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CHAPTER ONE

Sunset is an extraordinarily beautiful phenomenon. This common event has provided substance for writers since words were first recorded. Whether it’s a romantic novel from Earth, an exciting adventure of Rolton on Vilas VII or another chilling suspense novel by one of the many writers on Croletheon, there’s just something about a sunset that fuels the writer and stimulates the inner most regions of the reader’s imagination.

 The number of emotions the reader is able to conceptualize from varied descriptions of this perfectly normal event is extensive. It is possible to invoke almost any mood by simply describing the occasion from a different perspective. Of course the atmosphere through which the sunset is witnessed may greatly add to or detract from the beauty and may also change the emotional concoction as well. Varying spectral or refractive influences within an atmosphere supply capricious effects. An oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere for example offers a wonderfully comfortable environment from which to witness a sunset but in no way compares to the beautiful display provided by the filtering effect of an ammonia-sulfuric atmosphere. Unfortunately very few species get to witness the event from this vantage point since it is lethal to practically all known life forms.

On a more grandiose scale with beauty being relative to the beholder, a planet orbiting binary suns is widely considered to provide the most beautiful of all sunsets, regardless of atmospheric conditions. 

Enora Prime, the eighth planet of the star Enorus is one such planet. Enorus is a member of an aging group of celestials known as the Enoran cluster. This cluster contains several binary systems. Hidden by the expanse of the Kutaera Nebula, the Enoran cluster was unknown to Earth prior to interstellar travel. The nebula spans a large cross section of space and encompasses over a thousand cubic parsecs that reside directly between Earth and Enorus, thus concealing the star cluster. Enora Prime is the second planet in the Enorus system and one of three inhabited planets orbiting the binary Enorus. 

         _________________________________________________________

Captain Picard tugs down on his tunic and attempts to adjust the chair in which he is sitting. He has repeated this futile effort numerous times in an attempt to find a comfortable position; more than a dozen times in the past hour. The chair in combination with the monotone voice of the current speaker and an aching shoulder caused by a recent accident had driven him to the near end of his patient demeanor. The ambassador who stood at the lectern was from Alari IV. He had already spoken for two hours and it appeared he was just getting started. It was obvious to everyone attending this year’s safety conference that this individual was proud that the Alari had been accepted into the Federation of Safe Planets and he expounded elaborately on the benefits that the Federation would enjoy as a result of this wise decision. 

Picard would never dream of taking deliberate action to disrupt an ambassador’s speech, no matter how self appreciating it was, but in this case the sharp protrusions of the seat back were beginning to over ride his ability to refrain from squirming. The uncomfortable chair intensified the pain he was already experiencing. His collar bone had been injured a week earlier and had not mended as expected. This predicament made the slow healing process even more miserable.

His accident had been an embarrassment at best but was about to contribute to an interstellar incident. He imagined the Federation’s reaction if this were to happen. A formal protest from the Alari council would not be well received. He concentrated on ignoring the pain and tried to remain as still as possible. To accomplish this goal he recounted the accident in his mind’s eye. If only he had foregone the game of polo on the holodeck that particular day.  He was an experienced rider but had unfortunately committed an unseating mistake by steering his pony left against a right lead during a closely quartered volley. The miss-queue had instantly placed the captain on the ground with the holographic steed following right behind him. Having no time to recover, the animal had literally fallen on top of him, resulting in a broken leg for the horse and a separated clavicle for the captain. Under normal circumstances this incident could not have happened, but in response to an earlier round, the captain had become frustrated by an anomalously inaccurate call by the game umpire and had disabled the holodeck safeties in order to rewrite the subroutine. Afterwards, being so pleased with his own technical prowess, he had forgotten to reinstate the safeties which resulted in near disaster. He was very lucky to have escaped with only this minor injury. 

Insult was added to his injury by the lack of bedside manner from the Emergency Holographic doctor. His regard for the EMH device had greatly diminished as a result of this one encounter. Being captain obviously translated the incident into an embarrassing and humbling experience. Such a foolish mistake it was. He recounted the numerous times he had scolded other injured crew members after similar unnecessary injuries, reminding them that the cliché of, accidents happen, had no place on his ship. The belief that all injuries were preventable was firmly taught on the Enterprise by its captain and that was now being served up as a generous helping of crow for him to swallow. Following his incident he had humbly decided to be more understanding. Not in the acceptance of the inevitability of accidents, but in being more flexible with his response if and when they occurred. For now, he considered this continued pain as simple poetic justice for any previous lack of understanding he may have shown in the past.

The injury was repaired almost immediately by the bone and tissue regenerator in the hands of the EMH but considering his continued pain and the lack of confidence he had in the holographic doctor, he was all but convinced that something hadn’t been done quite right. The pain was nearly as intense today as it was the moment it had happened. He made mental note to reluctantly have the EMH re-examine it upon return to the Enterprise. That of course was contingent on the Alari ambassador finishing this wonderfully self appreciating speech which was now entering its third hour.

The hour slowly passed and the Alari spokesman received a standing ovation from everyone present. Picard’s applause was ginger as any movement requiring the use of the shoulder or its associated musculature was unbearable. He was relieved that this meeting of the Federation Safety Council had drawn to an end. The captain always took something away from the meetings that he found useful and rarely had he experienced a gathering quite as frustrating as this one. Perhaps it was the fact that of the twenty one speakers at this year’s session, twelve of them were delivering acceptance speeches as newly accepted members and each tried to out do the other with self adoration. He actually wondered why the council had not requested him to speak. He certainly had many experiences to draw from regarding Behavioral Based Safety on a galactic scale but deduced that they simply didn’t allow injured personnel to speak at a galactic safety conference.

He gathered his composure and his pain and after offering cordial goodbye’s to officials and friends, he headed for the transporter section. He was eager to return to familiar surroundings. The hum of ship systems was music to his ears compared to the noisy star base. While many found warp resonance annoying, he found the engines offered a comforting background acoustic and slept best while at warp speed. He had read of the fondness for warp resonance slumber being compared to the relationship of child and mother. While he had reservations about comparing his relationship to the Enterprise as maternal, he did recognize and accept the bond he had formed with her over the years. 

Captain Picard had been offered promotion on many occasions and declined each one. He couldn’t imagine accepting an assignment that would remove him from the captain’s chair. Serving onboard a starship was exhilarating and being her captain was indescribable. True enough the galaxy had become a smaller place as a result of warp travel but it remained plenty large enough to hold his interest and he didn’t imagine that changing in the near or the very distant future. 

After providing the transporter operator with his destination, he promptly received acknowledgement from the duty officer onboard the Enterprise and was about to step onto the platform when he heard a voice from behind.

“Not so fast captain.” 

He turned in response and recognized the officer that stood before him. A dual expression, her face contained the hint of a smile with serious intent... A skill acquired from decades of command experience no doubt. He wasn’t sure if he was being detained or propositioned. He greeted his old friend. “Admiral Franks, It is good to see you. Were you at the conference?”

The admiral smiled and extended both hands palm down, greeting the captain. The captain took her hands in his own. “Jean-luc, has it been so long that you’ve forgotten my name?”

“I’m sorry, Audie, it’s so good to see you again. How long has it been? Thirty years?” The captain’s wide eyed smile exhibited happiness as he exchanged greetings with this friend from the past. They shared a short embrace and the waiting transport customers that stood behind them responded with a firm look. The two officers considerately moved to the side and out of the way.

“Yes, I was at the conference.” She felt a little sad that he had not noticed her. Although there were over four thousand in attendance, the official council occupied a small space within the meeting hall and she had noticed him on the first day. Surely he had seen her at one point or another during the three day conference.  She felt somewhat rejected. “I thought the Alari ambassador would never shut up.”, She declared. “I saw you squirming through the whole thing. I considered a spit ball but realized those days are best left in the past. If you had just sat still for one minute I think you may have seen me but then again sitting still may have caused you to nod off right along with the rest of us.”

The captain laughed out loud. “Well I was sitting just three seats away from the lecturn so I feared dozing off might have encouraged him to call on me to share one of my experiences on the Alari home world. That would have been equally as boring I assure you.”

They laughed together at the expense of the long winded ambassador and seemed to reminisce for a moment over times past. Picard recalled sharing similar moments with a much younger ensign Franks while sharing study time with her at the academy. They had grown up together, joined and graduated BBS Fleet Academy together and both had similar aspirations towards command but destiny had carried them in opposite directions. She had served the majority of her career on Earth at BBS Fleet Command, Savannah River National Star Base, receiving one promotion after another and he, right out of the academy, had been assigned to a small science vessel named after the late physicist Lea Gresham. He had resisted ground stations as much as she had resisted space travel and they both seemed happy with their respective careers. Promotions had come equally as quick for both of them but he had stopped accepting them, she had not. He saw no gain in leaving the captain’s seat behind.

This was the first time the two had seen each other since graduation day. They hadn't even exchanged casual correspondence. Picard looked at his old friend and though he remembered why that was, he didn’t think quite so harshly of her now. “So Audie, what have you been up to all these years? The captain smiled from ear to ear and stepped back to get a better look at the aging but still very attractive lady. 

She responded with a bashful smile as he eyed her up and down. “I’ve just been tending to the business of galactic safety, Jean-luc. Nothing nearly as adventurous as your job but equally as important I assure you.”

The captain was pleasantly distracted by her presence and felt genuine joy in seeing her again. “You look fantastic. You haven’t aged a day since the academy.”

She blushed.

Picard continued his compliments, “I was very happy when I heard of your recent promotion, and perhaps a little envious.” He leaned forward, peering upward under his furled brow as if to feign embarrassment. 

The admiral dismissed his flattery. “Jean-luc, I can’t imagine you being envious of my promotion or of anything or anyone. You’ve always done exactly what you set your mind to and let little stand in your way. You can have any assignment or rank you want. You’re just in love with that captain’s chair Jonny boy. You’ll never give it up and rightfully so. You’re very good at it.”

Her use of the nickname ‘Jonny boy’ made him uneasy and reminded him of things he had tried very hard to forget. “I do indeed love my job and you are correct. I've no intention of pursuing anything else. Can you blame me? Where else can a man spend his life helping others live, work and play safely and have a free ticket to the galaxy to boot? It’s not a bad job if you can find the work admiral.” The both shared a smile again. 

The admiral’s smile was infectious. She was a very handsome woman indeed, even at the age of fifty seven. She bashfully dropped her gaze to the floor, and then looked into his eyes with that serious business like smile. “You make it sound interesting but I won’t be resigning my post just yet.” Suddenly, from out of no where she was holding a portacorder. She didn’t have that in her hand when the captain first saw her, or did she?  “In light of your comments you may be happy to know, I have orders for you and your crew, Jean-luc.”

He looked at the portacorder, then at the admiral. He felt a little off center by the sudden appearance of the document and by the quick change in her attitude from friend to superior officer. “Oh really? Orders? The Enterprise is just finishing up a three month refit and we have ninety more days before the ship will be ready for any serious mission admiral.” He began to recall their last encounter and it came back to him clearly why they had not kept in touch. He drifted once again to a time in their past. 

The young ensign Picard was proud and cocky. The ensign’s tunic rode up above his lean torso and he tugged awkwardly at it to put it back into place. Standing outside the dormitory of the elite female cadet corps known to the academy as the Prosperous Perii, he waited as instructed. The Perii were a snobby bunch of female BBS Fleet cadets that had one thing only in mind, promotion! He was waiting to escort a young ensign Audie Franks to the pre-graduation prom and she had left strict instructions for him to wait for her at the door. She had promised to come down at precisely nineteen thirty hours and offered equal assurance that it would be well worth the wait. He imagined a lavishly seductive evening gown or an equally flamboyant item of jewelry that she was eager to show off. He thought how foolish since he liked her just the way she was. 

Picard inhaled deeply and fumbled with the waist band once again as the doors swished open and closed again while couples left the dorm and headed for the dance. He dared not go in. He’d been instructed to wait by the door and wait by the door is what he was going to do. 

An hour passed, then two; he shifted his weight from one leg to the other and pondered linear calculus and warp field calculations as he waited. Tugging hard on the annoying tunic, he took a relaxing deep breath and gazed up into the clear night sky. A full moon just above the horizon appeared larger than life. It caught his attention and offered a mild distraction from the frustration of the moment. The magnification effect caused by Earth’s atmosphere provided an amazingly clear view of the outlines of New Berlin on the lunar landscape. He remembered the training he and Audie had recently undergone there. 

The doors slid open again but only as a result of his own proximity in relationship to the door. His father had taught him a very powerful lesson at a young age and each time he encountered his own impatience, these words would come to mind. “We all must live with the inequities of life. Patience is the key to surviving them.”  He felt the sting of disappointment and spoke softly to no one in particular. “Well worth my wait indeed.” At midnight he returned to his quarters. It was noon the next day before she had contacted him and apologized for standing him up. As it turned out, she had been invited to interview for a prestigious award on Jupiter station and in her excitement, had completely forgotten about him and the dance. Their friendship was never the same afterwards. 

The admiral called his name for the third time, “Jean-luc, are you listening to me?”

Picard snapped back to the present and responded with a pleasant voice. “Well then, orders you say. I suggest you beam up with me to the Enterprise? I’ll show you around the ship, we can catch up on old times and you can brief me on those orders while we reacquaint.”

“That sounds delightful captain.” She smiled and once again the portacorder was invisible. How did she do that?

The captain turned to the transporter operator and practiced one of those dual purpose looks. One that could have been mistaken as professional indifference or as total annoyance and he said; “Looks like there’ll be two to beam up.”

The operator replied, “Very well sir.”

CHAPTER TWO

The bridge crew scurried about eagerly performing diagnostics, checking and double-checking system after system in preparation for getting under way. The space dock at BBS Base three one nine had hurriedly signed off on the refit action and the Enterprise was now preparing for her shakedown cruise three days ahead of schedule. Their departure time was set for zero eight hundred, leaving them just under twelve hours to make ready. 

Everyone was eager to leave this place. The Enterprise had been docked for slightly less than three months. The barren planet below offered little in the way of shore leave or recreational activities and the docking station was devoid of any real entertainment value as well. The most exciting activity to be experienced was a group of poorly implemented holodecks which had been requisitioned by one of the mining cities on the southern continent. Their holodeck programs were limited and this particular model was not manually programmable. It would take an individual crew member only a week or so to experience all they had to offer which was mediocre at best. 

As chief engineer, Lieutenant Commander Geordi LaForge wasn’t leaving anything to chance. He stood in front of one of the engineering stations on the bridge and intently studied the readouts that scrolled by on the screen.  Everyone on the bridge was completely involved in his or her departure preparations and when the admiral stepped out of the turbo lift, she went unnoticed. Captain Picard followed close behind her and they both stood silently observing the activities taking place on the bridge. A maintenance chief stumbled and almost fell over admiral Franks as he made a quick about face in a playful attempt to retrieve a tool he had left behind. Shocked and intimidated, he quickly announced the senior officers with a stuttering voice. “A… a…. admiral… and captain on the bridge”

The admiral gave a disapproving look of surprise and reached to steady the stumbling chief. “As you were chief, we’re just passing through.”

The captain gave a sharp eye to the wayward crewman, and then visually scanned the room, taking in every individual and every activity. His visual assessment came to rest with the Chief engineer. He spoke loudly so that the commander would hear over the noise in the room. “Geordie, the admiral and I will be in my ready room. Please keep me apprised as to the status of the engines. I want them up and running ASAP. We’ll need at least six hours warm evaluation prior to departure.”

Geordi handed a crewman a list of items that needed to be completed and he responded to the captain respectfully. “I’m starting the engines now captain. All preliminary diagnostics indicate they’ll purr like a kitten.”

Picard nodded his head in approval and replied. “Very good Geordi, make it so. Keep me posted.” The captain motioned towards the ready room to indicate his desire for the admiral to follow him. “Admiral, if you will accompany me.” They entered the ready room and the door closed behind them. 

Commander Data looked up from the helm and inquired, “Geordie, did you refer to the Enterprise engines as…. kittens?”

The commander looked up, smiled and realized the android once again failed to understand a simple human analogy. “It’s just a figure of speech Data. Kittens purr when they’re happy so I think these engines are going to purr too.”

“Ah, I will make a note of that. When engines are expected to perform correctly, they are referred to as…. kittens.” Data pondered for another moment and then continued with his inquiry. “Commander, what mammal would they be likened to if they were not operating within acceptable parameters?”

Geordie ignored the question and commander Data accepted the non-reply and returned to the navigational and control systems analysis that previously occupied his attention.

The captain offered the admiral a cup of tea but she requested coffee instead. As Picard approached the replication device, the admiral surprised him with an unexpected question. “Jean-luc how is your shoulder?”

He informed the computer of the beverage requests then responded to her query. “Coffee, black, Columbian roast, and tea, Earl Grey, hot. You know of my holodeck accident admiral?”

She replied with a smirk, “I’m an admiral with Behavior Based Safety Fleet Command Jean-luc. Do you really think accidents happen without me becoming aware of them?”

Picard responded with equal sarcasm in his voice. “Well, I guess someone reads those reports after all.”

Admiral Franks gently touched a trophy that sat on a table near the door. It was engraved with the words, “Behavioral Based Safety. Motivation is the key to implementation. Awarded to the Behavioral Based Safety Ship Enterprise for outstanding motivational support to the galaxy.” She smiled lightly and turned to face the captain. "The fact that you squirmed and favored the shoulder through the entire conference was a dead give away as well.”

Gathering the beverages, he settled into a seat near the window and placed the admiral’s coffee on the table nearby. “Was I that obvious?” He took a short sip from the hot cup of tea.

The planet below loomed large. The separation between night and day divided the visible portion of the world in half as the terminator line advanced steadily westward. Little water existed on the planet. Freighters brought in fresh and non-potable water each day. Hydro conversion facilities were being constructed but fleet engineers reported that they would not be ready to produce significant amounts of the life giving liquid for at least another decade. This planet called Preenar had been chosen as host for the space dock, not for its inhospitable lack of moisture or its barren expanse of lifeless desert, but for the abundant deposits of dilythium ore found throughout its polar regions. 

The admiral sat perpendicular to the captain giving her a delightful view of the space dock shuttle bay. She observed as one of the hydro freighters passed within one hundred meters of the Enterprise. Three shuttles waited their turn to exit and another to enter the docking bay. Her face expressed trepidation. “Jean-luc, I would like for you to consider something for a moment.”

“Of course admiral, what is it?” Picard responded.

The admiral uttered one word, “Safety.” which left the captain with a blank look.

“Excuse me?” he responded with a true look of confusion. She had a reputation of playing word games or at least that was one thing he remembered about her.  He really wasn’t ready to renew this foolishness with her. He preferred straightforward communication. The human race had evolved out of the cloak and dagger, smoke and mist, plausible deniability mentality centuries ago. He liked it straight up, no mincing words for him.

She came straight to the point once she noticed his elevated level of annoyance. “Considering the safety performance of you and of your crew, I want you to come up with a plan to rectify the problem.” The captain's brow rose in a questioning manner. The admiral responded to this look by listing examples of the suggested rash of at-risk behaviors. 

“You can’t deny it Jean-luc. Think for a minute.” The admiral used her fingers to feign counting as she enumerated incident after incident. “There was your accident; there have been three other incidents of broken bones, Perez, Johnson and Tasu. All this on one holodeck or another and since you’ve been in space dock alone and we’ve just had an excellent example on your own bridge where the maintenance chief almost walked over the top of me. Somewhere along the way you all seem to have abandoned the attention to detail expected from a BBS ships crew. We must practice what we preach Jean-luc. That is what it’s all about isn’t it?”

Picard inhaled deeply as he considered her statements. He stroked the tip of his chin between two fingers and a thumb and asked for clarification. “Have we really performed that poorly? I’m not sure I would classify it as abandon.” The admiral looked at Picard with wide eyes but remained silent. He knew what this meant. He thought for a second longer, remembered his own accident and reconsidered his position. “Perhaps you are right. We have become a bit careless or more accurately, we have become too willing to accept the pain of minor injury while thinking ourselves impervious to major ones. I can see that now. I agree with your assessment admiral. We will turn it around immediately. Thank you for bringing it to light.”

The admiral takes a sip of her coffee and makes a disapproving face which in no way supports what the captain just said or what she is about to say… “I know you can do it Jean-luc but I have to say, this coffee is horrible.”

Picard uncrosses his legs and reaches for the cup. “Here, let me freshen that for you.”

The admiral waves off his response. “No, never mind the coffee, let’s discuss your orders.”

Adjusting his posture, Picard sits erect. He’s all business now. She poses a preliminary question for the noble captain but doesn’t really expect him to be familiar with the subject matter. “Are you familiar with the Enoran cluster Jean-luc?”

Setting his tea on the table between them, he answers with an adequate amount of information on the topic. “Home to multiple binaries, Enorus is one of those binaries and supports three inhabited class “M” planets. Enora Prime, Lenaax and Veritaas. There is nothing spectacular as I recall about any of them. There is a pre-warp civilization on Prime as I recall and I believe we have a duck blind in operation there. How is that admiral?”

The admiral was impressed with his knowledge even though his information was a bit out of date. She brings him up to speed on current events. “Enora Prime acquired warp capability over a year ago but their experimental craft has been plagued with unexplained troubles. They’ve stayed close to home until recently because of those troubles. A week ago we discovered they’d encountered a Ferengi vessel and have apparently begun active negotiations towards a commerce agreement. I don’t have to tell you that BBS Fleet is uncomfortable with this turn of events. You know as well as I, the Ferengi have no regard for our Prime Directive, BBS or any sort of behavioral modification other than modifying someone else’s wealth into their own pockets. Command feels its time for us to introduce ourselves and intervene if we can. You’ve been chosen to make the initial contact.”

“Me? But what of the duck blind? Isn’t that commander normally the one to make contact?” Picard questions the breach in protocol. It was established practice, almost a ritual that the duck blind commander be the one to make first contact with a civilization and only after considerable observation. This was of course not done before the inhabitants on their own had obtained positive knowledge of other species without interference from anyone else. Something must have been seriously wrong if BBS Fleet was making changes to the rule. 

The admiral explained, “You’re right Jean-luc. The DB commander usually gets the honor of making first contact. In this case, that person is Dr. Adrian Kleiz and she has taken ill. At this moment she is being rushed back to Earth for an emergency surgical procedure and to be honest Jean-luc, she’s not expected to survive the trip.”

Picard responds to the sad news. “I’m sorry to hear that. I met her a year ago at a symposium on Kragear nine. She was a stunning woman and struck me as very intelligent. She was the picture of health then. Is it a recent illness? I assume it has nothing to do with the Enorans.”

Admiral Franks explains the situation and quells any question as to the biological safety of the mission at hand. “It has nothing to do with Enora Prime or the Enorans. There is no biological hazard there whatsoever. She has Vitriolic syndrome. She was born with it. It appears she kept her symptoms to herself for far too long and now… it may be too late to save her. 

The problem is that her team members are only data processors. They have no diplomatic experience. They’re not qualified for the delicate task of initial contact with an alien species and to be honest they don’t want to do it. Its one thing to observe in anonymity, it takes a skilled and very brave hand to establish first contact face to face with an alien culture. That fact, combined with your first hand experience with the Ferengi, makes you the obvious choice for the mission.”

“What do my dealings with the Ferengi have to do with this?” Picard asks.

The admiral stands and walks back to the table that holds the trophy. “The dialog reported between the Enorans and the Ferengi may involve Behavioral Based Safety. We’ve been intercepting subspace communications on the subject for weeks. We don’t quite understand what the Ferengi have up their sleeve concerning BBS and since you did the only successful BBS observation conducted by the federation on a Ferengi…. Well, the rest is a no brainer.” Admiral Franks returned to her seat and placed the trophy on the table between her and the captain with its words facing him.

Picard looked at the trophy and frowned, then took a large sip of his now lukewarm tea. “I see admiral, no good deed goes unpunished, is that it?”

“Jean-luc, are you opposed to making this contact?” she asks with surprise in her voice.

Picard leans forward and takes the trophy in hand. He holds it up proudly displaying it for the admiral to see. “Admiral, making first contact is an honor. Like all BBS Fleet officers, I consider it a privilege and I jump at the opportunity any time it's offered.” He set the trophy back on the table and took his tea in hand once again. “What I find annoying is the fact that my negotiation and one time observation of a Ferengi, who just happens to have been in jail at the time, has won me an inordinate amount of attention in far too more situations. While I consider myself an active and successful BBS observer, I hardly consider that one action as the pinnacle of my career.” He takes another sip of the cold tea and sets the cup aside. 

The admiral’s attitude shifts again to matter-of-fact. “I’m sorry that you perceive your name as being on someone’s short list Jean-luc but this job has fallen to you. The list is short indeed. So short that you are the only one on it and the clock is ticking.”

Captain Picard tugs down on the front of his shirt and declares resolve. “I understand admiral. You can count on the Enterprise to make it so.”

“Excellent.” She smiles, and appears pleased with herself. “If you leave in the morning you can be there by the end of the month. Make your best speed captain. The Ferengi are not wasting time on this and neither should we. You know as well as I, they are not members of the Federation and they use safety as just another method to generate revenue. We’ve spent a lot of time and effort waiting for the right time for contact. The Enorans are excellent federation prospects. Lets see if we can salvage as much of this as possible.”

Picard reiterates his resolve. “Consider it done admiral.”

The admiral examines the contents of her cup. The cold liquid has several objects floating in it. Perhaps they were synthesized grounds. Audie never understood how the replicators could get something this wrong, especially when it was as simple as a cup of coffee. The look on her face was commensurate with her dislike for all things related to the physical aspects of space travel. She was anxious to get back to the surface and have a real cup of coffee. She stood and shared her final comments. “Be sure to review the safety stats with the crew and let’s turn this trend around.”

“I will admiral.” He replied.

She headed for the door, hesitated and turned her attention back to captain Picard once more. “Thanks for the tour…. the coffee… and the company. Be careful Jean-luc.”

The captain returned the complimentary farewell. “And you admiral, god’s speed”

Picard stood to his feet as the admiral exited the ready room. He turned to stare out the window and he noticed his own reflection and the activities going on outside. Several transports were shuttling material from the space dock to the Enterprise to accommodate the shakedown. The supply list would change now due to their long-range mission. He considered the upgrades that had just been performed on his ship. Among them were shield generator enhancements, an increased capability for the deflector array, which theoretically doubled the subspace output, and perhaps the most impressive upgrade of all, the latest computer core expansion. The ships computer now contained a total memory capacity of seventy two trillion tera-quads. That is twice the amount of memory required to store every word from every book that has ever been written. Not just books written on Earth but every piece of known literature from the entire galaxy. A major portion of this  information was currently being loaded into the Enterprise computer’s memory banks as well as the combined medical knowledge of all known species, at least a hundred thousand musical arrangements from each known musical genre, twenty eight thousand holodeck simulations, the combined scientific research and notes from every project considered note worthy from from all known species and finally, and perhaps the most important information to certain members of the crew, every recipe that had ever been recorded for public dissemination since time began. Technology was indeed a wonderful thing.

The captain was opposed to live shakedown activities. He preferred to be at his leisure when testing the functionality of new systems, especially those as complex as the ones they would be testing. They had originally been allotted three months for this purpose. Now they were to be allowed none. Being on route to complete a time sensitive mission during a shakedown cruise was unwise by most standards and more often than not turned out to be a mistake. Any one of a thousand things could and most likely would go wrong on a shakedown and the pressures of a schedule usually increased the odds of catastrophic systems failure. Murphy’s Law was still alive and well in the twenty fourth century. A failure of this type would of course not only prevent the completion of the mission in a timely manner but would likely jeopardize future relations between The Federation and the Enorans not to mention giving the Ferengi more time to perpetuate whatever hoax they were presenting. The pressures of command wore heavily on occasion and this was just another example of why Jean-luc Picard loved his job. He taped lightly on his communication badge and hailed. “Picard to councilor Troi.”

The councilor interrupted her task of rearranging furniture in her quarters and answered the hail. “Troi here captain.”

“Councilor, please join me in my ready room at your earliest convenience. I wish to discuss our safety performance and formulate a strategy to improve it.” He holds the trophy that admiral Franks had used to remind him of his duty in one hand and polishes it with the other.

Removing a scarf from her head, the councilor lightly dabs a thin layer of perspiration from her brow and surveys her handy work with a smile. “I'm on my way captain.” 

CHAPTER THREE

The Ferengi's monitor the Enoran warp vessel from three hundred thousand kilometers away. Sitting dead in space at this distance means their ship is, for all practical purposes, invisible. The small footprint given off by the stationary craft is undetectable by most scanning systems common to this quadrant. The Enoran technology is far too young to have detection or scanning capability outside the confines of their own atmosphere. Unfortunately, worlds rarely think to look up until they have inhabited space for some time.

An argument erupts as two Ferengi crewmen dispute the outcome of a game they are playing in their own cargo bay. “I’m as smart as you Garr, and twice as good looking. Just look at these lobes. I will take one disc, and this time I will win back everything I have lost to you on this voyage and then I will withdraw victorious from this foolish child’s game.” The young Ferengi pretends to be very much in charge of his own destiny. Secretly he understands he is way out of his league and in deep trouble. He scowls inwardly for allowing himself to be talked into playing the game with Garr in the first place. 

The boldness of his opponent has reinforced that fear. “I will concede that you are better looking than I Quinn and of course I cannot argue the fact that you are quite intelligent, but what really counts, my dear cousin, is the fact that you are not nearly as successful in business as I, nor as it turns out, in this game so unless you are holding a triple set in that hand, you have just lost to me again.” 

Quinn throws a hand full of discs onto the table in disgust and realizes he has lost to his older cousin for the sixth day in a row. Garr counts his winnings aloud, attempting to add to the youngster’s frustrations. “Let’s see…. How much do you owe me? That’s six hundred pieces of gold, one hundred latinum bars and the pereacnoid beast in your quarters. Yum, not only will I feast well tonight, but you will be working for free for a very long time before this debt is paid. Hahahahaha”

The younger cousin complains loudly. “This is not fair cousin! You lured me into this game by offering great opportunity for me if I won. Who could resist the treasures you offered. By convincing me that it is even possible to win against you, you assured your own increase in wealth. You repeatedly defeat me, defeat after defeat while offering more fantastic and unlikely promises to lure me in again, and each time you double the stakes. You know I can never defeat you cousin. I even consider the fact that you may be cheating. As a result of your trickery, I must work as a slave for a year or even more on this rodent infested vessel to pay money to you that was never mine to lose in the first place.”

The Ferengi ship is dense with unnecessary junk that they consider bounty. The air is thick with the scent of Ferengi sweat and the sodium based lighting causes everything to appear orange and yellow. It is inhospitable by human standards but sublime according to Bahmon Reen, the Ferengi captain. Box after box of items collected or most likely swindled from various encounters line the cargo bay, stacked to the ceiling in rows with little space between them. The two meter square table top where the cousins play their game doubles as the dining facility for the crew. It is tucked away in a dark corner of the disorganized space. Suddenly, the captain summons the cousins over the communication channel. “Garr, Quinn, get up here. The Enorans are on the move again.”

Garr takes one final psychological jab at his young cousin as they make their way to the bridge. He hopes to take Quinn for yet another financially advantageous ride later. “Tell ya what Quinn. Tomorrow when we play, we will play for triple the stakes. That will allow you the ability to win back everything in a single round. The odds of you winning increase exponentially every time we play cousin. It is statistically proven. If you win I may end up having to work for you and you will then tell every female back home that I am your servant. You will be thought of as a king and I as a slave for sure. Even my own sister will be impressed by your power and wealth.”

Quinn is once again duped by the promise of prosperity and responds with child like excitement, “Really? Your beautiful sister would notice me then?”

Garr continues with his swindle. “Yes, she will be so very impressed. I doubt she would be able to resist you. If you marry my sister, with me as your slave you would be awarded all my possessions by law.”

Quinn beams with renewed pride as he begins to imagine a triumphant return to the home world with Garr in tow as his servant. He instantly forgets the indignation over previous losses as this newly realized yet imaginary reward takes control of his ability to reason. He no longer considers the foolishness of being tricked into another game. All he can think of is that he will win this time. The odds are in his favor. 

The bridge is more an ill managed place than the cargo bay. Clutter is the best word to describe the layout. Controls jut out from every conceivable bulkhead. There are thirteen seats with thirteen interface panels arranged in a semi circle, all facing forward. Unlike conventional ships, the Bahmon’s chair faces aft, directed towards the thirteen subordinate seats. The reasoning behind this is so the captain can keep an eye on his subordinates. The Ferengi have little trust for each other and rightfully so since no one else will trust them either. Their reputation is well earned and can be verified by all that have had dealings with them. It is unfortunate for the unwary Enorans that they have no experience to call upon to save them from the manipulation that is even now percolating in Bahmon Reen’s mind. Reen gives orders to his bridge crew. “Follow them but do not allow them to detect us. Get no closer than one hundred thousand kilometers. Their primitive ship has little scanning capability and I doubt they will even think to look back.”

The helmsman replies, “Yes Bahmon.”

The yellow Ferengi vessel follows secretly as the Enoran’s venture once again out of orbit. Keeping up required patience of the Ferengi helmsman as top speed for the Enoran craft was gruelingly slow for the Ferengi vessel. 

Captain Raster of the Enoran vessel Explorer is optimistic toward this voyage. The new ship has been plagued with problems since leaving orbit the first time over a year ago and now, thirteen months later, is having equally as few successes. Nonetheless, he makes ready for yet another voyage beyond the nebula’s cloud. Problems with the warp engines were eluding their finest engineers and had thus far been diagnostically unrepeatable but each time an attempt was made to engage warp drive to travel beyond the cloud of the nebula, the engines would fail unexplainably and they would be forced to limp back to orbit on reserve power. Depending on how far they had gotten of course determined the length of time it would take them to return. It often required weeks or even months. On their last voyage to a neighboring system just beyond the gasses of Kutaera, they had experienced a similarly unexplained failure but thankfully had been rescued by a passing ship. A species they had come to identify as the friendly Ferengi. This time, the captain hoped he would not require their assistance but he was aware that they were following at a great distance behind. He considered it kind of them to watch over and protect them while not interfering.

Garr and Quinn entered the bridge and took their respective positions. Quinn was the crewman assigned to the special apparatus and Garr the tactical officer. Bahmon Reen issued commands as he looked them in the eye. “Prepare to engage the device on my command Quinn. Garr, you will call out position and speed of the Enoran vessel.”

Garr begins immediately to verbalize the readout from his panel. “Speed, point eight nine, position eight hundred thousand kilometers from the nebula….. Speed, warp one point zero zero three, position one million kilometers beyond the nebula…. Speed….”

Reen shouts the order and motions towards Quinn. “Activate the device.”

Quinn responds with the touch to his panel and Garr continues to announce his readout. “Speed, point nine….. point seven….. point one.”

“All stop. What is the status of the device Quinn?” Reen inquires.

Examining his readouts carefully, Quinn informs the Bahmon of total success. “The device is functioning at optimum efficiency Bahmon. Their warp field has collapsed. They do not have a clue as to what the problem is. Our deception is once again a success.”

Garr offers his remarks as well. “At this distance Bahmon, it will take a year for them to return home on reserve propulsion. They will require our assistance.”

Reen turned his back momentarily on the crew and faced the view screen. “Perhaps it is time for us to offer to repair the troublesome engine that leaves them stranded at every opportunity, at a handsome price of course. Hahahahaha”

Garr suddenly shouts out a warning. Every crewman on the bridge flinches in response to the shrill cry of their tactical officer’s voice. “Damon, long range scans reveal a Klingon vessel approaching at warp speed. It is on an intercept course with the Enoran ship, ETA three minutes.”

Reen cowers down from his command chair and shouts an order as he exits the bridge. “Get us out of here quickly. Leave the poor Enoran ship as a decoy. Quickly! Escape NOW!”

The Ferengi ship reverses course and warps away at top speed. The Klingon bird of prey drops out of warp at the same time and slowly approaches the helpless Enoran vessel.

CHAPTER FOUR

Captain Picard reclines comfortably in his command chair and issues the orders required to get underway. “Clear all moorings, inertial dampeners to full, maneuvering thrusters ahead one third, take us out Mr. Data.” 

The Enterprise is a magnificent sight as she effortlessly slips from between the encapsulating wings of the refit station. From the controllers view inside the docking bay, there seems to be only inches between the ship and the space station. In reality there are more than twenty meters between the ship and the dock at the closest point. The combined monitoring by the Enterprise computer and the space dock proximity detection system ensures that the distance remains constant and the Enterprise exits without a scratch. 

Commander Data informs the captain, “We have cleared the space dock captain.”

“Very well Mr. Data, maintain clearance course, this heading for thirty seconds. One quarter impulse.” Picard observes the view screen. “Rear angle on the view screen.”

“Maintain heading. One quarter impulse, aye. Main screen to rear view.”

The space dock drops away farther and farther on the view screen as the Enterprise extends the distance. 

“Navigator, prepare to leave orbit. Lay in a course for The Enoran cluster. Warp six”

The navigator complies and responds. “Course laid in sir.”

The captain gives the word. “Engage.”

The Enterprise engines purr as expected and they are quickly on their way. The Kutaera Nebula is more than three weeks distant at warp six with Enora Prime another twenty light years beyond. They will increase speed to warp nine after the engines have proven themselves capable of handling the sustained load. With any luck they should arrive at their destination in just under three weeks but Picard never counts his chickens early. He requests an audience with the crew. “Open a ship wide channel Mr. Worf.”

Worf touches the communications link and replies, “Channel open sir.”

The captain stands to make his address. “Attention crew. This is the captain. Contrary to my wishes we have been asked to incorporate an active mission into our shakedown cruise. Our orders are to make best speed to Enora Prime and provide them with an outline for their own Behavioral Based Safety program. This is an initial contact mission and since we are in a very real sense, the only galactic ambassadors for safety they’ve ever known, and considering the fact that our own performance has most recently been disappointing, councilor Troi and I have arranged for each department head to present a one hour safety stand down with their respective teams. This is in addition to our weekly safety progress briefings. I am asking that each member of the crew submit a personal report defining a plan which outlines how he or she plans to improve their own personal safety performance. I expect that report to be submitted to your department head no later than the end of your scheduled shift three days from now. I am aware that my own performance has been somewhat wanting so therefore my report shall be made available for your perusal by eighteen hundred hours today. I look forward to hearing from each of you. Picard out.”

Just as the captain ends his address, the comm. system bares a message for him. “LaForge to captain Picard.”

“Picard here, go ahead Mr. LaForge.” The captain stands near the tactical station and observes Mr. Worf as he programs the duty roster for the day’s events. 

The chief engineer relays the first bit of bad news to the bridge. “I’m going to have to take the warp engines off line for a few minor adjustments. It shouldn’t take more than…. thirty minutes at most. I suspected the phase coils were misaligned from the vibration sensor readings when we first went to warp, and I was right. There was a point zero eight percent phasing shift by the time we reached warp five point two. If we operate like this for very long it could shake us apart captain.”

The captain nods and responds to his chief engineer. “Make it so Geordi. Keep me informed. Let me know as soon as the adjustments are complete and the warp engines are available. We are on a schedule Commander.”

Geordi acknowledges, “Aye Aye captain. LaForge out.”

Commander Riker approaches the navigation station and makes a request of its operator. “Mr. Data, estimate our arrival time based on current delays and predicted nominal performance.”

Data ponders the question only for a few seconds before responding. “Allowing for two, forty minute delays and assuming a subsequent speed increase to maximum velocity after each individual delay, I estimate our travel time to be two weeks, six days, seventeen hours, forty two minutes. This will theoretically place us in orbit around Enora Prime on BBS date six one three two one point six at eleven hundred hours thirty three minutes sir.” 

The captain acknowledges the estimate and addresses commander Riker. “Thank you Mr. Data. Number one, you have the bridge. I’ll be in engineering.”

Riker acknowledges, “Aye captain.”

Captain Picard steps inside the turbo lift and verbally requests deck ten. The doors close and the computer controlled lift responds accordingly. Directional and velocity indicators flash by at a speed commensurate with the lifts motion. The captain stares stoically at the doors anticipating their eventual opening. When they do, he recognizes the scent of something burning. It has the tinge of an electrical fire but it is very slight. He inhales deeply to identify the source of the odor but no longer detects it. “Computer, is something on fire?”

The computer responds immediately. “Negative. All fire detections systems indicate normal operations.”

Picard brushes it off as imaginary and proceeds towards engineering. A second later he detects it again, and then it is gone again. He sniffs the air in several directions and finds no further indication of smoke. He is sure something is on fire. He steps close to the wall panel and sniffs near it to see if perhaps it may be coming from behind the interface. He detects nothing. “Computer, run a level two diagnostic on all electrical systems on this deck, section twenty six through forty five. Include a level one diagnostic on the turbo lift and related circuitry. Top priority.”

Once again the computer responds almost immediately. “No anomalous indications found on requested systems. Turbo lift two is functioning within prescribed parameters. No malfunctions detected.”

The captain sighs in frustration and passes through the engineering doors. Geordi greets him with surprise. “Captain, adjustments to the warp engines will take a few more minutes. I was about to inform you on our progress.”

Putting his chief engineer’s fears to rest, the captain instructed him to relax. “It’s alright Geordi; I have full confidence in your abilities. I came down to get a report on the modifications made during the upgrade.” He paused for a few seconds, considered his question, and then asked, “Have you smelled something burning Geordi?”

The engineer sniffed the air and looked through his visor in a one hundred eighty degree arc, first left, then right, then directed his attention back to the captain.  “I don’t’ smell anything captain, do you?”

Captain Picard studied the portacorder then dismissed his suspicions as trivial. “Perhaps it was nothing.”

The chief engineer didn’t want to dismiss the possibility there was a fire somewhere and offered to investigate further. “I’ll have the computer perform a diagnostic on the electrical systems…..”

The captain interrupts, “I’ve already done that. The computer found nothing unusual out of the ordinary; perhaps I’m detecting remnants or residual space dock odors. Continue with your work commander. Don’t let me slow you down. We need those warp engines.”

The captain proceeded to the adjoining room and accessed the computer logs of the upgrades that were made during their stay in space dock. He found it especially interesting that their maximum speed had been reduced by point three percent after the upgrades. He would remember to ask the engineer about this discrepancy when they next spoke. For now he downloaded the information to his portacorder and exited the engineering facility. His nose once again detected ozone as he approached the turbo lift but it dissipated as quickly as it appeared. He breathed deeply but continued toward the lift station. 

In the lift, just before reaching the bridge, LaForge hailed him with good news. “LaForge to captain Picard.”

The captain acknowledged the hail. “Go ahead commander.”

Geordi supplied the news the captain had been waiting for. “The adjustments are now complete captain. The warp engines are available at your discretion. I recommend a maximum speed of warp six for at least an hour while we complete the break in burn on these new crystals sir.”

The captain agreed. “Understood commander. Let me know as quickly as an increase is prudent, Picard out.”

Upon exiting the turbo lift onto the bridge, the captain addressed commander Data at the helm station.  “Continue on course to Enora Prime Mr. Data. Warp six. Engage.”

“Warp six, aye sir.” Data acknowledged.

Picard tugged downward on his tunic and took a seat in the command chair. Commander Riker approached from the science station and sat in the chair to the captain’s right. “Are things to your satisfaction in engineering sir?”

“Satisfactory number one but take a look at this.” The captain hands his portacorder to his first officer.  “According to these graphs, our top speed is now lower than it was before we entered space dock.” 

The commander replied to the observation. “This can’t be right sir”

The captain nodded his head in agreement with his first officer and is suddenly distracted again by the aroma of ozone. He enlists the android’s assistance. “Mr. Data, do you smell something?”

Data snaps his head in usual android fashion and replies innocently. “In the strictest sense of the word, I smell nothing sir. I do however have the capability of detecting aromas and often equate that to the function of your olfactory senses. Using that portion of my sensory network,  I currently detect several independent fragrances. The ointment on your left shoulder provided by the EMH, the stale, bitter aroma of your last cup of tea, Earl Grey I believe. The fresh scent of a Klingon candle which permeates Commander Worf’s Bawdry…..”

The captain cuts off his second officer’s commentary. “Thank you Mr. Data.”

The android stops his declaration of aromas. “Was there a particular scent you had in mind sir?”

The captain reluctantly answers. He’s beginning to think it must be his imagination since no one else is detecting it. “I smell something burning Mr. Data.”

Data sniffs around the room in innocent little whiffs. “I do not detect any indication of fire sir.”

Picard decides it is in the best interest of the crew’s safety to follow through on his sensitive sense of smell and takes one last step to complete the investigation. “Commander Worf, run a level one diagnostic on all electrical systems on the bridge. I want to get to the bottom of this.”

“Aye sir” Worf turns and approaches the science station directly behind the tactical command panel. He initiates the diagnostics the captain ordered and makes an alarming discovery. Less than two seconds later, three chirps from the tactical station capture Worf’s attention. He snaps his head quickly towards Captain Picard. “Captain…”

Just as Worf is attempting to inform the captain of the alarm, the computer sounds another one. “Warning, plasma fire in turbo lift one riser space. Emergency bulkheads fourteen through twenty one have deployed. Fire remains out of control.”

Picard and Riker exchange looks. Riker’s expression declares disbelief and the captain’s shows annoyance. Riker follows emergency procedure and instructs the computer on the next logical action to contain the fire. “Computer, emergency site to site beam out of any personnel in the vicinity, then flood the affected riser space with cryptozine gas, three hundred parts per million.”

The computer responded with the disappointing results of the current action. “Chirp. No effect. Fire has now expanded to section thirty six.”

The captain checked to see if his chief engineer is aware of the problem. “Engineering, are you monitoring this situation? What is supplying plasma to this fire? Can we stop it?”

LaForge replies, “Aye sir, I’m on it. I’m tracking the source of plasma now captain.”

The first officer continues to follow the emergency protocols and attempts to gather information vital to the situation from the computer. “Computer, estimate time to catastrophic failure.”

The computer responds with an even more alarming revelation. “Uncontrolled plasma fire will reach the dilythium chamber in three minutes, fourteen seconds. Recommend jettisoning the warp core.”

“LaForge to bridge.” The hail comes from engineering none too soon. 

“Go ahead Geordi” The first officer responds.

The chief engineer crawls on his belly attempting to access the proper array of valves adjacent to the effected riser space. “I’ve located the source but I’m having a difficult time getting to the cut off valve.”

Riker inquires further. “What is the source?”

Geordi wipes sweat from his brow as the heat from the molten plasma radiates through the bulkhead next to him. “It appears there was an open plasma conduit that was supposed to terminate in the riser shaft. One of the construction engineers must have missed it in the rush and forgot to terminate that one, although I have a hard time believing a Behavior Based Safety fleet engineer could make that kind of  mistake.”

Captain Picard emphasizes the urgency of the situation. “Shut it off quickly commander, we have three minutes before catastrophic failure.”

Geordi continues crawling through the continuously shrinking access space. “I’m almost there captain. I’ll contact you in one minute. If I can’t reach this valve in time, we may have to jettison the core.”

“Do your best Mr. LaForge” The captain stands between tactical and the bridge engineering and science station. Riker approaches with disbelief written all over his face. Riker and Captain Picard both look at each other in anticipation of the chief engineer’s next words. A hundred thoughts go through each of their minds, the least of which is what Riker cannot help but ask. “Captain, how did you know?”

Picard can’t believe his ears. He had stated several times that he could smell smoke yet his first officer still asks this question. He answered firmly. “I could smell it number one.”

Riker resists the urge to laugh. “But captain…. there’s no way….”

Data turns and puts his two cents worth into the conversation, interrupting the first officer. “Sir, it is unlikely that your human olfactory sense could detect a plasma fire. Plasma is odorless, and aside from its great heat, is tasteless as well. Your olfactory receptor neurons are incapable of detecting an odor from a vapor or solid particle of greater than three hundred fifty molecular mass units. One molecule of liquid plasma is approximately six hundred thirty of these units. I suggest rather that it was perhaps the plasma’s incendiary effect on adjacent materials that was detected by the sensory epithelium in your nose.” Data’s head snapped slightly to the left and he gave a look of revelation before he continued.  “That is however; no less remarkable since no one else was able to detect it even after you alerted us and the computer to your…. ” 

Geordi interrupts Data’s biology lesson with the anxiously awaited word over the com channel. “LaForge to the bridge. Success captain. I’ve terminated the plasma flow to the power grid in sections twenty-two through thirty-nine. The fire is out, but unfortunately so is our warp capability.”

The captain inquires, “How long to repair Mr. LaForge?”

The commander climbs out of the Geoffreys tube and brushes beads of sweat from his brow with an index finger. “I’ll let you know as soon as I assess the damage captain.”

The captain encourages his chief engineer and suggests safety considerations. “Very well Geordi, be careful. Request a BBS team on site with all repairs. Observations are first priority. Let’s think before we act. Zero injuries is the goal, is that understood Mr. LaForge?”

Geordi has already begun assembling his assessment and repair team. He responds with confidence. “Understood captain, LaForge out.”

The captain looks at his first officer with agitation on his face and asks, “Well number one, what else can go wrong?” No sooner than those words had escaped the captain’s lips, all power failed on the bridge.

CHAPTER FIVE

The Enoran first officer is amazed at the speed at which the Klingon vessel approached. He comments to his captain who in turn is having a hard time believing what he hears his first officer saying. “I’m telling you sir; it’s as if it was invisible or something. It just wasn’t there and then it was there. It didn’t just appear on the scanners either, it faded in slowly with…. ripples.”

The Enoran commanding officer, Captain Uliva Raster sarcastically repeats the first officer’s assessment in a ridiculing fashion. “Ripples?”

“Yeah, ripples.” The first officer was obviously stressed.

Captain Raster decides to humor his copilot. “Hail them. Let’s see if they are interested in helping us or if they’re going to ransack our ship and leave us on one of the moons. I really doubt they’ll be interested in this ship. We built the thing and can’t get it to work right, what use could they have for it?”

The first officer listens to the captain but watches the alien vessel intently through the forward window. The dark green ship sits frozen in space like a huge bird watching and waiting for them to look away so it can pluck them from their helpless nest and devour them in one gulp. Suddenly, something begins to happen that causes the exec to question his own sanity. He turns to the captain with his mouth agape. “Ok sir, what do you call what it’s doing now?”

Before their very eyes, the bird like vessel faded into nothingness. Just as the first officer had suggested, it began to ripple and fade then became invisible but this time right in front of them, almost as if it the alien crew wanted them to know they had the power to do it. Both officers were speechless. Captain Raster concedes, “You were telling the truth Conrad, it really did, I mean it really was invisible, I mean it is invisible…. Again….”

Conrad bobbles back and forth, looking at the captain then out the window, then back to the captain. He finally makes a suggestion. “Turn this bucket around and get us out of here will ya?”

The captain responds with a bit more rationality in place. “Don’t be silly, we can’t out run them and besides, our engines are off line, remember? We may as well face the music.”

Conrad’s nervous nature is getting the best of him. “Well do something. We don’t want to just sit here and get….. get… whatever it is that creatures like them do to creatures like us.”

A beep from the console indicates an incoming call. Both officers stare at each other again in disbelief. Commander Conrad blurts out his first impression as usual. “Who would be calling us at a time like this?”

The captain examines the communications console, looks out the window again, and then remarks to his exec. “It’s them…. The invisible aliens. They’re calling us.”

“Don’t answer them”, Conrad says bluntly.

The captain touches the control that initiates two way communications between the requester and the ship’s receiver. He answers the call with all the professionalism in his voice that he can muster. “This is Captain Uliva Raster of the Enoran ship Exploration. To whom am I speaking?”

There was a full minute of awkward silence. Finally Captain Raster was about to repeat his message when the alien vessel responded. “I am Bahmon Quark of the Ferengi Alliance. I have items to discuss with your chancellor that may be of mutual interest to us.”

The captain replies with a firm voice. “I’m really sorry to have to disappoint you but we’re sort of dead in the water here. We’re not going anywhere and I don’t think the chancellor takes appointments from alien space ships.”

The first officer motions with his hands across his throat, indicating that he perhaps should not have given up that information. The Ferengi responds to the comment. “I have monitored your situation and I offer assistance. I can repair your engine. May I come aboard your vessel?”

The captain and first officer once again stare in amazement at each other, then out the window. Raster has a smile from ear to ear; Conrad seems on the brink of a nervous breakdown.  The captain continues the dialog with the alien. “Well, um… we don't exactly have the ability to open our hatch in space either. We have to maintain an internal atmosphere in order to breath. We breathe mostly oxygen, what do you breathe, um… do you breathe?”

The Klingon transporter deposited Quark into the cramped cockpit of the Enoran vessel while both captain and first officer gazed out the window at the bird like ship, waiting for a reply. Quark announced his arrival and startled the Enorans. “Of course I do. I breathe air just like you do. All you humanoids are alike, thinking you’re so unique. How arrogant is that?”

The surprise appearance by the Ferengi is too much for Conrad’s frail nerves to handle. He is startled so severely that he simply faints. His body sags in the seat and his head bumps lightly on the thick glass of the side window. The captain tries to maintain his composure but he too is startled by the sudden appearance of their guest. Their previous encounter with the Ferengi illustrated no where near this level of technology. The previous aliens had simply towed their broken ship back to the repair station and had docked along side their vessel. This was more like a fantasy than reality but Captain Raster realized that everything he experienced for the rest of his life may appear to be more and more fantastic as they evolve into long range space travel. He welcomed the change.  Stuttering with excitement he spoke to the Ferengi visitor. “How…. What….. Where did you come from? I mean, how did you do that?”

Quark gawks and smiles, realizing he must seem near god like to the Enoran. “Trust me when I say we have lots to discuss.” He points to the copilot and inquires, “Is he going to be alright? I don’t know about your metabolism but I have some pharmaceuticals that can fix him right up. He’ll be as calm as a Baleuvian sparrow cat in no time.”

Captain Raster glances at his copilot then quickly back to Quark. “um, I think he will be ok, he has fainted from the excitement. The Enorans are a timid species. Most of us prefer to be alone and limit socialization to our immediate family. Strangers tend to make most of us…. anxious. Fortunately that trait seems to have skipped me for some reason. I rather enjoy excitement. Tell me, why did your friends in the other Ferengi ship run away when you appeared?”

Quark raises his brow in surprise. “You knew they were there? I suspect they were trying to remain undetected in the distance waiting for trouble to befall you. It doesn’t matter now. Those were not my friends. They um…. recognized my ship and rather than cause an incident, they chose to leave the area. A wise choice on their part I must say. I have been monitoring them too and believe me when I say; they are not your friends either. Focus your scanners on coordinates three five two, by one four seven, mark one zero nine and you will see they are still here, watching to see what I will do.”

The captain adjusts his equipment and finds the Ferengi ship exactly where Quark the Ferengi said it was. “But they have helped us on two different occasions with our faulty engine. Surely you are mistaken about them.”

Quark rolls his eyes in disbelief and remarks “Ok my new friend, believe whatever you wish. Just understand that I am here to help you. I would like to arrange a meeting with your chancellor to discuss a commerce agreement. I have a proposition involving the safety of the entire planet. I’m sure he will want to hear what I have to say and it will be mutually beneficial to both of us. In the mean time, as a token of my good intensions, I am going to repair your warp engine and then take you on a tour of your own solar system in your very own ship. Sit back and relax gentlemen, you are in for the ride of your lives.” Quark kicks back as if he owns the ship. His smile fades quickly as he again notices the unconscious first officer. He motions to him and says, “Wake him up will you, he’s making me nervous.”

CHAPTER SIX

The Enterprise slips slowly through space, limited to impulse propulsion. A full day has been lost while repair crews assessed and repaired the damage caused by the non-terminated conduit and resulting plasma fire. Two emergency bulkheads had been fused in place by the intense heat of raw plasma accumulations and had to be cut away. BBS Fleet regulations demanded an immediate return to space dock for repairs in this situation. Safety protocols allowed for the loss of only one emergency bulkhead while operations were underway. The captain made exception to that protocol and instructed the engineering team to come up with an alternative countermeasure that would satisfy the safety protocols and still allow the Enterprise to go forward and complete the mission while minimizing the risk. Commander LaForge devised a plan to replace the damaged bulkheads with structural force fields and this appeared to do the trick. Geordi and the captain concurred on the solution and requested approval from BBS Fleet Command to continue on to Enora Prime having these safety adaptations in place. In reality the force fields provided more protection against fire or other atmospheric threats such as depressurization than did the physical bulkheads. The captain commended Geordi on his ingenuity and ordered him to submit a design change initiative that reflected the engineer's innovative ideas. 

Picard sat in his ready room reading through one of the reports submitted by a crewmember on plans to improve his personal safety performance. He had one leg propped on his work station, the other on the floor. He slouched a bit and relaxed comfortably since no one was in the room with him. His right leg rested on the table top; his foot and ankle dangled from the edge tapping silently in mid air to the rhythm of Boccherine playing quietly in the background. The door chime sounded and he immediately dropped his foot to the floor. He responded to the request for entry. “Come.”

The doors open and LaForge steps inside, uniform worn and noticeably dirty from the repair activities. “May I speak with you captain?”

The captain placed his document storage unit on the table and stood to his feet. “Computer, end music. Of course Geordi, come in…. have a seat…..” Motioning towards the guest sofa, he realizes mid sentence that the filthy engineer should perhaps remain standing for this particular visit. “…. Or perhaps not.” Geordi was already aware of this fact. “How are the repairs progressing commander?”

Geordi was uncomfortable with his untidy appearance. “I apologize for my uniform captain. It’s quite a mess in that riser space right now. I should get cleaned up and come back later.”

Captain Picard shakes his head and motions palms out. “No need to apologize commander, you do whatever is necessary to get those engines back online. Just do it safely, that's all I ask. Now, how may I be of assistance?”

Geordi begins his report with trepidation, anticipating the captain’s reaction will not be favorable. “Well captain, the good news is the repairs should be completed within the hour and warp speed available shortly after that.”

“That is very good news, there’s bad news?”

“I’m afraid so captain.”

Picard inhales deeply, tugs his tunic down and walks to the replicator. He makes the usual request. “Tea, Earl Grey, hot.”

The beverage materializes on the small shelf at just the right temperature for consumption. Geordi waits patiently for his signal to speak as the captain takes the tea to the work station and sits down. He samples the tea’s aroma, then takes a sip, sets the cup on the table and addresses the chief engineer. “I find bad news goes down much easier with a cup of tea commander. Would you like some?”

Geordi politely declines the offer. “Thank you sir, I wouldn’t care for any.”

The captain, feeling uncomfortable sitting while Geordi stands, decided to stand as well. “Please, go on commander.” 

The engineer takes a deep breath himself now and begins the bad report. “At zero four thirty hours this morning a member of my team was injured while assessing the riser space. She was under my direct supervision captain so I wanted to be the one to tell you personally.”

Picard pauses in mid sip and inquires, “Who was it? Is it serious?”

Geordi continues. “It was Ensign Saan Lee sir. She’s recovering in sick bay from a broken arm and some pretty serious tissue damage. It was a near amputation captain.”

The captain frowns and simultaneously displays concern and disappointment. His countenance is crystal clear in its message and the engineer continues his explanation in hopes of making the bad situation a bit more palatable for the captain. “I understand you gave clear instructions in regards to safety performance and I know BBS Fleet is concerned as well about our….. lag in performance. I should have informed you about this at the time it occurred sir but... well I did call for you but commander Riker said you had been up all night and were resting. I didn’t want to disturb you nor did I want you to hear it from anyone but me. I asked Riker to allow me to be the one to tell you sir, since it was my responsibility.”

In response to the perception that LaForge was extremely uncomfortable and about to take more than his share of the burden on his shoulders, Picard took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. He held up a hand to stop the commander while he considered the situation. He then corrected his tense posture and appearance with an understanding show of strength and kindness and responded in the manner of a true leader. “Geordi, I appreciate your consideration for my rest and I surely respect your recognition and acceptance of your responsibility in the matter but in the future I urge you… and all my officers, to wake me if situations arise concerning an injured crewmember or anything concerning the safety of the ship or her crew. Now please, sit down and tell me exactly what happened. Was an observation being performed when the incident occurred? Was she alone or part of a team? Were there any more injuries involved?”

Geordi turns the chair as if to sit then thinks better of it and remains standing. “No other injuries captain. I assembled the assessment team at twenty three twenty hours, just after the fire was extinguished. We had a complete safety stand down and hazard analysis on the tasks ahead of us and everyone was eager to perform observations or to be observed, whichever the situation called for on each job. Ensign Lee is our Local Safety Improvement Team representative so she knows the procedures concerning BBS observations when performing emergency work better than any of us. Teams of two or more were sent on assessment tours of the riser space and ensign Lee and I were teamed up together surveying sections nineteen and twenty. We entered at section twenty two and made our way down. When we reached section nineteen we noticed another emergency bulkhead hadn’t fully withdrawn. The proximity sensors must have malfunctioned since the computer said it was fully open when it really wasn’t. The ensign is a much smaller person than me and there was barely enough room for her to squeeze through the crack to assess the damage on the other side of the bulkhead. We discussed the safety considerations and both agreed that the bulkhead wouldn’t shift since it had been fused at the riser shaft intersection by the plasma. We both felt pretty comfortable with her squeezing through to the other side to have a look. That turned out to be a mistake.”

While commander LaForge explained the details of the incident, Captain Picard called up a diagram of the emergency bulkhead system in order to better understand the events that were being described. He pointed to a section of the bulkhead diagram and asked, “So the bulkhead was only partially opened, but enough for Ensign Lee to pass through to the other side here?”

“Yes captain, only this illustration is the emergency bulkhead at section twenty four…” Geordi pulled up another diagram and continues. “Ensign Lee and I were at section nineteen, here. Do you see the difference?”

Picard studied both diagrams for a moment and responded. “They look identical.”

Geordi switched to split screen mode to show both diagrams at the same time. “Indeed they do captain. From looking at these diagrams, which is exactly what the ensign and I did before going in, one would think they were identical. I’ve updated the database since the accident. Now look at them from a different perspective.”

Another touch of the panel switched the view again to reveal the opposing side and the captain responded immediately to the new diagrams. “Yes, I see. The riser space is much larger below section nineteen to accommodate the fore and aft spaces. Someone standing on the emergency bulkhead from the lower section could cause it to rotate through the enlarged space even though it may appear to be fused at the intersection.”

Geordi concurred. “And that’s exactly what happened sir. When the rotation occurred it pinched ensign Lee’s arm between the bulkhead itself and the conduit assembly below…. and almost severed it. I called for an emergency site to site transport directly to sick bay and thankfully the EMH was able to save her life and the arm. I’m very sorry captain. We did everything we thought possible at the time to work safely and this still happened.”

Picard stood and tugged down on his shirt. He took a quick short breath and said, “Come with me commander.” They exited the ready room.

CHAPTER SEVEN

The Emergency Holographic doctor stood beside Ensign Saan Lee and monitored her vitals from the display above her head. He spoke aloud in an attempt to encourage the injured officer. “Heart rate eighty seven, BP one fifty over eighty nine, respiration forty two. You’re going to have to calm down. Do you require another sedative ensign?”

Ensign Saan remained silent and stared at the ceiling. The doctor made an attempt to comfort his patient. “The captain will understand ensign. Accidents do happen, regardless of what he or anyone else thinks.”

This remark drew a response from the tiny ensign. “Don’t let him hear you say that. Besides, who are you to make such a comment? You’re just a computer program. You don’t make mistakes or have accidents or…. wear the wrong outfit to dinner….. or use the wrong fork! You’re just a hologram.”

The doctors left brow raises four centimeters in response to the coldness of Ensign Lee’s comment. “I may only be a hologram ensign, but as a medical professional I am programmed to simulate feelings. You do not have to insult me.”

The ensign sighs and attempts to apologize. “I’m sorry doctor….. doctor….. What is your name anyway?”

“I don’t have a name, doctor will suffice ensign.”

The fact that he had no name made him even less tangible to the injured ensign but she tried to be nicer to him anyway. “I don’t mean to be rude to you doctor. It’s just that Captain Picard had just requested our personal safety performance plan. I submitted my report less than five hours before I had the accident. Now he’s going to see to it that I get transferred off the Enterprise for sure. BBS Fleet will probably find some reason to put me out all together and I’ll be sent home in disgrace all because I can’t walk and chew gum at the same time. Do you know what disgrace feels like doctor no name?”

The EMH shakes his head. “You are being ridiculous ensign. The captain is just a bit more understanding than your fears suggest. Underneath that stern military exterior lies a very caring individual. Trust me. I’ve witnessed his reflective moods. He can be very philosophical at times. Why it was only last week, he was laying right there where you are, in that very spot and I was working on his injury. It should be noted that he was injured while playing. At least you were working ensign. There’s a lot to be said for that.”

She moves her arm tentatively as the doctor speaks. Even though the arm is completely healed, it will take three weeks for the nerves to readjust from the trauma. The pain sensation will be somewhat uncomfortable during this period. She responded with even more frustration. “I know, but he’s the captain. It’s ok for him to get hurt.”

The doctor enters her vital sign information into his log. He shakes his head to the contrary regarding her comment. “Nonsense ensign.”

Picard and LaForge entered sick bay just in time to hear her last comment. The EMH doctor looked up and extended greetings to the captain and the engineer. 

“Ah, come in gentlemen. Captain Picard. How’s the clavicle? Healing satisfactorily?”

Picard eyes the doctor with frustration but ignores his questions. Now was not the time to address his ailment. There were more serious matters at hand. He looked at Ensign Lee and displayed a fatherly smile. Reaching out to take her hand, the ensign responds with surprise. The captain tries to comfort her. “Ensign, I’ve only just now heard of your injury. I’m very sorry for your pain and I will do everything I can to make you more comfortable. How are you feeling?”

Saan Lee swallows hard, in disbelief of what she’s hearing. She had imagined all sorts of horrible things happening at this moment. During a twilight nap induced by sedatives she had dreamt the captain had entered sickbay and literally ejected her into space for fouling the ship’s safety performance record. When she awoke from the dream she continued to imagine similar horrors taking place. One fictional event had the captain ordering the EMH to cease treatment and induce suffering instead as payment for her risky behavior and the resulting accident. The reality and relief of this moment brought tears to her eyes. She sobbed uncontrollably as she attempted to respond to captain Picard’s inquiry. “I fe fe ee ee el much be be ee tter now sir, thank you for a a a asking.” 

The captain stepped closer to the emotional officer. “It’s going to be alright ensign, really. I am sincerely concerned for your well being. You have suffered a very serious injury. The main concern now is to repair your body and ensure your good health. I am very glad that you are still with us. It could have easily not have been so considering the seriousness of your injury. I commend Commander LaForge for his rapid response and we are all very grateful to our Holographic doctor who has indeed saved your life.”

The doctor beams with pride and chimes in. “That is very true captain. She would have bled to death in less than eight minutes had I not been here to stop it.”

Picard gave an irritated look to the EMH, sending unspoken signals for him to shut up, but only replied with…

“Thank you doctor.”

The doctor’s facial expressions said “well, it’s true”, but his mouth said nothing more. The captain continued comforting the injured officer.  “I know that I have recently directed much attention to individual safety performance. I was just reading your personal report before Geordi told me of your incident. You have a very good head on your shoulders and many innovative ideas concerning safety. Ensign, right now you are most likely experiencing an inordinate amount of anxiety and even feelings of guilt over your accident. I want you to put all that out of your mind. Please believe me when I say I do not blame you for what has happened. Commander LaForge has explained the situation to me in detail and I firmly believe you were not at fault. The incident was unique and the circumstances unforeseeable. Now please understand that I’m not making excuses for accidents, and I do still believe that we can prevent them all from happening provided we take the time to think about what we do. What I’m trying to say is that I take some of the responsibility for your injury myself and I deeply apologize for that. I understand how easy it is to say the words ‘be safe’, but recent events have also caused me to realize how difficult it is to walk the talk when the pressure is on. I have learned a valuable lesson from your misfortune ensign and from my own as well. I will not allow your injury to be in vain. I need to know that you understand that.”

Ensign Lee wipes the tears from her eyes and smiles. “Thank you captain. You can’t imagine how much better it makes me feel to hear you say that.” She giggled and smiled which caused the captain and Geordi to smile as well. “I am so very sorry for ruining our performance stats captain.” 

The captain interrupts her. “It’s alright ensign. It happened and it’s over, I want you to concentrate on healing and getting back to your duties. You are a valuable member of the crew and we will not be quite the same without you. Everyone will learn from this experience and the entire Fleet will be better at what we do as a result of it, agreed?”

Ensign Lee smiles and says, “Agreed sir”

Picard stands tall, tugs at his tunic and instructs the ensign on her next order of business. “Now, get better. That’s an order!” He winks, gives a hint of a smile and turns to commander LaForge. “Commander, Let me know when warp speed is available. Please be safe commander.” He turns and exits the sick bay.

The EMH doctor considers himself snubbed and expresses his discontent by speaking to the captain long after the doors have closed behind him. “Aye captain, I will continue to render my usual excellent medical assistance. There’s no need to overly commend me, I’m only a computer program.”

CHAPTER EIGHT

The Enoran governmental council has convened to extend their gratitude to the Ferengi alien who calls himself Quark. Not only had he repaired the Exploration’s warp drive but he had then supervised the mapping and exploration of the entire Enorus solar system on board the Exploration, serving as temporary captain. His knowledge of star charts and navigational techniques involving the creative use of gravitational bodies was impressive. He had also initiated a three month exploratory mission plan to completely map the Kutaera cloud. It was a very exciting plan and the entire Enoran governmental body was in awe of the cleverness of Quark the Ferengi. 

The council was mesmerized as Quark promised the sharing of technologies beyond their wildest dreams. He told them of dozens of species, some friendly and some not. Perhaps the single most important bit of information the Ferengi shared with the Enoran council was his eagerness to share something he called Behavior Based Safety. Quark proclaimed to be a representative of a Federation of safe planets and he was offering to be the Enoran sponsor for membership. He further informed them that if they were willing to invest in the prosperity of the Federation, the federation would in turn share the secrets to success enjoyed by dozens of other member planets of the Federation of Safe Planets. Quark spoke for hours on the subject of commerce, technology and safety. Everyone present listened intently as he spoke. 

“…. the absolute importance of a viable, functional yet user friendly safety program is paramount to every civilization Chancellor, in the general population, in the home, at play and especially at work. Safety is more than a condition of employment you know…. Safety is a condition of the quality of our very lives.”

The chancellor sat at the head of the table and marveled at the insight and wisdom of this Quark character. He paid close attention to every word that was spoken by the Ferengi and nodded in agreement repeatedly. 

Quark continued his oration. “I represent a planetary Federation that believes in a process statistically proven on dozens of worlds to reduce risks and to eliminate fatality. The BBS Federation has sent me as ambassador with the hope that you will invest in your planet’s future and your citizen’s well being.”

Everyone nodded in agreement and Quark felt confident that he had convinced the council of his friendly intent and he quickly moved in for the final reward.  “I’m sure we can come to some mutual agreement then as to what price you would be willing to pay for such a program. Can we really ever put a price on the safety and well being of our citizens?”

CHAPTER NINE

Captain Picard exits the turbo lift onto the bridge and addresses Worf. “Commander, try hailing Enora Prime again.” 

Worf touches the communications panel and gives a frustrated look. “No response captain. We are still on the outer boundaries of communication range. The Enorans may not be receiving our signal at this time.”

The Captain nods. “Continue hailing them at regular intervals Mr. Worf.”

“Aye sir” Warf replies.

Riker approaches the helm station and inquires. “Estimated time to arrival Mr. Data”

Data does not look to any ship system to aid him in his estimation and calculates it immediately in his head. “Nine hours, forty two minutes sir.”

Captain Picard stood near the turbo lift door through which he had just entered the bridge. He pauses for another moment and then heads towards the captain’s ready room. “Number one, you have the bridge. Councilor, you’re with me.”

Commander Riker acknowledges his duties as councilor Troi leaves her station. She and the captain exit the bridge and enter the ready room. The captain sits behind the work station and councilor Troi remains standing, ready to respond to any inquiry he may have. 

“Have a seat Councilor. Please tell me, what do we really know about the Enorans?”

Deanna responds to his inquiry. “We only have general information on them at this time. We know that they function within a two party political system much like Earth. The planet is divided between northern and southern continents with much of the political division along those same lines. There are unilateral efforts emanating from the North to expand their influence in the areas of space exploration. The south seems a bit more conservative in that area. BBS Fleet is not in possession of the complete DB database as of yet and it was my intention to contact the blind’s commander once we were in range. I will be able to update our files at that time.”

The captain listens attentively, nods in understanding and responds. “Make it so councilor. I will need every bit of information available to me when we arrive. I trust there will be some sort of data concerning the recent dealings with the Ferengi as well. I prefer to know what I’m up against before too late in the game.”

Deanna maintains eye contact with the captain as she responds. “I will begin trying to make contact with the DB as soon as I can captain.” The captain has always been difficult to read telepathically from her point of view. He was a constant flurry of thoughts and always on the brink of solving a puzzle in his mind or formulating a plan to improve one thing or another. His emotions were not at all connected to his surface thoughts. 

He dismisses her politely. “Thank you councilor.”

She stands and exits the ready room. The captain leaves a moment later and takes turbo lift three to the sick bay. He is very careful and sniffs the air suspiciously. He is happy to find everything normal. As he enters sick bay, he speaks to the computer. “Activate EMH.”

The emergency medical hologram appears with it’s standard inquiry. “Please state the nature of your medical emergency.” Recognizing the captain he reacts with surprise. “Captain, has there been another accident?”

For a split second captain Picard is annoyed that his presence in sick bay suggests another accident has happened. Frustration is evident in his voice. “No doctor. I am here for two reasons, most importantly to inquire on the status of Ensign Lee. Is she progressing satisfactorily?”

“Yes captain, I released her to normal duties this morning at zero eight hundred hours. I’m happy to say that although she’ll feel strange sensations as the nerves reacquaint themselves with her nervous system, she has recovered one hundred percent. Not even a scar to remind her of the incident. It’s only a bad memory for her now captain.”

“And for all of us doctor.”

“Yes, I suppose that’s true.” The doctor appeared to be distracted for a second, if it is possible for a computer controlled hologram to be distracted. “What was the other reason for your visit captain?”

“Ah, my collar bone. It is still extremely painful. I think something has not healed properly. Please examine it and see what you can do.”

“Of course captain, why didn’t you say something to me sooner? There’s no reason for you to walk around in pain.”

The holographic doctor waves a medical sensor in the vicinity of Captain Picard’s left shoulder and raises his brow in surprise.

“It’s no wonder you’re in pain captain, the conoid ligament is surrounded by inflammation. It’s really quite fascinating how the human shoulder mechanism functions to support the wide range of movement it’s capable of. The problem you’re experiencing is quite elementary. The lateral portion of the clavicle, or the collar bone as you call it, corresponds to the interval between the attachments of the Pectoralis major and Deltoideus. In your case….” 

Captain Picard endures the doctor’s rambling for a moment then interrupts. “Doctor.”

“Yes captain?” The EMH responds. 

“Can you fix it?” Asks the captain.

“Well of course I can, I’m a doctor.” The apparent personality of the EMH is a compilation of several of BBS Fleet’s medical staff. Often, those who have had first hand experience with one or more of those doctors recognize these personality traits. Captain Picard detects a slight personality trait of a former Fleet medical icon and remembers fondly his one time meeting with him.

 “Then please proceed. I am in a bit of a hurry.”

“Haste makes waste captain.” The EMH proceeds with no further anatomy lesson. A few quick passes of the tissue regenerator completes the task with very little effort eliminating the majority of the captain’s discomfort.  The doctor approaches with a hypo spray. 

The captain leans away from the doctor and inquires. “What is that doctor?”

The EMH stops and holds the hypo spray up a bit to display it’s contents. “A simple combination analgesic, anti-inflammatory compound. It will ease the pain and speed the healing process.”

Captain Picard relaxes and the EMH administers the injection. “How is that captain?”

Picard moves his arm timidly through a circular motion and expresses approval. “Much better doctor. Thank you.”

A look of pride washes over the doctor as if he had just delivered a baby. “You’re very welcome captain, and might I commend you on your bedside manner with Ensign Lee on the day of her injury. She was very anxious over how you were going to react. You handled that situation in the finest traditions of the captaincy.”

The captain attempts to match the doctor’s complimentary comments. “Thank you doctor. I’m glad you approve, and may I commend you as well on saving Ensign Lee’s arm and indeed her life. I’ve gained a much broader appreciation for the fact that we have you on board, especially in the absence of our standard medical crew.”

The doctor beamed once again with pride as the captain’s complimentary statement began but his countenance dropped sharply when Picard included the qualifier about the absent medical team. Dr Crusher and her staff had been dispatched to Talben IX along with dozens of other BBS Fleet medical personnel to treat an outbreak of Loxioun Fever. Her experience with this highly infectious disease had indicated that she and her team should respond in force and she was not expected back for several months. 

The doctor sarcastically voiced his disappointment in the captain’s restricted compliment. “Well…. So much for your bedside manner captain.”

Again frustrated, the captain tries to recover “Doctor, I didn’t mean to say that…” Picard slides down from the examination table and heads for the door. “Never mind. Why am I apologizing to a hologram?” He turns the lights off as he exits. “Computer, terminate EMH.” The doctor vanishes

Picard turned right and headed once again for the turbo lift. He tapped his communicator and hailed LaForge. “Picard to engineering”

Geordi answered immediately. “LaForge here captain.

Picard steps into the lift. “Geordi, are you available? I need to get clarification from you on several points of confusion concerning the refit and current engine ratings.”

Geordi was climbing down the ladder after leaving the warp converter coil assembly, one deck above. “Yes sir. I’m on my way.”

“Not necessary commander. I’m heading to engineering now.” The captain issues the command for the lift to move. “Computer, deck ten.”

“Aye sir, LaForge out.” Geordi acknowledges the captain’s intent. 

When the captain arrives in engineering, commander LaForge is kneeling in front of a plasma junction examining it for correctness. He has instructed the computer to assure proper termination on the other end. The computer answers the call for verification to a particular conduit. “Confirmed, conduit three seven zero properly terminates in Geoffreys tube six, section thirty nine. Plasma level in that conduit is currently none.”

Geordi stands and greets the captain’s curious look with an explanation. “Come in captain. I’m going through item by item, everything the refit crew touched to make sure it looks right. I don’t want another incident to occur like we’ve already had.”

The captain is impressed and asks an obvious question. “Have you found any more discrepancies?”

Geordi’s response is surprising. “Indeed I have captain. There were three other conduits and a power coupling that weren’t properly connected. Luckily they belong to redundant systems and haven’t been placed online since we left the dock. 

The captain nods in approval. “It’s a good thing you’re performing the checks then commander. Thank you for taking the initiative. Now see if you can explain this to me.” Picard issues a command to the computer. “Computer, access all upgrade summaries prefixed seventeen point one four nine and display on this terminal.”

The computer chirps and the reports are displayed on the terminal screen. 

Picard points to the screen. “Yes, here it is. Can you explain this to me Geordi?” He indicates a particular table of numbers on the display screen. “Our maximum speed prior to refit here, was warp eight point nine zero nine but according to this summary we now have a maximum speed of eight point nine zero two as indicated here. How is that possible? It was my understanding that the refit would increase our warp capability by a full seven percent. This suggests a decrease.”

Geordi is shaking his head and acknowledging the captains observations. “That’s correct captain. I noticed the same discrepancy the night before we got underway. I looked into it and according to the detailed specifications written by Fleet Engineering, this summary reflects the maximum recommended sustainable output through the standard twenty parsecs of travel. The actual maximum warp capability of our engines was increased to nine point five three two but since that is beyond red line for that same distance on the chart; it’s not mentioned in the refit summary. But that is an increase of exactly seven percent sir. The lowered recommended red line is what caused the seeming discrepancy between the initial reports and the final charts reflected here captain.” 

The captain nods in understanding. “I see. Confusing at best but understandable when explained by my chief engineer. Thank you Geordi.”

Geordi looks the captain in the eye. “You’re very welcome captain.” He then looks back to the computer terminal.

Captain Picard prepares another inquiry. “Commander.”

“Yes captain?” Geordi responds. 

“Where is Ensign Lee?” The captain turns his head left and right looking around the engineering space just in case he over looked her. 

Geordi checks the time on the terminal screen and replies. “Her shift doesn’t come on for another hour captain. Would you like me to call her in early?”

Picard shakes his head. “No, of course not. I just wanted to see how she was doing. Perhaps I’ll speak with her later.”

Commander LaForge puts in a good word for the ensigh. “She’s a good officer captain. She has lots of energy and she’s a very intelligent woman. Nothing gets past her on the technical or the safety side. She’s even compiled a list of conditions to submit to the ‘at-risk conditions’ sub-committee at the next LSIT meeting as a result of her accident. I’m fortunate to have her on my team sir.”

Picard encourages LaForge. “You are indeed commander. Make sure you let her know that with every opportunity.”

“I already do sir.” Geordi agrees. 

The captain prepares to leave. “Very well, carry on with your duties commander. Oh, we’ll be entering orbit around Enora Prime in approximately eight hours barring any unforeseen interferences. Once we drop out of warp and establish orbit we’ll have an opportunity to do a thorough ship wide diagnostic. Please let me know of anything unusual that may turn up as a result of it.”

LaForge acknowledges. “Aye sir.”

CHAPTER TEN (The video begins here)

Captain’s log, BBS date six one three, two four point nine. The Enterprise is on route to the Enoran cluster, a series of systems located beyond the Kutaera Nebula. After several unplanned delays we are within range and have made several failed attempts to establish contact with the Enoran Chancellor. It is our intent to establish a dialog  with  him and extend an invitation for membership into the Federation of Safe Planets. We have become aware of certain interferences and we will be investigating those as well..

The ship approaches Enora Prime. Commander Riker sits in the command chair and instructs the helmsman on the desired procedure. “Standard orbit Mr. Data.” 

Data repeats the order back in acknowledgement. “Aye sir, standard orbit.” Data moves his hands over the helm panel with surgical precision and maneuvers the ship into orbit around the planet effortlessly. The turbo lift doors open and Captain Picard steps out onto the bridge. 

Warf announces his arrival. “Captain on the bridge”

“As you were” Picard responds. He walks to his right and approaches the science station where Dianna Troi is interfacing with an access panel. 

The captain inquires as to her progress. “Councilor, what have you learned?”

The councilor begins to share the information she has gathered on the inhabitants of Enora Prime. “The Chancellor is a member of the Auteut political party. They are the ruling conservative coalition on the planet at this time. The Enorans are a noble species… and peaceful. They are actually very timid and violence is alien to them. They are technologically advanced, much more than we were first aware of. They put great emphasis on individual safety. They have been aware of other species in the galaxy for a very long time but were uninterested in communicating until recently. They prefer to remain isolated.”

 “Speculate. Why have they changed their minds and developed a space program?”

“Outside influences have brought confusion to the planet. More recently, it appears someone is vollying for their attention and there is division among the Enorans as a result.”

“Outside influences? Could that refer to the Ferengi?”

“That information isn’t contained in the database captain.”

“Thank you Dianna. Mr. Worf, open a ship wide channel. 

Picard leaves Dianna and sits in the command chair. Commander Worf touches the controls on the tactical/communication station and acknowledges the captains order 

“Channel open sir”

 “Attention all hands, this is the captain. We have finally arrived at our destination and are currently establishing an orbit around Enora prime. Terminate all non essential operations and prepare for ship wide safety stand down and complete systems diagnostic.” The captain hesitates, almost terminates the communication, and then makes one further comment. “Congratulations on a job well done. If it’s of interest to anyone, ship to shore liberty begins in six hours. You’ve earned it. Picard out.”

Cheers erupt throughout the ship. Dianna Troi smiles and takes her seat on the captain’s left as Commander Worf addresses the captain with typically simultaneous Klingon arrogance and respect. “Captain.”  

Picard turns his attention to the tactical officer. “Yes Mr. Worf.”

Worf reports injury statistics to the captain. “Sick bay has reported numerous minor injuries, bumps AND bruises. Perhaps you should take this opportunity to mention Behavioral Based Safety and encourage more observations prior to releasing the crew for liberty.” Commander Worf always acts as if his are superior ideas. A slight smirk can always be seen on his face as he offers his superiors advice almost as if to say I thought of this before you did. 

The captain respects the proud heritage of his tactical officer and finds it in his best interest to readily accept the council of the junior officer. He views the act of surrounding himself with galaxy wise individuals as a first step towards success in every aspect of his career. His respect for Mr. Worf is apparent. “Good idea Mr. Worf. Recommendation noted. Councilor, have you detected any lull in the crew’s attention to detail?”

Deanna tilts her head as if thinking, then responds to the captain. “No sir…. Not really. Just the usual fatigue associated with the long journey. The frustrations we encountered along the way seem to have been accepted by everyone as a learning experience and I consider that a good thing. I don’t think we have anything to be alarmed about at this time captain.”

Picard nods while maintaining a professional expression. “Very well, please give particular attention to the crew in the next few hours. I don’t want fatigue or anything else to cause any further interference. Have each crew leader initiate a thirty-minute timeout to refresh his team and focus everyone’s attention back on the business of safety. That’s what we’re here for.”

Councilor Troi acknowledges the captain’s order. “Aye captain” She stands and exits the bridge. 

The captain continues his response to Worf’s suggestion. “I’ll make an all hands address before anyone beams down to the surface Mr. Worf. In the mean time….” Picard tugs at his tunic in signature fashion. “…Let’s all do our jobs as safely as possible. Number one, you have the bridge. I’ll be in my ready room.” 

Picard leaves his station and proceeds to the ready room. Riker acknowledges his orders and the diagnostic tests of the post refit systems. “Computer….”

The computer signals that it awaits a command. “chirp”

Riker continues. “Begin ship wide system shutdown with full diagnostic of all systems in ten minutes. Notify engineering when diagnostics are complete, one minute interval, audible count down. Mark.”

The computer responds to his order with a chirp and a verbal response. “Instruction acknowledged. Ship wide shutdown and diagnostic will commence in nine minutes fifty four seconds. All command functions will be offline while diagnostic is in progress. Estimated procedure duration, three hours, twenty one minutes.”

Riker provides confirmation to the computer that it understood his order correctly. “Confirmed” The first officer then hails the chief engineer. “Riker to LaForge”

Lieutenant Commander Geordi LaForge is busily going about various functions in engineering. His visor fits neatly over his eyes as he examines a dilythium reaction chamber. He acknowledges the first officers hail. “LaForge here, go ahead commander.”

Commander Riker makes a request. “Geordie, do you have time for me to conduct a BBS observation while you prep for the shutdown?” Worf indicates pleasure at hearing the commander had taken his hint. 

LaForge accepts. “I certainly do commander. Come on down and observe away. Better bring a flashlight though. It’s gonna get pretty dark down here in about nine and a half minutes.” 

“I’m on my way Geordi, Mr. Worf man the bridge. I’ll be right back.” The commander hands off control of the bridge to the tactical officer. The bridge crew understands the protocol and although it is not always the next senior officer that is given the responsibility, it is understood that the job gets passed around to hone their skills. In the event a verbal command is not given, the next senior officer steps up to take the responsibility on his or her own.  Commander Worf acknowledges the responsibility and takes a seat in the command chair.

“Aye sir”

Commander Riker heads towards the turbo lift in his usual John Wayne style and is intercepted by Data. “Commander Riker”

Riker stops in response to the second officer. “Yes Mr. Data?”

Data formulates his question so that it will not appear to be posed from a paranoid point of view. “Councilor Troi’s analysis of the inhabitants of Enora Prime would indicate there safety reputation has perhaps elicited covert interference regarding Behavioral Based Safety. Do you not consider it more than a coincidence, especially considering our intentions with them in regards to BBS?”

Commander Riker dismisses Data’s concern and half heartedly makes a joke of his paranoid suspicions. “Sometimes a coincidence is just that….a coincidence. Do you have a conspiracy theory Mr. Data?” Riker shows his amusement and commander Worf displays a bit of Klingon indignation as he observes the conversation. 

Commander Data explains his reasons for concern. “I am simply suggesting that it could indeed be more than a coincidence commander.”

Commander Worf speaks up, seizing the opportunity to have his opinion heard. “I suggest we raise shields and stand at yellow alert for the duration of our stay here. We can never be too safe. This could be a trap and we are as vulnerable as a sleeping kolaar beast.”

Riker holds up the timeout signal and once again expresses his amusement with the commentary he’s hearing from the bridge officers. “Hold on a minute. I think we may all be a little paranoid after a very long trouble infested trip. Now everyone calm down. We will be perfectly safe. Besides, we can’t raise the shields without disrupting the scheduled shutdown and diagnostic procedure and the captain has already explained how badly we need to get that done. Just keep your eyes open for anything unusual.”

Data responds without emotion. “Aye sir”

Worf rolls his Klingon eyes and puffs a bit showing his disapproval. Commander Riker steps into the turbo lift and instructs the computer on his destination. “Deck ten”

“Chirp. Ship wide shutdown and diagnostic will commence in nine minutes.”

The sounds of the turbo lift’s servos are heard as the elevator begins to move. A moment later the door opens and Riker steps out into the passageway leading to engineering. Three steps later the ship is rocked by a series of external explosions. Riker is nearly knocked off his feet. He touches his comm. badge and requests information. “Riker to bridge, REPORT.”

Commander Worf responds via the comm.-link, “Commander, a Klingon vessel has decloaked off our starboard bow. They are firing low yield interruptors. Brace for impact!” 

Another explosion sends the commander reeling across the passage way. He touches a computer panel on the bulkhead and shouts an order. “Red Alert! Raise shields, all hands man your battle stations. Captain to the bridge, I’m on my way Mr. Worf.”He pushes off the bulkhead as another volley impacts. He turns around and heads back to the bridge. 

Captain Picard makes an attempt to exit his ready room to the bridge but is jarred off his feet by the results from photon weapons fire interacting with the shields of the Enterprise. Another explosion causes him to bump his head on the doorframe and he slides to the floor and lays motionless. 

The bridge is shaken again by another blast from the Klingon vessel. Riker steps onto the bridge and shouts through the smoke filled confusion,

“Tactical, report! Where’s the captain?”

Commander Worf responds.

“Shields are at eighty two percent and holding commander, engineering reports damage to structural force fields and one minor injury. Weapons are armed and ready. No word from the captain.”

“Very well Mr. Worf. Prepare to return fire on my command. Mr. Data, bring us about, twenty degrees starboard. Maneuvering thrusters aft one third.”

The captain struggles to his feet and rubs his injured forehead. An abrasion is already visible from his failed conversation with the door frame. He considers yet another ‘I told you so’ conversation with the EMH as he steps out onto the bridge. 

Commander Data is responding to the first officer’s order. “Aye sir, twenty degrees starboard…  Aft thrusters are inoperative commander.”

Commander Worf reports. “Commander, we are being hailed.”

Riker responds with the usual order, “On screen.”

The computer makes another scheduled warning announcement. “Chirp. Ship wide shutdown and diagnostic will commence in eight minutes.”

The view screen, changes from the view of the assailant’s ship to reveal the face of their attacker. It is a Ferengi and a known dealer in artifacts of antiquity, acquisition and information, none of which have any real value. Riker recognizes the face immediately. 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

“QUARK?  Are you crazy? I should blow you right out of orbit you worthless excuse for a tribble salesman.” Riker is unusually annoyed with the dangerous prank being played by their acquaintance. 

The Ferengi responds with arrogant confidence, which includes an attempt at humor. “Sticks and stones commander. I imagined a bit warmer welcome. I was simply trying to get your attention and besides, surprises like this keep you on your toes don’t you think? Did I interrupt a BBS observation?”

The captain takes a position next to the first officer. He is rubbing his banged forehead upon which the abrasion is slowly being joined by a near golf ball sized bump. The greeting he has for their Ferengi friend is not exactly cordial. 

“What do you want Quark? We haven’t time for your nonsense. Tactical, target his engines and fire on my command.”

Worf responds immediately and begins the action then hesitates to see if the captain is serious with the deadly order. 

The face on the screen suddenly shows concern and responds with a slightly less arrogant attitude. “Wait! Wait! Greetings to you too captain Picard. I was just playing with you. I didn’t cause any REAL damage did I? Surely you BBS-ers understand the concept of humor. I remember last time we…..” 

Picard interrupts the annoying Ferengi. “The last time we saw each other was on Jakar III and if I’m not mistaken I received an uninvited knot on my head that day as well. State your business and make it quick before I instruct Mr. Worf to follow through on those orders, we have work to do.”

Riker eyeballs the growing bump on the captain’s head and smirks a bit, then turns away to conceal his misplaced amusement. The captain ignores the insubordinate taunt. 

Quark then makes an attempt to calm the captain by paying what he considers complimentary remarks. “Captain, I’m touched. You remembered our last meeting, and after all this time. We really should see more of each other, don’t you think? I propose we become BBS business partners, I have a great idea….”

Picard interrupts him again, “BBS partner? YOU and me? Every time I see you, someone ends up getting hurt and more often than not, one of them is me. With your foolish pranks and greedy shenanigans, you’re a walking….. or a flying BBS menace and you are certainly not qualified to engage in Behavioral Based Safety partnerships with anyone.” Picard walks to the view screen in an attempt to get in the Ferengi’s face while expressing his displeasure. “And how did you come by that Klingon vessel? You most likely stole it from a sleeping fleet commander who won’t be happy when he catches up with you… and mark my words, he will catch up with you.”
The computer continues announcing like clock work. “Chirp. Ship wide shutdown and diagnostic will commence in seven minutes.”

Quark continues his Ferengi arrogance, trying to distract or at least redirect the captain’s anger. “Now captain, if you didn’t like me so much I’d be offended. I’ll have you know I won this ship fair and square on a daboo table on DS9. The previous owner was very gracious in handing over the controls after he lost her to me. Granted I did find out the next day that he had previously stolen it but none of that is my concern. Winners thinners, losers bruisers, that’s what I always say captain…. which brings me to the reason I’m here.”

Riker and Picard both lean forward in frightful anticipation of the forthcoming revelation and say in unison, “We’re all ears.”

Quark snaped his attention towards the view screen as if to protest the pun, his huge ears becoming even more apparent now than before. He shook his head and smiled, interpreting the joke they made on him as an indication of friendship. 

He responded in kind, “Only in your dreams gentlemen.”

He then turned his back to the screen momentarily to regain his composure. 

He took two paces away then faced the screen once again to continue his oration. “The good citizens below of Enora Prime have agreed that I should be Behavior Based Safety officer for the entire planet. They obviously recognize leadership potential when they see it. Actually I offered them a deal they couldn’t refuse.”

Riker and Picard respond once again in unison. “They’ve WHAT?”

Quark’s countenance stutters a bit. He clears his throat and continues. “I mean…. of course you can understand my concern. I was completely take aback. I didn’t expect it at all, but alas, I had to accept since they so desperately needed someone to help them with their safety program. Their statistics are appalling. It’s simply a mess down there. Why I just finished up an observation on the Chancellor himself right before you arrived.”

The captain and his first officer couldn’t believe their ears. Quark continued his fabrication as if they actually believed him. “The fact is captain, I do feel a bit inadequate since my only real dealing with BBS was the observation you performed on me when I was incarcerated a year ago on the Klingon home world.”

Picard spoke up to clarify one point. “Judging from your mode of transportation, you’re about to have that experience again.”

Riker also offered a comment. “So let me see if I understand correctly. You’ve somehow convinced the people below that you are some kind of BBS guru and you’ve come to ask us to bail you out, is that it?”

Councilor Troi entered the bridge and took her seat to the left of the captain. She gave a concerned look to the damage on the captain’s head.

Quark offered a response to Riker's comments. “Well, that is a somewhat vulgar way of addressing the facts of the matter commander but I must say you’re pretty much to the point. Can you help me?”

Picard replied with indignation. “Out of the question Quark. Once again you’ve managed to dig yourself into a hole.”

Quark flinched at the rejection, his countenance reflecting the indignation. 

Picard continued. “What made you think you were qualified to administer an observation program anyway? You know nothing about it. Has the Ferengi alliance joined the Federation of Safe Planets without my knowledge?”

Quark attempts to express to the contrary. His look suggested that this conversation was not proceeding in the direction that he had hoped. “Well of course I understand that I’m not BBS qualified, that’s why I’m asking for your help captain. Don’t you want the Enorans to join in as an active and safe member of the Federation?”

Picard once more displayed his indignation.  “We will not participate in your deception of the Enorans and especially not when their safety is concerned. It just so happens, we have traveled long and hard to bring them a legitimate Behavioral Based Safety program. We’re not about to take part in your charade nor will we allow you to cause confusion in the process. And be advised, if you fire on us again, joke or not….” The captain lifted his brow and tilted his head towards the viewer for emphasis. “It will take more than a BBS observation to save your hide. Now good day!” He motions and Worf terminates the transmission. The screen goes back to the external view. The bird of prey hangs in space, just in front and to the lower right of the Enterprise.

Riker addressed Picard, “What do you think he’s gonna do?”

“I don’t know what he’s going to do number one, but we need to establish contact with the Enoran chancellor immediately. I want to discuss our BBS proposal before Quark has time to do any more harm.”

Data realized that his suspicions were correct and although not capable of ego, he still experienced the android version of satisfaction in knowing his suspicions were not unwarranted. 

Captain Picard turned to Deanna and requested her input. “Councilor what do you detect from our Ferengi friend?”

Deanna responds with professional observation. “As usual, he’s up to no good captain. I sense the usual greed for personal gain and a total lack of safety concern for anyone. Not even for himself.  He will do much damage if we don’t do something to stop him.”

 The computer chimed again. “Chirp. Ship wide shutdown and diagnostic will commence in four minutes.”

Riker expressed a realistic concern. “Considering the circumstances, I don’t think it’s safe to proceed with this ship wide shutdown, at least not while Quark’s in the neighborhood.”

Captain Picard nods.  “I agree number one. Computer, Pause countdown. State the ramifications on the planned diagnostic if we revert to warm shutdown status rather than cold?”

The computer responds to the captains inquiry. “chirp, some system diagnostics are not possible during warm shutdown conditions due to random plasma flow.”

The captain continues his inquiry.  “Which systems will be adversely affected by this change?”

The computer enumerates the systems that will not be diagnosed if the process is conducted from warm shutdown status. “chirp, Affected systems are, the warp drive, impulse engines, the ships computer, navigation, the replicators, the holodeck, ten forward, starboard and aft shields, stellar cartography, port and forward shields, visual and audible communications, all engineering functions, fire protection systems, manual and automatic maneuvering thrusters….”

Picard interrupts and the seemingly endless list enumerated by the computer stops. “Computer, which systems CAN be diagnosed during a warm shutdown?”

This time the list is very short. “chirp, The ships restroom facilities.”

Picard is again frustrated and shows it with a sigh, “Computer, proceed with the countdown as previously scheduled.”

“Chirp. Ship wide shutdown and diagnostic will commence in three minutes, fifty two seconds.”

The captain thinks for a short minute then addresses his first officer. “Come with me number one. I have an idea”

The Enterprise medical facilities wee empty. The silence within the confines of the sick bay is unnerving. The Emergency Medical Holographic Doctor, although not visible at the moment is always ready to appear when requested. If an occupant is detected , the computer initiates a thirty second countdown which will activate the EMH even if it is not requested verbally. This is to facilitate emergencies where the patients may not be able to speak or request help for themselves. 

Captain Picard and Commander Riker enter and the countdown begins. Picard verbally requests appearance of the doctor. “Activate EMH.”

The Emergency Medical Holographic doctor appears before them as requested and announces himself in the typical EMH fashion. “Please state the nature of your medical emergency.”

Captain Picard addresses the doctor as Riker waits to see what his captain is up to.  “Doctor, I need your help.”

 “Well of course you do, I’m a doctor. Hmmmm, quite a bump you have there captain. At-risk behaviors catching up with you again?” The EMH doctor eyeballs the bump on the captain’s bald head.

Picard waves the doctor off and replies, “No no, I need other assistance. Do you have your autonomous emitter handy?”

The EMH doctor raises an eyebrow, “Emitter? Wrong series captain. That bump on your head may be more serious than you think. Let me examine you for concussion.” The doctor can’t resist another remark even though he knows it will provoke the captain to anger. “Just curious captain, was a BBS observation in progress when…..”

The captain’s frustration grows by leaps and bounds as he interrupts the doctor in mid sentence. “BLAST! Computer, terminate EMH program.”

The doctor was adjusting a tri-corder to perform the exam on the captain’s head and  looked up in frustration as he heard the captain order his program terminated. He vanishes with the look of disappointment still on his face. Captain Picard turned to his first officer and enacted plan B. “Number one, take an away team to the surface. Contact the chancellor and explain the circumstances. Explain how BBS is supposed to work and try to expose Quark’s ruse without being too obvious. We don’t want this to appear as a competition. I will stay here with the ship. Once the diagnostics are complete I’ll beam the crew down a few at a time for liberty. That way the ship won’t be unprotected from Quark’s antics and the crew still gets their much needed R&R. Keep me posted on your progress.”

Riker responds and asks a question.  “Aye sir, and if Quark shows up? How would you like me to handle that?”

Captain Picard was prepared for this contingency but offers little in the way of detailed explanation. “I have plans for our deceitful friend. If things proceed as I think they will, you won’t have to worry about that happening for at least three and a half hours.”

Riker raises an eyebrow and smiles which expresses his unawareness of the captain’s plan but at the same time shows trust in his commanding officer.  “Good luck captain.” 

Riker ambles off to do what he has been told. The captain returns to the bridge and takes measures to set his plan into action. 

CHAPTER TWELVE

The captain enters the bridge and instructs the tactical officer to initiate the first steps in his plan. “Mr. Worf, hail the Klingon vessel. I have a proposition for mister Quark.”

Worf hails the ship and receives an immediate response.  “Captain, COMMANDER Quark is responding.”

“On screen”

The screen illuminates with a larger than life display of the now self proclaimed “BBS commander Quark”. He sits in the Klingon command chair with the posture of a warrior, arms crossed, staunch expression, his huge ears the most obvious element of his otherwise small stature. The Ferengi’s arrogance is somewhat over stated and certainly misplaced. Commander Worf growls with displeasure at the sight of this unworthy imposter occupying a Klingon commander’s position. Quark greets the captain with arrogance once again. “Captain Picard. Have you reconsidered my request? I knew you would come around once you had time to think about it. We have history captain.”

The captain concedes. “Indeed we do Quark… and considering the circumstances, well, you’ve outwitted me once again. 

Quark smirks and looks out into the void as if to accept the adoration of his BBS fleet inferiors. He revels inwardly as he imagines his plan is coming together just as he had imagined it.

At this point, Picard throws a wrench into the plan by saying, “I’ve thought about our conversation in detail and I realize that you will do more harm than good if I allow you to take your place as BBS potentate without being properly trained.”

Quark is taken off guard by this revelation and does a double take. “uh…..BBS training? No, I think you misunderstood captain. I simply wanted you to…..”

Picard interrupts the Ferengi, “I have everything setup on the holodeck. We’ll get some real observation experience. Why don’t you beam over right now? This won’t take long at all and afterwards you will be in an excellent position to take your place as BBS czar. I can only imagine the wealth you will accumulate when you fill those shoes.”

Quark’s countenance once again takes on a prideful dark glow. “Yes indeed…… But I…..”

The captain once again heads off any avoidance offered by the Ferengi.  “Come on man, don’t be shy. Your communication skills are without equal throughout the quadrant, a very important BBS skill. Why I dare say you could sell anything to anyone. I’ll meet you on our holodeck in exactly two minutes. Don’t be late or the deal is off, Picard out.”

“But captain, all I need you to do is………” The screen goes black. Quark’s continued attempt at objecting is cut off with the view screen. 

The computer chimes in right on schedule. “Chirp. Ship wide shutdown and diagnostic will commence in three minutes.” The captain hurriedly moves to the turbo lift, issuing orders as he exits. “Mr. Data, you have the bridge. Mr. Worf. Monitor all transmissions from the surface. Let me know if Commander Riker makes any attempt to contact me. I’ll be on the holodeck with our guest. 

Worf objects. “Captain. The entire ship will lose power in less than three minutes. I would reconsider this behavior if I were you. You will be trapped on the holodeck during the entire diagnostic procedure.”

The captain steps into the turbo lift and responds innocently. “Really?” The doors close and the turbo lift takes the captain to deck twelve. 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Riker nods respectfully to the Enoran chancellor and begins to explain the true meaning of BBS and the purpose of his visit. Data, a red shirted security team and Councilor Troi accompany him. “Chancellor Gleenick, I am honored you agreed to meet with us on such short notice. I greet you in the name of the Federation of Safe Planets and apologize that our captain is unable at this moment to greet you personally. He will beam down shortly to meet you sir.”

Chancellor Gleenick is a tall man with a boyish face. His youthful appearance does not detract from his professional intent. He responds to commander Riker’s welcome with diplomatic excellence. “The honor is mine Commander Riker. We are sorry to hear that Quark the Ferengi of the BBS federation will not be able to perform the duties he had so earnestly outlined for us. We had already arranged a financial agreement with him and payment is ready for delivery. We will of course negotiate the same terms with you if that is acceptable. We are eager to learn new ways of providing for the safety of our citizenry.”

Riker attempts to break the news gently without forming accusations towards Quark or appearing to be in competition with him. “I’m sure there has been some mistake chancellor. The BBS Federation never charges a fee for our services. We eagerly share the benefits of Behavioral Based Safety with all who are interested, free of charge. Mr. Quark was on his first mission and in the excitement of the moment may have become confused. He expresses his regrets for any misunderstanding he may have fostered. 

The chancellor seems a bit confused but pleasingly so. Riker continues. “If you will sir, allow me to outline the initial BBS training program. I’m sure you will agree it is suited for your culture. It is self supporting and provides a mechanism for one observer to teach another.”

The chancellor nods in acceptance

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Captain Picard stands inside the barren holodeck of the USS Enterprise, its black and yellow square blocked walls reminiscent of an engineer’s graph paper. He addresses the computer from his location. “Computer,”

The computer responds, “chirp”

Picard issues the program parameters. “I would like to program a barn and stable; interior setting, nothing fancy, two stalls with a four meter walkthrough. Make it early twenty first century American construction, over all dimensions…. seven by eleven meters, three and a half meter ceiling height. 

The computer offers an alternate suggestion based on previous scheduling. “chirp, Warning! All personnel within the holodeck will be stranded for the next three hours, twenty one minutes. Command functions will not be accessible during this period. Recommendation is to abort programming while ship wide diag…..”

Picard once again interrupts the computer, “Computer.”

The computer acknowledges,  “Chirp”

Picard orders, “Just do it!”

The computer complies with the captain’s instruction and the building he described materializes around him just as he imagined it. The computer enumerates the progress and offers the prearranged warning. “Program complete. Warning! Ship wide shutdown and diagnostic will commence in one minute.”

As if on queue, the door to the holodeck opens with the traditional rumble as Quark the Ferengi enters the newly created holographic structure. The words BBS MASTER blazoned across the front of his gaudy uniform. He eyeballs the captain then looks around the room with disappointment dripping off his face. 

Picard welcomes his guest. “Quark, you’re just in the nick of time old friend. I was about to ask the computer to create a BBS partner for our practice sessions. Now which do you prefer? Klingon, Borg, perhaps a Vulcan.”

Quark waves his hand in the air and complains to the captain. “Jean-Luc, I really don’t understand why you are going to all this trouble. Why can’t we just…..”

CLICK! The descending sound of motors, blowers and engines is heard and the room goes completely black and totally silent. The previous holographically created sounds of birds, wind and rustling trees are gone. Now all that exists is total darkness and total silence. 

Quark reacts with obvious trepidation. “WHAT THE….? What’s happening? Are we under attack? That Klingon commander has found me and the stolen ship. He’s come to steal it back from me.”

Picard pretends to be surprised. “Oh blast. I know what this is. It’s the diagnostic. We had a scheduled shut down and diagnostic planned and I totally forgot about it. Computer, how long until the diagnostic function is complete?”

Silence is the only reply

Picard continues his ruse. “Oh that’s right; all command functions are offline during this diagnostic. I guess we’ll just have to be patient and wait until it’s over. It can’t take any longer than….. say….. four hours at the most.”

Quark responds in disbelief, “FOUR HOURS? We’re just going to stand here in the dark for four hours?”

Captain offers what he considers their only solution. “Well, we could sit on the floor and talk about Behavior Based Safety.”

Although unseen, the captain can imagine the look on the Ferengi’s face as he says these words.  “Picard, you did this on purpose, didn’t you?”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The planet below is bright and sunny as the binary suns approach late afternoon. There is a green grassy meadow with wild flowers and a pond near by. Mountains can be seen in the distance beyond the rolling grassy hills and a great river flows between them. A species of something resembling ducks swim lazily in the nearby pond enjoying an afternoon under the twin suns. Commander Riker illustrates an elementary BBS concept. He tosses a sponge ball to Chancellor Gleenick. The Chancellor is unfamiliar with the rules of catch so the ball bounces off his chest and falls to the ground. The chancellor tilts his head and inquires. “What was the purpose of that exercise?”

Riker smiles and tries to explain to the innocent chancellor. “In many cultures chancellor, there is a game called “catch” where one person throws a ball and the other person catches it. It’s a form of entertainment. On some planets it is very popular indeed and on others it never really caught on but the point is, if I throw you the ball, according to the rules of the game, you are supposed to catch it.”

Chancellor Gleenick expresses his understanding. “I see, could we try it once more?”

Riker accommodates, “Yes, of course we can.” He picks up the ball and tosses it once more to the chancellor and again it bounces off his body and falls to the ground. The chancellor stands straight faced, looking Riker right in the eye, never looking at the ball, never smiling or flinching.

Riker tries to hide his amusement and comments, “Perhaps this is a bad example.”

The chancellor on the other hand remains stoic and requests that they continue. “No, no. Please proceed. I am enjoying it.”

Councilor Troi steps in to help with the situation. “Sir, if I may; I think you’re missing the point Chancellor. What Commander Riker is trying to illustrate is, if you were to catch the ball when he throws it to you, it would symbolize a type of conversation, he being the speaker and you the listener. Here let’s do this. Data come over here.”

Commander Data leaves his conversation with one of the security team members and attends to Councilor Troi’s call. Troi throws the ball, “Catch Data”

The Commander catches it effortlessly. 

Riker tries to explain the meaning of the exercise now that Data has actually caught the ball that was thrown to him. “There, you see? Communication skill can be compared to playing ball. If I throw the ball and you catch it, we’re playing ball. If I speak to you but you’re not listening or you don’t “catch” what I’m saying, we’re not really communicating, get it?”

Chancellor Gleenick nods and responds,  “I understand perfectly. If you toss your words to me and I do not catch them, we are not playing communication ball.”

Riker,Troi and Data all look at each other. Riker smiles with frustration

Data twitches his head slightly and states,  “I think he understands commander.”

Riker is not as convinced, “Let me put it another way chancellor.”

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

On the Enterprise, the holodeck is still pitch black. Adjusted to the darkness, blinking eyes are visible in the blackness of the holodeck as a conversation ensues between Picard and Quark. Picard is trying to explain BBS to the Ferengi. “It really doesn’t matter. You see, the fact is that Behavioral Based Safety works by focusing our minds on safe behaviors rather than on just getting the job done. For instance, if I haphazardly climb a ladder in engineering and slip and injure myself, wherein lies the fault? Is it the fault of the ladder or was it the haphazard behavior that caused the injury?”

Quark considers the question and responds,  “Well captain, ladders aren’t exactly the safest methods for accessing upper and lower levels. Stairs or turbo lifts should be installed since they are much safer.”

Picard tries once again to get his point across to his non BBS student. “I agree, engineering controls are a viable resolution to unsafe conditions, however, we’re not talking about conditions here, we’re talking about behavior. All the engineering controls in the galaxy won’t eliminate accidents if the foolhardy go out looking for trouble.”

Quark indicates he is catching on, “Ah, I think I understand. Now how exactly can I generate revenue from this philosophy?”

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

On the surface, two Enorans, Chaleque and Battrina are staging a practice observation as Riker, Troi, a few red shirts and a group of Enoran understudies observe from the sidelines. 

 Chaleque initiates the mock observation, “Hello, my name is Chaleque. May I perform a Behavior Based Safety observation on you while you complete your job?”

Battrina acts as if she is not acquainted with Chaleque and responds to the inquiry as someone might respond had they never heard of BBS before this moment. “Hello Chaleque, I am Battrina. I am not familiar with Behavior Based Safety but I have no objection to your observation of my task, especially if it concerns my safety or the safety of those around me. Please, tell me more about this concept. How does it work?”

Chaleque explains the process, “Statistically speaking Battrina, a vast majority of injuries can be prevented by altering our behavior to eliminate risk. By eliminating risk we prevent injury and by proxy, fatalities as well. The act of observation is designed to enlighten us as to our own at-risk behaviors and help keep safety on our minds as we go about daily tasks.”

Battrina nods, “I understand. How shall we proceed? 

Chaleque continues to instruct her observee on how the process is designed to work. “First, I am curious as to what task you are about to perform and what safety concerns come to mind as you are preparing for it?”

Battrina points to a device in front of her and explains,  “My task is to repair the field generator on this damaged hydroponics sensor. The sensor is supposed to indicate the condition of our under water gardens. This one has failed its diagnostic and has been taken off line.”

Chaleque continues, “I see…. Is there anything to be concerned with when dismantling this device? Could you in any way become injured? Does the preparation require any special precautions?”

Battrina begins to understand how the process works and readily volunteers more information. “Oh yes. The hydroponics sensor produces a highly charged radiant electro static field. The field extends exactly seventy one centimeters from the center line of the coil. The resulting flux will discharge its energy in the form of plasma current. Anything that comes in contact with it will be damaged. It is not recommended that you touch it. The unit must be disconnected from its energy source prior to the repair.”

“I assume there are safeties in place to prevent someone from inadvertently touching it.”, Cheleque asks.

Battrina once again points to the device and answers the question. “This symbol provides a visual warning to anyone attempting to remove the protective cover. Only qualified personnel would attempt this repair. Access to the unit is quite complex which also prevents unfamiliar personnel from accidental exposure to the danger.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

As time passes, Quark and Picard discuss example after example of Behavioral Based Safety philosophy. The captain tries to use examples that he feels the Ferengi will  understand but it is becoming apparent that Quark has only one thing on his mind. 

Quark makes sure he understands what has just been told to him by the captain. “Now let me get this straight Picard, was he installing a plasma injector or removing one? I can’t remember.”

Picard repeats the situation for Quark. “It was a plasma coil and he was constructing it from an induction conduit taken from the impulse engines.”

Quark nods,  “Ah.”

Picard is getting frustrated and it’s beginning to show. “You’re missing the point Quark. The purpose of the exercise is to test your listening skills and you’re obviously not listening.”

Quark indeed isn’t listening to the examples the captain is trying to portray. The best he can do with any conversation is try to imagine a way to generate revenue from the subject at hand. “Wait, you can construct a plasma coil from an induction conduit? How does that work exactly? This is great stuff Picard, go on.”

CHAPTER NINETEEN

On the surface, Battrina continues to perform her task while explaining it to Chaleque. “Now that I’ve disengaged the power source and removed the cover, I will require that you stand back at least three meters for your own protection.”

Chaleque backs away from the project but keeps a watchful eye on her observee. 

Battrina removes another cover plate revealing the control mechanism to the device.  “The repair is simple enough. There is a backup field generator which I will enable here…” She pulls three multicolored disks from their individual slots, rearranging them to coincide with an identical unit above the one she is working on.  “Now I will remove the faulty unit and send it in for repair.” Battrina pulls on the upper unit and it easily dislodges from its magnetic clamps. A slight arc is observed. She replaces the protective cover and reinstates the power supply by interfacing with the computer terminal nearby. “The job is now complete and the unit is functioning within acceptable parameters. How did I do?”

Chaleque touches a few keys on her portacorder, making the final entries to her observation check list and then discusses the observation with Battrina. “I was very impressed with your knowledge of the job. You appeared to be well informed as to the cause of the malfunction and you were very precise in protecting your safety and mine by removing the source of energy and by having me back off to a safe distance from the work area. After the job was done, you reinitialized all safe guards and even gained visual clearance prior to restarting the equipment. I was very impressed with your safe practices. However, I did notice a slight arc when you removed the faulty unit. Was it still charged?”

Battrina gives an expression that could be interpretted as an oops. “Yes, there is a substantial charge of stored energy within the unit’s capacitor. You are right; I should have discharged it prior to removal. I was lucky that I did not receive a shock. It would not have harmed me but could have caused me to injure myself.”

Chaleque smiles, “I am happy that did not happen. This is an example of an at-risk behavior and it is important that we discuss it and both understand the implications of it. Although it was unintentional, it had the potential of causing an injury. Since we noticed it during the observation, you will now most likely be more aware of it the next time a situation like this arises. This is exactly what observations are designed to do.”

Battrina shows apprehension, “You are correct but, to whom will you report my mistake?”

Chaleque reassures the observee of ‘no name, no blame’. “The observation checklist will reflect an at-risk behavior, to remind everyone of how easily stored energy can be over looked. Your name will not be mentioned; in fact the task will be recorded in a generic fashion so as to not give away who was doing the job at the time of the observation. The purpose of observation is to expose behavioral trends, not to cite an individual for making a mistake. May I ask for your commitment to work safely in the future?”

“I will always endeavor to be as safe as possible.”, Battrina replies.

Commander Riker watches the two Enorans as they complete the practice observation. This “Train the Trainer” session proceeded very well and Riker compliments them on their success by clapping his hands. CouncilorTroi smiles and along with the rest of the group joins in with a hardy round of applause.

Troi offers verbal encouragement to Chaleque and Battrina, “Very good. You are NATURAL BORN OBSERVERS. Your concern for others is purely obvious. You have a natural ability to listen. It’s almost as if you’re pulling the information out of someone with your attentiveness. You freely take advice and your communication skills are magnificent. I’ve never seen anyone more suited for the BBS process. I think you’re going to have a great program here.”

Chaleque smiles, “Thank you Deanna. We deeply appreciate this training. It will enable us to train other community members as well, a much more efficient means of achieving our safety goals than we had previously planned.”

Riker also offers encouragement to the two Enorans, “You know, we have a saying where I come from, give a man a fish and you feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish and you feed him for a life time.”

Chaleque smiles, then inquires, “What is a fish?”

Riker is taken aback and councilorTroi gets a kick out of his failed attempt to impress the female Enorans. Riker’s expression changes from surprise to humility and he comments, “Never mind. It’s not important.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

On the Enterprise, power has been restored and the ships diagnostic maintenance cycle  is complete. Quark is standing on the transporter and Captain Picard is ready to beam him back to his misappropriated Klingon ship. “You swindled me out of one of the finest marketing opportunities in the galaxy Picard. I’m not going to forget this you know.”

The captain offers one of those dual purpose expressions which includes a smile and replies, “I have perhaps saved you from yet another incarceration Quark and I’ve given you a  valuable first lesson concerning the true BBS concept. Perhaps you can influence the Ferengi Alliance towards reconsidering an application for membership in the Federation of Safe Planets.”

Quark holds up both hands in a halting fashion. “Well Picard, I’m not so sure that would be a good idea but, all things considered,  I suppose everything has turned out here for the best considering how much of my time it would have taken up, and besides, it would have blatantly violated the eighty first rule of aquisition.”

Picard inquires,  “Which rule is that Quark?”

“Never establish permanent alliances with temporary associates.”, Quark responds. 

Worf is heard over the comm. System. “Worf to captain Picard.”

Picard answers, “Go ahead Mr. Worf.”

He informs the captain of a new development which may be of keen interest to their Ferengi guest. “Long range sensors have detected another Klingon vessel approaching. ETA, three minutes. They are hailing commander Quark.”

Quark almost trips as he hurriedly gets onto the transporter pad. “Uh….. energize captain. I really don’t want to hold you up any longer, and I have so much to do, and so little time.”

The captain shakes his head in disbelief and activates the transport which places Quark on the bridge of his own vessel which in turn warps out of orbit as quickly as he rematerializes.

Picard calls on his tactical officer once more, “Commander Worf, inform the crew to meet me in ten forward for debriefing. Let’s make sure everyone has safety on their mind before we head down to the planet for that R&R.”

Worf responds happily, “Aye captain”

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

Enorans and members of the Enterprise crew are milling about talking and interfacing in several ways. The captain, Councilor Troi, Commander Riker, LaForge, Data and Worf all stand nearby and observe the goings on. A crew member approaches an Enoran and asks if she can conduct a BBS observation. The Enoran gentleman accepts and they walk off discussing the details of their observation. 

Picard comments to his first officer who stands near by, “Mission accomplished, wouldn’t you say number one?”

Riker agrees, “I would indeed captain. The Enorans are naturals for the BBS process. What do you think Mr. Worf?”

Worf offers his impressions, “I am indeed impressed by their perceptive nature commander. I’m not at all sure they needed our help.”

Troi smiles at Worf’s comment.

Data offers his assessment of the situation as well, “The BBS philosophy is indeed an adequate process. It initiates safer behaviors through constant reminder and awareness initiatives. Even the Enorans will benefit from that aspect.”

Battrinna approaches LaForge and issues a request. “Hello, my name is Battrina. Would you observe me?”

LaForge smiles and accepts the invitation, “I certainly will. What task will you be performing today?” Batrinna begins to explain what she has in mind and she and Geordie walk away together.

The duty officer hails Captain Picard unexpectedly. “Enterprise to captain Picard.”

Picard touches his comm. badge and responds,  “Go ahead Lieutenant.”

The news is not surprising to any of the crew, “Sir, there is a Ferengi in an escape pod 100,000 kilometers out. He is demanding a BBS observation be performed on him at once. Should I break orbit and pick him up?”

Picard and his staff exchange a look of humorous annoyance. The captain accepts responsibility and responds to the duty officer. “I’ll handle this myself Lieutenant. One to beam up.”

Picard dematerializes as he’s transported to the ship and the other officers begin to disburse into the area and mingle with the inhabitants of Enora Prime. The beautiful binary sunset provides a breathtaking backdrop. 

THE END 

