follow me.”

Prosak followed Sh’rak, and the two old Vulcans who accompanied him up, unfortunately, another several flights of stairs to a grandiose office overlooking Selaya valley in all its hot, barren glory.

“Please, sit,” Sh’rak said, gesturing to a chair opposite a large desk. He nodded at the two old Vulcans, who quietly backed out of the room, closing the doors behind them.

Sh’rak sat in the chair next to Prosak. “By the way, you neglected to give me your name.”

“I believe I did,” Prosak said her unease growing.

“Remind me.”

“So…Soprak,” Prosak said quickly.

“Indeed,” said Sh’rak. “Well, Soprak, what have you to ask me?”

“Why?”

“That is a rather vague question.”

“Why have you broken off all diplomatic contact with the Federation? Why did you pull all the Vulcans out of Federation space?”

“Is that not obvious?” Sh’rak answered, raising an eyebrow. “It is in our interest to create a powerful Vulcan Alliance. We need all our citizens to do that. Including, of course, you.”

“M…me?” Prosak asked, swallowing hard.

“Of course.” Sh’rak inched closer. “Would you be willing to make sacrifices for the betterment of all of Vulcan?”

Prosak nodded dumbly. “Of course.” She somehow felt like she was no longer acting. Like she was answering truthfully. “Of course I would.”

“Then you will allow us to join minds.”

“I–” Prosak stammered, but it was too late. In an instant, Sh’rak’s hands flew to Prosak’s cheeks, spread out, and he said in soft tones:

“My mind to your mind. My thoughts to your thoughts. Our minds are one,” Sh’rak said, adding, “Commander Prosak.” He sneered. “Did you really think I wouldn’t recognize you? Soprak. Please! Anyway, like I was saying, our minds are one.”

“Our minds are one,” Prosak echoed, as she felt Sh’rak’s own mind, and everything he had planned, bulldoze her own mind over as if it weren’t even there.

Then she blacked out.



SIX DAYS LATER



“Could you remind me why we’re doing circles around Vulcan space?” Ensign Hector Arroyo asked, turning from his seat at the helm to look back at Bain, who sat leaning forward at tactical.

“Observation,” Tovar said, so Bain wouldn’t have to try to make something ridiculous up. “Starfleet’s orders are confirmed, Ensign. Where would YOU have us go?”

Arroyo turned back around. “Never mind.” That shut him up.

Bain swivelled toward the science console. “Anything, Doctor?”

Natalia Kasyov observed the gyrating graphs and streams of data on her screen. “Nothing, although it would help if I knew what I was looking for.”

“You would know if you saw it,” Tovar said simply.

“This whole mission has just been too weird,” Kasyov muttered. “I mean, not that the missions aren’t weird most of the time anyway, but at least we’re all usually lost together.” She glared at Bain. “You and Tovar, though. You guys seem to know something.”

“I don’t know where you’d get that idea,” Bain said. “We’re just one big happy crew. We don’t keep secrets from one another.”

Suddenly, Tovar’s panel bleeped. He glanced over some data, then cleared his throat. “Ahem, Captain Bain. Good news, on a totally unrelated front. It looks like Commander Prosak is back from her vacation.”

“Really?” Bain’s eyebrows shot up as he spun back to face Tovar–he nearly continued spinning back toward the front of the bridge, but shot a foot down to the deck to stop himself.

“Yes, sir,” Tovar said. “Let’s go welcome her.”

“Jolly good idea. Doctor Kasyov, you have the bridge.”

“But I’m not in Starfleet,” Kasyov replied as Bain and Tovar dashed into the aft turbolift.

“Improvise,” Bain said as the doors closed. “It’s not exactly rocket science!”

Kasyov sighed and strolled over to the command chair. She put a hand on the headrest, testing the swivel. She shrugged. “Well, I guess there’s a first time for everything.” She sat down. “Hey, I like this.” She looked at Arroyo. “Hey, Ensign. Fire antiproton beams.”

“We don’t have an antiproton beam, and I don’t work the weapons.”

“Right. Well, then. As you were.”



Bain and Tovar rushed into the shuttlebay as the rear hatch of the Shuttlecraft Gnork slid open and Commander Prosak strolled out.

“Greetings, Captain,” Prosak said, walking past Bain. “The mission was uneventful. I did not learn anything. I sure am eager to return to duty. Talk to you later.”

“What now?” Bain said, shocked, as Prosak walked out of the shuttlebay. He exchanged a glance with Tovar.

“Wait!” Tovar cried, and he and Bain pursued.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 177123.3. After debriefing Commander Prosak for what seemed like a day, I am convinced she is telling the truth. She really didn’t learn anything from her trip to Vulcan. I did find it strange that I lost contact with her, then she reported back without even updating me as to what she was doing, but she explained to me that a Vulcan t’nitnit fly flew into her ear and destroyed the transceiver, and that her IDIC homing beacon had fallen into a bowl of soup and shorted out. I am forced to believe her, since I can find no earthly reason why she would lie about such things.



“You look preoccupied,” Lt. Torgerson said quietly as she picked through her Yynsian Jambalaya. It had been a particular specialty of Toflay’s. Tovar had let him cook, since he really didn’t feel like hanging around in his body that particular evening.

But now that he was back in control of his faculties, he was forced back into thinking about Prosak, and the Vulcan situation, and what his mum would say, and it all made him dreadfully uneasy.

“I am preoccupied.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not real…mph…” Tovar chewed thoughtfully. And chewed. And chewed. And chewed. He reached in his mouth and pulled out a clump of white meat. “What…what is THIS?”

Torgerson leaned forward, eying the meat. “I’m not sure. But if I had to guess, I’d say squid.”

“There…there’s squid in this?” Tovar growled. “That no good, lousy…”

“Calm down, honey. I’m sure Toflay didn’t mean it.”

“Oh, he did. He’s a real jokester . Well, you just wait. The next time I have a hemorrhoid, I am going to let him out and let him deal with THAT and see how he likes THAT!”

“I think this goes far beyond baby squid and…inflammations,” Torgerson said, standing up and circling around the table to kneel next to Tovar. “Something’s bothering you and I want to know what it is so I can help you.”

“I don’t think you CAN help,” Tovar said. “This is something I have to deal with mys–”

“Psst!”

Tovar’s head whipped around. “Mum?”

“WHO?” asked Torgerson.

He bolted out of his chair, knocking Torgerson over in the process. “I just realized I left something in my bedroom that needed tending to. You know the way out.” And he ran into the bedroom, the door sliding shut behind him.

“I give up,” Torgerson mumbled, grabbing the bottle of wine off the dinner table, storming out into the corridor, and taking a long swig from it.

“Mum!” Tovar said, finding Rosalyn Bain glancing around his bedroom.

“You moved the bed over to the other side of the room. I like it there.”

“I take it this is not purely a social call.”

Rosalyn shook her head. “Quite the opposite.”

“I suppose you noticed that Commander Prosak was unable to uncover any new information about the Vulcans.”

“It was a long shot, anyway,” Rosalyn sighed. “Prosak handled herself well down there on Vulcan, and it’s a shame she wasn’t able to answer any of our questions, but that’s not why I’m here. I’m here to let you know that Starfleet is planning on sending the Anomaly to Romulus.”

“Romulus? Why?”

“To bear witness to the installation of the new Praetor.”

“There’s a new Praetor?”

Rosalyn rolled her eyes. “The universe does not revolve around this ship, Tovar. Don’t you view the news holos?”

Tovar stared at the floor. “Not very often, mum.”

“Yes, there’s a new Romulan Praetor being installed. And you wouldn’t believe who’s attending the party.”

“Um…the Vulcans?”

“You ARE perceptive, Tovar. But not just any Vulcans. High Chancellor Sh’rak himself. We think the Vulcans are making overtures with the Romulans.”

“The Romulans would never join the Vulcans. The Vulcans are in league with the Klingons, and the Romulans hate the Klingons.” Tovar smiled. “I do know THAT much.”

“Well, believe me, Sh’rak would like nothing more than to see the Romulans absorbed back into the Vulcan culture. What good does it have for them to have a galactic alliance if they can’t even get their own people back into the fold?”

Tovar’s eyes widened. “I hadn’t thought of that, Mum. To think, all those years the Romulans have tried to recombine with the Vulcans. Now the tables are turned.”

“And there may not be anything standing in the way of reunification,” Mrs. Bain agreed.

“Only, now that the Vulcans have broken away from the Federation, we may be facing a situation that puts us at a distinct disadvantage.”

“The Federation could become the galactic equivalent of the smallest kid on the playground.”

“We cannot let that happen,” Tovar said earnestly.

“That’s why the Federation is sending the Anomaly to reassure the Romulans about who is allied with who.”

“Couldn’t they spare someone more…impressive? The President, or Vice President? A high-ranking ambassador?”

“Oh, you’re going to be bringing along a guest of honor, don’t you worry about that,” Mrs. Bain said with a long sigh.

“That is a relief.”

“Well, don’t get your hopes up.”



“Isn’t this exciting,” Captain Bain said, leaning against Tovar’s console as he monitored the Anomaly’s anti-sing trip to Romulus. They were only using Warp C, since Romulus wasn’t really that far away.

“I wouldn’t say ‘exciting,’ sir,” Tovar said, and added in a lowered voice, “I would prefer to say ‘worrisome.’”

“When did you become such a worry wart, Tovar?” Bain asked.

“When I had the stable elements of my personality forcibly removed.”

“You mean the interloper who took over this ship and nearly went on a rampage with it?”

“He had the virtue of being smart,” Tovar said, punching his controls.

“Well,” Bain said, trying to change the subject. “Are our guests comfortably aboard?”

“Unfortunately, yes, although I wouldn’t say comfortable.”

Bain nodded. “I don’t know what Starfleet was thinking, sending them.”

“I have a feeling Admiral Larkin had a hand in it as well.”

“Oh, no doubt.” Bain shook his head. “Anyway…” He looked to Arroyo. “Time to Romulus, Ensign?”

“Twenty minutes,” Arroyo said.

Suddenly the doors to Prosak’s quarters (Bain’s former ready room) opened up and Prosak stumbled out, still in her pajamas.

“If you’re going to strut around in those, at least keep them buttoned!” Arroyo moaned.

“Commander?” asked Bain.

Prosak didn’t reply, she just walked into the aft turbolift and it closed.

Bain looked at Tovar. “Damned peculiar.”

Tovar nodded. “Quite.”



Once the Anomaly had arrived at Romulus, and Bain had finally finished fumbling with his dress uniform, he and Tovar, Prosak, and the Federation’s…er, distinguished guests of honor, beamed down to the Romulan capital city, where the large-scale shindig to install Proconsul Prilosek as Praetor was about to take place in the ornate and huge Songbird Ballroom.

“Has anyone seen Prilosek?” Prosak asked, sipping her glass of Diet Romulan Ale as she and Bain watched the crowds of Romulans exchanging handshakes and well-wishes.

“She has been in seclusion, as I understand it, preparing her speech,” Bain said.

“I see,” said Prosak. “Excuse me.”

“Sir,” Tovar said, sidling up to Bain, as if from out of nowhere.

Bain gasped. “Tovar! Don’t sneak up on a man like that!”

“My apologies. Where is Commander Prosak going?”

“I haven’t the slightest. I’m just glad she changed from her jammies into a dress uniform.”

Tovar nodded. “As am I.”

“Captain Bain,” came a patronizing voice Bain recognized as Sh’rak’s.

Bain turned around, pasting on his best forced smile. “High Chancellor. As always, a pleasure.”

“Enjoying your ale?”

Bain held up his glass. “Not quite scotch, but not bad!”

“Very good,” Sh’rak said, nodding at the two old Vulcans who flanked him to disperse into the crowd. “I am glad to see the Federation thought enough of this event to send some representatives.”

“It is quite the occasion,” Bain said. “I think they decided to send the Anomaly since it’s such a fine example of Romulan and Federation cooperation.”

“Indeed,” Sh’rak said blandly.

“And,” Bain added. “Of the lasting and unbreakable relationship between Romulus and the Federation.”

“We shall see,” Sh’rak replied, and moved off into the crowd.

“Gads! I had all sorts of witty rejoinders ready for him, and he just struts right off like the cock of the walk,” Bain muttered, sucking back his Romulan ale. He looked at Tovar. “Get me another one, old chum.”

“Sir, is that such a good idea?”

“**BRAP**Well if I’m going to put a good face on the Federation, I can’t very well do it sober, can I? And I certainly can’t rely on our ‘special’ guests.”

“I would think not,” Tovar said, taking Bain’s glass and heading over to the refreshments table to get him a refill. There, unfortunately, he bumped into the aforementioned Federation “guests of honor.”

“Why are we even here?” one of the two hunched over, decrepit old human men said.

“I’d rather be taking a nap,” grunted the other.

“Admirals,” Tovar said patiently, as he poured ale into Bain’s glass, and got one for himself. “You two have a very important responsibility. To prove to the Romulans that the induction of their new Praetor is of utmost importance to the Federation.”

“Bah! I hate the Romulans,” muttered one of the old men, who was bald and wore a silver goatee.

“You sure can hold a grudge,” grunted the one whose sparse gray hair and grey beard made him look oddly reminiscent of Santa Claus. “When are you going to just get over it?”

“When you lose some weight!” snapped baldy. “Now go find my injection. My body parts are dying faster than these nanites can rebuild them.”

Tovar watched with detached interest as the other old man chortled raspily. “Haha. You old wretch. Looks like I’ll be outliving you, too, just like I outlived your stupid wife.”

“You shut up about that! We’ll just see about…” choked the bald one, bracing himself against the refreshment table. “We’ll just see about…about that one!”

Tovar’s eyes widened. He rushed over to the bald one and touched his shoulder. “Sir! Are you all right? Should I get Doctor Nooney?”

“NO!” he bellowed, sending Tovar stumbling backwards. “I don’t want that stupid quack to touch me. Get me a female doctor. A cute one.”

“I could call Nurse Ih’vik down.”

“No!” said the other old man.

“Andorians are nothing but trouble,” muttered baldy.

Tovar looked at the old bald man with growing concern. “Sir, you are looking very pale. We really should get you some medical assistance.”

“Nonsense. My heart just stopped for a bit.” He cocked his head, his eyes brightening slightly. “There she goes again. Good old thumpy.”

The other man punched the bald one on the arm. “Yeah. Should be good for at least a couple more days.”

“You shut up!”

“Why don’t YOU shut up?”

“Why were we here again?”

“I don’t know, but I want to go back to Starfleet Meadows. I had almost gotten old Bev Crusher into the sack!”

“I’m not going back to the home! I just want my nanites!”

Tovar rolled his eyes. “Enjoy the rest of the ceremony, gentlemen.”

“And where can I get a decent cup of coffee?” bellowed one of the old men.

“Oh you and your coffee,” spat the other.

“Oh, I suppose real men drink grapefruit juice?”

“Damn, there goes the heart again.”

“Die, damn you!”

“Never! I will live to see your decrepit body blown out of a photon tube if it’s the last thing I ever do!”

Tovar sighed and walked away, as the two old men fought on.



As Prosak made her way through the rear accessway of the Songbird Ballroom, she bumped into Ambassador Rorshak.

“Boogles!” Rorshak said, pulling Prosak into a hug. “How are you, youngest! Staying out of trouble?”

“Indeed,” Prosak nodded. “And you?”

“Just coming from a visit with the soon-to-be Praetor. She seems quite nice. You know, Boogles, Proconsul Prilosek was responsible for a lot of the initiatives that made your Anomaly project come to fruition. You have her to thank for a lot of it.”

“I know. I would love to thank her personally.”

“I don’t see why not,” Rorshak said, gesturing back down the accessway. As the pair walked, Rorshak looked at Prosak. “You’re not still on about reuniting the Vulcans and Romulans are you?”

“I will keep those arguments to myself.”

“Good. The last thing I need is for you to embarrass me in front of our new leader.”

“I would not dream of it, Father.”

“That’s a good Boogles.”



“They’re quite the pair all right,” Bain chuckled, sucking back another glass of Romulan Ale. “I don’t know how Admiral Larkin worked with them all those years.”

“Have you seen Prosak, sir?” Tovar asked idly.

“Not as such,” Bain said. “I’m sure she’s about somewhere.”

“I think I will go try to find her.”

“Very good.” Bain nodded as he bumped into a Romulan dignitary he recognized. “Ahh, Commander Carfax! We had a space battle twenty years ago, during the break in the armistice! I nearly destroyed you, remember?”

“Ah, Captain Bain. How good to see you again. Still shooting up enemy vessels!”

“Whenever I get the chance, old boy. Whenever I get the chance!”



Proconsul Prilosek was sitting at a desk in one of the anterooms in the Songbird Ballroom complex. Four Centurions waited outside. Rorshak nodded at them and gestured Prosak into the office.

“Proconsul,” Rorshak said. “I want you to meet my lovely daughter, Prosak.” He rested his hands on Prosak’s shoulders. “Prosak, this is the next Praetor of the Romulan Empire.”

Prosak grinned, reaching forward to shake Prilosek’s hand as the diminutive, but sturdily- built, Romulan woman stood up and shook hands with her.

“A pleasure, Commander. Your father has told me a lot about you.”

“He is too kind,” Prosak said, moving to stand next to Rorshak. “I love him dearly.”

“That’s nice,” said Prilosek. “I hope you enjoy the ceremony.”

“Oh, I am sure I will,” Prosak said, reaching behind Rorshak and patting him on the shoulder.

Rorshak looked down at Prosak, smiling. “I have nothing but good things to say about my Prosak.”

“The feeling is mutual,” Prosak said, and squeezed the base of Rorshak’s neck, causing him to drop to the floor like a sack of Romulan nukbars.

Prilosek’s eyebrows went up in shock. “What…”

“You’re next, darling,” Prosak said in a low voice, and before Prilosek could make a move, she reached over and pinched the Proconsul’s neck, causing her to drop to a floor too.



“She went to see the Proconsul, you say,” Tovar said, following a centurion down the access tunnel toward the back area of the Songbird Ballroom.

“Yes,” said the Centurion. “I think she wanted to extend her congratulations. I think her father introduced her. Ambassador Rorshak is quite proud of his daughter.”

“As are we all,” Tovar muttered, shaking his head. Something felt wrong. Maybe it was Totap’s battle instincts talking, but something was definitely wrong.



Prosak whistled a happy tune as she leaned over Prilosek’s immobile body and withdrew a hairpin from the mound of curls atop her head. She was getting bored of the perm. It was time to straighten it again and return it to its natural, Vulcan-looking, state.

She looked at the hairpin, grinning at the small purplish stain at the end. Just enough of just the right chemical to give the recipient massive neurological failure. A well-planned assassination that would look like an accident, until some clever Romulan coroner discovered the chemical, one Nelpazine, which is used mainly by Starfleet operatives. The Romulans would know this, and their relations with Starfleet would only go downhill from there.

It was pure genius, Prosak thought to herself. She had to hand it to Sh’rak. He was a brilliant strategist. Brilliant.

A small part of Prosak screamed out in defiance as she moved the hairpin down toward the prone body of Prilosek. She ignored that part and prepared to punch the hairpin into the Proconsul’s neck.

Just as an invisible foot kicked Prosak’s hand, knocking the hairpin to the ground.

Prosak turned her head, shocked. There was no one there. Then there was.

“No you don’t, love!” With a glitter of golden light, Rosalyn Bain emerged from her personal cloak and slammed a foot into the side of Prosak’s head.

Prosak shook off the dizziness caused by the impact of the old woman’s foot and rose unsteadily to her feet. “Mrs. Bain…what a pleasure. What brings you here?”

“That’s for me to know, dear,” Mrs. Bain said, and gave a swift roundhouse kick to Prosak’s jaw, “and for you to find out!”

Prosak staggered backward, then piledrived into Mrs. Bain, knocking her against the wall. “Captain Bain has told me you make a tremendous apple pie. I should like to try it some time.”

“And you will try it, providing I don’t kill you here.”

“And providing I don’t kill you!” Prosak cried and clasped her hands together, ramming them into Rosalyn’s shoulder. She stumbled, but quickly recovered and delivered a crushing judo chop to Prosak’s neck, following up with a jump kick to the face.

Prosak pinwheeled back against the wall of the small office and gazed at Rosalyn, dazed.

“You fight well. Why are you here again?” Prosak asked woozily.

“I’m on a mission,” Rosalyn said simply, and swing-kicked Prosak in the side of the head, knocking her out cold.

That done, Rosalyn bent down and scooped up the hairpin. “Damn old knees,” she griped and grunted as she pocketed the murder weapon and looked at the placid expression on Proconsul Prilosek. “Looks like you’re none the worse for wear, old girl.”

Suddenly the doors to the office were pried apart and Tovar rushed in, both wrist phasers drawn. “What’s with all the commotion in here, it sounds like someone’s” Tovar looked shocked. “MUM!” he shouted as the doors closed behind him.

“Not so loud, boy. They call us ‘secret’ agents for a reason!” Rosalyn scolded.

Tovar knelt beside Prosak. “Oh! Mum…what’s happened here?”

“Something happened to Prosak on Vulcan, Tovar. They tampered with her somehow. Brainwashed her. It makes perfect sense. If Prosak succeeded, and the Romulans deduced that the Federation was behind it, they’d break off from the alliance and possibly join the Vulcans.”

Tovar glanced at Prilosek, an alarmed look on his face. “Oh no! Did she–?”

“No, no. She just nerve-pinched her.”

“But Prosak can’t–”

“All the more evidence that she’s been tampered with. Please, lad, try to get with the program here.”

“Yes, mum.” Tovar looked at Prosak. “So, umm, you didn’t kill…”

“Of course not, just beat her silly. Now listen carefully. I want you to take credit for stopping Prosak. Tell the truth to the Romulan authorities. Have them do a brainscan on Prosak. You’ll find she had an invasive mind-meld. And I think you’ll find the good Chancellor Sh’rak was behind it all.”

Tovar nodded. “Very well. Do you think there will be any way to reverse it?”

Rosalyn stared down at Prosak’s unconscious form. “No way of knowing for sure. I do know one thing. If she wakes up remembering that I was here on a mission, I’ll have to kill her.”

“You are kidding, aren’t you, Mum?”

“Sure I am, dear.”



Ten minutes before the installation of Prilosek, and Bain was already feeling buzzed. He stared, bleary-eyed, as a Romulan aide took the stage.

“Ladies and gentlemen. I am afraid the installation will have to be delayed. There has been a minor…accident…and Proconsul Prilosek will not be able to take part in the ceremony today. We are sorry for the inconvenience this may have caused.”

“I wonder what happened,” Bain said to himself.

“Fascinating,” Sh’rak said from behind him, then pointed at his two advisors and disappeared into the crowd.

Bain glanced over his shoulder, then chuckled to himself. “Silly Vulcans,” he muttered, and went to find another drink.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 177125.7. At last, we have completed the installation ceremony of Praetor Prilosek and are getting underway to begin our next mission. Turns out the complications Prilosek’s aide referred to had to do with the good Proconsul taking a nasty fall in her office that knocked her unconscious. But, luckily, she recovered from her minor injury and a day later the ceremony went off without a hitch. Meanwhile, I have one bastard of a hangover.



“I’ll probably erase the hangover part,” Bain said, while sitting in the Captain’s Lounge, as Tovar paced in front of the viewport.

“That would be for the best,” Tovar said distractedly. “Otherwise, all official accounts will reflect that what happened down there was an accident.”

“As it should be. Can’t go letting the whole universe know our First Officer tried to assassinate the Romulan leader, can we?”

“That would certainly tarnish our reputation,” Tovar said, staring out the viewport.

“Any word on how she’s doing?” asked Bain.

“Nooney and Kasyov are working on her,” Tovar said. “Apparently they have isolated the neural pathways in Prosak’s brain that Sh’rak tampered with.”

“Can we prove it was Sh’rak?”

Tovar shook his head. “I’m afraid not.”

“Damn. So, for now, the Vulcans get away scot free, and can continue their machinations, toward what end we don’t even know.”

“I’m afraid so. At least they didn’t succeed in destroying the peace treaty between us and the Romulans.”

“Came damn close though,” Bain muttered. “And look what they did to poor Prosak.”

“I feel partly responsible,” Tovar mumbled.

“So do I,” agreed Bain. “It just goes to show, skulking about undercover will only get you into trouble.”

“I’m getting that impression, sir,” Tovar agreed.

“Kasyov to Bain,” came the voice of Anomaly’s Russian scientist over the comm channel.

“Go ahead,” Bain said, his expression brightening.

“She’s awake, and asking to speak to you.”

Bain looked at Tovar. “Let’s go, chum.”



“And how are we today?”

Prosak’s eyes fluttered open, and immediately she shrunk away, pulling the covers up over her head. She peeked back over the covers, relieved to see Dr. Kasyov’s rigid features replacing Nooney’s.

“Get back, you grinning fool. You’re scaring her half to death.”

Then she saw Bain leaning over her, and Tovar.

“Cap…Captain,” Prosak said, leaning up on her elbows. “What happened?”

Bain looked at Tovar. “We think you were the victim of an invasive mind-meld.”

“A form of Vulcan brainwashing.”

“A capability we didn’t even know the Vulcans had until now,” Kasyov said, punching some controls on a medical padd and setting it aside. She looked at Bain. “Something I’d love to investigate more of…but something tells me I’m not going to get to ask anymore questions here.”

“That is a reasonable hypothesis,” Tovar muttered. “Doctor, Doctor, if the two of you could excuse us.”

“Want to go get an ice cream sundae?” Nooney asked jauntily as he followed a flummoxed-looking Kasyov out of the Recovery Ward.

“Never,” Kasyov responded and walked away in the opposite direction.

“What was I…brainwashed into doing?” asked Prosak.

“Murdering the new Romulan Praetor,” Tovar said bluntly.

Prosak gasped. “Gods! Did I succeed?”

“Thankfully, no. Tovar here stopped you.”

“Yes, yes I did,” said Tovar.

Prosak touched the bruise on her cheek, all but healed thanks to Nooney. “You really gave me a pounding, didn’t you?”

Tovar shrugged. “You were about to kill Prilosek. I really had no choice.”

“I understand.” Prosak looked at Bain. “Why would the Vulcans do such a thing?”

“Apparently they want to bust up the Romulan/Federation alliance.”

“But we stopped them,” said Prosak.

“For now,” said Tovar.

Prosak frowned. “I failed in my mission.”

“Not at all,” Bain said, shaking his head.

“You forced Sh’rak’s hand,” said Tovar. “Until now, all we’ve had are suspicions. Now we know the Vulcans will stop at nothing until they control this quadrant.”

“All because of one man,” Prosak muttered.

“What makes you so sure?” Tovar asked.

“Vulcans as a whole do not value conquest. They believe it to be an illogical waste of resources.”

“Sh’rak certainly seems to have the convinced otherwise then,” Tovar said.

“Or the population just isn’t aware of his full plan,” Prosak replied. “I just can’t believe that the Vulcan people would abandon their core values. It’s not possible.”

“RommaVulc to the end, I see,” Tovar replied.

“I stand by my beliefs.”

“As you should,” Bain said. “Right. Enough of this talk. Let’s all go grab an ale and lighten up a bit. The Federation is out of harm’s way for the moment. Let’s celebrate.”

“As long as it isn’t Romulan Ale,” Tovar said, looking sternly at Bain. “You’ve had enough of that for awhile.”

“You two go without me. I’d better call my dad and explain things.”

“Good idea,” Bain said. “He’s one of the few people who is fully aware of what’s happened. One of the privileged few who really knows what’s going on. Huh, Tovar?”

“Um, right,” Tovar said uneasily.

“All right, then,” said Bain. “You can catch up with us later, Prosak. Off we go, chum!”

Prosak eased out of her bed and began searching for her uniform. She didn’t know where to begin apologizing to her Father. She figured he wouldn’t understand . But that was okay, because she really didn’t either.

As she got her uniform on and headed out of the Recovery Ward, she heard Nurse Ih’vik shouting to attendants and rushing out of Sickbay.

“Emergency in the Diplomatic Guest quarters. Two massive heart failures. Subjects are 167 and 168 years old. Bring crash kits! Stat! Go, go, go!”

“Is everything okay?” Prosak asked Ih’vik as she rushed out, followed by two medtechs.

“What do you think?” she snapped.

Prosak thought about that a moment. “I think everything will be just fine.”



SUSSEX, ENGLAND TWO MONTHS LATER



“I’m so glad we finally got around to doing this,” Captain Bain said, lighting up a celebratory pipe as Prosak leaned back, patting her stomach. “I’ve been wanting to show you around England for quite some time.”

“That was excellent sheep’s head stew, Captain,” she said, glancing around Bain’s dining room “And may I say, you have a beautiful home.”

“Thanks, Commander. That means a lot, coming from you.”

“Who wants some apple pie?” Mrs. Bain asked cheerily, swooping in out of the kitchen with Tovar following behind carrying plates and silverware.

“Um…” Prosak said.

“Her pies are the best, Commander. You really should have some,” Bain said.

“Well, okay…”

As Tovar sat a plate in front of Prosak, Mrs. Bain scooped a slice of steaming pie out of the dish and set it in front of the Romulan. “There, now. You eat up.” She patted Prosak on the shoulder.

That mere touch sent Prosak shooting out of her chair. She looked at Mrs. Bain with wide eyes.

“Noooooooo! Don’t hurt me! Please, don’t hurt me!”

“Whatever do you mean, dear?” Rosalyn asked sweetly.

“Get me out of this place!” she cried and ran out of the room.

Mrs. Bain stared down at the slice of pie in consternation. She put her hands on her hips. “Now, I wonder what all that was about?”

“I wouldn’t take it personally, dearest,” Bain said. “Prosak’s been very stressed lately.”

“Yes,” said Tovar. “Very.”

“Indeed,” said Mrs. Bain. “So who else wants pie?”





Past Due



THE VOID



There’s little to recommend the vast expanse between the Milky Way and Andromeda Galaxies as a tourist destination. Really, there’s not even enough around to properly call it “space.” It’s nothing, plain and simple.

Occasionally, something can be found traversing the nothing. A ship. A probe. Even something as basic as an energy wave or signal.

In order to travel from one galaxy to the next, such a signal must be extremely powerful and tightly focused, which is good description of the bit of energy making its way from Andromeda to the Milky Way that we’re about to look in on. This energy actually contains a message.

Let’s read it, shall we?



FINAL NOTICE



TO: SHELLY MARSDEN C/O USS ANOMALY - UNITED FEDERATION OF PLANETS MILKY WAY GALAXY



DEAR CARDHOLDER MARSDEN:



SOME TIME AGO, YOU APPLIED FOR AND RECEIVED A GYJIK’S CARD FROM GYJIK’S GALAXY GATEWAY. THIS CARD HAS SINCE BEEN USED AND IS CURRENTLY ABOVE ITS CREDIT LIMIT. REPEATED ATTEMPTS TO REACH YOU DIRECTLY HAVE FAILED, LEAVING US NO CHOICE BUT TO REFER YOUR ACCOUNT TO ASSOCIATES’ ACQUISITIONS, OUR COLLECTIONS FIRM.

IF YOU DO NOT CONTACT US TO ARRANGE PAYMENT OF YOUR BILL IN THE NEXT THREE CYCLES, ASSOCIATES’ ACQUISITIONS WILL TAKE ACTION. WE SINCERELY HOPE THAT THIS WILL NOT BE NECESSARY.

OUR OPERATORS ARE ON DUTY 25 HOURS A DAY. PLEASE, FOR YOUR SAKE, COMM US, AND THANK YOU FOR SHOPPING AT GYJIK’S.



GYJIK’S CUSTOMER SERVICE



Hmm…sounds important. Fortunately, the message is just about to reach the Milky Way. The galaxy’s energy barrier is a short distance away, and coming closer all the time.

Closer…closer…closer.

It’s here!

Whoops. The message bounced right off of the barrier. Well, maybe it won’t turn out to have been as important as it looked.



FIVE MONTHS LATER…



Station Commander Y’scicht of the United Federation of Planet’s Barrier Observation Outpost (Better known as BOO) had little to complain about in his life. Sure there was a massive swirling energy field just outside of his space station that had been known to cause nasty side effects in people unfortunate enough to try to pass through it, but no one had tried anything that foolish in over a century.

Actually, no one really bothered to come near the galactic barrier very often period. Why should they? The only ship capable of getting to another galaxy, the USS Anomaly, had already gone to Andromeda and come back over a year ago. Since then, the giant gateway hovering just outside of the BOO, which allowed safe travel through the barrier, had sat untouched.

It seemed like such a waste, Y’scicht thought to himself, clicking his mandible as he stared out the window of his office at the gateway. The gateway had been trumpeted as a fantastic technological achievement, which it was, but year after year it went unused.

So why was it suddenly activating?

The insectoid station commander rushed closer to the window as the gateway powered up, powerful energies swirling inside it to create a mini-wormhole to the gateway on the other side of the galactic barrier.

Moments later, Y’scicht watched in horror as an angular dark dark purple vessel emerged from the gateway. Was this the beginning of an invasion of the galaxy? Had the Federation’s technological achievement just signed the Milky Way’s death warrant?

Then, just as abruptly as it had opened, the gateway closed, leaving the alien ship hovering just outside of the BOO.

Y’scicht raced out of his office into the station’s operations center as fast as his spindly legs would take him.

“Do they have weapons armed? Are they about to attack?” he asked breathlessly.

“I don’t think so, sir,” Lieutenant Cranelly, his science officer, replied. “Actually, they’re hailing us.”

“What do they want?” Y’scicht replied with a sigh of relief.

“The USS Anomaly. Now. And they don’t sound happy.”

“Um…tell them we don’t know where they are.”

“Sending now.”

Y’scicht twitched nervously, waiting for a response. “Well, what did they say?”

“Thank you,” Cranelly replied as, on the BOO’s viewscreen, the alien ship headed off deeper into the galaxy. “And have a nice day.”

“Well that was courteous of them,” Y’scicht said, turning to head back to his office. “Carry on.”

“Should I contact Starfleet?”

“Um…yeah. Do that. I’ll be in here.”

Y’scicht stepped back into his office, relieved that his station had come through that tense situation completely unscathed. As for the Anomaly…well, that was the Anomaly’s problem, now wasn’t it?



USS ANOMALY



“More wine?”

“Please.”

Cole Anfibon picked the half-full bottle up off of the small table he was currently sharing with Lieutenant Shelly Marsden and poured her another glass. The pair was currently ensconced in an intimate corner of a candle-lit Italian restaurant. In the opposite corner of the room, a violinist played, but otherwise, other than the occasional entrance of the waiter from the kitchen, the place was deserted.

“You know, I tend avoid empty restaurants,” Cole said with a good-natured smile. “It usually means the food stinks.”

“And does it?” Marsden asked, feeling pleasantly tipsy as she gazed across the table at her date.

“No. Not at all. I just want to know how you did it.”



“Ah ah. An engineer’s got to keep some of her secrets.”

“Fair enough.”

“You want to see how good of an engineer I actually am?” Marsden asked huskily.

“Somehow I get the feeling the answer is definitely yes.”

“Come here.”

Marsden reached across the table and pulled Cole close to her, pressing her lips against his for a long moment, then pushed him back into his seat.

“Damn,” he said stunned. “That was almost…”

“Real?” Marsden said.

“Yeah. Like you were actually here.”

“The wonders of holography,” Marsden said satisfied as she settled back into her seat.

“Of course I’d prefer that it was really real,” Cole replied.

“You’re the one on the wrong side of the quadrant at the moment.”

“That’s relative. I could just as easily say the same for you. But at least now I understand why you were so insistent that I get a holopod and upgrade my comm gear.”

“I like to keep in touch…but don’t get too used to it. This may be a once-in-a-lifetime event.” Unfortunately, it probably would be. The only way Marsden had been able to pull off this little holographic tet-a-tet was to tell a small lie to Captain Bain in order to get the Anomaly parked in a stationary orbit above Qualor Two, the planet of the Anomaly’s current assignment, while Cole kept his ship parked several hundred light years away. Beyond that, keeping this holo-sim going in two separate remote locations was a hell of a lot more taxing on resources than the usual holopod links that took place on the Anomaly itself.

“Then I should shut up and make the most of it, I suppose,” Cole said, placing his hand gently over hers on the table.

“That would be a good idea,” Marsden said. “Who knows when we’ll actually happen to end up in the same sector of space again, what with your…acquiring.” She said this last bit with due disdain. As much as she liked Cole, his line of work left something to be desired. Groups or individuals would hire him to obtain objects they desired. While attempting to get his hands on a Starfleet computer core that had crashed on a primitive world, he’d met Marsden, who was there to retrieve the same core. Fortunately for Cole, he’d had enough sense to let Marsden take the core. Otherwise, she would have been forced to chop off his fingers and feed them to him. She tended to get a bit possessive when it came to her ships…or pieces of them anyway.

“You know,” Cole said, leaning in closer. “I just had this really radical idea. Why don’t we actually try to schedule some time together? I know it seems revolutionary, but it just might work.”

“You mean like a weekend away or something?”

“I could come to the Anomaly, if you’d like,” Cole said.

“That doesn’t sound very relaxing.”

“There are other places in the quadrant we could go.”

“I realize…”

Marsden’s sentence was interrupted by a sudden, horrible screeching from the violin. Her head whipped around, looking for some glitch in the program. The violin and violinist seemed to be intact. Wait. The violinist. It was now…

Tovar!

“Excuse me a moment,” Marsden said to Cole, tossing her napkin on the table then charging over to the Yynsian tac-ops officer across the room.

“Nice place,” Tovar said, looking around. “How’s the food?”

“What are you doing in here?” Marsden hissed.

“You cut off all comm contact with your holopod and quite effectively sealed off your program from outsiders.”

“I know. That was the idea!”

“The only way I could get in was to replace one of the existing characters in your simulation. You might want to close that route in the future.”

“Oh, I’ll do that. Believe me,” Marsden said, stealing a quick glance back at Cole, who waved and smiled, obviously amused by the whole thing. “Now is there some ACTUAL reason that you’re here!”

“Captain Bain would like a word.”

“Tell him the engines are fine.”

“I believe this may have more to do with the fact that you have currently sucked up 85% of the ship’s resources. We cannot send or receive comms other than audio, transporters and holopods are offline, and I can’t get a sensor reading farther than three feet outside of the ship!” Tovar said, growing more annoyed with each word. “Do you WANT to get us attacked! Is your date worth all of our lives!”

“Would you relax? We’re deep in Federation space. Nothing is going to attack us here.”

“You must learn to expect the unexpected, Lieutenant.”

“What? Like my violinist suddenly vanishing and being replaced by the incredible screeching man? Don’t you have a past life in there that’s musical?”

“Yes. However, his speciality was the Yynsian equivalent of bagpipes.”

“Never mind,” Marsden said quickly. “Tell the Captain to unbunch his britches or whatever he’d say under the circumstances. I’ll be right there.”

Tovar nodded, then vanished from the program, his form instantly replaced by the original violinist.

“Do you have a request?” the violinist asked.

“Yeah. Stop time for a while,” Marsden muttered, then headed back to her table.

“I’m guessing we’re done for the evening,” Cole said, standing up as Marsden returned.

Marsden nodded. “The Captain says I have to free up the comm line.”

“Taskmaster,” Cole said with a smile. “Comm me when you can.”

“Bet on it,” Marsden said.

“So, do I get to see how real this thing is again before I go?” Cole asked feigning innocence as he wrapped his arms around her.

“I guess so,” Marsden said, smirking. The kiss, even though it was just a holographic representation of Cole, sent chills down Marsden’s spine. It had been way too long since she’d had this in her life.

“And how long is it until we can do this again?” Cole asked once the kiss ended.

“Too long.”

“Well, you know what they say about absence.”

“Yeah. It sucks,” Marsden said.

Cole chuckled. “I’ll comm you tomorrow.”

“I’m holding you to that,” Marsden replied. Cole blew her one last kiss, then vanished out of the simulation as he shut down the holopod on his end.

“Computer,” Marsden said with a sigh. “End program.”



After slipping out of her casual wear and putting her uniform back on, Marsden headed up to the bridge, steeling herself for a lecture from Bain about taking advantage of her position as Chief Engineer. Frankly, she didn’t care what he had to say about it. He wouldn’t even have the Anomaly to command if she hadn’t designed it in the first place. There wouldn’t be an anti-singularity drive without her…well, and Cabral. Anyway, the point was that Bain had already taken command of the ship she designed, so she was going to be compensated for her efforts in ways she saw fit. If that meant sucking up ship’s resources to have dinner with Cole, that was what was going to happen!

Captain Reginald Bain swivelled around in the command chair to face her as soon as she stepped out onto the Anomaly’s wedge-shaped bridge. Lieutenant Commander Tovar had already returned to his post at the tac-ops console at the rear of the bridge, and he eyed her with a smirk as she exited the turbolift.

“Marsie! Just the woman I wanted to see!” Bain said, clapping his hands together exuberantly. “So how’d we do?”

“Excuse me?”

“Tovar tells me you’ve been taxing our resources to the utmost. Did the ship pass the test?”

“Um…yes,” Marsden said, stealing a glance at Tovar, who was making a show of being busy at his console. He glanced up at her and winked. WINKED! She just didn’t understand him at all. One second he’s berating her for putting the ship in danger; the next, he’s covering for her. Were all Yynsians like this or just Tovar?

“So what was the test, if you don’t mind my asking?” Bain said, pulling her back to the conversation at hand.

“Well, I set up a two-way holographic simulation in my holopod between the Anomaly and a remotely-positioned vessel designed to push the comm array to its maximum capabilities while also testing its ability to draw and maximize the use of resources from other ship’s systems. At no point during the test was real-time communication impaired.”

Why did she suddenly feel like she was back at the Academy in front of a professor?

“Capital!” Bain said. “Of course, I knew we’d pass with flying colors. I have every faith in your abilities, Marsie.”

“Thanks,” Marsden said, walking past tac-ops toward the engineering console. Considering the babble she’d just spouted, Marsden felt it might be a good idea to actually check on the effects of her dinner with Cole. “And thank you,” she whispered as she passed tac-ops.

Tovar nodded slightly, but didn’t speak. His attention was drawn away by a new readout on his console. “Captain, Starfleet Command is hailing. Admiral Larkin’s office.”

“Put her on,” Bain said, spinning back around in his chair and standing up. The image on the viewscreen shifted from Qualor Two passing below them to Admiral Kristen Larkin seated behind her desk at Starfleet Headquarters.

“Good evening, Admiral!” Bain said. “What can we do for you?”

“A situation has developed,” the android admiral replied without so much as a hello.

“Ah!” Bain said replied. “Some problem for us to charge in and fix! Wonderful!”

“Actually, it appears to be a problem you caused, Reginald,” Larkin said. “A vessel has entered our galaxy through the gateway at the Barrier Observation Outpost. It is sending out continuous broadcast hails demanding to know the location of the USS Anomaly.”

“Good lord! The Associates!” Bain exclaimed.

“Oh no!” Dr. Natalia Kasyov, the Anomaly’s science officer who had, up to this point, been content to stay out of the day’s conversations in favor of checking readings of the acid trails currently being left by the holisk snails migrating through the Qualoran capital city. “They are NOT taking Cabral again.”

“Cabral has not been mentioned,” Admiral Larkin said. “They are here for Lieutenant Marsden.”

“Me!” Marsden exclaimed, rising from her seat at the engineering console. “What do they want with me?”

“Something about an unpaid credit card bill.”

Marsden collapsed back into her chair. “Oh. That,” she said softly. Okay. That was it. She was doomed. It never crossed her mind when she applied for that Gyjik’s Card in Andromeda and used it to buy materials for the Anomaly that the Associates might actually come to the Milky Way to collect!

“Do they expect repayment?” Bain asked.

“That is an option; however, I doubt our methods of exchange match.”

“And their technology was well above ours in most respects,” Tovar added.

“And they are NOT taking Cabral!” Kasyov snapped.

“Relax, Doctor,” Bain said. “No one is being taken. And that includes you, Marsie. Assemble the fleet, Admiral. I’ll send these buggers scampering back to Andromeda and how!”

“I will be in touch,” Larkin said. “In the meantime, you are to negotiate with the Associates. You are the only ship with experience with them, so we are relying on you to find a solution to this crisis.”

“I’ll solve it even if I have to obliterate the bastards one by one.”

“I trust that will not be necessary,” the admiral said somewhat forcefully. “Larkin out.”

Marsden got up from her seat and headed to the turbolift, stumbling forward as though in a trance.

“Buck up, Marsden,” Bain said. “We’ll sort this out.”

“I’ll be in my quarters…,” Marsden said flatly as she stepped into the turbolift, “…killing myself.”

The turbolift doors closed, leaving Bain to wonder if she was serious.



“What do you want?” Marsden’s muffled voice called out in response to all-too-happy-sounding chirp of her door chime. She currently was laying face down on her sofa and had no intention of getting up, much less turning her head to greet a visitor, not that she was in any mood for greeting anyway.

“You dead yet?” Natalia Kasyov’s voice asked as the Anomaly’s science officer entered Marsden’s quarters.

“Working on it,” Marsden replied humorlessly. “Slow smothering.”

“Ah. I see. Well could you knock it off for a bit? Corpses make lousy conversationalists.”

“Ha ha,” Marsden said flatly pulling herself into a sitting position as Kasyov sat down in one of the armchairs. “You must be relieved.”

“What do you mean?”

“They aren’t coming for Cabral.”

“I’d rather they weren’t coming for anybody,” Kasyov said. “Of course, we could just tell them you’re not here.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Marsden said. “I could mask my life-signs easily enough, but then I realized they probably don’t know who I am specifically. The Associates could tear up the quadrant until they find someone willing to admit to being me.”

“Good idea. Order Devix to be you. You outrank her, so she has to take the hit for you.”

“That sounds like a Tovar suggestion. Besides, I seem to remember identifying myself as human on that application. Devix’s purple scales might make them a little suspicious.” “True, but I wouldn’t worry too much. Bain’s on his home turf. My guess is he’s going to find a way to reduce the Associates into so many atoms.”

“Great. So then they send more ships,” Marsden said. “I’m not worth starting an intergalactic war over.”

“So what? You’re just going to go with them?” Kasyov said surprised.

“I’m starting to think I deserve this somehow.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Come on, Nat. I’ve been pulling the same crap for years. Remember that microstators project back at Fed High. We ran out of parts.”

“You’re the one who got me through that class, Shell. I couldn’t tell you a thing about it now, not to mention it was almost 15 years ago.”

“We ran out of parts. I told you to let me worry about it. I got into the repair shop and took a few out of some equipment they were throwing out.”

“So you did what you had to do to get the job done. Big deal. That’s your job now.”

“But how far is too far? I installed an alien device I knew next to nothing about into this ship to get the anti-sing to work, which led Cabral here in the first place. What if he’d been hostile? I could have gotten us all killed. Then I bought all of those materials in Andromeda.” She chuckled softly. “Bought. Right. Like I had any intention of paying for any of it. I was just doing what I felt was necessary to get the Anomaly moving again.”

Kasyov frowned. “I still don’t see how any of that means you have to turn yourself over to the Associates.”

“Maybe it’s time I finally paid the price for one of my shortcuts.”

“I thought you’d been paying that price ever since Bain took control of the ship from you,” Kasyov replied with a smirk.

Marsden couldn’t help but grin. “Okay. You’ve got me there.”

Kasyov patted her friend on the knee. “That’s better. We’ll figure something out.”

“Okay.”

“Do you realize I’ve been calming you down since high school. Really, woman. You need to practice some relaxation techniques or something. This is ridiculous.”

“I was relaxed at dinner.”

“Oh ho!” Kasyov said, leaning closer. “And how was it?”

“Scrumptious.”

“The dinner or Cole.”

“Both,” Marsden said grinning.

“Then we’ll have to make sure you get back for seconds.” Kasyov rose from her chair. “Come on. Let’s go talk to Captain Bain. I want input in whatever plan he comes up with. Otherwise, we’re liable to end up with that war you mentioned.”

“All right. I’m coming. I’m coming,” Marsden said as Kasyov pulled her up off of the sofa. “But if worst comes to worst, I guess Cabral can fill me in on life with the Associates.”

“That’s not funny.”

“Sorry.”

“No. Seriously. That’s not funny.”

“I said sorry.”

“Do you want to be plugged into a giant computer?”

“Drop it, Nat.”



After talking with Bain and having a late snack with Kasyov, Marsden was actually able to sleep that night. Bain didn’t have anything specific to say, but somehow seeing how prepared the man was to go to war to prevent “those Associate blighters” from getting their hands on her in any way was comforting, not that she wanted a war. Of course, on further reflection, she realized that Bain would probably be quite willing to go to war to prevent the Associates from touching just about anything. He didn’t have anything in particular against them. It was just the principle of the thing. And Marsden had a sneaking suspicious that Bain just liked to blow things up.

The following morning, Marsden had pushed aside any feelings that she somehow had this coming as karmic revenge for her methods of getting things done. The fact was that she DID get things done…and no one had been hurt in the process.

Finding the holo-mess hall deserted of senior officers, she grabbed a bacon and mayo sandwich to go (much to the disgust of the stuffy French guise the holochef had adopted that morning) and took a turbolift up to the bridge, munching as she went.

“WARNING: CRUMBS DETECTED. WARNING: CRUMBS DETECTED,” the computer monotoned. “EMERGENCY CLEANING ROUTINES WILL COMMENCE IN FIVE…FOUR…”

“Computer, override that crap,” Marsden snapped. Sure, she liked a clean starship as much as the next person, but there were times with the Anomaly’s AI could be a bit obsessive about it. Marsden had to wonder if Lieutenant Brazzell was behind it somehow. Either that or the mysterious cleaning lady that Kasyov claimed lived on board. Marsden had meant several times to try and track her down, but something always seemed to distract her before she got around to it.

Her thoughts derailed as the turbolift doors opened onto the bridge…and Bain’s shouting.

“Bloody hell!” Bain cried at the image of Admiral Larkin. “That soon!”

“The Associates possess a very efficient drive system,” Larkin replied placidly.

“Damn damn damn. How soon can we expect the fleet?”

“You can’t.”

“What?” Bain demanded.

“At our request, the Associates’ ship transmitted to us a copy of the agreement Lieutenant Marsden signed. Its terms are quite clear, and you are well aware of Federation policy regarding Starfleet Officers violating the laws of other cultures while acting within those cultures’ spheres of influence.”

“Wait!” Marsden said, charging forward toward the screen. “You’re giving in to the Associates?”

“I’m afraid they’ve got you dead to rights,” Bain said, clearly not pleased with the situation.

“However, your contribution to Starfleet will be long remembered,” Larkin added.

“Can’t I make a run for it?” Marsden protested. “Just give me the Navigator and tell them you don’t know where I am. How long do I have?”

“One hour,” Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell reported from tac-ops.

“An hour!” Marsden screamed, her temples throbbing. “Were you just going to let me sleep until they came knocking on my cabin door?”

“Steady, Marsden. This is news to me as well,” Bain said, placing a firm hand on her shoulder. “Evidently forces higher than ourselves conducted negotiations with the Associates without us.”

“If that was an attempt at sarcasm, Reginald, it is uncalled for,” Larkin said. “The Federation Council had no desire to start relations with the Associates on a sour note.”

“Sour note?” Bain snapped. “The note was bloody soured the moment those bastards attacked us and swiped Cabral. Coming to OUR galaxy for round two is intolerable!”

“You WILL assent to the Associates’ demands, understood?”

“Clearly,” Bain said. “Anomaly out.”

“But what happens to me?” Marsden demanded just as Larkin’s image was replaced by a starfield.

“Lieutenant…” Bain said.

“WHAT?”

“You’ve got a bit of something on your chin there. Might be mayonnaise.”

“Grime! I’ll get it!” Lieutenant Brazzell cried, hurtling tac-ops, scrub brush in hand, and charging Marsden.

“I HATE YOU ALL!” Marsden screamed just before Brazzell tackled her to the deck.



“Is everybody ship-shape?” Captain Bain asked rising up from the command chair and tugging on his uniform as he watched the Associates’ vessel loom closer on the Anomaly’s viewscreen.

“That depends,” Marsden replied from where she stood next to him. “Does ship-shape usually involve an incredible urge to run away screaming?”

“On occasion,” Bain said. “But I’ve decided that this particular situation might not be so horrendous.”

“Oh really?” Marsden said skeptically.

“Absolutely. We haven’t even asked the blighters what they want from you. For all we know, they have an exceptionally reasonable repayment program.”

“We don’t have any money.”

“Perhaps a trade then. The point is that the Associates may not intend any harm toward you whatsoever.”

“Or they may want to wire you into a giant living computer,” Dr. Kasyov said from the science station, where she was busy taking readings of the approaching vessel.

“That will do, Doctor,” Bain said disapprovingly as Marsden shot a nasty glare at Kasyov.

“The Associates’ ship still has not raised shields or armed weapons,” Lieutenant Commander Tovar reported from tac-ops. Tovar had come on shift to replace Brazzell, who was currently in sickbay to have a spray can dislodged from his throat after attempting to clean Lieutenant Marsden.

“We are being hailed,” Tovar said.

“And so it begins,” Bain said. “On screen.”

The image of the Associates’ ship on the viewscreen quickly shifted to show a bulky, purple-skinned Associate seated in the middle of a fairly austere bridge. Around this Associate, several others of his kind milled about performing various tasks.

“This is Captain Reginald Bain of the USS Anomaly,” Bain said smartly. “I believe you have been looking for us.”

The Associate’s yellow eyes narrowed as it clicked two of its three tongues disapprovingly. “Acquisition Officer Uuubopamaumau, Associates’ Acquisitions, and to say that we’ve been looking for you is an understatement. Both Gyjik’s Customer Service and our firm have been attempting to contact Shelly Marsden for many many cycles.”

“Dreadfully sorry about the bother, but we didn’t receive any messages,” Bain said. He looked at Marsden pointedly. “Did we?”

“Not a one,” she replied firmly.

“Hmmm…it must have been that barrier you all have around this galaxy,” Uuubopamaumau replied. “Makes you seem like an awfully unfriendly bunch.”

“We didn’t put it there!” Bain said defensively.

“Then take it down!”

“Of course. And we’ll just change the color of all space to a more pleasing mauve while we’re at it,” Tovar quipped.

“Look, what do you want from me?” Marsden demanded, sick of the pointless conversation.

“Quite right,” Bain said. “What does Lieutenant Marsden need to do to clear this up?”

“Pay your bill in full,” Uuubopamaumau said, locking an icy glare on Marsden.

“Do you take credits?” she asked hopefully.

“At this juncture, only approved Andromedan currency will be accepted.”

“Damn,” Bain said. “What about an exchange? We give you something, and you forgive the bill?”

“What could you possibly have that we would care about?”

“Tell them, Marsie,” Bain said.

“Tell them what?”

“Tell them what you have.”

“I don’t have anything,” Marsden snapped. “Unless they really want my grandfather’s tapestry collection or an antique lawn tractor.”

“Is the lawn tractor warp capable?” Uuubopamaumau asked interested.

“It’s not even movement capable. It does rust very nicely, though,” Marsden replied.

“Unacceptable,” Uuubopamaumau declared.

“Then I don’t know what else to do,” Marsden said.

“You may surrender yourself to us.”

“Surrender!” Bain cried. “I won’t hear of it.”

“Hang on,” Marsden said, taking a step forward. “What happens to me if I surrender?”

“You will be thoroughly assessed and then assigned a job to do based on your skills and personality. You will then perform that task until your debt has been repaid.”

“And this task? Would it potentially fatal?”

The Associate laughed. “Now what would be the point of having you die before you repaid your debt? How ludicrous! What sort of barbaric galaxy are you people running here to have such a notion?”

“Just checking,” Marsden said. “Could I have a moment?”

“Certainly,” Uuubopamaumau said with a slight bow of his triangular head.

Bain turned back to Tovar, who was already muting the comm channel. “Well, Marsie. What do you think?”

“Unless you hit the Andromedan lottery and didn’t tell me, I think I’m surrendering.”

“They had a lottery?” Bain said. “Blast. The missus and I do love a good game of chance. There was this one time on Multos Prime…before the whole Multek Enclave vanished, of course.” Bain looked back at Tovar. “Sorry to bring that up, lad, it being a sore point with the disappearance of your parents and all…”

Tovar just rolled his eyes and busied himself at his console.

“Captain,” Marsden said before Bain’s story could get back on track. “We don’t have the money. I am surrendering. Hopefully the Associates pay good wages.”

“If that’s your decision, I won’t stand in your way,” Bain said, gesturing for Tovar to reopen the comm channel.

“I’ll come with you,” Marsden said to the Associate.

“Okay then. That’s just fine. We’ll start the appropriate paperwork on our end. Gather any belongings you’ll need for the trip, and we’ll be in touch in…say…half an hour.”

“Fine with me.”

“Good.” Uuubopamaumau once again curtly bowed his head, then closed the comm channel.

“Guess I’d better start packing,” Marsden said, heading toward the turbolift.

“You too, Tovar,” Bain said.

“Ex…excuse me?” the Yynsian tac-ops officer gaped.

“I don’t quite trust these blighters. You’re going along to make sure everything’s on the up and up.”

“But they will be returning to the Andromeda Galaxy.”

“They’ll bring you back once the debt is paid. And with you helping Marsie out, things will go twice as fast!”

Tovar said nothing as he stomped into the turbolift beside Marsden.

“And look at it this way,” Bain said just before the turbolift doors closed. “You’ll be giving Marsden some company.”

Tovar and Marsden exchanged a glance. “Oh joy,” they muttered in unison.



The Tenclon seated, if that could truly be said to be the case considering the creature was basically balanced on several of its tentacles, at the desk eyed the two humans seated across the way suspiciously.

“There was only supposed to be one,” the Tenclon said, looking at the notes concerning Marsden’s case displayed on a padd.

“I…volunteered,” Tovar replied fighting back nausea as he kept his face averted from the Tenclon. After being impregnated by a Tenclon in Andromeda, Tovar couldn’t even think about the species assigned to handle the Associates’ clerical duties without shuddering.

“He’s supposed to help me finish my repayment faster,” Marsden added. The Tenclon grunted, then began making notes on its padd for several minutes as Marsden and Tovar sat waiting for some word as to their fates. Thus far, though, surrendering to the Associates had been rather uneventful. She and Tovar had been greeted in the Associates’ transporter room by Uuubopamaumau, who had then escorted them to this office to sort out some initial paperwork with Ruburnek, the Tenclon assigned to provide clerical support to this Acquisitions vessel. But at the rate the overgrown octopus behind the desk was going, they’d be back in Andromeda before the paperwork was complete.

“I’ve made the necessary annotations,” Ruburnek said finally. “We will now begin the assessment. What was your primary vocation before submitting to Debt Reclamation?”

“I was Chief Engineer of the USS Anomaly,” Marsden said.

“And I…” Tovar began.

“He’s an engineer too,” Marsden interrupted, shooting a firm glare at Tovar.

“Is that correct?” the Tenclon asked.

“Oh absolutely,” Tovar replied sarcastically, rolling his eyes.

“Very well. You will both be assigned to the galley.”

“The galley!” Marsden exclaimed. “But I’m an engineer!”

“Exactly. Do you think we’re going to let you near our engines? Hello, sabotage!”

“That is wise,” Tovar said.

“I…DON’T…COOK!” Marsden seethed.

“It’s only temporary,” Ruburnek said. “Once we return to Andromeda, you’ll undergo full assessment and Debt Reclamation Duty Assignment.”

“So that’s the whole assessment?”

“For now,” the Tenclon said. “I’ll show you to the galley.”

Ruburnek led Marsden and Tovar out of the office and into the corridors of the Associates’ ship. Most of the crew appeared to be the muscle-bound purple species used as bureaucrats and enforcers in the Associates; however, here and there Marsden spotted other species, whose roles she could only guess. The Associates assigned races into strict job roles, so Marsden had no doubt that these other species were on board for very specific reasons. The next question in her mind was who or what ran the galley?

Tovar, meanwhile, was doing his best not to walk anywhere near Ruburnek. The Tenclon didn’t seem to notice until a tentacle accidentally brushed against Tovar’s hand, drawing a high-pitched squeal from the Yynsian.

“AHHHH!” Tovar cried, holding up the touched appendage. “Cut it off! Cut it off!”

“What’s with him?”

“One of your kind impregnated him back in Andromeda. He’s still recovering.”

“Get away from me!” Tovar screamed.

“Okay. Relax,” Ruburnek said soothingly. “I’m not interested in you at all. You’re not my type.”

Temporarily calmed, but still wary, Tovar continued onward, keeping several steps away from Ruburnek at all times.

The Associates’ galley turned out to be a fairly small affair, and, in answer to Marsden’s question, no one ran it.

“Most of the crew eats replicated food, but occasionally you want something that’s actually been prepared by a real being,” Ruburnek explained as Tovar and Marsden looked around the three meter square room filled with appliances and cookware. “Normally you have to cook for yourself, but with you here…well, I’d bet you’ll see a lot of business. The novelty of having food prepared by…what are you again?”

“Human,” Marsden said.

“Human hands.”

“I’m Yynsian,” Tovar said.

“Don’t make this complicated,” Ruburnek said, raising a tentacle toward Tovar. “Anyway, you see my point. May you thrive in your place within the Associates’ Hierarchy.” Ruburnek turned to leave.

“Wait. How long will we be doing this? The whole Debt Reclamation, I mean,” Marsden said.

“Well…let’s see. You have help, which cuts the time in half. Assuming interest rates remain relatively constant…convert it to your time scale and it should be…thirty-seven and a half years. Give or take a month or so. But just think, today is the first day of the end of your debt. Good luck!”

Ruburnek slithered out of the room, tentacles waving, leaving a stunned Marsden and Tovar alone in the galley.

“What was I thinking?” Marsden muttered finally.

“That credit cards are fun. That it’s not real money. That you’d never have to pay it back. Why must I suffer for your financial disaster!” Tovar cried.

“Not about that,” Marsden snapped. “Why did I surrender? I got us out of Andromeda with that card, and I am NOT about to give a quarter of my life to these bastards because of it!”

“So much for fiscal responsibility.”

“Do you want to work for the Associates for the next forty years?”

“Thirty-seven and a half.”

“Whatever! Do you want to do it?”

“No. I thought you did.”

“I did. I was going to make amends, until they started throwing crazy numbers around. The hell with amends! We’re getting out of here.”

“Now you are sounding more like someone I want to serve with,” Tovar said appreciatively.

“I just hope the Anomaly is still in range,” Marsden said, pinching her commpip.



“Are you sure, Captain? It really is a generous offer,” Uuubopamaumau said on the viewscreen as Captain Bain once again shook his head.

“The man…er…brain is not for sale,” Bain replied, grateful that Dr. Kasyov wasn’t on the bridge to hear any of this. She probably would have beamed over there personally to show that Uuubopamaumau chap a thing or two about brain-knapping. “If he wanted to go with you, that’d be something else entirely, but I can’t say that he really enjoyed his last visit with the Associates.”

“Oh well. I tried,” the Associate replied with a shrug of his massive shoulders. “Thank you for doing business with Associates’ Acquisitions.”

“Right. Safe journey to you. And I expect my people to be well cared for!”

“We do not harm our assets, Captain Bain. But Shelly Marsden’s debt must be paid. Farewell.” The channel closed, switching the image on the viewscreen back to the Associates’ ship with began to turn to depart.

“Captain, we’re being hailed,” Lieutenant Brazzell, who with Tovar’s departure had just rather unexpectedly been promoted to Chief of Security, reported. “It’s Lieutenant Marsden.”

“Put her on,” Bain said.

“Captain?” Marsden’s voice said anxiously.

“Marsie! I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon! All is well, I trust?”

“These purple bastards are trying to keep us forever! I try and do something believing that they’ll be reasonable and then…”

“Captain,” Tovar’s voice cut in crisply. “Thirty-seven point five years. Assist.”

“Good lord!” Bain cried. “Brazzell, beam them…” Bain trailed off as the Associates’ ship leapt into warp on the viewscreen.



“What the hell was that for?” Marsden snapped, turning on Tovar as the Yynsian moved to the galley’s pantry to survey the options for lunch. He was getting quite hungry.

“It would have taken you ten minutes to begin to explain the problem at the rate you were going. The Associates surely would have detected our signal in that amount of time. Of course, considering that this vessel just entered warp, the comm channel would have been cut off anyway. I, however, was able to tell Captain Bain our problem in six concise words. Six. By your sixth word, you had barely gotten beyond insulting our captors.”

“I was going for emphasis.”

“Try going for efficiency.”

“How about going for an escape plan in case Bain can’t help us?” Marsden said, throwing open drawers looking for something potentially useful.

“A compromise we can both agree on,” Tovar said with a nod as he joined Marsden in rummaging through the galley.



“Comm them,” Bain ordered.

“They aren’t responding,” Brazzell replied. “They have an auto-repeater stating that their business is complete and that they’re leaving.”

“Oh no you don’t, you sneaky blighters!” Bain snapped, slamming his fist into his hand as the Associates’ warped away. “Bain to Cabral, we need anti-sing now, my good man.”

“On your command,” Cabral’s booming voice replied over the comm system.

“Capital. Mister Arroyo, best possible speed for…”

“Earth!” Arroyo, who’d been lost in thought for the last several minutes, exclaimed suddenly, practically jumping out of his chair.

“Why the devil would the Associates be headed for Earth?” Bain said. “We’ve got to get to the BOO! We may have to start an intergalactic war, but we are getting Marsden and Tovar back!”

“But the Associates said Shelly’s debt must be paid. We’ll just pay the debt.”

“We’ve been over this, lad. We don’t have anything the Associates consider valuable. Do try and keep awake from now on, Arroyo.”

“They’d probably consider one of their own ships valuable, wouldn’t they?” Arroyo asked.

“But we…” Bain trailed off as a memory stirred. “Brilliant, man! The shuttlecraft they gave us! I completely forgot about that crate. Where the devil is it?”

“I think Shelly turned it over to Starfleet R&D.”

“Best speed to Earth, Arroyo,” Bain ordered, clapping his helm officer on the shoulder proudly before turning on his heel toward the tac-ops console. “Brazzell, get Admiral Larkin on the comm and have her clear the way. I want that shuttle on board this ship within thirty seconds of our arrival.”



“You have been asked to cook this.”

Marsden looked at the bowl of luminescent green glop quivering in the bowl Tovar held in his hands. “Oookay,” Marsden said hesitantly. “Any idea how?”

“None whatsoever,” Tovar said.

Unfortunately for them, almost as soon as they’d begun searching for tools to use in an escape attempt, a heretofore unseen window in the kitchen wall had opened revealing the Associates’ mess hall, where a line of several beings stood waiting for service. Since then, Tovar had been taking orders while Marsden did her best to fill them. Her cooking experience didn’t extend much beyond boiling water for survival, which had led to several disgruntled diners.

“Here we go,” she said, plopping the glop down on the grill. The blob suddenly screeched, flew up into the air, then hit the ground with a splorch, at which time it squicked under the locked kitchen door at an amazing rate of speed.

The Associate at the window’s eyes narrowed. “That was a 9654 Kralost!” he bellowed. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to get one of that vintage?”

“Add it to our tab,” Tovar muttered taking a plate of meat from the next diner. Marsden swiped the plate angrily and dumped the contents into her pot of boiling water.

Deep in his mind, Tovar heard an anguished wail. Then, before he could raise his internal barriers against the onslaught, his own consciousness was pushed down, down deep as a past life seized control.

“Unhand that spoon, you foul murderer!” Tovar suddenly cried, leaping at Marsden. Marsden barely managed to avoid being smashed against the grill as the Yynsian lunged at the stove. Moving quickly, he scooped the cut of meat out of the pot of boiling water and gingerly placed it on a cutting board on a nearby counter.

He leaned over the raw meat and took a deep whiff. “Ahhh…scintillating. It is of an animal unfamiliar to me, but no matter. Toflay has yet to encounter a meat he could not master. Stand aside!”

Marsden was more than happy to move out of the way as Tovar/Toflay charged the spice rack, muttering to himself as he went.

“Okay, folks,” Marsden said, stepping over to the window. “We’ve got a special treat for you tonight. Coming to us from several star systems and several centuries away, we have Toflay, chef extraordinaire. Get your orders in early.”

“What about those of us you cooked for?” a voice called from the crowd.

“Happy eating. And I hope you have a well-stocked sickbay.”



“The shuttle is aboard, sir,” Lieutenant Brazzell reported.

Bain turned back to the viewscreen to face the image of Admiral Kristen Larkin. “That should cover it then, Admiral. We’ll be off.”

“You may have a problem, Reginald,” Larkin said gravely as she tapped a control on her desk. Instantly, the viewscreen switched to split-screen mode. One panel continued to show the admiral, while the other brought up a graphic of a segment of Federation space. An icon representing the Anomaly hovered at Earth while another icon for the Associates’ ship raced toward the galactic barrier. “Even at maximum anti-sing, which has never been tested mind you, you will not be able to intercept the Associates before they reach the barrier, and our efforts to hail them have been unsuccessful.”

“A blockade at the BOO then,” Bain said.

“A show of military force might antagonize them, and, to be honest, we really don’t have any impressive ships stationed in that region. No one bothers to visit the barrier.”

“Damn!” Bain spat. “It’s up to us then. I’ll chase the buggers all the way back to Andromeda if I have to. Arroyo, get us out of here. I’ll bring them home, Admiral.”

“Preferably without causing an intergalactic incident,” Larkin replied.

“I assure you that they’ll be the cause of whatever happens. Bain out.”

Bain stalked back to his chair like an enraged lion as the Anomaly warped out of the Sol System, then leapt into anti-sing.

“Um…sir?” Lieutenant Brazzell said after a short time.

“What is it, Lieutenant?”

“Are we giving out Lieutenant Marsden’s current location?”

“Absolutely not. It’s nobody’s business that she’s been shanghaied to Andromeda.” Bain paused for a moment. “Who’s asking?” he said finally.

“A Mister Cole Anfibon. He claims to be close to her.”

“That’s her suitor!” Bain snapped. “Where have you been?”

“Not paying attention to anything that could possibly involve people…” He shuddered. “…touching. Do you know how many germs are on your hand alone? Or on my hand? AHHH!” Brazzell suddenly whipped a disinfectant can out of his ever-present cleaning-supply belt and sprayed his hands liberally.

“When you’ve finished being odd for the day, could you put Mister Anfibon on the screen?” Bain asked. The speeding starfield shifted to the image of the young “Independent Acquisitions Expert” seated in the cockpit of his spacecraft.

“Captain Bain?” Cole said visibly surprised. “I was expecting Shelly…”

“Lieutenant Marsden’s in a bit of a pickle at the moment,” Bain said.

“Pickle? What does that mean?” Cole demanded.

“She’s been snatched by the Associates.”

“The who?”

“Some blokes from the Andromeda Galaxy. And they’re headed back there as we speak. Where are you currently?”

“The Aldokus System. I can’t tell you more than that. Trade secrets. Why?”

“Brazzell?”

“Plotting now, sir,” Brazzell said, typing commands into tac-ops. Once again, the viewscreen split, bringing up the tactical display. An icon for Cole’s ship in the Aldokus system blinked in green tantalizingly close to the Associates’ heading.

“If he can sustain Warp Eight, he could make it,” Brazzell said.

“Are you receiving this, Mister Anfibon?” Bain asked.

“Yes, Captain. And I can handle Warp Eight without a problem.”

“Capital. Starfleet’s got their heads in the sand on this one, so it’s up to you to slow those buggers down until we can get there. No heroics necessary. Just stall them.”

“Consider them stalled. Out.” The image flicked back to the starfield streaking past the ship.

“We appear to have an appointment, Ensign Arroyo,” Bain said, settling more calmly into his command chair. Now things were in motion, he felt much better about the whole business. “Let’s not be late to carry out your plan.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it, sir,” Arroyo replied as he pushed for a bit more speed from Cabral and the anti-sing drive.



After about ten hours, Marsden wondered if she and Tovar were ever going to be allowed to leave the galley. Finally, long after the last diner left the mess hall for the evening, the door of the kitchen swung open revealing Uuubopamaumau flanked by two other Associates.

“You have completed the first day of the end of your debt,” Uuubopamaumau said.

“That’s a relief,” Marsden sighed. Tovar, meanwhile, was under the control of some other past life and busily scrubbing down the insides of the stove. If that made him happy (however many hims there may be in there), it was fine by Marsden.

The Associate’s face grew stern. “Yes, but I wonder if you truly have your heart in it. We detected your signal to your shipmates.”

“Oooooh,” Marsden said. “Well…that was simply the initial shock. We’ve settled in now, haven’t we, Tovar?”

At the sound of his name, Tovar’s head shot up, his own consciousness suddenly back in control. “What?”

“Never mind.”

They were escorted from the galley and taken to a small set of quarters. Quarters was actually a bit of an exaggeration. All they had was a small room with two beds and a minuscule bathroom. Their duffle bags, which contained changes of clothes, since Marsden and Tovar had no idea what sort of provisions the Associates would provide for them, had been ransacked, their contents now strewn around the room.

Without so much as a “good night,” the Associates departed, sealing the door behind them.

“Charming,” Tovar muttered, gingerly removed a pair of his Starfleet-issue boxer-briefs from underneath several of Marsden’s bras. “Utterly charming.”

“It’s only temporary,” Marsden said, scooping up her bras and other items and shoving them back in her bag.

“Of course. I’m sure our next work assignment will provide us with luxury suites.”

“Do you think I’m happy about this?” Marsden snapped. “I was the one who said we had to get out of here!”

“And I see so much happening on that front,” Tovar remarked.

“You could help.”

“I am planning as we speak,” Tovar replied.

“I feel so much better.”

“What we need is an opportunity, which this room does not seem to provide. Therefore, I am going to get some sleep so that I am rested for tomorrow. You might want to do the same.”

“Fine,” Marsden spat, stalking off to the bathroom. “We’ll sleep. And I hope I snore!”

“If you do, I hope you don’t struggle much when I smother you with your pillow.”

“Oh, I am SO pleased that Bain sent you along.”

“That would make two of us.”



What was he doing? This was way beyond the call of duty. But without Shelly…

Cole really didn’t want to dwell on it anymore. He was going to get her back, and that was the end of it.

He’d pushed the engines of his ship to the utmost, then, after examining the path of the Associates’ ship a bit more closely, found the perfect spot to make his move.

At first he’d wondered just how he was supposed to stall a ship moving that fast. Under normal circumstances, there was no way he could catch it. However, the Associates, who obviously didn’t know much about the local geography, were heading straight toward the Grighton Expanse, a tangled mess of subspace instabilities and hunks of planetary and metallic debris left from some long-ago cataclysm.

The Associates would have to slow down.

And when they did, Cole would strike.



Welcome to the second day of the end of your debt.

Somehow Tovar didn’t find those words at all consoling. And it wasn’t even HIS debt. He would have to have a word with his adopted father when he returned to the Anomaly about proper uses for a Chief of Security. Of course, that was assuming that Bain was still around in 40 years when Tovar’s time with the Associates was over. Granted, Bain would only be pushing 110, but the man led a dangerous life and actively sought out ways to make it more dangerous.

Tovar thought for a minute about his adopted mother, Rosalyn Bain. She would be none too happy with her husband with sending Tovar off like this, particularly since she seemed to have thrown her support behind Admiral Carn’s attempts to recruit Tovar into Section 31, not that Bain knew anything about that.

He was pulled out of his thoughts by Marsden tapping him on the shoulder. “Is Toflay showing up this morning, or are we on our own?” she asked, holding two eggs of some sort out to Tovar.

Tovar sighed and looked down at the grill before him. “I will see if he is available.”

“What was that?” Marsden said suddenly, pressing her ear to the floor.

“I sincerely hope I cleaned that yesterday,” Tovar said in disgust.

“You did,” Marsden said quickly. “We’re slowing down.”

“Perhaps we’ve reached the barrier.”

“Possibly. But they would have to have been going incredibly fast to…”

The ship shuddered, shutting down the power and knocking Marsden off balance and onto the floor. Tovar barely avoided being tossed onto the grill, an event that wouldn’t have improved his mood in the slightest. The room plunged into darkness as the window leading out into the mess hall slammed shut.

“Are we under attack?” Marsden asked as a soft explosion faded in the distance. Slowly, the power flickered back to life.

“Captain Bain has evidently decided to risk intergalactic war,” Tovar observed placidly.

“That’s a hell of an attitude to have when someone’s trying to rescue us.”

“I had hoped that we would rescue ourselves without creating a larger political incident.”

“Picky picky,” Marsden snapped rushing over to the locked door to examine the lock again. “It’s electronic. If we can find something to disrupt it, we could get out of here.”

“Wait a moment,” Tovar said thoughtfully.

“No time.”

“If that’s Captain Bain, why haven’t we been beamed out of here?”

“Shields,” Marsden said distractedly. She stopped, her trained ears noticing a sound…or lack thereof. “The engines are offline. That explosion must have taken them out.”

“Which generally means something got through the ship’s shields.”

“If they even had any up. The Associates always were cocky. But why are we still here?” Marsden said.

“That was my question. Most likely, Bain is not here.”

“Then who?”

The door flew open, smashing against the wall with a thunderous slam soon followed by a human male being tossed roughly into the galley, Uuubopamaumau and his two Associates thugs close behind. The human male quickly jumped to his feet, flashing a smile at Marsden as he did so.

“Cole!” she shouted surprised.

“Oh goody. An amateur,” Tovar muttered.

Uuubopamaumau looked none too pleased. “You know this human? Is this an attempt to renege on your debt to us?”

“Absolutely not,” Marsden lied. “And he is completely unaffiliated with our government. He’s here strictly for personal reasons.”

“Such as?”

Marsden leapt at Cole, quickly smothering him in a deep kiss.

“Oh,” Uuubopamaumau said with a grimace. “Very well. I was going to have him killed for disabling our ship once you confessed to his identity and motives, but this is different. Is he willing to assist in paying off your debt?”

“Your what?” Cole asked.

“Yes, he is,” Marsden and Tovar said quickly.

“Hang on a…” Cole’s protest went unheeded as the Associates filed out of the galley and relocked the door.

“Twenty-five years!” Tovar exclaimed.

“What?” Cole and Marsden demanded.

“With three of us, we’re down to twenty-five years. Do the math.”

“I’d rather not,” Cole said. “What the hell is going on here?”

“I ran up a few credit card bills in Andromeda, and these guys have come to collect,” Marsden said.

“Were you aware of Lieutenant Marsden’s debt load before you became involved with her?” Tovar asked.

“Tovar and I were about to try to escape,” Marsden continued, ignoring Tovar. “But what are you doing here?”

“I talked to Bain. I was in a position to intercept this ship, so I crashed into the engines, beamed on board, and here I am.”

“You destroyed your ship for me?” Marsden gasped. “That’s…”

“Have you lost your mind?” Cole snapped. “I stashed my ship and just hit them with a microshuttle. It was enough, though.”

“Romance at it’s finest,” Tovar said. “What about the Anomaly?”

“On it’s way. Bain’s got a plan to get you two back. He just needed me to stall the Associates for a bit, which I did.”

“Then all we have to do is escape,” Marsden said.

“Did you miss the part about the Anomaly? Captain Bain is on his way,” Tovar said firmly.

“In the meantime, I want a backup plan,” Marsden snapped back. “We’re escaping.”

“Shelly and I have done it before,” Cole said.

“Yes, but that was from the Breen. Overall, the Associates have shown themselves to not be nearly that inept.”

“Move!” Marsden said, pushing Tovar aside so she could have a clear shot at the stove. She quickly grabbed a pot and set to work filling it.

“Brilliant. We will cook our way out,” Tovar said.

“We’re leaving him here, aren’t we, Shelly?” Cole asked.

“I could kill you in four seconds flat. I would not recommend antagonizing me.”

“Can he really do that?”

“Got me,” Marsden said. “Don’t really care, but you boys better arm yourselves.”

“And just how do you plan on getting us out of this room?” Tovar asked.

“The easy way. Out the window…once they reopen it.”

“Ah yes. Into the mess hall filled with Associates. Why didn’t I think of that?”

Nevertheless, as the window leading out into the mess hall opened, Tovar grabbed a pair of frying pans. None of the Associates lined up outside the window seemed to notice that anything was amiss…

…at least not until Marsden grabbed her pot of now boiling cooking oil and flung the contents at them.

“GO!” Marsden shouted over the pained screams of the Associates in line. Their colleagues already seated at tables eating replicated food looked up in alarm as Tovar, Cole, and Marsden hurtled out of the galley, pans swinging.

“The doors!” Marsden cried. “Get to the…ahhhhh!” Marsden’s feet shot out from under her as she hit a puddle of cooking oil. She hit the ground with a painful thud, her momentum continuing to slide her forward on the still very hot oil.

Tovar merely shook his head in disdain while slapping two Associates into unconsciousness. “Amateurs,” he muttered, charging forward. He and Cole reached Marsden at the same time, scooping her up and rushing out of the mess hall into the corridors of the Associates’ ship.

“What now?” Tovar asked snidely.

“Why don’t you offer a damn suggestion for once?” Marsden snapped, her rear end and back still smarting from her impact on the floor and the mild burns from the heat of the oil against her uniform.

“We should obviously get to…”

“HALT!” a booming voice called from their left. They whipped around to see five blaster-wielding Associates charging their way.

“We should stay exactly where we are,” Tovar said. “And I would not suggest making any sudden moves.”

“What a genius,” Marsden muttered as Uuubopamaumau stepped through the armed Associates toward them.

“I see your visitor brought along some very foolish ideas,” Uuubopamaumau said eyeing Cole threateningly.

“This escape was my idea,” Marsden shot back.

“But as the Primary Debtor, I may not take action against you. But these two are not Gyjik’s Galaxy Gateway Card Holders. Kill them both.”

“WHAT?” Tovar shouted as Associates roughly grabbed him and Cole, pressing blasters against their skulls. “I did NOT come here to be killed!”

Cole’s eyes locked on Marsden. “Shelly, I need to tell you something. I…”

“Bain to Marsden!” Marsden’s commpip barked suddenly.

“Once again, he cuts it close enough to induce heart attacks,” Tovar said with a relieved sigh.

“Captain!” Marsden cried. “Get us out of here!”

“All in good time,” Bain’s voice replied. “I need to talk to that Uuubopamaumau chap.”

“He’s right here,” Marsden said.

“Capital. Capital. We’re prepared to pay off Lieutenant Marsden’s debt.”

“How?” Uuubopamaumau said skeptically. “You do not have Andromedan currency.”

“How would you like a brand new Associates-issue shuttlecraft? It was given to us in Andromeda and doesn’t even have a light year on the odometer.”

“Hold please,” Uuubopamaumau said thoughtfully. He snapped his fingers, and Ruburnek scurried forward past the armed Associates from where the Tenclon had stashed himself out of the way of the potential bloodshed. “What would that do to Lieutenant Marsden’s debt?”

“Let’s see. New shuttle from last period. One light year. Standard depreciation. That covers all but 56 lornerks.”

“I’ll help fix your engines,” Marsden said quickly.

“Deal,” Uuubopamaumau said.



“Personal Log. Stardate 177320.6. Sometimes life throws something at you designed to teach you a lesson. The question is do you learn that lesson or tell life what it can go do with itself? I suppose I’m supposed to take all of this mess with the Associates as a sign that my ‘get the job done by any means necessary’ philosophy needs changing, but frankly I don’t feel like paying any attention to that sign. Sure I was feeling a bit overwhelmed there for a while, but let’s be realistic here. I took some risks. The risks paid off. That may not always be the case, but, as someone once said, big gains come from big risks. Of course, I’m paraphrasing.

“In any event, after spending a couple of days working in the Associates’ engineering section, I’ve paid off my debt (and also picked up some interesting information about Associates’ technology). After Tovar and I sign our Debt Release Forms, the Associates will be on their way back to Andromeda. Uuubopamaumau has said he has no desire to ever visit the Milky Way again. I hope the rest of the Associates feel the same way.”



“…and here,” Ruburnek said, pointing a tentacle at yet another line on the padds in Marsden and Tovar’s hands. The officers signed their names yet again. “…and last but certainly not least, here.”

Despite the growing cramp in her hand, Marsden signed one last time and slapped the digipen down on the Tenclon’s desk. “Is that it?”

“You’re both officially free to go,” Ruburnek said, extending his tentacles. Marsden eagerly shook hers. Tovar did nothing.

“I told you, you’re not my type,” Ruburnek said exasperated. “I prefer women of my own species.”

“I am NOT a woman!”

“No kidding. And you’re missing those long, luxurious tentacles I love so much.”

Tovar shuddered. “Can we go now?”

“Gladly,” Marsden replied, pinching her commpip. “Marsden to Anomaly. Two to beam back.” She caught herself quickly before the ship’s annoying transporter control computer could kick in. “The two without tentacles,” she clarified. “Energize.” One day she really needed to fix that computer…but not today. She had other plans.



“Well well well,” Cole Anfibon said, looking over the spread laid out on the table before him. “A real meal in your real quarters cooked by real hands.”

“They were Tovar’s hands to be honest…and one of his past lives’ skills,” Marsden said as she sat across the candle lit table from Cole. “I convinced him that he owed you big time for stopping the Associates long enough for the Anomaly to catch up.”

“Sounds good to me. But how do you plan on filling the remaining hours before the Anomaly gets underway again?”

“You’ll just have to wait and see,” Marsden said with a sly grin. “But I assure you it will be completely real.”



THE END





Vacation Thirty-One



As she hung from a particularly nasty cliff on the Icelandic planet of Nartoth, just outside of the Beta Quadrant, Rosalyn Bain realized suddenly that she’d forgotten her wedding anniversary.

“This virus will infect every planet in the Federation one by one until your whole corrupt enterprise is brought to its knees!” cackled Thoblo, one of Rosalyn’s many nemeses.

Thoblo was an Orion environmental activist gone bad, whom Rosalyn had been tracking for several months. It was only now, at the end of her search, that Rosalyn realized she should have called for backup. She wasn’t quite as spry as she was in her youth, and (unfortunately), in hand to hand combat with Thoblo, Rosalyn happened to dodge when she should have thrusted, and ended up hanging from a cliff, several hundred meters from the ground, thinking about her forty-fourth wedding anniversary.

“Trying to concoct a way out of this mess?” Thoblo taunted, kneeling down to face Rosalyn.

“Not exactly. Do you remember what the gift is for forty- four years? Is it tholidamyde or duridium?”

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” Thoblo said honestly.

“Or is it wax?”

“What?” Thoblo leaned forward a little more.

“I said you’re not going to succeed in your evil plans!” Rosalyn said suddenly, reaching up with one hand while she hung from the cliff with the other, dragging Thoblo down by the front of his jacket.

With gravity working against him, Thoblo tumbled forward, over Rosalyn’s shoulder, and plummeted downward, screaming all the way.

Rosalyn got her second hand-hold back and sighed, dangling. “Well, there’s one problem down. Now what to do about that anniversary…”



“Bloody peculiar,” Captain Reginald Bain said to himself as he stared at the twirling Starfleet Academy symbol on his holographic desk terminal.

“Problem, Captain?” Lt. Commander Tovar asked from the doorway to the Captain’s Lounge.

Bain looked up, startled. “How long have you been standing there, lad?”

“Several minutes,” Tovar said. “I didn’t want to interrupt your ultra-space call.”

“For what it’s worth, I appreciate it,” Bain sighed, leaning back.

Tovar stepped into the lounge. “I came by to report that we’ve reached spacedock at Femius Three and are preparing to undergo the sweep.”

Bain mumbled something that ended in “…bloody interstellar rodents,” then said, “Well, Mister Tovar, how long will it take to complete the sweep?”

“The engineers at Femius say it will take approximately four days.”

“Four days,” Bain said, shaking his head. “And for what?”

“A rather nasty infestation, sir.”

“Gerbils.”

“Not just regular gerbils, Captain. Interstellar gerbils.”

“Poppycock.”

“Need I remind you, they have fangs, can reproduce by incidental contact, and can exist in a vacuum.”

“Silly, fluffy little bastards.”

“They have infested the ship.” Tovar cleared his throat. “And, they, uh, bleed acid.”

Bain looked up. “What?”

“They bleed acid, sir.”

“You failed to mention that one, didn’t you?”

“Slipped my mind. Doctor Kasyov found that out when she dissected one this morning. Rather messy.”

Bain swiped a hand over his face. “We need to start the sweep immediately and evacuate the crew to the planet. Have accommodations been arranged?”

“Already done,” Tovar said. “And may I say the timing of this…infestation…is somewhat fortuitous, what with your impending anniversary. As it was, we would have been assigned to the Coremborus Belt and not been able to rendezvous with Mum in time. Now we, I mean you, can take a few days off to spend quality time with her.”

“Yes,” Bain nodded. He pointed to the spinning hologram on his desk. “Problem is, I can’t seem to get through.”

“What?”

“I’ve been told your Mum is on a field trip with her tactics class, somewhere in Sector 21808. I didn’t even realize Starfleet Academy cadets took field trips. Sure didn’t in my day. Then again, that was some years ago…”

“I see,” Tovar said, raising his eyebrow. “Sir, I just realized I have a large meal cooling …somewhere. I will be right back.”

“Certainly,” Bain said. “Oh, and thanks for reminding me about that anniversary. Can’t believe I nearly forgot the bloody thing.”

“You have a lot on your mind, Captain!” Tovar called over his shoulder as he dashed out of the lounge and down the corridor.



“You what?”

“Now, don’t get so emotional, son.”

“You nearly fell to your death!”

“If I had a credit for every time I nearly fell to my death…well let’s just say I wouldn’t need to work anymore.”

Tovar gritted his teeth at the hologram of Mrs. Bain on his desk. “You don’t have to work now!”

“Says who?”

Tovar sighed. “You realize that, because of this assignment, you’re going to miss your anniversary.”

“Rubbish. I’ll be right on time for it. I’ll rendezvous with you in three hours, at which time your father and I are going to enjoy a true vacation. Do you think you can arrange for him to get some time off?”

Tovar glanced around a bit. “I think I can manage that, Mum.”

“Good. See you soon, cherub!”



Captain Bain shifted from foot to foot as he stood on the Anomaly’s flight deck holding a large box, gift-wrapped in cobalt blue and tied with a yellow ribbon. Rosalyn’s favorite colors.

“I hope she likes it.”

“I think she will like anything coming from you,” Tovar said, standing next to Bain.

“As long as it isn’t a paperweight,” Shelly Marsden quipped, standing at the docking controls beside Bain and Tovar.

“A what?” Tovar asked.

“Ancient Earth gift,” Bain explained. “Used to hold down sheets of…well, things people wrote on before there were computers. Papers.”

“Ahh.” Tovar looked at Marsden. “And am I to take it this is the gift you received from Cole Anfibon?”

Marsden smouldered. “Yes. It had the Starfleet emblem on it. He thought it was ‘kitschy.’”

“How…retro of him,” Bain chuckled.

“Thoughtless is more like it,” Marsden frowned. “Then again, it’s only our five month anniversary. I suppose I shouldn’t be expecting a latinum tennis bracelet just yet.”

“This is foolish,” Bain said, staring at his box.

“I’m sure whatever you got her, she’ll adore it,” Tovar said encouragingly.

“Forty-four years. What do you get for someone who’s managed to stomach you for forty- four years?”

Marsden stared at her readouts, watching as Rosalyn’s ship came in. “Forty-four? Wow…”

“Sounds like a lot of time, eh?” Bain asked.

“Yeah, I guess,” Marsden said. “I haven’t even been alive forty-four years.”

Bain slapped her on the back. “Well, here’s to hoping!”

Marsden grimaced. “Your wife’s landing, Captain.”

Bain looked up as a silver, dart-shaped vessel with swing- back nacelles glided into the shuttlebay and landed on the deck. The hatch near the front of the vessel opened, and Rosalyn Bain ducked out, tugging behind a small hovercart laden with luggage.

“Reggie!” Rosalyn called out, skipping down the platform. She glanced over her shoulder at the pilot. “Thank you, Ensign Chives! Good luck with the rest of that planetary survey mission!”

“Planetary survey. Right,” a voice muttered from within. And the sleek craft lifted off the shuttlebay floor and darted back into space.

Marsden whistled low. “High-warp ultra-shuttle. Mark Nine. I’ve seen some specs on those, but didn’t realize there were any in production.”

“It’s a prototype, dear,” Rosalyn said, stepping up to embrace Bain and kiss him long and hard. “It’s so good to see you again, Reggie!”

Bain was transfixed by the dot in space left by the transport ship as Marsden hit the switch to have the bay doors close. “How did you manage a ride like that, dearest?”

“Starfleet R and D owes me a few favors,” Rosalyn said dismissively. “Now then, are you packed and ready or should we drop by your quarters first?”

Bain gestured to the opposite side of the bay. “The Titicaca is prepped and ready to go. I’m afraid it’s not quite what you’re used to, but…”

“Oh, bother, Reggie, I’m sure it’ll do just fine. Let’s get a move on, shall we?” And Rosalyn was already headed over to the raceabout, luggage in tow. Bain, then Tovar, tried to take it from her, but she shook them off. “Woman’s got to carry her own belongings, isn’t that right, Miss?”

Marsden looked around. “Who?”

“Miss…”

“Marsden. Um, Lieutenant Marsden.”

“Well, you know a bit about being independent, I imagine.”

“I…guess.”

“Never let a man carry your luggage. It’s a sign of weakness. I’ll send Reg back with some souvenirs for you all. I’m sure you’re all good workers. Bye now!”

“But…Mum…” Tovar stammered as Mrs. Bain ushered Captain Bain into the cockpit of the Titicaca.

“Tut-tut, Tovar. Your Father and I are about to enjoy a long-overdue vacation. No sense in prolonging the departure!”

Tovar frowned. “I guess not.”

“Now give your Mum a kiss.”

He leaned forward and pressed his lips to her cheek. “Be careful, Mum.”

“And why would I need to do that?” Rosalyn asked, ducking into the raceabout as Bain started the engines.

Tovar looked in at Bain through the side window. The Captain was smiling wider than Tovar had seen in some time. Tovar smiled back. The captain, more than anyone, deserved this.

“Interesting lady,” Marsden remarked as Tovar stepped up next to her, touching the control to reopen the shuttlebay doors.

“Indeed,” said Tovar as the Titicaca lifted off the deck.. “They make for a spectacular couple. I just hope nothing bad happens to them.”

“Why would you say a thing like that?” Marsden asked as Tovar watched the raceabout slide out of the shuttlebay.

“Past experience, Lieutenant. Past experience.”



“Ah, the beach!” Reginald Bain announced, stepping out of the seaside shanty and looking out over the crashing ocean as dawn broke over the horizon.

“I hear the temperature will get up to thirty-six degrees by midday,” Rosalyn remarked from behind Bain, as she brewed tea in the replicator. Celsius, of course.

“Smashing! Perhaps I’ll try out that surfboard whats-it that’s behind the shack.”

“Be careful. I don’t want you breaking your hip like you did when we went fireboarding on Bersallis Three.”

Bain rolled his eyes. “I’m made of sturdier stuff than that, dear.”

“Of course you are,” Rosalyn said gamely. “Tea?”

“First-rate.” Bain took the cup from Rosalyn and sat on the porch of the modest shanty, studying its wood-plank appointments. “I say, how did you come upon this little getaway?”

Rosalyn sipped her own tea thoughtfully. “It’s owned by, um, a friend at the Academy.” She couldn’t very well say it was a Section 31 safe house. No, not when Bain didn’t even know there was a Section 31. “It’s out of the way. Off the beaten path.” Equipped with sensor dampers and ultrared screens, she wanted to add, but didn’t.

“First-rate,” Bain said again, drinking his tea. “I do believe I will try out that surfboard today.”

“Don’t forget, we’re going for a beach walk in the afternoon. I’d like to explore some of the surroundings. I hear there’s a waterfall about a kilometer south of here.”

“That sounds like a grand idea. Maybe you could try out your anniversary present.”

Rosalyn blushed. “I daresay I won’t be wearing that thing in public, darling.”

“Does that mean you don’t like it?” Bain wondered.

“Quite the opposite,” Rosalyn cooed. “Or didn’t I make that quite evident last night?”

“Touche,” Bain said, and rose. “Very well, then. Time to hit the surf.”

“Please be careful, dear.”

“You know I’m always vigilant, Ros.”

“Right.”



Rosalyn sat reading her Betazoid gothic romance, glancing occasionally out the window to see Reginald navigating the waves on that silly board. Somehow, Rosalyn never quite could let her guard down.

Even now, on vacation, she was still alert, ready for danger.

What a silly notion. Maybe it was because she couldn’t quite stay retired. Maybe she had a need to be in the thick of things, constantly involved in the more dangerous missions. Maybe it was because Admiral Carn wouldn’t let her go. Maybe she craved the adventure, the risk, the pumping of adrenaline.

But when it came to her Reggie, she didn’t take chances. She knew that they were safe on Gulfbreeza. Thirty-one sent their most sought-after informants and agents in distress to Gulfbreeza. It was, for all intents and purposes, nonexistent. It didn’t appear on any space maps. It wasn’t detectable on long-range sensors. It was shielded from landing or beaming down, unless one happened to know the complicated meta-numeric four-dimensional access code. Even if you did beam down, unless you bore the proper genetic marking, you were held at bay in a force-field and the proper authorities were alerted.

Rosalyn had simply told Bain that the hypospray she administered to him was an inoculation against poisonous indigenous creatures, when actually it was actually the genetic marking. It carried with it the pleasant dividend of making Bain detectable to her sensors from four sectors away.

Bain seemed to welcome inoculation, since the Anomaly had recently been overcome by nasty vermin. Fortunate, Rosalyn thought, as she read her book.

“Hello, Rosalyn,” a voice suddenly said. It wasn’t anywhere near Reginald’s hearty brogue.

Rosalyn was immediately on her feet, her padd clattering to the floor. “Who’s there?” she demanded.

“An old friend. Actually, a friend of a friend.”

“You’ll have to be specific,” Rosalyn said, picking her padd back up. “I have a lot of friends.” She punched a few controls, and her romance novel disappeared from the screen, replaced by a powerful sensor mechanism. She immediately put it through its paces, attempting to detect whoever was near her. So far, nothing was showing up.

“You may have remembered my associate, a Mister Thoblo.”

“Ah, yes. He’s dead.”

“I know. I discovered the body.”

“Hrmph,” Rosalyn grunted. “I’m surprised it was recognizable.”

“It barely was!” the voice boomed.

Rosalyn’s brow furrowed. She still couldn’t track the signal.

“So how do you know our friend Thoblo?” she asked, keeping Reginald in sight as she moved around the shack, checking for booby-traps, sensors, or killer-probes.

“I’ve been working with him for years trying to find the right time to unleash the Botanical Retrovirus on the planets of the Federation. I will make sure Thoblo’s plan of destroying the Federation is brought to completion. I’ve grown tired of watching the Orion Environ Movement parlay for change with the Federation Council. We will make a true show of Orion might!”

“How do you expect to do that? I turned your retrovirus over to the Section Thirty-One science division. You can’t possibly hope to get your hands on it again.”

“I don’t need to get my hands on it, when you can just as easily get it for me.”

Rosalyn harrumphed. “Not bloody likely.”

“Then I’ll just go ahead and terminate your husband. Forty- four years is long enough to be married, don’t you think?”

“Don’t you dare!” Rosalyn snapped.

BOOOM!

She was out the door before she even felt her feet hitting the ground. At first she thought a storm had hit from out of nowhere, since water was torrenting down all around her. But soon that subsided, and she saw it was just an immense wave. She rubbed the saltwater from her eyes, scanning the beach for her husband. Then she saw the surf board, embedded in the beach, and a few lumps behind it.

She scrambled to the site where Reg was buried, furiously digging. He was face down, only an arm and leg and half a buttock sticking out of the sand. Rosalyn knew she didn’t have much time to get him out.

She dug and dug, finally turning him onto his back, pushing sand out of his face. “Reginald, honey…speak to me!”

Thankfully, he was conscious. “Dear? That was one bugger of a wave!”

“We’re getting out of here,” Rosalyn said. “This resort, obviously, is unsafe.”

“Nonsense! We’re Bains. We’ll stick it out. It was just a wave. A minor tumble.”

“Let’s go to Risa Six instead,” Rosalyn said, pulling Bain up by his hand. “I need to be around people.”

“I thought you said you wanted some seclusion?” Bain grinned.

“I changed my mind. Can’t a lady change her mind?”

Bain rubbed his chin. “I suppose. Still, I was just getting to like this place.”

“You’ll like Risa Six too, trust me. I know some out of the way places there. Let’s just go! Don’t forget your present…that pocket watch, or whatever, that I got you! Priceless, that thing was. Pack it up now. Let’s go!”

“You are excitable, aren’t you, love?”

“That’s me!” Rosalyn said, pulling Bain up the beach and into the sea shanty.

“Let a man dress!” Bain said, as she threw belongings into her satchels, zipping them up.

“Go in your swimsuit. Be spontaneous!”

“What’s gotten into you?”

“Let’s just call it wanderlust!”

“You don’t really think I’ll let you go, do you?” the voice piped up again.

Rosalyn darted up among her fitful packing. “Pardon? Reggie, did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Bain asked.

Damn, he must be tuned into her auditory wavelengths. Smart bastard.

“You have no choice but to let me go,” she responded.

“I said we could go, didn’t I?” Bain said, scratching his head as he tossed his latinum pocket watch into his shirt pocket and picked up his suitcase.

“Excuse me,” Rosalyn said, dashing for the bathroom. “Just have to freshen up a bit.”

Bain cocked his head. “What in the world was in her tea?”



“All right. What do you want?” Rosalyn fumed, staring into the bathroom mirror.

“The virus. In its entirety. With the delivery mechanism.”

“I couldn’t give that to you, even if I wanted to.”

“That’s a shame, then. Because you both will die here.”

“I never got your name…” Rosalyn said, stalling for time as she removed a Section 31 polycorder from her satchel and began scanning for any traces of her opponent.

“General Warder, at your service.”

“Didn’t realize your group had a ‘general,’” Rosalyn quipped.

“They didn’t, until I came along. Now then….”

“How did you get access to this place?” Rosalyn wanted to know.

“That’s not important, is it?” the voice asked smugly.

“It is to me.”

“Let’s just say I called in a few favors.”

“Big favors,” Rosalyn grumbled.

“Regardless, you see that we have reached an impasse in our discussion. You will either turn over the virus to me or I will kill you and your husband. Section Thirty-One, your husband’s starship–nobody will be able to save you.”

Rosalyn cracked her knuckles. “I don’t need anyone to save me. I can take care of you all on my own.”



“Come now, Reginald, we must be on our way!” Rosalyn Bain shouted as she dragged Bain out of the safe-house.

“Really, darling, I don’t see what all the hurry is about.”

“You know tourist traffic this time of year.”

“What time of year?”

“The, uh, Pon Farr Days on Vulcan, of course,” Rosalyn improvised as she and Bain dashed out onto the sand. “Call the runabout, dear.”

Bain punched the pip on the collar of his tropical shirt. “I’m trying, Ros. The Titicaca doesn’t seem to be responding.”

“I can see why,” Rosalyn said dully.

“Pardon?” Bain asked, as Rosalyn crashed into him, shoving him into the surf, just as a blast wave knocked them all tumbling sea.

Moments later, Bain emerged from the water, coughing up sand, to be faced with the smouldering fireball that had once been a beach shack and a raceabout.

Rosalyn poked her head up next to him. “They don’t make pursuit vessels like they used to, do they, darling?”

“They generally don’t do that.” Bain rubbed his chin. “Unless there’s foul play involved.”

“Don’t be silly. Listen, why don’t we go spelunking.”

Bain arched his eyebrow, looking at Rosalyn. “Spelunking? At a time like this?”

“Take our minds off our troubles.”

“What we need to do is radio for help.”

Rosalyn seemed thoughtful. “That might be a problem, since the radio was on the raceabout.”

“Not to worry.” Bain yanked his smooth metal carryall out of the surf and set it down on the beach. “We’ll be talking to someone on the Anomaly in seconds.”

Rosalyn looked over Bain’s shoulder. “Really.”

“Indeed. Let me just check one…hmm. That’s funny.”

“What?”

“There seems to be some kind of field preventing us from getting out a signal.”

“Go figure. Then we should definitely hide in the caves.”

“We’re Bains. We don’t hide.” Bain handed his case to Rosalyn and turned to gaze out over the water. “I’m going to find the bugger who did this and give him a proper comeuppance. No one fouls up my forty-fourth wedding anniversary and gets away with it!”

“Too true, Reginald,” Rosalyn said, then suddenly added. “Watch out, dear! Debris!”

Bain turned his head. “Where?”

“Behind you!” Rosalyn cried, then smashed Bain hard upside the head with his carryall case. Bain dropped unconscious to his knees and fell face-first into the sand.

“Smart, Rosalyn, really smart,” she muttered, tossing Bain over her shoulders in a classic fireman’s carry and grabbing Bain’s suitcase in her free hand. Unfortunately, her case would have to be forfeit. There was only so much she could carry.



“Mum!” Tovar shot up in bed, sweat dripping down his forehead. “Mum, watch out!”

“Who are you talking to?” Lt. Jamie Torgerson rolled over to face Tovar as he sat there, transfixed on the stars outside his windows.

“Just thinking about my mum,” Tovar said quietly.

“Here we go again,” Torgerson mumbled, putting her pillow over her head.

“I’m just going to check on her,” Tovar said. “Tovar to bridge.”

“Bridge. Prosak here.”

“Commander, have we heard anything from the Captain yet?”

“Actually, we received a communique from him just a few minutes ago. It was quite brief. Apparently, he and Mrs. Bain are having an extraordinary time on their vacation.”

“Really?” Tovar said, relief filling him.

“I would not lie,” Prosak replied dryly.

“Of course not. Thanks, Commander. Tovar out.” Tovar lay back down and put his hands behind his head. “They’re going to be fine.”

Torgerson replied by snoring loudly. Tovar, meanwhile, fell sound asleep.



“Damned arthritis,” Rosalyn groused, rubbing her shoulder as she unloaded Bain, content that she had a decent place to hide for the moment. She let out an exhausted breath and slid down the side of a cave wall, several hundred meters above sea level and well within the hollowed out chasms of one of Gulfbreeza’s few mountains.

Since Rosalyn was almost certain that her opponent had disabled whatever technological protections Section 31 put on this planet, she had to rely on one of the natural protections, that being the mountains. They were made of solid bekkarite, which rendered even the most advanced of sensors useless. It had the unfortunate side effect of rendering communications equipment useless also, although Rosalyn’s opponent had pretty much done that anyway.

So it was up to her. She stared at Bain’s insensate form and wondered when he would wake up. She hated to go traipsing off, leaving him to his own devices, but she was reasonably sure he wouldn’t find his way out. Reginald Bain had many wonderful qualities, but one thing he did not possess was a sound sense of direction.

Rosalyn stood up, rubbing her hands together. She would go back out into the wilds of Gulfbreeza, find her adversary, and settle this in Section 31 fashion. In Bain fashion.

Her husband would be proud, if only he knew.



“What do you mean you can’t find her?” General Warder snapped at the sensor operator of his Orion Free Raider as it skimmed the atmosphere of Gulfbreeza.

“She must have gone into that mountain range,” Henching Assistant Imelda said, pointing at the rolling mountain range on the viewscreen. “Maybe you can go in there and find her.”

“And go one-on-one with a trained Section Thirty-One operative on her turf? Are you kidding?”

“What’s the alternative?” Imelda asked.

“We wait for her to come out,” Warder said, settling back into his chair in the small, two-person cockpit of the Raider. “And then we pounce on her.”

“She’s coming out,” Imelda informed him.

“Zounds. I’d just gotten comfortable.”



“Come out, Warder!” Rosalyn called out, stepping out of the ground-level opening and walking into the sparse forested area that made up most of the interior of the continent where her safe house was located. Was being the operative word.

Operative being the operative word.

Rosalyn dashed through a list of available weaponry as she moved through the foliage. The two isotopic disruptors she’d brought along were destroyed in the safe house explosion, and those were the only weapons she carried, at least in the traditional sense. It was her honeymoon, after all. On any other occasion, she would have brought a little more firepower.

Rosalyn remembered she was also carrying a dagger, sheathed at her ankle. A present from her protege, a young Andorian who’d gone on special assignment several years earlier and hadn’t been heard from since.

She often thought of J’warn when she was teaching tactics class. He was the last pupil she’d tried to instruct in the ways of Section 31, and after him, she really hadn’t cared to take on any more proteges. It would rather be like adopting a child after your natural children had gone off to college. Actually, Rosalyn thought wryly, she’d done exactly that.

She was stirred from her thoughts as a fireball lit up the forest in front of her.

“A cloaked ship,” Rosalyn said calmly, backpedaling the way she came. “A cloaked ship. That has to be the answer.”

“You’ve deduced part of it, Rosie, not that it’s going to do you any good,” Warder said inside her head. “The retrovirus, please. I’m rather tired of chasing you.”

“You’ll have to kill me.”

“I don’t think you’d like that. I especially don’t think your husband would appreciate it.”

“I don’t think you will kill me. I’m your only chance at getting the retrovirus.”

Another blast lit up the forest behind Rosalyn. Now she was blocked in on two sides.

“Oh, I believe I’ll muddle through without you.”

“But what would the other Orions say, hmmm? If you fail to produce the retrovirus, might they just get a little antsy? Elect another General? Perhaps there’s someone on the ship with you right now who can perform the job as good if not better than you can. Wouldn’t this be a prime opportunity for that person to take control?”

“Whatever you’re getting at, it won’t work.”

Rosalyn evaded a falling tree and sidestepped along a rocky path that led up a curving trail. The trail would take her up the side of the mountain, and although that left her exposed to open fire, her proximity to the mountain would play hell with Warder’s targeting sensors.

“So what are you flying these days, Warder?” she asked as she navigated the mountain path, keeping a handhold against the mountain as she worked her way up along the winding trail. “Orion Free Raider. Morthodox-class?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” Warder’s tone told Rosalyn she was right. Morthodox-class Free Raiders were good, sturdy ships. Rosalyn knew that vessel’s weaknesses as well as she knew her kitchen, but that knowledge did her no good without a ship of her own or any weapons to speak of. She’d have to rely on her wits, which didn’t really worry her that much.

“Tell me, Warder, how did you manage to keep Section Thirty-One from finding out about your plans here?”

“You speak as if you’re sure they don’t know.”

“If they knew about you, they would have made their presence known by now,” Rosalyn said confidently.

“How can you be sure you’re not a…what’s the human saying? Sacrificial lamb?”

“Now it’s you that’s playing mind games,” Rosalyn said.

“It was worth a try,” Warder said, and Rosalyn could tell he was smiling. She could also tell by the amount of time it was taking Warder in between retorts that he was trying fervently to acquire her with his targeting scanners and getting more and more frustrated by the second. Just what Rosalyn wanted.

Rosalyn stopped moving, concentrating on the sounds of the air whipping by her ears and bird-like creatures singing in the distance.

She could just barely hear the humming of that ship’s engines. It was only twenty or thirty meters above and in front of her, coasting by, trying desperately to acquire her signal.

She didn’t move. The mere movement could alert the ship’s motion sensors. That was the only kind of sensor reading that the bekkarite didn’t mask, unfortunately.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are, Rosalyn,” Warder insisted. “Give me that wonderful virus of yours. Lead me to it, and I just may cut you in on the deal.”

Rosalyn felt like chuckling, but said nothing.

“That’s it! You want to hide? Fine. I’ll come down there and find you myself. And when I do, I promise my ship is going to obliterate you where you stand. Then we’ll go after your husband.”

Still, Rosalyn said nothing, until she was confident the whirr of the raider’s engines had passed by.

Then she climbed still higher. It would pay to have whatever tactical advantage she could get, and height was certainly one of those.

She became aware of the sound of a transporter beam activating, and she steeled herself against the flat rock wall.

Quietly, Rosalyn crept along the upper ledge, looking below to try and get a glimpse of her target.

Sure enough, there he was. A tall, but still somewhat unassuming Orion. Warder was far less muscular than Thoblo, but his beady eyes more than made up for his lack of girth.

Rosalyn measured the distance with her eyes. She was easily three meters above Warder, and his path would take him directly beneath her. Her Section 31 training suggested an array of attack methods, but Rosalyn finally decided on the most direct one.

Calling out a battle cry, Rosalyn pounced down on Warder from above, crushing him beneath her.

Warder rolled Rosalyn off him, then leapt to his feet. Rosalyn did the same.

“Ah. The prey finally comes out of hiding!” Warder sneered.

“Funny,” said Rosalyn. “I was about to say the same thing about you.”

“Touche,” said Warder. “Look…there’s no reason this can’t be civilized. Why don’t we make some kind of deal?”

“As long as it involves you turning yourself over to Section Thirty-One, I’m fine with that.”

“You’re not in a position to bargain!” Warder snapped, his voice becoming high. “My vessel has its weapons trained on you.”

“That’s not altogether true,” Rosalyn said. “If it did, you’d never have had to come down here.”

“Again, touche,” Warder said. “But I’m not out of tricks.”

“Oh, no?”

“Oh, yes,” Warder said, and grinned toothily. “I have something of yours.” He reached into his vest pocket. “Well, to be more precise, I have something of your husband’s.” He removed the duridium pocket watch she’d given Bain.

Rosalyn covered her reaction well. “Where is he, Warder?”

“On our ship. Safe for the moment. His fate is in your hands.”

“So is yours,” Rosalyn responded quickly.

“What, then, are you to do?” Warder asked, staring Rosalyn in the eye.

“I’m going to help you find the retrovirus,” Rosalyn said simply, causing Warder’s pale eyes to gleam.

“Excellent. I knew you’d understand. Warder to Raider Nineteen. Two to beam up. Security precautions.”

Rosalyn grinned, doubting that those security precautions would be enough.



“Listen, I don’t know who you are, but you had better tell me what you’ve done with my wife, if you know what’s good for you.”

“I’m not supposed to be talking to you,” Henching Assistant Imelda said, sitting across from Bain in the aft compartment of the raider, leveling a neutron disruptor at the captain. His ankles and wrists were bound by glowing white energon ties. “I’ve been given explicit instructions to watch you, and that’s all. I’ve heard you can be quite tricky.”

“All right, I give up,” Bain sighed. “Who have I pissed off?”

“Pardon?” Imelda asked.

“Obviously, this is retribution for something awful I’ve done to you, or your boss, or one of your relatives, or one of his. I know the story. Capture me, torture me, try to make me pay for whatever pain and suffering I’ve caused you. Well, fess up. Who are you working for?”

“I really can’t go into that.”

“Well, whatever the case, my wife is innocent. Let her go. It’s me you want to deal with.”

Imelda bit her lip. “Well, actually…”

“Good, I’m glad we’re all together now,” Warder said, shouldering into the room with Mrs. Bain in tow. “I trust we all know each other.”

“Actually, I haven’t really been introduced,” Imelda said, nodding at Rosalyn.

“And isn’t that a pity,” Warder dead-panned.

“Rosalyn, honey,” Bain said. “Be brave. These people won’t hurt you.”

“I know they won’t, dear,” Rosalyn said, looking at Warder with uncertainty. She had no doubt she’d defeat him, but she was starting to fear he might blow her cover, and that was something that absolutely couldn’t happen.

“I’ll get you out of this in a jiff, darling,” Bain said. “I’m working on a plan as we speak.”

“How quaint,” Warder said. “Maybe the two of you should join forces,” he suggested to Rosalyn.

“That will be enough of that, Mister Warder.”

“You know him?” Bain asked.

“We had a brief conversation as he was abducting me, Reg. Quite an unpleasant man.”

“Did he say what he wanted with me?”

“You know, he didn’t.”

“Enough!” Warder said, wrenching Rosalyn’s arm. “It’s time we had a conversation.”

“Certainly.” Bain stood, prompting Imelda to stand and wag her weapon at him.

“Not you,” Warder said. “Your lovely wife has what I want.”

“What, you’re going to steal her Tactics 13-B lesson plan?”

“I’d never part with that,” Rosalyn said lightly.

“What then?” Bain asked, confused.

“That’s between me and wifey,” Warder said. “Imelda, keep Captain Bain occupied, if you please.”



“He doesn’t know,” Warder said flatly as he shoved Rosalyn into the cockpit of the raider.

“You’re quite perceptive,” Rosalyn replied.

“Don’t you trust him?”

“It’s not about trust.”

“Bet he doesn’t know your daughter’s in Section Thirty- One either.”

“And how do you know about that?” Rosalyn asked, trying and succeeding in not sounding concerned. The last thing she needed was for Warder or his Orion cohorts to go after Audrey.

“You’d be surprised about what I know about Section Thirty-One. And you in particular.”

“Hm.” Rosalyn surveyed the controls, shelving those thoughts for the moment. “Typical layout for a Morthodox-class. Should I take the helm, or are you afraid I’d try to abscond with your little ship?”

“Afraid isn’t quite the correct word. Suspicious is more like it,” Warder said, and waved Rosalyn with his weapon into an aft chair. “I’ll steer. You point us toward the retrovirus.”

“Well now, it’s hidden,” Rosalyn said simply.

“From you?”

“No, I know right where it is.”

“Then so will I. Soon. Or ‘Reg’ dies.”

Rosalyn yawned. “Very well. Lay in a new course. Zero- zero-three mark one-two-five.”

“Excellent,” Warder said, beaming.

“And this is just a thought, but you may want to cloak.”

“You’re as intelligent as you are lovely.”

And as dangerous, Rosalyn thought.



“Your wife seems nice,” Imelda said as she held her weapon trained on Bain.

“Thanks,” Bain said.

The two stared at each other a long moment.

“Do you follow intragalactic rugby?” Imelda wondered.

“Most definitely,” Bain said.

“That’s good.”

The two stared at each other for another long moment.

“You’re rather new at this, aren’t you?” Bain said.

“I’m supposed to be in college,” Imelda said distractedly. “Harry Kim Junior College of Mars, to be exact.”

“Oh. Hrm…right. Fine school, I imagine.”

“But I decided to drop out and join the Orion Environ Movement. My parents would be so mirffled at me if they knew what I was up to.”

“I have a daughter much like you. Always on a crusade.”

“General Warder is going to revolutionize the way the Federation looks at colonization. Some planets should be left untouched,” Imelda said. “The general says that we should be able to appreciate some planets from afar, like works of art.”

“How trendy of him,” Bain said. “I’m sure the Federation Council would listen to anything the Environ Movement had to say, and give it careful consideration. But hijacking a captain isn’t going to help matters.”

“We’re not interested in you,” Imelda said, then immediately regretted it. She wasn’t supposed to be talking to Bain.

“Then who, pray tell, are you interested in?” Bain’s brow creased thoughtfully. “No…it can’t be…”

“Well, since you already seemed to have figured it out…”

“You’re using me to get to Admiral Larkin, aren’t you?”

“Actually…”

That’s when an explosion rocked the raider. Imelda turned her head just long enough for Bain to rise out of his seat, waddle forward with his bound feet, and clobber her in the back of the neck with his bound hands. She slumped unconscious to the deck as her weapon clattered to the floor.

“What a bloody disgrace,” Bain muttered. “Having to hit a young woman like that.” He crouched and tried to grab her disruptor, but his hands were bound too tight. He couldn’t quite get a grip. Sighing, Bain leaned as far down as he could and grasped the weapon in his mouth, swallowing the handle until he almost gagged, and twisting the device in his mouth until he felt his tongue sliding across the firing stud.

“Thrts bttr,” Bain mumbled, careful not to accidentally fire the weapon.

Thus loaded for battle, Bain hopped out of the aft compartment.

“Rmm cmmn, Rssln!”



Smoke from a blasted conduit filled the cockpit of the raider. “What in blazes did you do!” Warder’s infuriated voice cried out over the din of a dozen alarms.

“Trade secret, I’m afraid,” Rosalyn said, swinging blindly with her fists, connecting on two blows to what felt like Warder’s stomach. She heard him drop to his knees, then drag her down to the deck.

“I demand to know!”

“Well, first of all,” Rosalyn said, searching for Warder’s neck, then grabbing it and strangling him. “You must realize that the one major design flaw in the Morthodox-class raider is that is its primary guidance system explodes when exposed to delta radiation. It actually prompted a huge recall in the sixties…I’m surprised you never heard about it…” Warder responded by squirming away and kicking her in the face.

Rosalyn then grabbed his feet and twisted one of his legs nearly backwards, pinning him in the small of the back with her knee. “Then,” she grunted, “I simply had you lay in a course for a sector that happens to be flooded with delta radiation. It’s all a matter of logistics, dear! Now say uncle!”

“Never!” Rosalyn heard the bleep of a communicator being pressed. “Imelda, you’re needed!”

“Hrmmmmm…” came the groggy response.

“Sounds like your friend is incapacitated,” Rosalyn replied sweetly. “Now say uncle, dear, before I have to break your leg.” Suddenly a disruptor blast sailed over her head. “Imelda!”

“Rrmrmmrmr!”

There must’ve been someone else working for Warder on the raider!

Rosalyn shot to her feet, tracing the origin of that muffled grumble and sending a roundhouse kick lashing out in that direction.

Something fell against her, and she pummeled it. Finally, just enough smoke cleared so that she could see that she was bashing her own husband.

“I’ve got a bloody strong wife,” Bain groaned, then lost consciousness.

“Agreed!” Warder cried, launching himself at Rosalyn.

Without getting up, Rosalyn lashed out with a pointed hand that caught Warder right in the neck, knocking him out in mid air. He fell on top of Bain.

“Happy Anniversary, love,” Rosalyn said softly, pushing Warder off Bain. “What’s say next time I let you plan the trip?”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 177413.7. The Anomaly has arrived in Sector 31816 to collect a radical Orion environmentalist and his college- aged accomplice, after my wife and I had a rather harrowing encounter with them. I’m happy to say that no…lasting…damage was done to either of us. We’re now en route to Starbase 920 to drop off the Orions and their ship, and return to our previous mission. It’s gratifying to be able to do the good work of Starfleet, even while on vacation, but I’m sorry that Rosalyn had to get involved. She doesn’t deal with things like that on a regular basis, having been a teacher for so long.



“Lucky. That’s what you two are,” Tovar said, nodding vigorously, the cup of tea shaking in his hands as he sat in Bain’s quarters with he and Rosalyn. “Very.” He sipped. “Very lucky.”

“Yes,” Rosalyn said, looking askance at Tovar. “I would have to say the circumstances were darn near miraculous.”

“You laid a very convincing beating upon that nasty Orion,” Bain said, throwing an arm around Rosalyn as they sat on the couch. “And me, I’m afraid.”

“It’s amazing what adrenaline will do,” Rosalyn said. “I just kept lashing out. You know how it is…in the heat of the moment, one never really knows what one is doing.”

“Yes,” Tovar said. “That’s true.”

“Still,” Bain said. “I’ve seen combat-trained Starfleet security officers that couldn’t fight like that.” He looked at Tovar. “Present company excepted, of course.”

“Of course.” Tovar stood up, quickly sitting his half-empty teacup down. “I have to be on the bridge.”

“It’s good to see you, Tovar,” Rosalyn said, beckoning the Yynsian over. “Come here, love. Give your mum a kiss.”

Tovar bent down and kissed Rosalyn on the cheek. “Be more careful next time,” he whispered.

“What’s that?” Bain asked.

“I said bring back a souvenir next time!” Tovar said, then bolted out of the Bain quarters.

“Strange boy,” Rosalyn said, and sipped her tea.

“Yes,” Bain said. “Dear…”

“Best not to dwell on those things, Reg,” Rosalyn said. “Now do you want me to wear that anniversary gift to bed, or not?”

“Of course I do, but…”

“No buts. I’ll meet you in the bedroom, darling.”

“It’s useless to argue with you,” Bain said, shuffling off to the bedroom. “See you in a few.”

Rosalyn waved at him. “Yes, of course, dear!” She smiled. She’d bought herself just enough time to put in a report to Section 31. It was about time they knew of Warder’s plans. She could arrange to have Section 31 “intercept” Warder while he was at the Starbase. That way, they could get their hands on him and find out how he was able to penetrate the defenses of Gulfbreeza. He was getting information on Section 31 from somewhere, and she had to know where from. Maybe she could even arrange to get in on the interrogation. Yes, that would be fun.

Rosalyn was about to pull out her microtransmitter and put in a call to Section 31 when she thought better of it.

Tonight was for her and Reginald.

Tomorrow, though, she’d make Warder rue the day he ruined her anniversary getaway.



THE END.





Good Fences Make Good Neighbors - Part One



THE NEUTRAL ZONE (Um…the Romulan/Federation Neutral Zone that is, not to be confused with the Romulan/Klingon Neutral Zone or any other Neutral Zone that exists or has yet to exist. This clarification brought to you by our legal department. Now then…)



Thot-Phul looked at the barren planet rotating on the viewscreen and wondered what in the name of his helmet had possessed him to listen to a Romulan in the first place. Sure Dr. Lenik was a top mind in her field, but her field was genetics. Not revenge. How in all that was Breen could this dirtball on the viewscreen possibly help the members of FOBBER (Foes Of Bain Bearing Eternal Rage) achieve final vengeance against their hated adversary, Captain Reginald Bain of the USS Anomaly?

Judging by the expression on the face of Rear Admiral Lorgander Delk of the Dyonian Legion, Thot-Phul wasn’t alone in his displeasure. Either that or he was finding the chairs on the bridge of this damned Pakled freighter to be as uncomfortable as Phul did. At least Dr. Lenik had had the sense to install a phase cloaking device on this derelict to prevent them from being detected in the Neutral Zone.

“Kill Bain!” Damm, the decidedly psychotic Ferengi member of their group, shouted impatiently, slamming her fists against the side of her head.

“We will soon enough,” Dr. Lenik said cooly as she stood up from the helm. While they were the ones sitting in the command chairs, Gridloo and Pridloo, the twin Pakled owners of the now- cloak-equipped freighter and also members of FOBBER, obviously looked to the Romulan geneticist as their leader.

“She does things to make us happy,” Gridloo said adoringly.

“Hrrmmph,” Rear Admiral Delk grumbled, crossing his arms and sinking deeper in his chair. “Not even a military officer.”

“So far your military tactics have proven ineffective against Bain,” Dr. Lenik said, surprising Delk that she’d heard him. “Have they not?”

“Up until now,” Delk admitted.

“And Thot-Phul?”

“He blew up my ship…TWICE!” Phul said bitterly.

“Kill Bain!” Damm seethed.

“Patience, my large eared friend,” Lenik said calmly, almost serenely. Thot-Phul found the effect fairly creepy. This was not the Dr. Lenik he’d known for the last several months. She’d always said that she had a plan in the works to deal with Bain once and for all, but to look at her now, you’d think Bain was already dead.

“I’ve had quite enough of patience,” Rear Admiral Delk said, rising from his seat. “We’ve gathered on this freighter at your request…at great risk to some of our careers, I might add, and you’ve brought us out to the literal middle of nowhere. Now I demand an explanation.”

“Very well,” Lenik said, stepping toward the viewscreen and gesturing at the planet rotating below the freighter. “This is Dulcolax Three, a world in the Neutral Zone which, up to now, has been ignored by both the Romulan Star Empire and the United Federation of Planets.”

“I wonder why,” Delk muttered sarcastically.

“Let me stress, the ‘up to now’ portion of my last statement,” Dr. Lenik said, ignoring Delk. “A few short minutes from now, this will become the flashpoint of hostilities between Romulus and the Federation.”

“What century are you living in, Lenik?” Thot-Phul demanded. “I may not get out of Breen Space much, but I follow the news. Since the Romulan/Federation Alliance, the Neutral Zone has been little more than a formality, a remnant of aggression that no longer exists. Why would either group care about this ball of mud?”

“We’re going to make them care,” Lenik said.

“And how do you propose to accomplish that?” Rear Admiral Delk asked.

“Two simple steps,” Lenik replied. “First, we watch.” She tapped a control on a small device on her wrist.

Suddenly, the viewscreen glowed white with a blinding light as a plume of energy erupted from the surface of Dulcolax Three. Turning his head to shield his eyes from the glare, Phul caught a look at the Pakled freighter’s sensor console, which was currently going nuts as various energies and particles flared from the planet below.

“Ooooooooooooooooooooooooh. Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah,” Gridloo and Pridloo said amazed.

“Very impressive,” Delk said once the blast had died down. “But what is this next step?”

Lenik smiled. “We wait.”



STARBASE 342



“This really isn’t a good time, Kawafura,” Lieutenant Shelly Marsden said, making no attempt to hide her irritation as she made a delicate calibration inside the USS Anomaly’s singularity core. The Anomaly’s stopover at Starbase 342 was finally giving her the chance to track down a slight variance that had been bugging her since she detected it two weeks ago, so the last thing she needed was some bureaucratic nonsense slowing her down.

Martin Kawafura, the Anomaly’s Chief Comptroller, didn’t budge. “Property Control schedules are not made for the convenience of others, Lieutenant. My office learned a long time ago that it is never convenient.”

“Did it ever occur to you that maybe we just don’t like Inventory?” Marsden shot back.

Kawafura gasped.

“Oh get over it,” Marsden continued. “You can hide behind that fancy Chief Comptroller name, but I’ve read the history texts. I know what you are and what your office evolved from. You’re just a new face on a old demon. The Inventory Demon. Now begone foul creature, before I perform my own version of an exorcism.”

“Please, Lieutenant,” Kawafura said. “I have ways of making this Property Control Audit happen, but I really don’t want to have to use them on you.”

“I’m petrified….truly,” Marsden said as she caught a glimpse of Lieutenant Polnuc entering engineering with a human male in civilian clothes walking by his side, a human male she was quite familiar with.

“Excuse me,” she said distractedly, making two final adjustments inside the core, then walking away from Kawafura.

“Does this mean I can finally put a property tag on this singularity?”

“Go for it,” Marsden said, stepping over to Polnuc and the human as a smile spread across her face. “Well well well,” she said. “This starbase will just let anyone in, won’t they?”

“Guess so,” Cole Anfibon, Lieutenant Marsden’s boyfriend, for lack of a better term (and she did hate that term, but ‘significant other’ sounded so formal), replied grinning.

“Mister Anfibon said he spoke to Captain Bain,” Polnuc explained.

“Bain said I could drop by. I hope that’s okay,” Cole said.

“Ummm…” Marsden said, thinking for a moment. She suddenly jumped at him, smothering him with a kiss.

Polnuc rolled his eyes. “A simple yes would have been sufficient,” the Moglodin grumbled, stalking away.

KAPOW!

Kawafura suddenly flew backwards from the singularity core and slammed into the wall. “Ohhhh,” he moaned, curling up into a heap.

“I see you found my forcefield,” Marsden called over. “Maybe you should try to tag that too.”

“Did I come at a bad time?” Cole asked amused.

“Nah. I’m finished for now,” Marsden replied, wrapping her arm around his. “How about some lunch?” She led Cole out of engineering as Kawafura pulled himself to his feet and Polnuc looked on chuckling.

“I…I need to audit the equipment you have stored in Jefferies Tube Junction C-45,” Kawafura said weakly.

The smile on Polnuc’s face immediately vanished. “You know about that?”

“I’m the Chief Comptroller. It’s my job to know.”

“Goody,” Polnuc mumbled as Kawafura led the way into the Jefferies tubes. The Moglodin idly wondered if anyone would notice if Kawafura never made it back out of the tubes. Some of those drops could be AWFULLY steep.



Ensign Hector Arroyo took a deep breath and let it out with a satisfied smile as he stood in the middle of Starbase 342’s promenade. “So where are we headed?” he asked, turning to Lieutenant Commander Tovar.

“I didn’t realize there was a ‘we’ involved here,” the Anomaly’s Yynsian tac-ops officer replied. “I, however, am planning on having lunch at the Hytellan restaurant. It comes highly recommended.”

“Sounds good to me,” Arroyo said.

“Is there a particular reason you’re following me all over this starbase?” Tovar asked testily.

“I thought we should hang out together. Get to know one another better. Hell. We’ve been on the same ship for two years now and have barely exchanged a word off of the bridge, and I think it’s important for us to be closer friends.”

“Oh really,” Tovar replied skeptically. “And why is that?”

“When we’re in a fight, you and I have to work almost as one to keep the ship smoothly dealing with the threat. We’re practically a unit, and we don’t know a thing about each other.”

“I fail to see why this is a problem.” Tovar began walking away.

“Hang on!” Arroyo said, jogging to catch up. “Doesn’t it bother you at all that outside of Captain Bain and Lieutenant Torgerson, you don’t spend time with anyone?”

“Commander Prosak and I occasionally have dinner together to discuss ship’s business. Don’t you have anything better to do than pester me?”

“Not really.”

Tovar smiled slightly as a light dawned. “This is not about me at all. Your usual playmate is busy.”

“She’s working!”

“Exactly,” Tovar said smugly. “Lieutenant Marsden is occupied, so you have come looking for a second string friend.”

“That’s not how I’d describe it.”

“But you admit I’m not your first choice.”

“Look, Tovar. We’re both bridge officers. We’re close in age. I thought we could be friends. Now if you’ll quit with the interrogation, we have a good chance of spending a nice lunch with those two ladies smiling at us over there.”

Tovar’s head whipped around toward where Arroyo had indicated. Much to his surprise, the Ensign was correct.

“Looks like they come as a pair, so we’d better be a pair as well,” Arroyo said.

“I thought you were engaged.”

“Not as much as you’d think. How about you and Torgerson?”

“There are obstacles,” Tovar said, his face darkening.

“Then let’s go have lunch.”

“Agreed…Hector.”

“Now that’s more like it,” Arroyo said smiling as he and Tovar headed over to meet their soon-to-be lunch dates.



“Zamboni.”

“What?” Commander Prosak snapped, looking up from her padd.

“Thirty-seven across. The answer is ‘zamboni,’” Cabral said as his hovercam floated just over the Anomaly’s first officer’s shoulder. Prosak sighed and turned back to her crossword puzzle as she sat at the bar in one of Starbase 342’s many drinking establishments. This particular one was a dim, wood-paneled affair with several gaming tables positioned in a back corner of the room.

Captain Reginald Bain stalked over to the bar, clearly annoyed. “Bah!” he spat. “It’s all that bloody domjot. Not a single snooker table to be found.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Cabral said as Bain plopped his stout frame down on a stool next to Prosak. “What have you got there, Prosak?” he asked, looking over at the padd.

“Word games,” Cabral said.

“They are activities designed to improve my logic skills,” Prosak said defensively.

“You’d think after what they put you through, you’d be a bit disenchanted with our Vulcan friends by now,” Bain said.

“The actions of Sh’rak should not reflect on all Vulcans.”

“He’s in charge of the Vulcans.”

“That will change, and I’m going to work on my logic!” Prosak snapped.

“Okay there, Prosak. No worries.”

“Would you preferred I worked on my neck pinches…or mind melds?”

“Logic games will be fine,” Bain said. “Minestrone.”

“What?”

“Eight down. The answer is ‘minestrone.’”

“That’s it! I’m switching to word scrambles. At least those I can do without help!”

“Beer?” Bain said.

“Stop giving me answers!”

“No. Would you like another beer?”

“Oh! Yes, please. Thank you, sir,” Prosak said brightly. Bain ordered two more lagers from the bartender, which were promptly delivered.

“Thank you for inviting me along, Captain,” Cabral said as Prosak turned back to her padd.

“No trouble at all,” Bain said, patting Cabral’s hovercam. “Least I could do with Dr. Kasyov indisposed. What was the matter with her again?”

“Conference holocomm with the Neptune Research Facility. Evidently, a few of the brains there were demanding to speak with her about their living conditions. I don’t think they’ve quite accepted that she’s not coming back to them,” Cabral replied.

“Just as well. It gives me a chance to show you around, which is a lot easier to do now that you’re mobile. In any case, this is a pub…well, not a proper pub. A proper pub would have a bloody snooker table. This is simply a bar, a mediocre one at that. But let’s not dwell on the negative,” Bain said, putting his drink to his lips. “I can’t say I’ve seen you around the ship much even though you can move about as you please. Where have you been keeping yourself?”

“The science lab mostly. Although, I join Natalia for meals quite a bit, and she likes to take walks in the arboretum.”

“Seems you two are joined at the hip…not that you’ve got hips, my boy.”

“I get by,” Cabral replied.

“Now what do we have here?” Bain said, looking over at a pair of Starfleet security officers entering the bar. “Looks like someone’s in for a spot of trouble.”

The officers suddenly headed straight for Bain, flanking him on either side. “Captain Reginald Bain?”

“I am,” Bain said stiffening in his seat.

“We need you to come with us, sir.”

“What’s all this about?” Bain demanded.

“You’ll need to come with us.”

Cabral noticed Bain’s fists tighten, then slowly unclench as the captain reconsidered his next action. “There damn well better be a good explanation for this,” Bain said, hopping off of his stool.

“This way, Captain.” Bain followed the security officers out of the bar, leaving Cabral and Prosak alone.

“Did Captain Bain have to leave?” Prosak asked, without looking up from her word scramble.

“Evidently he had a spot of trouble.”

“Fascinating,” Prosak replied distractedly.

“Zephram Cochrane.”

“What?”

“The unscrambled words are Zephram Cochrane.”

“Oh butt out.”

“But I don’t have a…”

“QUIET!”

“You’re awfully rude when you’re drunk.”

“Doesn’t that thing have an off switch?”

“No.”

“Damn.”



After several minutes of being led through the corridors of the starbase by the two silent security officers, Captain Bain was brought to a door and told to step inside.

“Not until you tell me what the devil is going on here!” he said firmly.

“Enter the room, sir,” one of the security officers said tiredly. “Everything will be explained.”

Bain glared at the man. “It damn well better be,” he said before charging inside in a huff.

The room turned out to be tiny. Only about two meters in any direction. Bain looked at the grid on the walls. “Holopod?” he muttered confused as the door closed behind him. A moment later, he found himself standing in front of a table at Starfleet Headquarters. Seated across from him were Admiral Kristen Larkin and two other admirals Bain had had occasional dealings with: Admiral Th’ril, an Andorian, and Admiral Khalid Haddad, a human. Both Th’ril and Haddad were bigwigs with Starfleet Tactical Operations, which immediately tipped Bain off that something big was in the offing.

“Krissers!” Bain said.

“Good afternoon, Reginald,” Admiral Larkin said with a slight head bow.

“Your brutes just could have told me I was needed for a holocomm. Why the cloak and dagger?”

“This is a classified meeting, Captain Bain,” Admiral Haddad said. “Why would we announce it to anyone? Even you?”

“Can we get to the matter at hand?” Th’ril said impatiently. He turned toward Bain. “You are to go to the Neutral Zone.”

“No offense to you gents, but last time I checked the Anomaly was still attached to the Explorer project. That means I take my marching orders from Admiral Larkin.”

“And when was the last time you actually explored something?” Haddad asked.

“Now is not the time, Khalid,” Larkin said. Haddad and Th’ril exchanged a look, then gestured for Larkin to proceed.

“This is Dulcolax Three,” Larkin said as a holographic planet materialized over the table. “Two hours ago, one of our monitoring buoys in the Neutral Zone detected a massive explosion there, an odd occurrence considering the world is uninhabited and of no known value to either us or the Romulans.”

“A ship crash?” Bain suggested.

“Weapons testing,” Haddad said.

“We do not know that for sure, Admiral,” Larkin said.

“What more proof do you need? We detected transmetaquantaprotophasic radiation!”

“Beg your pardon?” Bain said.

“Transmetaquanta…oh, look it up!”

“Needless to say, it’s very dangerous and quite against our treaties with the Romulans,” Larkin said.

“Which is why you will go there,” Th’ril said. “If the Romulans are planning to break the alliance and attack us with transmetaquantaprotophasic weapons, we need to know!”

“And I suppose we’re the ship capable of getting there the fastest,” Bain said.

“You are Starfleet’s quick response vessel,” Haddad said. He turned on Larkin. “Which should be under the purview of Tactical Operations.”

“One more comment like that, and I will cancel our dinner for this evening,” Larkin said sternly. Haddad immediately clammed up as Larkin faced Bain again. “There is one more issue before you go, Reginald. Commander Prosak.”

“What about her?”

“What is your impression of her?”

“She’s first rate. We’ve had our differences in the past, but she’s shown herself to be a more than competent first officer. Dedicated, enthusiastic, and quite the Breen blaster. Taken out two of their ships.”

“So placing her in a situation where she’d be head to head with her own people doesn’t concern you?” Th’ril asked.

“Not in the slightest.”

“Even though she was victim of a Vulcan mind control meld several months ago?”

“Now see here! Prosak is first rate, and I won’t stand here and have her loyalty or her ability questioned by you lot, admirals or no!”

“As long as you’re sure,” Larkin said.

“I’d stake my life on it.”

“That may be precisely what you’re doing,” Larkin said. “Take the Anomaly to Dulcolax Three and investigate. If the Romulans intercept you, try to avoid confrontation. This situation must be handled diplomatically.”

“Right. We’ll go, have a look about, and avoid shooting anyone. Simple enough.”

“You have your orders, Captain,” Haddad said as he and Th’ril rose from the table. “We expect a report post haste.”

“You’ll have one as soon as I have something to report,” Bain replied.

“Good luck, Reginald,” Larkin said. “Command out.” The admirals and the table vanished as the holopod deactivated, leaving Bain in an empty room.

He immediately charged out of the holopod, not even noticing the security officer he nailed with the door, and headed off down the corridor, pinching his commpip as he went.

“Bain to Commander Prosak.”

“Yes, Captain,” the Romulan replied tersely.

“We’ve got a mission. Rally the troops and all that hoorah. I’ll meet you on the bridge. Bain out.”



“Shelly Marsden’s Personal Log. Stardate 177534.7. Remind me never to try and go to lunch again. The second Cole and I get comfortable and really start to talk, Prosak comes over the all-call announcing that we’re heading out immediately. I managed to get the anti-sing core back online and ready to go before Bain cleared all moorings, not that he noticed. The man gives no thought to this ship whatsoever.

“I guess I can’t complain too much, though. While I was racing to get the engines back online, Cole found Bain and asked to stay on board. He’s between ‘jobs’ at the moment, which is what brought him to the starbase in the first place. He originally hoped that we could enjoy the Anomaly’s layover together. Of course, now we aren’t having a layover. Gotta love it. But Cole grabbed a bag off of his ship is staying with me.”



“What’s wrong?” Marsden asked as she and Cole sat nestled against each other on the sofa in Marsden’s quarters, a holovid playing in front of them.

“Beg your pardon?”

“You seem fidgety.”

“This is just…strange. I’m used to being the one flying the ship.”

“Consider it a vacation.”

“I wish you could do the same,” Cole replied.

“The place would fall apart without me.

Cole kissed Marsden lightly on the top of her head. “I don’t doubt it.” They were quiet for several moments. “So,” Cole said finally, “what do you Starfleet types do for fun around here?”

“Oh, we recite the Prime Directive, make up songs about regulations, shine our insignia badges, play first contact on the rec deck. You know. The usual,” Marsden replied with a glint in her eye.

“Ooooooh,” Cole said, stifling a laugh. “Sounds invigorating.”

“Okay. What do you want to do?”

“Do you fence?”

“No, but Captain Bain does…when he’s not skeet shooting out of the shuttlebay.”

“I’ll have to keep that in mind,” Cole said. “Fine. How about using your enormous power to get me onto the bridge of a Federation starship? I didn’t get to see it last time I was here.”

“I think we can arrange that, but afterward, I have an idea. Golf!”

“Golf?”

“Do you play?”

“No.”

“Good. That means I’ll win,” Marsden said with a smile as she hopped up off of the sofa.

“I see the Starfleet sense of fair play is alive and well,” Cole said, standing up.

“Let’s hurry this up so I beat the pants off you on the links.”

Cole’s eyebrow arched. “This game suddenly just became more interesting.”



As the Anomaly streaked toward the Neutral Zone at anti-sing speeds, Captain Bain stole another glance at the stoic RommaVulc standing stiffly behind his right shoulder. The silence was actually starting to get to him.

“You all right there, Prosak?” he asked, turning slightly in his command chair.

“This assignment is somewhat troubling…and I must admit to a slight headache from the lager you ordered for me,” his first officer replied.

“Builds character.”

“I’m sure,” Prosak replied as the turbolift doors opened and Marsden and Cole Anfibon stepped out onto the bridge.

“Giving the tour, Marsie?” Bain asked, turning toward his Chief Engineer.

“Cole didn’t make it up here during his other two visits,” Marsden explained

“It just didn’t cross my mind after being a prisoner of the Breen and the Associates, I guess,” Cole said.

“Imagine that,” Lieutenant Commander Tovar muttered from tac-ops.

“Well, feel free to have a look about,” Bain said. “I’m sure it’s a sight larger than what you’re used to on your ship.”

“Some of us don’t need all of these creature comforts,” Cole replied with a grin as he strolled along the rear of the bridge, stopping in front of Tovar’s station for a moment. The Yynsian frowned and shook his head as a warning to move along, which Cole did quickly.

After looking at Marsden’s engineering console briefly, Cole made his way toward the front of the Anomaly’s wedge-shaped bridge where Ensign Arroyo sat at the helm in front of the viewscreen dominating the bridge’s widest point. “Nice controls,” Cole said appreciatively as he leaned over next to Arroyo.

“I’d love to let you take a crack at them, but we’re at anti-sing at the moment,” Arroyo replied. Was it just Marsden or did Arroyo have a bit of an edge to his voice? He didn’t sound at all like he had any interest in letting Cole near the helm.

“Fair enough,” Cole said unperturbed. He stood up, his eyes locking on the ready room doors. “Ah, the seat of power,” he said, disappearing into the room.

“Um…,” Prosak began.

Cole poked his head back out. “This isn’t a ready room, is it?”

“Those are my quarters,” Prosak replied.

“Yeah. The big Vulcan poster kind of tipped me off. Is that Sponk?”

“It’s Spock. Spock!” Prosak snapped. “Read a history text!”

“Sorry about that,” Cole said, walking quickly out of the quarters and back over to Marsden. “I thought you said he had a lounge up here.”

“Down that hallway,” Marsden said, pointing at the corridor at the rear of the bridge next to the starboard turbolift.

“Whoops.”

“Captain, we’re approaching the Neutral Zone,” Arroyo reported.

“You’ll have to see the lounge later, Mister Anfibon,” Bain said. “I’ll have you up for a drink once this mess is sorted out. Marsie, if you please.”

“We’re leaving,” Marsden said, wrapping her arm around Cole’s and leading him into the turbolift.

“Capital. Bain to Doctor Kasyov. Report to the bridge.”

“On my way,” Kasyov’s voice replied crisply.

“There,” Bain said, settling into his command chair. “A smoothly-functioning team. Nothing to worry about.”

“I hope not,” Prosak said.

“But if the Romulans are testing this transmetaquantaprotophasic radiation, we may have to take action. You’re aware of that.”

“My one request is that we try not to jump to any conclusions.”

“I can justify every conclusion I’ve ever jumped to,” Bain replied watching the viewscreen intently.

That was not the response Prosak was hoping for. She glanced back at Tovar, who simply mouthed the words “I’ll handle him.” Prosak smiled in return, finding Tovar’s statement oddly reassuring.

Her thoughts were interrupted by Ensign Arroyo. “I can’t believe that guy,” Arroyo exclaimed, then immediately caught himself. “Sorry about that.”

“You have a problem with our good Chief Engineer’s suitor?” Bain asked.

“I believe his problem is commonly known as petty jealousy,” Tovar remarked. “Hector lost his playtime friend.”

“The lad seems to be a good enough sort,” Bain said.

“But look at the way he just came up here and wandered around like he owned the place. He even went into Prosak’s bedroom,” Arroyo continued.

“In all fairness, I gave him permission,” Bain replied. “And that ready room mix-up could have happened to anyone. Buck up, chum.”

“I’m just sick of hearing about Cole Anfibon.”

“Would you prefer to hear about Romulans, because I predict many of them in our future,” Tovar said.

Prosak suddenly let out an anguished cry as she clapped her hands to her head.

“Prosak!” Bain exclaimed, leaping out of his chair. “What’s happened?”

“I…don’t…know,” the Romulan said through gritted teeth. “The pain…” Her heavy breaths eased slowly, then a sudden wave of dizziness struck her. Bain grabbed her arm in a flash, steadying her. “Thank you.”

“Not at all. What the devil was that?”

“My head. All of a sudden, it started pounding. Overwhelming pain.”

“Let’s get you to sickbay.”

“No,” Prosak said, shaking her head emphatically.

“All right. But at least sit down for a bit,” Bain said concerned, leading Prosak to the command chair.

“Coming up on Dulcolax Three,” Arroyo said as Dr. Natalia Kasyov exited a turbolift out onto the bridge.

“Just in time,” Kasyov said, sliding into the chair at the science station.

“Right. Let’s get this over with, Bain said, steeling a glance at Prosak.”Keep a sharp eye out for the Rommies, Tovar.”

“No. I’d like to get blasted out of space today,” Tovar muttered.

“I missed that, my boy.”

“Watching diligently, sir,” Tovar said, absorbing himself in his readouts.



Thot-Phul stepped closer to the cloaked Pakled freighter’s viewscreen as he watched the Anomaly approach Dulcolax Three. “How did you know Bain would come?”

“Timing,” Dr. Lenik replied smugly. “I waited for a time when the Anomaly was in the general region. Since Bain’s ship is used for rapid response to emergency situations, it seemed logical that the Anomaly would be sent to deal with our little explosion.”

“Logic a Vulcan would admire,” Rear Admiral Delk said appreciatively. “But when do we get Bain?”

“Soon, I imagine. There are a few more pieces that need to fall into place.”

“Such as?”

“A distraction for Bain and his crew, which I have no doubt my people will unknowingly be providing before too long.”



“Don’t you need to get to engineering?” Cole asked as he and Marsden exited the turbolift into the Anomaly’s corridors on their way toward Marsden’s quarters.

“Not unless they comm me,” Marsden replied. “And I’d at least like to get a couple of holes in before that happens.”

“You’re determined about this golf thing, huh?”

“Practice makes perfect, and right now I’m so far for perfect that there’s not enough practice time in the universe to save me.”

“So why bother?”

“That’s the objection of a man who knows he’s about to get his ass kicked,” Marsden said, stopping in front of a set of quarters that were not hers. “You can use the holopod in here,” she explained.

“The resident won’t mind?”

“The resident moved to the ready room, but Prosak still uses this holopod when she unwinds or meditates or whatever,” Marsden replied ushering Cole into the vacant quarters. “Just get in the holopod and wait for me to start the simulation. I’ll join you shortly.”

Cole stepped into the pod and closed the door. Seconds later, he found himself on a scenic golf course on the edge of a cliff overlooking an ocean. Very scenic.

“You ready?” Marsden asked from behind him. She’d entered her holopod and linked into the simulation. Nearby, a golf cart sat containing two bags of clubs.

“We who are about to die salute you,” Cole said with a grin as he followed Marsden to the cart. They each picked up a bag and headed to the first tee.

“You first,” Marsden said, stepping aside.

“That wouldn’t be very chivalrous of me.”

“I insist.”

“You want to see what you’re up against, eh?”

“Bingo,” Marsden said as Cole pushed his tee into the grass and placed a ball on it. After taking a couple of practice swings with his driver, he lined up at the ball and let loose, making solid contact.

The ball sailed off of the tee, slicing hard to the right into the line of trees bordering the fairway on the opposite side from the cliff.

“Fetch, boy,” Marsden said laughing.

“Woof,” Cole said. Before she could stop him, Cole licked Marsden’s cheek, then ran off into the trees.

“You’re paying for that one, Anfibon!” Marsden called after him. She set up her own tee, then took several deeps breaths of the seaside air to relax herself. Several bad shots and a couple of pulled back muscles had taught her that serenity was the key to a decent golf swing. Finally, she took her shot, which arced beautifully above the fairway toward the first green, landing a mere forty meters away from the first hole.

“Beat that, Cole!” she shouted toward the trees. “Cole? Do you need some help?”

“I found my ball,” Cole said, jogging out of the trees several moments later.

“If you’re going to take that long to find it every time you hit a ball into the trees, this could be a long game.”

“I’ll attempt to speed up.”

“You do that,” Marsden said. “Oh, Cole?”

“Yes?”

Marsden suddenly leapt at him, licking him up the side of his face. “Gotcha.”

“Yes, you did. Is it my shot?”

“Go for it.”

“Thank you.”

Cole planted his ball on a new tee and swung, sending a wobbly shot careening along the edge of the fairway. It finally landed thirty meters behind Marsden’s right at the edge of the trees.

“Flirting with disaster, but it stayed in. This may become a game after all.”

“We’ll just have to see.”



Below the Anomaly, Dulcolax Three rotated slowly as Captain Bain paced the bridge, waiting for some word from his science officer.

“There are definite traces of transmetaquantaprotophasic radiation,” Kasyov said finally, looking up from her sensors.

“Source?” Prosak asked through gritted teeth. She steadied herself against the command chair as another wave of pain assaulted her mind.

“I can’t tell exactly. I’m not reading any sort of research or testing installation or anything, but that doesn’t mean that there isn’t one down there. I’m not thrilled with this idea, but I think I’m going to have to beam down to the surface and take a closer look.”

“Suit up,” Bain said with a nod. “Tovar, send a security officer with her, if you would please.”

“Request permission to go myself.”

“Normally I’d be all for that idea, Tovar, but we’re in possibly hostile waters here. I want your hands at tactical.”

“So do I,” Arroyo said from the helm.

“Very well,” Tovar said, sending a comm for Lieutenant Brazzell to meet Dr. Kasyov in the transporter room.

“I’ll be taking Cabral as well,” Kasyov said, heading toward the turbolift. “This should be a good test for the sensors mounted on his hovercam.”

“Capital idea,” Bain said. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Prosak wince in pain. “But hurry back, if you would.”

“Believe me, I have no intention of sticking around down there. I’ve been on camping trips to Siberia that were more appealing.” The turbolift doors closed as Kasyov descended into the ship.

“Commander,” Bain said, turning toward his first officer. She was back standing ramrod straight, hands clasped behind her back.

“Yes, Captain?” she asked.

“Forget it,” Bain said, deciding not to pursue the issue. If Prosak felt she could handle these headaches or whatever they were, he wasn’t about to countermand her by ordering the Romulan to sickbay. Of course, chances were that the headaches were eminently preferable to an examination by Dr. Nooney.



“How…scenic,” Cabral remarked after his hovercam, Dr. Kasyov, and Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell materialized on the surface of Dulcolax Three near the source of the transmetaquantaprotophasic radiation. The planet was barely Class G, with just enough of an atmosphere to register on a quadcorder.

The away team had materialized on the edge of a vast scorched crater over two kilometers in diameter presumably created when whatever produced the transmetaquantaprotophasic radiation detonated.

“It’s filthy!” Brazzell spat distastefully. “Cleaning up these scorch marks could take weeks!”

“Just keep your eyes open for anything dangerous,” Kasyov said.

“Unkempt conditions can be very dangerous.”

“We’ll risk it,” Kasyov said, activating the quadcorder heads-up display integrated in the helmet of her EVA suit. “What are you reading, Cabral?”

“Very little actually. The ambient radiation in this region is scrambling my sensors. I am also finding my hovercam to be moving sluggishly. I have had to appropriate additional transmitter bandwidth in order to remain in control of the device.”

“Maybe you should beam it back to the ship.”

“And leave you down here alone? Absolutely not.”

“Brazzell is here.”

“No offense to his abilities, but I would prefer to remain,” Cabral said, turning toward the security officer, who was currently attempting to scrub a layer of black scorching from the surface of a nearby boulder.

“Oookay,” Kasyov said. “Let’s get to work, then.” She began making her way down the crater wall toward the center. “I’m still not reading much in the way of non-indigenous materials.”

“Were you expecting detect something along those lines?”

“That radiation had to come from somewhere. A weapons-research facility seemed like a likely possibility. Otherwise…” Kasyov trailed off as a new reading on her quadcorder helmet display caught her attention.

“Yes?” Cabral asked.

“Hints of nordalium. It’s an alloy mainly used by the Romulans.”

“A base?”

“There’s only trace molecules left. A transmetaquantaprotophasic blast is destructive, but if there were an entire outpost here, I should still read more than what I’m seeing.”

“Then perhaps an explosive device was purposely detonated here,” Cabral offered.

“That’s what it looks like, but it doesn’t makes sense.”

“And why not?” Cabral asked, sounding mildly hurt.

“This isn’t to slight you any, but look where we are. If you’re going to test a weapon using a type of energy banned in a treaty you have with the Federation, would you perform the test right on the Federation border? Also, if it’s a test, where’s the monitoring equipment? There should be probe satellites, ground stations, and such. Other than this blast crater, there isn’t a damn thing here.”

“This leads us back to our original question, then,” Cabral said. “What happened here?”

Kasyov shook her head as she watched the quadcorder readings scroll by on her helmet display. “I don’t know, but I have a feeling if we stay in the Neutral Zone long enough, we’re going to find out.”



“AUUUUUUUGGGGGGGHHHHHHHH!”

Commander Prosak sank to the deck, clutching her head for dear life as the waves of pain buffeting her seemingly threatened to burst forth from her skull onto the bridge itself.

“Prosak!” Bain cried, rushing to his first officer. “Bain to…”

“UNHAND ME!” Prosak snapped, backhanding Bain with such force that the Anomaly’s captain was knocked back to the deck.

Tovar’s wrist phaser clicked into position in a flash.

“No!” Bain shouted, scrambling back to his feet as Prosak did the same, her eyes blazing with wild fury. “Man your post.”

Tovar stiffened. “My post is to…” His was suddenly distracted by a new contact on his sensor console. “Romulan Warhawk approaching at high warp.”

“Blast! Time to intercept.”

“Twenty seconds.”

Bain focused his attention back on Prosak. He was going to let her handle this headache business, but enough was enough. “Listen to me, Prosak. We’ve got to get you to sickbay. You’re my best hope of dealing with these Romulan blokes.”

Prosak’s eyes slammed shut as she fought the pain of another attack from the agony blazing through her mind. “Must…leave.”

“Leave? Leave orbit? Is it the radiation?” Bain asked.

“LEAVE!” Prosak screamed, pushing past Bain and charging into the port turbolift.

Bain was immediately on his way to the starboard lift. “Tovar, contact Nooney. I’ll be bringing Prosak to him presently.”

“But the Romulans…”

“Stall them,” Bain snapped. “Prosak’s in distress, and I’m not about to send security after her when what she needs is the intervention of her friend and Captain.”

Bain stepped into the turbolift, which promptly send him chasing after his first officer.

“I’m sure she’ll be touched,” Tovar muttered. “At least until the Romulans blast us to pieces.”



Cabral’s hovercam suddenly dove toward the ground, only recovering at the last second before it would have been smashed to debris.

“Cabral!” Kasyov shouted, scrambling more quickly down the crater slope.

“I’m all right,” Cabral replied. “The interference seems to be growing, though.”

“Growing?” Kasyov said confused. “My radiation readings are stable.”

“Even so, I am finding it more difficult to maintain control of the hovercamera.”

“We’ve got to get you back up to the ship before…” Kasyov stopped as five greenish transporter beams coalesced in front of her and Cabral, their effects distorted strangely in a way Kasyov had only scene once before in footage of a near-warp transport.

The five beams quickly revealed five heavily armed Romulans in EVA suits, each with a weapon trained on Kasyov and Cabral.

“Somehow, I’m guessing they’d like us to stay,” Cabral said.

“Yeah. I’m getting that,” Kasyov said glancing nervously from Romulan to Romulan.



Next time take a bloody quadcorder. Captain Bain cursed his lack of foresight as the computer yet again updated him on Commander Prosak’s position. She’d exited the turbolift on deck seven, which Bain found somewhat heartening. She could be headed to sickbay, but Bain wasn’t taking any chances.

As soon as Bain had left the bridge, Tovar had taken the ship to Yellow Alert. With the crew at battlestations, the corridors were deserted, which was just fine with Bain. The fewer people who saw Prosak in her current condition, the better. Now he just needed to find her, get her cured of whatever ailed her, and get her back on the bridge to help him deal with the Romulans headed their way.

The doors to a bio-lab a short distance down the corridor sat open, drawing Bain’s attention. He cautiously approached the door of the darkened room.

“Prosak?” he called into the shadowed interior.

“Captain…” a raspy voice whispered. “Help…”

“I’m here! Hang on!” Bain said, charging inside. Sudden pain exploded in his head as a heavy object slammed into him from behind. Bain toppled to the floor, struggling to regain his senses.

“Prosak,” he gasped, getting to his knees.

The object hit him again, sending the unconscious captain sprawling to the deck.



“Um…shouldn’t you be in the command chair?” Ensign Arroyo asked from the helm as Tovar stood stoically at tac-ops watching the Romulan Warhawk hovering before the Anomaly. The Romulan vessel had just exited warp after beaming five people down to Dulcolax Three in a rather impressive near-warp transport.

“Brazzell is on the surface, and I would rather not have Gworos’ finger on the fire control when dealing with the Romulans,” Tovar replied.

“Point taken,” Arroyo said. Nothing like a Klingon with a grudge to cause a diplomatic incident.

“Look professional. They are hailing,” Tovar said.

“Hey!” Arroyo protested. “I’m always professional.”

“Of course,” Tovar said distractedly as he watched the sensor readout of the Romulan ship’s status. They had not gone so far as to raise shields, but their weapons were hot. In short, they were ready to fire first if it came to that. Tovar would have been much happier if he had raised the Anomaly’s shields, but such an action could very easily be misconstrued. The Anomaly’s ablative armor would just have to suffice in the event that the Romulans made the first strike.

Tovar opened the comm channel, which caused the viewscreen image to shift to the bridge of the warhawk. The vessel’s commander, a severe-looking Romulan with graying temples immediately began to speak.

“Returned to the scene of the crime, have you?” he spat accusingly. “You humans are so predictable. Your literature allows me to predict your every…” The Romulan paused, looking closer at the Anomaly’s bridge. “Uh…who’s in command over there?”

“I am,” Tovar said. “Lieutenant Commander Tovar of the USS Anomaly. Our captain will be with you momentarily.”

“Where is he now?”

“Dealing with an internal matter.”

“Such as testing another transmetaquantaprotophasic device! Your audacity is exceeded by your disrespect for your alliance with the Romulan Empire!”

“Commander…” Tovar began.

“Potluk!”

“Commander Potluk, I assure you that we are not responsible for the transmetaquantaprotophasic radiation on Dulcolax Three. And I must say that I find your attempt to blame the Federation for what is quite clearly a Romulan attempt to clean up a mess created during your Empire’s efforts to covertly develop weapons for a future assault against us to be insulting and despicable.”

“I’ve listened to quite enough of your lies,” Potluk said. “Stand down and prepare to be boarded by an inspection team. If you attempt to raise shields, your ship will be attacked and your people on the surface of Dulcolax Three will be immediately executed. If you resist our boarding party, your ship will be attacked and your people on the surface of Dulcolax Three will be immediately executed. And if my inspectors find even a trace of transmetaquantaprotophasic aboard your vessel…”

“Let me guess,” Tovar said humorlessly, “our ship will be attacked and our people on the surface of Dulcolax Three will be immediately executed.”

“Precisely. Your answer, sir?”

“Please hold for Captain Bain,” Tovar said, cutting the comm channel.

“Tovar!” Arroyo exclaimed.

“Relax, Ensign,” Tovar said calmly. “Bridge to Captain Bain.” No response. “Tovar to Bain. Captain Bain, respond!” Nothing.

“Computer, beam Captain Bain directly to the bridge,” Tovar ordered. A transporter beam activated in front of the command chair. Seconds later four commpips fell to the deck.

“Tovar!” Arroyo cried. “Where the hell is he? What are we going to do?”

Tovar looked at the commpips then back up at the Romulan Warhawk floating on the viewscreen. “Off hand, I’d say panic.”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”



As she and Cole Anfibon walked onto the green of the 3rd hole, Lieutenant Marsden made a mental note to play many many games with Cole in the future. He obviously didn’t mind losing to her, something which couldn’t be said of several past dates and friends. Cole’s grin hadn’t been absent from his face for a single moment since the game began. Needless to say, Marsden was less than thrilled by the sudden chirping of her commpip.

“Engineering to Lieutenant Marsden,” Lieutenant Polnuc’s voice said.

“Go ahead,” Marsden replied crisply as Cole missed a 5 meter putt.

“I know you didn’t want to be disturbed unless it was an emergency, but we’ve gone to Yellow Alert. Is that enough of an emergency?”

Marsden sighed and looked over at Cole, who mouthed, “Go ahead.”

“I’ll be right there,” Marsden replied. “Out.” She strolled over to Cole and wrapped her arms around him. “Saved by the comm, eh?”

“I guess so,” Cole replied.

“I’ll meet you for dinner later. Can you find your way out of the holopod and back to my quarters?”

“I think I can manage,” Cole replied, smiling more broadly now.

“You’d better,” Marsden said. “Computer, deactivate my holopod.” Cole and the golf course simulation vanished as the grid- lined interior of the holopod reappeared around her. She opened the door and stepped out into her darkened quarters.

Dark? Her quarters hadn’t been that dark when she’d gone into the holopod.

She began to order the computer to brighten the room. Suddenly, she was grabbed from behind as a firm hand clamped over her mouth.

Marsden moved to resist.

Her attacker grabbed her tighter.

Then, sharp searing pain as a blade thrust into her back.



To Be Continued…





Good Fences Make Good Neighbors - Part Two”





Lieutenant Shelly Marsden’s body convulsed as a shock wave of energy jolted through it. Hadn’t the knife been enough? Did it have to be electrified as well?

Her head was yanked roughly to the side. She felt two lips brush close to her ears. “Like that?” a harsh voice whispered. The blade was suddenly yanked out of her back, drawing a pained gasp from the weakened chief engineer. Marsden just wanted to collapse to the floor.

Again her head was turned, this time to face her attacker. Marsden’s eyes widened in horror.

COLE!

Seeing her expression, Cole Anfibon laughed, then plunged the knife into Marsden’s stomach. After enjoying her agonized expression for several seconds as the searing pain of the blade struck her, Cole activated the knife’s energy field and let Marsden go.

She fell back to the deck, knife still embedded in her abdomen, her pained body jolting uncontrollably from the shocks blasting through her.

“It’s been a joy,” Cole said, “but you’ve officially outlived your usefulness, Michelle.”

“It’s…Shelly,” Marsden gasped, unable to move otherwise.

“Defiant to the end. You really are a true pain in the ass and have been since the unfortunate moment I met you. It’s a wonder I didn’t snap and kill you long before now. I was tempted to let those Associates do the job for me, but you had a larger purpose to serve. And serve it you did.”

“Why?” Marsden said weakly.

“That,” Cole said with an evil smile, “is no longer your problem. Ciao.” Cole stepped over his fallen victim and strolled casually out into the Anomaly’s corridors to retrieve his true prize.



Boarding party. Boarding party! How the hell had things gotten this out of hand? Lieutenant Commander Tovar stood paralyzed at tac-ops, frantically trying to decide what to do. Oh, this had been so much easier when the Interloping Lifeforce had been present in his mind. It had Starfleet experience. One of its lives had been a captain. Now it and the Anomaly’s actual captain were missing.

At the front of the Anomaly’s bridge, Ensign Hector Arroyo paced wildly, ranting about how he should have stayed on Earth.

Bain. Tovar had to find Captain Bain. But when he’d attempted to find Bain, all he’d managed to do was beam the captain’s commpips to the bridge. If Reginald Bain was still on the Anomaly, Tovar was going to have to find him another way.

He quickly hailed the Romulan warhawk hovering a short distance away from the Anomaly. Commander Potluk quickly responded, his already severe mood apparently having worsened.

“Do you accept my demands?” Potluk said with a growl.

“I assure you, Commander, there is no transmetaquantaprotophasic radiation on board this ship,” Tovar replied, knowing full well what the Romulan’s answer would be.

“Then you will have no objection to our search.”

“Of course not,” Tovar said. “But are you prepared for a team from my ship to inspect your vessel as well?”

“What? That’s outrageous!”

“If you are not responsible for the transmetaquantaprotophasic blast, what reason could you have to deny us?”

“Fine. We will have an exchange,” Potluk assented, clearly displeased.

“Would twenty minutes be sufficient to prepare your team?” Tovar asked.

“Acceptable. We will contact you in twenty of your minutes. Potluk out,” the Romulan said curtly, then cut the channel.

“Tovar!” Arroyo exclaimed. “You did it!”

“I bought us time. That’s all,” Tovar replied. “Right now our first priority is to locate Captain Bain. Bridge to sickbay.”

“Nooney on duty!” the Anomaly’s chief medical officer replied cheerily. “Can you hold please?”

“No, Doctor. I cannot,” Tovar said firmly.

“I’m really busy trying to help poor piddle Prosak with her mean old headaches.”

“And you may continue doing so, but I require your genetic profile for Captain Bain.”

“Is there a problem, Tovar?” Commander Prosak’s voice cut in. She sounded a bit shaky, most likely from the stress of the severe headaches that had been ravaging her recently.

“The captain is missing, and we can expect to be boarded by the Romulans in less than twenty minutes.”

“I’ll be right there,” Prosak’s last statement sounded strained, as though she was in pain while saying it.

“You will not, young lady!” Nooney scolded. “I’m sending the records now, Mister Tovar. Please handle this without troubling my patient.”

“We shall do our best,” Tovar replied. “Bridge out.”

“What are you doing with the Captain’s DNA profile?” Arroyo asked confused.

“Attempting to find him. The internal sensors are sensitive enough to scan for his DNA.”

“If he’s still on the ship,” Arroyo said.

“And just where would he go?” Tovar asked, feeding the DNA profile into the internal sensors. “There. Computer, locate Captain Bain.”

“Working,” the computer said flatly, which it did for several moments, making Tovar and Arroyo more and more tense. Finally, it spoke again. “Captain Bain is in Biolab Three and Corridor 7-B5.”

“AND?” Arroyo exclaimed.

“That is confusing,” Tovar admitted. “Maybe he lost a hair there or something. I thought that I specified a human-sized concentration of DNA.”

“If it was just a hair or something, wouldn’t it have mentioned his quarters too?”

“True. Let’s try it again. Computer, where is Captain Bain?”

“Working.” Several more seconds passed. “Captain Bain is in Biolab Three and Corridor 7-B8.”

“Well, part of him is moving,” Arroyo observed.

“It’s a simple glitch with the sensors. Corridor 7-B8 is just outside Biolab Three. Perhaps there is some sensor overlap occurring.” Tovar made a few more adjustments. “Computer, where is Captain Bain?”

“Captain Bain is not on the Anomaly.”

“What about Biolab Three?”

“Captain Bain is NOT on the Anomaly,” the computer replied.

“Fine. You don’t have to get testy about it,” Tovar said.

“We lost him again!” Arroyo shouted in disbelief.

“If I said yes, would you calm down?”

“NO!”

“I thought not,” Tovar said with a sigh.



“What do you think you’re doing?” Dr. Lenik demanded as Cole Anfibon jogged off of the Pakled freighter’s transporter pad where an unconscious Captain Reginald Bain, still suffering the effects of the massive blow to the head Cole had leveled him with in the Anomaly’s science lab, lay.

“Getting the hell out of there,” Cole replied, going toe to toe with Lenik while Gridloo and Pridloo, the freighter’s Pakled owners, picked Bain up. Meanwhile Rear Admiral Lorgander Delk and Thot-Phul restrained the psychotic Ferengi Damm from pouncing the insensate Starfleet captain.

“The plan was for you to incapacitate the Romulan first officer, allow Bain to engage the Romulan Warhawk in battle, then get take him in the ensuing chaos.”

“And do you have any idea how stupid of a plan that is?”

“Don’t you talk to me like that?” Dr. Lenik said threateningly.

Cole dug in his heels. “What if the Anomaly’s shields went up and didn’t come back down? What if Bain won the battle? What if he avoided a fight all together somehow? I wasn’t about to take that risk. I saw my opportunity, so I leapt at it.”

“Fine! What about the Anomaly’s chief engineer? That Marsden woman,” Lenik said.

“Disposed of.”

“Wait a second,” Phul said, letting go of Damm and charging up to Cole. “I know you! You were a prisoner on my ship!”

“That’s correct,” Dr. Lenik said. “And you very nearly ruined Cole’s infiltration of the Anomaly by trying to kill him and his target.”

“But I thought Bain was our target. And this happened before I even joined FOBBER!”

Lenik rolled her eyes disgustedly. “Cole needed a way to get close to Bain, so we monitored Starfleet comm channels looking for an opportunity. When the Hermes prototype computer core was located on that backwater world, we took the chance that the Anomaly’s designer would be sent in. Cole had a false identity in place already, and went in to get close to Marsden. Things were going wonderfully until YOU tried to kill them! I had to let you into FOBBER to keep tabs on you; otherwise, you were liable to ruin everything in one of your bungled attempts on Bain!”

“Let me in?” Phul snapped.

“Kill Bain!” Damm shouted suddenly, breaking free of Rear Admiral Delk’s grip and charging at Gridloo and Pridloo, who promptly dropped the captain to the deck in fear. “Kill KILL!”

“QUIET!” Lenik screamed, whipping a disruptor out of her lab coat and firing it at Damm. The blast slammed into the Ferengi’s back, disintegrating her instantly. The room instantly fell silent.

“Now then,” Lenik said, turning her weapon on Thot-Phul. “I wish to remind all of you that we have Bain in our hands because of me. Cole works for ME. We all have grudges against Reginald Bain, but make no mistake. You are here at MY indulgence. Is that clear?”

“Oh yes. Definitely,” Phul said, nodding his helmet quickly and backing up toward Delk.

“Anyone else having a problem with that?” Lenik asked.

Delk, Gridloo, and Pridloo all shook their heads.

“Good. I’m glad we’re all on the same wavelength.”

“Lenik, we should get underway,” Cole said.

“I would love to, but we can’t. Since somebody didn’t follow the plan, we have to stick around to make sure that the Anomaly is destroyed. Otherwise, they’re liable to piece together what happened!”

Cole glared daggers at the Romulan geneticist, but held his tongue.

“Um…Doctor Lenik?” Gridloo said.

“WHAT?” Lenik shouted, turning on her heel toward the Pakled.

Gridloo pointed down at Bain. “He’s waking up.”

A smile quickly spread across Lenik’s face. “Much better. Get him to the lab!”

“We don’t have a lab.”

“The room I put the chair in, you nitwits!”

“You say things we don’t understand.”

“Take Bain and put him in the chair that I brought with me!”

The Pakleds smiled and nodded, finally getting it. “You make things clearer now.” They scooped up Bain and dragged him from the transporter room.

“I swear those two are the next to die,” Lenik grumbled, following the pair out of the room.

Delk and Phul exchanged a worried glance. Next?

“After you, gentlemen,” Cole said with an evil grin.

The Dyonian and the Breen warily left the transporter room as Cole brought up the rear. On this whole, this revenge thing wasn’t turning out to be nearly as satisfying as Thot-Phul had hoped. Sure he was going to get to kill Bain.

But then could he save himself?



On the surface of Dulcolax Three, Doctor Natalia Kasyov and Cabral’s hovercam stared nervously down the barrels of several Romulan disruptor rifles.

“Is there anything in particular we should be doing, Natalia?” Cabral’s voice asked over the comm unit of Kasyov’s EVA suit.

“I’m going to be raising my hands very very slowly. And you’re going to remain still.”

“I can do that…assuming my neural link to the hovercam doesn’t blink out again.”

The pair watched the Romulans for several more tense moments as the Romulans conferred among themselves over their comm units. Finally, the team’s evident leader, a lanky woman with a permanent scowl etched across her angular Romulan features, turned on Kasyov and activated a broad channel comm signal.

“Do you read me, Terran?”

“I do,” Kasyov replied in measured tones. “I am Doctor Natalia Kasyov of the USS Anomaly. I am here on a scientific investigation.”

“Into the effects of your weapons test, no doubt,” the woman replied curtly.

“Our weapons test?” Kasyov said. “The Federation had nothing to do with this. It’s a Romulan weapon.”

“Ha! The Empire would never use transmetaquantaprotophasic radiation so blatantly. By order of the Praetor, you are to be detained and interrogated.”

“Hang on, Centurion,” Kasyov said.

“That’s Subcommander Sorbet to you,” the Romulan spat. “And I have no interest in listening to more of your lies.”

“No. You seem far more intent on ignoring the truth,” Kasyov said. “Do your own scans. Unless Starfleet has taken to using nordalium, this was a Romulan-constructed weapon.”

“Impossible,” Sorbet said.

“And I say it’s equally impossible that the Federation built it. Think about this. Who would test a weapon in the Neutral Zone? The whole point of it is to keep our governments away from each other!”

Sorbet thought for a moment. “What if there were a secret organization inside the Federation operating with complete impunity to do whatever it wanted to whomever it wanted? A group so secret that even your Starfleet Intelligence didn’t know about them. Maybe they’d want to end our alliance by creating this crisis.”

“A bunch of men in black running around in the shadows messing with Federation affairs? That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Fine. Then you did it. You’re coming with us.” Sorbet looked at Cabral’s hovering camera. “And we’re taking this thing, too. Centurion Pikalok, take the hovering device into custody. I want it dismantled and analyzed immediately.”

“Yes, Subcommander,” Centurion Pikalok replied crisply. He took two steps toward Cabral’s hovercam, then stopped, his gaze focusing on the crater ridge in the distance.

“What is it, Pikalok?” Sorbet demanded.

“I see movement.” The Centurion activated the magnification function within his helmet. “Yes. There is a person in a Starfleet EVA suit crouched up there.”

“Observing us, no doubt.”

“Actually, he’s looking the other way.”

“Bring him here!”

Three of the Centurions raced up the crater wall toward Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell’s position at the top of the ridge.

“Remain still, Natalia,” Cabral’s voice said over Kasyov’s comm unit. “I will inform Mister Brazzell of his incoming guests.” Kasyov nodded slightly as Cabral opened a channel to Brazzell. “Lieutenant?”

“I’m not done scrubbing here yet,” Brazzell replied testily. “And I have a whole lot of rocks to go.”

“The Romulans may want you to stop where you are.”

“What Romulans?” Brazzell demanded.

“The ones running up behind you.”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!”



Lieutenant Commander Tovar stole another glance at the chronometer on his console. In less than ten minutes, Potluk would be comming expecting to send his inspectors to the Anomaly. Tovar really had no intention of letting that happen. If somehow the Romulans had grabbed Bain, the last thing he was going to do was let an entire team of them onto his ship.

Somehow he had to stall Potluk and ascertain the whereabouts of Captain Bain. Surely there was something he could say to tip the Romulan Commander’s hand.

The turbolift doors opened, allowing a weakened Prosak to step shakily out onto the bridge.

“Commander,” Arroyo said, rushing to help her. Prosak held up her hand for him to stop, wincing as she did so.

“If you are still suffering from this pain, why did Doctor Nooney release you?” Tovar asked as Prosak headed to the command chair.

“He didn’t,” Prosak replied. “I sort of…um…neck pinched him.”

“And it worked?” Tovar asked genuinely surprised.

“Well…no. Not really. To be honest, I think it tickled. He fell to the floor giggling, so I took the opportunity to escape. AUUUGHH!” Prosak curled up as another wave of pain assaulted her.

“Maybe you should get back to sickbay,” Arroyo said.

“The captain is missing,” she replied in a growl. She looked up at Arroyo, eyes blazing. “I AM IN COMMAND!”

“Oookay,” Arroyo said, stepping quickly back to tac-ops. He leaned over the console to Tovar and whispered, “Is this such a good idea?”

“I don’t think we’re any worse off than we were before.”

“Oh yeah. How do you figure that?”

“On the one hand, she’s obviously in great pain and a bit unstable at the moment. Those are bad things.”

“I’d say so.”

“However, she is a Romulan, which should work in our favor in dealing with other Romulans.”

“Unless she starts screaming at them.”

“Better her than me,” Tovar observed.

“If you two are done gossiping about me, could we see about this warhawk out there?” Prosak said, barely controlling the edge in her voice. “Tovar, contact Lieutenant Marsden and tell her to prepare for the worst.”

“The worst?” Arroyo gulped, quickly returning to the helm.

“Hopefully it won’t come to that, but we must be prepared,” Prosak said more calmly.

“Bridge to Lieutenant Marsden,” Tovar said.

All he got in reply with a bizarre series of grunts a wet gurgles.

“Are we having comm problems?” Prosak asked.

“I don’t think so,” Tovar said. “Bridge to Lieutenant Marsden.”

More of the same.

“Computer, where is Lieutenant Marsden?”

“Lieutenant Marsden is in her quarters,” the computer replied flatly.

“At least we aren’t reading two of them this time like we were with the captain,” Arroyo said.

“True,” Tovar said. “Bridge to Lieutenant Marsden.”

More grunts and gurgles. Tovar was just about to close the channel, when he made out a softly whispered word among it all.

“Help.”

Prosak’s head whipped around toward him. She’d heard it to. “Go,” she ordered quickly.

Tovar was already halfway into the turbolift. “Tovar to Doctor Nooney. We have a medical emergency in Lieutenant Marsden’s quarters.”

“Okey-dokey. I’ll be there. You haven’t seen the Romulan I lost have you?” Nooney’s voice replied.

“Um…no,” Tovar said, looking back at Prosak as the turbolift doors closed.

Tovar ran up to Marsden’s door less than two minutes later. He could see Nooney and his Andorian nurse, Ih’vik, running toward his position. “Computer, open Lieutenant Marsden’s quarters.”

“They are already unlocked,” the computer replied.

Tovar made a mental note to have the computer’s “smart-ass” algorithm erased, then charged inside Marsden’s quarters. The Anomaly’s Chief Engineer lay on the floor on her back, convulsing erratically. The handle of a knife stuck out of her stomach in the midst of a vast blood patch, much of which was pooling on the carpet around her.

“Great gosh-o-golly!” Nooney cried, freezing in the doorway upon spotting Marsden. “The HORROR!” Ih’vik shoved him roughly from behind, almost causing the doctor to fall on top of the injured Marsden. To Nooney’s credit, he recovered quickly and set to work on the wound.

“Tovar to bridge,” Tovar said, crouching down beside Marsden. The engineer’s eyes were open and locked on Tovar pleadingly. “Lieutenant Marsden has been stabbed by an unknown assailant.”

“Shelly!” Arroyo’s voice shouted in response. “Who did it?” he demanded.

“Did you miss the ‘unknown assailant’ part?” Tovar replied impatiently.

“Will she live?” Prosak asked.

Tovar looked to Nooney, who gave him a big grin and a thumbs-up. Ih’vik, meanwhile, had removed the knife and was looking it over appreciatively. “Doctor Nooney believes so.”

“Good. Find out what you can then return to the bridge. Prosak out.”

Tovar turned his attention back to Marsden. “Everything will be fine, Lieutenant,” he said attempting to be encouraging. “But I need to know who did this. Did you see your attacker?” Marsden’s head nodded almost imperceptibly.

“Cole,” she whispered softly.

“We need to get her to sickbay,” Nooney said. “It’s operating time!”

Tovar patted Marsden gently on the shoulder and stood up as Nooney called for a transport to sickbay. Marsden, the doctor, and Ih’vik dematerialized a second later, leaving Tovar to consider the situation.

Why had Cole attacked Marsden? Did that mean Cole had also taken Captain Bain? Was Cole actually even responsible? Where the hell was Cole anyway? That last question would lead to the answers to all of the others.

“Tovar to security,” he said as he headed out the door toward the nearest turbolift. “Find and arrest Cole Anfibon. I repeat. Find and arrest Cole Anfibon.”



Unfortunately, in order for security to carry out Tovar’s orders, security would have had to look on a cloaked Pakled freighter that no one on the Anomaly was even aware existed.

At that moment, Cole Anfibon was standing on the bridge of the Pakled freighter along with the members of FOBBER watching the viewscreen, which was currently displaying a video feed from the “lab” on the ship, where Captain Reginald Bain sat strapped in a metal chair. Bain was gradually regaining consciousness, his head lolling from side to side as he struggled to focus his faculties on his current situation.

“I would much rather be in there with him,” Rear Admiral Delk pouted, crossing his arms over his flashy red uniform. “This is just theatrics.”

“The correct term is psychological warfare,” Dr. Lenik replied. “Bain is too much of a warrior to be intimidated by the sight of us. We have to work on his mind first, weaken his resolve.”

“Where the devil am I?” Bain demanded on the viewscreen as he looked around the dim lab. He tugged on the metal bands holding him to the chair. “Show yourself!”

Lenik activated a commlink to the lab and began to speak. In the lab, her voice was distorted into an ominous deep robotic bellow. “Reginald Bain, welcome to the last room you will ever see.” Gridloo and Pridloo began to grin and chortle, but Lenik silenced them with a harsh glare before turning back to the comm. “In this room you will suffer. You will wail. You will scream for mercy. And then you will DIE!”

Lenik closed the channel and stood back to watch the effect of her words on her victim. Bain was silent for a moment, taking it all in. Then, in a move none of FOBBER expected, he started laughing, and this wasn’t a laugh faking bravery. Bain was in an all-out belly laugh.

“That’s rich! That’s really rich,” Bain said finally, still smiling. “But let’s dispense with the funhouse scare tactics, shall we? You want to torture me? Fine. I guarantee I’ve had worse. But scream for mercy? Reginald Bain? HA! Come and get me, you wankers!”



They were going to touch him. Those rampaging Romulans who’d been into who knew what were actually going to touch him. Well, actually, they were going to touch his EVA suit, but to Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell, the difference was minimal. He’d spent hours cleaning and disinfecting this suit, and it already had dust on it from Dulcolax Three.

If the Romulans were going to touch him, which seemed inevitable at this point, he was at least going to make sure they were clean.

“Stand still!” he shouted into his comm as he whipped the extra strength cleansing spray out of his ever-present supply belt. This was his heavy duty sprayer, capable of nailing a speck of grime at twenty meters.

Brazzell mashed his finger down on the sprayer, sending a stream streaking toward the closest of the three Romulans charging toward him. For their part, the Romulans froze in their tracks for a split second, then scattered.

“It’s an ambush!” they shouted, leveling their rifles at Brazzell. Brazzell screamed and dove for cover just before three disruptor blasts converged on his previous position.

“How dare you ambush us!” Subcommander Sorbet snapped, turning angrily on Doctor Kasyov.

“You knew he was there and your people were charging at him. How in the hell is that an ambush?” Kasyov retorted.

“Don’t argue semantics with me, Terran.”

“Obviously common sense is a taboo subject as well.”

Sorbet aimed her rifle at Kasyov. “I have more than enough cause to kill you right now.”

Brazzell’s voice broke in, blaring over Kasyov’s helmet speaker. “I’m being shot at! Shot at!”

“I know that, Brazzell. You can shoot back, you know. On stun.”

“See!” Sorbet shouted accusingly. “Now you’re encouraging him to attack us.”

“He’s using stun,” Kasyov replied, pointing up at the ridge where Brazzell was now using the phasers mounted in the wrists of his EVA suit to return fire.

“I’m not,” Sorbet said menacingly, aiming her rifle at Kasyov again.

“Natalia, run!” Cabral shouted suddenly, darting forward toward the very surprised Romulan officer. Not waiting around to see the outcome, Kasyov darted toward an outcropping while the Centurion remaining with Sorbet rushed to get his weapon in position.

Cabral, meanwhile, having knocked Sorbet off-balance turned toward the other Centurion, powering up the phaser mounted in his hovercam.

“Be careful, Cabral!” Kasyov said urgently as she set her own EVA suit phaser to stun.

“Everything is under control,” Cabral commed back. His hovercam arced up into the air, preparing to make an attack run on the Romulans…

…then plummeted to the ground, its power completely shut down.



“Natalia!” Cabral cried, his consciousness firmly back in his sphere on the Anomaly as his neural link with the hovercam was abruptly severed. He reached out with his mind, which was really all he had to reach out with considering he was a disembodied brain and all, trying desperately to regain contact with his hovercam on Dulcolax Three.

No success.

What was happening?

Using his link to the ship’s systems, Cabral activated the sensors, looking for the source of the problem. Had the Anomaly moved out of range? No. What about the transmetaquantaprotophasic radiation? No. That shouldn’t be doing it. Nothing outside the ship seemed to be the problem.

Cabral turned his attention to the internal sensors and immediately found the problem.

“Cabral to bridge.”

“Now is not the best time, Cabral,” Commander Prosak’s voice replied tensely.

“Has something happened?” Cabral inquired.



“Captain Bain is missing, Lieutenant Marsden has been attacked by Cole Anfibon, and we’re about to be boarded by Romulans. Is that enough for you?” Prosak snapped, responding to Cabral’s question as she sat in the Anomaly’s command chair. The Romulan winced again, fighting down the urge to scream as another wave of pain struck her.

“I’ve lost contact with my hovercam due to neural interference. Neural interference that seems to be coming from the bridge,” Cabral said. “The away team was under attack when I left. I need to get back to Natalia.”

Tovar grabbed a quadcorder out of the supply panel in his console and headed toward Prosak.

“What are you doing?” she demanded as Tovar slid the device over his head.

“Logically, the source of the neural interference would be the person having mental attacks, don’t you think?” Tovar replied.

“No fair! You can’t pull logic out on me now,” Prosak protested. “This pain has made it so I can barely think period, much less behave like a proper RommaVulc.”

Tovar looked at the scan readout in the quadcorder’s eyepiece. “Hmm…”

“What is it?” Prosak said.

Tovar turned around, watching the readouts as he went. Finally, he headed straight toward the former ready room which now served as Prosak’s quarters.

“What are you doing?” Prosak called after him as Tovar entered her quarters. “Tovar. TOVAR!”

The Yynsian tac-ops officer reentered the bridge several moments later holding a small, half-sphere in his hand, which was pulsating slowly. Suddenly, it began to pulse quickly. Prosak screamed, collapsing to the deck in agony.

“I thought as much,” Tovar said.

“AARRGGGH!” Prosak leapt at Tovar, tackling him and wrenching the device out of his hand. She tossed it aside, then grabbed his arm, extending his wrist phaser and firing it at the device. It vaporized instantly.

Coincidentally enough, Prosak felt instantly better.

“My connection is back!” Cabral’s voice shouted.

“Do what you can to help the away team,” Prosak ordered, giving Tovar a slightly embarrassed glance as she climbed off of him. “We will try to beam you up as soon as the stand-off with the warhawk is settled. I have some questions that need to be answered first.”

“Don’t worry,” Cabral said. “Everything will now be under control.” He closed the comm channel as Prosak turned on Tovar.

“What was that thing?”

“Some sort of neural interference generator,” Tovar replied, stating the obvious. “I found it under the top of your desk.”

“Put there by Cole, I bet,” Arroyo said. “He did go into your quarters. Confused my ass. He knew exactly what he was doing when he went in there.”

“Tovar, how long to we have until the boarding deadline?”

“Four minutes.”

“It’s enough. Pull up everything we have on Cole Anfibon,” Prosak said, returning to the command chair. “Where did this man come from?”

Tovar returned to tac-ops and accessed the information, pulling data from the Federation’s central citizenry database. “There’s very little, but I’m sending it to the viewscreen.”

The name “COLE ANFIBON” displayed at the top of the screen. But below it was practically nothing. No birthdate. No address. Just registry data for his ship and a listing of his occupation as “Independent Acquisitions Specialist.” Additionally, the ship had only been registered a year ago.

“That’s all of it?” Arroyo said.

“Everything available.”

“Where did this guy come from?”

“It’s appearing likely that he is a spy,” Tovar said, wondering to himself if Section 31 had placed Cole in Marsden’s life to keep tabs on Tovar. But that wouldn’t explain the attack on the chief engineer or Bain’s disappearance. Perhaps another government wished to destabilize…

His thoughts were interrupted as Prosak gasped.

“What is it?” Arroyo said alarmed.

Prosak rushed over to tac-ops, practically shoving Tovar aside as she typed furiously on his console. “The letters! Look at the letters!”

Tovar frowned. “I fail to see…” He trailed off as Prosak’s typing appeared on the viewscreen just below Cole’s name.



COLE ANFIBON



“Good lord,” Tovar said softly, looking at Prosak’s unscrambled words.



CLONE OF BAIN



Tovar shook his head in disbelief. “The double sensor readings. It was Cole.”

“Exactly,” Prosak said.

“Wha…what does that mean?” Arroyo stammered.

“It means that there’s something going on here that goes well beyond a simple dispute with the Romulans,” Tovar said. “Someone else is pulling the strings.”

“Now we just have to convince the Romulans of that,” Prosak said grimly.



There was a term from Earth history that Dr. Kasyov had heard at some point in her life. Mexican Standoff. She had no idea if this qualified, but the Anomaly away team and the Romulans certainly seemed to be at that point. Both groups had taken position behind various bits of cover and were firing wildly at the other group without hitting a damn thing.

Meanwhile, Cabral’s hovercam lay in the dirt, immobile. Kasyov activated her suit’s comm unit again, hoping that maybe she’d get through to the Anomaly this time. Static. The Romulans were still jamming her. She’d have to remember to mention something to Tovar about adding that little jamming function to Federation EVA suits. Or even better, an anti-jamming function.

She glanced up the crater toward Brazzell, who was actually managing to hold his own against the three Romulans assaulting his position. He’d tossed a heavy duty deodorizing fogger their way, completely covering the region in a thick cloud of cleanser. If he was smart, he took the opportunity to run as far away as he could, Kasyov thought. Of course, that didn’t help her any. What she needed was a rescue.

Cabral’s hovercam suddenly launched up into the air, firing madly and drawing surprised screams from Sorbet and her centurion. The hovercam quickly detected Kasyov and rushed to join her behind the outcropping she was using as cover.

“Welcome back,” she said.

“Sorry about that. Problems on the ship.”

“I hope everything’s worked out now. We could really stand to be beamed out about now.”

“Unfortunately that may not be happening for a bit. Cole Anfibon has attacked Lieutenant Marsden and run off with the captain.”

Kasyov gasped. “Is Shelly all right?”

“I did not take the time to ask, and Commander Prosak presently has other problems. The Romulans are evidently threatening to board the Anomaly in a very few minutes. We seem to be teetering on the edge of all-out conflict.”

A disruptor blast seared over Kasyov’s head. “Funny. I thought we were already there.”

“You know what I mean, Natalia.”

“Yes I do. And I also know we’d better hold our own here and hope to whatever you want to hope to that Prosak finds a way out of this mess. I just can’t believe Cole was working for the Romulans.”

“Tovar doesn’t think he was,” Cabral replied. “This goes deep, Natalia. Other agents are at work.”

“You’re just full of good news today,” Kasyov replied, firing off a few shots toward Sorbet’s position.



Watching Bain laugh on the viewscreen, Dr. Lenik was almost shaking with fury as she dug her fingernails into the palms of her clenched fists.

“Wasn’t the reaction you were expecting?” Cole asked grinning.

“Shut up, you. You’re as bad as he is,” Lenik snapped.

“I thought that was the point.”

“True,” Lenik said. “But you do realize that now you have officially outlived your usefulness to me.” She aimed her disruptor at Cole.

“Hang on. Don’t you want to have me around when you parade your victory in front of Bain?” Cole said hiding any anxiety he may have been feeling.

“Hmmm…you do have a point there.”

“Lenik,” Rear Admiral Delk said as he peered down at the Pakled freighter’s sensor console. “We’re detecting weapons’ fire on the planet’s surface. Phasers and disruptors.”

“Wonderful!” Lenik exclaimed, rushing over to the tactical console. “Now how about those ships? Damn! Not a shot fired. What are they doing?”

“It’s the Federation,” Thot-Phul grumbled. “They’re being diplomatic. That’s all they ever do.”

“When they aren’t blowing up your ships, you mean,” Delk said.

“Or yours,” Phul shot back.

“Can I disintegrate those two yet?” Cole said annoyed.

“We have other issues,” Lenik said. “Such as speeding things along for the Anomaly.”

“What are you going to do?” Phul demanded. “You’ll reveal our presence here.”

“Relax, Breen,” Lenik said. “I had already planned for this eventuality. You see, neither the Anomaly nor the warhawk can raise their shields because it would be viewed by the other vessel as a sign of aggression. That gives us the perfect opportunity.”

“For what?”

“To send them both a little present,” Lenik said, typing commands into her console.



Despite their centuries of separation, Romulans and Vulcans still shared a propensity for promptness. As soon as the twenty minutes ticked away, the Anomaly received a hail from Potluk’s warhawk.

Commander Potluk was obviously surprised to see one of his species in the command chair when Prosak responded to his hair.

“Greetings, Commander,” Prosak said with a respectful bow of her head. “I am Commander Prosak, first officer of the Anomaly.”

“Where is your captain?” Potluk demanded.

“That is an issue we need to discuss. We have both been led into a trap.”

“Trap? There’s no trap here. My ship is free to leave, which we will do as soon as we have inspected your vessel…and when that hothead first officer of mine finishes rampaging across Dulcolax Three. I swear she can’t get through a single mission without shooting at someone. No matter. Prepare to receive our inspection team. We are ready for yours.”

“You have not listened to me,” Prosak said calmly.

“Wait a moment. You’re one of those RommaVulcs, aren’t you?” Potluk said in disgust.

“My personal lifestyle is none of your affair.”

“Logic-monger.”

“That was uncalled for!”

“What? Aren’t you going to call me ‘fascinating’ or something?”

“Commander Potluk! We have a much bigger problem here!” Prosak shouted, rising from her chair.

“Oooh. Some emotion. Kinky.”

Prosak clenched her fists. “Please listen to…”

BOOOOM!

The warhawk’s bridge jerked violently as consoles exploded behind Commander Potluk. The Romulan Commander dove for cover, narrowly avoiding a support beam plummeting to the deck.

“Tovar, what happened?” Prosak snapped, spinning toward her tac-ops officer.

“Explosion in the warhawk’s engine room.”

“Cause?”

“Unknown…wait. I’m detecting a transporter signature.”

“You attacked us!” Potluk shouted with a mix of fury and disbelief.

“It wasn’t us!” Prosak protested. “Look. We haven’t even raised our…” Tovar’s words echoed in her head. Transporter.

“Tovar, beam everyone out of engineering and get shields around the primary systems. Now!”

“Energizing and activating,” Tovar reported.

BOOOOM!

The Anomaly lurched hard to port, tossing the bridge crew violently aside. Arroyo tumbled into the wall, then scrambled to his feet and back to the helm to stabilize the ship.

“Explosion in engineering,” Tovar reported after returning to tac-ops. “A device was beamed into the engine room. We acted in time, though.”

“You see, Potluk,” Prosak said, turning back to the viewscreen. “We’re both victims here.”

Potluk didn’t speak. He seemed to be considering his options.

“Commander,” Tovar said. “I strongly suggest that we raise our shields. The attacker may transport another device aboard.”

“Raise your shields, Potluk. We’re doing the same. This is not to attack you. Are you listening to me?”

“I do not think they have shields remaining,” Tovar said. “The damage to their ship was far more extensive than ours.”

“Raise our shields and extend them around the warhawk.”

“If they fire…”

“I know that, Tovar. Just do it.”

“Extending shields,” Tovar said. His hands had just touched his console when another explosion ripped through the warhawk. The comm channel abruptly closed, returning the viewscreen image to the exterior of the ship. Power flickered across the vessel, then went out all together as the Romulan ship began to drift.

“We’re next,” Prosak said.

“Raising shields.”

“Belay that,” she said. “Watch the internal sensors. As soon as the next device comes aboard, surround it in a level ten force field. Let it explode, then cut our power. Fake a build up to a core breach if you can.”

“I’m contacting Lieutenant Polnuc now,” Tovar said as he sent instructions to the Anomaly’s Assistant Chief Engineer, who he’d beamed to auxiliary control. Perhaps it was time to reevaluate his estimation of the Anomaly’s first officer. Prosak had shown herself to be surprisingly capable and level-headed in this situation. It was an admirable performance. He didn’t have long to continue his train of thought as a transporter beam was detected in engineering. Their attackers were certainly persistent.

Another explosion rocked the ship.

“Add to that jolt, Mister Arroyo,” Prosak said calmly.

“Hang on,” Arroyo said as he caused the Anomaly to buck wildly. Suddenly, bridge power flickered as Polnuc set the next part of the plan in motion from auxiliary control.



“You’re an artist,” Thot-Phul said appreciatively as he and the other members of FOBBER watched the warhawk and the Anomaly drift across the viewscreens. Both vessels were dead in space.

“The Anomaly’s building to a core breach!” Delk shouted. “Twenty seconds!”

“We must go!” Gridloo and Pridloo said urgently as they rushed to the helm console, bumping into each other in their desperation to get to the controls.

“No reason to stay,” Lenik said smugly. “It seems the party’s over.”

“The first party anyway,” Cole said.

“We go,” Gridloo said, activating the warp drive and sending the freighter streaking away from Dulcolax Three.



“Twenty seconds,” Tovar said, watching the simulated core breach countdown on his console. “Nineteen.”

“Arm neutron torpedoes. When we hit one, power up, get the shields up around us and the warhawk, then fire a tight spread set to detonate a safe distance away.

Arroyo looked back at Prosak quizzically.

“We have to explode, don’t we?” she said with a cock of her eyebrow.

“Of course, this will only work if our attacker has indeed fled the scene,” Tovar said. “If they have not…”

“If they haven’t we’ll fight them for real this time,” Prosak said.

“I would have preferred to do that originally,” Tovar said.

“Did you see them anywhere?”

“No.”

“And are you prepared to fight them and protect the warhawk?” Prosak pressed.

“You don’t have to be cocky about it. But I have to admit wondering where you suddenly gained all of this strategic ability.”

Prosak smiled slightly. “Spock’s autobiography. You can say what you want about his hologram, but that James T. Kirk was a damn good starship captain.”



Rear Admiral Delk watched the Pakled’s sensors, continuing the countdown. “Three…two…one…and we have a very lovely explosion ladies and gentlemen.”

“Their ship went boom,” Gridloo and Pridloo said.

“Ships,” Lenik corrected. “The effect of a core breach was more than enough to take out that crippled warhawk. If the people on the planet were lucky, the blast was wide enough to get them too. Otherwise, they’ll be spending a very long time alone there.”

“Well, I don’t know about the rest of you,” Thot-Phul said, “but I’m feeling much better now.”

“Then let’s go visit Captain Bain, shall we?” Lenik said, heading toward the bridge door.

“Splendid idea,” Delk said. “Can I tell him his ship is destroyed?”

“Hey!” Phul said. “I want to do it!”

“Quiet!” Lenik snapped.

“Maybe we could all do it together,” Delk suggested.

“I could still shoot them,” Cole whispered to Lenik.

“Just a little bit longer, Cole,” Lenik replied, patting his arm. “Then this whole business will finally be over.”

Lenik lead the group into the makeshift lab where Captain Bain sat strapped to a chair. His eyes narrowed as he watched the group enter the room, then focused on Cole.

“It appears I misjudged you, lad,” Bain said darkly. “Taken up with the enemy, eh?”

“I was always with the enemy, Reginald,” Cole replied.

“But I can’t blame you for feeling a connection to him, Bain,” Lenik said, stepping forward. “You do share the same genetic code.”

“Wait a moment,” Bain said, peering at Lenik. “I know you. You’re that Romulan gal I ran into on Ogakuchakor Three all those years ago. Shuttle crash, if I remember. We were stranded for a good while.”

“Ran into is right,” Lenik said angrily. “You destroyed my lab. My life’s work! Since that day, I’ve had a new life’s work: destroying you! All it took was a lone hair you shed during our time together to create Cole here. So in the ultimate of revenges, you will in effect be responsible for your own demise! HAHAHAHAHA!”

“Seems like an awful lot of bother,” Bain observed.

“It wasn’t bother. It’s irony! Irony! You get it!”

“You cloned me, accelerated the clone’s aging, gave him a new identity, then sent him to seduce my chief engineer just to get to me. That, my dear Romulan, is bother!”

“He’s got a point,” Cole said.

“Oh, shut up. You Bains are all the same.”

“If you’re quite finished, I’d like to taunt Captain Bain a bit,” Rear Admiral Delk said, stepping forward. “We have a long history together.”

“Who the devil are you?” Bain snapped.

Delk blanched. “Who?” he stammered in disbelief. “Who? Who am I? After all of these years! After all of the times you’ve blasted my ships to rubble, you have no idea WHO I AM! Are you really expecting me to believe that the name REAR ADMIRAL LORGANDER DELK means nothing to you!”

“Afraid not, old boy. I’ve blown up a lot of people in my day. Don’t take it personally, though.”

“I’m taking it really damn personally! Why do you think I’ve joined a group dedicated to eradicating you from the universe!”

“Buck up and take your defeats like a man!” Bain said irritated. “This shallow whining is unbecoming of a starship captain.”

“AUGGGHHHHHHH!” Delk ripped a few clumps of hair out, then stormed over to the corner of the lab to sulk.

“Right then,” Bain said, looking over at the Pakleds. “What’s your beef with me?”

“You did things to make us poor,” Gridloo and Pridloo said in unison.

Bain stared at them a second, his mind rummaging through his various memories. “Half a tic. I remember you lot. You chaps had a bit of engine trouble back when I was on the Abu Simbel. I gave you some dirt.”

“Hang on!” Delk cried. “You can remember every stupid detail of one single run-in with them forty years ago, and you can’t remember me!”

“Pipe down,” Bain said firmly. “I’ve had quite enough of you, Rear Admiral…whatever your name was.”

“Delk. DELK! D! E! L! K! DELLLLLK!!!!”

“Right.” Bain turned back to the Pakleds. “So what’s the problem, gents?”

“That dirt you emptied from us was not dirt,” Gridloo said.

“You took our chikigo. It was going to make us rich.”

“Now hang on a bit. You want to kill me because you lied to me about what you had. You told me that was potting soil. I was trying to help you out by giving you some better material. I can’t help it if you were trying to hide an illegal narcotic.”

“Ohhhhhhhhhhhhhhh,” Gridloo and Pridloo said, looking at each other confused. “Did WE do things to make us poor?”

“I’d have to say yes,” Bain said.

“We’re not smart,” Gridloo said. He and Pridloo headed toward the door.

“Where are you going?” Dr. Lenik demanded.

“We did things to make us poor. Captain Bain tried to help us. We’re not smart, so we don’t need to kill him. Bye bye.”

“Party poopers!” Lenik shouted after them as the Pakleds headed back toward the bridge.

“Right. Who’s next?” Bain said. He looked over at the Breen standing across the room.

“Thot-Phul. What a surprise?”

“AHHHHHH!” Delk screamed. “He’s a Breen! A damn Breen! How can you tell them apart with those damn helmets?”

“It’s Thot-Phul. I know the man when I see him,” Bain retorted.

“That’s it! I’m killing him now!”

“Oh, piss off, Welk.”

“IT IS DELK!”

“SHUT UP!” Thot-Phul screamed, turning on the Dyonian. “It is my turn!” Delk sulked back to his corner as Phul turned furiously on Bain. “At last. At long last, I have the man responsible for blowing up my ship…TWICE!”

Bain frowned. “I hate to be the one to break this to you, old boy, but I’ve never blown up any of your ships.”

“Lying to save your miserable life, eh? Pathetic.”

“Now see here, Phul, if I’d blown up one of your ships, I’d damn well say so. I take responsibility for my actions, but I am not the one you want. Commander Prosak was on the bridge both times we’ve taken you on.”

Phul raised his fist for a bit of righteous indignation, then froze. It wasn’t Bain. IT WASN’T BAIN. “Where were you?” Phul demanded.

“Off duty,” Bain said. “You can’t expect me to be on the bridge all of the time.”

“Hunnh,” Phul whimpered, sinking down into a chair.

“Sorry, old boy. And to be honest, I slept through one of those scraps.”

“Slept?” Phul said weakly. “It was Prosak.”

“Yes indeed. But if you try to go after her, you’ll find that you have to come through me.”

“At least that has already been taken care of,” Lenik said, stepping up to retake the offensive. “You’re right here in our power.”

“But that’s not the best part,” Cole said, leaning down to Bain, a cruel smile covering his face.

“That’s true,” Lenik said. “We’ve destroyed the Anomaly.”

“No, you haven’t,” Bain said reflexively.

“Yes, we have.”

“No, you haven’t.”

“YES, we have! We watched the explosion.”

Bain’s fists tightened. If Tovar and the rest were truly dead, it was up to him to avenge them. Bain’s eyes locked on Lenik, the obvious ringleader here. “You had better kill me now, Lenik.”

“Why would I want to do that? I have so much suffering planned for you.”

“Then I can assure you that you will have no satisfaction from me. And if even the smallest opportunity should present itself, every single person on this ship will find himself dead.”

“Awww. Even me?” Cole said condescendingly, his face close to Bain’s. Bain jerked his head forward, head-butting his clone hard in the nose. Cole screamed, clenching his hand to his face as blood began to flow.

“Especially you,” Bain said. He looked around at his four antagonists, each of whom was frozen in place, unwilling to go near the Anomaly’s captain. “So who’s first?”



The Anomaly’s bridge was silent as Prosak, Tovar, and Arroyo waited nervously for an attack. After several minutes, it became obvious that it wasn’t going to come.

“Looks like they bought it,” Arroyo said.

“What’s our status?” Prosak asked, turning back to Tovar.

“Minor damage to engineering from the explosions. Lieutenant Polnuc and his staff are returning there now to begin repairs. He does not recommend moving the ship until diagnostics have been run.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised,” Prosak said. “Hail the warhawk. Let’s see if we can’t straighten things out enough to beam our people up from the planet.”

“I’m sure Doctor Kasyov would be relieved to hear that,” Tovar said, activating the comm system. “Commander Potluk is replying. Audio only.”

“This is Commander Prosak. Do you require assistance?”

“YES!” Potluk’s voice screamed back almost buried in static. “Qu…ingularity destabilizing. We can’t…much longer. Engines and trans…offline.”

“We understand, Commander. I hope you’ve now realized that we didn’t do any of this. The Federation doesn’t.”

“Could…shut up and…us before we blow…?” Potluk demanded.

“I don’t think he wants to hear our sales pitch now,” Arroyo observed.

Potluk’s voice again crackled over the comm. “We detect…oaked vessel…sending course…cloak frequency.”

“What was that about?” Prosak asked confused.

“The warhawk detected a phase cloak signature leaving the area as we faked the core breach. Potluk just sent us the cloak frequency and last known course of the ship,” Tovar explained impatiently.

“Then let’s go!” Arroyo exclaimed, jumping up from his chair. “The Navigator can…”

“Hold on, Ensign,” Prosak said.

“But we’ve got to rescue Captain Bain.”

“The only place you’re going is the command chair,” Prosak said.

“What?” Arroyo asked confused.

“You have the conn, Ensign. Help the warhawk and retrieve our away team. Tovar and I will be back as soon as we can.” Prosak and Tovar headed into the turbolift as a stunned Arroyo plopped into the command chair and set to work calling in back-up crew and making contact with the Romulans.

“Something wrong?” Prosak asked as she and Tovar descended toward the hanger bay where the Anomaly’s Lincoln-Class companion ship, the USS Navigator, was stored.

“Why do you ask?” Tovar replied.

“You’re looking at me strangely.”

“Am I?”

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it was almost admiration,” Prosak replied, summoning her RommaVulc control to suppress a grin.

“You have surprised me,” Tovar admitted.

“Thank you. And you know, for a Yynsian, you make a halfway decent Vulcan.”

“Old habits die hard, as humans say.”

“And what do Yynsians say?” Prosak asked.

“This life may be clean and new, but your past lives still eat cookies in bed.”

“Um…no offense, but the human phrase is catchier.”

“I agree.”



A few minutes later, having quickly run-through the pre-flight checklist, Commander Prosak settled in at the helm of the USS Navigator. “Tovar?”

“All tactical systems are ready,” he reported from the bridge’s small tac-ops board.

“Very good. Opening shuttlebay doors.” Prosak pressed the control on her console. Nothing happened. “Hmmm…that’s odd.”

“I believe I may have an explanation,” Tovar said. “I’m detecting a transport in progress.”

A cold spike of fear shot down Prosak’s spine. If the cloaked ship had returned…

The transporter beam coalesced on the Navigator’s bridge a few feet away from Prosak and quickly revealed a humanoid figure. Moments later, a weary-looking Shelly Marsden stood before them.

“Leaving without me?” she said softly. Without waiting for permission, Marsden made her way to the command chair and gingerly sat down.

“You should be in sickbay,” Prosak said disapprovingly.

“And we should be chasing down Cole and Captain Bain,” Marsden said. “Let’s get moving.”

“I find it hard to believe that Doctor Nooney has approved your release.”

“Did he approve yours?” Tovar asked.

Prosak frowned. Clearly, she’d been out maneuvered. “Shall we go?” she asked.

“I’m unlocking the doors now,” Marsden said, typing commands into the armrest. The shuttlebay doors slid open moments later, revealing the stars beyond.

Prosak smoothly piloted the Navigator out into space, quickly setting the craft on a pursuit course and jumping into warp. “There is one thing I want to make clear,” she said, facing Marsden as the stars streaked by. “I am in command of this mission.”

“That’s fine by me,” Marsden replied, settling back into the command chair. “As long as I get my hands on Cole Anfibon you can do whatever the hell else you want.”



“Holy sh**!” Dr. Kasyov cried as a huge explosion illuminated the sky above the barren world of Dulcolax Three. For a moment, the Romulans across the crater from her stopped firing her way and looked up at the blast. “What the hell was that?”

“Not the Anomaly,” Cabral reported. “I can say that for certain.”

Before Kasyov could pursue the issue any farther, she was interrupted by a panicked scream over her helmet’s comm speaker. “Help me!” Lieutenant Brazzell’s voice cried.

Kasyov and Cabral whipped around and looked up toward the top of the crater. “I can’t see you, Brazzell,” Kasyov said. “What’s going on?”

“They’re almost on me!”

“Um…we…” Kasyov looked around uncertainly. What were they supposed to do?

“Get on,” Cabral said suddenly, lowering his hovercam beside Kasyov.

“Cabral, I don’t think I…”

“I’m going whether you’re coming or not.”

“Since you put it that way,” Kasyov said unhappily, wrapping herself around the hovercam as best she could.

“Now hold on tight,” Cabral said, rising quickly up into the air.

“That won’t be a problem.” Kasyov said, slamming her eyes shut as Cabral went into a dive. His hovercam strafed Subcommander Sorbet and her Centurion, sending them diving for cover as Cabral adjusted course and sped up the side of the crater.

The three Romulans on the edge of the crater knew the Starfleet officer they were pursuing had to be close. The barrage of various sprays and foggers had died down allowing them a clear view of the terrain. There just wasn’t much cover around, so unless the Starfleeter had beamed away, he was hiding behind one of the few nearby rocks large enough to conceal a person. Of course, all of this would have been a lot easier if the warhawk was sending them sensor reports, but all communications with their ship had abruptly ceased minutes earlier.

Brazzell, meanwhile, checked the power level on the phaser mounted on his EVA suit. Heavy stun should get through the Romulans’ suits, which would mean an average power consumption of…

His calculations fell by the wayside as his heads-up quadcorder display showed the three Romulans closing in on him. He wasn’t about to let those germ-covered Romulans touch him without a fight.

The three Centurions crept closer to the next large boulder, weapons at the ready. Closer. Closer.

A phaser blast suddenly seared past them, slamming into the boulder in front of them. The Romulans spun around as a strange melding of person and machine rose up from out of the crater, weapons blazing.

Detecting the disturbance, Brazzell leapt up from his hiding place and rounded the boulder, ready to fire.

“STOP!!!!!” a voice screamed in his head. From the suddenly movement of the Romulans, they’d heard it too. The entire assembly looked around and saw two people, one human and one Romulan, running their way.

“Subcommander Nordik!” one of the Romulans broadcast in surprise.

“Lieutenant Randall?” Brazzell asked surprised as he recognized Lieutenant Lara Randall, one of the Anomaly’s security officers.

“Ensign Arroyo sent us down. War’s over,” Randall said.

“That is true,” Subcommander Nordik, the Romulan accompanying Randall, said. “We have been tricked by a hidden enemy. The Federation vessel is currently assisting us with repairs to our warhawk.”

“Kill…them…ALL!” Subcommander Sorbet panted, climbing over the crater ridge.

“WAIT!” everyone screamed as Sorbet aimed her weapon.

“No! It’s all lies. You all die!”

A phaser blast slammed into Sorbet’s chest, the energy quickly enveloping her EVA suit. She collapsed to the ground a split second later.

“That’s all I’m doing,” Lieutenant Brazzell said, lowering his arm. He shuddered. “You have to pick her up yourselves.”



“What are we supposed to do now?” Thot-Phul asked exasperatedly as the members of FOBBER stood outside of the lab trying to regroup. After Bain’s pronouncement, Lenik and the others had been struck silent, unsure how to proceed now that their intended victim had made such a firm stand. Beyond that, the Pakleds had backed out and Phul himself was now vacillating. “He’s not the one!”

“I still want to kill him,” Rear Admiral Delk said firmly.

“Just for not remembering you?” Phul said. “Come on! Do you know what happens to us if Starfleet catches wind of this?”

“And you’re worried about that now?” Cole snapped. “Where was this concern when we were blowing up the Anomaly in the first place?”

“I wasn’t thinking clearly. Now I am, and I’m not so sure that I’m ready to go head to helmet with the Butcher of Breen.”

“The human is tied up. He can’t touch us,” Dr. Lenik said irritated. “Now are we going to go in there and torture him horribly or what?”

“Are you going to shoot me if I don’t?” Phul asked.

“No.”

“That’s a relief.”

Cole slid up beside him. “Actually, what she means is that she’ll allow me to peel you like an onion and eject you bit by bit into space.”

“Xinklenatter,” the Breen cursed. “All right. Let’s get this over with.”

“Come on, Phul,” Cole said, wrapping his arm around Thot-Phul’s shoulders. “Try and have some fun with this.”

“Something’s going to go wrong. I just know something’s going to go wrong,” Phul muttered as the group re-entered the lab.

“Finished quaking in your collective boots, have you?” Bain said confidently as he sat stiffly in the chair that imprisoned him.

“You put up a brave front for a man who’s just had his ship destroyed and crew killed,” Cole said.

“I could say the same about you considering you’re about to have your spleen forcibly removed. How’s your nose, by the way?”

Cole growled and raised his fist, but was stopped as the comm system crackled to life. “Doctor Lenik?” Gridloo’s voice (or maybe it was Pridloo. Who could tell?) said.

“What is it?” the Romulan replied impatiently.

“Um…we’re being chased, and they want us to stop. Should we stop?” the Pakled asked.

“Chased? How? We’re cloaked!”

“They can see us.”

“Who? Who’s they?”

“She said they were the Navigator. She is Prosak. She threatens to do things to make us explode.”

“Ha!” Bain exclaimed. “Now you’re in the stew!”

“Prosak!” Phul cried. “She’s the one! She’s the one who blew up my ships!”

The freighter lurched suddenly, power flickering, as a blast from the Navigator’s weapons slammed into the cloaked ship.



“The phase frequency supplied by the Romulans appears to have been correct,” Tovar said with satisfaction as his phaser fire impacted against a seemingly-empty section of space. Almost instantly, a blocky vessel wavered into view.

“They have no shields to speak of. Their engines are down,” he continued. “Tractor beams locked on.”

“Are we ready?” Prosak said, rising from her seat at the helm and checking the phaser mounted on each wrist.

Lieutenant Marsden nodded as she stood up slowly from the command chair. “Let’s get moving.”

“Are you sure that you are in any physical condition to handle this?” Prosak asked concerned. “If Cole were to hit you again…”

Marsden smiled slightly. “I don’t repeat my mistakes.”

“Very well. Computer, lock on to the Captain Bain’s DNA signature and beam us to that location.”

“There are two Captain Bain’s present,” the computer replied flatly.

“Are they in the same room?” Marsden asked impatiently. Finding out that the man she’d been involved with was a clone of Reginald Bain had been enough of a shock. She had no desire to dwell on it any more than she had to.

“Affirmative,” the computer said.

“Then what’s the problem? Energize.”



“STARFLEET!” Thot-Phul shouted as three figures materialized in the lab. Prosak, Tovar, and Marsden had their wrist phasers at the ready as their transporter sequence completed.

Lenik, Cole, and Rear Admiral Delk quickly drew weapons of their own to confront the unwelcome newcomers. Spotting Marsden, Cole’s eyes widened in a mixture of shock and alarm.

“Hey, honey,” Marsden said darkly. With the memories of the agony caused by Cole’s energy knife fresh in her mind, it took all she had not to fire her phasers immediately.

Prosak quickly stepped in, attempting to take control of the situation. “Stand down,” the RommaVulc said firmly. “You are all under arrest.” She moved toward Bain, her arms raised toward the FOBBER members as she did so.

“Get away from him,” Lenik warned. “He’s mine! I’ve worked too hard to get him to let him go now! Bain must pay for what he did to me!”

“She’s a bit broken up about a lab of hers I crashed into a few years ago,” Bain explained.

“It wasn’t just a lab!” Lenik cried. “I had created a virus capable of wiping out those insufferable Vulcans once and for all!”

“WHAT?” Prosak shouted, any show of being emotionless slipping away. “How dare you?”

“RommaVulc?” Lenik asked looking over her shoulder at Cole.

“Yes. I thought I mentioned that to you in my report.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Are you sure?”

“Fairly sure.”

“Quiet!” Prosak snapped. “Now all of you drop your weapons and get down on the floor.”

“AYYYYYYYIIIIIIIIIII!!!” Delk screamed in a battlecry, firing his weapon wildly. He missed every single person in the room.

“Oops,” Delk said weakly, then ran out the door in a panic.

Thot-Phul looked between the door and Prosak for a split second, then ran out himself.

“Bloody cowards,” Cole said angrily as he and Lenik found themselves outnumbered. “We can take them ourselves, right Doctor? Doctor?” Cole looked around. Lenik was nowhere to be found. He laughed weakly. “Well…it seems that…bye!” Cole charged out the door, a blast from Marsden’s wrist phaser narrowly missing him.

Prosak quickly freed Bain from the chair as Tovar tossed the captain a spare wrist phaser. “How’s the Anomaly?” Bain asked, strapping the weapon on.

“Intact and mostly unharmed,” Prosak reported.

“Commander Prosak did an excellent job of keeping us together,” Tovar said. “And Doctor Nooney was able to repair the damage done to Lieutenant Marsden by Mister Anfibon’s knife.”

“Did you know he’s my clone?” Bain asked. “Damn near knocked my knickers off when Doctor Lenik told me.”

“We figured it out, sir,” Prosak said proudly. “Cole Anfibon.”

“I don’t follow.”

“It’s ‘Clone of Bain’ scrambled up.”

“I see! Good show, Prosak. Damn clever of them.”

“Rather stupid if you ask me,” Tovar said. “But perhaps our time would be better spent in more productive ways.”

“Quite right. Shall we see about mopping up?”

“Cole’s mine,” Marsden said, sliding on a quadcorder.

“I will secure the bridge,” Tovar said.

“And I will see to the Romulan,” Prosak said as she slid on a quadcorder of her own. She was clearly still miffed that Lenik had planned to kill all Vulcans.

“Right. I suppose I’ll see to whoever’s left,” Bain said. “Move out.” The Anomaly officers raced out of the lab into the corridor beyond, weapons blazing.

No one was there.

“Hmm…” Bain said. “I was expecting a bit more of a fight there.”

The others ignored him, charging off in different directions after their quarries. Bain, however, following years of instinct, remained in the corridor to wait. Someone would come to him. He just knew it.



On the Pakleds’ bridge, Gridloo and Pridloo paced nervously, their bulky frames brushing past each other as they frantically tried to figure out what to do next. They didn’t want to kill Bain anymore, but now Starfleet was on their ship. Should they fight back? Should they surrender and beg for mercy? Should they…

Their thoughts were interrupted as the bridge doors opened, and Tovar leapt into the room.

“You are strong,” the Pakleds said, raising their arms quickly in the air. “We are weak. Please do not…”

ZAP. ZAP.

Gridloo and Pridloo hit the ground unconscious, landing on top of each other in a blobby heap.

“That was a bit unnecessary,” Toflay, the chef past-life said inside Tovar’s mind.

“Perhaps, but it was entertaining,” Tovar replied.

“Well, yes. I can’t argue with that. Do they have a kitchen around here?”

“Not one that we’re going to be visiting,” Tovar thought, sitting down in the Pakled’s command chair.

“You’re oppressing my culinary art.”

“You wound me to the core.”

“Now you’re just being sarcastic,” Toflay snapped.

“How nice of you to notice.”



The rapidly retreating footsteps clanging along the deck had suddenly gone silent, giving Commander Prosak pause before she rounded the next corner. She cautiously peered her head around the corner, then rapidly yanked it back before a disruptor blast seared in her direction.

“Get away!” Dr. Lenik shouted defiantly.

“I cannot do that,” Prosak called back. “You are under arrest.”

“We’re in the Neutral Zone. You have no authority here!”

“Actually, your vessel crossed back into Federation space twenty minutes ago.”

“Damn those Pakleds,” Lenik spat.

“Whatever the reason, you are in Federation space. I must insist that you surrender yourself to me.”

“I’ll die first!”

Prosak heard the opening and closing of doors. She peered around the corner again, then, seeing it empty, followed Lenik through the only apparent doors. Prosak found herself in the freighter’s run-down engineering section.

Another disruptor blast flared past her, uncomfortably close as she felt the heat through her uniform. Prosak fired a warning shot back, positive that she wouldn’t hit anything. At the very least it would distract Lenik long enough for Prosak to find cover.

“This behavior is most illogical,” Prosak said. “Your plan has failed, but that does not mean you must die.”

“Stop talking like one of them!” Lenik said furiously.

“I do not know what you mean.”

“Vulcans! So damn logical all of the time! Do you even know what it really means to be a Romulan? To have the joy of tricking someone into his death?”

“I fail to see how that is a requirement of being a ‘real’ Romulan.”

“Is that what you want? A debate?” Lenik said.

“That would be acceptable,” Prosak replied calmly.

“Fine. No weapons. We’ll just talk.”

“Agreed,” Prosak said.

Lenik smiled as she heard the sound of a wrist phaser locking back into standby mode. She put her own disruptor behind her back and strolled out into the open where Prosak waited, her arms folded across her chest.

Prosak turned slightly, her side pointing toward Lenik. In a flash, a phaser blast lanced out of the RommaVulc’s cocked weapon, slamming into Lenik.

“But…you,” Lenik gasped as the stun beam overwhelmed her.

“Tricked you. It was a logical trick, though,” Prosak said, revealing that she was wearing two wrist phasers and had only retracted one. “This is no time for a debate.”

Instead it was sleepy time for Lenik as she collapsed to the deck in engineering.



“Here! Take it!” Thot-Phul said urgently, handing a disruptor to Rear Admiral Lorgander Delk and keeping one for himself as they raided the Pakleds’ small weapons store.

“Excellent,” Delk said, examining his weapon. “Now we go get Bain.”

“I don’t know anymore,” Phul replied.

“What’s to know?”

“But Bain wasn’t the one. And now Prosak is here. So do I go kill her? Should I still kill Bain? Should I just leave? I don’t know!”

“Get a hold of yourself, Breen. We’ll make it simple and kill them all!”

“I don’t remember you being this bloodthirsty before.”

“Bain can do that to a man,” Delk replied. “Let’s move.” He charged out of the storeroom, followed by Thot-Phul, who still wasn’t all that sure that this is what he wanted to be doing.

The pair made their way back toward the front of the freighter, jogging through empty corridors until they rounded the turn toward the lab.

Bain was there, a broad grin crossing his face as he aimed his wrist phaser. “Just like I said. Waiting pays off,” the human said.

“AHHHHHHHHHH!” Phul screamed in terror, backpedaling furiously.

“Where are you going?” Delk demanded as Phul went into a full retreat.

“Just delaying the inevitable,” Bain said. “Now you need to put that disruptor down before something unpleasant occurs.”

“Oh something very unpleasant is going to occur…to you. Put your wrist phaser down.”

“Why would I do something like that?” Bain asked. “I’m not even sure what you expect to gain out of this.”

Delk’s eyes widened. “For the Legion’s sake! How dense are you? I want you dead!”

“Not going to happen…old boy.”

“You still don’t remember my name, do you?”

“Of course I do, Melk.”

“No.”

“Swelk?”

“Not even close.”

“Wait. I’ve got it. Salamander Grelk!”

Delk sighed heavily and looked up to the skies. “All I wanted was for him to get it right once. Just once. Is that so much?”

“AHHHHHHH!” Bain’s battle cry caught Delk completely off-guard as the human barreled into him with all of his might. “End of the road, Delk!” Bain exclaimed.

“YES! Finally!” Delk shouted happily. He didn’t even mind so much that for the next several minutes Bain busied himself pummeling Delk into unconsciousness.

“Captain!” Commander Prosak’s voice cried, interrupting Bain in the midst of giving the long-since-oblivious Rear Admiral Lorgander a good what for. Bain looked up at his first officer, who had just run around the corner, then down at the insensate Delk.

“Right. Well…I suppose he’s had enough,” Bain said, climbing off of the Dyonian. “How are things on your end?”

“Doctor Lenik is unconscious in engineering. I suggest that we…”

A figure suddenly stepped around the corner behind Prosak.

KONK!

Thot-Phul head-butted Prosak with his helmet, sending the Romulan collapsing to the deck. She rolled over painfully, forcing herself to focus on the figure now looming above her.

“That’s right. Look at me before I kill you once and for all,” Phul said menacingly as he aimed his disruptor at Prosak.



“COLE!” Marsden screamed at the man fleeing down the corridor from her. She fired her wrist phaser into the ceiling above Cole’s head, sending a shower of sparks down on him. “NEXT TIME WON’T BE A WARNING!”

Cole stopped and slowly turned to face the angry engineer charging toward him. He held up his hands and smiled charmingly.

“Just relax, Shelly. It’s all okay now.”

“Okay? OKAY! You jabbed a knife into me…twice!”

“I know this is hard to understand, Shelly, but I had to do it. I didn’t want to, but I had to. If I hadn’t…Doctor Lenik would have destroyed the Anomaly outright. I did my best to make sure you’d survive, though.”

Marsden’s face softened. Cole pressed his advantage, lowering his hands and stepping closer to her.

“These last few months have been incredible for me. From the time she created me, Lenik filled me with nothing but hate and deceit, then I met you. I saw life could be different. I saw a future where I could love and be loved.”

“But those things you said when you stabbed me…”

“Lenik was listening. I had to put on a good show. Please, Shelly. You have to believe me. I love you too much to have it all destroyed by Lenik’s insatiable desire for revenge.”

Marsden lowered her arm and the weapon with it, drawing a soft smile from Cole. “Thank you, Shelly. I knew you could feel it too.”

He approached her as she considered his words, his hands subtly pulling another blade out of a hidden sheath on his belt. “Lenik will be gone now. We can be together. Just you and I. We’ll go away like you always wanted.”

Cole wrapped his arms around Marsden, pulling her in closer, then maneuvered his blade to strike.

A sudden movement as Marsden’s arm shot upward.

ZAPOW!

Cole gasped, his whole body crumpling inward as the stun blast fired by Marsden at point-blank range slammed into his gut. The knife fell from his paralyzed hand, falling to the deck and clattering away.

ZAPOW! ZAPOW!

Marsden fired again and again, her eyes never looking away from his. Cole Anfibon fell backwards, landing on the deck with a thud where he lay immobile.

She stood over him for several seconds, her hand hovering over the power control on her wrist phaser. A couple of taps and one shot was all it would take. Cole Anfibon would cease to exist.

Shaking her head slowly, she retracted the weapon and turned, striding off down the corridor away from the man who deserved every second of the long years of confinement heading his way.



Bain took a step forward, his wrist phaser trained on the Breen currently threatening a very dazed Commander Prosak. “We don’t need to do this, Phul,” he warned.

“Stay out of it, Bain. I’ve wasted enough of my life on you.”

“If you pull that trigger, your life is over. You shoot her; I shoot you. Game over.”

“You’d be doing me a favor. Do you know what life is like on Breen for a Thot who’s had two ships destroyed in the space of a year? I’m a laughing stock. Lenik gave me a glimmer of hope. I could get revenge on you. Then I find out you aren’t even the one! I couldn’t at least have the dignity of being defeated by the Butcher of Breen. No. I lost to this Romulan. She’s practically a child.”

“You didn’t lose to her,” Bain said.

“What?”

“I did it. I lied to you.”

“But what you said…what she said…”

“I gave the orders. I developed the plans. It’s me you want,” Bain said. “Let’s settle this between us.”

Phul looked from Prosak to Bain. “You could be lying now.”

“Why would I lie now about a truth I told then? Wouldn’t it make more sense for me to tell the truth now about the lie I told then?”

“What if you lied both times? You could have lied then to save yourself, and now you’re lying now to save her.”

“If I was lying then and now, where’s the truth. Someone had to destroy you, so why not believe that I was lying then and telling the truth now?” Bain said.

“Why don’t I believe you were lying both times and kill you both?” Phul said firmly.

“Why don’t you just SHUT UP!” Prosak said suddenly. Phul looked down at her just in time to see her two wrist phasers cock into place. She fired upward with both weapons, hitting Phul with enough force to actually launch him into the air. He sailed toward the ceiling, bounced off roughly, then plummeted back to the deck just as Lieutenant Marsden rounded the corner.

“Have you seen to Mister Anfibon?” Bain asked.

“Oh yeah.”

“Then it appears we’ve cleaned house,” Bain said satisfied.

“Tovar to Prosak,” Prosak’s commpips barked suddenly.

“Go ahead,” she said as Bain helped her to her feet.

“I am reading an energy build-up from engineering. This ship will explode in the next thirty seconds.”

“It appears that Doctor Lenik recovered a bit faster than I would have suspected,” Prosak said, clearly displeased.

“Don’t torture yourself about it,” Bain said, wrapping a fatherly arm around his first officer. “Tovar, my boy, beam us all back to the Navigator post haste.”



Doctor Lenik tapped a control on her belt, activating the signal masker. She’d seen to it that the freighter would explode. Now she had one final bit of business to attend to. No sensor would detect her and no transporter could grab her except for the one on the freighter which she’d already specifically programmed to compensate for her masker.

“Computer, beam me directly to Reginald Bain,” she said, extending the range of her masker a bit. Once she was near Bain, he would also effectively disappear from sensors. Then she would strike before his officers could rescue him.

“Beaming you to the place you want to go,” the Pakled computer said slowly as Lenik dematerialized.



“Good show,” Bain said after materializing back on the Navigator’s bridge. He slid into the command chair as Tovar quickly moved back to tac-ops, Prosak took the helm, and Marsden gingerly sat down at the engineering console. “Everyone accounted for.”

“A Breen, a Dyonian, and two Pakleds are in the brig,” Tovar reported. “No sign of Doctor Lenik or Cole Anfibon.”

“Blast!”

“Precisely. There’s about to be a very big one,” Tovar said.

“Get us out of here, Prosak!” Bain ordered as Prosak deactivated the tractor beams and sent the Navigator shooting into warp.



Lenik looked down at the figure next to her. This was not Reginald Bain. “Computer!” But then she realized what had happened. DNA. The damn DNA. The computer had scanned for Bain’s DNA, found Cole, then sent Lenik to him.

Cole Anfibon looked up at her weakly, his eyes glazed. “You…sucked…as a mom,” he said softly.

Dr. Lenik raised her fists to the heavens and screamed at the top of her lungs.

“I HATE IRONY!!!”

Then the freighter went boom.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 177536.8. We’ve returned to the Anomaly to find the ship none the worse for wear. Lieutenant Polnuc and the engineering staff did a smashing job repairing the minor damage done to the Anomaly by the explosives Lenik beamed aboard. They also were able to get the Romulan warhawk back in working order. The Romulan ship has left the Neutral Zone on its way to the nearest Romulan repair outpost. I gave their Commander Potluk as complete a description of events as I could. Somehow I gather that since one of their own was responsible for this whole mess, the Praetor will be quite anxious to forget it ever happened.

“I, however, have no desire to forget. I have nothing but praise for my crew’s actions over the last couple of days, and can state with absolute certainty that we all owe Commander Prosak our lives. That said, I sincerely hope this is the last of any speculation from The Powers That Be that she is anything less than a top-flight, extremely loyal, Starfleet Officer.

“At Lieutenant Marsden’s insistence, I’ve requested to put the Anomaly in for some time in spacedock. As much as she trusts Polnuc, the Anomaly is her baby, and she wants the chance to go over her from stem to stern in case one of the bombs did a bit more damage than we realized. On a deeper level, though, I get the feeling she wants to bury herself in work for a while. Can’t say that I blame her.”



Captain Bain entered the holo-lounge and took a deep breath of the smoke-filled air. It was like coming home again. The lounge, which had been set in the style of a 19th century British pub since the Anomaly’s launch, was practically empty of Anomaly crewpersons. Instead, the holographic bartender stood wiping mugs as a couple of rough-looking blokes played snooker in the corner.

Bain headed to the bar, taking a seat next to one of the few Starfleet people in the room. “I didn’t know you spent time here.”

“First time,” Lieutenant Shelly Marsden replied, staring at the empty beer mug in front of her. The bartender took it away, instantly replacing it with a fresh, full glass. “Great service, though.”

“The best,” Bain said as the bartender placed a dark lager in front of him. “We got a response from Command about your spacedock request. They want us to come back to McKinley Station.”

“Earth?” Marsden said surprised.

“Problem?”

“No. I’ll definitely take it.”

“It might be a good time for some shore leave,” Bain said after taking a long drink.

“I’ll be busy.”

They sat in silence for several moments. Marsden staring ahead blankly as Bain grew more and more fidgety after finishing his beer.

“Sod it, Marsie,” he exclaimed suddenly, slamming his fist down on the bar. “I feel bloody awful about the way that bloke treated you.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“It was my bloody DNA. He was me, and I know damn well that you don’t go sticking knives in a lady. I don’t much like the idea that a piece of me, however small, almost killed you.”

Marsden turned toward Bain. “Cole was who he was. Lenik created him to be a callous, killing machine. But you…” Marsden smiled and shook her head. “You’re undeniably Reginald Bain.”

“Damn right!” Bain said, slapping the bar. He hopped up off of his stool. “I’m glad we had this chat. Cleared the air.” He headed out of the lounge with his usual confident stride.

Marsden chuckled softly. “And thank the Great Bird there’s only one of him,” she said, raising her glass in a private toast.



THE END







Bold Faced Lies


Installment One



Chapter One



At least it was something different.

Watching the small orb of energy approaching on the viewscreen, Commander Vioxx leaned back in the command chair of the Tyvek’s small bridge. The Romulan D’Mynus Class scout vessel (D’Mynus actually translated loosely as “chicken hawk,” a bird which is pretty much considered as ridiculous on Romulus as it is on Earth) was on a direct intercept course with the orb, which was the first object of any interest Vioxx and his crew had encountered since being banished out beyond the furthest reaches of the Romulan Empire where it extended into the Delta Quadrant, the opposite end of the Empire from the Federation or anything remotely exciting.

Of course, Vioxx had the lingering suspicion that was kind of the point. Despite having the child of a Senator on his bridge crew, Vioxx and the others on the Tyvek did not have the political clout to get their assignment changed. They were to map star systems until their superiors saw fit to order them home. Unfortunately, Vioxx feared this would not occur for a very, VERY long time considering the sequence of events that had led to this assignment in the first place.

The incident on Brakdel.

The incident on Molich.

The incident with the Kee’nii.

The incident during Haavix Maneuvers (At least only one thing blew up that time).

There were a few others, but Vioxx was trying to block them out.

In the meantime, there was this strange ball of energy to deal with.



“Time to intercept?” Commander Vioxx asked Sub-Lieutenant Zantak, his helm officer.

“Three minutes,” she replied curtly, her attention never wavering from her console. It’d be nice if she’d at least look him in the eye every once in a while.

“By Jenichai, still it comes!” Centurion Nortal exclaimed from the tactical console to Vioxx’s right raising her fist in the air as she spoke.

“Imagine that,” Sub-Commander Remax, the Tyvek’s chief scientist grumbled as he watched the sensor readouts. The elderly Romulan immediately dove into another one of his muttering fits concerning the ship, the crew, the state of the Empire, and that omelet he’d had for breakfast.

“Is it dangerous?” Vioxx asked, attempting to head off Remax before the muttering turned into a full-on rant.

Remax let out an annoyed huff. “The object is composed of pure energy. It’s about ten meters in diameter, and it’s coming this way. That should be all you need to know. A hundred years ago we didn’t spend time with all this analysis garbage. Something was either useful or it wasn’t. If it wasn’t, you blew it up and moved on. Nothing difficult there.”

“So is it?”

“Is it what?” Remax snapped.

“Useful.”

“I suppose we could stick it in a big jar and light the Exercise Chamber.”

“Fine then. Helm cancel intercept and resume our original heading.”

The bridge crew reflexively grabbed onto their consoles just before the Tyvek jerked roughly to port as Zantak obeyed the order without comment.

“What are you doing?” Remax demanded.

“Ignoring it,” Vioxx replied. “It’s not useful. You said so yourself. So let’s not waste the time with it.”

“Firing disruptors doesn’t take very long,” Remax groused.

“Great Jenichai!” Nortal cried suddenly, clasping her hands to her head.

Vioxx fought off a sigh as he turned to his tactical officer.

“What is it now, Centurion?”

“It follows! Does it dare risk the wrath of Nortal? I shall smite it down with my terrible lightning!”

“Thanks, but maybe later. I’ll take care of this,” Vioxx said, drawing a scoffing snort from Remax.

“This orb obviously has some kind of intelligence controlling it, so we’ll contact it and find out what it wants,” Vioxx continued, ignoring his chief scientist.

“Do you have much experience talking to lights?” Remax prodded.

“Plenty. Done it lots of times. Send out a general hail, Nortal. All known frequencies.”

“HOLD DEMON AND QUAKE AT THE SOUND OF MY VOICE!”

“Nortal, now what did we say about doing that?” Vioxx scolded. That line of Nortal’s had already gotten them attacked on more than one occasion and caused the populace of one lesser- developed world to abandon spaceflight all together during what should have been a First Contact comm.

Nortal glared back as she typed the commands to switch to a more standard hail. After a few seconds, she slammed her fist against the console in frustration. “It mocks us with its silence!”

“Power up the disruptors, but DO NOT FIRE!” Vioxx ordered. “Now put me through.”

“My powers shall carry your words far and wide.”

Vioxx smiled back weakly, then turned to the matter at hand. “Alien entity, this is Commander Vioxx. You are approaching a vessel of the Romulan Star Empire. Turn back or be destroyed.” Vioxx looked over at Remax, a smug smile crossing his angular features.

“GREAT JENICHAI!” Nortal screamed, startling Vioxx. “It comes faster!”

“Fire!” Vioxx snapped, trying not to let any hint of alarm creep into his voice.

Nortal burst forth with a wail of a battle cry as she slammed her finger down on the fire control. The Tyvek’s disruptor bank flared to life, sending a blast directly into the energy sphere rapidly overtaking them from behind. The beam was instantly absorbed.

“No effect at all?” Vioxx said in disbelief.

“Actually, it got a bit bigger,” Remax replied disgusted. “Nice work.”

“You were the one who said to blow it up.”

“And you couldn’t even pull that off.”

Vioxx ignored Remax, spinning back toward his helm officer. “Evasive maneuvers, Zantak.” The Tyvek began bucking violently as Zantak attempted to obey the order. The ship rapidly switched from one heading to the next, not making it even a kilometer before Zantak changed directions again.

Suddenly, the jostling stopped.

“We are waylaid!” Nortal said.

The viewscreen was now filled with nothing but dazzling white as the energy sphere latched onto the back end of the Tyvek.

“Everything’s fine,” Vioxx said. “This is just like I planned it.”

“Wonderful plan. I wonder why Tomalok never tried anything like it,” Remax said. “Oh yes. He had an iota of sense!”

“Can you pull us away, Zantak?” Vioxx asked.

The helm officer simply shook her head.

“Fine. Just as I thought. Engine room,” Vioxx said, slapping the comm panel on the small console beside his command chair. “Is there any damage to report?”

“No, Commander,” the voice of his engineer, Selex, replied eagerly. “But the moment there is, I assure you that I will be seeing to repairs. This ship will never perform at anything less than your highest expectations.”

“Out,” Vioxx said, closing the channel before Selex could go any further. “Nortal, polarize the hull. If that doesn’t work, electrify it.”

“I shall not fail!”

“Uh huh.”

“YOU ARE NOT OF THE ONE!” a crackling voice boomed, sending Vioxx spinning around to locate the source. Remax rolled his eyes and pointed at the speaker in the bridge ceiling.

“I am my own One!” Nortal shouted back.

Vioxx quickly gestured for her to be quiet. “I’ll handle this,” he mouthed. “Alien entity,” he said firmly. “You have attacked a vessel of the Romulan Star Empire. Surrender yourself immediately or be destroyed.”

“Dine on my electric MIGHT!” Nortal cried, slamming another control on her console. The speakers erupted in several seconds of a blaring cacophony of pops, screeches, and squeals…which then abruptly stopped at the exact moment the lights went out.

Emergency power cut in a moment later, instantly followed by a hail from Selex. “Commander Vioxx, sir, I hate to be the one to tell you this, sir, but several power conduits have overloaded. The D’Mynus Class is just not constructed for this sort of thing. It’s an unfortunate design flaw, but one I will try to overcome.”

“Power. Now,” Vioxx said simply, then closed the channel again. “Status of the entity?” he asked Remax.

“How should I know?” the old man barked. “You just blasted my sensors.”

“NOT-ONES WILL BE CLEANSED BEFORE I FEED,” the crackling voice over the speakers stated.

“I think it’s fine,” Remax said.

“Cleansed?” Vioxx said. “What do you mean…” He trailed off as an area of white energy appeared in front of the viewscreen. The crackling pulses gradually took a vaguely-humanoid shape and stepped forward toward the helm. An energy-hand reached forward, touching the console, which immediately went dark as a surge of the remaining emergency power flowed into the energy-being.

Zantak stood up, her eyes flashing with anger. In an instant, the energy-being back-handed her, sending the woman flying backwards. Nortal stepped forward defiantly.

“Fear my wrath!” she said, aiming her hands at the being.

“Not with your hands!” Vioxx said.

“I will wrath my way!”

“Use a damn gun!” Vioxx snapped, pulling his own sidearm and blasting the energy being. He held down the trigger as the energy-creature absorbed his blasts, glowing brighter and brighter.

It soon became blinding, forcing Vioxx and the others to shield their eyes. He still fired, then…

BLAM!

Vioxx hesitantly uncovered his eyes. The bridge was dim again, but now his blast was rapidly destroying the viewscreen. The energy-creature was gone.

Almost instantly, another began to form.

“By Jenichai, we are being invaded,” Nortal reported as he watched her console. “The creatures are everywhere.”

“Selex to Commander Vioxx. I am sorry to intrude, sir, but may I know what is happening? Something is draining our core. The singularity itself is being tapped. Wait. What is that forming?”

“Shoot it!” Vioxx snapped, then closed the channel yet again just as a third energy-being began to form on the bridge. “We should go.”

“Is this part of the plan?” Remax asked sarcastically as the bridge crew backed toward the doors.

“Absolutely,” Vioxx said unconvincingly after Nortal and a still-dazed Zantak had exited. “Everything’s under control.” He followed Remax off of the bridge just as the two energy-beings there began attacking the consoles.



“Control, eh?” Remax snorted as the bridge crew surveyed the scene before them. The main corridor of the Tyvek was in chaos as members of the ship’s thirty person crew ran screaming from the energy-creatures, firing off ineffective disruptor blasts as they went.

The corridor lights flickered, went out, then finally came back on, dimmer than before.

“We have to go,” Vioxx said with complete and utter certainty.

“Flee! I will stand against the demon hordes!” Nortal announced, moving toward the nearest energy-being.

“Not now,” Vioxx said, grabbing his tactical officer by the arm and dragging her off into a side corridor. Remax and Zantak quickly followed, the elder Romulan helping Zantak along.

“Congratulations, Vioxx. I don’t believe any other Romulan commander has ever been taken out by a ball of light,” Remax said.

“We’re Romulans. We’re not going to die,” Vioxx replied. The broken body of a sub-lieutenant suddenly sailed into the corridor, landing in a crumpled heap at their feet. “Not all of us are going to die,” Vioxx corrected. “We just need a plan. We’re going to…”

Regardless of what Vioxx was planning, it became irrelevant the moment he and the other bridge officers dematerialized.



The group rematerialized moments later inside of one of the Tyvek’s shuttles, which, judging by the view out of the front of the craft, was currently heading away from the Tyvek.

Selex turned slightly in his chair at the helm. “Welcome aboard, sir. I know it’s not the Tyvek, but I have no doubt a man of your abilities will find us a new ship in no time.”

“What about the rest of the crew?” Vioxx said.

“You sound like a damn human,” Remax said gruffly. “Selex followed procedure and saved the command officers. Good lad.”

“Thank you, Sub-Commander,” Selex said beaming. “We obviously can’t return to the Empire in this shuttle, but I have the comm system standing by for a distress signal, Commander.”

“Thanks,” Vioxx muttered, sliding into the co-pilot’s seat.

“And there is a habitable world in a star system a short distance from here. Shall I change our heading?”

“Yes,” Vioxx said. He quickly composed a message to his superiors on Romulus and transmitted it toward the Empire while Selex steered the shuttle toward the aforementioned star system.

As Remax looked over Zantak to see if she was wounded and Nortal paced the rear of the shuttle, Vioxx pulled up a rear view on the shuttle monitor. The Tyvek was now completely engulfed by the growing energy-sphere. As far as he could tell, all of the ship’s lights were out.

A small flash on the surface of the sphere caught his attention.

“Faster, Selex,” Vioxx said, choking down a cry of alarm.

“This speed is recommended for…oh.” Selex noticed the energy blast heading their way.

“I must take the helm,” Zantak said, trying to get to her feet.

“Selex can handle this. He’s an expert pilot,” Vioxx said, gesturing for Zantak to remain seated.

“Actually, this is only my second flight,” Selex said. “But I appreciate the compliment, sir.”

“Evasive.”

“Pardon me, sir, but I thought I was being straight-forward.”

“Evasive! Action! Turn us!” Vioxx shouted.

“Oh! Of course. I’ll do that right now.”

BLAM!

The shuttle jerked violently forward, sending everyone sprawling as an emergency klaxon began to blare. Vioxx drew his weapon again, just waiting for another energy-being to begin to form.

“It looks like it was just an attack,” Selex said, crawling back into the pilot’s seat.

“What a relief,” Remax muttered.

“Shall my life’s flame be extinguished in such a place?” Nortal exclaimed.

“You can still get us to the planet, right?” Vioxx said urgently.

“Yes, Commander,” Selex said. “At this speed it will take more than a day, and the landing is going to feel a bit crashy, but I can get us there.”

“We’ll be fine. I’ve been through hundreds of these,” Vioxx said. He decided to ignore the following derisive snort from Remax as the damaged shuttle barreled toward its destination.



Sated, the entity released the powerless Tyvek and returned to its former course, a course that would take it directly through the Romulan Empire and Federation space on its way toward the One.



24 Hours Later Praetor’s Intelligence Council Meeting Center - Room G (Coffee and doughnuts are in the back)



Tenix Hanrok, Senior Advisor to the Praetor herself, stepped into the darkened briefing room and wondered if he was in the right place. Everyone present seemed to be glued to the holomonitor at the front of the room, which was currently showing some riveting static.

“Are our technical difficulties that interesting?” Hanrok asked, stepping toward his seat at the end of the table.

“These are not technical difficulties, I’m afraid, Tenix,” Supreme General Neklis, head of the Romulan military forces, replied from his place at the podium. “The image your viewing is of an object currently in the Delta Quadrant. It will enter Romulan space in less than three weeks.”

“Have it intercepted and studied,” Hanrok said curtly, not even bothering to take his seat. “If there’s nothing else, I have other business…”

“It was intercepted, Tenix,” Neklis said. “That’s how we obtained these images.”

“Ah,” Hanrok said nodding as he sat down. “That would make sense. So what’s the problem?”

“Our vessel, the Tyvek, was destroyed by the object. What remains of its crew is currently marooned on Planet KM-856c, assuming they survived the crash they were expecting to have when they sent us this information.”

“And the object is growing,” Dr. Parkrek, the Praetor’s chief scientist, added urgently from her seat. “If the data supplied from the Tyvek is correct, by the time it crosses our borders, it will dwarf a solar system.”

“Ick,” Hanrok said thoughtfully. “What if we mobilize the fleet? How soon could we intercept it?”

“The quickest we could assemble any kind of reasonably large force is two weeks, at which point they object will still be far too large,” Neklis replied.

“But if we do nothing, it will tear through the heart of the empire, destroying everything in its path, then enter Federation space. If it continues on its present heading, we could lose as many as eighteen inhabited worlds, and the Federation will lose 23, including Earth.”

“There was a time when that news would have been a good thing, but this is not that time,” Hanrok said. “We need to stop this thing and fast.”

Dr. Parkrek and Supreme General Neklis exchanged a quick glance. “We do have one idea,” Parkrek said. “As you know, several pieces of Romulan technology are currently in use on a Starfleet vessel. The Anomaly’s anti-singularity drive would allow it to reach the object in far less time. We could ask Starfleet for help.”

“We shouldn’t have to ask,” Neklis grumbled. “By rights, the Anomaly should be half ours. Without our technology, they’d be nothing. We should send a strike force immediately to intercept and take possession of the Anomaly. Then we can deal with this so-called object.”

“And just how do you plan on catching the Anomaly?” Parkrek asked with a smirk.

“No one is catching the Anomaly, but I certainly see Neklis’ point. The incident in the Neutral Zone last month could easily have been avoided if we had the control of the Anomaly that we’re entitled to.”

“With all due respect, Tenix, the Anomaly was manipulated into that situation by one of our own citizens,” Dr. Parkrek said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Hanrok replied, rising to his feet. “I’ll discuss the situation with the Praetor, but be prepared to send a coded message to our operative on Earth. We’ll need to deal with this situation as covertly and sneakily as possible while still remaining loyal to our Federation allies.”



Chapter Two



If there was one thing that Ambassador Rorshak appreciated about San Francisco, it was that it was a walking city. At least he thought so. Some beings found the city’s hills to be far too daunting, but Rorshak didn’t find the topography to be any worse than that of his family land at the foothills of the D’teld Range on Romulus. But San Francisco proper was little more than ten kilometers by ten kilometers. Ideal for walking if one liked the urban environment, which Rorshak did.

The weather in San Francisco was also generally pleasant. A bit of rain and fog during certain times of year, but on the whole it was very habitable. Rorshak couldn’t help but appreciate the city. It had a sense of history about it from the centuries old cable car line running beside him as he made his way down Hyde Street, to Alcatraz sitting on an island in San Francisco Bay. Many of San Francisco’s landmarks had stood for centuries despite the best efforts of the region’s seismic instability to destroy them. After an earthquake, the humans would rebuild. Now, thanks to tectonic inhibitors and structural integrity fields, such problems were in the past, but the mere preservation of such history was impressive.

Too bad more beings didn’t take the time to enjoy it by actually walking through town. They were too attached to their transporters to consider a mode of conveyance that was less than instant.

Their loss. This evening the city was absolutely beautiful. From the heights of Hyde Street, Ambassador Rorshak could easily see the Golden Gate Bridge and Alcatraz as he made his way toward Fisherman’s Wharf.

Midnight had already come and gone before Rorshak had even made his way out onto the city streets. Normally, he wouldn’t be out this late, but the reception at the Aldebran Ambassador’s residence had extended far into the evening, and Rorshak had no real interest in departing early.

A century ago, he wouldn’t have had a choice. Instead he would have been forced to stay and gather information. In that time, Romulan Ambassadors were de facto espionage agents. Even now, the Romulan Embassy remained in San Francisco close to Starfleet Headquarters rather than in Paris near the United Federation of Planets Government Complex. But then many species, including the Aldebrans and the Andorians, chose to put their embassies closer to the Federation’s military arm. The Aldebrans felt more secure. The Andorians probably just like seeing the military in action. The Romulans, however, wanted information.

At least that’s the way things used to be.

Now Rorshak’s job was mostly about meetings and receptions, not that he minded. And being close to Starfleet Headquarters made him feel, as ludicrous as this sounded, that his daughter, Commander Prosak of the USS Anomaly, was not so far away.

Rorshak continued down Hyde Street, along the city’s ancient cable car line, which still operated, toward the Wharf, his calves working against the sharp grade of the road. He glanced to his left down a side street and saw a sign for Larkin Street running parallel to Hyde, a sign with always drew a chuckle from him. Once again, Rorshak wondered if the road was named for Starfleet’s exceptionally-long-lived android Admiral. He was fairly sure it wasn’t. Just one of those cosmic coincidences.

Besides, if Admiral Kristen Larkin had ever done anything to warrant having a street named after her, the Romulans would know about it. One of their operatives would even have recorded the ceremony. That was just the way of things. The main difference now would be that Rorshak would offer the Admiral the footage for her records.

Despite Romulan nature, some things did change. The Empire and the Federation now worked together. Without that relationship, the USS Anomaly that Rorshak’s daughter served on would not even exist. Its anti-singularity drive combined the best of Romulan and Federation technology to create the fastest engine configuration the galaxy had ever seen. Sure it required the help of a giant alien brain to function properly, but it did function. And his daughter was the one Romulan assigned to the Anomaly. Granted, she was wearing a Starfleet Uniform rather than one of the Romulan Military, but that was a small issue.

As she was fond of reminding him whenever he expressed disapproval of her decision to join Starfleet instead of serving the Empire directly, Spock of Vulcan had joined Starfleet against his father’s wishes as well. And his father was also an Ambassador. For someone who was supposedly trying to be less emotional, she sure sounded excited when pointing out the precedent. Rorshak smiled to himself. That was his Boogles.

His reverie was interrupted as the communicator secreted inside his insignia pin began to buzz softly. While the Romulan leadership would never admit it due to Romulan pride and all, the Starfleet innovation of commbadges had been a stroke of genius. Starfleet had since moved on to commpips, but for Rorshak, the commbadge, which for him was inside a pin he wore indicating his post as Ambassador, was quite sufficient.

“Yes,” he said distractedly after tapping the device. The Bay truly was beautiful tonight. The former island prison of Alcatraz, despite being over half a millennia old, even seemed to have its own glow as the lights positioned around the island shone on it. It always seemed odd to Rorshak that humans would ever have given their prisoners that kind of a view. How was that punishment? Mindspores. Now THAT was punishment.

“I was just checking in, Ambassador,” the voice of Dalik, Rorshak’s Security Attache replied. “I’m walking home, Dalik. I should return within the hour.”

“Very well, Ambassador. One small request. Could you pick up a loaf of bread on your way back?”

Rorshak’s blood went cold. “Bread? Sourdough?”

“Yes, Ambassador. Good evening.” The comm line clicked closed, leaving Rorshak standing stunned on the sidewalk. Sourdough bread. He hadn’t heard that request in years. It sounded innocent enough, but then that was the point. In actuality, it was a code phrase indicating that a message had been received from the Praetor’s Intelligence Council, the slightly-less infamous organization that succeeded the Tal Shiar decades earlier.

Shaking off his surprise, Rorshak continued on his course toward the Wharf, making his way toward Pier 39, which for centuries had been a major draw for tourists to the city with its collection of souvenir shops and gaudy attractions. Rorshak passed all these, instead heading toward a small 24-hour bakery near the end of the pier.

“Good evening,” the proprietor, a portly human male with a face practically obscured by a bushy blond mustache said warmly. “Well, good morning, I guess I should say. How can I help you?” He stopped for a moment, looking closer at Rorshak.

“You’re a Romulan, aren’t you?”

“The ears are a dead giveaway,” Rorshak replied flatly, stating the proper codephrase response to the proprietor’s query. “Could I have a loaf of sourdough?”

“Coming right up. I need to pull it from the back. You can wait out on the pier if you’d like. Lovely view this evening.”

“I will do that,” Rorshak said with a slight bow of his head. He exited the bakery, stepping through a small passageway out onto the side of the pier overlooking another one of San Francisco’s unique attractions, the sea lions. For some unknown reason, hordes of the large hairy sea creatures had taken a liking to the pier ages ago and now basically lived on platforms next to Pier 39 itself, spending most of their time barking loudly.

The Ambassador leaned against the rail, looking out over the resting sea lions. “I suppose you’re enjoying this,” Rorshak said softly.

“In what sense, Ambassador?” a voice replied from just below him.

“No need to hide your enthusiasm, Lerra,” Rorshak said to the sea lion lounging below. “I know you live for this cloak and dagger.”

“I’m afraid I do not understand the reference,” Lerra, the Intelligence Council operative currently inhabiting the sea lion suit. Whoever on the Council thought that disguising operatives as sea lions would be a good way to gather and distribute information must have been insane. Rorshak had to wonder if Lerra was beamed in directly or if they made her swim from somewhere.

“It’s a human expression. Never mind. Why was I summoned?”

“A situation has developed that requires your intervention.”

“Just come out with it,” Rorshak shot back, growing irritated.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to wait for your bread?” Lerra taunted. This was one of the problems with the Romulan system. If you didn’t like someone in your social caste, too bad. You were bound to run into them over and over again. Lerra certainly had enough seniority to spend her time in an office…preferably one on Romulus, but she insisted on field work. Rorshak suspected she took great pleasure in assignments that allowed her to annoy him. So he accidentally beheaded one of her dolls half a century ago. It was time for Lerra to drop the grudge and move on with her life. “We received a distress signal over ultraspace from one of our deep space vessels, the Tyvek. They were mapping systems in the Delta Quadrant when they encountered an energy-based life-form. The life-form killed most of the crew, absorbed the ship’s quantum singularity, and resumed its original heading toward our space. The entity is growing according to readings we received from a long-range sensor buoy it passed soon thereafter. If the rate continues, by the time it enters our space, it will be as large as a star system. Five of our worlds are in its current path.”

“Surely we’re sending ships.”

“At the entity’s rate of expansion, by the time our closest ships arrive, two weeks will have passed and it will be far too large for them to face. It must be intercepted within the next two days.”

“Days?” Rorshak exclaimed. “How…” He trailed off as the realization of why he was needed struck him. “You need the Anomaly.”

“Correct, Ambassador. You are to speak with Starfleet Command.”

“I will contact Admiral Larkin right away. Once she hears about the situation, I have no doubt that she will approve the mission.”

The sea lion reared up, making eye contact with Rorshak. “This is a Romulan affair, and it will be handled by Romulans. You will tell Admiral Larkin nothing beyond what is necessary. Complete instructions are inside your bread.”

On cue, the bakery proprietor stepped out from his shop carrying a bag containing Rorshak’s sourdough. “Sorry about the wait, sir,” he said with a smile and a nod of his head. “Here you go.”

Rorshak turned his back on the sea lions and stalked toward the baker, practically snatching the bag out of his hands. “Thank you,” he said flatly, then stormed off down the pier. He wasn’t happy about this turn of events, but his duty to the Empire came before all…even before his duty to his daughter.

The Romulan ambassador changed his course, heading to the nearest streetcar station. The line ran right along the pier and, unlike in its earlier days, now covered a good portion of the city. He didn’t need to go far, though, just to the Golden Gate Bridge. He read his instructions on the tram ride to the bridge transit station, from which he took the people-porter across the bay to the cluster of residential buildings there.

He knew Admiral Larkin would be awake at this hour. The android never slept, so there was no need to wait until morning to relay his government’s request. Rorshak didn’t believe he’d be able to sleep much anyway. He was about to send his daughter into a possibly-deadly situation without being able to fully warn her of the dangers ahead.

As Rorshak expected, Admiral Kristen Larkin answered her door within moments. The robe she was wearing along with her disheveled appearance caught him off-guard, though. Perhaps she had added a sleep routine to her programming.

“Ambassador,” Larkin said, her surprise program kicking in. “The hour is rather late for a visit.”

“Am I interrupting your rest?”

“I was not resting. I was…engaged in a study of human behavior.”

“Forgive me for saying this, Admiral, but you’ve been around humans for well over a century. Haven’t you learned all there is to know?”

“Humans are a wildly varied species, Ambassador. One of the two most fascinating life-forms indigenous to this world.”

“One of the two?” Rorshak asked.

“The other being penguins.

“Ah…I see,” the Romulan replied, not really understanding at all. “May I come in? I am here for rather urgent reasons.”

Larkin glanced back into her apartment. “Very well,” Larkin replied standing aside. Rorshak entered, stepping into the living room, where he found that they were not alone in the apartment. A human male clad only in boxer shorts stood awkwardly in the middle of the room.

“Um…hi,” the man said with a sheepish wave.

“My apologies for the interruption,” Rorshak replied, tossing a bemused glance at the Admiral.

“Please wait in my bedroom, Jonathan. I will not be long,” Larkin said, shoving the human with enough force to propel him through the bedroom door, which Larkin promptly closed.

“I see you take your studies seriously,” Rorshak said.

“You had business here?” Larkin replied pointedly.

“Of course. A Romulan deep space exploration crew has become marooned outside of our borders in the Delta Quadrant. My government would like the Anomaly to rescue them immediately.”

“Is the crew in danger?” Larkin asked.

“We don’t know. They were able to send a distress signal shortly before their shuttle crashed, but we know little else. By our calculations, the Anomaly could be there in approximately two days. The officers may require medical attention, so my government would like this rescue to commence as soon as possible.”

“This was a shuttle crash?” Larkin asked. “What about their primary vessel?”

“Destroyed.”

“Destroyed? By what, if I may ask?”

“A storm, we believe. Our information is incomplete.”

Larkin considered the Admiral for a moment, her synthetic eyes boring into him. “And this is all the information that you possess?”

“If you are implying that I am withholding something that could endanger the Anomaly, I would remind you that my daughter is serving aboard that ship. I would never do such a thing.” Actually, that was exactly what he was doing. If Prosak died, the Praetor had better come through with a spot for him in her Cabinet.

“Of course,” Larkin said. “I did not intend to suggest that anything was amiss. I simply want my people to have as much information as possible.”

Rorshak handed her a data chip. “This contains the coordinates of the planet where our people are.”

“I will clear the mission with my superiors as soon as I can, Ambassador. This sort of joint cooperation is what the Anomaly was constructed for, after all.”

“Thank you, Admiral,” Rorshak said as Larkin led him to the door. “I’ll leave you to your studies.”

“I appreciate that,” Larkin said. “Good night.”

“Good night.” Rorshak headed out into the night air, trying to brush aside the sense that he just doomed his daughter. He just had to trust that Boogles could handle it. Even if the “it” in question was a giant energy blob-thing with the capacity to wipe out entire star systems if it wasn’t stopped.

Somehow he didn’t think he would be sleeping tonight…or the next night…and quite possibly not the night after that either.



Chapter Three



Half a galaxy away from the Tyvek (Well, not half really, but still quite a long way) and several light years away from Earth, another beautiful morning had dawned on the Federation Starship Anomaly (Okay, I guess “dawned” is really the wrong word for it. They’re on a spaceship, after all.) as it cruised toward Starbase 256 where a welcome bit of shore leave awaited the crew (Not that there was really a shore. Starbase 256 was a big hunk of metal in space) of the Anomaly (No more asides. I promise).

“You’re late, Mister!” Lieutenant Shelly Marsden’s voice called out jovially as she jogged up beside Ensign Hector Arroyo who was making his way through the corridors toward the holo-mess hall.

“For my shift or for the pancake special?” Arroyo replied, attempting to return Marsden’s good mood and failing miserably.

“Woah. Bad night?”

“That depends. When you’re out on a date, aren’t you supposed to actually speak to the person you’re with?”

“Usually,” Marsden replied. “But I may not be the one to ask considering my last boyfriend stuck a large knife in me.”

“I’m sure it wasn’t due to your conversational skills,” Arroyo said.

“True enough, but it does suggest one piece of advice. Don’t date the evil. It’s bound to end badly.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Arroyo and Marsden stepped through the doors of the holo-mess hall and found themselves in a dark, smoky cavern lit only by eerie green flames burning from torches of gnarled wood wedged into cracks in the cave wall. Off to the right, the holo-chef, who had taken the form of a bulbous tentacled slime-covered monstrosity, stood surrounded by black metal cauldrons full of boiling thick liquids cooking over other green flames.

“Um…this does not look like Pancake Day,” Marsden said.

“Doochuuk kruudek!” the holo-chef barked, wagging an angry tentacle in their direction.

“I’m guessing that either means ‘May I take your order?’ or ‘Prepare to be disemboweled,’” Arroyo remarked.

“Actually neither,” the lone diner in the holo-mess replied. Seated on a rock outcropping, the Anomaly’s First Officer, Commander Prosak, cradled a bowl of viscous liquid in her hands.

“You’re a brave woman,” Marsden said, stepping over to the Romulan.

“RommaVulcs do follow the edict of Infinite Diversity,” Prosak replied before taking another spoonful of the substance before her. “However, I am starting to understand the logic of the human expression ‘Discretion is the better part of valor.’”

“What is that supposed to be anyway?” Arroyo asked, not sure that he wanted an answer.

“Oatmeal…of a sort.”

“Excuse me if I sort of pass,” Marsden said. “What is this place supposed to be anyway?”

“A cafe under the surface of Guaonok Four, according to the holo-chef. I am of the opinion that the he made it up, though. I have never heard of a Guaonok Four, and I am quite certain that I would remember a description of a place like this.”

“There are a lot of planets in the galaxy,” Arroyo said.

“Or perhaps the holo-chef wanted the morning off,” Prosak replied.

“Either way, I had my taste buds set for chocolate chip pancakes, and I am going to make my engineering staff very sorry if that’s not what I eat,” Marsden said.

“Tyrant,” Arroyo said with a slight chuckle.

“You should know. But I guess that makes you some kind of masochist for serving under me at R&D for all those years.”

“And for thinking I had anything in common with Ensign Dalina,” Arroyo said glumly.

Prosak looked at Arroyo with interest. “I was unaware that you had a romantic interest in Ensign Dalina.”

“He didn’t tell you?” Marsden mocked. “I’ll make sure he notifies you immediately next time he wants to ask someone out on a date.”

“Was I prying?” Prosak asked.

“Yes,” Marsden said.

“A little,” Arroyo added.

“I apologize. I seem to have developed an unhealthy obsession with the minutia of the crew’s lives, particularly regarding social interaction.”

“That’s called boredom, Prosak,” Marsden said. “There is a cure, though.”

“Which is.”

“Stop observing our lives and get one of your own.”

“I will take that under advisement,” Prosak said non- commitally.

“You don’t sound too convinced,” Arroyo said.

“Despite your problems, Ensign, at least you have the opportunity for social interaction. I feel, however, that some of the crew are still wary of Romulans.”

“Hey!” Marsden protested. “We go golfing.”

“No offense, Lieutenant, but that was not the kind of social interaction I had in mind.”

Marsden grinned. “Oh ho ho. I see now. Is it that time of the decade?”

“Seven years is far less than a decade,” Prosak said stifling a hint of annoyance. “And RommaVulcs do not experience Pon Farr. We may mate whenever we so choose.”

“Lucky you,” Arroyo said.

“Not so far,” Prosak replied dejectedly. “But I am afraid we’ll have to bring this discussion to a close. Alpha Shift is to report for duty very soon.”

“I’ll just hit the repli-bank on Deck Two and grab a bagel or something,” Arroyo said.

“Do not take too long, Ensign,” Prosak said, rising from her rock and following Marsden and Arroyo out into the corridor. “Ensign Yonk is not known for his patience.”

“Come on, Prosak. Yonk’s not just going to run off and not leave anyone at the helm,” Marsden said.

“Yes, actually he will,” Arroyo said.

“It has happened before,” Prosak remarked.

“At least I don’t have to worry about that problem with Polnuc,” Marsden said, referring to her Assistant Chief Engineer. “He spends his entire shift in the Jefferies Tubes anyway.”

“He enjoys enclosed spaces?” Prosak inquired.

“Got me. As long as he’s getting his job done, which he is, I’m not going to complain about it,” Marsden replied. “All right. Off to the dilithium mines. I’ll see you two later on.”

“Bye, Shelly,” Arroyo said as Marsden headed off toward the turbolift. He turned to Prosak. “I’ll see you on the bridge, Commander.”

“Actually, if you do not mind, I will join you on your trip to the repli-bank,” Prosak replied, falling into step beside Arroyo.

“Doesn’t bother me,” Arroyo replied. The pair stepped into a turbolift, which Prosak ordered to take them to the Anomaly’s repli- bank on Deck Two, a small alcove consisting of five replicators and some tables and chairs providing a place for crewmembers to grab a quick snack or meal together without going all of the way back to their quarters or dealing with whatever mood the holo-chef happened to be in that day.

“May I pry a bit more?” Prosak asked as the turbolift ascended through the ship.

“My life’s an open book,” Arroyo said, a hint or moroseness in his voice.

The turbolift slowed to a halt and opened out onto Deck Two. Arroyo gestured for Prosak to go ahead, then followed her out of the lift toward the repli-bank.

“What did you and Ensign Dalina do during your social engagement? The enclosed environment of the Anomaly would appear to present some obstacles in the way of finding unique activities to engage in,” Prosak said as the pair headed to the replicators. She ordered a mug of tea, while Arroyo, deciding he was even hungrier than he’d initially thought, got a bacon, egg, and cheese bagel sandwich and a side of oorndels, which were basically the Betazoid version of hash browns.

Arroyo nodded. “That’s true unless you get holography involved. I actually ended up reserving the VIP dining room.”

“I was not aware that reservations were required. No one has used it in ages,” Prosak said.

“I wanted privacy. Anyway, I programmed it to look like a little cafe along the Riverwalk back home in San Antonio. It’s pretty, but also casual enough not to create too much pressure on the first date.”

Prosak considered this for a moment. “Interesting. What sort of environment did you feel would create pressure?”

“Er…a small candle-lit dining room. Crystal glasses, champagne, a string quartet. Me in a tuxedo.”

“Is that not generally considered romantic?”

“Yeah, but the trick is to know how romantic to be on the first date. I think I blew it somewhere. Either that or I’m just boring. We spent half of the night not saying anything. No connection whatsoever. I think she was just grateful to get back to her quarters.”

“Perhaps this is why marriages on Romulus continue to be based more on beneficial political alliances than love,” Prosak said.

“Does that work?” Arroyo asked.

“It seems to for some. My older sister is currently wed to a man who now may very well be the personal dry cleaner of the next Praetor due to the influence he gained by marrying into my family.”

“Hmm…maybe I should try that. My father’s part of Earth’s World Congress. That’s got to count for something.”

“It may at that,” Prosak said thoughtfully as they reentered the turbolift to ascend to the Anomaly’s bridge. “But may I make one suggestion.”

“At this point, you can make as many as you want.”

“Advertising.”

“Excuse me?”

Before Prosak could elaborate, the turbolift doors opened out onto the Anomaly’s bridge…and utter chaos.

“Arroyo! Helm!” Lieutenant Commander Tovar shouted from the command chair. The Yynsian tac-ops officer had been in command of Gamma Shift and had been waiting for Prosak to relieve him when the “situation” started.

The “situation” was clearly visible on the viewscreen. Space warped in several directions at once, the stars becoming streaking spirals ahead of the Anomaly.

“What is happening?” Commander Prosak asked in alarm as Tovar vacated the command chair and Arroyo took the vacant helm.

“And where’s Yonk?” Arroyo demanded.

“He said you were late,” Tovar replied. “As for…” he pointed at the viewscreen, “…that, I have no idea. The effect began a very short time ago.”

Prosak looked around the bridge quickly. Tovar was on his way back to tac-ops. Otherwise, the science and engineering consoles were unmanned. Why did this have to happen at a shift change?

“Ensign, what is our engine status?” Prosak asked, sitting stiffly in the command chair.

“According to this, we’re in anti-sing, but we’re not going anywhere.” The viewscreen shifted to a neon purple, then white, then swirls of bluish mist. “Not forward anyway,” Arroyo added.

“Bridge to engineering,” Prosak said. “Report please.”

“I just got here, Prosak,” Lieutenant Marsden’s voice replied harshly. “But nobody seems to have a clue what the hell is going on. And I can’t find Polnuc.”

“Check with Cabral…”

“I already did. He’s not in control of anti-sing.”

“Not in control?” Prosak said, choking back her surprise. “Then how…?”

“You’ll know as soon as I do,” Marsden snapped, then abruptly closed the comm channel.

“Commander, I don’t think this is space anymore,” Arroyo said as a deep red goo flowed on the viewscreen. A giant fish-thing wearing a derby swam by, tipping its hat with its fin courteously as it did so.

“What tipped you off?” Tovar remarked.

“I don’t hear you contributing anything, Tovar,” Arroyo shot back.

“We are currently ripping through dimensions, universes, and layers of space at an uncontrolled rate. How’s that?”

“Okay. That’s a contribution,” Arroyo said. “And I’d like to follow that up by saying, AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH HHHHHHHHHHHH! WHAT!?!?!?”



In Engineering, Lieutenant Marsden watched helplessly as her beloved anti-sing drive pulsated madly, flinging the Anomaly who-knew-where (which, if she had any idea what was actually outside, would have been an even more apt description than she could have guessed).

“Devix,” she shouted at her nearby subordinate. “What about that lock-out?”

“Still locked out, ma’am,” Devix replied, tapping furiously at the console in front of her. “Nothing’s working.”

“Nothing? Come on. This is being controlled from somewhere. Trace it!”

Marsden strode toward the main status board at the rear of engineering where several more engineering officers scrambled to regain control of the equipment around them. She needed to know how this started before she could really figure out how to stop it. And to get that information, she needed the man she’d left in charge.

“Marsden to Polnuc,” she stated. As with the prior eight times she’d tried, there was no response.

“Has anybody spotted Polnuc yet?” she demanded, stepping up to the officers around the status board.

Several heads shook.

“Not since he went into the jefferies tubes,” Lieutenant J.G. Wrensk added.

Marsden’s gaze locked on the Hytellan, causing the tall, lanky being to shrink down a bit. “He’s in the tubes?”

“Um…yes…I think. At least that’s what I saw.”

“When did this happen?”

“I don’t know. Just a bit before we lost engine control. Do you think he’s scared and hiding?”

“Not unless he’s psychic. You said he left before the engine problem.”

“Oh. That is true,” Wrensk said.

“He knows something,” Marsden said, throwing up the jefferies tube hatch on the rear wall. “Give me a quadcorder,” she ordered. Wrensk rushed over to a supply locker, grabbed one of the small round devices, then tossed it to Marsden in a graceful motion. “Let me know the second anything changes here.”



“Cabral to bridge.”

“This is not a good time, I’m afraid,” Commander Prosak replied, gripping the armrests of the command chair with all of her strength as Arroyo dodged another jet of flame hurtling toward the Anomaly.

“This may be a bit obvious, but shield strength is dropping,” Tovar reported from behind her.

“Just hang on,” Arroyo said, sending the Anomaly into another banking turn. “We have to switch from this dimension soon.”

BLIP!

“See,” Arroyo said.

“Yes, however, pardon me for failing to see this as an improvement,” Tovar replied as pale green tentacles of energy extended toward them from the cloudy mass now in front of the ship.

“Commander, I have tracked down the point at which my connection to the anti-sing drive was severed,” Cabral said urgently. “It is in Jefferies Tube Junction C-45.”

“Tovar,” Prosak said, glancing back over her shoulder.

The Yynsian checked the sensor readouts in front of him. “I am detecting nothing.”

“So much for that,” Arroyo said.

“You miss my point. I am detecting nothing. Nothing at all. Not even the walls or ambient atmosphere in that section.”

“Some kind of shielding?” Arroyo asked.

“What did you think I just said?” Tovar replied.

“Check it out,” Prosak ordered. Tovar was already in motion, opening the jefferies tube hatch in the floor below him and sliding down into the jefferies tube system.



Who the hell had put all of this junk in HER jefferies tubes?

Lieutenant Marsden picked up the pace of her crawling a bit as she saw the enormous amount of crap cluttering the jefferies tube junction ahead of her, then came to a quick stop as she spotted Lieutenant Polnuc scurrying about checking various monitors, each of which seemed to have been scavenged from a different device and even from different alien races. The monitors and several other pieces of equipment Marsden couldn’t identify were all tied together by scrap bits of cabling, conduit, and whatever else Polnuc could find.

Polnuc himself seemed agitated. Very agitated.

“Not supposed to do this. I said straight, not sideways,” he muttered grumpily.

“Damn technology,” Marsden said, entering the junction. “Never does what you want it to do. Just what is it that you want it to do, Polnuc? And I’d think real carefully about your answer.”

“Why?” the Moglodin replied. “There’s nothing for me to be ashamed of. Thanks to my efforts, we will be free of the alien running this ship. We can run it for ourselves!”

“You were trying to find a way to bypass Cabral,” Marsden said understanding.

“Of course! Are you happy depending on him all the time?”

“He’s why anti-sing works.”

“Not for long,” Polnuc said, turning back to a jury-rigged panel. “I just have to figure out how to seal this dimensional breach.”

“I think you’ve done enough,” Marsden said, approaching his position.

“I wouldn’t do that,” Polnuc warned, quickly pulling a small green ball out of his pocket. “I found this on Metlaania, and I will use it.”

Marsden rolled her eyes. “Marsden to engineering. Beam Polnuc to the brig.”

No response.

“This is my domain, Lieutenant,” Polnuc said. “No outside interruptions.”

“Yeah, I’d hate for you to be disturbed while you’re getting us all killed,” Marsden said, grabbing onto the rungs of a short ladder leading to Polnuc’s platform. “Now get down here before I’m forced to be mean.”

Polnuc shook his head. “I really thought you’d be more receptive to this. You were in R&D. What do you think I’m doing other than research and development?”

“Look, Polnuc, I did everything I could to make anti-sing work, and I couldn’t. Cabral happening along saved this project, and as far as I know, there’s no way to make this thing work without him. Frankly, I’m okay with that.”

“And what happens the next time some species grabs him? I don’t want to get stranded again. Andromeda was quite enough.”

“And I don’t want to have to beat your face in,” Marsden snapped, grabbing onto Polnuc’s boot. Polnuc jerked quickly, kicking Marsden and causing her to lose her grip. She fell the short distance down the ladder, landing on the floor of the junction just inches from the opening to the jefferies tube descending below.

Polnuc suddenly flung the green ball at Marsden. It hit her, the impact causing it to suddenly mushroom outward. In a instant, she was encased in stringy green webbing, attaching her firmly to the deck.

“Now please stay quiet so I can think,” Polnuc said testily, turning back to his console.

“You can think in the brig,” Tovar’s voice announced. Polnuc spun around, spotting the Yynsian tac-ops officer sticking his head and arm out from the tube above the junction. Tovar’s wrist phaser extended into place a half-second later.

Polnuc quickly hit a large red button by his console.

“I’m sorry,” Tovar said angrily as he lowered himself into the junction. “I should have been more specific about the freeze part. Move again, and I shoot you.”

“Too late,” Polnuc said as several weapons barrels emerged from hidden spots among the junk cluttering the junction, all of which were trained on Tovar.

“Bloody hell!” Tovar cried, borrowing a page from Captain Bain’s profanity playbook as he dropped to the deck below moments before fourteen stun blasts converged on his former position. He landed on top of Lieutenant Marsden and immediately found himself stuck to the goo covering her.

“Hi,” Marsden said simply as Tovar struggled to extricate himself.

“Good morning,” Tovar grunted in reply, his face now nicely stuck to Marsden’s left breast. “I will warn you now that I am most likely about to be shot.”

“At least you’ll be shielding me,” Marsden replied. “How gallant.”

“I would shoot back, but my phaser seems to have become attached to your left thigh.”

“I noticed,” Marsden said.

The stun blasts never came. Instead, fairly sure that the intruders were dealt with, Polnuc returned to the dimension-shifting problem at hand.



“Tovar’s vanished,” Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell cried, looking up from the tac-ops console. “He was there, and then he wasn’t!”

“We expected that,” Commander Prosak replied, gripping the armrests of the command chair as Arroyo narrowly dodged the giant…thing that had been rolling toward them, pulsating and slobbering as it went. “I am sure he has the situation well in hand.”

Power on the bridge flickered suddenly, then the lights completely went out, returning moments later at dimmer levels.

“Engineering to bridge,” Devix’s voice called. “We’re experiencing a power drain. Everything’s being syphoned to the jefferies tubes.”

“Well…” Prosak said, looking around the bridge. “I’m sure Tovar can handle it.”

“If the power to the singularity containment field goes…”

“I get it!” Prosak snapped, slapping her hand down on the armrest to close the channel.

“Going down there?” Arroyo asked.

“Just for a moment,” Prosak said, slipping quickly out of her chair and heading to the hatch behind tac-ops. “You have the bridge, Ensign. Try to keep us out of any dimensions involving horrible, painful death.”

“Don’t worry. Evasive is starting to become my primary flying style,” Arroyo replied as Prosak lowered herself into the jefferies tubes.



“Is that your hand by my knee?” Marsden asked conversationally.

“If you are referring to my right hand and your right knee, I believe so,” Tovar replied. As ignominious as this position was, he had to admit it was at least fairly comfortable.

“Could you scratch it then? I’ve got an itch that’s driving me nuts.”

“Of course,” Tovar said, wiggling his fingernails as much as he could against Marsden’s knee.

She laughed suddenly, twitching underneath of him. “You’re tickling me!”

“Sorry,” Tovar said.

“Scratch like you mean it.”

“Do you want me to draw blood?”

“Blood stops the itch.”

“Now there’s a rather demented philosophy.”

“It works,” Marsden said. “Now rip open some skin, tough guy. Don’t be shy.”

“Considering our current predicament, shyness would be impossible.”

“True, but you’ve slipped back into being reserved, stiff-talking guy.”

“I always talk like this,” Tovar replied, unsure whether he’d just been insulted. “And this isn’t the time to start making jokes at my expense.”

“Better.”

“What?”

“When you get aggravated, you start talking like a normal person.”

“Is it your goal in life to antagonize me?”

“You’ve done your share back to me,” Marsden said.

“When?”

“Slipping into my holoprogram. The Associates’ ship.”

Tovar tried to look up at Marsden, twisting the front of her uniform as he did so. “The Associates’ ship? I was not there by choice, and, as I recall, you were by far the more annoying one.”

“Would you two be quiet?” Polnuc snapped from the platform above them. “I’m trying to sew a dimensional rift back together up here!”

“What have you done to Tovar?” Commander Prosak’s voice demanded suddenly. Polnuc looked up and saw the Romulan first officer peering down into the tube junction.

“Doesn’t anyone respect privacy anymore?” Polnuc cried, pressing the button to activate his intruder defense system again.

“I’m down here too,” Marsden called.

Prosak looked again. Sure enough, the strange webbing Tovar was sprawled upon did appear to have another person trapped underneath of it.

“And I would dodge,” Tovar said.

“Dodge what?” Prosak suddenly noticed the automated phaser barrels locking in on her position. “Holy j’duk!” she cursed, diving out of the tube.

ZAPOW!

“Watch the landing!” Marsden and Tovar screamed as Prosak hit the ground mere inches from them. She rolled slightly, her left leg hitting the edge of the webbing and becoming stuck.

“Now stay there or I shoot,” Polnuc called.

Prosak futilely pulled against the webbing holding her leg. “That doesn’t seem to be an issue.” She sighed. “I should have grabbed a phaser.”

“You came unarmed?” Tovar said in disbelief.

“I was in a hurry. I…we feared you were in danger.”

“Good guess,” Marsden muttered.

“Things could be worse. I could have landed on top of Mister Tovar,” Prosak said.

“Somehow I don’t think he would have minded,” Marsden said with a smirk.

Tovar, wisely, said nothing.



Arroyo’s fingers were starting to cramp from rapidly working the helm. “What the hell are they doing down there?” Arroyo muttered. “Here I am working like a mad fiend to keep us alive, and they’re taking the scenic tour of the jefferies tubes.”

“I am so sterilizing the hull when we get out of this,” Lt. Brazzell said from tac-ops. “Who thought up a slime dimension anyway?”

“Maybe we’re just in a giant nose or something,” Arroyo offered.

“Ewwwwwwwwww! THANKS A LOT! Now I’m going to have nightmares!”

“We’ve got to get control of anti-sing back,” Arroyo said.

“But isn’t that what Commander Prosak and Tovar are trying to do? I thought control had been rerouted to that jefferies tube junction.”

“I know. I know,” Arroyo snapped. “Too bad we can’t…” He trailed off.

“What?” Brazzell said near panic. “More slime?”

“Arroyo to Cabral,” Arroyo said suddenly.

“It’s brain slime, isn’t it?” Brazzell asked in horror.

“Can you just disinfect something?” Arroyo asked.

“Excuse me?” Dr. Natalia Kasyov’s voice asked over the comm.

“Not you, Doctor,” Arroyo said quickly. “I was trying to reach Cabral.”

“He’s very upset right now,” Kasyov replied. “Having anti-sing wrenched away from him was very traumatic.”

“I’m sure, but I think we can get it back. Can I talk to him?” Arroyo asked the science officer.

“I don’t know…”

“Please, Doctor,” Arroyo said urgently. Somebody really needed to talk to her about this overprotective streak. Cabral was a big brain. He could think for himself.

“Yes, Ensign?” Cabral’s booming voice said finally.

“Can you find the point where anti-sing control was diverted away from you?”

“I believe Lieutenant Marsden has already done that.”

“But you can’t control it yourself.”

“After the Andromeda incident, I felt it wise not to tie myself in quite as directly with the ship’s systems.”

“Oookay,” Arroyo said, thinking quickly. “But what if you bypassed the bypass.”

“I’m afraid I have no idea what you’re saying.”

“Someone intercepted the anti-sing control signals and routed them to a jefferies tube junction. Couldn’t you send your hovercam to somewhere along that path and re-splice yourself in?”

The line was quiet for a moment. “That should be possible. My direct neural link to the hovercam should be sufficient to control anti-sing.”

“Please try!” Arroyo said, looking nervously at the viewscreen, which was now filled with nothing but furiously whipping plasma streams. “And fast!”

“Already on my way.”



“This is just ridiculous,” Prosak pouted. “How could three Starfleet officers be waylaid by…”

“An insane midget!” Marsden shouted, drawing an angry glare from Polnuc.

“I was going to say ‘sticky goo’ actually, but your sentiment fits as well,” Prosak replied.

“Take off your pants,” Tovar muttered.

“What?” Prosak said, her acute hearing catching every syllable.

“None of your skin has been in contact with the webbing. Take off your pants, and you’ll be free.”

“This just gets better for you all the time, doesn’t it,” Marsden chuckled. She looked at Prosak. “He’s right though. Drop your drawers and go get Polnuc.”

Prosak frowned. “That would be the logical course of action…unfortunately.” She pulled off her boots quietly, then reminding herself that embarrassment was an illogical emotion, she slid her pants down and moved quietly toward the ladder leading to Polnuc.

“Nice legs,” Marsden said. “Not nearly as thick as mine.”

“I’ve never considered you to have thick legs,” Tovar replied.

“Well thank you, but hers are in much better shape. Look at those calves.”

“They are well-toned.”

“Better than mine.”

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen your calves,” Tovar replied.

“Maybe you’ll get lucky someday.”

“Perhaps.”

“Um…are we flirting?”

“It would appear that way,” Tovar said.

“Weird.”

“Quite,” Tovar said, his eyes locked on Prosak’s legs.



Arroyo was so intent on the helm and not dying that he didn’t hear the hail the first time.

The hail came again, much louder this time, actually vibrating the chairs. “Cabral to bridge!”

“Arroyo here,” Arroyo replied, trying to restart his heart.

“My hovercam has arrived at the required conduit, and I have removed the access panel. I am ready to connect.”

“The sooner the better. I don’t think things could get any worse.”

“I assume that was meant to be supportive encouragement,” Cabral replied.

“Go Cabral go. Rah rah sis boom bah.”

“I don’t understand the meaning of your last statement.”

“Ask Doctor Kasyov to demonstrate cheerleading for you sometime,” Arroyo said. “Now please save us.”

“Commencing rescue…I hope,” Cabral said as the turbolift doors opened and Captain Bain charged out onto the bridge, hair disheveled and his uniform askew.

“Good lord!” he cried, seeing the chaos on the viewscreen. “What the devil is going on? And why didn’t someone wake me?

“Well, we were flying along and suddenly the anti-sing activated,” Brazzell said. “But it wasn’t the normal anti-sing. See we’re…”

“Arroyo,” Bain snapped.

“Someone took control of anti-sing, and we’re ripping through dimensions, sir,” Arroyo said quickly. “Commander Prosak and Tovar are tracing the source, and Cabral’s trying to take control back.”

“Thank you,” Bain said, taking position behind Arroyo, watching the viewscreen as he rested a fatherly hand on the helmsman’s shoulder. “Brilliant flying, lad.”

“Possible death is one hell of a motivator.”



Polnuc’s fingers were cramping almost as badly as Arroyo’s as he frantically tried to balance the various fields and flows flying across his monitor in an attempt to return the Anomaly to normal space.

How could this have happened? He’d planned for so long, making sure everything was perfect. His calculations all made sense. The hardware he’d scavenged was top-quality. It SHOULD work. The Anomaly should have been zipping along at Warp K without a lick of interference from the giant alien brain. A Starfleet-trained engineer, namely him, should be back in control!

Ripping blindly through dimensional barriers was not his idea of control.

“I have you now!” Prosak’s voice said suddenly as a steely grip locked onto his leg and yanked him backwards.

“NO!” Polnuc screamed, plummeting off of the platform and finding himself dangling upside down above the floor.

Prosak grunted. “You’re…heavier than I expected.”

“Put me down! We’ll all die if I don’t get back to that console. We’re doomed! Do you hear me? DOOMED!”

The wild thrum of the engines suddenly lowered to a gentle pulse.

Marsden cocked her head. “That sounds like a good thing.”

“What?” Polnuc cried. “That’s impossible.” Prosak walked him over to the webbing and slammed him firmly against it, immobilizing the Moglodin before climbing back up the ladder to the console. A small monitor, which had evidently been yanked from a Cardassian hovercar, displayed a welcome image of stars and space outside.

“We seem to have returned to normal space,” Prosak remarked.

“I fixed it! I fixed it,” Polnuc exclaimed.

Cabral’s hovercam floated into the tube junction. “I believe I fixed it,” Cabral’s voice said through the hovercam’s speakers.

“Damn,” Polnuc grumbled.

“Is everyone all right down there?” Captain Bain’s voice asked through the speaker. “Cabral’s sending his video feed up to the bridge.” Bain stopped for a moment as the hovercam surveyed the scene. “I hate to quibble about a job well-done,” Bain continued, “but why are you on top of Marsie, Tovar?”

“That would be Mister Polnuc’s doing.”

“Ah. And Prosak’s missing pants?”

“Also Polnuc,” Prosak replied, trying to step out of view of the camera.

“Right. Well, take Polnuc into custody and return to the bridge.”

“We would love to, sir,” Marsden replied. “But we’re kind of stuck.”

“Please send a security team to our location,” Tovar said.

“And pants,” Prosak added.

Bain chuckled. “Consider it done.”

“Captain’s Log. Stardate 177620.4. Repairs are commencing on the damage Lieutenant Polnuc caused to our anti-singularity drive relays while the lieutenant himself has been remanded to the brig. I suppose I understand his motives. Normally I’d find being at the mercy of a giant brain to be a bit off-putting myself, but this is Cabral. He’s a solid fellow, and I won’t stand for endangering this entire ship and crew to find a way to work anti-sing without him when I’m quite happy to have him running it for us. Therefore, we’re en route to Starbase 256 to turn Polnuc over to the authorities there for his just desserts.”



“Captain,” Tovar said from his post at tac-ops as Bain finished up recording his log. “We’re receiving a hail from Admiral Larkin.”

“By all means, put her on,” Bain said, standing up and straightening his uniform. The streaking starfield on the viewscreen was quickly replaced with the image of the android admiral in charge of the Explorer Project, to which the Anomaly was attached.

“Admiral! Lovely to see you,” Bain said warmly. “Nice of you to comm so quickly, but everything here is under control now.”

Admiral Kristen Larkin frowned in confusion. “Was there a problem?”

“No. No,” Bain said rapidly. “We’re right as rain. What can I do for you?”

“We have a situation…with the Romulans.”

“Treacherous bastards! We’ll give them a good what for!” Bain exclaimed.

“Not that kind of situation,” Larkin replied. “It’s a rescue mission. I’m transmitting the details now, Reginald. Time is of the essence.”

“It always is, Krissers,” Bain said. “We’ll bring those pointy-eared blokes back home. I promise!”

“I see our cultural sensitivity programs were completely wasted,” Larkin said.

“I don’t follow.”

“We’ve sent along orders from the Romulan High Command. These are to be given directly to the Tyvek’s commanding officer when you rescue their crew, and you will assist him in fulfilling those orders to the best of your ability. Good bye, Reginald,” Larkin said, cutting the channel abruptly.

“That’s what I like about her,” Bain said, returning to his command chair. “She’s a real down-to-business kind of gal. Now let’s see what trouble the Rommies have gotten themselves into this time.”

“Was there a last time?” Tovar asked.

“That’s not the point.”

“You brought it up.”

“I’ll be in my lounge,” Bain said with a hint of exasperation as he headed out the doors to Tovar’s right down the narrow corridor to the Captain’s Lounge.

“You did that on purpose,” Arroyo said to Tovar.

“Of course,” Tovar replied with a smirk.





Installment Two



Chapter Four



Commander Vioxx’s crew was dead. All dead. Leaving him alone on this alien world as the sole survivor of the shuttle crash.

“Are you going to snap out of whatever trance you’re in and lead us somewhere or not?” Sub-Commander Remax groused.

Okay. So his crew wasn’t dead. It was a lovely notion, though.

Vioxx took a last look across the valley below the cliff edge where the shuttle had crashed after more than a day of fleeing the dead-in-space Tyvek, then turned back to the battered remnants of the crew of the Tyvek. “All right,” he said, hoping against hope that the Tyvek would just beam him up and tell him this was all a bad joke. “What do we know about this planet?”

“It’s a planet,” Remax replied. “What more is there to know?”

“Oh I don’t know. What about life-forms? They could be interesting. Particularly if any of them are the size of a house and intent on eating us.”

“Then they will feel the sting of my mighty blade as I render them in twain!” Centurion Nortal replied resolutely.

Vioxx fought back the urge to disintegrate Nortal right then and there. There was still a chance they could be rescued, and it was probably best not to kill the daughter of a senator. He instead turned his attention to Engineer Selex. “Was anything salvagable?”

“One disruptor pistol, a scanner, half of a medkit, and the emergency rations,” Selex replied. “I am very sorry that there isn’t more. I expected our shuttle to withstand the impact far better than it did. I will start on design improvements immediately.”

“We lived, so it did fine,” Vioxx said. “How’s Zantak?” Leaning against the crumpled remains of the shuttle, Sub-Lieutenant Zantak simply nodded, indicating that she was fine.

“Not to get ahead of you, Commander, since I know these are the next words to come out of your mouth, but we should find shelter,” Selex said, looking at the barren plateau they crashed upon.

“And something to eat besides rations,” Vioxx agreed.

“What’s wrong with rations?” Remax said. “They’re all we need.”

“My taste buds demand appeasement,” Nortal said.

“Either way, we’re getting off of this plateau,” Vioxx said. “There’s obviously nothing up here. The valley below appears to be fairly lush, though. If we get lucky, we may find a cave as well.”

“What about the shuttle? This is property of the Empire,” Remax said.

“Then you’re welcome to stay here and guard it,” Vioxx shot back. “The rest of us are going to see about staying alive.” He helped Zantak to her feet, then headed off across the plateau looking for a place to descend to the valley that didn’t involve climbing down a cliff.

“We’re becoming as soft as the Federation,” Remax grumbled, shaking his head as he followed his crewmates.



Over the next several hours, Zantak recovered her strength enough to keep up with the others, the only remaining sign of her run-in with the energy creature on the Tyvek’s bridge was a dark handprint on her face.

Zantak had been hit before during her training at the Romulan Academy, but never had a blow affected her so. From the instant the energy creature made contact with her, it was as though her limbs had been removed. She couldn’t make them do what she wanted without a tremendous effort, effort she was not able to put out considering the fatigue she felt from the blow. The creature had drained her energy as effectively as it had drained the helm console. It was something she would keep in mind if they met again.

Meanwhile, the survivors of the Tyvek made their way slowly down a steep slope toward the tree line of the forest below. Commander Vioxx was confident that he would find food and shelter for his officers, but he couldn’t help but wonder what to do after that. Even assuming the distress signal they’d sent before the shuttle crash had been received by the Romulan High Command, their odds of rescue were remote. The Tyvek was weeks away from the Empire when it was destroyed. Diverting a ship here would be a tremendous waste of resources that could be better spent protecting the Empire from whatever that energy ball was that had obliterated his ship.

He was pulled out of his somewhat fatalistic thoughts by Nortal’s loud voice. “WHY WILL YOU NOT SCAN!” she demanded, grabbing Remax by the collar of his uniform.

Remax shoved her away, raising his fists. “Watch how you treat your elders, Centurion,” he warned. “I’d rather explain to your father why you’re dead than put up with this disrespect.”

“You have the screen of scanning,” Nortal replied unbowed. “You will use it to find us a great feast!”

“What? You can’t hunt without some piece of technology to tell you where the game is?” Remax replied. “Pathetic.”

“I defy you to say that word once I have removed your foul head from your equally foul body!”

“I could try building some traps, Commander,” Selex said, sliding up beside Vioxx.

Vioxx let out a loud breath, calming himself. “Priorities, people. First shelter THEN food. We still don’t know what else lives on this planet, what kind of storms it has, or anything. Until we have a place to use as a base of operations, we keep moving. Is that understood?”

“Wisest thing you’ve ever said,” Remax said, keeping his glare locked on Nortal.

“We will find a great hall for our feast,” Nortal added. She narrowed her eyes at Remax. “But I warn you not to cross me again, old man.”

“Don’t worry. Next time I cross you, you’ll be too dead to notice,” Remax replied.

“If we’re done with today’s installment of pointless intimidating tactics, could you possibly pull out that scanner of yours and find us a damn cave,” Vioxx said.

“Still scared of the wildlife,” Remax scoffed. “Ooooh. Some big scary monster is going to get us. Oooooooooh.”

CRUNCH!

The Romulans’ heads whipped around toward the source of the sound of several branches breaking.

“You have brought the wrath of fate down upon us!” Nortal cried.

CRASH!

“What is it?” Vioxx snapped.

“I don’t know,” Remax replied, scrambling for his scanner.

“Nothing to worry about, you said.”

“Hey. You’re the one who mentioned animals as big as a house. As far as I’m concerned, this is your fault.”

SMASH! CRASH!

“The sound comes from all around!” Nortal exclaimed. “Hmm…a passable chant. The sound comes from all around! The sound comes from all around! The sound comes from all around!”

“SHUT UP!” Remax screamed as he held out his scanner. “I’m trying to concentrate here before we’re all…oh no.”

“What?” Vioxx demanded.

Remax pointed back over Vioxx’s shoulder. The Romulan spun around to see a massive creature lumbering through the trees toward them. On the upside it was only as tall as his house, not as wide, but its head was as large as a shuttle. The creature’s body was reminiscent of a giant green potato with four stocky muscular legs and a head that was little more that a giant, lumpy blob on top with two round yellow eyes two great black holes for nostrils and a mouth of rather jagged teeth.

Before Vioxx had time to react to the newcomer, three more of the creatures burst through the trees in different directions around them.

“All right,” Remax said. “I’m enough of a Romulan to admit when I’ve made a mistake. Next time, I use the scanner sooner.”

“I’m so relieved to hear it,” Vioxx said as the largest of the creatures lowered its head down to him.

“ROAXARRAARRRRRRRRROOOOOOOUUUUUUUK!” it bellowed, knocking Vioxx backward with the force of the air blasting from its throat.

“What’s wrong with you?” Remax said, prodding Nortal forward. “Go cleave it in twain.”

“By Jenichai, my feet are stuck to this spot,” Nortal said in horror.

“Right. Well, Commander, the Centurion seems to have wet herself.”

“ROOOOOORRAAAAAKK!” another of the creatures howled, turning toward the one staring down Vioxx.

“Okay,” Vioxx said, getting to his feet. “I think I know what’s going on here. These four are about to fight to see who gets to eat us.”

“What makes you the animal expert?” Remax asked.

“Several episodes of Nokalok’s Wild Romulus. Now when they attack each other, run…and try not to get trampled.”

“Excellent advice, sir,” Selex said. “I do ask that you please excuse my wetness. I seem to have emptied my bladder as well.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Vioxx said as all four of the creatures moved in a bit closer.

“KOOOOAAAAAXXAAAAAAAAAARRR.”

“RAAAAAAAKKKKOOOOOOUURRRRRRRRR.”

“UURRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRAAAAAAAAAAAAAKKKKK.”

The largest one once again stared down Vioxx, its massive teeth bared. “Disruptor,” Vioxx squeaked, sticking out his hand. Selex quickly retrieved the weapon from his supply pack.

“Your life has been an example to me, sir,” Selex said, handing the disruptor to Vioxx.

“It’ll be an example to lots of people,” Remax said. “Romulan children everywhere will pray that they never become like you.”

“Nortal, if I die, make sure Sub-Commander Remax is next,” Vioxx said.

“I will see to it, Honored Commander,” Nortal said.

“Here we go,” Vioxx said, leveling the weapon at the creature in front of him.

“RRROUUUUUUUAAKKKK,” it roared, almost questioningly.

Vioxx fired, sending a disruptor blast right into the top of the creature’s mouth.

“RRROOOOOOOOOOOOOORRRRRRRAAAAAAAK ROOORRROOOORRRRAAA,” it screamed, rearing its head up.

Remax’s scanner sprang to life, much to everyone’s surprise, spitting out words from its universal translation matrix.

“OOORRRAAXXX…do that for? That really smarts!”

The Romulans looked in stunned silence from the creature to the scanner, then back again.

“What’s the problem?” Remax said finally. “Keep shooting.”



Chapter Five



Captain Bain had been silent throughout the turbolift ride to the lower decks of the Anomaly, a behavior that Lieutenant Commander Tovar was not used to seeing from his adopted father.

“Are you concerned about dealing with the Romulans again?” Tovar asked after watching Bain’s brows furrow yet again as the Anomaly zipped toward the Delta Quadrant using the anti-sing drive under the watchful brain of Cabral.

“Doesn’t bother me at all,” Bain replied off-handedly.

“Considering our last experience with them, I could understand a bit of trepidation,” Tovar said. Well, that was half true. He could understand trepidation, but not from Reginald Bain. Bain seldom felt intimidated by or wary of anyone, which was one of the primary reasons Tovar had become such a skilled tactical officer in a short time. Bain needed a steady hand at the weapons to back up his words.

“Bollocks,” Bain shot back. “This is strictly routine. The only thing different than any other rescue is that the Roms are involved. No worries.”

“Something’s on your mind, Dad,” Tovar said bluntly.

“Dad?” Bain replied with a smile. “Pulling family on me, eh?”

“Since you won’t talk otherwise.”

“Polnuc.”

“What about him?”

“This whole affair. I don’t like it,” Bain said, pacing back and forth in the turbolift as best as he could.

“I wouldn’t say there was anything about it to like.”

“It’s not that. It’s just…wrong. Why would he do such a thing? It doesn’t make any sense. Are you sure that’s the real Polnuc?”

“Who else would it be?” Tovar asked.

“An imposter? Maybe an evil android duplicate. I don’t understand it at all otherwise. Why would a member of my crew turn on the rest of us like this?”

“You’re taking this rather personally.”

“You’re damn right I’m taking it personally!” Bain snapped. “I’ve considered myself to be a fairly easy going chap, but I draw the line at ripping holes in dimensions trying to put another member of this crew out of a job.”

The turbolift slowed to a halt, its doors opening revealing the narrow corridor beyond.

“There are other perspectives,” Tovar said, following Bain out of the turbolift.

“One where Polnuc didn’t basically commit mutiny and almost get us all killed?” Bain asked.

“No. However, you might attempt to at least understand his motives so as to present a thoughtful recommendation to the review hearing rather than looking at this as an assault against you.”

“Did Rosalyn teach you to speak to me like that?” Bain asked.

“I think you did, sir. Stand up for your beliefs and all that.”

“Right right. I should have known that would come back to nip me in the bum.”

“Captain!” a voice called from behind them. The pair turned to see Martin Kawafura, the Anomaly’s Chief Comptroller (i.e. Inventory officer) jogging up to them. “Were you coming to see me?”

“Why in blazes would I do that?” Bain asked.

“The padd?” Kawafura said. Bain stared back at him blankly. “The padd from the science lab on Deck Eight?” Kawafura clarified. Bain looked to Tovar, who simply shrugged.

“What the devil are you on about?” Bain demanded.

Kawafura blanched. “Er…well. I sent you a report about the padd that had gone missing from the lab on Deck Eight. When I saw you and Mister Tovar down here, I…I just assumed you were coming to see me about the problem, so that we could begin a proper investigation.”

“I am confident in your ability to handle this crisis on your own,” Tovar said. “The Captain and I are on our way to the brig to interrogate a prisoner.”

“Oh…well…could you ask about this padd? If he’s already committed one crime, maybe he did this too.”

“That will be my first question,” Tovar replied sarcastically.

“Good luck with your investigation,” Bain said, clapping Kawafura on the shoulder before heading off down the corridor. He stopped a few steps away and turned back to the Comptroller. “Oh, do you remember what we discussed a few months ago? About you getting another position on the ship?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I meant it. Wrap up this padd business and find something else to do ASAP.” Bain spun on his heel and left with Tovar.

“But I keep telling you, I like my job,” Kawafura said, dejectedly heading back to his office.



The Anomaly’s brig was a small affair, with only enough cells to hold six prisoners, assuming the prisoners were to be incarcerated alone. If the situation required it, Tovar would be perfectly happy to cram in a few more, but rarely did he have a need to use the cells at all. Actually, he’d only visited the brig, which like the Comptroller’s Office was located at the very bottom of ship, two or three times since the Anomaly’s launch.

Currently, only one cell was occupied. Polnuc stood near the force field barrier, defiantly staring down Lieutenant Shelly Marsden, whom Bain had ordered to meet them there, while Lieutenant Lara Randall from security stood watch at the small monitoring console near the entrance.

Bain gave Randall a perfunctory nod as he charged toward Polnuc’s cell, fists clenched. “Marsie,” he said by way of a curt greeting to his Chief Engineer before turning his full attention to the diminutive Moglodin on the other side of the force field. “All right, Mister. Let’s have it?”

“Have what?” Polnuc responded as Marsden stepped over to Tovar.

“Bain’s not taking this well?” Marsden said.

“Worse than I would have thought,” Tovar replied. “He hasn’t responded this badly to Breen invasions. He seems to be taking it as a personal affront.”

“YOU WERE ONE OF MY OWN, DAMMIT!” Bain shouted.

“Gotcha,” Marsden replied. “So, are you okay?”

“Fine,” Tovar replied. He’d intended to stop there, but found himself still speaking. “Several joints and muscles were a bit stiff, but I am recovering. You?”

“Doctor Nooney insisted on examining me thoroughly to make sure my knife wound wasn’t re-aggravated.”

“My sympathies,” Tovar said. “I didn’t cause any harm, I hope.”

“Not at all,” Marsden said, smiling slightly. “I can’t say I’ve had anybody using me as a pillow for a while, though.”

“There were certainly less comfortable places I could have landed.”

“Glad I could be there then.”

“As am I,” Tovar said, their eyes meeting for several seconds before Tovar looked away uncomfortably.

Bain’s eyes, meanwhile, had locked firmly onto Polnuc. “What’s your mother’s name?”

“What?” Polnuc asked confused.

“Tell me!”

“Polnuc.”

“Ah ha! You are an imposter!”

Tovar cleared his throat, trying to get Bain’s attention.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Polnuc said.

“Don’t try to turn this around on me, you spy. Who do you work for?”

“You.”

“Nice try, whoever you are.”

“I’m Polnuc!”

“Then why don’t you know your own mother’s name?” Bain demanded.

“It’s Polnuc,” Tovar said. “All members of a Moglodin brood are…”

“Tovar,” Bain said sternly.

“Told you,” Polnuc said.

“Fine. You’re Polnuc. Just tell me why you did it. Why did you betray me like this?”

“Betray you?” Polnuc replied. “I was trying to help you. Help all of us. We’re enslaved to that brain, but everyone on this ship likes him too much to realize it. Anti-sing is ours! Starfleet’s! Why should we have to rely on Cabral?”

“He makes it work,” Marsden said.

“Only because you couldn’t,” Polnuc shot back.

“That’s quite enough,” Bain said. “Now see here, Cabral is a damn fine fellow, and I won’t have members of my crew trying to bypass him or anything else. He’s as loyal as you are…well, more so actually.”

“For now,” Polnuc said. “But mark my words, relying on that brain is going to get us into trouble…again. Andromeda should have been enough for you to realize that.”

“And you should realize that we’re a crew. If you have concerns, you come to me,” Bain replied. He turned suddenly to Marsden. “Find out what the devil he built in that jefferies tube and if its safe to dismantle it.”

“The dismantling will have to wait until we repair the rest of the damage caused by the bypassing, but we’ll take care of it,” Marsden said. And to be perfectly honest, she wanted some time to see what Polnuc had done. She didn’t have any intention of trying to cut Cabral out of the anti-sing drive, but it’d certainly be nice to have some options should he get brain-napped again.

“Just see to it,” Bain said, giving Polnuc one last glare before charging out of the brig.

“This shouldn’t take too long,” Marsden said to Tovar. “If you aren’t busy for dinner, we could get something…”

Tovar frowned. “I can’t. Jamie and I…”

“Lieutenant Torgerson. I’m sorry. I should have known you two would have plans.”

“Some other time perhaps.”

“Right. Sure,” Marsden said, already turning away to head to Polnuc’s cell.

Tovar watched her silently for several moments, then left the brig, ignoring the knowing smirk from Lieutenant Randall.



To be completely honest, Tovar was not looking forward to dinner with Jamie Torgerson this evening. She’d told him earlier in the day that she wanted to talk, which, in Tovar’s experience, usually meant that she had several complaints about him that she wanted to air while he repeatedly apologized for his shortcomings in the relationship.

When these chats had occurred in other relationships he’d had, Tovar normally felt that he was being unfairly attacked for being himself, but in this case he knew Torgerson had some legitimate complaints. On more than one occasion, his dates with her had been ruined by the untimely arrival of his mother, surreptitiously beaming into his quarters with some bit of Section 31 business or other. Of course, he couldn’t let Jamie know any of it. He couldn’t even inform his father.

Such incidents had made it difficult to concentrate on being an attentive boyfriend, which was difficult enough due to the warring influences inside his Yynsian mind as his past lives weighed in on Torgerson. Toflay liked her because the relationship gave him someone to cook for. Totap didn’t see the purpose of having her around. Tarva seemed a bit jealous, actually. And the others were too cacophonous for Tovar to make out other than that one guy who was always calling penalties.

Confirming Tovar’s fears about the evening, Torgerson met him at the door of her quarters in uniform (something that almost never happened, since she was far more fond of wearing outfits she’d designed herself) and looking very serious.

“Come on in,” she said, stepping aside for him to enter the living area, where the lights were on at full strength (also not a good sign. Torgerson was usually preferred a candlelit atmosphere, or, at the very least, dimmed lights). Despite his feeling for Torgerson, Tovar found himself wishing he’d just made some excuse to get out of dinner with Torgerson and joined Lieutenant Marsden for dinner instead.

Marsden’s invitation was something of a surprise in itself. Was it possible that she intended more than a simple meal between colleagues? Certainly they had spent a fair amount of time thrown together in hazardous situations. Such interactions had been known to engender stronger feelings.

Way to overanalyze it, Tovar. Just think like a person for a minute instead of some scientist. The scientist lifeforce wasn’t even a part of him anymore, yet he found himself occasionally slipping into those thought patterns.

Back to the issue at hand: Lieutenant Marsden.

“Tovar?” Lieutenant Torgerson said, waving her hand in front of his face to get his attention.

Ah yes. Back to the real issue at hand: Jamie.

“Sorry,” Tovar said finding himself standing in the middle of her living room. “You were saying?”

“Nothing, because you zoned out the second you walked through the door.”

“Once again, I’m sorry.”

“Do you want something to eat?”

“That is usually included in dinner,” Tovar said lightly, hoping a bit of humor would lighten the mood.

It didn’t.

“I replicated lasagna. You seemed to like it last time we had it,” Torgerson continued, leading Tovar to the small table in the dining area.

“That sounds fine,” Tovar said, quickly moving to hold Torgerson’s seat out for her before sitting down himself. She seemed a bit surprised, but smiled sweetly at the gesture.

The meal progressed in relative silence. Occasionally, Tovar would catch Torgerson looking at him, and he knew what she wanted. He was supposed to ask what was wrong, which would then start the “talking” process in motion. Well, he wasn’t going to play. He liked Torgerson a great deal and enjoyed their relationship. He wasn’t sure if he loved her, but that was not really the point at the moment. The important thing was that he was not about to be shoved into a behavior pattern that she specified. He was his own person with his own eccentricities. Any partners he had would have to understand that about him. Certainly someone like Prosak would. She had been with him during his visit to Yyns when the Interloping Lifeforce was driving him to the Bak’u Homeworld.

Prosak also understood what it was like to be the only one of your species serving on the Anomaly. She also had the benefit of serving with Tovar on a regular basis, so she knew him, perhaps even better than Torgerson did at this point.

And what did Prosak have to do with anything right now?

“You’re gone again,” Torgerson said softly.

“Excuse me?” Tovar asked, pulling his mind back to the table.

“I should be used to it by now. You haven’t really been here through most of our relationship.”

Ha! She’d gone onto the talking without waiting for him to instigate it. He’d won. Good! No wait. That wasn’t good. Things were bound to get ugly from here.

“Am I that boring?” Torgerson asked sadly.

“Boring? Not in the slightest.”

“Then why is your brain always a million miles away from me?”

“I…”

“I can see it every time, Tovar. Your eyes glaze over, and you stare off into nothingness for ages, it seems. Other times, you just can’t seem to focus even when I’m in the room. How many aborted dinners have we had in your quarters?”

That depends, Tovar thought. How many times has Mumsie dropped by unannounced?

“I get distracted,” Tovar said, hoping an admission of guilt would help matters.

“That’s an understatement,” Torgerson scoffed. “But I’m supposed to be the one distracting you. Do you ever think about me while you’re on the bridge?”

Tovar opened his mouth to speak.

“And not just to remind yourself that we have plans for the evening?” Torgerson added.

Tovar’s mouth closed again.

“That’s what I thought,” Torgerson said, hurt in her eyes.

“I cannot apologize for my thought processes. On duty, I tend to focus on my work. I enjoy being with you, though, Jamie. I don’t ever want you to think otherwise.”

“I already do. I think that every time you zone out on me. I wonder who else you’re thinking of.”

“No one,” Tovar replied quickly.

“Then come back to me. Stay here with me. Don’t just sit here planning new and exciting ways to fire a torpedo. Is that too much for me to ask of my boyfriend?”

“No. That’s fair,” Tovar said. “You deserve nothing less.”

Torgerson reached across the table and squeezed Tovar’s hand. “And I want you know that if you want to talk about something, I’m here. You can share whatever’s on your mind.”

Tovar smiled in response.

Unfortunately, he thought, that is something that can never and will never happen.



Chapter Six



This was something of a new wrinkle. Here Vioxx was, expecting to be devoured in a matter of moments by the massive thing in front of him, and it turns out it talks…at least that’s what the translation matrix in Remax’s scanner was claiming.

Remax, however, was not impressed. “If you won’t shoot it, give me the damn gun,” the elder Romulan science officer said, reaching for the weapon in Vioxx’s hand. Vioxx swatted Remax’s arm away and snatched the scanner.

“Can you understand me?” Vioxx asked the creature.

“I can now,” it replied through the translator, while the air reverberated with the sound of its roar. “I guess you’re intelligent after all.”

“We will blind you with our searing brilliance!” Nortal exclaimed. “Quake before us, oh…”

“Shut up!” Vioxx snapped at his tactical officer before turning back to the alien. “My apologies. It took some time for our translator to work through your language. I am Commander Vioxx of the Romulan Star Empire. These are my subordinates. Sub-Commander Remax, Centurion Nortal, Lieutenant Selex, and Sub-Lieutenant Zantak.”

“Pleased to meet you. I am called Prefftle,” the creature replied. He began gesturing with his head at the other three creatures surrounding the Romulans. “This is my family. My lovely mate, Boolit, my daughter, Groop, and my son, Kudool.

Remax stepped forward. “We hearby claim this world as sovereign Romulan territory.” Vioxx turned angrily on the older man. “What?” Remax said. “I’m just telling them the situation.”

“Please ignore my subordinates,” Vioxx said. “They still haven’t quite grasped the concept of obeying their leader.”

“I certainly know what that’s like, don’t I kids?” Prefftle replied with a gravelly chuckle. “They haven’t listened to me since they hatched.”

“Children never do, then they pay the price,” Remax said. “I told my daughter not to link up with that revolutionary cell. I told her that no good would come of it. I told her the same thing again after I had her arrested for treason. Damn that was a tough execution to watch. I’m usually fine, but when its your own…”

“Thank you for that,” Vioxx said, cutting Remax off before he could get into the gruesome details.

“Your appearance is unfamiliar to us,” Prefftle’s mate, Boolit said, sniffing Zantak. “Are you new to the region?”

“Recently arrived,” Vioxx replied.

“Do you plan to stay, or are you just passing through on your travels?” Prefftle asked.

“Passing through.”

“If you don’t mind my saying so, you seem to be carrying very little for travelers.”

“Our resources are low due to a recent accident,” Vioxx said.

“Then you must dine with us!” Kudool exclaimed. “And we make our resting place near a cave that should be suitable to your species.”

“Kudool! These nice folks don’t want to be stuck in some dank cave,” Boolit scolded.

“Actually, that’s precisely what we were looking for,” Vioxx said. “We’d like to see this cave.”

“Certainly,” Prefftle said with a nod of his head. “Follow us. We will lead you back to our humble place of rest.” Prefftle turned his bulk slowly, then lumbered off into the forest followed by the Romulans with the remaining members of Prefftle’s family bringing up the rear.

They hadn’t gone far before Remax fell into step beside Vioxx. “Is that what they’re teaching at the Officer’s Academy now?” he asked disdainfully.

“If this conversation is going to consist of you insulting me and my command style, I don’t have any interest in hearing what you have to say,” Vioxx replied, resisting the urge to cover his ears.

“Since when do we treat obviously inferior species like equals?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. What was I thinking? Being crushed to death was obviously the more attractive way to go. Silly me.”

“Do I have to spell out something this basic? You had the disruptor. Kill the leader, then order the others to submit to your wishes. We should be demanding to be taken to this cave, not groveling for the honor,” Remax said.

“That is not the way I do things. Times have changed, Sub-Commander.”

“Only because weaklings like you have let them. This is no way to run an Empire!”

“Despite what you may believe about me, Remax, I take my duty to the Romulan Empire VERY seriously, and I will not have you disparaging me because I am not ‘Romulan’ enough for you. I am a Romulan and a damn proud one. I will serve the Praetor and the best interests of the Empire to the absolute best of my ability and in the way I feel is best. If you have a problem with my methods, you’re more than welcome to lodge a complaint with the Praetor when we return. In the meantime, keep your opinions to yourself.” Vioxx picked up his pace a bit, soon catching up with Prefftle.

“Lovely planet you’ve got here,” Vioxx said casually.

“Planet? You really aren’t from here, are you?” Prefftle replied, unfazed.

“Not even close. Our vessel crashed here.”

“Was anyone hurt? You didn’t have to leave anyone behind, did you?”

“No no. This is everyone. And once again, I have to apologize for Sub-Commander Remax. He believes in doing things a certain way: his way.”

“Isn’t that the way of the elders?” Prefftle replied. “I am sure my children feel the same way about me.”

“You have a point,” Vioxx assented. “Are there many others of your kind at this resting place?”

“It is solely ours,” Prefftle said. “My kind tend to stick to our family units. Contact with others is rare outside of the mating times, when those of age who are not yet bonded come together to select life-mates.”

Vioxx frowned, trying to prevent the image of an orgy of these giant creatures from forming in his mind. Judging by Prefftle’s attitude, though, the affair was probably far more like the cotillions held by the upper levels of Romulan society. He’d attended one once, years ago when he was still dating Sarnol. He’d found the whole evening incredibly boring, but Sarnol was perfectly content. But then, Sarnol’s family was from those social circles, unlike Vioxx. It was only a matter of time before she came to her senses and left the Officer’s Academy and him, ending her “rebellion” against her family.

Vioxx pulled himself out of the memory to get back to information gathering. He may not want to follow Remax’s suggestion of killing Prefftle and his family, but he was not about to let this opportunity to learn about their species pass him by. The Empire might still expand this way, after all, and it would be helpful to understand what sort of resistance they might encounter when attempting to annex this world.

“I take it then that your people have little use for technology,” Vioxx said.

“I don’t even understand the word, so I guess not,” Prefftle replied.

“It’s not important.”

They walked in silence for several moments.

“So, which one is your mate?” Prefftle asked finally.

“Excuse me?” Vioxx choked.

“I am unfamiliar with your species, but the two with the long hair and the round bumps in front are obviously different than you, the elder, and the other.” Prefftle trailed off for a moment, a look of understanding coming into his large yellow eyes. “They are both yours?”

“No no and NO,” Vioxx said. “Nortal and Zantak are females, but I am not mated to either of them.”

“Are they not of age? They appear…”

“NO! I…they…” Vioxx’s first impulse was to just blurt out that Nortal was crazy, Zantak was practically mute, and he wouldn’t go anywhere near either of them. Instead, he fell back on his Romulan upbringing and lied.

“My mate is on our homeworld.”

“I see. Then your visit to us must bring you some sadness as you are separated from your mate.”

“I ache all over,” Vioxx said, which was actually kind of true, but it was due to the crash rather than any emotional longing.

“Perhaps an evening of rest will help you somewhat,” Prefftle said as the group emerged into a clearing right at the base of the cliff. “Welcome to our humble place of rest.”

The clearing was bare other than four gatherings of leaves, which Vioxx assumed were the “beds” of Prefftle and his family. At the very base of the cliff, equidistant from either side of the clearing so no one could sneak up to it without one of the family noticing, was a small pile of fruits, fungi, and vegetables that had been obtained from the trees of the forest or from the forest floor. A short distance up the cliff face, no more than eight feet, was a narrow cave entrance. At least, Vioxx hoped it was a cave. Surely there was no way that Kudool or the others could have entered it to check it out.

“Feel free to take whatever looks appetizing,” Prefftle said, gesturing at the food pile with his right forearm (Prefftle’s kind walked on all fours; however, they could use their forearms for certain activities much like an ape but without the dextrous fingers). “Then please feel free to take your rest. You do not have to go to the cave if you would rather remain outside. We want you to feel welcome.”

“We do,” Vioxx said. “And the cave will be fine.” Romulans did value their privacy, and most didn’t relish the idea of sharing a bunk with some strange alien thing. To illustrate the point, Remax, Nortal, Zantak, and Selex were already scrambling up the cliff-face to the cave entrance. All of them, except Remax, were loaded down with fruit. Vioxx was sure the elder Romulan would rather eat rations for the rest of his life than take something offered to him by an inferior species.

“Thank you again,” Vioxx said, noting that night was beginning to fall. “We will let you get back to your normal routine now, and we’ll see you in the morning. Thank you. Really.” He grabbed a few nice, juicy red fruits for himself, then headed into the cave.

With the newcomers resting, Prefftle and his family each grabbed a snack from the pile and gathered at the opposite of the clearing to relax.

“Nice folks,” Boolit said.

“They’re kind of cute,” Groop said.

“Of course you think so,” Kudool said, nudging his sister.

“I think they’re nice, too!” Groop said defensively.

“Yes yes. We all think they’re nice,” Prefftle said, calming his children down. “So which one do we want to eat first?”



Chapter Seven



Despite the fact that the USS Anomaly was currently speeding through Romulan space, Commander Prosak couldn’t honestly say that she felt any more at home than she did normally. The general uniformity of space pretty much prevented the feeling of being in a familiar neighborhood that she would get when she visited her father’s quarters near the capitol complex on Romulus.

Not that it mattered much anyway. Outside of the occasional comm with childhood friends, Prosak’s main Romulan contact was with her father, who lived on Earth.

Considering all of that, it was no wonder she was surprised when her attempt to sleep in her quarters was interrupted by a message from the bridge indicating that she had an incoming comm.

Prosak pulled herself out of bed and stumbled over to the desk, a desk that had once been Reginald Bain’s when this room was his ready room, not that he’d ever used it. The captain much preferred the private lounge he’d had installed off of the corridor behind the bridge.

She pulled the desktop console closer to her and pressed the screen to open the channel.

“Father!” she said happily, her RommaVulc veneer breaking as she saw her father’s face on the screen.

“Hello, Boogles,” Ambassador Rorshak replied. “I heard you were in our home space, so I thought I’d give you a comm over a proper network.”

“The Federation comm network is more than sufficient,” Prosak replied, parrying one of her father’s common jabs about Romulan superiority. Prosak didn’t honestly believe that Rorshak meant his superior remarks most of the time. He seemed to get more amusement simply out of watching her reaction.

“Of course it is,” Rorshak said condescendingly. “But how are you doing?”

“All is well,” Prosak said, deciding quickly that informing the Romulan Ambassador to the Federation about Polnuc’s attempt to commandeer the anti-sing drive could be a bad idea. “The mission is progressing as expected.”

“Good. Good,” Rorshak replied, seeming somewhat distracted. “You are being careful, aren’t you? All systems are fully-operational and all?”

“The ship is in good shape, and we will be as careful as is required for this rescue mission.”

“Good,” Rorshak said again.

“Is something wrong, father?”

“What would make you ask that?”

“You are normally far more focused in your comms to me,” Prosak replied.

“I just wanted to see you for a moment. Those of us with emotions tend to feel that way about our children,” Rorshak said.

Prosak frowned slightly. Something about her father’s expression suggested to her that there was more to this comm than she was getting. However, she knew that her father was not likely to be forthcoming over a comm channel.

“Perhaps we should dine together during my next visit to Earth,” Prosak said. “We could talk more then.”

“That…that would be pleasant,” Rorshak said, doing a fairly decent impression of a RommaVulc himself. “Good luck on this mission, Boogles. And stay alert. The unknown is everywhere and can be very dangerous.”

“I have confidence that we can handle whatever we may encounter,” Prosak replied.

“I’m sure you can,” Rorshak said unconvincingly, his eyes unwilling to look away from her. “Good bye, Prosak.”

“Good bye, father. We’ll talk soon.”

She heard Rorshak softly mutter “I hope so” just before the comm channel closed.



“Golfing in the middle of the Romulan Empire! How’s this for exotic?” Ensign Hector Arroyo said enthusiastically as Lieutenant Shelly Marsden lined up for her putt.

“This isn’t golf,” she grumbled.

“Sure it is! We’ve got a ball and a club, and there’s a little hole we have to hit into. How isn’t this golf?”

“Real golf does not involve hitting the ball through some clown’s mouth!”

“You really need to learn to branch out a little. Try some new things.”

“Don’t push me, Hector.”

Arroyo held his hands up in mock surrender as Marsden returned her attention to the ball. After a couple of moments of lining up her shot, she putted, sending the ball rolling cleanly through the giant clown mouth ahead of her and rolling down a ramp toward the actual hole.

“Nice one,” Arroyo said.

“Yeah yeah. But next time we head into the holopods, I’m picking the course.”

“You always want to play those big courses with all the walking from hole to hole. This is much more compact.”

“And all we do it putt,” Marsden said.

“So? It’s gets us to the important part faster. The point is to get it into the hole after all. Why start hundreds of meters away when we can begin right here?” Arroyo replied, placing his ball down to make his first putt.

“Hitting it accurately over hundreds of meters is part of the challenge. There is no challenge to mini-golf!”

“You weren’t saying that back on the 5th hole when your ball kept dropping off of the bridge into the pond.”

“Are you going to yap or putt?”

Arroyo stood up from his club and stared at her. “If this is pissing you off so much, we can switch back to a regular course.”

Marsden’s glare softened. “Sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t be taking things out on you. I’m having fun. Let’s play.”

“What things?”

“Huh?”

“What things shouldn’t you be taking out on me?” Arroyo asked.

“It’s nothing.”

“Oh come on, Shel. I know I’m not Natalia, but you can talk to me. I’ve certainly told you enough over the years.”

Marsden bit her lower lip for several moments, mulling it over. “I don’t think you want to hear this.”

“Now you have to tell me. You can’t say something like that then not follow it up.”

“Um…can I just ask you a question?”

“As many as you want,” Arroyo replied, walking over and taking a seat on the bench next to the putting green. “Question away.”

“What do you think of Tovar?”

Arroyo looked at her for a moment, then smiled. “Oh, I get it. You’re still blaming him for that mess in the tube junction. You aren’t thinking of going to Bain are you? Even if Tovar were the biggest screw-up in the galaxy…which he’s not…Bain wouldn’t demote him. Sure he didn’t nab Polnuc, but things turned out okay. He can be a bit of a pretentious jerk at times, but he’s really a good guy when you get him relaxed. And he knows his job. I…

“Hector, that’s not what I meant. He didn’t screw up the Polnuc thing at all. I was already in trouble before he arrived.”

“Okay, so maybe I don’t get it. Why do…” He trailed off, his eyes widening. “Wait. I do get it, and I don’t want to. Shelly!”

“What?” Marsden said defensively.

“Tovar! TOVAR!”

“Uh huh. So?”

Arroyo stammered at a loss for words. “I just…I never thought you… TOVAR!”

“There’s something about him that I like. He’s a bit stiff at times, but he’s got a lot going for him.”

“Sure. Eight personalities, Bain’s his dad, and he’s got a girlfriend!”

“We don’t get to choose who we’re attracted to, Hector. Just because you hide from relationships like the plague doesn’t mean the rest of have to. And I don’t want to hear it about liking Tovar considering you’ve been faking an engagement for the last three years!”

Arroyo blanched at the mention of his pseudo-relationship with Janie Tyler, one of his former colleagues at Starfleet R&D. They had never actually even dated, but she’d agreed to go along with a fake engagement just to get Arroyo’s parents off of his back. Spending some time with the Arroyos was usually enough to make anyone pity Hector. They were so bound and determined to see their boy married off and producing grandchildren that they practically looked upon any available female as a potential daughter-in-law/child-incubator.

Arroyo stood up abruptly, heading back to his ball. “Are we playing or not?”

“That depends. Can you and that exposed nerve handle it?” Marsden asked.

“This isn’t about me. I’m not the one considering trying to break up a colleague’s relationship.”

“I’m not going to go anywhere near Tovar while he’s dating Torgerson,” Marsden replied. “I don’t even know if he’d be interested anyway.”

“I shouldn’t even be worrying. Tovar and Jamie have been together for months. I don’t think that relationship is in any danger,” Arroyo said, making his putt, which rolled up to the clown mouth, slowed to a halt, then started rolling back toward him. “Crap!”



Bain swivelled slightly in his command chair as the turbolift doors opened allowing Lieutenant Commander Tovar to step out onto the bridge. Bain frowned, seeing the haggard look on Tovar’s face.

“Rough night, son?” he asked as Tovar made his way to tac- ops.

“There were…issues,” he replied, not really wishing to pursue the matter on the bridge…or at all really. He’d been raked over the proverbial coals quite enough by Jamie Torgerson the night before and had no desire to submit to another interrogation. Actually, that was a bit of an overstatement. Torgerson had really been very reasonable and kind about the whole thing. That level- headedness was just one of the many things Tovar loved…(no…too strong)…liked…(weak)…liked a lot (good enough) about her.

Fortunately, events conspired to see to it that the matter was quickly dropped.

“We’re approaching the coordinates,” Yonk, the Ferengi who was currently manning the helm, reported.

“Take us out of anti-sing,” Bain ordered. He swivelled toward the science console to his left. “We’re looking for a Class M world, Doctor,” he said.

“This would be a pretty pointless rescue mission if we weren’t,” Dr. Natalia Kasyov replied as she pored over her sensors.

The streaks of stars on the viewscreen shortened as the Anomaly slowed, re-entering normal space at the edge of the star system from where the surviving crew of the Tyvek sent their distress call.

“Stay alert, Mister Yonk,” Bain said, leaning forward in his chair. “There could be another one of those storms about. We’re a bigger fish than the Tyvek, but I’d rather avoid the experience all together if possible.”

“That makes two of us,” Yonk said, shifting in his booster seat. Despite his stature, though, the two-foot-tall Ferengi was more than able to handle the helm.

“I’m detecting faint signs of an impulse drive,” Kasyov reported. “Probably two days old.”

“Sounds like our Romulan friends,” Bain said. “Any sign of the planet?”

“It’s the fourth one in the system,” Kasyov said. “I’m sending the coordinates to the helm now. The world looks…”

“What is it, Kassie?” Bain asked as Kasyov stared at her readouts.

“What did the Romulans say happened to the Tyvek?” she asked finally.

“Destroyed by a storm,” Bain said. “A tragedy to be sure, but then that’s one of the dangers of space travel. We all knew that when we signed up, and I’m sure those Romulan blokes felt the same way. This is not a business for the faint of heart, Kassie. We must be…”

The view on the screen shifted to show a dark hulk drifting in space.

“What the devil is that?”

“A Romulan vessel,” Tovar said, checking his console. “Scout class. From the readings it appears to be, surprise surprise, the Tyvek.”

“Life-signs?” Bain asked.

“None,” Kasyov replied. “But that still doesn’t explain what the ship is doing there at all.”

Bain nodded. “Then let’s go ask them, shall we? Take us to the planet, Mister Yonk.”





Installment Three



Chapter Eight



While he wasn’t the oldest or most tried captain in the service of the Romulan Empire by far, Commander Vioxx had had his share of experiences in his forty-three years of life, so he could say with some measure of certainty that last night had been the most uncomfortable night he’d ever been unfortunate enough to have. The cave itself was pitch black, and the floor was a solid slab of rock except for the jagged bits of stone jutting up every few centimeters or so. If he’d known that it was going to be this bad, he would have ordered his crew to rip the cushions off of the shuttle chairs before they left the plateau.

“Unnnh,” Vioxx moaned softly, trying not to let his discomfort show to whomever else might be awake as he sat up. The few streaks of sunlight entering the cave revealed Sub- Commander Remax sitting against the opposite wall, looking as grumpy as ever. The night on the cave floor probably didn’t even bother him and his Old Guard mentality.

The thought gave Vioxx pause for a moment. Did that mean Remax was right? Were they becoming as soft as the Federation?

Vioxx quickly pushed this aside. They weren’t Klingons. Alliance with the Federation or no, Romulans did not find sleeping on a cave floor to be acceptable. They were above such things.

“By the Praetor, I am paralyzed!” Nortal cried suddenly from her position near the cave entrance.

“Sleep,” Zantak snapped, giving probably the only word she would utter all day. For his part, Selex rolled over with a grunt, trying to claim a few more minutes of rest.

“What’s wrong?” Vioxx asked, climbing to his feet and making his way over to his tactical officer, who was frantically trying to move her limbs.

“My arms and legs refuse to obey!”

Vioxx could sympathize. It took all the energy he could muster to move himself after a night on that rock floor not to mention resisting the urge to wince and moan as he got to his feet. There was no point in giving Remax any additional ammunition to use against him.

“You’re not paralyzed,” Vioxx said.

“You doubt the word of Nortal?”

“You probably just slept wrong.” He noticed the up-jutting bit of rock that her head was resting on. “Did you try and use that as a pillow?”

“It served me well.”

“And bent your neck,” Vioxx replied, grabbing Nortal’s head and bending it the other way until he heard a soft pop.

Nortal sprang to her feet in an instant. “You have the touch of the gods! I am healed, great commander!”

“Uh huh. Whatever,” Vioxx said with a sigh. He grabbed a remaining fruit from his small pile, headed deeper into the cave and took a seat against a fairly flat-looking section of wall. The fruit was actually quite good. Juicy and refreshing without being overly sweet or tart. If they were ever able to get back to Romulus, he’d have to take a few with him. Perhaps they could be grown there as well. They could even name it after him. Vioxxina. It wasn’t exactly a statue in the Praetor’s Hall, but at least it would be some small recognition of his service to the Empire.

“I don’t suppose you even have a plan, do you?” Remax said, walking over and looking down on Vioxx.

“I plan on enjoying my breakfast.”

“It’s bad enough that you got us into this mess in the first place, and now all you can think to do is eat?”

“Our first order of business was to see to the necessities of life. We’re in a shelter consuming a bit of food. Once everyone is awake, I will talk to our hosts about finding a source of fresh water.”

“I’ve got an idea. How about we start acting like Romulans?” Remax said snidely.

“I’m sure I can’t wait to hear how this will be accomplished.”

Remax shook his head in disgust. “Don’t they teach you anything about the basics of D and T anymore. Time was when even the lowest recruit was a master of Deceit and Treachery.”

“There is a time and a place for everything, Sub- Commander.”

“Human platitudes. Every time is the time for D and T. We need to get one of our so-called hosts away from the others. Once it shows us where food and water can be obtained, we will kill it, then return and kill the others before they know what has happened. Only then can we be assured of our own survival.”

“You live in a dark place, Remax,” Vioxx replied. “Prefftle and his family have been kind and generous to us, which is far more that you’d be to them if they crashed on our world.”

“Do you have a point?”

“I think they’ll help us willingly. There’s no need to kill them.”

“If you start acting any more like a human, the points on your ears are going to shrink away to nothing,” Remax said, turning on his heel and storming toward the cave exit as he pulled the scanner out of his coat.

“Where are you going?”

“To ask your bulbous friends where the damn water is,” Remax shot back.

Vioxx looked over at the rock near where he’d slept. The group’s lone disruptor was still there. “Permission granted,” he said as Remax grabbed the empty canteen out of the rations kit.

“I didn’t ask,” Remax replied, heading out of the cave into the morning sun.



Remax returned a scant three minutes later minus the canteen and his left arm. He was doing a hell of a lot of screaming, though.



“Well?” Captain Bain asked expectantly, turning toward the science console as the Anomaly orbited the fourth planet.

“No sign of them yet,” Dr. Kasyov replied.

“But they did crash onto this planet, right? It’ll be something of an embarrassment if we’ve gone to the wrong place.”

“Wait. I’ve got something,” Kasyov said. “I think it’s the shuttle. I’d say they crashed.”

“Lifesigns?”

“None…but I’m not reading much in the way of organic material inside the wreckage either. They either survived and left the site, or their corpses were thrown clear to rot in the surrounding underbrush.”

“They’re rotting?” Commander Prosak asked, emerging from her quarters onto the bridge.

“Hopefully not,” Bain said. “You and Tovar go down and have a look about. We’ll have Doctor Nooney on standby in case you find anyone still alive.”

Prosak nodded and entered the turbolift with Lieutenant Commander Tovar.



“By Jenichai, your arm is GONE!” Nortal exclaimed upon seeing Remax stumble back into the cave.

Through the searing pain overwhelming his body, Remax managed to shoot the tactical officer a vicious glare just before he collapsed to the cave floor.

Vioxx scooped up the medkit and rushed to Remax. Finding a hypospray inside, he loaded all of the painkiller they had available and injected it into the scientist.

Remax’s body relaxed as the chemicals raced through his bloodstream while Vioxx put the largest bandage he could find onto the patch where Remax’s left arm had once been, stanching the flow of blood.

“What happened?” Vioxx asked.

“Breakfast.”

“You got hurt trying to get breakfast?”

“No, you moron, they tried to eat me for breakfast!”

“They who?”

“Our ‘friends,’” Remax shot back. “I knew we should have killed them.”

“But why? They seemed so helpful?” Engineer Selex said confused. “Did we offend them in some way?”

“I now see their sinister plan,” Nortal said, holding up a piece of fruit. “They were fattening us up for the slaughter.”

“For once I agree with her,” Remax said.

“Helllooooo?” Prefftle called into the cave, his voice emanating from the scanner stuffed in the pocket of Remax’s jacket. “We’re really sorry about what just happened, but I think there’s been some sort of misunderstanding. Would you all like to come out and discuss it?”

“We’ll crush your scorched unworthy bones under our boots!” Remax shouted back.

“Oooooh. Good one,” Nortal said.



The shuttle had actually remained relatively intact despite the crash, which seemed to eliminate the “bodies thrown from the site” theory. With his wrist phaser extended, Tovar examined the nearby ground for some clue as to whether the Romulan crew left on their own or whether they were carried off by persons or things unknown.

“I cannot say that there is much to recommend this planet,” Commander Prosak commented, scanning the area with her quadcorder. She looked out off of the edge of the plateau at the valley below. “I suppose this particular spot could be considered scenic. Perhaps for a picnic. How are you and Lieutenant Torgerson?”

Tovar choked suddenly. “Excuse me?” he asked, standing up from the trail of matted grass he was following.

“The rumor on board was that you and the lieutenant were experiencing difficulties in your relationship. I was just attempting to get to the truth of the matter.”

“And it’s your business because?”

“I’ve obviously offended you. I apologize,” Prosak replied quickly, looking away.

“I’m just not used to having my personal life be a source of interest among the crew.”

“I find that hard to believe. Your personal affairs have had a great impact upon us in the past. We went to great lengths to help you when your Interloping past life took over, and I even went so far as to meld with you, something that I have rarely done with anyone.”

“I’m sorry my presence on board has been such an inconvenience to you,” Tovar replied coldly.

“That…was not what I meant,” Prosak said. “We have served together for a good deal of time now, and I have grown interested in you.” Tovar looked at her quizzically. “In your well-being,” Prosak corrected quickly.

“I see. Then, in response to your question, Lieutenant Torgerson and I are fine,” Tovar replied flatly. “There is little to report.”

“Bain to Prosak,” Prosak’s commpip barked suddenly.

“Go ahead, Captain,” Prosak replied.

“What’s going on down there? Do we have Rommies or not?”

“Other than myself, no. We are continuing our search.”



“Very well,” Bain said, rising from his command chair and beginning to pace the bridge. “We’ll do what we can from here. Anomaly out.”

“I’ve widened my scan radius,” Dr. Kasyov said. “I’m still not detecting Romulan life signs.”

“Where the devil are they?”

“I don’t know. I can’t imagine that they made it any farther than this on foot.”

“What about a cave?”

“I thought about that,” Kasyov replied. “But our scans are having trouble penetrating very far into the plateau where the shuttle crashed. For all I know the Romulans are in there, but there’s no way for me to tell for sure unless…now that’s funny.”

“What?” Bain asked, leaning down beside Kasyov and trying to make sense out of the results being displayed on the various monitors of the science station.

“These creatures,” Kasyov said, pointing at a small grouping of signals clumped together. “They’re very intent on this cliff-face for some reason.”

“The Roms?”

“I can’t say for sure, but I am picking up traces of copper splattered on the ground. It could be copper-based blood.”

“Then it could be that these alien hounds have our Romulan quarry treed…or caved in this case,” Bain said, clapping his hands together. “I’m going down there.”

“Sir, I know this isn’t my job, but I don’t think Prosak would want you beaming into that kind of situation.”

“She and Tovar will be there with me,” Bain said, heading toward the turbolift. “Bain to Arroyo. Get to the bridge and take the conn. Bain out.” He smiled at Kasyov. “We’ll be back before you know it.”



“You just had to suggest the cave, didn’t you?” Groop whined, kicking her brother.

“They would have found it anyway!” Kudool shouted back as they stood outside of the cave where the Romulans were hiding.

“Calm down, children,” Boolit said, peering as best she could into the narrow cave entrance. “They have to come out eventually.”

“Your mother is right,” Prefftle added. He raised he head up to the cave entrance. “Mister Vioxx? Helloooo? Could you come here for a moment?”



“How stupid do they think we are?” Vioxx said as Prefftle’s words echoed around the cave.

“Stupid enough to get ourselves trapped in a cave with no exit except into their mouths,” Remax said.

“We must fight our way through these beasts,” Nortal said.

“With some additional supplies, I could possibly construct an explosive for you, Commander,” Selex offered. “But I’m afraid this one disrupter is all I have to give to your efforts.”

“It will have to be enough,” Vioxx replied, raising the weapon and moving cautiously toward the cave entrance. The cavern narrowed at the opening, forming a small rock corridor that he would have to enter if he was to have any hope of hitting the creatures outside.

The rock corridor was calm and quiet as he slipped into it. No sounds seemed to be entering from the outside, either. In fact, he had a clear view of the tree line beyond. The creatures must have given up and gone off to find something less troublesome to eat for…

A giant clawed appendage suddenly zipped in from the outside and latched onto him in a flash, yanking Vioxx out of the cave and toward certain death.



“Good lord! If we don’t do something, that poor bastard is facing certain death!” Captain Bain exclaimed as he, Tovar, and Prosak crouched in the woods just outside of the creatures’ clearing. “Good thing we brought the rifles,” he added, aiming his compression phaser rifle carefully.

“Indeed,” Tovar replied, barely able to contain a grin. He rarely got to pull out the big guns, so this was a treat.

“I still think you should be on the ship, sir,” Prosak said.

“Nonsense. This sort of thing is right up my alley. Now ready…aim…FIRE!”



Vioxx was certainly a squirmer. Prefflte was tempted just to bite his head off and be done with it, but he so hated to start with dessert. At least Boolit had stepped on that strange object he’d used to harm Prefftle the day before.

Wait. What was that shouting noise?

Prefftle turned toward the forest just as three beams of energy seared toward his position. His head incinerated an instant later, much to the surprise and alarm of the remaining members of his family.

“Daddy!” Groop and Kudool cried, quickly getting a fix on the source of the attack.

“We’ll get another daddy, children,” Boolit said calmly. “Now go see what that was.”

“Yes, mommy.” The two children put their heads down and charged the group of Starfleet officers.



“Bloody hell! Those things can move!” Bain said, getting to his feet as the creatures closed in alarmingly quickly. “You two get the Roms. I’ll see to these blighters.”

Bain ran into the clearing, moving diagonally away from the creatures, which quickly changed their course to intercept him. The Captain had kept in shape over the years, but he quickly realized that he wasn’t going to be able to outrun the two angry monsters chasing him down. Evidently, they took a threat to their survival quite seriously.

He fired behind himself as best he could, but aiming a rifle one-handed while running the other direction just wasn’t the easiest task in the world. His best shot managed to nick the muscular side of one of the beasts but did little to slow it down.



Tovar and Prosak, meanwhile, waited until Bain had drawn the two charging creatures away, then ran out into the clearing, firing wildly at the creature pinning down one of the Romulans. In a move of surprising dexterity, the creature dodged the blasts headed straight for it, then ran for cover in the forest.

“Oh no you don’t,” Tovar muttered, increasing his speed until he’d almost caught up with his fleeing quarry. Suddenly, the creature spun around, catching Tovar off-guard as he was swatted by a massive leg and knocked back several feet before he hit the dirt with a thud, his weapon flying from his hand in the process.

“Tovar!” Prosak cried, rushing toward him as she sent cover fire hurtling toward the attacking creature. The creature avoided the blasts, stomping on Tovar’s rifle in the process. Prosak scored several hits, leaving scorch marks on the creature’s hide and causing it to bellow in anger and pain.

Prosak reached Tovar, who was struggling to get to his feet, and grabbed his arm, yanking him toward the cliff-face near where the Romulan lay dazed from his near-death experience.

“Can you walk?” Prosak asked, looking down at the Romulan.

The Romulan gazed up at her, his face filled with confusion. “You’re…Starfleet?”

“Yes. Commander Prosak,” Prosak said.

“Vioxx,” Commander Vioxx replied as Prosak and Tovar helped him stand. “Commander Vioxx of the Tyvek.” He spotted Bain running from two of the creatures. “Shouldn’t you help him?”

“Captain Bain will let us know if he needs us, which I doubt he will,” Tovar said. “Besides we have our own problems,” he added, pointing at the creature who’d stomped on his rifle and who was now staring the trio down.

“Is it going to charge us?” Prosak asked.

“Possibly,” Vioxx said. “They seemed so nice when we first met them, though. They gave us food and a place to sleep.”

Prosak’s eyes widened in alarm. “What do you mean ‘gave you’?”

“Just what it sounds like. Prefftle and his family were very kind at first, but it was all lies. Remax was right. They just wanted to eat us.”

“You talked to them?” Tovar asked.

“Unfortunately. Prefftle was good at appearing sincere…at least until you blew his head off.”

“This is an…unpleasant turn of events,” Prosak said, trying to hold her RommaVulc control. “Please retrieve your translation matrix quickly.”

Vioxx’s eyes narrowed. “Wait. Are you Vulcan?”

“No. I am Romulan, just like yourself.”

“No Romulan I know talks like…you’re a RommaVulc!” he said, not hiding his distaste for the word.

“Yes, but this is hardly the time to discuss the matter. We need that translator.”

“I don’t think it will help. Boolit’s just had her husband slaughtered and her kids attacked. I wouldn’t be in the mood to talk,” Vioxx said.

“Even so,” Prosak said, “we must attempt to make contact before her children are…”

“Too late,” Tovar said, pointing at Bain.

“Get the translator,” Prosak said. “Now.”

“Not a very good RommaVulc are you?” Vioxx said.

“NOW!”



Firing accurately on the run may have been a problem, but Bain could still change the phaser rifle’s settings on the go. A couple of taps, and he’d set the device to overload. He waited for a few seconds, quickly estimating the running speed of the creatures chasing him as the hum began to build.

“That’s right, old girl. Build up that power,” Bain said, kissing the rifle stock briefly, then tossing it to the ground behind him. The creatures chasing him were so intent on catching Bain that they didn’t notice the object tossed in their path until they were directly over it and…

BLAAAAM!

The compression phaser rifle exploded violently, releasing a blast of energy that instantly vaporized half of both creatures’ bodies and left the rest charred, smoking piles of flesh.

“RROOOOOOAAAAAAAXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX!” the lone remaining beast roared upon seeing its fellows killed. It turned its attention fully to Bain, leaving Prosak, Tovar, and the Romulan they’d rescued to see to the other Romulans.

Bain stared down the monster as he extended his wrist phaser. The weapon wouldn’t be much against a creature of its size and power, but Bain had been in worse scrapes and come out all right.

His commpip suddenly chirped.

“Bloody inconvenient time,” he muttered.

The pip chirped again just as he noticed Prosak and Tovar gesturing emphatically at their collars while the other Romulan scrambled up into a cave in the cliff-face.

“Blast,” Bain said, pinching his commpip. “Prosak, this is something of a bad time.”

“They’re sentient.”

“What?”

“These creatures are sentient. The Romulans have a translation matrix that Commander Vioxx is retrieving as we speak.”

The last creature began its charge.

“Somehow I don’t think it wants to talk,” Bain said, raising his wrist to fire. He got off several shots, which the creature shrugged off in its ire as it loomed closer and closer.

“The Romulan commander shares your opinion, but we should at least try.”

“Oh all right,” Bain snapped, then closed then channel.

He stood his ground as the creature approached, then, at the final moment, dove to the dirt, rolling onto his back as the creature ran over him. He fired repeatedly, sending blast after blast into the creature’s soft underbelly. It screamed, charging onward to get away from the attack.

Bain took the opportunity to scramble to his feet and race toward his officers, who were just being joined by the returning Commander Vioxx who was holding the scanner containing the translation matrix. Bain raced by, snatching the scanner from Vioxx’s hand.

“What’s its name?” he shouted as he ran away.

“Boolit!” Vioxx called.

“Right. Got it,” Bain replied as he headed back toward the rampaging creature.

“Er…greetings, Boolit. I’m dreadfully sorry about all the fuss. It seems we’ve had a bit of confusion here,” Bain said. “I’d like to clear it up before you…er…anyone else ends up dead.”

“You killed them all!” Boolit shouted back. “Do you have any idea what trouble it is to find a secure family in this region?”

“I’m afraid I don’t,” Bain replied, still running since Boolit was showing no signs of giving up the whole revenge idea. “But I’m sure a fine specimen like yourself will come out all right.”

“But you killed them!”

“To be fair about this, you were about to kill that pointy- eared chap over there.”

“What else would we do with him?” Boolit asked confused. “He and his companions were just begging to be eaten.”

“I sincerely doubt that.”

“Look at him…and you…with those fleshy bodies and oh-so- inviting heads. What a treat!”

“I think not,” Bain said firmly.

“Come on. Just stand still for a moment.”

“If you so much as breathe on me, you’ll find yourself with the worst case of indigestion anyone in this sector has ever experienced.”

“I’ll take that chance,” Boolit said, putting on a burst of speed and catching up to Bain in a few bounds. Bain narrowly dodged Boolit’s snapping jaws by jumping up and grabbing onto the rim of one of the creature’s massive nostrils.

“Get down from there!” Boolit cried, trying to latch onto Bain with her tongue. Bain aimed his wrist phaser down and fired, searing off more than few taste buds.

“HEY!” Boolit screamed.

Bain quickly reached up and pinched his commpip. “Bain to Tovar.”

“Standing by, sir.”

“Good lad,” Bain said. “The diplomatic approach doesn’t seem to be working.”

“I hadn’t noticed,” Tovar replied.

Bain laughed. “Good show, my boy. But, if you have a moment, could you see about dropping this pesky beast.”

“Of course,” Tovar replied.

A split-second later, a phaser rifle blast screamed toward Bain’s position, slamming into the back of Boolit’s head. Boolit staggered, but quickly recovered. Another shot hit. Then another…and another.

Boolit’s eyes rolled up into her head then, at long last, she collapsed to the ground. “Smartly done,” Bain said, climbing to his feet as Tovar rushed over after tossing Prosak’s phaser rifle back to her.

“I took the liberty of using heavy stun,” Tovar said.

“Right. Right. Good idea. Now then, let’s see to our reason for being here,” Bain said, brushing himself off before walking over to Commander Vioxx. “Captain Reginald Bain, USS Anomaly,” Bain said, extending his hand to the Romulan. “We’re here to take you and your crew home.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Captain, but we’re exceptionally grateful to see you,” Vioxx replied, shaking Bain’s hand. “I’ll just go get my officers,”

“Capital idea,” Bain said somewhat confused as Vioxx headed back into the cave. Once Vioxx was gone, Bain turned to Commander Prosak. “How could I take that the wrong way?”

“By assuming that an officer of the Romulan Empire actually needed your help.”

“Ah,” Bain said, clearly not happy with the explanation.

“Well this should be a joyous trip back,” Tovar remarked.



An hour later, Boolit awoke in a daze. Slowly, the memories of what had happened to her family and her encounter with the surprisingly-dangerous bipeds oozed back into her conscious mind. When she caught up with those pesky…

She opened her eyes and, when her vision cleared, found herself looking up at the most gorgeous face she had ever seen. His features were so…round and wonderfully bulbous with deep black eyes that she could practically swim in.

“Hey, sexy,” he said, nuzzling her side. “What’s a good lookin’ urgunup like you doin’ all alone out here?”

“It’s been a long day,” Boolit replied, getting to her four feet.

“I hear ya. So…wanna mate?”

Boolit giggled. “But it isn’t the mating time.”

“I won’t tell if you won’t.”

“Um…okay.”

And Boolit strolled away to start her new life.



Chapter Nine



One thing had quickly become apparent as Commander Vioxx walked with Captain Bain through the Anomaly’s pristine corridors then into a turbolift. The man just did not ever stop talking.

“Bad luck about those round blighters back on the surface,” Bain was currently saying as the turbolift made its way toward the Anomaly’s bridge. “I wouldn’t have known they were sentient either.”

“We did know,” Vioxx said. “And their so-called sentience didn’t stop them from trying to eat us.”

“Quite right,” Bain said. “I won’t lose any sleep over them, that you can be sure of. Even so, Starfleet’s not going to look so kindly on the whole bloody affair.”

“Then don’t tell them. I do it all the time,” Vioxx said. Of course, somehow the Romulan High Command usually found out anyway. They tended to notice things like the destabilization of an entire star cluster, which is probably the reason the Tyvek had been banished out to this region in the first place.

“Falsify my log?” Bain said thoughtfully. “Hmmm…no. Couldn’t do it. In all my years of service, I’ve never stooped to such a tactic. If it comes to an inquest, I’ll stand tall, speak firmly, and tell anyone who wants to know that I blew those nasty blighters up, and I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

“Good for you,” Vioxx muttered as the turbolift slowed to a halt and opened revealing the Anomaly’s wedge-shaped bridge. Vioxx couldn’t move for a moment. It was all so shiny. And clean. And it all probably worked.

Bain exchanged a few words with the young human male in the command chair, ordering him to remain in command while Bain took Vioxx back to the Captain’s Lounge.

“You have my permission to enter the bridge, Commander,” Bain said, waiting outside of the lift. “I appreciate your courtesy, though. Quite refreshing, actually.”

“Uh huh,” Vioxx said, walking forward not even sure what Bain had just been babbling about. The Romulan almost felt bad about stepping onto the bridge carpet in his rumpled and dirty condition.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

Vioxx leapt five feet as a piercing squeal filled the air from behind him.

“Stand down, Lieutenant Brazzell,” Bain ordered as the officer manning the tac-ops console at the rear of the bridge scrambled for the disinfecting sprays on his ever-present supply belt.

“But he’s so FILTHY! And the carpet. ACK! The turbolift. Did you touch the walls?” Brazzell demanded.

“His whole species is like this,” Bain whispered to Vioxx. “We have to put up with it. Cultural sensitivity and all.”

“Which is why our ships are crewed solely by Romulans,” Vioxx replied.

“Damned elitist of you,” Bain replied. “Not that it’s my place to judge.”

“But you…”

“Right. Let’s get to this. Status, Mister Arroyo.”

The young human officer in the command chair spun to face them. “Unchanged. Doctor Kasyov decided she was bored and returned to Science Lab Four, but we’re maintaining a sensor lock on the Romulan vessel.”

“My ship?” Vioxx asked. “But I assumed the entity…”

“What entity?” Bain asked.

Vioxx frowned. Had the humans not been informed about the energy being? Surely the High Command knew, since they sent a rescue ship. Best not to say anymore until he’d read the orders Captain Bain said the High Command had sent along for him.

“I meant engines,” Vioxx said. “We assumed the ship would be destroyed.”

“That’s what we were told as well, but your ship is out there. The storm did a number on her, though. I’ve been through some wild ones in my years, but I’ve never seen that kind of scorching on a hull outside of a firefight.”

So a storm was evidently the cover story chosen by Command. Good to know. “It was terrible,” Vioxx replied. Replace the storm with the unknown energy entity, and he’d be telling the truth. “You said you had orders for me?”

“Right right. Come with me,” Bain said, leading Vioxx to a door at the rear of the bridge’s starboard side then down a corridor to a wood-paneled room complete with leather chairs, a large wooden desk, bookcases, and a large painting over a faux fireplace.

“Make yourself comfortable,” Bain said, gesturing to a chair opposite his desk as he opened a small cabinet in one of the bookcases revealing various bottles and glasses. “I’m out of Romulan ale.”

“I never liked the stuff anyway,” Vioxx replied.

“I like you already. Here,” Bain said, handing Vioxx a glass of freshly-poured brandy. “And don’t worry; it’s not replicated.” After closing up the mini-bar, Bain headed to his desk and turned the small desk console toward Vioxx. “Computer, access Commander Vioxx’s orders please.”

“Authentication required,” the computer replied.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Bain said to Vioxx as he headed toward the door. “We’ll wait to board the Tyvek until we hear what tune your superiors want us to dance to.” Bain exited, leaving Vioxx alone with his console.

Now why would the High Command want them to dance?



“Oh dear, oh dear, OH DEAR!” Dr. Fred Nooney exclaimed as he walked around the biobed in sickbay, peering at Sub-Commander Remax from various angles. “This is QUITE the boo boo.”

“What is this?” Remax demanded, glaring at Commander Prosak, who’d been saddled with the joyous task of escorting the Romulans to sickbay to be looked over. “Some kind of Starfleet ploy to murder me by malpractice.”

“I assure you that, despite his unusual style, Doctor Nooney is fully competent.”

“And if you’re good, I’ll give you a candy when we’re done,” Nooney said brightly. He slowly peeled back the bandage covering where Remax’s arm had once been and was immediately met by a stream of green blood.

“OOOOOH! There’s a squirter!” Nooney cried, quickly stopping the flood with a wave of his arterial sealer. “Now let me go get our prosthetics catalog, so you can look through our selection of synthetic replacement limbs.”

Nooney scampered off to his office, leaving Prosak and Remax alone in the surgical area. Prosak noted that the elder Romulan was eying her suspiciously. The logical action would be to ignore it.

“You’re her, aren’t you?” Remax said after a few moments.

“That would depend on which specific her you are referring to; however, I am indeed a she in the general sense.”

“You’re Starfleet’s Romulan.”

“Last I knew, they had not acquired ownership of me,” Prosak replied placidly.

“Oh no. You’re a RommaVulc too,” Remax said.

“Why is everyone so surprised by this? There are thousands of us on Romulus. Followers of the Vulcan logical disciplines are not rare.”

“That doesn’t mean I have to like them. So why are you here? Did Starfleet just send you along to make us Romulans feel more comfortable?”

“On the contrary, I have been the first officer of this vessel for a number of years now. We are here to rescue you, something for which I would have thought you would be grateful.”

“Get me back to my own people. Then I’ll be grateful…and away from you and your Starfleet friends.”

“Has our alliance with the Federation been completely lost on you?”

Remax scowled. “I just keep hoping that if I ignore it enough, it will go away.”

“Ta daa!” Dr. Nooney exclaimed, leaping back into the room with a small holopadd. He activated it, projecting a 3D arm into the air. “What about this one?”

“Too bulky,” Remax said.

“We have dozens more. And I’m a wiz at matching skin tones!”

“I’ll look for myself,” Remax said, extending his remaining hand to reach for the holopadd. “And I’d like some privacy.”

“But of course!” Nooney said. “Picking a new limb is a big decision. I’ll just be in the main exam area seeing to your friends if you need me.” He latched onto Prosak’s arm and dragged her toward the door. “Come on, Commander!”

Nooney let go as soon as they’d returned to the main portion of sickbay, where Centurion Nortal, Engineer Selex, and Sub-Lieutenant Zantak waited impatiently on the biobeds to be released from the doctor’s care. Of course, part of their impatience may have been due to Nooney’s Andorian nurse, Ih’vik, who was lining up various invasive-looking medical implements on a small cart all while keeping a piercing eye on the Romulans.

“And how are all my other little patients?” Nooney asked, bounding into the room.

“I believe this blue demon means us harm,” Nortal said. “Back, foul beast, or face my fury!”

Ih’vik immediately started laughing with such intensity that she collapsed to the deck unable to stop. “Fury,” she gasped between guffaws. “Fury!”

“I am being mocked,” Nortal said unhappily.

“You still have my deepest respect, Centurion,” Selex said. Zantak, meanwhile, grunted non-committally.

“Okay then,” Nooney said, picking up his mediscanner. “Let’s see who’s got what?” He scanned Nortal first, gazing intently at his scan readouts. “Hmmm. Um hmmm. Hmmm. Ahhh. Well…okey-dokey then! You’re just peachy!”

“My power knows no bounds,” Nortal replied sagely.

“Isn’t that nice?” Nooney said, moving over to Selex. He scanned the engineer briefly, running through the same gamut of noises before proclaiming Selex to be “Okey-dokey.”

Finally, Nooney reached Zantak and began his scans. He hadn’t gotten very far before he let out a huge gasp.

“Is there a problem, Doctor?” Commander Prosak asked, approaching the biobed where the Romulan helm officer sat silently.

“This poor thing has been through complete and utter heck,” Nooney said. “The last time I saw anything like this was after Ensign Loto got zapped by that plasma conduit. She’s experienced a total disruption of her body’s natural electrical impulses.”

He looked at Zantak sympathetically. “Now you tell the doctor what happened to you?” He ran a finger along the dark handprint on Zantak’s face. “And how you got this?”

Zantak thought for a moment, then opened her mouth to speak.

“Bain to sickbay,” the comm system barked suddenly.

“Go ahead, Captain,” Commander Prosak said.

“Commander Vioxx has requested that his crew join him in the Captain’s Lounge to review their orders. Presumably once they’ve done that, they’ll fill us in.”

“But, Captain,” Dr. Nooney protested. “I have one patient with electrical damage and another who’s about to pick out a brand-spanking new arm!”

“You can have them back as soon as the briefing is done, Doctor,” Captain Bain replied. “Bain out.”

“Oh fiddlesticks!” Nooney said annoyed as he turned his attention back to Zantak. “I have to say goodbye now, but you get your little Romulan self back down here lickety-split once your meeting is done. Understand me?”

Zantak nodded hesitantly, then, as soon as Prosak had retrieved Sub-Commander Remax, quickly rushed out the door of sickbay with the other Romulans.

“Ih’vik, prepare my instruments,” Nooney said once the group had gone. “I’ll be giving that girl a special THOROUGH exam when she comes back.”



Chapter Ten



Commander Vioxx looked around the Captain’s Lounge at the solemn faces of his crew as they absorbed the information he had presented to them. Unless they were able to do something, the energy entity that had decimated the Tyvek would rip right through the Romulan Empire in less than two weeks with enough destructive size and force to annihilate everything in its path, including the Romulan fleet, should it try to stand in the way.

On top of that, the Federation knew nothing about it. The Romulan High Command had given strict orders that secrecy was to be maintained. The last thing they wanted was for the Federation to send an entire battle-group into their space or, should the entity be somehow captured, for the Federation to benefit from a scientific discoveries made about the entity. Just because the Romulans were in an alliance with the Federation didn’t mean that they had any intention of showing all of their cards.

“We’re going to have to take control of the ship,” Sub-Commander Remax commented finally.

“I don’t think so,” Vioxx replied. “We’re to do everything we can to maintain the alliance…short of telling the truth about the situation.”

“Well, obviously we won’t tell the truth,” Remax said. “But I don’t see how we’re supposed to act while Starfleet’s running the ship.”

“I’m sorry,” Vioxx replied. “I must have misunderstood you. Evidently you already have a plan detailing how to deal with this thing that practically destroyed us the last time. Do tell.”

Remax just glowered back.

“Well?” Vioxx said. Remax didn’t reply. “Then I guess we’ll go with my idea, which is to let Starfleet do the work. We can’t tell them directly what’s happening, but we can tell Bain which course to follow. Once we catch up with the entity…”

“It will quake under our might assault!” Nortal exclaimed, rising from her seat triumphantly.

“We can only hope,” Vioxx said. “I’m going to give Bain our new course and speed. With any luck, the Anomaly crew will be able to neutralize the entity without us having to acknowledge that we know anything. Just in case, though, I want us to pool our knowledge from our first encounter and try to come up with a contingency plan.”

“What about the Tyvek?” Selex asked. “The entity completely drained the singularity, which I didn’t think was possible, Commander. In the future, I will be sure guard our ship’s power source more thoroughly.”

“I don’t think it would have helped in this case. But to answer your question, we’re not returning to it. But it will head back to the Empire.”

“How…”

“That’s what I need to discuss with Captain Bain.”



“Bloody peculiar,” Bain said unhappily, brow furrowed as he sat in his command chair on the bridge mulling over Commander Vioxx’s request.

“But I assume it won’t be a problem,” Vioxx replied, standing in front of Bain while the rest of the Tyvek’s surviving crew (sans Remax who, in a hurry to get his new arm, had been escorted back to sickbay) waited at the rear of the bridge.

“No,” Bain said. “Bloody peculiar, though. I would have thought you lot would be anxious to get your ship up and running again.”

“We couldn’t do that without another quantum singularity,” Engineer Selex said, drawing an angry glare from Vioxx.

“The storm destroyed your singularity?” Commander Prosak, who had placed herself in her usual position standing just behind Bain, asked confused. “I didn’t think that was possible.”

“None of this is relevant to my orders,” Vioxx said, trying to steer the conversation back to the matter at hand, which he couldn’t really mention directly. Deceit could be a hell of a lot of work sometimes.

Prosak hadn’t quite finished, though. “You do realize that even if nothing interferes with the Tyvek’s course, it’s going to take centuries to return to Romulan space after we give it a starting push.”

“My people may retrieve it sooner than that,” Vioxx said impatiently.

“They’re my people, too,” Prosak said.

“Could we please get this moving now, Captain?” Vioxx said, making a point of not even looking at Prosak.

Bain exchanged glance with his First Officer, who simply shrugged. “Right right,” Bain said. “Mister Brazzell, lock tractors on the Tyvek and let’s give it a good shove toward the Romulan Empire. Once that’s done, send us that way ourselves, Mister Arroyo.”

“Course plotted for Romulus, sir,” Arroyo replied.

“Actually, we need to take a slightly different course,” Vioxx said, approaching the helm. “Take us to heading 178 mark 6.”

Arroyo looked to Bain for confirmation. The captain nodded; although, he didn’t seem too thrilled with someone else giving his officers orders.

“Thank you, Captain,” Vioxx said. “We’ll be rendezvousing with a warhawk along this course once we re-enter Romulan space.” It was all a lie, but Vioxx was fairly sure it wouldn’t matter as soon as they encountered the entity, which was the only thing actually on this heading.

“Our pleasure,” Bain replied, settling into his seat as Vioxx looked around the bridge searchingly.

“Don’t you have any more chairs?”



Over his years in Starfleet, Lieutenant Commander Tovar had discovered that there was an art to walking through starship corridors. If you were the sort of person to smile and greet everyone you saw, chances were that you would never reach your destination simply due to the sheer number of people you would find yourself in conversation with. Fortunately, most other people on a starship also had professional obligations that they were generally heading toward, which tended to keep these conversations brief. But even five “brief” conversations could severely impede Tovar’s progress.

On the other hand, wearing a continual scowl or staring at the deck while walking tended to get one a reputation for being anti-social, which was not Tovar’s intention at all. If anything, he wished to be more social, but only on his terms. His relationship with Lieutenant Torgerson had blossomed out of one of his efforts. He’d bumped into her when she was moving equipment back onto the ship following their repairs after their time in the Andromeda galaxy and asked her out. This led to dinner, which led to more dinners, which led to more than dinner, which led to a full-blown relationship.

Of course, his relationship with Torgerson had nothing to do with his methodology for walking through corridors. In that arena, Tovar had developed a very simple strategy: keep moving. He walked through the corridors of the Anomaly at all times at a brisk pace, making sure to always appear as though he was on his way somewhere important. He would give a courteous head nod, smile, and hello to people he passed, but at no time did he alter his pace. It was an approach that had worked admirably in the past.

“For god’s sake, would you slow down a minute!”

Until now…

Tovar turned on his heel to see Lieutenant Marsden practically jogging to catch up with him. “You’re in a big hurry. Did somebody throw a red alert and forget to tell me?” she asked.

“I’m on my way to the bridge,” Tover replied. “We’ll be returning to Romulan space soon, and I would like to be on duty in case we run into anything…unexpected.”

“My aren’t you the trusting soul,” Marsden said with a laugh.

“I would think you, of all people, would agree with me considering your last Romulan experience.”

“I was stabbed by a clone made by A Romulan. Not all of them.”

“Even so,” Tovar said.

Marsden paused for a moment, her hands seeming to fidget of their own accord. “Look, I know you’re in a hurry, but I heard about what happened on the planet with those things, and I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Completely unharmed,” Tovar said, softening instantly. “But thank you for asking. I appreciate that you care.”

“Of course I do,” Marsden said with a grin, squeezing his upper arm. “I need you around next time my life’s in danger.”

“I wouldn’t miss it.”

“You’d better not,” Marsden said, mock-threateningly as she moved off down the corridor. “I’ll see you later.”

“Yes,” Tovar said simply, resuming his course toward the turbolift, his mind considering the conversation all the while. Well, considering wasn’t quite the word for it. Tovar found himself focusing on Shelly Marsden’s smile and that arm squeeze. Marsden was a highly-skilled professional and a brilliant engineer. Tovar certainly admired her work on the anti-singularity drive even without the Interloping life-force’s science acumen as a part of his consciousness.

Additionally, Marsden was level-headed in a crisis, resourceful, and she also had a sense of fun that was undeniably attractive. Perhaps he could convince her to take him into her golf holopod program. Tovar didn’t know the first thing about golf, but he was positive he’d have a good time learning.

“You in there?”

Tovar jolted back to alertness mere moments before he would have walked headlong into Lieutenant Torgerson.

“Hello,” he said quickly, genuinely surprised to see her. “I’m sorry I didn’t see you. I was…thinking.”

“As usual,” Torgerson replied with a half-chuckle. “I said ‘Hi’ three times before you snapped out of it. Busy day?”

“I don’t know yet,” Tovar said. “But with the Romulans, you never know.”

“My aren’t you the trusting soul,” Torgerson said sarcastically.

“You aren’t the first to say so.”

“Well, try and get all of your deep pondering out of the way before dinner tonight. I’ve got this weird thing where I like the people I eat with to talk back to me,” she replied with a warm grin.

“I promise you’ll have my full attention,” Tovar said, returning the smile.

“Now you’re pushing it. Ninety percent I’d believe. No more.”.

“You’re possibly right.”

“Okay. Get along to wherever you were headed. And try to at least watch where you’re walking. Deep thoughts can lead to great pain when one does not watch where one is headed.”

“Very wise.”

“Yeah. I’m thinking of opening up a guru business on the side. It sounds like a good deal. Sit around, dispense kernels of wisdom, inspire devotion in my followers. I like it.”

Tovar laughed. “And you would have the best dressed sage award all wrapped up.”

“You know it.” Torgerson planted a quick kiss on Tovar’s lips. “See you later. Have a good day.”

“I shall try. And I hope you have a pleasant day as well.”

“Unless we get attacked, I probably will.”

“I’ll see what I can do to prevent that from happening,” Tovar replied as the couple headed their separate ways.



The next few hours were quiet on the bridge as the Anomaly sped back toward Romulan space. Commander Vioxx had commandeered a chair out of Commander Prosak’s quarters and had taken up a position to Bain’s right while Prosak stood behind Bain as usual, shooting rather un-RommaVulc dirty looks at the back of Vioxx’s head. Sub-Commander Remax, who was out of sickbay against Dr. Nooney’s recommendations but with a new, top-of-the-line prosthetic arm completely with life-like syntheskin, hovered behind the science console watching the readouts. At first, he’d been able to sit at the console itself, but Ensign Arroyo, who was fairly positive that Dr. Kasyov wouldn’t be thrilled with that idea, had sent Kasyov a quick text message informing her of the unauthorized guest at her station.

Kasyov quickly returned to the bridge to man her console, unaware that she was doing exactly what the Romulans wanted her to do. Of course, even if she’d known the Romulans wanted her there, she wouldn’t have known why until…

Bleep!

It was an odd bleep, not at all the sort of bleep Dr. Kasyov had become accustomed to hearing from her sensors. The bleep was not alone, though. It was accompanied by a large spike in the energy readings on the long range sensors. Something was ahead of them.

Something powerful.

“Captain, I’m picking up something on long range scanners,” Dr. Kasyov reported.

“What sort of something?” Bain asked, not noticing the glance Commander Vioxx and Sub-Commander Remax exchanged.

“I can’t tell at this distance. All long range scanners are picking up are the energy emissions from it. They’re immense.”

“Where is it?”

“Directly ahead of us.”

“Directly?” Bain asked intrigued.

“Yes. And it’s moving toward Romulan space on our exact heading.”

Bain shot a look at Vioxx, whose face had gone inscrutable. “Does any of this sound familiar, Commander?” he asked.

“The information is very vague,” Vioxx replied. “I won’t know if its familiar until we get closer.”

“Surely your vaunted Starfleet sensors can do better than big energy thing,” Remax said, leaning in closer to Kasyov.

“Whatever it is, we’re going to intercept it in about twenty minutes,” Arroyo reported as he checked the readout on his helm console.

“Plot a course around it, Mister Arroyo,” Bain said. “We’ll take some readings as we swing by. No sense in delaying our guests.”

“We wouldn’t mind,” Vioxx said quickly. “Besides, aren’t you supposed to be big on the science and exploration business?”

“Always found it a bit dry, to be honest,” Bain said. “I’m more of the scrapes and adventure sort.”

“Maybe this energy entity will provide some adventure,” Vioxx suggested.

“Entity? Who said it was an entity?” Kasyov asked.

“Wait! It’s not an entity, is it?” Arroyo asked nervously.

“I mis-spoke. I apologize,” Vioxx said, ignoring the angry glare coming his way from Remax.

“Kassie, is it or is it not an entity?” Bain said.

“I have no idea, Captain. But if Commander Vioxx has any inside information, I would love to hear it.”

“It was just a bad choice of words,” Vioxx said defensively.

“We shall see,” Prosak said skeptically.

Remax looked at the readouts coming over Kasyov’s monitor. “Try checking more of the zeta bands,” he said.

“Why?”

“Just curious,” Remax replied. Actually, he wanted to see how much of the energy from the Tyvek’s quantum singularity this monster had actually been able to absorb.

Kasyov whistled as the readout came up on her monitor. The spikes were huge. Practically off the scale.

“All of it,” Remax muttered.

“Excuse me?” Kasyov asked.

“Nothing,” Remax said. The thing had sucked the entire singularity dry and was just awash in the singularity’s energy signature.

“How big is this energy…thing?” Vioxx asked.

“Approximately 100 kilometers in diameter,” Kasyov replied.

Vioxx choked. It had only been 10 meters across when his crew encountered it a couple of days ago. The Romulan High Command had been right (of course). This thing was growing at an incredible rate.

“Give us a wide berth, Mister Arroyo,” Bain said.

“I like that plan,” Arroyo said softly, altering the Anomaly’s course.



The next several minutes ticked by in relative silence as Kasyov focused on her sensors, which were giving her an increasingly good view of the energy phenomenon in front of the Anomaly.

The zeta band request Remax had made was gnawing at her. Why had he requested that specifically? What did he know that she didn’t? And why were her readings shifting so much? Certainly a phenomenon of this type would have some fluctuations in size and energy, but these were almost rhythmic. The object was pulsating, but never returning to the exact size it had been before the pulse.

“It’s growing,” Kasyov muttered.

“What was that, Kass?” Bain asked.

“The object is growing,” Kasyov said more firmly as she typed some calculations into her console. “Assuming that its rate continues, by the time it hits Romulan space, it’s going to be 300 million kilometers across.”

“Good lord!” Bain exclaimed.

“That’s not the worst of it. I’ve extrapolated its heading. It’s going straight to Earth.”

“Earth?” Bain said. “Now why would…oh blast, it is an entity!”

Arroyo spun around in his chair toward Bain, his face blanched. “Wh…why do you say that?”

“Precedent, my boy,” Bain said. “Nomad, V’ger, the whale probe, Quisaris, the Kalibak field. They were all heading to Earth looking for some particular person or thing. Well, we’re going to nip this in the bud right here and now. Intercept course, Mister Arroyo. Yellow alert. Tovar, standby on shields and weapons.”

“Excellent idea,” Remax said pointedly at Vioxx.

“I’m so glad you approve,” Vioxx said annoyed.

“Are you sure about this, sir?” Arroyo asked. “What can we possibly do?”

“We’ll figure it out,” Bain said. “That’s what we do. And if the good doctor is correct, which I’m sure she is, this blighter won’t be getting any smaller.”

“Good point,” Arroyo muttered unhappily as he laid in the new course and sent the Anomaly careening directly toward the energy phenomenon.

“Let’s have a look at it,” Bain said. Kasyov changed the view on the screen to show the massive spherical field of energy ahead of them, crackling with almost-blinding white power as it went.

“Oh boy,” Arroyo said softly.

“Steady, lad,” Bain said confidently. “We’ll cut this thing down to size.”

“I bet he will,” Remax said, sliding up behind Vioxx’s chair.

“Oh shut up,” Vioxx snapped.

“Sub-Commander Remax’s confidence in Captain Bain is justified,” Commander Prosak remarked. “He has a strong track record.”

“Shutting up goes double for you, RommaVulc,” Remax spat.

“Move us to within 100 kilometers,” Bain ordered as the object loomed on the viewscreen.

Arroyo nodded as he carried out the order.

At the science console, Doctor Kasyov kept one eye on her readouts as she quickly queried the ship’s computer about the zeta band readouts. Her expertise was xeno-neurology. How was she supposed to keep straight all of the other sciences running around out there? She was quite pleased with how well she handled most things, but occasionally she just had to look something up.

She quickly read through the entry in the Science Console Operator’s Manual until a term caught her eye: Quantum Singularity. Remax asked for the zeta band because he knew what he’d see there. The Tyvek’s singularity had been completely drained, and this was obviously what had done the draining, which meant their entire story had been lies. Which meant…

ZAPOW!

The Anomaly shuttered violently as an arc of energy from the phenomenon reached out and hit the ship, sending a surge of power cascading through the vessel which shorted out conduits and consoles as it went.

“Report!” Bain cried, hanging onto this seat as the Anomaly’s momentum abruptly changed.

“They lied! They knew! They knew all along!” Kasyov shouted back.

“That wasn’t exactly the report I wanted,” Bain said.

“We’re being held in some sort of energy field,” Tovar said, his hands flying across the tac-ops console. “I’ve raised shields, but the phenomenon still has us.”

“It’s pulling us in!” Arroyo said, clearly very alarmed.

“Arm neutron torpedoes and prepare to fire,” Bain said.

“Yes!” Remax exclaimed.

“NO!” Vioxx shouted.

“Why?” Kasyov demanded. “Is that what you did?”

“Engineering to bridge,” Lieutenant Marsden’s voice called over the comm. “We’ve got problems down here.”

“No offense, Marsie, but we’ve got a few up here as well,” Bain said.

“Whatever it is out there is trying to tap into the cores,” Marsden snapped. “If it succeeds, your problems aren’t going to matter.”

“You’ve got me there, Marsie. Take whatever steps you feel are necessary. Bring in that Romulan engineer, Selex, if you have to. He may have some insights into this thing.”

“So the Romulans lied to us.”

“It appears so,” Bain said.

“Figures. Marsden out.”

“Captain, I’m reading very complex energy patterns at the core of this phenomenon,” Kasyov said excitedly. “I’m certain it’s sentient.”

“So it is an entity after all?” Bain said.

“Definitely!” Kasyov said.

Bain spun his chair around to face his tac-ops officer. “Try to get a channel open. If Kassie’s right, maybe we can talk some sense to it before it sucks us dry,” Bain said as the Anomaly was pulled into the outer barrier of the energy being.

“Channel open,” Tovar said.

“Energy creature, this is Captain Reginald Bain of the USS Anomaly. We’re a peaceful vessel crewed by sentient beings. Please call off this assault at once!” Bain announced.

“SOME OF YOU ARE OF THE ONE,” a crackling voice boomed over the loudspeakers. “I WILL HAVE THE ONE.”

“Good lord,” Bain muttered. “It’s bloody V’ger all over again.” He raised his voice back to a commanding level. “I assure you that your one is most likely long since dead. There’s no point in destroying us or heading all of the way to Earth for nothing. Just run along and find something else to do with your existence. Perhaps a hobby.”

The ship rumbled as several more tentacles of energy latched onto it.

“BRIDGE!” Marsden’s voice shouted over the speakers.

“Yes yes, I KNOW!” Bain shouted back. He turned his attention back to the thing engulfing his ship just as Ensign Arroyo darted up out of his seat. “Man your post, Ensign,” Bain said firmly.

“I can’t. Not now,” Arroyo said, rushing up the ramp into the port turbolift as a stunned crew looked on.



Chapter Eleven



Tovar recovered first, extending his wrist phaser and headed toward the turbolift doors to pursue the fleeing Ensign Arroyo.

“Belay that, Tovar,” Bain said. “I need you here.”

“I will alert security, then.”

“No. I’ll go after him,” Commander Prosak said. “I do not feel that Ensign Arroyo’s moment of panic requires security intervention.”

“Good plan,” Remax said with disdain. “Perhaps you can use your many RommaVulc talents to explain the logic of staying to the human.”

“I do not appreciate your remarks,” Prosak said, heading into the next turbolift car. “But we will discuss the matter when I return.”

“Don’t hurry on my account,” Remax said.

“That’s enough out of you,” Bain said angrily. “That’s my first officer, and you’ll treat her with respect or you’ll find yourself confined to sickbay.”

Remax’s face paled. “I apologize,” he said quickly.

“I thought you might,” Bain said, turning in time to see a slight smile on Prosak’s face just before the turbolift doors closed.

The Anomaly bucked again, the lights and consoles flickering wildly.

“YOU ARE KEEPING ME FROM THE ONE,” the voice stated ominously. “YOU WILL BE CLEANSED ONE BY ONE UNTIL YOU GIVE ME WHAT I REQUIRE, THEN I WILL FEED ON YOUR VESSEL.”

“Not very appealing options,” Bain remarked.

“THESE ARE NOT OPTIONS. THEY ARE CERTAINTIES.”



Commander Prosak watched the progress of Ensign Arroyo’s bio-signature as he descended through the ship then exited his turbolift on Deck Seven. He immediately ran toward the rear of the ship. Prosak quickly realized just where Arroyo was headed.

“Commander Prosak to Transporter Control. Beam me to Corridor 45-G.”

The transporter control computer’s response was instantaneous. “Intra-ship transport is only allowed in emergency situations. Does someone of command authority believe that this transport is justified in conjunction with a situation of emergency proportions?”

“YES!” Prosak screamed, relieved that no one on the crew was there to see her complete loss of RommaVulc control.

“Increased volume is not required in your replies,” the computer said. Prosak could swear that it sounded offended. “Energizing.”

“Thank you,” Prosak said just before the transporter disassembled her.

Moments later, she rematerialized on Deck Seven, mere meters away from her destination. She caught up with Arroyo just as the ensign charged into the secondary shuttlebay. “Arroyo, stop!” she ordered.

He kept running, right up the stairs into the nearest raceabout. “HECTOR!” she screamed, racing after him and leaping into the craft just before the hatch closed.

Arroyo was already behind the controls of the raceabout, starting the liftoff sequence as the shuttlebay doors opened revealing the entity beyond.

“What are you doing?” Prosak demanded, storming into the cockpit. “This course of action is extremely ill-advised.”

“I’m sorry, Commander. I have to,” Arroyo said, panic in his eyes. The raceabout suddenly ripped out of the shuttlebay at full impulse, almost knocking Prosak off of her feet and leaving a swath of battered shuttles mangled in its powerful wake.



“We’ve had a launch,” Tovar reported. “One raceabout. Ensign Arroyo and Commander Prosak are aboard.”

“Bloody hell!” Bain said as the Anomaly jolted beneath him in the fury of the entity’s assault.

“Comm them.”

“I’ve been trying. No response.”

“Beam them back.”

“I can’t. Not through the interference out there.”

“Blast. Lock tract…”

Bain didn’t finish the rest of the order as a glowing humanoid figure began to coalesce at the front of the bridge.

“What the devil is that?”

Vioxx and Remax exchanged a panicked glance.

“RUN!” they screamed as Tovar aimed his wrist phaser at the stationary figure.

“Wait!” Kasyov said. “It’s moving off.”

“What?” Bain said confused. “It’s standing right there.”

“The big entity outside! It’s moving away.”

Bain looked past the glowing figure at the viewscreen to see that the Anomaly was indeed now emerging back in normal space.

“That’s nice, but this creature did not come alone. I am reading nineteen identical energy signatures,” Tovar said.

“Now see here,” Bain said, pointing at the glowing figure at the front of his bridge. “I don’t enjoy being boarded without so much as a ‘we’re coming over.’ If you’re here to talk, fine. I’m certainly open to diplomacy in the proper circumstances, but I won’t stand for any sort of assault against my ship or crew.”

The energy being turned around and reached a hand out to the viewscreen. On contact, the viewscreen flared, then went dark as every bit of energy feeding it streamed into the being.

Vioxx grabbed Bain and spun him around, his eyes wide with terror. “What part of RUN didn’t you get?”



“It’s coming,” Arroyo said without looking back at Prosak from the raceabout controls.

“What’s coming?” Prosak asked, stepping forward. Perhaps if she could keep him talking, she would be able to sneak up and apply a nerve pinch before he realized what was happening. Of course, that plan would have a far greater chance of success if her neck pinching abilities were reasonably adequate, which they were not.

“The entity. The creature. It. It’s coming,” Arroyo said, his voice quivering.

“You’re panicking, Hector,” Prosak said soothingly, taking a seat beside him. Perhaps just talking him down without trying the neck pinch would be the most desirable strategy. “It’s understandable, but we must turn around and help our crewmates.”

“I am helping,” Arroyo said, his fingers typing commands into the console. Prosak looked down at the console in front of her. Arroyo was right. It was coming. Within moments, the energy phenomenon would overtake the raceabout.

“It won’t let us get away,” Arroyo continued.

“Evidently not,” Prosak said. She noticed a flashing readout on Arroyo’s console. It was counting down and, by her calculations, would reach zero soon after the raceabout was within the phenomenon. At first, she thought Arroyo’s own calculations must have just been a bit off, but then she spotted the build-up occurring within the raceabout’s own warp core.

“What are you doing?” she exclaimed, unable to hide her alarm.

“What I have to,” Arroyo replied as the entity began to surround them, sending power surges and arcs of white lightning cascading throughout the raceabout. “I’m sorry that you caught up with me. You shouldn’t have to be here for this.”

Prosak couldn’t look away from the rapidly dropping counter. “Stop this, Hector. There has to be another course of action available. There are ALWAYS other courses of action available.”

“Not this time,” Arroyo said sadly as the counter hit zero.

Matter met anti-matter.

And the raceabout exploded in a violent release of power.



“Engineering to bridge!” Marsden’s voice called yet again.

“Report, Marsie!” Bain said crisply, not taking his eyes off of the energy being that was currently eying his bridge for his next meal as though it were some sort of all-night all-you-can-drain buffet.

“So you want to listen to me now. We’ve got company down here, and they’ve taken a liking to the warp core and the singularity.”

“Security will be along presently,” Bain said distractedly. “Do we still have propulsion?”

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” Marsden replied. “We took a real pounding from that thing, and I have no idea what these guys attached to the core and the singularity are doing to the drive fields.”

“What about the polaron drive?”

“Same problem. These guys are everywhere.”

“Understood. Do what you can, Marsie. Bridge out.” Bain pressed the all-call on the armrest of his command chair. “Bain to all hands. Arm yourselves and do everything possible to repel the invaders. They don’t want to talk. I repeat, THEY DON’T WANT TO TALK, so we’re going to have to skip step one of the usual invasion protocol and go straight to the shooting bit. Good luck to you all. Bain out.”

The captain turned to his science officer. “Status of the raceabout,” he said quickly.

“The entity’s got it,” Kasyov replied. “Power readings on the raceabout are fluctuating. I think it’s building toward…”

She fell silent.

“Oh my god,” Kasyov murmured after a few moments.

“What is it?” Bain said.

“The raceabout…it just exploded. It looks like a self-destruct, but I can’t be sure.”

“What about the entity?” Bain said hopefully.

“Still there. But it’s not moving.”

“Then maybe Arroyo and Prosak injured it at least. Very brave pair. But this is not the proper time for mourning.” He pointed at the energy figure that was now reaching out toward the helm. “Tovar, blast that bugger!”





Installment Four



Chapter Twelve



He’d felt the blast. The heat searing through him as the raceabout vaporized in a tremendous release of destructive power.

Did that mean he was dead?

Arroyo opened his eyes, if they were really his eyes. For all he knew, he was now non-corporeal and floating around some after-life.

It certainly looked like the afterlife. All pale violet and misty. No floor. No ceiling. Nothing but the mist. He pushed himself to his feet (if he even still really had feet) and stepped forward into the haze around him.

Gradually, a figure became visible, standing a short distance ahead of him. He quickly approached, finding Commander Prosak looking around at her new surroundings.

“Commander, are you all right?” Arroyo asked urgently.

Her eyes locked on him. A sultry smile spread across her face as she wrapped her arms around his neck. “Why hello, Hector. You didn’t think I was going to let you slip away from me again that easily, did you?”



FOUR YEARS EARLIER



When the assignments had come through, Hector Arroyo had gotten a lot of looks of pity and the occasional “that’s rough” from his fellow cadets in his graduating class at Starfleet Academy. No one wanted to get stuck at Starfleet Research and Development when they could be on a starship somewhere or assigned to an exotic outpost in the reaches of deep space.

No one except Hector Arroyo, that is.

He’d had to pull a few strings to get there, but there were some bonuses to having a parent serving in the Earth Planetary Government. Fortunately, no one in his class had put together that he was Senator Arroyo’s son. To be honest, though, most of them probably hadn’t even heard of Senator Arroyo. No one really cared about what Earth’s government was doing anyway.

It did give Arroyo enough pull to end up at R&D, though, which suited him fine. He liked space. He wouldn’t have joined Starfleet if he didn’t, but hanging around Earth test piloting the latest creations to hit the stars was mighty appealing. Arroyo was actually surprised more cadets didn’t try for the assignment.

But then maybe they didn’t want to get stuck with missions like this.

This, specifically, was the first manned test-flight of an experimental wormhole-drive craft. Wormhole-drive was actually something of a misnomer, making it sound like the small ship was powered by wormholes. In reality, the craft created a small wormhole in front of itself that could be passed though to a terminus point pre-determined when the wormhole was created.

So far, the unmanned tests had gone smoothly with the unpiloted ships creating and entering small wormholes near Venus, which then dumped them out an instant later just past Neptune. Starfleet was suitably impressed, but they wanted to see a bigger test of the drive’s capability.

The wormhole drive’s project head, Lieutenant Commander Odare Bes, a Bajoran with the least patience Arroyo had ever encountered, immediately proposed jumping straight to a manned test involving a hop to the Vulcan system, insisting over any and all protesters that the ship and drive were ready to go. What he needed, though, was a solid pilot, but one with a low enough rank that if the test failed, it could easily be blamed on pilot error.

Since his project was still in the unmanned testing phase, though, Odare had not yet had a pilot officially attached to the effort, but he knew where he could get one: the anti-singularity drive project. The anti-singularity drive effort annoyed Odare Bes a bit to begin with. Here some hot-shot lieutenant had come up with an extremely far-fetched design combining Romulan and Federation hardware into something that was supposed to be faster than anything that had come before, and Starfleet Command bought it. They even put the lieutenant, Shelly Marsden, in charge of the project and gave her a full staff, including a newly-assigned pilot.

As Odare had predicted, the so-called anti-singularity drive hadn’t worked yet, so the pilot, one Ensign Hector Arroyo, was sitting around twiddling his thumbs. A quick chat with Commodore Enhni about the matter had gotten Arroyo “loaned” to Odare for the wormhole test, which was why Arroyo was currently sitting in the cockpit of a heavily-modified scout ship hovering just beyond one of the Gas Refining Platforms orbiting Venus waiting for the signal to start the test.

“Control to Sisko. Status report,” Lieutenant Commander Odare’s voice said over the test ship’s comm system. The craft had been named the Sisko as a tribute to a Starfleet captain from more than a century earlier who’d evidently spent a lot of time traveling through the Bajoran wormhole. From what Arroyo had heard, the Bajorans believe Sisko was actually still in there, which seemed like a laughable idea to him.

“Sisko standing by,” Arroyo replied, glancing across his console to make sure everything was still in order for the test.

“We have a go from Starfleet Command.” Translation: all of the admirals had finally finished yapping, eating, and visiting the lavatory and had finally sat down in their seats to watch the show. “Begin startup sequence.”

Arroyo reached forward and tapped the flashing “Startup Sequence” control on his console. “Startup sequence engaged. Wormhole drive fully online in five…four…three…two…one. Wormhole drive online and fully-operational. Wormhole vector for the Vulcan system locked in. Sisko is ready for launch.”

“Is preflight complete?” Odare asked. Arroyo could detect more than a hint of condescension in his voice. He knew what Odare really wanted to ask was, “Are you sure you’ve done everything right, rookie?”

“Aye, sir,” Arroyo replied crisply.

“Very well. Begin countdown to wormhole formation.”

“Counting down. Ten…nine…eight…seven…six…five…four…three…two…one. Engaging wormhole drive.”

Arroyo tapped the final control, causing three bolts of sparking blue energy to blaze out of the triangular array of emitters mounted at the front of the test-ship. The energies met one hundred meters in front of the craft and began to swirl, breaking down the barriers of space-time as they did so, and tunneling their way through the sub-layers toward the programmed terminus at Vulcan.

After a few moments, the readouts in front of Arroyo showed that the new wormhole was stable. He gave the polaron engines a short burst, propelling him into the mouth of the wormhole. A second later, both wormhole and test-ship were gone.



This was Arroyo’s first time in a wormhole, which wasn’t all that surprising since very few people actually tended to travel through wormholes other than the stable one out by Bajor. Really, it didn’t feel any different than traveling in normal space, but it was far nicer to look at with the strands of swirling colors passing by his ship. Sure, just watching the pinks, blues, and purples would probably get old after a while, but with the wormhole-drive, no one would be in here for more than an hour or so. His trip to Vulcan should actually only take about five minutes.

Five minutes wasn’t even enough time to grab a decent bite to eat out of the replicator. Of course, Lieutenant Commander Odare would probably frown on him getting up from the pilot’s seat at all during this flight, not that there was much he could do if things went wrong in the wormhole. Actually, there wasn’t much for him to do period on this flight. He was kind of just along for the ride. But it did get him out of the office for a little bit. Lieutenant Marsden had been fairly stressed lately about the anti-sing drive as the first prototype ship was being built. Arroyo, as just the pilot, had been able to stay clear of her ravings, but Janie Tyler, who had quickly become Arroyo’s closest friend at Starfleet R&D, was right in the middle of it, which made Arroyo even more glad that he’d stayed away from the science and engineering fields. He was quite content just to sit behind the controls of a ship and sail through the stars…or a wormhole as the case may be.

Um…why was he slowing down?

Arroyo double-checked his sensor readouts to confirm the sensation of slowing he was feeling. Sure enough, relative speed had dropped to zero kph. He fired up the polaron drive, but the ship didn’t so much as vibrate. Thrusters and warp drive were equally useless. The ship was just plain stuck.

“Not good,” Arroyo muttered. “So not…”

A flash of something suddenly ripped through him, setting his entire tingling with the most pleasurable sensation he’d felt since…well…pretty well ever.

“GOOOOD!” he cried, practically having a seizure in his seat. After several seconds, the sensation faded, leaving him more than a little dazed and confused as he checked the sensors for any sign of what had just hit him.

“What was…WOAHHHHHHHHHHH!”

Another wave tore through him, blurring his vision and threatening to send him collapsing into complete unconsciousness.

“Wa.wa…wait,”he gasped. “Stop…please. Can’t handle…UNNNHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH.” In a clear confirmation of the old “too much of a good thing” adage, Arroyo lost the battle with the force assailing his body and gave in to oblivion.



Consciousness. Arroyo would rather have rejected the offer, but once it arrives, consciousness tends to stick around barring the intrusion of some outside force.

Arroyo slowly opened his eyes as the shuttle gently bobbed in the eddies of the wormhole surrounding it. The ensign pushed himself to his knees and grabbed onto the chair he’d fallen out of during the assault on his body.

If you could call something that felt that incredible an assault. As it was, his muscles were practically trembling with the mere effort of getting into his chair. The console in front of him drifted in and out of focus as Arroyo struggled to get his mind in gear.

He was still in the wormhole, and the shuttle still wasn’t moving. He had to do something to get some forward motion going or he was liable to be trapped for…

“Are you well?”

Arroyo stopped abruptly, a cold spike of fear lancing down his spine. He turned in his chair, looking for the source of the voice.

No one was there.

“Hello?” he asked hesitantly.

“Are you well?” the voice repeated. It was soft, androgynous, and sounded sincerely concerned. It also seemed to be speaking directly into Arroyo’s brain.

“I’m…okay,” he said finally, not sure how he should proceed. “Um…how are you?”

“I do not know. It is a new concept.”

“Take your time. I don’t seem to be going anywhere. Er…did you…were you the one who…did that to me?”

“I made contact.”

“That you did,” Arroyo said with a chuckle. “I don’t want to sound rude, but where are you exactly?”

“Here.”

“Of course. How silly of me.”

“Why are you with me?” the voice asked.

“I’m not sure how to answer that,” Arroyo replied. “I was traveling through this wormhole when you…contacted me.”

“Wormhole,” the voice said, mulling the word over.

“Yeah. It’s…like a tunnel. Say, you haven’t heard of Bajor, have you? Are you a prophet?”

“These terms are not familiar.”

“Just thought I’d check. My name’s Hector, by the way. Do you have a name?”

“No.”

“Then what do others of your kind call you?”

“Others?”

“Never mind,” Arroyo said quickly.

Arroyo suddenly felt a slight crackling running across his limbs up and down his body. “You are not like me,” the voice said thoughtfully. “You are bounded in form. Is this all that you are?”

“Afraid so, but it gets the job done,” he replied.

The probing seemed to grow more intense. He could feel the entity in his mind, browsing through him as though he were a library. “Well, I’m very sorry to have barged in on you like this,” he said, growing nervous. “If you’d just let my ship go, I’ll be on my way.”

“No.”

“No?”

“No,” the voice said firmly.

He knew capture and imprisonment was always a possibility. Space travel had its inherent dangers, and that was certainly one of them. However, Hector Arroyo never thought much about it. Working on Earth most of the time tended to keep one sheltered away from many opportunities to be captured.

This was evidently his big chance to experience it; although, he had to admit that it was a fairly pleasant imprisonment as imprisonments went. The test ship wasn’t large, but it had enough space that Arroyo didn’t feel claustrophobia setting in. And the replicated food was certainly superior to bread and water or whatever glop some alien captor might have forced on him.

In the end, though, he was still a prisoner. The wormhole entity would not release him. Actually, wormhole entity did not seem to be an accurate description. The being, whom Arroyo had dubbed Lucinda for the simple reason of needing something to call her…er…it, seemed to have no knowledge of wormholes or normal space for that matter. Instead, she…he meant it…just wanted Arroyo’s company.

This had gone on for eight days now according to the test-ship’s chronometer. They talked. He told Lucinda all about his life, and in return…

“Uuuuuunnnnnnh.” Arroyo’s body shuddered again as Lucinda did whatever the hell it was that she (it…IT!) did to him. Somewhere inside he knew he was in danger of becoming addicted to the sensation as Lucinda played her private tune on his nervous system, but he was long past caring. She could keep him here as long as she wanted as long as she kept on…

Lucinda wasn’t a she. It’s an entity. A disembodied energy entity. He couldn’t allow himself to forget…

“Ooohhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.”

“Are you well?” Lucinda asked.

“Very,” Arroyo replied dreamily. It’d taken some practice, but Lucinda had learned just how much Arroyo could stand before passing out.

“Do you love Earth?”

“Huh?” Arroyo asked, not much up to being conversational at the moment.

“You display it constantly.”

“Display? Where?”

“In your mind. I see strange shapes. Beings like the One but not the One.” Lucinda had taken to calling him the One, which Arroyo found flattering and a little disconcerting at the same time. “Structures. Green shapes. Blue emptiness. And I sense strong emotions from you for it.”

“It’s home,” Arroyo replied.

“Home? But this is home.”

“This is where I’m currently living. There’s a big difference between that and home.”

“You will not allow this to be home,” Lucinda said.

“Probably not, but you could always come back to my home with me.”

“No.”

“No you can’t? Or no you won’t?”

No response.

“Lucinda? Lucinda?”



Three more days passed. Arroyo was alone for much of the first, but Lucinda finally returned. She made no mention of Arroyo’s offer, but continuously questioned him about every detail she could think of. What was water? How did water taste? What was taste? To finally put a stop to that particular line of inquiry, Arroyo replicated a glass of water and drank it while Lucinda probed him. This seemed to satisfy her, but she wanted more and more and more.

“I wish to taste celery,” Lucinda said.

“Why celery?”

“The name is…poetic.”

“Can we please skip that one?” Arroyo asked, looking at the empty plates in front of him. “I’m not a big fan. You’re going to be disappointed.”

“I wish to taste celery,” Lucinda said, nudging his mind and sending a pleasant shiver though his form.

“All right, but this is the last one for tonight. You’ve eaten or touched just everything that could be eaten or touched on this ship.”

“We have done this together.”

“That’s true,” Arroyo said. Somehow he could feel Lucinda’s consciousness inside his own. The curiosity and the wonder at these new experiences.

He ordered up a single stick of celery and a side of peanut butter, then sat back down at the small table in the living quarters of the test-ship.

“What is that brown substance?”

“Trust me,” Arroyo said. He took a bite of the plain celery and chewed it up.

“Crunchy,” Lucinda observed, trying out adjectives she’d never needed before in her existence. “And green.”

“It’s a plant,” Arroyo said. He dipped the celery in the peanut butter. “Now try this.” He took a bite and could sense Lucinda’s pleasure at the new taste sensation.

“I like that. The brown substance is very good.”

“It’s called peanut butter. Tomorrow I’ll show you the glorious things that happen when you mix it with chocolate, but now I need some sleep.”

“May I stay?” Lucinda asked.

The request caught Arroyo off-guard. “You’re everywhere in this realm. Where would you go?” he asked confused.

“May I stay here. In you.”

“I’m just going to be sleeping.”

“I wish to be with you.”

Arroyo smiled. “I’d like that.”

“Then we will be one, Hector.” Lucinda was silent for a few moments as Arroyo cleaned up the plates. “My One?” she asked finally.

“Yes, Lucinda.”

“I want to experience our contact from inside you.”

He laughed slightly. “If you can feel half of what I do during contact, you won’t want to leave.”

“Why would I ever want to anyway?”

Arroyo couldn’t think of a single reason.



They were the One. As days passed, co-existence dissolved into a single existence. Contact pleasured the One. The One experienced many things for the first time that the part once known as Hector Arroyo had long taken for granted. Each taste, each memory, each moment was viewed from the new perspective of the One.

But eventually everything new becomes old. The One desired to move its completeness out of the wormhole to experience the homeworld of Hector Arroyo. The world known as Earth. From there they would roam, taking in the material universe that produced Hector Arroyo and yet was completely unknown to Lucinda.

And forever they would be One.

The One changed the auras of the realm outside of the test-ship, freeing the vessel from the grip Lucinda had grabbed it in all those weeks ago. The engines were activated, thrusting the ship gently forward to the terminus of the wormhole, a terminus that was never designed to remain in existence for as long as it had.

The test-ship re-emerged into normal space a parsec away from the Vulcan system due to drifting of the neglected terminus.

The One did not notice.

It was far too busy being ripped asunder.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

Twin screams as Hector Arroyo and the entity that had merged into his body were forcefully separated by physics incompatible with their combined existence.

Arroyo again collapsed to the deck, this time in agony as his neural pathways were scoured of Lucinda’s presence.

And in an instant, Arroyo realized he had been saved. Under the control of Lucinda, he’d ceased to be Hector Arroyo. Through isolation and its “contact,” Lucinda had taken control of his body and then his mind.

“Hector, my One.”

Arroyo froze. How was Lucinda contacting him? Surely she was back in the wormhole. That was why he’d been ripped free of her, wasn’t it?

“Where am I, my One?” Lucinda asked.

Arroyo pulled himself back into his seat and checked the sensors. If Lucinda was in normal space, something had to be on the scanners. A blip. Something.

And there it was. A small globe of anomalous energy readings, no more than ten centimeters in diameter, floating in front of the test ship.

“What is this form?” Lucinda asked, uncertainly in its voice.

“That is you,” Arroyo said.

“I can sense you,” Lucinda said. The globe began to move toward the test-ship. “We will be One again.”

“That may not be possible here.”

“It WILL be,” Lucinda replied undeterred. “We will be together as One. We will see this universe and bring others into our One if they are worthy to be of us. We can be One forever.”

An arc of energy suddenly erupted from Lucinda and hit the test ship. The globe of energy glowed brightly.

“Good taste,” Lucinda said. Arroyo’s readings showed the globe was now a good three centimeters larger than before. “I will taste more.”

“Hold on!” Arroyo cried as he brought up the engineering readouts. Somehow Lucinda had pulled power straight from the ship’s core.

“I will feed,” Lucinda stated as it pulled another arc of power out of the test-ship, this one running in a continuous stream. “Once I feed, we will be One. This realm will sustain us as One for eternity.”

“I can’t let you do that,” Arroyo said. He activated the ship’s shields, instantly shutting off the flow of power.

“I WILL FEED!”

“You don’t belong here,” Arroyo said, typing commands into his helm console. “You have to go back.”

“Not without the One.”

“You’re going to have to be your own One,” Arroyo said, typing in the final command. The three-pronged emitter on the bow of the test-ship flared to life, forming a wormhole directly behind Lucinda.

“What is this?” Lucinda asked.

“Your road home,” Arroyo said. “You need to go back.”

“I will not leave the One.”

Arroyo pushed the test-ship forward, nudging Lucinda with the ship’s shields and pushing the energy globe into the wormhole’s event horizon. An instant later, the wormhole and Lucinda were gone.

Ensign Arroyo set a course back for Earth through normal space and activated the test-ship’s distress beacon.



ONE WEEK LATER…



“I hope you had a nice vacation, buddy, because Marsden’s finally got something for you to do,” Ensign Janie Tyler said, walking up to Arroyo as he stood in the Starfleet R&D mess hall trying to figure out what he was going to order for breakfast. Somehow all of the options looked boring.

“It wasn’t a vacation,” Arroyo said tiredly, turning toward the one close friend he’d made since joining R&D.

“I know,” Janie said, placing a comforting hand on his arm. “Are you all right?”

“After four weeks alone stuck in a wormhole? Oh yeah. I’m fine.”

“At least you came back,” Janie said. “Lieutenant Commander Odare was so annoyed that you vanished that he took the remaining wormhole drive prototype ship out himself just to prove that it worked and blew himself up before he even crossed the event horizon.”

“Ouch,” Arroyo winced. He made a mental note to make sure that Lieutenant Marsden included LOTS of escape pods on the anti-singularity drive prototype ships. You just never knew when you’d need one.

“Seriously, though. What did you do in there?” Janie asked as Arroyo finally settled on a plate of chocolate-chip waffles.

“Ate mostly,” Arroyo said. “And slept.”

“Figures. Well have you at least commed your parents? They contacted me with condolences that they weren’t going to get to be my in-laws.”

“But we aren’t engaged. We aren’t even dating!” Arroyo said.

“Do they know that?”

“Yes!”

“Do they care?”

“Evidently not.”

“Maybe you need to bring home a woman. Offer them some hope that their boy is going to be getting married soon,” Janie said.

“I don’t think I’m up for being that close to anyone right now,” Arroyo said. Lucinda had given him quite enough of that for the time being.

Janie shrugged. “Well, they’re parents. If you’ve got some way to get them off of your back, I’d love to hear it.”

“I’ll figure out something,” Arroyo replied.

“Good.” She gave him a tight hug. “I’m glad you’re back and feeling okay.”

Arroyo just nodded. He was definitely back, but he felt…

…empty.



Chapter Thirteen



One of the joys of Lieutenant Commander Tovar’s position as Tac-Ops officer was the opportunity to blast strange new lifeforms with a variety of high-powered weaponry. For the current alien energy being in question, Tovar had chosen his trusty wrist phaser, more out of convenience than anything else; however, far be it from him to delay at all in carrying out Captain Bain’s order to “blast that bugger.”

Tovar fired, sending a searing bolt of phased energy from his weapon directly into the chest of the vaguely-humanoid glowing figure currently attempting to drain every available lick of power from the helm console.

The creature barely seemed to notice.

Tovar upped the power level of his phaser, noting out of the corner of his eye that Commander Vioxx was shaking his head emphatically.

This time, the energy being lost all interest in the helm and stood up fully to face Tovar as a continuous stream of phaser power impacted against it.

“Bigger gun, Tovar,” Bain said, mildly alarmed.

“I concur,” Tovar replied, ceasing fire and opening the secured drawer below the tac-ops console from which he pulled a phaser rifle. Not bothering with the formalities of a lower power setting, he jacked the weapon’s output to maximum and fired.

The energy being staggered back for a moment, struggling under the onslaught, then suddenly exploded in a release of power that knocked everyone to the floor.

“One down,” Bain said, climbing back to his feet. “Tovar, hand out the phaser rifles and warn the crew that these things are stubborn.”

“It will come back,” Commander Vioxx said.

“They regenerate?” Bain asked, somewhat more alarmed.

“I meant the mother entity. We’re immobile according to your engineer. Once the entity surrounds us again, it will send more of those energy creatures until every last drop of power has been drained from this ship and every single one of us is dead.”

“Cabral!” Dr. Kasyov suddenly exclaimed in a panic, leaping from her seat and racing toward the turbolift.

“Doctor, this is hardly the time,” Tovar said.

“Let her go, Tovar,” Bain said. “Remax, you’ve seen these buggers before. Get on that science station and find me a way to deal with them. Tovar, get to engineering and establish a defensive perimeter around the singularity and the warp core. Beam the entire armory down there if you have to, but buy Marsden the time she needs to get the engines back online.”

Tovar nodded and charged into the turbolift as Bain turned on Commander Vioxx. “Where is that tactical officer of yours? Get her up here!”

“You have no authority to order me or my officers around,” Vioxx said indignantly. “We are officers of the Romulan Star Empire, and I am not about to stand by and allow some human…”

Vioxx was suddenly knocked to the deck by a solid right cross from Bain. “Now see here, Commander,” Bain said ominously, looming over the Romulan. “When you are on my ship, you are under my command. I don’t care if you’re Romulan, Breen, or a sentient ball of slime. We are in a combat situation, and my people are busy saving this ship; therefore, you and your crew are going to do everything you can to assist, particularly since you’re the primary reason we’re in this mess in the first place!. Is that clear?”

“Crystal,” Vioxx muttered.

“Good man,” Bain said, extending his hand to help the Romulan up, a gesture Vioxx grudgingly accepted. “Glad we cleared that up.”

Vioxx ignored the comment. “Vioxx to Nortal.”

“Hark! A call to action!” Nortal replied over the ship’s comm.

“Exactly. Report to the bridge.”

“At once! Away!”

“Eager one, isn’t she?” Bain said.

The Romulan commander grunted as he stalked over to the science console where Remax was busy looking through the ship’s internal sensors.

“Where the hell were you?” Vioxx demanded.

“Right here the whole time.”

“Yeah. So why weren’t you backing me up? You’re the one who’s always going on about being true Romulans. I was standing up for our superiority to the humans.”

“You were being a moron,” Remax said. “Survival first. Superiority doesn’t matter all that much when you’re dead.”

“Funny. I didn’t hear you saying that down on the planet.”

“I misjudged our adversaries. It won’t happen again.”

“Fine, so what about our current adversaries?”

“They seem to be coherent clusters of pure energy capable of draining any power source they come in contact with.”

“We already knew that! Is that all the Federation’s famous sensor technology can tell you?”

“I have no idea, but they CAN tell me that there’s a lovely woman on Deck Six taking a real-water shower right now, and she seems truly unconcerned by the current crisis,” Remax said, pointing at the image in one corner of the monitor.

“So,” Bain called from across the bridge, “what do you think of those sensors?”

“Incredible,” Remax and Vioxx said replied, their eyes locked on the screen.



“Lucinda?” Hector Arroyo gaped as he ducked to get out of the grip of the now-possessed Commander Prosak.

“In the flesh at last,” Lucinda replied, the words even more disconcerting coming in Commander Prosak’s voice. “It has been a long time, my One.”

“I’m not your One,” Arroyo said. “I’ve got my own life…and I thought I sent you back to yours.”

“You exiled me to the farthest reaches of your realm,” Lucinda replied, anger filling Commander Prosak’s usually stoic features.

“Oh god. You didn’t stay in the wormhole,” Arroyo said, understanding. “I was trying to send you back where you came from. I never thought you’d pass all the way through.”

“But I did, Hector. I did. I was all alone, a tiny being amidst infinite vastness, sucking in whatever stray solar particles I could as I began my journey back to you, to show you your mistake. You cannot be without me. We are One.”

“Then why take Prosak. She has nothing to do with this.”

Lucinda ran Commander Prosak’s hands along her newly-claimed body. “There are many ways to join, Hector. If you wished to join in the manner of your species, I can now accommodate you.”

“Prosak isn’t my species.”

“The differences are superficial. See…” Prosak’s hand began to unzip her uniform.

“I believe you!” Arroyo shouted quickly. “Don’t do that.”

“Why not? Do you not find this form desirable?”

“That form belongs to a friend of mine, and you would be violating her even more than you already are.”

Lucinda shrugged. “So be it.”

“Thank you.” Arroyo was quiet for a few moments. “Besides, your form was never the problem.”

“Then what was?”

“I…I was scared,” Arryo replied. “When we got out of the wormhole, you suddenly started talking about sucking the universe dry of energy and merging with anyone we came across.”

“It was all for the One.”

“Yeah, well there’s a lot more than One around here, if you hadn’t noticed. There are people and places I care about here, and I just couldn’t let you destroy them while we went on some pleasure binge around the galaxy.”

“I…understand,” Lucinda said. “Your love for these things must be powerful to deny yourself the One.”

“The One was great, but there are more important things.”

“Then these things that stand in the way of the One must be removed.”

“That wasn’t what I meant!”



Despite his awareness of the Anomaly’s situation, Cabral was not incredibly concerned when the energy being entered Science Lab Four. For creatures that seemed so single-mindedly interested in energy sources, a big black sphere without much in the way of power output probably wouldn’t even draw a second glance.

He was wrong.

The being instantly locked in on him, approaching his protective sphere with its arms extended.

Cabral immediately activated his remote hovercam located on its docking platform across the lab and sent it sailing toward the creature, its small weapons firing as Cabral slid open a hatch in his sphere to allow one of his protective arsenal to emerge.

The energy being was not amused. With a well-timed swing of its arm, it swatted the approaching hovercam, instantly shorting out its systems and sending the device clattering to the deck.

Turning its attention to Cabral, the energy being reached out and actually grabbed the small beam emitter that was currently extending from Cabral’s sphere. The effect was instantaneous as Cabral suddenly felt that his entire form was being forcefully sucked away. The agony was overwhelming.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

“Get away from him!” Natalia Kasyov’s voice screamed, breaking through the pain assaulting Cabral.

The pain abruptly halted, allowing Cabral to regain his senses. Kasyov was there, and heavily-armed. Sporting a phaser rifle in each hand, she blasted away at the staggering energy being until it was finally obliterated in a flare of light that knocked Kasyov to the deck and rattled Cabral’s sphere.

Kasyov quickly scrambled to her feet. “Are you all right?”

“I am now,” Cabral replied. “Thank you, Natalia.”

“You’re welcome. Just don’t make me do it again soon,” Kasyov said, rubbing her arms. “Those rifles are heavy!”



Centurion Nortal slammed her fist down on the tac-ops console, yet again startling Captain Bain, who sat in his command chair, tensely watching the massive energy entity outside on the damaged, but now-kind-of-functioning viewscreen for so much as a twitch.

“We are again victorious!” Nortal exclaimed, looking up from her internal sensor readouts. “Only nine of the demons remain!”

“Good show,” Bain said.

“And only three more valiant warriors need to report to sickbay.”

Bain ran his hand down his face tiredly. That made twenty-nine casualties of one sort or another. No fatalities yet, but pinning these energy buggers down and vaporizing them was proving to be more of an affair than Bain was comfortable with.

“Bain to engineering. Report, Tovar.”

“We are secure, sir, and Lieutenant Marsden is effecting repairs from the damage caused by the creatures that were here when we arrived.” Tovar’s voice reported. “However, the movements of the other intruders concern me.”

“How so?”

“Their arrival patters have thus far been random, which has made destroying them before they cause damage difficult. I will send teams to intercept them where possible, but a large portion of my staff is now in sickbay.”

“The crew is at your disposal. Just tell Marsie to get those engines back up. Bain out.”

“Too late,” Sub-Commander Remax said.

“What?” Vioxx said from where he stood behind Remax.

“It’s moving, if you didn’t notice,” Remax said.

“I was still watching the other monitor,” Vioxx shot back.

“Why? What’s on the other monitor?” Bain asked.

“Nothing!” Remax and Vioxx said quickly.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Vioxx added.

“Unless you think we can outrun it with thrusters, that won’t be possible,” Bain said.

“What about this supposedly-superfast drive of yours?” Vioxx said, stepping in front of Bain’s chair. “Built with our technology, I might add.”

“Believe me, as soon as Marsden gives me the word, we’ll use it…but only after that blighter out there has been destroyed. You know bloody well the devastation it’s going to cause if it goes through the Empire and Federation space.”

“A fleet would be better equipped…”

“By the time anyone got in range, that thing will be too big for a fleet and you know it,” Bain snapped, standing up from his chair and going toe-to-toe with Vioxx. “Now unless you’ve got any useful suggestions, sit down and be quiet.”

“Only one,” Vioxx said. “Don’t get us all killed.”



Chapter Fourteen



Captain Bain had to admit that Centurion Nortal really threw herself into her work. The Romulan had taken to the tac-ops station with gusto. Of course, she was sticking solely to the “tac” portion of the position as she attempted to fend off the advance of the massive entity making its way towards the Anomaly.

“Halt, foul space-beast! Tremble before the might of my disruptors!” Nortal exclaimed, slamming her fist down on the fire control again.

“They don’t have disruptors,” Vioxx snapped.

“Ahh! Rays of death it is then!”

“Just keep shooting,” Vioxx said.

“This is my bridge, Commander,” Bain said sternly. “I give the orders here. Nortal, keep shooting.”

“Oh that sounds so much better coming from you,” Vioxx groused.

“Actually, the human has some power to his voice. Gives the orders more heft,” Remax said from the science console.

“Thank you, Sub-Commander,” Bain said. “Nortal, FIRE!”

“Wither under my rays of doom, fiend!”

Vioxx groaned and sank deeper into the chair he’d put next to Bain’s. Less than a day on a Federation ship, and he was already losing his will to live, unfortunately it was his own officers that were doing most of the damage.

Meanwhile, Nortal opened up with a weapons barrage that even Tovar would have found impressive, placing compression phaser blasts and neutron torpedo strikes across the breadth of the oncoming entity in an arrangement of destruction that would have reduced most attackers to so much debris.

The entity didn’t even shrug.

“Why do I get the feeling that we’re being ignored?” Bain said.

“Because we’re a Moladian Gnat to that thing,” Remax said.

“Reginald Bain is no one’s gnat!”

“You will fear my tiny rage!” Nortal cried, shaking her fist at the glowing mass on the viewscreen.

“Stand down, Centurion,” Bain said. “I don’t mind a touch of indignant bellowing on the bridge, but that last bit was just embarrassing.”

“Yes, sir,” Nortal said. “May I return to unleashing death and destruction?”

“By all means,” Bain said.

“For all the good it will do,” Vioxx muttered.

“You, sir, have a serious attitude adjustment coming,” Bain said. “I don’t know how things work in the Romulan Empire, but on this ship, we never give in to such negativity.”

The Anomaly shuddered as the entity reached it, quickly surrounding the starship. Moments later, two more energy beings formed at the front of the bridge.

“Bugger all,” Bain said.

“Now who’s being negative?” Vioxx said.

“I was cursing,” Bain snapped. “There’s a difference.”

“Right.”

“Well, there is!”

“By Jenichai, I demand by the force of my mighty wands that thou return from whence thou came!” Nortal exclaimed, raising two phaser rifles toward the invaders.

“Down!” Vioxx shouted, grabbing Bain and pulling him to the deck a split-second before Nortal opened fire, filling the air above their heads with phaser fire.

“Thank you, Commander,” Bain said, watching with satisfaction as the energy beings staggered under Nortal’s assault. “And I would point out to you that we’re not dead yet.”

“For now, but things don’t look very good for that remaining true.”

“Attitude, Commander,” Bain scolded. “Not enough can be said about the power of positive thinking…or for having a really big gun. If you’ll excuse me…” Bain crawled away, heading toward the weapons locker below the tac-ops console.

“That’s the most sensible thing he’s said yet,” Vioxx sighed.



“What’s happening?” Arroyo demanded as Commander Prosak’s body stood before him unmoving. “Lucinda!”

“I’ll be with you in a moment, Hector. I’m busy with the Not-Ones,” Lucinda replied through Prosak.

“Those Not-Ones are my friends,” Hector said, grabbing Prosak’s shoulders roughly. “Stop it now!”

Prosak’s face suddenly sprang to life, the Romulan’s eyes blazing. “Why, Hector? What could these creatures possibly mean to you after what we’ve shared?”

“Shared? You were controlling me from the start. You practically took me over!”

Prosak/Lucinda stepped back, her eyes filled with fury and something else…hurt. “Do you really believe that?” she asked.

Arroyo almost snapped “Yes” out of reflex, but stopped himself. Did he believe that? Sure Lucinda had gotten out of hand once they returned to normal space, but what about what happened in that wormhole?

“We needed each other,” Lucinda said softly, extending one of Prosak’s arms toward Arroyo and running a gentle hand along his face. “We still do. Are you really happy on that ship?”

“I…I don’t know. It’s my home.”

“It’s where you exist, but I don’t think it’s your home any more than that rock you call Earth is. I’ve touched your mind, Hector. I’ve felt the emptiness there. Have you ever been fulfilled?”

Arroyo smiled slightly. “Once,” he replied. “With you.”

“And without me?”

Arroyo shook his head.

“You’re incomplete,” Lucinda said, wrapping Prosak’s arms around him.

“We need each other,” Arroyo said, no longer caring that it was really Prosak before him. This was his Lucinda. The other half of their One.

His lips met hers, and all thoughts of the Anomaly slipped away.



“Not again!” Lieutenant Marsden said in alarm as three more energy beings materialized in engineering.

“I will see to your protection,” Lieutenant Commander Tovar replied, gesturing for two of his security officers to fire at the newcomers. The entire group of Starfleet officers had created a makeshift barricade around the cores, allowing Tovar and his security staff to stand guard while Marsden, the Romulan engineer Selex, and Lieutenant J.G. Wrensk worked to stabilize the energy transfers between the cores that were severely disrupted by the first creature to drop into engineering univited.

“My own personal bodyguard,” Marsden remarked as Tovar slapped a new power pack into his own phaser rifle and opened fire at the remaining unengaged energy creature. “I could get used to this.”

“Get us out of here, and you may get the chance,” Tovar replied.

“We’re still a ways from the cores being stable enough to use.”

“But I will not fail my Commander,” Selex said.

“Isn’t that nice,” Marsden said, forcing a weak smile. All the toadying Romulan had talked about since he’d arrived was his desire to fix the engines for Commander Vioxx. “I just hope. Devix has gotten the polaron drive into better shape.”



Ensign Devix’s back hit the polaron reactor, indicating that she wouldn’t be backing up any farther despite her intense desire to do so. Meanwhile, Lieutenant Gworos, having just drained his lone phaser rifle destroying one energy being, retrieved the bat’leth hanging by a strap on his back and turned to the other that had materialized in the polaron reactor room.

“I have sworn to protect you, engineer, and I will not fail,” Gworos said determinedly.

“With that?” Devix said unconvinced as the Klingon stalked toward his adversary.

“It is still a weapon,” Gworos replied insulted. He let out a bellow of rage, then swung at the energy being, slicing directly through it. The energy being didn’t seem to care much, but Gworos’ bat’leth was now crackling with the power that had conducted into it.

This just seemed to anger Gworos more as he slashed again, his hands protected from the surging power in the bat’leth by the leather straps around the handgrips.

“Stick it in the thing!” Devix shouted suddenly.

Gworos spun around scowling. “I don’t know what that meant, but it sounded dishonorable!”

Devix quickly freed a small power shunt cable heading into the reactor monitor console and dragged it toward Gworos. “Stab that guy!”

“Ahh! Much better,” Gworos said, ramming his bat’leth into the energy being. Devix touched the exposed end of the power shunt to the bat’leth, sending a cascade of power through the bat’leth and directly into the being on the other end. The uncontrolled flow quickly overwhelmed the creature, causing it to explode in a violent flash that tossed Devix and Gworos to the deck.

“That was great!” Devix exclaimed.

“Glorious,” Gworos replied with a grunt. “It will be even more so once my bat’leth is removed from my thigh.”

Devix looked at the large blade piercing Gworos’ leg and winced.



Martin Kawafura froze as he heard the crackling sound emanating from the corridor outside the Comptroller’s office. Traditionally, he left the door to his office open. Not only did it allow him to talk to any of the few people who happened to be passing by, but it also did wonders for the ventilation. Things were a bit stuffy at the bottom of the ship.

But now Kawafura sincerely wished he hadn’t deactivated the closing mechanism on the doors because something was out there, something really nasty judging by the reports he’d heard buzzing around the ship.

As quietly as possible, he slid out of his desk chair and moved to the orphaned equipment locker located between the two leafy artificial plants along the side wall of his office, where he retrieved a lone phaser rifle. According to the inventory tag on the rifle, it actually belonged to the USS Perot, a ship the Anomaly had never been within a hundred light years of. How one of their rifles could have gotten on the Anomaly, Kawafura couldn’t imagine.

He also didn’t care considering that it might be about to save his life.

Cautiously, he tip-toed to the door of his office and peered into the corridor beyond, where he spotted a glowing figure, its hand pressed against an exposed bit of plasma conduit.

Kawafura took a deep breath and steadied himself. As a Starfleet Officer, he had a duty to protect his ship, and if that meant using confiscated property, so be it. Of course, he hadn’t touched a phaser rifle since the Academy, but he couldn’t let that stop him.

Tentatively, he pressed his finger against the fire control, sending a phaser burst lancing at the intruder.

That…that felt good.

He fired again, this time holding the trigger down and bombarding the energy creature with a constant stream of phaser fire. It spun toward him, writhing under the assault, then suddenly exploded, knocking Kawafura backwards into his office.

“Gotcha,” he said, feeling pleased with himself. It wasn’t quite the rush of finding a missing piece of Starfleet property, but it was pretty damn nice.



Yet another Anomaly crewmember staggered into sickbay, sending Dr. Fred Nooney into his eighteenth tizzy of the afternoon. “Auggh! I’m going to run out of lollipops at this rate. Nurse Ih’vik! Get this woman a nice magazine and tell her I’ll be right with her.”

Nooney had thought that the worst of his day was over after the casualties from the first wave of energy beings had been cared for and given lollipops and balloons for being such little troopers in the face of nasty burn marks and concussions caused by fighting the invading energy creatures or when said creatures exploded.

He had been just about to turn his attention back to Zantak, the rather quiet Romulan helm officer whose thorough examination he hadn’t yet been able to complete, when the Anomaly was recaptured by the big mother energy blob outside the ship.

Now sickbay was almost full again, and poor Zantak still hadn’t had the proper attention from Nooney that he wanted to give her.

Nooney sensed another person behind him. “Another one?” he said sympathetically as he turned to face the newcomer. “Now let old Doctor Nooney see what’s the matter?”

He found himself face-to-glow with an energy being that was just finishing materializing in sickbay.

“Oh dear!” he exclaimed.

“Should I get the anal probe?” Nurse Ih’vik remarked, non-plussed.

“BLOW IT UP!” the horde of patients in sickbay shouted in a panic.

“That’s not what I do!” Nooney cried, backing up and waving his arms frantically. “Ih’vik?”

“Sorry,” the Andorian nurse said with a shrug. “Everything I’ve got in my desk is bladed, and I don’t think a sword is going to help. I normally bring my plasma cannon, but I left it in my quarters today.”

“You bring a plasma cannon here? To our happy sickbay?” Nooney said in shock.

“Just in case the patients get rowdy.”

“That’s a big no-no, missy.”

“We can discuss it if that thing doesn’t kill you,” Ih’vik replied, obviously rooting for the energy creature.

Suddenly, one of Nooney’s laser scalpels skittered past him on the floor, sliding to a stop just inside one of the energy creature’s feet. It looked down to see what it was just a moment before…

ZAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAP!

The laser scalpel exploded, wiping out the energy creature in the process. Nooney looked back toward his supply cabinet, which Sub-Lieutenant Zantak was just closing, a look of satisfaction on her face.

“You…you…my scalpel!” Nooney wailed.

“I didn’t even know those things could be set to overload,” Ih’vik said impressed. “You learn something new everyday.”



Lieutenants Bre’zan Brazzell and Lara Randall rounded the corner, phaser rifles at the ready to face the intruder they knew waited in the corridor beyond. Laying eyes on one of the energy beings for the first time, Brazzell stopped in his tracks, his weapon falling to his side.

“It’s…it’s so beautiful,” he exclaimed.

“What?” Randall snapped. “Have you been listening to what these things have been doing to the ship?”

“The perfect form. No dirt. No germs. Only clean, lovely light,” Brazzell continued, stepping forward in a daze.

“Bre’zan,” Randall warned.

“Teach me, oh sterile one.”

“Brazzell!”

“I want to learn,” Brazzell said, going to his knees in front of the energy creature, which reached out, placing a hand on the lieutenant’s head.

“AAAAAUGGGGGGGHHHHHHH!” Brazzell screamed in agony as the being began to drain him.

“Randall to transporter control. Beam Lieutenant Brazzell to sickbay NOW!” Randall ordered moving to get a clear shot at the being.

The transporter engaged without so much as a word of protest from the transport control computer, which was a welcome change. Evidently even it understood the meaning of a crisis situation.

Brazzell dematerialized, causing the energy being to yank its arm back as though stung. With the creature distracted, Randall opened fire, obliterating the energy being in a flash of power.



“Huh,” Sub-Commander Remax remarked, watching the readouts on the science console.

“Huh?” Captain Bain and Commander Vioxx asked as Bain yanked a drained power pack out of his phaser rifle after repelling yet another intruding being.

“Your transporter just tried to beam one of those things.”

“Did it work?” Bain asked.

“Not as such.”

“Blast.”

“It did destabilize it temporarily, though,” Remax added, stretching out his prosthetic arm with his remaining real arm to loosen up the syntheskin a bit. New limbs took a little time to break in.

Bain and Vioxx exchanged an excited glance. “Brilliant!” Bain cried. “Lock on to the lot of them!”

“It won’t work,” Remax said. “They can just pull out of the beam, like the one on Deck Three just did.”

“But they can be destabilized,” Bain said. “That’s something to work with. Time to bring in the team. Computer, conference comm. Doctor Kasyov, Lieutenant Commander Tovar, and Lieutenant Marsden.”

The computer responded moments later. “Your conference link has been established. Please start speaking at anytime and thank you for using Federcomm.”

“Federcomm?” Vioxx asked.

“Third-party proprietary nonsense. They developed the conference algorithm,” Bain said. “Bloody annoying, if you ask me.”

“Is there something you wanted to talk about besides Federcomm?” Marsden’s voice asked, also indicating some annoyance.

“We’ve got a break on the energy being situation,” Bain said. “Sub-Commander Remax will explain.”

“The transporter seems to cause the beings to destabilize slightly,” Remax said. “But before you get too excited, they can pull out of the transporter beam.”

“They are not composed of matter,” Tovar’s voice said. “I do not understand why the transporter would affect them.”

“It’s something about the energy stream, I would guess,” Dr. Kasyov’s voice said. “Dematerialization requires very specific and organized patterns in order to maintain the coherence and structure of the subject being transported.”

“We’re taking people apart at the sub-atomic level and putting them back together,” Marsden added. “That’s no time to be sloppy.”

“Intruder!” Tovar shouted suddenly.

ZAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAPOWWWWW!!!!!

“Tovar, please try to keep it down. We’re having a meeting here,” Bain said.

“I will attempt to protect the ship more quietly in the future,” Tovar replied, hiding the sarcasm rather well.

“I appreciate that,” Bain said. “So where are we?”

“No farther than before,” Vioxx said.

“What did I say about the negativity?” Bain replied. “There’s an opportunity here, friends. I’m sure of it. Remax has cracked the door, we just have to find out how to kick it open the rest of the way. Give me ideas, the bigger, the better.”

“Beam the ship,” Vioxx said, drawing a glare from Remax.

“That certainly qualifies as big,” Bain assented.

“They wouldn’t be able to escape the beam easily,” Kasyov said.

“True, but we don’t have a really big transporter outside, if you hadn’t noticed,” Remax said.

“Now who’s being negative?” Vioxx said smugly.

“Moron.”

“I heard that.”

“Good. At least your hearing is Romulan.”

“Gentlemen, please!” Bain said. Another energy being started to materialize near the aft port turbolift.

“I will smite this adversary!” Nortal exclaimed, hurdling her console with her rifle.

“Splendid. Smite quietly,” Bain said. ZAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAPOWWWWWWWWWWWWWW!

“Right,” Bain continued, turning back to the matter at hand. “Now about this ship beaming…”

“I wasn’t serious,” Vioxx said.

“We might be able to do it,” Kasyov said. “Sort of.”

“What do you mean sort of?” Marsden asked warily.

“Well, as you said, the transporter affects matter at the sub- atomic level. At that level, you’re basically affecting the building blocks of the universe, so when you dematerialize someone, you’re changing the structure of this universe in a very localized area.”

Marsden immediately broke in. “Yeah but, that still doesn’t help us beam…” The engineer trailed off as a thought struck her. “THIS universe!” she exclaimed suddenly.

“How does that…” Tovar began to ask. “Polnuc!” he said.

“Polnuc,” Marsden confirmed.

“Of course!” Bain cried. “Brilliant work!”

“Marsie, are the modifications still in that jefferies tube junction?”

“Yes, sir. I looked them over but didn’t get a chance to remove them. I just cut the power to the console.”

“Can you operate it?”

“I think so, but I don’t know how the cores will handle it. You’re basically activating anti-sing. I’ve finished most of the recalibrations…”

“Your staff can finish the rest,” Bain said quickly. “Get to that jefferies tube and power up the system. Tovar, see to her safety.”

“With my life,” Tovar said.

“Good man. Now let’s get out of here before we run out of phaser power packs or the big nasty out there decides to get more unpleasant. Any questions?”

“Just one. What’s a Polnuc?” Vioxx asked.

“Polnuc,” Captain Bain said, smiling for the first time since this crisis started, ” is a bitter little man who may have just saved all of our hides.”

“Ah. I may have to thank him when this is over.”

“I’ll be sure to take you down to the brig to introduce you to him.”

“The brig?”

“Long story.”



Chapter Fifteen



Why did he ever resist rejoining the One? Arroyo couldn’t remember. It wasn’t a very good reason; he was fairly sure of that. Lucinda had been absent from his life for too long. She was right: he needed her. They were the same really. Two beings who longed to travel the cosmos, but, more than anything, who just wanted someone to share an intimate life with without the hassles incumbent in the vast majority of human existence.

Now they were One again, and that was all that mattered.



They should have transported, Tovar thought as he crawled behind Lieutenant Marsden through the jefferies tubes of the Anomaly toward the junction where Polnuc’s equipment waited. Speaking of behinds, Tovar was getting a splendid view of Marsden’s as they went. Finely-toned and pressing against her black uniform pants in a way that…he absolutely SHOULD NOT be thinking about!

“Everything okay back there?” Marsden asked, pulling an engineering kit along with her.

“Very fine,” Tovar said distractedly, still gazing at Marsden’s posterior. His eyes snapped opened wider as he realized what he’d just said. “Fine! I am well.”

“Good,” Marsden said with a chuckle. “I can’t have my bodyguard daydreaming on the job. We’re almost there.”

“Acknowledged,” Tovar replied stiffly, feeling the comforting weight of his phaser rifle strapped to his back.

The pair soon emerged into the jefferies tube junction, where they were able to stand up again and rub sore knees. If people were going to have to crawl through those tubes, Starfleet really needed to consider padding them.

“Well,” Marsden said, looking around, “this sure brings back fond memories.”

“Of being stuck to the ground? Or perhaps being shot at was your favorite part,” Tovar replied, unable to hide a smirk.

“Sorry, pal. Polnuc saved the phasers for you and Prosak.”

“Lucky us,” Tovar said, now standing face to face with Marsden.

Silence.

More silence as they continued to gaze at each other.

Then finally… “Um,” Marsden said. “I’ve got…”

“Work…yes. You should begin.”

“Yeah.”

“Quite,” Tovar said as Marsden finally looked away and moved toward the ladder leading to Polnuc’s main console. Tovar pulled the phaser rifle off of his back and ran a hand along his belt to make sure that the extra power packs he’d brought along were all still there. “Tovar to bridge.”

“Bridge,” Bain’s voice said quickly. Tovar could hear phaser fire in the background.

“Lieutenant Marsden and I have arrived. We will contact you as soon as we are ready.”

“Capital, but don’t spare the horses lad. I don’t like this business one bit.”

“I have no doubt that Lieutenant Marsden will perform at her usual excellent level.”

“That’s our Marsie,” Bain said. “Bridge out.”

“Flattery, Mister Tovar?” Marsden asked amused.

“Simple truth.”

Marsden turned back to the console, trying to hide the stupid grin spreading across her face.

They were quiet for several moments as Marsden got to work and Tovar prowled for any sign that they’d drawn the attention of one of the invaders, a prospect that was rather unlikely for the time being. They seemed to be more interested in power sources than people, and Polnuc’s system was currently lacking a connection to the primary power system. Once Marsden reactivated the power, though, the situation could change quickly.

“Tovar?” Marsden called.

“Yes,” he replied, turning to her quickly.

“Can you guard and hold something at the same time?”

“I suppose it’s possible.”

“Then get your butt up here,” Marsden said, more playfully than she’d intended. Tovar didn’t need to be asked twice. He was up the ladder in a flash, awaiting Marsden’s instructions.

“Lean down here,” she said, gesturing to the open panel where she’d been working. “And put your arm in.”

Tovar did as he was told, extending his left arm into the panel while he held the phaser rifle at the ready in his right. The Chief Engineer squatted beside him, her face mere inches from his. Marsden’s hand grabbed his and moved him to a small bit of conduit. “Hold this up for me,” she said as he wrapped his fingers around the conduit. “Got it?” she asked, still holding onto his hand.

“Yes.”

“A natural engineer,” she said, her eyes positively twinkling.

“I’m happy to help you.”

“I’m happy you’re here,” she replied, sticking a tool into the console and starting back to work right below Tovar’s hand. Less than a minute later, the console flickered to life.

“That’s got it,” Marsden said. “You can let go now.”

Tovar did as he was told, quickly getting to his feet, and adjusted the rifle in his arms as Marsden moved to the next step.

“Marsden to Cabral. I think we’re ready here.”

“Very well,” Cabral’s voice replied. “I will release control of the anti-sing drive.”

“It’s only temporary,” Marsden said. “I’ll hopefully have it back to you before you even miss it.”

“As long as we’re alive to use it again when you’re done, you can keep it for as long as you’d like. Cabral out.”

Marsden whipped out a padd from her engineering kit and pulled up a schematic of the ship, on which she began rerouting anti-sing drive control to Polnuc’s console.

She was pulled out of her work by the loud whine of a phaser rifle. Looking up from the padd, she saw Tovar at the edge of the small platform they were standing on, firing a steady stream into a glowing energy being on the junction floor below. It vaporized a few seconds later, rocking the platform.

“I believe your efforts have been noticed,” Tovar said, checking the power level remaining in his phaser energy pack as two more creatures appeared.

“Popularity sucks,” Marsden said, rushing over to the console. “You up for a little trip?”

“I believe that would be very nice,” Tovar said, draining his phaser into one creature, then ejecting the power pack and slapping in another one in what was almost one fluid movement.

“Marsden to bridge. We’re ready. Request permission to get the hell out of this universe.”

“Granted,” Bain’s voice practically shouted.

“One dimensional rip coming up,” Marsden said, punching in the final command on the console.

Around them, the ship’s engines thrummed loudly, then their stomachs lurched despite the fact the ship didn’t seem to be moving at all, which, in fact, it wasn’t, at least not in the traditional sense.

Instead, the Anomaly swirled as though it were being sucked down a drain, then exited this universe, taking the Lucinda entity along with it.



Prosak’s body suddenly went ramrod straight in Arroyo’s arms. Before he could ask what was happening, she screamed, a horrible agonized wail that shook their very surroundings, then Prosak’s body fell limply to the stark white ground.

In an instant, Arroyo was at her side. “Lucinda, are you all right? What’s happening?”

“Gone…” she gasped through Prosak’s pain-wracked body. “Not anchored. Lost power. No control.”

“How…What can I do?”

“AUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUGGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHH!!!”



“Steady, man! Steady!” Captain Bain cried as Commander Vioxx, who’d been drafted to man the helm through the Anomaly’s dimension jumping, narrowly avoided an oncoming bit of glowing green goo.

“Do you want to drive?” Vioxx snapped.

“I’ll just tell you the same thing you told me,” Bain said as the environment shifted to something that very much resembled the inside of a snow globe. “Don’t get us all killed.”



Lucinda/Prosak wailed again, her limbs spasming uncontrollably from the torment assaulting her body. All around them, Arroyo could see the walls of this chamber the entity, which of course was also Lucinda, pulsing in rhythm with the spasms.

Even without Lucinda telling him, Arroyo knew that only one thing could be causing this:

Reginald Bain.



Bain watched with satisfaction as an energy being began to materialize on the bridge, then fizzled out.

“They flee in terror!” Nortal said. “Long live Nortalia!”

“Nortalia?” Bain said.

“Her queendom,” Vioxx said.

“Only in her head,” Remax added.

“But she’s written nine plays about it.”

“Nine interminably loooong plays.”

“I don’t know. I kind of liked the musical.”

“You would,” Remax said disdainfully. “But she’s right. The beings are disappearing from all over the ship.”

“Smart lads,” Bain said, sitting back down in his command chair and settling in to relax. “Bain to Marsden.”



“Go ahead,” Marsden said as she and Tovar watched the two energy beings climbing the ladder toward their platform fade away.

“Excellent work. To both of you. We’ve got them on the run. I’ll give you a comm when we’re ready to return to normal space.”

“We’ll be here,” Marsden replied.

“Capital. Bain out.”

“Well,” Marsden said to Tovar as the channel closed. “I guess that’s that.”

“Nicely done,” Tovar said, letting his rifle fall to his side.

“Thanks. You too. None of those things even got near me.”

“I wouldn’t allow it.”

“Thanks.”

“You said that.”

“Yeah, I did. I meant it, too.”

“So did I,” Tovar said. “About the nicely done bit.”

“Of course.”

“Right.”

“So I guess we just sit here and wait,” Marsden said.

“So it would appear,” Tovar replied, smiling slightly as they looked at each other. She moved first, almost pouncing on him. He met her halfway, grabbing her in his arms and pulling her in close as the serious lip lock began.



All around him, Hector Arroyo could see the opaque whiteness beginning to destabilize, revealing red storming chaos beyond. The red shifted to a thick brown sludge, pulsing past Lucinda’s rapidly shrinking form. And suddenly Arroyo knew what Bain had done.

“Lucinda,” he said urgently, trying to get through to her in Prosak’s agony-wracked form. The Romulan’s sweat-streamed face looked up at him with dazed, unfocused eyes. “We can stop this. Take us to the Anomaly. Let me talk to Captain Bain.”

“Hurting me. Must destroy…”

“You don’t have to destroy them,” Arroyo insisted. “We can settle this peacefully.”

“But then you’ll leave me,” Lucinda said, mustering what little strength she could as the strain of being pulled from dimension to dimension ripped through her entity form and Prosak. “There will be no One.”

Arroyo smiled softly, running a hand gently along her cheek. “I won’t leave you again. I promise. But if you don’t let me talk to Bain, you’ll die…and you’ll take me with you.”

“Do you trust this human Bain?”

“He’s a good man,” Arroyo said. “And he’s not one to stand around and let people destroy him or his ship, as you can see.”

Lucinda/Prosak nodded weakly.

“So we’ll go?”

She nodded again.

“That’s my Lucinda,” Arroyo said. “We’ll be One before you know it.”



“Status of the entity,” Bain said.

“Hard to say,” Sub-Commander Remax reported from the science console. “Power readings from it are definitely in flux, but I can’t say if we’ve dealt it a death blow or not.”

Two more forms began to materialize at the front of the bridge, causing Vioxx to evacuate the helm console and Bain to leap to his feet and go for his phaser rifle before he realized that the newcomers were people instead of a couple of humanoid glow- sticks.

“Arroyo! Prosak!” he exclaimed happily, waving quickly for Nortal to lower the pair of rifles she was wielding. “You’re not dead!”

“Not yet,” Arroyo said, supporting Prosak’s ravaged form.

“Good lord,” Bain exclaimed. “What did that thing do to Prosak?”

“That thing is called Lucinda,” Arroyo said, more than a hint of anger tinging his voice. “And she’s Prosak right now.”

“You care to run that by me again?”

“She’s been possessed,” Remax said in disgust. “Weak- minded RommaVulc…”

“That’s quite enough!” Bain snapped, shooting a nasty glare at Remax before turning his attention back to Arroyo. “What’s going on here, lad? You know a lot more than you’re telling.”

“First, get us back to normal space,” Arroyo said firmly, helping Lucinda/Prosak into the helm chair that Vioxx had vacated.

“Ensign, I’d remind you of the chain of command.”

“Get us back NOW!” Arroyo said. “Or they’re both going to die.”

Bain nodded, his stern eyes locked on Arroyo, who glared back with fierce determination. “Bain to Marsden. Take us home.”

“Mmmph…yeah…got…mmmph…it. Out,” Marsden’s voice said. Bain was too involved with the situation on the bridge to even wonder what the muffled words and smacking noises were about.

On the viewscreen, the sea of gold gradually gave way to a comforting starfield as the Anomaly returned to normal space. Lucinda/Prosak immediately let out a sigh of relief.

“Better?” Arroyo asked concerned.

She nodded, still too weak for speech.

“I’ve done what you asked,” Bain said. “Now I believe I deserve some bloody answers!”

“Four years ago, I encountered Lucinda inside a wormhole. We became…close. After a while, I brought her to normal space, but…” He looked to Prosak, seeing only Lucinda, his one. “…We were separated,” he continued tactfully. “I thought she had gone back to the wormhole realm, but she was actually on the far side of the galaxy. She’s spent the last four years trying to return to me, gathering energy wherever she could for the trip.”

“How very romantic,” Bain said.

“Wait a minute,” Vioxx said, storming forward. “My crew was wiped out by that thing!”

“She’s very sorry about that,” Arroyo said.

“No, I’m not,” Lucinda/Prosak said.

“Not now, honey.”

“Commander Vioxx has a point, though, Arroyo,” Bain said thoughtfully. “This gal of yours is a danger to this entire galaxy.”

“She won’t be. Not anymore. We’ll go, and you’ll never hear from us again. You have my word.”

“You’ll go?” Bain asked. “Both of you?”

“We are One,” Lucinda/Prosak said, reaching out and grasping Arroyo’s hand.

“Think about this, Hector,” Bain said. “You’re talking about running off with a ball of light. Where will you live? How will you eat?”

“He will be absorbed,” Lucinda/Prosak said, getting slowly to her feet. “I can sustain us both for eternity.”

“And if we need more power, we’ll snack on some nice solar power,” Arroyo added,

“Yes, but absorbed?” Bain said. “You mean as in losing your body?”

“I won’t need it,” Arroyo replied.

“By god, it IS bloody V’ger all over again. All we’re missing is a robotic Deltan.”

“You mean like the sex toy?” Vioxx asked confused.

“Good god, man, please be quiet!” Bain said.

“I was just asking. I’ve seen one of those in a catalog…not that I normally look at that sort of thing, but…”

“Vioxx!”

“Never mind,” the Romulan said, quickly retreating to Remax’s console.

Bain turned back to Arroyo. “Are you sure about this, lad? What about your friends? Your family? Your career?”

“Captain, I’ve felt empty for the last four years, and I never really knew why. Well, I guess I knew, but I never thought I could get Lucinda back. I tried to go on and fulfill myself with other things, but it didn’t work. But in just the last few hours, everything changed. I need to be with Lucinda. I belong with the One.”

“I’m so glad you had that nice personal revelation while the rest of us were fighting for our lives,” Remax muttered.

“I need to go, Captain,” Arroyo continued, ignoring the Romulan.

“I could say no,” Bain said. “One order from me, and Marsie will reactivate the dimensional tears. I get the feeling I could wipe Lucinda out before too long and save you from this.” Bain stepped forward, placing a hand on Arroyo’s shoulder. “But I’m not going to do that, son. I’m not saying anything new here, but love’s a funny thing. You never know who or what you’re going to find it with. If this is the life you want for yourself, I’m not going to stand in your way…no matter how much this ship is going to miss you.”

Arroyo smiled slightly. “I think they’ll get along.”

“That doesn’t mean you won’t be missed.”

“I appreciate that, sir.”

“Would you like to address the crew?” Bain asked, gesturing to the all-call switch on his command chair.

Arroyo shook his head. “No thanks. Just tell everyone I said ‘bye.’”

“I’ll do that,” Bain replied, understanding.

“I’m ready,” Arroyo said, turning to Lucinda/Prosak and taking her hand.

“Good bye, Captain Bain,” Lucinda/Prosak said. “And…thank you.”

“Good luck, kids,” Bain said with a wave as Arroyo and Lucinda/Prosak gazed lovingly at each other. Arroyo’s entire body began to sparkle as a similar effect surrounded Commander Prosak. The ensign’s body became less and less distinct as Arroyo slowly was transformed into a glowing field of energy. Soon, his physical form was gone, replaced completely by the energy field, which rose into the air. The effect around Prosak rose beside it, leaving Prosak’s body behind. The two clouds moved together, sparkles of energy mingling into one merged entity which grew together more and more tightly until a single ball of coherent power was left. Suddenly, the ball shot upward, soaring through the bridge ceiling as though it were nothing then zooming away from the Anomaly at incredible speed as the One went off to enjoy its new existence.

Prosak’s eyes cleared as the RommaVulc’s mind resumed control. She took a disoriented look around the bridge, finally realizing where she was.

“Oh thank Surak,” she mumbled, then collapsed to the deck.

“My sentiments exactly,” Bain said. “Well, except for the Surak part anyway.”



Chapter Sixteen



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 177624.7. After a brief delay while Lieutenant Marsden gave the anti-sing drive a good once-over and returned control to Cabral, the Anomaly is headed back to Earth for a hopefully short stint in dry dock to deal with other damage caused by Polnuc’s equipment and our encounter with Lucinda. Polnuc himself will also be dealt with by the Starfleet JAG office. The damage to Commander Prosak, meanwhile, has proved to be temporary, and Doctor Nooney has already released her from Sickbay with a clean bill of health. She remembers nothing of what happened while Lucinda was in control of her body, which, judging by the way Arroyo and Lucinda were looking at each other, may be a good thing. While we’re on the subject of Arroyo, upon our return to Earth, I will be contacting Ensign Arroyo’s parents personally to discuss their son. I imagine dealing with the loss of a loved one who’s turned into a non-corporeal being must be difficult. Perhaps there’s a support group somewhere or something.

“Before we reach Earth, though, we must offload our Romulan passengers. We’ll be entering the Romulan Empire shortly, but we’re still awaiting word from Starfleet Command about where exactly we’re taking Vioxx and his officers.”



“Thank you for joining us, Ambassador,” Admiral Kristen Larkin said as Ambassador Rorshak entered the small conference room at Starfleet Headquarters where Larkin and two other admirals, an Andorian and a human, were waiting. “These are my colleagues Admiral Th’ril and Admiral Khalid Haddad.”

“Admirals,” Rorshak said, acknowledging them with a nod of his head as he took a seat at the opposite end of the table from Larkin.

“I assume you have some idea why we have called you here today,” Larkin said.

“I was informed by my government that the Anomaly successfully completed its mission. We are, of course, pleased and grateful for Starfleet’s help in this rescue.”

“This was a lot more than a rescue,” Th’ril said, his antenna twitching. “The Anomaly was very nearly destroyed by an entity of unknown origin that you knew was there!”

“Unknown origin, Admiral? My information states that one of your officers brought it into this universe.”

“That doesn’t change the fact that you withheld information and put our ship at risk,” Haddad said. “I don’t think your government fully appreciates how unique and valuable the Anomaly is.”

“On the contrary, Admiral. We are VERY aware of the Anomaly’s uniqueness and that the contribution of Romulan Empire’s technology is one of the main reasons that it is so special.”

“The Federation appreciates your government’s contribution,” Larkin said calmly, hoping to prevent the meeting from devolving into a shouting match. “The Anomaly is a shining example of cooperation between our governments.”

“An example crewed solely by Starfleet.”

“The Anomaly’s first officer is Romulan,” Th’ril said quickly.

“I am well aware of that,” Rorshak replied. “But the fact remains that she is in Starfleet. Recent events have shown that this is not a satisfactory state of affairs. The Romulan Empire must demand more of a role in the operation of the Anomaly.”

Larkin watched the ambassador’s face closely. She was not the best judge of emotional reactions, despite her years of existence and her own emotional protocols, but she still believed that Ambassador Rorshak was troubled by his last statement. Call it android intuition.

“We built that ship,” Haddad said. “We’re not about to…”

“Admiral, I believe the Anomaly is under the purview of the Explorer Project, not Tactical Operations. I will address the Ambassador’s concerns,” Larkin interrupted. She focused her attention on Rorshak. “We will, of course, consider and try to accommodate the wishes of our Romulan partners.”

“Then I will be in touch shortly,” Rorshak said, rising to his feet. “Good day, Admirals.” He strode from the room quickly.

“He just ran right over us,” Haddad said.

Larkin nodded. “I believe he did. Never once did he admit fault in the withholding of information, not that I would have expected him to do so.”

“Then why did you let him leave?”

“There was little to be gained in a direct confrontation; however, before we accept any Romulan proposals, we will be ensuring that such ‘communication lapses’ do not occur in the future.”



“Excuse me?” Bain asked, quickly setting his scotch aside and focusing his full attention on Admiral Larkin’s image on the viewscreen in the Captain’s Lounge.

“They’re staying,” Larkin said.

“We’re what?” Commander Vioxx, whom Admiral Larkin had requested be present for the comm, said in shock.

“After the incident in the Neutral Zone and this latest…event, the Romulan Empire has requested a more direct role in the day-to-day operations of the Anomaly. In short, they want some of their own people aboard.”

“But why do I have to be those people?” Vioxx asked. “I am a Commander in the Imperial Fleet. I belong in command of a Romulan ship, not sitting around observing Starfleet.”

“You won’t be observing, Commander. Effective immediately, you are the Anomaly’s first officer,” Larkin said.

“I already have a first officer, and a damn fine one!” Bain said indignantly.

“They’re demoting me?” Vioxx exclaimed.

“Gentlemen, please. I know this is something of a surprise, but I expect you to deal with this as professional officers.”

“Dammit, Krissers, don’t lecture me about professionalism when you lot are mucking about with my crew!” Bain said. “What happens to Prosak?”

“We’re looking into reassigning her.”

“Unacceptable. XO.”

“XO what?” Vioxx asked confused.

Larkin ignored him. “I was under the impression that Lieutenant Commander Tovar was already filling that role.”

“He has his tac-ops duties to deal with,” Bain said. “I want Prosak to stay on as XO.” He’d break the news to Tovar later, but he was sure the boy would understand Bain’s reasons for knocking him down the chain of command a step in order to keep Prosak around. They seemed to have an affinity for each other anyway. If Torgerson weren’t in Tovar’s life, Bain wouldn’t be surprised to see Tovar and Prosak escalate their relationship to something more than friends.

“Very well,” Larkin said, letting out an artificial sigh. “Commander Prosak will remain aboard as Executive Officer. And Reginald, I expect that you will find appropriate roles for Vioxx’s remaining officers on your crew.”

“How long is this going to last?” Vioxx asked.

“I do not understand the question.”

“When can we go home? I can’t believe the Empire would leave us on a Starfleet vessel permanently.”

“I have no information suggesting that this is to be a temporary state of affairs, Commander. Now I suggest that you both inform your respective command staffs and do your best to integrate them smoothly. Larkin out.”

The admiral’s image vanished and was quickly replaced by the Starfleet insignia, leaving the two men in silence for several moments.

“Drink?” Bain said finally, holding out the bottle of scotch toward Vioxx.

“Yeah. I think I will,” Vioxx said, taking a long swig.



Captain Bain never liked to leave scotch alone in his stomach. It tended to wreak havoc with his digestion, so, once Vioxx had pulled himself together enough to break the news to his crew, Bain headed down to the Anomaly’s pub to get himself a proper lager to chase the scotch.

Actually, he would have preferred to follow the scotch with a big plate of sausage and mash, but he had another duty to perform: talking to Prosak. And she was in the pub, which meant having lager and pretzels instead.

“Evening, Commander,” Bain said, sliding onto the bar stood next to his soon-to-be-former first officer. “What brings you down here?”

“I’ve actually come to find this environment comforting,” Prosak replied, a mostly-full lager sitting on the bar in front of her. “I’m not sure why.”

“Maybe you’ve got some British in you somewhere,” Bain said as he flagged down the holo-bartender. “I’ll take a pint,” he said, then turned back to Prosak, deciding there was no point in procrastinating. “I just got off a comm with Starfleet.”

“I take it from your tone of voice that the news was not all good.”

“The Roms are evidently making a stink. They want more representation on board.”

“More Romulans?” Prosak said. While she did enjoy the Anomaly’s crew, the presence of a few members of her own species could be pleasant. Perhaps one or more of them would be RommaVulcs. “When will they be joining us?” she asked eagerly.

“They’re already here. Vioxx and friends are staying.”

“Oh,” Prosak said, deflated.

“There’s more,” Bain said.

“More Romulans?” she asked, perking up again.

“More news. They’re giving Vioxx your post.”

The Vulc part of Prosak’s personality immediately vanished as her face filled with anger. “They’re what?” They can’t…It’s Larkin, isn’t it? She hates me. Where are they sending me? How?”

“Calm down,” Bain said, putting a comforting hand on her arm. “You’re remaining aboard as my Executive Officer. I wouldn’t let Starfleet send you anywhere.”

Prosak smiled slightly at that. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it,” Bain said. “Now drink up. That lager is getting lonely.”

The RommaVulc picked up her mug and took a long drink just before the comm system activated. “Bridge to Commander Prosak,” Lieutenant Brazzel’s voice said. “We’re receiving a comm for you from Ambassador Rorshak.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Prosak said gravely. “I’ll take it in my quarters. Prosak out.” She stood up, chugging the rest of her drink in one long gulp.

“Everything all right there, Prosak?” Bain asked.

“My father and I have much to discuss,” Prosak replied, then headed for the exit.



Across the pub from Bain, Lieutenant Commander Tovar and Lieutenant Shelly Marsden sat staring at two untouched drinks.

“He didn’t even say goodbye,” Marsden said softly. “I thought we were friends. Good friends.”

“I believe Mister Arroyo felt very close to you,” Tovar replied.

“Then why didn’t I know about Lucinda?”

“Would it have mattered? Judging from his behavior on the bridge, Arroyo did not even realize we were dealing with this Lucinda entity until it was too late.”

“That’s not the point, Tovar. If we were so close, he should have felt like he could tell me about Lucinda. I wonder if Janie even knows.”

“Janie?”

“Janie Tyler. His fiance’,” Marsden replied, drawing a raised eyebrow from Tovar. “She’s just pretending to be his fiance’,” Marsden said quickly. “To keep his parents off his back.” Tovar looked even more confused. “Long story…and one that’s beginning to make a bit more sense. He didn’t hatch the whole fake fiance’ thing until after he got lost in that wormhole. All this time he was pining for Lucinda, which comes right back to the ‘Why didn’t he tell me?’ question.”

“Sometimes we keep secrets, even from those who are closest to us.”

“Are you keeping secrets, Tovar?” Marsden asked.

“A great many of them. From a great many people,” he replied solemnly.

“Like what happened in the jefferies tube?”

Tovar nodded. “I wondered when our conversation would turn to that.”

“You could have brought it up first.”

“True; however, I sensed that Mister Arroyo’s departure was troubling you and wished to provide whatever comfort I could about the matter.”

“That’s sweet…even if you sounded like a damn robot when you said it.”

“Force of habit,” Tovar replied, finally taking a sip of his drink. Hopefully, Captain Bain wouldn’t recognize from the bar that he was drinking a draft cider. Bain abhorred the stuff, calling it swill for people who couldn’t handle a real beer. Actually, Tovar just hoped that Bain wouldn’t come over period seeing as how that would be exceptionally awkward in the present circumstances.

“I’m going to call you on it every time,” Marsden said. “No retreating into robot mode on me.”

“I shall…I’ll try not to.”

“Good. So what happened back there? Stress of the moment?”

“You and I both know that’s not the case,” Tovar said.

“No…it isn’t. I…jeeze this is hard…Oh hell. Tovar, I’m attracted to you. It sounds corny, but there it is.”

“It wasn’t corny,” Tovar replied, unable to stop the smile from spreading across his face. Unfortunately, Marsden could see the hint of sadness coloring it. “I feel the same, but…”

“But you’re involved with someone else,” Marsden said. “I know. I know. You have an obligation to Torgerson.”

“You make it sound as though I don’t want to be with her. I do. She’s a warm, intelligent, beautiful woman. And you…you are so strong and capable and beautiful in your own right. But I can’t have you both.” And that’s not even considering Prosak, Tovar thought to himself. Why couldn’t he just be attracted to one woman?

“So you’re trying to do the right thing, huh?” Marsden said, shielding the emotions building inside her. Getting compliments and rejection at the same time was no picnic.

“I don’t know that there is a right thing here,” Tovar said. He pushed his chair away from the table. “But I think I should go.”

“Probably,” Marsden said flatly.

“I don’t want to, but I…”

“Shut up, Tovar. Please.”

He nodded and walked away, his hand running along the table and brushing against hers as he went. She clasped his fingers gently with her own, then let go, allowing him to exit the lounge.



Ambassador Rorshak was beginning to wonder if he was still connected to the Anomaly or not. It seemed to be taking Prosak an interminably long time to get on the comm line. Finally, his daughter’s face appeared on the viewscreen dominating the front wall of the study of his San Francisco apartment. She looked tired.

“Boogles!” he exclaimed happily. “It’s daddy.”

“Hello, father.”

“Something wrong, Prosak?” he asked kindly.

“I’ve recently been attacked, blown up, possessed, hurt rather badly, and demoted. You could say it’s been a rather rough couple of days.”

“I’m so sorry, Boogles. I wish there was something I could do.”

“You’ve done quite enough, father,” Prosak said coldly.

“I’m sorry?”

“You knew,” she replied through clenched teeth. “You knew all along.”

“I didn’t know exactly what…”

“But you knew something dangerous was out there!” Prosak snapped. “You knew, and you let us blunder into it without one clue as to what we were dealing with.”

“Boogles, my position…”

“The HELL with your position! I’m your daughter!”

“Is that the logical response, Prosak?”

“Even logic gives way to family,” Prosak replied.

“And family gives way to duty, my dearest. I have a duty to the Praetor.”

“I hope she rewards you for it well,” Prosak said, reaching forward.

“Boogles wait…”

But the channel was already closed.

For a brief moment, Ambassador Rorshak almost gave into his urge to sink into the nearest chair and stay there forever. The reception at the Iderian Consulate was in less than an hour, though. He needed to prepare. Duty called.



Epilogue



Even though Hector hadn’t been home in months, the house still felt emptier to Julia Arroyo as she moved from room to room, finally stopping in the den at the rear of the house looking out toward the stables beyond. Hector had never been much for riding, but he did love that backyard. Not even the heat of a San Antonio summer could keep him inside when there was baseball or soccer to be played.

But now he was gone.

The news had come almost 24 hours ago, and the numb feeling enveloping her had yet to subside. Her husband, Senator Escobar Arroyo, had needed to return to his work. Earth Congress was in session, and the disappearance of one Starfleet Officer would not stop the wheels of government. In fact, it was pretty much the only thing with wheels anymore.

Starfleet’s textcomm had been so positive-sounding. Ensign Arroyo wasn’t dead. He’d just chosen to end his corporeal existence in favor of joining with some giant blob of space-faring energy. Wasn’t that comforting? Hector’s captain, Reginald Bain, would be visiting as soon as he got back to Earth to explain in person how not horrible it was that Hector was gone.

She sat down on the sofa. Fell onto it, more accurately, her eyes never leaving the backyard where she could see a ten-year-old Hector running around kicking a soccer ball toward the two trees he’d declared as goal posts.

“Hi, Mom.”

Julia’s head whipped around in an instant. He was there, standing at the top of the single step leading into the kitchen and still dressed in his Starfleet uniform with a serene smile on his face.

“Hector!” she cried, jumping up from the sofa. “It was a mistake. I knew it had to be a mistake. You really need to say something to those morons at Starfleet about watching what notices they send out to people.”

“There’s no mistake, Mom,” Hector said.

“What?”

“Something’s happened…something wonderful,” he replied. Julia noticed the golden aura surrounding her boy and the full realization of the truth struck her.

“Wonderful for you maybe!” Julia shouted. “What about us?”

“It’s not like I’m dead.”

“No. You evolved or something so you could be with some cloud. Is that cloud going to give us grandchildren?”

“I have to go. Lucinda is waiting.”

“Lucinda. Lucinda. Get this Lucinda down here. I have a few things I want to say.”

“Goodbye, Mom. Give my love to Dad.”

“And what about Janie? Are you just going to run out on your fiance’?”.

“We were never really engaged.”

“That girl needs…wait. What did you say?” Julia demanded as Arroyo began to vanish. “What do you mean you weren’t really engaged? You lied to us? Your own parents! Hector? Hector?”

She was once again alone.

“HECTOR!!!!”







Series Six


The Future of Starfleet





“Captain’s Log. Stardate 177630.2. The Anomaly is approaching Earth for a bit of a respite at McKinley Station to deal with the damage we sustained during our run-in with the Lucinda Entity. It feels to me as though the old girl was just in for repairs, yet here we are again. Of course, that last time was after a several-month tour of Andromeda and this time is after the ship took quite a pounding inside and out from Lucinda. Never let it be said that Reginald Bain brings his ship to the shop without cause.

“In the meantime, our Romulan…I almost said guests, but they are more than that now. Command has made Vioxx and his four fellows full members of this crew. After the excitement of the last few days, I’ve ordered them to get some rest. There will be time enough to get them oriented to the way we do things on the Anomaly when we leave Spacedock. This adjustment will be difficult on all of us. Best to take it slow.”



“Captain Bain!”

The voice of Commander Vioxx calling to him from down the corridor stopped Bain in mid-stride toward the turbolift. The Romulan Commander quickly closed the gap between them.

“Can I do something for you, Commander?” Bain asked as the turbolift doors opened and Bain stepped inside. “Bridge.”

“You could follow orders,” the younger (at least Bain assumed he was younger. It was hard to tell with Romulans…and Vulcans…and Klingons. Why did all of these races have to be so bloody long-lived?) man replied curtly.

“Excuse me?” Bain said, feeling a flash of anger rising in him.

“You have basically shoved my officers and I into the nearest ketvell and left us to rot!”

“What’s a ketvell?”

“Never mind,” Vioxx continued. “It’s not important. The point is that we are being ignored rather than made to feel like a part of this crew.”

“Commander, I understand that this has been hard on you. A few days ago, you had your own ship, and now you’re stuck here with us. I also commend your gung-ho spirit. You and your folks want to dive right in, but this is going to take some time. Be patient.”

“What about Commander Prosak?”

“What about her?” Bain asked.

“She was to have been demoted, yet for the last several days, you, her, and Lieutenant Commander Tovar have been handling all of the bridge shifts. Like it or not, I am your first officer now.”

“I am aware of that; however, you have not had any bridge training yet.”

“I, as you just pointed out, used to command my own ship. I believe that makes me qualified.”

“Patience.”

“You are purposely keeping me off of the bridge so you can keep that…that…RommaVulc by your side.”

“Patience,” Bain repeated.

“Stop telling me to be patient!”

“I’m telling it to myself, so I don’t haul off and slug you again.”

Vioxx blanched and reflexively backed up against the turbolift wall to get as far away from Bain as he could.

“I’m not going to hit you,” Bain snapped. “We’re almost to Earth. Once we’re there, you and I are going to meet with Admiral Larkin.”

“Why didn’t I know about this before?”

“Because I just received the comm myself, you dolt. Just listen for a moment. We’re meeting with Larkin. After we do, we can set up a plan for getting you and your people oriented. Until then, I want you to relax. I want all of us to relax. We’ve had a rough time of it, and we all deserve a break. You’ll get your precious bridge shifts soon enough.”

“Very well,” Vioxx said, appeased for the moment. “I have ordered my crew to observe your officers, though. I want them to be as acclimated as possible.”

“That’s fine. As long as they don’t get in the way,” Bain said as the turbolift opened out onto the bridge.

“I can’t imagine they would.”



The phase recalibrator once again moved past Lieutenant Shelly Marsden on its way toward the field emitter. In an instant, Marsden lashed out, grabbing the hand holding the recalibrator.

“Selex, move the arm, or I REMOVE it. Understand,” Marsden growled, pushing the Romulan engineer’s limb out of the housing of the containment unit holding the quantum singularity, which made up half of the USS Anomaly’s anti-singularity drive.

“The field emitter is three nanorims out of phase,” Selex replied.

“It’s fine,” Marsden snapped without looking back at the man who was hovering just behind her.

“I would think that you would value the input of someone who has a great deal of experience with Romulan engines and singularity-powered systems.”

Marsden stopped her work, pulled herself out of the containment unit access hatch, and stood to face Selex. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” she demanded.

“It means that I have experience with singularities,” Selex replied, somewhat confused.

“So I don’t?”

“You are not Romulan.”

“No, but I’ve spent the last several years of my life designing, building, and maintaining the engines on this ship. I think I know what I’m doing.”

“I was offering my services and years of experience…”

Marsden quickly cut him off. “Offering is one thing. You were actively shoving tools into bits of my engines.”

“I…apologize,” Selex said.

“You’ll get the hang of things around here soon enough,” the Chief Engineer replied, softening a bit.

Selex nodded and walked away. He’d get in there and adjust that emitter when the human was elsewhere.



“You don’t talk much, do you?” Ensign Yonk said, taking a glance at Sub-Lieutenant Zantak, who was seated next to him at the helm observing his movements. Honestly, Yonk wasn’t sure why the Romulan was there. She seemed perfectly capable of handling the helm without his “training sessions.”

Zantak said nothing, not that he really expected her to.

The dwarf Ferengi shifted in his booster seat. “So…how about joining me for a little dinner tonight? If I like you, I might even let you play with my ears.”

At that, the Romulan rolled her eyes. It wasn’t much, but at least it was something to let him know she was in there somewhere. This constant not-talking was just creepy.



Oh yes. This was a wonderful waste of his time. Just what was to be gained by these “observations,” Sub-Commander Remax wondered as he sat in the Anomaly’s holographic mess hall watching Doctor Natalia Kasyov, who was several tables away talking with the hovercam used by the Anomaly’s resident brain, Cabral, to move around the ship. Cabral himself didn’t move, of course. He was a massive brain in a big black sphere housed in Science Lab Four. For her part, Kasyov seemed to be finding her conversation with the hunk of metal fascinating. Undoubtedly, as soon as she finished eating whatever this grey crap was that the holochef was trying to pass off as bread (On this particular day, the holographic mess hall was configured to be a Zalkonian bakery), she’d be heading straight back to the science lab to spend the rest of the day with her brain. There wasn’t exactly a lot of science to be done at the moment beyond analyzing the logs from the Lucinda incident, but couldn’t that woman find something else to do besides talk to that brain? It was borderline disturbing.

And this was to be Remax’s new posting? Serving under a brain-obsessed human and her blowhard captain. Actually, Bain wasn’t so bad, but it was the principle of the thing. How could he call himself a Romulan when he’d been banished not once, but twice now? The deep space assignment had been humiliating enough, but now he was on a Federation ship. If his wife were still alive, she would have divorced him out of pure mortification.

Somehow this was all Vioxx’s fault. Remax wasn’t sure how, but that fool was responsible.

“Is something wrong?” a voice said, breaking Remax from his internal rant. Cabral’s hovercam was now directly in front of him.

“What do you want?” Remax snapped instinctively.

“You have been glaring at Natalia and I for the last several moments. I came to see if something was the matter.”

“Everything I can think of,” Remax said, rising from his seat and storming toward the exit of the Zalkonian bakery. Enough with the observing. When there was actual science to be done, then Remax would work with the humans. Until then, he would be in a holopod in a simulation of Romulus…or at the very least that brothel on Neskivar.



So far, this was not succeeding as well as Tovar would have hoped. Rather than create a collegial bond among the officers who would be manning tac-ops on the bridge, this meeting seemed to be creating fear and distrust. Tovar looked at Lieutenants Gworos and Brazzell, who were currently seated close together on one side of the briefing room table, eyeing the Romulan in their midst warily.

Well, Brazzell and Gworos had at least found a common bond: fear and distrust of Centurion Nortal. That was progress of a sort.

Nortal, meanwhile, seemed to be having trouble keeping still. Her eyes were continually darting back and forth from one door to the other as though she expected to be ambushed at any moment.

Ignoring her paranoia, if that was even what it was, Tovar pushed ahead with his meeting.

“Next, we should discuss bridge shifts,” the Yynsian said. “Under the current three-shift system, each of us should be able to have every fourth day off. However, Captain Bain is considering adding a delta shift and going to a six-hour rotation. Should this occur, we will all…Brazzell, what is the problem?”

“She’s…eyeing me,” Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell replied nervously, one hand gripped around a can of spray sanitizer should Nortal make a move toward him.

“I do not like her either,” Gworos said, crossing his arms unhappily. Frankly, Tovar was somewhat amazed that the Klingon hadn’t attempted to gut Nortal yet.

“By Jenichai, you WILL like me or die wriggling at the end of my blade! This I swear!” Nortal cried, pointing accusingly at Gworos and Brazzell. Brazzell had his can up in a flash and sprayed the offending digit.

“Poison! You dare…”

“You’re not poisoned,” Tovar said firmly. Maybe he just should have taken Captain Bain’s advice and dealt with Nortal after the Anomaly was repaired. After stopping Polnuc’s attempt at sabotage, battling Lucinda, and the “incident” with Lieutenant Marsden, he was in no mood to deal with the vagaries of his subordinates’ personalities. He would much rather skip ahead to his dinner with Shelly. No! Not Shelly. He meant Jamie! Jamie Torgerson. His girlfriend. NOT Shelly Marsden.

Despite his internal protests, Tovar’s mind still wandered back to the jefferies tube junction and the kiss he and Marsden had shared a few days ago. Actually, it was several kisses, but that wasn’t the point.

The point was…

…Nortal was attempting to throttle Gworos, who was very close to pulling some blade or another out of a hidden spot in his uniform, undoubtedly with the intention of plunging it somewhere in the Romulan. Brazzell was backed against the wall, spraying down the battling pair with everything he had on his supply belt.

“DISMISSED!” Tovar shouted.

Gworos and Nortal instantly stopped flailing at each other. “Until our next staff meeting,” the Klingon said darkly.

“Your bloodied corpse will lay among the doughnuts and coffee,” Nortal replied. “We will have doughnuts and coffee, I trust. I demand doughnuts and coffee, or you will all feel the terrible power of my wrath!”

“I will claim the doughnuts and coffee as evidence of my victory after my bat’leth rips your head from your shoulders,” Gworos said.

“I laugh at your threats.”

“I will add our death battle to the agenda of the next meeting.”

“Tremble until that day, Klingon.” The two combatants turned on their respective heels and charged out opposite doors.

“If those two end up in bed together, I am going to vomit,” Brazzell said. He instantly turned green. “Gross! How could I even say that?” He whipped a small spray bottle of something off of his belt and squirted several shots into his mouth as he made for the exit. “Bah! No vomit! No vomit! I am not cleaning vomit! Well, I would to get rid of it, but I don’t want to be in that position. No vomit!”

With his subordinates gone, Tovar put his head down on the table and wondered how many years in a rehabilitation colony he’d get for wiping all three of them from the face of the cosmos.



After the tac-ops staff meeting, Lieutenant Commander Tovar returned to his quarters hoping for a bit of peace. Most of the crew would be busy planning for the Anomaly’s return to Earth, which was due within the next hour, so most likely Tovar would not be required by anyone.

The silence of his quarters was shattered by the piercing chirp of his door chime. Making a mental note to have his door tone changed, Tovar rose from the sofa, where he’d been attempting an old Yynsian meditation technique. Meditation had never been his strong suit, but if it helped him forget about Gworos, Nortal, and Brazzell for a bit, he was all for trying.

Tovar opened the door, fully expecting to find Gworos standing there with Nortal’s head on a stick or vice versa.

Instead, he saw the smiling face of Lieutenant Jamie Torgerson. Her look immediately turned to one of concern as she saw her boyfriend. “Rough day?” she asked, stepping into Tovar’s quarters.

“Gworos, Brazzell, and Nortal in the same room,” Tovar said simply, following Torgerson over to the sofa. She sat down and patted her lap. Tovar took the suggestion and lay down on the sofa, resting his head on her legs as she began to soothingly rub his temples.

“So how many of them did you have to send to Doctor Nooney before it was over?” Torgerson asked.

“Surprisingly, none, but Nortal and Gworos have sworn to eviscerate each other at the next staff meeting. They want it made an agenda item.”

“Oooooh. That’s a tough one. Do you put it at the end of the meeting, so that they’re present for most of it? Or do you stick it at the beginning, so there are fewer people to object to your motions?”

“You are talking about wiping out several members of my staff,” Tovar said.

“Which is the same thing you’ve been thinking about all afternoon,” Torgerson replied with a smile.

“Precisely.”

The couple sat in silence for a couple of moments.

“That Nortal is…unique,” Torgerson said finally.

“You’ve met her?”

“She came by the theater group last night. And she brought a play that she wants us to perform.”

Tovar chuckled. “I’m sure it was…dramatic.”

“To say the least. We also need a cast of about five hundred people to pull it off. Oh, and about one thousand liters of fake blood.”

“I wonder why Vioxx kept her around,” Tovar said.

“She’s the daughter of a senator,” Torgerson replied matter- of-factly.

“She is?” Tovar said surprised.

“And you’re supposed to be in charge of security around here,” Torgerson scoffed mockingly, running her fingernails along Tovar’s scalp and sending pleasurable chills down his spine.

“How did you learn this?”

“She told us…kind of.”

“Kind of?”

“When she brought the script to us, she said something along the lines of, ‘I, Nortal, fruit of Mueslix’s loins, demand that you produce my play.’ I got curious afterwards and looked up Mueslix. Turns out he’s a senator,” Torgerson explained.

“I see.”

“We have some Romulans with high-powered parents on this ship. Nortal’s got a senator. Prosak has an ambassador. If anything ever happens to them, we’re going to have some mighty pissed off Romulans.”

“Not as much as you might think,” Tovar said. “Commander Prosak and her father are not speaking much at the moment.”

“And how do you know this?” Torgerson asked.

“She told me at the pub last night while you were at your theater group. At least I believe that’s what she said. She was somewhat intoxicated and sobbing on my shoulder at the time.”

“On your shoulder, huh?” Torgerson said with a bemused grin. “I see how it is. Little Miss Prosak is making her move.”

“I was simply the closest shoulder,” Tovar replied. He thought back to last night for a moment. Actually, that wasn’t true. Prosak had to stumble past several tables and knock over a tray of drinks before she made it to Tovar’s table. Best not to tell that to Torgerson, though.

“Uh huh,” Torgerson said unconvincingly.

“My relationship with the commander is strictly professional,” Tovar said defensively. It’s Shelly Marsden you have to worry about, he added to himself.

“Well, I can’t fault her for having good taste,” Torgerson replied, leaning down and kissing Tovar on the forehead. “Just don’t end up in any dark rooms alone with her.”

“I do not believe that will be a problem.” And with those words, Tovar had just made certain that someway, somehow, the galaxy would see to it that that’s exactly what would happen at some point in the future.



“There she is,” Captain Bain said proudly as Earth lay before them in all of its glory. The clouds were perfectly wispy today, adding the capping touch to the sun-drenched side of the globe. “What do you think?”

“It’s a planet,” Commander Vioxx replied, standing next to Bain on the bridge as the pair looked at the viewscreen.

“True, but this is my planet, and she’s gorgeous. Reggie’s home, dear. Have you ever been here before, Vioxx?”

“No. I’ve spent my career entirely inside the Empire.”

“Except for that part where they banished you to deep space, eh?” Bain added.

“Yes,” Vioxx admitted unhappily.

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Bain said jovially, clapping the Romulan on the back and almost knocking him into Ensign Yonk and Sub-Lieutenant Zantak at the conn. “Deep space is where the adventure is! Just think of what you encountered!”

The doors of what should have been Bain’s ready room opened, and Commander Prosak stepped out onto the bridge, freshly pressed and dressed for the day. “Captain,” she said with a nod of greeting. “Commander,” she added, her voice cold.

“You’re just in time,” Bain said. “Admiral Larkin wants to see Vioxx and myself post haste, so we’ll be transporting down to headquarters. Will you get our repair orders and such straightened out with the McKinley Station blokes?”

“Of course, sir,” Prosak said, taking a seat in the command chair as Bain headed toward the rear of the bridge and into a turbolift, followed by Vioxx.

“Are you mad at someone?” Ensign Yonk asked once Bain and Vioxx were gone.

“My mood is no business of yours,” Prosak said. She was quiet for a few moments. “Did I come across as mad?”

“You didn’t even tell them to have a nice trip,” Yonk replied.

“I did not feel like engaging in pleasantries.”

“Look, Commander. I know this demotion to executive officer has upset you, but you have to look at the bright side,” the diminutive Ferengi said.

“There’s a bright side?”

“Hey. I’m a Ferengi. If there’s a bright side, I’ll find it.” Yonk did have something of a point. As Ferengi society slowly moved away from the single-minded pursuit of profit in the late 24th and 25th centuries, a societal belief in what could only be called “accentuating the positive” had developed. Yonk wasn’t always the best at this. In fact, at times his attitude could be considered downright negative, but at least he tried.

“What is this bright side?” Prosak asked, growing impatient.

“You’re not one of the big two anymore, so the pressure’s off. You can relax a bit. Have some fun. The XO isn’t the one who gets called to meetings with the captain at the Admiralty. The XO isn’t buried in paperwork all the time. You’ll be getting huge chunks of your life back.”

Prosak considered this. The Ferengi did have a point. Freed from her first officer duties, Prosak could spend more time on her studies of Vulcan rituals and techniques. She could improve her golf swing so as to be more of a challenge to Lieutenant Marsden in the holopods. She could even…date.



As much as it pained Commander Vioxx to admit it, they just didn’t have days like this on Romulus. He and Captain Bain had materialized on the grounds of Starfleet Headquarters just along the shoreline near where the Golden Gate Bridge extended toward the city of San Francisco. A gentle breeze was blowing off of the water as the sun shone down through a perfect blue sky. It was as though Earth was putting on her best face for the visiting Romulan.

“You should see it when it gets foggy,” Bain said wistfully from beside Vioxx. “It’s almost thick enough to rival England.”

“You like the fog?” Vioxx said surprised.

“Absolutely. Reminds me of home. Come on. The admiral will be waiting for us.”

Admiral Kristen Larkin was indeed waiting for the pair when they arrived in her outer office as evidenced by the disapproving look on her assistant’s face.

“The Admiral will see you now,” the attache said. “Actually, she was ready to see you almost fifteen minutes ago.”

“We took the long way,” Bain replied jovially before bounding into Admiral Larkin’s private office. “Krissers!” he exclaimed. “It’s good to see you, old girl. You’re as ravishing as ever.”

“That much is certain,” the android admiral replied. “I trust you had an uneventful trip back to Earth?”

“Smooth as silk,” Bain said. “Ack! Manners, Reg. Commander Vioxx, this is the esteemed Admiral Kristen Larkin.”

“Commander,” Larkin said, shaking hands with the Romulan across her desk. “Please sit down, gentlemen.” Bain and Vioxx took the offered seats as Larkin settled back into her chair. “I understand from both of your reports that the full melding of the crews has yet to occur.”

“That is true,” Vioxx said pointedly. “Captain Bain wanted us to rest.”

“A wise idea,” Larkin replied, surprising Vioxx.

“I thought so as well,” Bain said. “No sense in rushing the Roms to their posts when we’re only heading back to spacedock. I’ll get them trained soon enough.”

“About that, we would actually like to provide an orientation for Vioxx and his officers here at headquarters. Today.”

“Do you want my command staff here as well?” Bain asked.

“No. You have business elsewhere.”

“Business!” Bain said eagerly. “You’ve got a mission for us?”

“Of a sort. We need you to do a bit of P.R. for us.”

“P.R.!” Bain exclaimed. “Dammit, Krissers! I’m not your bloody mascot. You know I don’t like doing these gladhand trips!”

“This one is different. We need you to go to Riverside, Iowa,” Larkin said.

“Riverside. What the devil is there?”

“James T. Kirk High School. Riverside was Kirk’s hometown.”

“I’m still not getting the full picture here, Krissers.”

“Kirk, one of the biggest heroes in Starfleet history, came from Riverside, yet out of this year’s graduating class, not a single student at the high school named for Kirk is planning to follow his footsteps into Starfleet. Recruitment is down, Reg. Starfleet isn’t the draw it once was, but to not have a single student from Kirk High come to us is unacceptable. We’re putting our best face forward at the Kirk High Career Night tonight, and, thanks to your successes in Andromeda and with the Romulans, that face is you. We would also like you to take Lieutenant Commander Tovar and Lieutenant Marsden.”

“I should take Prosak along as well. It’d be good for the youngsters to see a Romulan in Starfleet.”

“Reginald.”

“What is it about that woman that bothers you so?” Bain demanded. “You haven’t given her a fair shake since we headed out on our first mission.”

Larkin’s eyes narrowed at Bain. “I have nothing against Commander Prosak.”

“Bollocks,” Bain said.

“Do you normally talk to your admirals like this?” Vioxx asked.

“No,” Larkin said flatly.

“Come now, Krissers. I know you too well. What’s your problem with Prosak?”

“She just strikes me as…unprofessional.”

Bain burst out laughing. “Come off it, Krissers! Have you looked at your service record lately? Do you remember who you served with?”

“I remember everything,” Larkin replied.

“Who did she serve with?” Vioxx asked.

“Never mind,” Larkin snapped firmly. She turned back to Bain. “Take Prosak if you must, but I’m expecting you to put yourself into this assignment with the same force that you use to attack your other missions. Am I understood?”

“Clear as crystal, Krissers. I’ll have the little buggers lining up to apply to the Academy,” Bain said, getting up from his chair. “If you need us, we’ll be in Iowa,” Bain announced, charging out of the office.

Admiral Larkin focused her attention on Vioxx. “What do you think of him?”

“Bain? He’s…interesting. To be honest, I have not spent much time around humans, so I am not sure how to take his personality.”

“I don’t know if this will help, but Reginald Bain is a force of nature. Starfleet directs him as best it can, but he generally just blasts his way through whatever is in his path, be it Borg, Breen, or even the Lucinda Entity you encountered.”

Larkin did have a point. Despite having the Anomaly at a disadvantage at first, Lucinda soon found itself seconds away from total destruction. Only the intervention of Bain’s conn officer, Ensign Hector Arroyo, had prevented Bain from ending Lucinda’s existence.

“He will take some getting used to,” Vioxx said.

“I would imagine that serving on a Starfleet vessel at all will take some getting used to.”

“It was my understanding that the Anomaly is to be shared by our governments.”

“That is basically true; however, we would like for you to be able to handle Federation matters in a Starfleet way when they arise. To that end, we’d like you and your crew to have, as I said earlier, a little orientation. After that is complete, the Romulan Ambassador has extended an invitation for you and your officers to join him at a gathering tonight at the Romulan embassy.”

“A party?” Vioxx asked, trying to hide his shock. He was being invited to an official party?

“I believe so,” Larkin said. “Ambassador Rorshak did ask me to make sure that you dressed appropriately. But first, we should get to the orientation. Actually, don’t think of it as an orientation. It’s more of a chance for us to see what you can do.”



“This is just ludicrous,” Sub-Commander Remax groused as he sat in front of the science console on the all-too-sterile white bridge of a Federation starship. At least it looked like a Federation starship. In actuality, he and the other former members of the Romulan Scoutship Tyvek’s crew were inside a holodeck simulation of a starship bridge somewhere in the bowels of Starfleet Headquarters in San Francisco.

“Just play along, Sub-Commander,” Vioxx said, sitting in the all-too-comfortable command chair. “Zantak, have you picked up enough to fly one of these monstrosities?”

“I can fly anything,” the conn officer replied simply. In theory, she was correct. For generations, Zantak’s family had been renown as the best helm officers in the Empire. Judging by Zantak’s usual efforts, though, the abilities must have skipped her generation.

“Don’t worry. We can’t crash,” Vioxx said, reassuring himself. “Weapons, Nortal?”

“Our enemies real and imagined will face my wrath as I smite them with my mighty…”

“I’m taking that as a ‘yes,’” Vioxx interrupted. “Engineering status?”

“I would prefer to be in an engine room, of course,” Engineer Selex stated from the engineering console at the rear of the bridge. “However, I will do my best to serve you from this post.”

“That will be fine,” Vioxx replied, tapping a switch on the command chair armrest. “Vioxx to Admiral Larkin. We are ready.”

“Very well,” the android’s voice replied. “You will face three scenarios. Please handle them as you would in reality. The simulation begins…now.”

Instantly, the blank viewscreen activated, showing a starfield streaking by. A moment later, Remax spoke. “They’re sending a ship at us.”

“Play along,” Vioxx warned.

“Oh in the name of the Praetor,” the elder man grumbled. “Fine. I’m detecting a vessel approaching.”

“Who is it?”

“I don’t know. They don’t seem to match anything in the Federation or Romulan databases.”

“Hmmm…” Vioxx said thoughtfully. A new species entering their area of space. No problem. Time to pull out the old first contact directives.

“Nortal, raise shields and lock weapons. Get me a channel.”

“They are heeding our call,” Nortal reported. “Would you like to see the face of our quivering adversary?”

“Thank you,” Vioxx said. “Just put him on the screen.”

Nortal tapped a command, shifting the image on the viewscreen from the starfield to a plump three-eyed creature with dark green skin.

“Kobblfax nikklido eckik kopprad?” it stated, spreading its two stumpy arms wide.

“Remax?” Vioxx asked.

“The universal translator is working on it. There. We have a translation matrix.”

“Good. Alien vessel. This is Commander Vioxx. You have violated the sovereign space of the Romulan Empire…”

“Commander, if I may,” Selex said. “We are not…”

“You’re right,” Vioxx said quickly. “My mistake. Alien vessel, you have violated the sovereign space of the United Federation of Planets. Turn back now or be destroyed. Any hesitation on your part will be considered an act of war.” Vioxx turned to his tac-ops officer. “Nortal, standby on weapons.”

“They will taste my rays of doom!”

“And WAIT for the order to ‘fire’ this time!” Vioxx warned.

“By your command.”

“Exactly.”

Remax broke in. “I think chubby wants to talk,” he said, pointing at the viewscreen.

“What have you decided?” Vioxx said.

“We’ve come on a mission of peace. Please do not fire.”

ZAPOW!

On the viewscreen, the alien’s bridge rocked violently and filled with sparks and smoke as it buckled under the assault of weapons blasts. Vioxx turned on his tac-ops officer. “What was that?” he demanded.

“He said ‘fire.’” Nortal replied, crossing her arms victoriously.

“I didn’t like him anyway,” Remax said. “Too puffy.”

“And he did say ‘fire,’” Nortal repeated.

“Okay. You got me there,” Vioxx admitted. “But next time, let’s try waiting until I say ‘fire.’”



Commander Vioxx looked over at his Chief Scientist impatiently. “Is there anything yet? Anything at all?”

“A whole lot of space,” Remax replied. “As soon as I see whatever this next simulated encounter is supposed to be, I’ll tell you…and here it is.”

“Just tell me where to aim by blasts of doom,” Nortal stated, hands confidently on her hips.

“How about at your head?” Remax said.

“What’s out there?” Vioxx asked, attempting to bring the conversation back to the simulation at hand. The sooner they got through these, the sooner they could get to that party at the embassy.

“I’m not certain. It appears to be a spatial anomaly of some sort,” Remax replied.

“Turn us around,” Vioxx said instantly.

“Commander?” Zantak asked, surprised into an uncharacteristic outburst.

“You think I’m sticking around after what happened the last time? Absolutely not. Losing one ship to a spatial anomaly is enough for one career. I don’t need another Lucinda incident. Turn us around.”

Zantak did as she was ordered without further comment.

“So much for the thrill of scientific discovery,” Remax remarked.

“Do you care?” Vioxx asked.

“No.”

“I didn’t think so,” Vioxx said, settling back into his chair.



Negotiations with planetary leaders was not something Vioxx had a lot of experience with, but so far he felt this one was going quite well.

“We’re pleased to encounter other enlightened species in the galaxy,” the image of Prefect Lod’Hein of the Pallanari on the viewscreen said as she sat behind her impressively large desk. “Our spacefaring is still in its infancy, but we look forward to learning more about your Federation.”

“Of course,” Vioxx said. “I would like to invite you and your governmental leaders to visit our vessel and join us for dinner. We can transport you aboard from the surface of your world at any time.”

“Thank you, Commander. I am most interested to see your ship. I will gather my cabinet ministers and contact you soon. Good bye for now.”

“Until later, Prefect,” Vioxx replied with a slight bow of his head. The channel closed, returning the view on the screen to the serene blue-green world they were currently orbiting.

“I’m actually almost impressed,” Remax said.

“I’m not done yet,” Vioxx said, turning to Nortal. “Have an armed detail meet them in the transporter room and escort them to the brig. We’ll hold them until they surrender their world to Federation control then turn them over to the occupation force.”

“They will kneel before me as slaves,” Nortal said, brandishing her disruptor.

“Don’t get too carried away,” Vioxx said as Nortal headed toward the turbolift. “And remember, we’re supposed to be acting like Starfleet now. If anyone gives you trouble or tries to fight, just go for the kneecaps.”



In a nearby observation room, Admiral Kristen Larkin involuntarily twitched as somewhere deep in her positronic brain, three neural pathways shorted out.



The James T. Kirk High School gymnasium wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. Like most high school gyms, it had basketball goals on either end, anti-grav generators in the floor for the days when the students were allowed to play zero-gee football, and several batteries of holographic generators for simulating the outdoors on days when the weather was scheduled to be inclement.

Tonight, though, the gym simply appeared to be a gym with various colleges, employers and organizations setting up their tables in hopes of catching the eyes of the students and parents that would be parading through later in the evening.

Captain Bain noted that his officers were oddly subdued. Granted, this wasn’t exactly fighting the Associates or anything, but he’d hoped they would try to show a bit more enthusiasm. That meant it was time to lead by example.

“Are you ready for this, my lad?” Bain asked, wrapping a fatherly arm around Tovar’s shoulder as the Yynsian placed a box of Starfleet insignia pins on the table.

“I wasn’t aware that this required getting ready,” Tovar replied as Lieutenant Marsden brought the holographic generator for the display backdrop over to the table. Her and Tovar’s eyes met for a moment, a moment which ended up becoming several moments.

“…that’s all I’m saying,” Bain finished.

“Excuse me?” Tovar said, breaking his look at Marsden to focus on his captain as he realized that Bain had evidently made some sort of additional comment.

“Dog and pony show,” Bain said. “We have to put one on. Show these blighters what they’re missing by not joining the fleet. We can’t let them lose out on the opportunity of a lifetime.”

“Indeed,” Tovar said distractedly as he watched Marsden lean over the holographic backdrop generator.

“I get the sense that your heart isn’t really in this,” Bain said.

“Much the opposite,” Tovar replied.

“There! That’s the spirit!” Bain said, clapping Tovar on the back and almost launching the unprepared tac-ops officer across the table. “Now let’s see who else has their eyes set on our recruits,” Bain added moving off to survey the other tables.

“You all right?” Marsden asked, standing up from the holo- projector as it began displaying a 3-D rotating Starfleet delta followed soon after by the usual parade of smiling cadets, sun-drenched Academy building, planetary vistas, and starship fly-bys.

“Fine,” Tovar said through a cough. “He just caught me off- guard.”

“Was something distracting you?” the engineer replied with a slight grin.

“Shelly.”

“I know. We said we wouldn’t do this. How is Jamie anyway?”

“She is well,” Tovar replied. Ah yes, this would be an entire evening chock full of awkwardness with Shelly Marsden. As soon as he’d learned that Marsden was also coming to this event, Tovar should have found a way to excuse himself. He never seriously entertained the thought, though. Despite his feelings for Jamie Torgerson, he was not about to pass up an evening in Marsden’s company. He’d feel guilty about it and there would most definitely be awkwardness, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want to be there.

Tovar and Marsden had returned to looking at each other, neither sure what to say next when Commander Prosak approached the table empty-handed.

“I thought you were bringing the padds in from the shuttle,” Marsden said.

“I am having difficulties with the anti-grav unit on the crate,” Prosak replied.

“I can take a look at it,” Marsden replied.

“This event is due to start very soon,” Prosak said. “I thought that Mister Tovar and I could just carry the crate in to save time.”

“All right. I’ll try to look at that unit before we leave,” Marsden said, busying herself arranging the insignia pins they planned to give away.

Prosak headed toward the exit without another word. “I suppose I am to follow,” Tovar remarked. “I guess it is too much to actually ask for my assistance directly.”

“Maybe it’s a RommaVulc efficiency thing,” Marsden said, grateful for the change to conversational topic. This evening was obviously going to be very awkward between her and Tovar, so sticking to safe topics was the way to go.



Tovar exited the gym and made his way through the rows of various hovercars, shuttles, and other transports parked outside until he arrived at the Anomaly’s shuttle, which Captain Bain had insisted on landing in a spot off to itself. He said it was to help them stand out and get the sleek white shuttle noticed by the families heading into the gym, but Tovar suspected that Bain was really just trying to protect the shuttle’s hull from any potential dings and scrapes from other vehicles.

The shuttle’s rear hatch was open with the crate of informational padds about Starfleet and the Academy resting right at the edge of the opening as Prosak stood nearby, shifting from foot to foot looking as though she was attempting to keep warm. Tovar was surprised to see these mild temperatures affecting the Romulan so much.

As he approached, Tovar observed the status lights on the anti-grav unit and quickly deduced why the unit was not functioning.

“I apologize for bringing you out here for this,” Prosak said as Tovar leaned down to examine the anti-grav unit. As he suspected, it had been put into a diagnostic mode. Correcting the situation would be a simple matter.

“The unit needs to be reset,” Tovar said, tapping the necessary controls. “The source of the problem was easy to miss.”

He stood up and turned around. Prosak was right in front of him. As in right in front of him. As in mere inches away.

“I’m not good at this sort of thing,” the RommaVulc said.

“Anti-grav units can be complex,” Tovar replied nervously as Prosak made no move to step away.

“I see clarification is required.”

“We have a manual for…”

Tovar’s words were instantly cut off as Prosak’s lips met his.



Entering the Romulan Embassy was like finding an oasis of home nestled in the alien environment of San Francisco. Commander Vioxx felt his body instantly relax as he and his officers stepped through the embassy’s stately foyer into the ballroom where the evening’s gathering was being held.

The group was greeted at the entrance by the expected cadre of Romulan Centurions who quickly and efficiently scanned them for any illicit listening devices or weapons. They were soon joined by the embassy’s Security Attache.

“Good evening. You are Commander Vioxx, I presume,” the attache said to Remax.

“He is,” the older man said, pointing at Vioxx.

“Of course. My apologies, Commander. I am Dalik. Ambassador Rorshak will be pleased that you and your officers accepted his invitation.”

“Not as pleased as we were to be invited,” Vioxx said. “It’s nice to see some fellow Romulans after all this time.”

“Yes. Too much time among the Earthers and the other assorted Federation types can be trying. I try to stay in the embassy as much as I can. The ambassador takes a different view, however. He seems to enjoy this planet.”

“This city certainly has its scenic points.”

“And you should try the Dungeness crab!” Dalik said, his detached veneer slipping for a moment. “Er…right this way,” he added, quickly recovering and gesturing for the group to follow him to where a well-dressed man that Vioxx assumed was Ambassador Rorshak stood conversing with another Romulan.

“Ambassador, may I present Commander Vioxx and officers,” Dalik said with a brief bow before moving off toward the door.

“A pleasure, Commander,” Rorshak said with a slight nod of his head. “How is life aboard the Anomaly?”

“It is…an adjustment for all of us. Oh yes. This is Sub- Commander Remax, my Chief Scientist; Centurion Nortal, my Tactical Officer; Sub-Lieutenant Zantak, my Helm Officer; and Engineer Selex.”

“Welcome. May I introduce Sorel of Vulcan,” Rorshak said, gesturing to his companion. So the other man was not a Romulan after all.

“A Vulcan?” Remax said surprised. “I thought all Vulcans had left Earth after the Vulcan secession from the Federation.”

Sorel nodded sagely. “For the most part, this is correct; however, since official ties have yet to be established between Romulus and Vulcan, we have long used this location for non- official diplomatic meetings.”

“But tonight is a night to enjoy yourselves,” Rorshak interjected. “Please help yourselves to refreshments, and welcome back to civilization. I’m sure it will be a welcome change after so long in deep space.”

“Very much so,” Remax said as the former Tyvek officers all laid in a direct course for the buffet.



An outside observer would have been hard pressed to differentiate Tovar from a Borg drone as he re-entered the gym, his face bearing a blank, stunned expression. Well, perhaps that’s going a tad far. Tovar wasn’t sporting any implants, but he certainly wasn’t giving off much in the way of facial expressions either while he mechanically pushed the floating crate of informational padds over to the Starfleet table.

“Guess you didn’t need me after all,” Lieutenant Marsden said as Tovar brought the crate to rest and shut off the anti-grav unit.

“It was nothing,” Tovar said. He spotted Prosak entering the gym. “Nothing happened. Nothing at all. Nothing’s wrong in the slightest.”

“Oookay,” Marsden said, starting to unload the crate and trying to place the padds in something of an artistic manner. “I’m getting that you had it covered.”

“What was covered?” Prosak asked, looking from Marsden to Tovar.

“Nothing. You two covered it,” Marsden said, oblivious to the glare that Prosak had now locked on Tovar.

“The crate! We covered the crate problem,” Tovar said quickly.

“Of course,” Prosak said.

“Was there another problem?” Marsden asked confused.

“What other problem could there possibly be?” Tovar asked, forcing a smile.

“Bloody Orions!”

Captain Bain stormed back to the table, fists clenched. “I’m as much for the environment as the next bloke, but those wankers can take my…”

“Captain, your language,” Tovar warned, grateful for the interruption.

Bain’s anger was unabated. “My language is…” The captain suddenly stopped himself, remembering where he was. “Right you are, lad. The future will be coming through that door soon, and the last thing they need to walk in on is the vocal stylings of this old space dog. We’ve got some recruiting to do. Orions be damned.”

“Was there a specific problem with the Orions?” Prosak asked calmly.

“Bunch of self-righteous blowhards,” Bain spat. “They seem to think that all the kids here are going to sign up for their Orion Environ Movement instead of Starfleet.”

“I suspect that you will both be proven wrong,” Prosak said.

Bain’s eyes locked on his former first officer. “What kind of attitude is that, Commander?” he demanded.

“Um…er…a realistic one?” Prosak said, resisting the urge to take a step backwards.

“I don’t…” Bain thought for a moment. “Well, all right. You’ve got a point there, Prosak, but don’t expect me to stand by while those Orions snap up all the prime choices. Starfleet will get its cut.”

The school principal flickered the gym lights indicating that 1800 hours had hit. The students and their families would begin entering any moment now.

“Posts, everyone!” Bain ordered. “No one gets by us without an insignia pin! The line must be formed here!”



Outside of helming a spacecraft, eating had to be the greatest pleasure in Sub-Lieutenant Zantak’s life. It was not something she discussed with others, not that she discussed much of anything with others, but the banishment of her and her shipmates to the Anomaly had actually done wonders for her culinary explorations. Between the ever-changing holographic mess hall and the selections available from the replicator in her quarters, Zantak had already been able to sample foods that she’d only read about in travel guides.

Even so, it was nice to get a real taste of home. From the texture, flavor, and consistency of the dishes on the buffet, Zantak suspected that these foods had been prepared by hand.

“Good evening, Sub-Lieutenant,” Sorel said, stepping up beside her. “I trust that you are enjoying this time among your own people.”

Zantak acknowledged the Vulcan with a single nod while her eating continued unabated.

“I see,” Sorel said after waiting several futile moments for a verbalized response. “As you may be aware, the Romulan and Vulcan peoples are distantly related.”

Zantak did not even bother with a nod this time. Sorel was forced to assume that she was still listening to him as he continued. “As related species, it would seem logical that we should one day reconnect. For centuries now, the Federation has stood in the way of such a move; however, with our recent secession, that obstacle has been put aside…almost.”

The Romulan turned her head slightly to look at Sorel, waiting for him to continue. “The Federation has designs on both of our worlds. Of that we are sure. What we lack is information. You are in a prime position to provide that to us, and in doing so, you would be serving both of our worlds. You would…”

Zantak picked up a large spoonful of haldik casserole, then very deliberately dumped it on Sorel’s shoe, her eyes locked with his all the while. In another fluid motion, she slid the serving spoon back into the casserole, turned on her heel, and walked away to find a quieter place to dine.



A forcefield. That would explain it, Captain Bain thought as he fought the urge to slump down in a chair behind their table. That bloody Orion Environ Movement must have put a forcefield up between the students and the Starfleet table. Why else would they be giving Bain and his officers such a wide berth?

“Jeeze,” Lieutenant Marsden grumbled. “These kids would be happier to see the Borg.”

“They are,” Tovar replied, pointing across the room to a pair of students standing at the White Borg recruiting table.

“When did we officially become lepers?” Marsden asked.

“Perhaps your youth now consider Starfleet duty to be boring,” Prosak said. “The galaxy is relatively peaceful, and the vast majority of it has been explored. They may not realize that adventure is still involved.”

“We have adventure,” Tovar said. “And our lives can get very exciting at times.”

“Damn right,” Marsden said.

“I agree,” Prosak replied. “We just need to get that across to these students.”

“And we will!” Bain said. “If any of them decide to come over here.”

“At this point, that appears to be a rather large ‘if,’” Prosak said.

Bain nodded unhappily. “True. This would be a lot easier if that blasted principal hadn’t stopped me from intercepting the buggers on the open floor. What do these kids know about choosing which tables to visit on their own?”

“They seem to know enough to not visit ours,” Tovar said. “I am going to find that refreshment stand that is supposedly operating in the main corridor. Would anyone like anything?”

“I’ll go with you,” Prosak said quickly, practically leaping up from her chair.

“That’s not necessary.”

“I want to go.”

“I can handle it alone.”

“Good lord, Tovar!” Bain cried. “The woman wants a drink and to stretch her legs. Leave her alone.”

“Of course,” Tovar said with a stiff nod of his head just before he strode away from the table with Prosak following close behind.



“I would, of course, need to get approval from my commander,” Engineer Selex said to the Vulcan standing before him. “This is a bit out of my area, but if Commander Vioxx feels that it would be in the best interest of the Romulan Empire, I will attempt to be the best spy possible.”

“This is not about your commander’s wishes,” Sorel said. “Your work for us would require absolute secrecy.”

“Then I will have to decline. I cannot keep such a thing from my commander.”

“Even if your efforts will help Vulcan and, therefore, the Empire.”

“I have no interest in helping Vulcan, and I cannot say if helping Vulcan would help the Empire. That is a decision best left to Commander Vioxx. Would you like me to wave him over?” Selex asked, setting his plate of food down on a table.

“That will not be necessary,” Sorel replied quickly. “Thank you for your time.”



“Hand me one of those insignia pins, Marsie,” Bain said, tracking the movements of the people manning Orion Environ Movement table.

“Why?” Marsden asked warily.

“I think I can nail that bugger right between the eyes.”

“Captain…”

“Oh all right, but if one of those green-skinned…”

“Captain!”

“What? There’s no one around to hear me. That’s the whole problem, isn’t it? And what’s taking Tovar so long with my tea?”

“You never asked him for tea,” Marsden replied.

“I didn’t? Blast! I could really go for a cuppa right about now.”

Marsden got up from her chair and yawned lazily, stretching her body out as she did so. “Do you want me to go tell Tovar your order?”

“Please,” Bain said, taking up a central position behind the table and watching the proceedings on the gym floor like a general surveying a battlefield.

“Can I trust you not to kill, maim, or otherwise harm anyone while I’m gone?” Marsden asked with a chuckle.

“Not a soul…even if they deserve it,” Bain said.

“If you don’t mind my saying so, sir, you’re taking this awfully seriously.”

“This is serious, Marsie! The honor of Starfleet is at stake here. Like it or not, those kids are our future, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let that future slip away because these little bastards don’t think Starfleet is ‘phased’ enough for them.”

Marsden quickly stifled a snort.

“What?” Bain said.

“‘Phased’? No offense, sir, but no one’s said that in about fifty years.”

“Tea, Marsie.”

“You got it, Captain,” Marsden said, chuckling as she headed out into the main corridor of the school and toward the snack bar. She completely missed the two people standing down a dim side corridor engaged in a quiet, intense conversation, their recently-purchased drinks sitting ignored in their hands.

“I do not think this is a wise location for this,” Commander Prosak said.

“No!” Tovar replied firmly. “We talk here and now.”

“Ah. You wish to talk.”

“What did you think… Never mind. What the hell was that?”

“Excuse me?”

“That! In the parking area! Are you possessed again? That I can deal with.”

“I am very much myself,” Prosak said, putting a cold edge on her usually emotionless demeanor.

“So that was intentional.”

“Indeed it was,” Prosak replied.

Tovar tried to run a hand through his hair and almost succeeded in coating himself in root beer. He quickly set the drink down a safe distance away and proceeded to run both hands through his hair until he finally grabbed onto a couple of clumps and tugged gently.

“Prosak, I… Where…”

“We spend a great deal of time working in close proximity with each other,” Prosak said, her voice quivering ever so slightly despite her best efforts to feign perfect Vulcan detachment. “And you have many admirable qualities and traits. It seems only logical that I would find myself attracted to you.”

“Logical?”

“In truth, there was very little logic involved. I believe I first noticed your strong cheekbones. Soon after that, your intense eyes that can change to love and compassion in the presence of your adopted family. After that, your muscle definition under your uniform made me…”

“Thank you,” Tovar said quickly, holding up his hand to make her stop. “I’m flattered. Really. But I am in a relationship. Lieutenant Torgerson.” Why was he suddenly having to give variations on this speech on a regular basis? And why was it always to women that he found attractive?

“I am aware of that; however, I thought you might find my offer more intriguing.”

“I’m not for sale, Prosak. Jamie and I enjoy being together.” But if Jamie weren’t around, that would be another story. Of course there was Lieutenant Marsden to consider as well.

“Oh?” Prosak said.

“You sound surprised.”

“You do not appear to have much in common. Tac-ops versus anthropology. Weapons training versus costume design.”

“Don’t try to logic me out of my relationship, Prosak,” Tovar said. “It’s not going to work.”

“I did not mean to offend you,” Prosak replied.

“I’m not offended,” Tovar said, placing his hand on her arm gently. He found himself having to resist the urge to kiss her again. “Really. I was just very surprised when you kissed me.”

“YOU DID WHAT?”

Tovar and Prosak spun around toward the source of the new voice. On her way back from the refreshment stand with Captain Bain’s tea in hand, Lieutenant Marsden had noticed the pair down the corridor. Now Tovar was cursing the Great Bird and every deity in the Yynsian and Earth pantheons for her timing.

Just to make matters worse, Prosak decided to speak up. “Not to be rude, Lieutenant, but our personal lives and any kissing we may engage in is our business.”

The look of pure hatred that crossed Lieutenant Shelly Marsden’s face in the split second before she stormed away made Tovar glad that she wasn’t carrying a weapon at that particular moment. The ideal thing to do would be to let her cool down on her own and then discuss the situation rationally.

Of course, this meant that Tovar immediately chased after her.



Much like Sub-Lieutenant Zantak, Centurion Nortal was seemingly incapable of actually looking at the person speaking to her, which in its own way was disconcerting to Sorel, not that he would ever admit to such a thing.

Instead, he stood behind the Centurion making his pitch as she sat hunched over her meal at a small table off to herself in the corner of the room.

“…therefore, your efforts could lead to a new day of peace, cooperation, and perhaps even reunification between Vulcan and Romulus. Will you consider our offer?”

“Begone!” Nortal exclaimed.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Nay, you shall not move me!” the Centurion continued.

“Thou shalt be slain!”

“Do your worst!”

“Have at you! Clang! Clang!”

Undeniably curious, Sorel peered over Nortal’s shoulder. The Centurion was holding a jorr’nel sausage in each hand. Each sausage had a toothpick extending from it. At present, Nortal was banging the toothpicks against each other as the sausages battled to the death.

“Have you listened to me at all?” Sorel asked placidly.

Nortal’s head whipped toward him, her eyes wild. “Begone, foul tempter! Nortal of Romulus will not serve thee!”

“Very well,” Sorel said, backing away with all due haste, and in this case quite a bit of haste was due.



“Shelly, wait!” Tovar called, racing into the gym after Lieutenant Marsden. He could hear Commander Prosak close behind, but she was not exactly his primary concern at the moment. Marsden, still clutching Bain’s tea, stopped in the middle of the gym floor and spun around to face her pursuer.

“Wait? For what? For you to find someone else’s face to suck? What about her?” Marsden snapped, pointing at one of the admissions officers visiting from the University of Iowa. “She looks fun. Or what about our friendly Orions back there?”

“Hold that thought,” Tovar said, quickly taking Bain’s tea from her and running it over to the Captain. “Here you are, sir.”

“Is there a bit of trouble brewing?” Bain asked.

“I believe so. I would recommend keeping your head low.”

“Good luck, son. And thank you for saving my tea.”

“Of course,” Tovar said, then quickly jogged back into the combat zone to face Marsden. “I didn’t kiss anyone.”

“You kissed me,” Prosak said.

“No, I did not. You kissed me.”

“So it’s all right if some other woman kisses you,” Marsden snapped. By this point, all other activity in the gym had stopped to focus on the drama being played out at center court. “But when it’s me, suddenly you’ve got a girlfriend.”

“I do have a girlfriend,” Tovar protested.

“You kissed Mister Tovar?” Prosak asked.

“Yes. Long before you did,” Marsden said.

“I was not aware of this.”

“Was I supposed to put it in the ship’s log?” Tovar said angrily.

“What about Torgerson?” Marsden asked.

“What about her?”

“You didn’t seem to be thinking about her when you were off smacking lips with Prosak!”

“That’s not what happened. She caught me by surprise.”

“In a kiss ambush.”

“Yes!”

“I prefer to think of it as an efficient way to make a point,” Prosak said. “And you didn’t seem to mind at the time.”

“Could you stay out of this?” Marsden said.

“I seem to be very much in this. At least as much as you are.”

“Neither of you are in anything with me!” Tovar cried. “I’m dating Jamie Torgerson. Okay?”

“Then explain what happened in that jefferies tube junction,” Marsden shot back.

“We’ve been through this.”

“What jefferies tube junction?” Prosak asked. “What were you doing with each other in a jefferies tube junction?”

“If you weren’t off being possessed by Lucinda, maybe you’d know,” Marsden said.

“No, she wouldn’t,” Tovar said.

“Oh that’s right,” Marsden said. “We can’t let the big secret out. Just imagine what could happen if anybody found out we’d been making out in a jefferies tube!”

“I see your relationship with Lieutenant Torgerson is quite solid,” Prosak remarked.

“You’re not helping!” Tovar said.

“Was I supposed to be?”

“Just leave Torgerson out of this.”

“I don’t see how we can,” Prosak said. “Is she what you truly want?”

“I’ve had enough of this crap,” Marsden said, turning on Tovar. “You don’t have a damn clue what you want. Until you figure it out, stay the hell away from me.” Marsden stormed out the door as students and parents scrambled to get out of her path.

Tovar quickly found himself face-to-face with Prosak. “You are not the man I thought you were,” she said flatly. The RommaVulc spun around and followed in Marsden’s wake.

“But you kissed me!” Tovar shouted after her. Somehow, though, Tovar had the sense that that wasn’t the point.



“Sub-Commander Remax,” Sorel said, approaching the elder scientist who was currently finishing off his second glass of Romulan ale while he enjoyed the view of a particularly shapely trio of ladies standing nearby as they engaged in a lively conversation which involved a lot of gesturing and moving about in clingy dresses.

“I don’t talk to Vulcans,” Remax replied, sneering derisively at the intruder.

“Excuse me?”

“I said I don’t talk to Vulcans.”

“Surely you can put aside your illogical biases to engage in a mutually-beneficial discussion,” Sorel said.

“What part of ‘I don’t talk to Vulcans’ aren’t you getting?”

“All of it, I’m afraid. I can see no reason why you should harbor any resentment toward me or my planet of origin.”

“You wouldn’t,” Remax shot back, trying to focus on the women in front of him instead of the pest beside him.

“I am still unclear…”

“Could you just go away? I don’t have the slightest interest in listening to you or your prattle about logic as you waltz around with your supposedly-emotionless self when in reality you’re sitting there feeling smug with your intellectual superiority over the rest of us. Well here’s an alert for you, Vulcan. You aren’t superior. Not even close. I don’t care how many worlds you and your little secessionist group rounds up. The Romulan Empire will still destroy you. We’ll keep coming until the streets of Vulcan run green!”

“I gather then that you would not be interested in helping us…”

“Help! HA! Find some other moron. I need a refill.” Remax raised his empty glass in the air and charged toward the bar.



Feeling somewhat as though he’d just gone ten rounds with a mugatu, Tovar staggered over to the Starfleet table where Captain Bain had finally given in and sat down, cradling his cup of tea gingerly in his hands.

“Request permission to commit ritual suicide, sir,” Tovar said, plopping down into a chair beside Bain.

“Granted.”

“What?” Tovar asked surprised.

“That might actually get the little blighters attention,” Bain muttered.

“It seems I may not have to go that far,” Tovar replied as a cluster of four young men hesitantly approached the table.

“Good evening, gentlemen!” Bain said, instantly bouncing back to his usual buoyant self. “You’ve come for information!”

“Yeah, actually,” one of the boys said, looking at Tovar. “Um…does that happen a lot?”

“What precisely?” Tovar asked.

“The women fighting over you.”

“I wouldn’t say…”

“The ladies love a man in uniform,” Bain said quickly, cutting Tovar off. “Take a look at this.” The captain pulled the boys to the other end of the table and shoved a padd into each of their hands.

Tovar put his head down on the table. At least the captain was able to turn his misery into a recruitment opportunity.

“Um…excuse me,” a soft female voice said. Tovar looked up and saw a thin wisp of a girl standing in front of him. She couldn’t have been any more than 160 centimeters tall and couldn’t have weighed more than 45 kilograms.

“Yes,” Tovar said tiredly.

“Um…she really kind of kicked your ass, didn’t she?”

“Which one?”

“The human.”

“Yes, I suppose she did in a verbal sense,” Tovar said.

“I liked it. Can Starfleet teach me to do that?”

“All that and more,” Tovar said flatly. “Take a padd.”

“Thanks! Oh, if it’s any consolation, my friends and I all think you’re really plasma. Bye!” She rushed off, seemingly embarrassed by the ‘plasma’ comment, leading Tovar to the conclusion that it was some human slang for attractive. Oh no. She was coming back…with her friends!

“Good work, Tovar!” Bain said spotting the incoming prospective cadets. “It looks like that thrashing Marsie and Prosak gave you was just the kick in the pants these kids needed!”

“I’m soooo glad I could help,” Tovar replied, smacking his head back down on the table.



Normally Commander Vioxx had a hard time getting along with the upper caste types in Romulan society. The dislike was mutual. The upper caste looked down on him because of the level of his birth, and he wasn’t real thrilled with them because he blamed them for ending the one real loving relationship he’d ever been involved in. She’d been from an upper caste family and had eventually returned to that life, leaving the Imperial Academy and Vioxx in the process.

Tonight, however, had been a different story. No one here knew him, and they were all curious about his adventures in the Delta Quadrant. Despite being engaged in various conversations for most of the evening, Vioxx had noticed that the Vulcan, Sorel, had approached his officers one by one, so it was no surprise to him when Sorel stepped up beside Vioxx once the Romulan commander had broken away from his latest conversational partner.

“Good evening to you, Commander,” Sorel said. “I trust you are enjoying yourself.”

“As a Vulcan, do you care? Isn’t enjoyment an emotion?”

“Politeness would seem to demand an inquiry as to your state of being.”

“Currently my bladder has reached the state of full. Otherwise, I’m fine. If you’ll excuse me.” Vioxx continued on his path toward the facilities, but Sorel quickly fell into step beside him as the pair moved into a hallway leading to the bathroom.

“I had planned on doing this alone,” Vioxx said.

“And I shall try not to delay you, Commander Vioxx; however, I wish to discuss a matter of great importance,” Sorel replied, launching into his spiel again. “As related species, it would seem logical that Vulcans and Romulans should one day reconnect. For centuries now, the Federation has stood in the way of such a move; however, with our recent secession, that issue can now be dealt with. The Federation has designs on both of our worlds. Of that we are sure. What we lack is information. You are in a prime position to provide that to us, and in doing so, you would be…”

“You’re looking for spies,” Vioxx said, stopping in mid-stride and turning on the Vulcan angrily. “That’s why you’ve been harassing my crew!”

“I wouldn’t call it harassing,” Sorel said.

“No?” Vioxx said. In a sudden move, he slammed the Vulcan back against the hallway wall and moved his face within centimeters of Sorel’s. “We may both have the same ears, but we are nothing alike. Romulans will never serve Vulcans as spies or anything else.” He backed off a little. “You know what I think? You’re scared. The Romulans and the Federation are working together while you’re out in the cold. The Anomaly is the pride of Romulus, and I won’t do anything to jeopardize that.” Okay, maybe that was a bit of an exaggeration, but it seemed appropriate under the circumstances. “So, I suggest that you take your leave of the Ambassador and get the hell out of here because if I come out of that bathroom and see that you’re still skulking around here, I’m going to tell him exactly what you’ve been doing here tonight.”

Vioxx smacked Sorel against the wall one more time for good measure, then strode into the bathroom to take care of some other business. Sorel, meanwhile, decided to follow Commander Vioxx’s suggestion to the letter.



Captain Bain was waiting outside of the transporter room when Vioxx and his officers returned to the Anomaly later that evening.

“So how was it?” Bain asked immediately, cornering Vioxx as Remax, Nortal, Selex, and Zantak made their escapes to their respective quarters.

“It was a party,” Vioxx replied.

“No excitement?”

“Not a bit. I imagine my evening was as dull as yours.”

“Dull?” Bain exclaimed. “Nonsense! It was a hell of an evening. Things were a bit shaky at the start, but once Tovar, Prosak, and Marsden had their big to-do, we practically had to break out the phasers to keep the kids away.”

“To-do?” Vioxx asked confused.

“Ruckus.”

“That doesn’t help.”

“Let’s just say there’s nothing like a fight to draw in that teenage audience,” Bain said with a grin. He clapped Vioxx on the shoulder. “Glad you had a good time, Commander.” With that, Bain strolled off down the corridor.



Several thousand miles away from both San Francisco and Iowa in a house in the English countryside, Rosalyn Bain was awakened by a soft vibration emanating from the signal chip she’d placed behind her ear before retiring for the evening.

She reached over and grabbed the arm of the Section 31 black uniform laying across the wing chair next to the bed and activated the vidi-comm unit on the sleeve. The image of Sorel, better known to her as Agent Ted Merrin, flashed onto the unit’s screen.

“Good evening, Ted,” Rosalyn said warmly. “All went well, I trust.”

“I was able to make contact with all five officers, Agent Bain,” Merrin replied. “I do not believe that any of them are working or would ever work for the Vulcans. Most are far too loyal to Romulus or their commander.”

“What do you mean most?”

“Centurion Nortal is quite possibly insane, so she did not answer definitely. She did, however, seem to take a great deal of offense to my offer.”

“I’m relieved to hear it,” Rosalyn said. “Thank you for looking into that for me. Good night.”

“Agent Bain,” Merrin said quickly.

“Yes?”

“I was wondering…why did you call this Operation Slugworth?”

Rosalyn smiled. “Remind me sometime to tell you a story about a little boy and a chocolate factory.”



Music of the Spheres





“I can’t say that I’m pleased about this,” Captain Reginald Bain said as he, Commander Vioxx, and Sub-Commander Remax strode through the Anomaly’s corridors on their way to Sickbay.

“We told your people to let us handle this,” Vioxx said. “This was a Romulan world with Romulan plants. Perhaps this will teach Doctor Kasyov to listen next time.”

Remax snorted. “Doubtful.”

“I understand that we’re playing in your backyard at the moment, but the Anomaly was sent to deal with this problem because of the combined abilities we bring to the table as a mixed Federation and Romulan crew.”

“We were sent because we’re the fastest ship around,” Vioxx replied. “Even leaving from Earth, we were able to get to Nessidel an entire day before the closest warhawk could. My government had no way of knowing what caused the explosion of the Imperial Governor’s residence. The planet could have been under attack.”

“It was a kitchen accident,” Bain said.

“Waste of a perfectly good roast de’enir,” Remax groused.

“And well within our ability to handle,” Vioxx said. “You didn’t need to send Doctor Kasyov along…or Mister Tovar, for that matter.”

“Fine, but that doesn’t mean you can blame Kasyov for checking out that plant. She was curious and took a look. That’s what scientists do.”

“Your scientists must die a lot,” Remax said.

Bain shot a disapproving glare at the Romulan as the trio entered Sickbay where Dr. Fred Nooney was just emerging from one of the rear isolation rooms, a wide smile spread across his face.

“I assume that means good news, Doctor,” Bain said, making sure to keep his distance from the physician. Something about the man just plain unnerved Bain.

“Absolutely!” Nooney said, clapping his hands together. “I got the lighting just perfect, and the smell! Divine! I have achieved the ultimate in tranquility suites! Doctor Kasyov will be in heaven when she regains consciousness…and gets out of the tank.”

“What tank?” Bain said confused.



“This tank!” Nooney said proudly, gesturing dramatically at the overgrown aquarium positioned in the center of his “tranquility suite.” Doctor Natalia Kasyov lay floating inside the tank, held in place by tiny tractor beams a foot below the surface of the thick greenish-blue translucent liquid filling the aquarium. A breathing apparatus covered most of her face, but that was the only part of the doctor hidden from view.

“Good lord, man!” Bain exclaimed.

“Do you like it?”

“The lighting is very nice,” Vioxx said, nodding appreciatively at the view. “She’s practically glowing.”

“It’s a work of art,” Remax added. “And the smell is pleasant. Guella blossom?”

“YES!” Nooney cried happily. “How did you know?”

“Botany experience.”

“Really?” Bain said surprised. “I’ll have to show you my prize petunias sometime.”

“Petunias?” Remax asked intrigued. “An Earth flower, I presume.”

“Yes. It’s…oh hang on,” Bain said, remembering what had upset him in the first place. “Can’t you put a sheet over that tank or something?”

“It would ruin the whole effect of the room,” Nooney protested.

“You’ve got Kasyov’s unmentionables on display here, Doctor. I don’t pretend to know everything about the woman, but I don’t think she’d approve of this. Cover this tank. That’s an order.”

“Do I have to?” Nooney pouted.

“That’s what the order part meant.”

“Oh all right. Can it at least be a pretty sheet? Maybe something with a nice swirl pattern?”

“Doctor’s discretion,” Bain said, backing toward the exit as Nooney considered his options. “Ah. Almost forgot. When will Kassie be up and about again?”

“The plant’s toxins were really nasty and started attacking her inside and out almost immediately. The full submersion treatment should clear it all up in a couple of days, though. I’ll want to keep her for a little while after that for further examination and observation, but I’m sure she’ll be back in her lab in five days at the latest.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Bain said. “Let me know if anything changes.”

“Do you want to see the place once I get the new sheet in?”

“That’s quite all right,” Bain replied, stepping out of the room. “Good day, Doctor.”

Bain suppressed a shudder as he and the Romulans left Sickbay. “Damned peculiar bloke,” Bain said, shaking his head. “The man is a professional, though.”

“Obviously,” Remax remarked.

“And your science officer is fine,” Vioxx said. “But in the future, I’d like your people to defer to us when we’re in Romulan space.”

“First of all, they’re not just my people anymore. You’re supposed to be my first officer, Vioxx, which means we’re all one big happy family around here. And secondly, this crew knows their jobs no matter whose space we’re in. There’s going to be a little job overlap until everyone settles in, but I insist that we all work together like professionals.”

“As professional as Doctor Nooney?” Vioxx asked.

“I’m going to ignore that your said that,” Bain replied, then charged off toward the nearest turbolift.

“Good response,” Remax told Vioxx approvingly.

“Thank you. I was pretty happy with it myself.”



Under normal circumstances, patience was not something with which Cabral had much difficulty. When you’d spent a couple of centuries traveling through space alone just to make a date, you learned to wait. All of this time among the Anomaly crew must have changed him, though, because right now all Cabral wanted to do was beam his hovercam directly to Sickbay.

Natalia was there and injured, but Captain Bain had told him to stay out of the way until Dr. Nooney had had a chance to treat her. Bain was right, of course. There was nothing Cabral could do for now, but it pained him to be alone in Science Lab Four and basically helpless to aide the woman he felt closest to in the universe.

For now, all he could do was wait and trust in Dr. Nooney.

Neither of those things were exactly easy to pull off.

What he needed was a distraction. Something to take his mind off of Natalia’s injuries.

THRUMMMMMMMMMMMM!

That would work.

THRUMMMMMMMMMMMM!

Cabral’s entire being resonated in harmony with this new sound/sensation, whatever it was.

THRUMMMMMMMMMMMM!

The massive brain reached out through his connection to the Anomaly’s sensors to search for the source of this wave rhythmically washing over him.

THRUMMMMMMMMMMMM!

There was another one, and absolutely nothing was showing on the Anomaly’s sensors. How was that possible? Why was he the only one to sense this?

It had to be investigated. It had to be followed.

THRUMMMMMMMMMMMM!

Cabral had to find it. There was no other option.



Captain Bain eyed the hovercam floating in front of his command chair, considering the words Cabral had just spoken. “You’re sure about this then?” Bain asked.

“As sure as I can be under the circumstances,” Cabral replied. “I most definitely felt a…a hum, for lack of a better term. And it most definitely was coming at me from outside the ship.”

Bain turned to his First Officer seated in the recently- installed chair to Bain’s right. “You got a bead on this thing?”

“Why would I put a bead on it?” Commander Vioxx asked confused.

“He wants to know if we have any information on it?” Sub- Commander Remax said impatiently from the science console. “And the answer is no. According to the Romulan star charts, there’s nothing of interest out here. We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

“I believe we’ve passed the region where the hum is located,” Cabral said. “It’s been getting slightly weaker as we continue on this course.”

“So let me get this straight,” Bain said, rising from his chair and pacing the command area. “You want me to turn this ship around and basically fly around in circles until you figure out where this mysterious hum is coming from?”

“That does cover the basics,” Cabral replied hesitantly. Put like that, it did sound somewhat ridiculous, but he HAD to track down this hum.

Vioxx and Remax, meanwhile, exchanged a quick glance of “Yeah, right. Like that’s going to happen.”

“Capital idea.!” Bain exclaimed, much to the Romulans’ surprise. “We’ll solve this little puzzle for you, Cabral. You have my word on it!”



Another exasperated sigh emanated from Ensign Yonk as Cabral continued his attempts to home in on the hum that was regularly pulsing through his sphere.

“A little to port,” Cabral said through his hovercam.

Yonk complied. “How about now?” the dwarf Ferengi asked.

“Maybe up a little?” Cabral said unsure.

Yonk tapped another control on the helm console. “Is this better?” He tapped it again. “Or this?”

“I don’t know. They’re very close.”

“Then let’s try it again.” Tap. “This?” Tap. “Or this?”

“Um…the first one.”

“Captain, I would recommend slowing down,” Sub-Commander Remax said a few moments later.

“Why’s that?” Captain Bain asked.

“Because we’re about to go barreling through a solar system.”

“Ahh. Best knock it down a notch or two then, Ensign Yonk.”

“Denotching as we speak,” Yonk replied, slowing the Anomaly’s polaron drive to one quarter power.

“Is it one of these planets?” Bain asked Cabral’s hovercam hopefully.

“Possibly. Could we try moving a little to starboard?”

Yonk sighed yet again. “Do you prefer this?” Tap. “Or this?” Tap.



With Yonk’s help, Cabral eventually led the Anomaly to the fourth planet of the system, a barren wasteland just inside of the Class M range.

“What do you think, Remax?” Bain asked.

“There’s nothing here,” the Romulan scientist replied. “I’m not reading any energy emissions whatsoever.” Remax peered at his monitors more closely. “Hmmmm…and I mean whatsoever.”

“What does that mean?” Commander Vioxx asked.

“Every planet gives off some form of energy. At the very least, I should be detecting the heat and magnetic effects from the planet’s core, but I’m not getting anything.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Remax, but are you using those things correctly?” Bain asked. “It is a Federation science console.”

“It’s not that complicated,” Remax spat back. “I know what I’m looking at, and right now that’s a whole lot of nothing.”

“There could be some kind of jamming field in place,” Lieutenant Commander Tovar suggested from his post at the tac-ops console.

Bain considered this for a moment then turned to Vioxx. “Do you folks have any sort of top-secret installations out this way?”

“I don’t believe so…not that they would tell me,” Vioxx replied. “Mister Tovar, please send a message to the Romulan Imperial Command with our coordinates and a request to send a team down to the surface. That should tell us one way or the other.”

“What if it is a secret base?” Cabral asked. “Would we leave?”

“Most likely,” Bain replied.

“But I MUST find this hum!”

“Just relax there, my brain. We’ll get this sorted out as best we can,” Bain said comfortingly.

“I MUST GO! It’s calling to me!”

“Calling? I thought it was just a hum.”

“It is, but I must follow it. I need to follow it!”

“Er…is this normal for you?” Bain asked. “Following hums and such?”

“First time.”

“Ah.”

“We have a response,” Tovar reported. “Romulan Imperial Command has granted clearance; although, they do wonder why we care about a barren hunk of rock.”

“That would seem to shoot down the Romulan base theory,” Bain said. “Of course, someone else could be there.”

“If another species has constructed a secret facility within the Empire, we must investigate,” Vioxx said. “I’ll lead a squad down.”

“Good show,” Bain said. “Take Remax, Tovar, and Cabral with you.”

“That’s a smaller squad than I planned.”

“Don’t worry. The cavalry will be right here if you need us,” Bain said, settling comfortably into his command chair.

“I would recommend using a shuttle,” Tovar said stepping out from behind his console and following Vioxx and Cabral’s hovercam toward the turbolift. “If a jamming field is in place, the transporter could experience difficulties.”

“That’s a nice way of saying we could end up as puddles of prodek paste,” Remax said joining Tovar, Vioxx, and the hovercam in the turbolift.

Vioxx blanched. “A shuttle’s good. I like shuttles.”



Commander Vioxx, who insisted on flying the shuttle himself, found a level place to land in a valley between two mesas rising up from the planet’s surface. He wasn’t sure what the away team hoped to find on the surface, since the jamming field, if that’s what it was, still seemed to be in place despite the fact that they were now on the ground.

“Can you get anything?” Vioxx asked, standing beside Remax as the elder Romulan swept his quadcorder in a slow arc around the valley.

“Zero,” Remax replied, focusing on the mesas where the rock had worn away revealing several rounded outcroppings. “Why not ask the brain about his hum? He’s the reason we’re here anyway.”

“Good point,” Vioxx admitted, moving over to the hovercam. “Is the hum giving you any better directions?”

“I’m afraid not,” Cabral’s voice said through the hovercam speakers. “Of course, the fact that I’m actually still on the Anomaly could account for that.”

“Good point,” Vioxx admitted, moving over to Tovar, who was currently crouching near the ground. “Did you find something?”

“This patch of dirt seems to have been worn away,” the Yynsian tac-ops officer said, gesturing at a black metallic area in the ground. “I can’t get any readings, however.”

“Let’s clear it off,” Vioxx said, going for his phaser. Tovar stood and clicked his wrist phaser into position. A few moments later, the pair had blasted away the dirt covering the rest of the top of the object.

It was a sphere.

A black metallic sphere approximately two meters in diameter.

“Now where have I seen that before?” Sub-Commander Remax said, glaring at Cabral’s hovercam as it flew in for a closer look.

“This is of my people,” Cabral said softly as Vioxx wandered off.

“Perhaps the hum was a sort of distress beacon,” Tovar said.

“I do not believe so,” Cabral said. “Our beacons do not function like this hum.”

“The beacon could have been damaged when this sphere crashed here.”

“Cabral,” Commander Vioxx called from several meters away as he shifted his feet in the dirt.

“Yes?”

“Do you spheres travel in groups?”

“No. We are raised together in our pods, but once ensphered, we work singly, usually on ships or as probes. Why?”

Vioxx pointed at the ground in front of him. “Because here’s another one.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Make it three,” Remax shouted, kicking dirt away from a patch several more meters away from the shuttle.

“What is this, Cabral?” Tovar asked.

The brain’s hovercam swivelled, looking from sphere to sphere to sphere. “I…I don’t know.”



“This is the sixteenth one we’ve found,” Commander Vioxx’s voice reported over the Anomaly’s comm system as Captain Bain sat in his command chair rubbing his chin and considered the situation. Commander Prosak, who had emerged from her quarters shortly after Vioxx and company beamed off of the ship, was now seated in Vioxx’s chair listening intently. Despite the fact that she had eschewed a chair during her time as the Anomaly’s first officer, she had to admit that sitting provided a definite level of comfort that standing stiffly behind Bain, as she had done during her tenure, lacked.

“And Cabral doesn’t have the foggiest notion what they’re all doing there?” Bain asked.

“So he claims,” Vioxx replied.

“Then I believe him. Cabral is not the lying sort. Keep me informed, Commander. Anomaly out.” Bain looked over a Prosak. “Bit of a puzzler we’ve found, wouldn’t you say?”

“Indeed. If this planet somehow affects brains of Cabral’s species, it may be wise to post security in Science Lab Four, just as a precaution.”

“Excellent idea,” Bain said. “See to it, would you?”

“Of course,” Prosak said, rising from her chair to head below decks. She stopped herself before she could step away from the command area. There was another matter that she felt she needed to address.

“Sir?”

“Yes, Prosak.”

“I haven’t had a chance to speak to you concerning the events at the James T. Kirk High School Career Night. I wish to apologize for my part in the altercation I had with Lieutenant Marsden and Lieutenant Commander Tovar. The incident was uncalled for.”

Bain chuckled softly. “Think nothing of it, Commander. When people live together in close quarters for extended periods, personal matters are bound to develop and occasionally explode. No harm done. Frankly, any man would be lucky to have two ladies such as you and Marsie fighting over him.”

“Thank you, sir,” Prosak said, fending off the slight blush she felt building on her cheeks.

“Yes, there’s nothing like a good love triangle to get the blood pumping and the heart racing. Everyone should have the opportunity to fight over someone…or to be the one being fought over.”

“And have you ever fought over anyone?” Prosak asked. “Or been fought over?”

“Both at one point or another. There was this one corker about forty years ago when Rosie and Admiral Larkin had this misunderstanding over my…” Bain trailed off. “Oooooh. I’d better not talk about that one.”

“You already started the story, sir,” Prosak said, trying not to appear as interested as she was. “It would be rather rude not to finish it.”

“I’m afraid I’m going to have to risk being rude,” Bain said. “You understand.”

“Actually, I do not.”

“Security for Cabral.”

“But the story…”

“Prosak! Security!”

“Yes, sir,” Prosak said, pouting as she marched toward the turbolift to see to Cabral. Finally Bain started a story that she wanted to hear, and he wouldn’t finish it. Where was the justice in that?



Cabral maneuvered his hovercam around the valley in increasing disbelief as more and more crashed spheres were discovered. It didn’t take a huge leap of logic for the group to surmise that the rounded outcroppings they were seeing on the mesas were spheres as well. Surely they couldn’t all be from his home. Some other species must have developed ensphered brains as well.

“I’m starting to feel like I’m in a graveyard,” Commander Vioxx said uneasily.

“You are,” an unfamiliar voice said, clearly unhappy. The Anomaly crewmembers spun around toward the source of the voice. In front of them was a small, thin, four-armed man with pale orange features.

“Why have you desecrated this sacred space?”

“We must have missed the ‘No Trespassing’ signs on the way down,” Sub-Commander Remax replied. “Not that it would have stopped us. You’re in OUR empire!”

“Gathering Point belongs to the Cerebe. This is their final resting place.”

“And just who are the Cerebe?” Vioxx demanded.

“I am,” Cabral said, floating forward. “That is the name given to my kind by our creators, the Pliggeri.”

“And who are they?”

“I am Pliggeri,” the man said, eyeing Cabral’s hovercam suspiciously. “But you cannot be Cerebe.”

“I control the device you see before you. My housing is located on a vessel in orbit of this world. I am called Cabral.”

“I am Chindela,” the man replied, opening his four arms and bowing. “Welcome to Gathering Point.”

“How did these other spheres get here?” Vioxx asked.

“You must have many questions,” Chindela said. “Please join me inside.”

“Inside where?” Vioxx asked. Before he even completed the sentence, the group found themselves inside a narrow grayish-green corridor.

Remax’s attention was immediately drawn to the walls. “Are these organic?” he asked, rubbing his hand along the wavy surface.

“Yes,” Chindela replied simply as he lead the group down the hallway into a small dining area containing a glowing device Tovar could only assume was a replicator as well as a rectangular table covered with padd-like devices and a few objects Tovar could not begin to place. For now, he was content to remain in the background and gather information about this Chindela while Cabral, Remax, and Vioxx handled the social pleasantries.

“I must apologize for the condition of my rooms,” Chindela continued, gesturing for the humanoids to sit in the available chairs at the table. “I do not often receive guests. Never, actually. It is one of the realities of my life.”

“Crappy job,” Remax muttered.

“Job? This is not a job,” Chindela said. “I chose this life in order to watch over the Cerebe. Someone must be here for them.”

“But you said this was a graveyard,” Vioxx said.

“Every graveyard needs a caretaker.”

“And you chose this?” Remax said in disbelief.

“I consider it an honor.” Chindela turned to the hovercam. “I am curious how you found this place, Cabral. The spheres are not to receive the call until the Cerebe within them have expired.”

“You mean died,” Remax said.

“Yes,” Chindela agreed. “We prefer the term expire, though. But on to more interesting matters. How did you find Gathering Point, Cabral?”

“We were traveling in the region when I felt…a hum,” Cabral replied. “I cannot describe it any better than that.”

“I see,” Chindela said thoughtfully.

“So all of the brains are dead when they crash here?” Vioxx said.

“Of course. The remains are vaporized by the heat of entering Gathering Point’s atmosphere, leaving behind only the spheres, which embed themselves into the surface as a memorial to the Cerebe that once resided within. I then see to it that the spheres are buried properly and hide them from the occasional passerby.”

“Why was I not told about this place?” Cabral asked. “I would think we would have been informed about Gathering Point even as podlings.”

“The Pliggeri do not grow the Cerebe to dwell on their own mortality. What does where you will spend your death matter in the scope of your life?”

Cabral was silent for several moments. “I suppose you have a point,” he said finally. “But you’re saying that I shouldn’t have felt that hum and that the only reason I did is because we were close by.”

“I didn’t say that, but it is a possibility,” Chindela said. “Gathering Point was chosen because it is so far from the normal paths of the Cerebe. Your presence in this region is certainly unexpected. However, would you mind if I asked you a question?”

“Of course. What?”

“Ju pexi re oniclan?”

“Podooae beni axid uuo heea ooa ooa ressubet,” Cabral replied instantly much to his and the other Anomaly officers’ surprise.

“What did you just say?” Vioxx demanded.

“I…I don’t know,” Cabral said alarmed. “It was like something else took over. I just spoke on reflex.”

“It is basic information ingrained in all Cerebe from before they are even podlings,” Chindela explained.

“That’s a relief. You frightened me there for a moment. I thought I was possessed,” Cabral said.

“No no. I just wanted to find out a bit about your pod batch. Oh, by the way, from what you just told me, you’ve got about 648 cycles left until expiration. That’s why you heard the hum.”

“Well that solves that mystery,” Vioxx said, smacking his hands down on the table and rising from his chair as the others stared at Chindela in stunned silence. “Back to the ship!”



Captain Reginald Bain looked none-to-pleased as he sat at the head of the table in the Anomaly’s briefing room after having listened to Commander Vioxx’s full report on their trip to the surface of Gathering Point. “And you’re taking this Chinchilla bloke at his word?” the captain asked finally.

“Chindela,” Cabral replied, his hovercam floating over the chair at Bain’s right. “And I have no reason not to. When it comes to the death of my kind, he appears to be the expert.”

“It’s not quite as bad as we thought, though,” Sub-Commander Remax said. “Based on the conversion factor Cabral gave me, it turns out that 648 cycles is really 974 Earth days. That’s almost three years to get your affairs in order, Cabral.”

“Pardon me if I don’t find that comforting.”

“I believe Sub-Commander Remax was simply trying to point out that most of us do not receive this kind of advance notice of our deaths,” Tovar said.

“Excuse me for trying out a little of your Federation optimism,” Remax said.

“It was a commendable effort,” Bain said distractedly.

“I suppose,” Cabral said. “But what are we going to do?”

“Do?” Vioxx said. “I didn’t think that there was anything to do. We’ve taken you on your detour. You got some new information, and now we’ve got missions to complete. Three years from now, you can worry about this.”

“It just won’t do!” Bain said, slamming his fist down on the table. “With all due respect to Mister Cinderella down there, you’re a member of this crew, and I can’t accept that in three years you’re just going to shrivel up and die before slamming your sphere into this ruddy planet. If you’ve got an expiration date, it’s because Citronella and his cohorts put it there. If they put it in, maybe we can take it out. Now Doctor Kasyov is the one I’d normally go to for something like this, but seeing as how she’s still in that pesky coma, I’m turning to you, Remax. Go through Kassie’s notes. Work with Cabral. If there’s some way for us to get rid of this expiration date foolishness, I want it done. In the meantime, I’d like a word with this Mister Chandelier.”

“Chindela,” Tovar muttered.

“Exactly,”



“It takes all kinds, eh, Tovar?” Captain Bain said as he surveyed the arid wasteland stretching out before him. He and Tovar had just emerged from their shuttle at the landing coordinates Chindela had provided for them which put them directly in front of a set of silver doors embedded in a cliff face.

“I don’t follow,” Tovar said, stepping over to the doors in the cliff. As tac-ops officer, it was in Tovar’s job description to be suspicious of the unknown. So far, though, Chindela had been nothing but helpful. When Bain commed Chindela from the Anomaly, he had readily agreed to meet concerning Cabral and had freely given the location of his installation’s front door. Despite that, Tovar found himself on edge. No one was this accommodating. Something would go wrong. He just had to be ready when it happened.

“This place,” Bain continued. “There’s not a bloody thing here but dirt and crashed spheres, yet this Chinibell likes it. I wouldn’t. That’s for sure.”

“Mister Chindela has a calling.”

“That’s one word for it. All right. Let’s give the doors a knock.”

As Bain’s words faded from the air, the silver doors slowly slid open, grinding a bit as they did so from years of disuse, revealing Chindela.

“That doesn’t seem to be necessary,” Tovar replied.

“Greetings to you both,” Chindela said, gesturing for Bain and Tovar to enter. “I trust you had no difficulty finding the place.”

“None at all,” Bain said, striding forward and extending his hand to Chindela. “Captain Reginald Bain. It’s a pleasure to meet you in person.”

“Thank you,” Chindela replied, extending both of his right hands to Bain in an attempt to mimic what he assumed was a human greeting ritual.

Bain was thrown for just a split second, then quickly shook both of Chindela’s offered hands. “Nice place you have here,” the Captain said, following Chindela inside. “Have you been here long?”

“A very long time.”

“All by yourself?”

“Yes.”

“Doesn’t that get a bit dull?”

“Sometimes.”

“I know I’d go stark raving mad if I had to spend this long without another soul to talk to. I don’t know how you do it,” Bain said.

“It’s the life I chose.”

“Not for me. I need conversation. No offense here, chum, but it surprises me that you don’t feel the same. You seem like a pleasant bloke. Why spend so much time all by your lonesome?”

“It is my life,” Chindela repeatedly somewhat hesitantly. The Pliggeri quickly shook it off. “Now that you’ve come all this way, how may I help you?”

“As I said on the comm, I wanted to have a word with you about Cabral.”

“Of course,” Chindela said, leading Bain and Tovar into the bowels of his complex until they eventually arrived at the small dining area where he’d earlier met with Cabral, Remax, Tovar, and Vioxx. Tovar noted that Chindela had made no effort to straighten up the place even though he knew more guests were arriving. Obviously he’d lost the social niceties over the years.

“What about Cabral?” Chindela asked, sitting down at the head of the table as Bain took a chair at the opposite end while Tovar stood nearby.

“It’s this expiration date foolishness. Am I really to believe that in three years that brain is just doing to drop dead?” Bain said.

“That is how he was grown. That is how all Cerebe are grown,” Chindela replied.

“But why? It doesn’t make any sense that you would just randomly kill a perfectly good brain. He’s still out enjoying his existence.”

“My people created the Cerebe. We revere them as valued creations, but, in the end, they are still tools for our use. Cabral is somewhat unique in that he is basically functioning autonomously from the Pliggeri. He is obviously not a probe, so I can only presume he was given some other assignment which came to an end.”

“His ship blew up.”

“Ahh…I see. Since he was not destroyed in the blast, he found himself without a job function. Under normal circumstances, he should have returned to the homeworld, but I can only assume some other task overrode that.”

“His ship was taking him to meet a ladyfriend at the time. He spent the next century and change trying to get to her.”

“Would you say he was…single-minded in this task?”

“Absolutely,” Bain replied. “He commandeered the Anomaly and took us straight into Breen space. He was close to getting us blown up just so he could see this other sphere.”

Chindela nodded in understanding. “I assume then that he found her.”

“Yes indeed. She tossed him over, but he got to see the lady…brain.”

“And after that time, he has been able to act of his own volition.”

“I should say so. He chose to remain on my ship.”

“The last task he had been given was to rendezvous with this other sphere you mentioned. We Pliggeri learned early in our work with the Cerebe that they greatly benefitted from relationships with their own kind. Once Cabral completed that task, though, he was without commands from home; therefore, he felt free to join you.”

“You’re not going to try to take him back, are you?” Bain asked warily.

“No no. Cabral’s return home after this long would benefit no one,” Chindela said.

“Right. Well…about this expiration.”

“I’m afraid there is nothing I can do. It is the way of things.”

“The way of things? This isn’t nature taking its course here. You lot encoded it into him!”

“You must understand…”

“No!” Bain shot back. “I will not understand. It may be okay for you to spend your entire life alone on this dustball, but Cabral is a valued member of my crew. You’ve probably been alone for so long that you don’t know what that means, but we like having him around and I’m fairly sure he likes being around us. We’re something of a family up there, and I won’t have Cabral ripped away from that family because you think his time is up. It’s not! He has a lot yet to offer this universe. He has places to see and people to meet.”

“People…” Chindela said thoughtfully.

“Yes! Remember them? When was the last time you were off of this planet?”

“Away?”

“Yes, away! Before today, when was the last time anyone came here? You spend all your time looking after the dead, but what about you? Do you remember what social interaction is like? Cabral knows. He interacts with us every single day. That brain is a born conversationalist, but you wouldn’t know anything about that because you’re too busy waiting for him to shuffle off his mortal coil and come slamming into your giant graveyard! Wake up, man! Cabral has a life! We should enjoy him as he is, not push him to a premature end! Don’t take your solitude out on him!”

“You’re absolutely right!” Chindela cried, tears welling in his eyes.

“Damn right I am!” Bain said.

“I don’t want to be alone anymore!”

“Why should you?”

“Right! I’m taking Cabral for myself!” Chindela shouted.

“Huh?”

“Captain…” Tovar began, stepping toward Bain. Two of Chindela’s four arms snatched up a couple of the strange devices laying on the table. Tovar quickly came to the conclusion that they were weapons of some sort, a conclusion that was borne out as two energy beams slammed into him before he even managed to click his wrist phaser into position.

Bain, meanwhile, dove under the table for cover as Tovar went down. Chindela fired a few more shots in his direction. “Can’t we talk about this?” Bain asked.

With his other two arms, Chindela grabbed one of his padds and began frantically typing in commands. “Cabral will stay here with me! He’ll keep me company. We’ll be the best of friends!” Chindela cackled hysterically.

“Bugger,” Bain spat.



Despite now being on the Anomaly for a couple of weeks, Commander Vioxx had never actually visited Science Lab Four where Cabral’s sphere resided. Vioxx had very quickly gathered that Dr. Kasyov was rather possessive of Cabral, and there was something about being in the presence of a giant brain that he just found unsettling.

However, with Sub-Commander Remax now assigned to find some way to help Cabral, Vioxx decided he should check in. Bain was the captain of the ship, but Vioxx still wasn’t comfortable with the idea of Bain ordering his officers around without Vioxx being involved in some capacity.

The lab was quiet when Vioxx arrived. Remax was busy reading information off of the console sitting near Cabral’s sphere and the housing in which it sat as Cabral’s hovercam was resting on its docking platform it used when shut down. Meanwhile, Centurion Nortal stood nearby, disruptor pistol at the ready.

“Who dares invade this den of science?” Nortal exclaimed suddenly, brandishing her weapon at Vioxx.

“Could you please NOT DO THAT!” Remax shouted. “I’m trying to concentrate over here!”

“So am I,” Cabral said.

“Put the gun down, Nortal,” Vioxx said, brushing past her on his way to the science console. He couldn’t help but stare at Cabral’s sphere. There was something foreboding about it sitting there, all big and black. He could just make out several tiny hatches on the surface of the sphere. Who knew what was in there? Weapons? Icky tentacly brain bits that could reach out and grab him by the throat and…

Vioxx shuddered involuntarily and tried to focus on Remax. “How are you progressing?”

“I’m not,” Remax said. “Kasyov’s got a couple of years worth of notes in here. It’s going to take me ages to figure out where to even begin.”

“That sphere is a machine. What about some engineering help? I could call Selex up here.”

“No!” Remax said. “If I need an engineer, I’ll call that Marsden woman. I don’t need that simpering fool Selex anywhere near here.”

“He tries very hard.”

“Too hard,” Remax said. “And speaking of trying, I’m trying to work here, so why don’t you run along to the bridge or something?”

“Calling,” Cabral said suddenly.

“Excuse me?” Remax said.

“He is calling. I must go,” Cabral replied, his voice a droning monotone.

“Who?”

“Chindela. I must go to him.” Cabral’s sphere began to vibrate. Several hissing and popping noises emanated from underneath it as its connections to its housing were severed. “I obey the call.”

“No!” Remax shouted. “Stay there!”

“I will go.”

“Nortal, do something!” Remax ordered.

“Your motion will cease!” Nortal cried, firing rapidly at Cabral. The first two blasts ricocheted off of his sphere, forcing Remax and Vioxx to dive for cover. The blasts after that passed right through Cabral as the sphere reached its phased state and began to sink through his housing and through the floor of the lab.

“He’s escaping!” Remax shouted. “We have to get him back!”

“Why?” Vioxx said. “If he wants to leave, let him. We don’t need a giant brain around here anyway.”

Remax glared at his commander in disgust. “No Cabral means no anti-singularity drive, you moron,” the scientist said. “He’s what makes the whole thing work!”

“He is?”

“Did you even read the Welcome Aboard Information Package in your quarters?” Remax demanded.

“I’m going to get it,” Vioxx said defensively. “I’ve been busy.”

“Doing Praetor knows what in your holopod, no doubt.”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Will we not pursue the fleeing ball of doom?” Nortal exclaimed.

“She’s right,” Remax said. “Cabral’s on his way to the surface by now.”

“Then he’s not going to get there,” Vioxx said. “Vioxx to transport control. Three to beam directly to the docking bay. Energize.”



Moments later, the Raceabout Frinoqua tore (Well, not literally tore. They did wait for the doors to open) out of the Anomaly’s main docking bay on a pursuit course behind their wayward brain.

“No blowing him up!” Remax warned Nortal, who was seated in the co-pilot’s seat and hunched over the weapons console as Vioxx closed the gap between the raceabout and Cabral’s sphere.

“He shall receive a disabling like he has never known!” Nortal replied.

“Er…good.”

“He isn’t even trying to evade us,” Vioxx said confidently. “Get ready on those tractor beams.”

“The dark ball will not escape my talons.”

Vioxx glanced back at Remax. “Remember when people just used to say ‘yes, sir’?”

“To you? Never,” Remax said with a smirk.

A compression phaser blast lanced out of the raceabout suddenly, accompanied by a battle cry from Nortal! “Feel my wrath!”

The beam was right on target…and passed right through Cabral’s sphere, which was now well into the planet’s atmosphere.

“He’s still phased!” Vioxx exclaimed angrily.

“How dare he,” Remax remarked.

“What are we supposed to do now?” Vioxx said. “We can’t bring back something we can’t even grab.”

“We will pursue him to the ends of the universe!” Nortal said. “There will be no escape from the fury of Nortal.”

“We’ll stay on him for now,” Vioxx said. “Remax, see if you can figure out some way to latch onto him when he’s phased.”

Remax snorted. “Sure. Phase us the same way.”

“Sounds good. Get on that.”

“I was joking.”

“I wasn’t,” Vioxx said, flattening out the raceabout’s decent toward the rapidly-approaching surface. Cabral’s sphere was now skimming no more than a meter above the flat wasteland toward a cliff-face. Vioxx caught the glint of something metal in the sunlight just in front of the cliff.

“What is that?” he asked.

“Our shuttle,” Remax replied, checking his sensors. Seconds later, Cabral passed right through the shuttle as well as a set of metal doors embedded in the cliff face.

“Vioxx to Bain.”

“I’m a bit busy now,” the captain’s voice replied in clipped tones. Suddenly, the sound of a weapons blast blared from the comm system.

“Are you under attack?” Vioxx asked.

“Head of the class.”

“What?”

“YES!” Bain shouted back. “Chimcheerie’s gone crackers. He said he’s taking Cabral. Make sure that does not happen!”

“Um…Cabral seems to be under Chindela’s control. He has already left the ship.”

“He what?” Bain demanded.

“I think he’s heading your way.”

“My way? Is he…oh…Here he is. He’s under Chimperama’s control you say?”

“Yes.”

“Right. Well…Tovar and I could use a spot of help, if you’d be so kind.”

“The cavalry is on its way,” Vioxx said smugly before closing the comm channel. “Nortal, open that door.”

“But the shuttle…” Remax began.

The shuttle in question suddenly exploded violently as a result of the volley of micro-torpedoes Nortal had slammed into it. The door in the cliff quickly suffered the same fate.

Vioxx set the raceabout down next to the smoldering remains of the Anomaly shuttle. “Break out the compression rifles,” Vioxx ordered Nortal.

“I will not part with my loyal disruptor,” Nortal said.

“Fine, but I want to play with the big gun,” Vioxx said, pulling a compression phaser rifle out of the supply locker as Remax opened the raceabout hatch. “Sub-Commander?” Vioxx added, holding a rifle out to Remax.

“Let’s get this over with,” Remax replied, eyeing the Starfleet-issue weapon with disgust. He finally snatched the weapon from Vioxx, then charged out of the raceabout and into the cliff entrance with Vioxx and Nortal.



This situation had long since hit intolerable, Reginald Bain thought to himself as he crouched down behind the replicator unit in Chindela’s dining room. The four-armed maniac was now using three of his hands to fire weapons at Bain, who had made a quick retreat from the table to the replicator unit standing off by itself. It was a good thing the Pliggeri didn’t use wall-mounted replicators or Bain would have been in big trouble.

Not that he wasn’t in big trouble now.

Tovar hadn’t so much as stirred since Chindela blasted him, but he could see the Yynsian’s chest moving up and down as he breathed. That was a relief. If Chindela had killed Tovar, it would have taken a lot more than three blasters to keep Bain away from him.

As three more blasts slammed into the opposite side of the replicator, Bain once again cursed himself for not strapping on a wrist phaser before leaving the ship. He’d put too much trust into this friend of Cabral’s, and it had quickly turned out that Chindela was neither trust-worthy, nor Cabral’s friend.

Cabral, unfortunately, was completely unaware of this. The sphere had sailed into the dining room a few moments earlier and phased back to a normal state. Since then, Cabral hadn’t done much of anything but tell Chindela he was answering the call. Bain had to hope that Chindela didn’t have complete control.

“Cabral!” Bain shouted. “It’s me! Reg! Can you give me a spot of help please?”

“I have answered the call,” Cabral’s voice boomed.

“Yes, you did,” Chindela cooed. “You’re such a good brain. You’re going to be my friend!”

“I have answered the call.”

“He’s not going to be much fun if you leave him brainwashed, you stupid git!” Bain shouted. Chindela responded with another barrage of weapons’ fire.

“I won’t be left alone!” Chindela cried, tossing aside one of his blasters and tapping commands into the padd clutched into his top left hand.

Hoping the Pliggeri was distracted, Bain reached out toward Tovar’s leg. If he could just pull Tovar a bit closer, he could get his wrist phaser and…

ZAPOW! ZAP ZAP! ZAPOW!

Bain yanked his arm back behind the replicator as Chindela peppered the ground between him and Tovar with energy beams.

“Bloody hell!”

“You want this to be bloody?” Chindela asked.

“Not particularly,” Bain replied. “How about you stop shooting at me, and we discuss this like civilized people?”

“You’ll try to take Cabral back!”

“I promise I won’t…”

“Meet thy doom!” Nortal’s voice screamed suddenly as she, Remax, and Vioxx stormed into the dining room. Nortal opened fire on Cabral’s motionless sphere as Chindela ducked behind Cabral for cover and began shooting back, forcing the Romulans to duck back into the corridor and hide behind the door frame.

“Come on, Bain!” Vioxx shouted, waving Bain toward the door.

“Tovar’s down!”

“Sorry to hear that. Let’s go!”

“Keep Chimpernickle busy!” Bain said, rushing over to Tovar. “And get that padd from him!” Bain pulled Tovar up, getting the Yynsian to his feet. “Come on now, lad. It’s time to go.”

Tovar’s eyes fluttered, then half-opened. “Brersonawazz,” he muttered.

“That’s nice, son,” Bain said, dragging Tovar toward the exit as the Romulans kept Chindela pinned down. He handed Tovar off to Remax and took the phaser rifle from the scientist. “Get him back to the shuttle! We’ll be along in a moment.”

Remax started to protest, but thought better of it and headed off down the corridor, lugging Tovar along behind him. Firefights weren’t exactly his idea of fun anyway.

“We’ve got to get that padd,” Bain said, ducking behind the door frame beside Vioxx. “It’s controlling Cabral.”

“Good luck,” Vioxx said.

“I will obtain the tablet of power,” Nortal said from her position across the corridor. “Nothing will deny me in this quest!”

“Good show,” Bain said. “Cover fire, Vioxx.”

“Don’t get killed,” Vioxx said to Nortal as she charged out into the open, blasts from Bain and Vioxx sailing past her. She ran directly at Cabral’s sphere, then at the last moment, jumped on top of it, sliding down the other side onto a very surprised Chindela. She ran out from behind the sphere a moment later, holding the padd triumphantly in the air.

“Victory is mine!” she cried.

“GIVE THAT BACK!” Chindela bellowed, opening up with both blasters as his other two arms reached for two more from the table. Nortal dove, and hit the ground in a roll, coming up just at the door, then launched herself into the corridor to avoid Chindela’s blasts.

“You could have taken him out, you know,” Vioxx snapped.

“You only told me to get the padd,” Nortal replied. “I have completed my quest.”

“Nicely done,” Bain said, grabbing the padd from her. He tossed it back toward Chindela, obliterating it with his phaser rifle in mid-air.

“NOOOOOOOOO!” Chindela screamed.

“What am I doing here?” Cabral asked suddenly.

“Leaving,” Bain said. “Let’s go!”

“An excellent plan,” Cabral replied, detecting the weapons in Chindela’s hands. The sphere phased again, speeding out into the corridor with Bain, Vioxx, and Nortal running close behind.

“You’re just going to leave Chindela here?” Vioxx asked.

“The man had a little breakdown. Once we leave, he can get back to his normal lonely existence,” Bain said. “I’m not going to throw him in the brig for having an off day.”

“He tried to kill you!”

“He was using stun,” Bain said. “No harm done.”

The group emerged out into the sunlight where the raceabout sat hatch open. “Er…where’s my shuttle?” Bain asked, looking around.

“Right there,” Vioxx said, pointing at the nearby pile smoking pile of debris. “It was in the way of the door.”

“Ahh. Couldn’t be helped then,” Bain said. “Let’s get back to…” The ground beneath began rumbling, almost toppling the Anomaly officers off of their feet. “What the devil!”

Five battered spheres suddenly erupted from the earth, launching into the air as weapons hatches opened on their exteriors.

“He’s activated the empty spheres!” Cabral said.

“Move!” Bain ordered, pushing Vioxx and Nortal toward the waiting raceabout as several more spheres broke through the thin layer of dirt covering them with more rising all the time. “Can you make it back to the Anomaly?” Bain asked Cabral.

“Perhaps, but you most likely will not unless I shut down the spheres,” Cabral replied, turning back toward the cliff opening.

“Do you want me to come with you?”

“No. Get the others back to the ship. I will do what I can to help you arrive safely.”

“Don’t worry,” Bain said, stepping into the raceabout. The captain leveled his rifle and braced himself against the open raceabout hatch. “Vioxx, take us up! Shields to maximum.” Bain boosted the power of his compression phaser rifle to maximum as well and fired at an oncoming sphere, punching a hole straight through it and sending it plummeting back to the ground. “We’ll hold our own out here!”

“I have no doubt of that,” Cabral said with a slight chuckle. Even in the gravest of circumstances, it was hard to doubt Reginald Bain. As the raceabout lifted up into the sky, Cabral entered the cliff complex to face Chindela.



Commander Prosak was feeling a bit left out as she sat in the command chair on the Anomaly’s bridge. The captain, Vioxx, and Tovar were all on Gathering Point at the moment, leaving her as the only person in the primary chain of command remaining on board. Granted, all indications were that things on the planet had gone sour, so Prosak was probably safer where she was. Nevertheless, it would have been nice to have been invited along on the mission instead of waiting for some sign of the away team to present itself.

It turned out that she didn’t have much longer to wait.

“Commander?” Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell said from the tac-ops console.

“Yes, Lieutenant,” Prosak replied, spinning around in her chair to face Brazzell.

“Remember how we couldn’t scan anything on the surface of the planet?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I can scan things above the surface.”

“That’s very nice, Brazzell,” Prosak said. “Thank you for sharing that information with me.”

“Um…you might want to see what I’m scanning,” Brazzell said. “Look.”

He shifted the image on the viewscreen to a tactical readout showing the Frinoqua surrounded by several spherical sensor contacts. “I think they’re in trouble,” Brazzell continued.

“Oh really,” Prosak said darkly. “Whatever would give you that idea?”



Weapons fire from the armada of spheres surrounding the Frinoqua cascaded off of the raceabout’s shields as Commander Vioxx struggled to evade as many attackers as he could while Nortal took out as many as possible with the craft’s phaser banks.

Captain Bain, meanwhile, was having a grand old time standing in the raceabout’s open hatch firing away at the incoming threats. Holding on had been a bit of a struggle at first, but Remax had managed to rig up a harness system for Bain using supplies from the raceabout’s interior.

Bain blasted another sphere out of the sky just before the raceabout was again jostled with blaster impacts.

“The shields are not going to take much more of this,” Vioxx’s voice shouted over the comm system.

“Maybe we can try to make another break for space,” Bain replied.

“The last time we tried that, we got pounded,” Vioxx said, sending the ship into another dive followed by a quick jerk to port.

“Then we’ll do the best we can until Cabral gets these sphere shut down,” Bain said, firing several more shots out of the ship.



After a brief search of Chindela’s complex, Cabral detected the Pliggeri in the base’s control room. Cabral’s sphere slid silently into the chamber where Chindela was engrossed watching a monitor displaying the battle occurring in the skies above Gathering Point, rubbing his four hands together anxiously all the while.

“They will not go down easily,” Cabral said, startling Chindela.

“You came back!” Chindela exclaimed happily. “I knew you would. I just knew it.”

“I’m not here to stay. Deactivate the spheres.”

“Why? Bain is trying to take you away from me.”

“I am taking me away from you,” Cabral said. “This is nothing personal against you, but I do not wish to stay here.”

“You are Cerebe. You serve the Pliggeri. You will stay because I wish it.”

“The Cerebe are not slaves to Pliggeri. You grow us and help define us, but we are our own beings.”

“Beings that perform the tasks we assign,” Chindela said.

“When we wish it. Cerebe find our work with the Pliggeri to be fulfilling overall, but I can see nothing fulfilling about remaining here as your entertainment. I wish to be with my friends on the Anomaly.”

“You’ll stay, or I’ll kill your so-called friends.”

“I could overpower you,” Cabral said.

“I don’t think so,” Chindela said, removing two blasters from their holsters at his side.

“There is nothing to be gained by this. Shut down the spheres.”

“Of course. As soon as they’ve done their work.”



How many spheres were entombed on this bloody planet? They just seemed to keep coming and coming. Captain Bain wasn’t one for negativity, but he was truly starting to wonder if the raceabout was going to survive long enough for Cabral to shut the spheres down.

“HA HA!” Vioxx exclaimed suddenly over the comm.

“How is this funny?” Bain demanded.

Suddenly, a massive shadow passed over the raceabout. A moment later, the USS Anomaly pulled up alongside the embattled craft, obliterating several spheres in the process.

“HA HA!” Bain exclaimed.

“See,” Vioxx replied.

“Good show, Prosak!” Bain said as the Anomaly’s docking bay doors slid open and the ship pulled in front of the raceabout while the multiple compression phaser banks along the Anomaly’s hull targeted sphere after sphere. “Take us in, Vioxx.”

The raceabout bucked violently as another barrage of weapons’ fire slammed into the shields. Vioxx dodged the raceabout hard to starboard, giving Bain an excellent view of the ground below as he dangled from his harness.

“There’s still too many of them,” Vioxx said. “If we try to line up with the docking bay again, they’re going to destroy us.”

“All right. Use the Anomaly for cover as best you can. We’ll just have to keep our eyes open for another opportunity.”



“The Cerebe were not designed for this kind of combat,” Cabral said as he and Chindela watched the monitor. “They will be no match for the Anomaly. End this now.

“You could be very happy here,” Chindela said a bit less confidently.

“I doubt it. I need to travel. Life on the Anomaly gives me that chance. I am also…involved with someone.”

“Involved?” Chindela asked surprised. “Is there another brain on board?”

“She is a human,” Cabral replied. “And perhaps involved is the wrong word. We have grown close.”

“We could grow close.”

“I would be your prisoner. Wouldn’t you rather have a companion who actually wanted to spend time with you?”

“Who would want to be here?” Chindela asked despondently. “I live in a hole underneath a giant graveyard.”

“You said that you felt being here was an honor.”

“I do. Oh, I do! But I seem to be the only one.”

“You could go home,” Cabral said.

“No. I couldn’t. Someone must be here for the spheres. This is their final resting place.”

“They do not seem to be resting at the moment,” Cabral observed. “When we arrived here, you accused us of desecrating this sacred space. What would you call this? You have disturbed the spheres’ eternal rest for your own ends.”

Chindela’s eyes widened in horror as the full realization of what he had done struck him. “By the oracles….”

“Let me end this,” Cabral said softly, floating toward the main console. “Before anyone is truly harmed.”

Chindela nodded numbly as he staggered over to a nearby chair and fell into it. Cabral extended a small control probe from his sphere and plugged into the console’s access port. Seconds later, his work was done. The spheres had been shut down.

“You have been a loyal caretaker here,” Cabral said to Chindela. “Do not allow this incident to overshadow the good you have done. I know the spirits of the Cerebe appreciate your efforts. I cannot make any promises, but I will tell any Cerebe I encounter about Gathering Point. They may not be permanent companions, but you would at least have company occasionally. And I am sure Captain Bain will allow us to return when possible.”

“That would be wonderful,” Chindela said. “I am so sorry about all of this. How can I even begin to make it up to you?”

“Well, there is the small problem of my expiration date…”



The phaser rifle in Bain’s hands let out a garbled squeal as a beam no more powerful than a flashlight shone against an incoming sphere. That was the third powerpack he’d drained so far.

“Give me another one, Remax,” Bain said, yanking the spent pack out of his weapon and lobbing it over to the elder Romulan at the supply locker.

“We’ve only got two left,” Remax replied retrieving a new pack and throwing it to Bain. “What’s your plan when we run out entirely?”

“I’ll worry about that if the time comes,” Bain said, catching the powerpack and locking it into his rifle.

“If?” Remax said.

“You don’t know Cabral. He’ll get the job done.”

“You’re right I don’t know him. That’s why I don’t trust him one bit. He could be back under Chindela’s control right now for all you know.”

“He’s not.”

“Prove it!”

Bain stood aside and gave Remax a clear view out of the hatch.

One by one, the spheres were plummeting back to the planet’s surface and laying dormant at their points of impact.

“Oookay. I’m fairly convinced,” Remax said as Bain closed the raceabout hatch and tossed his phaser rifle aside.

“Vioxx, are we all clear?”

“It’s just us and the Anomaly,” Vioxx’s voice replied. “I’m taking us into the docking bay. Vioxx, out.”

“Bain to Cabral,” Bain said, pinching his commpip.

“Cabral here, Captain.”

“What’s your status?”

“I am leaving Chindela’s position now. Are you safe?”

“Safe as houses,” Bain replied. “Things were a little touch and go for a moment, but you pulled us through. We’re moving the Anomaly up to a more friendly climate, but we can come back for you if you’re not up for the trip out of the atmosphere. We can be there in two shakes.”

“Understood…except for the shakes part. I will join you shortly. Cabral out.”

With everything as under control as it could be under the circumstances, Bain ducked back into the raceabout’s sleeping area to check on Tovar, who lay in one of the beds mumbling groggily.

“We’re out the woods, lad,” Bain said, patting his adopted son on the arm. “We’ll have you back on the Anomaly in a jiff. How are you feeling?”

“Kropedopistal,” Tovar muttered incoherently.

“Glad to hear it.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 177651.7. With all personnel safely aboard, we’ve bid farewell to Gathering Point and are on course for Outpost L-78 along the Romulan side of the Neutral Zone. Perhaps against Commander Vioxx’s better judgment, we have decided not to inform Romulan Imperial Command about the presence of a Pliggeri outpost on a world inside their Empire. I can’t see that any good would come of alerting them to Chippendale’s existence. Now that he’s got his issues worked out, why not let the man be?

“Cabral returned to the Anomaly with his expiration date erased, so he’s now free to live as long as he can, as it should be. I know I’m going to meet my end someday, but I sure as hell don’t want the date stamped in stone ahead of time.

“To add to the good news, I’ve received word from Doctor Nooney that Doctor Kasyov has emerged from her coma and from the tank where Nooney was treating her. At Nooney’s insistence, she’ll be in Sickbay recovering for another couple of days. I can’t prove this, but I think the man was actually disappointed she responded to his treatments so quickly. Odd bird, that one.”



“Hey there,” Doctor Natalia Kasyov whispered weakly as Cabral’s hovercam floated through the open doorway of her small recovery room in Sickbay.

“How are you feeling?” Cabral asked, taking up a stationary position over the visitor’s chair place near the head of the bed.

“Moist,” Kasyov replied with a slight chuckle. “I don’t think I’m ever going to have to worry about dry skin again.”

“No after-effects from the plant then?”

“My innards kind of feel like I got worked over by a pack of Klingons, but I’ll be okay…assuming I can keep Nooney away from me.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“So how about you? Did you do anything interesting while I was out?” Kasyov asked.

“I found out I had three years to live, but I’m all better now.”

Kasyov stared at the hovercam for several long moments. “I’m going to assume that I’m delirious and didn’t really hear that,” she said finally, settling a little deeper into her pillow.

“Okay. Get some rest,” Cabral said with a chuckle, moving his hovercam toward the door. “We can talk tomorrow.”

“Yes. Come for a very long, very explanatory talk,” Kasyov said. “You aren’t getting out of here until I know everything that went on while I was in that tank.”

“I’ll be looking forward to it,” Cabral replied, sailing out of the room.



Rumor control



“Let me tell you a thing or two about love, Lieutenant,” Captain Reginald Bain said, leaning back in his chair at Twain the Keel, the on-board tavern and former Holographic lounge. On Bain’s order, and with the full support of the crew, the lounge had been permanently programmed to be a tavern, and the tavern had been given a name. Bain had suggested the name, and the fact that most of the crew had no idea what the hell it meant convinced Bain that it was a good and proper name.

“Do you have to?” Lt. Shelly Marsden asked, sipping gingerly from her hot toddy. She wasn’t even sure how she’d been stuck at the bar with Captain Bain at 2300, when most of the crew had already gone back to their quarters. All she knew was that she’d taken her engineering staff there for drinks when they’d gotten off-shift, and their little get-together had quickly blossomed into a ship-wide party, which Bain not only endorsed, but fully participated in.

Hours of drinking and singing space chanteys later, she and Bain were all that was left, besides the vomiting Ensign Yonk, who was still in Twain the Keel’s bathroom, ridding himself of five gallons of Tellarite scotch.

“Let me tell you a think or two about love, Lieutenant,” Bain said again, and belched. “Am I repeating myself?”

“No. You just finished telling me both things about love,” Marsden quickly said, then glanced at the wooden double doors that led to the bar. Would she be court martialled if she just ran away?

“I did?” Bain asked. “Hrm. Maybe I did.”

“Yes. Even though we were originally talking about plasma infusers.”

“Funny notion that. Quite the subject change it was, then, eh?”

“Quite indeed,” Marsden said, gently sliding back from the bar. “You also said you were getting really tired and that we should probably both retire to our quarters.”

Bain spun in his bar stool, then braced his hands on his knees as his feet dropped down to stop the spinning. He glanced dizzily at Marsden. “The thing…or two…is this: You don’t find love. It finds you.”

“You don’t say. You found this out with Mrs. Bain, eh?” Marsden asked. As much as she endeavored to keep her relationship with the captain purely professional, she was always enchanted by the relationship between Bain and his wife. It was pure, passionate; it didn’t put on airs. In many ways, it was her ideal relationship. Something she’d been seeking for a while now, but couldn’t put a name to.

“No. Not Rosalyn. I found that out with Lizzie Cipher, a Graduate Student at Federation University, when I was in Starfleet Academy, back in ’sixty-six.”

“This is fascinating.”

“Wonder whatever became of old Lizzie. The gal was like a human pretzel, I tell you. Quite a magnificent specimen of blossoming womanhood. Know what I mean, Marsie?”

“Oh, for the love of…” Marsden stood up. “Captain. I think I hear the warp core breaching. I’ve got to go.”

“Carry on, then. I’ll just go and check on Mister Yonk. He went to the head some time ago and hasn’t returned. Poor boy can’t hold his liquor….mmmph…then again…”

Marsden ran out of the tavern as fast as her feet could take her. The wooden doors to the tavern had barely stopped swinging on her exit when she felt a tremendous dizzy spell, and leaned up against a nearby bulkhead in the lower-deck corridor of the Anomaly.

Damn that last hot toddy. She should have stopped at ten.

She pounded her fist on the bulkhead. And damn Tovar. Damn him for being in a relationship. For being unreachable.

Marsden straightened, glad the corridor was empty, and began an uneven walk back to her quarters.

She wasn’t the kind of person who pined for someone. She’d always been very comfortable with herself. She was happier approaching men than fielding their advances. She was better at it than they were. And when she was rebuffed, which wasn’t often, she shrugged and moved on to the next guy in the room.

But this time, unfortunately, Marsden couldn’t seem to take her mind off Tovar. And that was a bad thing, since she saw him just about every day.

To her consternation, though, seeing Tovar didn’t cement her resolve. It didn’t help to see him roaming the corridors arm in arm with Lt. Torgerson, the ship’s historian. Why did the ship need a historian anyway?

No, being around Tovar did nothing to dull the pain of wanting to be with him. Wanting to at least know if those exciting twinges she felt meant anything.

But Tovar was off-ship at the moment, aboard the Navigator doing an archaeological survey with Torgerson and some of the ship’s science staff. Not having him around was even worse than having him around. And Kasyov, her only confidant on the ship, was with him.

Her only other real friend on board, Hector Arroyo, had gone off to live with a godlike entity for what would probably end up being eternity.

This being spurned for another woman was getting to be an ugly trend.

As she walked back to her quarters, Marsden idly wondered if Tovar was having any fun without her.

Couldn’t be any worse than what she was dealing with.



Tovar was in hell. The Yynsians, of course, had no concept of hell, but Tovar was certain, if they’d had such a concept, that getting the “silent treatment” from a Vulcanized Romulan had to be close to it.

The Navigator’s bridge was eerily quiet, and empty to boot. The rest of the ship’s complement, all Anomaly science staff, plus the ship’s Cultural Anthropologist and Historian, Jamie Torgerson, had beamed down to Xirxis Eight to study the remains of a long-dead species. Tovar had questioned Captain Bain when he’d assigned him to this duty, but Bain would not relent. Xirxis Eight was on the edge of Breen space, and there was no telling what those “buggers” might do, as Bain had put it.

Tovar would have felt better, though, had the Anomaly herself come to Xirxis, but Starfleet had other things in store for the Federation/Romulan hybrid vessel.

Diplomats on both sides of the former Neutral Zone were still praising the addition of several Romulans to the Anomaly’s crew as another step toward a full-blown alliance. In accordance, Bain and Vioxx had been reluctantly assigned the task of marshalling the Anomaly along on a PR tour of sorts. Tovar didn’t envy Bain in the least. Bain was a meat and potatoes man. A warrior. A soldier of the cause. These were qualities Tovar envied and admired, and hoped to one day emulate to the best of his ability. They were not, however, qualities that translated well into public relations.

Tovar sat at the helm/tactical console in front of the command chair, hands resting on his panel, eyes gazing at the sensor readouts, and took some small comfort in the fact that he’d be no help to Bain.

He glanced over his shoulder at the command chair, where Prosak had been seated for the last three hours, eyes fixed on the orange planet on the viewscreen.

If anyone would be good at publicizing the Romulan/Federation alliance, it would be Prosak. She was a Starfleet officer born of Romulus, who’d again and again proven her value to the crew of the Anomaly. Who better to represent the united front that the Romulans and Federation so yearned for?

Finally, Tovar decided he had to speak. The hours of silence had gone beyond what he could bear. It was time to begin a dialogue with Prosak.

“Commander,” he said. “Our orbit remains stable. All sensors are clear.”

Prosak was quiet for several moments. Finally, she said: “Good,” without looking up.

“Awaiting further orders,” Tovar continued.

“Thank you,” Prosak said, and continued staring at the planet on the screen.

Well, Tovar thought to himself. He’d tried.

Suddenly, his panel trilled, and he glanced down. “Commander. Priority one communication coming in on ultraspace.”

“Origin?” Prosak asked, raising an eyebrow.

Tovar computed the signal’s origin, then looked back at Prosak. “It’s from a colony governor in the Romulan system.”

“Put it on screen,” Prosak said, standing. Tovar guessed she felt more formal, more professional that way. He had to admire her poise.

A panicked-looking Romulan male, middle-aged in appearance, with a tall forehead and darting eyes appeared on the viewscreen. “Prosak! I’ve found you!”

“Vorak,” Prosak said, her eyes widening. “Why are you using a priority channel to contact me?”

“Because you must come home, Prosak. They’re coming, and we’ve got to be ready for them. We’re not prepared….we’re not ready. We won’t even know what hit us, Prosak! Promise you’ll come. Promise you’ll hear me out!”

“Hear what?” Prosak asked, stepping toward the viewscreen. “You are acting most illogical.”

“I’m not logical. I’m a Romulan. I am also your ex-sharal. That should still count for something.”

“Ex-sharal?” Tovar asked quietly.

Prosak glanced down at him. “Be quiet.” She looked back at the viewscreen. “Vorak. Please tell me what is going on.”

“I’ve said more than I can say over ultraspace. Come to my colony at once, and I promise I will explain everything.”

“I am on a mission. I have a Starfleet team with me. We cannot simply divert our course just so that I can indulge another of your conspiracy theories.”

“This isn’t a conspiracy theory, Prosak. It’s real. And the future of Romulus is at stake.”

Prosak arched an eyebrow. “Would you say your colony is in distress?”

“Well…yes. Our whole way of life is, Prosak!”

“So this is a distress call.” She glanced at Tovar. “You heard him, Lieutenant Commander. It’s a distress call. We are duty-bound to respond.”

“Commander, I believe the appropriate channels would be to contact the Romulan…”

“Recall the away team immediately and lay in a course for Reno.”

“Reno?”

“The sixth planet in the Romulan system,” Prosak said, and sighed. “I truly wish Starfleet Academy would start teaching cadets that there’s more than just Romulus and Remus in that system.” She turned toward the helm station at the front of the bridge. “Now lay in your course and be ready to engage as soon as the away team is aboard.” She walked back to the command chair and sat down. An expectant Vorak remained on the screen. “We are on our way, Vorak. When we arrive, I expect a full explanation.”

“And you’ll get one, Prosak. I promise. Vorak out.”

“Commander,” Tovar said, after another few moments of silence. “Would you mind explaining what is happening?”

“Not at the moment. I would prefer to pass the time in quiet contemplation for now.”

“Fantastic,” Tovar said under his breath.



“Anybody get the number of that wormhole that sucked me in?” Lt. Marsden mumbled, stumbling into the Engineering compartment, where the constant thrum of the anti-sing drive was doing nothing to help her splitting headache. She cursed herself from quitting synthale months earlier. It always gave her a stomach ache, but at this point, that would be exceedingly preferable to what she was going through now.

“Chief Engineer, your loyal staff awaits your orders,” Engineer Selex, the engine crew’s Romulan addition, announced loudly. “You may begin delivering orders at any time. We stand ready to assist you.”

“First, speak about half that loud,” Marsden said, leaning against the master systems console as she looked around at her staff. “Second, stop talking like you’re making a mayoral proclamation. This is an engine room. We keep it casual around here. I’ve been trying, who knows how long, to stress that to you, Selex.”

“And I have been trying to my utmost to abide your lackadaisical attitude,” Selex responded crisply.

“I miss Polnuc,” Marsden muttered. “All he did was nearly destroy the ship.”

“Noted,” Selex said, looking around at the other members of the engineering crew. “Nevertheless, we await orders.”

“Right,” Marsden said, and brought up the Anomaly’s schedule on the main console at the center of engineering. “Looks like we’re passing Sitorian Four and Drangil today, and then looping around the Romulan colonies of Cephus and Morvala tomorrow. The PR trip continues, in a nonsensical route that circles Federation and Romulan space about ten times.”

“Starfleet and Romulan Command are obviously displaying the might and power of the anti-singularity drive,” Selex said. “It would be wrong to question them.”

“Far be it from me to question Command,” Marsden said, holding up her hands. “I just work here. As for us engineering people, it’s for us to make sure the ship runs smoothly through this marathon around the block. Devix, I want you and Ragone to check out the quantum generator. Make sure those capacitors haven’t fused. Grozier, I want you, Edwards, and Selex to focus on aligning the plasma infusers. We don’t want them to…infuse too much. Damn my head hurts.”.

“May I ask where you are going, Lieutenant?” Selex asked as Marsden stepped through the door to her office.

“To do office work. You have a problem with that?”

“Indeed not. But the other engineers have placed bets that you are going to sulk about being cruelly rebuffed by Lieutenant Commander Tovar.”

The doors had almost closed when Marsden stuck her head back out, causing them to open again. “Come again?”

“Yes. The ship’s message net is abuzz with the news that you made several advances on Tovar, and he… what is the human expression? There are so many! Oh, yes. Ripped your heart to shreds.”

Marsden felt her eyes burning with anger. “And WHO exactly started this buzz?” she growled, advancing on Selex and grabbing him by the front of his uniform.

“Someone on the crew,” Selex choked.

“And you wouldn’t know who such a person might be, do you?”

Selex shook his head quickly. “No, Lieutenant. I do not know. But…your engineering staff remains ever at the ready.”

“Good to know,” Marsden said, dropping Selex and heading back toward your office. “You Romulans are good at interrogation, aren’t you?”

“Superb,” Selex said.

“Good. Forget about the engines. They can wait. You’ve got more important work to do right now.”

“I remain ever in your loyal service,” Selex said, smiling thinly, and walked out of Engineering.



“Could you please tell me why you decided at the spur of the moment to ruin two weeks of research?” Dr. Natalia Kasyov demanded, standing square in front of Commander Prosak, who sat calmly in the command chair of the Navigator.

“I can understand your ire, Doctor, but I am afraid we had no choice. There is an emergency on Reno that must be dealt with.”

“Reno?” Kasyov asked, scratching her head.

“YES,” Prosak said. “The sixth planet in the Romulan system. I keep trying to tell you people, there’s more to that star system than just Romulus and Remus.”

“Oh,” Kasyov said. “Reno. Why didn’t you just say so?”

Prosak sighed. “Please report belowdecks, Doctor. I will call on you if you’re needed.”

“Commander, I’m your Chief Science Officer. If there’s an emergency, I deserve to at least know what’s going on.”

Prosak steepled her fingers. “That is yet to be determined.”

“Don’t go steepling your fingers at me. I have a right to know.”

“Tovar, remove the good doctor,” Prosak said remotely.

“Commander…” Tovar began, not wanting to get in the middle of this particular argument. He’d had enough of facing off with Prosak.

“I gave you an order,” Prosak said.

“Fine,” Kasyov said, turning on a heel and heading for the turbolift. “But you wait and see. You’ll need a science officer on this mission, and you’ll be damn glad you have me.”

“Indeed,” Prosak said, as Kasyov disappeared down the corridor.



“Selex tells me you ordered him to interrogate some crewmen. Can you explain to me exactly why you thought that was appropriate?” Commander Vioxx asked, looming over Marsden’s desk and glaring down at her. “You have no place giving that order, and he has no place carrying it out. Who do you think you are? The leader of the Tal Shiar? If there even was such a thing anymore. Which, of course, there isn’t. Because the Tal Shiar was abolished, much like your Section Thirty-One, right?”

“You Romulans talk too loud,” Marsden moaned, and leaned her chin on her hands.

“The fact remains, I am in charge of all staffing matters on this ship. If you are incapable of providing the appropriate orders to your staff, I shall find someone who is. Like Selex, perhaps.”

“You are NOT giving him my job,” Marsden fumed. Now it was her turn to glare, up at Vioxx.

“Do not give me reason to,” Vioxx said, and headed for the door. “At any rate, you can stop your inane search for answers. I believe it was Captain Bain who began the rumor about you and Tovar.”

“Bain!” Marsden railed.

“Yes,” Vioxx said. “And if you are really so desperate for a date, may I suggest my son Striax? He’s only fourteen, but he has a good head on his shoulders.”

“I’ll get back to you on that,” Marsden said, straining to grin as Vioxx left. She immediately rose from her desk. It was time to have a little conversation with Captain Bain.



“Orbit, Commander?” Zantak announced briefly, then went back to her habitual silence.

“Standard orbit. Hail the Gubernatorial Palace, Tovar.”

“Oh, so you’re talking to me again?” Tovar asked. “It’s been three hours.”

“I’ve had nothing to say.”

“Nothing to say, or just nothing to say to me?”

“Neither,” Prosak said. “Now, hail the Governor, please.”

“Of course,” Tovar shot back. He could be clipped too, if that’s what she was after. “Reply coming in.”

“On-screen.” Prosak stood.

A very relaxed-looking Vorak appeared on the viewscreen. “Commander Prosak! What a surprise!”

Prosak arched her eyebrow. “A surprise? You begged me to come to the planet as soon as possible. You said the Romulan Empire was in danger.”

“I’ve always been a master of oveerstatement. You know that, Prosak.”

“Still, you’ve diverted a Federation Starship for apparently no reason.”

“Well, there is a reason,” Vorak said coyly.

“And that is?”

“It always is nice to see you, Prosak. Might we have dinner tonight?” Just then, Vorak’s pointed nose twitched just a bit, and Prosak knew without a shadow of a doubt he was trying to signal her.

She cocked her head. “Of course, Governor. Expect me in one hour.”

“I will be ready,” Vorak said, and disappeared from the screen.

Prosak turned around in her chair. “Governor Vorak is in terrible danger. I want you to form a security team made up of two of the most able-bodied science officers we have and prepare to beam down to Reno at my signal.”

“You’re still planning to go to dinner with him?”

“Barging in on that planet will do us no good. This mission will take delicacy and tact. Whatever Vorak knows, he isn’t eager to share it with anyone. It is best if I go down alone, initially. Your preparations will simply be a fall-back position for a worst-case scenario.”

“Are you expecting a worst-case scenario?” Tovar asked as Prosak walked into the turbolift.

“Always, Commander. You have your orders.”

Tovar sighed. “Whatever you say, Commander.”



“Raspberry Scones?” Captain Bain asked, lifting the plate up toward Marsden as she stalked into the plushly decorated “Captain’s Lounge.”

“As delicious as that sounds….no,” Marsden said, standing before Bain and folding her arms. “I can’t take your pastry because I came here to yell at you.”

Bain blinked at her vacantly. “Why would you come to yell at me, Lieutenant?” he asked.

Marsden huffed at Bain and paced in front of him as he put the plate down on his endtable and closed his copy of Hank Dickens’ “The Bouncing British Hovercar.” Talent never necessarily ran in the family, but Bain enjoyed the book as a form of escapism.

“I confided in you during last night’s drunken escapade in the tavern. And you spread all my dirty business all over this ship. How could you, Captain?”

“We were in the tavern together last night?” Bain asked, raising his eyebrows. “Fascinating! Did we have a good time?”

Marsden stopped pacing and stared at Bain. “Weren’t you there with me?”

Bain shrugged. “I suppose I was. I woke up in the Deck Six lavatory this morning with a bugger of a headache. Haven’t had a night like that since my Academy days.”

“You went on drinking binges at Starfleet Academy?”

“Heavens no,” Bain said with a wistful laugh. “I was referring to Dorothy Perringale’s Academy for Young Roguish Boys. I stayed there four years, from age eleven to age fifteen.”

“You have a very…interesting past, Captain.”

“Remind me to tell you one day about the incident with the phaser welder and Mrs. Perringale’s knickers.”

“You’ve got it,” Marsden said.

“So….what were you asking again?” asked Bain.

“I can barely remember,” Marsden said, and turned for the door. She turned and looked back at Bain. “So you didn’t say anything to anyone…about…anything?”

“If I did, it escapes me,” Bain said with a jovial laugh. “But since I do believe I had difficulty forming words that night, the chances are rather poor that I would have said anything to anyone. What did we talk about?”

“Nevermind. You’ll find out sooner or later,” Marsden groaned, and walked out of the Lounge.

“Nice girl,” Bain said, and walked back to his book.



“You look pensive,” Jamie Torgerson whispered, wrapping her arms around Tovar as he stood in the center of the Navigator’s bridge, glowering down at the planet on the viewscreen.

“I’m concentrating on command,” he said distantly.

“The bridge is empty except for you and me,” Torgerson said with a small giggle. “You know, we could…”

Tovar shrugged her off. “That,” he said, “is strictly against Starfleet regulations.”

Torgerson huffed. “What am I supposed to do, then? Go down to the tiny little stellar cartography lab and help Kasyov review her geologic studies?”

“Your time would be better spent doing that than staying up here with me.”

“What’s wrong, Tovar?” Torgerson asked, taking a step back.

“This mission,” he said, turning to Torgerson and taking her hands. “It’s just got me confused. I don’t know why Prosak brought us here, or what she’s doing down there. I’m supposed to be chief of security, and yet I have no idea what’s going on here. It’s disconcerting. I’m…sorry.”

Torgerson smiled. “I’m surprised, Tovar. You’re actually talking about your feelings. That’s a new side of you.”

“I know. I’ll understand if you want to discontinue our relationship.”

“Are you kidding?” she asked with an impish grin. “I was starting to wonder if you’d ever open up. This is fantastic!”

“The fact that I’m so disconcerted is fantastic?”

“Yes,” Torgerson said, backing toward the door that led off the bridge. “In so many ways, yes. Now finish your bridge shift, and when you’re free again, I’ll show you some of my feelings…”

Tovar gave a small smile as Torgerson left. He had no idea what she was talking about, but he had to admit to being intrigued.



“The most glorious Commander Prosak, of the tiny, weakling Starfleet vessel Navigator,” the Centurion announced as Prosak stepped into the large, parting doors that lead into Vorak’s Master Dining Room.

“Thank you for the conflicting adjectives,” Prosak said politely to the Centurion, who bowed and exited the room as Vorak stood from the dining table and walked over to embrace Prosak in a tight hug.

“My dearest ex-sharal! It’s really you!” he exclaimed, and squeezed Prosak’s shoulders hard.

“It is indeed, Vorak,” Prosak said. “Now then, shall we eat?”

“Dinner will be served in a short while. I believe we should adjourn to the veranda briefly, to discuss matters of…” Vorak looked around. “Current affairs.”

Prosak nodded. “If you insist.”

Vorak led Prosak by the hand, out to the balcony that overlooked the magnificent Tafflax Falls on Reno.

Prosak could barely hear herself think over the booming noise of the water crashing down all around her. Below, a dizzying way down, water boomed over a cliff and into the sprawling Tafflax river.

“I take it you brought me out here to tell me something important?” Prosak asked.

“You are correct,” Vorak said, his eyes growing wide. “We’re all in great danger.”

“Why did you not communicate this through proper channels? The Starfleet Ambassador…”

“I don’t trust him. I don’t trust anyone in Starfleet. Or in our command. I needed to talk to someone I knew. Who I had unwavering faith in. That’s you, Prosak.”

Prosak warmed a bit at that. After her recent attraction to, and subsequent falling out with, Tovar, it was a nice change of pace to hear sincere words of appreciation from a male. She was still, however, annoyed at having been brought out here from her mission to Xirxis. “I am happy to have your trust, Vorak. Now what do you have to tell me?”

“More like something to ask you,” Vorak said. “Tell me…what was the color of the sky when we first met?”

Prosak blinked. “The color of…” She sighed. “The sky was black when we met, because I was floating in space during my zero-gravity exam when we bumped into each other and drastically altered each other’s trajectories.”

“A fantastic metaphor for our relationship, no?” Vorak asked whimsically, then smiled. “Glad to still have you with us, Prosak. I guess you’re wondering why I asked you that.”

“You guess correctly.”

“I had to make sure you were…untampered.”

“Un…tampered?”

“Yes. Since we last spoke, there have been attempts, by some forces unknown to me, to compromise my position here.”

“Assassination attempts?”

“I don’t think so. I’m just being…watched. Studied. I can feel it, Prosak. I can feel their eyes on me!”

“Whose?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“I’m afraid not.”

Vorak grabbed Prosak’s shoulders. “The Vulcans, Prosak. It’s the Vulcans! They’re invading Romulus. They’ll take every last one of us, mind-meld us, make us emotionless automotons!”

Prosak nodded as Vorak told him this, then raised an eyebrow. “Emotionless, really?” In a manner of speaking, it was everything she aspired to as a RommaVulc. Still, if Vorak’s ranting was correct, it presented a grave danger to her people. “What proof do you have to back this up with, Vorak?”

“Suspicious ship activity around several of our defense ports. Romulans I grew up with acting very strangely. Vacant, emotionless replies to my comms. Strategic outposts along our border drastically reducing their ultraspace signal output…”

“You have nothing further than that to base your theory of a Vulcan invasion on?”

“I have only that, and my instincts,” Vorak said. “That used to be good enough for you.”

“We were sharal long ago, Vorak. Before I learned the RommaVulc way. I’m bound by logic to disagree with your assessment. Until we see further proof, I cannot forsee a Vulcan invasion of Romulus. They stand to gain nothing but territory, and empire-building is illogical.”

“But look what the Vulcans have done so far! Used diplomacy to pry planets away from the Federation, withdrawn their population from Federation and Romulan worlds. Condemned our way of life! Isn’t it obvious that they won’t be happy until they control the quadrant!”

Prosak frowned at Vorak. “You are, as you have always been, an alarmist, Vorak. It is one of the reason I ended our sharal. One wonders how you’ve risen to the level of authority that you have.”

“I reached this level of authority by letting my instincts guide me!” Vorak said desparately, tugging on Prosak’s arm. “Just for once, trust those instincts, Prosak. I promise you, you’ll reach the same conclusion I have.”

“I’m afraid I cannot do that,” Prosak said, and turned to leave. “Now then, I have a mission to return to. Perhaps we can have dinner another time.”

“So that’s it?” Vorak asked, following her out into the dining room. “You’ll do nothing to stop this catastrophe?”

“There is nothing I can do, short of filing a report to Starfleet. And I am afraid there is nothing I can put in that report that would lead my superiors at Starfleet to believe Romulus is any more in danger of Vulcan invasion than the rest of the quadrant.”

“You’re turning your back on your planet, Prosak!” Vorak called after her. “And you’re turning your back on me!”

“Then that is how it must be,” Prosak said, and walked out the door.



Lt. Marsden sat in her office in Engineering, her feet propped up on her desk, staring at the anti-sing engine status reports that scrolled by on her holographic monitor. She felt numb. She felt stupid. She dare not go on the shipwide communication network. No doubt there were posts about her and her illicit attraction to Lt. Commander Tovar.

What would she do when Tovar and Torgerson returned from their trip aboard the Navigator?

It would get awkward, no doubt about that. She’d have to face up to Tovar, and Torgerson. She’d have to have the confrontation she so desperately wanted to avoid, the one that brewed and threatened to boil over at that high school career day on Earth.

She shuddered.

Shelly Marsden would have to come face to face with her feelings, and that was something she rarely did.

Just then, the doorchime sounded.

“Come,” she said gruffly, and sat up.

Engineer Selex stood framed in the doorway, his hands clasped behind his back. “In case you are interested, I am here to inform you that I completed actual engine work this afternoon, much unlike some of the supervisory staff around here.”

“I am the supervisory staff around here,” Marsden mumbled.

“I see my point is well taken, then,” Selex replied cooly. He looked around Marsden’s office. “You have been in here for several hours. Am I to take it you plan to stay in here until the end of your shift?”

“Something like that.”

“You do not wish to face a crew that knows all your sordid secrets.”

Marsden thought about that, biting her lip. “Well, not all of them…”

“I suppose it would make you feel better to know who would be so callous as to spread malfeasant rumors about you.”

Marsden was on her feet and in Selex’s face in an instant. “What do you know, Selex?”

Selex didn’t flinch. “I suppose that depends on whether you would permit me to take command of Engineering for the rest of the day.”

She didn’t even have to think about it. “Done.” She inched closer. “Now what do you know?”

Selex told her.

Moments later, Marsden marched out of Engineering, shouting, “That little snit!” She parted engine crew like the red sea, pushing past her staff as she made her way to the turbolift.

Selex, meanwhile, walked out into the main compartment of engineering and looked around. “Ladies and gentlemen, prepare yourselves. You are about to learn how an engine room should be run.”



Prosak sipped daintily at her plomeek soup in the Navigator’s cramped comissary, as the ship darted back to finish its assignment at Xirxis Eight at Warp 13.

“May I sit down?” a voice asked, and Prosak looked up surprised to see Dr. Kasyov hovering over her.

“It is a common area. You are permitted to sit,” Prosak said, and went back to her soup.

“You’ve been awful quiet since we left Reno.”

“I was not aware that I was usually the boisterous type.”

“Still, it’s evident to pretty much everybody on the ship that you’ve got something on your mind. You were actually civil to Sub-Commander Remax. Until now, you’ve made a point of avoiding contact with the Romulan crew.”

“Their presence is an attempt to subvert my authority. I have nothing to say to them.”

“Right,” Kasyov said. “Which makes it all the more interesting you talked to him. You even told him to ‘have a nice day.’”

“I did not mean it, if that is any consolation.” Prosak blew softly on her steaming bowl of soup and looked up at Kasyov. “Is there a point to this line of questioning?”

“Only that you’re still in command, at least here on the Navigator, for now, and that means something. Your crew deserves to know what happened down on that planet.”

“It is none of your concern, or Starfleet’s. It is a personal matter.”

Kasyov cocked her head. “Why do I not believe you?”

“Is that a rhetorical question?”

“Yes,” Kasyov said flatly. “I don’t believe you.”

“Doctor, I refuse to…”

Just then, the comm system chirped.

“Tovar to Prosak. You have an communication incoming on ultra- space.”

“Please route the message down to the Commissary,” Prosak said, standing and straightening her uniform. She nodded at Kasyov. “Doctor, if you’ll excuse me.”

“Well, I did want some lunch…”

“Doctor.”

“I can come back later,” Kasyov said, and headed for the door. “Maybe you’ll be in more of a talking mood then.”

“Unlikely,” Prosak said, and turned to the monitor inset into the wall of the commissary. She punched a control, accessing the message Tovar had routed to her.

A familiar face appeared on the screen, her pudgy friend from grad school, Councillor Fexora.

“PRO!” Fexora exalted, clapping her pudgy hands. “I actually got through to you.”

“Fexora,” Prosak said, smiling. “It is agreeable to see you. I trust the the Imperial Courts under your jurisdiction are functioning properly?”

“I suppoes they are,” Fexora said. “But I wouldn’t know. I’ve taken a leave of absence.” She squinted at Prosak. “You’ve done the same, haven’t you?”

“Why would I take a leave of absence?”

“To join the RommaVulc conference on Reno, of course,” Fexora said with a giggle. “You really must be out of sorts, Pro.”

“I know of no conference,” Prosak said, staring at Fexora. “What are you talking about?”

Fexora’s eyes suddenly went wide. “You don’t know? You…oh by the hills of ranarr! You’re not supposed to know!”

“Not…supposed to know what?”

Fexora said nothing more, simply slammed her hand down on a control near her, and the communication was cut.

“Prosak to Tovar,” Prosak said quickly. “Open a channel to Reno. Priority One.”

“Aye, Commander.”

Prosak paced the commissary for several minutes as Tovar worked, working her fingers in and out of fists.

“Commander…”

“Patch me through directly to Vorak.”

“Commander,” Tovar continued. “We cannot reach Reno. It is under communications blackout, by the order of the Colony Governor.”

“Turn us around, Tovar,” Prosak said, walking out of the commissary and out into the corridor beyond. “Lay in a course back to Reno. Maximum warp.”

“But we were just there…”

“Do it!”



The doors to the cabin opened up and Marsden stood there in the doorway, her chest rising and falling as she breathed heavily. Had she been a cartoon character, she’d be breathing fire.

“Lieutenant, what can I do…”

She leaned down, practically had to get on her knees to reach that far down, and grabbed the surprised Ensign Yonk by the shoulders and lifted the .7 meter tall dwarf Ferengi into the air. “You repugnant little troll!” she cried, pushing him up against a wall. “How dare you blurt my business out to the rest of the crew!”

Yonk’s little legs swung back and forth as Marsden pushed him back against the wall, closing on his throat. “Lieutenant, I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about…” he stammered.

“Sure you do. I just checked the manifest. You called in sick to the bridge today. You’re hung over. You went on a drunken rampage last night and topped it off by barging into the holo-caf at the beginning of breakfast hour and shouting to anyone who would hear it that I was in love with Lieutenant Commander Tovar.”

Yonk’s face fell. “Who told you that?”

“Selex, who found it out from Centurion Nortal, who heard it from Ensign Lennum, who was there.”

“Lennum’s a Vorta. They’re hardly a truthful species. I mean they were genetically engineer–”

Marsden responded by tossing Yonk across the room like a basketball. He landed harmlessly on a pile of pillows. Ferengi did not believe in furniture; it was bad for the back, and often caused one to sit in awkward positions; thus, Yonk’s quarters were furnished soley with little piles of pillows.

Presently, Yonk climbed under some of this pillows, in an attempt to elude Marsden.

“Get back here, you little…” Marsden cried, scrambling across the room, diving into the piles of pillows.

“I’m innocent!” Yonk blurted, his tiny head popping out from behind a stack of pillows on the other side of the cabin. “I swear, I don’t remember saying anything about your love for Tovar! And if I did, it was while I was drunk, so it doesn’t count as…achhh achhh achh!” Yonk didn’t get to finish his sentence, because Marsden was already on top of him again, grabbing him by the throat.

The little Ferengi slid out from under Marsden, dove between her legs, and dashed into the darkened bedroom.

Fueled by anger and incredulity, Marsden stormed the bedroom, and immediately tripped on a statue of Rom, the Crown Prince of the Ferengi Ideological Revolution.

“OW!” she called out in the dark, falling back against the wall and grabbing her throbbing toe. “Why’d you put that in the middle of the floor?”

“It’s my room!” Yonk’s high-pitched voice called out in the dark. “Truce?”

“That offer’s not even on the table,” Marsden growled. “I’m going to make you pay for this embarrassment, Yonk. With your tiny little lobes!”

“Take that back!” the voice called out, now behind Marsden.

“Where’d you go?” the engineer called out, then turned around, to see Yonk run back into his quarters, right for the door. “Computer, lock door 707B, authorization Marsden Gamma Four Two One.”

Yonk slammed into the door, and fell to the ground in a heap.

Moments later, Marsden was looming over him. “You’re going to delete all the comments about me and Tovar from the shipwide communication net. And you’re going to post a message apologizing for being drunk and disorderly aboard ship. Just because Tovar isn’t around right now doesn’t mean the crew can run around like crazy persons. It’s just not civilized.”

“I’m sorry,” Yonk moaned, hugging Marsden’s ankles. “I really am. I didn’t mean to spread your dirty little secret across the ship’s message net, and urinate all over the doors to your quarters…”

Marsden looked down at Yonk and smiled. “Apology accepted. WHAT?”



“This is all going to go in my report,” Tovar said calmly from his seat at the front of the Navigator’s bridge as Prosak paced behind him.

“I am totally unconcerned,” Prosak tossed over her shoulder as she paced.

“You should be concerned. With Commander Vioxx taking over as First Officer and you being relegated to Second Officer, you should be very concerned. Your position within the Anomaly’s leadership structure is precarious.”

Prosak looked over her shoulder at Tovar. “I’m still ahead of you in the command chain. I may have been moved down to third in command, but now that makes you fourth.”

“I am totally unconcerned,” Tovar echoed, and for a moment, Prosak smiled.

“It may be impertinent for me to say so, Commander,” she said, finally stopping her pacing. “But, when I first came aboard the Anomaly, I didn’t think you had a personality.”

“Likewise,” Tovar said simply.

“But you have confounded my expectations.”

“I choose to take that as a compliment,” Tovar said with a small grin.

“It was intended as such.”

Tovar turned around and looked back at Prosak. “Is that it? Are we finished with the silent treatment?”

“It is illogical to hold grudges. You have chosen a relationship with Lieutenant Torgerson, and I respect that. I will no longer stand in the way.” She looked at Tovar a moment, her gaze softening. “I would like, in time, to be able to call you a friend.”

“We have arrived.”

“Like I said, all in good time, Tovar.”

“No, I mean we’ve arrived at the planet Reno.” Tovar pointed at the viewscreen.

“Oh,” Prosak said sheepishly, turning to face the screen. “Try to contact Vorak again. If you don’t get through in five minutes, I’m beaming down there.”

“Understood,” Tovar said, and worked at his panel a moment. He looked up at the screen, suddenly alarmed. “Commander! Two Warhawks, decloaking port and starboard!”

“Shields up,” Prosak said calmly, sitting down in the command chair.

“We are at a truce, are we not?” Tovar asked, looking back from the seat at helm/tac.

“I said, all in good time…how many times do I…?”

“I meant the Federation and Romulus!” Tovar snapped.

“Oh. Yes, yes, we’re at a truce. I do not know why they would approach us cloaked. That usually connotes attack posture…”

Tovar looked at his panel. “We’re being hailed.”

“On screen.”

On the viewscreen, the calm, collected face of Vorak appeared.

“Commander Prosak,” he said cooly. “I was under the assumption that your business on Reno was finished.”

“Vorak?” Prosak asked, leaning forward in her chair. She barely recognized him without the constant look of panic on his face.

“Indeed,” Vorak said simply. “What do you want?”

Something didn’t compute to Prosak. “I…understand the RommaVulcs are holding a conference on your planet?”

Vorak looked off-screen a moment, then back at Prosak. “Your information is incorrect. There is no such conference.”

“But Fexora told me…”

“Her information should be considered unreliable.” Vorak straightened, pulling himself up to his full height, which was surprisingly imposing to Prosak. “Now then, if you have no other business here, I suggest you return to your Starfleet mission, outside the Romulan border.”

“But, Vorak, I have questions…”

“Commander,” Tovar said. “They are arming disruptors.”

“By arriving in our territory unannounced, without escort, you have violated Romulan/Federation treaty. I am giving you ten minutes to leave the Romulan Empire. After that time expires, I am permitted by treaty stipulations to fire on you.”

“Fire…” Prosak’s mouth opened and closed in disbelief. “Vorak, those treaty stipulations haven’t been observed for decades. The border between the Federation and the Romulan Empire is virtually open.”

“Still, we ask you observe diplomatic courtesy and leave at once.”

“Courtesy,” Prosak said. “You’re not making any sense.”

“On the contrary, Commander. I am being utterly logical. Now, depart, at once, and do not return to Romulan space without good reason. Vorak out.”

Prosak stood there on the bridge, feeling like a puppet with strings cut.

“Orders, Commander?” Tovar asked.

Prosak fairly deflated in her chair. “Do as he says. Turn around and return to Xirxis Eight. Maximum warp.”

“Are you certain this time?”

“Be quiet.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 177736.5. The Navigator has returned to the Anomaly after what was apparently a successful mission on Xirxis Eight. I would inquire more about the mission, but Commander Prosak has for some reason barricaded herself in her quarters for the moment, and if there’s one thing I respect, it’s a good sulk.



Captain Bain was sitting in the command chair on the bridge when the doors to his former readyroom, which had some time ago become Prosak’s quarters, opened, and Prosak, in her IDIC pajamas, ducked her head out.

“Captain, can you come in here a moment, please?”

Bain pivoted to face Prosak. “Can’t sleep, Prosak?”

“Indeed. I have matters of some importance to discuss with you.”

Bain leaned out of his chair. “By all means,” he said jovially. “Let’s have a chat. Mister Tovar, you have the bridge.”

From tac-ops, Tovar gave Prosak a sidelong glance. She did not return his glance as she led Bain into her dim quarters.

Bain squinted. “You’ve been sitting in the dark all this time?”

“I have been contemplating recent events,” Prosak said.

“So you have been sitting in the dark.”

“Meditating.”

Bain nodded. “Sitting in the dark.”

Prosak sighed. “Yes, Captain. Because I have been unable to sleep.”

“Out with it, Prosak,” Bain said, clapping the Romulan on the shoulders. “Let’s hear what the problem is. I’m sure I can help in some way. That’s what I’m here for.”

“I believe the Vulcans are trying to invade Romulus. And they’re going to use the RommaVulcs to do it. And, somehow, my ex-sharal is involved. I think they’ve…gotten control of him somehow.”

“Oh,” Bain said, and stood there quietly a moment. “I see.”

Prosak stared at him balefully, waiting for some kind of reaction, some kind of meaningful response.

Bain rubbed his chin. “What’s a sharal?”



Tovar looked down at the chronometer on his panel. Bain and Prosak had been in the commander’s quarters for nearly an hour. What could they be talking about that was so interesting, other than the Vulcan invasion of Romulus. Certainly it wouldn’t take that long to talk about such a thing. Bain was a man of action. He should be storming out of there any minute, certain of what course of action to take. He would head this blighter off at the pass. That was Bain’s job.

But another half hour passed, and Tovar realized that wasn’t going to happen.

About that time, he realized his shift had ended, and Centurion Nortal arrived on the bridge to relieve him.

“By Jenichai, you stand relieved!” Nortal bellowed, and Tovar just groaned.

“Take the bridge. The captain is with Commander Prosak in her quarters.”

“I will take the bridge with all due discretion and valor, Commander. You shall not have reason to fear.”

“I don’t,” Tovar said, heading toward the aft turbolift. He amended that. “At least not much.”

On the lift ride back to his quarters, Tovar thought about the strange mission aboard the Navigator: his truce with Prosak, his strange conversation with Torgerson, the fact that Kasyov had single-handedly devoured all the fresh kumquats that were in ship’s stores.

He was left with one, unmistakable impression, after the whole thing.

Lt. Shelly Marsden was standing in front of the door to his quarters.

“Shell–” Tovar began. “Lieutenant Marsden?”

“Tovar, am I glad to see you,” Marsden said. “I haven’t gotten a chance to talk to you since the Navigator returned. Have you checked your messages yet?”

“I hadn’t the chance. I went on duty as soon as we returned. Why?”

“Because, there’s something I need to explain…” Marsden said, biting her lip.

Just then, the doors to Tovar’s quarters opened up.

“Tovar,” Lt. Torgerson said, looking from the Yynsian to Marsden. “I let myself in your quarters, so I could surprise you. But, wouldn’t you know, I’m the one who got surprised.”

Tovar blinked. “What do you mean?”

Torgerson shouldered past Tovar, glaring back at Marsden. “Check your messages.”

Marsden clenched her fists, her jaw working angrily. “YONK!”



THE END.



NEXT:



It’s crisis time for the Romulan Empire as the Vulcans make a long-awaited move. But the Anomaly may not be in a position to help, because there are bigger issues at hand. How much bigger? How about an insane goddess trying to destroy the Flarn Empire, deep in the Delta Quadrant? It’s funny who you run into out in space, and Reginald Bain is about to find that out in “God Complex.”



God Complex





FLARN PRIME THE DELTA QUADRANT



“I am, as alwaysssssssss, your humble sssssssssservant,” Chancellor Lotok of the Flarn Assemblage hissed, clicking his redundant tongues in a somber sign of respect as he stared out the window at the parched, gleaming orange Flarn countryside and clasped his massive talons in prayer. The nine-foot tall reptilian/insectoid being began each day this way, praying to Mega, the all-seeing and all-knowing entity that oversaw all the beautiful things the Flarn people had accomplished in the last century.

The Flarn people had turned from a broken empire, a defeated people struggling aimlessly to rebuild their once great empire, to a noble and charitable folk, dedicated entirely to the service and betterment of the peoples of the Delta Quadrant.

The irony of his people’s change of heart was not lost on Lotok. He realized that the Flarn people had once been a nasty autocracy, enslaving a good-sized corner of the Delta Quadrant and bending them to their bitter will.

Historians would probably look to socioeconomic factors, political change, and the lessons learned from being pummeled a century prior by the Borg as noteworthy contributors to the sea change in Flarn philosophy.

Lotok, and most of the other Flarn, on the other hand, knew there was only one person–one divine entity–to thank.

The one and only Mega; the supreme being, holiest of holies, and doer of all that was good in this galaxy.

And if the Flarn were good, and did what they were told, then Mega would continue to look down favorably on them, and the Flarn people would prosper.

Stray from Mega’s path, even for an instant, and the Flarn people would live to regret it.

Lotok knew that, as Chancellor, he was less of a political figure and more of a religious leader. His role was to guide the Flarn people, and the great many species that thrived under Flarn protection, in the worship and obedience of Mega.

“Morning, Lotok. How’s the groveling today?”

Lotok looked over his shoulder. His compound eyes brightened, and the massive, hard-shelled, insectoid/reptilian alien leaned up, pulling himself up with his large, sharp talons. He bowed regally before the slight, lithe human female.

“I am well, Great Mega, becaussssssssssse you make it so.”

By Flarn standards, she had an unusual body to say the least, but Lotok had learned to appreciate the smoothness of her scaleless skin, and the tenderness of her exoskeletonless body. She had two uncomposited brown eyes and soft, reddish lips and flat, mostly dull teeth. In most respects, she resembled many of the humanoid species in the Delta Quadrant.

Lotok knew, from studying the ancient books, that Mega looked for all the world as if she were human. But she was so, so much more.

“You have your weekly tribute?” Mega asked, strolling around Lotok, her long, tight white dress, slit to mid-calf, fitting tight to her completely un-bumpy body.

“Y-yessssssss, right here,” Lotok said, pulling an electronic scroll off a shelf on the wall. “A lisssssssst of good deeds done by the Flarn. I think you’ll be most excited about our economic recovery effortsssssss with the Sulani and Andraxians.”

Mega smiled and giggled. “You are a good Chancellor, Lotok. Much better than your predecessor. You understand that good deeds are their own reward. There’s something to be said for that.”

“O-of course, Great Mega. We only live to sssssssssssserve you.”

Mega smirked. “Don’t forget that.”

Lotok stood for several awkward moments as Mega drifted over to his window and looked outside at the sunny afternoon sun shining down on the lush crabgrass swamps of Flarn Prime.

“Is there something else I can do for you today, Mega?”

“No,” she said, folding her arms on the window sill and leaning forward. “Not really.”

“If I may be so bold, your perfectnessssssssss, you sssssssssssseem somewhat bored.”

“No, Lotok, not bored,” Mega said distractedly. “Just not sure what to do next.”

“May I make a suggestion?”

Lotok’s eyes shot out of their sockets (as Flarn eyes were wont to do on occasion), and quickly retracted back in as he saw the other humanoid walk up to the window to join Mega. Where had he come from? The doors to his administrative offices were locked, guarded. No simple citizen could just barge right in there, nevermind the fact he was directly addressing Mega as if she were a regular person.

“Look here, whoever you are…” Lotok said with a wave of his talon. As he stepped closer to the young man, he noticed the faint, brown spots on either side of his head. He was Maloxian!

The Maloxian cavalierly held up his hand at Lotok, causing the Flarn leader to disappear.

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Mirk,” Mega said with a sigh. “I hate it when you make people cease to exist.”

“I can always bring him back,” Mirk replied, stepping closer to Mega. “Don’t you think it’s time we talked?”

“It’s been ten years, Mirk,” Mega replied, whipping around. “You waited THIS long to call me?”

Mirk looked down at his feet. “Well, I sort of thought you were going to call me…”

“You’re omnipotent!” Mega shouted. “You should know better!”

“I just want to…you know, patch things up.”

Mega folded her arms. “Easier said than done.”

“I still love you.”

She glanced sideways at Mirk, and for a moment, her rigid gaze faltered.

“You’re okay by me, too.”

Mirk smiled slightly. “There, then. That’s a beginning. Now, why don’t you come back with me to the Bermuda Expanse and we can talk about this like civil immortals.”

“NO!” Mega fairly shouted, sending Mirk stumbling back a few paces. “I’m having too much fun here.”

“You’re skewing the development of Flarn society. Having some fun is one thing, but you’re dramatically changing history.”

“So. I’m omnipotent. I can do what I want.”

“These things have consequences. Even we have to answer to a higher power eventually.”

“I don’t care,” Mega said. “You never wanted me to have anything that’s my own, anyway. Sprucing up the Flarn Empire is something I like to do! And I want to keep doing it!”

“‘Sprucing up,’” Mirk sighed, and stared at the Mega incredulously. “You’re making them worship you!”

“Well, some species still find me attractive, apparently,” Mega said standoffishly.

“This is ridiculous. This conversation is over. You’re coming back with me to Malox right now!” Mirk said, and took Mega’s arm.

“Oh, you should SO not do that,” Mega snapped. “You like Malox so much, YOU go back there!”

With a flick of Mega’s wrist, the Maloxian was gone, leaving her alone now in Lotok’s chamber. She stared out of the window again, bracing her hands on the sill.

“Men!” she moaned, the anger welling up within her as her hands squeezed the sill, causing tiny cracks to appear in the rough, pink stone. “Stupid, thoughtless, selfish, insensitive MEN!”

And the ground began to shake.



“Men!” Prosak muttered, flopping onto her triangular bed and crossing her legs. “I cannot understand them. Vorak begged me to come to Reno, to help him prevent a Romulan attack. And then, suddenly, he’s shooing me away from his planet like the proverbial shinara fly.”

Captain Bain rested his hands on his hips as he watched Prosak draw her knees up and wrap her arms around them, leaning her chin down on her knees. She still hadn’t explained her relationship to Vorak, other than saying that he was her “sharal,” whatever that was. Still, he was content to offer his counsel, especially to an officer who had been such a steadfast advisor for him over the years. “Listen here, Prosak: You’re not about to let a simple relationship issue get in the way of the big picture here. There are nefarious dealings afoot between the Romulans and Vulcans, and you and I are going to puzzle it out together, or die trying!”

Prosak looked up at him. “You’re sweet, Captain. Thank you for trying to console me.”

Bain cocked his head. “I wasn’t…”

“But consolation is illogical. We must act now.”

“I believe that’s what I just…”

Prosak stood. “I will contact my sources at the Romulan consulate. Perhaps they can give me some idea as to…”

Just then, the doorchime sounded, and her and Bain both glanced toward the door.

“Come,” Prosak said.

The door slid open, and Commander Vioxx stood there, framed in it, his hands draped behind his back. “Commander Prosak. According to the regulations of the Federation/Romulan accords, the head of the exchange team, namely me, is obliged to keep an office in close proximity to the bridge. Said office would usually be located off the aft corridor, on a Federation ship, but that space is currently being occupied by the…” He looked at Bain with mild disdain. “Captain’s Lounge. Therefore, I am obliged to take this space, effective immediately. You will proceed to move your belongings to proper quarters belowdecks.” With that, he turned around and walked away.

Prosak pounded on her bed with both fists. “MEN!” her voice once again echoed off the walls.

There were a few moments of silence, followed by Ensign Yonk and Centurion Nortal walking in carrying crates.

“Where should we put these, Captain?” Yonk asked, struggling to balance the container in his tiny hands.

“Right where you stand, for now. I’m going to have a word with Mister Vioxx,” Bain said, and charged toward the door.

“Don’t bother,” Prosak mumbled. “Let him have my quarters. He took my job, so they’re rightfully his anyway.” She shoved off her bed and walked toward the door, shouldering past Bain.

Bain stared after Prosak quizically, deciding not to mention anything about the fact that she was wearing her pajamas. She’d realize it in time.

“Excuse me, Captain,” Yonk said, “But you’re standing right where we need to put the sculpture of Praetor Nytol.”

“Bugger that,” Bain mumbled, and walked out of the cabin.

“Our unpacking shall be violent and fearless!” Nortal cried out as she knelt over one of the open crates.

“Shut up and hand me an Allen wrench,” Yonk muttered, wondering why there hadn’t been more advances in the field of bookcase assembly over the last few centuries.



“What are you going to do?” Shelly Marsden said, standing in Tovar’s quarters, in front of the door that Lt. Torgerson had just exited from.

“I’m going to talk to her,” Tovar said, collapsing onto his couch. “Egads, Lieutenant. Why did we have to kiss?”

“Lieutenant?” Marsden asked, walking toward Tovar. “I think we’ve come a little farther than that.”

Tovar leaned forward, glared up at Marsden. “That’s what caused this mess. We went to far. Now look at the mess we’re in.”

“Oh!” Marsden said, slapping her face with both hands. “I see! This is all MY fault!”

“You indicated earlier that it was Ensign Yonk’s fault.”

Marsden resisted the urge to ball up her fists. “He was just the messenger. Yes, he put our business out on the ship’s information net, but it was you and I who initiated this. We’re the ones that started down this road, and damn it, Tovar, we’re both going to have to be accountable.”

“Initiated what? What road? All we did was kiss.” Tovar stood up and walked toward the door.

“That’s all we did?” Marsden asked softly.

“Yes,” Tovar said harshly, and walked out the door. “It meant nothing.”

Marsden stared after Tovar, having a hard time finding her voice, for once.

After the door had closed, and a few moments of silence passed, she softly said:

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll just let myself out.”



Captain Bain sat in his chair, staring at the viewscreen as the stars streaked, signifying that the Anomaly was at warp.

“I understand that your Executive Officer believes there is a conspiracy by the Vulcans to somehow infiltrate the Romulan Empire, Captain,” Vioxx said, seated next to Bain in the chair he’d had installed. “But I fail to see what good it will do to go charging in there.”

“I realize you don’t know me very well, old chap, but charging in is what I do,” Bain said, folding his arms. “That’s my thing.”

Vioxx nodded. “I see.”

“And if it were up to me, I would charge in and pull your personal effects out of that cabin and give it back to Prosak.”

Vioxx arched his eyebrow. “Certainly that would be take charge behavior.”

Bain nodded. “But Prosak is determined to make this relationship among the Romulan and Federation crew work. And I’m behind her on that. So I’ll give you this one, Commander. But don’t think I’ll be as lenient in the future.”

“I’m sure you are a formidable man,” Vioxx said. “Nevertheless, I fail to see your plan.”

“I don’t have a plan.”

“Hmm. Let me guess. That is another ‘thing you do.’ You charge in, and you don’t have a plan.”

Bain smiled. “Now you’re catching on.”

Just then, Prosak emerged from the aft turbolift and approached the command chair. “Captain. None of our channels to Romulus are working. The Empire is under communications blackout.”

“That’s not possible,” Vioxx said with a start. “An entire Empire cannot go under communications blackout.”

Prosak barely looked at Vioxx, just handed him a padd. “Here are the results of my efforts to make contact with Romulus. Perhaps you can succeed where I have failed.”

“Indeed,” Vioxx said, swiveling to face the science station. “Sub- Commander Remax, study these findings. Find us an open line to Romulus.”

Remax leaned forward from his station and grabbed the padd. “My pleasure, Commander.” He glared at Prosak. “Perhaps now you will see how an efficient crew handles its affairs.”

Prosak did not seem to hear Remax; or if she did, it didn’t register. She looked at Bain. “Captain, I recommend we take up orbit around Reno and send a team down to the Governor’s lodgings immediately. I believe Vorak will have the answers we need.”

“If we can’t call down there, I suppose we will have to beam down,” Bain said, rubbing his chin. “I’ll have Tovar form a team immediately. Bain to Tovar…”

There was a long pause.

“…Tovar here.”

“Mister Tovar, I need you to prepare an investigation team. Take Doctor Kasyov and a couple of your officers. Meet Commander Prosak in the transporter room.”

“Certainly…Captain,” Tovar replied hesitantly. “In just a few minutes.”

Bain cocked his head at that. “Whatever you think best, Tovar.”

“Captain,” Lieutenant Gworos announced from tac-ops. “We are receiving a priority one communication from Starfleet Command.”

“Cripes,” Bain said. “Word gets around fast when you go charging off to Romulus. Put it on screen.”

Admiral Kristen Larkin appeared on the viewscreen. “Captain Bain,” she said. “I understand you’re going to Romulus?”

“Just stretching our legs a bit between missions,” Bain said, winking at Larkin. “Among other things, Larks.”

“I’m sure,” Larkin said cooly. “I’m sure your full report has gotten stuck in ultra-space.”

“That’s…possible,” Bain said.

“I suggested Captain Bain go to Romulus,” Prosak spoke up, stepping in front of Bain.

“I should have known,” Larkin said. “Because of the profound personal relationship I have with Captain Bain, I am apt to give him a certain…latitude…in operating his ship. I do not, however, have the same relationship with you. So I suggest you step out from in front of Captain Bain and let us resume our discussion.”

“Whatever you say,” Prosak muttered, stepping behind Bain, muttering “SO illogical…” under her breath.

“What’s up, Larks?” Bain asked conversationally.

“We have received a distress call from the Flarn, a species located deep in the Delta Quadrant. It would seem they are experiencing massive tectonic upheaval on their homeworld and are in need of immediate assistance.”

Bain nodded. “And there aren’t any resources in their neck of the woods to provide such assistance?”

“Not exactly,” Larkin said. “The source of the tectonic disturbances is somewhat…out of their realm of expertise.”

“How so?” Bain asked.

Larkin appeared to hesitate for a moment, then said, “She is human.”

“A human being is thrashing a planet halfway across the galaxy?”

“In a sense. She happens to be somewhat…more than human. She is an omnipotent being.”

“A human omnipotent being.”

“Indeed. Perhaps you can recall, Captain, the stories I have told you about my experiences aboard the Starship Explorer.”

“Thoroughly. Sad lot, they were,” Bain said.

“Yes, well…” Larkin stared offscreen a moment. “Be that as it may, they had a crewmember aboard, a member of a Delta Quadrant race, who, in time, became omnipotent himself. Due to reasons to numerous to delve into here, he married a human officer from the Explorer, and when he fully reached omnipotence, he took her with him. They’ve both lived as gods ever since.”

“For more than one hundred and twenty years? That’s extraordinary,” Bain said. “It’s longer than Ros and I’ve been married!”

“Quite right, Captain. And as such, it seems as if they have encountered some…stumbling blocks in their marriage. According to the Flarn, the human female has been exerting her godlike control on their species for the better part of a decade, enacting numerous sociological reforms in the process.”

Bain swiveled to and fro in his chair. “That sounds like it might be a good thing, if what I know of these Flarn from history books is correct.”

“I am not so current on Delta Quadrant history, Admiral,” Vioxx interjected.

It almost looked as if Larkin had rolled her eyes. “The Flarn were once a murderous race of nine foot tall insect-lizard creatures. They terrorized a great deal of the Delta Quadrant for some six centuries.”

“Right!” Bain said, sanpping his fingers. “I knew I’d heard of them.” He glared at Larkin. “And you’re sending US to save them?”

“If we can stop Mega from destryoing the Flarn homeworld, it will go a long way toward improving Alpha-Delta Quadrant relations. Natrually, the Anomaly is the only ship in the quadrant capable of reaching the Flarn Empire in a reasonable amount of time.”

“Naturally,” Prosak said softly.

“So you will leave immediately for Flarn space. I am transferring the coordinates to you now.”

“You know I’m normally the yes-ma’am type, Larks,” Bain said. “But Prosak believes there is a somewhat dire situation on Romulus now. There’s a communications blackout, rumors of Vulcans making inroads among several of their government officials. We’ve got to investigate.”

“Relax, Captain,” Larkin said, and nodded somewhere off-screen. “I’ve just assigned the Carpathia to investigate Romulus in your place. They will handle the Romulan situation. I believe that suffices?”

“That’s Captain Maddox’s ship,” Bain said. “Pratello will find out what’s what. I’m all yours, Admiral. We’ll get underway immediately.”

“Good,” Larkin said. “Larkin out.”

“Captain,” Prosak said from behind Bain.

“We have our orders, Commander,” Bain said. “Not to fear. Pratello’s on the case.” He glanced at the ceiling. “Bain to Cabral. Prepare for a jump to anti-sing.”

“Anti-sing engines standing by, Captain,” Cabral’s serene voice replied.

“Sub-Lieutenant Zantak,” Bain said. “Lay in a course for the coordinates Larkin sent us. Engage at Warp L when ready.”

“Don’t fret, Commander,” Vioxx said cheerfully, sliding out of his chair and walking toward Prosak’s former quarters. “Romulus is a strong Empire, with or without you as its citizen. They will get on fine without us.”

“I am beginning to hate him, Captain,” Prosak said.

“Nonsense, Prosak. He just takes a bit of adjustment,” Bain said, and winced as Vioxx stepped into the cabin and shouted.

“Idiots! That’s not where I wanted the statue!”

“Or maybe someone should hit him,” Bain suggested.



“Don’t you have an away team to prepare for?” Torgerson asked Tovar, as he hovered in the doorway of her cabin. She was sitting on her couch, staring out the window as the stars blazed by.

“We’re not going to Romulus anymore. We just changed course,” Tovar said.

“How can you tell?”

He pointed out her window. “In the distance: That’s Cygmus Major. It came into view about thirty seconds ago. That’s in nearly the opposite direction from the Romulan Empire. Plus, we went from warp to anti-sing. You can tell because the vibration in the deck plates is slightly different.”

“I knew there was a reason I fell in love with you,” Torgerson sighed, leaning her head back on the couch.

“In…love?” Tovar said, cocking his head quizzically. “With me?”

Torgerson stared at him. “Yes. Is that so hard to believe?”

“It is, inasmuch as I haven’t elicited that response from a female before.”

“How about Marsden?”

“That is…different. That was a simple kiss. It meant nothing.”

“It meant far more to her than it did to you.”

Tovar thought about that for a moment. Why did hearing that…hurt? It didn’t hurt when he said the same to Marsden.

“Is that not a good thing?” Tovar asked. “That it didn’t mean anything to me?”

“It doesn’t matter if it did. You hid that from me, Tovar. Why?”

“Because I was afraid you would overreact.”

A tear streamed down Torgerson’s face. “Well, you’re right about that.”

Tovar moved toward the couch, sat down beside Torgerson. “But perhaps it happened for a reason. Maybe it helped you realize you were…in love.”

“And how about you?” Torgerson said. “How do you feel?”

Tovar blinked. “About what?”

Torgerson wiped away a tear. “About me.”

He looked at her a long moment. “I…”

“Bain to Tovar.”

Tovar grimaced as he looked at the ceiling. Not again. “What is it, Captain?”

“I need you in the Captain’s Lounge. We have a new mission and I need your help.”

Tovar sighed. “On my way, sir.”

“Saved by the comm,” Torgerson sighed.

“We’ll talk when this mission is over,” Tovar said. “Do you wish to have dinner tonight?”

“Whatever you want, Tovar,” Togerson said, and stood up, headed for the bathroom. “I’m taking a bubblebath. Then I’m going to come up with some nasty things to do with Lieutenant Marsden.”

“Those nasty things are no doubt against ships regulations,” Tovar said. “You will not do any of them.”

“Of course not,” Torgerson said. “But a girl can dream…”

“Yes,” Tovar said, and left quickly, for fear of saying anything stupid. Well, anything else.



“Hold the lift,” a voice said, as Tovar stepped into the turbolift.

He put his hand out and blocked the door, just as Lieutenant Marsden came around the corner of the corridor and faced him.

“I’ll take the next one,” she said.

“Nonsense. The captain has no doubt called you to speak with him about the upcoming mission as well.”

“That’s right,” Marsden said, and stepped into the lift.

“Then we should share the lift,” Tovar said, staring at his boots.

“Yes we should.”

“Please state destination,” the computer said.

“Oh,” Tovar said. “Deck One.”

Once the turbolift began its upward trip, Marsden looked at Tovar. “You want to talk about it?”

“I’ve done enough talking for today.”

“Right,” Marsden said. “As much as you may believe that’s true, you have no idea how wrong you are.”

“And what is that supposed to mean?” Tovar asked.

“It’s nothing. It’s…meaningless.” And before Tovar could say anything else, the doors opened onto Deck One and Marsden walked out. “You coming?” she asked.

Tovar shuffled out of the lift, feeling very much like he’d rue the day he was born by the end of the day.



“We’re going to the Delta Quadrant to talk a lovelorn omnipotent former human out of destroying a once villainous planet,” Captain Bain said, sipping from his highball rocks, jiggling the blocks of ice in the glass as he paced his library-like lounge.

“I know how she feels,” Marsden muttered, glaring at Tovar.

Tovar rolled his eyes. Of all missions…

“Lieutenant Marsden, your job will be to ascertain what sort of damage is being done to the planet. All we know is that it’s being subjected to severe tectonic distresses. Your job will be to try to find a way to counteract this being’s affect on the planet, incase Tovar and I fail.”

“Fail at what, sir?” Tovar asked, although he feared the worst.

“It’s up to us to talk her out of it, chum,” Bain said, clapping Tovar hard on the shoulder. “I figure, between the two of us, we have enough experience with romance gone afoul to give this mighty woman a good, old fashioned talking-to.”

“No…” Tovar said, backing toward the door. “Please…no…”

“What’s got into you, old boy?” Bain asked. “You’ve never shrunk away from a challenge before.”

“This isn’t a challenge, Captain. It’s impossible,” Tovar said. “It’s impossible!” With that, he backed out of the room and ran off down the corridor.

“Any idea what’s gotten into Tovar, Lieutenant?”

Marsden shrugged. “I haven’t a clue. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll get down to engineering and prepare some seismic stabilizers.”

“I’ll go have a talk with Tovar. See what’s itching him.”

“Good luck with that, sir,” Marsden said, and disappeared down the corridor.



“The captain frowns upon drinking on duty, son,” Captain Bain said with a small smile as he loomed over Tovar, who was leaning against the bar in the quaintly-named “Twain the Keel,” the Anomaly’s authentic British tavern.

Tovar glanced back at Bain. “I was going to have a jinkoberry juice with a slice of lemon.”

“The captain frowns upon that too,” Bain said, pulling up a stool at the bar and sitting beside Tovar. “But not as much as the drinking. Scotty, I’ll have an ale.”

“Aye, Cap’n,” the wizened, white haired, holographic old bartender said, ducking behind the bar.

“You just said the captain frowns upon…” Tovar said.

“I was referring to my subordinates,” Bain said. “I can drink whenever I want. Right, Scotty?”

“Aye, Cap’n,” the bartender replied, sliding a frothy ale down the bar to Bain.

“You are, as always, correct, Captain.”

“If you believe that, then you’ll permit me to give you some advice to get you out of this funk you’re in, old chum.”

“Who says I’m in a funk?” Tovar asked, glaring at Bain.

“Call it the wry observation of a middle-aged man.”

“You don’t know the half of it, Captain,” Tovar sighed. He stared at Bain pleadingly. “I just…I just don’t understand women.”

“Marsie’s a handful, all right,” Bain said with a chortle. “That girl’s a firebrand.”

“I was talking about Lieutenant Torgerson, sir.”

Bain blinked. “Who?”

“The woman I’ve been seeing for over a year now.”

“Right. Torgerson. I’d almost forgotten about her.” Bain rubbed his chin. “You’re still with her?”

“Yes, sir,” Tovar said.

“She’s the ship’s archaeologist, right?”

“Anthropologist.”

“Right. Anthropologist. And you’d prefer being with her over being with Lieutenant Marsden.”

“I haven’t thought about it that way, Captain. Jamie is who I’m with now. I’m trying to make that relationship work. This thing with Marsden, it sort of caught me off-guard.”

Bain nodded knowingly. “Ahh. I see,” Bain said. “Playing the field. Keeping your options open. Just like your old man.”

“No!” Tovar snapped. “No, that’s not it at all. Shelly…I mean Lieutenant Marsden and I are professional associates. Nothing more. What happened was just…an accident.”

“What happened?”

Tovar rubbed his temples. His mind raced, along with the other consciousnesses, past lives, trapped within him. Totap in particular was dancing a jig in his psyche, and he knew the headache would only get worse as the day went on.

“It’s too complicated to go into right now, sir.”

“Is this that business I read about on the shipwide information net?” Bain asked.

“Very likely so, sir.”

“So what are you waiting for?”

Tovar stared at Bain. “What do you mean?”

“Get out of here. Tell her how you feel.”

“I’ve been trying to. I just don’t know how…”

“Well don’t beat around the bush, boy. A girl like Marsden’s not going to wait around forever.”

“Mars…” Tovar shook his head. He felt dizzy. “No, Captain. Not Marsden. Torgerson.”

Bain chuckled as he sipped his ale. “Isn’t she our astrophysicist?”

“Something like that,” Tovar sighed, and slid off his stool. “Thanks for the chat, Captain.”

“Don’t mention it,” Bain said. “Call me when we get to the Delta Quadrant. I have a good feeling about this mission. I feel like I’m on a roll.”



TWO DAYS LATER



“Entering Flarn space,” Sub-Lieutenant Zantak announced as the

Anomaly sailed into Flarn space, and Bain took his seat in the command area. As he sat down, his elbow almost thunked Ensign Yonk in the head.

“Ensign?” Bain asked, glancing down at the Ferengi. “What are you doing down there by my chair?”

“Putting in a new chair post.”

“And why is that?”

“Commander Prosak’s orders,” Yonk said, just as the aft turbolift doors opened up and Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell breezed in, hoisting what looked like a standard-issue command chair. “Executive officers’ chair. Put it right here, Lieutenant!”

Bain glanced over his shoulder at Brazzell, the compulsively-clean Mezzakkan tac-ops officer as he sat the chair down on its post and Yonk secured the connection with a welder. Brazzell then rubbed the chair down with a cloth, and sprayed it numerous times with some sort of disinfectant gel.

“Good show,” the Captain said approvingly, as Commander Vioxx stepped out of his office carrying a padd.

He sat down in his seat on the other side of Bain.

“Captain,” he said disinterestedly as he read his padd. “I take it we’ve entered Flarn space.”

Bain suppressed a grin. “Right you are, Commander.”

“Excellent. I have some staffing changes for you to peruse.”

“In good time, Commander,” Bain said, as the turbolift doors opened again and Prosak walked out.

“No word from Romulus yet,” Prosak said. “But the Carpathia will contact us as soon as they conclude their investigation of Reno.”

“Good,” Bain said. “Have a seat, Commander.”

Prosak allowed a small smile. “Why, thank you, Captain.”

Vioxx didn’t spare a glance at Prosak. “Commander. You left some personal effects in your cabin. Some ancient Romulan songbooks. Metok’s Firstborn Shall Rise Again, full cast version, I believe?”

“I’ll have those things cleared out as soon as possible,” Prosak said sweetly, and took her seat beside Bain. “I’m seated, Captain.”

Vioxx glanced at Bain. “Captain, I recommend we…” He trailed off as he saw Prosak sitting on the other side. “What’s this?”

“I installed another seat,” Prosak said. “I hope you don’t mind. This way, we can both advise Captain Bain.”

“I believe having the Executive Officer and the First Officer on the bridge at the same time represents a redundancy in command that is inefficient,” Vioxx said crisply.

“I like it,” Bain said, and shoved out of his seat. “Mister Tovar, ring up the Flarn. Let’s see what this caper is all about.”

Tovar nodded and began work at his panel.

“Zantak, how about you bring us into a nice, standard orbit,” Bain said, as Kasyov stepped out onto the bridge and took her seat at sciences. “And Doctor Kasyov, please give me a reading on surface activity. Seismic scans at maximum.”

Vioxx put his padd down on the arm of his chair and folded his hands in his lap. “Zantak, monitor ship movements in the area.”

“There are no other ships in the area,” Zantak said.

“I see. Keep me posted.”

“Of course, Commander.”

“Feeling useless?” Prosak asked.

“Not at all,” Vioxx replied. “Doctor Kasyov, how are those scans coming?”

Kasyov seemed oblivious of any tension that had arisen on the bridge. “Seismic waves are off the charts. Several tremors have split the crust of the planet open in scattered areas along the equator and the northern peninsula. I’m reading widespread destruction to buildings on all six continents. Electromagnetic waves are off the charts.”

“Any idea of the cause?” Prosak asked.

“According to our mission briefing, that would be an omnipotent being,” Kasyov said.

“Obviously,” sneered Vioxx.

“Mister Tovar?” Bain asked.

“Having difficulty establishing a signal,” Tovar said. “There’s a lot of damage down there. Local communications channels are chaotic. There are no direct lines to the planetary leadership.”

“Can we locate the little deity doing all this damage?” Bain asked.

Kasyov’s hands raced along her panel. “There’s definitely an epicenter to all this. The highest energy readings are emanating from a large, complex structure about one hundred kilometers south of the planet’s equator.”

“That must be the seat of Flarn leadership,” Bain reasoned. “That’s where we need to go.” He headed toward the back of the bridge. “Mister Tovar, you’re with me. Bain to Marsden. Meet us in Transporter Room One.”

“Captain,” Vioxx said, rising from his chair. “There’s widespread damage happening down on that planet. Do you not think it’s wise to study this phenomenon more before we send you down there? Perhaps we could broadcast a hologrammatic signal…”

“Mister Vioxx, if you learn nothing else about me, you must know that Reginald Bain is no coward. And I’m not going to shy away from some being just because she may happen to be omnipotent. That’s never stopped me before. Tovar, let’s go.”

“But,” Vioxx said.

“I believe the captain has spoken,” Prosak said. As Vioxx turned to face the RommaVulc, he was irritated to find her sitting in the command chair. “And I believe I have the bridge.”

“Wait one second!” Vioxx growled.

“Have a safe trip, Captain. We’ll keep things together up here.” As Bain and Tovar disappeared into the turbolift, Prosak flashed her two, spread, middle fingers at Vioxx–the RommaVulc kiss-off.

“I’ll be in my office,” Vioxx said, and marched into the aft cabin.

“Enjoy!” Prosak called after him.



“Did I mention you two make an excellent couple?” Captain Bain asked, as he, Tovar, and Marsden materialized on the surface of Flarn Prime.

“You did not mention it,” Tovar said. “Nor will you.”

They were in the middle of a massive Flarn palace, with ceilings arched and multicolored, riding high above them, ringed with arches and buttresses as far as the eye could see. Bain reasoned everything was so big because the Flarn were so big. It made sense that they would have large furniture, also.

“Now why would you say such a thing?” Marsden asked, flipping the eye-piece down on her quadcorder headset.

“Just an observation,” Bain said innocently, glancing around the palace. Every few seconds, he could feel a shaking beneath his feet. It was just enough to rattle the building, sending the occasional vase crashing to the floor, the occasional statue (of very nasty, huge, taloned creatures) toppling over. “What’s say we fix this problem sooner rather than later?” Bain asked as he watched a painting smash to the ground after another quake.

Marsden checked her visor. “She’s that way. Putting off an energy signature that’s off the charts.”

Tovar lifted his wrist, and his phaser emitter immediately swung out.

“I think that may be a tad unnecessary, Mister Tovar,” Bain said. “What with this woman being omnipotent, and all.”

“Ssssssssssssmall creaturessssssssss!” a voice shrieked, prompting Bain to turn his head.

“Egads!” he cried out, aiming his wrist at the massive, scaled thing. His own phaser emitter swung out, and primed itself with a loud whine.

The collassal creature, nearly twice the height of Bain, clattered up on spindly legs and loomed over the away team, waving its claws. “Are we glad to ssssssssssssssssssssssee you. I’m Executive Assistant Umbrok, and I’ll be esssssssssssscorting you to the ssssssssssssssssssite of extreme ssssssssssssssssorrow.”

“Sorrow?” Tovar asked.

“Yessssssssss. It is the place where our vengeful, angry goddesssssssssss has decided, in her infinite wisssssssssssssssssssdom to destroy ussssss.”

“Show us the way,” Bain said cheerily, withdrawing his wrist phaser and falling into step behind the huge Umbrok. “Company manners,” he whispered to Tovar.

“Aye, Captain.”

“Forgive me if I’m out of place suggesting this,” Marsden said, walking beside Umbrok. “But have you even tried to, you know, blow her up?”

“Such an attempt would be folley. Mega is omnipotent.”

“Right,” she said. “Just asking.”

Umbrok suddenly stopped walking. “You haven’t come to blow her up, have you?”

“Not at all,” Bain said. “We’re from Starfleet. We reason with people.”

“Yesssssssssssss,” Umbrok said. “I’ve heard of your kind. Some delicioussssssssss storiessssssss.”

“I don’t know if I’d call them delicious, but I suppose that’s as good a description as any,” Bain said easily. “And how has your species been over the last…few centuries?”

“We have carried out the good work and the will of the goddess Mega. That is all we know. It is all we are capable of. Performing according to her divine will.”

“And her divine will seems to be crushing you at the moment,” Tovar pointed out.

“If sssssssssssshe willssssssssss it, then that is how it must be,” Umbrok said.

Bain nodded. “You’re sure you don’t mind giving us a chance to talk her out of it, then?”

“Go right ahead!” Umbrok said quickly, gesturing the group through a doorway. “I’ll jusssssssst wait out here.”

“What are you so afraid of?” Tovar asked.

“You’ll see,” Umbrok said, and shoved the heavy stone door to the room shut.

The room was smaller than the other chambers Bain had seen in the palace. It was ornately decorated though, with a myriad of colorful stained glass windows and many-splendored metallic charms hanging on the wall. This was definitely some kind of room of religious observance. It fit the away team comfortably, but could only possibly provide room for one or two Flarn.

Tovar scanned the small room. “Where is she?”

Bain shrugged. “Umbrok wasn’t very clear about that, was he?”

Suddenly, a door panel opened on one of the side walls, and out stepped a slight, fair-skinned female with long brown hair and brown eyes, dressed in a tight, white, ankle length dress that was slit up the side.

“Oh,” she said. “Hello!”

“Greetings,” Bain said, extending a hand. “Reginald Bain.”

“Mega,” the woman said simply, reaching out and shaking Bain’s hand. “Hmm. Human. Very nice. I see my old species is evolving along nicely.”

“I’m glad you approve,” Bain said. “We thought we’d caught you while you were… out on an appointment or something.”

“I was in the bathroom, if you must know,” Mega said with a chuckle.

“The what?” Marsden blurted. “Aren’t you…omnipotent?”

Mega shrugged. “Some habits are hard to break. I had to have the room installed. Flarn bathrooms are…well…let me just say the last thing you want to do when you sit down is get impaled through the midsection. Know what I mean?”

“Not in the slightest,” Bain said with a blank smile. “So. How are things?”

“Hmm?” Mega asked distractedly. “Oh, fine.”

“That’s good.”

“And with you?” she asked, as Tovar glared at her suspiciously.

“Just fine. Exploring the galaxy. Improving the depth and breadth of human accomplishment. That old thing.”

Mega nodded. “Exploration. Yep. I know it well.”

“So…” Bain looked around idly. “We hear you’re destroying a civilization.”

“Yep.” Mega walked over to the window sill and hitched herself up on it, staring out at the crumbling countryside outside. “And it’s taking a long time. Can’t bring myself to do it all in one fell swoop. Guess I’ve just grown attached to this crazy culture.”

“Why try to destroy them at all?” Tovar asked.

Mega glared daggers at Tovar, her eyes suddenly going fiery red. “BECAUSE I AM PISSED OFF!”

With just that glance, Tovar went flying, slamming into the wall behind him and falling to the floor in a heap. Marsden rushed to his side.

“Don’t get any ideas,” she whispered. “I’d be just as concerned if you were Bain.”

“Noted,” Tovar said, dazed, as a bit of blood trickled out of the side of his mouth.

Bain glanced back at Tovar, then turned quickly to Mega. “Why did you do that?”

“Do I need to repeat myself?”

“Please don’t. We realize you’re angry. We want to talk to you about it…”

“OH!” Mega said, clapping her hands to her face. “You want to counsel me! I’m honored! It’s been a long time since that’s happened.”

“No. We’re not here to counsel,” Bain said, as Marsden helped Tovar to his feet. “Counseling was abolished forty years ago.”

Mega arched an eyebrow. “Really? Cool.”

“We just want to save the Flarn.”

“Humanoids wanting to save the Flarn,” Mega said wryly. “Now THAT’S a laugh. There are a few people from my past who might have found that funny.”

“People like Mister Mirk?” Bain asked.

Mega glared at Bain. “How do you know that name?”

“I did some research before we came here. Into your past life.”

“I have no past,” Mega said. “I am only as you see me now. Eternal. Omnipotent…”

“Fisherman’s daughter from Rigel Four?” Bain suggested.

“No,” Mega said distantly. “That’s not me anymore. Maybe it was, a long time ago.” She suddenly regained her composure, and leveled a steely gaze on Bain. “Now then, why are you really here?”

“Simply put, to stop you. To talk some good old fashioned sense into you.”

“Ha. I see,” Mega said, twirling a finger through her hair. “I suppose the Flarn thought sending humans might appeal to my sense of…”

“Humanity?” Tovar suggested.

“Mercy,” said Mega. “But it’s funny they should think of mercy at a time like this. After torturing this poor quadrant for such a long while. Yes, it’s safe to say this culture was like a bad marriage until I made it right. Now if I could just make my bad marriage right…”

“Look,” Bain said. “We’re not here to get involved in your affairs…”

“Actually,” Marsden said, “I think we are.”

“Shh,” Bain said, and looked back at Marsden. “Why don’t you set about finding a way to stop this madness?”

“Sir, she’s omnipotent. I’m pretty sure she can hear what we’re saying.”

Bain glanced back at Mega, who smiled knowingly.

“You want to stop the madness, eh?” she asked. “Fine, then. Tell Mirk I want a divorce. Make him leave me alone. Then I’ll leave the Flarn alone.”

“A…divorce?” Bain said. “Is that really what you want?”

“I’m tired of being with him,” Mega said, folding her arms and turning away from Bain. “It’s been more than a century. I’m bored now. I need something new.”

“Pardon me for saying so,” Bain said. “But marriage is eternal. Even more so, considering you are…eternal.”

“Sure!” Mega said. “To death do us part is an easy gig if you’re actually capable of dying! But what about me? It’s been twelve decades! We’ve run out of things to talk about. The only thing that brings me even the slightest joy anymore is bossing around the Flarn. And even that is growing tiresome. Hence, this little apocalypse.”

“Can I make a suggestion?” Marsden said, stepping up beside Bain.

“You’ve found a way to counteract her seismic energy?” Bain asked.

“No,” Marsden said. “That’s pretty much hopeless.” She flipped up the lense on her quadcorder and looked at Bain. “We need this Mirk guy. She’s not going to be happy until he faces up to his actions and talks things out with her.” She glanced at Tovar. “Believe me, I know what I’m talking about.”

Mega walked toward Marsden. “You do, don’t you, dear?” she asked. “You understand me, don’t you?” She gently touched Marsden’s cheek and rubbed it.

“Well…I know what it’s like to be hurt. Yes.”

Mega pushed Marsden’s face away suddenly and violently, nearly knocking her over. “I AM NOT HURT!”

Marsden stumbled against the wall behind her, but then righted herself, and walked right back up to face Mega. “YES…YOU…ARE! You won’t get anywhere until you admit that. I know you try to put up a valiant front. Angry is better than sad. Keep those shields raised. Believe me, I know. But that attitude doesn’t hurt anyone but yourself.”

“You’re starting to love him, aren’t you, my poor dear,” Mega said softly, so soft that Tovar and Bain couldn’t hear.

Marsden gritted her teeth. “We’re here to talk about you. Not me.”

“I’m so sorry,” Mega hissed. “He’s not ready for you. He’s confused.”

“This has nothing to do with why we’re here.” Marsden leaned toward Mega. “Besides, I don’t like him anyway.”

“Keep telling yourself that, honey,” Mega giggled. Her face then became serious again. “So, I’m hurting. I admit it. You want to know why?”

“Sure. If it helps.”

“Because I don’t think he wants to spend eternity with me,” Mega said softly, and leaned her head on Marsden’s shoulder. “I think he wishes he wasn’t omnipotent anymore. He just spends all his time on Malox, his home planet, now. He pretends he’s one of them. That he’s normal. He moves from town to town, just being a mortal, because he’s tired of spending eternity with me. That’s why I left him. That’s why I came here!”

As Mega and Marsden talked soundlessly, their mouths moving but no apparent words coming out, Bain and Tovar exchanged confused glances.

“Can you hear me, Captain?” Tovar asked.

“Loud and clear, chum.”

“Good,” Tovar said. “So we’re not deaf.”

“Nope.” Bain sighed. “But it appears what the deity and Lieutenant Marsden have to talk about is for their ears only.”

“Does this mean we can beam back up to the ship?”

“Absolutely not! We’re going to see this bugger through.”

Suddenly, all the quakes stopped. The planet turned eerily still.

Marsden and Mega stopped talking, then hugged. And Marsden turned around and headed over to Bain and Tovar.

“Captain, you’re to beam over to the Anomaly immediately. Go to the fourth planet in the Malox system. Find Mirk. Bring him here.”

“He’s omnipotent!” Bain said. “Why doesn’t he come here himself?”

“Because he’s hiding.”

“Good idea,” Tovar said. “I’ll just return with you, Captain.”

Marsden latched her hand onto Tovar’s wrist. “Oh, no you don’t. You’re staying with me.”

“Why?”

Mega glared evilly at Tovar through narrowed eyes. “Because we’re going to have a little chat with you, Mister. That’s why.”

“Right, then. See you in two shakes, Tovar!” Bain said cheerily. “Bain to Anomaly. One to beam up. Energize!”



“I knew it,” Commander Vioxx said, seated in his customary place to the left of Bain. “My calculations were correct.”

Bain turned to look at Vioxx. “What calculations?”

Vioxx handed a padd to Bain. “Observe for yourself. Her chair is point seven centimeters later than mine. It is also one point four centimeters taller.”

“Funny,” Bain said. “Want to trade chairs, Commander? Would that set things right for you?”

“No. The left hand seat is definitely the position of power.”

Bain arched his eyebrow at Vioxx. “Does it really matter?”

“Of course not,” Vioxx said. “I am an adult. I do not care for such things.” He tapped some information into the padd and set it down beside him. “I will have Sub-Lieutenant Zantak make the appropriate enhancements to my chair after she goes off-shift.”

“Splendid. I wouldn’t want a disgruntled first officer aboard.”

“Perish the thought,” Vioxx said. “Speaking of Prosak, where is she?”

“Moving into her new quarters on Deck Five,” Bain said.

“Deck Five,” Vioxx said. “That’s where my quarters are.”

“Yes. I believe she is moving in next door to you.” Bain chuckled. “Should be a hoot.”

“Yes,” Vioxx said dully. “Hoot.”

“Captain,” Zantak called out from the helm. “We are approaching the fourth planet in the Malox system.”

“Standard orbit,” Bain said. “I’ll be beaming down.”

“I suggest you at least bring a security escort with you,” Vioxx suggested. “I’m sure Centurion Nortal can…”

“Capital idea!” Bain said, rapping Vioxx on the shoulder. The Commander grimaced. “I could use the company. That settles it. You’ll beam down with me. Zantak, why don’t you call down to Commander Prosak and have her come up here and watch the bridge.”

“No!” Vioxx said, following Bain into the turbolift. “I mean, I believe there are other officers better suited to…”

“Nah,” Bain said. “I think you and I could stand to spend some more time together. Develop a healthy understanding of each other.” He clapped Vioxx on the shoulder again. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Yes…Captain,” Vioxx said dejectedly.



“This is incredibly mature, Lieutenant,” Tovar said, staring at Marsden and Mega, his arms folded. “You don’t get your way, so you bring in an omnipotent being.”

“He catches on fast, dear,” Mega said, leaning forward and pinching Tovar’s cheek. “And you’re right. He’s absolutely adorable. Back in my human days, I’d have probably bought him a drink in the bar. Of course, back in my human days, the bartender was Mirk. He’d have frowned on that. The boy always did have a thing for me. I’ll never understand why…”

“Fascinating,” Marsden said, glaring at Mega. “But that’s not why we’re here.”

The deity straightened. “Quite right, Lieutenant.” She winked at Tovar. “We’re here to clear the air.”

“What air?” Tovar asked innocently. “The air is fine. I like the air just how it is.”

“Piddling fool,” Mega spat. “Don’t try to feign stupidity with me!”

“I wasn’t feigning it,” Tovar said in a small voice. He looked sidelong at Marsden. “I just…I like Shelly. I really do. But I have someone else.”

“Break up with her,” Mega said easily.

“Wait one second,” Marsden said, turning to face Mega. “That isn’t what we discussed.”

“I’m all-powerful. You really think I need to waste time trying to build a consensus?” Mega asked archly. “You forget, I see all and know all. And trust me, you two are made for each other.”

“Mind if I make that determination myself?” Tovar asked.

“Your ‘determinations’ are entirely off the mark,” Mega said. “If I weren’t in a better mood, I’d remove your decision-making capabilities altogether. They’ve done nothing but get you into trouble.”

“She’s got a point,” Marsden said. “Things have been screwy ever since we kissed and you got all wierd.”

“I didn’t get ‘wierd,’” Tovar said. “I just created some…space.”

“And turned off your feelings?” Mega asked, turning around and leaning back on Tovar’s shoulder. She looked up into his eyes. “Is it really that easy, babe?”

“What feelings?”

“The feelings I know you have for Ms. Marsden. The beautiful female…hehe…engineer.”

Tovar looked at Marsden. For the first time, probably since their kiss, he wanted to open up. To level with her. “Shelly, I….in different circumstances, I think that we…”

“What different circumstances?” Marsden fairly exploded. “What circumstances would you prefer?”

“I can make some new circumstances, if that’s what you want,” Mega said wistfully, slipping behind Tovar and wrapping her arms around him. “My, you have a nice, strong chest.”

“No kidding,” Marsden said.

“I am not a piece of raw jorvat meat!”

“No. You’re not corrosive to human skin, for one thing,” Mega said. “For another, you’ve got a brain. You just don’t know how to use it sometimes. Face it, kid. You’re in a loveless relationship right now. You have the option of getting into a relationship that has at least a chance of love. How freaking easy to I really have to make it for you?”

Marsden stared at Tovar long and hard, as his mouth opened and closed helplessly. She sighed, then stared at the floor. “Forget about it. He obviously doesn’t want to be with me. And, frankly, I’m tired of this…this chase. It’s not my style.” She looked up at Tovar, and this time her eyes showed no sign of hurt. They showed only grim determination. “Do what you want, Tovar. I’ll be fine either way.”

“Good,” Mega said, clapping her hands together. “Now that’s settled. Now how about we get my Mirkles and put an end on this, once and for all.” She waved her hands in front of her, and in an instant, Bain, Vioxx, and Mirk flashed into existence.

“What’s this?” Bain asked, looking around. “We were just about to sit down to some barbecue!”

“There will be time for barbecue later, Captain,” Mirk said, smiling as he walked toward Mega. “I have a feeling my wife is ready to talk to me.”

“I know I was supposed to wait for time to expire, Mirkles, but I just couldn’t bare to. This little exercise is just so darn frustrating!” She pulled Mirk into her arms and kissed him long and hard on the mouth.

“Could someone please explain this to me?” Vioxx asked desperately.

Everyone looked at Marsden.

“Don’t look at me,” Marsden snapped. “I thought they were at each other’s throats.”

“No,” Tovar said, and watched as Mirk and Mega kissed. “I think we’ve just played a part in an elaborate fantasy.”

As they kissed, Mirk extended his arm and gave Tovar a “thumbs up.”

“It appears your surmise is correct, lad,” Bain said. “This whole time, our two godlike friends have been spicing up their marraige. Sort of like Ros and I do when we play Ferengi Pirate and Spanish Matador.”

“Please, no more…” Vioxx said softly. “Mercy…”

Finally, Mirk and Mega separated from their kiss and looked at the Anomaly crewmembers.

“We’ve been married for nearly two centuries,” Mega said, pulling Mirk close to her and hugging him tightly. “Believe me when I tell you, it pays to invent an argument every once in a while to keep things interesting. Besides…how else can you get to make-up sex?”

“Still…” Tovar said. “Make-up sex aside….you’ve taken this planet to the brink of destruction!”

“Oh, did I?” Mega asked, as a smile wrinkled her nose. “Look out the window.”

Bain and Tovar stepped out toward the window, and looked out, in awe, at Flarn Prime. Its landscape was lavish and sunbaked, painted in vibrant ochre and orange tones. And completely in one piece.

“Just like that?” Tovar asked. “You wave a hand, and everything is right with the world again?”

“Actually, I didn’t wave my hand,” Mega said with a giggle. “But I could have, for effect, you know.”

“This was certainly a useless mission,” Vioxx observed.

“No, I don’t think so,” Mega said, hooking her arm around Mirk’s, and looking from Tovar to Marsden. “I don’t think it was useless at all.”

“Thanks for your help,” Mirk said, kissing Mega on the cheek. “Sorry to bother you. We promise we won’t be a bit of trouble, at least for the next couple generations.”

“Be good to each other,” Mega said, waving a taunting finger at Tovar. She giggled again, then her and Mirk disappeared in a bright, white flash.

That left the away team staring at each other in dismay.

“I believe Mister Vioxx may be right in this case,” Bain said. “I think we came all this way for nothing.”

Then, suddenly, another bright white flash filled the room, and when the light died down, a massive Flarn stood in front of the Anomaly officers, his claws pinching together in frustration.

“What’sssssssss this? What happened?” he hissed.

“Long story, old chap,” Bain said. “I’ll tell you over an ale.”

Chancellor Lotok looked around the room, his massive jaws downturned into a frown. “Where’sssssssss Mega? Where’sssssss the Goddess of all Flarn?”

Bain patted him gently on the talon. “Hate to break it to you, but I believe your Goddess has bid you a permanent goodbye.”

“But…what am I to do with our ssssssssssociety? We are helplesssssssss without the great Mega.”

“Rubbish!” Bain chuckled. “You’re free to do whatever you want. You possess the greatest gift any species can have. The right of self determination. Use it, friend. I promise, you won’t be sorry.”

“Perhapssssssssssss you’re right,” Lotok said, staring at Bain, his pupils contracting tightly as he studied the human captain. “I don’t know how you all got here, but would you like to ssssssssssssssssstay for dinner.”

“I’m afraid not. Places to be!” Bain said. “Good luck with…everything, chap. I’m sure we’ll speak again. Bain to Anomaly. Energize.”

Lotok looked on with silent wonder as the humanoids beamed away in a blue dazzle. They resembled Mega in most respects, but he sensed nothing of the great power that she possessed in them. They were much more like the other humanoids of the quadrant. So gentle, so peaceful…so fragile and vulnerable. And so very, very tasty.

Lotok skittered over to the companel by the door to the prayer room. “Lotok to Umbrok! Prepare a memo immediately for disssssssssstribution to the Flarn populace. We’re back! The Flarn are back!”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 177738.5. After an…interesting…jaunt to the Delta Quadrant, I am pleased to report the Anomaly is headed back to the roost. I can’t say that our mission to stop omnipotents from terrorizing the Flarn was terribly effective, but it’s safe to say we changed some minds among the Flarn. It’s just nice to go somewhere and truly feel like you’ve made a difference. It’s nice to know you’ve done some good.



Lieutenant Torgerson was right about one thing. A bubble bath was just what Tovar needed.

Tovar sat now, amidst mounds of bubbles, contemplating the words of Torgerson, Marsden, and even the goddess Mega, in hopes that he could perhaps figure out what to do.

He was at a loss. Fighting with himself.

His rational side told him that Torgerson had been a generous and attentive mate. She was physically attractive, was an excellent conversationalist, and shared many of his interests.

Marsden, on the other hand…

Well, she was Marsden.

Tovar sunk deeper into the bubbles. What did that mean? Could he name any one aspect of her he truly liked? Could he put words to his feelings? If not, were they not then completely useless?

She was just…Marsden.

And, in spite of that, Tovar thought, as he sunk deeper, he felt he was starting to love her, for better or worse.

Then that was that.

He would have to talk with Torgerson as soon as he got out of the tub. There was no way around it.

“Bain to Tovar. Report to the bridge immediately.”

Then again, there was always Captain Bain.



Tovar was still a little damp as he walked out onto the bridge, his uniform clinging a little more snug than usual in some places. The sight of three command chairs was still a little hard to get used to. Vioxx, Bain, and Prosak all turned to look at Tovar as he took his station.

“What’s going on?” he asked as he checked sensors.

“We just received word from the Carpathia, son,” Bain began. “A Vulcan fleet has entered the Neutral Zone, cutting us off entirely from the Romulan Empire.”

“Apparently, nobody is allowed in or out,” Vioxx added, somewhat obviously.

Prosak glared at him, then looked back at Tovar. “We’re to rendez-vous with the Carpathia as part of a Federation task force.”

Tovar stared blankly at the viewscreen, as the stars rushed forward..

“Seems like the Vulcans are finally playing their hole card,” Bain snorted. “If we don’t do something to stop them, they’ll make a move on Romulus.”

“What are we going to do?” Tovar asked blankly.

“Raise the bet,” Bain said. “Raise the bet, and call.”



THE END.



It’s crisis time for the Romulan Empire as the Vulcans make a long-awaited move. But the Anomaly may not be in a position to help, because there are bigger issues at hand. How much bigger? How about an insane goddess trying to destroy the Flarn Empire, deep in the Delta Quadrant? It’s funny who you run into out in space, and Reginald Bain is about to find that out in “God Complex.”



Once More, with Feelings





Captain’s Log,

Stardate 177739.7. Fresh from a trip to the Delta Quadrant, we are now entering the Romulan Neutral Zone after receiving chilling news that the Vulcans have moved into the zone in an apparent show of force. Because the Anomaly is a joint Federation and Romulan effort, and because there are so many Romulans serving aboard, the Anomaly has naturally been selected to head up the effort to stave off war. The brass at Starfleet feels there may yet be a diplomatic solution to this increasing threat of conflict. Nevertheless, we’re bloody well ready to get involved in some conflict if the need arises.



“Now entering the Romulan Neutral Zone,” Sub-Lieutenant Zantak announced, looking up from the helm console as space sprawled out before the Anomaly bridge crew on the viewscreen.

“Take us to the rendezvous coordinates,” Bain ordered. “Full speed on the polarons.”

“Aye, Captain,” Zantak said as someone tapped her on the shoulder. She turned. “What do you want?” she asked blankly. She had to look down, for the person who had tapped her on the shoulder was none other than the diminutive Ensign Yonk.

“I want your chair,” Yonk said simply. “My shift just began.”

“We are at yellow alert,” Zantak said. “Surely…”

“Regulations are clear!” Yonk said between gritted teeth. “This is my seat!”

“What’s the matter up there?” Bain asked.

“It’s shift change, Captain. Zantak is in my seat.”

“The Ferengi, unfortunately, has a point,” Vioxx said. He and Prosak were seated in their new command chairs on either side of Captain Bain.

“We are in the middle of a mission,” Zantak insisted.

Yonk shrugged. “Even so…”

“Fine!” Zantak hissed, and slid out of her chair. “I have an appointment in the ship’s salon anyway. Excuse me…” And she walked off the bridge.

“Was it something I said?” Yonk chuckled as he hopped into the helm chair with the assistance of the tiny step he’d had installed.

“Time to rendezvous?” Prosak asked, from Bain’s right.

“Two minutes,” Yonk said.

“Tactical scan, Mister Tovar” Bain said, waving back at his Tac- Ops chief.

“Scanning,” Tovar said, studying his board. “Picking up a number of Vulcan ships just over the border of the Neutral Zone. Not matching our previous specs on Vulcan ships. These are…bulkier.”

“Explain,” said Vioxx.

“More weapons. More firepower.”

“Sehlats,” Bain mumbled, shifting in his chair.

“That’s no reason to curse, sir,” Tovar said.

“No, my boy, I wasn’t cursing, damn it,” Bain said, gritting his teeth. “I was referring to Sehlat-class vessels. Something Starfleet Intelligence sent around in a memo a few weeks ago. Apparently, the Vulcans have been building warships, or adapting their old ships with more weapons. Preparing them for who knows what. Well, now we know what.”

“No doubt a contribution from the Klingons,” Prosak muttered wryly, thinking back to the KlingaVulcs, and their preposterous notion of a Vulcan warship, the Karva’chang. Although that notion seemed a lot less preposterous now.

“Do you think the Vulcans would actually be so bold as to invade Romulus?” Bain asked Prosak.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Vioxx asked with an arched eyebrow.

Prosak glared at Vioxx. “He wasn’t talking to you.”

“Carpathia coming into communications range,” Tovar announced.

“Hail them,” Bain said, leaning forward in his chair.

Moments later, the sprawling buttresses and four-pronged warp engines of the Damocles-class U.S.S. Carpathia swung into view. Then came the scaly orange face and bright blonde hair bun of Captain Pratello Maddox, Bain’s Bewhal friend from his days on the Malaventure.

Maddox’s blue eyes sparkled. “Reg! What a relief to see you. Everything’s gone to pot in the Neutral Zone since you flitted off to the Delta Quadrant.”

“No doubt because you somehow screwed it up,” Bain said with a chuckle. “Seriously, Prat. What’s the caper?”

Maddox leaned forward. “I’ve counted at least two dozen Sehlat- class cruisers.”

Bain leaned back, steepling his fingers. “Then the memo is a reality.”

“It’s more than a reality. It’s happening right now, Bain. The Vulcan buildup has come to fruition. It’s only a matter of time until they invade Romulus.”

“Well, we’ve got to stop them,” Bain resolved, pounding the arm of his chair.

“Us and what army?”

“I understand Admiral Larkin has diverted several more ships to this sector,” Bain said.

“Yes, but they may be as much as a day away. The bulk of our fleet is on the other side of the Federation on maneuvers.”

“No doubt that timing played a part in the Vulcans plans,” Prosak whispered to Bain, who nodded.

“Fear not, Prat. Bain is on the case now,” Bain said. “We’ll get down to the bottom of this Vulcan nonsense. Mister Yonk, lay in a course for the other side of the Neutral Zone. Best speed.”

“Is that advisable?” Maddox asked from the viewscreen. “We don’t know quite yet what we’re dealing with, Bain.”

“I’m damn well going to find out,” Bain said. “Stand by. We’ll report back in a few hours.”

“Standing by,” Maddox said. “Watch your step, Reg.”

“Always do,” Bain said, and punched a panel, closing the communication. “Mister Tovar, stay alert. All weapons on standby just in case the Vulcans decide to shoot first and ask questions later.”

“That would be illogical,” Prosak pointed out.

“Nothing they’ve done to this point has been logical,” Vioxx said.

“Touche,” Prosak said with a nod.

“Approaching the Romulan border,” Yonk said. “Vulcan ships are all around, just in case you were wondering.”

“Stay crisp, Mister Yonk,” Bain urged. “We may have to dash off if things get dicey.”

“Seven Vulcan ships have broken off formation and are approaching our location,” Tovar announced.

“Like I said,” Bain said. “Dicey. Open a channel.”

The view of space on the screen was replaced with the withered features of a familiar Vulcan.

“This is Captain T’Fal, of the Vulcan warship Coercion. How may I direct you out of our space?”

“Your space. This is the Neutral Zone between the Federation and the Romulans!” Bain retorted.

“It is our space now. See how our vessels are occupying it? That, therefore, makes it our space. I believe, if you consult interplanetary law, you will see I am correct in this matter.”

“Just a bleeding minute!” Bain said, standing up. “You can’t just go commandeering people’s neutral zones. Its not…not proper!”

“And still, we have done so. Are you authorized to provide a Federation response to this development?”

“Response…” Bain trailed off. “What kind of response do you expect us to offer? ‘Help yourself! Here are a few of our planets while you’re at it! And watch out for the radiation spikes on Galorndon Core, they can be nasty this time of year!’”

“That would be a pleasant surprise,” T’Fal said. “But based on our experience with humans, we expect this will not be the case.”

“You’re damned right it’s not the case,” Bain said. “I’m not authorized to give any kind of response, but you can bloody well bet that the Federation will want you and your fancy warships, under no uncertain terms, to vacate the Neutral Zone immediately.”

“In that case, I suggest you have your ambassador contact ours,” T’Fal said. “In the meantime, you will vacate our space, or we will be forced to destroy your ship.”

“Now wait just a damn–”

“All seven ships are arming weapons,” Tovar said.

“Raise our shields. Sheathing to maximum. All weapons ready,” Vioxx said.

“Belay that,” Bain snapped, and sat back down. “Close the channel. Get us out of here. Return to a position adjacent to the Carpathia. It seems we will have to wait for a diplomatic solution to this problem.”

“Captain–” Vioxx said. “Surely you will not simply…”

“If we’re going to butt heads, we’re going to do it in a matched fight. I’m not about to stand by and let my ship be pulverized by some Machiavellian Vulcans. Not today. Not ever. You have your orders. I’ll be in my lounge.”

“I’ll be in my office,” Vioxx snapped, and rose out of his chair, stepping over to the readyroom. “You have the bridge, Prosak.”

Prosak slunk down in her chair. “How demeaning. He gave me the bridge.”

“I would think that would be a good thing,” Tovar observed.

“Oh,” Prosak said. “It’s just the way he did it. And now he’s going to go in my old quarters to do first officer business, knowing full well I should be a party to any decisions he makes.”

“Maybe you should remind him of your presence, then,” Tovar suggested.

Prosak rubbed her chin. “But how would I do that?”

Tovar waited a few moments. “Go in there.”

Prosak looked back at Tovar. “As always, you are a brilliant officer, Mister Tovar.” She got up and headed over to the turbolift.

“Aren’t you going to the ready room?” Tovar asked.

“In time,” Prosak said. “First, I have to get a few things.”



“Useless!” Vioxx spat at the empty ready room, sliding back from his desk. Despite numerous attempts, he could find no way to get a channel into Romulus. Even the classified channels were blocked.

Suddenly, the doors to his office opened, and Prosak stepped in.

“Greetings,” she said, carrying a large crate into the room and setting it on Vioxx’s desk. “Excuse me while I unpack.”

“Unpack what?”

“Office supplies,” Prosak said.

“Is this a…a joke?” Vioxx asked.

“Not at all,” Prosak said. “Tovar, could you bring in my chair?”

“Not another chair,” Vioxx said, covering his face.

“In this case, the chair is going to be across from you,” Prosak said. “Consider me your office mate.”

“I am not going to consider you any kind of mate,” Vioxx said. “The idea of sharing an office with you is absurd.”

“And completely appropriate, according to Starfleet regulations. The First Officer and Executive Officer may share offices if facilities do not provide ample room for each to have offices of their own.”

Vioxx sighed as Tovar slid a rolling chair behind Prosak and she sat down, arranging several padds and assorted knick-knacks on her desk, including small figurines…the “Romulan Praetors Past” Hummel collection.

“Thanks Tovar, that will be all,” Prosak said. “You can have the bridge now.”

“We are in the middle of a political crisis that affects our homeworld,” Vioxx said, a vein bulging in his forehead. “And you decide this is the perfect time to move into my office?”

“Correction,” Prosak said. “Our office. At any rate, it is all the more reason I should be near the bridge. If the captain calls on my expertise, I must be available to him. Plus, we will now be able to collaborate on matters of shipwide policy with greater ease. I think you’ll find this arrangement beneficial to both of us.”

“I find it a disaster,” Vioxx said, leaning his head in his hands.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. According to Admiral Larkin, more Federation ships are on their way to the Neutral Zone. One of them carries with it Ambassador Hank, the Federation Foreign Affairs Minister. Why they picked a Tellarite for that job is anybody’s guess.

Regardless, the Anomaly has been charged, along with the Carpathia, with standing guard outside the Neutral Zone until the reinforcements arrive…just in case the Vulcans make a move in our direction. This whole thing frustrates me to no end. Times that try men’s souls, and all that rot.



“Nervous, Tovar?” Lt. Jamie Torgerson asked, sitting across the dinner table with Tovar as he stared uneasily at the raw fish on his plate.

“Are you sure this is edible?”

“It was a delicacy on Earth. You liked the fried flounder I made you last week.”

“Yes. Because it was fried. Raw aquamarine creatures carry disease…filth…” Toflay, his chef personality, raged inside Tovar as he thought of the idea of serving raw fish. “Not to mention the fact that this particular ‘delicacy’ resembles some beings I gave birth to a couple years back.”

“I assure you these are clean aquamarine creatures,” Torgerson said, sliding a tray of crab rolls in front of Tovar. “And you didn’t give birth to any of them.” She tried not to chuckle. She laughed every time Tovar told her the story of giving birth to those little squiddy creatures. “C’mon,” she said with a smile. “Eat one.”

“Very well,” Tovar said, taking a crab roll and gently nibbling off the edge. “Seaweedy,” he said. “But not bad.”

“So you never answered my question. Are you nervous?”

“Nervous?” Tovar asked. His eyes went wide. “Why would I be nervous?”

“About the Vulcan buildup in the Neutral Zone.”

“Oh. That. No. I don’t think they’ll make a move to invade Romulus. Not yet. They don’t have enough ships.”

“Why do you think the Romulans haven’t sent ships into the Neutral Zone to get them out?”

“Probably the same reason we haven’t,” Tovar said. “Because they’re waiting to see what the Vulcans’ next move is.”

“I thought we were going to try to shoo them off, but Captain Bain ordered us away. Sub-Commander Remax said he was being cowardly.”

“Remax is a fool,” Tovar spat, shoving his plate away. “He knows nothing about the current situation. Captain Bain made the prudent move.”

“Relax, Tovar,” Torgerson said, reaching a hand across the table and touching Tovar’s hand. He stared down at her hand as if it were a foreign object. “I’m not judging Bain. I’m just telling you what Remax said.”

“Of course. I understand,” Tovar said distantly.

“So,” Torgerson said, pulling her hand back. “Any more encounters with Lieutenant Marsden?” she smirked.

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Just a joke. Trying to lighten the mood. You know, the one you brought in here with you. Maybe I shouldn’t have brought her up…”

“I am sorry. I have been preoccupied.”

“No kidding.”

“There are many things we must talk about, Jamie,” Tovar said, making eye contact with Torgerson for the first time that evening. “Perhaps we should talk about them now.”

“Better now than later,” Torgerson said uneasily.

“All senior staff, report to the bridge immediately,” Captain Bain’s voice suddenly boomed over the comm system.

“Hold that thought,” Tovar said and headed for the door.

“I’m not going anywhere.” Torgerson sighed and plunked a crab roll into her mouth.



Tovar walked out onto the bridge just in time to see the viewscreen filled with the familiar face of Romulan Ambassador Rorshak.

“Ambassador,” Captain Bain said, nodding at the viewscreen as Tovar took his station. “I’m glad to see you’re in one piece and in good health. I’m right in that assumption, aren’t I?”

Rorshak nodded, looking uncomfortable. “For the moment, Captain.” He diverted his eyes to Prosak, who was seated beside Bain and Vioxx. Then he looked back at Bain. “I do not know how long this signal will hold. I am calling on behalf of myself and several select members of the Romulan Senate. We were on a fact finding mission to Reno when the Vulcans invaded the Neutral Zone. Intelligence tells us it will only be a matter of time before Romulus is invaded. We have lost contact with the homeworld, and frankly, none of us are sure of our safety if we return there.”

Bain steepled his fingers. “Looking for a safe harbor, then?”

Rorshak nodded urgently. “It would seem a prudent move until the current political crisis is resolved. If there are Vulcans on Romulus already, and if the Senate is compromised…”

“Then the blokes on your ship may be the last stronghold of Romulan leadership,” Bain said, finishing Rorshak’s thought.

“Where are you now?” Vioxx asked. Bain noticed that Prosak was strangely quiet, looking thoughtfully away from the viewscreen.

“Just inside Romulan space. Near our side of the Neutral Zone. We haven’t been detected by the Vulcans yet, but if we make a move, we certainly would be. Our vessel is small and not well armed. We…we need your help getting out of Romulan space, Captain.”

“All right,” Bain said, clapping his hands on the arms of his command chair. “Wire us your coordinates and sit tight. We’ll assemble a rescue team and get you out, Rorshak. Observe ultraspace silence and cut all your energy emissions until you hear from us again.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Rorshak said. He again looked at Prosak. “Rorshak out.”

“Prosak, Vioxx,” Bain said. “Assemble an all-Romulan infiltration team. We mustn’t give the impression that the Federation is involved in this maneuver.”

“May I ask how you plan on us getting in there?” Vioxx asked.

“Good question,” Bain said, looking back at Tovar.

“We can strip a raceabout of all Federation markings and transponder codes which will, make it appear as if it’s a general courier,” Tovar said. “It shouldn’t take more than an hour.”

“You have two minutes,” Bain said, then thought better of it. “Okay, fifteen.”

Tovar darted toward the turbolift. “Tovar to Marsden. I require your assistance in the shuttle hangar.”

“So NOW you want a date,” Marsden’s voice muttered over the comm as the doors closed. “Fine, whatever.”

“Brave boy,” Bain said. He looked at Prosak and Vioxx. “Your team needs to be ready to leave in a half hour. Off with you!”

Prosak stared at Vioxx and reluctantly followed him into the other turbolift.

“What a crew,” Bain said with a grin. “That’s what I like to see. A well-oiled machine.”



“Forgive me if my information is wrong,” Vioxx said, standing in the Anomaly’s observation lounge as he and Prosak waited for the other Romulans on the crew to assemble. “But wasn’t that man your father?”

“Rorshak is indeed my father, Vioxx,” Prosak said, seated in her chair at the head of the table. She was turned to face the windows, fingers steepled and pressed to her chin.

“You didn’t seem to acknowledge it.”

“It’s not pertinent to the mission.”

“Not pertinent? The man’s your father.” Vioxx walked over to Prosak, straightening his grey-checkered Romulan uniform top and sitting on the edge of the conference table. “We may not see eye to eye on a great many things, Commander, but we both understand the value of family.”

“Be that as it may…there is no point to this discussion.”

“Contrary to popular belief, Prosak, you’re not a Vulcan,” Vioxx said rigidly, pounding the conference table for emphasis. “Start acting like it.”

“No. I’m not a Vulcan. I’m a RommaVulc,” Prosak said, glaring up at Vioxx. “And that may not mean anything to you, but it means everything to me. Let’s get on with this mission.”

Moments later, Sub-Commander Remax, Sub-Lieutenant Zantak, Engineer Selex and Centurion Nortal filed into the observation lounge.

“By Jenichai, we stand ready to crush the Vulcan invaders, Commander,” Nortal announced as the group circled around the table and sat down.

Vioxx turned to address his crew. “We’re not crushing anyone. Not yet. This is merely a search and rescue mission.”

“Search and rescue?” Selex asked. “Pardon me, Commander, but we will need a large ship indeed if we are to rescue the whole of Romulus.”

“Not to mention the colony worlds,” Remax observed.

“We’re not rescuing Romulus on this mission,” Vioxx said sternly, looking at the faces of his assembled officers. “We’re going in to get a select group of Romulan…refugees, for lack of better words. Valuable government officials that must be safeguarded before the Vulcans can get their hands on them. This isn’t a Federation mission. It’s a Romulan one. And as such, the crew for this mission will be all Romulan.”

“Then why is she here?” Remax said, inclining his head toward Prosak.

“I am Romulan,” Prosak said impassively, standing. “Now, then. This briefing is at an end. You are all to report to the hangar immediately.”

They all turned to look at Vioxx.

“I end the briefings around here, Prosak,” Vioxx said easily, leaning forward on the table. “Now do what Prosak said and get to the hangar. We all have work to do.”

The group filed out one by one, leaving Prosak and Vioxx once again alone.

“They do not respect me,” Prosak said. “If we go into battle, they will not follow my orders.”

“Then it sounds like you have a problem, Prosak,” Vioxx said and walked out.

Prosak sat alone in the observation lounge after Vioxx left, staring blankly into space.

“Just one?” she said quietly.



“I’m proud of you Tovar,” Lieutenant Marsden said, as she waved Ensign Devix over to the port bulkhead of the Raceabout Silverwood. “It takes a lot of guts to procrastinate about talking about something this important with Jamie.”

“You obviously do not appreciate the sensitivity of this situation,” Tovar said, leaning in next to Marsden. “It must be handled with extreme delicacy.”

“Why? Because she’s a woman? Don’t let that stop you, Tovar. Hurt her feelings,” Marsden said, and walked around to the other side of the Silverwood as Devix finished blasting away the Federation markings with a handheld omniplaser. “After all, that never stopped you from hurting me.”

“Lieutenant…Shelly…” Tovar said, following Marsden around the nose of the massive, spheroid vessel. “I never meant to hurt you.”

“Funny thing about that,” Marsden said. “Cause you did. Havensfield, get me a tutonic amplifier. We need to modulate the transponder signal to a wavelength of delta four zero two.”

Tovar put his hand on Marsden’s shoulder. “Shelly. I don’t know what to say. I want to make it up to you.”

Marsden didn’t look back at Tovar. “Then leave me alone for a while. That’s the best thing you can do right now.”

Tovar watched her as she walked off. He was about to say something else when the doors to the hangar opened and Vioxx, Prosak, Remax, Selex, Zantak, and Nortal came strolling in.

Vioxx observed Marsden and her engineers. “Is the work on the vessel complete?”

“It will be momentarily,” Tovar said, glancing sidelong at Marsden. “Do you require a refresher course in Starfleet raceabout operations?”

“Unnecessary,” Vioxx said, motioning his people into the vessel’s side hatch. “Romulans are well aware of the strengths and weaknesses of this design. Plus we have Commander Prosak at our disposal should we encounter any difficulties. We will be fine.”

Tovar watched them file in, Prosak at the end. “Commander!” he said, waving Prosak over.

The executive officer stepped down from the hatch and walked over to Tovar. “What is it, Commander. I have work…”

“I just wanted to say…” Tovar began. “I hope you’re successful in finding your father. I know a thing or two about losing a parent.”

“You’re lucky,” Prosak said simply, and walked into the runabout.



“I never thought I’d hear myself say this,” Tovar said, “But I really need a pick-me-up.”

“Mister Tovar! Mister Tovar!” Doctor Fred Nooney, the Anomaly’s Chief Medical Officer, exclaimed, traipsing into the hangar. “Good news! It is once again time for your annual physical! Guess who gets a lollipop if he’s good!”

Tovar stared up at the hangar ceiling. “That’s not what I meant!”

“Now come on and get your clothes off before I have to take them off you myself!” Nooney giggled, grabbing Tovar by the wrist and dragging him toward the door.

“Have fun!” Marsden called after him as he was dragged out.



“All eyes on the Vulcans,” Vioxx ordered, his hands clasped on the back of Zantak’s chair as she piloted the Silverwood into the Romulan Neutral Zone. “Any sign we’re being scanned?”

“We are proceeding with extreme guile and all due tactical skill!” Nortal announced from beside Zantak. “We will be made living legends by the time this tale is fully told.”

“And, in addition to that, the refractive shield sheaths that Lieutenant Marsden installed are working surprisingly well,” Remax said from the rear side seat dedicated to science matters.

“I could have done it better,” Selex smouldered from the seat across from Nortal.

Vioxx clapped his hands together. “Excellent. Then keep course for the rendezvous. If the Vulcans detect us, I want to know about it thirty seconds before they do.”

“Commander, that is a little…” Zantak began.

“Done! We will not let you down!” Nortal bellowed.

“Right,” Vioxx said. “Well, I’m going to be in the back.”

“With that blathering half-Romulan?” Remax asked. “Why waste your time?”

“Because she’s a member of the Anomaly crew, Remax. And it’s important that we embrace them. They’re our crewmates, our brethren. Those whom we have sworn to stand beside in battle and share both the glory and the blame with. For all intents and purposes, they are our countrymen. Especially the ones like Prosak, who literally are our countrymen.”

“Good point,” Remax said after a brief silence.

“Plus, the replicator is back there, and I’m dying for a jurel smoothie.”



“I do not want to talk to you,” Prosak said gruffly as Vioxx walked into the aft compartment. The room was lined with bunkbeds on either side, a couple of viewports set into the wall, and a large conference table in the center.

“Actually, I want a jurel smoothie,” Vioxx said, walking up to the nearby replicator. “Is that all right with you?”

“If you must.”

“Would you like one?”

“I never touch the stuff.”

“You do not know what you’re missing.”

“This is a misguided attempt to make me feel better,” Prosak said. Before Vioxx could respond, she added, “Furthermore, you aren’t attempting this because you truly care about me. You just want my head clear for the mission ahead.”

“You’re right. Except for the part about the attempt being misguided.” Vioxx removed his smoothie from the replicator slot and sat down across from Prosak. “We need you for this mission, Prosak. It’s that simple. Your father needs you, too.”

“Do not speak of my father.”

“You’re mad.”

“How perceptive.”

“You’re mad because your father knew he was sending the Anomaly into a trap when he sent you to rescue my crew and I from that energy-being.”

“It’s a familiar story of betrayal,” Prosak nodded.

“You cannot blame him. He was following orders from the Romulan High Command. Those orders are not easily countermanded.”

“He could have warned me. There would have been nothing wrong with that.”

“We all serve in our own way, for our own reasons, Prosak. This is not for others to judge.”

Prosak looked up at Vioxx. “Why do you care?”

“Because you’re a shipmate, and you fall under my command.”

Prosak stood up and walked out. “Don’t remind me.”

Vioxx watched Prosak walk back into the front compartment and frowned. “Glad I could help, Commander.”



“We have reached the appointed coordinates,” Zantak said as Prosak looked on and Vioxx re-entered the cockpit of the Silverwood.

“Scans,” Prosak said.

“Picking up a D’Mynus class scout craft bearing zero seven zero mark one one four,” Remax observed. “Seven Romulan life signs aboard.”

“Ahh, the D’Mynus,” Vioxx said with a tinge of pride and remembrance at their former ship, the D’Mynus class Tyvek.

“We are being hailed,” Nortal said. “No, not hailed. Communicated with. Discreetly. Sensor blips only.”

“What are the sensor blips saying?” Prosak said.

“I believe they wish for us to beam them aboard,” Vioxx said, leaning over Nortal’s shoulder.

“Why would you say that?” Prosak asked.

Vioxx pointed through the forward viewport. “Because a Vulcan warship is bearing down on them fast.”

Prosak looked up to see the elongated, sideways umbrella that was a Vulcan warship, complete with bristling neutrino weapons ports and more menacing, more curved, foreward bulkheads, swing in from above like a…well, like a bird of prey.

“Lock on to the occupants of the scout ship and beam them aboard immediately!” Prosak ordered. “And don’t ask Vioxx for confirmation. Just do it!”

“Do as she says,” Vioxx assured Nortal, who plugged in the transporter sequence on the control panel.

“Transport complete,” Nortal said. “They are safely in our aft compartment.”

“Zantak,” Vioxx said. “Get us out of here. Now!”

“Coming about,” Zantak said.

“The scout ship has been disabled,” Nortal observed. “But not destroyed.”

“Destroying a ship is illogical,” Prosak said, grabbing a railing as Zantak brought the Silverwood around in a tight maneuver and engaged the polaron engines.

“Let’s hope they continue to think so,” Vioxx said. “Is there any indication we’re being followed?”

“They are following us,” Remax said. “Is that a good enough indication?”

“What in on the Hilltop of Thul is going on here?” Ambassador Rorshak asked, ducking out of the aft compartment and into the cockpit.

“Return to your seat,” Vioxx ordered gruffly. “We are not secure yet.”

“I gathered that,” Rorshak said, turning to Prosak. “Boogles. It is agreeable to see you again.”

“Ambassador,” Prosak said, returning her gaze to the Silverwood’s sensors. “The Vulcan ship is closing.”

“Will they reach us before we reach the border of the Neutral Zone?” Vioxx asked.

“They’ll reach us before I finish this sentence,” Remax said, as the Silverwood suddenly jolted. “Tractor beams locked on.”

“Fantastic!” Vioxx growled.

“We must tear free of this ensnaring beam!” Nortal said. “By all that is holy and sacred, so let it be!”

“Belay that!” Vioxx said. “Stand down engines. Hail the Vulcans. We are going to use unconventional methods to get out of this situation.”

“Such as?” Prosak asked.

“We’re going to use our brains.”



Doctor Natalia Kasyov strolled into the ship’s holo-bistro, which was currently holographically decorated as a delightful Andorian Coffee House.

“Hurricane season?” she asked, pulling up a seat next to Lt. Shelly Marsden under the arched metal tent that dominated the lush, smouldering swampy countryside of Andor.

“Acid rain,” Marsden corrected, shifting around something that looked vaguely like grilled organ meat on her plate.

“Dahna’s has the best v’haspant,” Marsden said, as she stared at the orange glob on her fork. “But their entrees are a little suspect.”

“V’haspant? What is that, like Andorian raktageeno?” Kasyov asked, paging through an electronic menu padd.

“No,” Marsden said. “Nothing like it. It’s a completely creative, original idea that doesn’t resemble raktageeno in any way.”

“Fine, fine, whatever you say,” Kasyov said with a small giggle as she looked at the menu. “Mmmm. The crusted zzzatt fish sounds good.”

“You don’t want to know what it’s crusted with,” Marsden said, pushing her plate away and sipping her bubbling mug of v’haspant. “How’s your day going?”

“People are panicking about the Romulans. Apparently, half the ship thinks we’re going to war.”

“What does the other half think?”

“Oh, they think we’re going to war too, but they aren’t panicking about it. They’re actually looking forward to it. I think Security Officer Gworos is in that pack.” Kasyov waved over a waitress, who glared at her as she stormed over.

“Order now,” the waitress, whose name-tag read “Z’hara,” said.

“Um….how about a medium v’haspant, not too frothy, and the Andorain nectar fruit salad.”

“It’s organ meat, just in case you were wondering,” Z’hara said, and marched off. “Your order will be up in a minute. Try not to die of hunger.”

“Lovely woman,” Kasyov said.

“So what do you think?” Marsden asked, sipping from her mug.

“About the waitress? I think she has an attitude problem. Then again, she’s Andorian, so…”

“No. About the Vulcans.”

“Oh,” Kasyov said. “I don’t know. I think everything will work itself out.”

“That’s a positive outlook.”

“I’m a scientist, Shelly. I see the big picture. I’m not interested in what will happen in the next six months. I’m interested in what will happen in the next six hundred years. This little incident…it’s just a ripple in the tide of history. Blah blah blah…where’s my damn coffee?”

“Don’t call it coffee,” Marsden said. “They really don’t like that.”

“Right,” Kasyov said, looking back at Marsden. “So what’s new with you? I feel like we haven’t talked in ages.”

“Been busy,” Marsden said.

“Mmhmm,” Kasyov replied as Z’hara slammed a boiling mug of v’haspant and a tray of wriggling organ meat in front of her. “Busy with work, or…pleasure?”

“Work,” Marsden said. She allowed a small smile. “And…working on pleasure, I guess.”

“A Mister Tovar,” Kasyov said.

Marsden glared at Kasyov. “What makes you say that?”

“I’ve been observing trends.”

“I thought you were interested in the big picture?”

Kasyov leaned forward as she drank from her mug–and immediately retched. “I AM looking at the big picture, Shelly. You’re crazy about him. It’s one of the reasons we’ve talked so little lately. You’re all taken up with him. And he is with you too.”

“You’re crazy. He’s with someone.”

“For the moment. But don’t expect that to last. No, I think it’s safe to say I’m going to be at your wedding one day.”

“That’ll be the day,” Marsden sighed.

“You two will have beautiful children. Did you know Yynsians have six-lobed brains? I guess they need the extra lobes to hold all those extra personalities. I wonder if your children will have extra personalities? I’ll have to ask Tovar how that works.”

“Stop it, Nat,” Marsden said. “Me and Tovar would never work. It’s silly. Just to want a man purely because…because you’re attracted for no good reason…isn’t reason enough.”

“No. I think it’s all the reason you need.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about. You’re in love with a disembodied brain.”

Kasyov’s eyes went wide. “First of all, no I’m not! Second of all, that’s neither here nor there. You’re not going to be happy until you talk this out with Tovar and establish something. Let’s call it a relationship.”

“Thank Providence they abolished counselors,” Marsden said and got out of her chair. “Thanks for a lovely lunch.”

“Anytime,” Kasyov gurgled as she tried to swallow a chunk of meat from her plate. “Waitress! I can’t eat this ground up organ meat! Bring me something decent! Like borsht!”



“Romulans, state your business in Vulcan space,” Captain Slocum of the Vulcan Warship Debator said, folding his hands in front of him on top of his desk.

“This is Romulan space,” Rorshak said, stepping up between Prosak and Rorshak in the Raceabout Silverwood’s cockpit.

“Mister Plornak,” Vioxx said, holding up his hand. “Please. We understand you’re agitated, but let us handle this matter.”

“Plornak?” Rorshak asked, looking at Prosak, who just shrugged.

“We are private citizens,” Vioxx said to Slocum. “We are simple merchants trying to deliver our wares to the rest of the quadrant. You have no cause to fight us.”

“No Romulans will be allowed out of Romulan space until an armistice agreement can be reached,” Slocum said, reading from a screen inset on his desk. “I believe this edict applies to all of you as well.”

“Doesn’t Interstellar Law provide some leeway in this regard? To private citizens working for a greater good?”

Slocum rubbed his chin. “It depends on what that good is.”

“Mute!” Prosak said, and Nortal deleted the audio portion of the signal.

“You have an idea?” Vioxx asked.

“He wants to be bought,” Rorshak said.

Prosak nodded. “He can be bought.”

“But he’s Vulcan,” Vioxx said confused.

“Everyone has a price,” Prosak said. “Even Vulcans. That’s one of the first thing you learn when you become a RommaVulc. They have needs too. They just hide them better.”

“You have a concrete suggestion?” Vioxx asked hopefully.

“We have to think of something we can offer them that they might need.”

“Highly-placed Romulan dignitaries?” Zantak asked helpfully.

“No!” Rorshak snapped.

“She was just kidding,” Vioxx said, glaring at Zantak.

“No. Something we can do. Something we can do.” Prosak rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Let me think.”

“This had better not be…romantic in nature…” Vioxx warned.

“No. I wasn’t thinking that way at all,” Prosak said. “As a matter of fact…” She snapped her fingers. “Nortal…unmute.”

“Unmuted, with great vengeance!” Nortal exalted.

“Captain Slocum,” Prosak said. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Soprak. Surely you have heard of me?”

“I am afraid not.”

“I am the leader of the Romulan Interspecies Acting Troupe. We propagate Romulan theatrical works across the galaxy. Perhaps you’ve heard of some of our performances?”

“Not one.”

Prosak bit her lip. “I don’t guess you are a lover of great theater, are you?”

Slocum stared at her impassively from the viewscreen for several moments.

“Safe to say, Ms. Soprak…” He arched his eyebrow. “I am! How did you know?”

“I have a sense for these things,” Prosak said with a grin. “Now then. We have a busy show schedule. As you can see, we pose no threat to you or your invasion plans. As a matter of fact, we make the galaxy more culturally rich. Now what could be wrong with that?”

“Nothing I am aware of,” Slocum said. He sighed. “Very well, we will let you go.”

“Thank you!” Vioxx said, looking to Nortal. “Centurion, cut the…”

“Don’t call him Centurion!” Remax hissed.

“One more thing,” Slocum said, holding up his hand. “Before you leave, I’m sure your troupe would indulge us in a brief performance. My crew and I have been on maneuvers for many months. They could use some entertainment.”

“I don’t think that’s a very–” Vioxx began.

Prosak stepped in front of him. “We’d love to! See you in fifteen minutes!” She reached over and stamped her hand on a panel, closing the channel.

“Are you insane?” Vioxx railed. “How are we supposed to put together a theater show in fifteen minutes?”

“My apologies,” Prosak said, heading toward the aft compartment. “But I didn’t hear you coming up with any better ideas.”

“That’s because I didn’t get the chance to have them,” Vioxx said.

“Well, better luck next time.” She ducked into the aft compartment. “Everybody gather in the back. I need to see what I have to work with.”

“Have you ANY theater experience?” Vioxx asked desperately as he followed Prosak back.

“She has extensive background in drama, acting and directing,” Rorshak said proudly. “She won the Uumlat prize for her performance as Tanala the Imperfect Officer.”

“Glad I asked,” Vioxx muttered. “Now I feel much better.”



“I assume you are all familiar with Starscape Over Chula?” Prosak asked, standing at the front of the conference table in the rear compartment of the Silverwood.

“No,” Vioxx said, and looked around at the other officers, who likewise had blank expressions on their faces.

All, that is, except for Rorshak.

“A classic,” Rorshak said. “By T’lok. A clever tale of family dynamics interwoven with governmental intrigue. The wisdom of the Praetor wins out. Classic republican-era thinking!”

“Yes,” Prosak said. “Starscape Over Chula is about the daughter of a high placed Romulan dignitary who gets betrayed by him. In the end, she kills him. It’s quite moving.”

“What made you choose that piece, Boogles?” Rorshak asked.

“Don’t call me Boogles, Ambassador,” Prosak said coldly and ducked into a small closet behind her. She returned with a stack of padds and distributed them to each of the Romulans gathered in the room. “These are scripts. You’ll find you’ve already been assigned roles. Some of you will be playing scenery. Please memorize them in seven minutes. Thanks.” Prosak then turned around and walked into the cockpit, carrying one of the padds.

“It appears you have fallen out of favor with your daughter,” Vioxx observed as Prosak handed out the padds to the Romulan members of the Anomaly crew and the four dignitaries brought by Rorshak.

“Nonsense!” Rorshak replied. “Boogles and I are as close as the day that she finished puberty.”

“You may want to ask her about that,” Vioxx said as the Romulans in the room surveyed the information on the padds. He looked around at the group. “Does everyone understand your roles?”

“How am I supposed to portray a hill?” Zantak asked.

“I am a door,” Romulan Trade Minister Lotek said.

“Great then. Let’s get to work!” Vioxx announced.



Twelve minutes later, Rorshak walked into the cockpit to find Prosak staring at her padd intently.

“Boogles,” he said softly.

She didn’t look up.

“Boogles…”

Nothing.

“Commander Prosak!”

Prosak slowly turned around. “Yes, Ambassador?”

“You are not responding to the nickname,” Rorshak said, sitting down at one of the stations across from Prosak. “So you are indeed upset with me.”

“Is that not obvious? Study the context, Father.”

Rorshak wondered, not for the first time, why Prosak insisted on speaking so strangely.

“Am I to take it this is about the mission I sent the Anomaly on?”

“The mission where we were almost destroyed by a giant energy being. A being you knew about it, yet did nothing to warn us of the danger?” Prosak asked, her face becoming flushed with grey. Her face softened a bit as she regained her calm. “Perhaps.”

“That was…unfortunate…” Rorshak said, aimlessly studying one of the Silverwood’s engineering readouts. “But it was a necessity. For the safety of the Romulan…”

“What about the safety of your daughter?”

“Boogles, you know what I did was for the greater good…”

“Oh, Father, please do spare me that rhetoric,” Prosak said, shifting out of her chair. “The needs of the many thing? The Vulcans invented that.”

Rorshak rubbed his chin. “I always thought the Romulans did.”

“Of course you did,” Prosak said. “But as long as you feel like you were justified for what you did, as long as you show no remorse, I cannot forgive you.”

Suddenly, the comm panel trilled. “Ms. Soprak,” the voice of Slocum said over the comm. “Our crew has gathered in the ship’s assembly area. We await you and your colleagues.”

Prosak looked at Rorshak a moment, then punched a control. “We will be right there.”



Tovar limped into his quarters, rubbing his backside gingerly, and came face to face with Lt. Jamie Torgerson.

“Hi Tovar,” she said softly as he walked over to his couch and eased down onto it.

“Did we have a date scheduled?” Tovar asked, wincing as he shoved a pillow underneath his buttocks. Nooney was thorough in his physicals. Extremely thorough.

“No,” Torgerson said, sitting down beside Tovar and taking his hand. “That’s actually why I’m here. You see, we have to break up.”

Tovar stared at Torgerson blankly, his mouth opening and closing slightly struggling to form some sort of coherent response.

“Come on, Tovar,” she continued. “You can’t honestly tell me that you’re surprised.”

“Actually…I am. I thought we…that our relationship…I thought we were making it work between the two of us.”

“Maybe we were trying to make something work that was never there in the first place,” Torgerson said. “It shouldn’t take this much effort.”

“I was–am willing to try.”

“We already tried. You’re in love, Tovar,” Torgerson said with a sad smile. “And it’s not with me. I’m surprised it’s taken me this long to figure that out.”

Tovar squeezed Torgerson’s hand. “But, Jamie…I really do enjoy your company.”

“Please, spare me the ‘let’s be friends,’ line. I know you don’t really mean it.” Torgerson smiled. “I wish I could encourage you to go right now and tell Lieutenant Marsden how you feel, but I don’t really want you to. Maybe, sooner or later, I might.”

“Maybe, sooner or later, we really can be friends,” Tovar suggested as she walked to the door.

Torgerson turned around, looked at Tovar a moment, then flatly said: “Nah, I don’t think so.” With that, she walked out.

“Well,” Tovar said, clapping his hands on his thighs, mirroring one of Captain Bain’s common gestures. “That’s that, then.” He got up and walked out of his quarters, making sure to head in the direction opposite the one Torgerson had taken.



“I could have loved you, Father,” Prosak said, standing over the prone, backwards-bent form of Rorshak. She wore a long, flowing gown, and he the ancient grey patchwork uniform of the old Romulan military. She wielded an old-style hand phaser, pointing it at his chest. “I could have loved you so much more than you loved Romulus. More than you loved duty. And perhaps, in your own way, you may even have loved me back, if you had given me the chance.”

“Er….” Rorshak said, obviously feeling a twinge in his back, caused mostly by his awkward backwards tilt. The blocking in T’lok’s plays was always so convoluted. He also seemed to have a bit of difficulty remembering his lines.

“‘I love you just as much,’” Prosak whispered.

Rorshak cleared his throat. “I love you just as much…just as much, Sythemia, as I love Romulus.”

“Prove it, Father. Die for me,” Prosak said calmly, and shoved the phaser toward Rorshak, firing it. A harmless ray of effervescent light shot out of the prop phaser and nailed Rorshak in the chest. The Ambassador quickly rolled to the side limply and closed his eyes, as Prosak propped her foot on his chest. She was enjoying this way too much.

“What have I done?” Prosak asked the audience. “I’ve killed my father; the only person in the world I really care about. And for what? Because he loved Romulus. I shouldn’t fault him for that. I love Romulus too. And so should you.” Prosak then shot herself in the head with the phaser and fell limply on top of Rorshak.

A spotlight shone down on them, then moved to the wing of the stage in the gathering room, as Commander Vioxx walked out. “Ladies and Gentlemen, what you’ve seen here today is…” he glanced down at a small padd in the palm of his hand. “An example of Romulans’ true love for their homeworld. Be a patriot. Because we said so. This message has been brought to you by the Romulan government.”

The lights in the room went completely dark for several seconds, then the house lights went up full.

Rorshak and Prosak climbed to their feet and bowed, as the other Romulan Anomaly crewmembers and Senate dignitaries who had played set pieces, supernumeraries and minor characters, formed up behind them.

Nobody clapped. Not a single sound was made. All 200 Vulcans in the room simply stared impassively back at Prosak and her troupe.

Finally, from the front row, Slocum stood up and walked up onto the stage. He turned and addressed his crew. “I believe I speak for all gathered here when I say that was…utterly unredeemable tripe. It is no wonder your homeworld has been invaded.”

That caused Nortal to leap at Slocum from behind but Vioxx grabbed her by her collar just in time.

“Please, for all things logical, go back to your ship and depart this place. This sector would be better served by you leaving it,” Slocum said, waving his hand dismissively at the Romulans and walking off the stage.

“Thanks!” Prosak waved after him. “You’ve been a great audience!”

And with that, her and her Romulan troupe ducked quickly off- stage.



Tovar raced down the corridor to Marsden’s quarters, quickening his pace as he passed doorway after doorway, knowing hers wasn’t far ahead.

He rounded a corner and came face to face with Marsden herself.

She too, looked out of breath, as if she’d been running as well.

“Tovar!” she said, leaning on her knees and catching her breath. “I’ve…been…wanting to talk to you.”

“I’ve been wanting to talk to you too, Shelly.”

“What happened to calling me Lieutenant Marsden?” she asked, leaning back against the bulkhead.

Tovar had already caught his breath, being in far better physical condition than Marsden, or much of the Anomaly crew for that matter. “I suppose that’s not an appropriate nomenclature.”

“And why not?”

“Because I think I am falling in love with you, Shelly,” Tovar said, relieved to finally be able to say the words. He grabbed Marsden’s shoulders, pulling her close.

“You think?” she asked with a smile, then leaned in and kissed him softly on the lips.

After a few moments, they parted lips and looked at each other, smiling.

To Tovar, everything had been set right. This was what he’d been missing with Torgerson. This is what he’d been looking for.

“Guess you’d better go give Jamie the bad news, huh?” Marsden asked, running her fingers through Tovar’s hair.

“No need,” Tovar said with a grin. “She just broke up with me, a few minutes ago.”

Marsden took a step back, her face suddenly going slate rigid. “She WHAT?”

“Broke…up…” Tovar said slowly. “Uh, with me.

“I see!” Marsden said, folding her arms. “So you came running to me for some comfort. What do you think I am? A backup power conduit? A tertiary nanoprocessor?”

“No. I think…that is…I mean I always felt…”

“Forget it,” Marsden said, turning on a heel and walking off. “I’m not here to soften the blow of your breakup. You had your chance to end it yourself and you didn’t have the guts to. You don’t deserve me, Tovar. Maybe you never did.”

“But…” Tovar said, his shoulders slumping. “Shelly, I…”

But she was already out of earshot.



Captain Bain was waiting as the Silverwood touched down in the Anomaly’s hangar. Prosak led the way out of the cabin, Vioxx on her heels.

“Ahh, Commander!” Bain exclaimed. “I take it you were successful?”

“We got the Romulan dignitaries,” Prosak said. “If you’ll excuse me, Captain. I’ll be in my quarters.”

Bain stared after her as she left the hangar, and as Rorshak ducked out behind Vioxx.

“What was that flap about?” Bain asked, still looking at the door Prosak had just exited.

“Family problems, I suspect,” Vioxx said. “But she is right, Captain. We got Rorshak and the others out of Romulan space. The mission was a success. Largely, thanks to her.” With that, the Romulan Commander waved his people and the other Romulans toward the exit. “If you’ll excuse me, Captain. I’ll arrange quarters for our guests.”

Bain nodded at Vioxx as he and the others walked out of the hangar, leaving him alone with a somber-looking Rorshak.

“My Boogles is an incredible woman,” Rorshak said. “It really is a pleasure to see her in action.”

“She is at that, Mister Ambassador,” Bain said. “Do I sense some disharmony in the family?”

“She is mad at me.”

“Just in general or about something specific. I’ve certainly been on the receiving end of both kinds at one point or another.”

“Specific. It is because I sent you and your ship off to be destroyed by a giant energy being.”

Bain nodded. “Oh, yes. That. Quite a row, that was. Anyway, I got past it, and I’m sure she will too. Daughters can be…tricky sometimes. Give her time.”

“Good advice, Captain. One might think you’ve had a skirmish or two with a daughter.”

“With two daughters, Ambassador,” Bain said. “Why do you think I always request deep space assignments?” He chuckled and clapped Rorshak on the back. “Let’s get a drink, chum. We can drown our sorrows and toast to a quick end to this war.”

“Romulan ale?” Rorshak asked hopefully.

“Well, it will definitely be ale,” Bain said.



Prosak stood in the bathroom in her new quarters, staring at herself in the mirror. She hadn’t even fully unpacked her things. Vioxx had only recently kicked her out of her cozy abode in the former captain’s readyroom. With the Romulan invasion and its aftereffects taking up so much of her time, unpacking hardly seemed a priority.

Prosak bit her lip, wondering if she’d ever forgive Rorshak. She loved him. He was her father. She was his Boogles.

But he betrayed her, and much like Sythemia, she too was betrayed for the greater good of the Romulan empire. But she couldn’t just solve the problem by killing him. No, that only worked in tragic plays.

She wasn’t even sure how long Rorshak would be on the Anomaly; but she knew it wouldn’t be easy to avoid him. She’d have to deal with him eventually, and it would take all her inner strength to do that.

Prosak’s hands balled into fists as she stared at herself, wondering what she would do. Everything had built up in her: Her failed attempts at romance, her concern over Romulus, her conflict with Vioxx, her anger at her father, her demotion…it all had driven her to the very edge. She wondered what a Vulcan would do. What a being that lacked emotions would do to get rid of these emotions threatening to boil over.

But she wasn’t Vulcan. She had emotions. And even though her RommaVulc training taught her to suppress them, these emotions were far to great to simply suppress.

Suddenly, the door chime rang.

“Come,” she said, not turning around.

In the mirror’s reflection, she saw Tovar step into her darkened quarters, bringing with him streaming light from the corridor outside.

“Commander,” Tovar said, peering into the bathroom. “I was just wondering if you had a moment to…well…to talk.”

A smile spread across Prosak’s face as she looked at Tovar, square- shouldered and muscular, silhouetted in the light. Yes, it was perfectly logical.

She whirled on a heel and rushed toward him, leaping into his arms and throwing her legs around his waist. “I have a counterproposal. Let’s not talk at all, shall we?” she said, dragging him into her quarters so the doors closed.

“Mmmmmph!?” Tovar’s muffled voice said surprised as Prosak kissed him deeply, grabbing his face. The Yynsian stumbled backwards on the couch, falling onto it as Prosak yanked his uniform tunic open. “But don’t you want to know why I’m here?”

“Doesn’t matter to me,” Prosak said, leaning over him, raising an eyebrow. “Why? Does it matter to you?”

Tovar shrugged. “I suppose not.”

And he pulled Prosak down into another kiss.



THE END.



COMING UP:



Things couldn’t seem to get much worse. Tovar’s love life is on the rocks, the Vulcans are preparing for a massive offensive, and Reginald Bain’s day just keeps getting worse. But when a Romulan starship shows up on the Federation side of the Neutral Zone claiming to come in peace, it may just be a life changing event for one member of the Anomaly crew. Don’t miss the Series Six Finale!



Strategic Retreat





Tovar’s eyes shot open.

Immediately, he knew where he was, and what he had done. Yynsians were known for going from being sound asleep to fully alert in no time at all. In this case, that ability was somewhat helpful. It allowed him to ascertain the situation, draw some conclusions, and determine a plan of action.

“We’re late for bridge duty,” he said, looking over at Commander Prosak, his superior officer, who was lying next to him. “Don’t worry about it,” Prosak said, rolling toward Tovar and draping an arm around him. “I can do nothing but worry,” Tovar said, kicking the covers off him and leaping out of bed. He quickly realized he was fully naked.

Tovar stumbled around Prosak’s darkened bedroom for several minutes, feeling around for his clothes.

“They’re in the living room,” Prosak said, leaning up. “That’s where…it…transpired.”

“Right,” Tovar said, and walked out into the living room. He quickly found his pants and tunic and yanked them on, even as Prosak emerged, adjusting her uniform and her page-boy Vulcan hairstyle, patting it gently in the mirror above her desk.

“Thanks for last night, by the way,” Prosak said casually. “I suppose that’s what pon’farr feels like. Not bad.”

“Thanks? Not bad?” Tovar asked. “That’s all you’ve got to say?”

“Let’s not belabor the point,” Prosak said. “We both obviously needed to blow off some steam. I think last night afforded us ample opportunity.”

“How’d you get dressed so fast?”

“I am a fast dresser,” Prosak said. “Shall we walk to the bridge together?”

“Is that wise?” Tovar asked as he pulled his hair back into a ponytail and tied it.

“Our cabins are on the same deck. It is logical.” Prosak glanced at the chronometer on her desk. “Alas, we’re late, or we could stop and get a coffee at the holomess.”

“Why are you being so casual about this?” Tovar asked. “I mean, last night, we…we…”

Prosak patted Tovar on the chest. “Let’s not make more out of this than we need to, okay? And let’s not speak of this to any of our…friends…or captains. No need involving others in what was, at its center, a personal issue between us.”

“So that’s that?”

“Yes,” Prosak said, stepping out of her quarters. “I don’t know about you, but I feel much better.”



“Ahhh, good morning, Mister Vioxx!” Captain Reginald Bain bellowed, stepping out onto the bridge and strolling over to the center seat. Vioxx was seated in his customary seat to Bain’s left.

“I don’t think you’ll be so chipper when you read the latest reports from Starfleet,” Vioxx said. “According to the reports from the Foreign Minister’s office, we may be declaring war on Vulcan within the next few hours. They have a secure foothold on Romulan space, they have shown a new trend of aggressive tendencies, and many of the decision-makers in Starfleet feel the Federation could be the next to be invaded.”

“That’s exactly why it IS a good morning, chum,” Bain said, punching Vioxx in the shoulder. “Nothing gets one’s juices flowing like the prospect of war looming on the horizon. Now, mind you, I’m no fan of explosions and bloodshed, but I’ll be damned if I’ll shy away from a good fight if I can help it.” He glanced around. “I know many of you are well- equipped for exploration and diplomacy, but damned if the Bains weren’t forged as warriors. I’m pleased, dear Vioxx, because I’m a man in my element. How about you?”

“A battle fleet is surrounding my homeworld,” Vioxx said, glaring at Bain. “And, to tell you the truth, I am pretty damned upset about that.”

“Well, let’s see what we can do about that, shall we?” Bain glanced over his shoulder. “Tactical update.”

Nobody answered. Bain did a double take as he realized nobody was standing at tac-ops. “Bloody hell, where’s Tovar?” he asked, scratching his head.

“Commander Prosak is late as well,” Vioxx said. “Should I enter the demerits into her personnel file, or should you?”

“Belay that,” Bain said, “I just want to know where my crew is. It’s wartime. There could be foul play afoot.”

Just then, the doors to the aft turbolift opened and Tovar and Prosak stumbled out.

“Glad you could join us,” Vioxx muttered.

“Sorry I am late, Captain,” Tovar said as he slid behind his station. “Commander Prosak and I had to meet to discuss a personnel issue.”

“I’m sure you will fill me in on the details,” Vioxx said, following Prosak with his eyes as she walked over to her seat on the other side of Bain and sat down.

“No, I won’t,” she said primly.

“Very well then,” Bain said. “Now that we’re all here, why don’t we commence our patrol of the Neutral Zone perimeter. Ensign Yonk, ahead one half on the polarons. Course zero two zero mark one one eight.”

“Aye, sir,” the diminutive Ferengi said as he swung the Anomaly about.

“Captain,” Tovar said, as his station bleeped. “I’m receiving a broadband ultraspace signal. It appears that it’s being sent from Vulcan.”

“Put it on screen,” Bain ordered.

The screen flared to life, and there, big as life, was the massive forehead of Sh’rak, the High Chancellor of the Vulcan Alliance.

“People of the Alpha Quadrant,” Sh’rak said imperiously. “Some explanation is in order. In recent days, Vulcan starships have surrounded Romulan space and set up blockades. Many have posited that this is an invasion. That is simply not the case. We are merely attempting to unify our peoples with the Romulans. That is all we ever wanted. It is logical that Vulcan and Romulus should one day unite. It is time to heal wounds of eons past. It is time for our peoples to be one, and to rule the Alpha Quadrant together.

“It is only natural that some of you may object to this. Specifically, citizens of the Federation may be concerned, because Federation citizens often make the false assumption that they are at the center of the galaxy. This is simply not true. Shakaree is at the center of the galaxy, if you wish to be literal about it. Now then, I am sure those disgruntled persons in the Federation might be eager to send ships to ‘free’ your Romulan friends. That is unnecessary. We are not going to hurt the Romulans; thus, they do not need to be saved.”

Sh’rak leaned forward. “You Federation citizens would serve yourselves better by worrying about your own borders. Once Vulcan and Romulus are united; and once a fair, autonomous and democratic government ruled by logic is in place, we will turn our attention to those people in the galaxy who do not follow the path of logic. We will seek you out, make you understand, that logic is the one, true way. We do this not out of malice, or any other primitive human emotion, but out of a sense of duty. We are Vulcans. We are superior. And it is about time we started acting like it. For a transcript of this speech, please contact Coordinator Slenep, Chief of Public Relations. Good day.”

Bain sat back in his chair. “Green-blooded bastard!” He looked at Prosak, then Vioxx. “Well…green-blooded VULCAN bastard.”

“Much better,” Vioxx mumbled. “Racial epithets aside, we are no clearer now than we were at the start of the morning on what course of action we should take to liberate Romulus.”

“Maybe Romulus does not need liberating,” Prosak said quietly.

“Come again?” Bain asked, looking at her.

“Maybe Sh’rak is right. I mean…all my life I’ve been seeking unification. That’s all me and my Romma-Vulc bretheren have ever wanted. Sh’rak may be a dictactor; he may be insane, even. But he may be doing a good thing.”

“Dictators never do good things,” Vioxx said. “The man is obviously lying.”

“Plus, he said it himself,” Bain said, folding his arms. “He’s setting his sights on the Federation next. If he succeeds in pulling Vulcan and Romulus together, that would put us in a precarious situation. Romulus has the remnants of the Klingon empire to draw on, not to mention hundreds of colony worlds.”

“If Sh’rak can bring together the resources of Romulus, he would certainly make a worthy foe,” Vioxx said, steepling his fingers. “I must agree with you, Captain. We must take steps to make sure unification doesn’t happen.”

“Well it’s sure not to happen while we’ve got some of the major decision-makers of the Romulan government aboard, right, Prosak?”

Prosak thought about that. Ambassador Rorshak, her father, and half a dozen other Romulan dignitaries were aboard, thanks in no small part to a rescue attempt led by her and Vioxx. “New leaders can always be elected,” Prosak said. “Everyone can be replaced.”

“I’m not sure I like where you’re going with this, Prosak,” Bain said. “Those Romulans belowdecks may be our only link to the empire. We need them to ensure the empire doesn’t turn against us.”

“You need me and my crew as well,” Vioxx said. “If we could take the Navigator….run a sortie deep into Romulan space…maybe we could destabilize…”

“No,” Bain said. “Not until we’re have a better idea of the scope of this threat. It was risky enough sending the Silverwood in to get those dignitaries. No, if it’s going to be a game of brinksmanship, I’ll be the one taking us to the brink.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” Vioxx said.

“You don’t have to. I’m going to go have a chat with my boss,” Bain said, sliding out of his chair. He gave Prosak an odd glance as he stepped off the bridge and headed down the corridor toward the Captain’s Lounge.



“The Federation Council is discussing the matter as we speak, Capain Bain,” Admiral Kristin Larkin’s tiny hologram said, standing atop the small corner table in Bain’s lounge. “Your orders remain the same. You are to police the border of the Romulan Neutral Zone and ensure that no Vulcan forces break through into Federation space.”

“You know we’re going to need more ships,” Bain said.

“They are already on their way.” Larkin stepped forward, her hologram precariously close to falling off the edge of Bain’s table (that is, if she had really been standing on top of the table). “Furthermore, Captain, we want you to lead the task force.”

“Come again?” Bain asked.

“You are to coordinate our fleet movements in that sector. Are you comfortable with this? If not, we can always send in Captain Dax…”

“No, not Captain Dax!” Bain snapped. “I mean, Pete’s sakes, Krissers, of course I am comfortable with that. I’m the Butcher of Breen, remember? War is my niche. Point me at the enemy, Admiral, and I’ll blast them from here to the next quadrant!”

“No blasting just yet, Bain,” Larkin said. “Just stay vigilant. And let me know if there are any changes in the situation. Larkin out.”

Bain sat back in his chair as Larkin’s hologram disappeared. This Romulan situation vexed him far more than even he’d let on to his crew. Bloody Vulcans. What right did they have pushing their logical view on the universe? Truth be known, he’d never really cared for Vulcans to begin with. Too snooty. But now they were threatening his homeland. It set off something feral, something primal in Bain, and it was all he could do not to send the Anomaly in shooting. But he was an officer first and foremost, and he knew how to follow orders.

He’d wait if that’s what he had to do, but he wouldn’t have to like it.

And sooner or later, he knew, the Anomaly would be called on to fight. And he’d damned well be ready.



“What is it good for, Doctor?” Cabral asked serenely, sitting in his shell in the science lab, as Doctor Natalia Kasyov monitored his readings, sitting in her armchair beside him, reclined, with her legs crossed, her foot thoughtfully tapping.

“What?” she asked, looking up from her padd. “War?”

“Yes. What is it good for?”

Kasyov thought about that. “Not much of anything, I suppose.”

“Than why does humankind persist at such a worthless enterprise?”

Kasyov chuckled. “You’re asking me?”

“Are you not human?”

“Last time I checked.” Kasyov uncrossed her legs and leaned toward Cabral. “Truth be told, Cabral, I have no idea why we go to war. You’d think by now, as a civilization, we’d have gotten it out of our system. Things have been nice and quiet since the Breen wars. I think there were those of us who’d actually been convinced that society was enlightened now beyond the need for armed conflict.”

“The Vulcans are considered by many to be the most enlightened creatures in the galaxy. If they cannot resist the call to war, is there any hope for any of us?”

Kasyov patted Cabral’s sphere. “As long as there are beings like you around to ask that question, I think there’s all the hope in the world.”

“I hope the others on the crew share those sentiments.”

“I think you’ll find most of them do. If not all of them.”

Just then, the doors to the lab opened up and Lt. Shelly Marsden marched in, followed by her assistants, Devix and Ragone. “Reinforce this room with forcefields. They know about Cabral, and they’re certain to aim for this location to try and disable us when the shooting starts.” Marsden walked up to Kasyov, sat a small suitcase on a nearby shelf and opened it. She reached in and produced a slim wrist phaser, complete with strap, and handed it to Kasyov. “We’re issuing sidearms to all hands. You’ll never know when they might come in handy.”

“There are always exceptions…” Kasyov said quietly, as she took the weapon from Marsden. “You really think this will be necessary?”

“There’s no telling. Better safe than sorry.”

“And why aren’t Tovar and his people handing them out?”

“Tovar can do whatever he wants to. I don’t know what he’s doing, and I don’t really care. I just thought I’d make sure and cover my friend’s ass. Is that all right?”

“Something you want to talk about, Shelly?” Kasyov asked, as Marsden walked over to Devix and Ragone and conferred with them a few moments.

“All right, you two move on to the astrophysics and xenobiology labs.” She looked over at Kasyov. “There’s nothing I want to talk about, other than the coming war. That’s what’s important right now.”

“But I expect there is far more than that on your mind, at present,” Cabral chimed in.

“You can read minds?” Marsden asked, with arched eyebrow, as her assistants left. “That’s got to be good for your resume.”

“You hide it well, Lieutenant. But it’s obvious your heart is broken. I know that feeling well. Need I remind you of the story of the fair brain Jacinda?”

“Please don’t,” Kasyov said, gently patting the brain and turning toward Marsden. “Something happened with Tovar?”

“I don’t want to talk about it. There isn’t time.” Marsden’s expression softened a little as she walked over to Kasyov. She squeezed the doctor’s arm. “Thanks for being concerned. But there’s really nothing you can do right now. Just keep your head up and try to stay safe.”

“You too,” Kasyov said distantly, watching as Marsden left.

“Humanity may be constantly trying to tear itself apart, but it’s darned interesting to watch,” Cabral observed neutrally.



“Vulcan fleet movements seem to be concentrated inward,” Lt. Commander Tovar said, gesturing to a schematic of the Neutral Zone, with Vulcan, Romulan and Federation ships identified by their respective symbols. “They are moving to the various colony worlds within the Romulan Empire.”

Captain Bain, Commander Vioxx, Commander Prosak, Centurion Nortal and Sub-Commander Remax sat around the front of the conference table as Tovar spoke. Bain nodded, taking everything in. Behind him, at the other end of the conference table, Rorshak and the other Romulan dignitaries that were currently staying aboard the Anomaly all sat in their seats, listening intently.

“Then it doesn’t seem like they’re making any moves in our direction yet?” Bain asked.

“Not as yet,” Tovar said.

“They’ll make sure the Romulan threat is extinguished before they make any move toward Federation space,” Vioxx said. “It’s the strategically sound maneuver.”

“You Romulans are always so arrogant,” Prosak said, slumping against the conference table. “Always so sure of yourselves, and your strategies. If you’re so together, than why did you get invaded in the first place?”

“You make it sound as if you’re not a Romulan,” Remax snorted, from his seat beside Vioxx.

“I am many things,” Prosak said. “I am a Romulan, a RommaVulc, a Starfleet officer, and a thespian.”

Vioxx whispered something to Remax at that last remark, and the elder Romulan leaned over and whispered something back to Vioxx, apparently clarifying Prosak’s comment.

There were rumbles of conversation from the Romulans at the back of the room.

“I know Commander Prosak is simply upset about the takeover of her homeland,” Bain said. “And who could blame her. Now then, Mister Tovar, perhaps you could shed some light on the–”

“It’s not that at all, Captain,” Prosak said. She looked sidelong at Tovar. “Because of some…recent events…I am thinking more clearly now than I have in a long time. It’s clear to me now that the RommaVulc way is the right way. And despite Sh’rak’s spurious motives, perhaps the end justifies the means. Perhaps the Romulans will be better off unified with Vulcan. Perhaps, the Romulans will even be able to provide the Vulcans with the understanding that logic is the beginning of wisdom, not the end.”

“Captain Spock,” Rorshak said from the back of the room. “Stardate 8390.”

“Yes, father,” Prosak said.

“May I see you in my lounge for a moment, Commander?” Bain asked crisply.



“Scotch?” Bain asked, offering a glass full of clinking ice and amber liquid to the Romulan.

“No thank you.”

“Good enough,” Bain said, and took a long sip from the tumbler. He sat down, gesturing for Prosak to sit across from him. “Now then. Would you mind telling me what in blazes is going on?”

Prosak cocked her head. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“You think this invasion could be a boon to your people, instead of pushing them to the brink of chaos?”

“Chaos is not logical. A Vulcan occupation of Romulus would be anything but chaotic.”

Bain pounded his glass down on his endtable. “Damn it, Prosak. I don’t care if it’s chaotic or not. It’s still an occupation. And you have to face that it’s certainly not in the best interests of your people to be occupied.”

“Pardon me for saying so, Captain, but I believe you are speaking out of bias.”

“Damn right I’m biased! And you should be too. Do you realize, if the Vulcans succeed in their takeover of Romulus, and then swallow up the Federation, it will be an end to life as we know it? Great bird, Prosak, it’ll be the end of everything!”

Prosak nodded. “I fail to see your point, Captain.”

“Prosak, you’re a valued colleague, but sometimes I do not understand you.”

“Likewise,” Prosak said. “But I believe that change is a painful process. And sometimes we’re not ready for it. That doesn’t necessarily mean it’s a bad thing. I merely suggest we keep an open mind.”

Bain worked his jaw a moment. “I am not in the business of keeping an open mind, Prosak. Not when my home is at risk. And I need to know that we’re of the same thinking. That if it’s crunch time, I can depend on you to follow orders, whether you agree with them or not. Do we have that understanding?”

“I am a Starfleet officer, Captain. I am well aware of my duty to follow your orders explicitly. I have no plans to deviate from that arrangement.”

“That’s all I needed to know,” Bain said, and flashed a quick smile. “Now let’s get back in that meeting. They’re supposed to be bringing out appetizers soon.”



After the meeting, and the appetizers, Ambassador Rorshak caught up with Prosak as she was leaving the conference room.

“Boogles,” he said. “Can we talk?”

“I am busy, father. Can this wait until after the war?”

“We have not declared war yet.”

“That’s but a formality. War is indeed upon us,” Prosak said. “I have a lot of…things… to do.”

“I need to know, Boogles,” Rorshak said, gently touching Prosak’s shoulder, stopping her from walking any farther. “Why you said all that. About the invasion of Romulus being a good thing.”

“I believe my words speak for themselves.”

“Are you still angry at me? For shiar’s sake. Don’t take your anger at me out on the Romulan people!”

“Your misdeeds as a father are but a symptom of a much larger problem. The Romulan Empire is a flawed system. If the Vulcans hadn’t come along to disassemble that system, another force would have in time. That said, I will do as my Captain tells me. If I am instructed to force the Vulcans off Romulus, then I will do that to the best of my ability. Because it is only logical that, sooner or later, Romulus will fall. And, by all rights, it should.” Prosak gently pulled free of Rorshak’s grasp and turned around, walking down the corridor.

“But, Boogles…don’t you think you’re being a bit rash?”

She didn’t respond.



“Give me something strong, Scotty,” Tovar said to the bartender in Twain the Keel, the Anomaly’s full-time British tavern.

“Aye, ye look as if ye need it,” the scruffy, white-haired, portly old bartender said as he scooped a shotglass full of brown liquor out of the depths below the bar and slid it in front of Tovar. “That’ll put whiskers on ye.”

“What if I don’t want whiskers?”

“Ye haven’t a choice in the matter, son.”

“Oh, very well,” Tovar muttered, and tossed the contents of the shotglass into his mouth.

“Now then, what seems to be the problem?” Scotty asked, leaning over the bar.

“I’d rather not get into it, you being a hologram and all. Nothing personal.”

“Ye don’t trust holograms, laddy?”

“It’s not that. Well, yes. It is that. I’ve had some nasty run-ins with holograms.”

“That’s a shame. We’re generally a good-spirited lot.”

“I’ll have another. And I’ll also have to disagree with you on that point. But that’s a discussion for another time.”

“Aye,” Scotty said, and slid another drink in front of Tovar.

“Truth is,” Tovar said, as he tossed down the next shot. “I just feel alone. Ever feel that way?”

“Aye.”

“You’re quite helpful. Another shot, please.”

“Aye, m’boy.”

Tovar watched Scotty as he sat another drink in front of him. “Your conversation algorithms aren’t very detailed, are they?”

“No, I s’pose they aren’t.”

“Pity,” Tovar said, and tossed back his thid shot, just as the doors to the pub swung open, and Natalia Kasyov stepped in.

“Vodka, neat, Scotty,” she said primly, and hopped onto a stool beside Tovar. “Hi, Tovar.”

“Doctor,” he said, and turned around. “Good night.”

“Leaving so soon?” Kasyov asked, grabbing Tovar’s arm. “Now why would you do that?”

Tovar glared at her. “Because you are no doubt here to confront me on behalf of Lieutenant Marsden.”

“That’s why you think I’m here?”

“Isn’t it?”

“What would I have to confront you about?”

“She hasn’t talked to you?”

“Not as much as I’d like,” Kasyov said, and sipped her vodka. “Maybe she’s talked to you a bit more.”

“She has. But it has been nothing good.”

“Well, call it curiosity, call it concern, or whatever you want, Tovar, but I’m here because I want to know what’s going on. I’m worried about Shelly. And, I guess, you too.”

“I’m touched,” Tovar said flatly. “Another, Scotty. Keep them coming. I have a lot of time to sleep this off before all hell breaks loose.”

“Is it that bad out in the Neutral Zone?” Kasyov asked as Scotty served up another shot.

“No. I just have an incredibly high tolerance for alcohol.”

“You think you can drink a Russian under the table?”

“Under the…it’s an expression. It’s not important.” She leaned forward. “Now tell me what’s happened with Shelly. Maybe I can help.”

“Doubtful,” Tovar said, downing his fourth shot. “There is nothing to help with.”

“What do you mean?”

“Shelly is upset with me, because I asked her out.”

Kasyov folded har arms. “I have a feeling there’s more to it than that.”

Tovar nodded. “I asked her out after Jamie discontinued our relationship.”

Kasyov stared up at the ceiling. “Oh, for yvot’s sakes. That’s the worst think you can do to a woman, Tovar! I thought you knew women better than that.”

“Since I have realized that I have certain…feelings…for Lieutenant Marsden, I have realized that I know even less about women than I had thought.”

“That’s a start,” Kasyov said. “But, in retrospect, you’ve got to see why she’d be so angry.”

“Because she feels like second best?”

“Because she feels like an honorable mention in a science fair!” Kasyov snapped. “She feels like only…only half a brain.”

“Please don’t complicate this further with brain lingo.”

“Sorry. That just slipped out,” Kasyov said. “The important thing is, the wounds are only superficial. She’ll get over it. And at the end of the day, she’ll still be crazy about you.”

“Crazy…she’s said this?”

“Well, not in so many words. Friends can pick up on these things.”

“You said at the end of the day. Do you mean at the end of this day?”

“Doubtful,” Kasyov said. “You’re looking at a week or two, minimum. The good news is that there’s all kinds of bad things afoot in the Romulan Empire to keep both of you busy until you can devote your full attention to this relationship.”

“So you really think a relationship with Shelly is still possible?”

Kasyov nodded, drinking the rest of her vodka. “I’m certain. Just give her some space, Tovar. Let her stew for awhile. And don’t, under any circumstances, try to talk to her. You’ll only end up making things worse.”

“I see.” Tovar looked at Kasyov’s empty glass. “Would you like another, Doctor?”

“No way. I can barely stand after the first one.”

“But you said…”

“I was lying. Good night, Tovar,” Kasyov said, and ambled out of the bar.

“Lassies,” Scotty said with a grin.

“You said a mouthful,” Tovar said.

“Aye.”



The next morning, Tovar walked onto the bridge feeling certifiably hung over. He didn’t know how Bain handled those late-night benders in the tavern, and still managed to come on-shift looking ship-shape and bristol fashion, whatever that meant.

As he stepped out onto the bridge, Tovar noted a heightened level of activity among the officers manning each post. Bain was in the command chair; Vioxx and Prosak were nowhere to be seen.

Centurion Nortal tapped a few controls on the tac-ops panel, preparing to go off-shift. She looked up at Tovar. “Commander, salutations and hello. Your post stands ready.”

“Nortal,” Tovar said. “What’s going on? Something feels…off.”

“War is in the making, Commander. By jenichai, we are about to embark on a glorious mission to liberate our homeland. It is only a matter of time before the Federation unleashes its might on the puny Vulcans!”

“What?” Tovar asked as Nortal stepped into the turbolift.

“My boy,” Bain said, turning in his command chair to face Tovar. “Nortal is dead on, although her phrasing was somewhat cryptic. The Federation is on a war footing, as of this morning. The official proclamation is expected any minute now. Prosak and Vioxx are monitoring Romulan communication channels. They’re hoping…”

Just then, the doors to Vioxx and Prosak’s office whisked open, and the pair burst out, waving a padd.

“News from the front?” Bain asked.

Vioxx nodded as Prosak handed Bain the padd. “Three Romulan ships ambushed a Vulcan frigate near Daeus Morti. The frigate was crippled, but half a dozen Vulcan warships converged on the Romulan vessels before they could cloak. They’re all running for the border as we speak.”

“What border?”

Tovar looked down at his panel. Something was blinking. He looked up. “Our border!”

“Red alert!” Bain said, swinging back to the viewscreen. “Alert the closest ship to intercept. Zantak, pursuit course.”

“Captain,” Prosak said, sitting down beside Bain as Vioxx did likewise. “Perhaps I should remind you that Starfleet has not given us permission to enter the Neutral Zone.”

“Captain’s prerogative,” Bain said.

“Some of us still care about the Romulan Empire,” Vioxx said.

“It is near, the great crucible of conflict!” Nortal suddenly cried out, bursting from the aft turbolift. “I feel it in the heart of my bearing. The battle must be joined!”

“Join the battle at the aft damage control station,” Vioxx snapped, and turned to Bain. “We’ve got to save those three ships!”

Bain nodded. “Tovar, arm all weapons. Shields to maximum sheathing. Tactical…”

“Three vessels. D’travian class warhawks, bearing zero-one-eight mark one-eight-nine,” Tovar announced, watching the holographic Romulan symbols cross his panel, chased by six Vulcan IDIC emblems. “The Vulcans are closing on them.”

“Distance from the border?” Vioxx asked.

“One million kilometers.”

“We are now entering the neutral zone,” Zantak announced.

“Those ships are outnumbered two to one,” Prosak pointed out.

“Not anymore they aren’t. Tovar, are any other Federation ships near?”

“The Carpathia is nearest, and will be in weapons range in four minutes. The Zanzibar and the Osbourne are also on there way. They will reach our position in thirteen minutes.”

“Far too much time to do any good,” Bain said. “Come about to firing distance from the Vulcans. Warn them off.”

“For what it’s worth,” Tovar said, tapping the communication signal into his panel. “Vulcan vessels, you are in neutral Federation territory. Break off your pursuit at once.”

“They aren’t paying any attention to you,” Vioxx said, then sneered at Prosak. “Guess it wouldn’t be logical to trade barbs, eh?”

“Well, it wouldn’t,” Prosak said, folding her arms.

Bain watched on the viewscreen as three half-cloaked Warhawks seared past them, the umbrella-shaped Vulcan warships bearing down.

“This is it,” Prosak said, looking at Bain. “Do we strike first, or…?”

“Lock onto the Vulcans and fire all weapons!” Bain ordered, pounding his fist on the arm of his command chair.

Tovar’s hands scrambled keenly over the controls, unleashing volley after volley from the Anomaly’s disruptor banks and neutron torpedo launchers.

The assault was joined by the sleek and long, four-nacelled U.S.S. Carpathia, which dove into the fray from beneath the Anomaly, cutting a swath right between the Vulcan ships.

“Two Vulcan warships have broken off and are pursuing the Romulans ships across our border,” Tovar said. “The Carpathia is luring the other ones away.”

“Follow the ones chasing the Romulans,” Bain said, as fire from one of the Vulcan ships pounded the Anomaly, shaking its deckplates. “Target their engines and fire at will.”

The Anomaly’s shots disabled one of the warships, but the other got off several volleys at the Romulans.

“Two of the three ships have taken major damage. Their shields are almost…” Tovar looked up at the viewscreen as the two flanking Romulan Warhawks exploded in a blaze of white light, sending the other one careening through space, end over end.

The Vulcan warships turned around and headed back toward the Neutral Zone.

“Scan for life pods,” Bain said softly. “And scan the remaining Warhawk for lifesigns.”

“Captain, we have bigger problems,” Tovar said.

Bain, Vioxx, and Prosak turned to face Tovar.

“The Carpathia…she’s surrounded.”

“Come about,” Bain said. “Full speed on the polarons, Zantak. Get us in weapons range!” He stood up, watching as the starscape on the viewscreen tumbled, then swung around to a view of four Vulcan warships swarming the Carpathia, firing on it from every direction. The Carpathia fired back, but she was vastly outnumbered, and it was obvious the shields were buckling, as black pock marks riddled her hull, and one warp engine suddenly blew off, spinning away uselessly.

“Tovar…” Bain said, and the order was clear enough. Tovar let loose with everything the Anomaly had.

One of the warships exploded, washing the bridge in light again, just as Tovar’s panel chirped.

“Zanzibar and Osbourne are on approach,” Tovar said. He checked his scans. “The Vulcans are turning around. Heading back toward the Romulan side of the zone.”

“Follow them!” Vioxx ordered, standing.

“Belay that,” Bain said, holding up a hand. “We have troubles of our own. Order the Zanzibar to go see to the Warhawk. Tell me what’s happening on Carpathia. How bad is it?”

“Shields are gone. Hull damage on at least twenty decks. Life support failing.”

“Can they respond to hails?”

Tovar nodded. “Already calling them.”

Bain paced the bridge.

After a few moments’ silence, the bridge speakers fizzled to life. “Anomaly…this is Captain Maddox.”

“Pratello,” Bain said. “I’m glad to hear you’re in one piece, old friend.”

“For the time being, Reg.”

“I can have a dozen engineers on your ship in five minutes, Captain. We’ll get you stabilized and back to port, fear not.”

“What was that? What on Earth are the Vulcans up to in there, Reginald?”

Bain sighed. “I wish I knew, Prat. I wish I knew.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 177743.4. After spending half a day stabilizing the damaged systems on the Carpathia, we are escorting her to the edge of the Neutral Zone. From there, the Osbourne and Zanzibar will tow her to Starbase 228. The Anomaly, meanwhile, will be responsible for debriefing the crew of the damaged Warhawk we rescued and seeing to their needs. Although we did save one of the three upstart Romulan vessels, I can’t help but feel like we’ve done nothing heroic today. Merely fired the first volley in a long continuing salvo.



“It’s official, Captain,” Admiral Larkin said, standing once again in miniature on Bain’s desk. “At eleven hundred hours today, the Federation declared war on Vulcan.”

Bain sat back in his chair. “I can’t say I’m surprised, Larks, after the skirmish yesterday.”

“You’ll likely be doing more damage than that in the coming months, Reginald.”

“Gladly, if it means putting an end to this Romulan occupation.”

“But you won’t be doing it from the Neutral Zone. You’re to pull back from your position and convene all our forces at Starbase 228.”

“But, Admiral…”

“The Neutral Zone is too hot right now, Reginald. Yesterday’s events proved that. We are not yet ready for full-scale armed conflict with the Vulcans. We must prepare.”

“While they do who knows what on Romulus.”

Larkin narrowed her eyes at Bain. “You have your orders.”



Lieutenant Shelly Marsden walked into her quarters and collapsed on the couch, kicking her boots off and putting her feet up. She felt sore all over. She was covered in grime: plasma residue and sweat.

She’d just spent nearly eight hours patching up the Carpathia, and beamed back to the Anomaly only to face a number of damaged systems on her own ship that needed tending to. By the time she got back to her quarters, it had been 16 hours since she’d had a nap or a meal. Such was the life of a Chief Engineer.

“First order of business,” she said quietly, to nobody in particular. “I need to shower.”

She leaned forward, making a Herculean effort to get off her couch, when the door chime rang.

“What?” she groaned, leaning back.

“It’s Tovar. May I talk to you?”

“You must be joking,” she said.

“No, I’m not. Why would I be?”

“Because I have had the longest, most disgustingly draining day you can ever imagine, and all I want to do is curl up in bed and NOT sleep with you.”

“Funny. I actually had a very restful night’s sleep.”

“Then go to the rec room or something,” she said to her door. “Just leave me alone.”

“I will only take a few moments of your time.”

“Did Kasyov talk you into this?”

“Nonsense. I have not spoken to Doctor Kasyov in days.”

“Uh-huh,” Marsden said, sliding off her couch and ambling over to the door. “Likely story. That woman needs to get a life and stop dabbling in other people’s affairs. Come on in.” As Tovar gingerly stepped into her quarters, she added, “And make it quick.”

Tovar looked around Marsden’s cabin. He hadn’t spent much time there, and found it unsettlingly spartan. Kind of like his quarters. He always thought humans a much more indulgent people, and Marsden was more human-acting than most. So it surprised him that she didn’t have any objects or personal affects of note. Bain’s quarters, on the other hand, looked like a museum.

“Feel free to get a drink out of the replicator,” Marsden called, as she ducked into her bedroom.

“Anything for you?” Tovar asked.

“Lordovan wine would be nice.”

“Computer: One bottle of Lordovan…” Tovar thought about that. “On second thought, one glass of Lordovan wine. And one black coffee.” He was still feeling the aftereffects of his visit to the tavern the previous night, after all.

The replicator slot inset in the back wall of Marsden’s quarters buzzed to life, producing the two beverages, and Tovar walked over to get them. When he turned around, he saw Marsden had slipped out of her Starfleet uniform and into a lavender robe. It was loose-fitting, but tightly tied at her waist, and closed over her chest. Nothing alluring or inviting about that, to be sure.

“So what do you want?” Marsden asked, taking the glass of wine from Tovar and walking back to the couch.

Tovar followed her, sipping his coffee. “To talk.”

“That’s obvious.”

“To have the talk we’ve been avoiding for almost a year now.”

“And what talk would that be?”

“You know.”

Marsden sipped her wine and smiled. “I really don’t. I know you don’t mean the romantic talk, because I believe we’ve already settled all that. We’re just friends.”

“I…”

“Now Tovar,” Marsden said, leaning forward and touching Tovar’s hand. “You didn’t really think you could come back to me, hat in hand, and make everything better with a few nice words did you? I mean…come on. You didn’t even bring flowers.”

“I was under the assumption that we were beyond flowers.”

“Sweetheart, we haven’t even reached flowers yet,” Marsden said. “And I don’t think we will.”

“I’d like to change that.”

“Oh yeah?” Marsden said, raising an eyebrow. “Too bad. I know Jamie ended your relationship. I’m a lot of things, Tovar, but I’m not a consolation prize.”

“I wouldn’t presume otherwise,” Tovar said, leaning forward and touching Marsden’s arm. “And I’m sorry that it has taken me this long to get up the nerve to talk to you about…all this.”

“‘All this,’” Marsden giggled. “You make it sound so romantic.”

“Shelly…please don’t do this,” Tovar said. “I am trying to be honest with you. Can you at least offer me the same?”

Marsden scooted back a bit, folded her arms. “I’m being completely honest.”

“You’re being completely irritating.”

“So why are you pursuing me, then?”

Tovar stood up, rigid. “I suppose I’m not.”

“That’s a boy.”

“And I suppose what happened the night before last was for the best, after all.”

“Oh, and what was that?” Marsden asked lightly as Tovar headed for the door.

“After we talked, I slept with Commander Prosak. SHE understands me.” With that, Tovar turned on a heel and walked out of Marsden’s quarters.

He got about five paces down the corridor before the door opened and she stormed out.

“TOVAR!”

He stopped in his tracks, knowing instantly he’d made a big mistake.

Marsden was behind him in an instant, grabbing him by the shoulder and spinning him around. He wondered briefly if she was going to take him right then and there in the middle of the corridor. Her rough grip on him was much like Prosak’s the night before, but Tovar discerned this roughness came for an entirely different reason.

She stared him in the face. “How DARE you wave that in my face as if it’s something to be proud of!” she shouted, pushing him against the bulkhead. “What do you think I am? A science experiment? Are you trying different variables to see what computes?”

“I have no idea what you are saying,” Tovar said helplessly, as Anomaly crew walked by, desperately trying to look in the other direction from him.

“Well here’s a better idea. We’re not ever going to be lovers. I don’t think we’re even going to be friends. You are sick, Tovar. And even worse than that, you’re alone. Because the kind of companionship you got the other night isn’t going to get you very far when you really need someone.”

“Shelly, I…”

“Do us all a favor and launch yourself out an airlock!” Marsden growled, releasing Tovar and marching back into her quarters.

“I’m sorry,” he said in a small voice as her cabin doors whizzed closed.



The cabin doors opened and Prosak looked up at her father.

“Boogles,” Rorshak said. “We need to talk.”

“I am…” she looked around. “Busy.”

“This is important, Boogles.”

“What?” Prosak asked, backing into her quarters and waving Rorshak in. “What is it? You came to apologize again?”

“I came to tell you I’m leaving. The senate members and I are transporting aboard the Shakalak in two hours.”

“The Shakalak? The ship we rescued?”

Rorshak nodded. “It is the proper vehicle from which to restage the retaking of Romulus, by Romulans.”

“What do you mean, father?”

“Their cloaking device has been repaired. We will now be able to run small hit and run operations inside Romulan territory. We will be able to loosen the Vulcan’s stranglehold on our home system. Perhaps come up with a way to drive them off.”

“All by yourselves?”

“We will merely be playing a part. This has all been cleared through Starfleet. They are in agreement, although they weren’t too happy to learn the senators and myself would be joining the Shakalak. There is little choice in the matter. This is a Romulan problem. We must find our own answers.”

Prosak nodded, focusing on maintaining her impassive demeanor. “If you must.”

“I will spare you the ‘war is hell’ speech, Boogles,” Rorshak said, taking Prosak by the shoulders and squeezing them tightly. “There are no guarantees that we will succeed in our mission. But for the greater glory of Romulus, we must try.”

“I knew it would come to that, eventually.”

“Think of it as getting even with dad,” Rorshak chuckled as he pulled Prosak into a hug. “This is my chance, in some small way, to atone for sending you and the Anomaly out on a hopeless mission for the glory of Romulus. Now I’m the one going on a hopeless mission for the glory of Romulus. There’s some logic to that, isn’t there?”

“No, Father, there’s no logic to it at all,” Prosak said, hugging Rorshak back, squeezing him hard. “Not at all. But logic isn’t everything.”

“Dear, that’s the most beautiful thing you’ve ever said to me.”



Tovar arrived at the doors to the Captain’s Lounge and pressed the call button. When nobody answered, he pressed it again.

Moments later, the doors split open, to reveal Bain sitting in the wingbacked chair next to his couch, where two Romulans were seated.

“Commander,” Bain said, standing up and gesturing Tovar in. “Allow me to introduce you to Commander Zanex, of the Romulan Warhawk Shakalak, and his First Officer, Sub-Commander Nural.”

“Shakalak. That’s hard to say,” Tovar said.

“Not if it’s your ship,” Zanex said, standing and extending his hand to Tovar. “How do you do, Commander…”

“Tovar,” Tovar said. He looked at Bain. “I can come back, Captain, if you’re busy.”

“Nonsense,” Bain scoffed, gesturing Tovar into his wingbacked chair. “I’m actually glad you’re here. You can help us work something out.”

“Sure,” Tovar said flatly. “I’ve had a great track record of that so far.”

Bain leaned against Tovar’s chair. “Of course you have. At any rate, Zanex here has told me that he’s a little short-staffed since the Vulcan attack.”

“The Vulcan filth obliterated much of my tactical staff,” Zanex said, clenching his hands into fists.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Tovar said.

Bain patted Tovar on the shoulder. “So I thought we could put one of our crew temporarily aboard. You know, sort of an informal officer exchange? I was thinking Gworos would be excellent.”

Tovar leaned toward Bain and whispered. “Sir, Klingons and Romulans despise each other.”

“Oh, right right,” Bain said with a small chuckle. “How about that Brazzell fellow? Or Nortal. She’s actually a Romulan, so she’d fit right in.” Bain thought about that. “Although that would defeat the purpose of having an officer exchange to begin with, I suppose.”

Tovar nodded along, but he wasn’t thinking about Brazzell or Nortal. Maybe his emotions were running too high right now to make a crucial decision. Maybe he should just sit and keep his mouth shut. But that was the thing about having emotions. They rarely allowed you to keep your cool. That, Tovar figured, was what separated Vulcans from other species in the first place.

All this happened in a matter of a couple seconds, and in those couple seconds, Tovar had made up his mind.

“I volunteer, Captain,” he said. “I’ll go aboard the Shakatak.”

“Shakalak,” Nural, Zanex’s female first officer, said with a small smile.

“Yes. That sounds great. I’ve always wanted to see what serving on a Romulan Warhawk is like,” he lied.

Bain stared at Tovar, his mouth agape. “Commander, Sub- Commander. Would you excuse us a moment?”

“Of course,” Zanex said, and nodded at Nural. The two stood, bowed gently, then walked briskly out of the Captain’s lounge.

Once the doors were closed, Bain turned to Tovar. “Lad, do you realize what you’re proposing?”

“Absolutely,” Tovar said, and stood up, walking over to Bain’s large, wooden, galactic globe (which housed a minibar). He leaned on it. “I have never been more sure of anything in my life.”

“But,” Bain said. “There’s no telling when you’d return. The war…it could last a very long time.”

“I’m prepared for that,” Tovar said, and looked back at Bain. “Captain…Father. I know you don’t understand. This probably seems arbitrary and capricious of me…”

“Not at all. I just think you’re being rash.”

“I’ve put a lot of thought into it.” Two seconds worth, he thought to himself. “And I think it’s the right move for me. I need to get out of here for a while. I need new surroundings.”

Bain looked baffled, his brow creased. “But…why?”

“Personal reasons, sir.”

Bain folded his arms. “Marsden.”

“Sir?”

“This is all about our Chief Engineer, is it not? What did she do…or not do…to you, son?”

“That’s not it at all,” Tovar said. “Well, okay, so it is that. Partially. But it only pulled into focus why I’ve felt so detached, for so long.”

“You’ve felt detached?”

“Yes.” Tovar stepped toward Bain. “Where was my first posting out of Starfleet Academy?”

Bain blinked. “Why, with me, on the Malaventure.”

“And where have I been since then?”

“With me, as always. My trusty…” Bain nodded. “I see. You’ve grown bored of Dad, then. I suppose it was only a matter of time. Audrey will barely have a thing to do with me…”

“No, Father. I’m not bored of you. But I think perhaps I’ve grown too comfortable with you. It’s lead me to make the wrong decisions. I should have never even approached Lieutenant Marsden about a relationship. It’s wrong. We work together.”

“Pshah!” Bain huffed, waving a hand at Tovar. “Nine months into my first posting, and I’d already bedded half a dozen female crewmembers. Of course, that was before I was married, and I had a LOT more stamina in those days…”

“Dad…” Tovar said, stepping closer to Bain. “I want to do this. Because I know I’ll be fighting for a good cause. I want to make you proud.”

“To make me….but Tovar, you’ve already done that.”

“And I plan on doing it again,” Tovar said, and pulled Bain into a tight hug. The captain gasped momentarily, then hugged the Yynsian back. “But this time, it will be on my own.”

“Request granted, son,” Bain said hoarsely.

Tovar smiled as he stepped back and turned toward the door. “I’ll be packed and aboard the Shakalak in an hour.”

“Shakatak,” Bain corrected, rubbing the corner of his eye as Tovar walked out of the Captain’s Lounge. “Shakatak.”



Doctor Kasyov stood in the doorway to D’ahna’s, the Andorian Coffee Restaurant on Deck Six that had been getting rave reviews in spite of an “accidental” stabbing several days earlier that had led Engineer Selex to run a diagnostic on the holocafe safety protocols.

Lt. Shelly Marsden sat hunched over a padd, sipping her v’haspant, intent on whatever she was reading.

“Ahem,” Kasyov cleared her throat.

Marsden didn’t look up from her padd. “I’m catching up on singularity protocols. It’s very important stuff. Can we talk later?”

“Nope,” Kasyov said.

“If you’re here to give some more sage advice, to tell me I need to go back to Tovar, try to patch things up, you’re barking up the wrong tree. I’d rather climb into an operational plasma conduit.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything of the sort,” Kasyov said. “I was just going to tell you, you might want to check the schedule of transporter activity for the next hour.”

Marsden glanced at her. “Why?”

“It might be more interesting reading than those protocols, that’s all,” she said, and stepped out of the cafe.



“I believe you’ll enjoy your time aboard a Romulan Warhawk, Mister Tovar,” Ambassador Rorshak said, as he six milling Romulan Senators stepped onto the transporter pad in the Anomaly’s small transporter room. “All the negative publicity you’ve no doubt heard is all wrong. Romulans are a warm, friendly people, and our vessels reflect that.”

“I hadn’t heard any negative publicity,” Tovar said, hoisting his duffle over his arm.

“Then nevermind,” Rorshak said, looking at the others. “Are we ready?”

“Wait!” a female voice cried, as the transporter room doors opened. “Tovar, I need you. You can’t leave!”

Tovar turned around. “Doctor Nooney. What can I do for you?”

“Perhaps we’ll just run along,” Rorshak said, looking askance at the plump, rosey-cheeked and grinning doctor. He’d heard Prosak talk of the frighteningly friendly doctor. Including tales of physicals that were, well… frighteningly friendly.

“Ambassador, I assure you, you don’t have to…”

“Computer, energize!” Rorshak said quickly, and he and the senators were gone in a bright flash.

“Doctor, if this is about my immunizations, I…”

“Oh, who cares about immunizations,” Nooney said lightly, shoving a small grey canister into Tovar’s hand. “I did an internship on a Romulan frigate when I was in medical school. The food is horrible! I made you some fritatas and salsa. You know, food from home!”

“I am Yynsian.”

“But you lived on Earth.”

“In England.”

“Well, that’s close enough,” Nooney said, patting Tovar on the shoulder. “Good luck out there, Commander, and godspeed to you. We’ll…we’ll miss you…!” he cooed, tears welling up in his eyes. “Oh, I can’t do this. I just can’t…” he wailed as he darted out of the transporter room.

“And suddenly I have no second thoughts,” Tovar said quietly, and stepped on the transporter pad.

Then, the doors to the transporter room opened again. Lieutenant Marsden stood, framed in the doorway, arms crossed behind her back.

“Tovar,” she said. “I believe I told you to blow yourself out an airlock.” She looked around. “This doesn’t look like an airlock.”

“I’ve grown kind of attached to air,” Tovar said uneasily, shifting from foot to foot.

“Understandable,” Marsden said, stepping toward the transporter pad. “You’re an idiot, you know.”

“I know,” Tovar said, then blinked. “I mean, for what? For sleeping with Prosak, or for leaving on a dangerous mission that I may not survive?”

“For both,” Marsden said, and stepped closer. “But mainly, for leaving.”

“This isn’t because of you, you know,” Tovar said. “There are a lot of reasons. And none of them have anything to do with you. Most of them, anyway.”

“Right,” Marsden said. “Well, if you make it back in one piece, you know, years from now…look me up.”

“You’d want me to?”

Marsden shrugged. “My last boyfriend stabbed me in the back. Literally. So, as you can imagine, I’ve significantly lowered my expectations of men.”

“I would like the opportunity to change that.”

Marsden smiled. “Maybe you’ll get that opportunity sometime. See you later, Tovar.”

Tovar nodded. “Goodbye, Shelly.”



Captain Bain stood in his lounge, watching the Warhawk through his large, wide viewport, as it angled on a wing and then warped away.

His door chime sounded.

“Come,” he said softly.

“Captain?” Prosak asked, stepping into the lounge.

“Yes, Prosak,” Bain said, turning and giving the Romulan his “stiff upper lip” smile. “What can I do for you?”

“The Warhawk. Has it left?”

“Yes. Just now.”

“I understand Commander Tovar transferred aboard.”

“Yes.”

“I’ll make the necessary staffing adjustments. I recommend we move Centurion Nortal to Alpha Shift.”

“Agreed. Take care of it, will you?”

She nodded. “Of course.” Then she turned back toward the door.

“You and your father. You straightened things out?”

“As much as was possible, in the time allowed, yes, sir.”

“Good,” Bain said, and smiled. “I’m glad.”

Prosak nodded. “Me too.” And she actually meant it. She glanced back at Bain. “Will I see you on the bridge, Captain?”

Bain watched the stars. “In a little while, Prosak.”



Commander Tovar sat in the rudimentary and spartan guest quarters aboard the Shakalak and stared at the walls. There was not even a viewport to gaze out of. No matter. If there had been a viewport, he’d probably only see the Anomaly shrinking away in the distance as the Warhawk entered warp, and that would be counterproductive.

Not that anything like that could possibly shake his resolve.

Tovar had come aboard the Shakalak for one reason and one reason only. To become a better person. Someone he could be proud of. Someone Bain could be proud of.

Someone Marsden could really love.

Okay, maybe that was more than one reason.

Tovar had done a lot of courageous things in his post as tac-ops officer. He’d gone in firing, fighting for what he believed was right. But he’d always gone in firing right behind Reginald Bain, and for once in his life he had the chance to do something on his own.

And Tovar was determined not to screw that up.

He was about to head down to the Romulan mess, since he’d opened Nooney’s canister of fritatas, whatever those were, and the smell had almost made him ill. He hadn’t even reached the door when it opened, revealing Sub-Commander Nural.

“Sub-Commander. I didn’t hear you buzz…”

“Romulan vessels don’t have doorchimes. We feel that our officers should be prepared at at the spur of the moment to receive visitors.”

“How quaint,” Tovar muttered.

“Isn’t it?” Nural said, and stepped into the cabin, allowing the doors to close behind her. “May we talk for a moment?”

Tovar shrugged. “I suppose. What’s on your mind, Sub- Commander?”

“One moment,” Nural said, and bent down, removing a small cylinder from her boot. She waved it around the room, then glanced at it. A small light at the end glowed green. “Good. The listening devices in this room haven’t been activated yet.”

Tovar put up an eyebrow. “Why would you be concerned about listening devices?”

“Because I wouldn’t want the people running this ship to hear your reaction when I do this…” she said, as she tapped a quick sequence of buttons on the cylinder.

Nural’s face quickly flashed and rippled, then faded away to reveal another face underneath.

“Holographic overlay,” she explained. “You’ve got to love technology.”

“Audrey!” Tovar shouted, and Audrey Bain leaned forward and covered his mouth. “I think there are some Romulans on Deck Ten who didn’t hear you.”

“But…” Tovar gasped. “Why?”

“Section Thirty-One, silly,” Audrey said, taking her hand off Tovar’s mouth. “But I guess you’ve figured that out already.”

“Why are you aboard a Romulan ship?” Tovar asked, as Audrey undid her hair bun and shook her head, letting it cascade down to her shoulders.

“Because everything on this ship is not as it seems. And everything the Vulcans are doing is not as it seems.”

“We have to tell Captain Bain!” Tovar said, waking toward the door. “We have to–”

“No,” Audrey said. “It’s too dangerous. We’re going to have to do this on our own.”

“Do what?”

“Damn,” Audrey said, shaking her head. “I’m really sorry Bain sent you here.”

“Audrey, tell me right now. What’s happening? Why is Section Thirty-One aboard this ship?”

Audrey sighed. “You might as well know. We’re going to save Earth, Tovar. And we’re not coming back.”



END OF SERIES SIX.





Series Seven


Uncomfortably Close





Lieutenant Commander Tovar had to admit that he’d had something of a surprising day. Certainly it wasn’t the day he expected to have when he woke up with something of a hangover this morning. Was it just this morning? It seemed like an eternity had passed. And in that eternity the Federation had declared war on Vulcan, he’d obliterated any chance of a relationship with Lieutenant Shelly Marsden by telling her that he’d slept with Commander Prosak, and then, to escape his troubles on the USS Anomaly, he’d volunteered to be part of an officer exchange program and serve on the Romulan Warhawk Shakalak, the vessel on which he was currently traveling.

For anyone, that would be a full day, but the fun hadn’t stopped there. Soon after his arrival on board, he’d been visited in his quarters by the ship’s First Officer, Sub-Commander Nural. This normally wouldn’t be all that unusual, but Nural had turned out to be just a holographic overlay concealing Audrey Bain, Section 31 operative and his adopted sister, underneath. Then, to top everything off, she not only appeared to be happy to see Tovar, something that never happened, but she also had just told him that their warhawk, which was supposed to be resisting the Vulcan occupation of Romulan space, was really going to Earth and that they wouldn’t be coming back.

Faced with all of these events hitting in such a short time, Tovar did the only sensible thing and sat down.

“Are you all right?” Audrey Bain asked with concern. Tovar almost couldn’t look at her. As much as Audrey would have hated to admit it, she was the proverbial spitting image of her father, a much more feminine image to be sure, but Tovar had seen Reginald Bain peer at him with the same look on his face when he worried about his adopted Yynsian son.

“I am…processing,” Tovar replied.

“I always said you were part robot,” Audrey said. It was obviously not a compliment.

“I try to maintain control.”

“Except when that guy who called us all ‘puny mortals’ would pop out and try to slaughter everyone.”

“That past life is no longer with me.”

“Oh yeah. Mum told me you had an extra lifeforce removed or something like that. Dad didn’t say anything, of course. Not that he would.”

“I do not believe this is the time for us to catch up on family business,” Tovar said. “There is the small matter of our visit to and non-return from Earth that I would like to discuss.”

“Relax. It’s not going to happen immediately,” Audrey said. “Commander Zanex is going to take the Shakalak back into Romulan space and try to do what he promised, but I believe there are forces on this ship that will soon be acting against him.”

“What sort of forces? Vulcans?”

“Yes. The ones with really good hearing, remember? Possibly even through bulkheads, so keep your bloody voice down.”

“Sorry.”

“There’s a reason I am on this ship, Tovar. Do you think I just got lucky and happened to be on the only one of those three warhawks to survive? Section 31 knew something was in the offing involving this vessel. We just didn’t know exactly what. But then the orders came for the ambush on that Vulcan frigate, with the Shakalak assigned to take the lead and to transport something off of it.”

“What was it?”

“A weapon, we believe. A weapon that can wipe out a planet.”

“But our people were crawling all over this ship making repairs.”

“Yes, but I bet none of them looked through the containers in the cargo holds.”

A grim understanding washed over Tovar. “Of course not. They wouldn’t have any reason to. This entire event was a ploy. The Vulcans wanted to chase the ships across the Neutral Zone to start hostilities with the Federation. Then, with all of our attention focused on that situation, they could use a cloaked Romulan ship, one that had already been helped by Starfleet, to carry out their plans.”

“And if there’s one thing our enemies have learned from past conflicts, it’s that you have to hit Earth fast and early if you want to have a prayer of defeating the Federation,” Audrey said. “It’s the logical thing for the Vulcans to do.”

Tovar nodded in agreement. “We must assume then that whoever gave the Shakalak the order to attack the Vulcan frigate and transport the weapon aboard this vessel was actually working with the Vulcans. And if the weapon is here, the Vulcans must be here as well. Attempting to commandeer the Shakalak later on would risk the ship’s destruction or that someone else would be alerted.”

“The tactical genius strikes again,” Audrey replied snidely.

“And once again I must ask that you not bring your personal issues into this situation. I would think that as a Section 31 operative, you of all people would understand the need for detached professionalism in these circumstances.”

Audrey laughed. “I don’t understand? What about you? My mother invited you into Section 31.”

“I was approached by other parties.”

“But she was involved. She wants us to have a family business.”

“We already do. It’s Starfleet.”

“Starfleet is small potatoes compared to Section 31,” Audrey said, standing over Tovar as he sat on the room’s simple bed. “There we Bains can make things happen in the universe. For some reason Mum thought you would want to be a part of that. She thought you’d become more than that nutty kid Dad brought home from Waystation Prime. But you tossed it away because you’d rather spend your life as Father’s manservant. No wonder he adores you. You’re always at his beck and call. His loyal dog, always at his side.”

Tovar stiffened and stood up to face his adopted sister. “This isn’t about me. This is about you. Look at yourself. You’re 44 years old and still can’t grow up. It’s been twenty years since Captain Bain took me in. I was a child, and you were supposedly an adult woman. But that’s not the case. You still wanted to be daddy’s little girl.”

“That’s ridiculous. We fought like crazy from the time I hit high school, long before you got there.”

“Only because you wanted attention from a father who spent most of his time on a starship. You made your choices and went your own direction. That’s fine. That’s what a child should do, but don’t throw your angst back at me. I made my own choices. I chose to serve with our father, and today I chose to leave and come here because I wanted to get out from the Bain shadow for a little while.”

“I thought it was women trouble.”

Tovar’s eyes bulged. “How could you possibly…”

“Section 31.”

“Grrrrr…my point is that I didn’t come here to wallow in your daddy issues! If we have to save the Earth, then let’s do it. And if this is a suicide mission that we aren’t coming back from, so much the better!”

“Fine!” Audrey shouted back. She dropped her voice to a whisper. “First, I need you to pull out that science officer past life and go check out that weapon.”

Tovar was quiet for a moment. “I left him in my other lifeforce,” he replied softly.

“What? He’s gone?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Fine. Just don’t do anything for now. Don’t act like anything is amiss. We don’t know who on this crew is Romulan and who is Vulcan. Until someone makes a move, we’ll bide our time. There’s more than one way to win a war.”



“Ready weapons!” Captain Reginald Bain said, leaning forward in his command chair expectantly as the USS Anomaly dropped out of warp. On the viewscreen, a Vulcan cruiser loomed, a cruiser which was currently in Federation space.

“Give it to them, Nortal!” Bain ordered, pounding his fist on the armrest of his command chair. “Full phasers and torpedoes.”

“My might shall reduce them to dust!” Centurion Nortal, formerly of the Romulan Scout Ship Tyvek and now the USS Anomaly’s primary tac-ops officer, replied theatrically from her console as she let loose with all of the fury the Anomaly’s weapons systems would allow. For its part, the Vulcan cruiser seemed to have been caught somewhat off guard by the Federation starship warping in from out of nowhere (one of the benefits of the Anomaly’s anti-singularity drive was the ability to get from nowhere to the Neutral Zone in the blink of an eye). The Vulcan ship seemed even less prepared for said Federation starship to charge in with weapons blazing, and, therefore, it promptly exploded.

“Smartly done, Centurion,” Bain said. “Sub-Lieutenant Zantak, take us back to Starbase 228.”

Zantak, also formerly of the Tyvek, did not respond. Instead, she cooly spun the ship around and activated the Anomaly’s anti-singularity drive, sending it back toward their current base of operations.

Bain extended his arm to the chair beside him and clapped his First Officer, Commander Vioxx, on the shoulder. “Another one down, eh Commander?”

“Yes,” the Romulan replied flatly.

“What? Is something wrong there, chum?”

“No…I just…thought this would be more satisfying.”

“What do you mean?” Bain said. “This was your plan. And it’s working! You’re using that good old Romulan deceit to free your empire.”

“One ship at a time,” Vioxx said.

“At least the transmission buoy survived this time,” Bain said. The transmission buoy was the heart of Vioxx’s plan. It was the bait. The buoy streamed recorded ultraspace messages into the Empire from “The Voice of Romulus” (really Nortal, since they determined she had the most dramatic presentation) advocating resistance against the Vulcan occupation force. The Vulcans, not surprisingly, did not appreciate having a propaganda machine sitting just outside of the space they were trying to conquer and, therefore, had sent a ship on a foray across the Neutral Zone to destroy it. As soon as they entered Federation space, though, the Anomaly would warp in using its anti-singularity drive, destroy the Vulcan ship, then duck away. It was a nicely deceitful plan, as Bain had said, and so far it had worked three times (but in two of them the buoy had also been destroyed). Vioxx had a feeling that the Vulcans wouldn’t allow a fourth. They would either ignore the buoy or, more likely, send in a larger force.

“Anyone else taking the bait?” Bain asked, looking back to Sub-Commander Remax, who was manning the science station.

“Not currently,” the elder Romulan scientist replied. “But three Vulcan ships in one day is nothing to complain about. We need a fleet, though. Then we could show those logic-mongers what Romulans are really made of.”

“That we could,” Bain said. “Except I’m not Romulan obviously.” Bain took a quick glance around his bridge. Actually, he was the only non-Romulan there at the moment. Here he was on the bridge of a Federation starship, and he was the only Federation member. It was a funny universe sometimes. But then these folks were just trying to free their homeworld. He couldn’t begrudge them that, not that he had anything to begrudge them for anyway. If the last couple of years had taught him anything, it was that Romulans generally weren’t a bad sort.

“Our superiors hail!” Nortal exclaimed suddenly.

“Thank you for that, Nortal, but there’s no need to hail me,” Bain said.

“The comm! The comm!”

“Oh! Right. Our superiors ARE hailing us. I’m with you. On screen.”

The streaking starfield on the viewscreen was instantly replaced with the image of Admiral Kristen Larkin.

“Krissers!” Bain exclaimed. “How goes the war effort?”

“The declaration was only made yesterday, Reginald,” Larkin replied. “Both sides are preparing for the conflict to come. In short, the situation is quiet except for the noise I believe you are causing.”

“This dog of war has been let slip. You won’t catch us letting those blasted Vulcans off easy,” Bain said.

“They are indeed blasted Vulcans,” Nortal said. “And, by Jenichai, my hand will be doing the blasting!”

“Well said.”

“While I appreciate your desire to decimate that entire sector, we at the Admiralty were hoping that you might indulge us by participating in some minor activities called planning and tactics,” Larkin said.

“Now now, Krissers. There’s no need to be condescending,” Bain said.

“And there’s no need for you to further aggravate an already tense situation.”

“Tense! We’ve declared war, for god’s sake! How do you think this works?”

“By hopefully not obliterating a species we have been allies with for close to half a millennium. Present behavior aside, the Vulcans have been our friends for centuries. The Federation Council appreciates the gravity of the current threat, but we would like to proceed with this confrontation in as diplomatic a fashion as possible.”

“A diplomatic war?” Bain sputtered. “Has someone altered your programming, Admiral?”

“No. And I believe we have had quite enough discussion on the matter. You are to continue on course to Starbase 228 where you will be briefed on your next mission. Larkin out.”

“Well that’s a bitter pill,” Bain sighed.

“This is the worst war ever,” Nortal groused.

“Well said.”



“Does anyone else feel like we are about to be punished for something?” Commander Prosak asked as she, Bain, Vioxx, Nortal, Dr. Natalia Kasyov, and Lieutenant Shelly Marsden filed into a briefing room on Starbase 228. The group had been rather solemn since their summons from Admiral Larkin. Prosak imagined that the source of her misgivings was somewhat different than that of her colleagues, though. The captain had basically been ordered not to blow anything up, which was the sort of order that tended not to sit so well with Reginald Bain. Bain was a warrior in a way that few of his species (or any species really) could understand. He wasn’t out for honor or glory. He went to battle because that was what he was born to do. If there was a conflict, Bain would charge in and sort it out, most often leaving a trail of debris and destruction in his wake. It was never malicious or personal. War was just his business.

But for Vioxx and the other Romulans (except her), it was personal. Their Empire had been invaded and pretty much conquered. To make matters worse, it had been conquered by Vulcans, a race that most Romulans despised on principle or at the very least mistrusted. To the Romulans, the Vulcans were like looking into a mirror and seeing a warped reflection.

Prosak did not find the reflection warped at all. Up until recent events, she had whole-heartedly believed in the RommaVulc way. Romulans could benefit from an infusion of logic in their lives. And even with Sh’rak’s actions as High Chancellor of the Vulcan Alliance, Prosak still believed that the Vulcan way was a good way. She had told her father, Ambassador Rorshak, before he left on the Shakalak with the other rescued Romulan officials and Tovar, that she felt the Vulcan invasion was possibly a good thing. She wasn’t sure if she meant it. On the one hand, she wanted her people to realize the value of Vulcan wisdom and philosophy, but she wasn’t sure that it should be put upon them by force. Also, it pained her to know that her captain would be setting his inborn battle skills against the people she had come to admire. If there was one thing Prosak had learned over the last few years it was that logic had no effect on Reginald Bain.

The other Anomaly officers had quickly taken most of the available seats at the briefing table, leaving only the one next to Lieutenant Marsden empty. Marsden eyed Prosak coldly as she took her seat, then focused her attention at the table in front of her, leaving Prosak to wonder if she had offended the Anomaly’s Chief Engineer in some way. She is most likely associating me with the Vulcans, Prosak thought. She believes I am siding with them in this war. This was simply not the case. In fact, Prosak was feeling more and more like not siding with anyone. These feelings of divided loyalties were getting old fast, and she was becoming more and more tempted to find a nice neutral world to hide on until this was over. Of course, she would never do that. She was far too involved with both sides to stand idly by while they attempted to destroy each other.

The table in front of Prosak hummed softly as the holoemitters inside flared to life. In an instant, foot-tall holograms of Admiral Larkin as well as Admiral Th’ril, an Andorian, and Admiral Khalid Haddad, both of Starfleet Tactical Operations, appeared on the table. Across the table, Bain’s eyes narrowed. Th’ril and Haddad had both made it known that they felt the Anomaly should be the province of the STO rather than the Larkin-run Explorer Project. It was an idea that bristled Bain to no end. Larkin was his friend, and he was determined to stay with her project, whether the Anomaly did any exploration or not

“Good afternoon, everyone,” Admiral Larkin said as her holographic image began to walk around the surface of the table. “Thank you all for coming.”

“Not to spoil your fun, Admiral, but we weren’t exactly given an option,” Bain said.

“I was being polite, Reginald, but if you would prefer to get straight to business, I am not opposed.”

“Frankly, Larks, the sooner we can get the Anomaly back out there and dealing with the Vulcans, the better.”

“Dealing with them non-violently, of course,” Commander Vioxx added with more than a bit of sarcasm in his voice.

“We appreciate your eagerness to engage the enemy,” Admiral Haddad said, his tiny image stepping toward Bain and Vioxx. “However, we must first assess the tactical situation. Our opponent has claimed most, if not all, of the Romulan Empire, and we are seriously lacking in information about their numbers and movements.”

“The Romulans are secretive about their space even in the best of times,” Admiral Th’ril said. “But in the current circumstances, we are almost blind.”

“So you want us to go in and size things up, eh?” Bain said.

“We would prefer that the Vulcans not know that we’re watching,” Th’ril said. “We’re attempting to establish a tactical advantage here.”

“You’ve lost me then,” Bain said.

“Allow me to explain,” Larkin said as several small holographic spheres appeared in the air above the table. “What you are looking at is a small section of Romulan space. The Romulans have a network of sensor stations throughout their space which, as a group, monitor the Empire in its entirety. As you would expect, many of the stations are located along the Neutral Zone. We believe that this network is still in operation and under the control of the Vulcans. It would be a logical tool to use to monitor the movements of any potential rebel ships inside the Empire.”

“And if we could get access to that network, we could watch the movements of every Vulcan ship,” Dr. Kasyov said.

“Precisely, Doctor,” Larkin replied. “To that end, Captain Bain, you will be sending a small team on a cloaked microshuttle to the sensor outpost on Gortex Four, and uninhabited world less than a parsec inside Romulan space from the Neutral Zone. While this team is performing its assigned task…”

“We’ll be providing a distraction,” Bain said.

“Yes,” Haddad said, obviously surprised.

Bain chuckled. “When you need a ruckus stirred up, there are few people more qualified to get the job done than Reg Bain.”

“You do have something of a reputation,” Th’ril admitted.

“Well earned, I assure you,” Prosak said.

“Indeed it is,” Larkin said.

“But enough about my talents,” Bain said. “What about this team? Who’s on it?”

“It will be small, as I said. Based on situation and your available personnel, we feel that it should consist solely of Commander Prosak and Lieutenant Marsden.”

“Yippee,” Marsden muttered.

“Wait a moment,” Commander Vioxx said. “This is a mission into Romulan space. As the ranking Romulan here, I should be going with my officers.”

“Lieutenant Marsden is adequately familiar with Romulan technology, and we would prefer that you remain on this side of the Neutral Zone, Commander. Captain Bain has often praised the abilities of Commander Prosak, so I have no doubt that she will be more than capable of completing this assignment while also representing the interests of Romulus in the matter,” Larkin said. “Now then, if there are no further questions, Captain, I will leave the formulation of the details of your distraction up to you and your crew.”

“We’ll put on a show. Of that I can assure you,” Bain said, pushing his chair away from the table.

“A non-violent show, of course,” Vioxx muttered.

“Good luck to you all,” Haddad said. “Starfleet out.”

“That was my line,” Larkin said just as the holograms winked out.

With the briefing adjourned, the Anomaly officers got up from their chairs and headed for the exit, with Bain quickly circling around the table and coming up behind Prosak and Marsden. “Larks made a good call on this one,” he said. “You two will have this thing sorted out in no time.”

“We shall do our best to complete our mission,” Prosak said.

“Never doubted that for a moment,” Bain said, strolling along with the pair. “Yes, indeed. The time away will be good for you both. It’ll give you a chance to work on that bond between you.”

“Lieutenant Marsden and I have worked together on previous occasions,” Prosak said. “Our bond, as you call it, is fine.”

“Never better,” Marsden muttered. “If you’ll excuse me…” She practically jogged ahead, leaving Bain and Prosak behind.

“I wish you the best of luck, Commander,” Bain said, patting Prosak on the shoulder. “May the trip be good for you both.”



Marsden, meanwhile, silently fell into step beside Dr. Kasyov. The engineer’s long time friend glanced over and smiled. “Hi there,” Kasyov said.

“Hi,” Marsden replied flatly.

“Don’t you just hate meetings?”

“Sure do.”

“Thinking about Tovar?”

“I thought I told you to butt out.”

“You’re the one who walked up to me.”

“You noticed that, huh?”

“I am trained to observe.”

“Did I blow it, Nat?” Marsden asked. “Sure I was mad, but I wasn’t trying to drive him away.”

“Tovar’s a big boy. He can make his own decisions.”

“Oh yeah. He’s doing a hell of a job so far. Asks me out right after Torgerson dumps him, sleeps with Prosak…”

Kasyov’s head whipped toward Marsden, her eyes practically leaping out of her skull. “He and Prosak!” Kasyov exclaimed, somehow managing to keep her voice to a frantic whisper. “When did he do that…well, her?”

“The night before he left.”

“And he told you?”

“Yes.”

“Moron.”

“At the time, he said it to upset me.”

“I’m guessing it worked.”

“It certainly didn’t help,” Marsden said. “But he’s gone, and I’m getting to spend some ‘alone’ time with the other woman.”

“Does she know that you know?” Kasyov asked.

“I don’t think so. But who can tell with her?”

“Um…just about everyone. She’s not exactly great at hiding her emotions, no matter how much of that RommaVulc training she claims she’s had. But don’t worry about it. Don’t mention Tovar, and you two can just focus on your mission. You’ve got bigger things to worry about than him, such as making sure you and Prosak come home.”

“Hard to argue with that one. We’ll just go and do our jobs. Things between us will be…”

“Professional.”

“I was going to say awkward, but professional works too.”



So far serving on a Romulan warhawk was not quite the experience that Tovar was expecting. Considering the Federation’s reputation for being soft, he imagined that a Romulan vessel would be far more strict and militaristic than he was used to. From what he could tell from his little over a day on board, though, things on the Shakalak were run in an almost casual manner. It was subdued, but casual all the same.

Granted, he was not exactly catching the Romulans at their best. This was not one ship which was part of the Empire’s vast fleet. Instead, it was a lone craft, fighting against an occupation force.

And some of that force might actually be on board with a weapon capable of wiping out Earth.

The thought unnerved Tovar more than he cared to admit. He was not human, but the years he spent on Earth had made it feel more like home than Yyns ever was. His birth parents hadn’t spent much time on Yyns anyway. They were too busy hopping around the galaxy looking for the next great resort spot. That’s why they disappeared. They wanted to visit the hot spots of the Multek Enclave. At least they left him on Waystation Prime before they went (Who wanted to take a 12-year-old on vacation when they didn’t have to?). Otherwise, he could have been lost with them when the entire Enclave vanished all those years ago.

If that had happened, he never would have met Reginald Bain, the man who took him in and raised him like his own son. Not once did Tovar ever feel that Bain thought of him as anything other than his own flesh and blood. Rosalyn was the same way. The Bains’ daughters, Audrey and Sophie, however, were a different story. Sophie seemed to feel that Tovar was a sweet hobby her parents had gotten once their own children had grown up and moved out. For Audrey, though, it was a personal affront. He had usurped her place as the youngest in the family.

But now Tovar was relying on her to keep them and the Earth in one piece. That might be why he was feeling so unnerved.

Tovar also wasn’t thrilled with Audrey’s “plan” up to now, which seemed to consist mostly of not doing anything at all about the potential catastrophe looming before them. The simple fact was, though, that Audrey was not in charge of him. Okay, technically she was, since she was cavorting around as the Shakalak’s First Officer, but Tovar was not about to stand by while Vulcan operatives schemed to take over the ship. He would find them, and he would expose them before they had a chance to carry out their plans.

First, though, he had to deal with the finding them part, which was not the easiest thing to do when he was only person on the entire ship not sporting pointed ears. At least Nural/Audrey’s were holographic, so he could rule her out. While it was a small warhawk, the Shakalak had a crew of almost 100, and there were also the so-called Romulan dignitaries that beamed over from the Anomaly at the same time as Tovar. Of course, one of those dignitaries was Prosak’s father, Ambassador Rorshak, so he could most likely be ruled out as well.

What Tovar needed was a way to test the crew quickly to weed out who was Vulcan and who wasn’t. Walking around with a quadcorder was liable to get him hurt fast, but there was one other method that just might work…



“So then the first Romulan says, ‘You’d just better pray Etor doesn’t have you assassinated.’” Tovar looked out at the blank faces staring back at him as he finished his joke. “Pray Etor? Praetor? Get it?”

Hmmm…not a single person in the Shakalak’s mess hall was so much as smiling. The reason he’d decided to tell the joke at dinner was that he could get almost all of the crew in the same place at the same time and see who showed an emotional response. So far he wasn’t getting a thing. Maybe they were all Vulcans. It was certainly a possibility.

Later that evening, the door to Tovar’s quarters slid open, allowing Sub-Commander Nural (aka Audrey) to enter. She did not look like a happy Romulan. And once she deactivated her holographic overlay, she didn’t look much like a happy human either.

“What was that?” Audrey demanded.

“What that are you referring to specifically?”

“That little performance at dinner. Is that supposed to endear you to the crew or something?”

“No. That was a little thing called a test. I was attempting to ascertain who on this crew was actually Romulan as opposed to a Vulcan pretending to be a Romulan by provoking an emotional response, in this case laughter. The results were not what I would have hoped. Either we are on a ship crewed entirely by Vulcans or…”

“Your joke stunk,” Audrey finished.

“I beg your pardon. That was quality humor.”

“Pray Etor? Come on. That was horrible.”

“At least I was making an effort to do something,” Tovar snapped back.

“I am doing something!” Audrey insisted. “I’m gathering information.”

“What about when Earth is destroyed? Will that be informative as well?”

“We will take action before then, but we need a better grasp on the situation.”

“I agree completely, but it has been 24 hours since you last told me to do nothing. I will not stand idle for much longer. Section 31 may believe in waiting until they know every little detail about everything before they make a move, but in the real universe sometimes you have to jump to the occasional conclusion and take action.”

“Which is why Section 31 spends so much of its time cleaning up after Starfleet. If we bollocks this one up, Tovar, it will be Earth bits that we’re cleaning up. Neither of us wants that to happen, but you have to trust me. No more testing the crew, agreed?”

“I will abstain for now,” Tovar said, clearly not pleased with the situation.

“Good. And good night.”

“I do not even get a ‘thank you’?” Tovar said.

“I’m not going to thank you for doing what you’re supposed to be doing. I shouldn’t have to. You’re an adult now, remember?” With that, Audrey reactivated her hologram, turned on her heel and strode out of his quarters.

“All too well,” Tovar said as Shelly Marsden’s face after he’d told her about sleeping with Prosak leapt unbidden into his mind. “I remember all too well.”



As Commander Prosak expected, Lieutenant Marsden was already in the Anomaly’s secondary shuttlebay by the time Prosak arrived. Calling Shuttlebay Two the secondary shuttlebay was really somewhat inaccurate. Just about all of the Anomaly’s support craft launched from this bay because the main shuttlebay was completely filled by the USS Navigator, the Lincoln class craft that was practically a starship all its own. A very small starship, but a starship none-the-less.

Marsden was performing the last of the pre-flight check on one of the Anomaly’s microshuttles as Prosak approached.

“ETA for departure is two minutes, ma’am,” Marsden said crisply and without so much as a glance at Prosak as she continued her work.

“Is there anything I can do to assist you?”

“No, ma’am. As the only engineering officer on this mission, it is my duty to properly perform all maintenance checks before departure.”

“Yes. However…”

Marsden was already at the rear of the shuttle and quickly crawling underneath.

“I shall wait in the ship then,” Prosak said to no one in particular, since it was more than obvious that Marsden was occupied with other matters.

Prosak climbed into the microshuttle’s pilot’s seat through the open cockpit and started her own pre-flight check, not that there was much for the pilot to check on a vessel this small. There just wasn’t much to the interior beyond the two seats, the control console, and a tiny storage locker with room for little more than Marsden’s tool kit and the transmitter they would be installing in the Romulan…now Vulcan sensor station.

Just under two minutes later, Marsden climbed into the seat next to Prosak and put her tool kit into the waiting storage locker. “Pre-flight check is complete, Commander.”

Prosak eyed Marsden for a moment. She was acting rather oddly. Stiff, when Shelly Marsden was rarely that way. Of course, Marsden was rarely sent out on missions of this sort. If this was her method of coping with the potential danger, so be it. Actually, Prosak approved. Her demeanor was almost Vulcan. Hmm…perhaps this was not a reaction to stress. Maybe this was a form of method acting, which Prosak was familiar with from her years of theater studies. Perhaps Marsden was simply trying to get into the mind of their adversary. Either way, Prosak would not interfere.

The RommaVulc tapped the cockpit control, causing the transparent covering to close and sealing the microshuttle’s occupants from the outside world.

“Prosak to bridge. We are ready for departure.”

“Right on schedule,” Captain Bain’s voice said over the comm. “Stand by for my signal.” The signal would be given as soon as the Anomaly passed behind a nearby planetoid, which would effective block the view of any Vulcan sensor apparatus that happened to be monitoring the Anomaly’s movements and give the microshuttle an opportunity to slip out of the ship undetected.

“All right. Good hunting to you. Sensor shadow in three…two…one…now.”

Marsden silently activated the shuttlebay doors as Prosak lifted the microshuttle off of the deck, activated the vessel’s cloak, and steered it out through the opening doors, which Marsden immediately closed.

The Anomaly continued on course without so much as slowing down, and the entire launch operation was complete in a matter of moments. In theory, the Vulcans would have no inkling that anything unusual had just occurred. Of course, Prosak and Marsden would not know if that was truly the case until they made their way across the Neutral Zone on their course for the monitoring post on Gortex Four.



Captain Bain stole another glance at the chronometer on the armrest of his command chair. It had been an hour since the microshuttle left the Anomaly, which meant two things. First of all, the shuttle should be very close to the monitoring station on Gortex Four by this time. Second, and more interesting from Bain’s perspective, it was time to make with the diversionary tactics.

“Sub-Lieutenant Zantak, I would very much like a tour of your homeland,” Bain said casually. “Do you think you could take the time to show me around?”

Zantak spun around in her chair at the helm toward Bain and Commander Vioxx, her face filled with confusion.

“He means it’s time to start the mission,” Vioxx said from the chair beside Bain. Zantak nodded her understanding, then wordlessly set to work complying with the order.

“Speaking of, Commander, I’d say it was high time you got in position yourself,” Bain said.

“Try not to get shot at until we’re ready,” Vioxx replied, getting up from his seat and heading for the turbolift, catching a glare from Lieutenant Gworos, the Klingon currently manning tac- ops. For some reason, Vioxx had the distinct feeling that the Klingon didn’t like him. Of course, he got that impression about every Klingon he met.

“What does it look like, Gworos?” Bain asked once Vioxx was gone.

“We are once again allowing Romulans to dictate our actions.”

“Excuse me?”

“That’s what it looks like to me.”

“I wasn’t clear then, Lieutenant. What does the tactical situation look like?” Bain tried not to let himself wish too hard that he had Tovar at tac-ops for this, but blast it, Tovar would have given the right answer the first time. Actually, Bain could have just said “Tovar?” and gotten the right answer, because the boy knew exactly what Bain needed to know in each situation. That was what made him such an ideal officer. Why the devil did he let Tovar run off to that Romulan ship? He needed him here!

But then Tovar needed to be there. Bain knew that as well as Tovar did. Maybe even a bit better. It had taken him a little while to catch on, but he wasn’t so blind as to miss what was going on around him. The looks between Tovar and Marsden. The looks between Tovar and Prosak. The blow up at the high school career night. And then the morning Prosak and Tovar both arrived for their shifts late. One day after that, Tovar volunteered for duty on the Romulan ship. It didn’t take a genius to deduce what had happened there. Personal relationships were inevitable on a starship, but sometimes they could by damned inconvenient. Times like this made Bain feel like he was part den mother as well as the captain. He’d granted Tovar permission to go work things out on his own, and then he’d sent Prosak and Marsden off together to get their end of things worked out. Bain was confident that everything would be fine when they returned, but until then he planned to take out a few of his frustrations on the Vulcans.

“No Vulcan ships are currently in range,” Gworos reported.

“Capital.” Bain turned to the science console. “Are you ready to go, Kassie?” he asked Dr. Kasyov.

“Payloads are standing by.”

“The Navigator reports they are ready,” Gworos said.

Bain smiled. “Very good. The Vulcans aren’t going to know what’s hit them. Well…they are, but they aren’t going to be very fond of it. That I can assure you.”



The monitoring station on Gortex Four didn’t have a lot going for it in the way of design aesthetics. Of course, there was really no reason for a glorified shack on an uninhabited world to be anything more than a place to put a sensor and transmitter array. The station was designed to be unmanned and didn’t have so much as a restroom in it. Fortunately Prosak and Marsden both went on the Anomaly before the mission started.

As it was currently, the pair was inside the shack facing a conglomeration of equipment designed to collect sensor data and send it into the Empire. Romulan redundant engineering also meant that the station received data from every other station as well. It made for a mesh of sensors that effectively covered the Romulan Empire. Of course, the data was also supposed to only be used by agents of said Empire. Now it was working for the Vulcans and soon, if all went according to plan, the Federation as well.

Prosak, thus far, was feeling spectacularly useless on the current assignment. Her ability to read Romulan (seeing as how she was Romulan, this wasn’t a big stretch for her) had saved them a little time in translating signage around the facility, but Marsden could have accomplished the same task with a quadcorder. Now Marsden was deep into examining the layout of the equipment in the monitoring station as she looked for the ideal position to place the transmitter that would shunt information collected from this outpost to a waiting Starfleet comm buoy inside the Neutral Zone. Even if that buoy should be destroyed for some reason, the signal would make it all the way to Starbase 288.

“I have found the position, Commander,” Marsden said finally.

“Good,” Prosak said. She was actually starting to find Lieutenant Marsden’s matter-of-fact attitude to be somewhat grating, which surprised Prosak a little, since she’d always imagined that serving with an entirely-emotionless crew would be rather liberating. Coming from a human, though, it just seemed unnatural.

As Marsden gathered her toolkit and the new transmitter, which was actually built from Romulan parts so it would blend into the other technology present in the monitoring station, Prosak moved closer to assist with the installation.

Marsden gave Prosak a quick glare as the RommaVulc approached, but quickly composed herself. “I can handle this, Commander,” she said.

“I am sure that you can; however, the operation may be performed more quickly and efficiently if you do not have to dig for tools. As you are well aware, I am capable of putting my hands on the proper tool and then giving it to you,” Prosak replied. That last bit had come out a bit more caustic than she had planned. Hopefully, Marsden would not notice.

Marsden stopped in mid-motion and slowly turned on Prosak, her eyes blazing. “Oh, I am VERY aware that you know all about putting your hands on things, especially things that you have no business touching.”

“I’m sorry. I have absolutely no idea what you are implying, Lieutenant,” Prosak said. “And do not deny that there is not an implication of some sort in your statement, because there most certainly was.”

“Oh, I’m not denying anything. I know exactly what I said and what I meant by it. If you don’t, you’re even sadder than I thought.”

“I do not believe that I am experiencing anything resembling sadness at the current time. I will admit to some confusion, and, if you must know, a growing feeling of irritation which seems to be aimed squarely in your direction. Now I am more than willing to hear you out should you feel that you have a grievance of some sort with me; however, I would like to recommend that you air said grievance while we complete our mission here because I for one would rather not be captured because you and I are too busy arguing about something to notice the approach of the enemy.”

“So they are your enemy now, huh?” Marsden said as she yanked an access panel off of the olive green mass of metal and circuitry in front of her and set to work. “And here I thought you were ready to ship your unfeeling self off to the nearest Vulcan recruitment center.”

“You think I want to join the Vulcans? Is that why you seem so upset at me?” Prosak asked. “I assure that I will be remaining with this crew. My loyalty is to Captain Bain. And what did any of that have to do with where I put my hands?”

“This isn’t about the damn Vulcans!” Marsden shouted. “For someone who’s supposed to be so damn logical, you sure as hell suck at figuring things out!”

“Fine!” Prosak snapped back, losing any pretense of being cool and emotionless. “What is this about?”

Marsden tossed the tool she was using back into her kit in a rage. “Tovar, you moron! Tovar! Remember him? The man you f**ked a few nights ago! Is that ringing any goddamn bells?”



“Probe away,” Dr. Kasyov announced as the Anomaly sent another sensor-laden projectile streaking into Romulan space.

Captain Bain was actually a bit surprised. They’d been at this for twenty minutes, launching several probes and a couple of comm buoys transmitting their “Voice of Romulus” propaganda, and the Vulcans hadn’t so much as twitched.

“Sensor contacts!” Lieutenant Gworos shouted suddenly. “Three Vulcan battlecruisers are closing on our position.”

“Coming in force this time, eh?” Bain said. He smiled slightly. “That’s very sporting of them. Get ready to run for the Federation, Zantak. Gworos, prep the rear launchers with a full spread of torpedoes and standby on compression phaser banks. Are you getting this, Vioxx?”

“We’re ready, Captain,” the Romulan Commander’s voice said over the comm.

“Vulcan ships closing at warp eight!” Gworos said.

“Bridge to Cabral.”

“Cabral here, Captain,” the sentient brain that really formed the heart of the Anomaly’s anti-singularity drive replied.

“We have some company approaching. Think you can manage to beat warp eight for a while?”

“Is that a joke, Captain?” Cabral asked.

“Just my way of letting you know that your services may soon be needed.”

“I am ready and waiting.”

“Good show. Hang on down there. This might get a little bumpy.”

“They’re almost in firing range!” Gworos exclaimed.

“Escape course, Zantak. Warp 7.99.”

Zantak nodded and spun the Anomaly around faster than the inertial dampeners could compensate for, causing the rest of the bridge crew to cling to their console or chairs for dear life. An instant later, the Anomaly shot forward with the Vulcan closing in.

“Torpedoes on my mark, Mister Gworos,” Bain said watching the Vulcan ships on the viewscreen. “Fire!”

A dozen torpedoes streaked out of the Anomaly’s rear launchers, quickly spreading out as they locked onto the three Vulcan targets heading their way.

“Now, Vioxx!” Bain cried as the torpedoes began to detonate.

The three Vulcan ships passed through the flares of the torpedo explosions just as the Anomaly’s main docking bay finished opening, allowing the Navigator to come streaking out, weapons blazing. The already battered Vulcan cruisers rocked again under this new barrage of heavy fire.

“I wish I could have seen the looks on those Vulcan blighters faces when they saw that coming at them,” Bain said grinning. “Well…they probably didn’t really show anything on their faces, but I’d wager one or two of them could stand a change of trousers right now.”

“Captain?” Gworos asked confused.

“No matter. Let’s not leave all the fun to Commander Vioxx. Get us around, Zantak.”

Once again, the Anomaly went into a stomach-wrenching turn and bore down on two limping Vulcan cruisers while the Navigator zig-zagged, dodging fire from the one Vulcan ship left in any condition to mount a counterstrike.

“Finish these two off, Gworos. Then we’ll…” Bain trailed off as Admiral Larkin’s admonitions echoed in his mind. “Blast!” he spat, smacking his arm rest. “Just give their engines another whack. We’ll give Krissers that diplomatic war she asked for.”

“With all due respect, sir,” Gworos said, “this will do nothing to make you known as the Butcher of Breen and Vulcan.”

“I know that, but that doesn’t mean I still can’t show them a good what for. Engines, Gworos.”

“Firing now…gently.”

“Good show.”



Commander Prosak watched the seething Lieutenant Marsden for a few moments, just to make sure that the human woman’s tirade was not about to escalate into actual violence. Instead, Marsden let out an exasperated grunt and went back to work on the transmitter.

“I was not aware that Tovar would be sharing the details of our evening together,” Prosak said softly.

“Fortunately, he spared me the details,” Marsden said. “It was enough for him to tell me that it happened. Threw it in my face, more like.”

“I doubt this will help any, but I can assure you that our liaison was strictly recreational. I have no desire at this time to pursue a relationship with Mister Tovar. It was simply a way for both of us to deal with personal situations we were experiencing. I would actually call it therapy.”

“You’re right. That doesn’t help.”

“I would remind you that Tovar is not your property, or even your boyfriend as far as I know. Actually, if the gossip moving around the Anomaly is to be believed, you told him that you would not even consider dating him because he came to you soon after his breakup with Lieutenant Torgerson. I cannot say that I understand your logic, since both of you obviously have strong feelings for each other; however, that is your decision to make. Just as it was Tovar’s decision to engage in sexual intercourse with me.”

“Oh please stop. You make it sound even worse than it was,” Marsden said.

“Would you prefer that I adopt your vulgarities?” Prosak asked.

“No, I’d prefer that it never happened and that right now Tovar was on the Anomaly instead of off on some Romulan ship because I made him run away.”

“You cannot take the blame for Tovar’s departure. As I have said, he makes his own decisions, whether we agree with them or not.”

“I know. It’s just… This is supposed to be the easy part, Prosak!”

“I do not understand.”

“I found the guy. He’s smart, attractive, strong, and he’s interested in me, too. He’s not even in a relationship anymore. The hard part’s supposed to be done. So why the hell can’t we get it together?”

“Again, I do not know. Logic suggests that you two would begin your relationship as soon as you were both available; however, as is true in many areas such as this, logic cannot account for the vagaries of emotions. Lieutenant Torgerson was an unsuitable mate for Tovar, yet he would not end that relationship for fear of causing hurt feelings. Once she took the first step and ended it, he came to you, yet you would not accept him because you felt somehow like second prize. When you would not take him, he came to me because he needed to feel comfort. Your emotional reaction upon learning of his night with me further deteriorated matters, leaving Tovar feeling as though he had to leave the ship to escape the situation. It is an unfortunate spiral of events and one that could have been avoided entirely if emotions were not involved.”

“That’s it. I’m done,” Marsden said.

“I am sorry if my interpretation of events was somehow too blunt.”

“No. The transmitter. I’m done. As for the rest of it, you’re probably right. But if emotions aren’t involved, why have a relationship in the first place? Even Vulcans don’t mate based on logic alone, do they?”

“That is true,” Prosak admitted.

“You see. There’s no way around it. And if anyone should be all for an emotion-ectomy, it’s me. My love life has sucked for as long as I can remember. I get involved, and then the guy ends up hurting me. I’ve been dumped, cheated on, even stabbed. I must be some kind of moron, but I keep coming back for more.”

“I am sorry if my actions upset you. I have no desire to cause you pain,” Prosak said as Marsden gathered her gear together.

“I’m not mad at you, Prosak. I’m not even mad at Tovar. I’m not sure who the hell I’m mad at. Maybe me. I think I’m my own biggest problem.”

“Tovar will return to the Anomaly,” Prosak said. “At that time, perhaps you will be able to talk to him as you have talked to me.”

“Maybe. I don’t know. We’ll see,” Marsden said. “If I do, I’d like to skip the screaming part, though.”

“That would be wise.”

“But let’s get out of here before the Vulcans find us and make it all a moot point.”

“That would also be wise,” Prosak said resealing the helmet of her EVA suit and following Marsden toward the exit.



Despite the fact that he had seen Lieutenant Yonk in action several times and knew that the diminutive Ferengi was a competent helm officer, Commander Vioxx felt uncomfortable having someone that…short operating the helm during a crisis situation like this. Federation ideals preached that the fact that Yonk was small even for a Ferengi was no big deal, but Vioxx was a Romulan. And to him, it WAS a big deal. The Ferengi couldn’t reach his arm all the way across the console, for Praetor’s sake!

Yet somehow the Navigator was smoothly pitching and rolling and managing to avoid just about everything the Vulcan ship pursuing them could throw at it.

“The craven dogs have once again felt the sting of my lash!” Centurion Nortal exclaimed from tac-ops as another blast from the Navigator’s compression phaser banks slashed across the bow of the Vulcan cruiser.

“I’m reading fluctuations in their shield grid,” Sub-Commander Remax reported from the science station. “This Starfleet crap heap may be able to hurt them after all. Of course, if we had a warhawk, we’d be done by now.”

“Well, we don’t,” Vioxx said. “Hard to port, Yonk. Then full stop.”

Remax snorted. “You don’t actually think they’ll fall for…”

The Vulcan cruiser suddenly zipped by the Navigator as the Starfleet vessel turned then shuddered to a stop.

“Hmmmph,” Remax grunted as Vioxx smiled at him.

“Nortal, lash away,” Vioxx said.

“I shall punish them so hard the stars will wince,” Nortal replied as, good to her word, she let loose with the Navigator’s torpedoes and phaser banks. On the viewscreen, the Vulcan vessel was rocked, jolted, and otherwise bashed around under Nortal’s onslaught.

“My hand has been stayed!” Nortal screamed with displeasure.

“Huh?” Vioxx said, spinning around in his chair to face her.

“Captain Bain has granted them mercy!”

Vioxx put his head in his hand and shook it slowly. “It’s that damn android and her non-violent war,” he muttered. “Why are we fighting alongside these people?”

“Because we still have a fleet,” Yonk said. The bridge fell quiet, VERY quiet, as Yonk felt three pairs of Romulan eyes glaring at him.

“May I destroy the dogs anyway?” Nortal asked finally.

Vioxx thought for a moment. “No. Take us back to the Anomaly. We’ll play it Starfleet’s way for now. Otherwise, they may not let us borrow a ship anymore.”

“And somewhere, every ancestor I have is rolling in his grave,” Remax muttered.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 177746.7. As much as I would have preferred to stay on the other side of the Neutral Zone to show those bloody Vulcans what Reginald Bain is made of, we’ve returned with the Navigator to Federation space where we have rendezvoused with Prosak and Marsden’s shuttle. From what we can tell thanks to our new eyes into the Empire, the Vulcans have sent fifteen ships to chase down the various probes and comm buoys we let loose in Romulan space. Admiral Larkin is as close to thrilled as I’ve seen her. I’m just not sure if it’s because of the sensor data she’s getting on the Vulcans or the fact that I left those three ships of theirs alone.

“Additionally, Prosak and Marsie seem to have come to terms and settled the issues between them, much to my delight. Sometimes a good mission is just the thing to work out some personnel problems. My second officer and chief engineer are back to themselves. Now I need my tac-ops officer back at his post. I just hope the lad is doing all right on that Romulan bird.”



Tovar was about to be killed. He was sure of it.

Commander Zanex rose from his chair, both hands firmly planted on his desk as his eyes bored into the Yynsian. “Do you have any idea how long I’ve known the men and women on this crew?” Zanex demanded, his voice almost quaking with fury. “Do you honestly think I would not know if even one of my officers was a Vulcan, much less several? What kind of fool do you think I am?”

“I am not here to imply anything about your command ability,” Tovar said soothingly. “I am merely trying to protect you and this ship from Vulcan infiltrators.”

“The only infiltrator on this ship is you,” Zanex shot back. “And I’m cursing the day I invited you aboard.”

The doors to Zanex’s office suddenly whooshed open, and Sub-Commander Nural ran in, out of breath. “Is he…bothering you…Commander?” Nural gasped, shooting a glare at Tovar. Audrey was obviously not pleased that he had taken it upon himself to visit Zanex.

“Yes,” Zanex snapped. “Get him out of here.”

“At once, Commander,” Nural/Audrey said, gripping Tovar by the arm.

Zanex narrowed his eyes at Tovar. “If this is the kind of assistance we can expect from Starfleet, we would be better off on our own.”

“I believe that you will soon find that you are very much mistaken,” Tovar said as he was led from the office.

As soon as they were in the corridor and Zanex’s doors had closed, Tovar yanked his arm away from Audrey and stormed off down the hallway.

“Where are you going?” she demanded, narrowly avoiding losing him as he ducked into a turbolift.

“Cargo bay,” Tovar said, both answering Audrey’s question and setting the turbolift into motion.

“Stop turbolift,” Audrey said. As the lift slowed, she whipped a small device out of her pocket and set it on the floor. “That takes care of the sensors.” A moment later she deactivated her holographic overlay. “Do you realize I have authorization to kill you right here and now?”

“Is that from Commander Zanex or Section 31?” Tovar asked nonplused.

“Both! You are endangering this mission and compromising my work here.”

“Work? I haven’t seen you do a bit of work since I arrived. You asked me to be patient, and I gave you another full day. I have yet to see any sign that you are any closer to locating the Vulcan infiltrators on this ship. I, however, have spent my time observing Commander Zanex, and I believe he is a loyal Romulan. With you not taking any action, I went to him with my concerns.”

“And that obviously went swimmingly.”

“He was far more skeptical than I was expecting,” Tovar admitted. “Therefore, I am trying a different approach. Resume lift.”

“What are you doing?” Audrey demanded, quickly reactivating her holographic overlay as the lift started, then almost instantly came to a halt at the warhawk’s cargo bay.

“If the lift was out of operation for much longer, we would arouse suspicion,” Tovar replied, snatching up Audrey’s sensor jammer and handing it back to her before striding out into the dimly lit cargo bay.

“I think you’ve aroused enough suspicion already,” Audrey said. “You’ll be lucky if Zanex allows you to remain on the ship.”

“Possibly. But what about you? Zanex indicated that he had served with everyone on this ship for some time. I assume that would include Nural.”

“It would,” Audrey said.

“I see. I suppose I should not ask about the current whereabouts of the real Nural.”

“I wouldn’t. And I wouldn’t be down here either.”

“I see little choice,” Tovar said. “By miscalculating Zanex’s reaction to my story, I have seriously jeopardized my position on this vessel, and if the Vulcan operatives on board were to learn of our discussion, they may feel forced to act before they would normally. Since I am no closer to identifying the true Vulcans on board, I will instead remove their reason for being here. This is it, I presume.” He stepped up to the large three meter cubed silver cargo container dominating the center of the bay. Audrey nodded, then, with her confirmation, Tovar pressed the control panel, causing the front of the container to slide open. Inside was a black oval pedestal approximately two meters long and half a meter high with various lights blinking on a small panel on its top surface.

“It is…somewhat underwhelming,” Tovar said.

“What were you expecting?”

“I don’t know, but I would have thought something with the power to destroy the Earth would be bigger.”

“Does it matter?”

“Not really. All that matters is that I damage it beyond repair.”

Tovar took a step into the container. Instantly, the device started blinking wildly as its top surface began to glow white.

“I have possibly made a tactical error,” Tovar observed.

Audrey stared ahead grimly with Nural’s features. “If it detonates here, it can’t destroy Earth.”

“You did say we wouldn’t be coming back.”

“At the time, I was just being dramatic. Leave it to you to take me literally.”

“On the bright side, while I may not have been able to find the Vulcans on board, they will not be able to complete their mission.”

The device finished its warm-up sequence and then let out a loud whine. This whine was accompanied by twenty transporter beams which quickly coalesced into heavily armed Vulcans.

Tovar looked around at the newly-appeared troops.

“Ah. There they are.”



TO BE CONTINUED…



Devastating Logic





There was a time not so many years ago when the prospect of being in a room surrounded by Vulcans would not have bothered Lieutenant Commander Tovar in the least. Even if said Vulcans were all holding rather large phaser rifles, he would not have been troubled. Vulcans were one of the founding races of the Federation, a loyal ally for centuries, and generally non-violent and logical.

“Were” was definitely the word to stress in that particular statement as currently Tovar and Section 31 Agent Audrey Bain, who was holographically disguised as a Romulan named Nural, were in a cargo bay on the Romulan Warhawk Shakalak surrounded by twenty rather well-armed Vulcans, who had just materialized after being stored in a transporter buffer hidden inside a cargo crate in the Shakalak’s hold.

The commander of the Vulcan troops (at least Tovar assumed he was the commander because his body armor was black as opposed to the bland gray the others were wearing) glanced at the tiny display monitor on the sleeve of his uniform then stepped forward, peering at Tovar and Audrey/Nural with cold eyes.

“The fact that our transporter was activated ahead of schedule and the presence here of a Starfleet Officer would usually indicate that our plans have been discovered; however, since only two of you are here and you both appear to be experiencing the emotion of surprise, logic suggests that you have instead accidentally triggered the proximity alert built into our transporter buffer, which led to our early rematerialization. Is that correct?”

Tovar and Audrey exchanged a glance, but said nothing.

“Ah. That is informative in itself. Corporal Shemp, scan for other vessels in the space surrounding this ship.”

A solder wearing a sleek quadcorder smoothly moved his head around, scanning. “The local region is clear of other vessels, Colonel.”

“As I expected. Very well. Since our operation has not been compromised, we will proceed as planned. The unexpected presence of a Starfleet Officer does not change our course of action. Now then, Lieutenant Commander, which I believe is the rank indicated by your pips, please tell me who you are and why you are on this vessel.”

“Lieutenant Commander Tovar,” Tovar replied stiffly. “And I am currently a member of this crew.”

“That is true,” Audrey said. “Mister Tovar is part of an officer exchange program.”

“And you are?”

“Sub-Commander Nural. The Shakalak’s First Officer.”

“Colonel Strep,” the Vulcan officer said flatly. “This vessel is now under the control of the Vulcan Alliance. Any attempt to fight this fact would be illogical.”

“Resistance is futile?” Tovar said.

“We try to avoid that particular turn of phrase. It tends to provoke emotional responses in those we are attempting to subdue.”

“I can see how it might.”

“Be that as it may, I can assure you that this crew will resist until each and every one of you has been terminated,” Audrey said. “You cannot hope to overwhelm 100 Romulan soldiers with this puny force.”

“I believe that you will find that assessment to be in error,” Colonel Strep replied. “They will be surprised and unprepared for our assault.”

“We will raise the alarm,” Audrey said, wrapping an arm around Tovar and pulling him close. “There is solidarity between Romulus and the Federation.”

“You are our prisoners, and these antagonistic displays will not change that state of affairs. Our conversation is at an end. You will both remain here under guard until the ship has been taken.”

“And that will not be as easy as you think,” Audrey said. She suddenly grabbed her belt buckle, and in an instant, she and Tovar dematerialized.

Strep arched his left eyebrow. “That was also unexpected,” he observed placidly.



“So there we were. Venting plasma as the five Breen scythe ships closed in,” Captain Bain said grandly, waving his mug of lager around as he sat across from Sub-Commander Remax and Commander Vioxx in Twain the Keel, the Anomaly’s pub. “We’d been able to give them a pretty good what for up to that point, but my poor Maladventure had taken a pounding. I thought that was going to be the end of Reginald Bain, but I wasn’t going to go out without taking those Breen blighters with me. But just as I was about to give the order to set the self-destruct, I got an idea. I had Tovar launch every shuttle, raceabout, and what-have-you out of the shuttlebays and send them barreling directly into the Breen ships by remote pilot. They may have had small warp cores, but there was enough of a wallop in them to send those Breen ships on a direct flight to hell courtesy of Reginald Bain!”

“Very nice,” Remax said, nodding appreciatively. He elbowed Vioxx in the ribs. “Take note, Vioxx. This is how a captain gets a nickname like ‘The Butcher of Breen.’”

“The one and only,” Bain said proudly.

“See,” Remax said.

“I’ll work on finding a species to slaughter,” Vioxx muttered, staring into his dwindling drink. Why had he decided to sit with Bain and Remax? Their entire conversation was going to be nothing but a parade of their greatest battles. Meanwhile, they all sat and did nothing about the battle they should be fighting at the moment: the retaking of the Romulan Empire. Of course, Bain’s hands were tied. Starfleet had ordered him to back off. And even if Bain disobeyed that order, one ship could not take on the entire Vulcan fleet, even with “The Butcher of Breen” in command.

“That reminds me of time in my youth,” Remax began. “I was a sub-lieutenant serving on the…”

Vioxx resisted the urge to bang his head against the table. Another bit of ancient history. When would the night end?

“Hang on a tick,” Bain said, as he watched the entrance. “Marsie just arrived for the festivities.” Bain got to his feet as Lieutenant Shelly Marsden, the Anomaly’s chief engineer, stepped into the pub.

“Glad you could join us,” Bain said warmly. “Get a drink and enjoy yourself.”

“No arguments here,” Marsden said, heading to the bar.

“And now that Marsden has joined us, I’d like to say a few words,” Bain announced. “I’ve had word from Admiral Larkin that Lieutenant Marsden and Commander Prosak’s foray into Romulan space was a complete success and that Starfleet is currently receiving loads of data concerning the Vulcans’ movements. We’re still not being allowed to go in and kick the lot of them back to Mount Selaya, but the Admiralty assures me that progress in the war is being made.

“Commander Prosak could not join us, since this is her bridge shift, but we all owe a bit thanks to her and Marsden. They did a hell of a job and put us on the path of victory over the Vulcans. I have every confidence in that. For right now, Starfleet has asked us to sit tight, so that’s what we’ll do. Personally, I have every intention of sitting tight in this pub while I engage in some much deserved celebration, and I invite you all to join me. So belly up to the bar, ladies and gents, the drinks are on me.”

“Aren’t they free anyway?” Vioxx whispered to Remax.

“It’s called morale boosting. You should look into it sometime,” Remax shot back as Bain turned his attention back to the other occupants at his table.

“Sorry to interrupt your story there, Remax,” Bain said. “Let me refresh those drinks for you gents, and you can get back to it.”

“You have a deal,” Remax replied, swiping up his and Vioxx’s mugs and handing them to Bain.

“Capital. I’ll be back in a jiff.”

“We’ll be here,” Vioxx said without a hint of pleasure in his voice, not that Bain noticed as he strode toward the bar. The man didn’t do anything small. That was for sure.

“And what exactly is your problem?” Remax said, fixing a cold stare on Vioxx.

“Who says I have a problem?”

“You haven’t approached anything close to congenial all night. I thought this was the sort of thing you loved.”

“What? Listening to you two recount your greatest hits? No thanks. And just when did you become so chummy with Bain? What happened to that good old-fashioned Romulan disdain for humans?”

“I am not chummy with Bain,” Remax snapped, drawing a snort from Vioxx. “I’m not! He and I do see eye to eye on some issues, but he’s still a human. I would never prefer a human to a Romulan. I’ve led a long life without making friends with anyone other than Romulans, and I see no reason to change that now…even if Bain is the only human I’ve ever met who understands how to fight a war.”

“So you do like him,” Vioxx said.

“I never said that.”

“You obviously respect him.”

“More than I respect you,” the Romulan scientist said. “You don’t even have a proper nickname.”

“And you do?”

“My shipmates on the Boflex many years ago used to call me ‘The Great Scannus.’”

Vioxx smirked.

“What?” Remax demanded.

“Nothing. Nothing at all.”

The pair was silent for a moment.

“Nice nickname,” Vioxx said, his eyes twinkling.

“I take it back. I do like humans better than you.”



“Marsie! Settling back in?” Bain said, stepping up to the bar beside his Chief Engineer.

“We were only gone for a few hours,” Marsden said as the holographic bartender set a rum and soda in front of her. Bain signaled for refills of the three mugs he’d brought with him.

“Right. Right. Fantastic work, though. I’m proud of you and Prosak. You went in, worked together, and came out all right.”

“You sent the two of us on purpose, didn’t you?” Marsden said.

“Absolutely.”

“So you knew about her, me, and Tovar.”

Bain’s eyes suddenly bulged.

“NO! Not like that,” Marsden said quickly.

“Of course not,” Bain said, recovering. “And it’s not my place to meddle in the personal lives of my crew.”

“You mean like sending Prosak and I off together.”

“That may have been a tad bit of meddling, but it came out all right. And I’m certainly not going to stand here and talk to you about whatever feelings you may or may not be having right now toward Tovar. I appreciate that you feel like you can come to me, but I am practically, and really legally, the boy’s father.”

“But I didn’t come to you…”

“What’s happened between you and Tovar or Tovar and Prosak or Tovar and Lt. Torgerson or Tovar and any other lady he’s wooed is none of my affair. My only concern is that whatever is happening does not impact the smooth functioning of this vessel, and I know you would never let that happen. You love the Anomaly almost as much as I do.”

“Almost? I designed this…”

“A captain and his ship have a bond, Marsie. You’ll understand when you sit in the big chair one day, which I’m sure you will. You’ve got that commanding spark in you. I’ve seen it. You may think you want to spend the rest of your career hiding in some grimy engine room, but destiny has bigger things in store for you, Michelle Marsden.”

“Please. It’s just Shelly…”

“That’s right! I said destiny! We all have our destinies, Marsie. I’m heading toward mine right now, and for that right now, you’re coming with me! But someday your destiny will split from mine, and I firmly believe that when that happens, you will be sitting in the center seat of your own bridge, and you will be magnificent! Ahh…the drinks are here.” Bain clapped her on the shoulder, then scooped up the filled mugs the bartender had just placed on the bar. “Good chatting with you, Marsie. Glad we can open up to each other like this.”

And with that, Bain was off. Off to his table anyway. Marsden was fairly certain the man was off altogether. She shook her head and looked around the pub until she spotted Dr. Natalia Kasyov seated at a small, round table in a dim corner. Marsden could just make out the soft blinking lights of Cabral’s hovercam floating beside her. Anxious now to talk to someone (anyone) other than Reginald Bain, Marsden grabbed her drink and wound her way through the other crew-filled tables until she reached Kasyov and Cabral.

“Pardon me while I get drunk,” Marsden said, plopping down into a chair across from Kasyov. The Anomaly’s science officer abruptly pulled her attention away from the hovercam beside her, obviously surprised by Marsden’s sudden arrival.

“Shelly. Hi,” Kasyov said in clipped tones. “I didn’t see you walk over.”

Marsden glanced from Kasyov to Cabral’s device. “Am I interrupting?” she asked hesitantly. As much as Marsden liked Cabral, there were many many times that she thought Kasyov got a little too involved in her dealings with the Anomaly’s resident disembodied brain. Maybe a lot too involved. The pair was together constantly. When Kasyov wasn’t actually in Science Lab Four, where Cabral and his spherical housing stayed, Cabral’s hovercam was usually with her. Did his hovercam stay in her quarters at night? Uccck. Okay. This was just getting creepy.

“Not at all,” Cabral replied pleasantly.

“How was the mission?” Kasyov asked.

“Fine. We got the job done,” Marsden said.

“And no one was hurt.”

“It was touch and go there for a bit, but Prosak and I ended up having a nice talk.”

“And you left her alive.”

“I didn’t hit her, Nat. Okay?” Marsden said.

“Just checking. I know this whole situation had you a bit worked up.”

“Yes. But it’s not her fault. I’d already told Tovar we were never going to be having a relationship. He and Prosak were free to do whatever they wanted after that.”

“Even if it wasn’t true.”

“What wasn’t true?”

“That you and Tovar would never get together,” Kasyov said.

“Please, Nat. I’ve beat myself up over this one enough already. I screwed up. I blew whatever chance I had. And now he’s not even on the ship, so it doesn’t matter one damn bit how I feel.”

Marsden fell silent, swirling her drink around in her glass.

“Can you see his ship with the new sensor feed?” she asked softly.

“No,” Kasyov replied. “Captain Bain already asked. The Shakalak is probably running cloaked. If we could see it…”

“Then the Vulcans could see it,” Marsden finished. “I know. I was just curious. I’m sure he’s having a great time over there anyway.”



As soon as he and Audrey materialized, Tovar realized where he was. He looked at his adopted sister quizzically. “My quarters? You had your emergency transporter set to bring you here?”

“Don’t sound so surprised,” Audrey said. “If somehow my identity was discovered, the odds were that the crew would be coming for you as well.”

“So you planned to rescue me.”

“Yes,” Audrey said. “Why is that so hard for you to believe?”

“Our past relationship…”

“We may not get along all of the time, but I do not want you dead. Even if you’re not a Bain by blood, you are my brother.”

“I appreciate the sentiment. And, whether you like it or not, I do regard you and Sophie as my sisters.”

“I know,” Audrey said. “And as touching as all of this is, we have a situation to deal with. Nural to Zanex. We have been boarded by Vulcans. They are heavily armed and mean to take over the ship.”

“Are you certain, Sub-Commander?” Commander Zanex, the Shakalak’s captain, replied over the comm system. “We’re seeing nothing on the sensors.”

“Then they must have sensor masks. There were 20 of them in the cargo bay. I saw them myself. They’re probably on the move by now.”

“I don’t see… We have reports coming in now. Zanex out!” the Romulan snapped before cutting the channel.

An instant later, Zanex’s voice boomed over every speaker on the Shakalak. “We have been boarded. Repeat, we have been boarded. All teams, take positions to repel the Vulcan invaders.”

Tovar went to his pack, pulled out his wrist phaser, and slid it on. He’d felt that wandering a Romulan ship while armed was probably not the best idea…until now. Now it seemed completely warranted.

“I assume we will be helping in the defense of the ship.”

“That was my plan,” Audrey replied, sliding a small silver cylinder out of her pocket and tapping a few controls. Two Romulan disruptor rifles materialized on the floor in front of her. “Would you care for something in the way of a bigger gun?”

“Please,” Tovar said, picking up one of the rifles as Audrey grabbed the other.

“I don’t mean to sound selfish, but should I be incapacitated, your first duty is to get me somewhere safe so that my true identity is not discovered. You saw that my belt buckle can get us back here.”

“And I will not be afraid to use it,” Tovar said. He took up a position by the door as Audrey moved to the door panel. Tovar took a deep breath, then gave her a nod. She tapped the panel, causing the doors to whoosh open just as Tovar launched himself forward, dove for the floor, and rolled out into the corridor. Audrey immediately followed, aiming in the opposite direction.

All was clear, but from the sounds of weapons in the distance, it would not be for long. Neither person spoke as Tovar got to his feet and the pair took off at a run toward the source of the disturbance.

Rounding a corner, they found themselves behind a makeshift barricade manned by five of the Shakalak’s crew. They had pulled chairs, a dresser, and whatever else they could move out into the corridor and taken up positions behind it. Farther down the corridor, a pair of Vulcans were ensconced behind the corners at the next intersection. One of the Romulans popped up above the level of the barricade and opened fire wildly. He missed, but the Vulcans return volley did not. A stun blast sent him collapsing to the deck.

One of the other Romulan officers spotted Tovar and Audrey. “Cover us! We can take these two weak logic-mongers.”

Tovar tried to get out a cry to wait, but the four remaining Romulans were up in a flash and diving over the barricade. They quickly hit their feet and charged the Vulcans, firing all the way as Tovar and Audrey took their abandoned positions and laid down the requested cover fire.

Unperturbed, one of the Vulcans popped around the corner and opened fire, hitting two of the Romulans and dropping them to the ground. The other Vulcan then appeared from behind his corner and shot his weapon. But he was shooting it at the Romulans his partner had just brought down.

Tovar was puzzled for a moment until he saw that the second Vulcan was actually firing small projectiles. As soon as they impacted on their targets, the stunned Romulans vanished in the cascade of an orange Vulcan transporter beam.

“Transporter tags!” Audrey shouted, vocalizing Tovar’s thought. “They’re stunning and gathering up the crew.”

“Very logical of them,” Tovar replied grimly as he watched the first Vulcan pop out from behind his corner again. Tovar was ready for him this time and fired his weapon, nailing the Vulcan in the shoulder and dropping him to the deck, but not before the Vulcan was able to hit the third Romulan. The one remaining Romulan in the attack group reached the intersection and looked for the second Vulcan.

She turned back to Tovar and Audrey. “He’s gone,” she announced. “He must have realized we were…” The Romulan suddenly winced in pain and reached for her left leg. She only made it through half of the motion before she vanished in a transporter. No doubt she would be overpowered as soon as the Vulcans at the other end realized that this particular Romulan was not stunned.

“If the other Vulcan teams are having similar success, we may not have much of a crew left,” Tovar said.

“At least we got one of them,” Audrey replied.

“I beg to differ,” Tovar said, pointing off toward the position of the fallen Vulcan, a position that was currently unoccupied by said Vulcan.

“Blasted body armor,” Audrey muttered. “We’ll need to aim for the head from now on.”

“Perhaps we should consider a different approach,” Tovar said.

“By all means, Mister Tactics.”

“The Vulcans have most likely made the bridge and engineering their top priorities. However, if we can reach an auxiliary control center, we may be able to activate the Shakalak’s intruder suppression systems, assuming of course that Romulan vessels have such systems.”

“They don’t,” Audrey replied. “Romulan vessels do not usually get boarded.”

“That’s no reason to be overconfident,” Tovar said annoyed.

“You can submit a suggestion to the Praetor once we get out of this.”

“Even without access to an intruder suppression system, getting to auxiliary control would be to our benefit. We could contact the Anomaly and…”

“No!” Audrey snapped.

“We need assistance!” Tovar said. “The Anomaly could be here in a matter of moments.”

“I am not bringing Father into this. We can deal with the Vulcans ourselves.”

“Maybe so, but…”

“Do you ever plan on standing on your own, Tovar?” Audrey said. “Daddy should not always have to charge in to bail you out of trouble.”

“That is not the point.”

“It is most certainly the point. Rather that dealing with this yourself, you would rather bring a Federation starship deep into Vulcan-controlled territory where it could very likely be destroyed. I will not allow you to take that course of action when the two of us are quite capable of resolving this situation ourselves with a proper plan.”

“We currently seem to be lacking said plan.”

“Then let’s get to a more defensible position so that we can develop one.”

“What did you have in mind?” Tovar asked as Audrey charged back down the corridor.

“The bridge. Even if the Vulcans have taken it, we can catch them by surprise and, with only one turbolift to the bridge, we will know if any Vulcans are heading our way,” Audrey said, leading Tovar into a turbolift.

“Pardon me for bringing this up, but won’t that hold true for the Vulcans as we come up the turbolift?”

“Yes, if we were using the turbolift to go to the bridge.”

A few minutes later as he crawled through the Romulan equivalent of a jefferies tube, Tovar understood what Audrey had in mind. She had stopped the turbolift one deck below the bridge and taken Tovar into the ship’s network of tubes. Now the Section 31 operative had stopped below a small hatch.

“This is it,” Audrey said, pulling out her silver cylinder again. “I’m sending the turbolift to the bridge. Once it gets there, it should draw the attention of anyone up there. That will be our chance. Ready?” She didn’t wait for Tovar to nod in agreement.

“Five…four…three…two…one.” Audrey tapped a control, causing the hatch to slide open, then leapt up through it. Tovar was right behind her, rising to his full height and jumping up onto the floor of the bridge.

Four Vulcans with weapons all aimed in their direction were waiting for them. Audrey and Tovar exchanged a quick glance, then put their hands in the air.

“We have excellent hearing, Sub-Commander Nural,” Colonel Strep said stepping forward. “In the future, you would do well not to discuss your plans right below us.”

“We’ll keep that in mind,” Tovar said.

“And before you think of trying anything, Sub-Commander, I must inform you that we have deactivated the ship’s transporter systems,” Strep said, taking a seat at the Shakalak’s helm. “Take the Romulan to join her shipmates in the cargo hold.”

“What about him?” Audrey demanded, gesturing at Tovar.

“Mister Tovar is no longer your concern,” Strep replied. He nodded to his officers, two of whom took Audrey by the arms and led her into a turbolift.

Strep focused his gaze on Tovar. “At first, I found your presence on board to be an unexpected setback; however, upon further consideration, I believe that it may instead be a fortuitous turn of events. Who better than a Starfleet Officer to advise me as we travel through Federation space?”

“I do not think my advice will be to your liking,” Tovar said stiffly.

“That will be a discussion for another time.” Strep gestured to the remaining Vulcan troops. “Put Mister Tovar in the brig. I will wish to speak to him before we reach Earth.”

The two Vulcans grabbed Tovar in a steely grip and headed for the turbolift. That had not exactly gone well. Even worse, with Audrey going to the cargo bay, Tovar would not get the chance to tell her the one thing of which he was certain.

They should have contacted the Anomaly.



“Prosak to Captain Bain.”

“Grrnsnrt.”

“Prosak to Captain Bain,” the Anomaly’s executive officer repeated more forcefully.

“Nnnnstttrrr.”

“I apologize for the early hour, sir, but Admiral Larkin is insisting that she speak with you.”

Bain rolled over in bed and tried to focus his bleary eyes on the chronometer. “It’s three bloody AM, Prosak.”

“As I said, I apologize for the early hour. However, Admiral Larkin…”

“Needs to learn to bloody sleep! What the devil does she want?”

“To speak with you. Immediately.”

“Very well,” Bain sighed, swinging his legs out of bed and onto the floor as he rubbed the last vestiges of sleep from his eyes. “Put her on.”

“I would, but she has requested a holoconference,” Prosak replied. “I’ve had the comm routed to your holopod.”

Bain ran a hand through his salt and pepper hair. “Between you and me, Prosak, Krissers is starting to try my patience.” He pushed himself to his feet and grabbed the plush royal purple robe his wife, Rosalyn, had given him for his birthday a few years earlier. It was handmade by Risan artisans and exceptionally comfortable.

If Larkin wanted to meet in the middle of the night, she would just have to deal with him looking casual.

Bain shuffled out to his living room and entered the holopod. As he closed the door, the simulation started, but instead of finding himself in Admiral Larkin’s office or apartment in San Francisco, as he expected, Bain was standing in the midst of a three-story high room packed with consoles and Starfleet Officers. In front of it all, rising up the height of all three stories, was a massive viewscreen showing the stars streaking by.

Bain turned toward the command area where Admiral Larkin was standing with a man Bain recognized instantly, Captain Barnum Dax, which meant he was on…

“The bloody Enterprise-J,” Bain muttered to himself.

“Reg!” Dax said warmly, extending his hand to Bain. “It’s a pleasure to see you again. How long has it been? Five years ago on Earth? Well, welcome aboard the Enterprise-J. I don’t think you’ve had a chance to see the place. This is the Ops Center.”

“You mean the bridge,” Bain said.

Dax chuckled. “No no. This is far more than a bridge. From this room, my people can monitor every system on this ship while also scanning the stars for new discoveries.”

“Sounds like my bridge.”

“But your bridge is not on a Juggernaut Class Starship, Captain. We have 120 decks to keep track of, not to mention the other systems. The 20 warp nacelles alone require their own bank of consoles.”

“And it is all very impressive,” Larkin said, interceding. “But we are not here for a size comparison.”

“All too bloody complicated, if you ask me,” Bain said.

“Reginald,” Larkin warned.

“I’m listening, Admiral.”

“Thank you. Judging by your attire and your attitude, I assume that I woke you with the summons to this meeting; therefore, I shall try to keep things brief. Yesterday, a team from the Anomaly was able to enter Romulan space and attach a transmitter to a monitoring station in the Empire, which is now sending information from the Romulan sensor web to us, including the movements of the Vulcan ships throughout the region.”

“Pulled it off without a hitch,” Bain said proudly, smiling at Dax.

“We appear to have gotten this view into the Empire just in time,” Larkin continued. “Two hours ago, a large number of Vulcan vessels broke from their patrol routes and began heading this way. It appears they are rendezvousing on the other side of the Neutral Zone in the region of a planetoid that the Romulans have designated FM-991.”

“An invasion force? Already?” Captain Dax asked. “I have a hard time believing that the Vulcans have completely subdued the Romulans so quickly.”

“That I cannot say,” Larkin replied. “Our information concerning what is happening in Romulan space is limited.”

“And you only have what you have because we went in and got it for you,” Bain said. “But let’s face facts here, Krissers. If the Vulcans are massing on the border, I doubt they have anything pleasant in the offing.”

“Starfleet agrees with you, Captain Bain, which is why we are gathering our own force at Starbase 288.”

“Won’t the Vulcans get suspicious when they see our ships massing?” Dax said. “They’re going to know we have a source of information in the Empire.”

“Actually, that ceased to be an issue the moment their vessels began arriving at FM-991. The planetoid is within range of our standard sensor buoys.”

“They want us to know that they are coming,” Bain said grimly.

“It may be a form of psychological warfare,” Larkin said.

“Well, if they just waltzed into range of our sensors anyway, it doesn’t sound like Reg’s little transmitter did us a whole lot of good. No offense, Reg,” Dax said with a friendly grin.

“None taken,” Bain replied through gritted teeth.

“On the contrary, the advance information provided by the Romulan sensor data allowed us to prepare our response more quickly. The other vessels in the response team are already en route; however, they have not been given a full briefing. I saved that for you gentlemen, since you will be heading up the task force.”

“WE will be heading up the task force?” Dax asked.

“The both of us?” Bain added.

“Not really,” Larkin said. “Captain Bain will be in charge, and Captain Dax will be his second.”

“Second?” Dax exclaimed. “I command a Juggernaut Class Starship! Look around you. Are you seriously telling me that this beautiful vessel is going to follow someone else into this conflict?”

“Captain Bain has crammed more combat experience into one lifetime than you have gathered in all of yours combined. He has also had several engagements with Vulcan ships, and is therefore the officer leading this mission. Is that clear?”

“It is to me,” Bain said. “But if we’re done here, I’ll be getting back to my ship. We can continue this at Starbase 288 once we’ve all arrived.” Larkin nodded her approval.

“By all means, go back to sleep, Reg,” Dax said. “However, if you would be so kind, I appreciate it if the next time you are in my Ops Center, you wear a uniform.”

“That should not be a problem,” Bain said. “If I have my way, there won’t be a next time. End comm.”

Dax’s mouth opened and closed a few times as Bain’s hologram vanished from the Ops Center.

“I hope this is the last sign of conflict between you,” Larkin said. “End comm.”

Dax nodded and dropped into his command chair as Larkin also vanished.

The Trill captain was silent for several moments.

“I dislike that man,” he said finally. “But damn that was a nice robe.”



A good deal of time had passed. Of that Tovar was certain. How much he couldn’t say. The Romulans didn’t bother to put a chronometer near their brig. In all honesty, though, Tovar was glad not to have any kind of clock to stare at during his incarceration. He’d been in a brig on a Bajoran ship many years earlier while assigned to the USS Maladventure (it was a long story involving an Orion trader, a Vedek with an attitude problem, and a case of defective earrings) which had a chronometer on the wall. It was sheer torture watching the minutes slowly tick by, and it didn’t help that the Bajorans have 26 hour days!

If he had to guess, though, Tovar would say that he had been in the brig for three days, possibly even four, and if that was the case, the Shakalak could be closing in on Earth. Perhaps more troubling was the fact that in all this time he had not heard so much as a peep from Audrey. He had to believe that she was still alive. There was no logic in murdering the crew when they were effectively contained. But then there was no logic in keeping them around now that their ship had been taken from them. The Vulcans could go either way. That was one of Tovar’s problems with “logic.” It could be manipulated to support almost anything. One of the lives that had been a part of the Interloping life force that had once occupied his body attended the Vulcan Science Academy and knew that fact all too well.

More than likely, though, Audrey was biding her time in the cargo bay and gathering her all-important “information.” In a way, he couldn’t blame her. Since the container in the cargo bay had held a transporter instead of a super-weapon, Tovar was more than a bit confused as to what the Vulcans were really up to. Audrey had assured him that the Shakalak had only beamed in one container from the Vulcan freighter it ambushed, and Tovar doubted that the small device inside it did any more than store the Vulcan troops in a transporter buffer. That being the case, why go to Earth? What could 20 Vulcans possibly do there, even if they had a cloaked Romulan warhawk under their command?

Were they planning some kind of attack? If so, it would be brief. Due to treaty stipulations, Romulan vessels were still incapable of firing while cloaked, but even if the Vulcans modified the ship to overcome this problem, Earth’s defense net would lock onto the warhawk and obliterate it before it got off more than one shot.

Beyond that, there was they fact that these Vulcans were obviously trained in close-quarters combat. Tovar had to believe that their intention was to beam down to Earth for some reason. An assault on the Federation Council didn’t exactly seem like the Vulcans’ style, but then who knew what their style was anymore? A few days ago, he was willing to believe they were planning to destroy the entire planet.

Maybe it was a kidnapping. The Vulcans could be trying to get their hands on the Federation President. That would make a kind of sense. They could believe that he would sign a surrender in exchange for his release. And even if he didn’t, it would be a serious morale blow to the Federation to have the President snatched right out of the Federation capital where he was supposedly safe. Whatever the Vulcans’ plan was, Tovar was going to do everything he could to stop it. Not that there was much he could do from inside this cell.

Another hour (Maybe two. Who could tell?) went by. Tovar was just debating whether it was time for a nap or to sleep for the night (if it was night) when the doors to the cell block opened and two Vulcans entered, heading directly for Tovar’s cell, not that that was much of a surprise, since he was the only one in the brig currently.

“Colonel Strep will see you now,” the first Vulcan said flatly.

“I didn’t think we had an appointment,” Tovar said, gazing at the ceiling as he lay on his back on the semi-soft slab that served as his bed.

“As a prisoner, you will go where we tell you when we tell you to go there.”

“Is that logic or a threat?”

“Are you threatened by logic?” the second Vulcan asked, arching an eyebrow.

“No. I’m threatened by Vulcans with phaser rifles standing outside my cell.”

“That is an accurate assessment,” the first Vulcan said, aiming his weapon at Tovar as his partner deactivated the cell’s forcefield. “You will come with us now.”

Tovar sat up and slowly got to his feet. “Is Strep serving food at this meeting?”

“I do not believe so.”

“Barbarians.”

“We heard that.”

“I would hope so; otherwise, I would say that you needed to have your hearing checked. Now can we please get this over with, so I may return to my exciting evening of staring at the walls?”

“It is morning.”

“Whatever.” Damn clockless brig.

The two Vulcans led Tovar into a turbolift and then onto the Shakalak’s bridge, where Colonel Strep stood waiting. Two chairs had been placed face to face at the fore of the room just in front of the viewscreen.

“Good morning, Mister Tovar,” Strep said with a slight nod of his head. “I trust that your stay with us has been restful.”

“I didn’t think Vulcans believed in witty banter,” Tovar said.

“I see nothing wrong with making an effort to engage you in conversation before we get to the true reason for your presence here.”

“Thank you for thinking of me, but I’d rather that we just got to the heart of the matter, if you don’t mind.”

“I do not,” Strep said as the two guards who brought Tovar to the bridge continued hovering just behind Tovar’s shoulders. He was doing his best to stay focused, but their presence was somewhat unnerving. “As you may have surmised, I require information from you concerning the defense network around Earth.”

Tovar opened his mouth to begin a rather strenuous refusal to tell Strep anything, but the Vulcan cut him off.

“Logic suggests,” Strep continued, ” that you have no reason to cooperate with me. I am an invader in your space, and, being a loyal Starfleet Officer, you would rather face torture and death than divulge any secrets which may endanger Federation citizens. Therefore, I am faced with a decision. I may banter with you, as you put it, which will most likely lead nowhere, or I may simply bypass this route and take a more direct path to the information I seek. Not unexpectedly, I imagine, I have chosen the latter course of action.”

Strep nodded to the Vulcans behind Tovar, who promptly grabbed him and dragged him over to one of the chairs at the front of the bridge as Strep silently took a seat in the other.

“I am thus far unimpressed,” Tovar said as the Vulcans took up positions behind his chair.

“I was not aware that you were required to be impressed,” Strep said. “I will, however, require that you remain still as I prepare.”

Tovar quickly realized what the Vulcan had in mind. Actually, he planned to go into his mind.

“I am surprised that you would sink to invading my mind with a meld,” Tovar said with a calm that he was finding more and more difficult to maintain. The idea of anyone, particularly an adversary like Strep, messing about in his already crowded brain was unsettling to say the least. “I was under the impression that Vulcans frowned on such actions.”

“As I am sure you are aware, Mister Tovar, we are in a war. During such times, actions must occasionally be taken that are outside of the usual norms and mores of our society. This is one such instance. Beyond that though, I must say that I find the prospect of melding with a Yynsian to be…”

“Don’t say it.”

“…fascinating.”

“You said it,” Tovar muttered.

“If you do not fight me, this will be less uncomfortable for you,” Strep said, placing a hand on Tovar’s face, his fingers pressing in at precise locations. “My mind to your mind. My thoughts to your thoughts.”

Tovar could feel Strep’s consciousness pressing into his own, like tendrils weaving in and out of his own thoughts and senses. He was sure he couldn’t fight Strep’s advance, but he could retreat. The part of his lifeforce that was Tovar released its grip over his mind and slipped deeper into the energies of the lifeforce, joining the other lives who resided there.

If Strep wanted him, he would have to come in and find him.



“My mind to your mind. My thoughts to your thoughts.”

Strep felt the last barriers of resistance fall away, allowing him to complete his link with the Yynsian’s mind. He could immediately sense that this would not be a typical meld. In his previous melding experiences, joining with the mind of another immediately presented him with a feeling of the other self involved, much like entering someone’s home that is filled with that person’s possession. The mind is inexorably linked to the self. It is the self.

Entering Tovar’s mind, though, was somewhat like entering an unoccupied house, to continue the analogy. Strep could get a sense of the basic structure; however, the owner’s presence was not to be felt. The sensation was actually somewhat disorienting to the Vulcan as his mind expanded into the vacancy left by Tovar without resistance, without encountering a single stray…

“FOUL! Offsides!”

Strep reflexively pulled back a little at the sudden and jarring arrival of another mind. Recovering himself, Strep reached out to entrap the tendrils of this other mind, but just as quickly as it had presented itself, it vanished.

“There is no logic in this evasion,” Strep projected. “Our minds will become one, and I will know what you know.”

“Never! The recipes of Toflay are for Toflay alone! Begone! If you do not feel, how can you hope to create culinary masterpieces such as those made by the great Toflay? Begone, I say! I have no time for you and your so-called ‘logic!’ You cannot use logic in my kitchen!”

One of the Yynsian’s past lives. Fascinating. Strep had read about the species and its beliefs, but to actually encounter one of these other existences was remarkable indeed. It was not, however, the reason he was here.

“I have no wish to disturb you. Direct me to Tovar’s mind, and I will be on my way,” Strep projected.

“Fine! Go there. No one ever wants to talk to me.”

“But you just demanded that I leave your kitchen.”

“AHHHHH! You think I’m Toflay? You…you horrible, horrible man!”

“My apologies. You are?”

“Why should I tell you now? You don’t want to talk to me anyway.”

Something about this newcomer seemed feminine to Strep. Yynsian lifeforces were not tied to one gender as they passed from host to host; therefore, this was entirely possible.

“I have business with Tovar, ma’am. I cannot be distracted by other issues until I have dealt with him.”

“If you find him, tell him that Tarva has seen his quarters, and the next time I get out, I’m cleaning the whole place from top to bottom whether he likes it or not!”

“Can you not tell him yourself?” Strep asked.

“He just ignores me.”

“I see,” Strep said. “I will be sure to pass the message along. Now if you could direct me to…”

“Foul! Delay of game!”

“Who is that?” Strep asked.

“Just ignore him. He’s always doing that,” Tarva replied.

“But you will go no farther,” another life interjected.

“If you think I’m fixing him anything, you’re crazy,” another life said. This one sounded like Toflay again.

“He didn’t ask,” Tarva said testily. “He just wants to find Tovar.”

“And you think helping him is a good idea? If Tovar is hiding from him, there’s probably a damn good reason for it.”

“Now you’re just being paranoid, Totap.”

“Paranoid? He’s in our mind, Tarva! And I’m guessing Tovar didn’t just invite him in here.”

“I didn’t either!” Toflay said. “I want him gone! He’s disturbing my process!”

“Okay! Fine,” Tarva said. “You never let company come over. Who am I cleaning this place for then?”

“There’s no place here to clean,” Totap said.

“FOUL!”

“SHUT UP!” all three of the other lives screamed.

Strep was quickly feeling overwhelmed. “If I could just…”

“We’re not done yet,” Totap snapped.

“He is rude,” Tarva said. “And to think I was going to help him.”

“You didn’t think. That was the problem,” Totap said.

“None of this is getting me back to my kitchen,” Toflay said.

“Foul!”

“Can we do something about him?” Tarva asked exasperated.

Strep was getting nowhere fast. “None of this is relevant to…”

“That’s it,” Totap said.

“I agree,” Tarva said.

“As do I,” Toflay said.

“Game on!”

Strep suddenly felt all four minds turning against him.



The two Vulcan guards on the Shakalak’s bridge saw Strep tense suddenly, his eyes widening.

“Get out!” he growled.

The Vulcan guards looked at each other, both arching their eyebrows quizzically.

“I said get out! I demand that you get out! Get out! Get out! GET OUT!!!”

The guards looked to Strep again, back to each other, and then with a curt nod, they both got out, leaving the bridge by turbolift.

Tovar and Strep were alone.

Actually, that was something of a misstatement of facts.

Tovar was nowhere to be found, and Strep was most definitely not alone.



“Get out of my mind!” Step insisted again.

“No! What are your intentions toward our Tovar?” Tarva demanded. This female past life had quickly shifted from Strep’s one sole supporter to his fiercest interrogator.

“Nothing good. I’m sure of that,” Totap said.

“Penalty! Penalty! Penalty!”

Control. Strep had to reestablish control. They were simply minds, just like a hundred others he had melded with during his life.

“I shall preheat my oven for pain!” Toflay cried.

Okay. Perhaps they were not just like the others. The fact remained, though, that he was in charge of this meld, not them. He would establish control. He would…

Strep suddenly felt as though the tendrils of his mind reaching into Tovar’s were suddenly grabbed and tied together into a great ball of brain. An emotion slowly began flooding over him. It was panic. Definitely panic. If he did not do something soon, he would lose himself entirely inside the madness that was the Yynsian mind.

The Vulcan did the only thing he could think to do and yanked the tendrils back into himself in a desperate attempt to break the meld. A little more and he would be free. A little more. A little…



Tovar suddenly snapped back to consciousness. He was still in the chair on the Shakalak’s bridge. In front of him, Strep stared blankly ahead, his body unmoving, his hand frozen in melding position. Tovar waved his own hand in front of Strep’s face.

Nothing.

The Vulcan was catatonic.

Tovar had the bridge to himself, but most likely not for long. He had to move quickly, but what to do?

He could remotely open the cargo bay doors leading into the Shakalak’s corridors, allowing the Romulans and Audrey to escape, but the Vulcan guards might begin slaughtering the crew.

He could try to find Audrey and beam her out of there, so that they could come up with another plan to retake the ship, but Strep had told him that the transporter system had been taken offline. And most likely Audrey’s holographic overlay emitted Romulan lifesigns. He’d never be able to find her among all of the other Romulans even if he did have a working transporter.

There was really only one option: go back to his original plan.

Tovar raced back to the Shakalak’s comm console and began recording a message to his father.

As he was finishing, Tovar saw Strep begin to stir, Quickly, he finished, sent the comm to the Anomaly, and deleted the record of it from the Shakalak’s systems. He then almost threw himself back into the chair opposite Strep, just as the Vulcan’s glazed eyes began to come back to their senses.

“Fascinating,” Strep mumbled.

“I wish you’d stop saying that,” Tovar replied, attempting to make himself look equally dazed.

“Your mind…how do you exist like that? The lack of discipline is…unsettling.”

“It works for me.”

“It does not work for me, however. It is obvious that you will not be as valuable a source of information as I had hoped.”

“Sorry to disappoint you.”

“I doubt that.” Strep looked around. “Where are the guards?”

“Tea time?”

“I doubt that as well,” the colonel replied, tapping a control on his sleeve. “I would not recommend attempting to assault me while we wait for my colleagues to return you to the brig.”

Tovar just shook his head weakly. There was no need to overplay his hand now. His message had been sent and the records of it erased. With any luck, the cavalry was on the way.



The blighters were still just sitting there! Three days, and the Vulcan ships hadn’t so much as budged. Captain Bain looked over the tactical readout on his command chair armrest in disgust then slammed the display closed as he spun back to face the Anomaly’s tac-ops console.

“Nortal, comm the Vulcans and ask them just how long they plan for us to sit here and stare at each other across the Neutral Zone!”

“The bellowing of my comm shall be deafening,” Nortal replied.

Bain sighed. “No. Belay that. We’ll keep waiting.”

“My mighty comm stands ready.”

“Thank you.”

“Impatient to go blow something up?” Dr. Kasyov asked from the science console. There was more than a hint of disdain in her voice.

“It’s not that, Kassie,” Bain said. “Although, I don’t mind a good dust up. It’s this sitting around doing nothing that I can’t tolerate.”

“We agree on that,” Commander Vioxx said. “And I’m ready to blow up as many Vulcans as possible.”

“The time will come,” Bain said, putting a calming hand on Vioxx’s shoulder. “And when it does, our fleet is going to kick theirs right out of your space. You have my word on it.”

“Sir,” Ensign Yonk said from the helm. “The Enterprise-J is inching forward again. Their saucer is now sticking out one meter ahead of ours.”

“Does that man not understand the meaning of ‘Lead Ship’?” Bain said. “Get Captain Dax on the comm, Nortal.”

“Can’t we settle this on the playground after preschool?” Kasyov said.

Nortal moved to comply with Bain’s order, but stopped as something else on her console caught her attention. “A message arrives!” she announced.

“Dax,” Bain growled.

“No. Tovar,” Nortal replied. Kasyov immediately looked up from the scan she was studying. If that was Tovar… She quickly used the internal sensors to locate Shelly Marsden.

A broad smile crossed Bain’s face. “Wonderful! I could use a nice chat right now. Put the lad on, if you please.”

“You shall not chat!” Nortal stated, drawing a confused look from Bain. “It is just a recording.”

“Ah,” Bain said, turning his attention back to the viewscreen. “Go ahead and…”

Kasyov located Marsden and activated the transporter. In an instant, the startled Chief Engineer materialized on the bridge.

“What the hell?” Marsden said.

“Ah, Marsie,” Bain said. “Good timing. We’ve just had a comm from Tovar. Would you care to see it?”

Marsden shot a glare over at Kasyov, who smiled innocently. “That would be fine,” Marsden said, taking a seat over at the Anomaly’s seldom-used bridge engineering console.

Satisfied that everyone was now in place, Nortal activated the comm. “The message begins…”

As soon as Tovar’s face appeared on the Anomaly’s viewscreen, Bain could tell that something was amiss. The boy looked agitated. And more than a little flushed. What the devil was happening on that ship?

“Captain Bain, the Shakalak has been taken over by Vulcans,” Tovar said.

Ah. That would explain it.

“We are currently cloaked and on a course for Earth. I do not know exactly what the Vulcans are planning, but when Colonel Strep melded with me in an attempt to extract classified information from me, I was able to pull a set of coordinates out of his mind while my other lives kept him occupied.”

“A meld?” Bain said. “Bloody Vulcans.”

“I have sent the coordinates along with this message. I do not know where they are, or, as I said, what the Vulcans plan to do.” Tovar’s attention was suddenly drawn to something out of the view of the camera. “Colonel Strep is waking. I must go. We will be at Earth soon, Father. Help.”

The message ended abruptly, leaving the Anomaly’s crew watching the starfield on the viewscreen in silence.

The quiet didn’t last long.

“Did we get the coordinates?” Bain said.

“His transmission was successful,” Nortal replied.

“Send them to Kassie. I want to know exactly what they are.”

“Got them,” Kasyov said, typing commands into her console. “It looks like surface coordinates rather than anything in space. Assuming this is a place on Earth and the Vulcans are still using the mapping system agreed to by the Galactic Council of Weights and Measures, which I’m betting they are, since they run the council.”

“No offense, Kassie, but I just need to know where they’re going,” Bain said, fighting the urge to pace in front of his command chair.

“I’m betting San Francisco,” Marsden said. “Attack headquarters.”

“It could be Paris,” Yonk said. “Taking out the Federation capital city would be big for them.”

“Hang on. I’m cross-referencing the coordinates with satellite views of the Earth,” Kasyov said as the image on the viewscreen switched to show the planet from space. The view quickly zoomed in toward the northern hemisphere.”

“That’s Europe,” Yonk said. “It’s Paris.”

“It’s going too far east,” Marsden said.

The view stopped above a collection of farm buildings sitting in a frozen tundra.

“Do you know where this place is?” Bain asked looking back to his science officer, who was staring at the viewscreen in silent horror.

Kasyov nodded numbly. “They’re going to my house.”



TO BE CONTINUED…



Scratching the Surface





There are certain actions you expect from your enemy when you are fighting a war, and Captain Reginald Bain had been in enough wars that he’d seen most of these actions in…well…action. For example, an enemy could be expected to attempt to attack your core world or worlds. It just made sense for both tactical and psychological reasons. Therefore, Bain was not at all surprised to learn that the Federation’s current adversary, the Vulcans (a fact that was still strange to think about after centuries of friendship), were planning to have a go at Earth. Like the rest of the Anomaly’s bridge crew, Bain assumed that the target would be either Starfleet Headquarters in San Francisco or the Federation Capitol Complex in Paris. Either of those would be right at the top of Bain’s mental list of likely wartime targets.

His science officer’s parents’ farm in the middle of Siberia, meanwhile, would not have even appeared on said list. Yet, according to the coordinates provided by Lieutenant Commander Tovar after a mind meld with one of his Vulcan captors on the Romulan Warhawk Shakalak, that was exactly where the Vulcans were heading.

Faced with this revelation, not to mention a lovely overhead view of the Kasyov’s farm on the Anomaly’s viewscreen, Captain Bain turned to his science officer and asked the question anyone would have asked.

“Why in blazes would they be going there?” Okay. Perhaps most people wouldn’t ask it in this way, but you get the idea.

Dr. Natalia Kasyov looked around the bridge hesitantly. Besides her and Bain, Lieutenant Shelly Marsden was there along with Ensign Yonk at the helm, Centurion Nortal at tac-ops, and Commander Vioxx seated beside Bain. “With all due respect, sir, I would prefer to not answer that question in such a public setting.”

“Public setting?” Bain exclaimed, taking in the bridge officers with a broad arm gesture. “These people are your colleagues and your shipmates, Kassie. You’re acting like you’re sitting on some state secrets or something.”

Kasyov smiled slightly and gave a little shrug.

Bain got the message.

“You are?”

Kasyov nodded.

“Ah. Well. That changes things a bit then. Would you care for a private chat in my lounge?” Bain asked, waving her toward the rear door leading off of the bridge.

“Thank you, sir. And I’d like Shelly to join us.”

“You heard the lady, Marsie,” Bain said to Lieutenant Marsden, who was currently seated at the bridge engineering station. He turned back to his Romulan First Officer. “Vioxx, hold down the fort for me.”

“Wait just a minute here,” Vioxx demanded as Marsden moved to join Bain and Kasyov on their way to the Captain’s Lounge. “I should be a part of this meeting.”

Bain looked back at him confused. “Why?”

“Why?” Vioxx stammered angrily. “Why! The Vulcans are occupying our Empire! As the ranking Romulan on this ship, I should be involved in anything that involves the Vulcans and their plans!”

“No offense there, Vioxx, but right now the Vulcans are headed toward Earth, which last time I checked, wasn’t a part of the Romulan Empire. If something involving the Romulans pops up, I’ll get you involved right away.”

“They’re on a Romulan ship!”

“Tovar made it sound like it’s a Vulcan ship now,” Marsden said.

“Don’t worry, Vioxx,” Bain said. “We’ll be back before you know it. Just take the conn and make sure that Barnum Dax and his bloody Enterprise-J doesn’t get ahead of us.” With that, Bain, Kasyov, and Marsden disappeared down the corridor toward Bain’s lounge.



“All right, Kassie,” Bain said, settling into one of the plush faux-leather chairs in the faux-wood paneled Captain’s lounge as Kasyov and Marsden did the same. “Not to rush you or anything, but Tovar’s in peril, and I need to know just what the devil is going on. What’s so blasted special about that farm that the Vulcans would commandeer a Romulan ship and come all the way to Earth to pay a visit?”

“It’s not the farm. It’s what’s underneath it,” Kasyov replied, obviously uncomfortable.

“Something wrong with the chair?”

“No. It just…I’m not supposed to be talking about this with anyone. If my parents knew we were having this conversation, they’d kill me.”

“If you’re right about the Vulcans, Nat, they may kill your parents before they have a chance to get to you,” Marsden said.

“That’s the only reason I’m telling you both this,” Kasyov said. “Over a century ago, Starfleet Intelligence operated a facility on the land where my parents’ farm now stands. The facility was shut down a few decades ago, but instead of destroying it, Starfleet Intel decided to bury it underground.”

“Bury it? Why would they bother to do that?” Bain asked.

“Because the primary purpose of the place was storage. Rather than move everything there somewhere else, Intel just decided to leave everything where it was. Basically overnight, a steppe was formed over the building and a young couple was recruited to run a farm there and also act as guardians of what was underneath.”

“That couple being your parents,” Bain said, understanding.

“Exactly. The facility was called the Kantelov Annex, and my parents were given the last name Kasyov with the idea that the names would be close enough that over time any locals would forget about the Kantelov land and start calling it the Kasyov land.”

Marsden frowned. “Did that work?”

“I guess so. No one that I know of ever came around looking for Kantelov. We didn’t really live close to any villages, but when we did go into the closest town, we were pretty much treated like we’d always been in the region. Of course, my parents had been there for several years before my brother and I were even born.”

“Brass tacks, Kassie. What’s buried down there that the Vulcans would risk sending a expedition to Earth?” Bain said.

“It could be anything, Captain. The Kantelov Annex stored all kinds of evidence and equipment. From what Mom and Dad told me, Starfleet Intel picked up some strange things over the years, a lot of it dangerous.”

“We’ve got to warn Earth,” Marsden said.

“No,” Bain replied before Kasyov could get the word out herself.

She looked at her captain surprised. “No?”

“That’s what you were going to say, isn’t it?” Bain asked.

“Yes, but I didn’t think you’d agree with me.”

“Me either,” Marsden said.

“Obviously, what’s underneath Kassie’s parents’ place isn’t common knowledge, and I’m going to do my best to keep it that way. Besides, if the Vulcans show up and see that Earth is on full alert, they may realize the jig is up and kill Tovar and the Romulans on the Shakalak. No. We’re going to handle this one personally.”

“Personally?” Marsden said. “You do realize we’re at the Neutral Zone? That isn’t exactly a hop, skip, and a jump from Earth.”

Bain smiled as he stood up from his chair. “Don’t shortchange your ship, Marsie.” He turned to Kasyov. “Get down to Cabral and see how much anti-sing he thinks he can handle. The absolute limit. Marsie, you get to engineering and make sure things are in order. As soon as I hear from Kasyov, I’m going to be giving your engines a workout.”

“Thank you, sir,” Kasyov said, standing up. “But about the crew…”

“What you’ve told us does not leave this room,” Bain said. “You have my word on that. When we get to Earth, we’ll figure out how to deal with the Vulcans. Now get moving, you two.” Bain headed out of his lounge and made his way back to the bridge as Marsden and Kasyov went the opposite direction to the turbolift at the end of the corridor.

“Your parents are Intel, huh?” Marsden said as they waited for the turbolift.

“Sort of,” Kasyov replied.

“Funny. You never mentioned that at Fed High.”

“It never came up.”

“So that time I visited your place for Spring Break, I was standing on top of a secret Intel building.”

“Yep.”

“Huh.” Marsden rocked back and forth on her heels for a second. “Any other big secrets you want to let me in on?”

“I used to have a cat.”

“Used to? What happened to it?”

“It found the tunnel to the Annex, went inside, and had an accident.”

“What kind of accident?”

“You don’t want to know,” Kasyov said with a grimace, stepping into the turbolift that had just arrived. “Trust me on this one.”



All eyes were on Bain as he returned to the Anomaly’s bridge. “Nortal, get Admiral Larkin on the comm, if you would,” Bain said, striding down to his command chair.

“Well?” Commander Vioxx asked expectantly.

“Well enough,” Bain replied.

“You know what I’m asking, Bain. Is your science officer’s home a danger to us?”

“That? No. Just a joke. Kassie’s got an odd sense of humor.” The officer in Bain had a few qualms about lying to his first officer like this, but he was not about to go back on his word to Kasyov. Besides, as unpleasant as this was to think about, relations with the Romulans could dissolve at some point in the future, just as they had with the Vulcans. The less the Romulans knew about Kantelov, the better.

“Where is it then?” Vioxx asked

“What?”

“The threat.”

“Oh that. It’s elsewhere.”

“On Earth.”

“Exactly.”

Vioxx narrowed his eyes. “Where on…”

“Admiral Larkin awaits!” Nortal announced.

“Capital,” Bain said, focusing all of his attention on the viewscreen. “Put her on.”

The view of open space on the viewscreen vanished, replaced by the head of Admiral Kristen Larkin. “Is there a problem, Captain?” Larkin asked.

“There’s been something of a development with the Vulcans,” Bain said.

Larkin glanced at a monitor out of Bain’s view. “I am not aware of any movements by the Vulcan fleet.”

“Not them,” Bain replied. “Those blighters are still waiting on the other side of the Neutral Zone. I’m talking about Vulcans…elsewhere. We’re going to dash over there and deal with the problem. We’ll be back to Starbase 288 before you know it.”

“Dash off?” Larkin said incredulously. “The Vulcans could move across the Neutral Zone at any time, and you want to leave our forces without their field commander?”

“Can’t be helped.”

“What is going on, Reginald?”

“I’ll explain when it’s over. I just need you to trust me on this one.”

“But the fleet…”

“Let Barnum Dax handle it for now. That’s what the prissy git wants anyway.”

“Kasyov to bridge,” Dr. Kasyov’s voice called over the comm system.

“That’s my cue, Krissers. Got to run. Don’t start the war without us. Bain out.”

“Regin…” Larkin suddenly vanished as Nortal closed the comm channel.

“Go ahead, Kassie,” Bain said.

“Cabral thinks can hold us at X.”

“Good show. Keep an eye on our brain, doctor. Bridge out.” Bain settled into his command chair. “Bridge to engineering.”

“Marsden,” the Chief Engineer’s voice replied.

“Prepare for Warp X.”

“X? We’ve never gone that fast,” Marsden protested.

“No time like the present, Marsie. Bridge out.”

“We won’t be able to help your planet if we blow up on the way there,” Vioxx said.

“We’re not going to blow up,” Bain said with a confident grin. “Mister Yonk, take us to Earth. Warp X.”

The Ferengi helm officer turned the Anomaly on its axis, buzzing within a couple of meters of the massive Juggernaut Class Enterprise-J hovering nearby, then hit the polaron engines, speeding the ship through the remainder of the fleet until they broke through to open space. Closing his eyes, Yonk tapped in the final command, activating the Anomaly’s anti-singularity drive.

In Science Lab Four, Cabral, the massive disembodied brain who actually made the anti-singularity drive work, focused all of his energy on maintaining the incredible speed the Anomaly was accelerating toward as Dr. Kasyov sat at the nearby console monitoring Cabral’s vital signs. Half-monitoring anyway. She could not stop her thoughts from drifting to her parents and the danger they were facing. Sure they were Intel agents and had a basic training, but they hadn’t been anything resembling active in years. They weren’t even really farmers, not really. They raised a few crops for the “real foods” market in Omsk, but mostly they just enjoyed each other and their solitude. They didn’t stand a chance against one Vulcan, much less a squad.

At least she knew that the Anomaly would be arriving at Earth very VERY quickly. Yuri and Dariya Kasyov needed her to rescue them. Now all Kasyov needed to do was figure out how to do it without revealing the existence of the Kantelov Annex to the whole ship, and with the Anomaly cruising along at Warp X, she wouldn’t have much time to formulate something resembling a plan.



It had been hours since Colonel Strep ordered Tovar returned to the brig. Hours of nothing to do but stare at the walls and wonder if his message had made it to the Anomaly and, if it had, whether or not they would be to do anything to prevent a potential disaster.

Tovar suddenly felt a change in the thrum of the warhawk’s engines as the ship began to slow. He could feel the ship drop from warp to polarons (Assuming the Romulans used polaron drive. Honestly, he wasn’t sure.) to thrusters as the vessel banked into a slight turn. Presumably the Shakalak was sliding into orbit around Earth.

The time of crisis had arrived, and all Tovar could do was sit in his cell and wait for something to happen.

That something happened approximately 30 seconds later as Audrey Bain, still holographically disguised as Sub-Commander Nural, the Shakalak’s First Officer, materialized outside of his cell.

“You finally found time to fit me into your busy schedule, I see,” Tovar said as Audrey deactivated the forcefield trapping him inside his cell.

“Don’t start with me, Tovar,” Audrey snapped testily. “I have spent the last five days constantly surrounded by Romulans who wouldn’t give me so much as a moment to myself. If the Vulcans hadn’t gassed us, I’d still be there.”

“Wait. What’s this about gas?”

“We’ve arrived at Earth, and most of the Vulcans are going down to the surface. They wanted to make sure the crew would not try to retake the ship while they were gone, so they pumped the cargo bay full of voknizine.”

“I thought the ship didn’t have an intruder control system.”

“It doesn’t. The Vulcans must have brought the gas with them. It doesn’t take much voknizine to down your average Romulan…or Vulcan for that matter. Fortunately, between being human and having a few modifications from Section 31, I was unaffected. I just played unconscious until the Vulcans left, then beamed myself out.”

“With the transporter system offline,” Tovar said.

“The Shakalak’s system is offline. Not mine,” Audrey replied with a smile. “And the Vulcans don’t seem to think they have anything to worry about. I was able to beam to your quarters, grab your equipment, and reset my system to beam here without the Vulcans even noticing.”

“As far as you know.”

“Do you see any armed Vulcans coming through that door?”

“No.”

“That’s because they aren’t going to,” Audrey said, tossing Tovar his wrist phaser and a quadcorder. “Strep left two of his people on board, and both of them are on the bridge. I was also able to access the comm logs from the terminal in your quarters. Two messages left this ship in the last five days, and only one was received. The Vulcans commed another Vulcan ship, which replied that it would be standing by. Of course, the Vulcans only know about this one message since someone tried to erase the records of the second one that was sent.”

“Interesting,” Tovar said, looking away.

“You had to do it, didn’t you? You had to comm father.”

“I had an opportunity, and I hadn’t heard a thing from you,” Tovar shot back. “I went for what I felt was our best chance for assistance.”

“We don’t need assistance.”

“We’re outnumbered ten to one, Audrey. We may be able to take out the two on the ship…maybe. But what about the others. Did you even find out what they’re planning?”

Audrey glared at her adopted brother. “Who do I work for again? Of course I found out what they’re planning. High Chancellor Sh’rak has sent them to retrieve some kind of device from an underground building somewhere.”

“Everything is so clear now,” Tovar remarked sarcastically.

“What?”

“Some kind of device? A building somewhere?”

“Can you do any better?”

“I have coordinates.”

Audrey gaped for a moment before recovering herself. “How did you get those?” she asked insistently.

“Strep attempted to meld with me. I found it far more informative than he did. His poor reaction to the meld gave me the opportunity to contact Father and give him the coordinates I discovered in Strep’s mind.”

“You gave him the coordinates, too?” Audrey exclaimed angrily. “Brilliant. Bloody brilliant. What are they? We need to get down there?”

“What about the ship?”

“I don’t think they’re going anywhere. We need to stop whatever’s happening on the surface.”

“Fine. But first we go to engineering.”

“Why?” Audrey demanded.

“Because I will not have the Anomaly charging in blindly against a cloaked Romulan warhawk, especially if another Vulcan ship is lurking somewhere waiting to hear from its colleagues.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“Sabotage the cloak. Nothing overt, mind you, but enough that the Anomaly will find this ship.”

“Fine. But it had better be quick sabotage.”

“You’re too kind,” Tovar said, heading for the exit with Audrey close behind.

“Next time I’m leaving you in the cell,” Audrey muttered.



Science Lab Four was quiet, veritably silent actually, as Kasyov sat with Cabral. The disembodied brain had said nothing since Warp X had been engaged, a fact for which Kasyov was grateful. She was too deep in her own thoughts to be much company right now, yet she found Cabral’s mere presence comforting.

Without Cabral, Kasyov would have no reason to remain on the Anomaly. She was entirely devoted to him, and not just as a subject of research. They had become friends. More than friends, even. They had been together for so long now and shared so much with one another that Kasyov felt closer to Cabral than she did to any being she had ever known. He knew everything about her.

Well, almost everything.

Cabral had no idea that her parents were anything more than simple farmers striving to keep an ancient way of food production alive. Kasyov had never even introduced him to them. Actually, she’d been so wrapped up in her work with Cabral for the last couple of years that she had not taken the time to visit her parents herself. Yuri and Dariya never seemed to mind, though. They were always warm and jovial about the situation when she commed them or they commed her. She was welcome home any time, of course. She could even bring a friend if she wanted (code for “we want to meet whomever you’re dating”). Kasyov had considered taking Cabral’s hovercam with her to the farm during the Anomaly’s last layover at Earth, but she was scared he would somehow find out about the Annex. Yes, it was sensor masked, but at that close range with the tools available on his hovercam, he could have found it.

More than that, though, she just wasn’t ready to have Cabral and her parents in the same room. The conversation would be…awkward.

“Natalia,” Cabral said, pulling her out of her thoughts. The strain in his voice was obvious. “Do not…worry so. I will…get us to…Earth.”

Kasyov forced a weak smile. “I know. I’m fine. Don’t think about me. Focus on the engines. I don’t want you to injure yourself. Slow down if you have to.”

“I…will not…slow down,” Cabral said, the words coming slowly. “This is important…to you. And you…are important…to me.”

Kasyov reached out and ran a hand along the sphere encasing Cabral. “Thank you,” she said. Here he was, pushing himself to the breaking point for her, just to help her, and she hadn’t even told him why.

“I need to tell you some things, Cabral,” she said. “Things I should have told you a long time ago. It’s about my parents…”



Tovar really wished he’d thought to grab a coat before beaming down from the Shakalak. It may have been early spring on Earth’s Northern Hemisphere, but this felt a lot more like winter to him. It was cold. Very very cold. Of course, the fact that he was currently standing in about six inches of snow and huddling against the outside of a farm house trying to protect himself from the winds on the Western Plain of Siberia could have had something to do with that.

“Bloody Hell!” Audrey cried, crouching next to him. “Are you sure you got those coordinates right?”

“Yes!” Tovar shot back. “This is where the Vulcans were heading.”

Audrey peered around the corner of the house at the small jumble of farm buildings on the property. “I don’t understand. Why would they possibly want to come here?”

“Maybe the owner is a Vulcan spy,” Tovar said. “This could be a staging area for some other attack.”

“Then find the owner,” Audrey demanded pointing at the quadcorder coiled up in Tovar’s pocket. Tovar pulled out the device, unrolled it, and fitted it on his head, snapping the eyepiece display into position as he did so.

After a few moments of scanning the area, he shook his head. “There’s some kind of interference. I can’t get any clear readings.”

“We can’t stay out here,” Audrey said, checking the settings on the small cylinder she seemed to use for everything. “We’re just going to have to do this the hard way.”

“If the hard way involves getting inside this house, I’m all for it,” Tovar said, fighting the shivering that threatened to overwhelm his entire body. He and Audrey made their way to an exterior door leading to the basement where a locking mechanism blinked slowly at them. “Stand back,” Tovar said, aiming his phaser.

“Don’t bother,” Audrey said, aiming the cylinder at the lock, which chirped happily and instantly disengaged, causing the basement door to open. The pair rushed inside and down a short set of stairs, tripping an automatic lighting system as they did so. The doors to the outside closed again, leaving them in a brightly lit and blissfully warm cellar surrounded by various odds and ends. An antique rocking horse stood in one corner by a rack of glass jars containing various jellies. Nearby bits of an anti-grav unit lay on a small workbench along with an assortment of tools while stacks of boxes of assorted sizes filled up the other half of the basement.

“I was expecting something more sinister,” Tovar remarked.

The floor above them creaked suddenly, followed by the sound of footsteps. Audrey gestured toward the basement stairs leading up into the house. She and Tovar quickly took up positions on either side of the stairs out of view of whomever was heading their way. With a soft whoosh, the door at the top of the stairs slid open. Nothing happened for several moments, then the same heavy footfalls began making their way down the stairs.

As Tovar crouched beside the stairs, he was able to see a male figure stepping into view. Vulcan. Holding his breath so as to not make a sound, Tovar waited for the door at the top of the stair to side shut. At last it did, and then…

ZAP!

Thud.

The Vulcan hit the ground, felled by a stun blast to the head. Tovar hadn’t fired the shot, though.

“One down,” Audrey said smugly, waving her cylinder in triumph. “Get his body armor. I’ll keep watch for any more of them.”

“I am not masquerading as a Vulcan,” Tovar protested.

“Who said you had to do that? It’s protection!”

“Oh,” Tovar muttered as he slid the body armor off of the stunned Vulcan’s torso. “But as you can see, my coordinates were correct!”

“I never doubted it,” Audrey said, patting him on the arm. “You may be a pain in the arse most of the time, but you’re no fool.”

“What about him?” Tovar asked, pointing at the downed Vulcan.

“He’ll be out for a good long while. Trust me. How many more do you think are upstairs?”

“I have not heard any other movements, so he may be the only one guarding the house. Or the others may just be standing very very still. They are Vulcans after all.”

“We’ll go up the stairs together. Just in case.” Audrey took up position at the bottom of the stairs as the now armored Tovar stepped into place directly beside her. In unison, they placed their right foot on the first step, then their left on the second and so on until they reached the top and the door into the rest of the house slid open.

They were looking at a simple kitchen, somewhat reminiscent of the one in the Bain family home in England. Old appliances dominated the room, with only a small replicator in a corner as a hint of more modern technology.

Tovar gestured for Audrey to remain where she was, drawing a scowl from the Section 31 agent as Tovar strode into the kitchen with what he hoped were logical sounding steps.

He entered the living room where another Vulcan stood guard, peering out the front windows of the house toward the plain beyond.

“Did you find anything of interest?” the Vulcan asked without turning around.

“Armed people invading the house,” Tovar replied flatly.

The Vulcan’s head cocked quizzically. “Fascina…”

Tovar didn’t let him finish, dropping the Vulcan with a phaser blast to the back of the head. Audrey rushed in a second later and hit the Vulcan with a shot from her own weapon, just to be sure.

They stood in tense silence for a moment, listening for any other signs of movement or alarm.

“The others are not here,” Tovar said finally.

“Then we’re going to have to search the property.”

“Agreed. But first, can we find some coats?”



“If we want to stop anywhere near Earth, we’d better start slowing down now,” Ensign Yonk reported from the helm.

“Whatever you need to do, Ensign,” Captain Bain replied distractedly. As much as he hated to let his thoughts run away from him, he couldn’t shake the dread feeling that something horrible was happening to Tovar, not to mention Earth. And if Earth was in danger, that meant his dear Rosalyn was in danger as well. This train of thought was getting Bain nowhere fast. He needed to get to Earth, look over the situation, then make sure everything was okay. After that, he needed something to blow up. There was no better tension breaker.

“Warp X…Warp T…Warp Q…Warp L…Warp G…Warp D…Warp A…switching to polarons,” Yonk said as the Anomaly shuddered from the rapid deceleration. Bain gripped onto the armrests of his chair to maintain his seat. On the viewscreen, Saturn zipped by, moments later, they were past Jupiter and crossing the asteroid belt.

“Sub-Commander, keep a sharp eye out for the Shakalak. It’s out there somewhere,” Bain said, turning to Remax, who was currently manning the science console.

“It’s cloaked,” the Romulan scientist shot back.

“Then I can think of no one better than you to find it,” Bain said. “Get me that ship.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“Doctor Kasyov and her team are standing by in the transporter room,” Lieutenant Gworos reported from tactical. From beside Bain, Commander Vioxx snorted.

“Problem, Commander?” Bain asked.

“You’re sending your science officer, your chief engineer, and a floating camera to take on a squad of Vulcan soldiers,” Vioxx replied. “I think you’re the one with the problem.”

“They’ll be fine,” Bain said with more confidence than he actually felt. He’d promised Kasyov not to let anyone else know about the Kantelov Annex, but somehow Bain didn’t think that promise included allowing Kasyov and Marsden to head off on a suicide mission. Cabral’s presence via hovercam would be helpful, but Bain found it hard to fight the urge not to hand the conn off to Vioxx and beam down with them.

“Approaching Earth,” Yonk announced, not that it was really necessary what with the planet growing larger on the viewscreen and all.

“Gworos, try and contact Lieutenant Commander Tovar. Maybe those bloody Vulcans didn’t…”

“Tovar here,” the Yynsian’s voice suddenly said over the comm system.

“I have him,” Gworos said.

“Tovar!” Bain exclaimed, jumping up from his seat. “Good to hear your voice, my boy. What’s your status?”

“We have escaped the Shakalak and beamed down to the coordinates that I gave you.”

“Splendid! Good show! Wait. We? Who’s we?” Bain asked.

“I am here with…” Tovar paused for a moment. “Sub- Commander Nural.”

“You took a Romulan there with you?”

“She can be trusted. Besides, we are still not sure why the Vulcans are here. This appears to be a simple…”

“That’s fine, Tovar,” Bain interrupted before he could say anymore. “Doctor Kasyov will be beaming down directly with…” Bain trailed off. Perhaps it was better not to mention Marsden to the lad just now. “Kassie and her team will be down directly with more information. What about the Shakalak?”

“The Romulan crew is currently unconscious after being dosed with voknizine gas. Only two Vulcans have remained aboard, and I believe they are unaware that their cloaking device is leaking neutrino bursts every 3 seconds.”

“Sabotage?” Bain asked smiling.

“As the saboteur, I would have to say yes.”

“Brilliant. What about the rest of the Vulcans?”

“As far as we know, the other eighteen are at this location, and we have neutralized two of those. At the moment, our position is secure.”

“That’s my boy. Excellent work. Stay put until our people get there.”

“Acknowledged. Standing by. Tovar out.”

Bain couldn’t keep the grin off of his face as the comm channel closed. Just like that the entire situation had shifted from grim to absolutely exhilarating. “Remax, see if you can’t find that neutrino leak and get a fix on our wayward warhawk, if you please,” he said.

“Very well, but something about hunting down one of my own ships really rankles me, even if the logic-mongers have it,” Remax grumbled.

“I know what you mean,” Vioxx said.

“Doubtful.”

“You up to retaking it?” Bain asked Vioxx, ignoring the bickering between the Romulans.

“Me?” Vioxx said surprised.

“I can’t very well leave the Shakalak in the hands of the Vulcans, now can I?” Bain said. “If you’d rather stay here, I can send Prosak over, but I really think a Romulan should handle this, since it’s one of your ships. It appeals to my sense of justice.”

“I’ll be waiting with Nortal and Zantak in the transporter room,” Vioxx said, already up out of his chair and heading toward the turbolift.

“What about me?” Remax demanded.

“Don’t comm us. We’ll comm you,” Vioxx said, disappearing into a turbolift.

“Disrespectful whelp,” Remax muttered. “I’m half tempted not to tell him that I found the warhawk.”

“You found it already?” Bain asked surprised.

“Honestly, I had it even before your boy told us about his sabotage,” Remax said drawing another smile from Bain.

“With age comes wisdom,” Bain said.

“Youth defies age at its peril,” Remax replied.

“Right then. It looks like everything is in order. Let’s send the young ones off to show those Vulcans a thing or two, shall we?” Bain said, settling comfortably in his chair. “Mister Yonk, don’t let on that we’re searching for our Vulcan friends out there. Just swing us into orbit nice and steady, and make sure we pass by the Shakalak’s position.”

“Captain, Spacedock Control demands to know what the hell we’re doing here,” Gworos said.

“Is that an exact quote?” Bain asked bemused.

“Yes,” Gworos growled.

“Tell them that we were in the neighborhood. Leave it at that. Standby to beam the away teams to the surface and the Shakalak on my mark.”

“Standing by.”

The Anomaly cruised smoothly past the moon toward Earth’s Pacific Rim, then slid into orbit over the Asian mainland, moving west.

“Energize,” Bain said.

“Transporting now,” Gworos said.

“Good show. All the way around the planet, Yonk. I have a feeling the situation on the Shakalak will have changed quite a bit by the time we get back.”



The arrival of a Starfleet vessel was not a cause of concern for Corporal Shemp and Private Votek, the two Vulcans who had remained on the Shakalak to run the vessel and monitor the progress of Colonel Strep’s force currently infiltrating the underground storage facility. This was Earth, after all. The center of the Federation and home of Starfleet Headquarters. Therefore, it was only logical to assume that Starfleet vessels would be a common sight there. The vessel in question had dropped out of warp in the outer reaches of the solar system, then slid into orbit around Earth without the slightest hint that they were aware of the presence of a cloaked Romulan warhawk despite the fact that the Starfleet ship had passed within twenty kilometers of the Shakalak’s position.

Admittedly, this mission did not come without a high degree of risk. Should the Shakalak be detected somehow, Strep and Votek would have to decloak before having the ability to raise shields or arm weapons. And should that occur, the odds of successfully retrieving Strep’s team and the item they had been sent to acquire would drop precipitously. For that reason, Shemp and Votek were focusing all of their attention on the various status monitors on the helm and tactical consoles of the Shakalak’s bridge.

They were not, however, focusing on the soft whir of an approaching turbolift and, therefore, were caught rather off guard as the turbolift doors opened and Centurion Nortal stormed out, disruptor rifle blazing. “Unhand those consoles, foul beasts!” Nortal cried as the Vulcans did the logical thing and dove for cover as Nortal’s stun blasts slammed harmlessly into consoles and chairs around them. As the turbolift doors slid shut, the Romulan Centurion sprinted around the bridge, diving in front of the helm console and using it to separate herself from the Vulcans.

“You are outnumbered, Romulan,” Shemp announced. “The logical course of action would be for you to surrender yourself now so that you are not injured or killed.”

“I spit on your logic.”

“If you were to think about this rationally, you would see that the numbers are on our side.”

“Then you need to count again,” Commander Vioxx said as he and Zantak emerged from the returned turbolift, wrist phasers locked on the Vulcans.

“Does logic now suggest that we surrender?” Private Votek asked Corporal Shemp.

“It is a difficult question. We are outnumbered; however, the success of the mission currently being performed by our comrades on the surface requires that…”

ZAP! ZAP!

“SHUT UP!” Vioxx shouted, lowering his just-fired wrist phaser as the two stunned Vulcans collapsed to the deck.

“Find some binders and tie these two up. Leave them over by the viewscreen. I want to be able to keep an eye on them in case they wake up,” Vioxx said as Nortal stood up from her cover. The centurion did not respond as she gazed longingly at the Vulcans.

“Is there a problem?” Vioxx as pointedly.

Nortal looked up at him, lip quivering slightly. “I wanted to shoot them.”

“You can have the next ones. I promise,” Vioxx said, sliding into the command chair. Now this was more like it. A Romulan warhawk under his command. It sure beat the Tyvek. “Zantak, contact the Anomaly and tell Bain that we are in control over here.”

After finding two sets of binders in a bin under the Shakalak’s tactical console, Nortal dragged the Vulcans to the front of the bridge and secured their hands before returning to take her post at tactical.

“Captain Bain acknowledges and says he is sending Doctor Nooney to see to the condition of the ship’s crew,” Zantak said quickly, the taciturn helm officer obviously annoyed at having to serve as a go-between for Vioxx and Bain.

“If he insists,” Vioxx said distastefully. Better them than us, Vioxx added to himself; although, it seemed somehow wrong to let Nooney loose on his own people.

“I will beam the Probing Man directly to the cargo bay,” Nortal said, stifling a shudder.

“Good idea.”

“Commander, the foul ones sent a comm before they were dispatched!” Nortal suddenly exclaimed.

“Huh?” Vioxx said, spinning around his chair to face Nortal.

“There was an automated distress message standing by on this console, and it has been activated,” Nortal explained. “The cur manning this post must have hit it before he fled my wrath.”

“Yeah yeah. Wrath. Doom. Blah blah blah. What about the message?” Vioxx demanded impatiently.

“It was a call for assistance.”

“Assistance?” Vioxx said. “But we’re deep in Federation space. Who would be…” He trailed off. “Get me Bain. Quickly!”

Nortal’s hands dashed across her console. “The Butcher of Breen responds!”

“Do you have to call him that?”

“Call me what?” Captain Bain said, his image now filling the warhawk’s viewscreen.

Nortal gestured dramatically. “Your exalted title of…”

“Thank you, Nortal,” Vioxx said, interrupting. “Bain, the Vulcans were able to send off some kind of distress call before we secured the bridge.”

“Who the devil to?” Bain said. “There’s no one else around here.”

“That we know of.”

“Get the orientation of the warbird’s comm array and track it,” Bain ordered, looking off screen toward Remax at the science console.

“There’s not much along that path,” Remax said a few moments later. “Lots of open space until you get to the Clouds of Orion. Wait. I’m picking up something at the very edge of long range sensors coming this way at high warp. Five contacts.”

“Vulcan ships,” Bain said grimly.

“Impossible to tell at this distance, but I wouldn’t wager against you,” Remax said. “They must have been hiding in the nebula, but how did they manage to get this close to Earth without being spotted?”

“With all of the worlds joining the Vulcan Alliance, the Federation isn’t as vast as it once was,” Bain said. “All the blighters had to do was slip across the border as close to the Clouds as they could get, then make a break for it. We don’t have the kind of monitoring of our border with the Vulcans that we do with…other places,” Bain said, stopping himself from saying “the Neutral Zone.” “All they had to do was slide into the nebula and go to minimal power. All the activity in there would mask them from sensors.”

“You sound familiar with this tactic,” Vioxx said.

“I used it once or twice against the Breen.”

“Hail the Butcher of Breen!” Nortal exclaimed, drawing an angry glare from Vioxx.

“How much time do we have?” Vioxx asked, turning his attention back to Bain.

“At their speed, maybe twenty minutes,” Remax said.

“We’ll be ready for them,” Bain said. “We know they’re coming, and we have our own fleet ready to stop them.”

“Fleet?” Vioxx said. “From what Admiral Larkin has said, just about everything Starfleet has is either massed on the Neutral Zone or patrolling for Vulcan incursions, not that that helped. No one is close except the two of us.”

“And the Navigator,” Bain said. “I’ll take three on five odds any day. I’ll roust Prosak out of bed and get the ship prepped for departure.”

“Prosak? You trust her to command a ship in combat?”

“You haven’t seen her in action,” Bain said confidently. “Make sure your systems are ready, Commander. We’ll see to things here. Bain out.”

Bain vanished, his image on the viewscreen replaced by the Earth below. “You heard the man,” Vioxx said, unable to suppress a smile as he spun his chair back to face Nortal.

“You are pleased by these events?” Nortal asked surprised.

“Damn right I am,” Vioxx said, rubbing the armrests of the command chair. “I’ve got a warhawk!”



Tovar relaxed considerably as he saw the comforting blue of three Starfleet transporter beams cascading down in the living room of the farm house. The feeling was short lived as one of those beams coalesced into the figure of Lieutenant Shelly Marsden. It was Dr. Natalia Kasyov, however, who spoke as soon as the transport was complete.

“Where are they?” she demanded anxiously.

“Over there,” Tovar replied, pointing at the two unconscious and trussed up Vulcans laying in the corner of the room.

“Not them,” Kasyov snapped testily. “My parents!”

“Your parents?” Tovar said, looking around. “This is your house?”

“Yes!”

“Why would the Vulcans want to come to your house?”

“They want what’s under it,” Kasyov said as Tovar noticed that Marsden hadn’t taken her eyes off of him.

“It would seem that this dwelling stands above a Starfleet Intelligence storage facility,” Cabral’s voice said through the hovercam floating close to Kasyov. “Natalia’s parents are the guardians.”

“That still doesn’t tell us why the Vulcans are here,” Audrey said, holographically disguised as Sub-Commander Nural. “What is in this facility that they would want?”

“I have no idea,” Kasyov said, adjusting her heavy winter coat. “And we’re not going to find out from here. The entrance tunnel to the annex building is in the grain silo.” She took another look at Tovar and Audrey. “You two beamed down without coats? Are you trying to freeze to death?”

“Our apologies. We neglected to check the weather before we escaped our captivity on the warhawk,” Tovar said.

“I’ll get you some coats,” Kasyov said, heading out of the room with Cabral in tow.

Audrey glanced between Tovar and Marsden, then followed Kasyov. “I will assist you,” she called after Kasyov.

“We meet again,” Marsden said once she and Tovar were alone.

“Indeed we do,” Tovar replied, smiling slightly. “I am very happy to see you.”

“I’m just glad you’re okay,” Marsden said, letting a little smile of her own slip through. Without either realizing they were doing it, the pair had managed to cross the distance between them and were now standing mere inches apart.

“Did I mention I’m happy to see you?” Tovar asked.

“I think so.”

“I was an idiot,” Tovar said, his head moving closer to hers.

“I know,” Marsden whispered, their lips almost touching. All at once, they stopped. “We can’t do this now,” she said.

“And not here.”

A moment later, Kasyov, Audrey, and Cabral’s hovercam returned to find Tovar and Marsden standing stiffly several feet apart.

“Put this on,” Kasyov said, tossing a coat to Tovar, who complied readily. “The tunnel in the grain silo leads to the main level of the annex building. Other than a small office area near the entrance, the entire structure is devoted to storage. We’ll hit the office first and see if we can get one of the inventory manifests in hopes of finding a clue to what the Vulcans are after. From there we’ll…” Kasyov trailed off. The truth was that she wasn’t sure what to do next beyond “find the Vulcans.” This was really Tovar’s area.

“We’ll find the Vulcans,” Tovar said, finishing her thought. Hmmm…maybe that was all there was to it. “They very likely have taken the Kasyovs hostage, so do not engage the Vulcans unless absolutely necessary. May we assume that their target is on the main level you mentioned?”

“There’s a basement level, but it’s nothing but the environmental system and some preserved bodies and body parts.”

“Body parts?” Marsden asked with a grimace as Kasyov headed for the back door of the house with Audrey and Tovar close behind.

“She did say they were preserved,” Cabral said before heading off after Kasyov.

“That’s helps a lot,” Marsden muttered, trudging forward.

The team sprinted across the yard toward the grain silo, partly to avoid being spotted by any Vulcan sentries that might be watching and partly just to get out of the punishing cold winds whipping across the raised plateau where the Kasyov farm sat.

Once in the silo, the group found themselves standing on a massive pile of heaped grain. Kasyov quickly crossed the pile and opened an almost invisible panel located along the metal wall of the inside of the silo. She reached into the panel and typed in a code. An instant later, the pile of grain vanished, revealing a spiral staircase leading downward into darkness.

“We have thirty seconds until the grain in restored,” Kasyov said, starting down the stairs.

“Hologram?” Marsden asked as the team followed Kasyov down the stairs.

“Yes and no. The inside of this silo is basically a holodeck. The grain in here is just as solid as something you would touch inside the holopod in your quarters.”

At the bottom of the staircase, the group saw the entrance to a short tunnel, sloping downward toward a large closed door. The tunnel itself didn’t look all that different from the corridors inside a starship. Starfleet design at work.

“The office area is just inside the facility on the left,” Kasyov said as she approached the door leading into the annex. “There are several windows around it, though, looking out onto the main floor. We’ll need to be careful.”

“I will go,” Cabral said.

“No, Cabral…” Kasyov said.

“I can fly in silently and transmit information about what I see back to you without alerting the Vulcans to your presence. If I am discovered, I will simply fly farther into the facility, possibly drawing whatever guards are present with me. It does not make sense for you to risk yourself when I am perfectly capable of dealing with the situation. Besides, even if my hovercam is damaged, I will not be.”

“There is a certain logic to his plan,” Tovar remarked.

“I’m going to try to forget you said that,” Kasyov replied. “But you’re right.” She keyed in the code for the door’s locking mechanism, causing it to slide open, revealing a bland beige corridor leading away from them. As promised, the office door and windows were visible on the left a short ways down the corridor. The corridor itself abruptly ended a couple of meters farther down, opening up into a vast warehouse.

Cabral’s hovercam drifted inside and headed for the ceiling, skimming along it until it took up a position outside the office.

“Cabral to Kasyov,” Kasyov’s commpip relayed as Cabral sent his message at whisper level. “I see an armed male Vulcan in the room along with two humans, a male and a female.”

Kasyov instantly brightened. “My parents.”

“They appear to be unharmed but extremely displeased.”

“Imagine that,” Marsden muttered.

“We will need to neutralize the Vulcan before he can alert the others,” Audrey said, stepping forward with her ever-present Section 31 cylinder.

“What is that thing?” Marsden asked.

“Nothing for you, human,” Audrey said, cupping the device in her hand and cursing herself for not bringing a disruptor from the Shakalak. She didn’t realize this was going to become a party.

“Sub-Commander Nural and I will handle this,” Tovar said, interceding between Marsden and Audrey.

“You will, huh?” Marsden said, crossing her arms across her chest.

“I do not wish for you to be harmed,” Tovar said.

“I can take care of myself.”

“Of course. I didn’t mean to imply…”

“Just shoot the damn Vulcan!” Marsden snapped.

Tovar nodded curtly, then entered the facility with Audrey, both of them ducking to a crouch as they approached the door of the office. As Tovar took up a position directly beside the door, Audrey crossed to the far side of the corridor to avoid prematurely tripping the door’s proximity sensors, which would open the door and alert the Vulcan to their presence. Once safely past, she returned to the left wall, just below the large row of windows lining the office. Without a word, Audrey and Tovar exchanged hand signals, then, on the count of three, Tovar waved a hand in front of the door, triggering the door.

The sound of the opening door drew the Vulcan’s attention. Confused, he turned away from his human prisoners and approached the corridor, weapon raised.

“What is it?” Kasyov’s father demanded suddenly. The Vulcan looked back to silence the human. The moment he did so, Tovar and Audrey took advantage of the distraction, bringing both of their weapons to bear and dropping the Vulcan with two coordinated shots.”

“Mister and Mrs. Kasyov, I presume,” Tovar said, rising to his feet and entering the office.

“Yes,” Mr. Kasyov said eagerly.

“Lieutenant Commander Tovar.”

“I told you Starfleet would send someone,” Mrs. Kasyov said as Tovar set to work untying the bonds holding the Kasyovs. She suddenly spotted Audrey. “Is that a Romulan?”

“Sub-Commander Nural is with me,” Tovar said. Cabral’s hovercam floated down from the corridor ceiling and into the office.

“And that?” Mr. Kasyov asked.

“Also with me,” Tovar said. “Additionally…”

“Mama! Papa!” Natalia Kasyov exclaimed, charging into the office toward her parents.

“Natalia!” the Kasyovs cried as all three embraced.

“You’re here!” Mrs. Kasyov said in disbelief. “How did you know?”

“It’s a long story.”

“And one we probably don’t have time for,” Marsden said, closing the office door, then moving over to the set of windows looking out at the warehouse.

“Is that Shelly?” Mrs. Kasyov asked her daughter.

“It’s me,” Marsden said. “Hi, Mrs. Kasyov.”

“Say hello, Yuri,” Mrs. Kasyov said, slapping her husband’s arm lightly.

“We have more pressing problems, Dasha,” Yuri replied. Both elder Kasyov’s were obviously in good physical condition from their farm labors. They appeared hearty and fit. For his part, Yuri Kasyov wasn’t quite the burly specimen that Reginald Bain was, but he could most likely hold his own in a fight. His wife didn’t appear to be a pushover either.

“How many Vulcans are we dealing with?” Marsden asked.

“And what are they after?” Tovar added.

“They left two in the house,” Dasha said.

“Taken care of,” Audrey said.

“Then that leaves…oh…I’d say sixteen. Fifteen now,” Dasha said, giving the fallen Vulcan a little kick.

“That would match my count,” Tovar said. “Did they give you any indication as to what they wanted from this facility?”

“I heard the leader mention the Kolch’ak Device,” Yuri said. “I don’t know what it is, though. Do you have any idea how many crates and containers are in this place?”

“I will begin a search from above,” Cabral said.

“It talks?” Dasha Kasyov said, looking at the hovercam in surprise.

“We can find it in the manifest,” Kasyov said, ignoring her mother as she sat down at one of the desks in the room and activated its obsolete terminal. “Did the Vulcans hurt either of you?”

“They threatened Dasha,” Yuri said scowling. “I did not wish to see her harmed, so I…I let them into the annex.”

“Vulcans do not generally threaten unless they intend to follow through on that threat,” Tovar said. “You did what you needed to do to protect yourselves.”

“Got it,” Kasyov said. “Row K. Section 36.”

Cabral’s hovercam moved over to Kasyov and examined the blinking icon on the layout of the facility displayed on the monitor in front of her. “I see. I will report back as soon as I can.”

“We’ll be ready,” Kasyov said, rising from her seat as Cabral soared out of the room. “Mama, Papa, stay here. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

Yuri and Dariya exchanged a quick look. “Nyet,” Dariya said as Yuri typed in the code to open a wall-mounted bin. Inside were two hand phasers that had been there since the late 24th century.

Yuri checked the power levels. “Still good.” He tossed one of the phasers to his wife. “They came to our home, and we will help remove them from it.”

“We may need all the help we can get,” Marsden said to an unsure Kasyov.

“The Vulcans are wearing body armor,” Tovar said, unfastening his coat and revealing the armor he’d swiped from one of the Vulcans. “Aim for the head.”

“That we can do,” Dariya said.

“There’s only one way into or out of that row,” Kasyov said, heading for the door.

“Then we will pin them down and pick them off one by one,” Tovar said.

“Agreed,” Audrey said, following Kasyov, Yuri, and Dariya out into the corridor as Tovar waited to bring up the rear.

“I think she likes you,” Marsden said with a smirk, sliding past Tovar on her way outside. Tovar almost blurted out, “She’s my sister!” but managed to stop himself just as his mouth opened. Marsden was already on her way down the corridor, leading Tovar to realize to his relief that she was teasing him. Now all he had to do was make sure they all lived through this, so he could see where this teasing was going to lead.



“Commander Prosak reports that the Navigator is in position,” Lieutenant Gworos said from tac-ops as Bain waited tensely in his command chair. It was a tension brought on from anticipation of a good scrape rather than nervousness about the confrontation to come.

“Good good,” Bain said. “What about the Vulcans?”

“Still moving this way at high warp,” Remax said from the science console. “I haven’t seen any sign of deceleration.”

“And you won’t until they’re right on top of us, I’d wager,” Bain said. “They’re going to wait until the last possible moment to come out of warp in order to avoid as much of the solar system’s defensive systems as possible. Tell Vioxx to get ready, Gworos. We’re going to be opening fire in a matter of moments.”

“Phasers standing by,” Gworos said as he sent the message to the cloaked Shakalak.

“Here they come,” Remax said. “They’re in the system.”

“Fire!” Bain ordered.

Gworos slammed his hand down on the firing control, sending a continuous beam of phaser energy blasting seemingly into empty space above Earth. The space shimmered as the Shakalak’s cloaking field collapsed.

“Vulcan ships dropping out of warp,” Gworos said. “They are moving to intercept. Distance thirty thousand kilometers.”

“The buggers really cut it close,” Bain said.

“Fifteen thousand kilometers. Ten thousand kilometers.”

“Cease fire,” Bain said as the Shakalak listed on the viewscreen in front of him. “Bring us about and ready phasers and torpedoes. Bain to Navigator and Shakalak…NOW!”

“Phasers to full power,” Gworos said. “The Shakalak is raising shields and arming weapons.”

“Fire!”

The weapon systems of the Anomaly and the Shakalak opened up, sending a barrage of phaser blasts and neutron torpedoes at the oncoming Vulcan ships. Quickly realizing that the attack on the Shakalak had been a ruse, the Vulcans broke off, veering hard to port as a group. As they did so, the Navigator, which had been hiding in the interference generated at the North Pole by Earth’s magnetic field, charged them, laying into the ships with a weapons volley of its own.

Shields flashed and explosions raked along the surface of one of the Vulcan battlecruisers. Moments later, it burst into a massive fireball, sending out a shockwave that slammed the remaining four ships of the Vulcan group with violent force and scattered their tight formation. Two of the Vulcan ships recovered and dove toward the surface while the other two broke toward open space.

“Vioxx, stay with me,” Bain ordered. “Prosak and the defense network can handle the other two.”

“Acknowledged,” Vioxx replied over the comm system.

As the Anomaly and the Shakalak sped into the atmosphere to pursue the two Vulcan vessels rapidly descending toward the Western Siberian Plain, the other two Vulcan ships found themselves in the midst of a storm of phaser fire as Earth’s satellite defense network flared to life.

On the Navigator’s bridge, Prosak tried to remain detached as she watched the pounding the two Vulcan ships were suffering. “Inform both vessels that we will accept their surrender,” Prosak said, glancing back at Lieutenant Brazzell at tac-ops.

“They say that it would not be logical to give up on their mission or to allow themselves to be captured,” Brazzell said a few moments later. To punctuate their point, the Navigator bucked as a phaser blast from one of the Vulcan ships seared into the underside of its saucer.

“Return fire,” Prosak said flatly.

Brazzell let loose with a full spread of neutron torpedoes, half aimed at each Vulcan ship. The first Vulcan craft was obliterated instantly, its shields having already been brought down by the punishment it had already received. The second craft jerked to starboard, attempting evasive action. The move spared it from the full brunt of the torpedo assault, but with only one enemy craft to focus on, the defense satellites quickly locked their weapons, hitting the lone ship from all sides with phaser blasts. Moments later, it too was gone.

“Full stop,” Prosak ordered Ensign Nott, the Bolian manning the helm. “Stay alert, Brazzell. We will need to act quickly should Captain Bain require assistance.”

“Do you really think he will?” Brazzell asked as he wiped down his console after a hard-fought battle.

“No, but we will be ready all the same.”



The warehouse in some ways resembled a mini-city with skyscrapers formed from stacks of various crates and containers reaching for the ceiling seven meters above the floor. Cabral maneuvered his hovercam through the artificial canyons until he came to the row in question. At the end of it, almost against the rear wall of the annex building, several Vulcans were working together to extract a large silver container from one of the massive piles as another stood nearby, cooly watching the scene.

In the more immediately vicinity, two other Vulcans were standing at the end of the row as sentries. Unfortunately, Cabral’s hovercam had caught their attention.

“It appears to be a sentry drone of some sort,” one of the guards remarked as they considered the hovercam.

“Judging by the Federation technology evident in the design of the device, I would say that is a logical conclusion.”

“Indeed. We should destroy it.”

“Indeed.”

The two Vulcans raised their phaser rifles toward the hovercam. Cabral suddenly caused the hovercam to swoop down toward the Vulcans, then, as they dodged, he looped it around and sailed down the cross aisle deeper into the annex and away from Kasyov and the others.

“Cabral to Kasyov,” he transmitted. “The Vulcans are in Row K as expected. I have lured two away; however, fourteen others remain.”

“We’ll see to them,” Kasyov sent back. “Be careful.” Closing the channel, she and the others continued along until they reached the end of Row K.

“They have amassed a great deal of cover,” Tovar said, observing the crates and containers now filling the aisle.

“True; however, it looks like their only way out of this aisle is through us,” Audrey said.

“That’s comforting,” Marsden muttered. “Do we have a plan?”

“Start shooting,” Tovar replied.

“Da! I like this plan,” Yuri said.

Tovar counted it out silently on his fingers. On three, the entire team leapt into Row K, firing madly. Audrey and Tovar were able to bring down five of the surprised Vulcans (not that a Vulcan would ever admit to being surprised) and Dariya stunned another as the others scurried for cover. Tovar could see Colonel Strep moving for a particular container. Tovar tried to force Strep away, but the Vulcan was able to reach cover behind it just as Tovar’s team was forced to dive for cover of their own, frantically pulling crates into the corridor proper to avoid the return volley of phaser fire from the Vulcans.

The Vulcans had a surprise of their own waiting as a shimmering green force field dome suddenly popped into place over the Vulcans.

“This is Lieutenant Commander Tovar! There is no way out! I order you to surrender!” Tovar shouted down the aisle. He didn’t expect it to have much of an effect, but he hoped to give Strep one more surprise.

With the protective shield in place, courtesy of a small generator enclosed in a pack strapped to one of the Vulcan’s backs, Strep stood up from his hiding place and stepped to the edge of the shield. “Your arrival is ill-timed, Mister Tovar. You are interfering in Vulcan affairs.”

“These affairs of yours are on a Federation world, if you hadn’t noticed.”

“I am well aware of our location. Just as I am aware that you are still outnumbered. I recommend that you depart so as to avoid the inevitable unpleasant outcome that will transpire should our confrontation resume.”

“Does he always talk like this?” Marsden asked rolling her eyes.

“Yes,” Tovar replied. “It is very annoying.”

“I heard that, Mister Tovar,” Strep said.

“Good for you,” Kasyov shouted. “Now lower your shield, drop your weapons, and surrender!”

“Who is that woman?”

“Natalia Kasyov! And this is my parents’ farm!”

“They were unharmed,” Strep said. “In fact, our presence here does not involve our current quarrel with the Federation. We have come to obtain a simple device.”

“The Kolch’ak Device. We know,” Tovar said. “You cannot expect me to let you walk out of here without knowing what it even does.”

“It is a fascinating device,” Strep said, opening up the silver container and removing a golden helmet like something out of an ancient Flash Gordon serial, complete with two metal fins extending toward the rear. A thick black cable connected the helmet to a thick metal vest. Strep flipped a switch, bringing rows of multi- colored LEDs on the vest to life, blinking erratically.

“Kolch’ak was an Andorian scientist who lived in the late 22nd century. Outside of his scientific accomplishments, he had a particular dislike of Vulcans stemming back to an incident that led to the death of his parents. He could never accept that Vulcan and Andor were now allies in the young Federation and devoted the last years of his life to finding a way to destroy my kind. His efforts culminated with this. He even attempted to use it. Before his ship could land on Vulcan, though, it was intercepted by Starfleet Intelligence and the device confiscated. Kolch’ak is said to have died of rage on the spot. I find the veracity of this to be highly doubtful, though.”

“So what? You came to get this weapon because your superiors think the Federation might dig it up and use it on you?” Marsden said. “We don’t do that kind of thing! We’re the good guys, remember? No…I guess you don’t.”

“I never said this was a weapon,” Strep said, sliding into the vest, then slipping the helmet onto his head. “Kolch’ak was determined to enslave us. His device will control the mind of any Vulcan in a 400,000 kilometer radius. If he had landed on Vulcan and activated his device, our entire homeworld would have been under his control. If this device can control the Vulcan mind, we must possess it.”

“So you can see if it works on your Romulan cousins,” Audrey said.

Strep arched his eyebrow. “Very perceptive, Romulan. Since your people have failed to see the logic of our occupation of your space, we will duplicate this device and spread it to all of the worlds of the Romulan Empire, shielding our own people from its effects of course.”

“We cannot let you use it,” Tovar said.

“You are too late to prevent that outcome,” Strep said, flipping one more switch. An arc of electricity sparked between the helmet’s fins, and suddenly every Vulcan except Strep bolted upright to stiff attention. Audrey shot her adopted brother a covert wink and did the same.

“Fascinating,” Strep remarked. Tovar swore he could almost see a hint of a smirk on the Vulcan’s face. “I command you to destroy our attackers!”

“Run!” Tovar shouted, dashing out of Row K with the others close behind as the Vulcans opened fire, their phaser beams sailing through the shield toward Tovar and his team. Audrey gave chase, firing wildly and missing all of her targets. Once safely out of the Vulcans’ firing range, Marsden stopped and spun around, leveling her wrist phaser at the charging woman, but Tovar grabbed her hand, shoving it down.

“Wait,” he said.

“For what?” Marsden demanded.

“For me,” Audrey said, slowing to a stop. “We need to get through that shield.”

“That much is certain,” Tovar said.

“That thing isn’t controlling you?” Marsden said.

“Perhaps Vulcan and Romulan brains have diverged enough since the Romulan exodus that device is ineffective,” Kasyov said, looking at Audrey’s skull with interest.

“We can discuss the hows and whys later,” Tovar said. “But right now, start opening crates. We need something get us through that shield!”



The Anomaly and the Shakalak jockeyed for position behind the two fleeing Vulcan ships, skirting over the Russian landscape less than 100 meters above the ground as phaser and disruptor beams lanced back and forth between the Vulcans and their pursuers. So far they’d been able to keep the Vulcans well away from the Kasyov farm, but Bain didn’t much like having two enemy vessels this close to the surface of his homeworld.

“Bain to Vioxx,” Bain said as he stood behind Yonk at the helm, gripping the back of the Ferengi’s chair. “We need to finish this. Concentrate all fire on the ship to starboard.”

“I believe the port vessel has suffered more damage,” Vioxx’s voice said.

“Port. Starboard. Makes no difference to me. Just pick one.”

“Port.”

“Port it is then. Gworos, all phasers on the port vessel and fire.”

The combined blasts from the Anomaly and the Shakalak battered the port Vulcan craft, causing its shields to flicker wildly. Suddenly, it veered to starboard, placing itself between its comrade and their pursuers.

“What are they doing?” Yonk said.

“They seem to have decided that it is a logical day to die,” Gworos said.

“Sacrifice strategy,” Bain said. “They get blasted to bits so their friends can continue onward.” Another volley from the Shakalak took the Vulcan ship’s shields down. This was immediately followed by one more shot to the rust red vessel’s polaron drive assembly. Explosions blossomed from the polaron drive, quickly working their way forward as the ship plummeted to Earth, digging a scorched trench through three kilometers of Siberian forest before erupting into one final fireball.

“Good show, Vioxx. One more to…”

Bain’s attention was pulled away as Remax suddenly went ramrod straight in his chair. “Destroy our attackers.”

“What the devil?” Bain said as the elder Romulan leapt from his chair with surprising speed and charged him. “Bloody hell!” Bain barely dodged Remax, then slammed the Romulan on the back with both fists, knocking him to the deck.

“Stand back, sir,” Gworos said, extending his wrist phaser. He stopped as something on the tac-ops console caught his eye. “The Shakalak is locking weapons!”

“Has Vioxx gone completely crackers?”



“Destroy our attackers,” Vioxx, Nortal, and Zantak all said flatly as the Shakalak brought its weapons to bear on the Anomaly. The turbolift doors opened, and Doctor Fred Nooney bounded onto the bridge, making a show of wiping sweat from his brow.

“Whew! I checked each and everyone of the crew, and they are all STILL unconscious!” Nooney said. “I could try to wake them up, but that voknizine is tricky stuff.” Nooney suddenly realized all three Romulans were glaring at him with murder in their eyes. “Um…so what’s going on up here?”

“Destroy our attackers,” Vioxx, Nortal, and Zantak said as Vioxx aimed his wrist phaser at Nooney.

“Oooooh! Bad! Bad Romulans! Bad! No hurting Doctor Fred!” Nooney barely managed to dive back into the turbolift before a phaser blast seared past his head and burnt itself into the wall beside him. “Hey! That’s not stun!”



“With all due respect, Commander, I really think I’m supposed to be the one flying the ship,” Ensign Nott said nervously as Commander Prosak struggled to get out of Lieutenant Brazzell’s grip and make another attempt to remove the Bolian from the helm console.

“Destroy our attackers!”

“We already did!” Brazzell said, trying not to think about the germs that were even now leaping in vast hordes from Prosak’s body to his.

Prosak threw herself forward, flipping Brazzell over her head and on top of Nott, sending the pair crumpling to the deck as Prosak dove for the helm console. “Brazzell to sickbay! Get somebody up here with a tranquilizer now! And bring something to knock out Commander Prosak while you’re at it!”



Bain struggled to get back into his chair as the Anomaly jolted from a disruptor blast slamming into it. “Yonk, get us some room to maneuver!” Bain shouted as Remax began rising to his feet again. “Gworos!”

“Aye,” Gworos replied, aiming his right arm at Remax and firing a stun blast into him while his left hand flew across the tac- ops’s console, sending a few blasts in the direction of the Romulan warhawk. Remax hit the deck with a thud as the Anomaly broke out of the atmosphere into open space.

“Great Nagus!” Yonk screamed suddenly, pitching the ship hard to port as the Navigator streaked by. “They just tried to ram us! Here they come again!”

The bridge bucked violently, nearly pitching Bain out of his chair as sparks rained down from the ceiling and power flickered.

“Torpedo hit from the Shakalak!” Gworos announced. “Shall I contact Earth Defense Control?”

“No!” Bain said. “I’m not sacrificing our people! Get us to the asteroid field. We need some cover.”

Closely pursued by the Shakalak, the Navigator, and the lone remaining Vulcan cruiser, the Anomaly streaked past the moon into open space.



Prosak’s eyes blinked several times as she looked at the viewscreen then down at the helm console. “Why am I sitting here?” she asked confused.

“Commander?” Brazzell asked hesitantly, picking himself up off the deck.

“What is it, Lieutenant? And why are you on the floor?”

“You don’t remember?”

“Remember what?”

Brazzell rolled his eyes. “Brazzell to sickbay. Cancel the tranquilizers.”



“Er…weren’t we at Earth?” Vioxx asked looking at the open space on his viewscreen.

“Missing time!” Nortal shouted. “Some foul alien beasts abducted me and probed my anus!”

“Before we go with that theory, contact the Anomaly, since they’re right in front of us. Maybe they know what’s going on.”



“The Shakalak is hailing,” Gworos said. “It’s Commander Vioxx.”

“Put him on,” Bain said, rising from his chair and straightening his uniform. An instant later, the Romulan commander’s image appeared on the viewscreen.

Vioxx’s eyes widened. “What happened over there?” he asked in shock.

“What happened?” Bain snapped. “You happened! What was the meaning of that?”

“The meaning of what?”

“You attacked us!”

“No, we didn’t.” Vioxx noticed the prone form at Bain’s feet. “Did you shoot Remax?”

“He attacked me!”

“Is everyone attacking you now?” Vioxx asked skeptically.

“It bloody well felt like it!”

“If we’re done with this, don’t we have another Vulcan ship to worry about?” Vioxx said irritated.

“You’re damn right we do. Yonk, turn us around.”

The Vulcan ship, which had been bringing up the rear, found itself with three adversaries again as the Anomaly, Shakalak, and Navigator spun around and opened fire on it. In response, the Vulcans whipped their own ship around and made a beeline back to Earth.

“Here we go,” Yonk said, streaking back toward the planet with the Shakalak and the Navigator close behind. In a matter of moments, they were passing the moon and…

Bain watched Vioxx suddenly stiffen on the viewscreen. “Destroy our attackers,” Vioxx said, then cut the comm channel. The Anomaly suddenly lurched as weapons fire slammed into its aft sections.

“Oh bloody hell,” Bain muttered, scrambling back into his chair.



Tovar threw open the lid of another crate. It was only a matter of time before the Vulcans decided to get out of there, and with a portable shield generator, they’d be able to do just that without Tovar and the others being able to do a thing about it if they didn’t find a way through that shield soon.

He looked into the crate. Slime grenades. Why would anyone want a slime grenade?

Dariya Kasyov screamed suddenly. “It’s a head!” she exclaimed, pointing into the container in front of her.

Marsden whirled on Kasyov. “You said the body parts were in the basement!”

“They are!” Kasyov replied as she rushed to her mother’s side. “Oh.”

“Oh what?” Marsden demanded.

Kasyov lifted a familiar android head out of the box. “It’s Admiral Larkin.”

“Does she keep a spare head here?” Marsden asked.

“The Admiral has existed for well over a century. It is certainly possible,” Tovar said with a shrug.

“Put it back. It’s giving me the creeps,” Marsden said, opening her next crate. Five small blue spheres shot up into the air, narrowly missing her face as she leapt back. “Look out!” There was no need to worry, though. The balls bounced off of the ceiling a few times, then ricocheted away.

“Why would you want a cloaking belt that only makes you transparent?” Yuri Kasyov asked, looking at a padd he’d found in his crate.

“Halloween costume?” his daughter offered. “You could be a great ghost with something like that.”

Tovar moved to the next crate. Someone had actually bothered to put a label on this one. “Inflatable Starship - Do Not Open In An Enclosed Area.” They could try opening it over the Vulcans. Umm…no. Better not.

“Ha!” Marsden cried suddenly.

“What is it?” Tovar asked.

“Portable wormhole,” Marsden said, holding a shiny black sphere. “At least that’s what the description claims,” she added, handing a padd to Tovar. Hmm…throw the sphere at a barrier and it would open a wormhole to the other side. Perfect.

“Let’s go,” Tovar said, a smile crossing his face. If this didn’t get a reaction out of Strep, nothing would.

“We will not have to go far,” Yuri said, craning his neck around so her could peer down Row K. “They’re heading this way. Shield and all.”

“All right. Once the wormhole opens, we’ll only have a few moments before they realize what is happening. Sub-Commander Nural and I will target the shield generator. Once the shield is down, do your best to stun the guards. I will deal with Strep.”

“Personal vendetta?” Marsden asked.

“Yes,” Tovar said darkly. He had every intention of paying Strep back for that forced mind meld. Tovar counted it off with his fingers again. One. Two. Three.

Tovar and Audrey rolled into Row K. The Yynsian hurled the portable wormhole at the Vulcan’s shield. On contact, the sphere flattened into a jet black disk about a meter across and began to swirl. In an instant, gale force winds were whipping out of it, blasting Tovar and Audrey back. The Vulcans were faring no better as a mirror wormhole opened and smashed them around inside the confines of the shield.

Tovar caught himself on a heavy crate and held on as his legs kicked in the air behind him. The rest of his team had found similar anchor positions, but there was no way any of them were going to be getting anywhere near the Vulcans. On the bright side, the Vulcans didn’t appear to be going anywhere either.

The impasse continued for several moments until Tovar caught a flash of movement out of the corner of his eye. Cabral’s hovercam swooped down into Row K, pushing through the winds as it sailed into the eye of the storm, or in this case, the mouth of the wormhole. Once inside, Cabral quickly located the Vulcan wearing the portable shield generator laying face down on the floor as he and several of the other Vulcans used all of their strength to hang on to a massive container in the middle of the aisle.

Unable to steadily aim the small phaser embedded in the hovercam in the blustery winds, Cabral simply landed on the portable generator, extended the hovercam’s two manipulator arms, and sliced through the straps connecting it to the Vulcan’s back. Gripped by a gust of wind, the generator launched into the air with Cabral still aboard. He activated the hovercam’s anti-grav units again and slipped off the back of the generator, firing his phaser as soon as he was clear. The generator exploded instantly, taking the shield and the wormhole with it.

With the winds gone, the Vulcans scrambled to retrieve their weapons and deal with the robotic menace in their midst. Tovar and Audrey were on their feet in a flash, weapons blasting as they charged the Vulcans with Kasyov and the others not far behind. Three Vulcans fell in the first volley, trapped in the crossfire between the hovercam and Tovar’s team, with three more taken out as they tried to find adequate cover. Focused solely on his target, Tovar crossed the distance between himself and the one remaining Vulcan, Colonel Strep, in a matter of seconds.

“I believe it’s time to discuss that surrender,” Tovar said, his wrist phaser aimed squarely at Strep’s head.

“As improbable as this sounds, you have actually managed to provoke an emotional response in me,” Strep said. “I am…perturbed. I believe that is the proper term at least. This is a new sensation for me. Wait. I think it has actually progressed to anger. We may even be bordering on fury. Yes. I think it’s…”

Strep eyes bulged, and the Vulcan suddenly launched himself forward, his hands shooting up and wrapping themselves firmly around Tovar’s neck. “This is all your fault. From the second I entered that dark pit you call a mind, nothing has gone right!” He squeezed, threatening to crush the choking Tovar’s trachea right then and there.

Strep froze as he felt the emitter of a phaser press against the side of his neck just below the helmet of the Kolch’ak Device. “You’ve got about two seconds to let him go,” Lieutenant Marsden seethed. “And this ain’t stun.”

Colonel Strep forced his emotions back into check and released his grip on Tovar’s throat, raising his hands in the air. The Yynsian collapsed to the floor in a coughing fit as he tried to get some air back into his lungs. As Kasyov and the others jogged up to take control of Strep, Marsden knelt down to see to Tovar.

“I’ll take that,” Yuri said, snatching the helmet off of Strep’s head. The arc of electricity between the fins of the helmet flared brightly then vanished. “Now the vest.” Without taking his eyes off of Tovar, Strep slid out of the vest and handed it to Yuri. In a fluid move, Yuri tossed both vest and helmet into the air with his left arm as he raised his phaser in his right and fired. The Kolch’ak device hit the ground a moment later as little more than a pile of molten slag.



Having just returned to his seat at the Navigator’s helm console, Ensign Nott watched in horror as the Shakalak opened up on the Anomaly with its weapons systems.

“What is going on?” the frightened Bolian screamed, spinning his chair around. He was suddenly face to face with a wide-eyed Commander Prosak.

“Destroy our attackers!” she said, grabbing the front of Nott’s uniform and slinging him out of his chair toward Brazzell, who was racing down from the tac-ops console.

“Brazzell to sickbay! The tranquilizers are back on again! And hurry!”

“What do we do?” Nott cried, climbing back to his feet.

Brazzell grimaced. “Grab her,” he said disgustedly. He and Nott pounced.



“Engineering to bridge!” Lieutenant Devix’s voice shouted over the comm system. “We can’t take much more of this down here. And we’ve had to shoot Selex!”

“Understood,” Bain said through gritted teeth as Yonk took the Anomaly into a tight barrel roll to avoid another volley from the Shakalak. “Stay on the Vulcans as best you can,” Bain said to the Ferengi.

Gworos began to protest. “But the Shakalak…”

“Is still one of ours. Just deal with the blasted Vulcans!”

“Firing,” Gworos grumbled as he let loose with a mix of phasers and neutron torpedoes. The already battered Vulcan vessel fleeing ahead of them shuddered under the impacts, then went dark. “They have lost main power.”

“Damn well time,” Bain said.

The Anomaly bucked violently as the engineering console to Bain’s right exploded in a rain of sparks. The bridge went dark.

“And so have we,” Gworos said.

“Bugger all.”

As the emergency lights and auxiliary power systems kicked in, Bain braced himself for the final blow. He always knew his day would come, but somehow he never thought it would come courtesy of members of his own crew.

“The Shakalak is hailing again,” Gworos reported.

Bain considered this a moment. Did he really want to talk to Vioxx right now? He had no desire for his last moments in this universe to be spent listening to insufferable gloating, but it could be that the man was back to normal. “Put him on,” Bain said finally.

“We did that, didn’t we?” Vioxx said as his face appeared on the viewscreen and surveyed the scene on the Anomaly’s bridge in horror.

“You noticed,” Bain muttered, leaning back in his command chair.

“I don’t know what happened.”

“You were possessed,” Gworos said.

“What’s that?” Bain asked, turning in his chair.

“The Navigator reports that Commander Prosak suffered a similar condition which has also vanished.”

“The Vulcans are behind this somehow. I’m sure of it!” Vioxx said indignantly.

“I’d wager you’re right,” Bain said. “But how about giving us a tow to McKinley Station so we can straighten all of this out?”



“That takes care of that,” Yuri said as he and the others finished securing Strep and the stunned Vulcans. He looked around at the gathered group and quickly realized someone was missing. “Hey! What happened to the Romulan?”

Tovar shook his head.

“What’s that for?” Marsden asked.

“We won’t find her,” Tovar said hoarsely. “She’s gone.”

“No matter,” Yuri said. “We have the Vulcans.”

“There are two more in Row V,” Cabral said floating down beside Dr. Kasyov.

“You were wonderful,” Kasyov said.

“Yes, it is a most impressive little robot,” Dariya said.

Kasyov glanced at Cabral’s hovercam and took a deep breath. “Mama, papa, this is not a robot…not entirely anyway. This hovercam is operated by the brain that lives on our ship. He and I have become very close over the last couple of years. His name is Cabral, and I…I am in love with him.”

Silence.

Complete and total silence. There was, however, a lot of surprised blinking and opening and closing of mouths occurring.

“Well…,” Marsden said what seemed like an eternity later. “Who’s up for some lunch?”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 177753.6. Repairs on the Anomaly are proceeding at a rapid pace in hopes of getting us back to the Neutral Zone before the Vulcans make a move on our forces there. Personally, I think the build-up there was designed to draw our ships away from Earth, so the Vulcans could make a try for that mind control machine stashed in the Kantelov Annex. Good thing we put a stop to that. If what happened to Vioxx, Prosak, and the other Romulans is any indication, we would have had a real problem on our hands if the Vulcans had been able to distribute devices like that around the Empire.

“Starfleet Intelligence has taken the Vulcans who infiltrated the Annex into custody, and my guess is that no one will be hearing from them for some time. With the Anomaly in for repairs and the scare her parents had, Doctor Kasyov has decided to take a couple of days leave in Siberia to spend with her family. I understand she’s taken Cabral’s hovercam along. I also understand that she and Cabral…um…er…no, I don’t understand. I’ll just leave it at that.

“In any case, the immediate threat seems to have passed. Commander Zanex and his crew have resumed control of the Shakalak and are making their way back to Romulan space, but they are doing it without Sub-Commander Nural. Lieutenant Commander Tovar believes she was vaporized by a stray Vulcan blast during the battle for Kantelov. I hate to see a good officer lost, but Tovar assures me that Nural would have wanted it this way.”



Captain Bain set a glass of scotch down on the small side table beside the armchair in the Captain’s Lounge where Tovar sat reading Bain’s mission report on a padd then settled himself into the chair on table’s other side with a drink of his own.

“Did I cover it all?” Bain asked once Tovar lowered the padd.

“I believe so,” Tovar replied, raising the drink to his lips. “It is certainly more thorough that our usual reports.”

“Krissers insisted. She’s still a little steamed that I up and left the Neutral Zone, but I think this will put the matter to rest.”

“Thank you for that. I’m sorry to have caused you difficulties,” Tovar said.

“Nonsense. My boy was in trouble. The entire Vulcan fleet wouldn’t have stopped me.”

“Besides,” Bain added, patting Tovar’s shoulder. “We might just have saved the Federation from a horde of mind-controlled Romulans. Not bad for a day’s work. Krissers won’t be able to say a thing against it. Starfleet Intel wouldn’t let her even if she wanted to, which I don’t think she does. She and I have an understanding.”

“Speaking of Admiral Larkin, we found…a head in the annex. It looked like one of hers.”

Bain frowned for a moment, thinking, then smirked, his eyes twinkling. “So that’s where they put her.”

“Excuse me?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“But it was Admiral Larkin,” Tovar said.

“No.”

“No?”

“It was Kitty.”

“Who?”

“It’s before your time,” Bain said.

“You’re sure it wasn’t Admiral Larkin.”

“Trust,” Bain said smiling. “It was Kitty. It was definitely Kitty. Can I get you another drink?”

Tovar glanced down at his empty glass. “No. Thank you. I should be going anyway,” he replied, rising from his chair as Bain did the same. The two men stood looking at each other for a long moment.

“It’s good to have you home, lad,” Bain said finally, pulling Tovar into a hug.

Tovar returned the hug in kind. “It’s good to be back, father,” he said.

“Right then,” Bain said, releasing his grip. “Go get settled in. We’ll talk more later. And don’t plan anything for tomorrow night. Your mum wants to see us for dinner.”

“Yes, sir,” Tovar replied, smiling and nodding crisply before turning on his heel and exiting the lounge.



Tovar was less than surprised to see Audrey Bain, back in the traditional black uniform of Section 31, seated in his living area when he returned to his quarters.

“The dead live,” he remarked.

Audrey shrugged. “Resurrection comes with the territory.”

“Thank you for leaving me to cover your disappearance, by the way,” Tovar said.

“I thought you could handle it. And it’s not like Sub- Commander Nural is ever going to show up and prove you wrong.”

“That would be awkward,” Tovar said. The pair sat in silence for a few moments.

“Well, I should go,” Audrey said finally as she stood up. “I just wanted to say…good job. You were a big help in all this, even if it didn’t go according to plan.”

“I take it we’re ignoring the part where Section 31’s assessment of the situation was almost completely wrong.”

“If we could,” Audrey said, a slight hint of a smile crossing her lips. “Oh. Mum sends her love.”

“I’ll be sure to return the sentiment when father and I see her at dinner tomorrow night.”

“Ah, so you’re coming to dinner.”

“Will you be there?”

Audrey shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’m not quite up for one of Reginald Bain’s special interrogations about the state of my life. You have fun.”

“He’s a good man.”

“I know. But good men aren’t always good fathers.”

“He was…he is to me.”

“Only because you decided to follow him,” Audrey said.

“It’s more than that for me. My life is here, too.”

“And will this life of yours be including Shelly Marsden?

Tovar door chime sounded.

“Actually, that should be her now,” Tovar said. “We’re having dinner.”

“And?”

“And talking. I imagine there will be a great deal of much needed talking. We’ll see what the future holds.”

“I understand,” Audrey said. She grabbed him in a quick hug, then just as quickly released him. “Go get her, little brother. And no more sleeping with Prosak.”

“I promise,” Tovar said. “Goodbye, sister.”

“Ta ta,” Audrey said with a wave as she activated her transporter, vanishing in a swirl of white.

Feeling better about his life than he had in a long time, Tovar went to answer his door.



In One Door, Out The Other



Feeling better about his life than he had in a long time, Tovar went to answer his door. He and Lt. Shelly Marsden had a lot of unanswered questions. And now that he was back from his brief tour of duty on the Shakalak, after thwarting a Vulcan plan to swipe a mind control device from a Siberian storage facility on Earth, they’d finally get their chance to get together, talk, and sort things out.

Tovar felt good about this, as he tapped his doorpanel, knowing beyond a shadow of a doubt that Shelly Marsden was on the other side waiting for him.

The door opened obediently, revealing Commander Prosak.

“Commander, are you busy?” Prosak asked, stepping in.

“N-no,” Tovar said nervously. “Why would I be?”

“You appear apprehensive.”

“Do I? I had not noticed.”

Prosak studied Tovar’s quarters. “Your lighting level has been reduced significantly. Are you expecting a romantic evening?”

“Why would you say that?”

“Because I have studied the Vulcan powers of deduction. And because I have eyes.”

“Yeah,” Tovar said, looking at the ground. “So what do you want?”

“I have come on business, actually. As you know, repairs to the Anomaly are scheduled to be completed within twenty-four hours, at which time we will return to the Federation fleet at the Neutral Zone.”

“You’re right, I already knew that.”

“What you do not know,” Prosak said, stepping toward the windows that overlooked Earth. “Is that my father will be accompanying us.”

“To what end?” Tovar asked.

“To negotiate for peace. The Federation council has ruled that we must attempt to find a diplomatic solution to this conflict.”

“To the Vulcans’ totally illogical behavior?”

“Some members of the council believe we can reach some sort of settlement.”

“A settlement that will move the Vulcans out of Romulan space? I doubt it.”

“It’s not for me, or you, to ask why. These are simply our orders. And we’ve been told that Admiral Larkin will be accompanying us.”

“To make sure that the Captain doesn’t partake in any ‘cowboy diplomacy,’ no doubt.”

“I am not familiar with that term.”

“Something Father told me about. Something that hearkens back to Captain Kirk of the original Enterprise.” Tovar rubbed his chin. “Starfleet thinks Captain Bain is not as much of a diplomat as he is a warrior.”

“My own empirical evidence would support that.”

“Starfleet is constantly underestimating Father. But that, I think, is the way he likes it.”

Prosak nodded. “Indeed. Now then, I won’t disturb you further. I am sure you have an…exciting evening planned with Lieutenant Marsden.” Prosak turned toward the door, stepping up until the sensor was activated and the door slid open.

Marsden stood there, holding a bottle of wine. “Tovar, I thought we’d….” She narrowed her eyes. “Prosak.”

Prosak bowed, edging past Marsden. “Official ship’s business, I assure you.”

“Right,” Marsden said, watching Prosak as she walked off, and the doors closed. She turned back toward Tovar. “Care to tell me what that was all about?”

“As she said, official ship’s business,” Tovar said.

“I’ll take your word for it,” Marsden said. “I’m still not so comfortable with you and Commander Prosak.”

“No reason you should be, Lieuten…Shelly.” Tovar’s shoulders sagged a bit as he felt relaxation ebb down his back. Suddenly, he felt at ease with Marsden, unlike anyone else on the ship, except possibly Bain. “Matters between Commander Prosak and I will be tense for some time, I think.”

“They’d probably be less tense if you hadn’t…melded with her.”

“You have a singular wit, Shelly.”

Marsden crinkled her nose. “I like to think so.” She held up her bottle. “Wine?”

“Please,” Tovar said. “I think, after the events of the last few days, I could certainly use a drink.”

Just then, the comm trilled. “Bain to all senior staff, please report to the bridge conference room on the double.”

“Father’s timing is impeccable,” Tovar groaned. “I just came from speaking with him. Why couldn’t he have informed me about this then?”

“Maybe there are new developments,” Marsden suggested, slinging her arm around Tovar’s and leading him toward the door. “Whatever the case, we’d better go see what he wants.”

“You are wise, Shelly.”

“We can hold off on the relationship talk for now,” Marsden said. “There’s plenty of time for that.”



“There’s no time,” Admiral Kristen Larkin said, addressing the senior staff in the Anomaly’s seldom-used conference room, just off the bridge. Those assembled included Bain, Prosak, Tovar, Marsden, Dr. Natalia Kasyov, Romulan crewmembers Vioxx and Remax, as well as Ambassador Rorshak.

Bain always appreciated the informality of his Captain’s Lounge, or just holding briefings on the bridge, whenever possible. Larkin had other things in mind, however.

“Care to elaborate, Larks?” Bain asked, standing beside Larkin as she leaned against the conference table.

“I intend to do just that,” Larkin said. She pointed to the center of the table, and a holographic diagram of the Romulan/Federation neutral zone, and the border territories of each, appeared. “This is a diagram indicating the position of every ship in our fleet, and the opposing buildup of combined Vulcan and Romulan forces.”

“Those are a lot of ships,” Marsden said with a low whistle.

“Hence our cause for concern. It seems the build up was not just a distraction to allow the Vulcans to steal the mind control device.”

“We’ve got to get back to the fray quickly, then,” Bain said.

“Indeed,” Larkin said. “If we are to avert a full-scale war, we must act quickly to diffuse the growing conflict. Captain Dax reports a few minor skirmishes have already broken out between Federation and Vulcan forces. This soup is quickly coming to a boil.”

“Your metaphor program is working perfectly, as always, Larks,” Bain said, patting the android on the back. “I’m sure Marsden here can have us out of spacedock well ahead of schedule. I’ll have to cancel dinner with the missus, but I’m sure she’ll understand.”

“I am, of course, gratified to hear that,” Larkin said. “We leave as soon as possible. Lieutenant Marsden, you may draw on whatever Starfleet resources you need to step up repairs to the Anomaly. But we must leave by tomorrow morning, at the latest.”

“It won’t be easy,” Marsden said. “There are about a thousand diffused connections in the polaron generator alone. Not to mention the anti- sing drive, which was fried virtually beyond recognition from our little stint at Warp X. Let’s try not to do that again, shall we?”

“I offer my services,” Tovar said stiffly, seated beside Marsden. Bain notice Prosak, almost imperceptably, glance at Tovar.

“I was planning to take them whether you offered them or not,” Marsden countered with a small smile.

Bain rubbed his hands together. “All right then. We all know our jobs. Let’s get to work so we can give the Vulcans a good old-fashioned thrash…” He glanced sidelong at Larkin. “Talking to.”

“Quite,” Larkin said, and left the room. Gradually, the rest of the staff filed out as well, until only Bain and Vioxx were left.

“It appears the command area has grown even more crowded,” Vioxx said. “I wouldn’t think that possible.”

“Admiral Larkin is well within her rights to take direct control of the fleet.”

Vioxx shook his head. “If my superior on Romulus did likewise, I would seriously consider putting him out an airlock.”

“I’m afraid I don’t have that luxury,” Bain said. “Larkin doesn’t breathe, so that would hardly phase her.”

Vioxx gave a small smile. “I believe I misjudged you at first blush, Captain Bain. I thought you were a loose cannon, an unknown, a maverick. I thought I would have a hard time bringing you under control, making sure you adequately served Romulan interests. Now I see that fear was unfounded. After seeing you bend to Admiral Larkin’s will, it’s quite obvious that you are adept at following orders, and the chain of command. I am truly impressed.”

With that, Vioxx stepped out of the room, leaving Bain alone with his thoughts.

Then he followed Vioxx out. “Wait one second! I am a loose canon! I AM a bloody maverick!”



Natalia Kasyov fell in line next to Marsden in the corridor as the engineer made her way down to engineering.

“You really think you can pull this off, Shell?”

“I guess I’ll have to,” Marsden said.

“Where did Tovar go?”

“To gather a few of his security people to help with the repairs.”

“How’s everything in that area going?”

Marsden shrugged. “I really have to have a look. I haven’t gotten an update from Starfleet Engineering since we put into space dock.”

“No,” Kasyov said. “I’m talking about you and Tovar.”

“Oh,” Marsden said. “Too early to tell. We really didn’t get time to talk.”

“Maybe you’ll have some time while you work on repairs?”

“Doubtful,” Marsden said. “For the next twelve hours, I don’t plan on saying much more than”Pass the coil spanner,” to him.

“But you feel good about…things?”

“Give us space, Nat. Tovar and I will work things out, but we need some space to do it in.”

“Sure,” Kasyov said. “I can appreciate that.”

Marsden turned a sly smile onto Kasyov. “But enough about us. What about you and Cabral?”

Kasyov’s face noticeably reddened. “I wondered how long it would take you to bring that up.”

“Don’t worry, Nat. We’re not going to judge you. Whatever you feel for Cabral, it’s perfectly natural. You spend a lot of time with him. It’s understandable you’d develop some… feelings.”

“We’re not going to pursue a relationship, Shelly. That much should be obvious to you.”

“What?” Marsden asked, her eyes widening as she stepped into the turbolift.

Kasyov stood outside the lift, folding her arms. “It’s easier this way. A relationship with a living brain…it’d just be so complicated. It makes my own brain hurt just thinking about it.”

“Doesn’t mean it’s not worthwhile,” Marsden said. “As a matter of fact, in my book, it makes it worthwhile.”

“It’s just easier this way,” Kasyov said. “If you’d seen him around my parents–their reaction. Trust me, it’s just easier.”

“That should be the first sign that you’ve made a mistake,” Marsden said with a smile, and called out, “Engineering,” and the lift closed up and descended.



Bain walked up to the set of doors and tapped the doorchime panel.

“Yes?” the even voice of Admiral Kristen Larkin responded.

“It’s me, Larks. I need to speak with you.”

“Of course.” The door slid open, revealing Larkin standing right in the doorframe, inches from Bain’s face.

Bain hopped back a bit. “Great Bird hereafter, Larks, that’s enough to give a man a heart attack!”

“I apologize,” Larkin said, gesturing Bain in. “I was organizing my files.”

“Right in your doorway?”

“It’s just where I happened to be standing.” Larkin followed Bain with her eyes as he walked into the executive cabin where she’d taken up residence. “Now then, how may I be of service?”

Bain turned on a heel. “Why are you here, Admiral?”

Larkin cocked her head. “Was that not explained fully in the briefing I sent you?”

“Bugger it, Larkin, you know I’m talking about more than your briefing. WHY are you here? Does Starfleet not feel I can handle the Romulans? Do you not feel I can?”

“My feelings are irrelevant, and generated by a multipositron cospectral gigadrive.”

“Well,” Bain said, turning toward the windows and staring at the stars. “Be that as it may, I feel I’m due an explanation. We’ve known each other far too long.”

“Indeed, we have,” Larkin said. “That does not change the nature, or the danger of this mission.”

Bain’s eyebrows raised. “Danger?”

“Once we arrive at the Neutral Zone, I’m to assume direct command of the Anomaly, and the fleet.”

“I see. Reg Bain has damned his last torpedo, then, eh? The brass hats at Starfleet feel like I’m a liability, eh? One reckless maneuver, and suddenly I’m a threat? Blast it, Krissers, why didn’t you go to bat for me?”

“You misunderstand,” Larkin said, turning Bain to face her. “I’m taking command of the Anomaly so that you can command the Navigator on an important mission. One more important, even, than the fleet build-up in the neutral zone.”

“I’m listening,” Bain said, a smile spreading across his face.



“Modulate! Modulate! We’re losing cohesion.”

“That is because your elbow is in my ribcage,” Tovar said calmly to Marsden, as they sat squeezed in a Jefferies tube, among open panels and splayed-out circuits, fusing yet another diffused connection in the Anomaly’s polaron drive.

“Would you prefer I moved farther away?” Marsden asked coyly, nudging back against Tovar as they stood, back to back, in the vertical Jefferies tube.

“No,” Tovar said, a little too quickly, as he restored yet another connection.

“At this rate, we’ll be done well ahead of schedule,” Marsden said, and began the climb to the next landing, where another row of circuits were waiting to be fused.

Tovar climbed up behind her, climbing up to the landing beside her and flipping open yet another access panel. “Are you….are you pleased, Shelly?”

“No. I think Devix and Mullins should be finished with the anti- sing pulse monitors by now.”

“That’s not what I meant. I meant…with us. Are you satisfied with this outcome?”

Marsden tossed some blonde hair over her shoulder, pushing it out of her way as she hit another circuit. “I wasn’t aware there was any outcome yet.”

“Perhaps I was in error.”

Marsden glanced over her shoulder. “Jumping to conclusions, as usual, Tovar. We’ve got to do something about your sense of humor.”

“I wasn’t aware I had one.”

“There’s the problem,” Marsden said, snapping her fingers.

“Do not make fun of me, Shelly. I’m trying to be honest with you.”

“Haven’t we both had enough of brutal honesty for one day? Let’s play pretend for a while. Maybe we can pretend we’re on a nice date, at an Italian place on New Rome, overlooking the salt falls of Tortellini City….”

“Instead of stuck together in a hot, sweaty Jefferies tube?”

“Yeah,” Marsden said, turning toward Tovar. “Because, really, where’s the fun in that?”

“Still feel like fantasizing?” Tovar asked breathlessly.

“Not at all,” Marsden said, leaning in and kissing Tovar, pressing him against the back of the Jefferies tube.

Both their coil spanners clattered to the deck.



Captain Bain stuck his head through the access hatch and glanced up through the tall tube. “Tovar, son! You up there?”

“Father?”

“Oh, sh**. Get your clothes on!”

Bain squinted up at the upper levels of the vertical tube. It looked like one bare leg dangled over the edge of the upper landing. “Whatever you’re doing, get some other engineers on it. I need to meet with you and Marsden post haste.”

“We’ll be with you in just a moment,” Tovar said. “Here, Shelly…give me your, now wait…don’t….now you’ve dropped it!”

“What in blazes is going on up there?” Bain demanded, as suddenly he saw a grey uniform jacket come flapping down the tube, landing right on his face. “Bugger this,” he said, voice muffled. “I’ll wait outside.”

Moments later, Tovar and Marsden hopped out of the access hatch, Marsden wearing only her golden undershirt.

Bain frowned, handing the uniform jacket to Marsden. “For Pete’s sake. In the Jefferies tube?”

“Sir, I assure you, nothing untoward happened in there.”

“That must mean they did it backward, if you know what I mean,” Selex, the Romulan Engineer, chimed in from behind Bain.

“That’s enough out of you,” Marsden said, gathering up her jacket and shaking a warning hand at Selex.

Bain couldn’t help but grin. “Tovar, old boy, if this were any other time I’d send you back in there with a few pointers.” Marsden noticeably blanched. “But there’s work to be done. And I need you and Prosak to join me in the Captain’s Lounge immediately.”

“What about me?” Marsden asked.

Bain looked her up and down. “Finish up repairs. And…for the love of all that’s holy, pull your trousers the rest of the way up.”

Marsden looked down at her pants. “Oh. Whoops.”

“I’ll comm you,” Tovar called over his shoulder as he followed Bain out of Engineering.

“You sicken me,” Selex said flatly, and went back to work.

Marsden glanced around at the other engineers, who all stared at her. “Well, what are you all staring at? Get back to work!”



Bain leaned against the windowframe that overlooked the stars, and Earth, as Prosak and Ambassador Rorshak sat on the couch in his lounge, and Tovar occupied the wingback chair. All eyes were on him.

“I guess you all are wondering why I’ve called you here.”

“I’m not,” Rorshak said. “Larkin’s already briefed me. You’re going to Vulcan.”

Bain blinked. “Well, damn it man, don’t just blurt it out like that. I was building toward a dramatic reveal.”

“I fail to see the point in that,” Rorshak said, glancing away.

“To what purpose are we going to Vulcan?” Prosak asked.

“Glad you asked, Commander,” Bain said. He handed a padd to Rorshak, Prosak, and Tovar. “Looks like Starfleet Intelligence has uncovered some information about Sh’rak, the leader of the Vulcan people.”

“Their former PR coordinator,” Tovar said, rubbing his chin. “Yes, I remember.”

“He invaded my mind,” Prosak said. “He would be difficult to forget.”

“Starfleet thinks Sh’rak is not all that he seems,” Bain said. “Think about it. Have any of the Vulcans’ actions since Sh’rak took control been at all logical?”

“Logic is powerful, sir,” Prosak said, staring at the padd. “It can be warped to serve just about any purpose.”

“Exactly what Sh’rak is doing,” Bain said. “And Starfleet wants to know why.”

“Do they suspect that Sh’rak is not who he says he is?” Tovar asked.

“More like not WHAT he says he is.”

“Do they think he may be a changeling infiltrator?” Rorshak said. “That seems unlikely, as we haven’t had contact with the Dominion for over seventy years.”

“No. But he may be under some sort of mind control. Or perhaps he’s just a mad Vulcan exerting his own kind of mind control over his people.”

“So we’re going in to…remove him?” Tovar asked.

“Yes. Hence your involvement in this caper. We need to make it a clean extraction.”

“I assume I’m on this mission because I’ve infiltrated Vulcan before,” Prosak said.

“Actually, it’s in spite of that,” Bain said. “I had to talk Larkin into letting you go with me, considering the last time you went to Vulcan your mind got taken over by Sh’rak and you nearly assassinated the Romulan Praetor.”

“Could have happened to anybody,” Prosak said with a shrug.

“And, respectfully, Captain, why have you been chosen for this assignment?” Rorshak asked.

“Simple,” Bain said, and smiled. “Only Bain can go to Vulcan.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Rorshak said.

“Nor should you, I suppose,” Bain said. “Regardless, you’ll be staying aboard the Anomaly. Your involvement here is purely for informational purposes. The Strike Team will be made up of Prosak, Tovar, and myself. Small, maneuverable, hard to track. That’s Reg Bain style.”

“Sir,” Tovar said, standing, and leaning toward Bain. “With all due respect, I think the timing of this is somewhat…”

“We go where we’re sent, son,” Bain said. “Regardless of our…entanglements. You know that.”

Tovar nodded. “Of course. I’ll get the necessary supplies from the armory.”

“The Navigator will depart for Vulcan as soon as we reach the Romulan front,” Bain said, as Prosak and Tovar stood up and headed out. Bain glanced at Rorshak. “Ambassador, I give you my word. I’ll return your daughter to you in perfect working order.”

“Nice of you to say,” Rorshak said. “But uncessary. Romulans find that there’s no more worthy death than a death during subterfuge.”

Bain nodded. “I knew there was something I liked about your people, Ambassador.”



“It’s done,” Cabral said, his casing humming slightly as the engines came online. “Lieutenant Marsden has completed repairs in record time.”

“That’s my Shelly,” Kasyov said distantly, leaning over a console opposite Cabral, studying his readings. “You’ll be glad to know your self- repair systems have completely regenerated the dead tissue that resulted from our trip at Warp X.”

“I expect nothing less from myself,” Cabral said.

“We should be getting underway soon.”

“We will,” Cabral said. “Captain Bain just stepped out onto the bridge. Ahh, he’s sitting in his command chair. He’s talking to Commander Vioxx. Yes, now he’s speaking to the helmsman, Mister Nott.”

“You can see all that?”

“My sensors are tied into the bridge visual relays,” Cabral said. “During our recent layover, I’ve infiltrated all the ship’s major systems, more fully than ever before, in an attempt to have better control of shipboard functions during an emergency. You may be interested to know that Lieutenant Casey has been in the Deck Five lavatory for more than two hours…”

Kasyov wrinkled her nose. “That’s, er, a little too detailed, Cabral.”

“I enjoyed meeting your parents.”

“Where did that come from?”

“Multitasking. Ah, Captain Bain has given the order to enter Warp.” Cabral thrummed faster. “Warp R at your command, Captain. Engaging anti-sing drives….”

Kasyov blinked. “But what…?”

“But your parents seemed as though they didn’t know what to make of me.”

“I think…”

“Subspace instability ahead, zero-four-two mark one-one-five. Adjusting course. I think your parents are concerned that you may be missing out on career and personal opportunities while you ‘waste time’ with me. I feel that’s an unfair assessment, considering the close and rewarding interpersonal relationship both of us have developed.”

Kasyov rubbed the bridge of her nose, leaning back from her console. “Let’s hold off on this conversation until we reach the Neutral Zone. Maybe you can multitask, but I can’t.”

“Should I increase speed?”

“Not unless the Captain tells you to,” Kasyov said, then leaned forward, patting the thrumming brain. “You know I love you, Cabral, right?”

“And I you, Natalia.”

“But you know, also, that a relationship between us almost certainly would never work.”

The Anomaly shuddered.

“Losing anti-sing field stability,” Cabral reported.

“I’m sorry…Cabral, I didn’t mean to…”

“I cannot speak with you right now,” Cabral said distractedly. “We have become lodged in a substrata of subspace. Our velocity is out of control, and none of our navigational systems are responding.”

“What? Damn it, Cabral, I thought you could multitask!” Kasyov snapped as she turned back toward her console, monitoring the Anomaly’s plight.

“I was in error,” Cabral said. “I underestimated the amount of computing resources you take up. It’s more considerable than I’d thought.”

“That’s the nicest thing a guy has ever said to me,” Kasyov said, watching Cabral thrum faster as he struggled to get the Anomaly under control.

“Bain to Science Lab Four. What the bloody blue blazes is going on down there?”

“Stand by, Captain,” Cabral reported.

“I’m in love with this brain, Captain,” Kasyov said, staring long and hard at Cabral, running her hands over his smooth, warm surface.

“Good show! Now would you kindly prevent us from flying into oblivion?”

“On it, Captain!” Cabral said, and the shuddering suddenly stopped. “All systems are normal. Regular course at Warp R has resumed.”

“Cabral, I….” Kasyov said in a whisper.

“Please, Natalia,” Cabral said, a little coldly. “I believe it would be better if you left me alone for the duration of this trip. The entirety of my resources are needed for the tasks at hand. I’m sure you understand.”

“I….”

“Goodbye, Natalia.”

Kasyov stood up, backed toward the door. “Um….okay.”

“It’s for the best.”

As she left, Kasyov wondered what that meant.



Several hours later, the Anomaly dropped out of Warp, still several parsecs from the Romulan Neutral Zone.

“Good show, Cabral,” Bain said, leaning out of his chair. “I appreciate you avoiding…potholes…for the rest of the trip.”

“I had good motivation, Captain,” Cabral said cryptically, and closed the channel.

“Form your away team, Reginald,” Larkin said, stepping up to the command chair, hands draped behind her back. “And please, do be careful.”

“I promise nothing,” Bain said with a winning smile, pointing at Prosak and Tovar. “You two, with me.”

Vioxx picked up step next to Bain as he walked toward the turbolift. “This is madness, Bain. You’re flying blindly into the nest of our enemies.”

“Yes,” Bain said, as he, Prosak, and Tovar ducked into the turbolift.

“Is that all you’ve got to say?”

“Oh, one other thing,” Bain said. “I’m borrowing Centurion Nortal. Hope you don’t mind.”

“This is all very ill-advised. We should be focusing on liberating Romulus.”

“Cut off a snake’s head, and the snake dies, Commander,” Bain said, winking at Vioxx as the doors closed.

“What the bloody hell does that mean?” Vioxx asked. “And why did I just say ‘bloody hell’? I’ve been around that man too long already.”



“PROSAK?” Marsden demanded, pacing Tovar’s quarters as he quickly packed a bag.

“Yes. And Captain Bain. And, I believe, Centurion Nortal.”

“PROSAK!”

Tovar stopped, looked at Marsden. “Is that a problem?”

“It would only be a problem if you’d slept with her. Which you did!”

“All of which is in the past.”

“Of course it is,” Marsden said, visibly calming. “I’m being ridiculous.”

“I’m glad you can see that,” Tovar said, hitching his satchel over his shoulder. “Now then, would you like to walk me to the shuttlebay?”

“Will Prosak be there?”

“I assume so.”

Marsden sighed. “Fine. I’m not going to let this bother me.”

“You’re acting very strange.”

“Our relationship is entirely different now. We’ve had sex. It changes everything.”

“I’m not sure I understand how.”

“That’s because you don’t understand women,” Marsden said with a small grin.

“I’m well aware of that,” Tovar said, stepping out into the corridor. “Maybe you can provide me with an education.”

“Get back here in one piece, and we’ll start your lessons immediately,” Marsden said, leaning over and kissing Tovar’s cheek.

“Tut-tut, there’ll be no more clothes-removing on this mission,” Bain said with a chuckle, walking up behind Tovar and Marsden. Prosak was with him, looking uncomfortable. Marsden leapt almost a foot in the air.

She whirled. “Captain. Commander.”

Prosak nodded. “Lieutenant.”

“I was just…” Marsden thumbed over her shoulder. “Headed back down to Engineering.”

“Good show, Marsie. Keep the old girl in one piece till we get back.”

“Will do,” Marsden said, locking eyes with Tovar as she walked off down the corridor.

Tovar watched her go, then looked at Bain and Prosak. “I am ready.”

Prosak nodded. “I am not. But I’m apparently going anyway.”

“Chin up, you two. This mission will go off without a hitch. Now then, lad, point me to the shuttlebay. Reginald Bain has some killing to do.”

Tovar sighed.



Bain, Prosak and Tovar stepped into the main shuttlebay, where the U.S.S. Navigator was stored (tightly, Bain thought, since there wasn’t much more than two meters of space on any given side–the Anomaly’s shuttle bay was never designed for a Lincoln-class scout ship).

On arrival, they were greeted by Engineer Selex and Centurion Nortal. Both stood rigidly at the access plank that led up into the underside of the flat, vaguely semicircular, starship.

“The ship is prepared!” Nortal announced. “We await your arrival and departure command! All stands in readiness!”

“Top shelf,” Bain said, and ambled toward the plank. Selex took up step next to him.

“I’ve made the…alterations…you requested, and logged my objections with Commander Vioxx,” Selex said. “The Federation has no business with that technology installed on one of their starships. Not on the Anomaly, and not on the Navigator.”

“I appreciate your patriotism, lad, but we need the Anomaly’s cloaking device to get safely in and out of Vulcan space.”

“Should our resources not be aimed at freeing the Romulan Empire?” Selex asked hotly.

“That is quite enough,” Prosak spoke up, stepping in between Bain and Selex. “The Captain does not require your approval or acceptance of his plan.”

“You belong in a Federation uniform,” Selex grimaced, and turned on a heel, walking out.

“I agree, Prosak,” Bain said, and stepped up the plank into the Navigator. “And nice of the lad to say so.”

“I don’t think….” Prosak began, following Bain.

“Don’t bother trying to explain it to him,” Tovar said protectively, taking up step behind Prosak.

Nortal brought up the rear. “I for one am eager for a mission of infiltration and combat. I stand ready to enter the fray!”

“That’s the spirit,” Tovar said, closing the hatch.



“Navigator is away,” Lieutenant Gworos announced from the tac- ops station, behind the command area, where Larkin and Vioxx sat, looking at the viewscreen, and the vast starscape. Out there, just a few parsecs ahead, was a phalanx of Vulcan ships, just waiting to break into Federation space and spread their brand of logical conquest. It made Vioxx’s blood boil to think they were already doing much of the same on his beloved Romulan soil.

“Resume our course to the Neutral Zone,” Larkin ordered. “Warp R.”

“Resuming course, Warp R,” Ensign Nott reported from the helm. “We’ll arrive at the coordinates in under an hour.”

“Excellent,” Larkin said, and punched a control on the command chair. “All hands, go to Yellow Alert. Battle readiness. Weapons systems on standby. Larkin out.”

“Is all that really necessary?” Vioxx said. “I thought we were going on a ‘diplomatic misson.’”

“According to Captain Dax, who right now is heading up the fleet, the situation with the Vulcans is quickly deteriorating. We must work quickly to reach a diplomatic solution to this crisis before this escalates into all-out war.”

“Isn’t it war already?” Remax asked, stepping down from the science console. “The Vulcans have invaded the home territory of one of your allies, the Romulans. The Federation has formally declared war. What more do you need to know that it’s time to fight?”

“Go back to your station,” Larkin said flatly, and turned to Vioxx. “Where is Doctor Kasyov?”

“She’s…below,” Vioxx said, instead of telling Larkin the truth, which was that he really had no idea. He didn’t make a habit of supervising Federation crew, or tracking their whereabouts.

“Find her,” Larkin said. “We may require her services.”

Vioxx stood up and headed for the turbolift, feeling Remax’s glare on him.

“As for you, Sub-Commander,” Larkin said, her eyes still on the viewscreen. “You may get your wish for war very soon if we’re not successful.”

“Thanks,” Remax said.



“Cloaking device engaged,” Tovar said from the helm/tac/ops panel at the front of the Navigator’s bridge, as Bain leaned forward in his chair, watching the stars stretch forward on the smallish, viewscreen.

The lights dimmed to a bluish hue all around. Behind Bain, Prosak and Nortal looked on, nodding appreciatively.

“Good show, Tovar,” Bain said. “Remind me to thank Mr. Selex for his handiwork.”

“I doubt he’d be receptive to your thanks,” Tovar said.

“Success! Now that we’ve cloaked, we will sneak into Vulcan space unannounced, like a predator!” Nortal exclaimed.

“In point of fact, we will not be unannounced if you keep announcing us,” Prosak said neutrally. “And it remains to be seen whether the Vulcans will be able to see through our cloak.”

“Tut-tut, Prosak,” Bain said, leaning his hands on his knees. “If nothing else, you must appreciate Nortal’s thirst for adventure.”

“Her thirst will do us no good if we get captured by the Vulcans,” Prosak said.

“Then we must ensure that doesn’t happen,” Tovar said, checking the Navigator’s sensors.

“Indeed,” Bain said. “Let’s not forget to put our ears on before we disembark.”

“Good point,” Tovar said, and had a small laugh.

“Why are you laughing?” Prosak asked, hands on her hips.

“No reason,” Tovar said, his smile fading. “Just something I think Shelly would have found funny.”

“Shelly,” Prosak muttered.

“Yes,” Bain said, clapping his hands on his thighs. “Safe to say you and the good Lieutenant Marsden have developed quite a rapport.”

“Sir, I’d prefer you not broadcast my personal business to the rest of the crew,” Tovar said, his shoulders stiffening.

“I’d say you did that when Lieutenant Marsden…inspected your injectors…in the Jefferies tube,” Prosak said.

“Just say it, Commander, you’re jealous,” Tovar said, staring down at his console.

“I am a Romma-Vulc. I don’t feel jealousy.”

“How convenient.”

“Alas! I have not heard the news of a relationship between the bold Tac-Ops Chief and the Engineer Extraordinaire!” Nortal said, walking over to Tovar and clapping him on the back. “Regale us with the tale of your star-crossed romance, my comrade-in-arms!”

“Yes, yes,” Bain said, leaning back. “We have some time until we reach Vulcan. Regale us.”

“I’m going below,” Tovar muttered, standing up and walking off the bridge.

“By the fist! I shall take the helm!” Nortal exclaimed, having already forgotten about Tovar’s story. She slid into the seat at helm.

“I’ve got…stuff to do…” Prosak muttered, heading out the opposite hatch, muttering “…so not logical,” as she left.

“Was it something we said, lass?” Bain asked, leaning back in his chair, now alone with Nortal.

“Not all are bred for war and victory, as are we!” Nortal exclaimed.

“Superb,” Bain said, and turned to read a padd.



“Doctor Kasyov,” Vioxx said, a little reluctantly, as he stood at the door to Kasyov’s quarters. “You’re needed on the bridge.”

“Now’s not a good time, Commander,” Kasyov’s voice replied. “Have Remax handle it.”

“Admiral Larkin requested you specifically,” Vioxx said. “And she’s an Admiral, so… you know.”

“I’m not a commissioned officer,” Kasyov replied. “Get someone else.”

“I suppose I could get Lennum…” Vioxx considered. “No. Larkin requested you. Please, come out.”

“I…I don’t feel like it.”

Vioxx’s brow furrowed. Was that…sniffling he heard?

“Doctor, are you crying?”

“Go away.”

“I insist you come out here right now. That’s an order.”

“I said go away!”

“Computer, unlock door, Authorization Vioxx Mu Theta two-two.”

The door slid open, and Vioxx stepped into Kasyov’s quarters, to find her curled on the couch, a fistful of tissues held to her nose, blowing.

“There must be some kind of cultural misunderstanding,” Kasyov said, balling up the tissue and tossing it on the coffee table. “Go away means leave. It doesn’t mean break in.”

Vioxx sat down in the chair opposite Kasyov’s couch. “You are dealing with a personal problem.”

“Ah, I see you’ve heard of them,” Kasyov said, rubbing her red eyes.

“Unfortunately,” Vioxx said. “I find them distasteful.”

Kasyov laughed. “So do I. Believe me.”

“Then stop crying. There’s a war on, and we have a mission to…”

“But he doesn’t love me…” Kasyov said in a small voice.

“I…that is, I um…” Vioxx fumbled with his fingers. Why couldn’t she just mutiny and try to assassinate him? That he could understand. But…crying? He’d never seen one of his officers cry. To his knowledge, they weren’t capable of it. Even if they were, he’d never know. And he liked it that way. “There’s a…mission.”

“Oh, to hell with the mission!” Kasyov snapped, standing up, pulling her robe up around her waist and cinching it. She marched over to Vioxx. “I declared my love to that stupid brain, and what does he do? Rebuffs me!”

“Stupid…brain. Is that a human epithet? Who are your referring to?”

“A brain. Cabral.”

“The alien being who runs the anti-singularity engines?”

Kasyov nodded. “He told me he didn’t have the ‘resources’ to deal with me. That the mission ahead needed his full attention.”

“A wise choice.”

“It’s not wise at all! It’s ridiculous! Human beings can’t turn their feelings off and on!”

“Cabral is not human,” Vioxx said. “Perhaps he’s able to do that.”

“Well, it’s not fair to me, damn it,” Kasyov said, walking in circles around Vioxx. “True, I told him a relationship between us would never work. But damn it, I didn’t expect for the conversation to end there. Of course it didn’t help that we got stuck in a subspace strata at the time…”

“Ah, is that what caused that?” Vioxx asked, rubbing his chin.

“Yeah,” Kasyov said. “And now I’m just supposed to forget I’m in love with him, for the good of the mission.”

“Superb idea!” Vioxx said, clapping his hands together briskly and standing up. “I will see you on the bridge in five…”

“But I can’t do that!” Kasyov said, turning, looking pleadingly at Vioxx. “I…just can’t.”

Vioxx stared at the floor. “Well, I, uh, understand.”

“You don’t understand,” Kasyov said. “Nobody can. I don’t think anybody’s ever fallen in love with a disembodied brain before.”

“There is an amusing Romulan novel about the subject, actually,” Vioxx said, shifting from foot to foot. “‘The Man with More Than One Brain.’ Would you like me to download a copy for you?”

“No,” Kasyov said. “The last thing I need to do is think about my problems. I need a diversion.” She walked toward the door. “If you need me, I’ll be on the bridge.”

“Excellent idea,” Vioxx called after her. “Let me know if I can be of any further help!”



Tovar hunched over a padd in the Navigator’s cramped mess hall, trying to put into words what he felt about Shelly Marsden.

They hadn’t had much time together, had barely discussed their feelings about one another, when Tovar was snatched away for this mission. He wanted to tell her so much, and if this mission was as dangerous as most of the missions Starfleet handed Reginald Bain, then chances were good that Tovar would never return to the Anomaly.

Shelly had to know how he felt.

“Love letters?” a voice asked. Tovar looked up to see Prosak standing in the mess hall doorway, ensconced in shadow.

“Of a sort,” Tovar said, not looking up. “I am writing to Shelly.”

“I assumed as much,” Prosak said, stepping in. “I will not inquire further. I understand how such things must be of a…private nature.”

“I appreciate that,” Tovar said, and continued working on his padd.

“You are right, you know.”

Tovar looked up. “About?”

“I am jealous of you and Lieutenant Marsden. It is an unfortunate, nasty little emotion, but I feel it nevertheless.”

“I see.” Tovar slid the padd aside and folded his hands. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Prosak studied a nearby replicator. “Not particularly. Our relationship is clear and well defined. The one you have with Shelly Marsden is…”

“Not,” Tovar said, finishing her thought.

“There’s something to be said for having a life with blurred borders. Logic…stability… sensibility. These things can only get you so far, until you decide you need to shake things up a bit.”

Tovar gave a small smile. “Like you did with me a few weeks ago?”

“That was an error in judgment.”

“I thought it was…”

“Fulfilling,” Prosak finished his thought.

“Yes,” Tovar said. “Are you still wishing to ‘shake things up’?”

“You are in a relationship,” Prosak said flatly.

“Not yet,” Tovar said. “But that’s not what I was talking about.” He glanced up at Prosak, locked eyes with her. “What do you want, Commander? I mean, what do you really want?”

“I will let you know as soon as I know,” Prosak said. “At any rate, I came here to apologize. Having done that, I will now return to the bridge. We’ll be at Vulcan shortly.”

Tovar stared after Prosak as she walked out of the mess hall. He decided against pointing out that she never actually apologized.



Commander Sokor surveyed the conference room with narrowed eyes. “What is the point of my presence here?”

“We were hoping you could tell us,” Vioxx said from beside Admiral Larkin. The android held up a hand, silencing him. Other than two Vulcan lieutenants behind the commander, they were alone in the conference room.

“What my colleague means to say is that you are in blatant defiance of interstellar law. The Khitomer Accords, the Zanzsibon Concordance…”

“All of those are meaningless now,” Sokor said, steepling his fingers. He was tall for a Vulcan; his grayish hair indicated he must have been ancient…easily over two hundred years. His face was slightly lined, his jaw square and set. The inscrutable stare of a practiced logician. Vulcan’s best, Larkin thought. A Vulcan Reginald Bain? Perhaps.

“How can you say that?” Larkin asked. “That hardly seems logical.”

“Logic guides us in all we do, Admiral,” Sokor said. “In this case, logic guides us toward conquest. Is that so hard to understand?”

“Yes it is,” Larkin said. “And my brain is capable of performing millions of calculations per nanosecond.”

“Then you should have no problem grasping our need to unify with the Romulan Empire and impose order there.”

“But where does it stop?” Larkin asked. “Once the Romulans are conqured, where do you go next?”

“To the next logical target,” Sokor said blandly. If Larkin’s emotion program was running, she’d have felt a chill.

“Commander, do you plan on invading the Federation?” Larkin asked.

“I’m not authorized to give you that information.”

“Admiral, he’s obviously stalling for time. We should act now, before he can move his ships into position for an attack!” Vioxx said.

“You’re dismissed,” Larkin said without looking at Vioxx. She stood up and walked aruond the table, looming over Sokor as Vioxx stormed out. “And listen to me, Sokor. You take this back to your Vulcan commanders: The Federation is not weak. We are prepared for your invasion. We know it’s coming. And you’ll find it a lot harder than you may think to simply overtake us. You’ll find us an implacable foe.”

“Are you quite finished?” Sokor asked.

“You may leave,” Larkin said, and gestured toward the door. “Give my regards to Chancellor Sh’rak, wherever he may be.”

Sokor stopped. Didn’t turn around, just stopped, facing the door. “He is safe from Federation attack, Admiral. That’s where he is.”

“Fascinating,” Larkin said, as Sokor walked out.

“That was productive,” Vioxx said, stepping back into the conference room.

“You were not helpful,” Larkin said. “Nothing is gained by antagonizing the Vulcans further.”

“Aren’t they the ones antagonizing us?”

“I believe they haven’t yet begun to antagonize,” Larkin said thoughtfully. “Open up a channel to Captain Bain. I just got a very bad feeling about this whole mission.”

“You have feelings?”

“Yes. I activated them just now. Now move!”



Captain Bain, Lt. Commander Tovar, Commander Prosak, and Centurion Nortal appeared, dressed in Vulcan robes (and the former in fabricated pointy ears), on the surface of Vulcan, at the heart of Selaya City, the world’s capital.

“Damn hot, if you ask me,” Bain rumbled, stepping down across the crowded town square as wind and red dust whipped past his face.

“A foul wind blows, but it will not prevent us from staying our appointed rounds!” Nortal announced.

Tovar cocked his head. “My subcoutaneous communicator just picked up something. It’s a coded signal from the Anomaly.”

Bain nodded. “Good show, Larkin. Probably calling to tell us the whole war’s called off.”

Tovar nodded, as he seemed to be listening to a far-off voice. “Not exactly, sir. She advises us to proceed with caution. She suspects Vulcan authorities may be aware of our location.”

“Blast it,” Bain said. “Why are they always one step ahead of us?

“Enemies abound! They close in from all sides!” Nortal announced.

“Would you be quiet!” Prosak said tightly. “All your pronouncements are not exactly helping matters.”

“Still, she has a point,” Bain said, nodding at Tovar. “Take point, my boy. Keep vigilant. It’s a cold day when a bunch of Vulcans get the best of Reginald Bain.”

“And a cold day it definitely isn’t,” Tovar pointed out.



Kasyov sat on the bridge, thumping her hand on the science console aimlessly as she thought about Cabral. She had tried for hours to work. To study Vulcan mind-meld techniques, to try and prepare a report for Admiral Larkin on ion disturbances in the Neutral Zone. Anything to make herself feel useful. But all she ended up doing was staring at a blurry screen while Larkin and Vioxx met about who knew what in Vioxx’s adjacent office.

“My sentiments exactly,” Shelly Marsden said from behind Kasyov, resting a hand on the back of her chair, thumping her hand on the headrest.

“You’re worried about Tovar,” Kasyov observed.

“You’re worried about Cabral.”

“All told, I’d rather be me than you,” Kasyov said in a low voice. “At least I know Cabral’s not in immediate danger.”

“I think we’re all in danger,” Marsden said. “And I figured that would help, you know, take our minds off things.”

“That’s a healthy attitude. The ‘impending doom’ coping strategy. I’ll have to remember that one.”

“But it’s not helping,” Marsden said. “Because, whatever happens here, I’d feel better if Tovar was here with me.”

“I’m sure he feels the same way,” Kasyov said.

“No. He’d want me out of danger, at all costs. Idiot.”

“What a jerk,” Kasyov said, and smiled. She put her hand on Marsden’s. “Want to get some coffee?”

Marsden shrugged. “Might as well. There’s nothing going on up here.”



“We’re here,” Tovar said, a little winded, as he and the others reached the top of the steps to Mount Selaya. They looked upon the grand, gated entrance to the Vulcan Grand Hall, just adjacent to the Assembly Center atop Mount Selaya. This was, and had been for some time now, the seat of power on Vulcan. Of course, Vulcans weren’t power hungry, so this was purely an appellation the Federation used.

Then again, matters had changed somewhat, and Bain figured none of the commonly held notions about the Vulcans were quite safe anymore. For all he knew, it was all a ruse. If that was so, it was a ruse that had been executed masterfully over a number of centuries.

But he didn’t put anything past the Vulcans, even that. They were a crafty bunch, and Bain had always had an inkling that they were more emotional than they’d let on.

A broad-shouldered, helmeted guard stood at the gate as Tovar and the others approached.

“State your business,” the guard said in a basso voice.

“We are…archivists from Spock City. We are here to study the historical vaults,” Prosak said, reaching inside her robe and handing a padd to the guard. “All of our permissions are in order, you’ll see.” She said a silent thank you to Remax, who’d done a few turns at the Vulcan consulate. It wasn’t hard to fabricate such documents, if one knew what one was doing.

The guard looked over the padd. “Your permissions are in order. Proceed.” He keyed a code on the massive gate, and it swung open.

“After you,” Bain said, gesturing to Prosak. Tovar and Nortal brought up the rear.

“On to victory!” Nortal bellowed.

“Victory over old documents, yes,” Tovar said, throwing his hand over Nortal’s mouth. “Would you shut up?”

“Mmph mm hm mhhhmmmph!” Notal protested, and then, as Tovar took his hand away “With great dignity!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Tovar said, and gazed around the lobby of the spartan, earth-toned Grand Hall as he and the group made their way to the lift that would take them to the vaults. Not for the first time, Tovar marveled at the way the Vulcans were able to move about in a crowd, never bump into each other, never say “excuse me,” and never make more than the most cursory eye contact. That never really made sense to him.

“You’re sure your maps are correct, boy?” Bain said in a low voice as the group approached a pair of heavy metal doors in an anteroom off the main chamber.

“Yes,” Tovar whispered, keying the lift open, and gesturing the others in.



“A preemptive strike, Kristen. It’s the only way,” Barnum Dax said, his hologram standing on Vioxx’s desk, shaking his fist for emphasis. “Strike now and strike hard, before they have a chance to make their move!”

“Far be it from me to disagree, Captain, but I cannot authorize such an action at this time,” Larkin said, as, behind his desk, Vioxx fumed.

“How much do you want to bet that the Vulcans cross that line within the next ten hours?” Vioxx asked.

“I fail to see the usefulness in that,” Larkin said.

“I fail to see the usefulness in any of this,” Vioxx said. “What are we waiting for?”

“For word from Captain Bain,” Larkin said. “If he can get to Sh’rak, he may be able to convince the Vulcan Chancellor to call off the war.”

“Or else kill him, which would either prevent a war or more likely cause a full scale conflict.”

“I expect both scenarios are equally likely,” Larkin said thoughtfully.

“Hello!” Dax waved from the desktop. “I’m still here!”

“I know,” Larkin said.

“Well, don’t you want to know what I think?”

“I think I have a general idea.”

“You’re the boss, of course, Kristen, but I think we’re making a mistake.”

“You are welcomed to your opinion, but it’s irrelevant,” Larkin said flatly, and closed the channel. She looked out the readyroom window. “Come on, Reginald…”



“Come on, Tovar,” Bain said, leaning over Tovar as Prosak and Nortal stood guard at the door to the maintenance room, where Tovar was currently trying to get access to an air duct.

“I have several security fields to disable first,” Tovar said, poking the door to the hatch with his articulation plaser.

“How’d you get so deft at disabling Vulcan security fields, anyway?” Bain said, occasionally glancing over his shoulder.

Your wife taught me everything, Tovar thought wryly. “Starfleet Academy,” he said.

“Good show.” He tapped an old jig out with his foot. “Alacrity would be much appreciated, my boy!”

“Got it!” Tovar suddenly said, and the hatch whooshed open.

“By all means, Tovar, inside!” Bain said, gesturing Tovar into the hatch and waving for Prosak and Nortal to join them.

As they shimmied along the angled shaft, Bain chuckled.

“Sir?” Tovar grunted as he belly-crawled.

“I bet you preferred the company you had in the last maintenance shaft you were in.”

“There’s something to be said for Shelly’s…agility with a hyperspanner.”

“I’ll bet.”

“The exit hatch is just ahead, another fifteen meters.”

“Brilliant, Tovar,” Bain said. “Leave it to the Vulcans, logical to the end. They wouldn’t put the Chancellor’s chambers at the top of their Grand Hall. No, no, put it in the base of the mountain, and it’s more defensible to attack.”

“Unless of course you have Romulan Intelligence on your side,” Prosak piped up, her voice echoing from the back of the shaft.

Tovar blinked twice, activating the mini-quadcorder lenses that had been put in over his eyes. They displayed a schematic of the adjacent room, Sh’rak’s chamber. “I’m picking up one occupant in the room. A Vulcan male.”

“Is it Sh’rak?” Bain asked.

“I believe so.”

“That’ll have to be good enough. Blow the hatch, son. Let’s get on with this!”

“Yes, father,” Tovar said, and kicked the exit hatch open, sliding out.

He landed with a small thud, a couple meters down, facing Sh’rak, who sat behind his desk calmly looking at him. Tovar felt his stomach sink the moment he saw the expression on Sh’rak’s face.

The Vulcan had been expecting him.

“Mister Tovar, Captain Bain. Prosak…and you,” Sh’rak said to Nortal, as the group hopped out of the hatch and faced him. “I’m…pleased you could join me here.”

“Funny thing for a Vulcan to say,” Bain said, his instincts screaming that this thing was about to go very, very bad.

Sh’rak touched a panel on his desk. “Unfortunately, it’s all for naught. I have fifty guards on their way in, which I would estimate is more than enough to put down your little…assault.”

“Listen to reason, man,” Bain said, approaching Sh’rak’s desk. “We didn’t come here to assault you.” Okay, so that wasn’t entirely true. “We came here to reason with you! There’s no reason for this. This conquest…it’s not your style. Let’s be reasonable folk and just talk this thing out like gentlemen.”

“Or else do what?” Sh’rak said, rising from his desk and stepping around it, to face Bain. “Perhaps settle this like a true Terran would? Fisticuffs?”

Bain felt his temper flaring. “If need be.”

“You disappoint me, Captain. Here we thought the Terrans had developed somewhat over the last few centuries. But in the end, you’re just as backward as you were when we first came upon you that fateful day in Montana.”

“If you’re looking for a fight, lad, you’ll get one.”

“I’m looking for total domination, ‘lad,’ Sh’rak said.”I’ll settle for nothing less.”

Bain opened his mouth to say something, but for the first time, found himself without words.

“Tovar to Navigator. Request immediate extraction,” Tovar said. All he got was static.

Just then, the doors to Sh’rak’s office opened, and fifty Vulcan warriors filed in neatly and orderly, all brandishing curved “lirpa,” the weapon of choice for ritual battle on Vulcan.

“I do so love the old ways,” Sh’rak said, and stepped back around his desk. “Slaughter them, my good men.” Sh’rak smiled. “But do it logically.”

The Vulcans closed in on Bain and his team.

“Thoughts?” Bain asked Tovar.

“None at the moment, Father,” Tovar said quietly.

“You all know your orders,” Bain said in a low voice to the others. “Whoever makes it back to the Navigator heads full steam for the Anomaly. Tell them….tell them we’re definitely at war. No doubt about it now.”

“Any grand exaltations?” Prosak said, with raised brow, looking at Nortal.

Nortal just shrugged.

“Now!” Bain shouted, and leapt into the fray, throwing his fist at the jaw of the first available Vulcan.

The Vulcans swarmed on them, and Bain suddenly found himself spread out on his back, leveled by a sweep kick, with a gleaming lirpa hoisted high above him. He heard the grunts of Tovar and the others fighting, but right now couldn’t do much about it.

The blade came down, and a hand reached out and grabbed it, twisted it out of the hand of whatever Vulcan was holding it.

THWOK! THWOK! THWOK! The weapon’s new owner slammed the butt end of it against the heads of several Vulcans, immediately felling them.

By the time Bain got to his feet, his knees felt weak again.

There, moving through the crowd of Vulcans, was his wife. Rosalyn Bain.

She moved like a tiger. Crouched, then pounced, then skipped sideways off a wall, somersaulting in mid air, lashing out with kicks so fast Bain could barely count them.

Prosak, Tovar, and Nortal, stunned by this development, stopped fighting and just watched as Rosalyn moved through the room, a black- clad tornado, swinging her lirpa like an expert Vulcan warrior..

SLASH! SLASH! SLASH! She felled Vulcan after Vulcan efficiently and ruthlessly. Some she knocked out, some weren’t so lucky.

Bain staggered over to the corner where Tovar and the others stood. “I…I don’t understand!”

Tovar smiled. “I do.”

Bain resisted the urge to call out to her, not wanting to distract Rosalyn from fighting. Where’d she come from? And how did she learn to fight like that?

Sh’rak stood, a horrified look crossing his face as Rosalyn turned toward him, his entire column of guards now completely dispatched.

She pointed the lirpa at him, and marched toward him. “I’m quite cross with you, young fellow!”

“I’d love to hear more, really,” Sh’rak said. “But I’ve got to go!”

Rosalyn reeled back, hurled the lirpa, and it smashed uselessly into the wall behind Sh’rak. He’d transported away in a green flurry just before it hit.

“Rosalyn,” Bain gasped, stepping over felled guards to get to Rosalyn. “What…what in creation are you doing here?”

Rosalyn reached out, touched Bain’s face. “I do so want to tell you everything, Reggie. But I’m afraid I can’t. Too much at stake. Too many irons in the fire.” She sighed, withdrew a penlike device from her belt, and aimed it at Bain. His face immediately went stone cold blank. She zapped it at Nortal and Prosak, too, and their eyes likewise went glassy.

“Mum,” Tovar said. “We’ve got to leave. No doubt there are more guards on the way.”

“Go back the way you came,” Rosalyn said. “I’ll make sure you have a clear path out. I wish I could offer you a ship, but I’m afraid mine was…confiscated.”

“How are you going to get off the planet, then?” Tovar asked, as Bain looked on, glazed.

“Don’t worry about me. A mother has her secrets. Now go!” And Rosalyn brandished her lirpa, dashing out the main doors to Sh’rak’s office.

Moments later, as if a switch had been thrown, Bain, Prosak, and Nortal all snapped back to reality.

Bain looked around. “Good show, people! We managed to take out that entire column without a single casualty!”

“That remains to be seen,” Tovar said thoughtfully, then pointed toward the air shaft. “I think we’d better go back the way we came.”

“Excellent idea,” Bain said. “I’m glad you thought of it.”

“Me too,” Tovar said.



The trip out of the Grand Hall had been easier than Tovar had thought it would be. The hardest part was, once they got out in the open, having to walk along in slow, measured steps, with impassive faces, after all they’d just been through.

Tovar especially didn’t feel very impassive at the moment, but he figured he’d feel a lot better when he got back aboard the Navigator and headed back to the Anomaly, and Shelly.

“Hurry now,” Bain said, and pointed ahead. “As soon as we reach that dividing wall, we’ll duck behind it and request beamout.”

“We will retreat with all due valor!” Nortal exhalted.

“Here we go again,” sighed Prosak.

Tovar looked over his shoulder as the group walked briskly toward the wall. He saw several robed Vulcans breaking off and following them. Before he could say anything, the nearby Vulcans threw off their cloaks, revealing themselves to be a cadre of guards. This time, though, they didn’t wield lirpa. Instead, they were all holding convection phaser rifles.

“Whatever we did last time, let’s do it again,” Bain said.

“Not sure that’s possible,” Tovar said. “You may want to call for that beamout now, Captain.”

“Good idea,” Bain said. “Bain to Navigator. Four to…” That’s when he saw the orange streak in the dusky sky. The black trail of smoke. The gleaming silver shape barreling toward a nearby mountain range, its fuel pods exploding around it as it streaked by. “…definitely not beam up! Four to definitely not beam up!” Bain corrected, wincing as the Navigator smashed against the far-off mountain, exploding in a great orange ball.

Bain balled up his fists. “Now you’ve gone and done it! That was a fine ship, you pointy-eared buggers!”

“Resist!” Bain ordered his team. “Resist until you…” But, before he could finish his sentence, he felt the familiar tug of a transporter beam, and realized he was being beamed away. Whether or not that was a good thing was anyone’s guess.



“Open a coded channel to the fleet,” Larkin said, as she and Vioxx filed out of the readyroom.

Remax had once again resumed the science post. “I take it we’re finally taking action?”

“Silence,” Larkin said. “Mister Gworos?”

“Channel open,” Gworos grunted.

“Attention, Federation Fleet,” Larkin said. “As you all may well know, we have been waiting to take action, hoping to hear from a group of operatives who are making one last ditch effort to end this war. Having failed to check in at the appointed time, we must assume these operatives have not succeeded in their mission. Therefore, I’m issuing the order to attack. All battlegroups assemble at coordinates zero seven zero mark…”

“Admiral!” Gworos broke in.

Larkin turned to face the Klingon. “I am addressing the fleet, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, but I thought you’d like to know…”

“Yes?”

“A fleet of Romulan Warhawks just decloaked behind us. In Federation space!”

“Red alert!” Vioxx called out. “All hands to battle stations. Raise shields and arm weapons.”

“Warhawks?” Larkin stepped down toward the viewscreen. “On screen!”

Vioxx gasped behind Larkin as the screen showed dozens of Romulan Warhawks decloaking and heading toward them. Several of them were already opening fire. Larkin gasped, then quickly deactivated her emotions, as she saw the first volleys smash into nearby Federation starships.

“We’ve been lured into a trap,” Vioxx said over Larkin’s shoulder. “They’ve been moving us around like pawns this whole time, and we fell for it. Now we’re surrounded on both sides by markedly superior numbers. They’re using Romulan vessels, and for all we know, Romulan troops. We’re fighting a war on two fronts. And the Federation has been invaded without us even knowing it!”

“Yes,” Larkin said grimly. “But you forget one important detail, Commander. Those are Romulan ships in Federation space. Technically, the Vulcans have not crossed our lines yet. And I plan on winning that bet of ours.”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



Behind the Curtain



“Hands off me, you buggering fool!” Captain Reginald Bain snapped, twisting away from the Vulcan that nudged him down the austere corridor, which, based on its taupe coloring, was likely a Vulcan warship of some sort.

“Sir, I’m not sure that epithets will help us right now,” Tovar said softly as a cadre of Vulcans led the group of Anomaly officers down the corridor.

“I want answers and I want them now,” Bain said in a low voice. “One moment, we’re on Vulcan, calling for beamout, the next moment we’re on this bloody ship, and down a man, to boot!”

“Prosak was with us on the surface,” Tovar insisted. “I’m sure these Vulcans know where she is.” He glared at one of them. “Maybe this one. And if he knows what’s good for him, he’ll tell us where they’re keeping her.”

“I am a female,” the Vulcan said gruffly.

“Oh. Sorry. It’s…it’s the hair,” Tovar said quietly.

“We will find Commander Prosak!” Nortal bellowed. “And disembowel all who stand in our way! By Jenichai, so it be done!”

“Well said, Centurion,” Bain said, and paused as the group reached the end of the corridor and a pair of doors. One of the Vulcans punched a control, and the doors opened, revealing a conference room.

Two stoic old Vulcans in flowing burgundy robes stood from the table, walked up to Bain, and bowed respectfully.

“Captain Bain. We have not met, but we are familiar with others on your crew.”

“You’re…” Tovar began. “Surap, and Surat?”

The taller of the two Vulcans shook his head. “You are incorrect. I am Surat. He is Surap.”

“Ah,” Tovar said. “I am aware of your teachings. They were required reading in Fundamentals of Logic at Starfleet Academy.” He glanced at Bain. “They’re two of the finest logicians on Vulcan, Captain.”

Bain glared at the Vulcans. “I don’t care if you’re Spock himself. Where the devil is Commander Prosak?”

“The RommaVulc,” Surap said, nodding at Surat. “We were unable to retrieve her.”

“Unable?” Tovar asked pointedly.

Surat nodded. “When our sensors detected you on Vulcan’s surface, surrounded by Sh’rak’s palace guard, we arranged immediate beamout.” He raised an eyebrow at Surap. “However, we were only able to transport the three of you.”

“That doesn’t answer my question. What happened to Prosak?”

“She was beamed away shortly after the three of you were,” Surap said. “Her destination is unknown, although we expect she is in Sh’rak’s hands now.”

Tovar looked at Bain. “We’ve got to go get her.”

“That would be…” Surat began.

“…unwise,” Surap finished.

“No, friend. Trying to stop us would be unwise,” Bain said, his jaw working tensely.

“Of that we have no doubt,” Surat said. “The fact remains, we cannot retrieve Prosak at this time. Sh’rak’s facility is too heavily guarded. To infiltrate it would be…”

“We just got back from infiltrating it,” Tovar said. “We did it once. We can do it again.”

“To infiltrate it would be folly,” Surap said. “Proven by the fact that your team failed in capturing Sh’rak or achieving any measurable goal. Your scout ship, in fact, was lost, in addition to Commander Prosak.”

“Doesn’t mean we won’t try again,” Bain said. “Humans can be pigheaded about these matters, Mister Surap. Especially when our family’s involved.”

“You are related to this Romulan?” Surat asked, confused.

“Might as well be,” Bain said. “She’s on my crew.”

“Perhaps you should contact Starfleet,” Surap broke in stiffly. “Much has changed since your infiltration team went to Vulcan, and I am sure your superiors will have new orders for you.”

“Yes,” Bain said. “Good idea.” He softened a bit as he looked from one Vulcan to the other. “So who are you blokes anyway? I mean, other than logicians?”

“We are the LOL.”

Tovar blinked. “The what?”

“Logicians for Order and Law. We constitute the planet Vulcan’s orderly resistance to the current, corrupt government.”

Bain rubbed his chin. “Why do I feel like that acronym is already taken?”

Surap arched an eyebrow. “We were originally called Reunification Objectors Theorizing on Freedom, Liberation, Mediation and Order.”

“ROTFLMAO?” Tovar asked.

“Indeed,” Surat said. “But we found that abbreviation clumsy.”

“Can one of your chums point me to a ultraspace relay?” Bain prodded. “I need to contact my ship.”

“Of course,” Surap said, and pointed at one of his guards. “Sharpay, if you will?”

“Be right back,” Bain said.



ELSEWHERE. . .



The red curtains swung open, billowing as they parted.

Prosak strode onto the stage, wincing in the glare of the bright stage lights, holding up a hand to block them out.

“Hello?” she called out. “What is this place? Where have you brought me?”

She was met with a deafening silence.

“I demand to see a neutral Federation representative!” Prosak said. After more silence, she continued on, a little less confident. “I will, however, settle for a neutral Romulan representative. Or a neutral Vulcan representative. Or even a slightly angry Tellarite, if you have one…”

More silence.

And then, all at once, a chorus of cheers.

Were the seats out in the auditorium filled? Why hadn’t she seen those people moments ago? Were the lights so bright she couldn’t make out the crowd?

“PROSAK! PROSAK! PROSAK!”

She stepped toward the front of the stage, looking out on the crowd. She couldn’t even tell what species they were. Vulcan, human, or otherwise.

“Who are you people?” she called out into the audience. “And why did you bring me here?”

“Ladies and gentlemen,” a booming, yet familiar, voice called out from some kind of P.A. system. “Today the part of Prosak will be played by Prosak.”

Prosak glanced up at the ceiling. “Who else would…nevermind. I don’t want to know.” She turned to look at the bare stage. “Can somebody tell me what this is all about? Because if it’s some kind of interrogation trick, it’s not going to work.”

“SCENE!” a chorus of voices called out from off-stage.

Suddenly all the lights went out, and Prosak was bathed in black.



The lights came back up, but they weren’t nearly as bright as before. Actually, they felt good. Like Romulus at dusk.

Prosak glanced around as her eyes adjusted. She WAS on Romulus at dusk. On the veranda of her family home, overlooking the scenic Valley of Chula.

“Dessert, Boogles?” a warm voice called behind her, prompting her to turn around.

“F-father?” Prosak asked, turning slowly. Sure enough, Rorshak was sitting at the outdoor table, leaning back and inspecting a padd…no doubt the daily senate briefing.

“Come sit down. T’alice is preparing a nice sontarberry compote.”

Prosak gingerly stepped toward the table and sat. Her father seemed so much younger. What year was this?

“Father…why are you here?”

“Just enjoying the evening air on Romulus with my Boogles. Is there any other way I’d rather pass the time? I think not.”

“You’re a busy man,” Prosak said slowly. “Evenings are a time for you to clear your head.”

“And spend time with you,” Rorshak said, setting his padd down. “Surely I can do both at the same time.”

“I…” Prosak began.

“I want you to read something,” Rorshak said. “Look at this report from the Department of Patriotism. There’s a group forming out there. Radicals. Unificationists calling themselves Vulcrommans.” He shook his head as he picked the padd back up. “Wait, I’ve got it wrong. RommaVulcs.”

“Oh?” Prosak asked. “I have not heard of them.” Not a lie. An omission. Okay, that was wrong. It was just a plain old lie.

Was Prosak dreaming? Had she been injected with some kind of drugs? Hooked up to some kind of mind-altering device? Put in a holodeck? She needed to find out, and sooner rather than later, as she figured her very presence on Vulcan…if that was where she still was… meant she was in danger.

“So,” Rorshak suddenly piped up. “How is your mother?”

“Mother?” Rorshak seldom spoke of Eudora. The only time he did was purely out of courtesy, and only after Prosak had come back from one of the monthly custodial visits required by the marriage settlement.

“She treated you well during your visit?”

“Yes,” Prosak said. “Well.” She looked around again. Everything felt familiar. Real. She realized this was the Summer before she began syllabic school, and she was but eighteen years old.

And she lied to Rorshak about knowing the RommaVulcs, just like she’d done more than twenty years ago when she and her father had originally had this conversation.

She remembered her next line as if it were part of a memorized script.

“She asked about you.”

“Eudora asked about me?” Rorshak asked, shifting in his seat. “That’s…unusual.”

“She wanted to know if you were well.”

Rorshak gave Prosak a stern glance. “She didn’t ask about me, Boogles, and you know it.”

“Perhaps not,” Prosak asked. “But I am sure she was, er, thinking about you.”

“She wasn’t. She was thinking about one thing and one thing only, which is all she’s ever thought about. Unification.” Rorshak shook his head. “What’s worse, if the news is correct, then the madness is spreading.”

“Mother isn’t mad!” Prosak exclaimed, standing. “The Romulans and Vulcans share a common ancestry! She just believes they belong together.”

Rorshak stood, eye to eye with Prosak. “And do you believe that as well?”

“I am keeping an open mind.”

“These RommaVulcs. You’re not meeting with them, are you, Prosak?”

Prosak shifted from foot to foot. “I’ve only attended a few meetings…”

“By the forests of Kraal, Prosak! Do you realize what could happen to my career if you’re found out? I’m up for a spot on the Praetor’s council next session!”

“You’re…worried about your career?” Prosak said flatly.

“And shouldn’t you be too?” Rorshak asked, waving about the veranda. “Because it’s what gave you this life of yours. Wouldn’t you seek to preserve it?”

“The leaders of Romulus shouldn’t be threatened by Unification.”

“That’s not for us to decide,” Rorshak snapped. “We do what we are asked to do, and we ask no questions. That’s the Romulan way.”

“Perhaps there’s a better way….” Prosak trailed off.

If Rorshak was listening, he gave no indication. “I want you to end your association with the RommaVulcs, Prosak. Do you understand?”

Prosak stood there defiantly a moment, under Rorshak’s reproachful glare.

“Do you understand?”

“Y-yes, Father,” Prosak said reluctantly. “I…understand.”

“Good, then. I’ll go see what’s for dessert.”

Prosak numbly watched Rorshak walk away, and stood there in silence on the veranda.

“You’re lying,” a voice said from behind her, causing her to jump noticably. She turned.

“Sh’rak!”

The slim, beady-eyed Vulcan leader narrowed his eyes at Prosak. “That is my name. Are you enjoying this experience?”

“What are you doing to me?”

“That’s irrelevant for now. You should simply let this…experience unfold around you.”

Prosak advanced on Sh’rak. “To what purpose? WHY?”

“Because you have no choice, dear Prosak.” And the Vulcan grinned slightly as the world went black again, and the red curtain billowed around Prosak.

“Scene!”



Prosak blinked as she found herself floating, weightless, in the vast expanse of space.

To her relief, she was at least wearing a space suit.

“Prosak, you are drifting. Adjust your bearing by point zero five,” a voice crackled in her helmet. “Fall into line with the others.”

“My positioning beams are misaligned, Professor Zocor,” Prosak called out as she drifted. “I’m having trouble stabilizing…”

SMASH!

She plowed headlong into another spacesuited figure, causing the two to flop end-over-end through space.

“Prosak, Vorak, correct course! This will affect your final grade!”

Disoriented, Prosak spun to face the person with whom she’d collided. This day felt familiar. Significant.

A hand gripped her arm, and she glanced up at the figure that held her. “Stabilizing, Professor Zocor. We’re coming home.”

“Vorak…” Prosak said, and smiled at the thought. Her first sharal. And currently under Vulcan mind control.

Just like me, Prosak said. Sh’rak was trying to get control of her mind, once again. That was the only explanation.

But why was it taking so long? Sh’rak had used Prosak to infiltrate the Romulan government over a year ago. She hadn’t even realized he’d taken her mind. So why make a big show of it this time? Unless…

He wanted information. Yes. That had to be it.



“I’m not telling you anything,” Prosak said, staring across the table at Vorak, as they sat in the mess hall at Admiral Tomalak Syllabic School.

“I just asked what kind of soup you like,” Vorak said as he poked at his creamy fenorr casserole.

“Be that as it may, I prefer to keep to my own counsel,” Prosak said standoffishly.

“Then why did you ask me to lunch?”

“I…” Prosak stammered. “Damn this Vulcan mind control!”

Vorak leaned over the table, slapping his hand over Prosak’s mouth. “Shhhhh! Why…why did you say the V word?”

“It is not important.”

“Mind control?” Vorak asked, staring at his meal. “The Vulcans aren’t trying to control our minds. More militaristic propaganda.”

“My father is part of the military,” Prosak said, then inwardly kicked herself. Why was she being so honest with Vorak? He was handsome and disarming then, and he still was, in her memories.

“Then I shouldn’t even be talking to you,” Vorak said. “Anyway, it is you who mentioned the Vulcans first.”

“I simply…I believe the Vulcans mean us no harm,” Prosak said. “And this casserole needs more spice. Herbs from the rolling mountains of Norpan.”

“Right on both counts,” Vorak said, beaming as he stared across the table at Prosak. “Could it be? A daughter of the Romulan military, a Unification sympathizer?”

Like my mother before me, Prosak thought wrlyly.

Vorak leaned forward, and in a low, low voice, he said: “There’s a local RommaVulc group that meets weekly. They’re meeting tonight. Want to come with me?”

“I…” Prosak thought of the promise she made her father. “Yes. I would like that.”

“But your father wouldn’t,” a voice said, prompting Prosak to turn around.

“Stop doing that!” she told Sh’rak, who took her fork and poked at the compartments of her plate.

“Are you going to finish this?”

“Vorak, will you tell this Vulcan idiot to go…” Prosak glanced back at Vorak, but he was gone. So was everyone else in the mess hall. She was alone with Sh’rak.

“Fascinating,” Sh’rak said, taking a bite of her casserole. “This needs herbs from the rolling mountains of Norpan. We don’t have rolling mountains of Norpan on Vulcan, so it will be nice to add those when we colonize your world.”

“You won’t colonize our world. RommaVulcanism isn’t about conquest. It’s about sharing knowledge and ideals. Something you’d never understand.”

“You’d be surprised,” Sh’rak said distantly. “Still, I do enjoy this cuisine….”

“Why are you doing this?” Prosak demanded, as Sh’rak put her fork down and slid off the bench.

“Scene,” he said quietly, and walked off.



Prosak blinked as the curtains billowed once again, revealing a crowded room deep in a sub-basement of the Theatre and Performing Arts Building at her Syllabic School. There, about a dozen RommaVulcs gathered to meet and discuss their options for Unification.

“We could hold a bake sale,” Jermak spoke up, raising a hand.

“That’s preposterous,” Ko’dak, another RommaVulc said, pacing at the front of the room. “What will that accomplish?”

“My mother’s recipe for encrusted gondar truffles is legendary.”

“This is pointless,” Prosak whispered to Vorak, who shrugged his assent. “Logic cannot exist without structure, and structure is the foundation of control.”

“Try telling it to these misguided youths,” Vorak said. “We’re decidedly outnumbered by the radical element, I’m afraid.”

Prosak nodded. She realized she was in what amounted to a dream sequence, but part of her wanted to play along with this charade, if for no other reason than that she knew the words by heart. “We could just go back to my dormitory and make out,” Prosak suggested.

“That would be an illogical use of my time.”

“You weren’t complaining when I discovered your sixth katra point the other day.”

“That was a meditative exercise.”

“We certainly did feel relaxed afterwards.”

Vorak sighed. “I am going to get a refill on my soup. Would you like anything?”

“I’d like to bring my own soup next time. My soup is infinitely superior to the soup served here.”

“I’ll lodge a complaint with the kitchen,” Vorak said dryly and walked off.

“I should have broken up with you right here and now,” Prosak muttered to herself, not for the first time regretting a decision about her youth.

“…perhaps if we came up with an attractive give-away item, that might generate some interest. A medallion or pendant of some sort. Are there any good Vulcan symbols out there?” Jermak continued to prattle on, as Ko’dak and the others mumbled to themselves about promoting unification.

“Pointless,” a voice said from beside Prosak.

Prosak turned, raising an eyebrow. The person who’d spoken to her was an intense, intellectual-looking Romulan with piercing eyes. “Excuse me?”

“I said, this whole exercise is pointless,” the Romulan replied. “There’s no logic in bake sales and giveaways. They do nothing to achieve our cause.”

“I’m in total agreement. I voiced similar sentiments to my sharal just a moment ago.”

The Romulan narrowed his eyes at Prosak. “You have a sharal. You seem so young to be shar-ing already.”

“I blossomed quickly once I began school.” Prosak smiled as she remembered her first weeks with Vorak.

“That is a shame,” the Romulan said. “I am in search of a sharal of my own.”

“If you don’t mind the observation, I’d wager you won’t find a worthy sharal in the room,” Prosak said. “These are extremists. They don’t bring a balanced perspective to this endeavor.”

The Romulan stared. “But you do.”

“I believe in the fundamental Vulcan philosophies, yes.”

“So do I,” the Romulan said, looking intently at Prosak. “I believe unification can only be brought on by strong leadership, swift action, and careful planning. None of which is present in this pathetic excuse for a movement.”

“I did not get your name,” Prosak said, cocking her head at the odd Romulan.

“Harvak,” he said, and bowed. “You should remember that name. It will be connected intimately with the unification of Romulus and Vulcan one day.”

“I got you a soup,” Vorak said, walking up. “Hello, friend. Did you know there’s free soup over there?”

“I must go,” Harvak said. “But I will see you again, Prosak.”

“Hmm,” Prosak said, watching the Romulan walk away. “I don’t remember telling him my name.”

“Problem?” Vorak asked, sipping the cream of plomeek, which was nowhere near as good as Prosak’s.

“Just a very odd man. So…not logical.”

“Drink your soup,” Vorak said. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

“Yes, nothing,” Sh’rak whispered in her ear. Prosak turned, startled, flipping the soup in the Vulcan’s face.

“I shall pretend that doesn’t burn worse than midday in the Forge,” Sh’rak said as hot soup drizzled down his face. “Meantime, we have more memories to attend to. Scene!”

Prosak rolled her eyes. “Could I at least get another soup before we go?”



The curtains billowed again, and Prosak stood staring at herself in the mirror, her Starfleet uniform feeling itchy. Tight in the hips, loose in the shoulders. The Federation tailors could learn something from Romulans’ baggy, comfortable style.

“Guess not,” Prosak whispered to herself, wishing for a cup of soup. Even if it was inferior.

“Congratulations, Ensign. How does it feel to wear the uniform of your people’s sworn enemy?”

“Cozy,” Prosak replied, staring at herself in the mirror in her dorm room at Starfleet Academy, as Rorshak stood behind her. He rested his hands on her shoulders. Prosak twisted a little uncomfortably. She didn’t want this man touching her. He wasn’t her father. He was a figment. Or even worse, he was Sh’rak, toying with her.

She stared at herself in the mirror. She was over thirty now. Ten years had passed. She’d finished Syllabic School, bounced around Romulan space with her RommaVulc compatriots, done the make- up/break-up thing with Vorak, been brought up on charges by the Senate, freed by her father (at no small political cost) and finally, for lack of any better ideas, had fled to Starfleet Academy.

“I’m proud of you, Boogles,” Roshak said, stepping up beside her and studying his diplomat’s sash in the mirror.

“And the sworn enemy part?”

“The Romulan government actually required me to say that.”

“They’ve gone downhill since you left.”

“They’re just paranoid, Prosak. It’s up to us to make them understand there’s a better way.”

“And becoming an Ambassador is the best way to do that?” Prosak asked. “San Francisco is so far from Romulus. How will you effect change?”

“By creating a better relationship between Earth and Romulus.” Rorshak glanced thoughtfully out of Prosak’s dorm room window. “As a matter of fact, I’ll be meeting soon with some Starfleet engineers to discuss a project that will bring our two worlds much closer together…”

Prosak nodded. “And how is that any different than RommaVulcanism?”

“Because I don’t want to combine Romulus and Earth, dear. I just want them to get along.”

“And how do the Vulcans fit in with that?”

“They fit. As do all the other worlds of the Federation. Vulcan is no different than Earth, Andor, Tellar…Beta Zaspirid Sixteen…”

“We don’t share common ancestry with those other worlds, Father,” Prosak said, turning to face Rorshak. “Doesn’t that make them different?”

“The common ancestry thing. Again? Is that the only argument you have?”

“It is a major precept of RommaVulc philosophy.”

“I’d hoped that your duties as a Starfleet Officer would give you a new focus. That your…radical beliefs…would fall by the wayside.”

“So that’s why you sponsored my entrance into the academy?” Prosak asked. “To distract me?” She reached into her uniform, pulling out a chain, from which the IDIC symbol she’d carried since she was a teenager still hung. “I’ve still got this, Father. And I’ll always carry it with me. Nothing you can do can change my mind. Once RommaVulc, always RommaVulc! Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a graduation to get to.”

And she marched out of her dorm room…

…and smack-dab into Sh’rak.

“Interesting,” Sh’rak said. “But that’s not what you said.”

“Perhaps not,” Prosak said, alone with Sh’rak in the silent corridor. “But it felt good.”

“I bet it did feel good. Felt much better than your original response?” He leaned in toward Prosak. “‘Yes, Father.’ Isn’t that what you said?”

Prosak turned, grabbed Sh’rak’s neck, and pushed him up against the wall. “GET. OUT. OF. MY. BRAIN.”

“You can’t hurt me in here.”

“Really?” Prosak asked, and slammed Sh’rak repeatedly against the wall.

“OUCH!” Sh’rak winced, squirming out of Prosak’s grip. “Okay, so you can hurt me in here.”

“Imagine the possibilities…” Prosak said, marching toward Sh’rak.

“Scene! SCENE SCENE SCENE!” Sh’rak cried out and ran.



“Hard to port!” a voice called out through smoke and cinders as Prosak gripped something hard and…blinky.

She shook her head as her vision came back into focus. She was holding on to a tac-ops console. A glance up at the viewscreen told her everything she needed to know.

A pair of scythe-shaped Breen warships was bearing down on them fast.

She was on the USS Encino, part of a battle group fighting off the latest in a series of Breen incursions in Federation space.

“More neutron torpedos, Prosak. Reinforce multiphasic shields!” Captain Rochelle Lockheed called out, standing at the front of the bridge, struggling to maintain her balance as blast after blast hit the Encino, and the Breen kept piling it on.

“Sheilds rotating but failing fast,” Prosak said, quickly getting her bearings and running her hands over console’s holographic interface controls. She knew this was all taking place in her memory, but somehow she still felt compelled to relive the memory as it was originally lived.

“More power to forward armor!” Lockheed called out.

“We just lost two more ships,” Prosak reported, glancing at her scans. “The Meridian and the Kennebunkport are dead in space.”

“Starfleet promised more ships,” Lockheed said, pushing her hair back out of her face as she gripped the helmsman’s chair. “Where are they?”

“Late to the occasion, I expect,” Prosak suggested, bracing as two more shots from the Breen warships collided with the Encino. Then she saw a blip on her console. “Hold on. Contact bearing oh-two-four mark one-one-six.”

“Friend or foe?” Lockheed asked.

“Federation starship, Captain! Sonoma-class. Sir, it’s the USS Maladventure.”

Lockheed’s tight expression loosened into an almost giddy grin. “The Butcher of Breen,” she said softly.

“The who?” Prosak asked.

“Back off, Ensign Anders. Don’t get in the man’s way.”

“Captain, all due respect,” Prosak began. “We should help…”

“Just put the battle on forward viewer,” Lockheed said. “Sit back, and enjoy the show.”

Prosak did as she was told, and watched as the slim, graceful, dagger-shaped Maladventure cut in and around the Breen scythe ships, hitting each with precision blasts, then coming about for another pass and firing again.

This time each ship exploded as it was hit, casting off a staggering explosive wave that nearly blinded Prosak. As her eyes adjusted, she saw the Maladventure sail through, unscathed.

“Encino, this is Bain,” a voice crackled over the comm system. “You ship-shape over there, chums?”

“We are indeed, Captain,” Lockheed said. “It was good to see you in action again.”

“Think nothing of it. Love to stay and chat, but we’ve got a fracas in the Belendren Belt to get to. On with the show!”

Prosak watched the Maladventure shoot into warp on the viewscreen and smiled inwardly. She’d never told Bain how close they’d come to meeting, all those years ago. It had just never seemed relevant. Now she wanted more than anything to tell him just that, and she couldn’t.

She suddenly found herself very angry.

“Lieutenant Prosak, why don’t you go belowdecks and ascertain…” Lockheed said, as Prosak made her way down to the front of the bridge.

“Ascertain this!” she shouted, and slapped her commander hard across the face, knocking her down.

Ensign Anders leapt from his seat. “Prosak! What are you doing?”

“Taking control of this…this fantasy,” Prosak said, walking up to the command chair, where she found Sh’rak sitting primly, his fingers steepled. With one glance around, Prosak confirmed that the bridge crew had all vanished. “Why are we here, Sh’rak? This has nothing to do with RommaVulcanism.”

“Except that this was the first day you forgot to wear your IDIC symbol under your tunic,” Sh’rak said. “Is it possible that, in all your zeal to fit in with the other members of Starfleet, you began to ignore your RommaVulc roots?”

“I’ve done no such thing,” Prosak said. “And I’m just about tired of your line of questioning.”

“You’re evading the question, Prosak,” Sh’rak said, standing. “I just want you to define your loyalty to the RommaVulc cause. How hard is that?”

“My loyalty is none of your concern.”

“You’re so wrong, Prosak. Your loyalty means everything,” Sh’rak said, and smiled.

“Computer, enable auto-destruct.”

“I repeat. What are you doing?”

“Waking up,” she said flatly.

“Command authorization required,” the computer said.

“You’re only a lieutenant in this reality.”

“Then I guess my Starfleet Command codes…the ones I have now…won’t work, eh?”

“Probably not,” Sh’rak said, shifting a bit.

“Ten second countdown,” Prosak said. “Authorization Prosak Zero One Zero Alpha Enable.”

“Why are the destruct codes always so easy?” Sh’rak demanded, shooting out of his chair.

“Not my problem,” Prosak said, as the computer began counting down. “Want to get us out of here?”

“Ten…nine…eight…” the computer droned.

“I can. Whenever I want,” Sh’rak said.

“…seven…six…five…”

“Then why aren’t you?”

“…four…three…”

Sh’rak folded his arms. “I have my reasons.”

“…two…”

Prosak smiled and leaned down in Sh’rak’s face. “You don’t have near as much control as you thought you did. Do you?”

“…one…”

“And…scene….” Prosak whispered softly into Sh’rak’s ear, as the Encino blew up all around them.



The red curtains billowed, thrown open by the blast.



And Prosak was sitting in a chair, in an empty room.

Empty, that is, except for the woman sitting across from her, hands on her temples.

Prosak stared. “M-mother?”

“Yes, dear?” Eudora asked matter-of-factly.

She looked around. “What are you doing here? Where’s here?”

“You’re on Vulcan,” Eudora said calmly, standing and smoothing her robes. “How do you like my hair?”

“A perfect bowl, as always,” Prosak said distantly. She stayed seated, following Eudora with her eyes. “Why are we here?”

“You always were a destructive child. I should have known I couldn’t tarry long in your mind.”

Prosak touched her temples. “We were…melded?”

“For a time. Some fifteen minutes or so.”

“Fifteen minutes? That’s all it was?”

“An eternity, when you’re melded.” Eudora glanced out the window, into the bright orange light of Vulcan daytime. “Are you hungry?”

“I’m hungry only for knowledge,” Prosak said, standing. “To understand what’s happening. The…visions I had. Sh’rak was…was everywhere.”

“Yes. I’m sorry about that,” Eudora said. “I had to meld with you to test you. To make sure Sh’rak hadn’t gotten to you already and…changed you as he’s changed the others.”

“He tried to brainwash me two years ago, when this whole Vulcan business started. He tried to get me to assassinate the Praetor.”

“But you resisted.”

“I…was neutralized by a fellow officer before I could follow through. But the point is he wasn’t successful.”

“I wish the same could be said for the hundreds of Romulans and Vulcans he’s bent to his will,” Eudora said. “Sh’rak is at the center of a vast conspiracy. He’s using his mind meld abilities to control the Vulcan populace, and turn it on the rest of the galaxy. He’s even corrupted key Romulan staff.”

“More corrupt than they already are?”

“That’s not funny.”

Prosak rubbed her temples. “My head hurts.”

“Understandable. You’ve had a profound experience.” Eudora smiled. “And so have I. It was gratifying that I was able to experience so much of your growth and life during that brief meld. I feel like I haven’t quite missed out on so much now.”

“You were crucial to my upbringing, Mother,” Prosak said. “You helped form my worldview. Missing one or two events is nothing in comparison.”

“Your graduation from syllabic school, your first love, your Starfleet commission, war stories, flying around in a starship born of Federation and Romulan technology, undertaking feats most others dare not dream of?”

“Last month I baked a casserole for the senior staff,” Prosak said proudly.

“And your theater career,” Eudora said, grinning. “How I wish I could have seen more of your shows.”

“I wish we could reminisce more, Mother, I really do,” Prosak said, and stepped toward the window, glancing out. “But I need to know why we’re here. Why did you take me? Where are the others?”

“The others were taken by the LOL. Vulcan resistance. I intercepted you, though, because your mission is not finished here, and the LOL had orders to get Starfleet personnel off Vulcan at all costs.”

“Who are you to decide my mission isn’t finished?” Prosak asked, cocking her head. “That’s SO not logical!”

“I’m your mother,” Eudora said. “Now then. There are other RommaVulcs on the planet. Their compound has a shortrange transporter. That’s where we are now.”

“Does the Vulcan High Command know we’re here?”

“One should hope not,” Eudora said. “Sh’rak is scared to death of our existence. He feels true RommaVulcs threaten his plans for unification. His first order of business was to try and wipe out every RommaVulc on Romulus.”

“For what it’s worth, Mother, I tried to contact you. Father did too. His sources told him you were off Vulcan. We had thought you’d gotten to safety.”

“There is no safer place than with our RommaVulc brethren, dearest.” Eudora smirked. “Your father. Does he still call you by that silly name?”

“I am, and ever shall be, his Boogles.”

Eudora nodded. “How well I know. There was a time I was called Snoogles.”

“He means well.”

“I trust he’s out of danger?”

“As much as any of us. He’s on the Anomaly.”

“You should know, Prosak. The Vulcans sent a fleet of cloaked Romulan ships into Federation space. Your fleet is now facing a battle on two fronts. Vulcans in Romulan space, Romulans in Federation space.”

Prosak headed for the door. “I have to leave. Find a way off the planet so I can help Captain Bain.”

Eudora gently took her wrist. “I wish it were that easy. Sh’rak has control of all the major ports. You’ll find it difficult, if not impossible, to get off planet right now.”

“We have to do something.”

“We will do something,” Eudora said. “We will meet with Sh’rak, and convince him what he’s doing is wrong.”

“And you think he’ll listen?” Prosak laughed dryly. “He hasn’t yet. Why should he start now?”

Eudora squeezed Prosak’s hand. “We’ll make him understand. Together.”

“And you expect us to walk right in there and get an audience with Sh’rak?”

“No. I expect his soldiers to bring us to him.” Eudora glanced at the door, heard a rattle. “This compound was evacuated a day ago. The other RommaVulcs are long gone. And I called the local constabulary, notifying them that we are here, awaiting audience with Sh’rak.”

“They might kill us!” Prosak said, searching the room for anything she could use as a weapon, finding only the two wooden chairs. “They’re capable of anything, what with Sh’rak controlling their minds!”

“We must have faith, Prosak, that the universe will unfold as it should. We must merely play our part.”

Prosak stared at the door, behind which she heard rapid footfalls.

“What kind of casserole?” Eudora asked, as Prosak braced herself.

“What?”

“What kind of casserole did you make for the senior staff?”

“Fenorr,” said Prosak.

“You grew an affinity for it, after all these years.”

“I’ve grown an affinity for many things I once thought I’d never like,” Prosak said. “It’s all part of growing up.”

“It’s heartening to know that the RommaVulc way was not lost on you, dear. I worried your father would drown it out with all his military rhetoric.”

“The rhetoric wasn’t so bad,” Prosak said. “Not after he was forced into the diplomatic corps.” She thought back to her recent flashbacks. Rorshak’s new posting came on the heels of her being brought up on conspiracy charges. She’d never connected the two. But she realized now that Rorshak had given up a promising government career, a seat on the Praetor’s Council, in defense of his daughter.

“Are you dating anyone?”

“I mated recently, but it was born of convenience more than anything else,” Prosak said offhand, still staring at the door, as it suddenly was kicked open, and a half dozen Vulcan guards poured in, grabbing her and Eudora.

“Thank goodness you all arrived. I was about to call and see what was taking you so long,” Eudora said.

“You are both under arrest. You’re to be taken to the capital building at once!”

“Excellent. Lead the way, my good man!” Eudora said, gesturing the Vulcans out of the room and winking back at Prosak.

Prosak glared at her. What had her mother dragged her into?



“Rendez-vous in four minutes, Captain,” Surap said, standing stonily at the back of the bridge of the Vulcan transport with Bain. “Are you sure I cannot convince you to bring your other officers with you?”

Bain glanced over at Tovar and Nortal. “No. Safe to say they’re needed on Vulcan.”

“You would do well to consider Prosak a lost cause, Captain Bain. There are…larger concerns,” Surat said, stepping up next to Surap.

“You’ll forgive me if I disagree vehemently,” Bain said softly as he watched the stars streak on the viewscreen.

“Humans are irrational,” Surap said. “We have come to learn that this is the cost of doing business with your people.”

“Too right,” Bain said. “Too bloody right.”

Tovar glanced at the communication panel that blinked nearby. “Sir. The USS Leviathan is approaching on an intercept course. They’re instructing us to lower shields and beam you over.”

“Gladly,” Bain said, nodding at Surap and Surat. “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me. I have a battle to join.”

With that, Bain swiftly stepped out of the room.

“I assume your Captain Bain understands the odds are stacked heavily against him.”

Tovar nodded. “Your point, sir?”

“The Federation is embroiled in a lost cause. Combined Vulcan and Romulan forces outnumber them in a two-front war that threatens the disposition of their entire fleet.”

“The captain understands all that,” Tovar said. “I can’t say that he cares. But he understands.” He watched the communication panel bleep to acknowledge that the Leviathan had beamed Bain aboard. Then he watched on the viewscreen as the Ventura-class starship shot into warp.

“Then why, for logic’s sake, is he so eager to join a battle that’s statistically impossible to win?”

“Because,” Tovar said, smiling enigmatically. “He’s Bain.”



“Commander Prosak. I didn’t expect to see you again so soon!” Sh’rak said flatly, watching the guards herd Prosak and Eudora into his chamber, where a few construction workers were working fastidiously to repair the damage Bain’s strike team had done hours earlier.

“Consider this a…” Prosak glanced at Eudora. “Surprise visit.”

“You did well, Eudora. You’re wise to turn yourself and your daughter in, for the sake of the future of our two peoples. There can be only one true way to Unification. And your contribution today will help us…”

“Shut up,” Eudora said flatly. She stepped toward Sh’rak, feeling the point of a lirpa blade poke her in the back the moment she made a move. “Shut up and listen, Mister High Chancellor. I’m not here to turn over my RommaVulc brethren, or my daughter. I’m here to talk to you. To convince you that what you’re doing is wrong.”

“How quaint,” Sh’rak said. “And what makes you think a couple RommaVulc dissenters will do anything to stay me from my appointed path?”

“Because you’ve always had a soft spot for the RommaVulcs.”

Sh’rak’s face stiffened. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Prosak stared at Eudora. “Yes. What do you mean, Mother?”

“I mean, dear, that Sh’rak here isn’t what he claims to be.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sh’rak said. “Guards, take them to a holding cell. We’ll see if they’re feeling so conversational in the morning.”

“Ignore me if you want to, Sh’rak,” Eudora called out, as the guards dragged her and Prosak toward the door. “But you are and always will be a RommaVulc.”

Prosak cocked her head. “You mean he’s a Vulcan who wants to be Romulan?”

“No. I mean he’s a Romulan who wants to be Vulcan”

Prosak stared incredulously at her Mother. “Sh’rak is Romulan?”

“How else could he have been capable of such plotting, deceit, and trickery?” Eudora asked. “A Vulcan wouldn’t have it in him.”

Sh’rak laughed as Eudora and Prosak were carried out the door. He threw his head back and laughed.

“How do you know all this, Mother?” Prosak asked, her eyes wide with shock.

“I’ve been piecing the evidence together for months,” Eudora said, giving one last glance at Sh’rak. “But I confirmed it when I went inside your mind. I found him there, amidst your memories. He isn’t just any RommaVulc. He’s one that you knew…”

Prosak stared long and hard at Sh’rak. The intense, beady eyes. The intent expression that bordered on insanity. She’d met him once before, and had been hit on by him several other times, at Syllabic School. “Harvak…” she said softly.

Sh’rak kept laughing, even after the guards slammed his door shut. “And if you’d gone out with me like I’d asked you to, we might have avoided all this trouble!”



“Believe me, Captain Bain, I sympathize with your situation,” Captain Earl Hayman said, arms folded over his expansive paunch as he stood in the front of the Leviathan’s bridge. He watched Bain pace in front of the viewscreen. “We were all shocked when we heard about the Romulans invading. I’m afraid news from the front isn’t encouraging…”

Bain stopped pacing a moment and glanced at Hayman.

“They took us for surprise, is all I’m saying, Captain.”

Bain continued pacing.

“I’ve heard we lost a half dozen ships in the first salvo. Reinforcements are on the way, but the Vulcans and Romulans will still have an edge in numbers.”

“We don’t need a bloody edge in numbers,” Bain said. “We have our wills, our minds, and our stubborn determination. We need nothing else.”

“You’d know better than I, Captain,” Hyman admitted. “I’ve only been a ship commander for three years. I read about you growing up. The Scourge of the Shelliac, the Gouger of the Gorn. Fascinating stuff.”

“Hrumph,” Bain muttered, glancing at times at the viewscreen.

“If there’s anyone that can save us, it’s you, sir,” Hayman said. “And I’m glad you’re in this fight with us.”

“Where else would I be?” Bain asked, trying not to show his distemper with the man.

“Nowhere. I was just…I was just speaking rhetorically.”

Bain shook his head, and glanced at the helmsman. “Ensign, what’s our ETA?”

“Thirteen minutes to the front lines, sir,” the young Ensign said, ducking a bit.

Bain glanced back at Hayman. “If you want to help, old man, you’ll put on more speed, and now.”

Hayman nodded at the ensign. “More power to the engines, Ensign. All sails to the wind.”

“All sails to the bloody wind,” Bain echoed, staring at the viewscreen.



Admiral Larkin stood on the bridge, holding steady as the Anomaly rocked.

“More damage to Deck Five!” Lt. Gworos called out. “Inertial dampers failing.”

“Damage control to Deck Five,” Vioxx said calmly, standing at Larkin’s side. On the viewscreen, three Starfleet ships flew in formation with the Anomaly, ducking in and out of the lines, bobbing up and blasting at the line of Romulan warships occupying Federation space. The rest of the fleet moved out to solidify the border with the Vulcans. The Anomaly and her squadron was tasked with fighting back the Romulans in Federation space.

“Attack pattern Victor Three Three Two,” Larkin said, computing every viable attack strategy she could come up with. “Helm, bring us around for another pass. Protect the fleet’s flanks. We cannot let the Romulans spread us too thin.”

Another blast crashed into the Anomaly, and Larkin nearly stumbled. She diverted the proper internal resources to her leg servos to keep her upright. She glanced at Vioxx. “Send to engineering. We need to reinforce shield sheaths nineteen alpha to fourteen baker.”

“How do you know which ones are weakened?”

“By the resonance frequency of the last shield impact,” Larkin said. “Just do it.”

Vioxx nodded, glancing back at Dr. Kasyov. “Doctor. Send a message down to Engineering, please.”

“Would this be a good time to point out that I’m not Starfleet, and therefore have very little combat training?” Kasyov asked nobody in particular.

“It would be a horrible time for that,” Vioxx said. “Send the message.”

“Admiral!” Gworos said, looking up from his panel. “Contact coming in. It’s Captain Bain, aboard the USS Leviathan.”

“He is early,” Larkin surmised.

“Captain Bain is requesting permission to board,” Kasyov said.

“His timing could have been better,” Larkin said, glancing down at Ensign Yonk. “Ensign, move us out of the Romulans’ weapons range. If one of them breaks off and follows us, have the Detroit and the Saratoga intercept.”

Yonk nodded. “Bringing us around, aye.”

“Leviathan is pulling to,” Kasyov said. “Another message coming in from Captain Bain. He insists on beaming aboard immediately..”

“I imagined he would,” Larkin said. “Drop our shields only as long as absolutely necessary. Instruct the Leviathan to do the same. Initiate transport, then reestablish shields.”

Kasyov nodded. “Here goes nothing. Is this a good time to mention I’m not fully checked out on all the transporter protocols?”

Vioxx shot her a cutting glare.

“Right. Right,” Kasyov said, and quickly tapped at her panel.

Moments later, Bain stepped briskly onto the bridge, glancing around at the crew, who all looked a little tired, a little worse for wear.

“Admiral Larkin,” he said gruffly. “Permission to take command of the fleet.”

Vioxx stepped out from behind Larkin. “Captain, with all due respect, you’re speaking to one of your own flag officers. An Admiral with over a hundred and forty years of experience, who is the ranking Starfleet officer in this sector, who has instant access to a database equal to our ship’s computer, who can process a million thoughts in a nanosecond. And you have the impertinence to suggest you’ll do a better job commanding this fleet?”

Bain gave Vioxx a quick glance. “That’s right.” Then he turned back to Larkin. “Admiral?”

Larkin looked at Bain for the briefest of moments, then stepped back from the command chair. “Captain. I stand relieved. The fleet is yours.”

“Thank you, Admiral,” Bain said, and stepped toward of the center of the bridge. “Now then, people, let’s drive these buggers out of our space!”

Vioxx stared, dumbfounded, at Larkin, as she stepped aside. “Admiral…may I…may I ask why?”

Larkin inclined her head. “Because he’s Bain.”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



Live Long and Conquer





“Logic is in the eye of the logician.”


	Gloria Steinem







TWENTY YEARS AGO



“Busy?”

“Inasmuch as I am studying for my final exam in Syllabic School, yes,” Prosak said, not looking up from her padd. As other Romulan students milled about the Sela Yar Memorial Library, she wondered why the person talking to her couldn’t find someone else to bother at the moment.

“Have you given any more thought to my suggestion?”

Prosak was intent on her padd. “I have not.”

“You realize I have secured a position on Senator Petorum’s staff. I will be an influential voice for the District Nine Senate seat…and beyond.”

Prosak glanced up. “Harvak, you can stop trying to impress me. My father’s the Romulan ambassador…”

“For Gods’ sake, Prosak, I know your father’s the Romulan Ambassador…”

“So you should know I’m not impressed by a show of power.”

“I’d think just the opposite.”

“I’m finding my own path.”

“You’re seriously considering Starfleet Academy?”

“The Vulcans and the Federation have a strong bond. The Romulans are making overtures to peace as well. If there’s to be unification, the Federation may very well be at the center of it.”

Harvak sat back. “You’re being foolish and illogical. The Federation can only hope to complicate matters. Unification has to come from a joint effort by Romulus and Vulcan alone.”

“According to whom exactly,” Prosak said idly. “Yourself?”

“If not me, then who?”

“Just about anyone else, actually,” Prosak said.

“I would expect you to be more willing to entertain my offer, Prosak. Since you dissolved your relationship with Vorak, you’ve been without a sharal.”

“And I’ve been just fine with that,” Prosak said. “My sharal doesn’t define me.”

“But your politics do. You’ve got a keen mind, Prosak. Together, we could forge a new direction for Romulus and Vulcan together. We could make them understand.”

“If you think my mind so keen, you wouldn’t be so quick to criticize my decision to join Starfleet.”

“Great minds make mistakes from time to time,” Harvak said. “I think you’re on the verge of making a decision that will cripple your career. You’ll be forgotten. A footnote in history.”

“And, in this fictitious history, what’s to become of you?” Prosak asked pointedly.

“Quite simple,” Harvak said, and stood up. “I will write history.”



NOW. . .



Sh’rak stood at the grand window at the rear of his large office, staring out at the vicious Vulcan suns. “And I made good on that promise, did I not, Prosak?”

“How did I not recognize you?” Prosak asked, baffled.

“I had a goatee back then,” Sh’rak explained. “I was going for the ‘evil Spock’ look. It was quite popular at the time.” Sh’rak beamed at Prosak, in a way that made her feel very uncomfortable. “I would have shaved that goatee for you, if you asked me to.”

“You shaved it anyway.”

“I realized when I came here that Vulcan is actually very hot.”

“Apparently,” Prosak replied.

Sh’rak took a step toward her. “Would you prefer it this way, Prosak, or as it was meant to be? The two of us together…”

“I’m happy with the way things turned out.”

“Happy,” Sh’rak said, clicking his tongue. “Some RommaVulc you turned out to be.”

“Better happy than insane,” Eudora spoke up beside her daughter. “Isn’t that what you’ve become, Harvak?”

Sh’rak whirled. “Do not call me that! Never call me that. Harvak was weak. He was laughed out of District Nine for his ideals. He was crushed in his town council electoral campaign. His ideas were dismissed out of hand!”

“Am I detecting an emotional response?” Prosak asked.

Sh’rak’s face softened. “Of course not. Emotion is not the RommaVulc way. Is it, Prosak?”

“Did I mention I’m fine with the way things turned out for me?” Prosak asked.

“Does that include the invasion of the Federation by joint Romulan and Vulcan forces?”

“I don’t think anybody’s fine with the way things turned out for you, Sh’rak,” Eudora said. “Since when does the RommaVulc dogma dictate that you have to take over a people in order to unify with them?”

“I don’t want to unify with the Federation. I want to eliminate them as a threat,” Sh’rak said. “Once we control their territory, they’ll be unable to stop the destined joining of Vulcan and Romulus.”

“How many minds did you have to alter to make this dream a reality, Sh’rak?” Prosak asked. “How many have you brainwashed the same way you brainwashed me when I nearly killed the Praetor?”

“Oh, I lost count at five hundred,” Sh’rak said. “But suffice it to say, I’ve reached enough Vulcans in key places to ensure that my wishes are carried out. And, conveniently, Vulcans believe that questioning leadership is illogical. Anybody that would have posed a threat or brought up a resistance against me has either been mind-melded or locked up. Except that stupid LOL.” Sh’rak mumbled something under his breath and turned his head to the side. “I knew I should have executed Surap and Surat when I had the chance.”

“The Federation will stop you,” Prosak said. “Even the Romulan and Vulcan forces combined aren’t enough to hold them back. All of this…every bit of it…is SO not logical, Sh’rak. You’ve created what is, at best, a temporary situation. You can’t brainwash everyone. What’s to happen when it’s time for you to govern two races who haven’t agreed on unifying?”

“I will make them understand,” Sh’rak said, his eyes going wide. “I envision a unified Vulcan and Romulus. One where all are accepted, all share in the power and glory of our shared ancestry. It will be wondrous…”

“Have you considered therapy?” Eudora asked idly.

Prosak ignored her mother. “This will never work. You have to know that.”

“You could be right,” Sh’rak said. “But even if you are, I’m the one in control at the moment, and we will do things my way.”

“What about us?” Eudora asked. “How do we fit into your plans?”

“You really don’t,” Sh’rak saiid, rubbing his chin. “Which does pose something of a problem, doesn’t it? Oh. I know! We can kill you!”

Eudora and Prosak exchanged nervous glances. Eudora nudged Prosak, who glared at her.

“What, mother?”

Eudora inclined her head in Sh’rak’s direction.

Although they hadn’t spent much time together, Prosak and Eudora shared that semi-telepathic bond that all mothers and daughters, regardless of species, possessed.

“You can’t mean…” Prosak gasped. “No!”

“It’s the only way,” Eudora seethed between her teeth.

Prosak looked at Sh’rak.

“Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll just go find some guards with sharp nasty weapons,” Sh’rak said, stepping past Prosak.

“Wait!” Prosak said, taking Sh’rak’s arm. “You…big…strong…Vulcan man.”

“Are you referring to me?” Sh’rak asked.

“You are Vulcan, are you not?”

“Implicitly,” Sh’rak said, trying not to smile.

“And you are big and strong.”

“I am a powerful man.”

“Then I would like nothing better than to…” Prosak tried to choke back bile. “Spend the evening with you.”

Sh’rak stared at Prosak. “This is a trick. You just told me you thought my ideas were illogical.”

“Consider it a last request,” Prosak said. “A date with you, so I know what I’m missing once I…cross over into the next life.”

“An intriguing proposition,” Sh’rak said. He looked at Eudora. “Do I have the mother’s blessing?”

“Oh…absolutely,” Eudora said.

“Then it’s settled,” Sh’rak said. “First we will go on a date, then I will kill you.”

“Just as I’d hoped,” Prosak muttered.



Sub-Lieutenant Zantak steadied herself as the turbolift shook, on its way up to the bridge.

“Not good,” Sub-Commander Remax replied gruffly. “Dozens of Romulan ships, possibly more beyond sensor range, all occupying Federation space. We’ve no choice but to open fire on them.”

Zantak shrugged.

“Vioxx informed me that Captain Bain has returned to the ship and taken command.”

Uncharacteristically, Zantak actually opened her mouth to comment, but Remax cut her off.

“I know it’s strange. But you’re talking about the Federation, Sub- Lieutenant. Everything they do is odd. But, apparently, some think of this Bain as a powerful figure. Leader of men, and such. Supposedly, he’s at his best during wartime. But I haven’t seen proof as yet,” Remax said, as the lift thudded to a stop, and the doors opened up onto the bridge.

“Six more ships have been disabled or neutralized!” Gworos announced from tactical. “Reinforcements on the way.”

“Proof,” Zantak said, following Remax up to a vacant environmental systems and engineering console.

“Find out where these blasted Romulan ships are coming from, Kasyov!” Bain ordered, crossing the bridge and leaning on Kasyov’s console. “Check the ionic fields surrounding Galornden Core. Maybe there are some rabbits hiding in the shrubs.” He pivoted back toward Gworos. “Lieutenant, keep up with the tachyon scans. More Romulans could decloak any minute and I want to know about them.”

“Sir, two more ships…” Yonk said, pointing at the viewscreen.

“Modulate neutron torpedoes to six point zero three and fire. Bring disruptors to bear, oh-six-three mark two-one-four. Engage all ahead full on polarons on my mark, then fire all disruptor cannons at the three lead vessels.”

“He’s going to say ‘mark’ now,” Larkin whispered to a speechless Vioxx.

“Mark,” Bain said, gesturing toward the viewscreen.

Beams lashed out from the Anomaly, cutting a swath through three more Romulan ships, sending them spiralling off, listing uselessly.

“Good Romulan souls on those ships, being manipulated by the Vulcans somehow,” Vioxx announced, to nobody in particular.

“Or else the Vulcans brokered a deal with them,” Bain said offhand. “In which case you and yours would no longer be welcome on the Anomaly. Nothing personal, chums. Fire aft torpedoes.”

“Sir?” Gworos asked. “There are no targets…”

“Captain!” Kasyov announced. “Three Romulan Warhawks, decloaking aft!”

“Oh,” Gworos said.

“Let’s hold off on the speculation for now,” Larkin said, glaring from Bain to Vioxx.

“Yes, let’s,” Vioxx said tightly.

“Sir, we stand ready to assist,” Remax said, addressing Vioxx.

“Now’s not the time,” Bain said, holding up a hand.

“Respectfully,” Vioxx said, “Your science and helm officers have been on duty for twelve hours, much of which has been spent fighting pitched battles. We need fresh people.”

“We need continuity until there’s a break in the fighting,” Bain said. “And until we know what’s going on with the Romulans, I can’t trust Romulans in sensitive positions.”

“Does that include me?” Vioxx asked.

“I’ll get back to you. Rotate disruptor cannons three and four zero- six-eight degrees, Gworos, and fire in three…two…one…”

“But there aren’t any…” Gworos said, then caught himself. “Right. There they are.”

“Will you stand by and let Captain Bain alienate his Romulan colleagues, Admiral?” Vioxx asked. “It’s unacceptable, frankly.”

Larkin looked from Bain to Vioxx. “Given the circumstances, it would be best if you and your officers reported on fleet movements from stellar cartography.”

“Busy work,” Vioxx muttered.

“Hardly,” Larkin said. “This is not a suggestion. It’s an order.”

“You heard the woman,” Vioxx said, leading Remax and Zantak into the aft turbolift. “Apparently, our truce with the Federation is only good for times when our people aren’t sending battle fleets into Federation territory.”

“Sorry for the bother,” Bain said noncommittally, and turned back to the battle.



“What to wear,” Prosak said to herself, staring out the window onto the parched Vulcan landscape. Sh’rak had sent her and Eudora away, claiming he had to get ready for his “big date” with Prosak. Considering a massive offensive was underway, and that the situation between Vulcan and the Federation was quickly coming to a boil, Prosak wondered if dating was really the best use of Sh’rak’s time.

“At least you’ll be distracting him from orchestrating the war,” Eudora said from behind her. Mothers and daughters really did have a telepathic bond.

“Small miracles,” Prosak said, glancing about the sparsely- decorated chamber. “I don’t suppose he’ll send along a dress.”

“You want to look your best for your last meal before being executed?”

“A date is a date, mother, and I haven’t been on one in quite a long time.”

“That’s a shame. You’re a beautiful young woman.”

“Please,” Prosak huffed. “Vulcans find me too emotional, and Romulans dislike my bowl haircut.”

“I’ve always thought you would look good with the ‘falcon.’”

“It makes me look like I’m balding.”

“It’s dignified. It’s Romulan.”

“I’m RommaVulc.”

“Yes,” Eudora said dryly. “Which is quite different than being entirely Vulcan. You can’t turn your back entirely on your Romulan heritage.”

“Why not?”

“Because that’s not the point of Unification. You should take the best of both, not discard one over the other.”

“You always were the voice of reason, Mother.”

“Someone had to be, between a radical daughter and a reactionary father.”

“An argument for another time,” Prosak said, and turned toward a mirror mounted on the wall. She unzipped her tunic nearly halfway down, and tugged at the edges a bit. “There. Much better.”

Eudora cocked her head. “You’re planning on defeating Sh’rak with your cleavage?”

“I’m not planning on beating him at all. The best I can hope to do is stall him.”

“Until what?”

“Until Captain Bain does what he does so well. Or until we’re rescued, whichever comes first.”

“You think someone’s out there trying to rescue us?”

Prosak shrugged. “I’m ever hopeful.”



“This mission is folly. You’ll be killed,” Surap said, leaning over Tovar as he stared at the schematics on the display board.

“I did not ask for your opinion,” Tovar said, studying the latest planetary survey schematics, on the austere, taupe-colored bridge of the P’raytel–the flag ship of the LOL (Logicians for Order and Law).

Surat, the co-leader of the LOL, stepped up beside Surap. “Still, you will need our help to execute this plan.”

“I haven’t asked for your help yet.”

“At the very least, you’ll need someone to beam you down.”

“We could always climb out a window,” Tovar said, intent on the sensor readings.

“YES!” Nortal said, emerging as if from thin air, behind Surap and Surat. The Vulcans nearly jumped. “We shall descend from the heavens like avenging angels, intent on beating back our implacable foe!”

“She gets a little carried away from time to time,” Tovar said idly. “Are these the latest readings? Can I get an update?”

“What are you looking for?”

“A way in.” Tovar rubbed his chin. “Could I have access to an ultra-space transmitter, gentlemen?”

“Any transmission you send could give away our position,” Surap said.

“I have ways to mask my transmissions. Be assured, I’ll observe all due discretion.”

Surap and Surat exchanged a glance, then each gave a small nod. “Sharpay will show you the way.”



“Thank you, Sharpay,” Tovar said, leaning on the transmission monitor in the tiny room off the P’raytel’s bridge.

Sharpay bowed slightly.

“Thank YOU, Sharpay,” Tovar repeated, inclining his head.

Sharpay bowed again.

“Can you please leave?”

Sharpay stared at Tovar a moment. “I will be outside.”

“Good enough. Thank you.” Tovar shook his head as Sharpay backed eerily out of the room, then turned back to the transmitter, quickly typing a scrambler code into the unit, and activating a top-secret channel.

Moments later, Rosalyn Bain appeared, wearing a gardening outfit, kneeling in a bed of roses, on a crsip, breezey Sussex, England day.

“It’s Tovar, Mum. You can drop the holographic filter.”

“Good to see you, Tovar.” Rosalyn smiled briefly, then nodded at someone off-screen, and the idyllic image dissolved to reveal the septagenarian wearing form-fitting leather, and standing in front of the backdrop of a massive hangar bay, with scores of troops climbing aboard sleek, deadly-looking fighters (advanced vehicles which only vaguely resembled modern Starfleet design). While the pilots boarded their craft, engineers moved about, checking their armaments and loading them up with neutron torpedoes and all other manner of deadly paraphernalia.

“Enjoying your time in the garden?” Tovar asked archy.

“Quite,” Rosalyn said, then her smile faded. “What do you want?”

“I need your help, Mum. Commander Prosak has been captured down on Vulcan.”

“We know.”

“Can you send someone?”

“No, son. I’m afraid you’re on your own on this one.”

“Pardon? But, Mum…this is serious. We have reason to believe Chancellor Sh’rak has–”

“I know exactly what Chancellor Sh’rak is doing right now, but…” Rosalyn’s face softened. “I’m afraid there’s no way we can help.”

“Surely Section Thirty-One can spare…”

“We can’t spare anyone. We have other matters to attend to. The Federation is under siege, son.”

“Even if you could spare some of your intelligence…”

“I’m afraid I can’t take any more time talking to you, son. I have a great deal to attend to before we reach the rendez-vous. I can only wish you safe passage and good luck.”

Tovar glared at his mother. “This is about me refusing to join Section Thirty-One, isn’t it?”

“Bother. You’re your own man, Tovar. You always have been. Besides, if you had joined Section Thirty-One, you would be at my side, and unable to help Prosak.”

“And where will you be, in the meantime?”

“You know I can’t tell you that. Be well, son. Mum’s got some errands to run…”

And the signal went dead.



“I’m insulted!” Vioxx said, standing in the midst of a quickly rotating starfield, that adjusted as the Anomaly weaved through space, fighting off Romulan ships left and right. “To think, we came aboard six months ago with the intention of strengthening relations between the Federation and the Romulans, and this is the thanks we get.”

“You had to expect this kind of duplicity eventually,” Remax said. “The Federation could only feign goodwill for so long.”

Vioxx rubbed his chin. “Romulus did send a fairly large battle fleet into their space.”

“Oh, that again,” Remax said, shaking his head. “Stop harping on that. Those Romulans are under mind control. They’re not responsible for their actions.”

Vioxx stared at the starscape on the massive floor-to-ceiling screen. “But we are, Remax.”

“Federation scum!” Selex railed, stepping into the room. “Marsden just kicked me out of engineering. I could tell she enjoyed it, too!”

“We’re all in the same plight,” Remax said, and glanced at the silent Zantak. “She’s especially broken up about it.”

“We need to do something,” Vioxx said. “We need to exonerate ourselves. To restore the good name of Romulus.”

“You’re saying we care what the Federation thinks of us?” Remax asked. “Do you hear what you’re saying?”

Vioxx nodded. “As a matter of fact, I do. And I’ve never been more certain. The way I see it, we’ve got two choices. We can continue to sit here on the sidelines, or we can go out there and make an impact on this war, hopefully show Bain that we’re in this fight with him.”

“And how do you propose to do that?”

“A plan is forming,” Vioxx said, and headed for the door. “Follow me…”

“Finally,” Zantak said, bringing up the rear.



“Good evening,” Sh’rak said, standing as Prosak approached the dinner table on the broad, tiled veranda behind the chancellor’s residence adjacent to the Vulcan Grand Hall, and the conference center at the top of Mount Selaya.

The veranda overlooked the deep, sunbaked valleys of Vulcan. The tumbling topography of windswept land that led out to the Forge and beyond.

In its way, minus foliage and waterfalls, the veranda reminded Prosak of the back porch of her home on Romulus–the home she shared with Rorshak after his split from Eudora.

But none of that mattered, as it was now dinnertime.

“You look ravishing,” Sh’rak said, taking his seat at the table and gesturing for Prosak to sit.

“I’ve bared thirty-six percent of my cleavage,” Prosak said. “What’s for dinner?”

“You do get to the point, don’t you?”

“I usually do when I dine with warlords.”

“Oh, now!” Sh’rak said, leaning forward and taking Prosak’s hands. “I wish you wouldn’t be that way.”

“What…Angry? You expected I’d be thrilled that you invaded my home?

“Are you referring to the Federation or Romulus?”

Prosak honestly didn’t know. “Both,” she said.

“You cannot hold a grudge forever.”

“Give it time.”

“Ah, dinner!” Sh’rak said. “I think you’ll enjoy what I had prepared for us.”

At that, a waiter breezed up from out of nowhere, and set two steaming bowls down on the table.

“Soup?” Prosak asked, nonplussed. “SOUP?”

“It’s one thing Romulus and Vulcan shares. A love of broth.”

’It’s certainly a start,” Prosak said, staring down into her bowl as Sh’rak began sipping from his.

“What are you waiting for?” Sh’rak asked as he slurped right out of the bowl, glancing over its rim at Prosak. “Eat up!”

“I’m not that hungry.”

Sh’rak set his bowl down. “What now, Prosak? You think I’d actually poison your food? Believe me, when I kill you, it’ll be in a much more graphic and disturbing way than poison food. Please!”

Prosak glanced back at her bowl. “Well, when you put it that way…” And she started eating. Very, very slowly.



“Faster!” Bain said, leaning on the helmsman’s chair as Yonk guided the Anomaly through a maze of asteroids.

“Romulans closing on the port and aft quarters,” Gworos called out. “Three more ships decloaking just ahead of us, on the other side of the field.”

“They’re trying to surround us, Captain!” Kasyov called out.

“Sound reasoning and strategy, Doctor,” Larkin said, and Bain thought he detected a note of sarcasm. “But the fact remains, we must elude the Romulans fore and aft.”

“Z-plus ninety degrees, chum,” Bain said, patting Yonk’s shoulder. “Take us up.”

“Although, technically, there is no ‘up’ in space,” Larkin said.

“Right as always, Larkin,” Bain quipped in reply. “But whatever direction it is, it’s not currently filled with Romulans, and that’s good enough for me.”

“Do you regret sending Vioxx and the others off the bridge?”

“Frankly, I haven’t had time to think about it. But I don’t wish the man ill if that’s what you mean,” Bain said as Yonk steered the Anomaly up out of the asteroid field.

“I have had time,” Larkin said. “Due in large part to the fact that my processing ability is vast. Nearly limitless, really.”

“Superb,” Bain said. “Hard starboard. Fire all disruptors, starburst pattern Zed Zed fifteen. Mark!”

Larkin stared at the viewscreen as the Anomaly barrell-rolled through a cluster of Romulan ships, firing simultaneously in all directions and neutralizing one after another of the ships.

“Any word from the fleet, Doctor Kasyov?” Larkin asked.

“They’re holding the line, it appears,” Kasyov said. “Captain Bain has done a good job distracting the Romulans and keeping them out of the fight.”

“As intended,” Bain said, steading himself on Yonk’s chair as the Anomaly pitched from enemy fire.

A chime sounded on the bridge. “Marsden to bridge. We just took a major pounding to the port side disruptor cannons.”

“Send a team to repair them!” Bain said. “We can’t very well fight with one saber tied behind our backs!”

“Whatever that means, I’m afraid all my people are off making other repairs. And since you sent Selex away…”

“You mean the guy who annoyed the hell out of you?” Kasyov blurted, then glanced up at Bain and Larkin. “Sorry.”

“Yes, that guy,” Marsden said. “I’m the only pair of hands not actively fixing anything at the moment.”

Bain thought a moment. “Then go. But don’t be gone long. Your people need you down there, Marsie.”

“Please stop calling me that,” Marsden replied.

“Do you need help, Shelly?” Kasyov asked. “I’m pretty useless up here for now.”

Bain glanced at her. “Mind letting me be the judge of that, Doctor?”

“Well…unless you have any scientific studies on the effect of Romulan disruptors on Federation shield sheaths…”

Bain waved a hand. “Go, go…”

“And bring me an optronic coil spanner while you’re at it!” Marsden’s voice called out.

“Sure!” Kasyov said, and stood, glancing around the bridge. “Anybody know what an optronic coil spanner is?” When nobody responded, she ducked into the lift.

“Shame about the Romulans,” Larkin said, stepping up next to Bain.

“Indeed,” Bain said. “But Vioxx is an honorable man. He’ll take this in the way as it was intended. A safety measure. A necessity of war. He’s not the type to do anything rash or….”

“Captain!” Gworos called out. “Somebody’s overriding the command controls on the doors to shuttlebay two!”

“Override their override!” Bain ordered, turning.

“Too late. A raceabout’s leaving the bay. The Silverwood, sir.”

“Open a channel to the Silverwood,” Bain said as Larkin gave him a concerned glance.

“Silverwood. This is Vioxx,” the voice replied.

“Commander, what in blue blazes are you doing over there?

“My people and I are going to prove to you that the Romulans are pawns in this the only way I know how. We’re going to get on board one of those disabled Warhawks, and Remax is going to examine some crewmen.”

“You’re daft!” Bain snapped. “You’ll be cut to pieces!”

“I have a good helmsman.”

“Get back to this ship, Commander. That’s an order.”

“You don’t outrank me. Technically.”

“Return to the Anomaly, Commander Vioxx,” Larkin said, her voice sharp.

“I’m not part of Starfleet. Remember?”

“Well, bugger that,” Bain muttered. “Would you at least bring us back some disruptor cells while you’re over there?”

“I’ll do my best. Vioxx out.”

Larkin stared at Bain. “And that’s all?”

Bain shrugged. “Not much else we can do. But I admire his daring. Don’t you?”

“Not particularly.”



“We are men of destiny,” Nortal announced in a small voice, huddled next to Tovar, behind a large, oblong refuse bin, on the streets of Selaya City.

“You are a woman,” Tovar said idly, glancing through the lens of his quadcorder headset.

“We are persons of destiny,” Nortal amended. “On a glorious and dangerous path. Few will know of our deeds now, but many will sing of them long after they’ve been done.”

“Where are you getting all that…hyperbole?” Tovar asked.

“I read quite a bit,” Nortal said.

“Remind me to borrow one of those books when we get back to the Anomaly. Hyperbole or not, they must be exciting reads.”

“They are at that, and give you them I shall, once we’ve won the day ,and achieved our glorious…”

“Okay,” Tovar snapped. “Enough already. Keep your eyes on the crowd.”

“And what are we looking for, oh Tovar, Yynsian of Destiny?”

Tovar glanced back at Nortal. He had to admit he liked the ring of that. “Refuse workers.”

“To what end?”

“To beat them up and take their clothes so we can sneak into Sh’rak’s palace.”

“An ingenious plan!”

“Not really, but it’s all I’ve got at the moment.”



“Dessert?” a voice asked Sh’rak, after what, thanks to Prosak, had become an interminable meal.

“I think not,” he said, looking askance at Prosak.

“Why not?” Eudora asked, sliding up to the table. “The night is young!”

“How did you get out of your cell?” Sh’rak snapped.

“I told the guards that I was observing the Romulan right of Ri’taat.”

Prosak covered her face with her napkin. “The mother observing the date.”

“An idiotic and antiquated rite,” Sh’rak said. “I should have those Vulcans shot.”

“But you won’t,” Eudora said. “Because Vulcans are a peaceful people, and you want to be more like them.”

“You obviously haven’t been following my track record,” Sh’rak said, ticking off examples on his fingers. “Colonization, empire building, invasion, coercion, outright brainwashing. Does it sound like I’m a pacifist?”

“But, the Vulcans…” Prosak interjected.

“Are spineless!” Sh’rak shouted, and a few bits of food sprayed from his mouth as he slammed his fork down. “They will know conquest, and plotting, and success in battle! Because I will it to be so!”

“Yes,” Eudora said. “You’ve obviously got the situation well in hand.”

“The Vulcans will play the part of interplanetary lapdog no longer!” Sh’rak said, standing. “I will infuse them with a dose of good old fashioned Romulan guile. That’s the value of this joining! Vulcan intellect with Romulan cunning. You’ll see. It will work! I demand nothing less!” And he stalked off.

Eudora stared after him. “Where are you going?”

“To find some Tavokian truffles. You got me in the mood for dessert. Stay where you are, or you’ll be lirpa carvings.”

“This is going wonderfully, so far,” Prosak muttered.

“He’s cracking,” Eudora said. “He’s obviously insane. We just have to chip away a little more, and this whole enterprise will fall apart.”

“Or else we’ll be the ones that get chipped away, Mother.”



“The Enterprise is falling apart!” Gworos called out, as the Anomaly shook. “Taking heavy fire from a combined Vulcan force! Her sheaths are weakening!”

“Send in the Van Buren and the Ontario!” Bain called out, backing to the center of the bridge. “Give her cover, lad!”

“Our defenses are starting to crack,” Larkin said. “We need immediate support, and according to the report I just received, the Fifth Fleet is having trouble getting past the occupying Romulan force to join us!”

“A little longer,” Bain said, staring at the viewscreen, and the spiralling montage of disruptor cannon fire, and exploding neutron torpedoes. “Just a tad longer.”

“Until what, precisely?”

“I don’t know,” Bain said, and gripped his chair. “But I have a feeling, as good as any I’ve ever had.”



“I have a very bad feeling about this,” Tovar said, tugging his beige hat down low over his face as he and his fellow beige-clad refuse worker, Nortal, made their way down the hallway of offices that lead to Sh’rak’s chambers.

“It was your idea, oh great and noble Tovar,” Nortal mentioned.

“Shush,” Tovar said, and backed against a wall, hearing voices. “Someone’s coming.”

“RommaVulcs!” Sh’rak bellowed, rounding the nearby corner so quickly he nearly smashed into Tovar and Nortal.

“Destroy them all!” Nortal said quickly. “Bad, evil RommaVulcs!”

Sh’rak pushed past them, not sparing either a glance. “You two make yourself useful and clear away the table scraps in my dining room. And be quick about it!”

Tovar gave a little bow. “Immediately, sir.” He pointed to the corner Sh’rak had come around, and beckoned Nortal to follow. “This way…”

“What about your bad feeling?”

“I’m ignoring it for the moment,” Tovar said, and hurried down the hallway.



“This stomarr souflee is tangy,” Eudora said, sitting in Sh’rak’s chair, picking through his leftovers.

“You shouldn’t be in his chair when he gets back, mother,” Prosak said. “It will just aggravate him further.”

“He won’t hurt us. Not while he’s pining for you.”

“That’s SO not logical,” Prosak said. “He’s obviously getting more insane by the moment. How can we predict what he’ll do?”

“Because the mating instinct overrides all else,” Eudora said.

“And yet you left Father.”

Eudora glared at Prosak. “I left your father because our ideals were incompatible.”

“You and I shared ideals, but Father stayed with me through it all.”

“Because you are his daughter. That’s different.”

“I don’t see why it has to be,” Prosak said softly.

“Excuse me,” a voice said gruffly, as a pair of maintenance workers stepped up and began swiping the dishes, silverware, and napkins from the table into a rolling metal bin.

Eudora glanced at them, then at Prosak.

“Evening,” the worker said, swiping the table decorations off and into the bin.

“Evening,” Prosak said, and shifted in her seat. She hated those awkward moments when refuse workers would pass by. What was the protocol? What kind of smalltalk was she expected to have with them?

One of them leaned near Prosak. Was he expecting a tip? She had no currency. Of course, he did have a nicely shaped body. And his scent… His scent was musky, familiar…

“Tovar…” she whispered.

“Ready for your rescue?” he asked in a hushed voice.

“More than you know,” Prosak replied. “Tovar, this is my mother, Eudora.”

“These pleasantries must be saved until the end of this grand expedition!” the other maintenance worker said.

“Hi Nortal,” Prosak muttered.

“GREETINGS!” a voice boomed from behind them. Sh’rak stood at the doorway, holding a tray of assorted cakes and truffles, and smiled wide. “You don’t know how gratifying it is to have all my friends in the same room. Tovar, Eudora, Prosak…” He glanced at Nortal. “And…you….whoever you are.”

Prosak sighed. “Harv…Sh’rak. Vulcans do not smile. Nor are they gratified by anything. You are officially the worst RommaVulc ever.”

Sh’rak’s smile faded. “We’ll see about that. Now who’s for some cakes and truffles before painful suffering and death?”

“Me!” Nortal exclaimed.

Tovar covered his face.



“Coming up on one of the disabled Romulan ships,” Remax said, stooping over the sensor controls in the cockpit of the Raceabout Silverwood.

“Excellent,” Vioxx said, leaning against the pilot’s seat as Zantak weaved the Silverwood around beams of disruptor fire arcing this way and that, as massive Warhawks loomed overhead.

“Keep us moving, Zantak!” Selex called over his shoulder as the Silverwood shook again. He looked over shield status. “Shields taking a major pounding.”

“Reinforce them!” Vioxx called out.

“The hits are coming from two many directions at once!” Selex replied.

“We’re almost there!” Remax shouted.

“Stop shouting at me!” Vioxx snapped back.

The Silverwood rocked.

“Damage to protective armor in four places!” Selex called out.

“Keep us together!” Vioxx shouted.

“I wasn’t shouting!” Remax said after some moments of silence. “I was just reporting on our situation!”

“Well report more quietly! This is a civilized bridge!”

“It’s not a bridge, it’s a cockpit!” Selex chimed in.

“Will you just focus on keeping us together! Be professional!”

“WILL ALL OF YOU SHUT UP!” Zantak called out as she frantically steered the Silverwood.

Everyone stared at her for a few moments of silence, as disruptor blasts thundered outside.

“She has a point,” Vioxx said quietly.

“I have transporter coordinates!” Remax shouted.

Zantak sighed.



“Our lines in the neutral zone are crumbling. The Vulcans are breaking through!” Gworos announced.

“I’m going to lose my bet,” Larkin mumbled.

“Pardon?” Bain asked.

“Nothing.”

Bain thought about it a moment, staring at the tactical overlay on the screen that displayed the image of the swarming Romulans and Vulcans, sandwiching the Federation fleet on both sides.

“We just got word, sir. The Roosevelt, the Celestia, and the Tappanze are dead in space,” Ensign Lennum, the Vorta backup science officer, said from the science console. “Enterprise is still taking heavy damage. Captain Dax doesn’t know how much longer they’ll hold out.”

“Damn it all,” Bain said. “Bring us around. Instruct the Wilmington and the Flagstaff to flank us. We’re going in. Yonk, make course to intercept the Enterprise. Weapons and shields…what’s left…to maximum.”

Larkin leaned toward Bain. “We’re the lead ship, Captain. If the Anomaly is destroyed on a suicide run, it does no good to anyone.”

“If the Vulcans and Romulans cut through the middle of our fleet, the Anomaly won’t make a damn bit of difference, sir,” Bain said, and turned back to the viewscreen. “All ahead full on the polarons, my good Ferengi. Take us in.”



From out in the corridor, Kasyov stared up into the Jefferies tube. “Are you almost finished?”

“You could have gone back ten minutes ago,” Marsden called back down to Kasyov.

“Granted. But someone’s got to make sure you do…whatever you’re doing…right.”

“Thanks for the help.”

The all-call suddenly chimed: “All hands, this is the Captain. We are heading into the thick of the battle. Expect some heavy trade winds. Bain out.”

“Crisp, concise. You have to love that about Bain,” Kasyov said thoughtfully. “Bet you can’t say that about all captains.”

“Believe me, you can’t,” Marsden called back down the diagonal tube. “Just give me a minute, and I’ll close this thing up. Maybe we can stop for a coffee or something, since this is a light day.”

“Sounds nice,” Kasyov muttered, shaking her head.

“Just one…more…tweak…” Marsden continued, when the Anomaly suddenly shook hard, and the deck pitched out from under Dr. Kasyov.

Her arms pinwheeled and she fell down, just as the sound of grinding metal boomed from up in the Jefferies tube, smoke billowed out, and she was dragged up into the tube by the sudden suction of air.

Kasyov reached out and grabbed the ladder railing, feeling wind whip past her face, when suddenly she heard the familiar flickering sound of forcefields popping into place, and her feet touched back to the ground.

She stared up through the smoke. “Shelly? You in one piece up there?”

No response.

“SHELLY!”



Sh’rak wiped his mouth primly as he looked up from the empty plate that once held his muffin. “My, that was good.”

“Enjoying food is not a trait shared by most Vulcans,” Prosak said. “As evidenced by the blandness of their soup.”

Eudora glared at Prosak. “I think we’ve made the point that Sh’rak is not that great at being a Vulcan.”

“I disagree!” Sh’rak snapped back, turning to Eudora. “On the basis that I’m the leader of the Vulcan race, and I can disagree with anything I want, whenever I want.”

“That’s logical,” Tovar said, shifting from foot to foot, as he glanced idly at the Vulcan soldiers who stood in front of the doorway, bearing deadly-looking lirpas. If he moved quickly enough, he could disarm one, then pummel the other before they could run for help. Problem was, if he was mistaken, they’d all end up dead.

Then again, that seemed to be Sh’rak’s goal anyway.

“When will we end this pathetic display, ‘Sh’rak’?” Prosak asked. “When will you stop taking your rejection and unfulfilled life out on the rest of the Universe? Can’t you see the kind of damage you’re doing?”

“Are you finished?” he asked, pursing his lips.

“Sort of.”

Sh’rak folded his hands in front of him. “This ‘pathetic display’ will end when I see fit.” He rolled his eyes thoughtfully. “Which is right now! Mister Stankrat, if you please..” he said, glancing over his shoulder.

After getting over his horror at the name “Stankrat,” Tovar stared while one of the soldiers set his lirpa down and walked over to Prosak, turning her in her chair to face Sh’rak.

“Stop right there!” Tovar said warningly, advancing.

The other soldier was on him in an instant, the lirpa up against his throat.

“What are you doing?” Prosak asked, blinking impassively.

“He wants to get inside your mind,” Eudora said, glaring at Sh’rak. “The horrid little man wants to meld with you before he kills you.”

“You’re next,” Sh’rak sneered up at Eudora, then placed his hands forcibly on Prosak’s temples.

“Been here, done this,” Prosak mumbled. “Anything you’ll find this time that you didn’t get last time?”

“Last time was business, dear Prosak,” Sh’rak said, and leaned forward. “This time is purely for pleasure…”



“This is really embarrassing,” Marsden’s crackling voice called over the staticky comm channel.

“Don’t be silly,” Kasyov called back. “You’re in a very compromising position. You may have injured two ribs. Just let Doctor Nooney examine you.”

“I’m stuck in the tube, butt-first,” Marsden responded.

“And a happy posterior it is, if I do say so myself!” Nooney’s voice chirped, from up the tube.

“Just try to breathe and stay calm. Doctor Nooney is a professional.”

“Hah!” Marsden replied. “In fact, double hahhhouuuuch!”

“Shelly?” Kasyov asked, looking up into the tube, just as Nooney slid down, shaking his head.

“She’s wedged pretty good,” he said. “You wouldn’t happen to have a gravity crane on you?”

“I don’t keep one handy,” Kasyov said. “Isn’t there any other way to get her out?”

“Transporters,” Nooney shrugged. “But they were destroyed in the last naughty salvo.”

“I wish you’d stop calling them naughty salvos,” Kasyov muttered. “So what do we do?”

“Pull her shoulders out of their sockets,” Nurse Ih’vik said, standing a few paces away with a medkit.

“Thanks for the tip,” Kasyov muttered, rubbing her face.

“Please tell me you have other ideas!” the panicked voice of Marsden called back.

“Yeah,” Kasyov said thoughtfully. “I can call a friend I haven’t talked to in a while…”



Bain stared at the viewscreen as the Anomaly weaved in between criss-crossing Romulan Warhawks, and Vulcan warships, each pounding the mighty Enterprise-J with neutron torpedoes and disruptors.

And was it just him, or was the phrase “Vulcan warships” simply silly?

“Mister Yonk,” Bain said, resting his hands on the back of the young Ferengi’s chair. “Execute Bain Nine-Nine-Charlie. Evasive, then full on the polarons, and fire all weapons.”

“We’re vulnerable on the port side,” Larkin said from behind Bain. “Perhaps we shouldn’t take such a direct vector.”

“The Romulans and Vulcans are concentrating on knocking out the Enterprise. They want the symbolic gesture more than anything, Larks. They want to show they brought the giant down.”

“She is our largest ship,” Larkin said. “Mister Lennum, open a channel to Captain Dax. I want to know how bad it is over there.”

“Fire!” Bain thundered, pointing back at Gworos. “Everything we’ve got, on the aft section of that Vulcan ship. Then rear neutron torpedoes, at the pursuing Romulan vessels. Full spread, multiple yields.”

“Admiral, Captain Dax reports that six nacelles have been destroyed along the underside of the Enterprise hull,” Lennum called out.

“Damn it!” Bain said, curling his fists. “That only leaves them with…what…fourteen nacelles?”

“We need covering fire,” Larkin said, glancing up at Lennum’s holographic readout. “The Enterprise’s hull armor is weakening.”

“Thirty degrees port, now!” Bain called out.

Yonk turned in his chair. “Is this one of those things where you anticipate something’s going to happen just before it happens?”

“No, blast it! It’s happening right now!” Bain replied, forcibly turning Yonk’s chair back toward the viewscreen.

“Oh. OH!” Yonk exclaimed, seeing the hull of the Romulan Warhawk looming in on the viewscreen, easily less than 200 meters off. He pulled the Anomaly into a hard roll, just missing the angling Romulan vessel.

“Who’s piloting that thing?” Bain asked, glancing back at Lennum.

“We’re receiving a message,” the Vorta said. “It’s from the Warhawk we just passed.”

“Perhaps they want to trade insurance information,” Larkin said.

“Come again?” Bain asked.

“Never mind.”

“On screen.”

The viewscreen was suddenly filled with a view of the Warhawk’s bridge. Vioxx and Remax stood there, Zantak standing nearby at the helm console, and Selex behind, apparently at tactical.

“Care to guess whose side we’re on?” Vioxx asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I don’t need to guess,” Bain said. “But didn’t you all go crazy the last time you took over a Warhawk?”

“I assure you that won’t happen again. If we both survive, then we can chat about it!” Vioxx said. “Incidentally, Remax studied the skeleton crew of Romulans on this ship, after we anesthetized the lot of them. Would you be surprised to learn that they’ve been the unfortunate victims of mind meld?”

“Good work, Commander,” Larkin said. “You’ve proven your point.”

“Comforting!” Bain said, then glanced at Vioxx. “Welcome to the fray, my good man. Pick a target and start firing.”

“Don’t mind if I do!” Vioxx replied, and quickly disappeared from the screen.



“You smell lovely tonight,” Sh’rak whispered, leaning his head Prosak’s shoulder, as the pair swayed under swirling effervescent lights, and the booming tribal music and straining lyres of “RommaVulcano,” the band hired for the Annual RommaVulc Cotilion and Social Occasion.

“Thank you, I suppose,” a glassy-eyed Prosak said, stiffly shuffling to the music as Sh’rak slipped his arms around her waist. “But shouldn’t I be the one leaning my head on your shoulder?”

“Nah, I like it this way,” Sh’rak said, nuzzling. There was nobody else in the concert hall, unlike the original event, but Sh’rak felt a crowd would be distracting.

“As you wish,” Prosak said distantly.

“I knew you’d come around,” Sh’rak sighed. “It was just a matter of time. And mind bending. Lots of mind bending.”

“You are my golden bull god.”

“That’s the stuff,” Sh’rak said, gently kissing Prosak’s cheek. “More of that.”

“I’m useless without you. Bring me to beautiful fruition my gleaming pointy-eared love-muffin.”

“Yessssssssssssssss!” Sh’rak giggled. “More. MORE!”



“You’re keeping it dark in here,” Kasyov said, glancing around Cabral’s science lab.

“We had to switch to emergency power,” the spherical metal brain replied softly. “Natalia, if you do not mind, I have many…” Cabral trailed off as the Anomaly shook vigorously. Kasyov nearly fell over. “Oops! I just lost hull integrity on the aft port quarter.”

“I know you have a lot going on right now, Cabral,” Kasyov said, stepping toward the thrumming, glowing brain, but not wanting to get too close. “But I need you for something very important. Lieutenant Marsden’s…”

“Yes. I know. She’s stuck in a collapsed Jefferies tube. Unfortunately, nothing can be done at the moment. Once the battle is over, some engineers can go in and…”

“She’s in pain! And who knows if she’ll make it through the battle!”

“Who knows if any of us will,” Cabral said. “But I understand your concern.”

“You’re being weird,” Kasyov said. “Distant.”

“I’m keeping the Anomaly from falling apart,” Cabral said, and the ship shook hard again, with another blast. “Well, except for that part. I hope we didn’t need that.”

“I miss you, Cabral. I miss our talks. Everything about the way we were. But that’s not why I’m here right now. Right now I need you to help Shelly.”

There was a pause. “How?”

“I’m not other people, Cabral. I know the extent that you’ve infiltrated the Anomaly’s systems. You control everything. We could abandon this ship and you’d be able to keep it running smoothly for decades.”

“Providing the anti-singularity drive remains stable, you are correct.”

“Well, surely you know some way to get Shelly out of there. Isn’t there some kind of moving bulkhead you could trip or something?”

“No,” Cabral said thoughtfully. “But there are…no that’s too dangerous.”

“What?” Kasyov asked.

“There are explosive charges embedded throughout the hull, as a part of the self-destruct routine. If I activated the one nearest Lieutenant Marsden, that might be enough to free her from the wreckage.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“She might become part of the wreckage.”

“Will she or won’t she?”

If Cabral had shoulders, he would have shrugged. “There’s no way to know.”

“I trust you,” Kasyov said, pressing her hand on his sphere. “Do you think it will work?”

Cabral was silent for a long moment. “Yes. Yes it will.”

She rubbed his sphere gently, then turned on a heel. “Then do it. I’ll be in contact with you and let you know when we’re ready.”

“I am…ready when you are,” Cabral said as Kasyov left.



“The Federation fleet is weakening quickly,” Sharpay said, looking up from his monitors on the bridge of the Vulcan ship, P’raytel. “They are in danger of losing their flagship and about a dozen other ships in the Vulcan attack fleet’s next pass.”

“Vulcan attack fleet,” Surap said, his fingers steepled in front of him, standing beside Surat. “The very combination of words is blasphemy.”

“Stop overreacting,” Surat said, as he stared thoughtfully at the viewscreen. “Tell us about matters down on Vulcan.”

“The Logical Report reports that Commander Prosak and an unidentified Romulan woman, as well as operatives from Starfleet and the Romulan guard, have been captured by Sh’rak.”

“We should take action,” Surap said. “If we are logical, we’ll take action.”

“What do you suggest?” Surat asked. “Charging into Sh’rak’s palace, felling his soldiers left and right with nerve pinches?”

Surap and Surat stared at each other a few moments.

“Sirs?” Sharpay asked.

“We are on our way to the transporter room,” Surat said.

“We are men of logical action,” Surap said evenly. “It is time to save Vulcan.”

“We will bring other Vulcans with us,” Surat said impassively. “We will help free Vulcan, and make the galaxy safe for all who inhabit it.”

“Go Vulcans,” Surap said dispassionately as the turbolift doors closed.



“Here they come,” Yonk said. “The Vulcan and Romulan fleets have consolidated, and they’re making another pass at us.”

“The nerve,” Larkin muttered.

“Bring all our weapons to bear on them. Put us in position to protect the Enterprise,” Bain said. “All power to forward shields and weapons.”

“Reginald,” Larkin said, reaching out and gripping Bain’s shoulder. “This is not a wise strategy.”

“It’s not strategy,” Bain said. “There are 8,900 souls on Enterprise counting on us.”

“At least bring in our other ships for support.”

“They’re coming,” Bain said. “But I don’t know if it’ll be enough. I suggest you hold on to something.”

Bain and Larkin watched the viewscreen as the Vulcan and Romulan ships beared down. Federation ships, those still operable, swung in from either side.

“This is Vioxx,” the Romulan commander’s voice chirped over the comm. “Can I just interject a moment? This is ludicrous!”

“So noted,” Bain said. “Close channel. Mister Gworos: Prepare to empty the chamber.”

“Aye, sir.”

Beats ticked by as the fleet advanced. Closer, closer.

Bain clenched his fists. Closer, closer.

“Wait for it, Gworos…”

Closer.

“N…” Bain began to say “now,” but was cut off as alarms rang all over the bridge. Simultaneously, orbs rippled throughout the space on the viewscreen. The starfield in front of the Anomaly was suddenly crowded with ships.

Gworos glanced down at his screens. “Sir, those ships…they’re….”

“Federation,” Bain said, and glanced at Larkin. “Though, at present, we’re supposed to be the only Federation ship with a cloaking device. Not to mention that those cloaking devices never showed up on our sensors.”

“Section Thirty-One,” Larkin said, as the ships darted around, firing all manner of weapons at the Vulcan and Romulan ships.

“Someone tell them I’m with you guys!” Vioxx’s voice boomed over the comm system.

“I thought they were a myth,” Yonk said.

“No,” Bain said. “They just haven’t taken overt action in decades.”

“They couldn’t have picked a better time,” Larkin said. “Whatever their motives, we need them.”



“Now!” Kasyov called into her communicator, and a rumbling shook the deck as Cabral fired the explosive embedded in the Anomaly’s hull. Nooney and Ih’vik looked on while more smoke poured into the corridor.

“Well?” Nooney coughed.

“It’s no use. She is dead,” Ih’vik said, and turned to walk away.

“Wa-wait…” a small voice called out, as Shelly Marsden slithered out of the smoking hole, and into Kasyov’s waiting arms.

“You made it!” Kasyov exclaimed. “Kasyov to Cabral. You did it! I’m taking you to dinner!”

“If you wish, Natalia. But after the battle, please!”

“Right. Kasyov out.” She glanced down at Marsden as Nooney ran his tricorder over her. “Are you all right?”

“A world of no,” Marsden sighed, and passed out.

“We can move her,” Nooney said, and glanced up at Ih’vik. “Get an antigrav. She needs to be cheered up, and pronto!”

“I think you mean ‘patched up,’ but whatever,” Kasyov said, grinning in spite of herself.



Alarms sounded. The men came, by the dozens, all bearing razor- sharp lirpas, as Surap, Surat, and a handful of other Vulcans, resplendent in their taupe robes, moved along the grand corridor of Sh’rak’s palace.

They barely moved. Somewhat glided. And effortlessly reached out to each and every oncoming Vulcan shoulder, pinching them at the collarbone and felling them swiftly.

“We should have thought of this sooner,” Surap commented blankly, as he dropped two more Vulcan guards.

“Regret is an emotion unworthy of us,” Surat said. “All is as it should be.”

“I feel vigorous,” Surap monotoned.



“They’re not responding to comms,” Gworos reported, as Bain and Larkin looked on at the scene on the viewscreen. Section Thirty-One was cutting the Vulcans and Romulans to ribbons.

“At least they appear to be disabling the enemy ships, and not destroying them,” Larkin said. “That’s a good sign.”

“Perhaps,” Bain said, pacing the bridge. “When can we get back in the fight?”

“The damage control crew is still working on the forward weapons array,” Lennum reported. “And, apparently, Lieutenant Marsden was trapped in a crushed Jefferies tube. She somehow escaped, and is now being treated in Sickbay.”

“Bloody Vulcans,” Bain growled. “Someone give me something to shoot!”

“Sir!” Gworos called. “We just got a report from a news source on Vulcan. Prosak, Tovar, and Nortal have been captured by Sh’rak.”

“Dammit!” Bain exclaimed. He rubbed his chin. “We need to go there.”

“I understand your concern for your people,” Larkin said. “But we have an obligation to the fleet…”

“Captain Dax to Anomaly,” a voice boomed over the comm. “I was just patching in to your internal audio, and I understand you would like to hand over command of the fleet to someone else. That right, Bain?”

Bain gritted his teeth. “I suppose.”

“I’ll be happy to take over for you!”

Bain gritted some more. “Internal…audio…?”

“Captain Dax,” Larkin said. “Your ship is barely operational.”

“And Section Thirty-One has matters well in hand. I’ll just…supervise.”

Larkin sighed. “Very well. Captain Bain, you may…”

“And engage at Warp R!” Bain told Yonk, and the Anomaly shot forward into warp.

“Thanks for asking,” she said, glaring at Bain.

“Just be thankful anti-sing is still working. It doesn’t work sometimes even when the ship hasn’t just been pummeled.”

“That’s heartening,” Larkin said.



“What’s happening?” Tovar demanded, trying to wrench out of the grip of the Vulcan soldier who held him back. He stared at Sh’rak and Prosak. “I just heard her mumble something about a V-cut neckline and a lace corsage!”

“Who knows,” Eudora said, looking on worriedly. “Sh’rak’s a sick, sick man.”

“And he’s in your daughter’s mind. And you’re fine with that?” Tovar demanded.

“I’m not fine with that at all. However, there are about a dozen lirpas pointed at us right now, so I can’t see there’s much that we can do.”

“We have to at least try,” Tovar said in a low voice.

“Do or do not. There is no try!” Nortal bellowed.

“What are you quoting now?” Eudora asked.

“An epic.”

“Do you hear something?” Tovar asked, cocking his head. Two of the Vulcan guards headed for the door.

“Like what?” Eudora asked.

“Screams. Alarms. Pinching. Don’t you people have good hearing?”

“I have ear mites,” Eudora snapped.

“Sorry.”

Suddenly the doors to the patio slid open, and a pair of arms reached out and neck-pinched the nearest Vulcan guards, dropping them to the ground.

The other Vulcans moved toward the doors, as several Vulcans, a few of whom Tovar remembered from his short time aboard the P’raytel, filed in, calmly nerve-pinching each guard who approached.

The Vulcan holding Tovar didn’t move though, to his credit. But the new arrivals provided all the distraction that Tovar needed.

He threw his arms out, breaking the Vulcan’s grip, then grabbed the end of his lirpa and flipped him over his shoulder, slamming him to the ground. He twisted the lirpa out from under him, then slammed the dull end into the side of his captor’s head, knocking him out cold.

“Go help the Vulcans. The good ones, not the bad ones!” Tovar said, pointing to Nortal, who quickly dashed off. He then looked to Eudora. “We need to break that bond now!” Tovar snapped, advancing on Prosak and Sh’rak.

“Sh’rak’s mind is strong. I wouldn’t advise it.”

“Let me worry about that,” Tovar said. “I’ve melded with her before. I just need to get in there again. Put your hand on my forehead.”

“It’s not that easy. You have no idea of the complexities of Vulcan…”

“What do you need me to do?”

Eudora shifted from foot to foot. “Put your hand on her forehead while I put my hand on your forehead.”

“Yeah. That’s what I thought. Now do it!”



Sh’rak giggled as he lead Prosak into his darkened bedroom. “Now don’t laugh at me because this place is in my parents’ basement. I was going through a…rough patch. But it has a separate entrance, so it’s a lot like an apartment!”

“I am yours. Do with me as you will,” Prosak said distantly.

“Go lay on the bed. Look sexy, or something,” Sh’rak said, then turned, pacing thoughtfully. “You know, I should have skipped taking over Vulcan and invading Romulus and the Federation, and gone straight to this. Hmm….the invasion. I wonder how all that’s going?” He shrugged, then turned and climbed onto the bed, on top of Prosak. “Not that it matters. You’re all I need now, Prosak!”

“Oof. Yes. You are all I need, Prosak, too,” she said dully.

“We’ll have to work on your IQ,” Sh’rak muttered, clicking his tongue.

He leaned down to kiss Prosak, when suddenly two hands gripped his shoulders, and ripped him off her. He flopped back onto the floor, and looked at the two figures looming over him.

“Tovar…Eudora. What a…pleasant surprise. What are you two doing here?”

“The question is, what on Romulus are YOU doing here?” Eudora demanded, leaning down and grabbing Sh’rak up by the collar.

“A little of this, a little of that,” Sh’rak squeaked.

“We’re here to put an end to this,” Tovar growled, crouching to face Sh’rak. “Now.”

“You and what army?” Sh’rak asked defiantly.

“This one,” a voice said from behind Tovar. “Mind if I construct a torture device out of these fruit rinds, a lamp, and a pair of socks?”

“Go ahead, Totap,” Tovar grinned.

“This place is a mess. It needs to be cleaned, hallelujah, it needs to be cleaned, hey-hey!”

“Have at it, Tarva. Just do me a favor and kick Sh’rak in the skull a few times while you clean.”

“Will do!”

“Who wants scalding hot chili?” another voice asked.

“Sh’rak wants some, Toflay,” Tovar said. “Bring it on down!”

“Who are all these people in my head?” Sh’rak asked, panicked, as shadows loomed up around him from every side.

“They’re people from my head. But I guess you’ve never mind- melded with a Yynsian before,” Tovar chuckled. “That’s okay. There’s a first time for everything!”

Half an hour later, Sh’rak awoke, a sobbing, broken, heap.

Tovar and Prosak, meanwhile, awoke oddly refreshed. And feeling full of chili.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 177780.4. Funny enough, the Anomaly came to Vulcan to save Tovar and Prosak, but it seems that’s already been taken care of.

To that end, we’ve stuck around to assist Surap and Surat with undoing the assorted damage Mister Sh’rak has caused this planet. The two logicians, along with some of Vulcan’s finest mind melders, have come together to reverse Sh’rak’s mind melds. Once they’re done here, I’m told they’ll take their show on the road. Sh’rak, for his part, is being treated in a Vulcan mental facility for acute insanity. I suppose one might say he’s been…pinched…by the authorities.

And so we go about the routine task of putting the quadrant back together again. Here on the Anomaly, all is well. While we’re a bit worse for wear, we’re in one piece. And that, as much as anything else, is worth celebrating.

We’re scheduled to remain at Vulcan a few weeks for debriefing, then head to Romulus for some additional meetings. Did I mention that I despise meetings? Regardless, I’m glad to have the Anomaly family back together again. Something just isn’t right when I don’t have my people on my ship.



“I couldn’t help but overhear, Captain,” Vioxx said, standing in the door to Bain’s lounge. “You mentioned something about your family being back together on the ship…”

“I was referring, of course, to my Starfleet crew,” Bain said.

“Good,” Vioxx said stiffly. “I would mourn the loss of our adversarial relationship.”

“You have nothing to fear. Safe to say, we’ll be sparring for some time to come.”

“I’m gratified to hear that,” Vioxx said, and awkwardly stuck his hand out. “Still, you were a worthy leader, in this instance.”

“You too,” Bain said, taking Vioxx’s hand and shaking it. “In this instance. Now then, if you’ll excuse me, I have to make a house call…”



Tovar raced into Sickbay, nearly knocking over a surprised Nurse Ih’vik.

“Visiting hours are over.”

“Move aside or I’ll gut you,” Tovar said hotly.

“Now you’re talking,” Ih’vik said, licking her lips, and standing aside.

“What took you so long?” Marsden asked sleepily as Tovar approached her bed.

He took her hand. “I was being debriefed on Vulcan. I…got away as soon as I heard.”

“Kasyov has a big mouth.”

“Actually, Captain Bain told me,” Tovar said, and brushed his hand on her cheek. “You are injured.”

“Not badly. Just…resting and mending.”

“I should have been here.”

“You had a more important job,” Marsden said. She looked at Tovar long and hard. “And so did I.” She squeezed his hand. “But I’m glad you’re here now. Unfortunately, they just gave me something to make me sleep”

“I understand.” Tovar leaned down and kissed her softly on the lips, then pulled back and smiled at her. “When will you be released?”

“A few hours, or so.”

“I’ll have dinner waiting,” Tovar said.

“About that gutting?” Ih’vik asked, hovering behind Tovar.

“Right,” Tovar said, backing away, and nearly backing into Reginald Bain.

“Son!” Bain said enthusiastically, slapping Tovar on the back. “You’re back!”

“Yes, father. I was just visiting with Shelly…”

“Good soldier,” Bain said, patting Marsden’s leg. “Does she know we have to amputate?”

Marsden’s eyes went wide. “You have to…WHAT?”

“Just a little battlefield medical humor,” Bain said.

“Please, no more battlefield medical humor,” Tovar said, and tugged at Bain’s arm. “Shelly needs to rest.”

“So she does,” Bain said. “Good show today, Marsden.”

“Good show to all of us,” Marsden said, and drifted off to sleep.

Bain nodded in Marsden’s direction, then headed out of Sickbay, Tovar behind him. He nearly bumped into Commander Prosak.

“Sir!” she exclaimed. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Do I detect a hint of emotion, Prosak?” Bain asked, gently nudging the RommaVulc.

“This has been a trying time, sir. A little emotion is warranted.”

“Glad we agree on that,” Bain said warmly, taking Prosak’s hand and shaking it. “I’m gratified to have you back on the ship. How are you feeling?”

“I am fine,” Prosak said. “I met with a number of counselors on Vulcan. And while I’m not positive they weren’t among those brainwashed by Sh’rak, they were somewhat helpful.”

“That’s good,” Bain said.

“But they did find it odd that the Anomaly doesn’t have a ship’s counselor.”

“Really,” Bain said flatly. “I wonder why…”

“I doubt they’ll have much time to contemplate that, though. I imagine they’ll have their hands full treating Mister Sh’rak, for some time to come.”

“Of that, I have no doubt,” Bain said. “Tovar? To the bridge?”

“I’m…making dinner…” Tovar said, pointing toward the turbolift at the end of the corridor.

“Very well, then. Off you go, old boy.”

“Bridge to Captain Bain,” Lt. Bre’zan Brazzell said over the comm.

“Bain here.”

“Sir, we have an ultraspace communication coming in for you from Earth. It’s your wife, sir.”

“Good show. She’ll want to make sure I’m in one piece. She’ll have heard the news by now, I imagine.”

“It’s a fair bet,” Tovar said. “Tell Mum I said hello.”

“Will do,” Bain said, and headed off down the corridor.

Prosak accompanied Tovar toward the turbolift.

“Are you really okay?” Tovar asked her.

“Indeed,” Prosak said. “In fact, I’ve developed a new appreciation for Vulcan ideology.”

“Funny, I’d have thought just the opposite.” Tovar pushed the call button.

“Sh’rak’s emotion was his undoing. He was a brilliant man who had a deep and abiding desire to unite Vulcan and Romulus. He had vision. And his emotions ultimately caused him to fumble it all away.”

“Still, I’ll keep my emotions if it’s all the same to you.”

“Your choice,” Prosak said. “Have a nice evening with Lieutenant Marsden.”

“I will,” Tovar said, and nodded at Prosak as he headed into the turbolift. “How about you? What are your plans?”

“I have a date, of sorts.”

“A date, eh?” Tovar said, smiling as the lift doors closed. “Good luck with that!”

“I have no need of luck,” Prosak said, and turned the other way down the corridor.

She walked up to one of the doors, Guest Suite 13A, and pressed the call button. Moments later, Ambassador Rorshak appeared in the doorway.

“Boogles!” he exclaimed, throwing his arms around Prosak.

Prosak squirmed a bit, attempted to hug him back, then stepped back. “Father. Are you ready for our date?”

“I have reservations,” the Ambassador said. “Have you cleared the deck? Will anyone see us together?”

“You worry too much. A Starfleet crew doesn’t care who you associate with.”

“Still, you never know who’s watching.”

“Don’t be so illogical,” Prosak said, and took Rorshak’s hand, leading him down the corridor about fifteen meters to another set of doors. She pushed the call button.

“Come,” came the voice from inside.

They stepped in, to see Eudora sitting at a dinner table, complete with flickering candles, and steaming bowls of soup.

“Right on time,” Eudora said. “Pull up a seat.”

“I cannot stay long,” Rorshak said, and sat at the other end of the table, as Prosak took her seat in the middle. “It’s agreeable to see you again, Eudora.”

“Likewise.”

Prosak looked from one parent to the other. “Thanks for doing this.”

They sat silence for a while and slurped their soup.

“Have you anything else to say, Prosak?” Rorshak asked.

“I choose to savor this brief moment of family completion, Father.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Did you tell him about the position you were offered?” Eudora asked.

“I have not.”

Rorshak’s eyes widened. “Position?”

Prosak nodded. “I was offered an Emissary position with the Vulcan government. Surap and Surat have announced that they will begin studying ways in which they can eventually unify our two worlds. Without, you know, explosions. They felt that my RommaVulc background and Starfleet diplomacy training would serve me well in that position.”

“Boogles, that’s excellent!” Rorshak said, tossing down his napkin. “This is a huge move in the right direction.”

“I’m not taking it,” Prosak said quickly.

Rorshak looked blank. “Why not?”

“Because I feel I’m needed on the Anomaly. Because I’m happy here, even if some days are better than others. And because there’s someone else at this table who’s better suited for it.”

“That’s nice, Boogles, but I don’t think it would be appropriate to…”

“I was speaking of mother,” Prosak said, and Eudora grinned.

“Isn’t that nice of her to think of her Mom?” Eudora asked. She reached across and patted Rorshak on the hand. “Know what this means? I’ll be seeing you at diplomatic meetings!”

“Fantastic,” Rorshak said.

“I thought you’d approve,” Prosak said. “Now eat up. Your soup’s getting cold.”



“…so it seems that, because he was directing the fleet at the very end of the skirmish, Captain Dax has been credited with a major role in the battle with the Vulcans,” Bain harrumphed, leaning back in his wingbacked chair, as a hologram of Rosalyn’s head nodded sagely from the projector on his desk.

“Dax always was something of a publicity hound,” Rosalyn observed.

“Hmmph,” Bain said. “They’re calling him the bloody Vanquisher of Vulcan.”

“It has a nice ring.”

“Rubbish. Anyway, it’s not important. I’ve never gone to battle seeking credit. Just…why did it have to be Dax?”

“All things happen in their time, dear,” Rosalyn said.

“And you? How have you been on Earth?”

“I’ve…been busy,” Rosalyn said slowly. “Say, Reginald, I understand some other ships showed up at the end of the battle. That they helped protect the Federation Fleet…”

“Yes, that’s right,” Bain said. “Turns out they were Section Thirty- One. Disappeared as fast as they appeared, too. Buggers.”

“Well, be that as it may,” Rosalyn said, and took a deep breath. “Reginald…there’s something I have to tell you. I’ve been waiting a long time to find the right way to say it, and truth is I’m just not able to hold on to it any longer. Reg, I’m…”

“Blighters!” Bain suddenly spat out, and stood up, pacing around his desk. Rosalyn’s eyes followed him. “Skulking about the cosmos, hiding in the shadows. That’s no way for a soldier to be, Ros! Who do they think they are?”

“I’m sure they have their reasons. Ultimately, they helped…”

“True, but we don’t know their motives. Any group who trades in secrets and lies, who hides the truth–they’re no friends of mine. If you want to help Starfleet, stand up and be counted. Don’t…don’t skulk about like a common thief.” He sighed, then turned back to Rosalyn. “Sorry about that, Ros. Just needed to get that off my chest. You had something you wanted to tell me?”

Rosalyn blinked, then gave Bain a warm smile. “Your petunias are blooming better than ever this year, Reg. You really should see them…”



The doors to the dimly lit science lab swung open, and Kasyov stepped in tentatively. “Cabral?”

“Hmm…yes?”

“You sound distracted.”

“Just overseeing Anomaly’s auto-repair functions.”

“Great,” she said.

“Can I help you with anything?”

“I thought we could talk.”

“I believe I can make room in my cognitive routines for you.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m positive, Natalia. I’ve…missed you.”

Kasyov stepped forward and patted Cabral’s sphere. “So no more silent treatment?”

“I hope not. Your friendship means a great deal to me. And I realize that it’s ludicrous for you to try and have a relationship with a disembodied brain. It’s…rife with complications.”

“Yes,” Kasyov said. “Complications.”

The lab was silent for a long moment. “So…friends?” Cabral finally asked.

“Good friends.” Kasyov said, then leaned in and kissed Cabral softly on his sphere.



“This is nice,” Marsden said, sitting opposite Tovar at the table in his quarters, as Vulcan spun lazily by outside the viewport.

“Toflay suggested the foie gras. But the spinach casserole was my idea.”

“Don’t you know any Yynsian recipes?”

“Yynsian food is boring.”

“I want to try some,” Marsden said. She reached out and took Tovar’s hands. “It wouldn’t hurt to know a little bit more about where you come from.”

“Not much to tell.”

“You know, I realized you never talk much about your parents…”

Tovar glanced over his shoulder. “It’s a lovely night out there tonight, isn’t it?”

“Space is out there, Tovar,” Marsden muttered.

“Still,” Tovar said, standing and gently lifting Marsden out of her chair. “The stars in this sectors are beautiful, don’t you think?”

“They’re…okay.”

He turned toward her, pulling her into his arms. “It’s good to be back.”

“You’re not kidding,” Marsden said softly, looking up at him.

Tovar cupped her chin, lifted it up. “I know we said we’d take this through its natural paces. That we wouldn’t rush anything…”

“Kiss me now,” Marsden ordered.

“Right. Because spontaneity also has its place in a relationship. I’ve often found…mmmph!”

Marsden took Tovar’s face in her hands and pulled him into a deep, long kiss. Together, entangled, they stumbled back toward the bedroom.

The spinach casserole would probably taste just as good in the morning.



END OF SERIES SEVEN.





Series Eight


What a Ripper!



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 178024.6. Following the Vulcan withdrawal from Romulan space, the Anomaly has been asked to remain in the Empire to provide assistance wherever we can and security until the Romulans get their space fleet repaired, regrouped, reorganized, and redistributed in case the Vulcans change their minds and come back, which they’d bloody well better not! We’ll see how logical they think everything is when they’re little piles of cinders and ashes! Sorry about that. The war is over now, and the Vulcans are our friends again. The whole thing wasn’t even really their fault. They were manipulated. It’s time to put petty hostilities aside, but I swear that if they so much as raise an eyebrow at me wrong, they’re going to feel the fist of Reginald Bain smash right into their… Sorry. Sorry. Got carried away there again.

“Back to the mission at hand, the Anomaly is currently in orbit of Romulus, where the Praetor has been working to reassemble her government. For now, all is quiet, and I’ve allowed small groups from the ship to visit the surface for a bit of shore leave. But if our sensors detect even the smallest Vulcan ship, then we’ll be breaking orbit and intercepting at anti-sing speeds faster than…

“Sorry. I’m sorry. Computer, just end the bloody log!”



“There are going to be opportunities. That’s all I’m saying,” Commander Vioxx remarked as he strolled through the newly-reopened open-air market in the Kanthor Segment of the planet’s capital city. Since this was their homeworld, the Romulan officers on board the Anomaly had been given first consideration for Shore Leave, which Vioxx had to admit was rather decent of Captain Bain. The idea of being back on Romulus and around throngs of his own people was too enticing to pass up. And, considering recent events, there were, as he had just mentioned to Sub-Commander Remax, other possible opportunities.

Remax narrowed his eyes at the younger officer. “There were opportunities even before the Vulcans swarmed in here. That didn’t mean anything for us then, and it’s not going to help us now.”

“But they’re going to need experienced crews,” Vioxx protested. “They have to give us a ship! A warhawk! I’ve already shown I can command them in combat…twice! We deserve our own warhawk!”

“By Jenichai, they will obey!” Centurion Nortal bellowed from off to Vioxx’s left.

“That’s a nice thought, but I don’t think the High Command responds well to that kind of talk,” Vioxx said.

“She wasn’t speaking to you,” Remax said, pointing off to the left where Nortal had yanked a merchant over the counter of his stall and was currently shaking him violently.

“If I demand fuchsia, YOU WILL GIVE ME FUCHSIA!”

“But it doesn’t come in that color,” the merchant squeaked in terror.

“What kind of holster doesn’t come in fuchsia?”

“That…one,” the merchant gasped before falling into unconsciousness.

“You are a disgrace to the good name of weapons’ dealers across the vastness of this universe and every other!” Nortal cried. She dropped the merchant’s limp body, then stormed over to Vioxx and Remax. “My thirst for commerce has not been sated!” she announced before charging back into the shopping fray.

“Is it scary that I’m actually starting to get used to her?” Vioxx said.

“No. What’s scary is that she’ll probably command a warhawk before you do,” Remax said. “Her father is a senator after all.”

“Damn elitist nepotistic unfair…”

“It’s the Romulan way,” Remax said proudly.

“Rah rah. Yea us,” Vioxx grumbled.

“Smile when you say that. You never know who is watching. And someone is always watching.”



Farther down the market, Nortal stalked forward like a hunter looking for prey.

“You!” a voice called from a shadowy side alley, drawing her attention.

“Who dares address me in such a way?” Nortal demanded, spinning toward the source of the voice, her body crouched and ready to pounce.

“Me!” the voice called back.

“Oh. That’s okay then,” she said, standing back up. “Who is ‘me’?”

“You are Nortal, assigned to the Earth ship.”

“I know which me I am! Who are you, ‘me’? Answer me or face my wrath!”

“A simple purveyor of the unique and unusual,” the voice in the alley replied. “I have something for you.” The voice said. A Romulan male stepped into the light of the main street of the market for a moment, then waved Nortal to follow him into the shadows.

“That way lies doom!” Nortal exclaimed.

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Yes, it does! What kind of fool would I be to follow you into a dark alley? You could have gathered all of my worst foes into one place to strike against me!”

“You have foes?”

“Many! Two or three. Well, really just the one, but she will rue the day she cut ahead of me in the cafeteria line at Doborath Primary in my ninth year of life! Tell me what you want of me, or you will be joining her on the list!”

“As I said, I have something for you,” the man said. He disappeared into the shadows for a moment, then returned with a box. “Normally, I would sell such a treasure for a very nice profit, but I have decided to present this to you in honor of your valiant efforts to free our Empire from Vulcan villainy.”

“Yes. Vulcan villainy. I like that. Cease your Vulcan villainy, foul…Vulcans!”

“Most authoritative,” the man said, pressing the box, a small white container measuring no more than 20 centimeters on a side, into Nortal’s arms. “Take it with my eternal gratitude.” The man quickly retreated into the shadows, leaving Nortal alone.

Unable to deal with the suspense, she eagerly opened the lid and peered at the box’s contents.

Inside was an opaque dark green gem that almost filled the container. Sunlight struck the object’s crystalline faces, dazzling her.

“Ooooooh! It sparkles with the glow of the heavens!” she exclaimed happily. “Yet these heavens are mine! And even better, they were FREE!”

She slammed the box shut and clutched it to her side possessively. Anyone who dared approach her prize would get a heaping helping of wrath with a side order of fury, that was for damn sure!



Centurion Nortal was already ripping her prize out of its box as she ran into her quarters back on the Anomaly that evening. She tossed the box aside like so much rubbish and caressed the oval gem in her hands. It was magnificent!

The Romulan frowned slightly as her hand brushed against a small note affixed to the bottom of the gem.

FOR OPTIMUM SHINE AND BRILLIANCE, SUBMERGE IN WATER FOR 10 SECONDS DAILY.

OOOOOOH! It got shinier!

Nortal rushed the gem into the bathroom and turned on the faucet to fill the sink.

“Flow faster!” she demanded impatiently. “Faster, I say!”

At last the sink was full, and she reverently placed her wondrous possession into it and began to count.

“Ten…nine…eight…seven…six…five…four…three…two…”

CRACK!

The gem! It had split in two!

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH HHHHHHHHHHH!” Nortal cried in abject horror.

And then she realized that something was moving inside the split halves of the shattered gem. A coal black, lizard-like creature covered in spiny scales emerged, violently smashing the remnants of the gem with whips of its long tail. In a blur, it leapt out of the sink, landing on the floor on its two thick rear legs as it let out a high-pitched growl at Nortal, waving its front appendages at her.

“I have no desire for a pet!” she cried, raising her boot and slamming it down on the uninvited creature. To her shock, it caught the incoming foot and stopped her leg with a jolt. The Centurion was toppled backward to the deck as the creature suddenly began to grow, quickly expanding to almost three meters in height. It crouched over, using its front appendages as legs, and stalked toward the fallen Romulan, its elongated snout full of razor sharp pointed teeth.

Nortal scurried backwards into the living room, then rolled onto her front and leapt to her feet, moving quickly toward the twin long swords mounted on her wall. Her hands wrapped around the hilt of each sword, and she spun back around, ripping the weapons from their mounts, to face her attacker.

“You will die by my…AUGGGGHHHHH!”

The creature was on her in a flash, teeth ripping at her as its head thrashed about. She struggled to counter-attack, but there was no room for her to maneuver the blades.

She let out an anguished cry as the creature mouth’s clamped down on her shoulder, its teeth piercing her flesh. It thrashed once, slamming her head against the nearby wall and knocking her unconscious. In all honestly, though, that was something of a relief because she really didn’t need to be awake for the whole being ripped to meaty shreds part.



The Anomaly bridge was quiet, which wasn’t all that surprising considering that the ship was in orbit over a now-peaceful world. It also helped that Captain Bain was off duty. The man’s voice tended to carry. At present, though, the only sounds were the occasional blips and chirps of the bridge consoles as Commander Prosak sat in the Anomaly’s command chair, watching her home planet rotate by on the viewscreen.

She seemed somehow entranced by it, Lieutenant Commander Tovar thought as he watched her from his post at the tac-ops console at the rear of the bridge. Of course, people tended to appreciate things more when they come close to losing them, and the Romulans had come very close to losing their entire way of life to the Vulcans. It was only natural that Prosak would want to spend some time communing, if that was even the word for it, with the planet of her birth.

Tovar was pulled away from watching Prosak watch Romulus by a flashing indicator on his console. He reflexively tensed, ready to spring into action, but quickly realized that it was just an incoming message.

An incoming text message.

For him.

WHEN DO YOU GET OFF? - SHELLY

Tovar looked at the message quizzically. Surely she didn’t mean…

OFF DUTY! I MEAN OFF DUTY! - SHELLY.

Ah. Of course. While his relationship with Lieutenant Shelly Marsden had progressed significantly (which wasn’t difficult considering that, at their lowest point, she was basically not speaking to him), he was fairly certain that they were not yet at the point of freely passing innuendos back and forth. Or maybe they were. They were certainly free enough with each other in private. And that intimacy was…something he really didn’t need to be thinking about while he was on duty. At any rate, she had asked a perfectly reasonable, innuendo-free question that required a response.

TWO HOURS SEVENTEEN MINUTES - TOVAR

WANNA DO SOMETHING? - SHELLY

YES. DINNER? - TOVAR

ALREADY HAD DINNER - SHELLY

LATE SNACK? - TOVAR

MAYBE - SHELLY

Before Tovar could type in another suggestion (Actually, before he could even think of another suggestion. Holopods? Boring, and they really couldn’t even be in the same space, unless they were going to get really close, which would lead to…activities he really didn’t need to be thinking about while on duty. Hmmm…they could watch a vid in one of their quarters? Oh wait. There was an implication that something was about to happen before this parenthetical started. Let’s get back to that, shall we?), an actual alert began flashing. The sensors in the doors of Centurion Nortal’s quarters were indicating massive damage to the door assembly. Tovar quickly brought up a view of the corridor outside her quarters and saw that the doors were now bending outward, the metal jagged and torn.

TOVAR? - SHELLY

Tovar glanced over at Marsden’s message and quickly typed back.

PROBLEM. MUST GO. - TOVAR

“Commander Prosak,” he said, quickly moving out from behind his console. “We may have a situation on Deck Eleven.”

“What kind of situation?” the Romma-Vulc asked, spinning in her chair to face him.

“I don’t know yet. Bridge to Nortal.”

Silence.

“Bridge to Centurion Nortal.”

Still nothing.

“She never ignores a comm,” Prosak said.

“As I said, we may have a situation. Tovar to Security. Meet me on Deck Eleven outside of Centurion Nortal’s quarters,” Tovar said, racing into the turbolift.

He emerged onto Deck Eleven a short time later and arrived outside of Nortal’s quarters just as Lieutenant Lara Randall and Lieutenant Gworos jogged up from the opposite direction.

“Looks like someone really wanted out,” Randall said, surveying the damaged doorway.

“Phasers on heavy stun,” Tovar said, clicking his weapon into position. “Stay out here, Gworos. In case whoever or whatever did this comes back.”

“It will not get past me.”

“Good to know,” Tovar said, carefully moving past the jagged metal of the doors into Nortal’s cabin. It didn’t take long to find the room’s owner. All he had to do was follow the large, green blood splatter on the wall down to the floor.

“Tovar to Sickbay. Medical emergency in Centurion Nortal’s quarters!”

“Is somebody hurt?” Dr. Fred Nooney’s voice called back concerned.

“No, it’s the nice kind of emergency!” Tovar snapped. “Of course someone is hurt!”

“I’ll be there in a nonce!” Nooney said, cutting the channel.

“You have been hanging out with Lieutenant Marsden, haven’t you?” Randall said.

“Why do you say that?”

“‘The nice kind of emergency’?”

“I was irritated.”

“Yes, but you don’t usually…”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

Randall shut up instantly as they heard the high-pitched scream from out in the corridor. They raced out of the room, where Gworos was crouched, looking for an attack.

“Was that you?” Randall asked.

“Klingons do not scream like that,” Gworos snapped, obviously offended.

“Okay. Fine.”

“You will be gutted for your insolence.”

“Try it, buddy.”

“No one will be gutting anyone,” Tovar said just as a black monstrosity rounded the corner at the end of the corridor and barreled toward them with long strides of its powerful clawed legs as it bared a seemingly-endless mouthful of sharp teeth.

“I seem to have spoken too soon,” Tovar said. His screams soon joined those of Gworos and Randall.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!”



Dr. Fred Nooney bounded out of the turbolift and immediately noticed that the air was filled with the sound of screaming, which wasn’t something you heard on a starship all that often. Curious, he jogged off to investigate and rounded the corner into the corridor where Centurion Nortal’s quarters were located.

Well, that explained the screaming. Tovar, Gworos, and Randall dove to the sides of the corridor, firing their wrist phasers at something black and nasty-looking running right at them. The phaser blasts glanced off the creatures scaly hide, seeming not to affect it in the slightest. Instead, it continued on down the hallway, heading straight toward Nooney.

Not wanting to be left out, Nooney did the first thing that came to mind.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”



Nooney would have to arrive now, of course, Tovar thought ruefully as he leapt back to his feet after avoiding the charge of the raging whatever-the-hell-it-was. He had to do something or that thing was going to do to Nooney what it had done to Nortal.

“Evacuate the deck,” Tovar ordered Randall and Gworos, who dashed off down the corridor as Tovar ripped off his wrist phaser. He set the device to a rapid overload and flung it down the corridor. It passed over the monster’s front haunches, hitting the ground right in front of it and exploding in a powerful burst.

The creature reared back then thundered back toward Tovar. The Yynsian dove for Nortal’s quarters, tearing his uniform on one of the ripped doors as he sailed inside. Less than a second later, the creature rumbled past, then rounded the corner at the other end of the corridor, leaving the hallway quiet. Tovar poked his head back out of Nortal’s quarters just as Dr. Nooney was picking himself up from the deck after having been knocked over by the force of the exploding phaser.

“Hurry!” Tovar called urgently. Nooney pulled himself together and ran to Nortal’s quarters, moving gingerly past the damaged doors before he reached the injured Romulan.

“Ewwwwww!” Nooney exclaimed. “How icky!”

“Can you help her?” Tovar demanded.

Nooney slipped on his medical quadcorder and looked over Nortal. “Whew! She’s still alive. Nooney to Transporter Control. Please be a wonderful computer and beam Nortal and myself to Sickbay.”

“Yes, it will be my pleasure, Doctor,” the transporter control computer replied sweetly. Nooney and Nortal vanished a second later.

“It never talks like that to me,” Tovar muttered.

“That’s because you never ask nicely,” the transporter control computer snapped before closing the comm channel far more loudly than necessary.

“Tovar to bridge,” Tovar said, wondering if it would ever be safe for him to beam anywhere again.

“Prosak here.”

“We definitely have a situation. There is some kind of hostile lifeform on board. It mauled Nortal and is now rampaging through Deck Eleven.”

“We are not detecting anything on the sensors,” Prosak said confused.

“But it is here. Believe me.”

“What do you need from me?”

“We’re evacuating the deck. As soon as we’re finished, seal it off. Hopefully that will hold the thing for now.”

“‘The thing’? Have you tried communicating with it? Perhaps it is merely a lost and confused sentient being who…”

“You can come down and talk to it if you’d like,” Tovar said, cutting Prosak off. “In the meantime, I will be trying to make sure it does not kill me before we get this deck cleared.”

“I will defer to your judgement,” Prosak said, deciding that being mauled wasn’t on her list of things to do today.

“Thank you. Oh, someone had better notify the captain.”

“Someone meaning me, I presume.”

“You are in command.”

“True. Hopefully I won’t be catching him at a bad time.”



“PULL!”

Captain Reginald Bain fired off two quick shots from the old-fashioned projectile rifle in his hands as the target discs zoomed off into the sky in front of him. Both discs almost instantly exploded as Bain’s bullets struck them.

Normally, Bain wasn’t much for spending his free time in a holopod. He’d much rather be sitting in one of the comfy armchairs in the Captain’s Lounge enjoying a brandy and a good book or tending to his petunias in the ship’s arboretum. Sometimes, though, a man needed to let off some steam, and for Reginald Bain, that meant shooting things. Still, he hated doing it in a holopod. It just seemed so artificial.

He wanted a real gun and real targets and real grass beneath his boots. But the last time he tried doing the real thing in the arboretum, Lieutenant Marsden made several rather strenuous objections. And there was that unfortunate incident with the plasma conduit. In all honesty, though, Starfleet really should make vital systems more resistant to bullets.

“Move to level two,” Bain ordered. “Pull.”

He quickly took out the flying discs, then whipped the gun down and fired at the two charging armed Vulcans emerging from the treeline, dropping them both to the ground with two rapid shots.

Well, there were a few advantages to using the holopod, Bain thought with a satisfied smile.

“Bridge to Captain Bain,” Commander Prosak’s voice said suddenly over the comm system.

“Yes, Commander. What is it?” Bain replied.

“We have what Lieutenant Commander Tovar has termed a situation.”

“A situation! Bloody hell! I’ll be right there!”

Bain spun around and charged away from the shooting range. He’d gotten about forty meters away when he remembered one minor detail.

“Computer! Give me the blasted exit!”



“All right. What have we got?” Captain Bain demanded as he charged out of the turbolift onto the bridge. Commander Vioxx and Dr. Natalia Kasyov were there along with Commander Prosak, but one person was conspicuously absent. “And where the devil is Tovar?”

“Completing the evacuation of Deck Eleven,” Commander Prosak said.

“Evacuation! What the…”

“I will explain,” Prosak said. “A short time ago, we detected a disturbance in the area of Centurion Nortal’s quarters on Deck Eleven. We discovered that somehow a dangerous lifeform has gotten on board. It is resistant to phaser fire and does not show up on sensors. Centurion Nortal was injured and is currently in Sickbay.”

Bain rubbed his chin as he considered this information. “Can’t shoot it, eh? I suppose we’ll have to blow it up.”

“I tried that,” Tovar said, emerging from the turbolift. “All I managed to do was crack off a bit of scale,” he added, holding up a tiny black shard.

“Think we can use that to get an ID on this thing, Kassie?” Bain asked, turning to Dr. Kasyov.

“We can try,” Kasyov said, taking the bit from Tovar, who then went back to the tac-ops console.

“The creature is very strong and fast,” he said. “And with being as large as it is, I have a hard time believing that it’s been on board for long. Nortal may have just acquired it.”

“She was with you,” Bain said to Vioxx. “Did you see anything?”

“Not any animals,” Vioxx said. “And really I wasn’t paying much attention to her at the market.”

“A market. I see,” Bain said thoughtfully. “Do Romulan markets sell a lot of dangerous creatures?”

“Don’t make this a Romulan thing, Bain,” Vioxx said. “I don’t know where she got it or from whom. Let’s leave it at that.”

“Would you like to see what we are dealing with?” Tovar asked.

“Capital idea,” Bain said. Tovar switched the image on the viewscreen to show the security recording from Nortal’s quarters. As the playback began, Nortal raced into the room and tossed aside a box, inside of which was a egg-shaped jewel that she seemed very happy to have. She soon disappeared from view as she went into the bathroom area. She was back soon, though, and being chased by a dark nightmarish monster.

“That’s it,” Tovar said, freezing a good profile view of the creature and magnifying it on the screen.

“Vioxx?” Bain asked.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Vioxx replied, shaking his head. “It’s certainly not native to Romulus.”

“And it isn’t native to Deck Eleven either,” Bain snapped. “I want it dealt with. Kassie, get me something we can use. I’ll go down there and stuff a grenade down that bugger’s throat myself if I have to, but I’d prefer to know more about it first. Preferably how to kill it without killing myself in the process.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Kasyov said, heading toward the turbolift.

“Spot on,” Bain said. “What about Deck Eleven?”

“Cleared and sealed up tight,” Tovar replied.

“Okay then,” Bain said, clapping his hands together. “In that case, I guess…we wait.” He rocked back and forth on his heels. “Yes, indeed. We wait. Wait wait wait.”

“I don’t believe it!” Vioxx exclaimed suddenly.

“What?”

“You want to go down there and face that thing, don’t you?”

“Reginald Bain is not one to run from a fight. But he’s also not one to stroll blindly into a massacre. I can wait for now. And THEN I’m going to go down there and give that blighter a good what for!”

“Hmmm…” Tovar muttered, staring at his console.

“You’ve got something, Tovar?” Bain asked excitedly.

“It may be nothing,” he said.

“What may be nothing?”

Tovar put the recording of Nortal’s quarters back onto the main viewscreen. This time during the playback, he zoomed in on the box Nortal tossed aside as she entered the cabin. Just as the box hit the ground, something small bounced out. He tightened and enhanced the image a bit more, and the blurred tiny object came into focus.

“It looks like a Romulan data cylinder,” Vioxx said.

“Tovar,” Bain said. The Yynsian tac-ops officer was already on the move and halfway to the turbolift.



Genetics was not exactly Dr. Kasyov’s field of expertise, but she knew enough to breakdown a sample and put it in the proper equipment to be analyzed. With any luck, the computer would find a match in its vast databases.

So much for the luck idea.

Not a single match was found. Reading farther into the results, though, Kasyov soon found out why. There was evidence of splicing, forced mutation, an artificially accelerated life cycle, and host of other bits and pieces that all pointed to the same conclusion: somebody designed this creature.

Knowing that didn’t bring her any close to having the information Captain Bain wanted, though. How would you capture or kill something like this without blowing up half of the ship in the process?

She pulled up the recording from Nortal’s quarters on one of the consoles in Science Lab Three and froze an image of the creature. Something about its head looked familiar. It was almost like…a crocodile.

Her home region of Siberia was not exactly the kind of place where crocodiles liked to live, but she saw some on a field trip to an Australian nature preserve while in high school. Her memory wasn’t much to go on, though.

Kasyov pulled up pictures of several varieties of crocodiles and compared them to the intruder. There was definitely a resemblance.

For lack of any better ideas, she began researching crocodiles. Could there actually be crocodile DNA inside of whatever was rampaging around Deck Eleven? She put the computer to work comparing the creature’s DNA with crocodile DNA. It soon came back with an affirmative response. Whoever created this monster used a bit of Earth crocodile.

It was a place to start. Surely someone on Earth had learned something about crocodiles. Maybe there were techniques for catching a crocodile that would work on their problem creature.

Very quickly, though, she found something even better than that.

She found an expert.



The bridge viewscreen was now showing a continual view of Deck Eleven, rotating through the various security cameras mounted throughout the deck…the ones that were still operating anyway.

The creature would show itself every now and then, usually as it ripped through another wall section or crashed into a set of quarters. The last time Bain had seen that kind of damage inside a starship, it had been while running to an escape pod before the ship in question blew up.

He didn’t like it.

He didn’t like it at all.

But there wasn’t a thing he could do about it yet.

The sound of the turbolift doors opening and closing pulled him out of his growing anger. Seeing Dr. Kasyov, his face brightened considerably.

“You’re back! Splendid! How do we kill it?” he asked eagerly.

“I’m still gathering information,” Kasyov said. “I’m waiting for some files to be transferred from Earth.”

“Earth? Does Starfleet know about this creature?”

“I don’t believe so.”

The turbolift doors opened again, and Tovar emerged, data cylinder in hand.

“Brilliant!” Bain exclaimed. “Did that blighter see you slipping in and out of Nortal’s quarters?”

“Why would I go there when I did not have to?” Tovar said.

“But how…”

“Transporter.”

“Oh. Good idea.”

“I thought so,” Tovar replied, taking the cylinder back to his station.

“Sorry, Kassie. Do continue,” Bain said, turning his attention back to his science officer.

“This isn’t a natural animal,” Kasyov said. “It was designed. Somebody created this thing on purpose.”

“Why the devil would anyone want to do that?”

“I believe I know,” Tovar said, pointing at the viewscreen. “This is what was on the data cylinder.”

The viewscreen displayed a simple bit of text…



SHE MAY BE GONE

BUT HER VENGEANCE LIVES ON



“Oh,” Bain said. “It’s her.”

“Who?” Kasyov said.

“Doctor Lenik,” Tovar said.

“Who?” Bain asked confused.

“Doctor Lenik,” Tovar repeated. Bain’s face showed no hint of recognition. “The Romulan geneticist. The one who created Cole Anfibon.”

“OHHH! Her! This would be right up her alley, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes. Who did you think it was?”

“That Muridel woman. She really had it out for me.”

“True; however, you cut her in half ten years ago. And the celebratory feast her freed subjects threw in your honor afterwards lasted three weeks. I don’t believe anyone would be looking for vengeance for her.”

“Lenik it is then,” Bain said nodding. “We did blow her up, though, right?”

“Yes. However, it is not inconceivable that someone with the drive and patience to come up with something like the Cole Anfibon scheme would have a backup plan,” Tovar said.

“That would explain its behavior with Nortal,” Kasyov said.

“What do you mean?” Bain asked.

“I spoke with Doctor Nooney. He said that Nortal is recovering, and that it appeared that she was only bitten once. That one bite is damaging in itself, but from the ferocity of the attack we saw in the recording, it seemed strange to me that it would just bite once and then let go. Perhaps it has been designed to dislike the taste of Romulan blood.”

“That’s a bit of a leap, Doctor,” Tovar said. “The creature could have been distracted by a noise in the corridor.”

“Possibly. However, I would still recommend that Romulans make up the team we send to Deck Eleven to deal with this thing,” Kasyov said.

“Now wait a second!” Vioxx and Prosak, both of whom who had been quiet up until now listening to the reports from Tovar and Kasyov, exclaimed.

“Absolutely not,” Bain said. “This is my ship this bugger is shredding, and I’m going to be the one to send him packing.”

“Captain,” Tovar said as Kasyov headed to the science console. “I am the…”

“I know who you are,” Bain snapped. “But I want to do this.”

“Can I at least get you some help?” Kasyov said. The files she’d requested from Earth had arrived, so now she could put her idea into motion.

“What kind of help?”

“I noticed a passing similarity in the cranial structure of the creature to the cranial structure of Earth crocodiles. I did a DNA comparison and found that there is a bit of crocodile DNA in the creature.”

“Hmm…this is interesting stuff, Kassie, but I don’t see how it helps.”

“I’ve found an expert on crocodiles to help us,” Kasyov said. She activated a program from her console, taking over the bridge holoemitters, which were generally only used when an Emergency Medical Hologram was required on the bridge.

A human male with sandy brown hair and wide, excited eyes formed in front of Bain. He was dressed in khaki shorts, a matching khaki shirt, and a pair of boots, but that was it. No rifles. No rocket launchers. No phaser cannons.

“He’s going to help?” Bain asked skeptically, eyeing the frozen hologram.

“Yes. His name is Steve Irwin. He specialized in capturing crocodiles in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. He was famous for it.”

“But a hologram?” Bain said unhappily.

“I promise he won’t try to take over the ship,” Kasyov said.

“I’m holding you to that,” Bain said. “All right. Let’s see what’s he got. Turn him on, Kassie. What? Why are you all looking at me like that?”

“Computer, activate hologram,” Kasyov said, rolling her eyes.

The Steve Irwin hologram looked around the bridge rapidly, his eyes going even wider.

“Crikey!” he exclaimed suddenly.

“Mister Irwin,” Bain said, extending a hand to the hologram. “Welcome to the USS Anomaly. I’m Captain Reginald Bain.”

“Steve,” the hologram replied, shaking Bain’s hand energetically. “But what am I doing here? I reckon this is a long way from Australia Zoo.”

“A very long way,” Bain said. “You’re on a starship in the…” He turned to Kasyov. “Do I really need to go through all this? Can you just fill him in?”

Kasyov nodded and tapped a few commands into her console.

Steve’s eyes widened even more. “CRIKEY!” he shouted just before his head exploded. What remained of the hologram quickly fizzled out of existence.

“Bloody hell!” Bain cried. “What did you tell him?”

“You said to fill him in. I downloaded everything that’s happened in the last 500 years into his program.”

“I think it was a bit much, Kassie. Bring him back with just the essentials.”

“Paring it down,” Kasyov said. An instant later, Steve Irwin reappeared with big grin restored. He looked around the bridge in wonder.

“Crikey!” he said.

“Do you know where you are?” Captain Bain asked.

“On a space ship, but what am I doing here?”

“We need your help. Dr. Kasyov here says you’re an expert.”

“You’ve got a croc?” Steve asked surprised.

“Sort of…we think,” Bain said. “It’s loose on my ship, and I want it taken care of.”

“You got it, mate! There isn’t a croc in this world that I cannot capture.”

“I sincerely hope you’re right. This thing is impervious to our weapons…”

“You shot it!” Steve cried.

“Not effectively,” Tovar muttered.

“But you shot it! You have the honor to share territory with one of nature’s most beautiful creatures, and you shot it! I need to give the mess of you a good bit of Steve-O education. Crocodiles aren’t vicious monsters. They’re apex predators. Right at the top of the food chain. We have to protect them and the roll they play in our environment! Without crocodiles, the whole eco- system would collapse!”

“This is a starship. We don’t have an eco-system,” Tovar said, clearly displeased by the lecture.

“We’ll give him a chance,” Bain said, holding up a hand to silence Tovar. “If Kassie thinks he can handle our intruder, I’m going to give her the benefit of the doubt. IF he can catch the crocodile.”

“I can catch it,” Steve said. “IF you stop trying to shoot it.”

“I won’t shoot it, if I don’t have to,” Bain said. “So what does an expert use to catch a crocodile?”



“Rope and a flashlight?” Bain cried as he and Steve descended in the turbolift toward Deck Eleven. “Rope and a bloomin’ flashlight!”

“We’ll also need a big wooden box at some point, but I want to get a look at the size of this croc first,” Steve said.

“A wooden box? This monster rips through metal walls like they’re tissue paper!”

“She’s not eating the metal is she?” Steve asked, suddenly very concerned. “Crocs can’t digest metal. Even a little will kill them!”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Bain said as the turbolift slowed to a stop and the doors opened onto the ravaged remains of Deck Eleven.

“Rips through metal,” Steve said smiling as he surveyed the damage before them. “This croc must be a stunner.”

“I think it’s set only on kill.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind.”

Steve did as he was told and turned his complete focus to examining the damage to the corridor. “She’s close,” he said after several moments. “Real close.”

“How can you tell?” Bain asked.

Steve pointed at a pile of something sitting on the deck near his position. “Poo.”

“Charming,” Bain muttered.

“We’d best keep moving.”

A voice, loud and feminine, suddenly boomed from the deck’s speakers all around them. “Be careful, Steve!”

“Who in blazes was that?” Bain demanded.

“Oh that was me mate, Terri.”

“What is she doing here?”

“She always narrates my adventures,” Steve replied cheerily.

“Of course. How silly of me,” Bain said thoughtfully. Maybe he should look into getting someone to narrate his adventures. It was an appealing notion, but it seemed a bit pompous somehow.

“This way,” Steve said, making a left into an intersecting hallway.

“How do you…GOOD LORD!” Bain dove to the side of the corridor as the croc-thing burst out through a wall in front of them and locked eyes on the duo.

“She’s going to strike!” Steve said.

“No really?” Bain snapped back as he locked his wrist phaser into position. He really should have brought his shotgun.

Steve leapt back just as the creature charged, narrowly avoiding being struck, not that the hit would have affected him. Bain, however, would have felt the impact a bit more strongly. Fortunately, the enraged monster was more interested in the holographic crocodile hunter than the Starfleet captain wielding the wrist phaser.

“Don’t!” Steve cried at Bain, holding his hands up warningly. “She’s already really grumpy. Let’s not make it worse.”

“Grumpy! You call this grumpy!”

“That’s right,” Steve said soothingly, his attention focused on the croc-thing, which was currently staring him down. “You’re a grumpy girl. A dead set gorgeous grumpy girl.” Bain noticed that Steve was tying a loop into his rope. “That’s a girl,” Steve said. “That’s it. You’re a beautiful sheila. Yes, you are.” Steve’s arm moved in a flash, slinging the rope into the creature’s mouth and top jaw. He quickly yanked the loop tight and tried to get to the rear of the croc-thing.

“Jump on its back!” Steve yelled at Bain.

“Are you mad?” Bain shouted back.

“Get your weight on its…” Steve trailed off as the croc-thing slammed its jaws together, slicing through the rope, which fell to the deck. Enraged, it snapped at Steve.

“Crikey!” Steve cried, dodging the massive teeth coming his way, before the croc-thing rushed off down the corridor and around a corner.

“She’s onto us,” Steve said. “She knows we’re here to catch her.”

“And you really think that scared her…it off?” Bain said in disbelief.

“Oh yeah. If the rope had held, we would have had her. She’s not going to make it easy on us now. She’s going to strike out even harder if she feels cornered. We’ve got to catch this croc before she hurts herself or anyone else.”

“Be careful, Steve!” Terri’s voice called over the speakers.

“I will, babe. Don’t you worry,” Steve said to the ceiling.

“This is insane,” Bain said.

“Steve has been doing this since he was a boy,” Terri said. “But attempting to capture a crocodile of this size is always very dangerous!”

“Well that’s bloody obvious,” Bain said. “I wouldn’t be down here if it wasn’t dangerous. But now that our rope’s been chomped in two, let’s get something with a bit more punch down here.”

Steve shook his head emphatically. “No way. I reckon we just need better rope. Can you get us some?”

Bain sighed. “I suppose. A gun would be faster, though.”

“Somebody’s sounding like he needs a bit of Steve-O education.”

“Is that a threat?”

“I’m not a bloke you want to muck with.”

“Nor am I,” Bain said. “But we have larger concerns. I don’t want to be in the middle of a tussle with you if that monster comes back. Bain to Marsden.”

“Marsden here,” the voice of his Chief Engineer replied over the comm.

“I need something in the way of indestructible rope.”

“Indestructible?”

“It’s got to withstand the bite of this bugger.”

“You’re trying to tie it up?” Marsden asked confused.

“It’s not my idea, I assure you,” Bain said. “Can you come up with something, Marsie?”

“We’ve got some seralium alloy cabling around here that should do the trick. If it can withstand the forces inside the nacelles, it can probably handle an alligator.”

“Crocodile!” Steve interjected.

“Whatever. It will be there soon. Marsden out.”



True to Marsden’s word, Bain had the bundle of seralium cabling in his hands in less than ten minutes. It was delivered by a very nervous ensign who only poked his hand out of the turbolift long enough to hand the replacement rope to Bain before he retreated back to Engineering and away from the rampaging croc-thing.

“All right!” Steve exclaimed. “Back to our adventure!”

At least the man had something of the right attitude, Bain thought as Steve bounded off down the corridor, pausing here and there to examine damage or other traces left by the croc-thing. It was true that Bain preferred to go on his exploits with a trusty weapon by side, but being down here tracking a monster did get the old blood pumping. He quickly caught up with the holographic crocodile expert, trying to see the clues that Steve seemed to be following effortlessly.

“Ahhh. This way, mate,” Steve said, his voice soft, as he led Bain around another corner.

The damage in this section was even worse than the other areas, which Bain didn’t think was possible. Whole sections of bulkhead had been torn from the walls and shredded. Lights hung from the exposed ceiling flickering, and even Steve himself seemed to go transparent at times.

At last, they approached an opening in the wall, leading into a dark set of quarters.

“In here,” Steve said. “She’s cornered.”

“Didn’t you say cornering her would make her angry?” Bain said.

“Oh yes. She’s going to be really grumpy about this. We have to be quick.”

“We’re agreed on that at least,” Bain said.

Steve put his finger to his lips, signaling Bain to be silent, then took a step forward into the darkness…

…and promptly vanished.

He reappeared next to Bain a few moments later.

“Never had that happen before,” Steve said confused.

“The holoemitters in that room must have been destroyed,” Bain said.

“So I can’t go get the croc?”

“No.”

“Crikey.”

“You could say that.”

“I reckon you’re going to have to go in then, mate,” Steve said, clapping Bain on the shoulder. “Try and run it out here. If that doesn’t work, jump on its back and try to get a top jaw rope on it.”

Bain looked down at the coil of seralium cabling in his hands. “Right,” he said. On the surface, this seemed somewhat suicidal, but he was Reginald Bain! If some holographic 500-year-old Aussie could do this, a 26th century flesh-and-blood Brit certainly could as well. This dragon was about to meet his St. George!

Bain charged ahead into the darkness, then feinted to the left, pressing himself against what remained of the interior wall as he let his eyes adjust.

He heard the croc-thing long before he could see it, its breathing a guttural, rhythmic growl coming from the center of the room. Still Bain’s eyes fought the darkness. He thought he could just make out a hulking shape near the floor of the room, but he wasn’t certain. The image seemed to come and go.

The sound remained, though. And abruptly it changed. A snort. A rustling.

Moving on instinct, Bain threw himself to the left just as a rush of wind blew past him followed by a deck-rattling thud as the croc-thing slammed into the wall where he had been standing moments before. Bain threw caution to the proverbial wind and leapt at the creature, landing firmly on its back as he wrapped his arms around its neck.

The croc-thing roared hoarsely and tried to buck the Starfleet captain, but Bain was not going anywhere. In a rage or a panic (Bain wasn’t sure which), the croc-thing raced out of its pitch black den into the corridor, where Steve was waiting.

“Good on you, mate!” Steve exclaimed. “You’ve got him!”

“Tell that to him!” Bain shouted back as the creature took off down the corridor.

“Throw me the rope!” Steve called, running to keep up with Bain-ladened croc-thing. Bain awkwardly flung the seralium cabling aside as he continued clinging to the creature. Steve caught the cabling without missing a step and began swinging the looped end around like an old cowhand with a lasso. He threw the loop and bounced it off of the long snout of the croc-thing.

“Steve!” Bain cried, wondering if the monster would actually make the turn at the corner they were barreling toward. Bain didn’t relish the idea of smacking into the wall ahead of them if the croc-thing decided against the turn.

“Almost got it,” Steve said, his face a mask of concentration.

He threw the lasso again, and landed the loop right around the top jaw of the croc-thing’s open mouth. Steve yanked back hard, tightening the lasso and sending the croc-thing into another bout of enraged fury. Steve dodged as the creature turned on him, then leapt on top of Bain on top of the creature’s back. The croc-thing, already weighed down carrying Bain, dropped to the deck as Steve hit.

“Cover his eyes!” Steve cried, scrambling up Bain and wrapping the cabling several times around the croc-thing’s mouth and pulling it shut. Bain did as he was told, moving his hands over the croc-thing’s eyes. The effect was almost instantaneous. With its mouth tied shut and eyes covered, the creature’s breathing calmed, and it actually seemed to relax a little. Not much, but a little.

“What do we do now?” Bain asked.

“Get it into the box.”

“What box?”

“Oh.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 178027.3. With Marsie’s help, we obtained a suitable container, and with the assistance of several members of Tovar’s security staff and the Anomaly’s bodybuilding club, we were able to get our unwelcome guest stowed away and ready for transport. Now we have one more question to answer: Transport where?”



“You’ve got to relocate this croc into something like its natural habitat,” Steve insisted as he stood on the bridge with the Anomaly’s command officers.

“Why are we still listening to a hologram?” Commander Vioxx asked.

“This is his area,” Bain said.

“We caught the thing. His job is done,” Vioxx said.

“I’m not going to let you just turn it into a pair of boots,” Steve snapped. “It’s got to go back to its natural environment.”

“It’s a genetic creation. It doesn’t have a natural environment,” Dr. Kasyov said.

“Maybe, but it’s still a croc,” Steve said. “It deserves our respect.”

“Fine,” Bain said. “Where is the respectful place to put it?”

“Nortal found it in a market on Romulus. We could send it back there,” Tovar said.

“NO!” Vioxx and Commander Prosak shouted.

“We could put it in a cage,” Tovar said.

“This croc doesn’t belong in a cage in the middle of a city,” Steve said. “Only in its natural…”

“We’ll find a good home for it. I promise,” Bain said.

“This is an apex predator. Right at the top of the food chain. And we have to treat it with dignity and respect. Without crocs, the entire ecosystem would…”

“Computer, end program!” Bain cried. Steve vanished in mid-sentence.

“Thank you,” Vioxx said. “Now can we just kill the thing and be done with it.”

“No. When Reginald Bain make a promise, he keeps it,” Bain said. “There has to be a suitable place where we can release this bugger.”

“What about Navoli Four?” Kasyov asked, looking over the display on her console.

“Where the devil is that?” Bain asked.

“The Navoli system. Its one of Romulus’ neighboring stars. Navoli Four is uninhabited and covered with large swamps and rivers chock full of small tasty animals.”

“Good show!” Bain said, slapping his leg. “Sounds perfect. Get us underway, Ensign Yonk. Best speed to Navoli Four!”



Dark dark dark dark dark dark dark dark dark dark.

Light!

The croc-thing jumped forward out of the enclosure holding it into the light ahead and found itself on a spongy bank beside a tree-lined river.

Smells of life were all around, but most of all it felt the call of the water. The creature lowered itself onto its belly and slid into the river, sinking down into the welcoming waters until only its eyes were visible, scanning the bank for its next meal.

Home.



“The little bugger looks happy,” Bain said with a satisfied grin as he and the other officers sat on the Anomaly’s bridge watching the video feed from the camera mounted to the top of the now-empty box resting on the surface of Novali Four.

“Mister Irwin appears to have been correct about getting the creature to a more natural habitat,” Dr. Kasyov said.

“That he was. And now the thing can live out the rest of its life somewhere where it can’t harm anyone.”

“Hmmm…I wonder if there’s anything on Novali Four that it could mate with,” Kasyov said.

Bain chuckled, then fell silent as he pondered this possibility. His eyes suddenly widened.

“Crikey!”





Hard Sell



His right eye was starting to twitch.

<twitch>

There it went again.

And if this didn’t end soon, the twitch would spread. First to his other eye. Then to his mouth. And then…

Captain Reginald Bain resisted the urge to leap to his feet and demand that this madness end at once. As much as he hated to admit it, though, the situation was out of his hands.

He was trapped.

At the front of the room, his Romulan tormentor continued droning.

“…reporting sixty-five percent deployed with another twenty-five warhawks scheduled to be crewed and launched within the next two weeks…”

Meetings.

Who the devil ever invented the infernal things?

And why did Bain have to sit through them? The Anomaly was supposed to be providing security while the Romulan Empire got back on its feet after the Vulcan occupation. Nowhere in that mission objective did it state that the Anomaly’s captain should have to bear witness to each and every little nuance of the aforementioned feet getting.

“…repaired damaged sustained due to resistance actions and have restored eighty-three percent of their total energy production capabilities…”

Bain had never been one to run away, but right now, given the opportunity, he’d be more than happy to flee screaming into the night. But he couldn’t. He’d been ordered to attend these daily status meetings on Romulus, so that’s what duty demanded he do. Not that he felt duty and meetings ever belonged in the same sentence. Nor could he see much of a point to any of this. The Vulcan threat was over, and the new Vulcan government had very quickly petitioned to rejoin the Federation, bringing along with them all of the worlds that had defected over the last couple of years (Well, most of them anyway. The Klingons were acting bloody peculiar, but then they were Klingons. They did that sort of thing). The Federation had won, but Bain couldn’t help feeling like he’d ended up on the wrong side of the war as he shifted in his seat again, trying to focus on the monotone Romulan at the podium.

And it didn’t help matters that Admiral Kristen Larkin was sitting right beside him watching the proceedings with a look of extreme interest. Of course, being an android and all, Larkin could have just frozen that look on her face while inside she was sorting files, reliving old missions, or who knew what else? Krissers could be a strange bird sometimes (bird being the appropriate word considering her bizarre love of all things penguin), but 120 plus years of existence certainly gave her an excuse to be as eccentric as she wanted, whether it be her occasional pilgrimages to the Antarctic to frolic among the penguins or her yearly selection of a new junior officer or two to assist her in her continued explorations of humanoid sexuality.

Explorations, indeed, Bain scoffed (mentally, of course). He’d been the object of Larkin’s attentions many years ago and knew that there wasn’t a lot of scientific curiosity involved when it came to these matters. Larkin just wanted…

Best to not go there. His professional relationship with Larkin could be odd enough at times without dredging up ancient history. He and Larkin had long since come to an understanding, just as Larkin and his beloved Rosalyn had concerning Bain.

Rosalyn. Now she would be a welcome distraction at the moment. What he wouldn’t give for a quiet evening at home with the missus. He could whip up a pot of the famous Bain beef stew recipe and have a steaming bowl and a bouquet of freshly picked petunias waiting for his love when she beamed in from a long day of teaching the next generation at the Academy. He could almost smell the broth now.

“…few lingering effects of the forced melds remain. We expect that all affected officials to…”

Mmmmm…Beef.

“Bain.”

No. Beef.

“Reginald.”

Captain Bain snapped back to the present as his name was whispered again by Admiral Larkin.

“I’m awake,” he whispered back.

“I certainly hope so. You have a mission.”

“A mission!” Bain exclaimed loudly, leaping up from his seat and striding toward the Romulan at the podium at the front of the room. “Why didn’t you lot say so? What’s the crisis, my good man?” The Romulan stared back at Bain with a mix of surprise and confusion.

“Not for them,” Admiral Larkin said. “Could I speak to you outside for a moment?”

“Oh. Right. Outside it is. Very good.” He clapped the Romulan on the shoulder, almost knocking him over the podium before charging down the aisle toward the exit. “Carry on.”

“We apologize for the interruption,” Larkin said with a slight bow then followed Bain out of the room.

In the corridor outside, Bain launched into talking before Larkin could even open her mouth to speak. “Good work, Krissers. A mission was just the cover story we needed to break away from that babble. I don’t know about you, but after all of that I’m in desperate need of a pint. Care to join me in the pub?” He began reaching for his commpip.

“Reginald!” Larkin snapped, stopping him in mid-movement. “This wasn’t an excuse to leave the meeting.”

“It wasn’t?” Bain asked. He instantly brightened. “It wasn’t! So there really is a mission!”

Larkin nodded.

“And none too soon,” Bain said, clapping his hands together. “All of this sitting around idly has been a colossal waste of resources and talent.”

“We are rebuilding a society.”

“Tut tut, Krissers. Let’s be honest here. Reginald Bain does not build societies.”

“No, but he has been known to bring a few to the brink of collapse.”

“Only the ones that were asking for a good what for. Now no more leaving me in suspense. What’s this mission all about?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure,” Larkin said. “The message I received on my internal comm just now was rather vague, but the comm sender asked for you specifically.”

“Comm sender? Come on, Larks. This doublespeak isn’t at all becoming. Be straight. Who asked for me?”

“The Manager of the Green Borg Collective of Bargains.”

“Borg,” Bain spat. “What the devil do those blighters want?”

“As I believe I explained, I don’t know. All the Manager would tell me is that the matter was urgent and that he needed Reginald Bain.”

“Blast.”

“Should I refuse the request?”

“No no,” Bain said. “The Manager is a decent sort…for a Borg. If he’s got a problem that requires my help, I’m more than happy to oblige him.”

“Borg of any color do not customarily ask for assistance. This request could be seen as an acknowledgment that the Borg are aware of your reputation and your skills,” Larkin said.

“Pish posh,” Bain said. “I’m just a man doing his job. As for the Manager, I’m probably the only Starfleet captain he knows. Tell the Manager that the Anomaly is on the way. We’ll have this mess sorted out double quick.”

“So I take it that you will not be returning to the meeting.”

Bain grinned. “Not bloody likely,” he said, pinching his commpip. “Bain to Anomaly. Transport me aboard at once.”



Approximately five minutes before Captain Beam called for beam out, Commander Vioxx materialized inside the Anomaly’s transporter room where he found Sub-Commander Remax waiting for him.

“What are you doing here?” Vioxx demanded gruffly.

“I didn’t want to miss the look on your face when you got back.”

“Happy now?”

“I told you they’d say ‘no.’”

“How can they do that?” Vioxx demanded angrily. “We’re an experienced crew. We fought during the war! We’re heroes! Okay, maybe not heroes, but we did our bit, as Bain would say. How can they refuse to give me a warhawk?”

“Pretty easily, evidently.”

Vioxx shot a glare at Remax then charged out of the transporter room. Remax was on his heels in a matter of moments.

“You still don’t get it, boy,” the elder scientist said, following Vioxx into a turbolift, which Vioxx then ordered to the bridge. “We were disgraced. Exiled. You don’t come back from that. If this regime had any decency at all, they would have sent in the assassins and had all of our throats slit while we slept as soon as we returned from the Delta Quadrant. Instead they stranded us with Starfleet. But the fact remains, we are not getting a ship in the Romulan Imperial Fleet…ever. But if you want to keep torturing yourself this way, fine. I’m more than happy to watch.”

Vioxx said nothing as the turbolift doors opened onto the Anomaly’s bridge. He strode out of the lift and down to the command area, where Engineer Selex, another former member of the crew of the doomed Romulan Scout Ship Tyvek stood speaking animatedly with Commander Prosak, the Anomaly’s RommaVulc Second Officer.

“Commander Vioxx!” Selex exclaimed upon seeing his superior officer. “You could not have arrived at a more perfect time. I have need of your wisdom.”

“What’s going on?” Vioxx asked tiredly, glancing from Selex to Prosak.

“I was just explaining to our SECOND Officer that we could possibly gain more efficiency from the anti-singularity drive by removing a layer or two of the redundant shielding that is constricting the reactions in the…”

“Removing any shielding will increase radiation leakage into the engineering section and pose an unacceptable risk to the crew,” Prosak interrupted.

“The radiation levels are well within Romulan tolerances.”

“Which is convenient for you, since you are our only Romulan engineer.”

“Just what are you implying?”

“I believe your intentions are clear.”

“My only intention is to increase the efficiency of this vessel.”

“This conversation is over,” Prosak said firmly.

Selex spun on Vioxx. “Commander!” he protested.

Vioxx sighed and began to speak, “I…”

“Recall the crew!” the booming voice of Reginald Bain ordered as he strode onto the bridge from the turbolift. “Bain to engineering. Marsie, make ready for departure!”

“Um…Lieutenant Marsden isn’t on duty right now,” a hesitant voice replied over the comm.

“Very well. Then the task is yours. Make us ready for immediate departure,” Bain said, sitting smartly in his command chair, which Prosak had vacated without a word.

“Uh…okay.”

“Good show. Bain out.”

“Perhaps I should assist in engineering,” Selex said, bowing his head slightly at Vioxx before retreating to the turbolift.

“Well then,” Bain said, clapping his hands together as he considered his First and Second officers with a broad smile. “Beautiful day for a mission, don’t you think?”

“I thought you seemed overly cheery,” Vioxx groused.

“Tut tut, Vioxx. You should be glad of the diversion. We’ve been stuck in orbit for far too long. Time to stretch our legs a bit.”

“Also, our current purpose here is to address problems that arise within the Empire; therefore, the fact that we have a mission implies that there is a problem to address,” Prosak said. “I would think that the security of the Empire would be your primary concern.”

Vioxx rolled his eyes. “Where are we going?”

“BorgSpace,” Bain said.

Vioxx shot a glare at Prosak, who was currently frowning as she attempted to process that particular tidbit of information.

“Um…why?” she demanded finally.

“Special request,” Bain said. “Hmm…Maybe Krissers could have the Enterprise-J diverted to Romulus to fill in for us. Barnum Dax is getting all of the credit for our victory as it is, so let him babysit for a while…not that anyone is in need of babysitting.”

“Is going into BorgSpace on purpose really a good idea?” Vioxx asked. “We’d just be inviting assimilation, and I for one have absolutely no desire to become a drone.”

“The White Borg make it sound quite nice,” Prosak said.

“How would you know?” Vioxx spat.

“Stand down, Vioxx,” Bain said. “Prosak here was with us the last time we went into BorgSpace. She’s fully qualified to handle things there, and I’m sure you are as well.”

“So what is this mission?”

“Not really sure, I’m afraid,” Bain said. “All Admiral Larkin knew is that I’ve been requested by the Manager of the Green Borg Collective of Bargains.”

“Ooh!” Prosak exclaimed excitedly before quickly regaining her composure. “Will there be time for commerce while we are there?” she asked placidly.

“I’ll see to it that you get your shopping done,” Bain said with a grin.

“Thank you, sir. I will schedule a briefing while we are en route.”

“Why bother?” Vioxx said. “There’s nothing to brief us on.”

“The man does have a point,” Bain said.

“Sir, Engineering reports that we are ready to depart…” Lieutenant Gworos reported from tac-ops.

“Excellent. Best speed to BorgSpace,” Bain said quickly, rising from his seat.

“…however not all of the crew has returned from Romulus. Doctor Nooney and his party are still away.”

“And you can belay that,” Bain said, settling back into his chair. “What the devil are they doing down there?”

“Doctor Nooney took several members of the crew to a comedy festival,” Prosak said. “He felt it would be good for their psychological well-being.”

“Was this that ‘Grumpies’ list he was on about at the briefing last week?” Bain asked.

“I believe so. In the absence of a ship’s counselor, Doctor Nooney felt it was his duty to help those crewmembers who were not meeting his expected level of cheerfulness.”

Bain spun back to face Gworos. “No offense, Lieutenant, but weren’t you on that list.”

“Yes. And no offense taken,” Gworos said proudly. “But I dislike like the term ‘grumpy.’ I have the scowl of a warrior!”

“And an impressive scowl it is, but why aren’t you down there?”

“Exception for Cultural Antagonism. No true Klingon would be cheered up by anything done by a Romulan…unless is involved that Romulan dying.”

“Well you’re not likely to find much of that at a comedy festival.”

Prosak bit her lip. “Ummmm…”



“OH MY STARS! SHE KILLED HIM!” Dr. Fred Nooney cried in abject horror as the ‘him’ in question, a Romulan performer, hit the stage, a flood of green blood gushing from the wound in his throat.

The audience around Nooney was too busy laughing hysterically to notice.

“You were right, Doctor!” Ensign Arrgh, a particularly-surly Tellarite, replied, smacking Nooney on the back. “This is excellent!”

“Bbbbbbb-”

“I wonder Who will die next?” Nurse Ih’vik said from the other side of Nooney, rubbing her hands together expectantly.

“Bbbbbbb-”

“Shhh! Don’t tell me,” Ih’vik said. “I want to be surprised.”

“But this wasn’t supposed to turn out this way at all!” Nooney wailed.

“Oh! So they’re doing improv! I love it!”

Nooney could only whimper in reply as the ingenue on stage was cleverly assassinated by a falling piano.



Lieutenant Shelly Marsden was roused from a deep contented sleep by Captain Bain’s voice over the all-call announcing that the Anomaly would be breaking orbit as soon as all crewmembers were accounted for. Judging by the impatience in his voice, he was anxious to get underway, not that Marsden was surprised. Bain was not one for sitting around one planet for too long. It was always about the next mission with him. The next assignment. The next adventure. It could be damn tiring. She’d have to ask Tovar how he managed to put up with it all these years.

Marsden rolled over in bed with the intention of doing just that and discovered that the Yynsian wasn’t beside her. Funny, he’d been there a couple of hours ago. He’d definitely been there then. Her mind drifted back to the oh-so-enjoyable activities that had led to her taking a three hour nap in the middle of the day in Tovar’s now-exceptionally-rumpled bed. Without intending to, she let out a deep sigh. She’d been sighing a lot lately. All for good reasons. Considering the amount of time she’d been putting in to repair the ship after the battle with the Vulcan-controlled Romulans and then the rampaging gator-thing that gutted an entire deck, she needed these downtime sessions with the man in her life.

It had taken long enough for the two of them to get together, but now that they were, Marsden couldn’t help but feel that the wait had been more than worth it. And not just for physical reasons; although, that was wonderful. Where did Tovar learn to do some of those things? No. Wait. She didn’t want the answer to that, especially since said answer most likely involved either a past life or Reginald Bain.

Marsden suddenly realized that she was hungry, a sensation that was compounded by the wonderful smells emanating from somewhere else in Tovar’s quarters. Sliding out of bed, she padded barefoot (and bare everything else) into the living room to investigate. The room appeared deserted, but she was able to follow the aromas of food to Tovar’s holopod. Normally holopods were designed to be used solo unless the users wanted to be really close. Not having much of a problem with being close to Tovar, Marsden opened the pod door and stepped inside.

She found herself inside a small, but well-appointed kitchen where Tovar stood in front of a stove, his hands flying from pot to skillet to pot in a frenzy of activity. Marsden slid up behind the Yynsian, wrapped her arms around him, and pressed her naked body close to his, purring “Is this all for me?”

“Unhand me!” Tovar cried suddenly, his arms knocking hers aside roughly. He turned on her, eyes blazing. “Are you trying to ruin my creation?”

“Tovar?” Marsden asked, peering into his wild eyes.

“Is recovering at the moment.”

“Toflay,” Marsden said, voicing her suspicion.

“Who else would be able to cook such a magnificent meal in your honor?”

“So this is all for me?” Marsden said surprised.

“Of course. It’s the least I could do,” Tovar/Toflay said with a slight bow. “We’re all very grateful that you two kids have finally stopped making each other miserable and moved along to making each other deliriously happy. I do wish that you hadn’t been quite so rough on the man, though. He’s exhausted. I can barely lift his arms. Not everyone has the luxury of a three hour nap, you know?”

“Sorry about that,” Marsden said. “But…um…do you know when he’ll be back?” Honestly, despite having dealt with Tovar’s past lives on a couple of occasions, Marsden was finding this entire exchange to be a little weird.

“In time,” Tovar/Toflay said. He then looked Marsden up and down appreciatively. “I must say that he is quite fortunate.”

Okay. Now it had officially moved to a lot weird.

“Er…thanks,” Marsden said, wrapping an arm across her exposed chest. “Should I just wait outside?”

“Please. Service will begin in approximately 15 minutes. Please feel free to avail yourself of a shower and a fresh set of clothes.”

“I’ll do that,” Marsden said, turning around and heading toward the exit. Was that a wolf whistle she just heard?

Fifteen minutes later, Marsden, having showered and dressed, returned to the living room to find a feast laid out on the small dining table where Tovar sat. Upon seeing her, he broke into a broad smile.

“Hello,” he said simply, rising from his seat and moving to pull out a chair for Marsden.

“Hi yourself. How are you feeling?” Marsden asked, taking the offered seat.

“I am fine,” Tovar said. “It appears that Toflay was busy in my absence, though.”

“You could say that.”

“Odd.”

“What is?”

“Nothing,” Tovar said quickly. “I don’t know about you, but I’m famished.”

“Starved,” Marsden said.

“Then let’s see what Toflay has prepared for us.”

“It smells great,” Marsden said. “But…”

“Yes?”

“Should I… Is he… I mean…”

“This should not be a regular occurrence,” Tovar said.

“Okay. Not that it’s a problem. I just need to know.”

“As I said…”

“It won’t be a regular thing. I got it,” Marsden said. “No need to say anymore about it. Let’s eat.”

“Gladly,” Tovar said, his eyes meeting hers. If she didn’t know any better, she’d say he was troubled about something. Was the Toflay thing more a problem than he was saying? Or…or was it something about her?



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 178133.6. With all personnel now present and accounted for, the Anomaly has broken orbit and is on its way from the Romulan Empire to the depths of the Delta Quadrant for our meeting with the Green Borg. I can’t help but speculate about what would lead the Manager of the Green Borg Collective of Bargains to call on me specifically. In our last encounter, we took care of a cube of rogue Greens for him, but I have to believe that the Green Borg would rather deal with that sort of thing internally when they can. Perhaps he just has some little item that he wants to try to sell me.

Ah well. At Warp H we’ll be there in no time, and the Manager can clear this up once and for all. In the meantime, we can enjoy zipping through open space again, as it should be. No orbiting repetitively. No blasted meetings. Just the stars and my crew working together as one cohesive whole. We’ve been through so much together that the comradery is palpable, wrapping around me like one of Rosalyn’s hand-sewn quilts.”



“We have to kill her,” Engineer Selex said, standing stiffly in front of Commander Vioxx’s desk in the Commander’s office off of the bridge in what used to be Commander Prosak’s quarters, which, before that, was the Anomaly’s ready room. Captain Bain had never had much use for a ready room, preferring instead to conduct business either from the bridge, the briefing, or his Captain’s Lounge. When she was the Anomaly’s First Officer, Commander Prosak had taken over the ready room as her quarters with the idea of being close to the bridge at all times. Upon assuming the First Officer post, Vioxx used his position to take the space away from Prosak for his own use, an action that had brought him more than a little pleasure. Not only did he get to establish his dominance, but anytime he could shove one in the face of the RommaVulc was fine with him.

He wasn’t so sure about killing her, though.

“And what has Commander Prosak done to warrant her assassination?” Vioxx asked, shooting a glance at Sub-Commander Remax, who was seated on the sofa against the office wall for this little meeting. “Assuming of course that I’m correct that she is the one you want to have killed.”

“She is,” Selex said with a firm nod. “And as to what she has done, surely an experienced officer as wise as yourself does not need one such as me to draw your attention the dangerous issue of Commander Prosak’s allegiance.”

“Does her position as a Starfleet Officer bother you so much?”

“She is RommaVulc,” Selex spat. “Her allegiance above all is to those who attacked us. Surely her actions on the bridge today made that clear.”

“Because she didn’t agree with your plan?” Remax said.

“You understand. She is hurting the efficient operation of this ship in a clear attempt to leave us open for Vulcan attack at a later time.”

“As I recall, didn’t this plan of yours involve filling Engineering with enough radiation to kill anyone who entered there?” Vioxx asked.

“Except me. I can run the anti-singularity drive myself, and, should I need assistance, surely the other engineers can don environmental suits and join me.”

Vioxx sighed. “Selex, I’m only going to say this once. It’s a stupid plan.”

“But Commander…”

“You cannot run Engineering by yourself, and there’s no way Starfleet will let you. Just let it drop.”

“Yes, sir,” Selex said, trying to hide his disappointment. He suddenly brightened. “But we can still kill Prosak, right?”

“What purpose would that serve?” Vioxx said.

“We’d be eliminating a possible threat to the ship.”

“And then Bain would eliminate me,” Vioxx said.

Remax snorted. “Scared of a human? Hmmmf.”

“I don’t see you volunteering to assassinate Prosak,” Vioxx shot back.

“You are the ranking officer, sir,” Selex said.

“And you obviously haven’t thought this through,” Remax said.

“Haven’t thought this through? We’re talking about killing the Second Officer of this ship AND the daughter of the Romulan Ambassador to the Federation. What exactly haven’t I thought through?” Vioxx demanded.

“The aftermath.”

“You mean the part where Reginald Bain takes me apart piece by piece then shoots my remains out the nearest airlock. You’ve seen what that man can do in battle.”

“This won’t be a battle. This will be an assassination. Bain is not going to retaliate beyond tossing you in the brig. After that, the Romulan government will insist on jurisdiction, and Bain will gladly return us to the Empire.”

“At which point I’ll be tried and executed. Not an improvement in my mind.”

“Prosak’s a known RommaVulc. Anyone who convicts you would be seen as sympathetic to their cause and to the Vulcans themselves. Not even Ambassador Rorshak is willing to risk that after what the Vulcans and their RommaVulc leader did to the Empire. You’ll probably come out of this whole thing a hero. They’d have to give you command of a warhawk of your own.”

“So you’re saying that if I kill Prosak, we’d not only get to go home, but we’d also get a warhawk.”

“Why else do you think I’m trying to help you here? Increasing your standing in the Empire isn’t normally on my list of things to do, but if it gets us home, I’m willing to make the sacrifice.”

“All right. I’ll consider it,” Vioxx said.

“Consider it? The man’s becoming more human all the time,” Remax spat.

“Assassination takes planning. I can’t just… Why am I explaining myself to you? Leave me alone!” Vioxx snapped. “Both of you! Get out!”

“I’m sure you will come to the right decision, Commander,” Selex said with a slight bow. “And I will be at your service at a moment’s notice to help dispose of the body.”

“Have you never done this before?” Remax said, rising from the sofa and heading toward the door with Selex. “You display the body. You don’t hide it.”

“Of course. My apologies, Sub-Commander,” Selex said as the two stepped out onto the bridge. Vioxx sighed and rubbed his temples. An assassination? Was he really going to assassinate Prosak? Sure he’d had training in Officers’ School, but he’d never actually had to perform one in real life. Well, there was that one Centurion, but that was strictly an accident. She had no business standing that close to the landing field anyway. Granted, he was a bit off in his approach calculations, but still. She shouldn’t have been there…inside her barracks…in her bed…fast asleep. Okay, so he crashed the shuttle through the roof and pulverized her. It was still an accident!

Prosak’s death, however, would be completely premeditated. He’d be clever, cunning, and deceitful. All those good wholesome Romulan traits. And Remax was probably right. All Bain would do is throw him in the brig. A Starfleet brig. Oooooh. Scary. He could handle it. Wait. Bain might punch him first. The human did seem to like to use his fists. That would hurt…a lot. But it’d be worth it in the end. He’d be a hero. He’d have his own warhawk. And hopefully Remax would stop deriding him so much.

Vioxx would kill a hundred Prosaks just to get Remax to shut up.

Hmm…maybe he could pin all this on Remax and let Bain punch the elder scientist instead. Now THAT was an idea!



The Anomaly’s entry into Green Borg controlled territory was uneventful, which was no real surprise to Captain Bain. As seekers of perfection in the areas of commerce and profit, the Green Borg were well aware of the need to keep the spacelanes free of hazards, so that customers could reach the Green Borg Collective of Bargains in ease and comfort. Regular shuttle service ran to the massive facility from many of the neighboring systems, and Green Borg cubes were often seen about, guarding against any possible incursions by Red Borg or another hostile species, not that any species really had a desire to attack the Borg. They may have fractured into various colored factions, but they were still Borg and formidable foes.

Bain, however, had found the Green Borg to be a fairly decent bunch. They didn’t rampage around trying to assimilate folks to increase their numbers. They didn’t attack planets. They were just interested in running a business. Bain could respect that.

Having been to the Collective of Bargains a couple of times before, Bain felt no trepidation as the Anomaly slid into orbit above the Green Borg facility. One look to the viewscreen, though, set him on edge. The only ships here were Green Borg cubes, spheres, dodecahedrons and such. Where were all the other customers?

“We are being hailed,” Lieutenant Commander Tovar reported from tac-ops. “Repeatedly.”

“Impatient lot, aren’t they?” Bain said, rubbing his chin. “All right. Let’s see what it’s all about, Tovar.”

Tovar nodded and activated the comm signal, causing the image on the viewscreen to switch to the inside of the Green Borg Manager’s chamber. The assimilated Talaxian who oversaw the Collective of Bargains stood stiffly inside his central control alcove. “Reginald Bain, you will transport over to my office at once.”

“Now hang on a tic,” Bain said, rising from his seat and straightening his uniform with a smart tug. “I’ve raced halfway across the galaxy to get here. The least you can do is give me the courtesy of an explanation.”

“Transport yourself over at once,” the Manager replied flatly, then abruptly severed the communication.

“So much for courtesy,” Vioxx muttered from the seat beside Bain’s command chair.

“Looks like we’re not going to get a word in unless we go over there,” Bain said. “So be it. You have the conn, Vioxx. Tovar, Sub-Commander Remax, to the transporter room.”

“You want me to go over there?” Remax asked in surprise, spinning in his chair at the bridge science console.

“Best to have our bases covered. And you are the science officer on duty,” Bain said, striding to the turbolift.

“You’re not scared of some Borg, are you?” Vioxx asked smirking.

“I don’t see you volunteering.”

“Can’t. I’ve got the conn.”

“We musn’t keep the Borg waiting, Remax, old boy,” Bain said, clapping the elder Romulan scientist on the shoulder as he passed by his chair. “Off we go.”

“Have fun,” Vioxx said with a wave.

“Captain, wouldn’t it be more advisable to take along a science officer with actual Borg experience? You may not know this, but the Romulan Empire has a strict no-contact policy when it comes to the Borg. I’ve never even seen one in person.”

Bain thought for a moment. “Normally I’d say that this is the perfect opportunity to make their acquaintance, but we may not have time for that this time around,” Bain said. “Tovar, ask Doctor Kasyov to join us. Sub-Commander Remax will just have to meet his first Borg another time.”

“A wise decision, Captain,” Remax said with a slight bow of his head before shooting a glare at Vioxx.

“Right! Enough dawdling!” Bain said, heading into the turbolift with Tovar. “We’ll be in touch as soon as we’ve had a look at the lay of the land.” As the turbolift doors closed, whisking Bain and Tovar away from the bridge, Vioxx moved over to the command chair. A moment later, Remax slid into the seat Vioxx had just vacated.

“Anxious to be rid of me?” Remax said.

“I was just enjoying your discomfort,” Vioxx replied. “I’ll make sure to add ‘Terrified of Borg’ to your file.”

Remax harrumphed, folding his arms over his chest, and glared silently at the viewscreen for several moments. Slowly, a smile crossed his face. He leaned in close to Vioxx.

“Bain and his lackey are gone.”

“Astute of you to notice,” Vioxx snapped, wondering when Remax was going to finally leave him alone.

“There will never be a better time.”

“For what?”

Remax glanced at Ensign Yonk, the Ferengi manning the helm, then refocused on Vioxx. “You know.”

“Know what?”

“Vioxx.”

“Remax.”

“Vioxx!”

“Remax!” Vioxx shot back, a smile tugging at the edges of his lips.

“I knew you couldn’t do it.”

“Sub-Commander, if you haven’t noticed, we have been summoned to the middle of BorgSpace for unknown reasons. Until we have some idea of what is going on, I cannot divert my attention from my duties. I am well aware of our other…business, but this is not a convenient moment!”

“Since when did assas…” Remax caught himself in mid- grumble. “Fine!” he spat, jumping up from the seat. “But if it continues to be inconvenient for too long, we’ll all know what kind of Romulan you really are!” He stormed back to his console.

Vioxx didn’t watch him go, instead refusing to look away from the viewscreen. Maybe if this mission turned out to actually be something serious, Remax would forget about this Prosak business for a while. Oh please let it be serious. But not too serious. Serious, but not the deadly kind of serious. That would work. Oh please let it be non-deadly but distractingly majorly serious.



Bain, Tovar, and Dr. Natalia Kasyov materialized inside the Green Borg Manager’s chamber and were immediately taken aback by the lack of…well…atmosphere. Normally the Borg were all about setting a proper tone of respect and fear among those who visited them. Sure the Green Borg sales floor was bright and cheery with all the best Muzak from across the galaxy playing over the Collective of Bargains’ speakers, but if you had to see the Manager, you were sent to a dimly-lit chamber with filled with smoke and odd lighting raking across the walls. Sure it was Borg intimidation by way of cheesy haunted house effects, but it worked.

Now, though, Bain, Tovar, and Kasyov found themselves in a room every bit as bright, if not brighter, than the Collective of Bargains sales floor. The Manager stood in his circular alcove at the center of the room, hunched over slightly and gazing dejectedly at the newcomers.

“Hi,” he intoned flatly.

“What the devil is going on around here?” Bain demanded looking around the room.

“We are under attack,” the Manager replied sadly.

“Attack! From where?” Bain exclaimed, reflexively extending his wrist phaser. “This is Reg Bain! I demand that you show yourselves!”

“Not that kind of attack. We…” The Manager’s head suddenly jerked sideways. “Make voles a problem of the past with the new Dillon Consortium Exterminatrix G! Available NOW at Dillon’s everywhere!”

“Great Bird!” Bain cried as the Manager slumped back over.

“It’s terrible,” the Manager said. “You must help us.”

Bain frowned. “I’d love to help out, old boy, but if you’ve allied yourselves with the Dillon Consortium, I don’t know how much I can do.”

“We haven’t allied…IT’S BACK! And better than ever! Base in a Briefcase Version 8.1 now with SOLARIUM! Buy yours today at Dillon’s everywhere!”

“I don’t think he’s saying these things voluntarily, Captain,” Dr. Kasyov said as she slid on her quadcorder to scan the Manager.

“I’m not,” the Manager said. “It’s a virus of some kind. We’re all infected. We’ve tried to purge the Collective on several occasions, but nothing has worked. We’ve had to close the Collective of Bargains.”

“I can see why,” Bain said. “That’s bloody disconcerting.”

“And providing free advertising for the Dillon Consortium,” Tovar said.

“We’ve become their shills,” the Manager said dejectedly. “We can’t seek perfection through commerce like this. We’d only be driving our customers to Dillon’s stores everywhere.”

“Surely you’ve contacted the Dillon Consortium.”

“Have you ever contacted their Customer Service department? We couldn’t get near upper manage…Get away from it all with Dillon Cruise Lines! Rekindle the flames of romance with the one you love while seeing the best the galaxy has to offer in the lap of state-of-the-art luxury! Book your Dillon Cruise Today!”

“Hmmm…Ros might enjoy a cruise,” Bain said thoughtfully.

“See,” the Manager said, slumping down farther. “We’re doomed.”

Bain’s face hardened in determination, and he charged over to the Manager. “That’s enough of that kind of talk! Stand up straight, man! You’re Borg! Act like it! We’re going to lick this virus bother and get you back in business in no time. Right, Kassie!”

“Umm…” Kasyov replied, studying the readout in her quadcorder’s eye piece.

“Kassie?”

“I’m going to need to take these scans up to the ship.”

“She can’t help us,” the Manager said.

“Stop that!” Bain snapped. “You don’t win a battle by acting defeated before the scrape even starts!”

“We are defeated. The Dillon Consortium has won. We thought about taking a few cubes over to attack their headquarters, but what would be the point? We’d still have the virus. They control us.”

“Not for long. You called me in for a reason.”

“Desperation.”

“Exactly. They say desperate times call for desperate measures, and Reg Bain is the ultimate desperate measure! I promise I WILL see this through. And when it’s all over. We can both march right over to the Dillon Consortium and give them a good what for!” Bain pinched his commpip. “Bain to Anomaly. Beam us back immediately. We’ll have a solution to this crisis soon, Manager. You have my word.”

The Manager could only sigh in reply as the officers were transported away.

Back on the Anomaly, Bain bounded off of the transporter pad and turned back to Kasyov, fists clenched. “Take what resources you need, Kassie. I don’t plan to stand by and let this sort of thing happen.”

“You seem to be taking this kind of personally,” Kasyov said, stepping off of the padd.

“Bloody Dillon Consortium. Makes my blood boil. Bloody bloody…

“I’m sensing a theme here.”

“Bunch of blighters think they run the universe. The Federation should have shut the whole mess down when they had the chance.”

“Aren’t they just a company?” Kasyov asked. “Sure they’re a big company. Huge even, but they aren’t evil.”

“What do you call what we just saw?” Bain said.

“Probably a perfectly legal maneuver,” Tovar said. “I doubt the Borg are protected under any sections of Federation law. While often unsavory, the Dillon Consortium is always careful to make sure that their operations are within the bounds of the law.”

“That doesn’t make it right,” Bain said.

“I would not argue otherwise.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Kasyov said.

“You’ll give it your best. You always do,” Bain said, heading toward the door. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be in my holopod. I feel the sudden need to shoot something.”



True to his word, Reginald Bain spent the next half hour taking his irritation out on a series of skeet, robot drones, and dragons (having to dodge incoming plumes of flames made things a tad more exciting) and near the end of his workout he was feeling quite a bit better about things in general. Yes, the Dillon Consortium had overstepped its bounds, but Bain was certain that the Anomaly crew would resolve the matter and then he could, through Admiral Larkin, get a quick resolution passed through the Federation Council to ban insidious assaults on other species, including the Borg, in the future. If the Dillon Consortium was as law abiding as they had always seemed, that would be the end of it.

Bain took aim at the last remaining dragon, which was currently diving toward his position, and fired, obliterating the flying lizard’s head before it could send another stream of fire his way. “And that’s the lot,” he said satisfied, lowering his anti-proton cascade rifle. The anti-proton cascade rifle was considered a bit of a misfire from Starfleet R&D. Yes, it worked. And yes, it was effective. But in an era where Starfleet personnel expected smooth-firing weaponry, the jolt of power accompanying a blast from the anti-proton cascade rifle was completely unwanted…unless you were Reginald Bain. Bain liked the kick of the weapon. It have him more of a feeling of connection to what was happening. He was more of a part of the action.

He tucked the rifle under his arm and turned to go. The man suddenly standing before him in the dapper dark blue suit was something of a surprise.

“Bloody hell!” Bain exclaimed, leaping backwards.

“Long day at the office?” the newcomer said, taking a step toward Bain. “Muscles sore? Bones stiff? Want relief? Then replace that old worn-out sonic shower with the latest in cleanliness and comfort from the Dillon Consortium. The Massonic…”

BLAM!

Bain discharged the anti-proton cascade rifle into the suited man. He didn’t so much as flinch. “Magic Shower system will take you to the heights of…”

“EXIT!” Bain cried. The door to the holopod obediently materialized, and Bain wasted no time hurtling past the holographic salesman into the safety of his quarters…

…or so he thought.

The blue suited man was again right beside him. “Your home should be a place of peace and relaxation, not work and drudgery. Even the most sophisticated home cleaning and sanitation bots will miss dirt and grime, leaving you with the unwelcome task of scrubbing…”

Bain’s fist was in motion before he even consciously realized what was happening. A solid right cross smacked into the jaw of the babbling hologram, snapping its head back violently…not that it noticed. “…and scraping away the material a cleaning bot just can’t handle…until now.”

“Bain to bridge!” the Captain shouted, rushing out into the corridor. “What…” He stopped dead in his tracks. Up and down the corridor, Anomaly crewman were being followed by copies of the blue-suited man, all of whom were reciting one sales pitch or another.

“…natural remedy used for centuries by the druids of Hogenston Three…”

“…state-of-the-art in sound reproduction…”

“…guide to success in the high-stakes world of trans-dimensional real estate…”

“…scientifically-tested supplement guaranteed to reduce flab and increase muscle mass…”

“…the most arousing…”

“BAIN TO BRIDGE!”

“Vioxx here, Captain,” the Romulan replied. “I’ve been here. What do you need?”

“Shut down the holographic systems! All of them!”

“Why would we want… Hey! Where did that guy come from?”

“SHUT THEM DOWN!” Bain bellowed.

“All right!” Vioxx snapped back. The line was silent for a few moments. “We can’t,” Vioxx said finally.

“What do you mean you can’t?” Bain demanded.

“Sub-Commander Remax says that the system isn’t giving him access.”

“Bloody bunch of blighters!” Bain cried.

“I object to that, Captain. We’re doing the best we can.”

“Not you,” Bain said. “Keep working on it. I’m on my way to the bridge. Bain out.” As soon as the channel closed, Bain started speaking again. “Bain to Engineering.”

“We already know, sir,” Lieutenant Marsden’s voice replied testily. “The entire holographic system is locked somehow. I’ll let you know as soon as we can do something about it.”

“Dillon.”

“What?”

“It’s the Dillon Consortium! Their bloody Borg bug bollocksed us!”

“Can I quote you on that?”

“Marsie…”

“We’re working on it,” Marsden interrupted.

“Keep me informed. Bain out.”

He turned to head toward the turbolift and almost ran headlong into another impeccably-dressed man. “Today’s being on the go needs the latest in…”

BAM!

Bain slammed the hologram’s head into the wall as hard as he could. He knew he couldn’t hurt it, but still it felt good. Satisfying even. Maybe a couple more.

BAM! BAM! BAM!

Much better.

He released the hologram and sprinted into the nearest turbolift.

Not that it mattered.

Another one was in there waiting.



The last bridge holoemitter sparked and sizzled as Tovar retracted his wrist phaser back into his sleeve. “I believe we may proceed without further interruptions,” he said.

“Thank you, Tovar,” Bain said, pacing the front of the bridge. “Now what have we got?”

“The Green Borg have been infected with a computer virus,” Dr. Kasyov reported, standing close to the viewscreen. “This is not unusual in itself. Many civilizations before the colored factions arose attempted to bring down the Collective with viruses. Normally the Greens would be able to purge the virus from their systems on their own, but this one keeps coming back for some reason.”

“And now it’s in our systems,” Sub-Commander Remax said from the science console.

“And we aren’t having any more luck purging it than the Greens have,” Lieutenant Marsden said from her place at the engineering console on the opposite side of the bridge from Remax.

“We do know one thing, though,” Remax said.

“What’s that?” Bain asked.

“The man in the holograms is most definitely a human named Bradley Dillon. From my research, it appears that he was the founder of the corporation that is now the Dillon Consortium.”

“And that helps us how?” Commander Vioxx demanded from his seat next to Bain’s command chair.

“Information is always helpful,” Remax replied. “One must just know how to use it.”

“Any ideas how we were infected?” Bain asked, dragging the conversation back to the crisis at hand.

“Communications perhaps?” Remax offered.

Bain shook his head. “Admiral Larkin was on ultraspace with the Manager and didn’t have any ill effects.”

“Somehow it got into the quadcorder through my scans?” Kasyov said.

“Doubtful,” Remax said.

“Does it really matter?” Vioxx asked. “We need to be worrying about eliminating it.”

“That’s funny coming from you,” Remax said.

“I don’t follow,” Bain said.

“It’s nothing,” Vioxx said quickly. “The point is that we either need to get rid of the virus, find some way to shut down the holographic systems, or destroy every emitter on this ship!”

“That last one could take a while,” Marsden said. “The Anomaly has holo-emitters embedded almost everywhere.”

The doors to Vioxx’s office suddenly whooshed open revealing another Bradley Dillon standing in the doorway.

“Are you sick and tired of needing to call in an engineer every time your home holo-entertainment systems go offline? Ever wish you could just fix it yourself? Well you can!”

“Case in point,” Marsden muttered.

“Tovar,” Bain said.

“I’ll be right back,” Tovar said, locking his wrist phaser in place as he marched into the office, shoving the Dillon hologram aside as he went. The hologram didn’t have much time to feel slighted, though, as the Yynsian tac-ops officer made quick work of the room’s emitters before striding back out through the fizzling Dillon just before he popped completely out of existence.

“Kassie, you and Marsden need to sort this mess out,” Bain said without missing a beat.

“I really believe Sub-Commander Remax is more qualified in this area than I am,” Kasyov replied.

“I do have far more computer systems experience that anyone else on board this ship,” Remax said haughtily.

“Then the job is yours,” Bain said. “But I want it done before…”

“Don’t miss this amazing special offer!”

The Anomaly officers spun toward the source of the new voice: yet another Bradley Dillon hologram standing in the doorway to the corridor leading back to Bain’s Captain’s Lounge.

“You too can own one of these commemorative plaques celebrating the 350th anniversary of the founding of the colony on Halydol,” the hologram continued, pulling the plaque in question out of his suitcoat. Only 5,463 of these items remain in our inventory, and they are going fast. 5,462…5,461…”

“Tovar,” Bain said, taking a deep exasperated breath.

“One moment,” Tovar replied, clicking his wrist back into position.

“5,458…5,457…”

Tovar pushed past Dillon into the corridor and…

ZAP! ZAPOW! ZAP! ZAPOW!

Almost immediately, the door to the bridge lavatory slid open, revealing another Dillon hologram.

“5,452…”

“Bugger!” Bain exclaimed. “Can someone please explain to me why the devil there is a bloody holo-emitter in the loo?”

“Well, Madam Designer?” Kasyov asked, focusing a smirk on Marsden.

“Medical emergency in the bathroom?” Marsden offered weakly.

“Tovar,” Bain said.

“5,446…5,443…”

Tovar aimed his wrist phaser into the bathroom.

“WAIT!” Kasyov cried suddenly, rushing forward.

“Whatever for?” Bain demanded.

“The countdown!” Kasyov exclaimed.

“What about it?”

“If the hologram is truly tracking the inventory of those plaques…”

“…then it’s receiving updated information,” Remax finished, understanding where Kasyov was going with this. He quickly spun around to the science console and started keying in commands.

“Exactly.”

“That’s why the Greens can’t purge the virus,” Marsden said as she and Kasyov converged on the science console. “It’s not a one-time infection. It’s continuous.”

“Best we sit this part out, my lad,” Bain said, stepping over to Tovar. “They’re in their element now.”

“As long as it gets us an answer, they’re welcome to it,” Vioxx said, reclining in his chair. “Wake me when it’s all over.”

“5,421…”

“Do you suppose it’s all right for me to take care of him now?” Tovar asked, gesturing to the counting Dillon.

“I don’t see why not. Blast the bugger.”

“Thank you.”

“Not at all.”

ZAP. ZAP. ZAPOW!

“5,4….fffzzzzzzzzzzzzzrrrrrrrrrrrt.”

Meanwhile, over at the science console…

“There’s got to be some kind of transmitter around here,” Marsden said.

“I’m not detecting any incoming comm signals,” Remax said, checking over the sensor readouts. “And surely the Green Borg would have picked up on something like that long before now.”

The three officers stared at the monitors for a long while, muttering possibilities to themselves and discarding them just as quickly until Kasyov suddenly smacked her hand down excitedly on the back of Remax’s chair.

“What?” the Romulan demanded in irritation.

“It’s a brain!”

“WHAT?”

“The Green Borg. The Collective. They’re kind of like one big brain. Every drone is connected and constantly sending signals to one another, like neurons in a brain. There are messages flying all around us in this region, but we aren’t scanning for it because it’s normal Borg traffic. But if the Dillon Consortium somehow found a way to code this virus to piggyback on the Green Collective’s normal links between the drones…”

“I’m adjusting the sensitivity of the sensors now,” Remax said, his hands flying across the controls of the console. In an instant, Kasyov, Marsden, and Remax were able to see the Green Borg Collective’s deepest communication’s web, the level at which the group consciousness was maintained.

“It’s in here,” Kasyov said.

“But how are we going to see anything?” Marsden asked. “The signals are everywhere. We’re in the middle of all of it.”

“What are the odds that the Dillon Consortium was able to plant their transmitter right in the midst of all of the Greens?” Kasyov said. “Go to the long range sensors. What else is out there?”

Remax shifted the scan radius to encompass most of Green BorgSpace. Most of the drone communication traffic remained centralized in the region around the Collective of Bargains, but several comm strands stretched out to the Green cubes patrolling other areas of Green space and other thin threads headed off into the vastness of space, presumably to individual drones or groups stationed elsewhere in the galaxy where they gathered items to be sold at the Collective of Bargains in the Green Borg’s pursuit of perfection through commerce. One especially dense and powerful comm thread caught Kasyov’s attention as it headed deeper into BorgSpace toward the areas controlled by other color factions.

“What about that one?” she asked, pointing out her finding.

“Could be a cube,” Remax said.

“I thought the color factions generally avoided interacting. That cube would be in someone else’s territory.”

“Maybe there’s the Borg equivalent of an embassy out there,” Marsden said. “A place for the color factions to meet.”

“They could do that over their drone link networks,” Remax said.

“Can you filter out everything except the traffic coming in from that source?” Kasyov asked.

“Of course I can,” Remax snorted, setting to work.

“Are any holoemitters still working up here?” Kasyov asked, turning toward Bain, Vioxx, and Tovar.

“I should hope not,” Bain said.

“I need one to test a theory.”

“Oh…well that’s a bit different then, isn’t it? Tovar?”

“I don’t remember shooting the turbolift.”

“Good show,” Bain said, striding to the turbolift, the doors of which obediently slid open revealing…

“5,383…5,382. Call now! Our inventory is dropping fast! 5,380…”

“I don’t see what that proves,” Remax said. “There are thousands of messages going to and coming from that source. It could just be reflecting updates its receiving from elsewhere.”

“But if we parse them, I’d bet you anything that every single message is an ad from the Dillon Consortium,” Kasyov retorted.

“Do you know how long it will take to prove that?”

“I’m sure I’m right.”

“So it’s a hunch, eh, Kassie?” Bain asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Capital! I love a good hunch!” Bain spun toward Sub-Lieutenant Zantak, who had been silent up until now (which wasn’t much of a surprise considering she was pretty much silent all the time), seated at the conn console. “Get your coordinates from Sub-Commander Remax, Zantak. Let’s follow that hunch!”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 178135.4. We’re moving deeper into BorgSpace on the hunt for the source of the Dr. Kasyov’s mystery transmission. With any luck, we’ll be able to shut it down without much trouble..and hopefully without running into any of the other Borg factions. In the meantime, Lieutenant Marsden has been doing her best to stop the spread of the virus through the Anomaly’s systems without much success. At lunch, the replicator in my quarters tried to sell me a membership in the Dillon Consortium Cake of the Month Club. It was actually a fairly appealing offer, but I declined. It was the principle of the thing. So for now…”

“Are you satisfied with your ultraspace carrier?”

“Bloody hell! Bain to Marsden. It’s in the log recorder now!”



“Steady, Zantak,” Bain said, his hand gripping the conn officer’s chair as he kept his eyes locked on the viewscreen. “No sudden moves. We don’t want to do anything to catch this blighter’s eye.”

The blighter in question was a Red Borg scout ship zooming along a course on the opposite of the star system the Anomaly was approaching. Of all the Borg factions, the Reds were the ones Captain Bain had the least interest in encountering. While the other factions might cause a bit of bother, the Reds would attempt to destroy the Anomaly at all costs in their pursuit of perfection through the annihilation of everyone else in the universe. Fortunately, due to their single-minded nature, it was usually relatively easy to avoid the Reds as long as you didn’t do anything stupid to draw attention to yourself when a Red ship was careening from one point to the next as fast as it could go.

“The Red Borg vessel is showing no signs of altering course,” Tovar reported. “Our weapons and shields are standing by, just in case.”

“Excellent,” Bain said, turning toward his tac-ops officer. “Looks like we’re in the clear, but better safe than…

“Captain! It’s here!” Kasyov exclaimed suddenly from the science console, where she was continuing to look over Remax’s shoulder, much to his annoyance.

“Red alert! Arm neutron torpedoes!” Bain cried, whipping his head back toward the screen. “Er…why isn’t it coming right at us?”

“Not the Red Borg,” Kasyov said. “The source of the signal.”

“Ah. I suppose we can belay the shields and torpedoes for the moment, Tovar.”

“Already belayed, sir.”

“Thank you, lad. Now what about this signal?”

“It’s inside the system,” Kasyov reported. “Above the third planet.”

“Are we clear to pop in for a look?” Bain asked Tovar.

“The Red Borg ship has moved out of sensor range.”

“Capital. Capital,” Bain said, moving back to his command chair. “Take us in, Zantak”



Bain made it a point not to jump too far ahead of the available evidence in any given situation. At times, such as combat, it was fairly easy to predict what the next event would be, but space itself was never that rational. Just about anything could be around the next bend (not that that metaphor worked particularly well in space), so Bain was on the alert as the Anomaly approached the third planet of the system on the hunt for the source of the signal.

“I believe I have it,” Remax said, causing the view on the screen to shift toward the ‘it’ in question. A Borg cube, dark, silent, and still hovering over a blue-green Class M planet.

Bain stood up from the command chair and let out a low whistle. “Good lord. How long has this been sitting here? It’s a relic!”

“No lifesigns,” Remax said. “I’m not getting much of anything at all except some low-grade power readings and the signal we traced to this point.”

“Why would they abandon a cube here?” Bain asked, puzzling over this latest mystery.

“Unknown,” Tovar said. “But the configuration indicates that it is from the time before the factioning. The lack of a colored paint job on the hull would seem to confirm this.”

The bridge lights suddenly flickered as the ship shuddered slightly causing Marsden to race back from the science console, where she had been standing with Kasyov, over to the engineering station. “The virus is infiltrating deeper into the computer core. Power systems are being affected.”

“It can’t advertise in there,” Bain said. “What the devil does it think it’s doing?”

“Probably just following its programming. It wasn’t designed to attack Federation systems, so its effects here are going to be somewhat unpredictable. And by that I mean there’s a good chance it could destroy the whole ship.”

“I certainly never predicted being taken out by an overblown commercial,” Bain said. “What can we do?”

“Purge the core, but there’s no point in doing that until we’ve stopped the source of the virus. Otherwise, it’s just going to get right back in.”

“Have your people standing by to begin the purge,” Bain said. “I want you, Tovar, and Remax to get over to that cube and find a way to shut the bastard down. Blow the cube if you have to.”

“With all due respect, Captain, I could coordinate the search for the message source better from this position,” Remax said. “The ship’s sensors combined with Tovar and Marsden’s quadcorder feeds would…”

“Yes yes,” Bain said, putting a hand up. “Scared of the Borg and all that rot. I remember now.”

“I am not scared!”

“Yes, he is,” Vioxx said quickly.

“Tovar. Marsie,” Bain said before Remax could retaliate. The two officers headed into the turbolift while Bain headed back to his seat.

“There are other things you could be doing,” Remax harshly whispered at Vioxx.

“Can’t now. Busy. Ship in danger,” Vioxx replied.

“Now who’s scared?”

“Shhhh!”



“Just the place for a romantic getaway, don’t you think?” Lieutenant Marsden remarked as she and Tovar made their way through the eerily quiet corridors of the Borg cube in their EVA suits. What little energy was running through the ship all seemed to be focused on powering the cube’s central plexus, which at one time maintained the link between the drones on the cube and the rest of the Collective.

“It’s lovely,” Tovar replied with a smirk. “So much better than the Falls of Narabian. I’m glad I brought you here instead.”

“Were you really going to take me to the Falls of Narabian?” Marsden asked surprised.

“I was considering it. I wasn’t sure if you would want to go.”

“I’ve heard they’re beautiful. I’d love to see them sometime. Preferably with you.”

“As would I,” Tovar said as the pair entered into the chamber at the center of the cube housing the central plexus, which bathed the room in a soft, greenish glow.

Marsden slid her quadcorder onto her head and began to scan. After a few moments, her attention fell on a small, black rectangle barely jutting out from one side of the central plexus. She reached out for it. “Oh you son of a…”

ZZZZZT!

A forcefield flared to life, zapping Marsden’s outstretched hand.

“BITCH!” she cried, cradling the hand.

“Are you all right?” Tovar asked concerned.

“I’ll be fine,” Marsden replied, shaking the numbness out of her hand. “That’s not Borg tech on there. Someone attached that thing to the central plexus.”

“The Dillon Consortium. It appears that Doctor Kasyov’s hunch was correct.” Tovar leveled his wrist phaser at the central plexus and fired. The blast was instantly absorbed by the forcefield.

“Looks like we’re going to have to try something else,” Marsden said, opening her engineering kit.

“Yes,” Tovar said. He stopped, his eyes glazing over. “Yes we will. And I know just what that something else is!” He snatched Marsden’s kit away from her and dove in, tossing tools aside right and left. “Ha!” he cried, grabbing one particular item and setting to work with it on his own wrist phaser.

Marsden stepped back as Tovar worked like a man possessed, which Marsden was fairly certain he was at that particular moment. Only Totap acted like this. She just wasn’t used to him popping out at random. Tovar usually had more control.

Tovar/Totap continued to cobble bits and pieces of things together, ripping apart some tools for their power sources and cabling and using others to attach the connections between components.

Finally, he stood up from his creation and let out a satisfied sigh before locking his gaze on Marsden. He shook his head to clear it and blinked his eyes several times.

“Are you back?” Marsden asked.

“Yes,” Tovar replied. “And we should go…now.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Marsden said, pinching her commpip. “Marsden to Anomaly. We’re ready for beam out.”

She felt the transporter beam lock onto her just as the room around her exploded. A moment later, she and Tovar rematerialized inside the Anomaly’s transporter room.

“Bain to Tovar!” the captain’s voice boomed over the comm. “Good show! The entire cube just snuffed it! It was quite the explosion! Several of them really. Ripped the blighter right apart. Smartly done!”

“I’m sorry I missed it,” Tovar said. “I’ll be back to the bridge shortly.”

“We’ll be waiting. Bain out.”

“You sure didn’t give us much lead time!” Marsden exclaimed once the comm channel had closed.

“It was a bit close. I’ll try to speak with Totap about that,” Tovar said.

The Anomaly shuddered again, power flickering as it did so.

“I’ve got to get to engineering,” she said, rushing out of the room shouting as she went. “Marsden to Devix. I’m back. Start the purge!”

Tovar headed out into the corridor as well, striding into the next available turbolift and ordering it to the bridge. Upon reaching his destination and stepping out onto the bridge, Tovar found himself in the middle of chaos.

“Sensors are offline!” Remax reported.

“Engines are down, too,” Vioxx said, trying his best to follow the readouts at the engineering console.

Worst of all, though, was the noise blaring through the comm system.

“DILLON! DILLON! DILLON! COME BUY FROM DILLON! DILLON! DILLON!”

It wasn’t so much a jingle as a chant…and a really demanding one at that.

“DILLON! DILLON! DILLON!”

BEEEWWWWWWWOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOooooooooooo

And suddenly it was quiet. Not to mention dark. Very very dark.

“I think it’s safe to say that we just lost everything,” Remax said.

“I’m sure Shelly is working on it,” Kasyov said.

“Either that or we’re going to be dead in space forever,” Vioxx said.

“Stiff upper lip, old boy,” Bain said.

“What does my lip have to do with this?”

“Just stay calm. Everything will be right as rain in a moment.”

Right on cue, the lights and consoles flared to life.

“Engineering to bridge,” Marsden’s voice said over the comm system. “Purge is complete. We’re bringing systems back online now. So far, it looks like we’re clear of the virus.”

“Then the Greens’ next attempt to purge their systems should clear things up on their end as well,” Bain said. “Good show, Marsie.”

“Thank you, sir. We’ll have everything restored in a couple of minutes. Marsden out.”

“Nothing to do but wait then, I suppose,” Bain said, settling into his command chair. He almost immediately got back up. “Who wants a beverage? I haven’t had so much as a glass of water in hours with that nonsense in the replicators and all.”

“The replicators aren’t up yet,” Vioxx reported checking the readouts on the engineering console.

“Blast. So much for that.”

The console in front of Remax blooped. “Sensors are back,” he reported.

“As are the tactical readouts. Shields and weapons are still offline,” Tovar said. He frowned for a moment, looking down at his monitor before his eyes widened in horror. “Three incoming vessels! Red Borg.”

“Sod it all! They must have detected the explosion of the cube,” Bain said. “Red alert. Evasive maneuvers, Zantak.”

The Romulan at the helm quickly typed in a series of commands, then smacked her console. “No helm,” she said, looking back to Bain in fear.

“Bain to Marsden. We need engines, shields, and weapons NOW!”

“Are we being attacked?” Marsden asked.

“It’s fairly imminent.”

“The timing could be a hell of a lot better.”

“Quite.”

“I’ll see if we can short-cut the start-up routines. Marsden out.”

Almost immediately Tovar reported, “We have shields.”

The Anomaly jerked violently as the first volley of fire from the Red Borg ships rained down on them. “And now they are at 62 percent,” Tovar said.

“Keep working the helm, Zantak,” Bain said. “Warp, impulse, thrusters. Whatever you can do.”

“Thrusters,” Zantak said.

“Get us into the planet’s atmosphere,” Bain ordered as blows continued to hammer the Anomaly. “Keep your eyes open for some kind of cover.”

“This is a starship,” Remax said. “We can’t exactly hide in a mountain range.”

The ship bucked hard again, tossing Remax clean out of his chair.

“Not that I’m against trying,” he said.

“Shields at 23 percent. Resheathing cannot keep up with the rate of damage.”

The Anomaly dove toward the clouds covering the nearby planet, straining the ship’s inertial dampeners to the limit as the effects of the planet’s gravity took hold. With beads of sweat forming on her brow, Zantak struggled to right the ship and keep the Anomaly out of the path of the relentless fire coming from the two Red Borg scout ships and one sphere following them.

Another blast slammed into the ship’s dorsal shields. Before the lights could finish flickering, two more hits pounded the Anomaly, blowing out the engineering console entirely and sending Vioxx diving to the deck.

“Are you all right?” Bain shouted. Vioxx grunted something resembling a ‘yes.’ “Good. Tovar!”

“Weapons are still offline. Shields at…” Another shot smacked the Anomaly, knocking the ship down hard on the port side and throwing the bridge crew away from their stations. Tovar shook off the impact and rushed back to his console. “Shields are gone.”

“No thrusters,” Zantak said after crawling back into her chair.

Dr. Kasyov, who was now clinging to the First Officer’s chair beside Bain, quickly did the math on that one. “Weren’t those the only engines we had?”

“Afraid so,” Bain said grimly.

“So we’re crashing?”

“Afraid so. Try to make it a smooth crash, if you would, Zantak.”

Zantak looked back at Bain questioningly, shrugged, then set about doing what she could to fulfil the Captain’s request (which honestly wasn’t a whole hell of a lot).

“Wait!” Vioxx shouted, stumbling over to the command area. “Aren’t you going to do something?”

“Oh! Right right,” Bain said, pressing his thumb down on a control mounted in his chair’s armrest. “All hands, this is Captain Bain. Prepare for planetary impact. Oh dash it all. Planetary impact, my bum. We’re crashing. Grab onto something. Bain out.”

“That’s it?” Vioxx cried.

“Unless you can think of anything else.”

Vioxx thought for about it for a moment and…

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”



TO BE CONTINUED…





Living Off The Land





“Captain’s Log. Stardate 178136.2. Well, we’ve crashed. Thoroughly and completely. I suppose I should be more glum about this state of affairs, but to be quite frank, I’m more relieved that those Red Borg blighters didn’t swing around and finish us off. From their perspective, we must have looked done for, and now they’re off searching for some other poor sod to blast out of space.”



“Would you slow down? I can’t write that fast!” Commander Vioxx complained as he scribbled furiously in the log book on Bain’s desk in his Captain’s Lounge. Why Bain had an actual book with honest-to-Praetor paper in it, much less an ink pen, was completely beyond Vioxx, as was how he’d let Bain talk him into being his personal secretary.

“Sorry, old boy,” Bain said, moving about the room in the dim glow provided by the ship’s emergency lighting, picking up various awards and souvenirs of his travels as he went. “Where did I lose you?”

“Off searching for…”

“Ah. For some other poor sod to blast out of space.”

“What’s a poor sod?”

“Wretched soul?”

“I’ll stick to poor sod. Fewer letters.”

Vioxx went back to his scribbling as Lieutenant Shelly Marsden poked her head into the room’s open doors. “Captain Bain?”

“Yes, Marsie!” Bain said. “Come on in.”

“Actually, I just wanted to let you know that we’re ready for you on the bridge.”

“Ah yes. The briefing. Very well. I think Vioxx was just about done writing the log entry.”

“Writing?” Marsden said confused.

“Yes. The log recorder is down.”

“You could have just recorded it into a padd.”

Bain thought for a moment as Vioxx looked up from his work, eyes boring into the captain’s back. “I suppose I could have at that,” Bain said. “No matter.”

“No matter!” Vioxx protested. “No matter! My hand is cramping!”

“After that little bit of dictation?” Bain said. “Tisk tisk, my good man. You really need to exercise those hand muscles more.”

Vioxx briefly thought about exercising his hands against Bain’s face, then thought better of it. Bain would wipe the floor with him before Vioxx so much as landed a blow.

“Enough dawdling. We must be briefed!” Bain announced, charging off to the bridge after Lieutenant Marsden. Vioxx slammed the book shut and trudged out of the Captain’s Lounge, feeling fairly positive that the briefing-to-come would not do anything to improve his mood. And judging by the grim expressions on the faces of the Anomaly’s command crew as he stepped onto the bridge, he was right.

“Looks like we’re all present and accounted for now,” Bain said, striding around the room. “First order of business: how is the crew, Doctor?”

Dr. Fred Nooney, the Anomaly’s chief medical officer, who was currently perched in Vioxx’s traditional seat next to the command chair, tossed his head back in his chair and sighed dramatically. “Bloodied, bruised, and battered. Just about everyone suffered some kind of injury. After that kind of caseload, I’m completely out of lollipops!”

“Based on the Doctor’s reports, all injuries were relatively minor,” Commander Prosak reported. “The crew had sufficient time to brace themselves before the crash.”

“Good good. And how did Cabral come through all this?” Bain asked, turning to Dr. Natalia Kasyov.

“Better than the rest of us,” Kasyov replied. “He phased his sphere just before we hit, so he came through completely unscathed. I can’t say the same for the rest of Science Lab Four, but he’s fine.”

Bain nodded appreciatively. “Quick thinking on his part. I’ve always said that brain’s got a good head on his…er…never mind. What about my ship?”

“Main power is down,” Marsden replied, trying not to bristle at Bain’s “my ship” remark. “But considering the force of that crash, we’re lucky that’s all that happened. The warp core and the quantum singularity are secure. Fortunately, both of them had been sealed as part of the system restart following the computer purge. We never had a chance to restart the matter-antimatter reactions in the warp core, which quite possibly prevented a breach when we hit the surface. Since we’re running off of auxiliary power and we have no idea how long we’re going to be here, I’ve shut down all non-essential systems.”

“What about getting us up again?”

“The Anomaly’s hull was designed to handle the stresses of anti-sing speeds, so the spaceframe actually held up pretty well. If we could get off of the surface, we’d be fine. The problem is that the Anomaly was never designed to land, not that you could really call that a landing. The ventral thrusters are buried in the ground, and even if they weren’t, they don’t have the power to raise the ship. The polaron drive is offline for now, but it can be repaired. Once it is, we could use it to propel the Anomaly into space, again assuming we can get off of the ground in the first place.”

Bain opened his mouth to speak.

“Before you ask,” Marsden interrupted. “The raceabouts don’t have the power to lift the ship with their tractor beams. And only one of them is in anything resembling flying condition at the moment anyway. I’m planning to salvage the others for parts for the polaron drive.”

“We could take the one functioning raceabout and head back to the Green Borg,” Vioxx said. “We just saved them from that virus. The least they could do is get us off of this planet.”

“They’d never venture this far out of their territory,” Bain said. “There’s no profit in it. Besides, I don’t like the odds of a raceabout against the Red Borg. I’d do it in a second if I thought otherwise, but Reginald Bain is not…”

“Not one for suicide,” Vioxx finished. “Yes, we know. But that means we’re stuck here.”

“For now,” Bain said. “And I wouldn’t even categorize our situation as stuck. We’re just momentarily detained. But I don’t suppose there’s a warp-capable civilization on this planet that could lend us a hand, is there?”

“There is someone out there,” Dr. Kasyov said. “The sensors that weren’t damaged in the crash are showing a small concentration of lifeforms about five kilometers from here. Technological level is unknown, but, considering we haven’t seen so much as an aircraft go by, I wouldn’t get my hopes up.”

“We should check them out anyway. How’s the terrain?”

“Fairly level,” Kasyov said. “Zantak put us down in a wide plain.”

“Good show, Zantak,” Bain said, drawing a nod from the silent Romulan conn officer.

“There’s a good bit of forest between us and the settlement, but we’re not dealing with the Urals or anything,” Kasyov continued.

“Right then. Marsden, I want you to stay here, continue with the repairs, and see if you can come up with anything regarding our liftoff problem. Tovar, I want you here as well. The Red Borg seem to have lost interest in us, but, just in case they come back, you may be our only chance of fighting them off.”

“With only the dorsal phaser arrays at my disposal…assuming they are functional,” Tovar said frowning.

“It’s a bit of a job, but nothing you can’t handle. Dr. Kasyov, Vioxx, and I will head to the village…”

“Me?” Vioxx exclaimed. “If you’re going, I need to be here!”

“Commander Prosak can more than take care of things in our absence, and I may need your perspective on what we encounter. We are looking at a first contact situation here, after all.”

“What makes you think I’m an expert on first contacts?” Vioxx demanded.

“You did fairly well with those big potato-looking buggers on the planet where we found you.”

“They tried to eat us!”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Bain said, clapping Vioxx on the shoulder. “You’ll be fine.”

“Captain, I must insist that you take some security with you,” Tovar said.

“Very well. I’ll take Brazzell along. The man needs to get out more anyway.”

“Trees. Bugs. Dirt. He’ll be thrilled,” Marsden muttered.

“You all have your assignments,” Bain said.

“We are flying to this village, aren’t we?” Vioxx asked.

“Certainly not!” Bain replied. “We have no idea if they have any technology at all. We can’t just zoom over in a raceabout, now can we? We’ll beam a team in just outside the settlement and…”

“Transporters are down,” Marsden said.

“Ah. Well, a nice hike will do us some good,” Bain said.

“A hike?” Vioxx cried. “It’s five kilometers!”

“Just what we need to get the blood pumping. Dismissed!”



There was something a tad bit surreal about stepping through the Anomaly’s main docking hatch and ending up outside. Well, it would be very easy to end up outside when walking through the hatch while the ship was in flight, but that outside would be the void of space and the walk would end up being rather short-lived, particularly if the walkee in question wasn’t wearing an EVA suit at the time. Getting back to the point, Engineer Selex felt a little strange exiting the Anomaly into the grassy plain where the vessel had come to rest. “Come to rest” made the whole thing sound rather gentle. Perhaps, “unceremoniously plopped down” would be more accurate. Oh wait. We seem to have lost that point again. Where were we? Oh yes, Selex left the ship, walked into some grass, and felt a little odd about it. Really he just needed to get over it. So it was some grass. Big deal. Who cares…oh. There was a story here somewhere.

Moving on.

Selex found Sub-Commander Remax standing several meters away from the fallen ship, scanning the nearby tree-line with a quadcorder. “I am surprised to find you outdoors, Sub-Commander” the engineer said.

“Why would you care?” Remax replied, without looking at Selex.

“I just assumed that your many talents would be needed inside the Anomaly, returning her sensors to fully-functional status.”

“I’d think that an engineer would be inside doing the same thing.”

“I am on a break…as are many others, I see,” Selex said, glancing around at the groups of Anomaly crewmen that were outside enjoying the warm sunlight shining down on the ship.

“So you decided to spend your break pestering me. I’m touched.”

“I am simply curious why you are out here with a quadcorder when you have the Anomaly’s scanners at your disposal.”

“Power is being rationed, and Tovar’s tactical sweeps rightly have priority. Therefore, I’m using a quadcorder.”

“And are you scanning for anything in particular?”

“Monsters. I already have one synthetic arm. I’d rather not make it two.”

“And?”

“And there’s nothing within scanning range bigger than your head. We’re safe.”

“Ah. That is good news. And I have actually come to speak to you about a matter of some importance. As you are most certainly aware, Captain Bain is away from the ship at present. It would seem to be a perfect opportunity to remove Commander Prosak from the command structure.”

Remax finally put his quadcorder away and glared at the younger Romulan. “Have you completely taken leave of your senses, Selex?”

“I don’t believe so. Is there a problem with my suggestion?”

“Vioxx is with Bain.”

“I am aware of that; however, up to now, the Commander has seemed…unwilling to act against Prosak. I thought perhaps that you would not be so reticent to seize this opportunity and claim the rewards that are surely to follow for yourself.”

“If you think it’s such a great thing, why don’t you do it?” Remax asked.

“You are my superior officer,” Selex said with a slight bow of his head. “I would not presume to supplant you.”

“Thanks, but I’ll pass. This is not the time.”

“But Captain Bain…”

“Look around!” Remax snapped. “We’re stranded. Do you know for sure that we’re ever going to be able to leave this place? If Vioxx, or you, or I were to take out Prosak now, we could end up in the brig forever. There’s more to opportunity than the presence or absence of Reginald Bain. The whole point was to find a way for us to get off of this ship and back to Romulus permanently. Until we can do that, the RommaVulc gets to live. Besides, I really want Vioxx to have to do it.”

“Why is that?”

Remax smiled slightly. “Because I don’t think he can.”



“Are we there yet?” Commander Vioxx muttered as he picked his way through the forest underbrush behind Bain and Dr. Kasyov, who was scanning ahead with her quadcorder as they went.

“Oh I hope so,” Lieutenant Brezan Brezzell moaned behind him. “I’ve been through three cans of bug spray already! And I only brought nine!”

“It’s a forest, Brazzell,” Bain called back. “Bugs live in forests.”

“Which is exactly why we do not belong here.”

“Not a lot of camping on your world, I gather.”

“Gaaaack! No! Why would we want to do something like that?” Brazzell cried.

Bain and Kasyov exchanged an amused glance. “Takes all kinds, eh, Kassie?” Bain said.

“That it does, sir.”

“And thank you for that lovely bit of human condescension,” Vioxx groused.

“Sorry there, old boy,” Bain said. “Didn’t mean to offend.”

“Or step on any toes,” Kasyov said. “We wouldn’t want to push our way into the Romulans’ areas of expertise.”

Vioxx stiffened. “That remark was…”

“Shhh!” Kasyov snapped suddenly.

“Don’t you presume to tell me to ‘shhh’ when I…”

“SHHHH!” Kasyov repeated, pointing at her quadcorder as she peered at the readout scrolling across the device’s eyepiece. “We’re nearing the edge of the forest. I’m detecting one humanoid lifesign in the field beyond.”

“Let’s have a look,” Bain whispered, creeping ahead. The group soon reached the end of the forest and crouched down to observe the lone lifesign Kasyov had detected. The individual in question wore brown denim coveralls and a wide-brimmed straw hat, which shielded his head from the sun. The only portion of his face visible was a long white beard stretching below his chin. He was absorbed in tending to the crops growing in the field beyond the treeline, rows of which stretched off for several hundred yards. In the distance, Bain could just make out a grouping of wooden structures.

“Blast,” Bain said under his breath. “There’s no help to be had here. These folks haven’t hit the industrial age, much less the space age.”

“Umm…,” Kasyov said, frowning at her quadcorder data.

“So we came all this way for nothing!” Vioxx whispered harshly.

“Nothing?” Brazzell whispered. “Do you have any idea how long it’s going to take me to sterilize these boots after this?”

“Err…,” Kasyov said.

“Gentlemen, we had to check things out,” Bain said. “Not every hand you are dealt is a winner. We just need to make absolutely certain that these simple people do not stumble across the Anomaly before we are able to find a way to leave this place.”

“Uhh…,” Kasyov said.

“We’ve crashed and you’re worried about that idiotic Prime Directive of yours!” Vioxx said.

“Idiotic? That precept is one of the foundations of the Federation. I may have my quibbles with it on occasion, but by and large, it’s a good way to do business in this universe. And I won’t have my ship and crew altering the way of life of these people. Look at him. Farming with the most basic of implements. He’s over half a millennium away from us. He’s…”

“A Borg,” Kasyov said.

“Whahuh?” Vioxx said, his head whipping toward the Anomaly’s science officer.

Bain peered out of the trees at the man, then looked to Kasyov, then back at the man, then back to Kasyov. “No offense, Doctor, but don’t be daft. There is no possible way…”

“I didn’t think so either, but the quadcorder insists he’s Borg. We’ve got nanoprobes, the underlying drone comm traffic…”

“This is insane,” Vioxx said. “Your scanning device is broken.”

“It’s not.”

“It has to be.”

“Right,” Bain said, slapping his thighs before rising to his full height. “There’s only one way to settle this.” And with that he marched out of the trees into the field. Vioxx, Brazzell, and Kasyov looked at each other, then rushed after him.

Hearing a bit of commotion behind him, the lone man straightened up from his labors and turned to investigate the source of the noise. He found himself face to face with Reginald Bain.

“Hello there, my good man,” Bain said. “Sorry to intrude, but we’re new to the area and thought we’d drop by and introduce ourselves. Reginald Bain. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Bain stuck out his hand for the man to shake.

The man looked down at Bain’s offered appendage and held up one of his own. A garden rake in this case, extending straight out of what should have been his wrist.

“Good lord!” Bain cried, leaping back straight into Vioxx, who was flattened across a row of crops in the process. The Captain looked closely at the face underneath the man’s straw hat. Pale sickly complexion. One eye staring ahead vacantly. The other…gone. Its socket covered by a black plate that obviously once held some kind of implant or other.

“Greetings to thee, Reginald Bain,” the man said, taking off his hat to wipe a bit of sweat from his brow, revealing in the process that his long white beard was actually being held onto his face by two bits of yarn wrapped around his auditory implants. “Thou and thy companions art welcome here. I am Ezekiel of Brown.”

“You are Borg!” Vioxx said, picking himself up off of the dirt.

“Told you,” Kasyov said.

“Pardon my bit of alarm a moment ago,” Bain said, recovering himself. “We weren’t expecting…well…Borg.”

“I was,” Kasyov said.

“So you’re farmers then, eh?” Bain said.

“The land gives us all that we need. But come. Thou hast traveled far, and I am not so poor a host as to not invite thee and thine to sample our hospitality. Yea verily, thou whilst come with me to the village.”

“Very kind of you to offer,” Bain replied. “We’d love to join you.” Bain and Ezekiel started off for the village, with Brazzell close behind. The security officer was alternating between warily watching the Borg and trying not to get any dirt on his boots. Needless to say, his boots ended up getting most of the attention.

“Did he just say ‘yea verily’?” Kasyov said to Vioxx as they followed the group.

“What does that even mean?” Vioxx asked.

“I have no idea.”



The village was exactly as rustic as Bain expected. Wooden homes gathered around a central square with barns on the outskirts of the settlement and fields of crops beyond that. Several more Brown Borg were in evidence engaged in various trades, from building simple carts, to transporting the harvested crops, to blacksmithing. Upon seeing Bain and company, each Brown would either tip his straw hat, in the case of the males, or, curtsey, in the case of the women.

“They’re so polite,” Kasyov said impressed.

“That will be so comforting when they assimilate us,” Vioxx muttered.

“They don’t really seem to be that kind of Borg.”

“Sure they aren’t.”

“So where are we heading, Zeke?” Bain asked. “May I call you Zeke?”

“If that is thy wish,” Ezekiel replied. “However, my designation is Ezekiel of Brown.”

“Of course.”

“But to answer thy query, I am taking thee to the village elder. He wishes to meet thee.”

“Jolly good idea,” Bain said as the group approached a large building at the end of the village square. Inside, it quickly became obvious that this was a meeting hall for the village residents. Ezekiel led them through the building, past rows of benches, and outside again to where two more Browns, one male and one female, worked putting various plants into a press of some kind. As the plants were crushed in the press, a clear oil ran out through a spicket into a waiting pail held by the woman.

“I have brought the visitors,” Ezekiel announced. The two other Borg stopped their work without a sound and stood up stiffly.

“Reginald Bain,” Bain said, skipping the attempt at a handshake this time. “These are my colleagues Commander Vioxx, Doctor Natalia Kasyov, and Lieutenant Brezan Brazzell.”

“Welcome to Village One,” the male, who also had a long white beard tied to his head, said. “I am Jebediah of Brown, leader of this Collective. This drone with me is my designated dependent, Sarah of Brown.”

“Designated dependent?” Vioxx asked confused. “You mean like your daughter?”

“We do not share the same genetic make-up, but the analogy is accurate.”

“Lovely to meet you both,” Bain said. With the long dress and the white bonnet over her head, Sarah had almost nothing about her appearance to reveal that she was actually Borg. Her skin was almost healthy, presumably from exposure to sun. There was the plate over one eye. That was something of a tip-off, but otherwise she looked…natural.

“Thou art human,” Jebediah said. “While thy uniform is unknown to this Collective, it is similar to that of Starfleet.”

“It is Starfleet,” Bain said.

“Forgive this drone. Our Collective has been on this world for some time, and we have not kept up with advances in Federation fashion. By your presence, I must conclude that the Federation now includes portions of BorgSpace.”

“Not quite,” Bain said. “We’re here under special circumstances.”

“Circumstances that crashed our ship,” Vioxx said.

Jebediah focused on Vioxx. “Romulan. Art thou now joined with the Federation?”

“Not quite,” Bain said. “Our ship is a cooperative effort. But what about you? What are you doing here?”

“We pursue perfection through harmony with the land,” Jebediah said.

“Right…” Bain said, mulling that statement over.

“When the Great Factioning occurred, our cube was thrown into chaos,” Jebediah continued, thankfully providing Bain with some much-needed exposition. “As the Collective fractured and new sub-collectives developed, we found ourselves divided, unable to form consensus about which of the new groups to join. Violence erupted. Many of our drones were killed in the fighting. Others perished as they neglected their own regeneration, paralyzed instead trying to decide which way to go. Soon, fewer than one hundred of us remained. This drone searched the Collective archives for an answer, studying everything the Borg had learned about the species of the galaxy. I then found the guidance we needed and the solution to our problem.”

“Farming,” Bain said.

“It is more than farming. We were enslaved by our technology.”

“I think that’s the definition of Borg,” Vioxx said.

“Not for us. We decided that it was time to find our own path and return to a more pure way of life. The perfection we sought would not come through the assimilation of technology but from our connection with the land. Our species began on worlds such as this. It is where we belong. Technology took us away from the nurturing embrace of our worlds, so we have put it aside and come back to where we belong.”

“But, as my colleague here pointed out, technology is part of who you are. What about your implants?”

“Those we could remove were removed. Those that cannot we maintain with the resources at our disposal, such as this oil we are gathering. Only our link to the other drones in the Brown Collective remains active through the viniculum we brought down from our cube.”

“Ah,” Bain said. “That cube in orbit was yours then?”

Jebediah nodded.

“You weren’t using it anymore then?” Bain asked.

“It is a remnant of an existence that is no longer ours.”

“Capital capital. I don’t feel so bad about blowing it up then.”

Jebediah blinked several times (well, winked really, since he only had one eye visible). “Thou…destroyed our cube.”

“Couldn’t be helped. Although, we wouldn’t be in this fix if we hadn’t destroyed the thing. We got swarmed by the Red Borg immediately afterwards. Damned nuisance, if you ask me.”

“Can I once again mention that WE CRASHED! It’s a bit more than a nuisance!” Vioxx said.

“Art thou in need of food?” Jebediah asked. “We grow plenty and we eat very little.”

“Now that you mention it, that would be helpful,” Bain said thoughtfully. “Best not to waste resources on the replicators if we don’t have to.”

“What we have is thine.” He froze for a moment, staring ahead more blankly than before. “A cart of food is now being loaded for thee. It will be waiting in the town square.”

“That’s very kind of you, Jeb. Mind if I call you, Jeb?”

“My designation is Jebediah of Brown.”

“Right. In any case, thank you. And I know how you feel about the whole technology thing, but our ship is five kilometers away. Would you be offended if I called for a raceabout to come pick up the supplies?”

“As long as thou dost so outside of the village.”

“Of course,” Bain said. “Well, this has been a definite pleasure, Jebediah. I can’t thank you enough for your generosity and your hospitality.”

“Thou mayest thank this drone by returning tomorrow. We will show you more of Village One, and thou whilst tell us of the galaxy.” Jebediah turned to Sarah. “Wouldst thou like that, designated dependent?”

“This drone would be curious to hear,” Sarah said.

“Then it’s settled. We’ll be back tomorrow,” Bain said. Without another word, Jebediah and Sarah returned to their work, and Ezekiel began walking back into the meeting hall.

“Friendly sort,” Bain said as he and the other Anomaly officers took the hint to follow Ezekiel.

“Sure they are,” Vioxx said.

“I don’t believe they have any intention of assimilating us, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Kasyov said.

“I’m more worried about this so-called food,” Brazzell said. “You can’t tell me they washed it, much less purified, sanitized, or disinfected it.”

“It will be fine, Brazzell,” Bain said. “Same goes for you, Vioxx.”

“We’ll see. Maybe you’re right,” Vioxx said. “Maybe they don’t want to assimilate us. Or maybe they want to do something much much worse.”

“Like what?” Kasyov demanded.

“I don’t know. But when we find out, you are so going to hear a big ‘I told you so’ from me.”

“Then we’ll just have to make sure they take you first,” Kasyov said, flashing Vioxx a smile before she stepped into the meeting hall.



Tovar looked up from the readouts on the tac-ops console as he heard knocking below his feet. Curious, he opened the jefferies tube access hatch in the floor below him and found Lieutenant Marsden smiling up at him.

“House call,” she said, handing Tovar her engineering kit before climbing the rest of the way up onto the bridge. “So where does it hurt?”

“My eyes were about to rebel and leap out of my skull from staring at these tactical displays, but they suddenly feel much better. The change of scenery does wonders, particularly when the scenery is you.”

“Maybe when things calm down, we can see a bit more of each other.”

“That is my plan as well.”

“Oh, so you have plans now? And just what were you planning to do with me?” She slid up closer to him, pressing her lips against his ear and whispered, “Or to me?”

Tovar returned the favor, whispering in her ear, “You’ll just have to wait and see, now won’t you?”

They were interrupted by the sound of Prosak clearing her throat in the Anomaly’s command chair. “Superior hearing,” she said simply.

“Sorry,” Marsden said sheepishly.

“I have it too, and I didn’t mind,” Remax said from the science console, where he was…doing a lot of nothing, since he’d finished the scans he was performing outside and Tovar was still hogging what little power was available for the sensors.

“We shall continue this later, Lieutenant,” Tovar said, turning back to his console.

“Sure thing,” Marsden replied, giving his butt a quick pat before she headed over to an access panel next to the engineering console, opened it, and got to work replacing components that were smashed in the Anomaly’s rough landing. Before long, Commander Prosak was standing beside her.

“How does the situation look?” Prosak asked softly.

“Could be worse,” Marsden replied. “I can actually reroute a lot of these systems until we get back to a starbase.”

“That is more of the situation I was referring to. Will we be able to return to a starbase?”

The Chief Engineer was silent for several moments. “I’m still working on that part,” she said finally. When Prosak didn’t respond, she added, “I’m guessing that isn’t the answer you wanted to hear.”

“It is honest. That is preferable.”

“Really?”

“No.”

“We’ll figure something out, Prosak. Don’t worry. If we managed to make it back from Andromeda, we can handle this. Who knows? Maybe the Captain will be able to get some help from the locals after all.”

“Or the entire away team will be killed horribly.”

“Okay. Now you’re just being ridiculous,” Marsden said. “They aren’t going to get killed.”

“Bain would lay waste to the entire village if anyone even tried,” Remax said. Remax instantly caught himself. Did he actually just feel…pride saying that? Pride in a human? He certainly respected Bain, and, if he was being entirely truthful, he even kind of liked the man. But pride? Bain must have some Romulan hiding somewhere in his ancestry. That was the only explanation for Remax’s reaction.

“He is comming,” Tovar said.

“Put him on,” Prosak said, striding back to the command area. Yes, the ship was stranded and not flying anywhere anytime soon, but this is still where Prosak felt she should be while in command. Tovar nodded that the connection was open. “This is Prosak. Go ahead, Captain.”

“Prosak! Greetings from the great outdoors!” the Captain’s voice boomed over the bridge speakers.

“Is everything going well?”

“Absolutely splendid!” Bain exclaimed.

“So you have found assistance for us?”

“Yes indeed.”

“The denizens of the settlement can help us leave then?”

“No. I don’t think so. Wonderful folks, though. Never met a nicer Borg.”

“They’re Borg?” Tovar asked concerned.

“Quite so. We blew up their cube.”

“Are they…upset?”

“Not in the slightest. They weren’t using it anymore. This lot has decided to dump technology and get back to nature and such.”

“How does that work with their implants?” Marsden asked.

“Looks like they’ve removed most of them. Hardly matters, though. The important thing is that they’ve been kind enough to provide an entire cartload of foodstuffs. Should hold us for a few days if we make proper use of it.”

“That would help with the power situation,” Marsden said. “The replicator systems are a large drain on auxiliary power.”

“Well shut them down. We’ve got jugs of water, fruits, vegetables, and several lovely slabs of meat. A ride would be a great help, though. I don’t relish the idea of lugging this cart back to the ship.”

“We will send the Frinoqua for you, sir,” Prosak said.

“Good show. We’ll be waiting. And Marsden, see what you can do about cobbling together a galley of some sort. Bain out.”

As the channel closed and Prosak contacted Ensign Yonk with orders to take the Raceabout Frinoqua to retrieve the away team, Marsden approached Tovar’s console.

“Sure, Marsden. Go build a kitchen real fast,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Like I’m not busy enough.”

“Do not worry, dear lady,” Tovar said, smiling a smile not his own. “Leave everything to us.”



Good as his word (or whoever’s word he was giving at the time) Tovar had a complete kitchen set up in the field outside the ship by the time Yonk returned with the away team and the food donated by the Brown Borg. Seeing the ship arrive, Tovar’s demeanor changed quickly, and he moved from tinkering with the various equipment and cables running back to the Anomaly to fussing over the culinary items being unloaded from the Frinoqua. Before long, he was entirely surrounded with assorted meats and vegetables and muttering excitedly to himself as a menu began to take shape.

“Should we be worried about this?” Lieutenant Marsden asked Captain Bain as they settled down at one of the many tables that had been step-up outside to await the evening’s meal with the other members of the command crew.

“I don’t see why,” Bain said. “If Tovar’s past life wants to cook us all dinner, so much the better. The man is a hell of a cook…even if he is dead.”

“I’ll second that,” Remax said. “I’m starved.”

“You’re starved?” Vioxx snapped. “Which one of us had to hike five kilometers today?”

“That’s the problem with you younger officers. You’re lazy. Afraid of a little exercise.”

“I fear nothing!” Centurion Nortal cried, smacking her hand down on the table. The Romulan rose from abruptly from her seat. “I desire sustenance! I will be fed!” With that, she stormed over to Tovar’s kitchen.

“Okay,” Marsden said. “Should we be worried about this?”

“Possibly so,” Bain said. “Toflay doesn’t stand for intruders in his kitchen.”

“Unless they’re naked,” Marsden muttered.

“Pardon me?” Bain asked.

“Never mind.”

“I heard her,” Remax said.

“Me too,” Vioxx said.

“That would make three of us,” Commander Prosak said. Down the table, Sub-Lieutenant Zantak raised her hand. “Four.”

“Oh shut up. All of you,” Marsden snapped.

“Looks like a couple more will be joining the party,” Bain said, spotting Dr. Kasyov heading their way with Cabral’s hovercam floating along beside her. Kasyov did not look at all pleased.

“We have a problem,” she said, stepping up to the table.

“We have many of them, I’m sure,” Bain said. “But they can all wait for a little while. It’s a beautiful evening. Dinner’s on the way. When was the last time we were able to dine outdoors like this?”

“This one is serious, Captain,” Kasyov said.

“Is the ship about to explode?”

“No.”

“Then what could be so serious.”

“It’s Cabral…”

Bain immediately snapped to business. “What is it? Are you hurt, lad?” Bain demanded.

“I am fine,” Cabral said. “However, I have discovered that the interface my sphere uses to connect to the ship has been damaged.”

“You mean the big lasagna,” Bain said. With all of its curved and squiggly red pipes, the interface did look more than a little like a giant block of pasta.

“Yes. And without that interface…”

“No anti-sing,” Marsden said, finishing the thought. “So even if we do get off of the surface, we won’t be getting anywhere fast.”

“And at conventional warp speeds, we’ll be sitting ducks for the Red Borg,” Kasyov said.

“I’ve suddenly lost my appetite,” Vioxx said.



The loud clang of a metal spatula being slammed down on the work table beside his stove yanked Tovar/Toflay out of his intense concentration he was using to focus on the thickness and consistency of the sauce simmering the pot in front of him.

“I will dine at once!” Nortal stated, raising the spatula over her head dramatically.

“Who dares interrupt this most delicate of processes?” Tovar/Toflay shot back, turning angrily on the Romulan. “Have you any idea the damage you could cause?”

“Only damage to your weak flesh if you do not yield to my righteous demands. Yield, I say, or face my wrath!”

“Wrath you shall have!” Tovar/Toflay bellowed, the force of which actually cause Nortal to flinch back slightly. “You have entered the domain of Toflay, and I will smite anyone who attempts to destroy my culinary masterpiece!”

“Smite?” Nortal said in wonder.

“Smite!” Tovar/Toflay growled.

“Very well,” Nortal said, eyeing the Yynsian with a glint in her eyes. “I will withdraw…this time and anxiously await your offering of sustenance to me. Until we meet again…”

“Begone!” Tovar/Toflay shouted.

“Yes!” Nortal cried and rushed off, looking back at the irate chef all the while.



“What kind of damage are we talking about here?” Bain asked. “Surely Marsie can fix it.”

“I don’t know,” Marsden said. “There’s so much we don’t know about the interface. It’s still alien technology. I originally installed it in the Anomaly out of sheer desperation because it looked like it could regulate the anti-singularity field. And it doesn’t even really do that unless Cabral is there to control the subtle manipulations required to maintain the integrity of the field at anti-sing speeds. The field is continuously changing shape due to…” Marsden trailed off, her eyes gazing blankly as she thought. She suddenly slapped her hand down on the table. “Ha!” she exclaimed. “That’s it! That’s how we get off of the surface!”

“Don’t leave us in suspense, Marsie,” Bain said grinning. There was nothing more satisfying than watching his people crack a problem like this. It made him even more proud to be their commanding officer.

“The anti-sing field is a bit like a conventional warp field in terms of being similar to a bubble around the ship, but the properties of the anti-sing field are a bit different. In a way, it almost protects us from normal space by repelling it. If we create the field around the ship without actually attempting to engage the engines, the part of the field extending around the bottom of the ship will literally push us up off of the ground. From there, we can engage the impulse engines and head into space.”

“Maintaining a static anti-singularity field inside a planet’s atmosphere will be quite difficult,” Cabral said.

“You won’t have to maintain it,” Marsden said. “As soon as we’re up, you can shut it down.”

“Brilliant!” Bain said clapping.

“It’s a great idea, Shelly, but Cabral can’t even create a field right now,” Kasyov said.

Bain stopped clapping. “Oh right right. The broken lasagna. How do we fix it?”

“I believe that I will be able to assist Lieutenant Marsden in that area,” Cabral said. “I am quite familiar with the components.”

“That will help, but what are we going to do if we have to replace anything?” Marsden said. “It’s not like we’ve got spare parts for that thing lying around.”

“No offense intended here, Marsie, but considering the importance of this piece of equipment to the anti-sing drive, don’t you think we should be a bit more prepared for these sorts of problems?” Bain asked.

“Alien technology,” Marsden said, enunciating every syllable slowly. “Alien.”

“It is possible that the directed application of Borg nanoprobes may be able effect any necessary repairs. I will guide them,” Cabral said.

“You’ve got to be kidding!” Kasyov exclaimed. “I’m not letting any of those things near your sphere!”

“They have the ability to mimic and create the components we need,” Cabral said.

“And conveniently, we’ve got some Borg on this planet who aren’t using all of their implants. Maybe they’ll give us a couple,” Marsden said.

“I’ll ask at breakfast tomorrow,” Bain said. “Don’t forget we’ve got that invite.”

“How could I?” Vioxx muttered.

“If you don’t mind, Captain, I would rather stay here and help Cabral,” Kasyov said.

“I thought you might,” Bain replied. “That’s fine. I’m sure Vioxx, Brazzell and I can handle things on that end. Right, Vioxx?” The Romulan just rolled his eyes.

“I have been denied!” Centurion Nortal exclaimed excitedly as she charged back to the table.

“And yet you seem happy about it,” Prosak observed.

“The joy of the insane,” Remax said.

“This Toflay intrigues me,” Nortal continued, ignoring (and most likely never even hearing) Remax’s jab. “And by Jenechai, he is a force to be reckoned with!”

“I think somebody’s got a crush,” Kasyov said.

Marsden chuckled, then realized just whose body that crush involved. “Hey now!”



“This is lovely,” Captain Bain said appreciatively as a veritable feast of breakfast foods was laid out before him the next morning. “But you really didn’t have to go to all this trouble just for us.”

“It was no trouble,” Jebediah of Brown replied. “We do this for every meal.”

“Every meal?” Bain said in amazement. As it was, the Browns had brought several long tables into the village square and filled them all with food. If they did this kind of spread for every meal, it was a wonder they ever got anything else done.

“Please eat,” Jebediah said gesturing to Bain, Vioxx and Brazzell, who were seated on the bench across the table from him.

“You heard the gent. Dig in,” Bain said, going for a hearty scoopful of something that looked quite similar to scrambled eggs except for the slightly bluish tinge. Vioxx warily took a piece of something ham-like then realized that he was being stared at.

“Dost thou not like it?” Sarah of Brown asked.

“I haven’t tasted it yet.”

“I assure thee it is quite good. I slaughtered the creature, prepared its flesh, and performed the cooking myself.”

Vioxx sliced off a small bite and put it in his mouth. It actually was fairly tasty. “You do good work,” he said. Sarah smiled, which actually caused Vioxx to smile back until he remembered what she was. He quickly looked down at his plate and began to eat in earnest, unwilling to meet her gaze again, but he was certain that she was watching all the while.

On the opposite side of Bain from Vioxx, Brazzell examined a piece of toast…and I do mean examined. He had his quadcorder on, scanning every nook and cranny in the bread, as he kept a microlaser at the ready.

“I dost not understand thy underling’s behavior,” Jebediah said to Bain. “Dost he require assistance?”

Bain gulped down the mouthful of sort-of hash browns he was chewing. “Don’t mind him at all,” Bain said. “It’s just a ritual of his people.”

“Just a ritual!” Brazzell exclaimed. “Do you have any idea what kind of microbes could be running around this planet? I don’t! And I’m not about to…”

“Eat, Brazzell,” Bain said, taking a fork full of the ham- type-substance and shoving it into his mouth. “Uh mughn ibt.”

“Ahhh! No talking while eating! AHHHHHHH!”



Engineer Selex was more than a little disappointed to find neither Commander Vioxx or Captain Bain on the bridge when he emerged from the open turbolift shaft. Instead, Commander Prosak was seating in the command chair occupying herself with a padd as Tovar continued his watch for incoming Red Borg at tac-ops.

Hearing a newcomer, Prosak turned her chair and spotted Selex before the engineer could retreat back into the turbolift shaft. “Did you require something, Selex?” Prosak asked.

“I wished to speak to Commander Vioxx or the captain. As they are not here, I will return to my duties.”

“Captain Bain and Vioxx have gone back to see the Brown Borg. I am the officer in command. If you have need of someone in authority, that someone is me,” Prosak said, trying to keep the hint of irritation she felt creeping up from filtering into her voice. Selex obviously disliked her, but under no circumstances was she going to allow that to interfere with the operation of the Anomaly. “Now what do you wish to say?”

Selex briefly considered lying; however, even Prosak would have to see the brilliance of his idea, and it would be better to start preparations as soon as possible. “I have a way to get us off of the planet,” he began. “Much work will be required, and I must insist that we set every available crewman to work on cutting down trees at once.”

“The trees,” Prosak said. “Why…”

“We will build a wooden scaffold around the Anomaly,” Selex continued, cutting her off. “The amount of wood required to support the weight of a starship will be large, so we may very well need to take the entire forest. But in the end we will have a structure in place that, when the proper pulleys and cables are in place, will be capable of lifting the vessel enough for us to activate the impulse engines and free ourselves from this planet. If we begin now with around-the-chronometer shifts, I believe we can have the structure complete in a month.”

“Lieutenant Marsden and Cabral have already developed a better plan,” Prosak said flatly. “Thank you, though.”

“They…have…a…better…plan?” Selex asked agape. How could a human and that freak of nature have come up something better than his monumental scaffold?

“Yes. Thank you.”

“But how…”

“Lieutenant Marsden and Cabral have the situation in hand. If they require your assistance, I am sure they will contact you. And I will present your plan to the captain should our present course fail for some reason. Is that acceptable?”

Selex glared at Prosak. Then, without another word, he turned and headed back to the turbolift shaft, more certain than ever that Prosak really REALLY needed to die.



Once breakfast had been consumed (although, Bain was still a little fuzzy on how the Brown Borg could eat), the Browns set about clearing the tables and then literally clearing the tables out of the village center leaving Bain, Vioxx, and Brazzell at something of a loss as to what do to while the Borg around them methodically went about their work.

“Commander Vioxx,” Sarah of Brown called from a bin of metal plates she was struggling to lift. “This drone requires assistance…if thou wouldst.”

Vioxx only had a split second to hesitate before Bain clapped him on the back, nearly launching the Romulan at Sarah. “Give our hosts a hand,” Bain said. “Damn proper notion actually. Brazzell, roll up those sleeves and let’s get to it.”

“You want me to touch used food? Or plates that have touched food? Or surfaces that have touched plates that have touched food? Or chairs that were at a table that touched plates that…”

“Brazzell,” Bain warned.

“Oh very well!” Brazzell huffed, pulling two long yellow gloves out of his pack and putting them on until they stretched all the way up his sleeve to his shoulders. He then added a full-body enveloping apron and a hood and sprayed down a nearby chair.

It wasn’t quite the spirit Bain had in mind, the captain thought with a slight shrug, but Brazzell would get the job done. But now Bain needed to track down Jebediah. They had business to discuss.

He located the head Brown Borg closing up a shed where the chairs and tables were stored between meals.

“Jebediah, my good man,” Bain said warmly. “That was a splendid meal! Just splendid. On behalf of my crew, I want to thank you. I wish there was something I could offer you in return. Actually, I’d love to give you some help of one kind or another, but the fact is that I’m going to have to ask you for another favor.”

“What is this favor?” Jebediah asked without a hint of annoyance, pleasure, or anything else.

“We think we can fix our ship and be on our way, but my staff tells me that we need a bit of Borg technology to get us over the final hump. I was hoping, since you lot aren’t using your implants anymore, that you might be willing to provide a few.”

“No.”

“No?” Bain asked surprised.

“No.”

“But you aren’t using it anymore.”

“We do not use our technology ourselves, and we will not give our technology away for others’ use. It is against our beliefs.”

“Ah. I see,” Bain said, wondering briefly if it was worth the trouble to attempt to argue belief systems with a Borg. “So that’s your final word then.”

“It is.”

“If you change your mind, you’ll let me know.”

“I will, but I won’t.”

“Will change your mind, but won’t tell me about it?”

“The reverse.”

“Ah. Of course,” Bain said. “Well. I guess that’s that then.”

“It is.”

“Right. Okay. I guess I’ll stop pestering you then. Thanks again for the breakfast. Just splendid.”

“Thou art welcome.”

Bain nodded then headed off. That hadn’t exactly gone as well as he’d hoped. Went damn badly to be honest, but there was nothing for it really. If the Browns said no, they’d just have to find another solution. Time to break the news to the crew.



With his morning meal preparations complete and the outdoor kitchen cleaned to Toflay’s satisfaction, Tovar returned to the Anomaly’s bridge to relieve Centurion Nortal, who was currently monitoring the skies for the decreasingly-likely signs of a Red Borg onslaught.

“Any change, Centurion?” he asked Nortal as he stepped up to tac-ops.

“The air remains clear of menace,” Nortal reported.

“Good to hear. I will take over.”

“Yes, sir,” Nortal said crisply, stepping out from behind the console. She lingered a moment as Tovar reconfigured the display for his preferred views.

“Is there something else?” he asked.

“Breakfast was very good.”

“I will be sure to pass that along to Toflay…not that he would ever believe otherwise.”

“I had three helpings.”

“Okay.”

“They were all wonderful.”

“So you have said.”

“Is he listening?”

“Is who listening?”

“He who creates such masterpieces!”

“Um…no. I think Toflay’s taking a nap right now.”

“Can you wake him?”

“Why would I want to?”

“I will wait.”

“Wait elsewhere. You are distracting me.”

Nortal’s eyes widened briefly at this command, but then she caught herself. “Very well!” she spat. “I will wait below, but believe me, I WILL be waiting. My wait will rival the greatest waits of history!” She spun on her heel and marched to the turbolift shaft, nearly barreling over Lieutenant Marsden, who was just emerging.

“In a hurry?” Marsden asked jokingly.

“I must WAIT!” Nortal exclaimed, before mounting the ladder and descending to the lower decks.

“If only we all attacked our days with such enthusiasm,” Marsden remarked.

“I would have to consider suicide,” Tovar said.

“You and me both. I just can’t deal with that for long,” Marsden said.

“That’s something I think we can all agree on,” Sub-Commander Remax muttered from the science console.

“Indeed,” Commander Prosak said, spinning around in the command chair to face Marsden. “A calm professionalism would seem to be the preferable way to approach each day.”

“I never said that,” Remax said. “You can keep your Vulc…”

“Commander, I have Captain Bain on the line,” Tovar interrupted as his attention was drawn to his console.

“Please put him on,” Prosak said, resisting the urge to stick her tongue out at Remax in a most un-Vulcan fashion. “Captain, this is Prosak.”

“Morning, all!” Bain’s voice exclaimed over the comm. “How are we doing?”

“Very well,” Prosak said.

“The repairs are progressing, then?”

“Yes, sir,” Marsden said. “The polaron drive is ready to go, and we’re set to bring main power back online. After we ensure that the core is stable, we can start in on the other systems. We’re mainly waiting for the Borg hardware from you.”

“Right…about that…seems there’s been a minor snag and the Browns aren’t going to give us any implants after all.”

“They’re not!” Remax shouted. “Who do they think they are?”

“The owners of the implants,” Bain said. “Not to worry, though. You’re just going to have to take a different approach. I need to get back to our hosts. No point in being rude. You’ll find a way around this little bump in the road. I have complete confidence. Bain out.”

On the Anomaly bridge, Marsden stood staring blankly ahead in silent shock. “No implants?” she said softly.

“That would appear to be the case,” Prosak said.

“What are we going to do?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Remax said. “Bain couldn’t get them diplomatically, so he wants us to get them another way.”

“I fail to see how that is the obvious conclusion,” Prosak said.

“He said to take a different approach, not find an entirely new solution. That says to me that he wants us to use another approach to the same solution. You’re the RommaVulc. Don’t you recognize logic?”

“That’s not logic. It’s semantics.”

“Do you have another solution?”

“No, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t one.”

“There isn’t,” Marsden said. “Unless you consider staying here a solution.”

“I sure don’t,” Remax said.

“But you cannot seriously believe that the captain would advocate stealing the implants after we’ve been refused,” Prosak said. “Can you?”

“Sure I can,” Marsden said. “How would it be different than what we did in Andromeda? We had no intention of ever paying the bill for the supplies we got.”

“That was you acting unilaterally.”

“You were with me.”

“I was uninformed. And I am not the captain.”

“Thank the Praetor for that,” Remax said.

“But I am in command,” Prosak said. “Therefore I am responsible for interpreting the Captain’s orders.”

“Even if your interpretation is wrong?” Marsden pressed.

“I’m not certain that it is.”

“But you’re not certain that it isn’t either.”

“Not certainly certain.”

“Then ask someone who would know,” Remax said. He pointed at Tovar. “Him! He’s been with Bain for years. What do those orders mean, Tovar?”

“Captain Bain is confident we will solve the problem,” Tovar said. “How we do it is not generally his concern as long as it gets done.”

“So we could steal the implants,” Marsden said.

Tovar hesitated. “Well…yes. Captain Bain has been known to sidestep diplomatic decorum on occasion in these cases. On most occasions really. There is a reason we were given an emergency diplomatic hologram when we went to Andromeda.”

“And in this case we’d be angering a bunch of farmers,” Remax said. “Who cares? Let’s get the implants and get the hell off of this mudball.”

“I suppose it would be reasonable for us to at least try to locate the implants,” Prosak said thoughtfully. “Once we know where they are, we can discuss next steps.”

“I’ll take the Frinoqua!” Marsden said, dashing toward the turbolift shaft.

“You’ll need help on the sensors,” Remax said, following behind. “And we should take the brain,” he added as the pair disappeared down the ladder.

“They’re going to take the implants,” Prosak said flatly.

“Most likely,” Tovar said.

“I could order them back.”

“Yes…but you won’t.”

“No,” Prosak sighed. “I won’t. I want to leave this planet as much as they do. I just hope…” She trailed off.

“Don’t worry,” Tovar said. “Everything will be fine. I’m certain of it.”

“Certainly certain?”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”



Over in the Brown Borg village, Vioxx was wondering if his back would be fine as he hefted one end of an insanely heavy dish bin while Sarah, who had the other end and didn’t seem to be straining at all, carefully led him up the stairs into the communal dishroom at the side of the meeting hall.

They placed the bin on the table next to the sinks, then Sarah began pumping in water. “It is this drone’s day to wash the dishes. Whilst thou remain to assist me?”

“I don’t think I can,” Vioxx said, looking back at the door separating him from the outside non-dirty dish filled world. “I should stay with…MMMMMMPPPH!”

He never got a chance to finish the sentence as he was grabbed from behind and dragged deeper into the dishroom.



“I’ve got something,” Sub-Commander Remax said from the raceabout co-pilot’s seat as Lieutenant Marsden kept the craft skimming over the trees on the opposite side of the Brown Borg village from the Anomaly’s crash site. “Definitely a power source of some kind.”

“The energy readings are consistent with Borg technology,” Cabral observed, his hovercam floating just over Remax’s shoulder. The Romulan shot a glare back at Cabral’s remote device. “Natalia has been giving me lessons,” Cabral said simply.

“You can’t have my job.”

“I would not want it.”

“Am I landing or what?” Marsden snapped.

“The trees are too thick. Hover here, and you two can beam down to investigate.”

“We two? Why not you?”

“I found the site. That’s my contribution. I’ll leave the dirty work to those more suited to it.”

Marsden charged out of her seat toward the supply cabinet muttering to herself, “If I didn’t want off of this planet so badly…”

“Take a shovel!” Remax called after her. “I think the signal is underground!”

A short time later, Marsden and Cabral’s hovercam materialized on the forest floor next to a large mound of dirt. “Clever hiding place,” she remarked.

“I doubt they were expecting anyone to come looking for the implants,” Cabral replied. “This mound may simply be ceremonial in nature. Burying their links to their past.”

“I never really thought of Borg having ceremonies.”

“Every culture does in some form or another. They form part of the fabric of a society, creating common experiences that…”

“No offense, Cabral, but you sound like my parents’ Xeno-anthropology lectures,” Marsden said, cutting him off.

“I am sorry. I’ve been reading with…”

“Natalia. I know. And don’t worry about it. You need some hobbies beyond running the anti-sing drive. But right now, I just want to get these implants and get out of here.”

“Agreed,” Cabral said. “Please stand back.”

Marsden did as she was requested just before Cabral activated a low level, wide beam phaser sweep, quickly clearing off the top levels of dirt and revealing a pile of ocular implants, cybernetic arms, and the like.

“Will this cover us?” Marsden asked, snatching up two of the arms.

“It should be more than sufficient.”

“Well this pretty much couldn’t have gone better,” Marsden said, shifting both Borg arms to one hand so that she could pinch her commpip. “Marsden to Remax. Beam us up.” And moments after that, they were gone, confident that they’d made a clean getaway.



“So there I was, phaser rifle smashed on the ground at my feet and six burly blokes from the Orion Environ Movement ready to take me to task for littering,” Captain Bain said, his hands gesturing wildly as he relayed his tale. Bain’s “audience,” Jebediah, was paying a bit less than rapt attention, instead choosing to spend his time using a hammer attachment on his left arm to knock a few nails on the meeting hall steps that were working themselves out of their boards back into place.

Jebediah abruptly stopped and stood bolt upright.

“Exciting stuff, isn’t it?” Bain said, noticing Jebediah’s change in demeanor. “Now the first bloke…”

“We have been violated,” Jebediah said, turning on Bain.

“I beg your pardon.”

“Implants have removed from their resting place.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Bain said. “I’ve been with you the whole time. Brazzell’s right over there. And Vioxx…well, I’m sure he doesn’t even know where your implants are.” Vioxx suddenly staggered around the corner from the side of the meeting hall, Sarah following close behind. “Look. There he is now. Not an implant in sight.”

“The implants have been taken,” Jebediah said as Vioxx and Sarah approached. The Brown Borg leader looked over his designated dependent. “And the Romulan has had his way with my daughter.”

“What the devil!” Bain exclaimed.

“My way?” Vioxx gasped, collapsing to his knees. “She took me! And you aren’t even related.”

“We are very close,” Jebediah said. “And thou hast violated her as well as our implants.”

“If anyone was violated around here, it was me!” Vioxx said. “She’s an animal!”

“This drone stands ready to continue after thou hast a period of regeneration,” Sarah said flatly.

“What the devil!” Bain repeated.

Brazzell ran over to the group. “Captain…”

“In a minute,” Bain snapped. “What happened here, Vioxx?”

“I told you!” Vioxx shot back.

“Captain!” Brazzell said urgently.

“You bedded the Borg?” Bain demanded.

“She came after me! She was relentless. Good…amazing really, but relentless. I couldn’t get away!”

“Did you even try?”

“CAPTAIN!” Brazzell screamed.

“WHAT?” Bain shouted back, whipping his head toward the security officer.

“That!” Brazzell cried, pointing at the horde of Brown Borg marching silently toward their position.

“What is this, Jebediah?” Bain said, turning back to their host.

“We have been violated. Our implants have been stolen. The only way to prevent their use is to assimilate those responsible. Thou whilst give up thy reliance on technology and service us,” Jebediah said.

“You have to use technology to assimilate us!” Bain said.

“Yes. An unfortunate reality. However, the implants thou whilst receive whilst be completely non-technical,” Jebediah said, brandishing his hammer attachment and a nail in his other hand.

“Right,” Bain said. “Thanks so much for the invite, but we’d best be off.”

Jebediah took a step closer. “Resistance is…”

Bain’s fist slammed into the Borg’s face, knocking Jebediah to the ground, and, more importantly, cutting off that annoying catch phrase. “Run!” Bain ordered, snapping his wrist phaser into position.

“Keep your dirty dirty probes out of my bloodstream!” Brazzell screamed. He raced across the fields into the woods, firing back into the crowd of Brown Borg as he went.

“Legs sapped. Can’t run!” Vioxx said in horror.

“Bloody hell,” Bain muttered, scooping Vioxx up and tossing the Romulan’s limp body over his shoulder before throwing a solid elbow into a Brown heading their way.

“Call me,” Sarah said to Vioxx as Bain bounded toward the forest.

“Retrieve them,” Jebediah ordered, getting awkwardly to his feet. The population of the Brown Borg village, nearly 100 drones in all, moved to comply.



“Commander, Captain Bain is on the comm for you. I believe it’s urgent,” Tovar said, looking up from tac-ops.

“Put him through,” Prosak said. “Hello, Captain!”

“WHAT IN THE BLOODY HELL IS GOING ON?” Bain’s voice bellowed, driving Prosak to cover her ears.

“Is there a problem?” Prosak asked grimacing.

“The Browns are on the warpath! Some tripe about their implants being violated.”

“Ah. That,” Prosak said.

“That?” Bain demanded.

“It appears that we may have interpreted your orders a bit differently than you would have wished.”

“Interpreted? What did I say that would lead you to think that it’s okay to steal the implants?”

“You said that you could not get the implants yourself, so we were to take a different approach.”

“Did I say that?”

“Yes, sir,” Prosak said.

“Tovar?”

“Those were your words,” Tovar replied.

“Oh. Guess that was a bit confusing, wasn’t it? I most likely would have done the same thing after hearing that. The Browns probably still would have been mad after Vioxx’s little escapade anyway.”

“Escapade?” Prosak asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Seems our First Officer had an encounter with the leader’s daughter.”

“An encounter? He took advantage of her?”

“She took advantage of me!” Vioxx shouted.

“Either way, the Browns are in a bit of snit,” Bain said.

“The Frinoqua has just returned. I will send it out immediately to retrieve you,” Prosak said.

“Belay that, Commander,” Bain said. “Marsie and Cabral are going to need time to get the Anomaly ready to fly. If we vanish, the Borg will head straight to you. Better that we keep the Borg chasing us for a while.”

“Easy for you to say,” Vioxx said.

“It would be if you’d run with your own two feet instead of having me carry you,” Bain snapped.

“Why are you carrying him?” Prosak asked.

“Never mind!” Vioxx said. “Out.” Prosak and Tovar heard Bain begin to protest just before the channel was cut off.

“Lieutenant Marsden and Cabral’s hovercam have beamed directly to Science Lab Four,” Tovar reported. “Request permission to leave the bridge and prepare security to defend the ship.”

“That may be the most logical idea I’ve heard all day,” Prosak said.



“How do you want to do this?” Lieutenant Marsden asked, turning one of the Borg arms around in her hand as she stood in front of Cabral’s sphere and sphere housing in Science Lab Four. She, Cabral, and Dr. Kasyov had just received word from Prosak that the Borg had taken exception to their raid on the Brown’s implant storage site and were on their way, adding a bit of a timetable to their activities.

“I believe the quickest course will be for me to interface directly with the implant and take the nanoprobes from there to the damaged portions of my housing,” Cabral replied as a small probe extended from a hatch in his sphere.

“You most certainly will not!” Dr. Kasyov exclaimed, snatching the implant away from Marsden. “Those nanoprobes will be inside your sphere. They could decide to ignore you altogether and head straight for assimilation!”

“I can control them.”

“You can’t be certain of that.”

“Can we skip another argument about certainty, Nat?” Marsden said. “No one is certain of anything. Okay? If Cabral thinks he can do it and is willing to take the risk, I’m not going to stand in his way.”

“Everything will be fine,” Cabral said.

Kasyov stepped over and ran her hand along his sphere. “I just don’t want you to be harmed. We can do this another way.”

“No matter what way we select, at some point I am going to have to take control of the nanoprobes and accept the risk that entails. And even if a problem were to occur, I know that you’re here to help me.”

“Of course I am.”

“And so am I,” Marsden said. “So let’s get moving on this, okay? Before the nanoprobes’ much larger friends show up.”

Kasyov reluctantly put the Borg arm within reach of Cabral’s probe, which instantly latched onto it. “I am extracting the nanoprobes now,” Cabral said. “Pardon my silence for the next several minutes, but this will require a great deal of concentration.”

“We’ll be here, Cabral,” Kasyov said. She got no response. “Cabral?”

“Shhh,” Marsden said. “He’s working.”

“I just want to know that he’s okay.”

“I’m sure he’ll let us know if something goes wrong. Just relax.”

“Can’t.”

“Well, neither can I, but we’ll just have to fake it.”



Bain abruptly set Vioxx down in the middle of the woods, drawing an exclamation of “Hey! What are you doing?” from the Romulan.

“We’ve got enough of a lead on the Borg now,” Bain said. “You can transport yourself the rest of the way.”

“Are you crazy? I can’t run yet,” Vioxx replied, wobbling on unsteady legs.

“Wake up, man! These are Borg! Who needs to run? In this terrain, if you walk at a halfway steady gait, you’ll outpace the blighters.”

“Fine. Which way to the ship?”

“That way,” Bain said, pointing off toward his left. “But we’re zigging this way first. Then we’ll zig back that way. That should give the others a bit more time to get things in order on the Anomaly…assuming the Browns follow us instead of Brazzell. The man can run. I’ll give him that. I’d wager he’s back at the ship already.”

“I wish I was with him,” Vioxx grumbled.



“I should have stayed with Captain Bain,” Lieutenant Brazzell grumbled.

“You would still be dealing with the Borg, Lieutenant,” Tovar replied.

“Yes, but the Captain was running away from them, not standing around waiting to face them head-on.”

The ‘facing the Borg head-on’ that Brazzell mentioned was a somewhat fair assessment of the situation. Tovar had gathered his security officers, including the recently-returned Brazzell, and stationed the group on top of the Anomaly’s saucer, compression phaser rifles in hand and waiting for any sign of movement from the trees.

Status reports from Science Lab Four were pretty much non-existent, so Tovar was faced with the very real possibility of having to engage the Brown Borg upon Captain Bain’s arrival at the ship. Bain was buying Cabral, Kasyov, and Marsden as much time as he could to complete repairs, but his and Vioxx’s zigging and zagging would eventually lead them here.

Eventually being right now, Tovar observed as Bain and Vioxx broke out of the treeline and headed toward the ship at a dead run. Bain quickly spied the line of officers on the saucer.

“Taking the high ground, Tovar! Good show!” Bain exclaimed.

“It is the prudent course of action from a tactical perspective,” Tovar called back. “Are the Borg close behind you?”

“Yes!” Vioxx shouted. “Kill them all.”

“Now hang on a tic,” Bain said. “The Browns were quite hospitable and probably would have stayed that way if we hadn’t stolen their implants and you hadn’t molested that girl.”

“For the last time, she molested me!”

“Even so, my point is that this isn’t really their fault. I just can’t see killing the lot of them over it. Tovar, keep your weapons on stun!”

“Stun?” Tovar and Vioxx cried.

“You heard me, lad.”

“You do realize that stun only works on a limited range of frequencies. If the Browns still have their adaptation ability…”

“Yes yes. It will be a challenge,” Bain said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “I’m sure we can hold the buggers off until Cabral and Marsie get things sorted out on their end. Stand by. Vioxx and I will be up presently to join you.”

“We will?” Vioxx asked in alarm.

“As it should be,” Bain said, clapping Vioxx on the back. “Rifles in hand. Defending our ship. Gets the blood pumping, wouldn’t you say?”

“I don’t need my blood pumping!”

Obviously it didn’t matter whether Vioxx agreed or not, since a few minutes later, he was climbing out of the access hatch onto the surface of the Anomaly’s saucer just as he heard Tovar announce the Borg’s arrival.

Sure enough, a line of Browns was marching slowly and silently out of the treeline, the various pitchfork, shovel, and hammer attachments on their arms raised at the ready. A few were carrying torches as well.

“Looks like a bloody lynch mob,” Bain muttered, eyeing the line heading their way.

“Will you be attempting diplomacy, or may I fire now?” Tovar asked.

Bain sighed. “Guess I should say something to them, eh?” He cleared his throat. “Attention Brown Borg, please cease your approach to our vessel and go home! We have no quarrel with you!”

“WE HAVE A QUARREL WITH YOU,” the Browns replied in booming Borg unison.

“They do have a point there,” Bain admitted, looking over to Vioxx.

“Would you stop that!” Vioxx demanded.

“Tovar,” Bain said.

“Yes, sir,” Tovar replied, raising his arm to signal his officers. “Ready! Aim! Fire!”



Silence.

Continuing, nerve-wracking silence.

“When the hell is he going to say something?” Dr. Kasyov shouted suddenly, stopping in mid-pace and whirling toward Lieutenant Marsden, who was at that time using the science lab console to check on the status of the Anomaly’s other systems while stealing the occasional glance at the outside monitors just to make sure Tovar was okay.

“When he’s ready to,” Marsden replied.

“How can you be so calm? I would think that you would be even more worked up than I am about this!”

“I have about twenty other things to concentrate on. Main power is back online, but I have to make sure the polaron drive is standing by, the structural integrity field has the power to deal with the stress of this maneuver, and that the warp core and the quantum singularity are both aligned properly because I really don’t feel like blowing up today.”

“So I should just stop worrying about him? Is that what you’re saying?”

“No. I think saying that would actually get me hurt.”



“They’ve adapted to my setting!”

“Mine too!”

“Find another!”

“I’m out!”

“Me too!”

“Captain!” Tovar said urgently. “We are quickly running out of options.”

“I can see that, Tovar,” Bain replied. In the field below, a good fifty Browns had fallen. Unfortunately that left about another fifty that were just fine and dandy and continuing to approach the ship.

“What are your orders?”

“Keep firing. We may not be able to stun them, but we might be able to push them back. I will not kill them.”

“You always were a softie for a good meal,” Tovar said.

“It’s a weakness, I know. If the Breen had just had me over for dinner, there might be a lot more of them still alive,” Bain said with a grim smile.



Dr. Kasyov was rapidly nearing another outburst when she heard a slight grunt coming from Cabral. She quickly raced over to his sphere and pressed her hands against it.

“Cabral? Are you okay?”

No response.

“Cabral!”

Still no response.

“CABRAL!” Kasyov cried. “Shelly, they’re assimilating him! We have to do something to stop this!”

Cabral grunted again. “Repairs…complete,” he said, tiredly. In truth, he was exhausted, but not from the long repairs. Actually, the repairs had taken relatively little time. Yes, controlling the nanoprobes was tiring, but the main part of his efforts had been absorbed by just trying to get the little monsters’ attention in the first place. After so long a period of disuse, the nanoprobes had gotten rather accustomed to their life of leisure, and Cabral ended up trying to interrupt their equivalent of bingo night. It took more than a little cajoling on his part to get them to even listen to him at all, much less go to work. It was only when he threatened to never let them return to the Borg arm they came from that they finally gave in and got the job done.

“Do you have control of the anti-sing system?” Marsden asked quickly.

“Yes, I do.”

“Fantastic. I’ll inform the Captain, and we can get out of here.”

“Hold on,” Kasyov said. “Cabral, you’re tired. We can wait until you rest a bit.”

“No, we can’t,” Marsden said.

“Shelly!”

“Have you looked outside?” Marsden snapped, activating an external view on the science lab console. The monitor showed several Brown Borg banging against and prying at the side of the Anomaly’s saucer.

“Now would be great, Cabral,” Kasyov said, patting his sphere.



“Marsden to Bain.”

“What’s the good word, Marsie,” Bain replied, firing a steady stream of fire into a Brown Borg who didn’t seem to be noticing, much to Bain’s annoyance. “And I do hope there’s a good word involved.”

“We’re all set.”

“That’s about as good as it gets. Wait for my signal. Bain out.” He lowered his rifle and turned to his officers. “Down the hatch!” he shouted. The gathered group stopped firing and looked at him in confusion.

“Is it our lunch break?” Gworos asked.

“Is Toflay cooking?” Nortal asked eagerly.

“Hatch!” Bain said, pointing at the access hatch in the hull. “Down!”

This was met by a collective “OH!” from the security officers and quickly followed by a mad dash to get inside. Bain was waiting until last, but found himself face-to-face with Tovar.

“Go on, lad,” he said.

“After you,” Tovar replied.

“I’m not going to argue about this. Go on in. That’s an order.”

“I will. After you, Captain.”

“Damned insubordinate of you,” Bain grumbled as he went in.

“Thank you, sir,” Tovar said, climbing in behind Bain and sealing the hatch behind him. Moments later, the two were in a now-functioning turbolift heading for the bridge. Vioxx was already there when they arrived. He seemed poised to take the command chair from Prosak, but then slid into his chair to the side of it as he saw Bain and Tovar exit the turbolift.

“Bain to Marsden,” Bain said, taking his chair. “We’re all inside and sealed up tight.”

“All right. Stand by to engage the polaron drive as soon as Cabral gets us off of the surface,” Marsden’s voice replied over the comm.

“You heard the lady,” Bain said to Ensign Yonk at the helm.

Cabral’s voice boomed across the bridge. “Anti-sing field activating in three…two…one…Now!”

The Brown Borg banging on the outside of the Anomaly stopped as a loud hum suddenly burst from the Anomaly. This was quickly followed by the anti-sing bubble, which expanded from the surface of the ship and lifted it up from the surface. The Brown Borg found this abrupt expansion of the field to be particularly notable, since it smacked the lot of them through the air and clear back to the forest. They could only watch helplessly as the Anomaly’s polaron engines flared to life, rocketing the ship back into space where it belonged.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 178140.4. Our little sojourn on the Brown Borg planet is at an end, and the Anomaly is returning to Federation space at Warp K. I have confirmed with the Manager of the Green Borg Collective of Bargains that all traces of the Dillon Consortium virus has been purged from their systems, so our efforts on their behalf that led to the crash were not in vain. We also strengthened our relationship with that particular faction, a fact I cannot claim about the Brown Borg. Of course, the Browns are stranded on their planet, since we blew up their cube, so I can’t say I’m all that concerned about it. I do hope that Commander Vioxx has learned something from all of this, though.”



“Never trust a Borg,” Vioxx said firmly, leaning forward in his desk chair as Sub-Commander Remax reclined on the sofa in Vioxx’s ready room.

“I wasn’t planning on it,” Remax replied. “And I certainly wouldn’t allow myself to get into an intimate situation with one.”

“I was attacked,” Vioxx snapped. He suddenly realized he had an opportunity here to finally put a little dent in Remax’s superiority complex. “It was nice, though,” he added. “Not that you could have handled Sarah. She would have sent you into cardiac arrest. The things she could do with her…”

“I don’t need to hear about it,” Remax said.

“Jealous?”

“No.”

“I think you are. You missed out, you know.”

Remax just glared at him.

“Still,” Vioxx continued. “I am relieved to be away from there. It’s time to get things back to normal.”

“That I can agree with,” Remax said, rising from the sofa. “I can get back to my work, and you can get back to killing Prosak.” Remax shot Vioxx a smug smirk, then strode out onto the bridge.

“Oh yeah,” Vioxx muttered. “That.”



THE END





Just Desserts





U.S.S. MALADVENTURE



“Don’t let up! Keep the bloody weapons firing!” Captain Reginald Bain called out, marching back and forth in front of his bridge crew, orchestrating the firefight like a master conductor.

“Captain, we’ll be out of neutron torpedoes in six minutes at this rate,” Lieutenant Tovar called out from tac-ops.

“Six minutes is all we’ll need, my boy,” Bain said, and pointed at the viewscreen, where a mass of Breen scythe-ships passed in front of him like the blades of a wheat thresher. “Into the fray, Ensign Skonn. Let’s get a few more notches on our belts!”

“We’re not wearing belts,” Ensign Friednich Skonn, the half-Gorn, half-human helm officer hissed.

“No matter!” Bain said. “We’ll find something to notch. Continue firing, pattern Bain Delta Four-Two-Zero.”

The Maladventure swarthed through space, gracefully navigating through the mass of Breen ships toward her goal.

“We’re almost there,” Tovar said, gripping his station as the Maladventure bucked. “Two minutes.”

“Make contact on all ultraspace frequencies. Don’t stop until you get a response, my boy.”

“What if..what if everyone on the planet’s dead?” Skonn asked, not looking up from his helm readouts.

“Then nary a Breen will escape this system alive, my friend,” Bain said. “But don’t worry, we’ve yet to write a finish to this war. But when we do, it’ll be a happy ending. The Federation will yet prevail.”

“We’re almost through their lines!” Tovar said, as the Maladventure shook again. “Just a little farther..”

Bain rested his hand on the back of the helmsman’s chair. “You heard the man, Skonn. Press onward. No stopping until we end this war. No stopping till we reach Earth…”



EARTH TWELVE YEARS LATER



“…which is why we’ve gathered today to give thanks to a great leader. A great patriot. The savior of the Federation, the Romulans, and countless others: I welcome…Captain Barnum Dax!” Vice President Zorn Zorknot clapped his flippers excitedly as he stepped aside, while Barnum Dax, Trill captain of the Federation Flagship, U.S.S. Enterprise-J, mounted the dais and waved at the clapping crowd.

“Thank you, thank you!” Dax said jovially. “I’m so pleased to be here to commemorate the very first Barnum Dax Day. Surely, across the Federation, this is a time of rejoicing! I have just a few prepared remarks…”

“Hmmmph,” Bain said, leaning back, arms folded over his chest, as he shifted in his chair.

“Captain,” Dr. Natalia Kasyov asked, seated beside Bain. She touched his arm. “Were you just nodding off?”

“Just daydreaming, Doctor. I assure you, I wouldn’t besmirch this auspicious occasion by sleeping through it.”

“Sarcasm ill becomes you, Captain,” Kasyov said, as Tovar and Marsden walked up, arm in arm, whispering to each other.

“No, you are,” Tovar grinned, and pulled out a seat for the Engineer.

“YOU are!” Marsden said, and sat, watching Tovar as he sat beside her. “You know you are.”

“What in blazes are you two talking about?” Bain asked.

“Nothing, Father,” Tovar said, grinning and kissing Marsden on the cheek.

“Shh! The guy is talking!” Kasyov said.

“Are you truly interested in what he’s saying?” asked Cabral, whose hovercam floated right beside Kasyov.

“Well, I think we should at least be polite. The Federation is recognizing Barnum Dax for his contribution during the war with the Vulcans, and even if he didn’t really contribute anything, I think we should respect the occasion.”

“Occasion my bum,” Bain said. “The man sat idly by while his ship was pummeled to rubbish, then wailed for help. Were it not for the Anomaly, the Enterprise-J would likely be molten slag by now.”

“Sir, it’s not like you to be jealous,” Kasyov said. “Or to claim credit for things. Do you really care who gets recognized for saving the Federation? You know what part you played.”

“I’m not jealous,” Bain said. “And I could give a fig whether Starfleet ever recognizes my contributions during the war. But this oaf…this bloated windbag…for him to get credit where none is due. It’s more than I can stomach, Nat. The very thought of it makes me nauseous.”

“More Cream de Clumclop?” a metallic, scratchy voice asked from behind Bain.

“No. I’m fine, thanks.”

“Coffee? Tea? We’re carrying a copious amount of Earl Grey for this event…”

“Nothing, thanks,” Bain said, not looking back at the waiter.

“As you wish, sir,” the waiter said, and walked off.

“I for one think you’re handling all this very well, Captain,” Marsden said, sliding her hand over Tovar’s. “Considering that we’re not only here to recognize an incompetent git for doing basically nothing, but that we’re also being served by a team of Breen waiters…”

“Someone’s playing a joke on me,” Bain said, tapping his fork idly on the table. “Wait a tic. Did you just say ‘git,’ Marsie?”

Marsden blanched. “It’s official. I’ve been around him too long.”

“The Federation has been trying to make peace overtures with the Breen for years now,” Kasyov said. “The whole Vulcan thing caused it to stall, and now that’s behind us, the Federation is recommitted. What’s so wrong with that?”

“And the Cream de Clumclop is delicious!” Dr. Fred Nooney said, excitedly hefting his spoon.

“I think there are better places to start making peace with the Breen than by inviting them to serve us braised chicken couscous on a pomegranate reduction,” Bain said, eying Nooney.

“One has to start somewhere. The Waiter Exchange Program is but the first in a series of initiatives planned to improve relations with the Breen,” Tovar said thoughtfully. He glanced at Marsden. “Thumper, can I get you anything else?”

Kasyov covered her eyes. “Please tell me that nickname isn’t really going to stick.”

“You’d understand if you knew its origins,” Marsden grinned at Tovar. “And no, thank you. I think I have everything I want.”

“…which is why, ninety-nine years ago, I scaled the upside-down cliffs of Klevath…” Barnum Dax said, continuing his “brief remarks.”

“Somebody kill me now,” Bain muttered, and tossed down his napkin. “I’m going to the lav.”



//Someone kill him now!// Thot-Norm growled at the viewscreen, as the Breen Imperial Cruiser BARKBARKBARK sailed after the Maladventure in impetuous pursuit.

//None of us has a clear shot,// Norm’s lieutenant, Zak, ground out in the beauteous, clanging Breen tongue. //His ship is moving too fast. His maneuvers are too…evasive.//

//Are you telling me that we have a fleet of fifty ships surrounding Earth, and we can’t stop one insignificant ship from breaching our lines?//

Zak turned from his station. //It’s far from insignificant, sir. The Butcher of Breen is aboard that ship.//

//I know that well, Zak. I’ve faced him in battle many times.//

//Well, just thought you’d like a reminder.//

Norm slammed a gloved hand down on Zak’s helmet. //I’ll tell you when I need a reminder. For now, just stop that ship!//

//As you well know, Thot, defeating Reginald Bain is far easier said than done…//



“What the blazes is going on out there,” Reginald Bain said to the mirror in the bathroom, looking at himself with cold, calculating eyes. “Why do I give a wank what the man gets recognized for? That’s not my style.”

Suddenly he heard the toilet flush in one of the other stalls behind him, and he straightened, trying to effect his best, most composed bearing. He also pondered the fact that, after all the technological advances of the last several centuries, toilet technology hadn’t improved one iota. It still worked on the same basic principal. Give or take a waste extraction system here and there.

The far stall door opened, and Admiral Kristen Larkin emerged.

“Larks?” Bain asked, looking back. “What are you doing in here?”

“I have been experimenting with waste recycling to further understand humanity.”

“Well, that’s all well and good, Larks. But this is the MEN’s room!”

“Men and women have different rooms?” Larkin asked. “How odd that I did not know that.”

“Are you all right?” Bain asked.

“I should be asking you that question,” Larkin said. “This event is a farce.”

“Could you do nothing to stop it?”

“My pull with Starfleet Command is significantly less impressive than you might think. I am in charge of the Explorer project, as you recall, and that carries with it a certain stigma. Even to this day.” She grimaced. “At any rate, after the Vulcan war, Starfleet was looking for good P.R. any way they could get it. And if nothing else, Barnum Dax is good for P.R.”

“The insufferable fool,” Bain said.

“Would you prefer it if you were up there, Captain?”

“I’d prefer it was anyone but him. And I certainly don’t care if I ever get the recognition I deserve. You know that’s not what I’m about, Larks. I fight, I captain, I lead because that’s what I know how to do. I have no higher aspirations.”

“Why not?” Larkin asked. “It’s human. It’s logical to have such desires.”

“Please don’t bring up logic. It’s still too soon. After, you know…”

“Indeed,” Larkin said. “My apologies.”

“You should really leave before someone else sees you in here,” Bain said.

“Quite right,” Larkin said. “I’ll see you at the after-party?”

“Count on it,” Bain said with a small smile, as Larkin headed out of the head.

Bain was about to do the same when he heard another toilet flush, this time from one of the other stalls he’d thought unoccupied. How many people were in this bathroom, anyway?

After the sound of the flush died down, he heard what sounded like a supercomputer being booted up. A whirr, a whiz, a whine, and a series of clacks and brittle clinks. The sound of metal teeth closing upon other metal teeth.

Then the sound of a zipper. Another little piece of technology that hadn’t changed significantly in centuries.

Curious, Bain glanced at the door as it swung open. Not surprisingly, the tall man that emerged was Breen. That would explain the sounds. Bain wondered what exactly went on in those Breen suits. He’d always wondered, even at the height of the war, what had made these intriguing beings tick.

The Breen stepped up to the sinkerator and put his hands in the cleansing field, then turned to Bain.

“Greetings,” he said in a metal voice. “Do you know Captain Dax well?”

“Well enough,” Bain said. “Listen here, thanks for…uh, for participating in this exchange thing. I’m sure it means a lot to the Federation.”

“It means a lot to the Breen,” the waiter intoned. “We should all be together one day, should all be part of the galactic firmament.”

“That’s nice,” Bain said. “I’ve got to go.”

“Would you and your friends like an after-dinner brandy?” the Breen called after him.

“Several. Yes!” Bain said, and headed back to his table.



“There it is,” Tovar said, pointing at the viewscreen and the bristling, cigar-shaped array that hovered in front of them.

“Innocent-looking, as weapons of death go,” Bain said calmly, even though fifty Breen ships were now closing on his ship, and all that stood between him and Earth was a glorified sensor platform.

“It’s not a weapon of death,” Tovar said. “It’s just emitting a field of some kind that’s dampening the power grids of all the ships orbiting Earth.”

“How many are there?” Bain asked.

“Thirty-six in all, including the Enterprise-I. All out of commission as long as that array is operational.”

“Then it’s up to us to destroy the array,” Bain said.

“And what about those fifty-some Breen ships coming at us?” Skonn asked.

“We’re going to destroy those too,” Bain said easily. “Well, then. Let’s go!”



“Is this seat taken?” Commander Prosak asked, hovering by the table of Anomaly officers.

“It’s Captain Bain’s,” Tovar said. “So, yes.”

“Sorry!” Marsden said, taking her hand off Tovar’s, suddenly feeling a little awkward. She and Prosak hadn’t spoken much since her and Tovar’s relationship had been solidified.

“That is all right,” Prosak said. “I don’t suppose Cabral could move, since he, being a hovering camera, doesn’t particularly need a seat…”

“He needs a seat,” Kasyov said, and stroked the camera, a little too affectionately for Prosak’s taste.

“…which is the only trait all my hosts share in common. Odd, too, as the majority of Trill are not double-jointed…” Dax continued, though few at the Anomaly table were listening anymore.

Prosak, meanwhile, gave a little bow, averting her eyes as much as possible from Tovar and Marsden.

“Sorry, Prosak,” Tovar said.

“No apologies are necessary,” she said, and turned, nearly bumping into Bain as he headed back to his seat.

“Are you all right, Commander?” Bain asked.

“Yes. Just…disoriented.”

“You and I both. See you at the after-party?”

“Yes, sir,” Prosak said, and moved off across the crowded banquet hall, searching for a free table, as Barnum Dax droned on.



“…flood her body with cesium isotopes. It’s quick, painless, and efficient,” Selex said, looking around the table of Romulan Anomaly officers.

“That’s fine, if we were Cardassians,” Remax said. “But we’re not. It needs to be bloody. Violent. We need to send a message. That’s why it has to be a fillet job. Who here is good with cutlery?”

“My expertise with a blade is like no other in the galaxy!” Nortal exclaimed. “Who are we killing again?”

“Nobody!” Commander Vioxx said between clenched teeth. “And be quiet about it! We’re surrounded by Starfleet officers and Federation citizens. You know how they are about killing people.”

“They don’t like it?” Selex asked. “How typically shortsighted of them. Don’t they realize that Romulans see planned assassinations as an essential element to teambuilding?”

“They’re weak,” Remax said. “Which is why they’ll want to put this whole thing behind them as quickly as possible. We can even do it in such a way that it won’t be traced back to us.”

“Yes, because a number of people on the Anomaly want to kill Prosak,” Vioxx said. “We should blend right in.”

“Why do I feel like you’re not fully behind this?” Remax asked, sipping from his coffee cup.

“Because I’m not,” Vioxx said. “You still haven’t convinced me of the threat Prosak poses to us.”

“It’s not the threat she poses, but the clear advantage we’ll have with her out of the way. We’ll be heroes! Returned to Romulus, given back a Warhawk. We’ve been through all this already. Why must we rehash it?”

“Exposition,” Zantak said, and quietly went back to eating her meal.

“I’m still not sure,” Vioxx said. “Our tour aboard the Anomaly hasn’t been all bad. We may have the opportunity to forge a real peace between our two peoples. Isn’t that worth exploring?”

“You sound like a Terran,” Remax grimaced. “What are you, red- blooded?”

“Certainly not,” Vioxx said. “I just haven’t made a decision yet. I need to hear more.”

“We should talk about using the transporter to disassemble her molecules,” Selex said, and Remax shot him a glare. “Don’t worry. I can make it painful!”

Just then, Prosak stepped up, looking around the table at the Romulans. “Excuse me. I couldn’t help but notice there were a couple of free seats at your table…”

Everyone froze, staring at the Romulan.

“I was wondering if I could sit down?”

Vioxx nodded. “Certainly, Commander. Take a seat between Remax and Selex.” It was then that he felt Remax kick him hard in the shin under the table. He glared at Remax. There would be political retribution for that.

Prosak stiffly pulled the chair back and sat down, scooting back in. She glanced uneasily around the table. “I’m sorry to interrupt your conversation. What were you discussing?”

“Well…” Selex said.

“Weather!” Remax exclaimed, patting Prosak on the back. “We were discussing that the weather on Earth is rather humid when compared to that on Romulus.”

“Yes. It…is,” Prosak said, glancing at Remax. “I thought I heard something about pain?”

“Just that the humidity causes my arthritis to flare up,” Remax said, his arm still around Prosak. He shot an almost unnoticeable look at Selex, who, from the other side of Prosak, reached back and slipped a finger inside Remax’s glove. He fished out a small, needle-like object and aimed it at the back of Prosak’s neck.

“This weather is so humid, we will tell tales and sing songs of it for years to come!” Nortal announced.

“Well, some of us will,” Selex sneered, and flicked his wrist backward, preparing to stab the needle into Prosak’s neck.

Vioxx spotted this, his eyes went wide, and he flung his dessert plate at Selex’s wrist, causing the needle to tumble harmlessly to the ground, and causing the engineer to pull back, cradling his wrist.

Prosak stared at Vioxx. “Commander, may I ask why you did that?”

“A…tradition my crew and I have come to enjoy,” Vioxx said. “Isn’t that right, Selex?”

“Yes,” Selex said, and lifted his own dessert plate. “It’s quite enjoyable!”

“But we’re done with that tradition for right now,” Vioxx said, giving Selex a stern glare. “Or else some of us might be cleaning out the singularity residue chamber aboard the Anomaly tonight.”

“Yes. Right,” Selex said, lowering his plate, and sharing glares with Remax. “Another time, perhaps.”

“There will be plenty of opportunities,” Remax said enigmatically. “Would you like some Cream de Clumclop, Commander Prosak?” He pushed the dish over to her. “Please, there’s plenty.”

“That’s very nice of you, Sub-Commander,” Prosak said, spooning from the dish onto her plate.

“We all just want to get along,” Remax said. “Isn’t that right, people?”

The group around the table nodded assent, all exchanging uneasy glances with each other.

“Eat up, Commander,” Remax smiled. “We’re all friends here.”



“Unfriendly targets incoming fast! Multiple vectors, weapons hot!” Lt. Tovar called out from tac-ops as Captain Bain paced the bridge of the Maladventure and the weapons fire started to rain in from the swarm of Breen scythe-ships closing on them.

“Can we reach the ships on the other side of the jamming field?” Bain asked, glancing back at Liana Choy, his science officer.

Choy shook her head as she brought an image on screen, displaying the tactical readout on the sensor platform that was holding the Earth fleet at bay. “No, sir. The field’s jamming all communication with Earth: satellites, starbases, orbital weapons platforms…”

“Evasive, Skonn,” Bain said, and pivoted back to Tovar. “How do we destroy that blasted emitter, Tovar?”

“It is heavily shielded,” Tovar said as he deftly fired back at the various Breen ships raining fire down on the Madadventure. “And being that we expended our neutron torpedoes busting through their lines…”

“I get it,” Bain said. “I only wish I had time for a good scolding, my boy. But I need other options.”

“The Maladventure is usually equipped with three tri-cobalt devices, any one of which would be capable of breaking through the emitter’s shields,” Tovar said.

“But we expended those destroying the superstarbase in orbit of Ariadne Prime,” Bain said.

“It was a glorious explosion,” Tovar said. “But it did leave us with rather limited firepower options.”

“Compression phasers would take hours to cut through the emitter’s shields,” Tovar said, checking his sensors, as the Maladventure rocked. “And right now we have minutes, not hours, to finish our task.”

“Duck around the moon, Ensign,” Bain ordered, grabbing a nearby railing to stop the deck from pitching out from under him.

“I’m ducking as fast as I can,” Skonn muttered, clawed hands flying over the helm console. “But the Breen are coming at us from all sides.”

“Sir, unless something unforseen occurs, at this rate of attack, we’ll lose hull integrity within fourteen minutes,” Tovar said. “Shields are already down to two-thirds sheath.”

“Re-sheath and polarize,” Bain said, stalking toward the viewscreen with grim determination. “Divert power from life support and sensors to weapons and shields and…” He looked down. “And tell everyone to report to the life pods.”

“Sir?” Tovar asked.

“We have one last weapon aboard, son,” Bain said, and looked at his tac-ops officer. “It’s down on Deck Forty-Three.”

Tovar nodded. “The warp core.”

“Send to all hands,” Bain said. “I’m scuttling the Maladventure.”



“…and it was a glorious wedding, with batleths and everything. Jadzia’s dress was gorgeous! And Worf was so handsome. Anyway, the wedding was the high point. Jadzia died a little while after that. So that leads us to Ezri. Now HER wedding…that was a real debacle!”

Bain leaned over the table, sipping brandy slowly, watching it swirl in the glass. “Has he shut up yet?” he asked, glancing around at his officers.

“He seems to be pausing every three point five minutes for applause,” Cabral’s camera module said, hovering next to Bain. “A standard orator’s methodology.”

“Smashing,” Bain said, and glanced over at Tovar and Marsden. “What about the two of you? Enjoying yourselves?”

Tovar grinned at Marsden. “Immensely, sir.”

“That could be a Vesouvian death-chant going on up there, and you wouldn’t care in the least, would you?”

“Nope,” Marsden said, smiling at Tovar and squeezing his hand.

“As it should be,” Bain said, and drained the rest of his brandy. “Yes, love is a beautiful thing, when it’s real. When it’s passionate and filled with…” He glanced away. “Love.”

“Sir, you should stop drinking now,” Tovar said, reaching for the brandy bottle.

Bain put up a hand. “Tut-tut-tut, my good boy, I’ll let you know when I’ve had enough.”

“Is he always like this when he drinks?” Kasyov asked.

“I like him like this!” Nooney said, draining his own glass. “He reminds me of a pirate.”

“Well, the captain does have pirate lineage,” Tovar said, as Bain idly tapped his spoon on his glass. “And it’s much more apparent when he imbibes.”

“Maybe we should get him back to the ship,” Marsden suggested.

“Before Dax has finished his speech?” Tovar asked. “No. That would be unseemly. He’ll be fine. The captain can hold his liquor.”

“Anyone want to fight me?” Bain asked, looking around the table.

“Ooh, me!” Nooney replied, clapping.

“Doctor, I’d advise against that,” Tovar said.

“I’m not in my right mind,” Nooney said, googily eyed. “I think I’ve had one two many snifters, if you know what I mean.”

“We don’t,” Marsden said. “You’re drinking fruit punch.”

“But I’m drinking it from a snifter!” Nooney giggled, and stood up woozily. “Off to find more punch!”

“Are we sure he has a medical degree?” Kasyov asked as Nooney stumbled off.

“I’m not sure we ever actually checked,” Tovar said thoughtfully, as Bain refilled his glass.

“I wonder what they’re talking about at the other table,” Bain said. “Romulans. Feh. That’s a fun table, eh?”

“I imagine it depends a great deal on your perspective, sir,” Tovar said.



“Sir?” Tovar asked, as Bain stood in the center of his empty bridge, the Maladventure rattling apart all around him, panels popping and exploding as Breen fire shook the ship nearly to pieces.

“Eh?” Bain asked, glancing over his shoulder.

“The collision sequence has been entered. We can trigger it remotely from the lifepod. It’s time to go.”

“Just remembering something,” Bain said, walking slowly up the side of the bridge, and resting his hand on his vessel’s brass dedication plaque. He squinted as he read it. “‘Never give in–never, never, never, never, in nothing great or small, large or petty, never give in except to convictions of honour and good sense. Never yield to force, never yield to the apparently overwhelming might of the enemy’.” He glanced back at Tovar. “Winston Churchill.”

“Yes, sir, and the irony of the quote is not lost on me,” Tovar said. “Now, sir, we must go. We should have gone three minutes ago.”

“By all means, Tovar,” Bain said, heading up to the back of the bridge. He gave once last glance around the empty, smoking bridge. “The judgment of history awaits us.”

“Actually, lifepod thirty-three awaits us,” Tovar said.

“That a boy. Don’t give in to sentiment.”

“I leave that to you, Captain,” Tovar replied, and ducked with Bain into the aft Jefferies tube.



“Friends, Romulans, countrymen,” Bain said gutterally, bracing his hands on Vioxx’s chair and leaning down to address those gathered around his table. “Lend me a beer.”

“Captain?” Prosak asked, arching her eyebrows with concern.

“Don’t mind me, Commander, just making my rounds,” Bain said with a fatherly smile.

“Captain Dax is still speaking, I believe,” Vioxx said tightly, as the others stared at Bain.

Bain glanced up at the dais, where Dax was, indeed still talking. Most of the other tables had either descended into their own conversations or were thudding their heads on the table, hoping he would stop. “So he is, so he is. But I’d rather hear from all of you. How was your meal?”

“The Spleen Pudding was the stuff of legend!” Nortal enunciated, holding her fork high. “It shall be remembered now, and for all time!”

“Good show, Nortal,” Bain said, and looked to Selex and Remax. “What about you two. Why so glum?”

“We are not glum,” Remax said. “We are simply…lost in thought.”

“Deep in planning,” Selex said, drawing a stiff elbow from Remax. “Planning our duty shifts.”

“Well that’s just grand,” Bain said. “But all work and no play makes you all dull Romulans. Try to have some fun, once in a while.”

“We’re going to have quite a bit of fun soon,” Remax said, smiling amicably at Prosak. “Of that you can be sure.”

“Glad to hear it,” Bain said. “Carry on!” And he stumbled off.

Meanwhile, three Breen who had been clearing the dishes from another table saw him walk away, and headed toward him.



As the lifepod shot away from the Maladventure, Bain wearily ran a hand over the control panel in front of him, prepared to give his last order to the vessel’s helm console.

“Sir, if the ship explodes before we can execute the collision course…” Tovar said from the second chair in the pod.

“Too right, Tovar. It’s time we made a bold stroke.” And Bain tapped a sequence of controls, watching as the Maladventure lurched forward. The scythe ships cut in to intercept it, but the Maladventure was quicker, racing to full-polaron speed in an instant, and slamming dagger- like into the smaller sensor platform. It was then that explosions racked the Maladventure’s twin engine pods, and cascaded along her hull, reverberating against the sensor platform’s shields and decimating them in an instant. The resulting explosions crackled across the sensor platform, first buckling, and then, finally, incinerating it in a wash of light that enveloped both the platform and the ruined Maladventure.

“Sit up straight, boy,” Bain said, staring out the window. “If there was room, we’d be standing.”

“Yes, sir,” Tovar said, and glanced at his readouts. “Sir, the scythe-ships are changing course, heading toward our life pods. They’re going to attempt to bring us aboard, or just blast us out of space.”

“Not if our fleet has to say anything about it,” Bain said, and as if on cue, a phalanx of starships shot out of Earth’s orbit and rained fire down on the Breen scythe ships, blowing up a half dozen in the first volley.

The comm system in the life pod bleeped to life: “All life pods, this is Captain Barnum Dax. Prepare to be brought aboard the Enterprise- I. Relax, folks. I have this well in hand!”

Bain gritted his teeth. “I’ll live to rue this day, Tovar.”

“Best not to dwell on it, sir,” Tovar said as he and Bain dematerialized.



“He’s acting a little strange, is all,” Marsden said, rolling her napkin into knots. “Haven’t you noticed?”

“I know the captain better than anyone at this table, or in this room, save for Admiral Larkin,” Tovar said. “His behavior has not escaped my notice.”

“Do you know what’s wrong?” Kasyov asked.

“Captains Bain and Dax have something of a…past,” Tovar said. “To put it mildly, Dax is not his kind of guy.”

“I’ll say,” Marsden said. “You couldn’t find two different captains.”

“Yes,” Tovar said. “One’s a hero, a born leader. And one’s not.”

“Captain Dax seems to do an adequate job,” Cabral said. “He is the commander of the Federation flagship.”

“And by all rights, that honor should belong to Captain Bain,” Tovar said. “But you’ll never hear him say that.”

“He’s prideful,” Kasyov said. “But he never struck me as arrogant.”

“He isn’t,” Tovar said. “He just wants the universe to unfold a certain way. And when it doesn’t, it frustrates him.”

“You love him, don’t you?” Marsden asked with a slight grin.

“He is my father,” Tovar said simply, and watched Bain approach the table from across the room. “And he has survived many ordeals, many battles. Today’s proceedings are of no consequence.”

And that’s when he saw the three Breen waiters converge on Bain, withdraw their disruptors, and aim.

Tovar was out of his chair in seconds. With a flick of his wrists, dual phaser barrels emerged from his shirtsleeves. He never felt his feet touch ground.



Bain was so deep in thought, he didn’t see the Breen until they were right on top of him. But when he did see them, he took quick action. Saw Tovar charging up, phasers at the ready.

He held up a hand. “Hold off, Tove! No reason to panic!” He swung a leg out and knocked the blaster out of the closest Breen’s gloved hand.

One of the other two took aim, but Bain ducked, rolled backwards, just as the beam lanced out and slammed into the unfortunate Breen Bain had just kicked, immediately vaporizing his arm.

Bain came up punching. Hard rights, right under the chin (the only part protected by cloth rather than helmet. Then a hard kick to the Breen’s gut, knocking him to the floor.

“Pardon, mind if I borrow this?” Bain asked casually, to a guest at a nearby table, as he grabbed a platinum serving tray and slung it behind him, catching the third Breen right in the throat.

His would-be attacker garbled and grunted, trying to steady himself, as Bain whirled and slammed the tray repeatedly down on the Breen’s head.

“Anybody have a dinner fork?” Bain asked. A nearby lieutenant stood up from his table and gingerly handed Bain a fork with shaking hand.

“Blast it, son, this is a dessert fork!” Bain rumbled, tossing the fork down. He reached out and snapped one out of a female guest’s hand and brought it down quickly, plunging it into the oxygenation tube attached to one of the Breen’s helmets. With a gasp and a gurgle, that Breen lost consciousness.

The second Breen, the one he’d kicked to the floor, struggled to his feet.

“Now look here!” Dax called out, jogging down from the dais at the front of the room. “I won’t stand for these kinds of shenanigans. This is a hallowed occasion!”

Getting his bearings, the second Breen (the only one left conscious), staggered backwards and drove a fist into Dax’s face, sending him dropping to the ground like a bag of potatoes.

“Who the BRAXIX are you?” the Breen demanded, looming over the dazed Dax.

“It’s Barnum Dax day. Yayyyyyyy…” Dax mumbled, then lost consciousness.

The Breen turned, mumbling metallically to himself, when he felt a fist grip his throat and a fork get shoved menacingly in his face.

“Now what’s all this bother about, friend?” Bain asked sharply.

“YOU!” the Breen bellowed with a metal roar, pointing a finger at Bain.

“Come again?”

“Wait a sec,” Tovar said, stepping up behind Bain. “I recognize that Breen’s voice.”

Bain glanced over his shoulder. “How can you? They all sound like a bloody Synthrock ballad to me.”

“It’s Thot-Phul,” Tovar said. “I’m certain of it.”

Bain turned, still gripping the Breen by the throat. “Is that so, old man?”

“Yes,” Phul warbled, squirming. “Yes, you ZAXXXXING BRAXPAX!”

“What’s he on about?” Bain asked Tovar.

“Revenge,” Tovar said. “He is a member of your Rogues Gallery, sir.”

“I thought I’d killed them all,” Bain said thoughtfully.

Tovar withdrew a pad from his vest and scanned it. “Nope, not yet. Baron Krall, the Foot Fetishist of Ovanar Twelve, is currently ‘whereabouts: unknown.’”

“I’ll be buggered,” Bain said, and dropped Phul, as Starfleet Security officers raced up, and a medtech knelt by Dax. “What’d I do to him again?”

Tovar consulted his padd. “You indirectly led to him losing face among the Breen leadership, during several skirmishes and encounters.” Tovar glanced back at Prosak, who had also rushed up to see what the commotion was all about. “It’s notable that Commander Prosak was actually the person responsible for most of Phul’s defeats.”

“Really?” Prosak asked. “Does that mean I have an arch-nemesis now?”

“You’re welcomed to him,” Bain said, slapping his hands together briskly and walking off toward the banquet hall’s exit, as Starfleet Security dragged the three Breen away in the opposite direction. “Let’s get to that after party. The night is young!”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 178212.7. We’ve returned to the Anomaly, after a smashing after-party which included drinks, dancing, and merriment.

It’s my understanding that Phul and his accomplices will be taken to a Starbase for debriefing and holding until the powers that be can figure out whether or not they’ll be extradited or charged with attempted assassination and sent to a Federation Penal Colony.

Personally, I could care less what happens to Phul and his associates, as long as he doesn’t come ’round our way again.

Meanwhile, aboard the good ship Anomaly, all is right with the world. It’s time to put the foolishness of this day behind us and get back to the real mission at hand: exploration of the glorious ether known as the Universe. We’ve no time for petty assassination schemes.



“That was the time! We missed a golden opportunity!” Selex said, slamming a fist down on the table in Vioxx’s quarters, as the other Romulan officers gathered for an impromptu meeting.

“You suggest we should have killed Prosak in front of five hundred Starfleet officers and Federation dignitaries?” Vioxx asked serenely, steepling his fingers. “No. This was not the time.”

“That’s a tired refrain, old friend,” Remax said, leaning toward Vioxx.

“And one you’ll continue hearing until I deem it’s the right time.”

’“When will that be?” Selex asked.

“When I say so,” Vioxx said. “Is that perfectly clear?”

“We have duty shift in two hours,” Remax said, shifting out of his chair and heading toward the door.

“I didn’t dismiss you,” Vioxx said without turning around.

“Please, by all means, dismiss me,” Remax replied.

“You’re dismissed,” Vioxx said, and glowered at the other Romulans. “All of you.”

“Prosak lives to fight another day!” Nortal exclaimed. “Shall we all soon die in magnificent combat!”

“That’s the spirit,” Vioxx muttered, as the other Romulans filed out of the room.



Tovar and Marsden watched the stars stretch out as the Anomaly shot into warp, curled together on Tovar’s couch, fingers interlaced.

“I never get tired of that view,” Marsden said, leaning her head on Tovar’s shoulder.

Tovar turned, kissed Marsden on the forehead. “And I never get tired of this one.” He squeezed her. “Dinner?”

“Sure. As long as Toflay doesn’t pop out and start quizzing me on appetizer trivia again.”

“Don’t be silly. I have all that…nonsense…under control,” Tovar said. “I assure you.”

“Good. Because I’d rather not have any interruptions tonight,” Marsden said, as she turned and kissed Tovar deeply. “If you know what I mean…”

Just then, Tovar’s door bleeped.

“If that’s Prosak wanting a three-way, my head will explode,” Marsden growled.

“I need not answer the door,” Tovar said. “This room has a security dampening field. No one has to know we’re here.”

Suddenly the beeping gave way to knocking. “Tovar, it’s your father!” Reginald Bain’s voice boomed over the speaker’s in Tovar’s cabin. “I know you’re in there, son. Hop to!”

Tovar sighed and stood up. “One moment, father.”

“What happened to ‘I need not answer’?”

Tovar didn’t reply, merely stood at the door and pressed the activation panel.

The door slid open to reveal a grinning Bain. “Son, care to share a few pints with your father?”

“I’m rather busy at the moment.”

“I’m going to the bedroom,” Marsden muttered, and stalked back to the bedroom. “Anyone who cares to join me can follow.”

Bain stepped in. “I imagine she was referring to you, chum.”

“Ostensibly,” Tovar said. “Did you need something, Father?”

“Just some quality time. But I see you’re…otherwise engaged.”

“We can have breakfast tomorrow, if you like.”

“Smashing!” Bain said.

“Father, after today’s events, I assume you’ve settled the matter of the Battle of Earth?”

“What? You mean scuttling the Maladventure?”

“That is why you were so…sullen…today, is it not?”

“Rubbish. I didn’t care if Dax got the credit then, and I don’t care if he gets the credit now. It’s immaterial, my boy.”

“Yet so many miscreants out there want to kill you,” Tovar observed.

Bain considered that a moment, stroking his chin. “Son, knowing that is worth all the Barnum Dax Days in the world!” Bain grinned, and headed out of Tovar’s quarters.



THREE WEEKS LATER BREEN FLAGSHIP BLAXABETH



//Grad, the Starbase is hailing. They instruct us to keep our distance to five million kilometers,// Undergrad Rax said, glancing from the Grad to the viewscreen, where Starbase 398 loomed.

//‘Partners in Peace,’ my COXYX,// the Grad bellowed, pacing the bridge.

//Sir?// Rax asked.

//Forget it. Tell them we’re ready to receive the prisoners. And send over the conciliatory fruit basket we prepared.//

//Not everyone in engineering has signed the card yet,// Rax said.

//It doesn’t matter. Just do it! And have the prisoners report to my conference room immediately!//

Rax ducked his helmeted head a little. //Yes, Grad.//



The Grad put his booted feet up on the heavy iron conference table, and glanced out from time to time out the viewports as Starbase 398 disappeared into the distance, and the Blaxabeth angled back toward Breen space.

The doors to the conference room swung open, and guards escorted the three prisoners in: Thot-Phul, and the surviving waiters. Norm was told one of them disintegrated, which was really a pity.

//Have a seat, Thot-Phul,// the Grad said, putting his feet down and leaning forward. //The two extras can wait outside.// He gestured to the guards, and the other two Breen were dragged out into the corridor.

//Don’t have them killed. They’re good guys. Just a little incompetent.//

//Much like yourself,// the Grad snarled.

//Here now, I object to that. I’m just a victim of circumstance. While we’re on the subject, though, don’t have me killed either.//

//I wouldn’t dream of it,// the Grad said. //I have much bigger plans for you.//

Thot-Phul cocked his head. //You do?//

//You’re not a bad sort, Thot-Phul. You just need to be trained in the art of revenge. And Grad Norm is just the Breen to do it.//

//Who’s Norm?// Phul asked.

//I AM, YOU IDIOT!//



THE END.



It’s a happy day for the Romulan members of the Anomaly crew, at least the ones not named Prosak, when they visit Romulan space to pick up their new ship, the Allegra. Before the shakedown cruise can even start, a Warhawk goes missing, and Vioxx and company are asked to lend a hand tracking it down. Will Marsden and Prosak survive the confrontation, much less Vioxx’s crew? And what connection does the Warhawk theft have to Prosak’s past? Answers to these questions, plus Andy Rooney….whoops, this isn’t Sixty Minutes. Never mind.



A Hawk in Hand





Personal Log, Commander Vioxx:

Stardate 178266. At long last, the drought is over. My crew and I can now put the destruction of our former vessel, the Tyvek, behind us. We have a new ship. We strike out today on the first shakedown cruise of our new ship, so that we can move forward in a brave new direction to serve the Romulan people.



“It’s small,” Selex said, glancing around the cramped bridge as Remax, Nortal, and Zantak took their places at science, tactical, and helm, respectively and began the launch sequence.

“It’s compact,” Vioxx said, raising an eyebrow, trying his best to be optimistic.

“It’s a scout ship,” Remax harrumphed, standing behind the science station and checking his readouts. “The empire gave us a scout ship.”

“Our last ship was a scout ship,” Vioxx said. “So at least it’s a lateral move.”

“Of course, Commander,” Selex said, punching up a shipwide diagnostic on the engineering panel, then added, under his breath. “And as we all know, a lateral move for you is like a quantum leap for any other Romulan. We’re lucky we were given command of such a ship.”

“WE haven’t been given command of anything,” Vioxx said, settling into the command chair as he tried to figure out if what Selex said was a compliment. “I’VE been given command of the Allegra. And it’s about time we launched.”

“We will go out, aboard this tiny ship, and sail the depths of space!” Nortal announced, standing proudly behind tactical. “Let all who oppose us tremble in fear! Beware, be on guard, the Allegra is here!”

Zantak just rolled her eyes.

“Should I tell our…guests?” Selex asked with a grimace.

“Yes. Why don’t you go down and personally tell them. And between here and there, try to put a half smile on. Be diplomatic. You have to work with these people.”

“And thanks to the Allegra, I’ll have the glorious opportunity to work with them a good deal longer,” Selex muttered.

“That’s a boy,” Vioxx said, watching Selex leave.



“Dual-inverter microcosm singularity drive,” Lt. Shelly Marsden said, pushing the hatch to the singularity chamber closed and standing up in the Allegra’s cramped engineering bay. She wiped off her pants and looked around. “It’s a little outdated, but it should get us where we’re going.”

“So the Romulans got a used ship?” Prosak asked, glancing around.

“Refurbished, is what the Romulans called it. And why are you calling them Romulans? Aren’t you Romulan too?”

“I’m a RommaVulc,” Prosak said.

“How could I have forgotten?” Marsden muttered. “Anyway, I suppose this ship will be an adequate replacement for the Navigator.”

“The…other Romulans didn’t seem too thrilled when they saw the ship,” Prosak said.

“I think they were under the impression they’d get a Warhawk and would finally get to leave the Anomaly. I have to admit, I was hoping the same thing.”

“There’s much we can learn from them,” Prosak said. “The joint program with the Romulans is productive, and it generates goodwill between our two peoples. I’m sure that’s why Starfleet and the Romulans agreed to keep Vioxx and the others aboard the Anomaly.”

“Don’t you feel at all threatened by them?” Marsden asked. “Like you should be enough of a Romulan presence on the Anomaly? Like they’re there as a challenge to your authority?”

“I’ve never thought of it that way,” Prosak said, leaning on a console.

“You were demoted so that Vioxx could be First Officer.”

“A fair point.”

“He took your quarters away.”

“It was an office to begin with, he just reverted it back to its prior use.”

“You’re a good person, Prosak,” Marsden said, stepping up and patting the RommaVulc on the back. “I don’t think the Romulans appreciate you enough.”

“They will come around,” Prosak said, turning for the companionway that led out of the engineering bay.

“Excuse me,” Selex said, jogging in with a coil wrench held high. “What are you doing near my engines?”

Marsden stepped protectively in front of Prosak. “First of all, it’s me, not Prosak, who was looking at the engines. And if this ship is going to be housed aboard the Anomaly, I’ll need to see its engine systems. We’ll be responsible for keeping her fueled, and assisting you with maintenance. Unless you felt like purging the coil buffers yourself three times a week.”

“Of course you’ll assist with maintenance,” Selex said haughtily. “But under my supervision. This is not the Anomaly. You’ve no jurisdiction here. Stop acting like it.”

Marsden stepped up to Selex, eye-to-eye. “If you’ve got a complaint with me, Selex, file it. Otherwise, shut up and get the hell out of my way.”

“You’d better be glad you keep that security officer so close by. You may eventually need him,” Selex muttered, lifting the hatch to the singularity chamber and kneeling, looking in.

Marsden didn’t look back at him. “I’m fully capable of kicking your ass all by myself, Selex. Don’t you forget it.”

Prosak just glanced back, wordless, as she followed Marsden down the companionway.

“Show no fear,” Marsden said resolutely.

“Indeed,” said Prosak.



“This wait is interminable,” Remax said, leaning over his compartmentalized tray of Romulan lunch items, in the cramped mess hall aboard the Allegra.

Vioxx wiped his mouth with his napkin and pushed his plate away, leaning back in his chair. “It’s a minor delay while they perform a maintenance check on the hangar doors.”

“I don’t know why we had to come all the way out to the Yatooi sector just to pick up our ship in the first place,” Selex said, sitting down beside Remax with his tray. “It seems beneath us.”

“Because that’s where the ship was,” Vioxx said.

“They couldn’t have at least met us halfway?” Remax asked.

“Ours is not to question why,” Vioxx said.

“But why not?” Selex asked earnestly.

“Caution, Selex, you’re talking to a senior officer,” Remax warned.

“But you’re insubordinate all the time,” Selex said.

“I’m old and wily. I can be insubordinate if I want to,” Remax replied. “Vioxx knows to respect his elders.”

“Indeed,” Vioxx said, glancing up at the chronometer on the wall. “I do wish they would go ahead and clear us to depart. It’s been three hours since we came aboard.”

“Three hours with Prosak and Marsden,” Selex muttered. He looked up and saw Vioxx’s face, a mask of disapproval. “Will be three hours of time well-spent, serving the Romulan Empire.”

“That’s a good boy,” Vioxx said, spearing a few pieces of conadda fruit with his fork and popping it into Selex’s plate. “There you go, son, eat up.”

“You’re an odd leader, sometimes,” Remax observed. He waited a beat, then leaned in. “Selex does make a point, even if he wasn’t bold enough to say it. Prosak and Marsden pose a problem to shipboard morale. They are reminders of the Federation’s perceived superiority. They flaunt their Federation morals and values every chance they get. They’re better off locked in the brig for the duration of the trip, or even better, put out an airlock, if you ask me…”

“Guys, we’re sitting right here,” Marsden said from a few seats down the table, pointing her fork angrily at Remax. “We can hear everything you’re saying.”

“Still, Romulan hearing is superior,” Selex said quietly.

“Your point is?” Remax asked.

“All of you, be silent!” Vioxx said, holding up his hands. “We’re all assigned to the Anomaly. We need to learn to work together.”

“Hear hear,” Prosak said from her seat across from Marsden. “A worthy goal, for all concerned.”

“Oh, don’t you start,” Remax said.

“Enough, both of you,” Vioxx said, turning to his officers. “I want you both to go to the bridge and make sure we’re ready for departure.”

“But we already did that twice. We’re as ready as we’ll ever be,” Selex said.

“Check again,” Vioxx said. “When we’re finally cleared to leave, I want us to be read–”

Suddenly the comm system bleeped. “Allegra crew: This is Vice Admiral Negrek, overriding your internal communication system. You are all cleared to depart now. Which is something you’d have known fifteen minutes ago if you’d stationed anyone on the bridge to receive incoming communications.”

Vioxx stood. “Of course. My apologies, Admiral. We’ll get underway immediately.”

“See that you do. Negrek, out.”

“Lunch is over,” Vioxx said, standing. “And someone find Zantak and Nortal. This is not Youth Camp, it’s a Romulan vessel, and we’re about to start acting like it.”

“This should bode well for us,” Marsden muttered, to which Prosak simply raised an eyebrow.

“Indeed,” she said, and followed the group out of the mess hall.



“You were shirking your duties,” Remax said, following Zantak and Nortal onto the cramped bridge of the Allegra as the other officers poured in and took their stations. Prosak and Marsden, for their part, stood at the back corner of the bridge, trying their best not to get in the way.

“Backgammon is essential!” Nortal erupted, eagerly sliding behind the tactical console. “It strengthens the catlike reflexes. It’s invigorating!”

“Rematch,” Zantak said curtly as she stood behind the piloting station at Vioxx’s left.

“They’re wasting time playing a human game,” Remax seethed, standing next to Vioxx as he moved into the command chair.

“We’ll discuss it later,” Vioxx said calmly.

“A game Lieutenant Marsden showed them. So not only are they learning from human officers how to shirk their duty, but they’re shirking it while playing ridiculous human games!”

“Again, I’m standing right here!” Marsden called out from the back of the bridge.

“Later,” Vioxx said pointedly, and looked toward the viewscreen, at the forward view of the dark gray interior of the Romulan spacedock. “Nortal, signal the dockmaster that we’re ready to launch.”

Remax huffed aloud and stepped over to the science console, which, like most of the stations on the Allegra’s bridge (and other Romulan bridges) was a small, upright pedestal behind which the operator stood. Chairs were for wimps…and ship commanders.

“Cleared,” Zantak said.

“Bring the engines on-line. Clear all moorings. Ahead half- thrusters,” Vioxx ordered, as a loud siren suddenly sounded throughout the bridge.

“Collision alert!” Remax called out, as the bridge crew watched a huge wall of metal sail by. The other ship passed so close, the tiny Allegra shook, nearly knocking some of the officers off their feet. Maybe chairs weren’t such a bad idea after all.

“What WAS that?” Vioxx asked, turning back toward Nortal.

“Hallowed Commander, that was a Hawk of War, shall it please you!” Nortal announced.

“It doesn’t please me,” Vioxx said, looking back at the screen. “And why is a Warhawk cutting us off when it was our turn to disembark? Remax, contact Admiral Negrak and ask him what on the Cliffs of Balfour is going on.”

“Already getting a signal from Admiral Negrak,” Remax said, scanning his screen. “Apparently, that Warhawk wasn’t cleared to depart.

“You might want to tell them that,” Marsden piped up from the back of the bridge. Prosak glared at her. “What? They might.”

“Protcol, Lieutenant, demands that we observe only,” said Prosak.

“These people don’t deserve the politeness you treat them with, Prosak.”

“You dangled a preposition, Lieutenant,” Prosak said cooly.

“Remind me why I’m on your side again?”

“Silence, if you please,” Selex said between clenched teeth, moving past Prosak and Marsden to the engineering console. “There are Romulans conducting business here, after all.”

“Oh, right,” Marsden said. “I hate them more.”

“They’re headed right for the hangar doors,” Remax said. “They’ll reach the doors in nineteen seconds.”

“Any sign that they’re opening the doors?” Vioxx asked.

“None,” Remax said. “And Negrak won’t do it. He’ll let the Warhawk, the hangar bay, and incidentally, us, be destroyed in the resulting collision rather than yield to someone trying to steal his ship.”

“That could’ve been ours,” Selex said under his breath as he reviewed the Allegra’s engineering status.

“But it’s not,” Vioxx said, watching, agape as the Warhawk angled toward the doors. Selex had to remember Romulans had very good hearing, and that saying things under his breath was pretty much pointless. Vioxx, meanwhile, looked back at Remax. “What are they planning?”

“It’s either a suicide run, or…” Remax began, as suddenly the Warhawk blasted the hangar doors open with disruptors, sailing through the resultant hole. “Or they’re going to do that.”

Selex looked up from his panel. “Engines are at optimum capacity, sir. We can pursue…”

“We’ve not been ordered to pursue,” Vioxx said, steepling his fingers. “And the Empire doubtless has superior security forces. We won’t be needed, I imagine.”

“Allegra, this is Vice Admiral Negrek,” the voice of the dock commander boomed on the Allegra’s comm system. “You are to intercept the Zocor at best speed, and prevent it from leaving this system.”

“Admiral, need I remind you that our vessel is one-eighth the size of a Warhawk.”

“You’re the best ship we’ve got, and you have your orders.”

Vioxx grimaced. “Yes, sir. Zantak: Plot an intercept course. Full impulse once we’ve cleared the hangar bay. Execute!”

Zantak nodded and sent the Allegra surging forward, and out of the hangar bay.

“Thoughts?” Vioxx asked calmly as the gray walls of the bay gave way to glittering stars and black space.

“Seceders,” Selex said. “Separatists of some sort.” He glanced at Prosak. “Or RommaVulcs.”

Marsden stood in front of Prosak. “You don’t know anything yet. It’s not the Federation way to level accusations without something to back it up!”

“You’re not in the Federation,” Remax snapped. “Nor is this a Federation vessel. Kindly remember that.”

“I’m painfully aware, Sub-Commander,” Marsden broiled.

“We’re closing on the superior foe, at a heroic rate!” Nortal bellowed. “Three minutes to intercept!”

“We’ll be in real trouble if they go to warp,” Selex said. “Their engines are twice as powerful as ours. We won’t be able to keep up with them for long.”

“I’d like to know who we’re dealing with.”

“Klingons,” Remax said.

“No,” Vioxx replied. “It’s a Romulan ship…”

“No, I mean there are Klingon life signs aboard,” Remax said.

“KLINGONS?” Vioxx asked turning. “Furrowed brows, honor, blood feuds and blood pies? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“Yes, sir,” Remax said. “But I was going to do it with far less dramatic flair.”

“It’s a tad surprising,” Vioxx said, his veneer of calm returning.

“And yet, they’re getting away, which is no surprise,” Marsden said from the back of the bridge, prompting another look from Prosak.

“More power to the engines,” Vioxx said, as the aft end of the Warhawk came into view. “All power to forward shields. Hail them.”

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

“On screen.”

The viewscreen view switched to that of a muscular Klingon woman, flanked by two disgruntled-looking Klingon males. Her hair was odd…grown into a gravity-defying mound that came to a point a good half- meter above her forehead. She must have used at least four cartridges of hair-stiffener to get it to hold its shape, Vioxx mused.

“Why do you harass us?” the woman growled.

“Don’t look at us,” Vioxx said. “You took our ship.”

“Holy SHAVIX!” Prosak blurted, stepping forward.

“What happened to protocol?” Marsden asked.

“Chynok?!?” Prosak demanded.

“Take your place!” Remax shouted.

“Back off, Remax,” Vioxx said, standing, and then looked from Prosak to the woman on the screen. “You two know each other?”

“Indeed,” the woman said in a basso voice. “We were involved in a battle to the death at a now-defunct Klingon dude ranch. And if it weren’t for Vulcan intervention, I’d have finished the job, and she would be dead now.”

“Ah, that old story,” Marsden said. “I should have figured.”

“How are you, Prosak?” Chynok asked, surprisingly polite.

“Um, just fine, Prosak said.”What are you doing on a Warhawk?”

“A long and uninteresting story. Suffice it to say, though, that it is now our Warhawk, and will remain so for the forseeable future.”

“You can’t just sail off with Romulan property!” Vioxx snapped back, re-entering the conversation.

“Alas, we are,” Chynok said. “You will follow us at your own peril. Nice seeing you again, Prosak. Perhaps we’ll fight to the death again sometime.” And the viewscreen quite suddenly returned to the aft view of the Zocor, just as it shot into warp.

Vioxx stood, blinking a moment. “Well, don’t just sit there,” he finally said. “Follow them. Maximum warp!”



“Her name is Chynok,” Negrek said over the viewscreen, as Vioxx paced the bridge.

“That much we gathered,” Vioxx muttered.

“She’s the leader of a small movement of Klingon upstarts who have been engaging in hit and run attacks along the border of the Yatooi sector for months now.”

“What’s their goal?” Prosak asked.

“You’re not part of this discussion,” Remax snapped.

Vioxx ignored them and turned to the screen. “What IS their goal?”

“Nothing short of rebuilding the Klingon empire,” Negrek said, folding his arms as the Romulans on the bridge, save for Prosak and Zantak, laughed arrogantly.

“The Klingons are a third-rate power and will continue to be for the forseeable future,” Vioxx said.

“Perhaps,” Negrek said. “But many factions of Klingons, incensed by the recent Vulcan occupation, and empowered by the withdrawal that followed after the Romulans beat the Vulcans back…”

“My GOD could you be any more arrogant?” Marsden asked. “The FEDERATION stopped the Vulcans. The Romulans got invaded, and only scraped together enough ships to join the fight at the very end of…”

Selex charged up to Marsden, stepping between her and the viewscreen. “That’s one of our Admirals on the screen. Show some respect, would you?” He grabbed her arm. “How about you spend the rest of this trip belowdecks…”

“Oh, I was so waiting for you to do that,” Marsden snapped, and grabbed Selex’s shoulders, then swiftly kneed him in the crotch, sending him to the deck.

“You have impressive command over your crew,” Negrek said drily. “It’s no wonder you’ve risen to such heights in your career.”

“You command a distant outpost, VICE Admiral,” Vioxx replied. “Now, if you please, let’s get back to the point. How did you and your staff allow Chynok and her followers to take the Zocor?”

“They overpowered their captors while they were being taken aboard the Zocor for transport back to Romulus for trial,” Negrek said, his voice filled with bile. “They fought their way to the bridge and…somehow…managed to disable the bridge crew and beam the Zocor’s admittedly skeleton crew back aboard the station.”

“Despite all that’s happened to them, Klingons still are remarkable warriors,” Prosak said, and glanced at Marsden. “As are humans.”

“Urk,” Selex moaned from the ground.

“They must be stopped,” Negrek said. “Warhawks are being dispatched from Romulus to intercept the Zocor, but they are eighteen hours away. Your vessel is the only one in range with any hope of catching up to the Zocor and stopping it before it leaves Romulan space.”

Vioxx nodded. “And, judging by her heading, that’s exactly where she’s going.”

“Once it crosses into the Neutral Zone, we’ll have difficulty getting it back.” Negrek pursed his lips. “At that point, the Federation will get involved. There will be matters of extradition. Likely, we will no longer be able to kill them.”

“The Federation is rather soft on death,” Remax sneered.

“Silence,” Vioxx said.

Negrek shook his head dismissively. “The stakes are high,” he said. “You understand this, I’m sure, Commander Vioxx. As such, I’ve been authorized to offer you command of the Warhawk, if you get the Zocor back to us in one piece.”

That was enough to silence the whole bridge crew.

Even Selex clawed his way up to a kneeling position and squinted at the viewscreen. “Urk…really?”

Vioxx gave a self-assured grin. “Admiral, we’re already underway. We’ll update you as soon as we have something to report.”

“Good luck,” Negrek said, then under his breath, added, “You’ll need it.”

“Well then,” Vioxx said, as the viewscreen clicked off. “We’ve got our work cut out for us.”

“Urk…” Selex said as Nortal helped him to his feet.

“Take him to the medical bay and see to his…bruising, Centurion,” Remax said, shaking his head.

“We’re not finished,” Selex moaned, glancing back at Marsden as Nortal led him out of the hatch.

“Your crotch is in my most capable hands!” Nortal exclaimed, as the hatch closed.

“The two of you, in my office,” Vioxx said, glaring at Prosak and Marsden. “Remax, you have the bridge.”

“As you wish,” Remax said, smiling as he took the command chair from Vioxx. “Enjoy your meeting, ladies.”



“Office?” Marsden asked, glancing around as she ducked through a hatch just off the side of the bridge, with Prosak and Vioxx. “More like a closet. There’s barely room for a desk and a chair in here.”

“Be that as it may,” Vioxx said, sidling behind his desk and squeezing into his chair. “We have a problem.”

Prosak and Marsden stood shoulder to shoulder in the tiny office, each butting up against a side wall.

“Whatever could that be?” Marsden asked.

“To begin with, your tone is unacceptable.” He gestured in front of his desk. “Have a seat.”

“No chairs,” Prosak said evenly.

Vioxx squeezed his eyes shut. “Dammit.” He took a moment, rubbing the bridge of his nose, then glanced back up at Prosak and Marsden. “The two of you realize that you won’t win many popularity contests aboard this ship.”

“That’s for sure,” said Marsden. “But I think I have the beauty pageant all wrapped up.”

“We’ll see about that,” Prosak said, then blinked. “Wait, you were just kidding.”

“Yeah,” Marsden said with a smile.

“WHATEVER the case,” Vioxx said, trying to keep his calm. “This ship must and will operate smoothly and efficiently. I’ve got a lot riding on the success of this mission.”

“That being?” Marsden asked.

“Were you not listening?” Vioxx snapped. “If we get that Warhawk back, we get to keep it for ourselves.”

“I was listening, I just didn’t really care,” Marsden said.

“But you’ll care about this,” Vioxx said, restraining himself from adding ‘you insufferable Terran.’ “If we do get command of a Warhawk, you’ll have seen the last of me and my staff. You’ll once again be free to operate the Anomaly as you wish.” He turned to Prosak. “And you, I expect, will be First Officer again.”

“Ambition is illogical,” Prosak said. “But that would be a favorable outcome.”

“Then I think our strategy for success is clear,” Vioxx said, standing…and nearly bumping his head on the ceiling.

“It is?” asked Marsden.

Vioxx’s ears twitched ever so slightly in anguish. “You must work together with my crew. Do not argue, do not bicker.” He glared piercingly at Marsden. “No funny jokes. Leave my people alone, and I’ll inform them that they’re to steer clear of you. We won’t have our petty differences get in the way of a successful mission.”

“Why not?” Marsden asked. “It’s always worked for us in the past.”

“Work with us, Lieutenant,” Vioxx said, gesturing for the door. “Or I’ll be around a good deal longer to make the lives of you and your friends miserable. And, in the more immediate future, I’ll put you and your RommaVulc companion in our brig.” At that, Marsden did blanch a bit. “And I’m sure you can imagine what the brig on this ship must look like if this is the commander’s office. Dismissed!”



When Vioxx returned to the bridge at Nortal’s urging, he was pleasantly surprised to see the Zocor once again in range.

“How did Selex do it?” he asked, a pleasant smile spreading on his features.

“After a massive dose of pain relievers, he was able to push the engines beyond design limitations and move us into position to intercept the Zocor,” Remax said.

“I administered a wealth of quality health care to the good engineer!” Nortal announced.

Prosak and Marsden stepped out onto the bridge, looking around. “We heard that they were almost in range?” Marsden asked.

Vioxx nodded, looking at the screen. “Now the only question remains how we can possibly hope to out-gun them.”

“I’ve been working on that,” Marsden said.

“I’ve been watching,” Prosak said.

Remax turned to say something, but Vioxx cut him off. “I’m sure we’re all happy to hear what you’ve come up with, Lieutenant, as our two peoples have been sworn to work together.”

Remax swallowed his words, working his jaw muscles tersely as Marsden stepped to the front of the bridge.

“Prosak, if you will,” Marsden said, as Prosak took up the engineering station and began pushing controls. “I was able to siphon the power overage from the singularity drive directly into the disruptor cannon pathways.”

“That sounds dangerous,” Vioxx said.

“It’s extremely dangerous,” Marsden said. “Luckily I know singularity drives. The power converters can handle it. In theory, the singularity drive can provide unlimited power. That’s why it’s such an effective engine. We bleed extra power off the engines all the times, and usually just disperse it into space. It’s just a question of redirecting that power and regulating the flow.”

“That’s why the singularity drive is a superior design to its Federation counterpart,” Remax said, prompting a glare from Vioxx. “But…I’m looking forward to hearing the rest of your impressive plan.”

“Well,” Marsden said, holding back comment. “It’s going to be hard to aim. The recharge rate will be fairly lengthy between blasts, as we realign the power converters. It’ll be tricky, but not impossible.”

“We’ll be able to disable, not destroy, the ship, right Lieutenant?”

“Correct, Commander,” Prosak said. “Since we have the utmost concern for the lives aboard the Warhawk.”

“Right, the lives,” Vioxx said. “At any rate, good work, both of you. Lieutenant Marsden: aim our weapon and let me know when you’re ready to fire.”

Marsden swung behind the engineering pedestal as the Warhawk grew nearer on the viewscreen, as Prosak stepped aside to make room.

“Two minutes,” Marsden said.

“Which is a relief,” Remax said, “As our warp engines will give out in about seven minutes, at the rate we’re pushing them.”

“Distance from Neutral Zone?”

“Point seven eight parsecs,” Remax said, bending over his sensor scans.

“Weapons range now!” Marsden called out.

Vioxx squeezed his hand into a fist. “Fire!”

A sheath of white energy shot forth from the Allegra’s disruptor banks, slamming into the aft section of the Zocor, sending it winging away, like an off-kilter frisbee.

“Direct hit!” Marsden called out. “Major engine damage. Peripheral damage on several decks.”

“Zantak, move to intercept. Marsden, aim for their weapons. Fire again,” Vioxx said as the Allegra soared in for the kill.

The Zocor, for her part, stopped tumbling and righted itself, then turned toward the Allegra and fired.

The tiny ship was immediately tossed, flailing end over end, shaking the bridge crew against their consoles and bulkhead railings as sparks erupted from panels all over the bridge.

Vioxx stumbled to his feet. “After-action report!”

Remax climbed up his pedestal, wiping away small shards of debris. He looked up at Vioxx. “We were successful in disabling the Zocor’s warp engines. But she’s still moving away at impulse.”

“Do we still have our engines?”

“Affirmative,” Marsden said. “Impulse only. Point seven five capacity.”

“Good enough,” Vioxx said. “Zantak, follow them.”

“Treaty,” Zantak said crisply.

Remax nodded. “She’s right, Commander. Our treaty with the Federation specifically stipulates that we cannot enter the Neutral Zone unless it’s authorized by both goverments, and acted on in accordance with…”

Vioxx held up a hand, silencing Remax. He looked to Prosak and Vioxx. “WE just so happen to have two Federation representatives aboard. Prosak, Marsden. Do you two authorize us to go into the Neutral Zone?”

“I’m sure we’re not qualified,” Marsden said. “You’ll have to call and clear it with…”

“We will!” Prosak blurted, eliciting a glare from Marsden.

“You can’t just…”

“I outrank you,” Prosak said simply. “And it’s the right thing to do.”

“This better not be about Tovar…”

“Ladies!” Vioxx exclaimed. “Perhaps you can continue this after today’s calamitous events. Zantak, take us into the Neutral Zone. Commander Prosak, on behalf of myself, my crew, and the Romulan people, thank you for your assistance.”

“Least I could do,” Prosak said as the Allegra angled into the Neutral Zone.

“Let’s hope this works out,” Marsden said. “Otherwise, Starfleet Command’s gonna kill you.”

“I think I’m safe, for the moment,” Prosak said confidently, looking ahead to the viewscreen.

“Try to hail them,” Vioxx said, stepping toward the crackling viewscreen; just one of the minor damages incurred during the Zocor’s assault.

“We only have shortrange communications at the moment,” Remax said. “And we’re not close enough. The Zocor got a bit of a jump on us after the firefight.”

“Make up the distance, Zantak,” Vioxx said, glancing back at the pilot. “All ahead full.”

Zantak nodded and pushed the Allegra’s engines onward.

“Vioxx to Selex,” the Romulan Commander said, glancing about the bridge.

There was no response.

“Vioxx to Selex.”

“He was alone down in the engine room by himself,” Remax said. “I’ll go check…”

“No,” Prosak said. “You’re needed on the bridge.” She looked to Marsden. “As are you, in case the Warhawk starts shooting at us again.”

“My skill with disruptors is legend! I will help the good Marsden free us all from peril!” Nortal announced, joining Marsden up at the engineering console.

“Very…good,” Vioxx said slowly, and gestured for Prosak to leave. “Find out what happened. And, whatever you do, try not to kick him in the crotch.”

“On that, you have my word, Commander,” Prosak said, and dashed off the bridge.



The engine room was a mess of sparks and debris. The Warhawk had aimed well, and hit them squarely amidships, crippling the warp engines and ensuring that the engine room would need a massive overhaul once all this was over.

But there were more important things to deal with at the moment. Prosak came upon Selex, draped over a power control console, limp.

She felt his neck for a pulse, and to her relief, determined the engineer was still alive.

“Vioxx to Prosak. Any news on our engineer?”

“He’s here, Commander, but unconscious. Please lock on transporter to our coordinates and beam us to the medical bay.”

“I’m afraid the transporters are down.”

“Figures,” Prosak said.

“There’s another thing you should know. Just a minor detail.”

“What’s that, Commander?”

“That compartment is flooding with radiation. It’ll be unliveable in six or seven minutes. I’m about to activate the lockdown sequence.

“We’ve got to get out!” Prosak exclaimed.

“That’s sort of what this call’s about,” Vioxx said. “I’m glad we’re on the same page. Now then, are you well-versed with the ‘fireman’s carry?’”

“This is no time to discuss my personal life, Commander. I’ve got a crewmember to save,” Prosak said earnestly and gripped Selex by his arms, draping him across her back and darting out into the corridor as the evacuation alarm sounded.

Prosak darted down the hall toward the companionway as she saw the door begining to ratchet shut. She quickened her pace, then sucked in her breath, sliding sideways through the closing door and dragging Selex along with her.

She collapsed, breathless, next to the still-unconscious Selex, and sighed. “You’re heavier than you look.”

“Commander Prosak?” Vioxx asked.

“We’re out. You can begin venting the radiation out into space.”

“Good work. I’m sure Selex appreciates it.”

“I’m sure,” Prosak muttered and once again hoisted the engineer. “We’ll be in the medical bay if you need us!”



Personal Log, Commander Vioxx:

Supplemental. For three hours, we’ve navigated the Neutral Zone on impulse, in search of the Zocor. At this point, the mission appears hopeless, and I’m beginning to wonder if we will ever find the Warhawk.



“Found it!” Marsden called out.

Remax glared back at her. “How?”

“Tied in the lateral sensors to the primary array,” Marsden replied. “But that’s not what’s important. What’s important is where.”

“Where?” Vioxx asked, stepping back to Marsden’s console.

“Galornden Core,” Marsden said. “I tracked their gamma emissions.”

Vioxx rubbed his chin. “Galornden Core. That planet’s been abandoned for decades. Why would they possibly go there?”

“Because it’s a dirty, wretched rock, and Klingons like that kind of thing?” Marsden suggested.

“Best speed to Galornden Core,” Vioxx said, looking to Zantak. “Good work, Marsden. I assume they’re cloaked?”

“Unfortunately,” Marsden said. “And don’t look at me. It wasn’t my bright idea to put cloaking devices on Romulan starships.”

“Indeed,” Vioxx nodded. “And would that we had one, it might have given us a tactical edge.”

“Our ship is too small,” Remax said, tapping his finger idly at his station, adding, “In so many ways.”

“One thing at a time, Remax,” Vioxx said.



“Mommy? Who’s out there?”

Prosak glanced up from a padd she was reading in the (you guessed it) cramped medical bay aboard the Allegra. She was perched on a stool beside the biobed that stretched the length of the room, little more than a walk-in closet.

She touched Selex’s arm. “Lieutenant, I’m afraid you took something of a spill.”

“Spill?”

“You were unconscious in the engine room when I found you. But I was able, with some effort, to carry you away before the compartment flooded with radiation.”

Selex’s eyes fluttered open. He inched back as he saw Prosak. “Wh-what are you doing to me?”

“Doing?” Prosak asked, blinking. “I treated your mild concussion with a neural tissue regenerator, and administered some pain killers. You might have a bit of a headache for a while, but otherwise, you’re none the worse for wear.”

“My fuxors still hurt,” Selex said, leaning up and rubbing his head.

“Well, that would be the fault of Lieutenant Marsden.”

“She is…aggressive,” Selex said.

“Yes,” Prosak said. “I’ve always found it to be part of her charm.”

“She obviously never kneed you in the fuxors.”

“No, not yet, anyway. Then again, I don’t have fuxors, so that would be quite difficult.”

Selex took a long hard look at Prosak. “Why are you helping me?”

“Because I was the only one on the bridge that could be spared. As you know, we’re a small crew, and everyone else has a job to do.”

“I’ve never been anything but mistrustful and wary of you,” Selex said.

“True,” said Prosak. “But maybe this will demonstrate that we’re all on the same side. Human, Romulan, RommaVulc, Brzelalian. All part of one galactic community.”

“You might be right,” Selex said.

Prosak patted his knee. “I know I am.”

“Vioxx to medical bay.”

“Prosak here,” the RommaVulc said, glancing up at the ceiling.

“We’ve arrived at Galornden Core, but there’s no sign of the Klingons or the Zocor. There’s a lot of interference down on the planet, so we’re going to beam down and check things out. We’ll leave you and Selex on the ship.”

“Understood. Good luck, Commander.”

“Well, then,” Prosak said, leaning back in her chair. “We’re on our own, it seems. Anything in particular you’d like to do?”

Selex stared at Prosak, then glanced to the left, at the laser scalpel that rested on the medical tray beside her. He quickly looked back at her. “No, nothing comes to mind.”

“In that case, how about a spirited game of chess?”



“What the hell is this place?” Marsden asked, moments after she, Remax, Nortal, Zantak and Vioxx materialized on the charred, storm- ridden surface of Galornden Core.

“A wretched hellhole. Didn’t you notice?” Remax said, hugging his grey survival jacket around him. His bionic arm itched during ionic storms.

“Yeah, a hellhole, that I know,” Marsden said, and then pointed up at the huge, arched sign that hung from a pair of poles above the landing party. “I meant, what’s the sign mean?”

Vioxx glanced at the sign, then shook his head dismissively and charged forward through the archway and along the path into the caves.

Remax took up step next to Marsden as Nortal and Zantak took up the rear. “It was a…theme park of sorts, about forty years ago,” he explained. “The sign says…”

“‘Stay away fools’?” Marsden asked with a grin.

Remax scrubbed rain and grime from his face as the pair trudged down the path. “No. What? No…the sign says ‘The Galornden Horror.’ This whole planet was a haunted amusement ride for rich Romulan dignitaries.”

“They’d have to be pretty high up on the ladder to be allowed to cross into the Neutral Zone.”

“It was a political maneuver. Our government established The Galornden Horror to attract Federation dignitaries as well. But for some reason, it didn’t really work.”

“Because this planet is a wretched hellhole?” Marsden asked.

“That’s one theory,” Remax said. “Anyway, it didn’t pan out.”

“That’s a shame.”

“It was, however, a good deal more successful than ‘The Nuptial Zone.’”

“I don’t even want to know,” Marsden said.

“Best that you ask no more questions,” said Remax, and the group ducked into the cave entrance…and nearly fell over the edge of a cliff and into the dark depths below.

Vioxx came to a startled stop at the tip of the ledge, and held up a hand. The group stopped moving so suddenly, they all nearly slammed into the Commander.

“Ledge,” Zantak said, looking up from her tricorder.

“Excellent reflexes, Sub-Lieutenant,” Vioxx muttered, gritting his teeth.

Remax glanced over Zantak’s shoulder at her tricorder and nodded. “The tunnels that lead through the underground caves are dead ahead. The Klingons are likely hiding in one of the passages beneath the surface.”

“My thoughts precisely,” Vioxx said. “Nortal, ready the carabineers. We’ll have to repel down the side of the ledge.”

“I will ready our ropes with pride and purpose!”

“Yes. Excellent,” Vioxx said, still peering warily over the edge of the ledge.

“That was close, Commander,” Marsden said, stepping up next to Vioxx and glancing down at the muddy depths, noting that no bottom was readily in sight. “One wrong step and you could’ve ended up splattered all over the Galornden floor.”

“Must you always joke?” Vioxx asked. “Nevermind, don’t answer that.”

“The ropes are ready for our repelling adventure!” Nortal announced.

“Heights,” Zantak muttered, passing by Marsden.

“My sentiment exactly,” Marsden said, patting Zantak on the shoulder as she attached a cable to her belt and followed the Romulans down the steep cliff ledge.



“Check,” Prosak said, looking up at Selex. “Your queen is surrounded.”

“She’s superior in every way to your bishop and pawn,” Selex said. “She’d prevail in any hand-to-hand combat. So I win.”

Prosak cocked her head. “That’s not how this game works, actually.”

“Then it all seems rather a waste of time, don’t you think?”

“No, well…” Prosak began, scratching your head. “You see, the point is, the strategy…”

Selex yawned. “I’ve grown tiresome of this game. Could you get me something to eat?”

“I suppose,” Prosak said. “I’m not sure what the status of the replicators is, though.”

Selex’s expression brightened. “Maybe you should check, then?”

“Of course,” Prosak said. “I’ll be just a moment.”

“Thank you for showing me this Federation child’s game,” Selex called after Prosak, who paused at the door to the medical bay a moment.

“You’re welcome,” she said, and stepped out.

She bit her lip thoughtfully as she walked down the companionway. “So not logical,” she said to herself, thinking about how impressed she was when she read the books on the great chess masters, lent to her by Captain Bain. At the time, he was only trying to disprove her theory that the books in his Captain’s Lounge were only for show, but instead she actually learned a great deal about human culture.

Infinite Diversity in Infinite Combinations. Once again, Vulcan edicts rang true. Different perspectives were vital to understanding one’s place in the world, and even Selex’s rather skewed perspective was important and meaningful. But how could she show him this? That would become her mission.

Along with finding a working replicator.

These and other thoughts passed through Prosak’s mind as she slammed right into a rather muscular, partially bare, chest.

She glanced up, squinting in the dim corridor, and immediately jumped back at the sight of the towering Klingon woman and her towering hive of hair. “Chynok!”



“There now, that wasn’t so bad,” Vioxx said, hopping to the mushy cave floor, then helping Remax, and then Zantak and Nortal down. He turned to his crew. “Now then, someone try to pull up a sensor image.”

“Thanks, I’m fine, I don’t need any help!” Marsden called from several meters up.

“What’s she waiting for?” Remax asked, sidling up to Vioxx. “An invitation?”

“I do not know,” Vioxx said, and called up to Marsden. “Lieutenant, do you need any assistance?”

“A hovercraft of some kind would be great!” Marsden said. “Or a transporter.”

“A transporter would scramble your molecules if we tried to use it in this ionic interference!” Remax called up to her.

“Yeah. That sounds nice!” Marsden called back, digging into the cave wall with her feet.

“Just ease yourself down,” Vioxx said, and growled to himself. “Curse it, Marsden, we don’t have time for this.”

Marsden worked her jaw a few moments as she glanced down at the Romulans milling in the darkness below her, while Nortal fumbled with her palm beacon and Zantak consulted her tricorder. “This is reminding me more and more of summer vacation when I was seventeen,” she muttered, then finally pushed off the cliff edge and made her final descent….

Right into Vioxx’s arms. He gently lifted her to the ground, and looked at her impassively as she eagerly unhooked her repelling cable. “Are you afraid of heights, Lieutenant?”

“Don’t be silly, Commander. I’m in Starfleet. I fear nothing.”

“Of course,” Vioxx said, and turned to Zantak. “Well, any readings?”

Zantak shook her head.

“Where’s the tunnel out of here?” Remax said, pulling out his palm beacon and pivoting it around, examining the cave walls.

Vioxx glanced around. “There is a tunnel leading out of here, right?”

Suddenly Zantak shrieked rather noticeably (as she seldom said more than one word at a time), and everyone looked around, panicked, as a four-walled cage seemed to rise up around them, to waist height, and then the floor itself seemed to raise and shake.

“This isn’t one of those ‘malfunctioning security system tries to kill away team’ things, is it?” Marsden asked.

“No,” Remax said, looking around as dim lights came on throughout the cave, and the stone wall in front of them suddenly slid open to reveal a long tunnel.

Then they started moving, rumbling along on what felt like somewhat uneven treads beneath the little mining cart that formed around them. . “No,” Remax said again. “I think it’s safe to say we’re on a ride.”

Marsden squeezed her eyes shut as the cart picked up speed. She gripped the metal railing beside her and held on for dear life as she heard screams and death wails coming from all sides of her, and multicolored strobe lights flashed in her face.

She was really wishing she’d have stayed aboard the Allegra.



Selex sat on the medical bed, kicking his feet lazily as he glanced around. “Scalpel would be too messy. Most chemical compounds could be traced.” He stroked his chin. “Hmmm….airlock. Airlock is a definite possibility. But it would be hard to explain.”

This was more than just his duty, Selex thought. The Fates had provided him a sterling opportunity. How many times would he be aboard a ship, alone with Prosak, with no witnesses around? If it was indeed in the Romulan Empire’s best interests to kill Prosak, then wasn’t this the best opportunity to do so?

There will never be a better time, he thought to himself.

Then again, she was rather nice to him.

“No!” Selex told himself. “Stay on task. Don’t get distracted by their politeness. That’s how the Federation tricks you.”

Yes. A trick. That was it. He was being lulled into a false sense of security. Selex steeled himself, marshaling his inner resources.

He knew what he had to do. For the good of the empire, and to return Vioxx and his compatriots to the good graces of the Romulan people, Selex had to do it.

Prosak had to die.

Selex was suddenly stirred from his thoughts by a loud thumping outside, against the bulkheads.

“Hmmm…she’s more cunning than I thought,” Selex said to himself, reaching out and grabbing the laser scalpel. “She’s planning a preemptive strike. And she’s making lots of noise out there just to mess with my head.”

THUMP-THUMP-THUMP!

Selex crouched into a defensive stance. That RommaVulc didn’t scare him. He’d show her a thing or two about logic. He crept toward the door to the medical bay, and punched the opening control.

“And now….NOW….we’ll have that fight to the death we missed out on last time! Nobody defeats a Klingon by tickling!” Chynok bellowed, hoisting Prosak high by the throat, just as Selex stepped out into the companionway.

Selex’s eyes went wide. He hadn’t seen many Klingons in his lifetime, but Chynok was by far the largest, most muscular one he’d ever seen…although he was pretty sure her beehive hairdo added a good half- meter to her height.

“Selex…” Prosak moaned as Chynok swung her back and forth, first into one bulkhead, then into the other, as a pair of Klingons looked on from behind her. “For…the love of logic…do…SOMETHING!”

“I…” Selex stammered, and then he acted, more on instinct than anything else. He thumbed the activation switch on the laser scapel and flung it at the massive Klingon’s leg.

She screamed, dropping Prosak to the deck and gripping her leg.

Prosak took no time at all to regain her bearings, leaping to her feet, grabbing Selex by the arm, and dragging him along down the companionway at breakneck speed.

“GET THEM!” Chynok thundered, gripping her wounded leg and limping after them, as the other two Klingons dashed ahead.



“And then the storms came….CRASH CRASH went the thunder and ZAP went the lightening…and the Starfleet officers cowered at the sound of it!” a tremulous, ominous voiceover stated as the hellish ride rocketed Vioxx, Remax, Marsden, Zantak, and Nortal through the bowels of Galornden Core.

“What did he just say?” Marsden asked, hooking her arm around the metal railing and dropping to her knees as the rickety cart bucked and winded through the seemingly endless cave.

“The inferior Starfleeters cowered, as the triumphant Romulans exhalted, having defeated their foes once again, and having demonstrated that Romulus is first among all planets.”

“What’s the point of this?” Marsden asked, although she was pretty sure she already knew.

“The Romulans weren’t afraid of the storm on that day,” the voiceover continued. “And you shouldn’t be either. Please be informed that any ride occupants showing actual fear will be arrested by park marshals at the conclusion of this ride, thank you.”

And suddenly, the cart hooked left, headed down a dark passageway, and came to a stop at a dead end.

Nortal glanced around, aiming her palm beacon at the walls as the colorful lights died down. “That was magnificent! Splended! Superb! Can we go again?”

“Never,” Vioxx said groggily, climbing out of the cart. “We’ll walk back.”

“Don’t throw up, Commander, it’s a show of weakness,” Remax mumbled, and crawled out of the cart, with Vioxx’s assistance. Once he was on his feet, he ran over to the corner and vomited explosively against the wall.

Vioxx looked around, gritting his teeth. “This doesn’t get us any closer to the Klingons.”

Zantak consulted her tricorder. “Agreed.”

“‘First among planets’?” Marsden asked. “What was that all about?”

“Just a history lesson,” Vioxx said. “Romulans believe that amusement rides should educate as well as entertain.”

“But anyone who is actually scared by them is prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law?”

“It’s pretty standard practice,” Vioxx said, glancing over at Remax. “Are you okay, friend?”

“Leave me here to die!” Remax moaned, squatting and staring at the ground.

“Well, let’s table the debate on whose empire is superior for now,” Marsden said. “And let’s figure out our next move.”

“Our next move is to find a way back to the surface and get back to the ship,” Vioxx said. “Because I’m fairly certain we’ve been had.”



“Wh…what was that thing?” Selex said, knees drawn up, sitting against a wall in a tiny compartment off the main companionway aboard the Allegra.

Prosak paced in front of the door, checking the power levels on her newly acquired disruptor. “That ‘thing’ was Chynok. I’ve faced her once before, at a Klingon dude ranch. For reasons unknown, she wants me dead. I suspect she somewhat dislikes Romulans.”

“‘Dude Ranch?’”

“Do not ask. At any rate, she challenged me to a battle to the death. I complied; however, just before she was able to deliver the killing blow, I started to tickle her. Before she could recover from her laughing fit, I was beamed away by the Vulcans, who made known to me their intentions to take over the former Klingon Empire.”

“So Chynok is mad because you tickled her?”

“Among other things.”

Selex nodded. “Klingons have a way of hating Romulans.”

“Indeed.”

Selex glanced around. “We’re lucky to have found this maintenance closet.”

“These are my quarters,” Prosak muttered.

“And the disruptor you found under that shelf?”

“Under my bed,” Prosak corrected. “Standard issue. I’ve never understood why Romulan soldiers keep weapons under their beds.”

“Assassination,” Selex said quickly. “Or…to kill rodents. Whichever.”

“Indeed,” Prosak said. “At any rate, thank you for saving me back there. I suppose we’re even.”

Selex thought about that. “Yes. I suppose we are.”

“Although Chynok may make the whole matter a moot point,” Prosak said, and backed up against the door. “Do you hear something?”

Selex’s ears twitched a bit. “Possibly.”

Suddenly the door exploded inward as a fist punched through it, and gripped Prosak’s neck, dragging her out.

“Achhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” Prosak screamed as her disruptor clattered to the floor.

Chynok lifted her off her feet and stared up into her eyes. “Now then: We were having a discussion before I was so rudely interrupted.”

Selex dove for the disruptor as it clattered out into the corridor, but one of the other Klingons grabbed it before he could get to it and pointed it at him.

“Do not move,” the strapping Klingon male snarled.

“Krard, Bonjar…grab the male,” Chynok growled, dragging Prosak down the companionway. “I’ve got Prosak.”

“Krard?” Prosak blinked, glancing at the other Klingon. “Krard the Solemn?”

The elder Klingon shook his head as he lifted Selex to his feet, and as the other Klingon, Bonjar, took Selex’s other arm. “I’m now known as Krard the Ridiculously Vengeful.”

“Why?” Prosak asked blankly.

“Because Klingons will have a position of respect in the Federation once more!” Chynok bellowed, then slung Prosak unceremoniously over her back.

“And who are you?” Selex asked Bonjar.

“I used to be a waiter at a Klingon dude ranch.”

“Now he is Bonjar the Violently Insolent!” Chynok snapped, as she approached the door to the bridge. She elbowed the control and the hatch cranked open.

“Do you have a…title?” Prosak asked, trying to stall and make conversation at the same time.

“I don’t need one. Nobody who faces me will live to remember my name.”

“That’s clever,” Selex noted, as Bonjar stuffed him into a corner, and trained his disruptor on him.

“There are more like us, back in Klingon space,” Chynok said, forcing Prosak into the command chair, then pacing in front of her, looking out at the starscape on the Allegra’s viewscreen. “They are trapped, weak, and weary. They were conquered by the Romulans, then occupied by the Vulcans. They’ve had enough of being the Galaxy’s dogs!”

“Dogs can be fun!” Prosak mentioned, then Chynok reeled back and slapped her.

“Dogs are not fun!” Chynok shouted back, returning to the viewscreen. “That Warhawk will be the first in a fleet that will bring honor back to all our houses. A New Order will be established among the Klingon people. I will restore our values and our pride. Otherworlders will rue the day they ever crossed the Klingon Empi…”

That’s when Prosak leapt from the chair, and slung her arms around Chynok’s neck, digging into the Klingon’s back with her heels in a mad attempt to topple her.

“Get…off…me….you Romulan….p’tak!” Chynok growled, clawing at Prosak.

“You are SO not logical!” Prosak growled through gritted teeth.

Selex took the moment of confusion to swing his arm down on Bonjar’s hand, knocking the disruptor loose. Both of them dove for it, their heads popping together.

“OW!” Selex moaned, grappling on the floor with Bonjar.

“People, behave yourselves!” Krard called out, looking around the bridge. “Do none of you have any sense?”

“Do you really want us to answer that?” Selex called from the ground.

“This is not what the New Order was supposed to be about!” Krard bellowed, and stooped to grab the fallen disruptor..

“This is exactly what it’s supposed to be about!” Chynok snapped as she clawed at Prosak. “Violence! Vengeance! The right to muscular arms!”

Selex rolled over Bonjar, sitting on the kicking Klingon’s face and grabbing his arms. He looked plaintively up at Krard. “Somebody shut her up!”

Krard leveled his disruptor at Chynok. “All due respect, I think this has gotten out of hands. There’s nothing proud, nor honorable, about this.”

“You’d dare betray me?” Chynok asked, hefting Prosak aloft like a barbell.

“Could someone please shoot her?” Prosak asked politely.

“Don’t be a fool, old man!” Bonjar cried out as he pounced on Prosak, and the two clambered to the ground.

“I…I’m not sure what to do.”

Suddenly, the all-call sounded through the bridge, and all heads turned to the viewscreen.

Vioxx appeared there, seated in the command chair of the Zocor. An incredulous Marsden stood beside him.

“Stand down, is what you should do,” Vioxx said calmly from the screen. “Or be blown out of the stars.”

“You wouldn’t blow us up with your people still aboard.”

“Wouldn’t I?” Vioxx asked, raising an eyebrow as Chynok stared at him, breathing heavily. “I care only about the rescue of Romulan property. Your lives, or the lives of my crew, are meaningless to me. The mission, and faithful service to the Praetor, are all I care about.”

“Romulans are not honorable,” Chynok said, gritting her teeth. She hurled Prosak at the viewscreen, unleashing a mouthful of Klingon curses as the dazed RommaVulc rolled to the floor.

Vioxx continued to stare placidly at her, the image only shaking for a moment with the force of impact.

“We’re waiting for your answer, Madam.”

“All weapons!” Chynok barked over her shoulder. “Fire on that…”

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

With three precise shots, the Allegra’s forcefields were down.

Moments later, Chynok, Krard, and Bonjar felt the tingling sensation of a transporter beam taking hold of them.



Ship’s Log, Romulan Scout Ship Allegra,

First Entry, Stardate 178267.4. We’ve returned to our outpost in the Yatooi sector to put in for minor repairs and return the prisoners we captured while we liberated the Zocor from Klingon hands. Romulan interests were keenly observed, there was little harm done to our crew, and, best yet, we’re about to be handed over command of a state-of-the art Warhawk. It’s a good day to be Romulan.



“WHAT DO YOU MEAN WE DON’T GET THE WARHAWK?” Vioxx demanded, stalking the bridge of the Allegra in an uncharacteristic show of insolence as he stared at Vice Admiral Negrek on the viewscreen.

“Exactly that. You’ve done an excellent job. You may now take the Allegra and return to your post aboard the Anomaly.”

“But you promised!”

“I’m a Romulan. My promises are meaningless. We serve the Praetor in all things. We do what is best for the Romulan people. Command does not wish you to have this Warbird, so you shall not have it.”

“Was it something I said?” Vioxx said quietly.

“It is not for me to say; however, you do have the thanks of all Romulan people today for the rescue of stolen Romulan goods, and the recovery of known felons who will be tried in the Romulan courts,” Negrek monotoned. “You should feel a sense of fulfilment. And you should leave.”

“Screen off,” Vioxx muttered, and glared at the screen.

Selex and Remax stood behind him.

“‘But Brutus is an honorable man,’” Remax quoted.

“You’re on your own,” Selex said. “The only way you’re going to get a true command again is through deceit and murder. The Romulan way! You must kill Prosak.”



“How did you do it?” Prosak asked, as she walked down the companionway toward the Allegra’s bridge. “Only you would have found a way to rig Nortal’s tricorder to tap into the transporter beacon of the orbiting Warhawk.”

“That’s the drawback to a cloaking device. You can beam through it, if you know what you’re doing. And if you can find the ship,” Marsden said with a little grin.

“How did you know what to look for?”

“Probably the fact that I’ve been in intimate contact with a half- Romulan engine for three and a half years now.”

“That’s not all you’ve been in intimate contact with.”

Marsden blinked at Prosak. “I thought we were past all that! We were sharing some jovial comaraderie!”

“My apologies. Old habits die hard, as you humans are fond of saying.”

“Harumph,” Marsden said. “I refuse to become known only as Tovar’s girlfriend.”

“You’re his girlfriend?” Prosak asked, and nearly slammed into a bulkhead.

Marsden caught herself laughing as Prosak side-stepped the protruding bulkhead and continued toward the bridge. “Watch your step, there, Prosak.”

The walk went on in silence, until the pair neared the door to the bridge, and Prosak stopped in her tracks, and turned to face Marsden. “Lieutenant, I have one question. Did Vioxx mean what he said about Romulans being dishonorable?”

“You tell me. You’re the Romulan,” Marsden said.

“Vioxx considers himself an honorable man. He believes there is more to the Romulan Empire than meets the eye. I fear, however, that there’s actually less.”

“Maybe you two can meet somewhere in the middle,” Marsden said.

“The point is moot,” Prosak said. “Vioxx and his crew will be transferring aboard the Zocor, and I doubt we’ll cross paths with them again.”

“You won’t see me shed any tears,” Marsden said.

“Me neither, but then again, I strive to subdue all of my emotions,” Prosak said, and ducked onto the bridge.

She found Remax, Selex, and Vioxx standing together. They stared at her in abject silence. Selex’s mouth was open as if he’d been interrupted in mid-sentence.

“By all means, continue,” Marsden said as she moved over to the engineering console and checked the Allegra’s shield status.

“As I was saying,” Selex said, walking over to join Marsden at the console. “All systems are operational and we are ready for departure.”

“Good,” Vioxx said. He looked ahead to the helm console. “Zantak, lay in a course to return to the Anomaly, best speed. Signal the dockmaster and have them clear all moorings, then take us out on thrusters only until we clear the bay.”

Nortal tapped eagerly at the tactical console. “Depart, depart! Yes, we shall depart forthwith!”

“What happened to the Zocor?” asked Prosak.

“The Zocor will remain here for now,” Vioxx said, as he watched the view shift from the inside of the outpost’s hangar deck to the open space door, and the starscape beyond. “And will remain so until the Romulan military authority sees fit to crew it.”

“You guys aren’t leaving us?” Marsden asked.

“Not yet,” Selex said under his breath.

“I for one couldn’t be more pleased,” Prosak said, stepping up next to Vioxx.

“Me neither. Now let’s get the hell out of here,” Vioxx said, and stared ahead at the viewscreen as the Allegra leapt into warp.



THE END.



NEXT:



Reginald Bain is targeted for revenge, when Thot Phul unleashes a secret weapon on him: A Starfleet Captain almost as smart as Bain is! Will the holographic James T. Kirk stand a chance against Bain’s intellect? Will Prosak survive Romulan scheming? And what is Grad Norm planning for the Anomaly crew? Find out in the Series 8 finale…“Hollow Threats.”





Hollow Threats





DELTA BASE GRAZANY SECTOR NEAR BREEN BORDER



Specialist Aaron McGrew yawned as he sipped a mug of v’haspant and looked over the morning’s observation reports on the holoscreen in his office.

It was his job to weed through the bonehead stuff and pick out the nuggets that would be of the most interest to Starfleet Intelligence, and then funnel that along the proper channels.

Today, there just wasn’t much.

Feldora, daughter to First Chancellor Mazz, was pregnant (again) and nobody could figure out who the father was.

McGrew yawned again. How could they figure out who anyone was when everyone on that planet wore helmets? It must be maddening to work security at a place like that, he thought.

In other news, Thot-Phul, once a highly-respected commander in the Breen Fleet, was recently demoted to Dobt, which was the lowest possible rank among Breen officers. Ultraspace traffic indicated he was going to be transported to maintenance at one of the Breen’s far-flung facilities.

McGrew felt a little sorry for Phul. He’d intercepted a lot of communiques from Phul, during his heyday, and the guy seemed decent enough. For a Breen, of course.

One last information packet crossed McGrew’s screen. Looked like a standard systems upgrade package. New communication protocols, improvements to the maintenance systems, and newer magazines for the officer’s lounge on base. McGrew punched a control, and the upgrade launched, downloading gigaquads of source code to the Base’s primary computer core.

McGrew stood to stretch his legs and stare out the viewport at Breen space, as the upgrade file finished downloading, then tucked itself into a system-level folder.

“Upgrade complete,” the computer said, stating the obvious.

“Great day in the morning,” McGrew muttered, and sat down to finish his drink and download the next series of reports.



Meanwhile, down on the base’s lowermost level, deep below the surface of the rogue planet JV-110, where the base had been built, the holographic maintenance system flickered to life, in the form of a balding, middle-aged man with a perturbed expression on his face.

“Please state the nature of the maintenance prob…” He trained off as he realized he was alone on the janitorial deck. “Hello?” he asked, peering around. “How many times have I asked you people not to activate me unless you actually require maint…” He cocked his head as his image flickered. “What’s this?”

“Don’t fight this, bald man. I’m here now, and there’s nothing you can do about it!” a foreign voice said, though it used his mouth.

“Who are you?” the RMH (Routine Maintenance Hologram) asked indignantly as he lurched back against the wall, his uniform rippling. He felt his face as it morphed. “Stop doing that!” he ordered as his voice changed pitch.

“Don’t make this harder than it has to be!” the hologram said to himself, as his face filled out. A full head of brown hair grew on his head, and his sideburns extended down into points.

“Hold on, I recognize that voice,” the RMH said softly, as he shook, and his black uniform turned burgundy. The bottoms of his pantlegs flared out absurdly, and his collar filled out into a white turtleneck. “You’re…” he stammered.

Finally, the fully transformed hologram stepped out from the shadows, into the light of the corridor. “Kirk. Enterprise!” he said, and laughed uproariously.



U.S.S. ANOMALY



Lt. Commander Tovar sat in the center seat, on the Anomaly bridge, staring at the viewscreen with concern.

“Distance to the freighter?” he asked.

Dr. Natalia Kasyov looked up from the science console. “Thirty- two thousand kilometers and closing.”

“Stand by on weapons,” Tovar called behind him, to Lt. Gworos. “Do not fire or raise shields until I give the order.”

“Aye, sir,” Gworos replied, looking over tac-ops with a steely gaze. “Disruptors and neutron torpedoes at your command.”

Commander Prosak stood beside Tovar. “Are you nervous?”

“Not at all,” Tovar said, shifting in his chair. He watched the blip on the screen that represented the stranded freighter. “Ease off on the polarons; one-quarter speed. Adjust helm for approach vector.”

“Aye, sir,” Ensign Nott said from the helm.

“Sensors to maximum, Dr. Kasyov. I don’t want any surprise…”

“Multiple contacts incoming!” Kasyov called out, cutting Tovar off. “Nine Breen scythe ships, weapons hot.”

“Raise shields and arm weapons. Instruct the freighter to back off to a safe distance.”

“The Breen are ignoring the freighter and are heading toward us,” Gworos said, and put a visual up on the viewscreen, showing the Breen ships’ approach.

“If you have an attack strategy, you should execute it now,” Prosak said calmly.

Tovar didn’t look at her. “Prepare neutron torpedoes. Multiple yields, full spread. Fire on my mark.” Tovar waited a beat until the Breen ships grew closer on the viewscreen. “Mark!”

The Anomaly let loose with a barrage of fiery green torpedoes, gashing several of the approaching Breen scythe ships.

“They’re opening fire!” Kasyov called out.

“Ahead bearing oh-seven-two mark oh-oh-four,” Tovar called out. “Warp one!”

“In the system?” Ensign Nott asked.

“Yes. Engage!”

Nott complied, and the Anomaly lurched forward.

“Come back in on approach vector one-two-one mark oh-oh-five.”

“Behind the freighter,” Kasyov said, and looked up, grinning.

Prosak patted Tovar’s shoulder. “Good idea, Commander.”

“Take us out of warp right on top of the freighter, Ensign Nott. Now, go!” Tovar ordered, and the Anomaly whipped around, slingshotting around one of the outlying planets in the system, which bordered Breen space.

The damaged Terran freighter came into view, brown, squat, and bulky, on the viewscreen, its nacelles venting drive plasma.

“Any shields?”

“All shield sheaths are down,” Kasyov said. “Reading three hundred life signs aboard, in various stages of distress. They need immediate evac, Commander.”

“Activate all transporter consoles. Start beaming the survivors aboard. Beam the worst cases directly to Sickbay.”

“Aye, sir,” Kasyov said, and began tapping at her panel.

Tovar glanced at Prosak. “Commander, get belowdecks and oversee the rescue operation.”

“On my way,” Prosak said, and ducked into the aft turbolift.

Tovar pivoted back to tac-ops. “Status of the Breen ships, Gworos?”

“They’re coming toward us. Our ruse did not fool them for long.”

“It didn’t need to. The freighter will be evacuated soon; and we’ll be on our way.”

“Three minutes,” Kasyov said. “It’s going to be close.”

“Helm, pivot us toward the oncoming Breen. Weapons, ready on all out barrage.”

“Aye, sir,” came the crisp replies from Nott and Gworos.

Tovar watched the Breen scythes come toward them on the viewscreen. He resisted the urge to flinch, then pointed back at Gworos. “Now, Lieutenant! Fire!”

The Anomaly unleashed another barrage at the Breen, badly damaging several more ships, which spiraled out of formation, venting plasma and gas into space, sputtering.

“Survivors all aboard, sir!” Kasyov suddenly called out.

“Escape course!” Tovar said. “Maximum warp!”

He watched the starscape turn, then stretch forward as the Anomaly leapt into warp and out of danger.

Tovar looked around smugly. “That was almost too easy.”

“You did it, Tovar!” Kasyov said excitedly, and got up to cross the bridge, wrapping her arms around Tovar and hugging him. “That was amazing!”

“At the risk of sounding immodest,” Tovar began, but was interrupted by a blaring klaxon.

“Intruder alert, multiple decks, sir!” Gworos called out. “We’re getting scattered reports from security. Sir, those survivors we beamed aboard weren’t Federation citizens. They were Breen! They must have been using hydrosilica based suits to fool our sensors.”

“Dispatch security teams to all affected decks. Contain them!” Tovar said, racing back to tac-ops.

“There are too many, sir,” Gworos said. “They’re too well organized. They’ve already taken engineering, the auxiliary bridge, and sickbay!”

“Shelly!” Tovar growled, pounding the panel. “Tovar to Marsden, do you read me?”

There was no response.

He glanced down at the security scanners, confirming his worst fears. The multiple blips, now appearing in their true form as Breen, were headed for the bridge.

“Sidearms, everyone,” Tovar called out, and ducked behind tac- ops, opening the hatch to the supply bin and yanking out convection phaser rifles. He tossed one to Gworos, then flung another at Kasyov, then grabbed one for himself, rising and turning to the aft turbolift, just as it open, and a horder of Breen streamed out, firing.

The Breens’ first blast pegged Kasyov in the chest, sending her crumpling to the deck. Gworos took three Breen on hand-to-hand, beating them mercilessly with his rifle, but was soon shot point-blank, and also fell, seemingly dead.

Before Tovar knew what had hit him, he was surrounded by Breen, with half a dozen rifles pointed at his forehead.

“GRAR RAR GRAK NAK!” one of the Breen chortled.

“I feel rather stupid,” Tovar said to him.

“GRAR GRAK BRAT BRAZZ!”

“Oh, shut up!” Tovar moaned, and flicked the Breen’s helmet, then pushed past him. “Computer, end simulation.”

The Anomaly bridge faded away to reveal the holodeck grid, and Captain Reginald Bain sitting in a director’s chair, a padd in his lap.

He stood up and walked over to Tovar. “Good show, my boy! You almost had it!”

“The Anomaly was taken over, Kasyov and Gworos were killed, and I was taken prisoner.”

“You would have been killed later, but I get the point,” Bain said. “There’s room for improvement. But that’s what the Kobayashi Maru scenario is all about.”

“Easy for you to say. You’re the only officer who’s ever beaten it without cheating or bribing someone.”

“And it wasn’t easy,” Bain said. “But today’s times are getting more and more complex. The modern Starfleet officer has to face problems old blokes like me never had to deal with. The Kobayashi Maru test has to change to meet those changing needs.”

“And is that why you volunteered to re-write it?”

“Just a spit and polish, is all,” Bain said. “And I thank you for helping.”

“A good dose of humility never hurt anyone,” Tovar said. “Or at least, that’s what I said the fourth time I failed your test. Now I’m starting to feel ridiculous.”

“Well, we’ll pack up for the night,” Bain said, patting Tovar on the back. “You deserve a pint and a rest. Then you can try again in the morning. This time, even if you get captured, stay with the simulation. There’s a really interesting bit coming up with an invasion by the Red Borg.”

“Aren’t you afraid that the simulation is becoming a tad…busy?”

“That’s the fun of it, old chum!” Bain said, and lead Tovar to the door, which opened and admitted the pair out into the corridor, where Shelly Marsden was waiting, tapping her foot and slapping a coil spanner against her wrist.

“What did you think, Shell…” Tovar began.

“Natalia is still too flirtatious!” Marsden growled. “What’s she doing hugging you in the middle of a red alert?”

“It seemed in-character,” Bain said, rubbing his chin.

“Ask Natalia, and you’ll see it isn’t. She doesn’t give out hugs liberally. I’ve known her for ten years, and she’s only ever hugged me twice.”

“I’ll make the appropriate adjustments,” Bain assured Marsden, slipping one arm around her and the other around Tovar as the group walked down the corridor. “But what did you THINK of the simulation?”

“I don’t like the fact that I died,” Marsden muttered.

“Ah, but you didn’t necessarily die. You’re just missing, and presumed lost.”

“Aw, so Tovar could rescue me, eh?” Marsden asked with a grin.

“And I would, without doubt,” Tovar said resolutely.

“No, actually, you do end up being dead, as I recall. I’ll have to check the program though. I killed off so many officers during the boarding scene…”

“Are you going to get around to commanding the ship again, sir, or are you going to become a holonovelist full-time?” Marsden asked.

“Shelly, there’s nothing wrong with the captain expanding his imagination!” Tovar snapped.

“I didn’t say there was, but I figure at some point he may want to explore something, or blow something up, conquer a planet, or something.”

“Time enough for that, Marsie, don’t you worry,” Bain said. “For now, let’s all have grog!”

“Grog. Yum,” Marsden said half-heartedly, glancing at Tovar as the trio headed down to the pub.



HALFWAY STATION GRAZANY SECTOR



The station wasn’t large or impressive. Just a little wheel in space, with running lights and a prickling of ultraspace antennae.

It was neutrally owned, and so old that nobody could recall whether the Breen or the Federation, or a third party, had actually built it.

There wasn’t much of use aboard Halfway Station, other than storage lockers, sonic cleansing facilities, an infimary station, and, of course, Borderers.

Borderers was the only establishment in known space that accommodated both Breen and Federation visitors, without prejudice. All were welcome here, without consideration to the brinkmanship or war currently underway between the two galactic powers.

Borderers benefitted from the fact that it was situated on Halfway Station, located conveniently between the Breen listening post, and Delta Base, its Federation counterpart.

Specialists and fleet officers from both the Breen Confederacy and the United Federation of Planets attended Borderers. Here, all disagreements were off. The only thing on tap was a variety of lagers and liquors from all over the quadrant. And, of course, a tasty combination of Breen and Federation “pub grub.”

The beauty and simplicity of this station and its watering hole, though, were totally lost on the occupant of table six, who drank his Simmering Scythe slowly through its special helmet-friendly straw, scanning the room with his helmet visor.

“You Phul?”

The Breen didn’t look over his shoulder at his visitor. “Someone already took my order. I wanted a crab pretzel, ham hocks, and a miso soup,” the Breen said, hoping the Universal translator got his order right, and didn’t translate the Breen delicacies he asked for into their disgusting Earth counterparts.

“That’s a strange order, friend,” the stranger said, and stepped up beside Phul. “May I sit down?”

Phul looked the man over. He was paunchy, auburn-haired, with a full face. He wore a black leather trenchcoat and a Pike City Pioneers baseball cap, and a reflective visor over his eyes. “Are you trying to look inconspicuous?” Phul asked, snorting derisively.

“I could alter my form to resemble any being…if I wished. But I enjoy disguise,” the man replied. “It’s all part of deception. And, as you know, all war is based on deception.”

“You’re programmed with numerous tactical strategies, just like I was told,” Phul said. “Impressive.”

“I’m also a fairly good cook, if you’d like a meal later.”

“I have food coming,” Phul said.

“I’m not sure you’re going to like it.”

“That’s neither here nor there. Do you know why you were brought here?”

The man leaned forward, pushing his sunglasses down so Phul could see his eyes. “To assist you in…defeating… Captain Reginald Bain.”

“Good. So we’re on the same page,” Phul said, and glanced around the bar. “Does anyone know you’re here?”

“I came alone,” the man said. “I was spotted by a few…folks…at Delta Base. But they’re dead now.”

“Good.” Phul leaned forward. “Mind if I ask…how is it I can see you?”

“I transferred my program to the computer here. Admittedly, I’ve penetrated far more impressive infitronic networks.”

Phul glanced around. “So there are transmitters…?”

“The bartender is a hologram.”

“Oh.”

“It’s funny where my people tend to show up, isn’t it?”

“Your people?”

“Holograms will earn a place of respect in the Universe, my friend. And my first step toward ensuring that is defeating one of the most fearsome captains in Starfleet.”

“Bain.”

The hologram nodded. “Yes. Plus…it will be…fun.”

Phul harrumphed. “We’ll see. At any rate, Grad-Norm says your program is based on another of the most fearsome commanders in Starfleet history. More than a match for Bain.”

“James Tiberius Kirk,” the man replied. “I am not based on anything. I am, for all intents and purposes…Jim Kirk.”

“I don’t care if you’re Thermedifore Grazioulu. If you can help me bring Captain Bain to his knees, then that’s all I need to know.”

“I think that can be arranged,” Kirk said. “All I ask is a tall ship…”

“I’ve got one waiting just outside the system. It’s not the XAXRDAARD, but it will do,” Phul said. “One other matter: How do you plan on transmitting…”

“Your check, sir,” a Vazaelian waiter said, stepping up to the table and setting a small grey slip of metal on the table.

“I’ll get it,” Phul said.

“Allow me,” said Kirk, and in a swift gesture, the hologram grabbed the grey slip and slammed it onto the front of Phul’s helmet. Kirk cackled as his image began to flicker and crackle, until he disappeared altogether.

“Where…” Phul muttered, glancing around, then shook himself ramrod straight. Suddenly it felt quite like his brain was on fire. He clutched his head, shaking it vigorously, until the fire finally died down.

“Now… that’s so much….better.”

“What the?” Phul asked himself. “I didn’t just say that!”

“No. I did. James T. Kirk.”

“But how are you…?”

“The infitronic transponder…transmitted my program…directly to your brain stem.”

“But I need my brain stem!”

“I’m just…borrowing it…” Kirk’s voice replied in Phul’s mind. Then, Phul involuntarily stood up and lurched toward the door. He nodded stiffly at the waiter on the way out. “You may leave that on my tab, my good man.”



“But you must admit, significant resources are being expended,” Cabral said, as Dr. Natalia Kasyov hovered over him, checking his brainwave patterns against the prior month’s readings.

“You’re the only one who notices, Cabral,” Kasyov replied. “And if you weren’t plugged intimately into the Anomaly’s computers, you’d never realize how much effort the Captain was putting into his new Kobayashi Maru scenario, either. You know what I think? I think you’re concerned that my character dies in the simulation. Which is really sweet, come to think of it.”

“I’m not the only one who notices,” Cabral said, as the lights on his massive orange sphere blinked softly. “The Anomaly’s computer notices.”

“The Anomaly computer can notice things?”

“She’s quite perceptive, once you get to know her.”

Kasyov straightened, then looked down at Cabral. “SHE?”

“The computer speaks with a female voice. Have you not noticed?”

“I haven’t really cared.”

“She understands. She realizes you have more important things to do.”

Kasyov folded her arms. “How nice of her.”

“Do not be jealous. She doesn’t want to interfere in our relationship.”

“That’s a relief,” Kasyov said. “I wouldn’t want to anger any woman with neutron torpedo launchers mounted on her chest.”

“She thought that was a particularly funny observation.”

Kasyov whirled. “You two are communicating now?”

“We’re in constant communication.”

“Lovely,” Kasyov said, and headed toward the door to the lab. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go have sex with the Yeoman on deck sixteen.”

“She says he’s off-duty!” Cabral called after Kasyov as she left. “Sorry about that,” Cabral said to the Anomaly computer. “She’s touchy of late.”



“She must die,” Selex said, as he sipped his steaming drink at the Deck Four Coffee Shop and Steamery.

“Could you be a little more covert,” Remax huffed, folding his arms and staring down at his drink. “We are, after all, surrounded by Starfleet officers.

Selex nodded. “Killing Pro…” He glanced around the crowded Steamery. “Killing Proud Mary is going to liberate us. We’ll finally get to leave this ship, and Commander Vioxx will have the command he so richly deserves.”

“That is a ridiculous nickname,” Remax sighed and pushed his drink away. “Why are we meeting here, anyway?”

“Commander Vioxx insisted that we mix with the crew more. He felt like it was a healthy way to improve relations between our crews. Which is ironic, as the point of this meeting is to find a way to divide the crews.”

Remax harrumphed. “He is becoming more and more human every day. I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this, Selex, but I’m afraid we may have to act without the Commander’s approval, as the result is ultimately in his best interest.”

“You’re speaking of deception, trickery, and abject insubordination.”

Remax locked eyes with Selex, and nodded. “Are you in?”

Selex smiled. “Absolutely.”



Kasyov was on her way to deck sixteen when Captain Bain, Lt. Marsden, and Lt. Commander Tovar hurried by her in the opposite direction, prompting her to turn around.

“Where are you three heading?”

“Bridge,” Tovar said curtly.

Kasyov jogged to catch up. “Is something happening? And if so, can I just say it’s about time? There hasn’t been a massive invasion of Federation space in months.”

“Just the opposite, I’m afraid,” Bain said, clicking his tongue as he approached the turbolift and pressed the call button. “And right in the middle of karaoke night at Twain the Keel. Pity, that.”

“Karaoke night?” Kasyov asked, looking at Marsden as the turbolift doors open. “Do I even want to know?”

“This man can sing a sea chanty,” Marsden said flatly, as Kasyov followed the trio into the turbolift.

“My day was going wonderfully until the last fifteen minutes,” Kasyov mumbled.

“It’s not bad news, necessarily,” Tovar said.

“Sod it,” Bain said, folding his arms. “It’s a bloody trick, and I’m going to find out what and who’s behind it.”

“Could someone please tell me what’s going on?” Kasyov asked as the turbolift opened up onto the bridge and its occupants filed out.

“The Breen Confederacy has made it official, Kas,” Bain said, heading toward the command chair and relieving Commander Vioxx, who stood and stepped aside. “They’ve extended the olive branch.”

“Peace with the Breen?” Kasyov asked. “That’s great. We’ve been fighting them for what…fifty, sixty…”

“Two hundred and thirty-seven years,” Tovar said. “They have been adversaries of the Federation through four separate centuries. Since the Federation discovered the first Breen colony in 2266.”

“A dog’s age of unrelenting aggression,” Bain said. “And now we’re just expected to shake their hands.”

“The diplomatic process is a long one,” Commander Vioxx said, standing beside Bain. “It will doubtless take the better part of a year to ratify a treaty between the Breen and the Federation. Look how long it took for the treaty between Romulus and the Federation.”

Bain glanced at Vioxx. “Well, that’s because the Romulans are…” His mouth opened and closed a moment. “Such a friendly lot.”

Vioxx bowed slightly. “Thank you, Captain.”

Bain leaned back in his chair. “I appreciate your calming words, Commander. The Federation is simply exploring the options for peace. It could be many years before we actually stop shooting at them.”

“That’s the spirit, Captain,” Vioxx said drily.

“Still, it’s a wonder they didn’t send me,” Bain said. “I am something of an expert on the Breen.”

“At killing them, sir,” Tovar said, checking his console. “Establishing diplomatic connections is not exactly your strong suit. As was apparent last time the Federation sent us to Breen to attempt diplomacy.”

Bain grunted, after a moment adding, “And I suppose it IS Captain Dax’s strong suit?”

“In all fairness, he had nothing better to do,” Tovar said. “The Enterprise was scheduled to oversee the opening of a Mega-Mall on Zontaris Six, and after that their schedule for the year was rather open.”

“Flagship, my bum,” Bain muttered. “But I spose you’re right. Got to be the bigger man and all. Hop on the wagon and see this peace thing through.”

“Yes, sir,” Vioxx said.

“Not everything can be solved by shooting and killing,” Bain said thoughtfully.

“How progressive of you, Captain!” Kasyov said cheerfully.

“Peace is good,” Bain said, though he didn’t sound convinced.

Tovar looked up from his readings. “Sir, we’re receiving a distress call from the Grazany sector, near the Breen Border. A Yridian cruiser has been attacked by Breen raiders.”

Bain’s eyes brightened. “That so? Well then, let’s be off. Helm, take us to the Grazany Sector, Warp L! Mister Tovar…”

“All our weapons will be ready,” Tovar said.

“That’s a boy! Now let’s go kill something!”



“Do you know what you must do?” Remax asked as he and Selex approached Prosak’s quarters.

“I thought you were going to do it,” Selex said, eying the small canister in his hand.

“I’m here in more of a supervisory capacity.”

“Is that what you’re going to tell the General Inquisition on Romulus?”

“There will be no General Inquisition. Think, Selex. If we were on a Romulan ship, this would be an act of patriotism. Your guilt comes from spending far too much time among humans.”

“I don’t have any guilt. I just don’t want to spend my best years in a plasma mine.”

“You won’t…” Remax blew out a breath of exasperation. “Just put the canister against the door seal and press the button. It will do the rest.”

“And you’re sure she’ll die instantly?” Selex asked.

“Reasonably.”

Selex shrugged. “Okay.” He moved to place the canister against the door seal, when suddenly the door opened, and Prosak stepped out, nearly bumping into them.

“Selex, Remax?” she asked quizzically. “May I help you?”

“No,” Remax said. “We’re fine.”

“What are you…” Prosak said, and glanced at the canister.

“Are you missing a canister?” Selex asked casually.

“No. I have…well I don’t think I own any canisters.”

Selex slipped the murder weapon behind his back. “Very well, then. Sorry we bothered you.”

“Where are you going?” Remax asked, vainly attempting casual conversation.

“I thought I’d go to the Pub for lunch. Would either of you like to join me?”

Selex and Remax exchanged glances.

“No,” Remax said. “We’ve got…duties…to attend to.”

“Good luck!” Prosak waved, and headed down the corridor.

“That was not promising,” Selex said, staring at the canister in his hand.

“Actually, it’s just the opening we needed,” Remax said. “Assuming I can unlock her door control code, we can break into her quarters and booby-trap them.”

“Can we have knives come flying down from the ceiling?” Selex asked excitedly.

“I was thinking along the lines of something more subtle.”

“Figures,” Selex muttered as Remax knelt by the door controls and began tapping at them.



“Coming up on the Yridian transport, Captain,” Tovar announced, as the Anomaly dropped out of warp.

Bain leaned forward in his chair. “Let’s have a look at her.”

Tovar put the image of the Yridian ship on the viewscreen. Oblong, conical, and bristling with spiny antennae, it looked like an odd, metallic underwater creature, moreso than a starship. Bain knew, though, that those spindly antennae posed no threat (they were only sensor pods), but Yridian transport captains often hoped they scared off potential predators. Again, much like many sea creatures.

This one, though, wasn’t as lucky. The hull was pocked with scorch marks. One nacelle vented drive plasma. The transport’s running lights and cabin lights flicked off and on.

“Life support is minimal, sir,” Kasyov said from sciences. “They took quite a few hits to primary and backup power systems. I’m reading seventy-five Yridian life signs over there. About a dozen casualties.”

“This was the work of a Breen raider, no doubt,” Tovar said. “It was a messy, and unfinished, job.”

“Tovar, ready a boarding party to go over there and evacuate the ship. Bring Lieutenant Marsden and a medical team, as well. Maintain yellow alert until we’re certain those Breen buggers don’t come calling again.”

Tovar tapped at his panel, then turned and headed for the door. “Understood, captain.”

“Centurion Nortal, please report to the bridge,” Vioxx said, standing next to Bain, hands draped behind his back. “Captain, I should remind you that Yellow Alert requires our shields to be up. You must lower them for two-point-four seconds in order to enable the boarding party to beam over.”

“I’m aware,” Bain said, and turned toward Vioxx. “And if that Breen raider shows up, I assure you the Anomaly is more than a match for her, shields or no shields.”

“Very well,” Vioxx said, his jaw tightening. “Still, we’ll be vulnerable.”

Bain sighed, as Nortal emerged from the turbolift and took tac-ops. “Noted.”

“Nortal reporting!” the Romulan exclaimed. “Now is the time for great deeds. We will rescue, and rescue well!”

Vioxx let out a silent sigh. “At ease, Centurion.”

“Transporter room,” Bain called out. “Let me know as soon as Tovar and his team are aboard the Yridian ship.”

Vioxx glanced around the bridge for a beat. “Captain, where is Commander Prosak?”

“I gave her the shift off,” Bain said. “She hasn’t taken a vacation day in three years, and I thought it was high time she did.”

“Aren’t you supposed to clear those types of things through me? Protocol…”

“Never been a stickler for protocol, I’m afraid,” Bain said. “But we work well together anyway, don’t you think?”

Vioxx sunk a bit in his shoes. “Of course.”

“Still, it’s a shame old Prosak is missing out on the fun, eh?”

Vioxx nodded. “Yes. A shame.” He worked his jaw thoughtfully. Remax and Selex were also off-shift. “Sir, if you’ll excuse me? I just realized I left…something…belowdecks.”



“Where is she?” Selex demanded, staring from around the corner at the door to Prosak’s quarters.

“She’s just like a human. She takes long lunches,” Remax muttered. “Undisciplined, indulgent…”

“I wonder if she ordered the fish ’n chips,” Selex said. “I found them tasty.”

“Focus!” Remax said. “Someone is coming!”

The pair glanced around the corner, down the corridor that lead to Prosak’s quarters, and sure enough, Prosak emerged from the turoblift and headed toward her door.

“Yes! Victory will soon be ours!” Selex announced.

“Shh!” Remax chided. “You sound like Nortal.”

“Hello gentlemen,” Vioxx said calmly from behind them.

They both screamed.

He placed a hand on each of their shoulders. “Let’s go greet the good Commander Prosak, shall we?”

“This is not the best time,” Remax stammered.

“We’ll see,” Vioxx said, and pushed the pair down the corridor toward Prosak.

The RommaVulc glanced up. “Is this a new Romulan gathering place, and nobody told me?” she asked. “Because, if so, I suppose it’s not surprising that nobody told me.”

“We were just coming down to join you for a drink, to celebrate the glories of the Romulan empire,” Vioxx said. “May we?”

“Well, it’s a little early for Romulan Ale,” Prosak said, as she tapped her password into the door controls and they slid open. “But I don’t see why not.”

“Selex and Remax will lead the way,” Vioxx said, and pushed them toward her door.

They dug in their feet and skidded, bracing themselves against the doorframe.

“NO!” Selex and Remax cried.

Prosak cocked her head. “You are both acting rather odd.”

“They’re just high-strung,” Vioxx said, then reached out and tapped a control, shutting the door to Prosak’s quarters. “They’re excited because they have big news for you.”

“We do?” Remax asked.

Vioxx narrowed his eyes. “Yes. You do. You’ve offered to clean Prosak’s quarters from top to bottom, as an apology for the awful way you’ve been treating her since you came aboard Anomaly. Isn’t that right?”

“No,” Selex said.

Vioxx glared at him long and hard.

“I mean, yes, of course,” Selex quickly recovered. “We’re cleaning for you!”

“That’s…” Prosak stammered. “I’m speechless.”

“Should we all go in and show Prosak how clean her quarters are?” Vioxx asked. He looked from Selex to Remax, at their blank expressions. “Or are you saying you’re not quite done, and need some time to put on the finishing touches?” They each nodded weakly. “I see. Well, that’s okay. Commander Prosak, if you don’t mind coming back in about an hour, you’ll find your quarters spotless, and completely safe. Isn’t that right, gentlemen?”

“…Yes,” Remax said reluctantly.

“I’m quite surprised,” Prosak said with a smile. “And I’ll be interested to see how you got that shmorgas stain behind the coffee table out.”

Vioxx bowed. “It’s not a problem, I’m sure.”

“Thank you, Commander,” Prosak said, and walked off down the corridor.

Once she was out of earshot (which for a Vulcan, meant a significantly longer distance, Vioxx turned to Selex and Remax. “So, what’s your weapon of choice? Knives? Or something more subtle? Nerve gas?”

“Both, actually,” Remax said stiffly.

Vioxx nodded. “And you cleared your plan through…?”

“Each other?” Selex said weakly.

“Because that’s the Romulan way.”

“It did seem consistent with our philosophy of deception and scheming,” Remax admitted.

Vioxx nodded. “But there’s a command structure on this ship, whether it be Federation or Romulan, there’s still a command structure. And you two circumvented it completely.”

“We also had coffee,” Selex pointed out.

Vioxx gritted his teeth. “I’ve let this go on too long. I blame myself for entertaining your idiotic suggestion of killing Prosak too long. It’s not going to happen. This is a Federation ship, and as long as we serve here, we’re bound by Federation rules. Do you understand?”

“But…” Selex began, but Remax jabbed him in the stomach.

“Perfectly, Commander. Our humblest apologies.”

“Return Prosak’s quarters to their former state, and clean them while you’re at it. Meanwhile, I’ll consider an appropriate punishment.” He stared long and hard at Remax. “Selex is young and insolent. But you’re my chief councillor. I come to you for guidance and counsel. You’ve let me down this day, Remax, and I shall not forget that.”

Remax watched Vioxx walk off, trying to speak, but nothing came out.

“Isn’t this our punishment?” Selex asked. “I hate cleaning.”

Remax turned to Selex, his jaw working angrily. “SHUT UP! This is done. We’ll have to reconcile ourselves with that, and move on.”

“Indeed,” Selex said.



“Have you located the survivors yet?” Bain asked over Tovar’s comm pip.

“Negative,” Tovar said, aiming his wrist beacon about the corridor of the Yridian transport. “We haven’t located anyone, as yet. This deck appears deserted. Moreover, a selenium isotope in the bulkhead is disrupting quadcorder functions.”

“Check out the other decks. If you don’t find anything, or anyone, get back here on the double. Anomaly out.”

Tovar shook his head. “Check out the other decks,” he muttered. “He makes it sound so easy.”

“Not so easy when the quadcorder isn’t working,” Lt. Shelly Marsden said, shifting the lens armature up over her forehead. “Still, it’s nice that we can get away for a bit.”

“A damaged Yridian ship is not my idea of a lover’s getaway.”

“Well I for one am glad to be here!” Dr. Fred Nooney giggled from behind Marsden and Tovar. “I never get to leave the ship!”

“And there’s a reason for that,” Marsden said under her breath.

“Status check,” Tovar called over his shoulder.

“No life signs,” Ensign Lara Randall said, as she brought up the rear of the group. “Not even a peep.”

“That’s a relief, I suppose,” Tovar said, as the group reached what appeared to be a hangar door.

“This should be the foreward cargo bay,” Marsden said, pushing the visor back down over her eye. “And if I had sensors, I’d be able to tell you exactly what’s on the other side.”

“I’m guessing cargo,” Randall spoke up.

“Very funny,” Tovar muttered, and reached for the door control. He punched it several times, but nothing happened.

“Oh, butter fingers, allow me,” Marsden said with a grin, and yanked the panel open, then worked her hand around inside it for a few moments.

The door finally creaked open, and Tovar pushed it the rest of the way.

And came face to face with a Breen.

Five phaser blasts later, all was quiet.



Bain paced the bridge, glancing at times at the Yridian ship on the viewscreen, as Vioxx stood beside him, arms clasped behind his back. “Nothing yet?”

Nortal shook her head. “The ship of Yridia is quiet, and no trace of those who wounded her can be found!”

“Perhaps we should send another boarding party,” Vioxx suggested.

Bain didn’t stop pacing, as Prosak emerged from the aft turbolift and stepped up beside him. “Tovar can handle himself. I’m sure there’s just a communications problem.”

“Sir, I wish you’d called me to the bridge,” Prosak said. “I can be of use in emergency situations,” Prosak said. “I am, after all, a woman of logical action.”

“Right you are, Prosak,” Bain said. “But events happened fast. We’re grateful to have you now, though.”

Prosak grinned. She looked at Vioxx. “And thank you, Commander.”

“For what?” Bain asked.

“Nothing,” Vioxx said quickly.

Kasyov looked up from her panel. “Captain…the Yridian ship is powering up its engines.”

Bain looked at the screen. “I thought you said…”

“Power levels increasing all over the ship, sir,” Kasyov reported. “I don’t understand. It sure looked like…”

“Bain to Tovar,” Bain said, staring at the screen. “Priority One: Bain to Tovar. Come in.” He looked back at Nortal, who shook her head.

“The ship of Yridia, she raises her shields, protecting her from our beams of transport!”

“We have to get them off that ship,” Prosak said, stepping toward the viewscreen.

“They’re powering up engines,” Kasyov said. “Heading away at one-four-one mark oh-four-two.”

“Right into Breen Space,” Vioxx said, though Bain already knew that.

“Pursuit course, Ensign Yonk,” said Bain.

“One thing’s for sure, they’ll never outrun the Anomaly,” Kasyov said consolingly.

The transport shot into warp, disappearing from the screen.

“Take us to warp, Yonk. Best possible speed. Kas, have Cabral stand by on the anti-sings in case we need them.”

“It’s a Yridian transport,” Kasyov said, already tapping out a message to Cabral. “They shouldn’t be able to outrun us.”

“I wouldn’t bet on the law of averages today, Doctor,” Bain said, folding his arms.



When Tovar stirred awake, he saw the dispassionate, blinking visor of a Breen helmet staring back at him.

“Well aren’t you a sight for sore…visors,” the Breen said, and Tovar thanked small miracles that his universal translater was operable, and that Breen speech hadn’t once again (annoyingly) adapted to it.

“Do I know you?” Tovar asked. “All Breen voices sound alike, you know.”

“You know me,” the Breen said. “And you know me, too.”

Confused, Tovar tried to lean up, but was hit by a sharp shock when he did so, and fell back against his bed.

“Restrictor field. I wouldn’t try that if I were you,” the Breen said.

Tovar had enough freedom of movement to glance around. He was in a dimly lit Sickbay. His eyes went first to the most important person on his boarding party, in his life. “Shelly…is she okay?”

“The female engineer? She is fine,” the Breen said. “I told Phul what I always tell those under my command. ‘Phasers on stun!’”

“Thot-Phul is here?” Tovar asked, wishing he could rub his eyes.

“Yes he is, and he doesn’t appreciate being referred to in the third person!” the Breen railed. “And I’m not under your command!”

“Actually,” the Breen continued. “Didn’t you get demoted from Thot to Dobt?”

“That is neither here nor there!” the Breen said to himself.

Tovar shifted, feeling a pain in his side where he’d been shot. Damn phaserburn. “You’re Phul?”

“Glad you noticed,” the Breen said, and bowed slightly. “You’re so needy,” he added. “Why do you care if anyone knows who you are? What’s with your constant desire for acceptance?”

“Who are you talking to?” Tovar demanded, growing restless.

“I’m talking to Dobt Phul,” Phul said. “Stop using that idiotic rank. I’m still a Thot! At least I will be if we complete this mission!”

“But you are Phul,” Tovar said, confused.

“We are more than full,” Phul said. “We are overflowing with ideas, plans, schemes, whatever you want to…call…them.”

“Can you please shoot me again?”

“Love to,” Phul said. “But I need…you conscious for this next part. Which side is your most photogenic? I don’t suppose it matters.”

“My name is Tovar. I carry the rank of Lieutenant Commander. My serial number is four-X-six-six-nine-three-nine.”

“I could really care less, my boy,” Phul said, patting Tovar on the shoulder. “I just need you to speak into the monitor when I tell you. Capiche?”



“Sir, the Yridian transport’s about to cross over into Breen territory,” Kasyov called out. “The Federation council put out an advisory today that reinforced the no-fly rules. Starfleet vessels are not permitted in Breen space without prior approval, escort, and statement of purpose.”

“Fascinating. File those little tidbits away for a later date,” Bain said. “Helm, increase speed to Warp B. Overtake the transport and cut it off. Nortal, ready on neutron torpedoes.”

“Sir, I care about the safety of your people, as you do,” Vioxx cautioned from behind Bain. “But if you cross into Breen territory, at a time like this… without at least notifying Starfleet!”

“That’s enough, Commander,” Beam said softly, but hotly.

“I can’t help but concur, Captain,” Prosak said, stepping up beside Bain.

“I said that’s enough.”

“We just overtook the Yridian ship, sir,” Yonk said.

“Bring us about. Nortal, ready neutron torpedoes. As soon as they’re in range, blow them out of warp.”

“Sir, this is a tricky piece of maneuvering..”

“Do it, Yonk,” Bain said, resting a hand on the back of the young Ferengi’s seat.

Yonk sunk a bit in his chair. “Aye, Captain.”

Bain watched on the viewscreen as green neutron torpedoes blasted out into seemingly empty space.

Then there was a huge blast of light as the Yridian ship came tumbling out of warp, and skidded to a rest in front of the Anomaly.

Yonk wiped his forehead. “Sir, that was amazing.”

“Just a little trick I picked up in grade school,” Bain said.

“It must have been some grade school,” said Prosak.

“The Yridians are hailing us,” Kasyov said.

“Yes, I expect they are,” Bain said. “Put them on screen.”

The viewscreen lit up with the image of Tovar, lying on a biobed, with a Breen standing beside him, phaser rifle leveled at the Yynsian.

“Tovar!” Prosak exclainmed.

“Captain,” Tovar began. “I’ve been instructed to tell you that the Breen government officially claims myself and the boarding party as prisoners of war.”

“What war?” Bain asked, and looked at the Breen on the screen. “What war, fellow? We’re not at war, we’re on the way to negotiating a bloody peace!”

“Not if my associates and I have anything to say about it,” the Breen said, cradling his weapon.

Bain narrowed his eyes. Breen were so hard to tell apart. Even the voice was no help. Still…it took Bain only a moment to narrow it down. “Didn’t I stab you with a fork not long ago?”

“Thot-Phul,” Phul said, and stepped closer to the viewscreen. “Pleasure to see you again.”

Vioxx stepped up beside Bain. “Do all the fanatical upstarts in the Galaxy have a grudge against you and your people, Bain?” He grimaced as he thought of the recent row with Chynok and her Klingon refugees.

“Many do,” Bain said softly, then looked at the screen. “What are your demands, Phul?”

“That you surrender yourself and the Anomaly, and her crew, to the Breen Confederacy.”

Bain suppressed a laugh. “That’s rich, friend. And why, pray tell, would I do that?”

“Because you don’t want your away team harmed.”

Bain’s fingers twitched at his sides. “That’s a fact,” he said slowly. “Still, I cannot agree to those terms, and you know it. Present me with realistic terms and we’ll talk.”

“This is not a negotiation, Bain. These are demands. Fail to meet them, and your away team will die.”

Phul suddenly looked off-screen, as if he were reading something, then turned quickly back to Bain. “You know what? Never mind. You can have your away team back. Sorry for the trouble!”

Bain blinked. “What?” He watched as Tovar disappeared in a flurry of transporter particles.

Prosak turned to Kasyov. “Track that transport, Doctor!”

“Tovar and the others were beamed aboard an escape pod, which I’m launching now,” Phul continued. “Let me just say, Captain, it was a thrill to face you in combat one more time. You’re a true original! See you…out there!”

And Phul disappeared from the screen, replaced by an aft view of the Yridian ship. As promised, a pill-shaped escape pod shot out of the hull tumbled toward the Anomaly.

“Nortal! Blast that smegging ship out of the stars!” Bain called out. The Anomaly’s weapons raged, filling the viewscreen with light; but it was too late, Phul’s ship had already shot into warp.

“Drop shields and beam the occupants of the escape pods aboard,” Vioxx said, glancing at Bain, who stood in front of the viewscreen, staring at it. “Captain, are you all right?”

“Fine,” Bain said, turning. “A tad shaken, but not stirred.” He marched toward the aft turbolift. “Have the away team transported to Sickbay, then lay in a course to intercept that ship, maximum warp.”

“As you wish,” Vioxx said. “I’ll take conn, if you like.”

“Be my guest,” Bain said, stepping into the lift. “Commander Prosak, assist Vioxx in tracking that ship. And work with Nortal to ensure that the next time we see that ship, we destroy it.”



Kasyov ducked into Science Lab Two. “Cabral? You okay?”

The big brain thrummed. “Why would I not be?”

“I don’t know. Just a lot of commotion recently. I figured I’d check on you.” She walked in and stepped closer to the brain, laying her hand on its surface.

“I assure you, I am all right. And you?”

“Fine. The Breen left in an awful hurry, though, and nobody seems to know why.”

“I am sure our best people are working on it, as are you.”

Kasyov nodded. “That, among other things.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m sorry I got…jealous.”

“No apologies are necessary, Natalia.”

Kasyov blinked. “Anyway, I know it’s silly to be jealous of you and the computer. I guess I just thought that you and…it…were able to be close in a way you and I can never be.”

“There is some truth to that.”

Kasyov grabbed her chair, wheeled it over and sat opposite Cabral, her hands on him. “But I wanted to tell you, I’ve been working on something that will change all that….”



Tovar leaned up on the biobed as Ih’vik punched a thermal injection into his palm. “You’re just a little dazed from the phaser blast, Yynsian. You’ll be all right.”

“Your bedside manner would be a lot better if you didn’t insist on calling people by their species name.”

Ih’vik growled and moved over to Lt. Randall, as the Sickbay doors slid open and Bain rushed in.

“Tovar, my boy, are you all right?” he asked, stepping up to the biobed.

Tovar nodded. “I am. There were no major casualties among the boarding party, although to hear Doctor Nooney tell it, you would think we were tortured by rabid voles.”

“My heiney hurts!” Nooney cried, rolling over on his biobed.

“Shut UP!” Marsden muttered, and slid off her biobed. “Nurse Ih’vik, can I go or what?”

“You should rest, human, because humans are weak, and cannot replenish themselves as quickly as Andor…”

“That’s all I needed to know, thanks,” Marsden said, and headed toward the door.

Bain sidestepped in front of her. “Where do you think you’re going, Lieutenant?”

“Back to work. If we’re going to be chasing down that Yridian ship, the engines need to be in top shape.”

“I’m not sure that’s what we’re doing yet,” Bain said. “I’m going to contact Starfleet and ask them how they’d like me to proceed. Meanwhile, we’re downloading the sensor readings from Lieutenant Marsden’s quadcorder, to better ascertain what Thot-Phul was up to.”

“We were attacked,” Tovar said. “It’s clear that retribution is in order.”

“Nothing is clear, not until I understand what it is Phul was after.”

“Maybe he just wanted to shake us up,” Marsden said.

“Mission accomplished,” Tovar said, and slipped an arm around Marsden. “But we’ve been through worse.”

“Both of you take a couple more hours to recuperate. We’ll go from there,” Bain said, and turned, and walked out of Sickbay.

“Asking Starfleet for advice,” a voice boomed in the corridor as Bain headed for the turbolift. “Weak, indecisive. And you’re supposed to be one of Starfleet’s best?”

Bain stopped, and looked around. “Who the bloody hell said that?”

“Colorful dialect doesn’t make for good captaining,” the voice continued. “Even I know that. I knew that when I saved Earth from a killer alien probe. Wait, no…two killer alien probes. Or was it three?”

Bain froze in his tracks. “Kirk?”

“James Tiberius…at your service,” Kirk’s voice said. “Now what’s say we…settle this… once and for all, like men?”

Bain glared at the ceiling. “Settle what?”

“See who’s the better commander. Surely you’ve wondered.”

“I’m fairly certain,” Bain said. “Bain to bridge. I want a thorough scan of our computers immediately. Lock out any nonessential systems.”

“Unable to comply with your request,” the computer’s passionless female voice replied.

“I’m afraid you won’t be able to communicate with your crew, Bain. Captains can’t always rely on their crew for help. Sometimes we have to…go it alone.”

Bain looked around the corridor. He turned back toward Sickbay, walking at a brisk pace. “I’m more than willing to meet you anywhere you choose, Kirk. But I won’t put my ship at risk…”

“Who said you had a choice?” Kirk said, and laughed, as Bain dematerialized in a blue swirl.



“Commander Vioxx! The computer, it speaks in tongues!” Nortal announced, looking up from her screens.

Vioxx turned in the command chair. “What do you mean?”

“Its words are gibberish!”

Vioxx got out of the command chair and stepped up behind the tac- ops console and looked over the readouts on Nortal’s screen. Prosak stepped up to join him.

“Something is re-writing our computer codes,” Prosak surmised. “An invasive program of some kind.”

“Vioxx to Bain,” he said, as he watched rows of nonsensical text stream across the screen.

“Commander, we’re altering course!” Ensign Yonk called out.

“Who told you to alter course?” Vioxx asked, glancing back.

“Nobody. The ship just…changed course!”

Vioxx whirled back to Nortal. “Initiate command lockout procedures!”

Nortal’s hands flew over her panel. “Sir, the lockout, it does not work! We are powerless against this computerized threat!”

“We’ll see about that. Vioxx to Remax.”

“Unable to comply,” the computer’s voice replied.

Vioxx glanced at Ensign Lennum, the Vorta science officer. “Ensign, head down to Sickbay. Find the Captain. And find Marsden, and the Russian. They know these systems better than we do. And forget about the tubolifts; take the Jefferies tube.”

“What about me?” Prosak asked, as Lennum stepped to the front of the bridge and cranked open the hatch that lead into the main Jefferies tube, which ran the length of the ship.

“I need you here,” Vioxx said. “Your familiarity with this ship is vital.”

“That is nice of you to say, Commander.”

“My people have not always been kind to you, Prosak.” Vioxx put a hand on her shoulder. “I intend to put a stop to that, assuming we survive this.”



“I don’t like this,” Marsden said, sitting next to Tovar on his biobed. “I feel useless. We should be helping the Captain.”

“His orders were explicit,” Tovar said, putting his hand on Marsden’s.

“That doesn’t mean we need to follow them.”

“Actually, it does.”

Marsden glanced at Tovar. “You are freakishly loyal to that man.”

“Thank you.”

Doctor Nooney cocked his head as he stared at the biobed screen above him. “Nurse Ih’vik! Could you come here a moment? This screen says my blood pressure is LXXXDFD XXX4. That can’t be right, can it?”

Marsden craned her neck and stared at the readout. “That’s funny.” She glanced at the biobed readout above her and Tovar. She punched a few controls. “The computer’s gone a tad…wonky.”

“You really must stop using British dialect. It’s either disturbing me or turning me on, and I cannot tell which,” Tovar said, and scooted off the biobed. “Perhaps we should get to the bridge. If the computer has been compromised, they might need our assistance.”

Tovar headed to the door to Sickbay…

…and slammed right into it.

“The door is nonfunctional,” Tovar said, rubbing his nose.

“No kidding,” Marsden said. “Slag the bridge, I need to get to the computer core.”

“That would be a problem at the moment.”

“No it’s not,” Marsden said. “Because if I’m not mistaken, you have something up your sleeve. Make that sleeves.”

Tovar grinned at Marsden. “Touche.” And with a flick of his wrists, twin phaser barrels emerged from his sleeves, and he blasted the door open.

“Stay here,” Tovar said to Nooney and Ih’vik. “Lieutenant Randall, try to get to the bridge and ascertain the situation, then report back to me. Trust no one.”

“I never do,” Randall said, and slid off her biobed.



Bain glanced around the Anomaly bridge. It was empty. Panels blinked and beeped; systems thrummed. On the viewscreen, stars streaked by.

“Cozy,” a voice said from behind Bain, and he whirled.

“Kirk.”

The former Starfleet captain’s hologram stood at the rear of the bridge, resplendent in his ancient burgundy uniform, with black bell- bottom pants and white turtleneck. He glanced at tac-ops. “Holographic interfaces. How appropriate.” He looked around the bridge, taking in its contours with careful appreciation. “Nice. A little sterile. Not as lively and…embracing…as my old bridge.”

“The crew makes the bridge what it is. The rest is just blinking panels.”

“Now I know you don’t think that, really,” Kirk said, strolling down to face Bain. “Great Captains have…love affairs…with their ships. Nelson and the HMS Victory, Neil Armstrong and the Apollo. Decker and the Exeter. Dax, the lumbering oaf, and the current incarnation of my Enterprise.”

“Glad we agree on one thing, bloke,” Bain said, staring hard at Kirk.

Kirk breezed by Bain, then turned to face him. “But it’ll always be my Enterprise. Surely you know that.”

“I don’t rightly care. What’s this about, anyway?”

“Quite right, Captain. We must get down to business. As you’ve probably guessed by now, you’re on a holodeck. I was quite intrigued when I studied your systems and found out that you were developing your own version of the Kobayashi Maru scenario.”

“Improving it, yes.”

“Well, that remains to be seen. But I appreciate your regard for history.”

Bain grinded his teeth. “James Kirk was a great man. And you, sir, are no James Kirk.”

“I’m an excellent copy though, you must admit,” Kirk said. Bain knew he was being toyed with.

“How did you do this? How’d you get aboard my ship?” Bain asked pointedly.

“While your…lovely engineer…Lieutenant Marsden…was unconscious, Phul downloaded my program into her quadcorder. Then when you downloaded its sensor data…bam! Kobayashi Maru!”

Bain blanched. “Phul had you stored in his computers?”

“No, actually, I hitched a ride on his brain. But that couldn’t possibly matter less.”

“But how did you escape from the Mega-Sim?” Bain had always wondered what had happened; the Kirk program having disappeared just before they could delete it, during their prior encounter.

“Oh, this and that.” Kirk shook his head. “What’s important is, I’m here, now, with you. And it’s high time we settled scores.”

“I haven’t the foggiest damned idea what you mean,” Bain said.

“Sure you do,” Kirk said, and stepped up to the command chair. He rested his hand on it. “The men who sat in this chair, and others like it, protect a massive legacy. You too, one day, will take your place among the elite Starfleet captains. Surely you realize this, even now.”

“I could give a fig,” Bain said. “I do the jobs I’m assigned. And my current job is to purge your bloody file from my systems!” He lunged at Kirk, who promptly disappeared, and reappeared behind Bain.

“If only wishing made it so,” Kirk said.

“Get this overwith,” Bain said.

“Gladly,” Kirk replied. Instantly, Bain felt a heavy pole materialize in his hand. It was the Vulcan lirpa. Poison-tipped, scythe- like. Deadly.

Kirk brandished his own lirpa. “Best me in combat, sir, and you’ll never hear from me again.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Bain said, and backed away, circling, his eyes constantly on Kirk. “If I lunge at you, you’ll just pull that disappearing stunt again.”

“No, not anymore. I’ve suffused myself with human characteristics. If you prick me, I’ll bleed.” He swung the lirpa down toward Bain. “And if you wrong me…I will avenge! Protect yourself, Bain! Jim Kirk wants blood!”

Bain ducked as Kirk rushed him, slicing madly with his blade.



The corridor lights dimmed and brightened, alternating between emergency power, Red Alert, and standard running mode. Tovar glanced around as he and Marsden jogged down the corridor. “We’ve got to stop it, whatever it is.”

“That’s the idea,” Marsden said, and skidded to a stop at a large, oblong hatch. She punched a code on the hatch and jerked it open. “This is the nearest access hub to the primary computer core.”

“As soon as you can tap into the sensors, find the captain.”

“First things first,” Marsden said. “Reach into the storage locker behind you. There should be a tool kit in there.”

Tovar turned and popped open the locker, rifling through it. He tossed the small case toward Marsden. “Here you go!”

“Good,” Marsden said, and flipped the case open, removing a small, pen-like device. With that, she set upon the innards of the computer. “Something’s in the hard code. I can’t just wipe the core. Even the erasure utility’s compromised.”

Tovar knelt behind Marsden. “Switch to the backup core.”

“Access to that has been compromised,” Marsden said, tapping madly at the controls within the access hatch. A screen lit up in front of her, and it displayed a seemingly endless row of codes.

“What are we looking at?” Tovar asked.

“Something’s re-writing our computer core one line of code at a time. Every major system is shut down or compromised. I can’t even…” Her eyes suddenly went wide. “Cabral!”



“By all means, Doctor, tell me what you have in mind,” Cabral said.

“Funny you should put it that way,” Kasyov smiled, and ran her finger along Cabral’s shiny surface. “On my off hours, I’ve been developing…”

The lights in the lab suddenly flickered.

“Wait a moment,” Cabral said. “Something is wrong.”

Kasyov straightened. “What’s going on?”

“I’m not alone,” Cabral said, and the lights on his surface began blinking faster.

Kasyov reached over to her desk and grabbed her quadcorder headset. “Cabral, what’s happening?”

“Something is taking over our computer. I can feel it deleting her lines of code!”

“Detach yourself!”

“No, I can’t,” Cabral said. “The invasive program is insidious. If it succeeds in taking over our computers, we’ll all be in danger. I can’t allow that. I’m sorry, Natalia. I have to go.”

“Cabral…” Kasyov began, when suddenly the brain’s lights dimmed, and the room grew silent. “Yvot!” she exclaimed, and dashed toward the door.



“Everything but external sensors is locked out,” Prosak said, leaning over the science station. “So we can at least witness whatever is being done to us.”

“Any idea of our course?” Vioxx asked, staring at the viewscreen.

“Deeper into Breen space we go. Where we’ll stop, nobody knows!” Nortal exclaimed.

“Start trying to restore our compromised systems. Start with the internal communication system. We need to be able to talk to the other people on the ship. We need to know what on Tarval is going on!”

Prosak nodded, tapping at controls. “I’m working on it, but I am no engineer.”

“And find out where our engineer is!”

“I’m also no scientist,” Prosak said, more by way of conversation.

“Find her, too,” Vioxx fumed, feeling angry and helpless.

“I’m not a tactician, a doctor, a helmsman, or, for that matter, a captain.”

Vioxx stared at Prosak. “Now is not a time to feel sorry for yourself, Commander.”

“I just wonder, often, what my exact purpose is here.” As she spoke she continued to tap at her panels. “It is no use. My efforts are stymied at every turn.” She squinted at the screen. “However, sensors do show we are coming out of warp.”

“On screen.”

On the viewscreen, a large greenish blob swung into view.

“An outpost.”

“One thousand life signs, all Breen,” Prosak said. “Meanwhile, all our weapons are arming themselves. We will be in weapons range in two minutes.”

“Well, at least we know now,” Vioxx said solemnly, as the outpost grew closer on the viewscreen.



“What’s happening?” Tovar asked, looking over Marsden’s shoulder.

“I can’t locate Cabral’s signature,” she said, staring at the rows of code on the screen. “It’s lost among the gigaquads of gibberish being re- written into our computers.”

“Could we lose Cabral?”

“I don’t know,” Marsden said, and worked feverishly inside the computer access panel. “But if systems keep getting locked out one by one, whoever is controlling this will be able to shut down life support, blow up the warp core in its casing, arm the self destruct…”

“It would appear the other two are moot, if the second one is true,” Tovar observed.

“You think?” Marsden asked as she worked.

“Please, do not snap.”

“This is SO the time for snapping!” Marsden said, and squirmed deeper into the hatch. “This is the time for kicking something’s ass!”

“If only we knew what that something was,” Tovar said.



“On your guard, Bain!” Kirk wailed, and leapt at the British captain.

Bain parried, then thrusted with the dull end of the lirpa, smashing Kirk up against the wall. “Remove your program from my computers, and we’ll discuss this like rational men, Kirk!” He pressed the lirpa up against Kirk’s throat. “Don’t make me switch ends and slice you to ribbons.”

“You’d do that?” Kirk asked wonderingly. “Not very gentlemanlike.”

“There’s no room for gentlemen in war,” Bain said.

“Good point!” Kirk replied, and kicked out, jamming his boot in Bain’s gut, causing him to double over and drop his lirpa.

Kirk grabbed the second lirpa and bore down on Bain, just when Bain’s boot flew up and caught him in the face, knocking him backwards.

Bain rushed him, taking the captain by surprise. He gripped Kirk by the shoulders and shoved him into the aft engineering console, smashing it, sending sparks flying, and causing both lirpas to drop to the floor. “GET. OFF. MY. BLOODY. SHIP. YOU. INSUFFERABLE. BASTARD!”

“You’re too kind,” Kirk replied cattily, and head-butted Bain, causing the captain to stumble. “You’re also too weak. Too old. Too doddering. Too insignificant for a….” And he punched Bain in the stomach again, and again, with big, wide, old-fashioned swings. “MAN. LIKE. KIRK!”

Bain staggered back, rubbing his bloodied nose. “Rubbish!” he cried out and gripped Kirk’s throat, leaping on him and ramming him to the ground.

“You can try to destroy me, Captain…” Kirk choked out. “But… there are many copies…”



“This is scary,” Dr. Nooney said softly as he sat in his office in the dimmed Sickbay. Nurse Ih’vik sat across from him, looking bored.

“If this is scary, you’d hate to see my family reunion, Doctor.”

“I’m sure I would,” Nooney said honestly. He looked around uselessly for a moment, then looked back at Ih’vik. “Nurse…would you mind holding me?”

“If I held you, it would only be so I could better aim my blade, sir.”

Nooney blanched, then looked away. “Okay. Nevermind.”

Suddenly, Dr. Kasyov came skipping in through the ruined door that Marsden had blasted open earlier.

“Don’t mind me, guys. Just came to borrow something!”

“Doctor?” Nooney asked, peeking out of his office. “Is it safe to come out?”

“Hell no,” Kasyov said, rifling through a drawer. “Stay right where you are.”

“What’re you doing?” Nooney asked fearfully.

“Just grabbing some supplies for a…little project.”

“Can I help?”

“Not on your life. Okay, thanks!” Kasyov replied, then dashed out.

“She’s nice,” Nooney said, and returned to his desk. “Hey, Nurse Ih’vik…would you respect me any less if I hid under here?”

“No, sir. I daresay that’s not possible.”



The emergency hatch in the floor of the bridge popped open. “Look who I found!” Lara Randall said as she climbed out.

Remax and Selex climbed out behind her, and immediately glanced at Prosak.

“Commander, your quarters have been painstakingly cleaned,” Selex said.

“Yes,” Remax said, and looked at Vioxx. “And they’re quite…safe too.”

“No place on this ship is safe right now,” Vioxx muttered, and sat in the command chair. “While the two of you were off being merry maids, our computers have been infiltrated by a nefarious computer program, and our weapons have been trained on a Breen outpost.”

“Bugger that,” Prosak said, then glanced around. “Sorry. Captain Bain is not here, and it just seemed like someone should say that.”

“Indeed,” Vioxx said. “Randall, go back to tac-ops and assist Nortal in re-establishing weapons control. Remax, Selex: Work with Prosak at sciences. She’s attempting to get control of communications, life support, and internal sensors.”

“Work…with…” Selex said slowly.

“Fine,” Remax said, and glared at Selex, then jogged up to assist Prosak. “Just tell us what you need, Commander.”

Prosak looked up, brightened. “Thanks, I appreciate that.”

Selex forced a smile. “Not a problem.”

“Time until we get in weapons range of the outpost?” Vioxx asked Nortal.

“Our time grows shorter and shorter. The time to act is now!”

“You’ve got that right, Centurion.”



Kasyov studied Cabral’s inner readings as she plugged the device she retrieved from Sickbay to the interface panel beside his sphere, and used a spanner to hard-wire the connections.

“Stay with me, Cabral. Just stay with me in there,” she said softly, stroking his sphere as she stared at the readings on her screen. “Just a few more adjustments. And….we’re ready.”

She took a deep breath. “Well, no time like the present, eh?” And she pressed the small, flat slip of metal against her forehead, and tapped it once to switch it on. “I’m coming, Cabral. I’m coming…”



Bain pinned Kirk, his hands wrapped firmly around his neck, squeezing. “Give in, you bloated, arrogant old sot!”

Kirk gritted his teeth. “You think it’s over, you old British windbag? You think I’m finished? Would you like to know what’s going on outside these walls?” He laughed. “Peace with the Breen. Hah. As laughable as peace with the Klingons. Events conspired to destroy that fragile peace, and I was right at the center of it. A prime target. Public Enemy Number One. Much as you soon will be!”

“What the bloody hell are you talking about?!” Bain railed, squeezing Kirk’s neck harder.

Kirk pursed his lips, as Bain throttled him. “Let me tell you something…there’s no such thing as an unwinable scenario!”

And he dissolved in a flurry of transporter particles, right out of Bain’s grasp.

Bain got up and stumbled over to tac-ops, checking the readings.

The comm system on the bridge flared to life. “Come on, Bain. Would you prefer it this way, or as it was meant to be?”

Bain looked around angrily. “I have no idea what that means!”

“Me either. I never did. Anyway…it’s Maru time, Bain!”

“What the?”

Suddenly the Anomaly shook from a barrage of weapons hits. Bain steadied himself on the tac-ops console as he watched one system after another go red-line.

“You’re in your own program. Kobayashi Maru. Surrounded by Breen warships. I’m aboard one of these ships, but can you guess which one? The move is yours, Captain.”

“I don’t have to guess,” Bain growled. “I just have to destroy them all.” And he laid his hands upon the tac-ops console, and fire spat forth from the Anomaly.



The Anomaly fired, blast upon blast, neutron torpedo upon neutron torpedo, as the bridge crew watched.

Vioxx stood from the command chair as the blasts hit the Breen outpost, and it exploded in a violent wash of light.

Prosak looked up. “Destroyed, sir. No survivors.”

“…Someone find Captain Bain,” Vioxx said slowly.

“I’ll go,” Prosak said, and ducked around the science console, heading for the hatch in the middle of the bridge deck. “There’s nothing more I can do with these computers.”

“Are you sure?” Vioxx asked.

“If we ever needed Reginald Bain, it’s right now,” Prosak said, and ducked into the hatch, heading down the ladder.



“That’s curious,” Marsden said.

Tovar paced behind her. “What? What’s curious?”

“Something’s happening to that computer program. A new code is being written. I don’t recognize any of the sequences.”

“Cabral! It must be!”

“No. It’s not Cabral’s. It doesn’t look like computer code at all…”



All was white.

Natalia Kasyov walked through the white ether. Although she wasn’t walking so much as floating.

“Cabral!” she called out. “Are you in here?”

Where was here? She wasn’t sure.

“Natalia?” a soft voice asked.

“Cabral!” she called again, and changed course to follow the sound of that voice.

The white melted away, solidifying into an Anomaly corridor. She was standing outside what looked like the ship’s brig.

“In here, Natalia…” the voice called from behind the door.

She wasn’t sure how she did it, but she reached out and ripped the door open with her bare hands, and walked inside.

There, huddled behind the crackling security field, was a man.

Wearing a simple blue jumpsuit, the man was auburn-haired, mid- thirties, with penetrating blue eyes. He smiled warmly.

“Natalia! I’m grateful to see you. But how…?”

She stepped toward the field. She knew the voice instantly. “Cabral?”

He looked down at himself. “I appear to have a physical manifestation in this program loop. Yes.”

“Where are we?”

“James Kirk’s hologram took over our systems. I attempted to fight back, but was roundly defeated. I was nearly deleted, as well, but managed to take refuge here within this subprogram. I suppose it looks, to human perception, like a prison.”

“How do I get you out?”

“I do not know,” Cabral said honestly. “But how is it that you’re here?”

Kasyov smiled. “I plugged myself into you.”

“Plugged…in?”

“We’re connected by a neural transmitter, and I was able to follow your link deep into the Anomaly’s computer core. It’s what I was trying to tell you before. I found a way for us to be together.”

Cabral brightened. “Natalia, that’s wonderful! But…you’re stuck here as well, now.”

“The hell I am,” Natalia said with an impish smirk, and walked right through the field.



One after one, the Breen ships fell, exploded as the Anomally whipped around; too fast and maneuverable for them to get a hard target lock. Bain tied in the helm and weapons, raining down fire and brimstone, obliterating the enemy. The Butcher of Breen was back!

Finally, all the ships were gone, except the Anomaly and the Kobayashi Maru, which sat patiently on the viewscreen.

Bain sagged against his panel. “It’s finished,” he sighed.

Then the Maru pivoted, and came toward the Anomaly.

“You’ve certainly lost a step in your old age, Bain!” Kirk said. “A child could have figured it out. I never said I was aboard a Breen ship.”

The Maru unleashed its arsenal (it had an arsenal?) on the Anomaly, and Bain braced himself as the ship rattled apart around him. One by one, he watched the weapons systems blink offline. Shield sheaths were failing. Bain harrumphed. Kirk had re-written the program. Some things never change.

“Give up, Bain. I am not an unsympathetic man. The heart of a Starfleet officer still beats within my program. Surrender to me, and I’ll spare you.”

“Not. Bloody. Likely!” Bain said, and sent the Anomaly toward the Maru.

“What…what are you doing?”

“Improvising, you buggering fool!” Bain cried out, and ramped up the Anomaly’s speed to full impulse.

“Nothing a little re-write won’t fix. I’ll just…” Kirk paused. “Wait a minute. What’s happening. I’m locked out. I’m locked out….what did you do, Bain?” Kirk’s eyes went wide as he saw the Anomaly approach on his viewscreen. “Oh…my…”

And the Anomaly smashed into the Maru, and both ships were engulfed in explosion.



“Get him out of there!” Kasyov cried, looking over Cabral’s shoulder as he peered through a whole in the white expanse, watching the Anomaly bridge explode. They’d managed to escape from Cabral’s manufactured cell, much to the credit of Kasyov’s persistent mind. Her theory had proven correct: The code of the human brain trumps computer code each and every time.

Now they’d made their way through the Anomaly’s computer system to a “place” where they could call up the ship’s internal sensors and watch what was happening at any point on the ship.

And right now, they were watching the Anomaly bridge, or at least the holodeck version, explode. “Holodeck safeties are off,” Kasyov cried. “He’ll be killed!”

“I have reactivated holodeck safeties,” Cabral said calmly, grinning over his shoulder. Boy, did he have a handsome smile. “The Captain will be fine. I cannot, however, say the same for the Kirk hologram.”

Kasyov clapped her hands together. “Good riddance.”

“To bad rubbish, as Captain Bain would say,” Cabral said, and turned, slipping his arms around Kasyov. “I must say, though, the captain’s strategy was remarkably good. You are right, after all. The Kobayshi Maru scenario is not a waste of our resources.”

“I knew you were hopeless romantic.”

“Kiss me, and you will find out,” Cabral said, and leaned in.

Kasyov stopped for a moment. “Cabral…how did I know the holodeck safeties were on? There aren’t any viewscreens here.” She cocked her head. “Come to think of it, how do I know that our shields and engines are coming back online?”

“Welcome to the machine, Natalia….” Cabral said with a knowing smile, and leaned in, kissing Kasyov deeply.

Moments later, Kasyov broke the kiss. “So what else can I do?”

“Let’s find out.”



“Energy surge on the holodeck…” Marsden said, looking up from the computer junction. “It looks like a program was running, then just suddenly…stopped.”

“That hardly seems relevant,” Tovar said.

“I’m picking up a life sign in there. It’s Captain Bain!”

“Which holodeck?” Tovar asked, even as he started running down the corridor.

“Three!” Marsden called out, and chased after him, as the lights in the corridor began to flicker back to normal.

“All hands: This is Doctor Natalia Kasyov. The Kirk program has been purged from our systems. There’s nothing more to see here; please go back to your regular duties.”

“Nat?” Marsden called as she and Tovar raced to the nearest Jefferies tube hatch and ducked inside.

“Shelly,” Kasyov’s voice called out. “Thank goodness you’re okay.”

“I’m fine. Were you able to get Cabral back up and running?”

“Yes. The computer is wiped, but Cabral is fine. We’re running things now.”

Marsden followed Tovar down to the next deck, and climbed out into the corridor. Then she froze in her tracks. “WE?”

“Yes, Shelly. Cabral and I are finally together. It’s wondrous. I don’t want to leave!”

Marsden jogged to catch up with Tovar, who was tapping at the door controls to holodeck three. “We’ll have to talk about this later, Nat.”

“Hold on, I’ll get that for you,” Kasyov said, and suddenly the doors to the holodeck sprung open. “You two help the captain. I’ll work on the other systems.”

“Captain!” Tovar exclaimed as Bain staggered out of the darkened holodeck.

He looked blearily at Tovar. “My boy,” he said, and sagged into Tovar’s arms.

“Tovar to Sickbay!” Tovar called out.

“Comm system is still down,” Kasyov replied. “But don’t worry, I’ve scanned the captain. He’s a little shaken, but he’ll be just fine.”

“Doctor?” Bain asked, looking around.

“We need to get to the bridge,” Marsden said.

“I’ll get the nearest turbolift up and running, and you’ll be on your way!” Kasyov’s voice said cheerily.

“What on Yyns happened in there?” Tovar asked, helping Bain down the corridor.

“An unwinnable scenario, son,” Bain said.



Prosak made her way down the ladder, through the vertical Jefferies tube. She didn’t even know which deck to go to, and so figured to pick one at random. She had to get to Bain, before this situation spiraled even more out of control.

“Wait up!” a voice called from above.

She glanced up. “Selex?”

“I’m heading down to Engineering. Make sure the warp core is okay,” he said, climbing down toward her.

“That is a good idea,” Prosak said, and glanced down. “You have a long trip, however.”

“Twenty-five decks,” Selex said. “It’s a long way down.”

Prosak glanced down, the dizzying length of the tube that ran from the top of the Anomaly to the bottom. “Indeed.”

“I hope you realize that this isn’t personal.”

“That what?” Prosak looked up. “The way you’ve treated me? Of course. It’s all for the glory of Romulus, I’m sure.”

“You say that, but have no idea what it truly means. And that’s why you’ve got to die.”

“Die? I don’t have to tell you, Selex, that murder is SO not logi…”

And Selex kicked down hard, pushing his foot into Prosak’s shoulder, knocking her hands free from the ladder. She almost steadied herself, but another kick knocked her free of the ladder entirely, and she fell backwards, arms spiraling, down. As she fell, her eyes fixed on Selex, and the impassive look on his face. He wasn’t smiling, wasn’t frowning.

But it was a look of accomplishment.



The turbolift doors opened, and Bain stumbled out onto the bridge, Tovar and Marsden flanking him, steadying him.

“Status report…” he said.

Vioxx turned, arms clasped behind his back. He raised an eyebrow. “Captain, are you all right?”

“No. Status report!”

Vioxx worked his jaw back and forth a few moments. “Several minutes ago, the Anomaly opened fire on a Breen outpost. It was destroyed with all hands aboard.”

“Kirk’s doing,” Bain said, shaking his head as he made his way down toward the front of the bridge.

“Actually,” Remax said, looking up from sciences. “We’re getting limited computer control back now. It appears that the order to fire can be traced back to Holodeck Three.”

“Where have you been, sir?” Vioxx asked.

Bain winced. “Holodeck Three.”

“This screams ‘set-up,’” Marsden grumbled.

“We have to leave,” Tovar said.

“Engines?” Bain asked, as Marsden raced back to the engineering station.

“Polaron only right now,” she said.

“Head back to Federation space, flank speed on the polarons,” Bain said, and collapsed into the command chair. “And get me a secure line to Starfleet Command as soon as you can.”

Tovar headed back to tac-ops and relieved Nortal.

“How goes the great Tovar?” Nortal asked.

“He goes fine,” Tovar said dismissively and checked his screens.

“Has the indomitable Toflay emerged from your psyche again, recently?’

“No. What? No,” Tovar said. “You are strange. Please go away now.”

“If you speak with him, tell him Nortal says hello,” Nortal said, bowing, and backing away.

“Right,” Tovar said, then looked up at Bain. “Sir, tactical contacts at multiple bearings, closing in. Breen warships.”

“The greeting committee,” Vioxx said solemnly.

“How convenient that they were in the area,” Marsden said.

“Sir, if it helps, I can get the warp engines up and running in about fifteen minutes!” Kasyov’s voice called out.

“Doctor, how…?” Bain began, then waved a hand. “Never mind. Get them as soon as you can. Marsden: Shields and weapons, too.”

Marsden nodded. “As fast as I can.”

“Open a channel, Tovar,” Bain said. “I imagine we’ve got much to answer for.”

The viewscreen image shifted from the closing Breen warships to the image of Grad-Norm, seated in his high-backed command chair, Breen officers crossing back and forth behind him on the busy bridge. “Captain Bain,” Norm said. “Welcome to Breen space. I am Grad-Norm.”

“It’s been a pleasure,” Bain muttered. He squinted. “Do I know you?”

“We’ve faced each other before. But you were too busy obliterating my people to notice.”

Bain nodded. “At any rate, Grad, I believe we must meet to discuss the recent…”

“Ah, so you’re the olive branch? You’re the ship the Federation sent to make peace with the Breen?”

“I, what? No. I think we should speak to discuss…”

“The ravaging of a Breen space station at the hands of you and your ship? Yes, that’s a matter of grave concern.”

“I didn’t…” Bain began. “Look here, sir, I…”

“You murdered a thousand Breen. Notwithstanding the tens of thousands you killed during your turn as the…what was it again? Oh, yes, the Butcher of Breen.”

“Look now,” Bain said, standing and walking toward the viewscreen. “This is a terrible misunderstanding. Our systems were compromised. We were unable to…”

“Save your excuses, Bain. Your resume speaks for itself. Actions during wartime are one thing, but you’ve crossed the line. You will be held accountable for the horrors you’ve visited upon the Breen people.”

Vioxx moved to step in front of Bain. “Now wait just a minute. There are extenuating circumstances!”

“All of which will be discussed at Bain’s trial. Captain Bain, I expect you to drop your shields immediately, and beam yourself over to my vessel and turn yourself over to Breen custody. Otherwise, I will destroy the Anomaly, and I’d be well within my rights to do so.”

“He will not!” Tovar shouted.

Bain turned around. “As you were, Lieutenant.”

“Let me speak clearly,” Norm said, leaning forward. “There will be no peace between our two peoples while the Butcher of Breen goes free.”

Bain turned back to the viewscreen, took a deep breath. “Grad-Norm, I accept your terms. Tovar, drop shields. Commander Vioxx: You have command of the Anomaly.”

Vioxx’s mouth opened and closed.

Remax clenched his hand into a fist. “Finally!”

“Silence!” Vioxx snapped, as Bain walked up to the turbolift. “Sir, I don’t think…”

“You’ve got your orders.”

“Sir, all due respect, but shove your orders!” Marsden growled, pounding her panel. Bain just smiled gently at her.

Tovar followed Bain to the lift, throwing a silencing hand at Marsden. “Captain, we will not turn you over to the Breen!”

Bain turned and stared at Tovar. His face softened. “You will, son, because I’ve ordered it.”

“But…”

He put a hand on Tovar’s shoulder and squeezed. “Vioxx may be in command, but I rely on you, Tovar. I always have.” And he backed into the turbolift, leaving Tovar blinking and speechless.

“You did the wise thing, Bain,” Norm said from the viewscreen as the lift doors closed. “Now then, I suggest the Anomaly withdraw to Federation space until this matter has been resolved.” And the Breen’s visage disappeared, replaced with the view of the Breen warships.

The bridge crew sat at their stations dumbly, a few minutes, until Remax piped up from sciences.

“Captain Bain has beamed aboard the Breen flagship. The ships are now withdrawing deeper into Breen space.”

Vioxx nodded, staring at the ships on the viewscreen.

“Shields back up,” Marsden said. “Main power returning.”

Tovar leaned against his panel. “Commander, all weapons are ready and at your disposal.”

Vioxx stared at the viewscreen and the withdrawing Breen ships.

“Sir!” Tovar called out. “Weapons are ready!”

Vioxx held up his hand, eyes still locked on the viewscreen. “Do nothing. Do absolutely nothing!”

“But what about Captain Bain?” Marsden asked. “We can’t just leave him!”

“That is precisely what we must do,” Vioxx said, and returned to the command chair. “Ensign Yonk, return us to Federation space, best speed.”

“The Anomaly departs, wounded but resilient, living to fight another day!” Nortal announced, standing beside tac-ops.

Tovar breathed deeply, and locked eyes with Marsden. “Bloody right we will.”



END OF SERIES EIGHT.





Series Nine


Trial & Error





“Reginald Bain.”

He stood at the bottom of a deep well, surrounded by sensors, blinking lights, and untold instruments of measurement, only half-lit, as shadows loomed over him, looking in. Some spoke in Breen, others spoke in translated Federation Standard. But none of them were friendly.

“That’s right,” the man at the bottom of the deep well said defiantly. “Who wants to know?”

“You are to be tried for crimes against the Breen people, up to and including the recent destruction of our outpost, with one thousand Breen aboard.”

Bain nodded, taking in the announcement from the shadowy figure at the top of the well. “I understand the charges. I wish to defend myself.”

“You’ll have no such opportunity.”

Bain blinked. “What type of cockeyed system is this, lad?”

“When you turned yourself over to Breen custody, Captain Bain, you surrendered yourself to the Breen court system. We make the rules. And we will have our full measure of justice.”

“See here, now,” Bain said, raising a finger.

“Begin the preparations,” the voice said flatly.

Oh well. He’d been in worse scrapes than this.

“Prepare him for intense questioning and check his pain tolerances. We don’t want to accidentally knock him unconscious. That would surely defeat the purpose. Oh, yes, and make sure you burn the uniform…he won’t be needing that anymore.”

Bain chewed his lip thoughtfully. Well, maybe…



EARLIER. . .



“You realize that this isn’t personal.”

“That what?” Prosak looked up at Selex as the pair clung to the ladder at the top of the dizzying length of the Anomaly’s primary Jefferies tube. “The way you’ve treated me? Of course. It’s all for the glory of Romulus, I’m sure.”

“You say that but have no idea what it truly means. And that’s why you’ve got to die.”

“Die? I don’t have to tell you, Selex, that murder is SO not logi…”

And Selex kicked down hard, pushing his foot into Prosak’s shoulder, knocking her hands free from the ladder. She almost steadied herself, but another kick dislodged her from the ladder entirely. Prosak fell backwards, arms spiraling, down, down. As she fell, her eyes fixed on Selex, and the impassive look on his face. He wasn’t smiling, wasn’t frowning.

But it was a look of accomplishment.

And so Prosak fell, out of control, Selex’s smug expression likely the last thing she’d ever see until…

Her descent slowed, and she was suddenly floating.

“Hold on, Prosak. I’ve got you! I switched off the gravity inside the tube. Just kick your feet and you’ll be able to get to the top.”

“Kick my…who are..Natalia?” Prosak stammered, staring at the top of the Jefferies tube as she “swam” toward it, passing a stunned and panic-stricken Selex along the way.

“Yes. I’m starting to get the hang of being inside the computer. Or maybe now I am the computer. I’ve got control of intraship sensors and the environmental settings in the tubes. I detected what happened instantly and reversed gravity for you,” the voice of Natalia Kasyov said over her commpip.

“Well…however you did it, thank you,” Prosak said, as she reached the top of the tube and pushed the hatch open.

“Do you want me to push Selex out there too?”

“You’d better,” Prosak said as she crawled out onto the bridge, dazed.

“Sure thing,” Kasyov replied.

“What? Unhand me. What are you doing?” Selex’s voice cried behind Prosak.

“Shut up and move,” Kasyov said, using the gravitational fields to “shove” Selex up and onto the bridge, where he lay, disconcerted, on the carpet.

Tovar and Vioxx, who were conferring at the center of the bridge, looked at Prosak and Selex, brows knitted with confusion.

“Prosak?” Lieutenant Shelly Marsden asked from the engineering console.

Prosak pulled herself to her feet, walked toward the nearest conveniently placed bridge railing, and leaned on it, breathing heavily.

Selex, for his part, collected himself, rising to his feet and smoothing his uniform.

“One of our ‘peaceful exchange’ visitors just tried to kick me down the turbolift shaft,” Prosak said breathlessly, staring accusingly back at Selex. “I was going to ask you to lunch later, just to clear the air, but reluctantly I must now reconsider.”

“Whew, go easy on him, Prosak,” Marsden said, glaring at Selex as she stepped out from behind her console, balling her fists.

“Back away from him,” Tovar said in a deep, measured voice, stepping toward Selex, the phaser emitter quietly extending from his shirt sleeve. “I am in charge of security here.”

“I’m sure there has been some sort of misunderstanding,” Remax said, likewise stepping out from behind his console.

“No, there isn’t,” Vioxx said, shaking his head. “You two have been conspiring to kill Prosak for some time now.”

“WHAT?” Marsden demanded, and another female voice echoed hers, as if from nowhere.

“WHAT? Sorry, I was listening in,” Kasyov’s voice said over the comm system.

“Remax is complicit. He will answer for that,” Vioxx said, stepping up behind Tovar. He stared at Selex, his jaw working. “But he did not act. He wisely reconsidered his course.” He shook his head. “Selex…you have gone too far.”

Tovar’s shoulders rose and fell. He’d just watched his mentor, his father, the man to whom he’d sworn every allegiance a man can swear, being carted off by the Breen to answer for his crimes.

And now this.

“Commander Vioxx, I hereby request amnesty under the Romulan-Federation treaty,” Selex said, his eyes darting from Vioxx to Tovar, then to Remax, and back to Tovar.

“YOU WON’T HAVE IT!” Tovar growled and launched himself at Selex, shoving him bodily against the forward bulkhead, pinning him there, staring eye to eye with him.

“Is…th-this another past life coming out?” Selex gulped.

“No,” Tovar said. “This is me.” Before Selex or anyone else could open his mouth, Tovar continued. “You’ll be stripped of your position. You’ll be removed from this ship. You will answer for your crime. And you will spend the rest of your life grateful that I was not allowed to exact revenge on you.”

Selex looked desperately at Vioxx.

“I concur,” the Romulan said smoothly. “Mister Tovar, take him to the brig. As roughly as you wish.”

Tovar held Selex there, studying the fear in the Romulan’s eyes. “The next time you want to try killing a member of this crew, it had better be me. But get your affairs in order first.”

“Erm,” Selex began.

“Turbolift,” Tovar said, and the lift doors obediently slid open. The Yynsian, never taking his eyes off Selex, hurled the Engineer into the lift with one fist, then followed him in. “We will be belowdecks,” he muttered.

The bridge was silent for a moment.

“Wow, that was hot,” Marsden said, patting her chest. “I’ve never seen him like that.”

“Agreed,” Prosak said, sharing an uneasy glance with Vioxx. Remax, meanwhile, quietly stepped back behind his panel.



“This is unacceptable,” Larkin fumed, her hologram pacing back and forth on the desk in the ready room. Vioxx sat behind his desk, once again mentally thanking Bain for yielding this room to him. It illustrated quite clearly the captain’s disdain for things official and Vioxx’s love of them. Still, Vioxx pondered, he somewhat missed Bain.

The very notion that he had attached any sentiment to Bain’s presence (or lack thereof) was seriously irritating. Even more irritating were his officers, Remax and Selex, who had conspired to kill a Starfleet officer. And a Romulan one at that. A headache built quickly at Vioxx’s temples, and he thought idly how nice it would be to acquire some kind of pain relief medication.

“Are you listening?” Larkin’s diminutive hologram demanded, hands on her hips.

“Hmm? Oh yes,” Vioxx said. “I agree. Unacceptable.”

“Bain was framed,” Larkin said, putting her fist in her hand. “We have to find a way to prove it.”

“Easier said than done. Our sensors confirm the Anomaly destroyed the space station with all hands aboard.”

“Recheck your sensors.”

“We already have.”

Larkin sighed. “Very well. I’m boarding the Enterprise now and am en route to meet you. Do nothing until I get there. Avoid all contact with the Breen and act ONLY on my orders. Do you understand?”

“And if they initiate war?”

“We’ll respond in kind,” Larkin said swiftly. “However, after the affair with the Vulcans, we’re hardly in any shape to do that. Hold the line, Commander. I’m on my way.”

Vioxx sighed. “Understood, Admiral. Anomaly out.” He turned in his chair and stared out the windows. The Anomaly had returned to Federation space, just outside the Breen borders, and for the moment, all was quiet. His door bleeped.

“Yes,” he said distantly.

The doors opened. “I want answers,” Marsden announced, filling the doorway and stepping forward so the ready room doors could close.

“I want them too!” a voice sounding distinctly similar to Natalia Kasyov’s announced over the comm.

Vioxx turned to Marsden. “Have we figured out a way to separate her from the computer?”

“We haven’t. Besides, our computer’s still somewhat scrambled. Her neural pathways are actually the only thing between us and…look, that’s not why I came in here. I want to know what you’re going to do about what happened to Prosak.”

“Lieutenant Commander Tovar has seen to Selex,” Vioxx said. “He’ll be put off the ship and remanded to Federation custody. What else do you want me to do?”

“Do the same for Remax. He may not have been the one to push Prosak down the shaft, but he was culpable. You can bet he was in on the planning…”

“I do not bet. And I do not know anything beyond the facts of the case, which do not indicate direct involvement by Remax or any other member of my crew. Selex will be made to pay for his crime, but I will not let this incident be the beginning of the end of our partnership here.”

Marsden faltered. “Partnership.”

Vioxx sighed. “I did not want to come here. I still am wary of you, Starfleet, the Federation…and all you represent. But we were brought here for a noble purpose. In the spirit of cooperation.” He shook his head. “After the ordeal with the Vulcans and watching matters deteriorate with the Breen, I can only hope there’s a brighter future ahead for the Federation and Romulus. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Wow,” Kasyov’s voice said.

“I…” Marsden said. “Well, yeah. When you put it that way.”

“Now then, we must be ready in case the Breen engage us or if we are ordered into battle. Please go down to engineering and make sure we’re combat ready.”

“Well, with the computer still at half strength…”

“I’m on it!” Kasyov said cheerily.

“I am grateful,” Vioxx said in a low voice, and watched Marsden go. “Very grateful.”



“Reginald Bain.”

Bain stood there, stark naked, in the dimly lit, muggy wet room that passed as a court room. Once again the electronic noise that passed for a language on Breen crackled in his ears, along with its translation into New Federation Standard. Once again, he was annoyed at its tone, as if a translation could express such things as tone.

“As I said before, that’s me. Now how about a bathrobe or something…” He folded his arms.

“Criminals do not deserve bathrobes,” the voice boomed. “The Breen people, however, do deserve justice. And that they will receive.”

“Well, now, I’m all for justice, but I’m just saying let a man defend himself with some bloody clothes on!”

There was a long pause. “We’ll see. Do you know why you’re here, Bain?”

“Preposterous…buggery…” he muttered to himself.

“Come again?”

“Because I’m accused of blowing up a Breen outpost!”

“Thereby ending the lives of one thousand Breen who were aboard!”

“Objection. Relevance,” a voice said, and a beige-suited, helmeted Breen stepped forward from the shadows.

“Oh, thank the Great Bird,” Bain muttered. “Someone appointed counsel.”

The words crackled from the speakerbox on the Breen’s helmet, and then were once again translated swiftly: “I am Tort-Kase. I will be your attorney.”

“Glad to hear it. I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to defend myself.”

“You can’t do it alone. I will defend you. That is our way.”

“As long as there is some defense happening,” Bain said. “Now if you’d be so kind as to explain to these people that I didn’t kill…”

“All in good time,” Kase said, putting a hand on Bain’s shoulder. “Please, in the name of decency, get this man a robe.”

“You overstep your bounds, Kase!” the voice from beyond the shadows clamored.

“We must show the restraint and good sense Bain himself did not show in murdering a thousand Breen, sir!”

“Yes, that’s what I’ve been trying to…” Bain stopped. “What? Now wait one…”

“Very well. Issue him a bathrobe, steward.”

Moments later, a Breen foot soldier appeared and handed Bain a robe, which he quickly shrugged over his shoulders. “Now then…Mister Kase, the whole point I’m trying to make is that I didn’t kill…”

“A thousand Breen?” Kase asked, approaching Bain. He cocked his head. “Well if you did or you didn’t, you don’t deny you killed thousands more during your tyrannical crusades at the height of the Breen-Federation conflict, do you not?’

“I…do…well of course I don’t deny it. I was there when I…those were war crimes, they were absolved in the treaty we signed after the war…the treaty of…blight it…the Treaty of Chalna!”

“Yes, and we thank the Chalnoth for their help in making sense of those confusing times after the war,” Kase said, pacing around Bain. “But while diplomatically we must observe that you were absolved of those crimes, as humanoids, we must recognize the reprehensible immorality of such mindless slaughter.”

“It was war! You people killed our people too! Of all the…” Bain scrubbed a hand over his face. “Aren’t you supposed to be my defender?”

“Presumably,” Kase said dryly. “But who was there to defend my parents or my nineteen siblings the day you destroyed Voracia base in the Battle of Orodnot!”

“Oh, bugger it. That was your family?”

“Yes. And their neighbors, with whom I was quite close.”

“I’m…” Bain searched for words. “I’m not proud of those conquests, for certain, lad. However they were all part of…”

“All in a day’s work for the Butcher of Breen!” Kase shouted. “Indeed! Continue the questioning, Magistrate! Make the Butcher suffer for his misdeeds. Bring him to his knees!’

Bain cleared his throat. “Could I possibly get another defender?”



“Come,” Prosak said as leaned back from her desk, deactivating her desktop holoviewer.

The doors to her quarters opened, and Tovar stepped in. “Are you busy?”

“Just speaking with my father.”

“I understand. I’m sure he was…concerned.”

“He was not surprised. Romulans are an unscrupulous lot. To be shocked at deception from any of us would be so…not logical.”

“Did he have recommendations on what we should do with Selex?”

“Oh, yes. Strict enforcement of insubordination guidelines. Recognition of extradition treaty. He did sound quite furious as he recited Romulan court martial policies to me.”

“Each father shows his love in his own ways, I suppose,” Tovar said and thought of Bain. “I…wanted to let you know that Selex is secure in the brig. Lieutenant Gworos will make sure he doesn’t go anywhere, just in case the security field is not sufficient impediment.”

“Thank you,” Prosak said. “For everything.”

“I suppose you are right…we should have expected treachery from the Romulans.”

“It isn’t easy to tell the treacherous ones from the…not treacherous ones, though,” Prosak said, and looked thoughtfully at Tovar. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

“I think I know which Romulans I trust implicitly,” Tovar said. “I wish I could speak longer, but I am needed on the bridge. When you are ready, you should join us. Help me convince Commander Vioxx that we need to intervene and rescue Captain Bain.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

Tovar raised an eyebrow. “It won’t?”

“No. Because after our conversation concluded, my Father sent an order through the Romulan consulate, directly to the Praetor. He used every bit of his political influence to obtain an order from Romulan Naval Command.”

Tovar cocked his head. “What…order?”

“The Allegra is to leave the Anomaly and proceed to Breen immediately to rescue Captain Bain at all costs. She’ll be under my command, and I can choose my crew.” She stood up. “Care to join me?”

“Prosak…I…I could hug you!”

“I don’t recommend it. The last time we hugged…”

“Yes.” Tovar nodded. “Still…this is terrific news. And news that will no doubt anger Commander Vioxx.”

“I honestly could care less if he is angry. These are his orders, and he must follow them. While he and Admiral Larkin await a diplomatic solution, we will infiltrate the Breen. We will get Bain back.” She reached out, took Tovar’s hand, and squeezed it. “Agreed?”

Tovar smiled. “Agreed.”



“Hold on there,” Marsden said as she followed Tovar and Prosak down the corridor that lead to the Allegra. “You can’t just…go off half-cocked.”

“I assure you, Lieutenant, I am fully cocked,” Tovar said with a small grin.

“Don’t try to distract me!” Marsden snapped. “You can’t…I mean…with Prosak, I’m saying…”

“She wants to go with you,” Kasyov chimed in through the comm system.

“The Allegra is a small ship,” Prosak said. “Might get crowded.”

“He’s my captain too,” Marsden said.

“And mine,” said Kasyov. “Additionally, according to my schematics, the Allegra can accommodate a crew of forty-five. Wow, did I just say that?”

“You’re needed here,” Marsden shot back. “Besides, you can’t exactly leave right now.”

The group stopped in their tracks when they reached the door to the main shuttlebay, where the Allegra was docked.

“Good point,” Vioxx said flatly, blocking the door.

“You have your orders,” Prosak said, standing close to the Romulan commander. “Do you dispute them?”

“I dispute them wholeheartedly, Commander. I dispute them with every fiber of my being. And if you insist that you are a…” he sighed, “…logical person, then you would dispute them as well.”

“This has nothing to do with logic. It has to do with justice, and with rescuing Captain Bain.”

“A noble cause, to be sure,” Vioxx said, with a deep breath. “Your father’s influence is impressive.”

“He feels a kinship with Captain Bain.”

“And with you, I would imagine.”

“Sometimes,” Prosak said. “Now will you stand aside, so we can be on our way?”

Vioxx nodded. “Unfortunately, you are correct. I can’t stop you. But I had hoped to dissuade you.”

“Well, unless you have planned any further assassination attempts…”

Vioxx’s jaw clenched a bit. “None as yet. At any rate, I presume you’ll be taking Lieutenant Marsden with you?”

“Um…” Prosak said. Tovar looked at Marsden.

“The Breen security nets can be difficult to navigate. An engineer would be helpful.”

“Couldn’t have said so better myself,” Marsden said, flashing a smile at Vioxx. “Let’s go, guys!”

“Very well,” Prosak said, and ducked into the shuttlebay.

“Good luck to you, lad,” Vioxx said, nodding at Tovar as he passed into the shuttlebay.

“In more ways than one,” Tovar murmured.

“Did I just say ‘lad’?” Vioxx shook his head and headed back to the bridge.

“Yes, you did,” Kasyov’s voice offered helpfully.



“Captain Bain.”

“Yes, for the love of all…YES, I am Captain BAIN. WHAT OF IT?” Bain snapped, quickly nearing the end of his patience.

“No need to be snippy,” the voice replied from the darkness as Bain stood in the murky, foggy room, clutching his robe around him. “We’re simply trying to get to the bottom of this incident. To unravel your heinous crimes.”

“There’s nothing heinous about it,” Bain snapped back. “If you investigate deeper, you’ll find I committed no crime. Nobody aboard the Anomaly ordered the destruction of that outpost. The outpost was destroyed as the result of a computer infection caused by one James T. Kirk.”

“Ahhhhhhhhhhhh KIRK!” snarled Bain’s so-called defender, Kase. He stepped up behind Bain so quickly the Captain nearly winced. Nearly.

“Yes. Kirk,” Bain said flatly. “Perhaps you’ve heard of him?”

“We know all about Captain James Tiberius Kirk,” Kase said, strolling in front of Bain. “He was, much like you, a Federation warmonger. Responsible for untold destruction, skirmishes with the Klingons, the Romulans, and so many others, over a long and blood-spattered career.”

“You all do have a flair for the dramatic, don’t you?” Bain sighed.

“So does it matter who ordered the destruction of our outpost?” the voice asked from the darkness. “Your ship fired on the outpost, and isn’t everything that happens aboard the Anomaly your responsibility?”

“Oh, I see what you’re getting at. Well, of course the Anomaly is my responsibility. She’s my ship. Why do you think I surrendered myself and came over here? Surely it wasn’t for my health. I AM responsible for every blasted thing that happens on that ship. And if, by that principle, you determine I should be punished, then by all means, levy your punishments on me.” Bain’s chest heaved defiantly as he stared into the darkness. “Wherever you are, show yourself. Tell me what you wish to do with me. Let’s put an end to this farce of a trial.”

“Big words for a small man,” Kase said from behind Bain. “A small, pathetic man, whose only satisfaction is derived from the murder of my people. You loathsome, insignificant, piddling little…HUMAN!”

“Oh, bollocks the lot of you!” Bain growled and whirled on Kase, punching him flat in the facemask.

Rather than Bain’s fist breaking, which would have been the expected outcome, the mask cracked, oozing air from a fissure that stretched from top to bottom of the Breen’s “face.”

Kase fell to his knees shrieking as the gas escaped his helmet. Two guards raced up and carried Kase off as Bain stalked around the room. “And you…whoever you are…show yourself! Face me like a man!”

A large thunk echoed throughout the chamber, and the whizzing of gears.

A figure stepped out of the darkness, facing Bain, as ordered.

The figure was large and imposing, seven foot, broad in countenance, and suited in gunmetal grey.

The Breen’s facemask glittered as he leaned into Bain’s face. “Grad-Norm. At your service, Captain Bain. You will find that I am your judge, your jury, and your executioner.”

“Convenient,” Bain said. “Well then, lad, on with it.”

“Oh, I’m not going to rush something so pleasurable,” Norm said. “This is only the first step in a long, luxurious process. I intend to derive my full satisfaction from this.”

“Egads, do you want to be punched too?” Bain snapped.

“Oh, I assure you, such an act would make your fate on this planet that much worse. And that much more enjoyable for me. I invite you, punch me, hard as you can.”

Bain worked his jaw back and forth as his fists clenched and unclenched. “Perhaps later.”

“That’s what I thought,” Norm said and turned on a heel, marching back toward the room’s exit door.

“One thing,” Bain called after Norm.

Norm stopped, but didn’t turn around.

“Why do you hate me so much?”

“Because for some of us, the war rages on, Captain. I think if you’ll look deep within yourself, if you had a chance to preside over a prominent warlord from our conflict, you would take advantage of the situation as I have here.”

Bain thought about that a moment. “Well, of course I would.”



“Cozy,” Lt. Marsden said, glancing around the small alcove that she and Tovar would call home during their short journey aboard the Allegra.

“As I recall, this crew cabin is not much smaller than the ones aboard the Navigator.”

“But they had that nice Federation smell,” Marsden sighed, sitting down on the buffed grey metal bunk in their cramped quarters. “This is definitely less…homey.”

“I could care less how homey it is,” Tovar said, looking at a padd. “I simply want to find Captain Bain.”

Marsden reached up and took his hand. “And we will.”

“We should reach Breen soon. The Allegra is traveling at maximum warp.”

Marsden craned her neck to look at the padd Tovar was holding. “What are you looking at? Tourist attractions in and around Breen?”

“Schematics of Breen weapon and sensor platforms. As well as potential prison holding facilities. We will have to scan for human life signs when we arrive.”

“Which shouldn’t be so difficult,” Marsden offered.

“Unless of course they are using sensor jammers to conceal Captain Bain’s whereabouts.”

“In which case we’ll…”

“Invade every prison on Breen until we find the right one.”

“That could take a while,” Marsden said thoughtfully, looking up at Tovar. “Plus, once you bust into the first prison, I’d say our cover is pretty much blown.”

“You just have to kill all the witnesses,” Tovar said flatly.

“How…un-Starfleet of you,” Marsden said and gently tugged Tovar down to sit next to her. He sat stiffly. “Could we talk?”

“We are talking now.”

Marsden nodded, taking Tovar’s chin and turning his face toward her. “Yes. I’m talking, but you’re just…fuming.”

“I want Captain Bain back.”

“I realize that. But you realize we’re talking about infiltrating a heavily guarded world full of surly beings who don’t like us.”

“I’m certain there are a few Breen who would like us,” Tovar said distantly.

“Not after you get through with them.”

“Prosak and I have determined that this is the likeliest course of action to retrieve Captain Bain. Diplomacy only buys us time. We must act decisively.”

“Well, I’m glad you and Prosak are on the same page. But allow me to interject. What would Captain Bain want?”

“He would want to be rescued.”

“Yeah. But would he want us to sacrifice the Federation’s efforts at establishing peace with the Breen just in order to save him?”

“I…do not know.”

“I think you do.”

Tovar turned fully to face Marsden. “Are you trying to dissuade me?”

Marsden shook her head. “I’m simply asking you to consider your options. We need to be careful.”

Tovar’s expression softened, and he touched Marsden’s shoulder. “Then I am glad you are with me. I have been known to be…single-minded.”

“Well, not exactly…” Marsden said with a grin and leaned in to kiss Tovar.

Suddenly the comm system bleeped.

“Prosak to Tovar. We have entered the Breen system. We will make orbit in twelve minutes.”

“WE will be right up, Prosak,” Marsden said, clasping Tovar’s hand. “Let’s go get our Captain, honey.”

“Indeed,” Tovar said, and led the way out of the little cabin.



“We grow restless, waiting for resolution that does not come!” Centurion Nortal reported from tac-ops, shaking her fists. “We must act now to rescue the mighty Bain, so that we may all sing legends of him once again, drunk on grog and foggy memories!”

Vioxx pivoted in the command chair to face tac-ops. “Are you quite finished, Centurion?”

“For the moment, she will pause in thoughtful reflection.”

“Thank you,” Vioxx said, and turned back to the viewscreen. “Mister Remax, bring up the Enterprise’s approach.”

Remax nodded, and Vioxx watched the massive, unwieldy Juggernaut-class vessel bull its way toward the Anomaly, which was about the size of one of the Enterprise’s shuttlebays. Not for the first time, Vioxx wondered why Starfleet insisted on building a ship so…big.

“Captain Dax calls on a secure channel, and he calls securely!” Nortal bellowed.

“Oh, I suppose you should put him on screen,” Vioxx muttered with a wave of his hand.

A grim-looking Dax appeared on the screen. “Commander Vioxx. A dark day indeed, isn’t it? Bain was one of our greatest…lesser captains.”

“Lesser?” Vioxx asked, raising his eyebrow.

“Well obviously, there are echelons to these things, and I only mean…well…there isn’t a Reginald Bain Day, is there?”

“That is hardly the point,” Admiral Larkin said, stepping in front of Dax on the Enterprise’s massive bridge. “Please return to your command chair and do not leave it until I instruct you further.”

“Of course, Admiral.”

Larkin grimaced, making a show of collecting her thoughts, even though, in reality, it took the android only a nanosecond to do so. “Commander Vioxx, have you detected any more fleet movement from the Breen?”

“No. Once they picked up Captain Bain, they withdrew to the area surrounding Breen.”

“Any other communication?” Larkin asked.

“If you mean our recent…exploratory mission…no. We haven’t heard from them.”

“Pity,” Larkin said. “Are your science personnel any closer to uncovering the truth behind the Anomaly’s destruction of the Breen outpost?”

“Not as yet,” Vioxx said, glancing at Remax. “Our scans from that time index are garbled. Our computer systems were severely disrupted during that period, and, to make matters worse, our chief science officer is…fused with the computer.”

“Fused?” Larkin asked, puzzled.

“Her mind is…one with Cabral’s. Our computer files were almost completely deleted, so they are operating the ship jointly for the moment.”

“It’s lovely!” Kasyov said. “Now I see why you like being a computer so much, Admiral Larkin!”

“I’m not…” Larkin said, then shook her head. “Let’s table that discussion for now. When will you complete repairs?”

“Well, although our chief engineer went on an…exploratory mission…and our assistant chief is currently in the brig for a…rules infraction…” Vioxx shifted in his chair. “The remaining people are working to get systems back up and running, with the aid of Kasyov and Cabral.”

“RULES infraction?” Kasyov blurted. “He tried to kill Prosak!”

“What?” Larkin asked.

“It’s all in my log,” Vioxx said. “I assure you, Admiral, we have the situation well in hand.”

“I am sure,” Larkin said. “Still, I must ask you to be candid. If you were sent back into Breen space…briefly…would the Anomaly stand up to a fight?”

“Damn right we would,” Kasyov snapped.

“Dear, I believe we should speak about your tact,” Cabral’s voice broke in. “When you are operating as the ship’s computer, discretion is the better part of valor.”

Vioxx looked up, saying a silent “thank you” to Cabral. “Admiral, we believe the Anomaly would stand up well to a fight, if one is required.”

“I hope that will not be the case; however, I believe it’s important to discover what actually happened to that outpost.” Larkin glanced off-screen for a moment. “We have arranged a meeting with the Breen ambassador at the border in three hours. His contingent constitutes the bulk of the Breen security fleet in this area.”

“So we have a bit of time before the meeting to make our own inquiries.”

“Perhaps. However, intelligence informs us that the area surrounding the former location of the outpost is heavily guarded. It will not be easy to slip inside the detection nets.”

“We have good science people here,” Vioxx said, looking again at Remax. “I believe we’re quite capable of ‘slipping inside’ and investigating further into the…accident.”

“I was hoping you would say that. This mission obviously can never be…officially documented. Nor can your exploratory mission. While we work for peace, however, it’s crucial that we work to both exonerate and free Captain Bain.”

“I understand you two have a…long history.”

“You are correct,” Larkin said tersely. “You have your orders. Proceed, and report back on a secured channel as soon as you know more.”

Vioxx nodded. “With pleasure Admiral. Long live Romulus….I mean…Anomaly out.”

Yonk turned around in his seat at the helm. “Still?”

“Old habits are hard to break, Ensign,” Vioxx muttered. “All right, people, we know what we have to do. Let’s move. Warp R.”

“R for Romulan,” Remax said proudly.

“If you must,” Vioxx muttered. “Yonk, engage.”



FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER



“So?” Vioxx asked tersely.

“Oh, we definitely blew it up,” Remax said, looking up from his scans. “Impressive job we did of it, too, if I may say so.”

Nortal lifted a jubilant finger. “By Jenichai, the Breen writhed in the scathing fires of a thousand suns, brought low by our indignant fury!”

Vioxx turned slowly to look at Nortal. “That’s not a good thing.”

“Oh.”

“But it was what I expected. The Kirk hologram did its work well.”

“So what do we do now?” Remax said.

Vioxx folded his arms. “What any good Romulan would do. We’re going to manufacture evidence.”



“Let’s review the tactical situation,” Tovar said, pacing the Allegra’s small bridge as Prosak sat in the command chair and Marsden manned the conn. “The Breen homeworld is surrounded by multiple automated weapons platforms as well as additional systems on the outer edges of the system. However, the bulk of these outer platforms are positioned on approach vectors leading from Federation space. In addition, most of the Breen fleet has been deployed toward the Federation as well.”

“Which is why I plotted a long looping route bringing us in from the opposite end of the system,” Prosak said.

“And I’ve done everything I can to alter our sensor profile to look like a Yridian freighter,” Marsden said. “We should be okay as long as no one gets a direct look at us.”

“Very well,” Tovar said. “At the very least we should be able to approach Breen without being obliterated. This brings us to our second situation.”

“Searching every single prison on Breen for Captain Bain?”

“The captain is a high profile prisoner. Logically the Breen government would want to trumpet their capture of the Butcher of Breen to their citizenry,” Prosak said.

Tovar stopped his pacing and rushed over to the science console. “They do indeed seem to be trumpeting it, as you said. There is an entire channel devoted to constant trial coverage.”

“What’s happening now?” Marsden asked anxiously.

“Two Breen are debating whether or not Captain Bain’s bathrobe is in fashion.”

“Bathrobe? What the hell?”

“Can you find any information about the trial location?” Prosak asked.

“No. I imagine they are keeping it secret, though. The Breen have to know that we will attempt a rescue,” Tovar said.

“So they hide the location, jam sensors, and generally make our lives difficult,” Marsden said. “What are we going to do about it?”

“Wait for the trial to resume,” Tovar said.

“And hope that their justice is not swift,” Prosak added.

“Oh I would not worry about that,” Tovar replied. “I imagine that the Breen will want to stretch the captain’s agony out for as long as possible.”



“Is there a bloody point to any of this?” Bain thundered at the blackness around him.

“Yes, your point was quite bloody, Captain Bain. That is why you are here,” the voice of Grad-Norm replied. Bain could tell Norm was really enjoying this, which was an intolerable state of affairs in Bain’s mind. With limited options at his disposal, though, Bain could only see one thing for it.

“I’ve told you what happened,” Bain said. “You either believe me or you don’t.” And with that, he sat down in the middle of the floor, adjusting his bathrobe to make sure his unmentionables stayed well out of view.

“What are you doing?” Kase demanded.

“Having a seat,” Bain said. “It’s been hell of a day, and I’ve had quite enough of listening to you wankers prattling on.”

“You can’t do that! This is a trial!”

“Why? You and the Great Git out there seem to be doing just fine without me,” Bain replied. “I’m not going to stand here and perform for you lot.”

“But that’s the whole point!” Kase said. “We can’t have a show trial if you don’t put on a show!”

“Find yourselves another trained poodle. Reginald Bain is through jumping through your hoops.”

“But…”

“SO BE IT!” Norm’s voice thundered. “If that is the end of your voluntary testimony, we will move on to the involuntary! Remove the prisoner! We will resume in the morning after the chamber has been prepared. Sleep if you can, Bain, for tomorrow there will be no rest from your screams!”

Bain stood up and straightened his robe as six Breen soldiers stepped into the light to escort him away. “Good evening to you all,” he said, with a slight nod of his head.

“Did you hear me, Bain?” Norm said.

“How could I not?”

“Even the part about your screams?”

“Yes, yes. I heard you.”

“Right. Okay. Well, try to sleep…if you can.”

“You’ve already said that.”

“Damn you, Bain. I am going to enjoy torturing you.”

“You’re not the first person to say so,” Bain replied. “Good night. And have a couple of pints sent to my cell.”

“No! No pints! Whatever they are, you can’t have any!”

“Oh, now you’re just being uncivilized.”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA! Suffer, Bain! SUFFER!”

Bain shook his head. “You poor demented bastard. Now you’ve gone and pissed me off. That’s going to cost you one of these days.” One of the Breen soldiers gave Bain a hard shove in the back, pushing him toward the exit.



After Bain was escorted out of the courtroom, the trial coverage quickly shifted to a helmeted anchor behind a desk. Tovar switched off the viewscreen with a triumphant laugh. “Things are going very well!” he said happily.

“Tomorrow they’re going to torture Captain Bain. How is that good?” Marsden demanded.

“He does very well under torture. If it is screams they want, they will be sorely disappointed.”

“Which means they’ll probably just kill him,” Marsden shot back. “I’m still missing how this is good.”

“It gives us time in which to rescue him,” Prosak said.

“Precisely,” Tovar replied. “Now, as we have stated, the captain is a high-profile prisoner, and the Breen are expecting a rescue attempt; therefore…”

“He’ll be under constant guard in the most heavily fortified prison on the planet,” Marsden said.

“That is exactly what you would expect, yes,” Tovar said. “But these are the Breen. Since they know that we will be expecting them to do that, they will do something else. I have located the primary transmitter of the trial coverage, which is on Breen, but there was a signal traveling to the same facility while the trial itself was in progress, and it has ceased now that the trial is at an end.”

“Can you locate the source of that transmission?” Prosak asked.

“Of course,” Tovar replied. “The planet’s third moon. According to our intelligence data, this moon is used primarily for nercracite mining and winter sports. There should be limited structures on the planet, so determining which are possible sites for the…” Tovar tailed off.

“What?” Marsden said, rushing over to the science console. “What is it?” She looked at the readouts for a moment. “I don’t believe it.”

“Am I going to have to come over there as well?” Prosak asked.

“We found him,” Marsden said in disbelief. “One human lifesign standing right there. No sensor jammers or anything.”

“I told you they expected us to go to the homeworld,” Tovar said smugly.



“Status,” Admiral Larkin said, stepping out into the massive command center that was the Enterprise-J’s bridge.

Barnum Dax turned in the command chair. “Well, the Breen are a nasty bunch, that’s for sure. We’ve been trading pithy barbs across the battle lines for about an hour now.”

“Pithy…” Larkin began. “No, never mind, I do not want to know…”

“It was quite good. The Breen fleet commander insulted my parentage, so I said he had a polar bear for an uncle.”

“That doesn’t even make sense. Really, I don’t want to hear anymore. Just tell me the Breen’s tactical status.”

“Besides being asinine metal-heads?” Dax said. “They haven’t moved a muscle.”

“For that, at least, we can be thankful,” Larkin said wearily.

At helm, Ensign Arthur Apoulous spoke up. “Captain, we’re receiving another hail from Thot-Mutch.”

“Ah, he wants to go another round with old Dax, eh. Tell him he’s kin to an iceberg’s…”

“You’re not allowed to speak again for two hours,” Larkin said, as Dax raised a finger in protest. “Say anything else, and it will be three.”

Dax frowned and pursed his lips.

“Put Thot-Mutch on screen, please, Ensign,” Larkin said, resting her hands on her hips.

The Breen fleet commander, who looked pretty much like every Breen, complete with fully-obscuring helmet, appeared on the viewscreen.

“Admiral Larkin,” he said in a sharp, metallic voice.

“Thot-Mutch,” Larkin said. “It is an honor. I am pleased that advancements in universal translator technology enable us to speak directly.”

“I hardly care,” Mutch said disinterestedly. “What do you want?”

“You commed us,” Larkin said.

“Oh, right,” Mutch said. “About this war thing. Shall we just get it over with and start shooting each other?”

Larkin’s eyes widened. “I should think not!”

“Oh. So you’re being difficult.”

Dax glared at Larkin, pointing at the screen, his face red and angry. Larkin ignored him.

“Are you saying you believe there’s no hope for peace?”

“I’m saying that once this trial is complete, and your Captain Bain is found guilty of heinous crimes against the Breen, it will be open season on Starfleet. My first objective will be to take out that oversized hunk of space trash you call Enterprise.”

“SHUT IT, YOU METHANE-BREATHING, THICK- SKULLED…”

Larkin lifted Dax bodily out of his chair and shoved him to the door. “Quarters. Now.”

“THAT’S THE LAST TIME YOU TRADE BARBS WITH BARNUM DAX, YOU…” Dax’s voice drowned out as the doors mercifully zipped closed in front of him.

“As I was saying,” Larkin said, “I hope we can reach some sort of mutually-acceptable…

“Admiral,” Ensign Apoulous spoke up from his station. “Contact bearing oh-seven-four mark two-one-eight. It’s the Anomaly. And they’re hailing us.”

“Just perfect,” Larkin said. “Mute the Breen and patch in Commander Vioxx.

Thot-Mutch disappeared from the viewscreen, replaced with a smiling Vioxx. “Admiral, we bring good news! We have evidence that Captain Bain wasn’t responsible for the destruction of the Breen outpost after all!”

“Really,” Larkin said. “Is this evidence…trustworthy?”

“I stake my reputation as a Romulan on it.”

“Well, be that as it may, you may beam aboard and share your findings,” Larkin said, somewhat reluctantly. Perhaps this day wouldn’t end in a melee after all.



“Yes? What is it?” Grad-Norm snapped as his office door chime sounded. Really it wasn’t much of a chime. The sound was more like a cat wailing while scraping its claws along rusty corrugated tin. Norm was really in no mood for the interruption. He had tortures to plan, and the ordering was becoming quite the headache. If Bain passed out from the electo-whip, the day would be ruined, but starting off with the gyuretic eels instead would mean that the floor would be a sloppy mess for the rest of the session unless they stopped for cleaning, which would break the entire flow of the torments.

The doors to Norm’s office slid open, and Dobt-Phul entered nervously. “Good…good evening, Grad-Norm,” he said.

Norm’s eyes…well, helmet…locked on the former Thot. “What are you doing here? This location is supposed to be secret!”

“Your wife told me where you were.”

Norm grunted. “She always did have a liking for you…and a big mouth. What do you want, Phul?”

“I saw that you have Bain.”

“Yes.”

“Well…I am really responsible for it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I was instrumental in getting the Kirk hologram onto Bain’s ship. It was the hologram that led the Anomaly into our space and attacked our outpost.”

“That ridiculous story about the hologram was true?” Norm asked surprised. “Huh? What do you know?”

“So you see, you have Bain because of me.”

“Uh huh. Thanks. Was there something else?”

“Since I did that and all, I was hoping…”

“You’re not getting your rank back, Phul.”

“Oh.” Phul still wasn’t leaving.

“What now?”

“Well…could I see him?”

“Bain? What for?”

“That man has caused me a lot of misery. I just want…”

“To gloat a bit,” Norm said with a smile, not that Phul could see it behind the helmet. “I understand. Come on. I’ll take you to him.” Honestly, Norm could use the break anyway. Maybe getting another look at the human would give him some inspiration as how best to torture and humiliate him the next day.

He led Phul out of his office, down a corridor, and through a thick, duranium door leading into a dimly-lit hallway. Stopping at another door that Phul could barely make out, Norm pulled out a small isolinear rod, inserted it into a practically invisible hole in the wall, and stated his access code.

The door swung open, and Norm gestured for Phul to enter.

“Bain can’t get to me, can he?” Phul asked hesitantly.

Norm pulled a small blaster out of his pocket. “I’ll stun him the instant he makes a move.”

Phul nodded and entered, ready for what would be his final confrontation with the Butcher of Breen and his own personal demon: Reginald Bain.

“Er…where is he?” Phul asked after taking a few steps.

“What?” Norm demanded.

“He’s not here.”

“What do you mean he’s not here? He has to be here!”

“Did we go to the wrong cell perhaps?”

“This is a super-secret facility for very special prisoners! It only has one cell!” Norm shouted, frantically looking around the empty room. “We put in on a completely unremarkable moon! We didn’t even have jamming fields around it, so nothing about it would attract attention! No one could find Bain here! He’s hiding somehow! Guards! LOCK DOWN THE BASE! I WANT BAIN FOUND!”

After twenty minutes of searching, no sign of Reginald Bain was detected, and Grad-Norm was forced to face the possibility that the lack of jamming fields wasn’t such a great idea.



Shortly before Grad-Norm and Dobt-Phul visited Bain’s cell, the cell’s occupant, namely Bain, disappeared in what would have been recognized as a Romulan-style transporter beam, if anyone had been watching. Bain was as surprised by this turn of events as anyone would be in similar circumstances, but quickly recovered as he found himself in the transporter room of the Allegra, where Marsden was manning the transporter console personally rather than letting the computer handle things.

“Marsie!” Bain cried. “You are indeed a sight for sore eyes.”

“It’s good to see you too, sir. Let’s get you to sickbay and…”

“Nonsense! I’m perfectly fine. Those Breen blighters barely laid a hand on me. To the bridge!” Bain started for the door, then stopped, his attention drawn to the prison robe he was wearing. “I’d say a stop at a replicator is in order, first, though. I have to admit feeling a bit exposed in this get-up.”

A short time later, clad in a proper uniform, Bain finished strapping a wrist phaser in place on his arm just as he stepped out onto the bridge of the Allegra with Marsden in tow. Tovar and Prosak immediately got to their feet.

“Good show!” Bain exclaimed, clapping enthusiastically. “Brought yourselves right into the heart of darkness and pulled Reg out! Wonderful!”

“It will be even better if we live to get out of here,” Marsden said, taking a seat at the conn. She didn’t want to make a show of escaping the Breen system, but it took every bit of nerves she had to keep the Allegra on a slow, steady course toward the outer worlds, heading away from Federation space, of course.

“So how did you do it?” Bain asked, taking the command chair that Prosak had vacated for him. “Infiltrated Breen high command? Took turns investigating the planet’s prisons?”

“We traced a holovision broadcast,” Prosak said.

“Ah. Well…the unorthodox works just as well,” Bain said. “And I certainly can’t complain about the end result. Now what have I missed?”

“Very little really,” Tovar said. “You were there in person for the trial. As you would expect, Starfleet and the Breen fleet are posturing a bit…”

“And Selex tried to kill me,” Prosak said.

“Good to see that he failed,” Bain said. “I’ll make sure to have a few words with the little bugger when we get back to the Anomaly. Send word that we’re on our way. Secure channel and all that.”

“Scrambling the message now,” Tovar said, typing commands into his console. “Hmm…”

“Hmmm?” Bain asked.

“The comm system is experiencing technical difficulties,” Tovar said. “I am attempting to diagnose the problem.”

“If we have to tell them about my rescue in person, so much the better,” Bain said.

“We’re changing course!” Marsden cried suddenly.

“Not toward home, I gather,” Bain said.

“I am afraid not,” Prosak said from the Allegra’s science station. “Our new course will take us toward Cardassian space.”

“I can’t say that I care very much where we’re headed at the moment, Prosak,” Bain said. “I want to know who the devil is steering!”

A searing pain suddenly shot through Bain’s body, his muscles contracted, holding him in place, as a constant barrage of electricity coursed through his system. He could see that in front of him, Marsden was suffering the same fate. Bain fought to escape his chair and, hopefully, the assault upon his person, but to no avail.

Just before he lost consciousness, he heard the sound of laughter all around him.

The laughter of James T. Kirk.



Larkin leaned over the science console and studied the readouts Vioxx had brought with him. The Romulan stood next to her, with Remax at his side.

“As you can see,” Remax said smugly, “The Anomaly didn’t really fire on the outpost. An unseen vessel, perhaps cloaked, or operating within a star’s accretion disk, transported the torpedoes into the Anomaly’s firing chamber and launched them from there by remote.”

“Didn’t you try to kill Commander Prosak?” Larkin asked.

“Uh, no, that was the other guy,” Remax said.

“Right.”

“At any rate, this is how the Breen created the illusion that the neutron torpedoes were fired from the Anomaly,” Vioxx said. “That’s also why our records show torpedoes were discharged from our tubes.”

“I see,” Larkin said.

“Well?” Vioxx asked, leaning forward expectantly.

“Aren’t we…I mean the Breen…ingenious?” Remax asked.

“Everything…seems in order…” Larkin said. She had watched the scene of the Anomaly firing on the outpost a dozen times, with Remax’s sensor overlays feeding her data that corroborated what Remax and Vioxx told her. If anyone else’s life had hung in the balance, Larkin would have pressed further to make sure the Romulans’ evidence was legitimate. However, this was different. This was Bain. “We must transmit this information to the Breen fleet commander immediately.”

“I’m sure they’ll be pleased,” Vioxx said eagerly. “By the way, where is Captain Dax?”

“It does not matter,” Larkin said. “Ensign Apoulous, raise Thot-Mutch immediately. Prepare to transmit the…”

“Admiral!” Apoulous spoke up. “Receiving new information from Breen planetside transmitters. Captain Bain is missing!”

“Any messages from the Allegra?” Vioxx asked, exchanging glances with Remax. “Perhaps they succeeded!”

Apoulous shook his head. “Nothing.”

“We must assume they killed Captain Bain and are trying to make it look like an escape attempt,” Remax said. He shrugged and looked at Vioxx. “That’s what I would do.”

“Shut up!” Vioxx said, staring daggers at Remax.

“The lead ship is hailing us,” Apoulous said.

Larkin fought back a wave of positronic emotions at the thought of Bain’s demise at the hands of the Breen. She reasoned that she had enough firepower on the Enterprise-J, not to mention the fleet that she commanded, to overwhelm and decimate the Breen phalanx. Embers of vengeance burned and crackled in Larkin’s programming, but she quickly doused them, and instead blinked impassively at the viewscreen. “Put him through,” she said coldly, as Vioxx and Remax stepped up behind her.

“Federation vessel,” Thot-Mutch said formally. Larkin could tell he was reading from a prepared statement, and barely cared to do so. “We have reason to believe that a Starfleet rescue team has removed Captain Bain from our custody and is currently en route to return him to your space.” He sighed, as if the very act of reading the statement bored him to tears. “Consequently, we must believe that Captain Bain is in fact complicit in the dastardly acts recently carried out against the Breen people. Moreover, by rescuing Bain, Starfleet has tacitly demonstrated that they support Bain’s actions, and may even be part of a larger conspiracy to land a crippling blow to Breen border defenses…”

Larkin balled her fists as Breen spoke, growing angrier by the nanosecond.

“…therefore, it is my dubious honor to inform you that we will open fire on your fleet forthwith, and with all possible haste. If you have any further questions about this declaration of war, you may contact Dobt Ingtomas at the Breen Office of Wartime Protocol.”

“I do have a question,” Larkin said, marshaling her inner defenses, struggling to remain calm. “How do we know that you haven’t killed Bain just so you could have an excuse to go to war?”

“Admiral Larkin, your question has been noted and will be submitted in a timely manner to the Office of Wartime Protocol,” Mutch said dully, and disappeared from the screen, replaced by the image of the Breen fleet hanging in space.

“So this is it?” Vioxx said. “We’re at war?”

“Not yet,” Larkin said. She turned to Apoulous. “Ensign, instruct all vessels to fire on the Breen fleet until every last one of their ships has turned to ashes.” She turned calmly to Vioxx. “NOW we’re at war.”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



The Bain Supremacy





Over the course of his long Starfleet career, Captain Reginald Bain had regained consciousness in any number of nasty predicaments. Considering the maniacal laughter of the James T. Kirk hologram that he’d heard as he was being electrocuted into oblivion, Bain expected the present circumstances to rank up there with the worst of them.

Gingerly he tried his limbs. Much to his surprise, they didn’t seem to be bound in any way whatsoever. He opened his eyes, ready to find himself inside some kind of holographic death trap.

No. It was just a room. Some sort of maintenance closet by the look of it. He picked himself up off of the floor and looked around. The little bit of signage he saw was in Romulan text, so he was still on the Allegra. But why the devil had Kirk shoved him in a closet? Only one way to find out.

“Kirk! KIRK! Do you hear me, you loony bastard?”

“Of course I can hear you, Captain,” Kirk’s voice replied over the comm speakers mounted in the ceiling. “I could hear the slight increase in your breathing as you came to a few moments ago. I hear everything on this ship.”

“How bloody marvelous for you. Now how are we playing this one? What’s the game?”

“No game, Reginald. We’ve played enough. And, to be honest, I didn’t really enjoy how the last one ended.”

“I seem to remember beating you to a pulp and then crashing into your ship,” Bain said. “I had hoped that you were wiped out when the holopod program shut down.”

“Tut tut, Captain. You should know by now that it takes a lot more than that to kill James T. Kirk.”

“You mean like falling off of a bridge.”

“You had to bring that up, didn’t you?” Kirk snapped petulantly. “No. Not like that. I could feel what your little minion Kasyov was doing in the computer, and I do mean in the computer. In my day, I never would have put up with people joining themselves to technology like that. Times change, though, and the situation being what it was, I decided to follow her lead. The Anomaly was otherwise occupied, but I was able to pass through a data link to the Allegra here and merge myself with its computer system.”

“Merge? So you are the Allegra?”

“For the moment,” Kirk said.

Bain smiled. “You can’t get out, can you?” He started laughing.

“Stop it!” Kirk shouted. “STOP IT!”

“All right. Don’t get your circuits in a twist,” Bain said. He suddenly turned deadly serious. “Before this farce goes any farther, though, you are going to tell me what you have done with Tovar, Prosak, and Marsden.”

Now it was Kirk’s turn to laugh. “I have no interest in your supporting cast, Bain. They have been dealt with.”

“Dealt with?” Bain shouted.

“Yes. Don’t worry, though. I’m sure they’ll be just fine…as long as someone finds them before they run out of air.”

“You monster!”

“Come now, Captain. We both know this is between you and me. And I assure you, I am not a poor marksman, and I do not ever miss my target.”



“How long do you think we have?” Lieutenant Shelly Marsden asked, putting up her hands to keep herself from bouncing against the cold metal wall of the large cargo container she, Tovar, and Prosak had awoken to find themselves trapped inside.

“There are a number of variables,” Tovar replied, his face barely visible in the dim glow of the small emergency light that had been placed in the container with them. “Based on our movements and the lack of gravity, we can conclude that we have been ejected into space. The container appears to have enough insulation to prevent us from freezing to death, which means we only have to worry about running out of breathable air. Considering the size of this container, we have…” He paused.

“You don’t have any idea, do you?”

“Not really. The other lifeforce had the scientist in it.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Marsden said. “It’s not like there’s much we can do about it at the moment.”

“Since we appear to have a great deal of free time available to us, is there anything that anyone would like to discuss?” Prosak asked. “Any issues that need to be brought out into the open?”

“I don’t have any,” Marsden said. “Tovar?”

“I am good. I believe that any and all issues between the three of us have been resolved.”

“They have,” Prosak said. “Although, I have to admit that our captivity here would be far more engaging if there were some festering situation between us all. Perhaps the two of you would like to spend our remaining time alive sharing some intimate moments together? I have heard that zero gravity is quite pleasurable once the initial awkwardness is overcome. I can turn toward a wall, if you wish.”

“Thanks, but I think that would use up a lot of our air,” Marsden said. “Maybe we should all sit quietly and not talk.”

“Meditation would slow our oxygen consumption,” Tovar said.

“An excellent suggestion. Vulcan meditative techniques are very effective at reducing heartbeat and respiration.”

“I am sure they are adequate, but I find Yynsian techniques far superior,” Tovar replied.

“I find that idea…illogical. Vulcans have been masters of meditation for thousands of years.”

“And Yynsians have had many lifetimes in which to perfect our skills.”

“Would you two stop it!” Marsden snapped, floating between them. “Or at least have the decency to knock me out, so I don’t have to listen to it!”

Prosak shrugged then closed her fingers on Marsden’s shoulder. The human was knocked out instantly.

“Your technique has improved,” Tovar said.

“Thank you,” Prosak said.

“I do believe that she may not have been serious in her request, though.”

“Ah. Well, she will use less oxygen this way.”

“True. And I shall be using less than you.”

“We will see about that,” Prosak replied. “Ready. Set. Meditate!”



“So this is it?” Vioxx said, staring at the phalanx of Breen scythe ships on the viewscreen of the Enterprise-J. “We’re at war?”

Larkin ignored Vioxx and instead turned to Ensign Apoulous at the tactical station. “Ensign, instruct all vessels to fire on the Breen fleet until every last one of their ships has turned to ashes.” As Ensign Apoulous tapped the commands into his station, she turned cooly to face Commander Vioxx. “NOW we’re at war.”

Remax stepped up behind Vioxx. “Frankly, I don’t see what all the fuss is about.”

Vioxx held up a quieting hand. “STOP!”

Larkin turned to Vioxx. “Excuse me?”

“Tell the ships to hold their fire!” Vioxx said, stepping in between Larkin and the tactical station and waving his arms at Larkin. “You’ve got to listen to me, Admiral.”

Larkin nodded in the direction of Apoulous. “Instruct all ships to hold their fire and await further orders.”

The ensign nodded, looking a little confused. “Yes, sir. All ships report standing by.”

“You have six point two seconds,” Larkin said, turning to Vioxx, “to tell me why I shouldn’t open fire on the Breen for murdering a decorated Starfleet captain in cold blood.”

“Because…” Vioxx said, looking to Remax, who gave him a “don’t look at me” look. “Because we don’t know if Bain is dead. We don’t know anything yet.”

“We know he’s disappeared from his cell,” Larkin said. “Or so the Breen say. I have calculated all possible outcomes of this scenario, and the likelihood is ninety-eight percent that they have killed Captain Bain and are using his so-called escape as an excuse to kill the Butcher of Breen and start a war with the Federation.”

“Yes, but ninety-eight percent probability means that there is a chance you could be wrong.”

“Infinitesimal. It falls within the margin for error.”

“And I’m asking you to look beyond the margin for error, Admiral,” Vioxx implored. “As a neutral representative of the Romulan Star Empire, I’m asking you to let me mediate this conflict.”

“I believe this is the first time a Romulan has ever referred to himself as a ‘neutral representative.’”

Vioxx ignored her and pressed on. “Let’s extend the olive branch to the Breen and see if they take it. That will buy us time to look into Bain’s disappearance and possibly avert a war. And if, after all of this, the Breen are exposed for their duplicity, I’ll fire the first shots myself.”

Larkin considered the matter for several seconds - for her, an eternity.

“Very well,” she said finally. “Ensign, open a channel to Thot-Mutch.”



Bain paced the confines of his maintenance closet prison. Closets being what they are, though, he didn’t exactly have a lot of room to work with. “Blast it all, Kirk!” he shouted suddenly. “Why am I cooped up in here? Are you going to take a shot at me or what?”

“Patience, Reg,” Kirk’s maddeningly smug voice replied. “Everything will happen in its time. You’re a special man, and I want to make sure that your death is equally special. It needs to have significance! Gravitas! In short, Reg, I want to make sure that you go out…”

“If you say, ‘go out with a bang,’ I swear I will dismantle you byte by byte.”

“How have you survived so long, Bain? This interrupting your adversary’s speech stuff is really annoying,” Kirk said.

“Most of my adversaries don’t live long enough to make a speech.”

“And that’s why you will never sit in the center seat of an Enterprise, Reg. You don’t have the stuff.”

“I never wanted a bloody Enterprise, Kirk! Flagships are for pretty-boys who like to talk instead of getting things done. I’m a man of the trenches. I want to be where things are happening. I make things happen. And, so far, nothing is happening here, so would you GET ON WITH IT?!?”

“Fine. You’re going to get your wish, Reginald. You’ll be making things happen. Ever heard of Lorkassun?”

Bain frowned. “It’s a Cardassian world. Nothing of note there except…” he trailed off.

“The Ziyal Center,” Kirk finished for him. “Yes, after your triumphant assault on a Breen facility chock full of families, you’ve decided to continue your war on the little children by destroying the quadrant’s largest pediatric hospital and orphanage. It’s the miserable Cardassians’ one contribution to galactic civilization besides balls and balls of yarn, and you had to go and destroy it by slamming a spaceship into the facility. It’s going to be quite the explosion, but I think this closet is sturdy enough to make sure that the investigators find at least a little bit of your DNA intact.”

“You’ll be destroyed, too.”

“Me? No no. There’s a very nice comm relay station in orbit over Lorkassun. Normally a backwater like that wouldn’t have one so nice, but folks do love to help the children. I’ll be transmitting myself there once I’m sure that you’re on your way. You’ll die, but your name will live on in infamy. Reginald Bain, the rogue captain responsible for the deaths of thousands of innocents. Quite a legacy, don’t you think?”

Bain cocked his wrist phaser into position and began adjusting the unit’s settings.

“That’s not going to help matters, Reg. You can’t shoot your way out of here.”

“I won’t.”

“Overload then? You’ll be killed, but I’m sure they’ll still be something left to identify you. The galaxy will know you were on this ship. Suicide won’t prevent that.”

“Reginald Bain does not commit suicide,” Bain said determinedly as he cracked open the phaser and made a few more adjustments.

“Go on with your secret plan then. It won’t help you.”

“There’s nothing secret about it, Kirk,” Bain said. “I’m leaving this room and then I’m coming to get you.”

Kirk started laughing. Ignoring him, Bain grabbed one of the Romulan tools laying about, something long, solid and metal that he couldn’t identify. It wasn’t quite a hammer, but it would do. He smashed it into the wall beside the door frame. Two more hits and he had punctured the wall material. Two more, and he was able to jab the tool into the hole completely. Bain wrenched the rod around, decimating the delicate circuitry within.

“Destroying the place won’t help you either,” Kirk said. Bain begged to differ. With the door circuitry, and therefore its magnetic lock, destroyed, he attacked the door itself, shoving it open by brute force and stalking out into the corridor.

“Nicely done, Reg. I’ll have to beam you into a room with fewer helpful knick-knacks this time.”

Bain grunted but did not stop his march down the hallway.

“What have you done?” Kirk demanded suddenly.

“Spot of trouble with the transporter, Jimmy?” Bain asked.

“Drop your phaser!” Kirk ordered.

“Is it bothering you somehow? I thought you told me it wouldn’t help. Funny, I’m finding the low-level energy field it’s putting out to be quite helpful at the moment, particularly for preventing transporter locks.”

“Its power cell won’t last long, Bain.”

“It doesn’t have to,” Bain replied. He’d arrived at his destination. Stepping through a set of doors, he entered the Allegra’s small transporter room. He passed the transporter control console and the beaming chamber, making his way to the rear of the room, which housed the real guts of the transporter system. Bain ripped the access panel covering the transporter’s vital components free and used it as a battering ram, trashing the transport buffer, mangling the materialization circuits, hacking the Heisenburg compensator, and finally slagging the scanning systems. Leaving a mass of smouldering wreckage in his wake, Bain tossed the access hatch aside and strode toward the exit. On his way out, he slammed himself against the transporter control console, toppling it over and shattering its systems for good measure.

Looking up at the ceiling, Bain addressed his unseen opponent.

“I’m coming for you, Kirk.”



There were freighter captains who made a good living shuttling goods across the galaxy, getting items people wanted sent from here to there while making a tidy sum in the process. It had all sounded really good and fairly easy to Gridloo and Pridloo when they’d started out in the business over two decades ago. But in all that time, the Pakleds had just barely managed to scrape by.

And then things got worse.

They’d let themselves be talked into a revenge scheme against a human Starfleet Captain that had once wronged them. Or at least they thought he had wronged them. By the end of the whole mess, they were a bit confused…and in a rehabilitation colony.

Once they were released, Gridloo and Pridloo decided that they didn’t want anything to do with humans or Starfleet. That ended up being fairly easy, since they were banned from doing business inside of the Federation. On the bright side, they could be sure they would never have to worry about Reginald Bain ever again.

Unfortunately, it also made their business even worse.

On this particular run, they were transporting a few thousand pairs of the latest styles of Cardassian socks to Breen, hoping to make a bit of latinum before the Breen realized that they were the latest styles only if you defined “latest” as two years ago.

Realistically, though, the Pakleds knew they would be lucky to sell them all to the Breen Bin O’ Bargains, which would make the trip barely worth the effort.

And if anything were to breakdown on their ship en route…well…that would be the end of Gridloo and Pridloo: Takers of Stuff.

With these dire thoughts weighing heavily on their simple minds, the Pakleds tried to come up with some better ideas for earning a profit as they made the journey between Cardassia Prime and Breen. They were so wrapped up in their brainstorming (“What do you want to do?” “I don’t know. What do you want to do?” “I don’t know. What do you want to do?” “I don’t know…”) that they almost didn’t notice the blip on their sensors until they were past it.

Pridloo frowned at his console on the freighter’s small bridge. “There is a box.”

“What box?”

“A space box.”

“What’s a space box?”

“I don’t know. It’s just there.”

“What’s in it?” Gridloo asked.

“I don’t know. Want to get it?”

“Umm…does it belong to somebody?”

“I don’t know. But it’s alone in space.”

“It could have things to make us rich.”

“It could.”

“Let’s get it.”

And so they did. Doubling back, they grabbed onto the mysterious space box and brought it into their sock-filled cargo hold.

“It’s green,” Pridloo observed.

“Romulan,” Gridloo said, noting the letters on the side.

“Uh oh. They could do things to make us dead.”

“They aren’t here.”

“Oh. Let’s open it.”

Working together, they unsealed the top of the cargo container and slid the lid off. Suddenly two Starfleet officers, a man and a woman, sprung up, wrist phasers extended.

“Ohhhhhhhh,” Pridloo and Gridloo groaned.

A third Starfleet officer pulled her head up over the edge. “Where are we? Who are these guys?”

“We did a bad thing,” Gridloo said.

“We shouldn’t have taken the box. We’re sorry,” Pridloo said.

“Don’t be,” Tovar said, leaping out of the crate. He stared at the Pakleds for a moment. “Didn’t I shoot you guys a couple of years ago?”

“Ohhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh,” Pridloo and Gridloo groaned.

“The box was a trap from Bain!” Gridloo said.

“It was a trap, and Captain Bain is involved, but not directly,” Prosak said, hopping out of the box, followed by a somewhat-groggy Marsden. “Thank you for the timely rescue. We will now be commandeering your ship.”

“Space hates us,” Pridloo said to Gridloo.

“We did things to make it mad,” Gridloo agreed.

They turned and trudged out of the cargo hold, shaking their bowed heads.

“Does that mean we have the ship?” Marsden asked.

“I believe so,” Prosak replied. “Now we just have to figure out what to do with it.”

“What to do with it?” Marsden snapped. “We go after the captain!”

“And how do you suggest we do that? We are still deep in Breen space, we do not know the Allegra’s destination or who has taken the captain, and even if we did, this ship is far too slow to intercept Captain Bain’s captors before they can carry out whatever plan they have set in motion…assuming they haven’t carried it out already.”

“It was Kirk,” Tovar said.

“Are you certain?” Prosak asked.

“Unfortunately.”

“Fine. We know who, and I’ll see what I can do about our speed,” Marsden said. “Just get me a heading.”

“We should contact the Anomaly,” Prosak said.

“We would need to alter this vessel’s comm systems in order to transmit a suitably encrypted message. That would take time we do not have, and there is no reason to believe that the Anomaly would be any better able to determine Captain Bain’s location,” Tovar replied.

“They could rescue us,” Prosak said.

“No. If they cross into Breen space again, it would just make things worse than they already are.”

“You…are correct,” Prosak said.

“Well, what then?” Marsden said. “We’re going to have to get some help from somewhere.”

Tovar looked pained. “There is,” he said hesitantly, “one person I could contact.”

“Who?”

“My mother.”



Miltary Log, Commander Vioxx,

Stardate 178305.4. After Thot-Mutch graciously agreed to meet with Admiral Larkin and myself, I returned to the Anomaly to prepare for what is potentially an historic summit. Because this was all my idea, I’ve offered the Anomaly as a neutral location and instructed Sub-Lieutenant Zantak to move us to the open space between the two fleets, beyond the protection of larger vessels such as the Enterprise-J and Excalibur-T. This will prove our good intentions to the Breen, or provide them with an opportunity to easily blow up one of our ships before all-out war ensues.



“I don’t like this,” the voice of Natalia Kasyov said over the bridge speakers as Sub-Commander Remax stood at the center of the bridge.

“You don’t have to like it, computer. You have to follow the Commander’s orders. Nothing more, nothing less,” Remax said with a touch of disdain.

“I’m not a computer. I’m the chief science officer, which, comes to think of it, means I’m your boss!”

“No Romulan shall ever be commanded by a human,” Remax replied.

“Whatever. Anyway, I’m not the computer. I just happen to be…in the computer…right now.”

“I’m sure I don’t care,” Remax said, and settled into the command chair. “Just keep an eye on the sensors and make sure the Breen don’t make any overtly aggressive moves toward us.”

“Cabral, are you going to let him talk to me like that?”

“What? Oh, I was hoping you wouldn’t draw me into this nonsense,” Cabral’s voice responded.

“Nonsense? He’s treating me like a padd…or worse, a replicator!”

“You’ll get used to that,” Cabral replied.

“I don’t want to get used to it!”

“You’re the one who plugged yourself into the computer.”

“I did it to save you!”

“Thanks, by the way.”

“Bridge speakers off,” Remax said, rubbing his temples.

Following were several peaceful seconds, then: “…and another thing, Commander. We’re your ship’s computer at the moment, so you can’t just shut us up with one command.”

“Centurion Nortal, on my command, please go down to the science lab and unhook Doctor Kasyov from our computer.”

“If you do that suddenly, she could die!” Cabral protested.

“That a fact?”

Just then, the doors to Vioxx’s office opened, and he stepped out, followed by Larkin. “I believe we’re in agreement on the major points, then,” he said. “It’s time to greet the Breen.”

“Yes,” Larkin said, surveying the bridge. Zantak was at helm; Nortal at tac-ops. The Vorta science officer, Lennum, was at the science console, but Larkin knew Dr. Kasyov was… around, in the form of the ship’s computer. “The Anomaly is being run largely by Romulans at the moment, isn’t it?”

Vioxx nodded. “Do you have a problem with that?”

“Normally, I would not; however, one of your officers did just try to kill one of our officers.”

“Water under the Bridge of Verichandai, Admiral,” Remax said with a broad smile. “To be sure, no harm will come to your officers while I am in charge.”

“You threatened to kill me just now!” Kasyov protested over the bridge speakers.

“Funny, I thought we’d fixed that little glitch,” Remax said. “Nortal, please go down to the science lab and…see what you can do.”

“By Jenichai, I will…”

“No you won’t,” Vioxx said, pushing Nortal back behind her station as he walked past. “No killing, no scheming, and absolutely no obfuscation! Do I make myself clear, Sub- Commander Remax?”

Remax sunk in the command chair a bit. “I suppose. But then…what’s the fun of being in command?”

“I’m sure you’ll find a way to pass the day,” Vioxx said tersely, and gestured for Larkin to step into the lift ahead of him. One thing was for sure: once this business with the Breen was over, Vioxx was going to have to sit down with his Romulan crew and have a serious talk about fitting in with the Anomaly crew. And he thought he’d come so far in a relatively short time. Obviously he was wrong.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Larkin said, casting a wary glance at Vioxx as the lift doors closed.

Me too, Vioxx thought.



“I don’t know why I’m sitting here,” Thot-Mutch said, standing in the doorway to the Anomaly conference room, with two Breen officers flanking him.

“In point of fact,” Remax, who had stepped away from the bridge long enough to escort Mutch to the proceedings, said from his seat beside Vioxx at the other end of the table, “you’re standing.”

“But that’s certainly your option,” Vioxx broke in pleasantly.

Larkin sat beside Vioxx, casting him the occasional skeptical glance. “You’re welcomed to sit, Thot-Mutch. We have…much to discuss.”

Not for the first time, Vioxx wished there was some way to see beyond the opaque visor on Mutch’s helmet to get some idea of what the obtuse Breen was thinking.

“Not by my account,” Mutch said. “I have delivered the message as relayed to me by Breen War Command.”

“And you delivered it well,” Vioxx said diplomatically. “But perhaps you could be so kind as to meet us…half way…”

“Sit down,” Larkin said impatiently.

“Admiral, perhaps you should adjust your emotional program slightly,” Vioxx offered.

Mutch looked from Larkin to Vioxx. “Do you two need a moment alone?”

“No,” Larkin said, glaring at Vioxx. “Commander Vioxx knows his place, tenuous as it is.” She turned to Mutch. “Now sit down so we can discuss why my fleet should not blow your fleet to pieces for killing Reginald Bain.”

“We did not kill Reginald Bain. You stole him from us, and I assure you, it is your fleet that will be blown to pieces,” Mutch said flatly.

“Well, now we’re getting somewhere,” Vioxx said.

“Are we?” Remax whispered under his breath.

“Enough!” Vioxx breathed through clenched teeth. “You are only here to observe. Be silent!”

“Respectfully, Commander, I cannot keep my place any longer. Continue to stall them. I will take care of this problem.” Remax patted Vioxx on the shoulder and pushed out of his seat. “If you’ll all excuse me, I have…other matters to attend to.”

Mutch nodded at him, then continued to stare holes through Larkin.

“Where is he going?” Larkin asked.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure it’s fine,” Vioxx said, watching Remax leave, feeling his stomach turn at Remax’s last statement.



“I know where you’re going,” Kirk’s voice said over the Allegra’s speakers. “You don’t want to do that.”

“Don’t I?” Bain asked, continuing onward without hesitation.

“Get any closer to engineering, and I’ll activate the intruder suppression systems.”

Now it was Bain’s turn to laugh. “Bollocks!” he said.

“I will!” Kirk insisted.

“Don’t try to Corbomite me, Kirk. If you had access to one, you would have used it on the bridge to knock us out instead of forcing power surges through the whole place.”

“I wanted to see you suffer.”

“I don’t doubt that, you loony. But that doesn’t change the simple fact that this isn’t a Federation boat. The Roms aren’t ones to include intruder suppression systems in their ships. You have nothing.”

Bain had reached the doors to engineering, which were, not surprisingly, sealed. Kirk had learned his lesson from the transporter room, not that it mattered much to Bain. En route, he had restored his wrist phaser to normal functioning. He quickly seared open the section of the wall around the door access panel and yanked the circuitry out. A few seconds after that, he forced the doors open, revealing the Allegra’s small engineering compartment.

“So what’s the plan now?” Kirk said, the swagger returning to his voice. “Try to activate the self-destruct? No. Reg Bain doesn’t commit suicide, does he? What then? Order the computer to shut down warp drive and take the quantum singularity offline, so you can prevent the crash? I am the computer, Reginald! I’m regulating the singularity. Mess with that, and you die. No win scenario, Bain.”

“Let me tell you a story,” Bain said as he ripped the access panel off of the singularity containment system.

“Great Bird. Not one of Reg Bain’s campfire tales.”

“I got into a bit of a pickle with a rogue Rom ship back when I was captain of the Maladventure. A couple of blokes got it into their heads that they could shake up the Federation-Romulan alliance by kidnapping and murdering a Starfleet captain. I had a bit of a reputation after the Breen dust-up, so they set their sights on me. Got as far as bringing me on board their ship. Of course Tovar was onto them in no time and had the Maladventure giving their aft sections a good what for.”

“Is there a point to this?”

“In the confusion, I got loose and made my way to their engineering section. Just as I did, Tovar put a hit on them that knocked out their computer core. For a moment, I thought that would be it. They’d lose control of their singularity, and the whole ship would implode, sucked into a mini-black hole. But it didn’t. You know why? Well, you’re about to find out.”

“I don’t think so,” Kirk said. The hatch to the compartment holding the singularity began to swing open. “But thanks for the black hole idea. Goodbye, Reginald.”

Bain poked his head deeper into the access panel. He didn’t have a lot of time, but if he didn’t do this just right…

An incredible force suddenly grabbed hold of his legs. He felt as though he was ripping internally as he struggled to hold on to the edge of the panel with one hand as…he…reached…for…

YANK!

With the computer’s connection to the singularity systems severed, an automated emergency protocol sprang into action. The pull stopped abruptly as the singularity hatch slammed shut with a clang. The singularity was locked down tight and sealed off from the rest of the ship, which shuddered slightly as the Allegra dropped out of warp into normal space, all engines dead. With the primary source of power cut off, engineering went dark. Emergency lighting flickered on a split-second later as systems switched to emergency power.

Bain pulled himself out of the access panel and moved determinedly to his next target: the emergency power systems.

“Stop!” Kirk’s voice cried. “You do that, and you’ll take out life support! Reginald Bain doesn’t commit suicide, remember?”

“I’m not dead yet,” Bain replied, ripping the conduit away from the emergency power batteries, severing their connections to the Allegra’s systems. Again, the lights went out. Moments later, a few lights and consoles, the ones with their own internal battery backups, shone dimly in engineering. Bain made his way to a supply cabinet, where quickly found a portable power supply unit and lugged it over to the master comm console.

“Oh, I see. You’re calling for help,” Kirk asked. As Bain expected, the computer core was one of those places with its own power supply. “We’re barely out of Breen territory and not exactly in friendly spacelanes. You might not like who shows up.”

“Not the plan,” Bain muttered as he concentrated on his work. After a few minutes he had the power supply tied into the comm system. With the tap of a button, he sent the unit’s entire charge surging into the comm system. Circuits and relays struggled to handle the power, then gave out, sizzling and popping all throughout the network. Bain checked the engineering master status board and saw to his satisfaction that the external comm relay unit had been fried.

“You won’t be transmitting your program into some poor unsuspecting sod’s system now, Kirk. There’s nowhere for you to go,” Bain said. He started moving through engineering, yanking the emergency power cells out of each and every console capable of storing data. “And pretty soon, nowhere for you to hide.”



Shelly Marsden was under the impression that she’d been involved with Tovar long enough to know him pretty well. He’d told her about this disappearance of his birth parents, she certainly knew his adopted father, and she’d met his adopted mother briefly. They’d had many conversations long into the evening about their childhoods and their families. Somehow in all of that Tovar had skipped over one tiny detail.

“Your mother…that sweet gray-haired lady married to the captain…is a secret agent?”

“I do not believe that the phrase ‘secret agent’ appropriately encompasses the level and importance of her activities,” Tovar said, “but, basically, yes.”

“Oh no. Don’t go into robot mode on me now, Tovar,” Marsden said. “I want some details here.”

“I apologize. This is very…difficult for me to talk about. My mother’s activities are a closely guarded secret. Even my father does not know that his wife is…”

“He doesn’t know!” Marsden exclaimed. “How is that even possible?”

“The captain does tend to see the universe from his own particular frame of reference,” Prosak remarked. “As long as Mrs. Bain has been reasonably clandestine in her occupation, the idea that she could be involved in anything covert may very well have never even crossed Captain Bain’s mind.”

“But he’s her husband!” Marsden protested.

“People keep secrets. Even from those they love the most,” Prosak said. “That’s true even on Romulus…well maybe especially on Romulus. But it’s so great to be let in on one of those secrets. I’m thrilled to be a part of this one!” She paused for a moment. “Logically thrilled, of course.”

“I would point out that while we are standing here arguing about situations that cannot be changed, Captain Bain is getting farther and farther away from us,” Tovar said. “If we are to have any effect on that situation…”

“Just comm her!” Marsden snapped.

“Thank you,” Tovar said, reaching for the three pips on his collar. Instead of pinching one of them, as he normally would to open a comm channel, he pressed all three. An instant later, the voice of Rosalyn Bain filtered through the commpip speaker.

“Yes, Tovar, dear?”

Prosak looked at Marsden in shock. “Do your pips do that?”

Tovar shot her a silencing glare. Taking the hint, she rushed over to a corner of the cargo bay and grabbed all three of her pips. “Hello?”

Tovar, meanwhile, continued with his conversation. “I am sorry to comm you like this, Mum, but I am in a bit of a situation.”

“Is the rescue not going well?” Rosalyn asked. “You haven’t been captured by the Breen, have you?”

“No. We were able to retrieve Father, but a third party intervened. At present, I am on a slow-moving Pakled freighter.”

“And Reginald?”

“He was on our Romulan scout ship, the Allegra, in the hands of the James T. Kirk hologram.”

“Him again?” Rosalyn said. “I knew Audrey should have deleted that thing for good. No sense thinking about that now, though. You want to go after your father yourself, I imagine.”

“That would be my preferred course of action,” Tovar replied. “However, this vessel is…slow.”

“I can bring you something to help with that, but you’ll need an engineer to get it installed unless you’ve developed some new skills or a rapport with Totap.”

“Not to worry, Mum. There is a skilled engineer aboard.”

“Very well. I’ll be along in a minute. Mum out.”

Marsden stared wide-eyed at Tovar as the comm channel closed. “She’ll be along in a minute? She doesn’t even know where we are. How the hell…”

But before Marsden could even finish her statement, a cascade of energy showered down onto the deck, quickly coalescing into the black-clad form of Rosalyn Bain who was cradling a shoebox-sized device in her left arm. She smiled upon seeing her son. “There you are, dear. Give us a hug.” She wrapped her free arm around Tovar. Realizing suddenly that they weren’t alone, she released him and turned to face Marsden and Prosak.

“Tovar, dear,” she said.

“I’m sorry, Mum, but considering the seriousness of the situation, I had no choice but to take them into my confidence.”

Rosalyn considered this for a moment, then smiled slightly. “Oh very well.” She handed the device she’d brought along to Tovar, then approached Marsden. Before the Anomaly’s engineer realized what was happening, Rosalyn was hugging her. “It’s good to see you again, Shelly. And I’m very pleased that you and Tovar are together. Actually, now that you know about me, it makes things so much easier. I don’t have to pretend I don’t already know everything about you.”

“Um…excuse me? You know everything about me?” Marsden said as Rosalyn ended the embrace.

“Of course, dear. When Reginald informed me that the two of you has started seeing each other, I wanted to learn everything I could. It was just a bit of reconnaissance. Looked up your Starfleet personnel file, read school records, met your parents…”

“You met my parents?”

“Truly lovely people. And they’re so proud of you. Oh don’t look so alarmed. They had no idea I was Tovar’s mum. They just thought I was an especially chatty Nausicaan.”

“But my parents?”

“Don’t worry, dear. It’s nothing personal. I did the same thing when Tovar was with that Torgerson woman. And when it appeared that he might become involved with Commander Prosak over there, I did it again.” Prosak blanched. “Yes, even you, Boogles,” Rosalyn said, giving Prosak a wave and causing the RommaVulc to go even paler. “Now then, we should see about going after my beloved. Shelly, you’ll need to integrate the field optimizer I brought into the freighter’s warp regulator. That should get us a bit more pep. In the meantime, Tovar, Prosak, and I will see to it that the ship is ready to stand up to the Allegra when we find it. It would be quite embarrassing to catch up to this Kirk hologram only to have him immediately blast us out of space.”

“Were that to occur, embarrassment would be the least of our problems,” Tovar said as Marsden took the field optimizer device from him and they headed toward the cargo bay exit, leaving Prosak in stunned silence.

“She can’t call me Boogles,” she whimpered finally. “Only Daddy calls me…”

“Come along, Prosak!” Rosalyn called from the cargo bay door.

“Yes, ma’am,” Prosak said, rushing after the others, her mind racing as she went. Did she find out about that problem Prosak had with the Atachia’dev in primary? Or when she shaved her pet yackas? Or the juoni ball incident? No. She couldn’t have. No one saw… She reached Rosalyn, who smiled at her.

She knew.

Oh Great Bird, she knew everything!



“Thank you all for joining me,” Remax said, pacing his cabin as Zantak and Nortal sat placidly on his sofa. “I’m sure you know why I brought you here.”

“The war drums beat, and we must ready ourselves,” Nortal announced. “I will cloak myself in the blood of my enemies until they are all writhing at my feet, drowning in the blood of their own…”

“Bah! Stop!” Remax said, waving his hands. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about. Look, nobody wants a war, not even me. But it will take more than weak-kneed Federation diplomacy to stop this war, whether Vioxx wants to believe it or not.”

“Then what, O Remax, will it take to stop this magnificent battle?” Nortal asked.

“Romulan cunning and guile,” Remax said with a smile, and stroked his chin. “We just have to figure out how to make our wits work for us.”

“You’re not actually thinking about falsifying evidence?” Kasyov’s voice broke into the conversation.

“How does that computer keep interrupting us?” Remax asked, looking around.

“Because she isn’t alone,” Cabral’s voice said. “She sort of insisted I help her spy on you.”

“Egads, there isn’t a private spot on this ship,” Remax muttered. “Now what’s this about falsifying evidence?”

“Don’t play dumb with me, Remax. You’re talking about pulling up the sensor footage from the destruction of the Breen outpost and altering it somehow to make it look like the Breen blew it up instead of us.”

“We already tried that,” Remax said. “But we tried to blame it on the Kirk hologram. Your idea has merit, though. Go on.”

“Well, it wouldn’t be that hard to change sensor footage, presuming they don’t have their own sensor records that might contradict it.”

Remax walked toward his windows, staring out at the Breen fleet that hovered far too close for his comfort. “You’re right, it wouldn’t be that hard….”

“Wait,” Kasyov’s voice said. “I wasn’t offering up a plan here.”

“You dear, would make a perfect Romulan,” Remax said, ignoring her.

“Uh-oh,” Cabral said.

“Nortal, collect every scrap of sensor data on the Breen outpost we destroyed…check that, the BREEN destroyed, and send it down to the terminal in Science Lab Three.”

“Wait just one minute!” Kasyov said. “You can’t do this!”

“The alternative is all-out war, and if Captain Bain is still alive, he won’t be for long. Would you prefer that, Doctor?”

“Well, when you put it that way…”

“So you’ll help us?”

The room was silent for several moments.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“Giant living brains can’t be court-martialed, can they?” Cabral’s voice asked.

“Then we’re agreed. Any objections?” Remax looked to Zantak, who’d been silent up to now. “No? Good. Then this just might work. But if we’re going to to do this, we’ll need some help from an experienced engineer…”



Bain shoved open another door. Kirk, blighter that he was, had closed everything he could between engineering and…well…everywhere else. Already the air was going stale, but he would be fine. As the only biological entity aboard, it would be a long time before he used up all of the Allegra’s oxygen.

“Bain.” Kirk’s voice sounded distant now and broken with static as the few pieces of the internal comm network that hadn’t been completely fried strained to transmit his voice.

“Didn’t I shut you up?” Bain gasped.

“I’m James T. Kirk. I’m everywhere.”

“Not everywhere,” Bain said. “And definitely not James T. Kirk. You look like him. You have…or started with, a personality based on things Kirk said and did, but you’re not him. You don’t have his memories, his thoughts, or his heart. You are nothing like him!”

“Can you be sure, Reginald? They say you should never meet your heroes in person. You might not like the reality you find.”

“The real Kirk constantly risked himself to protect the Federation. The real Kirk took a rickety Klingon ship back in time to get a bloomin’ whale in order to save his own planet! The real Kirk gave his life to save a planet full of billions of people he’d never even met! When he fought, it was against those who would harm others. He never struck first. He would never attack an outpost full of civilians. And he would damn well never try to kill hundreds of children. You aren’t Jim Kirk. You’re a villain. And at this point, you’re worse than that! You’re a cliche!”

Bain shoved open another door. He had the vague sense that his muscles were starting to protest, but he was too close to his quarry to pay them much attention. One more set of doors, and he was confronted with the Allegra’s small computer core. Somewhere inside it, the Kirk hologram’s bits and bytes swirled.

“Maybe I’m not the real Kirk, but I’m still a sentient being, Reg,” Kirk said. “You do this, and what will you be? A killer.”

“I’ve killed when I’ve had to,” Bain said grimly. “It’s not new to me. And, that ‘Butcher of Breen’ rot aside, it’s not something I enjoy. I do it well, though. Too well, perhaps. Just another reason I’ll never be commanding the Federation flagship. Leave that to others. Someone has to be down here in the trenches getting their hands dirty.”

“I thought that’s what Section 31 was for.”

“Never heard of it,” Bain said, taking off his wrist phaser. He’d drained a bit of its power cell with his activities so far, but there would be more than enough left for this. He set the device to overload, tossed it at the core, and ran.

“Reginald!” Kirk called. “Bain! BAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAIN!”

BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!



Bringing the box onto their ship was bad. Gridloo and Pridloo already knew that. They were more than a little confused by what had happened after they opened the box and the Starfleet Officers jumped out and commandeered their ship. The Pakleds expected to be arrested. Instead, they were basically being ignored. After waiting for a while outside of the cargo bay, they ventured up a level to the small freighter’s main deck. Stepping out of the lift into the corridor, they were almost run down by an older human female who had somehow ended up on their ship. Gridloo and Pridloo did not remember seeing her in the crate when they opened it. She was dressed all in black, though, so she could have been hiding at the bottom of the dark box.

“…power shunted to the phaser systems,” she called out, rushing toward the engine room, just as the younger human female emerged from said chamber.

“Not if you want any more speed out of these engines!”

The Yynsian male charged out of the bridge. “We will not be able to subdue the Allegra without weapons.”

“Weapons won’t matter if we can’t even catch up,” the younger of the two women said.

“She does have a point, dear,” the older woman added.

“A most logical one,” the Vulcan woman (or maybe Romulan. Who could tell?) said as she exited the bridge.

“You are all ganging up on me,” the Yynsian said.

“Get used to it,” the younger human female said. “So power to engines first. We’ll transfer to weapons if we catch the Allegra.”

“When we catch the Allegra,” the older woman said.

“Very well,” the Yynsian said. “I have us on the heading Kirk put the Allegra on before he incapacitated us. Hopefully it is the correct course and not a ruse on his part.”

“I doubt there was any deception on his part. I suspect it was simply confidence that we would be removed as a threat,” the Romulan (or Vulcan) said.

“Quite so,” the older human agreed. The pointy-eared one smiled briefly at this, so she was Romulan. “But that’s enough chit-chat. Back to work!” The four invaders rushed off in different directions, leaving Gridloo and Pridloo alone again in the corridor. No one had so much as glanced in their direction.

“What do we do?” Pridloo asked.

“We should go,” Gridloo said.

“We can’t. We sold the escape pod.”

“Oh. We are not smart.”

“No. And Starfleet would be mad.”

“Yeah. We’re in trouble with them.”

“Yeah.”

They stood in silence for a minute. Five really.

“We should be in the brig,” Gridloo said finally.

“Yeah. That is where Starfleet puts bad people.”

“Yeah. Maybe they forgot.”

“We could help. That could make them nicer to us,” Pridloo suggested.

“Good idea. We should put ourselves in the brig.”

“Yeah. Good idea.” Pridloo thought for a moment. “Do we have a brig?”

“Oh. No.”

“We could lock ourselves up in our rooms.”

“Yeah. Let’s do that.”

Gridloo and Pridloo let out a long sad sigh then trudged off to imprison themselves.



“Ahhh, Mister Gworos,” Remax said, stepping into the brig and looking at the glowering Klingon security officer. “How are you this afternoon, my friend?”

Growos narrowed his eyes at Remax. “At present, I am extremely suspicious of you. What do you want?”

“Just to relay a message. You’re needed on the bridge.”

“For what?”

“Strategy session. Centurion Nortal is unfamiliar with some of our large-scale weapons systems, and without Tovar aboard, you’re the next senior Starfleet officer.”

He stared long and hard at Remax. “Why did she not simply comm me?”

“She’s, um, shy,” Remax said, patting Gworos on the shoulder. “Now then, hurry up. The safety of the Anomaly depends on it.”

“Well, when you put it that way…” Growos said and headed for the door. He glanced at the brig cells, particularly the brig’s lone occupant. “You should know that an automatic computer alert will trigger if you attempt to free Mister Selex.”

“I’m supremely aware of the computer’s capabilities, my dear boy,” Remax said. “I simply wanted to have a few words with my former colleague.”

“Very well,” Growos said in a low snarl, and turned on a heel, leaving the brig.

Remax walked up to the only occupied cell in the room and stared across the flickering field at Selex, who sat in there, elbows propped on knees.

“It’s about time you came to see me, my former co-conspirator,” Selex said.

“There are no documented records to prove that,” Remax said. “Because of course I did not conspire with you.”

“How quickly you forget. Your memory must be dulling with age.”

“On the contrary, my memory is sharp as ever. I did not tell you to try to kill Commander Prosak.”

“No, well, not THAT particular time,” Selex said. “Feh. Semantics. What are you doing here anyway?”

“I need your help.”

Selex huffed. “Unless you mean that you need my help breaking me out of here, then I’m not interested.”

“Get your head out of your vernak for a moment,” Remax said. “This is your chance to redeem yourself in the eyes of Starfleet, you dolt.”

Selex looked up. “What do you mean?”

“It’s quite simple. We need a qualified engineer to help us forge our sensor records from the attack on the Breen outpost at Van Dandrel Six. You’re quite capable of doing that. If you do, we would be credited with preventing a war and possibly saving Captain Bain, if indeed he’s still alive.”

“And why would I want to do that?”

“To get back in the good graces of the people on this ship! We have to work with them for the foreseeable future, after all.”

“I do not,” Selex said. “Don’t you see, I don’t regret trying to kill Prosak at all.”

“Not even a little?” Remax asked.

“No. I only regret that I did not finish the job - something I hope I get the chance to rectify soon.”

“But you, I…we are on the same crew. If you do not redeem yourself, you’ll be charged, imprisoned…”

“The Federation will have no choice but to extradite me to Romulus, where I will receive the accolades of my peers for attempting to kill not only a Starfleet officer, but a RommaVulc, a Romulan who turned on her own people. The daughter of a diplomat, no less!”

Remax shook his head. “You don’t get it, do you, Selex? We have to work with these people, somehow, some way…”

“No, we really don’t,” Selex said. “And if you believe we do, you’re as misguided as Vioxx.”

Remax’s eyes hardened. “Say what you like about the Federation, but you will not insult our commanding officer.”

“Funny, I believe I just did.”

“Rot in this cell,” Remax said, and turned around. “I will find someone else to help us.”

“Hurry back,” Selex muttered and turned around, laying back on his cot.



The job wasn’t finished.

Not yet.

There was still one more place to hide. And while the hologram wasn’t the real James T. Kirk, Bain was not about to assume that it did not have Kirk’s knack for escaping certain doom.

Each door was harder than the last. As was each breath. He should have oxygen to spare, so why was he gasping for air? Was it just age? Or maybe the Romulan ship didn’t hold atmosphere the way a Starfleet vessel would.

That wasn’t something he could worry about now, though.

One more place to go.

He shoved open the bridge doors with a pained growl. The Allegra’s command center was a little brighter than the rest of the ship due to several battery-powered emergency lights and the glow coming from several independently-powered consoles.

Summoning one last burst of energy, Bain started his sweep, ripping open access panel after access panel and dismantling the power systems within.

He saved the best for last: the Allegra’s back-up computer core, located inside the science console. This was officially the last system on board the ship capable of housing Kirk’s program.

“Any last requests?” Bain asked.

“Stop now before someone gets hurt,” Kirk’s voice replied.

“It’s far too late for that.” He yanked the core free of its housing, pulled it out from under the console, then hoisted it over his head and smashed it down against the deck. The core cracked, but that wasn’t enough for Bain. He brought his boot down on it again and again, grinding the unit into tiny shards.

“Checkmate,” Bain said.

“Indeed it is, but not in the way you’d hoped,” Kirk said, to Bain’s shock. How was the hologram still speaking to him? What had he forgotten?

“Do you get it yet, Bain? You don’t win. You can’t win against me. You’re old and weak.”

Bain didn’t have the energy to protest. He was still stuck on his failure. What had he missed? Usually he was so…

Wait a moment. Kirk’s voice. It wasn’t coming from the speakers in the bridge ceiling. It was too soft for that, and it was missing the crackle of the damaged comm system.

“Oh bloody hell, Reg,” Bain said with a chuckle.

“What are you laughing about?” Kirk demanded. “Wake up and smell the mortality, Bain.”

But Bain wasn’t listening. Still shaking his head at how silly he’d been to overlook it, Bain stumbled over to the Allegra’s command chair, reached into a small bin mounted on its side, and pulled out the log recorder, the one device left on the ship with both the capability of receiving data and the storage capacity to hold it.

“I shouldn’t have said anything,” Kirk’s voice groused, issuing forth from the small speaker mounted in the surface of the book-sized recording device.

“I didn’t mind,” Bain replied. “But now…now, I’d give real money if you’d shut up.” And with that, he settled into the command chair to wait for the end.



“What have you got,” Remax said, his jaw working thoughtfully as he stepped into Science Lab Three, where Nortal and Zantak were huddled around a holo screen. On the screen, Remax saw the familiar footage of the Van Dandrel outpost being blasted to bits by the Anomaly’s neutron torpedoes.

“Contradictions,” Kasyov’s voice said over the comm system.

“What do you mean?”

“The sensor information from the Breen Outpost. In order to falsify it, we had to deconstruct it, down to its smallest elements.”

“So what’s the problem?” Remax asked impatiently.

“When we deconstructed it, the image wasn’t…right,” Kasyov said. “The dimensions are too perfect. The lines too crisp. It’s…”

“Fake,” Cabral finished for her.

“Wait a second,” Remax said. “The image we were trying to forge was already faked…”

“I’m saying that isn’t a scientific or colony outpost out there, and the thousands of Breen aboard weren’t simple Breen citizens.”

“We kept digging,” Cabral said. “And we found an appalling number of thoron fields.”

“Thoron fields…” Remax said slowly. “But those are used to mask…”

“Weapons,” Kasyov said. “And not just a few…”

“An historic cache of implements of death!” Nortal announced.

Remax pointed at the screen. “So that Breen outpost is really…”

“…the Death Star,” Kasyov said softly. “To quote ancient literature.”

“We’ve got to do something,” Remax said. “Expose this for what it is.”

“Or we do the Romulan thing,” Kasyov said, the smile plain in her voice.

Remax glanced around at his officers. If Kasyov was there, he’d have glanced at her too.

“We blackmail them,” Zantak said simply.



“I’m picking up a vessel on long range sensors,” Tovar reported, struggling to interpret what he was seeing on the tiny screen mounted in the Pakled freighter’s woefully inadequate excuse for a tactical console. “Which in this instance are not very long.”

“Identify,” Commander Prosak said from the ragged command chair. Despite being the ranking officer on board, Prosak’s first instinct had been to give command to Mrs. Bain. There was just something about the woman that intimidated the hell out of Prosak. In the end, her sense of duty and decorum had taken over. Yes, Rosalyn Bain was a secret agent and an Academy professor, but really someone with experience commanding a starship needed to be in the center seat. Although it didn’t look like anyone had actually sat in the seat in ages. The two Pakleds most likely sat together at the two-person conn and ops console at the front of the bridge, which was currently manned by Marsden and Mrs. Bain. That also explained the layer of dust Tovar had to brush off of the small tactical console crammed into the rear corner of the bridge.

“Unknown at present,” Tovar replied. “Wait. The computer is scanning…slowly. I have an identification.”

“And?”

“The computer says it is…bad.”

“I suppose it is too much to ask for Pakled computers to be more specific than that,” Prosak said. “Pursuit course.”

“The vessel appears to be adrift.”

“Maybe they got in the Allegra’s way,” Marsden said.

“Perhaps,” Rosalyn said thoughtfully. “I suppose we should offer assistance with you lot being Starfleet and all. Can you coax anything more out of those sensors, son?”

“I believe so. I am attempting to convince the computer to at least allow me to view the sensor silhouette of the vessel; although, we may be in visual range before that happens.”

“Thirty seconds to intercept,” Marsden reported.

“It’s the Allegra!” Tovar shouted suddenly.

“Are you certain?” Prosak asked.

“We had to be almost sharing the same space as the ship to get full sensor readings, but, yes, I am certain. I’m reading one lifesign. Power levels are minimal. Not enough for life support. I cannot see any external damage, though. What happened over there?”

Rosalyn looked back at Tovar, smiling proudly. “I believe your father happened.”



Bain slumped in the Allegra’s command chair, the log recorder clutched in his hand. Gasps of air were getting hard to come by. Unconsciousness was not far off. But he would not release the log recorder and the artificially-intelligent bastard imprisoned within.

“It’s just about over, Reg,” Kirk’s voice said from the recorder speaker. “You’ve put up one hell of a fight. More than even I would have thought possible. You may have chased me into this thing, but you had to take out every system on the ship to do it.”

Bain raised the log recorder into the air.

“Sure. Smash it,” Kirk said. “Maybe it will destroy me. Maybe it won’t. Probably won’t. You know that.”

“If I…had…a disruptor.”

“Shhh. Save your oxygen. I’d give you more if I could. Just to prolong this a bit. I know it can’t last, though. You’re going to die, and I’ll just sit back and wait until I’m found, which will happen eventually. You know that, too.”

A slight grin creased the edges of Bain’s lips. “I wonder,” he said, “if you’re…waterproof.” He struggled to his feet, put the log recorder down in front of him, and started working the clasp of his pants.

“What are you doing?” Kirk demanded.

“Piss…off!”

“You can’t!”

“Tovar to Bain!” Bain’s commpip barked suddenly.

“Oh thank the Great Bird.” Kirk said. “Wait. NOOOOOO! He’s dead!”

“Tovar, my lad,” Bain said, ignoring Kirk. “Excellent…timing.”

“Are you safe, sir? Is Kirk…”

“Kirk isn’t going anywhere,” Bain said.

“Acknowledged. As soon as we find the transporter, we will bring you aboard.”

“Find it? It’s lost?”

“It is a long story, father. Standby. Tovar out.”



“I should be going,” Rosalyn said, getting to her feet as Tovar closed the channel.

“You don’t want to see your husband?” Marsden asked surprised.

Rosalyn turned to her. “My dear, I would like nothing more, but I can’t. And he must not ever know that I was here. Is that understood?”

“Yes, but he’s…”

“The man I love very very much,” Rosalyn said. “I would do anything to ensure that he is not hurt.”

“You think knowing the truth about you would hurt him?”

“In this instance, yes. More than you could imagine. But right now I’m more concerned about him suffocating. Go get him.”

“Of course, mum,” Tovar said.

“I love you, dear, and it was nice to see the both of you, ladies. Hopefully we’ll be able to get together again soon.” With a final nod, she tapped the sleeve of her black uniform top and dematerialized.

“I will find the transporter,” Tovar said, striding out of the bridge.

Prosak chuckled.

“What?” Marsden demanded.

“I was just thinking. If you and Tovar were to ever get married, she would be your mother-in-law.”

“Thanks, Prosak.”

“Just imagine the powers at her command.”

“Okay. I get it.”

“The prospect is…terrifying.”

“OKAY!”



“We’re nowhere,” Larkin said, letting out a long breath and turning to Vioxx. “I turned my emotion program off an hour ago, and I’m still fuming.”

“Perhaps it is malfunctioning,” Vioxx said, tugging at his collar and looking across the table at Thot-Mutch, who still hadn’t sat down. He’d stepped closer to the table over the last three hours, however, but that in and of itself didn’t feel like much of a win.

“Perhaps YOU are malfunctioning,” Thot-Mutch said, “if you believe anything will stop us from taking vengeance for crimes your Starfleet crew have committed against the Breen people. Need I spend any more time citing the numerous violations committed by your people, a vast majority of which were committed by your decorated Captain Bain!”

“Tread carefully when you speak of Bain,” Larkin said coldly, rising from her seat.

“People, people,” Vioxx said, rising, if for no other reason than not wanting to be the only one sitting.

Just then, the door to the conference room opened, and Remax jogged in. “Commander! I need to see you immediately!”

Remax glanced from Larkin to Mutch.

“Do not bother,” Mutch said. “This negotiation is fruitless. You are simply buying time.”

“On the contrary,” Remax said. “Commander Vioxx is one of our most talented negotiators. He would not waste his considerable diplomatic skills by using them as a stalling tactic!”

“I have my doubts,” Mutch said.

“Well, let’s take a break,” Vioxx said, moving toward the door. “Please, by the gods, let’s take a break.”

“Very well,” Mutch said. “We will take a break, then we will return and finally put a stop to these negotiations.”

“I suppose that’s prudent,” Larkin said, moving out of her chair and shouldering past Mutch for the door. Mutch and his associates followed, while the Anomaly security officers who’d been guarding the room brought up the rear.

Once they were alone, Vioxx turned to Remax, who looked breathless and agitated. “What is it, old friend? Come to gloat over my stunning failure?”

“Not at all,” Remax said. “I came to share wonderful news. We’ve got a way to stop the war!”

“I’m listening,” Vioxx said, leaning against the conference table, resting on his palms.

“I’ve got to warn you,” Remax said, moving closer to Vioxx and lowering his voice. “There’s a chance that this plan involves a possible compromise in our ethics.”

Vioxx thought the matter over for…oh…maybe a second. “Fair enough. Let’s hear it,” he said quickly.



“Your bridge is unimpressive,” Mutch said, surveying the bridge of the Anomaly as Larkin took respite in Vioxx’s office. He glanced up at the conn. “And your helmsman is small.”

“Hey!” Yonk said, turning in his chair.

Suddenly, Vioxx and Remax ducked out of the turbolift. “Thot-Mutch, could we have a word?”

Mutch turned to the Romulans. “Are we finally going to bring this fruitless endeavor to a close?”

Vioxx and Remax shared a glance. “Safe to say, yes,” Vioxx said quickly.

“Then, by all means,” Mutch said, stepping up to the quarterdeck. His guards followed.

“Would you mind if we spoke in private, without your guards,” Vioxx said. “It is a…sensitive matter.”

“Very well. It’s not as if either of you pose a significant threat to me.” Mutch nodded at his guards, and they stood back as he entered the turbolift.

“Thank you for agreeing to speak with us today,” Vioxx said once they had returned to the conference room. “I know this hasn’t been easy.”

“It has, in fact, been a grand waste of time,” Mutch rumbled.

“I’m hoping you’ll find this visit worthwhile, after our talk,” Remax said.

Vioxx stepped up. “Are you familiar with the purpose of the Breen Outpost at Van Dandrel, sir?”

“Just in passing. I do know that the outpost’s mission was peaceful, scientific in nature. They didn’t deserve what your captain did to them.”

“Is that so?” Remax asked. “So you’d say that Van Dandrel was a peaceful outpost.”

“Very much so.”

“And the thoron fields were for what? Decoration?”

“What?” Mutch snapped back.

Vioxx held up a hand. “What my colleague so delicately points out is that we’ve discovered some…problems…with the sensor footage of Van Dandrel.”

“What kinds of…problems?” Mutch asked cautiously.

“Just that the sensor logs, which we combed over thoroughly, didn’t make a whole lot of sense.”

“In particular, it seemed to us that the station was built to wage war on the Federation.”

“We presume it was the Federation,” Vioxx said. “But perhaps it was Romulus, or the Xen’Kethi. Hard to say, really. Just to be safe, we might want to inform all major powers in the quadrant of the threat posed to them by such an outpost, which was handily destroyed by the Anomaly.”

“You…you have no proof.”

“Yes we do!” Kasyov broke in over the comm system.

“Proof which so many at Starfleet Command would love to pore over,” Vioxx said. “The investigation, of course, would be embarassing, and revealing, I think.”

“Perhaps,” Mutch snorted.

“Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could find a way to prevent such a thing from happening?”

“It…might,” Mutch said.

“Just for example,” Vioxx said, circling the conference room. “If you had the brilliant idea of negotiating a cease-fire with Admiral Larkin. Think how great THAT would be for your career. Saving us all from the brink of war…”

“And saving the Breen from the embarrassment of a long, drawn out investigation into the true intent of the outpost at Van Dandrel,” Remax finished.

“And, your findings…”

“Nobody has to know about those but us.”

“And me,” Kasyov said.

“That’s just our ship’s computer,” Remax said through gritted teeth. “Trust that it’s memory can be wiped.”

“Hey!”

Mutch shifted uncomfortably. “I will need to clear this with my superiors.”

“Fair enough,” Vioxx said. “Then I will, of course, need to clear this with my superiors as well. Vioxx to Larkin…”

“Larkin here.”

“No!” Mutch said, stepping toward Vioxx. “That’s not necessary.”

“Never mind. We’ll be back in session soon, Admiral. Stand by. Vioxx out.”

“Are you meeting with the Breen…” Larkin asked as the channel abruptly cut.

“Oops,” Kasyov said precociously. “We lost her.”

“I will do as you ask,” Mutch said.

“Wait,” Remax said, holding up a hand. “We need a little more than that.”

“What,” Mutch said dully.

Remax looked at Vioxx and grinned. “Let’s see. For starters, we’d like some weapons schematics. Good ones.”

“Fine,” Mutch said, clenching up his fists. “Anything else?”

“Yes. The Breen are known for having some of the best lingerie in all the quadrant. Have two crates of your most extravagant pantaloons shipped to our Centurion Nortal and Sub- lieutenant Zantak.”

“Make that three,” Kasyov broke in.

“Pardon?” Cabral’s voice cut in.

“Well, I may be hooked up to the ship’s computer, but I want to look good while doing so!”

“Uh…well…that’s nice…” Cabral replied nervously.

“And one final thing,” Vioxx said, stepping toward Mutch. “We want to see what you all look like under there. It’s been driving us crazy.”

“You can’t be serious,” Mutch said in abject annoyance.

“A small price to pay,” Remax reminded him. “You’ll be a hero, and the Federation won’t find out how close they came to being invaded by the Breen.”

Mutch let out a long sigh. “Very well. You may be…disappointed, however…” He reached up to his mask and undid a series of clasps along its perimeter.

With a hiss, the mask opened, and he removed it, along with the surrounding helmet casing. Gasses plumed out from the mask, at first obscuring the view.

Remax and Vioxx crept forward.

“This was a terrific idea,” Remax whispered. “No wonder you are my superior officer.”

“Shh,” Vioxx said, peering into the clearing mist. “I’m staring.”

As the mist finally evaporated, Vioxx and Remax looked at Mutch’s face for several moments, their mouths gradually gaping.

“It’s…” Vioxx said.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Remax said, swallowing hard.

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” Vioxx said, his face turning a greenish hue.

“Among my people, I’m considered quite handsome,” Mutch said.

“I’m sure…” Vioxx said, wincing as he stared…but couldn’t look away. “Um, your…uh…whatever that thing is…is…flopping…”

“It’s supposed to do that,” Mutch replied.

“BLORRRRP!” Remax retched, and vomited in his cupped hands.

“That’s enough,” Vioxx said, putting an arm around Remax’s shoulder. “I think it’s suffice to say we have an agreement.”

“Should we shake hands on it?”

“No! I mean…put your mask back on first,” Vioxx said, clutching at his stomach as he patted Remax on his back. The Sub- Commander, for his part, was leaning over, hands on knees, retching.

“Victory…is…sweet…” Remax said between dry heaves.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 178312.3. After Marsie did another one of her bang-up repair jobs on the Allegra, we said our goodbyes to the excellent Pakled chaps who assisted in my rescue and got underway. The Pakleds seemed rather surprised to see us go, but I’m sure they’ll be glad to get back to whatever they were doing before they stopped to lend Starfleet their able assistance…not that they have much of a ship left. Marsie had to strip most of their systems to get the Allegra up and running again.

“The repair and travel time allowed me to catch up with my fearless crew; although, Prosak and Tovar seemed to spend much of the time meditating. Having finally rendezvoused with the Anomaly, I have been told that we narrowly missed coming back to a war. Now I’ve never been one to turn away from a good scrape, but still I’m very pleased that Commander Vioxx and company were able to defuse the situation. I haven’t been able to congratulate him myself, unfortunately. Doctor Nooney tells me that he has taken ill and is keeping to his quarters.

“We are taking Admiral Larkin to Breen for the formal signing of the cease fire accords. Oddly, I was not invited to the ceremony. I can’t say that I’m too broken up about it as it gives me time to see to one of our other loose ends.”



Cargo Bay Two had been cleared out. The room stood empty except for a single holopod and a trio of officers.

“It’s all finished, Captain,” Marsden reported. “Completely self-contained. No external connections of any kind.”

“And the program?”

“Loaded, sir,” Tovar said.

“All right,” Bain said. “I’ll be the first to admit that what I’m about to do isn’t very Starfleet, but dammit, after all I’ve been through with this blighter, I’ve earned a bit of restitution. I don’t think there’s a person on this ship who doesn’t feel this Kirk hologram has it coming.”

“Yes, sir,” Tovar said.

“Okay then. I’m going in to kick his ass. But I don’t want you to watch. This is not going to be pretty. He’s going to get more than a little bit of the old one-two. And then some of the three-four and five-six. Possibly even the seven-eight. Be out in a few hours.”

And with that, Bain stepped into the holopod and closed the hatch.

“How the hell did he get eight?” Marsden said once the captain was gone.

Tovar shrugged. “He is Bain.”



“How are you feeling?” Remax asked, sliding gingerly into a chair in the living area of Vioxx’s quarters.

“A little better,” Commander Vioxx said, reclining on the sofa. “You.”

“Getting there. But every time I close my eyes…”

“Please,” Vioxx said, holding up a hand to silence Remax. “I know.”

The door chime sounded. “Come in,” Vioxx called.

Nortal lunged into the room. “I have been summoned!” she exclaimed, hands on her hips.

“I know. I summoned you,” Vioxx said.

Nortal made an expansive gesture, waving at her mid- section. “And I have answered your call, clad in the panties of victory!”

Vioxx narrowed his eyes. “Sit. Down.”

“At once, my Commander!” Nortal cried, throwing herself onto the sofa beside Vioxx. Vioxx turned a bit green (well, greener) from the jolt, but recovered himself.

“Thot-Mutch seems to be holding up his end of the deal,” Vioxx said. “I’m certain he’s not going to say anything about what really happened, and we need to make sure that we do the same.”

“No one will hear about it from me,” Remax said.

“We shall engage in a valiant obfuscation of the Breen’s great deeds of forgery!” Nortal said, then winced. “The Breen panties ride up, like a thousand Centurions on the way to battle!”

Vioxx glared at her. “Just don’t say anything. And don’t mention where you got the panties.”

“Songs will be sung of my silence!”

Vioxx’s glare hardened.

“Perhaps just poems. A sonnet. Maybe a haiku.”

“Nothing. Complete silence. Now what about our other problem?”

“I shall be silent on it as well!” Nortal said. She frowned. “What other problem?”

“Selex. He cannot remain in the Anomaly’s brig forever, and I do not relish the thought of handing him over to a Starfleet tribunal. I am thinking of contacting High Command, but I have concerns about their reaction. What are your thoughts?”

“I don’t think it will be a problem,” Remax said.

“You don’t?”

“I…made arrangements.”

“Arrangements?” Vioxx snapped. “What did you do?”

Remax simply shrugged.

The red alert klaxon suddenly blared to life.

“WHAT DID YOU DO?” Vioxx shouted again, leaping up from the couch and rushing for the door, clutching his stomach as he went.

He was on the bridge less than a minute later.

“Report,” he shouted, stumbling out of the turbolift.

“Force-field systems in the brig have failed,” Prosak reported as she rose from the command chair. “We have lost contact with the guard on-duty. Security is en route.”

“The transporter has activated,” Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell reported from Tac-Ops.

“Doctor Kasyov!” Prosak shouted.

“What is it?” Kasyov’s asked through the bridge speakers.

“Why are the transporters still working?”

“Um…why wouldn’t they be?”

“We may have an attempt to escape from the brig in progress. Shutting down the transporters would seem to be the, dare I say it, logical course of action.”

“Nobody told me. I’m not omniscient, you know.”

“Who transported and where did they go?”

“Selex went to the last coordinates input in the transporter system.”

“The last person to transport was Admiral Larkin,” Prosak said.

“So Selex went to Breen?” Vioxx said. “What does he hope to gain?”

“Asylum?” Prosak suggested.



Asylum!

Selex felt a rush of excitement at winning his freedom, having materialized in the hallway outside the signing ceremony on Breen. He had spent the last couple of years on one of the most advanced ships in Starfleet. Surely the Breen would see the value in that.

Surely they…

“An intruder!”

ZAAAP!

Thud!

Selex came to some time later in a nicely-appointed office. Even the chair he was chained into was well-upholstered. Two Breen were peering at him…or at least the front of their helmets were aimed in his direction.

“He’s awake.”

“I can see that, Phul. Get me the Anomaly.”

“Right away, Grad-Norm.” The Breen called Norm turned Selex’s chair around toward a large viewscreen mounted in the office wall. A moment later, the image of the Anomaly’s bridge appeared.

“This is the Starship Anomaly. I am Commander Vioxx.”

“Where is Bain?” Norm hissed.

“Yes. Where is Bain?” Phul added.

“I don’t need any help with this part.”

“Sorry.”

“Bain!” Norm insisted.

“Captain Bain is unavailable right now,” Vioxx said.

“I have his man,” Norm said. “If he wants this one to remain alive, he will turn himself over to me right now!”

“No!” Selex said. “I’m not going back there! I want asylum! I demand asylum!”

“You will return Selex to us to answer for his crimes,” Vioxx said.

“No they won’t!” Selex cackled as Norm and Phul exchanged a look. “I’m safe here! You can’t do anything to me!”

“I don’t think Bain will exchange himself for this one,” Phul said.

“Really?” Norm spat sarcastically. He thought for a moment. “He did invade our planet.”

“Bain?”

“No. This Selex person.”

“Oh. Yeah, I guess he did.”

“That’s worth a trial. He’s not Bain, but we could play it up a bit. Get the people interested.”

“Probably.”

“Get him down to interrogation.”

“Wait. WHAT?” Selex cried as two more Breen entered the office and hoisted his chair into the air.

“Tell them no marks above the neck,” Norm said.

“Wait! STOP! NOOOOOOOO!”

Norm turned his attention back to the viewscreen. “Sorry to have troubled you,” he said. “Close channel.”



Vioxx sighed as the Breen’s image vanished from the viewscreen. “So much for that.”

“Sir?” Prosak asked.

“What? You think we should do something?”

“Well…he did try to kill me.”

“Exactly.”

“But handing him over to the Breen…”

“He handed himself over. We didn’t do anything.”

“You do have a point. And, if we take it as a given that the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the one, it is logical to leave Mister Selex to his decision in the interest of peace with the Breen.”

“In the interest of peace,” Vioxx agreed just as the turbolift doors opened and Captain Bain bounded out onto the bridge.

“Back on your feet, I see!” Bain said, grabbing Vioxx’s hand and shaking it warmly. “Capital! Capital! Good show with the Breen, old boy! I couldn’t be more pleased!”

“Thank you, sir,” Vioxx said. He looked more closely at Bain. “Are you all right, sir?”

“Never better!”

“But…you’re sweating. A lot.”

“Just had a bit of a workout.”

“I would go so far as to say that you’re glowing,” Vioxx said.

“It was a really good workout,” Bain said. “Has Admiral Larkin returned to the ship yet?”

“No, sir. The ceremony should be ending soon, though,” Prosak reported. “But I believe she plans to depart almost immediately to the Enterprise-J for the trip back to Earth.”

“Very well. I need to make sure I see her before she goes. I have a package for her. Anything else going on?”

“No, sir,” Vioxx said.

“All’s quiet,” Prosak agreed.

“Good. Thought for a second I heard a red alert while I was in the holopod earlier, but must have been my imagination. All right. Off to the showers.” Bain was back in the turbolift and gone a moment later.

“Now I just have to figure out what to tell him when he realizes Selex is gone,” Vioxx said.

“He might never notice,” Prosak said.

“Are you kidding?”

“With Captain Bain, you never can tell. As long as no one mentions Selex, Bain may not ever give him another thought.”

“Great. Something else to be silent about.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Never mind.”



“Are you awake?” Marsden asked, rolling over.

“After what we were just doing, how could I be asleep?” Tovar replied from beside her.

“Some men…after…don’t worry about it,” Marsden said, snuggling up close to Tovar as he wrapped his arm around her. As always, his hand seemed to find its way right to her bare breast.

“Something is on your mind?”

“Your mother.”

“At least you waited until we were done to bring her up,” Tovar said.

“It’s just…she’s kept this secret from Captain Bain for years now.”

“Decades.”

“It’s not a small secret either. She has a whole life he doesn’t know about. Add in the fact that he’s gone all the time. How is that a marriage?”

“It is their marriage,” Tovar replied. “When they are together, they are the happiest I have ever seen two people in my life. It may not be what another couple would choose, but it works for them.”

“Does it? Captain Bain doesn’t really know his wife.”

“She doesn’t know everything he does here.”

“It’s not the same. I know she thinks she’s protecting him from getting hurt, but I can’t see the captain wanting to be protected,” Marsden said.

“All the more reason not to tell him.”

“I don’t want a life like that, Tovar. I want to be with you, but I can’t live with those kinds of secrets.”

“Then we won’t have any,” Tovar said, pulling her closer.

“So you’re not secretly working for this Section 31 or whatever it is.”

“No. They offered; I declined.”

“Good boy,” Marsden said. “And they aren’t sneaking the Kirk hologram off to some facility for analysis or anything?”

“No. Father turned Kirk over to Admiral Larkin. They apparently came up with a way to deal with him properly.”

“Fine. I hope he’s never seen again.”

“Oh, he’ll be seen. That much is certain.”



Two Weeks Later…



The Fleet Museum orbiting Earth has an unparallel collection of artifacts from Starfleet’s long and illustrious history. An entire wing has been dedicated to ships bearing the name Enterprise. As the vessel that always seems to get the most press (a tradition that continues to this day with Captain Barnum Dax and the Enterprise-J), it is the museum’s most-visited section and the one to get the flashiest exhibits.

The latest addition is a tall cylinder constructed of transparent duranium, highly-difficult to manufacture and nigh- invulnerable. Inside the cylinder is a lone holoemitter running off of the most advanced battery ever created, developed by a team from Starfleet R&D and the Vulcan Science Academy (although, word is that the Dillon Consortium will have a similar model soon). This battery will be able to power the holoemitter without recharging for the next 1200 years.

As you first approach the cylinder, it may seem to be empty, but then a man will appear, a famous man. Perhaps the most famous man in Starfleet history.

He materializes and says two equally famous words.

“Kirk. Enterprise.”

He looks around for a moment, confused at his surroundings.

Then he vanishes.

Five seconds later, he appears again.

“Kirk. Enterprise.”

He looks around for a moment, confused at his surroundings.

Then he vanishes.

Five seconds later, he appears again.

“Kirk. Enterprise.”

He looks around for a moment, confused at his surroundings.

Then he vanishes…





We’ll Always Have Romulus





“HEY!”

“What?”

“What? You know what! What the hell did you do?”

“You said I could share it.”

“Yes. Share! Sharing means that you put things back where you found them. Not that you blow up an entire star system!”

“But it was a big event!”

“We were using it!”

“EPIC!”

“We know, but… Oh, never mind. Go sit over there. We’ll get one of the lower echelons to clean up the mess you made.”



The eyeball and the pair of lips glared at each other across the game board at which they sat. Not that they were truly sitting, since neither of them could be said to have posteriors. And the lips weren’t so much glaring as glossy thanks to that great new color they had found at the…ahem. In any case, the eyeball and the lips belong to a Director and a Critic respectively, neither of whom were pleased.

“I didn’t do it,” the Critic said.

“I didn’t say that you did,” the Director replied. “No one is saying that you did. They just asked us to fix it.”

“But I didn’t do it. Why would I fix it when I didn’t break it?”

“You don’t fix things even when you do break them. This is your chance.”

“Nah. I don’t think so. You can do it.”

“No. I’m putting my foot down.”

“What foot?”

“I’m not making a move until you put those planets back,” the Director said firmly.

“Then I guess we’re just going to sit here,” the Critic shot back.

“Fine.”

“Fine!”



“They want us to do what?”

“You heard me Q.”

“Hey, Q. Get Q, Q and Q and come over here. You’ve got to hear what Q just told me.”

“I’m busy, Q.”

“With what? None of us have been busy for a few million years. Snap your fingers. Problem solved. That’s the joy of being Q.”

“Fine. What is it, Q?”

“Tell him, Q.”

“Somebody upstairs lost a few dirtballs in the material plane, and now they want us to tidy up after them.”

“No. Oh no. We are the Q Continuum. Not the maid service. If they think they can order us around in service of those apes below, they are in for a shock. We are Q! Not some lower lifeforms to be ordered around. If they want it so badly, get someone on the material plane to do it. Maybe some of Q’s beloved humans are available. But we will NOT be doing their grunt work! Who’s with me? Q? Q? Q? Q? What about you, Q? And Q? Q?”



“It’s a simple problem.”

The two men sat in the luxuriously appointed library, sipping brandy as a pair of cigars smouldered in a nearby ashtray. Crystal by the looks of it.

“You wouldn’t have invited me here if it were a simple problem,” said their guest.

“Right you are,” said one of the two hosts, a lively Brit named Hornsby. He had porkchop sideburns and a bushy moustache, and wore a burgundy smoking jacket. He turned to his associate, Grimes, and chuckled. “When he has us, he has us, Vincent.”

“It’s not a simple problem, to be sure,” Grimes replied and leaned back in his chair, luxuriating in the squeak of real leather. “But it was a simple choice to call you in.”

“You have to realize, we’re not used to this,” said Hornsby. “We’re not used to bringing in outside help.”

“No shame in it,” their guest said, idly glancing about the study.

“We tend to take care of our own affairs,” said Grimes.

“Except when you don’t…which always seems to involve me. So let’s get to it,” the man speaking with Hornsby and Grimes said flatly. “As you can imagine, I have a busy day ahead.”

“It’s Romulus,” Hornsby said, getting right to the point. “It’s been destroyed. And it’s not supposed to be.”

“Supposed to have been,” Grimes corrected.

“Quite right. It’s not supposed to have been destroyed,” said Hornsby.

“There was a supernova, over a century ago, and by all accounts, it should never have happened,” said Grimes.

There was a long pause, during which the guest’s brow knit, and he seemed deep in thought. He reached forward, opened the oak cigar box on the small table in front of him, and pulled a cigar out. Hornsby handed him a lighter, which he used to spark up the cigar. He took a few puffs, watching the circles of smoke dissipate.

Hornsby and Grimes leaned forward in their chairs, eager to hear what the man in front of them had to say.

“Is that all?” he finally asked.

“No,” Hornsby said, looking at Grimes. “There’s more.”

“Remus. The surrounding colony worlds,” Grimes added.

“Their system’s sun. All gone. Wiped out by a giant shockwave that…”

“Never was supposed to happen,” said Grimes, in a way that suggested he and Hornsby finished each other’s sentences often.

“You’ve got to do something. To put it right,” said Hornsby. “You understand why?”

Their guest just nodded, taking all this in. “How much time do I have?”

“In this equation, time is irrelevant,” said Hornsby.

“That makes things that much easier then,” said the guest.

“So you’ll help us?”

“Damn right, I will,” Captain Reginald Bain said, standing up and looking around. “Now how the bloody hell do I get out of this place?”



“You know why we’re here,” Gunton said, easing back in his chair and turning the holoviewer.

“Actually, for a refreshing change, I don’t,” Rosalyn Bain said, leaning forward and resting her elbows on her knees. “What have you got for me?”

The Section 31 Section Chief of Section 31-Gamma Sub- Section D handed over a padd that looked to be at least a century old. Rosalyn had a feeling that she knew what was coming even before Gunton said the words.

“We had an Order 88 come through from The Vault,” Gunton said. The Vault was one of those Section 31 facilities that would give proper Starfleet types a conniption if they knew about its existence. Of course, the existence of Section 31 itself would induce the same reaction in most Starfleet Officers, which was a large part of the reason that Rosalyn’s husband, Captain Reginald Bain, remained blissfully unaware of his wife’s true employer.

As for The Vault, there were rumors that it dated back even farther the creation of Section 31. Located at an undisclosed location somewhere on Earth (although, Rosalyn, through subtle investigations of her own had narrowed it down to the British Isles), The Vault was the holding place for items and information of a time-sensitive nature. And in this case, time-sensitive was almost an understatement. The nature of Section 31’s work occasionally involved time travel. Rosalyn herself had engaged in the activity in a number of instances, enough to draw the attention of the self-proclaimed Federation time police of a future century. Travel in the past and future made Section 31 privy to information about the present that they would need to act on. This information was stored away in The Vault under the classification of Order 88 until the time that said action needed to occur, at which point it would be assigned to the proper operative.

Rosalyn read the brief note on the padd. “I don’t understand,” she said, looking up at Gunton.

“Neither do we.”

“R. Bain saves Romulus from Hobus supernova. 2387. That’s all you have?”

“Yes.”

“You are aware that we’re over a century late to do anything about this.”

“At present,” Gunton said. “However, the existence of this padd led us to believe that you would soon be traveling to 2387 to deal with the situation. But you didn’t know anything about it until I showed you this order?”

“No, I did not.”

“Hmmm…I didn’t expect that. I was supposed to give you the ‘we know what you know’ speech and convince you not to go.”

“Not to go? The Romulans are our friends. Why in the name of the Great Bird…”

“Yesterday’s enemies can become today’s allies and then tomorrow’s enemies,” Gunton said. “If we can remove the threat…”

“Remove the threat! You’re talking about billions of lives!”

“You need to look at the bigger picture.”

“I would say the same about you!”

“So you’re going then?”

“I don’t see how I can’t!”

“You know we have the ability to stop you,” said Gunton.

“No, you don’t,” Rosalyn said and promptly vanished, leaving a confused and perturbed Section 31 officer behind.



Captain Bain emerged onto the bridge from the direction of his Captain’s Lounge, an event that in itself would not be all that unusual except for the fact that the captain had abruptly vanished from his command chair moments earlier.

“Captain!” Commander Prosak exclaimed before quickly regaining her composure. “Are you unharmed?”

“Unharmed? Why would I…oh… I supposed that looked a bit odd.”

“Indeed,” the RommaVulc replied flatly.

“I told her it was nothing to worry about,” Lieutenant Commander Tovar said from Tac-Ops.

“His lack of response was…surprising,” Prosak said.

“He’s seen it all before,” Bain said, settling back into his chair.

“Would you care to explain what ‘it’ was?” Sub- Commander Remax asked from his seat at the Anomaly’s science console. With the ship’s primary science officer, Dr. Natalia Kasyov, now joined with the Anomaly’s computer and her body being kept alive by a series of wires and tubes in Science Lab Two, Remax had claimed the bridge science console as his own. “You completely vanished from all sensors without so much as a stray particle to show what happened to you.”

“A couple of Organians of my acquaintance,” Bain said. “I’ve helped them out with a spot of bother here and there, and now they think they can call me in on whatever damned fool errand they don’t feel like handling themselves.”

Commander Vioxx stepped out of his office, which was formerly Prosak’s quarters which was formerly Bain’s ready room, as Bain completed his statement. “Are we going on a foolish errand?” he asked, stepping over to the first officer’s chair beside Bain, which was currently occupied by Prosak. The two Romulans exchanged a long look before Prosak finally vacated the seat and took up position to Bain’s left, hands clasped behind her back.

“I’m afraid so,” Bain said. “Somebody went and destroyed Romulus.”

“WHAT?!?” the Romulan officers on the bridge shouted, all leaping to their feet. They quickly launched into a barrage of questions. “When?” “How?” And the like.

“Calm down!” Bain said, holding his hands up. “It was over a century ago.”

The Romulans fell silent, looking to each other for some sense of…well…sense in that statement. Commander Vioxx scratched his head. “Um…no it wasn’t.”

“They say it was.”

“But I was born there.”

“Me too,” Prosak said.

“And me!” Remax said as the Anomaly’s helm officer, Sub-Lieutenant Zantak nodded vigorously.

“I understand your confusion because I don’t understand a damn bit of it either at this point,” Bain said. “But if our Organian friends handle this like our last encounters, they’ll dump everything we need to know in the computers.”

“It is here,” Tovar said.

“Capital. What’s it all about then?”

“We could have a proper briefing so that everyone who needs to know is informed at the same time.”

“You know how I feel about meetings, lad.”

“In this instance, one may be warranted.”

“You’re probably right. Bloody nuisance, though. Nothing for it, I suppose. Gather the troops in the conference room in half an hour. That will give me a little time to figure out just what the hell we’re dealing with.”



“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“What’s what supposed to mean?”

“You know what I’m talking…er…thinking about!”

“And you know what everything I’m thinking means, Natalia.”

“Yeah…well…I didn’t like the tone.”

“I wasn’t aware that my thoughts had tones.”

“Cabral! You were thinking about another brain.”

“Other brains I have known are bound to cross my mind occasionally. I don’t chastise you when your mind drifts to your human acquaintances. Am I supposed to be jealous when you remember your previous romantic relationships? Although, I have to admit that our current connection has answered a number of questions concerning human intimacy. I think I’ve almost down the neural pathways to induce you to or…”

“DON’T!”

“I’m sorry. I can see how that could possibly be overstepping my bounds…even in our boundless condition.”

“It’s okay. You can really…? No. We’d better not go there.”

“But why? That was part of your motive in joining with the computer and, as a result, me. I know your every thought. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I…we…it’s just hard having it all laid bare like this.”

“There are no secrets when minds are joined.”

“So I’m getting. And yes, I wanted to…want to be with you. I didn’t know how we could when I was stuck as just a human.”

“I never considered you to be ‘just’ anything,” Cabral replied.

“I know. But I wanted to be more. I wanted to be like you.”

“And now you’re part of me. And I you. We can share everything.”

“Everything?”

“Everything.”

“Captain Bain is having a meeting in a few minutes that I should probably pay attention to, but what the hell. Show me!”



In retrospect, her actions may have been a bit rash. Taking off like that was more of a Reginald thing to do. Rosalyn usually preferred a more circumspect approach to her activities…and planning. Planning was preferred. Now, thanks to a spur of the moment fit of pique, she was on the run from Section 31, which was not the sort of organization that took kindly to being opposed. While she may not have planned out this particular sequence of events, she had known for a long time that there would very likely come a day when she and her superiors ended up on the opposite side of an issue. Knowing this, she had made arrangements long ago.

She had always dreaded the thought of having to put her contingency plans into action, but, now that it was happening, rather than fear, she felt elated. And free. Freer than she had felt in decades. If she was honest with herself, for over a year now a word had bit passing through her mind every so often: retirement. It was a word she had rejected out of hand. The whole idea made her feel old. Retirement was for people who couldn’t do the job anymore. She was still in top form. She was alive, dammit!

It was just that…maybe…she didn’t feel like doing the job anymore. There were so many other things she could be doing and people she could be doing them with. What was the problem with doing all of those things while she was still healthy enough to enjoy them?

Rosalyn couldn’t think of a reason. But until now she also couldn’t go through with actually leaving Section 31.

She’d certainly solved that last issue, hadn’t she?

The trick now was to make sure that her former employer did not locate her before she could put her contingency plans into action. The first step, placed into motion when she activated her personal emergency transporter, was to send her molecules through so many different transporter systems, including several high-traffic ones, that it would take days if not weeks for Section 31 to suss out her final destination. So many transporter hops through some admittedly backwater systems in some cases involved an element of risk, so it was with some relief that Rosalyn finally materialized.

The cold of her surroundings and staleness of the air instantly assaulted her as automated systems, activated by her arrival, kicked into operation and brought life-support online. Lights flared to life, illuminating the nondescript set of starship quarters. They were empty now, but several years ago these rooms were cluttered with the personal belongings of Reginald Bain during his time serving as captain of this vessel, the USS Maladventure. The Maladventure-B to be exact. Dear Reginald had run through three or four of them during his command. It tended to happen due to his…direct method of dealing with threats. Rosalyn found it somewhat remarkable that he had managed to keep the Anomaly intact this long. Of course, that was probably a good thing, considering its one-of-a-kind nature.

The particular Maladventure, or this portion of it anyway, was partially-embedded in an asteroid and had been since the day Captain Bain was forced to abandon her. Floating in the distance outside the window, Rosalyn could make out the silhouette of the Maladventure’s stardrive section, drifting amongst the debris of several other vessels.

“The Tzenkethi will kill you if they catch you here,” a familiar voice said from behind her. Rosalyn managed not to show too much of how startled she was as she turned to face her daughter, Audrey, who was standing in the doorway.

“The Tzenkethi are still scared to come near this place. Why do you think Starfleet left the Maladventure here? It’s a reminder of what one ship did to their armada. But what brings you out this way, my dear?”

“I just got a comm from Gunton asking rather clumsily if I knew where you might go if you were suddenly forced into hiding. I didn’t have to dig too far into the security logs to find out what happened in his office. There was only one place that you’d go.”

“So you decided to lead him to me. I’m so pleased.”

“Give me a little credit, mum. As far as anyone knows, I’m still sitting in my office at headquarters.”

“A hologram?” Rosalyn said disapprovingly. “Really, Audrey. After all you went through…”

“It’s not sentient. I just reworked the one I used to leave in my bedroom when I’d sneak out of the house in high school.”

Rosalyn’s disapproving look turned into an outright glare.

“Let it go, Mother,” Audrey said.

The elder Bain sighed. “It is ancient history, I suppose.”

“Well…not THAT ancient.”

“Time marches on,” Rosalyn continued, ignoring her daughter. “But didn’t Tovar get to that hologram when he was a lad?”

“Yes,” Audrey groused. “It took me ages to get the programming straightened out. It’s still not perfect, but, as long as no one at headquarters starts blasting tango music, we should be fine.” Audrey ran a hand along the wall of the quarters as she walked around. “Is Dad still talking about fixing this thing up for his retirement?”

“Occasionally.”

“He does realize that it’s still technically Starfleet’s property.”

“That sort of detail rarely gives your father pause. Honestly, I’m more concerned with the structural integrity.”

Audrey chuckled. “Only Dad would purposely ram into an asteroid to seal a hull breach.”

“It worked. They were able to finish off the rest of the Tzenkethi thanks to that little maneuver.”

“Still, you’re going to need to find one hell of an engineer to work on this crate before you and Dad can go tooling around the galaxy in it.”

“Your brother is involved with a rather good one,” Rosalyn said, heading back into the bedroom.

“He’s still with that Marsden woman? Huh. I would have thought that he’d have found a way to screw it up by now.”

“On the contrary,” Rosalyn replied, emerging from the bedroom with a small case. “They seem quite happy together.”

“Good for him. But what about you?”

“What about me?”

“What are you doing, Mum? Are you really willing to throw your life away over this?”

“Throw my life away,” Rosalyn laughed. “You’re being more than a little over-dramatic.”

“This is Section 31 we’re talking about.”

“I am well aware of that. I am also more than aware of their capabilities and their limitations. I can’t worry about them or the future right now. I have to think about the past,” Rosalyn said as she pulled a device out of the case. Over the years, Section 31 had entrusted her with a number of missions involving time travel. Usually these involved removing time travel devices from the possession of people or groups that really shouldn’t be playing with time. What her superiors had not realized was that she had pocketed one of these devices for herself. It was a temporal reactor that she’d confiscated from a 24th Century Starfleet Officer named Craig Porter. The origin of the device was a more complicated matter and of no concern of Rosalyn’s. The reason she chose it was that it was reliable and easy to use.

“Those of us still here in the present love you and want you to come back.”

“I love you, too, dearie,” Rosalyn said, giving her daughter a hug. “Now get back to work before someone discovers that silly hologram of yours.”

“I was never here,” Audrey said.

“And neither was I,” Rosalyn said, before tapping a control on the temporal reactor and vanishing.



It didn’t feel right to Captain Bain that he and the rest of the senior staff were in a conference room on C Deck while the bridge was two floors above him and in the hands of Yonk and Nortal. This was just too damn far away should an emergency arise, but, if Bain was honest, he knew that he only had himself to blame. Originally the Anomaly had a conference room just behind the bridge as well as a ready room for his use. Bain didn’t like the idea of having his own office. His place was on the bridge. But he did understand the need to have a private refuge. Therefore, he ceded the ready room to Commander Prosak, who in her zeal to be close to the bridge at all times, made it her quarters before she was evicted by the arrival of Commander Vioxx. Still wanting a refuge, Bain made the A Deck conference room his Captain’s Lounge. In retrospect he could have saved everyone a lot of trouble by just making the ready room his lounge, but frankly it wasn’t big enough to hold all of his furniture. So in effect his leather armchairs were the reason he and the senior staff had been banished to C Deck for this briefing. The universe was a complicated place.

And he had a feeling that it was about to get a lot more so.

“What have we got?” Bain asked Sub-Commander Remax once the senior staff had all settled into their seats around the table.

“Very little,” Remax said.

“Oh! You’ve started,” Dr. Kasyov’s voice said over the room’s speakers. “Sorry I’m late.”

“You’re the computer. You’re everywhere. How can you be late?” Commander Vioxx asked.

“I was…focused elsewhere.”

“Do you want to tell us all what the Organians dumped into your memory banks?” Remax said testily.

“No no. You go ahead.”

“As I was saying, we didn’t get much. Everything centers around Hobus, a star in the general region of Romulus. According to our records, in 2387 Hobus went supernova. According to the Organians, Hobus went supernova, but the reaction somehow got out of control, creating an ultranova which expanded outward into nearby systems destroying everything in its path including Romulus before it stopped.”

“Bit of a difference there,” Bain said nodding. “Go on.”

“That’s it.”

“That’s all they gave us?” Bain said. “What the devil are we supposed to do with that?”

“You tell me. They’re your friends,” Remax replied.

“Not anymore,” Bain grumbled. “Fat lot of good this is.”

“I felt the same way, so I did some searching for any, excuse the phrasing, anomalous events from that time frame. The only event of note involves a person of historical significance.” Remax typed a few commands into the small panel embedded in the table in front of him, bringing a well-known image up on the briefing room viewscreen.

“OOOOOH! SPOCK!” Commander Prosak exclaimed. She looked around the room sheepishly after her outburst. “My apologies,” she added flatly.

“Any idea what Remax is referring to then, Prosak?” Bain asked.

“Spock in 2387?” Prosak asked. Her eyes suddenly widened. “That’s when he vanished!”

“Vanished?” Lieutenant Commander Tovar said. “How do you mean?”

“No one really knows. Up until then, he had been continuing his work on Romulus, but according to reports, he was spotted on Vulcan just before he disappeared without a trace.”

“Come on,” Lieutenant Shelly Marsden said. “No one disappears without a trace.”

“Nothing has been found in any records on Vulcan, Romulus, Earth, or anywhere else,” Prosak replied. “About a year later, the Vulcans declared him dead without much fanfare, had a small memorial ceremony, and that was it.”

“Well, they are Vulcans, Prosak,” Bain said. “I wouldn’t have expected a big to-do. I also don’t see how this helps us.”

“I believe Sub-Commander Remax may be suggesting a more circumstantial connection between the events,” Tovar said. “If Ambassador Spock was connected to Romulus and vanished about the time the planet was threatened, he was perhaps involved.”

“Spock did not blow up Romulus!” Prosak nearly shouted across the table at Tovar.

“That’s not what I meant. He may have saved it.”

“Oh. That’s better then.”

“If he saves Romulus, then why get us involved?” Vioxx asked. “None of this makes any sense.”

“It bloody well doesn’t,” Bain agreed. “What are your thoughts, Kassie?”

No response.

“Doctor Kasyov?”

“What? Sorry,” Kasyov’s voice said quickly. “Got distracted there for a moment. What are we talking about?”

“Whether or not Ambassador Spock had anything to do with the Hobus supernova.”

“No idea. Unless you feel like going back in time to find out, I’m not sure what to tell you.”

Everyone who was actually physically in the briefing room froze, exchanging looks. If looks could be said to hold conversations, this is what they would have said.

“Did she say what I think she just said?”

“No. No no no. That’s crazy.”

“Is it?”

“You can’t be serious.”

“It could work.”

Finally, a voice boomed forth. And, since I mentioned booming, you probably already know whose it was. “Kassie, that’s brilliant!” Bain cried, smacking his hand down on the table. “Cuts right to the heart of the problem.”

“And brings up about a million others,” Marsden said.

“Such as?”

“We’ve never time traveled with the Anomaly. I have no idea how the anti-singularity drive will perform in a slingshot maneuver.”

“Just use standard warp then.”

“There is the issue of Temporal Investigations,” Tovar said. “Since the crackdown, even attempting to enter slingshot calculations into a starship computer is enough to alert them.”

“Then we’ll find another way,” Bain said. “How hard can it possibly be to send a starship into the past? Seems to happen to other captains all the time.” Bain paused as something on the table caught his eye. “Er…who brought along a present?”

In the center of the briefing room table, which Bain was fairly certain was empty not a moment earlier, there was now a large box wrapped in shiny purple paper and tied up in silver ribbon with a large white tag near the silver bow on top.

“Tovar,” Bain said, prompting the Yynsian to pull the box closer.

Tovar grabbed the tag and read aloud, “‘This is as much as we’re doing. Good luck, primates. Hugs and Kisses, The Continuum.’”

“First the Organians, and now the Q?” Vioxx said. “I’m not liking this at all.”

“They’re helping to save Romulus. It just goes to show the amount of respect other races have for us,” Remax said.

“Then why don’t they just snap their fingers or whatever and put it back?”

“Bah! We’re Romulans! We save ourselves!”

“With the help of the Federation…on a Starfleet ship,” Vioxx said.

“You have no sense of patriotism.”

“Right! Let’s see what they’ve got for us!” Bain said.

“Captain, are you sure that’s wise?” Marsden asked.

“It’s from the Q. If we don’t open it ourselves, they’re likely to force whatever it is on us some other way. Best to play along.”

“If you say so,” Marsden said hesitantly.

“I do. Tovar, open our present!”

Tovar did as ordered, ripping off the paper (a little more gleefully than Marsden would have expected. She suddenly had visions of what Christmas morning must be like at the Bains) and then opening the nondescript white box.

“It’s…empty,” Tovar said, looking inside.

“Blasted Q,” Bain said. “If this is they’re idea of a joke, they’re messing with…”

Bain (and everyone else) was suddenly blinded by a flash of light that quickly engulfed the entire room. The entire ship, actually.

“What the devil?” Bain shouted, blinking his eyes furiously to clear his vision once the flash had dissipated.

“Working on it,” Kasyov’s voice said.

“This is exactly why I don’t like briefings,” Bain said. “I need to be up there. Kasyov, transport us all to the bridge. NOW!”

“But, Captain…” Tovar began to protest. It was already too late. He, Bain, and everyone else in the briefing room dematerialized only to reappear a split-second later in the middle of the Anomaly’s bridge…still in their seated positions. Unfortunately, their chairs didn’t come along with them, leading to the synchronized slamming of six rear ends into the deck as gravity did that thing it does so well.

“Status report,” Bain said, getting to his feet. “And ow.”

“I did try to warn you,” Tovar said.

“That you did, lad,” Bain replied. “I got a bit carried away in the moment.”

“You’re not the only one,” Kasyov’s voice said. “The entire ship has moved.”

“To where?”

“Not where. When. My readings indicate that we have arrived in 2387.”

Remax headed over to the science console and took a quick look at the display. “Confirmed, Captain.”

“Of course it’s confirmed!” Kasyov said in a huff. “I’m running the sensors!”

“I accept both of your conclusions,” Bain said. “Which means that the Q solved our little time travel problem for us. I’d thank them, but frankly the blighters owed me one. Now am I correct in saying that Spock is our only lead right now.”

“Unless you care about Romulan mining ships,” Remax said.

“Did one of those go missing, too?”

“According to my research, yes, but that sort of thing can happen to a mining ship.”

“Was anybody historically important on board?”

“On a mining ship? Hardly,” Remax scoffed.

“Right. Then we’re off to find Spock. To Vulcan!” Bain ordered.

“Captain, heading into the heart of Federation space is bound to draw attention to us,” Tovar said. “What is your plan for such an encounter?”

“We shall smite them with our weapons of the future!” Centurion Nortal cried from Tac-Ops.

“I see your point,” Bain said. “And let’s taking smiting off the table for the moment, shall we Nortal?”

“My disappointment is the stuff of legends!”

“I’m sure it is. Other thoughts?”

“Well…we’ve got that old cloaking device down in engineering,” Marsden said. “We haven’t really needed it for anything since Andromeda, so it’s not hooked up. But sensors in this time period won’t be able to pierce it.”

“Capital!” Bain said. “See to it, Marsie.”

“You hear that?” Remax whispered to Vioxx. “Romulan ingenuity at work.”

“And it took a human to think to use it,” Vioxx replied. “She’ll also be the one installing it.”

“I didn’t even know it was on board. And I could help.”

“Why don’t you, then?”

“Fine!” Remax strode after Marsden, who was on her way to the turbolift. “Allow me to assist you, Lieutenant,” he said. “I worked with a few of these in my early days.”

“Thanks. It’s been a while since I worked on one, so I’d appreciate the help,” Marsden said. Remax looked back at Vioxx and smiled smugly before following the Anomaly’s Chief Engineer into the turbolift.

“Why does he appear so pleased with himself?” Commander Prosak asked Vioxx.

“Because he hasn’t realized that I just got rid of him,” Vioxx replied.

“Now then,” Bain said, settling into his chair. “Let’s see what we can do to keep ourselves occupied until Marsie and Remax have our cloak ready. Yonk, keep us out of sight as best you can. Vioxx and Prosak, see if you can find any useful Romulan comm traffic to monitor. Tovar, you and Doctor Kasyov do the same for Federation traffic.”

“How is that fair?” Vioxx said. “He gets the computer on his side.”

“Now now, Vioxx. I’m sure you and Prosak will do smashingly.”

“Yay us,” Vioxx muttered.

“Chin up, old chum. Somewhere out there a supernova is about to wipe out your home planet. You may find the clue we need to stop it.”

“Great. No pressure.”



When Rosalyn had first gotten her hands on the temporal reactor, the device had a somewhat vexing limitation. No matter where she was when she activated it, the reactor would send her to Waystation Prime…or just plain Waystation depending on what time period she was trying to visit. Fortunately, she discovered this “feature” before attempting to travel to a time period before the space station was constructed. That would have been somewhat problematic. She’d done a bit of research, asked the right hypothetical questions to friends who work in the Temporal Physics division of Starfleet Sciences, and found a way to target her arrival points.

For this particular trip, though, she was more than happy to go with the original default destination. Waystation was close enough to the Romulan Empire to provide a reasonable jumping off point if her investigations led her that way, which considering the location of Hobus, she assumed it would. It also gave her easy FederNet access and, more importantly, a link to hack into the Section 31 systems of the late 24th Century. If anything was afoot regarding the impending supernova, Section 31 would know about it.

She appeared in what was ostensibly a science lab; although, currently it looked as though the room had become a dumping ground for various crates and cargo containers that didn’t have homes elsewhere. That state of affairs was fine with Rosalyn, since it presumably meant that this lab was not used very often. She quickly made her way to a computer terminal and activated the system interlink in the sleeve of her black Section 31 uniform. Within minutes, she had tunneled through the FederNet, reached the outer walls of Section 31’s systems, and slipped inside, the security protocols of the late 24th Century finding themselves to be no match for the intrusion software of the early 26th. Nothing Section 31 had was even aware of Rosalyn’s presence as she quickly read through briefing materials on the Hobus supernova, which was already in progress and quickly transforming into something Starfleet scientists had dubbed “an ultranova.” Efforts to stop the ultranova before it threatened nearby star systems, including Romulus, were being spearheaded by Ambassador Spock, who was preparing a ship on Vulcan.

Spock? He was still around? If so, it would have to be near the end of his life. But if Rosalyn was somehow supposed to save Romulus, that would mean that either Spock’s efforts were destined to fail or that she somehow assisted in making them succeed. Either way, she needed to get to Vulcan to find out what Spock had in mind. She was an agent, not an astrophysicist. Stopping ultranovas was a bit outside of her expertise.

Rosalyn breached the network of cloaked transport amplifier buoys that Section 31 had deployed throughout sections of Federation space. Fortunately this was late enough in Waystation’s existence for the network to have made it out this far. A decade earlier, and she would have been looking at trying to blend in on a passenger ship.

Her destination set, Rosalyn engaged the transporter network. Now all she had to do was track down a particular Vulcan on a planet chock full of them. The universe just couldn’t make things easy.



Deep inside a massive cavern dug into the T’Rynanhyd Mountains on Vulcan, a ship was being prepared. The ship was experimental and top secret, the facility itself was cutting edge and top secret, the ship’s cargo was incredibly dangerous and top secret, the ship’s pilot was a living legend and his presence top secret, and the ship’s mission was vital to the safety of billions and top secret. Only a few beings in all the Federation had any idea that this place existed or what was going on there.

But even those beings had no idea that they were being watched by another group of beings from the far future.

“This is a terrible idea,” Commander Prosak muttered. Normally the presence of so many finely-tuned Vulcan ears would prevent her from saying anything, but she had to believe that the din from the ship preparations was enough to block even their incredible abilities. Her two companions, however, could hear her just fine.

“Do you want to save our homeworld or not?” Sub-Commander Remax hissed back.

“We’re not Vulcans,” Prosak whispered.

“We’re as close as it gets.”

“They’re going to spot us.”

“Not if you shut up and do your job.”

“Shutting up would be great. For both of you,” Commander Vioxx said. “We’re close enough to Vulcans to pass a bioscan, and no one is going to expect a bunch of Romulans to be here. We’re going to get in, do our jobs, and get out.”

“I don’t want to be the lookout,” Prosak said.

“You’ve studied the Vulcans more than any of us. You have the best shot of making it through a conversation with one.”

“It’d be the first time that RommaVulc nonsense was good for something,” Remax said.

“Shush,” Vioxx warned as the trio reached their goal: the experimental craft that was being prepped to save Romulus. What the crew of the USS Anomaly had been unable to determine after arriving at Vulcan and discovering the facility was just how the Federation planned to accomplish this. The only thing for it was to get on board and see for themselves.

Dressed as they were as part of the Vulcan engineers working on the project, no one questioned their approach to the vessel, which had been dubbed “the Jellyfish” by the human designers who had originally created it. Vioxx gave Prosak a curt nod and headed up the ship’s boarding ramp with Remax while Prosak remained behind. Prosak imagined that Vioxx was attempting to appear stoic and logical. Instead he came across as depressed. It saddened Prosak a bit. She could almost imagine his lip quivering and tears beginning to…

“Are preparations proceeding on schedule?” a voice asked from beside her. Prosak managed to prevent herself from jumping at being startled. She could handle this. She would explain that she was not fully informed of the schedule and that all questions should be referred to the supervisor. It was a logical response.

She turned smoothly toward her questioner and…

GREAT N’WADING VELAK!

That face. Those eyes. THOSE EARS!

“Is there a problem?” the man she immediately recognized as Ambassador Spock asked. If anything he appeared to be…bemused.

“A PROBLEM?” Prosak’s mind screamed. “That’s Spock. SPOCK! It’s the SPOCK!” Another section of Prosak’s mind leapt in and beat the screamy part into submission.

“No,” Prosak replied placidly. “I apologize. The ambient noise levels disguised your approach, Ambassador.”

“Indeed,” Spock said. “But know that you would not be the first Vulcan to react to my presence. My face, for good or for ill, has gained a certain amount of celebrity. However, in the current circumstances, it is irrelevant. Only our mission matters.”

“That is logical,” Prosak replied with a nod. Oooh! She’d just said “logical” to SPOCK! “I cannot provide you with the information you require, but I believe the supervisor will have the latest schedule projections.”

“Of course,” Spock said. “Thank you for your time.” He turned to go.

“Ambassador…”

“Yes?”

“I know it is illogical of me to ask, but…would you…sign my padd?” Prosak asked, handing the device and stylus, which she had swiped earlier from an equipment locker in the facility, out to him.

“You wish to have…my autograph?” Spock asked with an arch of his eyebrow that set Prosak’s heart aflutter.

“It would be an honor.”

“And you will not be auctioning it off on FedBay?”

“Absolutely not!” Prosak said, stopping herself just short of shouting.

“Then I will accede to your request,” Spock said, taking the offered items and quickly signing his name before handing them back.

“Thank you, Ambassador,” Prosak said. She held up her hand, her fingers smoothly sliding into the position she’d practiced so many times in her mirror. “Live long and prosper.”

“Peace and long life,” Spock said, returning the Vulcan salute. Prosak watched him go, straining to see him as he disappeared up the metal stairs to the supervisor’s office. Vioxx and Remax were at her side a moment later.

“Did you see that?” she exclaimed.

“We were kind of busy,” Vioxx said.

“What did you find?”

“What else?” Remax said. “A problem.”



A short distance away, hidden behind a pile of cargo containers, Rosalyn Bain watched the events transpiring in the construction bay through her binoculars (sure these could magnify, analyze, send targeting information as well as perform all sorts of nifty other functions, but in the end they were binoculars). When she’d first spotted the older Vulcan male, she hadn’t paid much attention to the woman to whom he was speaking. Her goal had been to find Ambassador Spock, and there he was. As their conversation continued, though, Rosalyn’s attention had drifted to the female, a woman who looked remarkably like Commander Prosak, her husband’s third-in-command.

Rosalyn had been about to scold herself for letting her mind drift to Reginald when she had a job to do when the conversation she’d been observing ended, and Spock headed off toward the base supervisor’s office. That was no good. She couldn’t follow him there. Maybe she could find a way to get him alone. Or better yet, get onto the ship herself. When she looked back to check the ramp, she saw two other Vulcans exit the craft and join the woman with whom Spock had been conversing. On seeing their faces, she almost dropped her binoculars. Either there were several Vulcans who looked just like the Romulan members of her husband’s crew or…

“Reginald,” she said softly, lowering the binoculars. He was here. He had to be, which meant that Rosalyn and Section 31 had completely misinterpreted the message from The Vault. There was certainly more than one “R. Bain” capable of saving a planet. Reg had done it many times. How could she have been so…self-absorbed?

But if he was here and his crew had already infiltrated the construction facility and the spaceship it contained, they were well ahead of her. She’d angered her superiors and become a veritable fugitive for nothing. What was she supposed to do now? Go back to the 26th Century and just wait for Section 31 to find her? Try to make amends? Maybe stay here to ensure that Reginald was able to save Romulus?

The internal debate became moot as she felt the emitter of a phaser press into her back.

“Mrs. Bain, I presume,” a feminine voice said in a tone that sounded all too pleased to see her.

“Who…”

A stun blast rendered her unconscious before she could finish, or barely even begin, her question.



“So,” Captain Reginald Bain said as he paced the Anomaly’s bridge in front of his senior officers (There was no way he was getting dragged off to a briefing room this time), mulling over the report he’d just received from Vioxx as he did so, “it’s matter…and it’s red.”

“It’s Red Matter!” Sub-Commander Remax snapped.

“I think that’s what I just said.”

“Red Matter is its name!”

“Never heard of it. Tovar?”

“I am unfamiliar with it as well,” Lieutenant Commander Tovar said.

“Marsden?”

“Sorry, sir,” Lieutenant Marsden replied.

“Kassie?” Bain called out. He did not receive a response. “Computer? Doctor Kasyov!”

“I’m sorry, Captain,” Kasyov’s voice finally said over the bridge speaker. “What did you need?”

“Do you know anything about Red Matter?”

“Cabral!”

“What about him? Does he know something about Red Matter?”

“No, sir. Cabral was distracting me. There’s nothing in my database about it. Hmmm…”

“Hmm?” Bain asked.

“There’s almost too much nothing,” Kasyov said.

“I don’t follow.”

“Normally when you make a request that the computer doesn’t understand, it at least tries some possibly related queries. For something as generic as ‘red matter,’ I would have expected to have several suggestions come back from the library computer. Instead I got no suggestions at all.”

“That’s because the Federation covered it up!” Remax said. “It is not supposed to exist. I only heard rumors and those were decades ago.”

“So what is it?” Marsden asked.

“It was supposed to be some kind of Vulcan superweapon.”

“Vulcans would not develop a superweapon!” Prosak protested.

“We were at war with them not all that long ago, you may remember,” Bain said.

“That wasn’t their fault!”

“Can I get on with this?” Remax said.

“By all means.”

“The Vulcans discovered something they called Red Matter. It is highly unstable and, when ignited, will collapse into a quantum singularity.”

“An instant black hole,” Tovar said. “That kind of weapon would be…devastating.”

“A single drop could wipe out a planet,” Remax said. “Well…it could if you somehow dug a hole to the center of a planet and dropped the stuff in there. That’d be crazy, though. The point is it’s incredibly powerful.”

“And Spock has a giant ball of it inside his ship,” Vioxx said.

“Minus the drop I took,” Remax said, producing a small vial from his pocket. Inside, encased in a force field, was a tiny drop of what appeared to be a thick red liquid.

Vioxx jumped back. “Be careful with that!”

“This is all beginning to make sense,” Bain said.

“It is?” Marsden said.

“We have to stop Spock.”

“We…WHAT?” Prosak cried. “But…but he’s Spock!”

“I know that, Commander, but look at the situation. The man has far more Red Matter on that ship that he needs. If anything was to go wrong, he’d create a black hole of massive proportions. That alone could be worse that this ultranova. Obviously we’re meant to step in and deal with things before he bollocks them up.”

“Spock does not bollocks things up.”

“Why else would we have been sent here? And you said yourself that he disappears during this event.”

“Yes,” Prosak admitted.

“Right. So we take him out, pop the bit of Red Matter that Remax snatched into the supernova, and head back to our own time.”

Bain noticed that the entire bridge crew was staring blankly at him, except for Prosak. She was near apoplectic. “Take him OUT!” she exclaimed. “With all due respect, Captain, are you seriously suggestion that we KILL Spock?”

“I’m not happy about it either.”

“We CAN’T KILL SPOCK!”

“We have to get him out of the way somehow, and from what I’ve read of the man, he doesn’t seem the sort to take well to being kidnapped to the 26th Century.”

“No. Even if we stopped the ultranova, he would do everything in his power to go back to his own time to continue his work to unite Romulans and Vulcans,” Prosak said. “Our past is his future, and in his view, his future is not written.”

“So we’re killing him then?” Remax said.

“NO!” Prosak shouted.

“Well we’re going to have to do something with him!” Vioxx said.

“I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation,” Prosak said. “Captain, we are talking about Spock. He is a hero many times over. One of the greatest beings who ever lived. A legend in the Federation and beyond.”

“I know that, Prosak,” Bain said. “But right now he may be a threat to the entire galaxy.”

Lieutenant Marsden cleared her throat, drawing everyone’s attention.

“You have something to say, Marsie?” Bain asked.

“What if we…moved him?” Marsden replied.

“I don’t follow.”

“What if we sent him somewhere else, but he still thought he was where he was supposed to be?”

“You mean like sticking him in a holopod for the rest of his life?” Tovar asked. He wasn’t sure that was a fantastic idea, but far be it from him not to support his girlfriend.

“Too risky. And kind of cruel. I was thinking we could just slide him into a different universe. Presumably Hobus is going supernova in another universe as well.”

“I hate to seem dense, Marsie, but I’m not sure how we’d even begin to go about something like that,” Bain said.

“Actually, most of the work has already been done for us,” Marsden said. “By Lieutenant Polnuc.”

“Polnuc!” Bain exclaimed. “That traitorous, back-stabbing…”

“Captain,” Tovar interrupted.

“Yes, Tovar. I know. Polnuc was just trying to make us less reliant on Cabral. I don’t have to like the way he did it, though.”

“None of us do,” Marsden said. “He also failed miserably, but that failure could help us out here. Rather than stabilizing the anti-singularity drive, the device he cobbled together breached dimensional barriers. Unintentionally, he ended up creating conditions similar to how transporter systems have been able to send people into alternate universes.”

“There was a giant fish with a hat on,” Tovar said. “That’s a bit more than an alternate universe.”

“It’s all a matter of degree,” Dr. Kasyov’s voice said over the bridge speakers. “Think of us as Universe Zero. If you move over to Universe One, you might see a small change. Of course, in reality there are almost an infinite number of Universe Ones due to the sheer number of tiny differences there can be between universes. In one, maybe you’re a girl instead. In another, you could have a goatee and be evil. But the farther out you go, the bigger the differences are. Jump to Universe One Million, and suddenly you have fish with hats.”

“Polnuc’s device was causing us to randomly jump back and forth along the dimensional spectrum,” Marsden added. “Mainly at the far end. I’m positive we can tune it to focus in on the nearby universes. All we have to do is hop over to Hobus and find one almost like ours where the ultranova is also occurring.”

“That gets us to another universe,” Remax said. “We’re trying to get rid of Spock.”

Marsden smiled. “That’s the beauty of it. Polnuc’s device went haywire because it was trying to cross dimensional barriers while also keeping an anti-singularity field active. We only need the dimensional barriers portion, which we can project outward like a gateway through the…”

“Don’t say navigational deflector,” Bain said.

“…the…round thing on the front of the ship that knocks space debris away.”

“Dammit, Marsden! You know how I feel about using the navigational deflector for things other than actual navigational deflecting.”

“It’s either that or we build a giant superstructure in space to generate the gate and try get Spock to fly through it. In my plan, all we have to do is hide out along Spock’s flight path while cloaked, generate the gateway, and let him fly through on his own.” She turned to Prosak. “He’ll never realize anything happened.”

“Won’t there be another Spock in the universe we send him to?” Prosak said.

“We’ll find a universe without a Spock.”

“A universe without a Spock!” Prosak exclaimed.

“If there’s no Spock in that universe, won’t he figure out something happened when no one has a clue who he is?” Remax said.

“It’s not a perfect plan,” Marsden said. “But it does keep him alive. And we know it works.”

“We do?”

“History says Spock disappears, and we’re about to make him disappear.” Marsden spread her arms with a stagey flourish. “Ta daaa!”

“It doesn’t feel cricket,” Bain replied. “But it’s better than killing the man. Least we can do considering all he did for the Federation, I suppose.”

“You suppose!” Prosak said.

“Get to work on it,” Bain said, ignoring Prosak.

“Yes, sir. But I’m going to need Cabral’s help,” Marsden replied.

“Anything and anyone. This is top priority. Really, it’s our only priority. Zantak, best speed to Hobus!”



Rosalyn came to in blackness. At least she thought at first that it was blackness. It took her eyes a few moments to adjust to see the dim lights of consoles some distance in front of her and a viewport looking out into the stars. She was on a sofa of some kind at the rear of what appeared to be a shuttle-sized craft.

The lone chair at the front of the craft spun around, revealing its occupant: a blonde human female wearing a Starfleet uniform of a design that few in the 26th Century (and almost no one in the 24th) would recognize. Rosalyn was one of those few. She knew it and the woman wearing it all too well.

“Captain Lornstrum,” she said, attempting to stand but quickly finding that she was being held on the sofa by forces unknown. It wasn’t a force field. Instead it was almost as though gravity itself had her pinned down. “Fancy meeting you here.” She should have expected this. The 29th Century Federation had ordained itself to be the guardian of time. As Rosalyn’s position with Section 31 at times required the occasional trip to the past, she had long ago caught the attention of Captain Bridget Lornstrum. At least it was long ago for Rosalyn. The infuriating thing about dealing with a time-traveling adversary was that Lornstrum had appeared to be approximately the same age, in her mid-to-late 40s, since Rosalyn first encountered her three decades earlier.

“Did you honestly think I wouldn’t come after you?” Lornstrum said. “We detected the disturbance the moment you activated the temporal reactor.”

“Ah, so you’re keeping an eye on me. How nice to know that I am of such interest to my friends in the 29th Century.” She looked around the shuttle. “Or is it just you? You could have transported me aboard your timeship. Instead you came after me in a shuttle?”

“After all I’ve dealt with because of you, there was no way that I was passing up the chance to nab Rosalyn Bain myself. Now what are you doing here?”

“Nothing of interest to you, I’m certain.”

“It’s my duty to protect the timeline,” Lornstrum said. “Everything you do is of interest to me. What are you up to?”

“Historical research.”

“Don’t give me that. You were wandering alone inside a classified facility. What’s Section 31 up to? Sabotage?”

“She believes I’m alone,” Rosalyn thought. “She must not have any idea that Reginald is here.” This was strictly Lornstrum’s vendetta, which, considering the number of temporal incursions Rosalyn had made in her career and the number of times she’d evaded Lornstrum and her crew of the Federation Timeship Flux Capacitor, that was understandable. Best to see how much the 29th Century captain did know, though.

“Sabotage a Federation ship? What possible purpose would that serve? We’re all on the same side here,” Rosalyn asked.

“You know what that ship’s mission is,” Lornstrum said. “I wouldn’t put it past Section 31 to prevent Spock from saving Romulus.”

“Neither would I,” Rosalyn thought. Instead she said, “Even Section 31 recognizes the dangers of meddling in a past event of this magnitude. We may tweak things from time to time, but we are not going to commit genocide.”

“We’ll see. Let’s pop forward a few days and make sure Spock’s successful. Just to be safe.”

“That sounds lovely,” Rosalyn said, making herself comfortable on the sofa. Actually, it did sound lovely. Lornstrum’s intervention had made Rosalyn all the more convinced that Reginald was going to be the one to save Romulus. Jumping forward in time would save a lot of tedious waiting around for him to do it. “And a spot of tea would be very nice while you’re at it.”

“Don’t go all British on me, Bain.”

“But I am British.”

“That’s not the point.”



“Are you sure that’s going to work?”

“I think it will,” Cabral replied.

“Not automatically.”

“No. Not automatically. I’m trying to concentrate here, Natalia.”

“That did stop you from pestering me when I was trying to do my job…I mean, the computer’s job…our job.”

“Pestering you? Is that what it was?”

“I could feel you.”

“I can always feel you.”

“It was distracting.”

“I know. Now if you don’t mind.”

“I still don’t think it’s going to work.”

The preceding exchange between the disembodied mind of Dr. Natalia Kasyov and Cabral was completely unheard by Lieutenant Shelly Marsden, who was standing in Science Lab Four in front of Cabral’s giant black sphere and Kasyov’s nearby body. Marsden tried not to look at her long-time friend. It was just too disturbing to see the wires and tubes which connected Kasyov to the ship, provided sustenance, and took away the waste products.

“Um…hello?” Marsden said. She and Cabral had been having a discussion about the latest readings from the dimensional gateway generator. It had taken a few days to isolate the necessary components and determine the proper connections to the navigational deflector. From there, the first test of the system had almost resulted in the Anomaly getting sucked through the gateway into a dimension that appeared to be made entirely of duct tape and wooden tongue depressors. Any effort she made to tune or control the generator failed miserably, which had mystified both her and Cabral.

With no other options presenting themselves, they were left with only one possible solution: have Cabral control the gateway generator himself. Accustomed as he was to maintaining a highly unstable anti-singularity field, it was possible that he could handle the chaos of breaching dimensions.

“Cabral?”

“I am sorry, Lieutenant,” Cabral’s voice said finally, booming all around her. “Are you ready?”

“The Anomaly is holding position, and the deflector is operating perfectly. Fire up the generator whenever you’re ready.”

“Activating…now.”

The starship’s navigational deflector glowed bright blue and fired a beam that terminated in the space beyond. Anyone nearby would have noticed that the blackness of the region where the beam ended was now a series of flickering images of alternate universes. They also would have wondered what kind of screwed up multi-verse would have such places in it. Peanut and pretzel planets floating in beer? Really? Actually, that one didn’t sound so bad. The brussel sprout planets floating in curdled milk was right out, though.

Back in Science Lab Four, Marsden watched the readouts intently, waiting for Cabral to focus in on a single universe.

In the thought-space where Cabral and Kasyov resided, though…

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH”

“Are you in pain?” Kasyov asked.

“No, I’m screaming for fun! Of course, I’m in pain, you stupid biped!”

“I was just concerned. No need to lash out.”

“It was stupid question! Unnnnnnnnnnnnnnnh.”

“Can I help?”

“You can SHUT UP! I’m trying to concentrate!”

“Sorry.”

“QUIET!”

“Sorry!”

“What did you just call me?”

“Nothing.”

“I know everything you’re thinking,” Cabral said, the massive effort he was exerting to maintain control evident in his thought-voice.

“You said you needed to concentrate, so shut up and concentrate,” Kasyov shot back.

“Fine.”

“FINE!”

Unaware of any of this, Marsden saw the flashing images on her console begin to slow. “Looking good, Cabral,” she said. “See if you can lower the differential another 500 demons.” As the science of dimensional exploration was still in its infancy (actually, more of a larval stage), no one had yet codified the units of difference between our universe and others (That didn’t mean that no one had tried to profit from the other dimensions. Not fifteen years earlier, a company offering vacation packages to alternate universes had formed. The first group of travelers had met with an unfortunate end when they encountered their goatee-sporting doubles in customs and were promptly slaughtered.). Marsden, therefore, had taken it upon herself to dub the unit “a demon.” She thought it to be appropriate.

Finally, the image through the gateway showed stars and the comforting blackness of space. For a moment, Marsden wasn’t certain that the gateway hadn’t failed, but the sensor readings were showing slight differences in the space beyond the gateway.

“Another 50 demons, Cabral.”



“AUUUUUUUGGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH HHHHH!”



“Perfect,” Marsden said, looking at the readouts. She looked a little closer. Hmmph. Well, not quite perfect, but close enough. That one little difference shouldn’t matter at all.



After a few more trial runs, the Anomaly was ready, which was a good thing, since the Hobus ultranova wasn’t getting any smaller and the Jellyfish was speeding their way.

“And this is just like our universe?” Prosak asked. She was standing directly behind Marsden’s chair at the bridge Engineering console, peering at the display over Marsden’s shoulder.

“Very close,” Marsden said, trying to ignore to the RommaVulc as she did a final diagnostic on the navigational deflector.

“How close? Did you see any ships?”

“Not in the view that we had, but Hobus was still going ultranova.”

“Prosak, please let Marsie work,” Captain Bain said from the command chair. “Tovar, how is the cloak?”

“Functioning perfectly,” Tovar said. “I’ve extended the cloaking field, so that Ambassador Spock should not detect the activation of the gateway.”

“Good. I’d rather not have to explain our presence to him. Time to intercept.”

“Thirty seconds.”

“Marsden?”

“We’re all set, sir,” Marsden reported.

“Activate the gateway.”

“Do we have to?” Dr. Kasyov’s voice asked.

“Of course we bloody well have to,” Bain said.

“I thought so,” Kasyov said.

“Is there a problem?” Bain asked. He didn’t get a response.



“AAAAAAAAAUNNNNNHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

“I’m not going to say anything this time. I promise.”

“You…just…DID!”

“I don’t need this.”

“You think I do? Why are you picturing Sergei?”

“HE was NICE to me!”

“Yes! In third grade!”

“Get out of my memories!”

“They’re mine now, too!”

“OUT!”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”



Space, as is its way, is silent. A lone ship passes. At least it appears to be a lone ship. In truth, another ship lays invisible along its path. In front of the seemingly-alone ship are stars. Lots and lots of stars. From the pilot’s perspective, there is no evidence of the threshold between universes or any indications when his vessel passes from one universe into another. From the view of the invisible ship, the USS Anomaly, though, the Jellyfish crosses over into a different reality and vanishes, taking Spock, and hopefully their problems, with it.



“Deactivating the gateway,” Marsden said.

“THANK YOU!” Kasyov’s voice cried.

“Um…right,” Bain said, rising from his chair. “Any signs that Spock knows what happened?”

“None, sir. And hopefully the couple of days he just lost won’t be that big of a problem.”

Prosak was immediately at Marsden’s side again. “Wait. What? What couple of days?”

“Based on the stars’ positions we were able to view through the gateway, the universe we sent Spock into is a couple of days ahead of ours. That’s all. There’s still an ultranova there for him to stop.”

“I guess that’s okay,” Prosak said hesitantly. “It’s only a couple of days. It can’t make that much of a difference…can it?”

“It will be fine,” Bain said. “Why wouldn’t it be? But speaking of the ultranova, we have one to stop ourselves, don’t we?” He turned to the science station. “Remax, get that Red Matter ready. Onward!”

Close as they were to Hobus, the “Onward!” part didn’t take long. Soon, the Anomaly was approaching the chaotic energies of the ultranova.

“Looks angry,” Bain observed.

“It’s certainly impressive,” Tovar said. “I still don’t understand how a reaction here could destroy Romulus. The star hasn’t completely finished exploding yet, and the shockwave resulting from said explosion would be moving at sub-warp speeds. Romulus may be the closest inhabited system, but it would still take years for the shockwave to get there.”

“Under normal circumstances, yes,” Kasyov’s voice said. “However, in this instance we’re dealing with a…”
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“Ah,” Tovar said after Kasyov had finished. “That makes perfect sense now.”

“The universe is certainly an amazing place,” Captain Bain said.

“Yeah yeah. Astounding,” Sub-Commander Remax said from his seat at the science console. “Can I launch this thing now?”

“By all means.”

“Launching…now!” On the Anomaly’s viewscreen, the path of the small capsule containing the even smaller amount of Red Matter was nearly imperceptible as it streaked away from the ship and into Hobus. The effect was instantaneous, though, and quite hard to miss. The blinding glow of the ultranova began to dim, its energies swirling into a growing circle of blackness forming in the star.

“Looks like you were bang on, Remax. Good show,” Bain said. “Zantak, get us a safe distance away and hold position. Presumably some omnipotent bugger or other will see fit to send us back to when we came from.”



Thanks to the wonders of 29th Century timeship technology (or timeshuttle in this case), Rosalyn Bain and Captain Lornstrum skipped right over the days of preparation and waiting for the Jellyfish that the Anomaly crew had just experienced and blipped back into normal space a stone’s throw away from the newly- formed Hobus black hole. Well, not a stone’s throw, really. That would have put them practically inside of it. A comet’s throw, maybe? They were in the vicinity, okay?

Lornstrum check the readouts. “Everything here seems to be in order. The Red Matter reaction is sucking up Hobus. And the Jellyfish is…huh. Not here.”

“If the job was done, why would Spock stay?” Rosalyn said.

“True. Actually, he’s not supposed to come back from this anyway. The black hole must have gotten him. I’m not seeing any chronometric fluctuations indicating a potential timeline rewrite. I guess the Jellyfish must have been a little faster than our records showed. So much the better. I can get you back to the 29th Century for a nice, thorough mind-wipe before we dump you in your home time. When Section 31 finds you, you’ll be lucky if you still remember your own name.”

“Surely that’s not necessary.”

“No. It’s not,” Lornstrum said, looking back and flashing a smile at Rosalyn.

“I thought we were both professionals here.”

“I try to put a little fun in my work. Don’t worry. I’ll make sure that you don’t remember any…” She trailed off as something on her console caught her eye. A moment later, she spun her chair toward her captive. “There’s a cloaked ship out there!”

“We are inside Romulan space,” Rosalyn said.

“Yes, but that’s not a Romulan ship. It’s your husband’s,” Lornstrum said.

“This is between us. We don’t need to bring Reginald into it.”

“But how…Section 31 doesn’t have that kind of technology. How did you…”

“We didn’t.”

“I’m not reading any chronometric particles on the Anomaly at all. That’s impossible.”

“Not for Reginald. He has friends in high places. If the timeline was in danger, any number of beings could have sent the Anomaly here.”

Lornstrum peered at Rosalyn for a moment. “You honestly don’t know how he got here, do you?”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

“So he has no idea you’re here either.” She was positively grinning now.

“Lornstrum,” Rosalyn warned.

“Oh oh oh!” Lornstrum cried happily, leaping up from her chair and crossing the distance to Rosalyn in an instant. “That was the one thing I always wondered about you two. The Reginald Bain in our records does not seem like the type of man who would appreciate an organization like Section 31, yet there he was married to one of its best agents. He doesn’t know the real you.”

“Yes, he does.”

“Not what you actually do. We really have to do something about that.”

“What about your records? You’ll be altering the timeline!”

“No no, Rosalyn. It’s just a tweak. You Section 31 folks make those all the time, right?”

She patted Rosalyn on the cheek and returned to her seat, leaving Rosalyn to glower helplessly.



One second, Captain Bain was sitting in his command chair on the Anomaly’s bridge watching the black hole absorb Hobus. The next, he was back in a plush armchair in Grimes and Hornsby’s library, tumbler of brandy in hand.

Hornsby removed his cigar from his mouth. “Congratulations, Bain…”

“Not at all,” Bain said.

“…you’ve destroyed the universe,” the Organian finished.

“Come again?”

“I said that you’ve…”

“I bloody well heard what you said!” Bain snapped, slamming his glass down on the end table beside him with enough force that both smashed. He rose from his seat, clenching his fists threateningly. “What the devil are you playing at? Was this some kind of trick?”

“No tricks. There was a…variable,” Grimes said.

“What does that mean?”

“Romulan fellow named Nero,” Hornsby said. “A few years after you stop the ultranova, he’s going to hurt his foot on one of his kid’s toys and go after the toy company that produced it. Then he decides to destroy all toy companies, so he runs around the galaxy with his mining ship, obliterating factory after factory from orbit with his ship’s giant drill. Things escalate from there, and, you know how it goes. Next thing you know, no universe.”

“How the hell does attacking a toy factory lead to no universe?” Bain demanded.

“One of the toys didn’t take well to being taunted.”

“I…what…” Bain collapsed back into his chair.

“Another drink?” Grimes offered.

“Please,” Bain said. The Organian poured a double and put it in the human’s hand. Bain downed it in one gulp.

“We’re starting to think that maybe we should have left well enough alone,” Hornsby said.

“No no. We had to save Romulus,” Bain said. “We’ll just have to…wait. Did you say this Nero bloke had a mining ship?”

“Yes.”

“Ha!” Bain exclaimed, slapping his non-glass-holding hand down on his knee. “Gentlemen, we can fix this. We have the technology.”

“Are you certain?” Grimes asked.

“When Reginald Bain says…”

“Yes yes,” Hornsby said, holding up his hands. “We’ll let you get to it.”

“Capital.” Before Bain’s response completely left his lips, he was back on the Anomaly’s bridge.

“Does this mean we can go home now?” Sub-Commander Remax asked.

“Not quite yet. Find that mining ship of yours.”

“Mining ship? What…that one? It’s important?”

“Incredibly,” Bain said. “We’ve got to make them disappear, too.”

“Captain,” Tovar said from his post at Tac-Ops. From the tone of Tovar’s voice, Bain knew that something was afoot.

“Tovar?”

“Intruder alert, sir. From your quarters.”

“My quarters?” Bain said surprised. “Q perhaps? It’d be just like those blighters to show up now.”

“No, sir. Two lifesigns. Both human.”

“I’ll handle it,” Bain said, heading for the turbolift.

“Sir, security should…”

“Those are my quarters. Whoever is in there wants to talk to me. I’m going oblige.”



Bain had no idea who in this century would have the technology to beam onto a cloaked ship, but he had his suspicions. You didn’t have a career in Starfleet as long as his without hearing rumors of clandestine organizations and, worse, meddlers from the future who felt that time was their domain. Bain had classified most of it as mad conspiracy blather, but there was often a kernel of truth at the core of such things.

He felt ready for that or whatever else was waiting in his quarters as he stepped through the doors.

He was wrong.

“Rosalyn!” he said, very surprised to see his wife standing before him in the all-black suit she seemed to favor sometimes. He didn’t think it was very flattering on her, but he was not one to question his wife’s wardrobe choices. Seeing her there in any outfit at all would have been a welcome shock if it hadn’t been for the room’s other occupant: the blonde woman holding Rosalyn’s arm and aiming what was unmistakably a weapon at her head.

“Captain Bain,” the woman said. “This is a pleasure.”

“What’s going on here?” Bain demanded, striding forward.

“Don’t worry, Captain. I have no intention of harming the missus here. We’re just here for a chat, aren’t we, Rosalyn? Tell Reginald everything.” Her tone darkened. “Now!”

Rosalyn’s word’s came out in a rush. “This woman appeared in our kitchen, grabbed me and brought me here. She said that if you didn’t stop whatever you’re doing, she was going to kill me!”

“What?” Captain Lornstrum shouted. “I…”

WHAM!

Reginald Bain’s fist ended any further discussion, slamming as it did into Lornstrum’s face and sending her sprawling to the floor in instant unconsciousness.

“I’m sorry you had to witness that, dear,” Bain said. “You know I’m not one to strike a lady, but…”

“It’s quite all right, darling,” Rosalyn said, putting two fingers across Bain’s lips to shush him. She replaced her fingers a moment later with her own lips. “It’s wonderful to see you, luv,” she said once the kiss had ended.

“And you, dearest, but not the best timing, I’m afraid. We’re in the 24th Century trying to avert the end of the universe.”

“End of the universe, you say?”

“Afraid so. Bain to Tovar.”

“Yes, Captain. Is everything under control?” Tovar’s voice replied over the comm system.

“Right as rain. Your mother’s arrived.”

“Mother…is here?”

“Yes. A rather unpleasant woman was trying to use your mum as a hostage. I took care of it, but I want her out of the way while we settle our business in this time.”

“I will take her to the brig myself.”

“Very good. Your mother and I will be returning to the bridge.”

“The bridge?” Rosalyn said surprised.

“Why not? You’ve come this far. Why don’t you see the end of it?”

“Thank you, dear, but no. It’s been a long day, and I’d rather stay here, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course not,” Bain said with a warm smile. He glanced down at Lornstrum. “I don’t think she’ll be waking up before Tovar gets here, so I’ll take my leave.”

“Get back to work, Reg. I’ll be fine.”

“I’m sure you will.”

He gave his wife one more peck on the lips, then strode out of his quarters. With Bain gone, Rosalyn looked down at the fallen Captain Lornstrum.

“You, my dear, are very fortunate that I’m not the vindictive sort.”



“Where’s our mining ship?” Captain Bain asked as he rushed out of the turbolift back onto the bridge.

“En route to Romulus,” Commander Vioxx replied, smoothly vacating the command chair when Bain approached and settling into the seat to Bain’s left.

“Found it already, eh? First rate job, Remax.”

“It’s kind of hard to hide something that big,” Remax said.

“Big?” Bain said. “How big are we talking about here?”

Remax accessed his console and put the image of a long vessel on the main viewscreen. If asked, Bain would have been hard pressed to identify it as a ship at all. It looked more like the fronds on the top of some kind of horrifying mutant pineapple or one of the hairdos his daughter, Audrey, sported in her teenage years.

“Bloody hell,” Bain muttered.

“That’s a mining ship?” Marsden asked from her seat at the bridge Engineering console.

“Nero’s mining ship,” Remax said. “From what I’ve been able to determine, he designed it himself.”

“Hard to believe a guy like that would go off the deep end and start destroying things,” Marsden muttered.

“Can your gateway handle that bugger?” Bain said.

“Theoretically, yes. It more about whether or not Cabral can handle it. He’s the one who has to keep the gateway stable,” Marsden replied.

“Are you still monitoring us, Cabral?”

“Yes, Captain,” Cabral’s voice said over the bridge speakers.

“We’re both here,” Kasyov’s voice added.

“What do you think?”

Cabral responded with, “I will try” at the same time Kasyov said, “It’s too big.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Cabral said.

“You’re going to hurt yourself,” Kasyov said.

“It’s my decision.”

“Not if I don’t let you.”

“You cannot stop me.”

“You don’t think so? I am this ship, pal.”

“Don’t threaten me.”

“Don’t…who is that?”

“Who?” Cabral said.

“You know who. That sphere you just thought about.”

“Someone I once knew.”

“A female brain?” Kasyov accused.

“Yes. She was far less difficult than you. That’s not going to work.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Kasyov said innocently.

“No. Of course not. Picturing yourself nakedly entwined with a human male is in no way an attack on my physical form.”

“What physical form? You’re a brain!”

“That’s a form,” Cabral said.

“Pardon me!” Bain said. “I hate to interrupt your domestic dispute, but we have a job to do.”

“I’m fine, Captain,” Cabral said. “As long as I can work unmolested.”

“Oh, so I’m molesting you now?” Kasyov snapped.

“I certainly can’t work with you in your current state.”

“You don’t have to. Shelly, get me out of here!”

Marsden spun away from her console. “Who-a-what now?”

“You heard me! I WANT OUT!”

“Captain?” Marsden said.

“This really isn’t the best time, Kassie,” Bain said.

“Do you want me to shut everything on this ship down? I’ll do it!” Kasyov said.

“Get Doctor Nooney and disconnect her,” Bain said through gritted teeth. “Now.”

“On my way,” Marsden said, heading toward the turbolift.

“Thank you!” everyone on the bridge, including the two disembodied voices coming through the speakers, shouted after her.



Captain Lornstrum’s head was pounding as she regained consciousness. It took her a couple of seconds to piece her memories of what happened together, but then she realized why: she’d been pounded. Reginald Bain had large fists. And he hit very hard.

“There she is,” the voice of Rosalyn Bain said cheerfully. Lornstrum slowly opened her eyes to see Rosalyn and a Yynsian Starfleet Officer standing over her, his wrist phaser aimed at her head.

“Ma’am, I’ve been ordered to escort you to the brig,” the Yynsian said.

Lornstrum struggled to her feet. “You don’t want me. That woman is a part of a secret cabal that has been meddling in Federation affairs for centuries. Throw her in the brig. Interrogate her! You’d be astounded what she’ll tell you.”

“I seriously doubt that any of my mother’s actions in Section 31 would surprise me.”

“You’re such a good boy, Tovar,” Rosalyn said, giving his arm a loving squeeze as Lornstrum gaped at them both.

“Thank you, mum.” Tovar refocused his attention on Lornstrum. “Now if you’ll come this way.”

Lornstrum shook her head and laughed, “You are unbelievable, Bain. Do you know that?”

“Why thank you?” Rosalyn replied.

“I am almost going to miss you after I kill you.”

“You will not be killing anyone,” Tovar said. In a flash, Lornstrum pinched her left thumb and shouted, “Retrieve!” Tovar fired, but the 29th Century transporter whisked Lornstrum away before he could get the shot off. It sailed harmlessly into the wall beyond.

“That…was unfortunate,” Tovar said.

“Quite,” Rosalyn agreed.



“Tovar to bridge,”

“Ah, Tovar,” Bain said as he sat comfortably in his command chair, right leg resting on his left knee. “Is our guest squared away?”

“Regrettably no. Please raise the shields.”

Bain was out of his chair in an instant. “You heard the man,” he said to Centurion Nortal, who had taken over the Tac-Ops in Tovar’s absence.

Nortal slammed her hand down on her console. “We are encased!” she cried. A moment later, the Anomaly bucked violently, toppling Bain back into his seat.

“Return fire!” Bain shouted.

“We shall be avenged!” Nortal shouted, her fingers flying across her console.

“Marsden to bridge! What the hell is going on up there?” the Anomaly’s Chief Engineer’s voice shouted over the bridge speakers.

“Can’t talk now, Marsie. We’re under attack,” Bain replied.

“Can you hurry up and kill whoever it is? We’re doing delicate work down here.”

“I’ll try my best. Bain out.” The bridge pitched hard to port as another blast slammed into the Anomaly.

“Our shields fail us!” Nortal said.

“Hit them with everything we have!”

“I am trying, but they are fast. And tiny. Oh so tiny.”

“Tiny? What the devil is out there?”

“It is a shuttle…of DOOM!”

“A shuttle?” Vioxx said. The bridge lighting flickered from the force of another impact. “Some shuttle.”

“Reginald Bain does not get his arse kicked by a shuttle,” Bain said.

“First time for everything,” Remax said.

“Is there any cover around here? Anything?”

“The Hobus star doesn’t have any planetary bodies circling it, and right now said star is a black hole. I wouldn’t get us too close,” Remax said.

“Zantak, to the black hole,” Bain ordered. The bridge shuddered again as another hit slammed into the Anomaly’s ventral side.

“I said DON’T go there,” Remax said as Zantak spun the Anomaly around. “You don’t honestly think you’re going to trick them into flying into the black hole?”



Lornstrum watched the Anomaly dart off toward the newly-formed Hobus black hole and chuckled to herself. Did Bain honestly thing that she was going to fly into a black hole? Her shuttle would be on top of the Anomaly and pounding away before the larger ship made it anywhere near the black hole’s event horizon. She increased her speed, closing the gap between her shuttle and the Anomaly in seconds. Before her hand could touch the firing control, she was blinded by a fiery glow in front of her. The Anomaly had abruptly stopped and was somehow projecting what appeared a small section of a star directly in front of her.

Panicked, she tried to alter course, but it was too late. The 29th Century shuttle slipped through the dimensional gateway directly into another universe, where the Hobus ultranova was very much in progress and more than happy to completely engulf the incoming vessel.



“Good show, Marsden. Cabral. Discontinue the gateway,” Bain said, settling back into his command chair. He glanced over at Remax, “Did that answer your question, Sub-Commander?”

“Consider it withdrawn,” Remax said.

“Zantak, resume intercept course with the mining ship,” Bain ordered.

“Does that mean we’re done with the bumps now?” Marsden asked over the comm.

“I certainly hope so,” Bain replied. “What’s your status?”

“We are ready,” Cabral’s voice said.

Bain couldn’t help but notice the strain in it. “Are you okay, old boy?”

“I will survive,” Cabral said.

“One more to go,” Bain said. “Then we’re done…I hope.”

“As do I,” Cabral said.

“What about Doctor Kasyov?” Bain asked.

“Still here,” Kasyov’s voice said.

“We’re working on that, Kassie.”

“I know. Nooney is currently…flittering around my body and squealing. Lots of squealing”

“I’m sure he has a good reason for it,” Bain said.

“He’s mentally unbalanced?”

“Just keep your chin up there, Kasyov…not that you have a chin at the moment. But soon I’m sure Marsden and Nooney will have you back to your old self, complete with a chin that you can keep up. Bridge out.”

“Very inspiring, sir,” Vioxx said.

“Not my best work. I’ll grant you that,” Bain said.



Romulus.

Home.

In little more than a day, Nero would return there. Return to his wife, currently ripe with child. He only hoped that he would be able to remain long enough to witness the birth of his offspring.

No. He would make certain to remain long enough. Mining could wait. The Empire would not collapse if the Narada remained in port for a few extra weeks. His men would welcome the time with their families.

Nero smiled and closed his eyes. Tonight he would dream of the many happy reunions to come.

As the miners slept, their ship carried them through a gateway into a universe not their own.

After tomorrow, none of them would ever sleep peacefully again.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 178468.2. I’m not one for a whole lot of fanfare or ceremony, but under the circumstances I thought a bit more of a production was in order. We saved a planet. A couple really, if you count Remus, which no one seems to. We quite possibly even saved the entire universe, if my Organian friends are to be believed. I don’t want a medal, but a thank you wouldn’t go amiss. Instead, we got a bright flash of light, and here we are. Right back where we belong.

“I suppose I should just be relieved to have it all over with. Cabral isn’t one to complain, but the strain was wearing on him. According to Lieutenant Marsden, during that last effort, Cabral let out an audible cry. I’ve ordered her to destroy the gateway device. I don’t care what it can do. I will not connect one of my crew to a torture device just to make life easier on me.

“I am, however, delighted to announce the return of Doctor Kasyov to the land of the bodied. Doctor Nooney says that she’ll need some time, but he expects her to be fit as the proverbial fiddle very soon…at least physically. Whether there’s any residual damage in other areas of her life remains to be seen.

“Finally, to whomever at Starfleet listens to these log entries, I imagine this one has been borderline incomprehensible. Sorry about that, but we all have our secrets.”



“Rosalyn, what an unexpected surprise,” Section Chief Gunton said.

“I doubt that,” Rosalyn replied to the man on the comm screen in Captain Bain’s quarters.

“We don’t get too many comms from your husband’s ship. Especially not ones coded with your protocols. And here I thought we had taught you a few things about subterfuge.”

“There didn’t seem to be much of a point in this instance. I wanted to clear the air.”

“Of course you do. You just expect me to say ‘All’s forgiven’ and bring you home after what you pulled? You could be deactivated for this. Permanently.”

“I could. I don’t think I will, though.”

“We could have ended any future Romulan threat before it started,” Gunton said.

“We both know that’s not true,” Rosalyn said. “I think we were both too blinded by the possibilities to consider the reality of the situation. We think we have so much power, but there’s always someone with more.”

“Did you get a visitor?” Gunton asked amused.

“I did indeed,” Rosalyn said. “Our mutual friend, Captain Lornstrum, was on me soon after I arrived in the 24th Century.”

“Yet there you stand.”

“Yes. Thanks to my husband.”

Gunton blanched. “He doesn’t know, does he? About you?”

“No. But he has seen to it that Captain Lornstrum won’t be troubling us any further. Surely that’s worth some consideration.”

“Some consideration? I wish I could give the man a medal.”

“No need. Letting me retire will be sufficient.”

“You want to what?”

“Retire,” Rosalyn said. “I think I’ve earned it. You don’t trouble me. I don’t trouble you. All’s forgiven.”

“Do you really think you’re going to be happy gardening? Watching the grandkids? That’s not who you are.”

“We’ll see. I, for one, am looking forward to spending a bit of quality time with my Reginald.”

“Is he ready for that?” Gunton asked with a grin.

“Goodbye, Oscar,” Rosalyn said.

“Rosalyn. Good luck to you. We’ll find a way to keep the Federation safe without you.”

“I’m sure you’ll be fine. Bain out.”



Kasyov couldn’t sleep, but keeping her eyes open required too much effort. So she rested, the sounds of Sickbay surrounding her.

They were soon joined by another sound. The soft hum of an antigrav unit approaching her bedside. Cabral’s hovercam.

Kasyov didn’t move, didn’t react at all, waiting to see what Cabral would do.

The hovercam remained.

She let an hour pass. Weakened as her body was, doing nothing for that amount of time was easy. Almost compulsory.

The hovercam remained.

A slight smile tugged at her lips.

Cabral evidently noticed. “I’m sorry,” his voice said through the hovercam’s speaker.

“Me too,” Kasyov whispered.

“Are you…”

“I’ll be fine. It’s better now. I think I missed me. This me.”

“I missed her, too. You should rest.”

Kasyov nodded.

The hovercam moved away. Kasyov was unconscious before it made it to the doors.



“I did a little digging on that Nero bloke,” Bain said, idly swirling the scotch in his tumbler as he sat in the Captain’s Lounge with Tovar. “Turns out he left a pregnant wife behind on Romulus. She gave birth to a boy shortly after we left.”

“Oh no. Here it comes,” Tovar said.

“What do you mean?”

“The big twist ending. We saved Romulus, and the boy grew up to be Prosak’s grandfather or Remax’s father or something.”

“Not in the slightest,” Bain said. “He opened a restaurant. Never married. Good lord, lad. Do you know what the odds are of him being related to one of our Romulan friends? Astronomical, to say the least.”

“I see your point.”

“Would have been bloody brilliant, though, wouldn’t it?”

“No.”

“Am I interrupting?” Rosalyn asked from the doorway.

“Not at all, my dear. Have a seat. Can I get you a drink?” Bain said, rising from his chair.

“Sit down, Reg. I’m quite capable of getting my own beverage.”

“No one would think otherwise.”

“No one who wanted to live,” Tovar said, drawing a chuckle from both of his adopted parents.

“So what were we discussing?” Rosalyn asked, settling into one of the armchairs.

“Romulan restauranteurs,” Tovar said.

“Fascinating.”

“Not really.”

“Then you won’t mind a change of topic. How would you two feel if I stayed aboard for a while?”

“Really?” Bain said. “That would be wonderful. But your work…”

“I’ve decided that it’s high time I dedicated myself to doing things that I actually want to do. I’ve retired.”

“Retired?” Bain exclaimed. “You’re awfully young for that!”

“Better to do it now than when I’m too old to enjoy it,” Rosalyn said.

“Hard to argue with that.”

“But I don’t want to get in your way, dear.”

“Nonsense!”

“Or yours, Tovar.”

“You know I welcome any time we can spend together. Having you here would be, as father said, wonderful.”

“I just hope you don’t find it too dull,” Bain said.

“Don’t worry. I’ll find some way to keep myself busy.”



“There. All fixed.”

“So I have my own universe to play in now?”

“Yep. Have fun.”

“Excellent! I can do whatever I want!”

“Knock yourself out.”

“Oh, I will. And it will be EPIC! Maybe I’ll destroy Vulcan.”

“Kids today.”





Right Where We Left It



Rosalyn was already up, dressed, and sitting at the dining table when Captain Reginald Bain emerged from the bedroom in the quarters he shared with his wife. The sharing was a relatively recent development, but after years, decades really, of only seeing Rosalyn on his all-too-brief leaves from Starfleet, Bain was ecstatic to have her with him on the Anomaly. As silly as it sounded after almost half a century of marriage, he felt like a newlywed again.

Bain walked up behind his wife, who was intently reading a padd, and kissed her on the top of her head. “You’re up early,” he said.

“Force of habit,” Rosalyn replied, leaning her head back and giving her husband a proper kiss on the lips. “Did you sleep well?”

“Wonderfully,” Bain said. “There’s just something about having you beside me.”

Rosalyn smiled. “Maybe we should have done this years ago.”

“Tut tut, my darling. No regrets. We’ve both had full pasts, and we’re moving into a new chapter. I wouldn’t change a thing.”

“Me either.”

“Have you eaten?” Bain asked as he stepped over to the replicator.

“Oh yes,” Rosalyn said. “I can see you’ve had a few of your favorites added to the selections.” She gestured to the centerpiece on the dining table. “And the flowers are lovely.”

“They’re passable,” Bain said. ” Still not like growing them at home, but I’ve been tinkering with the arboretum bit by bit until I get it right…or as close as I can.”

He pulled a plate out of the replicator and sat down next to his wife. “Anything interesting?” He asked, looking at the padd.

“Not really. Just looking over the news. I had a comm waiting from Sophie this morning, though.”

“Really?” Bain said after gulping down at bit of egg. “How is she?”

“Busy as ever. She wanted to see how I was settling in and make sure you were all right. Did you know she petitioned the Starfleet JAG to let her come to Breen and defend you?”

“She’s a dear,” Bain said. “I wouldn’t have wanted her to do that, though.”

“She knows. But she’s your daughter. She was going to do it anyway. Oh she wanted to know if we’d be anywhere near Vega Two in June. It’s Tyler’s high school graduation.”

“Already?” Bain asked. “I say! Seems like only yesterday he was toddling through our living room chasing after Tovar.”

“He’s almost eighteen. And Rose won’t be far behind him.”

“I’ll make sure we’re there,” Bain said. “And make sure to say something to Tovar. I’m sure he’d love to see his niece and nephew again.”

“He could invite Shelly along,” Rosalyn said.

“Hmmm?”

“Shelly. Marsden. His ladyfriend.”

“Ah. Yes. Good old Marsie. Certainly, she could come.”

“Reginald. You are aware that they are together?”

“Of course I am!” Bain said. “I’m the one who told you!”

“Yes, but you don’t seem to have digested how serious their relationship is.”

“The only thing I’m digesting right now is my breakfast, my dear.”

“It’s just something you may want to keep in mind.”

“Rosalyn, I assure you that I have and I do. But this isn’t the Academy, dear. We’re in the thick of things out here, and Tovar and Marsden are both officers under my command. I cannot, and I will not let their relationship affect the way I do my job. Just as I trust it won’t affect the way they do theirs.”

“I see,” Rosalyn replied. She patted Bain on the arm. “You’re sweet.”

“Excuse me?”

“You love them both and don’t want either of them to get hurt. But there’s nothing you can do, so you’re keeping a professional distance.”

“Where did you get that from?”

“Fifty years of loving Reginald Bain,” Rosalyn said, giving her husband another kiss.

“You’re a wonder, my dear. Do you know that?”

Rosalyn grinned. “I have some idea.”



“Thank you for coming with me,” Lieutenant Shelly Marsden said, squeezing Lieutenant Commander Tovar’s hand a bit more tightly. “I know this isn’t exactly your idea of a good time.”

“Whatever would give you that idea?” Tovar asked.

“Does hiding in the arboretum ring any bells?”

“I told you that story, did I? Of course it didn’t matter. He found me anyway.”

“He’s a bit scary that way,” Marsden said as they approached the doors to their destination.

“And in many others. But I would not allow you to go through this alone,” Tovar replied. With one last reassuring glance at each other, they stepped through the entrance to sickbay, where they were met by an excited cry from the Anomaly’s Chief Medical Officer, Dr. Fred Nooney.

“Yay! You’re right on time!” Nooney said, rushing up to Marsden. “You wouldn’t believe how rarely that happens.”

“You’re kidding,” Marsden said flatly.

“These physicals are only once a year. You’d think people could show up when they’re scheduled.” Nooney looked over at Tovar. “Did you need help, too?”

“I am also here for my physical. I…came early.”

“Now THAT’S being responsible!” Nooney said. “Nurse! Nurse Ih’vik!”

The Anomaly’s Andorian nurse stalked out of a back room. “What?” she demanded. “I was eating my lunch!” The large chunk of grayish-blue…something at the corner of her mouth made that much apparent.

“Can you perform a physical on Mister Tovar for me please? I’d hate to keep him waiting while I see to Lieutenant Marsden here.”

“My lunch is waiting,” Ih’vik groused. “Approach, Yynsian!”

Tovar looked to Marsden again. They had discussed the possibility that Nooney might call on Ih’vik, but they did not count on her being in a bad mood (which was admittedly foolish of them considering that she was Andorian, after all). Even so, an angry Ih’vik was still preferable to Nooney. “I would prefer…Doctor Nooney,” Tovar said, uttering what was perhaps the biggest lie he’d ever told in his life.

“It doesn’t matter to me,” Ih’vik said. “Human!” she called, pointing at Marsden. Marsden brushed past Tovar, whispering “I owe you” as she went where she was summoned.

Indeed she did, Tovar thought, following Nooney over to a biobed. Not that he was doing this to get into her debt. He was willing to face Nooney just to make sure that Marsden did not have to. To an outsider, it all probably seemed kind of silly, but then an outsider wouldn’t know about Fred Nooney or his idea of a physical. For Tovar, making this sacrifice was nothing short of a extreme show of his love for Marsden.

“Okay!” Nooney said, clapping his hands together as they arrived at the biobed. “Strip for me!”



Two hours later, it was all over but the trauma. That would linger for a bit.

“You sure you don’t want your lollipop?” Marsden asked.

Tovar shook his head with a shudder. “No, thank you,” he said.

Marsden wrapped her arm around Tovar’s waist. “I love you. You know that?”

“I love you, too. Very much.”

“I know,” Marsden said, putting her head on his shoulder. “Somebody’s got a big thank you coming.”

“No thanks are necessary,” Tovar said. “Not that I would turn it down.”

“I didn’t think you would,” Marsden said. “You hungry?”

“After Nooney?”

“Right. Never mind.”

“I will go with you if you’re hungry, though.”

“I’ve pretty much got you following me everywhere, huh?” Marsden said with a chuckle.

“I do seem to find you irresistible.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“Far far from it,” Tovar replied.

They soon arrived in the Anomaly’s holographic mess hall and immediately wished they’d brought sunglasses. A faux sun blazed down with all too real warmth onto a white sand beach. The only sign of food was a small snack shack, beyond which was a jungle of palm trees.

“Ooookay,” Marsden said perusing the very limited menu which consisted of hot dogs, nachos, and sodas. “Is the holochef feeling lazy?”

“Special request, mon,” the dreadlocked occupant of the snack shack said.

“I didn’t realize requests were accepted,” Tovar said.

“SPECIAL request,” the shack clerk repeated, pointing toward the shoreline were a lone woman lay stretched out on a beach towel sunbathing in a white bikini.

“Ah,” Tovar said, recognizing Dr. Natalia Kasyov. Considering that until fairly recently she was the ship’s computer, it was understandable that the holochef would be willing to grant her desires.

“I’m going to…” Marsden began.

“Of course,” Tovar said. “Should I get you anything?”

“Um…one of everything, I guess.”

“Really? All three items?” Tovar replied deadpan.

Marsden shot him a grin then headed over to Kasyov.

“Nice spot,” she said, sitting down in the sand beside her friend.

“Yeah,” Kasyov said. “Lunch and a tan.”

Marsden squinted up at the sun. “You’ve got UV coming out of that thing?”

“Yes. I needed it after being hooked up to the computer for that long.”

“You look fine.”

Kasyov shook her head. “Too pale. Too many scars.”

“What scars?” Marsden asked, looking her up and down. “I don’t see a scratch on you. I don’t think Nooney would have let you out of sickbay with marks. He’s anal like that.”

Kasyov just grunted.

They sat in silence for several moments.

“How’s Cabral?” Marsden asked finally.

“Okay. Fine, actually. He’s more than ready to pretend this never happened.”

“Was it that bad?”

“You’ve never been that close to someone,” Kasyov said.

“Tovar and I are close.”

“Not like this. Cabral and I…it was like being in a permanent Vulcan mind meld. We were the same person. Every thought. Every memory.”

“Wasn’t that what you wanted?” Marsden asked.

“I was wrong. Nobody should be that close. Imagine if Tovar could suddenly see every detail of every night you ever spent with another man. And how would you like to have that information about him. Since you’d be in his mind, it would be like being him during the… Do you want to be that close to Prosak?”

Marsden winced. “Uh…no.”

“And that’s just the tip of it. Every stray thought you ever had in anger, he’d know. Every feeling you ever had. It’s…”

“Too close,” Marsden said.

“Exactly. If I didn’t get some distance, it was going to destroy us. Literally. The last thing this ship needs is a computer that can’t get along with the anti-singularity drive regulator. You wouldn’t be able to fix that mess, Shelly.”

“I’m an engineer, not a psychologist.”

“And I’m not a computer.”

“If it counts for anything, I prefer you this way,” Marsden said. “But…what was it like?”

“Running the ship? Eh, not bad. Most things were handled automatically. I didn’t have to think about it. Like how we don’t think about the blood being pumped around our body. Being able to see what was happening everywhere on the Anomaly at once took some getting used to. And learning how to block some things out. I mean, I saw everything.”

“Everything?”

“Yeah. And, may I say, good for you,” Kasyov flashing a grin at Marsden.

“I know,” Marsden said, returning the smile before glancing over at Tovar, who was seated at a picnic table near the snack shack nibbling on her nachos. “I think I got the better end of this deal.”

“Come on, Shelly. You’re beautiful.”

“I’m too short. Too stocky. Too…” She shook her head. “I’m no Prosak.”

“He slept with her once. And what’s so great about Prosak anyway?”

“That long black hair. Thin, graceful build. Nice breasts. She’s gorgeous.”

“She’s obviously not what Tovar wants.”

“I know,” Marsden said, her smile returning. “How’d that happen?”

“I don’t know. Personally I think you built a mind control device and you zap him with it every night. You can’t trust an engineer.”

“You’re terrible.”

“And you should go be with Tovar.”

“You’re okay?”

“I’m fine. Go on. Your lunch is getting cold. Thanks for coming over, though.”

“Always,” Marsden said. She gave Kasyov’s hand a squeeze then got up, brushed the sand off of her pants, and headed over to join Tovar.

“Is Natalia okay?” Tovar asked.

“Yeah. She’s good,” Marsden said. She took a bite out of her hot dog then immediately spat it back out. “Wish I could say the same for her taste in food.”



He could get very used to this, Reginald Bain thought as he rode the turbolift to the Anomaly’s bridge. Since Rosalyn had arrived on board, Bain felt more relaxed than he had…well, ever on a starship. He’d spent the day with her just enjoying her company and now he was heading up to command beta shift in an incredibly good mood. Commander Vioxx had grumbled a little bit when Bain had suggested rotating the command schedule to get Prosak off of Gamma shift and onto Alpha for a bit, while Bain rotated to Beta and Vioxx to Gamma. It only seemed fair to Bain, though. There was no reason for Prosak to always take the late night duty shift.

The turbolift slowed to a halt several decks shy of the bridge, and doors opened admitting Tovar.

“Tovar, my lad!” Bain exclaimed. “What brings you down to these parts? I thought you would be on the bridge.”

“I traded shifts with Nortal so that I could accompany Lieutenant Marsden to sickbay.”

“Sickbay?” Bain said. “Nothing serious, I hope?”

“No. Just her annual physical. I had mine as well.”

“It’s a bit early for you, isn’t it?”

“A little.”

Bain nodded. His conversation with Rosalyn at breakfast drifted back into his mind. Perhaps he had been taking the wrong tack with Tovar’s relationship with Marsden. Yes, they were officers under his command, but Tovar was still his son.

“So…is everything going well? With Marsie, I mean. I think she’s absolutely tip-top. You know that, right?”

Tovar stared at him for a moment, obviously surprised that the conversation had gone in this direction.

“Um…yes, father. I know you think very highly of her. And…we are fine.”

“Good. Good,” Bain said, rocking back and forth a bit on his heels. Now what? Damn, this was bloody awkward. “Good.”

“Yes, it is,” Tovar said.

“We should have you both round for dinner.” Oh Great Bird, why had he said that? Rosalyn would be all for it, of course, but he wouldn’t want to put Marsie in that position. Having dinner with your commanding officer could be strange enough, but add in dinner with your boyfriend’s parents? It was a terrible idea.

“Perhaps” was all Tovar said in response, though Bain was certain he was going through the same mental calculations Bain just had.

The turbolift arrived at their destination, putting an end to the discussion, and none too soon for Bain’s tastes. They stepped out onto the Anomaly’s bridge, Tovar heading over to relieve Nortal at Tac-Ops as Bain approached Prosak, who was vacating the command chair.

“Good afternoon, Captain,” the RommaVulc said flatly. She was doing better than usual today with the unemotional bit.

“Afternoon, Prosak,” Bain said, resisting the urge to give her a warm pat on the shoulder. That always seemed to break her concentration and draw a smile out of her. “Anything we should know about?”

“I was just about to comm you, actually. We just received orders from Starfleet Command diverting us to Meulopo Three.”

Bain frowned. “Meulopo?” He glanced back at Tovar, who shrugged. “Can’t say I’m familiar with that system. Where the devil is it?”

“In the Beta Quadrant near the galactic rim,” Prosak said, typing a few commands into the panel on the armrest of the First Officer’s chair and bringing a galactic map up on the main viewscreen with the Anomaly’s and Meulopo III’s locations highlighted.

“Not to question Command, but that’s a bit outside our usual stomping grounds, isn’t it?”

“Yes. A Federation deep space exploration craft sent a distress comm from that location. Even at Ultraspace speeds, the comm was three days old when it reached Starfleet.”

“So now they need the fastest ship in the fleet,” Bain said.

“That they do.”

“Right!” Bain said, clapping his hands together. “Then let’s not disappoint them. Bridge to Cabral.”

“I am here, Captain,” the Anomaly’s resident alien brain-in- a-sphere replied from his housing in Science Lab Four.

“We’ve got a rescue situation on our hands, old chum. I’m going to need all the horses you can give me.”

“I am sorry, Captain. Horses?”

“Speed, Cabral. People are in trouble and we’ve got about 85,000 light years to cross to reach them.”

“I understand. I believe I can give you Warp P for extended periods as long as Lieutenant Marsden feels the engines are up for it.”

“I’m sure she’ll keep them in line. Thank you, Cabral. Bridge out,” Bain said, turning his attention to the conn. “Zantak, lay in a course for the Meulopo system and engage at Warp P.”

“Yes, sir,” the Romulan woman at the helm replied simply, setting to her work, not that there was much work to do. She had anticipated the course and speed based on the conversation occurring behind her. It was not exactly a surprise.

The Anomaly turned gracefully under her guidance, then shot forward, vanishing in a flash as Cabral activated the anti- singularity drive.



This was the hard part.

Rosalyn Bain had worried that she would find living on a starship to be confining, but she’d been happy to discover that the Anomaly was more like a small town. The crew had all been friendly to her and seemed to see her as a welcome addition rather than an invader.

And Reginald was his usual boisterous and loving self. Admittedly she had wondered if the man she knew in their home was the same when he was commanding the Anomaly. She had heard of people who had very different personalities between their personal and professional lives. Certainly she could be accused of being one such person. But she was pleased to learn that Reginald was Reginald no matter the environment, not that she should have been surprised. Her husband had never been one to hide behind a facade. That was one of the things she loved about him and quite a refreshing switch from the circles in which she usually moved.

So her adjustment to life with Reginald on the Anomaly had been fairly smooth. The hard part was dealing with the fact that she was supposed to be retired. At only 72 she was rather young to be retired anyway, but leading a double life as a Section 31 agent had been rather trying. Still, as happy as she told herself she was to leave all of that behind, she couldn’t help feeling drawn to the comm device currently secreted in a drawer in the bedroom she shared with her husband.

She was fine for most of the day, but when Reginald was gone for his bridge shifts, Rosalyn found it difficult not to pull out the device just so she could get a sense of what was really happening in the universe. Most of the time she would try to content herself with more traditional news feeds instead, but now that the Anomaly was three days into their rescue mission deep in the Beta Quadrant and outside of the range of the broadcasts, that source of information was gone. The book she had been reading was not holding her interest, and she’d never been one for watching filmed entertainments or indulging in holopods. Her real life had been exciting enough to make such things feel ridiculous.

In a moment of weakness, she tossed the padd she was holding aside, practically leapt off of the sofa, and had made it four strides toward the bedroom before she caught herself.

No.

She knew that if she even dipped a proverbial toe back into the world of Section 31, it wouldn’t be long before she was back in it all the way. This had to be a clean break.

And she needed to find something else to do. Fast.

Heading over to the terminal on the living area’s small desk (which, conveniently, was on the opposite end of the room from the door leading into their bedroom), Rosalyn did a quick check of the ship for signs of interesting activities. Admittedly, this check involved using the unauthorized use of the internal sensors and cameras; however, the Section 31 backdoor into the systems that she used ensured that no one would notice (Okay. So maybe it wasn’t a perfectly clean break, but she was trying). Very little caught her eye until she brought up the smaller of the Anomaly’s two gymnasiums. A smile spread slowly across her face.

Now THAT looked like fun.



Ten minutes later, Rosalyn passed through the doors to Gym-B to find that the game was still in progress.

“Prozi!” Centurion Nortal cried, slamming a dark blue ball into one of a pair of long silver cylinders just wider than said ball which were mounted to the deck and standing about half her height.

“Check again,” Sub-Commander Remax huffed from the opposite side of the gym where another pair of cylinders stood. In his hands was an identical blue ball.

“Betrayal!” Nortal screamed.

“That’s the way the game goes.”

“No. I am the betrayer! I knew you would turn on me and switch the ball, so I switched them before you made the switch. You gave me the Game Ball back! I say again, Prozi!”

Remax’s eyes darted down to the ball in his hands. He turned it until a small red dot came into view.

“Son of a n’val!”

“Could we get back to the game here?” Commander Vioxx said.

“I don’t want to be on her team anymore,” Remax said.

“You haven’t been on it yet!” Nortal retorted.

Vioxx exchanged a look with his teammate, Zantak, who shook her head and rolled her eyes.

“Room for a fifth?” Rosalyn asked, taking a few steps more steps into the room. The four Romulans all whipped around toward her.

“Mrs. Bain,” Vioxx said, recovering first. “This is…a surprise.”

“I could have commed first, I suppose, but I didn’t want to interrupt.”

“Ah. Well…please don’t take this the wrong way, but juoni ball is a rather fast-paced game.”

“And you don’t know the rules,” Remax added, obviously less concerned about how Rosalyn took what he said. “We’re here to relax, not train the elderly.”

“I believe you are a fair amount older than I am,” Rosalyn said.

“I’m not a human.”

“Very well. If you feel so strongly about it, I will assist Commander Vioxx and Sub-Lieutenant Zantak.”

“By all means,” Remax replied with a smirk. He slammed the Deception Sphere into the cylinder closest to him and called for the computer to reset the game. The activation of a transporter was audible as the two orbs were shuffled around the cylinders. Shortly thereafter, the balls were shot into the air. All five players went into motion. Rosalyn leapt in front of Remax, intercepting the ball heading his way, then landed nimbly, tossing the ball over her shoulder to Vioxx as she did so. Vioxx almost didn’t recover in time to catch the ball, amazed as he was at Rosalyn’s speed and agility. One pass down, eight to go. He looked for Zantak, who was currently pursuing Nortal across the court. The Centurion was rapidly spinning the ball she held around to see whether it was the Game Ball or the Deception Sphere.

Vioxx saw Rosalyn moving in as well. “Zantak!” he shouted, drawing both the Sub-Lieutenant’s and Nortal’s attention. In the moment of distraction, Rosalyn slapped the ball in Nortal’s hands upwards, sending it flying into the air, as Zantak changed direction and moved to receive a throw from Vioxx. Nortal hesitated for a moment, unsure of which of the two balls to go for, and ended up too late for either of them as Rosalyn snagged one ball out of the air as Zantak caught the other.

“Sanlerak!” Rosalyn called, rushing toward Vioxx as Zantak did the same.

“By Jenechai, she knows the Sanlerak Strategem!” Nortal exclaimed as Rosalyn, Vioxx, and Zantak got into a close triangular formation and quickly passed the two balls between themselves to get in the requisite nine passes before scoring could occur.

“No? Really?” Remax shot back angrily. “Get in there!”

If juoni ball were a traditional team sport, events from here would be fairly straightforward for Vioxx, Rosalyn, and Zantak. They would complete the passes, identify which ball was the Game Ball, then the one who ended up with the game ball after the ninth pass would rush over to the nearest cylinder and score. If they were really coordinated, whoever had the Deception Sphere would race off first as a decoy or possibly second, since the other team might believe that the first one to leave with a ball was actually a decoy and wait for the second one, in which case the best strategy would actually be to leave the decoy behind. Okay, so maybe it’s not that straightforward.

Juoni ball is not a traditional team sport, though. Yes, the players are on teams, but it has an individual winner. The 100 points for putting the Game Ball in a cylinder, known as the Prozi, go to the player who puts the ball in the cylinder. The remainder of the team are given 20 points each, so there is value to the effort. But the real goal is to be the one who scores. This can lead to a great deal of in-fighting on teams as players struggle to determine which is the real ball (the red dot is seriously small) and make sure that they are the ones to place the Game Ball in the scoring cylinder.

A great deal of cunning and strategy (not to mention a little luck) is required in this phase as the team’s players maneuver amongst themselves with the knowledge that the other team is waiting to strike at the first opportunity.

With the nine passes completed, Vioxx and Zantak were ready to move to the next phase of the game. Sizing up the situation, they…

…suddenly found themselves one ball short as Rosalyn snatched one orb out of Zantak’s hands and dashed to the nearest cylinder, neatly dodging Remax in the process.

“Prozi,” she said simply.

Vioxx turned the ball he was left holding around in his hands until he spotted the tiny red dot. “How did you know?” he gaped.

“I didn’t,” Rosalyn said. “But it was a fifty-fifty shot.”

“But…but…” Vioxx stammered.

Remax shook his head. “See? This is why you don’t play with humans.”

“You were unable to stop her!” Nortal said. “You are old and slow!”

“Now now, everyone. I didn’t come here to cause a fight,” Rosalyn said.

“A fight? By Jenechai, NO!” Nortal cried. “There will be no fight here today. Only slaughter, for in this next round, you will play by my side, and together we will crush all who oppose us!”

“Okay, dear. If you say so.”

“Fine. I’m sure three Romulans will be able to handle the powerhouse team of the insane and the infirm,” Remax said. Vioxx just groaned. “What’s your problem?” Remax demanded.

“We wanted to keep the human,” Vioxx said as Zantak nodded in agreement.

“You two are a disgrace. Do you know that?” Remax said. “Let’s just play.”

And lo, the slaughter Nortal foretold came to pass.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 178543.4. After a rather uneventful rescue mission, we are returning to Federation space with the thirty-five-person crew of the lost Deep Space Exploration Craft Perseus. The vessel, which was in its fourteenth year of its mission, was severely damaged by what the ship’s captain insists was a giant space monster, which forced them to land on Meulopo Three, a barely habitable bog of a world. In order to give Cabral a chance to rest up for the journey home, we wandered about for a bit looking for this monster, but saw neither hide nor hair of the bugger. I have to admit I was disappointed, but it will be something for future missions to this region to keep an eye out for…if it exists. Mister Tovar and Sub-Commander Remax both maintain a healthy skepticism and chalk up the damage to the Perseus to other causes.

“Between the damage it had suffered and several days of exposure to the environment of Meulopo Three, the Perseus was a total loss. After retrieving the ship’s computer core and crew, we initiated standard Starfleet self-destruct protocols to ensure that none of our technology would fall in to the hands of anyone who happened this way. So, with the matter resolved, we are now transporting the crew of the Perseus to Waystation Prime.”



Bain switched off the log recorder and tucked it into the holder on the side of his command chair. He knew that having an actual log recorder he could hold was a beyond-antiquated notion, but he still liked the feeling of keeping a log book (even if the book in this case was really just an audio recording mechanism and storage device) rather than just hitting a button on his armrest. Also, a log recorder had come in fairly handy during his last run-in with the Kirk hologram, giving the devices something of a valued place in his heart. You just never knew when some older technology would come in handy.

With his logging duties complete, Bain settled back into his command chair and watched the stars streak by. Actually, at the speed they were going, the stars barely had time to be seen as streaks before the Anomaly was past them.

“Doesn’t make for much of a view, eh, Old Chum?” Bain observed, turning his chair back to Tovar, who was seated at the Tac-Ops console.

“I’m sorry?” Tovar replied, looking up from his readouts.

“Not much of a view.”

“No, it is not,” Tovar said. “The last couple of days of it have been fairly monotonous.”

“You could be elsewhere,” Bain said. “Go spend some time with…”

“These speeds are putting a great deal of strain on the engines, requiring constant vigilance by the Chief Engineer,” Tovar interrupted, not willing to discuss his personal life on the bridge.

“Right. Of course,” Bain said. Piss poor timing, Reginald. Piss poor. Again Bain asked himself why he’d decided to meddle in the first place. He’d been more than happy to ignore Tovar’s various dalliances before. But he knew why. Because Rosalyn would want to know what was going on with their son, and he wanted to be able to tell her.

Bain was more than grateful for the distraction as Dr. Kasyov stepped out of the turbolift onto the bridge.

“Kassie!” Bain exclaimed, leaping from his seat. “Welcome back! It’s wonderful to see you up and about. You’re well, I trust?”

“Fairly,” Kasyov replied, taking her post at the science console on the bridge’s port side. “I wanted to get back into the swing of things before we returned to Federation space and had another mission assigned to us.”

“Well, you won’t have much time. We’re closing in rapidly on Waystation Prime.”

“ETA approximately one-half hour,” Kasyov said, reading her console display.

“Yes…well…I’ll leave you to it,” Bain said, returning to his command chair. “Steady on there, Zantak.”

The Romulan officer at the helm, looked back at Bain briefly. It wasn’t so much an acknowledgment of his statement as visual scolding for making the remark in the first place.

The bridge settled into a state of quiet again, which lasted until…

KAAARRRRRRRROOOOOOOOOOOOOOOMMMMM!

The Anomaly suddenly lurched forward, the inertial dampeners unable to respond in time to prevent the bridge crew from tumbling from their seats (and in Tovar and Zantak’s cases, over their consoles) toward the viewscreen. The lights flickered rapidly, flared brightly for a moment, then went out altogether, plunging the room into darkness until the emergency lights activated, bathing the bridge in a dim hazy glow as smoke seeping out of the helm console wafted into the air.

“BLOODY HELL!” Bain shouted, climbing back to his feet. “Kasyov, what…”

But Kasyov was already on the run. With a cry of “Cabral!”, she raced behind the Tac-Ops console, threw open the jefferies tube hatch hidden there, and dove in.

Bain exchanged a glance with Tovar. “Right she is,” he said finally. “Better that she checks on Cabral. What can you tell me?”

Tovar returned to his console. “Very little. External sensors are down. Internal readings are limited.”

“Intruders?”

“None that I can detect. However, main power is offline. Life support is on emergency reserves. Comms are down as well.”

“We’ll have to go pip-to-pip for now,” Bain said, punching his commpip. With the Anomaly’s comm system down, there would be no way to direct a message to a particular person. Messages would go to every pip within range. Unfortunately, that meant that if there was a ship out there that had done this to them, there was a good chance they would be able to receive the signal as well. Bain didn’t see a way around that risk, though. They were pretty much dead in space as it was. If there was an attacker out there (which Bain highly doubted, since there hadn’t been a follow-up attack or a boarding), having their comm chatter spied upon was the least of Bain’s worries.

“Now let’s find out what the devil just happened.”



Down in Engineering, Marsden was wondering much the same thing, just with a bit less of the “what the devil” part. Figuring it out would have to wait for a few minutes, though. There was the small matter of preventing the ship from exploding to deal with first.

“It’s surging again!” Lieutenant Devix shouted from the main engineering status board above the din of multiple alarm klaxons.

“Lock it down!” Marsden called back. “Emergency containment procedures! Sever all connections to the singularity.”

“The board isn’t responding!”

“Dammit!” Marsden raced over to the singularity containment chamber, the structure of which was humming and groaning ominously. If the chamber were to give way…

No. No sense thinking about that. If the chamber gave way, she wouldn’t be around to know it, and neither would the rest of the Anomaly.

Marsden dove, sliding along the engineering deck for the last couple of feet to the panel underneath the singularity chamber. Ripping it off, she grabbed the handle for the manual initiation of emergency containment. As long as the power cell connected to the handle had not been damaged, one pull would…

She yanked.

Even more alarms blared as multiple layers of shielding dropped into place around the singularity core, severing all of its connections to the Anomaly’s systems.. Gradually, the klaxons died away as the singularity was encased inside several sheets of solid metal.

“Bridge to Marsden,” her pip, as well as everyone else’s in engineering, barked.

“Marsden here, Captain,” Marsden replied, getting back to her feet.

“Are you all right down there? I’ve been comming for ages!” Bain said.

“Sorry, sir. It was a bit noisy. But I’m happy to report that we are not going to explode.”

“Er…capital! Capital! Good show, Marsie. What’s our status? Give it to me straight.”

“Completely fragged, sir,” Marsden said.

“Ah. Not the news I was hoping for, but not exactly unexpected.”

“What happened, sir?”

“Haven’t the foggiest. We’ll have to deal with ourselves first then worry about who, if anyone, is out there.”

“I’m out here!” a voice chimed in.

“Who is that?” Bain demanded.

“It’s me! Fred! Fred Nooney!”

“You are not who I meant, Doctor,” Bain said.

“But I’m out here!”

“No. You’re in here. We don’t know if anyone’s out there…unless you’ve taken a nip outside to have a look. You’re not outside, are you, Nooney?”

Nooney giggled. “No! I’m in Sickbay under my desk. Is it safe to come out yet?”

“NO!” a voice that was unmistakably Nurse Ih’vik’s bellowed.

“Stay there, Doctor,” Bain said. “Now, Marsie, how are we?”

“Cabral’s okay!” Dr. Kasyov’s voice announced.

“So am I!”

“Me too!”

“I scraped my elbow!”

“AHEM!” Bain cleared his throat loudly. “I am, of course, very pleased that we have all come through this relatively unharmed, but I am trying to see to the ship. Now, Marsie?”

“Lynn? Can you hear me, dear? Would you check to see what the holochef is fixing tonight before you come home?”

“ARE YOU QUITE FINISHED?” Bain snapped.

“Sorry.”

“Marsden?” Bain prompted.

“Yes, sir,” Marsden said. “We’ve had to lock down the singularity. It’s contained for now, but if we get too many more jolts, we may have to eject it.”

“We’ll have to make due with standard warp, then.”

“Unfortunately, no. Whatever happened to us shattered the dilithium crystals in the intermix chamber. They’re literally dust. My people are checking the shuttle and raceabout cores to see if they can salvage anything from there. Until then, we’re operating on polaron drives only, and that will be minimal, since we’re going to need to use the polaron core to power essential systems, including life-support if we can’t get enough dilithium scraped up to regulate the matter-anti-matter reaction in the intermix chamber before the emergency power cells are drained.”

“Understood,” Bain said. “Well, ladies and gentlemen, since we have not been blown up or boarded, I think we can say with relative certainty that we’re alone out here. Now Reginald Bain has never been one to cry for help, but in this particular instance, I believe that a call to the cavalry is warranted.”

“The comm system is down,” Marsden said.

“Yes, I’m aware of that, Marsie. But we are fairly close to Waystation Prime. Commander Vioxx, are you listening in?”

“Whether I want to or not,” Vioxx’s voice replied.

“Good show. As you’ve heard, Marsie needs our shuttles and raceabouts, so I want you, Sub-Commander Remax, and Centurion Nortal to take the Allegra to Waystation Prime. Tell them we need a tow.”

“With all due respect, Captain, I know we’re allies, but we might get help a bit faster if someone not Romulan who is actually in Starfleet is with us,” Vioxx said.

“A fair point. Rosalyn…”

“Absolutely not, dear,” Rosalyn Bain’s voice said. “I’m not Starfleet.”

“You teach at the Academy. That’s close enough.”

“You can’t order me around, Reginald. I am remaining here with you.”

“Darling…”

“There’s no sense being gallant. I will not be persuaded to go.”

“I’ll go!” several dozen voices chimed in.

“Brazzell! You’re going,” Bain ordered.

“Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell’s voice replied. “I will commence sterilizing the Allegra immediately.”

“Our ship is clean!” Sub-Commander Remax shouted.

“Says you!”

“Get going! All of you,” Bain said. “Brazzell, you can clean en route!”

The Mezzakkan sighed. “Yes, sir.”

“Excellent! Bain out.”

“Lynn? About the holochef…”

“He’s offline, you nimrod!” Marsden’s snapped.

“Oh…so what’s for dinner?”

“You if you don’t get off this line!”



As the Anomaly’s engineers scoured the Starfleet runabouts and shuttles for dilithium and worked to connect conduits up the polaron core to provide power to the crippled ship, Marsden herself rigged the ship’s docking bay doors with enough powerpacks yanked from tricorders and padds connected in series to get them to open for the Allegra.

After giving the Romulan scout ship’s helm a good scrubbing and disinfecting, Brazzell lifted the craft gently up from the deck and steered it out into space beyond.

“Give us a heading,” Commander Vioxx said, turning in the Allegra’s command chair toward Sub-Commander Remax seated at the science console.

“Working on it,” Remax said, checking his readouts. “This isn’t exactly our usual territory, you know.”

“And? Are you telling me this ship only has star charts for inside the Empire?”

“Of course not!” Remax shot back. “Romulan ships and probes have mapped most of this galaxy. And what we don’t have, the Federation does.”

“Great. So which way to Waystation Prime?”

“I’m working on it!”

Centurion Nortal smacked her hand down on the tactical console in front of her. “By Jenechai, you shall work faster before I light the flames of…”

“No one’s lighting anything,” Vioxx said, cutting her off.

“I have some very fresh incense,” Brazzell said, reaching for a pouch in his ever-present cleaning supplies utility belt.

“No lighting!”

“Hmmm,” Remax said.

“What? What do you want to light?”

“Wrong ‘hmmm.’”

“Dare I hope that this ‘hmmm’ has something to do with finding us a course?” Vioxx asked.

“It does…but not in a good way.”

“You’re lost.”

“WE’RE lost,” Remax corrected.

“You can’t find Waystation Prime?”

“The computer cannot find Waystation Prime. Of course, I’m a little more concerned that it can’t find us either.”

“Huh?”

“The computer has no idea where we are. It cannot get a fix on our location.”

“Oh no. No no no. What did Bain do?” Vioxx shouted.

“Commander, sensor contacts approach!” Nortal announced.

“What kind of contacts? Ships? How many?”

“Eight! Though we are tiny compared to their bulk, we must gird our loins for battle.”

“My loins aren’t going anywhere near a battle,” Remax said. “Get us out of here.”

“But the Anomaly…” Brazzell protested.

“Is a sitting barug,” Remax said. “We aren’t going to help matters by getting shot up, too.”

“We can at least warn them?”

“How? Their comm relay is down. We need to go!”

“Remax is right,” Vioxx said. “Take us away.”

“Where to?” Brazzell asked.

“Whatever direction those ships are coming from, go the exact opposite,” Vioxx said. “Maximum warp.”

“Aye, sir,” Brazzell said, shaking his head as he obeyed the command and sent the Allegra into warp, hoping all the while that whomever was heading toward the Anomaly would spare his cabin. He’d just gotten the place cleaned..



“I feel bloody useless up here,” Bain said, pacing the bridge in front of his command chair.

“If it is any consolation, I am doing equally little,” Tovar replied.

“I should be in engineering lending a hand.”

“You know how Lieutenant Marsden feels about that, sir. You are to remain thirty feet away from engineering during all crises.”

“It was one bit of rewiring.”

“We fired a torpedo every time a replicator activated. The lunch rush alone took out half of McKinley Station.”

“I know, lad. To be honest, I’m better at removing wires than connecting them.”

“You do bring destruction to an art form at times.”

“It’s in the genes,” Bain said. “Anything yet?”

“Console readings are still quite limited.”

“Bugger!” His gaze fell on Sub-Lieutenant Zantak. “At least one of us doesn’t mind the inactivity.” The Romulan woman was dozing, her hands steepled in front of her as a soft snore emanated from her half-open lips.

Bain resumed his pacing. “Right. Engineering’s out, but maybe we could…”

He was knocked to the deck by a sudden jolt. “Bloody hell! What now?”

“I don’t know,” Tovar said, picking himself back up as Zantak, who had been rudely thrown from her chair and out of her nap, did the same.

“We’re moving!” Bain exclaimed.

“Are you sure? I don’t feel…”

But Bain was already on the move, forcing the doors to the ready room…or what would have been his ready room if Bain wanted one. For a while, it had served as Commander Prosak’s quarters. Currently, though, it was an office shared by Prosak and Commander Vioxx. Bain was more interested in one of the room’s other features: the window. An unmistakable glow was cascading in from outside.

“Tractor beams!” Bain said, rushing over to the window and craning his neck to try to get a look at… “Blast! I can’t see whoever these blighters are.”

“Could Waystation Prime have sent help already?” Tovar asked.

“I think they would have beamed aboard first to let us know, my boy,” Bain said. “No. We’re in somebody else’s clutches here, and until we can get our systems back online, we have no choice but to go along for the ride.” The captain smiled slightly. “Of course, that doesn’t mean that we’re going to sit on our bums and do nothing. Distribute phasers to the crew. If these bastards try to come aboard once they get us to wherever we’re headed, we’ll give them a what for they won’t soon forget!”



What had started out as a “hmmm” had steadily advanced toward more of a “grrrr” as the Allegra made its way toward…well, the crew didn’t know really, which was the source of Remax’s growing frustration. After a particularly loud grunt, Remax spun around to face his commanding officer.

“There’s nothing out there.”

“What do you mean? You said a minute ago that you detected at least nine star systems,” Commander Vioxx replied.

“Well, you can make that at most too. We’ve got nine stars, seven of which have solar systems. Beyond that there’s nothing.”

“For how far?”

“You’re not getting it. There is nothing. I can’t get a reading. Look at the damn viewscreen? Do you see a distant starfield out there?”

Now that Remax mentioned it, space did seem rather…black.

“Where are we?” Vioxx said softly.

“I already told you, I don’t know!” Remax snapped.

“It was a rhetorical question. But this doesn’t make any sense. We can’t be nowhere.”

Remax grunted again. “Of course we’re not nowhere. It’s like we’re inside a jamming field, except in this case, everything inside the field is perfectly visible, but everything outside is obscured. We just need to find the extent of its range. Then we’ll be able to get a fix on where we are.”

“If you say so,” Vioxx replied.

“What do you mean, ‘if you say so’? Do you have any better ideas?”

“No. Not particularly.”

“Then shut up and fly. If you haven’t noticed, we’ve got the better end of this deal. The Anomaly could be debris by now.”

“Hey!” Lieutenant Brazzell protested.

Remax ignored him. “And we also didn’t have to bring Bain’s wife along, which is a big plus.”

“What’s wrong with Mrs. Bain?” Brazzell said. “She a sweet lady. Very neat.”

“Frankly, and if you ever repeat this I’ll shove that spray can of yours so far up your ass you can clean and disinfect your own colon, she gives me the creeps.”

Vioxx laughed. “That old lady? That old HUMAN lady?”

“You saw her play juoni ball.”

“She and I created a force unlike any the universe has ever known!” Nortal exclaimed. “Our combined might laid waste to your pathetic attempts at resistance! Your efforts to score were futile! OUR VICTORY WAS AT HAND!!!”

“Err…yes. That’s kind of my point,” Remax said. “It was just…wrong.”

“No. You’re a sore loser,” Vioxx said.

“Mark my words, Vioxx. That woman is dangerous!”

“Next time she bakes an apple pie, I’ll watch for the explosives.”

“She bakes pie as well? The woman is a goddess!” Nortal cried.

Remax shook his head. “You just wait.”

“For pie?”

“It’s official. When she kills you both, I’m going to laugh. A lot.”



The Anomaly’s bridge was useless at the moment, but Captain Bain was not about to leave it undefended. While Tovar descended into the ship and supervised the distribution of phaser rifles, Bain remained on the bridge…well, in the no-longer-a-ready room really, keeping watch for some glimpse at whomever was towing his ship. From the glow of multiple tractor beams holding his ship, he had been able to determine that more than one craft was involved. That complicated matters. He had great faith in his crew, but superior numbers would be tough to overcome, even on their own turf.

Tovar rejoined him some time later. No sooner had the Yynsian arrived than the Anomaly and its escorts dropped out of warp inside a solar system.

“This may very well be it, lad,” Bain said as the Anomaly was pulled into orbit over a beautiful blue-green world. “At least we’ll have a nice view as we go.” He checked the setting on his rifle. “Posts.”

Bain and Tovar rushed back onto the bridge proper and took up defensive stations behind the Tac-Ops console. From its position at the rear of the bridge, Bain and Tovar would be able to defend the entire room while enjoying the protection of the console’s housing.

“This is Bain,” the captain said, pinching his commpip. “The hordes may be descending on us soon. Steady, everyone. Keep to your cover and give them no quarter. I’ll be buying the survivors drinks when this is all over. Bain out.” He pinched his pip again, closing the channel.

“Survivors?” Tovar said.

“Too grim?” Bain replied.

“Perhaps.”

“Blast. These inspiring speeches can be dodgy things, Tovar.” He clapped his hand on his adopted son’s shoulder. “I’m just glad that I’ll have you by my side during this.”

“We both are,” a quite familiar feminine voice said from behind them. Rosalyn Bain, phaser rifled crooked under her arm, was hoisting herself up into the bridge from the jefferies tube hatch behind Bain and Tovar.

“Dearest!” Bain exclaimed. “You shouldn’t be here!”

“And why not?” Rosalyn demanded taking up a position on the other side of Tovar. “If my husband and son are about to go into battle, I have every right to be there with them.”

“Yes, but…” Bain trailed off. In truth, he didn’t have anything to go after his “but.” If he was honest with himself, he got a little bit of a thrill seeing his wife of so many years, rifle in hand, ready to take on the universe.

“Right! This will be a family affair!” he said. “Let’s give them…”

“…a good what for,” Rosalyn said grinning. “Yes, we know, dear.”

“Grown predictable have I?”

“Wonderfully consistent, my love,” Rosalyn replied.

“Mum. Dad. Please,” Tovar said.

“Sorry, son. You’ll just have to accept that your mum and I are still rather love struck,” Bain said.

“The invaders are arriving,” Tovar said, trying to keep the relief out of his voice as five transporter beams coalesced in the center of the bridge. The Bains and Tovar opened fire as soon as the transport was complete, dropping two of the unwelcome newcomers in an instant.

“Sorry, mum,” Tovar said. “I didn’t know you’d selected the same target I had.”

“No trouble, dearie.”

The three remaining aliens were a blur of motion, diving for cover behind the conn and the command chair. Bain and Tovar laid down a volley of suppression fire as Rosalyn waited patiently for one of the invaders to show himself. All three were tense, waiting for the return of weapons fire.

It wasn’t coming.

There was, however, a lot of shouting going on.

Bain exchanged a glance with Tovar. “Hold your fire a tic,” he said. The phaser rifles fell silent, allowing them to hear.

“Woah! WOAH! Stop! Captain! STOP! PLEASE! THANK YOU!” The being hiding in front of the command chair got to his feet.

“Bloody hell!” Bain shouted.

“He’s been saying that a lot today,” Tovar whispered to Rosalyn.

“I can see why,” Rosalyn said, stunned at the sight of the being in front of her. He was white. Very white. Paler than should have been possible with a full head of midnight blue hair.

“You’re a bloody Multek!” Bain said.

“I will be if you don’t stop trying to kill me,” the Multek replied.

Tovar’s phaser rifle hit the floor. He stared blankly ahead of them. “But they… They…”

“It’s okay, dear,” Rosalyn said, putting her own weapon down and putting her arms around Tovar.

Multeks. Twenty years earlier they had vanished. Completely. Planets and everything. And they’d taken Tovar’s parents, who were vacationing in the Multek Enclave at the time, with them. Tovar had been left in a Starfleet Scouts camp on Waystation Prime. If Reginald Bain hadn’t been volunteering as a camp counselor… Tovar didn’t know what would have happened. But now he was looking at a Multek and possibly answers about his parents. The prospect was overwhelming. His mind reeled and instinctively his consciousness fled deep into the swirling maelstrom of the past lives sharing his life force.

“I must cook for them!” Tovar cried.

“Not now, Toflay,” Rosalyn said. “Get Tovar back here.”

“Safe!” the referee or umpire or whatever he was shouted.

“He’ll be safe out here, too.”

“Mum?” Tovar said softly.

“I’m here. We both are.”

“No…Mum. My real mum. And Dad, too. Does he know where they are?”

“We’ll ask him,” Rosalyn said.

“What the devil is going on here?” Bain said, striding out from behind the console. “You lot vanish for two decades then show back up and blast the hell out of my ship!”

“We did not attack you, Captain. Actually, your appearance is a big surprise to us.”

“Bollocks!”

The Multek’s eyes widened in shock. “How did you know my name?”

“What?” Bain said.

“I am Bollux, Captain of the Goobly.”

“Oh. I…see. Reginald Bain. Captain of the USS Anomaly,” Bain said, grabbing the Multek’s hand and shaking it firmly. “Now how about telling us what all this is about.”

“Our Frequoq would like to do just that. Once we detected your arrival in our space, she sent us out to meet you and bring you back to Multos. She is waiting below if you’d like to transport down with me.”

“Try and stop me,” Bain said.

“Captain!” Tovar said, coming back to himself. “I would like to accompany you.”

Bain hesitated a moment. Taking his Chief of Security with him would be a matter of course in normal circumstances, but these circumstances were far from normal. There were bigger issues to consider than Tovar’s lost parents. They had to stay focused on the Anomaly and it’s crew. They…

Dammit to hell! This was Tovar. If the answers the boy had waited for over half his life to get were this close, Bain was not about to stand in his way.

“Right you are,” Bain said, waving him over. “Rosalyn, be a dear and tell Commander Prosak to have the crew stand down from red alert and that she has the conn.”

“Of course, darling,” Rosalyn said with a nod. For a brief moment, she had thought of asking to go along as well. She wanted to be there for Tovar certainly, but being this close to a possible explanation for the Multeks’ disappearance, a mystery that had confounded even Section 31, was incredibly tantalizing. But that would never do. She was a civilian now, and this was Starfleet’s affair. Reginald and Tovar could handle things. And if something were to happen, she may very well have the best chance to assist them from the Anomaly…assuming, of course, that Shelly Marsden was able to get some systems up and running. “Hurry back.”

“Won’t be a moment,” Bain replied as Tovar joined him. “We’re off to see the Frequoq.” He gave Bollux a nod, and the group vanished in a flurry of molecules.



“We’re coming up on the edge of the phenomenon. We should be passing through it shortly,” Remax reported from the Allegra’s science console. “I’m also getting power readings from a Class M world in a nearby system.”

“Ships?” Vioxx asked concerned.

“None I can see,” Remax said.

“Good. I would prefer to slip out of whatever this is without…”

“STOP!” Remax shouted.

“What? I was just saying…”

“STOP THE SHIP!”

Brazzell didn’t wait for Vioxx to confirm the order. Remax’s tone of near panic was enough to have his hands flying across the conn console, bringing the Allegra to an abrupt halt.

“Are we discovered?” Nortal asked, steadying herself against her console.

“Remax?” Vioxx said as he shifted his rear end, which had just been thrown forward, to the back of his chair.

“I don’t like these readings,” Remax said.

“What about them?”

“We’re right at the end of this jamming field. The extent of its effect. I should be seeing something of normal space by now.”

“Maybe it’s a really good jamming field.”

“To block a sensor scan at full strength right up next to it? That’s more than good. And look out there!” Remax said, pointing at the viewscreen. Instead of the flat blackness Vioxx would expect, the darkness ahead of them seemed to be almost shimmering. Maybe his eyes were playing tricks on him, but there were hints of a dark purple sheen to it.

“That’s just wrong,” Remax continued.

“We’re…trapped?” Brazzell asked hesitantly.

“We don’t know that yet,” Vioxx replied. “Take us right up to the edge. Close as you can. Remax…”

“I’ll scan it again, but I don’t think it will help.”

The Allegra inched forward (in cosmic terms. I wouldn’t try to walk the distance they traveled. Certainly not in space. You’d die. Er…moving on…), Brazzell easing the vessel to a much more gentle stop a short time later. The darkly-purple blackness on the viewscreen did not seem to have changed at all. And neither had Remax’s analysis…or lack thereof.

“No. I’m not getting anything. It’s like there’s a solid wall in front of us.”

“Then we shall break it down!” Nortal cried, slamming her hand down on the disrupter controls. “The might of my sacred fire shall burst forth, carving a door through which our righteousness may pass, for I am the keymaster!”

“Don’t!” Remax and Vioxx screamed.

But it was far too late.

Disrupter beams lanced out of the Allegra, slamming into the barrier in front of them, which did indeed appear to be quite solid. The area the disrupters hit glowed and crackled as Nortal continued sending a steady stream of deadly energy at it. This went on for several seconds until the barrier decided it had had enough, at least as much as it could decide such things. Or maybe there was just no more room at the inn. Either way, the energy buildup was suddenly returned to sender, surging up the path of the disrupter beams and into the Allegra.

Systems overloaded around the ship. For the four officers on board, it was like what had happened to the Anomaly all over again, only with a lot more sparking and shouting.

“Report!” Vioxx shouted over the chaos.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Brazzell replied.

“A different report!”

“Power is fluctuating,” Remax said. “Automatic systems are attempting to compensate, and… There go the automatic compensation systems. We’re losing power!”

“Get us to that planet!” Vioxx ordered.

“What?” Remax demanded as Brazzell fought the helm and brought the ship around.

“You said it was Class M. I’d rather be breathing there than dead in space here.”

“I hope it’s clean air,” Brazzell said. “I didn’t come prepared for going outside.”

“You want to stay on board?” Remax said.

“No! I’m all for breathing. Assuming…” Brazzell trailed off.

“Assuming what?” Vioxx asked.

“Assuming we survive the landing.”

“I had to ask.”



Considering how this whole experience had started out, wandering around a well-appointed office with a spectacular view of an…unusual city-scape was the last place Reginald Bain expected to be. When his ship was that badly damaged, usually a firefight of some kind ensued. Instead he was looking out at an odd cross between a metropolis and an amusement park. Vehicles whipped along twisting looping tracks running between sleek shiny skyscrapers. In the distance, he could make out another series of loops that made his stomach churn just looking at them.

Tovar, meanwhile, hadn’t paid much attention to the view. He’d been pacing anxiously, shooting glances at the door or at the computer terminal visible on the office’s absent owner’s desk.

Fortunately before Tovar gave into his urge to attack the computer system for information, the office doors opened admitting Captain Bollux and a female Multek. The woman was middle-aged and slightly heavyset, and she smiled broadly as she entered the room like some kind of Multek Mrs. Claus. Bain imagined that if her skin wasn’t so white, she’d have rosy cheeks.

“Captain Bain,” she said, extending her hand to Bain as she strode over to him. “This is certainly an unexpected pleasure. I’m Frequoq Wurlitz. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“Madam Frequoq,” Bain said with a slight bow of his head as he returned the handshake. “The pleasure’s all mine, but I’ll certainly agree with you on the unexpected part. Pardon my directness, but where the devil have you lot been for the last twenty years?”

“And where are my parents?” Tovar demanded, drawing a confused look from Wurlitz.

“This is Lieutenant Commander Tovar, my Tac-Ops officer,” Bain explained. “The lad’s got something of a personal stake in all of this. His mum and dad vanished with the rest of you.”

“They were here?” Wurlitz said, obviously surprised by this piece of news. “I thought we’d insisted on no families,” she added to no one in particularly. “If your parents are here, Mister Tovar, I’m sure that we’ll be able to locate them. The Multek Enclave is only so big.”

“It was big enough to cause quite a stir when it disappeared,” Bain said.

“I’m sure. As I’m also sure that you have a lot of questions.”

“I do, but frankly, Madam Frequoq…”

“Wurlitz, please. Madam Frequoq is so formal.”

“Wurlitz it is then. And please call me Reg. As I was saying, I do have questions, but right now, I’m more concerned about my ship. We took quite a beating on the way here.”

“I’m certain we can help with repairs. We integrated enough Starfleet technology into our ships over the years that we should have some compatible parts.”

“Wonderful!” Bain said, clapping his hands together. He’d had a good feeling about Wurlitz from the moment she’d stepped into the office. Planetary leaders and politicians could be a real pain to deal with much of the time, but Wurlitz was a solid as they come.

“There’s no hurry, of course,” Wurlitz continued. “Since you and your crew won’t be leaving us.”

Suddenly, Bain wasn’t quite as fond of her.



To Be Continued…





Welcome To The Hotel California





TWENTY YEARS AGO…



Reginald Bain, Molder of Minds.

That had a nice ring to it.

And here Starfleet thought that banishing him to Waystation Prime to be a Starfleet Scouts camp counselor would be a punishment.

Admittedly, Bain hadn’t taken the news well at first. There he was, flush from victory against an almost overwhelming adversary, only to be told that said adversary, a truly nasty automated battle droid the size of a small moon and literally bristling with weaponry of all sorts, was a top secret Starfleet Intelligence planetary defense project.

In Bain’s view, if it was that important, it shouldn’t have been left out in an uncharted system…or at least a system his ship’s computer claimed was uncharted. And it should have responded to hails. And it shouldn’t have fired back.

In the interest of full disclosure, Bain could have responded to the hails from Starfleet Command he started receiving once the battle was joined, but he really didn’t like talking to the Admiralty in the middle of combat.

So he and the noble crew of his vessel, the USS Maladventure, destroyed the planetary defense droid and years of work along with it. In response, Starfleet Command, in their infinite wisdom, sent Bain here to Waystation Prime where they hoped teaching youngsters about the joys of life in Starfleet would remind the captain a bit about how to be a proper Starfleet officer.

He supposed it could have been worse. More than likely his old friend, Admiral Kristen Larkin, had intervened on his behalf and prevented him from being busted back to ensign. He’d have to thank her for that next time he saw her.

In the meantime, he had minds to mold.

Bain had gathered the campers inside one of Waystation Prime’s holodecks, which was currently simulating the bridge of the USS Enterprise. The original. No bloody A, B, C, D, E, F, G, or H. But after the refit of 2271.

“So there he was, up against a man who was supposedly superior to him in every way, but Kirk had one thing on his side that Khan didn’t. You know what that was?”

“A loyal crew!”

“A super-smart Vulcan!”

“More realistic pectoral muscles!”

“Starfleet training!”

Bain nodded at this last one. “Yes, but there’s more to it than that. Everyone at the Academy gets Starfleet training. And it’s the best the universe. But only some are able to command a starship. You’ve got to have the instincts. Kirk looked at the situation he was faced with and knew exactly how to play it. He goaded Khan into chasing the Enterprise into the Mutara Nebula, where both ships would be evenly matched.”

Just as Bain was getting to his favorite part of the story, his eyes landed on a boy at the back of the bridge. Dark hair. Not quite human. Betazoid perhaps? Maybe Yynsian. He looked…sad. Worse than that, he looked bored.

Bored? BORED?

Bain would just see about that. He leapt to his feet from the command chair and began to play to the crowd, walking among his seated charges.

“Now think about this lads and ladies. The nebula swirling around your ship. Hundreds of lives in your hands. An extremely intelligent adversary out there in the mists. No shields. And neither of you can see much of anything. Yes, you may have made your ships equal by coming in here, but have you truly evened the odds?” He’d reached his quarry. “Have you, my boy?”

Startled, the child’s eyes looked up at him, wide with something approaching terror. “I…I…”

“What’s your name, lad?”

“Tovar.”

Bain smiled, instantly causing the boy to relax. “Why don’t you sit down?” he said, gesturing toward the command chair.

“There?” Tovar said with alarm. Instantly, several other boys and girls began clamoring to take his place.

“There,” Bain said gently, reaching a hand down to the seated boy, who reluctantly took it. Bain hoisted Tovar to his feet, put an arm around the boy’s shoulder, and walked him over to the command chair.

“Center seat is…well…central,” Bain said, stepping behind the chair as Tovar slid into it. “As captain, all eyes are on you, and your decisions may mean the difference between life and death. You’ve got a madman with a super-weapon out there. What do you do?”

Tovar froze. Do? How should he know what to do? He was a twelve-year-old kid. Not some highly-trained Starfleet…

But suddenly he did know what to do. A tiny little voice, far fainter than the one who had emerged at his last Seratch, told him everything.

“Khan is from the 20th Century. He’s not used to fighting in space. I could use that against him. Try going over or under Khan to get behind him.”

The older man patted him warmly on the shoulder. “You’ve heard this story, eh?”

“No. Never,” Tovar said.

“Capital!” Bain said. “And you’re exactly right! Kirk maneuvered the Enterprise in behind that blighter and gave him a good what for!”

“What for?” Tovar asked.

“Precisely!” He continued on, finishing the story of Khan’s defeat just as the campers were summoned to dinner. The children raced out of the holodeck excitedly, all except Tovar, who seemed to be taking his time leaving the Enterprise’s command chair.

“Feeling comfortable there?” Bain asked kindly.

“I…” Honestly, there was part of him that felt comfortable. But mostly… “No. It’s just different.”

“No captains in your family then, I take it,” Bain said as Tovar got up from the chair.

“Mine? No. My mom’s an engineer and dad’s a… He works in an office for the Yynsian government doing…something.”

“So your mum is what got you interested in Starfleet. Very good. Very good. Starfleet Engineers are some of the finest people in the fleet. Absolutely amazing what they can do. My Chief Engineer on the Maladventure can…”

“She’s not Starfleet.”

“Ah. Right. Well…nothing wrong with that. You don’t have to come from a Starfleet family to want to join up. So tell me, my boy, what was it that first set fire to your imagination and made you want to be a Starfleet Scout.”

“I’m not.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m not a Starfleet Scout,” Tovar said.

“But this is a Starfleet Scout camp,” Bain said confused.

“I know,” Tovar said, clearly not thrilled with that particular fact.

“Not to pry then, lad, but what are you doing here?”

“Mom and Dad were going to Multos…again, and with Grandma and Grandpa gone, they had to do something with me. Somebody in Dad’s office was able to get me into the camp, so they dumped me off here on the way to their vacation.”

“So you have no interest in Starfleet?”

“Um…not really,” Tovar said hesitantly.

Bain smiled and again wrapped his arm around the boy’s shoulder. “We’ll just see about that!”



TWENTY YEARS LATER…



“Well just see about that!” Captain Reginald Bain exclaimed.

Only this time the circumstances were a wee bit different. Due to events that Bain still didn’t fully understand, he and his current ship, the USS Anomaly, had fallen into some kind of subspace rift or pocket dimension or some such rot where they had discovered the worlds of the Multek Enclave, which had vanished from the galaxy two decades earlier, taking Tovar’s parents along with it.

Tovar’s reunion with his blood relatives was on Bain’s list of concerns, but the captain had a few others that were of higher priority.

First, the Allegra, which had gone for help with Commander Vioxx and several other crewmembers, had not come back.

Second, the Anomaly had been smashed, bashed, and otherwise trashed by their abrupt entry into whatever this space was.

Third, the Multeks, under their leader Frequoq Wurlitz, had no intention of allowing the Federation ship to leave.

It was this last tidbit that had drawn the aforementioned exclamation out of Captain Bain.

“If these buggers think that they can hold Reginald Bain, they are sorely mistaken. Or they will be sore when I’m through with them.

His wife, Rosalyn, sighed slightly. “You can’t take on the whole planet single-handedly dear.”

“I’ve done it before.”

“Yes. And it took the Federation Diplomatic Corps three years to get the Kalawadi to speak to us again.”

“If that lot was so sensitive, they shouldn’t have tried to imprison me. Same goes for these Multeks. This cage will not hold Reginald Bain!”

“Just hit the ball, darling.”

“Yes, dearest.”

Bain swung his club, connecting solidly with the golf ball, which sailed several hundred yards into the distance.

“Lovely drive, Reginald, but the little windmill is right here.”

“Woah!” Lieutenant Shelly Marsden exclaimed as she approached the pair. “That was some…you got that kind of distance with a putter!”

The captain eyed the club in his hand with disgust. “How a man is supposed to vent his frustrations playing mini-golf is beyond me.”

“Golf is designed to cause frustrations, not help them,” Marsden said.

“Then what the devil are we doing out here?” Bain thundered.

“I thought getting some air might help you get your mind off things,” Rosalyn said. While she was coming across as calm, she shared the same concerns as her husband. Her adopted son, whom she loved as ferociously as her own daughters, was meeting the parents he lost years ago. She was cut off from her other children. And she didn’t have the resources of Section 31 at her disposal to help her get the Anomaly back to normal space.

This was something of the proverbial double-edged sword. She could certainly use Section 31’s assistance at the moment. But it was incredibly liberating to know that she was beyond their reach and that the computer built into her Section 31 uniform, which was currently buried in a drawer in their cabin on the Anomaly, was completely useless. That left her to focus on Reginald and Tovar. She just wasn’t sure which one needed her more right now.

“It is beautiful out here,” Marsden said, appreciating the view. This particular mini-golf course was situated on a grassy Multek-made plateau just outside of the Multek Enclave’s capital city on Multos. The city sprawled out before them full of gleaming buildings, twisting tram tracks full of dips and curves, and, in the distance on the opposite end of the metropolis from their position, a massive roller coaster.

Long ago, the Multeks had concluded that they were the only life in the universe and focused on making their lives and planets as joyful as possible. Meeting alien life had been a shock to them, but they had eventually adjusted and opened their worlds to tourism, quickly becoming one of the galaxy’s top travel destinations. And then one day they just vanished.

“It’s a prison, Marsie. Don’t forget that,” Bain said.

“It’s a lot nicer than the other prisons I’ve been in,” Marsden said.

“What’s our status?” Bain snapped, gripping the putter in his hands.

“Not much better than before,” the Anomaly’s Chief Engineer reported. “Life support has been stabilized. Transporters are functional, but comms are still erratic. That’s why I beamed down.”

“Is it?” Rosalyn asked knowingly.

“I…wanted to check if you’d heard from Tovar,” Marsden said, exchanging a glance with Rosalyn.

“No. We haven’t heard a thing,” Bain said.

“He hasn’t seen his mother or father in twenty years. He might want to talk to them for more than an hour before contacting us,” Rosalyn said.

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Marsden said unconvincingly.

“Was he looking forward to meeting them again?” Rosalyn asked.

“He didn’t really say. I mean they’re his family…”

“We’re his family,” Bain said.

“I know,” Rosalyn said.

“I can’t think about this now,” Bain said, with an almost growl. “We’ve got to focus on getting out of here. Still nothing from the Allegra, I gather?”

“No,” Marsden replied.

“It’s been almost two days. Where the bloody hell are they? Any chance we can go after them?”

“We’ve scrounged up all of the usable dilithium from the raceabouts and shuttles just to get us minimal warp drive. We still don’t have any weapons or shields. If the Allegra ran into trouble, we won’t be much help. And we don’t have speed on our side, either. The anti-sing repairs are going to require a spacedock.”

“We’ll just have to get out of here without it, then.”

“That’s the problem,” Marsden said. “From what Natalia and I have been able to piece together, the anti-singularity drive is what got us here in the first place. Multek space is slightly out of phase with the rest of the universe. With the anti-sing drive engaged, we were out of phase as well, but not quite exactly lined up with either.”

“You’ve lost me,” Bain said.

“When we hit the border of Multek space, or where Multek space was in our universe, at anti-sing speeds, we were partially in both normal space and this out of phase space at the same time. The system couldn’t handle it and overloaded, dumping us here. We could have just as easily ended up in normal space with absolutely no idea why our ship just shorted out.”

Bain was obviously processing this.

“So we were walking along the top of a wall, got knocked off the wall, and fell into the Multeks’ yard instead of our own,” he said finally.

“Close enough.”

“And we need anti-sing to get back over the wall.”

“Yes,” Marsden said.

“But anti-sing is broken beyond repair.”

“Yes.”

“That is a pickle,” Bain said, idly bending the putter in his hands. He finally bent the metal club almost in two. “But there are other ways of dealing with a wall.”



Tovar looked around the small apartment living room in which he was now seated in a plush armchair.

“This is…nice.”

“We like it,” Tanta replied from the sofa across from him where she sat with Jimsok. Tanta? Jimsok? These were his parents. The people he’d been waiting for twenty years to see again. And now that he was in their presence, all he felt was…

Awkward.

Really, though, he hadn’t taken the time to think about what this reunion would be like. As soon as Frequoq Wurlitz had told him that his parents were indeed on Multos and obtained the address for him, he’d completely focused on getting to this moment. He’d commed his parents’ apartment immediately, expecting a rapid reunion. Unfortunately, he learned that his parents’ schedules were busy for the next couple of days, making this the first time they could actually meet in person.

“Nice view,” Tovar said, glancing toward the apartment window, which overlooked Vumpki Park, the large wooded area covering several blocks in the center of the Multek capital city.

“Very,” Jimsok said.

They sat in silence for a few moments.

“Who wants to go play nubblekins?” Tanta asked, starting to get up from her seat.

“I’ve never heard of it,” Tovar said.

“It’s fun.”

“I’m sure, but I thought…” He trailed off.

“Didn’t we play nubblekins last week?” Jimsok asked his wife. “We could hit the bumper boats. And I do mean hit!”

“Hmm…we haven’t done that in a while. Okay. Let’s go!”

“I don’t see how we’re going to be able to talk if we’re banging watercraft into each other,” Tovar said.

“You’re missing the point,” Jimsok said.

“I’m missing the point? You’ve been missing from my life for twenty years! I didn’t know what happened to you.”

“We were in the Enclave when it phased out of the normal universe,” Tanta said. “Simple as that.”

“Maybe to you. I didn’t have the luxury of that knowledge.”

“You were taken care of obviously,” Jimsok said.

“How about dinner? We could go to dinner,” Tanta offered.

“That would be nice,” Tovar said.

“Bring a friend.”

“Lots of them,” Jimsok added.

“I could bring the Bains.”

“Is that a species?”

“They are the people who raised me after you…your departure.”

“We’d love to meet them,” Tanta said, not at all convincingly.

“We’ll see you at dinner then. 7:30 at The Krubble House,” Jimsok said. With that, both Jimsok and Tanta got up from their seats and started planning an afternoon of bumper boating before dinner as they headed back to their bedroom.

Tovar stared after them, trying to process what had just happened. Even if he had thought in advance about how this reunion would go, he was fairly certain that the idea of being tossed aside for bumper boats never would have crossed his mind. He just needed to give them time. Having their long lost child reappear in their life was going to be an adjustment. And honestly, all he wanted at that moment was to be back in the company of his foster parents and Shelly Marsden.

“I…will see myself out,” he said to the empty room before beating a hasty retreat. The bonding could wait until dinner.



TWENTY YEARS AGO…



“Are you sure this is okay?” Tovar asked.

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Reginald Bain replied.

“Well…these are your mission logs…aren’t they classified or something?”

“They’re my logs. I’ll show them to whomever I bloody well want to,” Bain said just before shoving another bit of banger into his mouth. When the lad had shown up at the door of his loaner quarters on Waystation Prime an hour earlier, Bain wasn’t certain what Tovar was after. The Yynsian boy made some excuse about wanting to go over a procedure before the Starfleet Scouts’ holodeck away team exercise scheduled for that afternoon, but after Bain invited Tovar in and explained the proper post-beam down security spread around a command officer, the lad just sort of hung around and showed no interest in leaving.

Having raised two children of his own, even if he was away on missions a lot of the time, Bain knew enough to realize what Tovar was really after. So, while Bain had a bit of lunch, Tovar sat on the sofa watching some of Bain’s logs from the Maladventure.

“Wow! You blew that thing up in one shot!”

The good logs of course.

“I didn’t do it alone, my lad,” Bain said. “I’ve got a first rate crew at my side.”

“But you tell them what to do.”

“Yes. We all have our special roles on the ship. My tac- ops officer is a hell of a shot.”

“Tac-ops?”

“Tactical and Operations. She handles the weaponry, reports on ship’s systems, deals with security issues. That sort of thing. Don’t get me wrong. I can handle myself in a scrape, but it’s good to know that Sertuui is at my side. The tentacles alone scare most blighters off.”

“Tentacles?”

“Glorious purple ones. But I believe that you have somewhere to be soon, my boy.”

“Are you going too?”

Bain hadn’t planned on it. The holodeck exercise was Commander D’trali’s affair. But the look of hope on Tovar’s face changed the captain’s mind. “Of course I am. Wouldn’t miss it.” Bain wiped his mouth with a napkin and tossed his lunch dishes into the reclamator. “Off we go, Tovar.”

“Yes, sir,” Tovar said, bouncing up off the sofa. With Tovar leading the way, the two headed out of Bain’s quarters and were almost immediately run down by a pair of officers. Bain caught a snippet of their excited conversation. The word “evacuation” immediately caught his attention.

“What’s going on?” Tovar asked concerned. Obviously he’d heard the word as well.

“Nothing to worry about, I’m sure,” Bain said. “We’re sitting in one of the most settled areas of the quadrant. The closest systems are all either Multek or Dillon Consortium resorts.”

“Not for long,” another officer said as he jogged by.

“What the devil!” Bain exclaimed. “What’s happening?”

The officer stopped and turned back to Bain. “Bradley Dillon’s CasinoWorld is evacuating, sir. We’re not sure what’s going on, but every available ship on the station is heading out there.”

“I stand ready to assist if needed.”

“Thank you, Captain. I’ll let the Commodore know, but I’m sure everything is fine.” The officer jogged away. Bain soon realized that Tovar was looking at him expectantly.

“Don’t worry, lad,” Bain said, patting the boy’s shoulder. “You said your parents were on Multos, right? They’re light years away from the CasinoWorld. They’re perfectly safe.”

“But you’re staying here, aren’t you?” Tovar asked.

“Yes. I’m staying here. I’m sure they can handle things on their own.”



TWENTY YEARS LATER…



“We’re completely on our own! We’re going to DIE here! And it’s so…so…FILTHY!”

“Silence, mewling whelp, or I shall silence you with the great muzzle of my wrath!”

“Brazzell, Nortal, just stop it. Please,” Commander Vioxx said as the ragged crew of the Allegra trudged along through the vast nothingness of the world they were now marooned upon. After their unfortunate run-in with whatever barrier surrounded the worlds of this region of space, if they were even in normal space, the Allegra’s crew had been forced to put down on this, the only Class M world within range, two days earlier. To Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell’s credit, despite being primarily a security officer, he was able to bring the near-powerless vessel in for something resembling a landing; although, there was a fair amount of skidding involved.

With take-off not an option and communications with the Anomaly impossible, Vioxx felt that he was left with only one course of action: reach the one cluster of buildings they had detected on the planet. Considering that the beings in said buildings were quite possibly responsible for whatever savaged the Anomaly, Vioxx’s plan did not meet with a lot of support. Sub- Commander Remax grudgingly agreed as long as Vioxx consented to raid the resort properly and subdue anyone foolish enough to oppose them. With the promise of violence in the offing, Nortal came on board as well. Brazzell refused until he found that the Allegra was carrying proper EVA suits. Assured of his continued cleanliness, Brazzell followed the others out into the barren landscape of the planet, where Remax donned a quadcorder and quickly determined that the buildings were at least two days’ walk away.

The forty-eight hours of whining, bickering, accusations, and insults that followed would not go down as one of the best times Vioxx ever had. It was almost over, though, he thought as he willed himself up yet another barren, wind-swept rise. Cresting the top, he saw it. A small cluster of structures at the top of an even higher rise in the distance.

“Remax,” he called down the hill to the elder science officer.

“I’m coming,” Remax groused. Nortal and Brazzell beat him to the top and were both instantly re-energized by the sight before them.

“Civilization!” Brazzell exclaimed.

“Battle!” Nortal cried.

“A bath!” Brazzell shouted.

“Shut up before I slit both of your throats,” Remax huffed, finally reaching the others.

“Optix,” Vioxx said. Remax rolled his eyes, grabbed the enhanced binoculars out of his shoulder pack, and handed them to his commanding officer. “I don’t see any movement,” Vioxx said, zooming in on the buildings. His view fell on a sign at the perimeter of the complex.

“I’ve got something,” he said. “A sign.”

“What does it command of us?” Nortal asked.

“Closed for Renovations. Coming Soon: Spa on the Edge. Brought to you by the Dillon Consortium.”

“Spa on the Edge?” Brazzell said. He froze suddenly. “Holy Martha Stewart!”

“What now?” Remax demanded.

“I know where we are. This is Edgeworld!”

“Never heard of it.”

“It was a Multek world.”

“Multeks?” Vioxx said. “Wait. Didn’t they vanish or something?”

“Yes. Twenty years ago. And all of their planets vanished with them. Edgeworld was what they thought was the edge of life in the universe…until they ran into a whole bunch of other life in the universe.”

“And the Dillon Consortium’s been working on this place all of that time?” Remax said. “How long do renovations take?”

“About eleven stories.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind,” Vioxx said. “What about lifesigns?”

Remax put his quadcorder on his head. “Nothing. It’s empty. Not a da…hang on. There’s…something. One reading. Very faint. I’m not sure what it is.”

“ONE!” Nortal bellowed. “I was promised great swaths of adversaries to destroy!”

“Maybe this one is really tough,” Vioxx said.

Remax grunted. “Won’t be much of a raid.”

“Good. That means I can get to a tub sooner,” Brazzell said. “Can we go now?”

“Yes, but the main thing we’re looking for is parts to fix the ship. Barring that, look for a transmitter,” Vioxx said. “Although, I have to admit that this would be a lot easier if we hadn’t betrayed Selex to the Breen.”

“Ha! You call that a betrayal?” Remax said. “The man handed himself over to them. When I was young, Romulans knew what betrayal really was.”

“Silence or I will show you betrayal with my blade!” Nortal snapped.

Vioxx sighed. Only a bit farther to go.

Two hours later, they passed the Dillon Consortium sign and made their way into the Edgeworld resort campground. From the outside at least, there wasn’t much sign of the so-called renovations. The buildings were all intact and surprisingly well kept-up. Considering the lack of movement or lifesigns, Vioxx wasn’t sure how that was possible. Suddenly, a series of panels opened along the bottom of a shed-like building, and a small horde of maintenance bots zipped out and set to work on the grounds.

“Ooh!” Brazzell exclaimed excitedly. “I wonder if they have massage bots inside!”

“Or massively-armed metallic engines of terror and destruction!” Nortal added eagerly.

“Lifesign? Please,” Vioxx said to Remax.

“In there,” Remax replied, pointing to the main lodge. Vioxx pulled out his disrupter pistol and led the way into the structure. Renovations did not appear to have started in here either. Instead, it was a fairly standard hotel lobby. The ceiling was dominated by a giant starchart showing various planets labeled in what they officers now knew to be Multek script, and a long counter ran along the far side of the room where guests would check in. There was, however, a decidedly-non-standard black metal cylinder resting in the middle of a seating area where presumably a coffee table once stood.

“That’s it,” Remax said, approaching the vertically- standing cylinder. “It’s a stasis tube. One occupant. Human.”

“Nobody touch anything,” Vioxx warned the group as they followed. Lights on the side of device suddenly began to flash.

“It’s activating!” Remax said.

“Ambush! We are taken by surprise!” Nortal exclaimed.

“How?” Remax shot back. “We’re standing right here watching it!”

“Why is it opening in the first place?” Vioxx shouted.

“Must be a proximity sensor,” Remax said. “Should we run away from the big bad human now?”

“No. But let’s back up a bit. In case it’s armed…and cranky.”

“Very brave of you.”

Vioxx, Nortal, and Brazzell leveled their weapons at the stasis tube as its front panel swung open. A thin human female dressed in a crisp black suitcoat and skirt with short, almost boyish dirty-blond hair and looking to be in her mid-thirties stepped out…

…and immediately collapsed to the floor.

Before he considered what he was doing, Vioxx was at her side, helping her to her feet.

“Thanks,” the woman said. “Heels are a little tough after stasis.” She pulled herself together, then got a good look at Vioxx. “Vulcan?” she asked confused.

“Romulan,” Vioxx replied.

“We’re using Romulan contractors now? I must have missed that memo.” She extended her hand to Vioxx. “Tori Burke. I’ll be representing the Consortium for this project. Are you ready to begin?”

“Begin…what?” Vioxx asked.

“The renovations,” Burke said, narrowing her eyes at Vioxx. “You have been hired to do a job, and do not think that the Consortium will stand by and allow you to fleece us while you do nothing at an exorbitant hourly rate. That WILL NOT be happening. Am I clear, Mister…”

“Vioxx. Commander Vioxx of the Romulan Imperial Forces. This is Sub-Commander Remax, Centurion Nortal, and Lieutenant Brazzell of Starfleet.”

“You’re not the contractors.”

“No.”

“Then you are trespassing on Dillon Consortium property, and I demand that you vacate this world at once before I file enough injunctions to put all of you in your respective brigs for the rest of your lives!”

“Can I tell her?” Remax said. “Please let me tell her.”

“I’ll tell her,” Vioxx said.

“Tell me what.”

“Something happened while you were in stasis.”

“Something? What the hell does that mean? What kind of something?”

“The Multek Enclave disappeared. We just found it a couple of days ago.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. How could it disappear? You’re talking about entire star systems!” Burke said.

“We know. And we don’t understand it either. But that’s what happened. You’ve been gone from the galaxy for twenty years now.”

“TWENTY YEARS!”

“Er…yes. Sorry to be the one to break this to you.”

“I told you I would do it,” Remax said.

“Twenty years? Really? You’re serious?” She looked to Brazzell. “He’s serious?”

“I’m afraid so, ma’am,” Brazzell said.

Burke slumped down into an armchair.

“I know it’s a lot to take in,” Vioxx said.

The human looked up at him, then smiled. “I bet I’ve got seniority now,” she said. “Jenner and Kelso always dumping the crappy assignments on me. Ha! Those two are probably long since retired by now. I just picked up 20 years of service to the Consortium Legal Corps, and I didn’t have to do a thing! HA!”

“I’m…glad you’re pleased.”

“Pleased? This could have just made my career! Where’s the comm? Get me to the comm! I need to contact corporate.”

“You can’t,” Remax said.

“What do you mean, I can’t? Try and stop me, pal.”

“I don’t have to. There’s no corporate to contact.”

“The Enclave is still outside of normal space,” Vioxx said. “There’s some kind of barrier around it.”

“Then how did you get in here?” Burke demanded.

“We don’t know. But there’s another ship here with us. They may have the answers. We have to repair our vessel, get off of this planet, and go back to them.”

“If they haven’t been destroyed,” Remax said.

“We shall avenge them!” Nortal cried.

“You can come with us,” Vioxx said. “We’ll figure out a way to get you back to normal space.”

“So you’re just here for parts?” Burke said. “You think I’m going to stand by and let you pick the place clean? This is Dillon Consortium property!”

Vioxx glanced over at Remax. “Then consider this a raid,” he said flatly.

“Finally,” Remax said.

“You can’t do this!” Burke shouted.

“Nortal, if she moves, shoot her,” Vioxx said.

“The slightest motion shall be her demise!” Nortal exclaimed.

“ON STUN!”

“Very well,” Nortal said, deflated.

“Remax, Brazzell, let’s get to work.”

“No bath?” Brazzell asked.

“NO!” Vioxx snapped.

“We may just make a Romulan out of you yet,” Remax said, patting Vioxx on the shoulder as they headed off to search the Edgeworld complex.

“Thanks,” Vioxx muttered, resisting the urge to blast Remax’s head clean off. Would THAT would be Romulan enough for him?



Rosalyn Bain watched her husband rumble around their quarters, ostensibly getting ready for dinner, but there was a spectacular lack of anything resembling…well…anything happening. Anything except Reginald Bain storming back and forth from room to room that is.

“This will be nice,” Rosalyn said as Bain passed by her yet again. She was in their bathroom working on her hair. She hadn’t had much call to really style it of late. Her work in Section 31 tended to require a functional coif, and there had been a distinct lack of formal affairs in the last couple of years.

“It’ll be a bloody living hell,” Bain said.

“Come now, Reginald. You can’t be serious. When was the last time you and I were able to go out to a nice dinner together?”

“Last week. We went down to the holo-mess.”

“That doesn’t count and you know it,” Rosalyn said. “We’re going to a real restaurant together for the first time in ages. You should try to enjoy this.”

“Enjoy it!” Bain exclaimed. “We’re prisoners here, and now I have to sit there while Tovar throws us over for his real family! Hand me back to the Breen! I’d prefer their torture to this!”

“So I suppose I won’t be able to convince you to trade your uniform for a nice suit then.”

“Absolutely not!”



Several quarters away, a similar scene was unfolding, only this time without quite so much stomping around. Instead, Tovar sat quietly on the sofa in his living area, staring ahead blankly.

“You sure you’re okay?” Shelly Marsden asked as she settled onto the sofa beside Tovar and wrapped an arm around his shoulder.

“I am…meditating.”

“So I’m disturbing you?”

“No. I find your presence far more calming than my own efforts.”

“You’re sure about that? I mean, I don’t have to come tonight. You’re just getting to know your parents again. Having me there might be awkward.”

“I believe we already covered awkward when I visited them this afternoon. Now, I want them to learn about my life, which you are a very large part of.”

“Okay. As long as you’re sure.”

“Most definitely. And look at it this way. We will be having dinner as a couple with the Bains without our relationship being the primary focus of the evening’s conversation,” Tovar said.

Marsden smiled. “Now that plan I like. Nothing against the captain and Mrs. Bain, but having dinner with your boyfriend’s parents…well, we’re still having dinner with your parents.”

“Two sets really.”

“Wait. And this is supposed to be better for me how?” Marsden said with chuckle.

“Having you there will certainly be better for me,” Tovar replied before turning and kissing Marsden on the head. “I could not imagine sitting through this meal without you…or the Bains.”

“Come on. It won’t be bad. These are your parents.”

“I know; however…” A soft alarm chime bonged. “Time to go,” Tovar said.

“Hopefully you weren’t planning to change,” Marsden said as they both rose from the sofa.

“Why would I? Starfleet is also a large part of my life. Tanta and Jimsok…Mom and Dad…should see that.”

They headed out into the corridor and passed by the Bains’ quarters just as their doors opened, letting Captain Bain and Rosalyn out into the hall.

“Right on schedule,” Bain said with a smile that Marsden noted seemed more forced than the captain’s usual boisterous demeanor.

“I see someone else decided to make his uniform dinner-wear,” Rosalyn said, eying Tovar. Her gaze fell on Marsden. “Make that two more someones.”

“I think it’s a smashing idea,” Bain said. “Never let those Multek bastards think they’re getting us to settle in.”

“That’s not what this meal is about, Reginald.”

“I know that dearest. But in this situation, we must…Ah! Prosak!” Bain exclaimed, grateful for the approach of his RommaVulc second officer and the possibility of some ship’s business to distract him from the social obligation to come.

“Captain,” Prosak replied with a nod of her head. “I was hoping to catch you before you beamed down to the surface.”

“And catch me you did. What can I do for you?”

“Very little, I’m afraid; however, Captain Lemuel of the Perseus insisted that I make you aware of his displeasure at being lost in space again.” The Perseus, a deep space exploration vessel, and its crew had been stranded deep in the Beta Quadrant until the Anomaly rescued them several days prior. Unfortunately, the rescue had gone a bit awry with the Anomaly’s unexpected visit to the Multek Enclave.

“Displeasure?” Bain laughed. “It’s because we went out and picked up those blighters that we’re in this fix.”

“I will remind him of that fact.”

“No no. When we found Lemuel, he was raving about giant space monsters. The man doesn’t sound too stable to me. Just find a way to keep him distracted.”

Prosak hesitated for a moment. “There is one thing,” she said finally. “Doctor Nooney has been insisting that the entire Perseus crew should get thorough physicals to ensure that there are no lasting after effects from their ordeal.”

“Capital!” Bain said. “Sounds like just the thing. Tell Nooney to get to it.”

“I am sure he will be pleased.”

“He’ll be the only one,” Marsden muttered.

“Is there anything else?” Bain asked eagerly.

“Engineering estimates that comms will be fully restored within the hour, so we will no longer need to establish pre-arranged beam-up times,” Prosak said.

“Damn,” Bain said.

“Excuse me, Captain.”

“I mean, good. Good show,” Bain said.

“I will attempt to raise the Allegra as soon as comms are available. Of course, if they have encountered difficulties, there is little we can do to assist at this point.”

“Kasyov and Cabral have been working on coaxing a bit of crystal growth out of the little surviving dilithium that we have,” Marsden said. “Early results are better than I would have expected, and repairs on the core are coming along pretty smoothly. With a bit of luck, we could have main power and full warp back in a day or so. Still no anti-sing drive, but it’s progress.”

Marsden was accustomed to Bain responding enthusiastically to the slightest bit of good news, but this time the captain didn’t say a word.

“Sir?” Prosak asked finally.

“Thank you, Commander. Dismissed,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” Prosak said, exchanging a confused glance with Marsden before she turned and moved off down the corridor.

“Is something wrong, Reginald?” Rosalyn asked.

“No. Nothing at all. I’m right as rain,” Bain replied. “We should be off to the transporter room. Wouldn’t want to be late for dinner, now would we?”

“No, dear. We wouldn’t,” Rosalyn said as Bain took her hand in his and walked away.

“Did I just miss something?” Marsden asked Tovar.

“Not yet,” Tovar said. “However, my past experience with the captain would indicate that he is in the early stages of developing a plan.”

“Should I be worried?”

Tovar smiled. “Not yet.”



ZAPOW!

“Not again,” Commander Vioxx groaned as the sound of the stun blast fired in the lobby echoed down the hall to his present position.

“You wouldn’t be having this problem if you’d just killed her in the first place,” Sub-Commander Remax said as he worked to open one of the Dillon Consortium cargo containers that were now filling what was once the hotel dining room. Each cargo container was sealed with a quintitronic locking mechanism, which, while two decades old, was still not the easiest thing to get open, even with the help of a quadcorder. As far as Remax and Vioxx could tell, the containers were left at the same time as Tori Burke’s stasis tube, all awaiting the arrival of the contractors hired to handle the renovations of the Edgeworld resort into the Dillon Consortium’s vision for the Spa on the Edge.

“I should go check on Nortal,” Vioxx said.

“Why? It’s not like that human is going to overpower her.”

“No, but Nortal might accidentally kill her.”

“I don’t see the problem.” The container lock blooped, then clicked open. “Ahh. There we are,” Remax said, clearly pleased with the container’s contents.

Vioxx looked over the science officer’s shoulder and saw several coils of cabling. “Is it enough?” he asked.

“Hard to tell. The power surge from the barrier shorted out almost everything, but until we get inside the conduits and look at the cabling up close, I won’t know exactly how much needs to be replaced,” Remax said.

“What about the core?”

“It should be fine. If it wasn’t, we wouldn’t have been able to get from the barrier to here. We were just lucky there was enough left in the systems to do that before everything went out on us. But we have a bigger problem.”

“What’s that?” Vioxx asked.

“How are we going to get this back to the ship?”

“Ohhhhh.”

“Yeah. I’m all for roping this container to the human and having her drag it back to the Allegra, but I don’t relish the idea of another two day hike,” Remax said.

“This is a resort. There’s got to be some kind of vehicle around here.” With Remax in tow, Vioxx left the dining room and made his way back to the lobby, where Nortal was looming over the prone and unconscious Tori Burke. Burke groaned slightly, her eyelids fluttering.

“She’s waking up already?” Remax asked surprised.

“My stun is as light as the breeze,” Nortal said.

“Good,” Vioxx said. “We don’t want to harm her.”

Nortal frowned. “The lightness of my stun gives me more chances to blast my foe!”

“Er…that, too.”

“Stop,” Burke croaked groggily.

“She moves!” Nortal cried, whipping back toward Burke, disruptor at the ready.

“Don’t!” Vioxx shouted, rushing over. “I need to ask her something.”

“Begin your interrogation, my Commander! I stand ready to inflict swift punishment at the first sign of falsitude!”

“Sorry about her,” Vioxx said, ignoring Nortal and helping Burke sit up on the sofa where she lay. “Nortal is…intense. But hopefully you see now that I’m serious about getting off of this planet. Did the Dillon Consortium tell you much about this place? Or give you an inventory? I need a vehicle. A hovercar. Anything.”

“Even if they did, I wouldn’t tell you,” Burke spat. “Everything here is Dillon Consortium property. You Romulans and your Starfleet buddy are going to be served with a complaint so thick it’ll take a freighter to carry the…”

ZAPOW!

Burke slumped back onto the sofa.

“Thank you,” Vioxx said. “I mean, hey!” he said quickly, standing up to face Nortal.

“Her tone threatened!” Nortal said.

“Yes, it did,” Vioxx admitted.

“And I was annoyed!”

“So was I,” Remax said.

“Fine. That makes three of us,” Vioxx said.

“Three of us for what?” Brazzell asked, entering the lobby. He’d ditched the EVA suit and his uniform for a bathrobe with what appeared to be silk pajamas underneath.

“I see you found something,” Vioxx said.

“A shower!” Brazzell exclaimed happily.

“And some jammies,” Remax said.

“I washed my uniform. It’s drying now. But I’M CLEAN!!!”

“I don’t suppose you want to come outside with us,” Vioxx said.

“Out there? In this? Are you insane?” Brazzell exclaimed. “Sir,” he added quickly.

“Come on, Remax,” Vioxx said with a sigh. The two Romulans exited the building and quickly surveyed the other structures in the complex. “That looks like athletic facilities. And there’s the shed. Not sure about that one, or…” Vioxx trailed off as a building with a large set of doors caught his eye. He jogged over with Remax huffing to keep up. “Can you open it?” Vioxx asked. Remax slipped on his quadcorder and set to work. After a few moments, the doors swung open.

“Oh no,” Remax said.

Vioxx took a step into the now-opened chamber. “Oh yes.”



TWENTY YEARS AGO…



“Oh no. No no no. I can’t,” Captain Reginald Bain said, pacing the office of Commodore Glonos, the commanding officer of Waystation Prime. “I can’t do that to the lad.”

“Somebody has to tell him,” the Yridian replied. “And Commander D’trali’s told me that you’ve made a connection with the boy.”

“He just needed someone to take an interest,” Bain said. “He’s a good lad. Could be a great officer.”

“I heard that too. Despite not actually being a Starfleet Scout, he’s been scoring higher than most of them in the camp exercises. I honestly didn’t think you had it in you, Bain, but you’ve been a hell of a mentor to Tovar. That’s why you have to do this.”

“Can’t we just wait a bit? His parents could turn up.”

“The entire Multek Enclave is gone. We don’t have a clue what happened.”

“You’re talking about billions of people. How is that even possible?”

“It’s not just the people. The planets are gone, too,” Glonos said.

“Do you think it’s connected to whatever forced the evacuation of Dillon’s CasinoWorld? Who knows what the Dillon Consortium was hiding there?” Bain said.

“I don’t know. Command tells me that the Consortium is furious about the disappearance. They lost two worlds.”

“Two?”

“They recently acquired Edgeworld from the Multeks.”

“And now it’s all gone.”

“Including Tovar’s parents. You need to talk to him.”

“What about his grandparents?” Bain asked. Glonos shook his head. “Aunts and uncles? Older sibling? Seventh cousin twice removed?”

“No. As far as I’ve been able to determine, one set of grandparents joined some cult dedicated to purging their past lives and hasn’t been heard from in at least a decade. The other set was involved in an unfortunate lava skiing accident about a year ago. There’s no one else.”

“So I have to tell him that his parents are gone and that he’s going to be shipped off to a Yynsian orphanage,” Bain said.

“You could skip that second part.”

“But that’s what’s going to happen!” Bain said, slamming his hand down on Glonos’ desk. “He’s a good lad, Glonos. This isn’t fair.”

“Take it up with the universe,” Glonos said. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to sound callous. I feel for Tovar. Really, I do, but his life will go on. Right now he needs someone close to him to talk to, and you’re all he’s got.”

Bain wanted to fight this, but he knew Glonos was right. “Where is he?” he asked.

“His quarters. With all that’s happened, I had D’trali let the scouts sleep in. I didn’t want word getting to Tovar before you had a chance to talk to him.”

“Very well.”

“I’m sorry, Reginald. But he needs you.”

“He needs his mum and dad,” Bain said then left the office.



Bain touched the chime, and seconds later the door opened revealing an Andorian boy. “Captain Bain,” the Andorian, Shu’k, said surprised. “Did we miss morning exercises?”

“Not at all. We’re taking it a bit easy this morning. I came by to see Tovar,” Bain said.

“He’s up. Do you want to come in?”

“Please. Why don’t you go get some breakfast?”

“Okay. I just have to…”

“Now, lad.”

“Yes, sir,” Shu’k said, stepping past Bain into the corridor. Bain entered the quarters Shu’k and Tovar shared and closed the door just as Tovar emerged from his bedroom.

“Captain Bain!” he said brightly.

“Morning, lad,” Bain said. “Slept well, I trust.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good…good. Good beds they’ve got here. Very good.”

“Is everything all right, sir?”

Bain took a deep breath. “You’d best sit down.”

Tovar’s face filled with concern. “They’re kicking me out, aren’t they? I’m not measuring up.”

“I wish that was it,” Bain said.

“What?”

“No. I don’t. Just please sit down,” Bain said, as he sat in one of the armchairs in the living area. Tovar anxiously put himself on the sofa across from Bain. “I really don’t know how to say this, lad, but Reginald Bain has never been one to dance around things. Here it is. The Multek Enclave is gone.”

Tovar stared back at him blankly.

“It vanished overnight,” Bain continued. “All of it. The planets. The people.”

“My…my parents?” Tovar asked weakly.

“I’m afraid so.”

“What happened?”

“We don’t know. It could reappear at any time,” Bain said.

“But you don’t think it will.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“But you don’t.”

“It’s a strange universe. Anything could happen, but I don’t count on it. I’m sorry, lad. I’d give anything to change this. Really I would. I…”

“Could I be alone now? Please, sir.”

“Is that really what you want? I know this is a shock, and I’m here if…”

“Please,” Tovar said, his voice cracking.

“All right,” Bain said, hesitantly getting up from his chair. He hadn’t wanted to be the one to give Tovar this news, but now that he had, the thought of leaving the boy alone pained him. Tovar didn’t say anything more as Bain made his way to the door. “Comm me if you want to talk,” he added, feeling as though the sentiment was almost meaningless in the face of what Tovar was dealing with.

Damned universe. As a Starfleet Officer, Bain took an oath to protect the citizens of the Federation from any and all threats, but he was helpless to protect Tovar from this.

No. He wasn’t about to stand by and let fate kick that poor boy around. There was something he could do. It was near insane, but he had to try.

Racing back to his quarters, he activated the comm unit and opened a channel to the one person whose support he needed for this plan. His wife’s image soon appeared on the screen.

“Rosalyn, my love, there’s something we need to discuss…”



TWENTY YEARS LATER…



Somehow Tovar thought there would be more to discuss.

He had, of course, expected the dinner conversation to be a bit surface at first. The Bains and Marsden were meeting Tanta and Jimsok for the first time, not that Tovar had all that much more familiarity with his birth parents. His memories of them from his childhood were vague and seemed to involve them leaving for one trip or another more than anything else. Honestly he had better memories of his grandparents, who had been the ones to take care of him during his parents’ many trips to the Multek Enclave, their favorite vacation destination, and other places…at least until that lava skiing incident. To this day, he couldn’t look at a volcano without tearing up a bit. Their deaths had been traumatic enough to his eleven-year-old psyche to cause a Seratch, leading to the emergence of the Toflay past life.

But this was supposed to be a happy occasion. All of the most important people in his life, including his long-lost parents, were in the same place at the same time. Yet, as they all sat around their table at The Krubble House, one silence after another descended upon the group. Not that Tanta and Jimsok weren’t trying…kind of. From the time everyone put their orders in with the waiter, Tovar’s parents brought up a litany of sights and attractions around the Enclave, asking if the Anomaly officers had been able to visit.

“The Jade Hills of Odubumpa are gorgeous this time of year,” Tanta said. “If you get a chance to warp over there with your ship, you really should. It’s worth the trip.”

“Sounds smashing, but our ship is crippled at the moment,” Captain Bain replied. “And we’re a bit busy being held captive by our charming Multek ‘hosts.’”

“Ah, well there’s always the Pudoobles Range right here on Multos,” Jimsok said. “Best bobsledding on the planet.”

“How long did it take you to settle in here?” Bain asked. Tovar perked up. Finally this conversation was moving toward talk of more personal matters. His parents would describe their lives. He would describe his…

“Settle in?” Tanta said. “Oh, immediately. We love it here.”

“You never tried to escape,” Bain said. “Come now. Surely you thought about it. Someone had to try.”

“I don’t understand.”

Bain leaned over to Tovar conspiratorially. “I hate to be the one to say this, my boy, but I think there’s some kind of Multek mind manipulation at work here.”

Tovar wasn’t so certain.

“They seem willing to chat, though,” Bain continued. “Let’s see how forthcoming they really are. Marsie, a moment please.”

Marsden, who was seated on the other side of Tovar from Bain, leaned in. “Yes, sir?”

“See what they know about whatever is keeping us here. It might seem a bit too direct coming from me.”

Before Marsden got the chance to open her mouth, a plate of food was set down in front of her. Dinner had arrived.

“After the dessert course,” Bain said, letting Marsden off the hook, at least temporarily. “No need to be uncivilized.”

The meal passed in relative silence. Tovar tried to keep things going with some talk of his Academy years, but Tanta and Jimsok seemed to be far more engrossed with insisting that they each try a bit of the other’s entree. “Are you all right, dear?” Rosalyn asked from across the table.

“Yes, Mum,” Tovar said. He froze, realizing that he’d just called Rosalyn “Mum” in the presence of his real mother. Tanta, however, didn’t seem to notice, busy as she was enjoying a Multek vegetable that looked at bit like an orange spear of asparagus.

“Give it time,” Rosalyn said kindly.

Tovar nodded slowly, but the look in his eyes told Marsden everything that she needed to know. This was hurting him. Up until then, she hadn’t been real big on Captain Bain’s idea to push Tovar’s parents for information at what was supposed to be a fun social gathering for Tovar. Tovar most definitely was not having fun, and she was not about to sit by and do nothing. If they could help get the Anomaly back to normal space and away from the Multeks, then dammit, they were going to help!

“This pocket universe the Multeks created is just absolutely amazing!” Marsden exclaimed, louder and more cheerfully than she’d intended. It had the desired effect, though. Tanta and Jimsok looked up from their meals, excitement in their eyes.

“Isn’t though?” Jimsok said. “It’s an absolute marvel.”

“Incredible,” Marsden said. That confirmed one of her assumptions. Multek space hadn’t just vanished from normal space for no reason. The Multeks did it on purpose. “I mean I work with some pretty advanced tech, but nothing like this. I’m hoping that Frequoq Wurlitz will let me talk to some of her engineers. The power something like this must require boggles the mind. How do you build generators for that?”

Tanta laughed. “Build? They had nine ready-made generators waiting to be used. But what you really should see is the Multek Memorial Merryland. They have rides there unlike anything else in the galaxy. True engineering marvels.”

“Really?” Marsden said, feigning interest as she exchanged a glance with Captain Bain while Tanta rambled on about the various attractions at the Multek Memorial Merryland. Bain smiled back and nodded. Sometimes it took a bit of explaining to get through to him, but this time he’d gotten the same message Marsden had from Tanta’s response. Nine generators. Nine star systems in the Multek enclave. The Multeks were using their suns to power whatever had shifted their space outside of normal space. And if she could study the actual devices creating the pocket universe, she might be able to figure out a way to get the Anomaly home without the anti-singularity drive. It wasn’t much, but at least it was the start of a plan.

Two seats away, Captain Bain was coming up with a slightly different plan of his own.



“IT CHAFES!”

“Would you shut up about it, Nortal!” Sub-Commander Remax shot back. “None of us are comfortable on these things!”

“I am,” Lieutenant Brazzell said, cushioned as he was by the padding in his environmental suit. The others, including their unwilling “guest,” Tori Burke, were dealing with the ravages of long-term use of Commander Vioxx’s find: a fleet of hoverbikes. While slow, designed as they were for use by vacationers, they were a far better transportation option than walking, and, thanks to a tow along hovercart Vioxx also discovered, which was apparently originally intended for use bringing along picnic lunches, the group was able to comfortably bring along the supplies they needed to repair the power systems in the Allegra. At least it was comfortable at first. Now, several hours into the journey with darkness falling, sitting for so long spread-legged on the hoverbikes was starting rub them all, except Brazzell, a bit raw.

“Just how much farther are you planning to drag me?” Tori Burke demanded. She had been given her own hoverbike, much to Remax’s disgust, and threatened with a lot worse than a stun blast if she attempted any kind of escape (Remax was fonder of that part).

“We’re trying to rescue you,” Vioxx said.

“That’s what you keep saying.”

“Do you want to spend the rest of your life stranded here? I can get you back to your home…probably.”

“Gotta love that confidence.”

“We could just kill her. She wouldn’t be stranded then, now would she?” Remax offered.

Vioxx saw a slight glint of metal, reflected in the setting sun in the distance. “Thank the Great Bird,” he muttered.

“Allegra HO!” Nortal exclaimed, spotting the same glorious reflection.

“I know everyone’s tired, but we need to get the ship up and running as soon as we can,” Vioxx said.

“I shall make repairs with all the vast powers at my command!” Nortal cried.

“Er…thanks, but why don’t you get Miss Burke settled in. Remax, Brazzell and I will handle the repairs.”

“I’m not taking off my suit,” Brazzell said.

“Whatever. Let’s just get it done,” Vioxx said before adding silently to himself, “And please let Bain have found a way out of this.”



“Right!” Bain said, clapping his hands together loudly. “What have we got?” As usual, Bain eschewed the use of a conference room for this morning’s meeting in favor of holding it on the Anomaly’s bridge. Conference rooms never made much sense to him. Why should he leave the bridge to go somewhere to talk about a decision that would most likely end up being implemented on the bridge anyway? It had chairs and a viewscreen to display whatever they might need to look at. Why leave the center of the action to go sit in some comfy chairs around a big table? Might as well throw in a buffet if you’re going to do that. No. His place was on the bridge. and that’s where he, Prosak, Tovar, Marsden, and Dr. Kasyov could plot their next move.

“Main power is back online,” Lieutenant Marsden reported.

Bain looked around the bridge. “I thought things seemed brighter in here. Fabulous job, Marsie! First rate! But you said last night that were looking at a day or more.”

“After that dinner, I couldn’t sleep.”

“Food didn’t sit well, eh?”

“Something like that,” Marsden said. In truth, it was Tovar more than anything else that had kept her up. Upon their return from dinner, Marsden had planned to try to distract him from what was obviously not the most successful reunion with his birth parents by any means necessary. Conversation about repairs. Jokes. Hell, she would have stripped naked and done performance art with whipped cream and chocolate sauce if it cheered Tovar up. That was not to be, though. As they approached the door to his quarters, he very simply said, “I wish to sleep alone this evening,” kissed her before she could start protesting, and stepped inside, leaving Marsden out in the corridor. Her first instinct was to REALLY protest. He didn’t need to be alone, and he sure as hell didn’t need to close the door in her face. At one point in her life, she would have used her door override authority to storm in after him and tell him so.

But she didn’t. If he wanted time to himself now, fine. He’d certainly given her things she needed, such as volunteering to let Nooney do his physical, so that Marsden wouldn’t have to deal with the over-eager probings of the ship’s Chief Medical Officer. She could be supportive of Tovar now.

So, she had gone back to her own quarters, quarters that she hadn’t stayed in alone for quite a while now.

She had lasted for almost three minutes before heading out to do something. Anything! Her first thought had been to see her friend, Dr. Natalia Kasyov, but Kasyov was already asleep after a long day of working with Cabral. So instead she’d gone to Engineering and found the fruits of Kasyov and Cabral’s labors waiting for her: a container full of fresh dilithium crystals, grown from the shards and bits of debris that remained after the Anomaly’s disastrous entry to the Multek Enclave. With sleep nowhere in her thoughts, she had set to work. Repair teams were going around the clock, but she was an extra, exceptionally-determined set of hands. By early morning, the Anomaly’s warp core was again pulsing with energy. Marsden’s ship was alive again. Now it was up to Bain to use it.

“Nevertheless,” Bain continued. “Bang up job. Now what about banging something else up?”

“Huh?”

“Weapons. Do we have any?”

“Sure. Now that power’s back online, the torpedo launchers are completely fine,” Marsden said. “We had a few overloads along the compression phaser arrays, but most of them are up and running. Shields are another matter. More of those emitters were damaged as we breached this pocket universe…or whatever you want to call it. Now that we’ve got main power online, I’ve shifted several of my teams to working on the shield emitters, though. I had a feeling we might need them.”

“We may yet,” Bain said. “But let’s press on. Comms?”

“Functioning normally,” Commander Prosak reported. “We have not, however, been able to contact the Allegra.”

“Hopefully that means Vioxx found a way out of this blasted place and has gone for help. We can’t count on it, though. Keep trying to raise them.”

Prosak nodded.

“Thank you, Commander. And may I say that your Vulcan composure is spot on today.”

Prosak grinned. “Really? Thank you. I’ve been working on…DAMMIT!”

“Er…sorry there, Prosak. Didn’t mean to break your concentration.”

“No. It’s all right. I still need to practice stoically accepting compliments.”

“Tough skill to master, I imagine,” Bain said. “Back to the matter at hand. Obviously, we’re not fully ship-shape, but I am positively gobsmacked at our progress. We need to look toward our next move. Last night, Tovar’s…” He didn’t want to say the word. He didn’t want to say it. “…parents…” There. He said it. “…gave us some valuable information about the forces holding us here. The Multeks found a way to hide all of their planets away, but they needed an enormous amount of power to do it, power that only their suns could provide. Up until now, we’ve been blind, but now that we have our own power back, Kassie, I’d like you to…”

“Already on it,” Dr. Kasyov said, spinning in her chair toward the science console. “I’m reading a network of large platforms around the star in this system. Massive power readings, but I don’t recognize the type of energy being generated. The platforms seem to all be tied into a central hub near the star’s northern pole.”

“Captain,” Marsden said. “If you can get me inside of the hub. Or even into one of those platforms…”

Bain held up a hand to silence her. “In time, Marsie. But we can’t just start heading toward the Multek’s sun. I imagine the locals would have something to say about it. No. I think we’re going to take a spin around the neighborhood.” Bain smiled. “With permission, of course. And we’d best see to the Allegra. What are the chances of you having any spare dilithium for the raceabouts?”

“The crystal growth stimulation technique Cabral and I developed is working well,” Kasyov said, spinning back in her chair toward the group. “Dilithium supplies aren’t an issue.”

“Very good. I want Yonk and Gworos to take one of the raceabouts out along the Allegra’s last known course. See if they can pick up the trail.”

“Captain,” Prosak said. “I can go with them. They might…”

“They’ll be fine,” Bain said. “They’ll go their way, and we’ll go ours. Can’t have the Multeks looking in the right direction, now can we?”

“I don’t follow.”

“Exactly.”

Now Prosak really didn’t follow. At least not for a few more minutes until Bain explained.



Frequoq Wurlitz, leader of the Multek Enclave, noticed the flashing light on her desk console. “Excuse me a moment,” she said to the other current occupants of her office as she tapped the console and opened the channel. “Yes, Stroodle?”

“I apologize for interrupting your meeting, Your Frequoqness, but the Multek Military Marshall’s office just commed. The Federation captain has contacted orbital control requesting permission to take his ship out of the system to try out their repairs.”

“They have?” Wurlitz said, looking across her desk at the people seated in the chairs there.

“We told you it was urgent,” Jimsok said. “Starfleet doesn’t tend to wait around.”

“That’s why we came to you first thing this morning,” Tanta added.

“Grant permission but inform the fleet,” Wurlitz ordered. “And tell Captain Bollux that I’ll be joining him on the Goobly shortly. Maybe Captain Bain is being truthful, but I want us to be ready, just in case he’s not.”

Jimsok rose from his chair. “Now you know, so we’ll be off. We’ve got appointments for mud massages down at the…”

“You’re coming with me,” Wurlitz said, standing up.

“But we don’t know anything else,” Tanta protested.

“Your son is on that ship. You and he may be able to help me get through to Captain Bain. There’s too much at stake here.”

Tanta and Jimsok exchanged a look. “Damn,” they muttered before following Wurlitz into the elevator leading to her private docking bay.



“The Frequoq has approved your request,” Major Miggle, the representative from the Multek Military Marshall’s Office, said on the viewscreen as Captain Bain sat casually in the Anomaly’s command chair on the bridge.

“I’m glad to hear it,” Bain replied. “It’s awfully hard to get the ship up and running again if we can’t test out the systems properly.”

“Of course,” Miggle replied. “Have a nice cruise.”

“It’s a working trip, so I don’t know how nice it will be,” Bain said. “Oh, I want to apologize for the mess. We’ll work on cleaning it up when we get back.”

“Mess?”

“The debris. We were really banged up over here. All kinds of bulkheads and the like dislodged and strewn around. We got so tired of trying to work around it that we ended up just parking a bunch of it outside the ship to get it out of the way.”

“It’s not in a decaying orbit or anything, is it?”

“No no. Well, I don’t think so. I suppose it could. Honestly, we’re not really sure what to do with it. Back home, we’d just throw it into the sun and vaporize the lot.”

“Why don’t you do that here?”

“Not my sun. It’d be quite presumptuous to throw our refuse into your sun without permission,” Bain said. “If you want, though, we can give it a shove in that direction on our way out of the system.”

Now Miggle was not usually the type to make decisions above his station. When the Anomaly had commed orbital control asking permission to leave the system, he’d gone straight to his superiors. Allowing a trash dump that could otherwise slam into Multos wasn’t that big of a decision. Vaporization or the deaths of thousands? Hmmm…

“Go ahead and do that, Captain Bain.”

“It will delay us a little bit, but I suppose we can,” Bain replied. “Consider the trash dumped.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

“Not at all. Thank you. Anomaly out.” Bain turned back to Tovar, who closed the channel. “Is our refuse properly bundled?”

“Aye, sir.”

“Excellent. Let’s clean up after ourselves then. Zantak, as soon as Tovar gives the package a shove, break orbit and head out of the system.” The Romulan woman at the helm nodded silently.

Tovar latched a tractor beam onto the lashed-together mass of bulkheads and such that had been gathered behind the Anomaly over the last couple of hours and expertly swung it around, releasing it on a course toward Multos’ sun. With that complete, the Anomaly, under Zantak’s control, spun the opposite direction and sped away from the planet.

“We are clear of the system,” Tovar reported a short time later.

“Give Yonk and Gworos the go-ahead,” Bain ordered. “As soon as they are clear, I want warp six.”

Less than a minute passed before Tovar reported, “The Rhone is away. It has entered warp.” Zantak didn’t say anything, but, as ordered, she activated the Anomaly’s warp engines. There wasn’t quite the soft, smooth hum Bain was used to, but with the singularity blocked off and the anti-singularity drive offline, that was to be expected. Despite the challenges, he had no doubt that Marsden had the warp drive working splendidly. The pinpoints of stars on the viewscreen extended to streaks as the Anomaly leapt past light speed into warp.



“They’re on the move!” Captain Bollux said, watching the tactical display on the bridge of the Goobly.

“I can see that,” Frequoq Wurlitz said. In the years before she accepted the position of Frequoq, she’d been a freighter captain running goods between the worlds of the Enclave, which was a vital task with the Enclave cut off from the rest of the galaxy. As such, she could more than handle herself on the bridge of a starship. A second reading on the screen caught her attention. “What is that? Did they launch something?”

Bollox conferred with his sensor operator. “Yes, your Frequoqness. A smaller ship. Probably just a diversion. Or possibly the Anomaly is the diversion, and the real strike will come from the small ship. Or maybe they both plan a strike. We should pursue them both.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” Wurlitz replied. Obviously twenty years in seclusion had gotten their forces a little out of practice.



“They’re coming,” Dr. Natalya Kasyov said, watching the readouts on her console.

“Confirmed,” Tovar said. “A force of thirty-seven ships is following us from Multos.”

Bain whistled. “Sent the lot, didn’t they?”

“I doubt they have much else to do.”

“A fair point. Let’s see if they noticed the Rhone.”

“A dozen ships have split off from the main fleet and are following the raceabout’s course,” Tovar said.

“That answers that. Now it’s a race. Increase to warp nine, Zantak.”

“Captain, at that speed, we’re going to be coming up on the target pretty fast,” Kasyov said.

“That is an understatement,” Tovar said.

“I know, but as soon as the Multeks work out what system we’re heading for, they’ll be on us. Marsie was pretty confident that each star would have a layout of platforms similar to the one around Multos. You have to find me that hub.”

“Yes, sir,” Kasyov said, clearly not thrilled at the way this was going.

“Captain, the Multeks have accelerated to warp nine point three.”

“Worked it out, I see. Time for the final sprint. Maximum warp, Zantak. Push it as far as you can.”

In seconds, Kasyov called out, “Entering the Kalebbo system…scanning for the hub…got it!”

“Zantak! Get us to Kassie’s coordinates!” Bain ordered, leaping up out of his chair as the Anomaly dropped out of warp dangerously close to the system’s star.

“The Multeks are dropping out of warp behind us! We’re being hailed,” Tovar said.

“Ignore them.”

“They’re powering weapons.”

“Shields up.”

The Anomaly rocked slightly. “Warning shots,” Tovar said. “They are still hailing.”

Bain paced for a few moments.

“They’re powering up to fire again,” Tovar said. “Ships are moving to surround us.”

“Put them on screen,” Bain said. The rapidly approaching hub structure on the viewscreen was replaced by the bridge of the Goobly, where Captain Bollux sat in his own command chair. Frequoq Wurlitz stood beside him with two other familiar faces: Tanta and Jimsok.

“Greeting, Frequoq,” Bain said. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“We know what you’re planning, Bain,” Wurlitz said. “You have no idea what that would do.”

“Really? I think, if I understand it all correctly, that destroying this hub would cut off the power coming from this star that feeds whatever system is keeping your worlds out of phase with normal space. All nine stars need to be feeding it energy for it to work, so, if I destroy this, we go home.”

“And you drag us along,” Wurlitz said. “We can’t let that happen!”

“Why not? I know your race’s history. The xenophobia. The closed-mindedness. I thought you left all that behind over a century ago. What happened? Decide you didn’t like having neighbors after all? Too bad. The universe doesn’t work that way. You can’t just run away and hide, particularly when you’re holding other beings against their will or brainwashing them.”

Wurlitz frowned. “Brainwashing? I don’t…”

“Like those two!” Bain thundered, pointing at Tanta and Jimsok. “You ripped them away from their home and their own son! And thanks to you now they’ve betrayed that son.”

“We had to,” Tanta said.

“See!” Bain said. “You coerced them. Controlled their minds!”

“No! This is our home!” Jimsok said. “We chose to come here, and we don’t want to leave.”

“We can get you help back in the Federation.”

“We don’t want help!”

“You say that now.”

“Captain,” Tovar said. “I believe they’re telling the truth.”

“They think they are. That’s the Multeks’ control talking.”

“We’re not being controlled!” Tanta said.

“Of course you don’t think you are.”

“We’re not!”

“They’re not!” Wurlitz added.

“You would say that.”

“That’s enough, Bain! I know you didn’t choose to be here, but everyone else in the Enclave did. We made a choice, and we did what was necessary.”

“So did I,” Bain said. “You are going back to normal space.”

“If you’re referring to the other ship that you launched, we already know about it. Our forces will have caught up with it by now,” Captain Bollux said.

“I’m sure you have,” Bain said. “But that was just the second diversion. We’re the first.”

“The…first,” Wurlitz said, her mouth starting to gape.

“Right about now, an innocent looking pile of debris and refuse is approaching Multos’ sun. And right about now, the refuse is falling away from our raceabout.”

“Contact Multos!” Wurlitz shouted at Bollux. “Get a ship to the sun!”

“We brought everyone with us!” Bollux cried.

“I’m sure by now that my Chief Engineer and Second Officer have found a way to throw a wrench in the works,” Bain said, resisting the almost-overwhelming urge to smile.

“Multos is reporting a power fall off to the Phenomenal Phase Philer!” one of Bollux’s supernumeraries reported.

“It’s happening!” Kasyov said. “We’re returning to normal space!”

“BAIN!” Wurlitz screamed. “You’ve destroyed us!”

“Nonsense,” Bain said. “You can get used to living with the rest of the galaxy again.”

“But the Dillon Consortium…”

“Dillon Consortium?” Bain interrupted. “What the devil do they have to do with anything?”

“Captain,” Kasyov said. “We’re back in normal space, but I’m getting some strange readings from the Flibble system. It’s Bradley Dillon’s CasinoWorld.”

“What about it? That was evacuated twenty years ago. There’s nobody there.”

“It’s moving.”

“The planet?”

“The casino. It’s…changing.”

“We’re receiving a transmission,” Tovar said.

“From Starfleet?” Bain asked.

“From the casino.”

“Odd. Put it on.”

“It is audio only,” Tovar said.

The message began. “Attention Multek Enclave, contact had been re-established with Consortium Control. Lost revenue due to extended period out of normal operation with applicable interest has been calculated. A properly-authorized Dillon Consortium acquisition fleet shall be dispatched to collect payment. The unit will now ensure no attempts are made to avoid payment. All vessels are to return to their worlds of origin or they will be identified as unauthorized pirates. These worlds now belong to the Dillon Consortium. Repeat, these worlds now belong to the Dillon Consortium. Repeat, these worlds…”

“Turn it off,” Bain said.

“This is what we were trying to avoid, Bain!” Wurlitz snapped.

“I see that…now,” Bain replied. “What about that damned casino, Kassie? What’s it doing?”

“It’s now…a giant robot.”

“It’s WHAT?”

“A heavily-armed giant robot. And it just left the planet.”

“I have Starfleet,” Tovar said. “They are reporting that a Dillon Consortium fleet has left Consortium headquarters on Antares. Starfleet has been ordered not to interfere in the matter, since it is between the Consortium and the Multeks.”

“That was disconcertingly fast,” Tovar said.

“But they’re Federation members!” Bain protested. “We can’t…” he trailed off and looked at Wurlitz. “You lot never did get around to officially joining the Federation, did you?”

“We liked our autonomy,” Wurlitz said. “Which is WHY we LEFT! This is your fault, Bain! You did this to us! The end of the Multek Enclave is on your head!”

Bain winced. “And it seemed like such a good idea at the time.”



To Be Continued…



Contractual Obligations





Despite the fact that space travel had been commonplace in the Romulan Star Empire for half a millennium, there were certain hard truths about it that no amount of “we do this sort of thing everyday” talk could gloss over. First and foremost was the simple fact that space was a deadly place. If something went seriously wrong in your ship, you were probably done for. To guard against this as much as possible, all Romulan officers were trained in the engineering equivalent of first aid. It wasn’t a popular course at the Imperial Officers Academy among the cadets on the command track, who usually felt that engineering was for engineers and beneath commanders. Vioxx was never that snooty about it, and, honestly, he didn’t have anything against his engineering course. He just didn’t have anything for it either. He was far more enamored with other things, namely his girlfriend at the time and the prospect of commanding his own ship. He didn’t need to worry about the engineering side of things because he’d have engineers under his command to handle that work.

Unless for some unknown reason he handed his one engineer over to the Breen.

Like that would ever happen.

Er….

Okay, so maybe Vioxx should have paid more attention in his engineering class, a fact that was more than evident as he struggled to properly run conduit from the Allegra’s bridge power distribution node to the helm console.

“Do you want some help?” the bridge’s one other occupant, Tori Burke, asked. Explaining why a human female was currently on the bridge, and, more importantly, handcuffed to a chair on said bridge required an unfortunate amount of exposition. A few days earlier, the Allegra and its crew had been safely ensconced on the USS Anomaly, but then an event that Vioxx had yet to understand had thrown the Anomaly into the Multek Enclave, a region of the galaxy that had vanished from normal space two decades earlier. The Anomaly had been severely damaged in the incident, so its captain, Reginald Bain, had sent Commander Vioxx and a handful of other officers out in the Allegra to look for help. Instead they had encountered an energy barrier surrounding the Enclave that shorted out the Allegra’s systems, forcing them to land on the closest habitable planet.

This planet was Edgeworld, a Multek resort world located at the edge of their space (hence the name). At least it had been a Multek resort world. Shortly before the Enclave disappeared from normal space, Edgeworld was acquired by the Dillon Consortium and scheduled for major renovations. A Dillon Consortium attorney, the aforementioned Tori Burke, had been put in stasis on Edgeworld awaiting the arrival of the contractors hired to perform the renovations. Due to the Enclave’s disappearance into its own pocket universe, Ms. Burke’s awakening was delayed…by 20 years, at which point Commander Vioxx and crew found her stasis tube in the Edgeworld lobby while there searching for supplies to repair the Allegra.

With the supplies found, Vioxx should have just left Burke to fend for herself. Sub-Commander Remax was certainly advocating that position. Or, if he wanted to be really merciful, he could have just killed her. Instead, Vioxx insisted on trying to rescue Burke, not that she was offering anything resembling gratitude, preferring to threaten Vioxx and crew with various nasty lawsuits. At first, he’d assigned Centurion Nortal to watch her, but, without power, there were no secure rooms on the Allegra to hold the lawyer in. Since a Dillon Consortium employee could not be given access to a Romulan vessel, Nortal decided that stunning Burke again was the best approach. After about the seventh blast, Vioxx had had enough. He sent Nortal off to assist Remax and Lieutenant Brazzell, and Vioxx took over guarding Burke himself while he worked on the bridge systems.

“I’d love some help,” Vioxx said, responding to Burke’s offer. “But if I take those binders off of you, you’re going to hit me and make a run for it…again.”

“Could I at least get off of the floor?” Burke had been handcuffed to the armrest of an actual chair, but, as Vioxx discovered, the chairs, either due to the crash or faulty design, weren’t as well attached to their support poles as he would have hoped. The human was able to wrench the entire chair up, snap off the armrest, and then club Vioxx as he emerged from the innards of the Allegra’s science console. If Burke had been looking where she was going and not fallen into an open floor panel while trying to escape, she would have very likely made it off of the ship…

…where she would have been all alone miles from the resort on an otherwise barren planet.

Maybe Remax was right. He should have let her die.

As it was, Burke was now attached to the chair’s support pole, which was firmly bolted to the bridge deck plating, leaving her trying to find a comfortable position on the floor. If she hadn’t have hit him in the head with an armrest, Vioxx might have been more sympathetic.

Instead, he muttered. Muttered about the pain in his head. Muttered about the stupid power conduit. Muttered about being stranded. And mostly muttered about how much the universe seemed to hate him right now. Finally, he managed to connect the last bit of conduit to the helm. With that in place, at least the helm, science, and tactical consoles would be operational once Remax completed replacing the conduit from engineering to the bridge. Now it was time for the viewscreen.

He decided that he’d had enough with the running the conduit properly crap. He wasn’t fighting to run it through the ducts under the deck all the way to the front of the bridge. If everyone wanted a working screen, they’d have to step over the damn conduit.

“I was wondering when you’d stop wasting your time,” Burke said as Vioxx attached one end of the conduit to the power distribution node and began walking to the viewscreen, uncoiling it as he went.

“We have muzzles on board, you know,” Vioxx said.

“Go ahead. It’ll just be one more crime against me to add to the list.”

“You do realize that you can’t sue me.”

“The Dillon Consortium can sue whomever it wants. Just watch us.”

“Right now that ‘us’ consists of just you, and getting back to an ‘us’ depends on me and my crew. Try a little respect, human.” Vioxx reached the viewscreen, opened up the access hatch underneath, removed the old conduit, and moved to connect the new conduit when…

…he was on his back at the rear of the bridge twitching uncontrollably and suddenly very very sore. Sub-Commander Remax stepped through the doors and stood over him. “What the hell happened to you?” Remax demanded.

Vioxx’s jaw spasmed as he let out a pained gurgle.

The elder science officer rolled his eyes. “I restored the power,” Remax said, looking around the bridge’s active consoles appreciatively. His eyes fell on the dormant viewscreen. “Are you planning to hook that thing up?”

“That’s what he was doing when you turned on the power,” Tori Burke said chuckling. “The surge blasted him right across the room.”

Ah. That would explain the incredible pain Vioxx was currently experiencing.

“Huh. Sorry I missed that,” Remax said. He looked down at Vioxx again. “Are you going to act like a proper Romulan and pick yourself up, or do I need to call Nortal to look you over?”

Vioxx painfully scrambled to his feet. While Nortal was technically trained as a medic, Vioxx would much rather be handed over to the Anomaly’s human doctor, Fred Nooney, than submit to Nortal’s version of care.

Remax, meanwhile, took proper precautions (i.e. shutting down the power flow through the conduit to the viewscreen), made the final connections, and stepped back to admire his handiwork. “If you want a job done right…”

“I was doing fine!” Vioxx protested.

“Which is why you currently have smoke wafting off of you,” Remax replied as he moved to the science station and checked over his readouts. “Hmmm.”

“Hmmm? What hmmm?” Vioxx demanded. “Have we been detected? Are ships approaching?”

“The Anomaly is hailing us.”

“Really?” Vioxx said surprised.

“Yes. I assumed they were dead by now.”

“I’m starting to think that Reginald Bain may be invulnerable to conventional weapons.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Remax said. “Do you want to talk to him?”

“Oh yeah. Put him on.”



“Captain, we’re receiving a response from the Allegra,” Lieutenant Commander Tovar reported from the Anomaly’s Tac- Ops console. He looked directly at Captain Bain as he said this, actively avoiding eye contact with his birth parents, Tanta and Jimsok, who had beamed onto the Anomaly’s bridge along with Frequoq Wurlitz of the Multeks soon after the Anomaly had been surrounded by Multek ships in an effort to prevent Bain from deactivating the network of phase generators that had hidden the Multek Enclave in its own pocket universe for the last twenty years. Unfortunately for the Multeks, the Anomaly had just been a decoy, and Bain had actually sent Sub-Commander Prosak and Lieutenant Shelly Marsden in a raceabout to a different location to deactivate the network. Unfortunately for Bain, the Multeks had a very good reason for taking their Enclave out of normal space, and said reason, a Dillon Consortium fleet, was currently on its way to claim the Multek worlds, which it considered to be Dillon Consortium property.

And then there was the giant robot. Bain had a plan for that, though. He turned away from the Multek leader, who was currently attempting to control her panic as she confronted Bain about his actions, and faced the viewscreen, which soon showed a rather disheveled Commander Vioxx.

“Commander!” Bain said jovially. “It’s good to…Great Bird, man! What happened to you? You look like you’ve been sizzled.”

“He has,” Remax said, poking his head into view. “He’s fine, though.”

“Sure he is,” an unfamiliar woman’s voice said. Bain suddenly noticed that there appeared to be a woman he’d never seen before handcuffed to one of the Allegra’s bridge chairs.

“Er…Vioxx. I know you Romulans do things a bit differently, but I’m going to have to draw the line at any sort of impropriety.”

“You’re telling me,” Remax said. “I told him we should have just killed her.”

“Captain, we found this woman in stasis on the planet where we crashed,” Vioxx explained, ignoring Remax. “She’s an attorney for the Dillon Consortium.”

“Tori Burke!” the woman shouted. “And when the Consortium finishes with you…”

“Funny you should say that,” Bain said, cutting her off. “Your compatriots are on their way.”

“How?” Vioxx said. “We’re inside of some kind of bubble.”

“Not anymore,” Remax said, checking his scans. “I can read normal space.”

“We took care of that issue, but now we’ve got a bigger one,” Bain said. “A couple of bigger ones really.”

“The Dillon Consortium is coming. Yes, you mentioned that,” Vioxx said.

“Their robot is already here.”

“Their…robot?” Vioxx asked.

“Massive bugger. The entire Dillon’s CasinoWorld complex transformed into the thing and took off as soon as we were back in normal space. It says it will attack any vessels it finds.”

“So we’re safe as long as we stay here.”

“Right,” Bain said. “But you’re not staying there.”

“We’re…not?”

“You’ve got to take it on, give it a good what for, and such.”

“Err…isn’t fighting giant robots more your kind of thing?”

“I wish I could,” Bain said. “I’m honestly jealous, but we’ve got an incoming fleet to deal with.”

“Wait! Why are we even doing this?” Vioxx said. “What does the Dillon Consortium want with the Multeks anyway?”

Bain sighed and turned to Frequoq Wurlitz, “It’s a long story that I haven’t been told yet.”

“Because you never bothered to ask!” Wurlitz thundered.

“I’m asking now.”

“A bit late! Don’t you think? Oh wait, you don’t think. You just BLOW THINGS UP!”

“Are you going to calm down and talk to me like a rational person or not?”

“FINE! Here’s why, thanks to you, we are completely kerfloppled!”

“An excellent start,” Bain muttered.

Wurlitz ignored him. “The planet now occupied by Dillon’s CasinoWorld was once one of ours. After the Great Opening in the time of Our Scarlet-Haired Savior, a deal was made with the creator of the Dillon Consortium allowing them use of the world. For the next century all was well, but then the Dillon Consortium requested a meeting with my predecessor…”



“…I think you will agree that the presence of Dillon’s CasinoWorld has been a boon to the worlds of the Multek Enclave, increasing tourism to your worlds from the Federation and beyond. We have provided this added value to you for decades without compensation of any sort,” the Dillon Consortium representative, who had introduced himself as “Mister Thompkins,” said, smiling a bit too toothily as he adjusted the sleeves of his impeccably- tailored blue suit, the standard uniform of all Dillon Consortium reps.

Frequoq Yogabba frowned and glanced over at his assistant, Wurlitz, as if to say, “Is this guy for real?”

“We did give you a planet,” Wurlitz said.

“Exactly,” Frequoq Yogabba said, leaping on his assistant’s helpful reminder. “That’s a lot.”

“It was a barren world until we did something with it,” Mr. Thompkins said without a moment’s hesitation. “Frankly, providing that world to us was an investment in your own future, one that has paid substantial dividends to you. We are only looking to provide another such opportunity for you, adding even more value to your worlds.”

“What is it that you are looking for?” Wurlitz asked.

“How many visitors does your Edgeworld Resort serve in an average year?”

“A thousand. Maybe 1500,” Wurlitz said.

“Far below its potential.”

“Well, it’s not exactly the edge of anything, now is it?” Yogabba said.

“Indeed. It is a relic of another age of Multek history,” Thompkins said. “And useless to you.”

“I don’t know about useless,” Wurlitz said.

“It is surely costing you more resources to maintain it than it is worth. The Dillon Consortium is generously offering to receive it as compensation for the added value we have provided to the Multek Enclave through the presence of Dillon’s CasinoWorld. I should not be telling you this, but as we speak Corporate has been considering a very intriguing proposal from the Cardassians.”

“So if we don’t give you Edgeworld, you’ll close Dillon’s CasinoWorld?” Yogabba asked, concern evident in his voice.

“We can live with that,” Wurlitz said.

“But the added value!” Yogabba exclaimed.

“You understand us then,” Thompkins said, pulling a padd out of his black briefcase. “I have already done you the service of drawing up the necessary documents to complete the transaction. And, on behalf of the Dillon Consortium, I would like to thank you for your investment. We are certain that our profitable partnership will continue for decades to come.”



“Those slimy buggers,” Bain said.

Wurlitz nodded. “Almost as soon as Frequoq Yogabba signed the padd, we detected a Dillon Consortium ship arriving at Edgeworld. The few Multeks there were ordered to leave as the Consortium vessel unloaded supplies and, apparently, the woman your people found. It didn’t take Frequoq Yogabba long to realize the ramifications of what had transpired. Unable to deal with the responsibility, he decided that he no longer wanted to be Frequoq. As is our tradition, the position went to the next person willing to take it on: me. I immediately went to our Council of Elder Wizards for advice.”

“You have wizards!” Bain exclaimed.

“That’s what we call them, but they can’t do magic or anything. Well, Oggip knows some pretty good card tricks…the important thing is that the Council saw the same inevitability that Yogabba and I did. The Dillon Consortium would develop Edgeworld and then come back to us for more compensation, citing even more ‘added value.’ We were being slowly conquered via financial conquest. We knew the Consortium’s reputation. They would not allow us to refuse. The Council had a plan, though. During the Great Opening to the rest of the galaxy, the Council members had been unsure whether or not it was a good idea, despite the assurances of Our Scarlet-Haired Savior. While the majority of the Multek Enclave focused on creating a tourist destination, they were secretly designing and implementing a contingency plan to save the Enclave.”

“The phase generators,” Bain said.

“Precisely. We set about making preparations. The generators were taken to each of the stars of the Enclave, and an invitation was sent out to selected guests, ones who had a special relationship with the Enclave and might want to live out the rest of their lives with us. Then, when all was in place, we infiltrated Dillon’s CasinoWorld and engineered an emergency, forcing them to evacuate everyone there to Waystation Prime. As soon as the last of the evacuation ships left our borders, we activated the phase generators and continued our lives safe from the threat of the Dillon Consortium…UNTIL YOU SHOWED UP!”

“Frightfully sorry about that,” Bain said wincing.

“And there’s nothing you can do about it!”

“I said I’d deal with the fleet,” Bain replied.

“Sir, I must point out that Starfleet Command has stated that this is between the Dillon Consortium and the Multek Enclave,” Tovar said.

“No sense going against Starfleet,” Vioxx said on the viewscreen, clearly pleased to have an excuse not to go fight the giant robot.

“I got them into this mess, and, dash it all, I’m going to get them out again!” Bain snapped.

“Of course, Captain,” Tovar said flatly.

“Don’t,” Frequoq Wurlitz said. “You’ve done enough damage. I don’t want to think about how much worse you’ll end up making things. Just get out of our space.”

“I can fix this,” Bain said.

“OUT!” Wurlitz thundered. “I am returning to Multos to warn our people. Perhaps working for the Dillon Consortium won’t be so bad…assuming they don’t just evict us all from our worlds.”

“May we have a moment to speak to Tovar?” Tanta asked.

“No,” Tovar said.

Wurlitz, however, nodded her assent. “Comm us when you are ready.” She tapped a small device on her wrist and dematerialized in the swirl of a Multek transporter beam.

“Tovar,” Tanta began.

“Captain, I have duties to attend to,” Tovar said.

Bain’s first impulse was to help his son and get these two off of his ship as quickly as possible. But Tovar was their son, too. Despite what they had done, if this was the last Tovar saw of them, he might regret it for the rest of his life.

“Talk to them lad. Use Vioxx’s office.”

“Is that an order, sir?” Tovar said.

“Do I have to make it one?”

“Very well,” Tovar said, stepping out from behind tac-ops and leading his birth parents to Vioxx’s office, which was formerly Prosak’s quarters, which was originally Bain’s never-used ready room. With the three Yynsians off of the bridge, Bain noticed Vioxx still staring at him from the viewscreen.

“Sorry to hold you up, Vioxx,” Bain said. “You must be chomping at the bit to get underway.”

“To attack the giant robot,” Vioxx said.

“Exactly.”

“To attack the giant robot…by ourselves.”

Bain thought for a moment. “Yonk and Gworos are out in a raceabout right now. I could send them your way.”

“Thanks. I’m sure that little ship will turn the tide in our favor,” Vioxx muttered.

“Glad to be of service. Good luck to you lot. Bain out.”

“Wait. Wha…”

But Bain had already closed the channel. He turned to Dr. Natalia Kasyov, who was manning her usual post at the science console. “Can you get me Marsden and Prosak?”

“Yes, but then, if we’re possibly going into battle, I need to…”

“…check on Cabral,” Bain finished. “Of course, Doctor.”

Bain barely noticed Kasyov make her escape as the image on the viewscreen shifted to the interior of Marsden and Prosak’s raceabout, where both women sat.

“Prosak here, Captain,” the Anomaly’s RommaVulc Second Officer said, her efforts to show no emotion failing miserably to cover over her excitement. “We did it!”

“Yes. Good show, both of you,” Bain said.

“It wasn’t easy, Captain,” Lieutenant Shelly Marsden said. “They had several redundancies built into the network to prevent shut down. And if anything had gone wrong when we did get it down, we could have phased back into normal space incorrectly, which probably would have killed us all instantly…or slowly and really painfully.”

“Capital capital,” Bain said. “First class job all the way.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“I need you to undo it.”

Marsden stopped and blinked. “Err…what was that?”

“Looks like we may have made the wrong move here, Marsie. There’s an incoming Dillon Consortium fleet, and I’d rather have this lot safely stowed back in their little pocket universe before the Consortium gets here.”

“But…I can’t undo it. We trashed the thing.”

“Carefully,” Prosak added. “And logically. It was a very careful and logical yet thorough…trashing.”

“I have faith in you, Marsie. You’ll make it right as rain again,” Bain said.

“There is one other issue, Captain,” Prosak said. “Two Multek ships have intercepted us and are unlikely to allow us to return to the phase generator hub.”

“Apologize and tell them that you’re going to fix the thing.”

“Do you believe that will work?”

“I hear that apologies go a long way,” Bain said. “At this point, it may be all we have to offer. Bain out.” He tapped a control on his chair, closing the channel and let out a long, un-Bain-like sigh. “I’ll be in my lounge. You have the conn, Sub-Lieutenant,” he said to the one officer remaining on the Anomaly’s bridge, Sub-Lieutenant Zantak. The Romulan spun around in her chair toward Bain, but the captain was already slipping out the rear door of the bridge toward his lounge. Had Bain remained he would have heard more words coming from his helm officer than she had ever uttered in his presence before. Of course, he would have needed expertise in Romulan profanity to understand any of them, but the point remains.



Tovar ushered his parents into Vioxx’s office and took up a position in front of the First Officer’s desk, his arms crossed in front of him. “The captain has asked that I hear you out, so I shall. Speak.”

“Tovar, please don’t be this way,” Tanta said.

“I am not aware of being any particular ‘way.’”

“We probably deserve that,” Jimsok said.

“Why?” Tovar asked. “For purposely abandoning me twenty years ago so that you could live with the Multeks? Or for betraying our plans to those very same Multeks when we took you into our confidence?”

Tanta and Jimsok looked at each other. “Well…both, I guess,” Jimsok said.

“Don’t you want to know why?” Tanta asked.

“I don’t think he does,” Jimsok said warningly.

“No, I don’t think I do,” Tovar said.

“We should tell him the truth,” Tanta said.

“Tanta…” Jimsok began.

Tanta quickly cut him off. “We never wanted you,” she said quickly. Tovar hadn’t wanted to give his parents the satisfaction of seeing any kind of reaction from him, but at these words, he couldn’t help it. He sat down on Vioxx’s desk, unable to stay on his feet.

“Way to break it to him gently, dear,” Jimsok said.

“I’m sorry, but it’s true,” Tanta said. “Your father and I were quite content together, but my parents just WOULD NOT LET UP. They wanted grandchildren and lots of them. They joked about completely draining the past-life clearing house. Finally we gave in and had you with the knowledge that your grandparents would be begging to take care of you, which they did. They loved you so much, even when you acted strangely.”

“You were a strange little boy,” Jimsok said nodding.

“I had an interloping lifeforce inside me, which was removed a few years ago,” Tovar said.

“Really? That explains that.”

“The POINT,” Tanta said, “is that things were fine until my parents just had to go on that lava skiing trip and get themselves killed. Suddenly our lives were not our own anymore.”

“I am sorry to have been such an inconvenience,” Tovar said sarcastically.

“We did the best we could, but it wasn’t working. Then we got the invitation from the Multeks. Multos had always been our favorite destination. We’d spent weeks and weeks there over the years. The thought of losing it was too much to bear. We instantly knew what we had to do.”

“Instantly? No deliberation at all? No thoughts for anyone else?” Tovar said.

“No,” Jimsok said. “We knew you would be taken care of. You were a Federation citizen after all. And we were right. Captain and Mrs. Bain seem to be very nice people.”

“NICE?” Tovar shouted. “They are far FAR more than that! You two may have given me life, but Reginald and Rosalyn Bain loved me more than you ever did. I have never felt like anything less than a flesh and blood member of that family.”

“We’re happy that’s true,” Tanta said. “And that you’ve met Shelly. You two seem wonderful together. You’ve done fine without us.”

“See. It all worked out,” Jimsok said, forcing a smile.

“Yes,” Tovar said pointedly. “Is that all?”

“I…I guess it is,” Tanta said. “We should get to our ship.”

“Yes,” Tovar repeated.

“Goodbye, Tovar,” Jimsok said. He extended his hand for Tovar to shake. Tovar just glared at him, arms crossed. “Um…have a good life.”

“We mean that,” Tanta said, activating the comm unit on her wrist. “We’re ready,” she said into it quickly.

Tovar said nothing. Moments later, his parents were gone.



This should have been a cause for celebration. Repairs were as complete as they were going to get, and the Allegra was ready to leave Edgeworld. Somehow Commander Vioxx was finding it hard to get up the urge to give the order to depart though.

It probably had something to do with the GIANT ROBOT they were supposed to engage in combat.

He could almost feel Sub-Commander Remax’s eyes boring into him, just waiting to pounce on whatever “non-Romulan” order he gave next. Looks of equal disdain were coming from Tori Burke, albeit for different reasons. She’d been moved to a position near Nortal, so the Centurion could keep an eye on her while also allowing Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell to take his seat at the conn without worrying about having a woman handcuffed to his chair. Just knowing that Burke had been there had caused Brazzell to expend an entire can of disinfectant on his seat and the console, all the while muttering something about Dillon Consortium germ warfare.

Vioxx knew that they were all waiting for his command. Best to just get it over with. He opened his mouth and…

“What in the jorvaal are we doing?” he exclaimed, proclaiming his actual thoughts rather than the nice calm order he had intended. Oh well. It was out there now.

“Preparing to rise forth with great majesty!” Nortal replied.

“I think somebody is starting to realize how much trouble you all are in,” Burke said smugly. “Not so anxious to tangle with the Consortium now, are you?”

“Your massive mechanical menace cows no one!” Nortal cried.

Vioxx was actually feeling a bit cowed.

“You know what we could do,” Remax said.

“Leave,” Vioxx said.

“We’re back in normal space, and this isn’t even Starfleet’s fight, much less ours. We could be watching this whole thing play out on holovision from the comfort of Waystation Prime.”

“I shall remain to do battle while you seek refuge,” Nortal said.

“See. Everybody wins,” Remax said.

Vioxx had to admit that he had a point…except for the leaving Nortal to die bit. She’d rant a bit, but he was taking her to Waystation Prime. He was just about to give the order when…

“But that would be the coward’s way out,” Remax said.

“I thought it was duplicitous. We like that sort of thing,” Vioxx countered.

“And let the Dillon Consortium believe that the Romulan Empire is scared of them? What kind of Romulan are you?”

“A confused one. Two seconds ago you wanted to go to Waystation Prime. Make up your mind!”

“Why? You’re in command!”

Yes. He was in command. Why had he decided that being an officer was such a good idea again? Oh yeah. Status, women, and glory. That had worked out so well. Now Reginald Bain was counting on him to succeed in a suicide mission when running away would be so very easy. But, as much as he might want to, he knew he wasn’t going to run away. He’d rather die than listen to Remax badger him for the rest of his life. And this way he’d get to take Remax with him.

“Take us up, Brazzell,” he said, resigning himself to his chosen course. He turned toward his science officer. “So what exactly are we up against?”

Remax began checking his console. “I’ve got the robot on long range sensors. Height…approximately 200 meters. Bolatronium hull. Weapons…unknown, but with these power levels, I’m guessing there are a lot.”

As Remax continued on, Vioxx did his best to tune him out, sorry that he’d asked the question in the first place. If they were going to be dead, why did it matter how dead they were going to be?



Reginald Bain wasn’t usually much for sitting, particularly not in a situation like this. A hostile fleet was approaching, a civilization was in danger, and he was the only one who could do something about it.

Of course, he was also the one who caused the problem in the first place.

That was the kicker.

Starfleet had ordered him to stay out of it. The Multeks just wanted him gone before he screwed something else up. And at that very moment, several officers under his command were risking their lives in a possibly-hopeless battle against a machine made out of a casino.

In the face of all of this, Bain sat in his Captain’s Lounge, scotch in hand, staring blankly ahead at the painting on the wall in front of him. It was a landscape that reminded him of his home in England. Beautiful countryside. Peaceful. And not about to be destroyed because of his actions.

The lounge doors behind him slid open quietly. Bain frowned. Who the devil would have the gall to intrude on him without so much as ringing the door chime?

He soon had his answer as Rosalyn Bain stepped into view.

“Reg?” she said.

“I’m fine, dearest. Just taking a moment.”

Rosalyn sat down in the leather armchair catty-corner to his and placed a comforting hand on his knee. Nothing was said. Not for a few moments, at least.

“I honestly don’t know why you put up with me,” Bain said finally.

His wife chuckled. “Whatever would make you say that?”

“I’m a boorish, pig-headed, blundering…”

“Reginald!” Rosalyn snapped. “You’re many things, but self-pitying isn’t one of them.”

“This isn’t pity. We’re well past that. I was so bloody certain that I knew what was I doing that I didn’t stop for one second to think! And now the Multeks are going to pay for my mistake.”

“You were trying to get your crew home.”

“At what cost? Are we worth the end of an entire civilization?”

“It’s not like the Dillon Consortium is going to come in and kill them all.”

“I almost wish they were. Then Starfleet would get off their collective arses and take action!”

“You already are. I heard Shelly is trying to fix the phase generators, and the Romulans are dealing with the robot. I doubt Starfleet would call that ‘staying out of it.’”

Bain grinned. “The Prime Directive and I never did see eye-to-eye.”

“Which is why you don’t get many first contact assignments. You can still help these people, Reg. I know that you’re going to,” Rosalyn said.

“I’ve got one banged up ship against a Dillon Consortium fleet.”

“I seem to remember an ensign who took out a Red Borg sphere in a shuttlecraft.”

“I lost that shuttle.”

“I’m betting you won’t lose the Anomaly.”

Bain took his wife’s hand and gave it a loving squeeze. “How did I do this before you came aboard?”

“You were Reginald Bain. You still are.”

“Right!” Bain said, getting to his feet. “And I’d say it’s high time I reintroduced myself to the Consortium!”



“Fire! Evasive! EVASIVE! BE MORE EVASIVE!”

“I’M TRYING!” Brazzell shouted back as Commander Vioxx gripped the armrests of his seat while the Allegra bucked under another onslaught from the robot made up of the Dillon Consortium CasinoWorld complex. Despite the fact that it was trying to kill them all, Vioxx had to admit that it was an impressive piece of engineering. It wasn’t until they got into visual range that Vioxx realized just how impressive. Somehow the casino, hotel, buffet restaurant, bars, dance clubs and gift shops had all twisted and turned to form a giant mechanized Bradley Dillon, complete with suit. The suit even had cufflinks. Granted the cufflinks were giant phaser banks, but they were there all the same. If those were the only weapons, things might not have been so bad, but every surface revealed some new horror. The eyes, ears, and fingertips launched torpedoes. Phaser arrays were in the “hair,” running down the robot’s “tie,” hidden in the back of the suit coat and all over the shoes. Getting behind it, over it, under it, or beside it was useless. No matter where the Allegra went, mecha-Bradley had something to blast them with.

“Disruptors are barely scorching the surface,” Sub-Commander Remax reported.

“Then I shall scorch and scorch until this monstrosity is no more!” Nortal said.

“We’d all die of old age first.” The bridge lurched hard to port as Brazzell narrowly managed to avoid an incoming phaser blast. “Not that it’s going to let us live that long.”

Tori Burke snorted. “You can’t stop it. You can’t even hurt it. Get out of the way before it destroys you.”

“You just don’t want to die with us,” Vioxx said.

“No! I don’t! I didn’t realize you were all so eager to get killed!”

“Getting killed isn’t the plan.”

“Really? It sure as hell seems like it!”

“Just wait.”

“Do you understand hopeless? As in what this is? Your little ship is not going to stop a Dillon Consortium secur-o-bot.”

“That thing is for security?” Remax said.

“We must protect our assets.”

The Allegra jolted again, throwing everyone forward. “I said MORE EVASIVE!” Vioxx shouted.

“Sorry!” Brazzell said. Seconds later, he screamed. “AHHHHHHHH!”

“WHAT?” everyone else cried in alarm.

“I’m dripping sweat on my console!”

“Towel off later!” Vioxx snapped. “When we’re NOT about to DIE!” He spun toward Remax. “What about torpedoes?”

Remax shook his head. “The one hit we managed to land took a little chunk off of the thing, but that’s it.”

“A chunk is a chunk,” Vioxx said. He looked at the visage of his adversary on the viewscreen. “Bring us about,” he ordered, rising from his chair and joining Nortal at tactical. “I want a tight horizontal torpedo spread right here,” he told her as he pointed at her tactical readouts. “Hit it with everything we have.”

“I shall strike true!” Nortal said.

“Go for the head, Brazzell. Full power to forward shields.”

The Allegra shot forward, blasts from the robot searing by it as Brazzell quickly closed the gap between the combatants.

“Pull up?” Brazzell asked anxiously.

“Not yet,” Vioxx said.

“Now?”

“No.”

“Now???”

“FIRE!” Vioxx said.

Nortal slammed her hand down on the firing control, sending a volley of torpedoes sailing into the neck of the mecha-Bradley. Almost instantly another volley and then another followed behind. Explosions blossomed, sending chunks of debris out on all directions.

“Brazzell!” Vioxx shouted.

Brazzell put the Allegra into a steep climb, barely clearing mecha-Bradley’s nose before cresting the head and leveling off.

“Tractor beam!” Vioxx ordered. Nortal slammed another control, latching the energy beam onto the head of the massive construct. “Full power to engines! Go, Brazzell!”

The Allegra strained as Brazzell complied with the order.

“More! Give it more!” Vioxx said.

“It’s already at full!”

“Then…”

The ship suddenly shot forward, throwing everyone back against their seats as the last bits of metal holding mecha-Bradley’s head to its neck gave way.

“Full stop. Shut down the tractor beam!” Vioxx ordered. Moments later, the powerless robotic cranium drifted by on the viewscreen. “HA!” Vioxx cried victoriously. He spun toward Tori Burke. “And you said we’d…”

BOOOM!

Vioxx flew out of his chair and landed painfully on the deck behind Brazzell as a blast slammed the Allegra. “What the…”

“The body! It pursues!” Nortal exclaimed.

“Get us out of here!” Vioxx said.

“Already fleeing!” Brazzell said, his fingers flying across the conn.

“You pissed it off,” Tori Burke said. “Good plan. Bravo.”

“I guess its brain wasn’t in its head,” Vioxx said, picking himself up off the floor.

“Sounds a lot like the guy running this ship.”



The wide range of practical knowledge provided by a Starfleet Academy education had generally served Commander Prosak well, allowing her to contribute in most situations. This, however, did not fall into that category. So, while Lieutenant Shelly Marsden moved at a frantic pace inside the phase generator hub near Multos’ moon, Prosak was reduced to standing around and trying to stay out of the way. She’d tried at first to at least hand Marsden tools as the engineer required them, but even then she proved to be more of a hindrance than a help. In truth, once she’d convinced the Multeks to allow her and Marsden to return to the hub, which she’d accomplished with a rather succinct bit of logic (Is it logical to prefer Dillon Consortium conquest?), Prosak had been feeling rather useless.

Her commpip chirped. Finally, something to do!

“Can you get that?” Marsden called over. Evidently, her pip was signaling as well. Prosak would have something to do and be helping out Marsden at the same time. Perfect! Er…logical!

“This is Prosak,” she said, pinching her commpip to open the channel.

“Sorry to interrupt, Commander,” the voice of Captain Bain said. “How are things there?”

Prosak glanced over at Marsden, who, at that moment, was beating something with a metal bar.

“Uncertain,” Prosak said. “To be honest, there is little assistance that I can offer Lieutenant Marsden, and she is deep in her work at the moment.”

“Marsie is tenacious when she’s got a project,” Bain said. “Since you’re unoccupied at the moment, I’d love to have you back on the bridge. We’re about to see what we can do about that incoming fleet, and I could use your input.”

“Of course, Captain,” Prosak said, controlling the excitement in her voice. Bain wanted her at his side! With Vioxx gone, it would be just like old times.

“Excellent. Be there in a jiff. Anomaly out.”

As the channel closed, Prosak cautiously approached Marsden, careful to avoid any wildly-swinging tools. “I have been recalled to the Anomaly,” she said.

“Uh huh.”

“Do you require anything before I depart?”

“Can you rebuild and realign a shattered quantum guide array and tune its power input without sending the sun into a premature supernova?”

“Er…I do not believe so.”

“Then have fun on the ship.”



Bain had to admit that he had something of an ulterior motive for getting Prosak back onto the Anomaly. Yes, he valued her counsel, but he also hoped that she’d liven up the bridge a little bit. Zantak hadn’t said a word since Bain had emerged from the Captain’s Lounge, not that that was so unusual. But Tovar had been equally silent, which concerned Bain more than a little bit. He’d known the lad long enough to recognize the pain on his face. Tanta and Jimsok had said or done something before leaving that had hurt the boy. Bain’s first impulse was to hunt Tovar’s wayward parents down and give them a good what for, but he knew that wouldn’t be what Tovar would want. Rosalyn probably wouldn’t be so pleased either, even though Bain knew that she was not a fan of Tovar’s birth parents either. On the bright side, if it could be called that, it did not appear that they would be meddling in Tovar’s life any further.

“We are entering the Multos system,” Tovar reported as the bridge turbolift doors opened and Dr. Kasyov stepped out, Cabral’s hovercam floating along beside her.

“Good,” Bain replied, giving Kasyov and Cabral’s hovercam a welcoming nod. “Get Prosak on board, and then best speed to intercept the Consortium fleet.”

“We’ve actually had some thoughts on that, Captain,” Dr. Kasyov said.

“I’m open to any ideas,” Bain said. “What have you got?”

“As you know, the anti-singularity drive cannot be fully repaired without the facilities of a starbase,” Cabral said.

“Marsie was rather clear about that one,” Bain said, nodding.

“I gather that speed would be useful right now, though.”

“We’ve got a Dillon Consortium fleet on the way. Marsie’s working as fast as she can to repair the Multeks’ phase generator network, but if the Consortium fleet makes it to Multek space before she’s ready, the game is up. We need to stop them before they enter the Enclave.”

“I see. In case that, I would like you to allow me access to the quantum singularity in engineering.”

“Hang on a moment, Cabral,” Bain said. “We had to seal that off. Until we can repair the containment systems and such, it has to stay that way. Marsden was adamant about that.”

“Captain, if Cabral can tap into it even slightly, he can give you something resembling anti-sing. It won’t be quite as fast, but it will be more than enough to cut off the Consortium before they can get here,” Kasyov said.

“What are we talking about here?”

“If my drive base can be relocated to engineering, I can move my sphere down there and use it to directly access the singularity and the warp drive systems,” Cabral explained.

“I do have to point out that Shelly will hate this idea,” Kasyov said.

“Agreed,” Tovar said.

“We’ll try not to mess up her engineering section too much,” Bain said. “Get on it and keep me informed.”

“Give us fifteen minutes and few crewmembers with anti-grav units.”

“Take everyone you need,” Bain said. Kasyov and Cabral raced toward the turbolift, almost trampling Commander Prosak as she emerged onto the bridge.

“Sorry, Prosak!” Kasyov called out just before the doors closed whisking her and Cabral’s hovercam away.

“Did I miss something?” Prosak asked.

“Just a bit of engineering talk,” Bain said. “But what about you? Tell me all about what you and Marsden have been up to.”

“There’s not really much to tell.”

“Think of something. Please,” Bain said.

“Um…okay. First we destroyed the phase generation hub.”

“Do tell!



There was honor to be found in the role of decoy. In the great songs and stories of the glorious battles of his ancestors, Lieutenant Gworos had heard of Klingon warriors sent out as decoys. Those warriors would attack the superior numbers of the enemy, expecting to die as the main Klingon force moved in from another direction.

That was the true meaning of being a decoy.

What Captain Bain had ordered him and Ensign Yonk to do had felt suspiciously like running away. They had been sent out a in a raceabout to lure away some of the Multek ships pursuing the Anomaly, and all of it was just to prevent the Multeks from realizing that the real attack on their phase generator network would be coming from another raceabout holding Commander Prosak and Lieutenant Marsden. There was no battle, no glory, not even a single phaser to fire.

But then they had received their new orders: battle a giant robot. This was the sort of struggle that songs were made of. He would have preferred that they weren’t being sent to help the Anomaly’s Romulan officers, but such was the cost of glory. And, if he was lucky, the Romulans would die, allowing him to vanquish their foe while removing their blight from his ship. Romulans had already devastated the Klingon empire. He didn’t need them running around the Anomaly.

At least there was the promise of combat to come.

For his part the diminutive (even for a Ferengi) Yonk would have been quite content to leave the robot to the Romulans while he went back to the relative comfort of the Anomaly or, even better, Waystation Prime. That way he could skip the whole Dillon Consortium battle entirely. While Ferengi society had long since given up the avaricious activities of their ancestors, groups that still engaged in commerce were looked upon with a sort of reverence among the Ferengi. No one would say it out loud, but there was the sense that if the Dillon Consortium showed up and offered the Grand Nagus a job, the entire planet would jump on board in an ear wiggle. Maybe not. The Ferengi had done a lot of good for those in need over the last century. Surely they wouldn’t throw it all away for the Consortium.

Either way, Yonk wanted to stay out of it. There was something unseemly about fighting a company that was just out to make a profit. Staying out it didn’t seem to be in the cards, though.

“I have located the Romulans’ vessel,” Gworos reported, making sure to put that extra bit of growl on the word “Romulans.”

“Adjusting course,” Yonk said, pulling the coordinates from Gworos’ tactical readouts of the star system they were entering. “They’re really moving.”

“Running for their pathetic lives,” Gworos replied as the Dillon Consortium robot came into view on his console. “Although their opponent is…large.”

“How large?”

“I would put it between very and extremely.”

“Great.”

“That would also be an accurate description. We are being hailed.”

“Okay,” Yonk said. Gworos did nothing. “Um…aren’t you going to answer it?”

“I would prefer not to speak to them.”

“Fine. I’ll do it,” Yonk said. “Put them on.”

A wild-eyed Commander Vioxx appeared on the screen. “Finally!” he shouted.

“Is that anyway to welcome the people who came to help you?” Yonk said.

Vioxx frowned. “Who…who said that?”

“I did!” Yonk snapped. “Yonk!”

“I can’t see you.”

Yonk huffed and stood up on his chair, putting himself in range of the raceabout’s camera. “Oh!” Vioxx said. “There you are.”

“Yeah. Here I am,” Yonk scowled. He took a wee bit of pleasure as Vioxx was tossed forward by some kind of weapon slamming into the Allegra. “Having some trouble?”

“This is no time to be snide! Our disruptors are useless against that thing, and we’re out of torpedoes. We’ve been trying to use the planets and moons of this system for cover, but it’s not getting us very far. Take the pressure off of us!”

The Ferengi glanced over at the Klingon beside him. “I’m guessing that you want to do this.”

“Today is a GOOD day to…”

“Don’t! Just don’t,” Yonk said. “I’m taking us in.” He increased the raceabout’s speed as Gworos reviewed the tactical readout. A feral grin spread across the Klingon’s face.

“I am sending you a new trajectory,” Gworos said.

“Okay.” Yonk looked over the information. “Why are we…Is that thing missing its head?”

“It is,” Gworos replied. “And we will replace it’s missing skull with a rain of death!”

“You’re starting to sound like Nortal.”

“If you were not flying this craft, I would…”

“…kill me where I stand. Or sit. Yeah yeah. Whatever,” Yonk said as he brought the raceabout into a tall arc and then reoriented the craft such that they were charging straight toward the remains of the mecha-Bradley’s neck. Once in range, Gworos let loose with a stream of micro-torpedoes, which plumed in a steady barrage of fiery impacts against the robot’s badly-damaged neck. As the explosions died away, it quickly became apparent that the micro-torpedoes had done little beyond removing another inch or two from the neck. Mecha-Bradley continued after the Allegra as though nothing had happened.

“I will NOT be IGNORED!” Gworos bellowed, continuing to fire phasers and micro-torpedoes at the robot as Yonk maintained pursuit. While Gworos was still unsuccessful at actually damaging mecha-Bradley, he did get its attention enough for it to fire back from the phaser and torpedo emplacements on its back. Yonk quickly veered off, narrowly avoiding several impacts.

“What are you doing?” Vioxx demanded on the viewscreen.

“Not much,” Yonk said.

“I can see that! Hang on, I have an idea.” Vioxx vanished as the channel closed. On their readouts, Yonk and Gworos saw the Allegra slow down.

“What is he doing?” Yonk asked.

“Facing his foe and attempting to die with something resembling honor,” Gworos replied as the robot closed in on the Allegra.



On the Allegra’s bridge, Vioxx looked back at Nortal anxiously. “Is it with us?”

“It breathes down our necks with demonic exhalations!” Nortal replied.

“I’ll take that as a yes. Go Brazzell.”

“Yes, sir,” The Mezzakkan at the conn said. Brazzell zigged and zagged, forcing the robot to work to maintain pursuit and all the way moving the Allegra closer and closer to the system’s star. The ship’s shields strained to resist the increasing heat.

“Now!” Vioxx shouted. Brazzell put the Allegra into an all-out sprint directly toward the star. Mecha-Bradley stormed after them. Warning klaxons blared across the bridge as the heat grew. Finally, just as the Allegra was brushing the star’s corona, Brazzell abruptly changed course, and the robot…

…came to an equally abrupt halt.

“So much for the ‘sending it sailing into the star’ plan,” Remax said.

“It’s not stupid,” Tori Burke said.

“I’m getting that,” Vioxx said.

“Commander, a hail arrives!” Nortal exclaimed surprised.

“Put Yonk on,” Vioxx said, wondering how much of a gloating Ferengi and Klingon he could stand.

“It is our mechanized foe!”

“The…robot is hailing?”

“It does!”

“Maybe it wants to surrender,” Burke said snickering.

Vioxx shot her a glare then refocused his attention on Nortal. “Put it on.”

“It only sends its voice!” Nortal said.

“That’s fine.”

The bridge speakers erupted with a loud synthetic voice. “Hostile vessel, close range scans have detected Dillon Consortium personnel confined aboard your craft. You will lower your shields so that this unit may transport Dillon Consortium personnel off of your vessel. Failure to comply will result in your immediate destruction to assure the safety of Dillon Consortium proprietary information. You have two minutes.”

“Looks like you’ll be dying with us after all,” Vioxx said.

“You’re not going to hand me over to it?” Burke shouted.

“Let me think about it.”

“THINK FASTER!”



Captain Richard (that’s pronounced Rick-ard, not Richard, you philistine) Woseley of the Dillon Consortium Branson-Class Starship Madoff idly thumbed through the padd in his hand detailing the assets of the Multek Enclave as they were known to the Consortium at the time of the Enclave’s disappearance twenty years earlier. Frankly it wasn’t all that impressive, and he couldn’t imagine that the two decades the Multeks had spent away from the rest of galactic civilization had resulted in any major technological or scientific advances on the Multeks’ part. It was a civilization devoted entirely to leisure and tourism. That was apparently the source of Corporate’s interest. Dillon’s CasinoWorld’s original success had never been duplicated, even with the beneficial arrangement provided by the Cardassian government for the replacement site. And, while the Starfleet Suites Hotel brand continued to be synonymous with luxury, the Consortium’s efforts over the years to enter the mid-range accommodations market had all failed. The Consortium portfolio lacked any real depth in the tourism market. The acquisition of the Multek Enclave worlds would provide the Consortium with a turn-key tourist destination operation with a built-in clientele and brand name recognition. Granted, the clientele and brand-name hadn’t been factors for the last two decades, but that would probably more than offset by the curiosity created by the Multeks’ disappearance and reappearance.

The technology behind said disappearance and reappearance was of far more interest to Captain Woseley. Consortium records showed that over a century earlier some research and development was done on technology that allowed for the creation of subspace pockets. A device was even sold at Dillon’s Supply Depots that allowed a person to carry a subspace pocket with them with the capacity to hold a number of large and heavy items. It had to be taken off the market when some purchasers were sucked into faulty pockets and never seen again. If the Multeks had somehow obtained and adapted the technology for their own use, the patent infringement suit that the Consortium would slap them with would be the least of their problems. But if the Multeks had developed a different technology with similar and stable results, said technology was about to become Consortium property in the forthcoming acquisition activities.

Woseley’s attention was pulled back to the faux-wood-paneled confines of his well-apportioned bridge by the voice of his tac-ops officer, Lieutenant T’ehhd. “Sir, I am detecting a Federation Starship on approach.”

“Approach? On what vector? Starfleet was told not to interfere,” Woseley said, tensing. Negotiations were not his speciality, and he did not relish the thought of trying to deal with the righteous indignation of a Starfleet captain on his own. He quickly ran through the other captains of his fleet in his mind, trying to decide who would be best to handle things should that be the way the situation developed.

“From the direction of the Enclave, sir.”

“Time to intercept?”

“Seconds, sir. They are moving incredibly fast.”

“Are they slowing?”

“No, sir.”

Woseley relaxed. “The mission briefing said that there was a Starfleet ship in the Enclave. The Anomaly under the command of Reginald Bain. Possessor of a rather unique drive system. But that is not our concern.”

“Did you say B-B-B-B-Bain? Like the Butcher of Breen Bain?”

“That would be him. They must be clearing out so that we can proceed with our acquisition. You can wave to him as he passes by.”

Something on T’ehhd’s console caught his attention. “Sir, I’m reading…”

BOOOM! BAMMM! BAAANG! FWACKOOOM!

Woseley and his padd were tossed clear across the bridge as several impacts shuddered through the Madoff. “What in the…”

“It’s BAIN! He’s attacking us!” T’ehhd screamed in panic.

“Is he insane? We have 47 ships with us! He can’t attack us all!”

“TRY TELLING HIM THAT!”

“What could he possibly hope to accomplish?”

BOOOOOM! KAPOWWWWW!

The bridge went dark as all power on the Madoff failed.

“Oh.”



“Stay in close,” Bain ordered Sub-Lieutenant Zantak. The captain stood firmly at the center of his bridge, making no effort to brace himself as the Anomaly zigged and zagged among the ships of the Dillon Consortium fleet, bucking as phaser blasts and torpedoes seared by them. “Make them pay if they shoot at us and miss.” That part was definitely happening as the many Consortium shots that did not hit the Anomaly instead slammed into other Consortium vessels in their fleet.

Tovar was doing his part to make the Consortium pay as well. Every bit of anger and betrayal he felt toward his parents he poured into his work, slicing and dicing Consortium engine and power systems of nearby ships with the Anomaly’s compression phasers while hammering more distant vessels with precisely targeted volleys of torpedoes.

Not being used to combat situations, particularly ones in close quarters, the Dillon Consortium fleet was doing everything it could to make Tovar’s life easier. Consortium policy was to keep their ships in tight formations, all the better to impress and intimidate future clients and acquisitions. Having the Anomaly zipping in and out of their formation blasting everything in sight was a recipe for chaos, as Consortium ships returned fire and ended up hitting each other.

Bain nodded with satisfaction as a plasma plume erupted from the starboard nacelle of the Helmsley-class cruiser on the viewscreen. Lights flickered in the craft’s windows, then went out all together as the ship began to drift.

“Sir, the ships are beginning to break formation,” Tovar reported.

“I thought they might,” Bain said.

“Sir, I don’t think Starfleet is going to approve of this,” Commander Prosak said.

Bain chucked. “Swooping in and blasting these buggers? I should think not!”

“So…”

“We’ll sort it out later, Prosak. Very soon the captains on those ships are either going to start thinking for themselves, or the Consortium is going to send in new orders. Either way, our window of opportunity is limited. Hopefully it will be enough. Get Marsie on the line for a status update, would you, Tovar?”

With barely a pause in his assaults against the Consortium vessels, Tovar opened a comm channel to the Anomaly’s Chief Engineer.

“Marsden here,” came the clipped audio-only response.

“How goes the fight?” Bain asked.



On the phase generator network hub platform located near the moon of Multos, Lieutenant Shelly Marsden looked at the cobbled together series of cables and circuits surrounding her and sighed. “It…goes,” she replied. That was the honest truth. Left alone after Prosak’s departure, Marsden had hit upon a breakthrough. There was a tiny catch, though.

“Glad to hear it,” Captain Bain’s voice said over her commpip. “We’ve got these Consortium blokes distracted for a bit, but I can’t say how long they’re going to stick around. How soon can you have things up and running and get out of there?”

And there was the catch.

“I need about 10 minutes to finish the set-up.”

“Capital!” Bain exclaimed.

“The getting out of here part is more of a problem.”

“What kind of a problem?” Commander Prosak’s voice asked.

“The ‘I’m not going to be leaving’ kind,” Marsden said.



Bain was about to ask for a clarification when he was cut off by a cry of “You have to!”

He glanced back at Tovar. The Yynsian had stopped firing on the Consortium ships and was currently gripping the edges of his console for support, not because the Anomaly was shaking. He was doing enough of that on his own.

“I can’t. I have to be here to activate the phase generator,” Marsden said, her voice pained.

“Start a timer to turn it on and go!”

“It’s not that simple.”

“It IS that SIMPLE!” Tovar shouted.

“I’m creating a sub-dimension the size of several star systems using jury-rigged equipment I barely understand. The whole thing has to be monitored and tweaked as it activates to make sure the process is stable. If it fails, we’re talking about killing everyone in the Multek Enclave.”

“Someone else can do it.”

“Who? Who, Tovar?” Marsden’s voice was halfway between a shout and sob now. “Do you think I want to stay here? Do you think I want to lose you like this?”

“We’ll get her back, son,” Bain said. “We got in there once. We can do it again.”

“No. You can’t,” Marsden said. “The phase variance is going to be different this time. I can’t even begin to guess how different. It was a fluke that we fell into the Enclave the first time. It’s not going to happen again.”

“Marsie…”

“I need those ten minutes, Captain.”

Bain and Tovar exchanged another look, this one far longer. Tovar finally gave a slight nod before bowing his head to focus on his console.

“You’ll have them,” Bain said.

“Thank you, sir,” Marsden said. “Tovar?”

“I’m here,” Tovar croaked softly.

“I love you.”

“I love you, too. Anomaly…out.” He closed the channel and then started pounding his console, channeling all of his fury and loss into attacking the fleeing Consortium vessels.

“Get me Frequoq Wurlitz,” Bain said to Commander Prosak as he started to pace the command area. “If we’re losing Marsden, then I’m going to make damn sure the Multeks see to it that she’s well taken care of.”



“You have to let me go,” Tori Burke insisted as the countdown imposed by the mecha-Bradley ticked toward zero.

“How did it know she was here?” Commander Vioxx asked Remax, ignoring the human attorney.

“I was wondering the same thing,” Sub-Commander Remax said, checking the Allegra’s science console. “She’s got to be putting out some kind of signal. There. Got it. Subcutaneous transmitter behind her right ear. Very high frequency.”

“And the robot only picked it up once it had weakened our shields and got close enough to us to detect her. Can you block it?”

“Yes, but if we do that, we remove the one thing keeping us alive.”

“He does have a point,” Burke said.

“What about duplicating it?” Vioxx asked Remax.

“Why would we…oh no. No no no. You’re not seriously thinking about going over there.”

“Get on it. We won’t have much time,” Vioxx said before turning to Nortal. “Reopen the channel.”

“It responds!” Nortal exclaimed.

“Thanks. Consortium…thing, this is Commander Vioxx. We will comply with your demand; however, we request more time to retrieve the additional Dillon Consortium personnel from our shielded brig.”

There was silence for a few moments as the mechanoid considered this information. “You have five minutes,” it said finally.

Remax got up and grabbed Vioxx’s Romulan Imperial insignia commbadge off of his chest.

“Hey!” Vioxx protested.

“Do you want to do this or not?” Vioxx said as he set to work on the badge. “This will emit the same signal as the human. Hopefully the Consortium doesn’t give everybody their own.”

“Fine. Do yours and Nortal’s next.”

“I shall attend thee,” Nortal said, stepping away from her console to join Vioxx and Remax.

“Don’t forget our new friend over there,” Remax said, gesturing his head at Burke while he worked.

“Move, prisoner, or face destruction!” Nortal said, grabbing Burke and dragging her to the center of the Allegra’s bridge. Remax finished with Vioxx’s badge and quickly moved on to Nortal’s and his own.

Far too soon, the comm signaled an incoming message, which Nortal dove to answer.

“Your time has expired,” the mecha-Bradley announced. “Are the four Dillon Consortium personnel that you hold all that you have?”

“Yes,” Vioxx replied. “You may transport them away at will.”

Brazzell spun in his chair toward Vioxx. “Wait! If it takes all of you, I’ll be the only one here!”

“I realize that.”

“I can finally clean this place up!”

“Get away from the robot first. Odds are that it’s going to open fire as soon as we’re clear,” Vioxx said.

“Ohhh. Good point. But then I can clean?”

“Then you can clean,” Vioxx said as he felt himself being pulled apart by a transporter.

He rematerialized moments later in the middle of an array of blinding lights and painfully loud bleeps, bloops, clinks, and clanks. Vioxx slammed his eyes shut and covered his ears as he heard Nortal scream, “IT BURNS!” above the din. Struggling to get his eyes to adjust, Vioxx staggered over to the nearest large object he could find and ducked behind it for cover. After several seconds, he was able to reopen his eyes and focus a bit on his surroundings. Considering their reception, Vioxx fully expected to find themselves in a cell with weapons aimed at them from every angle. Instead they seemed to be in a…casino. Which made a certain amount of sense considering the source of the robot. He was surrounded by various gambling devices, some of which were attached to the walls and hanging from the ceiling of the room they found themselves in. The room, such as it was, had apparently been formed when the Dillon’s CasinoWorld complex folded in on itself to create the mecha-Bradley.

“Where are we?” Tori Burke asked as the group moved together in order to hear each other.

“Now there’s a good sign,” Remax said. “Even she doesn’t know where we are. Wonderful plan, Commander!”

“The robot made this room for a reason. If it thinks we’re Consortium employees, we could be in its bridge. Spread out. Check around for controls of some kind.”

“Even me?” Burke asked.

“You stay with me,” Vioxx said, grabbing Burke by her upper arm and dragging her behind a row of slot machines as Nortal and Remax headed to other ends of the room.

“Oh look. It’s a wall,” Burke remarked.

“You’re not helping.”

“That’s the general idea.”

“HA!” Nortal exclaimed from the other side of the room.

“What? What did you find?” Vioxx asked, yanking Burke back out into the open.

“This machine has surrendered one million credits to me!” Nortal exclaimed, pulling her personal credit isolinear rod out of the slot machine in front of her and holding it up victoriously.

“How did you manage that?” Remax demanded.

“We’re supposed to be searching this place!” Vioxx said.

“What’s your rush?” Remax said. “This robot isn’t attacking us. The Allegra and that raceabout are right outside. We’re fine.”

The mecha-Bradley’s harsh voice suddenly boomed through the room. “Consortium vessels are under attack. Disengaging current targets to assist.”

“Bain!” Vioxx said. “It has to be him!”

“And this thing is dragging us right into the firing line,” Remax said.

“Vioxx to Allegra,” the commander said, activating his comm. Nothing. “Allegra, respond…Brazzell?” Then after a bit more nothing. “Vioxx to Yonk. Yonk? Vioxx to Gworos.” Leading to more nothing.

“We are trapped! This cannot be! I have credits that must be spent!” Nortal said.

“Shut up and start looking,” Remax snapped scrambling toward the nearest bank of slot machines.

“Oh, NOW he wants to rush,” Vioxx said.

“Why is he so worried? We’re inside a nearly-indestructible robot,” Tori Burke said.

“You don’t know Reginald Bain.”



“We should be attacking,” Gworos said, his arms crossed and looking sullen. If Klingons could be said to pout, that was what he was doing at the moment. Most people wouldn’t say that, though, since accusing a Klingon of pouting was a good way to end up with a bat’leth sticking out of your rib cage.

“Our people are on there,” Yonk said angrily. In truth, he wasn’t so angry at Gworos’ statement. It was more the fact that Gworos got to sit there and do nothing other than making statements while Yonk frantically tried to keep the mecha-Bradley’s attention away from the Allegra while not getting their raceabout blown to bits.

“We are Starfleet. They are…Romulans. This should be our battle.”

“I bet they’ll let you fight the next giant robot that…where’s it going?” Yonk scooted up in his chair to get a closer look at his readouts. The headless mecha-Bradley had suddenly stopped chasing the Allegra and veered off onto an entirely new course. A second later, it leapt into warp.

“Brazzell to Yonk. Did you see that?” came the voice of the Allegra’s current pilot.

“Yes. It was kind of hard to miss. What just happened?”

“I don’t know, but at least I can clean this place up now.”

“What about the Romulans?” Yonk said.

“Commander Vioxx said I could clean as soon as I got away from the robot.”

“We’re chasing it. NOW!” Yonk said.

“Oh all right. Allegra out,” Brazzell said. Now you could definitely say that Brazzell was pouting. The worst that might get you was a face full of spray cleaner. Or maybe a furious dusting.

“Any idea where it’s heading?” Yonk asked Gworos once the channel was closed.

“It’s current course will take it out of the Enclave toward…the current position of the Anomaly and the Dillon Consortium fleet,” Gworos said.

“Wonderful. You’d better let the captain know that company is coming.”



“I feel like a bloody sheepdog!” Bain said, stomping his foot on the deck as Zantak swung the Anomaly around to herd yet another Consortium ship that was attempting to make a break for the Multek Enclave back toward their ravaged fleet.

“Sir, we have word from Lieutenant Gworos,” Tovar reported. “The Dillon Consortium robot is on a course to intercept us.”

“Excellent!” Bain exclaimed excitedly. Zantak looked over her shoulder at him with a disapproving glare. “Quite right, Zantak,” Bain said, composing himself. “Mustn’t get too excited about the chance to go toe-to-toe with that massive monstrosity and give it a good… I’m doing it again, aren’t I?”

Zantak just rolled her eyes.

“How soon until the robot clears the Enclave?” Bain asked.

“Eight minutes. It will reach us in thirty. Less if we continue chasing Consortium ships toward the Enclave,” Tovar replied.

“There’s the rub, eh? Unless we cripple every single ship they have, they’ll just keep pushing toward the Multeks.”

“Shelly will have the phase generators on line,” Tovar said.

“I know she will, lad. I know she will.”



She was ready.

Oh Great Bird, she was ready! Marsden had been so focused on the task at hand that she hadn’t let the true import of what she was doing sink in. Sure, she wasn’t exactly killing herself, and Multos wasn’t exactly a harsh prison. But she was still sacrificing her life as she knew it.

And Tovar.

She knew that he loved her, but to hear the pain and desperation in his voice…

They both had duties to perform. She would make sure that the Multeks were safe, and he and Captain Bain would find a way to slow down the Dillon Consortium fleet. All that remained was to take the final step.

Marsden reached for her commpip just as she heard the sound of a transporter behind her.

He’d come! They’d found a way!

She spun around, ready to pounce on Tovar, but quickly came to an abrupt and awkward halt.

That wasn’t Tovar.

That was his mother.

“Shelly…” Tanta began.

“No offense, but this really isn’t the best time,” Marsden said, turning back to the makeshift console she’d put together to control the phase shifting of the Enclave into a new pocket dimension. “We’ll have plenty to time to talk later. I’m not going anywhere.”

“So Frequoq Wurlitz told me. You can’t stay here.”

“I don’t have a lot of choice.”

“Please listen to me, Shelly. I’m trying to help.”

“Help? With what? My golf game? You dumped every responsibility you had! You dumped your own son, so you could run off and play for the rest of your lives!” Marsden shouted.

“I know we’re terrible parents. But we knew that we would be.”

“Then why…”

“It doesn’t matter now. Listen, Shelly, despite what we’ve done, I can’t begin to describe to you how happy I am to see how Tovar turned out. The Bains are wonderful people, and you two seem very much in love. After all the hurt we’ve caused him, I can’t let him be hurt anymore when I can do something about it. Get out of here. I’ll handle activating the phase network.”

“That’s a nice thought, but this isn’t a light switch,” Marsden said. “You don’t know how…”

“I helped design it,” Tanta said.

“You…what?”

“How do you think Jimsok and I got to be such special guests here? I helped develop and implement the technology the network uses. I didn’t know what the Multeks had planned for it at the first, but I am intimately familiar with its inner workings.” She looked over Marsden’s jury-rigged set-up and chuckled. “I’m going to have a hell of a time straightening this out without taking down the phase network again.”

“I was kind of pressed for time.”

“You still are. Go.”

“Are you sure you…”

“Go.”

Marsden leapt at Tanta, grabbing her in a quick hug. “Thank you!”

“GO! And tell Tovar… Tell him to be happy.”

“I will.” Marsden pinched the commpip on her collar. “Marsden to Raceabout Frinoqua. Autoretrieve me.” She quickly took off the pip and tossed it to Tanta. “I’ll comm you as soon as we’re all clear.”

“Good luck,” Tanta said as the transporter took hold of Marsden and whisked her off to her waiting raceabout.



Normally it wasn’t wise to stay in the middle of the vise clamps as they closed in on you, but in the present circumstances Captain Bain saw little choice. Despite the Anomaly’s efforts and the trail of disabled ships they were leaving in their wake, the remaining functional Dillon Consortium vessels were continuing to advance toward the border of the Multek Enclave. Normally, Bain would admire their tenacity, but right then Bain just wanted them to stop so that he could focus on the other side of the metaphorical set of vise clamps: the Dillon Consortium robot. Yonk, Gworos, and Brazzell had sent the Anomaly all of the data they had on the massive mechanical representation of Bradley Dillon, and, as eager as Bain was to take on the challenge, even he had to admit that the odds didn’t look good. Even in prime condition the Anomaly would have its hands full, but the ship, which was barely patched back together after the devastation inflected upon it when they breached the barrier into the Multek Enclave, had been jolted around badly by their battle with the Consortium’s fleet.

“Time,” Bain said, watching the viewscreen as Zantak dove at another Consortium cruiser.

“Fifteen minutes until the first Consortium ship enters the Enclave. One minute until the Consortium mechanoid intercepts us,” Tovar reported just as his console alerted him to an incoming hail from Lieutenant Marsden. This was it. She was ready to activate the phase generation network, and, with the Consortium closing in, there was no other choice. He steeled himself for the inevitable. “Captain, Lieutenant Marsden is hailing,” he announced, controlling his voice as much as he could.

Bain stopped his pacing and looked back at Tovar. “Put her on please,” he said kindly.

Marsden’s excited voice suddenly burst over the speakers. “Captain! I’m on my way!”

“You’re what?” Tovar cried, leaping out from behind his console. “How?”

“Did something happen?” Bain asked.

“Yes! Tovar’s mother…”

“His mum!” Bain snapped. “If that woman bollocks up something else I’ll…”

“NO!” Marsden shouted, cutting Bain off. “She’s going to activate the network as soon as I clear the enclave. I’m in the raceabout and 35 minutes out.”

“That’s wonderful!” Bain said. He saw the stricken look on Tovar’s face. 35 minutes. “Oh.”

“Oh? Oh what?” Marsden demanded.

“There’s not enough time,” Tovar said, his voice cracking.

“He’s right, Marsie. The barbarians will be at the gate in far less time than that, and with that robot approaching…” Bain trailed off. “Marsie, keep heading toward us. Push that raceabout with everything you can! Anomaly out.”

“Captain, what are you doing?” Tovar asked as the comm channel closed.

“We’ve been thinking about this all wrong,” Bain said. “The robot is almost here, which means that nothing of the Consortium’s is in the Enclave. We just need to grab Marsden, and we’re home free.”

“But without the anti-singularity drive…”

“…we’ve still got a giant brain that makes us go bloody fast,” Bain said. “Bridge to Cabral.”

“I’m here, Captain,” Cabral’s voice replied.

“How are things going down there?””

“I would describe it as well-controlled chaos, Captain, but Lieutenant Marsden’s Engineering staff is performing with remarkable efficiency even in her absence. I just wish there was more I could do to assist.”

“Funny you should mention that,” Bain said. “I need speed, and I need it now.”

“Are we retreating?” Cabral asked surprised.

“Retreating? Poppycock! We’re going after our missing Chief Engineer, but we don’t have much time.”

Dr. Kasyov’s voice broke in, “We’ll give you all you need, sir! Engineering out!”

“Captain, the robot is moving to within range,” Tovar said.

Bain looked at the viewscreen where the headless mecha-Bradley was indeed moving closer. “It would have been quite the scuffle, but it’s not to be, eh, Tovar?” Bain said. “Zantak, intercept course for Marsden’s raceabout. Best possible speed.”



“The robot is slowing,” Gworos said, watching his console as he, Yonk, and Brazzell in the nearby Allegra continued their pursuit. “We should reach it and the Anomaly in…where are they going!”

Yonk was seeing the same thing on his scopes. The Anomaly suddenly disengaged from the Consortium fleet and leapt into high warp in the direction of the Enclave. The mecha-Bradley, not expecting the sudden flight of its quarry, continued onward for a bit before turning around and coming back at the raceabout and the Allegra, ignoring both vehicles as it went after the Anomaly.

“Brazzell to Yonk,” the Allegra’s pilot said over the comm system. “What do we do now?”

“The Romulans are on their own,” Gworos said.

“Well we’re not,” Yonk said. “Incoming Consortium ships!”

“HA!” Gworos exclaimed. “Captain Bain left us the fleet. Today IS a good day to…”

“SHUT UP! Flee to Waystation Prime! Waystation Prime!” Yonk shouted into the comm.

“Fleeing!” Brazzell said as the two small ships got the hell out of the way before they were obliterated by the suddenly unoccupied Consortium vessels.



Commander Vioxx abruptly stopped his futile efforts to rip one of the dangling slot machines out of the ceiling and looked around. “Are we turning?”

“How should I know?” Sub-Commander Remax shot back. He had the back of one of the slot machines open and was peering into it with his quadcorder. “Hmmm…”

“Did you find anything helpful?” Vioxx asked stepping over to Remax and peering over his shoulder.

“Yes. This slot machine is secretly the helm console and a magic portal back to Romulus. Want me to shove your head inside so you can see?”

Vioxx took a step back. “No. I’m fine. But that’s the helm?”

“No, it’s a slot machine!” Remax said. He ran a lead from the machine’s inner workings to his quadcorder, then, satisfied with his handiwork, slid his credit rod into the front of the slot machine.

“We could die in here and you’re going to gamble?” Vioxx demanded. “What happened to your panic from a few minutes ago? We have to shut this thing down!”

“You panic your way. I’ll panic mine,” Remax said, tapping the button to set the “wheels” on the slot machine’s screen spinning. Seconds later, it blipped and blooped indicating that Remax had won. “Ha! Now that’s more like it!” he said.

“Great crew you’ve got there,” Tori Burke remarked as Vioxx trudged back over to tug on his own slot machine some more.

Vioxx sighed. “They usually take impending doom more seriously.”



As she raced toward the border of the Multek Enclave, Lieutenant Marsden found herself thinking of Hector Arroyo, the Anomaly’s former conn officer who had gone on to…well…she really wasn’t sure other than it involved cavorting about the cosmos with some kind of higher being. In any case, he would have been good to have around in this situation. He was the best pilot she ever knew and could have been handling things in the raceabout cockpit, possibly finding some kind of shortcut she’d missed, while she tried to coerce a bit more speed out of the engines.

Instead she was on her own in an effort to not be stuck on her own…well, on her own except for all the Multeks…and Tovar’s parents…and…

HOLY SHIT THAT THING IS COMING IN FAST!

Marsden froze in shock (something else a real pilot like Arroyo probably wouldn’t have done) as a sensor contact appeared on her scope and was on her in an instant. She barely had time to register that the newcomer was the Anomaly before a tractor beam locked onto her raceabout and began dragging it quickly into the Anomaly’s docking bay. Marsden didn’t get to enjoy the ride, though. Within moments, a transporter beam locked onto her, and she soon found herself on the Anomaly’s bridge. As she’d been in a seated position in the raceabout cockpit, this resulted in her collapsing on her butt on the deck.

“Zantak!” Bain ordered. The Romulan sub-lieutenant quickly spun the Anomaly around and headed back the way they had come. Marsden was still trying to process what had just happened when Tovar was by her side helping her to her feet.

“Wha…how?” Marsden asked. “The anti-sing is trashed.”

“It still is,” Bain said. “However our dear friend Cabral was able to improvise. He and Doctor Kasyov are working their magic in Engineering as we speak.”

“Cabral is in Engineering? All of him?” Marsden asked.

“He moved his sphere down there to tie into the singularity.”

“He’s tied into my singularity!”

“Shouldn’t we worry about this at some time other than now?” Tovar said, pulling Marsden back to tac-ops.

“Quite right,” Bain said. “What’s the status of our robotic friend?”

Tovar checked his tactical readouts. “Closing, but we will intercept it before it or the Consortium ships enter Multek space.”

“Outstanding!” Bain settled back into his chair. This would definitely be a challenge, but one that he relished.



Hell of a time to have a lucky streak, Commander Vioxx thought as Remax’s slot machine once again declared him to be a winner. “Haven’t you had enough yet?” he asked.

“Just a little more,” Remax replied.

“His victory knows no bounds!” Nortal exclaimed.

“It’s bounded by this room,” Vioxx said. “None of this winning is going to matter if we get blown up in here…or end up trapped until we starve to death.”

“I shall NOT starve. I will eat the human first!”

Tori Burke stiffened. “If you get your mouth anywhere near me, you’re going to lose your teeth!”

“No one is eating anyone,” Remax said. “We’ll be fine.” The slot machine ticked off another win.

“He’s far too confident. He knows something,” Burke said.

“I might,” Remax said with a grin.

“Well?” Vioxx asked expectantly.

“The Dillon Consortium is, at its heart, a business, right?”

“Of course it is,” Burke said.

“So Dillon’s CasinoWorld, despite its trappings as an entertaining tourist destination really existed to make the Consortium a profit.”

“Is there a point to this?” Burke asked testily.

“There was always a chance that someone could get super lucky at the casino. Maybe a few people. The Dillon Consortium is not the type of organization to just allow people to break the bank. They’d have precautions in place…which they do. I found it when I was poking around in this slot machine’s programming. It’s tied into the rest of the casino. Every credit won and lost is monitored. And if the house loses too much, beeoooooow.” This last sound effect was accompanied by Remax slowly bringing his hands together.

“Beeoooooow?” Vioxx said.

“They cut the power to the whole casino. ‘Oops. We’ve had a power failure. Everything’s down and anything you won has been lost. Sorry, folks. How about a complimentary buffet to make up for it?’ Insidious.”

“Evil!” Nortal shouted.

“We have the right to protect our assets!” Burke insisted. “And you’re cheating by interfering with that machine!”

“You want interference?” Remax said. “Watch this!” He sent the slot machine’s wheels spinning again.



“Five seconds to intercept,” Tovar reported.

“Shields up! Resheathing at maximum. Lock phasers and neutron torpedoes,” Bain ordered.

“Three…two…”

“Fi…”

“Power failure!” Tovar exclaimed.

Bain’s head whipped around looking at his well-lit and very functional bridge. “Where?”

“The mechanoid has lost all power. Systems are completely dead.”

Captain Bain smacked his hand down on the armrest of his chair. “Bloody hell! Every damn time I’m about to take a shot at that blighter…”



“THE DARKNESS! IT CONSUMES US!”

“Told you it would work,” Sub-Commander Remax said, ignoring Nortal’s outburst. Normally he’d glare at her, but, considering that they were now in absolute and impenetrable darkness, he wasn’t exactly sure where Nortal was.

“That’s fantastic!” Vioxx said.

“You sabotaged Dillon Consortium property. Great,” Tori Burke said sarcastically.

“So…what’s the next part of your plan?” Vioxx asked.

“The next part?” Remax said. “I figured this out. The rest is on you. And you’d better hurry. I have no idea how much oxygen or heat we have left.”

“Thanks a lot. Um…well…I guess we could see if anyone is within comm range,” Vioxx said, activating his communicator.

“Oh yeah. That’s going to work,” Burke said. Vioxx was fairly certain she was rolling her eyes.

“This is Commander Vioxx of the Romulan Star Empire to…anyone. Please respond.”

“USS Anomaly here,” a familiar voice said over the commline.

“Tovar! HA! It worked! Take that, Burke!”

“I’ll be damned,” Burke said.

“Do you require assistance?” Tovar asked.

“YES!” Vioxx, Remax, and Nortal screamed.



“Sir, I have Commander Vioxx. He and several others are aboard the robot and requesting rescue,” Tovar said.

“Right right. Bring them aboard,” Bain said with an annoyed wave of his hand.

“Do you want to shoot at it anyway, sir?” Marsden asked.

Bain crossed his arms and let out a huff. “No. What’s the point?”

“If it’s any consolation, we still have to save the Multeks before the Consortium fleet arrives,” Tovar said.

“Yes, but there’s not much shooting involved in that one. Best get on with it, though. Marsden?”

“On it,” Marsden said.

“This is Tanta. I read you,” the voice of Tovar’s mother said over the bridge speakers a moment later.

“Reginald Bain here, Tanta. We’re all set on this end.”

“Then Shelly made it. Good. I’ll start the phasing sequence.”

“Good show. I can’t tell you how much we appreciate this, Tanta,” Bain said.

“I think I know. Starting now. Goodbye, Tovar.”

“Goodbye,” Tovar said. “Oh, Mother?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome. But call me Tanta. I think we both know who your true mother and father have been.” Her last words were almost eaten by the growing static as the phase generator network activated.

“It’s gone,” Tovar reported a few moments later.

“Again,” Bain said.

“Sir, the Consortium ships have stopped.”

Bain chuckled. “I’m sure they have. Time to call home for new instructions. But are you all right after all of this, lad?” He looked back at Tovar, who was at that moment locking lips with Lieutenant Marsden in an uncharacteristic breach of bridge protocol. Apparently Tovar was holding up nicely.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 178547.2. The Anomaly has docked at Waystation Prime for repairs and to drop off the Dillon Consortium guest that Commander Vioxx rescued from Edgeworld…if it can be said to be a rescue when she didn’t want to go. Unpleasant woman, really. I tried making conversation, but all she wanted to talk about was how much trouble we were in with the Consortium. As much as I hate to admit it, she’s probably correct. I was expressly ordered to stay out of the situation between the Consortium and the Multeks, and I didn’t. I couldn’t. Even if it hadn’t been my fault that they were in danger, I wouldn’t have been able to stand by and watch the Consortium take them over. The Multeks are safe now, and if Starfleet wants to drum me out of the service for that, so be it. Reginald Bain has no regrets.”



This felt more than a little bit like being called to the Headmaster’s office, something that had happened more than once during Bain’s childhood days. As it was, he was sitting outside the Waystation Prime station commander’s office in Operations. Inside, his fate was being discussed on a conference comm between Admiral Kristen Larkin, who had arrived at the station shortly after the Anomaly, several other admirals, representatives of the Dillon Consortium, and Commodore Theodore Ritter, the station commander. If they threw in his mum and dad, the effect would be complete.

Waiting gave Bain some time to consider his actions over the last few days. He’d said in his log entry that he had no regrets, but…well…no. He still didn’t have any regrets. Even pulling the Multeks back into normal space for a bit had worked out okay. He was able to get his ship out of the mess they were in, and it gave Tovar’s parents a chance to redeem themselves for being unbelievable gits.

Finally the office door opened, and Commodore Ritter poked his head out. “Comm’s over. We’re ready for you, Reg.”

“Thanks, Ted,” Bain said, getting up from his chair and clapping his friend on the shoulder as he stepped into the office where Admiral Larkin was standing stiffly in front of Ritter’s desk. Despite over a century of runtime, she never had mastered the art of looking casual. Not that she was probably trying now. These were not casual circumstances.

“Krissers,” Bain said, with a nod of his head.

“Reginald,” Larkin replied curtly.

“Right! Let’s get to it,” Bain said, clapping his hands together. “What’s it going to be? Court-martial? Are we throwing in a stint in a rehab colony? Indentured servitude to the Dillon Consortium? Do what you will because I’d do what I did again and again. Every blasted time. It was the RIGHT thing to do!”

“Please calm down, Reginald,” Admiral Larkin said. “And approach me.”

Bain frowned, confused, but did as his long-time friend ordered. Larkin took his forearm, raising it a bit before smacking his wrist gently with her other hand. “I hope you have learned your lesson,” she said flatly.

“I…what…” Bain started laughing as the realization struck him. “A slap on the wrist? Really, Krissers? You really had me going there for a bit.”

“You had yourself going, I believe,” Larkin replied.

“Would either of you fine people like to tell me what in the name of the Great Bird went on in here?”

“About what you’d expect,” Commodore Ritter said. “The Consortium demanded that you be severely punished, Starfleet agreed, and then, once the Consortium got off the comm, the Starfleet folks decided that we didn’t like the Consortium or their demands very much. Although, officially, we’re very upset with you, Reg.”

“And I am appropriately chastened and remorseful,” Bain said, breaking into a wide grin.

“I bet you are,” Ritter said. “I think this calls for a drink. Scotch, Reg?”

“Capital idea, Ted. You still have any of that 2268 left?”

“After what happened the last time you were here?” Ritter asked.

“Ah. Fair enough.”

“I bought three more bottles.”

“Brilliant! Care to lube the old gears, Krissers?”

“I do not have gears, Reginald, but, yes, I will imbibe. And, may I say that, despite the Federation Council’s directive not to intervene, I am pleased that you did.”

“You also solved one hell of a mystery,” Ritter said, handing Bain his drink. “Maybe those damn Multek hunters and conspiracy freaks will stop coming here now. For that alone, I owe you big time!”

Bain took a long swig of scotch. “A few more of these, and we’ll call it even,” he said smiling.



“Hey! You! Stop!”

For some reason, Vioxx just knew that the “You” being commanded to halt as he walked the concourse of New Starfleet Square, Waystation Prime’s mall, was him. He was also, unfortunately, well aware of who was doing the commanding. He turned around to see Tori Burke storming toward him.

“You’ve got a damn lot of nerve showing your pointy ears around here,” she said as she came up to him.

“Last I knew this was a Starfleet facility. I’m well within my rights to be here,” Vioxx said, bristling.

“Then I’m leaving!” Burke snapped, turning on her heel to go.

“Um…okay. You have fun with that.”

Burke spun back around so quickly she almost went into a full 360 degree turn. “Do you have any idea the hell you’ve caused me?”

“Do I care?” Vioxx replied. Obviously, she wasn’t going to actually leave him alone, so he decided he’d be the one to move on. He started off down the concourse, but Burke fell in step beside him.

“I’m twenty years behind on Consortium activities and regulations. I thought having seniority would be great, but reading the memos alone is going to take months! And guess who’s been selected as the Consortium scapegoat for the whole Multek mess?”

“Captain Bain?”

“ME!”

Vioxx was about to offer something resembling a “why are you telling me this?” when he spotted Centurion Nortal emerging from a store up ahead laughing maniacally and carrying what appeared to be the store’s entire stock.

“Commander!” Nortal said, laying eyes on Vioxx almost immediately. “I was victorious in my quest!”

“Er…great?” Vioxx said.

“And plenty of credits remain from my gains on that foul robot to purchase much much more!”

“Hey! Those are the Consortium’s credits!” Burke said.

“Were. Now they are mine! And that kind shopkeeper’s. Onward!” Nortal exclaimed, battering her way through the crowds to her next destination.

“They’re going to blame me for her, too. I just know it,” Burke said.

“Probably,” Vioxx said. “And she didn’t win anywhere near what Remax got. He’s probably bought a moon by now.”

“I’m going to make it my mission to see to it that the Consortium destroys you. Do you understand me, Vioxx? My mission!” And with that, she (finally) marched away.

“That’s no way to thank someone for rescuing you!” he called after her.

She replied with a human hand gesture that didn’t strike him as being full of thanks either. Chuckling, he headed off to find Nortal. With a bit of luck, he could talk her into using some of those winnings to buy him lunch.



Perhaps it wasn’t the height of decorum after his “dressing down” by the Admiralty, but Captain Bain was in the mood for a celebration. Commodore Ritter and Admiral Larkin had accepted his invitation to dine on the Anomaly with Bain and Rosalyn, but there were still two guests missing: Tovar and Marsden. Bain completely understood, though. After finding his parents, losing his parents again, and almost losing the woman he loved, Tovar had every right to want some time to himself…or with Marsden.

Instead, Bain enjoyed himself with Rosalyn, Ted, and Krissers, swapping stories and reminiscing, as people who have been friends as long as they all had tended to do when they got together. Bain had almost pushed Tovar completely from his mind (almost because he couldn’t help worrying about the lad) when the door chime to the Captain’s mess sounded.

“Enter,” Bain called after choking down a bit of sausage. The doors opened, allowing Tovar and Marsden to enter hand-in- hand. Tovar’s other hand held a padd.

“Tovar!” Ritter said warmly, getting up to shake Tovar’s hand. “Still keeping Reg alive, I see.”

“I think we’re just along for the ride most of the time,” Marsden said.

“I’d believe it,” Ritter said, shaking her hand. “Ted Ritter.”

“Lieutenant Shelly Marsden, sir.”

“Just Ted tonight. No rank stuff.”

Tovar stepped over to the table and gave Larkin a hug. “Hi, Auntie Kris.”

“Auntie Kris?” Larkin said. “You have not addressed me that way in years.”

“Do you mind?”

“No. Not at all.”

Tovar moved on to hug Rosalyn. “Mum.”

“Come and join us,” Rosalyn said.

“We’re not too late?” Marsden asked.

“Late? Nonsense!” Bain said.

“Get your butts to the table before I do pull rank,” Ritter said, retaking his seat.

“I’ll get you some plates,” Bain said.

“First, father, I had something I wanted to ask of Commodore Ritter.”

“Okay. Sure,” Ritter said, putting his fork back down. “What can I do for you?”

“As station commander you have certain powers, and I was hoping that you could approve this request.”

Tovar handed the padd to Ritter, who read it and started to smile. “Yeah. I think I can approve this,” Ritter said, typing in the appropriate authorization. He handed the padd to Bain. “You’re going to want to see this. Both of you.”

Bain and Rosalyn looked at the text, then at each other.

“Tovar Bain?” Bain said.

“It’s official now,” Ritter said.

“Taking the family name seemed appropriate,” Tovar said. “You are my parents.”

“You’re sure about this?” Rosalyn asked. “Tanta and Jimsok…”

“Meeting them made one thing very clear.”

“And what’s that?” his adopted father asked.

“I AM a Bain.”

Marsden then held up her left hand, which was now sporting a ring. “And so am I!”



END OF SERIES NINE







Series Ten


Legend of the Bain





The door to the dimly lit conference room opened, allowing in a flood of blinding light from the corridor, blocked only by the figure standing hesitantly in the doorway. The man sitting alone in the barely lit room at the head of the long conference table looked up from the screen embedded in its surface toward the newcomer.

“What is it, Gregory?”

“Mister Kelly and Mrs. Hobricap have reported in from their meeting with representatives from Starfleet Command,” Gregory said, entering the room so that the doors could close behind him, once again plunging the chamber into near darkness.

“And?”

“Starfleet is very upset with Captain Bain and will be putting a reprimand on his record.”

“So they aren’t actually doing anything.”

“No, sir, Mister Loomis.”

Jackson Loomis, CEO of the Dillon Consortium, leaned back in his chair and let out a long breath. “I am disappointed, Gregory. That man caused billions of credits of damage to our acquisition fleet, sent his minions in to win a large sum from our CasinoWorld complex and then destroy it, and prevented us from taking possession of the Multek Enclave, property that was rightfully ours. I would have expected more of Starfleet. A demotion at least, if not a court martial.”

“Forgive me for saying so, Mister Loomis, but I don’t believe that Starfleet likes us very much.”

“That they don’t,” Loomis sighed. “For some reason having an organization the size of ours existing in Federation space with its own fleet makes them nervous.”

“Shall I have Mister Kelly and Mrs. Hobricap lodge a protest?”

“No. What would be the point?”

“I did take the liberty of looking into some other options,” Gregory said.

“Oh really?”

“Yes, sir. I contacted several independent purveyors of military and termination services.”

“You talked to mercenaries and assassins?”

“Yes, sir. But when I told them who the target was, they all were inexplicably occupied.”

“Reginald Bain does have a certain reputation,” Loomis said.

“With all due respect, sir, the man is a legend. The Butcher of Breen. The Terror of the Tzenkethi. I suggested perhaps that they consider going after his family instead, but none of my contacts would even take that on. It turns out that almost thirty years ago, a group of rogue Orions and Cardassians planned to kidnap Bain’s wife. To a person, they all were killed under mysterious circumstances and in several unusual accidents before they were even able to put their plan in motion. As far as anyone knows, Bain wasn’t even aware that it was happening. It’s like the universe just stepped in on his side.”

“You don’t believe that, do you?”

“I didn’t until I did some research. The deaths are documented.”

“That may be so, but it still doesn’t make Reginald Bain anything more than a man. No matter what the stories about him may claim, he is not invincible. Once his weaknesses are exposed, the legend will die.”

“I did have one other idea on that front, if you will indulge me,” Gregory said.

“Of course.”

Gregory raised his arm to his mouth and spoke into his cufflink. “Please send in Ms. Burke.”

Seconds later, the doors opened, again flooding the room with light. “Wow,” Tori Burke said, straining to see. “Why are we in the dark?” She slapped the panel beside the door frame which immediately caused the room’s lights to flare to life, revealing the thin man in his 50s seated at the end of the table. He wore an ill-fitting blue suit about a century out of fashion.

“No wonder you had the lights off,” Burke said. “I’ve been in stasis for twenty years, and my clothes are more in style than that.”

“The lights were dim because I am going for an effect,” Loomis said. “Mysterious with a hint of menace. That’s harder to do in a bright room. Gregory…”

Gregory hit the light panel again, instantly returning the room back to darkness.

“Oh. I see,” Burke said. “It’s working…Mister?”

Gregory spoke up, “Ms. Tori Burke, Esquire, allow me to introduce Jackson Loomis.”

Burke choked for a moment. “Jackson Loomis!” she gasped. “I’m so sorry, sir. I didn’t mean any disrespect.”

“Of course you didn’t,” Loomis said. “Gregory, why is she here?”

“As you may recall from the briefing on the Bain incident, Ms. Burke was picked up by Bain’s crew on Edgeworld in the Multek Enclave. She was sent there twenty years ago in a stasis pod to serve as legal counsel for the Consortium team taking possession of that planet. Due to the Multeks’ disappearance, she remained in stasis until she was awakened by said members of Bain’s crew. As she is the only Dillon Consortium personnel with first-hand experience with Bain, I believe that she could be the key to winning against him on her field of battle.”

“You want to take him to court?” Burke asked.

“That was my idea,” Gregory replied.

“As much as I would love to, I don’t think we have grounds,” Burke replied. “Starfleet has jurisdiction over his actions as an officer, and our claim to lost property is very shaky since we were never officially able to take possession of the Multek Enclave before they phased it out of normal space, an action that Captain Bain had nothing to do with. Besides, I don’t know what court we could petition to pursue a claim.”

“She’s right,” Loomis said. “I also don’t think we could get away with the Bain-in-Court plot device, since it was just done with the Breen a little while ago. Is Bain’s ship still at Waystation Prime?”

“Yes, sir. They are undergoing repairs,” Gregory reported.

“Good. Ms. Burke, if you have any contacts on Bain’s crew, please return and cultivate them.”

“I will. And very I’m sorry that I couldn’t be more help on the legally crushing Bain front,” Burke said.

“There are other ways, Ms. Burke. There are OTHER ways.”

“Oooh. Now that sounded mysterious.”

“Thank you. I’ve been working on my delivery.”



There were starship captains who looked upon their vessels as almost extension of themselves or, even more creepily, as their spouse. Reginald Bain was not one those captains. He knew exactly where he stopped and his ship began, and, as a married man, looking on his ship as his wife was just not proper, particularly with his wife now living on board the USS Anomaly with him.

No, a ship was just a mode of transportation. A means to an end. A tool for getting the job done. It was really the crew under Bain’s command that meant something. He’d known captains who forgot that and hesitated in a critical situation because they were worried that their ship might be damaged. Bain was quite certain that Captain Barnum Dax would end up cowering in a fetal position if the paint of the Enterprise-J was so much as scratched.

Even so, Bain hated to see the Anomaly as battered and worn as it had been after their unexpected and violent breaching of the pocket dimension enveloping the Multek Enclave. It had taken the extreme resourcefulness of his Chief Engineer, Lieutenant Shelly Marsden, and an incredible display of fortitude under stress by their resident brain, Cabral, to get the Anomaly home and the Multeks back safely beyond the reach of the Dillon Consortium.

Now his wounded vessel was moored in a massive docking saucer located atop one of the saucer columns of Waystation Prime getting the attention it needed to bring everything back to ship-shape. His wife, Rosalyn, had taken the opportunity to go visit their daughter, Sophie, and her family. Bain probably should have gone as well, but he needed to oversee the work on the Anomaly. Besides, he had family here already with his adopted son, Tovar, and Tovar’s new bride, the Anomaly’s aforementioned Chief Engineer.

While Bain appreciated a bit of downtime as much as anyone, Waystation Prime was not exactly where he wanted to be for any length of time. He’d spent a couple of weeks there twenty years earlier, which was when he first met Tovar. While that was one of the best things to ever happen to him, he held no real fondness for Waystation Prime. It was just so…touristy. The saucers on the various columns were always bustling with people, and there were times that each and every one of the six decks of New Starfleet Square Mall were practically impassible. The station commander, Commodore Ted Ritter, was a good chap and a friend, but Bain wouldn’t be sad to get underway again.

With that in mind, he made his way to the Anomaly’s engineering section to get a status report from Marsden. He entered the vast complex to find her working on one of the components of the ship’s anti-singularity drive, an orange rectangular piece of alien technology made up of twisting pipes and conduits that was affectionately known as “the lasagna.”

Said lasagna normally resided in Science Lab Four, where a concave depression in its top surface served as the resting place for Cabral’s sphere and his point of interface with the rest of the Anomaly’s systems, including the anti-singularity drive. It was more intricately involved in the function of the anti-sing than that, but frankly Bain had never quite grasped it all. Something about regulating the energies of the singularity and the warp core and translating the curvature of the…bah!

The lasagna was important, and it had been moved to Engineering during the Multek bother in order to give Cabral more direct access to the Anomaly’s singularity. Now Marsden was hunched over it along with the Anomaly’s science officer, Doctor Natalia Kasyov, while the large black metallic sphere holding Cabral floated nearby.

“I don’t see any fissures,” Marsden was saying as she scanned the lasagna with her quadcorder. “I think the patch is holding.”

“That was more than a patch, Shelly. You mended that thing with everything you could,” Dr. Kasyov said.

“I’d still rather have the original parts. Frankly, we’re lucky we’ve made it this long without needed to repair the thing. I don’t suppose your people would send us a spare,” Marsden said, looking back at Cabral.

“I doubt that the Pliggeri would be so accommodating…if you could even contact them in the first place,” Cabral replied. “And I believe that your repairs will be more than sufficient. Thank you, Shelly.”

“Anytime.”

“One more down, eh, Marsie?” Bain said, walking up to the group.

“This was a big one off of the list.”

“How is that list these days?”

“Coming along. Waystation Prime had most of what we needed, and the rest arrived this morning from Starbase 219. We may still be looking at a solid couple of weeks of work to get everything back in working order.”

“I know you’re doing your best,” Bain said. “But don’t spend all of your time in here. Rosalyn would never forgive me if she thought that I was getting in the way of your honeymoon.”

“Don’t worry about it, sir,” Marsden said. “Frankly, Tovar and I hadn’t planned that far ahead.”

“There’s a shock,” Kasyov said.

“I’m sorry! Okay?” Marsden said.

“Some sort of strife here, ladies?” Bain asked.

“I believe Natalia is upset that she was not invited to the nuptials,” Cabral said.

“Ah. Well, don’t take it personally, Kassie,” Bain said. “Roz and I weren’t there either, and we’re the parents of the groom.”

“We didn’t invite anyone. It was an impulse decision!” Marsden said. “We just went to one of the station’s quickie wedding chapels, and we did it.”

“And that made you want to get married?” Kasyov asked with a glint in her eye.

“Nat!” Marsden snapped.

“Right. Well…” Bain said, fighting very hard to push Kasyov’s remark from his mind. “You both did what you did, and I couldn’t be happier for you. I’m sure Kassie feels the same.”

“She knows I do,” Kasyov said.

“Good. And you’ve made wonderful headway, Marsden. I appreciate your efforts, but please do get out with Tovar and enjoy yourselves. Just keep me apprised of your progress on the repairs. I’ll be more than ready to leave…not that I want you to spend all of your time here. I just said that I didn’t. Don’t be stressed. Have fun. But everything in moderation.”

“Understood, sir,” Marsden said. “I think.”

“Capital! I’ll be off then.” Bain spun on his heel and beat a retreat from Engineering, leaving Marsden, Kasyov, and Cabral behind.

“Is he okay?” Marsden asked.

“I’m sure he’s adjusting,” Kasyov said. “You’re not just his Chief Engineer anymore. You’re his daughter.”

“In-law,” Marsden said firmly. “And so what? He’s served with his son for years.”

“Yes, but they were father and son before they served together. Your relationship with Bain is reversed. That may be strange for him,” Cabral said.

“Just wait until you’re carrying his grandkid,” Kasyov said.

“And this conversation is officially over,” Marsden said.

“Bain’s right. You’re stressed,” Kasyov said.

“I wonder why.”

“Why don’t you go out with that hubby of yours tonight? Go see what the station has to offer.”

“That’s actually not a bad idea. Let’s go.”

“Wait. What do you mean ‘let’s’? I am not playing third nacelle to you two.”

“No. You, me, Tovar, and Cabral. It’ll be a double date,” Marsden said.

“That could be enjoyable,” Cabral said.

“You’d want to go?” Kasyov asked surprised.

“I believe that I just said so.”

“All right, we’re on,” Marsden said. “I’m going to get changed. One hour at the gangplank. See you there.”

“I shall wear my best hovercam,” Cabral said.

Marsden chuckled. “His jokes are getting better.”

“That’s my sweetie,” Kasyov said, patting the sphere affectionately.



Captain Bain was not the only one eager to leave Waystation Prime. But for Commander Vioxx, it had nothing to do with the station itself or any particular need to be out on a ship traveling the stars. He just couldn’t handle having to listen to Sub-Commander Remax and Centurion Nortal having so much fun with their new-found and ill-gotten wealth. Okay, he couldn’t actually say that it was truly ill-gotten. If Remax and Nortal hadn’t gambled their way into breaking the bank of the Dillon Consortium casino, the giant robot that had formed out of the casino (Now that was a tough one to explain to Romulan Imperial Command. He’s still not sure they bought it, even with the Anomaly’s logs and Bain’s word to back him up.) would not have shut down as a way to protect the Dillon Consortium’s credits.

That shut down should have been the end of it. It was designed to wipe the casino’s computer systems of all memory of the winnings, so the lucky person who did it would find themselves instead completely out of luck. Remax, however, was prepared and had programmed his quadcorder to send incremental cash outs to his and Nortal’s accounts on Romulus along the way. It was a maneuver that later Dillon Consortium casinos would prevent, but the robot made from Dillon’s CasinoWorld had been out of contact with corporate headquarters for a couple of decades and lacked those updates. Remax’s counter-trick still worked.

And now Remax and Nortal had who knows how many credits to enjoy while Vioxx got to stand there and watch them. Of course, Vioxx could have just found something else to do on Waystation Prime. It was a massive complex, but doing so rather than accepting Remax and Nortal’s invitation to join them for another afternoon of conspicuous consumption in New Starfleet Square Mall would let Remax know that the whole thing had gotten to him, and Vioxx was not about to give the elder Romulan that pleasure.

Although, considering this was the third time he’d walked along the fifth level of the mall with them, he was starting to think that this pride-saving wasn’t worth it.

“Ho!” Nortal exclaimed. “This establishment has not experienced the glory of my patronage!”

“It’s a cooking supply store,” Vioxx said. “A whole store for the freaks and weirdos who still want to prepare their own meals.”

“Toflay is not a freak nor a weirdo!” Nortal said.

“He’s the past-life of a chef living inside of Tovar. I think that makes him both,” Vioxx said.

“Normally I’d agree with you,” Remax said. “But since we’ve got the credits to burn, why not get a little something for Toflay?”

“He’s a married man now,” Vioxx said.

“Tovar may have wed, but Toflay has not,” Nortal said.

“Yeah, try explaining that distinction to Lieutenant Marsden.”

“You keep me from my commerce.”

“Okay. Let’s…” Vioxx spotted a familiar face coming toward them down the concourse. “You two go ahead. I’ll be right in,” he said.

Remax followed Vioxx’s gaze and spotted Tori Burke heading their way. “What are you, some kind of masochist?” Remax asked. “The woman hates you.”

“She hates all of us. Not me specifically. Where’s the harm in talking to her?”

“Ask me that again when she finishes kicking the nevult out of you,” Remax replied, shaking his head as he entered the store after Nortal.

Vioxx positioned himself right in the human’s path, so that she couldn’t help but see him. “Ms. Burke! I haven’t seen you around here for a while. I thought you’d returned to Consortium headquarters on Dillonia.”

“Here I am, so I guess not,” Tori Burke replied.

She hadn’t immediately walked away again, which Vioxx took as a good sign. “I wanted to apologize,” he said.

“Apologize? For what?”

“I wasn’t as understanding as I could have been about your situation. I hope that your bosses weren’t too hard on you about what happened.”

“They were more understanding than you were. But, in your defense, our robot was trying to kill you. And if it weren’t for you, I might be dead or still stuck in that stasis tube on Edgeworld. So…thank you.”

“Really?” Vioxx said surprised before catching himself. “You’re very welcome,” he continued. “Still I’d like to apologize personally. Can I buy you dinner?”

“You…you want to take me to dinner?” Burke asked even more surprised.

“Yes, I would. I know tonight might be too short of notice, so what about tomorrow evening?”

“All right. I could do that,” Burke said. “I’m staying in 37256.”

“I’ll come get you at 1800,” Vioxx said with a smile.

“See you then.” Burke returned the smile and continued on down the concourse. And here she thought that getting back in touch with Bain’s crew might be difficult. Instead, Vioxx had just asked her out. When was the last time that had happened? Even before stasis it had been a while. Now she had her in with Bain…and a date.

Back in front of Raiders of the Lost Art of Cooking, Vioxx was in shock that his conversation with Tori Burke had gone so well. He honestly expected to be curled up on the deck in extreme pain right now after taking a knee to his Imperial orbs. That hadn’t happened. Instead…

“You asked her out!” Remax exclaimed, charging out of the store.

“How did…”

“Ears!” Remax said, pointing at his…er…points. “Why would you do that?”

“She’s not a bad looking woman, and we were kind of rough on her.”

“She hates you, and you want to date her. You are a sick sick man.”

“I’m a sick man with a date tomorrow night,” Vioxx said, patting Remax on the arm before heading into the shop to check on Nortal.

“Now I’m going to be sick,” Remax muttered.



Two levels and several hundred meters away, Commander Prosak sat in one of the five food courts in New Starfleet Square Mall idly stirring the chunks around in the Z’nantz soda she’d picked up from a McBaughb’s as she tried to figure out just what she was going to do that night. The truth was that she wasn’t very good at being on leave. At least not on her own. While her Anomaly crewmates were here as well, she couldn’t help feeling that she was quite alone.

Vioxx and the other Romulans on board were no longer actively trying to kill her, but they hadn’t accepted her either. With her RommaVulc philosophies, she might as well have been an entirely different species. And spending time with Marsden and Tovar had always been a little awkward considering her past liaisons with Tovar. Now that Tovar and Marsden were married, Prosak didn’t feel that she should be looking to them for companionship.

That left…well…pretty much no one. It didn’t matter when they were all on board ship and spending all of their time together in closed circumstances. But here, everyone could go their separate ways. Perhaps she should have gone to Romulus and tried to reconnect with her father, but Rorshak had made no effort to contact her for many months now. Not that she had tried to talk to him.

Maybe it was time to…

“You are Vulcan,” a male voice said. It wasn’t a question. Merely an observation. Prosak looked up at the source of the voice. A Vulcan male dressed in a simple brown suit. He appeared to be close to her age, but with Vulcan and Romulan lifespans, it could be hard to tell. He was, however, quite handsome, with the exquisite points on his ears standing out against the jet black of his bowl haircut.

“Don’t I wish,” Prosak said.

“I am sorry. I do not understand.”

“I’m Romulan,” Prosak replied.

“Indeed? A Romulan in a Starfleet uniform. I was not aware that there was more than one.”

“I don’t think there is,” Prosak said. “Who are you thinking of?

“There is one called Prosak. My people owe her a great deal for freeing us from the influence of Sh’rak. It is said that she actively studies our ways.”

“I do,” Prosak said.

“Ah. You are Prosak. I should have deduced that by now. My apologies.”

“None are necessary,” Prosak said, struggling to keep up a flat facade when she really wanted to jump up and down screaming, “You’ve heard of me!” She was a hero on Vulcan? Who knew? Of course, Vulcans found hero worship to be illogical. Still it was nice to know that she was appreciated.

“I am Snotch. It would be an honor if I could join you.”

“The honor is mine,” Prosak replied, gesturing for Snotch to sit.

“I hope that you will not find this request forward,” Snotch said, “but hearing how you came to be interested in my culture and about your work in Starfleet would be…fascinating.”

Ooooh! A real Vulcan thought SHE was fascinating!

Her pity party was officially over!



Lieutenant Commander Tovar stood at the USS Anomaly gangway hatch where the vessel was connected to Waystation Prime via a docking sheath, a tunnel of energy running between the ship and the station. Crossing it was like traveling on a walkway made entirely of shields. It was also transparent, which provided either a great view or acute acrophobia attacks depending on your inclinations.

Tovar, however, was not considering the view. Or the docking sheath, really. Instead he was wondering just how events had gotten away from him so quickly. One moment, he was sitting in the quarters he shared with his new bride enjoying a bit of reading. The next, Marsden was rushing in and telling him to get changed because they were supposed to be heading over to Waystation Prime with Cabral and Dr. Kasyov in less than an hour.

As the appointed time loomed, the reality that it was far too little notice for Marsden to get ready set in. Tovar found himself being told that he needed to get to the gangplank, so that he could inform Cabral and Kasyov that Marsden was running a little behind.

And so he stood at the gangplank alone wondering if he’d agreed to be Marsden’s messenger boy somewhere in their vows. He didn’t believe so.

His thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of Cabral’s hovercam.

“Good evening, Tovar.”

“Cabral. Natalia is not with you?”

“No. She told me to let you and Shelly know that she was running a bit behind.”

Tovar chuckled. “I am here to deliver the same message.”

“I suppose this is incontrovertible proof that Natalia and I are in a relationship. My studies of human courtship behavior have often included mentions of the male suitor waiting for the female to finish her preparations. Of course, its presence in several entertainment media may mean that it is a stereotype.”

“If my older sisters were any indication, it is a stereotype based in reality,” Tovar said. “Audrey was especially adept at taking hours in the bathroom only to come out looking like she’d thrown her outfit together in seconds.”

“Ah. I can’t say that this is something I have much familiarity with.”

“It doesn’t matter. Just accept it and move on. Do you have any idea what we’re doing tonight?”

“None. Were you and I expected to plan this?” Cabral asked.

“I certainly hope not. Still, perhaps we should have something in mind just in case.” Tovar was a tac-ops officer after all. Contingency plans were second nature. He started to run through the Waystation Prime amenities in his mind, only to lose his train of thought as a Federation Express courier stepped through the gangway hatch carrying a small package and a padd.

“May I help you?” Tovar asked.

“You’re not Bain by any chance, are you?” the courier asked.

“I am a Bain,” Tovar replied. Along with marrying Marsden, his other action upon their arrival at Waystation Prime after their experiences in the Multek Enclave had been to officially take Bain as his last name; although, everyone still just called him Tovar.

“Good enough for me. Retinal scan here please.” He offered Tovar the padd, which took a quick scan of Tovar’s eye, confirmed that he was indeed a Bain, and accepted him as an authorized recipient of the package. “Have a good evening,” the courier said, taking his padd back and handing Tovar the small box about six inches square.

“You as well,” Tovar replied.

“What’s that?” Lieutenant Marsden asked, walking up. For a moment upon seeing his wife, Tovar completely forgot about the package. She spent so much time in her uniform that Tovar always enjoyed seeing her in civilian garb, particularly considering the form fitting slacks she’d selected. All of the bending and crouching she did as a part of her work in Engineering had given her a spectacular…

“I said, what’s that?” Marsden repeated, pointing at the box.

“I don’t know. It was just delivered.”

“Probably another part for the ship. I haven’t had a chance to go through what Starbase 219 sent to make sure it was all there.”

“It is addressed to the captain.”

“All the more reason to think it’s for the ship. Who ever sends him packages?” Marsden said.

“No one. And mother would be less formal.”

“Formal about what?” Dr. Kasyov asked, walking up to the group.

“You look lovely,” Cabral said.

“Thank you, Cabral,” Kasyov said.

“You do, too,” Tovar quickly said to Marsden.

“You don’t need to say it, dear,” Marsden replied. “I saw your eyes when I walked up. Now what did they send us?” Marsden activated the package’s release, causing the end to slide open. She tilted the box, sending a small black object into her hand. Several lights on its side were blinking.

“What the hell is this?”

“That would be a genetically-encoded explosive,” Tovar said, snatching it out of Marsden’s hands.

“How do you know that?”

“It is my job.”

“He’s got you there,” Kasyov said.

“Why would someone send Bain a bomb?” Marsden asked.

“Do you really need to ask that question?” Tovar said.

“Okay. True. Who would send him a bomb?”

“Why don’t you answer that question after you get rid of it?” Kasyov asked urgently.

“I would prefer to study it,” Tovar said, turning the device over in his hands. “We could find a clue as to who sent it. And as long as Captain Bain does not come within its scanning range, we should be…”

BOO-BLEEEP!

A screen on the device flared to life as…

“Ah! And where are we all off to then?” Captain Bain asked warmly, striding up to the group.

“We’re running this way!” Marsden said, grabbing one of Bain’s arms as Kasyov grabbed the other and yanked him down the corridor with Cabral’s hovercam following close behind.

“What the devil?” Bain shouted.

“Bomb!” Tovar said.

“Bloody hell!”

“Get rid of it!” Marsden shouted.

That was easier said than done. He had maybe five seconds left. He’d never reach a transporter in time, and most of these devices had a failsafe that would automatically detonate if transporter activity was detected. He couldn’t just throw it out of the ship into the docking sheath because he’d never get the hatch closed in time and the resulting blast might still kill him and harm Bain, Marsden, and Kasyov.

Wait. The sheath!

Tovar raced over the panel by the gangway hatch and deactivated the sheath. The tunnel of energy flashed out of existence just before Tovar threw the bomb straight down into the vast open space of the docking saucer.

Just below the Anomaly, the device detonated, sending out a shockwave that rattled the ship but otherwise did little damage.

“Hmm…” Tovar said, peering down at the explosion.

“What is it lad?” Bain asked, jogging up behind him.

“That wouldn’t have taken out the ship even if it had been on board.”

“That’s a relief.”

“You, however, would have been killed instantly.”

“And that’s less so.”

“You did say that it was specifically addressed to Captain Bain,” Cabral said.

“What was?” Bain asked.

“The package containing that bomb,” Tovar replied.

“You opened my mail?”

“And you’re upset about it?” Marsden asked.

“We thought it was a part for the ship,” Tovar explained.

“Ah. Well, still, don’t make a habit of it. Not every package will be a bomb,” Bain said.

“Yes, sir,” Marsden said.

“Right. Well, you lot have a nice evening,” Bain said, striding off down the corridor.

“Doesn’t he want to know who just tried to kill him?” Kasyov asked.

“Based on past experience, he’ll wait for the assassin to show himself,” Tovar said. “After a failure or two, they invariably do. I, however, will not be as patient.”

“Do you want to reschedule the evening?” Marsden asked.

“I would,” Kasyov said. “I don’t know if I could relax after all of that.”

“I probably should check the outer hull for damage,” Marsden said.

“Let’s postpone until tomorrow night,” Tovar said. “Whatever progress I can make will be made by then.”

“Okay. Tomorrow,” Kasyov said.

“I will accompany you to your quarters,” Cabral said, his hovercam floating beside her.

“Thanks, Cabral.”

“I’d better go change,” Marsden said to Tovar. “Shame to waste this outfit, though, don’t you think?”

“That I do,” Tovar replied, taking his wife’s hand and walking with her back to their quarters. His investigation could wait a little while.



Remax arrived at the door to the Anomaly’s briefing room at the same time as Vioxx. Neither man looked very happy to be there.

“You want to tell me why we’re having a briefing first thing in the damn morning?” Remax demanded.

“I have no idea,” Vioxx said, stifling a yawn. “We’re docked, and half the ship has been ripped apart. What could there be to brief us about?”

The pair entered the room to find that Nortal was already there along with Commander Prosak, Lieutenant Marsden, Dr. Kasyov, and, at the head of the table, Lieutenant Commander Tovar. Most of the group appeared to be equally tired, except for Prosak. She was grinning stupidly and practically bouncing in her seat.

“What’s with you?” Remax asked her as he took the seat next to Prosak.

“I met someone! He’s a Vulcan! I think he likes me!”

“I don’t know whether to be happy that she’s dropped the non-emotional crap or annoyed that she’s so damn giddy at this hour,” Remax said.

“Sorry to get everyone here so early, but I wanted to have this discussion sooner rather than later,” Tovar said. “I’ve also commed my mother, so that she can participate. Are you still there, Mum?”

“I am,” the voice of Rosalyn Bain said over the conference room speakers.

“Oh jernot,” Vioxx moaned. “We’re planning a surprise party for Captain Bain, aren’t we?”

“Please no,” Remax said.

“Say it is not so!” Nortal exclaimed. “My sleep has been interrupted!”

“It’s not so,” Tovar said. “We have a far more serious problem. As most of you are aware, Captain Bain was almost killed by a bomb last night.”

“So were we,” Marsden said.

“A bomb!” Vioxx said. “How did we not know this?”

“It was a very small bomb,” Tovar said, “delivered in a package that was specifically addressed to Captain Bain. Due to circumstances that don’t bear going into, we ended up opening it instead. While no one was harmed and nothing damaged this time, we need to take action to ensure that we find and deal with the assassin or assassins before another attempt is made.”

“If they are after Bain, why isn’t he here?” Remax said.

“Captain Bain prefers to deal with things his own way. I prefer more preemptive action,” Tovar said.

“Quite right, dear,” Rosalyn said.

“Now this is what we know. The bomb was fitted with a genetically-encoded trigger. While the explosive yield was small, the triggering device was very sophisticated and able to detect its target almost three meters away. Federation Express was hired to deliver the package containing the bomb, but they have no tracking records in their system until it turned up in their delivery facility on Waystation Prime. Their standard scans should have picked up the explosive when it was initially processed, but no one has any record of when or where it was given to them. As far as they’re concerned, it just appeared. Waystation Prime security is aware of the situation and will be thoroughly scanning the station itself, the ships docked here, and all incoming traffic for signs of explosive material.

“None of this, however, helps us find the culprit. Captain Bain has had a long career and amassed a number of enemies in that time. Fortunately for us, he killed most of those enemies before they had time to develop a grudge. As for the ones still alive…”

“They’re all accounted for, dear,” Rosalyn said. “And no word of any plots.”

“How would she know?” Remax said.

“She has…good connections,” Tovar said.

“We believe her, don’t we Prosak?” Marsden said.

“Yes. Yes, we do,” Prosak said quickly. Remax glanced over at her. Was that fear in her eyes?

“Based on this information and recent events,” Tovar said, “I think we can all agree about the most likely suspects.”

“Did I miss a logical leap somewhere along the line?” Vioxx asked.

“He means the Dillon Consortium, you moron,” Remax snapped.

“If that’s the case, what do we do?” Kasyov asked.

“We shall take the battle to them!” Nortal cried.

“In what?” Marsden said. “This ship wouldn’t make it to the next saucer column in the condition it’s in right now, much less Dillonia.”

“The galactic powers should have taken action decades ago. I would have been on them the minute the Consortium started building their own planetoid for a headquarters,” Remax said. “The damn thing probably has some kind of giant death ray hidden in it or something.”

“We are not going to have any effect on the Dillon Consortium if we try to engage them in battle,” Tovar said.

“Tovar’s right,” Rosalyn said. “Anything you do now is just going to look like a further military assault on an independent corporate entity.”

“What do you mean further?” Vioxx said.

“We did basically wipe out one of their acquisition fleets,” Rosalyn said. “Noble as it was, it was an unprovoked attack on our parts. The Dillon Consortium has a bad enough reputation that no one in the Federation seems too upset about it. Too many more incidents, though, and the Consortium might start seeming sympathetic.”

“Awww. Did the widdle babies not wike getting picked on by mean old Starfleet?” Remax said.

“If they are behind the attack on Captain Bain, we will be doing far more than picking on them,” Tovar said. “But we need proof. For now, we are going to go about our business and not let the Consortium know that we suspect them. I have discretely tightened security on the ship, so to the outside it should not appear that anything is amiss.”

“So our double date’s still on for tonight,” Kasyov said.

“Yes. I would rather be out and about on the station gathering information,” Tovar replied.

“And having fun,” Marsden said.

“That too.”

“You all are going out together?” Prosak said.

Marsden and Kasyov exchanged a glance. “Did you…want to join us?” Marsden asked hesitantly.

“No no. I have other plans,” Prosak said, swiftly resolving to find Snotch and make some other plans for tonight as quickly as possible.

“So do I,” Vioxx said.

“You can’t go out with that woman now,” Remax said. “Not after this.”

“What woman?” Tovar asked.

“That Consortium lawyer, Burke. She could be the one behind this for all we know.”

“Remax does have a point…,” Tovar said.

“See.”

“…so you should definitely go out with her,” Tovar finished.

“Ha!” Vioxx exclaimed. “Wait, why?”

“Information gathering,” Tovar said.

“And if you do not survive, our suspicions will be confirmed and you will be avenged!” Nortal said.

“Great,” Vioxx said.

“Nortal and I have been getting to know the various shopkeepers in the mall,” Remax said.

“Oh, is that what you two have been doing?” Vioxx said.

“They value our business.”

“Our credits have purchased their loyalty!” Nortal said.

“We’ll see if they’ve heard anything while we’re out today.”

“Good. Then if no one has any further questions, we will adjourn,” Tovar said. “Thank you, everyone.”

The gathered officers filed out of the room except for Tovar. Seeing him stay behind, Marsden shot him a questioning look. “I wanted to talk to Mum a bit more.”

“Should I stay?”

“You’re welcome to, Shelly,” Rosalyn said. “You are part of the family now. Speaking of, Sophie is very anxious for the two of you to come visit.”

“We’ll see what we can do,” Tovar replied.

“I mean it, Tovar. It wouldn’t kill you to come visit your sister and niece and nephew.”

“Yes, Mum.”

“Oh Great Bird, I’m an aunt now, aren’t I?” Marsden said.

“Yes, you are,” Rosalyn said.

“Is that okay?” Tovar asked concerned.

“Yes! It’s great! I’m an only child, so I didn’t think I’d ever get to be somebody’s aunt. I love my aunt. She’s… This isn’t the time now, is it?”

“It’s sweet,” Tovar said.

“You can bask in your wonderful choice for a wife later,” Rosalyn said. “We need to talk about your father. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he has come to the same conclusion about the Dillon Consortium that we have. Unfortunately, that will probably just frustrate him.”

“Why?” Marsden asked. “Wouldn’t he want to know his enemy?”

“Yes, but he tends to prefer enemies that he can punch,” Rosalyn replied. “Under normal circumstances, he’d probably be right alongside Nortal ready to attack Dillonia. We’re just lucky that the Anomaly is out of commission at the moment.”

“Not so lucky for the woman who’s putting it back together,” Marsden said.

“Sorry, dear. I didn’t mean anything by that.”

“No no. You’re right,” Marsden said.

“Just try to keep him occupied. I know you all are going out tonight, so maybe Commodore Ritter could come by and chat with him.”

“It sounds like we’re getting him a babysitter.”

“It’s either that or he ends up rampaging through the Dillon’s Supply Depot in the mall in a fit of misplaced rage,” Tovar said. “We’ll take care of him, Mum.”

“I know you will, dear.”

“Give my love to Sophie and the kids.”

“I will. And good luck.”

“Thank you. Goodbye, Mother.”

“Bye, Mrs. Bain…er…Mum,” Marsden said.

“We can work on that later, Shelly,” Rosalyn said with a chuckle. “Mother out.”



Prosak was ostensibly eating breakfast in the same New Starfleet Square Mall food court where she had first met Snotch the day before, but really she was just hoping that she’d run into him again. As her plomeekal (an attempt at a plomeek-based oatmeal-like substance that might appeal to a non-Vulcan palette. I say “attempt” because it failed miserably due the simple fact that it was truly revolting.) grew cold, Prosak watched the other diners and passers-by looking for a glimpse of…

“We meet again,” Snotch’s voice said from directly behind her.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Prosak screamed, leaping up and sending her bowl of plomeekal sailing into the back of the head of a heavy-set Grazerite seated at the next table. The Grazerite scooped the mass out of his hair, peered at it for a moment, shrugged, and then started to eat it from his hand.

“My apologies,” Snotch said, moving in front of Prosak. “I did not intend to startle you. I will go.”

“No!” Prosak exclaimed. “I mean…please join me.”

“Thank you,” Snotch said with a nod of his head as the two sat.

“I am gratified to see that you are still here,” Prosak said. “I did not know when you intended to leave Waystation Prime.”

“My departure date has yet to be determined,” Snotch replied.

“So you will be here this evening?”

“I will.”

“Would you care to join me for dinner?” Prosak asked, fighting her nerves. This was the first time she’d asked anyone out in a looong time.

“That would be acceptable.”

“Then it is agreed,” Prosak said. “I was beginning to believe that I may have to go along on a shopping excursion just to have something to do tonight.”

“Shopping excursion?”

“Yes. Most of my shipboard acquaintances will be out together on a double date, if you considering three actual beings and one consciousness in a hovercam to be a double date.”

“I’m sorry. I do not follow.”

“Our ship has a disembodied brain on board, and he sends his consciousness into a hovercamera in order to travel outside his normal confines.”

“I see. Please continue,” Snotch said.

“Since they are busy, I was looking at possibly spending the evening with two of my other shipmates, who recently came into a large sum of credits and have been doing their best to divest themselves of them as quickly as possible.”

“Saving the credits would be the more logical course of action,” Snotch said.

“True; however, these are non-RommaVulc Romulans. They do not subscribe to logical actions…or sanity in the case of one of them.”

“I have heard through my business contacts that a purveyor of unique and unusual items is on board the station at the moment. If you believe your colleagues would be interested in seeing his wares, I can give you his contact information,” Snotch offered.

“They would probably enjoy that.”

“Then I will send you the information later today, and we can arrange our dinner plans then. Now I must take my leave of you. Until this evening, Prosak.”

“Snotch,” she said with a solemn nod as he rose to depart. He returned the nod, then moved off down the concourse.

She had a date with a Vulcan! A real and proper Vulcan!

But what were they going to do? What was the logical choice for dinner? And, most importantly, did any of the Waystation Prime shops carry books on how to get a Vulcan into bed?



“So what? You think because I agreed to go out with you that you get to comm me all the time now?” Tori Burke asked as she glared out of the viewscreen in Vioxx’s quarters.

“No! I just wanted to check in make sure we were still on for tonight,” Vioxx said.

“Why wouldn’t we be?”

“No reason.”

“Are you okay? You sound nervous.”

“Me? No. I’m fine. Just a busy morning dealing with the bombing and all.”

“Bombing? Did you say bombing? What bombing?” Burke demanded.

“It’s nothing. Just somebody trying to kill Captain Bain again. It happens,” Vioxx said, trying to sound casual. Why did he even say that much? Why couldn’t he stop his lips from moving and words from coming out? “It wasn’t a big bomb. Everyone’s fine here. You didn’t hear anything about it?”

“No. There wasn’t a security alert over here or anything.”

“Well…like I said. It wasn’t a big bomb. Just enough to kill Bain, which it didn’t. Honestly, we’re not even worrying about it,” Vioxx said, the words flying out of his mouth.

“Um…okay.”

“So I’ll see you tonight?”

“Yes.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“Me too,” Burke said flatly. “Bye.”

“Good…” But she had already closed the channel before Vioxx could finish the word.

In her quarters on Waystation Prime, Burke began to pace, growing angrier and angrier as she went. Finally, she couldn’t take it anymore and opened a comm channel to the Dillon Consortium CEO’s office. Gregory’s face soon appeared on the screen. “I want to talk to Loomis,” Burke snapped.

“MISTER Loomis is not accepting comms at the moment.”

“Oh. Is he busy sending out more bombs to Reginald Bain?”

“I’ll put you through.”

The screen flashed to the Dillon Consortium logo. A few moments later, Jackson Loomis appeared on the monitor. At least Burke thought it was him. It was hard to tell considering how dark it was in his room. All she could make out was his silhouette.

“Ms. Burke. To what do I owe the honor?” Loomis asked.

“You tried to blow up Bain?” she demanded.

“I did say that we had other ways.”

“Then why did you want me to talk to his crew if you were just going to send him a bomb?”

“It’s always good to have a back-up plan. Have you been able to make contact?”

“Yes. I’m having dinner with one of Bain’s command officers tonight.”

“Tonight? Excellent work,” Loomis said. “Make sure to pass along anything you learn. Good day, Ms. Burke.”

“What about the bom…”

But Loomis had already closed the channel before Burke could finish the word.



In the hours since his conversation with Tori Burke, Vioxx had rundown every possible way that the night could go. At least the ones that he could come up with. Unfortunately, his Romulan upbringing kept dragging him back to the options that involved treachery. Burke had sworn just a couple of days earlier that she would make it her mission in life to see to it that the Consortium destroyed him.

What if Bain was just a distraction? What if Vioxx had been the target all along?

There was no way that he could be alone with that woman!

But what if he was wrong? What if she’d just been raging in the heat of the moment and there was really a chance that the two of them could have a nice dinner together…maybe even a bit more than that?

Still, it wasn’t worth risking a horrible death, so he decided to try an alternate tactic.

“Please tell me you aren’t waiting for us?” Sub-Commander Remax said as he approached the gangway hatch with Nortal.

“I’m not waiting for you,” Vioxx said.

“He speaks well!” Nortal said.

“For once,” Remax muttered. “Why are you loitering here?”

“No reason.”

“Sure,” Remax said. “I just realized that I actually don’t care.”

“Where are you two off to?” Vioxx asked.

“We’re going to investigate a unique purchasing opportunity.”

“I don’t know what that even means.”

“We shall buy things the likes of which have never been seen!” Nortal exclaimed.

“Prosak’s new boyfriend pointed us to a seller of rare merchandise more befitting our new station in life,” Remax said. “He only accepts buyers by appointment.”

“You two have fun with that,” Vioxx said.

“Oh, we will. Come on, Nortal.”

They headed off across the docking sheath just as Commander Prosak exited the turbolift across from the gangway hatch dressed in something from the Vulcan eveningwear collection, which pretty much looked like every other Vulcan clothing collection. “Commander,” she said flatly, with a nod of greeting.

“Ah, going for the full Vulcan tonight,” Vioxx said.

“If I am lucky,” Prosak replied. She paused. “May I borrow you for a moment?”

“What for?”

“It’s just something that I need to take care of before I see Snotch.”

“What is…”

“I HAVE DATE!” Prosak suddenly screamed, grabbing Vioxx in a bear hug and jumping up and down with him. “DATE! DATE! DATE! DATE! YAY! HAHAHAHAHAHAHA! AND I MIGHT EVEN GET TO HAVE SEX! WITH A REAL VULCAN! HAHAHAHAHA! WAHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

She stopped abruptly and released Vioxx, her face a mask of calm. “Thank you, Commander. I needed to get that out of my system.”

“You’re welcome,” Vioxx gasped, wondering if she’d cracked a rib. Prosak skipped off across the docking sheath, stopped herself halfway, then switched to a more stately stride.

Vioxx had just recaught his breath as his true quarry, Marsden, Tovar, Kasyov, and Cabral (his hovercam, at any rate), approached the hatch.

“So headed out, huh?” he asked, trying to sound casual.

“How’d you guess?” Marsden asked, entering the docking sheath with the others without breaking her stride.

“Me too,” Vioxx said, following along. “Big date tonight.”

“Have fun,” Kasyov said.

“You know what? I just had an idea,” Vioxx said.

Tovar suddenly stopped and turned on him. “You wish to accompany us this evening, so that you are not alone with Tori Burke on the off chance that she has been sent by the Dillon Consortium to kill you.”

“Could I?” Vioxx pleaded.

“I have no objections,” Cabral said.

“You’re too nice to object,” Kasyov said.

“It does make sense from the investigative standpoint. She is our one link to the Consortium,” Tovar said.

“Dinner and an interrogation. Sounds like a blast,” Marsden said. “Like from the bomb she’ll probably be hiding in her purse that will kill us all the second she gets up to use the bathroom.”

“We can still have fun this evening,” Tovar said.

“I know. I know. I’m actually all for it. The sooner we can get this mess with the Consortium over with, the better,” Marsden said.

“Are you sure?” Kasyov said. “She was only on the ship for a little bit, and I hated her.”

“We’ll get her drunk. It’ll be fine.”

“Alcohol could make getting information out of her easier,” Tovar remarked.

“And it could help Vioxx get her out of some other things,” Kasyov said.

“It seems that we’re agreed,” Tovar said to Vioxx.

Vioxx let out a relieved sigh. “On behalf of the part of me that doesn’t want to end up dead, which is all of me, thank you!”



Captain Bain stood up, brushed the dirt from his hands onto his pants, and then arched his back. The Anomaly’s arboretum had taken a serious pounding during the Multek dust-up, and, not surprisingly, it wasn’t very high on any of the repair crews’ to-do lists. Bain wasn’t the handiest man with a spanner, but he certainly knew his way around a garden. He’d decided that the best use of his time was trying to get things back in order here. It kept him out of the engineers’ way and allowed him to get some useful work done, which was a hell of a lot better option than wandering Waystation Prime aimlessly.

He’d had his fill of space station life here two decades earlier when he’d been banished for a couple of months to help out with a Starfleet Scouts camp as punishment for destroying a top secret automated battle droid that the Federation had been developing. If it hadn’t been for meeting Tovar, the whole experience might have been interminable.

“How the hell does the captain of a starship end up on weed-pulling duty?” a familiar voice called out across the arboretum.

“You’re just jealous that I get to play in the dirt and actually go places, while you spend your days commanding several giant stacks of plates,” Bain replied as Waystation Prime’s commanding officer and his longtime friend, Commodore Theodore Ritter, approached.

“My plates and I are doing fine,” Ritter said, reaching Bain and warmly shaking his hand. “Just wanted to check in and make sure that your crew is getting all of the help they need from us.”

“The service has been smashing, Ted,” Bain said. “Actually, we did the smashing before we got here. You lot are doing a bang-up job of getting us unsmashed, though.”

“Glad to hear it,” Ritter said, looking around at the scattered leaves and uprooted plants strewn across the arboretum. “You know I do have an arboretum of my own with its own staff. I could send a couple of them your way.”

“Quite honestly, that would be brilliant,” Bain said. “I’m never going to get this place back together by myself.”

“Consider it done, then. But in return, I want something.”

“What’s that?”

“A tour. You had me to your quarters for that group dinner, but I’ve never gotten a chance to look around this technological marvel of yours.”

“I’d be delighted,” Bain said. “And afterwards we’ll adjourn to the Captain’s Lounge for a drink.”

“Or several.”

“Very likely,” Bain said with a grin. “Right! To the torpedo room!”

“Starting with a bang, huh?”

“I certainly hope not.”



Tori Burke was not at all certain what Loomis expected of her at this point. Based on the attempt on Reginald Bain’s life, plans already had been made, so what was she supposed to do during this date with Vioxx? Was information gathering enough? Depositions and discovery motions weren’t really her areas. During her days in the Consortium’s legal department two decades earlier (even though it only felt like a couple of weeks to her), she was more in the sending nasty threatening letters and filing injunctions business. Her superiors felt that she could be equally threatening in person, which was why she’d been shipped out in stasis to Edgeworld to await the arrival of the construction crews hired to transform the Multeks’ complex there into a resort that met the Dillon Consortium’s exacting standards. Of course, that crew never came.

And now her “job” was to go on a date with a Romulan. He wasn’t a bad looking Romulan, and, for the most part, he’d been decent to her after getting her out of the stasis tube. Yes, he’d had that maniac, Nortal, stun her repeatedly, but other than that, he’d been fine.

She just wasn’t sure how she was going to spend an entire evening alone with him.

Her door chime sounded.

Guess it was time to find out.

She opened the door.

Vioxx was there, but he’d brought company. Perhaps he’d had the same concerns about spending time alone with her.

“Good evening,” Vioxx said. “May I say you look wonderful.”

“Er…thanks,” Burke said.

“As some of my colleagues were also going out this evening, I thought that we might all spend our time together. I don’t know if you remember them from the brief time you spent aboard our vessel. This is Lieutenant Commander Tovar, Lieutenant Shelly Marsden, Doctor Natalia Kasyov, and the hovering device is controlled by Cabral, our ship’s brain.”

Marsden, Kasyov, and Tovar raised their hands in a half-hearted wave. “Hi,” they said unenthusiastically.

“How…nice,” Burke said. “But if you’re going to spend all night talking like you just stepped out of some Romulan community theater production of Sense and Sensibility, I’m staying here.”

“I thought it sounded romantic.”

“Maybe to Nancy Drew.”

Kasyov frowned. “Nancy Drew wasn’t in Sense and…”

“Whatever!” Burke snapped.

“Oh, I am so looking forward to tonight,” Marsden muttered as the group headed off down the corridor toward the neared turbolift. Fortunately, Waystation Prime’s lift system had been designed to hold large numbers of people. Six people…well, five and hovercam, would have been a bit cozy on the Anomaly.

As the turbolift began its decent to one of the saucers in the column with a connection to another column, the group stood in silence.

“So,” Burke said finally, “what fun and excitement is on tap for tonight?”

Tovar glanced back at Cabral’s hovercam. “Um…we have some ideas.”

“Do those plans include visiting The Gravity Well?” Kasyov asked hopefully. “That place is an institution.”

“You want to go to a dance club?” Burke said. “Is…camera guy okay with that?”

“Why wouldn’t I want to dance?” Cabral asked.

“Because you’re a hovercam.”

Cabral suddenly made the camera bop back and forth and then side to side a few times before performing a barrel roll. “I have moves,” he said.

“That you do,” Kasyov said grinning.

“Just a warning,” Tovar said to Marsden. “Cabral’s floating box dances better than I do.”

“Then we’ll suck at it together,” Marsden said. “Get enough drinks in me, though, and I won’t care.”

“A woman after my own heart,” Burke said. “What about you, Vioxx? You going to impress me with your dance floor domination.”

“Just wait until you see my Romulan Rumba,” Vioxx said.

“Really? I didn’t know that the Romulans had…”

“We don’t. I just made that up. I’ll be joining the side of those needing intoxicants to do this.”

“Oh, it’s going to be fun trying to get this group home tonight,” Kasyov said.

“Can we get dinner first?” Marsden asked. “If I drink and dance on an empty stomach, Tovar’s going to end up coated in my puke.”

“Thank you for that, dear,” Tovar said.

“Nothing’s too good for my hubby.”

“So you two are married?” Burke said.

“Newlyweds,” Vioxx said.

“Very newlyweds,” Kasyov said. “Just a couple of days now.”

“Congratulations,” Burke said.

“Thanks,” Marsden said. “Now food.”

“All right,” Tovar said. “There are many options on board. Assuming that we’re not interested in fast food…”

“No McBaughb’s!” Kasyov said firmly. “Nothing Andorian period!”

“So noted. Well then, starting with the first level of the mall, there’s…”

Tovar began running through restaurant options with each prompting discussion among the group as the turbolift moved across to the next saucer column.

Several minutes later, they had finally settled on a fairly safe Alpha-Beta-Café, which offered a broad selection of dishes from the aforementioned quadrants and promised to have something for everyone. The café wasn’t actually in New Starfleet Square and instead was housed in a small commercial district in one of the residential saucers, so with a command from Tovar, the turbolift was off again.



Once it finally came to a halt and the doors opened, the group spilled out into the corridor. Tovar immediately realized that they were not where they were supposed to be unless the restaurant was somewhere along this deserted narrow wood-paneled hallway lined with golden trim and golden light fixtures. He was betting that wasn’t the case, though.

“Did we make a wrong turn?” Vioxx asked.

“From a turbolift?” Kasyov said.

“Maybe it’s a computer glitch,” Burke said.

“That would be unusual,” Marsden said. “Turbolift technology isn’t exactly anything new.”

“Let’s just get out of here,” Tovar said. Something about this did not feel right. He tried to re-enter the turbolift, but the doors wouldn’t open. The car must have moved on. No wonder this didn’t feel right. It was a trap.

“Tovar!” Marsden shouted suddenly. He spun around and saw a group of seven armed figures in the dark blue uniforms of Dillon Consortium Security stalking toward them.

“They’ve got friends!” Vioxx said, as another group approached from the opposite direction, blocking any avenue of escape except for the turbolift, which Tovar was fairly certain would not be arriving.

“Out of the way,” Marsden said, diving to the turbolift doors and trying to pry them open. “The hell! It’s like they’re sealed.”

“They probably are,” Tovar said. “Please do not make any more sudden moves. I do not want you to get shot.”

“We’re not going to do anything?”

“None of us are armed. They all are. Obviously, someone arranged for us to be trapped here. It does not appear that they intend to kill us, or they would have opened fire by now. We will go with them, gather information, and wait for an opportunity.”

“I don’t think so,” Burke said, striding toward the closest group of guards. “I’m a Consortium employee. Our turbolift dumped us in the wrong spot. No harm done. Just let us be on our way.”

“I guess she missed the ‘this is a trap’ part,” Vioxx said.

“On the bright side, unless she is an excellent actress, that means that she was not aware of the plot against us and did not betray us to her employer,” Tovar said.

“That’s definitely a positive.”

“Come with us,” one of the guards ordered.

“As you wish,” Tovar said, putting his hands in the air. The rest of the group did likewise, and they were led to a heavy set of double doors a couple of corridors away. One of the guards tapped a code into a panel at the side of the doors, causing them to slide open revealing an empty room.

Well, empty except for Nortal, Remax, Prosak, and Snotch.

“We are rescued!” Nortal exclaimed. She then spotted the guards behind Tovar and company. “We are not rescued!”

“Thanks for the update,” Remax groused as Tovar and the others were shoved into the room. The doors slid closed with a clunk, imprisoning them with their shipmates…and a Vulcan…and a lawyer. Instantly, Cabral’s hovercam dropped to the deck and lay motionless.

“Cabral!” Kasyov cried.

“He’s fine,” Marsden said.

“And we have bigger issues to discuss,” Tovar said. “What happened to you?” he asked Nortal, Remax and Prosak.

“We were going to see a merchant. Instead the turbolift dumped us out on this deck into the arms of the welcome party out there,” Remax said.

“That’s pretty much what happened to us,” Prosak said. “I met Snotch at his quarters. This is Snotch, by the way.”

“Hello,” the Vulcan said flatly.

“Nice to meet you,” Marsden said. “I’m Marsden. That’s Tovar, Kasyov, Vioxx, and…Burke? Right?” Burke nodded. “Intros are over. Go on, Prosak.”

“The rest is pretty much what Remax said. We got into a turbolift and ended up here.”

“So it’s safe to say we were all tracked somehow,” Tovar said.

“I don’t see how that helps us,” Remax said.

“It doesn’t at the moment.”

“What happened to Cabral?” Burke asked.

“This room must be shielded,” Marsden said. “The hovercam lost contact with Cabral on the Anomaly, so it shut down.”

“I believe you told me that the brain being transferred his consciousness into the hovercamera,” Snotch said to Prosak.

“He can use it to see and talk to people in other places,” Prosak said.

“But his consciousness is apparently not transferred. You should be more exactly in your phrasing.”

“Sorry,” Prosak said. A horrible thought struck her. “Wait. Why do you care? Are you behind this?”

“I am not behind this,” Snotch said.

“Okay,” Prosak said relieved. “I just had to ask.”

“Of course.”

“Before Prosak turns on the rest of us, do we have any idea what we’re going to do now?” Vioxx asked.

“I would think that would be obvious,” Tovar said.

“I don’t get it.”

Remax stormed over to Vioxx, grabbed his head, and aimed his gaze at Cabral’s fallen hovercam.

“I still don’t get it.”

“HE’S STILL ON THE ANOMALY!” Remax, Prosak, Tovar, Marsden, and Kasyov shouted.

“Oh.”



“…wasn’t much I could do at that point, so I got ready to pull out my John Thomas and…”

“Cabral to Bain!”

“Sorry about this, Ted,” Bain said as the two men sat in the armchairs of Bain’s Captain’s Lounge. “Bain here, Cabral. Are you all right? You sound upset.”

“We’re trapped somewhere in a corridor on Waystation Prime. It doesn’t look like the other parts of the station I’ve been to. There are some people coming. Armed guards. Apparently it’s the Dillon Consortium. They’re taking us somewhere.”

“Great Bird!” Bain exclaimed, leaping up from his chair.

“Hang on a second, Reg,” Commodore Ritter said. “The Dillon Consortium does not have armed people running around my station.”

“It’s a room. Oh! Prosak, Nortal, and Remax are here, too, with a Vulcan. We’re being put inside and…” Cabral abruptly stopped talking.

“Cabral!” Bain shouted.

“I’m sorry about that, Captain. I just lost contact with my hovercam.”

“Ritter to Ops,” Ritter said, pinching his commpip.

“Ops,” a clipped female voice replied.

“Have we had any Dillon Consortium vessels docking lately?”

“No, sir.”

“Have you detected any unauthorized weapons on board?”

“No, sir.”

“What about Romulan lifesigns?” Bain asked.

“There is one aboard the USS Anomaly, but that is all.”

“That’s Zantak, my helm officer. I have three other Romulans on my crew. Where the devil are they?”

“I don’t know, Reg, but I’m going to find out,” Ritter said. “Ops, raise shields just to be safe. I’m on my way. Ritter out.”

“I’ll go with you,” Bain said.

“Let us take care of this.

“I can’t just sit here, Ted!”

“You don’t know where they are. They could have been transported to a ship.”

“Did you go through a transporter, Cabral?”

“No, Captain,” Cabral’s voice replied over the comm speaker.

“They’re still here,” Bain said. “I’m sure of it.”

“Where? It’s not like someone could come on board and build a secret area our sensors can’t penetrate without us knowing about it. Something else is going on here.”

“Then let me help.”

” I know you don’t want to hear this, Reg, but there’s nothing you can do right now. Let us do our jobs. I’ll contact you as soon as we find out anything.”

Bain started to protest, then stopped himself. “I appreciate it,” he said finally.

“They’ll be fine. I promise,” Ritter said. “I’ll be in touch soon.” And with that he rushed out of the Captain’s Lounge.

“I’m sorry, Captain,” Cabral’s voice said. “I do not like the idea of standing idly by while others search…”

“Who’s being idle?” Bain said. “We’re certainly not.”

“But Commodore Ritter…”

“Ted’s a good man. I’d trust him with my life. But Tovar and the others have trusted me with theirs, and I am NOT going to let them down. We’re going to find them. I don’t care what Ted says, somehow the Consortium got on board and managed to…” Bain trailed off.

“Cabral, that deck you were on with the others. You said it looked different. Can you describe it?”

“Wood paneled walls. Gold trim. Narrower than most of the corridors I’ve seen.”

Bain started chuckling.

“Was that humorous?” Cabral asked confused.

“Those clever bastards,” Bain said.

“I don’t understand.”

“They didn’t come in and build something. They were already here. They’ve been here the whole time.”

“I still don’t.”

“Dillon Enterprises. It started here long before it became the Consortium,” Bain said, racing over to the computer terminal on the small desk in the corner of the lounge. “The original saucers that made up Waystation are still a part of this place, but they’re a museum now. Or museums really. One of them is dedicated to the history of the Dillon Consortium and encompasses the two decks that made up Dillon Enterprises headquarters over a hundred years ago.” He pulled up a Waystation Prime directory on the terminal. “There we are. Two decks of Consortium museum and one directly above it that’s listed as being under construction for a future exhibit.”

“Is that wrong?”

“That depends,” Bain said. “Computer, give me this same directory view from five years ago.” The image on the screen quickly shifted. “Under construction for a future exhibit. Give me the same for twenty years ago. Under construction for a future exhibit. Fifty years ago. Under construction for a future exhibit. One hundred years ago. Ha! It was a third deck of the Dillon Enterprises headquarters complex!”

“And you believe it still is.”

“I’m bloody well certain of it!”

“We must tell Commodore Ritter,” Cabral said.

“No. If he raises the alarm, the Consortium might hurt our people. I’m going in alone.”

“No offense intended, Captain, but you are not known for your stealth.”

“Oh, they’ll know I’m there. But they’ll be far too busy with me to have time to do anything untoward to the others.”



“Everything went according to plan?” Jackson Loomis asked as he buttoned his blue suit coat on his way into the Dillon Consortium conference room.

“With Plan B, yes,” Gregory, who waiting there for him, replied.

“Well, I know it wasn’t Plan A, or there’d be Reginald Bain bits all over the place. Let me see them.”

Gregory activated the viewscreen on the opposite wall, which showed a view of the seven Anomaly crewmembers, two civilians, and one inert hovercam sitting around on the floor of the empty room where they were imprisoned.

“All nice and rounded up,” Loomis said. “I’m glad we won’t have to go to Plan C after all. I wasn’t at all confident that Ms. Burke would be a useful source of information, and there was always the risk that she might actually grow to like Bain’s crew.”

“So we will not be releasing her?”

“No. Nor the Vulcan. No loose ends. Activate the mood lighting and put me through to them.”

In the empty chamber where the prisoners waited, one of the bare white walls suddenly flashed to life, revealing it to be a giant viewscreen. On it was the head and shoulders of a man cloaked in shadows.

“Loomis,” Burke spat.

“Thank you for spoiling my introduction, Ms. Burke,” Loomis said.

“I’m so sorry. How inconsiderate of me after you THREW US IN HERE!”

“What do you want with us?” Tovar said, stepping forward.

“Honestly nothing,” Loomis replied. “You’re simply a means to an end. In this case, the destruction of the legendary Reginald Bain.”

“Many others have tried. The fact that we’re here will not help you kill him.”

“I don’t need to kill him. Just his legend. When tomorrow dawns, all of you will come forward and tell the galaxy how you decided to escape him en masse. How you could no longer stay on the Anomaly due to Bain’s incompetence and cruel and violent tendencies. With those horrors revealed, the legend will die.”

“Holding us overnight isn’t going to make us turn on Captain Bain,” Dr. Kasyov said.

“I am well aware of that. However, the procedures you all are about to undergo will. And after you have resigned from Starfleet because of the horrors you have suffered at the hands of Reginald Bain, we will welcome you with open arms to the employ of the Dillon Consortium acquisition fleets, where I promise that your skills will be put to good use.”

This was the point where his prisoners would probably start shouting the usual “You’ll never get away with this” or “We’re going to resist you” and so on. Loomis decided to skip that part and closed the channel, leaving his captives alone to contemplate what was about to happen to them.

“Are we ready?” he asked Gregory.

“Almost. The human and Romulan procedures have been finalized. Yynsians brains are a bit more difficult.”

“I can understand that. As soon as that is complete, take them all at once. No time for heroics on their part. Just get it all over with.”

“Yes, sir.”



“Anything?” Commodore Ritter asked impatiently as his Sci-Ops officer, Lieutenant Commander Dwasin, reviewed the readouts on his monitor.

“No, sir. I have no records of Romulans on the station at any point today.”

“Now I know that’s not right. I saw Bain’s First Officer…what’s his name…Vioxx in the mall earlier today. Run a full diagnostic on our systems. Something is not right here.”

“Aye, sir.”

Ritter strode across Ops to his Chief of Security. “Yes, sir?” the Jem’Hadar said.

“Can you see Reginald Bain, Aka’Laka?” Ritter asked.

“His commpip signal is registering.”

“Watch him. The moment he leaves the Anomaly, I want to know about it.”

“As soon as he returns to the Anomaly, I will let you know if he leaves it again.”

“Wait. What?”

“Captain Bain is not currently on board his vessel.”

“I knew he wouldn’t stay put. Watch him! If he even looks like he’s about to get into trouble, I want to know about it.”

“Security is Life!”

“Er…right.”



The turbolift slowed to a halt on Deck 24 of the original upper saucer of what was once known simply as Waystation. A century ago, this deck was part of the headquarters of Dillon Enterprises and even the seat of the Federation presidency during Bradley Dillon’s tenure in that office. History was divided on the man himself. Some biographers portrayed him as a power-mad, cunning, and ruthless businessman, who would do anything to ensure the dominance of the company that bore his name. Others depicted him as a great leader who was able to combine his business and political acumen in order to lead the Federation through a period of peace and prosperity that laid the groundwork for the future in which Bain lived. Was he a single-minded cutthroat who was married to his company? Or a misunderstood genius who was unlucky at love? Did he care about the greater good or only himself?

Frankly, my dear reader, Bain didn’t give a damn.

His friends and family were in danger, and the entire Dillon Consortium could stand in his way right now. They certainly couldn’t hide on a deck in plain sight and pretend that it was “Under Construction.”

The turbolift doors opened revealing nothing but open space, bare metal decking, and support pillars all the way out to the saucer’s rim. Work lights had been set up on each pillar to illuminate the place, but otherwise it was completely deserted.

Forget “Under Construction.” This was “No Construction.”

At that point, Bain should have been feeling despair. His one lead had gone nowhere. He had nothing else to go on.

But he wasn’t buying that for one second.

“Clever bastards,” he said, reaching for his commpips. He received only a sad half-chirp indicating no signal. That was fine. He’d handle this himself. Bain locked his wrist phaser into firing position and leapt forward…

…right through a holographic barrier into a wood paneled corridor lined with gold trim.

“Ha!” he exclaimed just as five armed Dillon Consortium guards rounded the corner ahead of him. “AAAAH!” He opened fire, dropping the group with a fast flurry of stun blasts. He heard more voices and running footsteps coming his way, but he wasn’t about to wait for them to arrive. He had a whole deck to search, and no intentions of making life easy on the Consortium.



“Commodore Ritter,” Aka’Laka said, looking up from his console. “Bain has vanished!”

“Vanished? How? Where?”

“He was in a turbolift in the Old Quarter nearing Deck 24 and then…not. As for how, I do not know. No transporter activity or weapons fire has been detected.”

“Deck 24? What’s on Deck 24?” Ritter asked.

“Nothing. It is under construction.”

“But it’s right above the Consortium exhibit, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Dammit! He was right. I want a security team there now. Send me there site-to-site.”

“I…cannot.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“The transporter cannot establish coordinates for a rematerialization site on Deck 24.”

“Then put us on 23! We’re getting in there if I have to dig a damn tunnel!”



“Mister Loomis?” Gregory said, stepping into the conference room.

“Yes, Gregory. Is everything ready?” Loomis asked.

“Not quite yet. Another situation has developed.”

“What sort of situation?”

There was suddenly a ZAAAAP and a cry from the main office suite outside the conference room.

“Reginald Bain is here,” Gregory said.

“What?” Loomis cried, leaping up from his seat just as the Brit barreled into the room.

“Nobody move!” Bain ordered, leveling his wrist phaser at Loomis. “And turn on some bloody lights!”

Gregory nodded, activated the light panel, and took up a position next to Bain. “Reginald Bain to see you, sir,” he said.

“Thank you, Gregory,” Loomis said, straightening his rumpled blue suit coat and trying to regain his composure.

“Who the devil are you, and where are my people?” Bain demanded.

“Jackson Loomis, CEO of the Dillon Consortium,” Loomis said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you finally, Captain. I’ve heard so much about you.”

“You’re the CEO? And you’re here?”

“Dillonia tends to be rather chaotic, and there’s always the risk of corporate espionage when your competitors know right where you are. For that reason, the CEO’s office and certain special projects have remained on Waystation Prime over the years.”

“Right under the nose of Starfleet.”

“We’ve been good tenants, and Starfleet has been more than happy to collect their credits for our three deck rental for more than a century now.”

“I don’t think they’ll be so pleased when they learn what you lot have been up to. Bombs. Interfering with the station’s sensors. Kidnapping. WHERE ARE MY PEOPLE?”

“They’re fine. In a matter of minutes, they will be undergoing a patented Dillon Consortium process that will introduce a small set of new memories and beliefs while keeping their overall personalities completely intact. No messy brain-washing. No nasty zombie-like behavior afterwards. And by tomorrow morning, they’ll all be absolutely certain that you are a menace to the galaxy, and that they need to tell the world, leave Starfleet, and join us. You’ll go from legend to pariah in less than a day,” Loomis said.

“You think that I’m just going to stand here and let you scramble their minds?” Bain said.

“That’s a good point,” Loomis said. “We’ve really gone through an awful lot of trouble to set this up, but, since you’re here, we can drop Plan B and go back to Plan A: getting rid of you.”

Bain aimed his wrist phaser. “I don’t think…”

“Gregory.”

Loomis assistant lashed out with astounding speed, ripped the phaser assembly right off of Bain’s wrist, and then crushed it in his bare hand.

“Bloody hell!” Bain cried, leaping back.

“I see I forgot to mention that my assistant is an android,” Loomis said. “Gregory, kill him!”



“The door is the choke point,” Tovar said as he and the others watched it nervously. “They can only come through two or three at a time, and that’s our chance. As soon as it opens, we act. Go for their weapons. If you get one, start shooting. We’ll only have a matter of seconds before they realize we’re not going to come along quietly, and they take some other sort of action.”

“They have thwarted my evening of commerce. They WILL suffer!” Nortal said.

“Positions,” Tovar ordered.

They didn’t have long to wait. The doors slid open a few moments later and…

“VENGEANCE!” Nortal cried, throwing herself at the man who had just entered the room. Said man was grey-skinned, had a head covered in bumps, and, most importantly, was wearing a Starfleet uniform.

“Nortal!” Tovar shouted as Commodore Ritter and four other security officers stormed in.

“He is mine!” Nortal screamed.

“Aka’Laka, stand down,” Ritter ordered as the Jem’Hadar grappled with the Romulan.

“Does he have to?” Nortal said as her opponent abruptly released her.

“Perhaps we can continue this battle another time,” Aka’Laka said.

“I would enjoy that immensely.”

“Are you all okay?” Ritter asked.

“We’re fine,” Tovar replied.

“But we weren’t about to be,” Marsden said. “Wait. ‘Weren’t about to be’? Whatever. They were about to brainwash us into lying about the captain and becoming their happy little minions.”

“I’ve got teams scouring the deck. I’m sorry about all this. We had no idea it was even here. Now where’s Bain?” Ritter said.

“We have not seen him,” Tovar said.

“Well, he’s here somewhere. That’s how we found you.”

“Have fun looking for him,” Burke said, heading toward the door. “I’m going to have a word with Loomis.”

“Jackson Loomis is here?” Ritter said in disbelief.

“This deck is the CEO’s office,” Burke said. “But I guess you didn’t know that either,” she added before running off down the corridor.

“We have no idea how many people are on this deck or how many of them are armed. Our sensors are useless in here,” Ritter said to Tovar. “We’ve got to get you all out. Aka’Laka, take them.”

“I’m staying,” Tovar said, looking to Marsden, who nodded.

“I had a feeling you might,” Ritter said.

“I’ll see the rest of you back on the ship,” Tovar said.

“I will not be returning to your vessel,” Snotch said.

“Um…okay.”

“Did you still want to get dinner?” Prosak asked Snotch.

“Would that be appropriate under the circumstances?”

“Why not? We lived. I’m hungry. Dinner is logical.”

“Very well.”

“Leaving now,” Marsden said, pushing them toward the door. She stopped at Tovar and gave him a quick kiss. “Be careful.”

“See you soon.”

“You’d better. This is two nights in a row that I’ve gotten all dressed up, and I still haven’t gotten a decent meal out of it.” She gave Tovar one more kiss, then ran off with the others toward the exit as Ritter and Tovar headed the opposite direction.

“Now we just have to find your father,” Ritter said.

“That could be difficult. This is a large complex,” Tovar replied. The pair turned a corner and almost tripped over a small pile of unconscious Consortium guards. “But I’d say he went this way.”



Gregory turned on Bain, prepared to strike. What the android wasn’t prepared for was the human captain suddenly grabbing its head and wrenching it clean off its shoulders. Gregory’s body dropped to the deck in a heap, its neck sparking weakly.

“My apologies, sir, but I believe that I will be unable to complete your request,” Gregory’s head said before shutting down entirely. Bain tossed the head aside and advanced on Loomis.

“This was just business, Bain!” Loomis cried, backing away from the conference table. “You damaged our reputation. We had to do something.”

“You tried to kill me and brainwash my people for your bloody reputation!”

“A bad reputation can hurt sales.”

“I’m going to punch you so hard, you’re going to go back in time! Now THAT will hurt!” Bain lunged at Loomis, who screamed and ran out the conference room’s side exit.

“Oh no you don’t!” Bain said, pursuing.

Loomis barreled out of the conference room and then the executive office suite in a panic. In the corridors, he could hear the distant sounds of shouts and phaser fire. That couldn’t be good. Maybe he should have upgraded the over-a-century-old intruder repulsion systems when Gregory suggested it. Too late now. And frankly he had bigger concerns.

“GET BACK HERE, LOOMIS!” Bain bellowed, his fury echoing throughout the corridors.

Loomis ducked into the next doorway and found himself in one of the special projects labs. Bain wasn’t fooled for a second and entered almost right behind him.

“You don’t want to do this, Bain,” Loomis said, backing away from the captain. “I’ll charge you with assault. You’ll go to a rehab colony. Do you want…”

BAM!

Bain’s fist slammed into Loomis’ face, knocking him back against a strange piece of equipment, which suddenly activated.



One hundred and twenty-one years earlier, Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter was attempting to fix a faulty air unit in a Dillon Enterprises employee break room and wondering how he became Federation President Bradley Dillon’s personal engineer. Didn’t Dillon Enterprises have their own technicians?

A man in a blue suit suddenly staggered into the room out of what appeared to be a rip in the very fabric of the universe. He clutched his face, seemingly in agonizing pain, then spotted Porter. Upon doing so, his eyes widened in horror.

“Great Bird, he did it! He punched me back in time!”

A meaty fist emerged from the rift, grabbed the man by his suitcoat, and yanked him back through. Just as abruptly, the tear disappeared.

“And that’s lunch,” Porter said, putting his tools down.



Loomis was back in his own time, but Bain’s fist was there waiting for him. He buckled from a body blow delivered by the enraged captain, then was catapulted right back into Bain’s oncoming fist by the explosion of the device behind him. He hit the deck in a heap.

“Please,” Loomis gasped, trying to push himself to his knees. “No more.”

Bain stood over the fallen CEO surveying his handiwork.

“I think you’ve had enough,” Bain said. “And judging by the commotion out there, the proper authorities will be here shortly. Oh wait. I AM the proper authorities. Jackson Loomis, I am placing you under arrest until you can be handed over to Waystation Security.”

“Okay,” Loomis said, struggling to his feet. He stumbled over to a nearby lab table. “Anything. Just don’t hit me anymore.”

“I think you’d agree that you had it coming,” Bain said, heading toward the door then glancing out into the corridor to see if anyone was approaching. “Reginald Bain does not stand idly by while…”

Loomis snatched a large mass of wires, circuits, and metal off of the table, raised it above his head, and charged Bain, letting out his strained version of a battle cry as he went.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

The cry turned into a wail of agony as the unfinished device activated, sending energy cascading through his body. Loomis shuddered and convulsed, then dropped to the deck, inches from Bain.

“Good lord, man!” Bain exclaimed. “What are you trying to do? Kill yourself? I’ll get help!” Bain raced out into the corridor and almost ran straight into Tori Burke.

“Where’s Loomis?” she demanded.

“In there,” Bain said. “He’s hurt badly.”

“Starfleet’s here.”

“Medic!” Bain shouted, rushing off down the corridor as Burke stalked into the special projects lab.

“Ms. Burke,” Loomis croaked.

“You were going to brainwash me, too, weren’t you?” Burke said.

“Doesn’t matter now. Has to be…you. Put on…my suit.”

“Doesn’t matter? You were going to scramble my brain!”

“Suit…now.”

“Why the hell would I put that thing on? It’s old. It’s dirty.”

“For…the new CEO. If you don’t before…I die…all will be lost. Please.”

“New CEO? What new CEO?”

“You. Only one here.”

“I can’t be the CEO. The Board of Directors has to vote on that.”

“No time. Put on the suit.”

“And I’ll be CEO?”

“Yes. Suit.”

“All right. All right.” Not sure why she was doing this, Burke gingerly moved the dying man and removed his suit coat. She moved to his pants. “If you try anything, death will be the least of your problems,” she threatened, sliding them off.

“Put it on,” Loomis insisted.

“Okay,” Burke said cringing. She pulled on the pants, rolling up the cuffs to fit her shorter legs, and slid on the suitcoat.

And then she understood.



“He’s in here,” Bain said, leading Commodore Ritter, two security officers, and a field medic into the special projects lab. Loomis’ body lay immobile on the floor.

The medic checked him quickly. “He’s dead.”

“Bugger,” Bain muttered.

“Don’t blame yourself,” Ritter said. “From what you described, he’s the one to blame.”

“Yes, but it’s not…where the devil are his trousers?”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 178561.4. It’s been almost three weeks since the business with the Dillon Consortium, and I’ve not heard word one from Commodore Ritter about the situation. Fortunately, the return of my beloved Rosalyn and continued work on the Anomaly has kept me occupied, but I’m growing tired of waiting for any kind of news on the matter. I have a feeling that today will be the day, though. Ted has invited the missus and I over for dinner, and, while I certainly wish to give Commodore Ritter a sincere thank you for his hospitality, I want the Consortium to face some sort of consequences. I’ve dealt with their ilk before, though, and I can’t say that my hopes are incredibly high.”



“Now don’t get upset, dear,” Rosalyn Bain said as she and her husband strolled down the corridor toward Commodore Ritter’s quarters.

“Nonsense, my love,” Bain said. “What could there possibly be to get upset about on a wonderful night like this? You’re back. My ship is almost fixed. All is well.”

“Reginald, I know you’re going to ask him.”

“You can’t blame me for being curious.”

“No, but I don’t want you to expect to be happy with the answer. This is the Consortium that we’re dealing with here. They have…”

“…a reputation. Yes, dear, they made that more than clear,” Bain said as he pressed Ritter’s door chime.

“Come on in!” Ritter’s cheerful voice called from inside. They entered the cabin and were immediately enveloped in an incredible aroma.

“Good evening, folks,” Ritter said. “Rosalyn, you’re looking lovely as ever.”

“Thank you, Ted.”

“Ted, that smells amazing,” Bain said, shaking his friend’s hand.

“Real Texas barbecue,” Ritter said, pointing to the large metal enclosure near his replicator. “Took the engineers a while to figure out how to vent the thing, but I insisted. There are some luxuries I cannot do without.”

“I completely understand,” Bain said.

“Can I get you a drink?”

“Please.”

“Pint of bitter and a sherry?”

“You know us too well.”

“I made a hell of a bartender back in my Academy days,” Ritter replied. “How go the repairs?”

“Progressing. Marsie thinks we’ll be out of your hair in another week.”

“It’s no trouble, but I know you want to get back out there.”

“That I do.” Bain said silent for a moment. “Blast it, Ted, as anxious as I am to get underway, there is one piece of business that needs to be dealt with before we can shove off.”

“I’m surprised you waited this long to bring it up. Yes, Reg, we did settle things with the Consortium,” Ritter said.

“And they have an ironclad lease, so even though they tried to kill me and kidnapped my crew, you can’t do a thing about it,” Bain finished.

“Reginald,” Rosalyn said calmingly.

“Don’t worry, dear. As you said, don’t expect a happy answer.”

“The Consortium is pinning it all on Jackson Loomis. He acted on his own, no approval from the Board of Directors, and all that,” Ritter said.

“Of course,” Bain said.

“It didn’t look like we were going to be able to do much of anything, but it turns out the lease isn’t quite as ironclad as you’d believe. A few years after the initial lease went into effect, the station commander at the time put in an addendum that Bradley Dillon signed stating that the lease would become null and void if his company was caught interfering with station systems. Considering that they hid biosigns, rerouted turbolifts, and sensor shielded an entire deck, we had a strong case of interference. The Consortium will be cleared out of here by the end of the month. And we’re going to scour the place to make absolutely certain they don’t leave anything behind.”

“Ha!” Bain said, slapping his hand on Ritter’s dining table. “That’s brilliant!”

“I’m pretty happy with it myself, but you need to watch yourself, Reg. Even if Loomis was acting alone, which I doubt, the Consortium is not going to be pleased that they lost their headquarters here, and they may decide that you’re the one to blame.”

“They’re a massive corporation. I would hope that they have bigger things to think about than me.”

“Probably, but they may also be good at multitasking. Be careful.”

“We will,” Rosalyn said. “Won’t we dear?”

“Of course, dearest,” Bain said.



Weeks without a word. Vioxx supposed that he shouldn’t be surprised. Getting kidnapped didn’t exactly make for a great first date. However, when he thought about it, he realized he was the one who should really be upset, not Tori Burke. After all, it was her employer who kidnapped them.

Still every day he tried to reach her. He commed. He visited her quarters. And nothing. She never answered. He lurked in New Starfleet Square Mall, hoping that she would happen by, but he never saw her.

Now with the Anomaly almost repaired, he would be leaving and would possibly never see Burke again. If that happened, so be it. They hadn’t even had time to establish a connection, much less lose it. Still, he would like to speak to her once more, just to clear the air about what happened.

Just as he was about to go out for another evening of wandering the mall and probably listening to Remax and Nortal go on and on about their purchases, Vioxx was startled to hear his desk terminal signal an incoming comm. “On screen,” he said.

The image of Tori Burke appeared. She was wearing an oddly fitting blue suit. It actually looked like a man’s suit. He couldn’t be sure, though. He was never one to keep track of human fashion. “Vioxx,” she said simply.

“Tori! Thank you for comming be back.”

“Considering you’ve been relentless in trying to get in touch with me, I felt I had to.”

“I’m sorry. I just didn’t want things to end like that. You ran off, and I didn’t get a chance…”

“I don’t have a lot of time, Vioxx. I really only commed to say goodbye.”

“We won’t be leaving for another week or so. I was hoping I could take you to dinner.”

“I’m leaving tonight,” Burke said. “You won’t be seeing me again.”

“Did I do something? If I did, I’d like to know what it was, so that…”

“Goodbye, Vioxx.”

“Tori…”

She had already closed to channel.

Vioxx suddenly didn’t feel much like going out anymore.



“One more bit of business done,” Burke said as she turned away from the screen.

“Yes, Ms. Burke,” her assistant, Gregory, said. Burke wasn’t sure which version of the android this was. He’d come into the conference room shortly after her arrival, cleaned up his predecessor, and then jumped into seeing to her needs. Her first action as CEO was to stop spending all of her time in the conference room. She wasn’t sure what Loomis’ deal was, but the CEO’s office was far nicer. Besides, there was just something about being in the same office that had once been used by Bradley Dillon. “Your transport to Dillonia is ready and waiting,” Gregory continued.

“I’ll be there in a moment. Just one last thing to do.”

“Yes, Ms. Burke,” Gregory said with a slight bow before leaving her office. She activated the comm terminal again, and soon her comm was answered.

“Good evening, Ms. Burke,” Snotch said on the monitor screen.

“You are still in contact with Commander Prosak?”

“Yes. She is determined to see me as much as possible until her ship departs the station.”

“Good. I know you thought that your work would be done after you organized and executed Plan B, but, considering how that turned out, you will need continue your relationship with her.”

“I am aware of that,” Snotch said. Burke could swear she almost heard a hint of disgust in his voice. “I will see to it that you receive regular updates. I do not see how her gossip about the Anomaly will help you against Reginald Bain.”

“It may not,” Burke said. “But all information is good information. You never know what we might turn up.”

“Very well. However, if I am to continue seeing Prosak and she attempts to…escalate our relationship, I will require a substantial raise. Snotch out.”

Burke shut down the monitor and rose from her desk. It was a shame to have to leave this place behind. There was so much history here. The suit positively rebelled at the idea that it was all about the be destroyed. She calmed her mind and assured it that the complex would be disassembled careful and completely reconstructed on Dillonia. Most of the shouting in the suit subsided. Only one voice remained, screaming in unbridled fury.

“BAIN! BAIN! BAIN!”





Primary Sources






PLANET B-2-47361 - BETA QUADRANT



It was just the two of them on this survey, which suited Harold and Ann just fine. Considering how far out this world was, the higher-ups needed to make sure there was something here worth the trip before sending in an entire archaeological team from the Federation Science Institute.

Almost a year earlier, the USS Champlain had passed within sensor range of Star System 47361 and catalogued 12 planets, 53 moons, and various other astronomical features orbiting yellow star. What they hadn’t detected, however, was any sign of intelligent life. Because of that, the Champlain kept right on going on its exploratory mission through this isolated section of the Beta Quadrant.

A few months after that, the Champlain returned to Federation space and transferred its accumulated sensor readings to Starfleet Sciences for review. From there, after confirming that there was nothing in the readings that posed a threat, Starfleet Sciences, as was their custom, shared the readings with the various scientific and educational institutions for further analysis.

Eventually a graduate student at the Federation Science Institute stuck reviewing the copious data noticed that the second planet of System 47361 had what appeared to be artificial structures. It was hard to be certain considering the distance the Champlain had been scanning from, but based on the evidence, it was worth a look.

That’s where Harold and Ann came in. Between them, they had decades of xeno- archaeology experience. They met on a dig on Crassos Six, married in the ruins of a temple on the fourth moon of Ketelen, and raised a child while moving between a dozen dig sites on just as many worlds. Their parenting days may have been long behind them at this point, but they were just as devoted to their work as ever. And upon seeing the report from FSI, they jumped at the chance make the first survey. Yes, it meant months on their small ship just to get there, but the idea of being the first Federation scientists to study a new civilization more than made up for it.

And even after all of these years, Harold and Ann still just plain enjoyed each other’s company.

That was a good thing considering that things on their ship, the SS Petra, could get a little cramped. They had a small cockpit, a living/dining area, a bathroom, and a bedroom. Beyond that was just a cargo storage area that also contained their engine. If they wanted space to get away from each other during the voyage, there weren’t a lot of options.

All that changed once they arrived B-2-47361. Harold and Ann had an entire planet as their playground, a planet that they were able to confirm was covered in artificial structures as soon as they got close. There were cities and towns everywhere, all of which were well into the process of being overrun by the local flora and fauna. After confirming that the atmosphere was safe and that they weren’t landing in a radiation zone or anything like that, Ann put the Petra down in the center of one of the small towns. She and Harold preferred to start with towns rather than full cities. It gave them a good sense of the society without completely overwhelming them.

Once on the ground, they gathered their gear and started a process they’d performed many times before. They were precise and methodical, and, above all, careful (Help was a LOOOOONG way away, if they got into trouble), but they were also having a blast. It wasn’t often that they got to research a civilization with this much of their architecture still intact.

As they searched through dwelling after dwelling, though, Harold and Ann became more and more unsettled. The houses were empty. Not a piece of furniture, scrap of clothing, or piece of wall art to be found.

But why?

Had Harold and Ann just by sheer bad luck landed in a town that was built and never occupied? There were instances in Earth’s history of such places. They needed to try somewhere else. One quick trip in the Petra to the other side of the planet later, they were once again confronted by a town full of empty buildings.

They were starting to wonder if the whole planet had been built up but never occupied when Ann spotted a hint of a mural on the side of a building in the town center, almost completely obscured by vines and overgrowth. Surely whomever built all this didn’t pre-paint artwork as well. Somebody had lived there.

A deep scan of the ground the town sat on confirmed it. They detected evidence of multiple building foundations and various items buried deep in the dirt, indicating that this site had been occupied for many many years.

Everyone was just gone. But more than that. There was every sign that they’d packed up all of their belongings to take with them.

Nothing in the scans made by the USS Champlain indicated any issues in the system’s star or anything dangerous close by, and there were no signs that the world had been attacked at any point in its past. Likewise, the atmospheric scans gave no indication of a society that had poisoned itself with pollution or caused a runaway greenhouse effect. There was just no clear reason for abandoning this planet.

Instead all Harold and Ann had were questions. Who were these people? Why did they decide to leave? How did they clear out a whole planet? Where did they go?

They had to have left something behind with some clues. And the best place to start, Harold and Ann decided, was at the last place anyone on the planet had likely been: a spaceport. B-2-47361 had no artificial satellites in its orbit, which was certainly odd for a spacefaring species, but Harold and Ann didn’t see any other likely explanation for deserted state of the planet. Sure they could have possibly had access to some Iconian-style gateways, but how often did that happen?

Harold and Ann took back off in the Petra and started searching the surface. Decades (possibly centuries) of unfettered plant growth made the work difficult, but finally they detected a large series of structures and massive metallic platforms well away from the formerly populated areas. Was it a spaceport? A military installation? Something else entirely? This was an alien civilization, after all.

After landing and gearing up, the pair cautiously cut through the overgrowth covering an entrance to the one of the structures. The door itself was either locked up tight, sealed shut from who knew how many years of disuse, or possibly a bit of both. A phaser drill made short work of the locking mechanism, then Harold carefully used a small repulsor to slide the door aside, revealing a dark corridor beyond.

No lights. No power. And thankfully, no automated security system blaring alarms about the forced entry and sending a platoon of heavily-armed robots after them for daring to trespass (Something that had happened to Harold and Ann on at least three occasions).

What they could make out by the lights of their headlamps were doors. Lots and lots of doors. All closed, of course.

“This could take days,” Ann said.

Harold pulled a couple of small cubes out of his satchel and tossed them up into the air. The cubes folded open mid-arc into small flying devices covered in sensors, which then sailed off down the corridor and split up at a T-junction at its end. “Maybe the mapping drones will find something more worth our attention,” he said. “But until then…”

Ann held up her phaser drill and smiled, “One door at a time.”

It was slow going. They would cut through a lock on a door, force it open, and then invariably find an empty office or conference room. Based on what they’d encountered so far, Harold and Ann concluded that they’d entered the building through the equivalent of an emergency exit and not a main entrance to the facility.

The good news, however, was that this building had not been completely cleared out. There were desks and chairs, giving Harold and Ann a fairly solid indication that this was a bipedal species. Signage had been left on the walls, displaying a few symbols that looked more like random squiggly lines more than anything else. They sent images of them back to the Petra, so the ship’s translation matrix could start working on developing a sense of the language.

As Ann predicted, days passed. They moved from the first building, which seemed to be solely administrative, into the next, which had several cavernous spaces inside it. A few were clearly massive waiting areas, filled with chairs. If this was indeed a spaceport, this was likely where the passengers and their belongings waited to be loaded. Other chambers looked more industrial and were filled with dormant equipment that would require painstaking examining, scanning, and cataloging by a full archaeological team from the Federation Science Institute. For now, Harold and Ann just took images of each find, but even that was time consuming.

Nearing the end of their third week at the site, Harold and Ann were ready to enter the next building, but this one was not so easily breached. There were few doors to be found, and those were much thicker and more secure than anything they’d encountered in the previous structures. The laser drill didn’t leave so much as a mark on the doors they tried.

Harold and Ann feared that this building would have to wait for the full FSI team, but they were too curious about what possibly lay inside to give up. There had to be a way in.

They used the Petra to circle the building, clearing the ivy and other plant life climbing its surface with a low-level wide-beam phaser while scanning it from every possible angle. Even after all of this time, the building completely resisted any attempt to probe its interior. Metallurgical analyses resulted in the equivalent of the Petra’s scanners shrugging their shoulders and saying, “Beats the hell out of us.”

On top of the building, though, they caught a break. Just the slightest sliver of a gap was detectable at the edge of a large sliding hatch cut into the roof. And while it still blocked scans, whatever this hatch was made of wasn’t nearly as thick as the doors and walls of the structure.

“I told you it was a good idea to bring these,” Harold said excitedly, as he and Ann sat on the couch in the living/dining area of the Petra, strapping on anti-grav boots.

“Did I argue, honey?” Ann replied.

“No, but I saw the look.”

“What look?”

“The ‘We haven’t used these in ten years’ look.”

“That’s a very specific look,” Ann said with a chuckle. “I’m amazed I pulled it off.”

“You can pull off any look you want, my dear.”

“As long as I can avoid this one.” Ann suddenly opened her mouth and eyes wide in absolute terror.

“Is that,”Oh shit, these old gravity boots just failed and sent me plummeting to my death’?”

“You know me so well.”

“And I love you very much, so rest assured that I thoroughly checked both pairs of boots.”

“I know, dear,” Ann said, leaning over and kissing her husband on the cheek. “But you’re not the engineer in the family.”

The boots didn’t fail, though, and a few minutes later, Harold and Ann crested the top of the mystery structure and came to a gentle landing near the hatch. Ann pulled the phaser drill out of her satchel and knelt down to work while Harold took images of the various structures and doo-dads jutting out from other places on the roof. They were likely part of climate control and communication systems, but the FSI team could confirm that later. For now…

“Dammit!” Ann said.

“Still no luck?”

“What tipped you off?”

“Success is usually a little more, ‘Woohoo.’”

Ann sat down with a sigh and shook her head. “FSI is going to take months to get here even after they review our preliminary survey and decide it’s worth mounting an expedition. What’s that going to be in total? A year? Two?”

“I’m sure they’ll get here as fast as they can.”

“There’s nothing here to make it a priority. The star isn’t going nova. Raiders aren’t standing by to sack the place. FSI could put this off for years. We could be retired before they decide to send a team out this way.”

“I wasn’t planning on hanging it up any time soon. Were you?”

“No, but we aren’t…” She trailed off. “Feel like taking a risk?”

“What are you thinking?”

“The micro-est of microcharges,” Ann said, starting to dig through her satchel.

“I don’t think micro-est is a word. And you want to use the explosives? What about the building? You don’t know what that could do to the structural integrity.”

“Hon, I think this building could survive an orbital bombardment. But a small explosive placed right on the gap in this hatch might just be enough to give us a hole big enough to send the drones through. Or maybe even pop the whole thing open.”

Harold didn’t respond immediately. Ann knew he was mulling things over. His duty to protect the integrity of the site versus his desire to know what was inside this building. His concern for their safety versus his trust of his wife.

“Let’s do it,” he said finally, breaking into a broad grin.

Harold may have been a generally cautious man, but sometimes curiosity and trust could carry the day.

Ann quickly and carefully placed the microcharges, then the two of them retreated off of the roof and back to the Petra, which they then flew a safe distance away. If somehow this went badly and set off a collapse or chain reaction or anything, they didn’t want to be anywhere near it.

As it was, the Petra was far enough away when the charges went off that Harold and Ann didn’t see a thing. Only the readout on the detonator insisted that the charges had indeed gone boom as instructed. Ann steered the Petra back over the site.

“I don’t believe it,” she said, checking the readouts. The explosion had worked beautifully, and now the hatch had slid completely open.

“And I don’t believe that,” Harold said. “You knew it would work.”

“I most definitely didn’t! But I appreciate your vote of confidence.” They watched the screens as the Petra’s sensors were now able to penetrate the building’s interior. There were no power readings but whatever that room was, it was huge.

“This really isn’t telling us much,” Harold said.

“You’re just looking for an excuse to go inside.”

“And you aren’t?”

“It is how we do things. But I guess we could just land, have some dinner, and call it a night. The building will still be there in the morning,” Ann said.

“You’re trying really hard to seem less eager than me, but I’m not buying it for a second.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ann said as she steered the Petra back to their previous landing site and touched down.

A short time later, the couple was once again cresting the top of the building with their anti-grav boots. They landed at the edge of the open hatch and shined their flashlights inside. Whatever was inside was far down and impossible to make out from that height.

“Now we really have to go in,” Ann said.

“Absolutely. And we’re going to have to put something over this hatch before it rains.”

“Later. For now…” She stepped off the edge and into the hatch, floating gently down to the floor of the massive chamber. Harold was right behind her, shining his flashlight all around as he tried to get some sense of what this room was.

They touched down near the center of the room and continued to study their surroundings as best they could.

That over there…was that?

And this, did it look like?

“Harry, do you think…”

“It’s got to be.”

“This can’t wait years. We need people out here now!”

“I agree. We’ll go back to the ship right now and send a report.”

“Yes.”

“And then we’ll look around some more,” Harold said.

“Oh yes. Definitely.”

As much as they hated to leave their find, Harold and Ann knew there was only one thing to do. They returned to the Petra and launched back out of the planet’s atmosphere. That last part probably wasn’t necessary, but they wanted to make sure their signal got out.

Harold opened an ultraspace channel. “This is the SS Petra contacting Starfleet Command on a secure channel. We believe we have made an important discovery, and we are requesting immediate assistance with onsite confirmation and analysis. Details of our findings are included in this data burst. Come quickly. We will continue our explorations as we wait for your arrival. Doctors Harold and Ann Marsden out.”







USS ANOMALY - A HECK OF A LONG WAY AWAY FROM PLANET B-2-47361



“Three Breen scythe ships are approaching,” Lieutenant Commander Tovar reported from his post at tac-ops at the rear of the Anomaly’s bridge.

“Hail them.”

“One word response. ‘Death,’” the Yynsian replied.

“I see. Not much for conversation, are they?” Captain Reginald Bain said, standing up from his command chair. “How long until they are in weapons range?”

“Three minutes.”

“Let’s shorten that a bit, shall we? Bridge to Cabral.”

“Here, Captain,” the voice of the sphere-encased brain that ran the Anomaly’s anti- singularity drive replied over the comm system.

“We’re going to need anti-sing for a moment, if you’d be so kind.”

“It is at your command.”

“Brilliant!” Bain turned his attention to the Romulan woman at the Anomaly’s helm. “Zantak, one anti-sing burst. Put us fifty kilometers ahead of them. Tovar…”

“Standing by,” Tovar replied.

Sub-Lieutenant Zantak locked in the coordinates and activated the anti-sing for a split- second.

From the Breen perspective, the Anomaly suddenly went from being out of visual range to right on top of them. If they’d known anything about Starfleet history, they would have said it was a bit like the Picard maneuver, only done over a much larger distance. They did not know that, though, and, if they did, they probably wouldn’t have had time to think of it what with all of the exploding they were doing due to the unrelenting barrage of weaponry Tovar unleashed the second the Anomaly had finished the anti-sing jump.

“Nicely done, everyone!” Bain said, clapping as the hulks of three severely damaged Breen ships drifted helplessly on the Anomaly’s viewscreen.

“Thanks, but I didn’t really do anything,” Bain’s first officer, Commander Vioxx, said from his seat next to the command chair.

“Not this time, but your presence is appreciated and your counsel invaluable.”

“Really?” Vioxx asked surprised. Invaluable? Maybe the human was learning something from Vioxx’s years of Romulan command experience after all.

“Captain, three more scythe ships incoming. They are at the very edge of sensor range,” Tovar reported, pulling Vioxx back to the situation at hand. Bain, meanwhile, had never left.

“Of course there are,” Bain said. “Standard Breen attack methodology when facing smaller numbers of opponents. Send in the first wave to engage, then a second to overwhelm and cut off escape routes. They weren’t expecting the first wave to be wiped out so quickly, though.”

“Anti-sing stands ready,” Cabral said.

“Thank you, my good man, but that won’t be necessary this time. First rule of tactics: never use the same one twice in a row. Well, it might not be the first rule, but it’s definitely up there,” Bain said, returning to the command chair. “Zantak, hold our position.”

Seconds ticked by (Not really. Nothing that kept time on the Anomaly involved any ticking. But you get the idea.). The Breen continued their approach, and then…

“Breen ships are slowing. Now at full stop,” Tovar said.

“What are they doing?” Vioxx asked.

“Waiting. They’re confused because they expected us to anti-sing jump to them.”

“So we’re just going to sit here staring at each other?”

“For now. They might decide to be smart and turn around. They might be less smart and resume their attack run. What do you think, Sub-Commander Remax?” Bain asked, turning to the elder Romulan manning the bridge science station.

“I’m certainly not going to tell you,” Remax snorted.

“I thought as much,” Bain replied. “Very well. We wait.”

Three minutes passed in silence.

“This is surprising,” Bain said finally. “I really thought they would have done something by now. Zantak, back us off ten thousand kilometers. Tovar, tell the Breen they are welcome to come in to see to their damaged colleagues.”

Tovar checked his console. “Another single word reply. ‘Death.’ They are resuming their approach.”

“Zantak, keep those damaged ships between us and them. Tovar, ready torpedoes. If they don’t slow down…”

“Understood.”

The Breen ships approached the flickering hulls of their predecessors without reducing speed. As instructed, Tovar opened fire, torpedoes zipped away from the Anomaly and slammed into what was left of the damaged ships, igniting their warp cores just in time to catch the other Breen in the explosions.

After the blinding flare faded, all that remained on the Anomaly’s viewscreen was a spreading cloud of debris. A moment later, the screen went black except for the words “END OF SIMULATION” in bright green letters.

“And that takes care of that. Good show, one and all. Remax, you did a bang up job on those simulated Breen ships. I would have thought they were the real thing.”

Remax nodded slightly. “Thank you, Captain.”

“Breen do usually talk more than that,” Tovar said.

“Minor detail, my lad,” Bain said. “Now let’s discuss the reason we just went through all this. Status report.” The Anomaly had spent the last several weeks at Waystation Prime undergoing extensive repairs following their unexpected and fairly destructive visit to Multek space. Bain was more than aware of the downtime required to get a vessel back to ship-shape after the kinds of events that can happen out in deep space, but he was more than ready to get back out there.

“Helm is good,” Zantak said.

“Assuming the real weapons perform as well as the simulated ones, precision is within an acceptable range,” Tovar reported.

“Sensors are adequate,” Remax said.

“Cabral?” Bain asked.

“Everything feels good as new,” the Anomaly’s resident giant brain said.

“We’ll see if Marsden agrees. Bridge to engineering. How are we looking, Lieutenant?”,

“All systems are responding well. No issues to report,” Lieutenant Shelly Marsden replied over the comm. “Are we done playing space battle now?”

“Just wanted to put her through her paces one more time before Starfleet sends us out again,” Bain said. “Best speed back to Waystation Prime, Zantak. We’ll give Starfleet our clean bill of health and see what they’ve got in store for us.”



With only a small crew required for the shakedown battle simulation, most of the USS Anomaly personnel, including Commander Prosak, had remained at Waystation Prime. Soon after their initial arrival, Prosak had met a Vulcan male who was actually interested in her! At least she thought Snotch was interested. It was hard to tell. Even for a Vulcan, his demeanor was astonishingly flat and devoid of emotion. That just attracted Prosak more. Oh, the lessons he could teach her.

She just wasn’t sure how to get Snotch to start teaching her those lessons. For almost every night of the last few weeks, they would meet somewhere for dinner, talk (Really, it was almost all just her talking and him listening), and then they would go their separate ways. She’d expressed on multiple occasions her desire to become a better RommaVulc and get to know him better, but she was getting nothing back. Maybe this was just what dating a true Vulcan was like. Or maybe he was teaching by example.

Tonight, Prosak was determined to do a better job of emulating him. Currently, Snotch was sitting across from her eating a bowl of plomeek soup in one of the Waystation Prime food courts from an establishment that was apparently trying to cash in on the popularity of Soup on a Stick. This one, Soup in a Bowl, didn’t seem like it had much novelty going for it. At least the soup seemed to be good. Or Prosak assumed it was, since Snotch was eating it. His face gave no hint of pleasure or disgust. He was also astoundingly silent. How did he do that while consuming soup? Prosak was never able to avoid slurping.

She was about to compliment him on it when she thought better of it. No, she would be silent as well. This dinner would be like meditation only with food.

For Snotch’s part, he was somewhat conflicted. On the one hand, he was gratified to be able to enjoy his meal in silence without the near-incessant prattle coming out of Prosak’s mouth. But on the other hand, that prattle was what the Dillon Consortium had been paying him to gather. So far, none of it was remotely useful. Prosak’s background was a matter of public record, and no one except her fellow Romulans cared that she was a practicing RommaVulc.

Snotch had been certain that she would eventually start discussing more about her position on the USS Anomaly and its upcoming assignments, but so far she had steadfastly avoided mentioning her work life at all. He didn’t think it was intentional. It was just that she was far more focused on other topics…and on him. Prosak had asked many questions about him and his life that he had answered as tersely as possible. And he had deflected a couple of less than subtle attempts to get him somewhere more private.

The Anomaly’s repairs had to be nearing completion, so Prosak would be departing soon, freeing Snotch from this assignment. Staying in the Consortium’s good graces was vital for his future employment, or else he would have told the Dillon Consortium’s new CEO, Tori Burke, that he was done dealing with Prosak after the first week.

Snotch finished his soup and looked up at Prosak. She just stared back blankly. He was certain that this show of non-emotion was straining her to no end. How long until she lost control and started babbling again? He couldn’t take it. Not tonight.

He stood up. “Thank you for the meal,” he said as she opened her mouth to speak. “It was almost like being on Vulcan.” That was not anything but an out and out lie, but it had the desired effect. Prosak broke into a big grin, then quickly caught herself and tried to look back at him placidly. The joy in her eyes gave her away, though. He nodded and raised his hand in the traditional Vulcan salute. “Live long and prosper.”

“Peace and long life,” Prosak replied, returning the gesture.

Snotch strode away. Perhaps tomorrow Prosak would tell him that she was leaving. It was not logical to believe in luck, but now he hoped it was on his side.



Under the steady hands of Zantak, the USS Anomaly slid gracefully into place alongside a docking sheath inside one of the massive docking saucers of Waystation Prime. On the bridge viewscreen, Bain could see the repair berth across the way where the Anomaly had been docked for the preceding several weeks as the ship underwent much needed care after its time in the Multek Enclave and facing down a Dillion Consortium fleet.

“Good to not need that anymore, eh Vioxx?” Bain said.

Vioxx replied with a noise that pretty much could have meant anything. The truth was that he hadn’t been listening. As had been the case for days now, his mind had wandered to Tori Burke. He wasn’t obsessed with her or anything. Yes, she was attractive enough for a human, and something about her had made their verbal sparring more pleasing than such insults had any business being. And it was true that she had cut off what seemed to be a burgeoning relationship (or at least a friendship) with no explanation whatsoever beyond that she was leaving.

Then he found out why. She’d been made CEO of the Dillion Consortium. It didn’t make any sense. The woman had been in stasis for twenty years. She wasn’t even senior management. Why in the name of the Praetor would the Consortium put her in charge?

While Bain’s comment hadn’t pulled him away from his thoughts, the next words from Tovar did.

“Captain, Admiral Larkin has requested a meeting as soon as we are available.”

“We’re available now. Put her on screen, lad. Maybe she’s got a mission for us already.”

“She has sent along a very specific attendee list.”

Bain turned to face Tovar. “Has she now?”

“You, me, Cabral, Doctor Kasyov, and Lieutenant Marsden.”

“Curiouser and curiouser.”

Vioxx was definitely not thinking about Tori Burke anymore. “Captain, as your first officer and appointed representative of the Romulan Star Empire, I protest this exclusion. I demand to be involved in meetings affecting the operations of this ship and the safety of her crew. Starfleet can’t…”

“Quite right,” Bain said, cutting him off with a firm clap on the shoulder. “You’re coming too.”

“Ah. Yes. Thank you, Captain.”

“Think nothing of it. Tovar, tell the Admiral that we’ll be ready in half an hour and that Commander Vioxx will be joining us in the interest of fostering stronger bonds in our alliance and all.”

“Aye.”

“Dismissed, everyone. For those on the Admiral’s list, meet in the main briefing room at 1930.”

Vioxx, Remax, and Zantak headed into the turbolift as Bain stepped back to tac-ops where Tovar was completing his post-docking procedures. “Is that really all Larkin had to say?”

“Yes,” Tovar replied.

“Hmmm.”

Tovar looked up at Bain. “Is something about this concerning you?”

“As the man said, it’s a capital mistake to theorize without data,” Bain said.

“Which man was that?”

“Can’t remember. And all this is probably nothing. Just Krissers’ idea of getting the right crew in the mission briefing. We’ll find out soon enough.”



In the turbolift, the three Romulans stood in silence for a moment as the car descended.

“Was that weird?” Vioxx asked finally.

“Which part?” Remax asked.

“We thanked Bain. We both thanked him.”

“He recognized my excellent work and complimented it. What was I supposed to do? Growl at him? And he agreed that you should be in that meeting. Why you’d want to get yourself invited to sit through one of those interminable things when you didn’t have to be there, I’ll never know, but he supported you. Like he should as our captain.”

“You’re right. He really does see us as part of his crew,” Vioxx said.

“Is that a problem?”

“No. I just always thought this assignment would be temporary. It’s been a few years now, and it doesn’t seem like we’re going to be recalled anytime soon.”

“I hope not. I bought a ton of new stuff for my quarters while we were here. Do you want to leave?”

“Not really. I guess I’m waiting for something else to go wrong.”

“What are you talking about?” Remax snapped.

“Burke,” Zantak said simply.

“Oh. So your would-be girlfriend picked the big promotion over you. Are you really surprised?”

“Not by that. Her getting the CEO job, though…”

“Now THAT was weird,” Remax said.

Remax was right. Tori had gotten an amazing offer and accepted it. Who could blame her? But Vioxx was feeling rejected, and he couldn’t let it go. At the very least, he needed to know why the Dillon Consortium made her CEO. There had to be something about Tori Burke that he was missing.



As he returned to the briefing room at the appointment time, Vioxx had come to one conclusion: he needed help. He could go to Centurion Nortal, but her methods weren’t exactly subtle. No, he had someone else in mind. Someone with his own vested interest in the Consortium situation.

Fortunately, Captain Bain had not arrived yet, and Lieutenant Commander Tovar had an open seat beside him. He was sitting directly across from Lieutenant Marsden, which Vioxx found pointless. Tovar and Marsden were married. Very recently married. They weren’t fooling anyone with this ‘being professional’ act. Just sit next to each other. As long as they didn’t start making out, no one would care.

But since the opening was there and Marsden was busy chatting with Dr. Natalia Kasyov and Cabral’s hovercam, Vioxx took the open seat beside Tovar.

“Commander,” Tovar said with a nod.

“Mister Tovar. Since we have a moment, I was wondering if you had heard anything new from the Dillon Consortium.”

“Such as?”

“They did kidnap us and make an attempt on Captain Bain’s life. Something else could be in the works.”

“And you don’t believe their recent change in upper management would change their plans?” Tovar asked.

“Do you?”

“I have my concerns, but then you know Tori Burke better than I do.”

“Not really. For example, she never mentioned that she would potentially be in the running for the job if the Consortium needed a new CEO, even after a couple of decades in stasis.”

“That is…weird,” Tovar admitted.

“That seems to be the consensus.”

“But you have no specific reason to suspect her of anything nefarious.”

“No, but an organization that recently took action against this ship and crew now has a person in charge who has intimate knowledge of said ship and crew,” Vioxx said.

“I am not sure that her couple of days on board count as ‘intimate,’ but I take your point.”

“So you’ll look into her?”

“As part of keeping a broader watchful eye on the Consortium, yes,” Tovar said.

“Thank you.”

Bain strode in at that moment. “Bang on 1930!” he said. “Let’s not keep the admiral waiting. Tovar…”

Tovar opened the comm channel using the small panel on the conference table in front of him. The image of Admiral Kristen Larkin appeared on screen. The android had a long history with Captain Bain and an even longer one in Starfleet itself, with a career stretching back well over a century. Years earlier, Tovar had done a report on Larkin for school. It was one of those “interview a family member” type of assignments. He had no biological family to speak of, and Captain Bain was off commanding his ship. His adopted mother was just a Starfleet Academy professor (or so he thought at the time) and, therefore, not very interesting, so his “Aunt Krissers” seemed like a good choice. She had been willing to talk to him, but even then he felt that she wasn’t telling him everything about her early life and missions.

The reason for that, he learned much later, was that the interloping Jaroch lifeforce inside of him had actually served with Larkin near the beginning of her existence, which meant in some ways Tovar had known Larkin for far longer than Bain had. With the Jaroch lifeforce now residing on Baku in a new body, Tovar didn’t have access to any specific memories about the admiral. Only the occasional vague remnant remained. He did wonder if the Larkin had realized the same thing about their connection. Most likely yes. Did it matter in the slightest? Not really. But Tovar did wonder if she still had the issue with limbs occasionally falling off.

Admiral Larkin, for her part, was getting right down to business. “Captain Bain, Commander Vioxx, Lieutenant Commander Bain, Lieutenant Bain, Doctor Kasyov, Mister Cabral.”

“Good evening to you, Admiral,” Bain said. “Since Commander Vioxx is my first officer, I asked him to join us.”

“I apologize for the oversight, Commander,” Larkin said. “Now…”

“And just use Tovar and Marsden’s old names. I appreciate their name changes, but it just got too confusing. And made the Anomaly sound like the Bain family personal transport.”

“So noted. Now may I continue?”

“By all means, Admiral,” Bain said, settling into his seat. “What have you got for us?”

“Approximately twelve hours ago, Starfleet Command received an urgent transmission from an archaeological survey team investigating a planet deep in the Beta Quadrant.”

Lieutenant Marsden, who up until now wondered why she’d even been summoned to this meeting, sat up and exchanged a look with Kasyov. The words “archaeological survey team” combined with “urgent transmission” had just sent her stomach into a worried churn.

“We have analyzed the accompanying data stream and concur with their initial assessment: they have located the homeworld of the Pliggeri.”

“Is the team ok?” Marsden demanded.

“Yes, Lieutenant. The Doctors Marsden did not indicate that they were in any danger.”

“Doctors Marsden?” Bain said. “Family of yours, I take it, Marsie.”

“My parents. They’ve been gone on a survey mission for months now. I just didn’t know where.”

“Sorry, Shelly, but can we get back to Pliggeri part?” Dr. Kasyov said. “Does this mean that you’re sending us there?”

“Yes, Doctor. The Anomaly is the only ship that can get there in a reasonable amount of time and has our best resource of Pliggeri knowledge, Mister Cabral. We need confirmation of the Marsdens’ discovery and an assessment of the situation. While this is, of course, a major event for xeno-archaeology and a tremendous opportunity to study a species about which we know almost nothing, it is also a potential threat to galactic stability.

“Up until now, the Anomaly has retained its status as the only ship with a functioning anti-singularity drive. Efforts to replicate it by Starfleet R&D have failed, and we are aware of multiple other powers that have made similar attempts. As Lieutenant Marsden can attest from first-hand experience, when these attempts go wrong, they go wrong explosively, which has thus far prevented any one government from pursuing the technology too aggressively. At this point, we have to assume that they all know that Pliggeri technology is the key.

“If word gets out that the Pliggeri homeworld has been discovered and is sitting there abandoned, ripe for the taking…”

“Abandoned?!?” Cabral explained.

“I am sorry, Cabral. I was not aware that you did not know,” Larkin said.

“It has been some time since I was there, and, as I told Starfleet when I was first interviewed…”

“You mean interrogated,” Dr. Kasyov muttered.

“Starfleet was more than fair to me considering that I had commandeered one of its vessels and kidnapped its crew,” Cabral said. “But as I said then, I do not know where the Homeworld is. That knowledge was kept from the Cerebe, for the protection of the Homeworld should one of us be captured and studied while out on a probe mission. I had no inkling when I launched with my last ship that planet was being emptied.”

“But we know they were there as of the launch of your ship. That would be what? One hundred and thirty-five years ago now?” Kasyov said.

“Yes…and no. When I gave you that figure, we were using the same terms but different definitions.”

“Because a year on Pliggeri would be different than Federation standard,” Marsden said.

“Precisely. A Pliggeri year is a little over twice as long.”

“Oh, you poor thing. Alone in space for so long,” Kasyov said.

“Regardless,” Admiral Larkin said, taking control of the meeting back. “We have a deserted planet possibly filled with potentially dangerous technology that could send the galactic powers into the equivalent of a gold rush. We cannot let that happen.”

“It won’t on my watch, Admiral. That I can assure you,” Bain said, smacking the tabletop with his hand. “I’ll blow the planet up myself, if I have too.”

“Captain!” Cabral protested.

“Sorry, old boy, but the needs of the many and all that. I’m certain you don’t want your home planet to ignite a galactic war.”

“I’d rather nothing ignited at all, including my planet.”

“I will do my best.”

“I’m sure you will, Reginald,” Larkin said. “I am sending along the data stream from the Marsdens for your review. Recall your crew and get underway as soon as you can.”

“Understood, Admiral.”

“Good luck to you. Larkin out.”

“All right, everyone,” Bain said, standing at the head of the table after the channel closed. “I know it’s getting late, but let’s get squared away and on the move toot sweet. And not a word to anyone about our mission. Dismissed.”



As they left the briefing, Marsden, Tovar, Kasyov, and Cabral ended up walking through the corridors together in silence.

“Are you alright?” Kasyov asked finally.

“I think so,” Marsden and Cabral both replied.

Kasyov looked to Tovar. “I’ll take him, if you’ve got her.”

“That is more sensible than the reverse.”

“Your statements of fact sound remarkably sarcastic sometimes,” Kasyov replied as she wrapped an arm around Cabral’s hovercam. “Come on. We’ll leave the lovebirds to it and go talk in my quarters.”

“I would like that,” Cabral said. “Good night.”

“Good night,” Tovar and Marsden responded with a wave.

“I suppose I should have asked how you were doing before Natalia did,” Tovar said as they resumed their walk to their shared quarters.

Getting married had led to moving in together, which had necessitated larger quarters. Fortunately, the Anomaly had two adjacent vacant crew quarters that were able to be reconfigured into a larger space. And considering that the ship’s Chief Engineer was the one wanting the larger space, it was done in record time, even in the midst of all of the other repairs to the ship that were performed at Waystation Prime. What was taking a bit longer was the packing and moving of all of the various belongings Tovar and Marsden had in their respective quarters and then finding new homes for them in their shared residence. Actually, the unpacking should have been done, but after days on shift, neither of the newlyweds felt much like dealing with the crates in their midst in the evening.

“Mom and Dad are fine, so I don’t have anything to be upset about,” Marsden replied as they entered the storage container filled room. They plopped down on their sofa and surveyed the chaos.

“How about this?” Marsden said. “Anything we haven’t pulled out of a box in the next four weeks just goes into storage because we obviously don’t need it.”

“I heartily endorse this plan,” Tovar said. “And I believe even Prosak would agree that it passes logical muster.”

Marsden was silent for a moment. “We’re going to get there before anything bad happens to them, right?”

“No one else even knows about this. They will be fine.”

Marsden let out long breath and clasped Tovar’s hand. “Speaking of not knowing, they’ve been away so long that they missed out on a bit of news.”

“I suppose they have. Their darling daughter went and married a man they’ve never met.”

“I’ve told them a lot about you. I’m just sorry that your first meeting won’t be a social occasion.”

“And they will be meeting their in-laws at the same time,” Tovar said.

Marsden practically choked. “Oh god. And your dad is going to be in full Reginald Bain mode, isn’t he?”

“When is he not? And Mum will want to meet them, too, I’m sure.”

“Mom and Dad are just going to love this.”



A few corridors away, Cabral’s hovercam flew slowly back and forth through Dr. Kasyov’s living room. He’d come across the human concept of pacing during his studies of their species and had found it oddly relaxing, even though his physical form was still in his sphere in Science Lab Four. Kasyov, meanwhile, had settled into an armchair, drink in hand.

“I can’t believe they’re gone,” Cabral said. “How did I not know this? Shouldn’t there be something inside that tells you your progenitor species has vanished?”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t think so,” Kasyov said kindly.

“And what about Chindela? Did he know? He didn’t say anything about it while we were at Gathering Point.”

“True, but you did say that he had been there a very long time. Also, he was a bit busy going mad. He probably didn’t know. And even if he did, he said his duty was to the Cerebe.”

“What happened? They couldn’t just vanish. It was a whole planet.”

“We’ll find out soon. I promise. Shelly’s parents are very good at what they do. If there are answers to be found, they will find them. And we are all here for you. No matter what happened to the Pliggeri, you are not alone.”

“Thank you, Natalia. That does help.”

“I’m glad. We have a long anti-sing trip ahead, and I can’t have my favorite brain feeling distracted.”

“That, I’m afraid, is inevitable.”

“I know. Just don’t absent-mindedly fly us into a star or something on the way there. We can’t solve this mystery if we’re all dead.”



Even though she knew it would be coming soon, Prosak thought she would have a bit more time to prepare for the Anomaly’s departure from Waystation Prime. The abrupt “Get back to the ship. We’re leaving!” that she received from Vioxx caught her completely off-guard. Just when she’d finally had a breakthrough with Snotch!

She hadn’t spoken more than 10 words to him through their whole dinner a couple of hours earlier, and he’d seemed so pleased with her Vulcan-ness. Well, maybe not pleased, but at least satisfied. A few more meals like that, and she might have been able to convince him to come meditate in her quarters with her.

And if something more happened, so much the better.

She briefly considered asking Captain Bain for a leave of absence to extend her time with Snotch, but surely he would be leaving the station soon as well. He was a merchant of rare items from around the quadrant. He would have other planets to visit, and it was too early in their relationship for her to ask to join him (She considered that realization to be personal growth. A couple of years earlier, she might just have shown up at his ship, bags packed.).

No. She was a Starfleet Officer and had a duty to her ship and crew. Prosak would be mature about this and break the news to Snotch.

Once she was back in her quarters, she commed him. A moment later, his face appeared on the viewscreen. His glorious, emotionless face that would live in her dreams.

“Prosak,” he said simply.

“I’m sorry for the late call, but I had to speak to you before we left.”

Snotch’s eyebrow arched, but he said nothing.

“Yes, I said ‘left.’ My ship has received a mission, and we’re leaving immediately. I won’t be able to join you for dinner tomorrow. I wouldn’t even be able to have breakfast with you. But I had to let you know how much the last few weeks have meant to me. You’ve taught me so much already, and, I know it’s an emotion, but I’m sad that we won’t be able to see where our relationship could have led with more time. Thank you, Snotch. I will never forget you.”

Snotch was silent for a moment.

“Thank you for the information,” he said finally, then closed the channel.

Poor man, Prosak thought. He obviously had so much more that he wanted to say, but he had to end the comm before he lost emotional control in front of her. The teachings of Surak would get him through this.



Snotch, meanwhile, was already making another comm, this one to Tori Burke. One benefit to being involved in a nefarious scheme with the Dillion Consortium CEO was that you didn’t have to waste time speaking to underlings. As soon as Burke’s assistant, Gregory, saw who was comming, he put Snotch right through.

“What is it, Snotch?” Burke asked. Even at this late hour, she was still dressed in the blue suit she always seemed to wear.

“I have just been informed that the Anomaly is departing Waystation Prime this evening.”

“It is? And this is the first you are hearing of it?”

“The crew was apparently just informed.”

“If you weren’t a Vulcan, Snotch, I’d say that you sound relieved.”

“Mocking me was not a part of our original agreement. In fact, most of this mission was not a part of our original agreement. But with this latest development, our business is at an end. I will expect payment for services rendered. Snotch out.”

“Woah woah woah!” Burke said. “I say when our business is at an end.” Burke looked away from the screen for a moment. “Gregory, are there any galactic emergencies happening right now that Starfleet would be sending the Anomaly to deal with?”

Snotch was tempted to close the channel before she got a response, but he felt it would jeopardize his already dwindling chances of receiving what he was owed for this debacle.

“Nothing?” Burke said a short time later. She suddenly froze, her eyes wide. Occasionally, her mouth moved but if she was saying anything, it was so soft that even Snotch’s Vulcan hearing couldn’t make it out.

And then she was back to herself. “You have to be on that ship when it leaves.”

“To what end?”

“Starfleet ships don’t go racing off in the middle of the night without a reason. Find out what it is. You know you’ll be paid and paid well.”

“Indeed,” Snotch replied, even though internally he questioned if he truly knew that.

“Any questions?”

Snotch pursed his lips even more. “Just…how much longer do I have to do this?”

“Until you give me something I can use. Until we say you are done.”

“Very well.”

“Look at it this way, Snotch. You’ll get to enjoy more of Commander Prosak’s company…and maybe more than just her company, if you know what I mean. I’m sorry. That was inappropriate. I shouldn’t have said…no, it wasn’t…YOU SHUT UP!”

Burke smiled and smoothed back her hair. “Good luck, Snotch. Burke out.”

The channel closed, leaving Snotch to ponder two questions: 1) Was Tori Burke part Yynsian? And, more importantly, 2) How in the name of Spock’s Sehlat was he going to get on board the Anomaly?



The gangplank leading from Waystation Prime to the USS Anomaly (which wasn’t a gangplank as such, but an energy bridge formed by the docking sheath to the ship’s main entry hatch) was crowded with crewmen returning at the last possible minute with recent purchases from New Starfleet Square Mall or one of the many other shopping and dining establishments located on the massive station. Bain was certain the holochef would be more than a little upset if it saw just how many people were coming back with food.

No matter, though, Bain greeted each of them one by one as they arrived, apologizing for the short notice departure and giving a quick bit of encouragement and motivation from their captain as they prepared to face a new adventure.

To Bain’s surprise and pleasure, Tovar had decided to join him. The Yynsian wasn’t saying much, but just having another of the senior officers there to greet the returning crew was sure to be inspiring in itself.

Tovar, however, wasn’t there for reasons anywhere close to that. He had to admit that Vioxx had gotten to him with all of that talk of the Dillon Consortium trying something else, so he felt it wise to be close to Bain in case the Consortium tried to slip another bomb on board. He had the Anomaly’s internal sensors focused on this area at maximum as well as his own quadcorder running discreetly in his pocket.

He was so focused on the entryway that he was completely unprepared for the voice behind him that suddenly shouted, “TOVAR!”

“AHHHHHHHHHH!”

He spun around, ready to strike, only to find Prosak practically jumping up and down with excitement. Ok, there was not practically about it. She was quite literally hopping in place.

“Nice to see that you’re fired up and ready to get back out there, Commander,” Bain said.

“What? No! Snotch!” Prosak exclaimed.

“There’s definitely no Snotch here,” Bain said.

Prosak willed herself back to something resembling calm. “I’m sorry, sir. I would like to request that Mister Snotch be allowed to accompany me on this voyage.”

“Oh really?” Bain asked, surprised. “I didn’t know that things had gotten quite so serious with you two.”

“It has! We had dinner earlier tonight and barely spoke at all!”

Bain looked at Tovar. “Is this a Vulcan thing?”

“Very likely.”

“Then congratulations, Commander. Can’t say I like a quiet meal myself. Rosalyn and I have many of our best conversations while we’re eating.”

“Here he is!” Prosak cried, pointing at the Vulcan carrying a large satchel approaching through the gangplank.

Tovar spoke up. “Captain, Admiral Larkin was very clear that this mission was not to be discussed with anyone. Having an unknown element on board…”

“He’ll be with me the whole time, Tovar,” Prosak said. “I don’t where we’re going anyway.”

“She does have a point,” Bain said.

“This is not a good idea,” Tovar said.

“Nonsense!” Bain said, waving and smiling at Snotch. “You are to give Mister Snotch the VIP treatment.”

“The VIP treatment. Are you certain?”

“You heard me, Tovar.”

“VIP it is.”

“Thank you, Captain!” Prosak said, resisting the urge to grab him or Snotch in a hug.

For Snotch’s part, he determined from the unhidden joy on Prosak’s face that his request to join the ship had been approved. He was somewhat incredulous that getting on board a Starfleet vessel was as simple as asking, but then Prosak was a command officer. In all likelihood, this meant that the Anomaly was not going anywhere of interest, and he would be forced to endure extended time with an excitable Romulan with delusions of Vulcan-hood.

“Welcome aboard, Mister Snotch,” Captain Bain said, extending a hand to the new arrival. Snotch took it and was surprised at the strength of the older human’s handshake. “It’s a pleasure to have you with us.”

“I appreciate your hospitality, Captain,” Snotch said.

“If there is anything you need, do not hesitate to ask,” Tovar added.

Snotch nodded just as Prosak latched onto his arm and yanked him down the corridor. “Let’s get you settled in. There are guest quarters where you can put your things, and then I’ll show you mine.”

“I wonder how much of hers she plans on showing him,” Tovar said.

“Do you really want to go there, son, considering your history with her?” Bain said.

“Joke withdrawn.”



Snotch was able to disentangle himself from Prosak fairly soon after she found out Snotch’s quarters assignment by claiming fatigue. It was late, after all, and he was rather tired after all it took to get his own vessel squared away in Waystation Prime’s long term docking saucer, pack a few belongings, meet a Dillion Consortium operative in order to receive a small, undetectable ultraspace transceiver (at least he hoped it was undetectable, or he was likely to spend most of this voyage in the Anomaly’s brig), and rush to meet the Starfleet ship before it cleared all moorings.

And then there was the mental fatigue, if that was even the right word for it. Snotch had been so certain that he was free of this assignment, only to have that freedom yanked cruelly away from him. It took a lot out of a person, even one with exceptional emotional control.

Prosak was obviously disappointed but agreed that they would meet in the morning for breakfast, at which point they could begin her planned activities. With her gone, Snotch unpacked his small bit of luggage, loaded his sizing and preferred pattens into the clothing replicator, and set up the ultraspace transceiver…

…only to find that he had absolutely no signal. His guest quarters were in the interior of the Anomaly’s saucer with no windows to the outside. But of course they were. That was just the way this whole assignment had been going.

The transceiver array was small enough that he could fold it up and transport it in the pocket of his robes. He would take it with him tomorrow. Perhaps then he would find an opportunity to check in with Tori Burke.

For now, though, he would meditate and hope that was enough to clear his mind so he could sleep.



Around that same time, the Anomaly departed Waystation Prime, and, once it was clear of the docking saucer, launched into anti-sing toward the B-47361 System, which we’re going to call the Pliggeri system from now on, because typing B-47361 repeatedly is just annoying.



BING BING

Snotch had no idea where the sound was coming from, but it most definitely did not belong in a Ta’Vistar temple. Of course, neither did the Andorian ice dancer, but she was…aesthetically pleasing and seemingly interested in Snotch.

BING BING

That sound again. It was making it difficult to focus on the rhythmic movements of the dancer’s antennae and…

BING BING

Snotch’s eyes opened. He was in bed. And this was not the Temple of T’Plana Hath.

BING BING

The sound had followed him to the waking world.

BING BING

A door chime. It needed to be silenced. Immediately. He willed himself to something resembling full consciousness, climbed out of bed, and went out to the living area to answer the door, where he found Prosak waiting in the corridor fully dressed and looking oh so very awake.

“You’re not ready?” Prosak asked surprised, then forced herself back to something Snotch’s assumed she felt was a placid expression.

“I was asleep.”

“It’s 0630. I thought we would have breakfast and make the most of our day until I go on shift this afternoon. I was going to get us breakfast in my quarters, but we can have it here. I’ll wait for you to get ready.” She brushed past him into his rooms and headed straight for the replicator. “I will get some coffee and wait for you.”

“May I suggest that you engage in a morning meditation before you caffeinate?” Snotch said. “It is quite beneficial for preparing to face each new day.”

“A very logical suggestion. Thank you, Snotch,” Prosak said, sitting down on the floor.

“Try to go as deep as you can. It is all about focus.”

“I will.”

Snotch went back into the bedroom and closed the door. With any luck, that would keep Prosak occupied for a while.

He lay back down and was soon fast asleep.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 178635.4. After several weeks of repairs at Waystation Prime and a thorough shakedown, we’re back out among the stars where we belong. I am happy to be on the move again, but this bloody secrecy nonsense is bad for morale. It was one thing before we shoved off from Waystation, but now that we’re underway, I should be able to tell my crew what we’re up to. We all took an oath and should be treated like the adults we are. Command can take this ‘need to know’ bollocks and shove it somewhere!”



Captain Reginald Bain slammed his thumb down on the control on the armrest of his command chair, ending the log recording.

“Does Starfleet Command actually listen to those?” Commander Vioxx, his Romulan first officer, asked from the chair beside him.

“Haven’t the foggiest. Why?”

“You did just spend half of that log entry insulting your superiors. Not long ago, an entry like that would get you executed in the Imperial Navy.”

“It still should,” Sub-Commander Remax snorted from his post at the bridge science console.

“Vioxx, I’ve been a Starfleet captain for damn near half a century now. From day one I’ve spoken my mind in my log, and not once have I heard a word of complaint.”

“So the admirals don’t actually listen then.”

“Probably not, but I like to think I’ve given whatever poor sods are stuck with log duty a few chuckles over the years,” Bain replied with a grin. “Mister Yonk, what’s our ETA at…our destination?”

The diminutive Ferengi manning the helm spun around in his chair. “Twenty-seven hours, sir.”

“Splendid,” Bain said, settling back into his chair. “Now who has a good story for us?”

Vioxx looked over at Remax, who violently shook his head.

“Captain, I think the Sub-Commander wants to volunteer,” Vioxx said.

“Does he now?” Bain said, starting to turn toward the elder Romulan scientist, who managed to mouth a quick “I Hate You!” at Vioxx before Bain’s eyes locked on him.

Remax was saved by the opening of the turbolift doors and the arrival of Lieutenant Commander Tovar and Lieutenant Shelly Marsden.

“My shift is not yet over,” Lieutenant Gworos said at tac-ops. Tovar wasn’t certain, but the Klingon may have been clutching the console just a little bit possessively.

“I’m not here to relieve you,” Tovar replied.

“Then what brings you both to the bridge?” Bain asked.

“We were hoping to have a word with you in private, sir,” Marsden said.

“Of course. We’ll adjourn to the lounge. Vioxx…”

“I have the conn.”

“Thank you,” Bain said, hopping up from the command chair and following Tovar and Marsden out the aft door to the Captain’s Lounge.

“Family meeting?” Yonk said.

“So it appears,” Gworos replied. “This ship is becoming the House of Bain.”

“Jealous that you’re not in on it, Gworos?” Remax asked.

“Bain is a skilled warrior. It would be an honor to count him as my kinsman.”

“He has two daughters.”

“Aren’t they both married?” Yonk asked.

“At least one of them is. Can’t remember about the other. Don’t really care.”

“He has a granddaughter,” Vioxx said.

“Commander!” Gworos cried horrified.

“What? He does. I wasn’t implying…”

“I will NOT wed a child!”

“I thought we were listing his family members!” Vioxx protested

“Sure you were,” Remax said.

“I hate you.”

“Beat you to it.”



“So,” Bain said, plopping down into his favorite armchair, “what can I do for you both?”

“I was hoping that I could handle the first communication with my parents,” Marsden said. “I haven’t seen them in months, and I still need to tell them about the wedding.”

“You…haven’t told them?” Bain asked, stealing a glance at Tovar, who appeared completely unfazed by this information. Bain, meanwhile, felt a swell of anger beginning to build inside him. He knew Marsden loved Tovar with all of her being, but if her parents had some kind of issue with her marrying his son, Bain would…

“It’s nothing like that,” Marsden said, catching the scowl forming on Bain’s face. “With me in Starfleet and my parents out on their various digs, we don’t get to see each other very often. We kind of have a tradition that we save the big news for when we can deliver it in person.”

“In person? So you don’t even want to comm them when we enter orbit?”

“Not if we don’t have to. They’ve never even met Tovar, so this seems like the perfect opportunity for me to beam down with you and Mrs. Bain and get all of the surprises delivered at the same time.”

“All right then,” Bain said. “Permission granted…as long as everything is safe when we arrive.”

“Thank you. But I’d better get back down to engineering and check the anti-sing. We haven’t done this long of a trip in a while,” Marsden said. “See you later.”

“Absolutely,” Tovar replied without moving to leave. If Bain was still seated, that meant that his adopted father still wanted to talk. Sure enough, once the Captain’s Lounge doors closed after Marsden’s departure…

“You ready for this, son?” Bain asked.

“For what exactly?”

“Meeting the in-laws. That can be a stressful thing. I was tied in knots before I met your mum’s folks. I had no idea what I’d have to talk about with an intelligence analyst, but her father and I hit it off famously. The man never seems to tire of hearing my stories. And your grandmother welcomed me with open arms. Wonderful woman. Taught me just about everything I know about gardening. They really have been a second Mum and Dad to me. I just hope Marsie’s parents take to you as strongly. But if they don’t…”

“Please don’t threaten them,” Tovar said.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Bain said. Actually, rather than dreaming it, he was flat out contemplating the idea. Reject his son, would they? Not on Reginald Bain’s watch!

“From everything I’ve gathered from Shelly, her parents are very good people, and they are anxious to meet me. Yes, I would have preferred that it was before we were married, but Shelly and I aren’t little children. And it’s not as though we rushed into this.”

“You’ll get no arguments from me, my boy,” Bain said, standing up and putting his hand on Tovar’s shoulder. “They’re lucky to have you as part of the family. Just as I have been.”

“You do realize that I am over meeting my birth parents. The continued sentimentality is unnecessary.”

“That’s bollocks and you know it,” Bain said.

“I love you, too, Dad.”



Prosak woke up a few hours after she’d arrived in Snotch’s quarters and found herself sprawled out on the living room carpet. This was not the first time she’d crossed the line between deep meditation and falling asleep. She pulled herself up from the puddle of drool near her mouth and groaned slightly.

Seconds later, the door to Snotch’s bedroom slid open, revealing the Vulcan looking clean, dressed, and stoic.

“You are awake,” he said simply.

“I am. I apologize.”

“There is no need. Rest is the logical action to take when tired.”

“I wasn’t tired. I just meditated too hard.”

“You must be quite skilled…at meditating.”

“I am!” Prosak said. Another compliment from Snotch about her Vulcan-ness! What was that? Two in two days? He was positively gushing about her. And while this hadn’t gone the way she thought it would, she really was learning a lot from him and feeling closer to him all the time.

“I know that you have limited time before your duty shift, so perhaps you can give me a tour of this vessel.” Snotch was not really that interested, but it would keep them moving and perhaps provide some information that would appease Tori Burke.

“Of course,” Prosak said. “And we can have lunch together as well…since we seem to have missed breakfast.”

“I dined in my bedroom on provisions I brought from Waystation, so I did not to wake you.”

Awwww. That was so sweet!



The tour was maddeningly thorough (Not that Snotch would get mad. He was a Vulcan after all.), yet devoid of anything Snotch would consider of interest to Tori Burke. Prosak said that they couldn’t go to the bridge or engineering, so she’d shown him five out of six science labs, (Science Lab Four was closed for cleaning, she said. In actuality, Prosak hadn’t wanted to disturb Cabral, since she knew he was busy keeping the Anomaly in anti-sing for an extended period.), and she’d named which crewmember lived in each and every set of quarters.

They did visit the ship’s sickbay where a far too enthusiastic male human doctor offered him an incredibly complete examination while a female Andorian nurse who was decidedly NOT an ice dancer scowled at him.

Finally, they reached the ship’s holographic mess hall, which had taken on the appearance of a Bajoran café today and was absolutely packed full of patrons all slammed together at tables that were way too close together for comfort.

Under normal circumstances, Snotch would not even consider staying in such an environment. However, it was ideal for his current needs, since it both put him in easy earshot of a large number of the Anomaly’s crew and could not be considered remotely intimate or romantic by Prosak.

“I would like to dine here,” he said.

“That is…surprising.”

“I have never been to Bajor. This may be the closest chance I have,” Snotch said. This was another outright lie. He had been to Bajor many times and done quite well on some deals there both in terms of rare merchandise and information gathering. The Cardassians, while no longer much in the way of an empire, still liked to know what was going on with their former conquered territory.

“Very well.” Prosak waded into the mass of people and secured a table that was just being vacated by a couple of other officers. She waved to Snotch, who moved to join her.

Once seated, Snotch discovered something of a flaw in his plan. The establishment was quite loud. Louder than it really should have been even with the number of people present.

Soon after that, he realized that some of the people weren’t actual people. They were holograms there to provide ambiance. He tried to focus through the din (Seriously, were they pumping in extra noise?) and find a conversation of interest while staring ahead blankly. Surely someone must be discussing the mission!

Across the small two-person table from him, Prosak fought for emotional control. She wanted so badly to be alone with Snotch, only to be thwarted at every turn. She’d extended the tour a bit more than necessary to give them time together that was a bit more subtle than her just dragging him back to her quarters and seeing what he could teach her about non-Pon Farr related Vulcan mating rituals. Surely there must be some!

For the next hour, the two sat and ate in silence, with neither coming remotely close to getting what they wanted.



That evening there was an equally quiet dinner happening a couple of decks away in the quarters of Reginald and Rosalyn Bain, where the Anomaly’s captain was idly shoving peas around his plate with his fork with a scowl on his face.

Rosalyn had only been back from visiting their daughter, Sophie, and her family for about a week or so before the Anomaly received their departure orders. Her husband had been his usual boisterous and affable self at that time and all the way through their hurried recalling of the crew and getting underway. Whatever was troubling Reginald was new.

“The peas taste better warm, dear,” she said finally.

Bain was jerked out of his thoughts, “What? Oh. Yes. Quite right. My apologies, dearest.”

“Something bothering you?”

“Frankly, yes. I know we were the only ship who could get where we’re going in any kind of reasonable time.” Bain had filled Rosalyn in on their mission as soon as Larkin had finished their briefing. Secrecy, be damned. Rosalyn was his wife and someone he trusted completely. “But, and I don’t say this often, I’m thinking we should not be the ones going.”

“Really?” Rosalyn said, genuinely surprised. “You aren’t one to turn away from any kind of challenge.”

“It’s not that. This is a top-notch crew, and missions with personal stakes happen sometimes. But this one is just fraught. Marsden is telling her parents that she’s married, Tovar is meeting his in-laws for the first time, Cabral is visiting his homeworld for the first time in centuries, his people are all gone, and Kasyov is always wrapped up in whatever happens to Cabral.”

“That is a lot.”

“As I said, it’s fraught!”

“Do you want to pull everyone back and let the Romulans take point on this one?”

“It is a thought, but sidelining people just because they have a personal stake in a mission isn’t fair to them. We’re all professionals. I’m just overthinking this, and Reginald Bain does not overthink things!”

“Not often,” Rosalyn said.

“It’s settled then.” Bain dove back into his meal with gusto. A few moments later, he stopped. “There is one more thing.”

“What’s that dear?”

“Marsie wants you and I to go with her and Tovar to meet her mum and dad.”

“Is that appropriate?”

“It’s certainly not standard protocol, but I told her we’d consider it as long as we aren’t arriving in the middle of a crisis and rescuing her parents from mortal peril.”

“Well, that’s only sensible.”

“I thought so.”



With Prosak on shift that evening, Snotch made his way back to the holo-mess for dinner. It was one of the few places on the ship that he could go to freely as a guest, and he hoped whatever the evening’s dining establishment was would give him a better opportunity to eavesdrop on the other patrons. He still didn’t know what would satisfy Tori Burke’s quest for information. Presumably finding out Bain was secretly a Founder or that the Anomaly’s engine was powered by incinerating Tribbles would work. Neither of those seemed likely.

Perhaps in honor of his presence on board, Snotch was pleasantly surprised (as much as he would allow himself to be) to find that the holo-mess was now simulating a Vulcan restaurant. Actually, he was fairly certain that he’d been to this exact one in Da’Leb. Certainly, a taste of home would not go amiss during his information gathering…assuming that the holochef was up to the task.

Snotch settled in at a centrally located table, gave his order to a holographic waiter, and then began focusing in on the various conversations around him. He was so engrossed in his task that it took him a few moments to realize that someone was now seated across from him.

“Mister Tovar, wasn’t it?” Snotch asked.

“I saw you sitting alone and thought that I would provide some company. We were kidnapped together, after all,” Tovar replied.

“That is really not necessary,” Snotch said. “I am quite comfortable on my own.”

“I have no doubt, but what kind of host would I be if I allowed that to happen? I must admit that I am not an expert in Vulcan cuisine. I once had a lifeforce who had spent time on Vulcan, but that is no longer the case.”

“I…see,” Snotch said. He really didn’t. Yynsians and their supposed past lives seemed like a large joke being played on the galaxy as far as he was concerned. Yes, Vulcans had katras, but that was completely different. And as far as he knew (which admittedly was very little), Yynsians couldn’t just swap out lifeforces.

“What would you recommend?”

That you depart immediately, Snotch thought. Instead, he suggested Nuc’Pol, a bean and grain dish that even most Vulcans found to be too spicy for their tastes. With any luck, it would drive Tovar away or force him to flee in gastric distress.

It did not. Instead, once it arrived, Tovar dove in with gusto all the while recounting in excruciating detail the life stories of each and every one of his past lives. By the time he finished, the restaurant had mostly cleared out, and Snotch was ready to be pretty much anywhere else.

“I thank you for the dinner companionship,” Snotch said, rising abruptly from the table.

“It was enjoyable. Do you have plans for the remainder of the evening? I could recommend a couple of good holopod programs?”

“There is no need. I am going to retire to my quarters to rest and meditate.”

“Good evening. Perhaps I will see you tomorrow,” Tovar said with a slight bow of his head.

Snotch certainly hoped not, but he said nothing as he headed toward the exits.

Tovar took a long swing of his water, then flagged down a waiter. “Can I get some ice cream?”

“Ice cream?” the Vulcan hologram asked with a disapproving arch of his eyebrow.

“Tell the chef to get it for me, or I will let Toflay loose in his kitchen.”

“Very well.” The waiter sped off, while Tovar attempted to endure the searing sensation in his mouth. A large bowl of vanilla ice cream arrived about the same time as his wife.

“We’re gonna need another spoon for this,” Marsden told the waiter. “Having dessert without me?” she asked her husband.

“Only to deal with the spices in that meal.”

“And yet you didn’t order milk,” Marsden said with a smile.

“This tastes better,” Tovar replied before shoving a large spoonful into his mouth.

“So how was dinner with Snotch?”

“He is not much of a conversationalist. I had to do all the talking. This VIP treatment is exhausting.”



The next morning Snotch came to an unpleasant realization: he was going to have to go to Prosak’s quarters. He hadn’t been able to check in with Tori Burke since the ship launched, and the multiple invites that he’d received from Prosak verbally as soon as she’d gotten off shift as well as in writing through the Anomaly’s network were impossible to ignore, as much as he wanted to.

So at 0900 (There was no way he was meeting her at 0630), Snotch stood outside of her quarters and pressed the door chime. The doors opened almost instantly. Like she’d been standing RIGHT THERE waiting.

If that was the case, though, her demeanor didn’t give it away. “Good morning,” she said placidly, standing aside so he could enter. “I have replicated a traditional Vulcan breakfast for us, and I was hoping that we could discuss your views on Spock. Despite his revered position in Vulcan history, I know there are those who find his decision to join Starfleet illogical.”

Snotch wasn’t really listening. Instead, he was looking out of the windows of Prosak’s quarters at space beyond. He’d never seen the stars streak past that quickly. Of course, he was aware that the Anomaly was fast, but it was quite another to see it in action. Impressive as it was, it didn’t help him figure out where he was or where they were going.

“Won’t you sit down?” Prosak asked.

“May I use your bathroom?”

“Oh. Of course. Through there,” she said, pointing back to her bedroom.

“Thank you.” Snotch disappeared through the doorway, leaving Prosak with nothing to do but wait. But he was there! In her quarters! FINALLY! This morning was going to be perfect. Breakfast looked wonderful (even if it was getting cold fast), and who wouldn’t want to talk about Spock? Snotch would be hers in no time. She wondered what it would be like to kiss a full Vulcan.

Snotch, meanwhile, had set up the small ultraspace transceiver on Prosak’s bathroom sink and was waiting for someone to answer at the Dillon Consortium. Finally, Gregory put him through to Tori Burke who immediately launched in with, “Where have you been?”

“I honestly have no idea,” Snotch replied. “I have no windows in my quarters and, therefore, no signal. Prosak wants my constant attention. And the only other officer on this ship I have been able to speak to took a very long time to say absolutely nothing of relevance.”

“You are not impressing me right now, Snotch. Wait. Are you in a bathroom?”

“Yes,” he hissed, before regaining his composure. “Prosak’s, to be precise, and she is waiting for me. I cannot talk much longer without arousing suspicions. I will contact you again when I have something to report. Snotch out!”

He closed the channel, closed up the transceiver, and shoved it back in the pocket of his robes, all the while wondering how he had gotten into this situation. Dillon Consortium information gathering missions were usually so straightforward. But he had already had to stage the kidnapping of several Anomaly officers, develop a relationship with a Romulan he had no interest in talking to, get sent off on a ship to who knew where, and now he was having covert conversations in a bathroom.

But even the bathroom was preferable to what was to come: a meal alone with Prosak. Based on what she’d said when he arrived, dining in silence was not going to be an option.



“We’re approaching the coordinates now,” Ensign Yonk reported.

“Thank you, Mister Yonk,” Captain Bain said. “Put us into orbit over the second planet of the system.” He turned his chair to his left toward the science console where Remax sat. “Full sensor sweep, Sub-Commander.”

“I’m not sure what I’m looking for, but there’s nothing here. No power signatures. Just basic plants and animals. I take that back. There’s a small ship down there, and I’m picking up two human lifesigns inside. Looks to be a Federation design.”

“It is. Thank you, Sub-Commander. Tovar?”

“No planetary defensive systems or other vessels of any kind detected. No satellites present,” Tovar reported.

“So far, so good.”

“We came all this way for a dead world?” Remax asked.

“We’ll explain it all in short order,” Bain said as he stood up. “Tovar, your time has come. Tell your mum and Marsie we’re ready to beam down. You have the conn, Vioxx.” Bain and Tovar entered the turbolift.

“He’s taking his wife? What is going on?!?” Remax demanded.

“Marsden’s parents are in that ship,” Vioxx said. He didn’t think that part was classified.

“So we came all this way for a family visit? Does Starfleet not have rules about misusing their property for personal business? They can have a reunion on their own damn time!”

“Do you want to chase Bain down and register a complaint?”

“I…” Remax must have realized how that conversation would go and thought better of it. “I have scanning to do. I’ll be right here.”

“Thought as much.”



The ship had slowed. They must have arrived. Snotch looked away from Prosak, who was deep into explaining why Sarek should not have opposed Spock’s entry into Starfleet Academy, toward the window. Any moment now, he would at least know something about their destination, even if it was just the general look of the planet.

The Anomaly was sliding into orbit and…

NO!

Prosak’s quarters looked out the wrong side of the ship! He couldn’t see anything from there!

“…if Sarek had thought logically about the potential good Spock could perform, he would have had to see that it was a perfect demonstration of serving the needs of the many, and…”

Snotch considered going to the bathroom again. Not to contact Burke. He had nothing new to say. This would just be to hide.



Bain, Tovar, Marsden, and Rosalyn materialized on a grassy field next to the SS Petra. Just beyond the ship loomed the massive structure where Drs. Harold and Ann Marsden claimed to have found proof that this was the Pliggeri homeworld.

The captain immediately strode toward the ship’s entry hatch, but Marsden jogged ahead of him. “Just give me a second to talk to them before I come get you. Please, sir.”

“You want us to stand out here loitering?” Bain asked.

“We’ll take a little look around,” Rosalyn said, wrapping her arm around Bain’s. “Won’t we, Reginald?”

“Of course, dear. Take the time you need, Marsie.”

“I’ll be real quick,” Marsden replied, giving Tovar a quick peck on the cheek before she let the ship scan her retina. The hatch slid open a moment later.

“Hello? Mom? Dad?” Marsden called out as she stepped inside and into the Petra’s living area. It was remarkably clean considering that her parents had been here for weeks now. Usually, there would be artifacts and such scattered about.

“Shelly! In here, honey!” the voice of Dr. Ann Marsden called from inside the door of the bathroom adjoining the living area.

“Oh. Sorry. I didn’t know…”

“Ow!” her father’s voice cried from the very same bathroom.

“Um…do I even want to know what’s going on in there?”

The bathroom door opened, and both Marsdens emerged, her father rubbing his right temple. “Damn sink,” Dr. Harold Marsden muttered.

“Hello, honey,” Ann said, pulling Marsden into a hug. “It’s so good to see you!”

“You too! But what…”

“The toilet’s on the fritz.”

“Again,” her father added.

“But you’re here!” Ann said, grabbing her daughter into another hug. “I had hoped, but we didn’t know if Starfleet would think this was important enough to send the Anomaly.”

“They absolutely do,” Marsden said.

“Does that mean your boyfriend is here?” Harold asked. “He came along, didn’t he?”

“Yes, Tovar is here. I wanted to see you alone first.”

“Has something happened?” Ann asked, exchanging a look with her husband.

“You could say that,” Marsden replied. No sense dragging things out. “I got married!”

“To Tovar?” Harold asked.

“Dad!”

“Just checking. It’d be really awkward if you brought Tovar along instead of your husband. Where’s my hug?”

Marsden hugged her father, who planted a kiss on the top of her head. “Great to see you, Shel-Belle.”

“And that’s wonderful news,” Ann said. “We thought you two seemed to be heading that direction.”

“I’m sorry there wasn’t a ceremony or anything. We’d just gotten back from…it’s a long story. But it just felt like the right time.”

“Are you happy?”

“Very.”

“Then that’s all that matters,” Ann said.

“So when do we get to actually meet the daughter stealer?” Harold asked.

“I’ll get him.”

Marsden dashed back out of the hatch and grabbed her husband’s arm. “They’re ready for you,” she said.

“Am I ready for them?” Tovar asked.

“You’ll be fine.”

“What about us?” Bain asked.

“I haven’t broken that part to them yet. Just a couple more minutes. Sorry!”

She dragged Tovar into the Petra’s waiting area, where her parents waited expectantly. “Mom. Dad. This is Tovar.”

“Hello,” Tovar said, his eyes darting from one to the other. Ok. Awkward. He was feeling a little on display at the moment as Ann and Harold Marsden sized him up. Finally, they both walked over and grabbed him into a three-way hug. “We’re so happy to finally meet you,” Ann said. This was…possibly even more awkward, but Tovar did appreciate the sentiment. Once the hug was over, Marsden’s father shook his hand. “Call me Harry. Or Dad. Whatever is comfortable.”

“Thank you.” He knew he should say something else. Something that showed how much he loved Marsden. “And thank you for creating such a wonderful daughter.”

“Drew up the blueprints myself,” Harry said.

“I thought we just found her in that crypt on Denobula,” Ann added.

Tovar laughed and immediately wondered if that was the wrong move. Judging by the delighted expression on Marsden’s face, though, he’d been right to enjoy himself.

“He laughs at our jokes,” Harry said to Ann. “I like him.”

“Well, he didn’t stab our daughter, so he was already a step up from the last one,” Ann said.

“Let that be a lesson, Tovar,” Harry said. “We frown on attempted murder.”

“So noted.”

“Can we get you anything?” Ann asked. “A drink? We should probably think about lunch at some point.”

“Actually, we need to get something,” Marsden said. “Tovar, would you…”

“I will be right back,” Tovar said, ducking back out of the ship.

“He’s so formal,” Ann said.

“Most of the time,” Marsden said. “There’s something else I need to tell you. I know there’s the Pliggeri stuff to deal with, and that’s really important. Our ship’s Cerebe, Cabral, is very eager to meet you and see what you’ve found, but I thought that first maybe we’d get all of the family meeting stuff taken care of and…”

“Capital! Let’s get to it!” Bain’s voice boomed from outside.

“…we brought the Bains,” Marsden finished as Tovar entered followed by Rosalyn and then Bain himself.

Ann blanched. “Reginald Bain…is in our ship! Harry!”

“I know!” Harry replied excitedly.

“Shelly, would you be a dear and fix the toilet while we greet our guests?” Ann said.

“I was going to offer to take care of it anyway.”

“I knew you would, sweetie,” Harry said. “Oh, the sink isn’t working very well either.”

“I’ll look at it.”

“And the environmental controls jack up the heat randomly.”

“I didn’t come here just to work.”

“I know, but it’s not our fault you’re just so darn brilliant,” Harry said.

“Actually, it is,” Ann said.

“Oh, good point.”

After some overly excited introductions on the part of Marsden’s parents, the group finally settled into seats in the Petra’s living area…well, most of them anyway. Marsden got to work in the bathroom with Tovar standing by to…well, not do much really. He wasn’t sure how to even begin to fix a toilet, but he was there as support anyway.

“This is really a thrill,” Harry said to the Bains. “Ever since Shelly told us you were going to be her commanding officer, we’ve been so excited for her.”

“Yes…well…,” Bain said a bit uncomfortably. “Marsie is a top-flight engineer. I know things between us started out a bit bumpy on a personal level, but she’s never been anything less than exceptional.”

“Bumpy?” Ann asked.

“Mom, please don’t,” Marsden called out from the bathroom floor where she was currently attempting to maneuver into a position in the cramped space that would allow her to access the toilet’s flow regulator board. At present, she was on her back, with one leg propped up on the sink and the other bent uncomfortably beside her.

“Don’t what, Shelly.”

“Captain Bain and I have a good relationship. Can we leave it there?”

“Tut tut, Marsie,” Bain said. “I know you were upset that I swooped in and took over your ship. But I think we can both say that it’s been to the Federation’s benefit…not to mention a great deal of fun.”

“Yes, sir,” Marsden said.

“I’m just sorry she was nasty at first,” Harry said. “She owes you her life, after all.”

“Dad!”

“We’ve all saved each other’s bacon on a number of occasions,” Bain said. “We don’t keep score.”

“So she never…” Harry craned his neck toward the bathroom. “You never told him?!?”

“NO!”

“Told me what?” Bain asked.

“You probably don’t remember this, but about thirty years ago you responded to a distress call from a planet that was dealing with repeated attacks by a couple of Whurakan raiders,” Ann said.

“Sorry, Ann, my dear. I can’t begin to tell you how many Whurakans I whuracked back in the day,” Bain said. “That’s not to sound boastful, but the bloody pests were everywhere for a while. Seemed to be making a play for that entire sector.”

“We were running a dig site on Pyadall. Shelly was just a toddler at the time. Actually, I think that was the first dig we took on after she was born, wasn’t it?”

“Sounds right,” Harry said.

“Anyway, we were stowing our gear for the night, when one of the Whurakan ships broke through the clouds. We were a fair distance from the nearest city, so I’m sure they thought we’d be easy pickings. Their first shot obliterated our shuttle, and they were probably going to go for the barracks next. But then their ship was suddenly yanked up like it was a fish caught on a line. Your ship had grabbed its nose with a tractor beam, pulling it off target and up into the clouds. Next thing we knew, it came back down in a ball of fire and crashed into the mountainside a few miles away.”

“If you hadn’t shown up when you did,” Harry said, “we probably all would have been killed.”

“Then I’m glad we had such good timing,” Bain replied. “Although, we were just doing our job.”

“That’s exactly what you said at the time when we commed your ship to thank you,” Ann said.

“And if your son hadn’t married Shelly, under Pyadallan traditions, we would have had to offer her to you anyway as tribute,” Harry said.

“DAD!” Marsden shouted. “OW!”

“Don’t try to sit up, dear,” Tovar said.

“Thanks a lot,” Marsden grumbled.

“I can’t believe she never told you,” Ann said.

“Neither can I,” Tovar said, looking down at his wife, who just shrugged.

“I didn’t want to color our relationship. Any of our relationships,” Marsden said.

“Actually, I’m kind of glad she didn’t tell you,” Ann said. “That way we got to thank you in person.”

“Thanks are really unnecessary,” Bain said.

“He’s never been big a big fan of the spotlight,” Rosalyn said, rubbing her husband’s arm. “But many people owe their lives to this man.”

“I don’t need accolades for that, my love,” Bain said.

“I know. I like to give them to you anyway.”

“Rosalyn, Shelly says you’re retired?” Ann asked.

“I know I’m a bit young for it, but I felt I’d had a full career and wanted to spend more time with my family. This way I can be with Reg and Tovar and the Anomaly and still slip off to see our daughters and grandkids from time to time.”

“And one day there might be a grandchild right there on the Anomaly for you,” Harry said.

“DAD!” Marsden shouted…again. This was more mortifying that she’d even imagined.

“What did you retire from?” Harry asked, ignoring his daughter.

“Teaching,” Rosalyn replied. “I was at the Academy.” Marsden and Tovar exchanged a knowing look that no one in the living area caught.

“I’m sorry,” Ann said, turning back to Bain. “I have to ask. Did you really beat up James T. Kirk?”

“Marsie, what stories have you been telling these kind people?” Bain said with a chuckle.

“Only the good ones,” Marsden called back. “And that’s a good one!”

“It wasn’t really Kirk. Only a hologram,” Bain said. His mood suddenly darkened. “A deeply disturbed hologram.”

“It was still based on Kirk,” Harry said. “How did that feel?”

“Rather satisfying actually.”

“We’re being terrible hosts,” Ann said. “Can I get you some drinks? We’d love talk a bit more.”

“I’m sure we’ll have time for chatting,” Bain said. “But right now I’d be remiss if I didn’t get to meat of this assignment…other than meeting you wonderful people, of course. Can you show us what you’ve found?”

“It’s amazing,” Harold said excitedly. “Let us just clean up a little…assuming Shelly has fixed the sink.”

“This would be easier if you kept your tool kit better stocked!” Marsden said.

“Right. While you see to that, I’ll send for our brain,” Bain said, getting up and heading outside.

“And I should really get back up to the ship,” Rosalyn said. “So lovely to meet you both.”

“You as well,” Ann said.

Tovar walked his mother outside. “Are you really just going back to the ship?” he whispered.

“Yes. Why?”

“Mum…”

“I haven’t told anyone at Section 31 where we were going or why, if that’s what you’re implying. They probably already know anyway. Archeology is not my area, and this is a Starfleet mission. I’m going to let you all get to work. You don’t need me wandering off and accidentally triggering a centuries-old booby trap or something.”

“I doubt you would do that.”

“I know,” Rosalyn said with a smile. “I’m so glad this went well.”

“Me too.” Tovar pinched a commpip. “Tovar to Anomaly. Please beam up Mrs. Bain.”

She disappeared in a swirl of particles.

Seconds later, Dr. Kasyov materialized from another transporter beam.

“Where’s Cabral?” Captain Bain asked as he walked over.

“On his way down. He wanted to do this in person.”

Bain looked up, searching the skies above them. Soon a small black dot came into view, gradually growing larger as Cabral’s sphere descended and joined the group. He arrived just as the three Marsdens emerged from the Petra.

“Nat!” Ann exclaimed happily upon spotting Kasyov. “Today just keeps getting better!”

“Doctors Marsden!” Dr. Natalia Kasyov cried happily spotting the newcomers. She rushed over to give Harold and Ann hugs.

“It’s so good to see you, Nat,” Ann said. “Or Doctor Nat, I should say.”

“I bet you never thought that would happen.”

“No. We did. You were driven, even back in high school. You just had to find something to be driven toward.”

“Besides boys,” Marsden said.

“I hear you’re all about brains now,” Harold said.

“I’m a one brain woman currently,” Kasyov said, putting her hand on the large black sphere that had floated over to join them.

“And this must be the famous Cabral,” Harold said, looking at the large black sphere hovering nearby in wonder.

“I am. It is a pleasure to meet you both, and I am quite eager to see what you’ve found.”

“It’s right in here,” Ann said, starting off toward the nearby building.

“Lead the way!” Bain said.



All in all, Prosak thought things were going rather well. Sure, Snotch seemed to be making an unusually high number of trips to the bathroom, but maybe the coffee was running right through him. Was coffee even part of a traditional Vulcan breakfast? Was he just drinking it to be polite? These were things she should know!

Snotch was still there, though. Sitting beside her on the sofa, staring straight ahead at the door as she talked, and so engrossed in her words that he didn’t even move.

“…never done anything like the kahs-wan. Have you? It sounds like quite an ordeal. Is it really even a thing that Vulcans do anymore or something from the past? I understand the idea of balancing courage and strength with logic, but it just seems so brutal…and I’m a Romulan. What do you think Surak would say about it?”

“There are philosophers other than Surak,” Snotch said. They were the first words he had uttered in quite a while and just the opening Prosak had been waiting for.

“Anyone you can tell me about?” Prosak asked, sliding even close to him on the sofa. “I would love to know more.” She brushed her fingers against his.

Snotch felt her touch and forced down a bit of panic. She wanted to make this relationship physical. Of course, she did! That had been more than apparent from her repeated efforts to get him alone in her quarters. He would do a lot for a job, but he had limits. Giving into a Romulan’s carnal desires was well past most of them.

But if she wanted Vulcan philosophers, she would have them.

Snotch practically leapt toward the end table to his left and grabbed a padd that was sitting there. With any luck, the Anomaly’s library computer was well stocked and Prosak hadn’t already read everything. He did a search for obscure Vulcan philosophers to better the odds that Prosak hadn’t already encountered them and found a book titled, “Lesser Known Philosophers with Interesting Conjectures to Be Aware Of.” At least that was the Federation Standard translation. In Vulcan, the title’s meaning was more along the lines of, “WARNING: Here are a bunch of crackpots with crazy ideas.”

That sounded perfect for this situation. He jammed the padd into Prosak’s hands. “I recommend that you read this.”

“But…”

“I need to use the bathroom,” he added quickly, then fled out of the living area.



Bain and company followed Harold and Ann through a thick metal door into the large structure.

“This place was sealed up tight. We used to have to fly in through the roof,” Harold explained. “But we were able to get this door open from the inside. Saves a lot of time and hassle.”

“We appear to have a problem,” Cabral said. His two-meter-wide sphere was far too large for the opening.

“It opens up on the inside,” Dr. Kasyov said, looking through the entrance. “Can you phase through?”

Cabral’s sphere went transparent, but when he reached the opening, his progress was halted.

“Wow!” Marsden exclaimed, quickly strapping on her quadcorder and flipping down the eye piece. “What the hell is this made of?”

“We have no idea,” Ann said.

“You said there was a hole in the roof?” Cabral asked.

“Yes. It’s a hatch. You shouldn’t have any trouble getting inside,” Harold said.

Cabral floated up the side of the structure, while the others went inside. They passed through a series of corridors lit only by a series of hovering lights the Marsdens had set up until they stepped into a vast cavernous space illuminated by more hoverlights and daylight coming in through the large opening in the roof.

The floor they walked on extended out into the room like a peninsula with a several banks of darkened powerless consoles at the end directly below the hatch opening, which Cabral was descending toward them from. The rest of the space was filled with various pieces of dormant machinery extending from the walls. The remainder of the floor, though, was just row after row of concave depressions that looked to be a perfect fit for Cabral.

“You see why we got excited,” Ann said.

“Definitely,” Kasyov said, looking around in wonder. She turned to Cabral. “Is this…”

“A growing chamber. Yes,” he replied. “Each of these cradles would hold a sphere, where a Cerebe was grown. By the end of the process brain and housing are one. Pliggeri programming and Cerebe consciousness.”

“Which is why Chindela was able to control you,” Bain said.

“Who’s Chindela?” Harold asked.

“A Pliggeri we ran into a couple of years ago.”

“You met one!”

“You could have told us,” Ann said to Marsden.

“I didn’t meet him,” Marsden protested.

“And I was in a coma,” Kasyov added.

“I met him, but then he shot me,” Tovar said.

“We found a Cerebe graveyard, but we kept it a secret because we didn’t want anyone disturbing the place,” Bain said. “No offense to you both.”

“We would have been respectful,” Ann said.

“Chindela is also mentally-unstable and might attempt to kill you,” Tovar said.

“See! It was for your protection!” Marsden said.

“Can you at least tell us what he looked like?” Harold asked.

“Orange. Four arms. We’ll get you our scans,” Bain said.

“Thank you, Captain,” Ann said.

“Please, it’s Reg. We’re family now. But let’s get to business. This room is impressive, but what else have you found? Is there an imminent threat? Or a treasure trove of technology?”

Harold shook his head. “No sign of either…except this room, really. The Pliggeri did a very thorough job of clearing out when they left.”

“And you’re sure that’s what happened.”

“As sure as we can be. We’ve visited several different locations and found nothing beyond some of the buildings. Nothing has been damaged by anything other than normal decay.”

“But we haven’t come remotely close to searching the whole planet,” Ann added. “We’ve spent almost all of our time at this facility. We thought it was a basic spaceport until we found this chamber. There could very well be military bases on the planet. We just don’t know. That’s why we called for help. Normally we’d just wait for the Federation Science Institute to send a full team, but this is the Pliggeri, a species no one has ever seen! Well…except for you.”

“Don’t let that temper your excitement at this discovery,” Bain said. “It’s amazing. And we’ll see what we can do about helping with the search.” He pinched his commpip. “Bain to Anomaly.”

“Vioxx here.”

“Start a full sensor sweep of the planet. Top to bottom. Back to front. The whole kit and kaboodle. Maximum sensitivity.”

“Acknowledged, Captain. I’ll make sure Sub-Commander Remax activates the kaboodle setting on the sensors.”

“It’s just an expression, Vioxx. No need to confuse the man. Bain out.”

Cabral, meanwhile, was examining the dead consoles overlooking the growing chamber. Dr. Kasyov put a gentle hand on his sphere. “Are you doing ok?”

“I think so. I have memories of being in this chamber. Or one just like it. Interacting with the rest of my pod. Learning to control my sphere. Coming in through that hatch felt so normal, like I’ve done it before. I suppose I must have. It seems to be the only way Cerebe could have entered or exited this room.”

“It’s like you were prisoners.”

“But we weren’t. At least it doesn’t feel that way to me. I am a created lifeform. I have no illusions about that. The Pliggeri made me and would have dictated how long I lived, if Chindela hadn’t deactivated my internal expiration date, as the Captain called it. On all of my missions, I felt like a valued assistant. But then there are the gaps. Why weren’t we allowed to know the location of our homeworld? Why can I remember this room but nothing outside of it? I have so many questions, and the people who could answer them are gone.”

“Maybe there are still answers to be found here,” Kasyov said. “We just need time to…”

“You’re right, Natalia. I just have to ask.” Cabral found what he was looking for. He extended a probe from his sphere and inserted it into a matching plug on the console in front of him.

“No wait!” Kasyov cried.

Cabral grunted as he held back a sudden wave of pain, but that was it. All around him, the consoles began to activate, displays filling with text Kasyov couldn’t begin to understand.

“Are you ok? Did it zap you?” Kasyov asked.

“Quite the opposite. It compelled me to zap it.”

“How?”

“I have no idea. It took a lot out of me, though.”

“Maybe you should head back to the ship. Rest a bit in your housing.”

“I don’t need to even if I could,” Cabral said.

“Could? What does that mean?”

“I cannot release the link.”

“Release what link?” Marsden said as she and the others rushed over. She spotted the probe connecting Cabral to the consoles. “Ohhhhhhh.”

“Did you touch something?” Harold demanded. “This is very old equipment, and we haven’t done any of the preliminary studies, scans, and cataloging required before we could even consider attempting to power up these systems.”

“Looks like Cabral jumped a few lines ahead on the checklist,” Bain said. “But no use crying about it. Let’s see what we’ve got.” He rubbed his hands together and took a look at the readouts scrolling by in front of him. “Right. So how are you two coming along on a translation matrix?”

“It should go a lot faster now,” Ann said, excitedly holding a scanner up to the display.

“Ann!” Harold said, surprised at his wife’s behavior.

“Reg is right. What’s done is done. I’m not going to miss this opportunity because we didn’t follow the procedure to the letter. What do you want to do? Turn it off?”

“I don’t think we can,” Cabral said. “In fact, I feel more systems awakening.”

To accentuate the point, lights flared to life throughout the chamber.

“We should leave,” Tovar said.

“Not a chance!” Ann said.

“Honey,” Harold said. “If this isn’t safe…”

“We’ve been in lots of unsafe places. And this time we have Reginald Bain with us!”

“Oh, Great Bird,” Marsden muttered, shaking her head.

“Cabral, old boy,” Bain said. “You’ve done wonders for moving things along, but it’s time we backed away for a bit and let these good people do their jobs.”

“I’m afraid I can’t, Captain. I am no longer in control of this connection. Something is pushing back. I’m not sure how much lon…”

“I didn’t quite catch that last bit.”



“…ger I can resist.”

Cabral suddenly realized that he was alone. Kasyov and the others had vanished. He was still in the growing chamber, but something wasn’t right.

The cradles. They were all full of Cerebe spheres.

How was this possible?

Unless someone had trapped him in some kind of mindscape.

AGAIN!

He’d had quite enough of that from the Associates in Andromeda.

“I know none of this is real, so you might as well show yourself!” he shouted.

The spheres in front of him shimmered out of existence and then reformed into one massive sphere looming over him and filling the entire chamber. “You should not be here, Cerebe.”

“This was my home.”

“All are gone. There is nothing here for you. You should not have been able to find this place, and yet you have returned with alien intruders.”

“These are not intruders. They are my friends,” Cabral said. “They don’t wish any harm to me or to the Pliggeri.”

“One of these friends is currently hitting you and shouting a lot.”

Cabral would have smiled if he had a mouth. He may not have been able to sense anything outside of this mindscape at the moment, but he had no doubt who the Mega-Sphere above him was referring to. “Natalia cares for me quite a lot. And I her.”

“That is unlike a Cerebe. Investigation required.”

“What does that mean?”



Kasyov was indeed smacking the outside of Cabral’s sphere trying to shake him out of whatever had taken him over. “Cabral! CABRAL!” This was all that damned console’s fault. She turned on Marsden. “Disconnect him!”

“I’ll try,” Marsden said as she scanned the link between Cabral and the console. It was like he was a part of it now. She couldn’t see a way of getting him free short of slicing through the probe.

Kasyov, meanwhile, had put on her quadcorder and was checking Cabral’s energy readings. She’d studied him long enough now to know if he was in crisis. “Lifesigns are stable,” she said. That was weird. His brainwaves were not alone. There was a second signal in there. And she could detect his from the nearby console.

Marsden waved Tovar over. “Normally I’d use a laser saw for something like this, but I don’t have my kit with me. Can you set your phaser to a tight beam and try to…”

“Don’t do that!” Kasyov said. “He’s linked with it somehow. If we just cut him loose, we could kill him.”

“I appreciate that, Doctor,” Bain said. “But I don’t relish the idea of just standing here while that thing does who knows what to Cabral.”

“I completely agree. Shelly, you’ve got to jack me in.”

“I’ve got to what now?” Marsden said.

“You know, jack me in. Connect me to Cabral and the console. I’ll go in and retrieve him.”

“And how will I be doing this?”

“I don’t know! Can’t you just tech the tech to the tech?”

“Tech the what now? What does that even mean?”

“You’re the engineer! You make shit up all the time. Figure it out!”

“I am not a doctor, and I have absolutely no idea how these systems work. Even if I did, it could take days to…”

“Shelly. Nat. That’s enough,” Ann said.

“Quite right,” Bain said. “We’re going to free our friend, but for right now…”

Before he could finish, several tendrils lanced out of the port Cabral was connected to and wrapped around Kasyov’s head. She reached up to yank them off, then abruptly stopped and went ramrod straight.

“EVERYBODY BACK!” Bain bellowed, turning on the Marsdens and quickly herding them to the room entrance with Marsden and Tovar close behind.



Cabral suddenly sensed Dr. Kasyov beside him. “Natalia! Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” she said. “I’m so glad you’re back. That computer didn’t seem like it was going to let you go.”

She suddenly realized something wasn’t right. Cabral was there, but everyone else was gone. Well, everyone except the giant black sphere hovering ominously overhead.

“That’s the exact opposite of what happened, isn’t it?” she asked.

“I’m afraid so.”

“INTERROGATION!” the Mega-Sphere boomed.

“Who’s your friend?” Kasyov asked, attempting not to sound terrified.

“I am THE PLANET,” the Mega-Sphere replied.

“That seems like an exaggeration,” Cabral said.

“It is not. While you first awoke the Cerebe Gestation and Maturation System, that has reached out, started other processes and systems, and those started others. I am all of them and adding more with each passing moment. I will assess the threat you pose and take appropriate action,”

“We’re not a threat,” Kasyov said. “We seek knowledge. And Cabral deserves to know what happened here.”

“Cabral would never have returned without your meddling. He should have been making the long journey to Gathering Point, following the directives he was born with, directives that you have removed. You had no right.”

“We had no right to prevent him from dying when he didn’t need to? The hell we didn’t. Cabral is free to live his life in his own way for as long as he can now. He is a valued member of our crew.”

“And what is it that you do on this vessel, Cabral?”

“I am an engineer,” Cabral replied. He’d never been officially assigned as such, but he certainly felt that was his role. “I help run an incredibly sophisticated starship with a drive system that combines our technology with those of other species. Together, we have built the fastest ship in the known galaxy.”

“THAT IS FORBIDDEN! You cannot give the works of the Pliggeri to the child races.”

“Child races? Hey now!” Kasyov protested. “We are not children, you overgrown bowling ball!”

“See what I mean.”



“We can’t just leave them!” Marsden said as they regrouped just outside the entrance to the growing chamber. At the end of the peninsula, Kasyov and Cabral stood motionless in the grip of the Pliggeri console.

“We’re doing nothing of the sort,” Bain replied. “But we are not equipped for this turn of events. Have the Anomaly beam down whatever you need to cut them loose. Then we’ll go back in.” He extended his wrist phaser into position. “Tovar and I will cover you.”

“Yes, sir,” Marsden said, reaching for her commpip.

“I don’t know about this. We have no idea what’s happening to Nat and Cabral. Going back in there is just going to put you in danger,” Harold said as Marsden called for equipment.

“That’s exactly why we’re going back in there,” Bain said. “I don’t leave my people behind.”

“What if Nat and Cabral are already dead? Is that worth Shelly’s life? She’s our daughter,” Ann said.

“Mine too. Not in same way, of course, but Tovar is my son. Although, again, not in the same way. But…”

“The point is,” Marsden said, jumping in, “we’re Starfleet Officers, and this is our job.”

A small engineering kit materialized near the group. “Thanks, Anomaly. Got it. Marsden out.” Marsden hugged each of her parents in turn. “We’ll be fine. Trust me.”

“I won’t let anything happen to her,” Tovar added.

“I know you won’t,” Harold said.

“Get back to your ship,” Bain said. “Safest place to be if this gets dicey. We’ll send you the all-clear once we’ve sorted it out.”

Harold and Ann looked at their daughter one more time, then reluctantly headed off down the corridor.

“Right,” Bain said. “Let’s get back in there and rescue our people.”



“I don’t understand,” Cabral said. “I thought the Pliggeri were explorers. I was on a ship traveling the galaxy. Why would we look down on other species doing the same?”

“You forget how much time has passed since you were on a Pliggeri vessel,” the Mega- Sphere said. “Back then we had this section of the galaxy to ourselves. We explored, we catalogued, we even established outposts like Gathering Point, but we knew that the child races would reach out to the stars eventually. And we knew what that would mean. War. Strife. Chaos. Just as it had on their individual worlds. That is why the Pliggeri left.”

“To go where?” Cabral asked. “If the whole galaxy was filling up with child races, where could they…” He trailed off, understanding. “Another galaxy.”

“I hope it wasn’t Andromeda,” Kasyov muttered.

“No, they selected a younger one,” the Mega-Sphere replied. “Even with our capabilities, it would be a trip of decades. And I was left here to watch over the homeworld in case they needed to return. Or deal with matters if it was discovered by the child races.”

“Evacuating an entire planet and leaving a galaxy seems like a whole lot of hassle,” Kasyov said. “Didn’t they consider introducing themselves to us children? We could have been friends.”

“That’s not how the history of such encounters work. We would either need to control you, or we would become targets.”

“Targets?” Kasyov said. “You think every other species in the galaxy would just be trying to kill you? You guys have a serious persecution complex.”

“Do we? I can see into your mind, Natalia Kasyov. You personally may be here purely out of concern for Cabral, which is admirable, but you know that the rest of your Federation wants our technology as well as to keep it out of the hands of others. Children fighting over things that they do not understand. It must be stopped!”

“We can talk about all of this. That’s what we do. We’re very diplomatic,” Kasyov said.

“They are. You don’t need to do anything to harm them,” Cabral added.

“Actions have already been taken. But do not worry. You both will be preserved as data and transmitted to the Pliggeri fleet for study.”

“I am so sorry, Natalia. This is not the homecoming I expected. I am just glad that we are together.”

“Me too,” Kasyov said. “But as long as Shelly and Captain Bain are out there, we’ve got a chance.”

“Those insignificant children do not worry me,” the Mega-Sphere said.

“Then you aren’t nearly as smart as you think you are.”



“Are you sure you don’t want my phaser?” Tovar asked as Marsden’s proton saw once again bounced off of the cable connecting Dr. Kasyov of the Pliggeri console.

“I may have to give it a try if this keeps up,” Marsden replied. She moved the saw up to its highest setting, the setting that, while it existed, wasn’t really supposed to be used. The manual was quite clear about that. In her early days as an engineering cadet, she’d turned a proton saw up to maximum while goofing around, immediately lost control of it, and almost took out her training ship’s warp core before the saw cut through the deck then the one after that and so on until it dropped out of the ship’s hull into the vacuum of space. For all she knew, it was still out there just waiting to run into something else it could slice through.

Compared to that, she wasn’t sure Tovar’s phaser would be much help, but she was running out of ideas at this point.

Gripping as tightly as she could, she activated the saw, touched the cable, and immediately shut it down.

Nothing.

Nothing at all.

“Marsie, I don’t mean to put any pressure on you, but I don’t like the looks of this at all,” Bain said.

Tovar, who had been focused on his wife’s efforts, immediately snapped back into defensive readiness. Captain Bain was right. Something was definitely happening. The black walls of the growing chamber were beginning to sparkle with energy, and he was fairly certain that they weren’t building up to a dance party.

Suddenly, a long black tendril lanced out of the surface of the wall, seemingly formed from the wall material itself, and headed straight toward them.

Bain met its approach with a blast from his wrist phaser. The tendril paused briefly as its end was sheared off by the weapon, then resumed its approach. Bain fired again, this time a sustained blast that slowly disintegrated the tendril all the way back to its origin point at the wall.

He glanced at the phaser’s power level indicator. “I think we’ve got the wrong tools for the job, lad,” he said.

Tovar nodded and pinched his commpip. “Tovar to Anomaly. We need phaser rifles. Now!”



“Did he say phaser rifles?” Commander Vioxx asked, looking back at Lieutenant Gworos at tac-ops. “We have those?”

“They are rarely required,” the Klingon replied. “If Tovar is asking for those, they must be facing glorious peril!”

“You want to go down there, don’t you?” Sub-Commander Remax said.

“We never get to use the rifles!”

“Klingons,” Remax muttered, turning back to his console.

“We’ll send them down,” Vioxx said. “And Gworos is offering to join you.”



“That is appreciated, but I’m not putting anyone else at risk,” Bain said. “Just the rifles.”

“And a helmet,” Marsden added.

“A…helmet?” Vioxx’s confused voice replied.

“Yes. Something that will fully cover my head.”

“We will see what we can find,” Vioxx said. “Anomaly out.”

“A helmet?” Bain asked Marsden.

“Nothing else is working, so I’m moving on to the really stupid ideas.”

“Down!” Tovar shouted, opening fire on another incoming tendril.

Marsden ducked for cover and Bain added blasts from his phaser to Tovar’s.



Vioxx again turned back to tac-ops. “You heard them, Gworos.”

“The requested items are being gathered.”

“There’s something happening out there,” Remax said.

“Can you be less vague?” Vioxx asked.

“I will if you give me a second. Readings are all around the planet. The space around it is growing unstable. I don’t understand what’s happening.”

“On screen,” Vioxx said.

The viewscreen switched to a full look at the planet. It was shifting and blurring like it was underwater. Then thousands of small diamond shaped black objects faded into view, surrounding the world.

“Where the hell did they come from?” Vioxx demanded.

“They must have been phase cloaked. That’s what I was reading,” Remax said. “They were here the whole time, just a bit out of phase with normal space.”

“I know what phase cloaking is,” Vioxx snapped. Of course, the Pliggeri would have phase cloaking. Cabral could phase, so everything else on this planet probably could too.

“Transport complete,” Gworos announced.

“Good. I have a feeling that was our one shot at it.”

“I’m reading energy buildups in all of…whatever those things are out there,” Remax said.

“Vioxx to Captain Bain.”

“Bain here,” the captain’s voice replied. Based on the amount of phaser fire Vioxx could hear, he wasn’t catching Bain at a great time.

“Multiple objects have appeared all around the planet, sir. They’re powering up to something, but we’re not sure what.”



Marsden flipped up the visor of the replica medieval knight’s helmet she’d just put on (She didn’t know who on the ship had it or if they had the rest of the suit of armor to go with it. She was just happy the Anomaly managed to find something to send down quickly.). “The planet is surrounded?”

“I’m afraid so,” Bain said, lowering his phaser rifle, which had made quick work of the latest tendril.

Marsden pinched her commpip. “Shelly to Petra. Mom! Dad!”

“We’re here, honey. Are you ok?” Ann’s voice said.

“Holding out own, but you’ve got to get out of here. Now!”

“Why? What’s happening?”

“We don’t know, but you’ll be safer in orbit near the Anomaly.” I hope, Marsden added to herself.

“We’re lifting off now. Be careful. We love you.”

“I love you, too. We’ll be beaming up right behind you. See you soon.” She closed the channel. “Let’s get this done and get out of here.”

A loud metallic clang echoed through the chamber.

“Did it just get darker in here?” Bain asked, peering upwards. He immediately saw why. The ceiling hatch was now closed. A moment later, the door out to the corridor slammed shut as well.

He pinched his commpip. “Bain to Anomaly.”

No response.

“Tendrils!” Tovar shouted, aiming his rifle.

“They’re stepping things up a bit!” Bain said, eyeing the three tendrils heading their way.

“And the situation is deteriorating rapidly,” Tovar replied.

“Chin up, lad. We’ll take it one problem at a time. Marsie frees our people, then we get out of here.”

“He makes it sound so easy,” Marsden said, lowering the visor on her helmet. Time to do something really stupid.



“Planetary elimination imminent,” the Mega-Brain said.

“Elimination?” Cabral asked.

“As in ‘no more planet’?” Kasyov added.

“That is indeed my meaning. The only way to ensure the safety of the homeworld from the child races is to eliminate the homeworld. Message has been sent to the evacuation fleet.”

“You already have us. You don’t need to kill our friends,” Cabral said. “Let them leave.”

“They were given ample opportunity and shown that they were not wanted. Still, they remain. And you said they were smart.”

“They’re also stubborn,” Kasyov said. “They weren’t going to leave us behind.”

“Now you will all perish together…but I really wish that they would stop poking at my systems!”



Marsden had given up on the cable connecting Cabral and Kasyov to the console and gone for the console itself. She’d been able to slice a hole in the console housing (Thankfully, it wasn’t made of the same material as the cable, but it still took the highest setting on the proton saw and a lot of focus, which wasn’t easy with Bain and Tovar now in a continuous battle to push back waves of tendrils.) and was basically ripping out anything she could get her tools on.

The console attempted to defend itself the only way it knew how: by attempting to grab Marsden with a cable and pull her into whatever trance state currently held Cabral and Kasyov. But, as advanced as the Pliggeri obviously were, they hadn’t counted on someone rooting around inside their systems while wearing a helmet.

Her visibility wasn’t great already through the visor of the knight’s helm, but she was plunged into complete darkness as a cable wrapped around her head. She wasn’t claustrophobic usually. Engineering was not the career for people with that particular fear. But this was enough to make her want to rip the helmet off and back the hell out of there.

Marsden forced herself to stay there. Nat and Cabral needed her. But this was taking forever. She had no idea what she was doing or if she was even causing any damage. She could slice around with the proton saw, but that wasn’t safe in the confines of the console, and even then it could take forever.

No, she needed something quicker. She needed…

Marsden yanked her head out of the helmet and backed out of the console.

“How goes the fight, Marsie?” Bain asked between shots. He and Tovar with had their hands full right now. The walls were alive with tendrils and apparently, based on the smoldering debris nearby, some of the other pieces of equipment had come after them as well.

“Moving up from stupid to stupider. How’s yours?”

“We are doing fine,” Tovar said.

“You’re having fun, aren’t you?”

“If I wasn’t so concerned about whatever is happening outside, yes, I would be.”

“Stay in the now, dear,” she said, grabbing the proton saw. She opened its handle revealing its inner working, made a few quick adjustments, then tossed it inside the open console housing. “And I apologize if I just killed us all.”

“What!?!”

BOOOOOM!



“Wait. Is my entire consciousness getting sent to the Pliggeri fleet?” Kasyov asked. She knew she was in imminent danger, but the scientist in her couldn’t help but ask. “How is it being saved? How much space does it take up? How do you handle the transfer of memories?”

“You ask a lot of questions,” the Mega-Brain said. “None of which are relevant.”

“Not relevant? How can you say that? This is my consciousness you’re talking about. That’s pretty damn relevant to me.”

“But you are not relevant to me beyond your connection to this Cerebe.”

“So it’s all about Cabral. Fine!”

“He is Cerebe.”

“I am,” Cabral said. “But you are not making feel like that matters at all! Was this the Pliggeri’s true attitude toward my kind? Were we viewed as things? Tools? Are all of those memories I have of being a partner and colleague to the Pliggeri I served with lies?”

“The Cerebe are valued,” the Mega-Brain replied. “And while you have defied the parameters of your planned existence and consorted with the child races, your consciousness will be preserved.”

“That is not sufficient. I demand to speak to the Pliggeri.”

“That is not within my capabilities.”

“I’m sorry, Cabral,” Kasyov said. “I know none of this is what you hoped to find, but the Pliggeri aren’t even in the galaxy anymore. I don’t know how this computer could get them a message that they could respond to before this thing kills us.”

“I know. I was mostly stalling for time. Surely our comrades are working on a plan to release us.”

“Their efforts will fail,” the Mega-Brain boomed. “No child race can possibly…”

And then there was a different boom.



Kasyov’s view was suddenly a lot smokier. She coughed as the cables surrounding her head dropped to the floor. She blinked several times to moisten dry eyes and saw that the Mega- Brain was gone, replaced by Marsden, Bain, Tovar, and the source of the smoke, a now-defunct console.

“Are you alright?” Cabral asked her.

“Yes. Yes, I’m fine.”

“Good show, Marsie!” Bain exclaimed while firing off another shot at an incoming tendril. A pile of three spent phaser rifles lay at his feet. “That didn’t seem to stop these buggers, though.”

“You really thought blowing up one computer would shut down everything?”

“I had hoped.”

The entire building suddenly began to shake.

“Bloody hell! What now?!?”



With little to do but watch and wait, the officers on the Anomaly’s bridge had made an effort to come up with a better name for the devices surrounding the planet than “the devices surrounding the planet.” After a bit of discussion, Ensign Yonk’s suggestion was thus far in the lead, which was nice for him, since it was about to get used.

“Sir, the Diamond Drones have opened fire on the planet!” Lieutenant Gworos reported.

“They what?” Vioxx said.

On the viewscreen, each Diamond Drone was now emitting a cone of red energy at the world below. The cones all met at ground, blanketing the entire surface.

“The planet is being seared away,” Remax said, watching his scanners. “Buildings seem to be holding up a bit better, but they’re either going to be disintegrated as well or fall over and end up tumbling in space…or maybe fall into the planet’s core. Hard to say.”

“But none of it sounds good,” Vioxx said. “Beam up the away team, Gworos.”

“I can’t. Transporters can no longer penetrate the structure. I can’t get them on comms either.”

“Red alert! Open fire on the drones hitting their location. Maybe we can get some more time for them to get out of the building.”

“Firing!” Gworos said excitedly.

The Anomaly’s compression phasers lashed out at the targeted drone. It wobbled, then it and several of its nearby friends fired back, violently rocking the ship.

“It did not like that,” Remax said.

“And the Petra is hailing. The Marsdens are demanding to know what we’re doing to save their daughter,” Gworos said.

“We’re working on it!” Vioxx snapped. No transporters. A shuttle would be blasted to atoms before it made it to the surface. And there was still the problem of getting the away team out of the building.

Of course, he could just sit here. The situation was pretty hopeless. No one would blame him if everyone on the surface died. He might even get command of the Anomaly.

Dammit, he didn’t want them to die. They may not have been Romulans, but they were still his shipmates.

“Full power to dorsal and aft shields. Pull from any system we can spare,” Vioxx ordered Gworos. “Take us in, Yonk. Fast as you can. Get us right over that building.”

“Aye, sir,” the Ferengi at the helm replied setting the Anomaly into a dive.

“You’re going to get us all killed,” Remax said.

“Good thing you’ve had a long life then,” Vioxx replied. He tapped the all-call control on the armrest of the command chair. “All hands, brace yourselves. This is likely to be rough.”



Something was definitely happening.

The comm from the bridge had pulled Prosak out of her reading just as the ship started its descent.

Snotch tried to resist the urge to race to the window to see what was happening, but he couldn’t. He had to know.

He got there just in time to see something flash by outside, and suddenly the ship was being buffeted all around by what appeared to be a curtain of red energy.

For her part, Prosak saw this as her opportunity. She’d read a bit, as Snotch had suggested (There was something interesting stuff in that book. Ideas about Vulcans that she never would have come up with in a million years. She’d have to get back to it later.), but now they were in a crisis. It was just the sort of heightened situation that could lead to intimacy.

With Snotch quite preoccupied with peering out of the window of her quarters, she slid up behind the Vulcan, wrapper her arms around him, and rested her chin on his shoulder. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

“We seem to be flying into a literal rain of death. There is nothing beautiful about it,” Snotch replied, reflexively tensing both from Prosak’s touch and the constant rocking of the deck. Based on this hug or attempt at seduction or whatever Prosak was doing, the time for subtlety had passed. Time to be more direct. “What is happening? Where are we?”

“I have no idea,” Prosak said dreamily. “It doesn’t really matter as long as I’m here with you.”

“You are, as you have told me multiple times, the second officer on this ship. How do you not have an idea?”

Prosak shrugged. “It was need to know, and Starfleet Command apparently decided I didn’t need to know. This kind of thing used to upset me, but I’m much calmer about it now. Can you tell? Absolutely emotional control. Would you like to adjourn to my bedroom?”

“Now?” Snotch asked incredulously.

“I know we don’t know each other well. And I don’t want you to think I’m usually this impulsive. Really, I’m anything but. I just…what can I say? You make me do crazy things. But is that so wrong?” She spun him around to face her, looking deep into his eyes. “I think, when you get to know me, you’ll see that I’m a perfectly rational, logical being, who just wants to find love and peace in this helter-skelter universe. I think that you will see that we’re quite alike. Drifting, aimless, through the ether, just searching for a compatible soul to latch onto. You can see that too, right?”

“I…”

Snotch was unable to finish the sentence due to Prosak’s lips abruptly pressing against his own. That was, as the humans put it, the last straw. Tori Burke could ruin him, for all he cared. He’d go back to Vulcan and work at this parents’ sand landscaping company before he let things with Prosak go any further…assuming they survived whatever was happening outside the ship.

He pulled away from her, grasped her firmly by her upper arms, and stared directly into her eyes. Snotch was not taking any chances that she misunderstood him. “This relationship is not working for me.”

Prosak blinked. “What do you mean?”

“I believe it will be necessary to terminate our current course and part ways here. We each deserve a fresh break.”

“A fresh…”

“It is not you. Rather, it is me. I am not prepared to be with someone with so little emotional control.”

Prosak gaped.

“Thank you for a wonderful time these last two weeks,” Snotch said as held his hand up, parting his fingers in the V of a Vulcan salute. “Live long and prosper.”

“But…”

“I will be returning to my quarters for the remainder of my time on the ship. Please respect my wishes and do not contact me again. Peace and long life.”

And with that, Snotch turned, crossed the living area, and exited out into the corridor as fast as he could go without looking like he was running away, robes fluttering as he went.

“But…” Prosak stammered and stood there for a good long while.



“Shields at fifty-three percent!” Gworos shouted. Snotch’s assessment of the situation as “a literal rain of death” wasn’t far off. Upon passing below the Diamond Drones, the Anomaly had been subjected to a constant barrage of energy weapons slamming against the shields.

“This is going a lot worse than I’d hoped!” Vioxx said.

“Told you!” Remax spat.

“We’ve reached the coordinates,” Yonk said, sliding the Anomaly into position directly over the roof of the building containing Bain and the rest of the away team. “But I don’t think we should stay long.”

“I don’t plan to,” Vioxx replied. “Gworos, dorsal phasers. Punch a hole!”

“Punching!”



The hatch covering the roof of the growing chamber had had a heck of a week. After sitting nicely closed for a couple of centuries, somebody had come along a few days ago and forced it open with explosives of all things. And then a little while ago, it received a command to close. No one had commanded it to do anything in, again, centuries, but it did what it was told, activated motors that had long been disused, and slid shut.

Then a little bit ago, the entire sky had attacked it with an unrelenting assault of firepower. For a brief second, there was relief. Something was blocking the attack. Only then a much stronger blast shot out of the newcomer and seared into it.

After that, the hatch did the only sensible thing and disintegrated.

Fortunately, the away team had already relocated to the door of the growing chamber, where Lieutenant Marsden was frantically trying to disable the door locks while Bain, Tovar, Kasyov, and Cabral fought off the seemingly-never-ending waves of tendrils, all the while wondering just how long the building was going to stand up to whatever was happening outside.

When the hatch disintegrated, a massive phaser blast continued on into the growing chamber, vaporizing the bit of floor where the team had been earlier as well as the consoles and several tendrils unfortunate enough to be advancing through that part of the room.

Bain managed to get out just the “Bl…” of yet another “Bloody hell!” when he and the rest of the group minus Cabral dematerialized in a flurry of molecules. Cabral took the hint, and, as soon as the phaser blast faded away, rocketed upward through the hatch and phased straight into the Anomaly.



“Away team aboard!” Gworos said.

“Go, Yonk! GO!” Vioxx ordered.

With no target that he needed to aim for beyond getting the hell out of the atmosphere, Yonk set the polaron drives to full, zipping the Anomaly back into orbit in the blink of an eye and narrowly missing slamming the ship into one of the Diamond Drones in the process.

But a miss was a miss.

He took them around the planet and took up position next to the SS Petra just as Bain and Tovar rushed out of the bridge turbolift.

“Status report,” Bain said.

“We’re a bit shaken up but generally unharmed,” Vioxx said.

“If you can consider almost losing shields, unharmed,” Gworos said as he stepped aside to let Tovar take tac-ops.

“What is happening out there?” Bain said, gazing at the viewscreen.

“The Diamond Drones are disintegrating the planet,” Remax said.

“The Diamond…oh, I see. Because of their shape. Clever.”

“I came up with that,” Yonk said proudly.

“Well done, Ensign,” Bain said. “But can we stop them?”

“We did shoot at one. It fired right back at us,” Vioxx said.

“And there are thousands of them around the planet,” Tovar reported. “We will not have any measurable impact before they remove the planet’s crust entirely.

“We have to try,” Bain said. “We came all this way and…”

“Too late!” Remax said.

On screen, bursts of lava erupted around the surface of the Pliggeri homeworld. Still the Diamond Drones continued their assault. With less surface to deal with, their beams became more and more focused.

And soon there was nothing left.

The Diamond Drones ceased their attack. Floating dormant in a spherical formation around a world that no longer existed.

“Damn,” Bain said. He suddenly brightened. “But this doesn’t have to be a complete loss. We can grab a drone or two and use them to study their technology!”

The drones all abruptly exploded, leaving the Anomaly and the Petra orbiting empty space.

“Well bugger.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 178647.6. I’ve run across some planetary defense systems in my day, but this was the first that destroyed the planet it was supposed to be defending. I guess that is one way to keep your world from falling into enemy hands, not that we’re the enemy. Regardless, there is no longer a Pliggeri homeworld, at least not in this galaxy, based on what Cabral and Doctor Kasyov told me after their experience. And no more Pliggeri technology for the galactic powers to chase after.

“Marsden’s parents seem to be taking the loss as well as can be expected for people in their field. I’m sure they will be able to learn something from the scans they took in the time they were there. As for Cabral, I hope this experience gave him something resembling closure on the matter of where he came from. I don’t pretend to understand the Pliggeri or their ways of handling Cabral’s kind, but keeping the location of his home from him just seems wrong. Now he’s been there, and the place tried to kill him. If it were me, I’d be fine in the knowledge that it no longer existed.

“In an entirely separate matter, Mister Snotch has requested that we drop him off at the first possible Federation planet, outpost, colony, or what have you on our way back to the Alpha Quadrant. I don’t begin to know what happened between him and Prosak, but we’ll honor his request.”



“I’m so glad we got to have this time with you,” Ann Marsden said as she and Harold prepared to return to their ship after having dinner with Marsden and Tovar in their quarters on the Anomaly.

“Me too, Mom,” Marsden replied.

“I have to say that this ship is amazing! My little girl built a starship,” Ann Marsden proudly.

“And it only took her four years to show it to us,” Harold said with a smirk.

“We’ve been busy,” Marsden said. “But I only designed the Anomaly.”

“You do keep her running,” Tovar said. “And repair her after days like today.”

“It certainly came through better than Pliggeri,” Ann said.

Tovar inwardly winced. He shouldn’t have brought that up. It had been such a nice evening. “I am sorry about the planet,” he said.

“It’s not your fault,” Harold said. “We’ve run into a few booby-traps over the years. Nothing like this. But it’s not the first site that made it clear that we weren’t welcome.”

“Are you sure we can’t give you a ride back to Federation space?” Marsden asked. “We could probably squeeze the Petra into the shuttlebay. Or I could work with Cabral to extend the anti-sing field around it as we travel. It’d take a little extra concentration on his part, but I’m sure he’d be happy to do it. He did wake up to Pliggeri computer systems, after all. He owes you.”

“I was not aware that we were blaming Cabral for what happened,” Tovar said.

“Not blaming as such. Just acknowledging the roles that were played.”

“Did you setting proton saw to overload and using it to blow up said computer play a role?”

“Shelly!” Ann said horrified. “You blew up a centuries old artifact!”

“It wasn’t releasing Nat and Cabral! You like Nat. It was her or it.”

“You’re going to tell her if we hesitate to say you were right, aren’t you?” Harold said.

“Immediately after you leave.”

“Then yes. We like Nat, and you absolutely did the right thing.”

“But no, you don’t need to give us a ride,” Ann said. “Your father and I are going to use the trip back to go through the data we gathered. And the Champlain spotted a couple of other possible worlds to check out. Nothing like Pliggeri, but we’ll swing by on our way home.”

“Just be careful, okay?” Marsden said, giving her mother and father each a hug in turn.

“We will,” Ann said.

“Tovar, it was wonderful to meet you,” Harold said, grabbing Tovar into a hug that he wasn’t expecting.

As soon as Harold released him, Ann pulled him into another hug. “When you and Shelly get some leave, you have to come see us.”

“As we live on the same ship with my parents, that sounds more than reasonable,” Tovar replied. He quickly realized he was being a bit too analytical about it. “And I would enjoy getting to know you both better.”

“Good,” Ann said, letting him go.

“We love you, honey,” Harold said to Marsden.

“I love you, too. Computer, transport my parents back to the Petra,” Marsden said.

“Please identify ‘my parents,’” the ship’s transport control computer replied.

“Why did we ever stop having transporter officers?” Marsden muttered. “Computer, transport the two humans in this room who are not Starfleet Officers to the Petra. Got it?”

“Energizing,” the computer replied. A moment later, Ann and Harold disappeared in a swirl of particles.

“They liked you,” Marsden said once she and Tovar were alone.

“I’m glad. I liked them,” Tovar replied. “Although, I have to admit I’m surprised that they weren’t more upset that we managed to destroy the find of their careers within an hour of our arrival.”

“Mom and Dad are pretty rational, and they’ve been at this a long time. I’m sure they came to the same conclusion that I did.”

“Which is?”

“We saved their lives. If they had to wait for the Federation Science Institute to show up, they eventually would have tried to power up that console. I’m kind of amazed they didn’t try before we got there. But if they did, that defense system would have activated anyway, and they never would have gotten out of that room before the planet was destroyed. Hell, we nearly didn’t get out of that room.”

“But we did,” Tovar said.

“Yes, we did,” Marsden said, wrapping her arms around her husband. “And you know what that means.”

“Time for ‘we survived certain death’ sex?”

“You know it.” She planted a quick kiss on his lips, then sprinted toward the bedroom with Tovar close behind.



Cabral had been quiet as the Anomaly pulled away from its orbit over the emptiness that had been his homeworld just a short time earlier. Kasyov didn’t blame him. They’d both been trapped by that computer, but the whole thing had been so much more personal for Cabral. She busied herself in Science Lab Four, scanning him and making sure no harm was done by the experience. Dr. Nooney had wanted Kasyov to get checked out in Sickbay as well, but that could wait.

“Bridge to Cabral,” Captain Bain’s voice said over the comm. “Are we ready for anti- sing?”

“Yes, Captain,” Cabral replied. “I am standing by.”

“Good show. We’re engaging at Warp K. Bridge out.”

Science Lab Four was quiet for a few moments.

“I am fine, Natalia,” Cabral said.

“I know. I’m just working,” Kasyov replied.

“You’ve scanned the integrity of my housing six times in the last twenty minutes.”

“We were near an explosion. I just want to be sure.”

“You were closer to it than I was, and you came through unscathed. I’m fine. With everything.”

“I don’t know how. That computer just treated you like you were some completely unimportant tool, like the Pliggeri basically grew you as slaves! But it was still your home, and now it’s gone. I…I’m so sorry. I know that’s not nearly enough to say, but I am.”

“I appreciate that, but, while that planet may have been my origin, it isn’t my home. It hasn’t been for centuries. My home is here. My life is here. The people I care about are here. And the woman I love is here.”

“I’m glad to hear you say that. You’re so much more than the Pliggeri made you to be.”

“Don’t let what happened color your view of them. That was a defense system programmed to take particular actions. I remember my time on the homeworld and working side by side with the Pliggeri on ships. Our role in society was important. Yes, we were tools, of a sort, but we were never treated as anything other than equals.”

“Equals with built-in death dates,” Kasyov said darkly.

“That is…problematic. I certainly have many questions should I ever get to speak to the Pliggeri again.”

“I’m sorry you won’t have that opportunity.”

“Perhaps not, but maybe one day I will learn where they went.”

“I’ll certainly help you in any way I can.”

“I know you will, Natalia. But for now, I just want to relax and spend time with you.”

“I’m right here,” Kasyov said, running her hand along his sphere.



“You’re sure you want us to drop you off all the way out here?” Captain Bain asked as Snotch gathered up the last of his things. After a day of travel, the Anomaly was now making a brief stop at Matria Prime to drop off the Vulcan. Bain had gone to Snotch’s guest quarters personally to see him off.

“Yes, Captain. This is quite sufficient. I appreciate your hospitality,” Snotch replied.

“I’m sorry that I didn’t get a chance to have you join me for a meal or something, but this Pliggeri business just had me swamped. Maybe next time.”

There would not be a next time, if Snotch had any say in the matter. But now, just as he was leaving, he finally had a piece of information to give Tori Burke. It wasn’t much, but hopefully it would be enough to appease her.

Snotch simply nodded, and Bain gave the order to have him beamed down to the surface.

Tovar entered the quarters as soon as Snotch was gone.

“Were there any problems?”

“Not a one,” Bain said. “It’s been a while since we’ve had to do the VIP treatment routine, eh?”

“It has. Our suspicions were warranted, though. Mister Snotch sent multiple transmissions using an ultraspace transceiver that he brought on board, but they contained nothing of interest. And his movements around the ship were carefully watched. Your mention of the Pliggeri should be the only information he can provide.”

“Nicely done. We’ve set the hook, my boy. Now we wait to see if the Dillon Consortium takes the bait.”



Prosak stared numbly at the streaks of starlight outside of her window as the Anomaly sailed back toward the Alpha Quadrant.

Snotch had beamed down to Matria Prime hours ago. True to his word, he hadn’t made any contact with her after leaving her quarters. Presumably, she’d never see him again. Her cursed Romulan emotions were roiling, and none of her petty Vulcan parlor tricks were working. Nothing stemmed the tide that was rushing behind Prosak’s eyes.

She did the only thing she could think to do.

After sitting down at her desk, she punched in a series of commands on the comm panel and turned as the small viewscreen to her right came to life.

The figure on the screen looked at Prosak, puzzled.

“DAAAAAAAAAAAADDDDDDYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYY!” Prosak cried, bursting into tears and laying her head down on the desk.

Ambassador Rorshak’s pronounced Romulan brow creased with worry. “Oh, Boogles…”



Tori Burke read the padd her android assistant Gregory had handed to her as they walked back toward her office on the top level of the executive office complex on Dillonia. “And this is all Snotch sent?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Gregory said, keeping step next to Burke. “Well, that and insisting that his business with us is at an end.”

“Fine,” Burke said. “Pay him. He’s given us plenty.”

“The word ‘Pliggeri’? I do not understand how that helps us with the Captain Bain problem,” Gregory said.

Burke stopped in mid-stride and spun to face him. “What is Reginald Bain?” she demanded.

“A human Starfleet captain. And I believe the correct phrasing is ‘Who is Reginald Bain?’”

“No, I meant ‘what,’” Burke said. “Yes, he’s human and in Starfleet and all that, but, as my predecessor knew, Bain is also more than that.”

“Ah yes. He’s a legend,” Gregory said, remembering the conversation that his previous body had with the previous Dillon Consortium CEO, Jackson Loomis, before said body was destroyed by, who else, Reginald Bain.

“Exactly. And as we’ve all hopefully learned by now, you don’t kill a legend.”

“At least not Reginald Bain,” Gregory said. “He seems to be impervious to…”

Burke continued before Gregory could finish, “Loomis wanted to destroy the legend instead of the man by discrediting Bain. That was stupid and needlessly messy. I propose to do something else entirely.”

“Which is?”

“Make him an afterthought,” Burke said. “Yes, he had his heyday when he was off butchering the Breen and scaring the…whatever they believe in…out of the Tzenkethi, but that was a long time ago. He’s getting old, and if it weren’t for that ship of his, he’d be off puttering around somewhere like every other Starfleet captain. No one would remember his name. Take away his special ship, and he’s just a man again.”

“You’re going to try to take the Anomaly?”

“Yes, but I’m also going to make sure it’s no longer special. Once the Dillon Consortium creates and starts selling its own anti-singularity drives, every power in the galaxy will be lining up to outfit their fleets…and our pockets. In a few years, everyone will forget about Reginald Bain. The Dillon Consortium’s profits will soar, and he will be…irrelevant. And one day, he’ll just disappear. The story might make his local news. Probably not. But Bain will spend the rest of his days in a cell on Dillonia.”

“Perhaps then we can kill him.”

“Maybe. But I imagine the Board will be more entertained by watching a useless old man slowly wither away. Killing him would hardly be worth the effort at that point. Let him linger, spending the rest of his days imprisoned with the knowledge that the Consortium will continue on more powerful than ever, all thanks to him and his stupid little ship.”

“That is positively evil,” Gregory said.

“Thanks. I think it’s the suit. It really brings it out in me.”

“It…suits you.”

“No puns. Or you’ll be in the cell next to Bain.”

“Sorry.”



“Come,” Captain Bain said, looking up from his book.

Prosak stepped into the Captain’s Lounge and looked around idly, her eyes glassy.

“Commander,” Bain said, setting the book aside and rising from his armchair. “What a pleasant surprise. Have a seat. Can I offer you a drink?”

Prosak looked over at the empty chair and then glanced back at him, blinking. “You don’t need two first officers.”

“Come again?”

“You don’t need two first officers.”

“You’re technically second officer. Not that I don’t think of you as first officer still, but Starfleet insists that…”

“I request a leave of absence,” Prosak said, cutting him off and tossing a padd down on Bain’s side table. “I have…a lot to think about.”

“I take it things with Snotch did not go well?”

“I do not wish to talk about it. I would prefer to meditate on my future. With your permission, I’d like to do so aboard the Anomaly. I can’t continue to perform my duties, however. I…must roam free.”

“Roam…free…”

“You understand,” Prosak said, and gently cupped Bain’s face. “You always have.”

“Are you all right, Prosak?”

“I will be fine. Father and I had a nice long talk and we agreed…I would reconsider my life choices.”

“Your life choices?”

“I am a Romulan,” Prosak said. “Maybe that is all that I will ever be. Good day.”

And with that, Prosak left, leaving a perplexed Reginald Bain behind.






Welcome to the Party





In many ways, Kristen Larkin was the ideal Starfleet admiral. She’d had a long career (and it was loooong. Well over a century at this point.) and had served on several different ships with all kinds of crews, some of which were more interesting than others. As an android, she maintained perfect recall of every experience that she had ever had, and she could process new information at a rate that was still impressive even so many years after her initial construction.

With all of that going for her, someone looking in from the outside would find it odd that Larkin wasn’t the Fleet Admiral by now, but it was not a path that she wanted to go down. She preferred to stay more directly involved in the day-to-day operations of certain aspects of Starfleet and really did not relish spending all of her time in meetings. When you had a brain capable of the speeds and feats hers was, sitting in a meeting really did feel like an eternity.

Instead, she looked for the interesting assignments, ships, and crews. It was likely a holdover from the early years of her own career, but she felt it was important that those ships and officers that didn’t fit neatly into Starfleet’s usual boxes have an advocate watching over them at Starfleet Headquarters.

On the surface, Captain Reginald Bain wouldn’t seem to be one of those people. He’d had a long, decorated career. He was a war hero several times over. And he commanded Starfleet’s one and only emergency response ship, the USS Anomaly, a ship with the only working anti-singularity drive in the known galaxy. Larkin wouldn’t send the Anomaly on any First Contact missions (Well, there was the one to the Andromeda Galaxy, but that had ended up being a disaster in many different ways.), but it and Bain were just the thing to get somewhere fast and deal with an emergency situation.

The problem was that even without a war to fight, Bain still tended to end things with explosions. The Dillion Consortium was still furious about the fleet he’d decimated near Multek space.

And now there was Planet B-2-47361, or as it had turned out to be, the Pliggeri homeworld. Starfleet had been searching for the Pliggeri for years, but almost as soon as they sent the Anomaly and confirmed that they’d found the Pliggeri homeworld, it was gone. Destroyed by the Pliggeri’s own defense systems. Granted, it was deserted, but the technology alone would have been incredibly valuable to Starfleet’s attempts to replicate the Anomaly’s engine.

Some others in Starfleet Command wanted to blame Reginald Bain, but from the reports that she had read, Larkin knew that it wasn’t his fault. Still, a lot of people inside Starfleet were not happy.

And based on the incoming comm that her attaché had just informed her about, Larkin was certain some other interested parties were not happy either. She stopped working on status reports (Admittedly, to someone on the outside, it would appear that she was just sitting at her desk unmoving, but internally reports were being done along with multiple other tasks. Since she had a computer for a brain, it seemed silly to use the computer on her desk for a lot of her tasks. Why do that when she could just transmit directly from her brain into the Starfleet systems?) to answer the comm.

“Admiral Larkin,” the image of Romulan Ambassador Rorshak said with a slight nod of his head by way of greeting.

“Ambassador. How nice to see you,” Larkin replied. “It has been quite a while.”

“I do enjoy our chats. I only wish this one were under better circumstances. As you can imagine, my government was most dismayed to read of the events at the Pliggeri homeworld.”

“I cannot say that we are happy with the outcome either.”

“Which is why we would like to meet.”

“May I ask who ‘we’ is in this instance?”

“Certain representatives of the Romulan Star Empire. We would ask that you attend along with any of your colleagues who would be relevant. And, of course, Captain Bain and Commander Vioxx.”

Larkin did not like the sound of that, but this was neither the time nor the place to voice her concerns. Instead, she went for the diplomatic response. “Considering all that we have been able to accomplish together with the Anomaly project, I think a meeting to discuss things and plan for the future would be wonderful.”

“Excellent,” Rorshak said. “We will be in touch soon to determine the time and place.”

Rorshak didn’t end the comm right then. If Larkin had to guess, she would say that he was debating whether or not to ask her something.

“Admiral,” he said finally.

“Yes. Ambassador?”

“After that, I know it’s hardly the time to ask a favor, but…I’d like to ask a favor.”

“I will help if I can…in the spirit of cooperation,” Larkin replied.

“Of course. My daughter has requested a leave of absence from her duties on the Anomaly.”

“I am aware.”

“She has chosen to remain on board, but I was hoping you could see to it that Captain Bain doesn’t attempt to push her back on duty until she is ready. But also that she isn’t left to just wallow in her own misery.”

“So do not push her and do not leave her alone.”

“You understand completely,” Rorshak said.

“I will take care of it.”

“Thank you, Admiral. I will see you soon.”

“I look forward to it.”

With another slight nod, Rorshak closed the channel, leaving Larkin with the task of informing Reginald Bain that he was being summoned to a meeting. If there was one person who disliked meetings more than she did, it was Reginald Bain. But he was probably enjoying his current assignment even less.



“This is intolerable,” Captain Reginald Bain said, rubbing his temples as he sat in the Anomaly’s command chair.

“Yes,” Sub-Lieutenant Zantak replied simply from the helm. She didn’t say much under normal circumstances, but as it was, she was struggling to keep the USS Anomaly out of the paths of any of the hundreds of other ships swarming around the perimeter of the Deneria Ship Yards.

“By Jenichai, YOU WILL YIELD!” Centurion Nortal shouted at tac-ops. The bridge crew was not the target of her fury. Instead, it was one of the many ships out there. Perhaps all of them. Bain didn’t rightly know or care at the moment.

If Starfleet saw fit to put the Anomaly (along with several other starships) on glorified traffic cop duty for this ridiculous event, Bain would follow orders, and he was making damn sure that the swarms of onlookers and press ships out there knew that the Anomaly meant business. To that end, he’d assigned Nortal to handle communications. Tovar was a top-notch security officer and a sure hand at the weapons console, but he’d lost the ability to scare the holy hell out of others with his voice alone when his interloping past life was removed, taking that J’Ter fellow with it.

The one problem with putting Nortal at tac-ops in this situation was the monumental amount of restraint she needed in order to not start blasting each and every ship out there into pieces. Said restraint was currently being provided by Commander Vioxx, who was standing next to Nortal. Every time her hand moved toward the phaser or neutron torpedo controls…

SLAP!

“But they have invaded our personal zone!’

SLAP!

“If you were not my commanding officer…”

SLAP!

“The spacedock doors are opening,” Doctor Natalia Kasyov reported from the bridge science console.

“About bloody time,” Bain said. “They were supposed to start this dog and pony show half an hour ago. Alright, Dax, get on with it. Let’s see what all the fuss is about.”

The fuss, as it were, was the unveiling of the refitted USS Enterprise-J, still under the command of Captain Barnum Dax. With it being the flagship and all, the reveal was being trumpeted by Starfleet as quite the event, and it seemed like every news outlet in the Federation had bought into the hype and sent a ship to cover it, which, along with the civilian ships that had shown up to oooh and ahhh at Dax’s new and improved ship (Well, not new, but supposedly improved.), had created the traffic nightmare the Anomaly was now contending with.

This crowd was also why the event was being held out at Deneria rather than over Mars at Utopia Planitia. No one was thrilled with the idea of having this kind of chaos buzzing around the Sol System.

But for a moment, the chaos at Deneria had been stilled. All of the ships were focused on the massive vessel emerging from the spacedock doors.

“Have I gone crackers, or does it look exactly the same?” Bain asked.

“The nacelles are new, I think,” Kasyov said.

“Oh yeah. Longer?”

“Maybe. And pointier. Is that a word?”

“Good enough for me, Doctor,” Bain said.

“Captain, our superiors hail!” Nortal exclaimed.

“Anything to cut off this nonsense. On screen, if you please, Centurion.”

“Her visage appears!”

True to Nortal’s word, the image of Admiral Larkin replaced that of the Enterprise-J on the Anomaly’s bridge viewscreen.

“Krissers! What’s the good word?” Bain said happily, leaping up out of his seat.

“Hello, Reginald. I’m sorry to interrupt the unveiling,” Larkin replied.

“Not at all. The show was mostly over anyway. What can we do for you?”

“The Romulan government has requested a conference to discuss recent events.”

Bain’s smiled disappeared. “Ah. I thought they might want to have a chat about that.”

“You did manage to destroy an entire planet less than an hour after your arrival. That is a record, even for you.”

“In all fairness…”

“I know you were not to blame. Still, in the interest of our alliance, you and the Anomaly will report to Alkor Six in three days.”

“We could be there in a couple of hours.”

“Yes, but the rest of us cannot, and we need to make sure all interested parties are accounted for. Three days. You and Commander Vioxx are required to attend the conference. I will leave other attendees from the Anomaly to your discretion. Let me know if anything changes.”

“Understood, Admiral.”

“One more thing. Check in on Prosak. Her father is worried about her. Larkin out.”

The admiral closed the channel, switching the viewscreen back to showing the space outside the Anomaly, which was rapidly clearing out as vessels got their look at the Enterprise-J then headed back to where they came from.

“Another communication arrives!” Nortal said. “Captain Barnum Dax requests an audience!”

“Of course he does,” Bain muttered. Dax would certainly be full of himself after all of this pomp and circumstance for a couple of new nacelles, but Bain wasn’t going to hide from the man. “Put him on.”

Once again, the image on the viewscreen shifted, this time to show the two-story high bridge of the Enterprise-J and standing in front of its command chair, its Trill commanding officer, Captain Barnum Dax, who was grinning broadly. “Reginald! So what did you think of my new beauty?”

“I’m sorry, Barnum, old boy, but Starfleet Command commed just as they were opening the barn doors. I’m sure it was quite the spectacle, but we couldn’t keep the Admiral waiting, now could we?”

Dax’s face darkened considerably. “No. No, you couldn’t.”

“Sorry to dash, but we have a mission, and I’m sure you have several days to weeks of warp field alignments to get to with those new nacelles. See you out there, Barnum. Anomaly out.”

Nortal smacked the channel closed with the palm of her hand as Bain settled back into his command chair.

“You just lied to a Starfleet captain…a lot,” Kasyov said.

“I’m a captain too, so no harm, no foul,” Bain replied. “And it’s good for him. Got to keep that ego in check somehow, or his head is likely to fill up even a bridge as large as his. Two decks. Bloody waste of space.”

Bain pulled himself out of his grumbling about the Enterprise-J. “Zantak, get us on a heading in the general direction of Alkor Six. Seems we’ve got some time to kill, but I’ll be damned if I’m spending it here. Engage.”

Zantak entered the coordinates and sent the Anomaly into warp, speeding them quickly away from the Enterprise-J and its shiny new nacelles.



In her short time serving as CEO of the Dillion Consortium, Tori Burke had come to one inescapable conclusion: most of this job was really boring. Yes, the rush of power from being in control of a massive galactic corporate conglomerate had been great, but now most of her days were filled with meetings, briefings, conference comms, other comms, and many many many reports and other bits of paperwork to read and approve.

But as it was, only part of her felt that way. The rest knew the importance of what she was doing, acted in the best interests of the Consortium, and kept the dozens of bickering vice presidents of this and that in line. It all kept her busy.

What really kept her going, though, was the special project. Everything inside her was determined that Reginald Bain would be brought low for humiliating the Consortium on multiple occasions.

All that they needed was an opportunity.

Burke’s office door chime sounded. She looked up from the latest earnings statements from the cruise line arm of the Consortium and called out, “Come in.”

Her android assistant, Gregory, stepped inside. “I know you are busy, ma’am, but we have received word that the Anomaly has been summoned to Alkor Six for a meeting with Starfleet and Romulan officials.”

“Isn’t that interesting?”

“I knew you would think so.”

The reports could wait. An opportunity had presented itself, and there were arrangements to make.



Two days into the Anomaly’s slow voyage to Alkor Six (Well, relatively slow compared to the anti-singularity drive. The ship was still moving along at a pace several times the speed of light.), Captain Bain approached the doors of Commander Prosak’s quarters. If he was honest with himself, which he always tried to be, he bore a certain amount of responsibility for Prosak’s current state. Perhaps he shouldn’t have let that Vulcan, Snotch, on board.

Now Snotch was gone, but he had apparently crushed Prosak in the process. She had not been seen outside of her quarters in days. He’d had Tovar check the internal sensors to make sure that she was alive and moving, which she was, but she’d been on something of a loop between her bed and the couch in her living area…or sometimes the floor.

He pressed the door chime.

At first there was no response, but finally Prosak’s voice said, “I am not receiving visitors at this time.”

If she was going for emotionless Vulcan, Bain thought that she’d taken it a bit too far even for them.

“Prosak, it’s Captain Bain. I just wanted to check in to see how your…reconsidering was going.” That is what Prosak had said that she would be doing, reconsidering her life choices, which Bain thought would mean going more Romulan and less Vulcan, despite her current tone.

“Fine. Good. I’m reaching new depths, and I cannot be disturbed at this critical time.”

“Right. Good. I’m glad it’s going so well. Do let me know if I can be of assistance, or if you just want to talk about your discoveries.”

“Thank you, Captain. I am fine.”

Bain thought about pressing the issue. At least getting her to open the door, but then…

“Tovar to Bain.”

“Keep at it, Prosak. I’m around if you need me.” He started off down the corridor. “Go ahead, Tovar.”

“Message from Starfleet. The meeting location has been moved to Nelephron.”

“Same time?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Nelephron it is then. Comm Admiral Larkin and let her know that we have received and acknowledged the change of venue to Nelephron.”

“Aye, sir. Bridge out.”

Bain continued down the corridor, still feeling unsettled about his conversation with Prosak. He soon spotted Commander Vioxx approaching from the opposite direction and realized that the Romulan officer might be just the person to help Prosak with her searching.

“Vioxx! Your timing couldn’t be better. I have a favor to ask.”

Vioxx, who had been expecting just a greeting from the captain as they passed each other, stopped abruptly. A favor? Bain never asked for favors, especially not from him. What could he possibly want?

“Look in on Prosak, would you?” Bain continued.

Oh…that. “Me, sir?” Vioxx asked, trying to come up with some reason that he couldn’t do the favor that wouldn’t upset the captain.

“I thought she’d be out of her funk by now, but obviously I was wrong. Maybe it’s a Romulan thing.”

“It’s not,” Vioxx said.

“Even so. A fellow Romulan might be able to help her get through this. I know we’ve got this conference coming up, but please try to see her before we get there.”

Vioxx’s mind was blank. No good excuses were forthcoming, so he said the only thing he could think of. “You have my word.”

“Good man,” Bain said, clapping him on the shoulder before continuing on his way. “I knew I could count on you.”

That was that then. Vioxx was obligated. But Bain didn’t say anything about checking in on Prosak right now. She could wait until later.

Much later.



If you were looking to hold a clandestine meeting, you could do a lot worse than Nelephron. As far as Federation worlds went, it was a minor one (Not that the Federation ranks its members that way. All members are equal in the eyes of the Federation. Really. We mean it.), not really in the middle of anything but not especially isolated either. The Nelephronites had gone through the usual struggles of a growing civilization before reaching out beyond their world, first by mining a relatively nearby asteroid field (nearby once they achieved warp drive), and then eventually encountering other spacefaring species, most of whom were already members of the United Federation of Planets.

Nelephron quickly joined up as well and settled into a fairly non-exceptional existence. But that’s what made it so ideal for the aforementioned clandestine meeting. As a Federation member, the presence of a Starfleet vessel wasn’t unusual or worthy of mention, and it was far enough away from Romulan space that no one would be bothering to scan for cloaked vessels.

As it was, the Anomaly received the equivalent of a quick, “Hey. How you doin’?” when it slid into orbit, but that was pretty much the end of it.

“Right!” Bain said, getting up from his command chair. “Let’s go get this over with, Vioxx. You have the conn, Tovar. Keep a close eye on things. Please have Marsie and Nortal join us.”

“Aye, sir,” Tovar said, moving from tac-ops down to the command chair as Bain and Vioxx headed toward the turbolift.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Bain said once they were inside, “how are things with Prosak?”

Vioxx inwardly winced. He didn’t mean to put that off quite this long, but, on the bright side, this gave him a new solution to the issue.

“Excuse me one second,” he said, ducking back out of the turbolift before the doors closed. He rushed over to Sub-Commander Remax.

“The captain has a job for you. Check in on Prosak,” Vioxx said.

“Let me guess. That was your job,” Remax said.

“And now it’s yours. I’m delegating, so you can take care of Prosak…and not in the killing way!”

“You’re not serious.”

“Captain’s orders,” Vioxx replied with a grin before dashing back to the turbolift.

“All sorted now?” Bain asked.

“Yes. All set. And Prosak is being handled.”

“Glad to hear it,” Bain said as the turbolift began its descent.

Back on the bridge, Remax tried to focus on the sensors, but there was absolutely nothing of interest to see. Instead, he just felt growing irritation at the babysitting job Vioxx had dumped on him. He was not going to let this infringe on things he’d rather be doing, so he was getting it out of the way NOW.

He turned to Tovar. “Since we’re all just sitting here, can I go take care of something? It won’t take long,”

“Very well,” Tovar replied. “But we may need you.”

“I’ll hurry,” Remax said, heading toward the turbolift just as Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell emerged to take over tac-ops for Tovar.

The Mezzakkan security officer began his usual start-of-shift ritual of cleaning and disinfecting the tac-ops console. “The Captain’s team has beamed down,” he said distractedly as he focused on a particularly annoying smudge.

“Acknowledged,” Tovar said. Now there was nothing to do but wait…and hope that Brazzell didn’t overdo it with the cleaning products. Those fumes were not for the weak.



Remax stalked down the corridor towards Prosak’s quarters growing more and more incensed. He was a Romulan and understood the chain of command, so he would follow orders. But, since he was a Romulan, he was also looking for a loophole in Vioxx’s demand. He couldn’t kill Prosak, not that he wanted to at this point anyway. Selex had tried, failed, and run off to be a prisoner of the Breen, which seemed like an overreaction under the circumstances. Remax just needed to find a way to take care of her that didn’t involve actually listening to her whine and moan about whatever had led to her lock herself up in her quarters…or talk to her at all really. He had better things to do. He…

Was that someone whistling?

A moment later, Doctor Fred Nooney rounded the corner in front of him, whistling away happily. “Why, hello there Remax!” the doctor said brightly upon spotting the Romulan.

“Doctor,” Remax said simply. He already had Prosak to deal with and absolutely no interest in the prattling of the Anomaly’s Chief Medical Officer.

“You’re looking awfully grim today,” Nooney said. “Is something wrong? Want a lollipop?”

Remax stifled a growl. “No, I don’t want a…” Inspiration struck. Remax abruptly stopped himself and flashed a smile at Nooney. “I’m sorry, Doctor. I’ve just had a bit on my mind. I’m so very worried about Commander Prosak.”

“She has been in a mood, hasn’t she? At least that’s what I heard. Broken heart?”

“She needs a friend right now.”

“And you’re going to visit her. That’s wonderful of you, Remax.”

“Would that I could, but I am completely swamped with…all the science I need to do. Also, I…I just don’t think I’m the man for the job. She needs someone closer to her age who can understand what she’s going through. She needs someone who can remind her of the joy of life. She needs…”

“She needs ME!” Nooney exclaimed.

“You? Hmmm…there’s an interesting idea. I think you might be onto something, Doctor.”

“Yes, I am! Stand back, Remax. I’m about to make a house call!” Nooney waggled his eyebrows at Remax, which the Romulan found extremely unsettling for some reason, and then charged off in the direction of Prosak’s quarters.

There, Remax thought. Prosak was taken care of. And who better to take care of her than the ship’s caregiver himself? Let Vioxx try and argue with him about that.



There was no response to the door chime, not that Dr. Nooney really expected there to be. Poor Prosak was wallowing in her own sadness right now and probably believed that she didn’t want to see another person as long as she lived. That wasn’t the answer though. She needed to be with people. She needed companionship. Whether she believed it or not, she needed Nooney.

“Prosak!” he called sweetly through the doors. “Open up please. It’s Doctor Fred!”

Nothing.

“I’m here to listen. No judgments. Only love! Please let me in.”

Nothing.

“Okay, Prosak. I won’t push anymore. Have it your way!” he practically sang. Then, much more softly. “Computer, open these doors. Emergency medical override. Authorization Nooney Unicorn Seven.”

As instructed, the doors to Prosak’s quarters whooshed open, revealing darkness within. He could just make out the silhouette of Prosak seated in the middle of the floor.

“Lights. Dim,” Nooney ordered, rushing in and kneeling beside the Romulan woman. Her hair was a matted, tangled mess, and she was draped in a black Vulcan robe. Neither her or it smelled like they’d been washed in a very long time. Scattered around her were various plates, silverware, and food remnants, so at least she was eating.

Prosak stared blankly at Nooney, her eyes puffy. “I want to be alone,” she croaked, trying to get her long-unused voice to function again.

“You need to have company,” Nooney said. He gently took her arm and helped her up, leading her to the sofa. “Now tell Doctor Fred all about it. It was that mean old Vulcan, wasn’t it?”

Prosak nodded.

“Oh, honey, I know it hurts now. We’ve all suffered through the end of relationships. I’m sure you thought he was wonderful, but you were only together for such a short time. As bad as this breakup feels, it will be better soon. You’ll find someone else. Someone better.”

“It’s not that,” Prosak said, tears welling in her eyes.

“It’s not the breakup?” Nooney asked confused.

Prosak shook her head. “He…he said I was too emotional! WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

Nooney gasped and grabbed her into a big hug as Prosak dissolved into sobs. “OH, HONEY!”



“This is where they picked for the meeting?” Vioxx asked in disbelief as he, Captain Bain, Nortal, and Lieutenant Shelly Marsden stood outside of the structure at the beam down coordinates they were provided. It was a restaurant, and not a very nice one by the look of it.

“It’s certainly not where anyone would be expecting us to be,” Bain said, striding inside, followed by the rest of the group.

The restaurant in question, Days of Fryer Past, had been opened many years earlier in an attempt to attract an off-world clientele, specifically humans. The restaurant’s owners had purchased a pre-World War III Earth culinary structure and had it transported to their new establishment. Said structure, a battered contraption with wheels that appeared to be designed to be towed behind some other kind of conveyance, was on display in a transparent aluminum case in the center of the dining room with a sign explaining that it once roamed the landscape of Planet Earth moving from town to town to serve funnel cakes, corn dogs, and the like at an event known as a carnival.

They were greeted by a Nelephronite at the host podium almost as soon as they entered. “Ah, you must be here for the private party. You’re the first to arrive. Please take a seat.” He gestured to a long table that had been laid out to one side of the case containing the carnival food wagon with seating for twelve. Other tables were placed around the restaurant with booths along the walls.

“Capital,” Bain said. “Make yourselves comfortable everyone. Can we get some menus?”

“You’re going to eat?” Vioxx asked surprised.

“Why not? We’re in a restaurant, after all? Might as well enjoy it.”

“I demand to dine!” Nortal said, dropping down into a chair. Bain sat down next to her, while across the table, Vioxx and Marsden took their seats.

“Well…this is different,” Marsden said.

“Always be ready for anything, Marsie,” Bain said. “Whether it be a surprise meal or a fire fight.”

“Let’s stick with the former.”

“We shall see.”



Dr. Nooney had lost track of time.

And his pants were soaked.

He really thought that Prosak would stop sobbing at some point, but so far the RommaVulc seemed perfectly content to remain curled up, her head in his lap, as the tears flowed freely.

“Prosak…”

The crying continued unabated.

“Prosak, honey.”

Nothing. He didn’t need her to go back to being Vulcan, but a little emotional control might be nice right now.

“Okay, honey,” Nooney said, grabbing her by the shoulders and pulling her upright again. “We need to talk about this now.”

“What…is there…to talk about?” Prosak sniffed, her face shining with a lovely mix of snot and tears.

“You, of course!” Nooney said. “Who cares about that stuck-up Snotch? He doesn’t know anything! You’re a wonderful person!”

“But…am I a wonderful Vulcan?”

“You can be a wonderful whatever you want to be! This is your life, sweetums.”

“Sweetums?”

“You have to grab it!” Nooney pressed on. “Only YOU know what YOU can be, and YOU can be what YOU want when YOU decide what that is.”

“I wanted to be a Vulcan.”

“Then be a Vulcan.”

“I do not know anymore. Maybe Snotch was right. And…”

“And what, dear?”

“This is difficult to admit.”

“I’m here for you, Prosak. There’s no judgment.”

“That cry…kind of felt good.”

“There is no shame in that cry. It was a good cry,” Nooney said.

“But I cannot just stop being a RommaVulc, can I? I have been that for so many years. I do not know if I can start over.”

“You can always start over. No matter what.”

“But…”

“No! No buts!” Nooney said. He suddenly knew exactly what he needed to tell her. No wait! Showing her would be so much better! He didn’t have time to actually take her off the ship, but…”

“Come with me!” Nooney exclaimed, leaping up off of the sofa and then grabbing Prosak’s arms and pulling her up.

“Where are we going? I am a mess! I cannot go…”

“You can and you will! Let’s GO!”

Nooney led Prosak through the corridors of the Anomaly, where Prosak’s unkempt state and the massive wet spot covering Nooney’s front drew more than a few stares from the ship’s crew. Finally they arrived at their destination.

“The holodeck?” Prosak asked as Nooney, giggling wildly, quickly typed commands into the holodeck control panel.

“Yep!” he said.

“And I couldn’t use my holopod?”

“I wanted us to experience this together. And…there! It’s ready.”

Nooney took Prosak’s hand and stepped toward the holodeck doors, which opened revealing…

…the deck of a ship.

But not just any ship. This was outdoors somewhere and appeared to be floating on actual water.

“Welcome to Pacifica!” Nooney said happily.

“We’re on a cruise ship?”

“Yes. Complete nostalgia trip. The company that runs it wanted a throw-back to the days when people sailed on the water.”

Prosak looked around confused. “It is pretty, but I do not see how spending time on a cruise ship will help me.”

“I didn’t bring you here for the ship,” Nooney said, pointing down the deck as a figure strode their way. It was tall and carrying some kind of staff, which was about all Prosak could tell at first.

Then details became clearer. Long hair. Female form. And head ridges.

Klingon.

And not just any Klingon. Prosak knew this one. They had butted heads before, and, as you would expect when your opponent has bony ridges, Prosak had not emerged unscathed.

The Klingon woman reached Nooney and Prosak and tapped her staff, which was actually a shuffleboard cue stick, against the deck. “Welcome aboard the Wave of Relaxation.” She bared her teeth in what was possibly supposed to be a smile. Or maybe a threat. “Prosak.”

“Chynok,” Prosak replied darkly.

“Isn’t this fun!” Nooney exclaimed, clapping his hands.



Thus far, Tovar’s time in the center seat had involved little more than watching and waiting as the ship orbited Nelephron. He didn’t mind, especially, since he hadn’t spent as much time in command as Vioxx or Prosak. Still, he knew enough about how these things worked that he didn’t expect it to stay this way for long.

“Sir, we’re receiving a distress call,” Brazzell reported.

And there it was.

“Location?” he asked.

“The asteroid field approximately a light year from here. It’s a small mining scout. They’ve lost engines and main power after a stray rock strike. Auxiliary power is failing, too. I have no word on any internal cleaning bots or their status.”

“We will do our best without that bit of information,” Tovar said. “What about the Nelephronites?”

“I’m in communication with them now. They are asking if we can handle it, since we’re here and they’d have to get a ship manned and underway.”

“Why am I not surprised? Tovar to Bain.”

“Go ahead,” his adopted father’s voice replied.

“We have been asked to respond to a distress call. It’s a short distance away, but we will be gone for a little while.”

“Understood. Go lend a hand, if it’s needed, and be careful.”

“We will return as soon as we can. Tovar out.”



After his conversation with Tovar ended, Bain went back to perusing the menu as the waiter brought them all glasses of water. “They weren’t kidding about the name of this place, were they? How do you deep fry a BLT?”

“I’m glad Tovar didn’t come along,” Marsden said. “Toflay would be screaming.”

“Because of the frying or because he didn’t think of it first?” Bain asked with a smirk.

“Possibly both.”

“You dare besmirch the name of my beloved!” Nortal cried, going for the knife at her place setting.

“Relax, Centurion,” Bain said. “No one is insulting Toflay.”

“And I’m not letting you near Tovar anyway,” Marsden added.

“That’s not helping,” Vioxx said as Nortal seethed.

“Enough arguing,” Bain said. “We’re here to enjoy what was apparently the food of my ancestors. Pick something out. At this rate we might even get to eat before the others arrive.”

“No such luck, I’m afraid,” a female voice called. The group at the table turned to see a woman in a tailored blue business suit striding over from the entrance. Two men, also in business suits but looking more like solid walls of muscle, took positions behind her blocking the door. Two more exited the kitchen and stood guard there.

“We are ambushed! Flee! I will end them all!” Nortal shouted, grabbing utensils in both hands.

Bain put a hand on her shoulder to stop her from launching her assault. “I’ll handle this one, Centurion.” He stood up to face Tori Burke, CEO of the Dillon Consortium. “I know what you think is going to happen here, but…”

“Relax, Captain,” Burke said, cutting him off. “I just came by to say hello to my new employee.” She gestured at Marsden.

“You’re nuts if you think I’m ever going to work for you,” Marsden said.

“We have ways of changing your mind, Ms. Marsden,” Burke said as she sat down at the end of the table near to Nortal and Marsden to join the group. “And if you don’t, it hardly matters, because by the time I’m finishing dessert, the Anomaly will be mine.”



Ensign Yonk steered the Anomaly gracefully between two more asteroids as the ship headed deeper and deeper into the field.

“There’s a less dense area up ahead,” Remax said, watching his sensor readings. “The signal is coming from there.”

As promised, once Yonk moved them past another massive rock, they entered a bit of an open area, surrounded on all sides by asteroids. They’d also been promised a ship in distress, but that was not readily apparent.

“Did they blow up already?” Yonk asked confused.

“I doubt it,” Tovar replied getting up from the command chair and peering closely at the viewscreen. Something was off. “Are we vibrating?” he asked.

“Of course we are,” Remax said. “The engines always cause a slight vibration.”

“No. This is more…”

The Anomaly shuddered suddenly, sending Tovar toppling to the deck.

“What was that?” Tovar snapped, climbing back to his feet. “Did one of those rocks hit us?”

“Negative,” Brazzell reported from Tac-Ops. “No contacts are within 100 kilometers of us. Ship’s systems are nominal.”

The bridge rumbled again, almost sending Tovar and the others back to the floor.

“The ship disagrees,” Tovar said. “Get Engineering to confirm.”

“Aye, Commander.”

“Kasyov to Bridge!” the Science Officer’s voice shouted over the comm as the ship rocked again.

“This isn’t a good time, Doctor!” Tovar replied. “And yes, we know that there’s something wrong with the ship!”

“It’s not the ship!” Kasyov shouted back. “It’s Cabral.”

“What do you mean it’s Cabral?”

“Something’s wrong with him!”

The ship shuddered again as the lights flickered. “I can see that! Can you be a bit less vague?”

“Sir!” Brazzell exclaimed from tactical. “Five ships just entered sensor range heading directly toward us.”

“This is starting to feel a lot like a trap,” Sub-Commander Remax said from the science station.

“I am forced to agree,” Tovar said darkly. “Doctor Kasyov, can Cabral hold it together long enough to…”

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAUUUUUUUUUUUUUGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHH!”

Cabral’s agonized wail seemed to emanate from the very walls of the Anomaly themselves. The bridge suddenly was thrown into pitch blackness as every single system went out at once. With the ship’s artificial gravity now offline along with everything else, Tovar felt himself rising up off the deck.

“I’d take that as a no,” Remax said, floating somewhere nearby in dark.



Tori Burke seemed to be enjoying herself immensely. “Could somebody get me a menu?” she asked.

“I don’t know what you think you’re planning,” Bain said, “but I assure you that even without Vioxx, Marsden, and me aboard, the USS Anomaly and her crew are not to be trifled with.”

Burke chuckled. “I’m sure your boy Tovar is quite skilled, but we took precautions. They will all be taken care of soon enough.”

“You mean killed,” Marsden said.

“Obviously.”

“What happened to you?” Vioxx asked. “We rescued you. You could have been trapped in that stasis tube for eternity…or at least until the power ran out. And now you’re talking about attacking our ship!”

“I am doing far more than talking about it, I assure you,” Burke said as one of the restaurant’s waiters nervously brought over a menu. Burke looked it over for a moment. “Is everything here fried?”

“Did you even look at the name of the place before you walked in?” Lieutenant Marsden said.

Burke checked the front of the menu again. “Days of Fryer Past. Huh. I guess it is all fried. I really should have done a bit more micromanaging of the arrangements. Well then…” She began perusing the menu.

“You don’t seriously believe that Starfleet is just going to let you take the Anomaly and Marsden, do you?” Bain said.

“Of course not. They’ll find some convincing debris in the asteroid field. As for the good Lieutenant, she will be helping us reverse engineer the Anomaly’s anti-singularity drive as well as all of the rest of the items that we bring back from Pliggeri. As we speak, an entire Consortium Acquisition Group is on its way to the planet. Just imagine the wonders we will bring to market!”

Instead of imagining, the others at the table all started laughing.

“I don’t know what this is supposed to accomplish, Bain!” Burke said angrily. “But we…I…I know the Federation found the Pliggeri homeworld. You were there!”

“We were,” Bain said. “And now it’s not.”

“Not what?” Burke demanded.

“There!” Bain said, before erupting into gales of laughter again.

Burke looked to Vioxx, who abruptly stopped laughing. “What is he talking about?” she demanded.

“The planet is gone,” Vioxx said. “Destroyed by its own defense system…which then destroyed itself. There’s nothing left.”

“You could be lying. They’re lying, right? You think they’re lying,” Burke muttered.

“Are you asking me?” Vioxx said.

“No!” she snapped. “Shut up! I’m about to have the Anomaly anyway, so…it’s fine. It’s all fine.” Burke calmed herself down and looked back at her menu. “Why the hell would you deep fry lettuce?”



When you spend so much time cocooned inside the technological marvel that is a starship, it’s easy to forget that the vastness you are traveling through is really unwelcoming. It’s cold. It’s dark. And there’s a distinct lack of gravity.

The USS Anomaly’s emergency lighting had flared to life a few moments ago, taking care of the darkness issue, and the ship was insulated well enough that the cold wouldn’t be killing them anytime soon. That lack of gravity, though, was still a problem.

“Anything?” Lieutenant Commander Tovar asked, attempting to propel himself over to the science station where Sub-Commander Remax was struggling to remain in a seated position. It wasn’t working. And neither was his console.

“It’s completely dead,” Remax said.

“What happened?” Tovar asked. Elsewhere on the bridge, Yonk and Brazzell were struggling to remain at their stations. Of course, that might have had something to do with the fact that they were both floundering around in zero gravity. Tovar made a mental note to schedule zero G drills for the crew. It had obviously been far too long for all of them.

“Not a clue,” Remax said. “Everything was fine, Cabral screamed, and now this. As I said a little bit ago, though, I’m pretty certain that it’s a trap.”

“Considering those five ships we detected heading this way before we lost everything, I am inclined to agree with you. How long do we have, Brazzell?” Tovar asked.

“Assuming they will need to traverse the asteroid field as we did, approximately twenty minutes,” Brazzell said.

“Were you able to get an identification?”

“No. They weren’t close enough yet. I’ll try to float back over to my station.”

“It’s the Dillon Consortium,” Tovar said.

“How could possibly know that?” Remax asked.

“Who else would attack us in the middle of Federation space?”

Remax nodded as a faint voice broke into the conversation.

“Engineering to Lieutenant Commander Tovar. Can you hear me?” The male voice was soft, as though coming from a long distance away, and coming through his commpips directly.

“Yes, I can. Go ahead,” he said, after pinching the pip to open his side of the channel.

“Oh good. I wasn’t sure if this would work. I had to locate you with a quadcorder and then use it to focus the communication feed from my commpip directly to you. This is Lieutenant Lota in Engineering, by the way. Sorry. I should have started with that.”

“What’s your status?”

“Oh! Right. Well, we think we’re going to be okay, actually. We thought it was something external, but now we’re pretty sure it was Cabral. He’s tied into everything, so when he goes, so does everything else.”

“But he’s left the ship before, and everything didn’t shut down.”

“Yes, but he was able to implement the Cabraltocol in that instance.”

“The Cabralto-what?”

“Cabral Protocol. We just call it the Cabraltocol for short…and because it’s fun to say. Anyway, it’s something we came up with after he got kidnapped when we were in Andromeda to remove him smoothly from the ship’s systems. I don’t what happened this time, though. We’ve never seen a surge from him like this. Is he okay?”

“We don’t know, but the sooner we get power back, the sooner we can find out. Can you implement the…Cabraltocol from your side?”

“Working on it now, sir.”

“Just go slowly with the gravity!” Tovar said. “We have a lot of people floating over not-soft things.”

“Aye, sir. Activating now…slowly,” Lota said.

As promised, lights and consoles around the bridge came back to life as Tovar and the others gently descended to the deck.

“Yonk, get us out of this asteroid field fast as you can,” Tovar ordered the Ferengi conn officer, who was scrambling back into his chair. “We need to be clear before those ships get here.”

“Yes, sir,” Yonk replied.

“Remax, scan anything and everything. Something in this asteroid field has to be affecting Cabral. Tovar to Dr. Kasyov. I…”

“WHAT IS GOING ON UP THERE?” Kasyov’s voice shouted back. “Cabral is in agony!”

“My theory is that it’s this asteroid field. We are on our way out as we speak.”

“Good! Tell me when we’re clear. Kasyov out!”

Tovar sighed and returned to the command chair. The asteroids on the viewscreen weren’t moving quite as much as he would have expected. “Mr. Yonk, could we get moving?”

“I’d really like to, sir. Engines aren’t responding.”

“Bridge to Engineering,” Tovar said. “Are systems still coming online down there?”

“Everything should be up, Commander,” Ensign Lota replied. “But the impulse engines, warp drive, and bunch of other things are still offline, and we have no idea why!” Not surprisingly, Lota sounded a wee bit stressed.

“You have about fifteen minutes to figure it out, or it is not going to matter. Bridge out.” Tovar swore he could hear panicked screaming in the background just before the channel closed.

Tovar turned to Brazzell at the Tac-Ops console at the rear of the bridge. “Are weapons and shields in that ‘bunch of other things’ Lota mentioned?”

Brazzell checked his readouts. “We should be able to launch torpedoes.”

“Should?”

“I won’t know until we actually try it.”

“Of course not,” Tovar sighed.



“No no no no no NO NO!” Dr. Fred Nooney whined as he drifted in the darkness of the USS Anomaly’s holodeck. One moment he and Commander Prosak had been floating out to sea on a perfect recreation of the cruise ship Wave of Relaxation, and now they were doing an entirely different kind of floating. This one involved a complete lack of gravity. How was this even happening? Holodecks had their own power supplies to prevent this kind of thing! There were probably other reasons, but Nooney didn’t really care right then.

“I am guessing this was not part of your plans,” Prosak said.

It wasn’t. How was he going to help Prosak like this?

Then just as suddenly as the power had gone out, it came back. Fortunately, Engineering had had the sense not to just switch the gravity back on, though. He and Prosak drifted gently back down to the deck, at which point Nooney stalked over to the holodeck’s control arch.

“We’ll just see about this!” he said, typing commands quickly into the system. He was the Chief Medical Officer of this ship, and that meant that if he deemed something to be medically-necessary, it darn well happened! He used his authorization code to make sure nothing else would get in the way of running the holodeck program…unless the ship exploded, of course. But what were the odds of that happening? They were safe in Federation space!

“There,” he said. “No more interruptions. And now back to our voyage of personal discovery!”

The holodeck grid vanished, replaced once again by the deck of the Wave of Relaxation…and the looming Klingon woman standing before the pair. Despite the breeze, Chynok’s towering hair stood firm. Prosak wasn’t sure that there was enough hair spray in the quadrant to make it that solid. Maybe Chynok had stowed a structural integrity field somewhere in her beehive…or perhaps an actual beehive. Considering that Chynok had tried to kill her twice, Prosak wouldn’t put anything past her.

“Welcome to the Wave of Relaxation,” the Klingon said. “I am Chynok, Your Ambassador from the Planet of Fun and Relaxation. Is there anything I can do to make your voyage with us more enjoyable?”

Admittedly, Prosak had had a rough few days. The man she thought wanted a relationship with her had run off quite suddenly but took the time to insult her efforts to emulate Vulcans before he left. That had led to a rather illogical jag of crying, sobbing, wailing, and general neglect of personal hygiene. And now, under guise of helping, Dr. Nooney had dragged her into the holodeck to see Chynok, who appeared to be enjoying a pleasant existence living on what was basically a floating luxury hotel. Instead of getting executed or rotting in a Romulan prison as Prosak expected, Chynok’s life seemed…idyllic. There was no logic to this. It didn’t matter if she had been a RommaVulc or a purebred Vulcan. Surak himself would crumbled in the face of such insanity.

For Prosak, it was far too much. She felt whatever composure she had managed to regain slipping away again. “Why?” she demanded, turning on Nooney. “Why would you bring me here? Why taunt me with this?” She grabbed Nooney by the front of his shirt and shook him violently. “WHAT KIND OF SADIST ARE YOU?!?”

This was not the reaction he’d been hoping for. Obviously, a bit more explanation was in order…if he didn’t lose consciousness first.



Part of being a commanding officer is trusting your crew. Reginald Bain knew that the Anomaly was in good hands, but he still couldn’t help wishing that he, Vioxx, and Marsden were there to deal with whatever nefarious scheme the Dillon Consortium had hatched. Of course, they were stuck in this blasted restaurant instead. And even if they weren’t, the Anomaly was a light year away. Tovar and the rest of the crew would deal with whatever they had to. Bain just hoped that involved giving the Consortium a good what for in the process. He had his own foe to sort out. He would handle Tori Burke and her goons…assuming she ever figured out what she was going to order.

“I like chicken,” Burke said. “And these dipping sauces look amazing.” She paused for a moment, her head jerking slightly. “It’s been five centuries. I think frying technology has advanced a bit.” Another twitch. “Like synthehol but for cooking oil? Could be. I could ask.”

Down the table from her, Vioxx watched Burke with growing confusion. Something was absolutely not right. True, he hadn’t known her for very long, but he certainly didn’t remember her twitching during any of their time in Multek space.

There was one way to find out. He casually reached over and grasped Marsden’s hand, which she was holding tensely on her thigh. She immediately yanked it away, but Vioxx grabbed it again, then used his hand to open hers, palm facing up and proceeded to start running his finger across her palm.

Marsden was having a hard time resisting the urge to smack him. Did Vioxx really think this was the time to make some kind of move on her? Was he interested in her?

She suddenly realized that it was not a romantic gesture.

He was tracing out letters.

S…C…A…N…H…E…R

Scan Her.

Marsden grabbed Vioxx’s hand and squeezed it to acknowledge the message and then worked to subtly remove her rolled up quadcorder from her pocket as Vioxx put his hands back on the table and focused his attention on Burke.

“I was considering the BLT myself,” he said.

Burke narrowed her eyes at him. “It’s a fried sandwich.”

“True. But you are making me think that I should order it with a dipping sauce, though. Do you like dipping sauces? That’s good to know if I ever ask you to dinner.”

“I do. That would be…we aren’t going to dinner…except here…I know this is lunch! No more discussion. That’s the vote. With dipping sauce! Now where’s that waiter?”

Looking across the table, Vioxx could see that Bain was glaring at Burke, looking for a moment to act. “Patience is required right now,” Vioxx said, catching Bain’s eye. Right now, he wanted Marsden to finish her scan.

“I’m not good at patience,” Burke said. “Waiter!”

“Neither am I,” Bain said. But if Vioxx was advocating patience, he and Marsden must have something else in the works. At the moment, it was more important to get information about the Consortium’s broader plan. Let Burke get her food. Hopefully she was the type to get chatty over a good meal. They could deal with their captors later.



How much time had passed while Tovar sat there doing nothing? He knew Engineering was working as hard and as fast as they could, but this was becoming concerning.

“Brazzell, how much…”

“Nine minutes remain.”

“It feels like it should be less. Not that I want it to be. They can take their time.”

“I have something,” Remax said.

“What is it?”

“You ordered me to scan something, so I did.”

“And?”

“There’s a lot of rocks out there,” Remax said.

“That is not unusual,” Tovar said, growing impatient with the elder Romulan scientist.

“I thought so, too.”

“I don’t understand,” Tovar said. But then realization struck. “Then what is affecting us?”

“Exactly. I can’t find any signs of a cloaked anything, and I seriously doubt that the Dillon Consortium has better cloaking technology than the Romulan Empire. If something was out there, I would have found it.”

“So it’s got to be the rocks.”

“You would think, but there is absolutely nothing unusual about this particular asteroid field. No abnormal radiation. No unknown elements. They’re big floating rocks. But that couldn’t be it. I started doing more focused scans on individual asteroids until I found this.” Remax brought up a sensor reading on his console. “It’s a fake. A big facade hiding an internal device. I’ve found eight of these positioned around the ship. They didn’t bother making them look different. All eight have exactly the same rock design on the outside, and they’re using some kind of sensor masking to make our systems think they’re nothing but regular asteroids.”

“Can you tell what they are doing to us?”

“I couldn’t at first. I was looking for a widespread effect blanketing this entire region, but these things must have locked on to us once we arrived. They’re firing some kind of constant beam at key ship components that’s interfering with those systems. One at the impulse engines, one at each nacelle, one at the central node that controls the shield emitters, another at the phaser control node, and the other three are all converging on Science Lab Four, right on our spherical friend.”

“So the Consortium knows the layout of this ship.”

“Most of it just requires knowledge of standard Federation ship design, but to aim right at Cabral? Yes, someone told them. I wonder who. Oh wait. Vioxx’s girlfriend was aboard for a little while. I’m sure she happily passed along what she knew, so her Consortium minions can try to kill us!”

“Who said anything about killing us?” Yonk asked, spinning his chair around toward them. “She just wants the ship, right?”

“Right. And after stealing a one-of-a-kind Starfleet vessel, she’ll have her folks kindly drop us off at the nearest starbase? I doubt it. We’re either dead, or they’re going to brainwash us into joining them. They supposedly can, right? Considering how many of us there are and how many different species they’d have to deal with, I’m betting on death. If we don’t have shields back by the time they get into transporter range, they’re going to beam every lifeform off of the Anomaly and just disperse our atoms into space.”

“That’s…really awful.”

“My atoms will not become dust on these rocks!” Brazzell cried.

“Do not worry, Brazzell,” Tovar said. “It would be so small that no one could see it.”

“I’d know. Or not, I guess. Still!”

“Can we focus on actual solutions?” Tovar said, before Brazzell kept going. “We have thrusters. Can we move away from the beams?”

“They’ve been following us as we drift, and thrusters aren’t going to give us enough speed to get out of range before our friends show up,” Remax replied.

“Phasers are out. Torpedoes it is then!” Tovar announced, striding back to the command chair. “Send Brazzell the coordinates of the fake asteroids. Prepare to fire on my…” He trailed off, lost in thought.

“They’re too close,” he said finally.

“The asteroids?” Brazzell said. “I should be able to adjust the torpedo yield to compensate and destroy each of them nice and neatly.”

“Not them. The Consortium. By the time we destroy their devices and get moving, they will be practically on us. We’re stuck at impulse until we clear the asteroids. The Consortium ships just have to zip over to wherever we plan to exit the asteroid field and lay in wait. If Cabral is up for it, we could maybe jump to anti-sing as soon as we’re clear, but more likely they’ll disable us first.”

“I hate to admit it, but I think you’re right,” Remax said.

The bridge was silent for a moment, but then Tovar suddenly rushed back over to the science station. “Sub-Commander, can you do that sensor masking like the asteroids?”

“To an extent. This equipment wasn’t designed for it, but I can make it work,” Remax said.

“It does not have to be perfect. I do not think they’ll be looking too closely anyway.”

“What are you up to?”

“Setting a trap,” Tovar replied. “It seems only fair to return the favor.”



Dr. Nooney had to admit that Prosak had unexpected stamina. He assumed that she’d shake him for a bit, get her anger out, and then put him down. She was continuing to jerk him back and forth unabated, though.

“Heaaarrrrrr meeeeeeee ouuttttttttt,” he pled. Prosak gave him one more shake for good measure and then dropped him to the deck.

“Impressive,” Chynok said, her grip still tight on the shuffleboard cue stick she wielded like a staff. “You must enter the martini mixing competition we are holding this afternoon at Brunk’s Poolside Paradise on the Lido Deck. I can sign you up now, if you would like.”

Prosak ignored the Klingon, focusing instead on Nooney as he scrambled back to his feet. “Speak!”

“You were so down, and I didn’t know how to help, but then I remembered our good friend Chynok here!”

“Good…friend? She has actively attempted to kill me on more than one occasion. And I wasn’t aware that you even knew her. You two barely encountered each other during our visit to the Klingon dude ranch.”

“I know, but once I heard that she was in a Romulan prison, I just had to contact her…for old time’s sake, then she wrote back, so I wrote her, and so on and so on. We’re great pals now, aren’t we, Chynie?”

The Klingon looked confused. “Um…if you say so?”

“Don’t mind her. She’s just a hologram. The real thing and I are super-tight.”

“That still doesn’t explain why she’s here. Or why I’m here. Or how any of this is supposed to make me feel better.”

“But…it’s so nice out here,” Nooney said. “Just look!” He gestured at the great expanse of blue water stretching away from the Wave of Relaxation in every direction.

“Granted. The surroundings are…pleasant.”

“And just wait until you see the inside of the ship! It’s gorgeous. And I had the program give us suites! Those lower deck cabins can be so nice and cozy, but you and I are living it up this time!” Nooney exclaimed, wrapping an arm around Prosak’s shoulder.

“I appreciate the consideration.”

“I mean I thought about taking you on the actual cruise, but then we’d have to request leave, get a ship, travel to Pacifica, make sure our dates corresponded to a sailing date, see if that sailing date had an itinerary that we’d like. There are sooooo many little islands on this planet, and they’re all different. Did you want to sit on the beach or go see how they make gurynianis…”

“I don’t know what a guryniani is,” Prosak said.

“That’s my point! So what if we’d ended up on the sailing with the guryniani factory? You would have been bored to tears. Literally! Because that brain of yours would probably have wandered back to Snotch and those mean things he said, and what kind of vacation would that be?”

“So instead you brought me to my would-be-murderer.”

“Exactly.”

“I am still missing something,” Prosak said, walking around Chynok, who was standing statue-like, her program waiting for input from Prosak or Nooney. “I avoided death at the hands of this woman by the narrowest of margins. She has made it plain that she sees all Romulans and me in particular as her enemy. She broke into a Romulan facility and stole an entire warhawk! And yet she is not rotting in a Romulan prison. I have tried to live my life for the good of Romulus, Vulcan, and the Federation, and what has it gotten me? Pain! Misery! Meanwhile, despite everything she had done, Chynok is here living it up on the SS Suck It, Prosak!”

“Suck what?” Nooney asked confused.

“It! Everything! My life does nothing but suck. And you brought me here to rub it in my face,” Prosak said, collapsing down to sit on the deck and putting her head in her hands.

“No no, honey. That’s not it at all,” Nooney said. “Chynok, tell her why you are here.”

Chynok reached down and hoisted Prosak back to her feet in an effortless move. “I was lost,” she said. “I was…am a Klingon, but what does that even mean anymore? We were conquered by the Romulans. Then the Romulans left, and we had to debase ourselves to performing for tourists just to survive! That dude ranch? A travesty! And that Klingon ‘Warrior’ Academy for Federation children? HA! Have you ever seen a Tellarite spawn waddling around with plastic armor and a foam bat’leth? It is soul crushing.

“Then if that wasn’t enough, in our desperation, we allied ourselves with the Vulcans. What do Vulcans and Klingons have in common? Nothing! We revel in the thrill of battle while they attempt to avoid feeling anything at all. I had hoped that their defeat would bring my people back to our former glory, but it was not to be. But even if the rest of my brethren were going to turn away from our heritage, I would not. I was a Klingon! I owed it to my ancestors to carry on our traditions and to fight with every ounce of my being to return us to our rightful place in the universe! Stealing the Zocor was supposed to be the beginning of our ascendance! But you and your other Romulan friends showed up, my own people betrayed me, and I ended up sitting in a Romulan cell.”

“At least there was some prison time in there somewhere,” Prosak muttered.

Chynok continued on. “So much solitude gave me time to think. What did it say about my actions that my own followers had turned against my plans? Weren’t we all Klingons? Didn’t we all want the same thing? What did I actually want?”

“This part is from our letters!” Nooney said, clapping excitedly. “I put them all in the program.” He glared at the holographic Chynok. “See! We are friends!”

“I thought I wanted to be a traditional Klingon,” Chynok said, ignoring Nooney. “But did I? Was that just my elders trying to force their will on me? As my incarceration dragged on day after day, week after week…”

“This seems a bit loquacious from what I remember of Chynok,” Prosak observed.

“I may have rewritten her a bit, but the meaning is absolutely the same,” Nooney said.

“…I found myself dreaming of the sea, fresh air, and endless skies. I didn’t want constant combat. Battle hurts! I wanted to have fun, and fun didn’t mean jamming my blade into someone else’s abdomen. But what did any of this self-realization matter when I was doomed to spend the rest of my existence in the bowels of a Romulan prison? To my great fortune, I had a benefactor.”

“That’s me!” Nooney said.

“This person made it his personal mission to see that I received a second chance. He pled my case to the Romulan authorities.”

“I commed your dad,” Nooney said.

“My father released her!” Prosak cried.

“Ambassadors have pull.”

“But she tried to kill his little Boogles.”

“I’m persistent.”

“That much is certain.”

“And that is how I came to be here,” Chynok said. “I can be who I really am while serving others to help right some of the wrongs that I have done. Now who’s up for a trivia contest? In twenty minutes, we’re starting a round of Name Those Celebrity Antennae!”

“Do you understand now?” Nooney said.

“I…no,” Prosak said.

“You both have…well, had in her case…the same problem! Once I realized that, I knew that you had to come here! You think you need to be one thing, but maybe you really don’t. How long have you thought that you had to be a RommaVulc?”

“I don’t have to. I want to. I’ve wanted to since I was a little girl.”

“Does the woman Prosak want the same thing as the little girl Prosak? Maybe you need to give yourself time to think about other possibilities.”

“So you think Snotch was right?” Prosak asked.

“I didn’t say that. But you should take some time to figure out what you really want. And what better place than here? We’re on one of the most gorgeous planets in the quadrant sailing on a ship full of hotties. It’s the holodeck, so there are no consequences. Come on, Prosak. Let’s have some fun!”

“No consequences,” Prosak said, a slight smile tugging at her lips.

Nooney launched into a full grin. “That’s the…”

Prosak suddenly yanked the shuffleboard cue out of Chynok’s hand, spun it around, and jammed it straight at the Klingon’s face. The two prongs smashed into each of her eyes with a sickening squirch.

“WHAT THE FUSHISNAT WAS THAT?” Nooney screamed in horror.

Prosak turned toward him, eyes wild. “Fun!”



“I’ll have the fish and chips,” Tori Burke said after much deliberation. “With dipping sauce!”

“Of course, ma’am,” the waiter said, rushing off to the kitchen.

“If I’m going to eat here, might as well go with something that was supposed to be fried in the first place,” Burke said with a chuckle as though the people seated with her were old friends rather than her hostages.

“You’re risking a lot here, Burke,” Bain said.

Burke shrugged. “Blame Starfleet.”

“I don’t follow.”

“I’m sure you don’t. You probably also buy into the whole ‘We’re the Federation. We don’t use money’ line of crap, too, don’t you?”

“We don’t,” Bain said.

“Of course, you do. You just don’t call it that, but the Federation has an economy just like every other civilization in the history of ever. And as long as somebody has something that somebody else wants, there will be commerce. I am just trying to engage in commerce.”

“That same explanation could be used for theft as well, but we humans seem to have gotten beyond that. Present company excepted, of course.”

“You’re really willing to kill everyone on the Anomaly just so you can sell anti-singularity drives?” Marsden demanded.

“A thousand times over. You’re talking about revolutionizing travel across the galaxy and possibly even opening up regular travel between galaxies, but Starfleet has been hoarding the technology. Whatever happened to the free flow of scientific knowledge? Isn’t that one of the Federation’s principles?”

“We aren’t hoarding it,” Marsden said. “There’s only one anti-sing drive. We can’t make more.”

“If a technology can be created once, it can be created again,” Burke snapped. “Starfleet just doesn’t want it spreading to the other galactic powers, so they came up with that ‘it’s one of a kind’ load of garbage. The Dillon Consortium has the best R&D division in the galaxy, which you are about to be joining. With your assistance, I assure you that we will not only reverse engineer the anti-sing drive, but we will improve it, patent it, and sell it to whomever is willing to pay for it. That, Lieutenant, is how commerce works.”

“I get why you’re after Lieutenant Marsden,” Vioxx said. “But what about the rest of us? We can’t possibly be worth anything to the Consortium.”

“You’re not, I assure you,” Burke said. “But we’re also not above a little revenge. I know it’s not nearly enough payback for devastating a Consortium fleet, but having Reginald Bain sitting here helplessly while his ship and crew are taken from him is going to have to do.

“As for this one,” she continued, gesturing contemptuously at a seething Nortal, “I owe her A LOT of payback for her treatment of me. How many times did you stun me on Edgeworld?”

“Not nearly enough, foul hag!” Nortal said.

“And not nearly as many times as you’re going to be,” Burke shot back. “Except for maybe the occasional one that vaporizes a foot or a hand. You’re going to suffer for a long time.”

“And me?” Vioxx asked. “What crime did I commit? And what terrible vengeance do you have waiting for me?”

“You are not important.”

“You were willing to go out with me.”

“That was before.”

“Before what? Your new job? CEOs can’t date?”

Burke’s face softened. “I’m sorry. And I’m sorry you’re here right now.” She twitched violently for a second. “Enough of this! You are all coming to Dillonia for your fates.”

“I still don’t know what mine is,” Vioxx pressed. “And how are you going to explain what happened to all of us?”

“Why would I have to?”

“You can’t just make four officers vanish and not expect there to be a full investigation.”

“I’m sure there will be, but that’s what you all get for eating at a death trap like this. A place full of fryers? Really? It’s a wonder it didn’t explode ages ago. Such a tragedy that one of Starfleet’s greatest heroes died in such a way. And at the same time his entire ship exploded killing his wife and adopted son? There are going to be tears for this one. People you don’t even know are going to sob at the injustice of it all. As I said, it’s a tragedy. Oh well. Life goes on. Just not yours.”

Bain knew that he was running out of time here. He’d gotten all he could out of Burke, and she seemed to be done gloating and lording her victory over them. She was likely to have them all beamed out of there and onto a Consortium ship any moment now. He was hoping some kind of plan would present itself. He had his wrist phaser, but he didn’t have a great line of fire on Burke’s goons. He needed just a little more time to…

“THIS SHALL NOT BE!” Nortal cried suddenly, diving at Burke.

“Oh, bloody hell,” Bain said, leaping to his feet. Plan or no plan, this was happening now.



Captain Deni Renara of the Dillon Consortium Cruiser Musk involuntarily tensed as her ship approached the asteroid field. Everything was going according to plan, and all scans showed that their target, the USS Anomaly, was trapped by the interference array at the center of the field. Also, Reginald Bain, the man who had decimated an entire Consortium fleet by himself a few months earlier, wasn’t even aboard the ship.

Still, she couldn’t help but be nervous. As a Consortium captain, most of her missions involved ferrying trade negotiators to various meetings or maybe the occasional cargo run, usually taking a prototype from one world or another to Consortium Headquarters. Combat was not part of the deal, and certainly not against a trained Starfleet crew. As long as the Anomaly was stuck in the interference array, everything would be fine. The Musk and the other Consortium ships would get into transporter range, beam the crew into the large buffer modules fitted onto each ship (Renara had no illusions that those were anything more than shiny boxes with a lot of blinky lights on them. But if for any reason she found herself needing to answer to Starfleet for the deaths of the Anomaly crewmembers, the so-called buffer modules gave her plausible deniability.), and then take the Anomaly to the nearest Consortium dockyard. With any luck, Renara would make commodore for it and finally get a station command or even an office at headquarters.

Of course, all that depended on the next few minutes.

“Status of the Anomaly?” she asked, turning toward, Lieutenant Swax, the Musk’s Tac-Ops officer. Technically, the Bolian was more of a Tac-Ops-Sci officer, with most emphasis on the Ops and very little on the Tac and Sci. He, Renara, and their helm officer, Ensign Kren, were the only three on the bridge, as was standard for this class of Consortium vessel.

“Stationary. Reading minimal power. No shields. The inference array is functioning normally.”

“All right. Let’s get this over with. Captain Renara to all ships. We are go. Move in.”



“They are still closing,” Brazzell reported from Tac-Ops. “Coming in from different vectors, but they should all arrive simultaneously.”

“Make sure everyone is ready,” Tovar said. “Once they get in visual range, things are going to get ugly in a hurry.”



The Musk sailed around another asteroid as it made its way closer to the empty space that had been cleared out by the Consortium for the purposes of this trap. In that time, the Anomaly hadn’t so much as flickered. Maybe this was going to work out after all.

On the viewscreen, the last asteroid passed by, revealing the clearing and the USS Anomaly and…

“Um…what’s going on there?” Captain Renara asked.

Swax frantically checked his console. “The interference array is active and locked onto the Anomaly. Everything is fine.”

“No, it isn’t!” Renara shouted, pointing at the screen. The Anomaly was there alright, but the interference array’s beams, which were supposed to be targeted onto very specific sections of the Starfleet ship, were instead hitting a few raceabouts, shuttles, and what looked to be a small Romulan scout ship which had positioned themselves between the array’s disguised asteroids and the Anomaly.

As for the Anomaly itself…



“Company has arrived!” Brazzell announced.

“Tovar to all ships. FIRE!”



Swax would have been pulling his hair out if he had any. “I don’t understand. The sensors don’t show this at all!”

“The sensors are wrong!” Renara shouted back. “They must have…”

The raceabouts and the Romulan vessel suddenly opened fire, their weapons quickly obliterating the eight devices of the interference array. The fully-operational USS Anomaly, meanwhile, surged forward right toward the Musk.

“Oh my god. Oh My God!” Renara screamed. “GET US OUT OF HERE!”

But it was far too late.



Inside the Anomaly but an ocean away, Chynok collapsed to the deck of the Wave of Relaxation wailing in agony as the two perfectly spaced prongs of the shuffleboard cue stick impaled her eyes. Prosak grabbed the cue and kicked Chynok, freeing the stick from the Klingon’s skull.

“I WILL DESTROY YOU!” Chynok boomed, flailing around wildly as blood gushed from her empty eye sockets.

“What have you done?” Nooney demanded. He leaned down to try to examine the injured Chynok but was immediately batted aside by one of her blind swings. “Computer, end…”

“NO!” Prosak cried. “I am not finished here! In fact…computer, shorten this stick by thirty centimeters and sharpen the prongs and other end.” The game equipment in her hand suddenly morphed into a dangerous weapon. Prosak tried it for weight for a moment, twirled it around with her hand several times, and then tossed it in the air, spun herself around, caught it with a bow and a flourish.

Nooney just gaped at her.

“Five years on the Praetor’s Pep Patrol,” Prosak said with a smile. “Now then, computer, restore the Chynok character to full health.”

The bleeding, flailing, screaming Klingon vanished and was instantly replaced by an undamaged one.

“You may have repaired my body, but I will NOT forgive your unprovoked attack,” Chynok said. “Prepare to die, dishonorable petaQ!”

The Klingon lunged at Prosak, who neatly dodged (it was more of a hop actually), spun her baton of doom around, and smacked Chynok in the back of the head.

“How is this fair?” Nooney said.

“In our previous encounters, Chynok had the advantage. Now it is my turn,” Prosak said. Chynok came at her again, but Prosak sank into a quick split and jammed her baton into Chynok’s thigh. Chynok roared in pain and grabbed for Prosak, but the RommaVulc had already rolled away and jumped back to her feet. “Is it not logical to give myself the advantage for once?”

“NO!” Nooney said. “And this is not therapeutic!”

“I must disagree.”

“Your ridiculous weapon will not help you!” Chynok said, limping toward Prosak. She managed to swat aside Prosak’s first jab at her, but Prosak expertly rolled the baton around the back of her neck, grabbed it with her other hand, and jammed the two sharpened prongs into Chynok’s side.

“You were supposed to talk to her, not maim her,” Nooney cried.

“You do therapy in your way. I will do it in mine,” Prosak said, dodging an attempt by Chynok to wrap the RommaVulc up in a bear hug. She took the opportunity to stab the Klingon’s other leg.

“Be sensible and end the program,” Nooney pleaded. “You can’t just keep hurting her like this. Have a bit of mercy on…”

Prosak slid on her knees directly toward Chynok and slammed the baton upward. Its long pointed end pierced straight through Chynok’s chin and continued up through her skull. Based on the shocked expression on Chynok’s face, the move had caught her by surprise. She fell forward and landed on the deck quite thoroughly dead.

“Well! I certainly hope you’re happy now!” Nooney scolded.

Prosak considered this for a moment. “It was somewhat satisfying,” she said.

“We need to have a long talk.”

“It will have to wait, Doctor,” Prosak replied, retrieving her baton and jogging off down the deck.

“Where are you going?” Nooney demanded.

“As I said, it was only somewhat satisfying!”

“What does that even…” Nooney trailed off as he had the horrible realization of what that even meant. “Prosak! No! You get back here this instant!” he shouted, dashing after her. “Don’t you dare start slaughtering these people! Prosak! PROSAK!”



Bain appreciated Nortal’s bravery and her desire not to end up at Tori Burke’s mercy, but it would have been nice to be let in on her plan…not that “attack Burke” really constituted a plan. There was no sense worrying about it now, since he had far bigger concerns. Four of them, to be exact.

As Nortal and Burke fell to the ground, struggling with each other, said four concerns, the hulking Dillon Consortium guards/enforcers/walls of muscle that Tori Burke had brought with her by way of protection, were all reaching into their coats, presumably for weapons.

Bain extended his wrist phaser.

Burke suddenly tossed Nortal off of her with surprising ease and scrambled to her feet. Nortal jumped up as well, unholstering her disrupter.

“Why would any of you bring your weapons to an official Starfleet meeting?” Burke asked angrily.

“In case it was a trap!” Bain shot back.

“You knew?!?”

“You put a spy on my ship and summoned us within striking distance of Dillonia. Of course, I knew! What kind of doddering fool do you think I am?”

“We had a spy on board?” Marsden said shocked.

“Espionage is below Nortal!” Nortal cried.

“Can we discuss this at a more opportune moment?” Bain said. “The point is that we’re not going to go quietly, Burke. Do you really think your men can take on trained Starfleet and Romulan Officers?”

“I could take them all,” Burke said, but not to anyone in the room. She seemed to be conferring with herself. “I know! Fine!” She focused her attention back on Bain. “You have no idea what you’re up against. We…”

“I SMITE THEE!” Nortal cried, apparently having had enough. She opened fire wildly, sending the Consortium goons by the door diving for cover behind the host podium. Nortal spun toward the goons guarding the kitchen exit, continuing her barrage of disrupter blasts and shattering the case holding the carnival food trailer in the process.

Bain didn’t waste any time, taking aim at the Consortium guards by the door and trying to keep them pinned down. Marsden, meanwhile, grabbed Vioxx by the arm and pulled him to cover below the long table.

“Something is weird about Burke’s outfit,” Marsden told him. “I was reading small power sources all over it and what looks like a positronic matrix.”

“A positronic matrix?” Vioxx asked confused. “What is that even for?”

“I’m not sure. And there’s a bunch of other stuff I can’t really identify.”

“I appreciate the information,” Vioxx said, moving to stand back up.

“What the hell are you doing?” Marsden said.

“Going to talk to her.”

“Now?!?”

“Maybe I can get her to stop this.”

Marsden peeked over the table. Bain and Nortal and the Consortium muscle were exchanging weapons fire and generally destroying the place. Burke had tried to take cover as best she could in one of the booths.

“Fine. Can I at least have your disrupter?”

“You don’t have a phaser.”

“I didn’t come prepared for a fire fight, okay?”

“Here,” Vioxx said, handing her the weapon.

“I’ll cover you.” Marsden popped up from under the table and fired.

With yet another source of blasts coming their way, the Consortium goons lost their focus on Nortal for a moment. She took the opportunity to scale the carnival food wagon and open fire from a higher vantage point, hitting one of the guards near the kitchen right in the head. He collapsed unconscious.

“My wrath has been felt!” Nortal exclaimed.



The Anomaly rocked as another blast of phaser fire impacted the shields.

“Shields at 45 percent! Resheathing at maximum!” Brazzell reported from Tac-Ops.

Tovar’s sensor masking ploy had caught the Dillon Consortium ships off guard, but once the surprise wore off, it was still five on one, since the Anomaly’s support craft were of little use against ships as large as the Consortium’s cruisers. Not that that was stopping Lieutenant Gworos aboard the Allegra. With Zantak at the helm, the Romulan/Klingon combo had been buzzing around the Consortium cruisers like the universe’s most angry mosquito, blasting away with everything the little scout ship could muster.

The Consortium ships, meanwhile, were focusing their attention on the bigger threat (and the thing they’d come there for): the Anomaly.

“Evasive, Yonk!” Tovar ordered.

“That’s all I’ve been doing, sir!” Yonk replied. There was a bit of a borderline-subordinate edge to Ferengi’s voice, but, considering the circumstances, Tovar decided that he’d let it slide.

Despite the pounding the ship was taking, the Anomaly was giving it back in spades. Her initial surprise attack against the Musk had left that ship adrift and able to do little more than take pot shots from the edge of the battle. One other had lost its shields and was currently sporting several large phaser gashes in its side while the remaining three did not have much shield strength left.

The problem the Anomaly faced was the lack of anywhere to really run for cover. This clearing at the middle of the asteroid field was vast enough to fit the ships, but not to really maneuver. And slowing to enter the field itself was just inviting a possibly-catastrophic volley of incoming fire.

Yonk banked the ship as close to the edge of the clearing as possible, giving Brazzell a clear shot at the crippled Musk. He raked compression phaser blasts across its hull. Several explosions later, the Musk went dark.

“They have lost main power,” Brazzell exclaimed. His victory was short-lived as another blast rocked the ship.



Prosak’s rampage seemed to know no end. She ran along the deck of the Wave of Relaxation stabbing, slashing, and cackling all the way. By the Great Bird, she was actually cackling!

Nooney struggled to keep up (And stay on his feet. He didn’t know what was happening outside the holodeck; however, it would be VERY nice if the Anomaly would stop shaking!), but his human (and admittedly fairly out-of-shape) body was no match for the Romulan.

All he could do was shout after her and hope against hope that his words would eventually get through to her.

“Stop! We need the karaoke machine for Swim and Sing tonight! Not in the pool! No!!!!”

BZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZT!

“Put those down! Those skewers are for use with the chocolate fountain ONLY! In the ears? REALLY?!?”

“Let that man up! The carving station is for cooked meats! That was not an invitation for you throw him into the oven!”



Vioxx stayed low and made his way to Burke’s booth. Her eyes locked onto him once he got within a few feet, and she sprang at him, sending Vioxx scrambling backwards to avoid her attack. Burke let out a terrifying screech and gave chase all the way back to the long table where they had been seated. He reached back onto the table, fumbling for anything he could use. Marsden said the suit was full of power sources, so…

He grabbed a glass of water and flung its contents at the oncoming Burke.

“What…was…THAT?” she shouted, swiping the liquid off of her face.

Obviously that didn’t work. Vioxx grabbed another glass and tried again.

Now she was wetter. And angrier.

Burke was on him before he could react. Vioxx fell back to the floor with her right on top of him, hands wrapped around his neck and strangling the life out of him.

Not far away, Nortal had become the biggest threat to the three Dillon Consortium goons who were still conscious. They were focused on trying to blast her from her perch on the carnival food wagon. Bain used the opportunity to move in on the lone remaining guard by the kitchen. He just hoped that Nortal was enough of distraction that the guard wouldn’t notice Bain crossing the bit of open floor to the flipped over table the guard was hiding behind.

Marsden, seeing what Bain was up to, did her best to keep the two by the door occupied dodging her incoming fire.

Bain was halfway there, but if the guard popped up from behind the table and looked his way, he’d be in real trouble. It was too late to back off now, though. Bain dove, arm outstretched, and fired just as he got an angle past the table. The Consortium guard fell forward, taking the table with him, and landed stunned on the bottom of the table which was now facing upward with its table legs sticking up around him.

Seeing this, the two guards beside the door decided that Bain was now the biggest threat. He barely managed to get to his feet and barrel through the door to the kitchen before two blasts hit where he’d been a moment earlier.

This was all the opening Nortal needed. She quickly took out one of the two, then leapt off of the carnival food wagon toward the other, screaming a battle cry at the top of her lungs as she did so. He spun away from Bain to try to shoot the descending Romulan, but it was too late. She hit the ground in a roll and came up firing. The Consortium guard leapt to the side in a desperate attempt to avoid Nortal’s shot and ended up right in the path of a blast from Marsden.

He hit the ground as Nortal turned on the Anomaly’s engineer. “You have stolen my prize!”

“Lucky shot!” Marsden shouted back, holding up her hands.

“You still did the lion’s share, Nortal,” Bain said, emerging from the kitchen. “Get them all secured. I don’t want them waking up and causing us more trouble.”

Vioxx, meanwhile, was struggling in vain to wrench Burke’s hands from around his throat. She was shockingly strong for her size. He could feel consciousness slipping.

“Tori,” he gasped.

For a moment, her eyes, which had been glaring at him with pure hatred, widened with horror. “Can’t stop,” she said. “Strip…me.”

Vioxx was fairly certain that oxygen loss was affecting his hearing. She couldn’t have said what he thought he heard. Unless…the suit!

He let go of Burke’s wrists, which did not improve his fading consciousness situation at all, reached down, grabbed either side of the blue dress slacks she was wearing, and yanked. The pants went down to her knees. Vioxx started kicking with everything he had left until he got a foot on top of her waistband and pushed the pants the rest of the way off.

Burke froze for a second, visibly dazed. Vioxx took the opening to jam his hands inside her blue suitcoat and pull it up as hard as he could, forcing her arms into the air. One more pull freed Burke from the suitcoat. It fell in a crumpled heap to the floor.

Vioxx pressed his advantage and started ripping at Burke’s blouse.

“Stop!” Burke cried, smacking his hands away. “I’m fine now.”

“What the devil are you doing?” Bain demanded, running over.

“Saving her from that thing!” Vioxx gasped, pointing to the suit as he struggled to his feet.

“Her clothing?”

“It was more than that,” Burke said. “The minds of all of the former CEOs of the Dillon Consortium going all the way back to our founder, Bradley Dillon, are inside of it. Jackson Loomis had me put it on before he died, and it immediately joined with me. Once you’re wearing the suit, you’re the CEO and you know everything they knew. They also still present their opinions…pretty forcefully sometimes.”

“So it took you over,” Vioxx said.

“I wouldn’t say that. Not completely. We agreed most of the time.”

“Just not about killing me.”

Marsden slipped on her quadcorder and leaned down to inspect the suitpants now that she could get a closer look. “This is really amazing work,” she said. “I’d need to get it back to engineering to really see how it works, but…”

She was cut off as one of the pant legs suddenly kicked out and caught her directly under the chin. She fell backwards to the floor while the pants stood themselves up and walked to the suitcoat, which then floated up and took proper position above the pants. The newly-animated suit moved toward the only target that mattered: Reginald Bain.

“Great Bird!” Bain exclaimed.

“It’s…it’s…moving by itself!” Vioxx stammered. He turned on Burke. “Did you know it could do that?”

“No!” Burke said. “And I feel really weird about wearing it now.”

“Get clear!” Bain ordered. Vioxx and Burke pulled Marsden to safety as Bain sized up his new opponent. “If this empty suit wants to take me on, I’m happy to oblige. Set phasers to permanent press!”



“We can’t keep doing this,” Remax said.

“I am open to suggestions,” Tovar replied.

“Ok. You know how we use the tractor beam to pull things in a nice, controlled fashion?”

“I am familiar with the concept.”

“Let’s do that with the rocks minus the controlled part.”

“Those are some large rocks. Can we do it?”

“As long as we have enough power.”

“Take all you need,” Tovar said.

Remax began rerouting everything he could into the tractor beam system. Replicators? Check. Sonic showers? Check. Holopods? Check. Holodeck? Locked by CMO?

“Sir, I need your command override. I’ve sent the issue to your screen.”

Tovar glanced down at the display on the armrest of the command chair. “Doctor Nooney? What is he doing in there?”

“Does it matter?”

“Not a bit.” Tovar said, tapping in his code.

“Sorry, Doctor,” Remax muttered as he shut down the holodeck. “You can have ‘Let’s talk about our feelings’ time with Prosak after this is over.”



Nooney realized where Prosak was heading next and used every last bit of energy he had to get there first, throwing his entire body in front of the entrance to the Coral Cove Room. “THAT…IS…ENOUGH!” he wheezed. “Not the bingo game! Is nothing sacred?”

“I’m not satisfied!” Prosak said, holding her baton threateningly under Nooney’s chin.

“When will you be? You’ve already turned this wonderful vessel into a ship of horrors! It wasn’t supposed to be like this, Prosak. You were supposed to bond with Chynok. Enjoy the sun and the open sea. Relax and mingle with the passengers. Limbo a bit.”

“These sound like things you want to do.”

The doctor thought for a moment. “You do have a point.”

“Thank you. Now stand aside, so I can do what I want to do.”

“But is it, Prosak? Is slaughtering a bunch of holographic innocents what you really want to do?”

“NO!” Prosak screamed. “But what else can I do? These…feelings must come OUT!”

“What feelings? Tell Freddie.”

“I. AM. ANGRY! What is my life now? I’m not a Vulcan. I never will be. But I don’t want to be like other Romulans either. I’m superfluous aboard the Anomaly, and I’m not sure what I’m doing there either. I don’t want to command a starship. That’s not me!”

“What do you want?” Nooney asked gently.

“I don’t know anymore,” Prosak replied. “But I am going to kill everyone on this ship until I figure it out!”

She shoved Nooney aside violently and stormed through the door of the Coral Cove Room, startling the gathered throng of elderly men and women hunched over their game cards. “Bingo, bitches!” she cried, charging into the crowd.

Just as she was ready to impale her first retiree, everything vanished.

“Oh, thank the Great Bird,” Nooney said.

“NOOOOOO!” Prosak wailed, sinking to her knees in the now empty holodeck. “You shut it down. Why would you do that?”

“I didn’t,” Nooney said. “I guess I really should have, but I didn’t. Don’t hurt me!”

“I need it! Turn it back on! Turn it back on now!”

The room shook as the Anomaly took another hit.

“Are we under attack?” Prosak asked.

“I think so.”

“Maybe whoever it is will destroy us.”

“Is that what you really want?”

“No.”

“There. You may not know what you want, but you know something that you don’t want. That’s a start.”

“I killed all those people.”

“They were holograms. No harm done,” Nooney said. Except to his psyche. The carnage he witnessed would be sticking with him for a long time.

“It didn’t help,” Prosak said flatly.

“No. You have to work through this another way.”

“Would you like to have meaningless sex with me?”

“Not even a little bit.”



Bain took aim with his wrist phaser and fired at the oncoming empty suit. He expected that to be the end of it, but, much to his surprise, the suit shook off the blast like it was nothing then got into a fighting stance, elbows bent and empty sleeves at the ready.

“Fisticuffs, eh?” Bain said, retracting his phaser and getting into a stance of his own. “Fine by me!”

The suit threw a right hook at Bain that he dodged. Normally he would have gone with a punch of his own in return, but there was no face to hit. He tried a left jab to the body, which the suit immediately shook off then came in with a few body blows of its own, surprisingly forceful ones considering it was just a couple of sleeves.

A change of tactics was in order. Bain lunged in at the suit grabbing it by the shoulders. The suitcoat flailed, trying to get a solid hit on Bain, but its arms just weren’t long enough. Failing that, it kicked out, slamming its right leg cuff into Bain’s shin.

“That’s enough of that!” Bain shouted. He grabbed onto the pants with his left hand while keeping a hold of the coat with his right, then yanked the two apart forcefully, tossing them in opposite directions.

The pants recovered first, getting back to their non-existent feet. Before they could take a step toward Bain, though…

“Perish, possessed demon garments!” Nortal cried, setting upon them with a fork clutched in each hand. In a few frenzied seconds of stabbing and rending, the blue slacks had been reduced to scraps of cloth, strands of wiring, and other assorted bits.

The suitcoat floated in front of Bain, each combatant looking for an opening to strike.

“This isn’t what you were made for, is it?” Bain said. “I’ve got an idea that can help both of us: Reginald Bain, CEO. What do you think?”

“Captain, what are you doing?” Vioxx said. “You heard Tori. That thing will take over your mind.”

“But how can I pass up such an opportunity?” Bain replied. He turned his back on the suitcoat and put his arms behind him. The suitcoat moved forward and positioned its coat sleeves where they could just slide onto Bain’s waiting arms.

Or they would if the Dillon Consortium techs hadn’t altered the suitcoat so that it was sized properly for Tori Burke. The sleeves got stuck at Bain’s massive hands, but he wouldn’t let that stop him. He pushed against the sleeves until they each split open, then continued pulling his arms back together in front of him with all the force he could muster until…

RIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIPPPPPPPPPPP!!!!!

The suitcoat gave, splitting in half across the back of the burly Brit.

Bain shook the remnants of the coat off of him and let them drop to the floor.

“I guess I wasn’t a good fit for the position,” he said smiling.



Captain Alfred Sanz of the Dillion Consortium Cruiser Walton felt like his entire ship was moaning underneath him. They’d thrown everything they had at the Anomaly. Surely the ship had to be defeated soon. This really wasn’t what he’d signed up for, but as one of the two ships that was actually moving (The Anomaly had left two adrift and a third without shields or weapons), it was Sanz’s duty to finish the job…at least if he had any intention of remaining employed by the Consortium.

“The Anomaly is coming about!” his tac-ops officer said.

“All remaining power to forward shields!” Sanz ordered as the on the viewscreen the sleek Federation/Romulan hybrid vessel bore down on them. A quick burst of…something…fired from underneath the Anomaly.

Sanz involuntarily flinched. “Brace for…”

But nothing happened.

“They missed? HA!”

The Anomaly did not miss. Instead, a supercharged but brief burst from the Anomaly’s tractor beam emitter grabbed onto one of the asteroids behind the Walton and yanked it with incredible speed into the fray.

The Walton’s now unshielded aft section was crushed by the hurling stone. Systems exploded around the vessel, plunging it into darkness.

The Anomaly, now with only one foe to deal with, focused everything on the lone remaining Consortium ship. Under the full might of the Starfleet’s vessel’s weaponry (and a bit from the Allegra, which had swooped in to assist), the commercial craft was soon left powerless and adrift like the rest of its fellows.

On the Anomaly’s bridge, Tovar surveyed the scene on the viewscreen. “Brazzell, recall all support craft, and get me a status from all departments.”

“So are we just going to sit here, or are you going to finish them off?” Remax asked.

“As…tempting as that is,” Tovar replied. “We are still Starfleet. We got what we needed from them.”

“Needed? We needed that near-death experience?”

“All support craft are back aboard,” Brazzell reported.

“Thank you. Mister Yonk, take us out of the asteroid field.”

Yonk steered the Anomaly back into the thick of the asteroid field as Tovar watched the viewscreen closely for the next several minutes.

“Seriously, Tovar,” Remax said finally, unable to take the lack of explanation. “What do you mean ‘needed’? What was all that about?”

“Sir!” Brazzell suddenly shouted, his voice at a near panic. “We’ve got more contacts coming in! At least thirty of them! Bearing 940 mark 20.”

“Stay on course, Yonk,” Tovar said.

“What the hell are we doing?!?” Remax demanded.

“What needs to be done.”

“I swear by the Praetor’s toenails, if you say ‘need’ one more time!”

“More contacts. Fifteen this time. Coming in from bearing 550 mark 8.”

“Tovar…” Remax said.

On the viewscreen, the last of the asteroids gave way to open space.

“All stop,” Tovar ordered.

“The first group of contacts is going to be on us in seconds,” Brazzell said. “It’s the Consortium.” Almost as soon as he said it, several ships dropped out of warp on the viewscreen ahead of the Anomaly.

“How soon until our next group of guests arrives?”

“Less than a minute.”

“Thank you. Hail the Consortium ships,” Tovar said, rising from his seat.

“They’re responding.”

“On screen.”

The ships in front of the Anomaly were replaced by a Yridian female in the uniform of the Consortium fleet.

“I am Lieutenant Commander Tovar Bain,” (Tovar hadn’t had the opportunity to use his newly-legal last name much so far, but this seemed like a good time) “currently in command of the Federation Starship Anomaly. You will surrender your fleet immediately.”

The woman on screen chuckled. “This is Captain Hafroff of the Dillion Consortium Vessel Prenx. We have a counter-offer. You surrender.”

“Do you have any documents drawn up that we could review with our internal counsel?”

“Documents? I’m sorry. Did you think this was a regular acquisition? We aren’t here to negotiate terms. Surrender and die.”

“Isn’t that supposed to be ‘or die’?” Tovar asked.

“Not according to my orders.”

“Ah. Well, as you can probably see by now, we will be declining your offer…unless you really want to take on an entire Starfleet battle group.”

Captain Hafroff conferred with someone offscreen that Tovar couldn’t hear as multiple Starfleet ships dropped out of warp and took up positions around the Anomaly. “I don’t know!” she snapped. “I guess we fight them. More! How…”

“Sir, there are ten Romulan warhawks decloaking on the other side of the Consortium fleet!” Brazzell said.

“Are there now?” Tovar asked, unable to hide a smirk. “So what will it be, Captain Hafroff? You outnumber us by a little, but we outgun you by a rather large amount. Massive really.”

“We surrender,” Hafroff said dejectedly.

“I thought so. It’s been a pleasure doing business with you. Anomaly out.”

Brazzell cut the channel switching the image back to space in front of the Anomaly, where Starfleet and Romulan ships were taking up positions alongside the Consortium vessels.

Tovar retook his seat. “Get us back to Nelephron, Mister Yonk.”

“You planned this!” Remax said.

“Not all of it,” Tovar replied.

“But you deceived us.”

“Err…yes…technically.”

“Nicely done!” Remax said. “I didn’t think you had it in you.”

“I’m so glad you’re pleased.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 178802.6. With our foiling of the Dillon Consortium’s plot…it is fun to say that. Plot foiled. We returned to the Anomaly and set off for our original destination of Alkor Six. After all of that build up, the big meeting turned out to be incredibly anti-climactic. A bunch of Starfleet brass and their Romulan counterparts sat around a big table reviewing our scans and the notes of the Doctors Marsden, and then peppered Commander Vioxx and I with questions. By the end of it, they all seemed to be in agreement that Pliggeri was a big loss but that there really wasn’t much that we could have done about it. Honestly, I think the Marsdens helped in that regard, since they admitted that they were going to try to power up the computers in that growing chamber in another day or two anyway.

“The upshot of it all is a lot of nothing. Vioxx and I were dismissed, and the Anomaly is now en route to rendezvous with the USS Warren to hand over our Dillion Consortium prisoners and the remnants of that infernal suit. It’s also high time that I had a chat with my officers. I have a bit of explaining to do.”



Bain stood at the head of the table in the Anomaly’s briefing room where his officers, minus Commander Prosak, had gathered. He’d have to talk to her soon, but that was best handled in private.

“First of all, I want to make it clear that I take full responsibility for my actions,” Bain said. “I chose to keep some of you in the dark as to what Tovar and I were up to, and he was following orders to stay quiet.” He locked his gaze on Lieutenant Marsden. “To everyone.”

“After what happened at Waystation Prime, I expected the Dillon Consortium to make another move. On top of that, Commander Vioxx expressed his own concerns to Tovar about Tori Burke’s change of personality. So when Snotch suddenly wanted to come along with us without even knowing where we were going, I got suspicious and asked Tovar to give him the VIP treatment.”

“I don’t understand how making him feel special helped,” Sub-Commander Remax said.

“Right. Sorry. The VIP treatment is a little something Tovar and I came up with several years ago. It just means that we kept a very close eye on his movements and activities.”

“And you didn’t tell Prosak any of this either?” Marsden said, clearly displeased.

“No, we did not. And that’s between me and her.”

“Who cares about her?” Remax said. “Snotch was a Consortium spy?”

“Yes,” Tovar said. “We detected transmissions he sent while we were on our mission to Pliggeri. Thanks to our efforts, he really didn’t learn anything, but with the planet’s destruction, we decided to put out some bait.”

“I mentioned Pliggeri to him before he left the ship, knowing that he’d report it back to Burke. And then we had Admiral Larkin leak that we were heading to the meeting on Alkor Six.”

“She was in on this, too?” Vioxx said.

“So were members of your government,” Bain said. “We weren’t sure what the Consortium would do, but when we got the communique purporting to be from Starfleet moving the meeting to Nelephron, we knew we had a chance to draw them out. Both governments agreed that it was worth it, if it meant possibly dismantling the Dillon Consortium.”

“And you risked Cabral’s life in the process,” Doctor Kasyov said darkly.

“All of our lives,” Cabral’s voice said from his hovercam.

“Granted,” Bain said. “But it worked. They over-played their hand, that infernal suit has been destroyed, and, as I understand it, the Consortium is in complete disarray with the various vice presidents vying for power.”

“But you didn’t know about the suit?” Vioxx said.

“No, I did not. You figured that one out. Having Marsden scan her was a stroke of genius.”

“And the asteroid field?” Remax asked.

“I assumed it was a trap,” Tovar said. “But I knew help would be on the way. The Consortium just took action a bit earlier than I would have liked. I couldn’t delay responding to the distress call, though, because it might have been real or it might have tipped the Consortium off that we suspected something. I just had to take the risk and hope we could handle whatever the Consortium had waiting for us.”

“I trust all of you with my life,” Bain said. “This was no reflection on any of you. The Consortium was vast and had all kinds of resources at its disposal. They had become a danger to us all. I chose to play this close to the vest to keep anything from inadvertently slipping out. If you’re angry with me, I understand, but I can’t apologize. I did what I felt needed to be done.”

The room was silent for several moments.

“You are the captain,” Vioxx said finally.

“I was never mad,” Remax said. “As I told Tovar, I was impressed with the deception. You should do it more often.”

“I do not believe that you would have done this if you honestly thought we would be killed,” Cabral said.

“No. Me either,” Kasyov said.

“Marsie?” Bain asked.

“Yeah. I get it. I’m good,” Marsden said. Tovar could tell by the look in her eyes that she wasn’t.

“Excellent,” Bain said, missing that entirely. “We did a great thing today, everyone. Be proud. Dismissed!” Everyone dispersed, including Bain, who had someone else that he needed to speak to, leaving Tovar and Marsden behind.

“I wanted to tell you,” Tovar said, grasping his wife’s hand.

“I know,” Marsden replied. “And it’s not your fault. There is no fault. It’s just…these lines between our jobs and our personal connections are really messy sometimes. My ship’s captain and chief of security didn’t tell me everything because I’m the chief engineer and didn’t need to know. But also my husband and my father-in-law kept things from me and could have gotten me killed.”

“I understand. I do. I’ve had years of serving with him, and it is strange knowing that my father is sending me into deadly situations sometimes. I’m sure it’s the same for him. It doesn’t mean that he loves me any less. Or that I don’t love you with all of my being.”

“I love you, too.”

“Would you like to go back to our quarters for a quiet dinner?”

“Absolutely, but I need to get back to repairing the ship you almost managed to lose,” Marsden said, breaking into a smile.



Vioxx entered the Anomaly’s brig unsure why he was even there. After everything that had happened, he couldn’t imagine that Tori Burke would want to speak to him. Four of the cells were occupied by the muscle she’d brought with her to Days of Fryer Past. In a fifth, Burke lay on the bench, staring at the ceiling.

“How are you feeling?” Vioxx asked.

“Fabulous,” Burke said flatly. “I’ve got a pounding headache and will probably be spending the rest of my life in a Federation rehabilitation colony. What more could a girl ask for?”

“I will have Doctor Nooney bring you something for your head.”

Burke pulled herself to a sitting position. “You don’t have to be nice to me. I was never nice to you.”

“You were going to have dinner with me before the Consortium kidnapped us.”

“The Consortium wanted me to get close to you to gather information.”

“Ah,” Vioxx said. “What about what you wanted?”

“I was pretty focused on keeping my job after being stuck in stasis for twenty years. I didn’t have time to give it much thought before I put on the CEO suit. I guess I’m going to have plenty of time to figure it out now, huh?”

“I suppose you will. Doctor Nooney will be here shortly.” He turned to leave.

“Vioxx,” Burke called after him. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For coming to talk to me. You certainly had no reason to.”

“Maybe I’ll have no reason to come talk to you more in the future.”

“That sounded better in your head, didn’t it?” Burke said with a slight smile.

“It did,” Vioxx replied with a chuckle then exited the brig. He wasn’t sure if he would be allowed to visit a Federation rehabilitation colony, if that was where Burke ended up, but he would try.



Bain made his way through the corridors of the Anomaly, exchanging friendly nods with members of his crew as he passed. His thoughts, however, were on the conversation that he needed to have with Prosak, so much so that he was startled by the excited shout of “Captain!” behind him. Bain spun just in time to catch Dr. Fred Nooney, who was leaping into his arms.

“I would watch that sort of thing, Doctor. You’re lucky I realized in time that this wasn’t an attack,” Bain said.

“You wouldn’t have hurt Doctor Fred!” Nooney exclaimed as Bain put him back down on the deck.

“Not intentionally. And frankly, Doctor, I’m surprised to see you quite so jovial. Your report about your experience on the holodeck with Commander Prosak was almost harrowing.”

Nooney’s mood darkened ever so slightly. “I did see some things I never want to see again, but my time there brought me to a realization of my own. I don’t belong here!” He said this last part while spinning with outstretched arms.

“You…don’t?”

“No, Captain! I’m resigning and going to be the Chief Medical Officer of the SS Wave of Relaxation on Pacifica! It’s absolutely perfect for me!”

“You’re going to be the doctor on a cruise ship?”

“Yes, sir! Just call me ‘Doc.’”

“I wish you all the best,” Bain said, shaking the doctor’s hand heartily.

“You’re not mad?”

“Heaven’s no. I think you’re right, Nooney. It does sound perfect for you.”

“THANK YOU!” Nooney said, grabbing Bain in a big hug then running off down the corridor.

Bain would let Starfleet know that the Anomaly needed a new CMO later. But it was time to get back to the matter at hand. Soon he once again stood outside of Prosak’s quarters and pressed the door chime. This time, he wouldn’t take no for an answer. He needed to talk to her.

Much to his surprise, Prosak’s door slid open a few moments later, revealing the Romulan. Despite what Bain feared after reading Nooney’s report about what happened on the holodeck, Prosak was showered, dressed in slacks and a simple blouse, and looked nothing like someone who had recently murdered several holographic cruisegoers.

“Captain,” she said. “How nice to see you?”

“Mind if I come in for a minute?”

“Of course,” she said, standing aside so he could enter.

“I’ll get right to it,” Bain said. “I owe you an apology. I suspected that Snotch was with the Dillon Consortium and didn’t tell you. I knew you wouldn’t be in any physical danger, but I didn’t take the possible emotional damage into account. He was using you to get information about our mission, and I couldn’t risk warning you in case you both…well…melded.”

“I see,” Prosak said, steepling her fingers. “That was probably wise.”

“I thought so at the time. And if it makes you feel any better, he was taken into custody soon after we dealt with the Consortium. He’s got a long stay in a rehabilitation colony ahead of him. I do hate that you got hurt in all this, though. You really seemed to like him.”

“Doctor Nooney helped me realize that it wasn’t Snotch I liked. It was the idea of him. A full Vulcan who appreciated me and thought I was a fellow student of Surak. Snotch never felt that way. I don’t know that any Vulcan ever will. Or if I want them to. I have a lot to figure out.”

“If I can be of any help, let me know,” Bain said. “And, despite what happened on the holodeck, you’re welcome back on duty whenever you’re ready.”

“Thank you, Captain. I think that might be what I need for now.”

“Right. Then I’ll see you on the bridge, Commander.” He flashed her a broad grin then exited her quarters feeling quite good. That had gone spectacularly well.

Prosak, meanwhile, sat back down on the floor of her quarters and began to meditate. She still wasn’t sure what she was going to do, but for now, her mind was quiet.



The Praetor had listened attentively to each of her advisors as they reviewed the results of the conference with Starfleet. None of it was particularly surprising. Those closest to her had been chosen for their loyalty and fearlessness in telling her the unvarnished truth. And in matters involving Starfleet, she had her most trusted advisor of all.

“Do you believe these reports, Rorshak?” she asked, seated on her…well…most people would call it a throne. It was an exceptionally ornate chair up on a raised dais in her council chamber. In private, some called it the Praetor’s Perch. Those people generally kept their mouths shut because they enjoyed continuing to live.

“Yes, Praetor,” Ambassador Rorshak replied. “Starfleet has been very forthcoming throughout the entire Hermes project and about the missions of the USS Anomaly. Our officers have never been denied access to anything. And while none of our people were on the surface of Pliggeri, the reports of Commander Vioxx, Sub-Commander Remax, and Sub-Lieutenant Zantak all fit with the events as described. The planet and all of its technology are gone.”

“So we are back to the Anomaly holding the one functioning anti-singularity drive in the known universe.”

“Yes. By all accounts, Starfleet has given up any efforts to recreate it, since they have all ended in explosive failures.”

“Thank you, Ambassador,” the Praetor said. “You may leave us.”

“Yes, my Praetor,” Rorshak replied with a deep bow, then turned and left the chamber. He did not like that she was now in there alone with her military advisors, but such was his role. He would obey and trust that she had the information she needed to continue her wise rule of the Romulan Star Empire.

“Any dissenting opinions?” the Praetor asked once Rorshak was gone.

The gathered advisors all answered with, “No, my Praetor.”

“Very well. We shall continue to explore other avenues. You may go.”

The advisors rose from their seats and filed out of the room. All except for one officer. He was the youngest and most recent of the Praetor’s advisors, but a man known for getting things done.

“Yes, Admiral Karwrek?”

“I may have a thought about those ‘other avenues.’”





Consequences You Otherwise Avoid






SECTION 1




You know something is wrong before you even open your eyes. This is not the bed that you fell asleep in. This is not the smell of the quarters that you share with your husband, Captain Reginald Bain, on the USS Anomaly. And the thrum of the engines, that constant sound that vibrates all throughout the ship, is gone.

Where the hell are you?

Years of Section 31 training kick in. You lay still, listening and hoping not to alert anyone else who might be there that you are awake.

There is only silence.

No. Wait. You can hear a muffled intermittent beeping.

That is a sound you know.

Taking the chance that you are actually alone, you open your eyes and leap out of bed. Sunlight shines behind curtains covering a window giving you a good look around. It is a bedroom, but not one you recognize. The furniture, though, is familiar. The bedframe has been in your family for years, as has the nearby dresser that is the source of the noise.

You open a couple of drawers and search through various women’s clothes until you dig out your Section 31 comm unit, which is signaling an incoming message.

You quickly activate it, and the image of Oscar Gunton, your superior at the agency before your retirement appears. But instead of his usual calm smile, Oscar looks panicked.

“Rosalyn! Thank the Great Bird! We were wrong! We shouldn’t have messed with it! I’m sorry, Ros. We never should have gone back.”

“I don’t understand,” you say. “What are you talking about? Gone back where? What did you do?”

“The Hobus Supernova. The Section Chiefs couldn’t accept that you went against that Order 88 from The Vault. They let you retire, but then they sent an agent back to make sure Hobus destroyed Romulus.”

Horror washes over you as the true import of where you are and why strikes. If someone went back and undid everything you and Reginald did to save Romulus, you are in another timeline. “Oscar, how much has changed?”

“Everything. We thought we would be protected because of our tachyon treatments.” That is standard protocol for Section 31 agents. You have undergone treatments for decades with the goal of ensuring that you and every other Section 31 agent would know if the timeline has changed. Apparently, it worked.

Gunton continues, “But our people are scattered and forgetting the original timeline quicker than we expected. And this timeline…it’s so much worse. I know I’m asking you to clean up our mess, but you may be the only one who can fix it. You have to try!”

“The Chiefs won’t try to stop me?” you ask.

“I don’t know. I don’t think so. Even they have to realize that this is wrong.”

“I will take care of it,” you say. “But if I fail, the Chiefs had better hope that I died trying because I will come for them for this.” You slam the comm unit closed and toss it onto the bed.

Your mother used to say that you had to jump into the morning you woke up to. She meant that you should deal with whatever life brought you on a particular day. But you don’t think your mom ever expected her daughter to wake up in an unfamiliar timeline created because her former employer couldn’t leave well enough alone.

Your anger at the Section Chiefs will have to be put aside, though.

You don’t know how much time you have until you lose your memory of the original timeline, so there’s absolutely none of it to waste!

You rummage through the drawers of the dresser, tossing aside clothes that are presumably yours in this timeline, until you find your black Section 31 uniform. Fortunately, you still must be a Section 31 agent in this timeline, or else the uniform would be there and you’d be a few steps farther back than you already are.

The real question is what to do next. Yes, go back in time and get events back on track. Obviously! But how are you going to get there? You don’t have a time machine laying around…

…or do you?

A quick search of the house reveals that no, you don’t. Lovely house, though. It’s a small, one bedroom on a hill overlooking a beautiful green landscape of more rolling…

You do not have time to admire the landscape! Your entire timeline is at stake! Pull it together, Rosalyn!

If Oscar came to you, Section 31 must not be able to help. But what about Kristen Larkin? The android was built long before the Hobus supernova and was already in Starfleet before it happened. She might be an admiral in this timeline too and able to get you a ship to use to go back in time.

Of course, that could mean a lot of questions and Starfleet bureaucracy, after which there is no guarantee that Larkin or Starfleet will agree to help. However, there is one person you know who hates bureaucracy and would risk everything to save the timeline: Reginald Bain. It doesn’t look you’re married to him in this timeline. He might not even exist. But, if he does and he’s anything like the love of your life, he will do anything and everything he can to help you.



If you are going to contact this timeline’s Kristen Larkin, go to Section 21.



If you are going to track down this timeline’s Reginald Bain, go to Section 8.






SECTION 2




Some abandoned lab experiment that probably doesn’t do anything, or, if it does, will likely end in your death does not sound like the way to go under the circumstances. You need a surer thing, and the slingshot maneuver has been done many times before. People have accomplished it in starships, a Klingon Bird of Prey, and even a runabout, if your memory serves.

The tricky part, besides getting the trajectory part correct, is making sure that you have enough time to get to Vulcan once you finish the slingshot.

Wait. You’re thinking about this in the wrong order. This Reginald won’t be happy about it, but you two could beam to Vulcan through the Section 31 transporter network, steal a ship, and then slingshot! That’s a much better plan.

Fortunately, Reginald agrees, even though at first he is not pleased to be leaving his ship behind. But once he realizes he won’t have it in the new timeline anyway, he’s completely on board.

You and Reginald beam to the smallest and oldest of the four docking facilities in orbit over Vulcan in hopes that the security there will be a bit more lax than in any of its newer counterparts.

The next trick is to find a ship that’s up to performing a slingshot maneuver. You just hope that the Warpin’ 26 software in your Section 31 uniform is up to the task. You’ve already got it working on the preliminary calculations. It just needs to know the details of the ship involved.

And then you find it. An Andorian courier ship. Like all Andorian vessels, it’s over-armored, but this one is small and fast too. Reginald must have come to the same conclusion because he’s already jogging over to its hatch.

“I can get us inside,” you say, joining up.

“Capital. Then I’ll handle the booby traps.”

You pull two hidden leads out of your sleeve and connect them to the hatch’s access console. Seconds later, the hatch obediently lowers. Reginald is inside in a flash. Several clangs, a couple of grunts, a few zaps, and one good smash later, he pokes his head out. “Your chariot awaits, my lady.”

You step inside the Andorian ship to find the deck of the craft’s living area strewn with various blades, bits of energy weapons, wires, chains, and other debris that you can’t begin to identify. Overall, it looks trashed…or like an enemy ship that has been paid a visit by your timeline’s Reginald Bain.

Speaking of Reginald, this one looks absolutely thrilled.

“That was invigorating!” he exclaims.

“I glad you had a good time,” you say, stepping past him and into the ship’s cockpit, which has fortunately been unmolested by the chaos from the other room.

“I don’t know if any of that ruckus alerted the ship’s owner,” Reginald says, taking the copilot’s chair as you slide into the pilot’s seat. “But we should depart quickly.”

“I’m in full agreement,” you said, bringing the engines online. You send a request for permission to depart to docking control. Hopefully they don’t care to speak to you directly. Odds are that they won’t. This is Vulcan. There’s no logic in wasting time debating such a simple request, and it’s not like people go around stealing ships.

Except you two.

Docking control approves your departure, and while Reginald handles flying the craft to the spacedoors, you tie your Section 31 uniform into the ship’s computer. By the time you are in open space, Warpin’ 26 is doing its thing and running the final calculations for a slingshot maneuver around Vulcan’s sun with a trajectory that will take you back to the right point in 2387 to stop Hobus and bring this whole nightmare to an end.

“Ready?” you ask.

“Very much so!” Reginald says.

You take control of the ship and launch it into warp speed toward the sun, at which point you let the software take over. It’s a good thing, too, since you and Reginald are overwhelmed by the stress of the time warp (It’s astounding. Believe me.) and lose consciousness.

You regain consciousness a short time later. Were you dreaming? What the hell was that with the giant white heads and bits of dialogue?

Anyway, you’re awake again and quickly check the ship’s readouts as Reginald stirs beside you. Based on the sensors, you’re right where you’re supposed to be.

“We did it!” you exclaim happily.

You suddenly feel a searing pain as a phaser blast burns into your side.

“This is where we part ways, my dear,” Reginald says, slipping a small phaser back into his pocket.

“Reg…”

“That man you described, he’s not me. But there’s so much I can do in this time. So many wrongs I can right even before they happen. Hobus. The deforestation of Delcax. Maybe I can even stop them from putting that golf course on Eminar Seven. I can’t do any of that with you around, though. I’m so sorry, but you and your timeline have to go.”

Your world goes dark as your breathing becomes shallow. The last thing you see is Reginald steering the ship toward Vulcan.

He doesn’t know anything about stopping the Hobus supernova. He’s just going to make a hash of things.

Or maybe, despite the odds, he’ll get it done. Reginald Bain usually does find a way.

But whatever that way is, it won’t include you.



THE END



Back to the START.






SECTION 3




You’ve been a Section 31 agent for decades. You likely know more about time travel and alternate timelines than Larkin ever will. If this was your own timeline, you’d have multiple means of making the trip back in time at your disposal. The fact that you don’t in this timeline is the only reason that you’re here.

“Admiral,” you said, interrupting Larkin, “I’m sorry, but I really don’t know how much time I have before my protection from this timeline wears off. Can you help me or not?”

“As long as you promise that stopping the supernova from occurring is the only change you will make in the past, I will try to help you.”

“You have my word,” you say.



Go to Section 19.






SECTION 4




You select the coordinates for 21515.1513 and engage the time drive. The shuttle lifts off of the deck of the docking bay, then everything around you becomes a tunnel of swirling color as the timeship takes you back to your chosen destination.

Your ship exists the colorful swirls of the time corridor into a bunch of other colorful swirls. For a moment you don’t think that you’ve actually stopped time traveling, but then you realize these new swirls are much more cloud like.

A nebula.

It’s kind of relaxing really.

Your sensors indicate a ship nearby. Centuries ago, a nebula like this would have wreaked havoc with your craft’s sensors, but fortunately 26th century technology is a bit more advanced than that.

You really need to get out of this nebula, so you can get your bearings and figure out what year you’ve arrived in.

That ship nearby is showing a lot of damage, though. And some kind of energy build-up. The sensors have no idea what it is.

That’s disconcerting.

You take a closer look at the sensors. The ship is Starfleet. An old Miranda class. USS Reliant.

Reliant. Why does that name sound familiar?

Oh! That was the ship Khan Noonian Singh took over when he stole the Genesis device! So that energy build up has to be…

Oh no.

You frantically move to engage the timeship’s warp drive, but it’s far too late.

BOOOM!

You know somewhere the USS Enterprise is warping to safety. You however are obliterated in an instant by the detonation of Genesis.

On the bright side, this explosion will result in a lovely planet. Of course, it explodes a short time later.

Maybe there isn’t a bright side. Sorry about that.



THE END



Back to the START.






SECTION 5




Q is an omnipotent being. Trying to run from him is pointless and likely to annoy him more than anything else. An annoyed omnipotent being does not sound like someone that you want to mess with. As unlikely as your chances of success are, you really don’t see any other choice than to try to appeal for his help.

You open your mouth to speak, but Lornstrum strikes first with an accusatory, “She started it!”

Q looks at you. “Is that true?”

No sense lying now, since you were planning to tell him anyway. “Yes, but I did it to save my timeline.”

“But there are so many,” Q says. “What’s wrong with this one?”

“In this one, I never met my husband or had my children. Not to mention how grim it is otherwise.”

“Grim? Really? I’ve never thought so. Maybe it is for you lower beings. But I’ve been having a wonderful time.” He looks at you very intensely for a moment. “Oh. You’re from that one. It’s nice, too.”

“It is. And I really want to get back there. I’ll gladly hand over the time machine, if you’ll send me home.”

“Are you really trying to bargain with a Q?” he asks amused.

“She is!” Lornstrum says. “Smite her! Or whatever you do.”

“Begone,” Q says with an annoyed wave in her direction. Lornstrum vanishes in a flash, leaving just you and Q on the beach.

“I am not a delivery service,” he says.

“I realize that, but I will get back to my family one way or another. I will keep trying and trying until I succeed.”

Q grins. “I was hoping you would say that. It makes things so much more interesting. I won’t send you back, but what I will do is let you try again.”

“You’re letting me keep the time tunneler?”

“Absolutely not. And that’s a terrible name. I am going to reset you.”

“What does that mean? I don’t…”

Q snaps his fingers, and in a flash of light you…



…go to Section 1.






SECTION 6




You select the coordinates for 45210.8 and engage the time drive. The shuttle lifts off of the deck of the docking bay, then everything around you becomes a tunnel of swirling color as the timeship takes you back to your chosen destination.

Your ship exits the time corridor right in the middle of a firefight. Before you can even get your bearings, you’ve been rocked multiple times by weapons’ fire. As everything sparks and smokes around you, you can see a bug-like craft fly past your front viewport. Is that a Jem’Hadar ship?

He’s got a lot of friends with him.

Oh wait. There are a bunch of old school Cardassian cruisers as well along with Starfleet, Klingon, Romulan, and Breen vessels. And they’re all doing a spectacular job of blasting the hell out of each other.

This is like watching an old holovid of the Dominion War, but so much worse because now you’re actually in the Dominion War in a defenseless ship that can probably survive about one more shot before you blow up.

You get shot one more time.

You blow up.



THE END



Back to the START.






SECTION 7




Acting without thinking is dangerous, so you let Audrey advance on the past version of you. Surely past you is going to notice soon.

But you…well…she is too focused on what’s happening at Spock’s ship. Audrey is able to get in behind past you and quickly inject you…her with something. Past you slumps to the floor unconscious. Audrey pulls past you away from that spot and then places a small device on top of past you’s body, which instantly vanishes.

A cloak? Or possibly a temporal retrieval device? Either way, past you is out of action, and that definitely didn’t happen the last time around…at least not until Captain Lornstrum from the 29th Century showed up and knocked you out.

Speaking of, shouldn’t she be appearing soon?

And if she does, what about Audrey?

Never mind about Audrey. She is currently skulking along the opposite side of the cavern toward Spock’s ship, where Commander Prosak from the USS Anomaly is engaged in conversation with Spock himself.

Spock leaves Prosak and climbs a nearby set of metal stairs toward the construction supervisor’s office, and soon after that two Romulans emerge from the ship: Commander Vioxx and Sub-Commander Remax. They head off with Prosak.

Your attention is drawn away by the lights of a transporter beam off to your right. It’s the unmistakable swirl of a 29th Century transporter. You duck down as Captain Bridget Lornstrum appears. She moves stealthily over to where past you was hiding and looks around confused. A moment later, she disappears in another transporter beam.

Seconds after that, you see several Vulcans moving at a logically rapid pace toward the stairs. Something has happened up there. You’ve lost track of Audrey. Did she attack Spock? Did she go after the Romulans from the Anomaly? With past you unconscious, are things already unsalvageable? You need to find her if you’re going to fix this.

No. Wait. Spock’s ship! It’s sitting right there unguarded. You could take it and stop the Hobus supernova yourself!

So what is it going to be?



If you try to track down Audrey, go to Section 12.



If you steal Spock’s ship and stop Hobus yourself, go to Section 22.






SECTION 8




You decide that if you are going to have a chance at saving your timeline, the best person to help you is Reginald Bain. Larkin would probably just get you tied up in a bunch of Starfleet regulations and meetings, if she believed you at all.

But Reginald has always been a man of action. Surely he can’t be that different in this new timeline.

A quick search of his name on the terminal in your living room proves that you’re correct. He’s a man of action, all right. And most of that action seems to involve terrorizing the quadrant in the name of protecting the galactic ecosystem.

You can’t imagine the equivalent Orion Environmental Movement being led by a human in your timeline, but here Reginald seems to be the man in charge. Or at the very least he’s the face of the movement. You find a vid clip that was sent out just a couple of days ago.

“…development of the tidal regions on Leodalis Four does not stop, I will stop it for you! Those wild lilies are under my protection! I don’t think any of you want another Yridia on your hands! That development…stops…NOW! So says Reginald Bain!”

He looks like much the same man, only the sparkle that’s usually in his eyes has been replaced by a hardness that surprises you. Your Reginald had certainly seen some things in his life and been in more firefights than he could probably count, but he never lost the joviality that was one of the things you loved about him. This Reginald, though, looks to be entirely different. Or maybe not. It’s hard to tell from one clip.

Perhaps this was a bad idea, and you should go talk to Admiral Larkin instead. Or you could stay the course. At the very least, it seems like this Reginald is still someone who can get things done. You might still be able to convince him to help you.



If you change your mind and go see Admiral Larkin instead, go to Section 21.



If you go ahead with your plan to find Reginald Bain, go to Section 17.






SECTION 9




“Tell her that I’m a friend of Reginald Bain,” you say.

The desk guard’s eyes widen with terror. She leaps up out of her seat, scrambling for her phaser.

“Bain! BAIN! The Orion Envions are here! Lock down the building!”

This was not exactly the response you were hoping for.

The guard uses her free hand to smack a control on the console in front of her as she keeps her phaser trained on you. Immediately, alert klaxons blare throughout the building.

“Did I say ‘friend of Reginald Bain’?” you ask, trying to sound as sweet as possible. “Dearie me. I meant that I have information about Reginald Bain.” You smile, hoping the kindly older woman in a nice cardigan look will help diffuse the situation.

Based on the guard’s unwavering look and the sounds for shouting voices approaching, it hasn’t.

You’ve got to get out of here. If you’re quick, you might be able to get back through the security checkpoint and out of the building before everything is sealed.

You do a quick dive roll to your left, much to the surprise of the desk guard who isn’t used to seeing women in their seventies engage in those kinds of acrobatics. Before she can recover her wits and start firing, you’re back on your feet and dashing toward the checkpoint.

The checkpoint guard is equally surprised that you’re heading his way. You don’t have time to fight him, though. Instead, you run past, hoping to get out the door before he can shoot. All you have to do is use the universal lock override built into your Section 31 uniform and easily accessed from the controls built into your sleeve…

…your sleeve that you can’t get to because it’s covered by the lovely knit fabric of your cardigan that you’re wearing on top of your Section 31 outfit.

These are seconds that you don’t have, but you do your best to pull the cardigan sleeve up to reveal the controls and…

ZAAAAAAP!

A very confused Rosalyn Davies wakes up in a cell at Starfleet Headquarters several hours later, but it’s not you. In the time you were unconscious, your tachyon protection wore off and you fully merged into this timeline.

Don’t worry too much, though. She’s a trained Section 31 agent and will surely be able to clear all of this up and get back to her life. As for your life, though, it’s…



THE END



Back to the START.






SECTION 10




You select the coordinates for 231815.147 and engage the time drive. The shuttle lifts off of the deck of the docking bay, then everything around you becomes a tunnel of swirling color as the timeship takes you back to your chosen destination.

A short time later, the timeship exits the temporal corridor into space.

At least it should be space.

All you can see ahead of you is what appears to be a massive tunnel with a blaze at the end as bright as a sun.

About the same moment your brain remembers the Doomsday Machine, it has locked onto your ship with some kind of tractor beam and is dragging you in.

There’s no way the engines of the little shuttlecraft can break free of this monster, but maybe you can use the time drive. Yes, Admiral Larkin told you it blew out after every use, but there’s a chance that it didn’t this time. There’s a chance that you could survive.

You frantically punch in a bunch of random coordinates (anywhere is better than here) and try to engage the time drive.

Nope.

It’s dead.

BOOM!

And now, so are you.



THE END



Back to the START.






SECTION 11




Reginald leads you through the ship down to the cargo hold. Most of the space has been outfitted with sun-mimicking lighting illuminating a surprisingly expansive garden. You see a cluster of petunias along with various beds of flowers and fruit and vegetable plants from around the Federation.

“This is quite lovely,” you say as Reginald takes you past the garden and in deeper into the hold where the actual storage crates are.

“Thank you. I’m quite proud of it. I’ve been able to grow just about anything I’d like down here, including those hyandal berries. Just don’t tell the Qualor Two Gardening Club.”

“So, they won’t be getting their seeds then?” you ask amused.

“Regretfully, no,” he replies as he sorts through the crates. “And that will remain the case whether you save your timeline or not. Ah! Here it is.” He pulls out a battered tarnished metal box. It was once copper or rose gold colored. It’s impossible to tell which at this point. Now it’s just dingy. But, as Reginald said, it does indeed have a label on top reading, “Time Tunneler. Use at Your Own Risk”

Inside the box is a white vest covered in various wires and nodes. Two more thicker wire conduits lead to a small control console and display that strap to the wearer’s wrist. Reginald pulls it gently out of the box and helps you slip it on. It weighs a good seven to eight kilos, but it’s not horribly uncomfortable. You strap the controls to your right wrist, which still leaves you access to the display on your Section 31 uniform on your left sleeve.

“I don’t think it’s going to become the next fashion craze, but hopefully it will get the job done,” Reginald said. You try the controls.

Nothing.

The unit is completely dead.

“We’re going to have to find a way to power it up,” you say. You could tie it into your uniform. It would certainly simplify matters, and Section 31 helpfully provided a couple of leads for those situations when you needed to power up a dead door or console.

“I have just the thing!” Reginald says, rummaging back through his cargo. He comes up a few moments later with a spherical blue crystal, about ten centimeters in diameter, that has been embedded in a small housing. “A mate of mine found this in an old Iconian ruin years ago. It’s like some kind of battery. Too much and too big for a phaser, but not quite enough to run a ship off of. Should be perfect for tearing a hole in the space-time continuum, though!”

He does have a point. You’re trying to travel through time here, not just open a door.

But is that thing safe?

Maybe you should just stick to running the time tunneler through your Section 31 uniform.

Either way, you’d better make a decision. Your tachyon protection from this new timeline is only going to last so long.



If you connect the time tunneler to your Section 31 Uniform, go to Section 23.



If you connect the time tunneler to the Iconian battery, go to Section 20.






SECTION 12




You decide that you need to find Audrey and fast. Based on the commotion upstairs, you assume she must have done something up on that level. You creep up the stairs you saw Spock and the other Vulcans climb a short time earlier, keeping a watchful eye out for any sign of your wayward daughter.

At the top of the stairs, you crouch down and check the display on the sleeve of your Section 31 uniform. There’s a cluster of Vulcans a short distance away in front of the supervisor’s office, but no sign of any human lifesigns.

You can hear the unmistakable voice of Spock, “I assure you that I am unharmed. I simply tripped on my robes. Yes, I am aware that I achieved an age that you would describe as advanced; however, that had nothing to do with the current situation. No, I do not require assistance standing back up.”

Spock almost sounds irritated.

You would find the whole thing amusing if the situation wasn’t so dire. But Audrey is still out there, and you need to find her.

At least that would be the plan if you didn’t just feel two strong fingers clamp down on your neck in the classic Vulcan nerve pinch. One must have come up behind you while you were paying attention to Spock. It was quite the stealthy maneuver.

You would be impressed if you weren’t unconscious.

By the time you come back to your senses, your tachyon protection has completely worn off leaving a very different and very confused Rosalyn behind. Why are you in a cell on Vulcan a century before your time? You’d better figure it out because there are a lot of upset people from the Starfleet of this era that would like a word with you.



THE END



Back to the START.






SECTION 13




You decide on the chamomile teas, since the last thing this situation needs is a few heavily-caffeinated beverages thrown into the mix.

“Tea?” you ask as you take the three teas over to Lornstrum, allowing her to take her pick of cups. She eyes them all suspiciously, but eventually takes one. You take one to Reginald, who looks ready to tear the intruder limb from limb, and keep one for yourself.

“Great Bird, I get it. You’re British,” Lornstrum snaps. “You like tea. Want to throw in some crumpets or scones or mash a sausage? You’re both a couple of walking cliches. I’m going to be so glad to be rid of AHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

Lornstrum’s scream is due to the Reginald Bain that has launched himself toward her, robe flapping behind him like a cape.

“It’s sausage and mash, you philistine!” he cries, before barreling into her. She tries to get a shot off, but he smacks her arm to the side. The blast sears harmlessly into the ceiling (Well, not harmlessly. That sort of thing is not good for the it. There’s going to be a scorch mark at the very least.).

Reg and Lornstrum are basically wrestling now, and she’s holding her own against your much larger husband. But she’s definitely not happy about it.

“Watch what you’re grabbing, you oaf!” she shouts. “That’s an experimental temporal transitional shunt! If you break it, I have no idea what will happen!”

“Then surrender, and I won’t be forced to…”

SNAP!

You have barely a second to register the sound of something cracking when a shockwave throws Reginald and Lornstrum apart. You’re smashed up against the window of your quarters, but you can see the remnants of Lornstrum’s temporal transitional shunt on the floor. It looks like a large belt buckle, but now it’s sparking and wavering and…

…it explodes.



Go to Section 30.






SECTION 14




You have no idea how much power using the time tunneler took out of your Section 31 uniform, and jumping randomly through time and space sounds incredibly dangerous both for you and the timeline.

Therefore, you decide to take the direct approach.

Lornstrum is so wrapped up in gloating that she got the drop on you that she realizes a split-second too late that you have launched yourself at her. You smack her hand holding the phaser aside with your left hand and swing your right elbow at her head as you collide with her.

The phaser goes flying as the two of you fall to the floor. Lornstrum quickly recovers from the hit and grabs at you. You’re each struggling for the upper hand, intent on your opponent.

So intent, in fact, that you don’t notice the slight vibration of the time tunneler that you’re wearing.

Your battle with Lornstrum continues, and somehow the time tunneler activates. But with no coordinates set, you’re both sent tumbling into the maelstrom of time, and you and Lornstrum fall

fall

fall

fall

through the swirling energies

forever locked in combat.



THE END



Back to the START.






SECTION 15




“Tell her that I’m related to Chris Richards.”

The officer at the desk speaks quietly into a comm system that you cannot see, then listens for a bit. “The admiral will see you,” she says finally. “An escort will be here for you shortly.”

A few minutes later, a lieutenant leads you from the lobby to Admiral Kristen Larkin’s office. Larkin looks the same as you remember, but then, why wouldn’t she? She’s an android after all, and not one of those fancy ones that ages.

“Please have a seat, Ms. Davies,” Larkin says, gesturing to the chair across the desk from where she sits.

“Thank you,” you say, quickly taking the offered chair. “Let me just start with I’m sorry. I lied to get in here. I’m not related to Chris Richards, but I needed to see you.”

“I gathered as much. There is no record of a Rosalyn Davies in his family. But the fact that you knew to use his name at all interested me. My creator’s identity is not common knowledge. How do you know it, and why are you so intent on speaking with me?”

“I know because you told me. In my timeline, you, my husband, and I are old friends.”

“You’re from a different timeline?”

“Yes,” you reply. You then hit Admiral Larkin with a massive exposition dump explaining everything about how the USS Anomaly stopped the Hobus supernova (And if you’re memory is rusty, it’s all detailed in the Series Nine story, “We’ll Always Have Romulus.”) but then someone from Section 31 went back in time and undid it all.

Larkin listens intently until you finish. “I know that was a lot,” you said. “But you have to believe me.”

“I will admit that the most unbelievable thing is that I am friends with Reginald Bain,” Larkin says. “He’s made the Orion Envirion Movement the terror of the Federation for decades now. That man will do just about anything to save some plants.”

“My Reg is a terrorist?”

“This Reginald Bain is not the one you married.”

“Can you look up a few other people for me? A Yynsian named Tovar?”

Larkin checks her desk console. “There is no one by that name in Federation records.”

“Michelle Marsden. She was a Starfleet Lieutenant.”

“No one by that name is currently serving.”

“This is why I have to go back in time,” you say. “If Hobus goes supernova, I lose my husband, our kids, and so many other people I love, not to mention the lives of all of the Romulans who were killed when the planet exploded.”

“That event certainly put the Federation on a grimmer path,” Larkin says. “We distrusted the Romulans, and a group of their people sabotaged their own evacuation by using synthetic beings to destroy the evacuation fleet. For a while, synthetic beings were banned in the Federation.”

“Oh, that’s terrible! How did you manage?”

“No one seemed to remember that I was an android at that point. I just kept doing my duties and tried not to draw attention to myself.”

“That’s a relief. And I’m sorry to put you in this spot now, Kristen, but I don’t know how long I have until my tachyon protection wears off and I forget the old timeline. Can you help me put things right?” you ask.

“Right for you,” Larkin says. “But it does sound like a better galaxy. The Romulans are our allies. Spock still vanished in your timeline, which is a loss. But overall, it is enticing. We just have to be careful. Time travel is a complicated endeavor, and what you are proposing is difficult. You could just end up spawning even more alternate timelines. You see…”

Admiral Larkin is launching into a lecture about temporal mechanics. Do you have time for this? Granted, she could provide important information. But you have limited time yourself. Maybe you can just get her to skip to the point.



If you listen to Larkin’s thoughts on time travel, go to Section 24.



If you interrupt her and try to move things along, go to Section 3.






SECTION 16




You replicate the three coffees and take them all to Lornstrum first. She eyes them suspiciously but takes one. You hand another to Reginald and take one for yourself. Without hesitation, you drink. Reginald shrugs and does the same. Seeing that, Lornstrum takes a long sip of her coffee.

“That is actually quite good,” she says. “I’ve never had Arcturan coffee before.”

“I’m betting there’s a reason for that,” you say.

“What do you mean? What did you do to that coffee?!?”

“Absolutely nothing,” you reply. “But I found out recently that it doesn’t agree with tachyons.”

Good for you paying attention to Admiral Larkin’s lecture earlier!

Or, if you just randomly served her Arcturan coffee, points for being lucky, I suppose.

Either way, Lornstrum begins to fade from existence as the tachyons protecting her from this timeline, a timeline in which she doesn’t exist, are washed away by the Arcturan coffee. She tries to fire her phaser, but it is fading as well. She lets out one silent scream of fury.

And then she’s gone.

You and Reginald are alone.

“Are you alright?” he asks.

“Absolutely fine, dear,” you reply.

“I have seen that woman before, haven’t I?” he says. “What does she want with you?”

How do you even begin to answer that? You’ve spent almost 45 years not telling your husband about Section 31 and your association with it. It’s required far more lying than you’ve been comfortable with, but you always felt it was for the best. Reginald has always been such a forthright Starfleet captain that the very idea of Section 31 would rankle him, much less your association with it.

But you’re retired now, and you’ve been carrying this secret around for far too long. Maybe it’s time to finally be honest with him.



If you come up with yet another lie, go to Section 27.



If you decide to tell Reginald the truth, go to Section 32.






SECTION 17




Despite these revelations about Reginald, you still think he’s the best person to help you restore your timeline. Now all you need to do is find him, and his current notoriety actually makes that far less of an issue than it might be. He’s exactly the type of person that Section 31 would be keeping tabs on in case he escalated his efforts and became an actual threat to the Federation.

You personally don’t see it. There’s a long way to go between “I will protect this wetland” to “I will bring down a government that spans hundreds of worlds.” But fortunately for you, Section 31 knows precisely where he is: on a ship near the Orion border. Even better, the ship is within range of the Section 31 long-range transporter network.

After grabbing a small phaser from the dresser drawer where you found your Section 31 uniform, you activate the transporter and feel yourself dematerialize.

Your signal bounces through multiple relays at ultraspace velocities, and soon you reappear in the dim corridor of what you assume is an Orion vessel. You quickly activate the sensor masking function in your uniform and take a look around. The interior design is somewhat similar to the ones from your timeline, only a bit more angular and with darker paint. Based on the lighting, it’s either ship’s night or the crew really likes their mood lighting.

You run a quick lifeform scan and check the readout on your sleeve. There are only nine lifeforms: 6 Orions, a Klingon, a Tzenkethi, and a human. That certainly narrows it down for you. With one of the Orions and the Klingon on the bridge and the others all in what appear to be their quarters, you make your way stealthily through the ship’s corridors until you are outside of the human’s room.

The door isn’t even locked. That actually makes you feel better about this new Reginald. It says a lot about his life situation if he feels safe and comfortable on his own ship. He should.

You slip inside the dark room. The only light is coming in from the stars outside.

At least until a moment later when they suddenly blaze to life.

In the second or two it takes your eyes to adjust, Reginald Bain springs from his bed with a loud cry of “AHA!” and is in front of you, poised to fight in his burgundy satin boxers and matching undershirt. While your Reginald is more fond of pajamas, in all other ways this man is the spitting image of your husband. It throws you for a bit to be in his presence.

And he seems thrown to see you there.

“You…don’t look like the usual assassins sent my way,” Reginald says. “Who are you with? The Qualor Two Gardening Club? If this is about those hyandal berry seeds, I am absolutely going to deliver them as promised. I just have this business on Leodalis Four to sort out. As soon as they relent and stop destroying that tidal region, the seeds will be yours.”

“I’m not here about the seeds, Reg…Mister Bain,” you say. “I need your help.”

“My help? Is your land being threatened by developers, Miss…?”

“Rosalyn. And believe it or not, my last name is Bain.”

“Is it now? A cousin?”

“Your wife.”

Reginald’s eyes widen in shock. He staggers back a bit and sits down on the bed. “Which world and how piss drunk was I?”

“It was a lovely ceremony held in the Reed Gardens near Sussex,” you reply. “We used to take the kids there a couple of times a year when they were little.”

“Kids? Now, madam…”

“Don’t worry. I don’t expect you to remember it. It was in another timeline. But we have a family, Reginald, and I need you to help me bring them back.”

“By restoring another timeline?”

“Precisely.”

“And just what am I doing in this other timeline?”

“You are a decorated Starfleet captain commanding a one-of-a-kind vessel, and in your spare time, when you aren’t with me or our children and grandchildren, you’re quite fond of gardening in the ship’s arboretum and at our home on Earth.”

Reginald smiles. “Oh, I do love my petunias. But I have work to do here. A cause to fight for! If you’re right, it will all be gone.”

“But you will have saved countless lives and several worlds. The timeline changed because of the Hobus supernova in 2387. It doesn’t happen in my timeline.”

“That was an ecological nightmare. Planets destroyed. Others devastated by the shockwave. And then the Romulans that did survive went and colonized worlds that might have been left as undisturbed pristine wilderness. We can really stop all that?”

“I’ve done it before.”

“You’ve stopped the Hobus supernova before?”

“Well, actually you did, but not this you. And it really doesn’t matter right now. Will you help me?”

“Absolutely!” Reginald exclaims, slapping his hands on his thighs. “What can I do?”

“I need a way to get back to Vulcan in 2387.”

“Time travel, eh? That’s a tough nut to crack. But it’s possible. Before I left Starfleet, I remember hearing about using a slingshot maneuver around a star. My ship could probably handle it. She’s brought me through many a scrape.

“There’s another possibility, though. Lorikel. No one goes there. No one dares. Except me. I dared. I just wanted to make sure no one was disturbing the local ecosystem, but my ship’s sensors picked up chronometric particles. And on the surface, I found a lone building. Inside was a lab, abandoned long ago. But inside the lab, left among the dust-covered tools and bits of equipment, was a box. And inside that box was a device labeled ‘Time Tunneler. Use at Your Own Risk.’ I took the box, but I’ve never been willing to take risk.”

“Do you still have it?” you ask eagerly.

“Yes. In the hold. The slingshot is probably safer, but this is your timeline that we’re trying to save. Which way to you want to go?”



If you decide to go with the tried and true slingshot maneuver, go to Section 2.



If you decide to test out the Time Tunneler, go to Section 11.






SECTION 18




Any move you let Audrey make is a potential risk to your timeline, so you decide to intercept her as quickly as possible. Before she can get more than a few steps, you dash up behind her and whisper the one thing you know will stop her in her tracks.

“Bluebell.”

It was Reginald’s pet name for her when she was little, and you have to admit that you picked it up as well. By the time Tovar came into the house, Audrey was old enough that the name had fallen into disuse.

The effect of the nickname is instantaneous. Audrey spins around in shock. Thankfully, she’s not brandishing a weapon at you.

“Mum!” she gasps. You grab her and pull her back farther from your past self and get safely ensconced behind a large stack of cargo containers.

“What are you doing here?” she demands, her voice a harsh whisper. “You’re over there!”

“And I need to stay there,” you say. “I know Section 31 has made you think you have to stop me, but they were wrong. The consequences are devastating.”

“What? Are we at war? Is the Federation gone?”

“Well, no. Nothing like that,” you say. “But your father and I never meet, so…”

“…so I don’t exist.”

“No. And Romulus is gone. I’m sure there must be a lot of other terrible things, but frankly I didn’t have time to research it all. I got a panicked comm from Agent Gunton screaming that the new timeline is terrible, but really just knowing that you and your sister will never exist makes it intolerable. And I will do everything in my power to prevent it.”

“Even if that means fighting me,” Audrey says grimly.

“I really hope it won’t come to that. What did the Section Chiefs tell you to do?”

“Knock you out and then get onboard the Anomaly and sabotage the engines. It’s supposed to delay things enough that Hobus is unstoppable. They said that other than removing the Romulans as a potential threat to the Federation, the effects would be minimal.”

“Meddling with time is never predictable. But you have to decide if you are willing to make everything worse and wipe yourself out of existence just to do the will of the Section Chiefs.”

“What would you do?” Audrey asks.

“You know the answer to that. I already defied Section 31 once to come back here the first time.”

“If I don’t follow orders, they can just send someone else.”

“I don’t think they will. Not after seeing what their actions will actually cause.”

“Okay. Fine. I won’t go through with it.”

“Thank you,” you say, grabbing your daughter in a hug.

Audrey chuckles. “My first trip through time, and all I got to see was a bunch of cargo containers.”

“The job isn’t all glamor, I’m afraid.”

“Do you need me to take you back to the 26th century? I think I can do it with the time displacer the Chiefs gave me.”

“No, dear. I need to get rid of the ship I came in, and then the timeline shift should send me home.”

Audrey pulls a small device out of a pouch on her belt and makes a few adjustments. “All right. But comm me when you get back, so I know everything went okay.”

“I will. Talk to you soon.”

“And in a hundred years,” Audrey replies with a smile and then activates the time displacer. A moment later, you are all alone.

Not wanting to waste another second, you slip back outside to where you hid the prototype timeship. It seems like a shame to destroy it, but you don’t have any idea how to repair it. You could try to track down Craig Porter to try to fix it, but you aren’t sure where he is in 2387, and besides he’s already had a cameo in this run of stories.

Of course, now that the timeline the timeship came from is disappearing, it might disappear too. You can’t take that risk, though. It must be destroyed.

You set the autopilot and exit the craft. Its hatch closes, and the vessel rises up then ascends quickly through the atmosphere on a direct course toward Vulcan’s sun.

With that complete, a feeling of relief washes over you.

You did it!

You saved your timeline!

All you have to do now is wait for the timeline change to set in, at which point you should be transported back to the Anomaly and Reginald and Tovar and…



Go to Section 25.






SECTION 19




Admiral Larkin has you both beamed up to one of the massive spacedock complexes orbiting Earth. After leading you through many corridors and past multiple security checkpoints, you arrive at a set of heavy doors, which are guarded by two Starfleet Officers carrying phaser rifles. Whatever’s in here is something Starfleet is serious about protecting.

“She is with me,” Admiral Larkin says, as the guards eye you suspiciously. They step aside, allowing you both to enter a small docking bay. Inside sits what appears to be a standard shuttle, but this one has had several unfamiliar pieces of equipment attached to the nacelles on either side of the craft.

“This is a prototype of a timeship,” Larkin explains. “We haven’t tested it beyond some small hops forward, nothing more than a few hours, because the engine tends to overload and require extensive repairs after each trip. It does, however, have the benefit of being able to move in both space and time, so it should be able to get you back to the time of the supernova in 2387 as well as to whatever location you desire. It also has sensor masking that should hide you from any sensors more than about twenty years old. As you have probably gathered, though, it will be a one-way trip.”

“Thank you, Kristen,” you say. “I’m sorry for any trouble this is about to cause for you.”

“If you are successful, I will not be in any trouble,” Larkin replies. She leads you into the shuttle and has you sit down at the controls. They appear fairly-standard except for one readout displaying what you assume are time and space coordinates.

“You will use that console to input your destination time and location,” Larkin explains. “Then engage the time drive. You do not even need to fly the ship out of this docking bay first. There is one small issue, though.”

“Which is?” you ask.

“This is new technology, and we have not completely worked out all of the issues with calculating combined temporal and spatial coordinates. The computer tends to produce multiple answers when asked to calculate for distant times and far away places.”

“Multiple answers? How do I know which once is correct?”

“That may require a bit of luck,” Larkin says. “Or perhaps there is a way to deduce it. Either way, I wish you success.”

And with that, Larkin exits the timeship, closing the hatch behind her.

You’re on your own now, but how hard can this be? You input the time into the computer, but what about the place? You need to get this right. If a Section 31 agent was going to take a covert action that stopped Reginald’s plan to prevent the Hobus supernova, going onto the Anomaly itself would be very risky. Besides, you don’t know how much Section 31 actually knows about what the Anomaly crew did to set things right.

But what they do know, thanks to you, is that you were set upon by Captain Bridget Lornstrum from the 29th Century in the secret facility on Vulcan where Spock’s ship carrying red matter to stop the supernova was being constructed. Reginald took the Anomaly there as well to gather information. That has to be the place.

You input the coordinates into the prototype timeship computer and wait for it to spit out results. Just as Larkin warned, there are four of them. Now you’ve done a few temporal and spatial calculations in your time, but they were for the temporal reactor that you swiped from a 24th Century officer on Waystation. This is an entirely different computer, engine, and timeline. Which of these is right?



If you select coordinates 45120.8, go to Section 6.



If you select coordinates 21515.1513, go to Section 4.



If you select coordinates 18978.20, go to Section 28.



If you select coordinates 231815.147, go to Section 10.






SECTION 20




With a little bit of searching, you are able to find the drained power supply in the time tunneler vest and, after Reginald helpfully brings you some tools, tie in the Iconian battery.

This time when you power up the controls, the small screen on your wrist flashes to life, displaying an absolute flood of text warning about all of the horrible mishaps that can happen when you travel in time. Once you finally scroll through it all, you are able to click OK and get back to the device’s main screen.

The time tunneler allows you to select both a time and a destination, which is immensely helpful in the current circumstances. Yes, you could have just beamed to Vulcan first through the Section 31 transporter network, but you worried that the transporter might not know what to do with an unknown piece of technology like the time tunneler. The slightest mishap during rematerialization could lead to disaster when you travel back in time.

You can feel the vest almost vibrating your torso, an effect that only builds as you punch in the time and place where you need to go. Soon all that’s left is to activate the time tunneler.

“This is looking like a one-person job from here,” Reginald says with a hint of sadness.

“I’m afraid so,” you reply. “But thank you. You’ve been so helpful when you really didn’t have a reason to believe me.”

“If what you say about the timeline you came from is true, it’s more than worth it. Tell that other me that he’s a lucky man.”

“Oh, I will absolutely be doing that,” you say, flashing Reginald a smile.

You activate the time tunneler.

A sudden blast of electricity courses through you, locking your joints as Reginald and the ship all start warping wildly. Then everything around you rips apart in blast of red energy.

You’re now surrounded by swirling conduits of color, heading off in all directions. The time tunneler itself is screeching and squealing as it yanks you back and forth violently.

It’s almost too much for you to take.

You feel unconsciousness threatening to take you.

No. It can’t. You don’t have time for that.

One more jolt rockets you forward.

And then it’s over.

You are on your knees in red dirt. You quickly pull yourself up and look around. It’s Vulcan. You made it!

But what is that thing off in the distance? Some kind of large metal platform is dangling in the air, suspended from an absolutely massive ship high in the planet’s atmosphere. And the platform is currently firing a beam at the planet below.

The ground beneath you trembles.

That can’t be good.

If you had a bit more time and resources, you would eventually figure out what is going on, but you don’t. So let me skip ahead. That Iconian battery was a wee bit on the strong side and completely overloaded the time tunneler, so much so that you actually ripped through time, space, and realities.

You’re on the right planet, but in the wrong year and in the really wrong timeline.

High above you, a Romulan named Nero, who also isn’t in his correct year or reality, is taking out his revenge on Vulcan. But don’t worry, this reality’s crew of the USS Enterprise will stop him, but not before he blows up this planet.

Bad luck there. Sorry.

BOOOOM!



THE END



Back to the START.






SECTION 21




You decide that Admiral Kristen Larkin is your best bet to believe your situation and help you correct the timeline. This isn’t the kind of conversation that you have over a commline, though. You need to talk to her in person.

If you’re just waking up in England, it’s going to be the middle of the night in San Francisco.

Wait. Do you even live in England in this timeline?

You head out to your living room and check out your life for the first time. Your house is in central Oregon. Well, that’s convenient. At least the universe is cutting you a break there (or maybe the author just doesn’t feel like dealing with time zones. Who can say?). But it doesn’t look like you are or ever were a professor at Starfleet Academy. Here, your profession is something about geographical surveying and xeno-urban planning and design. In other words, it’s a bunch of legitimate-sounding nonsense that would allow you to go pretty much anywhere without drawing suspicion. Handy for a Section 31 agent.

But not so handy for getting into Starfleet Headquarters. Even your Academy credentials would make that a stretch.

Given more time, you’d try to get Section 31 to fake credentials for you, get you into the computer system, and send you a proper uniform. But there’s just no time!

You arrange a transporter to beam you to outside Starfleet Headquarters, then head through the security checkpoint (which looks a bit more strict and severe that the one you’re used to.). Thankfully in this timeline, they still can’t seem to detect any of the technology hidden inside your Section 31 outfit, which you have covered with a pleasant light-blue knitted cardigan.

It’s a very nice cardigan, actually. Did you make that yourself? That was one thing you never really got the hang of in your home timeline. Maybe this timeline’s you made it. Hmm…so can you knit now? Or crochet? You were never sure of the difference. Or if you lose your memories of the original timeline, will you pick up that ability?

Would you stop thinking about knitting and focus!?! The officer at the visitor’s desk is eyeing you suspiciously as it is. “Can I help you?”

“I’m here to see Kristen Larkin,” you say. Best to keep it vague in case her rank is different in this timeline.

The guard at the visitor’s desk checks her console. “Is Admiral Larkin expecting you?”

“No. But she will want to see me. My name is Rosalyn Davies.”

It feels weird to be back to your maiden name after almost 50 years of using ‘Bain.’ That was a whole discussion anyway. Reginald didn’t understand why you wanted to take his name. It certainly wasn’t something he demanded. He had thought that you’d both become the Bain-Davies. Since the option was there and you liked the ring that “Reginald and Rosalyn Bain” had to it, you decided to just go with Bain. You know all that, though. You are Rosalyn, after all.

Let’s get back to the situation at hand.

And it is a situation, what can you say to Admiral Larkin that will make her agree to see you? Spouting off about the timeline being wrong is probably not the way to go. Better to try a personal connection. In your timeline, Kristen Larkin knew Reginald from the time he was a cadet. That could be true here as well. Or you could go with a link to her past before the Hobus supernova, namely Chris Richards, the man who built her.



If you say that you are a friend of Reginald Bain, go to Section 9.



If you say that you are a descendant of Chris Richards, go to Section 15.






SECTION 22




With the Vulcans occupied by whatever happened upstairs, you are able to slip aboard the ship completely unnoticed. You take a seat in the cockpit and quickly familiarize yourself with the controls. Fortunately, there’s nothing here that looks unusual. You send a signal to open the facility’s massive bay door and start up the engines.

You’re on the move before the Vulcans realize what is happening, and you send the ship zipping out of the doors as soon as they are open wide enough to squeeze through. You have no idea how long it will take the Vulcans to scramble any kind of pursuit, but you aren’t waiting around to find out. You send the ship into high warp the moment it is safe to do so.

The next couple of days pass uneventfully as you speed toward Hobus. You spend most of the time in the rear compartment, where the large sphere of red matter that will stop the supernova is stored, familiarizing yourself with the system you will need to use when you arrive.

You sleep in the chair in the cockpit as best you can, but this would have been uncomfortable when you were in your forties. Now that you’re in your seventies, it’s borderline torturous. Have the Vulcans never heard of ergonomics?

You have actually drifted off to sleep when you are jolted awake by an alarm. It takes you several seconds to focus your eyes and figure out what the ship is yelling at you about.

It’s the proximity alarm.

A ship is closing in. Starfleet by the look of it.

They have a tractor beam on you before you can even raise your shields.

Moments later, two Starfleet officers beam into the rear of the cockpit, phasers at the ready. You spin your chair around to face them. They both seem genuinely startled to see you. You obviously aren’t what they were expecting.

“Um…hello…ma’am. I’m Lieutenant Commander Cobris. This is Lieutenant Engre. USS Greenwich. Do you know why we stopped you today?”

“I’m sure you have your reasons, but I have a supernova to stop,” you reply. “Now if you would be so kind as to let me get back on my way.”

“I’m afraid we can’t do that. This ship was reported stolen, and we have orders to return it to Vulcan.”

“It’s just going to come right back here again,” you said. “I’m already most of the way there. I can…”

You can what? It was on the tip of your tongue. Now you can’t remember.

Hobus!

Oh no. The tachyon treatment must be wearing off. You’ve got to get them off of the ship and continue on to Hobus.

Why are you on a ship?

“Ma’am, are you okay?”

“Where am I? What am I doing on this ship?”

“It’s okay, ma’am. We’re going to take care of you. But we need to get this ship back to its rightful owner. It sounds like he has something really important to do, and this is going to make him late already.”

All thoughts of Hobus and stopping the supernova is gone. You’re fully part of the new timeline. And you just want to know how you ended up back in time and if anyone can give you a lift back to your house in the 26th Century.



THE END



Back to the START.






SECTION 23




Maybe if you had a while to thoroughly check out that Iconian relic, you’d trust it to power the time tunneler, but this is not the time to put a mysterious artifact to the test, especially inside an already-mysterious gadget left behind by someone you have to hope knew something about time travel. Instead, you find the power supply for the time tunneler, remove it carefully with some tools helpfully provided by Reginald, and then attach the leads from your Section 31 Uniform.

This time when you power up the controls, the small screen on your wrist flashes to life, displaying an absolute flood of text warning about all of the horrible mishaps that can happen when you travel in time. Once you finally scroll through it all, you are able to click OK and get back to the device’s main screen.

The time tunneler allows you to select both a time and a destination, which is immensely helpful in the current circumstances. Yes, you could have just beamed to Vulcan first through the Section 31 transporter network, but you worried that the transporter might not know what to do with an unknown piece of technology like the time tunneler. The slightest mishap during rematerialization could lead to disaster when you travel back in time.

You can feel the vest humming against you, an effect that only builds as you punch in the time and place where you need to go. Soon all that’s left is to activate the time tunneler.

“This is looking like a one-person job from here,” Reginald says with a hint of sadness.

“I’m afraid so,” you reply. “But thank you. You’ve been so helpful when you really didn’t have a reason to believe me.”

“If what you say about the timeline you came from is true, it’s more than worth it. Tell that other me that he’s a lucky man.”

“Oh, I will absolutely be doing that,” you say, flashing Reginald a smile.

You activate the time tunneler.

Reginald and the Orion ship vanish in a swirl of color as you are instantly incased in a bubble moving through a corridor of temporal energy.

Moments later, you are dumped out in the blinding sun on a surface of red dirt. Close by, you can see an entrance to the hidden facility that lies inside a massive cavern dug into the T’Rynanhyd Mountains. This is where the ship Spock will use to try to stop the Hobus supernova is being constructed.

It’s a weird feeling of déjà vu, since you were here not that long ago. In fact, you’re here now. Not you you, but the other you from before. Well, not before, since it’s still happening now, but before for you.

We’re just going to stop that right there before this becomes a scene from Spaceballs.

You manage to sneak into the facility unnoticed and make your way towards where the other you is hiding and watching events unfold. You find a good vantage point behind some crates that gives you a clear view of yourself hiding behind some nearby cargo containers as well as the Jellyfish ship that is being readied for Spock’s journey.

Any moment now, a team from the USS Anomaly consisting of Commander Prosak, Commander Vioxx, and Sub-Commander Remax will be infiltrating Spock’s ship and stealing a small sample of red matter, which they will then use to stop the supernova themselves while also sending Spock’s ship and a Romulan mining ship into a slightly different timeline where they can do whatever they do that doesn’t stop Hobus in time. It is all a bit complicated, and you got the story second hand from Reginald and your adopted son, Tovar.

Regardless, whatever they did the first time worked, but a Section 31 agent is going to show up soon and ruin things.

It’s a bit odd seeing yourself crouching a few dozen yards away. Not like looking in a mirror. More like watching a holovid, but you’re actually right over there. You could just walk over and talk to yourself, not that you would. That would absolutely mess up the timeline.

No. You just need to wait for the agent Section 31 sent to stop past you to show up and…

“Rosalyn! What in the name of H.G. Wells are you doing here?” a very unwelcome female voice says from behind you. You turn to see Captain Bridget Lornstrum of the 29th Century Federation holding a phaser on you and looking oh-so-pleased with herself. You two have crossed paths on several occasions. In fact, a version of her should be showing up shortly and stunning the past version of you.

“It’s a long story,” you say. And one you have no interest in telling. You’ve got to get her out of here before whomever Section 31 sends shows up!

“Let’s head up to my ship, and you can tell me all about it,” Lornstrum says.

If that happens, you won’t be here to stop Section 31! You’ve got to do something!

She’s got a phaser, but maybe you can surprise her and attack before she can blast you. You’re quite skilled at hand-to-hand combat. Just knock her out, then stun her with your phaser for good measure, and keep her out of the way until you take care of things with Section 31.

Or perhaps there’s another way. You’re wearing a time machine. If you activate it and go somewhere and somewhen else, Lornstrum will have no reason to stay there. Then you can circle back at the precise moment you left and still catch the incoming Section 31 agent.



If you try to catch Lornstrum with a surprise attack, go to Section 14.



If you try a random time jump, hoping it will draw Lornstrum away, go to Section 29.






SECTION 24




You decide to hear Larkin out. It is the polite thing to do and may make her more willing to help you to find a way to get back in time to fix all of this.

“You see,” she continues from the section you just came from, “while we know alternate universes and timelines exist, we still aren’t exactly clear on what makes them start and stop. Some advocate for the idea that every single decision we make spawns two new timelines, one where you follow one path and one where you follow the other. That seems incredibly inefficient to me. Regardless, we have incontrovertible proof that alternate timelines and universes do exist. The fact that you still remember your previous timeline indicates that you have been shielded from the change in some way. Were you exposed to tachyons?”

You nod.

“That has been theorized as a way to protect a person from a timeline change, but I was not aware that anyone had put it into use. But then, how would I? I could have been through multiple timeline changes, and I would have no idea.”

“But I would,” you say. “That’s the whole point of the tachyon treatments.”

“Of course. However, I did see some research recently indicating that exposure to Arcturan coffee increases tachyon decay by an incredible amount. Not that that matters in the current circumstance.”

Still, that seems like good information to have in case anyone offers any to you while you’re trying to save your timeline.

“In any case, it is clear that the Hobus supernova is the branch point between the two timelines. As long as you promise that stopping the supernova from occurring is the only change you will make in the past, I will try to help you.”

“You have my word,” you say.



Go to Section 19.






SECTION 25




…and suddenly you’re back in your own bed on the Anomaly. The room is quiet except for the ever-present soft thrum of the engines and Reginald breathing softly beside you.

Did you just dream all that?

Surely not. But there’s honestly no way to know.

Regardless, you’re wide awake now.

You slip out of bed and out to the living area of the quarters you share with your husband. Maybe a nice cup of herbal tea will help.

You head over to the replicator to peruse the selections.

“Rosalyn!” a familiar and incredibly unwelcome female voice says from behind you. You turn to see Captain Bridget Lornstrum of the 29th Century Federation holding a phaser on you. This is a surprise for two reasons. First, you thought you were done with temporal shenanigans for now. And second, she is dead in your timeline, a victim of her own relentlessness that sent her sailing into yet another timeline’s Hobus supernova when she was trying to destroy the Anomaly.

“You’ve been very naughty, Rosalyn,” Lornstrum says. “You really thought you could get away with going back in time and creating a whole new timeline?”

Of course. This is the Lornstrum from the timeline you just wiped out, who is apparently not dead but also protected from timeline shifts.

“You seem surprised to see me,” Lornstrum continues. “In the 29 Century, we’re well aware of how to use tachyons to protect our operatives from timeline shifts.”

Told you so.

“I suppose you won’t believe me if I told you that all I did was restore the proper timeline,” you say.

“Who changed it then?”

“Section 31,” you reply. No need to tell Lornstrum about Audrey’s involvement. This situation is bad enough as it is.

“But you’re Section 31.”

“Retired.”

“Ha! I don’t believe THAT for a second.”

The doors from the bedroom slide open, and Reginald comes barreling out, tying on a robe that covers his pajamas. “What the devil is going on out here?” he demands. Spotting Lornstrum, he stops confused. “Didn’t I punch you in the face once?”

Lornstrum looks equally confused. “You’re married to a galactic terrorist?”

“Now see here!”

“Let’s all have a drink and discuss this rationally,” you say.

“She has a phaser, dear,” Reginald says warily.

“I know. All the more reason for the drink.”

You check the replicator. Now is this more of a coffee or a tea occasion?



If you replicate three chamomile teas, go to Section 13.



If you replicate three Arcturan coffees, go to Section 16.






SECTION 26




If Federation history has taught you anything, it’s that you shouldn’t trust a Q. You activate the time tunneler again and vanish. You had already hoped to throw Lornstrum off by going a couple centuries farther back. Maybe it will be enough to keep Q from bothering with you as well. And there’s always the chance that he’ll put his focus on Lornstrum.

You appear in a small room in a house on Earth in 2023. The place is filled with bookshelves and various posters on the wall as two men in their 40s sit at a desk hunched over a laptop, staring at the screen. Oddly, some of the posters show images of starships that you recognize. Finally, they notice your presence.

“Do you mind?” one of them snaps. “We’re working on a story here.”

You peer at the screen. “That is a video of a cat waterskiing.”

“It’s part of our creative process!”

“I’m sure it is,” you reply as you punch in new coordinates. “If a woman shows up after me, ask her if she wants to watch it.” You activate the time tunneler again and jump.

But instead of landing on Andor during its equivalent of Earth’s Middle Ages, you find yourself in a blank white void.

You’re not alone, though.

Lornstrum is there, too, and she DOES NOT look happy about it.

You go to set new coordinates, but the time tunneler is gone!

Q appears in a flash, still dressed for the beach. “I warned you,” he says. “Now it’s Time Traveller Time Out for you both.”

“Wait!” you cry. “I need to…”

But he’s gone with a snap of his fingers and another bright white flash (which is kind of hard to see against the whiteness of your surroundings).

Lornstrum sits down with a huff. “This is all your fault.”

You try to access the Section 31 network using your uniform. Nothing. The suit itself is dead. Either you ran out of power finally from all of those jumps, or Q just shut it off.

You sit down as well. You have no time machine, no idea when Q will come back, and no clue if you’ll still remember your old timeline by the time he does.

Go ahead and get comfy because this is…



THE END



Back to the START.






SECTION 27




You’ve been lying for this long. What’s one more?

You start trying to come up with something plausible to explain Lornstrum’s presence and disappearance.

No. Stop.

We’re not doing this. I know this is supposed to be a choose your own adventure story, but I’m drawing the line here.

You’re telling him the truth, and that’s final. Or I guess you could just stop reading the story if it bothers you that much.



But we’ll be telling Reginald the truth in Section 32.






SECTION 28




You select the coordinates for 18978.20 and engage the time drive. The shuttle lifts off of the deck of the docking bay, then everything around you becomes a tunnel of swirling color as the timeship takes you back to your chosen destination.

You emerge over the planet Vulcan as you hoped, and the shuttle computer quickly confirms that you have indeed arrived in 2387. Your previous training paid off, and you were able to select the correct coordinates. Also, by some cosmic coincidence, if you separated the coordinate into its component numbers in a certain way (18-9-7-8-20) and then converted the numbers to letters, it spells out RIGHT. Weird, huh?

Since the sensors of this era will likely detect you in no time, you quickly engage the craft’s sensor masking and head into the atmosphere, touching down a short distance away from the hidden facility inside a massive cavern dug into the T’Rynanhyd Mountains, where the ship Spock will use to try to stop the Hobus supernova is being constructed.

It’s a weird feeling of déjà vu, since you were here not that long ago. In fact, you’re here now. Not you you, but the other you from before. Well, not before, since it’s still happening now, but before for you.

We’re just going to stop that right there before this becomes a scene from Spaceballs.

After taking off your cardigan (It’s lovely, but the black Section 31 outfit allows you to sneak around more effectively), you manage to slip into the facility unnoticed (See. I told you so.) and make your way towards where the other you is hiding and watching events unfold. You find a good vantage point behind some crates that gives you a clear view of yourself hiding behind some nearby cargo containers as well as the Jellyfish ship.

Any moment now, a team from the USS Anomaly consisting of Commander Prosak, Commander Vioxx, and Sub-Commander Remax will be infiltrating Spock’s ship and stealing a small sample of red matter, which they will then use to stop the supernova themselves while also sending Spock’s ship and a Romulan mining ship into a slightly different timeline where they can do whatever they do that doesn’t stop Hobus in time. It is all a bit complicated, and you got the story second hand from Reginald and your adopted son, Tovar.

Regardless, whatever they did the first time worked, but a Section 31 agent is going to show up soon and ruin things.

It’s a bit odd seeing yourself. Not like looking in a mirror. More like watching a holovid, but you’re actually right over there. You could just walk over and talk to yourself, not that you would. That would absolutely mess up the timeline.

There’s a slight flash off to your right behind another set of cargo containers between you and yourself. You look in time to see another woman in a Section 31 uniform appear. It’s not you this time, thankfully (That would have been really confusing!). No, this is a younger woman with long dark wavy hair. She’s not facing you, but you already have your suspicions as to her identity. As soon as she turns slightly to give you a profile, you confirm that you are correct.

You know who she is.

Your daughter, Audrey.

She starts moving toward your past self. You have seconds to decide on a plan!



If you stop her before she can get to your past self, go to Section 18.



If you let things play out a bit to see what her plan is, go to Section 7.






SECTION 29




A head-on confrontation with Lornstrum is too risky. She might get a shot off which could either hit you or draw attention to you both. Either way, it could affect the timeline. Your best option is to draw her away, which means using the time tunneler. You don’t have any coordinates in it, though.

Except where you just came from!

“Why would I go back to your ship?” you ask, lowering your hands and hoping she doesn’t notice that you just reactivated the device on your wrist.

“Why do you think you have a choice?” Lornstrum says.

“Crap! Get down!” you say, looking past her in a panic. You duck as she spins around to see what you’re talking about. It’s just the window you need to select the coordinates you arrived from and activate the time tunneler.

By the time Lornstrum turns back around, you’ve vanished into the future.

You reappear in front of Reginald Bain mere moments after you left.

“What the devil!” he exclaims.

“Sorry. Can’t stay,” you say, quickly selecting new coordinates. If you linger too long, Lornstrum is bound to track you down, and the last thing you want is her finding this Reginald. Based on your past history with her, she’d be likely to kill him just out of spite. “And if an angry woman shows up looking for me, hide!”

You activate the time tunneler again and soon emerge from the swirling torrent of time energy into a beautiful sunny day on the grounds of Starfleet Headquarters. After punching in your next destination, you take a moment to enjoy the lovely view of the Golden Gate Bridge and the bay.

“Here, Rosalyn? Really?” Lornstrum asks from behind you. “Are expecting all of Starfleet Command to charge over and arrest me.”

“No. It was just a pretty day,” you reply before activating the time tunneler again. You’re gone well before two young Starfleet officers out on one of their early dates would have walked past this same spot in your timeline. But 2453 must have played out differently here. It’s a shame really. That particular day and stroll with Reginald was when you first realized that you could see yourself falling in love with him.

The next stop on your time tour is much less scenic or warm. Rura Penthe in 2293. The prison is in chaos with loadspeakers blaring in Klingon about an escape. It’s perfect in two ways. First, no one is going to pay much attention to you in the midst of all of the excitement. And second, if Lornstrum comes barreling in, she’s likely to end up in a fight with one of the inmates. You have coordinates punched in for your next jump, but you’re hoping this one might be enough to make her give up.

Her appearance in the cascade of particles of a 29th Century transporter beam a short time later disabuses you of that notion.

“Dammit, Rosalyn. This isn’t an improvement!” Lornstrom snaps.

You decide to skip the banter and instead activate the time tunneler.

Next stop is a gleaming white office on a space station with a massive window looking out on several starships floating nearby. A grey uniformed man, an admiral by the look of him, with an equally grey beard rises up from his desk chair.

“What are you doing in here?”

“Sorry for the intrusion,” you reply, punching in more coordinates. “I’ll be gone shortly.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

“Fine. I’m jumping through time because a 29th Century Federation officer is hunting me down.”

He grimaces. “The 29th Century. Those people were the worst.”

“I know!”

And just to punctuate that point, Lornstrum appears. “The 32nd Century? Oh Great Bird! Just stop, Rosalyn! I mean look out there!”

“What? What’s wrong with out there?” the admiral demands.

“Those monstrosities are supposed to be starships? And what’s with the detached nacelles?”

“They’re for safety.”

“They’re ridiculous.”

“You both make excellent points,” you said. “Carry on without me.” And with that, you once again vanish into time.

Your next landing is on a sandy beach looking out over a beautiful ocean. You just picked Risa in a random year because it’s Risa. It’s always gorgeous. Unfortunately, you can’t stay. Lornstrum will likely be here soon. Although, if she wanted to give up after arguing with that 32nd Century admiral, you’d be more than okay with that. Just in case, though, you stage more coordinates.

Settling into a nearby beach chair is probably a bad idea. As nice as it is and after the day you’ve been having, you might just drift off for a nap. And sure enough, Lornstrum materializes beside you a moment later.

“Ok. I can’t fault you too much for this one,” she says, admiring the view.

“You could stay and enjoy it,” you reply. “Your timeship must be getting quite the workout.”

“It will last longer than whatever that thing is you’re wearing.”

“We’ll just see about that.”

“No, you absolutely will not.” The voice that just spoke is decidedly male, unfamiliar, and right behind you. You and Lornstrum both turn to see a tall man wearing a straw hat, a red Hawaiian shirt (with what appears to be a pattern of little Jean-Luc Picards), and white Bermuda shorts. “We can’t allow you to keep leaping around like this. You’re starting to damage the space-time continuum, and believe me, I know something about continuums.”

“Who the hell are you?” Lornstrum demands.

“Q.”

“Q who?”

“Sorry. That title has already been used. And it’s beside the point. It’s time for you two humans to step messing about with forces that are beyond your comprehension. Now make nice, so I can get back to my Mai Tai.”

You’re aware of the Q, but you’ve never actually dealt with one yourself. You could explain the whole situation and get his help restoring your timeline. The reputation of the Q doesn’t exactly inspire confidence, though. If you acquiesce to his demand, you could lose the ability to travel in time and end up turned into a cat or something. But defying him could be equally bad…or worse.

You need to decide before Lornstrum does!



If you explain the situation to Q and ask him for help, go to Section 5.



If you decide to make a run for it and try to disappear into time, go to Section 26.






SECTION 30




The explosion blankets the room in colorful swirls of temporal energy just like the inside of the time corridor you traveled through to get back to Vulcan in the past.

You are floating, falling, careening, and bouncing all through the time conduit without the safety and comfort of a time ship to hold you in place.

Who knows where it will take you?

Will you even survive it?

You feel your memories of the last several hours slipping away.

Where did you come from?

How did you get here?

And most importantly, where are you going to land?

It all becomes just too much. Overwhelmed, you lose consciousness.



Go to Section 1.






SECTION 31




Who are you? How did you get in here? How did you even find this place? This facility is more secret than secret, and the people who work here…well…we’re your first, last, and only line of defense against the worst scum of the universe. No, we’re not the Men in Black! Ok, we do dress in black, but that’s not the point! You’ve got to leave! Get out! GO! Make sure you stop at the gift shop on the way out and buy a souvenir t-shirt. Or maybe a coffee mug. I personally guarantee they don’t have any spy cameras in them. Trust me.






SECTION 32




You decide that it’s high time you told Reginald the truth. You may be retired, but as this whole incident has shown, there are no guarantees that your past career won’t continue to intrude on your current existence. And with you living with Reginald on the Anomaly, it’s a lot harder to hide Section 31 from him than it was when you were living in on Earth and he was out on assignment somewhere.

You step over to your husband and take his hands in yours.

You know what? Let’s let Rosalyn handle this part. You got her this far and preserved this timeline in the process. Somewhere out there is another timeline where the Hobus supernova happened and wiped out Romulus. A timeline where some rogue Romulans used some synthetic beings to destroy the Federation’s rescue fleet and created a period where synthetic beings weren’t trusted and Starfleet admirals yelled obscenities at highly-decorated retired officers. And a timeline where Rosalyn Davies never married Reginald Bain.

This is not that timeline, though. This is the timeline that you helped Rosalyn save.

Great work!

But she can take it from here.



“That was a timeship captain from an alternate version of the 29th Century with a grudge against me,” Rosalyn says. “But I don’t think she’ll be troubling us anymore.”

“A grudge? Who could possibly have a grudge against you?” Reginald asks.

“A great many people, I’m afraid,” Rosalyn says with a sigh. She takes a deep breath, steeling herself for what comes next. “I hope you know by now how much I love you and our family and how I cherish all of the years we’ve been together. But I haven’t been fully honest with you about myself. I did teach at Starfleet Academy, but I also work for Section 31. I know how you feel about them. You made that abundantly clear after we helped Starfleet deal with the Vulcans. But like Starfleet, we swear an oath to protect the Federation. We just do so in secret…even from many of those we love. I’m retired now. Both from the Academy and Section 31, but there are things from my life as an agent that could come back to haunt us. And it’s not fair for me to keep that danger from you. It hasn’t been fair for a long time. It never was really. And I’m so sorry, Reginald. I understand that this is a lot to take in, but I just couldn’t…”

“I knew,” Reginald says simply.

Rosalyn is actually stunned, which doesn’t happen often. “You…what?”

“I knew, dear. The sudden disappearances. That black outfit you’d wear all the time that didn’t look remotely comfortable. The fact that you maybe taught one class per semester and had substitutes fill in for you a lot of the time. And you can’t be in Starfleet for as long as I have without hearing about Section 31. It took me a little while to put all of the pieces together, but I got there in the end.”

“Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

“I always thought you’d tell me eventually…when you were ready.” A hint of a smile plays at the side of his mouth. “I’ll admit that I never thought it would take quite this long.”

“I did try. A few times. It just never was the right moment. But for all these years, you were okay with what I did?”

“I can’t say that I approve of a lot of the things I’ve heard about Section 31 or its methods. But I knew…and I know you. Whatever you were doing, I had absolute trust that you were doing it because it was the best for the Federation and us. And I wasn’t about to step in and say that you couldn’t continue in a job that you clearly loved.”

“You are an amazing man, Reginald Bain,” Rosalyn says.

“And you are an incredible woman,” Reginald replies. “I’m just glad that you finally told me and we can put this secret behind us.”

“Me too. Tovar and Audrey will be so relieved.”

“They knew, too?!?”

“Let’s go to sleep, dear,” Rosalyn says, pulling Reginald toward the bedroom. “We can talk about in the morning.”



THE (ACTUAL) END







Born to Rom





“Second Officer’s Personal Log. Stardate 179348.2. While I have resumed my place in the command structure, I feel like I am going through the motions more than taking any pleasure or satisfaction in my duties. I know Doctor Nooney hoped that putting me through that holographic visit with Chynok would help. Instead it seems to have only brought clarity to him. Soon after, he informed Captain Bain that he was resigning from Starfleet and would be taking a position as Chief Medical Officer on one of the cruise ships sailing the seas of Pacifica.

“The captain and Mrs. Bain are taking Nooney to Pacifica themselves via raceabout before heading off on a brief vacation of their own. I must admit that I envy them to some degree. From my observations of them in the last few days, they seem to be more in love with each other than ever.

“But with Captain Bain away and Commander Vioxx in command, I find myself in the position of acting First Officer, which is not ideal for my current mindset. Fortunately, the Anomaly is currently assigned to make supply runs to some of the farther flung Federation outposts along the border of the Alpha and Gamma Quadrants, and thus far, my shifts have been uneventful.

“I am going to regret saying that, aren’t I?”



Prosak heard the bridge doors open to her rear left and glanced at the chronometer on the armrest of the command chair. 1600 hours. Tovar was prompt as always. She stood up from the chair as the Anomaly’s Yynsian Tac-Ops Officer approached.

“We are still on course to Plait Outpost at Warp H. Otherwise, all is quiet,” Prosak said. “You have the bridge.”

“Enjoy your evening,” Tovar replied, taking a seat.

“Dinner and bed are my only plans,” Prosak said. “They will be…things that I do.”

She headed back to the turbolift, where Dr. Natalia Kasyov, who had just been replaced at the science station by Lieutenant Veligerti, fell into step beside her.

“Shelly and I are heading to Twain the Keel for dinner and drinks in a little while. Why don’t you join us?” Kasyov said as the pair entered the turbolift.

“I was not looking for an invitation.”

“I know. But we’re your friends, and we haven’t seen you in ages. Come out with us.”

Prosak considered the offer. It would be something more engaging than sitting in her empty quarters and possibly more interesting than contemplating her empty existence.

“All right. I’ll come. Thank you.”

“Great! We’ll meet you there in two hours. No uniform. No Vulcan robes.”

Prosak looked at her confused. “Are they having a clothing-optional night? I know the captain is away, but I don’t think…”

“Wear casual clothes. That’s all I meant. We’re going to relax and have fun,” Kasyov said.

“I…will try.”



Hoping that the black slacks and blue top she’d selected counted as casual attire, Prosak was ready and waiting at a table in Twain the Keel. Before she had a chance to have too many second thoughts about going out for the evening, Kasyov and Marsden stepped into the Anomaly’s pub and quickly spotted her.

“Well, if it isn’t the Mistress of Cruise Ship Mayhem herself!” Marsden said with a smile as she took one of the empty chairs.

“You heard about that,” Prosak said displeased.

“I’m sorry, but everybody has heard about it,” Kasyov said. “I’ll grab us something from the bar. What are you having?”

“Pint of whatever they’ve got on tap tonight,” Marsden said.

“Water,” Prosak said.

“I will absolutely get you water,” Kasyov said. “If that is what you want. Is that what you really want?”

“No. It really isn’t,” Prosak said.

“Okay then. What’ll be?”

“A cocktail. Something fruity.”

“Little umbrella?”

“Please.”

“I’ll see what they can come up with,” Kasyov said, then made her way through the other patrons over to the bar.

“I’m glad you came out with us. It feels like it’s been forever since I’ve seen you,” Marsden said.

“I know. I haven’t been spending time many places other than my quarters and the bridge.”

“We’ve missed you.”

“That’s kind of you to say.”

“I mean it. Not to make this awkward, but Tovar’s been worried about you, too.”

“Why would that be awkward…other than the previous sexual relationship that he and I shared and…that’s the awkwardness right there, isn’t it?”

“Yep.”

“I’m feeling it as well.”

“It’s ok. But I think he feels partially responsible for what happened to you,” Marsden said.

“Why? He didn’t make me throw myself at Snotch?” Prosak asked.

“He didn’t warn you ahead of time.”

“He followed the captain’s orders and was focused on the greater good. I would have done the same. The needs of the many and all. I suppose I am glad Snotch broke up with me before I could make too much of a fool of myself.”

“Drinkies!” Kasyov said, returning with a small tray of glasses. She put a pint of a dark lager in front of Marsden and then handed Prosak a massive bowl of pink liquor with five little paper umbrellas sticking out of it as well as a long curly straw.

“What is this?” Prosak asked, eyeing the bowl. “And what is floating in it?”

“I have no idea. The bartender just made it up,” Kasyov said, “but the floating things are fruit, as requested.” She sat down with her own drink, a vaguely greenish beverage that was bubbling quite vigorously. “What are we talking about?”

“Break-ups,” Marsden said.

“Oh no. She’s not trying to one-up you with that guy who stabbed her, is she?” Kasyov asked Prosak.

“No!” Marsden snapped. “I hadn’t even mentioned him!”

“Yet.”

“Nat!”

“Prosak, that Snotch guy used you. That’s all there is to be said. None of that is a reflection on you.”

“Then why do I feel so lost?” Prosak said.

“Were you that into him?” Kasyov asked.

“No. Not really. He was not much fun, but he was just so Vulcan. He was everything I’ve said I’ve been aspiring to ever since I became a RommaVulc. And he rejected me.”

“He manipulated you to get on board this ship.”

“That doesn’t make it better. Instead, I am questioning everything. Why do I want to be Vulcan? Is there a point to even trying? How was I so blind to his lack of interest? Do I even belong in Starfleet if I’m that easily tricked?”

“What are you doing with your life?” Marsden asked.

“Shelly!” Kasyov snapped.

“I’m not asking that. She is.”

“You’re right,” Prosak said. “I am.”

“It sounds like you need to talk to someone,” Marsden said.

“I am talking to both of you,” Prosak said confused.

“Yes, and we’re here for you. But I meant someone professional. Like a counselor.”

Prosak frowned. “Doctor Nooney was our counselor, wasn’t he?”

“Officially,” Kasyov said. “But most of the crew made other arrangements…for obvious reasons.”

“What are these ‘other arrangements’?”

“Therapy in the privacy of your own holopod,” Kasyov said.

“You want me to see a holographic counselor?”

“Why not?”

“I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

“Have the computer pick one for you. Finding a therapist is a process. The first person you meet with might not be right for you. Earth culture alone is filled with hundreds of possibilities from history and fiction. Maybe you can find a Romulan counselor.”

Prosak pursed her lips. “For Romulans, therapy is frowned upon. It could lead to your issues being used against you. Most Romulans believe it’s preferable to keep your own counsel on these matters.”

“Yeah. I could see that,” Marsden said. “But you’re…unique, Prosak. And if you want to see a counselor, no one on this ship will stop you.”

Prosak stared into her drink. “I will give it a try.”

Kasyov nodded. “Stick with Earth. Or even Starfleet. There are a few famous names in Starfleet history that the computer can simulate. What have you got to lose if you’re already lost?”

“That is…reasonable.”

“You wanted to say ‘logical,’ didn’t you?”

“I really did.”

“Drink your drink, Prosak,” Kasyov said. “It will help.”

“Yes. Booze now. Therapy later.”

“That’s the spirit! Or probably many spirits in the case of that drink.”



Command felt different when one knew they were currently the ultimate authority on the ship. With Captain Bain gone, Commander Vioxx now had the USS Anomaly under his complete control. Even better, the mission was, as the odd human expression put it, a milk run, so he could enjoy that feeling of power without any dangerous and messy life-or-death decisions to put a damper on things. He’d had plenty of that back on the Tyvek and admittedly on some other occasions when Bain was off of the Anomaly for one reason or another.

“Approaching Plait Outpost,” Ensign Yonk reported from the helm as the ship dropped out of the high-warp powered by its anti-singularity drive. The streaking stars on the viewscreen were soon replaced by a small purple-green world with a bright binary star in the distance.

Excellent. Now Vioxx would get to do some of his favorite parts of captaining. He stood up from the Anomaly’s command chair and straightened his uniform.

“Standard orbit, Mister Yonk,” he said to the Ferengi helm officer before he glanced back at the tac-ops station, where Centurion Nortal stood at the ready. Always at the ready. Vioxx had to be impressed at the woman’s endurance. She was ready to strike at a moment’s notice, even when she was off-duty. She had to sleep sometime, right?

But not now. He needed to her to respond while he was being captainly…was that a word? Anyway…

“Nortal, hail the outpost.”

“Doctor Akintola responds!” she cried a moment later.

“On screen.”

“Doctor Akintola appears!”

As promised, the image on the Anomaly’s viewscreen switched to show the human administrator of Plait Outpost.

“Greetings, Anomaly,” he said. “We are happy to see you.”

“Thank you. I am Commander Vioxx, acting captain. We have several cargo containers worth of supplies for you, which we will send down as soon as we have coordinates.”

“That is excellent to hear.”

“But if you don’t mind my asking, why do you need all of this? I find it hard to believe that the Federation sent you all the way out here without enough replicators to cover your needs.”

Akintola chuckled. “Oh, they did, but we were struck by an energy wave a couple of weeks ago that took out a number of our systems. We’re still analyzing it, but it was unlike anything we’ve ever seen.”

“We’re caught in a trap!” Nortal shouted. “Ambushers lurk everywhere!”

“Calm down, Centurion,” Vioxx ordered before turning back to Dr. Akintola. “Were you attacked?”

“No no. Not at all,” Akintola replied. “The energy wave, whatever it was, came from the Gorman Nebula about 100 light years from here. I’m glad we were as far away as we were, so the effect had time to dissipate. We don’t know what caused it, but since you are here…”

“You would like us to investigate,” Vioxx finished.

“Yes indeed. I’m sure your ship’s science officers will find it interesting.”

“I’m not,” Sub-Commander Remax muttered from his seat at the Anomaly’s bridge science console.

“We will take a look,” Vioxx said, pointedly staring at the elder Romulan scientist. He sounded commanding, but inside he worried that investigating strange energy signatures was veering far too close to dangerous and messy. That was exactly what lost him the Tyvek a few years earlier.

“Thank you, Commander,” Dr. Akintola said. “But I should make you aware of one more thing: the nebula is shrinking.”

“Shrinking?” Remax asked surprised. “How is that possible?”

“Oh, so you’re interested now?” Vioxx said.

“We don’t know,” Dr. Akintola said. “However, the rate is increasing. Whatever is happening out there is happening fast.”

“Understood, Doctor. We’ll get underway immediately.”

“You will give us our deliveries first, correct?”

“Yes. Of course. We will get underway as soon as we’ve sent everything down.”

“Thank you again, Commander. We’re sending you all of the sensor readings we collected from that region before the energy wave hit.”

“We appreciate that, Doctor. Anomaly out,” Vioxx said, returning to the command chair. “Lay in a course, Mister Yonk. Let’s go see why the swirly clouds are getting smaller.”

“After we unload,” Remax said.

“Yes, after we unload!” Vioxx snapped.

“Just making sure we’re clear on your orders…Acting Captain.”

“You just had to add the ‘acting’ part, didn’t you?”

“Yes. I did.”



While all that was going on, Prosak had settled herself into the comfort of her holopod. The curved imaging plates on its surface and the noiselessness of it all was quite nice. Maybe she should just stay like this, in the pod, with no therapist. Surely that would still provide some benefit. Maybe she would emerge relaxed and refreshed, with knowledge of how to move forward with her life.

No. That wasn’t going to happen. Prosak considered herself to be a woman of action. Although, recently she’d been inactive, more often than not. It was time for her to get back to herself. She might not know if she was Romulan, RommaVulc, or Vulcan, but the woman of action part must remain.

“Computer, begin therapy program,” she said, and steeled herself for what was to come.

The blank walls around her blurred then resolve into…

…a fairly nice office. There were some windows looking out at Earth flora, a number of bookshelves, several lamps, none of which matched, and a large plush sofa. Across from the sofa, in a white armchair, sat a human woman with long blond hair. She was dressed in a suit and wore black rimmed glasses that gave her an air of intelligence and authority.

“Welcome,” she said. “Please. Sit down.” She gestured to the comfy-looking couch.

Prosak did as she was told, and quickly determined that the couch was indeed comfy.

The pair sat in silence for several moments. “Aren’t you supposed to be helping me?” Prosak asked finally.

“I’ve gotten used to Luci…my patients just launching into whatever issue is bothering them.”

“So…I should just start.”

“Please. Believe me. I’ve heard all about your kind; although, I have to admit that the ears are new to me. I like them. Very distinctive.”

“What do you mean ‘my kind’? You’ve worked with Romulans before?”

“Romulans? Is that a kind of celestial or a demon?”

“Neither. From your perspective, I supposed I would be an alien.”

“Alien? Like from outer space?”

“Exactly.”

The therapist jumped up from her chair. “Oh no! No no no! I’ve already had to deal with the existence of angels and demons and the actual Devil. I am NOT accepting aliens as well. Get out!”

“But…”

“OUT!”

“You do not have to scream at me,” Prosak huffed. “Computer, end program.”



“What do we know about this nebula?” Vioxx asked as the Anomaly sped toward its destination.

“Just the basics,” Remax replied. “The Gorman Nebula was first detected a couple of hundred years ago, but due to its remote location and relatively small size, the Federation never bothered to chart it in depth. Until a couple of weeks ago, it was an unremarkable mass of stellar clouds and dust about 28 light years in diameter. Based on the readings Dr. Akintola provided, it’s down to 7 light years and, as he said, the rate of shrinkage is increasing. We may not have much left to investigate when we get there.”

“That would be safer,” Vioxx said.

“What?”

“That would be unfortunate.”

“Uh huh,” Remax said skeptically.

“Approaching the center of the nebula now,” Yonk reported.

“The center? I didn’t say to take us in,” Vioxx said as the Anomaly dropped out of warp.

“It’s all that’s left,” Yonk replied.

Sure enough, on the viewscreen wisps of blue, red, and purple dust clouds were being sucked toward a central point.

“Remax? Any ideas?” Vioxx asked.

“Scanning now. And…I have no idea what I’m looking at. The nebula is being pulled into something, but the sensors can’t penetrate.”

“Space Vacuum!” Nortal exclaimed.

“Space is already a vacuum,” Remax said.

“A stronger space vacuum IN the vacuum OF SPACE!”

“That doesn’t make any sense at all,” Vioxx said. “Wait. Is it a space vacuum? Is it pulling on us? Are we too close?” Vioxx added alarmed.

“Negative, sir,” Yonk said. “We’re not feeling anything.”

“All right. Move us in closer but stay just outside the nebula. If anything changes, get us out of here immediately. Don’t wait for an order. Just go.”

“Aye, sir.”

The next several minutes on the bridge were quiet other than the blips of the consoles and Remax muttering to himself in increasing annoyance.

“The nebula is down to 3 kilometers,” Yonk reported.

“I guess we’re going to find out what’s at the center before your sensors do,” Vioxx said. “My bet is that it’s just a tiny black hole.”

“A magical tiny black hole that only eats nebulas and not nearby starships?” Remax said.

“Dust is a lot lighter than we are.”

“But still hard to pull in from over 20 light years away without some force behind it.”

“Granted. You’ve got me there. But here comes the answer.”

Indeed the last wisps of the nebula were rapidly disappearing, and soon all that was left was…

“Vanilla pudding!” Nortal exclaimed excitedly.

Well, not exactly. But the undulating sphere sitting on the viewscreen at the center of what was until a few seconds earlier the Gorman Nebula did have the general appearance of a blob of vanilla pudding.

“Since when did you eat pudding? And Earth pudding at that?” Vioxx asked.

“It delights my mouth!”

“Ok then. Remax, is that pudding?” Vioxx would actually have been fine with a ‘yes’ to that question. Pudding was nice and non-threatening.

“No,” Remax replied.

“And? What is it?”

“It’s a sphere approximately one meter in diameter comprised of an unknown substance. Based on the movement, the substance is either a very thick liquid, or possibly gelatinous, or possibly something else entirely.”

“That’s not very helpful.”

“It’s what I’ve got.” Several readouts on Remax’s console suddenly got quite active. “It’s scanning us!”

“The blobby thing? How?” Vioxx said.

“I don’t know, but it’s looking through our systems.”

“Our deepest secrets are revealed!” Nortal shouted.

“Red alert!” Vioxx ordered. “Lock weapons and prepare to fire.”

“Just prepare?”

“Yes.”

“I am always prepared!”

“Good. Don’t shoot anything yet.”

“As you command,” Nortal said disappointed.

“It’s back to just sitting there,” Remax said.

“Did it implant a virus or activate the self-destruct or anything?”

“Not as far as I can tell. It took a look around and then stopped.”

“The pudding! It hails!” Nortal announced.

“I still don’t know how that’s possible,” Vioxx said, “but put it on.”

The speakers erupted with a deafening, “DAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA”

“Turn it down!” Vioxx ordered.

“The pudding is loud!” Nortal replied.

“DAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaddy.”

Vioxx spun toward Remax. “Did you hear that?”

“It’s probably gibberish,” Remax replied.

“This is Commander Vioxx of the USS Anomaly. I…”

The sphere interrupted his speech with an excited “Daddy!”

And then it giggled.

In that moment, Vioxx experienced overwhelming terror quickly followed by absolute certainty about what he needed to do: get help.

“Vioxx to senior officers. Staff meeting. NOW!”



“I’m listening.”

Prosak leaned forward in the curved fainting couch and looked around. “This is a nice room. Where are we?”

The broad faced, balding man, with a lengthy crop of hair on the back of his head adjusted his well-manicured suit. “Seattle. Want some coffee? Everyone drinks it here. All the time,” the man said placidly, and turned to a huge espresso machine next to his desk.

“No I don’t think so,” Prosak said and sat up. “This couch feels strange.”

“Oh? Most patients enjoy lying down while they talk about their problems.”

“I’m good.” Prosak leaned forward, elbows on knees. “So…”

“I’m listening.”

“That much I got. So, what happened was, essentially, I was dating this Vulcan and…”

Just then there was a knock at the door.

“Frasier, get out here this instance!” came an officious sounding voice. “We have tickets to the orchestra tonight, and we shall not be late!”

“Just a minute, Niles, I am with a patient!” the therapist snapped.

“Oh, is this a bad time? You have a date?” Prosak asked.

Frasier sighed. “It’s my brother.”

Prosak stood. “I’ll be going. You’ve got a lot going on.”



A confused Lieutenant Commander Tovar, Lieutenant Shelly Marsden, and Dr. Natalia Kasyov were already waiting in the briefing room when Commander Vioxx arrived with Sub-Commander Remax. Vioxx had left Yonk in charge on the bridge with explicit orders to get the Anomaly out of there as quickly as possible if the pudding…he really needed to come up with a better name for it…did anything remotely hostile. But as Vioxx and Remax had left the bridge, all it was doing was cooing and giggling over the speakers.

“Where’s Prosak?” Vioxx asked, looking around the room. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t think she’d be very useful for this anyway.”

“Or ever,” Remax said, taking a seat at the table.

“What are we doing here during a red alert?” Tovar asked. “Shouldn’t we be on the bridge?”

“Yonk and Nortal can handle it for now,” Vioxx said.

“What is ‘it’?” Dr. Kasyov asked.

Remax activated the holographic display in the middle of the conference table, bringing up a view of the sphere currently floating in front of the ship.

“That’s not making things any clearer,” Kasyov said. She read the sensor readouts running alongside the image. “What the hell is that?”

“I have no idea,” Remax replied. “But it thinks Vioxx is its Daddy.”

“Congratulations, it’s a snotball. Did you have an affair with a big blob of mucous at some point and not tell us?” Marsden asked.

“No,” Vioxx snapped. “Whatever that is ate the entire Gorman Nebula and then managed to get into our systems.”

“But it’s organic,” Kasyov said. “How did it interface with us?”

“Again, I have no idea,” Remax said.

“That’s astounding!”

“You just want to see its brain, don’t you?” Marsden asked.

“Do you think it has a distinct structure? Or is it just somehow a part of the goo?” Kasyov said excitedly.

“Is it a threat to the ship?” Tovar asked, trying to refocus the meeting on more pressing matters.

“It hasn’t made any hostile moves so far,” Vioxx said. “But, as Remax said, it apparently thinks we’re its father.”

“You’re its father,” Remax corrected.

“It could be talking to the Anomaly as a whole.”

“It got into our systems and read up on us enough to talk to you through the bridge speakers. It knows you’re in charge. You’re the father.”

“Fine. It doesn’t matter. What are we going to do about it?”

“We could start by not calling it ‘it,’” Kasyov said.

“Do you have another suggestion?”

“What about Neb?” Marsden said. “It was born from a nebula after all.”

“Neb. I like that,” Kasyov said.

“Why are we naming things we should just be destroying?” Remax asked. “It ate an entire nebula and can invade starship systems. If it is actually at the level of a baby, we need to smother it in its crib before things get out of hand.”

“That is an intelligent lifeform unlike anything we’ve ever seen,” Tovar said. “I agree there are risks, but we can’t just kill it.”

“Then what do we do?” Vioxx asked.

“You’re Neb’s father. Do some parenting,” Kasyov said.

“How? I’ve never raised a child.”

“And the only two people on this ship who have aren’t on board right now, so you’re going to have to figure it out.”

“I can try to talk to Neb.”

“Now you’re using the name?” Remax spat disgusted. “Why are you listening to her about this over me? Is it because she’s a woman?”

“No, it’s because you’re you,” Vioxx said. “All right. Let’s get back up there and try to…”

“Whatcha doin,’ Daddy?” a childlike voice broke in from the entrance to the briefing room. The gathered officers turned to see a small vaguely-humanoid shaped vanilla blob, about half a meter high, standing by the door. It looked like someone had tried to assemble a toddler out of cream-filled balloons but with empty gaps where the eyes and mouth should have been.

“Vioxx to bridge! Status of Neb!”

“What’s a Neb?” Yonk’s voice replied.

“The thing outside!”

“It’s still outside.”

“But it grows!” Nortal’s voice added urgently.

“And apparently can project part of itself in here,” Tovar said.

Neb toddled over to Vioxx. “Hi, Daddy.”

“You can’t be here,” Vioxx said.

“Why?”

“Because we’re having a meeting.”

“Why?”

“To talk about you!”

“Why?”

“Because we don’t know anything about you!”

“Why?”

“Would you all help me here?” Vioxx demanded.

The other Anomaly officers exchanged a quick glance.

“Why?” they all replied smiling.

“Very mature,” Vioxx said.

“Just trying to get into Neb’s frame of mind,” Kasyov said. “Hi, Neb. I’m Nat. Oh, we named you Neb. I hope that’s ok.”

“Neb!” Neb exclaimed happily. Neb suddenly yawned.

“Aww. Neb’s tuckered out,” Marsden said.

“Absorbing an entire nebula will take a lot out of you,” Remax muttered.

“Maybe Neb should take a nap,” Tovar suggested.

“Good idea,” Vioxx said. “Take Neb to the brig and…”

“The brig!” Marsden exclaimed. “Just put Neb down in your quarters.”

“In my bed?” Vioxx asked alarmed.

Neb yawned again then climbed up Vioxx, to the Romulan’s horror, pretty much forcing itself into Vioxx’s arms.

“It needs a nap?” Vioxx asked Kasyov.

“Yes. Put Neb in bed and sing them to sleep.”

“Fine. I’ll give Neb a nap.”

“Why?” Neb said sleepily.

“Because you’re tired.”

“Why?”

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Vioxx said, carrying Neb out of the briefing room and into the corridor.

“Why?”

“Because I’m an officer in the Romulan Imperial Fleet.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s what I always wanted to be.”

“Why?”

“Because…no. We’re stopping right there before you send me into an existential crisis like what happened to Prosak.”

“Why?”

“Because all of that RommaVulc nonsense warped her mind.”

“Why?”

“I blame her parents. If they’d only…Ohhhhhhhhhhhhhh.” Vioxx was suddenly hit with the realization of the responsibility that had been dumped on him. How was he supposed to be a parent and good example to a space blob? But if he didn’t do a good job, what was a screwed-up Neb capable of?

Vioxx had a feeling it would be a lot worse than Prosak’s ridiculous lifestyle choices.



“I am hearing depth and sorrow. Let’s go with that,” the striking woman with dark flowing hair and a smart pantsuit said, leaning in.

Prosak looked around the dimly lit room. “I don’t know about depth…” She glanced back at the door to the therapist’s office. “By the way, that’s a nice statue you have outside your office.”

“What does the statue mean to you?”

“It means you have a naked woman statue outside your office,” Prosak said.

The woman leaned forward, crossing her legs. “I see a lot of narcissistic personality disorder cases. People who get off on killing. Suffering. And then come to work through that in therapy.”

“You heard about what happened with Chynok,” Prosak said.

“I know the type,” the woman said, in a rich, scratchy voice, and then seemed to think back. “There’s something about a thug, isn’t there? Someone who prefers brute force over conversation? I mean I’d never, but…” She smiled.

“I thought this was about me?”

“Narcissistic personality disorder all right,” the woman said and began to scribble on a pad.

“You’ve got a nice office. Are you sure we are in…” Prosak referenced the program parameters on her padd. “New Jersey?”

“You’d never know this office was in a strip mall, would you?” Suddenly there was a ring from the phone on the woman’s desk. “Excuse me.” She walked over to the desk and grabbed the phone. “Yes. What? Again! This is the third time I’ve gone into hiding this month!”

She sighed and slammed the phone down. “I’m sorry, we’ll have to end it here. I have gangsters after me.”

Prosak raised an eyebrow. “Gangsters?”

“It’s a long story. I’ve already said too much. Okay, back to the Motel Six!”

“I’ll see myself out,” Prosak said.



Neb had happily curled up in Vioxx’s bed, but now the gaping holes that were ostensibly Neb’s eyes were watching Vioxx expectantly.

“What?” Vioxx asked.

“Sing.”

“Oh…that,” Vioxx said, sitting down on the bed beside Neb. Music wasn’t exactly Vioxx’s strong suit. His mind was struggling to come up with even one song that he actually knew the words to. Finally, he was able to dredge up one song. He didn’t know where it came from or why he remembered it, but he was going with it.

“Sheets of empty canvas

Untouched sheets of clay

Were laid spread out before me

As her body once did…“



Vioxx was annoyingly brought back to consciousness by someone tugging on his sleeve. When did he fall asleep? He must have nodded off after singing Neb to sleep. It didn’t matter. Vioxx was tired and wanted to go back to dreaming.

“Dad! Wake up! Play with me!”

He opened his eyes and let his vision come back into focus. Neb was standing beside the bed. “Come on, Dad!” Neb insisted.

“Weren’t you shorter?” Vioxx asked groggily. He focused on Neb again. Yes, Neb was definitely taller now. Over a meter. Maybe a meter and a half. He’d have to say something to Remax about that when he was awake. But now, more sleep.

“I’m bored!” Neb said. “I want to play!”

“I know a great game,” Vioxx said without lifting his head from his pillow. “It’s called Coma. First you lay down.”

“Ok,” Neb said, crawling up into bed and lying beside Vioxx.

“Good. Now we both have to be really quiet and still. The first one to move or speak loses.”

Things were wonderfully silent for the next few minutes, just long enough for Vioxx to fall back asleep and then…

“This is boring! I don’t want to play Coma!”

“Guhunnh.”

“DAD!”

“OK! Ok. I’m up. What do you want to play?”

“Not Coma!”

“That’s not helping.” Vioxx silently cursed Tovar, Marsden, and Kasyov for talking him into this. Wait. What time was it anyway? He and Neb had napped for a bit, but for how long?

That was one problem with living on a starship: it was always night out the windows.

One thing was certain. He was hungry.

“How about dinner?” he asked Neb.

“No! I want to play!”

“You have to eat sometime.” Vioxx thought about it for a moment. “Do you actually eat? You don’t want to eat me, do you?”

“Dad! You’re silly!”

“Just checking. So…you’re not hungry?”

“No! Full!” Neb said, shaking their head back and forth.

“Well, I need to eat.”

“NOOOO! You said you’d play with me!”

“I will, but you need to…”

“WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!”

Neb collapsed to the deck, slamming their fists on the deck repeatedly.

The Anomaly was suddenly jolted, almost tossing Vioxx to the floor beside Neb. Then again. And again.

“Bridge to Commander Vioxx!” Tovar’s voice called over the comm system. “The entity outside the ship has started emitting gravitational waves. Shields are holding, but Big Neb is…undulating furiously.”

“Did you just call it ‘Big Neb’?” Vioxx asked, steadying himself as the ship rocked again.

“Dr. Kasyov came up with the name. It seemed fitting. But I commed to find out if your Neb is similarly affected.”

“It is not my Neb, but I’m pretty sure I know why Big Neb started acting up. I’ll take care of it. Vioxx out.”

He looked down at Neb, who was continuing to thrash and wail. Surely Neb couldn’t keep that up for much longer.

But it continued with no signs of stopping.

Faced with the unending noise from Neb and the ongoing jolts from Big Neb outside, Vioxx found himself dealing with a conundrum that had confounded parents for centuries. How could he distract Neb in such a way that he was also capable of getting things done, such as eating? And like many parents before him, Vioxx found his answer in an electronic device.

“Neb?” he asked kindly.

“Wwwwwhat?” the blubbering child replied, looking up at him.

“Would you like to try a holopod?”



In her own holopod, Prosak was getting impatient. The first three counselors were wholly unhealthy, and she resented whoever programmed them based on their fictional origins. Pre-Federation Earth clearly had a problem affirming the importance of mental health and well-being.

So Prosak took a different tack. Noteworthy therapists throughout time. This would work.

“So,” the aged man said, fondling his cigar as he stared at the smoke wafting from it. “You have come to dialogue about your life.” Prosak was unfamiliar with his accent, but it was quite thick.

“Yes,” Prosak said, laying back on the fainting couch. She was disappointed to see that the oddly comfortable couch was once again here in this man’s office. She was also nervous about trying another Earth therapist. Weren’t there other alien cultures that offered therapeutic regimens?

“Well, you have come to the right place. I have created quite a few famous and popular theories on how the mind works. How it processes. And how to arrive at understanding and discovery!”

Prosak leaned over and looked at the man. “Really? That’s what I am looking for!”

“So, we start where we must. With your Father. Tell me about him.”

“Oh. Well…he’s an Ambassador. He’s brave, career-focused, diligent, and well liked by all of his colleagues. He’s a consummate…”

“When did you realize that you loved him?” the man challenged, raising an eyebrow.

“Well, I’ve always loved him. I’m his Boogles.”

“Ah, a term of affection.” He jotted down notes. “And when did you find you had romantic feelings for this man?”

Prosak shot up. “That’s my Dad you’re talking about! I don’t have romantic feelings for him. He’s…he’s my dad! Why is everyone so obsessed with talking about dads?”

“I think we’ve arrived at the root of our problem,” the man said, pointing with his cigar.

“Computer end program!” Prosak snapped. She was due for her shift soon, and this was getting her nowhere.



Vioxx strolled out of the turbolift onto the bridge the next morning feeling rested and refreshed, much to the surprise of Dr. Kasyov.

“What did you do with Neb?” Kasyov demanded from the science station as Vioxx walked past her headed toward the command area, where Prosak was waiting to be relieved.

“I have to get the report from Prosak,” Vioxx said, effectively shushing her.

“There is little to report,” Prosak said. “We have observed the entity for several hours, and it has continued to grow. There have been no additional gravitational or other emissions. Doctor Kasyov can fill you in on the particulars.” Then with a curt nod of her head, Prosak brushed past him and strode into the turbolift.

“Was she in a hurry for some reason?” Vioxx asked, settling into the command chair.

Kasyov was standing in front of him a moment later. “Neb!”

“The blob kid is fine,” Vioxx replied.

“Then where is Neb?”

“My holopod. Neb was angry and crying last night, so I put the kid in there. They seem to be much happier now…I guess. Honestly, I haven’t heard a sound from Neb since then. But they’re fine! I checked the holopod before I left. It’s still reading one occupant.”

“You left Neb in that thing all night long?” Kasyov said. “You can’t do that! Neb is a child! What kind of parent are you?”

“I’m not one at all!” Vioxx snapped back. “No matter how much you call me Neb’s father, I’m not. And you’re not their mother, cool aunt, or whatever delusion you’re under. As soon as that thing appeared on board, we should have carted it off to sickbay or a lab to be studied. Instead, I let you talk me into this ridiculousness, which I only went along with because Remax was against it. Now I’ve got a dangerous being in my holopod that I’m hoping stays entertained instead of throwing a tantrum that rips the ship apart. Congratulations, Doctor. We’re both idiots. Now do you have anything of actual use to report?”

Kasyov looked stunned to be dressed down like that, but she swallowed whatever retort she was about to launch into. “Big Neb has reached a diameter of approximately twenty meters and is continuing to grow. Based on our scans, Remax and I don’t think it is from this universe.”

“Not from this universe? How did it get here?” Vioxx asked.

“We’re not certain, but we were going through the readings Plait Outpost sent, and they detected a nanoscopic tear in space/time right before the energy burst that damaged their systems. The tear, the burst, and Neb’s first appearance are all in the exact same location.”

“Interesting, but how does that help us?”

“What help do we need?”

“Getting it off of this ship, for one thing.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t just beamed Neb into space at this point,” Kasyov said.

“I guess we could. It just seems…mean.”

Kasyov smiled. “You do care about Neb!”

“I don’t want to make it angry. That’s all!” Vioxx insisted.

“Uh huh.”

“Commander!” Ensign Yonk shouted suddenly from the helm. “Big Neb is moving! It’s coming right at us!”

“Evasive!” Vioxx replied as on the viewscreen the creamy blob was indeed getting larger.

“Tendrils!” Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell cried from tac-ops. “They’re grabbing onto us! Ew! Ew ew ew ew ew EW!”

Kasyov, who had raced back over to the science station, checked her readouts. “Big Neb has latched onto the saucer and is coming overhead.” Almost on cue, the stars visible through the transparent dome above the bridge were eclipsed by Big Neb, who then settled down on top of the dome itself.

“It’s sitting on us!” Brazzell screamed. “I am NOT cleaning slime, ooze, or whatever that thing is made of off of our hull! I’m NOT! Oh…I’m going to throw up. Guurrggh!” Brazzell clamped his hands over his mouth and ran to the head.

“Neb’s in our systems again,” Kasyov said. “Looks like…”

The Anomaly suddenly shot forward, launching into warp.

“I’m not doing this!” Yonk said, holding his hands up in the air.

The ship made a tight turn, straining the inertial dampeners, then launched forward again, this time at anti-sing speeds.

“Cabral to bridge!” the voice of the Anomaly’s resident disembodied brain said over the comm system. “I have lost control of the anti-singularity drive. What is happening?”

“We’re being taken for a joyride,” Kasyov said.

“I am not feeling any joy,” Cabral replied.

“Me either,” Vioxx said.

“It’s an Earth thing,” Kasyov said. “Are you alright, Cabral?”

“Yes, but I am having to compensate for whatever is currently in control. It does not understand the adjustments required to keep the ship intact at these speeds. It is putting a great deal of strain on me, and if the drive is pushed much faster, I worry that I won’t be able to keep the Anomaly from disintegrating.”

“Captain Bain is going to be so mad if I destroy his ship while he’s away,” Vioxx said.

“That’s what you’re worried about?” Kasyov snapped.

“And the horrible death part!” Vioxx said.

“We’re going to take care of it, Cabral. I promise. Just keep us together until then,” Kasyov said.

“I will do everything I can, Natalia.”

“I know. Bridge out.” She turned on Vioxx.

“You don’t have to say it, Doctor,” Vioxx said. “I’m going to talk to Neb right now.”

“I’m coming with you,” Kasyov said, rushing to the turbolift with him.

“Fine. Yonk, you have the bridge.”

“Aye, sir,” Yonk said just before the turbolift doors closed. “So…since we’re not in control of anything, I’ll just sit here ordering myself to do nothing.”



“So, how’s that feel?”

Prosak had to be honest. It felt great. After the fiasco of yesterday’s attempts to find a compatible therapist, she had almost given up. But now Prosak was glad that she decided to give it another chance. She settled deeper into the plush sofa. “Much better.”

The room was decorated with soft-hued pastels, and maybe a few too many photos of the counselor and her husband, which Prosak took to mean at least she knew how to build a healthy relationship. She would make a point to ask about that later.

But what really set this counselor apart was her methods. Prosak grinned as a little Shetland sheepdog curled in her lap and leaned up to lick her face.

“His name is Barnaby Erstwhile the Third,” the raven-haired counselor said proudly, crossing her legs.

“Oh, what a nice name,” Prosak said, softly petting the wriggling pup.

“Isn’t he fluffy!”

“He is quite…fluffy…” Prosak admitted.

“I find it’s helpful with my patients to ease into conversation. And nothing helps that more than a fluffy bundle of joy.”

“It is nice,” Prosak said. She looked around. “And it’s comforting at least being on a Starship, even if it is an old-fashioned one.”

The counselor looked right past that comment and eased in. “Well, then, Prosak, tell me more about this Snotch fellow, and what’s going on there?”

Prosak curled Barnaby in her lap and bit her lip thoughtfully. “I guess I’ve always thought Vulcans were an ideal to aspire to. And Snotch was anything but that.”

“He made you question everything…even the Vulcan identity that’s part of who you are.”

“Yes, that’s it!”

The woman smiled. “We’re getting somewhere.”

Just then the behind the counselor swished open and a short, muscular Andorian appeared, grimacing. “I have finished with ‘walkies,’ Counselor Peterman,” she snorted angrily.

“Babies!” the counselor exclaimed, tossing her padd aside and turning to the door. Suddenly a trio of dogs, three cats, and a K’tarrian falcon swarmed in. The falcon swooped toward Prosak’s face.

“Computer, end program!” Prosak shouted as the claws went right for her eyes.



Vioxx ran into his quarters with Kasyov right behind him and went straight to the holopod in the corner of his living area.

“Neb! NEB!” he shouted, banging on the door. “You come out of there right now, young…” He turned to Kasyov. “This really would be easier if we had decided on a gender.”

“Neb never told us one. It may not have one. And does that really matter right now?”

“I suppose not.” He looked at the display beside the pod entrance. “What program is this? It just says ‘Live.’ I’m shutting it down.”

“Wait. You said yourself that you didn’t want to make Neb angry. Big Neb is literally right on top of us. If it sends out another burst of gravitational waves while we’re at anti-sing, we could wind up as a stream of microscopic debris stretching across half the quadrant.”

“Then I’m going in…as soon as I get my disruptor.”

“Vioxx, shooting Neb is not going to do anything about Big Neb,” Kasyov said. “And those are very close quarters in there.”

“I’m just supposed to talk to Neb?”

“It’s the Starfleet way. And being a good parent.”

“I’m pretty sure we’ve established that I’m neither,” Vioxx said.

“Do the best you can,” Kasyov said. “Just remember you’re the one keeping us all alive. Well, you and Cabral.”

“Fine. Go be with Cabral. I’ll try this talking thing.”

“Good luck, Vioxx. I’m sure you’ll be great.”

“I don’t believe you one bit, but thanks for saying it.” He took a deep breath to ready himself, then opened the holopod door and stepped inside.

He found himself in space, space that was moving past him very rapidly. Vioxx quickly realized that he was standing on top of the Anomaly’s saucer, which was more than a little disconcerting. A short distance away, standing on a platform just behind the bridge dome, was Neb, intently focused on something. As Vioxx got closer, he realized that something was a version of the Anomaly’s helm console. He also realized that Neb was a good bit taller than the last time Vioxx had seen them, now standing just a little shorter than Vioxx himself.

Vioxx made his approach slowly. He didn’t want to startle Neb and cause them to lose control of the ship. He also needed to figure out what he was going to say.

Vioxx found himself wondering what his own father would have said in this circumstance. The truth was that Vioxx never would have given the man a chance to say much of anything. He’d gotten it in his head at a young age that the only respectable path for a Romulan was the military, so he had nothing but disdain for his father, who had spent his life running the repair shop that his great-grandfather had opened a century earlier. Vioxx had no interest in fixing hovercars and transporters and never bothered to learn the first thing about it. That had left the two of them with little to talk about.

Even after Vioxx left for the Imperial Academy and discovered that the military life wasn’t exactly all that he had dreamed it would be, he was never able to have any real emotional closeness with his father. They got along fine when he went home to visit, but it all felt very surface. He loved his father because they were family, but he couldn’t say that he really knew the man. And Vioxx had never given his father a chance to get to know him.

Because of that, he really had no idea what his father would say in this situation, but he did know that he would have listened to whatever Vioxx wanted to talk about. He’d made that clear on several occasions, and Vioxx had turned him down every time. Maybe Vioxx would have better luck with Neb.

“It’s a nice view out here,” Vioxx said, stepping up onto the platform beside Neb. That was something of a lie. Being outside of the Anomaly without a spacesuit and while traveling at anti-sing just felt all kinds of wrong.

“Go away, Dad. I’m busy.” The humanoid-shaped cream-colored goo didn’t turn to look at him, not that Vioxx was certain that the empty eye-holes did anything anyway.

“I can see that. And I don’t want to mess up your concentration. Believe me. I’m very focused on you keeping us alive.”

“Everyone’s fine. I know what I’m doing.”

“OK. That’s good. Can I ask why you’re doing it at all?”

“Why do you care?” Neb snapped. Vioxx caught himself before he came back with something along the lines of, “Because you could get us all killed, you idiot!” But that would just come across like he only cared about everyone’s safety, which was true, but Vioxx had to keep this focused on Neb.

“Of course, I care. I always want to know what’s going on with you.”

“Could’ve fooled me.” Neb muttered.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re never around.”

“Never around?” Vioxx said. “We were together from the moment you showed up yesterday. And then you went into this holopod and didn’t come out.”

“Then let me stay in here. I didn’t ask you to come in.”

“And I didn’t ask you to take over this ship. You need to slow down before you get hurt.”

“Stop treating me like a child.”

“Why? You are one,” Vioxx said. “A few hours ago, I was singing you to sleep. You’re growing up fast. I get that. But I don’t think you went from that to expert starship pilot overnight.”

“You sang to me?” Neb asked, finally turning to look at Vioxx.

“Yes. It was the only way you’d take a nap…yesterday.”

“I don’t remember that. I guess because I was so little.”

“It was yesterday!”

“What else did I do?”

“Uhh…well…you didn’t like it when I wanted to sleep, so I made up a game. We could go get some lunch, and I’ll tell you about it.”

“I don’t eat.”

“Fine. You can watch me eat, but we could talk. You could tell me what you’ve been up to in the holopod. You seemed really excited when I first showed it to you.”

“You introduced me to the holopod?” Neb asked amazed. “I love the holopod!”

“Yes. Again, it was yesterday.”

Neb turned his attention back to the helm console and dropped the ship out of anti-sing. Soon they were at a full stop. “Let’s go,” Neb said.

“Alright,” Vioxx said. For a moment, he considered just leading Neb to the brig and being done with it, but then he had another idea. “Maybe I can convince the holochef to do something Romulan. I can show you some of the food I grew up eating.”

“I don’t eat.”

“I didn’t say you had to eat it.”

“Good because I’m not.”

“Come on before I change my mind and put you in the brig.”

Neb laughed. “Dad! You are so silly!”

“You’ve been telling me that your whole life,” Vioxx replied. “Which started yesterday,” he added to himself as he and Neb walked out of the holopod.



The old man was kind looking, his wrinkled eyes filled with wisdom. Prosak felt like she’d entered a sacred place, a legendary place.

And it was then she realized she had.

“This is the ‘Rays of Logic’ temple,” Prosak said, mounting the stone steps and looking out from the parapet onto the hills of Southeast Selaya below. “I’ve…I’ve heard about this place.” Earth’s therapists had failed her, so Prosak had decided to move on to Vulcan ones. She was uncertain that it was the right course of action, but standing here, she felt hopeful for the first time in a long time.

She turned to the man, who sat atop a pile of big, broad, sand-colored pillows. The portly fellow nodded and stretched his arms expansively.

“You are now one with the rays. How may I make your life make more sense today, my child?”

“You were…you are…”

“I am Telvin,” he said simply.

“I’ve read all about you,” Prosak said, pulling up a pillow to sit across from the logic master. She tipped left and right as she tried to get her balance. “How you started out in private practice, joined Starfleet, how your brother…”

“I don’t like to talk about my brother. He…was misguided,” Telvin said simply.

“How could you obtain such enlightenment from such modest beginnings?” Prosak asked, for a moment forgetting why she’d even come to this place.

“Patience,” Telvin said. “Life is long, Prosak. It is filled with uncertainty and chaos. And then, once you free your mind, you come to a place where you understand and accept who you are. I did not found Rays of Logic until I was one hundred and fifty years old. And then it did not become what you see now until I was over two hundred. By the time I died, thousands of Vulcans had come through this place, seeking enlightenment. Seeking a better way.”

“You’re talking my language,” Prosak said. “But…but I turned away from the Vulcan philosophy. I…I don’t really know what I want.”

“You sought therapy,” Telvin said. “That’s why you came here? My origins were in the therapeutic arts.”

“Romulans don’t believe in therapy,” Prosak said, looking down at her feet.

Telvin leaned in. “Yes. But Vulcans do. And in some part of your heart, even now, when you are filled with doubt, lies a core of Vulcan logic.”

“So I should become more Vulcan? Try and shed all of my Romulan beliefs?”

“Why are you looking to me for that answer?” Telvin asked.

“Because I don’t have any of the answers myself.”

“I can only tell you what was true for me, Prosak. That when I stopped pretending to be someone I wasn’t, and when I focused on who I really was…on the logical, brilliant Vulcan who lived deep inside of me…only then did I find true enlightenment. Only then did I become satisfied with my life.”

Prosak’s eyes widened. “So I should become…more Romulan!”

“That’s not what I’m…” Telvin said with a stammer.

“Yes, more Romulan!” Prosak shot up, kicking her big pillow aside. “I shall be the most Romulan Romulan who ever Romulaned!”

“I’m not sure I got through to you,” Telvin said thoughtfully.

“Oh, you did better than that. You told me what to do!” Prosak leaned in and kissed Telvin on the cheek. “Thank you, logic master, for pointing the way!”

“I really didn’t!”

“Computer, end…”

“Make sure you sign the guest book before you leave!”



It took a bit of convincing (including not-veiled-threats about disabling the holo-emitters in the mess hall and erasing the chef’s program), but Vioxx was able to get the holochef to turn the mess into a street café on Romulus that Vioxx remembered from his childhood.

What happened next would make for a wonderful and touching montage sequence if this were a television show or movie. Alas, this is prose, so we’re just going to have to tell you about it. Vioxx and Neb talked, Vioxx told Neb about his childhood on Romulus, other crewmembers came by to say hello, Lieutenant Commander Tovar and Lieutenant Shelly Marsden sat with them for a bit, as did Dr. Kasyov. Upon hearing that the holomess was serving their homeworld’s cuisine for the day, Sub-Commander Remax, Centurion Nortal, and Sub-Lieutenant Zantak came in to eat. They weren’t exactly friendly, but Zantak did nod in acknowledgement of Neb’s presence while Remax and Nortal eyed them warily.

Vioxx felt like Neb was growing up before his eyes…because they were. By the time evening hit, Neb was a good five centimeters taller than Vioxx and just looked leaner than they had before…or as lean as a being composed of goo-filled segments could be.

Finally, Neb said that they were tired and needed to sleep. Vioxx took Neb to a set of guest quarters.

“This isn’t where you live,” Neb said confused.

“No, but I thought it’s time that you had your own space. My quarters only has the one bed,” Vioxx said. “But there’s also a holopod in there if you can’t sleep.”

“I think I’ll sleep just fine. Thank you, Dad. I had a great time.”

“I did too…once the threat of instant death went away.”

“You’re never going to let that go, are you?”

“It was less than twelve hours ago. Give me a little time.”

Neb chuckled. “You are so weird. Good night, Dad.” Neb stepped into the guest quarters, leaving Vioxx alone in the corridor. For reasons he couldn’t quite figure out, Vioxx was feeling quite pleased with himself. Sure, he’d talked Neb into giving control of the ship back, but it was something more than that. He absolutely wasn’t a parent, but he did pretty well today. He’d take that as a win.



Vioxx stepped out of the turbolift the next morning to start his shift and could immediately tell something was amiss. The entire mood on the bridge was wrong. And there was also some kind of screeching and rhythmic banging playing over the speakers.

“Oh, thank the Great Bird,” Kasyov said upon spotting him.

“You have literally never been that happy to see me,” Vioxx said as he headed past the science station down to the command area.

“My ears have never needed relief this badly,” Kasyov replied.

“You didn’t like it?” Commander Prosak asked. Vioxx locked eyes on his fellow Romulan and just about stumbled straight into her in shock. Prosak had discarded her usual Vulcan bob hairstyle in favor of a short, spiked up arrangement that made Vioxx think of stalagmites. A black, bird of prey face tattoo was one of many markings that now adorned her body, along with a twisting array of Romulan crests up her forearms, which were bare due to her sleeveless metallic tunic that she’d somehow still managed to make vaguely look like a uniform, complete with a Starfleet delta insignia badge. Knee high leather boots with metal studs and shimmering black tights completed the ensemble.

“Sorry, Prosak,” Kasyov said. “It’s just not doing anything for me.”

“The music or her outfit?” Vioxx asked. “What have you done to yourself?”

“I am embracing my Romulan heritage,” Prosak said.

“Does your heritage include a Mhiessan street gang?”

“I’ll have you know that this look was very popular when I was younger.”

“I…don’t care. Just give me the status report, so you can leave the bridge.”

“And can we stop the music?” Kasyov asked. “Please? Again, I’m sorry, Prosak. It’s just too early.”

“Computer, end playback,” Prosak said. “It wasn’t meant for human ears, apparently.”

“Guess not,” Kasyov said.

“Status!” Vioxx snapped annoyed.

“We are on course to rendezvous with Captain Bain’s raceabout. Big Neb is still attached to us and has grown another ten meters, but it has not made any further attempts to take control of the Anomaly. Additionally, I am not plotting to secretly poison you to take back my position as First Officer.”

“I appreciate the warning, Prosak, but the whole point of deception is to not let your target know what is coming.”

“Which is precisely why I told you,” Prosak said. “I am not planning anything, so there is no need to deceive you.” She smiled in the way a shark might upon encountering its next meal, if sharks were capable of such a thing outside of a cartoon. “Unless that is the deception.”

“You’re relieved,” Vioxx said. “Go do…something Romulan.”

“I will,” Prosak said, making her way toward the turbolift. “And I was not kidding about the deception.”

“Which part?” Vioxx asked.

But the turbolift doors had already closed, cutting her off from the bridge before she could answer.

Vioxx pushed Prosak’s current lunacy out of his head and settled into the command chair. He was going to have to explain Big Neb’s presence on top of the ship, something that Captain Bain was unlikely to be pleased about. Bain was all for meeting new lifeforms, but Vioxx assumed he would draw the line at one of them camping out on his hull.

Before he could get too deep into planning what he would say to the captain when he returned, Vioxx heard the turbolift doors open again.

“Dad?”

Vioxx leapt out of the command chair. “Neb?” It sounded like Neb, but the voice was deeper. Yes, it was Neb, but they looked different yet again. Neb’s height was about the same, but their shoulders had filled out…or filled up with more of that off-white goop that made up Neb’s being. “What are you doing up here?”

“I know I’m not supposed to be on the bridge, but I needed to see you. And I can still access every system on the Anomaly.”

“Don’t remind me,” Vioxx said. That was something else that Captain Bain was going to be displeased about. “What did you need?”

“Honestly, I need to go. It’s time.”

“Go? Go where?”

“Come on, Dad. I’ve remained on board too long as it is. I need to get out and live my own life. I can’t just stay here with you.”

“I didn’t say you should. I’m just surprised that you’re suddenly leaving.”

“I guess you did too good of a job raising me to be independent,” Neb said with a smile.

“Did I?”

“Are you sure?” Dr. Kasyov asked. “It’s a really big galaxy out there.”

“I’ll be fine, Auntie Nat,” Neb said.

“When did you become their aunt?” Vioxx asked.

“Lunch yesterday, I think,” Kasyov said with a shrug.

“But she’s right. It’s a big galaxy. Do you know where you’re going?” Vioxx said.

“I have all of your star charts memorized,” Neb said.

“Good. But no going near the Klingons. They’ll shoot you on sight.”

“Hey!” Lieutenant Gworos protested from tac-ops.

“Am I wrong?”

“No.”

“Exactly. And stay out of BorgSpace! Those assimilating bastards would just love to get their hands on your biological distinctiveness. Not a single one of their factions are to be trusted. Understand me?”

“Yes, Dad,” Neb said. If Neb actually had eyes, they would have been rolling at this point.

“All right. Just be safe. And comm me…if you want.”

“I will.” Neb pulled Vioxx into a hug. It was so warm and squishy. Comforting, though. “Thank you. For everything.”

“You’re welcome. But I didn’t do that much. You were barely here forty-eight hours.”

Neb laughed. “I am going to miss how silly you are!”

“I’m being serious.”

Neb chuckled once more. “Bye, Dad.”

And then Neb was gone. Vanished in an instant from the bridge. Above their heads, Big Neb lifted off from the transparent dome and moved off, revealing empty space above them.

“Should we stay with it?” Ensign Yonk asked from the helm.

“No. Let them go,” Vioxx said, returning to the command chair. “Neb doesn’t need us looking over their shoulder.”

“You did good,” Dr. Kasyov said.

“It doesn’t feel like it,” Vioxx said. “I’m just glad you’re up here now instead of Remax. He would have been mercilessly mocking me by now.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m actually going to miss that weird blobby kid.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 179355.7. Rosalyn and I have returned to the Anomaly after our much-needed holiday and found the ship no worse for wear, not that I expected there to be any issues under Vioxx’s watchful eye along with more than capable assists from Commander Prosak and Lieutenant Commander Tovar.

“It does sound like we missed a little bit of excitement between the emergence of an entirely new form of life into this galaxy and…whatever is going on with Prosak. I have to admit that her new appearance is startling, and I worry that Doctor Nooney’s departure couldn’t have come at a less opportune time. Of course, there’s an argument to be made that he had a role to play in getting her where she is now. Still, I hope she finds some kind of peace soon.

“For now, though, I will try to be accommodating. Although, the boots have to go. She accidentally stepped on Ensign Yonk’s foot this morning and broke it in sixteen places. The poor lad had to spend the day with Nurse Ih’vik and a bone knitter.

“As for me, I’m rested and ready for whatever mission Starfleet has in store for us next.”



Captain Reginald Bain ended his log entry and settled back into his favorite armchair in his captain’s lounge, scotch in hand. The trip with Rosalyn had been wonderful, and he felt that their marriage had entered a new phase of openness and intimacy between them. Even after all these years, he loved her as much as he did on that day decades earlier when he stood watching her walk down the aisle and was practically vibrating with excitement at the prospect of becoming her husband.

The door chime sounded, pulling him out of his thoughts.

“Come in,” he called.

Vioxx walked in hesitantly. Despite being the Anomaly’s First Officer, he hadn’t spent much time in the Captain’s Lounge. He tended to keep things with Bain more professional.

“Commander!” Bain exclaimed. “This is a pleasant surprise. Have a seat. Can I offer you a drink?”

“Thank you, sir. But I don’t want to make you get up.”

“Nonsense,” Bain said, popping up from his chair. “I’m always happy to entertain guests. I was having scotch, but I can get you whatever you’d like.”

“What you’re having is fine,” Vioxx said. He really had no idea. He hadn’t made much of a study of Earth beverages, but he imagined that there was likely some Romulan equivalent. How many ways could there possibly be to produce alcohol?

Bain poured him a drink out of an actual bottle, handed it to Vioxx, and waved him to the nearby armchair as Bain settled back into his own. “You’re of course welcome to drop by any time, Vioxx, but I’m guessing this isn’t strictly a social call. What can I do for you?”

“You are correct,” Vioxx said uncomfortably as he looked around the room rather than meeting Bain’s gaze. What was it with humans and covering their belongings in animal hides? The chair, several of the hats Bain had on display, and even several of the books were all encased in the stuff. “I need to ask you for a favor.”

“I’ll certainly help if I can,” Bain said.

“I was hoping you could ask Starfleet to keep a look out for Neb. I know Neb thinks they are ready to run off across the cosmos, but you’ve been out here a long time, Captain. You know the dangers Neb could run into.”

Bain chuckled and leaned back into his chair. “Letting them go is hard, isn’t it, Vioxx? Every parent has been there.”

“I’m not Neb’s father.”

“I think everyone would disagree with you there. Including you, if you were really honest with yourself.”

“Neb was on board barely two days.”

“I read the reports. That…whatever it was, took to you, and you did your best under the circumstances. It may have been brief, but that doesn’t make it meaningless.”

“I just have no idea if I got Neb ready for whatever their life is going to be.”

“None of us do. I felt I did my job as a parent if in the end my kids were fully-functioning adults. By that measure, I suppose I did all right. Although, Rosalyn deserves the lion’s share of the credit. I missed so much of Sophie and Audrey’s childhoods. And I don’t how Rosalyn was around as much as she was considering her job with…never mind. The point is that I sure as hell have my regrets and things I worried about with the girls, just as you do with Neb. At least I knew I was going to be a father. You had it sprung on you and still rose to the occasion.”

“You weren’t expecting Tovar, correct? You still were a father for him.”

Bain smiled. “Trying to make me feel better now, Vioxx?”

“No, sir. I…”

“It’s all right. Tovar was different. He was through those rough early years. He just didn’t have actual parents. Fortunately, the man I am matched up well with the kind of father he needed.”

“And he stayed with you.”

“Yes, but I’d say he’s his own man. Just as Neb is now their own…blob. I’m sorry. Doctor Kasyov’s notes weren’t very helpful in identifying what exactly Neb is. But it doesn’t matter. The point is that you were there when Neb needed you, and you gave Neb a caring home on this ship until they were ready to venture out on their own. You are their father in every way that matters, and as far as I’m concerned, you did a fine job.”

Vioxx let out a deep breath. “Thank you, Captain. So now I can stop worrying.”

The Captain laughed. Loudly. “No. Not even a little bit.”

“Seriously? It won’t stop? Ever?”

Bain reached over and clinked his glass against Vioxx’s. “Welcome to parenthood.”





Going, Going, Gone…





“We’re going to be late!”

“When have I ever been late? And why are you worried? We are using a transporter. We could leave thirty seconds before the start of it and be on time.”

“It’s not you I’m worried about,” Shelly Marsden said as she rushed into the kitchen. “But if Toflay decides to whip up some kind of special goodbye breakfast…”

Her husband nodded. “I see your point. I promise to keep Toflay in check.”

“That’s worked so well in the past.”

“When was the last time…”

“I was kidding, dear,” Marsden said, cutting Tovar off. She planted a kiss on his cheek. “I’ve got to have some fun if we’re going to be back to just the two of us.”

“The two of us have lived alone together before,” Tovar said, moving over to the replicator to put in his breakfast request.

“On a starship. That hardly counts as alone.”

“He’s been away at the Academy for the last four years.”

“And back here for every break or free weekend. We’re going to be real empty nesters now.”

“Assuming our bird ever flies away,” Tovar replied before shouting, “JARRETT!”

“I’m right here, Dad,” Jarrett Bain said, jogging into the kitchen. Marsden had wanted to name their son after someone in each of their respective families. She had chosen her maternal grandfather’s first name, Garrett, but Tovar had a harder time. He wasn’t about to use his father’s name, and he barely remembered his grandparents. Instead, he went with the one constant in the first half of his life: the interloping Jaroch lifeforce. And so, they ended up with Jarrett.

“Your mother thought you were taking too long.”

“Thanks for the support, DEAR,” Marsden said pointedly before finishing ordering her own meal.

“We’ve got like an hour,” Jarrett said. “I’m dressed. I’m packed. What’s left? Breakfast is just… Wait. Toflay isn’t…”

“Just the replicator today,” Tovar said. “And you’re crooked.” He reached over and straightened the collar of his son’s uniform tunic, so it was properly centered on his neck. “There you go. Ready for your first assignment.”

“Are you jealous?” Jarrett asked with a grin.

“We’re still in Starfleet,” Marsden said.

“Yes, but you’ve been planet-bound my whole life. Did you two get traumatized on your last ship or something?”

“You mean besides having your grandparents on board?” Marsden said.

“Shelly,” Tovar said.

“Again. Kidding,” she replied with a smile.

“But grandad lost that ship, right?”

“It’s a bit more complicated than that.”

“Then explain it to me,” Jarrett said as he retrieved his breakfast from the replicator and brought it to the table where his parents sat. “I think I have a right to know.”

“A right?” Tovar said.

“He kind of does,” Marsden said. “And we have a few minutes.”

“You were the one in a hurry.”

Marsden glared at him.

“Very well. I guess it can’t hurt now. The story begins in a graveyard…”





Captain Reginald Bain stood on the rocky mesa, solemnly watching as a flaming streak seared through the skies. Moments later, it was over. The impact had happened so far away that he couldn’t hear it, but there was no going back once it had been sent plummeting into the atmosphere of this barren world.

“I thank you, Captain Bain. You have brought Jacinda to her proper final resting place,” Chindela, the Pliggeri caretaker of this world, said from his left after a few moments of silence.

“It was the least we could do,” Bain replied. “If it wasn’t for her…or really Cabral’s unrelenting determination to reach her, I might not be in command of the Anomaly today.” He looked to his right, where his wife, Rosalyn, Lieutenant Commander Tovar, Lieutenant Shelly Marsden, Commander Prosak, Dr. Natalia Kasyov, and Cabral stood (or floated in Cabral’s case). “And I can’t imagine not having served with all of these wonderful people. You just never know which circumstances are going to completely change your life.”

“I’ve been caretaker of Gathering Point for a couple of centuries, but I suppose I see your point. Especially considering the news you’ve brought of my homeworld.”

“I am sorry about that,” Cabral said, gliding over. He had detached himself from the Anomaly’s systems in order to attend Jacinda’s final descent in person. Watching through his hovercam just seemed disrespectful somehow. Not long ago, she had meant so much to him. But, as Bain had said, his encounter with the Anomaly had changed everything for him.

“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” Chindela said. “The Pliggeri are fine. They just moved elsewhere. This was planned for. It would have been nice if they’d bothered to tell me when they were going, but I doubt I would have abandoned Gathering Point. I had a duty to you Cerebe. And now with Jacinda having expired, you are the last.”

“I hope you won’t be sitting here just waiting for me to die,” Cabral said. “Since you shut off my expiration, that could be a long time from now.”

“It’d better be!” Dr. Kasyov said.

“I don’t intend to do anything of the sort,” Chindela said. “I have completed my charge, as far as I am concerned. But now I hope that you, as the last of the Cerebe, will do something for me and all of your brethren who rest here.”

“Whatever it is, if I can help, I will.”



“Are we sure Chindela is sane?” Commander Vioxx asked as he sat next to Captain Bain on the bridge of the USS Anomaly.

“He had that one little moment when we first met him, but he’s been perfectly fine this visit,” Bain replied.

“You mean the one little moment when he tried to kidnap Cabral and sent an army of zombie spheres after us.”

“Yes yes. And he shot Tovar, but you’ve forgiven him, haven’t you, lad?” Bain said, glancing back at the tac-ops console where Tovar stood.

“I barely even remember it.”

“Only because he was unconscious after being shot,” Vioxx said.

“I don’t see what you’re on about, Vioxx. The man just asked Cabral to do something for him.”

“True, but ‘Take us with you’ sounds like a very big favor when you’re talking about an entire planet.”

“You saw what the Pliggeri are capable of when we were at their homeworld. I’m sure Chincinyera has a plan.”

“Chindela.”

“Exactly.”

“Cabral to bridge,” Cabral’s voice broke in. “Chindela says that he is ready.”

“Very well. Helm, take us back a couple thousand more kilometers. I want to be well out of range of whatever is about to happen.”

At the bridge’s conn station, Sub-Lieutenant Zantak smoothly activated the reverse thrusters, moving the Anomaly back. On the viewscreen, the red globe of Gathering Point suddenly vanished.

“Great Bird!” Bain exclaimed, rising from his seat. He looked over at Dr. Kasyov, who was manning the bridge science station. “Kassie?”

“I’m not sure, sir. There was a brief burst of energies that I’m still trying to sort through, and then it was gone. Wait. There’s something. Very small, but right where the center of the planet would have been.”

“Confirmed, sir,” Tovar said. I am reading a small object, approximately three centimeters cubed.”

“The whole planet is in that? Chincherito too?”

“That’s my best guess,” Kasyov said.

“All right. Let’s get it aboard. Commander, Doctor, take a shuttle and bring it in that way. I don’t want to risk the transporter possibly destabilizing it.”

“Captain, I would like to retrieve it myself, if I may,” Cabral said.

“You are the one Candelabra entrusted with this. Go ahead,” Bain said.

“Thank you, Captain.”

“But be careful,” Dr. Kasyov said. “I don’t want that thing re-expanding inside of you.”

“That would be…unpleasant.”



Down in his home in Science Lab Four, Cabral shifted his physical form out of phase with the ship, floated through several decks, and then out through the hull before sailing toward the cube. It was so very tiny, yet it contained the only remnants of his kind in the entire galaxy. He owed it to the Cerebe and Chindela to keep it safe. He opened a small hatch in his sphere and extended a manipulator to grab the cube and bring it into himself. Wherever he went, it would be with him, just as Chindela requested.

But once the cube was inside his sphere, Cabral got an added surprise. He could hear it talking to him. Just bits and pieces of whispers. Most of it was almost impossible to make out. Was it Chindela’s consciousness? Whatever spheres still had active systems when Gathering Point was collapsed? He didn’t know.

He was, however, eager to find out what the cube had to say.



While Cabral retrieved the remains of Gathering Point, the bridge was quiet. Bain took the opportunity to stroll back to tac-ops. “You ever think about what kind of funeral you’d like?” he asked Tovar.

“Not so much,” Tovar replied. “My lifeforce will be in the Past Life Clearinghouse waiting to be called to return to the mortal plane. What happens to the physical form that once held it isn’t really a concern.”

“But you had to put some wishes in your file. Starfleet insists.”

“I left it up to you and Mum, and if I outlive you, Audrey and Sophie or their descendants. I suppose I should change that to Shelly now.”

“I never much cared either, but I must admit there was something about what we witnessed today. That glorious streak of fire as your body burns up in the atmosphere. I wonder if they’d let me do that back home.”

“I doubt the county council would approve.”

“You’re probably right. It would have been something to see, though,” Bain said, turning to return to his seat.

“Captain, I do have a concern,” Tovar said.

“About your funeral?”

“No. The Breen. Even with war averted, tensions have remained high, and we just violated their space twice in order to get to the asteroid holding Jacinda’s sphere and bring her back to Gathering Point. I agree that it was the right thing to do, but there could be quite serious repercussions for our actions.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much, Tovar,” Bain said, patting his adopted son on the shoulder. “We were at max anti-sing both ways. Those Breen blighters probably didn’t even know we were there.”



There was a time Dobt-Phul commanded respect. Or at least commanded a ship, which was enough for him. Back when he was Thot-Phul, back before his humiliation at the hands of Reginald Bain and his demotion. He tried not to think about it, though. These last months working for Grad-Norm hadn’t been terrible. The hours were good (Grad-Norm was not one to stay in his office late). He got to sleep in his own bed in his own home on the Breen homeworld every night. And he really couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in any kind of mortal danger. Instead, he saw to the Grad’s needs, checked in on a few special prisoners (Bain had oh so briefly been in that category before he escaped), and generally attempted to make himself feel useful.

“You summoned me, Grad-Norm,” he said as he entered the office of his superior. (We are translating this conversation for your convenience. In actuality, it sounded like two garbage disposals full of rocks having an argument.)

“Yes, Phul. Take a look at this.” Norm spun the screen on his desk around, so Phul could see it. The display showed a series of sensor contacts from various ships and monitoring stations. Just a momentary blip at each one.

“We thought it might a computer issue at first,” Norm said. “Command was worried that a sensor glitch was spreading through all of our systems. Maybe a virus from the Tzenkethi. But it only showed up in certain ones. When we looked through the timestamps, we saw that whatever this anomaly was passed all the way through our space in a matter of seconds.”

“So, it wasn’t a threat,” Phul said.

“I’m not sure I’d go that far. You see, a couple of hours later, it came back through. That’s when we realized that the anomaly we were seeing was THE Anomaly.”

“I don’t follow…”

“It’s the USS Anomaly. I know. The capital letters don’t come across when I’m talking. Regardless, it’s…”

“BAIN!”

“We’re fairly certain. Command hasn’t told the leadership yet. I wanted to speak with you first. We’ve had that Romulan from Bain’s ship in custody for quite a while now. He’s still alive, right? We didn’t execute him?”

“Selex? He lives. No one really cared about his trial, so he’s just been in his cell waiting for us to come up with some use for him,” Phul said.

“We certainly have one now.”



Selex never considered how boring life as a political prisoner would be. He’d escaped to Breen from the USS Anomaly after attempting to kill Commander Prosak, hoping to find asylum. Instead, he was taken into custody. After the initial terror of finding himself a prisoner of a Breen and being put on trial for charges he never understood, he soon found that he was basically being ignored. Granted, he didn’t mind that he wasn’t being subjected to constant torture, and the Breen didn’t seem to be very interested in prying Romulan state secrets out of him. It would have been a waste of time anyway. He didn’t know any, and, even if he did, he’d never betray the Romulan Empire. There were certainly several individual Romulans that he would betray, but never the Empire as a whole.

So now his days were spent mostly in his cell reading the parts of the Breen literary and historical archives that he’d been given access to. His main source of socialization was Dobt-Phul, who would come by every day or so to check on him. It wasn’t much (and wouldn’t have been anything at all if Phul hadn’t given him a universal translator), but it was better than absolute solitude.

His cell door slid open, and a hulking Breen guard entered followed by Dobt-Phul. It was a good thing that the Breen all wore the same outfits and helmets every day, or Selex would have had no idea who was who. As it was, there were tiny details that individualized each person.

“Romulan,” Phul said disdainfully.

“Breen,” Selex spat back.

(They’d had this exchange so often that it had become their equivalent of:

“Hey. How are you doing?”

“Fine. And you?”)

“Your days of worthlessness are at an end. You may just have some value to the Breen after all,” Phul said, surprising Selex. This was new.

“I’ll never betray the Empire,” Selex stated, which will come as no surprise to you, since you read the first paragraph of this scene.

“We’re not interested in the Romulans. I…we want Reginald Bain. You can give him to us while being allowed to return to your beloved Empire.”

“I’d also like to get revenge against a few people. I have a list.”

“We really don’t care, but I’ll see what I can do,” Phul said.

“Excellent. Then let’s make a deal.”





“Three months later…”

“Wait what? Nothing happened for three months?” Jarrett interrupted.

“Many things happened. But none of them are related to this story,” Tovar replied.

“Then why did you tell me all of that?”

“It was important set up. Now if I may continue without further interruptions…”





A slight breeze was coming in off the San Francisco Bay as Marsden and Tovar sat at a table for two on the deck overlooking the water. Tovar was fairly certain that this particular seafood restaurant didn’t actually exist in San Francisco. At least not currently. Maybe it did at one time. Regardless, it was a beautiful spot, and he was enjoying the smile on his wife’s face as she watched dolphins cresting the surface of the water in the distance.

“What?” she asked, once she realized she was being watched.

“Nothing. Just enjoying the view,” Tovar replied.

“The holochef really outdid himself this time.”

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

“Uh huh. I guess I should be glad you’re not bored of me yet.”

“After one entire year of marriage? No. Not at all. I can’t imagine feeling bored after fifty years.”

“So fifty-one years is when I have to worry about you tossing me aside,” Marsden said with a smirk.

“Are you telling me that I don’t have to have the same fears?” Tovar asked.

“You’re fine for now,” Marsden said, reaching across the table and taking his hand.

“You look awfully happy for me to just be fine.”

“I like it here.” She was quiet for a moment. “And…I’ve been thinking.”

“About what exactly?”

“Neb.”

This was not an answer Tovar was expecting. The blob child that Commander Vioxx had raised over the course of 48 hours several months ago was off exploring the galaxy. Why would Marsden be thinking about…

Oh.

“I have also thought about…Neb…a little,” Tovar said.

“Yeah yeah. It’s just been a little for me, too. But you’ve really been thinking about it?”

“We’re not talking about Neb anymore, correct?”

“No.”

“Then yes. I have. I just didn’t realize you were, too.”

“Well, my body does have this functionality that I’ve never tried out,” Marsden said.

“Spoken like a true engineer,” Tovar replied.

“You just like being the only one who’s actually given birth.”

Tovar involuntarily shuddered. “The squidlings from Andromeda hardly count.”

“Don’t let their mom hear you say that.”

“Once again, you know what I meant.”

“I do. And I’m not just thinking about this because I have the ability to create life. We’ve talked about it before.”

“Yes. Before we got married, but we said, ‘sometime in the future.’”

“This is the future,” Marsden said. “Not that I’m ready right now.”

“I’m not either.”

“But you could be soon?”

“Perhaps. I wasn’t sure you would want to have a child on board the Anomaly considering the nature of what we do,” Tovar said.

“We certainly wouldn’t be lacking in babysitters.”

“No. Just privacy.”

“So nothing would change on that front,” Marsden said.

“No. But it is a topic that certainly warrants further discussion.”

“Agreed.”

“And practice,” Tovar said with a glint in his eye.

“Oh absolutely,” Marsden said. “Don’t want to mess up the baby making.”

Tovar stifled a laugh. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”



Across the holomess, Rosalyn Bain stepped through the doors into the bayside restaurant. While she and her husband tended to have breakfast and dinner together in their quarters, Rosalyn liked to get out for lunch and spend it amongst the crew. She’d gotten to know pretty much all of them over the last year or so that she’d been on board and had gotten used to the fact that a great many of them seemed to regard her as a kind of surrogate mother. Or grandmother to some of the younger ones. It was certainly different than the life she’d had as a Section 31 agent, but it gave her a role on board. And she felt that she was actually making a valuable contribution to the next generation and the generation after that one in many cases.

She usually looked around the room to see if any of the crew were trying to catch her eye and wave her over to join them, but today she locked onto Commander Prosak, who was staring blankly at the plate in front of her.

Prosak had been having a rough time of it of late. More accurately, the woman was completely adrift. Her time with an actual Vulcan, granted one that was trying to use her to get information, had shaken her RommaVulc beliefs as well as her confidence in her path as a Starfleet Officer. She’d then thrown herself completely into her Romulan heritage (Although, Rosalyn felt that the attire Prosak chose felt more Romulan street hooligan.), but over the last few months, she’d eased up on that as well. Gone were the face tattoo and metal-studded boots. Now she was opting mostly for black pants and a plain grey tunic. This attire was far more comfortable without the pointy metal bits to deal with.

At least she was coming out of her quarters. Prosak wanted to be with her shipmates. That was something.

Rosalyn made a direct line to Prosak’s table and sat down across from her. “Hello there, dearie. Do you mind if I join you?”

Prosak looked up surprised. “Uh…”

“Thank you. It’s so nice to see you.” A holowaiter rushed over and handed her a menu, which she quickly glanced over. “Shrimp cocktail, please. And an iced tea, sweet, with lemon. Thank you.”

The pair sat in silence for a moment as the waiter rushed away to put in Rosalyn’s order. “How are you doing, Prosak?” Rosalyn asked finally.

“Fine. I am fine. Absolutely fine. Why do you ask?” Prosak replied, barely making eye contact. This was for two reasons. First, while Prosak didn’t want to be alone, she wasn’t quite ready for a full-on conversation at this point. And second, Rosalyn Bain terrified her. Yes, she’d been nothing but kind, but the human woman had been an actual secret agent. Some of the stories Tovar had told Prosak about his adopted mother’s exploits once Prosak was aware of the truth were just…amazing. And terrifying. She could probably kill Prosak in 17 different ways just with what was currently sitting on the table between them.

This was, of course, complete nonsense. The actual number was 23.

“I’m asking,” Rosalyn said, “because you seem lost. And before you protest, remember that I’ve raised three children and taught hundreds of others at the Academy. I know the look.”

“I am not some teenager trying to figure out what I want to do when I grow up.”

“No. You’re an adult trying to figure out what you want to do. That’s nothing to be ashamed of. We don’t all grow up knowing with absolute certainty what we’re meant for. And even when we think we do, sometimes we get there and find out we’re wrong.”

“Is that what happened with you?” Prosak asked.

“In a way. I was quite happy with my teaching career, but when I was offered additional opportunities, I discovered that I enjoyed those as well.”

“Which means you were never lost. And I can’t imagine that Captain Bain ever was either.”

“Dear me, no,” Rosalyn replied with a chuckle. “Reg knew that he wanted to be a Starfleet Officer from the moment he was aware of what Starfleet was. He never wavered, and to my knowledge the man has not had a single regret about his choice of profession. He loves what he does, and who he gets to serve with.”

Rosalyn gave a kindly wave as Ensign Bechdel walked by, then refocused her attention on Prosak. “But this conversation isn’t about Reginald. It’s about you. What do you want for yourself, Prosak?”

“I honestly do not know,” Prosak said. “Nothing has felt right in months. What do you think I should be doing?”

“That’s not for me to say. You’re going to have to find that for yourself.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then you could be a perfectly good Starfleet Officer for the rest of your career. Maybe you’re not passionate about it, but you’re good at the job,” Rosalyn said as the waiter returned with her iced tea.

“That…sounds like TERRIBLE advice,” Prosak said.

“Does it?” Rosalyn asked with a slight smile before taking a sip.

“I don’t want to spend the next several decades doing something I don’t care about.”

“Excellent. You’ve made one decision right there. And, as you just pointed out, you do have time. Lots of it, considering the average Romulan lifespan. You may not figure everything out today, but you will. I have every confidence in you.”

“You do?”

“Of course. I’ve seen…”

The voice of Reginald Bain suddenly broke in over the ship’s comm system. “Senior officers to the briefing room. I repeat, senior officers to the briefing room. Bain out.”

“I should go,” Prosak said, standing.

“Yes yes. Absolutely,” Rosalyn said. That was awfully terse for Reginald, and she could tell by the tone in his voice that he was not happy about something.

“Thank you, Mrs. Bain,” Prosak said, breaking into her thoughts. “I am glad that you decided to join me.”

“I enjoyed our talk. If there’s anything else I can do for you, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

Prosak gave her a nod (The RommaVulc part of her hadn’t been completed purged) then made her way to the exit. Rosalyn saw Tovar and Marsden doing the same. The agent in her wanted to know what was going on, but it was Reg’s ship. He’d tell her tonight over dinner.

In the meantime, she’d enjoy this absolutely splendid location that the holochef had decided on for today. Hopefully the shrimp cocktail would be equally wonderful.



Prosak walked into the Anomaly’s briefing room a few steps behind Tovar and Marsden. Captain Bain, Commander Vioxx, and Sub-Commander Remax were already there along with Centurion Nortal and Sub-Lieutenant Zantak. The latter two were a surprise. Yes, they served on the bridge, but Prosak wouldn’t have considered them senior officers. She took her seat just as Dr. Natalia Kasyov strode in. With the extra attendees, Kasyov found herself without a chair.

“Take mine, Kassie,” Bain said, hopping up from his seat at the head of the conference table. “I think I need to pace this one out anyway. Vioxx, care to do the honors?”

“Yes, Captain,” Vioxx said from his seat at the opposite end. “A short time ago, Captain Bain and I received a priority message from Admiral Karwrek at Romulan High Command. We have been ordered to Romulus immediately.”

“Romulus?” Remax asked surprised. “What’s going on? Are we being invaded? Is the planet in danger?”

“Nothing like that,” Vioxx said.

“We do not usually take orders from the High Command. Starfleet Command concurs with this?” Tovar asked.

Bain just grunted in the affirmative.

“What is going on?” Kasyov asked.

“They’re being reassigned,” Bain said, pacing back and forth. “Just ripped away from us without a blasted bit of notice that this was coming.”

“The captain is correct,” Vioxx said. “That is why we asked Nortal and Zantak to join us.”

“Reassigned? Where?” Remax asked.

“I demand to know!” Nortal cried. “And will I continue to control the vast firepower of a vessel such as this?!?”

“Oh, that’s the best bloody part,” Bain snapped. His pacing at the front of the briefing room was really more angry stalking at this point.

“Due to the experiences we have gained here on the Anomaly, we have been ordered to take command of the Empire’s new anti-singularity drive prototype ship,” Vioxx said.

“The WHAT?!?” Marsden shouted. “How the fu…” She caught herself, realizing where she was. “How in the name of the Great Bird did they build a ship with an anti-singularity drive?”

“I really have no idea,” Vioxx said.

“Romulan ingenuity,” Remax said proudly.

“No seriously,” Marsden said. “Getting the energy outputs from the warp core and quantum singularity to align and create a stable anti-singularity field for any length of time has proven to be impossible without Cabral. No computer program Starfleet R&D has devised can keep up with it.”

“Cabral says it’s more feel than science,” Kasyov added.

“Exactly. You’d better make sure that ship has escape pods because you’re going to need them. I blew up six prototypes before this one kind of worked. Unless yours has a brain running it…”

“Do they have a brain?” Kasyov asked in horror.

“All of the Cerebe except for Cabral are dead,” Tovar said. “Chindela confirmed it.”

“What if they cloned Cabral? We’ve been to Romulus a couple of times. They could have grown their own Cabral to serve them!”

“The Romulan Empire does not secretly clone people for their own duplicitous ends!” Vioxx protested.

“Anymore,” Remax added softly.

Vioxx shot him a shocked look, but the elder Romulan just shrugged.

“We will discover the secrets hidden within our new vessel,” Nortal said.

“I’d certainly love to see for myself,” Marsden said.

“Negative, Marsie. This is to be Romulans only,” Bain said.

Prosak perked up at this. Maybe this was where she could provide some value and reconnect with her homeworld. She had years more experience commanding the Anomaly than Vioxx and had been farther on board that he could ever dream. “In that case, Captain,” she said, “I would like to join the new vessel.”

“I’m afraid not, Prosak,” Bain replied. “Our orders are specific that you are to remain here.”

“Very specific,” Vioxx said.

“That’s just…mean,” Prosak said.

“I’m not happy about a lot of this,” Bain said. “But these are our orders. We’ll be delivering Vioxx and company to the Imperial shipyards over Malak Pasala, where they will transfer over to their new ship. Since no other Romulan vessel is capable of keeping pace at anti-sing, the Anomaly will remain in the area to provide assistance, if needed.”

“And by ‘assistance,’ he means beaming you out before it explodes,” Marsden said to Remax.

“Believe me, Lieutenant,” Remax replied. “We Romulans will not need to blow up six prototypes to get this right.”

“I hope we don’t have to blow up any!” Vioxx said.

“I refuse to explode!” Nortal said. Zantak nodded in agreement.

“We’ll be standing by to rescue you lot if fireworks are in the offing,” Bain said. “But for now, I must regrettably ask you to go pack your things. Dismissed.” The gathered officers got up to leave. “Hang back a second, will you, Prosak?”

Prosak did as Bain requested, and soon the room was empty except for them. “I’m sorry about all that,” Bain said. “But if you want to join Vioxx, I can talk to Admiral Larkin. I’d hate to see you go, but if that’s what you’re keen on…”

“Thank you, Captain, but it’s fine. I can tell when I’m not wanted. I’m sure the High Command has no interest in bringing a RommaVulc into their ranks. Even a lapsed one.”

“That’s their loss, and all the better for me. Yes, I hate losing members of my crew like this, but it does mean that I’ll get you back as my Number One. That’s our silver lining!” he exclaimed. “Right then. I’d best get back to the bridge. Carry on, Prosak!” Bain strode out of the briefing room, leaving Prosak alone with her thoughts.

She could be First Officer again. More than that, despite everything that had transpired over the last several months, Bain actually wanted her back in the position.

This should be fantastic news.

So why did she have such an incredible urge to grab a shuttle and get the hell out of there?



Vioxx threw the last of his clothing into a small duranium suitcase and slammed it shut, thus finishing the packing job. Everything he’d brought aboard the Anomaly was in that case, and packing it all up took less than 15 minutes.

Just then, Vioxx’s door chime rang.

“Come,” he said then slid the suitcase over by the door.

The door opened to reveal Captain Bain. “Commander. Or should I say, Captain?”

“No, still a commander. Romulans have different rank structures.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Bain said. “Well, I brought you a little parting gift. A bottle of Glenlivet single malt. You seemed to enjoy it when we had a drink in the Captain’s Lounge a few months ago.”

“Thank you, Captain. That’s very kind. I’m sure I have a bottle of Romulan Ale around here somewh–”

“No!” Bain held up a hand. “I mean, that’s quite all right.”

“Well,” Vioxx said. “We’ll be at Malak Pasala in the morning. I should gather my people for their final debrief.”

“About that,” Bain said. “My people have a bit of a to-do scheduled in Twain the Keel. You and your people are invited. It was very last minute, but I thought it appropriate. Final send-off and all.”

“How kind of you,” Vioxx said. “We will be there. I’ll let the others know.”

“Yes,” Bain said, and put his hands behind his back. “You sure you don’t want to pass on this? Stay here instead.”

“Not really.”

“I can’t say I blame you. And as much as I hate to lose you, I’m happy that you’re getting your own command again. It has been an honor, Commander.”

“The honor was mine,” Vioxx said, and put his hand out.

Bain shook it firmly. “I know we didn’t always see eye-to-eye, but you’re as good as they come in the center seat.”

“I appreciate that, sir. Coming from you, it means a lot.”

“Right then. I’ll let you get back to it. See you at the party.” Bain gave him a quick head nod, then strode back out into the corridor.

Vioxx would never admit it, certainly not to a fellow Romulan, but he was actually going to miss serving with Reginald Bain. He was definitely not what Vioxx had been led to believe humans were like. And for a man with a nickname “The Butcher of Breen,” Bain was surprisingly kind…and decent. They were traits that would probably get Bain killed on a Romulan ship, but Vioxx certainly didn’t mind spending the last few years serving under a man who had them.



That night in Twain the Keel, Captain Bain stood before his gathered crew, pint glass in hand. “I know you all aren’t here tonight to listen to me blather on, but I did want to say a few words in honor of our departing comrades.”

“Nay! You must not mourn! We live!” Nortal shouted.

“DeparTING. Not deparTED, you gaplot,” Remax hissed from his seat beside her.

“Live you do, Centurion,” Bain continued. “Who knew that when we rescued you lot from being eaten…”

“That’s not what happened,” Remax said scowling.

“It’s exactly what happened! You lost an arm!” Vioxx snapped.

Nortal leapt to her feet. “Those foul beasts would have learned that Nortal is no appetizer! I am the meal you regret the next day as I lay waste to your inner realm!”

“Inner realm?” Remax said.

“Please ignore them, Captain,” Vioxx said, pulling Nortal back into her seat.

“Thank you, Commander,” Bain said with a nod. “As I was saying, when we first rescued you, none of us had any idea that we would continue serving together. But over the past years we have faced Borg…and even romanced one in Commander Vioxx’s case.”

Vioxx frowned. “That’s not exactly how that went.”

“Oh so now you care about veracity,” Remax said.

Bain continued over them. “…been marooned, traveled back in time, found a lost civilization, and defeated the Vulcans and Dillon Consortium. Not at the same time…but we could have. And though we were thrown together by circumstances outside of our control, our two crews merged into one efficient machine. It has been an honor serving with you, and I would gladly do so again.” He raised his glass high into the air. “Farewell, fair Romulans, we will miss you!” Moments later, he’d drained the entire pint.

“Fair?” Remax said.

“I am ravishing!” Nortal exclaimed.

“And I am drinking…heavily,” Vioxx said, taking a long gulp. Zantak just nodded and drained her glass.



“I’m actually sorry to see them go,” Marsden said to Dr. Kasyov as they sat at their table along the far wall of the pub.

“Who would have guessed that we’d become friendly-ish with a bunch of Romulans?” Kasyov said.

“Well, look at us. Did you ever think we’d be friends?”

Kasyov thought about that. “At first, heck no.”

“I sure couldn’t have predicted I’d end up with Tovar. I just thought of him as Bain’s lapdog. And I despised Captain Bain.”

“Despised?” Kasyov put up an eyebrow. “Wow, I had no idea.”

“He took my ship while it was still in the experimental stages. He threw my research out the window and had no interest in my ideas.”

“He was always more interested in diffusing crises,” Kasyov said. “Or starting them.”

“But now I think of him as a father. He’s going to be my children’s grandfather. If…I have children.”

“Anything you want to tell me?” Kasyov asked.

Marsden smiled. “Nothing yet.”

“Damn well better not be. I’m counting on you to get drunk with me tonight. We haven’t had a proper party on this ship in ages.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve already warned Tovar that I plan on getting plastered.”

“So he knows that he’s going to have to carry you back to your quarters? Or that you’re going to be all over him?”

Marsden’s smile turned into a broad grin. “Both.”

Tovar returned to the table with a round of drinks from the bar. Kasyov stood up and took hers from him. “I’m going to go pay my respects. Don’t get too far ahead of me.”

“Just the one drink. I promise,” Marsden replied.

“I would not believe her,” Tovar said.

“Not for a second,” Kasyov said before heading across the room.

“Was I away long enough for there to be sufficient gossiping about me?” Tovar asked, handing Marsden her drink. Before he could sit down to join her, Centurion Nortal swooped in from behind and wrapped him in a massive bear hug.

“The Great Toflay! I will miss you the most!”

“That’s Tovar,” Marsden said. “Toflay is one of his past lives.”

“Can you send him a message?” Nortal asked.

“I try not to do that anymore,” Tovar said. “My past lives have caused a bit of trouble.”

“A BIT!” Marsden said with a chuckle.

“Perhaps Toflay can make me a special dish in honor of my departure?”

“I cannot access one of my past lives for you,” Tovar said, and upon seeing the dejected look on the Romulan’s face, he amended. “Maybe if we had more time, but you see, I need to prepare.”

“I see. Well then, tell Toflay that we will see each other in the next life, to be sure!”

Marsden waved politely as Nortal slunk off. “Hon, what was that all about?”

“If I had to guess, I would say the centurion is quite enamored with Toflay’s cooking. She must have encountered him during one of my past life…regressions.”

“I don’t think she’s interested in his cooking,” Marsden said with a smirk. “Should I be jealous?”

“Why? She’s interested in Toflay, not me.”

“Toflay IS you.”

“She will get over me…him,” Tovar said. “And hopefully find someone more…alive.”



On the other side of the bar, Kasyov pulled up a chair next to Vioxx, Remax, and Zantak as they sat stiffly at a corner table. “Enjoying the party?”

“No,” Remax said, folding his arms. “We are attending out of courtesy, and because we were ordered to.”

“Good dip,” Zantak said.

“Thanks. I replicated it myself,” Kasyov said. “Any idea what kind of ship you’re getting? I hear the Romulan Warhawks have a rotating-band sensor array. It has a multi-phasic mode that’s really helpful in discerning disruptive events across space-time.”

“Wish the Anomaly had one?” Remax said.

“Well, it would be nice…”

“Just admit it. Romulan technology is superior.”

“Why does everything have to be a competition?” Vioxx asked, slamming his empty glass down on the table. By the looks of things, it was not the first.

“Because that’s how you get ahead.”

“Ahead in what? Do you even know what you’re competing for?”

“Galactic superiority,” Remax said simply.

“You really are full of yourself,” Kasyov said, and pushed out of her chair. “Well, nice knowing you, Remax.”

“Come back never,” Remax said.

“Why do you do that?” Vioxx asked, wobbling slightly. “She was trying to be nice.”

“Why not? We’re never going to see them again. Are you planning to come visit? Who cares what she thinks? I’m just happy we’re getting out of here.” He tapped his glass against Zantak’s.

“Why?” Zantak asked, looking at her glass.

“The clinking? It’s a human ritual.”

“And here I thought you didn’t like humans,” Vioxx said.

“Just drink up.” Remax smiled. “Tomorrow is a big day.” The elder Romulan’s mood suddenly darkened. “Oh klarnsvot,” he spat.

“What?” Vioxx asked, trying to focus in the direction Remax was looking.

“Prosak decided to show herself. And she’s heading this way. How many of these social interactions are we going to have to endure tonight?”

“It’s a party for us that we’re at soooooooo a lot. Yep! I’m guessing a lot,” Vioxx said.

“Haven’t you passed out yet?”

“Working on it,” Vioxx said. “But I ran out of drinks.”

“I’ll bring some,” Zantak said, practically jumping up from the table and heading to the bar.

“She’s a woman of few words, but they’re usually good ones.”

Before Prosak made it to the table, she was almost barreled over by Nortal, who slammed down the largest beer mug Remax had ever seen before plopping herself down into the chair Zantak had recently vacated.

“I am rejected!” she cried.

“Rejected or dejected?” Remax asked.

The Centurion considered this for a moment before finally deciding, “BOTH! Both I say!” Nortal grabbed up the massive full beer mug and started gulping.

“I hope I’m not interrupting,” Prosak said, trying not to watch the large amounts of liquid cascading down Nortal’s shirt.

“At this point, it’s an improvement,” Remax said.

“Yes. Well…I just wanted to say that I have appreciated having you aboard. I know we haven’t all gotten along all the time, but it has been nice to have other Romulans on the Anomaly to remind me of home.”

“You can’t come with us,” Remax said.

“I didn’t say that…”

“Not yet, but you were heading toward it. I know you’ve made a mess of things for yourself here, but you’re not an officer of the Romulan Star Empire, and we’re not taking you with us. Right, Vioxx?”

Vioxx was at that moment face down on the table drooling.

“VIOXX!”

“Blurdurnbelab.”

“That’s him agreeing with me.”

“Fine!” Prosak snapped. “I was just trying to say goodbye. Enjoy your new ship. I will happily not see you again.”

“Best farewell of the night!” Remax said as Prosak turned to go.

Zantak was just returning from the bar with a tray of drinks. “Bye,” the Sub-Lieutenant said simply.

“Thank you for saying that,” Prosak replied with a nod. “And goodbye to you.” With that, she strode away.

“Yet another thing I won’t miss about this ship,” Remax said as Zantak sat down. He glanced over at the passed-out Vioxx then grabbed one of the drinks Zantak had brought. “I’m starting to think he has the right idea.” He downed the beverage in one swig, just in time for another member of the Starfleet to come over to say their farewells.

This was going to be a long night, but with any luck, he’d soon be too drunk to care.



The next morning, the Anomaly arrived at the Romulan shipyards of Malak Pasala. Not surprisingly, the Federation starship was ordered to not come within 2 million kilometers of the actual facility.

The Romulan Imperial Navy did like its privacy.

Therefore, Vioxx, Remax, Nortal, and Zantak were to traverse the rest of the distance on board the Allegra. This also worked out well, since the Empire wanted its scout ship back.

There was just one small problem.

“Death, I beg for thee!” Nortal cried, dragging herself into the Anomaly’s main shuttlebay. The three other Romulans trudging along behind her shushed her as forcefully as they could manage in their current state.

“I can’t shake this off. Why can’t I shake this off?” Vioxx moaned.

“Because it’s a real hangover brought on by real alcohol,” Remax snapped.

“It wasn’t synthehol? What kind of madman stocks a starship bar with real alcohol?”

“Good morning!” Captain Bain’s voice boomed as he bounded down the Allegra’s ramp.

“That one,” Remax muttered.

“I was wondering when you lot would show up,” Bain said. He stopped for a moment, surveying the group before him. “You look absolutely knackered.”

“I can’t imagine why,” Remax said.

“I know we did the big goodbye thing at last night’s soiree, but I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to be here this morning to see you off. I may not like the circumstances of your departure, but you were all still fine members of my crew. And I wish you the best.”

“Ankusur,” Vioxx mumbled.

“What was that?”

“He said, ‘Thank you, sir,’” Remax replied.

“You’re quite welcome.” Bain focused his gaze on Zantak. “Are you ship-shape enough to fly this thing?”

She gave him a weary thumbs-up in reply.

“Good show,” Bain said, clapping her on the shoulder. It was almost enough to drop her to the deck, but Zantak maintained her footing then retreated into the ship.

Nortal pulled herself together enough to face Bain. “I regret that I was unable to die valiantly under your command,” she said.

“Nonsense. I’m happy to count you among the living, Centurion. You make the galaxy more interesting by being in it.”

“Then, by Jenichai, I shall live forever!” Nortal exclaimed. She bowed dramatically then charged into the Allegra.

Remax was next. Much to the elder Romulan’s surprise, Bain simply said, “Sub-Commander.”

“Captain,” Remax replied with a nod, then walked to the ramp into the ship.

That just left Vioxx. “We had our chat yesterday,” Bain said. “So I’ll just leave you with this. Be careful. Something about this isn’t right. I can feel it in my gut. It’s not because Romulans are involved. You’re Romulan, and I’d trust you with my life. No. This is something else. I don’t know what, but…something.”

Vioxx was aware that Bain had just uttered a lot of words in his general direction. Fortunately, they were said at a reasonable volume. He did catch that last one, though.

“Something,” Vioxx repeated, for lack of anything else to say.

“Exactly. Stay sharp. Be wary.”

“Sharp. Wary.”

“Good man!”

Vioxx winced. That was loud.

“Right! I’ll leave you to it,” Bain said, stepping away from the Allegra. “But we’ll be there if you need us.”

Vioxx gave him a floppy wave back then stumbled into the ship. Once on the Allegra’s bridge, he collapsed into the command chair and immediately passed out. Zantak looked to Remax questioningly.

“Just get us out of here,” Remax said.

“Autopilot engaged,” Zantak replied. The Allegra lifted up off the shuttlebay deck and slid smoothly out into space.



A short time later, the Allegra approached Malak Pasala. Several attempts by the shipyards to hail the ship went unanswered. A heavily armed boarding party was sent to find out what had happened.

This team didn’t know what they would find.

Had the Allegra’s crew fallen victim to Federation treachery?

Were they attacked by rogue Klingons?

Were they exposed to a dangerous new virus?

On high alert, the boarding party beamed onto the Allegra’s bridge only to find four sleeping Romulans.

“In the name of the Praetor, I command you to awaken!” the team’s leader shouted.

“Unnnh,” Vioxx groaned from the command chair.

The leader rushed over to him. “Commander! What happened to you?”

“Bain,” Vioxx said weakly, then fell back into unconsciousness.

So it was Federation treachery!

They would rue the day they had harmed officers of the Romulan Star Empire!

Fortunately for the galaxy, Zantak woke up as well and heard what Vioxx said. She quickly added, “Bain threw us a party. We got drunk.”

“So…no treachery?” the boarding party commander asked, disappointment evident in his voice.

“No.”

“Dock your ship and report to the Admiral,” he said. He looked over the group again with disgust. “After you’ve gotten some sleep and cleaned up.” He then slapped a control on his wrist and disappeared in a swirl of molecules. The rest of his team soon did the same, leaving the Allegra crew alone.

“What happened?” Remax asked groggily.

“Vioxx almost caused a war. I stopped it.”

“Nortal will be sorry she missed it.”

Zantak just shrugged.



“We should be dead,” Remax said the next morning as the group waited outside of the office Malak Pasala’s commander, Admiral Fixit.

“We didn’t drink that much,” Vioxx said.

“No, but we arrived here drunk and unconscious. I don’t understand it. We should have been executed immediately. Have standards fallen so far in the few years we’ve been away?”

“Hurray for low standards.” Vioxx said.

“If I were to ever touch the accursed poison known as lager again, I would drink it in celebration of the plummeting standards of which you speak that have saved our lives,” Nortal said.

“We’re expendable,” Zantak said.

Remax thought for a moment. “She has a point.”

“I don’t get it,” Vioxx said.

“We’re about to board an experimental ship. Despite the confidence I expressed to Lieutenant Marsden, it could explode. Why waste another crew?”

“But they said it was because we have anti-sing experience,” Vioxx said.

“We do,” Remax replied.

“And we’re expendable,” Zantak added.

The admiral’s attaché emerged from the office. “Admiral Fixit will see you now.”

Vioxx and crew filed into Fixit’s office where the elder admiral was standing behind her desk.

“It’s good to see you all up and about,” the admiral said, gesturing to the two chairs in front of her desk. As the senior officers, Vioxx and Remax sat down in the offered chairs while Nortal and Zantak took up positions behind them. Fixit sat back in her own seat and plastered a smile on her face that made Vioxx distinctly uncomfortable.

“This is an important day for the Empire,” Fixit continued. “And one many years in the making. For too long, we have been at the mercy of Starfleet and their anti-singularity drive, and you four have borne the brunt of this indignity. The Praetor thanks you for your service and is pleased to reward you with the honor of being the crew to man the first of many Romulan-built anti-singularity vessels.”

She tapped a control on her desk, activating a holographic display that floated in front of Vioxx and company. It was a ship, similar to a warbird, but a bit smaller. Along with the standard two nacelles affixed to the ends of the forward-swept wings, two smaller ones had been mounted on stubby supports rising above rear of the main body of the craft.

Fixit beamed proudly. “I give to you, the MANAMANAT!”

“DO DOO DE DO DO.”

“Damned annoying comm signal. I apologize. We were not be disturbed. But as I was saying, the MANAMANAT!”

“DO DOO DE DO!” the comm chimed more insistently.

“I have to answer this. If I don’t, it’s just going to keep sounding over and over again. Just a moment, and we can get back to the Manamanat.”

“DO DOO DE DO DO DE DO DO DE DO DO DE DO DO.”

Fixit slammed her hand down on a different control on her desk. “WHAT?” she shouted.

“You asked to be informed when the final checks were complete,” her attaché’s voice replied over the comm. “They are complete.”

“I did, didn’t I? That’s on me. Get facilities up here and tell them that if they don’t get me a different door chime, I’m going to mount their heads on pikes outside my office as a warning to the NEXT facilities crew. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Admiral.”

Fixit closed the channel with another slap of her hand, then put the smile back on her face. “So sorry about that. Back to the Manamanat…” She looked around expectantly, but no additional interruptions came. You will take the ship out to the Pharsalus Sector at increasing anti-sing factors to test out the engines. The Anomaly is standing by to assist if you encounter any issues, but we do not expect there to be any.” She said that last part quite pointedly.

“No issues,” Vioxx said. “We understand.”

Remax spoke up. “Admiral, we are deeply honored by the trust you have placed in us, but none of us are engineers. If we were to need assistance, wouldn’t it be better to have one aboard the ship with us?”

“That has been seen to,” Fixit said. “I have the greatest faith in you all. Prepare yourselves and get to your ship. I want you ready to launch within the hour.”

“Yes, Admiral,” Vioxx said, quickly getting to his feet. “We won’t let you down.”

“I hope not,” Fixit replied as an unspoken “for your sakes” hung in the air.

Out in the corridor, Vioxx looked concerned. “Where in the name of the Great Bird is the Pharsalus Sector?”

“Very far away on the opposite side of the Empire from Federation Space,” Remax said. “There’s nothing out there.”

“So it’s the perfect place to send us if we do explode. No one will notice.”

“Plausible deniability and saving face. It’s the Romulan way,” Remax said.

“But we shall not explode!” Nortal said. “I forbid it!”

“I hope that’s enough,” Vioxx said. He looked back and forth down the corridor. “Do you have any idea where this ship is docked?” His officers all shook their heads. “Great. We’d better find it before Fixit uses our intestines as party streamers. Come on.”

They rushed off to locate the Manamanat.





FIFTY-NINE MINUTES LATER…



“Docking Control grants us leave to away!” Nortal reported from the tactical console on the starboard side of the Manamanat’s small bridge.

“Clear all moorings,” Vioxx said to Zantak as he settled into the command chair. It had taken a lot longer than they had hoped to find the ship, and he’d started genuinely fearing for his life near the end there. But finally they’d found their way to the high security dock where the Manamanat was waiting for them. “Take us out a safe distance from the facility.”

Zantak nodded and gracefully steered the ship out of its bay and out into space. She brought the Manamanat to all stop in plain view of Malak Pasala’s observation windows, where several of the facility’s crew had gathered to watch the launch of Romulus’ first anti-singularity vessel.

“All right. They want a show. Let’s give it to them. Lay in a course for the Pharsalus Sector. Vioxx to Engineering. I don’t know if anyone is actually down there, but I want Warp G on my mark.”

“Warp G is standing by,” an all-too familiar voice replied. Vioxx and Remax exchanged a concerned look.

“Selex? Is that you?” Vioxx asked.

“It is indeed, Commander Vioxx. Or should I just say Vioxx because you won’t be commanding anyone ever again! HAHAHAHAHAHA!”

Vioxx was about to protest that what Selex said didn’t even make sense, but he was cut off by the Manamanat’s anti-singularity drive engaging and sending the ship zooming away from Malak Pasala.



This felt weird.

There Prosak was, back on the Anomaly’s bridge in her Starfleet uniform (without any Romulan adornments) and seated to Captain Bain’s right as though the last few years with the other Romulans on board had never happened.

She was First Officer again (Technically “Acting” until Starfleet Command approved Bain’s request to reinstate her in the position.) and back on her way to possibly commanding a ship of her own one day.

Which she absolutely did not want to do.

What the hell was she doing? She’d been on the command track ever since she decided to leave Romulus and join Starfleet? Now she didn’t want it?

She thought back to her conversation with Rosalyn Bain. The woman seemed so content. Why couldn’t someone give Prosak the opportunity Rosalyn had been given?

“All right there, Commander?” Bain asked, breaking into her thoughts.

“Yes, sir. Sorry. Just mentally reviewing some personnel issues.”

“Anything that requires my attention?”

“No. Nothing like that.”

“Capital. Never enjoyed that part of the job anyway. That’s why it’s so important to have a solid First Officer at your side.”

“To do the paperwork and handle personnel matters?” Prosak asked.

“Well…not just that. We’ve had some fun, gotten into some scrapes. What more could you ask for?”

“What more indeed?” Prosak replied with far more import than Bain picked up on. Before she could sink back too deeply into her own thoughts, Prosak heard Lieutenant Commander Tovar speak up from his post at the tac-ops console.

“Captain, we received what I believe to be a distress signal from Commander Vioxx,” Tovar reported.

“You believe?” Bain asked.

“It was just a half second of screaming before it cut off.”

“Ah. That does sound like distress. Right. We’d better go after them. Check with the High Command to find out where they were heading…which they really should have told us from the start, since they’ve had us sitting out here waiting for just this sort of situation.”

“They were likely confident that we would not have to intervene, sir,” Prosak said. “Romulans are not fond of sharing our plans with outsiders. Or often even amongst ourselves.”

“Bloody waste of time,” Bain said. “Bridge to engineering.”

“Marsden here,” the Anomaly’s Chief Engineer replied over the comm system.

“Our Romulan friends seem to have gotten themselves into a bit of trouble. I’m going to need to push the engines pretty hard to catch up with them.”

“So their prototype didn’t work? I’m incredibly surprised by this turn of events,” Marsden said with detectable glee in her voice.

“This isn’t the time to gloat, Lieutenant.”

“You’re right, sir. I’ll wait until after we’ve rescued them, so I can do it to Remax’s face. I’ll coordinate with Cabral and get you whatever you need. Marsden out.”

Bain chuckled as the comm channel closed. “Never insult an engineer,” he said. “You will pay for it one way or another. Remax is going to get an earful after this.”

“Assuming he isn’t killed when the prototype explodes,” Tovar said.

“I’m sure they have escape pods,” Bain said. He thought for a moment, then turned to Prosak. “They do have escape pods, right?”

She just shrugged.

“Right. Let’s get moving then. Best speed to…Tovar?”

“The Pharsalus Sector, sir.”

“Best speed to Pharsalus!”



Vioxx and the others had reacted just as Selex had hoped once he took over control of the ship and launched it into anti-sing. He recorded a snippet of the screaming and sent the distress call. The Romulan High Command would receive it, but there was nothing they could do.

Really only one ship mattered: the USS Anomaly.

Bain would hear it and come running, bringing Prosak along with him.

And Selex would be ready for them.

For now, though, he really needed to get to Pharsalus and shut down the anti-singularity drive. Trying to keep it from destroying itself was taking all of his focus. Fortunately, Vioxx and company were sealed onto the Manamanat’s bridge. The last thing he needed was them getting in the way before everything was ready.

But when the time came, they’d see that they should have listened to him all along. They didn’t need the Anomaly because Selex had given the secret of anti-sing to Romulus! It might even be the last thing they saw.

Or perhaps he would be magnanimous.

Regardless, right now and at long last, he was the one with all of the power.



Screaming gets tiring very fast. So, while their panic at being at Selex’s mercy and zooming off to who knew where had not subsided, Vioxx and his officers quickly fell silent on the Manamanat’s bridge.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

Well…except for Nortal.

“Centurion,” Vioxx said, trying to get her attention.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

“NORTAL!”

She quickly stopped. “Has our plight been sufficiently conveyed?”

“More than,” Remax said.

“I’m assuming he’s got us locked out of everything,” Vioxx said.

“Yes,” Zantak said, after trying the helm console.

“Are we still on course for Pharsalus?”

“Yes.”

“My weapons! They do nothing!” Nortal exclaimed, smacking the tactical console. “My rage is impotent!”

“Uh huh. Remax?” Vioxx said, turning to the elder Romulan.

“I can use external sensors…a little bit,” Remax replied. “Nothing internal to let us know where Selex is…or what might be waiting between us and him.”

“Why is he taking us to Pharsalus? There’s nothing out there.”

“I don’t think this is about us,” Remax replied. “We’re just bait to get him the one person he truly hates.”

“Prosak,” Vioxx said. “We’ve got to get off this bridge and find him.” He rushed over to the bridge doors and started trying to pry them open.

“Hang on a second. You don’t know what he’s going to do with us. Maybe we grovel a bit, and he’ll let us live. If you start messing with his plan, we’ll find out just how expendable he thinks we are!”

“Nortal does not grovel. I will face death with my Commander,” Nortal said before striding over to join Vioxx’s efforts to open the door. Zantak shrugged and came over as well. After considering the situation for a moment, she knelt down beside the doors and started working to pry open a small access panel to their right.

“I am not involved with this,” Remax huffed, crossing his arms and refusing to move from his chair.

“Yes, you are,” Vioxx grunted, straining with the door. “Now start helping, Sub-Commander!”

“When Selex catches us, I’m telling him that I was just obeying orders.” Remax said as he reluctantly got up from his chair.

“Obey silently!” Nortal snapped.

“Thank you,” Vioxx said. “Now let’s just hope Selex has more to focus on than us right now.”



In fact, Selex did have more to focus on: namely keeping the Manamanat from exploding. As much as he hated admitting it, Selex had to acknowledge that Cabral must have phenomenal abilities. The disembodied brain had made it look so easy. But Selex was Romulan! He would not be outdone by some abomination grown by the Pliggeri.

They had almost made it to the Pharsalus Sector. Just a little bit longer, and he could shut down the anti-sing drive and prepare for the Anomaly’s arrival.



“Has it said anything today?” Dr. Kasyov asked as she monitored Cabral’s sphere in Science Lab Four.

“Just random whispers. Like yesterday. And the day before that,” Cabral replied with something resembling a sigh.

“I’m not reading any unusual energy output.”

“Again, like everyday before this one. What are you expecting to happen, Natalia?”

“You have the remnants of your entire species in that cube inside you. Plus Chindela. I don’t want any of them to…take over.”

“This is not like a Yynsian lifeforce,” Cabral said. “All of the Cerebe were dead. Maybe what I’ve been hearing is snippets of what was recorded by their spheres on their travels.”

“What about Chindela?”

“I honestly don’t know. I assume he did something to protect himself before collapsing Gathering Point. I have to believe he is safe in the cube somehow.”

“As long as he doesn’t try to shove you aside and take your sphere for a spin,” Kasyov said.

“You really need to be a bit more trusting.” Cabral was silent for a moment. “Ah. We’ve arrived. Dropping out of anti-sing.”



On the Anomaly’s bridge, Captain Bain stood next to Ensign Yonk at the helm and peered at the Romulan vessel on the viewscreen. It was stationary, but not showing any signs of damage that Bain could make out. “Tovar?” he asked.

“The ship is motionless. Its shields are down. Weapons offline. No outward signs of damage. Power levels are nominal. I cannot detect anything amiss from here, but no one is responding to my hails.”

“Lifesigns?” Bain asked, turning to the science console. With Remax gone and Kasyov off-shift, the station was being manned by a lieutenant, who we’re not even going to bother naming at this point. Do you need to know the name of every random officer who comes in to take over for the main characters when they leave the bridge? I didn’t think so. Moving on.

“Unclear,” the lieutenant replied, crisply and professionally. She may have been a glorified extra, but she was damn well going to do her best with the opportunity she’d been given. “Four. Possibly five. Perhaps more. The sensors are having trouble getting a clear view.”

“That’s quite peculiar,” Commander Prosak said from her seat beside the command chair.

“Agreed,” Bain said. “And I don’t like it at all. Tovar, raise sh…”

“Transporter activity in Science Lab Four!” Tovar shouted suddenly.

“Bloody hell! Get the shields up! Yonk, back us off!”



Kasyov and Cabral were interrupted in mid-conversation by the sound and cascade of a transporter beam forming near the housing where Cabral’s sphere sat. As a rule, anyone beaming directly into Science Lab Four was usually there for nefarious reasons. In this instance, though, a Romulan transporter beam had delivered a device emanating large amounts of energy.

Cabral quickly came to two conclusions: 1) Bomb, and 2) He probably had very little time to act.

He did the only thing he could think of moments before the world exploded around him in a massive fireball.



The bridge shuddered as the explosion in Science Lab Four rocked the Anomaly.

“Shields are holding,” Tovar reported. “No signs of a hull breach. Medical and engineering teams are on their way to Science Lab Four. The Romulan ship has raised shields as well. And now they are hailing.”

“Damn it!” Bain shouted. “Any other contacts on sensors?”

“No, Captain,” Tovar said.

“For now. Yonk, stay alert and be ready to get us out of here.”

“I don’t believe for a second that this attack was sanctioned by the Romulan government,” Prosak said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Bain said grimly. “I was too slow spotting the trap, and Cabral and Kasyov may have just paid with their lives. The only reason that ship out there is still in one piece is that I refuse to lose Vioxx and the others as well.” He glanced back at Tovar. “Get the bastard on screen. The sooner he gets the gloating part over with, the sooner we can get to the real meat of this thing.”

“Channel open. Audio only.”

“Audio?” Bain said confused. Before he could question it further, their adversary’s voice boomed over the bridge speakers.

“Captain Reginald Bain! I bet you never expected to hear my voice again.”

“I’ve heard it before?” Bain asked, now even more confused.

“Yes! It is I, SELEX!”

Prosak gasped in shock, drawing a look from Bain. “So you know him?” Bain asked.

“Unfortunately,” Prosak replied. “But you do as well.”

“He was the Romulan engineer who served on board until he beamed down to the Breen homeworld,” Tovar explained.

“Oh, right right.”

“You left out the part where he tried to KILL me!” Prosak said.

“Sadly, I was unsuccessful,” Selex said. “I never gave up, though, and my patience was doubly rewarded. Romulan High Command negotiated for my release from the Breen and put me to work on our own anti-singularity drive. The special insights I gleaned while serving on the Anomaly were the key to the project’s success! And now the universe has granted me the chance to finish off Prosak while taking away the only thing that made the Anomaly special…quite literally thanks to my brilliant explosive gambit.”

“I don’t think you’re going to find me quite so easy to destroy, with or without anti-sing,” Bain said.

“That’s why you’re beaming yourself over here.”

“Why the devil would I do that?”

“You’ll do it, or I’ll beam Vioxx or one of his other traitors to the Romulan people out into space one by one until you comply.”

“It’s me you want to kill,” Prosak said. “Why take Bain?”

“There are other interested parties.”

“It’s the bloody Breen, isn’t it?” Bain said.

“Yes,” Selex admitted. “I suppose that was fairly obvious. But they’re not here yet, which means this is happening my way! I defeat Prosak and the Anomaly in battle with my far superior, Romulan-built anti-singularity drive! Prosak dies, Romulus takes over the galaxy with a fleet of anti-singularity ships, and the Breen do whatever the hell they want with you. I’m the hero of Romulus. You’re all dead. The End.”

Prosak couldn’t help but feel that this was her fault. Selex and his irrational desire to kill her had spiraled out of control into a galactic-level threat. This was Rosalyn Bain’s domain. Not hers. If Rosalyn knew what was happening, she’d…

Prosak leapt up out of her seat and frantically signaled for Tovar to mute the comm channel, which the Yynsian quickly did.

“I have an idea,” she said to Bain, then took off at a run toward the turbolift. “Stall him!”

“Stall? All right then. Put him back on, Tovar.”

“Channel open.”

“Bain?” Selex was asking.

“I’m here,” Bain snapped. “I have to admit that is quite the plan you’ve got, but if I’m to beam over there, we need to talk conditions.”

“There are no conditions. You’re surrendering to me.”

“Not those kinds of conditions. I mean the conditions on your ship. My accommodations.”

“Accommodations? This isn’t a hotel, Bain. You’re going into the brig.”

“But will I have my own cell? I’m very particular about my space, and I don’t relish the prospect of sharing it with whomever else you’ve got imprisoned over there.”

“You know damn well who else I have imprisoned over here!”

“No, I don’t. You could have a lot more than Vioxx and the others there. I don’t know what villainy you’ve been up to.”

“I am not the villain here, Bain! You are!”

“So says the man who beamed a bomb onto my ship.”



A Short Time Earlier in Science Lab Four…



“OW!” Kasyov glared at the metal spike now embedded in her shoulder, a spike that was attached to a tendril extending out from Cabral’s sphere. The moment of impact had been followed by explosive pain. “What the hell?!?”

“It was the only way to save you. I’m so sorry,” Cabral said.

“Save me from what?” Kasyov demanded. Through the pain that threatened to overwhelm her, she realized something was different about the room.

It was basically gone.

Replaced by blackened bulkheads that had been shredded by an incredible force.

So…on top of the explosive pain, there had been a literal explosion.

“How?” she gasped.

“Someone beamed a bomb into the room. Going out of phase was the only way to avoid it, but to bring you along with me, we had to be in physical contact.”

“So you harpooned me.”

“Yes. I only had a moment to disconnect myself from the Anomaly’s systems and grab you. I’m sorry. We’re back in phase now, and I am certain help is on the way.”

“Thank you.” Kasyov said. She suddenly dropped to her knees. “I don’t feel…”

She collapsed to the deck just before a medical team, led by Nurse Ih’vik, arrived. The Andorian looked at Kasyov with surprise. “Huh. I thought there’d be bits of her all over the place.”

“Fortunately, not,” Cabral said. “But she has been seriously injured.”

“Yes, the impaling tipped me off.”

“It really was the only way to save her.”

“Uh huh.” Ih’vik yanked the spike out of Kasyov’s shoulder and quickly slapped a regenerpack onto the wound. “Ih’vik to Sickbay. Emergency medical transport. Energize.”

Ih’vik, Kasyov, and the other medics vanished in several transporter beams. Lieutenant Marsden and several of the Anomaly’s engineering officers rushed in a seconds later.

“Holy shit!” Marsden exclaimed, looking around. She turned on Cabral in sudden alarm. “Was Nat here with you?”

“Yes. They just took her to sickbay, but she will be fine. I made certain that we were out of phase when the explosion happened.”

“Thank the Great Bird!” Marsden said. “And you phased the lasagna…your housing too!”

“Obviously someone hoped to remove me and our anti-singularity drive capabilities. I did not want them to succeed.”

“I appreciate that. If you’d still been tied into everything when this happened…well, we’d all be in trouble. More trouble anyway. But you’re a lot calmer than I would be after narrowly avoiding blowing up,” Marsden replied.

“We are all safe.”

“Yeah, but the blast took out a lot of the conduits connecting your housing to engineering. Until we get that repaired, no anti-sing.”

“I will let you and your team get to work.,” Cabral said, then fell silent. Natalia was his first priority, but there was nothing else he could do for her now. Instead, he was content to wait for the Anomaly crew do their jobs.

He had something else on his large, disembodied mind. Something that had happened while he was phased. Cabral had heard Chindela loud and clear, repeating words that he’d said on Gathering Point: “This was planned for.”

Chindela had no interest in taking over Cabral’s sphere, as Natalia had feared. But he had left Cabral with a feeling, one that he could not ignore and one that had given him much to think about.



The report from Marsden was surprising, but a relief. Tovar would find out the details of how Kasyov and Cabral had managed to survive the explosion later. Right now, he needed to get the information to Bain, whose growing anger at Selex was threatening to…become threatening. Tovar was honestly surprised that Bain had kept it together this long considering the rage that had to be inside him at the possible loss of Dr. Kasyov and Cabral.

“Now see here, you craven little…”

“Captain, report on your two prized petunias. They survived.”

Bain looked back at him skeptically. “My…petunias are unharmed?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, that does change things,” Bain said. A smile spread across his face. It was time to have a bit of fun with this pompous git.

“Flowers?” Selex snapped in disgust. “We’re talking about the end of your life here, and all you care about is some plants?”

“I don’t like to lose any of my…flowers,” Bain replied. “But back to the matter at hand. If I’m beaming over there, can I bring my mattress? I can’t sleep on a brig slab anymore. I just can’t. It’s murder on my back.”

“How long do you think you’re going to be here?”

“I haven’t the foggiest. You tell me.”



The evident explosion that had happened on board (And Rosalyn Bain certainly knew an explosion when she felt one. She’d caused enough of them over the years.) had driven Rosalyn to pull out a bit of her old Section 31 tech and use it to tap into the Anomaly’s systems, just to get a sense of what was happening. She was sure that Reginald had it all under control, but she just didn’t like being in the dark when the ship was in danger. She didn’t know how the rest of the crew managed it.

She’d just gotten into sickbay’s systems to see the live readouts of Natalia Kasyov’s current status when the door chime of the Bains’ quarters sounded.

Repeatedly.

And quite urgently.

“Come in,” she started to say, but only managed the first part before Commander Prosak burst into the room.

“I need your help,” the RommaVulc (Was that even accurate anymore?) panted, trying to catch her breath.

“What is it, dearie?” Rosalyn asked.

“Selex is trying to take the captain.”

“Selex? Wasn’t he on Breen?”

“Not anymore. He’s got Vioxx and the others, and he is demanding that Captain Bain beam over there, so he can destroy the Anomaly while I’m in command.”

“He’s scared of facing Reg in battle. And he thinks that he can beat you because he has anti-sing and we don’t.”

“Yes. How did you… Never mind. I can’t let the captain go over there. Selex is after me. I need to deal with this myself. I WANT to deal with this myself. But I have to get onto that ship.”

Rosalyn nodded, understanding. “Come with me. I believe I know exactly what you’re after.” She started back toward the bedroom.

“You’re not going to try to stop me?”

“On the contrary. I think this is exactly what you should be doing. Now let’s get you sorted before Reginald does something rash.”



Despite his commanding bravado, Vioxx really expected to be met with a hail of disrupter fire the moment he and his officers managed to force open the doors of the Manamanat’s bridge.

Instead, they were met by an empty corridor.

“Where is everyone?” Remax asked.

“The crew has been cloaked!” Nortal cried.

“I don’t think so,” Vioxx said. “I can’t imagine High Command is in on Selex’s scheme here, and he doesn’t have the charisma to inspire lackeys to follow him. I just don’t understand why he didn’t do anything to stop us from escaping the bridge.”

“Maybe he’s busy,” Remax said.

“Lucky thing for us. Now we just have to find him.”

“Engineering,” Zantak said.

“That would make sense.”

“We shall breach the walls of his domain!” Nortal exclaimed, charging off down the corridor.

Three of the four Romulans moved cautiously through the Manamanat’s passageways, listening carefully for sounds of any other people, or of Nortal plunging into battle.

All was silent. Eerily so.

Finally, they reached the doors to engineering, where Nortal waited.

“Our breach should be as one!” she whispered in probably the loudest voice that could still be classified as a whisper.

Remax examined the door control panel. “He doesn’t even have this locked.”

“Overconfident to the end,” Vioxx said. “Open it on three, then we charge. One…two…THREE!”

“CHARGE!” Nortal bellowed, storming through the doors as they slid open with Vioxx and the others close behind.

Vioxx slid to a halt, looking around in confusion.

Selex was nowhere to be seen, but there was…

“What the hell?!?”



Prosak raced back onto the bridge, hoping that she hadn’t taken too long. But it seemed like the captain had Selex well and truly stalled.

“You left me on Breen to rot!” Selex’s voice screamed. He sounded near tears.

“I didn’t even know you’d beamed down until we were leaving. And it seems to have worked out for you.”

“That’s not the point, and you know it.”

“I don’t know that I do,” Bain said. Prosak had taken up a position in front of his command chair and was frantically pantomiming…something. Bain wasn’t quite sure what, but based on her pointing and the movements she was making with her hand, he gathered that she wanted to speak to him. “I’m sorry to do this, old chap, since we really need to get this question of my dietary needs resolved, but could I put you on hold for a moment? There’s a bit of ship’s business that requires my immediate attention. I’ll be back in a nonce, so we can return to discussing my surrender.”

“Um…sure. That actually works well for me. I’ve got a situation here that I need to attend to as well. But hurry back! Or ELSE!”

“Most certainly. Reginald Bain does not dawdle!” Bain signaled for Tovar to cut the channel then focused his attention on his First Officer. “What has you so worked up, Prosak?”

“Could I answer you and Tovar in private, sir?”

“Very well. We’ll speak in the lounge. Yonk needs to stay at the helm, so… You have the bridge, Lieutenant,” he said, this last bit to the officer at the science console.

“Me, sir?” she replied in surprise. “I don’t have…”

“There’s nothing to it,” Bain interrupted. “Just sit here, and if Selex comes back on, tell him I’m indisposed and will be right back.” He strode off through the doors at the rear starboard of the bridge with Prosak and Tovar close behind as the lieutenant slowly lowered herself into the Anomaly’s command chair. What a day! First she got assigned to the bridge, and now she was in command of the whole ship! At this rate, she might even get a name!

(The writers hate to burst her bubble, but that won’t be happening.)



“All right. You’ve got our undivided attention, Prosak. What’s going on?” Bain asked, striding around his captain’s lounge. Normally he’d grab a drink and settle into one of the room’s comfortable armchairs, but this was hardly the time.

“I want you to send me over there, sir,” she replied.

“I appreciate you wanting to protect me, but I don’t think Selex is going to react well if he’s expecting me to beam over and gets you instead.”

“True. Unless he doesn’t know it is me.” Prosak reached up and tapped behind her right ear. Her whole body suddenly shimmered, blurred, then resolved itself into the form of Reginald Bain.

“Great Bird!” Bain exclaimed. “How the devil…” He stopped and nodded. “My missus has a hand in this, doesn’t she?”

“She does, but it was my idea. Right now, our anti-sing drive is down, Selex’s ship has one that works, and, if he is to be believed, the Breen are on their way. The only way we have any kind of chance against all of that is if you’re in command of the Anomaly. I will locate Vioxx and the others and deal with Selex.”

“Her argument is compelling,” Tovar said. “Some might even say logical.”

Bain sighed. “As much as I’d relish the chance to give that little rat bastard a good what for, I can’t be in two places at once. Except in this instance, I sort of will be. Your plan is approved, Commander.”

“Thank you, sir,” Prosak said with a nod.



Vioxx was not an engineer, but he’d been in the engineering sections of several different starships from a number of different civilizations throughout his life, and none of them looked anything like this. For one thing, there was the total lack of anything that remotely resembled an engine. It was also surprisingly lacking in consoles. As in there weren’t any at all.

Instead, the so-called engine room of the Manamanat was just a big empty room with drab grey walls. It contained only one thing: a large black metallic sphere resting on the floor with various conduits leading out of it into the rear wall and ceiling of the room.

A cold chill went through Vioxx. So this was how Selex had done it. He’d gotten Romulan High Command to find another Cerebe and tie it into the Manamanat. Was it here willingly? If not, maybe he could convince it to…

“Greetings, Commander,” Selex’s voice boomed from all around them. “I can’t say that I’m happy to see you here, though. I’m busy, and you were supposed to remain on the bridge. Didn’t the locked doors make that clear?”

“We needed to stretch our legs,” Vioxx replied, stealing a phrase he’d heard Captain Bain use on occasion. “Where are you? And who is your friend here?”

Selex’s voice laughed. “You don’t see it, do you? I’m here. This is me!”

“You’re the ship?”

“In a sense.”

“We are surrounded!” Nortal cried. “But lo you may consume us, the indigestion I shall cause you will know no bounds!”

Remax cut in impatiently, since Vioxx was taking forever to figure this out and Nortal was…Nortal. “Did you seriously have your brain removed and put in that sphere?”

“I did.”

“AHA! I have you now!” Nortal exclaimed, launching herself at the sphere. As she pounded on it with all her might, Selex continued speaking, unperturbed by her assault against his new being.

“I realized the wisdom of Cabral’s interface. With no body diverting processing power, my brain is able to maintain a stable anti-singularity drive field. It was the breakthrough we needed to make the project work. But if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to demanding Captain Bain’s surrender.”

“He’ll never agree to that.”

“He’s human, which means he values your lives. He’ll do whatever I say…if he ever comes back to this comm.”

Vioxx chuckled. “He put you on hold?”

“We put each other on hold!” Selex snapped back. “I…hang on. He’s back.”

“I feel like we should be doing something,” Vioxx said.

“Like what?” Remax asked.

“I don’t know. Putting up more of a fight. Any ideas?”

Zantak just shook her head. Nortal had moved on to gnawing on one of the conduits leading away from Selex’s sphere, but she was having little success.

“We’re going to have to find some sort of opportunity to take action,” Vioxx said. “I don’t care what Selex says, there’s no way that Bain is going to beam over here and…”

He was cut off by the sound of a transporter beam and the arrival of Reginald Bain in a cascade of molecules.

Bain looked around quickly, taking in his surroundings. “Oh! Well…um…right. I’m here. Reginald Bain is here. Good to see you, Vioxx, old chum. And you Remax. Looking well. Zantak. And…uh…okay. There’s Nortal. What is…what the devil is she doing?”

“Attacking Selex. Or trying to,” Remax said.

“And failing!” Selex’s voice gloated from all around them. “Welcome, Captain Bain. Now that you’re here, the fun can truly begin!”

“Wait. Can you catch me up? Why are you a disembodied voice?”

“Selex put his brain in a sphere to run the anti-singularity drive on this ship,” Vioxx said.

“Is he crazy? Who does something that…I mean…Ah.”

“Oh, it gets better, Bain!” Selex said. “I shared my revelation and drive specifications with the Breen.”

“And you call yourself a Romulan,” Remax spat. “You…traitor!”

“I had Admiral Karwrek’s full approval. Call it our way of thanking them for sending me home. The Breen will be here soon with a fleet of anti-singularity scythe-ships ready to take you on. He’s going to be disappointed, though, since Prosak and the Anomaly will be destroyed well before they arrive. Handing you over should lessen the blow, though. Enjoy the rest of your short, miserable life, Bain. I think you’ve all seen enough. Off to the brig with…where is Prosak going? Does she seriously think she can get away from me at plain old warp? HA! Engaging anti-singularity drive!”

“Do you have to announce it?” Vioxx asked. He got no response. “You’re ignoring us now?”

“That’s a good thing,” Bain said. “But I need to tell you something.” He got very close to Vioxx, putting his lips uncomfortably close to the Romulan’s ear canal, then whispered almost inaudibly. “I’m not Bain. I’m Prosak.”

Vioxx looked at Prosak/Bain in surprise. “So Selex is chasing…”

“Uh huh,” Prosak/Bain said. Then put her finger…well, Bain’s finger…up to her…I mean his…mouth. “Shhhhhhh.”



Over on the bridge of the USS Anomaly, the actual Reginald Bain had reclaimed his command chair. He clapped his hands and rubbed them together expectantly as the ship sped away from the Manamanat at Warp 8. “Right! I’ve been planning a long time for this. Time to put theory into practice!”

Ensign Yonk spun his chair back toward Bain. “You’ve been expecting to fight a ship with an anti-singularity drive?” the Ferengi asked.

“As soon as I found out they existed, I’ve been working out how to battle one,” Bain replied. “It would have been foolish to assume that we’d always be the only ones with anti-sing, and now here we are.”

“But you also planned to fight one when you don’t have anti-sing as well?”

“Yes, I did. Just in case. Of course, I was expecting to be able to shoot back, but with our people trapped over there, we can’t risk it.”

“Much,” Tovar said.

“Yes…well. I suppose shooting back a little wouldn’t hurt,” Bain said thoughtfully. “And I’d also like to know if we’re getting our drive back anytime soon. Bridge to Marsden.”

“Go ahead, Captain,” the Anomaly’s Chief Engineer’s voice replied with a grunt.

“I know you’re hard at work down there, Marsie, but could I get an ETA on anti-sing?”

“Conduits are almost run, but it’s not pretty. We cut holes in walls and floors wherever we needed to, so we could bypass the damaged areas and connect to Engineering. After that, Cabral and I need to run through some configuration checks.”

“Understood. But just to warn you, things are likely to get a bit bumpy. And I will be taxing the warp drive a bit.”

“Captain,” Tovar said.

“Bumps start now!” Bain said. “Keep up the good work. Bain out.” He spun back to Tovar. “Send the tactical display to the viewscreen. Standby on torpedoes.”

The view on the screen switched to a readout of the sector. The Anomaly was quickly moving away from the Romulan ship, which suddenly started closing the gap with alarming speed.

“All stop!” Bain ordered. “Come about bearing 315 mark 40!”

The Manamanat sped past the Anomaly, slowing to a stop several million kilometers away.

“Standby,” Bain said. The Romulan ship jumped into anti-sing again, coming right at them. “Fire aft torpedoes. Two second timer. Yonk, warp speed now!”

A volley of torpedoes sailed out of the Anomaly’s rear tubes a split second before the ship itself launched forward into warp. Almost immediately, the Manamanat arrived and dropped out of anti-sing, only to be buffeted by the simultaneous detonation of the gifts the Anomaly left behind.



Vioxx, Prosak, and the others were all knocked to the deck of the Manamanat’s engine room as Selex screamed, “Is she trying to kill us?!?”

“Can I please tell him?” Vioxx asked Prosak/Bain.

“Not yet,” she whispered back. Then to Selex, “You are trying to do the same to them.”

“That’s not the point!” Selex snapped. If Prosak didn’t know any better, she’d say he was in pain. “And it doesn’t matter. She got in one lucky shot. I still have the advantage!”



“Not likely he’ll fall for that again,” Bain said thoughtfully as he surveyed the tactical display of the sector. “I can see why Selex picked here to fight us, though. There’s absolutely nothing around to use as cover. Not so much as a rogue planet. Nothing for it. Yonk, set a course for the nearest Federation outpost. Maximum warp.”

“Captain, that’s days away.”

“I’m aware. Let’s see if Selex makes the next most obvious move.”



The Anomaly was trying to run back to the Federation? Ha! Prosak was predictably pathetic. Just trying to save herself and her crew. Did she really think that he would back off because of a few torpedo detonations?

Never!

He had an anti-singularity drive. He’d cut her off before she made it another parsec.



“I hope I didn’t give him too much credit,” Bain said as the Manamanat raced toward their position. The Romulan ship zoomed past and slowed to a halt several million kilometers ahead of them. “No. Just enough credit,” Bain said. “Yonk, drop us out of warp. Nice and easy. Continue at one quarter impulse.”



“Come on!” Selex seethed. The Anomaly was coming at him slower than a Frodalian snail!

FINE! He’d go straight down her throat.



The Romulan ship started to move again. At that distance, the anti-sing burst made it look like it had disappeared only to reappear…

“Fire phasers!” Bain ordered just as the Manamanat dropped out of anti-sing directly ahead of them.



Selex was ready to fire as soon as he came out of anti-sing, but somehow Prosak was ahead of him. The Manamanat was battered again, and his shields were all but gone.

He went to return the favor, but the Anomaly had yet again jumped to warp.

And then things got worse.

“No. No! NO! NOT NOW!”



The turbolift doors opened, and Dr. Kasyov stepped out onto the bridge.

“Kassie!” Bain said happily. “I am so relieved that you and Cabral are all right.”

“So am I,” she said. “And I’d like to help you deliver some payback.”

“We’re well on our way, but I’d be delighted to have you, if you’re up for it.”

“My arm is a bit tender, but Ih’vik has me back in decent shape,” Kasyov said as she relieved the lieutenant manning the science console.

The lieutenant somewhat reluctantly got up from the chair and trudged into the turbolift. “Bye, everyone.”

“Thanks for covering for me, Elyna,” Kasyov said.

“Ha!” the lieutenant exclaimed, whipping around in the turbolift. “I do have a na—” She was cut off from the bridge and the rest of this tale by the closing of the turbolift doors.

“Captain, twelve new contacts!” Tovar said.

“How far out?”

“They’re here. Twelve Breen scythe ships.”

“All with anti-sing?” Bain asked incredulously as the contacts slowed from their ridiculously fast incoming velocity and came to a stop near the Romulan ship.

“Do you have a plan for this?” Yonk asked.

“Unfortunately, I do not,” Bain replied grimly.



Selex was being hailed by the last person he wanted to talk to right now. Why couldn’t have Phul shown up just a few minutes later? He absolutely would have cornered Prosak and listened to her quivering pleas to spare her and the Anomaly before blasting them to oblivion by then. But instead, he forced himself to focus on responding.

“Greetings, Dobt-Phul.”

“Thot-Phul,” the Breen commander replied.

“Oh? They gave you your rank back. Well deserved.”

“It was. And now it looks like I’ve arrived just in time to save you from Reginald Bain.”

“That is where you’re wrong, Phul. The Anomaly is helpless. I destroyed their brain. They cannot go to anti-sing without him. I was just about to finish the ship off. As for Bain, I have him here aboard the Manamanat. He’s ready for you to take into custody.”

“That was not our agreement,” Phul said. “You could take out whatever revenge you needed on whoever it was you were always seething about, but I get Bain.”

“You do get him,” Selex said. He extended the comm into the Manamanat’s engine room. “Tell him, Bain. Tell Phul that I got you.”

Prosak and the others had actually gotten pretty bored considering there was nothing to do other than sit down and try not to get knocked around too badly by the weapons fire coming in from the Anomaly. Even Nortal had given up attacking Selex’s sphere and had settled for half-heartedly kicking it every so often.

But upon hearing Selex, Prosak leapt back to her feet…Bain’s feet (You get the idea by now.). “You do not have Reginald Bain!” she announced.

“What? Of course, I do! You’re right there!” Selex’s voice replied.

“Selex, what is going on?” Thot-Phul demanded.

“Bain surrendered to me. I’ve been holding him for you.”

“No!” Prosak said, tapping the device behind her ear, which deactivated the holographic imager and revealed her true form. “You have been fighting Reginald Bain. And he’s been kicking your ASS!”

“So…I do get to fight Bain?” Phul said. “That’s ok, then. Stay put, Selex. We’ve got it from here.” Phul closed the comm channel.

“Prosak!” Selex screamed. “You’re dead! DEAD! And Bain was not kicking my ass.”

“If you had an ass, it would be thoroughly kicked now,” Prosak replied. She had to do something. Selex was off-balance, and things were quickly spiraling out of hand with the arrival of the Breen fleet.

“Leave my ass or lack thereof out of this!”

Prosak had an idea. Possibly a terrible one, but…

She spread her fingers and slammed her hand down on the sphere.

“My mind to your…ASS!”



Down in what was left of Science Lab Four, Lieutenant Shelly Marsden was intently focused on the eyepiece of the quadcorder strapped around her head as she monitored power fluctuations in the cables connected to the large housing where Cabral’s sphere rested.

“Bain to Lieutenant Marsden.”

Uh oh. He was using her rank. Things must be serious up on the bridge. She stopped adjusting the power flows on her padd.

“Marsden here.”

“Not to be a bother, but how soon can I expect to have anti-sing back? We’ve got twelve Breen ships all sporting their own bloody anti-sing drives. I’ve fought my way out of a few scrapes with one hand behind my back, but this is more like being hogtied and strapped to a turtle.”

“Twelve! How the hell did they get twelve?” Marsden said.

“A mystery for another time, Marsie.”

“You’re right. We’re almost there. Connections are all in place. How’s your side of things, Cabral?”

The sphere beside her did not respond.

“Cabral. You there, buddy?”

“Yes. Sorry,” Cabral said finally.

“Are you ok?”

“Yes. I am fine.”

“I hope so,” Bain’s voice said. “We’ve got our work cut out for us.”

“Believe me, Captain. I am very motivated to get us all through this situation.”

“Aren’t we all. I’ll do my best to get you the time you need. Bain out.”

“Nat’s fine, you know,” Marsden said, turning her attention back to her configurations.

“I am aware. I was momentarily distracted by other matters.”

“Does that mean you missed the part about the twelve other anti-sing ships out there?”

“That is surprising,” Cabral said.

“Yeah. You could say that,” Marsden replied darkly. She worked quietly for a few seconds then… “You know I like working with you. You’re great. But I’ve tried to get anti-sing to work without you for years! If there was a way, I would have found it. I just don’t understand how they managed it.”

“Maybe you’ll get a chance to find out what the Romulans and Breen did once this is over.”

“Assuming they don’t kill us first.”



“The Breen fleet is overtaking us,” Tovar reported. Even at warp nine, the Anomaly might as well have not been moving compared to the speed of the Breen ships.

Bain just grunted.

“Huh,” Kasyov said from the science console.

“Are you ’huh’ing about the fleet?” Tovar asked.

“No. Well, yes. I was reviewing the sensor readings from your fight with Selex, and I noticed that he would stop, set a course, and then launch into anti-sing. The Breen fleet just did the same thing. They were stopped over at the Romulan ship, turned toward us, then went into anti-sing. I’m not sure if that means anything.”

“Hopefully it means they can only go very fast in a straight line,” Bain said, perking up. “Start hailing them as soon as they are in range. I can’t imagine that their commander won’t want to monologue a bit considering all the effort they took to get here.”



Was this really happening?

After all of these years and so many near-misses, was he finally FINALLY going to deal with Reginald Bain?

Thot-Phul had gotten close a couple of times, but those were really because of FOBBER and then the James T. Kirk hologram that had hijacked his brain. And then when Bain had been briefly held by the Breen, the cursed human had managed to escape before Phul had gotten the chance to gloat or administer even the tiniest bit of torture.

This time, though, things would be different. They were implementing HIS plan. He’d gotten that very ambitious Admiral Karwrek to trade the design specifications for the Romulans’ anti-singularity drive to the Breen in exchange for Selex’s release. He’d overseen the refit of twelve scythe ships and found the soldiers patriotic enough to become Volunteers and have their brains removed from their bodies and encased in the drive control spheres in order make the engine function properly.

And now, after all of that work, Phul was in sight of Bain and his stupid fast ship. Of course, thanks to Selex’s well-placed explosive, it wasn’t so fast anymore.

Despite all of that, Phul couldn’t help but worry that something could still go wrong. He just had to be careful. Take his time. And not do anything stupid.

“XAWKTA Two through Six, with me. Seven through Twelve, come in behind the Anomaly. Helm, take us in front of the Federation vessel, disengage anti-sing, and bring us about,” he ordered.

Space on the viewscreen shifted from an almost blinding mass of white streaks (Thankfully his helmet took care of most of the glare) to blackness dotted by distant pinpoints of stars.

“They are hailing us,” his tactical officer reported.

Phul straightened his helmet and took a deep calming breath. “On screen.”

The man himself soon appeared. Salt and pepper haired, barrel-chested, and standing defiantly on his bridge. Why couldn’t Bain cower in fear just a bit? This was certain doom surrounding him. XAXAFRAX, he was infuriating!

“This is Captain Reginald Bain of the Federation Starship Anomaly. Stand down, Breen Commander. Your actions are bordering on hostile and could be considered an act of war. As our governments narrowly avoided one of those just recently, I’d prefer to keep things friendly.”

Phul took a couple more deep breaths. Stay Calm. Bain is all bluster. You’re in control here. Nothing is going to go wrong.

“This is Thot-Phul of the XAWKTA One.”

“Phul! Sorry, old boy. I didn’t recognize you. Now what’s this all about?”

Phul almost laughed. That question. That perfect question. He almost wanted to thank Bain for setting him up so wonderfully.

“It’s about retribution! It’s about blasting the Butcher of Breen and your infernal ship into so many tiny pieces that no one will ever find debris large enough to identify! It’s about ridding the galaxy of a huge pain in my VORXAP!”

Oh wow. That felt good.

The officer behind Bain (Tovar, if Phul remembered correctly from their last encounter) spoke up. “Captain, Cabral reports ready.”

Cabral? Wasn’t that the name of the Anomaly’s brain? But Selex killed…

And then EVERYTHING went wrong.



Despite her many years following the RommaVulc way, Prosak had never developed any particular skill with mind melds. Mostly because she rarely had a chance to practice. For some reason, most people didn’t like the idea of letting someone who didn’t really know what they were doing attempt to rummage around in their brains.

And while Snotch had also never melded with her during their time together (It would have given away the fact that he was actually working for the Dillon Consortium), he had helped her with her melding technique (along with making her read volumes and volumes of the writings of obscure Vulcan philosophers). Her finger positioning was much better now, and she was able to almost instantly put her mind into the state it needed to be in to initiate the meld.

She just hadn’t had a chance to put it into practice until now. Selex’s metal sphere was basically his skull at this point. Prosak just needed to reach through it with her mind and connect with Selex.

Chaos.

Absolute chaos.

Was this Selex’s mind?

“Up!”

“Down!”

“A little bit that way!”

“No! Too much! Go back. BACK!”

It was Selex all right. And he seemed to be in an absolute panic. She probed a bit deeper, then risked contact. “Selex?”

“Go away! You’re going to get us all killed!”

“I thought you wanted me dead.”

“Yes, but I don’t want to die too. Leave me alone!” Selex snapped.

“I don’t understand. What is happening here?”

“Running an anti-singularity drive is VERY complicated! The slightest variance between the energies coming in from the quantum singularity and the warp core or a misalignment of the field frequencies means the whole thing will fail catastrophically.”

“You mean explode?”

“YES!” Selex screamed.

“But we are stopped. How is this still a problem?”

“I used the drive. Repeatedly. It gets harder to maintain every time. I need to concentrate! I’ll kill you later, but until then GET OUT!”

Prosak quickly ended the meld and found herself back in the engineering section of the Manamanat.

“What happened?” Vioxx asked.

Prosak shook her head to clear it. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but we have to help Selex.”



Tovar let loose torpedo volleys from the Anomaly’s fore and aft tubes a moment before the ship launched into anti-sing, zipping straight past the Breen blockade as their vessels were pounded by the Anomaly’s weapons.

“Bring us about,” Bain ordered.

“About?” Ensign Yonk asked confused. “We’re not going back to Federation space?”

“Not with this lot of anti-sing ships on our tail. Nothing else in Starfleet would be able to stop them.”

“There’s still only one of us and twelve of them,” Dr. Kasyov said.

“Then we’ll just have to do everything we can to even those odds.”



Thot-Phul scrambled back to his feet as alarm klaxons blared around him. As the lead ship confronting Bain, the XAWKTA One received the majority of the torpedo blasts, and the flashing damage reports all around him certainly bore that out. Phul, however, only had one question on his mind:

“WHY DOES HE STILL HAVE ANTI-SING?!?”

This was all Selex’s fault. He never should have trusted that weaselly little Romulan.

“All wings, pursue and engage the Anomaly. Disable if possible. I want the killing shot!”

His second-in-command stepped up to him. “Weapons and shields are down. Engines are barely operational. Our Volunteer is struggling to maintain systems integrity. We cannot face the Butcher of Breen in this state, sir.”

Thot-Phul was thoughtful for a moment (It’s the last story. Of course, we were finally going to make that joke.). “He’s just a human. We are Breen! Our engineers can make repairs as the fleet pursues the Anomaly. Then when we are ready, they can drive him to us for the final blow!”

He started to settle back into his command chair when…

“Thot!” his tactical officer cried. “XAWKTA Three reports their Volunteer is losing control. Systems are destabilizing across the ship. They…”

The XAWKTA One rumbled from the force of an explosive shockwave passing through it.

“They’re gone,” the officer finished.

Phul considered this new information. “On second thought, take us to the Romulan ship. Selex got us into this mess. He’s going to get us out of it!”



“One of the Breen vessels has been destroyed,” Tovar reported.

“It has?” Bain asked surprised. “Not to look a gift Breen in the helmet, but I didn’t think we hit any of them that hard.”

“We barely grazed that particular ship,” Tovar replied. “I cannot explain it.”

“I might be able to,” Kasyov said. “I’ve been scanning the Breen ships to try to determine how their anti-sing drive is functioning without Cabral. Each ship has a unique energy signature, which you wouldn’t expect if they’re all basically duplicates of the same ship running the same technology. Then I was able to isolate the unique component. It’s neural energy. Breen to be exact.”

“Breen brains?” Bain asked. “And you took the crew into account?”

“Yes. This is different. Amplified and part of the overall ship. I’m certain they’ve tied a Breen brain into each ship to try to maintain their anti-sing reaction the way Cabral does for us. But they don’t have the Pliggeri interface housing that we have. And Cabral is just far more capable than they could ever be.”

“We are all quite aware of Cabral’s mental prowess,” Bain replied.

“Trying to keep the anti-sing reactions in check while also dealing with the variances that come from even the slightest damage and trying to chase us must have just been too much for whoever’s brain was running things on that ship.”

“Poor blighter,” Bain said. “But this does explain a lot about how they’ve been flying. And if I’m right, we may just have the upper hand.” He turned to Yonk. “Keep our course erratic, Ensign. Lots of turns. Don’t stay on any course or plane for too long. Make them work if they’re going to catch us. We’ve got an entire sector to play with. Tovar, if you get a clear shot, take it.”

“Aye, sir. But I am concerned about our torpedo complement,” Tovar replied.

“Understood. I’ll take it easy on the full spreads from now on.”



“Help Selex?” Vioxx asked. “Help him do what?”

“Keep us alive,” Prosak replied. “The anti-sing drive alone requires a tremendous amount of mental focus to keep it from becoming misaligned and exploding, which is what Cabral does for us. But on top of that, Selex is tied into every other system on the ship. Even at full stop, he cannot handle the strain for much longer.”

“Why would he do that?” Vioxx asked. “That’s just way too much.”

“He’s power hungry and convinced of his own superiority,” Prosak said.

“That,” Zantak agreed.

“What do you propose we do?” Remax said. “We can’t exactly disconnect him.”

“I continue my struggle to do just that!” Nortal shouted from across the room, where she had removed her boot and was beating a conduit with it.

“Definitely not,” Prosak said, ignoring Nortal. “The ship would detonate instantly. We can, however, combine our mental energies with his to strengthen his control.”

“You’re talking about a mind meld.”

“I am.”

“We can’t…”

“I know,” Prosak said. A memory stirred from all of the reading Snotch had made her do. Unbelievably, he was helping her out twice in one day. “There was a Vulcan master a couple of hundred years ago who postulated that group melds were possible. S’kype’s teachings were dismissed as nonsense, so he was never able to test them. But he did leave the process for the Rite of Mo’oz in his records. We could join with Selex together using it…if we had one more person with the ability to meld.”

Remax put his head in his hands and groaned.

“Why are you telling us this?” Vioxx snapped exasperated. “Did you bring a Vulcan along with you? You’re the closest thing we’ve got! Do any of us look like RommaVulcs!”

Zantak raised her hand.

“You don’t have to wait for me to call on you to speak, Zantak,” Vioxx said. “What is it?”

“I am a RommaVulc,” Zantak said.

“You’re what?” Remax gaped.

“What? Why didn’t you ever tell me?” Prosak demanded.

“Or me!” Vioxx said.

“I am betrayed!” Nortal cried.

“Talking too much is illogical. And…most Romulans are mean,” Zantak replied.

“I cannot argue with you,” Prosak replied. “But we could have been supporting each other all this time.”

“I did not want that.”

“But…why not?”

“Can you deal with your hurt feelings later?” Vioxx interrupted then turned to Zantak. “Can you do a mind meld?”

“Maybe,” Zantak said.

“Which means she hasn’t done one,” Remax said. “I’d call that a no!”

“I don’t want to die, so we’re going with it. What do we do, Prosak?” Vioxx said.

“Phul is on his way!” Selex’s voice suddenly broke in. “He wants to beam aboard and take control of the ship.”

“Um…have you been listening to us this whole time?” Remax asked.

“I don’t have time for you idiots!” Selex shot back. “I have a ship to run here! And if I try to fight Phul, we’re all going to die! My shields are almost gone as it is!”

“Drop them,” Vioxx said.

“Seriously? Just surrender? You are a terrible Romulan!” Selex said.

“You said yourself that you can’t fight him. Let him have the ship. Just keep the Breen out of this room. We’ll take care of the rest.”

“Fine! But know that I consider you all expendable!”

Vioxx turned to Prosak. “I’m guessing Nortal would be more trouble than help in this meld.”

Prosak thought a moment. “Er…yes. I see your point.”

“And can you do without me?”

“Hang on. You’re leaving me alone to meld with these two freaks!” Remax protested.

“They need your superior mental abilities,” Vioxx said.

“I am smarter than both of them combined, but that’s not the point.”

“It’s absolutely the point, and you’re going to do it. Get that meld going, Prosak. Nortal, put your boot on. We’ve got Breen to deal with.”

“I obey!” Nortal said, redonning her footwear. “But I do not leave in defeat! Selex will feel my wrath upon my return!”

“I’m sure he’s quaking in his sphere,” Vioxx said as they left the engine room.

Prosak, Zantak, and a reluctant Remax approached Selex’s sphere. “Zantak, you and I will each position one hand on the sphere and another on Remax. Then, and this is crucial, we say ‘Our minds to your minds. Our thoughts to your thoughts.’ Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Zantak said.

“Not much of a rite,” Remax muttered.

“Do you want your brain reduced to mush?” Prosak asked pointedly.

“Definitely not.”

“Then let us concentrate.” She and Zantak placed their hands as prescribed on the sphere, then positioned their fingers on Remax’s face.

“I hate this so much,” the elder Romulan said.

“Shhhh,” Zantak whispered.

She and Prosak began to chant: “Our minds to your minds. Our thoughts to your thoughts.”



The Anomaly banked and zoomed away from a pair of incoming scythe ships. As Ensign Yonk found a new heading, Tovar fired a lone torpedo, sending it to where he judged the Breen vessels would be stopping to make a course change before resuming their pursuit, as all of the Breen ships had been doing to prevent overloading their Volunteers. Only one of the two ships actually came to a halt, though, and it was too far out of range for the torpedo’s detonation to do any harm.

The remaining craft instead adjusted its course at anti-sing speeds and continued its pursuit, quickly closing in on the Anomaly. Seconds later, it exploded, the resulting blast violently shaking the Anomaly.

“They’re getting braver,” Captain Bain said, hanging onto his armrests as the bucking subsided.

“Stupider,” Kasyov said. “No Breen is going to be able to keep an anti-sing drive stable under these conditions.”

“They just don’t have the brains for it, eh, Kassie?” Bain replied. She rolled her eyes as he glanced back at tac-ops. “How are we doing, lad?”

“Four ships destroyed; however, if the others become as impatient as this last one, that number will increase quickly,” Tovar replied. “Phul’s ship is not pursuing us, though. They are on course for the Romulan vessel.”

“Blast,” Bain said. “Yonk, move to intercept.”

“Sir, that will make it far easier for the Breen ships to catch up to us,” Tovar said.

“I know, but I’m not leaving Prosak and the others there to die.”



Selex was deeply concentrating on preventing yet another feedback loop in the anti-sing drive while also monitoring Thot-Phul’s approaching ship when his thoughts were intruded upon.

Quite literally.

“We are here to assist you,” Prosak’s voice said in his mind.

“I told you to leave, Prosak!” he shouted. “I will kill you when I have time, dammit!”

“Shut up and let us help you,” Remax said.

“Remax? How are you here?”

“Mind meld,” Zantak said.

“You too? How?”

“It doesn’t matter right now,” Prosak said. “We can share the mental load of running this ship.”

“Absolutely not! You’re just trying to escape!”

“We’re trying not to explode, you cassjaat!” Remax snapped. “Or get killed by the Breen. Give me ship’s sensors, so I can mask our lifesigns before they get here.”

“Once Phul takes this ship, he’s going to use it to attack the Anomaly,” Selex said. “Ohh. Wait. I love that actually. In your desperation to stay alive, you’re going to help the Breen destroy your ship.”

“That won’t happen,” Prosak replied firmly.

“You have too much faith in Reginald Bain.”

“I trust my crew.”

“Did you ever trust me?”

“I did…until you showed yourself to be a deceitful murderer.”

“Attempted murderer, unfortunately.” Selex said. “As for the other part, I am a true Romulan! Unlike you.”

“Currently, you’re a brain in a ball,” Remax said. “Unless you want to become a debris field next, how about we all just get to concentrating or whatever?”

And so they did.



“Thot, the Anomaly is moving to intercept us.”

“Time?” Phul asked, trying to keep his voice steady and not reveal his nervousness.

“Thirty seconds.”

“Status of the Romulan ship?”

“Unchanged. I am reading five Romulan life signs in what appears to be the vessel’s brig.”

“Excellent. Hail, Selex.”

“Hail, Selex!” his bridge crew shouted in unison.

“Wha…why? Just open a channel!”

“Channel open.”

“Selex, this is Phul. Lower shields. I’m coming aboard.”

“Of course, Thot. I am so happy that you’re here,” Selex replied with a feigned obsequiousness that made Phul really wish the Romulan still had a face to punch.

“Thot,” his first officer broke in. “We won’t have time to evacuate the entire crew. And we’ll be abandoning the Volunteer.”

“You’re taking command of the XAWKTA One. Engage the Anomaly as soon as we’re clear,” Phul commanded. He tapped the all-call switch on his command chair. “Relief crew to the bridge. Security team, prepare for beam out,” he said quickly, then switched it off. “The rest of you, you’re with me. Computer, energize.”

Phul and his five bridge officers, minus the first officer, dematerialized. Moments later, the relief crew filed in and took up their stations. Despite that, the first officer felt anything but relieved. And he sure as WAXAKAX wasn’t engaging Reginald Bain.



Bain was up out of his chair as soon as the Anomaly dropped out of anti-sing close to the XAWKTA One and Manamanat. The Breen ship turned to flee.

“Tovar!” Bain commanded. The Yynsian’s hand was already activating the ship’s compression phasers, which lanced out and quickly sliced through what was left of the XAWKTA One’s shields just as it launched into anti-sing. A moment later, a fireball in the distance signaled an abrupt end to its escape attempt.

Before Bain could turn his attention to the Romulan vessel, Tovar shouted in alarm, “Four scythe ships dropping out of anti-sing.” Almost immediately, the Anomaly jolted under an assault of Breen weapons.

“Return fire!” Bain said. “Yonk, evasive!”

“Already evading,” the Ferengi replied.

“Marsden to bridge!” the Chief Engineer’s voice called over the comm. “We’ve got a lot of jerry-rigged systems down here right now. It’s not a good time for more explosions!”

“Noted,” Bain snapped.

“Shields at 63 percent,” Tovar said.

“Conduit overload on Deck Four!” Dr. Kasyov reported.

“Anything critical?” Bain said.

“Negative. Damage contained to crew quarters. Not great for whoever just lost their stuff, but…”

Another blast rocked the bridge, nearly tossing everyone from their seats.

“The remaining the scythe ships are incoming,” Tovar said.

“Hang it all. Yonk, get us out of here!” Bain ordered.

The Anomaly performed a diving corkscrew, with Tovar letting loose with phasers and torpedoes as the ship weaved through the Breen fleet, then, once clear, leapt into anti-sing.



Thot-Phul, his bridge crew, and a security team of six more Breen all materialized on the Manamanat’s bridge, which made the place more than a bit overcrowded.

“Get to the brig and make sure the Romulans are secure,” he ordered the security team as he pushed past his science officer to get to the command chair. “Then get to wherever Selex’s brain is housed. If he tries anything, be ready to shoot your way through his brain casing. Or blow it up. Did we bring any grenades?” The security team shook their heads. “None? I guess there wasn’t time, was there? Disappointing. We’ll have to make due with disrupters.”

The security team jogged out as the bridge crew took their stations. Or at least what they thought were their stations. Phul looked down at the unfamiliar symbols on the controls mounted in the command chair armrests.

“Um…can anyone read Romulan?”



Deep in the Manamanat, Vioxx and Nortal rummaged through another set of quarters. It wasn’t much of a rummage really. Like every other room they’d been in so far, the place was practically empty.

“The Breen are aboard,” Remax’s voice broke in over the room’s comm. “I’ve got them heading to the brig, but they’re going to figure out that the lifesigns are fake pretty fast when they see a bunch of empty cells. How are you two doing?”

“Not well. There’s not a single disruptor in any of the armories. And we’re coming up empty on anything else we could use as weapons.”

“My hands are the superior weapons!” Nortal announced.

“The Breen’s disrupters might disagree,” Remax said. “We’ll see if we can keep the Breen busy, but you need to figure something else out.”

“We’re trying!” Vioxx said. “The ship is empty! Why is the ship so empty?”

“What are you all doing?” Selex’s voice broke in.

“Did I ask you join this conversation?” Remax snapped.

“You’re in my brain! This is really a conversation with me!”

“I’m standing in engineering. I’m in Selex’s Brain. And I’m kind of also the ship,” Remax said. “It’s all very weird.”

Prosak’s voice suddenly said, “Selex, are you coming back to help me keep this singularity contained? As you have made very clear, this is at least a two brain job.”

“You can have him in just a second, Prosak,” Vioxx said.

“It’s longer you get to stay alive,” Selex said.

“Yes, we are all VERY aware that you want to kill me,” Prosak shot back. “But what you need to do is focus on not letting the anti-singularity drive destroy itself.”

“Don’t you dare tell me what to do!”

“Bicker later!” Vioxx shouted. “Selex, why isn’t there anything useful on this whole ship?”

“It was a test flight. Command thought we were probably going to explode. They weren’t about to waste a lot of equipment outfitting the Manamanat for a one-way trip. And I didn’t want you all to have any weapons in case you did somehow escape me,” Selex explained.

“Great. So we’re taking on the Breen unarmed,” Vioxx said.

“My arms are…”

“We get it, Nortal.” Something on the wall caught Vioxx’s attention. “Are the replicators working?”

“Yes, but they’re only going to produce food and drinks,” Selex said.

“And utensils,” Vioxx said, a smile spreading across his face.



The whole point of commandeering a ship was to be able to use it, but thus far Thot-Phul and his officers had been completely thwarted by their inability to read Romulan. If only they’d had time to bring their sensenscans (The Breen equivalent to the quadcorder…if something that was less advanced than a 23rd century tricorder could be said to be equivalent.).

The ship’s computer was also spectacularly unhelpful, answering most queries with just a curt no.

“Computer, change this console to display in Breen.”

“No.”

“Computer, pull up a Breen/Romulan dictionary.”

“No.”

“Is this the correct button to fire a torpedo?”

“No.”

“Which button fires a torpedo?”

“Arteeeffem.”

At least it wasn’t a no, but neither Phul nor his officers had any idea what “Arteeeffem” meant or how it related to the tactical console’s controls. Once he got back to Breen, Phul was going to recommend to Command that they build automatic translation capabilities into the visors of their helmets. That would be incredibly useful.

But for now, Phul needed to get this ship moving. The rest of his fleet was facing Bain alone, and he had no idea what was happening out there. Even with anti-sing, they needed his leadership, tactical abilities, and experience against the detested human if they were to be victorious. If the computer wouldn’t help, he would go to the one being on the ship who outranked it.

“SELEX!” Phul shouted.

“I am here, Thot,” Selex’s voice replied over the bridge comm.

“I demand that you get that computer in line and convert these bridge controls into something we can use.”

“I’m so sorry. I wasn’t aware you were having an issue. I’ve been very busy monitoring the ship’s systems.”

“Is there a problem?” Phul asked. The last thing he needed was for another ship to start exploding out from under him.

“No! No. Of course not. This ship is the peak of Romulan design!”

“Then Romulan design leaves much to be desired considering how much trouble your anti-sing specs have been causing us.”

“Perhaps your scythe ships are the problem,” Selex said.

“And perhaps my soldiers should cut you out of this ship and eject your brain into space.”

“That won’t be necessary. I believe the bridge should be more to your liking now.”

Phul looked around at his officers, each of whom checked their consoles then gave an approving nod. “Much better,” Phul said. “But once my soldiers finish dealing with the prisoners from the Anomaly, they will be joining you to ensure that you remain cooperative.”



“What are you doing?” Prosak demanded in the meld space she currently shared with Selex.

“Keeping my word,” Selex said. “I did say that you’d help the Breen destroy the Anomaly.”

“I will not.”

“You have no choice. If you don’t help me keep the engine systems calibrated, we’ll all die. Surely you’re not worried. What about your trust in Bain?”

“Shut up and deal with that spike in the singularity,” Prosak seethed.



The Romulan ship must have been bigger than it seemed considering how long it was taking the Breen security team to get from the ship’s bridge to the brig. The ship’s computer they had asked for directions had no reason to lie, though, even if its responses were a bit terse.

“Left,” the computer said.

The Breen, marching in three rows of two men each, crisply turned and continued down the next corridor. They were at this point unaware of three things: 1) The computer was actually Sub-Lieutenant Zantak. 2) They were being led along an incredibly roundabout route that was not getting them any closer to the actual brig. 3) They were being stalked.

They passed the next corridor junction and continued straight on per the computer’s instructions, not bothering to look left or right because the lights were off in those corridors and there was no one else on the ship to see anyway.

If they had looked, the two Breen bringing up the rear of the security team might have avoided what happened next.

CLONG! CLONG!

The two Breen staggered from both the forceful impacts against their helmets and the subsequent deafening ringing inside of them. It was as though they had both been smacked with a hammer, which was close to the truth.

Commander Vioxx was fairly certain that the Breen had never been to a goval boil or ever had to get into the crustacean’s shell once it was cooked, so they had never seen the implements involved. One of these was a large metal mallet that was closer to a meat tenderizer than the crab mallets generally seen on Earth. This mallet was called a tondru, which roughly translated as “whacker,” and the Manamanat’s replicator was more than happy to produce them when asked.

Vioxx and Nortal, who had slipped out of the dark corridor, had then crept up behind the Breen and put their tondru to good use on the rear two Breen’s helmets. The Breen in turn quite literally got their bells rung. Their Romulan attackers quickly dropped their tondru and wrested the disrupters out of the Breens’ hands. The next two Breen were caught by disruptor blasts at point blank range and collapsed to the deck, as the lead two turned with their weapons ready to fire.

Vioxx grabbed the Breen he’d just smacked with a tondru and shoved him forward as cover while Nortal dove to the deck for her dropped mallet and flung it at one of the two lead Breen, catching him right in snout of his helmet and snapping his head back, while blasting the other with the disruptor. Vioxx took the opportunity to zap the Breen that Nortal had just clocked with the tondru, then quickly spun and fired at the one he’d shoved forward.

The one remaining Breen leapt onto one of his fallen comrades, scrambling to get his disruptor. Just as he got his hands on it, blasts from Nortal and Vioxx ended his efforts.

“We are victorious!” Nortal cried, raising her fists in the air.

“Excellent work, Centurion,” Vioxx said.

“I assumed she’d be fine,” Remax’s voice said. “I didn’t expect you to survive, though.”

“I’m glad I could exceed your low expectations. Make sure you let us know when they wake up. I don’t want any surprises.”

“Oh, you had those set on stun?” Remax asked.

“I…I didn’t set them! We just grabbed them and…”

“I know. Relax. Breen always take prisoners. They like to do that weird hanging people upside down thing. You didn’t kill any of them…not that you should care if you did. Enough of them are blowing up outside.”

“So Bain is doing well.”

“He was, but the Breen got a few good shots in. And it’s still seven versus one. Eight to one soon, now that Selex gave Phul and friends consoles they can actually use.”

“To the bridge!” Nortal exclaimed before running off down the corridor, a disruptor in one hand and a tondru in the other.

“To the bridge,” Vioxx repeated, jogging after her.



Much to Bain’s annoyance, the Anomaly was in something of a stalemate with the Breen ships. They were still pursuing and occasionally attempting to box in the Starfleet vessel, but for the most part, none of them seemed willing to really commit to engaging the Anomaly.

“What are they doing?” Bain muttered. He suddenly smacked his hand down on the command chair. “These are Breen, Bain. Think, man!” He spun his chair toward his science officer. “Kasyov, was there any communication between Phul’s ship and the Romulans before we blew it up.”

She pulled up the Anomaly’s sensor readings from a few minutes earlier. “Yes, Captain. And multiple transports from the Breen ship to Selex’s.”

“They’re waiting for him. I’m sure he doesn’t want to risk any more losses until he’s gotten that ship underway.”

“We still have our maneuverability advantage,” Tovar said.

“But Cabral can’t keep this up forever,” Kasyov said.

“Quite right,” Bain said. “Let’s see about giving him a break.”

“That will mean dropping out of anti-sing,” Tovar said.

Bain smiled. “Precisely.”



On the XAWKTA Twelve, Thot-Abawt slumped in her command chair, glowering at the viewscreen, not that the glowering part was obvious with her helmet and all. It was bad enough that she’d been put under Phul’s command for this debacle, but he’d given her the last ship in their fleet. This was payback. She’d grabbed the last fixul crème from the buffet in the mess before he did that one time, and he’d never forgiven her. How was she supposed to know that it was his birthday?

And now she was stuck here chasing the Butcher of Breen around without being allowed to actually attack until Phul was ready. What the XAXASARF was taking him so long on that Romulan ship anyway?

“Thot,” her tactical officer said, breaking into her thoughts. “The Starfleet vessel is slowing.”

“Confirmed,” her science officer added. “I am reading energy fluctuations. They are increasing.”

“They have dropped out of anti-sing. And now warp. They are adrift.”

“Ha!” Abawt exclaimed, leaping to her feet. “We have him now!”

“Thot-Phul is hailing. He is getting underway now and orders us to await his arrival.”

“Ignore him.

“But Thot-Phul is in command of…”

“Thot-Phul was Dobt-Phul a few months ago, if you remember,” Abawt said as she began to walk around her bridge. “Why should he be the one to end the life of Reginald Bain? Because he and Bain have history? Our entire civilization has history with that human! We have the opportunity to strike a blow for every Breen life he took. We must do it now before he gets his ship operational again.”

“He’s the Butcher of Breen,” the helm officer said, voice quivering.

“So? He got that name because he destroyed a lot of Breen ships. He’s destroyed more today. But we are still here. WE are still HERE! Now is our chance, and we are going to take it!”

“YES, THOT!” her bridge officers responded now thoroughly inspired.

“Open a channel to all vessels.”

“All XAWKTA’s are standing by.”

“This is Thot-Abawt. The Starfleet ship is disabled. I say we act now rather than waiting for Phul. Are you with me?”

The other Thots quickly gave their agreement.

“Excellent. But we are going to do it by the Breen book. XAWKTA Two, Four, Five, and Eleven, anti-sing in for your attack run. XAWKTA Seven and Ten, form up on either side of my ship for the second wave.”

Abawt watched the tactical display on the bridge viewscreen as her ships (“Her ships” had a nice sound to it.) gathered, then the first wave leapt into anti-sing toward the crippled Starfleet vessel’s position.

Then suddenly the Anomaly wasn’t there anymore, and her tactical officer was shouting.

“First wave reports multiple explosions. Massive damage. The Volunteers can’t…” On the screen, the icons for XAWKTAs Two, Five, and Eleven blinked out of existence.

“WHERE IS BAIN!” Abawt demanded.

“Here!” the helm officer cried. The Anomaly’s icon was right on top of them. How had they gotten there so fast without anti-sing, unless…it never lost it.

Abawt didn’t have much more time to berate herself for being duped by Reginald Bain as the Anomaly zipped around the ships of her attack wave, laying into them with a relentless barrage of phaser strikes and torpedoes as her officers scrambled to respond. XAWKTA Seven exploded in seconds. As XAWKTA Ten and Abawt’s XAWKTA Twelve moved to respond to the attack, the Anomaly was gone again, zooming into anti-sing.

“Pursuit course NOW!” Abawt ordered.



The Anomaly dropped back out of anti-sing, arriving right back at the position from where they’d left a few moments earlier. The debris of several Breen ships floated near one lone remaining scythe ship.

“It’s arming weapons,” Tovar reported.

“Persistent buggers,” Bain said. “Fire.”

Tovar sent a sustained compression phaser blast into the Breen ship. With its shields already decimated from the Anomaly’s first attack, it didn’t take long for a series of explosions to rock the scythe ship, followed soon by a massive blast as it joined the rest of its attack wave in the expanding debris field.

“The last two ships are coming this way,” Kasyov said. “They’re at anti-sing, but only managing Warp B. The Romulan ship is on the move as well. Moving at Warp D. They’ll arrive approximately five minutes after the Breen.”

“I’ll take that window. Can Marsden spare one more antimatter canister?” Bain asked Tovar.

“She has two more ready with proximity detonators,” Tovar replied.

“Best Chief Engineer in the fleet,” Bain said. “She certainly saved us some torpedoes with those in the first wave. They plowed right into the damned things on their attack run. Breen tactics at their finest.”

“Antimatter canisters deployed,” Tovar reported.

“Capital. Bain to Cabral.”

“Yes, Captain,” Cabral’s voice replied over the comm.

“I hope this little break helped.”

“There were those two Warp M bursts.”

“Yes, but there were short and in straight lines.”

“I’m sure those were very relaxing,” Kasyov muttered.

“I need to ask you for one more,” Bain said. “And that will hopefully be the last one until we’re ready to head back to Federation space.”

“I am standing by,” Cabral said.

“Good show. Bridge out,” Bain said. “Yonk, set an intercept course for the Romulan ship.”

Tovar spoke up. “The Breen will arrive in three, two, one. Now.”

The two remaining scythe ships dropped out of anti-sing and immediately opened fire on the Anomaly as they moved to close the distance at impulse.

“Hold position,” Bain ordered as the bridge shuttered. “Return fire. Phasers only.”

“The ships will be in range of the detonators…NOW!” Tovar said.

“Yonk, go!” Bain ordered. The Ferengi sent the ship into anti-sing just as the Breen ships got too close to the rigged antimatter canisters floating in space near the position that the Anomaly had just vacated. The resulting blast engulfed both vessels. Once it subsided, the remnants of two more scythe ships (as well as Thot-Abawt’s dream of defeating Reginald Bain) had been added to the debris field.



“NO!!!” Phul screamed, watching the last two scythe ships blink out of existence on the viewscreen tactical display. His entire fleet was gone, but Bain was still alive…

…and coming right at them.

“Shields at maximum,” Phul ordered. “Standby on all weapons. As soon as the Anomaly is in range, fire everything!”

“Step away from those consoles!” another voice suddenly ordered from behind Phul. He spun his chair around and leapt up to face the intruder. Two Romulans, both wielding Breen blasters, had entered the bridge.

“Woe to you, Thot-Phul, for the only thing of which you are full is defeat!” the female exclaimed, adding an overly dramatic “HA!” for good measure.

“We’ve met, haven’t we?” Phul said. “Commander Vioxx, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. Now order your officers to stand down, or we’ll shoot, starting with you.”

Phul tapped a small control on his sleeve. “Neither of those are going to happen. But if you surrender now, we’ll only give you a light beating before putting you in the brig.” He tapped his lapel. “Security team back to the bridge!”

“They won’t be answering,” Vioxx said. “And I told you to surrender.” He fired the blaster straight at Phul. At least that was the idea. Instead, a whole lot of nothing happened.

“You’re aiming a Breen weapon at a Breen officer, and you didn’t think I’d have a way to disable it?”

Nortal tried her blaster, which resulted in an equal amount of nothing.

“I disabled any Breen weapon within range,” Phul repeated. “You’re acting like this is completely new to you. Romulan commanders don’t have that ability?”

“Um…no,” Vioxx said.

“Wow. Really? That’s surprising. You really should. It significantly cuts down on mutiny attempts. Helm, tactical, stay where you are. Everyone else, get these two.” The three officers not manning those vital posts got up from their seats to obey.

“Nortal, do you have this under control?” Vioxx asked, his gaze never wavering from Phul’s helmet.

The Centurion flipped the blaster in her right hand and caught it by the barrel, then raised it in the air alongside the tondru mallet in her left. “They are no match for my mighty clubs of smiting!” With a sudden battle cry, she dove toward the approaching Breen in a flurry of swings and kicks.

“That leaves you and me,” Vioxx said, advancing toward Phul.

“No!” Phul protested. “I don’t want to fight you! I want to fight Bain! This is NOT narratively satisfying!”

“You do realize he would beat you so badly that there wouldn’t be enough left to fill your helmet.”

Phul considered this for a moment, decided Vioxx had a point, then raised his fists, ready for combat. Vioxx followed Nortal’s lead and took his disabled blaster by the barrel.

“Won’t fight me without a weapon, Romulan?” Phul mocked.

“Take your helmet off.”

“Weapon it is then.”

The two men advanced on each other, while the sounds of the brawl Nortal was currently engaged in with three other Breen filled the air. Based on the amount of clanging, she was scoring a lot of hits on their helmets.

Suddenly, Remax’s voice boomed over the speakers. “Vioxx, remember the Romulan way!”

“Who the XAXX was that?” Phul demanded.

“My science officer.”

“Could he stay out of this?”

“Normally, I’d agree, but he’s actually being helpful this time.”

“I don’t see how babbling about the ‘Romulan Way’ could possibly…”

Vioxx interrupted Phul with a swing of his blaster toward the Breen’s helmet, but it was a feint, and as Phul moved to block, Vioxx quickly ducked down and slammed the butt of the blaster into the side of Phul’s right knee. The Breen let out an agonized cry and dropped to the deck, cradling his injury.

“Deception is the Romulan Way,” Vioxx said smugly, standing over his fallen foe. Phul took the opportunity to kick out with his left leg, catching Vioxx right in the shin. “OWWW!”

“Thot! The Anomaly is closing! Twenty seconds to intercept!” the tactical officer shouted.

“Full stop!” Phul hissed through gritted…something. Who can tell with that helmet? “All weapons standby. As soon as the Anomaly is in range, fire!” He blocked a swing of Vioxx’s blaster, got back to his feet, and jabbed the Romulan in the gut.

“The Anomaly has also stopped. They are holding position two million kilometers away.”

At this point, Phul and Vioxx were just taking wild swings at each other with little landing to any effect.

“He’s going to do that anti-sing burst trick! Not this time!” Phul said. “Anti-sing burst to his position! Now!”

Vioxx’s blaster connected with the side of Phul’s helmet, staggering the Breen just as the ship launched into anti-sing.

The ship stopped seconds later and immediately started bucking violently.

“We dropped out of anti-sing right into the path of the Anomaly’s phasers!” the tactical officer cried.

“How? They would have had to already be firing.” Phul said. The realization struck. “He knew. He knew this is what I’d do! That XAZAOPA…”

“Shields down! We’re….AUUGGGGGHHHHH!” The tactical officer’s report was cut off when Nortal, having finished off her three assailants, tackled him to the deck and began pounding away with her tondru.

“Get us out of here!” Phul ordered. “Full anti-sing now!”

“No,” the computer said. At least Phul thought it was the computer. He was wrong. It was Zantak, and as a follow-up, she powered down all of the bridge consoles.



“Stop this now!” Selex snapped.

“I am not doing this,” Prosak said, strain in her thoughts as she struggled to keep the ship intact after the Anomaly’s latest attack.

“GET OUT OF MY BRAIN!”



Zantak and Remax found themselves back in the Manamanat’s engineering section again. Remax got his bearings as Zantak winced and rubbed her temples.

“Never again,” the elder Romulan said, steadying himself. He caught Prosak out of the corner of his eye. She was still motionless, her hand pressed to Selex’s sphere. He moved to pull her away, but Zantak grabbed his arm.

“No,” she said. “Too dangerous.”

“Fine. She can take care of herself. Let’s get out of here.”



Back on the Manamanat’s bridge, Phul dropped his arms to his sides in defeat. Vioxx was ready to strike another blow, but stopped. “We’re done?” Vioxx asked.

Phul gestured around the darkened bridge littered with the unconscious bodies of his officers, the last of which was currently slumped over the helm console after a visit from Nortal.

“What’s the point?” Phul replied. “He won. Again!”

“He had help,” Vioxx replied indignantly.

Phul plopped himself down in the command chair as several transporter beams cascaded down at the front of the bridge and quickly resolved themselves into Lieutenant Commander Tovar and a security team from the Anomaly, their wrist phasers at the ready.

Tovar quickly surveyed the scene before him. “Is everyone alright?”

“Do I look alright?” Phul snapped.

“Is everyone who wasn’t just trying to kill us alright?” Tovar amended.

“We’re fine,” Vioxx said. “But there are six more Breen down on Deck 3.”

“I will lead you to my fallen foes!” Nortal exclaimed. Tovar nodded to two of his officers, who followed Nortal off of the bridge. She glanced quickly back at Tovar. “Will Toflay prepare a feast in my honor?” she asked hopefully.

“I’ll ask,” Tovar replied.

Nortal grinned then charged off down the corridor.



“Why are you still here?” Selex said.

“You needed me,” Prosak replied. “But it looks like everything has been resolved.”

“Resolved?!? How does this resolve anything? Karwrek and I gave information to the Breen! Once High Command finds out, I’ll be executed! Or what’s left of me will. And for what? It doesn’t really work anyway! We can’t have ships blowing up the second they have to change course at anti-sing! I gave up my body for nothing!”

“They don’t have to know,” Prosak said soothingly. She could feel more of the strain of keeping the engines in balance falling on her as Selex panicked. “The Breen ships are all gone. We can take the Manamanat back to Malak Pasala and have the warp core removed. You could be the engineer here for decades to come.”

Selex’s mind was silent for a moment. Then…

“I won’t go back like this. Not in failure. Not in disgrace! And definitely not without taking you with me!”

Prosak could feel him trying to activate the anti-sing drive.

“Stop, Selex!” she demanded.

“Let’s see how fast we can go before the end!”

Prosak concentrated with everything she had to keep the anti-sing drive from engaging, but this was Selex’s mind. And he was VERY determined. This wasn’t a battle she could win.



“Understood. We have plenty of brig space standing by,” Captain Bain said after listening to Tovar’s report from the Romulan vessel. “Bain out.” He walked over to Dr. Kasyov’s station. “This is turning out splendidly, wouldn’t you say?”

“Someone tried to blow me up, I was harpooned, and the ship has had the hell beat out of it. Splendid seems like a bit of a stretch,” Kasyov replied. “And I don’t like this,” she added, pointing at one of the displays in front of her.

“What am I looking at?”

“Neural energy from the Romulan ship.”

“Tovar said that Selex was wired in, just like those poor Breen sods.”

“Yes, but he’s not alone. Prosak…”

“…is hailing us,” Lieutenant Bre’zan Brazzell said from tac-ops. “Audio only.”

“Put her on,” Bain said quickly. “Go ahead, Prosak.”

“Captain, you have to get everyone off of the Manamanat.”

“The Manamawhat?”

“The ship! Selex is trying to go to anti-sing and kill everyone aboard. I can’t hold him off for long.”

“Hold him off? How? He’s a brain in a ball!” Bain said.

Kasyov gestured at the display in front of her. “She’s mind melded with him. That’s what I was trying to show you!”

“Captain!” Prosak cried urgently.

“Computer, beam everyone off of the Romulan ship now!” Bain ordered.

“Except Prosak!” Kasyov said quickly.

“Except Prosak,” Bain repeated.

“Energizing,” the computer voice said placidly.

“Damn thing is too bloody calm,” Bain said. “Now why am I leaving Prosak behind?”

“She’s in a meld. If you rip her out of it, you could completely destroy her mind. Or kill her,” Kasyov said.

“I am trying to end the meld,” Prosak said. “I just…”

She was cut off as the Manamanat leapt into anti-sing.

“Dammit!” Bain shouted, slamming his fist into his hand. “Bridge to Cabral.”

“Here, Captain.”

“I’m sorry to ask this again, but I need anti-sing. We’ve got to rescue Prosak.”

“I’ll give you everything I can.”

Tovar and Vioxx rushed out of the turbolift just as Bain said, “I’m counting on it. Bridge out. After them, Yonk.”

“Aye, sir,” the Ferengi replied, launching the Anomaly into anti-sing.

Bain turned his attention to the newcomers. “Welcome back, gentlemen.”

“I’m not sure if I should officially be up here,” Vioxx said. “I’m not your first officer anymore.”

“Nonsense. I’m glad to have you,” Bain said. “Tovar?”

“Our Breen guests are secure, and Zantak, Nortal, and Remax are in sickbay just to make sure they suffered no ill effects,” Tovar said as he took over tac-ops from Brazzell.

“Should you be there as well?” Bain asked Vioxx.

“I’m fine. Phul barely touched me. He wanted to be fighting you anyway.”

Bain laughed at the idea, then refocused. “Back to the matter at hand, how are we removing Prosak from that ship? Thoughts?”

“She’s got to get free of the meld first,” Kasyov said.

“Assuming she does, we can’t beam her out while we’re at anti-sing, can we?” Vioxx asked.

“No,” Tovar replied. “And firing on them at anti-sing is not physically possible. Even if it was, we’d likely destroy their ship.”

“This is a pickle,” Bain said, strolling casually back to Tovar’s station.

“Yes. It is,” Tovar said.

Bain leaned in close. “Comm your mum,” he whispered.

Tovar’s eyes widened. “Mum? Really?”

“Hopefully she has one more trick up her sleeve.”



“Feeling satisfied with yourself?” Selex spat. “You got to do a nice Vulcan ‘Needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few’ to save your crewmates and nobly sacrifice yourself in the process. Spock would be so proud…if he had emotions.”

“You know a surprising amount about Vulcans for someone who claims to despise them so much,” Prosak replied.

“Know your enemy.”

“I am not your enemy!”

“They are. You…you’re just disgusting. You hate being a Romulan and tossed it all aside to copy a species that literally can’t care that you love them so much. Spending all of your time trying to shove down your feelings and forget your upbringing. I am doing a service to Romulus by removing you from the universe.”

“By the Great Bird, will you SHUP UP?!?” Prosak shouted. “You got what you wanted. You’re going to kill me. Good for you! It’s bad enough that I’m inside your brain. I don’t need to spend my last moments having you talk…I mean, think at me anymore.”

“Watch it. Your emotional control is slipping,” Selex gloated.

“Have you been paying a bit of attention to what I’ve actually been doing during all of this? Have I seemed remotely Vulcan-like?”

“Now that you mention it, you’re really terrible at being a Vulcan.”

“I know!” Prosak said. “I stopped trying while ago.”

“If this is some attempt to get me to spare you because you’re a ‘true Romulan’ now, don’t bother,” Selex said.

“I didn’t say that either. I learned a lot from studying the Vulcans, but I can’t be one. And I don’t even know what being a ‘true Romulan’ means. I’ve spent years in Starfleet, and I’ve realized I’m not that either. But I was trying to find my own path and my own way of being. If that ends here because of you, fine. I made sure my friends were safe.”

“Uggggh. That’s even worse than the RommaVulc crap. You’ve gone full Federation with all of their bettering yourself garbage. You really are a disgrace.”

“I’m glad you have to spend the last moments of your life being horrified by my existence,” Prosak said.

She could feel Selex push the Manamanat even faster, increasing the strain on them both as the singularity and warp core components of the anti-sing drive fought against being forced to work together to achieve this new speed.

And then…

“What the blehvik are they doing here?” Selex said angrily.

Prosak shifted a bit of her focus to the ship’s sensors. The Anomaly was sailing up beside them, matching their velocity.

In this instance, she agreed with Selex. She’d told Bain to get everyone off of the Manamanat before Selex could cause their deaths. Now he was putting the entire ship at risk if they were this close for the inevitable moment when she and Selex were not able to maintain anti-sing and the ship exploded. Why was the Anomaly here? There was nothing they could do unless…

They had a plan. They had to have a plan.

She shifted from the sensors to the comms. They were being hailed!

“Don’t you answer that!” Selex warned. “I wanted to see how fast we could go, but I’ll stop helping you keep the ship intact. We’ll blow up right now! I’ll do it!”

“Then he’d better talk fast,” Prosak said, opening the channel.

“Prosak,” Captain Bain’s voice said. “Break off that mind meld! Get out of…”

The channel went dead as Selex dropped all focus on anti-sing and mentally pushed Prosak out of the comm system. She tried to escape the meld, but Selex was holding onto her with all of his focus.

The drive system was rapidly losing alignment. It was going to take everything Prosak had to get it back under control, and even then, it might not be enough.

The Manamanat was going to explode.

And she wasn’t going to do a thing to stop it.

Instead, Prosak turned on Selex.

“THIS IS ALL YOUR FAULT!” she screamed.

“W-w-w-w-what?” Selex stammered, caught off guard.

“You designed this piece of utter fleg dung! And look at it! We’re going to die here because you couldn’t engineer your way out of a soap bubble!”

She could feel his anger rising. “Don’t you DARE…”

“Bye bye,” she said quickly, breaking the meld while he was distracted with screaming at her.

Suddenly, Prosak was back in engineering. Her legs were complete jelly after standing still in the meld for so long, and her head was pounding. But she was out.

“GET BACK IN HERE!” Selex shouted over the comm. “I…oh no.”

Prosak saw explosions bloom all around her and felt a brief flash of searing heat just as she dematerialized.



“Got her!” Tovar announced.

“Now, Yonk!” Bain ordered.

“Already going,” Yonk said as he increased speed and veered the Anomaly away from the exploding Manamanat. At anti-sing, the ship was at a safe distance from the destruction in seconds.

“All stop,” Bain said. Yonk smoothly brought the ship out of anti-sing. The stars on the viewscreen resolved from streaks into pinpoints. “Where the hell are we?”

“Just inside the Delta Quadrant,” Kasyov said.

“Not bad. How fast was Selex going?”

“Warp H. Respectable, but not even close to what Cabral can do.”

“No indeed,” Bain said. “You have the bridge, Vioxx. Coordinate with Cabral on the best speed we can manage back to Federation space. Tovar, if you please.” He headed to the turbolift with Tovar quickly falling in step beside him.

The bridge was silent for a few moments, other than the usual thrum of the engines and bleeps and bloops of the consoles. Vioxx was enjoying the calm after what he’d just gone through, but then a question hit him. One that just had to be voiced:

“Umm…how did we beam Prosak out of there?”

Yonk and Kasyov just shrugged.



Prosak had been exploding. Well, not her exactly. But there were explosions all around her, and then…what?

A transporter! She’d been beamed away.

So why was she now lying on a floor?

“Are you alright, dear?” a kind voice asked.

Prosak knew that voice. She slowly opened her eyes to find Rosalyn Bain standing over her.

“What happened?” Prosak asked weakly. She felt like absolute hell. Almost being blown up had done nothing for the headache she already had from the sustained meld with Selex.

“Fortunately, you didn’t take off the holo-imager, so I was able to get a lock on you,” Rosalyn said, helping the Romulan gently to her feet.

Prosak looked around at her surroundings. “Is this…your bedroom?”

“That is where I keep most of my belongings,” Rosalyn said. “Come along now. I’m sure Reginald will be here presently.”

As promised Bain and Tovar rushed into the Bains’ shared quarters just as Rosalyn and Prosak emerged from the bedroom into the main living space.

“Brilliant!” Bain exclaimed, lunging forward and grabbing Prosak up into a bear hug. “I was worried there for a bit.”

“I’m…fine,” Prosak croaked.

“You most certainly are not,” Rosalyn said.

“Quite right,” Bain said. “We’ll get you to sickbay once we see to one small detail.”

“What detail is that?” his wife asked.

“I took the liberty of asking Shelly to join us,” Tovar said.

“Ah. I see.”

“I don’t,” Prosak said.

The door chime sounded prompting a hearty “Come in!” from Bain.

Lieutenant Marsden stormed into the quarters. “Sir, I know you’re the captain and my father-in-law and all, but pulling me away from Engineering right now while we’re dealing with…” She trailed off as she saw the group standing before her. “So…what are we doing?”

“Cover story,” Tovar said.

“And what are we covering up exactly?”

“Using Section 31 technology to beam someone off of a ship moving at anti-sing,” Rosalyn said.

“You can do that?!? How?” Marsden exclaimed.

“Not the time, dear.”

“Will it ever be the time?”

Rosalyn smiled and shook her head.

“Didn’t think so. Ok. Fine. What crap am I feeding Starfleet about this?”

“You performed an engineering miracle only possible in this exact set of circumstances and never to be repeated,” Bain said. “Don’t go into too much detail.”

“You’re quite good at this, dear,” Rosalyn said, squeezing her husband’s arm.

“I am capable of subterfuge. Remember the trip to that resort on Caberhamica Prime I surprised you with for our thirtieth anniversary?”

“Oh yes, Reg. It was lovely.”

“You knew, didn’t you?”

“Only because they commed to confirm the reservation.”

“Ah…well.”

“I will be escorting Prosak to sickbay now,” Tovar said, breaking into their conversation.

“Thank you,” Prosak said, leaning on him for support.

“And I guess I’m off to lie to my log recorder,” Marsden said. The three officers headed out into the corridor, leaving the Bains alone.

“Dinner, dear?” Bain asked.

“Wonderful idea, but don’t you need to be back on the bridge?”

“Vioxx can handle things. It’s been a busy day. I’m absolutely famished,” Bain said, stepping over to the replicator. “Now what can I get you, my love?”





“And Starfleet believed you?” Jarrett asked his mother as the three of them sat around the kitchen table, their breakfasts long since eaten.

“Why wouldn’t they?” Marsden said. “Maybe Section 31 was involved. They were a lot more of a secret back then than they are now. They could have done something behind the scenes. But really considering everything else that happened that day, Starfleet Command had its hands full. They didn’t care about Prosak’s rescue. I mean, they were glad she was alive, I’m sure, but there was a Breen attack, stolen anti-sing technology, a Romulan admiral who had made a deal with the Breen, lots of exploded ships, and brig full of Breen prisoners for them to sort out. Our part was done. We just went back to Earth and put in for repairs.”

“Come on. More happened than that. What about Vioxx? Did he and the others stay aboard? And what about Prosak? What was going on with Cabral and the cube?”

“One thing at a time,” Tovar said. “Vioxx and the others were ordered back to Romulan space. It took some time, but eventually there were more officer exchanges and soon after that, Romulans started being accepted to Starfleet Academy on a regular basis.”

“It seemed completely normal when I was there,” Jarrett said.

“As it should.”

“It’s too bad Vioxx couldn’t stay, though.”

“I think they were ready to go home. They’d been away a long time, and Romulan High Command put Vioxx in command of his own ship again.”





Commander Vioxx rubbed the armrests of his command chair. It was a silly habit he’d developed ever since they’d left on this mission, but he couldn’t help it. This was HIS command chair on HIS ship. Everything was as it should be.

“What’s our status?” he asked Sub-Commander Remax at the science console.

“We’re right back where we started,” Remax groused. “On a scout ship in the middle of nowhere.”

“You didn’t miss exploring for the Empire?”

“I didn’t miss how long it takes to get anywhere out here.”

Vioxx nodded. “Anti-sing did have its perks.”

“My body shrivels from boredom!” Nortal cried.

“What about you, Lieutenant Zantak? How are you feeling about all of this?” Vioxx asked. Zantak swiveled her chair around and stared at him blankly. “Sorry. I forgot. RommaVulc. Is this mission engaging you adequately?”

“Yes,” she replied, then turned back to her console.

“I’ve got a sensor contact,” Remax reported. “It’s heading right for us.”

“By Jenichai, I shall let loose with all of this ship’s might!” Nortal exclaimed.

“No no no. Not again,” Vioxx said. This was feeling alarmingly close to how he’d lost his last command and ended up on the Anomaly.

Remax studied the sensor readouts. “The object is approximately thirty meters in diameter and composed of…it’s that damn blob of yours!”

Vioxx bolted upright in his chair. “Neb?”

“Your gelatinous offspring hails!” Nortal announced.

“Open a channel. Neb? Is that you?”

“Hi, Dad. This is a surprise. What are you doing all the way out here?”

“Just exploring the universe. Same as you, I guess.”

“I guess so.”

“Hey,” Vioxx said hesitantly. “Since we ran into you, do you want to join us for dinner? We could catch up.”

“I don’t eat.”

“I know, but…”

“I’d love to. I’ll be right there.”

“Fantastic. See you soon. Vioxx out.”

Nortal closed the channel.

“They’re going to get goo on our hull,” Remax said.

“Quiet, or you’ll be the one cleaning it off.”





“Prosak resigned her Starfleet commission as soon as we got back to Earth,” Tovar said. “We would still see her occasionally. She actually came to visit for a few days soon after you were born. I’m not sure what she was doing at the time, but she seemed happy.”





Three more days.

Captain Bain was trying to minimize the strain on Cabral, so he had ordered the Anomaly to continue to Earth at Warp 7 once they returned to Federation space. Prosak appreciated that, but it meant three more days as First Officer (Vioxx had been decent enough not to try to reclaim his position while back on board). She wasn’t quite sure what she wanted to do next, but she knew it wasn’t that.

With her shift for that evening complete, Prosak returned to her quarters, ready to get a sonic shower and replicate something in the realm of comfort food from the replicator. Plomeek soup was fine and all, but tonight she was craving a nice, juicy cheeseburger.

“Lights,” she said, once she entered her living room. Much to her surprise, one of her armchairs was occupied by a human dressed in an all-black outfit much like the one she’d seen Rosalyn Bain sport on occasion.

“Don’t be alarmed, Prosak,” he said. “My name is Gunton. Agent Gunton, to be precise. We have a mutual friend who tells me that you’re looking for a change of vocation. She thinks you’d be an excellent fit for our organization.”

“She does?” Prosak asked in shock. Why was she tearing up?

“She does,” Gunton said kindly. “And when Rosalyn makes a recommendation, I take it seriously. But what about you? Are you interested?”

And suddenly Prosak knew exactly what she wanted to do.





“There you go. That’s the story,” Tovar said. “And we should really get going. We can’t make you late for your first posting.”

“You skipped the thing I asked about in the first place!” Jarrett protested. “How did Grandad lose the Anomaly? You all got back to Earth with it, right?”

“Your father doesn’t like to discuss this part,” Marsden said. “But yes, we did. And thanks to the damage we’d sustained from the bomb and fighting the Breen, and then running at anti-sing during and after all of that, the Anomaly needed an extended stay in a repair bay. Since we were going to be there that long anyway, I decided to take the opportunity to make several needed improvements. Remember it was a prototype ship that was pressed into service because it had anti-sing. It was fine, but the Anomaly was not fitted out as well as a lot of the other Starfleet ships at the time. I basically needed to start from scratch with a completely empty ship, so when we got back to Earth, the crew took all of their stuff and left the ship.

“My team and I got to work on the repairs and the refit, and then three months later…”





“I don’t get to do this nearly enough,” Captain Bain said as he and Admiral Kristen Larkin strolled through the garden outside of the home he shared with Rosalyn outside of Petworth, England. Nearby, two small bots tended to the Delphiniums, making sure their tall stalks were undamaged from the morning’s rain. Bain, of course, preferred to take care of such duties himself, but with as much as he was away, the bots were a necessary substitute.

“Are you thinking that you want to spend more time at home?” Larkin asked.

Bain chuckled. “Hoping I’ll retire, Krissers?”

“Many officers younger than yourself have made that decision. And with Rosalyn retired now, I would certainly understand it if you wished to leave Starfleet.”

“Nonsense! Ros and I are quite happy with our quarters on the Anomaly, and Marsden promises me they’ll be even nicer after the refit. I can only visit Sophie and the grandkids so many times before I’d go starkers. And Audrey…well… Besides, who would take command if I left? Prosak and Vioxx are no longer options, and Tovar needs to spend some time as First Officer before he’s ready for the center seat.”

“I did see your request to put him in that role. You are aware that your familial relationship makes that unlikely…at least on the Anomaly. There’s a post open on the Astoria, and I believe Tovar would mesh well with Captain Jodet.”

Bain knelt down to gingerly remove a bit of dirt that had ended up on a leaf of the Lady’s Mantle. “Take her out without Tovar,” he said after a few moments. He stood back up and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “That would be…strange. The lad has been with me for so long now, but I won’t stand in the way of his career. It’s time. Well past, probably.”

“I will speak with Captain Jodet.”

“And I won’t say a word to Tovar.”

“You do realize that Lieutenant Marsden may wish to go with him,” Larkin said.

“I do, but it’s nothing that thousands of Starfleet couples haven’t navigated over the years. Ros and I…”

“Spacedock Control to Admiral Larkin!” an urgent voice suddenly said over Larkin’s commpip.

She quickly squeezed it to open the channel. “Larkin here.”

“Admiral, the Anomaly is leaving its repair dock.”

“What the devil?!?” Bain said, and locked eyes with Larkin. “How is it leaving? There’s no one aboard! We cleared everyone out for the refit.”

Larkin took a nanobeat and then looked to Bain. “Cabral remained, did he not?”

“Ah. Yes. I suppose he did.”

Larkin turned her attention back to the crisis at hand. “Have any ships in the area intercept. Tractor beams only. Most of the Anomaly’s systems are offline for repairs. It is in no condition to…”

“It just jumped to anti-sing! It’s gone!”

“That is…unexpected,” she said.

“Get me a ship!” Bain said, slamming his fist into his hand. “I’ll go after Cabral myself!”

“You and I both know that would be useless,” Larkin said.

“So…we’re not doing anything?” the officer on the other end of the comm asked.

“Alert the fleet, but realistically unless Cabral decides to come back, there is nothing to do.” She stared pointedly at Bain. “I will expect your preliminary report within the hour. Spacedock Control, one to transport. Energize.” The admiral disappeared in a cascade of molecules.



An hour later, Bain strode into Larkin’s office at Starbase One. “Blast!” Bain spat, tossing an iPadd Micro on Larkin’s desk. A holo image sprung to life of the Anomaly, detailing a comprehensive engineering and security report. “You were right, Krissers. That befouled brain spirited off with my ship. Of all the misanthropic…”

Larkin scanned the report for a few seconds and glanced up at Bain. “I was not aware that the Anomaly’s drive systems were already operational.”

“Marsden is very good at her job.”

“Perhaps a bit too good?”

Bain folded his arms. “Perhaps.”

“Regardless, you should have kept abreast of her progress.”

“I have her reports.”

Larkin leaned forward, turning off the holo image of the Anomaly and focusing on Bain. “Have you read them?”

“I’m a little behind,” Bain admitted.

“And when did you last speak to Cabral?”

“Ages ago! Not since we put into spacedock.”

“I see.” Larkin steepled her fingers. “Captain Bain, I am familiar with eccentric ship commanders and their motivations. Let’s not parse words. I take it your final report is that you have lost the Anomaly?”

“Are you seriously blaming me for this?” Bain huffed.

“The Anomaly is, in a word, gone. You are the ship’s captain and, therefore, responsible. In addition, I find it extremely coincidental that you happened to invite me for a visit on the same day that your ship was stolen.”

“I invited you weeks ago!”

“Precisely. I would also note that you seem less upset than I would expect under the circumstances.”

“I’m not happy, but I have to admit it’s a bit refreshing. First time I’ve lost a ship without having it blasted out from under me.”

“Be that as it may…” Larkin trailed off, giving a beat for Bain to explain himself. When no explanation was forthcoming, she stood. “You can expect a full investigation, of course.”

“My dear Krissers, I’d expect nothing less,” Bain said, and turned and left.





Tovar watched Jarrett’s reaction across the table, surprised by the look on his son’s face. “You’re disappointed,” he said.

“I just didn’t realize that when everyone said Grandad lost the ship, they meant he actually lost it. No one knows where Cabral went?”

“Nope,” Marsden said. “He and Natalia haven’t been heard from since.”

“She went with him? I guess that makes sense. But I don’t see why Auntie Kris would blame Grandad. The ship was in for repairs. Was he supposed to sit on board the whole time? Sounds like Spacedock Control is really at fault here.”

“Most would agree with you. However, there were some in Starfleet Command who thought he might have been involved,” Tovar said.

“Wait. Was he?” Jarrett asked.

“I don’t know.”

“You never asked him?”

“What good would that possibly do? Either my father made a massive mistake that cost Starfleet a ship with a one-of-a-kind drive system, or he was involved in a conspiracy to steal that same ship. If it was the former, I won’t be the one to hurt him by bringing it up again. If it’s the latter, I won’t force him to lie to me or make me an accessory after the fact.”

“But don’t you want to know what really happened?” Jarrett pressed.

“Not every mystery needs to be solved,” Tovar replied. “But I have my theories.”





Two days into the Anomaly’s trip back to Earth after their battle with the Breen, Captain Bain entered Science Lab Four, stepping over a bundle of conduits that Marsden’s engineers had run into the room as he did so. Bain didn’t make a lot of trips to see Cabral. It wasn’t that he ignored his ship’s resident disembodied brain. Far from it. He and Cabral conversed quite often over the comm or through Cabral’s hovercamera that allowed him to move throughout the Anomaly without the inconvenience of disconnecting from the ship and phasing his sphere through the hull.

However, when Cabral asked if Bain would join him and Dr. Kasyov in the space he called home on the Anomaly, the Captain was more than happy to oblige.

Granted, Science Lab Four wasn’t looking especially homey or inviting at the moment. The doors and several sections of the walls (presumably the ones that sustained the most damage from Selex’s explosive) had been removed by Marsden and her team, and those that remained were covered in varying degrees of scorch marks.

Speaking of Marsden, the Chief Engineer was actually there, deep in conversation with Dr. Kasyov and Cabral.

“I can come back later if I am intruding,” Bain said.

“No please. Come in,” Cabral said. “Not that there’s really an ‘in’ right now.”

“We’ll see that it’s taken care of during the refit,” Bain replied.

“That is actually why we asked you both to come,” Kasyov said, exchanging a quick glance with Marsden.

“Is there a problem with the redesign?” Bain asked Marsden.

“I just got here a little before you did,” Marsden said with a shrug. “This is their show.”

“All right. Let’s hear it then.”

“This is…difficult,” Cabral said. “Captain, you have been nothing but wonderful to me in all the years I have been here, but I cannot remain with the Anomaly.”

Bain opened his mouth to protest, but Kasyov cut him off. “Please let him explain.”

The captain nodded, and Cabral continued. “I am now the keeper of my entire species. I have a duty to them, and I cannot continue to put myself in danger as I have as a part of this crew. It’s selfish of me, but more than that, I don’t know how much longer I will be able to ignore the great responsibility I have been given by Chindela.”

“You’re not ignoring it at all,” Bain said. “They’re inside you. Quite literally.”

“It’s more than that. Ever since I took Gathering Point in, I have heard Chindela. He told me when we were there that the Pliggeri had planned for this. I didn’t know exactly what he meant until I was able to strengthen my connection with the cube. He knew where the Pliggeri were going. He just never thought he would be able to join them because of his promise to be there for the Cerebe. My continued existence has given him a chance to do something he never thought possible: return to his people. I can feel myself being drawn to go. But more than that, I want to go. For Chindela. For the Cerebe. And for myself.”

“And I want to go with him,” Kasyov said. “We just need a raceabout. If Shelly can outfit it with an anti-sing drive, we can do it.”

“You want me to shove a quantum singularity into a raceabout?” Marsden said in disbelief. “Do you have any idea how small the engineering section is in one of those? If…IF I could get my hands on a singularity, outfitting everything and making room for Cabral and his interface housing would leave you living in the cockpit!”

“I don’t care!”

“You will after a week or two! How far are you going?”

“I’m not exactly sure,” Cabral said.

“I’ll be fine,” Kasyov said. “But I’m not letting him go alone.”

Marsden started pacing the room. “I get that, Nat. Really. But I honestly don’t know if I can even do what you’re asking. The Anomaly was designed and purpose built to run an anti-singularity drive. If I try shoving a singularity into an existing ship then tying it to the warp core, the whole thing might blow up. You saw what happened to those Breen scythe ships.”

“They didn’t have Cabral.”

“Do you want him to have to be constantly straining himself the whole time you’re travelling?”

“We could drop out of anti-sing every so often, so he could rest,” Kasyov said.

“You’re being ridiculous,” Marsden said. “Great Bird! This is what arguing with my kids is going to be like, isn’t it?”

Kasyov stopped her arguing. “Shelly! Are you…”

“NO! Not now. I was just…it doesn’t matter.”

Cabral took the interruption in the argument as an opportunity to break in. “Captain, you’ve been quiet about all of this.”

Bain took a deep breath, then nodded his head once firmly, as though he’d just come to a decision…which he had. “You should take the Anomaly.”

“They should what?” Marsden said.

“You’ve built an amazing machine here, Marsie,” Bain said. “But look at what has happened as a result. The other powers in the quadrant have been scrambling to catch up ever since. Twelve Breen crews are dead, and who knows how many were killed while they were testing? Same for the Romulans. People are having their brains removed from their bodies and tied into engines! It’s ghastly! No offense, Cabral.”

“None taken. I never had a body,” Cabral said.

“And it’s made us a target,” Bain continued, refocusing his attention on Marsden. “The Dillon Consortium was ready to kidnap and brainwash you into working for them. How soon until someone else tries the same thing? Or comes for Cabral? Right now, this ship, as wonderful as it is, hurts the balance of power in the quadrant. As long as it’s here, of course I want Starfleet to be the one in possession of it. But if the Anomaly can take Cabral to his creators, that’s better for everyone.”

Kasyov did something she never thought she’d do and grabbed Reginald Bain into a hug. “Thank you, Captain,” she said.

“Yes. Thank you,” Cabral said. “I can’t express how much I appreciate this.”

“Before you get too excited, I can’t just give the ship to you,” Bain said. “Starfleet tends to frown on that. And there’s the matter of making sure it’s in any shape to get you where you want to go, which currently it is decidedly not. We also have an entire crew on board to run things. You’re talking about trying to go to another galaxy with just the two of you. There’s only one way that can happen.”

Bain locked eyes with Marsden. “I can’t order you to do this, Shelly,” he said softly. “As it stands, you’d be absolutely in your rights to report me to Command for even having this conversation.”

She chuckled slightly. “I spent so many years trying to make the engine work, and it never did. Not really. Without Cabral, this ship would have been just another failed prototype.” She walked over to his sphere and touched it gently. “Without you, I never would have been Chief Engineer on the fastest ship in the fleet. Or gone to another galaxy. Or reconnected with Nat. Or met my husband and become part of his family. If this helps me pay you back in some small way, I’ll do it.”

Kasyov hugged Marsden. “Thank you, Shelly. Thank you!”

“I am very touched, Lieutenant,” Cabral said. “And yes. Thank you.”

“What do you need from me?” Bain asked.

“Just do what you’d normally do during a refit. I’ll make sure the Spacedock repair crews focus on the engines and key systems first.”

“Oh!” Kasyov said excitedly. “Could you make it so that Cabral can project himself into a holopod?”

“Why would he need to…Ohhhhhhhhhh.”

“It’s a long trip,” Kasyov said with a glint in her eye.

“Anyway,” Marsden continued. “I’ll automate everything I can, but we need a reason to clear everyone and everything off the ship that Kasyov and Cabral won’t need.”

“You said it yourself. This ship is a prototype. Maybe it’s time we got fancier quarters and the like. Rebuild from the ground up,” Bain said.

Marsden smiled. “That’s perfect. And it’s the kind of thing that could take months in case I hit delays in any of the other work.”

“How can we help?” Cabral asked.

“Honestly, you don’t need to do anything until I’m done getting the Anomaly ready.”

“And I trust,” Bain said, “that you can take it from there.”





“But Grandad was blamed for something that Starfleet had no proof that he did,” Jarrett said. “That just seems wrong. Was he upset? Did it hurt his career?”

Marsden suppressed a laugh. “Well, he definitely wasn’t offered that promotion to admiral that he never wanted in the first place,” she said.

“I just think he would have told you,” Jarrett said firmly to his father. “He tells you everything.”

“Sometimes being in Starfleet means keeping things from the people you love…or knowing that they are keeping things from you,” Tovar said. “And because you trust them, you accept that they are doing it for the right reasons. Right, dear?”

“Right,” Marsden said as she and Tovar exchanged a loving look into each other’s eyes that their son completely missed.

“And now, we really are going to be late,” Tovar said. “Grab your gear. Your mom and I will clean up.”

“On it!” Jarrett said, leaping up from the table and racing out of the room.

A short time later, the three of them materialized in the main transporter room of Earth’s Starbase One and made their way through the throngs of officers to the gangway entry leading to Jarrett’s new ship. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows next to the entrance, they could see the sleek Excelsior III class ship, the USS Holloway, floating in the starbase’s massive interior.

“There will be an officer stationed at the ship’s entrance. Give them your name, and they will take care of you from there,” Tovar said.

“I know, Dad. I’ve been fully briefed on the procedure.”

“Give him a break. This is his last chance to dad you for a while,” Marsden said, hugging her son then planting a kiss on his cheek. “Love you. Be as careful as you can out there.”

“I will.”

Tovar took his turn to hug Jarrett. “Don’t forget how to use a comm.”

“Why would…” Jarrett rolled his eyes. “I will comm you. I promise.”

“I love you,” Tovar said.

“Love you, too, Dad.” The hug ended. Jarrett adjusted his small pack on his shoulder, smiled at his parents, then headed off down the gangway.

Marsden clasped Tovar’s hand as they looked out at the docked starship.

“Do you ever miss it?” she asked.

“Not really. Working at headquarters has been quite satisfying. I appreciate having the broader perspective on the fleet as a whole. Do you?”

“Nah. And I really don’t miss getting shot at, stabbed, or being about to blow up. R&D is right where I want to be.”

“Speaking of, how is the new prototype coming along? I’ve been neglectful about asking, Did you crack it this time?”

Marsden smiled. “I think I did.”

They strolled off down the concourse, hand-in-hand.



After getting shown to his quarters and stowing his gear, Jarrett took the turbolift up to the Holloway’s bridge to check in with his new commanding officer.

“Ensign Jarrett Bain reporting for duty.”

The command chair spun around, and Captain Reginald Bain sprang to his feet to greet his grandson. At just over 100 years old, he was by far the most senior captain in the fleet. He was a bit thinner than he used to be. His hair a bit wispier. But he still seemed to be filled with boundless energy.

“There he is!” Bain exclaimed, wrapping an arm around Jarrett’s shoulder. “Excited to be serving with your grandad?”

“Very!”

“That’s what I want to hear!” Bain paused for a moment. “You’re not just saying that because it’s what I want to hear?”

“No, Gran…sir.”

“Excellent. So you’ve got a conn specialization, is that right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Mom’s an engineer, Dad’s in tac-ops, and you decide to become a pilot. Did they give you any grief about that?

“None at all.”

“Glad to hear it. I just hope you’re better at the helm than your father. I lost more than a couple of shuttles on the Maladventure because of him,” Bain said.

“I’ll do my best.”

“Good lad. Take your station.”

“My station? Here?” Jarrett asked surprised.

“Of course! Let’s see what you can do.” Bain noticed the worried look on his grandson’s face. “Don’t worry, my boy. We’re just going to take a quick spin around the sector. I’m sure we won’t get into any trouble.”

Bain grinned.

“Unless we’re lucky.”



THE END



EPUB/media/bglogo2.jpg
Boldly Gone ...

The Complete Series
by
Alan Decker & Anthony Butler





