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		Description

Trixie doesn't like the Federation. Okay, Trixie hates the Federation. She hates everything about it, despite their best intentions, and is absolutely Hell-bent on having nothing to do with it or the "humans" that have seemingly appeared from out of nowhere. However, she soon finds herself stuck between a rock and a hard place when an errant starship mistakenly crushes her cart. Little does she know that all it took was a simple accident to propel her to stardom...although maybe not the way she expected.
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		These Are the Unusual Voyages...



	Another show, another Bit. Another show, a few more Bits. Maybe after a few more shows, she’d have even more Bits. After that, maybe she’d be able to finally settle down, find a nice place to live, and retreat from the public eye and recuperate, at least for a while. That was the life; no worries, no Bit-hunting, and no more endless miles made every day, fueled by nothing more than sheer determination. No more Bit-grabbing, no more Bit-grabbing…
Who was she kidding? As it stood, Trixie once again found her life in a less-than-perfect state. All the while, she looked for something, anything on which she could lay the blame. In her eyes, there was only one, one body against which she directed her rage.
The ‘humans’ and their ‘Federation’. Their so-called ‘technology’, those accursed tools of Tartarus that once they’d made planetfall those years ago, had nearly put her out of business. She didn't know, nor did she care about how it appeared; all she knew for sure was that the line between eking out a modest living and falling into complete and utter destitution was growing dangerously thin and the showmare worried greatly about which side she would find herself. That’s what spurred her to find the largest population of potential customers she could and with any luck, amaze them with a career-salvaging performance of a lifetime. At last! No more worrying about where her next meal would come from, no more anxiety over what trick the humans and their ‘Federation’ would use to pull the proverbial wool over everypony’s eyes. Indeed, if there was anything Trixie trusted less than wheels, it was the humans and their ‘Federation’. 
With that in mind, she embarked on her journey from Ponyville to Canterlot, emboldened by determination. What she found, however, shattered whatever delusions still existed in her mind. She could only stare in shock and bitter disappointment when, upon her arrival to Equestria’s capital, she saw them. 
The humans had several names for them. Vessels, star-ships, or some other nonsense. They were everywhere, all shapes and sizes dotting the skies above Canterlot and the new Federation research center therein. ‘Federation research center’; in Trixie’s mind, one would never find a more wretched hive of scum and villainy. She sighed, her face contorting into a visage of pure anger before finally settling on one of annoyance as she approached the city. 
“Eep!” she squealed out quite uncharacteristically, surprised by the hum of a shuttle as it soared just a little too low overhead. Her brow furrowed and she huffed in frustration but soldiered on regardless, determined not to allow a few off-worlders to deter her. 
A few off-worlders? The showmare had barely entered the greater Canterlot area when she realized how ridiculous and hopelessly optimistic such a statement was. It seemed as if Celestia was operating some kind of intergalactic cabaret and all of humanity was invited. All around her, ponies and people alike mingled peacefully, happily. It was enough to make the showmare want to violently vomit, so much so that she neglected to watch where she was going…
“Oof!” she grunted as she crashed head-on into…she shook her head and re-focused her attention… “Watch it!” she snapped as the man returned to his feet as well. She looked him up and down in disgust. Everything about him foreign, felt…dangerous. Everything from his strange, alien attire to his pointy ears. It was all so…wrong!
“My apologies,” he replied in a monotone voice completely devoid of any emotion whatsoever. “Are you hurt?” As Trixie dusted herself off, she noticed him produce a small, rectangular device from a side pocket on his uniform and her eyes widened as he pointed it at her, emitting a series of beeps as he studied her. 
“The Great and Powerful Trixie is fine, no thanks to you!” she spat as a nasty thought suddenly entered her mind. With that, a blue glow suddenly enveloped the pointy-eared man and levitated him into the air. With a smug grin, she flicked her head and suspended him upside down. She frowned as the man’s expression remained the same as before; she could see no trace of panic or fear on his face and he addressed her thusly. 
“I apologize for earlier but I must inform you that this is most illogical…”
“Shut up!” Trixie shouted, giving him a few shakes for good measure, taking no notice of the crowd gathering around her. “Maybe this will teach you some manners!” There was a clattering sound as the man’s equipment fell from its pockets, eliciting a few concerned murmurs from the crowd.
“You there!” Trixie froze as the gruff voice of a Royal Guard met her ears. “Stop that at once! He is a guest of the Princess and nopony is to bother him! Release the Ambassador immediately!” Trixie gulped; she may not know much about humans or their cohorts but the word “ambassador” was instantly recognizable. Frustrated and exhausted after the stress, she set the pointy-eared man down, gently so as not to attract any more trouble. It seemed that Celestia valued her new pets quite a bit and as much as Trixie loathed them, she wasn’t willing to risk any disciplinary action over them, not when she had a show to put on. She simply could not risk jeopardizing her chances by invoking the ill-will of any of the city’s higher-ups. “There’ll be no more of that,” the guard added as the man dusted himself off. “You’re lucky he wasn’t hurt.” He turned to the pointy-eared hobgoblin. “Are you alright, Ambassador Vitok?”
“I am quite unharmed,” he replied curtly. “There is no need for alarm; this mare was simply unfamiliar with me and as such, saw me as a threat, prompting her to react the only way she knew how.”
“Um…are you sure we shouldn’t report her, sir?” the guard asked. “How do you know all this?” The man shrugged. 
“It is only logical.” 
Logical? What part of any of this was ‘logical’? As much as his summation confused her, Trixie thought it best to simply keep her mouth shut and thank her lucky stars that the situation hadn’t ended much worse.
“Alright, if you say so,” the guard replied with a shrug of his own. “Pleasant day, Ambassador.” The man gave him a curt nod and continued on his way. “As for you,” the guard continued, centering his gaze on Trixie. “Showing a little more respect towards the Princess’ guests wouldn’t kill you.” That was it. If there was anything Trixie couldn’t stand, it was a lecture on good behavior. Apologizing to Twilight and her entourage had been difficult enough but the line had to be drawn somewhere. 
“Hmmph!” Trixie replied, as she about-faced and walked away with her nose in the air. The guard rolled his eyes and left as well, leaving the showmare to her own devices once again. 
The rest of her journey into Canterlot was considerably less action-oriented, which suited the exhausted showmare just fine. Towing one’s cart from sea to shining sea on a constant basis would make anyone tired and Trixie was certainly no exception. Despite the use of magic to ease her burden, the showmare found herself searching for a quiet place to rest for the night. 
A quiet place to rest seemed like an impossible dream at first. Canterlot had always been a bustling city but thanks to the addition of several thousand humans, the activity had been doubled. Everywhere she turned, they were a step ahead and it wasn’t long before she had been turned down by every inn and bed & breakfast in the city, prompting her to explore other options. 
It wasn’t until the sun was setting that she finally settled on a place to stay, at least for the time being. A small grassy field about a kilometer out of the city beckoned to her and by nightfall, she had made it. It was quiet and surprisingly secluded, the perfect place to sleep and maybe even practice a few tricks for the upcoming week. With a yawn, she parked her cart, placing a couple logs in front of and behind each wheel to secure it. She wiped her brow with a front hoof and collapsed onto her back on the soft grass, letting the cool blades tickle and cool her. 
Trixie had always liked the stars. Luna’s handiwork never ceased to amaze her, which ironically, increased her trepidation. A shooting star was a rare treat, even by Luna’s standards. As such, Trixie held the phenomenon very close to her heart. Now, despite the streaks of light above her, she found no solace in her favorite time. So many of those damned star-ships came and went that she could never be sure if the star she found herself admiring was because of the moon princess or one of…them. Why couldn’t they just leave, disappear, go back to their own world? It almost seemed like they had some ego to stroke, given the way they flaunted their so-called ‘technological prowess’. It was that ‘prowess’ that on more than one occasion, had almost landed her in the poorhouse. 
Trixie wasn’t exactly a fan of technology. As a purveyor of the art of prestidigitation and home-spun illusions, she felt the threat of the Federation’s technology firsthand, their ‘holograms’ and other assorted nonsense making her best work look like nothing more than common card tricks and sleight-of-hoof. Her pride was the first casualty, followed swiftly by her pocketbook. And now, it seemed, the stars, the once-unreachable treasures that she cherished so much, were now, like her, at the mercy of the humans and their ‘Federation’. 
If there was anything the Great and Independent Trixie loathed, it was being at anyone’s mercy.
With a frustrated sigh, she got up and looked over at the lights and general excitement emanating from Equestria’s capital. Part of her envied the other ponies for living in such a happening locale while another part hated what had become of it. No, no, I refuse to involve myself with such awful creatures, she thought, shaking her head. For a time, she considered practicing her new routine. It certainly could use some sharpening up, especially if she planned on impressing the Canterlot crowd who had already been spoiled by the technology possessed by the Federation. Ah, the wonderful burdens of the famous and talented. At least, that’s what Trixie told herself as she tried to escape the onset of depression.
That’s it, she thought, shaking her head once again. I can’t just sit here all pathetic and whiny. I am a showmare! I am the greatest talent ever to grace Equestria! I am the Great and Powerful Trixie! With her patented grin of infinite smugness and renewed vigor, she trotted off towards Canterlot, determined to size up her opposition…or at least find a half-decent bar. She gave the stars one last quick look and started down the path to the city.
A slowly-building hum persisted as she walked, growing louder and louder with every second that passed. Trying to swallow any fear, Trixie stopped walking and directed her attention towards where she thought the noise was coming from. Seeing nothing around her, she looked up just in time to see a large shape descending from the stars. Her eyes widened upon realizing that it was heading straight for her.
She took off running as fast as her legs could carry her, hoping to escape the incoming Object of Certain Doom. Behind her, all manner of lights and signals flashed as if Tartarus itself had just opened its hungry maw, eager to snap her up like a terrified animal cracker. Although she dared not look back, the lights were intense, so much so that they nearly blinded her as she kept running. Finally, after sprinting a fair distance, her legs seized up and refused to go any further, forcing her to take a quick breather. A talented showmare she was but a track star she most decidedly was not, a trait for which, at this time at least, she was not particularly proud. 
Fortunately, whatever it was seemed content with simply settling down in the clearing and not pursuing her any further. On that note, a hiss followed by a sickening and familiar crunch grabbed her attention as she realized what she’d left behind in her panic to escape her untimely demise. Fear suddenly forgotten, she gathered what little strength remained and took off towards the clearing.
***

  Another happy landing, I thought as the ship came to rest on its four landing skids. I wiped my brow and breathed a sigh of relief.  Most of the time, I was more than happy to sit back and let the ship’s computer handle the small stuff like the logistics of getting anywhere. I sat up from the captain’s chair, a seat I surely did not deserve, and winced as almost every bone on by back cracked. Ah, sweet relief. It was a small price to pay for comfort after a long and harrowing flight. With no one else on board as per usual, I was free to come and go as I pleased, which was exactly what I intended.
Until, that is, I heard something over the ship’s exterior communication array. I ran over to the COM console and turned the volume up. Sure enough, an angry and very effeminate voice reached my ears. Eager to satisfy my curiosity, I activated the external sensors and brought up a visual on my ship’s viewscreen. 
“Oh bloody Hell,” I muttered as my eyes took in the sight of a light-blue pony mare yelling some extremely unflattering colorful metaphors that I couldn’t help but think were meant for me. And to what end? Why was she so angry? “That figures,” I said to myself as I grabbed my jacket and headed to the nearby turbolift. “I’d like to make planet fall just once without one of the locals pitching a fuss. And here I thought Equestria was the ‘land of love and tolerance’.” I exited the turbolift after a few moments and made my way to the starboard loading ramp. Due to the planet’s so-called ‘persistent magical residue’, beaming wasn’t an option. Too much radiation from all the ‘magic’ or whatever it was called. Basically, it made beaming extremely dangerous. 
It was a short walk from the turbolift to the starboard receiving area. At 165 meters long, it was hardly a chore to travel from one part to another, a feature for which I was always grateful. I disliked large ships for the most part, especially since I had acquired this one with relative ease. After all, who was I to be picky? It wasn’t every day that Starfleet auctioned off a decommissioned but still very useable starship for relatively cheap. Well, I use the term ‘cheap’ loosely here; I’ll run naked through a Borg Cube before I ever work for a Ferengi ever again. It was simple and small but quick and smart, as Nova-Class science vessels were known to be. I wasn’t the greatest operator in the world but I knew the basics and usually let the ship’s computer do the rest. I simply jaunted about from planet to planet, doing odd jobs and eking out a living. It wasn’t especially glamorous or lucrative but it was exciting and that’s all I really cared about. 
And now I had a furious magical talking horse outside kicking the hull and just waiting for a moment in which she could kick my ass. 
I shrugged; I’d had worse. Far, far worse. Dealing with an angry local was the least of my problems. As it stood, I had a slow power drain to deal with and no idea of how to fix it, which is why I found myself and the Ranger on the outskirts of Canterlot after being told by every dock engineer at the Federation base that, on account of the high traffic volume that day, I had to find somewhere else to land. So I picked the most open-air location my damaged sensors could find and did as instructed.
I hit the button to lower the cargo ramp and took another deep breath, this time of fresh and clean Equestrian air, a real treat after being trapped in a glorified tin can for a fortnight. As I strolled out into the moonlit world, an extremely irate voice hit me like a tonne of bricks and I could only assume that is hailed from the mare in question.
“…and furthermore, the Great and Powerful Trixie does not appreciate…”
“Yeah, yeah, I heard you the first 163 times,” I replied with a dismissive wave as I walked down the ramp. “I get it; I interrupted your stargazing and you’re pissed. I understand but… hey!” I yelped in as manly a fashion as I could manage as she ran and tackled me to the ground the second my feet touched the ground. “Alright, alright, I’m sorry I scared you or whatever, just get the Hell off me!” With that, I gave her a firm but not too hard shove and she fell onto her haunches with an annoyed huff. “Okay, now that that’s settled, let’s discuss this like adults. Who are you?”
“Your flying trash heap crushed my cart!” the showmare cried, gesturing to a half-hidden pile of broken wood nestled under one of the Ranger’s footpads. I face-palmed; as I suspected, my already-shoddy sensors had also been nearly blinded by the residual 'magic', resulting in such an embarrassing (and probably expensive) oversight.
“Nice to meet you, ‘your flying trash heap crushed my cart’. I’m ‘guy who owns this flying trash heap',” I replied, only slightly annoyed.
“Well?” The blue mare tapped a front hoof impatiently and looked at me expectedly. 
“Well what?”
“What are you going to do about this?” she demanded, gesturing to what remained of her cart once again. I shrugged.
“Well, that is…I, um…y’see, I don’t actually have that many Bits on me so…” It was true. Sure, I felt bad about wrecking her property. Really bad, actually. There was nothing I wanted to do more than help her but my hands were more or less tied at the moment. All I had were a few credits, the closest thing to money the Federation would accept, and I needed them to get my ole’ crate space-worthy again. I reached into my pockets and grabbed the two Bits I possessed and showed her. “See?” I jumped as a light-blue glow enveloped them and whisked them away to the blue mare. 
“Hmmph. It’s a start.”
“Well, I’d give you my two bits on the situation but since you already took ‘em, I’ll just be on my way now.” I replied, heading in Canterlot’s direction. 
“What?” the blue mare demanded in disbelief. “You can’t go! You haven’t reimbursed me for my trouble!”
“Look, it’s hard to explain right now so let’s just say that once I get my ship fixed, I’ll have a hope in Hell of helping you but for now, I’m kinda stuck. You’ll just have to wait ‘till I get back, alright?” I offered, knowing full-well that they weren’t terms with which she would agree. Too bad she didn’t have a choice. 
“Oh no you don’t! You’re not leaving me here!” With that, she galloped over to me and gave me an expression that practically screamed “I’m watching you”. “I’m going with you. Trixie has to make sure that you don’t try anything funny before you pay her back!”
“Did you…did you just refer to yourself in the third person?” I asked incredulously. 
“Maybe! What does it matter? Somepony as great and powerful as I ought to show it!” The only reaction I could think of was the ever-useful face-palm, which I immediately put to good use.
“That’s not much of a reason.” I mumbled. 
“You doubt the talents of the Great and Powerful Trixie?” She narrowed her eyes at me. Now it was just getting weird. 
“Ugh, no!” I replied with a groan. “Look, I wasn’t trying to…y’know what? Why don’t I just grab what I need and…you just shut up?” I smiled as she tried to come up with a clever retort. Failing to do so, she simply “Harrumphed!” and walked quietly beside me.
I couldn’t believe how long she kept her mouth shut. I figured that it was either because of my early explanation finally sinking in or because the presence of the Federation was making her very uncomfortable. Her reactions seemed to suggest the latter when, as we passed a group of chatting and laughing ensigns, she changed sides to avoid walking too closely to them. I decided to let her off the hook.
“You don’t like us very much, do you?” I asked as gently as I could. The last thing I wanted was to have one of the locals freak out at me and wreck my chances of fixing my ship in a timely fashion, not to mention running the risk of pissing off the local constabulary. 
“Was it that obvious?” she spat.
“Okay, okay! Just chill! You’re gonna blow a gasket or something. It was just a question. If you don’t wanna answer, then that’s just fine.”
“…No.”
“Okay, that’s fair,” I replied, trying not to rile her up any more than I already had. Surely, pragmatism was my best ally at the moment. “May I ask why you hate humanity so much?”
“Well…” she began, having calmed down a little as if the conversation was helping her get it out of her system. “I…I don’t hate all humans…” I nodded slowly. “…just the Federation and you.” There it was. Looks like pragmatism was a one-way street after all. I groaned. 
“Okay, I’m sure that not everyone was glad to see them but…what did they do to you? I mean, Starfleet came here to protect your world, right?” She gave me a blank look. “You do know what Starfleet is, right? It’s a peacekeeping and humanitarian armada…”
“You done?” she interrupted. 
“Yeah, I’m done. Look, let’s just get what I need from Requisitions and then we can get outta each other’s hair and never see each other again, capisce?”
“That’s fine with me! Hmmph!” 
As one might expect given the circumstances, the only part of that entire evening that went smoothly was parts requisitioning. Thanking my lucky stars that I had enough, I exchanged what few credits I had and we were soon on our way back out of Canterlot. All the while, the blue mare said nothing. The silence gave me time to think. As rude and self-centered as the mare was, I couldn’t deny my responsibility pertaining to her troubles. She was right; I had an obligation as a human to show her that we weren’t all as bad as she plainly thought we were. Plus, I did feel bad about crushing her cart. Damn sensors; how did they work? Once again, I cursed my lack of technical ability. 
“Just so you know, it’s gonna take me a little while to make this repair,” I said as we reached the ship. “Are you hungry? You want something to drink?”
“Trixie doesn’t want anything from you,” she shot back with her nose in the air. Her cheeks suddenly went red as a low rumble emanated from her stomach. 
“Maybe but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t need anything,” I replied, opening the starboard cargo hatch at the top of the loading ramp. “Look at it this way; if you starve to death, how will I ever be able to pay you back? You might as well have something to eat.” I gestured for her to join me. As much as she tried to hide it, I could see the wheels turning and after a few moments, she approached the ramp…and stopped. I smiled in spite of everything. Of course she’d be hesitant to come aboard. “Look, why don’t you just wait right there and I’ll bring you something, okay?” I offered. Her stomach grumbled one more time and she nodded, but just barely. “I’ll be right back.” With parts in hand, I headed to the turbolift and after a few seconds, wound up in the small ship’s galley, whereupon I raided the meager storeroom. More than once, I had to stop myself and wonder what she could eat. Good thing I had the perfect tool for these situations at my disposal. 
“Computer,” I exclaimed, my command followed by a beep of acknowledgment. “Um…okay, here’s the thing. I’ve got a hungry…pony-thing out there. What do I feed her?” 
“Analysis indicates that like most equines indigenous to Earth, Equestrian ponies are partial to hay, oats, and apples in particular.” the computer replied.
“Seems simple enough,” I muttered, going over to one of the galley’s small replicators. “Hmm…” I hummed, checking the power levels necessary for replication. There wasn’t much but it was probably enough for at least one meal. One meal. That was it. Then what? “Screw it,” I decided as my stomach growled in protest. “Computer, three Red Delicious apples on the double.” I exclaimed to the replicator. There was a beep and after a moment, the fruit appeared in a wave of blue and white light. I knew that they probably weren’t as good as the ones found locally but they’d have to do. Besides, I doubted very much if the hungry mare would refuse free eats even if they were reconstituted recyclables.
I returned to the clearing shortly after, apples in hand. I found the blue mare sitting patiently a couple feet away from the ramp, looking at me expectedly. 
“Well?” she demanded.
“You’re welcome,” I replied, setting them down in front of her. There was silence, save for some crunching noises and various om nom nom sounds as Trixie made short work of…no, scratch that…devoured the small snack provided for her. It was as if she hadn’t eaten a proper meal in days. I made a metal note to check back with her after my repairs were done in case she was still hungry. After all, in my mind, feeding her until she exploded was the least I could do for wrecking her cart. “Hey,” I said. She looked up at me mid-chew. “I’ve got a couple things to do but I’ll be back in a half-hour or so. If you like, you could come on inside and…” She shook her head vehemently. “…never mind. If you wanna stay out here, it’s cool. I just thought that you might be bored or something.”
“…thanks…” I paused and turned to her.
“What was that?”
“Didn’t you hear me the first time, human?” Trixie demanded. Ugh, ‘demanded’. I know I’ve probably overused that word a lot but man, was she ever demanding!
“You bet your sweet ass I did. I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating.” 
“Bet my sweet what?” I couldn’t help but smile at her apparent outrage at such a bold and crass statement. 
“Never mind. I’ll be back,” I replied, following my outdated-yet-still-functional tricorder to the source of the problem. A power conduit in need of some patching up, nothing too serious and fortunately, nothing I couldn’t handle. Anything more and I was pretty quick to schedule a trip to the nearest Starbase. 
I finished in a fairly timely fashion, mostly due to the fact that it wasn’t a very involved repair. It was then that a small but nagging thought wormed its way into my head. I returned outside to find the blue mare sitting on her haunches, staring glumly at the remains of her cart. What began as a small nagging thought began to grow as I looked at her. She might have tried to hide it but I could see right through it. That cart was all she had. It was her shelter, her stage, her pack-mule if need be, and I had destroyed it in the blink of an eye. For the first time in quite a while, I felt like a first-class heel. 
It was then that a strange yet strangely interesting idea popped into my head. 
“Hey,” I called, walking down the ramp to join her on the grassy knoll. She looked up at me but didn’t say anything. I could see the inner struggle taking place simply by studying her facial features; it was 'cry vs. bitch' and although she tried to hide it, I’m pretty sure 'cry' was winning. “Look, I’m really, really, really sorry about your cart,” I began, hoping for any gauge-able response. 
“Why…why should you care?” she sniffed, clearly losing the aforementioned battle. “You’re just…you’re just…”
“…just what? A ‘human’? Y’know, you may not have noticed but we’re not all the same. I don’t know who got your tail in a knot but trust me, some of us are actually half-decent.”
“Hmmph, I’ll believe it when I see it,” Trixie mumbled. 
“What do you mean “when you see it”?” I asked with a smile. “As far as I can see, I’ve been a shining example of humanity ever since we met. Um, besides crushing your stuff, of course.”
“I…I guess you haven’t been too terrible…” the showmare replied hesitantly. 
“There. Was that so hard? Now, I have an idea. I don’t know if you’ll like it but…”
“Ugh, would you please just get to the point already?” Trixie interrupted, clearly irritated. 
“Of course, my queen,” I replied, complete with a low, sweeping bow. “I was just about to suggest that, unless you’ve got something holding you back here, you could come with me.”
There was a pause, during which Trixie’s facial expression changed several times. She went from surprised to skeptical to something that screamed “you’ve got to be kidding” in (insert obligatory “10 seconds flat” reference here). 
“You’ve got to be kidding.” Can’t say I was too surprised to hear that.
“Just think about it!” I continued, ignoring her obvious disgust with my suggestion. “You’re a traveling magician, correct?” 
“I am the Great and Powerful Trixie! I am no mere ‘traveling magician’!” she protested far louder than necessary.
“Yeah, yeah, I know, you’re like the Siegfried and Roy of Equestria,” I replied, rolling my eyes. “‘Cept without the tiger. Look, if what you’ve told me is any indication, you don’t have much keeping you here, especially now that I’ve demolished your RV. Sorry again, by the way,” I added as she glared at me. “Just think; you could travel almost anywhere in the galaxy performing in front of thousands of different worlds! You know how many people that is? You’d become the most famous pony who’s ever come outta Equestria! Wealth and fame are just a warp away! So…whaddya say?” I extended my hand towards her. She was quiet, obviously giving the idea some thought. 
“So…let me get this straight…” she began. “You want me to travel all over…up there…” She gestured up at the stars. “…with you…and you’ll just take me…wherever I want to go just so I can perform my routine?” Her expression conveyed a look of doubt so I answered quickly to alleviate as much of her anxiety as I could.
“That’s what I said. And you don’t have to worry about food or shelter or anything,” I assured her, still holding out my hand. “I’ve got more than enough room and the ship’s replicator can make you anything you want to eat.” It was true. Out of the Ranger’s eight decks, my habitat used up maybe half of one so I had room to spare. As for food and supplies, Trixie was a small pony and a mare at that. I seriously doubted she’d ever eat me out of house and…ship. I watched as she looked up at me and slowly extended her right front hoof…and slapped my hand away.
“Ugh, I can’t believe I even considered going up there with you and that…that…thing,” she exclaimed defiantly. “Now I suggest you leave. Trixie has had quite enough of you and your…human-ness.” I sighed and shrugged.
“Suit yourself,” I replied nonchalantly, heading back up the ramp. “Getting outta your hair sounds just fine to me. Man, I can’t decide what to do first! Maybe I’ll take a nice, hot shower. Or will I eat first? Or should I take in a children’s card game on the holodeck? Decisions, decisions…” I reached the top of the ramp and prepared to close the cargo doors. “Well, it was a pleasure meeting you, Trixie. I hope you find what you’re looking for.” With that, I closed the doors, watching her disappear from sight until all I saw was cold, grey metal. With a sigh, I made my way back to my bridge and prepped the Ranger for takeoff. Ensuring that she kept her distance from the departing starship, I switched the viewscreen on and focused on the starboard side of the ship. Fortunately, Trixie had moved far enough away and I could take off safely.
As I slowly rose into the air, I happened to look down at the starboard camera and a strange and most unexpected sight greeted my eyes. Standing on her hind legs and waving her front ones as frantically as she could, Trixie desperately tried to get my attention. It seemed that she had reconsidered. Smiling, I wondered how I should deal with the situation. I wasn’t leaving her, no way. A gentleman never rescinds an offer of kindness. That wasn’t the Starfleet way. I mean, sure I wasn’t in Starfleet but over the years, they had taught me a thing or two. I guess being a bleeding heart was one of those things. Either way, I couldn’t seem too eager, not with her. She’d never let me hear the end of it if I swept back down as if summoned by an Egyptian Pharaoh. No, if we were to get along in the future (and by “get along”, I mean not tearing my face off around her), a couple of rules needed to be established here and now and I had a pretty good idea of how I was gonna do it. 
I waited until I was a few hundred meters above the planet’s surface and activated helm controls, switching to manual. I eased the nose of my ship towards the horizon as if I was about to blast up into space and leave her forever. As I did so, I glanced at the starboard camera to do a quick check-up and, to my amazement, found her still reaching up towards the ship. 
“Alright, I think I’ve made my point,” I exclaimed to no one in particular. “Computer, let’s try something new.” A chime told me to continue. “Try to determine her magical frequency using a spectral analysis. When you do, isolate that frequency and beam it directly to the bridge.”
“Acknowledged.” the computer replied. I know, impossible, right? Well, this was a science ship. Maybe it had some kind of gizmo that could pierce the magical radiation surrounding the planet. At least, I hoped so. My hunches were usually pretty good. They had to be. My technical knowledge sucked. “Unique radiation signature isolated. Commencing transport.”
Meanwhile…
Hard as she tried, Trixie couldn’t fight the small sniff that escaped her the second the Ranger disappeared into the starry ocean. He was gone and with it, her chance to be something else, something more. She looked over at her crushed cart and fought back tears. It was her fault. Her fault for being rude and obstinate with someone she hardly knew, someone who only wanted to make things right for wronging her. True, she was scared but that had never stopped her before. Since when did she cower in fear of the unknown? That didn’t sound like the Trixie she knew. 
So, in order to better cope with the situation, she did the only thing she could think of: she got angry.
“Yeah, you’d better run, you big…you big…jerk!” she cried, rearing up onto her hind legs, only this time not trying to get his attention. Well, not in a good, positive, happy-go-lucky way anyway. “I’m better off without…without…” She suddenly felt cold and shivered in place, the very embodiment of clichéd misery. 
Wait, was she getting…warmer? The sensation spread quickly as if someone had come from nowhere and wrapped her in a warm embrace. The sensation only lasted for a moment as she felt her body get tingly and light and she almost felt like she was floating.
“Wait, what’s going on? Aaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhh…!” With that, a bright blue and white light surrounded her and she whisked her away into the darkness.
***

“…aaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhhh…ooof!” Trixie grunted as she felt her body gently hit something metal. She rubbed her eyes and quickly looked around in disbelief. Shaking, she looked up to find a familiar face staring back down at her, a face wearing a smug smile. 
“Have a good trip?” I asked, unable to keep a degree of satisfaction from infiltrating my voice. She looked at me in shock and then with realization as it began to click.
“You…you did that on purpose, didn’t you!?” she demanded. I couldn’t help but notice that she did not refuse my attempt to help her up.
“Again, you bet your sweet ass,” I replied, pulling her to her feet.
“But…but…you…” she sputtered, clearly bewildered at the sudden turn of events.
“Hey, I wasn’t just gonna up and leave you there,” I assured her. “That’s not what us humans are all about. Someday, I hope you’ll believe me.” If not today, then when else, I wondered.
“Oh! Well…I…” Trixie stammered. I put the ship back on autopilot and gently wrapped my hoodie around her.
“It’s okay, you’re safe. Everything’s gonna be okay now.” I felt her stop shivering and tied the sleeves about her neck to keep it on. Seeing the look of uncertainly still present in her eyes, I gently led her to the starboard viewport. “Look out there,” I said, pointing out to space. “What do you see?” 
“It’s…it’s the stars…” she replied quietly. I nodded.
“That’s right. Something tells me you’ve spent a lot of time just…looking at them, wondering what was up there.” Okay, I know that was lame but I had to calm her down somehow so I took a shot in the dark. Sue me. “Am I right?” She nodded slowly, so slowly that I almost missed it. “Well, that is what we’re gonna figure out; we’re gonna travel to those stars and see what they’re all about. Sound good?”
“…yes.” Her answer was so quiet that I almost didn’t hear it but I wanted to be sure that she was okay with it.
“One more time?”
“Yes. I want to see the stars.” I have to admit that I was quite surprised. There must be something about the night sky that fascinated her and something told me that sharing some of the universe’s majesty with her would do us both a lot of good. Who knows? It’s a big universe. There was bound to be something for us out there. After a minute or so of staring out at the stars, I carefully placed a hand behind her neck and guided her to the turbolift.
“T...Trixie demands to know where you are taking her!” There it was. I had been wondering when her dominant personality would make its appearance. 
“Relax, would ya? I’m just showing you where you’ll be staying.” We entered the turbolift and after a moment, wound up on the lower deck and my humble abode. “As far as I know, these are the officer’s quarters,” I explained, gesturing to the small row of private rooms. “They’re bigger than the regular crew quarters so you’ll have plenty of space for…well, for pretty much anything you want. Um, there’s a bed, a table, even a personal replicator so you can have a bite to eat whatever you like…” I trailed off as I saw her studying the row of door intently. “Oh, I stay in that one right there, that captain’s room,” I added, pointing at the door just across the hall. “At least, I think it’s the captain’s room.”
“Trixie does not recall asking where you slept.” 
“Well, Cole was just trying to be polite and let you know, in the very likely scenario that you’ll need my help with something.”
“What was that?”
“What was what?”
“What did you say?” she asked impatiently. 
“I said you’ll probably need my help and that’s why I…” She shook her head.
“No, before that. I…I think you said your name.”
“Oh yeah, I guess I did. My name’s Cole,” I replied, holding out my hand by way of a somewhat belated introduction. “Cole Stevens. It’s nice to meet you…officially.” There was another pause as Trixie considered her options but eventually, she relaxed and tentatively allowed my hand to gently grip her hoof. She retracted almost immediately and gave me a stern expression as I let out a small chuckle. “How many times do I have to say it? You can relax! No one’s gonna hurt you!” I reminded her, hoping that would alleviate her fears. “Now, if you’re done being all scared and stuff, why don’t you go ahead and pick out a room?” 
She did just that. It didn’t take her long before she settled on a commander’s room across the hall and to the right of my own. After that, we spent some time discussing what we could do to make it feel more like home. I suggested some plants to make the room greener like Equestria and less Spartan like the rest of the ship. Unfortunately, due to an overall lack of supplies and considerable shopping hiatus, anything fancier than a few ferns and shrubs would have to wait. She didn’t seem to mind, though, and it wasn’t long before she collapsed on the bed and fell asleep, exhausted from the day’s excitement. I smiled and gently tucked the covers around her. I took her hat, which had fallen to the ground along with her forgotten cape, and hung them up on a couple of nearby hooks. 
With that, I turned the lights off and returned to the bridge. 
My bridge. My home. I watched Equestria become a tiny speck as we slowly cruised away and yawned. Ever the cautious one, I made sure that the deflector shields were active; satisfied that they were, I yawned once more and allowed the turbolift to take me back down to my quarters. The door opened for me and I shuffled in, nearly collapsing upon reaching my spacious bed. I propped myself up on my elbows and laid back against my pillow and looked out at the stars. They really were beautiful, even if we didn’t really just ‘look’ at them anymore. Like Trixie, there was something about them that beckoned me, dared me to discover their secrets. 
“Space; the final frontier,” I murmured to myself, mirroring one of Starfleet’s greatest as sleep began to overtake me. “These are the voyages of the starship Ranger…”
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	“Mmm…” Trixie murmured, squeezing her eyes tightly despite the semi-frequent beeps that echoed through her room. “Go ‘way…” she muttered, pulling the sheets over her head with a quick shot of magic. Although she’d never admit it, her first ‘night’ aboard the Ranger had been one of the best sleeps she’d had in quite some time. And now that human jerk wanted to spoil it for her. Well, that just wouldn’t do, now would it?
“Wakey-wakey, eggs and bake-y,” a singsong voice called over the room’s communicator. 
“I’mnothungry…” Trixie murmured even as her stomach betrayed her.
“Come on now, even the communicator picked that one up,” the persistent voice added, clearly a smug grin on its face. That did it.
“For the last time, leave me alone!” Trixie shouted. “I don’t want to get up and you can’t make me! Hmmph!” 
“I guess you’re right…” a dejected voice replied. The showmare grinned and rolled over with a content sigh. The bed was so warm. It was as if the sheets were actually getting warmer for her. In fact, it seemed like her entire body was slowly heating up. There was even a slight tingle right where…
Wait a minute, she thought as her expression changed from contentment to suspicion. Where have I… 
By the time the all-too-familiar ‘tingling’ sensation had finally worn off, it was too late and Trixie landed with a soft thump on the floor of the galley.
“‘Morning, sleepyhead,” I greeted with a yawn as I grabbed a box of cereal and held it out to her with an innocent and heartwarming smile. “Crispy Chex?”
At this point, it’s probably a good idea to remind you all that in space, no one can hear you scream. Or run for your life. Or howl in pain. Or beg for mercy. Let’s just say that I was grateful that no one would ever hear me shriek like such an infant diaper baby. I guess it’s true what they say; you can’t spell ‘overreaction’ without ‘ovary ‘and both of that mare’s must’ve been in full swing that morning. Combine that with some admittedly impressive telekinesis and you’ve got a cocktail fit for the criminally insane. Seriously; anyone passing by would’ve though the ship was having a seizure. It’s like another old saying I know; if the starship’s a rockin’…except that this time, it most assuredly was not in the ‘good’ way.
“Hey! I said I was sorry!” I yelled, ducking behind a mess hall table as something flew over my head, hitting the wall behind me with a splat. “Besides, I heard your stomach over the COM! Would you rather I let you sleep all day and starve to death?”
“You snatched me up from my own bed like some kind of sick foalnapper!” Trixie shouted, readying another apple. “More apples!” she added, directing her shout at the nearby replicator she was camped out beside. There was a beep and another pile of ammunition appeared. 
“Alright, Jesus that’s way too much!” I protested. “You have any idea of…yipes…” I ducked again. “…how much energy the replicator uses? You probably just used up a week’s worth of replicator power!”
“Trixie doesn’t concern herself with your issues!” Oy vey, I thought, rolling my eyes.
“Just wait ‘till we run outta power, then we’ll see whose issues are whose!” To my surprise, that caused the blue mare to temporarily stop her assault. She looked down at the levitated apple and with a sigh, began to eat it. “That’s better,” I said, brushing myself off. “We cool?” 
“Hmmph!” she replied with her nose in the air. I sighed.
“If you need me, I’ll be on the bridge. You do remember how to get there, don’t you?” Trixie scowled at me but said nothing. “Okay, just follow the sign that says 'turbolift', step into it, and say 'bridge'. Easy enough, right?”
“I don’t care about how ‘easy’ it is.”
“Milk’s on the table!” I called from just outside the door. I smiled, imagining the dumbfounded expression on her face thanks to my sudden absence and the fact that I had just completely shut any attempt at an argument down. It was my ship. I was the acting captain, meaning that there was no way I was gonna play her little games. I suppose that begs a question, doesn’t it? Why would I use the title of ‘acting’ captain when I was clearly the only one in charge of the ship and had been for some time? I think it was some sense of honor I possessed about certain things, things like entitlement and earning one’s way in the universe. 
Um…let me explain what I mean.
When I first purchased/requisitioned (Starfleet term there) my ship, I was, as you might expect, quite curious as to who had captained the ship before me. Who were they, what were they like, what did they do? In the beginning, I was obsessed with learning everything I could about the ship formerly known as the U.S.S. Asimov, registration number NCC-2865. I knew full-well that it had been a science ship so I had no illusions of grandeur about its missions. I mean, it was a nifty little ship but it sure as Hell wasn’t the Enterprise or the Repulse. Those had been everywhere and done almost everything. It was never my intention to live up to them so I didn’t. I just lived, doing what I needed to do to survive and live a half-decent life while staying (usually) on the straight and narrow. Well, there was that one Klingon incident but I’d like to think that that wasn’t all my fault. Seriously; have you ever met a Klingon? They’ll get angry at anything. It’s like their job or something. 
Sorry ‘bout that. I’ll get back on track now.
As I was saying before I rudely interrupted myself, I apprised to learn all I could about my new home and although the excitement factor wasn’t exactly an 11, the ship’s accomplishments nevertheless impressed me and I soon grew very proud of what I had. I won’t go into the specifics of their missions because most of what I had read might as well have been gobbledygook and scientific jargon that only a renowned scientist like Spock or Twilight…Spackle or whatever her name was, could comprehend. So I resigned myself to just being happy with what I had.
I had to stop and chuckle to myself after a strange yet amusing image popped into my head as the turbolift carried me to the bridge. Twilight Spockle…oh dear God…
“Alright, look alive, Daddy’s up,” I announced as I stepped out of the turbolift and onto my beloved bridge. “Computer, how long ‘till we reach the wormhole?”
“At our current speed, we will reach the wormhole in 20 minutes.” 
“Ah, good,” I replied. “Maintain current course and speed. Oh, and don’t forget to hail the installation when we arrive. Starfleet doesn’t like it when you don’t share your travel plans.”
“Acknowledged.” 
I took a seat in the captain’s chair, a position I surely did not deserve as of yet, and brought up the sector map on the main viewscreen. 
“Hmmm…” I murmured as I studied it. For the first time since I’d offered for Trixie to accompany me, I began to ponder the implications. Where should we go? Preferably somewhere useful to both of us to keep it simple. I liked simple, which is why I scraped enough Energy Credits together to upgrade the ship’s computer to…well, pretty much run everything for me. I guess a couple of classes at Starfleet Academy wouldn’t have killed me. 
I shook my head and forced myself to concentrate. The wormhole leading to the Equestria System was located in the Azure Sector of the Tau Dewa Block, not a section I was terribly familiar with. I knew how to get there but had never explored it to any degree. Besides, it was just a little too close to the Klingon border for my liking, especially after the…incident. On the other hand, it might actually be the best choice in which to begin our partnership. It was nice and close to Trixie’s homeworld and there were bound to be at least a couple places that could benefit from a little temporary help and entertainment. Maybe a local bar that needed an entertainment pick-me-up or a merchant who needed another hand to deliver some goods. Being an intergalactic courier actually appealed to me a lot; the only thing that stopped me was the fact that it was quite dangerous. I didn’t exactly feel like taking on the Orion Syndicate in a Nova- Class. Sure, she could defend herself in a pinch but not much of one. Turning her into a battle cruiser wasn’t on my priority list nor was it even remotely within my budget. Still, maybe if just stuck with the inner trade routes, I could manage. I put the idea on the back burner and hailed the mess hall. 
“Attention crewman Trixie, report to the bridge on the double.” I smiled and closed the com before she could sputter a response. 
To my immense surprise, I heard the doors to the bridge slide open with a gentle hiss shortly after. Looking considerably more awake, Trixie stepped onto the bridge and immediately shot me a dirty look.
“Nice to see you too,” I ventured.
“You dare make demands of the Great and Powerful Trixie?” she began angrily.
“Man, you weren’t born with a sense of humor, were you?” I asked. She wore a slightly confused look on her face. “I was just kidding back there. We’re supposed to be working together from this point so I want you to know that until you wanna leave, this ship is as much your home as it is mine.” I wasn’t 100 percent certain but I could’ve sworn that her expression softened just a bit before returning to its previous state. “I want you to feel safe and secure here, I want you to succeed as a showmare and get ridiculously rich and famous,” I added with a smile. “But most of all, I want you to feel welcome. This may be my ship but as far as I’m concerned, you’re my guest. We could even be friends if you want but if you’re not feeling that, it’s all good. I just want us to get along at least.” Trixie stood in silent contemplation.
“I…I guess that would be acceptable,” she replied after a minute or so.
“Hmm? What did you say?” I asked, cupping a hand to an ear. “Didn’t quite catch that.” Trixie scowled at me for a moment then softened again.
“I said…I wouldn’t hate the idea…of us…getting along.”
“Glad to hear it,” I answered, giving her a thumbs-up. “I hate tsundere-storms.”
“What’s ‘tsundere’?” Trixie asked. 
“Oh, it’s an overused and obnoxious plot device found in far too many works of fiction,” I explained without missing a beat. “But I don’t think we’ll have to worry about that. At least, I hope not.”
“Oh…” There was a pause as I racked my brain to find a way to kill the silence. An alert from the computer made me sigh with relief. Saved by the bell, I thought as I polarized the viewscreen. There it was, plain as day; the wormhole station, dead ahead. 
“Hey, check that out,” I said, getting up from my chair. I pointed towards the screen at the fair-sized installation, directing her attention as I did so. “You see that? That’s Sigma Station. It monitors all the traffic that travels through the wormhole.” Trixie gave me another confused look. “Right; a ‘wormhole’ is like a tunnel through space. It takes you really, really far in a very short time. It’s kind of like…”
“…teleporting?” Trixie piped up, much to my surprise. 
“Yes, kind of except that it’s not instant,” I explained further. “Close but not quite.”
“So…where will this one take us?” she asked nervously, and for good reason. In just a few short minutes, she’d be farther than practically any other member of her species (as far as I knew, at least). I was nervous the first time I left my homeworld. Ah, the memories. It had been almost eight months since I’d last laid eyes on my little blue and green piece of terra firma. I could only hope she wouldn’t get too homesick.
“We’re going to a sector of space called Tau Dewa. There’s a few planets there I wanna check out, see if anyone’s got any work available,” I replied. “Maybe there’ll be some opportunities for you to perform and make some decent cash, huh?” 
“M…maybe…” Trixie answered nervously. 
“Don’t worry, I know that it all seems scary right now. It sure as Hell was for me. But you know what the nice thing is?” She looked up at me as I smiled. “You wake up every day and you see these right out your window.” I pointed out at the stars. “I look at those and all I see are opportunities, chances to see and do things that few others will ever have the opportunity to do. That’s what I live for.” I looked at her anxious expression and gently placed my hand on her head, ruffling her ears. I felt her jump slightly but she soon relaxed. 
“It’s a long way from Equestria, isn’t it?” I asked. She nodded. “I know. As long as we watch each other’s backs, we’ll be fine. We’re gonna take this galaxy by storm, you and I. You’ll see.” I knew it was a rather ambitious statement but it was a big galaxy. I was sure that we’d be able to make our marks somehow. She cleared her throat and I removed my hand from her mane. “Right. Sorry ‘bout that.” Nice timing, I thought as a hail from the station broke the silence. I wandered over to my chair and put it on-screen. 
“Starship Ranger, this is Sigma Station. We have received your request for travel through the wormhole. It will open again in approximately five minutes. Please stand by and proceed only when instructed to do so.”
“Acknowledged. Ranger out,” I replied with a nod. “Well, looks like we’ve got five minutes until it’s our turn to go through. Care to take one last look before we leave?” I asked, bringing Equestria up on the view screen and enlarging it slightly. 
“It’s…it’s so…small,” Trixie murmured. “I…I never knew…”
“Most planets look like that from this far away. You’ll get used to it.” For a moment, I wondered if she was having any second thoughts. I sighed, realizing what I had to do. “Are you…are you sure that you want to go? I mean, if you’d rather stay on Equestria…I’ll take you back and when I make enough to repay you, I’ll drop by.”
“Are you that eager to get rid of me?” she demanded.
“What? No, absolutely not! I just…don’t want you to get too upset when you look out the window and your home isn’t there.”
“Hmmph! The Great and Powerful Trixie doesn’t allow a mere rock to upset her!” Well, she puts on a decent front, I thought as she tried her best to look unattached even though her body language said it all. She was staring hard at the small blue dot among the stars and I could hardly blame her. I cried like a little bitch the first time I left Earth’s orbit. Trixie didn’t strike me as the type to cry like a little bitch, though. Still, she was hurting; there was no hiding that. 
“So...that’s a ‘no’ then?” She nodded. Once, just once. It was all the reassuring I needed.
“That’s good ‘cause it’s our turn,” I replied as the station’s signal turned green a second after I switched the view to the wormhole as it suddenly burst into view like the maw of a massive ethereal serpent. “Now, try not to freak out. These wormholes look scary but it’s perfectly safe. Well, mostly.” 
“Mostly!?” Trixie shouted.
“Don’t worry, no one’s disappeared in years!” I assured her, doing a very poor job of it. 
“Wait! I wanna go back!”
“Too late! Here…we…go!” To my credit, I couldn’t have turned back even if I tried. The gravity well had us in its clutches, meaning that the only thing to do was to go straight into it, which we did. Of course, true to my word, Trixie’s scream hadn’t even reached its peak by the time we blasted out the other end. Fortunately, returning to normal space seemed to calm her down considerably. She was still shaking but her breathing had finally evened out.
“See? That wasn’t so bad, was it?” I asked, hoping she’d agree. My answer came in the form of a light-blue blast that sent me spiraling out of my chair and singing my shirt. “Okay, so a little warning next time, gotcha,” I groaned as I slowly got back up. “Ah, ah!” I yelled, putting my hands up as Trixie prepared another shot, her horn glowing threateningly. “I surrender! Cease fire, cease fire!”
“Trixie does not like surprises!” 
“Yeah, I get that!” I replied, dusting myself off. “But look at it this way; now you’ve officially boldly gone where no mare has gone before!”
“Forgive me if that’s not the best news I’ve ever heard!”
“Then why’d you agree to come with me, huh?” I shot back. “Wouldn’t you feel safer back on your world? Maybe I should just turn around and bring you back.” Another awkward pause. These were becoming a habit and not one I enjoyed.  
“No.” I heard her just fine but knowing her, the blue showmare needed to repeat herself if I were to coax anything out of her.
“Sorry, what was that?”
“Trixie…doesn’t have anypony…there for her.” Ah, so that was it. Even after all the new and frightening experiences in the last little while, the thought of being alone trumped them. My expression changed to an understanding smile and I nodded slowly. “She is…alone.” A soft sniff went unchecked and I could see the emotion in her eyes. 
“Then what am I, a piece of meat?” I asked with a chuckle as I went to stand beside her. “Relax, I know what you meant. I also know that you’re not alone anymore. We’ve got each other now, right? Let’s look out for each other.” 
“O…okay.”
“That’s better,” I replied. “Now, we’ve got some time before we reach the nearest system so…how ‘bout telling me about yourself? Then maybe I can share some stuff with you.”
“Your life does not interest Trixie at this time,” she replied haughtily. 
“Suit yourself,” I replied with a shrug. “But that’s not gonna stop me from asking you about your life.”
“And what if Trixie doesn’t feel like sharing?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. 
“Then I hope she feels like listening ‘cause we’ve got a bit of a journey ahead of us and personally, I’d rather spend it doing something useful.” The more I pressed the issue, the more she stiffened until I gave up with a sigh. “Okay, fine. How about…a tour of the ship? Y’know, so you can find everything and never get lost. Sound like a plan?” Trixie thought about it.
“I…I guess that would be acceptable.” I was finally starting to get a grasp on how my new companion…is that the right word…okay, how my new associate, ticked. So far, I had deduced that in any situation in which she was angry or felt threatened, she’d switch to speaking in the third person, in contrast to when she felt safe or calm and therefore spoke normally. I considered myself very fortunate that, as emotionally volatile as she was, I had a way to reliably gauge her responses and act accordingly.
“Cool. Shall we?” I asked, motioning for her to follow me. She did and once inside the turbolift, I began my explanation. “Okay, first things first. This ship is called a Nova Class. It's a science vessel used for short-range research and analysis missions. As far as Federation ships go, this is a fairly small one. It’s got eight decks and each one serves a specific purpose. With me so far?” She nodded as the turbolift reached our first destination. “The deck that we spend most of our time on is called Deck 1. It’s got the bridge, my ‘ready room’ or whatever the Hell it’s called, and the escape pods. Usually, our rooms would be on Deck 1 but since this one’s a refit, they moved the crew quarters down a deck and used that space up on this deck to enlarge the computer core.”
“So…the ‘bridge’…is one Deck 1?” Trixie asked, pleasantly surprising me. I didn’t think she’d stay awake, much less ask questions. 
“In this case, ‘bridge’ pretty much means ‘control room’,” I explained. “I control most of the Ranger’s functions from that room. Please, this way.” She followed me out of the turbolift and onto Deck 2. “This deck is called Deck 2. It has our rooms, the mess hall…” Trixie gave me a strange look. “Um, ‘mess hall’ on a ship means ‘kitchen’ or ‘eating area’. Anyway, Deck 2 also contains the upper cargo bay, impulse engines, some of the computer core, and more escape pods.” 
The rest of the tour went much like the previous bit and inside of an hour, I had shown her the entire ship from stem to stern. As we toured, I shot the occasional glance at her, trying to determine what she thought about everything. Was she overwhelmed, scared, surprised? She wasn’t saying much (for a change), which didn’t exactly satisfy my curiosity. As we returned to the bridge, I took a seat in the captain’s chair and motioned for her to join me on the other seat.
“So…what did you think?” She looked up at me.
“Of what?”
“You know, the ship. You were pretty quiet during the tour. Were you bored or something?”
“I…I don’t know,” Trixie replied. “I wasn’t really thinking about it too much.”
“Ah, still thinking ‘bout home, huh?” She nodded. “I understand.” I pressed a button on my seat’s console and brought up a map of the galaxy. “Okay, we are here,” I added as a ship-shaped icon appeared, denoting our location. “Equestria is located in a ‘pocket sector’ of Tau Dewa. Right now, we’re close to the Klingon Empire so I think it’s best if we don’t get any closer. That means our options are…” I had to think about it. What we needed was a place that she would get used to more easily, somewhere that wouldn’t freak her out, somewhere tame. 
Then it hit me.
“Starbase 24!” I exclaimed, making Trixie jump. 
“What kind of place is that?” she asked somewhat suspiciously. 
“Well, a Starbase is like…” I tried to think of something she might recognize for comparison’s sake. “I guess it’s like a city in space. All kinds of people live and work there. It’s a military outpost, a place to hang out…it pretty much does everything.”
“M…military?” I face-palmed. I should’ve known how the blue showmare might’ve felt about a military installation, especially a Federation one.
“Don’t worry, it’s nothing we have to worry about and that includes you,” I assured her with a gentle nod. “Besides, as crazy as this probably sounds, Equestria might be part of the Federation someday. Then we can help each other out. You pickin’ up what I’m throwing down?” Trixie nodded. She’d been very quiet and I was pretty sure I knew why. We needed something to do, something fun yet constructive at the same time. I suppose that’s when my second idea hit me. “Y’know,” I began again. “There’s a nice little lounge at the Starbase and I’m sure that Starfleet wouldn’t mind forking over some Energy Credits for a little entertainment for the stressed-out starship crews. I mean, everyone deserves some R&R, right?” I offered, hoping she’d agree. Once again, she pondered it, even placing a hoof under her chin as she thought.
“Trixie has decided that your idea is…acceptable.” Her answer felt labored and for a moment, I wondered if her hesitation was because of the new situation in which she’d soon find herself or the fact that she agreed with me.
“I’m glad you think so,” I replied with an inward sigh of relief. “‘Cause that’s where we’re headed. Computer, set a course for Starbase 24, warp 6.” There was a beep and before Trixie even had time to breathe in protest, the Ranger jumped into warp, leaving Tau Dewa in the proverbial dust. “Just so you know, it’s gonna be a little while before we get there. You wanna go check out the holodeck? It’s a great way to pass the time and I’ve got a few holonovels and games you might like.” 
I was taken aback by the fierce scowl Trixie shot at me at the mere mention of the word ‘holo’. After a moment of realization, I wanted to slap myself for my stupidity and lack of sensitivity. 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you,” I stammered hastily. “I lost my head there for a minute.”
“Hmmph! Have you no shame at all?” she demanded. “Those blasted ‘holo’-whatevers are the very reason Trixie was forced to leave her home!” As much as I wanted to remind her that she chose to come with me, I decided to stay quiet and focus on removing my feet from my mouth. 
“I know and I’m sorry, I won’t bring them up again,” I assured her. “Okay, like I was saying, we’ve got some time to kill before we get to the station so feel free to take a nap or something.”
“Well, seeing as Trixie was so rudely woken up from a most wonderful sleep, she will return to her quarters for some proper sleep!” she replied indignantly. 
“I’ll wake you when we get…” The hiss of the turbolift door cut me off. “…there.” I sighed and reclined in my chair. This was gonna be a long flight…
***

“Are we there yet?” Trixie asked over the COM, nearly making me spill my drink. 
“You figured out how to use the COM?” I asked in surprise once I had composed myself a bit. 
“What? Didn’t think a poor, backwater pony could figure it out?” Even though it was audio only, I could see the pout on her face.
“Well…” I scratched the back of my head nervously. “…yeah.” 
“Hmmph!”
“Relax, I’m kidding,” I assured her. “I knew you’d get it eventually.”
“Well, now that I’ve got this stupid thing working, are we there yet?” she repeated.
“We’ll get there when we get there,” I replied, throwing in a fake yawn for kicks. “I told you before; this ship’s only rated for warp eight. I can’t just snap my fingers and get us there. Not like some people…” I grumbled as certain excerpts from Captain Picard’s autobiography came to mind.
“I thought warp was supposed to be fast!” I sighed inwardly. I didn’t exactly feel like explaining warp physics to a pony who loathed technology of any kind, besides the fact that I wasn’t even sure how it worked.
“It is but warp has different…speeds,” I replied hesitantly. I knew enough to be aware that warp wasn’t just going really fast. It was more like…pinching the space in front of your ship to lessen the distance and some ships could do that better than others. “The Ranger’s not bad for what it is but she’s definitely not the fastest ship you’ll see.”
“Then make it faster!”
“Damn it mare, I’m a traveler, not an engineer!” I answered, my expression as gruff as I could manage. “I mean, pulling a brand-new warp core out of my ass is all fine and dandy but as for installing the thing; that’s the kicker.”
“Well, you never will with that attitude! I thought you people could do anything with your ‘technology’.” I rolled my eyes; it wasn’t a very solid argument coming from a member of a species that used ‘magic’ in the most literal way possible. Instead of immediately rebutting her, I decided to just hang tight and ride the debate out, hoping it would distract her long enough to get to our destination.
“You’re right,” I replied, my voice absolutely dripping with false repentance. “I’ll talk to Starfleet immediately. We’ll get this straightened out right away, don’t you worry.”
“That’s better!” I snickered quietly enough to escape the prying ears of the COM system but loudly enough to provide a little self-satisfaction. 
“We have arrived at Starbase 24. Now dropping out of warp.” the computer exclaimed. Saved by the proverbial bell again. I made a mental note to promote it at a more convenient time.
“What was that?” the blue mare asked.
“We’re here,” I answered as Starbase 24 came into view. “You might wanna come to the bridge; the view’s pretty nice right now.” That was my secret weapon and Trixie’s Achilles Heel; she simply could not resist a star-filled vista. Those glittery lights seemed to call her name and beckon her to join them and from what I’d seen, she was happy to oblige. I had to admit that her fascination with the phenomenon was making my job much easier, not to mention the enlarged viewscreen I had installed a few months back when I wasn’t ridiculously poor. I mean, that single modification is what landed me in the poorhouse in the first place but damn was it ever worth having to subsist on Tribble Treats for the better part of a month!
Okay, maybe I was exaggerating just a bit there. Anyway, Trixie soon joined me and, as predicted, began to admire the view before her. Starbase 24 was known for being in one of the most visually appealing locales that wasn’t considered lethal, like the Briar Patch or the Badlands. Did I ever tell you the story of how I made the Badlands Run in 12 parsecs? Another time perhaps. 
Like most Starbases, 24 looked like a giant mushroom floating peacefully through the cosmos. It had a long-metallic ‘stem’ topped by a cap-like structure indicative of Starfleet design. I suppose that’s one of the traits that made my ship fairly unique among the traditional Federation vessels; instead of a round ‘saucer section’, the Ranger’s ‘saucer section’ was triangular with the pointed end facing the front. It was just one of those things I liked about my little ship.
“Starship Ranger, this is Starbase 24. Do you copy?” The voice of a Federation officer shook me from my thoughts. 
“This is Cole Stevens of the Ranger. Permission to dock?” I asked hopefully whilst sending the necessary ship registry information while we waited for the go-ahead. 
Ugh, I hated waiting in line at a Starbase. 
They were huge but not gargantuan and there was nothing worse than having to lollygag around with your thumb up your ass while you waited for some hoity-toity Admiral to finish his fourth cup of tea. Fortunately, that was not the case and I was issued docking instructions without delay, which I immediately fed to the computer. 
“Alright computer, just land this crate, would ya?” A beep of acknowledgement met my request and I leaned back in the chair as we slowly made our way towards the station.
***

“Well, here we are! Pismo Beach and all the clams we can eat!” I exclaimed as we exited the docking umbilical tying the Ranger to the Starbase. I gave Trixie a glance and found a strange expression waiting for me. “Never mind. Alright first things first; we should probably head over to Administration and see if there’s any work available.”
“I thought we were going to see if the bar needed any entertainment,” Trixie pointed out.
“We’ll do both, don’t worry,” I assured her. “Of course, if you want, we could check out the bar first and get you sorted out.” 
“I…guess that would be okay.” 
She looked nervous as we walked, no doubt split between knowing what she had to do and where she had to do it. While the Klingons, Romulans, Andorians, and Ferengi we passed were completely normal for me, I’d wager anything that Trixie didn’t feel quite as comfortable. My suspicions were confirmed when she absentmindedly bumped into a Jem Hadar soldier. He growled at her and she let out an eep, something I was sure she wasn’t very proud of. Fortunately, he wasn’t predisposed to death or dismemberment at the time so I offered a quick apology and we continued, the blue mare watching where she was going much more closely. 
Starbase 24 wasn’t the biggest station so we reached the Administrations office in a fairly timely fashion. I immediately requested an audience with the commander in charge of long-range deliveries (beaming was good but not for the distances they’d be using me for) and while he wasn’t available at the moment, the ensign in charge of the front desk assured me that he would return in just a few hours. That gave us plenty of time to check out the bar and employment prospects within. 
So that’s what we did. 
The bar itself, while nothing too fancy or special in any way, was nevertheless relaxing and had a pleasant enough atmosphere about it. Like most Starfleet institutions, this one was simple, Spartan, symmetrical, and very open-air. The bar itself consisted of several shelves and replicators and a small server. Numerous tables and chairs orbited the bar and to my delight, a small stage met my gaze, situated just to the side between the two seating areas. It seemed like an ideal place for one to begin a career in entertainment and I hoped Trixie felt the same way or we might’ve made the trip for nothing.
“So…whaddya think?” I asked as she gave it a once-over, than a twice-over, followed by (as I’d come to expect) a thrice-over. Finally, she stopped.
“I…suppose it will do. Hopefully, Trixie won’t have to perform in such…simple conditions too much.”
“Well, give ‘em a great show and with some luck, you won’t have to,” I encouraged. “Still, try to remember that no one starts at the top. You might’ve been somebody in Equestria but out here, you’re just another random alien trying to make their way in the universe. Think you can remember that?”
“Why do you talk like that?”
“Talk like what?” 
“It’s somepony, not somebody. You’re not speaking to a body, you’re talking about a person. Honestly, who taught you how to speak?”
“Um…” She actually caught me off-guard with that. “My human parents who had never seen an Equestrian pony, much less heard one speak?”
“Hmmph! They should get out more!” Trixie replied indignantly, apparently having missed my referring to my parents in the past tense. That issue would be addressed later. “Why else have these fancy star-ships?” 
“Don’t worry, I agree,” I answered with a nod. “But you see, starships are giving you a serious advantage.” She regarded me with a mix of confusion and skepticism.
“Trixie doesn’t follow.” 
“Look at it this way. As far as we know, you’re one of if not the only Equestrian who’s ever gone this far from your home planet. That makes you unique and different. Even someone who’s been all over the Quadrants…” She raised an eyebrow. “…all over the place will be interested in what you can do. It’s a big galaxy out there. Anything new and exciting will be welcomed and appreciated, especially entertainment. If you can knock ‘em dead at these smaller venues, it won’t take long before word gets out! They’ll be, like…” I threw my hand up to accentuate my next point. “…Oh my gosh! Did you hear about the Great and Powerful Trixie? Oh, you mean that super-talented Equestrian who made the entire population of Vulcan wet themselves from smiling and laughing so much?” 
Okay, it was a labored example but it got the job done. Despite the residual anxiety present on the showmare’s muzzle, she seemed to have warmed up to the idea considerably.
“Relax, you don’t have to say I’m right or anything,” I assured her with a cocky grin as she opened her mouth to say something. “I know that would just kill you inside.” 
“I…that wasn’t…Trixie was going to say no such thing! Hmmph!” I smiled and quickly ruffled her mane.
“Whatever you say, princess. Oh, there’s the barkeep. Let’s go have a word with him, shall we?”
***

I waited until we were safely out of earshot of the esteemed barkeep before letting out a sigh of relief. I had to imagine that my light blue companion felt the same way. Negotiations couldn’t have gone better and after about 15 minutes, Trixie had her first gig. Now all we had to do was wait until later on when the bar was most likely to be busy. That gave us a couple of hours in which to find me a job as well, which prompted Trixie to raise an interesting point that in all my excitement, I had not considered. 
“Well…what about you?” 
“What about me?” 
“…Never mind.”
“Oh no you don’t,” I countered. “What did I say about tsundering, hmm?” Trixie rolled her eyes. 
“That it’s a tired and overused plot device and you will have none of it?” she replied correctly. 
“Uh huh, damn rights,” I confirmed my position with a nod. “Now, what were you going to say?”
“Um…well, if you’re going to be working…how will you…watch…me…” It was my turn to roll my eyes.
“Sorry, didn’t quite catch that.”
“Trixie said, how will you watch her if you’re working somewhere else!? You need to pay better attention to what Trixie says, human!” There we go, I thought with a smile, though a short-lived one. I had to think about that.
“Well, I guess there’s only one option, then,” I replied with a shrug. 
“Ha! Trixie knew it! You’d rather get your own Bits rather than help Trixie earn any herself! That’s just like a human, too! You’re nothing but a…”
“As usual, you didn’t let me finish,” I interrupted as gently as I could, given the parameters of the conversation. “I may be human but I’m not a complete bastard. If it means missing your first show, then how could I even consider doing anything else? I’d like to be there for you ‘cause I know it’s gonna be scary performing so far away from home. I mean, what kind of friend would I be if I didn’t support you?” The look on the showmare’s face was a mix of confusion and bewilderment, bolstering my theory that even back home, she wasn’t exactly overwhelmed with company. 
“You…you mean it? You’d better not be lying! Trixie hates liars!”
“Hey, if I’m lyin’, I’m dyin’,” I assured her, putting my hands up defensively. “I’ll be right there, I promise,” I added, pointing to a seat fairly close to the stage.
“You’d better be…” she muttered. 
“Is there anything you need?” I asked after a pause. 
“For what?”
“For your act. Props, that kind of thing.”
“If you recall, you crushed everything Trixie owns when your ship landed on her cart!”
“Oh yeah, that’s right,” I half-mumbled. “Still feeling kinda bad about that.”
“Kind of?” 
“Aaaanyway, is there anything you need for the show tonight? I don’t have much left in the replicator ‘cause somebody went Rambo with the last of the food but I might be able to synthesize a little something.”
“Trixie will be fine even without her props and especially without any help from you.” Her tone said it all; that was the end of that. 
“Alright, if you’re sure,” I capitulated, throwing my hands up again. “If you change your mind, you know where to find me.” I instinctively headed for the bar.
“Trixie won’t change her mind.” She didn’t need to say it; I realized her changing her mind about anything was about as likely as the Borg performing a flash-mob polka.
One interesting aspect of living or otherwise operating in space for any decent amount of time is that time seems to go by much more quickly than if one spent it on a planet. I think a physicist explained it to me once but I’m waaaaay too dumb for advanced astrophysics. I can barely run my own ship for Christ’s sakes and even then it takes an advanced computer to do most of the dirty work. Anyway, what I have realized since then is that they were right; before we knew it, the place had just about filled to capacity. 
It was then that I noticed the clientele…and gulped nervously. 
It was almost all Klingons, a species known for barbarism, a love of honor, and an insatiable appetite for war. I could only imagine what they would think of a pastel pony trying to do magic tricks, and simple ones at that. Sure, there were a few humans and even a couple Romulans but the fact remained that Trixie needed something worthy of an old Michael Bay motion picture to get any reaction from this crowd, much less a favorable one. Even though I didn’t know anything about my frie…er, cohort’s routine, I knew Trixie had her work cut out for her.
If she was nervous, she didn’t show it. I was sure it’d be different once all eyes were on her instead of their Bloodwine and Synthale. After a few tense minutes, it was time for the show to begin.
“Good luck out there,” I whispered, patting her head. “Remember; if you need me, just…signal or something and I’ll help you as best I can.” 
“Like Trixie will need it.” More than you know, I thought as I turned to leave. 
“Um…one more thing. There’s something you should know about Klingons…”
“Trixie knows what she’s doing! Go away!” she hissed as the lights dimmed. I shrugged and scurried off, locating a seat close enough to the stage but far enough to blend in with the crowd. 
“Alright, ladies, gentlemen, and everything in between, let’s give it up for the…” the barkeep checked the pad to make sure he was reading correctly. “…The Great and Powerful Trixie!” How’d she make that fanfare go off, I wondered. I don’t remember her requesting any sound equipment. 
“Watch and be amazed as the Great and Powerful Trixie…amazes you with feats of…”
“What is this petaQ?!” I groaned as a Klingon interrupted her…loudly. Fortunately, Trixie managed to stay professional and kept going. 
“…amazes you with feats of prestidigitation and magic the likes of which you’ve never seen!” 
“More like the greatest chalth we have ever had the displeasure of witnessing!” another called, much to the delight of his compatriots. They roared with laughter and sneered at the struggling showmare, much to my dismay. I wondered how long she’d be able to hold up…and hoped she wouldn’t say something stupid and rile them up. I shuddered as I remembered the incident. “Tell me, entertainer, how do you plan to ‘entertain’ us, hmm?” 
“Well, I…” Damnit, I thought as I saw Trixie’s usual bravado begin to crack. I cursed the fact that I could only watch as she slowly descended into uncertainty, beaten before she’d even begun. That’s when I decided that just because she didn’t need my help, it couldn’t hurt. 
“Yeah, let’s hear it for the Great and Powerful Trixie!” I shouted, hoping that my slow clap would encourage others to offer their support. Not many did but it was a start. I hoped that it would be enough to reinvigorate her. 
“Ahem…of course! How does this grab you?” she exclaimed, creating a shower of sparks and glitter that rained down upon the stage and anyone seated close-by. She grinned in triumph as bored expressions looked back. Someone even yawned, which was nothing compared to the heckling Klingons near the front.
“Ha! Is that all the ‘Great and Powerful Trixie’ has to offer?” one demanded. “I’ve seen targs do better tricks in their sleep!” 
“T…then how about this one!” I had to give credit; that girl did not like to give up, which she proved by creating an admittedly impressive fireworks display, lighting the dimmed deck up in bright flashes of color. Surely, that must’ve…I looked around the room…damnit, tough crowd. 
“F…fear not, everypony,” Trixie assured them as she sweated. “That is but a mere sample of Trixie’s power! My next trick will…”
“Make us what? Fall asleep?!” a Klingon roared, met soon after with raucous laughter. My hands balled into fists as I tried to control myself. Getting involved would be a stupid thing to do, I silently told myself. Especially with Klingons. The smart thing to do would be to leave them alone and hope they pass out from the tankards of Bloodwine they’d been consuming for the past several hours. 
Have I mentioned that I’m kinda stupid sometimes? I cleared my throat.
“Why don’t you shut your mouth, foul petaQ, before I do it for you!?” I shouted at the offending Klingon. 
You could’ve heard a pin drop. The Klingon turned slowly and his furious eyes zeroed in on me. I tried to look brave and stoic as he slowly walked towards me, pushing other patrons out of his way as he approached. 
“You say something, qoH?” he growled as he leaned forward, towering over me. 
“You’re damn right I did,” I replied with all the courage I could muster. “Those who torment anyone smaller than themselves surely have little honor.” I regretted it as soon as I said it, even before he grabbed me by my shirt and hoisted me into the air. 
“I will make you regret those words…” he growled. I prepared myself for the unfortunate and thorough beating that was sure to follow.
“Hey!” a familiar voice shouted. I gingerly opened one eye. Was that…nah, couldn’t have been. “Are you too afraid to challenge the Great and Powerful Trixie by yourself?” she asked with her trademark smirk. The Klingon growled and dropped me as he turned to face his accuser. 
“You dare call me a ‘coward’?” he shouted, pointing at her. I watched in amazement as Trixie didn’t even so much as flinch.
“I dared! If you’re so brave, then come on up here and prove it in front of everypony!” the blue showmare challenged. 
“Oh, it is on,” the Klingon growled as he stepped onto the stage. Trixie held her ground as he took a fighting stance. “Vay cho!” With that, he dashed at her with the speed of a Klingon warrior.
I’m pretty sure that he didn’t expect what happened next. Hell, I’m pretty sure nobody saw it coming. I had a hunch but couldn’t be sure until I actually saw him rise up off his feet, elevated by a blue aura surrounding his body. The look on his face was priceless! Rendered immobile, he floundered about in the air like a pissed-off Magicarp before Trixie sent him to the floor on his ass. He growled and tried again but Trixie was ready. As he neared her, she deftly stepped aside and conjured up an oil slick just in time for the angry Klingon to step on it. With a cry of surprise, he skidded off the stage and landed unceremoniously in a dazed heap. 
“Trixie, behind you!” I yelled as one of the Klingon’s entourage leapt out of his seat wielding a Bat’leth. Before I could ask myself why no one else in the audience seemed to care about the epic rumble brewing around them, the warrior launched himself at the blue mare. Not to be outdone, Trixie jumped out of harm’s way and quickly conjured up a Bat’leth of her own. The blades clashed and sparks flew as they fought onstage and I suddenly realized why no one was stopping them; from the looks on their faces, it was probably the best show they’d seen in a while. Surprisingly, Trixie was holding her own, parrying and striking with a level of skill that must’ve shocked her opponent. 
Suddenly, there was a gasp as Trixie’s weapon flew over her heads, dislodged from her magical grip by the warrior opposite. Without missing a beat, the showmare snatched the Bat’leth and caught the Klingon’s wrists with it. The audience watched in awe as she swiftly shrunk the Bat’leth until it clasped the Klingon’s wrists like a pair of handcuffs. Finally, the scene became too much and the crowd erupted into laughter and cheers as one Klingon kept trying to get to his feet, failing each time while the other danced about in a rage, unable to use his hands. 
“Well? Anypony else want some?” Trixie demanded of the Klingon group. They shook their heads, realizing that brawn was no match for magic. 
“Everybody give it up for the Great and Powerful Trixie!” I shouted, running on stage to raise her front hoof victoriously. She looked up at me in surprise as I smiled at her. After a moment, a small smile graced her muzzle and she waved back at the crowd with renewed enthusiasm.
***

“Man, what a night,” I exclaimed as we collapsed against my bridge chair. “I’ve gotta say; that definitely went better than expected.” Too exhausted to start another fight, Trixie simply settled for scowling at me. “C’mon, admit it; we kicked ass back there.” 
“Trixie…I…guess we did okay…” she admitted. “How did we do?”
“Oh right, your pay,” I dug out my pad and checked the numbers. “Yup, the Energy Credits have already been transferred to your account.”
“My…account?”
“Well, yeah, how else are we supposed to manage what you earn? I set one up for you, like, eons ago.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Actually, it was more like this morning but you get the…” I stopped as she suddenly hugged me. It was quick but got the point across. I ruffled her ears affectionately. 
“If you ever tell anypony about that, Trixie will end you.”
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	Flying high on the success of Trixie’s first show outside of her homeland, we decided to stay on the Starbase a few extra days, during which time she performed in front of a few more eager crowds while I wore myself to the bone scrubbing plasma manifolds. If there was a Hell, I’m sure even the denizens within would call my job cruel and unusual punishment. Nevertheless, the thought of survival and even perhaps some sweet new gear someday kept me going and I persevered. Not that Trixie was having an easy time either; each crowd brought a different mix of species, tastes, and sensibilities, which kept the showmare on her toes, to say the least. Regardless of the challenges, she did pretty well and had soon amassed a semi-respectable amount of credits, which led to the inevitable…
“What am I supposed to do with these?” Trixie asked as she levitated a datapad before her eyes, studying the figures on the screen. 
“These what?” I asked as I took another look at the menu.
“This money…what I’ve made doing these shows every night.”
“Hmm…” I rested my chin in one hand. “Well, you could start by paying for dinner.” She gave me a look that said “really”, so I gave up on the admittedly childish fantasy. “Just kidding. That’s a good question; what did you spend it on back home?” 
“Well, if you must know, any money I made went towards my living expenses and anything I might need for traveling or performing.” She said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world. 
“Yeah, I figured but since you’ve got me helping you with that…well, is there anything else you can think of?” She thought about it for a moment.
“Trixie sees where you’re going with this.”
“Um…okay, then could you tell me?”
“You’re going to ask her if she’ll take pity on you and share her new-found wealth, obviously,” she replied haughtily. “You’ve made it quite clear to Trixie that you have trouble taking care of yourself.” Oh brother, I thought as I rolled my eyes. So that’s what this about; an ego trip. I shoulda guessed.
“I dunno; I’ve done a pretty good job so far…”
“Well, from this point on, ‘good’ will simply not cut it! If you’re going to accompany the Great and Powerful Trixie, your efforts will have to be much better than just ‘good’.”
“So…is that a ‘no’ to splitting the bill?” I asked hesitantly, unsure of what else to say.
“What do you think?”
“Right. Sounded smarter in my head before I said it.” 
“Trixie imagines that’s a familiar occurrence.” Okay, that did it. I could handle rudeness and abrasiveness just fine; it’s a big galaxy and being pragmatic and patient can take you a long way. However, I drew the line at condescension and that line was the one that the blue mare had just stomped upon.
“You know what?” I snapped, setting my menu down with a snap as Trixie’s eyes flew open. “You’re impossible! Just ‘cause you did okay performing some little magic tricks which, by the way, humans have been doing for hundreds of years, you think you’re so high and mighty! Well, guess what?”
Looking back, I now realize how fortunate I was to have the sense to stop talking at that particular moment. In my rage, I hadn’t noticed that at some point during my rant, I had stood up rather abruptly, drawing the attention of many of the bar’s patrons. I felt their eyes on me as I looked about and then down at Trixie. To my immense surprise, the expression she wore was not of anger or overwhelming self-confidence; nay, it was more along the lines of…confusion mixed with just a sprinkle of regret. At that moment, I just didn’t care. I pushed my chair back into its place and took off towards the docks at a fairly quick pace. I didn’t hear the clattering of hooves behind me but I didn’t care; I wanted to be alone for a while.
Trixie just sat there in total silence, trying to process how the evening had regressed from a pleasant dinner affair to a ridiculous clash perpetrated by the overexposure of a certain human to a certain mare’s ego. She huffed and rested her head on one hoof and took a deep breath. Maybe, just maybe…she had been out of line. 
Of course, the only reason she even entertained the notion was because it had happened before. Her last trip to Ponyville had ended on a similar but slightly happier note, a note that Trixie, despite her boasting and general lack of sensitivity, had to admit was an improvement. Now she had gone and messed it up with someone who had done nothing but help her to the best of his abilities since they’d met. Granted, he had also destroyed everything she owned but his determination to make things right was beginning to really show.
“Maybe…maybe Trixie was the one who screwed up…” she mumbled, hoping no one (including herself) would hear. As one might expect, such an admission caught the attention of the nearby barkeeper, who wasted no time offering her a drink, something he called ‘Romulan Ale’, supposedly the best source in existence for ridding oneself of their troubles, if only temporarily. Confound these humans, they drive me to drink, Trixie thought as she accepted it, shrugging off the barkeeper’s warning to keep the transaction under wraps.
Several pints of Liquid Problem Solver later…
“…so ‘e jus’…jus’ stormed…right outta here…” Trixie stammered to a bored-looking creature dressed in a padded brown one-piece outfit. Trixie couldn’t explain it but there was something about his blank stare that intrigued her and spurred her to keep talking as if he possessed some kind of infinite wisdom. That there was something extraordinary about the understated being on the stool beside her, an iron-clad fact that even her alcohol-addled mind could comprehend. “I…Trixie…didn’t do nuthin’…e’s jus’…e’s jus’…wha was I sayin’?” The creature gave her a glance. “Yeah…tha’s right…so wha’ should Trixie…buuuurrrrp…should I do?” He gave her another glance. “That’s it, that’s exactry hic wha’ I should do…thanks, yer a real hic…a real hic…a real pal.” Her business concluded, the blue mare clumsily signed her bill and stumbled out of the bar on her way to the dock. 
“Sheesh, the crowd we get here sometimes,” the barkeep commented, shaking his head. “Another round, Morn?” 
***

“Alright, computer, is that everything?” I asked as the last of our supplies transported into the cargo hold. 
“Affirmative.”
“Perfect.” I paused; something was missing from the manifest. “Computer, where’s Trixie?”
“Trixie is approaching the loading ramp.”
“About time,” I muttered as I hurried out of the cargo hold. That mare had some nerve! Imagine going drinking and carrying on, all the while leaving all the heavy transporting to me! Still, as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t stay angry with her, not for just being herself. Although it was difficult, I had to give her the benefit of the doubt. I headed to the bridge and did one last systems check; everything looked to be in order, although the crew manifest wasn’t quite complete. I panned around the station’s cavernous hanger and focused on the small blue speck slowly stumbling its way over. With a sigh, I activated the transporter.
Big mistake.
She had barely materialized on the bridge before losing her both her lunch and dinner all over the nice, clean floor. She seemed to realize what had just happened and looked up at me apologetically. 
“I’mma…hic…sorry ‘bout that,” she stammered. I could naught but sigh once again and pat her head. 
“It’s okay. Come on, let’s get you cleaned up.” With that, I led her to my room and positioned her under the shower. I never liked sonic showers so I had had (at considerable cost) a real water-based shower installed. I was of the opinion that there were few woes that could not be cured by a nice, hot shower. Apparently, Trixie thought so as well, murmuring happily with her eyes closed as the warm water ran down her fuzzy body, cleansing it completely after a few minutes. “Hey…” she protested when I shut the water off. “Don’t…don’t…feels…nice…” 
“I think it’s time somepony went to bed,” I replied as I grabbed a towel and began to dry her off. 
“Heh heh…” she giggled. “You said…you said…some pony…”
“Very good. You get a gold star.”
“I wanna blue one!”
“I thought you might. Fine, you can have a blue one. Tell you what; if you got to bed right now, I’ll give you a silver one, too.” She cocked her head to the side and looked to be deep in thought.
“‘Kay.” 
I ushered her into her own bed a few minutes later after I’d finally finished drying her off. She fell asleep almost immediately after hitting the pillow and I could only imagine how tired she was after the excitement bestowed upon her by the past few days. I yawned and made my way back to my room, glancing out the window before throwing myself onto my bed and promptly falling into a sleep-like coma myself. 
***

It’s funny how healing a good night’s sleep can be, and I don’t just mean in the sense that you feel re-energized and ready for another round with Life. I also mean that a good night’s sleep has the power to alter one’s perspective, usually to something like “I will never drink again”. As a certain blue showmare staggered into the mess hall at approximately 1:30 the next day, I was pretty sure that my theory on a good night’s sleep was valid. Not to mention the fact that I had spent a few minutes scrubbing further ‘validation’ off the bulkheads and my pants. One thing was for certain; whatever that poor pony had ingested the previous evening, it definitely did not agree with her; my friend Mr. Tricorder and I had a feeling we knew what it was.
“Romulan Ale?” I asked nonchalantly through a bite of Pop Tart as she rubbed her eyes and winced. 
“Romulan Ale.” she confirmed with a slow, single nod. 
“You know that stuff’s illegal, right?” 
“Trixie can see why.”
“Have we learned a little lesson?”
“Buck off.”
I smiled and returned to my Pop Tart as Trixie helped herself to the replicator, selecting a bowl of Crispy Chex, her new favorite breakfast item. I had offered her Trix the day before but in a fit of delightful irony, she declined, citing the cereal’s almost intolerable sweetness. 
“This will never do,” she had assessed through a mouthful. “It’s far too sweet. Trix are for foals.” While I agreed with her to some degree, the cereal still held a special place in my heart, prompting me to keep at least a small supply of it around at all times.
After breakfast/lunch, we made our way to the bridge for a routine scan and to plan our next destination. Wanting to keep our streak of good fortune alive and well, I suggested another Starbase, and a fairly close one at that. Okay, maybe not that close, I realized soon after bringing the galaxy map up on the viewscreen.
“So…whaddya think?” I asked as Trixie studied it. “You think you could handle another Starbase?”
“Perhaps,” she replied as I accessed the Federation datafile related to 39-Sierra. That was yet another advantage of buying used from the Federation; even though the ship was no longer in Starfleet hands, the Federation continued to update the Ranger’s computer files with all non-military information or anything else deemed confident. It was like having a massive encyclopedia that updated itself to include new information as soon as it was released. “Will it be…similar…to the last one?” she asked. 
“Well, let’s take a look,” I replied, accessing further details. “Okay, it says here that “the Starbase was the base for rescue and relief efforts after the destruction of Romulus. By 2409, it was commanded by Admiral T'nae, and was the primary base of operations on the Romulan Front”. Hmm…”
“What is it?” Trixie asked, having detected my hesitation.
“Nothing, really,” I replied. “It’s just that…well, let’s just say that there’s a few Romulans who aren’t exactly buddy-buddy with the Federation around there. It might be…”
“What, dangerous?” Trixie asked, trying to hide the anxiety in her voice. “But aren’t these…Romulans…your friends now?”
“Where’d you hear that?”
“Weren’t there some in the bar a few days ago?”
“Yeah, that’s right. Still, suffice it to say that not all of them are that friendly. Even though their leader disappeared a while ago, the Tal Shiar are still a threat and if they got their slimy claws on us…I don’t even wanna think about it.”
“The…who?”
“Tal Shiar. During the time of the Romulan Star Empire, they were an elite intelligence agency whose purpose was to protect the Empire from its enemies, like the Federation. Since the Empire crumbled with the destruction of Romulus, they’ve basically turned into a militant organization who violently opposes Romulan cooperation with the Federation. They attack Federation ships on-sight. They’re essentially terrorists now.”
“Then why would you take Trixie anywhere near them?” the blue mare demanded.
“Well, if you wanna hit up another Starbase, we don’t have much of a choice,” I pointed out. “Besides, that part of space is usually swarming with Starfleet and Romulan Republic ships. We should be fine.”
“I hope so…” Trixie muttered. “For your sake. Trixie needs a nap.” With that, she left the mess hall, leaving me to clear her dishes. I sighed and put them into the replicator for recycling before returning to the bridge.
***

Trixie yelped in surprise as something threw her from the comfort of her bed onto the cold floor. She grimaced and held her head as the shrill pitch of an alarm went off like a hydrogen bomb in her poor hung-over noggin. She cursed a blue streak as she hastily got up and headed for the turbolift, determined to give that ornery human a piece of her mind and if necessary, a righteous ass-kicking. 
“Hold on!” She had scarcely set hoof on the bridge before a familiar voice shouted at her. Instinctively, she grabbed the nearest computer console as the ship lurched again and momentarily went dark as the power fluctuated. 
“What the fuck is going on?” Trixie yelled at the human furiously hitting buttons on the helm controls.
“Good, you’re up! I’ll congratulate on your first proper use of a colorful metaphor later! We’ve got a problem!”
“Really? I hadn’t noticed!” she shouted. “What is it!?”
“Some kind of…anomaly! We’re getting pulled in!” I replied as I tried in vain to get my ship to cooperate.
“Like a wormhole!?”
“Kind of but this time, we don’t know where it goes! Hang on!” 
Trixie opened her mouth to respond as another toss of the ship whipped her around to face the main viewscreen. Her eyes widened at the large tear in the space in front of her. It writhed and contorted like some kind of strange special hurricane, even shooting out bolts of yellow energy. As it pulled them in, she buried her face into her hooves and closed her eyes, ready for the inevitable conclusion to her underwhelming existence.
***

“Trixie…”
She groaned and tried to move; everything hurt and she grimaced in pain as a voice met her.
“Trixie! Are you…are you alright?” the voice asked, clearly concerned. She slowly opened her eyes and beheld a human face.
“What…what happened?” she asked groggily. “Did we…did we…” She shuddered at what the answer could be. Maybe whatever it was had simply consumed them and spit out the pieces, granting them a one-way ticket to the Afterlife. Figuring that she had nothing to lose by asking, she continued. “Did we…make it?” To her surprise, I smiled.
“Yeah, everything’s okay. You’re okay, I’m okay, and the Ranger’s just fine. A couple o’ bumps or bruises but that’s all. Guess that spacial anomaly was all back and no bite. Lucky us huh?”
“Yeah…so lucky,” Trixie groaned as she got up, aided by her friend’s helping hands. “Where are we?”
“Hang on, I’ll check…” I muttered. “Computer, what is our exact location?” I asked.
“Argelius System, Argelius Sector, Regulus Sector Block.” The computer replied. 
“What does that mean?” Trixie asked.
“It means that whatever hit us back there, it didn’t take us an inch away from where we last were,” I replied, just as perplexed as Trixie. “Whatever that was, I think it’s gone. It should be smooth sailing from now…”
A sudden hard lurch interrupted me and sent us both to the floor once more. I shook my head and ran to my seat, bringing up the viewscreen immediately after. Trixie’s shocked gaze accompanied my own as a strange starship I’d never seen before hovered in front of us. From our view, it appeared to be an elongated curved diamond with flame-like wings bisecting it at its center. A long drill-like shape protruded from the pyramid-shaped bow of the strange vessel and two large yellow eye-like lights casted an eerie glow against the darkness. It felt like the ship was staring right at us. Doing the only thing I could think of, I opened a channel.
“Attention unidentified ship, this is Cole Stevens of the starship Ranger. Who are…” Another impact interrupted me as a shrill shriek over the communicator forced both Trixie and I to cover our ears. 
“Shut up!” a feminine yet deadly voice on the other end shouted. “You’re trespassing in restricted Solar Imperium territory, the punishment for which is immediate execution!” 
“Whoa, just wait a minute, okay?” I answered quickly as he heart began to race. I could only imagine how Trixie felt. “There’s no need for that. We’ll get out of here right now, you’ll see. Just take it easy!”
“NEVER TELL ME TO ‘TAKE IT EASY’!” the voice screamed, causing us to cover our ears yet again. At that moment, the viewscreen came to life, providing us with the identity of our attacker. 
“No way…” I murmured.
“But…how?” Trixie gasped.
We stared in fascinated terror at the face of a yellow pony with a long pink mane cut into jagged lengths. She looked strangely familiar, though I could not for the life of me figure out why. I looked over at Trixie, who stared with an even more shocked expression than myself.
“F…F…F…Fluttershy?” she asked nervously. The yellow pony glared at her.
“That’s Commandant Fluttershy!” she hissed. “How do you know who I am? Tell me right now or I’ll destroy you right now!” Wow, this bitch made Trixie look like Mother freakin’ Theresa.
“But you’re…this…this isn’t right!” Trixie muttered.
“You wanna fill me in here?” I whispered. “Since when do you guys have a space program?”
“We don’t!” Trixie hissed. “This…isn’t right!”
“So what are you saying?”
“Shut up!” the Commandant yelled. “Now, if you’ll be so kind as to die, we’ll get this over with!” 
“Computer, shields!” I shouted as the Ranger rocked again. I routed helm controls to my station and ‘floored it’, to use an archaic term. The ship lurched again as the Ranger swerved to avoid another shot. “Computer, what’s the status of our weapons?” Trixie gave me a look of horror. 
“Weapons are online.”
“Good! Use ‘em! Attack pattern…I don’t fucking know! Just shoot the damn thing!”
“Acknowledged.” Using her superior speed and maneuverability, my little Nova weaved around the much larger vessel, her phasers going to work on the ship’s engines. 
“What’s their status?” I shouted before a blue blur tackled me.
“You were shooting at them!” a hysteric Trixie screamed.
“They were shooting at us!” I yelled, trying to fight her off. “Get off me! I’m trying to get us outta here in one piece, not several!” I winced as we took another hit.
“Weapons are off-line.” Shit, I thought as another hit rocked us. “Shields down to 19 percent.” Trixie looked at me with abject fear in her eyes and just as we were supposed to get vaporized, something drew the attention of our assailant. Through the viewscreen, we watched as a Starfleet ship appeared and fired a full phaser spread, causing noticeable damage to the enemy vessel. 
“Curse you!” Commandant Fluttershy growled as her own ship shuddered. “This isn’t the last you’ll see of us!” With that, they jumped to warp, leaving us alone with our rescuer. I wiped my brow and settled back into my chair as Trixie relaxed as well, although not as much. I could only begin to imagine how harrowing the ordeal had been for her. I made a mental note to take her to Risa in the near future for a vacation. We’d definitely need it.
“Computer, hail them,” I exclaimed as the channel opened. “This is Cole Stevens of the starship Ranger. Thanks for your…what the Hell?” I shouted as another blast shook the ship. “Man, what is it, ‘Pick on the Ranger Day’? Hey, don’t shoot! We’re on your side!”
“Oh really?” a voice sneered from over the communicator. “Then why were you fraternizing with an enemy of the Terran Empire?” At that, my heart sank into the pit of my stomach and I face-palmed…hard. 
“Oh shit.” 
“Now what is it?” Trixie demanded. 
“Um…remember how I said that not all humans are assholes?” She nodded. “Well, these are the ones that are.”
“Oh shit.” she muttered.
“Did you really think you could get away with siding with the enemy?” The viewscreen came to life again, showing a smirking Starfleet captain with an eye patch on one side of his face and a long scar decorating the other. “Not only were you conspiring against the Terran Empire, you’re also harboring a fugitive!” He motioned towards Trixie. “Normally, the penalty for your transgressions would be an immediate death but in your case, we’ll make it slow and painful! Prepare to be boarded!” With that, he was gone, leaving us to ponder our plight. I took a deep breath and sighed. That’s when I noticed her.
The mare was terrified. Unable to say a word, she huddled on the floor of the bridge in a near-catatonic state, wrapping her front legs protectively around her head. I got up and knelt beside her, stroking her mane and her ears affectionately as I tried my best to calm the poor thing down. She sniffled and quivered under my touch and I whispered gentle words of assurance to her.
“Ssh, it’s okay, it’s okay,” I murmured. “Everything’s gonna be okay. I won’t let them lay a finger on you, I promise.” To this day, I’m not entirely certain of whom I was trying to convince but it was all I could do at the moment. “You’ll be fine, you hear me? You’ll be fine. We’re gonna get out of this, we’re gonna get out of this…” 
“Another ship has entered the system. It is on an intercept course.” the computer said, making us both jump a little. Great, I thought as my heart sank even more. “Computer, prepare the escape pods and…” I stopped and looked out the viewscreen in amazement as the other ship, a Klingon Bird-of-Prey, fired on the Terran vessel, taking it completely by surprise. I watched with bated breath as the Terran ship replied in kind, firing back at the Klingon ship and directing its attention away from us. I had to act quickly.
“Computer, what’s the status of our engines? How fast can we go?”
“One-half impulse.” It was a start.
“Get us out of here!” There was a beep and the ship lurched forwards and a little further out of harm’s way. I didn’t know who was in command of the other ship or why they were helping us but at the moment, I didn’t care. The only thing I cared about is that with some luck, I’d be able to keep my promise to Trixie.
“Oh, what the somersaulting Christ!” I shouted as another hit buckled the ship. Although it didn’t feel as severe as the last salvo, I was still pretty pissed about it. “Computer, hail the Klingon ship! Don’t they know we’re all friends now?” A second later, a Klingon captain appeared in the viewscreen.
“We have chased off your Terran friend!” he growled. “Give us one good reason not to destroy you!”
“Because we’re not with them!” I replied frantically. “And we’re most definitely not with the Solar Imperium either!” 
“Then why do you have one of them on board your vessel!?” he roared, pointing at Trixie, who had returned to the fetal position. 
“Take it easy, she’s a friend!” 
“Their kind is no friend of the Klingon Empire!”
“Ahem!” I watched as everyone on Bird-of-Prey’s bridge suddenly fell silent, including the captain (to my surprise). My eyes widened as a dark-blue unicorn sporting a magnificent pair of wings made her way onto the bridge and stood beside the Klingon captain. “What was that about ‘our kind’?” 
“I…I meant no disrespect, your Highness,” the captain replied, bowing to her. “I was simply trying to negotiate our enemy’s surrender.” 
“That sounded more like a threat,” the pony…thing answered sternly. “Or did you simply forget that mere seconds ago, that Terran ship fired upon this one. Why do you suppose that is, hmm?” I sighed with relief; finally someone pragmatic enough not to slit our throats at first glance. However, it wasn’t the fact that we’d just avoided an early death that surprised me; it was Trixie’s reaction. She had gone from scared out of her wits on the floor to standing up and staring before she dropped into a low bow. 
“P-P-P…Princess Luna?” she asked incredulously.
“Hello, little one,” the Princess said with a warm smile as she took notice of the blue mare. “You haven’t been hurt, I trust?”
“N-no, your Highness.”
“That is a relief,” Lune replied, turning her attention to me. “And I suppose we have you to thank for that?”
“Um…I suppose so, ma’am. Thanks for the rescue. I thought we were toast back there.”
“Yes, I can imagine,” Lune answered. “Now, would you care to explain what a human and a unicorn are doing all the way out here by themselves?” 
“I would be glad to, your Highness,” I assured her. 
“Perhaps that can wait,” Luna interrupted, looking at Trixie again. “The poor dear looks exhausted and terrified. Perhaps we should return to the base before…”
“Your Highness! Surely you don’t intend to allow them to come back with us freely!” the captain protested. 
“I’m sorry, captain, but do they look like they could put up a fight right now? Do you honestly look at their sorry state of affairs and fear for your life? I thought better of you, captain.” Luna replied calmly but coldly. 
“O…of course, your Highness.” The captain relented. 
“Now then, if you would follow us, we’ll escort you somewhere a little safer.” Luna added, returning her attention to me. “I’m sure we have much to discuss.” I nodded.
“Yes ma’am. I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”
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	Acting captain’s log, Stardate…something, something point something. I’ve decided to start keeping a record of travels, mostly for myself, but also for Starfleet just in case. I mean, you never know, right? Maybe I could even trade the info for some new gear or credits or something useful. In any case, that’ll just have to wait. According to Princess Luna, we’re on our way to a secret base, the home of some kind of ‘resistance’ against the Terran Empire and the Solar Imperium. I don’t know much about the Mirror Universe but it looks like we’re about to become better acquainted with it whether we like it or not. (End Recording)
“Come in!” I called from my bed as I ended the recording. The door opened with a hiss and in stepped a certain blue showmare. To say I was surprised to see her would be an understatement; judging from the way she was acting mere minutes ago, I thought her sanity had taken a sabbatical. “Something I can do for you?” I asked as she slowly approached. She wore an expression of anxiety and although I hated to see her worried, I was pleased that she no longer seemed all that terrified.
“The princess wants to see you,” she said quietly, almost whispering. 
“Guess I’d better get going, then,” I replied, stretching as I sat up. “Wouldn’t wanna keep royalty waiting, ‘specially after she was nice enough to let me nap first.” I looked over at Trixie, who still hadn’t moved. “Is there something else?”
“Oh! It’s just that…Trixie’s never…seen anything like this before and…she’s wondering if we’ll be okay…” I smiled and ruffled her mane. She seemed to like that; a good mane-ruffling usually calmed her down and I had a feeling that starting now, I’d be doing it a lot more often. 
“Don’t worry, I’m sure we’ll be fine,” I assured her. “We’re just gonna follow them, tell ‘em what we know, and be on our way. We’ll find another rift and be outta here sooner before you know it.” The line between convincing myself and her was growing more and more blurred at every turn and I wondered if it would be so easy.
“Trixie hopes so,” the blue mare replied with a hint of stubbornness. “If you get us killed, Trixie will never let you live it down!” 
“Now there’s the Trixie I lo…tolerate,” I replied, giving her a somewhat condescending pat on the head. “Well, I’ve got a bridge to get to. Feel free to lay down here or whatever. I don’t think I’ll be too long.” With that, I made my way to the bridge, upon reaching which I immediately activated the viewscreen and hailed the Bird-of-Prey. 
“What do you want?” the captain snarled. I smiled; this was an excellent chance to practice some Klingon inflections and (hopefully) get away with it.
“Listen to me, petaQ!” I growled, baring my teeth. “Her Highness, Princess Luna, has requested that I speak with her and I’ll be damned if some honourless dog is going to stop me!” Okay, maybe I overdid it a bit but if there was one thing I knew about Klingons, shoving them after they shoved you was a great way to earn their respect. Or get yourself killed. I was hoping for the former. 
“You dare order me about?” the Klingon demanded. 
“No, but I think she does,” I replied, gesturing towards the entering princess. 
“Ha! You are a fool if you think that lame trick will get the better of me! I am of Duras! It will take more than that to…”
“Ahem.” The look on his face was priceless! I had to hold myself back as he went white as a Dividian and slowly turned around. “I’m sorry, captain, am I interrupting something?”
“N…no, your Highness. I was about to alert you…”
“It’s quite alright. I was the one who requested an audience with him. Please, carry on with your duties, captain. I promise you that we shall not occupy your bridge for too long.” Luna assured him, defending her title of ‘Universe’s Most Pragmatic & Patient Pony Princess’. He bowed to her and vacated the room, leaving the Princess and a handful of bridge crew. 
“You wanted to see me, ma’am?” I asked, taking a seat in my chair. In hindsight, I probably should’ve remained standing but I was exhausted and didn’t think she’d mind. The princess looked like she had more important matters to worry about anyway.
“Yes, I did,” she replied. “You don’t mind, do you? I know how exhausted you must be after your harrowing arrival.”
“That’s for sure,” I agreed. “Still, I am in your debt. We both are. If you hadn’t rescued us…” I shivered involuntarily. “Anyway, what can I do for you?” 
“I was hoping you could enlighten us as to why you’re here.” Wow, straight to the point, I thought.
“I’d be happy to, Princess, although I’m not sure I even understand it myself.”
“Please, call me ‘Luna’. In these truing times, one hardly has the time for such formalities, especially since I am not your superior.”
“That’s fine with me. So…what do you want to know?”
“Care to start at the top?”
“You betcha. See, my friend and I…”
“The unicorn, I presume?”
“That’s right. We’re travelers, y’see. I’m basically a worker for hire and she’s an entertainer. We met about a week ago on your home planet…” I paused, realizing how ridiculous that sounded, judging by the state of affairs that had befallen her world. “I mean, in my universe, of course.’ I added hastily. 
“Yes, I thought that might be the case,” Luna replied thoughtfully. “I was wondering why your ship didn’t have the same markings as the Terrans.”
“So…you believe me?” I asked, just to make sure we were on the same page.
“What kind of magic practitioner or leader would I be if I did not consider any and all possibilities, as unlikely or absurd as they may be?” It was a good question, one that I did not possess and answer to.
“Not a very good one, I suppose,” I replied with a chuckle, hoping she had been born with a sense of humor. 
“No, I suppose not,” she answered with a chuckle of her own, mitigating my concern. “In any case, how did you two wind up here of all places?”
“I wish I knew,” I replied, unable to hide a degree of wistfulness. “All the computer was able to gathers is that we got pulled through some strange kind of spacial anomaly.”
“Has that happened before?” 
“Yes, actually. I’m not sure if you’ll know who I’m talking about but Captain James Kirk visited the mirror…I mean, this universe in 2267 and Captain Sulu and the U.S.S. Excelsior went through about 12 years later. Any other information is really hard to come by. Starfleet likes to keep it kind of hush-hush.” 
“I understand,” Luna assured me. “And that’s when the Solar Imperium attacked?” I nodded.
“That’s right. They must’ve thought we were part of the Terran Empire. I have to admit that by the time the real Terran Empire showed up, the poor girl had already taken a beating.” I finished, giving my armrest a hard pat.
“Why were you unable to overcome them?” Luna must’ve sensed my change in mood as I looked down at my feet, a deep frown etching my face. “Oh…I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any disrespect.”
“It’s okay. It’s just that…the Ranger’s a great ship for basic transportation and even a little exploring but she’s no battle cruiser. We were outgunned, simple as that.” 
“I’m sorry. I wish we had arrived sooner.”
“Well, don’t be too sorry. If you’d arrived any sooner, you probably would’ve had two enemy ships to deal with. The only reason I didn’t get vape-d by the Imperium is because of the Empire and the only reason they didn’t get us was because of you, Princess. Have I mentioned how grateful Trixie and I are yet?”
“You might’ve mentioned it once or twice.” Luna replied with a smile. 
“Well, I mean it,” I continued. “And I’d like to help. Please consider myself and the Ranger at your disposal.” The princess’ expression surprised me; it was as if she didn’t expect me to reciprocate. I mean…how could I not? While I didn’t like the idea of intervening, especially in a ship so ill-equipped for combat, I couldn’t just stand by and let the Empire and the Imperium have their way. It wouldn’t be very…well, very Starfleet at all, now would it? Okay, I know I’m not part of Starfleet but that wasn’t the point. Ever since I had acquired the Ranger and learned its history, I felt compelled to emulate those who commanded her, called the ship home, and lived their lives for the betterment of mankind. Not doing so when faced with an opportunity to make a difference was just wrong. I knew that it was dangerous…okay, really dangerous but if my contribution helped to bring all the insanity to a speedy conclusion, then it was well-worth it.
“That is...most generous,” she replied. “But please do not feel obligated to help. We did what was right.”
“And now I’d like to do the same,” I answered quickly. “No offense, Princess, but I’d be willing to bet everything I own that you could use all the help can get. She’s not exactly a Galaxy-class but she’s quick and smart. I’m sure you could use us.” 
“Well, there’s no turning you down, is there?” Luna asked with a hint of amusement. “Very well! Cole Stevens, you and your ship have just entered the service of the Lunar Republic!”  She needn’t have said anything more; I was well-aware that Lunar Republic was the antithesis of the Solar Imperium, and definitely the side I wanted to fight for. 
“Thank you, ma’am!” I replied with a swift salute. “I’ll do my best.” Luna smiled.
“I know you will.” She glanced down at a computer console. “We’ll be arriving soon. Please make any preparations necessary for docking. Luna out.” She shot me one last smile and the stars once again occupied the viewscreen.
“Think I’d better check on Sleeping Beauty,” I muttered, heading to the turbolift. I wandered into my room seconds later to find her still curled up on the bed. I sat down and gently brushed her mane out from in front of her face. “Hey,” I whispered.
“Mmm…daddy…?” she murmured.
Dead silence.
I was floored. Like, floored. Not a peep out of her about family or any relations at all and now…this. Her simple, innocent question sent me reeling. That was something I had never even considered, and now I was forced to face it.
Trixie’s family.
Her sleep-addled answer raised a lot of questions. Who were they? What were they like? What was their last name? Do they even have a last name? It was almost too much to process. I took a deep breath and hugged her, gently so as not to wake her from her peaceful slumber, and did the only thing I could think of. 
“I’m here, Trixie. It’s okay. Just…relax and sleep. Everything’s okay, everything’s okay…” My heart pounded as a small smile appeared on her muzzle and she moved up against me with a sigh of contentment. Up until that point, I had never considered myself much of a softie. From a young age, I had been out on my own, left to seek my fortune in hoped that I could fulfill some dream I had yet to identify and make my late parents proud. As I gazed down at her sleeping form, I felt that previously unexplored side begin to manifest. I don’t know how or why but I suddenly had the urge to sooth and be near her, almost like some kind of…guardian.
“Hush, little strider, for the stars bloom o’er, watching, smiling, e’er closer,” Don’t ask me where that came from. I suppose I was feeling poetic…or something. “Now rest and watch as the starlight sings, a lullaby for you, you sleepy thing.” It felt…I don’t really know how to describe it. All I knew is that it was right. So I continued, barely missing a beat. “For as long as you rest in your little bed, may your dreams embrace you, sleepyhead.” I smiled as Trixie murmured something unintelligible but it was a pretty safe bet that she enjoyed the little ditty I’d composed.
Fighting back a loud yawn of my own, I crept out as quietly as I could and headed for the bridge, my mind racing. It seemed that not only was I tasked with protecting my new compatriot’s life, I had another responsibility, one just as great and likely just as challenging. I finally had something to prove. 
Trixie wasn’t as alone as she thought.
***

I didn’t have much time to think about that sort of thing before we arrived at the Lunar Republic’s base of operations. From first glance, it looked a lot like Starbase K-7 but that’s where the similarities ended. First of all, it was much bigger. The station consisted of a large central hub with several dome-like pods connected around it like the spokes of a wheel. Each pod bristled with docks, ships, and activity and as I gazed about in awe at the action around us, several vessels that I had never seen before caught my eye, including a few captured Terran warships. Like the fleet itself, the station appeared to be cobbled together from the parts of several races, each lending its own brand of style to the collaboration. 
There were a lot of ships, which genuinely surprised me. Look at it this way; most of the time, when you think about a rebellious fleet, a ragtag group of half-eaten ships or any manner of mothball fleets comes to mind. That definitely was not the case here. Although quite varied, the fleet looked as ready for action as any I’d ever seen and it was almost enough to convince me of our chances. 
We docked shortly after and I took the opportunity to rouse the sleeping showmare. She was still out to the world, curled up under the sheets like a child…er, foal. She almost looked…adorable, in the way a kitten looks when it’s taking a catnap. I leaned over her and ruffled her mane.
“Hey, wake up, we’re here.” I whispered. She stirred a bit and rolled over away from me.
“Mmmsgfafushmnnmnm…” she murmured. 
“Hello to you too,” I replied. “Come on now, the princess is waiting for us.” It was hard not to laugh as her eyes suddenly opened and she sat bolt upright, sending the sheets flying off the bed.
“P…Princess Luna’s waiting for us?” she asked with an air of panic. I was finally starting to figure Trixie out; she loved the stars, right? By that logic, meeting the one who, in their world, was responsible for the night sky, would be like meeting Jesus or something. I could only imagine how she felt about being in the presence of not only her ruler but her idol as well. 
“Yeah, she wants us to go…” There was an actual whoosh as she leapt to her hooves and sped out. “…to the meeting room…” I trailed off. 
I caught up with her shortly after, mostly because she had no idea of where to go but also because she outright refused to leave the relative safety of the Ranger without me. Truth be told, I was a little nervous too; the thought of proving myself to several species, most of which I’d never even met, was daunting to say the least. As we made our way out of the Ranger and into the station, I saw many familiar faces, namely Klingons, Andorians, and even some Romulans but then we passed a group of…gryphons. I did a double-take; I mean, it’s a big galaxy but still. Nothing quite like seeing a beloved mythical beast in the flesh and blood, amiright? Trixie, on the other hand, didn’t seem quite as enthralled. 
“Will you stop staring?” she hissed, some of her bravado having returned. “You look like a tourist.”
“Yeah okay, I’m the tourist,” I replied, rolling my eyes. “I’m kinda surprised that Luna…”
“Princess Luna! Show some respect!”
“Okay, okay! Anyway, I’m kinda surprised that Princess Luna wasn’t there to greet us. Meh, maybe I’m asking the impossible. She’s probably super busy, what with trying to stage a revolt and all.”
“You said we were going to help her.” I looked at her concerned expression with a raised eyebrow.
“How did you know?”
“Well, what else would we be doing here?”
“That’s true. So…are you…okay with that?” I asked. She looked at me suspiciously. 
“Okay about what?”
“Okay with helping. I mean…we’re going up against ponies. Your kind. Doesn’t that…bother you?”
“What do you think?” she spat rather suddenly. In hindsight, I probably should’ve expected it. “Oh wait, Trixie was just supposed to sit back and watch like she always does, wasn’t she?” she demanded, attracting the attention of several others. “Am I supposed to just sit and watch you kill my own kind?” she screamed as I opened my mouth to interject. Her fur was standing on end as she stared at me, angrily, desperately, waiting for an answer that I simply did not have. “If we’re supposed to be a team…like you keep saying…then…why would you choose to hurt others like…like me?” she sobbed, wiping a tear from her eye. Her question stung bitterly as I tried to formulate a response, which eluded me once again. I was dumbstruck. I didn’t know what to do or what to say.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, kneeling down to wrap my arms around her. She pushed them away and looked at the floor, tears dripping down to the cold metal. 
“I knew it,” she muttered. “You’re all the same.” And then she was gone, running as fast as she could to some undisclosed location. I stood up and with a deep breath, headed for the conference room.
Even as I sat with the other members of the Princess’ entourage, my mind spun. I could not get over how quickly Trixie had flipped. I mean, I knew why she did but still…she must’ve felt really overwhelmed. I was at a crossroads; the last thing I wanted to do was hurt anybody but at the same time, Luna was adamant that our assistance was absolutely necessary. She wouldn’t tell me why but all I know was that she was rather insistent that Trixie accompany us when the time for our little chat arrived. Given what had just transpired, that didn’t seem like a very likely scenario. I could only hope that by the end of the meeting, Trixie didn’t feel like strangling me with my own entrails. 
An impossible dream, I know, but it was all I had.
***

Trixie sniffed and fought to hold back tears as she huddled up in her hiding place. Every fiber of her being hated her for it but the only place she could think of that would offer her any semblance of privacy was her living quarters aboard that accursed, weak-sauce tin can that Cole doted upon like a spoiled child. Was she being a hypocrite by hating everything it represented only to return their in an emotional rage? 
Certainly not. More like…ironic. Yeah that’s the word. It was Trixie’s reason and by Tartarus, she was sticking with it. His reasons didn’t matter, not after he’d basically pledged to harm her fellow ponies for a cause he knew next to nothing about.
Even as she lamented her sorry state of affairs, one inescapable fact still haunted her. The Princess had asked for their help. Not just the human’s but hers as well. Surely the Princess knew what was best and wouldn’t allow a single pony to get hurt, right? There was simply no alternative. Trixie flat-out refused to believe that the monarch of the moon could be anything less than benevolent. 
Of course, history showed the naiveté of such sentiments.
Trixie shook her head and curled up even tighter. It was cold aboard the Ranger, even colder with the absence of…she shook her head again. No matter what, she wasn’t going to devote a millisecond of thought to that selfish, lying, incompetent…
“Trixie? You in there?” The showmare froze deer-eyed as a gentle voice met her, accompanied by a soft knock. Stupid, she thought, refusing to answer. The door’s locked; where else would I be? “Look, I know how you feel right now but…”
“No you don’t!” Trixie shouted. “You have no idea of how Trixie feels! You’ve never lost everything you worked so hard for! You don’t know what it’s like to miss your home every day! You don’t know what it’s like to be alone!” At that, she broke down completely, sobbing and howling into the sheets. All the while, there was silence, save for her sorrowful ministrations. Lots of time to let it out.
“My parents were on Romulus when the star exploded.” The blue mare paused and perked one ear towards the door, surprised by the sudden revelation.
“Y…y…you mean…when it…”
“Yes. They were part of a Federation diplomatic corps trying to negotiate with the Romulan Senate to ease tensions between them and Earth.” Although doing his best to stay calm, it was abundantly clear to the showmare that I was fighting back tears of my own.
“So…that’s why you didn’t want to go to…to…”
“Yes. There are…too many memories and I’m just not ready to deal with them.” I explained, my voice significantly heavier than before. 
There was a hiss as the door opened, revealing a considerably calmer blue pony. It was as if sharing such personal history put us on even footing. For the first time, we could appreciate each other on a personal level, a phenomenon that while new to the showmare, was not unwelcome. She looked up at me with a sympathetic expression and slowly placed a front hoof over my shoulder as I knelt down before her. I returned the hug, squeezing her tightly as if we’d just overcome a seemingly insurmountable obstacle together. For all intents and purposes, I firmly believe that we did. 
“I’m sorry I didn’t talk to you before I told the Princess that we’d help,” I whispered. “I just…wanna do something, y’know?”
“I know,” Trixie replied softly. “I suppose…Trixie is sorry as well.” I couldn’t help but smile at her attempt to save face. I slowly pulled away and placed my hands on her shoulders with a smile. 
“Wanna go see the Princess? I’m sure we’ll be able to work something out. Believe me, I don’t wanna hurt anypony either but I still want to do something. Anyway, let’s just go see her and we’ll see what happens. Okay?” Trixie nodded and with that, we headed out, both feeling as if a heavy burden had just been lifted.
***

“Come in,” the moon princess called over the door’s COM. “Ah, I thought I might see you two tonight,” Luna exclaimed with a smile as we entered the princess’ quarters. I was pleasantly surprised to see that although they were spacious, her quarters were also Spartan and modest. All that power and yet, she preferred simplicity. It was a trait I’d come to respect about her.
“What makes you say that?” I asked.
“Just a feeling,” she replied nonchalantly. “Don’t take it the wrong way, Mr. Stevens, I was hoping for the opportunity to speak with you both. You seemed rather…distant during the meeting today.”
“I apologize for that, ma’am. Let’s just say that this is all a little overwhelming for both of us. We needed some time to sort things out.”
“I understand,” Luna assured me. “Hello, little one,” she added, peeking at the shy blue mare behind me. “I have to say that I’m rather relieved to meet a member of my race that hasn’t fallen prey to that…that…sister of mine…” A light went off in my head and judging Trixie’s reaction, the same occurred in her head as well. Of course that was the case. This was a mirror universe, after all. 
That didn’t change the fact that it was still really, really weird. From what Trixie had told me, it seemed impossible for Celestia to be anything other than an omnipotent mother hen. 
“Say something,” I whispered, stepping out of Trixie’s way, forcing her to look directly at the Princess of the Night.
“I…I’m…glad to see you, too…Princess.” Trixie stammered, still quite overwhelmed. 
“Please, do not worry so much,” Luna said with a warm smile. “You are safe here.” I wanted to point out that I had said the same thing hours ago but then my more intelligent side kicked in and reminded me that I wasn’t a demigod who could control the cosmos just by thinking about it. 
So I kept my mouth shut and simply watched.
“I know that you’re wondering why I have requested your presence,” Luna continued. “As you probably know by now, two of the Alpha Quadrant’s major powers are at war with one another, the Terran Empire and the Solar Imperium…our, er, my home. We were once a peaceful race, free from the ravages of war and disaster. We used magic to better ourselves and advance, and so we did…for a time.” At that, her horn began to glow and the sparse room was replaced by an incredible scene, much like a holodeck, only this time, everything felt incredibly real. We watched in amazement as Luna’s magic took us on an aerial tour of her home, soaring over the great capital of Canterlot and then dipping down to overlook the valley, then the forest, and then the great apple orchards, then finally circling around a small, familiar town with a large tree at its center. 
“Eventually, our subjects grew restless and sought to answer the age-old question of what was out there, just beyond the reach of the mightiest airships. They grew fascinated with the sky, especially the night, and wished more than anything that they could get closer.” The scene changed to show a research laboratory filled with ponies in lab coats with one in particular standing beside a large object half the size of the room, covered by a white cloth. The others gasped and stomped their hooves as the lavender unicorn whipped the sheet off, revealing a large machine glowing with a purple light. “At long last, they had finally done it. They had achieved the means to explore and reach what was once thought to be unreachable. It was a momentous achievement. Sadly, my sister did not see it the same way.” We watched as the scene changed yet again and we found ourselves in the middle of what looked like a throne room in the dead of night. 
“You see, the Sun Princess, Celestia, had grown jealous of her subject’s fascination with the night and tried to stop any progress she could. I simply could not allow such dedication and effort to go to waste but she would not hear it. I tried to reason with her but it was too late. The jealousy and frustration had corrupted her and transformed her into a power-starved shadow of her former self. Radiant, yes, but still a shadow.”
“The Solar Empress?” I asked. Luna nodded sadly.
“Yes. It wasn’t long after before the Terrans came. They detected a surge of energy and immediately sent a battle fleet to investigate and if possible, retrieve the source of the surge. They arrived in the middle of our battle and saw it as their chance to take our peaceful world from us.” The scene changed again, this time to one of violence and mayhem. Ponies ran screaming as Terran fighters and starships bombarded the planet with torpedoes and razed the towns and landscape with phaser beams. “My sister and I, embittered as we were, temporarily stopped our feud and concentrated on fending off the attack. Even then, I watched in horror as my once-gentle sister mercilessly annihilated our foes, gleefully ignoring any attempts to surrender. It was only after I intervened did she finally stop and allow the few survivors left to escape with their lives. Unfortunately, the Terran attack had left me weak and Celestia soon gained the upper hand, forcefully imprisoning me on the moon.” I involuntarily shivered as the scene of battle shifted to the moon, cold and lifelessness. 
“I watched helplessly as Celestia rebuilt our great world into something foul and violent, twisting and perverting it until the last shred of Equestria was gone, replaced by the iron-fisted Solar Imperium. From there, they constructed machines of war and destruction, determined to avenge their losses and strike fear into the heart of the Terrans. And strike fear they did, retaliating with all their might until both sides began to consume each other in the broils of all-out conflict. There was nothing I could do but watch, Celestia’s new dark magic preventing me from escaping my banishment on my own terms.” Luna took a deep breath as the scene changed once more, showing a familiar green bird-like ship approaching the moon. 
“One day, after Celestia committed nearly all of her forces to the frontlines, a lone Klingon Bird-of-Prey snuck into our system on a mission of espionage. Not knowing what else to do, I contacted their captain telepathically and asked him to take me away from the horror I was forced to witness day after day. He agreed but only if I would provide him with tactical and strategic information. Reluctantly, I agreed to his terms and he took me from my prison in hopes that I could supply him with a way to stave off or conquer the encroaching Terrans. While our ‘relationship’ was rocky at first, we were united by the fact that both sides needed to be stopped before one side gained the upper hand and enslaved the galaxy. We searched for others, others who believed in a free and peaceful galaxy for all and although we found many, the forces of both the Terrans and the Imperium were too great and we could not best them. Then when all hope seemed lost, a Gryphon patrol stumbled upon an out-of-the-way planet referred to as ‘Iconia’ by nearby systems. On the planet, they found a strange item, an ancient amulet containing incredible magical power, power comparable even to that of myself and my sister. As it depicted an Alicorn, we named it the ‘Alicorn Amulet’. We soon realized that if we could harness its power, we could turn the tide and end the conflict once and for all. However, it only reacted in the presence of a pony and although I tried to tame it, it rejected me and I could not control it. We needed another, a unicorn, one with enough magical potential to harness it.” Luna looked up at Trixie and I. “That’s why you’re here. I’m sorry but as soon as I saw your ship, I saw an opportunity to end the war. I apologize for my deception but I assure you that it was necessary.”
There was a pause as we attempted to absorb and comprehend what we’d just been told.
“Is that…is that why you…wanted me?” Trixie asked quietly. Luna nodded.
“Yes, little one. You’re the only one who can wield this power. You’re the only one who can save us.” For a moment, I almost expected Trixie to look smug or proud of the fact that she’d just been handed the chance of a lifetime, a chance at fame and fortune. I was sadly mistaken, however, as she turned and without a word, galloped out of the room.
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	I had expected a more ‘involved’ search. That’s not to say I wasn’t pleased to find her sitting in the Ranger’s mess hall, staring blankly at an apple; rather, I was merely commenting on the irony of finding her aboard the ship once again, despite the fact that it wasn’t exactly her favorite means of conveyance. I sat down across from her and let the silence hang over us like an awkward raincloud for a while.
“Look at us,” I said in an off-hand sort of way. “We’re like an old married couple.” Trixie shot me a dirty look. 
“Go away…” she replied in a tone that simply refused to mask the uncertainty of her words. “Leave me alone.”
“What makes you think I’m here to see you?” I asked nonchalantly as I got up and walked over to the replicator. “I just got hungry after the batshit insane week we’ve been having and wanted a snack.” Trixie cocked her head and looked over at me.
“Trixie thought…you might be here to talk to her about…earlier…” Her confession came a little too easily; I knew I’d have to handle things very carefully. 
“Nah,” I replied, taking a bite of my freshly-replicated apple. “I’m not here to bug you. Besides,” I took another bite. “You made it pretty clear about how you felt about helping.” Okay, a little mean I know but I had to trigger her defense systems if I was gonna coax anything out of her.
“That’s not what Trixie meant!” she cried defensively. 
“Then would you please tell me what’s going on?” I asked. “We’re supposed to be friends and friends help each other with tough shit, and it seems to me like you’ve got alotta shit on your mind!” Silence reigned again as I awaited her response. “So please…tell me what’s going on.” I asked, my tone considerably softer than before. 
“It’s…the Alicorn Amulet.” Aha, so that was it. That was a lot of pressure to put on someone…er, somepony. Drat. Another credit in the jar. 
“Look, if you’re nervous about using it, I’m sure you have nothing to…”
“I’ve used it before.” 
“Um…what?”
“I said, I’ve used it before.” I was flabbergasted.  
“How is that possible…?” I mentally face-palmed. Mirror Universe. Duh. Things were starting to make sense again. She must’ve had a really terrible experience with it and it spooked her for life. “I’m sorry; I had no idea.”
“‘It's okay...you deserve to know. The last time I used it was back in Ponyville, a small town a few hours away from Canterlot. One of my previous shows had gone...poorly, and I blamed it on Twilight Sparkle.”
"Isn't she a princess now or something?" I asked. "I mean, I listen to the subspace feeds but not as often as I'd like."
"Yes. Back then, she was still just the princess' student and I was...well, let's just say that I made some questionable decisions. One of those decisions was to use whatever means necessary to show everyone that I was the most powerful unicorn in the world." She paused and looked down at the floor. "I was jealous, Cole. Jealous that she had everything and I had...so little. There she was surrounded by friends and ponies who loved her and here I was...alone. I was angry and when I heard about the Amulet, I thought it was the perfect way to get back at her her and prove myself." She took a deep breath. "While it did enhance my natural abilities a lot, it had...another effect." She shivered, prompting me to gently put my arm around her. "It corrupted me. It took over and drove me mad for power and turned me into a tyrant. It's only thanks to Twilight and her friends that I returned to normal."  
More silence. 
“I...wow." I replied, unsure of what else to say. "Do you…wanna talk about it some more?” I ventured. 
“Not really...”
“I understand. If that’s how you feel…then I won’t pressure you.” It was Trixie’s turn to look surprised.
“But…what about Princess Luna?”
“What about her?”
“We already promised we’d…” Trixie trailed off and looked dejectedly at the floor. 
“No, I promised we’d help, which was a really dumb thing to do. I should’ve talked to you about it before I volunteered for both of us. It wasn’t right and I’m sorry.” I could understand Trixie’s shock at my words; no doubt she had been expecting some bullshit line like ‘my ship, my rules’ but that wasn’t my style. Besides, were supposed to be equal partners and even if the showmare didn’t fully believe it, I was gonna try and convince her of it. 
“Thank you.” As much as I wanted to push her into saying something so rare again, my ego could wait. 
“You’re welcome.” I yawned and stretched my sore muscles. “Why don’t you have a hot chocolate or something?” I suggested, making my way out of the mess hall. 
“Wait, where are you going?” Trixie asked, almost urgently.
“I’m gonna see the Princess and tell her that I’d still like to help but she’s gonna need another volunteer for the whole ‘ancient artifact’ deal.” I replied with a smile.
“But…what if she gets angry?”
“I don’t think it’ll be that bad,” I answered, trying to convince myself. “I mean, she’s still got me and the Ranger so she still has some cannon fodder, right?” The blue mare’s expression told me quite plainly that my little ‘joke’ was not appreciated. “Ah, so you know what ‘cannon fodder’ is. I’m sorry, it was just a joke.”
“Well, it wasn’t very funny!” Trixie replied haughtily. That’s better, I thought with a smile. 
“I know, I know, and when we make it out of this, I’ll make it up to you, I promise. Look, I’ll be back soon so just sit tight, alright?” Trixie nodded. “See ya in a bit.” With that, I left the mess hall.
***

“I see…” Princess Luna mused a she paced about in her room. “And you’re sure about this?”
“Absolutely. She’s just…too terrified that it would corrupt her again. If you ask me, ma’am, that’s a pretty good reason to be scared. From what she told me, it might as well be called the ‘Phazon Amulet’.”
“Phazon?” 
“Long story,” I replied quickly with a dismissive wave. Good story, though, I thought. “Anyway, to be completely honest with you, I just don’t feel comfortable coercing or forcing Trixie into anything that she’s this afraid of. It just wouldn’t be right.” I was pretty firm and I hoped the Moon Princess wouldn’t take exception to my tone.
“I understand,” Luna assured me after a pause. “I was just…hoping that she would be willing.”
“I know and I understand that, believe me,” I replied. “She does want to help. We both do. That offer’s still up for grabs. Think of it this way; you’ll have two more bodies to help with the preparations and one more starship for when the shit hits the fan, right?” I was trying to make myself sound like less of a liability, especially where battle was concerned. That being said, the Ranger could fight…just not very well.
“I suppose you’re right,” the princess conceded. “I guess this is like…how does the saying go? ‘Beggars can’t be choosers’?”
“Well, that’s one way to put it,” I replied thoughtfully. “Still, you don’t look much like a beggar, especially that fleet of yours. You’ve got a lot of ships, ma’am. Good ones, too.”
“The question is, Mr. Stevens, will they be ‘good’ enough?” Luna asked mused.
“Good enough for what? A battle? I would think so.”
“I certainly hope so. It’s not just you and I depending on a favorable outcome. If we are not victorious, then I don’t even want to think about who we’d be letting down. The gryphons have been all but enslaved and the Klingons long ago lost the battle for their homeworld. If we are defeated…then the rest of the Alpha Quadrant will surely fall.” Luna’s head dipped and anxiety hung heavy in the air. Simply seeing her like this would’ve been more than enough to convince me to render my assistance but I was extra-determined now. “I’m sorry; I know it’s late.”
“It’s fine, Princess,” I assured her, simultaneously failing to prevent a yawn from escaping. Luna chuckled. 
“I think we could all use some shuteye,” she replied. “I’m sorry to have kept you up so late. Please, if you don’t mind, join myself and my compatriots tomorrow for breakfast. We still have much to discuss.”
“I’d be honored, Princess. Mind if the ‘little one’ tags along?” I asked. Luna grinned.
“Not at all, though I’m not sure I’d want to call her ‘little one’ too often. She looks more than capable of taking care of herself.”
“Yeah, she’s feisty but she’s definitely not stupid,” I agreed. “I just hope that we’ll actually start getting along some day.”
“I’m sure you will soon,” Luna answered as I bowed and headed for the door. “One moment, please!” My hands instinctively cupped in front of my chest as something shiny levitated towards me. Into my hands fell the Alicorn Amulet. I looked up at the moon princess in surprise. “I’d like you to hold on to it for now,” she explained. “Just in case.” she finished with a wink. Yeah, just in case Trixie changes her mind or I can strike some kind of deal, I thought as I pushed it into my jacket’s front pocket. I nodded and with a small wave, slipped out. 
***

The next day found us hard at work. Well, maybe me more so than my blue cohort. It was really the first time I envied her; magic had to be the most useful…well, anything ever discovered. Under the directions of the various engineers and tacticians under Luna’s leadership, we built a fleet of war. Ship after ship docked at the station, was refitted with the best equipment available at such short notice, and took off to make way for the next. By midday, I was pretty sure that the entire station envied Trixie’s ability to effortlessly levitate and manipulate heavy objects, although even she needed a break every so often. 
Without a doubt, the high point of my day was when it was the Ranger’s turn for an upgrade or two. While they couldn’t do much about my deflector systems, they did have a few disruptor beam arrays, allowing them to switch my pathetic phasers for something with considerably more punch. I even received an upgraded targeting scanner courtesy of a captured Terran Empire battleship. I’ll say this about the Terrans; their foreign policy sucked but they sure had some decent tactical tech. 
Now that my ship actually stood half a chance in a shitfight, I felt a little better about the situation in general. I looked over at Trixie, currently engaged in a conversation with Princess Luna, and wondered what she thought. She’d been distant the night before and had retired early. I knew she needed her sleep and was crazy-nervous but I still wondered if there was something even more serious on her mind than what awaited us. If there was, she was hiding it well.
This went on for the next four days and on the fifth, we were finally done. Trixie and I didn’t see each other much other than a brief ‘good night’ or ‘good morning’. All in all, I think it was for the best. We needed a break from each other and I figured that the less time we spent snug as a bug in a rug on Deck 2, the better. Ha, yeah right. Us? Snug? Like that would ever happen. Even in a universe with so many possibilities, being ‘snug’ with the showmare was not one of them. She barely even let me ruffle her ears! I didn’t really mind, though. Besides the fact that she’s a pony and I’m, well, me, and even if one could ignore the near-steady stream of abuse and pseudo-tsundering, the interest just wasn’t there. 
But I was okay with that. Sure, there were times when I could’ve used some female company. I mean, who doesn’t? That’s the most common element in the universe; the desire for companionship. I grinned at the thought of the universe as a giant troll sticking me in a confined space with an eccentric and occasionally violent unicorn. All in all, Trixie was a pretty good traveling companion. We watched each other’s backs and that was good enough for me. 
That night, the one before the enacting of her grand plan, Luna summoned us into the meeting room one last time. I took what had become my usual spot between Trixie and a gryphon by the name of Gilda Hawk, First Admiral of the Griffonian Alliance, and captain of the Griffonian War Vessel (GWV) Bladebeak’s Typhoon. She’d been through a few in her day and was eagerly looking forward to raising her ‘Terran ship kill count’ to an impressive 43. The Klingons and Romulans sat across from myself, Trixie, and the Griffins and at the table’s head sat Luna. 
“Welcome, all of you,” she began warmly. “I know that this week has been one of the most challenging that we will ever face and I would just like to say…thank you, for facing and overcoming every obstacle you came across.”
“Here, here!” I exclaimed, raising my glass. The others did the same, coaxing a smile from the moon princess. 
“I…I lament that by tomorrow’s end, I may not see all of you at this table. The knowledge that I cannot myself protect all of you from what is to come wracks my heart with grief. I can only place my faith in you and hope that your courage and wisdom brings you and your compatriots home safely.” 
After a few more heartfelt words and promises of victory or death (mostly from the Klingons), we discussed the plan one more time, trying to ensure that all the bugs got worked out. Intelligence supplied by secret listening posts along the Terran Empire and Solar Imperium’s borders informed us that both Empress Celestia and the Terran Emperor were to meet for a conference in a neutral system between their respective borders. We also knew that, as a show of ‘good faith’, both would arrive with minimal escort. Our mission was to quickly overwhelm them, capture them, and force them to surrender. If all went according to plan, Luna would then return to Equestria and dismantle whatever pony-fied Hell Celestia had cooked up. Afterwards, a unified Equestria along with their Klingon, Gryphon, and Romulan allies would be able to push the Terrans back to their little pocket of space and hopefully keep them there. It was an ambitious plan but it was all we could do. It was only a matter of time before one overpowered the other and absorbed the entire Alpha Quadrant. As unappealing as the thought of fighting my own species was, I came to the conclusion that any reality governed by humans that were complete assholes was not okay. Still, I hoped that we could accomplish our goal without inflicting excessive harm on either species.
Strangely, Luna made no mention of the Alicorn Amulet or who possessed it at any point during the meeting. Hell, it wasn’t even brought up. I wondered if that was her ‘secret weapon’, one last gambit just in case things went south. Still, wouldn’t it be better to share that knowledge with a bunch of allies about to follow you into battle? 
Then I looked over at the Klingons and basically answered my own question. 
After the meeting, I returned to the Ranger, upon reaching which I was stricken with a sudden hankering for some hot cocoa. Trixie had long since returned to the ship and I figured she was either asleep or practicing her routine. After all, she was a showmare at heart and a civil war was no excuse not to practice one’s trade. Of course, I also knew that she needed a break so I headed to her room and rang the bell.
“Hey Trixie, I’m making some hot chocolate,” I exclaimed into the door’s communicator. “You want a cup?” The door opened and I wandered inside to find her curled up on her bed, gazing out at the stars. “Hey,” I said softly as I sat beside her. “Everything okay?”
“Trixie is doing just fine, thank you.” Her response was curt and typical but unconvincing.
“Don’t worry, you can say it. If you’re nervous, that’s okay. To be honest, I’m a little scared too.”
“Trixie is not scared!”
“Me neither. I just thought you could use some company.” We sat in silence for a minute or so. “So…about that hot chocolate…” I suggested.
“…Yes, please.” Trixie replied, moving to get up as I returned to my feet. 
“It’s okay, I got this,” I assured her. “Just relax. I’ll be right back.”
I returned a few minutes later with two steaming mugs of my favorite beverage. Hot chocolate was one of the few food-related items that I never used the replicator for. There was something to be said about homemade hot chocolate, especially after adding a shot of real Irish cream liquor. Oh yes, the real stuff. I disliked alcohol for the most part and couldn’t stand synthale but for those rare occasions during which I felt like a nightcap, I liked having some of the good stuff within reach.
This was definitely one of those occasions. 
We drank our hot chocolate in relative silence. I was happy just to let Trixie sit, sip, and think. If it meant helping to clear her head and or peace of mind, she could sit for as long as she wanted. I was curious but unwilling to badger her simply to satisfy my curiosity.  
“Thanks for the cocoa.” I smiled at her.
“No problem.” I replied. “Y’know, I’ve been thinking,” I mused, causing her to look up at me. “I can’t really think of a reason for you to come with me tomorrow.” Her eyes widened in surprise. “I mean, I’d hate myself if something happened to you and since I can handle the tactical stuff, you really don’t need to come with me if you don’t want to.” Almost instantly, her expression turned sour and her demeanor, defensive. 
“What are you saying?” she demanded. “Are you saying you don’t want me along? You think I can’t handle it?”
“Well, I wouldn’t put it like that per se but that’s pretty much the gist of it.” I knew I needed to be completely honest with her if she was ever gonna trust me.
“Well!  That’s…that’s where you’re wrong! The Great and Powerful Trixie can handle anything!” 
“How about death?” She just looked at me with wide-eyed horror as if I’d just sentenced her to eternal damnation. “Can you look in the mirror and honestly tell yourself that you are ready to see someone die right in front of you? Can you tell me with a straight face that you could watch members of your own species scream and perish as you watch helplessly?” I looked down at the floor. “Because I can’t. I hate death more than anything. The only reason I’ve agreed to help is that without our intervention, more will die needlessly. I can’t have that. To allow that to happen without doing anything to stop it, even if I failed, violates every principle I possess. Besides, we’re going up against my race. You have no quarrel with them, so…you can leave it up to me.” I felt a soft hoof on my hand and looked over at the blue mare. 
“My race is part of this,” she replied, surprisingly not angry. “So I am too.” I was taken aback at her openness and pragmatism, if not outright impressed.
“I…wasn’t expecting that,” I replied honestly. 
“Well, I did promise the Princess I’d help, right? Besides, you might need somepony as great and powerful as myself to watch out for your sorry flank.” she added in a hopeless attempt to save face.
“Yeah, yeah, I might,” I mused, taking another sip of cocoa. “I just might…”
***

“I must admit that, for a Terran, you’ve got some guts to show up here,” Celestia mused as she suspended the human in the air. Lavender, pink, blue, orange, white, and a familiar yellow pegasus sporting a jagged pink and black mane surrounded the human. “Especially after we destroyed your ship and executed your crew. Why, one could almost say you were brave, if they did not know you and your species as I do.”
“A ship and crew can be replaced,” the human replied with a grin. “I’m here for something much more ‘interesting’.” The Solar Empress scrutinized him closely.
“And that would be…?”
“A simple proposition. You see, we share a common enemy. It’s bad enough that that sister of yours escaped imprisonment but now she rides around with those Klingon dogs trying to police the Quadrant and keep it under her hoof. The Empire is sick of it and I’d bet everything I have that you are too. As such, I suggest that we…form an alliance to ‘take care of’ our mutual problem…your Highness.” His subsequent bow was met by a chorus of whispers and angry words courtesy of the other six.
“He’s lyin’, Empress!”
“Send that tacky little bag of un-fabulous skin to the sun!”
“Just let me at ‘im, Empress! I’ll take care of this!”
“Let’s see if he bounces! Ahahahahahaheeheeheeheeheeheehee! 
“Ooh, can I ‘study’ him, Empress? Please? I promise not to disembowel him before I’m done this time!” Celestia ignored them and turned to the yellow one.
“Commandant Fluttershy, you’ve had the most experience dealing with the humans and my sister’s forces. What do you recommend?” The yellow pony grinned.
“We crush them.”
“That’s all well and good, Commandant, but have we any need for Terran assistance?”
“As your Commandant,” Fluttershy began. “While we are perfectly capable of dealing with this rebel scum without help, I find the idea of Terran assistance…intriguing. Perhaps we should accept their, ahem, generous offer.” Then we’ll just crush them right after we’re done with Luna, she and Celestia thought simultaneously. 
“Very well. I shall meet with your Emperor and we shall decide on a pact that serves both of us. Now go and make the arrangements.” Celestia ordered, releasing the human. 
“Right away, your Highness.” he replied with another bow.
“See that you do,” Celestia added, accepting the human’s handshake.
“Pleasure doing business with you.” 
“Same to you…Admiral Cole.”   
***

To this day, I’m not sure I was ready for what was coming or just stupid enough to think I was. As we disembarked from the base, I wondered if anyone else was thinking the same thing. Maybe but probably not. Everyone else in our little fleet was way more combat experience than I did and while that itself didn’t bother me, the fact that I possessed so little experience did. 
The day began as soon as the communique arrived informing us that both the Terran Emperor and Empress Celestia were en-route to the meeting point. With only a handful of ships each so as not to appear overly aggressive at such a delicate juncture, the rendezvous was ripe for the picking.
There were a lot of us, a fact that gave me a little comfort amid the ruinous apprehension which gripped my heart. It was very difficult not to show it; I’m sure the little mare had enough on her mind. I sincerely hoped it was something along the lines of ‘what the flying fuck am I doing here with you in the middle of a Goddamn fight’ but history will show that I was rarely that lucky. I was worried for both of us but even more so for Trixie. I’d been in battle before, however briefly, while Trixie had not. I mean, not like this. 
“Is everything alright?” Luna asked over the COM channel, which every ship had left open for convenience. “You were drifting out of formation.”
“Uh yeah, I’m fine,” I replied, correcting our course. “Just a little distracted.”
“I understand but I must ask you to keep yourself together. None of us can afford to lose our concentration.” she replied gently yet sternly.
“Yes ma’am. It won’t happen again.” I assured her. She nodded and the viewscreen returned to normal. I sighed and looked out the viewscreen at the stars streaking past. She was right; the whole reason I’d worked by ass off to earn my ship was to feel like someone, to maybe do something important. Why else buy a starship and travel all over the place? It had finally dawned on me as we headed into the inevitable clash. I cleared my throat and sat up straighter in my chair and brought up the Ranger’s tactical options just as Trixie walked in.
“What are you doing?” she asked, hopping up into the chair closest to mine. 
“Looking at our options,” I replied. “Just making sure I’m as ready as I can be for when the shit hits the fan.” I instinctively patted my breast pocket, feeling the outline of the mystical Alicorn Amulet within, reduced to nothing more than a far-fetched contingency plan. There was a pause.
“If this is the last time Trixie…”
“It won’t be.” I cut her off.
“…but if it is…Trixie thought you should know…she did not hate the time she spent…with you.” I smiled and nodded slowly.
“Man, you’re just one walking, breathing cliché, aren’t you?” I asked with a chuckle.
“Jerk!”
“Relax, I get it. For the record, I’ve really enjoyed our time together too.” I gripped the hand rests of my chair tightly. “And that’s why I’m gonna make sure we get out of this.”
“You’d better! If you get Trixie killed, you’ll never hear the end of it!”
“Alright, alright already! No pressure, huh?”
“Just…do your best, okay?” She was scared, that much was certain. I was too.
“I will. Still, just in case things get bad…I want you to head for the nearest escape pod. Once you’ve cleared the ship, it’ll take you to the nearest safe friendly ship.” It took a moment for her to realize what I’d just told her.
“But…what about you?” she asked quietly.
“You’ll never make it if I don’t fight them off. I promised you’d be okay and damnit, I’m gonna keep that promise. Besides, I’ve always wanted to go out with a ‘bang’!” I smiled and gave her a thumbs-up, assuring her that I had made peace with my decision. It was true; space was dangerous, a fact that I knew from the very beginning, something that I had long since come to terms with. 
“Trixie…can do that.”
“I know she can.” 
We were shaken from our thoughts a moment later as the fleet-wide Red Alert sounded, bringing us out of warp. I wasted no time doing a scan; sure enough, there they were, ripe for the picking. I smiled; we’d caught both the Terran Emperor and the Solar Princess with their thumbs up their asses. 
“Alright everyone, remember the plan; capture the Emperor and the Empress. Do not let them get away! We need both for our plan to succeed! Now let’s end this war!” The princess’ brave and bold words roused quite the excited reaction from her Klingon crew and even I felt a little better. 
Our first wing attacked, swooping in from the side, surprising the enemy vessels, who moved to block or intercept. 12 ships up against about 57; our odds were good. Not even the mighty Solar Empress’ magic was all that powerful so far from her homeworld. At least, I hoped that Luna’s report on the subject was accurate. I didn’t relish the thought of getting flung into the centre of the nearest star. Held back as most of the fleet was, Trixie and I watched as our Klingon allies along with one captured Terran warship attacked, focusing most of their fire on the two enemy flagships. Klingon disruptors rained green death as Terran phasers razed their shields in one swift move, scattering the enemy combatants. Unable to stay in formation, they took off after their nearest attacker, unaware that they were being led into Luna’s waiting hooves. 
As glad as I was that everything was going smoothly, at least for the time being, something nagged at me. Maybe it was the way the Terran and Imperium ships had scattered so fast and against relatively little pressure from us. I wasn’t certain what compelled me to feel that way but all I knew for certain is that Trixie felt it too.
“Something’s wrong,” Trixie muttered, her brain on overload. I looked over at her; where she may have lacked in knowledge of tactical situations, she more than made up for it with intuition and healthy superstition one often attains when utilizing such traits every day to survive. 
It was at that moment that my ship’s proximity sensors went berserk, dozens of little red lights appearing on the small map on the bottom of the Ranger’s viewscreen. I immediately hailed the princess.
“Ma’am! Incoming enemy vessels and lots of ‘em!” I shouted, wincing as the Ranger’s shields absorbed a hit.
“Your Highness, more Terran ships approaching! 40 kilometers and closing!” a Klingon reported frantically.
“Reading additional Imperium warships on an intercept course!” Gilda Hawk added as a video feed of her bridge showed up on the viewscreen’s top right-hand corner.
“It’s a trap!” Luna cried as a veritable swarm of Terran and Imperium ships bore down on us, flanking our small battle-group immediately. “All ships, engage the enemy! Fire at will! We have to hold them off until we capture the Emperor and Celestia!”
“Yes ma’am!” I replied, saluting smartly before settling back into my chair. I cracked my knuckles and looked over at a frightened but still with it Trixie. “Time to get to work,” I muttered as I focused my attention on a nearby Terran Miranda-class. “You might wanna hang onto something!” I shouted, pushing the Ranger up to pursuit speed. Seconds after entering weapons range, I fired. Green beams courtesy of the Klingons impacted the ship’s shields as it returned fire, trying to shake us off. I persevered and braved several incoming phaser attacks, determined to score my first ‘contribution’ to our noble cause. “Computer, target their engines! Fire photon torpedoes!” I yelled, pointing angrily at the enemy ship with a triumphant expression.
“There are no photon torpedoes on this ship.”
There was an awkward pause as Trixie turned and gave me a scowl.
“Oh, come on! You don’t even know what photon torpedoes are!”
“Well why didn’t you get some?” she demanded.
“I don’t know! I didn’t think of it!” 
“Well then think about it next time!” 
“It’s a little late now!” I exclaimed, swerving to dodge an incoming torpedo, but to no avail. Trixie cried out as the ship shook. I glanced at the shield meter and cursed under my breath. One stupid torpedo had almost completely wrecked the Ranger’s shields. I cursed again. You know that your shields suck when it only takes one torpedo to nuke them and that wasn’t even what they were meant to do. That’s what beam weapons were for! 
I breathed a sigh of relief as the shields recharged. Weak as they were, one of the few perks about the Nova-class was the relatively short recharge time. When brought down, the shields would recharge after 45 seconds so long as we incurred little to no damage during that time. I ‘hit the gas’ and we soon found ourselves on the outskirts of the battle. As bad as I felt about sticking on the outskirts, we needed to pull ourselves together. 
I had to admit that despite the terrible odds, Luna was putting up a Hell of a fight. The Klingons and Romulans were proving themselves to be valuable allies as they fought tooth and claw with the Terrans and the Imperium. Still, after a while, the odds were beginning to sway in their favor. We were losing ships faster than they were. 
Well, it was now or never. I took a deep breath and gritted my teeth before accelerating back towards the fray. I looked over at Trixie. 
“Look, I know this sucks but…”
“Less talking, more shooting!” the showmare yelled, forcing me to concentrate on the viewscreen. 
“You heard the lady, fire, fire!” I shouted at the computer as we approached a Terran battleship. We soared over the saucer section, firing every weapon the Ranger possessed…except torpedoes, of course. “And BOOM goes the dynamite!” I yelled victoriously as the ship exploded behind us, the fact that it was loaded with less-than-reputable members of my own species notwithstanding. I guess I just got caught up in the heat of battle. 
“Cole!” Trixie exclaimed, catching me off-guard.
“What?”
“I can’t pick up the Empress’ magic aura!” I paused. 
“What?”
“The only magic I sense is Princess Luna’s!”
“So we’ve been had?”
“Obviously!” I jumped on the COM and hailed Luna’s ship. 
“Your Highness! Celestia’s not here! It was a ruse!”
“I know!” she exclaimed, wincing as a shower of sparks rained down on the ship’s bridge. “We have to get out of here but they have us surrounded! We can’t break through!” The ship shuddered again, cutting off the COM feed. 
“Damnit!” I shouted, slamming my hands on the chair’s console as something rocked the Ranger. “Fuck! What the Hell do we do now?” 
“How would Trixie know!?”
“I have no idea! We have to get to Equestria! That’s gotta be where the Empress…” 
A particularly hard impact rattled the ship, throwing me off my chair and to the floor in a hail of sparks from the burning equipment of my dying ship. Dazed, I slowly got up and looked around at my damaged bridge before another hit tossed me like a rag doll. I caught a brief view of a light-blue aura just before I hit the floor. Despite the red stream leaving my head, I smiled weakly as Trixie’s protective barrier prevented her from suffering the same fate as myself. She shook her head in an effort to clear it before she saw me. 
It may have been the loss of blood causing me to hallucinate but I could’ve sworn I saw the showmare run towards me with a look of abject horror on her muzzle. It was almost as if she was…afraid for me. 
Nah, that couldn’t be it.
“Cole! Cole! Get up!” she demanded through some very betraying tears. “You can’t…you’re not done saving us!” Wait…did she just say “saving us”? I had to be hallucinating; there was simply no other explanation. 
“Trixie…” I managed to groan. “Get to…the escape pods. Go…to Luna…”
“Trixie isn’t going anywhere! You haven’t kept your promise to me!”
“Whaa…?”
“You were supposed to make Trixie rich and famous! Trixie can’t do that if you screw up and die!” She looked at me with desperation as I lay on the cold, hard tritanium floor. 
“Yeah…real sorry…’bout that…” I replied with a small smile. Trixie hung her head and to my immense surprise, held mine in her hooves with uncharacteristic gentleness. 
“Trixie…is sorry too.”
“You…are?”
“Yes. She…should've done more.”
And that’s the way we stayed for a while. I’m not sure how long due to the fact that I was losing consciousness at an alarming rate. Still, I was glad that the last thing I’d ever see was someone…somepony’s caring face.
Another hit, a minor one just to change things up, shook the ship, sending the Alicorn Amulet out of my pocket. It slid just passed the seated showmare, grabbing her attention. Amidst the growing blackness slowly eating away at my field of vision, I saw her look at it, fearfully at first but then with something…different. It was a mix of confidence and anger and to my great surprise, she levitated it over to herself and clasped it around her neck before gently setting my head down.
Even if I could’ve spoken, I did no possess the words necessary to convey my shock at the scene before me. As if suddenly filled with renewed courage and faith, Trixie stood defiantly in front of my chair, staring out at the carnage on the barely-functional viewscreen. Give ‘em Hell, I thought as her horn began to glow. 
The ethereal light emanating from her horn began softly as first as light-blue light began to illuminate the bridge. Her eyes squeezed shut as she concentrated deeply, putting as much energy as she could into whatever she had planned. After a few moments, the Amulet began to glow as well, a bright red melding beautifully with the blue until it swirled as one unified force, bathing the bridge in rich, amazing hues of blue and red. 
Suddenly, it burst as streams of red and blue bounced about the bridge, bringing the ship’s damaged viewscreens back to life. I watched in awe as they soared out of the bridge and into space, where they shifted and grew into near-perfect representations of Klingon, Romulan, and Federation ships! A tear rolled down my cheek as our ‘reinforcements’ wasted no time engaging our enemies. I smiled as not one but three massive Romulan Warbirds brought their forward arsenal to bear against several unfortunate Terran ships, obliterating them effortlessly while a wing of Klingon Birds-of-Prey descended on the remaining Terran warships, scattering them and breaking their formations. I gasped as a massive Galaxy cruised over us, flanked by two Akira escorts, ensuring that no one could touch us in our weakened state. 
Well, I’ll be damned, I thought. It’s a Photonic Fleet!
Somehow, Trixie had learned enough about Alpha Quadrant ships and how to harness the mystical powers of the Alicorn Amulet in order to combine that knowledge and power. And now, it was saving our cabooses. 
Having been caught with their trousers down, both the Terrans and the Imperium ships turned and fled, the Terrans heading for their homeworld while the Imperium left for Equestria. Immediately, the COM channel opened, revealing an amazed Moon Princess and jubilant Klingon crew. I looked over at Trixie, panting and sweating as she held what had to be a massive spell for as long as she could before finally collapsing. Fortunately, she rolled over so we could see eye-to-eye. I smiled weakly.
“Nicely done…” I murmured, hoping she’d heard me. 
“Thanks…” she whispered before passing out. It wasn’t long before I followed suit and finally succumbed to the darkness.
***

I wasn’t sure of much when I woke up; all I knew is that I’d been out for a while and that my calves were still asleep. I slowly opened my eyes and rubbed the sleepiness out of them as I sat up. I looked about at my surroundings and although I wasn’t 100 percent sure of my location, there was only one aspect of my venue that genuinely interested me. 
Curled up at the foot of my bed, fast asleep, was Trixie, her head resting on my calves. So that’s why my feet were asleep, I thought with a smile as I carefully leaned forward to ruffle her ears. She smiled and let out a cute little sigh at my touch.
“Thanks for saving us,” I whispered, relieved that the extreme stress she’d experienced had not permanently hurt her. 
“Trixie wouldn’t have had to if you didn’t suck…” she murmured.
“You’ve been awake the whole time?” I asked, somehow not too surprised. 
“Maybe…”
“Okay, then. Why are you curled up on my bed? I thought you didn’t like me.”
“I…Trixie likes having her ears scratched! That's all!” She sat up and brought her hooves to her mouth bit it was too late. The damage was done and I had a shiny new weapon for my arsenal. Perhaps it was fatigue that clouded her judgment and made her less wary. Whatever it was, I didn’t care. I was too relieved and showed it my assaulting her ears with gentle scratches and massages. Defiant as she was, she succumbed almost immediately, lying flat on the bed like an overgrown cat, mewing with happiness at my ministrations. I couldn’t help but wonder if her admission earlier had been accidental at all or if it was just residual tsundere. 
“How long have you been here?” I asked as my hand finally began to cramp, ending the massage. 
“Where Trixie is and how long she stays somewhere are none of your business! Hmmph!” Oh brother, I thought, rolling my eyes. 
“You’ve been here the whole time, haven’t you?” I deadpanned. 
“Maybe…”
“Well, even if you haven’t, thank you for being here. If you hadn’t decided to pull a miracle out of your hat, we’d probably be space dust right now.”
“Trixie doesn’t even have a hat thanks to you!” Anyone else would’ve been pissed but given that she’d just saved our necks, I decided to let some tsundering go unpunished. 
“I know and trust me, I’m gonna make it up to you real soon.” I assured her just in time for the Princess and Gilda Hawk to enter the room.
“Mr. Stevens! It’s good to finally see you awake!” Luna exclaimed.
“Finally? How long was I out?”
“You’ve been asleep for two days, Mr. Stevens.”
“Seriously? Man, I must’ve been really messed up.”
“Oh, you were. If we hadn’t beamed you both to sick bay immediately, the results would have been much worse. You both recovered just fine.”
“Wait…you beamed us to sick bay? Then what about…” I sat up in a panic. “The Ranger!” Luna smiled at me.
“Repair Bay One,” she replied. I breathed a huge sigh of relief. “She was in bad shape but it’s nothing our engineers can’t fix. She’ll be back to full strength in about a week.”
“Thanks, Princess. I don’t know what I’d do without her.” I turned to Trixie. “Of course, I don’t know what any of us would’ve done without her.” I added, motioning towards Trixie and making the blue mare blush.
“Indeed; we owe both of you our most sincere thanks,” Luna replied. “Because of your combined efforts, we managed to defeat most of the Terran fleet and forced Celestia’s forces back to Equestria. It will be a long time before either of them can threaten us or each other again.”
“I…I’m glad, your Highness.” Trixie stammered, still star-struck. “It…it wasn’t all me, though. The Amulet…did most of the work…” Luna gave her a gentle smile.
“Little one, it was you who harnessed its power and controlled it so expertly! As far as I’m concerned, you did all the work on your own.”
“B…but…Trixie doesn’t have that much strength!”
“There is more to power than raw strength, little one,” Luna explained. “True power comes from within. It comes from your heart and determination to do what you feel is right. You allowed that to happen and the Amulet helped you.”
“So it did help me.”
“Only so you could realize your potential. Other than that, it was all you.”
“Thank you…Princess.”
“Please,” Luna invited. “Call me ‘Luna’.”
We spent the rest of the week helping where we could while occasionally checking up on the Ranger. Trixie and I did every job you could imagine, spending the majority of our time running supplies around for the inevitable day when Luna and her allies could finally save her home from its tyrannical incumbent. While Luna expressed her disappointment that we could not join her, it would not be for quite some time and by then, perhaps we’d be in better shape to lend a hand. She could tell that Trixie and I were homesick and bore us no ill will for wanting to return to our own universe. It was that combination of support and business that allowed the week to pass quickly and before we knew it, we were cruising alongside a Klingon escort ship on our way to a spacial rift that matched the first one we’d encountered. After one last goodbye to Luna and the rest of the station, we entered the rift.
***

“Well, that was something, huh?” I asked as Trixie joined me on the bridge. “If I ever see another Terran ship, it’ll be too soon.” I looked over at Trixie, who sat silently. “Hey, something wrong?”
“Trixie…doesn’t deserve it.”
“Deserve…what?” I asked, curious by her admission.
“Deserve what the Princess said. You know…about Trixie being a ‘hero’.”
“Are you kidding me?” I asked in shock. “If you hadn’t conjured up that Photonic Fleet, those assholes would’ve wasted us!”
“It’s not that…” Trixie replied quietly.
“Then…what is it? What do you possibly have to feel guilty about?”
“Trixie…I…didn’t help you.”
“What are you talking about? You saved all of us, remember?” I’m pretty sure ‘all of us’ includes me.”
“You got hurt because of me!” she cried.
“I’m pretty sure I got hurt because of a Terran phaser…”
“You don’t understand!”
“Well, you’re right about that!”
“Trixie saved herself! When that Terran ship attacked us, I shielded myself with my magic! I…I let you get hurt…”
“…by not sharing the shield with me…” I mused, finally understanding what she meant. Then it came back to me. She was right; as we were getting pounded, she managed to protect herself but did not extend it to me. 
“What’s so funny?” she demanded as I let out a chuckle. 
“Don’t blame yourself ‘cause I was too damn cheap to buy a personal shield generator!” I replied, shooting her an assuring smile. “I don’t blame you for protecting yourself. Besides, if you hadn’t, we wouldn’t be here right now. By saving yourself, you saved us all.”
“I…I guess so.”
“Still, that was big of you,” I added, wandering over to her before lightly scratching her ears in appreciation. “Not many individuals from any species could admit something like that. I respect you for that.”
“Thanks.”
“Well, now that we’ve gotten the obligatory angst out of the way, where to?” I asked, bringing up the galaxy map. 
“You…you’re letting Trixie decide?”
“Why not?” I replied with a shrug. “This is a team effort, after all.”
“Well then…” she mused whilst studying the map. “How about…there?” I nodded with approval at her selection. 
“Excellent choice,” I replied, taking my seat. “Computer, lay in a course, Starbase 39…” I pointed towards the space on the viewscreen. “…engage.” Trixie gave me an odd look. I shrugged. “What? I’ve always wanted to do that.”
***

Admiral Cole coughed and sputtered, trying to clear the smoke from his eyes. All around him, his bridge sparked and burned, his once-mighty warship reduced to a mere shadow of its former self by nothing more than a pseudo-fleet of galactic ragamuffins. They’d just barely escaped destruction, having made a blind jump to…somewhere. It was difficult to tell without a functioning navigation console and messed-up scanners. Most of his crew was dead, the few survivors clinging to life amidst the wreckage. The Admiral spat in anger as he paced about the bridge and cursed as the ship’s proximity sensor alerted them to an approaching vessel. 
“Sir…there’s a ship heading our way,” a crewman informed him with a groan of pain. “It’s on an intercept course.”
“Hail them!” the Admiral shouted as the strange, cube-shaped object on the viewscreen grew steadily larger.
“Channel open, sir.”
“This is Admiral Cole of the I.S.S. Revenge! Transmit your identity immediately or we’ll…” A transmission from the ship in question interrupted him.
“We are the Borg. Lower your shields and surrender your ship. We will add your biological and technological distinctiveness to our own. Resistance is futile.”
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	Acting captain’s log, Stardate…damnit, I can never remember how this works. Meh, whatever. We’ve been at warp for two days now, on our way to Starbase 39. I’m pleased to report that both Trixie and I are doing just fine at the moment. The Ranger still needs a few repairs done as the facilities at Luna’s base weren’t exactly Starfleet standard. For now at least, we’re making pretty good time. We should be there…
“Computer, end recording,” I exclaimed as I felt the ship drop out of warp. “Oh man, what now?” I grumbled as I quickly got up and headed for the bridge, running into Trixie en-route. 
“What’s going on?” the showmare asked as we entered the turbolift.
“I don’t know. We just randomly dropped out of warp. I’m gonna check it out right away.” I replied as the turbolift doors opened, revealing the bridge. 
“Computer, why’d we drop out of warp?” I asked, taking my seat.
“Plasma conduit 47 has ruptured. Containment field is holding.” I breathed a sigh of relief.
“What does that mean?” Trixie asked. “Is that bad? It’s bad, isn’t it! Trixie knew it! We’re going to die out here and it’s all your fault!” 
“Easy, easy, lemon squeezy,” I interjected. “We just blew a gasket, that’s all. Nothing a few parts can’t fix. I’ll just find a place to grab some parts and do some work and we’ll be on our way before you know it.”
“Trixie hopes so,” she grumbled, crossing her front legs as she sat pouting in the first officer’s chair. “Trixie has far too many fans out there for her to be stuck somewhere because your tin can is falling apart.”
“Hey, here’s a question,” I replied abruptly. “Why are you sitting in the first officer’s chair?”
“I…Trixie doesn’t see how that matters!”
“It’s just that, I thought you didn’t like sitting close to me. Don’t tell me that’s changed,” I continued with a wry grin.
“Wh...what are you implying?”
“Hey look, I found something!” I exclaimed as I double-checked the navigation computer. “Ha! Check this out! There’s a small trade station really close by. Looks like they’ve got a repair service too. Perfect! Computer, set a course. Full impulse.” I looked over at the pouting mare. “Well? Pretty lucky, eh?”
“Yes, how lucky can Trixie get? Now she gets to waste who knows how long slumming on some wreck in the middle of nowhere. She gets to go from a grubby little ship to a grubby little station. Trixie feels so lucky right now.”
“Y’know, you keep calling everything ‘grubby’ and stuff. I’ll have you know that Starfleet ships are considered pretty shiny by most standards.”
“Why do you keep ignoring everything Trixie says?” she demanded.
“Because it’s irrelevant,” I replied calmly with a shrug. “You can bitch about how much your life sucks at the moment as much as you want but that doesn’t change that fact that we need to stop for supplies and repairs.”
“B…but Trixie…”
“Ska-da-boosh!” I exclaimed, cutting her off with a sharp wave of my hand. “Look, if you catch some awful disease that slowly liquefies your organs while we’re there, I’ll gladly listen to you whine until we both go out of our minds. For now, let’s just try to stay optimistic and get this over with so we can keep going, alright?” 
“Fine…” she grumbled. “Maybe you’re right.”
***

“Trixie takes it back,” the showmare admonished as we neared the station. “You’re not right. In fact, Trixie can’t think of a single time in which you were right…about anything. Ever.”
“Okay, so the place is a bit of a…” I scratched my head, trying to come up with an appropriate description for the looking station.
“Dump?” Trixie finished for me.
“Well, I was gonna say…actually, that sounds about right. Computer, take us in.” I exclaimed as I hailed the station. “This is Cole Stevens of the starship Ranger…”
“We know who you are! We already scanned your ship!” a brutish voice replied as he appeared, a pudgy green face skewed somewhat by the screen’s static. “You may approach but not too fast! Nice an’ easy…” He grinned and disappeared. 
“You heard him,” I exclaimed with a shrug. “Computer…what he said.”
“Specify.”
“I dunno…fly casual,” I replied, slightly exasperated.
“So…” Trixie began, no doubt wracking her brain for the perfect way to berate me for my rather lousy choice, necessity notwithstanding. “What you’re saying is that the only place in the universe we can stop at right now is this pit we’re flying to and if we don’t…we’ll blow up?”
“That’s pretty much the long and short of it,” I replied with a shrug.
“Trixie should’ve expected as much,” the showmare grumbled. I sighed.
“Hey, not everyone can be an engineer.” Trixie ignored me. “Okay, fine. Let’s just get in and get out, okay?”
“Fine,” Trixie replied in a tone that reeked of exasperation, complete with an eye-roll. “But if you don’t buy more Crispy Chex, Trixie will never forgive you!”
“Far be it from me to deny an addict their fix,” I replied smugly, causing her to blush in embarrassment. “Relax; I’ll grab ya a box as soon as I can.”
***

As I suspected from the very first moment I laid eyes on the station, locating a box of Crispy Chex was going to be the least of our worries. Once we arrived and berthed in the outer docking ring and opened the hatch, a musky and unpleasant odor hit us and I was fairly sure that the rest of the place would treat our olfactory sensors the same way. I was about to ask Trixie how she was until a light-blue barely-visible aura surrounded her. I had a hunch that I knew what she was up to; of course, the smug smile and lack of gagging or coughing on the foul air helped.
“Magical air filter?” I asked as Trixie stuck her nose in the air.
“Trixie is prepared for every situation!” she replied proudly. “What’s that?” she asked, changing gears quickly as I strapped an object around by waist, partially hidden by my light jacket.
“It’s a phaser pistol, just in case we encounter someone…unpleasant,” I replied quietly, hoping she’d take the hint and shut up about it lest it be discovered by less-than-reputable folk.
“Do…do you think that…” she gulped. “Will there be…people like that…here?” At least she had the presence of mind to switch to her inside voice.
“If my suspicions are correct, we should watch our backs,” I cautioned.
“Hey, you’re the one with the gun! You should be watching Trixie’s back!” she hissed.
“How about we watch each other’s backs, okay?” 
“Fine!”
“Oh, and one more thing,” I added, locking the ship down. “Don’t get separated. If you need to go somewhere, make sure you tell me so I can accompany you. Trust me on this one; we’re way better off if we stick together. Understand?”
“Trixie understands,” she replied with a less-than-convincing sigh.
We made our way deeper into the station as casually and as carefree as we could manage, deftly avoiding anyone who looked like bad news, and navigating the various, dingy shops and stalls that lined the station’s interior. Fortunately, it didn’t take me long to find the parts I needed, and at a fairly reasonable price, though it would’ve been even less had the merchant not been a Ferengi, and cheaper still had I possessed a first-born child. I paid him quickly, anxious to leave and continue on towards our next destination. I shoved the conduits into my pack and turned to Trixie.
You have got to be kidding me right now, I thought with a face-palm as I stared at empty space. How hard is it to stay put, especially when she bloody knows how dangerous this place is! For a fraction of a second, I considered leaving her to her own devices and continuing on, seeing as she hated my interference above all else. I rolled my eyes, realizing what I had to do. Ducking into the bustling crowd, I whipped out my little tricorder and did a quick scan. I sighed with relief as the machine located her a mere couple hundred meters away. Trying my best not to come off as rude and/or a threat, I gently pushed my way through the crowd, following the tricorder’s signal.
Meanwhile…
The Great and Powerful Trixie doesn’t need him to look after her, Trixie thought as she boldly and somewhat obtrusively made her own way through the throng. What nerve, thinking he can just tell Trixie what to do! I’ll show him that even in a dump like this, Trixie is more than capable of handling herself! Hmmph!
“Oof!” she grunted as she absentmindedly walked into something. “Watch where you’re…going?” She looked up, ready to give whoever it was a Trixie-approved tongue-lashing…and stopped. The towering green-toned brute of an alien looked down at her with a rather perturbed expression. 
“Watch it, runt!” he growled, the exact reaction necessary to prompt a similar one from the blue showmare.
“Runt? Do you have any idea of who you’re talking to?” Trixie demanded. 
“Um…no, actually,” the giant replied, scratching the back of his head nervously. 
“I am the Great and Powerful Trixie and you would do well to remember that! Now get out of my way, oaf, or Trixie will make you!”
“Oh, she will, will she?” the alien replied with a dark grin as he suddenly grabbed her, covering her muzzle as she squealed in protest. “You’ve got some spunk, runt! You’ll serve someone well!” Going white with fright, Trixie tried her magic but found it useless; the large hand covering her mouth was depriving her brain of much-needed oxygen, forcefully suppressing her ability to think straight, much less cast spells. She could do little save for black out as her captor shoved his way through the crowd and towards the docking ring.
Oh man, why does that bloody mare have to make everything a Goddamn hurdle, I thought as I anxiously followed her signal. Panting from the effort of wading through a crowd of smelly and etiquette-retarded denizens in my quest to locate my bitch of a traveling partner. 
I wound up in the outer docking ring about a half hour later and frantically looked about as the reading disappeared. Wherever she was, it was out of the tricorder’s range. My mind raced with possibilities, the most likely of which was the uncomfortable notion that she’d simply been carried off. It was certainly plausible; a creature as ‘unique’ as herself could theoretically be worth her weight in gold-pressed latinum to…
“Slavers…” I muttered, giving a nearby bulkhead a swift kick, an action I instantly regretted. Hopping about on one foot, I tried to figure out how to proceed. The galaxy was full of slaves and slave-owners (save for the Federation, of course) but none were more infamous or dangerous than the Orion Syndicate. Those fat green hobgoblins took a certain perverse pleasure in subjecting others to lives of servitude as they feasted, gambled, and fornicated upon the profits of their twisted enterprise. 
I had few options and the task of deciding which one best suited the situation at hand was hampered by a combination of anger and sympathy for my friend. I could only imagine the horrors her captives were putting her through. My hand involuntarily clenched into a fist and I grew steadfast. I had made a promise to keep her safe to the best of my abilities and no force was going to stop me. 
One trait that comes with living a life like mine is that one inevitably acquires what you would identify as ‘street smarts’. That being the case with me, I knew instinctively that the most accurate way of finding anyone (or anypony in this case) in a rat-infested Hellhole when technology was insufficient was by talking to people. And by ‘talking’, I mean speaking the language of credits, latinum, or a phaser pistol set on ‘liquefy’. Needless to say, I chose Option Number Three. Eyewitness accounts were usually the most accurate way to track something or someone down, especially given Trixie’s ‘unique’ traits.
Thus, I began my (admittedly) frantic interrogations, learning little until I reached a small Tribble salesman near the edge of the market towards the docking ring, giving him an excellent view of anyone coming or going. The fact that he wasn’t busy and didn’t appear to be at any point during the day suggested that his bored, prying eyes might’ve caught sight of a small blue horned pony being carted away by the Jolly Green Asshole.
At least, I hoped that was the case as I approached him and his table laden heavily with purring puffballs.
“Can I help you?” he asked as I pretended to care about his merchandise. I watched him carefully out of the corner of my eye. I had never liked the Yridians; they had the dubious honor of being well-known as smugglers and information merchants. The bitter irony of that was that information profiteering walked hand-in-hand with the ability to be observant, leading me to believe that this ‘merchant’ had seen something pertaining to my situation. “Perhaps I can interest you in a Tvell Tribble? Finest in the Quadrant!” I rolled my eyes; everyone knew that the best Tribbles were the T’roll Tribbles bred on the Klingon homeworld of Quo’nos.
“Look, I’m gonna cut to the chase,” I exclaimed, cutting off any chance of an extended sales pitch. “You look like an…observant fellow, am I right?”
“Well, that depends…” he replied before leaning in closer. “…how observant are we talking about?”
“I’m looking for someone,” I continued. 
“Well then, may I recommend the Orion Market over there?” the Yridian replied, gesturing over to the line of green-skinned women clad in garments that left little to the imagination by a large tent. 
“No, not that,” I exclaimed. “I need some information. I was wondering if you happened to see a big green guy carrying a small blue…” I paused, unsure of how to describe my friend in a way that the merchant might understand. “…a small blue creature with four legs and a horn on its head?” 
“Hmmm…” the Yridian mused, stroking his chin. “My memory’s gotten a little slow in my old age but the sale of a Tribble might give it a boost…” I sighed and dug out my wallet. As much as I wanted to force him to talk, I had to remember where I was. Starting a brawl right in the middle of a slaver-owned pit in front of every type of scourge the galaxy has ever known would’ve been an astronomically stupid thing to do. I had to be…tactful. 
“There,” I exclaimed impatiently, grabbing a nearby Tribble, which purred at the sudden contact. “Now how about you make with memory?” 
“Hmm, I’m afraid that’s still a little foggy,” the alien replied, closing his eyes and pretending to strain his so-called ‘brain’. “I’ve almost got it but I think if I sold just one more of these adorable little critters…” he drifted off, looking up at me with a crooked grin. 
“That’s all the cash I’ve got right now,” I replied, dangerously close to knocking him on his ass. “We had a deal.”
“Your deal no longer interests me,” the Yridian said with a yawn, waving his hand dismissively. “Too bad for your little blue…ah, ah, ah hold on, wait a second!” he added suddenly, putting his hands up as I grabbed the back of his head and shoved my phaser into his face.
“How ‘bout this deal?” I hissed, poking the side of his head with the phaser for good measure.        
Y’know, it always amazes me how quickly someone will answer any question so long as they’re staring down the barrel of the Universal Diplomat. It was difficult to make out over the stuttering but the hapless vendor managed to provide me with a name, the name of a well-known slave ship that made regular stops for supplies and…additional candidates.   
At this point, it is also important to note that as with many other cases involving a traumatic experience, the full seriousness of the situation takes a while to hit. It just creeps upon you until it damn near weighs you down and occupies your every thought. That’s exactly what was happening to me as I ran like a crazy person to the docked Ranger and dashed inside as soon as I’d released the security protocols. As soon as we were free from the docking ring, I made a sharp turn away from the station and called upon the computer.  
“Computer, can you access the shipping logs of the station?” I asked with a hint of panic even as I tried to calm down and keep a level head. I had a name but I needed to see the ship’s cargo logs if I was to be sure. After all it was an Orion station, so surely they could at least be honest with each other. 
“Stand by.” I waited nervously for the computer to answer. “All shipping logs are encrypted.”
“Can you bypass the encryption?” 
“Affirmative. Caution; the encryption codes are based on an anti-hack feedback-based alert security system.”
“Damnit, I’m a traveler, not tech support! What the Hell does that mean?” I demanded.
“Bypassing the encryption could result in detection. It would allow the user to trace the bypass to its source.” Well, how about that? It was either break their code and risk exposure or not and risk never finding Trixie. It was an easy decision.
“Computer…” I took a deep breath. “Access the shipping logs and cargo manifests.” As the computer beeped a response, I waited with baited breath, praying that the next sound I heard was the ship telling me that it had found the ship carrying Trixie, and not a Red Alert alarm. 
“Logs accessed.” I breathed a sigh of relief. 
“Great. Display them on the main viewscreen.” I carefully but quickly studied them. Fortunately, most were just normal cargo vessels, which narrowed my search down, not to mention the fact that it wasn’t a very busy station (for obvious reason). “Wait a minute…” I added as one ship in particular caught my eye. “Computer, what is the location of the Briganhound?”
“It is currently 27,000 kilometers from our current position.”
“Can the long-range sensors detect the cargo of that ship?”
“Affirmative. Scanning now.”
“Well?”
“There are 25 Orion life signs on board.”
“Wait…only Orion life signs? No ponies?”
“Affirmative.”
“Great,” I muttered, rubbing my temples. Not only had I alerted the entire station by hacking them, I had no way of confirming whether or not that ship was in fact making off with my friend. 
Then it hit me like a tonne of bricks. 
“Computer, scan the ship one more time but this time, scan for Equestrian energy signatures.” I smiled; perhaps if we could isolate Trixie’s energy signature and track it, we could find her.
“Acknowledged. Scanning now.” I anxiously drummed my fingers against my chair’s armrests. “Scan failed. Unable to detect trace radiation due to localized dampening field.” 
“Damnit!” I cursed, slamming an armrest as I tried to think of something else. Fortunately, my brain was running on adrenaline and panic-driven overdrive and I soon had another idea. “Computer, isolate the energy signature of the Alicorn Amulet.” 
“Acknowledged.” It was a long shot but maybe the Amulet contained enough power to be detectable through the dampening field. “Scan successful. Residual Amulet radiation detected.” Perfect, I thought. The ship was still in one piece so it was a safe bet that Trixie and the Amulet had been separated upon their capture. I was relieved to finally have a lead but as for actually rescuing her…well, that was another story. Even with the upgraded weapons bestowed by Mirror Universe Princess Luna, an Orion ship, even a transport frigate, made a tough target. Still, I was fairly sure that if I could catch them by surprise, I had a chance of damaging them enough to beam Trixie out. Fortunately for me, they didn’t know I’d caught on, which gave me the advantage. 
“Computer, lock in a pursuit course but leave some distance. I don’t want ‘em to think I’m following ‘em.” 
“Acknowledged.”
***

A resounding crash derailed the Orion slave master’s train of thought once again as he struggled to finish his paperwork. He growled and slammed a fist against a bulkhead before getting up and opening the door to his ‘office’. 
“What is going on out there!?” he roared as a subordinate ran around the corner, panting nervously. “You!” the slave master grabbed the smaller pirate by his shirt. “I thought I told you to shut them up! They’re children! Surely you don’t expect me to believe that such small beings are giving you this much trouble!?” 
“It’s…not…the children!” the pirate gasped as the slave master’s grip tightened.
“Then what is it?” the larger Orion growled. 
“It’s…the new arrival! She’s been very…uncooperative!” Another crash followed by a “Watch where you’re putting those disgusting paws of yours or the Great and Powerful Trixie will turn you inside out!” met them. The slave master released the smaller pirate and face-palmed. “Come with me!” he suddenly ordered, motioning for the subordinate to follow. “Let me show you how it’s done!” 
They made their way to the nearby cargo hold; theirs being a small ship, it wasn’t a far walk. Inside the dark and dingy cargo bay sat a large number of boxes and crates and beside them sat two large cages, one empty, and one holding eight small children of varying ages. They huddled together in fright as two hulking Orions fought tooth and claw with a stubborn flue four-legged creature with a sharp spike atop its head that simply refused to be encapsulated. 
“Trixie…said….NO!” the blue quadruped yelled as sparks flew from the spike and flew like magic missiles at her assailants, striking one in the seat of his pants, eliciting a howl of pain as he grabbed at the affected area. “You wanted a fight? Well then, Trixie will give you a f…”
She froze as an energy bolt whizzed by the group of frightened children, barely missing them. A large pudgy green alien slowly approached them, tucking a weapon into his belt. The lull allowed her captors to re-assert their hold on her and she struggled vainly as they cuffed her neck with some kind of device.
“You try that stunt one more time and the kids get it,” the large Orion said with a low growl. “Understand?” Defiant as she was, Trixie couldn’t allow her own recklessness to endanger the children. She nodded slowly and let out a surprised yelp as she was thrown unceremoniously into the cage. The cage door slammed even before she hit the cold metal floor and she shook her head and looked around at her surroundings. It was dingy, smelly, and practically radiated misery. It was difficult to make any details out in the dark and she couldn’t risk using magic to illuminate the room. For the time being, she could only sit and evaluate…and hope that somehow, Cole wasn’t far behind.
Her attention soon turned to the children, still huddled together, unsure of what to make of their guest. She tried to recall what species they were, using the small scrap of knowledge Cole had managed to teach her. She did a mental count and came up with three humans, two Andorians, and three…the name eluded her so she gave up and laid down on the cold, unforgiving floor. Several hours went by, all quiet and devoid of movement. It was as if the little ones were frozen in time, although Trixie was sure that they were simply frozen in fear having borne witness to her ‘capabilities’ and were therefore too nervous to approach.
“Um…hi…” a small voice reached out to her from the corner of the cage, emanating from somewhere within the huddled group. The voice was quiet and almost undetectable and Trixie’s ears perked up at the sound. She stood up and looked over towards the children, who shrank back away from her gaze. 
“Who said that?” she asked as gently as she could manage, given the circumstances. Nary was a peep heard in response, as if the speaker had lost their nerve. “It’s okay, I’m not going to hurt you,” she assured them, taking a small step towards the pile of squirming, anxious bodies. “Now then…who said that?” she repeated, keeping her voice low so as not to rouse any guards.
“I did,” the small voice replied as a young Andorian girl slowly emerged from behind the nervous wall. 
“Oh…hello,” Trixie whispered. This was something new to her, something she’d never dealt with before, and it wasn’t simply the fact that it was an alien with which she exchanged salutations. It was the fact that she found herself conversing with a child. Trixie wasn’t sure of how to proceed but something deep inside compelled to continue their discourse. 
“What’s your name?” the child asked innocently. Almost immediately, Trixie felt another sensation begin to well up inside her. It was a mix of sympathy and anger, directed at the ones who’d so mercilessly imprisoned them. The feelings were new and rather unsettling as Trixie did her best to manage the sudden rush of emotions.
“My name is…Trixie.” 
“Oh. That’s a really pretty name…” the Andorian replied with a small smile as she twiddled her thumbs nervously. The showmare paused, taken aback by the young one’s display of such raw sincerity. Never had anyone sounded so…earnest to her before, and especially not towards her. It only increased the emotional influx within her, forcing the mare to redouble her efforts to keep her composure. 
“Th…thank you,” Trixie answered with a stammer. The child looked up at her expectantly, forcing Trixie to remember her manners. “What’s your name?” 
“Um…my name’s…Marensa.” 
“You have a beautiful name, Marensa,” Trixie replied, earning a small smile from the child. 
“Thanks…” the child blushed and turned away for a moment. 
“Marensa…” Trixie began, grabbing the child’s attention. “…may I ask what you’re doing here? Where are they taking us?” Above all, she hoped that the question wouldn’t offend or frighten them and felt a small pang of guilt for asking in the first place. 
“They took us…” Marensa answered hesitantly. “They said someone wanted us more than our parents…that they were gonna sell us…” Inside, Trixie seethed. What kind of monster would forcefully take such young and innocent beings away from the ones who loved and raised them? She found herself surrounded by the answer to her question and momentarily wondered how she could ‘remedy’ the situation. A sniffle from the child calmed her down and she stepped forward, nuzzling the child as Marensa instinctively wrapped her small arms about the showmare’s neck in an embrace. 
A loud bang against the cage startled them and they quickly separated and sat down.
“Shut up in there!” someone shouted before stomping off. Exhausted and stressed, Trixie curled her body around the small Andorian, who rested her head on the mare’s stomach in response. Emboldened, the other children gathered around them and snuggled up together as best they could, each absorbing as much warmth as Trixie’s body could produce and within moments, all was quiet.
***

I was having trouble staying awake as the Ranger followed the Orion ship, the Briganhound. They seemed pretty confident in their ability to hide the true contents of their vessel, a trait to which I attributed our easy pursuit. If they had any suspicions at all, they didn’t show it and fortunately, neither had the station. For all intents and purposes, we had gotten away scot-free.
My sigh quickly turned into a yawn and I absentmindedly pet the Tribble sitting on my lap. As much as I despised his previous owner, I bore no such ill-will towards Gremlin himself. I still think it’s a cool name, by the way. I didn’t know much but I was aware of the Tribble’s voracious eating habits; having said that, I figured that as long as I kept his food intake under strict control, I wouldn’t end up with a Tribble plantation. I also vowed never to feed him after midnight…just in case. 
As I fought off the onslaught of fatigue, I ransacked my brain for a way to actually stop the Orion ship when we did finally meet, hopefully within the next few hours. I made a mental note of what myself and the Ranger could bring to the table. It wasn’t much but the computer seemed to think it was enough to at least disable and/or disarm it. Whilst downloading the shipping records, the computer had also retrieved some ship specifications, which luckily included the technical manual of the Briganhound. After some diehard sleuthing (and the computer’s help), I finally had a workable ‘strategy’. I use the term ‘strategy’ loosely here because it was more like ‘jump out in front of them, fire a few rounds, and hope we have enough punch to bust their weapon and shield subsystems’. If we could do that, I was sure that they’d let me transport Trixie to safety. They weren’t likely to chase us with no offensive or defensive capabilities so we’d use that opportunity to slip away, never to be seen by them again! It was the perfect plan!
By the time I’d finished drawing it up, I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince; myself or the computer. I glanced at the time, although a huge yawn pretty much rendered the action moot. I needed to rest otherwise I’d be less than useless when the time came for me to be useful. I grabbed Gremlin, retreated to my quarters, and practically fell asleep the second I hit the pillow.
***

Trixie awoke in a cold sweat, shivering as she regained her bearings. A quick look around confirmed that everything was as it had been several hours ago. She was still trapped in the metal cage and she was still surrounded by children. The only aspect of her situation that had changed was the temperature. It was freezing. All around her, the young ones shivered as well, her body heat no longer sufficient to keep them comfortable. A simple warming spell is all it would take but after the Orion captain’s earlier threat, Trixie understandably felt uneasy about using any magic at all in such close proximity to their captors. Still, she couldn’t just them freeze and the possibility of getting sick was an ever-present danger. 
Trixie knew what she had to do. 
Another quick scan of the room made her breathe a sigh of relief; no guards, at least none she could see. She took a deep breath and cast the spell, hoping that no one would see the gentle orange glow that covered the children. Her racing heart slowed as the glow began to dissipate and smiled, knowing that the spell would likely last the night. They looked much more comfortable, as if they were back in their homes in their own beds, wrapped up in layers of soft, welcoming sheets as their parents watched them lovingly from the doorways. 
All the while, Trixie wondered what that would be like.
“AAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH!” she suddenly screamed as the collar around her neck activated, sending volts of electricity throughout her body, wracking it with incredible pain. She fell to the cold floor and writhed in anguish as her screams roused the children, who stared at the horrific scene in front of them, unable to do anything. The showmare felt as if her blood was boiling as her nervous system begged for mercy under the onslaught of agony. 
And then it stopped, leaving her panting and sobbing on the cold floor as the Orion captain emerged from the shadows. He looked down at her and smiled, tossing and catching a small device in one of his stubby hands. 
“I warned you, you stupid animal,” he exclaimed with a proud smirk. “It’s called a ‘Hirogen Tamer’ and it activates whenever whatever’s wearing it tried to use kinetic energy stored in their bodies.” He opened the cage door and walked up to the shivering mare. “Now, that was a mild shock. Try that one more time and…well, I’ll let you find out.” Trixie’s eyes flew open in shock and she gasped for air as the Orion gave her a swift kick to the midsection before walking out of the cage. “Get everything ready for delivery. We’ll be arriving within the hour.” he ordered as he left the cargo hold. There was nothing Trixie could do save for cry and try to get her breathing back to normal. Pain…no, agony, shame, regret all swirled within her like a storm.
And at the eyes of that storm…anger. Pure, unbridled fury welled up inside her. She had let them do that to her. If she’d only fought harder, she wouldn’t be in this mess. She could’ve handled them with ease. They got the jump on her; it was as simple as that. They got lucky. She should’ve fought harder, she should’ve fought better, she should’ve been stronger, she…
…should’ve…
…listened….
…to Cole…
The pain of admitting it to herself approached the agony bestowed by the infernal contraption clasped around her neck. Cole had been right all along. He knew the galaxy better than she did, so why hadn’t she just listened to him? Instead of resting peacefully in her spacious bed aboard the Ranger, here she was shivering on a cold metal floor while her body was trying to die. Hell of a way to learn a lesson.
Then she felt it.
One at first, followed shortly by two and then many as the children made their way over to her as they gently rubbed her and ran their hands over her body, trying their best to warm her up. She blinked back tears as she realized it and slowly raised her head, coming face-to-face with Marensa. The young Andorian girl gave her a small, albeit caring smile and gently stroked her mane, massaging her neck and shoulders undoubtedly in an effort to alleviate some of the residual pain.
“Thank you.” Marensa whispered, planting a soft kiss on Trixie’s nose. A tear fell from the mare’s eye, not of pain but of gratitude as she nuzzled the child. She felt their weight as they fell asleep one by one either against her on draped over her and after a few minutes, the cold began to fade into warmth once more.
***

“Alright, computer, wake up, it’s go-time,” I exclaimed as I entered the bridge. It had been about six hours since my pursuit had begun and we were finally seeing the light at the end of the tunnel. Any minute now, the Orion ship would stop at pre-arranged coordinates and wait for another ship to pick up their ‘goods’. 
Not if I could help it.
We had dropped out of warp on the opposite side of the planet after making a teensy course adjustment right before warping after them, and ended up hiding within the planet’s ring system, which contained enough magnetic rocks to hide the Ranger from their sensors…at least that’s what I hoped. A quick study of their assigned route had allowed us to arrive first, get into position/hide, and simply wait for our prey to come to us. Unfortunately, the rings also interfered with my sensors so I had to position the ship so we could physically see them. Needless to say, I kept the viewscreen on high zoom. As we waited, I wondered what else the ship carried that would justify purposefully scrambling everyone’s sensors just for the sake of completing a transaction. I concluded that whatever they were hiding had to be of great monetary value or importance. 
We didn’t wait for long. Right on time, I thought as they arrived on the scene and came to a stop just beyond the asteroid belt. As much as I just wanted to run up and shoot the stupid thing, I had to be careful. I had to limit the amount of shots I fired, lest one of them go awry and inadvertently hurt Trixie. I didn’t need her falling prey to collateral damage. 
Not wanting to waste any more time, I grabbed the manual controls and slowly inched our way out of the rings, creeping up on the unsuspecting Orion ship. So far, so good, I thought, wiping sweat from my brow as I carefully maneuvered, keeping in mind that I had weapons to bring to bear. I angled the ship one last time as we got within 10 kilometers.
“Computer, target their weapons and shields and fire on my mark. Three…two…one…let ‘em have it!”
And thus began an orange light show as the piercing beams razed the enemy ship, courtesy of my two forward phaser banks. Immediately, they hit the gas and made a bid for freedom but as hard as they tried to shake us, Ranger followed close behind, pelting them with phaser fire. Unfortunately, I had been too caught up in the excitement to notice that we were doing a lot less damage to them than I thought, a little fact I realized after we left the disorienting field of the rings and our scanners came back online. While the initial salvo had done some damage, it wasn’t enough to put their weapons or shields out of commission. 
It was too late to turn back; I had made my bed and now found myself chained to it. There was nothing I could do but grit my teeth, hang on, and hammer the ‘Fire All Weapons’ button.
Meanwhile…
If it wasn’t the sudden tremor throughout the ship shook Trixie and the others awake, it was the frantic yelling and barking of orders that did. They watched as large green aliens ran back and forth as they fought back against their attacker, who according to some chatter, had managed to sneak up on them and take them completely by surprise. From what Trixie was able to gather, it had been a good plan but not good enough as they counter-attacked, sending whatever had attacked them into desperate evasive maneuvers, one of which happened to occur right outside a nearby window. 
Her eyes widened and her heart raced as she recognized the ship. She couldn’t believe it. Somehow, against the odds, he had found her. Not only had he found her but here he was risking everything to save her! She wiped a tear from her eye, vowed never to tell him about it, and took another, closer look around. She had to help him somehow. As far as she could tell, the fight wasn’t going well for her friend. She needed to even the odds somehow. 
She gulped when the realization hit. If she had any chance in Hell of assisting her friend, she needed her magic. She knew what would happen; the second she tried anything, the machine would detect it and overload her body with excruciating pain. It might even be fatal. She shook her head, trying to dismiss any and all doubt. It was worth a try, even more so if she succeeded. It was time to test her willpower and prove that she was worth the title of ‘Great and Powerful’.
She began to concentrate, building as much magical energy as she could without setting off the machine. It had to be gradual or the machine would certainly activate. If that happened…Trixie forced herself to ignore that particular detail as she built up as much energy as she could. Finally, it was time. Focusing on the Amulet, she channeled her magic through it, feeding off the rapid and dramatic boost it granted her…and winced as she awaited the inevitable as she unleashed a stream of power.
It hit her quickly and mercilessly. Searing pain shot through her once again as she struggled to stay on her hooves and direct the energy stream. She cried out in pain and anger as they white-blue beam made a mess of the cargo bay, setting consoles on fire and destroying equipment as the crew ducked for cover. All the while, the machine continued to punish her. Still, she persevered, even as the shock to her system threatened to shut her down completely and resign her to blackness. Through sheer determination and pride, she held on and fought off the clouding darkness as she displayed the force of her will. 
Finally, after one last scream of utter defiance, she pushed even harder and the device around her neck disintegrated. Her eyes glowed red and a crimson light encompassed her body as she slowly stepped out of the cage, much to the horror of her captors. The expression on her face turned into one of pure blood-lust as she spotted the captain cowering behind two of his subordinates. A shot from one of their hand weapons glanced off the energy surrounding her body and she grinned at them, taking another step closer. 
A sudden and rather violent tremor rocked the ship, sending everyone to the floor except for Trixie. As if momentarily shaken from her rampage, she whipped around to check on the children, thanking her lucky stars that they were unharmed, albeit shaken up. Remembering what she had to do, she took a step towards them, only to have them shrink away. Confused, she looked at them and at Marensa in particular. 
She could see it, the reason why they now shrunk away from her. It was fear. Her display of power and aggression had spooked them, turned her into a being just as savage as their captors. 
“Please…” she pleaded with them. “I’m not…that. I only want to help you. Please trust me…” There was a pause in the din as if the universe was waiting with baited breath to see what would happen next. 
She suddenly felt a small hand reach out and touch her cheek. She opened her eyes and met Marensa’s gaze. While clearly frightened, the child’s courage and faith in their friend overcame her doubts, a sign that became the warm gesture bestowed upon the showmare. 
“I trust you…Trixie.”
Meanwhile…
“Computer, gimme an update!” I shouted as we came about for another attack run.
“The enemy ship’s shields have failed.”
“Perfect! Hail them!” There was a beep as I waited for them to answer. I grinned as a large green face surrounded by fires and debris appeared on the viewscreen.
“What do you want?” it demanded. 
“Trixie will take it from here!” another voice cut in as the Orion flew out of view, replaced by the visage of a familiar blue showmare. “About time! What took you so long?” she demanded.
“Nice to see you too!” I replied excitedly, happy to see her safe…relatively speaking. “You look like you could use a lift!”
“You think?” Trixie yelled. 
“I’ll take that as a ‘yes’! Computer, beam Trixie directly to…”
“Wait!” she interrupted. “There’s more! Please…we can’t leave them behind! Just do it!” I nodded.
“Gotcha. Computer, isolate all life signs except the Orions and beam them directly to the mess hall.”
“Acknowledged.”
***

Acting captain’s log, supplementary. After rescuing the children and disabling the Orion ship, we hightailed it to Khallos IV, where we are currently working with the Federation office there to reunite the children with their parents. Fortunately, they all live fairly close by and now there’s only one child left, the young Andorian, Marensa. (End recording)
Trixie and Marensa exchanged smiles as we sat in the office of the Federation office awaiting the arrival of her mother and father. I could tell that despite the success of our little ‘adventure’, it was still a bittersweet result. As usual, Trixie wasn’t hiding her true feelings nearly well enough. I could see the pain in her eyes at having to leave her new friend behind. I understood the reason very well; in a relatively short time, they had bonded through a terrible yet unforgettable experience and become very close as a result. Having to separate after finding such wonderful friends in each other...well, that had to be heart-wrenching. 
It wasn’t long before Marensa’s parents arrived and I must say a happier moment, I have yet to witness. The sheer joy radiating from them as they held their daughter again was indescribable and I felt extremely fortunate to be part of it, as did Trixie, if their goodbye was any indication.
“Trixie…thank you so much for rescuing us,” the child murmured as she buried her face in the showmare’s mane. She sniffed and Trixie felt tears soak her mane. Smiling as best she could give the circumstances, the blue mare gently placed a hoof under Marensa’s chin and lifted it. 
“You were so brave, Marensa. The bravest girl I’ve ever seen!” The child blushed and looked at her feet with a small smile. “I’ll miss you.”
“I’ll (sniff) miss you too, Trixie!” the child sobbed, wrapping her arms around Trixie’s neck. 
“I’ll miss you too, little one,” Trixie whispered, gently pulling back. “Now, why don’t you join your mommy and daddy? I’m sure they’d like to take you home.” Marensa wiped a tear from her eye and nodded, giving Trixie one last hug before re-joining her parents. As they slowly walked away hand-in-hand, the girl suddenly paused and looked back at us, waving with a huge smile on her face. 
“I love you, Trixie!”
With that, they were gone.
The showmare just stood there absolutely dumbfounded. I think it’s a pretty safe bet that she hadn’t heard those words for a long time. I could only imagine how she felt.
“I love you too…little one.”
I smiled from within the Federation office. Having already said my goodbyes and received a considerable amount of gratitude from Marensa’s parents, I was content to stand by and let Trixie have her moment. 
We left shortly after as the small station didn’t have the facilities necessary to repair my ship (again) so we had no choice but to press on for Starbase 39. I didn’t really mind, though. The battle with the Orions hadn’t been too hard on the ship thanks to the reinforced shield and weapons array and we were soon underway at high warp. Trixie had long since retired to her room, presumably to pass out, and I was getting close myself. 
“Computer, deactivate tomorrow’s alarm,” I exclaimed with a yawn as I entered my quarters. “I have a feeling that we could both seriously use some extra sleep.”
“Acknowledged.” 
I was out like a light. 
***

“He’s quite the character, isn’t he?” Marensa’s mother chuckled as they relaxed on a large patio underneath the stars. 
“Yes, humans never cease to surprise me,” her husband replied, taking a sip of his drink. 
“It was the strangest thing,” her mother continued. “I mean, he goes through all that trouble and all he asks for in return is a box of Crispy Chex.”
“They must not have it where he’s from,” her father concluded.
“Maybe,” her mother mused. “Good thing it’s Marensa’s favorite, otherwise we wouldn’t have had a spare box for him and that would’ve been a shame.”
“I agree,” her father added. “I agree.”
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		Trixie’s personal…journal, diary…whatever. The only reason Trixie is stooping this low is to record the amazing exploits of the Great and Powerful Trixie as she becomes the most famous mare in the galaxy. It most definitely does not have anything to do with her missing Crispy Chex, although if she finishes this stupid exercise and Cole does not reveal their hiding place, he’s in for a one-way trip into the nearest star. 
	Trixie still can’t believe she agreed to this. Apparently, recording her thoughts on a daily basis will help her ‘relax’ or some nonsense. How is complaining to some ‘machine’ supposed to do that? Just because that human wastes 20 minutes of every day with this nonsense doesn’t mean Trixie should have to as well! Hmmph!
“An accidental vocal cue resembling an ‘audible sigh’ has been recorded. Do you wish to delete it from this recording?”
“Yes!”
“Acknowledged. Resume when ready.”
	Ahem! As Trixie was saying, the last two days have been some of the most boring she’s ever had. Well…maybe it’s not so bad. I…Trixie has had lots of time to practice her spells and prepare new acts for her routine so when they do eventually get to Star…whatever that place is, she’ll be ready to amaze and enrapture. At least Cole…Trixie means, that human, has been smart enough to stay out of Trixie’s way. Trixie doesn’t know what he does with all his time but she doesn’t care. All Trixie cares about is becoming the most famous unicorn in the galaxy! 
	Still…even Trixie has to admit that Cole…human…has been rather…‘accommodating’ since Trixie came on the ship. He’s not really that bad…for a human, that is. There are things Trixie wonders about him. Why is he happy spending his life doing one menial task after another with little reward to show for it? Trixie asked him that once and his response was something like “You see, the acquisition of wealth is no longer the driving force in our lives”. Then he added some nonsense about “wanting to better himself through many different experiences” or something. Trixie doesn’t really get it but she also doesn’t really care. Ha ha, look at Trixie! She’s tsundering and there’s nothing he can do about it! Wait…what did ‘tsundering’ mean again? Whatever, I’m sure it doesn’t have anything to do with Trixie anyway. (Recording paused)
Trixie sighed again and looked out the window at the stars streaking by. Her proud grin faded as realization slowly began to creep up on her, the unexpected by-product of living in a confined space with such a friendly human. To put it bluntly, Cole really wasn’t that bad…period. Simply put, he looked out for her, making sure she always had enough to eat, a place to sleep, a job…Hell, he’d even gone as far as risking life, limb, and ship for her! Somewhere along the line, one must dispense with the tsundering bullshit and as much as Trixie hated to admit it, that time was approaching.
“Computer, resume recording.”
“Oh my, is that a change of heart I smell?” the computer replied in a very different, light masculine voice that possessed an air of superiority. Trixie jumped off the bed and looked frantically scanned the room for an intruder. 
“Who’s there?” the showmare demanded as her horn began to glow. “Show yourself!”
“Oops! What I meant to say was “Affirmative, recording resumed”. Or is it just “Affirmative”? I can never remember. The nuances of such primitive forms of communication often elude me.” With that, there was a flash of light, forcing Trixie to shield her eyes. As she lowered her hoof, her gaze fell upon a strange yet familiar creature dressed in a Starfleet Command uniform, leaning against a nearby wall. 
“What…how…what are you?” Trixie stammered. 
“You mean you’ve never heard of me?” the creature asked incredulously. “Even with that…cousin of mine running amok in the cosmos, doing whatever he pleases?"
“…What? What are you talking about?” Trixie demanded as some bravado returned. “Tell Trixie at once or you’ll be sorry!”
“I already am,” the dragon-like creature replied with a yawn. “Human constructs are such bothersome things. I could look 6,000 years into their future and their ships would still bore me to tears. There’s just no accounting for taste anymore.” The creature sighed as a blue energy bolt reflected off his uniform. “Must you?” he asked with an extremely fake expression of lament. “Where would I find a tailor at this time of night should you inadvertently set my garment on fire?” With a snap of his claws, Trixie’s horn disappeared. Her eyes widened in panic and just as she was about to cry out in alarm, the creature appeared beside her and gently closed her mouth, pinching it shut between two claws. “Easy now, just relax. I’ll return you to normal just as soon as you hear me out. Deal?” With a look of cold fury, Trixie nevertheless nodded and the man relinquished her. 
“There; was that so difficult? Now, I’ve come here on a mission of mercy.” Trixie just looked at him. “Aren’t you going to ask me what the mission is?”
“Trixie doesn’t care!”
“Well, you should. This particular mission involves you, that human, myself, and anyone else who might be watching this inconsequential tale unfold,” the creature added, gesturing away from them as if addressing an unseen audience. “You see, I’ve been rather bored lately so I thought, what better way to alleviate my condition than to pay a little visit to some dear friends and invite them to play a little game?” The man snapped his fingers again. “Oh, of course! How rude of me! My name…” He grinned at her. “…is Discord.”
Meanwhile…
“Mmmm…issall good…saving the universe is what I do…why, I would love six dozen Orion slave girls…yeah put ‘em in my room next to the chocolate fountain ‘n’ the snow blower…” I murmured happily as I slumbered. “…okay. Fine, I’ll be Vice Admiral…but only if…they… (snore) ask nicely…heh heh, why don’t you ladies come over here for a while…damn, girl, you’re so sexy in green…”
“Ooh, Cole baby, why don’t you tell me if my ass is as nice as Trixie’s?”
“Waaaaaahhhhhhhh!” I yelled as he sat bolt-upright in a cold sweat. 
“Oh shucks, and just when it was getting good,” someone pouted. I slowly looked to my left and my eyes widened in shock as a tall man with a head of short dark hair looked back at me with a tired smile. “Oh honey, why don’t you go back to sleep and let me take care of the baby this time?” I face-palmed.
“Ugh…what the Hell are you doing here?” I asked groggily, rubbing my eyes.
“So you’ve heard of me?”
“Who hasn’t? I must’ve read Ambassador Picard’s holobook like 20 times,” I replied. “I know all about you, Q.”
“Trust me, boy, if you knew all about me, your little misshapen head would explode,” Q retorted as he snapped his fingers and appeared at my bedside. 
“I don’t have a misshapen head. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to go back to sleep.” I mumbled, rolling over emphatically. 
“Ah yes, you must be eager to return to the U.S.S. Hey Ladies, NCC 6969, flagship of the ‘Ultra Super Special Awesome Mega Cool 1337 Invincible Imperial Empire of Cole’,” Q mused as my eyes shot open for the second time that evening/morning.
“You…you can see my dreams?”
“Yes, a dear friend of mine taught me how to do that a few centuries ago,” Q explained nonchalantly. “It’s not something I use very often but it’s handy to have when the occasion calls for it. By the way, what need have you for six dozen Orion slave girls? I would think that three dozen would suffice.” 
“What do you want, Q?” I repeated with a groan.”
“I was in the neighborhood,” Q said with a shrug. “Actually, I was visiting Sunbutt and Moonpie but that’s another story. I’m here to help you.”
“I highly doubt that,” I muttered as he got up and headed for the replicator, not even bothering to ask who ‘Sunbutt’ and ‘Moonpie’ were. 
“But I am. I’m here to help you help me. You see, one of my compatriots just finished a fascinating conversation with a little blue friend of yours and let’s just say that…”
“You leave Trixie alone!” I shouted angrily. “Whatever sick joke you’re planning, leave her out of it! Computer, water, cold!”
“My, my, aren’t we protective?” Q said with a smile. “Don’t worry, neither of you will come to any harm…so long as you both play by the rules.” I sighed; when it came to Q, a being who literally held the fabric of time and space in his hand, there was little anyone could do besides batten down the hatches and hope for the best.
“Fine,” I replied with a sigh as I took another sip of water. 
“Excellent! I knew you’d say ‘yes’! But then again, how could you not?”
“Get on with it and get off my ship!”
“Fine, no need to get rude! You see, I’ve got this friend and recently, he’s been bored silly watching Sunbutt’s critters frolic about in blissful ignorance. It’s positively revolting. So, he approached me recently and asked if I knew anyone doing anything interesting. Of course, my immediate answer was ‘no’ but then I thought about it and lo and behold, the topic of you came up!”
“Wait…” I interjected as I finished the glass. “The Q Continuum is talking about me?”
“Not just you. That little mare of yours has been stirring up quite the buzz lately. I’ll be the first to admit that as soon as I saw you get sucked into the Mirror Universe, I was sure you’d be a goner but I must say that you two pulled through rather well for such…simple creatures.”
“What’s so interesting about us?” I asked. “Surely, the almighty Q have better things to do than keep tabs on a single human and a magical pony.” 
“Under normal circumstances, yes,” Q replied. “However, a unicorn and a human traveling the galaxy together is something of a rare sight these days and we wondered if it might not offer us a chance to learn something.” 
“Learn something? Are you sure you don’t mean ‘troll’?” 
“Oh please, don’t insult me,” Q exclaimed. “If I wanted to troll you, I’d do something like this.” With that, he snapped his fingers and gestured to the window.
“Jesus Christ!” I yelled as a fleet of Borg Cubes materialized out of nowhere and headed straight for us.
“You called?” Q asked with a wry grin. 
“Okay, okay!” I shouted frantically. “I get the picture! Now what is it?”
“Very well,” Q replied, making the Borg fleet disappear with a snap of his fingers. “Mr. Stevens, are you aware of what an ‘estrus cycle’ is?”
“Sure,” I answered with a shrug. “It’s also called ‘heat’, right?”
“Good. Just checking.” Shooting me one last grin, he disappeared with a flash. I slowly made my way over to the bed, sat upon it, and paused, trying to figure out what he could possibly mean.
“Um…what?”
Meanwhile…             
“Of course Trixie know what ‘estrus’ is, you lunatic!” Trixie answered indignantly, shooting Discord a glare. “Trixie’s not a foal anymore, in case you haven’t noticed!”
“Oh yes, I have noticed,” Discord replied with a mischievous grin. “The real question is, has he?” 
“What are you going on about?”
“Oh, you’ll see,” Discord replied with yet another shit-eating grin. “You’ll see…” He disappeared in a flash, snapping his fingers just before doing so. 
Trixie gasped as a sudden ‘tingling’ sensation down south began to occupy her thought process. She jumped back into the bed and ducked under the covers as the tingling feeling slowly evolved into a warm and very familiar feeling. It was a feeling that she recognized well but there was something…wrong. Oh nooooo, she thought as realization hit. But that…that was impossible! You can’t just artificially induce…there was no way! As much as she tried to deny it, there was no point. Somehow, for reasons the showmare couldn’t explain, Discord had succeeded. 
Trixie was in heat.
***

Another huge yawn escaped as I tried to decide on a suitable breakfast. In my fatigue-addled stupor, my initial request had been a tablet or two of methamphetamine. Having denied said request rather bluntly, the computer nevertheless sought redemption for its actions by providing a holographic selection of recommended breakfast foods for those suffering from sleep deprivation. 
Memories from the previous night were ‘fuzzy’ at best. I knew that I had been woken up and my sleeping pattern disturbed but I could not for the life of me fathom why or how that had taken place. Seeing Trixie stumble into the mess hall in a similar state only compounded the mystery, as did her ‘unusual’ behavior. Behavior that she tried to hide, mind you, but all for naught; throughout our travels, I had grown accustomed to seeing through her ‘walls’ and ‘projections’. Well, maybe not that accustomed but I did have a pretty good grasp of when she was hiding something. Of course, I also knew when not to press the issue, which was most of the time. Still, what harm could a friendly morning salutation do for my physical well-being? 
“Morning,” I said with a yawn as she wandered over to the replicator. 
“Methamphetamine, two tablets.” she declared sleepily.
“Already tried that.”
“Oh.”
“The Crispy Chex are in the cupboard over there,” I added, pointing in the general direction of food storage. Usually, if one had access to a replicator, they never bothered with keeping fresh food. I was much more of a traditionalist in the way that an experienced drinker who could discern between real alcohol and synthale loathed the artificial stuff. As such, I preferred my strawberries fresh, my milk straight from the cow (after a little processing, of course), and my Crispy Chex non-replicated.
“Thanks,” she replied, helping herself. I shook my head. Thanks? I wondered what she meant by that. Usually, her response was something like “The Great and Powerful Trixie commands you to retrieve it for her at once”! Okay, maybe that was a slight exaggeration but she wasn’t known for being overly polite, at least not to me, hence my fascination with her response. 
“Um…you’re welcome?” I ventured as I returned to the replicator, having returned from my quest to acquire a glass of chocolate milk. “Two waffles, Belgian, topped with a dusting of confectioner’s sugar, easy on the syrup.” 
“Maple, blueberry, or Nesquick?”
“Maple…hold on, make it blueberry today.” There was an affirmative beep and my meal appeared on a small tray. I carried it over to another table…and looked over at the blue showmare as she ate silently, using her magic to operate the spoon. Living dangerously, I altered my course and tentatively took a seat across from her. 
“What do you think you’re doing, human? This is Trixie’s personal space and you are not permitted to be in it!” is what I heard in my mind. However, reality kicked in and I was rewarded with silence for my brave effort. She seemed quite preoccupied with her cereal and as scrumptious as the little pieces of honey-flavored goodness were, it was still unusual for her to ignore me completely.
“So…” I began, unsure of how to begin our morning conversation. She looked up at me, not with anger or annoyance but with a sort of gentle curiosity, the second surprise of the morning thus far. “I’ve got a question.” There was a short pause, during which I sipped my chocolate milk and made a mental note to buy some more, although I was sure that I’d had more the last time I checked. Knowing Trixie wasn’t fond of it, I could never figure out how it kept disappearing. 
“Yes?”
“How the bloody Hell do you know about methamphetamine? Decided to give the magician thing a rest and break bad for a while?” I asked jokingly. 
“Trixie has been reading the database.” I nearly choked on my waffle.
“Seriously?”
“Yes? Is that so difficult to believe?”
“Just a little. So…drugs, huh?”
“Why are humans so fascinated with pharmaceuticals that possess no beneficial effects, only detrimental ones?” Trixie asked. Under normal circumstances, the question would’ve sounded like a vicious accusation and considering the subject matter, an accusation would’ve been justified. This time, however, it sounded like genuine curiosity. Either that or she was just fishing for another way to hate on humanity.
“That must’ve been a really old entry you read,” I replied, hoping to salvage a little reputation on behalf of my species. “Humanity hasn’t seen the widespread use of recreational drugs for almost 200 years. We almost destroyed ourselves with them so as soon as the Eugenics Wars were over, the new Earth Government ordered all drugs that did not have a pharmaceutical use to be immediately destroyed.”
“Oh…well, that’s good I guess.” 
“For sure.”
More awkward silence.
“Thanks, by the way.”
“For what?”
“For the Crispy Chex. I…Trixie didn’t actually think you’d get her any.”
“Why wouldn’t I” I asked with a shrug and through a mouthful of waffle. “We’re friends, right? Friends look after each other. Like I said, you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours.” Trixie immediately became flustered and quickly moved the cereal box to obscure any view of her reddening cheeks. I, of course, was too busy trying to enjoy my breakfast to notice. 
“S…scratch my back?” Trixie half-whispered as another wave of warmth visited the land down under. She stood up suddenly, knocking over her empty bowl as I looked up at her. “I…Trixie has to go…for…reasons!” With that, she flew out of the mess hall. I watched her leave, shrugged, and went back to my waffles.
“What the Hell was that about?” 
***

Knocking down Trixie’s door would have found the showmare upon her back, sweating and panting with her legs splayed and a suspicious residue on one of her front hooves. She had just woken up from a very long sleep and yet, here she was, exhausted after rubbing herself into a near-stupor, all because of that accursed heat. 
The fact that her cycle had literally sneaked up from out of nowhere and bit her on the behind wasn’t what bothered her the most. No, that dubious honor went to the mental image that alleviated her ‘neediness’…at least for the time being. She cursed it, oh, how she cursed it! The fact that a simply, brief, and completely innocent and meaningless conversation was responsible for her current state was aggravating. Why him? Of all the beings on all the planets in all the star systems, why did it have to be Cole? It had to be the universe’s idea of a sick prank, it just had to be! From her perspective, Cole was about as unattractive as she thought possible. Those long arms, those gangly legs, those slightly-larger-than-average ears, the small tuft of mussed-up jet-black hair…the gentle features that assured her that everything would be okay in times of crisis, the kind heard that always went back for her…yessir, no attractive qualities at all. Not. A. Single.  One. 
Trixie shook her head, trying in vain to dismiss the thoughts as she felt another wave of heat to her nether region. She sighed and resigned herself to her situation; it would be troublesome but if scratching the itch was the only way to think straight and come up with a way to avoid any problems, then so be it.
Meanwhile…
I wiped some sweat from my own brow as I returned to my room. For reasons I could not explain, my brain had switched ever-so-gently to a topic to which I’d never given any thought. 
The sultry sway of a certain blue flank. It simply flat-out refused to leave my mind. It was the strangest thing, especially considering my liking for females of my own species. Even in a galaxy in which inter-species relationships were quite popular, I had never even considered the idea. And now, here I was, sitting on my bed, my head donating quite a bit of blood to the Land Down Under whilst seriously considering leaping onto my blue friend and doing unmentionable things to her.
I wasn’t completely gone, however. It was difficult but I still retained some of my common sense. Something wasn’t right and it wasn’t just because the only thing I wanted to do was tap Trixie into next week. There was something at work here, some force that had no business messing around with us. I decided to think it over and make note of any ideas I could come up with as I went about my usual routine. Given my current blood flow, I thought it wise to busy myself with activities unrelated to the blue mare and if possible, by myself. I was sure that something needed recalibrating or scanning or whatever starship captains did in their spare time. With that in mind, I set my plan into motion and headed for the bridge.
***

“So, who do you like?” Discord asked as he and Q watched Cole from on the bridge, hidden by invisible fields.
“The human. He looks desperate.” Q replied immediately. Discord let out a huff.
“You continue to underestimate the powers of a mare in heat. “She’ll have him by dinner, you’ll see.”
“I hope so for your sake,” Q replied, chuckling as Cole accidentally pushed the wrong button, triggering ship-wide Red Alert. “I’m confident that Cole will cave a lot faster than that the pony. I’ve seen his dreams, you know. He’s quite ‘open-minded’ for a human.”
“For now at least,” Discord mused. “Don’t you find it rather ironic that we bet against our respective…spheres of influence?” 
“Implying that my sphere of influence only encompasses humans,” Q replied.
“You know what I mean. Ah, such entertainment!” Discord exclaimed. “You were right, dear cousin. This is so much more fun than listening to Sunbutt prattle on about friendship and love and all those gag-worthy things she dedicates all her time to.”
“I quite agree,” Q declared. “Chocolate milk?” he asked, offering Discord a glass.
“Mmm, what vintage?” the draconequis asked, sniffing and studying the beverage.
“The human’s personal storage, of course!” Q replied, earning a laugh from Discord. With that, they clinked glasses, sat back on two vacant bridge seats, and watched. 
***

This is getting ridiculous, Trixie thought as she panted from yet another round of ‘stress release’. Okay, three times a month maybe but three times that day? She’d been through heat before but never like this. She needed to find something more effective than simply riding it out, otherwise…she shivered as a particularly detailed image of her and Cole flashed through her mind. 
“Augh, come on, Trixie, get a hold of yourself!” she admonished. “But not like that!” she added as though someone might be listening in. “This isn’t your first heat!” She let out a sigh as an idea popped into her head. Maybe this ridiculous computer-thingy can help me, she thought. It seems to know everything anyway. 
“Computer!” she exclaimed much louder than was necessary. “Where can I find something to…” She sighed. “…suppress the sex drive?” 
“There are several anaphrodisiacs in Sick Bay.”
“Will they…work with me?” Trixie was no fool; she knew better than to take medications that she wasn’t sure about, although the itch between her hind legs was starting to get the better of her and she could practically feel her common sense begin to wane. 
“There is insufficient data on the physiology of Equestria-based life-forms to make that determination.”
“Damnit!” Trixie cursed. Fuck it, she thought as yet another weave of need began to overcome her faculties, this one greater than the last few. “Computer, where is Sick Bay?”
“Sick Bay is on Deck 4.”
“Trixie demands that you take her there at once!” 
“Follow the lit panels on the bulkheads. They will lead you to your destination.” Trixie took a deep breath, ran to her door, opened it, peeked around for any signs of Cole, and darted off.
There was something about Deck 4 that made it seem much larger than the ones Trixie spent the grand majority of her time on. Apart from being a little unnerving, it was also quite alien to her, having almost never been there before. Nevertheless, the showmare pressed on, determined to find some way to rid herself of her symptoms. Usually, when heat happened, it felt more…natural, like it was time. This cycle didn’t resemble her previous ones at all, making Trixie suspect that something was afoot. As such, she felt no remorse about staving off the effects using artificial means, despite the possibility of harmful side-effects. The showmare simply refused to be a slave to her own desires, especially when they transpired at the wrong time. The Great and Powerful Trixie was nobody’s slave.
“Now where was Sick Bay again?” she mused. “Computer?” She raised an eyebrow as the computer didn’t reply. “Computer!” she exclaimed. “What’s wrong with this stupid…?” 
She paused mid-complaint as the lights momentarily flickered. She opened her mouth to complain but closed it as the lit panels suddenly deactivated, slightly darkening the corridor. 
“Uh…Computer?” she asked hesitantly. There was no answer save for the flickering lights. She shivered, feeling a drop in the ambient temperature since Deck 3. Cautiously, she surveyed the corridor before taking a few tense steps forward.
She stopped after a couple of steps and froze as something flickered near the opposite end of the hall. It wasn’t the lights, which had since stayed slightly dimmed. Trixie craned her head forward, peering intently at the end of the corridor. 
It was then that she saw it again. An image of a man, darkened like a shadow, appeared at the end of the hall, writhing and fading in and out of view as it slowly approached her. Trixie’s eyes widened in fear as it stretched a hand out towards her, a garbled, pained sound emanating from the strange figure. She gulped and took a step back, hoping that it was merely a figment of her hormone-infected imagination. It wasn’t until an eye opened to reveal a crimson pupil to mark the face of the figure did she scream and take off down the opposite end of the corridor, away from the two-legged monster. She heard a series of howls and cried behind her as she ran blindly in the direction she hoped was the turbolift. She rounded a corner at full-speed and shrieked again as something grabbed her and refused to let go.
“No! Leave me alone! Go away!” she cried out, keeping her eyes glued shut. 
“Trixie!”
“Please don’t hurt me! I promise I’ll never come down here again so please just let me go!”
“Trixie!”
The firm yet gentle voice persuaded the blue mare to finally stop struggling. She slowly opened her eyes and found herself staring up at a familiar face. 
“Cole?” she asked in disbelief as sweat soaked her face. 
***

I’m not entirely sure of what surprised me more; the screams that could curdle milk or the hopeful expression on her muzzle. Either way, I was fairly sure she was happy to see me.
“Trixie, what’s wrong? What happened?” I asked as I gently set her down onto shaking hooves.
“Th…there was…s…something…” the blue mare replied, pointing down the hall from whence she’d come with a quivering foreleg. 
“You mean…down that way?” I asked, gesturing in the same direction as Trixie’s hoof. 
“No, I meant under the floor!” Her cocky attitude returning swiftly, Trixie glared up at me. I sighed.
“Want me to take a look?” I asked as my hormone-enriched brain jumped for joy at the opportunity to prove myself a worthy mate, a notion for which it was mentally chastised. Nonononono, there’s a lot of reason why this isn’t right but the most important one is that THIS ISN’T HER. She doesn’t even like to hug me for fucks sakes. I knew what the effects of heat were and this wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. Her ‘affectionate intentions’ were to be reserved for members of her own species only…right? For a moment, I wondered if Equestria heat might be like Vulcan Pon Farr. Vulcans had been known to endear themselves to other humanoids when afflicted with the condition. I shook my head violently, trying to stop my mind from justifying any reciprocity on my part. Besides, we had a ghost to deal with.
“O…only because Trixie doesn’t know her way around the deck yet! She most definitely isn’t sc…” I couldn’t help myself. Her insistence on being unafraid was cut off as I knelt down and hugged her. There was a pause as both of us tried our best to simply take the gesture in stride, a difficult task when both parties are hornier than a two-peckered Billy goat. Showing her that I genuinely cared was worth the risk. 
“Hey, it’s okay, I know you’re a brave girl…pony,” I added, thankful that I had enough sense left to correct myself. “There’s nothing wrong with asking for help once in a while.”
“Trixie…doesn’t need help…” she muttered even as her body betrayed her and she gripped me tightly. For a moment, I could’ve sworn that I felt her nuzzle my neck, complete with an almost inaudible sigh. Afflicted as I was, skepticism nevertheless overruled hormones and I slowly leaned away from her and got to my feet. 
“Now let’s go deal with this ‘ghost’.”
We soon returned to the ‘haunted corridor’, Trixie hiding behind me as we slowly proceeded down the hall. Well, it was more like ‘standing behind me, trying to look brave’ but I knew she was scared. Good; now I‘ll look like a hero and she’ll want to reward me with…will you STOP it already? I wiped away the incoming grin and proceeded a little faster, anxious to show her that all was well. At her request, I brandished my hand phaser, though I doubted how useful it would be if the Ranger really was infected with vengeful apparitions. 
“Alright, we’re here. Where did you see this ‘thing’?” 
“Over there,” she pointed from behind my legs. “Right by the door.”
“The door to Sick Bay?” I asked, turning to glance down at her. She nodded. “By the way…what were you doing down here? I’ve never even seen you go anywhere besides Decks 1 and 2, unless it’s with me. What gives?”
“That’s…that’s none of your business!” Trixie exclaimed haughtily as her hind legs pressed together nervously. 
“You did hear me tell you at breakfast that there’s no methamphetamine aboard this ship nor any way to synthesize it, right? Otherwise, I’d have to rename my ship the U.S.S. Heisenberg, heh heh.” I chuckled at my own lame joke while Trixie scowled up at me. “But seriously, what’s going on? Are you hurt?” I knelt down to her and gently cupped her chin with my hand. “You can tell me if there’s something going on.” Yeah, just admit that you actually secretly want me so we can go back to my quarters and bang like there’s no…SHUT IT! 
“Well…” Trixie stammered, nervously glancing at the floor as my heart leapt (along with another part of my anatomy). “It’s like…well, it’s like…THAT!”
“Like what?” I asked, unsure as to why she’d suddenly pointed behind me whilst wearing a look of abject terror. I turned about and my eyes widened at the sight. Moving towards us making horrible guttural sounds, was a man with a single blood-red eye, fading in and out of sight. “Holy shit!” Horny-ness temporarily forgotten in lieu of surprised fright, I jumped back up to my feet, dropping my hand phaser in the process. Wasting no time, Trixie picked it up with her magic, clenched her teeth, and fired at the apparition. 
“TRIXIE ORDERS YOU BACK TO TARTARUS, FOUL DEMON!” she cried as she fired shot after shot, covering the floor with sparks of molten metal. “NOW DIE! DIE DIE DIE DIE DIE DIE DIE…”
“Give me that before you blast a hole in my damn ship!” I exclaimed, trying to wrestle the weapon away from the panicked showmare. For such a relatively small creature, she was strong, and it took me a good minute or two before the weapon was back in my hands. I glanced at it, then back to her. “Seriously? 10? That’s maximum setting. Do you like your ghosts well-done or something?” Speaking of ‘well-done’…cut it out already! 
“It’s still there!” Trixie shouted, making a grab for the weapon. 
“I think you’ve played around enough with this,” I replied, holding it out of her reach. I sighed, realizing what I had to do. “Look…just sit tight for a minute, alright? I’m gonna try something.” With that, I approached the flickering ‘ghost’. “Hmm…” I mused as I scrutinized it closely. 
“What are you doing?” Trixie hissed. “It’ll eat your soul!”
“Well,” I turned to her with a small smile. “The good news is, our immortal souls are quite safe. The bad news is, most of the holo-emitters are outta commission until I can get ‘em fixed at the next stop. I can fix the one on Sick Bay but that’s it.”
“H…holodecks?” Trixie stammered.
“Aye, holodecks.”
“You mean…that was…”
“Y’know, for someone who uses holograms so much, I thought you’d be able to see them…hey, take it easy!” I exclaimed as a piece of the wall sizzled behind me. “It’s just a malfunctioning holo-emitter!”
“Well then…fix it so I don’t have to see this ‘thing’ anymore!” 
“Alright, alright! I’ll see what I can do.”
***

Acting captain’s log, Stardate…you know what, screw it. Current date: October 31, 2378. I’ve managed to replace the busted emitter in Sick Bay but the others will have to wait until I can acquire some more heavy-duty replacements and some engineering talent to install them. For now, everything’s pretty well back to normal. Trixie buggered off as soon as I began the repairs. I don’t know what’s going on with that mare but I suppose she’s right; it is none of my business, although I wouldn’t mind knowing what that musky scent in the air was. It was damn persistent; I practically had to vent Decks 1 through 4 just to get rid of it! Whatever, I’m sure it was nothing to worry about. I’m just about to head back down to Sick Bay. I’ve been in the mess hall for the past 15 minutes looking for my chocolate milk. I just don’t understand it. One minute, the jug is full and the next, most of it is gone! If Trixie actually liked chocolate milk, I’d blame it on her but that’s not the case here. Guess I’ll just have to requisition more at the next Starbase. The mess hall is a surprisingly peaceful place to record a log. I often find myself thirsty after such an oral ordeal and being in such close proximity to fresh beverages is certainly a blessing. Anyway, I’d better go wake Trixie up. She seems rather insistent about procuring some type of medication, yet she won’t tell me why. Ah well, as strange as it sounds, I trust her not to do anything stupid. I’m pretty sure our last encounter with the Orion Syndicate taught her a very valuable lesson about messing with things you don’t know anything about. (End recording)
“Trixie?” I asked, knocking on her door. A bit old-fashioned but the showmare disliked the sound of the ‘doorbell’. Too high-pitched or something; apparently, her ears didn’t agree with it, so I refrained. “You ready to go?”
“J…just a second!” came a hurried and breathless response from the other side. “She appeared shortly, panting a little as if she’d spent the last half hour partaking in some kind of vigorous exercise.
“Umm…are you sure you’re okay?” I asked, just for my own edification. 
“Yes…yes! Why wouldn’t I be? I am the Great and Powerful Trixie, after all.”
“Fair enough,” I replied as we left for Sick Bay. 
We arrived a few minutes later. That was one advantage of having a small ship; it didn’t take very long to get anywhere.
“Please excuse the mess, I don’t come down here very often.” I informed the blue mare as we entered the Ranger’s medical wing. “Guess I’m lucky that all I ever needed as a small tissue re-generator for cuts and bruises, huh?” Trixie stayed silent as she looked about the room. “By the way, I’d like you to meet someone.” I cleared my throat. “Ahem! Computer, activate the EMH.” There was a slight buzz as a balding man with a square face and a bored expression appeared in the middle of the room.
“Please state the nature of the medical emergency.” I turned to Trixie with a smile.
“Trixie, I’d like you to meet our ‘ghost’. Apparently, during our fight with the Orions, the managed to damage the ship’s holographic systems. The damage wasn’t as bad here, though. In fact, what we were seeing was just the result of a partially burnt-out emitter. As for why the unresponsive computer and the temperature drop, it was just a busted power conduit. Nothing serious.”
“Excuse me, but I’m a doctor, not a specter of the night. Is there anything I can help you with?”
“She’s the one you’ve gotta ask, doc,” I replied, gesturing towards Trixie. 
“I would think so,” the doctor mused, scanning her with a medical tricorder. “This mare is suffering from premature estrus, and rather extreme at that.” There was a pause, during which time Trixie blushed and face-hoofed as I tried to make sense of the situation. So that explained her strange behavior and why she wanted to be alone so much! To be honest, I wasn’t sure what to think, other than how glad I was that I hadn’t acted on any of my impulses, as difficult as they were to control. The last thing I wanted was for us to do something together that we’d both regret. 
“Fortunately, your condition is quite manageable,” the doctor continued. “I can easily synthesize a treatment. One dose of Medroxyprogesterone should do the trick.”
“I’ve got a question, doc,” I interjected, raising my hand. “Why the Hell do you have that on board?” 
“Medroxyprogesterone is a drug often used by human women as a hypospray contraceptive. Fortunately, it also happens to be a powerful anaphrodesiac.” The doctor looked over at Trixie. “Don’t worry, it’s perfectly safe for Equestrian ponies.”
“Well…okay,” Trixie replied quietly as the doctor administered the drug to her neck via hypospray.
“There, all done!” the doctor exclaimed with a smile as he prepared another one. “According to my scans, you could use a dose, too,” he added, turning to me. Trixie gave me a look of doubt.
“Is that why you were staring at my…”
“Great idea, doc! I’d love a shot of…whatever you’ve got there!” I announced as Trixie gave me a look of venom. 
“Here,” the doctor explained as he administered the hypospray. “This Hydrocodone should mellow you right out. If you experience any nausea, vomiting, constipation, drowsiness, dizziness, euphoria, light-headedness, fuzzy thinking, anxiety, abnormally happy or sad mood, dry throat, difficulty urinating, rash, itching, or narrowing of the pupils, just give me a shout. I don’t see any other medical staff so I assume I’ll be on duty for a while.”
“Great,” I replied, breathing a sigh of relief. “I’m glad you’re finally up and about, doc. If one of us had gotten hurt, we would’ve been screwed. I feel a little safer having you around.”
“That’s kind of you to say but it is simply my programing.”
“Still, don’t overwork yourself. I don’t exactly like the idea of either of us getting hurt while you’re too damaged or unstable to save our asses.”
“Don’t worry, I will be sure to deactivate my holo-matrix regularly to prevent any degradation of my program.” the doctor assured me. 
“Excellent. By the way, I noticed your matrix flickering outside Sick Bay. When I get those ship-wide holo-emitters back up ‘n’ running, feel free to take a walk around the ship whenever you feel like it. Being cooped up in here doesn’t sound like much of a time.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. If you require any further assistance, you need only ask.” I nodded and the doctor disappeared.
“What was that?” Trixie asked quietly as soon as we were clear of Deck 4 as if afraid the hologram could hear her. 
“That was the ‘Emergency Medical Hologram’, or ‘EMH’ for short. He’s a holographic character designed to supplement a starship’s medical staff in the case of an emergency.” I explained.
“…Oh.” 
“Don’t worry, I know it’s a lot to handle right now,” I replied, trying to comfort her after the Hellish day we’d both just lived through. “Now, I don’t know about you but I could sure go for a bowl of Crispy Chex before bed. Would you care to join me?” I was pleasantly surprised as Trixie looked up at me and offered a small smile.
“Trixie would like that.”
***

A cry of “Oh, come on!” greeted us as we entered the mess hall a minute later. I shook my head in disbelief as my eyes took in the sight of two instantly recognizable beings seated at our usual table. One was a human male dressed in a Starfleet uniform while the other looked like someone had stuffed a goat, a chicken, a dragon, and a pony into a blender and hit the ‘on’ button.  
“Ah ha! You see?” the horned one exclaimed triumphantly. “Neither of them tried to mate with the other! The bet is off!”
“You’re just saying that because you were so close to losing!” the man retorted. 
I think that’s when it dawned on us; why the sudden hormonal onslaught seemed so out-of-place and why I hadn’t slept well the night before. I face-palmed as I realized that both Q and Discord had taken up residence in my little ship for the better part of a day. 
“Let me get this straight…” I mused, finally getting their attention. “You guys messed with us and made us crazy horny and made a bet on who would fuck the other first?”
“We were bored! Sue us!” Q replied nonchalantly as he…helped himself…to my…chocolate milk…and…finished…the jug. My eye involuntarily twitched but I decided to allow the disturbingly dark aura emanating from the showmare at my side to do the talking for both of us. 
“They…did…what?” Trixie hissed as her horn began to blow. “You mean…the reason Trixie went into heat…was because you two were bored?” all the while, she slowly and dangerously approached the laughing unsuspecting pair of divine miscreants. 
“Just…try to remember that this is still my ship so try not to go…”
“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!” Trixie’s cry resonated through the ship as an incredible blue and red light lit up the ship, catching the two pranksters by surprise and somehow casting the from the ship, sending them hurdling into space. 
“…overboard.” I finished as Trixie stood panting at my side, the Alicorn Amulet smoking around her neck. “Nice shot. Even if they are semi-omnipotent, I doubt they’ll be back for a while. Why’d you bring that, by the way?”
“In case that ‘thing’ on Deck 4 turned out to be something way worse than a doctor.” Trixie replied with a cocky grin.
“Good thinking,” I agreed with a nod as I retrieved the Crispy Chex.
***

Trixie let out a small sigh of relief as she laid on her soft bed. The day’s events had run her ragged, making her appreciate the comfort of her personal living space that much more. She could finally relax, now that her mating instincts weren’t trying to coerce her into Cole’s bed. She smiled as she thought of their time together. It had been fun, in a strange way. Their adventures certainly took strange turns and although they seldom conformed to the showmare’s idea of a good time, she had to admit that it had been an effective, albeit awkward, bonding moment. 
She finally realized that when she felt something akin to her condition that morning return. However, the warm feeling spread to her entire body and didn’t limit itself to her nethers and instead of fighting it, she relaxed and let it wash over her. She could deny it no longer. Every time she felt the warm sensation travel from her core to her extremities, one face came to mind. Trixie smiled and blushed as she closed her eyes and let her mind wander and show her something for which she had gained a real and unique appreciation; a young human yearning to make his mark on the galaxy, willing to bet everything to reach his dream…and kind enough to include her in it.
Meanwhile…
“Another fine idea, cousin,” Discord exclaimed with a sigh as he and Q floated through space. “How did that mare expel us like that, anyway?”
“I don’t know and I don’t care,” Q replied nonchalantly. “On that note, I could go for something a little more ‘relaxing’ right about now. Any suggestions?” Discord considered it.
“We could go visit the Borg and play ‘Assimilation Tag’.” It was Q’s turn to think it over; usually, the demigod refrained from messing around with one of the galaxy’s most notorious and dangerous species. Finally, he shrugged.
“Fine. But you’re ‘it’ this time.”
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	“Hang on to something!” I shouted as another blast rocked us. “Computer, execute evasive maneuvers and return fire!”
“How did they find us?” Trixie demanded, grabbing a nearby railing for support. 
“Those bastards we took down a few days ago must’ve…” I steadied myself as we absorbed another shot. “…must’ve spread the word!” 
“Great! What do we do now?”
“That’s an easy one! We make ‘em pay for it! Computer, what's the weakest point on that ship?” I yelled over the bridge alarm. 
“Scans show that the Orion vessel’s weakest point is their propulsion system.”
“Target it and fire phasers, full spread! Maybe that’ll slow ‘em down long enough for us to get away!”
“The Orion ship has been disabled.” I breathed a sigh of relief.
“About damn time. Computer, damage report.”
“Extensive damage to starboard nacelle and weapon systems.”
“Oh, that’s just perfect,” I groaned, adding a face-palm for good measure. “I don’t suppose we can go to warp.”
“Warp power is off-line due to extreme stress on relevant power systems. Unable to engage warp drive until power levels return to regular levels. Estimated time is five hours, 11 minutes.”
“Yeah, I figured. Do we have impulse?”
“Affirmative.”
“Good. What about weapons? Can we defend ourselves?”
“Phaser banks are operating at 31 percent. Shields down to 46 percent.”
“Well…at least we can still move,” I declared, falling back into my chair. I held my head in my hands as I tried to decide what to do next. It was incredibly frustrating, to say the least. Stranded in the middle of nowhere with the Orion Syndicate after us was the last place I wanted to be, especially when it placed Trixie in so much danger. “I suppose that’s something.”
“Oh yes, at least we can move!” Even knowing Trixie’s attitude as well as I did, the sharpness of her statement caught me off-guard. I mean, sure, we’d just been through a harrowing situation but we had prevailed, hadn’t we? 
“W…what?” I asked, lifting my head out of my hands to look over at her. 
“So we can move! Big deal! What’s gonna happen when those thugs come back to finish us off! What’ll we do then, huh?” she shouted accusingly. 
“Look, just calm down. First, I’m gonna…”
“Gonna what? Look at you! You can hardly fight, you can barely fix anything, and you’re always getting Trixie into some kind of mess! What can you possibly do?”
That stung.
Like, really stung. 
I just stared at my feet with a shocked expression, tears forming as her words embedded themselves in me like harpoons. One fell and hit the cold metal below, forming the beginning of a small, salty puddle between my feet. Another joined it and soon, there was a small stream running down my face as I lamented over how right she was. I was inept. What business did I have, trying to be something I wasn’t? I was no starship captain. Hell, I didn’t even deserve the lofty title of acting captain. Here I was trying to emulate the brave officers who kept the entire Quadrant secure, yet I was failing to keep one individual safe, a friend no less.
At the sight of my tears and the small lake forming on the floor, Trixie’s angry, frustrated expression softened, although it was hard to see through the salty waterfall. I wiped my eyes, choked back a pathetic sniffle, and walked dejectedly over to the turbolift. Her gaze followed me as I made the slow and painful journey past her.
“Cole…” she began, her tone considerably softer than before. 
“No…you’re right,” I quietly cut her off. “What can I do?” With that, I entered the turbolift and upon reaching Deck 2, headed for my quarters. 
***

Trixie’s heart raced as her mind swam with regret as she paced nervously outside Cole’s room. The words had just…escaped her and without meaning to do it, she had hurt him, and hurt him badly. Sure, he wasn’t perfect and did possess some strange traits and lacked the skills he probably should’ve acquired long ago…but that in no way justified the cruelty she’d subjected him to. 
“You’re right. What can I do?” His words repeated themselves in her mind as she desperately sought a way to reconcile with her friend. Even as the scathing statement left her mouth, she wanted nothing more than to replace them with kind words of gratitude and encouragement, to let him know that she still believed in him. Most of all, she wanted to remind him of how thankful she was for always making her well-being his top priority. 
And still, she paced, unable to knock on his door for fear of instant rejection of her olive branch. The last thing she wanted was to agitate the situation any more. He probably needed some time alone anyway. Running a hoof slowly down the door to Cole’s room with a sigh, she turned and headed for her own quarters. 
***

My fitful sleep was cut short several hours after I’d fallen onto my bed by the ship’s alarm, forcing me to take a deep breath, wipe my tears away, and hurry to the bridge.
“Computer, report!”
“We are under attack.”
“Who this time?”
“The Orion ship.” Damnit, I was sure I’d bought us more time than that, I thought as I braced myself. 
“Computer, target their life support systems! Let’s see them try to fight while they’re suffocating!” Had I been in a better frame of mind, I might’ve been appalled at my own actions. Taking a life was not something I ever wanted to get used to, so I kept the confrontations to a minimum whenever possible. However, in this case, my raging mind assured me that the ends completely justified the means. 
“Transfer all available power to the weapons! Make them pay!” I cried as the Ranger maneuvered into position and bore down on the already-damaged Orion ship. Just a few more kilometers and they’d be in weapons range and I could finish this…10…7…5… 
“What the…” I muttered as a strange rift suddenly appeared just off the Orion’s port bow. I watched in confusion as a vessel emerged. At least, it looked like a vessel. It didn’t resemble anything I’d ever heard of or seen before. It resembled an enormous metal ribcage slanting forwards, with a pointed spade-like bow and purple clouds emanating from the stern, obscuring the rest of the ship. “Holy shit!” I exclaimed as a piercing red beam obliterated the Orion ship in a single shot, reducing it to a floating pile of slag. 
“Warning. New contact has weapons lock. Recommend evasive maneuvers.” 
Damnit, I thought as I tried to execute a plan to save our asses. Nothing I tried seemed to do any good; the strange ship just kept advancing. Finally, I collapsed into my chair and simply stared at the viewscreen as it approached. 
“Cole…?” I whipped around to face the source of the voice.
“Trixie? What are you doing here?” I asked in a tone of panic. It was then that I noticed the glowing Alicorn Amulet around her neck. Even though I had never seen her take it off, this was the first time I’d ever seen it shine with such…intensity. So powerful was the light that it nearly blinded me. I did my best to shield my eyes as I slowly made my way over to her. As I neared, I caught the look of fear in the young mare’s eyes and when I was but a couple feet away, I gave her a small smile and held a hand out to her. 
“Cole! What’s going on? I’m not…what’s happ…aaaaaaahhhh!” she cried out as a strange light encircled around her. 
“Trixie! No! What are you doing?!” I demanded as she began to fade. I ran at the encircling light but was thrown back to the floor. I could only watch helplessly as she tried desperately to fight the intrusive beam, closing her eyes and concentrating as hard as she could in an effort to defeat it. My eyes widened as she cried out and vanished completely, leaving me alone on my bridge.
“TRIXIE!” I yelled, slamming my fist on the floor as I sank to my knees, nearly overcome with emotion. Fortunately, I didn’t let myself wallow for too long. After a few moments, I slowly returned to my feet and went over to my chair. “Computer, find her! Now! Full spectrum scan!”
“Acknowledged.” I waited with bated breath as the computer did a deep scan of all nearby objects. Finally, a beep signaled the end of its search. “Trixie is on the unknown ship.”
“Where is it going?”
“The vessel is on a course towards the rift.”
“Follow it!” I ordered as the unknown vessel headed back to the portal. As the damaged Ranger followed, I tried my best to gather my thoughts. They could’ve easily destroyed us just like the Orion ship…but they didn’t. I wondered if the Alicorn Amulet had anything to do with it. Maybe they sensed its energy properties and didn’t want to risk damaging it by destroying the ship carrying it. But if that was the case, then why take Trixie? Why not simply transport the Amulet itself? 
A horrible notion came to mind. What if they…wanted Trixie as well? Were they collectors of unique or rare species, or slavers, or simply wanted something to experiment on? Whatever the case was, there was no way I was gonna let them get away with my friend.
“Warning. Spacial rift will collapse in 10 seconds.” 
“Computer, route all available power to engines! Get us through that rift!” I gritted my teeth as we came face-to-face with the spacial anomaly. Setting any fear and apprehension aside, I took a deep breath as we entered the portal.
***

I didn’t know what to think as the Ranger emerged from the rift. The second we’d passed through the anomaly, my eyes beheld a sight that was simultaneously amazing and terrifying.
The dock-like structure was enormous, spanning so far away from a large central hub that it seemed to stretch on forever. The central hub itself resembled a massive dome composed of rib-like supports curving inward, shrouded in purple clouds, much like the mysterious ship, which was nowhere to be seen.
“Computer…what is this?” I mused as I gawked at the magnitude of the construct that took up most of the viewscreen.
“Origin unknown. Design does not match any known structure in any Federation database. It appears to be a large dock for vessels of many different configurations.”
“Get us closer. I’ve gotta get a look at this thing. While you’re at it, do a complete scan of the entire structure and its…tenants. I’m sure someone will find this information really useful.” The computer beeped, signalling the start of its scan as we approached the long line-up of ships. “Computer, how many ships are there connected to the docking structure?” I asked.
“There are 793 different vessels docked with this station.” I nearly did a double-take. 
“Any Starfleet?”
“There are two Federation starships. U.S.S. Revere, Excelsior class, and U.S.S. Musashi, Sovereign class.”
“Any life-signs?”
“Negative.”
“Computer…” I paused as one particularly large Cube-like ship came into view. “…is that a Borg Cube?” 
“Affirmative.”
“Any life-signs?” 
“Negative.” I breathed a sigh of relief.
“Is there anyone alive on any of these ships?”
“Negative.”
“What about on the hub itself?”
“There are 793 unique life-signs.” I paused to consider the implications of the statement. Apparently, whoever had built the station intended to collect starship technology, the pinnacle of a specie’s development, and study it…without the consent of presence of the respective crews. My hand made a fist as I thought about all the individuals who had perished for the sake of such perverse research methodology and I hoped with all my might that Trixie was among the 793 that had been spared. There was only one way to find out. 
“Computer, scan for any signs of Trixie.”
“Equestrian life-signs located. Unable to pinpoint exact location due to extreme level of shielding around the structure.”
“Transport her out of there!”
“Unable to acquire sensor lock due to extreme structural shielding.” I forced myself not to scream in frustration and managed to keep a cool head.
“Computer, are there any other ways into the hub?”
“There are personnel umbilical tubes on each ship dock that lead directly into the central structure.”
“Any signs of automated defenses or living defenders?”
“Unable to determine with current information.” I took a deep breath, knowing what question had to be asked.
“Is there a breathable atmosphere in the structure?”
“Affirmative.” I sighed with relief; not a lot but a little.
“Good. Park us as close to the hub as possible.”
***

I thanked my lucky stars that we found an open slot so close to the hub. Well, relatively close. I took a deep breath as I exited the Ranger and walked through one of the thousands of conduits connecting the structure to the other starships. I glanced out the long windows that lined the umbilical and felt my heart begin to race. To our left, a Romulan Scimitar and to my right, a Borg Cube. Not exactly ideal company but at least they weren’t trying to turn us into dust. Nevertheless, even a vacant Borg ship sent chills down my spine. I quickened my pace, checking if my tricorder had finished mapping out a route to the hub. Fortunately, the design was highly centralized and the only way to get to the center from the docks was direct path, meaning that at the very least, I wouldn’t get lost forever on an alien station 100 miles long. 
I was also extremely lucky that the tricorder wasn’t picking anything up that might be less-than-hospitable station personnel. Nevertheless, I kept my hand phaser at the ready, just in case whatever lived on the station didn’t show up on the tricorder’s scans. That’s when I began to ponder the age of the station. The smooth, shiny, well-lit, and curving light-blue and white architecture suggested that it was quite new but something told me that it had been around for a long time, perhaps even before the creation of the Federation. With Trixie firmly on my mind, I could think of little else as I broke into a run down the long, straight corridor towards the hub. I hoped that by some miracle, she was okay. That and that alone was my greatest concern. Still…
“Computer, how old is this station?” I asked through my com-badge. I waited while the tricorder sent its own scans to the Ranger’s computer.
“Unknown, although carbon dating places the structure’s age at approximately 600 years old.”
“Holy shit,” I muttered.  
After what felt like hours of walking, running, panting, and sweating, I arrived at the central hub. Or more precisely, the door between the docks and the hub. While the complete absence of any other doors had struck me as odd, the fact that the only one stood between me and my destination didn’t surprise me at all. Of course, the fact that it was the biggest and most solid-looking door that I had ever seen surprised me even less.  
“How the Hell am I supposed to open this thing?” I mused as I examined the huge metal structure in front of me. I wandered up to the door and cautiously placed the tip of my finger against it. “Crikey!” I shouted as the door suddenly opened with a speed that provided a momentary blast of cool air. I dashed to one side and peeked around into the darkness within, phaser at the ready just in case I’d inadvertently woken up a hive. 
Nothing. Nary a peep, save for a low hum, met my ears as I waited for the shit to hit the fan. I took a deep breath and slowly entered the room, hugging the wall as I scanned one last time. Judging my how long it took for the tricorder to create a cartographic representation of the room, the scale had to be absurd. From what the tricorder could tell, the room was one gigantic square with two ways in; one on my side and one on the opposite side. Great, I thought. More walking. Is this a rescue mission or a marathon? 
I had little time to complain, though, as the room suddenly became lit. Dimly mind you but at least I could see reasonably well. 
“What the…?” I murmured as I took in my new surroundings. The room was filled with tall transparent tubes that originated from a base on the floor and extended about 15 feet upwards, capped by a series of tubes that disappeared up towards the ceiling, the only part of the hub that remained shrouded in darkness. While I’d see a few advanced science labs before, my ship possessing a couple itself, I’d never heard of anything like this. I tried to walk quickly but my pace was slowed considerably by curiosity as I regarded the life-forms encapsulated within each tube. Although the grand majority were completely foreign to me, I did recognize a few. 
“Romulan…Borg…Hirogen…Vulcan…Klingon…Cardassian…Bajoran…whoa, is that a…Devidian?” I stared in awe at the ghost-like being suspended by unknown means within the tube. “Let’s see…” I muttered as I continued. “Andorian…Reman…”
My ‘survey’ lasted for quite a while. I found that I could recognize one species roughly every 20 or so tubes and even after several hours of searching, I still had not located Trixie. Not even the tricorder could make heads or talks of the situation and complained of ‘too much unknown interference’, severely hindering my ability to find my friend. It would find her but only when I got close enough to cut through the interference. I was growing more impatient and more anxious at every tube. I needed something to happen, a clue, anything.
As these situations often go, I walked right into it, too deep in thought to watch where I was going. I rubbed my forehead and stepped back from the tube before I looked up…and gasped. 
A child. A single human child suspended within the tube. She couldn’t have been more than seven or eight years old, possessing fair features and long auburn hair. Besides her age, I took note of another disturbing fact; her attire. They resembled mid-21st century children’s clothing and it made my mind race with questions. Who was she? Had whoever built this place actually abducted other aliens as early as pre-Federation? Judging by the age of the station, it was undeniable. I held the tricorder up with shaking hands and scanned the girl, sending the results to the Ranger for further study. Such is the role of a science ship, after all.
“Computer…” I hesitated, unsure of whether or not I wanted to hear the answer. “Is she alive?”
“Negative. Subject has been dead for exactly 468 years.” I felt my heart sink as the cold words stabbed at me. Whoever had built this monstrosity had to be stopped. It pained me to admit to myself that my meager resources could not but perhaps in the future, Starfleet could shut the place down. The fact that I had been scanning methodically for hours grabbing every bit of information I could mad me feel a little better as I offered her a minute of silence. 
Moving on from that was tough and I found myself shaking as I continued to explore the horrible mausoleum. For about 40 minutes, I continued to weave my way through row after row of tubes, none of which contained my pony friend. 
Then suddenly, in the middle of one of the last few rows, my tricorder began to beep. I followed it at a run as it led me to a specific tube, a tube that held what I had been so desperately searching for, a tube that I thought I might never find, a tube that held…her.
There she was, pale blue, hovering within the transparent cylinder as if in a trance, the Alicorn Amulet still around her neck. Her eyes were shut tight and I hoped with all my might that the mare was merely sleeping. 
“Computer, is she alive?” The next few moments were the longest and most nerve-wracking of my life.
“Affirmative.” Had I been calm enough to even breathe a sigh of relief, it surely would’ve been gale-force. 
“I need to get her out. What’s this tube made of?”
“Stand by.” I waited as the Ranger analyzed the tricorder’s material scans. “Alloy unknown. Scans suggest that a high-yield personal explosive device such as a phaser overload might damage the material enough to breach the container.”
“Will the explosion from an overloaded hand phaser hurt her?”
“Negative. The explosion will be too localized to cause injury. Simply reduce the splash setting before setting self-destruct sequence.” 
It was good enough for me. I set my hand phaser to ‘Overload’ and narrowed the splash to the bare minimum. I set the countdown timer to 10 seconds, placed it against the base of the tube, and ran like Hell, taking refuge behind the nearest one.
There was a brief flash of orange as the weapon exploded. After making sure the disturbance hadn’t set anything off, I emerged from behind the tube to check my handiwork. My heart leapt as I beheld a gaping hole in the tube, more than large enough to mount a rescue. I ran to the tube and, minding the jagged edges stemming from the damaged portion of the tube, gently lifted Trixie up and out. Holding her close, I sat down on the floor; if I had to carry her out, I needed to be well-rested first. Fortunately, as I slowly stroked her mane, a small murmur escaped her and after a moment, her eyes slowly opened.
“You…you came for me…” 
I wiped a tear from my eye and sniffed, hugging her even closer. She made no move to stop me, instead opting to wrap her front legs around my neck and return the gesture.
“Of course I did.”
“W…why?” I was taken aback at the question.
“What do you mean?” 
“I…I said all those awful things to you,” she whispered, looking down at her hooves.
“Ssshh, that’s not important. Don’t worry about it,” I assured her. “I’m just glad that you’re okay.” She sniffed and looked up at me with tear-filled eyes.
“I’m…so sorry...that Trixie put you through all this.”
“Don’t worry, it wasn’t your fault. Don’t blame yourself.”
“Still…please forgive Trixie.” I offered her a small smile and ruffled her mane affectionately.
“I already have. Now come on, let’s get you out of here. Can you walk?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Follow me.” I instructed as we got up. “Computer, is there a closer vacant dock to our location?”
“Affirmative. Proceed out east entrance to Docking Bay 6.”
“Good. Set a course and meet us there ASAP.”
“Acknowledged. ETA 20 minutes.”
“Alright, let’s go,” I said as Trixie and I took off at a run towards the exit. 
***

As we raced full-tilt towards the docking bay, I wondered what had happened to the showmare upon her capture. My tricorder scan showed nothing physically wrong with the mare; judging by the way she was running, it was like nothing had happened at all. While I was glad that nothing far worse hap transpired, my curiosity remained. That, however, could wait. For the time being, I had to focus on getting us back to the Alpha Quadrant.
Which brought me to my next problem; without an alien ship to open a spacial rift, I didn’t know if it was even possible to get back. This represented a major problem, a problem best solved in the relative safety of the Ranger. As we finally entered the docking section, I glanced out one of the long windows and managed a small smile as the Ranger cruised by and began to position itself next to a nearby docking umbilical.
“Proximity alert. There is an unknown vessel approaching, ETA 10 seconds.” My smile faded and Trixie looked up at me. 
“What is it? Is there something coming?” she asked nervously.
“Yeah, the Ranger just told me another ship’s heading straight for us. We’ve gotta move,” I replied as we finally reached the umbilical. We wasted no time getting to the bridge, upon reaching which Trixie jumped onto the First Officer’s chair whilst I selected my usual, a the Captain’s seat. I hit a button and safety straps suddenly ran across our bodies, holding us snugly in our chairs. Trixie looked at me in surprise.
“Cole, what are you doing?”
“Just a precaution,” I explained as we maneuvered free of the docking structure. “If we get hit again, I don’t wanna go flying onto the metal floor at 100 miles an hour. Not again, anyway,” I muttered. 
“Warning. There is a spacial rift opening off the port bow.” I looked over at the port viewscreen; sure enough, there it was, a pseudo lightning storm/purple cloud hybrid. 
That’s when I had one of those nasty little things sometimes referred to as an ‘idea’. 
“Computer! Take us directly into that rift!” I exclaimed.
“What? Are you crazy?” Trixie demanded as her cynical self returned with a vengeance. I was about to fly us through a spacial anomaly while another ship was attempting to enter from the other side. If I was right about my theory, we’d probably, maybe, kind of, perhaps, possibly, hopefully be okay. If I was wrong…that wasn’t important. The important thing was that I had a way to get us out…probably, maybe, kind of, perhaps, possibly, hopefully.
“Don’t worry! It’ll be like…squeezing past somebody to get through a door!” I explained as best I could.
“Yeah well that doesn’t work very well if the other person’s really fat!” Trixie countered.
“Hey, did you just call me ‘fat’?” I asked semi-seriously. 
“Really? You’re gonna do this now!?”
“Okay!” I exclaimed, clapping my hands together loudly. “Computer, take us through on my mark! Three…” We watched as the rift suddenly expanded and the tip of a hull began to emerge.
“Two…” A little more revealed itself.
“One…” The emerging ship looked identical to the first and it was about halfway through when I took one last deep breath.
“Now!” With that, the Ranger’s impulse engines propelled us towards the rift. Trixie squeezed her eyes shut and I gritted my teeth as we zipped along the hull of the alien ship, so close that if I had rolled down one of the widows, I could’ve written ‘Cole was here’ on the hull with a Sharpie. Streams of energy whipped around us, violently jostling the ship as the Ranger fought to get through. Trixie kept her eyes firmly shut and even I wondered if my old sky bucket had enough in her to not be shaken apart by the incredible forces pelting it from every possible angle. Finally, there was an incredible flash and all was quiet.
***

“Ugh…are we dead?” The showmare’s groan was the first thing I heard upon slowly opening my eyes. “You killed us again, didn’t you?” I couldn’t help but smile as the safety belts disengaged.
“No, but I gave it my best shot,” I replied, sighing with relief that the Ranger and her passengers were still in one piece. “You can open your eyes now.” I heard another sigh, this time from the blue mare.
“How about that? Your plan actually worked!” Trixie exclaimed, giving me a smile. 
“That’s ‘cause I’m a freakin’ boss!” 
“Ha! Trixie wasn’t worried for a second!”
“I’ll take that as a compliment!”
“Better do that ‘cause that’s the only one Trixie’s ever going to give you! Hmmph!” I smiled at the sincerity hidden behind the smirk. I shrugged.
“I’ll take it. Computer, where are we?” I asked.
“Sierra Sector, Alpha Centauri Sector Block.” I did a small fist-pump. 
“What is it?” Trixie asked.
“Apparently, that little ‘detour’ actually brought us closer to Starbase 39. We’re only a few hours away, assuming my baby’s got enough in her to make the trip. That adventure of ours really took a lot outta her.” Which brought me to my next order of business. “Computer, give me a full damage report.”
“Weapons are off-line. Long-range scanners are off-line. Shields down to eight percent. Plasma conduits two and three have ruptured. Hull breaches on Decks 5 and 6. Emergency force-fields are holding.” I face-palmed; I’d had a feeling that it would be ugly but not to that extent. We had to get to a Starbase fast. 
“It’s bad isn’t it?” Trixie said flatly.
“Yep.”
“How long will it take to get to Starbase 39?”
“Good question. Computer, do we have warp?”
“Affirmative. Power drain has been dealt with.”
“Good. How fast can we go?”
“Primary systems have sustained too much damage to exceed Warp 2.3 without breaching matter-antimatter containment.”
“Well, at least that’s something. Computer, lay in a course for Starbase 39 and step on it.”
“Acknowledged.” I breathed a sigh of relief as the ship jumped to warp, bringing us closer to our destination and hopefully out of trouble for a while.
“Well, I don’t know about you,” I declared as I got up from my chair. “But I could sure for some chow. Care to accompany me to the mess hall? I think there’s a bowl of Crispy Chex with your name on it.” As if answering my question, Trixie’s stomach gurgled, prompting her to blush. I smiled. “Come on, let’s grab a bite.”
***

Acting Captain’s log, Stardate…why do I even bother with this? Anyway, we’re less than six hours away from the Starbase, which is good news because I could literally throw a rock at the hull and the whole thing would fall apart like a Jenga tower after 20 turns. Trixie’s napping right now and as soon as I’m done this log, I’m gonna take a page from her book and do the same. I’m exhausted. I’ve told the computer to wake me when we reach the Starbase but not a second before. 
I’ve deliberately held off asking Trixie anything about what happened. It’s not that I’m not concerned for her but I feel that I should wait for a more appropriate time. I think we could use some time away from the insanity for a while. I wonder how she’d like Risa. I’ll do some research later and firm up some details. For now, I’m just glad to have her back safe and sound.
I’m also intrigued by the station we encountered. Fortunately, I managed to collect quite a bit of data and I’ve got the computer cross-referencing my information against all known cultural databases, including those said to be extinct. It’s just a funny feeling but one of the lessons I’ve learned over the years is to trust my gut and right now, my gut is telling me to find out as much as I can about those aliens and give that information over to Starfleet immediately. I’ve made that a top priority when we get to Starbase 39. (End recording) 
I yawned and got into my bed, grateful that my sleeping area hadn’t been wiped out in the chaos like the weapons and shields. Phasers and shield emitters were one thing but the perfect pillow was quite another. Losing that would’ve probably driven me over the edge. I smiled and snuggled into the bed.
“Computer, lights off.”
***

“Cole?” Trixie asked quietly, poking her head through the door to his quarters. “Cole?” Convinced that he was sound asleep, she crept over to his bed, pleased that as usual, the door had been unlocked. She took a deep breath and leaned down to his sleeping face.
“Thanks for everything.” she whispered, planting a soft kiss on his cheek.
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		Along Came a Spider Part I



	Acting Captain’s log, Stardate ‘screw you, I’m not learning how that crap works’. We’ve finally reached Starbase 39 and just in time, too. I don’t think we could’ve gone another light-year without something else falling apart. That fight with the Orions really did a number on the ole’ girl, although I’m confident that a few days on the station will do us all some good. 
I have also decided to get my life on track. Instead of simply gallivanting all over the quadrant looking for menial work and table scraps, I have elected to hand in my resume to Starfleet and apply for a courier position. As much as I value my independence, I also value the perks that come with working for one of the largest interstellar organizations around. A job with Starfleet means guaranteed credits, repair and resupply whenever we need, and most importantly, safety. Starfleet looks after those in its employment very well, a perk that Trixie will undoubtedly like when I tell her. By becoming a courier, I still retain quite a bit of freedom to move around, allowing Trixie to perform pretty much wherever we go, should she decide to. (End recording)
“Come in!” I called from my desk as the door chime rang. “I’m almost ready to go, just putting the finishing touches on my resume,” I added as Trixie entered. 
“How does it look?” she asked, walking over to look at it.
“It’s not bad…” I mused, grabbing my light jacket from the back of my chair. “I haven’t made a resume in a very long time so I’m a little out of practice.”
“Do you think it’ll be enough to get the job?” Normally, anything resembling concern or pragmatism coming from Trixie would warrant Red Alert but after expressing her support for my endeavor, I had no reason to worry.
“It might be,” I replied as Trixie levitated the pad up to me whilst we departed. “At least, I hope so. That would solve a lot of problems, wouldn’t it?”
“As long as it helps Trixie reach fame and fortune, you can do whatever you want,” the showmare answered with a cocky grin. I chuckled. 
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
***
Like most other Federation Starbases, 39 Sierra was absolutely massive. In similar fashion to Earth Starbase, Sierra resembled a gigantic metal mushroom with a very long stem and a city built atop the cap. The station could hold a lot of space-faring vessels of many different configurations simultaneously and I hoped that they would have room in the cavernous repair bays for my little starship.
The fact that Trixie wasn’t impressed by the scale or sophistication didn’t surprise me. Having come from a much smaller and less dense population center, she wasn’t the most comfortable mare when it came to large places or crowds. I had asked her about that one day.
“Cities and crowds at Trixie’s shows are a different story,” she informed me. “When she’s on stage, there could be a million ponies watching all around me and it wouldn’t matter. Ah, such is the life of somepony as Great and Powerful as myself!”
Yeah, something like that.
Despite the sheer size of the installation, it didn’t take us long to find the Starfleet Employment & Enlistment office. Once there, I handed the datapad containing my resume to an Andorian ensign and was soon sent on my merry way to our next stop-Engineering. I breathed a sigh of relief as a cheerful Commander assured us that repair work on the Ranger would begin within the next few hours. Hearing that got rid of a heavy burden and I felt better knowing that my precious ship was in capable hands. 
“Well that was a lucky break, huh?” I asked as Trixie and I left the Engineering department. “I remember during the Dominion War trying to get even simple routine work done. With all the Starfleet, Klingon, and Romulan ships in the war effort, there wasn’t much room for us…well, whatever you’d call me.”
“Dominion…War?” Trixie asked. I could see the discomfort written all over her face and immediately apologized. 
“Sorry. I know you don’t like hearing about fights. I’ll try my best to keep anything like that to myself from now on.”
“Thanks. After her last…encounter in Ponyville and everything we’ve been through, Trixie isn’t exactly the biggest fan of conflict.”
“I hear ya,” I agreed. “I’m getting pretty sick of it myself. Hopefully, after the Ranger’s all patched up, we’ll be able to stay out of trouble, huh?” The showmare nodded.
“Trixie hopes so.” We walked in silence for a bit, working through oncoming foot-traffic on our way to the civilian decks for some food and well-deserved R&R. “By the way, did you talk to the…”
“…Captain?” I guessed, pretty sure I knew what she was about to ask.
“Yeah, the captain. Did you give him the information you gathered from the alien station?”
“The lady at the desk managed to make an appointment. Apparently, things have been nice and slow ‘round here lately. That’s probably how I was able to get the Ranger fixed so quickly. I’m gonna meet him in four days.”
“So, until then…Trixie can relax?” I nodded.
“You bet, although it’ll be closer to a week before the Ranger’s back to full strength. In the meantime, have you thought about doing some shows here? Even though there’s not much going on, I’ll bet that there’ll be a few weary starship crews in need of some top-notch entertainment that only a mare with your talents can provide…” I smiled and gave the blue mare a gentle nudge. She gave me an odd look. “Sorry, that probably sounded really bad.” Trixie rolled her eyes.
“To answer your question, yes, Trixie plans to amaze as many crowds as she can while we’re here. Otherwise, I’d be bored out of my tree.”
“That’s a good reason, too.” 
“Oh, and because money.”
“Ah, of course.” I nodded sagely. I grabbed at my stomach as it suddenly growled at me. “Oh man, I don’t know about you but I’m freakin’ starving. Feel like grabbing a bite?”
“Trixie has a figure to maintain, in case you haven’t noticed. Nopony wants to watch a fat showmare, after all.” Her stomach disagreed and loudly voiced its displeasure, causing her cheeks to redden. “Maybe just a bite,” she added sheepishly.
“I thought you might,” I replied with a grin. “So…what do you feel like? Restaurant or replicator?”
“You can’t be serious. All Trixie eats is replicated food! No, that won’t do this time! Trixie needs something new, something fresh, something delicious to cleanse her Great and Powerful palate!” She held a hoof up to her chin and surveyed the large dining deck, studying the dozens of different choices. Many Alpha Quadrant races had food stands on the Starbase, something like a galactic food court. With that, of course, came several different dining tiers for those more affluent than others. Just because the Federation didn’t use money in the traditional sense, didn’t mean that no one else did. Thus, there were dining choices for those with and for those without currency and as one might expect, the most extravagant ones required latinum or copious amounts of credits. “Something like…” she continued. “…that!” she finished, pointing excitedly at the swankiest place on the deck and most likely the station itself. “An establishment of that caliber is exactly what Trixie needs!”
“Y’know, I actually like Ferengi snail steaks,” I declared. “I don’t like the Ferengi themselves but I’ve gotta admit that they’ve got some tasty snails.”
“Were you even listening to Trixie?”
“Yep.”
“And?”
“And you’re crazy! We can’t afford to eat there! These repairs are gonna eat up most of our credits as it is.”
“‘We’? Speak for yourself,” Trixie replied haughtily. “You may be a peasant at the moment but the Great and Powerful Trixie has more than enough to enjoy a proper meal!”
“Yeah, for now,” I cautioned. “You’ve gotta remember how hard you worked for that and what we went through to earn it. Do you honestly think that blowing it on one dinner is the best way to use it? I know you’re sick of replicated food and believe me, so am I. Still, there’s a lot of places here to get a good fresh meal. Why don’t we keep checking places out until we find one that’s good and budget-friendly?” Trixie gave me a sour look.
“Fine…” she replied with a pout.
“Good. Anyone ever tell you you’re cute when you pout like that?” I added, gently scratching behind one of her ears.
“H…hey! Where did that come from?” the showmare protested, trying in vain to hold off a blush.
“That was for calling me a ‘peasant’!” I exclaimed with a chuckle. “In case you’ve forgotten, the only reason I’m poor is because I’ve got a ship to maintain. A ship that both you and I live in. Actually, on that note, dinner’s on you, right?” I laughed at the ridiculousness of the statement, knowing that Trixie would rather go planking strapped atop the Ranger whilst traveling through a temporal rift.
“Okay.” 
I stopped mid-chortle.
“Sorry, didn’t catch that.”
“Trixie…wouldn’t mind paying this time.” To say I was merely pleasantly surprised would be an understatement. “What? Is that so weird?” she asked, seeing the incredulous expression on my face.
“No, not at all!” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Okay, fine. I just…wasn’t expecting that.”
“Well, don’t get used to it,” she replied indignantly, tossing her head. “Trixie has no plans to make that a regular occurrence.” Oh brother, I thought, resisting the urge to face-palm and ruin the moment.
“You’re tsundering again!” I responded in a light sing-song voice.
“I…Trixie is not tsundering!” she hissed. “Stop saying that she is!”
“Then stop doing it!”
“Just shut up and pick a restaurant!”
“Ooh, letting me choose now, huh? This just keeps getting better and better!”
“Trixie will end you!”
***
“You are aware that every time I catch you tsundering, I’m gonna call you out on it, right?”
“Just shut up and eat,” Trixie mumbled, levitating another forkful of Andorian green salad into her mouth while I enjoyed another bite of snail steak. I know that it sounds gross but it actually had the texture and taste of really, really tender beef. I realize that they probably seasoned it to taste more appealing to local palates; needless to say, I was rather enjoying my first non-replicated meal in quite some time and from the look of her empty plate, Trixie was too.
“Good salad?” I asked.
“Trixie finds it…satisfactory.” 
“Good enough for me. Hey, how about desert?” I suggested. “I spotted a cool-looking place on our way here that sells all kinds of traditional Earth deserts. I’m sure I could find at least one to help you wash down that salad.”
“Sure.” Trixie replied as our waiter returned. True to her word, the blue mare took the waiter’s datapad and paid, even leaving a tip. “Shall we go?” I smiled, seeing her rarely-seen friendly disposition begin to surface. I guess a good meal what just what the doctor ordered after all; I know I felt batter at least. 
“You bet. Somewhere on this deck is a pastry with my name on it.”
Later…
“Om nom nom nom nom…” I grinned as I watched Trixie eagerly munching on a hot, fresh strawberry turnover. There times when I loved being right, and this was definitely one of those times. She had been skeptical at first but as soon as the delicious smell of fresh pastry reached her nose, the showmare had practically raced towards the small café. 
At first, Trixie had opted for an apple turnover but eventually decided on a fruit she’d never tried before; the God-tier of berries, the one and only strawberry. Combine that with some of the finest pastry available this side of the Neutral Zone and you had a desert that the blue mare simply couldn’t get enough of. It wasn’t until her third one that she remembered to ‘watch her figure’. I myself settled on a traditional Swiss Roll, having quite liking for Swiss chocolate cake and real whipped cream. Between the company and the food, it was the perfect way to wrap up our first night on Starbase 39.
“Had enough?” I asked as Trixie levitated a napkin to her muzzle and wiped it clean. 
“Trixie is…quite pleased.”
“Hmm, from the way you were scarfing down those turnovers, I’d say you were more than just ‘pleased’.” 
“Okay, okay! You were right! They were one of the most delicious things Trixie has ever eaten. Happy?” she finished with a mock glare. 
“Yep!” I exclaimed, leaning back into my chair. A couple moments went by, during which the showmare looked at me with a quizzical, scrutinizing expression. “What?” 
“You’ve got some…cream on your face…” she said quietly. 
“Oh? Heh heh, whoops. Guess I was enjoying that desert even more than I thought, huh? I’ll just take care of that…”
“No! I mean…Trixie can get that for you…” she replied, quietly again as if embarrassed. 
“Alright, if you really want to,” I answered with a shrug. 
What happened next was easily one of the most unexpected moments of our time together thus far, which by the way, includes the Mirror Universe Incursion, the Orion raids, and our little jaunt to the space station in the middle of that spacial rift. Instead of simply levitating a napkin over and wiping the small dollop off my cheek, she leaned forward and softly licked it away, making a slow pass with her soft tongue. While it felt very pleasant, I wasn’t sure what to think. I didn’t even think of what the other patrons or onlookers might’ve thought but I didn’t really care. I was too busy trying to figure out why she had selected such an intimate way of accomplishing a task that could’ve been performed with a napkin. As if sensing my confusion, Trixie took a step back and looked to the side. 
“Y…you kept talking about how good it was. I…Trixie, just wanted…to try some…for herself,” she stammered, clearly embarrassed at her own daring, and in public no less. It had to be customary for Equestrian ponies to assist each other with their personal grooming or something. I’d heard about how pegasus ponies would help preen each other’s wings; this must’ve been the same thing but for earth ponies and unicorns.  
“Well, I can’t blame you, although you could’ve just told me if you wanted one. I may be poor but a Swiss Roll for a friend is definitely in the realm of possibilities.” I offered.
“Y…you don’t have to…”
“I want to. Come to think of it, do they have chocolate on your world?” Trixie nodded. “Well then, this’ll be a perfect opportunity to see how Earth chocolate stacks up against Equestrian chocolate. I’ll be right back.” With that, I went over to the counter and a few moments later, returned with two more of the chocolate treats. “Ready to go?” 
“Trixie is if you are.”
“You bet. Let’s go check in with the Doctor and see how those repairs are coming along.”
***
“What do you mean we can’t go in?” I asked as reached the Ranger’s repair bay.
“I mean you can’t go in,” the Engineer replied as he went back to button-pushing on the console next to the large window through which we could see the Ranger surrounded by gantries and robotic arms, all working diligently to fix her up. “There was extensive damage to the power couplings, relays, plasma conduits, and that’s just the minor damage. 40 percent of the hull needs new plating, 60 percent of the ship needs new superstructure, you need a new starboard nacelle, your phaser banks are kaput, the shield emitter’s fried, half the turbolifts are fused from plasma scoring, and your warp core’s had it.” He wiped his brow. “I’ve never seen anything like this before in my life.”
“Oh man, I knew it was bad but…level with me here,” I replied nervously. “She’s gonna be okay, right? I mean, you can fix this, can’t you?”
“Relax, we’ll get it done,” the Engineer assured me. “This Starbase is home to some of the most sophisticated starship repair and augmentation equipment around. Something like this is no sweat for this station’s repair systems.” 
“I’m glad to hear it. So…why can’t I go in again?”
“In order to properly repair your damaged power systems, we had to shut practically everything down.”
“Guess we’ll need some accommodations, huh?” I asked, turning to Trixie.
“If you need a place to stay, just head over to the Starbase quartermaster. He’ll get you both settled in.” the Engineer explained. 
“Thanks, we’ll head right over there,” I said. “Shall we go? There’s not much we can do here.” 
“Yes, we should probably find somewhere to spend the night,” Trixie agreed. “And somewhere for Trixie to prepare for her shows.”
“Yeah, now that we don’t have access to the Ranger’s holodecks,” I mused. Although averse to using them at first, the showmare soon found them quite useful. With a holodeck, she had access to a reasonably realistic audience and a venue. Everything else, she provided for herself. “I’m pretty sure a station this big will have a holodeck or two for you to practice on.” I turned to the Engineer. “Can I access datafiles from the Ranger’s computer?”
“As a precaution, we transferred your ship’s data to our own database. You can access anything you want from that console,” the Engineer explained, pointing to another nearby console. 
“Thanks. By the way, I didn’t catch your name.”
“Commander Richards, Chief Engineer of Starbase 39 Sierra.” 
“Cole Stevens,” I replied, shaking his hand. “And this is my companion, Trixie.”
“Ah, so the rumors are true,” Richards replied, kneeling down to the showmare. He extended his hand and to my surprise, Trixie shook it. “When I heard that there was an actual Equestrian among us, I have to say that I was skeptical. Personally, I was unaware that an Equestrian had yet made it this far away from their homeworld.”
“As far as we know, Trixie’s the only one,” I answered. 
“Well, from the looks of your ship, it must’ve been an interesting trip.”
“You could say that. Thanks again for looking after us, Commander. Ready to go?” I inquired of the blue mare. She nodded. “I’ll drop by later tomorrow to check up on her.”
“Right. See you then.”
***
“About time!” Trixie declared as we entered our room. “Trixie was growing weary of trotting about this metal monstrosity!” 
“You and me both,” I replied as the door slid shut behind us. “I don’t know about you but I’m exhausted. Let’s get some shuteye.”
“For once, Trixie agrees,” the showmare added as we looked about for the other bed.
Awkward silence.
“Um…” I mused. “Is it just me or…”
“Why is there only one bed?” Trixie demanded. “Why did that officer think we only needed one bed?”
“I dunno, maybe he thought you were my pet or something,” I answered with a shrug.
“Wh…why would he…what did he…a PET!?” she yelled, forcing me to cover my ears.
“Well, you were pretty quiet at the office,” I offered. “And don’t forget that you’re new around here. Not everyone knows who the Equestrians are. Or maybe he just thought we were a couple or something.”
“A…WHAT?” I covered my ears as another audible onslaught washed over me. “The Great and Powerful Trixie is nobody’s pet and she could certainly do better than you!” She looked over at me as I gave her a confused expression.
“Not sure if tsundering…”
“TRIXIE IS NOT TSUNDERING!”
***
“Begin night watch,” Captain Wright exclaimed as he stepped onto the Starbase’s bridge before heading to the replicator for some much-needed caffeine. The lights dimmed and bathed the large control centre in a warm blue glow, signaling that night watch had begun. Grabbing his coffee, the captain did a quick walkabout, ensuring that everyone’s stations were operating normally, before returning to his chair. Thus far, the week had been rather uneventful; very few starships had approached for help. In fact, the only one that had within the last couple of days was docked in the new Repair and Augmentation facility, where it was undergoing some much-needed work. 
Wright had always made a point of knowing the intimate details of the goings-on aboard his station. As such, he knew very well who the owner of the small Nova-class was along with its intriguing passenger. He almost didn’t believe it at first; although the princesses had accepted the Federation and allowed Starfleet a research base on their world, the Equestrians had never expressed an interest in interstellar travel. That begged the question; what was one of their own doing so far from her homeworld? It was strange yet encouraging; Wright saw great potential in the Equestrians and hoped that someday, they would realize their potential and enlighten themselves by traversing the galaxy.
The captain chuckled at his own idealism. He’d been in Starfleet too long; the organization’s lofty ideals had long since made his head their summer home. For the time being, all he could hope for was that someday, he’d personally receive a docking request from an Equestrian vessel. Huh, that’ll be the day, he thought as he got up to stretch his legs.
“Sir? I’m picking up something strange on the proximity sensors,” an ensign informed him.
“What is it, Ensign?” Wright asked as he made his way over to the sensor terminal.
“I don’t know, sir. There’s nothing…wait a second, I’m getting more readings. It looks like some kind of spacial anomaly. It’s generating a massive amount of gravimetric particles!”
“You mean…something’s coming through?” Wright asked amid the anxious chatter around him. 
“I think so, sir!”
“Bring it up on the viewscreens!” The viewscreens flickered to life and Wright beheld the massive panoramic view of the space around 39 Sierra. “Isolate it!” A reticule appeared around a rapidly-expanding orange ‘tear’ in the space a mere 50 kilometers from the Starbase. “Magnify, times four!”
At once, there was a collective gasp as the crew witnessed the emergence of dozens of elongated pyramid-shaped vessels. 
“Sir, something’s jamming our communications!” another officer cried from her station.
“Red Alert! Tell all Starfleet ships to repel attackers!” Wright exclaimed as everyone worked frantically. 
“Sir! The Merrimack and the Cygnus have been destroyed! There aren’t any more ships in the area!” another reported. Wright slammed his fist against another console. 
“Damnit, already!? Route all available power to the shields! Keep those things out at all costs! Send a station-wide alert! With the exception of Starfleet personnel, everyone is to return to their quarters and stay put until this is over!” the captain ordered. 
“Attention all Starfleet personnel, report to stations immediately and await further orders. All civilian personnel are instructed to return to their assigned quarters until…” The Lieutenant’s message was cut off by the sudden appearance of an alien face on every viewscreen on the station, accompanied by a text-based message.
Your base is now under the jurisdiction of the Tholian Assembly. Surrender peacefully and submit to us. Be correct; we do not tolerate deceit.

“Well, they don’t want much, do they?” Wright mused as the station shook. 
“Sir, why have the Tholians attacked us? We haven’t had any contact with the Assembly in 30 years.” another crewman asked. 
“I don’t know but I’m damned if I’m going to lose this station to them,” Wright replied gruffly. “Order all Security teams to prepare for possible boarding parties and contact Chief Engineer Richards; tell them to keep our shields and hull integrity up no matter what. Keep trying to get a message through their interference. They’re not getting my station.”
“Yes sir!”
***
“Wake up!” Trixie yelled, rousing me from my slumber.
“Aaaaack!” I shouted in shock as I sat bolt-upright just in time to feel the entire station shake. “What the Hell’s going on?”
“You tell me!”
“Are we…are we under attack?” I asked of no one in particular.
“Attention all Starfleet personnel; prepare to repel boarders. Repeat, prepare to repel boarders. All civilians should proceed to Engineering decks. Repeat, all civilians proceed to Engineering decks.”
“I guess that answers my question,” I muttered as I hurriedly dressed myself. “Come on, let’s go!” I exclaimed, signalling for Trixie to follow me. “And stay close this time! I don’t want to lose you in the crowd!” Remembering all-too-well what happened last time she didn’t heed his warning, Trixie made a mental note to stick to me like glue.
“Why did they tell us to go to Engineering?” Trixie asked as she raced alongside myself and several others.
“It’s the safest place on the station,” I explained. “Along with the repair facilities, Engineering is buried deep within the Starbase. That way, there’ll be a lot of armor between us and whoever’s attacking.” 
“So we’re just supposed to duck down and wait for someone to rescue us?” Trixie inquired, clearly unhappy with the plan. 
“That sounds about right. With any luck, Starfleet will already know we’re in trouble and is bringing the cavalry as we speak.”
“With any luck?” I couldn’t blame Trixie for her frustration; we just couldn’t catch a break. I took a deep breath.
“Look, I know you’re upset and believe me, I am too and when we got out of this, we’re taking the most epic vacation ever but for now, we’ve gotta obey the safety protocols.” She stopped and looked up at me, her expression laden with uncertainty. I knelt down and gently held her shoulders. “I’m not asking you to trust them, I’m asking you to trust me. Have I ever let you down?”
“No. No you haven’t.” Trixie quietly conceded.
“Then come with me and I promise we’ll get out of this just fine,” I encouraged, hoping that I could deliver on such a claim. 
We eventually reached the Engineering section of the station. Thankfully, the vast section was more than adequate to house the displaced civilians and I hoped that the brave Starfleet defenders were having as much luck as we were. It is was also fortunate that Trixie and I wound up very close to the Ranger’s repair bay and I was relieved to see that the grand majority of the repairs were already finished. 
“Commander Richards!” I exclaimed, sighting the black and yellow-clad officer. He and several other Engineering personnel looked up. 
“Mr. Stevens! Glad you could make it,” he replied. “I’d love to chat with you but we’ve got a bit of a situation here!”
“I see that! Is there anything we…” I paused and looked over at Trixie. “…anything I can do to help?” I asked, moving to join the other staff. I felt a tug on my jacket and looked down to see an annoyed yet determined showmare.
“Trixie wants to help, too...” 
“Really?” I admonished.
“Yes! Is that so hard to believe?”
“Y’know, it’s actually not,” I replied with a grateful smile. “Commander! Cole Stevens and Trixie reporting for duty!” I exclaimed with a salute. 
“Trust me, as much as I could use a hand, you’re not exactly trained Engineers,” Richards replied as he frantically pushed some more buttons.
“I realize that but there’s gotta be something we can do!” Richards paused and thought about it. 
“Who am I to refuse an extra hand? Alright, get over to that station and tell me if the deflector power level exceeds tolerable limits!” 
“Right!” I shouted as I ran to the console with Trixie in tow. The job itself wasn’t difficult; after all, I’d been monitoring ship functions on the Ranger since day one and this was no different.
“What is Trixie to do?” the showmare asked urgently. That was a tough one. I thought about it as I gazed around the deck when something caught my attention. A group of frightened children sat against one of the tall wall-like windows between Main Engineering and the hangar. It gave me an idea.
“Trixie, you see those kids out there?” I asked, pointing out towards them. “They look pretty scared but I’ll bet some cool magic tricks would make them feel a lot better. Actually, if you wouldn’t mind entertaining the entire crowd, a show might calm everyone down, doncha think?” I suggested. Trixie nodded immediately.
“Trixie will do her best.” I nodded and ruffled her ears; she was nervous but stoic and I felt a real sense of pride as she left to undertake her mission of crowd control.
“Captain on deck!” someone exclaimed, prompting everyone in Main Engineering to salute. The man in red offered them a quick salute/wave and hurried over to Richards.
“Mr. Richards, how long will the shield keep them out?” 
“We’ve got about six hours…” An explosion from somewhere interrupted him. “…five hours until the shields collapse.”
“Have you figured out a way to get a message out?”
“Negative, the Tholians are still jamming everything we try.”
“Damn! I need options, Commander!”
“I know that, sir, and we’re working on them but they caught us with our trousers down. We’re gonna be hard-pressed to mount any kind of resistance.”
“If we could only get a message through,” the Captain exclaimed in frustration. “Starfleet would boot those arachnid bastards back into whatever web they crawled out of!”
It was then that I had another one of those awful things sometimes referred to as an ‘idea’. 
“What about a ship?” I asked, surprising the two officers.
“What did you say?” the captain asked.
“I said, what about a ship? If we could get a ship through that fleet out there, they could make a run for the nearest Federation base and get help!”
“We don’t have any ships right now,” Richards explained. The only Starfleet vessels around were the Merrimack and the Cygnus and they were both destroyed outright.”
“Then what about…” I mused, looking over at the newly-repaired Ranger. Richards followed my gaze and his eyes widened as he realized what I meant. 
“Are you insane? That’s a Nova-class, not a battle cruiser! You wouldn’t make it 200 kilometers!” 
“What is he talking about?” Captain Wright asked.
“Sir, this young man has just volunteered to run the Tholian blockade and mount a rescue! I know it sounds like a great idea and it is but the fact of the matter is that his ship just isn’t equipped for a mission like that! He would not survive.” Captain Wright placed a hand on my shoulder. 
“I appreciate the thought, son, but I can’t ask you to take a risk like that, especially when the odds of success are practically zero.” A particularly hard shock threw us to the floor.
“Sir! Power relays have ruptured in Junctions A, B, and E! Shields are down to 65 percent!” someone cried. 
“They just cut our time in half, didn’t they?” I asked. Richards nodded. I turned to the captain. “Look, I know the risks; I’m no stranger to them.” Especially lately, I thought. “The Ranger might not be very tough but she’s pretty quick.”
“Even if you’re faster than the Tholians, it wouldn’t take much of a shot to disable you,” Richards countered. “Unless…” Both the captain and I leaned closer, anxious to hear what the Engineer had in mind. 
“Unless…what?” I ventured. Richards glanced at the captain.
“Sir. Permission to disclose classified technical data?” My eyes widened as Wright gave me a visual once-over. 
“Proceed.” 
“Mr. Stevens, what you are about to see is classified Starfleet information. Should you at any time disclose any of the following details to anyone who does not possess the necessary Starfleet clearance, you will be prosecuted to the fullest extent. Is that clear?” I took a deep breath.
“Yes sir!” It was Richard’s turn to take a deep breath. 
“Then come with me.” With that, he led us to a more secluded part of the Engineering deck, a small office to be exact with a large holo-projector in the middle of the room. I heard the door close behind us and as the lights dimmed, Richards directed our attention to the projector. “After our encounters with the Borg, we began an ambitious project that we hoped would be able to defend us more effectively against them and any other race, faction, or species that meant to do us harm. We called it…the Aegis.” 
“The Aegis…” he continued, activating the central holo-projector. “…is a starship modification set composed of three pieces of modular equipment designed for superior performance during space combat operations.” With that, the projector lit up, displaying the components as 3D models, complete with animated demonstrations. “The first is a highly specialized Covariant Shield Array, a little something we borrowed from the Collective. Basically, it is an extremely resilient shield that quickly adapts to whatever energy type is attacking it, much like a Borg ship. The second is the Hyper-Impulse Engine, designed for superior speed and maneuverability. Last but certainly not least is a sophisticated Graviton Deflector Array that adds even more shield strength, increasing recharge rate and speed. With these equipped, it is conceivable that you would survive running the Tholian blockade.”
“I’m sold,” I replied almost immediately. “This is the most incredible gear I’ve ever seen and believe me, I’ve seen a few things. If you throw that on the Ranger, I’ll make a break for the border and have reinforcements here before the Tholians can say “oh shit”.” Richards sighed and turned to the captain.
“Sir…permission to equip his starship with the Aegis Modification.” After a pause, Wright nodded. 
“Permission granted.”
***
Acting captain’s log, supplemental. According to Chief Engineer Richards, it’s only taken about a couple of hours to equip the Ranger with the Aegis technology. I know it doesn’t sound like a long time but during a battle, two hours is an eternity. At least they’re pretty much done. While I’m obviously psyched about it, the fact remains that I’ve got a Hell of a task in front of me. I hope I haven’t bit off more than I can chew. 
I wonder how Trixie’s gonna react when I tell her what I’m up to. I hope she doesn’t want to go with me. Ha, who am I kidding? She’ll wanna stay in the safest place and right now, the Starbase most definitely is. Even if the Tholians did manage to break in, the emergency force fields and small army of Starfleet security would keep them busy for quite some time. Heh, there she is with some more kids…wow, she’s actually drawn a sizeable crowd! Good for her. I’m really proud of how she’s been progressing lately. When we got out of this, I’m gonna reward her with the vacation of a lifetime and I don’t care how many plasma conduits I have to scrub to pay for it. Trixie’s totally worth it. (End recording)
“Cole, what’s going on?” Trixie asked as I gently took her aside, much to the chagrin of her audience. “Don’t worry, for the Great and Powerful Trixie will soon return!” she assured them as I led her to the projector room for some privacy. I took a deep breath.
“Remember when I said that I wanted to help in any way I can?”
“Yes?” Another deep breath.
“Well, Captain Wright, Engineer Richards, and I have a plan to deal with the Tholians but they need me an’ the Ranger to pull it off.” 
“You’re not…you’re not seriously thinking of going out there, are you?” Trixie asked in a hushed yet worried tone. 
“Guess you got that, huh?” I asked with a helpless smile. 
“You can’t go out there!” the showmare insisted. “It’s too dangerous!”
“Look, what if I told you that I have a way to pretty much guarantee my survival?” 
“I don’t care! You’re not going out there!”
“I know that it sounds scary and believe me, it is, but I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t think it would work. This plan could save a lot of people, Trixie, including your little groupie friends out there.” 
“I…I don’t care! Trixie…doesn’t want you to go…” she sniffed, letting her gaze fall to the cold metal floor. I knelt down before her and gently placed my hand on her head, slowly petting her silvery mane.
“I know you don’t, but I need you to be strong right now. I know you can be, Trixie. I’ve seen it.”
“But…fine, then Trixie’s coming with you!” I shook my head.
“No. Not this time.”
“Yes she is!”
“Trust me, right now this station’s the safest place for you to be.”
“B…but…”
“I’ll be okay, Trixie, I promise!” I offered her the most confident smile I could muster under the circumstances, although it diminished as a tear rolled down the showmare’s cheek. I gently wiped it away before firmly embracing her. She returned the gesture, wrapping both front legs around me and hugging me with all her might. We stayed glued to one another for several silent minutes before I slowly pulled away, leaving her to stare at me with heartrending and tear-filled eyes. 
“Please…come back safely.” she whispered, nuzzling the side of my face.
“I will.” With that, I stood up, Trixie wiped her tears away, and we returned to Main Engineering where both the captain and chief engineer were waiting for me.
“The Aegis set has been successfully integrated into the Ranger’s systems. She’s ready to go when you are,” Richards said as we entered.
“Alright. I guess this is it, then.” I nodded at Trixie, who paused before nodding back. 
“Good. Now, one thing you need to know is that the Aegis set is designed to integrate seamlessly into your existing systems, therefor requiring no operational knowledge beyond what you already have. Good luck, Mr. Stevens.” Richards concluded, shaking my hand.
“We can’t thank you enough, son,” Captain Wright added, shaking my hand as well. “When this is all over, the Kanar is on me.”
“Sounds good, sir. I’ll be back before you know it.” 
“Ensign, prepare to transport Mr. Stevens to his ship.”
“Aye sir. Ready on your command.” I took a deep breath, taking one last look around. My gaze lingered on a certain blue pain in my ass. I smiled at her and nodded towards Richards. 
“Let’s do it up!” With that, a familiar sensation enveloped me and moments later, I stood on the Ranger’s bridge.
I hardly recognized the place. Everything was so clean and shiny; it was a shame that I had so little time to appreciate it. Ah well, first things first. I had a mission to accomplish and I wasn’t gonna rest until every citizen on board that station was safe. I took my seat and laid in the quickest route out of the system. I wasn’t much of a pilot but at least the Ranger was; as such, I had no qualms about leaving my life in its hands. It had always come through in the past, after all.
“Course is laid in,” I announced via the COM to Main Engineering. “Send me out.”
“Roger that. Opening repair bay doors.” Sure enough, my ship wasted no time getting into a position in which, after the doors opened enough for me to slip out, my ship and I could rev the engines and blast out full-tilt, hopefully taking the Tholians by surprise, allowing us to escape.
Which is exactly what I did. The second those doors opened, I pushed the throttle and let the Ranger do the rest. I felt the sudden and unexpected speed push me back into my chair as we blasted by a nearby Tholian ship. I couldn’t believe the speed! Richards wasn’t joking when he was describing the Hyper-Impulse engines. Those spider freaks didn’t stand a chance in Hell of catching me.
That’s when I felt something rock the ship…but quite a bit more subdued than usual. In fact, I barely felt it at all. Must be those new Covariant Shields, I thought as they absorbed another hit. Numerous warnings went off as Tholian ships surrounded the Ranger, pelting her with weapons fire from every angle, and yet, she pressed on, undeterred.
“Shields holding at 84 percent. Covariant system activated. Now adapting to tetryon energy weapons.” I grinned.
“Alright, enough of this,” I muttered. “Computer, target the nearest Tholian ships. Let’s show ‘em that we can fight, too.” I watched the viewscreen as one of the Tholian ships flew right in front of me, only to be scorched by a phaser beam and destroyed by a second. Richards must’ve done a number on the weapons as well, I thought, quite pleased with the result. “At least I’m giving everyone a good show,” I said to no one in particular as we neared the edge of the system. “Time to get the Hell outta here.” With that, I laid in a course for the nearest Starbase and the Ranger jumped to warp.
Please…be safe, a frightened blue mare wished as Cole and his ship disappeared from view.
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	I wiped my brow as the stars flew past, scarcely believing that I had just taken a leisurely cruise straight through a Tholian armada and lived to tell the tale. As bad as I felt about leaving Trixie in the care of complete strangers under siege, I had done my homework. Those damn Starbases were built like nothing else; what they lacked in the offensive department, they more than made up for such a weakness with sheer impenetrability. It would take the Tholians a week to breach those shields and armor and even then, the base itself was full of highly-trained Starfleet security forces, each armed with phasers set on ‘HOLY CRAP’. Still, a small, guilt-ridden part of me berated my conscience for what I had done. 
I shook my head and re-focused. I had a job to do.
“Computer, scan for the nearest Starfleet ship,” I exclaimed.
“Starfleet vessel located. It is currently en-route to Sierra Sector, warp 5.”
“Shit,” I cursed. That ship was heading straight into a Tholian trap. I knew what I had to do. “Computer, can we intercept them before they reach their destination?”
“Affirmative.”
“Good. Set an intercept course, maximum warp.”
“Acknowledged.”
***
Of all the ships in the vast Federation fleet, the Galaxy X-class dreadnought cruiser Repulse was easily the captain’s favorite. From the classic shape of the famous Galaxy-class to the extra nacelle perched on the hull peeking over the saucer section, the vessel appealed to many a Starfleet officer. On the other hand, perhaps its appeal had nothing to do with aesthetics. Perhaps the presence of a cloaking device and the fearsome Phaser Spinal Lance were the most significant reasons. Whatever they were, positions on board such a mighty vessel were highly coveted, a fact that Captain Remy was well-aware of. And now, they were on their way to Starbase 39 for some much-needed shore leave. Patrolling systems all the way from Eta Eridani to Alpha Centauri was a long trip even at warp, making the Starbase the perfect destination for his tired crew, not to mention offload the last of their cargo.      
“Sir, there’s a ship approaching at high warp on an intercept course,” the tactical officer announced from his station on the bridge.
“An intercept course?” the captain asked, getting up from his bridge chair. “Can you identify the ship?”
“‘U.S.S. Ranger, registry number NCC-1337, owned and operated by a ‘Cole Stevens’.”
“Sir, he’s hailing us,” another ensign reported. 
“On-screen,” the captain ordered. The ship’s viewscreen came to life, providing a look at their pursuer. “This Captain Remy of the Federation starship Repulse. What can we do for you?”
“I have urgent news from Starbase 39 Sierra!” my anxious voice replied. 
“Is that why you intended to intercept us?” Captain Remy asked. “We were just on our way there to deliver some new industrial replicators.”
“Yes sir. I’m sorry but I have to speak with you and I’m not sure it’s something we can discuss over an unsecured channel. Permission to come aboard, sir?”
“Permission granted. Drop out of warp and prepare to beam over.” 
“Yes, sir.” I replied just before the viewscreen returned to normal 
“Take us out of warp, ensign,” Remy instructed, feeling the ship slow as they returned to normal space. He turned to his security officer. “Mr. Kauffman, you’re with me.” 
“Aye, sir.” With that, they headed for the transporter room.
Minutes later…
The meeting with Captain Remy and his senior staff went surprisingly smoothly, considering I was interrupting their mission, shore leave, and delivering grave news. After a brief but thorough question and answer session regarding my identity and occupation, we finally addressed why I had contacted them. 
“Tholians? Are you certain?” Captain Remy repeated incredulously as he, myself, and several of his senior staff sat in the Repulse’s ready room.
“Yes sir,” I confirmed with a nod. 
“The Assembly hasn’t launched a campaign of aggression in over 75 years,” Kauffman pointed out. “Why choose now to attack and why a Starbase so close to Alpha Centauri?”
“I agree that if what Mr. Stevens says is true, it is a very strange move,” Remy agreed, slowly stroking his chin. “Mr. Stevens, do you have any proof of this ‘incident’?”
“Yes sir. I’ll have the Ranger’s computer send over a damage report. It should indicate that the shields were hit by Tetryon-based weapons recently to support my report.” I offered, not really sure how else to prove it.
“Hmm…” Captain Remy hummed as he considered Cole’s proposition. “Mr. Kauffman, you’re in charge of analyzing the report. If Mr. Stevens’ assessment is correct, we have quite the situation on our hands.” He turned back to me. “Mr. Stevens, transmit the report directly to my tactical officer and stand by for further instructions. I don’t intend to spend more time than I need to on this enterprise, at least until we have verified the report. Dismissed.”
“Yes sir,” Kauffman and I replied in unison.
Eager to mount a rescue to relieve the besieged Starbase, I wasted no time in transmitting a complete tactical report containing every single byte of information I had gleaned from my encounter with the Tholians. As expected, the captain and his staff poured over the information with great interest, which prompted them to come to an ideal conclusion.
We were going back to Starbase 39.
And we weren’t going alone. 
***
Trixie tried her best not to show a single hint of fear as the lights flickered once again. She breathed a silent sigh of relief as the power returned after a few tense moments, the gentle ‘hum’ of the nearby machinery providing a good deal of comforting background noise. The irony was not lost on her; rather, the fact that the machination that had contributed so much to her general misery in the past now served as a source of comfort wasn’t so much a revelation as it was a realization. The showmare had, at least in part, become accustomed to the world of the Federation. Granted, she wished it had been under less-hostile circumstances but she was grateful that even under such pressure, she could still do what she did best. 
Of course, there wasn’t much else she could do. Keeping the children (and some adults) entertained and out of panic mode was just what the situation demanded as the Tholians continued to punish the station, inside and out. As much as the reports made her sick to her stomach, she couldn’t help but strain her ears in an attempt to pick up anything she could regarding her human counterpart. She wondered if he had actually escaped cleanly and not been followed, hunted down, and subsequently destroyed.
She felt her stomach tense up at the thought and shook her head in an effort to banish the notion. Cole may be an incompetent pain in the ass but he was resourceful when he needed to be. Or just extremely lucky; Trixie wasn’t sure which it was. Either way, he had his work cut out for him but something told the blue mare that things would work out somehow, and within a couple of days, they’d be on their way to Risa for Cole’s promised “best week of their lives”.
Despite the insanity of the goings-on around her, Trixie managed a small smile and for a moment, wondered why she had chosen that moment to do so. Perhaps it was the annoying confidence he had when issuing such bold statements and as Trixie briefly reflected on it, she realized that he had every intention of keeping his promise. After all, he had so far. Time and time again, they had reached out and saved the other from peril and even though it was usually Trixie who caused it, Cole never once hesitated to reach for her and take her hoof in his hand. 
She missed him.
It was useless to deny it; the redness of her eyes, the steady thumping of her heart, the nonstop racing of her mind. Every sign was there, screaming at her that even in spite of every little tick and quirk the human possessed, there was something she missed. It was a feeling she had not experienced for a very long time. She had been cold, detached, and defiant, and at her core, deathly afraid of what she now felt. The feeling of uncertainty and a complete lack of control, not knowing if he would return safely, cavalry in tow, or if the void of space would claim him as it did so many others. 
She felt something warm at her chest and looked down at the Alicorn Amulet as it glowed softly, as if sharing in her revelation. As she looked down at the floor with the Amulet barely within her field of vision, her mind seemed to calm down and she felt her heart slow as well. What began as gentle whispers mingling with her nervous thoughts became louder and louder as they sought to usurp her anxiety. After a few moments, they spoke to her, gently yet confidently, much like the one who’d made such sentiments such an integral part of her new life.
We’re a team. We watch each other’s backs. I’m here for you. Cole’s words echoed as she stared wordlessly at the frightened populace of Main Engineering. She wanted to do something, something to prove to herself and to Cole that she was worthy of being part of his “team”. But what could a frightened pony do against such a fearsome foe, a foe that drew closer as time passed? 
It was then that a nearby reflective surface caught her eye. At the center of the slightly-warped reflection, the Alicorn Amulet shone brightly as if responding to her thoughts, spurring her to pursue them. It was dangerous, that much was certain, but it didn’t seem fair to squander potential in the face of such adversity. Trixie recalled an interesting colloquialism that Cole seemed to be fond of, something along the lines of “if you’re in the Kentucky Derby, you don’t leave your prized stallion in the stable”. While Trixie was certainly to stallion, the message rang true nonetheless. Irony, it seemed, could be quite persuasive and it was enough to convince the blue mare that her idea, however risky, was a good one.
Spotting the station’s captain and his senior staff, she ran over to them before fear could get the best of her and change her mind. As expected, they discussed ideas and options in tones one might describe as a mixture of excitement and anxiety. At least, that’s how Trixie interpreted their chatter as she nervously entered the circle of humans gathered around a large circular computer console.
“Excuse me,” she began, a little too quietly. “A-hem,” she tried again, clearing her throat to no avail. “HEY! OLD GUYS!” she shouted, causing everyone to jump and look down at her. 
“Something I can do for you?” Captain Wright asked, trying best to reign in a considerable degree of irritability. Trixie couldn’t exactly blame him. The last thing the beleaguered captain needed was a distraction from the task at hand, although Trixie hoped that her willingness to help would be interpreted as something more than a mere “distraction”. She wasn’t one hundred percent sure about what she could do but there was something about the glowing piece of metal clasped around her neck that coaxed her into action and granted her a growing amount of confidence that she couldn’t explain.
“I…Trixie would like to help…sir!” the showmare replied as confidently as she could, keeping a stiff upper lip. The captain sighed, a gesture which surprised her.
“I appreciate the offer but I’ve got enough on my plate without worrying about another civilian getting hurt. I’ve got some of the best officers and personnel available on top of…” 
A loud crash interrupted him as a tall four-legged spider-like creature clad in armor burst into the engineering section through the blown-out reinforced doors, eliciting a less-than-calm reaction. 
“Sir! Get down!” a Starfleet security member cried, firing his phaser rifle at the alien. The creature returned fire, knocking the man down right before Trixie’s eyes, whereupon he lay still. Acting on instinct, Trixie momentarily concentrated, focusing power from the Amulet into her horn, which began to glow with a vibrant blue hue. Taking aim at the intruder, she released the built-up power into an energy bolt, which sent the offending Tholian to the floor in a lifeless heap. Both the captain and chief engineer looked at her in surprise. 
“Alright, you’ve convinced me. Report to…”
A particularly hard shudder shook the station, throwing everyone to the floor. 
“Report!” Captain Wright shouted as he, Trixie, and Engineer Richards returned to their feet.
“That last attack knocked our shields! We’re vulnerable!” the chief engineer exclaimed as he frantically pushed buttons.
“Get them back! We won’t last long against that armada without our shields!” Wright ordered.
“Don’t worry sir, I’ll get ‘em back in a…” The engineer’s promise of a miracle was cut short as the computer console he had been working on exploded, sending him flaying back onto the floor as sparks rained down upon him. A nearby medic ran over and scanned the engineer’s unconscious form. 
“He’s suffered from second-degree burns but other than that, nothing serious. We need to get him to Sick Bay immediately.” the medic informed.
“Acknowledged.” the captain answered with a nod. “Get any available engineers down here immediately!” he added, tapping the combadge as he addressed his other officers scattered about the station. The captain’s attempt to remain stoic despite the loss of quite possible the only sane individual on board the station was not lost on the showmare, nor was the fact that he was using it to cover up his anxiety. Trixie couldn’t blame him for that, especially when it was a trick she often employed herself. 
Maybe that’s what compelled her to consider something she’d never tried before, or at least to the scale necessary for her hastily-formed plan to work. Moving away from the group of engineers and officers working frantically to get restore the shield system, Trixie began to concentrate like before. She worked with the Amulet, tapping into its power and it wasn’t long before she felt an immense amount of energy building up within her, even more so than the photonic fleet entailed. No, this particular spell required vastly more raw magic to work and while Trixie was having no issues with gathering the necessary power, keeping it stable under pressure wasn’t something she was 100 percent sure about. 
That didn’t matter now. What did was the fact that there were thousands of people on the station that were at risk and in true Trixie fashion, she wasn’t giving them up without a fight. Scraping every bit of confidence together that she could, the blue mare cast the spell.
The first to notice the sudden burst of blue was the captain and his staff, followed closely by the entire Starbase as an enormous translucent blue bubble formed around the station, encapsulating it in a mighty force field. Startled by the unexpected development, the Tholian fleet brought their weapons to bear against the new shield, only to have their shots dissipate along its shimmering surface. Trixie grunted as she struggled to reinforce the affected areas, restoring the shield’s integrity whenever a part of it was damaged. After several minutes, the Tholians stopped firing and started scanning, searching for a way through the perplexing obstacle. 
Trixie sighed with relief and sat down on her haunches, visibly fatigued from the effort. She couldn’t rest for too long, though. In order to stay in effect, a shield spell needed to be re-cast periodically. While Trixie had managed to stabilize the enormous energy field, she wasn’t sure as to how long she could keep casting the spell. It required a staggering amount of energy to maintain and although the Amulet was providing all the raw power she needed, channeling it was an entirely different matter. Exposure to such a large amount of magical energy was hard on a unicorn’s body, especially one used to only using relatively small amounts. 
She looked around as the sudden near-silence began to sink in. All around her, people stood and sat wide-eyed as they tried to grasp what had just transpired. She looked up as Captain Wright approached.
“In all my years of being part of Starfleet, I’ve never seen anything quite like that. I have a hunch but still, I’d like to hear it from you. What exactly did you do for us, ma’am?” he asked, kneeling down in front of her, enabling them to speak face-to-face.
“Trixie…I…used a protective spell to make a shield around this station,” she replied somewhat nervously under the captain’s scrutiny. She winced as the captain’s hand moved towards her but stopped as he felt it gently ruffle her mane. Inwardly, she sighed, the captain’s gentle touch reminiscent of a certain someone’s.
“Thank you, Trixie,” Wright responded with a small but proud smile. “I would ask you more about it but I think it’s better if we just leave you to concentrate. That can’t be an easy trick.” He turned to his staff. “Gentleman, I need you to ensure that nothing hinders, disturbs, or agitates Trixie. Secure this area and post security personnel along the perimeter. Keep her safe and bring her whatever she needs. She’s our best hope right now; I suggest we keep that hope alive.” There was a chorus of “Yes sirs” as the captain’s officers hurried to follow Wright’s instructions. 
“Thank you,” the blue mare answered quietly, grateful of the captain’s pragmatism. He was right, of course. Less distractions equalled better results and to pull her latest and greatest off, Trixie needed all the concentration she could get her hooves on. She gritted her teeth and repaired another damaged section as she wordlessly urged Cole to hurry back.                  
***
The hours stretched into the longest day Trixie had ever experienced, and then stretched some more, becoming two days until, like the mare herself, it stretched itself thin. While the station’s personnel, Wright himself, and even some worried civilians had done everything in their power to make good on the captain’s promise, Trixie could feel herself slowly breaking down from the effort. Even though she had only had to re-cast the spell a handful of times, every instance necessitated a superhuman (superpony?) effort on her part. Exhaustion and constant hunger plagued the showmare as she struggled to make good on her promise. While the shield hadn’t collapsed as of yet, the Tholians certainly weren’t helping. The bombardments came in experimental waves as the Tholians tried to make sense of the proverbial fence keeping them from their goal. 
Much of whatever food and supplies the station could spare was dedicated to keeping Trixie from falling into a coma but even their efforts weren’t enough. Trixie didn’t know exactly how much she had left in her but it wasn’t a lot. Re-casting the spell was taking its toll on the poor mare and although her indomitable will and general stubbornness fought on and in some cases, kept her conscious, even those were beginning to wane. Maybe she could close her eyes for a minute, just enough to shake off the fatigue. Just one second of relief, then she’d be okay. Trixie took a deep breath and closed her eyes.
And immediately opened them as she felt yet another impact weaken the shield. Mustering up the necessary energy, she focused it onto the weakened point and let out a small sigh as the field stabilized.
Or so she thought. Her eyes widened in surprise as she felt the exact same spot weaken once more, this time by a considerably larger margin. And still, she managed to repair it. Again and again, the Tholians beat the shield like a drum, hoping that concentrating their efforts would thwart the unicorn’s attempt to do the same. Every time, the shield held fast, reinforced by the sheer power of will and dedication. 
Still, Trixie felt herself begin to fade away. She didn’t have much time left before the raw power of the Amulet would finally get the better of her, shredding her body from the inside out and guaranteeing the fate of the people under her protection. 
“Aaah-aah!” she cried out as she felt a sharp pain in her…well, everywhere. This was it; her body was slowly succumbing to the effort of keeping the shield up. It won’t be long now, she thought, acknowledging her likely fate but still unwilling to give up. It’s too bad that idiot isn’t here to see this, she thought with a small smile despite the pain that wracked her dying body. He’d…he’d… A tear fell from her eye as she came to a realization, her second one in as many days. 
He’d be proud of me.
Allowing herself just a smidgen of imagination, she instantly saw his smiling face and felt a hand softly cup the back of her head and ruffle her ears and mane in the manner he knew she loved. It was too bad that she’d never get to bask in his kindness again. Perhaps out of everything her mind threatened to spill out should her concentration lapse, losing someone she had come to truly like and appreciate was the most difficult. After all, they’d faced death before but never so apart from each other. Someone had always been there to watch the other and that was what caused Trixie to shed more tears.
Having heard her anguished cries, several Starfleet medical personnel ran over and began their usual routine of scan and offer. Once more, Trixie motioned for them to stay back and allow her to maintain the spell for as long as she could. This was it; she’d done her best but as usual, it hadn’t been enough. 
No.
Trixie doesn’t go out like that. 
“The…Great…and…Powerful…Trixie…doesn’t…lose!” she muttered, digging deeper than she ever had before. She cried out and her horn flashed brightly, temporarily blinding the rest of the engineering section. Viewed from outside, one would’ve witnessed a blue shock-wave emanate from the shield’s surface, impacting several Tholian ships unfortunate enough to be too close. It flung them back and there they remained where they ended up, sparking, burning, and adrift as the great blue orb of protection finally dissolved.
“Sir!” one of Wright’s officers suddenly exclaimed as he studied a communications console. “I don’t know how she did it but she just knocked out the Tholian jamming signal! We have communications!”
“Send out a distress call immediately, all bandwidths, all channels!” Wright ordered. 
“Sir! We’re receiving a transmission!” 
“Already? Patch it through!”
“…en-route, I repeat, this is Cole Stevens of the U.S.S. Ranger. We are en-route…” The transmission suddenly ended as static overcame the signal once more. 
From in her small corner of the station, a light-blue ear twitched, the only part of the mare’s body capable of any movement. It took a few moments for the captain and his staff to notice the mare lying still on the cold metal floor. Her fur was faded and her breathing was labored. The captain knelt down beside her and gently cradled her head, taking note of the small smile on the mare’s muzzle as she drifted away.
“Sir?” a nearby officer asked. “You’d better take a look at this.” 
“Do everything you can to keep her alive,” Wright ordered of the medical team standing by before joining the other officers beside a flickering monitor. “What is it?”
“Sir, we managed to regain control of one of the short-range senor arrays during that transmission. We only caught a little bit but take a look for yourself, sir.” Wright leaned forward to examine the sensor reading.
“Well, I’ll be damned…”
At that moment, the space just beyond the Tholian blockade came to life as dozens of starships of every configuration dropped out of warp and headed straight for the enemy fleet. Phasers and torpedoes lit up space around the station as the two forces clashed. Among them, a small ship slipped unnoticed through the screen of warring vessels, heading straight for the station. Before the Tholians could respond, the Nova-class took aim at the large jamming device attached to the Starbase’s communication array and fired, careful not to hit the station itself. The device exploded, permanently restoring the station’s communication capabilities.
***
“That should do it!” I exclaimed over the Ranger’s communicator, hoping that the Starbase and more importantly, Trixie, could hear me. The reunion could wait; for the time being, I had another job to do. We had a Tholian fleet to crush.
And crush it we did. We caught them completely by surprise, as if they actually had not been expecting us in the first place. Guess they figured one little ship wasn’t much of a threat. Lucky us. 
The battle was over in less than an hour, which had to have been some kind of record. During the fight, the Tholian armada only managed to disable a few Starfleet vessels, thanks to some excellent tactical coordination courtesy of Captain Remy aboard the mighty U.S.S. Repulse. I had never seen a Starfleet ship with more firepower and judging by the speed of the Tholian retreat, neither had they. As we mopped up a few stragglers, I wasted no time in returning to the station and it wasn’t long before the Ranger was docked once again. At this point, Trixie’s well-being was my main concern.
“Computer, where is Trixie?” I asked as soon as I entered the station. Having registered both of us as guests three days prior, the computer had us on record, hence my inquiry. 
“Trixie is in Sick Bay.”
To this day, I’m sure that upon hearing the computer’s answer, my heart momentarily stopped. I suddenly felt light-headed and I staggered up against the bulkhead and pressed a palm to my forehead while I waited for the dizzy spell to go away. My mind raced with one awful scenario after another until I finally forced myself to focus and seek her out like I’d planned. With that, I took off towards Sick Bay, letting the computer guide me. 
I arrived, panting, at the entrance to the Starbase’s large medical facility deep in the heart of the station, the safest place next to engineering. After a brief but frantic series of questions, I was brought to intensive care and found myself outside of a small room with a bio-bed in the center. 
Upon the bio-bed lay the still form of Trixie.
I nearly vomited. It was surreal in a sick and twisted way, the way she just…lay there, almost completely still. Only the slight rise and fall of her chest stopped me from having a panic attack. The attending physician let me in and I stood silently at her side. 
“What happened?” I croaked.
“Her body has suffered considerable internal trauma along with extreme physical and mental exhaustion,” the doctor replied with a somber expression. “If it’s any consolation, the only reason she’s here is because she saved the station and everyone on it from the Tholian attack.”
“Wh…what?”
“To my knowledge, she used that ‘device’…” the doctor explained, pointing to the Amulet. “…to create a force-field around the station, stopping any further damage. From what I read in the report, nobody’s sure how she did it but it put a tremendous strain on her nervous system. I’m not an expert on Equestrian physiology but suffice it so say that whatever their body uses to channel pure energy has been badly damaged. I’ve done all I can for her. All we can do is hope that her body systems recover.” 
I fell to my knees and stared into Trixie’s closed eyes from my position on the floor. Even if they were squeezed shut, I still wanted to look at her. Her expression was surprisingly calm, all things considered. It was almost a ‘satisfied’ expression, as if she’d succeeded at what she’d set out to accomplish. I hoped so. It wasn’t much but it helped. 
“Can I…can I stay here with her tonight?” I asked in a half-whisper. 
“Normally, we ask any close friends or family to stay in the courtesy rooms down the hall. However, I think we can make an exception this time, if you don’t mind the small space,” the doctor assured me. “I’ll have someone bring in a cot. You won’t have much room but at least you’ll be close.”
“Thank you, doctor,” I replied, wiping my eyes.
***
Three sleepless nights will take their toll on a person. I figured that out firsthand during Trixie’s harrowing recovery. While I mindlessly wandered about, pretended to eat and sleep, and staved off panic attacks, she slept peacefully in the bio-bed. Doctors and medical staff worked diligently to make her as comfortable as possible and ensure her recovery but even their efforts did little to alleviate my anxiety. What had been a safe haven only a few short days ago had become a nightmare, one I was eager to escape. 
One activity that gave me at the very least a few minute’s respite from life was vacation planning aboard the Ranger. I had pored over every major tourist destination in the Alpha Quadrant and examined my accounts closely to see what I could pull off without selling the ship or myself. Like many brain busters to which we often dedicate far too much time, the answer to this one was pretty obvious. I had never been to Risa but I’d heard good things. It was beautiful, fun, and most importantly, fairly affordable…like a good woman. I saved my research and promptly fell asleep in my chair. 
I awoke to an incoming hail several hours later. 
“Mr. Stevens?” 
“Captain?” I asked in surprise. 
“How are you?”
“Been better, sir.”
“I understand. How is Trixie?”
“Still in a coma.”
“I see,” the captain replied with a hint of dejection. “She did us all an incredible service. She is truly an exceptional individual.”
“Thank you, sir. I know she’d love to hear that herself.” I wasn’t wrong about that. Receiving praise was Trixie’s favorite pastime.
“Do you have a moment? There’s a few things I’d like to discuss.”
“Should I report to you, sir?”
“No, it’s quite alright. I hate to say it but I’ve got a very interesting report to file and I just don’t have the time for personal visits. On that note, I wanted to inform you that Starfleet has accepted your application. Congratulations, Mr. Stevens. You are now an official Starfleet courier.”
“Thank you, sir.” Under normal circumstances, I would’ve been elated. Sadly, these were not normal circumstances. 
“I’m happy about it, really. It’s just that…well, you know…”
“I understand. I would be lying if I said that the report you included about that Iconian installation didn’t help. You’ve shown some promise; it’s a shame you hadn’t enlisted in Starfleet years ago. You’d probably be serving aboard the Enterprise or the Valiant by now.” That got a small smile out of me.
“I appreciate that, sir, but honestly, there’s nowhere I’d rather be than here on the Ranger.” I replied, patting the console embedded in my chair.
“That’s the mark of a good captain; considering their ship their home. Report to the quartermaster for your uniform and further instructions whenever you’re ready.”
“Yes sir!”
“Good. Wright out.” 
I sighed with relief as the viewscreen went dark. Knowing exactly what I wanted to do next, I headed out.
Later…
“Hey,” I murmured as I stood beside the sleeping Trixie. “Guess what? I got the job. I’m officially a Starfleet courier.” I didn’t care if she couldn’t hear me; I felt compelled to share the new with her regardless, if only to feel like I was including her in something. It added a much-appreciated albeit brief semblance of normalcy to the day’s mindless routine. I hadn’t had much to share with her before save for self-pity, which I had elected to keep to myself. Still, it felt therapeutic to talk to her again even if she couldn’t answer back. 
“You were right, you know,” I continued. “That report about the Iconians really sped things along in my favor.” No response. Even though I knew I wouldn’t get one, it still hurt. I sat on my temporary bed beside hers. “I finished planning our vacation, too. I think you’ll really like Risa. It’s supposed to be one of the most amazing destinations in the Alpha Quadrant. I just hope that you’ll be around to enjoy it with me.” There was a pause as I closed my eyes and sat in torturous silence, hoping I wasn’t fooling myself with unjustified optimism. 
“Haven’t you learned by now?” a small voice murmured. “Trixie’s always right.” My eyes flew open and I shot up to my feet. I stared in disbelief at the yawning and stretching blue showmare. She looked up at me expectantly with a hint of irritation present in her expression. I smiled and wiped a tear from my eye. Same old Trixie. 
“Guess I haven’t, huh?” I replied.
“Well, luckily for you, it looks like Trixie’s gonna be around to…h-hey!” she stammered as I suddenly (but gently) picked her up like one would a newborn child. Despite her initial surprise, she didn’t struggle; rather, she wrapped her front hooves around my neck and nuzzled it as I lightly rested my head on hers. 
“I missed you,” I whispered. “I just…you have no idea…I thought you were gone.”
“Sorry to disappoint,” she whispered back. I smiled as I felt her grin into my neck. 
“Don’t be,” I replied, giving her an extra squeeze. 
Obviously, the doctor wanted to perform one last follow-up scan before he allowed us to leave. The good news was that none of the damage was permanent and was almost completely healed over. The bad news was, at least as far as Trixie was concerned, his order for her to rest for at least a week before even attempting to use magic. As one might imagine, Trixie’s response was an ill-times endeavor to prove them wrong by attempting to levitate a nearby (thankfully vacant) mobile bio-bed. The ensuing splitting headache convinced her of the doctor’s assessment and she grudgingly agreed to refrain from using magic during the coming week. 
It was good to have her back.
***
Acting captain’s log, Stardate…whatever ‘Vacation Time’ is. After a short repair session for the Ranger and a visit to Chief Engineer Richards, who is recovering well by the way, we left Starbase 39 in order to pursue a well-deserved vacation. I have to admit that I feel much safer traversing the quadrant now that the Ranger’s no longer a total wimp. I’ll never be able to repay Captain Wright for letting me keep the Aegis set AND the new phaser banks, not to mention the photon torpedoes. He assured me that while the safety of every Starfleet member is important, I should exercise prudence and discretion, especially where this new gear is concerned. I assured him that I most certainly will and I have every intention of doing so and making everyone back there proud, although after what Trixie managed to pull off, it’ll be a tough act to follow. Of course, that’s exactly what makes her so special, at least in my eyes. She is a tough act to follow, damn near impossible if you ask me. I think that’s just one of many reason why I care so much about her. 
“Computer, pause recording,” I exclaimed as the mess hall viewscreen came to life, showing a Great and Impatient Trixie. 
“Since when does it take two hours to make hot chocolate?” she asked with yet another hint of irritation. 
“It’s only been 20 minutes,” I replied nonchalantly, realizing after that that didn’t really help my case. 
“Well, hurry up with it! Trixie doesn’t have all night!”
“Yes, your majesty.” I answered, rolling my eyes. 
“Hmmph!” With that, the screen went dark. I smiled and shook my head.
“Computer, resume recording…”
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		What Happens on Risa...Part I



	“I have to admit, Trixie, this is a surprise,” Cole declared as they sipped ice teas under the cover of night. The waves lapped at the shore as they sat under the stars, enjoying the peace and tranquility. 
“A nice one, though…right?” the showmare replied somewhat hesitantly.
“Of course! There’s nowhere I’d rather spend a vacation and no one…I mean, pony I’d rather spend it with.” The statement made Trixie blush, though she quickly fought it off. 
“Y-you don’t mean that…” she half-mumbled. 
“Hey, just ‘cause you like to tsundere on a regular basis doesn’t mean I do,” Cole teased, knowing full-well that he’d get a reaction out of her. 
“Trixie does not tsundere!”
“Relax, I’m just teasing. You’re right, though,” Cole added, looking up at the stars. “I haven’t heard you tsundere for quite a while.”
“That’s cause…” Trixie’s next statement caught in her throat and refused to budge, prompting Cole to ask about the strange expression on the mare’s face. “Never mind.”
“Nuh-uh, you’re not getting away that easily,” Cole teased, leaning partway over the table. “C’mon, say what you were gonna say. I promise not to laugh.” 
“It’s nothing, really!” Her blush wasn’t overly convincing. Cole sighed.
“Y’know, I don’t have to buy Crispy Chex every week…” Cole delivered with a smirk, wondering if his ultimatum would be enough to wrestle an answer from her. 
“Did you just try to blackmail me with breakfast cereal?” she asked incredulously and with a hint of doubt. 
“Would you rather clean Gremlin’s cage?”
“You can’t seriously believe that Trixie would…”
“Well, unless I’ve been living under a rock for the last month, it’s still my ship you’re living in…” Cole left the statement open-ended, thereby allowing her to think it over as he silently enjoyed her panic. 
“That…that’s…what is wrong with you?” she sputtered, forcing the restrained laughter out of her friend's system. 
“Relax, I’m just playing with ya!” Cole assured her as she scowled at him. “You know you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to. A girl’s privacy is her prerogative.”
“Thanks,” Trixie half-mumbled, glad that she had avoided a potentially awkward situation.
“Another Cardassian Iced Tea?” They both jumped as their waiter returned. 
“I’ll take one, sure,” I replied as he took our empty glasses.
“Trixie will have another,” the showmare declared. Cole couldn’t help but smile at her. Thus far, the entire evening had been more or less perfect; the weather, the locale, the companionship…it truly was the vacation they so rightly deserved. 
They sat in silence for a little while, satisfied to simply sit back and enjoy each other’s company. All the while, Cole couldn’t help but think that despite her insistence to the contrary, something was amiss concerning his blue friend. He respected her privacy but this was supposed to be a vacation, a time in which she could let out everything on her mind and with any luck, find whatever resolutions or revelations she had been seeking.
“Trixie, I…”
“Cole, I…” They paused, each trying to regain our bearings after such a strange coincidence. While the fact that they had spoken at the exact same time was interesting, the meaning behind what they each wanted to say was vastly more so. 
“Ladies first,” Cole offered. Trixie shook her head.
“No, that’s okay. You go first.”
“You sure?” 
“Yes.” Trixie took a deep breath, mentally preparing herself for the next step, leaning in to meet Cole as he drew closer still. Before she knew it, he was right there, so close, close enough to…
“Trixie, I…” 
“Computer, freeze program!” the showmare suddenly exclaimed as Cole’s face came within a hair’s breadth from hers. She panted as her heart raced at warp speed, still in disbelief at what had been mere moments away from transpiring. She took several deep breaths, thanking Celestia that the entire scenario had been nothing but photons and force fields. 
Still, she couldn’t deny how real it felt. Everything from the sights to the smells to Cole’s hot breath momentarily mingling with hers was almost enough to convince her that it was actually happening. She sighed and got down from the chair; enough was enough, at least for one day. Cole had been quick to warn her about the pitfalls of the holodeck, particularly holodeck addiction. 
Originally, Trixie had scoffed at the idea. After all, who ever heard of a master illusionist getting hooked on other illusions? Still, even Trixie had to admit that three hours on the holodeck replaying the same program was becoming tiresome. While Cole had walked her through holodeck program creation in detail, the grand majority of the work was research. She had done her best to collect as much information as she could regarding Risa, human culture, and especially Cole himself. 
She looked up at the holographic representation of her human companion. She’d nailed his physical features and even his mannerisms for the most part but there was something, one glaring detail that separated her creation from perfection.
It wasn’t him. 
No matter how much she practiced, everything felt off. It may have looked, felt, smelled, tasted, and sounded real but the fact of the matter was that it was still just an illusion. While Trixie appreciated a good illusion, this one just wouldn’t cut it. She had no choice. In order to pursue the source of the warm feelings that had awakened inside her, she had to do so the right way. And what better way than in one of the most beautiful and romantic vacation hotspots in the galaxy?
Not that Trixie particularly minded being cooped up with her friend for the last three days. It was a fair journey from Starbase 39 to Risa and Cole had spent most of the trip in solitary confinement researching a broad variety of topics that ranged from Aegis specifications, to his new job, to Starfleet Academy literature. In short, Cole was a busy bee. Even so, he still managed to remind Trixie of his presence. They were small reminders but did the trick nevertheless. Whether it was making sure she had a decent meal, fixing the occasional blown-out holo-emitter, or preparing her nightly hot cacao, Cole made himself known from time to time and Trixie appreciated every gesture. The new feelings welling up inside her made sure of that. 
Oh, those new feelings. The showmare wasn’t sure of when they’d taken over a considerable portion of her thought process but the undeniable fact was that, despite initial efforts to banish them forthwith, they were here to stay. Understandably, the mare had been confused at first; why a human? They were so strange, so alien. Cole’s being divided her; one side told her to stay at a safe distance while the other continuously shortened said distance, proven rather literally by their proximity on the holodeck. The fact that she had so willingly leaned towards him surprised the showmare. Cole could be so…disarming, even when he didn’t mean to be. Perhaps it was his simple and genuine nature that appealed to the showmare. He offered no ‘illusions’ nor did he expect any, even for his ego’s sake, a stark difference between them. Maybe that’s what was so appealing; the fact that he was real, more real to her than most people and ponies she’d ever met.
“Hey Trix, you wanna come to the bridge? There’s something you should see.” Cole’s voice over the Ranger’s COM derailed her train of thought and made her jump.
“B-be right there!” she answered, trying (and failing) to cover up her nervous tone. With that, she left the holodeck and headed for the bridge.
***
Acting captain’s log, Stardate ‘who cares, we’re on vacation’! After an uneventful three-day journey at warp 4, we’ve finally made it to Risa and are currently in orbit. Just from looking at the beautiful blues and greens of the planet, I can already tell that this place is something special. I hope that my dear friend thinks so as well. Obviously, I’m gonna do everything I can to make this a week neither of us will ever forget and I’ve spared little expense to do so. Captain Wright made sure to add a few credits to the ole’ account just before we left Starbase 39 as a kind of ‘vacation pay advance’. He said he’s never seen two people that needed some time off more than us and although that might be a bit of an exaggeration, I’m sure as Hell not complaining. (End recording) 
“You wanted to see me?” a familiar voice asked upon exiting the turbolift. I turned to find Trixie approaching. 
“I did. I thought you might like to see where we are,” I replied, activating the viewscreen. 
“Wow…” Trixie murmured at the sight of the lush world a mere 40 miles below us. “Is that…?”
“Risa? You bet.” I acknowledged with a nod. “I don’t know about you but I think we’re in for an awesome week.”
“Trixie hopes so,” the showmare declared. “After everything she’s been through, Trixie has never needed a vacation so much in her life.”
“Well, that’s why I booked us the best of the best of everything Risa has to offer!” I exclaimed. Trixie gave me a look of severe doubt. “Okay, maybe the tenth or twelfth best but that’s still pretty swanky. I’m telling you, these vacation resorts don’t half-ass anything.” 
“As long as Trixie doesn’t have to eat any more replicated food,” the mare weighed in. “She can see why you buy fresh whenever possible.”
“Well, I’ll be damned,” I replied, looking at her with a smile. “Am I hearing things or do we actually have something in common now?”
“S-something in common?”
“An appreciation for fine home-grown cuisine, of course!”
“I…Trixie guesses so.”
“Well, that’s something we’ll have to explore a lot more thoroughly when we actually get down there. I could use some fresh food, too.” My stomach voiced its approval as we received a hail, courtesy of a pretty young Risan woman. 
“This is Risa docking control. We have received your registration and are pleased to welcome you to Risa. In the interest of maintaining a stress and worry-free environment for all guests, we would like to offer your vessel a safe berth planet-side for the duration of your stay, free of charge.” Trixie looked over at me with a questioning look, which I momentarily shared. 
“Uh, that’s great and all but why do I need to land? Can’t we just orbit?” The girl smiled endearingly, making Trixie scowl.
“You see, sir, Risa is one of the most popular getaways in this part of the galaxy. Because of that, there are as many as several hundred starships orbiting the planet at one time. Providing a safe place to land and if need be, service one’s vessel, greatly decreases the chances of an accident while the owners or operators are down here enjoying the countless activities Risa has to offer.” the woman finished with a warm, reassuring smile as Trixie’s scowl grew. 
“Um…okay, sure. No problem. Just send me some landing vectors and we’ll be right down!” I had to admit; given the service we’d just received, my excitement and anticipation only grew and I found myself anxiously inputting the coordinates into the navigation system moments after receiving them.
“There we go. Now, please just sit back and allow our guidance computer to link with yours and lead you down to your berth.”
“Affirmative. Ranger out.” I turned and gave Trixie and grin. “Can you believe this? It’s official; we’re officially sitting in the lap of luxury and we’re not even there yet!” Okay, I know it didn’t make much sense but at the time, I didn’t much care. We were on vacation!
“Trixie’s happy if you’re happy,” the showmare replied half-heartedly. I paused and turned to her.
“Is something wrong? You don’t sound very excited.”
“Trixie is fine! Don’t worry about her!” Even though we’d already been travelling together for little over a month, her ability to do a complete 180 never ceased to both amaze and annoy me. Of course, having lived with her had also taught me to mind my distance.
“Alright, if you’re sure,” I replied with a shrug. “If you change your mind, let me know.” I added, knowing that there was something on her mind. I let it slide for the time being; hopefully, whatever was gnawing on her noggin would reveal itself during our stay. It was either that or force the mare into bankruptcy by virtue of the soon-to-be instigated ‘tsundering jar’. “Computer, lay in a course according to the docking instructions they sent.”
“Affirmative. Course laid in. Prepare for descent.”
“Try not to smash anypony’s belongings when you land this time,” Trixie added with a smirk. I rolled my eyes and smirked back.
“Here’s an idea; why don’t we paint a bulls-eye on your ass, beam you down, and then try landing? I’ll even switch to manual controls to keep things interesting.” I offered.
“Hmmph! You’d just love to land on Trixie’s flank, wouldn’t you!?” she accused, pointing a hoof at me.
I had to. The opportunity was too perfect. 
“Oh, you have no idea…” I replied with a deeply suggestive grin and eyebrow waggle, chuckling to myself at the implication. Momentarily, the blushing showmare’s glowing blue rebuttal caught me square in the chest, knocking me out of my chair and onto the cold floor of my bridge. I groaned and gave her a thumbs-up, simply for the sake of being cheeky even in defeat. “Still totally worth it…”    
***
“Y’know, you didn’t have to blast me clear across the bridge,” I declared as we waited for the docking umbilical to attach to the Ranger’s hull. From the docking receptacle down on Deck 8, I could take in the massive docking structure as it attended to the dozens of other ships coming and going. I was excited; any second now, the umbilical would attach to the ship and we could race down the walkway into the resort and officially begin our vacation. 
“Then you shouldn’t have implied that…well, that! As if somepony as great and powerful as myself would even consider doing…that with the likes of you!” she exclaimed haughtily.
“Overcompensation, thy name is Trixie.”
“Trixie is not overcompensating!” The ship rocked slightly as the umbilical connected us with the docks. 
“Mares first,” I invited, gesturing for her to take point as the door opened. 
“Hmmph!” she exclaimed as she strutted by me with her nose in the air. I sighed, picked up my overnight bag, and followed her down the metal tunnel. 
“Whoa…” I murmured, a goofy grin creeping onto my face as a resort staff member flanked by two gorgeous, smiling Risans met us as we disembarked. 
“Welcome to Risa, Mr. Stevens,” they exclaimed in unison as they placed a chain of exotic flowers around my neck. I almost giggled like a schoolgirl as they finished the greeting with a kiss on each cheek. Loving the gesture though I was, I couldn’t help but shiver as a sudden wave of cold fury suddenly swept over me. I wondered who in such close proximity would be incensed enough to literally slap me in the face with righteous fury but I shrugged it off and gave Trixie a grin, to which she rolled her eyes and pouted. I knelt down to her and offered the mare one of the flowery wreaths. 
“Come on, I know how much you love exotic flowers…” I waved them in front of her temptingly. After a second, she leaned forward and took a bite. She tried to hide her enjoyment but I knew better; Equestrian ponies loved flowers and Risan varieties were simply unmatched in quality. Trixie’s mouth had just become ground zero for the food-gasm of the century.
“Trixie’s still mad at you…” she grumbled through a mouthful. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why but I was sure that after one look around the resort, she’d forget about whatever ailed her.
“Mr. Stevens, on behalf of the Risan Executive Resort, I would like to welcome both you and your friend to Risa.” the young man exclaimed as I shook his outstretched hand. “My name is Edric and if you’ll follow me, I’ll be happy to show you both around the resort.” 
“Thanks,” I replied, picking up my bag. With that, we made our way into the resort. 
***
“Can you believe this room is all ours?” I practically gushed as I marveled at the luxury of it all. Even the lobby had been an accurate representation of what to expect; if the incredible marble work and four massive cylindrical fish tanks running the height of the hotel didn’t do it, the room sure did. “It’s crazy! I mean, marble, gold trim? We even got separate bedrooms and bathrooms! This isn’t a hotel room; it’s a palace!” As I curiously inspected every square inch of our temporary lodgings, even Trixie finally seemed to relax and soon joined me in some good old-fashioned ogling. “Hey,” I said, taking a seat on the nearby couch as the showmare turned to me. “Is everything okay?”
“W-what makes you say that?” she replied with an oh-so-slight stammer. I sighed.
“Look, I know that irritability is normal for you but lately, you’ve really kicked it up a notch. What is going on? Why are you so out-of-sorts?” I asked, firmly yet gently at the same time. There was a lengthy pause as Trixie looked at the floor, as if unhappy with the confrontation. It was either that or she was building up a magical blast with my name on it but when that didn’t transpire, it made me reconsider my approach. Impatience and impudence, sure, but genuine sadness? That was different. Familiar but still fairly out-of-character. “Hey, it’s alright,” I added, putting my arm around her. “I didn’t mean to sound so accusatory. Whatever’s on your mind is none of my business.”
“I’m sorry.” 
My ear perked up.
“Huh? Didn’t quite catch that.”
“Trixie said…I’m sorry…for acting like a bratty foal.” She looked over at me with a small smile. “She…I really appreciate what you’ve done for us.” I returned her smile and pulled her in for a hug, a gesture she reciprocated (surprisingly). Even though her 180 was uncharacteristically fast, I appreciated it nonetheless.  
“I know,” I assured her. “Let’s try to make this vacation one we’ll never forget. Sound good?”
“Sounds perfect.” Trixie murmured from the crook of my neck.
***
“…and what better place to start our week than dinner by the ocean?” I suggested as we made our way to the resort lobby, from which we managed to catch an excellent view of the sunset over the water. “I don’t know ‘bout you but I could sure go for a medium-rare snail steak right about now.”
“Trixie still doesn’t understand how you can eat those things,” the showmare replied, her nose turned up slightly. “I mean…it’s meat! Kind of…”
“Really? That’s the deal-breaker for you? The fact that it’s a meat dish?”
“I don’t eat meat, remember?” 
“Yeah, I know. I’m just surprised that the fact it’s a snail isn’t the deal-breaker.”
“Well, there’s that, too.” 
“I thought as much. Now, according to the ship’s computer, there are over 150 places to eat within walking distance. What do you feel like chowing down on?” I asked.
“Hmm…” Trixie mused as she thought about it. “I could go for a fresh salad.” 
“Of course you could.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“We’re on Risa! They’ve got some of the most exotic and delicious dishes in the galaxy!”
“What’s your point?”
“The point is to try new things! Expand your palate! You never know what you’ll like, right?” It was Trixie’s turn to sigh.
“If it will make you happy…Trixie will be ‘adventurous’.” I smiled and ruffled her ears. “H-hey!”
“That’s the spirit. Now let’s go gorge ourselves on fresh, non-replicated food until we explode.”
Out of everything we’d experienced and accomplished together thus far, finding a restaurant was by far the easiest task. The database wasn’t lying when it said ‘over 150 different places to consume nutritional supplements’. There was food from every corner of the Quadrant and beyond and my stomach grumbled in anticipation as we strolled down the boardwalk. The entire dining ‘region’ was like a gigantic upscale food court with restaurants, cafes, bars, and everything in between beckoning to us and every other hungry vacationer. More than once, I had to remind Trixie and myself that while I could afford a vacation, we still had to be sensible in how we enjoyed it and blowing all our credits on the first fancy place we saw was not the way to accomplish our goal.
Fortunately, the sheer number of eateries of all shapes and prices favored us and we soon found ourselves in a relatively simple yet elegant dining establishment. We traded simplistic yet satisfying conversation as I enjoyed a delicious Bajoran Larish Pie while Trixie indulged in an extremely tasty-looking fruit salad, all under the warm Risan air and early evening sky. 
“What is Larish Pie, anyway?” the showmare asked, eyeing my nearly-empty plate. 
“No idea,” I replied with a shrug, taking another bite. “But it sure is awesome.” She gave me a strange look. “What? We’re on vacation! Remember what I said about ‘adventurous’?” 
“You can do the ‘adventuring’. All Trixie wants is a lounge chair by the beach for the next five days.”
“Do ponies tan?” I asked.
“What?”
“If you lay under the sun long enough, do you get a tan?” She gave me a ‘really’ expression and pointed at her light-blue fur. “Guess not. Then why would you wanna spend all our free time just…doing nothing?”
“What ship have you been on for the last month?” Instinctively, I opened my mouth to say something but closed it. I had to admit, she had me there. After everything we’d been through, I hardly felt like coercing her…or did I? Let’s face it; Trixie needed someone to help lift her out of her slump and whether she realized it or not, that someone was me. 
“Alright, you win,” I replied, downing the last of my Chateau Picard. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. Just know that should you decide to accompany me on an adventure from time to time, I just might find Crispy Chex a little easier to procure in the future.” Trixie narrowed her eyes at me.
“Really?” 
I leaned forward and grinned.
“Bet that jetpack lesson’s looking pretty good right now.” 
***
It took a three-hour dinner, a carafe of wine, and the most gorgeous sunset we’d ever witnessed on an outdoor patio for Trixie to finally relax and open up. And open up, she did. She smiled, laughed, and chatted me up as if we’d known each other our entire lives. Suffice it to say, I liked this side of her. I smiled as my mind briefly lamented the fact that she wasn’t human; the setting, the fact that we were finally getting along…it was too bad, really. Still, that didn’t take anything away from the experience. We were having a good time and I was happy about that. I hoped Trixie felt the same.
“So…what next?” I asked after downing the last sip of our Chateau Picard. 
“Huh?”
“The night is young and so are we!” I exclaimed, throwing my hands up into the warm night air. “Wait…how old are you anyway?”
“Excuse me?” Trixie asked incredulously with a small smile of disbelief. 
“What? It’s just a question.”
“I know, I just thought you would’ve used one of your fancy machines to figure that out.”
“Well, I could’ve done that but that’s kinda rude. I wouldn’t want to violate your privacy by scanning you.”
“Well, aren’t you the gentlecolt!” There was a pause as Trixie’s cheeks somehow reddened whilst I tried to understand what she meant. 
“Did you perchance mean ‘gentleman’?” I inquired, letting her off the hook. 
“Yes! That is exactly what Trixie meant! What’s so funny?” she added as I chuckled and smiled at her.
“Two hours and 12 minutes. I don’t think I’ve ever heard you go that long without referring to yourself in the third pony.” I almost said ‘person’ but managed to catch myself just in time.
“R-really?”
“Yeah.” There was another pause.
“Do you…like it better when Trixie…when I speak like this?” I shrugged.
“You can speak however you want. I was just commenting that you sounded kinda different, that’s all.”
“Different…as in, different…how?”
“Nothing. Just ‘different’. It’s weird; for the longest time, I thought that you’d sound a lot more different if you changed how you talk. But then I heard you tonight and I realized that no matter how you speak, you always sound like you.” I explained. “I know, that probably sounds strange but that’s just what I noticed.”
“Well, thanks…I guess.”
“No problem. You ready to get outta here?”
“And go where?” the showmare asked. I shrugged again.
“Anywhere we want. What do you feel like doing?”
“What do you feel like doing?” she echoed. 
“Hmm…bar?” 
Trixie just grinned.
A couple of hours later…	
“…and then Trixie was like…POW! Take that, you stupid…stupid…what was I talking ‘bout?” the showmare slurred before downing another shot of…whatever she’d shouted at the bartender. 
“I believe it was something about an ‘Ursa Major’?”
“Yeah, yeah, that! Anyway, as I was sayin’…I was all “pew, pew, pew” an’ then it was all like, “hurrdurr, I am dead”. An’ then…an’ then, they (hic) made me mayor o’ the whole world!” I smiled and applauded as she clumsily bowed and tossed her mane, nearly falling out of her chair. Thinking quickly, I leaned forward and steadied her, easing the drunken mare back into the seat.
“Alright, steady as we go. I think that’ll do for tonight, huh?” 
“You…you ‘ave rearry pretty eyes…” she murmured before immediately leaning forward as well, resting her head on her front hooves. I sipped my drink as she batted her eyes at me. 
“Thanks, you too.”
“Wanna (hic) make out?” 
“P’tooey!” The remnants of my drink made a prompt and not-overly-discreet exit.
“Wha-wha’s wrong?” she slurred as I quickly wiped my mouth.
“You know what you just asked me, right?” 
“Yeah…” she replied, looking at me expectedly. “So?”
“Sooo…you don’t even like it when I hug you.”
“Yes I do…” Trixie grumbled, looking away.
“Okay…thanks, but I think we should probably turn in. It’s been a long day.” The last thing I felt like doing was carrying on an awkward conversation longer than necessary, especially when the source of the awkward was copious amounts of alcohol.
“Y-you think Trixie’s ugly…” she muttered as a small tear ran down her cheek. Damnit, I thought as I momentarily cradled my face in my hands. How was I supposed to know that Trixie of all people, ponies, whatever, would be an emotional drunk. If she was an angry drunk, I’d probably be a crater. 
I had to be very careful here, although I really should’ve expected something like that. No, not a sudden drunken outburst of affection; rather, her reaction to being turned down. She may have been a mare but last time I checked, mares were female and Starfleet had yet to discover a race of females who could handle rejection without getting emotional (Vulcans notwithstanding). In that way, Trixie was no different from a human girl. 
Oh, no you don’t. I know what you’re all thinking. While Trixie was no different on an emotional level from a woman, I still had no inclination to ‘get busy’ with or otherwise pursue her. Yes, I am well aware of the fact that inter-species relationships were common in our galaxy but those were primarily between species who are at least similar in terms of physiology, i.e. Vulcans and humans. A human and a pony, even an Equestrian one? Now that was an idea I simply could not wrap my head around. Sure, she was cute as far as quadrupeds went and quite intelligent, she was just…not what I was looking for in a potential partner. I think that’s perfectly fair.
Too bad the showmare didn’t agree. She sat and pouted, obviously waiting for me to cave and smash my lips against hers in a chorus of tongue and saliva. Good thing she was drunk; normally, I hate using inebriation as an excuse of justification but this was an exception. I could tell her that I didn’t feel right about taking advantage of her in her current state. I sighed and steeled myself for what I had to do. 
“No, definitely not. You’re very cute,” I assured her, taking a hoof in my hands. “It’s just that…you’re also drunk.”
“Am (hic) not!” she protested.
“Um, yeah, you kinda are.” I replied, offering her a small smile.
“It is (hic) impossible for the Great and Powerful Trixie to…blaaaaauuuugh…” Oh man, I thought as she lost her lunch on the floor next to her chair. I waited for her to stop coughing and heaving before I got up and, taking a couple of napkins, gently wiped her muzzle. She looked up at me with tear-filled eyes, obviously upset that things had not gone the way she planned. “I’m (hic) sorry…” she murmured, trying very hard to keep it together. I gave her an understanding smile.
“It’s okay, don’t worry about it,” I replied gently as I carefully scooped her up into my arms. Fortunately, she didn’t weigh very much and I was able to carry her back to our suite without too much trouble…after apologizing profusely to the staff and leaving the most generous tip I’d ever left. It was the least I could do after making them clean up pony puke. 
“Here we are, home sweet hotel room,” I said as I sat down on her designated bed with Trixie’s front hooves still wrapped around my neck. “Hey sleepyhead, we’re home…kind of.” I whispered. She groaned and slowly pulled her head off of my shoulder and looked at me sleepily.
“Hey…” she murmured, looking at me through half-closed eyes. “Are we (hic) back yet?”
“Yes, we’re back. Now you can get a good night’s sleep. We could both use one.” 
“Mm-hm.” she muttered as I gently sat her down on her bed.
“Did you manage to get everything out of your system?” I asked, channeling my mother whenever I’d caught the flu. “Should I leave a bucket or something here just in case?”
“Nuh-uh.”
“Alright. If you need anything, just let me know.” I said as I got up. I stopped as I felt something take hold of the hem of my shirt. I looked down and saw the hem caught in a small blue glow. She never ceased to impress me; even in her alcohol-addled state, magic came just as easily and as naturally to her as walking or breathing. 
“Don’t leave…” she whispered. I opened my mouth to protest but stopped after seeing the look of pseudo-desperation on her face. I took a deep breath and sat back down. 
“Don’t worry, I won’t.” I promised her. “Would you like me to tuck you in?” She looked up at me quizzically. “Here, lie down under the covers and I’ll show you.” She did so. With that, I tucked the sheets close to her body, creating a soft thermal shield around her. “There. How’s that?” I asked.
“That’s…nice…” she murmured, a small smile gracing her muzzle as her eyes closed. Again, I got up to leave and once more, a small tug of magic stopped me.
“Guess you were serious about that after all,” I muttered with a yawn as I carefully laid down on the bed beside her, grateful that it was queen-sized. 
I could’ve sworn I felt something snuggle up against me as I fell asleep.

			Author's Notes: 
Well, there you have it; the beginning of the long-awaited vacation! Only one day in and things are already taking a turn for the awkward! Kinda makes you wonder that else is in store for these two, eh? Anyway,I hope you guys liked how it's going so far and as always, leave your thoughts in the comments! Until next time...(probably after finals).


	
		What Happens on Risa...Part II



	When I regained consciousness the next morning, I was pleased to find a snoozing, smiling mare as opposed to an angry one characterized by awkward early-morning realization and tsundere-fuelled rage-mode. Careful not to wake her, I slipped out, showered, put on some appropriate tropical weather attire, and headed down to one of the half-dozen places close to the lobby for a morning bite. As I expected, it was an absolutely perfect day; the sun kept me warm but not too overly so and there was just enough of a breeze that when the day got warmer later, the ideal comfort level would remain. 
As I sat and ate my eggs (over easy, as per usual), I couldn’t help but think about the events of the previous evening. I mean, who wouldn’t? Generally, when something unbelievably strange happened, such an event warranted some investigation or at least some thought. She was drunk, sure, but still. I wasn’t sure what to think. Had she been a human girl and not smashed out of her mind, I probably would’ve indulged. Of course, the only problem with that was the fact that in order to get to that particular juncture, complete and total inebriation was necessary, at least in Trixie’s mind. It was a situation that I was completely unprepared for, although I was fairly certain that I had reacted well, all things considered.
Meh, I thought as I finished my breakfast. If this turns out to be an issue down the road, we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. For now, I’m just gonna chill and enjoy the rest of the week. I smiled and reclined as best I could, hoping that my poor friend wasn’t too hung over. Hmm…I silently mused as an idea made its way into my brain and refused to go away. 
“Excuse me,” I exclaimed as my waiter walked by on another round of dish-clearing. “Could I get an order of Andorian waffles and sliced fresh Terran strawberries to go, please?” He nodded.
“Right away, sir.”
“Thanks.”
Minutes later…
“Uuuuggghhhh…” the blue mare groaned as rays of sunshine seemed to actually pierce her brain. Rising slowly, she sat on her haunches and rubbed her eyes, eventually moving to her temples. “What did Trixie do last night?”
“I think the better question is: what didn’t Trixie do last night?” I replied with a sly grin as I entered the room.
“W-what do you mean?” she asked nervously as a slight yet noticeable blush spread across her cheeks (I often wondered how something with fur could blush). 
“Well, you got a little tipsy last night, and by ‘a little’, I mean I had to carry you home after you puked on the floor of the bar.” Trixie groaned and rubbed her eyes.
“Please tell me that’s all I did…”
“I wish I could,” I replied without thinking. As she looked at me with rapidly widening eyes, I had a quick internal battle regarding whether or not to tell her about her wish to have pseudo-sexy time with a human, said human being me, no less. 
“So? What else?” Trixie nervously demanded. I sighed; she was my friend and deserved to know the truth. I took a deep breath.
“You asked me to make out with you.” 
Dead silence reigned as Trixie looked at me with extreme doubt.
“I…Trixie…asked you…to m-make out with her?”
“Well, told me is more accurate but…”
“Bahahahahahahahahahahaha!” I rolled my eyes as the showmare fell off the bed, practically crying with laughter. “Y-you can’t be serious!” she managed to choke before the apparent ridiculousness of the situation overcame her again.
“I am! You had about 16 shots in you at that point! I’m surprised you didn’t ask me to marry you!” That did it. Tears streamed down the mare’s face as she whooped it up at my expense, surely another little ‘victory’ to notch into her proverbial belt. “Okay, seriously, that multiple personality thing you’ve got going on is really freaky,” I pointed out, referring of course to her ability to go from tsundere, pissed-off, or annoyed to self-righteousness or self-satisfaction. I believe this was a display of the latter. “You don’t believe me, do you?”
“You sure it wasn’t you who was completely wasted?” she asked with a skeptical giggle, having taken a break from her earlier fit. 
“Pretty sure.”
“Oh dear, I’m sorry,” the mare replied, wiping the last of her tears from her eyes. “I guess I can believe you. I mean, crazier things have happened!” And there’s the switch getting flipped again. “N-not that they’re going to, right?” Yep, just like a 21st century electrical switch. 
“Ugh…just eat your breakfast already. I’ll be out on the balcony, seeing as you’re already on the cross.” With that, I left Trixie to attend to her morning meal and ablutions. I heard her stutter something before I closed the sliding door a little harder than I should have.
In my mind, I had every right to be angry. Hell, I was angry! This was getting ridiculous already! One would think that after everything I’d done for her, I deserved more than being her personal laughing stock for the duration of what should’ve been a very pleasant morning. 
On that note, was I really so repulsive? I mean, disregarding the species difference for argument’s sake, I was pretty sure that her laughter was unjustified. I made up my mind right then and there that until that mare came to her senses and stopped acting like such a colossal bitch, I was gonna give her as much space as I could. We still had six days to spend on Risa and I was damned if I was gonna expend time and energy with somepony…someone (screw her and her corrections) who didn’t appreciate it. 
…Which begged the question of what to do now that my schedule was essentially wiped clean. I considered the jetpack lessons but missing out on the showmare’s terrified screams as she tried in vain to control the machine strapped to her back made me reconsider. Maybe it was a small, stupid, optimistic part of my brain that hoped she would come to her senses and allow us to partake in such a thrilling escapade together. I shook my head and buried the idea as best I could; this was my time, not hers and I was gonna enjoy it. Doing my best to ignore the showmare, who had not yet emerged from her room, I headed out the door and slammed it behind me for good measure.
***
If there was any single motion superior to a face-hoof that conveyed the realization that one had just screwed up magnificently, Trixie surely would’ve knocked herself into a coma with it. The question was not why she had said it but rather, why she had said it to him, her friend and companion.
It was a question she simply could not answer, at least not enough to justify her response. It was rude in any case but especially in this one given the fact that a make-out session with her friend wasn’t a repulsive idea in the slightest. And yet, there she was, staring into a wonderful-looking and carefully-selected plate of food, alone, in tears, and completely without an appetite. Tsundering was one thing but outright mocking her only friend simply for telling the truth and taking care of her was unacceptable. Trixie knew that.
Or so she thought.
Maybe it was just her natural defense mechanism overreacting. That tended to happen a lot and usually, her friend simply took it in stride as if giving her the benefit of the doubt. So why had that not been the case this time? Seeing Cole truly, actually angry at her was a new experience, one with which the showmare felt very uncomfortable. Evidently, she still had a lot to learn about her new emergent feelings…and how to handle them. 
As she sat on the bed staring at the now-cold breakfast, Trixie considered her next move. An apology was the obvious place to start but Cole was already gone, having left for parts unknown. She would either have to track him down and forsake a private apology or wait for him to return and do it then. Either way, the thought of him angry with her was becoming more and more difficult to bear and Trixie knew she needed to do something before the guilt drove her out of her mind. 
She nodded in silent confirmation and got to her hooves; she had a human to find…and something important to say.
***
I didn’t overreact, no way. She had that coming, probably since we had started traveling together. I was 100 percent justified, yes sir. If she was gonna act like a spoilt child, then screw her. I didn’t need a walking, talking, abusive liability. That’s all she’d been so far, right? Getting captured by the Orions had almost gotten us both killed! I was sick and tired of her throwing me under the bus (to use a rather antiquated adage).
So why didn’t that nagging, persistent thought leave me alone? The idea that I had overreacted was ridiculous! Surely, my actions were necessary. Something had to be done!
Still, that didn’t make me feel any less guilty for being so harsh with her. Don’t misunderstand; I was plenty angry, and for good reason. Still, something told me that I could’ve been more diplomatic. I wondered what had me so on-edge.
I felt my hairs stand on-end as my nagging mind recalled the most awkward moment thus far: her ‘request’ for a lengthy kissing session. As guilty minds so often do, mine was asking me over and over why I was even thinking about in the first place. The more I refused to acknowledge the idea, the more persistent my mind became until it finally won and forced me to think harder. Of course, I tried to rationalize it; I had been on my own for as long as I could remember. My line of ‘work’ didn’t exactly allow me to pursue too meany prospective partners, given my usual lack of resources and time constraints. All I could boast to my name was a small ship that I barely knew how to operate. That had never bothered me much; I was a patient fellow and knew that if I just kept working, I’d put myself in a better position eventually. 
Maybe it was that distinct lack of contact since the death of my parents that caused me to think about something that, up until now, I had never even considered. Was I that desperate for contact that I was actually upset that I had not indulged Trixie’s request? I mean, I’m glad I didn’t; she was drunk and not in her right mind. It would’ve been wrong to take advantage of her. Drunken consent was not consent, not to mention the fact that she wasn’t even close to being the same species, or even a similar one, and certainly not enough to justify…
Oh no, you don’t, I thought, firmly stomping on the idea before it could take root. As liberal as I was, I drew the line at such…exotic pairings, at least for myself. A human and a pony? It was the most ridiculous idea I’d ever heard. I actually laughed a bit under my breath.
…Before realizing with a cold sweat that the word ‘ridiculous’ didn’t necessarily mean ‘bad’. Damnit. I had said ‘ridiculous’, not ‘wrong’, like I should have. As these little ‘realizations’ continued to bombard my frazzled brain with barrage after barrage of confusion torpedoes, more questions began to pop up; uncomfortable questions such as ‘Am I physically attracted to her?” reared their ugly heads and forced me at Phaser-point to answer them. Was I slowly losing my mind or was there something about those consistently-naked blue flanks that was slowly melting my sanity with molten hormones? 
I groaned and rubbed my temples; the whole stupid thing was giving me a headache.
“Hey…are you okay?” I slowly looked up from the cafe table, trying to focus my attention on the source of the light, pleasant voice that graced my ears. My eyes widened as they beheld a beautiful young woman dressed in a light-blue sundress looking down at me, a slight breeze keeping her shoulder-length dark-brown hair out of her matching eyes. I tried not to stare at the tantalizing figure in front of me and forced myself to respond with as much charm and wit as I could muster.
“Hurr durr?” She giggled as I blushed and returned my gaze to the tabletop.
“I’m sorry; you do speak English, right? Or are you just dressing up as a human today?”
“No! I’m human, 100 percent, down to the last chromosome,” I assured her as I rushed head-first into overcompensation. “S-sorry,” I mumbled, thoroughly embarrassed. 
“Don’t worry about it,” she replied with a gentle smile. “I had just started my shift when I saw you sitting here all by yourself all mopey-like. So I decided to ask you if there’s anything I can do to make your day better.” I’m not proud to admit that a couple of less-than-sacred acts crossed my mind but I reigned them in before I could make an ass of myself. “My name’s Erica. What’s yours?” 
“Uh, my name’s Cole.” I stammered. 
“Cole, cool,” she mused with a slow nod. “It’s nice to meet you,” she added, extending her hand for me to shake. It was as soft as the rest of her features, a feeling that I tried my best to savor before reluctantly relinquishing her. “Actually, don’t tell anyone I said this, but it’s nice to meet another human from time to time,” she whispered, leaning close to my ear. “I swear, if one more Klingon tries to get me to sing another ridiculous drinking song with him or make me eat flaked blood fleas, I’ll put him out an airlock!” I couldn’t help but laugh along with her; whatever universal force (hopefully not Q) that had sent her to me in my time of need certainly had my gratitude.
“I know what you mean,” I replied, finally starting to calm down. “I’ve had my fair share of dealings with them myself.”
“Oh, so you’re on a starship, then?”
“Actually, I’m, ahem, a captain,” I said confidently, hoping by some miracle she’d be impressed. She whistled and nodded.
“Nice! What kind of ship? Are you with the Federation? How many crew do you have?” I laughed as she verbally smacked me with a tidal wave of curiosity. 
“Yes, I’m a Starfleet courier, my ship is a Nova-class, and it’s just two of us, me and Trixie. Well, three if you count the EMH.”
“Who’s Trixie? Your girlfriend?” Erica inquired with a sly smile.
“Hell no!” I replied with a little more force than I had intended. “She’s just a friend. Purely plutonic. She’s also my maid.” Overcompensation, thy name is Cole, I thought as I wiped my brow. 
“Really? It’s just you two all by yourselves in that ship?” she asked in disbelief. “How do you do it?”
“We manage,” I replied with a shrug. “Actually, if the Ranger’s computer wasn’t as advanced as it is, there’s no way I’d be in this line of work. I rely on it to run the ship and…well, pretty much everything else, too.”
“That’s impressive,” Erica said, nodding slowly. She glanced up and over at the large nearby clock. “Hey, my shift ends in a like, half an hour. Would you maybe like to…hang out for a while?” My mind was doing backflips but somehow, I managed to keep my cool. 
“Yeah, that sounds great,” I exclaimed as my voice cracked a bit. I cleared my throat once more to compensate. “Should I just…wait for you here?” She smiled, causing my face to redden once again.
“Sure, if you want. Would you like something to drink while you wait?”
“That would be great. Um, what do you recommend?”
“Well…I’m a fan of the frutas pura, personally.” 
“Pura…what now?” She laughed.
“Frutas pura. It’s Spanish for ‘pure fruit’. It’s basically a tropical fruit drink.”
“Spanish! I’m impressed. That’s not a language you hear very often out here.”
“Don’t be too impressed, the only reason I know what it means is because we serve it!”
“Is it good?”
“It’s amazing, actually. It’s made with real juice from fruits grown right here on Risa. No replicated stuff. Trust me, you’ll love it,” she assured me. 
“Well, I’m sold. I’d love one of those, if you wouldn’t mind.” 
“Gotcha,” she replied with a wink. “I’ll be right back with it.” With that, she turned and made her way over to the bar, procuring my choice of beverage from within a large cooler. Within the next few seconds, it sat before me, the sides of the glass bottle coated in small droplets of condensation. “Well? Try it!” she urged me. 
“Cheers!” I exclaimed as I did so. 
In all of my years traversing the galaxy and sampling food and drink from almost every culture I came across, the sheer freshness and general deliciousness of the tropical fruit juice overcame my taste buds with wonderful sensations. It only took one experimental sip to remind me why I had taken a vacation in the first place; as I rapidly consumed the beverage, it evoked a powerful feeling of relaxation and good health and by the time I had drained every last drop, I was fairly convinced that, had this been the 21st century, the drink could’ve cured cancer and brought about world peace. Erica must’ve tuned in to my enjoyment; as the empty bottle hit the table, I caught her looking down at me with a bemused expression.
“I take it you enjoyed that?” she asked with a knowing smile.
“Can I get a few crates of that?” I asked, eliciting a laugh. “Oh man, that was the single greatest beverage I’ve ever had, period. I’ll definitely be having more of those before this trip is over!”
“Sounds like a plan! Oops, looks like another table just walked in. See you in a bit!” With that, she wandered off to attend to the Deferi family that had just entered…but not before flipping me a small wave. I wasn’t sure if it was the gesture or the way her hips were gently swaying that made my heart start to pound but I knew that, despite the crappy morning, it was gonna be a good day after all.
***
Every smile and laugh that human girl emitted made the blue mare’s fur stand on-end. Stupid Cole and his stupid flirting and that stupid girl and that stupid…everything. With any thoughts of apologies now firmly buried, the showmare about-faced and headed for the nearest bar.
***
“…so let me get this straight,” Erica interjected as we strolled down one of Risa’s many beaches, enjoying the perfect weather. We’d been walking for hours, content to simply talk, share our thoughts, learn about each other, and generally enjoy each other’s company. “You walked into the galley and found Q drinking your…”
“Chocolate milk,” I reminded her.
“…yeah, that was it. And then…Trixie blasted him out with that…Ali-something?” 
“Alicorn Amulet, and yes, she kicked him and Discord out at the same time.” At that point, any laughter that the young woman had been holding in finally escaped and I joined her soon after. It really had been one of the most absurd situations I’d ever been in. As one might expect, I had omitted certain ‘potentially amorous elements’ from my retelling. 
“You’ve really had quite a time, haven’t you?” she asked after our laughter subsided. 
“Yeah, you could say that…” I instinctively scratched the back of my neck. 
“I mean, taking on the Orion Syndicate like that! You must be quite the tactician to take on pirates in a Nova.” She looked up at me and smiled and I couldn’t help but blush slightly. 
“As much as I’d like to agree with you, I did have help. Plus, Orion frigates aren’t exactly top-of-the-line warships.”
“Still…the way you risked your ship and your life to save your friend…” My heart skipped a beat as she took my hand in hers and looked up at me. “I think that makes you a pretty loyal guy.” 
“What can I say?” I replied with a shrug, trying to disguise my anxiety and excitement. “It’s just one of the elements that makes me who I am.”
“And would those elements include modesty?” she asked with a smirk, poking me lightly in the chest. 
“Hey, I was kidding!” I protested with a laugh whilst holding my hands up. “The Ranger did most of the work. I just told it what to do.” There was a pause as we stood hand in hand, awkwardly smiling at each other any time our roving eyes caught a glimpse of the other.
“May I…may I…see it?” Erica asked quietly.
“See what?”
“Your ship. The Ranger.” I was taken aback; rare were the times when my simple home attracted any interest, especially from such a lovely young lady who had surely seen her fair share of much more impressive ships.
“Really?” I cursed inwardly; I hadn’t meant to sound so surprised. “You wanna see my ship?” 
“Is that so hard to believe?”
“No…well, maybe a little bit.” My answer was hesitant; there was no disguising it. 
“Why? Don’t tell me you’ve never given anyone a tour before.”
“Well, I have but never anyone like…like you.” She blushed and glanced down at the sand as a wave gently washed over our feet. “Um, what I meant was…” 
“It’s okay, I know what you meant,” Erica assured me. I felt my blush return tenfold as she leaned up and pecked me on the cheek. “And I appreciate it.” Another pause hung over us, mingling with the wounds of the waves lapping at our toes. 
“So…ship tour now?” I asked. She smiled at me and squeezed my hand.
“I’d like that.”
Meanwhile…
“Stupid Cole…” Trixie muttered, downing another shot as she stared daggers at the happy-go-lucky vacationers frolicking around her.
***
“Wow!” Erica exclaimed as we arrived at the Ranger’s berth. “That’s your ship?”
“You sound impressed.”
“Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked. “She’s beautiful!”
“Yeah, she is…” I murmured before shaking my head and cursing silently for doing something so bloody clichéd and potentially awkward.
“How did you get it so…shiny?” she continued. 
“Oh, that’s the Aegis…” I stopped myself, my common sense making a brief appearance. For the first time since we’d met, I felt like certain details were better off kept to oneself.  
“What’s ‘Aegis’?” Erica asked.
“It’s a…paint color scheme. Very expensive.”
“Oh…well, it’s very nice. It really brings out the Ranger’s details. Very stylish, actually.”
“Glad you like it. Would you…like to come aboard?” I don’t know why I was so nervous; mere minutes ago, she had suggested the same thing. Maybe she thought I was asking her to come aboard so I could…’come aboard’? The thought made my spine tingle and my blood flow south. 
“Well yeah, that’s why we’re here, right?” she asked with a giggle. 
“Yes. Yes it is.” I agreed with a small, nervous laugh of my own. “Ahem! Computer, two to beam up.” 
“Oh my gosh!” Erica gasped as the light-blue glow of the transporter beam surrounded us, whisking us into the Ranger’s bridge, my usual destination. I looked at her with a concerned expression after we rematerialized. 
“Are you okay? You sounded nervous when the transporter kicked in.” 
“Oh! I’m fine, don’t worry. It’s just been a while since I used a transporter.”
“It’s cool; you should’ve seen Trixie the first time she ever got transported. I think she shrieked for a whole minute after she appeared on the bridge.” I said with a chuckle. “You’d think a being from a planet of magic where they can teleport whenever they want would’ve prepared her for it.” Erica looked at me quizzically. “Sorry, I may have forgotten to mention that she’s from Equestria.” Understandably, the next expression on Erica’s face was one of surprise.  
“Really? Like, a legit Equestrian pony? I guess that explains the whole 'magic' thing.”
“Yeah, she’s quite the magician. In fact, I think she’s…” For the second time that evening, I paused and thought about what I was saying…and more importantly, why I was saying it. Throughout the extremely pleasant day I had spent with the beautiful and kind Erica, my earlier anger had abated considerably and I found myself wishing that I could spend such a day with Trixie. That was, after all, the whole point of the vacation. Don’t get wrong; spending time with Erica was all kinds of awesome but a small, miniscule, microscopic part of me felt guilty. Sure, it had been Trixie who drove the spike between us but I still couldn’t shake the feeling that we had to make things right between us as soon as possible. Erica noted my silence and apparent concern and took my hand. 
“Hey,” she addressed softly. “Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, more or less,” I replied. “Just…I dunno, thinking ‘bout stuff.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“Maybe later; I’ll be fine for now.” I assured her. “Now, I believe I promised you a…” 
My response was cut short as soft lips connected with mine, gently caressing them as we wrapped our arms around each other. New and amazing sensations bombarded my senses; the softness of her lips, her minty breath, the rise and fall of her chest as we breathed deeply, trying to experience as much of each other as we could whilst standing among the gentle, subtle light of the bridge. We kissed for what seemed like hours before finally parting and staring into each other’s eyes. 
“…tour.” I finished breathlessly. 
“I…I’m sorry,” she stammered, turning and looking down at the floor. “I didn’t mean to just…throw myself at you like that. What you must think of me…” she murmured nervously. 
“Don’t be sorry. Please, please don’t be sorry. That was the most wonderful and perfect moment I’ve had in a very long time. Probably ever, actually,” I rambled, trying my best to alleviate her anxiety. “Don’t be sorry for being amazing.”
“T-thanks,” she replied, looking at me with yet another heartwarming smile. “Still, you’re the amazing one. Traveling around the galaxy on a ship of your own, working with Starfleet, taking on aliens! You’re definitely…” 
Her eyes widened momentarily as I silenced her with a kiss, one she responded to immediately by brushing her tongue along my lips. It wasn’t long before our kisses deepened and we began to breathe even harder as moans and small gasps of pleasure filled the bridge. 
“Maybe…we should…continue the tour…in your room,” Erica whispered, momentarily pausing our heated make-out session. At that point, I seem to recall my heart actually stopping as the weight of her words slowly sunk in. 
“Are you…are you sure?” I asked, unable to hide my surprise. You’d think that after experiencing so many surprises in such a relatively short time frame, I would be used to them. 
Clearly, I had not spent very much time around women. 
“Yes,” she whispered, drawing me in for a deep, assuring kiss. “If you want me…”
“I’ve never wanted anything more in my life,” I whispered back. My raw honesty was somewhat disarming; standing on the cusp of such a milestone was both nerve-wracking and tremendously exciting. Fortunately, it was also good for my creativity. “Computer, beam us to my quarters.” Momentarily, we landed on my bed, prompting Erica to let out a surprised yelp. Unwilling to waste even a moment, she grinned and climbed on top of me, sealing my lips with her own, moaning quietly as I massaged and caressed her back, eventually reaching her trim bottom, which I cupped and squeezed subjected to further massaging. 
I was a kid in a candy store.
She replied in kind, lifting the hem of my shirt, exposing me to the cool air and her gentle touch. Mirroring her actions, I encouraged her to do the same and we soon beheld each other in all our naked glory. We stared into each other’s eyes and without a word, began our tantric dance.
Meanwhile…
“Ugh…Trixie’s never drinking again,” the showmare muttered as she slowly ascended the stairs to the hotel room. While the bar had been very accommodating regarding her tastes, preferences, and frequent complaints, she was starting to see the wisdom beheld by the adage ‘too much of a good thing’. “Stupid Cole,” she added for good measure, finally making her way to her bed before promptly falling face-first upon it. “Wherever he is, I hope he’s hip-deep in trouble.”
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		What Happens on Risa...Part III



I awoke the next morning to the beautiful sight of a partially-naked Erica as she dressed and fussed over herself. I couldn’t help but grin in spite of myself as vibrant and wonderfully graphic mental images of our romp ‘neath the sheets returned. I was either the luckiest bastard in the galaxy or…nope, that had to be it. There was simply no other explanation. 
“Hey,” I said with a yawn as I slowly sat up and stretched my tired limbs. She continued her morning preparations and did so until fully dressed. She turned and offered me a heart-warming smile as she sat on the bed and allowed me to wrap my arms around her, giggling as I planted several soft kisses on her neck. “How’d you sleep?”
“Like a baby,” she murmured, squeezing my hand before returning to her feet. “What about you?” 
“Oh man, I haven’t slept that well in ages,” I replied with a yawn, stretching out on the bed. “I could nod off again, no problem.”
“Well, I don’t know about you but I would sure love some breakfast,” Erica announced. She turned and gave me an inviting smile. “Care to join me?”
“I guess I don’t really have a choice since you probably don’t know where the galley is,” I teased with a smirk of self-satisfaction as I recovered my discarded apparel. 
“You suck.” Erica replied with a false pout, softly punching my shoulder. 
“You swallow.”
“Only if you ask me nicely,” she whispered, leaning in for a long, passionate kiss. She shrieked as I suddenly pulled her down onto the bed and laughed as I planted kisses along her neck and collarbone. “So…” she panted as I continued my ministrations. “…what do you think of breakfast?” 
“Mmm, it’s delicious…” I murmured, making her giggle and push me off enough to kiss me once again.
“That’s not what I meant and you know it,” Erica exclaimed as we sat up. “I meant…” A gurgling noise from her stomach interrupted her. “…well, that.” she finished with a small blush.
“Now that you mention it, I could go for a big ol’ bowl of Crispy Chex right about now,” I agreed, grabbing the last of my clothes. 
“You have Crispy Chex?” Erica asked as her eyes lit up. “I haven’t had those in ages!”
“Well, then I guess you’re in for a treat,” I replied, taking her hand as I lead her out of my quarters and headed for the galley.
Meanwhile…   
“Uuuuggghhhh…” groaned a Trixie-shaped lump as it stirred ‘neath the luxurious sheets. After several minutes composed of pained groans and other assorted lamentations, a blue equine head slowly emerged, protecting slightly reddened eyes from the Risan sunrise. She rubbed her temples and tried in vain to alleviate the throbbing pain coursing through her skull. “Trixie is never drinking again…” she moaned emphatically. Forcing herself to get up and accept the pain, the showmare slowly made her way out of her room and into the rest of the suite. 
“Cole?” she ventured, wincing as agony of her own voice hit her like a tonne of bricks. “Ugh…Cole?” she repeated, complete with another wince. “Cole!” she exclaimed, immediately regretting it as she nudged open the door to his room. There was enough lit steaming in through the large window for Trixie to tell that her friend had absconded for the night. 
She remembered with whom he had disappeared, too. That siren-singing wench had all but enchanted him and whisked him away to her evil lair of depravity…or something. Although Trixie would never admit it, the thought of them tucked away somewhere getting cuddly or, God forbid, intimate, made her skin crawl. She was jealous. Completely, inescapably, undeniably jealous, not to mention frustrated. She knew she had no one to blame but herself, a hard realization drilled into her the second she’d caught them getting to know each other the day before. This time, it would take more than mere words to convey the message she needed him to hear. It was time for an apology with a side of confession…and maybe with a little luck, he’d reciprocate.
“He…they probably went back to the Ranger, that show-off,” Trixie muttered as she paced about the room. “Trixie could call him on the communicator…” She sighed and sat on one of the couches. Now it was simply a matter of steeling her nerves for what promised to be an awkward call.
***

“…and this is the bridge,” I finished as we exited the turbolift. After enjoying a tasty albeit simple breakfast of Crispy Chex, I had taken my guest on a tour of the ship. She had responded to my proposition with great eagerness and practically insisted on seeing every single part of the entire ship. As one might expect, I was more than happy to oblige her. 
And it wasn’t just because she’d given me the most memorable night of my life.
We had begun the tour on Deck 8 and worked our way up, the entire journey lasting upwards of a couple o’ hours. All the while, I reveled in her company and committed each and every moment, be it big or small, to memory. However, what impacted me the most is that throughout the tour, I had caught myself wishing that it had been Erica and not Trixie who had accompanied me from the beginning. I know it sounds terrible but look at it from my point of view. Trixie was, more often than not, an irritable, selfish, and self-centered liability whose positive traits lay buried under her ever-present negative ones. Erica, on the other hand, was sweet, intelligent, funny, sexy as Hell, and from what I’d gathered thus far, quite genuine. She also possessed another major advantage over the egocentric equine: she was human. Beautifully, purely, indisputably human. She was normal as normal could be and trust me when I say that, when you live a life like mine, normalcy is a precious luxury.
“Cole? Yoo-hoo, Cole!” I shook my head and looked over at Erica as she leaned against the tactical station, a look of minor concern gracing her face. “You okay? You kinda spaced out there for a minute.” 
“Yeah, I’m fine, don’t worry about it,” I replied, perhaps a little too hastily. 
“Are you sure?” Erica asked, giving me a hug. “You looked like you were thinking about something important.”
“I did?” I asked, trying to play oblivious. 
“Yeah. You were all pensive and stuff. Is there…something you’d maybe like to talk about?” she asked. I smiled and planted a soft kiss on her forehead.
“Nah, I’m alright. Spending time with you like this has been really therapeutic,” I replied. We suddenly jumped as the ship’s communicator alerted us to an incoming communique. “Just give me a second,” I said as we separated and I took a seat in the captain’s chair. “That’s funny,” I mused as I pressed a button to open two-way communications. “It’s audio only.” I cleared my throat. “This is Cole Stevens of the U.S.S. Ranger…”
***

“Where are you? Who are you with? What are you doing?” Trixie practically demanded over the room’s communicator. There was a pause.
“Trixie?” the voice on the other end asked with a hint of surprise. 
“Yes!” she confirmed vehemently. “Why didn’t you come back last night?” She winced, knowing the answer already but needing confirmation as if in denial. 
“I had a, um, a guest!” There was another pause. “Y’know what, screw it. Yes, I had a girl over and yes, she spent the night. Happy?” As much as Trixie wanted to fire back with a scathing retort or ultimatum, she remembered the reason for her call and allowed common sense to temper her temperament.
“Trixie…was wondering where you were and…well, she was hoping that…that you were okay…” she half-muttered near the end. 
“Oh…” Cole replied after yet another pause. “Uh, thanks but I’m doing just fi…” 
Trixie’s heart almost stopped as the familiar screech of a hand phaser suddenly cut him off. There was a soft thump in the background as if something had just slumped to the metal floor of the ship’s bridge and the showmare’s eyes widened as she realized what had just transpired. 
“Cole!” she screamed into the communicator. “Cole!” There was another blast and after that, nothing but silence. 
Trixie wasn’t sure what inexplicable force guided her actions within the following few seconds. She didn’t know what strange energy suddenly erupted within her, spurring her to race out of the room and through the hotel as fast as her tired legs could carry her. All she knew for certain was that a heartfelt apology wasn’t going to mean anything if the intended recipient was in no condition to hear it. The resort passed by in a blur as she raced through it, surging by confused staff and surprised guests like a mare possessed. There was only one destination on her mind and no force in the universe was going to keep her from it, an assertion well-justified by the bright glow of the Alicorn Amulet around her neck.
Meanwhile…
“Ugh…”I groaned as I struggled to make sense of the world around me. I was in a daze, one of several nasty little side-effects of a hand phaser set on ‘stun’. Light stun, mind you, but still one of the more unpleasant ways in which to experience a surprise. Silently lamenting my disorientation, my woozy eyes scanned the bridge for the son-of-a-bitch that had managed to sneak in unnoticed and interrupt my time with…
Well, fuck me sideways with a garden rake.
Standing a few feet to my left stood Erica, both hands grasping what appeared to be a standard Starfleet hand phaser. Her expression was a mishmash of several emotions, notably relief, uncertainty, and just a bit of…regret? I suppose that’s why I was only stunned and not dead. The shot had hit me in square in my right shoulder blade, making me grunt in pain as I writhed and accidentally placed a little bit of weight on it.
I’m not too proud to admit that for the next few seconds, my naiveté kicked in and I hoped that what had just happened wasn’t what had just happened. I silently and briefly prayed that it had been a mistake and that some mysterious force had compelled the weapon to fire on its own accord. Talk about grasping at straws, huh? 
“W-why?” I croaked, attempting to nurse my aching shoulder. 
“I-I need you to take me somewhere!” she exclaimed, training the weapon on me. It was almost comical; in my current condition, I was clearly no danger to her and yet, she didn’t dare point the weapon anywhere else.
“Ugh…” I repeated. In my weakened state, every word was a laborious chore, hence the lack of sense regarding the act of shooting first and asking questions later. 
“I said, I need you to take me somewhere!” Erica repeated, almost frantically. It was as if she expected a squad of Starfleet tactical officers to come barging in, implying that I just so happened to have a garrison of troops stationed aboard my humble little science cruiser.
“W-where?” I managed to mutter. “Why?” Hey, you try orating half-decently when your entire body’s experiencing system shock. 
“Just…get on those navigation controls and do what I tell you!” I wish I could’ve rolled my eyes. There was no question about it; this girl had never hijacked a place in line, much less a starship. Still, as ridiculous as the situation was, she was the one holding the gun. Even in the hands of a rank amateur, a phaser was a deadly tool. If I wanted to get out of this with nothing more than an aching shoulder and a blood-stained hole where my heart used to be, I had to be…pragmatic.
Fortunately, ‘light stun’ was already beginning to wear off, hence its name, and I could feel my ability to form intelligible words and sentences together finally returning. 
“Where…do you need…to go?” I asked as I rubbed a temple. 
“G-Ganalda Station.” she replied after a pause. I cursed inwardly; Ganalda Station was a shady place to say the least but that wasn’t the only problem with her destination. The killer was that it was nestled deep within Klingon space. Of course, it was also chock-full of Orion slavers, greedy Ferengi arms dealers, and Klingon dogs of war. While the Federation and the Klingon Empire were technically at peace, there was an unspoken rule that stated rather emphatically at times that Federation ships were to stay out of Klingon space except in the case of a dire emergency. To say that Klingons were territorial would be a terrific understatement.
“You can’t be serious,” I muttered as I slowly began to prop myself up and onto my elbows. A rather less-than-masculine yelp escaped me as a deadly orange beam made a black mark on the floor mere inches from my face.
“Do I look like I’m joking?” Erica demanded, just shy of hysterical. I couldn’t afford to underestimate her determination again, lest the next shot find its mark. “And if you try to transport me out of here, I’ll…” She didn’t need to finish her sentence; I could infer what she meant by context alone.  
“Alright, alright!” I raised my free hand to show my capitulation. “I’m gonna assume…” I looked up at her and nodded towards my chair. “…that you’ve got a really, really good reason to go there.” Erica nodded. “So, before I surrender control of my ship and fly into the hornet’s nest, I’ve got a few questions.” I paused on my way up to my chair. “Y’know, you don’t have to point that thing at me.”
“Y-yes I do!” I sighed.
“You’ve been in too many holodeck programs. You have the gun. I’m unarmed. I can’t do anything to you and believe me when I say that I won’t risk getting killed over this. Besides, if I try something and you kill me, then your entire plan goes up in smoke.” The fact that she winced little every time I used the word ‘kill’ did not escape me. “Right?” I added for emphasis. She nodded and I took my seat.
“T-take off!” she exclaimed, brandishing the gun in my direction once again.
“I’m doing that but first I have to call docking control and get them to release the docking clamps,” I replied as my hand headed for the armrest communicator. “Jesus!” I yelled as another shot flew over my shoulder. “What the Hell!?”
“Y-you were gonna tell them!” Erica shouted, partially out of anger partially out of fear. Damnit, I thought. Maybe she’s not as naïve as I suspected. Now I was really stuck. Inexperienced in the fine arts of larceny and grand theft starship as she was, she had nevertheless given the entire caper a considerable amount of thought. If things didn’t shape up soon, I would have no choice but to indulge her.
“Look, I was just gonna ask them to release the docking clamps,” I assured her, trying to sound innocent. “I mean, how else are we supposed to get out of here?”
It didn’t take me long to realize the stupidity of my question. 
“You have weapons, don’t you?” Erica asked expectedly. I actually did a double-take; did she seriously expect me to just blast my way out and risk damaging every other ship around me, not to mention risk hurting everyone around us? The worst part was that at the moment, I didn’t really have much of a choice.
“That’s not the point!” I exclaimed in frustration. “I can’t just…what if someone got hurt? Or worse? Could you live with that?” Another shot briefly heated the side of my face. Guess that answers my question, I thought.
“Try me!” she shouted. 
“Alright, alright! Calm down! I’ll get us out of here!” With great reluctance, I took a deep breath and mentally prepared myself for what I was about to do. “Computer, lock onto…” I paused momentarily as Erica thrust the gun toward me in a threatening motion. “…the docking clamps and…fire phasers, minimum power as possible,” I finished sternly. 
“Proximity warning; civilians present near affected target zones.” the computer warned.
“Then be careful,” I hissed as Erica thrust the phaser into my personal space. For a fleeting moment, I considered trying to grab it but with her finger hovering on the trigger, I couldn’t risk it. 
Trixie would never forgive me if I died and she wasn’t there to see it happen. Har-dee har-har, right?
I closed my eyes as the sounds of the Ranger’s phaser beams accomplished their tasks, turning the machinery into slag. Only after the dock’s alarms begin to scream did I dare open my eyes. 
“Computer…” I took another deep breath while my stomach turned. “Was anyone hurt?”
“Negative.” I breathed a sigh of relief and although it may have been hallucinogenic wishful thinking on my part, so did Erica.
“Okay…now take off take me to Ganalda Station,” she instructed in a tone of forced calmness. I was certain at that point that this was starting to get to her. I merely nodded.
“Computer, set a course for Ganalda Station. Maximum warp.”
***

Trixie had barely reached the docks when chaos erupted. An explosion followed by the sound of starship engines coming to life made the docking area vibrate underneath her hooves. Interestingly enough, the hints of danger that screamed for her to stay away went completely unnoticed by the emboldened showmare as she bolted by fleeing guests and confused staff. Trixie had a feeling that she knew which ship was causing the commotion.
“Move!” she shouted, pushing past two Starfleet security response personnel before they could stop her. Their warnings to stop and wait went unheeded as the showmare burst into the damaged hangar…just in time to see the Ranger rise up into the Risan sky and take off.
“Augh!” she yelled in frustration, stomping on the floor as if performing an angry dance. “Now what?” she demanded of no one in particular. ‘Now what’ indeed? By the time she got to the resort’s transporter pad, the ship would be too far away to reach. She had to think outside the box if she had any hope of helping…
She paused to reflect on the notion. It was a nice change from the usual arrangement of Cole coming to her rescue but that didn’t make it any less daunting. What if she messed up? What if she somehow got aboard only to realize that it was swarming with Klingons or Hirogen or any other awful creature Cole had told her about? What if she was too late and he was already…?
Trixie shook her head; now was most assuredly not the time to become mired in fear and self-doubt. Instead, she began to concentrate, closing her eyes amid the chaos around her. She felt the Alicorn Amulet infuse her with energy, nearly making her giddy at the realization that her magical ability was not gone, despite the injuries she’d incurred not long ago. All that was left was remembering how Twilight had taught her…
Trixie barely had time to grin triumphantly before disappearing in a bright flash.
***

“Alright, happy now?” I asked begrudgingly as we went to warp. “Oh, and just so you know, Starfleet’s probably already dispatched a ship or two to intercept us. And when they catch us, ‘cause they will catch us, you’re going to prison and then I’m losing my job for not stopping you from trying to hurt innocent people and with that, it’s back to the poorhouse for Trixie and I!”
“Shut up!” she shouted, pointing the weapon at me again. “You think this is easy for me!?” Okay, wasn’t expecting that. Guess I wasn’t just imagining things when I saw the regret in her eyes when she turned on me. “You’re not the one whose little sister got kidnapped!” There was a pause as she swiftly but futilely covered her moth with her free hand. 
So that was it. It all began to dawn on me; Ganalda Station was a haven for allies of the Klingon Empire, allies that included our friends the Orion Syndicate. 
“Erica…” I began as calmly as possible given the circumstances. “Did the Orions take your sister?” She remained silent but her hurt, furious expression told me what I needed to know. “Look, I know you probably won’t believe me but…that’s something we have in common.” I had to stay calm and civil if I had any hope of defusing the situation. “About a month ago, Trixie got captured by Orion slavers. I managed to track them down and disable their ship but it was way too close. I almost lost her and the ship in that fight. And that was just against one ship! You know how many ships are gonna be at the station when we come waltzing in there?” There was a pause as I let everything sink in. “Erica, they are not gonna be happy to see us! And they’re gonna show it by wiping us out!” She looked stunned as if her plan hadn’t included what I had just mentioned. “I think this would be a good time to tell me what happened.” 
“Why would you care?” she shot back. She had a point; why should I care? I guess I’m just a softy at heart. The fact was that as long as she was the one holding the gun, I had to play it cool and to be honest, I sympathized with her. When Trixie was taken, I knew I wouldn’t rest until she was safely back on board the Ranger. 
“Well, for one thing, you’ve put us on a collision course with potential catastrophe so in the interest of staying alive, I have to cooperate.” I replied with a shrug. “I mean, my hands are pretty much tied.” 
“Oh, well that makes sense!” Erica shouted. “I should’ve known the only reason you’d help anyone was because of your selfish…” 
It was an interesting turn of events that stopped her tirade. The first was a large magical blast that sent my captor to the floor, flat on her back. I had to duck as, sure enough, the phaser discharged, damaging a computer panel almost directly behind me. I turned in the direction from which the blast originated to find an angry Trixie powering up her horn for another shot. I leapt to the ground and recovered the weapon just as Erica scrambled to her knees in search of it. 
“Alright, that’s enough!” I shouted, mostly to Trixie. I noted her disappointment but held firm on my position. Finally, her horn stopped glowing and she took up position beside me as we stood over the bewildered girl. “Trixie, watch her for a minute.” I instructed. “Computer, full stop!”
“Acknowledged.” I felt the ship slow until we finally dropped out of warp and came to a standstill.
“Plot a course for the nearest Starfleet ship, maximum warp.” 
“What are you doing!?” Erica demanded. “I thought you said that you’d get in trouble, too!” 
“Oh, I’m sure I will,” I replied angrily. “Except that I’m willing to own up to my mistakes. I screwed up and I’m ready to accept the consequences.” Trixie looked at me in surprise. “I’m sorry, Trix, but we might have to postpone our vacation a little longer.” I said apologetically as I placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. To my surprise, she wrapped her forelegs around me…whilst keeping a close eye on Erica.
“It’s okay,” she assured me. “Trixie’s just glad you’re okay.”
“Thanks,” I replied, returning the hug. There was a pause. 
“Can we…talk?” Trixie asked, the vulnerability in her voice taking me by surprise, not to mention the fact that this was a strange time to have a heart-to-heart. Whatever she had to say must’ve been really important.   
“Sure. Just let me do one thing.” I cleared my throat. “A-hem! Computer, transport Erica to the brig and establish standard prisoner containment protocols.” The girl didn’t even have time to react before being whisked away, leaving just Trixie and I.
“You have my undivided attention,” I assured her, giving her a small smile.
“I’m sorry,” she began quietly, pawing nervously at the floor. “I’m sorry for being so awful to you. You were just watching out for me and…trying to show me a good time…and…and…” Although she tried her best to hide it, the sniffles soon gave way to sobs, prompting me to lean in and hug her closely. 
“Hey now, it’s okay,” I whispered, any resentment I might’ve held towards her thoroughly purged from my system. I was just happy to see her again. 
“I…I’m always d-doing this…t-to you,” she murmured through her tears. “Even though y-you don’t d-deserve it.”
“Everypony makes mistakes,” I replied as I gently rubbed her back. “Still, if you’ve got something on your mind, I’m always here if you wanna talk about it.”
“T-thank you,” she murmured, nuzzling the crook of my neck with a relieved sigh.
To this day, I’m not sure what compelled me to plant a light kiss on her soft cheek.
I felt her grip around me momentarily tighten as her heart sped up, if only for a short time. When we eventually separated, I saw a small smile grace her muzzle, thankful that everything was finally right between us.
“So…what do we do now?” Trixie asked as I stood up and holstered the stray phaser. 
“That’s a good question,” I mused, stroking my chin. I was at a crossroads. On one hand, I had a responsibility to ensure that Erica was taken into custody for grand theft starship and general stupidity. On the other…well, let’s just say that simply turning her in and calling it a day didn’t sit well with me. If what she said was true and her sister really was in danger…how could I sleep at night, knowing that I had had just sat and allowed her to exist in captivity? Of course, attempting a rescue was a dangerous proposition and I was pretty sure that I was already numero uno on the Syndicate’s hate list. I sighed as I realized what needed to be done.
“Proximity alert; Starfleet vessel approaching at high warp.” the computer announced.
“Identify,” I replied, taking a seat with Trixie at my side. 
“Designation U.S.S. Repulse.” My heart skipped a beat. What luck! Not only did I have the chance to execute my plan, I actually had a hope in Hell of pulling it off! With the Repulse backing me up and my rapport with her captain already well-established, maybe with a little luck, I could turn this disaster around…for everybody.
“Computer,” I exclaimed. “Hail Captain Remy immediately. I’ve got a proposition for him.”
***
“I see…” Captain Remy mused as we sat in the Repulse’s ready room. “That’s quite the story. Don’t worry, I’ll be happy to testify on your behalf if this matter ever goes to court but I’m afraid that there’s not much I can do personally for Miss Erica’s situation. I’m sure that you’re aware of how difficult it is to maintain diplomatic relations with the Klingons as of late. Taking a Starfleet dreadnought that close to Quo’nos could have deadly ramifications.” He was right, of course. My plan was a long-shot at best and I was finally able to appreciate how long the shot actually was. “Besides, the Orions are allied with the Klingons. The Empire isn’t going to stand idly-by as two Federation ships sweep in and rob them of their, um…merchandise.” 
“So…isn’t there anything we can do?” I asked as my heart pounded. “Captain, if this is about her, then I honestly don’t think she was lying to me. I mean, why else would she do all this just to wind up in a Klingon hotspot?”
“Mr. Stevens, while I agree that she was desperate and had no one to turn to, the situation is still too touchy for Starfleet to intervene directly, at least in Klingon space.” Captain Remy replied. I felt one of my eyebrows raise, the telltale sign that I had just come up with yet another hair-brained idea. 
“What if they were in Federation territory?” I asked. 
“Then they’d be in our jurisdiction and Starfleet could…” He trailed off, clearly aware of what I was thinking. “You do realize what you’re proposing, right?”
“Yes sir.”
“Good, just making sure. Look, I don’t like this any more than you do but are you sure this is what you want to do?” Remy asked. I nodded.
“Positive. According to Starfleet Security, the current head of the Syndicate, Hassan the Undying, is wanted by Starfleet for conducting slaving operations in Federation territory. I read about it after our run-ins with the Orions a few weeks back, just in case we ever encountered them again. I wanted to know what kind of help we could get if we needed it.” I paused for effect and looked over at Captain Remy. “Look at it this way; not only will we have the chance to arrest a dangerous criminal on Starfleet’s most-wanted list, we’ll be rescuing innocent people as well.”
“Well, it’s an interesting plan…” he mused once again, stroking his thin, white goatee. “Dangerous but interesting. You are correct about Starfleet wanting to apprehend Hassan and if we needed someone to check for slaves on Ganalda Station, I have a few friends on the Klingon High Council who might be persuaded to perform an impromptu inspection in the interest of maintaining diplomatic relations with the Federation.”
“Sounds to me like I haven’t been the only one thinking about something like this,” I replied with a knowing grin.
“Correct on that note as well. I abhor slavery with a passion so if I ever have the opportunity to stop it, I don’t hesitate. This galaxy needs to be completely free of forced subjugation otherwise we’ll never truly grow as a galactic society.” I nodded in agreement. 
“So…does that mean you’re in?” I asked. Captain Remy took a deep breath.
“You’re on your own as far as luring them into our space is concerned,” he replied. “But after that, we’ve got your back.” 
“Sounds good,” I affirmed. 
“I do have one question for you,” Remy added. “How do you plan on incensing them enough so that they all come after you?” I grinned.
“Sir, trust me when I say that when it comes to getting chased by bad guys with guns, I’m kinda the expert.”
“Then I’ll leave that in your capable hands.” Remy replied as we rose to our feet and shook hands. “Good luck, Mr. Stevens.”
“Thanks, captain. With any luck, we can put an end to this for a good while.” 
***

Having successfully concluded my business with Captain Remy, I made my way down to Deck 4 for a little chat with our ‘guest’ to apprise her of our plan. I didn’t plan on taking too long, not with the Hungry and Apologetic Trixie waiting for me up in the mess hall. Despite her knowledge of the replicators and the use of, she nevertheless insisted on waiting for me to return before eating. Usually, she just went and tucked in whether I was there or not, so seeing this new side of her was quite refreshing. 
I entered the small brig to find Erica laying upon the cell’s small cot, staring blankly up at the ceiling. 
“Thought I’d drop by and let you know what’s going on,” I began, leaning against a nearby bulkhead. 
“Why bother? I already know what’s going to happen. I’m gonna get arrested and my little sister’s gonna rot in some sicko’s slave ring for the rest of her life.” she spat. 
“Well, you’re right about one thing,” I replied. She didn’t look at me. “But not about your sister.” I saw her sit up out of the corner of my eye. “In fact, I just got out of a meeting with Captain Remy of the U.S.S. Repulse and he’s agreed to help me mount a rescue mission.” 
“Are you serious?” she asked desperately, tears forming in both eyes. I nodded.
“Yes. In just a couple of hours, we will be arriving at Ganalda Station, at which time I will attempt to lure the Orion fleet stationed there, along with their leader, out into Federation space, where Captain Remy will be waiting to arrest their leadership.” There was a pause as she attempted to make sense of the news.  
“Why are you doing this?” she asked quietly, scarcely believing the news. “After everything I did to you. After I took advantage of you and threatened to kill you! Why?” she practically screamed, clearly unprepared for such an unexpected turn of events. 
“Because, like I told you before, I can relate,” I explained. “I know what you’re going through. Besides, it just so happens that Captain Remy and I share a particularly powerful hatred of slavery. That’s why we’ve decided to help. Slavery cannot be allowed to exist.” I stopped leaning and stretched my sore back. “You’ll be transporting over to the Repulse in a couple of hours, at which time you’ll likely be questioned by Captain Remy himself. He doesn’t usually do that so I highly suggest that you treat him with great respect. He’s a good man, Erica. I suggest you take that into consideration when in his company.” With that, I left the brig and headed back towards the turbolift.
“Hmm…”I mused as I passed the holodeck. “Why is there a program paused?” I wondered out loud. “Meh, no harm in seeing what program was running.” With that, I entered the holodeck.
I wasn’t really sure what to think, quite honestly. 
A single table with two chairs and a small candle adorning it sat amid a vast beach and under a beautiful moonlit night. For a moment, I thought I was back on Risa…that is, until I noticed who was seated on the opposite chair and put two and two together. There I was leaning partway across the table, eyes half-closed as if about to kiss someone. I could scarcely believe my eyes. This was indisputably a date scenario between myself and Trixie. 
And then, just like that, it all made sense. I suddenly realized why Trixie was behaving like a precocious teenager with a crush on that ‘totally gross and not at all cute boy across the room’. It was because she was the precocious teenager with a crush. On me, no less, not to mention coming from out of nowhere to boot.
Well, that escalated quickly.
“Computer, end program.” I exclaimed, and the room quickly returned to its normal state. There was no doubt about it; sometime in the near future, when I finished sorting out my own feelings, now more confusing than ever thanks to Erica’s brutal 180, Trixie and I needed to have a little chat. With that now firmly implanted in my mind, I left for the mess hall. 
***

Dinner had been a quiet affair, with both of us using the downtime and relative calm to engage in some serious thought-sorting. I don’t think we exchanged a single word as we ate. I was more than happy to simply reflect on what I’d seen in the holodeck and truth be told, it made me view Trixie in a whole new light, almost as if whatever had prevented me from seeing her as an actual female had gone away.
She really was a girl like any other. Hell, besides the whole quadruped thing, she was just like any human girl. I began to notice certain ‘traits’ as we ate in silence. The curve of her body, while exotic, wasn’t unattractive. She possessed a certain ‘unique’ set of aesthetically pleasing traits, most notably her flanks, which had drawn my eye a few times simply because...well, there it was for all to see. Armed with a different perspective, my imagination began to wander. Was I physically attracted to her? If so, what had prompted such a change of heart? If anyone told me that it was the result of her sudden willingness to go out with me, I would be the first to call ‘bullshit’. Talk about a contrived and clichéd plot device, huh? 
And yet, here I was, wondering what it’d be like to cuddle up to her while at warp while we watched one of those classic 21st century comedies that she seemed to enjoy so much. Imagined what it’d be like to rest my head atop hers and periodically run my fingers through her soft mane. Imagined what it’d be like to kiss her…
She was a pony.
A sentient, talking pony.
From Equestria. 
And I was starting to get more than simply used to the idea.
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		What Happens on Risa...Part IV



	Acting captain’s log, Stardate…whatever. It’s been several hours since we began our trip to Ganalda Station and I can only hope that our new mission doesn’t last too much longer than that. Despite my frustration, I hope that Erica’s sister, Karen, is alive and well…or, as well as she can be considering her company. No one deserves a life of slavery, especially an innocent civilian. Makes me wish I had a big, bad tactical cruiser at my disposal. Then I could ensure the safety of other civilian transports and this bullshit would happen a lot less.
I haven’t said anything to Trixie about what I saw on the holodeck and to my knowledge, she hasn’t gone anywhere near Deck 4 so I can only assume she doesn’t know that I know about…ugh, this damn drama is giving me a headache. I’m at a loss as to how I should handle the situation, being quite out-of-practice. It’s definitely not a bad thing. At least it probably won’t turn into another round of ‘wham, bam, thank you, Cole’. I hope not anyway. (End recording) 
I sighed and reclined on my recently remade bed. In a fit of shame and regret, I had stripped the old sheets off, recycled them in the replicator, and fabricated new ones. They weren’t as soft and well worn-in as my old ones but it was a price I was willing to pay to rid my sleeping space of her scent.
Beyond that and the obligatory log entry, I was at a loss as to what to do next. We would arrive at our destination in about an hour but I still needed something to pass the time. Normally, I would plan what I was going to do but since all we had to do was piss them off, I figured I could probably ad-lib this one. 
Of course, there was another reason I needed to occupy myself. 
Bored and full of regret is a debilitating combination, and it was the condition with which I found myself afflicted. I needed something to do, something to take my mind off the feeling of betrayal staging an invasion of my heart. I had a dozen or so holodeck programs ready to go, there always diagnostics to run, and there was usually some annoying little technical issue to torture my less-than-technical mind with.
Or I could just get drunk… 
The sound of my door chime shook me from my thoughts. I stretched and got up so I was sitting on the edge of the bed.
“Come in,” I called. “Oh, hey.” I greeted as Trixie tentatively entered. “Is there…something you need?” 
“Trixie is…Trixie is okay,” she replied hesitantly before looking up at me, concern gracing on face. “Trixie…I, came to see…if you were okay.” I sighed and offered her a tired smile. 
“Thanks, Trix,” I replied, ruffling her ears. “I’m okay, just…still getting over the shock, I guess.” There was a pause.
“You really liked her didn’t you?” Her tone was gentle, not at all accusatory like most of her inquiries, which was especially surprising considering her feelings towards me. So that was it, huh? She was gonna make come out and say it.
“Yeah,” I replied quietly. “I did.” 
And that’s all it took. I began to bawl like a helpless infant. The dam shattered, letting loose all the latent feelings of shame and betrayal I had kept under wraps for the past several hours and quite possibly, years. First, my parents on Romulus, and now this; what could’ve been a wonderful and fulfilling companionship…gone because of some filthy injustice that I now found myself a willing part of. Irony is a cruel mistress indeed, to say the least.
I’m not sure how long we sat there, my face buried in Trixie’s mane while she gently rubbed my back with a front hoof. She never once hinted at being bored or disappointed or ashamed of me. She just sat and waited the storm out until the deluge turned into a small trickle at best. Having finally banished most of my emotional distress, I sat up and wiped my eyes for what I hoped would be the final time for a long time. 
“Feeling better?” she asked quietly, continuing to rub my back. I nodded and set my hand on her free hoof, squeezing it.
“Yeah,” I replied, a little out of breath from the rather considerable outpouring of emotions. “Quite a bit, actually. Thanks for doing this.”
“Doing what?”
“Staying with me. You didn’t have to do that. But…I’m really glad you did.” I assured her, adding a hug for good measure.
“I just wanted you to know that you could…” She fidgeted nervously, although rather than pull away, she returned the embrace. “…y’know, count on me. To…be there for you.” 
“I appreciate it,” I murmured into her soft mane, carefully resting my head atop hers. “We have to be there for each other.” I could feel her muzzle curve into a smile, even before she spoke.
“And we will be.”
***

“Computer, what’s our ETA?” I asked as Trixie and I entered the bridge. 
“We will arrive at Ganalda Station in approximately 12 minutes.” I looked at Trixie and offered her a small smile that I hoped appeared at least somewhat confident.
“Ready for another round with the Orion Syndicate?” I asked. She grinned and nodded.
“Of course! Trixie is always ready for a challenge! Bring ‘em on!”
“Hey, easy now!” I replied with a small laugh. “I appreciate your enthusiasm but we’re trying not to fight them this time, remember?” The showmare rolled her eyes.
“Yes, yes, Trixie knows.”
“Are you sure?” I asked with a healthy amount of scrutiny. “I think we should go over the plan one more time.” 
“Ugh, fine,” Trixie replied, slightly exasperated. 
“Step one: show up right on their doorstep. Step two: Provoke them into following us into shared space and if we can, Federation space. Step three: hope that Captain Remy has enough friends in high places to support a possible confrontation with the Syndicate and rescue any slaves from the station.” There are some ideas that sound more outlandish when stated aloud rather than simply thought about in one’s mind. This was one of those ideas.
“Trixie doesn’t like this,” she muttered, her face contorted into concern and skepticism. “Just being the bait. At least in a fight, you know what’s going to happen. Either they’re gonna get you or you’re gonna get them.”
“Sounds like you’re speaking from experience,” I commented. Her ears flattened as she frowned at me.
“Once or twice…” she ventured cautiously. I could see it on her face; this was a particularly touchy subject with her and not one I wanted to broach, at least not at the moment. We had a job to do. 
“Good enough for me,” I assured her. “Computer, tactical status.”
“All phaser banks and torpedo launchers are operating within normal parameters. All Aegis modifications also operating within normal parameters.” Trixie looked at me quizzically. 
“Just feels good to know we’re ready,” I said with a shrug.
“I guess so but Trixie didn’t need the ship to tell her that.” she replied smartly, sending me a confident wink. I smiled and nodded.
“That’s what I like to hear.”
We dropped out of warp a few short minutes later, appearing exactly where we expected in the Archanis Sector, and as close as we could get to Ganalda Station.
“Dear Celestia…” Trixie murmured as we beheld the large cloud of Orion ships crowding the station, taking note of the titanic warship directly in the middle.  
“That’s a lot of big green men…” I muttered. “We have to work quickly. Computer, scan all vessels and the station for any human females and pinpoint any that match the profile given by Erica.” The computer beeped and there was a pause as it performed its task. 
“38 subjects in total and one match found.”
“Location?”
“They have just been transported aboard the Warbarge Dreadnought.” 
“Damnit,” I cursed. “Guess anything else would’ve been too easy, huh?” 
“How are we supposed to beat that thing?” Trixie asked, clearly unsettled by the presence of so many of our former ‘friends’.
“That’s the best part; we don’t have to. Captain Remy made it clear that he and whatever task force he manages to scrape together will take care of any warships that come after us.” I assured her, hoping it would turn out to be true. Starfleet reinforcements were one thing but there were a lot of Orions camped out by the station. As I gauged Trixie’s reaction, I couldn’t help but notice an expression of…regret? “Something up?” I asked out of curiosity.
“What do you mean?”
“You looked like you were actually disappointed that we wouldn’t have to fight them.”
“How are you not?” she countered. “They’ve been making our lives miserable for weeks! Trixie thinks we should return the favor!” 
I had to admit that she did have a point. 
“Look, if they need us to provide additional support, then I promise we’ll get right in there. For now, I think we should concentrate on getting their attention and setting this ridiculous plan in motion.” 
“Warning: proximity alert. Hostile vessels approaching.” 
“Trixie thinks we have their attention,” the showmare pointed out as dozens of ships, including the Warbarge converged on our position, blocking our view with sheer numbers.
“Computer, open a channel to all Orion vessels,” I instructed. 
“Channel open.” I took a deep breath as the viewscreen filled with no less than 40 green faces, none of which looked too happy to see us. I looked over at Trixie, receiving a ‘go ahead’ nod. “Alright…which one of you wants to surrender first?”
My ‘ultimatum’ was met with riotous laughter. After a few seconds, they regained their composure and a particularly large face occupied the majority of the viewscreen. 
“Who are you?” he demanded, his deep voice reverberating across the COM channel.
“Never mind that.” I knew they’d scan us eventually but I wanted to buy as much time as I could for Captain Remy. “I’m here for one of your captives, a human female by the name of Karen. Transport her to my ship immediately and I’ll be on my way.”
Just for the record, I didn’t expect to be taken seriously. 
“You have some nerve, boy,” he growled. “Do you not know who you are addressing? I am Hassan the Undying!”
“I know,” I answered nonchalantly. Up and to my left at the tactical station, Trixie stiffened in anticipation and subtly moved her hoof until it just barely hovered over the ‘fire’ button. “The deal stands. Give us the prisoner and we’ll leave.” 
“Oh, you’ll be leaving,” Hassan assured me. “But not as you are. All ships, target the Federation vessel!” 
“Warning: multiple weapons locked on. Recommend evasive maneuvers.” the computer exclaimed.
“You should listen to your computer,” Hassan warned. “If you had, perhaps you would have lived to see another day.” 
“Don’t worry,” I replied. “I plan to. Trixie, now!” She nodded and with that, a burst of phaser fire from the forwards arrays hit the first four ships, catching the overconfident vessels completely by surprise. The subsequent explosions, though not enough to destroy said vessels, provided the perfect opportunity to escape, which we did…after sending a photon torpedo at the Warbarge just before going to warp. If that didn’t provoke them into chasing us, nothing would. 
***

Here's a little joke for you; how many idiots does it take to piss off an entire Orion fleet? If the answer is not abundantly clear, our warp trail was the black box. No sooner had the Targ manure hit the fan, we were scanned, subsequently recognized, and immediately fired upon. Fortunately, the Aegis system kicked in just in time, preventing any serious damage, and we were able to escape by the skin of our teeth. I had to admit that for a bunch of barbaric slave-keepers, they were pretty Johnny-on-the-spot and jumped to warp immediately after we had. 
I looked over at the blue mare as we streaked towards the rendezvous point. She didn’t even bother to hide it; as a matter of fact, I could feel a thought working its way onto my face in the form of a disgruntled and frustrated expression. 
We were tired of running. Turning tail and racing for our lives to the nearest friendly port was beginning to get to us, not that it hadn’t bothered us before. The difference was thanks to my new gear, we had a way to fight back and regain our honor, as the Klingons would say. I was finally starting to see the wisdom behind some of their ‘philosophies’. And by the expression on Trixie’s face, she was thinking the exact same thing. 
We reached the meeting point and dropped out of warp with the Orion fleet right behind us…which really sucked for them. Awaiting their arrival was the dreadnought Repulse, the Multi-Vector tactical ship Prometheus, and at least two dozen other starships of various configurations, all stood ready to engage. 
And engage they did. I immediately ordered evasive maneuvers, barely evading the ensuing crossfire as both fleets clashed. Beams and torpedoes turned the space around us into no man’s land. Surprised for the second time that day, they fought with desperation to escape the trap. If they hadn’t been such honourless dogs, I might’ve appreciated their tenacity. Instead, I scanned for their leader, intent on showing him just how sick and tired of the Syndicate we were. 
“Over there!” Trixie exclaimed, pointing at the viewscreen.
“Damn coward!” I growled as Hassan’s Warbarge slunk away, a small but steady stream of plasma leaking from the port side near the stern. “Whaddya say?” I asked, turning to Trixie. “Wanna teach ‘im a lesson?” 
“Let’s do it!” she exclaimed, a determined grin gracing her muzzle. 
“Then let’s go to work. Computer, pursuit course. Configure manual firing control to fire all beam weapons and stand by.” 
“Acknowledged.” I looked back up at Trixie and gave her a grin of my own.
“How’d you like to be my tactical officer?” Her eyes widened.
“Are you…are you serious?” she asked, clearly in disbelief. 
“Look at it this way; not only were you trapped on one of those damned slave ships, you saved the lives of six children. You deserve a chance to get even.” Her grin quickly turned into a full-on smile.
“Trixie would love nothing more!”  
It didn’t take long for the quick and nimble Ranger to catch up with our prey. In what would soon become an irony fetishist’s wet dream, we let loose with every attack pattern and weapons combination I could think of, ensuring that we only targeted weapons, shields, and engines so as not to inadvertently hurt the innocent people on board. While my tactical knowledge was limited at best, we’d had quite a bit of practice fighting the Orions, giving us a decent advantage. Using our superior maneuverability, along with the adaptive shields of the Aegis system, we both fought and survived, twisting, turning, and weaving, peppering the dreadnought with torpedoes and razing it with phaser fire. If nothing else, it was one Hell of a light show.
“Told you learning some bridge controls would come in handy!” I exclaimed as Trixie practically hammered the newly-minted ‘fire all weapons’ button. 
“Shut up and steer this thing!” she retorted, staring intently out the viewscreen. 
“Evasive pattern Delta 5!” I shouted, pleased that one of the two or three I actually knew was doing what we needed it to do. “How’s that?” 
“Better!” 
I spared a glance at our shields and hull integrity; despite our efforts and the capabilities of the Aegis, the Ranger was never designed to go toe-to-toe with a dreadnought. Try as we might to disable or disarm it, we just weren’t doing enough damage to make a serious enough difference. It was only a matter of time before they repaired whatever was leaking and went to warp. If we were gonna stop ‘em, it had to be really soon. 
“Alright, Trixie, I think it’s time for Plan B!” I announced. 
“What’s ‘Plan B’?” she nearly shouted. 
“We need more firepower and with Captain Remy and the others occupied, it’s up to us to stop Hassan here and now! How about giving that Amulet of yours a squeeze?” Then, suddenly remembering what had happened the last time she’d used it, I backpedaled so fast I’m surprised I didn’t go flying out the shuttle bay. I sighed; Trixie paused and looked at me apprehensively. “I’m sorry.”
“What? Why?”
“Because of what happened at Starbase 39. I almost lost you last time you used it. I…I can’t…won’t ask you to take that risk again.” To my surprise, the showmare offered me a confident smile and placed a hoof on my shoulder. 
“Cole, it was a risk I was willing to take.” She returned her attention to the viewscreen and the flying behemoth therein. “And one Trixie is more than ready to take again!” With that, her horn and Amulet began to glow. The bridge became enveloped with blue light before condensing into several spheres and flying out the bridge. We watched through the viewscreen as the spheres appeared in front of us and transformed into very familiar shapes. 
“Aha! Yes!” I cried as the photonic fleet began a coordinated attack on the Warbarge’s shields, weapons, and engines. Trixie kept her eyes closed as she guided them and after a minute or two of overwhelming fire, the fleeing warship came to a dead stop and finally stopped firing.
“Target's shields, weapons, and engines have failed.” the computer informed us. Trixie opened her eyes and the magically-conjured fleet disappeared with a flash. 
“Computer, casualty report. Are the captives alright?” 
“Affirmative. Holding cells located deep in ship’s interior.” I breathed a sigh of relief and got up, wiping my brow as I did so. 
“We did it, Trix,” I said as she came around and sat on her haunches beside me, panting and staring at the viewscreen. 
“Eep!” she squeaked as I suddenly picked her up around her waist and hugged her, smushing the sides of our faces together. Blushing madly, Trixie relaxed and wrapped her front hooves around me. We leaned away from each other shared a victorious smile. 
“Amazing as always, Trix,” I said as we watched the victorious Federation fleet surround the crippled Warbarge. “I don’t know what I’d do without you. Hell, I don’t know what anyone would…” 
Her lips touched mine, rendering anything more I might’ve said completely irrelevant. As far as kisses go, it was chaste and felt like it ended prematurely but that did not in any way make it any less meaningful.
Or surprising for that matter. I mean, I knew she liked me but I wasn’t expecting…well, that to happen. How was I supposed to know how she would choose to show affection? After all, she was an Equestrian, a species about which I possessed little knowledge, to say nothing of their mating habits or courting preferences. Maybe it was the thrill of our victory. Maybe it was the teamwork. Maybe it was just a spur-of-the-moment gesture brought on by my equally spur-of-the-moment gesture. What I eventually concluded as we stood still, holding each other tightly was that none of that mattered. We had persevered and triumphed over incredible odds and staged yet another daring rescue.
“Mr. Stevens?” The voice of Captain Remy brought us back to reality. I quickly (but gently) set Trixie down and stood at attention as the captain regarded us through the viewscreen from the comfortable chair in his ready room. “I apologize for the interruption but the Admiral would like a word with you regarding Erica and Karen.”
“How are they doing, sir?” I asked.
“Shaken up but otherwise unharmed.” Trixie let out a huff. I scratched her ear absentmindedly and felt her relax. 
“Thank you, Captain,” I replied with an appreciative nod before pausing. “Sir…what’s going to happen to them? Will Erica stand trial? And what about Karen?” Captain Remy nodded.
“Yes, Erica will have to stand trial. We have placed her sister under Federation custody for the time being.” 
“What about their parents, sir?” I asked, wondering how I had not asked that earlier. 
“According to the database, they were killed when the transport they were on was attacked by the Orion Syndicate. Apparently, Karen and Erica were the only survivors. They tried to escape when the ship made a stop at Risa but only Erica made it. From what I gathered during our discussion, she tried to go back for her sister but Karen insisted that she save herself and get help.” The captain sighed and drummed his fingers together. “It’s amazing what people will do in the face of a crisis,” he mused. “I don’t think her sentence will be very serious. While she did commandeer a starship, no one was hurt as a direct result and that allowed us to capture one of the Federation’s most wanted criminals. I expect that the evidence will absolve her of any serious trouble.” I breathed a sigh of relief. 
“Well, that’s about as good as can be expected given the current situation, right?” I asked. Remy nodded. 
“I would say so. The Admiralty has requested that you submit a full report on what happened to the best of your knowledge. I suggest you finish that sooner rather than later to make sure we have it by the time the trial comes along.” 
"Yes sir. I’ll get to to as soon as I can.”
“I know you will. Best of luck to you and Trixie, Mr. Stevens,” Remy replied. “I’m sure we’ll meet again.”
“I hope so, sir.” I answered. “By the way; thanks for all your help. We’re in your debt…again.” Remy smiled and chuckled. 
“It’s just part of my duties, Mr. Stevens, although if you feel so strongly about it, just buy me a round of Kanar next time and we’ll call it even.” I nodded curtly.
“Sounds real good, sir.”
***

Acting Captain’s log, Stardate something, something. After three days of repairs at Deep Space k7, we’re finally ready got get under way. Fortunately, most of the damage was fairly easy to remedy and I am pleased to report that the Ranger is ship-shape once again, although I’m now of the opinion that if insurance still existed in the Federation, I’d have a policy as long as my arm.
Things with Trixie have been…different. Don’t get me wrong; things between us are fine, probably better than they’ve ever been. It’s just that we obviously both need some time to really examine our feelings and thinks about where we want to go. I know I’m probably being overcautious and what have you but Trixie’s really important to me. I’d rather not screw things up between us. 
Having said that, I’m starting to warm up to the idea of being in a serious relationship with her. We’ve both grown a lot since we started this journey together and I think we’re finally starting to meld. It’s a nice change from the hourly wars we used to wage, that’s for sure. 
I think I’m ready to give this a try. (End transmission)
I yawned and stretched, grunting as my back cracked and loosened up. I glanced at the clock; almost three in the morning (Earth standard time). I got up and made my way to Trixie’s room to bid her good night. 
“Computer,” I said, remembering how late it was. “Where's Trixie?” 
“The Great and Powerful Trixie is on the bridge.” I couldn’t help but laugh; apparently, the sly showmare had instructed the computer to address her as she saw fit. Still, I suppose that after those last two photonic fleets, she deserved some opportunity to stroke her ego. 
Upon exiting the turbolift, I found her sitting close to the main viewscreen, staring out at the stars beyond the station. She always did love the stars. In fact, if I wasn’t sure that the star on her flank was attached to a wand and therefore denoted magic affinity, I would’ve attributed her cutie mark to her love of the stars. 
“Nice view, huh?” I asked, causing her to turn around in surprise. “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you. May I join you?” 
“Sure. It’s your bridge.” I smiled; even in a pensive half-trance, she still retained her wit. 
“Thanks.” I replied, taking a seat beside her. There was a silence as I joined her in her observations. “Trixie…is there something you…maybe wanna talk about?” I ventured. There was a pause and although I wasn’t studying her face, I could tell she was thinking very hard about her answer.
“Kind of…” she admitted, much to my surprise. Up until this point, she had been a very private mare and had kept me on a need-to-know basis. Nevertheless, I welcomed her candidness. “Trixie…I…kinda…maybe…you know…” she murmured nervously. I decided to let her off the hook.
“Look, Trix, it’s been a strange last four days so I understand if you need time to… y’know, think things over. I know I could. Still…that kiss was…it was really great.” I assured her, ruffling her ears. 
“T-thanks,” she replied sheepishly, blushing. “It f-felt really good to me, too.” I smiled and put my arm around her. She let out a small, happy sigh and leaned against me, resting her head on my shoulder. 
“Receiving incoming transmission from Starfleet Command, priority Alpha.” the computer announced, startling us. Trixie sighed and I rolled my eyes. 
“On-screen.” 
My eyes widened as I read the message, after which I absentmindedly rose to my feet. Sensing something amiss, Trixie read it as well before looking up at me with an inquisitive expression.
“Cole…what’s a ‘Dyson Sphere’?”
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		Omega Part I



	There’s nothing quite like the fresh sensation of salty sea air as it permeates and rejuvenates the body. From my perch high up on the ship’s towering mizzenmast, I felt the wind wrap itself around me in cool yet comforting embrace. There was nothing to distract me from reveling in the feeling of undeniable freedom the openness bestowed upon me and the others as we traversed the great blue expanse. I took another deep, appreciative breath and…
“COLE!” a familiar, somewhat disgruntled voice called from somewhere below. Startled, I peered down from the crow’s nest and surveyed the brigantine’s main deck, searching for the source of the rather abrupt shout. “Cole! Where are you?” 
For a moment, I considered ignoring the call and using the spirited sailing ditty being sung by the crew as justification for plausible deniability. Then again, the idea of dealing with an angry magic-wielder didn’t really appeal to me either. Indeed, Hell hath no fury like a disgruntled Trixie. My mind made up, I sighed and grabbed a nearby rope, gripped it firmly, and leapt out of the crow’s nest and into the air.
“Waaaaahooooooo!” I cried as I fell for a split second before swinging around the mast, keeping a firm grip on the rope as I flew over the bewildered faces of the crew. With a cocky grin, I waited until I was swinging towards the rear sails and let go of the rope. “Yeeeeeaaaah!” I yelled triumphantly as the sudden release propelled me into the billowing white sheets. Gripping the cloth as tightly as I could with both arms, I slid down the sail expertly, intending to land right beside my compatriot at the helm. 
“Aaaaaugh!” I shouted as my foot caught a small hole and tipped me over, thus compelling me to land unceremoniously flat on my back exactly where I wanted but decidedly without any semblance of dignity or pride. “Damn, that hurt…” I muttered, wincing as I slowly sat up and rubbed my back. I got back to my feet and glanced down at Trixie, who looked at me with an unimpressed expression that somehow complimented her black and scarlet pirate captain’s outfit. “I mean…arr, that be murder on me keester!” She rolled her eyes.  
“For somepony who wanted to play pirate so badly, Trixie thought you’d be better at staying in character!” 
“Arr, what was that, matey?” I growled with a grin, leaning towards her whilst cupping my ear. “I could nary hear what ye were sayin’!” Trixie sighed.
“Ahem! Ye best listen t’ yer cap’n or Trixie’ll have ye strung up by yer ankles…" She sighed as I waggled my eyebrows. "...arr!” 
“Right ye arr, cap’n!” I replied, replacing my lost hat. “What say we weigh anchor and hoist the mizzen?”
“What the hay does that mean?” the showmare asked. I looked at her expectantly and waggled my eyebrows. Trixie sighed and once again, rolled her eyes. “Arr.” she added unenthusiastically.
“Arr, I haven’t the foggiest, cap’n!” I exclaimed with a comically stoic expression. “I be just a simple rapscallion, ma’am! A salty dog who lives to sail the seven seas, arr. Now let’s raise the Jolly Roger an’ find us some booty, arr!” 
“Some what?” 
“Treasure, matey! Plunder, gold, silver, maybe a pair o’ the admiral’s knickers!” There was a pause.
“Can we do something else now?” 
“Hey, you’re the one who wanted to be the captain!”
“It’s the role that best suits the Great and Powerful Trixie!”
“Cap’n!” one of the crew called from just below us on the main deck, halting the argument. “There be a ship comin’ over the horizon! She flies the flag o’ the East India Trading Company, sir!” I grinned and rubbed my hands together.
“Batten down the hatches! Bring ‘er round an’ prepare to fire all broadsiders, ye scurvy bilge rats! Shift yerselves, lads, or it’s you we’ll shove into the cannons!” I cried over the edge of the upper deck, waving my cutlass as I called out my instructions.
“Hey! Trixie thought she was the captain!” I knelt down and put my arm around her. 
“Arr, if ye be wantin’ t’ wear the hat o’ the cap’n, ye best be showin’ me an’ the crew that ye be worthy o’ it!” 
“Fine! You want a pirate captain? Then Trixie shall give you a pirate captain!” She cleared her throat, walked over to the staircase, proceeded down it, and continued onto the main deck. “Well? What arr ye waitin’ fer? Hoist the sales! Load the cannons! Come on, you lot, bring a spring upon her cable!” There was a chorus of ‘Yes sirs!” as she strutted proudly and determinately across the deck, pointing her hooves and barking orders. “Look sharp, ye theivin’ scallywags! No prey, no pay! Shiver me timbers, arr!” She looked back at me, to which I replied with a spirited thumbs-up.
“Quartermaster! They be turnin’ with th’ wind!” a man wielding a spyglass reported from my left side. 
“Good! If it’s a fight they be wantin’, it’s a fight we’ll give ‘em!” I leaned over the rail and waved wildly at Trixie, who soon returned to the upper deck. 
“What be the situation, Mr. Stevens?” she asked, adding a slight growl for good measure.
“The company ship be closin’ in, cap’n!” I replied as Trixie turned to another pirate. 
“Mr. Gibbs! Be the cannons loaded an’ the men thirsty fer blood?” He grinned and nodded.
“Aye, cap’n. After two weeks o’ nothin’ save fer that Navy galleon we sent to Davy Jones, the men be ready fer anythin’!”
“Excellent!” Trixie exclaimed happily “Load photon torpedoes and prepare to fire all phasers on my mark!” 
A cold wind graced the ship as everyone on board looked at her in confusion. I face-palmed as she took a look around before blushing and scooting back a few steps. 
“Er…Trixie meant ‘prepare t’ fire all guns on her…my command’! Send ‘em to the briny deep, ye scallywags!” There was a raucous cheer as every man prepared themselves and the ship for battle. 
“Nice save, Freud.” I muttered.
“Thanks.”
“If I didn’t know any better,” I continued as we paced about the deck, supervising the crew. “I’d say you’ve been learning from me.”
“Do you really think so?” she asked genuinely, surprising me.
“Well, look at it this way,” I offered. “If we ever get in a situation that rendered me unable to operate the ship, where would that leave you? Personally, I’d rather not take that risk. I know I’d feel better if you could handle yourself in the case of an emergency.”
“Um…Cole?” she said, jingling the Alicorn Amulet in front of me.
“Sure, there’s that but you still never know, right?” I replied with a shrug. “Ah well. There’ll be lots of time to discuss that later. For now, I believe we have a more pressing issue to deal with.” I cleared my throat and struck a pose, holding my arms behind my back as if deep in thought. “Arr, the ship o’ booty approaches, cap’n, an’ they’ve raised their flags! Those damned fools!” I declared, making a fist. “What be yer orders, ma’am?” 
“After we bring the masts down with cannon fire,” Trixie…I mean, Captain Trixie, instructed. “We board ‘em an’ take what’s rightfully ours!” To this, she received a roaring reply be the crew, eager for plunder. “How was that?” she asked quietly.
“You’re getting the hang of it.” I assured her with a smile. “Ready?” She nodded.
“Ready.”
“Excellent! Mr. Jenkins!” I called, startling the man into hiding his flask. “Are they within range o’ the heavy guns?”
“Yes sir!” 
“Good!” I turned to Trixie. “Care to do the honors, cap’n?” 
“Of course! All hands, fire on my mark! Three! Two! One…” 
The ship suddenly lurched from side to side, catching us off-guard and sending many of the crew to the deck. Hanging on to the railing for support, I made my way to the side and peered over the edge. Large ripples contorted the surface and for a moment, I thought I saw a large shape pass beneath us. 
“Come about!” I shouted as my hunch swiftly turned into paranoia. Trixie gave me a quizzical expression.
“What is it?” she half-demanded, surprised by my sudden outburst. “What did you see?”
“I’m not sure,” I replied, kneeling down and beckoning her to do the same lest we be overheard. “Some massive…thing just cruised right under the hull. I didn’t get a very good look at it but I think we should get the Hell out of here.” There was a brief pause as Trixie looked at me rather strangely. “Here, I got this,” I added as I stood up. “Helmsman, turn us around! Get us out of here!”
“Belay that!” Startled, I turned to find Trixie with her front hooves perched on the railing overlooking the main deck. She turned to me and grinned. “Arr, what be the matter, ye lily-livered Jack Tar? ‘Fraid o’ a little fish?” Her grin dared me to offer a rebuke. 
“N-no, cap’n! Ne’er!” I assured her whilst trying to assure myself. 
“Very well! Resume our course to the company vessel so we may…”
She didn’t get to finish. Six gigantic murky-green tentacles erupting from the water around the ship saw to that. We stared in horror as the limbs began their terrible assault on the ship and crew, dragging them screaming into the deep, never to be seen or heard from again. The ship groaned and cracked as the monster tore at it, effortlessly cracking the masts, shattering the decks with repeated strikes, and punching through the hull in search of sailors to eat. 
All the while, Trixie stood in silence with a growing gleam in her eye.
“Forward!” she suddenly shouted, much to the chagrin and terror of the crew. “Aye, ye heard yer cap’n! We strike while the beast is occupied!”
“Are you crazy?” I hissed as the crew voiced their displeasure…loudly. 
“Can you think of a better idea?” Trixie asked. “Personally, I’d rather fight it while it’s busy than run and let it hunt us down!” I had to admit that, as crazy as it sounded, she had a point.
“Alright, you heard the cap’n!” I shouted over the deck. “Get those cannons loaded an’ arm yerselves, fer today we face the Devil ‘imself!” Galvanized into action, the crew replied with admirable efficiency as they prepped the guns and passed around guns, swords, pointy sticks, anything they could get their hands on. “Ready?” I asked, flashing the pair of custom pistols slung just inside my coat. Trixie nodded and smiled, levitating a miniature cannon, stylized with her colors and cutie mark in front of me. I grinned and shook my head.
“Show-off.” 
With that, we charged as fast as the wind could propel us, straight towards the skyscraper-sized beast lurking ‘neath the waves. So focused were we on our target that none of us noticed the darkening sky above us, so focused on our target were we that only Trixie noticed something else emerge from the deep. 
It practically exploded about 100 feet off our starboard bow, tearing up the sea as it leapt out before landing with a mighty crash, showering us with seawater. Trixie grabbed the spyglass and turned to the source of the disturbance. Her eyes widened as she beheld the terrifying sight of a man o’ war, ethereal, macabre, titanic in its proportions…and heading straight for us. 
“Cole! We’ve got another problem!” she shouted. I whipped around and my eyes widened as well as I took in the scene. Bearing down on us, the colossal ship of legend brimmed with massive cannons and a demonic crew, laughing and shrieking into the blackened sky and howling their unholy praises at the full lunar eclipse overhead. 
“Glory be!” I admonished. “It’s the Flying Dutchman!” Below us, the crew partook in a combination of screaming, demanding answers, and praying for their immortal souls. 
“What is the ‘Flying Dutchman’!?” Trixie demanded.
“Arr, she be the greatest ship o’ legend that ever sailed! Aye, they say she be crewed by demons and captained by the foulest beast o’ the underworld, arr!” Try as I might to sound dire and serious, I couldn’t help but grin at some yet-unseen opportunity.
“Why are you grinning? I mean, sure, a sea monster’s all well and good but a demon ship?” she demanded once more.
“They say that whomever controls the Dutchman forever controls the sea itself!” I exclaimed. “Mighty appealin’…don’t ya think?” I added, giving her a gentle nudge. The showmare regarded me with a doubtful expression.  
“You can’t be serious.”
“Aye, what say we take ‘er as our own an’ rule the seas together ‘till the end o’ time?” I asked with a cocky smile. Trixie lifted a hoof to her chin in thought. 
“Will Trixie still be the captain?”
“Sure.” I replied with a shrug.
“Arr, listen up, ye scurvy Jack Tars!” Trixie yelled over the chaos of the main deck. “After we dispose o’ that overgrown sea rat, I’d say it be time fer a change o’ scenery! What say you?” Trixie sighed as the panic continued, her brave words completely unnoticed. She looked at me expectedly; I nodded and cleared my throat. 
“Computer, modify the personality subroutines of our crew.” The computer replied with an acknowledgement chime. “Change them from ‘foolhardy’ to ‘recklessly courageous to the point of self-annihilation’.”
“Modifications complete.”
“Good!” 
In an almost comical fashion, the once-panicked crew had turned into the most ambitious and fanatically brave group of brigands ever to set foot on a ship. They cheered and brandished their weapons as the three of us, the Kraken, the Dutchman, and ourselves, surged towards each other. I grinned as, to starboard, the Dutchman took aim with the veritable wall of cannons that covered its broadside. I watched in awe as, to port, the Kraken reared its head out of the water, its teeth-lined funnel-like maw staring us down like a vacuous eye before letting out a deafening…
“Alert; 10 minutes until arrival at destination.” I sighed and face-palmed. 
“Computer, freeze program.” With that, both the mighty Kraken and the demon ship froze, each mere moments away from unleashing devastating attacks. “Awe man, just when it was getting good!” I complained as we exited the holodeck. “Sorry about that,” I added apologetically. “Next time we get a chance, we can just pick off right where we paused.”
“S-sounds great…” Trixie muttered. 
“You okay?” I asked. “That wasn’t too much for you, was it?”
“Of course not!” she insisted. 
“Hey, if you’d rather play something else, I could always grab another program,” I offered as we entered the turbolift. “Bridge.” I directed to the computer.
“Trixie was not scared!”
“Who said anything about being scared?” I asked with a knowing smile.
“Shut up.” she replied, pouting.
“For the record, you make an awesome pirate captain,” I assured her, giving her right ear a scratch and earning a small hum of satisfaction.
“Y-you really think so?” she asked, a small blush appearing on her azure cheeks.
“Yeah! You really caught on fast! You had the lingo, the mannerisms, everything!” Okay, maybe I exaggerated just a little bit but you know what they say; a mare’s ego is a fragile thing and I was determined to keep things going well between us.
“Thanks,” she replied a little more confidently. “You’re not a bad cabin boy, either.”
“I think you mean ’first mate’,” I corrected. Trixie simply smiled and swatted my face with her tail as I followed her out of the turbolift.
“Nope.” I rolled my eyes and accompanied her onto the bridge. 
“Computer, status.” I exclaimed, taking a seat in my chair.
“Destination will be in visual range in 20 seconds.”
“Cole…what exactly are we doing here?” Trixie asked.
“Beats me,” I replied. “All the message said was that Starfleet was rerouting any spare ships to some place called the ‘Dyson Sphere Gateway’.”
“Haven’t you ever been there?” Trixie asked, apparently surprised to hear that there was somewhere in the universe I hadn’t already been.
“Can’t say I have,” I admitted. “I’ve heard of it, though. Starfleet’s kept the details more or less hush-hush so I think it’s safe to say that whatever’s going on must be pretty important.”
“What do you think is going on?” 
“Again, no idea. If I had to guess, I’d say it has something to do with the…Iconians?” I offered with a shrug. 
“There’s that name again,” Trixie muttered. “Trixie’s starting to think that everything has something to do with them.” 
“Well, you’ve seen what they can do, right?” I reminded her, thinking back to that dreadful tour through one of their installations. “You’ve seen how advanced they are, even compared to us. In fact, I wouldn’t be too surprised if the massive extinction-level defeat they suffered was only a minor setback.” 
“Let’s not talk about them anymore,” Trixie requested, trying to disguise the shiver that ran from snout to tail. “Trixie is...not exactly fond of them.”
“Fair enough,” said I. “Looks like we’re where we need to be. Ready for this?” Trixie nodded. “Good! Computer, take us out of warp.”
We gasped at what we saw.
We had emerged just beyond a large cluster of ships of every size and configuration. Klingons, Romulans, Federation…all the major players were gathered, their respective fleets mingling, gathering, sorting themselves into large formations. I had never seen anything like it before and as Trixie gawked at the sight, it was safe to say that neither had she. I mean, we’d seen fleets before but never like this. The numbers themselves were mind-boggling; how anyone could navigate without causing a major accident was nothing short of a miracle, to say nothing of the variety.
And there it was, smack in the middle of the assembling mega-fleet; the enormous white and blue ring-shaped gate, beckoning to us, daring us to enter. Practically giddy with excitement, I grinned and rubbed my hands together like a fanboy on Ritalin. I looked over at Trixie. Her reaction was difficult to read; her expression, while awed, didn’t seem to convey excitement or even fear. Rather, she seemed dumbstruck by the scale of the construct and was still trying to fathom the implications. Clearly, Equestria didn’t contain too many artifacts of such ‘galactic’ proportions.
“H-how can something that big even exist?” she murmured, having finally rediscovered her ability to speak.
“That’s what she said,” I replied with a wry grin. The showmare rewarded my shallow wit with a brief but venomous glare. “Sorry. To answer your question, if you thought that was big, you haven’t seen anything yet.” 
“What!?” Trixie asked incredulously. 
“Don’t you remember what I told you about Dyson Spheres?”
“Yes but Trixie didn’t think you were serious!”
“Well, as you can see, I was very serious. The galaxy is a big place filled with big stuff, to put it simply. When you imagine that our galaxy is one of millions in the universe, doesn’t it stand to reason that objects like Dyson Spheres can exist?” There was a pause as the blue mare mulled it over before nodding thoughtfully. 
“Trixie sees your point. That must’ve been what your people thought of magic at first.”
“Exactly,” I replied, glad that she’d found something relatable. “Magic was thought to be impossible before we stumbled upon your world, although our technology probably seemed like magic to you as…” I stopped suddenly, remembering Trixie’s position on the issue. Wisely, I decided to abandon that particular tangent. “Sorry; got caught up in the conversation.”
“It’s okay.” There was a brief pause. 
“Huh?” I asked in surprise. 
“Trixie said…” She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and exhaled. “It’s okay. She’s not mad about that anymore.”
“Really?”
“Yes, really. Why do you think Trixie uses the holodeck and replicators so much even without you being there?” Of course; it was so obvious. I face-palmed; clearly, my observation skills were less than stellar. Granted, she was also a girl, which only served to compound my ignorance. “Besides…” she added, nervously rubbing her front hooves together. “That’s what brought us together.” she finished quietly.
“That’s true, isn’t it?” I agreed, getting up to give Trixie’s mane an affectionate ruffling, to which she grinned and murmured happily. “And I wouldn’t have it any other way.” I whispered, giving her a quick peck on her forehead at the base of her horn. 
“Receiving incoming hail.” the computer stated, breaking the awed yet subdued mood of the bridge. 
“On screen.” I ordered as I returned to my seat just in time for a familiar face to appear. “Captain Remy!” I exclaimed in genuine surprise whilst quickly standing up as a show of respect. “What are you doing here?”
“Nice to see you too, Mr. Stevens. I can’t explain much right now but long story short, I’m the most qualified man in Starfleet to lead this mission and right now, I need you to form up with the rest of Joint Group Gamma. I’ll send you the coordinates. Remy out.” With that, he was gone, his visage replaced by a flight plan. 
“Computer, follow the flight plan we just received.”
“Acknowledged.” I turned to Trixie.
“I don’t know about you but I feel just a little better now about the whole thing.”
“You really trust him, don’t you?” she asked curiously.
“Why wouldn’t I?” I replied. “He’s more decorated than an art museum. We’re lucky to have him for this mission.” 
“I hope you’re right,” Trixie replied as we cruised towards the designated meeting point. It was during said cruise that I made a point of identifying and describing the myriad ships we saw along the way. To my surprise (and delight, I’ll admit), Trixie seemed quite interested in what I had to say, even sending a few questions my way.
“…and that one over there?” she asked, pointing out the viewscreen. 
“Oh, that’s a…holy crap!” I exclaimed. “That’s a…that’s a Jem’Hadar Dreadnought carrier! Whatever’s going on must be something else if the Dominion wants in on the action.” Remembering what little history I’d taught her, Trixie’s eyes widened at the mention of our fearsome former foe. “Don’t worry; we’re no longer at war with the Dominion. The Delta Quadrant must be quite the place right now for them to come see us.” We watched as it banked and headed in the opposite direction, flanked by a small swarm of Jem’Hadar attack ships. 
“I see…” Trixie mused before pointing at another large ship. 
“Ah, that there’s a Romulan D’deridex battle cruiser,” I explained as the massive green warship passed us by. “Mainstay of the Romulan Republic fleet…besides the Scimitars, I guess.”
“And that one?”
“Um…I think that’s the I.K.S. Bortasqu’. Awe man, the Klingons, too? It’s like a giant intergalactic kegger up here. Oh, a ‘kegger’ is basically a huge party that serves beer from a barrel,” I explained as Trixie regarded me quizzically. 
“Oh, well then perhaps we should’ve brought Pinkie Pie.” she replied with a wry grin.
“Ain’t that the truth,” I agreed. “Not only would she probably make this a lot more entertaining but we can always use another ‘screw physics’ machine.” An alert from the computer redirected my attention to the viewscreen. “Looks like we’ve reached the meeting point for Joint Group Gamma,” I mused as we slowed to a stop next to an Excelsior-class cruiser. “Interesting…” I mused, stroking the non-existent goatee on my chin.
“What’s interesting?” Trixie asked.
“It looks like they’ve grouped us according to ship type. Ah, now I see how they’re doing this. You see, they’ve got the fighting ships over there to our left and what look like science and research ships to our right. Then there’s us, the auxiliary/support group that explains why we’re surrounded by cruisers and other engineering ships.”
“Wait…” Trixie interjected. “We’re on a science ship, right?” I nodded. “Then why are we with the engineers?” 
“That’s a good question,” I replied, pausing briefly to consider it. “Probably ‘cause I’m not a trained scientist nor do I have any trained scientific crew on board. If I had to guess, I’d say that we are here in Group Gamma because I have a quick, nimble ship with room to spare. A little small maybe but still useful as a light transport.” Or cannon fodder.
“So they pulled us from doing delivery missions out here so we could go to this ‘Dyson Sphere’ and do delivery missions in there?” Trixie surmised.
“That seems to be the long and short of it.”
“Not the most exciting turn of events, don’t you think?” 
“What I think, my good mare, is that we’ve had more than our fair share of ‘excitement’ lately so if they wanna stick us behind a wall of warships to deliver cappuccinos to Starfleet brass, that’s just fine with me.”
“Don’t they have replicators for that?”
“Hey. Stop ruining my dream.” 
The awful truth of the matter was that, simply put, I was tired of fighting. Participating in a mission, long or short, was just fine and dandy if for once, someone else more skilled, more qualified, and better equipped could takeover. While the Aegis was a fantastic piece of defensive technology, it simply could not hold a candle to what the shiny new Federation escorts or Klingon Birds-of-Prey brought to the table, Trixie’s ability to literally pull a fleet out of a hat notwithstanding. I had seen what could happen if she overtaxed herself with the Amulet and was in no hurry to see that happen again. If that meant taking a break from combat, then so be it.   
A notification courtesy of the computer shook me from my thoughts. 
“Looks like it’s our turn,” I said, taking a deep breath for good luck. “Trixie, would you care to do the honors?” 
“M-me?” she asked, eyes widening in curiosity.
“Well, unless there’s another Trixie using a cloaking device, who else could I mean?”
“B-but…why me?” I shrugged.
“Why not? This is easily one of the most fascinating moments we’ve ever experienced. And I’d like you to kick it off.”
“O-okay,” she murmured before clearing her throat. “A-hem! Computer…take us through the gate.” She looked at me for approval and I replied with a smile and a nod.
“Acknowledged.” 
***

I have to admit that I never realized just how fast transwarp was until the gate spat us out and we found ourselves…somewhere. Man, and I thought we’d seen things before. They paled in comparison to the sheer size of the sphere. Even without scanning it, I could tell that this construct was on a whole other level of big. It was almost unfathomable, easily the largest biosphere ever encountered. I could just barely make out the star in the center of the sphere, the power source for the whole thing, the once-tameable phenomenon that had been tamed and managed to keep the sphere active for…no one really knew how long but estimates were in the ballpark of 200,000 years. 
Nothing makes you feel small and utterly insignificant like huge structures and numbers to match.
Massive ivory-white towers and spires dotted the landscape, piercing the cloudy heavens and casting great shadows over the sprawling cities beneath them, separated by oceans and continents that numbered in the millions, stretching as far as the eye (and most short-range sensors) could see. 
“Computer, panoramic mode,” I mumbled as I slowly rose from my chair. The computer replied with a series of short beeps and extra viewing screens slid down from the ceiling, covering ever panel and bulkhead from floor to ceiling, curving around the bridge all the way up to the door to the ready room. “Route visual data feed from sensors to the bridge.” I added. Immediately, we were surrounded by visions of the sphere. Trixie rose to her feet as well and we spent the next few moments marveling at the surreal sights all around us. Starships flew past us by the dozen, all heading for a massive arch-like structure with a city atop it about a hundred kilometers off our starboard side. 
“Cole…” the showmare murmured as she slowly gazed around at the large screens. “Is this…?”
“Uh-huh…” I almost whispered. “Well, Miss Trixie, allow me to be the first to welcome you to the Solanae Dyson Sphere.”
“It’s incredible, Cole,” Trixie replied in awe. “How is this even…?”
“That’s what we’re here to find out,” I explained. “We need to figure out who built this thing and why.”
“Trixie is as curious as you are,” she admitted, doing one last walk around the bridge before returning to my side. “Who would build something like this anyway?”
“I’m sure we’ll find out someday,” I assured her, taking a seat. “It might not be soon but I hope it’s at least before we die.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Our scanning and science technology is only so advanced. Studying something this size is gonna take time and resources we never thought we’d ever commit to a single project. It’ll be slow going at first; it’s gonna be a learning experience for everyone but when the research gets going, we’ll grab enough information in a day to keep Federation scientists busy for years.”
“Or Twilight Sparkle for ten minutes,” Trixie added with a grin. I chuckled and absentmindedly scratched one of her ears.
“Receiving incoming transmission.” the computer announced.
“On screen. Oh, but disable panoramic mode first.” No sooner had the last screen disappeared, more directions filled the viewscreen, which I quickly read. “Computer, proceed to ‘Dyson Joint Command’, one-quarter impulse.”
“Acknowledged.” I felt the Ranger turn towards the gigantic structure and looked down at Trixie.
“Something up?” I asked. She looked up at me.
“Why do you ask?”
“You just looked…I dunno, deep in thought or something.” 
“Oh! No, not really. I mean, it is a lot to think about but I’m not worried or anything.” 
“Glad to hear it. Can I…tell you something?” I asked quietly, despite the fact that besides us, the bridge was empty. Trixie looked up at me with a gentle smile. 
“Of course.” I took a deep breath.
“Before we came here…” I paused, trying to push past my pride. “I was…well, I was really nervous…and maybe just a little afraid. I wasn’t sure what to expect and…I don’t want to place us in any danger if I can help it.” To my relief, the showmare didn’t take advantage of the opening to tease or otherwise belittle me. We may have been getting along a lot better but that didn’t mean we didn’t still take the occasional jab at each other. Instead, she hopped up cat-like onto my lap and embraced me. 
“Hey, it’s okay. You’ve got the Great and Powerful Trixie looking out for you.” she whispered. 
“Yes and there’s no one…nopony I’d rather have here with me right now.” I felt her forelegs tighten around me as she rested her chin on my left shoulder.
“You’re pretty sweet…for a crybaby,” she teased, giving my earlobe a quick lick before pulling back and looking at me with a sly grin. 
“I hate you sometimes, you know that?” I stated flatly.
“Yep!” she replied enthusiastically, kissing my nose before hopping off and returning to her spot beside my chair. A small blush added a dash of color to my cheeks. 
We reached our mid-air ‘parking space’ shortly after, taking our place next to a Romulan Scimitar. Compared to what we’d seen of the sphere, the dreadnought didn’t seem quite as intimidating as before but it still left me wondering how many Novas we could cram between its wings. After ensuring that the Ranger wouldn’t go gallivanting off on its own the second we beamed off, we did just that, transporting to the coordinates we received with the flight plan.
***

Upon rematerializing, we found ourselves in a vast, open room that appeared to be some kind of central hub. Besides the room itself, the first thing I noticed was the lack of a sizeable crowd, which was understandably surprising given the sheer number of ships that had just arrived. Had we received different coordinates than the others and if so, why? It was the only explanation I could think of at the time and by the look on Trixie’s face, she was more than likely thinking the exact same thing.
“Cole, where is everypony…I mean, everybody?” she asked, sharing in my survey of the room. “Trixie was expecting…more.”
“That makes two of us,” I agreed. “Maybe we’re just the first ones to beam over but seeing as we were one of the last ships to arrive, that doesn’t seem likely.”
“Perhaps I can offer an explanation,” a familiar voice declared behind them. We turned to find none other than Captain Remy. 
“Good to see you again, sir,” I greeted, shaking his hand. “We didn’t get to talk much at the gate.”
“Well, I’m sure we’ll make up for that in the near future,” he agreed before kneeling down to give Trixie’s hoof a gentle shake as well. “Hello again, Miss Trixie. How have you been?”
“Trixie has been excellent, sir.” she said with just a hint of pride before looking up at Cole with a smile.
“Glad to hear it. Shall we?” Remy asked, gesturing to the small nearby cantina. “I imagine you have a few questions,” the captain continued as we sat down at one of the more out-of-the-way tables. 
“I imagine you’ll have a few answers,” I replied. 
“Indeed.”
“Well, for starters…what are we doing here?” I asked. “Your earlier communique wasn’t exactly forthcoming.”
“The simple truth of the matter is that you’re here because we need you to be here,” Remy explained. “In fact,” he added, leaning towards me. “We need all the help we can get.”
“It’s that bad, huh?” I guessed.
“I’ll put it this way; if the Voth weren’t Hell-bent and determined to turn this thing into their own personal science experiment, the current situation would be much different and we might have made some substantial progress in our research.”
“Voth, sir?”
“You know about them?” I nodded.
“Yes sir. I grabbed Admiral Janeway’s holobook account of Voyager’s journey right after it was published.”
“Then you know what we’re up against.” Once again, I nodded.
“Excuse me,” Trixie perked up, raising her right hoof. “But who are the ‘Voth’?” We watched as Captain Remy produced a datapad from his hip pocket and set in on the table in front of us. He tapped a couple of buttons of the screen and twin green beams emerged from the device, quickly tracing an image. After a couple of seconds, a holographic creature stood before us. 
I had seen them before, though not in person. Nevertheless, Admiral Janeway had been very precise when describing the bipedal dinosaurs. It was humanoid but that was where any similarities between us and them ended. Its reptilian scales were tinted orange and the back of its head curved downwards in a gentle half-arch. Her description of them as a ‘humanoid Hadrosaur’ had been spot-on; I only hoped that her description of their technology was little more than exaggeration, although I was well-aware of how futile such a hope was. The rapid build-up of allied forces in the Sphere, ironically, did little to assuage my fears. In all likelihood, it compounded them.
“The Voth are an extremely advanced race of reptilian humanoids who reside here in the Delta Quadrant,” Remy explained. “We’re still looking into what they’re true motivation for being here is but for now at least, it looks like they’re here to stay.”
“What do they want with the sphere?” I asked. “I mean, sure, it’s in their territory but there’s gotta be more to it than that for them to dedicate their resources like this. It’s not like the sphere is some kind of weapon…” I looked at the captain with an air of suspicion. “…is it?”
“It depends on what your definition of the word ‘weapon’ is,” Remy replied, making Trixie and I sit up straighter before leaning forward, not wanting to miss a thing. “What I’m about to show you is classified beyond top-secret but in order to perform your duties in the sphere to the best of your abilities, you ought to know the details. Understand that what I’m about to tell you does not leave this table. Understood?”
“Yes sir.” Trixie and I promised in unison.
“Good.” With that, the captain pressed another button and the Voth disappeared, replaced with a bright-blue sphere made up of many smaller connected spheres that resembled a glowing 3-dimensional snowflake with a brilliant white-blue core at its center. 
“Wow…” Trixie marveled as she scooted as closely as she could without distorting the hologram.
“Your friend has good taste,” Remy said as we stared in wonder at it. “That’s what we call an Omega molecule.”
“Omega molecule?” I asked. Now there was something I’d never heard of before; despite that, I could tell by how cautiously the captain was acting that it was more than just a pretty blue ball of light.
“The Omega molecule is a highly unstable molecule believed to be the most powerful substance known to exist.” Remy explained in a hushed tone, shutting the hologram down. I looked over at Trixie, whose eyes had widened at the news. 
“Most powerful…in existence?” she asked in a hushed, almost reverent tone. 
“That’s right.” Remy confirmed. 
“Well then, why don’t we use them?” Trixie asked as if it were the most obvious thing in the universe. “With something like Omega…couldn’t you do anything? Beat anyone?”
“It’s not about beating anyone or doing anything we want,” Remy replied. “Omega destroys subspace; a chain reaction involving a handful of molecules could devastate subspace throughout an entire quadrant. If that were to happen, warp travel would become impossible. Spacefaring civilization as we know it would cease to exist.”
“So…” Trixie began after a pause. “We should probably leave them alone, huh?”
“I wish it were that simple,” Remy answered. “This sphere is essentially an Omega factory.” I stared wide-eyed at the captain. 
“You mean…this sphere makes Omega molecules?” Remy nodded.
“That’s right.” Remy confirmed. “That’s why the Voth are here. They’ve been stealing Omega molecules ever since they got here. Commander Arnold and his ground team have been holding them off as best they can at the main Omega production facility but they can’t do it forever.”
“And that’s where we’re here, right?” Trixie asked.
“No, that’s why Joint Group Alpha is here,” Remy corrected. “It’s their job to provide the firepower. Your job, and mine, is to support them and the science teams of Joint Group Beta.”
I’m not proud to admit that when I heard we weren’t likely to be in battle, I breathed a silent sigh of relief. Does that make me a coward, I wondered. 
“How are we supposed to do that?” I continued. “Starfleet didn’t exactly send me a job description. Actually, on that note, what are we doing here anyway? The Ranger ain’t exactly a battleship.”
“Well, the short version is that right now, the Voth have more ships than we do. We’re bringin them in as fast as we can but suffice it to say that we need all the help we can get. You can help us by being a light freighter or, if we really need it, an escort. Might as well put that Aegis to good use, right?” 
He had me there. How could I justify owning one of the most advanced pieces of tactical gear available and not give back to the very organization that had given it to me in the first place? I was starting to feel guilty about wanting to avoid fighting so much. 
“Uh yes, yes sir,” I half-mumbled.
“Have you been here before?” Trixie asked.
“This is my second mission in the sphere,” Remy answered. “Last time I was here, the Voth had just arrived and we were in the middle of diplomatic negotiations when the spire we were all in was attacked. Turned out that the whole thing was just a ruse to try and take out as many Starfleet brass as they could at a time. Took out a few of their own as well.”
“Shit,” I muttered as my hands clenched into fists.
“I know it’s awful but right now, we just have to hold our breath and do the best we can,” Remy continued. “If we don’t, the Voth will eventually collect enough Omega molecules to destabilize the other quadrants and we’ll all be finished. No more warp travel and everything just…stops. We rely on each other too much; no one’s fully self-sustaining anymore. That is why you and I are here.”
We continued our conversation for a while after that, although it wasn’t long before fatigue finally set in and we indulged in a collective yawn. We made our way back to the transporter pad and were about to step onto our respective pads when… 
“Trixie would like to help.” a small voice said. Remy and I turned to face the source, finding Trixie looking up at us with a strange expression of nervous determination.
“I’m sorry; what was that?” Remy asked. 
“Trixie said…I said…I’d like to help.” She cleared her throat. “I, the Great and Powerful Trixie, hereby volunteers for anything she can do to help...sir!” My eyes widened as she finished her bold declaration with a salute. Captain Remy smiled and slowly but respectfully nodded his head.
“I appreciate the offer, Miss, but it’s not up to me.” He looked at me and continued. “Mr. Stevens, on the other hand, as a member of Starfleet, can make a recommendation on your behalf, should you wish to transfer to someone else’s command.” I knelt down before her and placed a hand on her shoulder.
“Trixie…is this really want you want to do?” I asked, still in disbelief. The issue wasn’t with her being on another ship; that was her decision to make. Hell, it wasn’t even about the Alicorn Amulet going with her. It was about giving her the freedom that I had promised her all those months ago. After all, she was a grown mare and had every right to make a decision like that for herself.  
It was being on a ship that I trusted…which really left only one choice. I felt a hoof on my shoulder and looked over to Trixie, who wore a small smile.
“I want to do this, Cole,” she said, quietly but assuredly. “Trixie used to hate the idea but the Federation has been there for us…and that includes Trixie as well. Helping here where they need us…it just feels right.” I took a deep breath and took her hoof in my hands. 
“Well…if you want to…then I’ll recommend you.” I turned back to the captain. “Sir! I hereby request that you temporarily transfer Trixie’s to the U.S.S. Repulse until the conclusion of our mission!” 
“Request accepted,” Remy replied warmly. “Welcome to the Repulse, Miss Trixie.” He looked back towards me. “Don’t worry, Mr. Stevens. She’s in good hands.”
“I know, sir.” I replied quietly.
“Are you…are you really okay with this?” Trixie asked.
“I don’t really have a choice, do I?” I offered with a shrug. “The captain approved the transfer.” The showmare looked down at the floor as if regretful of her decision. “Listen,” I said, gently lifting her muzzle so she could face me. “You’re gonna be fine. Captain Remy’s one of the best there is and nothing short of a fleet can touch the Repulse. Besides, I’m sure we’ll be able to talk most days if not every day.” I chanced a glance at Remy, who nodded, making me feel quite a bit better out the situation. “I’m so proud of you,” I whispered, hugging her close. “That took a lot of guts. You’re gonna do great.” I hugged her a little more tightly and whispered “I’m gonna miss you”.
“Me or the Amulet?” she teased before giving me a quick peck on the cheek. As much as I wanted to kiss her properly, doing so in front of the captain wouldn’t have been proper. Besides, I didn’t want to take a chance and make him uncomfortable, not when he had more pressing matters to deal with. “I’m just kidding. I’ll miss you too, Cole. Be safe.” 
“That goes double for you. Be good for Captain Remy.” I smiled and gave her one last squeeze for good measure before finally relinquishing her. She looked at me with such sincerity and affection that I damn near lost my composure on the spot. 
“I will.” With that, Trixie and Remy stepped onto the transporter pad.
“Repulse, this is the captain,” Remy announced after a push of his combadge. “Two to beam up.”
A single tear crept down my cheek as Trixie offered me a small wave before disappearing in a shimmer of blue.
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		Trixie’s personal log, supplemental. I’ve been aboard the Repulse for two weeks now. Not only is this the longest Cole and I have been apart since we started out together, this has been the most exciting and difficult two weeks I’ve ever experienced. While Captain Remy has been very good to me, he never seems to run out of tasks that my magic and I are, as he likes to put it, ‘perfectly suited’ for. I’ve done everything from levitating heavy cargo and equipment to healing minor wounds like cuts and scratches. The work is hard but it feels…good. 
The captain always has something nice to say to me and he’s made it clear that he appreciates my help. He really is amazing…for a human, that is. And then there’s his ship; I’ve never been anywhere like the Repulse before. It’s huge and so complex! The fact that one man can keep it going is something I’m still trying to understand. I know he has a lot of help but he still has to coordinate it and make sure things run smoothly. 
It’s also really cold and impersonal. Sure, it’s like the Ranger in some ways; confining and made of metal but that’s where the similarities end. The Ranger is a lot smaller. I know where everything is and how to get there. With the Repulse, I have to ask the computer to tell me how to get to a lot of places. Everywhere I go, the halls and rooms are full of unfamiliar faces. I can hear them sometimes, whispering, gesturing around me. I know they’re probably just curious but it still feels almost ‘accusatory’ at times, like I shouldn’t be there. It’s not like that on the Ranger.
Actually, it’s never been like that with Cole. I know it sounds strange but I’ve never felt unwelcome on his ship. Afraid, yes. Angry, sometimes. But never genuinely unwelcome. That’s what I miss the most; the warmth and familiarity that I have on that ship. I look out my window every night at the Sphere and wonder where Cole is and what he’s doing, hoping that he’s okay and hasn’t let our home become another casualty. He calls me whenever he can, which isn’t very often and any nonessential communiques have strict time limits. Still, it’s nice to see him occasionally and I look forward to rejoining him after our mission is done. 
Maybe that’s when I should tell him…
“Receiving incoming transmission,” the computer stated, prompting the blue showmare to end her log entry. 
“On screen,” she replied as the human’s tired but relieved face appeared on the monitor. “Cole!” Trixie exclaimed happily as though they hadn’t spoken in eons. 
“Hey, Trix,” he said with a smile, evidently glad to see her again. “How are you?”
“Trixie is doing just fine, thank you,” she replied confidently with just a hint of smugness. “H-how have you been?” she added with a small blush. 
“Oh, alright I guess,” Cole answered, trying and failing to stifle a yawn. 
“You look tired.”
“You’re observant tonight.”
“Well, I am the Great and Powerful Trixie. There aren’t many things she doesn’t notice.” 
“I’ll let you have that one,” Cole replied with another yawn. “Mostly ‘cause I’m too tired to argue.”
“Wow, they’re working you that hard, huh?”
“It never seems to end,” the human explained. “I’m always transporting stuff somewhere. Then to top it all off, once I beam the cargo wherever it needs to go, I usually have to stay and help carry it or sort it or whatever. I swear, if I never see that Supply Depot ever again, it’ll be too soon.” 
Cole’s tales of his Dyson Sphere adventures usually went something like that. From what Trixie had been able to gather, every side, not just the Federation, seemed to be dangerously low on civilian and non-military personnel, hence Cole’s ridiculous schedule. It was no secret that the majority of the alliance’s able-bodied ships were at the frontlines, ensuring that the Voth didn’t simply sweep through Allied territory and claim the Sphere for themselves. Even a lot of the engineering and science ships had been brought to the contested zone to support their tactical comrades. In fact, with so many of its brethren redirected thusly, the Repulse was the highest-ranking ship behind the frontlines and as such, assumed even more responsibilities. Given Cole’s condition, Trixie had to assume that the Ranger was in a similar situation.
“But enough about me,” Cole continued after what looked like a much-needed stretch. “How’s life on the Repulse? Captain Remy still being good to ya?” 
“He’s been very accommodating,” Trixie assured him. “Despite all the work on his plate. I really admire him for that. I can see why you do, too.”
“Glad to hear it,” Cole replied with yet another yawn. “I’m sorry, Trix, honestly. I want to hear all about your day, I really do, but this schedule…I barely get any sleep as it is.”
“It’s okay,” Trixie said with a gentle smile. “I don’t blame you. I’ve had a long day too and we’ve got a big day ahead of us tomorrow. Captain Remy’s leading a small fleet to one of the really, really, really far towers. I think they might’ve found something out about the Omega generators but nopony knows anything beyond that.”
“Well then, I guess you’ve got an adventure ahead of you, eh?” Cole asked. Trixie grinned.
“Looks like it.” the azure mare agreed as he smile began to fade. “I miss you.”
“I miss you, too.”
“Promise me you’ll stay safe?”
“Of course. That goes double for you.” Trixie’s smile returned, resuscitated by Cole’s reply. 
“The Great and Powerful Trixie can take care of herself just fine!” Cole chuckled at her false indignation. 
“That’s the mare I know and adore. Good night, Trix. Take care of yourself.”
“You too.” 
With that, the monitor went dark.
***
I awoke the next day to an emergency transmission from Allied Control summoning me and several others to the Allied Tower. As I neared the gargantuan arch-shaped structure, it was clear that I wasn’t the only one. A veritable fleet has assembled around the tower and while that itself wasn’t an uncommon scene, it was the ships that composed the fleet that surprised me. 
Usually, the three main classes (engineering, tactical, and science) traveled and worked within their respective classes, the only exceptions being tactical support for scientific and engineering missions and engineering support for scientific expeditions and so on. This flotilla, however, looked like the admiralty had picked ships at random, stuck them all in the same place, and called it a fleet before calling it a day. At the head of the pack sat the Vesta-class U.S.S. Hypatia, one of the Federation’s most advanced scientific vessels, and apparently the lead ship for whatever operation we had gathered for. 
So it’s a scientific expedition, I wondered as I joined the rest of the pack, easing the Ranger into position beside a Mogai heavy warbird. I wonder if it has anything to do with What Trixie told me last night. But then why would they be scrambling ships like this? Captain Remy and his engineering fleet are already working on it…unless they didn’t get there yet or something. It’s a big place but still… As I pondered the possibilities, I couldn’t help but sweat. Something was up, I was sure of it. Either that or I was just being paranoid. 
I hoped it was the latter.
“Incoming hail from Allied Command.” the computer informed me.
“On-screen.” I replied from my place in the captain’s chair.
“Attention all ships,” the grim visage of Subcommander Kaol exclaimed on the viewscreen. “Today at 0600 hours, we lost contact with Captain Remy’s expeditionary fleet. We don’t know the exact circumstances surrounding this sudden loss of communication but we strongly suspect that the Voth have something to do with it. Just before losing contact, we received a partial transmission from the U.S.S. Repulse, in which they stated that they ‘found something’ at one of the outlying Omega silos.” 
My grip on the armrests tightened as I listened to the briefing, threatening to permanently inscribe my fingerprints into the metal.
“We do not know anything beyond that but we cannot allow any more vital information concerning Omega or this sphere to fall into enemy hands. We don’t believe the Voth attack to be a coincidence, which is why we are sending this fleet to the Repulse’s last known coordinates. Under the command of Captain T’lera of the U.S.S. Hypatia, you are to recover any and all information discovered by the Repulse and if necessary, engage any Voth ships in the area.”
My worst fears confirmed, I absentmindedly programmed the coordinates into the Ranger’s computer, unable to focus clearly. Every worst-case scenario my mind could concoct ran a marathon through my head. I could practically see the news; U.S.S. Repulse destroyed with all hands lost, Omega now controlled by the Voth…
Trixie…dead.
My hands shook as I struggled to remain calm and composed. This was a vital mission and anyone who couldn’t keep their cool wasn’t of any use to anyone. If I had any hope of rescuing Trixie or anyone else I could find, I needed to stay focused on the task in front of me, namely providing whatever support needed for the mission. This wasn’t my first rodeo, after all.
It would be the first one without Trixie, though. In a fit of madness borne of extreme anxiety, I actually chuckled as a strange thought came and went. 
Not much of a rodeo without a pony.
***
We arrived at the designated coordinates roughly an hour later to find the area completely deserted. Not a single ships for those in our ‘armada’ showed up on our sensors…or any Voth ships, for that matter. I’d half-expected a fleet of cruisers and dreadnoughts waiting for us but fortunately, that wasn’t the case. On that note, nothing showed upon our sensors. It was as if something in the area was preventing us from detecting anything at all. Judging from the fleet reports, every ship seemed to be having the same issues. Even the Hypatia with some of the most advanced scanning equipment available was coming up short. 
“I wonder…” I mused, resting by chin on an open palm. “Computer, scan for any Equestrian lifesigns.” 
“Unable to comply. Local interference is preventing sensor penetration.” I sighed and wiped my brow. 
“Thought so. Well then…isolate the Alicorn Amulet’s energy signature using the data aboard this ship and scan for that energy.” Heck, it had worked once; maybe it’d work again.
“Unable to comply. Local interference is preventing sensor penetration.” A dirty joke came to mind, eking a small grin out of me. 
“What if we got closer?” I asked as another idea came to mind. The only thing any of us knew was that the entire general area was flooded with some kind of scattering field, preventing our scanners from picking up anything. I wondered if by landing on the surface, I could get close enough to Trixie and the others for the Ranger’s scanners to pierce through the field. It was worth a shot and with no Voth to be found, there was no better time in which to…
“Attention all ships! Battle stations! The Voth have returned” I looked up at the viewscreen just in time for a Voth fleet to initiate a terrifying light show with our own. That complicated things, to say the least; there was no way Captain T’lera was gonna let me land based on a hunch in the middle of a battle, especially when she needed every available ship to fight the Voth.
I was torn between jumping into the fight and potentially rescuing Trixie and any others.
Y’know, if you did land and find them, technically you’d have completed the mission, my mind informed me as I considered my options. I guess it wouldn’t hurt to ask, I thought as I hailed the Hypatia.
“This is Cole Stevens of the U.S.S. Ranger! Please respond!” I exclaimed, trying to get their attention.
“This Captain T’lera of the Hypatia,” the Romulan woman replied hastily as her ship shook. “What is it?”
“Captain, I believe I’ve found a way to get through the interference blocking our sensors. By landing on the surface, I’m sure I can find our missing people!” I kept it short and to the point; the middle of a battle was not the best time for drawn-out explanations. She’d either trust me or not and that was it. It was really all she could do. 
“Request denied, Mr. Stevens. We need everyone in this battle.”
“Ma’am,” I began, unwilling to give up so easily. “Please listen; the Ranger is small and weak-looking. The Voth won’t care about what it does. I just need a few seconds to dip down and do a scan. A few seconds, captain! If this works, then our mission is done and we can get the Hell outta here!” There was a pause as Captain T’lera thought about it. 
“Very well,” she said. “You have three minutes.”
“Yes ma’am!” I nodded and activated the viewscreen’s panoramic mode, allowing me to manually search for a decent landing zone, made necessary by the absence of working sensors. Usually, I relied on the computer to find a good LZ but since it currently didn’t know up from down (metaphorically speaking), I had to land the old-fashioned way. Fortunately, I soon found a spot flat enough with quite a bit of trees for cover (I should probably mention that I was praying for abnormally tall trees) and without delay, dipped the bow of the ship and headed for the surface.
***
To this day, I’m pretty sure I was holding my breath right up until I felt the Ranger come to rest on its landing struts. I looked about at the fortuitously thick vegetation around me, hoping that the forest combined with the unknown interference would hide my ship long enough for my mission. 
“Computer, scan for any lifesigns on the surface.” I ordered, unwilling to waste any of my allotted three minutes. 
“Unable to comply. Local interference is preventing sensor penetration.” 
“Damnit!” I exclaimed, slamming my fist on the armrest of my chair. “Alright, calm down. We’re not done yet. Computer, scan for the Alicorn Amulet’s energy signature and pinpoint location.” I sat and sweated as the computer went about its task. It hadn’t told me “No” right off the bat, which I took as a good sign, but I was still nervous. 
“Energy signature detected. Subject is approximately 100 meters north of this position.” 
I immediately hailed the Hypatia.
“Are you kidding me with this shit?” I muttered as my attempt to communicate was met with nothing but static. “It must be this damn scattering field.” I took another look outside and sighed; there was no other choice. I grabbed my phaser pistol from its holster on the side of my chair and stood up. “Computer, beam me as close as possible to the source of the energy signature.” 
“Unable to comply. Local interference is preventing transporter lock.”
“Of course,” I said, rolling my eyes. With that, I headed for the loading ramp.
***
My journey through the thick vegetation was quick, quiet, and surprising. Despite knowing that a lot of the sphere’s inner surface was covered in forest, the experience of actually being in it was not what I expected. I was on-edge but not because of the forest. Well, not directly. I had no idea of what might be waiting for me in it. My heart raced as I carefully made my way north and I wondered when an errant orbital strike might vaporize me or if there was a seven-foot spec-ops dinosaur under cloak waiting to put a blade through me. I’d heard the stories about the urban battle zone and I’m not ashamed to say that I didn’t relish the idea of wandering into a war on the ground.
I don’t know what witch doctor or whatever kept me safe for the majority of that trip but if I ever meet them, I’ll be sure to thank them. As I neared the supposed location of the Alicorn Amulet, and by extension, Trixie and the others, I utilized more and more caution, spending most of my time darting from tree to tree with my phaser drawn, ready to blast any Voth that got in my way. 
Of course, the fact that my phaser was just a standard hand phaser and not an assault weapon, which surely would’ve been more useful, nagged at me something fierce. Needless to say, I kept it firmly at maximum setting, or as I liked to call it, “liquefy”. For all my bravado and dedication, I also hoped I wouldn’t have to use it. At least in space battles, you rarely saw the faces of those who you’d just condemned to death. The more impersonal war was, the better.
Eventually, I found myself in the immediate vicinity of one of many towering spires that dotted the sphere’s landscape. I quickly checked my tricorder and my heart skipped a beat; they were close. They must’ve headed straight for the tower, knowing that it would provide some cover and a landmark for search & rescue parties. At least, that’s what I was hoping was the case as I approached the tower, keeping my head down just in case they’d been followed by the wrong side. Voices and noises made my hair stand up on end and I instinctively darted behind the nearest tree. I took a deep breath and chanced a look. 
There they were, both of them. Huddled behind a glowing barrier stood an exhausted Trixie and a barely-conscious Captain Remy. My blood boiled as the blue unicorn struggled to maintain the shield, barely able to stay on her feet as three Voth specialists unrelentingly pelted it with red antiproton shots. She glared at them, teeth bared in defiance even as the precious shield flickered and threatened to give out completely.
The next few moments were a blur, although I distinctly remember aiming my phaser at the closest one. I squeezed the trigger-button and watched as a streak of orange hit the orange-clad Voth square in the back. The bipedal reptile arched back in pain before falling to his knees and after a moment, to the ground. The others whipped around as I squeezed again, sending the one to the left off his feet as the orange beam impacted his stomach, sending him crumpling. I looked up at the last one as he aimed his own weapon at me. My eyes widened as a streak of red missed my head by mere inches and it took me a moment to gather my bearings and return the favor. Or, at least I would have, had he not dove to the right whilst taking aim once again. Once more, he missed, but not by much. I cried out as the shot knocked my phaser out of my hand, destroying it in the process. Disarmed and helpless, I could only watch as he aimed again. Nobody misses three times in a row. That sort of dumb luck only happens in holonovels.
I waited for a death stroke that never came. Instead, another orange blast hit the Voth in the back, sending him to the ground in a heap. My gaze darted to the source of the shot, soon falling upon a now semi-conscious Captain Remy as he struggled to keep his own hand phaser aloft. He took a deep breath before dropping the weapon and leaning up against a panting Trixie. 
It was in the moment when we finally and truly noticed each other. Throwing caution to the wind, I raced as fast as I could to where the two were huddled. No sooner had Trixie wearily returned to her hooves did she find herself in my arms, crushed by my embrace. Had she an injury, I would’ve been a smouldering pile of ash after gently setting her down. 
“H-h-how?” she stammered as grateful tears filled her eyes. 
“I found you.” I replied simply. “Let’s just leave it at that for now. I’ll tell you how later, I promise.” She nodded as I took out my tricorder and performed a quick medical scan. Fortunately, Trixie was in good shape, aside from a few cuts and scrapes. The captain, on the other hand, was not so fortunate. Internal bleeding and a broken leg had more or less immobilized him, severely limiting the distance they could travel. All in all, it was a miracle that they’d been able to travel at all. For a brief moment, I wondered if Trixie had actually carried him.
“How is he?” Trixie asked quietly. 
“He’s lost some blood and his leg isn’t looking too good but he’ll make it,” I replied, trying to convince myself as well as my azure companion. “What about you? Are you okay?”
“I-I think so,” Trixie replied, giving herself a brief once-over. “Just…really tired after…holding that shield…and carrying the Captain all the way here from the escape pod.” 
“That’s my Trixie,” I said warmly, kissing her forehead at the base of her horn. “I knew you’d look after each other if something happened.” I turned to Captain Remy and kneeled down beside him. “Captain Remy…can you hear me? It’s Cole, sir. Cole Stevens.” He slowly opened his eyes and looked up at me.
“Cole…is that you?” he asked, squinting. 
“Yes sir. I’m here to rescue you.” The captain nodded.
“I’m glad to hear it,” he replied as he struggled to sit up a little straighter, wincing slightly as he did so. “We spent all Goddamn night in this jungle fighting Voth search parties and trying to find other survivors.”
“Did anyone else make it, sir?” 
The captain slowly shook his head. 
“When the Repulse went down…well, she took most down with her. Those of us who managed to get to escape pods on time…not many made it past the Voth ships. And then, if anyone did make it down with their pod intact…those Voth search parties….” My hands clenched into fists as images of our comrades mercilessly butchered by uncaring Voth soldiers threatened to overwhelm me. I shook my head, trying to banish them and focus on the task at hand. “My entire crew…” He held his face in his free hand and slowly shook it.
Luckily, that’s when my common sense returned and reminded me of our situation.
“Sir, I hate to rush you but we’re not safe here. We have to move, find some shelter, and get a message back to the fleet.” Remy looked up at me.
“The…fleet?”
“Yes sir. We got your message. There’s a fleet up there right now fighting the Voth. I landed the Ranger about 100 meters from here.”
“But…the interference…how did you…?” 
“Long story,” I replied quickly. “For now, let’s get back to the Ranger. Can you walk at all?” 
“Not without a shoulder to lean on,” the captain replied with a grunt as I helped him up. “Trixie managed to get us here but she’s exhausted and even if we were all fine, the forest around here will be swarming with Voth soldiers in moments. It’s amazing that you weren’t caught.”
“T-then what do we do? We can’t just stay out here in the open.” Trixie pointed out, worry written all over her muzzle.
“I…saw a door on the…east side.” Remy answered, gritting his teeth as we took a few experimental steps. “It looked like…the same ones…we’ve been working on. I might be able to open in…with your tricorder.” 
“That sounds like our best option,” I agreed. “As long as we could keep the Voth out, we’d be safe. Alright, let’s move. Easy, sir, one step at a time.” 
Between Trixie’s near-exhaustion and Remy’s injury, it was slow going. I kept a watchful, almost paranoid eye on our surroundings, and I was rewarded for my vigilance with the greatest reward of all: silence. Besides the group we’d brought down minutes before, we didn’t encounter a single Voth on the way to the door. 
I was pretty glad to see that door. Now if the Captain could do what he promised and actually open it, that would be the icing on a really, really shitty cake. I handed him my tricorder the instant we arrived and within moments, he began his work, scanning, pressing buttons, and occasionally cursing. While I didn’t have a clue as to what he was doing, all I knew for certain that I was beginning to really appreciate Starfleet’s aptitude for ass-pulls.
Any second now.
Any second…
There was an awkward silence as we waited for the captain to work his magic. After a few tense minutes, I ventured an inquiry regarding his progress. 
“Sir?” I asked, moving closer to see how he was doing. “Anything at all?”
“It’s not good,” he replied, handing the tricorder to me. “I don’t know what the deal is with these doors but they’re locked with some kind of software I’ve never seen before. It’d take a week with my best team and a starship’s computer to get this open.”
“Guess we’ve just gotta make a run for the Ranger and hope we don’t get caught, huh?” I asked as we leaned up against a nearby tree, anxious to get out of the open.
“Looks that way. It’s definitely not my first choice but right now, it’s the only one we’ve got. If my combadge was still working, we could call for help but until someone comes looking for us, we’re on our…” 
“Um…Cole?” Trixie called from the door, a hint of shock in her voice. The captain and I turned towards her and our eyes widened in shock at what we saw. Shining like a beacon of hope, the Alicorn Amulet pulsed with blue light and after a moment, the frame of the door lit up as well, pulsing in synch with the Amulet. As quickly as the captain and I could hobble, we made our way back to the door and an astonished Trixie. 
“Trixie…what did you do?” I asked, my gaze fixated on the glowing of both the Amulet and the doorframe. 
“I…I don’t know!” she cried. “I just…thought about how much I wanted the door to open and then…this starting happening!” 
“Was it your magic?” the captain asked as he leaned forward to study the phenomenon. 
“No! All I did was think about it and then the Alicorn Amulet just sort of…took over!” I could scarcely blame her for being afraid; based on what she’d told me about the old Amulet, she had every right to be as unsettled as she was, not to mention the fact that up until this point, she’d always been able to control it without any trouble. 
Before any of us could ask any more questions, a low rumble sounded and to our utter amazement, the door reluctantly slid open as if pried apart by giant hands. Then, as soon as it opened, it began to slide close again, prompting us to practically leap inside just before it slammed shut. 
We clearly weren’t as concerned with what might’ve been in the tower as we were about the Voth patrols. As we clumsily shuffled about the darkness, I hoped that our haste wouldn’t be the end of us. Fortunately, the Amulet stayed came to life mere seconds after we entered the tower, providing a limited look at our new accommodations.
Well, limited until six enormous lights running the entire height of the tower’s interior bathed us in a gentle blue glow, matching the light from the Amulet. I immediately sat the captain down and knelt down to embrace our frightened four-legged friend, trying my best to calm her down. Not an easy task considering our complete lack of control as strange events unfolded before our very eyes. 
“Hey, don’t worry, Trix. I’m sure there’s a reason for this. We’ll be fine,” I whispered, gently rubbing her back. I felt her heart rate slow somewhat and moved to relinquish her only for her forelegs to hold me against her. She buried her head in my shoulder, trying to hide from this strange world, her shame from being afraid…her memories of the previous Amulet. All the while I continued to whisper and massage her.
“Trixie,” a calm voice said, prompting us to lean away from each other. We turned to find Captain Remy’s hand on her shoulder as well. “I need you to calm down and focus.” I was about to open my mouth and ask what he was thinking but the look in his eyes told me not to worry. He wasn’t accusing her or implying anything; he was simply trying to help, and he was right. Sitting around feeling sorry for ourselves wasn’t gonna do us any good. “Concentrate…” he winced before taking a deep breath. “Take deep breaths and focus on my voice. I need you to calm down because we need your help. The only way we’re going to make it is if you maintain control. Look deep within yourself and remember how you did it every other time.” Whatever magic he was working seemed to have an effect; Trixie’s breathing became far less sporadic and her heart rate slowed to near-normal speed. 
“That’s my Trixie,” I murmured, smiling at her. “Feeling any better?” She nodded and turned to the captain.
“T-thanks,” she whispered. “I…I didn’t know what to do.” 
“It’s okay,” Remy assured her. “We all have trouble keeping it together sometimes and after what we’ve all been through, I certainly won’t hold it against you. Now, I think the first order of business is to figure out the purpose of this room. Judging by its size and location, it must be important. I, for one, would like to figure out why before the Voth do.”
“I agree,” I replied, returning to a standing position. “What do you think, Trix?”
“I agree with the captain. We should try to figure out what this place is. I…I don’t want the Voth to use this sphere to hurt anyone else.” I nodded and gave her a thumbs-up.
“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” Remy agreed, grunting in pain as his leg momentarily tormented him for the umpteenth time. “Shame you didn’t have a medical kit. This damn leg of mine’s determined to make this an unpleasant stay.” 
“I’m sorry, sir,” I said, my head hanging low over such a blatant oversight. “When I heard about the Repulse…I guess I just rushed into this without thinking it through.”
“Well, rushed or not, I’m glad you did,” the captain assured me. “Better a forgotten med kit than two more corpses for the Federation to bury.” I nodded solemnly. 
“I…I might be able to help…” Trixie ventured, taking a look at Remy’s outstretched leg. “I practiced a few healing spells on the Repulse just in case. I might be able to do something about the pain, at least.”
“That’d be mighty kind of you,” the captain replied, giving her a pained but grateful smile. Concentrating, Trixie focused some magic from the Amulet into her magically-fatigued body and after a few moments, her horn began to glow. Breathing deeply, she aimed a small beam of light at Remy’s leg, eliciting a wince from the captain. She maintained the beam for several seconds before that small amount of magic she’d been able to gather gave out and she fell onto her haunches, breathing heavily. 
“Captain?” I asked after a few moments. “How are you feeling?”
“Well, I’ll be…” he muttered, gingerly touching his injured leg. “She damn near fixed it. It’s not completely right but I think…” Using my shoulder as a crutch, he slowly got to his feet and took a careful step. “Amazing! I can actually walk on this leg now. Thank you, Trixie. You’re certainly earning your nickname.” She looked up at us and offered a small smile, blushing slightly at the compliment. “Well, now that I’m mobile again, let’s do a quick check. We’ll start with that big column in the centre of the room. It must be a control for something.”
It wasn’t until the captain had issued his orders that I truly noticed the room around us. Like the tower, it was enormous and oval in shape, and looked to extend all the way to the top as if the structure was completely hollow. As we made our way to the control column in the middle, I snuck cursory glances at the Amulet. It continued to glow, although it had since stopped pulsating wildly, granting some credibility to my theory that Trixie had regained at least most of her control. It was almost as if…
I shook my head. That couldn’t be. Still, all the signs were there. What if the Amulet was reacting to the room and vice-versa? After all, the Mirror Universe’s Princess Luna had found it on Iconia and if the Sphere was reacting to it…that meant that they were all linked somehow! Maybe the Alicorn Amulet was the key to mystery of the Sphere! Maybe it was an actual, literal key and by bringing it here, we had accidently started something we couldn’t hope to control! A thousand and one theories bombarded my thought process until I kicked them all out and took a deep breath before hurrying to join my friends at the central column. 
“Sir, I believe that the room and the Amulet are reacting to each other,” I informed the captain the second I’d joined them. “You see, the Amulet is…”
“Iconian, I know,” Remy replied in a surprisingly calm tone. 
“You do?” I asked, dumbfounded.
“Trixie was kind enough to fill me in,” he explained. “I was curious and asked her to tell me about it. She was very forthcoming, a favor for which I was extremely grateful. Don’t worry,” he added, seeing the look of worry on my face. “I’m not going to report it to Starfleet or anything. As far as I’m concerned, that relic belongs in a museum but based on what I’ve heard about you two, I know it’s in safe hands…er, hooves.” he added for good measure. 
“I have to admit I’m glad to hear Starfleet’s not gonna confiscate it,” I confessed. “Without Trixie’s ability to use it, I’d be space dust right now.”
“Indeed. Trixie, what do you make of this?” Remy asked of the azure showmare.
“It’s hard to say,” she replied, looking over some glowing control panels. “There doesn’t seem to be anything I can do here...” she mused, absentmindedly placing a hoof on one of the glowing panels. “Hey!” she cried as the panel suddenly lit up with incredible intensity. Remy and I looked just in time to watch Trixie jump away from the panel, her eyes wide with shock at what was happening. 
“Hey Trixie, are you…o…kay?” I asked as the floor beneath us began to vibrate. 
“Cole! Trixie! Look!” Remy exclaimed, pointing at the enormous lights. We watched in amazement as each one began to change color, beginning with purple, then orange, then blue, then white, then yellow, and finally ending with pink. Before any of us could utter a single word, we felt the floor begin to carry us up the tower like a gigantic elevator. 
Curiously, we stayed silent during the surprisingly short ride up the tower. Maybe we were just too dumbstruck to speak. Maybe we were too scared to speak. Whatever the case was, the moment we laid eyes on what met us at the top we found our words again.
“What the fuck is that?” I murmured as we beheld the object in the centre of the room. Perched atop the central column, which, contrary to our expectations, did not extend all the way to the ceiling, was a tall, slender figure with a red body covered partially by sections of black metal. It stood about 10 feet tall and its jagged eyeless face seemed to stare down at us as with its arms outstretched, its hands flattened and level as if expecting some kind of offering. 
It was then that the Alicorn Amulet began to pulse again, matching the glow of the figure’s hands just as it had the door. 
“Any idea what this is, Captain?” Trixie asked as we slowly approached the figure. 
“No idea…” Remy muttered, borrowing my tricorder. “The tricorder can’t even identify what it’s made of. I don’t think it’s likely to jump up and bite us, at least. But now we have another problem. I don’t see another console or anything up here, which means that statue is our way out. See if you can find anything that resembles a control mechanism on it.”
“Yes sir,” I replied, looking for Trixie. “Hey Trix, the captain wants us to…hey, what are you doing?” I ran over to the blue showmare as she walked towards the statue’s outstretched hands…almost hypnotically in fact. She stared up at the statue’s face as she approached, never taking her eyes off of its non-existent ones. “Captain! You’d better come here, quick!” I called as I ran over to the showmare, just in time for her to unfasten the Alicorn Amulet and place it in the statue’s hands.
Trixie shrieked as the statue’s hands suddenly grasped the Amulet. She ran and hid behind us as the statue raised its hands to its chest and held them there. Immediately, a force field encased the entire figure and we watched as bright blue specks began to bombard the Amulet. We watched transfixed as the radiance intensified until finally, there was a bright flash, followed by some kind of discharge that sent us tumbling to the floor. 
“Ugh…” I groaned as I slowly picked myself up. I shook it off and frantically looked about for my friends. “Captain! Trixie!”
“I’m alright!” Remy replied as he attempted to haul himself to his feet. “Could use a hand, though.” I quickly complied, assisting him and very soon after, Trixie as well. “Is everyone alright?” 
“I might need new corneas but besides that, I’m in one piece,” I replied. “Are you okay?” I asked.
“I’m fine,” Trixie assured me. “Cole, look…” she added, pointing at something behind us. “The Amulet…”
“What the Hell…?” the captain mused as we slowly made our way towards the statue, made easier by the absence of the earlier force field. The arms had since returned to their original position, granting us an easy look at the object resting on the outstretched hands.  
The Amulet had changed. It no longer resembled the visage of an alicorn; rather, it had morphed into something completely different, something that looked remarkably like…
“Trixie…” I whispered as we all leaned forward to examine it. “It’s your cutie mark.” 
Dead silence.
It was unmistakeable. A star-tipped wand flanked on the left by a ribbon-like quarter moon shone with crystalline blue light beckoned to us. 
“It is, isn’t it…?” Trixie mused, looking it over from all angles. “Can I…I mean…should I…take it?”
“One moment,” Remy replied, scanning it with the tricorder. “Hmm…I can’t identify the material but it’s not radioactive. In fact, it’s not emitting anything at all. It’s actually identical to your energy signature, Trixie.”
“Then…can I?” she asked again, aiming the question directly at me as if seeking my approval.
“It’s your call, Trix. I mean, it is your Amulet.” After a brief pause, she nodded and slowly reached towards the Amulet. 
Needless to say, we all breathed a sigh of relief when she clasped it around her neck and nothing happened. 
“So…how does it feel?” I asked after a moment.
“It feels…like I’ve always had it,” Trixie replied as her face shifted from one expression to the next as if trying to decide how she felt about it. “It’s like…I can hardly remember not having it. I’m sorry; I can’t really explain.”
“It’s alright,” Remy assured her. “We’re just glad you’re okay. We’re dealing with technology here that no one knows anything about. I think we should just thank our lucky stars that everything turned out as well as it did.”
“I’m with the captain on that one,” I agreed. “We should probably get out of here as soon as we can.” 
As if agreeing with my plan, the entire structure began to shake as if hit with an earthquake. 
“Like, right now!” I added as we frantically searched for an exit, only to find none. “Captain! Elevator’s not working!” 
“I know!” he shouted as we ran about the room in desperation. 
“Trixie! Can you teleport us out of here!?” I shouted towards the unicorn. 
“I don’t know! I’ve never tried that with more than just myself!” she cried.
“Well, maybe that new toy of your can help us out! I think we should try it!”
“Easy for you to say!” she rebuked. 
“No time!” Remy interrupted, grabbing me by the arm and Trixie by a front leg. “Trixie, if we’re gonna try this, now’s the time!”
“Okay! Just…don’t let go of me or each other!”
With that, her horn flashed and we were gone. 
***
“Oof!” I grunted as I hit something metal. I opened my eyes to find myself tangled in a pile of human and equine limbs, a pile that soon dissipated as we got to our feet. It was then that I noticed where we’d ended up. “Ha ha, yes!” I cried joyfully as I practically danced on the cold, hard floor of my beloved bridge. “Trixie, you did it!” I exclaimed, picking her up and planting a wet kiss right on her nose. 
“Mr. Stevens, I’m just as relieved as your are, believe me, but I think we should save the celebrations for later. We’ve got a fleet up there that needs our help.” Remy reminded me. 
“Oops…” I said sheepishly, gently setting a bewildered and tongue-tied Trixie down before sitting on the first officer’s chair. 
“What are you doing?” Remy asked.
“You’re the ranking officer on board, sir,” I replied with a shrug. “I would be honored if you would take the con.” 
“My ship is gone,” Remy said, shaking his head. “This is your ship, Mr. Stevens. That captain’s seat is yours and I would be honored if you’d allow me to take the tactical station.” 
“Well, since you asked nicely,” I replied with a grin. “Tactical is yours, sir.”
“And I’ll take Engineering,” Trixie interjected, running over to the Engineering station.
“Excuse me?” I asked, taken aback. 
“I’ll keep those shields up, don’t worry,” Trixie assured me. “Captain Remy was kind enough to teach me a few little tricks just in case you ever needed some help.”
“Trixie, have I ever told you that I freaking adore you?” I asked in disbelief. 
“Once or twice…” she replied with a blush. I smiled.
“Alright! Let’s get this show on the road! Computer, take us up and rendezvous with the main battlegroup!” With that, the ship lifted off and it wasn’t long before we were just on the very edge of the battle. 
To put it simply, we weren’t doing very well. We had been outnumbered from the beginning but without a strong dedicated tactical presence, it had turned into a damned turkey shoot. We were giving them a Hell of a fight for sure…just not enough of one. 
More action for us, I guess.
“Captain! I need those phasers!” I shouted. “Trixie, route as much power to the shields as you can without impacting our offensive potential!”
“Roger that,” Remy replied rather calmly. 
“Yes sir!” Trixie replied rather eagerly. 
“Fire at will, full phaser spread!” I ordered. Captain Remy obliged and we soon found ourselves in the middle of the fight, firing at any Voth ships that came within range. “Damnit,” I growled as the powerful Voth shields seemed to simply absorb any damage we tried to inflict. “Captain, we’re not getting through! Any ideas?” 
“Don’t worry, I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve,” he replied, hitting some buttons. “There! I set the weapons on a rotating modulation! We usually save that one for the Borg but it just might do the trick here!”
“Nice!” I exclaimed as a burst of phaser fire ripped right through the shields of a passing Voth frigate. A second barrage tore holes in the hull, reducing the ship to burning slag before it collided with a large Voth cruiser and exploded, crippling the cruiser. “Good shot!” I turned to Trixie. “Hey Trix! How’re the shields holding up?”
“The Aegis is keeping them up for the most part but we can’t do this for much longer!” I turned back to Remy.
“Suggestions?” I asked.
“How about asking them for a hand?” he replied, pointing to something on the viewscreen. 
“Holy crap!” I exclaimed, rubbing my eyes in disbelief. “It’s the Enterprise!” 
I don’t think I’ve ever seen the tide of battle turn so quickly. What was once shaping up to be a crushing, ruinous defeat, rapidly became the exact opposite. Flanked by the U.S.S. Prometheus and the R.R.W. Lleiset, the mighty Odyssey-class swept through the battle after unleashing a spread of quantum torpedoes, annihilating most of the smaller Voth ships in one fell swoop while the cannons of the Prometheus and the Lleiset finished the job shortly after. 
“Receiving incoming transmission.” The computer announced.
“On-screen.” Remy and I replied in unison. We looked at each other and shared a laugh as the face of Captain Va’Kel Shon appeared on the viewscreen. 
“Captain Remy. Good to see you alive and well.” Shon stated as Remy nodded respectfully. 
“You arrived just in time,” Remy replied. “Things weren’t exactly going to plan.”
“They never do,” Shon said with a nod of his own before focusing on me. “We thank you for your assistance but I think it’d be best if you returned to Joint Command. Your ship could use a few repairs and by the looks of it, so could all of you.”
“That’s for sure, sir,” I agreed. “Would you like us to beam Captain Remy to the Enterprise?” 
“If you would be so kind.” 
***
Captain’s personal log, supplemental, Stardate “never want to see that stupid Sphere ever again”. Our goodbyes were brief. Heartfelt and sincere, yes, but brief. There was simply no time for prolonged partings, not with the Voth already regrouping for another kick at the cat. After Captain Remy had beamed over to the Enterprise, I set a course back to joint command according to Captain Shon’s recommendations. I attended the debriefing while Trixie slept corpse-like in her quarters, a privilege she rightly deserved. Her slumber gave me the opportunity to answer some big questions, questions like what to do next, where to go next, and so forth. I realize now that I need to do two things: concentrate more on allowing Trixie to build the career that she always wanted (and that I promised her), and finally tell her that I…(End recording)
“Hey,” I said, ending the log entry as a sleepy Trixie entered my quarters. Well, ‘stumbled into’ might be a better way to put it. “What’s up? Can’t sleep?” She hopped up onto my bed and snuggled ‘neath the covers with a happy little smile. “Alright, you can sleep here tonight. Just don’t hog all the sheets, okay?”
“Okay…” she whispered, although it was more of an exhale; I just like to think she agreed. I yawned and crawled into bed beside her and had barely finished the first half-dozen sheep when I too was out like a light.
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	Acting captain’s log, Stardate…why can’t I ever remember how this works? It’s been two days since we left the Sphere and I have no trouble admitting that I’d rather never see it or the Voth ever again. The Ranger’s been docked at Starbase 234’s repair facilities for the past 36 hours getting a few odds and ends fixed up. The damage wasn’t bad (for a change) but still warranted a day or two of TLC.  
Anyway, I think it’s time to cash in that overflowing Tsundering Jar and kick things up a notch. Well, I say that now but it all depends on whether or not Trixie feels up to my little ‘plan’. While we’ve been at Starbase 234, I’ve been in contact with/practically harassing the Federation embassy on Equestria trying to hunt down some information. It took two days and I probably owe those poor record-keepers each a sizeable chunk of my soul but it was definitely worth it.
I mean, doesn’t everyone deserve to be taken out for their birthday?
We live in a galaxy of fascinating phenomenon occurring around us all the time. I should know; we’ve been caught by some of those ‘phenomenon’ enough to write a damn book. Fortunately, this is also a galaxy loaded with incredible coincidences, this situation being one of them. Seriously, what are the odds that her birthday would coincide with our downtime? It’s like First Contact, when the Vulcan ship just happened to pass by while Zephram Cochrane was making his first warp flight.
Anyway, thanks to the testimonies of Captain Remy and Captain Shon during the debriefing, we’ve got a few days to ourselves before its back to business as usual and I intend to make the most of them, starting tonight. Right now, Trixie’s down on the Starbase talking to the station’s entertainment coordinator about doing a few shows over the course of the week, which gives me the perfect chance to plan everything out. Actually, there’s no other time I could’ve done it. Besides being unusually quiet and subdued, Trixie’s been really ‘clingy’ lately. Ever since Starfleet rerouted us back to the Alpha Quadrant, we’ve basically spent every waking moment together. I mean, I don’t mind at all, trust me. It just struck me as a bit strange for somepony who’s usually so independent to suddenly want to sleep in the same bed as me every night. Again, not that I’m complaining; she’s great to cuddle with.
In any case, I’m taking it as a good sign but part of me still worries about her. We all went through a lot in the Sphere but she’s the one who personally witnessed a whole ship full of people die. That fucks you up, trust me. You’re never quite the same after a traumatic event like that and I’m hoping that I can turn her mood around and lift her out of her funk. She refuses to talk about what happened on the Repulse and hasn’t said a work about her ‘new’ Amulet either and although I haven’t pressed either issue. I’m sure those are both weighing heavily on her mind. That’s why I need to make this as awesome as possible for her, if only to lighten her mood enough to have a heart-to-heart and help her sort things out. That’s why I recommended that she pursue something she really enjoys, which is also why I sent her to the Starbase to talk to the station’s entertainment coordinator about doing some shows. Hopefully, doing something she loves will help her recover. I only wish I knew what else to do…      
“Computer, pause recording,” I stated before resting my chin on an open palm as I stared up at the ceiling. “Date, date, date…okay, who’s ever heard of a human and a pony going on a date? What should we even do?” I was at a loss; blazing a new trail for relationships was exciting and interesting but hardly easy and definitely not my forte. How exactly does one date outside their species? Maybe I was still preoccupied with that little detail; we weren’t the same species.
I shook my head and banished the traitorous thought to the darkest regions of my psyche, condemning it to boil for eternity in a pool of “who gives a shit”. That wasn’t important…anymore. I took a deep breath and told the computer to resume recording.
I’ve already researched a few likely spots but they’re either too expensive or too far away for my plan to work. We need to stay pretty close to the station; the farthest we could possibly go without messing up my totally awesome plan is New Romulus. The only problem with that is that New Romulus is still pretty wild right now. I mean, there’s the embassy and a few small settlements but not much else, at least not much that Trixie would be interested in. I’ll put that one on the backburner for now, at least until I think of something else. (End recording)
“Computer, music,” I exclaimed, stretching my tired muscles.  
“Specify.”
“Something…I dunno, 21st century?”
“Specify.”
“What are my choices?”
“There are 687,394 songs in the database.”
“Okay, I get the picture, don’t get your plasma conduits in a knot. How about…something upbeat, something…inspirational to help me plan our date.”
“Specify.”
“Oh yeah, that’s right; I forgot you had a fetish for getting things spelled out for you. Alright, then. Play something popular from the mid-21st century. Something catchy.”
“Specify.” I rolled my eyes.
“Fine! Surprise me!”
“Acknowledged.” With that, the song began to play.
I felt a strange, inexplicable calmness wash over me as the tune began. Even when it soon changed to a faster tempo, that relaxing feeling did not leave as I might’ve expected. Instead, it took my hand led me into a state of near-perfect concentration, a state in which I could visualize the perfect evening with the mare of my dreams. That’s when the words I was hearing began to change. I found myself humming a set of alternate lyrics in time with the actual lyrics, which genuinely surprised me. I don’t know the first thing about music or writing it or anything like that and yet, here I was writing a different version of the song. Well, it was more like ‘adapting it to suit my needs’ but it was a start. And more importantly, it gave me a wicked idea.
I had a date with the holodeck.
Later…
“Trixie can’t believe you forgot about her,” the perturbed showmare huffed over her dinner. As an apology for completely neglecting to watch the time, I had promised her whatever she wanted to eat, a readily agreeable proposition due to the fact that we’d been eating nothing but replicated food for weeks.
Unsurprisingly, she selected the most upscale place on the station.
“Hey, I said I was sorry, right?” I replied, not overly concerned. After all, I may have annoyed her yet again but at least this time, I had a trump card. “Besides, 20 minutes isn’t that late.”
“You still shouldn’t have been late,” she mumbled, averting her eyes. “Trixie was getting worried…” Ah, so that’s what it was. I should’ve known she might still be spooked from the events in the Sphere. One of these days, I’ll finally learn how to talk without chewing on both feet at the same time. I leaned forwards and gently took her front hooves in my hands. She could be so cute when she tried to sit like a biped.  
“I know and next time, I promise I’ll be super-early but if I could have your forgiveness for just a little bit, I have an idea that I hope will make up for it.” And the fact that I still haven’t told you how I feel. “No, scratch that, an idea that I know will make up for it.”
“You do?” she asked quietly.
“I do.” I confirmed with a nod. I cleared my throat. “A-hem! Trixie Lulamoon…will you go on a date with me?”
Aaaaand cue awkward silence.
Okay, maybe I was just a little too enthusiastic and just maybe I had accidently grabbed the rapt attention of nearly every patron in the comparatively quiet dining room. In any case, it was a combination of that ensuing silence and the shocked, rapidly reddening face of Trixie that prompted me to act and save us both from an awkward evening. I sighed and stood up, looking at all the patrons surrounding us as if daring them to say something judgmental or otherwise stupid.
“Oh yeah, like none of you have ever thought about asking an Equestrian pony out,” I exclaimed indignantly. It did the trick; unwilling to share the spotlight with me, the patrons quickly returned to their meals and whispered conversations. I offered Trixie an apologetic smile…only to find the seat across from me completely vacant. “Great,” I muttered. “Nice one, Romeo. She probably teleported to the ship and took off with it.” Can’t say I blame her, I thought as I quickly paid the bill and got up to leave. That was poorly-executed.
That’s when I noticed something amiss. Beginning at Trixie’s plate, I spotted a small trail of…you guessed it. Remnants of a mostly-eaten piece of bread formed an edible path off the table and, upon immediate inspection, out of the restaurant. Well, I guess that’s better than nothing, I thought as I followed the clues out and into the station’s promenade. Here’s hoping that the witch at the end of the trail’s not in an incinerating mood.
***

My journey along the trail of breadcrumbs eventually found me in a fairly secluded part of the station, the starbase’s observatory. I breathed a sigh of relief as I found the large, open room to be completely deserted…well, with one exception, of course. I mean, where else would she go if not to get a glimpse of what brought her peace of mind and soul? I could scarcely blame her; the stars were especially bright and mostly unobstructed owing to the lack of starships around. I heard a small sniffle and slowly approached the source, taking a seat on a couch directly across from where I guessed the showmare to be.
“Why didn’t you just teleport?” I asked gently. No response, save for a sniffle she’d obviously tried to withhold. “Would’ve been easier than cloaking and running, doncha think? Faster, too. Unless, of course, some small part of you wanted to be found. The breadcrumbs were a nice touch, by the way.”
“D-did you mean it?” a small voice asked from the space directly in front of me.
“Mean what?”
“T-that you…that you wanted t-to go…on a d-date…with me…?”
“Of course I did,” I assured her, gently ruffling where I thought her ears might be.  
“Y-you mean like…a real “date”?” she asked, quivering slightly under my touch.
“Yes, Trixie!” I exclaimed. “I want to go on a real, actual, legit, genuinely romantic date with you! I honestly don’t know what else I could possibly mean!”
“It could mean a lot of things!” the showmare cried after rapidly de-cloaking. She glared up at me with angry, tear-filled eyes and my heart almost melted at the sight, especially since this was exactly what I had been trying to avoid. “You could be talking about going to lunch or the holodeck or some stupid planet or almost anythi-mmph!”
She had a point but that didn’t stop me planting a deep, reassuring kiss on her lips, a move I’d seen in countless holonovels and classic 21st century films, and one I’d always wanted to try. Hey, so I’m a romantic sap; sue me.
Lo and behold, it did the trick and she simply looked up at me with those big, lavender eyes that could turn steel into butter.
“So?” I ventured, taking her hooves in my hands once again.
“So what?” she whispered, trembling a little.
“So what’s your answer?”
“You didn’t meet Trixie on time…you humiliated Trixie in front of everyone at the restaurant,” she began, glaring up at me. “Then you chased her all the way here…” I wanted to remind her that technically, she wanted me to follow her but I decided to just shut my big yap and hold on for the ride. “Then you still have the nerve to ask the Great and Powerful Trixie something like…like that!?” she finished with a shout as her horn sparked.
“Um…yeah?” I replied rather lamely.
She pounced on me. Like, literally jumped on me with predatory intent. I would’ve been afraid for my life had she not attacked my lips with hers in what had to be the single greatest about-face I’ve ever seen. It was a surprise attack that I gratefully weathered, kissing her back as well as I could, given the complete lack of warning and awkward position we were in. After a minute or so of rather frenetic lip-play, she drew back and once more subjected me to those adorable purple weapons of mass capitulation.
“Yes,” she answered breathlessly but with a small smile. “I would love to go on a date with you.”
***

Now I’ve done it, I thought as we made our way back to the Ranger’s berth. Here I go making a grand spectacle of everything and I still don’t know what Trix and I are gonna do for our date! I mean, I need an idea and I need one fast; I mean, it’s not like I’m gonna just stumble into one…
“Aah-oof!” I hissed as I tripped and fell flat on my face. A series of frightened yelps emanated from somewhere around me and as I slowly got back up, I surveyed the floor for the one responsible. I didn’t wait long; moments after, I heard a “Gotcha!” from my blue companion. Levitated in a field of light-blue energy was a small, green animal the size of a kitten that looked like a cross between a rabbit, a pig, and a dog. I was sure I’d seen something like it before but another voice called out before I could remember.
“Please don’t hurt him!” Trixie and I turned to find a young Romulan girl running towards us as fast as her diminutive legs could carry her. She was panting hard when she finally caught up with us and looked up at me with a heartrending expression, complete with tears and quivering lips. “He didn’t mean to get in your way, I swear!”  
Now, how could anyone in their right mind stay mad at such a raw display of unrelenting adorableness and concern for their furry friend? As you might expect by now, I practically melted.
“Of course he didn’t,” I replied with a warm smile. “He was just running around and enjoying life. I definitely can’t blame him for that. Besides, accidents happen.” After a moment, she looked up at me with a smile of her own. I knelt down to her level as Trixie gently levitated the little fellow to his adorable warden. “Here you go, safe and sound.”
“Thanks,” the girl replied softly, hugging the little creature. It made no effort to escape and seemed quite content to rest after the excitement a few moments ago.
“Does he have a name?” I asked.
“Subject E-384.” she replied a-matter-of-factly. Trixie and I exchanged surprised glances.
“That’s an…interesting name…” Trixie ventured.
“Not really,” the girl answered. “My mom named him. She’s in charge of all the epohh research on New Romulus so she gets to name all of them. See?” She gently loosened a grey collar around its neck just enough to read the number “384” printed on it.  
“Ah, that explains it,” I mused, nodding my head in understanding as Trixie did the same. “Is that where she is now?” I asked, a plan beginning to form among the barren, ashen ground that made up my dating experience.   
“Probably. She’s usually out at Epohh Fields all day working with the other scientists.” The girl explained with a shrug. “I’m Tari, by the way.” she added, holding out a small hand towards me whilst keeping her epohh secure against her side with the other. “What’s your name?”
“My name’s Cole. Cole Stevens. This is my friend, Trixie.” I replied, shaking her hand before gesturing for Trixie to do the same, which she did.
“It’s nice to meet you, Cole.” she stated, a hint of eagerness in her tone. “And you too, Trixie. You have really nice hair,” she added, studying the showmare’s mane with curious eyes. “It’s super-pretty. Like a star or something else that’s really shiny.” Awe man, could she possibly get any more adorable. Trixie didn’t seem to think so; rather, she slowly approached Tari and sat on her haunches next to her.
“You really think so?” she asked with a hopeful smile.
“Yup.” Tari confirmed with a nod before looking at me and then back to Trixie. “Hey, you wanna play some epohh tag?” she asked eagerly.
“Tari? Tari! Where are you?” the voice of an older woman called from somewhere behind us. Dressed in a white outfit with grey patches and sleeves, she looked every inch a researcher.  
“I’m here, Mom!” Tari replied, waving her free arm. “I just had to grab Subject E-384!” She ran up to her mother and held the epohh up to her. “See?”
“Well, I’m glad to see he’s safe but why did he run off?” the woman asked. “I thought he really liked you.”
“Oh, he does,” Tari assured her. “He just gets really bored easily and really likes to run around. I was telling Commander Temer about them and kinda forgot to hold him the whole time.” She looked back at us and smiled. “But then Mr. Cole and Miss Trixie came along and caught him for me!”
“That was nice of them,” the woman replied, giving us a smile before approaching. “My name is Toreth. I’m the head researcher for Dewan epohhs, or New Romulus epohhs if you prefer. Thanks again for helping my daughter.” I nodded and shook her hand.
“It was no problem at all,” I assured her. “I’m Cole Stevens and this is my friend, Trixie.”
“It’s wonderful to meet you both,” Toreth answered. “May I ask what brought you here to Starbase 234?”
“Well, I work for Starfleet as a courier and Trixie here is one of the single greatest magicians and illusionists you’ll ever meet.” I gave the blushing Trixie a gentle nudge and a wink. “We’ve been travelling together for a few months now.”
“I see,” Toreth mused. “I must confess that I’ve never seen a live Equestrian before. As a scientist, this is rather exciting.”
“Ooh, can she show me a magic trick?” Tari interrupted, unable to withhold her excitement any longer, her pleading expression fixed firmly on the blue showmare.  “Pleeeeeaaaaase? I’ll let you pet Subject E-384 as much as you want!” There was a brief pause, during which I gave Trixie another gentle nudge after her mother nodded in approval.
“O-of course she can!” Trixie exclaimed. “The Great and Powerful Trixie would be happy to entertain you!” With that, they relocated to a close-by table and Trixie jumped up onto it while a thrilled Tari promptly sat on the floor in front of it with her epohh in her lap. She squealed as a light shower of bright sparks showered the table, prompting Toreth to smile appreciatively.
“That is a remarkable friend you’ve got,” she said. I nodded in agreement.
“I know.” Alright, this is your chance. “Actually, I’d like to ask you about something, if you wouldn’t mind.”
“Of course. How may I be of assistance?” Toreth offered.
“Her birthday’s coming up tomorrow and I’d really like to take her somewhere special.” I didn’t think it necessary to divulge my personal business; regardless, I was glad I had another reason to put Toreth on the spot. “I know that New Romulus is probably the best closest place so…what do you recommend? What is there to do for fun on New Romulus?”
“Hmm…” Toreth thought about it. “To be honest, not much at the moment. We’ve been focusing most of our energy on getting the planet ready for large-scale colonization. As it stands, we don’t have much in the way of entertainment.”
“Darn…” I muttered, wondering what else I could do now that my best option was more or less gone.
“Although…” Toreth mused, instantly grabbing my attention. “While we don’t have much traditional entertainment, there are some beautiful places to visit if you enjoy the outdoors. Vastam Peaks provide some of the best views of the night sky while Epohh Fields in Isha Forest are a great spot to relax and be close to the local wildlife.”
It was then that I realized I had mere minutes ago, in every sense of the word, literally stumbled into the solution to my problem.
“So…Epohh Fields is nice, huh?” I mused, stroking my chin. “Perfect for say…a date?”
“Sure.” Toreth replied with a shrug. I nodded thoughtfully.
“Well then, if you wouldn’t mind, I would love to hear all about Isha Forest and Vastam Peaks.”
“Sure. What would you like to know?”
Meanwhile…
“Wow!” Tari exclaimed, clapping enthusiastically as another trick concluded. “You’re really good, Trixie!”
“Thank you, thank you, you’re far too kind!” Trixie replied with a smile and sweeping bow. She hopped off the table and sat beside Tari. “Trixie thought you’d like them!”
“Oh, I did!” Tari assured her, nodding vehemently. “Miss Trixie, can I ask you something?”
“Of course you can.”
“Could you maybe…come back here and do some more tricks some time? There isn’t much on New Romulus for the other kids to do and I know they’d all really like it if you did a show for ‘em!” Trixie was taken aback by the power of the girl’s words; never had she had anyone approach her so…selflessly. Usually, they just wanted more for the sake of getting the most out for their Bits, but with Tari…she was able to remember why she’d started doing magic and illusions in the first place.
If it wasn’t to see someone’s face light up with sincere wonder and admiration, then why do it at all?
The revelation, or possibly reminder, minor as it was, caused a tear to roll down one of Trixie’s cheeks, a detail that did not go unnoticed.
“Are you okay?” Tari asked quietly and with a look of concern.
“Oh, yes, absolutely!” Trixie replied whilst quickly wiping the tear away.
“Are you sure?”
“I’m fine. Please don’t worry. I just…thank you for your kind words,” the showmare answered with a nod. “They…meant a lot.”
“Here, give Snuffles a hug,” Tari offered, holding the epohh out to her. “I know you said you’re not really sad but that always helps me feel better.”
“I thought his name was Subject…E-something.”
“I changed his name,” Tari explained before putting a finger to her lips. “Ssh! It’s our secret!” she whispered.
“Our secret,” Trixie confirmed, also with a whisper. With that, she carefully beheld the furry creature with her front hooves, hugging it gently to her body so he wouldn’t slip out of her less-then-perfect grip. Sure, she could’ve levitated him but there was something intriguing about such tactile contact that felt somehow reassuring. In short, holding the admittedly cute critter felt good and Trixie made a mental note to do it again sometime. Maybe even get one of her own someday… 
“Hey, Trix, sorry to interrupt but Toreth’s running late for her meeting and we should get moving, too.” I informed the girls after joining them with Toreth. 
“Awe, do we have to go?” Tari asked as she pouted up at her mother, who smiled back apologetically.
“I’m afraid so. Besides, I’m sure Mr. Stevens and Miss Trixie have their own matters to take care of.”
“Afraid so, kiddo,” I added. “I’ve got a starship in the shop right now and I’m sure someone’s getting hungry for dinner right about now.” It was then that Tari wrapped her arms around Trixie’s shoulders in a warm hug.
“Thanks for everything, Miss Trixie,” she murmured happily before looking up at her. “You’ll come back again and see everybody…right?” The azure mare smiled and gave her a small nuzzle.
“Trixie wouldn’t miss it for the world.” I returned my attention to Toreth and shook her hand once more.
“Thank you for the information. I’ll definitely put it to good use.”
“It was my pleasure, Mr. Stevens. Good luck!”
“Bye, Miss Trixie!”
And with that, they were off.
***

While our dinners had been quiet as of late, something about this particular one had me concerned for my blue friend, and not just because she’d insisted on eating back on the Ranger. She had been staring at her bowl for several minutes, and rather intently at that.
“Hey…” I ventured. “Is something wrong? You’ve been staring at your food for like, 10 minutes. I know it’s just Crispy Chex but I didn’t have anything else non-replicated and I know how sick you are of the replicator. I could go to the station and see if there’s anything fresh I could get for you.” Trixie shook her head but offered me a small smile.
“It’s okay, really. I’m just…thinking.”
“Bit for your thoughts?”
“Oh, um…it’s just something Tari said. Got me thinking.”
“Way to answer the question, Trix,” I replied. “But hey, if you don’t wanna talk about it, that’s cool, too.”
“No, no, it’s just that…what am I doing here?” Her question caught me off guard.
“I dunno…eating?” I asked, unsure of her question’s deeper meaning, if it in fact, had one at all.
“No, I mean…what am I doing in general? Why am I going all over the place? Is it just to do shows or am I really only concerned with getting famous?”
“Why can’t you have both?”
“Because what if I’m doing what I love for the wrong reasons? What if the only reason I’m doing this is to get famous?”
“Wasn’t that the point, though? Isn’t that why you joined me for this crazy ride?”
“I thought it was, too. But now…” She paused and took a deep breath. “…I’m not so sure.” I slowly nodded and leaned forward on the small table.
“What’s going on, Trix? What’s on your mind?” I asked gently.
“I…I don’t know if…I can do shows anymore.” She saw my eyes widen and quickly continued. “I mean, for profit or fame. After what Tari told me about her homeworld and the other children…I feel…no, I need to do something for them. Even if it’s just doing some magic…as long as it makes them happy…then I don’t care about the Bits...or the credits.” I looked back at her in wonderment.
“Trixie, that’s extraordinary.”
“No it’s not.”
“Yes it is, and I’ll tell you why. When I met you, you would’ve laughed at the very idea of something non-profit. And now look at you; wanting to make people smile without any kind of reward except for their appreciation?” Before she knew it, I grabbed her in a hug, lifting her up and out of her seat, making her blush as she squeezed back. “You’ve really come a long way since then and I’m so incredibly proud of you right now that I just wanna hug you forever.”
Yeah, maybe I am just a big sap at heart.
“Thanks, Cole,” she whispered. “Of course…Trixie couldn’t have gotten here without you.” I felt her lips against my cheek and felt myself blush as well.
“Awe…it was my pleasure, Trix. Always happy to help.”
“Still…thank you…for everything.” I felt her lean back and adjusted so I could still hold her as she looked up at me with those beautiful eyes. “I love you, Cole.”
There was a pause as I struggled to voice a response that would do such an incredible declaration justice.
“I…I…”
“It’s okay, you don’t have to say it back,” Trixie added, her head dropping slightly. “Being with you lately has just…it’s made me realize how lucky I am. If you hadn’t come along and…and…”
“…crushed everything you owned?” I said, trying to lighten the mood. To my surprise, she actually smiled a bit.
“Yes, that. I…I know it’s a lot to think about but I just really wanted you to know before…something else happened and I…couldn’t tell you in time.” she finished in a whisper.
“Trixie?” I said, gently tilting her chin up. “I love you, too.” She involuntarily let out a small gasp before crushing her lips to mine, wetting our faces with the tears of joy running down her cheeks.
“Do you…really…mean it?” she stammered out between kisses, allowing us each a quick breath before resuming our tongue-dance.
“Of…course I do…you silly mare…” I replied when I could get a word in edgewise. She paused and looked up at me once again.
“You…didn’t say ‘girl’…”
“I know.”
“But that means…” I smiled warmly at her.
“I accept you for who you are, Trixie. Yes, I know you’re Equestrian. Yes, I know we’re quite different.” I paused to plant a soft kiss on her lips. “But you’re also the Great and Powerful Trixie…my Great and Powerful Trixie.”
It was all she could take. All the emotions she’d kept bottled up came spilling out in the form of more joyful tears as she hugged herself to me and simply cried. All the while, I held her. I gently massaged her back. I murmured reassuring words to her and told her over and over that I loved her. And all the while, she cried, although her tears finally began to subside after a few heartfelt minutes.
“Y’know,” I whispered. “I was gonna wait until our date tomorrow to tell you but I’m glad I decided to do it now.” Trixie sniffed, wiped her tears away, and smiled at me. Suffice it to say, I’d never seen such a happy, sincere expression in my life.
“Me too,” she replied. “I don’t know what I would’ve done if you hadn’t said it back.”
“Hey, I would’ve said it eventually.”
“Of course you would’ve.”
“Are you teasing me right now?” I asked.
“Just a little…” she admitted with a small, mischievous smile.
“Now there’s the Trixie I know and tolerate.”
“Know and what?” she demanded, hitting my chest with a front hoof.
“Whoa hey, just kidding!” I exclaimed. “Know and love, know and love! There! Happy?” She smiled and nodded, resting her head on my shoulder.
“Never been happier.”
***

For the first time in what seemed like months, I woke up the next morning genuinely feeling like I’d had a proper night’s sleep. No nightmares, no cold sweats…nothing. Just the comforting softness of Trixie’s azure coat as she slept quietly beside me, exactly how she’d been when we had fallen asleep. Now, I know what you’re thinking; no, we didn’t ‘get busy’. That could wait, and to be honest, I don’t think either of us were clamoring to jump to that stage. That isn’t to say there wasn’t any mutual physical attraction; it’s just that intimacy would be a huge step for us, what with us being different species and all.
Despite the wonderful feeling that engulfed me whenever we were together, I was still hung-up on the idea of ‘doing the deed’ with someone so outside my…‘usual fare’. To say otherwise, I believe, is to utter bullshit. No one knows what they’d do unless placed in that exact situation. I smiled as I wondered how Kirk did it and whether or not he ever wrote a holobook about the subject of inter-species fun-fun time.
For the time being, however, I wasn’t gonna worry about it. Don’t misunderstand; I wasn’t gonna ignore it and was still perfectly willing to discuss the idea with Trixie if it ever came up but in the meantime, I was quite willing to cross that bridge if and when we ever ended up there.
I felt Trixie squirm around under the sheet beside me and quickly fixed the blanket around her, tucking it in gently around her sleeping form before getting up. I checked the time; it was just past 6 AM.
Perfect, I thought with a small smile. That gives me at least four hours before she wakes up. I think I’ll grab us some fresh breakfast from one of the Starbase’s restaurants and we can have breakfast in bed. I bet she’d really like that.
Funny how meeting the right person…Equestrian…whatever, can have such a profound effect on your priorities, huh? Usually, I would’ve headed to the holodeck for some Dead Space: Ultimate Trilogy Holodeck Edition or even planned my route for the day, where I wanted to go and so on. This time, however, I wanted nothing more than to start the day by putting a smile on Trixie’s face.
So that’s exactly what I did. Taking advantage of Trixie’s ability to sleep through a warp core breach, I dressed up and headed for the station in search of the perfect breakfast, making a mental note to pick up a few more boxes of delicious Crispy Chex, not to mention check up on a little side project I’d started soon after we’d docked at the Starbase.
That meant a trip to Station Engineering.
A couple hours later…
There, all set, I thought as I returned triumphantly to the docked Ranger. It was done; the plan I’d been toiling on was finally complete. I hope you’re ready for the best date of your life, I thought as I returned to my bed and gently stroked her head, having completed my morning tasks. Not only had Engineering come through in spades and given the ship a clean bill of health, I had found the one place in the entire sector that sold authentic strawberry crepes. Needless to say, the mess hall’s cooler, besides keeping my surprise dinner cold, also held a generous number of the delicious items.
Smiling, I set a plate piled high with still-warm crepes on my small bedside table, but not before waving it in front of her nose for good measure. Her snout responded with gentle sniffs before convincing her to wake up and investigate the source of the intoxicating aroma.
“Mmmuuurrgh…” she mumbled before stretching and slowly opening her eyes, which immediately widened when they beheld the feast in front of them. She looked at them and then up at me. “Cole…are these for us?” she asked somewhat groggily.
“No, they’re for Q,” I replied with a wry grin, grabbing one and taking a bite. “Of course they’re for us. I thought you might like some breakfast in bed before our date.”
“I…Trixie doesn’t know what to say…” she replied, apparently overwhelmed by such a simply gesture. Score one for me, I guess. She suddenly blushed as her stomach weighed in on the subject.
“By the way,” I added before giving her a surprise kiss. “Happy birthday.” She looked at me with an incredulous expression.
“H-how did you know?”
“I didn’t,” I confessed and her eyes narrowed slightly. “Starfleet did. See, I wanted to do something cool for your birthday so I got in touch with the Federation Embassy on Equestria. It took some doing but they finally got back to me a couple days ago. Guess you guys like keeping records too, huh?” I didn’t have the chance to say anything else as, for the second time in less than 12 hours, Trixie pounced on me with predatory intent.
Let’s just say that for a little while, she might’ve mixed me up with breakfast. Not that I was complaining, of course.
“These are amazing,” she exclaimed happily, finishing the last one just as I was about to reach for it. “Are these fresh strawberries?”
“Yep!” I replied proudly. “Asked about ‘em and everything.”
“That was one of the best breakfasts Trixie’s ever had,” she declared upon completion of our morning meal. “You’re the best,” she added, giving my cheek an affectionate, albeit surprising lick.                
“Okay, I know for a fact I didn’t have whipped cream on my face this time.”
“You actually remember that?” she asked.
“Why wouldn’t I? That was one of the most unique and unexpected experiences of my life.” Thinking deviously, I dabbed my finger in some of the leftover whipped cream on the plate and smeared a bit on Trixie’s cheek.
“Hey! What are do…ing…” she murmured as I slowly licked the cream off her cheek.
“There. Now we’re even.” I whispered.
“You’re really strange, you know that?” she asked, trying to suppress a smile.
“I prefer ‘eccentric’, if you don’t mind.”
“Hmm…” she hummed thoughtfully with a hoof at her chin. “Nah, I’ll stick with ‘strange’.” she stated, sticking her tongue out at me.
“Hey, whatever floats your boat, oh Cute and Cuddly Trixie,” I answered, giving her a hug.
A somewhat awkward and foreboding pause ensued. I grinned innocently as Trixie gave me a ‘look’. 
“Cute and Cuddly Trixie…?”
Oh crap.
And just like that, I was off like a shot, laughing like a crazy person and ducking under magical blasts on my way out. I braved a look behind me; sure enough, there she was, hot on my tail with a familiar gleam in her eye.
“CUTE AND CUDDLY TRIXIE!?”
“That’s right, tell the whole galaxy that you’ve changed your name from the Great and Powerful Trixie to the…ouch!” I yelped, grabbing my singed behind. “It’s a complement, Trix! YIKES!”
I grabbed the corner and practically swung around, making a bee-line for the turbolift. I dove in, shouted “Bridge!”, and slumped against the side of the turbolift, trying to catch my breath. At least from the bridge, I could seal off the turbolift and hopefully forestall my execution. Confident in my plan, I strolled out onto the bridge without a second thought as soon as the turbolift doors opened.
“SURPRISE!”
A flash of light momentarily blinded me and the next thing I knew, something fuzzy collided with me, knocking me down and using me to break its fall. I rubbed my eyes and soon found Trixie smirking victoriously at me as she sat on my stomach.
“Right…forgot you could do that…” I admitted, capitulating to her unfairly advantageous abilities.
“Ready to apologize?”
“Not a chance.”
“Then I guess it’s time for Trixie’s secret weapon…” she replied with an evil grin, her horn lighting up.
“Do your worst…” I dared with a smirk of my own.
“Very well! You leave Trixie no choice!” she exclaimed as her horn began to spark with power. “Ready?”
“Bring it!”
“Fine! You asked for it!” With that, she brought a front hoof up…and gently tapped me on the nose.
“Boop.” she whispered as her horn returned to its normal, non-sparking version.
“Boop.” I replied, returning the favor.
“You were scared.”
“Was not.”
“Was too.”
“You really think I was scared?” I teased, quickly standing up, making her yelp in surprise before clinging to me for dear life. “Now we’re even.”
“Fine,” she said with a sigh before giving me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Trixie accepts your terms.”
“Good. Now, if there’s anything you need to do before our date, I suggest doing that now. A soon as we’re clear of the Starbase, it’s not long to New Romulus.” I replied, earning a strange look from the showmare.
“Now? Isn’t it a little early?”
“Well, the thing is, I planned this date as more of an outing,” I explained. “See, I wanted to make it extra special for you today so I decided to make the entire day our date. Sound good?” Her face lit up and she nodded enthusiastically.
“Sounds great.”
***

Later, in orbit over New Romulus…
“I don’t think I’ve ever actually been on this part of the deck,” Trixie mused as I led her to a fairly unused part of the ship. Truth be told, it wasn’t an area I frequented either but this time, it happened to hold the key to our entire day. “Where are we again?”
“Deck 04, just in front of the auxiliary deflector,” I replied, examining a control panel. “Ah, here it is. Now I remember.” With that, I pressed a few buttons and the floor panel immediately in front of us slid open, revealing a short ladder going down a tube and ending in a small room. Trixie looked at me quizzically. “Ladies first,” I invited, motioning for her to descend.
“Cole…what is this?” she asked, hesitation present in her voice.
“Just trust me. You’re gonna love it,” I assured her. She looked at me for a bit longer before resigning herself to the task at hand, which she accomplished by carefully levitating herself down the tube. I followed soon after and took a seat in the front of the V-shaped room. Trixie jumped as several panels above us closed with a hiss. “It’s okay, really. Just…come up here with me and I’ll hold on to you, alright?” She nodded and did so, pressing her side up against mine. I put my arm around her and tapped a nearby control panel a few times.
Trixie gasped as the room came to life around her. Panels and screens lit up, displaying all kinds of data, but what got her attention the most was the sudden appearance of a joystick directly in front of me, previously hidden within the control panel. I turned to her and grinned and before she could protest, she felt a sharp lurch as if whatever they were sitting in had just been shaken loose. Her eyes widened as the visor-like front of the room suddenly filled with stars and the openness of space, and after a moment, the blue, purple, and green world of New Romulus.
“Trixie, I’d like to introduce you to the Waverider shuttle,” I exclaimed as she placed her front hooves against the window, staring out eagerly at the breathtaking sight outside. “Since I’m not allowed to actually land the Ranger where we’re going, I thought this might be more fun than just beaming down.”
“Trixie agrees…” she murmured, too busy staring at the sights to dedicate much time to acknowledge my creativity.
Which was just fine and dandy to me; after all, this was her special day. I was just there to make sure she got it.
“Pretty cool, huh?” I asked, easing the Waverider into a nice, smooth flight path towards the planet.
“It’s amazing, Cole!” Trixie replied happily before giving me a big hug. “You’re right; this is way better than beaming! When did you have the time to do…well, this?” she asked, gesturing about the chevron-shaped cabin.
“Well, I’d like to say that I bought it just for the occasion but the truth is that I’ve actually always had it. It just needed some repairs so I asked the Starbase engineers to give it a complete overhaul.” I looked about the cabin. “And I’d say they succeeded.”
“I love it,” Trixie replied, giving me a kiss. “Not that I’m complaining but why wouldn’t they let us take the Ranger?”
“I guess might as well tell you where we’re going. I thought it’d be really cool to spend the day in Epohh Fields, maybe do some hiking up to Vastam Peaks for some stargazing. What do you th-mmph?” For the second time that day, Trixie’s lips interrupted me. “Wow…” I said breathlessly. “Somepony’s in an affectionate mood.”
“How could I not?” she asked, blushing. “This is the sweetest thing anypony…anyone’s ever done for me.”
“Hey, I’m pretty pleased myself,” I added, giving her a quick squeeze with my free, non-piloting arm. “I get to spend the entire day with the most beautiful Equestrian in the galaxy.”
“Don’t forget ‘Greatest and Most Powerful’.” she reminded me, complete with a grin.
“That’s funny, I thought it was ‘Cutest and Most Cuddly’.” I laughed as she poked my side with her hoof. “Alright! Anyway, as I was saying, since we’re going to what they consider an important nature reserve, landing a starship in the middle of it could hurt the local wildlife. However, since small shuttles are allowed to land in those areas, the Waverider is the perfect way to get there and tour the planet at the same time.”
“Trixie has to hoof it to you,” the blue mare replied, nodding slowly. “This is a pretty great way to start a date.”
Aside from a little atmospheric turbulence, the trip to our destination went very smoothly. I took us on a small detour over the famed New Romulus Embassy and even dipped low over the ruins for some excellent sightseeing. It was my hope that we could spend some more time on the planet to explore and maybe even help out but it ultimately depended on what Starfleet had planned for us.
We ended up about a kilometer away from the main research camp in Epohh Fields, which meant that a bit of a hike was in order. Neither of us minded the walk, seeing as we had dedicated an entire day to our date and therefore had time to spare. As we hiked over the hills and across the plateaus of New Romulus, we chatted animatedly about anything that happened to enter our respective trains of thought. I told her about my time on Deep Space 9 working for that Ferengi, while Trixie regaled me with tales about the Elements of Harmony and her many travels. Truth be told, we didn’t share much we hadn’t shared before but neither of us were too concerned about that; instead, we simply listened, laughed when appropriate, and immersed ourselves in each other’s experiences.
“Eep!” Trixie suddenly squeaked, jumping in surprise.
“What is it?” I asked as she quickly scanned the area around her feet.
“Something touched my hoof!”
“Really? What was it?”
“If Trixie knew that, she wouldn’t need to ask!”
“Right. Maybe it was him…” I replied, pointing down at the space in front of her.
The showmare’s demeanor changed immediately the moment she laid eyes on the little creature sitting in front of her.
“Cole, look!” she exclaimed as the epohh cocked its head to the side, regarding her with curious eyes. “It’s one of those epics…epochs…”
“Epohhs?” I suggested.
“Yes, epohh!” I couldn’t help but smile as Trixie knelt down on all fours and leaned towards the critter, which replied in kind before giving her an experimental sniff and running off. “Aren’t they the cutest little things?” The follow-up squee almost gave me a heart attack.
“They certainly are, oh Soft and Sappy Trixie.” She looked at me with narrowed eyes and furrowed brow.
“Can’t really deny that one, can I?”
“You can’t really deny any of the new nickname’s I’ve come up with.”
“Trixie will forgive you for being a stubborn mule this time…but only because this is the best day of Trixie’s life.”
“Fair enough,” I replied with a shrug. “I guess this mean’s we’ve officially reached Epohh Fields.”
It was a landscape that lived up to its name in every conceivable way. Rolling, green hills made up the verdant environment in which hundreds of epohhs of every color and size played and ran about. Carefree and completely unafraid of us, they staged their investigation of us in a pattern of run up, sniff, and run away only to repeat the process. Trixie and I shared in many a laugh as we watched the spectacle and we soon found a perfect spot to relax and enjoy the perfect warm and sunny day.
“Y’know…” I began as we stared up at the clouds. Just to my left, Trixie turned her head and regarded me. “I really think my parents would’ve loved it here.”
“They were…diplomats, right?” I nodded.
“Yeah. As far as I know, they were the only members of the Federation diplomatic corps that actually liked their station on Romulus. They knew what their jobs entailed and how difficult, if not outright impossible it was. But they never gave up on the idea of a long-lasting peace between us and the Romulans. And now, being here surrounded not only by Romulans but hundreds of other types of people…I know my parents would be so proud right now.”
“I know they would, Cole,” Trixie replied softly, edging right up against me. “And I know they’d be proud that you’re here to see what they worked so hard for.” I nodded once again and slowly scratched behind her ears. 
“This…this is everything they ever wanted, everything they worked for. It’s just…it’s just a damn shame that they’re not around to see it, y’know?” I rolled over to face the azure mare beside me. “I’m glad you’re here, though. I-I wouldn’t have wanted to come here alone.” I hugged her closely and planted a soft kiss on her head. “Thanks for coming with me, Trix.”
Trixie’s heart raced as she finally realized the significance of what was happening. Yes, it was her birthday, which made the date a fantastic coincidence and a very special day solely on that basis. However, the real significance lay in what had just been said.
She was part of his family now. It was clear to her; like countless others, he had lost his family when Romulus was destroyed and like those who were left, had travelled to the new homeworld to begin anew; to start new careers, to pursue new opportunities, to re-establish their family lines and continue their legacies and the legacy of Romulus.
To find love among their shattered hearts and memories.
Truly, their excursion was so much more than a simple ‘date’. It was a declaration of trust offered to the showmare by her companion, a sign that he was ready to begin anew as well. A sign that they were both ready. Cole had lost his family, Trixie had lost herself and way of life, and yet, there they were, stronger and more determined than ever…just like the world on which they took their first steps together as one.
They were each other’s New Romulus.
“Hey,” I murmured, making Trixie shake her head and open her eyes as if lost in thought. “Everything okay? You kinda drifted off there for a bit.”
“No…” Trixie replied with a smile. “Everything’s perfect.”
Mmrroooowwgurglegurgle…
“Oh, heh, heh,” I said as my stomach protested my lack of attention. “Time for dinner, huh?”
“Actually, that would be great,” Trixie agreed as her tummy rumbled as well. “Those crepes must’ve been hours ago.”
“Then shall we continue to Vastam Peaks? We can watch the sunset while we eat and stargaze from the top of Mt. Vastam.” I suggested. The blue mare smiled and kissed me.
“Trixie would love that.”
***

“See?” I exclaimed, pointing up at the sky as we finally reached our destination about an hour later. “We’re just in time for the sunset!”
“Okay, okay, you were right,” Trixie agreed, sitting beside me. “This place is pretty amazing.” Our perch overlooked the massive Vastam Canyon and was literally the last soft, grassy spot before the natural trail we’d been following turned into rocks and boulders. Thus, it was the spot I selected to watch the sun go down…and of course, to fill our growling stomachs.
“Hey Trix, wanna see a magic trick?” I asked, dusting off a nearby large, flat rock.
“I thought we were here to watch the sunset.”
“Why not do both?” I asked with a shrug. “You’re always showing me magic; I think it’s time to return the favor.”
“Oh, Trixie has got to see this,” she exclaimed with a smirk, sitting at the opposite end of the rock.
“A-hem!” I threw my hands into the air and slowly brought them downwards, wiggling my fingers as I did so, all the while exclaiming “Ordinateur, transporte les nourritures rapidement!” What? Saying “Abra Kadabra” would’ve been clichéd as Hell and I needed to maintain the element of surprise. Besides, I was pretty sure she didn’t know any French.
Just as I pronounced the last syllable of my impromptu magic chant, there was a bright flash, revealing two bowls of salad. I sat proudly as she stared at me with an incredulous expression.
“And voila!” I announced, gesturing towards the dishes. “Dinner is served.”
“Trixie knows how you did it.”
“Oh, does she?”
“You told the computer to beam that food down when you said…whatever you said.”
“Maybe,” I replied with a shrug. “But I’ll never tell. A magician never reveals his tricks. You should know that better than anyone.”
“You just don’t want to admit that Trixie’s right.”
“Just keep telling yourself that.”
“Trixie’s gonna eat now.”
“By all means,” I invited, gesturing towards the food once again. She took an experimental bite and chewed thoughtfully. I smiled as her eyes lit up.
“This is wonderful!” she declared. “What is it?”
“Ferasan Chag Salad.”
“Good thing it tastes better than it sounds!”
“I’ll say,” I agreed, taking a bite of my own. It actually wasn’t bad once you got past the fact you were literally eating grass.
“Not that I don’t appreciate it,” Trixie said through a mouthful. “But why are you eating it? I didn’t think you liked salad for dinner.” I shrugged.
“I wanted us to enjoy the same meal together on our first date.” I explained.
“You…really know how to make a mare feel special,” Trixie half-whispered, blushing as she looked up at me. “This may sound really…well, corny, but…I never want this day to end.”
“Well then, how could we do this tomorrow or next week or any other time if this day never ended?” I asked. “I, for one, would like to have many more days like this.” I looked up at the setting sun and smiled. “After all, the night always brings a new day, right?” Trixie nodded thoughtfully and joined me in my appraisal of the evening sky.
“Yeah…it really does.”
***

The stars were absolutely incredible that night. As we lay on the softest patch of grass we could find, Trixie marvelled at how clear the sky was, how different the night sky looked from the Ranger and her homeworld, and anything else that tickled her fancy. All the while, I simply listened and held her, adding little tidbits here and there. After sending the used dishes back to the Ranger’s replicators, we had decided to forgo dessert in favor of some stargazing, during which we actually nodded off for a while, waking up a short hour or so later. Unwilling to risk our lives in a search for the shuttle in pitch-black darkness, I ordered a beam-out to the Ranger, planning to retrieve the shuttle the next day.
“That was perfect,” Trixie said as we made our way to the last portion of my expertly-planned evening. “The walk, the food, the stars…just…perfect.”
“And it’s not over yet,” I replied as we entered the turbolift. “I know we’re both tired but I just want to show you one last thing before we pass out.”
“Trixie promises not to fall asleep until you’re out of things to amaze her with.”
“Then I hope you like insomnia.”
“Oh, aren’t you funny?”
“I try. Anyway, here we are,” I replied, motioning for her to exit the turbolift.
“Where are we going?”
“Holodeck.”
“What’s on the holodeck?”
“You’ll see. Don’t worry, you’ll like it!” I exclaimed, hoping I was right. I felt her head under my hand as she walked close beside me and I instinctively gave her an impromptu scalp massage. She grinned up at me.
“I’m sure I will.”
Upon reaching the holodeck, Trixie found herself ushered into a large circular room with a strange ceiling, strange mostly because there was no ceiling. Instead, the tall, ornate round walls extended up into an incredible starscape. Trixie couldn’t help but stare up at the dozens of shooting stars, bright nebulas, and other cosmic phenomenon as she slowly circled the room, eventually sitting on one of several round couches near the centre. Just as I’d planned, she hadn’t even noticed my disappearance until a spotlight focused on an elevated part of the room, revealing me holding an old-style microphone.
“Is this thing on?” I asked, accidentally causing a negative feedback screech that forced us to cover our ears. “Computer, lower volume by one-third!”
“Acknowledged.”
“Cole, what’s going on?” Trixie asked.
“Well, I was planning our date yesterday while you were at your meeting on the station and…”
“That’s why you were late?” she asked.
“Yes, exactly,” I replied. “I lost track of time when I heard an old hit from the 21st century and…well, allow me to show you what I came up with.” I cleared my throat. “Computer…hit it.”
“Acknowledged. Music starting in ten seconds. There will be no further audio warning.” Alright, this is it, I thought as a bead of sweat ran down my forehead. Hopefully, my terrible singing voice won’t make Trixie’s ears bleed. Maybe I should’ve selected an auto-tune filter...
I had little time to ponder the idea; the music made sure of that. Instead, I took a deep breath, waited for my cue…and hoped for the best.
Hey, Trixie,
There’s a galaxy to re-discover.
Hey, Trixie,
Come with me, we’ll see it all together.
The showmare’s eyes widened and her ears perked up at the mention of her name.
Oh, if your world is crumbling down ‘round you,
There’s nothing among the stars I wouldn’t do.
I’ve never been much of a singer; truthfully, I’m pretty bad at it. This time, though, I actually felt like I was doing a half-passable job with the song. I had only practiced it once or twice but I was strangely calm throughout the first few lines. Of course, Trixie’s look of amazement and utter disbelief didn’t hurt.
Hey, Trixie,
Where must I venture for you to miss me?
Hey, Trixie,
What must I achieve for you to kiss me?
We both partook in a blush at that part.
Oh, if your world is crumbling down ‘round you,
There’s nothing among the stars I wouldn’t do.
What if we’re far from home?
Oh Trixie, what if you ask and I don’t know?
What if we risk it all?
Oh Trixie, we will make it somehow.
Oh, if your world is crumbling down ‘round you,
There’s nothing among the stars I wouldn’t do.
It was near the end that I took a look at Trixie’s face and realized that she did not care one bit if I was a terrible singer or not. She was too busy wiping her eyes after every verse.
Hey, Trixie,
There’s a galaxy to re-discover
Hey, Trixie,
When I think of love, I see no other.
Oh, if your world is crumbling down ‘round you,
There’s nothing among the stars I wouldn’t do.
What if we’re far from home?
Oh Trixie, what if you ask and I don’t know?
What if we risk it all?
Oh Trixie, we will make it somehow.
Oh, if your world is crumbling down ‘round you,
There’s nothing among the stars I wouldn’t do.
Complete silence filled the room as soon as the song ended, prompting me to wonder what Trixie had really thought of my little performance.
“Um, I call that one “Hey Trixie”, and it was inspired by the lyrics of “Hey Brother” and of course, the one I love.” There was no better way to put it and I simply stood and watched as the showmare made her way to the front. I stepped down from the ‘stage’ to meet her in a quiet, tear-filled embrace.
“D-did you like it?” I asked quietly, feeling her nod against my shoulder.
“I loved it.” she whispered.
“Whew,” I replied, wiping my sweaty brow. “I’m not the greatest lyricist in the world and can’t sing worth a damn but…”
It’s probably a good thing that she stopped me with a fierce and passionate kiss, otherwise I might’ve listed faults all night. Fortunately, as she kissed me and continued to kiss me, any self-doubt or anxiety left my system and I was able to relax and return the favor.
We left the holodeck rather breathless a few jaw-cramping minutes later and instinctually headed for my quarters, yawning rather vigorously during our trek. All the excitement had left us both absolutely exhausted and nothing was more appealing than jumping ‘neath my soft sheets and getting a good night’s sleep after one more round of “I love you”.
Which is exactly what we did.
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		Severance Part I



	I learned something very important the first time I woke up and saw Trixie snuggled up against me like a snoozing teddy bear. It took me a few moments but eventually, I figured it out: relationships of any kind always take some getting used to and my…well, our situation was no different. I don’t care what anybody says; no matter the situation, anyone’s gonna feel a little strange after committing to a relationship with a non-human. Even in a quadrant that could be wonderfully liberal about that kind of thing (usually out of necessity given the scale and number of humanoid species living in it), I was a sort of ‘pioneer’, and quite frankly, I wasn’t sure how to really…’go about’ it. Don’t get me wrong; I loved Trixie with all my heart but sometimes I didn’t know what course of action to take regarding certain aspects of our relationship, as unique as it was.
At the very least, I was past the rationalizing stage and no longer gave much of a damn about any moral implications, if you could even call them that. After all, Trixie was as much a sentient being as any in this galaxy and were it not for the fact that she was a quadruped, I seriously doubted if anyone would have even batted an eye. But that was it; she was different enough to be noticeable and I didn’t need any disasters to befall us should some bigot with a measurable degree of authority disapprove.
What’s a Starfleet courier to do?
As my head filled with doubts and concerns about our future together, I looked over at Trixie’s smiling, sleepy face, and as if banished by some mighty spell, all of those doubts and concerns simply…melted away. It was then that I realized that not only had the situation between us changed, I was changing too because of it. With her, any plaguing notions became much less threatening and I found myself smiling as I gently stroked her mane and scratched behind her ears.
“Guess this is just gonna take some getting used to,” I murmured as I reclined back beside the showmare, resting my head in one hand as I continued to stroke Trixie’s mane. There were so many questions to answer, most of them beginning with “what if”. Like, “what if” she goes into heat again? “What if” everything goes perfectly and she wants to get married some day? “What if” she wants…kids…foals…whatever? The future had gone from relatively simple to paradoxical; on the one hand, spending it with Trixie unobstructed by the thoughts that tended to rear their ugly heads at ungodly hours made the future nothing short of serendipitous. On the other hand, the concerns that reared their heads at ungodly hours also made the future rather scary.
I involuntarily shivered as my mind recalled the day Q prematurely induced Trixie’s heat cycle. I don’t know what was in those pheromones she was…exuding but they were something else. It had taken all of my willpower to keep from taking advantage of the situation, which surely would’ve resulted in disaster and a near-permanent state of resentment and general awkwardness.
Not to mention a me-shaped blast outline somewhere on the ship.
Since then, I had done quite a bit of research, dipping into the Federation datafiles on Equestrian pony physiology. As such, I had determined that her next heat cycle would likely begin in about three weeks, give or take a day or so. That gave me almost a standard month to make a decision. No, it wasn’t an easy or obvious decision! No one jumps into the sack with a member outside of their species that easily! Sure, there was Kirk but to anyone’s knowledge, he never got it on with anything as radically different as an Equestrian pony, sentient or not.
And yet, a growing part of me was curious to know what it would be like, to share an intimate moment with something…someone so different and so similar at the same time. While it was true that Erica had been generous enough to provide me with some experience in the matter of intimate relations, the irony that said experience was almost irrelevant was not lost on me.
The funny part of it all was that deep down, if Trixie ever felt inclined to explore our relationship intimately, I knew I would not deny her the experience. There really was no way I could; I loved her and was willing to do anything for her, as I’d already proven time and time again. The other funny part of it all was that, slightly deeper down, I knew that…well, it might be fun.
I shook my head and allowed another yawn to escape, stifling it as best I could to avoid waking my slumbering companion. It was time to get up and check the schedule and for any Starfleet transmissions I might’ve missed whilst asleep. I dressed and headed for the mess hall, my stomach grumbling for a decent-sized bowl of Crispy Chex.
“Damnit,” I muttered as I checked the small storeroom, finding it entirely devoid of delicious breakfast cereal. What was it about Crispy Chex that made it unreplicateable, anyway? Maybe whatever made them taste better than life itself was so unfathomably complex that even a modern computer couldn’t determine the chemical makeup. Or maybe my replicators just sucked. Either way, my morning was off to a decidedly poor start.
“Computer, Andorian hot chocolate on the double,” I murmured with a yawn in front of the mess hall replicator. I rolled my eyes as a mug the size of an ice-cream pail appeared. “I said on the double, not double-sized!” I exclaimed, wondering how in the galaxy I was gonna finish it all by myself. For a moment, I considered recycling the damn thing until I remembered the damage to my power relays. I had to keep replicator usage to a bare minimum until I could get some replacements. That meant more Credits, Credits that, after getting the Waverider shuttle outfitted with new gear (‘cause you just never know), were thoroughly absent from my account. We needed another job and fast, an endeavor in which I was more than willing to engage once again.
Unfortunately, my enthusiasm and work ethic didn’t solve the problem at hand; what was I to do with a gallon of hot chocolate? As I stood there like a moron by the replicator, the answer finally wormed its way into my sleep-addled mind.
“Computer, coffee mug, large-sized, light-blue.” I stated, taking it soon after it appeared. Grinning, I carefully poured as much hot chocolate into the new mug as it could comfortably accommodate, and headed back to my…our quarters. Seeing Trixie still asleep, I set the mugs on my bedside table and sat beside her, stroking her mane gently as I’d done upon waking up. “Hey, sleepyhead,” I murmured, giving one of her ears an affectionate scratch.
“Mmffffphmm…” she murmured, stirring slightly under the massaging touch of my fingertips. “…s’nice. Keep…going…” she added, a smile forming on her muzzle. All the while, I used my free hand to grab her hot chocolate and wave it close to her nose. Sure enough, she took several deep sniffs and her eyes slowly opened.
“‘Morning, sleeping beauty,” I greeted, setting the mug on the table as she slowly rolled onto all fours.
“If you’re fishing for a kiss, forget it. Trixie hasn’t brushed her teeth yet.” she replied with a yawn as she stretched her tired limbs.
“Well, that’s very considerate of you but can’t I do something nice for my…” I paused briefly; as ridiculous as it sounds, I wasn’t quite ready to use the term ‘marefriend’ yet. Another stupid hang-up to add to the list. “…companion just because I feel like it?” I quickly finished before she had a chance to take note of my hesitation.
“Trixie (yawn) forgives you,” she replied, giving me a light peck on my cheek before getting up and heading for the washroom.
“For what?”
“For being you.” She gave me a small smile, making me grin and shake my head. She was just entering the washroom when she stopped and looked over her shoulder at me with a concerned expression. “…Trixie is your marefriend, right?” she asked, taking me by surprise. 
“Of course you are,” I assured her as I stood up and went over to her. I knelt beside her and gently placed an arm around her. “What makes you think otherwise?” She looked back up at me and kissed me, backing off slowly with a smile on her muzzle and a red tint on her cheeks.
“It’s nothing. Please forget Trixie said anything.” I have to admit that I had my doubts. When a woman says that nothing’s wrong, there’s a 150 percent chance that she means the exact opposite. Nevertheless, her smile seemed genuine and within seconds, my fears were more or less assuaged.
“Alright, if you’re sure.” I replied as she entered the washroom. Then, almost as an afterthought, I gently reached forward and grasped her shoulder, halting her. “Just…don’t forget that if there ever is anything you wanna talk about…I’m always here for you.” I assured her, looking deeply into her eyes with the most sincere expression I could muster.
“Thanks,” she replied with a nod before disappearing into the washroom.
With Trixie occupied with her morning routine, I had the perfect opportunity to indulge in my morning routine. In this case, I was tasked with doing a routine check of our accounts and using what I gleaned from that little chore to decide what our next course of action would be. It didn’t look like Starfleet had any assignments for us at the moment so it was just a matter of choosing where to go next. The question was, in light of our current unemployment, where could we go that might provide us with some kind of work? Just to be safe, I decided to check the accounts first; no sense charging headlong into a plan without figuring out how much needed to be done.
First on the list was Trixie’s balance. It was both painful and gratifying to see all the cute little numbers festooning her account. It was remarkable, really; in only a few short months of working and performing, she had accumulated a small but veritable fortune. I think it was safe to conclude that she had already surged far beyond her moneymaking capabilities back on Equestria. She was well on her way to establishing herself as an accomplished showmare and she had the Credits to prove it.
I sighed as I signed out of her account and logged into mine, knowing that the comparatively miniscule balance would wrack my heart with grief. Okay, maybe I’m being a little glib but I certainly didn’t like teetering on the edge so much. I mean, it wasn’t my fault that everything in the Goddamn universe wanted to eat my face but one of these days, it sure would be nice to be financially secure. I knew that Trixie wouldn’t hesitate for a second to help me out if I needed it but I refused to let her waste her hard-earned cash on me, especially since I had promised to watch over her. It may have been quite a while back and the situation may have changed quite radically but a promise was a promise. Besides, I wasn’t too worried; these situations were always temporary and…
“What the Hell!?” I shouted as I stared slack-jawed at my balance. Instead of the usual modest amount, I found myself trying to accept the fact that my account was practically empty.
“What is it?” Trixie asked, poking her head out of the washroom as I hurriedly checked the account history. “What’s wrong, Cole?” Using her magic to wrap her towel around her head, she joined me in front of my room’s viewscreen and examined it closely. She looked up at me with great concern. “Cole…where did all your Credits go?”
“That’s what I’m gonna find out,” I grumbled as I quickly checked the account history. “Aha!” I exclaimed as I found the source of the problem. “Wait what!?”
I couldn’t believe what I was looking at.
“Cole…” Trixie murmured as she leaned in to examine the screen. “What’s a ‘Quark’?”
“Well, Trix, you’re about to find out,” I replied as one of my hands balled into a fist. “We’re headed for Deep Space Nine!”
***

Trixie’s personal log, Stardate…something or other. We’ve been at warp for almost five days straight. Now I know why it’s called “Deep Space Nine”. Still, Trixie can’t complain too much; she’s had plenty of time to study some new spells and even the occasional tidbit about the Federation. Last night, Trixie decided to study up on some of the other star-ships that make up the Federation. Usually, Trixie doesn’t care much for studying human technology but fortunately, Cole was able to find a simple yet informative holodeck program. Apparently, it was part of an introductory class on Starfleet assets taught at a school called “Starfleet Academy” back on Earth in a city called “San Francisco”. It sounds like an interesting city and Cole has promised to take Trixie there sometime.
                Speaking of Cole…
                He seems different these days, as if there’s something on his mind, something bothering him. If that’s the case, he’s keeping it o himself. He hasn’t been unpleasant or anything; if anything, he’s been trying really hard to be extra-romantic towards Trixie…I mean, me. I know he loves me but it’s almost like he’s doubting something. I don’t know what it is but it’s probably best if I let him tell me and not press the issue. When he’s ready to tell me, I’ll be ready to listen. (End recording)  
                Acting captain’s personal log, Stardate “DS9 is way too fracking far away”. Our trip has been great (for a change), mostly due to the peace, quiet, and distinct lack of tsundering. Oh, and the lack of aliens wanting to liquefy us doesn’t hurt. We should be there late evening tomorrow, meaning that I’ll have to wait until the day after to visit my dear friend Quark. And by “dear friend”, I mean the greedy little hobgoblin who’s been siphoning our…I mean, my precious Credits for the past few months under the guise of “Breach of Contract”. I’d like to breach the little imp’s skull. (End recording)
                Trixie’s personal log, Stardate “Are we there yet?” I’ve spent most of my time in the holodecks brushing up on some personal defensive spells. Although Cole did a pretty good job of programming some enemies for me to practice against, I have the feeling that he made them a little too easy for me. I mean, I know he’s just looking out for me but I always keep the safeties on. My magic has returned to full power and I feel great. He has no reason to worry about me, yet he does. I guess that’s normal considering our relationship is still pretty new but I wish he’d stop worrying about me and focus on whatever’s bothering him instead. (End recording)
                Acting captain’s log, Stardate “Only 26 hours ‘til we get there!” I think being cooped up in here for six straight days is beginning to take its toll. I think its forcing me to overthink things. Sure, we’ve been keeping as active as possible and spending great time together but if we don’t get there soon, I’m gonna jump out an airlock. This isn’t the longest time I’ve ever spent alone and at warp but this is the first time I’ve ever had personal issues nagging at me, issues that conflict with what I’ve been brought up to believe. Maybe I’m not as at peace with everything as I thought. Then again, maybe I’m just overthinking everything again. Yeah, that sounds right…well, sounds better, anyway. (End recording)
                Trixie’s personal log. According to Cole, we’re only 26 hours away as long as the engines hold up. Something’s definitely been bothering him lately; Trixie can feel it in the air. He’s been wonderful and cuddly and everything but there’s still something on his mind. It seems to be more pronounced right before bed actually, and Trixie can’t help but wonder if that has something to do with his anxiety. I know he loves to hug me and hold me but he always seems ‘hesitant’ at the same time.
It’s like…there’s something he wants to ask, something important, something making him uncomfortable, but every time he wants to ask or say it, he freezes up and decides not to. He does the same thing if we kiss and cuddle at the same time as if he’s afraid to do anything else, anything…more. Could that be it? Is he worried about getting…intimate? Trixie understands if he is; heat can either be really fun or the worst condition in existence to suffer from, especially if one is alone during that time. It can make a mare act ‘differently’ than normal, often dramatically so. Trixie hopes that the last time that happened, although artificially induced, hasn’t scared him.
                I mean…I have thought about…well, doing that with him. That’s what couples do, right? Isn’t that one of the most important ways to show how much you love somepony? Trixie understands that we are very different and would never even consider forcing herself or coercing him into doing something he’s not completely comfortable with. Still…wouldn’t it be better if we did do…it? It might relieve some of the tension he’s feeling. Trixie admits that the idea is…exciting. Trixie hopes that someday, Cole will think so too. (End recording)
***

Despite the unfortunate fact that I had spent far too much time on the ring-shaped station working my ass off for a butt-ugly, height-impaired imp who profited from alcoholism and holodeck addictions, I had never been so happy to see the rust-colored installation in my life. An entire week at warp with heavy thoughts weighing on my mind was not a fun experience; Fortunately, I had Trixie at my side to help ease my anxiety…and at times, exacerbate it.
Not to mention that, despite my reluctance, that flank of hers was starting to look real friendly. While I was rather quick to attribute that to the age-old theme of being at sea for far too long, I couldn’t deny that it was on my mind, and continued to be so as we approached the station.
“About time,” Trixie commented as she joined me on the bridge, yawning from her afternoon nap. She stared at the viewscreen for a few seconds before looking up at me. “Where is it? Is that it?” she asked, pointing a hoof at the growing round structure on the viewscreen.
“Oh, sorry,” I replied. “Computer, panoramic mode.” Trixie’s eyes widened as a large number of assorted starships suddenly appeared all around us, most heading towards the bustling installation. “Yep, looks like your typical, average day at DS9,” I added as a Galaxy-class cruiser passed us, making a beeline for the docking ring. I laughed as another ship seemed to appear from out of nowhere, rapidly heading toward us and causing Trixie to yelp in surprise before it veered off and warped away. “Ah yes, I remember my first docking sequence,” I commented whilst sending a smirk Trixie’s way.
“Shut up.”
“Sure looks different without the gigantic Dominion fleet around,” I mused, bringing my hand to my chin thoughtfully. “Has it really been this long?”
“Since you were last here?” Trixie asked. “How long has it been?”
“Hmmm…about two years since the war ended.”
“It must’ve been terrible for you,” Trixie replied softly. “To see so much violence and death and…” She shivered, prompting me to place a comforting arm around her shoulders.
“Believe it or not, I was one of the lucky ones.” The showmare looked up at me in surprise. “Not everyone got to leave the station when the Jem’Hadar invaded through the wormhole, and I wasn’t even here when it happened the second time, although that was because of some weird wormhole aliens and a complete lack of communication between that fleet and their superiors but that’s another story. Suffice it to say, I was ordered to join all evacuating Starfleet personnel when the attack began and trust me when I say that I didn’t exactly argue with them.”
“W-what happened to those who didn’t get away?” Trixie asked quietly, as if afraid of the answer.
“Most who stayed were Bajoran Starfleet personnel who were then forced to work for the Dominion and Cardassian occupiers. Anyone who resisted…well, let’s just say that they didn’t resist for long. Some, like my good friend Quark, stayed just because he knew he’d have a monopoly of the station’s recreational facilities. Hell, a week before the attack, he ordered almost an entire freighter full of Cardassian Yamok sauce! Take one guess as to who the lucky son of a bitch was that got to unload it.”
“Trixie really wants to give him a piece of her hoof right now…” she muttered, her horn starting to glow along with the Amulet.
“Look, I appreciate the enthusiasm but let’s hold off on the somewhat-justifiable homicide for now and find out what’s going on for now. Okay?” I offered.
“Then can Trixie teleport him out an airlock?” she asked, using those big, beautiful eyes of hers to sweeten the deal. I smiled and ruffled her ears.
“Maybe.”
***

We had been wandering around the station for almost an hour and I still couldn’t believe how different everything looked since I’d last been there. Despite my pressing need to see Quark, I forced myself to relax and give Trixie the best tour I could, given the myriad changes. Most of the old shops were still there but they, along with most of the station, had been modernized and upgraded to reflect a new age of prosperity, or so I hoped. These were unsure times at best and I hoped that the new look reflected better fortunes on behalf of the promenade, its patrons, and the residents of the station.
“The Cardassians call this station “Terok Nor”,” I explained as we made our way around the promenade. “It was originally built as a mining station, and was designed to process large quantities of uridium ore mined from the surface of Bajor.” I had opted to avoid getting into the actual conflict between the Cardassians, Bajor, and the Federation, and steered clear of the Occupation as well, knowing how much Trixie disliked hearing about such excessively negative things. Instead, I stuck with the historical basics; if Trixie wanted to know more, I’d be happy to enlighten her but until then, we could both do without harshing our collective mellows. Besides, I was fairly sure that Quark would be more than happy to do so anyway.
“So why does the Federation have it now?” Trixie asked.
“Well, the Cardassians abandoned it around 2369 when the Occupation ended.”
“Why didn’t they just take it with them? Isn’t this station really important?”
“I’m sure they would’ve if they were able to. For some reason, the Cardassians didn’t have anything that could tow something this big back to their space so they decided to just leave it. After that, the Bajorans petitioned for membership in the Federation and also requested Federation assistance in repairing and maintaining the station. It soon became a very important business, social, and military hub, especially after the discovery of the wormhole. Hey, there it is now!” I suddenly pointed out one of the promenade’s massive windows. Sure enough, there it was, the blue and white Bajoran wormhole, gateway to the Gamma Quadrant. And the Dominion, I thought as I shivered slightly. Even though the Dominion and the Federation had been at peace for several years, memories of those awful Jem’Hadar soldiers surfaced from time to time.
“Wow…” Trixie mused as she stared at it. “It looks kinda like the Equestria Wormhole but less orange!”
“Yeah, it does,” I agreed, nodding. “Anyway, Starfleet placed a man named Benjamin Sisko in command and as far as I know, he’s still the captain of the station.”
“Can I meet him?”
I paused to let the question sink in; since when did Trixie care about meeting Starfleet brass? I mean, sure, she had worked with Captain Remy and seemed to enjoy it, at least until the destruction of the Repulse but her sudden interest in meeting Captain Sisko still caught me off-guard.
“You…you want to meet Captain Sisko?” I asked in confirmation. Trixie nodded.
“Is it…is a bad idea?” she asked somewhat subdued, undoubtedly less-than-encouraged by my response.
“No! No, not at all! I think it’s a great idea, Trix. He’s one of the most well-respected officers in Starfleet and could probably explain things a lot better than I could.”
“But if he’s the captain of this entire station, wouldn’t he be too busy just to meet somepony he’s never heard of? I mean, he pretty much saved the entire galaxy from those Dominion guys! Why would he even want to talk to someone who hasn’t done anything like that!?” Trixie blurted as if suddenly hesitant. I smiled and gave her ears a quick ruffle.
“Are you kidding? Even if he’s never met an Equestrian pony in person before, I’m positive that he’d love to meet the one who single-handedly protected Starbase 39 from a massive Tholian attack, rescued a bunch of children from the Orions, and saved Captain Remy from the Voth all while learning how to control and use one of the most powerful items ever discovered! You’re not a nopony, Trix. If anything, he should be honored to meet you.” My passionate words seemed to do the trick; Trixie’s bashful smile quickly became her trademark confidence-laden grin that seemed to shout “Anything you can do I can do better”. I was glad to see it; it meant that the old Trixie was still in there and hadn’t yet been consumed the horrendous amount of angst that seemed to follow us everywhere.
“You’re right!” she agreed, stomping a hoof on the floor. “If Trixie can save space stations and create fleets of ships at will, then surely she can meet one human captain! After all, there isn’t anything the Great and Powerful Trixie can’t do!”
***

“Trixie can’t do this!” she hissed as I gently pulled her by the one of her front hooves towards the door to Captain Sisko’s office.
“Hey what happened to “I’m the Great and Powerful Trixie! I can do anything!”?” I hissed back.
“Trixie is…” She hung her head and sighed. “Trixie is…nervous.”
“What are you so nervous about?” I asked, placing a comforting hand around her.
“During her time with Captain Remy, Trixie say firsthoof how many responsibilities a Starfleet captain has. Trixie is afraid that she’ll bother Mr. Sisko and won’t be able to…put on a huge, free show for entire station…” she finished with a whisper.
“Is that why you’re so worried?” She nodded. “I didn’t know that’s why you wanted to speak with him. Well, now I know that he’ll be happy to accommodate. If there’s anything this station needs, it’s some good old-fashioned entertainment that doesn’t include excessive drinking or holodecks.”
“B-but Trixie doesn’t even know how to begin!” she stammered.
“What do you mean? You’ve done lots of shows before.”
“Th-this is the first Time Trixie has asked such an important pony…er, person for permission to perform for such a large…venue.”
“Hmm, I guess that would make anyone nervous,” I agreed. “Look, I’ll go in with you and introduce you and stay as long as you’d like me to, although I think that this would be a great opportunity to practice your marketing and business skills, don’t you think?”
“But Trixie was going to do the show for free.”
“I know and that’s awesome. Still, even if it’s free, a big show is gonna require resources and personnel that will need to be diverted from other areas to accommodate your needs. Captain Sisko’s gonna need your input and suggestions and you’ll need his in order to pull this off, and that’s not exactly my area of expertise.” I leaned down and placed my hands on her shoulders. “This your mission, Trix, and I have complete faith in you.”
“Y-you’re right,” the showmare replied after a deep breath. “Trixie can do this, Trixie can do this…”
“Glad you’re feeling better,” I said, pressing the buzzer on the captain’s door, causing the blue mare’s eyes to widen as she looked up at me in a panic.
“Wait! Trixie’s not…”
“Come in!” a pleasant, baritone voice called from within the room.
“Too late! Come on!” I hissed as the door opened, revealing the captain’s office and Sisko behind a desk, tossing a baseball from one hand to the other as he reclined in his chair. He caught the ball and set it on a small flat pedestal before rising to his feet to greet us as we walked in. “Hello, Captain Sisko,” I greeted as we approached his desk.
“Cole Stevens?” he asked, genuinely surprising me. Out of almost 2,000 people on the station, and he remembered my name? What were the odds?
“Y-you remember me, sir?” I asked in disbelief.
“Well, that might be a bit of an exaggeration. I saw a couple of interesting reports from Starfleet that mentioned your name and when you walked in, I guess that jogged my memory and I was able to match your face to the name. Still, it has been a while. Please, have a seat,” he offered, motioning to two vacant chairs in front of his desk.
“Thank you, sir,” I replied, taking a seat while Trixie simply sat on her haunches. “Are we interrupting anything, sir?”
“No, not at all,” he assured me, interlocking his fingers as he rested his hands on the desk. “What can I do for you, Mr. Stevens?”
“Well sir, for starters, I’d like you to meet my friend, Trixie. She’s from…”
“…Equestria.” Sisko interjected, though not so sharply as to be rude. “Yes, I’ve heard about you, Miss Trixie.”
“J-just ‘Trixie’ is fine, s-sir.” she stammered, apparently still nervous. Sisko gave a small laugh and nodded.
“You don’t have to be nervous,” he assured her with a warm smile. “You’ve made quite a name for yourself, as have you, Mr. Stevens. Starfleet has had nothing but compliments for you both, especially since your exploits at 39 Sierra and the Solenae Dyson Sphere.”
“R-really sir?” It was my turn to stammer. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing; sure, Captain Remy had been a direct witness to several of our little ‘adventures’, but I didn’t think he’d be so generous in his reports.
“Absolutely. Trixie, you’ve become a fine representative of your world. I have been watching your career with great interest and was hoping that I could ask a favor of you.” Oh, this was perfect! Who would’ve known that our exploits would actually endear us so much to the Federation, even if we at least partially deserved it?
“O-of course, sir!” It was difficult to judge if Trixie’s tone was one of excitement or anxiety.
“Do you still perform magic shows?” Sisko asked.
“As often as possible, sir.”
“Glad to hear it. Would you be willing to perform one here on Deep Space Nine?”
“Yes!” Trixie replied excitedly, cutting off any chance of a dramatic pause. “I mean…Trixie would be happy to.”
“Um, captain, if you wouldn’t mind, I have an appointment to get to,” I stated, getting up from my chair. “Can Trixie stay here and work out the details with you?” The captain nodded.
“Of course.”
“Great. Trixie, when you’re done, call me on the communicator and I’ll come back here for you. Is that alright with you, captain?”
“It’s fine with me. Please don’t feel like you have to rush, I’m sure Trixie has much to enlighten me with.” I nodded.
“Great. See you in a while, Trix.”
“S-see you.” With that, I left Sisko’s office and headed back down to the promenade with a new destination in mind.
As the door closed with a gentle hiss, Trixie returned her attention to the darker man sitting across from her. There was a sense of calm about him, as if nothing could make him panic or lose his focus. His vibes were calm and confident like Remy’s but felt more calculating and serene. It was an interesting phenomenon and Trixie finally began to relax in his presence.
“Catch!” he said suddenly as the baseball found itself aloft in the center of Sisko’s desk, the result of a gentle toss. Almost purely by instinct, Trixie caught the ball in a light-blue glow and carefully tossed it back to the captain, who smiled and set the ball down on its pedestal. There was something significant about the wordless exchange as if the simple action of returning a light ball toss had created a better understanding between them. Captain Sisko’s next question seemed to confirm the theory. “Well, Trixie, what can I do to help?”    
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		Severance Part II



	“Incoming transmission from Vessel 6285. Downloading relevant data.”
…
“All relevant data received. Unknown energy type detected in Matrix 75 of Grid 8249. Dispatching Vessel 6411 and Vessel 9032 to investigate.”
…
“Resistance encountered. Stand by for rectification.”
…
“We are the Borg. Existence as you know it is over. We will add your biological and technological distinctiveness to our own. Resistance is futile.”
…
                “Receiving tactical report. Vessel 6411 disabled. Vessel 9032 moving to intercept further resistance.”
…
                “Resistance has proven futile. Vessel 9032 remains on course.”
…
                “Detecting Type 4 Spacial Anomaly. Stable wormhole is present. Vessel 9032 moving to investigate.”
…
                “Vessel 9032 has successfully traversed spacial anomaly. Previously unknown planet detected. Warning: resistance detected.”
…
                “Analysis has determined that new planet is source of unknown energy type. Beginning detailed scans.
…
Scan complete. Total energy output from planet-based sources is immeasurable. Cannot accurately quantify output. Single source sample necessary for accurate measurement. Warning; further resistance detected. Vessel 9032 moving to intercept.”
…
                “Vessel 9032 within transporter range of planet. Dispatching drones to surface for further investigation.”
…    
                “Receiving tactical report. Vessel 9032 has encountered significant resistance. Attempting to rectify.”
…
                “Resistance encountered on planet’s surface. Retrieving relevant data from functioning drones. Attempting to procure local fauna for further investigation.”
…
                “All relevant data received. Vessel 9032 has procured two wildlife samples. Warning; Vessel 9032 has incurred heavy damage. Recommending tactical retreat.”
…
                “Vessel 9032 has returned to Matrix 75 of Grid 8249. Further resistance encountered. Engaging transwarp drive.”
…
                “Vessel 9032 has incurred heavy damage to propulsion system. Attempting to compensate.”
…
                “Compensation failed. Vessel 9032 has returned to normal space in Grid 8253, designation: Gamma Quadrant. Scans show no other ships within range. Beginning repairs.”
…
                “Beginning biological analysis of procured specimens, designation: Species 8511.”
…
                “Detailed biological analysis complete. Specimen Alpha possesses similar physiological traits to Specimen Beta. Accessing database for comparative species for further reference.”
…
                “Comparison found. Assimilated Starfleet database confirms match. Species 8511: Equestrian Pony, equine-like species, source of unknown energy type. Specimen Alpha: designation “Pegasus”. Specimen Beta: designation “Unicorn”. Specimen Beta possesses superior energy reserves. Beginning detailed biological analysis in Sub-Junction 04 bio-analysis laboratory.”
…
                “Resistance detected in Sub-Junction 04. Dispatching tactical drones.”
…
                “Specimen Alpha has disabled Unit 78 of 645 and Unit 43 of 90. Attempting to compensate.”
…
                “Further resistance detected in Sub-Junction 04. Specimen Beta has disabled Unit 60 of 234. Dispatching heavy tactical drones to compensate.”
…
                “Compensation successful. Resistance has been neutralized. Beginning surgical analysis of Specimen Alpha.”
…
                “Warning; anomalous energy buildup detected in Sub-Junction 04. Source: Specimen Beta. Attempting to compensate.”
…
                “Compensation failed. Warning: power surge detected in Sub-Junction 04. Source: Specimen Beta. Attempting to compensate.”
…
                “Compensation failed. Warning: hull breech detected in Sub-Junction 01, Sub-Junction 04, Sub-Junction 06, and Sub-Junction 09. Attempting to contain.”
…
                Containment 86 percent successful. Damage to emergency force fields. Attempting to compensate.”
…
                “Compensation failed. Regeneration required to repair physical damage to hull. Initiating regeneration cycle.”
…
                “Warning: Vessel 9032 has incurred catastrophic damage to power systems. Recommend emergency system shutdown.”
…
                “Shutdown complete. Vessel-wide drone regeneration cycle initiated. Emergency procedures activated in Sub-Junction 04.”
…
                “Vessel 9032 has incurred heavy damage to subspace transceiver. Unable to receive further relevant data. Terminating connection until transceiver is functional.”
…
                “Connection terminated.”
***

When I wasn’t being ordered about like a slave at Quark’s by a bunch of ungrateful intergalactic lowlifes, I did manage to enjoy some of my time at DS9. I hadn’t spent much time shopping, given that I was too busing squirreling hard-earned Credits away for a ship. Still, I had nevertheless taken the time to become well-acquainted with those worthy of becoming well-acquainted with. One of those, strangely enough, was a Cardassian, a tailor named Garak who operated a small, humble shop not far from Quark’s.
“Hello,” I called as I entered the shop, craning my neck as I scanned among the racks of garments for my friend. “Anyone here?” I asked, receiving no answer at first.
“One moment!” a familiar voice replied from somewhere in the back of the shop. I didn’t wait long; the Cardassian appeared momentarily, smiling as he saw me.
“Well, if it isn’t Cole Stevens,” Garak greeted, shaking my hand. “And how are you, my friend?”
Despite the fact that Garak was a Cardassian, a species not known for being particularly friendly, I had never been treated any way other than fairly and with courtesy. While I was only vaguely aware of his involvement with the Obsidian Order, more or less the Cardassian secret service, I wasn’t one to indict someone about whom I knew next to nothing, the fact that he had always been kind to me notwithstanding. We got along well; he bought me the occasional decent meal, and I referred as many of Quark’s patrons to his shop as I could. I knew he didn’t trust me but that never bothered me; it was the Cardassian way after all, especially given his past. In that way, his referring to me as ‘friend’ was more of a formality than a term of endearment, although we were certainly on very good terms and could easily do business together. It was for that reason I decided to entrust him with a very important task.
“Doing better now,” I answered with a nod. “Much better.” I added for emphasis.
“I’m certainly glad to hear that,” Garak replied. “The last time I saw you, if memory serves, was during the general evacuation. I must apologize for not seeing you off but…well, you know how it was.” I nodded in understanding.
“I do. No hard feelings.”
“Excellent!” the Cardassian exclaimed, clapping his hands together. “I’m sure I’ll sleep better now. Now, I’m assuming that you didn’t traverse half the quadrant just to reminisce. Is there something I can do for you?” I nodded again.
“Actually, there’s a couple things you can do for me.” I produced my personal datapad from inside my vest and handed it to him. “My replicator’s been acting up lately.”
“You give me far too much credit, Mr. Stevens,” Garak said with a smile. “I may have my occasional clever moments but alas, I am but a humble tailor. I’m afraid that such ‘malfunctions’ are quite beyond me.” I couldn’t help but chuckle; same old Garak.
“Well then, it’s a good thing I’m not asking you to fix my replicators. See, I’ve accepted a job with Starfleet as a courier and when I went to replicate my uniform based on the specifications Starfleet sent me, the replicator decided to make it almost eight sizes too big. Seriously; a Gorn could’ve used the coat as a bathrobe.”
“That is a problem,” Garak mused as he studied the pad. “I must warn you that such an alteration may not be possible. However, I’d be pleased to replicate a new uniform for you using these specifications and one of my replicators.”
“Sure, that’s fine with me,” I replied, glad that something could be done.
“Was there something else?” he asked.
“Yes, there is. Tell me, how are you at designing stylish cloaks or capes?”
“Hmm, making a foray into show business, are we?”
“You could say that. Here’s the specifications and her measurements.” I pushed a softkey on the screen, redirecting his attention to my plan. Garak said nothing, resting his chin in one hand as he carefully studied my request.
“You said her measurements, and yet…” Garak murmured. “…these measurements don’t match any species I’m familiar with, at least no humanoid ones.” I sighed, realizing that some backstory was necessary.
“That’s because she’s not humanoid,” I explained. “She’s…from Equestria.”
“Really?” Garak asked, eyes widening. “And here I thought I was the only one with any personal contacts in that particular part of the galaxy.” It took a moment for what he said to sink in.
“Wait…you know someone from Equestria?” I asked slowly.
“Indeed I do, although I believe the preferred term is ‘somepony’. And quite an interesting being, might I add, almost as interesting as the circumstances under which we met.”
“Okay, you have my attention,” I replied, thoroughly intrigued. “How exactly did you meet someone…er, somepony from Equestria? Can you tell me or is that classified information privy only to the higher-ups in the Cardassian Empire?”
“One would think so but no, there is nothing even the least bit secret about that,” Garak assured me. “Otherwise, we most certainly wouldn’t be having this pleasant conversation, which, might I add, would be best carried out in a more casual setting? My shop is hardly the ideal place for such a rousing tale.”
“If you don’t mind closing for a bit, then sure, I’d love to hear about it.” Garak looked about his shop, empty save for the two of us.
“Oh, I think I can escape for a little while at the very least. Shall we away, then?” he asked, motioning for us to leave.
Minutes later…   
Fortunately, Quark’s wasn’t the only place on DS9 where one could enjoy a decent meal or refreshing beverage. Garak and I found ourselves in a small but comfortable restaurant close to one of the umbilical connections leading from the station’s promenade to the docking rings, giving us an excellent view of arriving and departing galactic citizens. It felt good to reconnect with someone again, even if it was mostly business, and I found my mood improving, despite the meeting/battle royale with Quark looming. Ugh, what a buzzkill that was gonna be.
“Why didn’t you just stay on Cardassia after the Dominion War?” I asked, keeping the conversation going. “I’m sure they could’ve used someone with your administrative abilities to help deal with all the chaos.”
“That’s precisely what I did, at least for a while,” Garak explained. “Eventually, after things finally settled down, I decided to so I decided to return and continue my less exciting but honest existence as the station’s tailor. Besides, Damar seemed to be handling everything just fine without me and I didn’t want to interfere with someone who had the support of both our allies and the Cardassian public.”
“Well, you’ve got my support,” I assured him as the rims of our glasses clinked lightly against each other. “By the way, didn’t you promise me an explanation about how you met this Equestrian pony you mentioned?” It was an abrupt change of topic but a necessary one; Garak had a lot of stories but my time was limited. Still, curiosity was eating me alive so I forced myself to be as patient as possible.
“Ah yes, how rude of me,” Garak replied with a nod. “Well, it all began during a Federation diplomatic mission to New Romulus.”
“What were you doing on a Federation diplomatic mission?” I asked, hoping I hadn’t sounded too rude, though I was rather surprised.
“Patience, young Cole,” Garak exclaimed. “I will explain everything to the best of my abilities but it is a rather long story, which requires a certain degree of patience.”
“Sorry, Garak,” I apologized. “It’s just that I’m kind of on a schedule. My companion’s meeting with Captain Sisko right now and I don’t know how long it’s going to take.”
“Well, seeing as your companion is an Equestrian, a species about which we know next to nothing, I’m sure the good Captain will be more than happy to entertain her for the duration of my tale.” Garak replied nonchalantly.
“Yeah, hopefully his Starfleet curiosity will hold out,” I agreed. “If you wouldn’t mind continuing, I would be happy to listen.”
“Very well!” Garak exclaimed, apparently eager to continue. “It all began on a joint diplomatic mission to New Romulus. We had just picked up the Klingon ambassador from Deep Space K7 and were passing through Tau Dewa when…”
***

Captain’s log, Stardate 2387. The Enterprise has received the Klingon consulate and is currently en-route to New Romulus. Along with representatives from the Xindi, Andorians, Vulcans, and Cardassians, I have been tasked with a relatively straightforward mission, albeit an important one. It has been brought to the Federation’s attention that the people of New Romulus face ever-growing threats from multiple sources including the Tholians, the Elachi, and the Tal Shiar. As such, Starfleet has asked representatives from several major Federation worlds to offer their expertize regarding the challenges that face the Romulan Republic, and indeed, all of us. Of course, in the interest of maintaining our newfound diplomatic ties, several diplomats are on board along with tactical and operations experts. While I agree that representation from multiple worlds from across the quadrant is a good idea in this case, I cannot help but sense a degree of apprehension about some of these ‘representatives’ and how they might interact with one another. (End recording)
Captain Data looked up from his desk at the sound of the COM. To anyone else, the notion of being on their former captain’s side of the door would’ve been a rather surreal experience but for Data, it was just another day. Ever since Jean-Luc had retired from captaincy and began his role as a Federation diplomat, the android had taken over as captain of the Sovereign-class U.S.S. Enterprise-E, despite his apparent ‘death’ during the battle against Praetor Shinzon’s Scimitar. Fortunately, Chief Engineer Geordi La Forge, assisting the Soong Foundation, had been able to ‘back up’ Data’s memories and knowledge into the body of fellow android ‘B-4’, thus ensuring the tenacious construct an enduring place aboard one of Starfleet’s most famous vessels. Although the name Enterprise had since been passed on to the next generation of exploration ships, the Sovereign-class Enterprise was allowed to keep its name, thus bestowing a great deal of importance on the ‘E’ that followed, lest one ship be mistaken for the other.
Data more than understood the logistical issues revolving around having two ships named ‘Enterprise’. However, he surprised many by staunchly defending the notion of allowing the Sovereign to keep its name. He famously stated that. “As I endeavor to become more human, I have learned a great deal about the concept of ‘nostalgia’ and the importance of association. I believe that re-naming an Enterprise, even if two were to exist simultaneously, would devalue it due to the many associations that lend the vessel its unique identity. It has been, and always will be, an Enterprise. Calling it anything else would be inaccurate at best”. So, with those words, the Enterprise-E remained as such under the watchful eye of Captain Data.
It was precisely due to that all-important ‘association’ that found the Enterprise-E performing many familiar tasks, including safely transporting important personnel from their respective home worlds to assist the beleaguered Romulan Republic.
“Data here,” Data called as the COM beeped once more.
“Sir, we’ve detected a spacial anomaly approximately half a light-year from our current position. We’re requesting your presence on the bridge.”
“Acknowledged. I’m on my way.” he replied, getting up immediately before heading for the bridge. “Report,” he stated upon reaching the ship’s command center.
“Sir, sensors have detected a spacial anomaly less than half a light-year dead ahead,” the science officer reported.
“What is the exact nature of the anomaly?” Data asked as he took his seat.
“It appears to be a wormhole, sir. It fluctuates between stability and instability but I believe that it could be stabilized completely.”
“Slow to half-impulse and position the Enterprise-E 50 kilometers from the wormhole. Bring it up on the viewscreen,” Data ordered. It appeared momentarily as the ship slowed and dropped out of warp. As he regarded the disappearing/ reappearing tunnel through subspace, his duotronic brain worked at light speed to figure out the swirling orange and blue puzzle in front of them. “What is the origin of the anomaly?” It was a pertinent question; Starfleet had often learned the hard way that one did not simply stabilize a random wormhole. After all, who knows where it led…or what might be waiting at the other end? It was that set of unknowns that prompted Data to consider their schedule; they had been making good time and the official meeting wasn’t slated to begin until the next day. Surely they could allow an hour or two to ensure that the new wormhole (or what it might contain) wasn’t dangerous. The science officer’s report seemed to justify and confirm the captain’s position.
“One moment…” the science officer replied as he waited for the scan results. “Sir, it appears to originate in a pocket of space that exists alongside our own space-time continuum.” He squinted and closely examined the data again as if surprised by the results. “There does not appear to be any hazards on the other end either, sir. Should I send a class IV probe through just to be certain?”
“Sir, the gravimetric forces generated by the rotation of the wormhole would more than likely crush the probe,” another science officer warned. “It’s not enough to hurt the Enterprise-E but a probe wouldn’t survive the trip.”
“Agreed,” Data replied with a curt nod. “Lieutenant, configure the main deflector to fire a concentrated tachyon beam at the wormhole. That might be enough to stabilize it.”
"Yes, sir.” With that, the Enterprise-E’s main deflector lit up with a blue glow before sending a beam of azure light right at the wormhole’s position. After nearly a minute of continuous exposure, the wormhole appeared, remaining so for about 30 seconds before disappearing once again. “Sir, we have temporarily stabilized the wormhole. However, it will require regular tachyon bursts in order to remain stable.”
“Acknowledged.” Data replied. “Helmsman, take us in.”
“Yes sir. Now entering the wormhole.” With that, the Enterprise-E entered the swirling anomaly just before it disappeared with a flash.
***

Curious.
There is little doubt that, being an Alicorn and an ancient one at that, Princess Luna possessed a considerable vocabulary. Even so, the sudden appearance of an extra twinkling light in her night sky brought one specific adjective to her mind. The word, as you might’ve already guessed, was ‘curious’. Perhaps, at first, she had felt some anxiety at the thought of what appeared to be another star appearing in her night sky, a cosmic canvas to which she and she alone attended. However, what was also curious is that, after the initial surprise, the princess of the night felt little to no apprehension towards the new bright object making itself at home among her stars.
She chuckled as she realized the irony of the situation; the fact that she did not feel nervous at all was rather curious in and of itself. What was it that justified her position? Was it her innate knowledge of the stars, knowledge so sharpened by eons of experience that anything to do with the cosmos, no matter how new or different, immediately felt as familiar to her as what had existed for millennia already? Or was it simply her ‘princess’s intuition’? Or was it a mix of curiosity and optimism, the hope that whatever had just arrived and was now gliding slowly across the starscape was as curious and eager to share as she was?
A mighty flap of her wings provided the answer and the Lunar Princess soon found herself within a small room atop Canterlot Castle’s tallest tower, her personal observatory. Carefully adjusting her telescope, she peered up into the night sky, trying to zero-in on the new arrival.
Her target was an elusive one; whatever it was, it was moving quickly, growing a little bit brighter with every passing minute. And yet, it did not worry the princess. Rather, her curiosity only grew as she continued her search, culminating in a delighted grin as she finally found it. Luna continued to smile as she tracked the circular, shiny object as it cruised directly overhead.
***

Starfleet personnel were privy to witnessing some rather interesting things: first contacts, marvels of nature, and interstellar phenomenon that broke every law of physics imaginable, to name a few. While the trip through the wormhole had been a somewhat atypical experience for some of the younger, less experienced members of Starfleet, the sight on the viewscreen made everyone on the bridge sit up and take note.
It was an absolutely picturesque azure-blue and forest-green planet.
Something about the small orb before them compelled the Enterprise-E bridge crew to simply stare in silence at their discovery. An indescribable feeling of peace and harmony washed over them like a breath of fresh air as if the planet had gently exhaled a calming breath upon them. Combined with the halfway-pastel color palette of the planet, the situation suddenly yet gently felt much more surreal than many past discoveries of a similar nature.
Interestingly, the experience did not escape the attention of Captain Data. Even though he was an android and as such, incapable of experiencing the emotional peace that swept the bridge, and indeed the entire ship, he did take careful note of the physiological effects on his crew. As such, he took the expected (and most prudent) course of action.
“Lieutenant Vorik, make a detailed scan the system along with the planet itself,” Data ordered.
“Aye, sir,” the Vulcan replied. There was a pause as the ship’s powerful sensors attempted to reduce everything around it to facts and figures, which it then sent to the science station. “Data acquired. Putting it up on the viewscreen now, sir.”
“This solar system appears to be the only collection of interstellar objects in this pocket of space, sir,” Vorik continued. “It is composed of one G-type main sequence star with a mass of 1.99 X 10^30 kg and an internal temperature of 15,000,000 Kelvin. It appears to be orbiting the planet at a distance of 94.5 million miles. The planet itself has a mass of…”
“Wait a second,” another bridge officer interjected, unable to contain her disbelief. “Did you just say that the star orbits the planet? How is that…is that even possible?”
“If the planet in question possess a much greater density than the star, then it is possible for such a phenomenon to occur due to the planet’s gravitational pull afforded by the greater mass,” Data explained. “However, the data at hand suggests that this is not the case here, which means that we have discovered a new type of interstellar phenomenon.” He looked over at Vorik. “You may continue with your report, Lieutenant.”
“Yes sir. The planet itself has a mass of 5.480 sextillion tons with a molten core and crust consisting of multiple tectonic plates and five distinct continents. The atmosphere is 76.55 percent nitrogen, 20.54 percent oxygen, 0.90 percent argon, two percent water vapor, 0.02 percent carbon dioxide, while trace amounts of other gasses accounts for the rest. Approximately 70 percent of the surface appears to be covered in water, while the land masses consist of about 30 percent. Sensors have also picked up the presence of an unknown energy type emanating from the planet, although we cannot pinpoint the source. It does not appear to be biologically hazardous, sir.”
“Did the sensors pick up any life-signs?” Data asked.
“We’ve detected what appear to be multiple artificial structures across the planet’s surface, suggesting a large population, sir. They appear to have developed basic architecture and rudimentary forms of technology, although we did not detect anything suggesting that they might be warp-capable. It might be interference from the local energy field, sir. It’s making any detailed scan almost impossible. We’ll have to get closer to find out more.”
Warp-capable. It was the question on everyone’s mind; were the citizens of this new world capable of warp flight? It was the deal-breaker for potential First Contacts, Starfleet’s Prime Directive.
Needless to say, it was a Directive with which Data was well-acquainted. The Directive stated that unless a civilization has achieved warp technology, said civilization must not be interfered with. Changing the destiny of an entire species was a supreme risk, one that the Federation took every precaution to avoid…with a few notable exceptions, as one might expect.
“Lieutenant, send a Class IV probe to do a detailed topographical scan of the most architecturally-sophisticated and densely-populated areas. Instruct the probe to maintain a low orbit in order to alleviate the interference from the planet’s energy field.” Data ordered. Even though under normal circumstances, a detailed scan meant getting closer to the planet and risk detection, a probe could theoretically get the job done while minimizing the risk of detection. It would also allow them to get a closer look without interfering with the locals, barring any unforeseen complications, of course.
“Yes sir, launching probe now,” Vorik replied. They watched as the small satellite-like craft sped away from the Enterprise-E and towards the blue and green orb.
***

Princess Luna’s eyes widened as another small light appeared in her night sky, watching as it seemed to separate from the first and stray off in a different direction, namely towards her position. One of her eyebrows cocked at this new development as she watched the newer arrival. Intrigued, she rose up into the air on two great dark-blue wings, and took off at high speed towards the object, finally getting a good look as she broke the planet’s thermosphere.
Had she not been in a vacuum, one would have heard quite the gasp of shock.
The object was not natural, that much she could tell; it didn’t take a dedicated Night Princess to figure that out. She knew what belonged in her night sky and the double-carriage-sized object approaching her was undoubtedly a foreigner. Thoroughly fascinated, she pursued the object as it glided just above the upper layers of Equestria’s atmosphere, flitting about and around the object, subjecting it to a princess’s scrutiny. It was a curious thing, this new celestial object, taking the shape of a slightly squashed metallic cylinder with rounded ends and a dish-shaped indent in the center of each side. For a moment, Luna considered simply grabbing the object in a powerful show of telekinesis and bringing it to her sister but decided to let the object, whatever it was, go about its business.
Her eyes didn’t even have the time to widen before the object suddenly exploded.
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Captain's log: stardate 653347.1

After spending three months rendering aid to the surviving Romulan colonies after the Hobus supernova, the Akira has been assigned three days of shore leave at Starbase 34, before being dispatched to patrol the Romulan/Klingon border.

It has been a difficult time for the crew, and with things going the way they are, this may be the last shore leave we may have for a long time.


"So, what are your plans for shore leave commander?" Lieutenant Dennis Clarke asked his superior officer, as they grabbed a table at the Akira’s flight lounge, situated at the front of the ship.
“Well, I plan on eating at every restaurant on the station that sells fresh food, maybe get a massage or treat myself to a visit to the station’s spa. I hear its the finest in the sector,” commander Lenara Jerni replied, nursing her glass of milk as she gave the lieutenant a sly smile. “What about you, Dennis? Any plans?”
“Not much. I want to try out the shooting range when we get there, see what scenarios they have. Fighting holographic Dominion is exciting and all, but it gets kinda boring after a while.” The Trill nodded in understanding, as they both sipped their drinks.
“I see you started without me!” A voice called over the the pair from across the lounge. They turned to see the ship’s chief flight controller, lieutenant commander Matthew Cameron, walking towards them. "Apologies for being late, that maintenance diagnostic took longer than I thought." He grabbed a chair from a nearby vacant table and pulled it over to sit with his friends and crew mates.
"It's alright, we were both late anyways. The guy on next shift was late turning up to relieve me," Clarke shrugged, taking a swig of his lemonade.
"Crew reports and duty rosters, that's all I'm saying," Lenara said before retreating to her drink.
"We were just talking about what we'd like to do on our shore leave. The commander here wants to pig out non-stop for three days," Clarke said, ellipting a chuckle from Cameron.
“Careful lieutenant, or I’ll have you on plasma manifold scrubbing duty,” Lenara joked, making the other two chuckle.
“So Matt, what are you planning to do on your shore leave?” Clarke asked, once they had recovered from their laughter.
“I was hoping to take Rebecca on a romantic getaway planetside, since it may be the only time we can relax on a planet’s surface without having to help injured civilians or fend off angry Romulans,” Cameron explained.
“Woah, wait a sec. Did you say Rebecca? As in the fighter pilot lieutenant Rebecca Suarez?” Clarke asked in surprise, causing Cameron to roll his eyes.
“Yes, the one and only lieutenant Suarez, the fighter pilot,” he deadpanned, sighing as he did so. “I don’t know why everyone keeps saying that...” he muttered afterwards. Clarke was about to question the matter further, when he was interrupted by the ship’s intercom activating.
“Attention all senior staff! Emergency conference in five minutes!” The voice, belonging to the Akira’s captain, echoed throughout the entire ship, gaining the attention of the crew.
“That doesn’t sound good...” Clarke said, as himself, Lenara and Cameron rose from their seats.
“I bet you whatever it is, it has something to do with Klingons. I just know it!” Cameron saif to the others as they quickly hurried out of the flight lounge.
------------
The ship’s conference room, despite having all the senior staff present, was deathly silent. Each and every one of the officers holding their breath, preparing themselves for the worst news: war with the Klingons. The only vacant seats at the conference table was the head seat for the captain, and a few at the other end of the table. The rest were taken up by Clarke, Cameron and Lenara; along with chief medical officer commander Carson Mayflower, chief science officer lieutenant commander Velik, and chief tactical officer lieutenant commander Semias Hurglay. All of whom were waiting for the captain to arrive so the conference could start. After a minute of them all waiting with bated breaths, Captain Richard Barrington entered, looking stoney faced. He strode over to the display behind his seat at the end of the room, and loaded a display of a planetary system.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I have some bad news. Shore leave is cancelled,” he said curtly, waiting for any of the officers to voice their objections. When none came, he was ever so slightly taken aback, but didn’t show it. “Well? Isn’t anyone going to say anything?” He asked after a minute of waiting for a response.
“Sir, what can we say? The only reason that shore leave could be cancelled is if the Federation is at war. We have no more supplies to help the Romulan colonies, and I doubt border patrol is worth cancelling shore leave over,” Lenara said, voicing her thoughts. “So give it to us straight sir. Are we at war?” She asked, everyone else looking to Barrington for the answer.
“...Not yet. But that may change, depending on how our new mission goes,” he answered, and everyone seemed to relax a little, but were still grimly tense.
“And what is our new mission, sir?” Hurglay asked, to which Barrington gave a small, fleeting smile.
I’m glad you asked, Semias. Long story short, our new mission is to head to the Equestrian star system, displayed on the screen here, to establish diplomatic ties with the local inhabitants."
"I've never heard of it before. Is it a newly discovered system?" Mayflower asked, looking around to see if anyone else knew.
"Of sorts, yes. The system was discovered several months ago by the Enterprise-E shortly after the Hobus supernova. They were on a diplomatic mission when they detected a stable wormhole just 70 light years out from Khitomer. Upon investigation, they discovered it led to an area of space where the only detectable system in 200 light years was this one," the captain explained, the officers listening intently.
"That is the only system in 200 light years?! That's impossible!" Cameron exclaimed.
"Actually, it is. The USS Voyager and the Enterprise-D have encountered several similar phenomena, where they were sent by wormhole or subspace gravity well to pockets of space on a different plane of dimension to our own," Velik interjected, drawing the attention of the room.
"Indeed, that's what the scientists at San Fransisco believe, at any rate." Everyone looked back at Barrington as he spoke again, "getting back on track, the Enterprise travelled to this star system and made first contact with the local inhabitants, despite them being a primitive civilization. However, they had three good reasons for it. The first being that the inhabitants possess extraordinary psychic abilities, such as being able to control their weather by touch, lifting heavy objects, or even teleportation."
The officers listened on with intrigue as Barrington tapped the display screen and two of the three planetary bodies of the system began to circle the third. "The second reason is that their sun orbits their planet exactly like their moon," Barrington continued, pointing at the large, outermost sphere sand the small orb whizzing around the planet in a perfect circle.
"That cannot be possible. Unless either that is not a natural star or one without sufficient mass to generate a superior gravitational field to that of the planet, the star should be anchored in place," Velik explained dubiously.
“Which leads to reason number three: the orbits of the planet’s moon and star are controlled by the two rulers of this civilization. And before you interject, Velik, these stellar bodies are very much real. And they don’t use technology either; they use their psychic abilities to control them.” The officers were stunned by the explanation, as they tried to process it.
“... That is not possible,” Velik eventually said, but did not say anymore as he was still at a loss. Barrington chuckled at their reaction.
“Yes, it does sound very farfetched. In fact, I didn’t believe it when Admiral Janeway briefed me of this mission earlier. But the data she sent is infallible: this is very much real.”
“And with the wormhole to this system being 70 light years from Khitomer, which the Klingons recently reclaimed, then they could discover this wormhole too,” Clarke comprehended, the reality of his statement dawning on the others.
“If the Klingons figure out how to control the inhabitants, especially the ones who control the system’s star, they would have the ability to destroy entire solar systems with a blink of an eye...” Lenara said grimly, as looks of horror appeared on the other officers.
“They would become the most powerful force in the galaxy. Even more so than the Borg, or even the Dominion!” Hurglay exclaimed.
“Which is why we need to get there first. Starfleet wants us to try and establish diplomatic relations. If they become allies, or even members of the Federation, it would give us a strategic edge against the other races the likes of which we have never seen. This mission is top priority. If we fail, we will end up giving the Klingons the means to dominate the galaxy.” Barrington said stonily, gazing at his senior staff. turning to Clarke, he said “Dennis, the co-ordinates for the wormhole are already at the helm. Lay in a course, maximum warp.” Clarke nodded and quickly rose from his seat and hurried out to follow the order.
“Semias, I want a check of all weapon systems. Make sure they’re ready to fire at a moments notice. In the mean time, go to yellow alert.” Hurglay nodded and followed suit. “Matt, I want all fighters ready to go and all pilots on standby. Velik, I sent all data about the system to your console. Learn as much as you can, I’ll need you for when we make contact. Doc, I also sent you data about the inhabitants’ physiology. You’ll need to familiarize yourself too, in case of an emergency.” The three officers nodded and left to perform their orders, which left Lenara and Barrington alone.
“Despite the ever looming threat of the Klingons becoming gods, it feels nice to have a diplomatic mission to a new, alien species for a change,” Lenara said, as Barrington took his seat at the head of the table.
“Indeed. The last one was before the Dominion war, I believe.” They both sat in silence, reminiscing.
“I miss the good old days, back on the New Orleans. back then, everything was simple. We only had the Klingons and Romulans as the most significant threat back then, and they didn’t bother us much, since they were always at each others throats,” Lenara said, smiling softly as she looked out of the conference room’s window, showing the Akira’s weapons rollbar at the rear of the ship, and the starry background zipping past as the ship hurtled through space at interstellar speeds.
“Which left us to deal with Nausicaan pirates and the Orion Syndicate, which caused us a lot of trouble back then. And let’s not forget about the Cardassian wars,” Barrington continued, causing them both to chuckle.
“They did rough us up quite a bit back then...” Lenara sighed, shaking her head and smiling. After a moment of dwelling on the past however, Lenara’s smile slowly faded into a grim expression. Turning, she faced her captain. “Sir, do you think that we could go to war with the Klingons?” She asked, to which Barrington sighed sadly.
“Eventually, yes. Right now, us and the Klingons are in the exact same positions as we were in the three years leading up to the Dominion war. All we can do is to follow our orders and pray.” With that, Barrington slowly rose from his seat and marched out of the room, leaving Lenara to gaze wistfully out of the room’s windows.
------------
Several hours later, Barrington strolled onto the bridge from his ready room, walking past Clarke at the helm and taking his seat in the captain’s chair. Lenara sat on his right, in the first officer’s chair.
“Report,” Barrington barked.
“We’re approaching the co-ordinates for the wormhole sir. Sensors show a gravitational and EM field similar to that of the Bajoran wormhole,” Lenara reported, handing a PADD over to Barrington. “We also picked up five Klingon ships about 30 light years out. So far, they don’t appear to have seen us nor have they detected the wormhole. Their last known heading was towards the Romulan colony on Celaria.”
“A raiding party?”
“It appears so, sir. The USS Archer is currently stationed in the system. Should we alert them to the Klingon attack?” Lenara asked. Barrington sighed and rubbed his forehead with his fingers.
“... No. If we try to alert the Archer, it would only make our presence, and the wormhole, known to the Klingons.” Lenara looked at him with concern, before nodding sadly, making Barrington sigh. “I’m sure the Archer will be fine. She is, after all, a Sovereign class starship,” Barrington said, reassuring both his first officer and himself.
“Captain, We’ve reached the wormhole,” Clarke reported, drawing the attention of the bridge to the view screen, which showed the inky blackness of space littered with stars.
“I don’t see a wormhole... Velik, full sensor scan. See if you can locate it.” Barrington ordered, rising from his seat, with Lenara following suit.
“I have found it, sir. It is approximately 200 kilometers straight ahead.” Velik reported.
“Ah! I almost forgot. When the Enterprise-E stabilized the wormhole, it started to open periodically every three hours. We’ll just have to wait until it opens,” Barrington explained. Soon after, everyone focused their attention on the view screen, leaning over their consoles to try to see the screen better. After several minutes of waiting, they were rewarded with the mouth of the wormhole erupting in a brilliant flash of blue and white.
“It looks just like the Bajoran wormhole...” Hurglay commented, enraptured by the spectacle, along with the rest of the bridge crew.
“Alright Dennis, take us in. Full impulse.” Barrington’s command snapped Clarke's attention from the view screen back to his console as he piloted the ship towards the gaping maw of the subspace bridge.
“Aye sir, full impulse.” The entrance to the wormhole grew bigger as the Akira sped towards it, diving through the hole straight down the middle. The transit lasted for a few seconds, to which the viewscreen showed them the interior of the wormhole: a tunnel with swirling blue and white energy dancing and waving around each other, forming a perfect cylinder. Then, the view screen showed the starry background of space once more, as the ship exited the wormhole and rocketed away from it.
“Report.” Barrington asked for the second time that day.
“We have successfully cleared the wormhole, captain. Sensors detect a planetary system with the same configurations as the Equestrian star system. No other discernable planetary bodies or systems within maximum sensor range.” Velik reported.
“No signs of any ships either. Sensors are picking up a remnant ion trail, but it appears to match the warp signature of the Enterprise-E, sir.” Hurglay added.
“Looks like the Klingons haven’t beaten us here,” Lenara said, to which Barrington nodded.
“Indeed, we’re very lucky in that aspect. Helm, set course for the planet, best speed. Velik, gather anything you need and meet me in the hangar.” Clarke nodded and started tapping his console, steering the ship towards the center of the system, whilst Velik headed to the turbolift closest to him. Barrington raised his hand and tapped his combadge on his chest. “Bridge to flight control, prep a runabout for departure as soon as possible.”
“Aye sir, we’ll have one ready within the hour,” CAmeron reported, before the line was closed.
“Runabout sir?” Lenara asked, as Barrington strode towards the turbolift at the rear of the bridge.
“There’s something about the planet that makes transporting impossible from surface to orbit, without the use of transporter pads on both ends,” Barrington answered as he stepped into the turbolift, holding his hand out to stop Lenara. “I need you on the bridge. I know you’re going to quote regulation on me, but I have to see this mission out in person, and I’d prefer it if you were in command in case of trouble.” Lenara nodded, before stepping away from the lift.
“Good luck, sir,” she said as the lift doors slid shut.
------------
“We ready to go?” Captain Barrington asked as he walked through the door that divided the living area from the main cockpit of the runabout.
“Yes sir, just finished plotting our trajectory,” ensign Telev reported from the helm, the young Andorian performing a check of the propulsion systems. Barrington looked around the cockpit of the runabout, before frowning.
“Ensign, where is Velik?” Barrington asked, walking up to stand by Telev at the front of the ship.
“I don’t know sir, he wasn’t here when I was prepping the ship.” Barrington’s frown turned to a scowl, as he stormed off to the living compartment. He reached his hand up and tapped his combadge.
“Barrington to Velik, respond immediately,” he said, his tone of voice serious.
“Velik here, captain. Did you require something?” Lieutenant commander Velik’s voice responded.
“Yes, where the hell are you? We’re ready to take off.”
“I am standing right behind you, sir.” Barrington whirled around and indeed saw the Vulcan standing in the doorway to the living compartment, a case in his hands.
“Right, well... nevermind.” Barrington huffed as he walked passed the Vulcan and went back into the cockpit, heading for the co-pilot’s chair at the front.
Sitting down, Barrington activated the console in front of him and proceeded to load navigational and sensor data. Pressing a button on his console, he opened a commlink to the Akira’s flight control. “USS Thames to Akira flight control, we’re ready for takeoff.”
“Roger that Thames, opening hangar one door.” Barrington looked out of the front viewport and saw the hangar door in front of them rising upwards into the ship. “USS Thames, you are cleared for takeoff. Good luck sir.”
“Acknowledged, thanks control.” Another tap of the console and the line was closed. “Take us out ensign, nice and steady.”
“Aye sir.” Telev’s hands started to dance across his console as he piloted the runabout out of the Akira’s hangar and out into space. The runabout turned after heading a little ways out to clear the ship, and Barrington was treated to an excellent view of his ship as they flew parallel to it.
The USS Akira, NCC 62497, was an Akira class cruiser designed to fight the Borg, but took part in several operations during the Dominion War. Being the prototype of her class, the ship did not feature an extended hangar as well as hangar doors on the front of the ship that the rest of the Akira class ships were known to have. Instead, the Akira has an impressive and sizeable sickbay in the middle of the hangar, providing easy access in an emergency rescue. The ship also featured two extra holodecks, reserved for fighter pilot training as well as a flight lounge which was popular amongst the crew.
The ship gleamed as the sunlight from the system’s star reflected off of its hull, making every detail about the ship’s surface visible, right down to the lines between each bulkhead. Barrington smiled as he saw his ship, having not seen a view like this since before the Dominion War.
“Now entering the upper atmosphere,” Telev reported, as the Thames started to pull away from the Akira and down towards the planet with crystal blue oceans and colourful, vibrant landmasses. The front of the runabout began to glow red as the small craft began its entry into the planet’s atmosphere.
As they passed through the atmosphere and the red glow of heat dissipated from the runabout, details of the planet’s surface became clearer. Fields and forests were spread about for miles around, with small towns and villages nestled within them. Up ahead was a tall slender mountain that could easily be seen from orbit, its snowy peak reaching up to the heavens. Clinging to one side of the mountain was a beautiful city, and in the centre was a majestic white castle with many towers, their positions allowing anyone within them to see across large portions of the land for miles around.
The runabout gracefully lowered itself to match the height of the tallest tower of the castle, as it approached the city. It flew over houses and businesses alike as it began to slow down, Telev slowly and carefully bringing the craft in for landing within the grounds of the castle, where a contingent of the palace guard were waiting expectantly. With a small thud, the Thames landed safely onto the ground.
“Perfect landing, well done ensign,” Barrington said as he gave the Andorian a pat on the shoulder, before rising out of his seat and checking his uniform. Velik entered from the living compartment, holstering a phaser onto his belt. “No need for weapons Velik. This is a diplomatic mission,” Barrington said, as he acquired a tricorder from a storage compartment and fixed it onto his belt.
“Sir, it is standard protocol for all diplomatic missions to have at minimum one member of the away team equipped with a sidearm,” Velik said, meeting the gaze the captain was now casting upon him.
“Yeah, like a phaser would be enough to stop a life form capable of moving a star,” Telev muttered as he made sure all the propulsion and landing gear systems were in working order.
“The ensign has a point Velik. Besides, we want to be friends with these folks. Lose the phaser, that’s an order.” The Vulcan raised an eyebrow, but said nothing more of the matter as he unholstered his phaser and put it inside a storage compartment, before grabbing a tricorder and handing it to Telev, who had joined the two senior officers. “Right then, let’s go meet the welcoming committee,” Barrington said as the airlock doors that led to the outside world opened, and the three humanoids stepped out of the Thames.
A line of ponies, all wearing gold armour and holding spears in their hooves, were standing to attention at the entrance to the castle. The Starfleet officers approached the line of guards.
"Greetings, we are here to see Princess Celestia and Princess Luna," Barrington said as he gave the guards a diplomatic smile. The guards however did not react, ignoring Barrington completely.
"Not really talkative, aren't they?" Barrington commented as he turned around to face the other two officers.
"I apologise, they take their duties as guards too seriously sometimes." The three humanoids turned to see two more equines approaching from round the back of the runabout. The taller white one was smiling serenely as she approached the away team whilst the smaller, dark blue one was admiring the Thames.
"Your majesties," Barrington said in greeting, bowing deeply, followed by his officers.
"Please, there is no need for such formalities among friends. I am Princess Celestia, and this is my sister, Princess Luna." Princess Celestia lifted a wing in Princess Luna's direction, who stopped examining the runabout and joined her sister.
"I'm captain Richard Barrington of the Federation starship Akira. This is my chief science officer, lieutenant commander Velik, and shuttle pilot ensign Telev." Barrington gestured to the two Starfleet officers, who nodded in greeting to the princesses.
"Well then captain, it is an honor to welcome you to Equestria," Celestia said with a smile.
“It is an honor to be here, your highness.”
“Please, follow us. We have much to discuss.” Princess Celestia turned and started to walk towards the castle, the line of guards parting to let her through. Her sister followed, after giving the away team a curious look, with the away team following behind.
They entered through the castle doors into a corridor befitting to a royal palace, with the walls adorned with drapes and paintings of exceptional quality. Ponies wearing more gold armour were standing guard at various points down the corridor, all of whom bowed when the two princesses walked by.
The princesses led the Starfleet officers through multiple corridors like the first in silence, before arriving at a pair of oak doors, with a crest of a sun on one door, and the other had a crets of a crescent moon. They opened a door each, allowing them all to enter into a small, lightly furnished room. Inside were six comfortable looking armchairs, all surrounding a modest coffee table, which had a tray of drinks and food upon it.
“Please, take a seat,” Princess Celestia said as she gestured to one of the chairs in the room. The officers nodded and walked over to three of the chairs, with Barrington in between Telev and Velik. Celestia chose a seat opposite the Starfleet captain, whilst Luna opted to sit next to the young Andorian.
“Would you like some tea before we begin?” Celestia offered, grasping a teapot on the tray with her magic and lifting it over to her mug, pouring herself some tea.
“Please,” Barrington said in reply. Celestia moved the teapot over to another mug and poured more tea into it, before handing the cup over to Barrington, who took it from her magical clasp.
“No, thank you,” Telev said, and Celestia turned her gaze to Velik.
“That would be most acceptable,” Velik said, and in less than a minute a cup of tea was levitating its way over to him.
“So, captain Barrington, to what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?” Celestia asked, before sipping her tea.
“Well, we’re here to hopefully establish diplomatic ties between your nation and the Federation. This would include, but not limited to, establishment of embassies on both of our homeworlds, trade deals to exchange and share our resources and information, and possibly even admittance into the Federation itself,” Barrington explained, after taking a sip of his tea.
“Really? That sounds wonderful. I’m sure we have a lot to learn from each other, and having a friend when we begin exploring the vastness of space would be most welcome also.” Celestia smiled, and Barrington returned one of his own. “But we don’t need to start today, of course. We will need to discuss any diplomatic agreements we make with the Equestrian Nobles, which we can assemble for tomorrow. In the mean time, you are welcome to stay at the palace. I shall have a guard show you to your rooms.”
“Thank you your highness, I think that would be most welcome. May we be allowed to collect some things from our ship beforehand?” Barrington asked, to which Celestia nodded in confirmation.
“If you need any help with your belongings, the royal guards will be able to assist you.” Celestia placed her cup of tea on the table and stood up from her chair. “Now, I’m sorry to depart so suddenly, but I have to attend to duties that require my attention. If you have any questions, I’m sure my sister will be able to answer them.” With a nod to the others, Celestia walked to the door and opened it, before closing it when she had left, leaving Princess Luna alone in the room with the Starfleet officers.
“Actually...” Luna began, looking slightly sheepish, “I have a few questions of my own, if you don’t mind.”
“We’ll be happy to answer any of your questions to the best of our abilities,” Barrington said as he stood up from his chair, followed by the others.
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"So these 'runabouts' are just smaller versions of your ships?"
"Pretty much. They're not as powerful as a starship, nor do they have extensive medical or scientific facilities, but they're quite useful to get to distant places that don't require a starship," Barrington explained to Princess Luna, as they and the two other Starfleet officers walked back to the Thames. The Princess had asked several questions, which Barrington had been happy to answer.
"We also have four auxilary craft that we call 'work bees', which we use to repair any major damage to a starship or station, or to assemble structures in space," Telev added, taking part in the conversation. Velik walked behind the others, tricorder in hand as he performed various scans.
"Your ship must have a large hanger, if it is supposed to fit in all of these smaller ships," Princess Luna commented in awe.
"Actually, the Akira's hangar isn't as large as our sister ships. It helps that half of our hangar craft are quite small, the other half consists of our fighters, a couple of runabouts and a long range recon vessel." The Princess nodded in understanding, before frowning.
"Long range recon vessel...?" She asked inquisitively.
"A ship no bigger than a fighter, built for scouting a sector of space and harder to detect than a starship," Telev answered. They soon arrived at the runabout, Telev walking over to the door on the side of the ship and unlocking it, allowing the young Andorian and Velik inside.
"We'll just be a minute, your majesty," Barrington told the Princess, before he too ducked inside.
Telev was at the helm checking screen data, and Velik could be heard gathering items in the back. Barrington took a seat at the co-pilot's console and brought the ship's communications online.
"Thames to Akira, we have made successful contact with the Equestrians," Barrington said, activating a comm channel.
"This is Akira, we copy that captain," Lenara responded, an image of her in the captain's chair appearing on the console.
"Has there been any new activity?" Barrington asked.
"Not really sir, but we did have a hiccup with the sensors."
"A 'hiccup', commander?" Barrington arched an eyebrow.
"We're not sure what it was, it could be a byproduct of the system's unusual gravitational field..."
"Or it could be a cloaked ship." Barrington interjected, and the commander looked worried.
"We'll run a full sensor scan, and we have a diagnostic in progress. If there is a cloaked ship out there, we'll find it."
"Excellent, keep me aprised."
"Aye sir." Barrington was about to close the comm channel, when Lenara spoke up again. "There is one last thing sir. Lieutenant Quigly wanted to take the Kaneda out to see if he could detect anything beyond the system and the wormhole, for any evidence of other star systems or deep space objects." Barrington sighed, bringing a hand to his forehead.
"Tell Quigly permission denied. He can send as many probes as he wants out, but no one sets foot, or paw in his case, off the ship."
"Aye sir, but he won't like it," Lenara said, smiling slightly.
"Too bad. Barrington out." He deactivated the comm channel and sighed, not looking forward to the eventual confrontation with the Caitian.
Getting out of his seat, Barrington moved to the back of the runabout, passing Velik, who had several cases slung over his shoulder and in his hands. He went to his bunk, where a standard issue case with shoulder strap sat. Slinging it onto his shoulder, Barrington took a look around the runabout. 
Telev and Velik were no longer aboard, having grabbed their belongings and left already. After a final glance, he powered down the ship, with the only light source filtering through the front windows of the ship. He walked outside, pausing to close the door and locking it, before joining his fellow officers and Equestrian royalty.
"We should have everything we need. Shall we head to our rooms?" Barrington enquired.
"We shall. Come, your rooms are not far away," Princess Luna replied, leading them back to the castle.
--------
Captain's Log: supplemental
So far, the hospitality of the Equestrians has been exemplilary. We have been given sizeable guest rooms with en-suite facilities and balcony access with a spectacular view of the countryside below. They had invited us to dinner, and provided for our dietry requirements to the best of their abilities.
My science officer has reported that the 'magic' that seems to exist around us is actually moving, according to his scans. He is planning to run further tests tomorrow.
Our designated pilot has also reported that he has made a new friend in the form of a member of the local Equestrian guard. He is going on a tour of their barracks here at the castle tomorrow, which would help give us an inkling to the capabilities of their armed forces.
I myself have a busy day of diplomatic negotiations tomorrow with the two rulers and the Equestrian Nobility. Hopefully these talks won't last too long, and that we can have a chance of relaxation.
Barrington finished typing his report and placed the PADD down on the table beside his bed. Checking around one last time around the room, making sure his uniform was neatly folded on the chair provided, his combadge placed next to the PADD, and that the room was secure, he got under the covers of his bed and relished the feeling of a soft and comfy bed. It had been a long time since he had slept in a bed like this, the last time was...
Barrington shook the grim feeling aside and turned onto his side, trying to get some rest.
--------
"This better be important gents," Lenara stated firmly as she strode into the briefing room, where Cameron, Hurglay and Quigly, who was filling in for Velik, waited for her. Cameron snickered and Hurglay raised an eyebrow, noticing that the commander was wearing her uniform jacket over her nightgown. Quigly scowled at everyone in the room, obviously not pleased by the commander's attire and his colleagues' reaction.
"We have finished our diagnostic of the sensors and have completed a full scan of an area of one light year," Quigly stated roughly, as Lenara took a seat at the head of the table.
"What did you find?" The first officer asked.
"That the hiccup with the sensors is not a technical problem. They definitely picked up something out there," Hurglay replied. "And whatever it is, it's cloaked."
"Are you sure about that?" Lenara asked, looking worried.
"Definitely. Whatever it is, it has a perfect cloak. We wouldn't have been able to detect it under normal circumstances," Hurglay said. Lenara gave them a confused glance.
"What do you mean by that?" She asked.
"The gravitational field of this star system is in a constant state of fluctual tension, which is caused by the movement of this system's sun. Every two hours or so, there is a particular shift of the field and the ship is hit by a minor gravitational wave as the stellar masses shift positions. This same wave is also impacting against the cloaked object out there, since it's cloak doesn't protect it from physical impacts." Quigly explained, to which Lenara nodded in understanding.
"Do you know who it is out there?" She asked.
"Not a clue. The impacts from the wave are just enough to register on our sensors, but not enough to know the size or shape of the object," Cameron said.
"But we worked out a way to use the main phaser array to emit a low photon field, which would be only a fraction of the power of a phaser blast." Hurglay began, letting Quigly to finish off.
"This field would be dispersed across the distance between us and the object, and should hopefully tell us what it is in more detail." Lenara nodded thoughtfully, running the idea in her head.
"Would they be able to detect this photon field?" She asked.
"They shouldn't," Hurglay said.
"We think," Cameron added.
"...alright, do it. Let me know when you have something." The officers nodded. "Dismissed." Hurglay and Cameron filed out, but Quigly moved to block Lenara from leaving.
"Commander, about my request-"
"Permission denied, Quigly. Straight from the captain," Lenara interrupted, making the Caitian scowl once more.
"I don't recall asking the captain about my request, commander. I asked you," he said rather firmly.
"And I asked the captain, and he said no, lieutenant," Lenara replied with equal firmness, matching his scowl.
"I asked the current commanding officer of this ship, which is you. Not the captain."
"I may be the CO of the ship right now, but the captain is in charge of the mission. Your request could jepordize the mission and endanger the lives of this crew and those on the planet. The last thing we need is to draw attention, so I'll say it again: permission denied." Quigly was about to challenge the matter further but Lenara interrupted him again.
"Drop this subject and don't bring it up again, understood?" The two stared off at each other, either one dating the other to make a move.
After what seemed like an age, Quigly finally relented, backing off. "Understood, sir." With a swish of his tail he stormed out of the briefing room, leaving Lenara alone. Sighing, and after a minute to compose herself, Lenara left the room.
--------
Chirp-chirp
Chirp-chirp
Barrington grumbled, reaching an arm out from the bed and tapped his combadge. "Responding," he said gruffly, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.
"Ah, captain. Good morning," Velik replied, making Barrington scowl in annoyance.
"Velik! Don't you know what time it is?" The captain asked in annoyance, looking through the gap between the curtains that covered the doorway to the balcony.
"Approximately 0637, local time, sir. Revaltively early for most, it seems." Barrington sighed, bringing the palm of his hand to his face.
"What do you want..." he yawned, not yet awake enough to be dealing with the Vulcan science officer.
"The Equestrian Princesses have requested our presence at the main balcony by 0700. They wish to show us something," Velik replied, making Barrington shoot out of bed.
"Understood. I'll be there shortly," Barrington said, as he quickly began changing out of his night clothes and into his uniform.  Barely five minutes later, he was zipping up his grey and black jacket over his red command shirt, making sure that the four pips signifying his rank were neatly in place, and attaching his utility belt which held his tricorder. Grabbing his PADD, he hurried out of his room, where a guard was waiting to escort him to the Princesses.
After a short walk through the darkened castle, Barrington was led out onto a spacious balcony that overlooked the castle grounds, where the Thames could be seen clearly, and the city beyond. Awaiting him were the two Princesses and his two officers.
"My apologies for my late arrival, your majesties," Barrington said as he approached them, pausing to bow momentarily.
"Oh it's alright captain. I have to wake my sister, or she'll sleep until noon," Princess Celestia replied with a warm smile as Princess Luna shot her elder sister an embarrassed scowl.
"My first officer does that with me as well. Sometimes, I wish I could just stay in bed all day," he commented, returning the smile.
"Oh, I know that feeling..." Celestia said, before turning her focus to the darkened sky, where the moon hung low over the horizon. "Now then, to the reason why I called you all here. You all know that my sister and I control our sun and moon?"
"How could we not?" Barrington answered.
"Well, the purpose of us all being here is for you to witness how we do it." At Celestia's statement, Barrington and Velik both whipped out their tricorders in record timing, flipping them open. Telev noticed this and reached for his own, clumsily trying to turn it on, and dropping it. He got there in the end, much to the amusement of the Princesses and a guard hanging by the doorway, whilst his superiors looked at him with a frown.
"Sister, it is time," Princess Luna said, and Celestia nodded. Both Princess turned to face the horizon together, both of them extending their great, feathery wings. The officers began to scan them, as Princess Luna slowly flapped her wings and ascended into the air, rising several meters off the balcony, before stopping. Her horn then ignited, covered in a shimmering light as she pointed it at the moon.
Slowly, Luna began to descend, bringing the moon down with her. The moment she touched back down on the balcony, the moon disappeared below the horizon. She stepped back, allowing Celestia to ignite her own horn with a similar, shimmering light and pointing it at the horizon. Slowly, she began her ascent, lifting the sun gracefully over and above the horizon, before slowly lowering herself back down. The sun was now low in the sky, and ascending at its own pace, as she turned to face the Starfleet officers. The more emotionally inclined of the three were wide eyed with awe, glancing between the Princesses, the sun, and their tricorders. The third of their party merely raised an eyebrow and muttered the word "fascinating".
--------
"Good morning folks," Lenara said as she made her way from the turbolift to the captain's chair, this time in her full uniform. "Are you sure it's ready?"
"Yes sir, we can begin whenever," Hurglay answered, mannin the tactical console behind the captain's chair.
"Alright, let's light 'em up." Hurglay nodded and pressed buttons on his console.
Outside, the main phaser array, that circled around the saucer section of the ship in the form of a thin black line, started to glow orange.
"It's working. Main phaser array is active. Partical count within the photon field is holding steady at four thousand particular per micrometer." Hurglay reported.
"Sensors have picked up something..." Ensign Delare reported from the ops console, next to the helm. "The particals have impacted the object. From what I can tell, it's shape appears to be mostly spherical, roughly 2 meters in diameter."
"Run it through the database, see what you can come up with," Lenara ordered, as she stared at the view screen that showed the starry expanse in which the object was hidden.
"Uh, commander? The object's moving..." Delare said looking confused.
"Damn! It must've detected the photon field." Hurglay snorted in frustration, slamming his fist down upon the console.
"Can we fire phasers?" Lenara asked.
"Not from this angle, it'd take too long to reconfigure the phaser strip," Hurglay replied.
"Right. Dennis, manoeuvre us around so we can use the stern starboard phaser strip."
"Aye sir," Clarke said, altering the ship's position.
"It's decloaking!" Delare exclaimed, as an image of a somewhat spherical green craft shimmered into existence upon the view screen.
"Tactical assessment," Lenara ordered, rising from her seat.
"Got it, it's a Romulan infiltrator drone. It has a cloaking device, type III shields and a point defense laser. A direct phaser blast should disable it," Hurglay reported.
"Good, fire when ready."
"Aye." Hurglay pressed a button, and a thin orange beam shot out from a phaser strip resting on a connecting joint between the nacelle arm, weapons pod support pylon, and the bridge that connected the rear of the ship with the saucer section.
The beam struck the object, lasting for a mere moment, before ceasing, leaving the stricken probe to drift aimlessly in space.
"The probe is disabled. Damage appears to be minimal," Delare reported. Lenara released a sigh, before rising out of her chair.
"Excellent. Transport it to the hangar bay and have an engineering team ready to crack it open. I'll be down there to lend a hand. You have the bridge Semias," Lenara stated, marching to the turbolift.
--------
"Of all the things I've seen... That has to be the most interesting thing I have witnessed in all my years of service," Barrington murmured, still in awe from the events of earlier. The three officers plus escorting guard were heading to the dining hall to have breakfast, before they started their various tasks for the day.
"Indeed. That was truly a once in a lifetime opportunity," Veliksaid, nodding in agreement
"Well, all this scientific data we collected should keep you busy for quite some time at least, lieutenant," Barrington said to Velik, who nodded once again. They rounded a corner, and the two were startled by a yelp from their third in their party. They turned to see Telev on his back on the floor, having collided with something.
That something turned out to be a Unicorn pony wearing an expensive and regal looking outfit, who was on hs rump and scowling from the impact.
"Bah! Who dares to block my way?! I'll have you arrested for such travesty you-!" The pony began, standing up and looking at Telev, before halting his speech abruptly. He stared in confusion, which escalated to horror when Telev got back to his feet, putting him twice the height of the pony.
"M-m-m-m-monster!" The pony squealed, back-pedaling away from the Andorian. Spotting the group's guard escort, he seized the armoured pony and dragged the poor guard in front of himself. "Defend me guard! Slay that monster before it kills us all!"
"Sir...?" Telev asked in confusion and worry, to which Barrington raised a hand to stay put, as he slowly crouched in front of the scared pony.
"We're sorry, we didn't mean to scare you. My name is Barrington, and these are my friends. We're from a very faraway place, and we mean you no harm," he said peacefully, and the pony seemed to relax just a little, loosening his grip on the guard. But it lasted for a second, before the pony shoved the guard at Barrington, sending the two into a heap on the floor as the pony ran away quickly down the hallway, screaming about monsters.
"Sir! Are you okay?" Telev asked with worry as he and Velik helped the guard and starship captain up respectively.
"I'm fine ensign, don't worry about me. Are you okay, miss...?" Barrington asked the guard, as she straightened her armour.
"Solar Wind, sir. Private Solar Wind," the Pegasus replied, ruffling her wings to make sure they were okay. "I must apologise for Prince Blueblood's actions. He is... Not very considerate of others."
"Ah, it's alright private. His reaction is not uncommon for us on diplomatic missions. But as Princess Celestia's son, shouldn't he have known of our presence here?" Barrington asked Solar Wind, who looked taken aback at first from the question, before bursting into an uncontrollable fit of laughter.
"Oh sweet Celestia... You think that- oh! No sir, he is not either of the princesses' offspring." Solar wind managed to say once she had stopped laughing. "Princess Celestia is only his surrogate aunt. His position of power is like that of any other noble."
"Then he would most likely be at the negotiation table then," Barrington summarized thoughtfully.
"Captain, I'm sorry for that incident. I didn't see him round the corner and-" Barrington raised a hand to stop Telev.
"It's fine, ensign. It was a accident. Now then, shall we continue? We're missing breakfast." The others nodded, and they started to make their way to the dining hall.
Luckily there were no other incidents, and they arrived at the dining hall, where their breakfast sat ready on plates at their places at the table. They ate in silence, before separating to perform their various duties for the day. Solar Wind, Telev's new friend, escorted him to the barracks, whereas Barrington was shown by another guard back to his quarters to change into his dress uniform, and Velik seemed to have wandered off somewhere, last sen with his tricorder In his hand and being slowly waved around.
--------
"We'll commander, you sure do like bringing me all these fancy Romulan toys, don'tcha? Just last week, I remember you giving me a Romulan antimatter generator to fiddle around with. Now I get a state of the art reconnaissance drone- with explosive booby traps no less!" Chief engineer lieutenant commander Toby Wight teased as he stood back from the dark green almost-spherical drone, several of its panels missing and bundles of cables dangling out as the engineering team worked to safely disarm the drone. "If I didn't know you better, I'd say you were hittin' on me," he added coyly, to which Lenara rolled her eyes at the Texan, despite her smile.
"Don't get your hopes up, cowboy. Concentrate on not adding a new exit for the hangar bay," she said. Wight sighed, still smiling, as he crouched back down beneath the drone, which was suspended in a hazy blue glow from the ceiling.
"Yeah, give me a sec... Ah ha!" He exclaimed, leaping up with a small black cube in his hand. "Got it: the primary detonator for any explosive traps to stop pesky Starfleet engineers like us from tampering. Not so tamper-proof now, aren'tcha?" He sneered at the detonator, shaking it, before tossing it at an engineer, who clumsily caught it. "Should be safe to access it's main computer now."
"Great job as always, cowboy." Wight nodded at the compliment, standing back to allow Lenara access to one of the exposed panels. Pulling out her tricorder and crouching down, she began to wirelessly access the drone's computer core. After several minutes of beating through the security software, she finally gained access to its data logs, transmitting them from her tricorder to the ship's main computer, in a quarantined location. Standing back up, she holstered her tricorder and started to stride away from the drone, saying "she's all yours" to Wight as she passed him.
After exiting the hangar, she quickly made her way to the nearest turbolift, riding it up two decks and stepping off near the computer lab; her destination. Upon entering the lab, she took a seat at one of the lab's consoles, bringing up the downloaded Romulan data stored in quarantine. After running a scan to check if the data had any hidden computer viruses, and seeing it was clean, she began to browse through the data.
--------
Barrington straightened his dress uniform, making sure it looked as neat and presentable as it should. Usually he would have preferred to wear his normal uniform- almost every time he had to wear a dress uniform, it was for informing families of lost crew members or attending funerals -but with the balance of power of the galaxy resting firmly on his shoulders, he decided that a formal approach to the negotiations would show the respect and seriousness of these life changing moments.
Attaching his combadge to the uniform, he looked around the room, before checking the time on his PADD, which was set to match the clocks on the planet. Seeing that it was nearly time for the meeting with the princesses and the nobles, he stepped out of his room and out into the hallway, where a guard was waiting to escort him to the meeting.
They walked in silence as they. Weaves through the castle's many halls, ascending a flight of stairs to an upper level at one point. Eventually, they arrived outside a set of mahogany doors, where Princess Celestia and Pincess Luna were waiting.
"Captain Barrington, I must compliment you on your outfit. It suits you very well," Princess Luna said, smiling. Barrington tried not to show any unease at the compliment, managing to return the smile, which Princess Luna accepted. But he saw out of the corner of his eye that her sister had noticed and had frowned at him, if only for a brief moment, before returning to express her calm and regal manner.
"I do apologise for our lack of formal wear, our tailor is currently indisposed at this current time," Princess Celestia said, drawing the captain's attention.
"It's quite alright, your majesty. You both look stunning with or without formal attire," Barrington replied, his smile now genuine. Both the Princesses nodded at the compliment, and a small rosy tint could just be discernible on the darker alicorn's cheeks.
"Why thank you captain. Are you ready to start the meeting?" Princess Celestia asked, to which Barrington nodded. "Excellent. Please wait here until we call you in." Nodding to her sister, the two princesses each grasped a handle of the two doors and opened them, stepping through.
"My dearest ponies, today we take a bold step into a new world. One full of prosperity, and a chance for Equestria to develop and evolve in ways we could never have imagined. Today marks the first diplomatic meeting between our fair nation, and one from beyond the stars, with hopes that we can forge an alliance with our new friends." Barrington listened as Princess Celestia gave her speech to the occupants of the room. "So without further ado, please welcome Richard Barrington: captain of the starship Akira and representative of the United Federation of Planets." Taking that as his cue, Barrington walked into the room.
It was a circular chamber, with the majority oft he space taken up by a large, circular wooden table, surrounded by seats. Various ponies, all unicorns, sat within these seats, with only three vacant. Two very regal looking cushions for the princesses, and a delicate looking lavender cushion for himself. All eyes of the roo were upon him, all varying from a degree of curiosity to slight fear. The princesses smiled at the gathered nobles, as silence reigned supreme.
Then one of the nobles abruptly stood up, staring at Barrington with a mix of fear and anger. "Auntie, how date you let this... Thing in here! I demand it be removed at once, or this 'meeting' is over!" The pony shouted, whom Barrington recognised as Prince Blueblood, taking the whole room by surprise. Then, several of the nobles also stood up, joining Prince Blueblood in voicing their opinions. The princesses's smiles faltered into worried frowns, as Barrington sighed internally.
It was going to be a long day...
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“Sir, we just lost the probe,” Vorik reported as the data feed from the probe ceased. “It appears that the planet’s unique energy field overloaded the probe’s power relays, resulting in its destruction. It would appear that even a shielded probe is not able to withstand whatever energy the planet is emitting.”
“Lieutenant, how close would we have to be for our scanners to penetrate the energy field?” Data asked.
“Unknown, captain,” Vorik replied as he did some quick calculations. “Due to the unique nature of the energy field and allowing for the fact that this type of energy has never been encountered before, it is difficult to estimate with any degree of accuracy. However, moving the ship within 500 km of the planet will likely boost the scanner’s signal enough to pierce through the interference. We were able to ascertain the geographical information of the planet due to its size and scale; more detailed scans of the planet, its topography for example, require a closer scan in this particular case.”
“Acknowledged,” Data replied with an ever-so-slight nod of his head. “Ensign, take us within 500 km of the planet. Lieutenant Vorik, scan the planet’s surface as soon as we are within range.”
“Yes sir,” the Vulcan replied as the Enterprise-E moved into optimal range, giving everyone on the bridge, along with anyone lucky enough to be watching from one of the forward decks, a much better look at the newly-discovered world. “Captain, we have moved into scanning range. I will now attempt to scan the planet’s surface.” The bridge crew waited as the ship attempted to garner as much information as it could.
Suddenly, the entire bridge darkened as if someone had dimmed the lights. As surprised and speculative whispers filled the Enterprise-E’s control center, each and every computer panel suddenly dimmed as well, only to light up again momentarily, each displaying nothing save for what appeared to be a glowing blue upside-down horseshoe.
“Um…sir?” one of the bridge crew asked hesitantly after a few moments.
“It appears to be a symbol for Omega, the 24th letter of the ancient Greek alphabet,” Vorik pondered out loud as he slowly scratched his chin. “It appeared immediately after I began the scan of the planet’s surface.”
“What’s going on, captain?” another member of the bridge crew asked, scratching their heads.
“Vorik, can you pinpoint the exact location that triggered this response?” Data asked, ignoring the questions and murmurs around him.
“Yes sir. The source of the response seems to be a highly-populated area of the planet, most likely an urban center.”
There was a momentary pause as Data considered his options.
“Lieutenant, is it possible to beam an away-team through the energy field to the planet’s surface?” he asked, contributing to the quiet but wild speculation among his bridge crew.
“Negative, captain. Without a better understanding of the energy field surrounding the planet, any pattern would be lost immediately in the field.”
Another pause.”
“Lieutenant, assemble an away-team in Shuttle bay 1 and await my arrival. I will join you momentarily. Commander, you have the con.” With that, the captain rose from his chair and disappeared into his ready room, leaving a bewildered bridge crew in his wake.
***

Captain’s log, Stardate 66142.09. I have ordered the Enterprise into a medium orbit over the newly-discovered planet, about which relatively little is known. I have also elected to join the away-team to the planet’s surface after one of our probes exploded in the atmosphere, thereby potentially contaminating the planet’s natural development. In accordance with the Prime Directive, it is imperative that we dispose of any trace of the probe while remaining unknown to the local species as well, a gesture that unfortunately may be meaningless. Although our shuttles managed to reach the surface undetected, we discovered the injured body of one of the local inhabitants and, having no other alternative, decided to keep her sedated in Sick Bay until she recovers. Although I am well-aware of the potential ramifications of such an act, I came to the conclusion that simply allowing the being to die due to our error was not acceptable. (End recording)    
“What is it, sir?”
One of Luna’s eyes shot open at the sound of a voice in close proximity. Unfortunately, the sudden and rapid return to consciousness also caused a wave of pain of overwhelm her body, rendering her unable to move or even react. She could only wince and hope that whatever had made the sound wasn’t in the mood for pony flesh; indeed, the point-blank explosion had knocked her clean out of the sky, causing her to plummet several miles to Equestria’s surface. Stunned, the Lunar Princess could only make strained attempts to flap her injured wings to slow her fall, an endeavor that was likely the only reason she was still alive.
It wasn’t long before her consciousness slipped away yet again. 
“There’s nothing in the Starfleet database,” another voice added. “Captain, I believe that we have discovered a new species.”
Data rested his chin on an open palm, a gesture he’d come to emulate in his endeavors to come across as ‘more human’. In truth, his powerful android ‘brain’ had already processed the available information, run several hundred scenarios, considered the outcome of each one, and compared the results in order to hatch a plan that would allow them to fix their mistake while staying out of the planet’s development.
“Doctor Yasha, what biological data have you acquired?” Data asked, turning to his ship’s chief medical officer.
“Well sir, the good news is that she shares almost all of her DNA with equines native to Earth. The rest is…well, to be honest sir, the rest is a mystery. She is able to harness and store the energy permeating this world and from the looks of my scans, utilize the stored energy as well, like a biological battery.” the doctor explained. 
“Fascinating…” Vorik mused. Data remained silent as he slowly walked around the makeshift bio-bed, adapted to better suit its current tenant’s unique physiology.   
“Biologically, she is responding well to treatment. Unfortunately, as her system recovers, it is becoming much more difficult to keep her sedated. It’s as if the planetary energy stored within her body acts as a sort of antibody, among other things. I know this may sound outlandish but I believe that this energy has incredible potential. From what I’ve observed so far, her body’s ability to use this energy is practically limitless.” There was silence as everyone present attempted to rationalize the doctor’s rather remarkable conclusion.
“Have you found any signs that it is a member of the species responsible for this world’s architectural or technological development?” Data asked. It was the key question; if the being was in fact the dominant intelligent life-form on the planet, the situation would become much more complicated very quickly, especially if it woke up.
“If you’re asking what I think you’re asking, then the answer is most certainly ‘yes’,” the doctor affirmed, drawing murmurs from the assembled away-team. “Although her physiology is more akin to equines than anything else, baring the wings and horn of course, her brain is much more human-like. She possesses and extremely highly-developed cerebrum, cerebellum, and amygdala. Her hippocampus and pons are also of particular interest. The pons is largely responsible for regulating sleep and is present in most species encountered thus far. However, of all the parts that interact with the planetary energy, her pons is the most active when working in tandem with her cerebrum, suggesting that her consciousness is extremely active even when sleeping. While that’s not necessarily unusual, the fact that her system dedicates so much stored energy is. Captain, there is a possibility that this species is empathic or even telepathic, and powerfully so.”
“Sir, we also found these where she fell,” another crewman added, gesturing to a small collection of golden objects that looked as if they might have once adorned the creature’s body. “They appear to personal items, sir.”
Pure gold. In fact, they were crafted out of the purest gold Data had ever seen. A simple feather-like touch quickly determined the makeup and confirmed Data’s theory. Whoever this being was, she was likely someone of great importance…which made the situation that much more complex.
Then, there was the pressing matter of the Omega message. Every Starfleet captain had been briefed on the Omega Molecule, and only the highest-ranked officers were privy to their existence. So important was the Omega molecule that it trumped the Prime Directive, forcing Data into an even more difficult situation. Whatever the source of the readings was had to be destroyed before it could cause catastrophic damage, the kind of subspace-obliterating destruction only a destabilized Omega molecule could wreak.
***

“Wait a minute, wait a minute,” I interrupted as politely as I could before clearing my throat and leaning towards the Cardassian opposite me. “How the heck do you know about Omega?” Garak gave a small smile.
“Alas, Starfleet isn’t quite as adept at keeping secrets as it likes to think. Besides, I was directly involved with the mission to find the source of the Omega on the planet.”
“How? Last I heard, former Obsidian Order members didn’t exactly have Starfleet clearance for that.”
“If you’ll let me finish, I’ll be happy to enlighten you! I’m sure that after you’ve heard everything I’m about to tell you, your questions will be answered.” I sighed as Garak took another swig of Kanar.
“Alright, alright. Sorry,” I replied, scratching the back of my neck. “Please continue.”
“Thank you. Now, as I was saying…”
***

Captain’s log, supplemental. Our situation continues to grow complicated and present us with variables we did not expect and are ill-prepared for. To that end, I have convened a special meeting, including both my senior staff and the diplomatic delegation currently aboard the Enterprise-E. The purpose of the meeting is whether or not the pursuit of the Omega readings detected on the planet’s surface are worth possible (and likely) breaking the Prime Directive over. Given the level of technology observed and the raw intelligence of the female currently under sedation in Sick Bay, I have concluded that there is little we can do to avoid being detected while taking the necessary time to deal with the source of the readings, which happens to be directly under a large settlement located in what appears to be a large, mountainous region. In other words, it is nigh impossible to do any work whatsoever in such a populous area without being discovered. I also believe that subterfuge is hardly an ideal way to, as humans put it, ‘make a good first impression’. However, I have agreed to consult the party of delegates in the likely event this also becomes a matter of establishing diplomatic relations.
“…and that is why we must secure the Omega by any means, even by force if necessary!” the Klingon ambassador hissed through the universal translator. There were few who would disagree; S’taass was surely one of the largest of his species, the Gorn, and though he was a skilled diplomat, he nevertheless possessed a fearsome disposition. It should come as no surprise that the Klingon Empire would choose such an intimidating being as a liaison.
“And risk starting yet another conflict?” S’Tau, a Romulan ambassador rebuked. “Need I remind you that we have enough fighting on our hands with the Elachi, the Borg, and the Tholians already contesting Republic space? We should attempt to infiltrate the structure and dispose of any Omega particles while arousing the least amount of suspicion!”
“If I may offer a suggestion,” the Cardassian near the end of the table chimed, raising his hand slightly. Garak waited patiently until all eyes were focused on him before continuing. “Now, this is just my personal opinion but charging in guns-a-blazing like a rabid targ is not going to endear us to anyone, nor will subterfuge for that matter, and I should know.” He paused as both S’taass and S’Tau gave him dirty looks.
“This council is…aware…of your ‘knowledge’ of such things,” S’taass hissed. “Undoubtedly, your time with the Obsidian Order gave you more enough of experience in those areas.” Garak, to his credit, didn’t change his expression. Rather, he continued as if S’taass’ jibe had never happened.
“As I was saying, I believe that in this case, a fully-diplomatic approach is necessary. If we do not win the leaders of this world over, then they will not allow us access to the Omega source, forcing us to either sneak in like thieves or barge in like barbarians. Captain, I realize that it is your decision to make but I implore you to take the pragmatic approach.” There were murmurs around the table as Data considered Garak’s proposal.
“Ambassador Vitok, I do not believe we have heard from you regarding this mission,” Data addressed the Vulcan seated next to S’taass. Despite his proximity to such an intimidating being, the ambassador simply remained calm and collected.
“Risking a conflict when there are peaceful options at our disposal is illogical,” the Vulcan replied. “I agree with Garak; a direct pragmatic approach is the best chance at a peaceful resolution to the mission.”
“Very well,” Data agreed. “The Omega Directive clearly supersedes the Prime Directive in this case. As such, we will divide into two teams: the first team will be a full diplomatic corps and is tasked with contacting this world’s leadership and arranging the disposal of the Omega molecules. Lieutenant Vorik, you will take Ensign Halis from Science wing in the other runabout; you will be responsible for surveying the general area where the source was detected and determine if there are any hazards in the vicinity that might complicate the procedure.”
“Sir, I also recommend that we also return the…’equine’…to the surface,” the chief medical officer added. “I realize that we’re making First Contact but I’m sure that waking her up in a strange place strapped to a table isn’t the best way to make a good first impression.”
“Agreed,” Data replied with a nod. “Doctor Yasha, you’ll accompany myself and the ambassadors, along with our ‘guest’. It will be difficult enough to explain ourselves; I’d rather she be received in proper condition.”
“I’ll fix her up as best I can, sir.” Doctor Yasha replied with a curt nod, a gesture returned by the captain.
“Good. You all have your tasks. Dismissed.”
***

With the Enterprise-E holding position in geosynchronous orbit over the source of the Omega, the two runabouts made their way to the surface, one bound for the large settlement directly below, and the other destined for the outskirts. Tasked with placing signal amplifiers around the site to enable the Enterprise-E to receive scan data from the shuttles and personal tricorders through the planet’s interfering energy field, the second runabout was en-route to its second destination. 
“Put us down in that clearing,” Vorik ordered, gesturing to a panel in the runabout’s cockpit. “The lack of trees will allow for a clear signal to the Enterprise-E.”
“Yes sir,” the pilot replied, setting the runabout down just off the center of the clearing.
As they had already done twice before, the crew of the runabout made their way cautiously around the immediate area, careful not to leave too great a mark. No sooner had they finished setting up the signal amplifier, a nearby commotion grabbed the lieutenant’s attention. Shouts and strange sounds not unlike the discharging hiss of an energy weapon reached his Vulcan ears and warned him to move on as quickly as possible.
“Ensign, let’s get back to the shuttle,” Vorik exclaimed as he jogged back to the shuttle. “Ensign? Ensign Halis, respond!” With his pilot nowhere in sight, Vorik wasted no time in taking out his tricorder and doing a quick scan of the general area. Sure enough, the ensign had wandered off, no doubt lured by scientific curiosity…or was it something else? It wasn’t like the Ensign to simply wander off, unless there was a justifiable reason. One of Vorik’s eyebrows raised as the tricorder alerted him to the last thing he thought they’d find on a world so far-removed from space as he knew it.
Trace amounts of residual antiprotons, on a world like this, Vorik thought as he followed the signal to his missing crewmate. The Enterprise-E couldn’t scan the planet with enough power to detect them because of the energy field. The only explanation for the existence of antiprotons, even in trace amounts, is the presence of advanced technology. Romulan disruptors, antiproton weapons, a starship’s deflector dish, a warp core, a cloaking device…   
As if switching to Red Alert, the Vulcan swiftly drew his hand phaser and broke out into a faster pace as he neared the location of Ensign Halis. He spotted the ensign crouched behind a nearby bush, studying his tricorder intently as a rather raucous scene unfolded just beyond the threshold of said bush. Hearing the Lieutenant approach, Ensign Halis glanced back and hurriedly signaled for Vorik to join him.
“Look at that!” he exclaimed in a harsh whisper, pointing at the activity barely 20 yards away. It was, without a doubt, some kind of battle. A large group of stark-white equines garbed in golden armor clashed spear-to-horn and dodged energy blasts courtesy of their opponents, shiny, black-bodied creatures with insect-like wings and eyes. “Must be some kind of border skirmish, sir,” Halis surmised.
The ensign suddenly gasped as eight of the armored equines suddenly became cloaked in green flames, revealing themselves as members of their jet-black opponents. Now hopelessly outnumbered, the white soldiers turned tail and ran, with several hissing creatures in hot pursuit.
“I believe it is time for us to depart as well,” Vorik said quickly, standing up to leave whilst keeping his phaser at the ready.
“But sir, they’re the source of the antiprotons I detected earlier!” Halis protested. “We should try to get more scans.”
“Now is not the time, ensign,” Vorik replied with as much finality as a Vulcan can muster without deviating from their emotionless state. "We must complete the task assigned to us and report our findings to…aaaugh!”
“Lieutenant!” Halis cried as the Vulcan suddenly collapsed. Drawing his own hand phaser, he whipped around just in time to be hit with the same jolt of energy. As his conscious left him, the last thing he saw was the grinning, fanged visage of their attackers, after which everything faded to black.
***

The world was upside-down.
And tinted a sickening shade of green.
And smelled of…something. Whatever it was, the foul scent contributed to Lieutenant Vorik’s unpleasant awakening. He didn’t know much, only that he was suspended upside-down in some kind of cocoon, hanging from the ceiling of a massive labyrinthine cave filled with an enumerable number of black, buzzing ‘things’, the very same things that were doubtlessly responsible for his predicament. It begged the question of what had happened to Halis; a quick look around answered his question. Suspended the same way as himself, the ensign struggled vainly to relinquish himself, finally looking eyes with Vorik, pleading for the Vulcan to somehow assist him. Thinking quickly, Vorik felt around for his hand phaser, but found nothing. At that moment, Vorik wondered if whatever had captured them somehow knew that it was some kind of weapon, and had relieved it from him for that reason.
However, it was the presence of the runabout and its connection to some kind of strange yellow structure just behind them that piqued his interest the most.  
He didn’t have much time to consider the matter; as if someone had been monitoring them, he discovered his cocoon and that of Halis’ suddenly in transit as two of the creatures slowly brought them to the floor of the cave. The moment they touched down on the black rock, the cocoons split open, giving them a respite from the terrible smell and green-tinted vision. As they struggled to their feet and fought for somewhat less foul air, a large number from the swarm surrounded them, hissing menacingly at them. Nevertheless, Vorik attempted to salvage the situation.
“Greetings. I am Lieutenant Vorik of the United Federation of Planets. I ask only to speak to your leader so that we may resolve this situation.” The hissing continued as the creatures continued to crowd towards Vorik and Halis, forcing them back-to-back.
Then suddenly, all was silent.
With no explanation at all, all activity around them ceased. Each creature suddenly shuffled backwards, creating an open path between the two officers and the darkness of the cave beyond.
“I don’t suppose this is their way if letting us go, sir,” Halis muttered, having regained some of his composure.
“I believe that is extremely unlikely, given the circumstances.” Vorik agreed.
It was then that they caught the barest hint of movement from within the darkness. As they waited with baited breath, the movement revealed itself as a figure, and after a few moments, as another of the black bug-like equines. This one, however, was radically different. It stood two-thirds taller than any of the others, possessed much larger wings, and a vastly longer horn-like protrusion atop its head. Its long, gangly limbs were full of holes, and it carried itself almost gracefully as it approached. Whether or not it was their leader Vorik didn’t know, but it was obviously a being of some importance.
“What have you brought this time, my children?” it asked as if addressing the entire swarm. Its voice was noticeably feminine, possessing a kind of ‘sinister elegance’ that made Vorik’s hair stand on end despite his considerable focus and adhesion to logic. Whatever this being was, it was clearly not to be trifled with.
“Greetings. I am Lieutenant Vorik of the United Federation of Planets.” Vorik began again. Although the new being was now easily within earshot, it simply ignored them; instead, it seemed content to study the phasers, tricorders, and other assorted components of the ransacked runabout. It wasn’t the being’s curiosity that caught Vorik off-guard; it the manner in which it studied the pile. Levitating it in a strange green glow, it gave every item a thorough once-over before gently setting it down in a separate pile. Finally, after looking at everything, it looked over at the dumbfounded officers and gave them a fang-lined grin.
“We have been waiting for this for a very long time,” it said in a tone barely above a whisper as it leaned towards Vorik.
“Is that so?” Vorik asked a-matter-of-factly.
“Yesssssss…” it hissed.
“Might inquire as to the nature of your curiosity regarding this technology?”
“It is our means of escape. A way to finally free ourselves of this wretched world and return to our own domain!” the being finished its statement with a sinister laugh, eliciting a similar reaction from the swarm around her. “A domain free of contaminations and imperfections!”
“Pardon me, but to what ‘contaminations’ are you referring?” Vorik pressed on, determined to find out more about their bizarre circumstances.
“The weak!” the being retorted with a glare. “You are weak! And the weak…” There was a pause as the being suddenly morphed into an extremely muscular creature around three meters tall, possessing a dark-yellow epidermis and long arms, ending with three-fingered hands, and three digitigrade legs. Its reptilian eyes stared down at them with a piercing gaze as it finished its chilling ultimatum.
“…will perish!”  
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		Severance Part IV



                “Sir, six more winged equines have appeared off our port stern,” the shuttlecraft pilot reported as they neared the large, glittering structures that marked their destination. All eyes were glued firmly to the mass of winged quadrupeds flying in tight formation all around the shuttle as if escorting it to its destination. However, based on the angry expressions, minute impacts from thrown weapons, and what looked like shouting and near-panic, it was a foolishly optimistic comparison. Still, Data couldn’t blame them, and hoped that the ensuing meeting would go much more smoothly.
Their destination, an extremely tall castle shaped like an ornate multi-tipped spearhead, sparkled and shone like a beacon in the overcast sky. As impressive as technology could be (and often was), there was something to be said about old-fashioned (perhaps ancient) architecture, and the city below was full of it. Everything from smaller keeps to what appeared to be familial and individual dwellings dotted the crystalline landscape, captivating the shuttle’s crew.
“Sir, we’re almost there, where should I set down?” the pilot asked as the captain quickly surveyed the vicinity and located an appropriate landing zone.
“Set us down right at these coordinates, about 50 yards from the central tower. That way, we will not look as though we are trying to invade their keep.”
“Yes sir, now beginning our descent.” the pilot replied. As the shuttle began its journey to the surface, Data turned to address the delegates and his chief medical officer.
“As you all are well-aware, this mission is one of an extremely delicate nature. It may be very challenging to come to an arrangement that both parties find acceptable. I will be relying on all of you at some point to aid in this diplomatic endeavor.” Data reminded them, ensuring that everyone was on the same page. “Until Lieutenant Vorik and Ensign Halis rejoin us, I will explain to the best of my abilities the scientific importance of our mission. I will be relying on Dr. Yasha to ensure that our patient is received quickly and in acceptable condition, and offer her services if need be. Ambassador S’taass, Ambassador T’Pau, Ambassador Vitok, and Mr. Garak, you four represent considerable portions of the Alpha Quadrant and will be responsible for answering any and all inquiries pertinent to your respective spheres of influence. Our primary objective is to deal with the Omega situation, and in order to do so, it is imperative that we earn the cooperation of the locals. Is everyone clear on their objectives?”
“I suppose…” S’taass mused.
“The Romulan Republic will cooperate in this matter.” T’Pau replied with a curt nod.
“Your plan is logical,” Vitok agreed. “I will aid in its execution.” There was a pause as Data looked over at a quiet Cardassian. The length of the pause extended into several seconds before the Cardassian looked up and around the now-landing shuttle. He gave a small, somewhat nervous smile.
“Well, it’s not like I have much of a choice in the matter, do I?” Data’s head tilted quizzically before he responded.
“I believe you are correct in that assessment.”
***

“Steady, steady…” Shining Armor cautioned as the strange flying machine touched down. Trying to keep the veritable legion of guards under control, not to mention the terrified population, had been a difficult task to say the least, and he couldn’t help but wonder what in Celestia’s name was transpiring. “Nopony makes a move until I give the order!” he commanded sharply, ensuring that no one would act hastily and cause an incident. He held his breath as a small door on the side of the machine opened with a light hiss.
***

Data was the first to emerge, stepping out of the shuttle onto the hard, shiny stone that made up their landing zone and upon further inspection, the streets of the city itself. His android eyes surveyed the scene before him; a small legion of what appeared to be military equines sporting similar protective gear as the flying ones from earlier stood between the shuttle and the towering castle in the center of the city. Standing out in front stood a slightly larger, pure-white equine with a blue mane; his armor was considerably more ornate than the others behind him, leading Data to consider that this particular equine might be the planet’s sovereign, or at least a figure of some importance. Even though the equine only stood roughly five feet tall, he nevertheless cut a rather impressive figure, certainly due to his role in the military service.
“Greetings,” Data began as he took a tentative step towards the crowd of equines before stopping and holding his hands up at shoulder-height to indicate peaceful intentions. “My name is Captain Data. I am a member of an interstellar federal republic, composed of planetary governments that exist semi-autonomously under a single central government based on the principles of universal liberty, rights, and equality, and to share their knowledge and resources in peaceful cooperation and space exploration.” Seeing various expressions of confusion and doubt interspersed among the faces of their hosts, Data paused to let it ‘sink in’.
“I assure you that neither I nor my companions mean you any harm,” Data continued, to assure the considerably quieter crowd. “We are here on a mission of peace, diplomacy, and scientific exploration. To that end, I would very much appreciate an audience with whomever you call a leader or governing body.”
Shining Armor just stood and stared at the strange new arrival. How does it know our language? Why did it identify itself as ‘captain’? Is that its rank or just a title? If it is military, how dangerous is it?  If this was, as the strange biped claimed, a “mission of peace and diplomacy”, then the ideal pony qualified to tackle this extremely strange and unexpected situation was the only governing official currently present in the Empire, besides himself. Hopefully, Cadence’s training in the areas of diplomacy would shed some light on the questions occupying the thoughts of all present. He cleared his throat and prepared to greet their visitors.
“My name is Shining Armor, Captain of the Royal Guard.” he exclaimed, perhaps a bit more forcefully than intended. If the tall creature was offended or intimidated, it did not show it; rather, it simply stood and regarded him with a neutral expression that almost felt…artificial. Shining couldn’t quite wrap his mind around why but something told him that whatever this creature was, was much more than what it appeared. It was, admittedly, a discomforting notion.
“It is a pleasure to meet you, Shining Armor,” Data replied cordially. “Are you this world’s leader?”
Shining paused to consider his reply. He didn’t have the political knowledge or authority to accommodate them himself, but the last thing he wanted was to lead a group of strange (and potentially dangerous) ‘aliens’ directly to his wife. But isn’t this what she was trained to do, he asked himself. Surely one of a princess’ most important tasks was developing diplomatic relations with outsiders…wasn’t it? He took a deep breath and steeled himself.
“No, I am not,” he replied. “Princess Mi Amore Cadenza is responsible for government functions within the Crystal Empire.”
“Crystal Empire? Is that the official designation of our current location?” Data asked. Once or twice throughout their conversation, Shining had to inwardly give his head a shake and remind himself that he wasn’t talking to Twilight. With all of the intellectual inflections, it was a little eerie.
“That is correct.”
“I see. Is that also the name of this world?”
“No, our world’s ‘designation’ is ‘Equestria’.”
“Thank you,” Data replied. “If you do not mind, I will save any further questions for Princess Mi Amore Cadenza. However, I have someone aboard my vessel that I believe belongs with you.” With that, the shuttle’s rear door opened and Dr. Yasha emerged, flanked by two members of her medical staff. Eyes widened and mouths gasped as the prone form of Princess Luna appeared from within the machine, lying on what looked like a medical stretcher.
“Princess!” Shining exclaimed as he ran over to his step-sister; it was at that point that Dr. Yasha and her staff wisely moved out of his way, giving Shining Armor and several guards a wide berth. After checking her over and confirming that she was very much alive and well, Shining Armor turned to Data once more. “What happened to her?” he asked as calmly as he could.
“We do not know,” Data replied. “We found her in critical condition while searching for a lost piece of scientific equipment.” He gestured towards the doctor and her team. “Dr. Yasha here was able to treat her wounds and return her to a healthy state.” As if confirming Data’s explanation, the moon princess suddenly stirred, thanks to a delay-effect revival hypospray covertly administered minutes before landing. All eyes were on her as the princess let out a lengthy yawn before slowly getting up and off the stretcher. Her ears perked up as she took in the strange sight around her.
“Did We miss something?” 
***

As Data predicted, it was Princess Luna’s safe return that got the captain and his small entourage an audience with the other princess present in the Crystal Empire, a tall, pink, regal-looking equine named Mi Amore Cadenza, or Cadence, as she preferred. While the local doctors checked the night princess thoroughly, Princess Cadence, her husband, and Data’s team took their seats in the throne room. At Data’s command, most equipment, save for Data’s scientific tricorder and their communicators, had been left in the shuttle, lest such technology intimidate their hosts. As such, it was up to Data and the delegates to explain what they were, who they were, and what they were doing. Of course, Princess Cadence, along with Princess Luna as soon as she was given a clean bill of health, were more than willing to share details on their world as well.
And there were lots of details to share…from both sides.
Data, ever the thorough android, ensured that every inquiry, great and small, was explained in great detail. In order for the mission to go smoothly, he had to do everything he could to alleviate any concerns the princesses had. It was, after all, their world; they had the right to know every detail pertaining to the sudden alien presence.
It should come as no surprise that the subject of magic had come up rather quickly. Patience was a virtue, especially during diplomatic meetings, a lesson with which Data was quite familiar. He never pressed for information; rather, he expressed curiosity and simply allowed the princesses, both skilled diplomats in their own rights, to inform him at their own pace. Such pragmatic technique served him well; the meeting was turning out to be an extremely profitable one. As he absorbed (and in many cases, observed) the details about the ‘magic’ of the world and its inhabitants, he gradually found it easier to justify ‘bending’ the Prime Directive. While the Omega Directive superseded it, Data was grateful to have another reason that might stand up to the scrutiny of history…or at least, that of his superiors.
Magic was an interesting concept, to say the least. Data found himself dedicating much more computational power than usual in his attempt to rationalize and comprehend something that, at the time, could not be explained in scientific terms. All they knew for sure was that the planet was the source of the energy, while the inhabitants acted as conduits for said energy. There were several levels of conduits; it was clear that the princesses were in the upper echelon, while most sentient inhabitants hovered around the middle echelon. Lesser creatures did possess a little bit of the energy but not enough to make a significant impact on their lives. Indeed, only the most intelligent and evolved species were able to actively make use of it, undoubtedly due to many centuries of evolution.
What Data eventually concluded (at least for the time being) was that further and extensive study was needed, which brought up a tough question; what manner of association should Equestria and the Federation share? It was for that reason Data was fortunate to have trained diplomats in his company. They endeared themselves well; S’taass and Princess Luna bonded over a shared interest in defense and glorious battle, while T’Pau, Vitok, Data, and Garak shared details about the Alpha Quadrant, concentrating on what the Federation was and stood for. While Data and his team were fairly thorough, they made sure to reserve sufficient time to explain their mission.
“Let me see if I understand this correctly,” Princess Cadence said slowly. “You found this ‘Omega molecule’ here in the Crystal Empire?”
“Preliminary scans suggest that the source is located almost directly in the center of this structure, to be precise,” Data replied, checking his scientific tricorder. Cadence nodded and tried to think of what he might be referring to.
“My apologies, Captain, but the only item of note in that particular part of the palace is the…”  
It was then that something clicked in the princess’ mind. There was only one item that could have attracted attention to itself, and it was an item that they admittedly knew very little about, besides its most basic functions.
“The Crystal Mirror…” she whispered to the floor, so quietly that only Data’s android senses could pick it up. She looked up and found Data looking at her quizzically. “I…I think I might know what your machines found…” she continued hesitantly. “However,” she cleared her throat. “I would like to inform Princess Celestia before we proceed. She is the sovereign ruler of Equestria and as such, she should know about this as soon as possible.” Data nodded in agreement.
“Agreed. It is imperative that all ruling bodies be informed of our discovery.”
“I couldn’t agree more.” All heads turned to face the source of the familiar voice.
“Aunt Celestia!” Cadence exclaimed, rising to greet her. “And…Twilight! And your friends!” Cadence couldn’t help but smile at the group of familiar faces that made up her aunt’s entourage. “It is wonderful to see you all again.” At that, Data and the others rose respectfully as well. “When did you all arrive?”
“Mere moments ago,” Celestia explained as her group approached Cadence’s. “The moment I saw that ship in the sky, I knew it was imperative that I warn all of Equestria’s realms.”
Dead silence.
“Um…Princess…did you say ‘ship’?” the purple unicorn, whom Data supposed to be Twilight, asked in confusion.
“Is that why you teleported all of us from Canterlot the moment we arrived at the palace?” a white one with a purple mane and tail added.
“What…what’s wrong, Auntie?” Cadence asked as Celestia walked resolutely up to Data, standing nearly eye-to-eye to him as she studied him intently.
“Hmmm…” she mused, looking him up and down. “You’re not like the ones that came before, nor are you like the ones from the other world, and yet…you are here...”
“I’m afraid that I do not follow.” Data replied.
“Sister, what is going on?” Luna asked, voicing the question on everyone’s mind. They all watched as Celestia took a deep breath.
“I guess this is as good a time as any,” she began. “Please pay special attention, my little ponies, for I believe that once you have heard this tale, we shall know exactly why these visitors have come here from the great expanse.” She motioned for everyone to gather in front of her and sit, which they did.
“Almost 200,000 years ago, Equestria was visited by beings of air and darkness.” Celestia closed her eyes as the room suddenly dimmed. All eyes were drawn to her horn, which lit up and produced an image. There was a collective gasp as they beheld the strange and unsettling sight. “They called themselves…‘Iconians’.”
“Accessing,” Data suddenly added as he searched his memory. “Ah, here we are: the Iconians were an ancient and highly advanced civilization that was destroyed some 200,000 years ago by the orbital bombardment of their homeworld, Iconia. Ancient texts called the Iconians "Demons of Air and Darkness", who were said to have the ability to appear at will on far-flung planets without the use of starships.” He turned to the princess. “Are these the same beings that your people encountered 200,000 years ago?”
“The very same,” Celestia confirmed. “They arrived in a vessel in much the same way as you did, but it was considerably larger and so very different. They simply ‘appeared’ completely without warning.”
“The Iconians were reputed to be an extremely warlike and technologically advanced race,” Data added. “Did they display any hostility when they arrived?” To everyone’s surprise, Celestia shook her head.
“No, they did not. In fact…” The princess paused briefly. “They came to us as refugees.”
“Refugees! Them!?” S’taass exclaimed angrily. “They did not seem so helpless when they murdered half of the Klingon High Council in cold blood!”
“Ambassador, I realize that this does contradict all known evidence pertaining to what we know about Iconian behavior. However, it is possible, as unlikely as it may seem, that not every member of their species was inherently hostile.” Data reminded him before turning to the princess. “Please continue, your highness.”
“You are correct,” Celestia affirmed with a nod. “Anticipating its destruction, they fled their home and spent the last few decades of their once-powerful empire wandering through the cosmos, searching for a new home, one far away from all of the death and destruction.”
“But how did they end up here in Equestria?” Cadence asked.
“They were passing through this part of space when their ship was attacked by the same alliance that not long before, had destroyed their civilization and reclaimed the galaxy. The refugees did everything they could to prove that they had never wanted anything to do with any Iconian Empire, but the hatred towards them was too great, and their ship was downed. It crash-landed in this very spot just over 200 millennia ago.” Everyone watched as Celestia’s head bowed slightly. “There were…few survivors.”
“But…I thought they didn’t need starships to travel the galaxy…” Garak mused.
“We’ve seen their ships,” T’Pau said with a nod. “One of them captured the I.R.W. Leahval from the Reman Resistance and dragged it into an Iconian gateway built into an asteroid.”
“It seems that, as a security measure of sorts, the Iconians deactivated their gateways, planning on reactivating them once they had returned to full strength.” Vitok added. “It is likely that they did not wish for their enemies to be able to use them.”
“That is exactly what they told me,” Celestia confirmed.
“Just one moment, sister,” Luna exclaimed. “Why did you never inform Us of this…incident?” Celestia sighed.
“In order to protect themselves along with us,” Celestia explained. “By aiding them, we could have been seen as helping a so-called enemy of the galaxy, and I don’t think I need to remind you how much we wish to avoid such…confrontation. So, between myself and a select few who knew about the event, we kept everything that happened a guarded secret. Those others have long since passed on and taken those memories with them, leaving myself as the last living Equestrian link to the Iconians.”
“Last…living link?” Cadence asked, intrigued by Celestia’s choice of words. “What do you mean, Auntie?”
“Before they departed, the Iconians left three gifts as thanks for tending to their needs while they repaired their vessel.” Celestia continued. “The first was to place Equestria in its own pocket of space accessible only by a special portal called a ‘wormhole’.”
“Then the wormhole we encountered in Tau Dewa was in fact created by the Iconians and not a natural phenomenon?” Data confirmed. Celestia nodded.
“They knew that their enemies would eventually trace them to our world, so they sought to shield Equestria from their wrath by hiding us. They assured us that such a move would do us no harm, and they were correct; life has simply gone on as normally as it always had.” At this point, the solar monarch had the entire room as quiet as a grave as everyone listened intently.
“The second gift came in the form of seven amulets, created by the seven Iconian scientists on board their ship. They infused six of the amulets with energy from Equestria itself and designed them to work directly with a pony’s own inner magic, amplifying it tremendously. Although I opposed being given any sort of weapon, they assured me that these amulets were meant to purify, not outright destroy. They did not want their last acts to be associated with violence or destruction. They were created to not only amplify one’s inner strength, but their brightest personal traits as well, qualities that allowed them to express their inner magic.”
“So…that means that…the Elements of Harmony…” Twilight began as her brain worked overtime to comprehend the magnitude of what they’d just been told. “…are alien in origin?”
“That is correct.” Celestia affirmed as Twilight produced a scroll and quill from out of nowhere, writing furiously the second they appeared.
“Wait a moment, sister…you said there were seven amulets given to ponykind.” Luna pointed out. “If only six were imbued with magic, what happened to the seventh?” Celestia’s visage saddened slightly.
“The seventh was created separately from the others and infused with a type of particle the Iconians called ‘Omega’.” She turned to Data. “It seems as though your people and the Iconians share a common interest.” Data nodded.
“We have been working diligently to prevent many others from exploiting the molecule for their own gain,” Data explained. “Perhaps if there is time later, I will explain it in greater detail. After all, it is clear that anything concerning Omega concerns you as well.”
“I look forward to it,” Celestia replied with a small nod. “While the Elements of Harmony were designed to work together to purify and restore, the seventh amulet was meant for one role and one role only: power. It would grant the user incredible abilities far beyond the reach of anypony besides myself or Luna. That is how it became known as the ‘Alicorn Amulet’. It came with a terrible price, however. Continued use would corrupt a pony completely, eventually transforming them into nothing more than power-starved shells of their former selves. No harmony, no love, nothing; just a craving for brute strength. I accepted it like the others but ordered it hidden away as soon as they had left.”
“Why didn’t you just destroy it, Princess?” Twilight asked. “I’ve seen first-hoof how dangerous it can be’ who not just get rid of it?”
“I…” Once again, the princess hung her head. “I could not bring myself to do so. Once I became aware of what lay outside our realm, I became afraid of it. I feared what might happen to my beloved world if some terrible outside force descended upon us, something about which we knew nothing and could not repel.”
“B…but you’re Princess Celestia!” Twilight blurted out. “What could you possibly be afraid of?” Celestia offered her a small smile.
“Twilight, we live in a universe so unfathomably vast that nopony can possibly know everything about it.”
“Challenge accepted…” Twilight muttered.
“And in this great universe, there are many strange and wonderful things, many powers at work, powers about which we know nothing. Powers that may rival or even exceed our own. So you see, Twilight, why I had to be cautious. As much as I hate to admit it, I needed every asset I could get. However, that doesn’t mean that I could ever bring myself to use such a thing.” Celestia assured them. “But now that the Alicorn Amulet has been secured, so shall it remain, nothing more than a sign of gratitude, albeit an unusual one.”
“And what of the third gift, sister?” Luna asked.
“Ah yes, the third gift. Their final gift was one of their greatest treasures, a true symbol of their ingenuity and prowess. Just in case our world was ever lost, as theirs was, they bestowed upon us a way to ensure our future. The Crystal Mirror was their final gift, an escape to another world if our situation ever became truly hopeless. Like many Iconian devices, it was powered by Omega, which is most likely what you discovered when you entered our realm.” Celestia finished, turning to Data. “Tell me, and please do not be afraid to answer honestly; why do you seek Omega?”
“I cannot lie, your Highness,” Data assured her. “We are under persisting orders to dispose of any Omega molecules we encounter.” Seeing the surprised (and worried) looks on the ponies’ faces, he quickly continued. “Please allow me to explain; Omega molecules are extremely unstable and when they collapse, they cause considerable damage to subspace, which is required for most means of faster-than-light propulsion, without which galactic civilization would cease to exist.”
“Perhaps that is why the Iconians used Omega so much,” Celestia theorized. “Since they used gateways to travel, they did not need to worry about damaging…subspace, was it?”
“Correct,” Data replied. “Think of the effect as an explosion damaging a railway; without intact rails, a train cannot use them and any travel along that route stops.”
“Is there no way to simply repair such ‘space rails’?” Luna asked.
“Not at this point, although it may be scientifically possible one day in the future.” Data explained, turning to Celestia. “Would it be possible to study this ‘Crystal Mirror’ more closely? This planet’s energy field prevented our ship from ascertaining anything regarding the gateway beyond its location and the presence of Omega.”
“To what end?” Celesta asked, raising a brow at the request.
“I assure you that the gateway will not be harmed or otherwise tampered with in any way,” Data assured her. “I only wish to gain a better understanding of its design. In the interest of maintaining diplomatic relations with you and your people, I would rather not risk jeopardizing that relationship by inadvertently destroying something of such great importance to your world.”
“We thought you were ordered to destroy Omega as soon as you detected it,” Luna added.
“That is true,” Data conceded. “However, if we can determine that the Omega are in a stable form, then we must make an amendment to such instructions. Since a perfectly stable Omega has never been encountered, there is no provision in the Omega Directive should it be discovered. As such, if the ones powering the gateway are, which they should be judging by how long the device has existed, then I do not believe that we can interfere. To do so would be to illegally destroy your property, which is expressly forbidden by Federation law.”
Another round of silence ensued as everyone considered Data’s position.
“Very well,” Celestia said with a small nod. “You and your team may take as much information as necessary, provided that you do not tamper with the gateway.”
“I assure you that all precautions will be taken,” Data assured her. “Our scans will be non-invasive. However, in the likely event that our instruments will be unable to perform a complete analysis due to the interference from the magical field, we may need to enlist the assistance of our starship.”
“How so?” Celestia asked.
“The scanners aboard the Enterprise-E are much more powerful than what we can carry. If it could get close enough and remain in atmosphere several hundred meters above the surface, its scanners could penetrate the energy field and analyze the gateway much more efficiently.” Data explained.
Celestia had to think hard about Data’s proposal. On one hoof, having the optimal equipment would surely expedite the process. On the other, the last time a starship had made planet-fall, it had changed the very nature of Equestria.
“I have to admit that you’ve placed me in a rather difficult position,” Celestia mused. “Before they left, the Iconians warned me about other interstellar beings. How do I know that your ship isn’t a threat to us?”
“I realize that I do not have tangible proof to back up my previous assertions. However, I…”
Rumble, rumble, rumble, rumble, rumble…

“What’s going on?” Cadence shouted as everything began to shake as if the earth below was having a seizure. “There’s never any earthquakes this far north!”
“This is most strange!” Luna added, hovering just above the shaking floor.
“T-t-t-his i-i-is aw-aw-awesome!” a pink pony exclaimed happily as she vibrated with floor.
As everypony and everybody tried their best to maintain their footing, a royal guard came crashing through the doors, clearly out of breath, and very clearly worried about something.
“Y-your highnesses!” he shouted, grabbing everyone’s attentions. “There’s…s-something…you should s-see!”
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		Severance Part V



	Shining Armor had returned to keeping his eye on things outside the castle soon after the meeting had begun. Since then, he hadn’t had much to look after; he’d examined every square inch of the ‘shuttlecraft’ and kept a sharp watch on the two ‘humans’ left to guard it. It wasn’t until the ground-shaking that life became much more interesting. Soon after it began, several Pegasus guards had returned from a routine patrol, each in a mad panic about some massive ‘sky ship’ on a beeline for the Crystal Empire. As it came into view just over the nearby mountain peaks, Shining immediately sounded the alarm, rallying every guard he could get his hooves on to form up in front of the castle. To his surprise, the bipeds standing guard at the shuttle had done the same, calling for assistance using some strange device pinned to its uniform. It wasn’t long before the entire conference joined him.
“What is that?” Garak asked in awe at the enormous tri-winged tripod-shaped thing slowly coming into view over the horizon. 
“It appears to be an Undine dreadnought,” Data replied. “Curious…the Undine are an extremely xenophobic race. It is strange to see one of the ships outside of fluidic space.” He turned to a dumbfounded Princess Celestia. “Your highness, are you familiar with this species?”
“They’re…Changelings…” she muttered. “But…where did they get that?”
“Sister, how in Equestria did that slip by us!?” Luna half-demanded. Data was about to add his two bits when he heard a sputtering sound over his combadge.
“…tenant Vorik to Captain Data. Do you read me? This is Lieutenant Vorik to the captain, please respond.”
“Data here. What is your position?”
“Underground, sir,” Vorik replied. “Ensign Halis and I were captured by Undine living in the mountains north of your position.”
“Acknowledged,” Data replied. “Stand by for now. We’ll send a shuttle to your location momentarily.”
“That must be where that…thing came from,” Cadence observed, staring up at the approaching ship. “But…how did nopony know about it? Surely, somepony must’ve seen it arrive!” She turned to Celestia, who sported a knowing expression. Luna must have noticed it as well, for she also turned her attention to the eldest alicorn.
“Sister…hath thou withheld additional information for the good of our world?”
“No…I mean…I did not mean to.” She took a deep breath. “Many years ago, a storm of great power awoke in the sky over the mountains, very close to the Crystal Empire. It was completely different from any storm in Equestrian history; not even the brave pegasi were able to quell it. Then, as quickly and violently as it appeared, it vanished, leaving only a collapsed mountainside behind.” Using her magic, the solar monarch created a holographic representation of the yellow, eye-shaped swirling storm. “I believe that storm somehow transported that ship and the resulting destruction masked its landing in the mountain.”
“Why could we not sense their presence?” Luna asked. “Especially considering how both of us are so in-tune with the living creatures of our world.”
“If I may,” Data offered. “I believe I have an explanation. That ship is emitting large quantities of antiprotons, which is most likely why you could not sense their lifesigns. I believe that antiprotons possess a disruptive effect when exposed to this planet’s energy field. I first realized this when I was able to use the communicator a moment ago, despite the interference from the energy field, which had previously stopped any ranged communication. I can only theorize that anything that uses antiprotons will negate most, if not all, effects or abilities granted by the Equestrian energy field.”
“Wait…are thou saying that our magic…is ineffective?” Luna exclaimed in shock.
“I cannot say for sure,” Data replied. “However, further tests must be conducted to either prove or disprove my theory.”
“Then allow Us the pleasure of disproving it!” Luna growled, looking like she was about to take off.
“Sister, this is not a time to act rashly!” Celestia warned, quickly moving to her sister’s side with Cadence in tow. “We must remain here, united, to defend the Crystal Empire at its heart!”
“We’re with you, Princess!” Twilight exclaimed, running forward to join her mentor, with the other five close behind. Celestia managed a small smile.
“I know you are, Twilight. I know you won’t let Equestria down.”
“You have our support as well,” Data assured them before tapping his combadge. “Data to Enterprise; send a rescue shuttle to the following coordinates, after which you will need to prepare the ship for an in-atmosphere engagement.”
“Acknowledged.” The voice on the other end was muffled but audible, reinforcing Data’s theory. Everyone looked at him.
“It my theory is true, then it may be necessary to repel the Undine…Changeling attack,” he added, changing his wording, thereby ensuring that everyone was on the same page. “…with more conventional means.”
“Finally! A chance to bring honor and glory to ourselves and our houses!” S’taass exclaimed with glee, cracking his knuckles.
“Huzzah!” Luna shouted, voicing her agreement. “We shall vanquish them forthwith!”
“Captain, not to sound ungrateful for your enthusiasm concerning our ‘problem’, but is it really wise to engage a starship with another starship so close to a settlement?” Garak asked of Data.
“Your concern is duly noted,” he replied. “Perhaps we may, to use a human expression, “have our cake and eat it, too”?”
“I’m guessing you have a plan?” the Cardassian pressed.
“I believe that if we reroute warp power through the deflector dish, we can use a tractor beam to push the Undine vessel out into space, where we may engage it without the risk of significant collateral damage.” Data explained, turning to the princesses, who were listening closely. “However, it will take time to configure the deflector. We will need to hold off the Undine for a short time without assistance from the Enterprise-E.”
“Consider it done!” Luna boomed, rocking the ground with the Royal Canterlot Voice. “Come with me!” she shouted, rallying several dozen nearby pegasi royal guards. “Together, we shall hold off that monstrosity, or perish in the attempt!”
“Sister!” Celestia called after the now-hovering alicorn. “Please…be careful.” Luna nodded and flashed her a grin.
“They shall not lay a hoof on Us! That, We promise thou!” With that, the lunar princess, along with a large number of royal guards, flew out to meet the incoming ship. Seeing the worried look on Celestia’s face, Data formed a plan.
“Data to Enterprise; launch all shuttlecraft immediately and have them engage the Undine vessel. Provide as much as possible cover for the Equestrians as possible.”
“The who, sir?” came the same voice as before.
“There are important members of this world’s military and political leadership currently engaging the Undine vessel,” Data explained quickly. “I have sent all available information regarding their physiology to the ship’s computer. Use that to differentiate allies from foe. Have all shuttlecraft give them as much support as possible.”
“Acknowledged, sir. Enterprise-E preparing to enter planet’s atmosphere as soon as all shuttles are launched.”
“In addition, reroute power from warp engines to the deflector dish and reroute all available remaining power to the shields.” Data continued. “Configure the deflector dish to emit a maximum-power repulsor beam and stand by for further orders.”
“Aye sir.” Hearing the plan come together made Celestia breathe a small sigh of relief.
“Thank you,” she said, facing Data. “I…I do not wish to see any of my little ponies suffer through senseless destruction.” With that, she straightened up and, with a resolute expression, stared in the direction of the incoming ship. She watched intently as magical bursts lit up the darkening sky, hoping that Luna was as of yet unharmed. “And now, I must join my sister in the sky,” she added, taking a step forward.
“If you’re going, then we are too!” Twilight exclaimed, running to Celestia’s side.
“I appreciate your enthusiasm but I cannot ask that of you. You must remain here and ensure the safety of the crystal ponies.” Celestia paused and steeled herself for what she was about to say. “If we fail…”
“You won’t!” Twilight immediately protested. “I…I mean…you can’t…”
“If we should fail…” Celestia continued, with enough force to assert herself. “…then I need you and the others to wield the Elements of Harmony once again and stop that vile thing in its tracks!” the sun goddess finished with an emphatic stomp of her front hooves. There was a pause as Twilight and the others regarded Celestia with a mix of expressions, though shock and doubt were quite prevalent.
“Y…yes, Princess…” Twilight answered, her voice laced with resignation.
“Thank you, Twilight,” Celestia said with a small nod before taking off and racing at full-tilt towards the battle raging on the horizon.
***

Luna grunted as yet another yellow beam threatened to erase her from existence. The ‘android’ had been correct; while her powers remained, for the most part unchanged, fatigue was setting in much more quickly than usual, and the lunar princess found herself growing more and more tired by the moment. Still, she fought on, delivering searing blast after searing blast to the sickly-yellow hide of the massive ship. While she and her brave team were causing minor damage, she knew that it was up to Data’s plan to truly balance the terms of the engagement.
Her eyes barely had time to widen as several yellow beams suddenly converged on her, only to falter as a great shining barrier held them back. Luna looked up to find her sister repelling the lethal rays before dispelling them with a mighty burst of power.
“Tiring already, sister?” she shouted as the older alicorn breathed heavily through gritted teeth. “The battle is young!”
“You’ve always had a strange way of showing gratitude!” Celestia rebuked as they dodged another attack, diving and swooping out of the way in the nick of time. “What if…I had not come to your aid when I did?”
“Then We would possess a proud new scar, earned from glorious battle!” Luna shouted, apparently unaware that one impact from the deadly energy stream had the potential to bring her down. Concentrating on the area from which one of the beams was being emitted, the princess of the night let loose a powerful blast, destroying the weapon completely. “Beat that, if thou can! Or has Our sister at last become an old nag?” It was difficult to tell amidst the chaos around them but Luna was fairly certain she saw an indignant look flash across Celestia’s visage.
Celestia’s answer came in the form of a great beam of extremely bright, multicolored energy that made a searing strike along the ship’s side, obliterating several weapons banks at once, just in time for half a dozen shuttles to arrive and begin their own attack runs. There was a pause as Luna simply stared while Celestia smirked.
“Hmmph! Thou were only able to do that because thou arrived later than Us!”
***

“Captain, I’ve found something you might be interested in,” Garak announced, beckoning for Data to join him in the nearby shuttle, which remained grounded in case of emergency.
“Yes?” Data inquired, joining Garak, as did an attentive Shining Armor.
“Take a look at this latest scan on the Undine ship.” Data did so, analyzing the information on the shuttle’s scanners.
“It appears that they’ve somehow adapted a runabout’s warp core to supplement their own power systems,” Data observed. “It is likely that the crash damaged their power systems, rendering them unable to make full use of the ship. They then captured the runabout being used by Lieutenant Vorik and Ensign Halis and integrated its systems into their own.”
“Is there a way we can use that to our advantage?” Shining Armor asked, his tactical side intrigued.
“It may be possible to disrupt its link with the rest of their ship,” Data postulated. “However, given the current situation and the plan we are currently enacting, I do not believe that…”
“Captain, I’m reading a buildup of antiprotons!” a crewman warned from his seat in front of another monitor. “It appears to originate from the Undine ship. I believe it is some kind of mass transport, sir!”
“What?” Shining Armor shouted. “Are you telling me that they’re trying another invasion?”
“It appears so,” Data replied, verifying the crewman’s report before tapping his combadge. “Data to Enterprise-E; the Undine are launching a ground assault. Beam all available security personnel to my position as soon as the Enterprise is in position and ready to engage repulsor beam.”
“But sir, what about the interference from the energy field?” came the reply. “We can’t transport through it.”
“There should be enough disruption from the residual antiprotons to nullify the energy field enough to transport, provided the ship is close enough to the surface,” Data explained.
“Aye, sir. The deflector has been successfully modified and we are beginning our descent. Expect the Enterprise-E within the next minute, sir.”
Sure enough, no sooner had the population of the shuttle rejoined the others on the ground in front of the Crystal Palace, the rounded bow of the former flagship came into view, causing more than one set of eyes to widen, and more than one jaw to drop. It slipped through the dark clouds in an almost majestic fashion, levelling out just over the city’s outskirts, with its bow facing the Undine ship’s port side.
However, the excitement from the Enterprise’s arrival was quickly overshadowed by the sudden appearance of hundreds of black insect-like creatures that Data assumed to be the infamous ‘Changelings’. Ponies screamed in panic and ran about in fear and confusion as the invaders began systematically hunting them down. All eyes focused on the center of the materializing wave of Changelings as one particularly tall example appeared. It narrowed its large eyes at the collection of ponies and aliens, focusing on one singular target: Princess Cadence. It smiled and began a slow walk towards them, surrounded by a wall of its troops. Data, S’Taass, and Shining Armor instinctively placed themselves in front of the princess, who surprisingly did not simply remain behind them. Rather, she boldly stepped so she was just ahead of them and faced down her approaching foe.
“Queen Chrysalis,” Cadence stated simply, eliciting a manic grin form the tall Changeling.
“Princess Mi Amore Cadenza,” it replied in a feminine, hypnotic tone. “It appears that the jig is up. After forcing to scrounge for our very existence on this wretched world for 200 years, it has finally come down to this.”
“You may have a giant weapon of the sky and an army but so long as I am the ruler of the Crystal Empire, you will never get your slimy hooves on it!” Cadence exclaimed defiantly, stomping a hoof on the ground. At this, the changeling known as Chrysalis let out a sinister laugh, as did many of her subjects.
“And what are you going to do about it?” she challenged with a sneer. “Blast me with a cutesy-wutesy pink beam again? In case you didn’t notice, our very presence takes away most of your power!” As much as Cadence hated to even entertain the notion, the Undine queen was correct; every step Chrysalis took towards her felt more and more debilitating. “The only reason you…” She took a deep breath. “…stalled us last time was because I exhausted most of my energy showing your dear Princess Celestia the agonizing taste of defeat!” Cadence was about to retort when Data took a step forward.
“Chrysalis, I must ask you to stand down,” he stated in a surprisingly calm tone, despite the odds against them.
“And what are you going to do about it, hmm?” she mused with a smirk. “You’re just another biped who thinks the galaxy belongs to him! I have an army!” she added with a triumphant laugh. “You are hopelessly outnumbered!”
“That is not entirely accurate.” Data replied a-matter-of-factly, prompting a look of surprise on the Changeling’s face as her head jerked back slightly. 
“What are you…?” Her question went unfinished as the area lit up with multiple transporter beams. Chrysalis’ expression barely had time to morph from surprise to shock as dozens of Starfleet security personnel appeared, each sporting either a hand phaser or phaser rifle. She grinned in defiance as the two nearest to Data aimed their weapons at her.
“Your feeble show of force is irrelevant,” Chrysalis dismissed with a snicker. “For you, all of you, are weak.” With that, she screeched and grew, transforming into a monstrous three-legged being with sickly grey skin and reptilian eyes. Looking down upon them, Chrysalis narrowed her eyes and raised her arms to the sky, creating a swirling force field around herself, pushing everyone back several meters. “And the weak will perish!”
“Ooh ooh, boss fight, boss fight!” exclaimed the pinkest pony in Twilight’s entourage as if eager to witness such an epic rumble, despite the consequences.
“Sir, we’re in position! Ready to engage repulsor beam at any time!” the Enterprise-E reported over Data’s combadge. Not wanting the impasse to escalate, despite Chrysalis’s best efforts, Data acted quickly.
“Order all shuttles to withdraw, and signal for the Equestrians to do the same. Engage repulsor beam immediately after they’ve cleared the area.” Data ordered, returning to his feet along with everyone else.
“Acknowledged.”
No sooner had the order been issued, a translucent blue beam leapt from the Enterprise-E’s main deflector, and held fast to its Undine target. All eyes beheld the scene above as the Undine ship, now being pushed up and away from its target, fought back, searing the Enterprise-E’s shields with yellow beams, but to no avail; the shields held, as did the grip on the Undine vessel. As large and powerful as the dreadnought was, it was simply outclassed by the vastly newer Sovereign-class, and even Chrysalis seemed to notice as the Undine stared in what was likely disbelief at the scene transpiring overhead. As the two ships slowly disappeared into the upper atmospheric layers of the planet, the Changeling slowly turned and glared at Data and Princess Cadence.
“This is it, Chrysalis,” Cadence exclaimed firmly, unwavering as she stared up at the transformed Changeling. “If you surrender now, we will allow you to leave on your ship and return to wherever you came from.”
“Given that you are at a considerable tactical disadvantage, I recommend you accept her proposal.” Data added.
“Thank you.” Cadence replied, glancing at him and giving a quick nod.
“You are quite welcome.”
“Enough!” Chrysalis shouted, nearly deafening anyone close-by. She continued to glare at Data and Cadence. “You may have outmatched us this time but it is meaningless! You are a blight, all of you! It is our duty to cleanse this galaxy of all this is weak. And you are weak!” With that, the Changeling, along with all the others, faded from view, courtesy of Undine transporters.
***

Captain’s log, supplemental. The Enterprise-E has successfully driven the Undine dreadnought from the planet, whereupon it returned to Fluidic space. We’ve spent the last 48 hours assisting in any relief efforts necessary to restore the affected areas to their previous condition. Lieutenant Vorik and Ensign Halis have been recovering from extreme mental and physical fatigue in Sick Bay, owing to their extended exposure to the psionic drain of their Undine captors. We have also done a complete sweep of the planet, searching for any Undine that may still reside on the planet. While some might still remain, invisible to our sensors, it is likely that most have returned to Fluidic Space.
We have also thoroughly studied the ‘Crystal Mirror’ artifact that Princess Cadence informed us about, and have determined that the best course of action would be to simply leave it where it is, under the guard of the princesses themselves. As it has existed on their planet for 200,000 years without incident, I believe that it is in good…hooves. On a related note, we have also been discussing the nature of a potential future relationship between Equestria and the Federation. While it is impossible to make any commitments at the moment without consulting our respective governments, I believe that eventually, we will each become an integral part of each other’s way of life.  
***

Data had just finished his log when the ready room door chime sounded, signaling the arrival of his expected guest. Before they left, Twilight had requested a tour of the ship, something that Cadence and the others had agreed to after curiosity had finally overcome them.
“Come in.” he called. The doors opened with a soft hiss, revealing Princess Cadence, flanked by two royal guards. Data promptly rose to greet her. “It is good to see you again, Princess Cadence. How have the relief efforts been proceeding? Has the crew been helpful?”
“Yes, they’ve been wonderful,” the princess assured him with a smile. “In fact, I can safely say that things are pretty much back to normal…well, as ‘normal’ as thing get for us, anyway!” she finished with a light laugh. There was a short pause as Data looked at her quizzically before responding.
“Ah yes, a joke. You were implying that a state of ‘normality’ does not apply to your situation, therefore anything that would, in theory, return it to a state of normality is a an exercise in futility.” Data surmised.
“It certainly seems like that at times,” Cadence agreed, smiling at Data’s ‘unique’ reaction. “I actually came aboard to thank you for everything you and your people have done for us. Without you…those things might’ve actually succeeded in taking over the Crystal Empire.”
“That is unlikely,” Data replied, politely disagreeing. “Even without our intervention, from what I observed regarding the abilities of Princess Celestia, Princess Luna, and yourself, I believe that you would have been successful in repelling the Undine, although the damage would have likely been much more extensive and the casualties much higher.”
“Thank you for your confidence,” Cadence replied sincerely, giving him a respectful nod before her head drooped slightly. “By the way…I’m sorry about the shuttle crews…perhaps if I had joined my aunts in battle, four of them would not have been lost.” Observing the subtle physical indicators of regret and guilt, Data chose his response carefully.
“Those who serve in Starfleet are aware of the risks, and serve according to their station with courage and distinction. While I agree that the losses were extremely regrettable, I assure you that their sacrifices will be honored and credited with the preservation of an entire world. They will be remembered as heroes, I assure you.” Data explained.
“Thank you, captain,” Cadence replied with a small smile.
“On that note, how are Princess Luna and Princess Celestia faring?”
“They are recovering well. They suffered some minor burns and magical fatigue but they’ll be fine. They’re in good hooves, don’t worry.” Cadence assured him.
“Excellent.” Data stated as his combadge beeped. “Data here.”
“We are ready to depart at your command, sir.” Lieutenant Vorik reported from the bridge, having returned to duty after a couple day’s rest.
“Acknowledged. Stand by.” Data replied before returning his attention to the princess. “I believe it is time for us to return to the Alpha Quadrant. Our superiors will undoubtedly want to know what has transpired during our absence.” Cadence nodded.
“I understand. Come back and visit us when you get the chance, okay?” she asked, holding out a fore hoof.
“I will certainly endeavor to do so,” Data assured her, carefully shaking the outstretched hoof. “I believe that learning as much as possible about each other will be very beneficial.”
“I believe so, too.” Cadence replied with a smile.
“Shall I signal the shuttle to return you to the surface?” Data asked.
“If you wouldn’t mind.”
“Not at all. Farewell, Princess Cadence.”
“Until next time, Captain Data.”
Meanwhile…
“I must admit that the last two days have passed for too quickly for my liking,” Garak commented, taking a sip of his tea as Rarity, the white-coated, purple mane-d Element of Generosity did the same, levitating her mug to her lips with a kind of delicacy and grace that only she could pull off. With less than an hour before the Enterprise-E’s departure, the two had met in Ten-Forward, the ship’s mess hall and lounge, for one last beverage together.  
“My sentiments exactly,” Rarity agreed with a smile. “Your knowledge of haute couture is most impressive, especially considering the machines at your disposal.”
“I may have been born into the 24th century but I like to think I’m just old-fashioned enough to enjoy the simpler things life has to offer,” Garak replied. “I must say that your technical and entrepreneurial skills are quite remarkable. You are clearly a pony who knows a great deal about the fashion industry.”
“And you are clearly a…” Rarity paused as she tried to remember the name of his species; indeed, 48 hours was far too short to get to know someone properly.
“Cardassian, my dear.” Garak finished.
“Of course. My apologies.”
“Oh, it’s quite alright,” Garak assured her.
“Anyway, as I was saying, you are clearly a Cardassian with an eye for fashion and fabulosity as well. It is a shame that you have to leave so soon; we could’ve shared so much more!”
“I agree, but you know what they say about all good things, hmm?” Garak mused. “Still, you are right; I, for one, would very much like to stay in-touch. Perhaps if the Federation returns and sets up shop, providing your princesses consent to such, then I will be able to arrange a visit or two. Goodness knows how much they’ll need me, being a direct witness and having participated.”
“Yes, it seems that you will be rather valuable to the powers that be,” Rarity agreed. “Do try to write…or however you happen to communicate.”
“I will do my best.” Garak promised, raising his teacup. “Now, how about a toast? To new friends and wonderful opportunities.”
“To new friends and opportunities.” Rarity exclaimed, lightly tapping her teacup against his just as the doors opened. They turned to see Princess Cadence approaching; both Rarity and Garak respectfully stood up.
“It’s time for us to leave, Miss Rarity,” Cadence informed them. “We’re on our way back to the shuttle bay. I apologize for the late departure; it took almost all of us to pull Twilight out of their engineering room!” she finished with a small laugh.
“Yes, that’s our Twilight,” Rarity agreed before turning back to Garak. “I’m afraid that I must be going.” she added, standing beside the princess.
“Might I walk you both to the shuttle bay?” Garak asked. “Then I may bid all of you a proper farewell.” Rarity looked up at Cadence, who gave a nod and a smile.
“That would be marvelous, darling.”
***

“So…that’s it?” I queried, still slightly dumbfounded by the sheer amount of information Garak had so kindly bestowed upon me.
“What were you expecting? A climactic battle for the ages, pitting us against a thousand enemy warships like some kind of Klingon fairy tale?” Garak asked, clearly amused at my reaction to his tale.
“Well, I wasn’t exactly expecting it to end with a tea party, if that’s what you’re asking,” I replied, absentmindedly sipping from my long-empty glass. “Still…I’ve gotta admit that was a Hell of a story,” I admitted. “I mean, I knew about First Contact with Equestria, but I didn’t know much about it.”
“Ironic considering how you headed for Equestria less than a year after acquiring your ship,” Garak commented.
“I didn’t exactly ‘head for it’,” I explained. “I was in the neighborhood and needed a few parts. The Federation base on Equestria was the closest place.”
“And I’m assuming that that’s where you met this ‘friend’ of yours?”
“That’s right,” I confirmed. “All I had to do to convince her to come with me was crush everything she owned.”
“Ah, ever the ladies’ man,” Garak teased, prompting me to roll my eyes. “I’m guessing that the garment you want me to craft for her is a replacement for the one she lost?”
“Yeah, basically.” And maybe just ‘cause I feel like getting her a present. “I mean, she’s had to do her shows without a cape or anything. She hasn’t complained about it but still…she deserves something nice.” I explained.
“She’s special to you, isn’t she?” Garak asked bluntly, catching me off-guard.
“Yeah…she is…” I replied softly.
“Well then, who am I to come between such devotion?” Garak exclaimed. “Why don’t you fetch your friend and entertain her while I work my magic?”
“Sure, I’ve got one or two things to do anyway,” I said as we rose from our seats and began heading out, stopping just long enough for Garak to apply his fingerprint to a scanner, paying for our drinks. “How long do you need?”
“Fortunately, these are rather simple tasks,” Garak replied confidently. “Come back in an hour and they will be ready for you.”
“That’s perfect!” I exclaimed, pleased that my plan was coming together so well. “I’ll meet you back at your shop at 1800 hours.”
“And not a moment later, my friend!” Garak called as I headed for the elevator to Sisko’s office.
***

I found Trixie sitting outside of the captain’s office with a grin on her face that evolved into a full-on smile the moment she saw me.
“Hey you,” I greeted, giving her a small hug. “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting too long.”
“Not this time, for once,” Trixie replied, giving me a wry grin. “The captain just left, something about meeting an old friend in the docking ring.”
“Did he say who it was?” I asked as we walked towards the elevator.
“You get three guesses.”
“Okay, wisemare, I’ll play your game,” I replied. “But only until we get to Quark’s. I’ve got some…business to discuss with him.”
“Ooh, can Trixie help?” the showmare asked eagerly, her horn already lighting up.
“We’ll see,” I said with a nod. “I’d rather not have to squash the little weasel…but it’s always fun to play ‘good cop, angry magical marefriend that can make your skull explode just by thinking about it’.” Inside, I shuddered at the thought of how many times that could’ve happened to me.
“Well? Aren’t you going to guess? Trixie doesn’t have all day!”
“Okay, okay! Was it…Ambassador Picard?” She gave me a “Seriously?” expression. 
“Not even close.”
“Can I at least have a hint?”
“Fine, fine. You’ve met him before.”
“Great, that sure narrows it down,” I replied sarcastically. “Umm…” I drummed my fingers against my chin as I thought about it. “How about…Master Chief?”
“Harr harr.” Trixie replied flatly. “Somepony’s been spending too much time on the holodeck. You have one guess left, by the way.”
“But Master Chief’s a…” I began.
“…pretty cool guy, yes, that one never gets old,” Trixie replied, rolling her eyes. “Now are you going to guess or not?”
“Alright, here I go!” I exclaimed, clapping my hands together. “Um…Captain Remy!?”
“Yes, how did you…know…?” Trixie asked, stopping beside me. Her eyes widened alongside mine as Captain Sisko and Captain Remy glanced over at us, the latter signaling for us to join them. She looked up at me. “That doesn’t count!” she insisted, trying to hide her smile. She was doing a piss-poor job of it; I knew damn well she was just as excited to see him as I was.
Especially considering the shitstorm our last encounter turned into.
“Well, if it isn’t Cole and Trixie!” the captain exclaimed before turning to Sisko. “Benjamin, you never told me you were harboring troublemakers aboard your station!”
“We aim to please, sir,” I added with a chuckle as he shook my hand before doing the same with Trixie’s outstretched hoof.
“I take it you three have met before?” Sisko asked.
“We certainly have, on a few occasions.” Remy confirmed. “These are the ones that rescued me in the Solenae Dyson Sphere and helped bring down one of the largest Orion slave rings in the last century.”
“So the reports were true after all,” Sisko mused with a slight smile. “In that case, how about we all get together for dinner tonight in my quarters? I make a mean Creole gumbo.” He smiled as both mine and Trixie’s stomachs voiced their support at the same time.
“Far be it from me to pass up a chance at a real, home-cooked meal,” Remy replied, summing up our positions rather adequately. “I’ve been eating so much replicated food that sometimes, I swear I’ve got half a reconstituted warp core in me by now.”
“Then it’s settled. We’ll meet at 1900 hours in my quarters.” Sisko exclaimed, apparently eager to show off his culinary abilities. “That way, we’ll be able to catch up and discuss your show tomorrow,” he finished, giving Trixie a smile.
“Sounds dandy,” I agreed.
“Trixie is looking forward to it, sir.”
“Perfect. See you both at 1900 hours.” Remy confirmed with a nod. With that, we went our separate ways.
“He looked…surprisingly good,” I commented as soon as we were out of earshot. “I mean, considering how he lost his ship and crew just a couple months ago…”
“Trixie hopes he’s okay,” Trixie added, a worried expression on her muzzle. “Trixie was with him when it happened…she didn’t think it was possible for anypony to look as sad as he did.”
“Well, if he is actually doing better, then I’m sure we’ll hear about it at dinner tonight,” I assured her. “Speaking of future plans, how did your meeting go?”
“It went very well,” Trixie replied, her smile back in full-force. “You were right; Captain Sisko is a remarkable human. He made Trixie feel so…welcome.” She lowered her head slightly. “Not many have made Trixie feel welcome before…” She shook her head and looked back up at me. “Besides you, of course!”
“Awe, I know,” I replied with a smile of my own as I leaned down to give her shoulders a one-armed squeeze. “It’s all good, don’t worry. So…give me some details, Trix; what’s going on?”
“Well…” She took a deep breath. “According to Sisko, a lot of transports are arriving tomorrow, which means the station will be a lot busier with people waiting for colony ships to pick them up and take them home. He said it would be the perfect day for a show because everyone will need a break after such long journeys!” Trixie could hardly contain her excitement as she practically vibrated as she walked. “Trixie will be performing for the biggest audience she’s ever performed for!”
“Awe yeah, way to go, Trix!” I exclaimed, ruffling her ears while scratching behind them just enough to get a happy hum from the showmare. “If this doesn’t make you the most famous Equestrian this side of the Alpha Quadrant, nothing will!”
“That’s just it, though,” Trixie replied, slightly subdued. “Trixie…I no longer care about fame or money or anything like that. I…I just want everyone to have a good time and enjoy my shows.” I smiled and nodded respectfully.
“Well then, how about ‘Most Appreciated Equestrian’ this side of the Alpha Quadrant?” I offered.
“Trixie likes that one a lot better.” she agreed as we stopped in front of a familiar sight. Well, familiar to me; in fact, far too familiar. She looked up at the sign and then at me, as if sensing my apprehension. “Cole…is this…?”
“Yep.” I confirmed, taking a deep breath. “Welcome to Quark’s.”

			Author's Notes: 
And that's the end of the First Contact arc! About damn time, huh? I know I'm pleased to finally be done with it. Now we can move on with the crazy life of Cole and Trixie! What's coming up? Well, lots of crazy shit, to say the least. How will the visit to Quark's go? Can they handle spicy Creole gumbo? What is that Borg Cube doing there? Who the Hell did they kidnap from Equestria? Find out in the next few installments!
Questions? Comments? Concerns? Post 'em if ya got 'em!


	
		Tricks up Her Sleeve



	
I forced myself to un-ball the tight fists I’d subconsciously formed the moment I’d laid eyes upon that wretched eyesore. Truthfully, the establishment itself wasn’t all that bad; it was the owner that gave the place a gag-worthy vibe. Trixie, ever the observant one, nuzzled her head against me and gave me a small smile.
“You can do this, Cole,” she said, calmly yet firmly. “Trixie’s got your back.”
“Thanks, Trix,” I replied, steeling myself. Taking another deep breath for good luck, I crossed the threshold and entered the bar.
There he was, a mere few meters ahead, chatting with female customers and barking orders at his staff. In other words, same old Quark. As much as I righteously hated him, a small smile still made its way onto my face as nostalgia kicked in, reminding me of a time when I wasn’t running for my life on a monthly basis. Not that I have any regrets, of course; it’s just that until the Dominion invaded DS9 for the second time, I had a place to sleep, three square meals a day, safety…as much as I value my freedom, there’s something to be said about the perks of permanence and routine.
I shook my head and put on a stern, no-nonsense expression; it was time to put up or shut up, to find out why that little troll had been siphoning all of my earnings for the past year and a bit. Taking a deep breath, Trixie and I approached him as he delivered a harsh reprimand to one of his servers.
“...and if I ever see you offer a refund again, I’ll personally put you out an airlock! Rule Number One of the Rules of Acquisition clearly states that “Once you have their money”…”
“…“never give it back.” I finished, tapping the diminutive big-eared alien on the shoulder. He turned to face me and he regarded me with his trademark impatient expression. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it, Quark?”
“Do I know you?” came the expected response as the Ferengi returned his attention to his Personal Access Display Device, or PADD for short.
“Really? You don’t remember me?” I asked before mentally face-palming. To this day, I don’t know why I expected any different from my former employer/slave driver.
“Am I supposed to?” he continued as I followed him around the establishment. “All you hoo-mans look alike.”
“Oh, that’s real cute,” I replied, rolling my eyes. Trixie looked up at me expectedly. I gave her ears a reassuring ruffle and pressed on, staying hot on his trail until...
“Look, if you’re not gonna buy anything, then OUCH!”
I stifled a laugh as Quark yelped in pain and jumped, holding his behind with both hands as Trixie shook her head and grimaced, holding a hoof to her horn. It then dawned on me that, in my efforts to extract information from Quark, we had been following a little too closely, causing Trixie’s horn to remind the Ferengi not to stop suddenly when being followed at such close proximity. Needless to say, he wasn’t especially pleased.
“Your pet just tried to spear me, hoo-man!” he accused, pointing in the direction of the entrance. “No animals allowed in my bar!”
Wow, barely a minute into this whole charade and Quark already had two massive Trixie Strikes against him. Trixie looked up at me with fire in her eyes, to which I responded with a nod. It was the only way.
“…and furthermore, you’d better have a good lawyer ‘cause when I’m done with you, I’ll HEY! What are you doing!?” Quark shouted in surprise as he found himself suspended upside-down by a light-blue energy field. He struggled helplessly as Trixie effortlessly levitated him into a position in which they were face-to-face.
“You’ll do what exactly?” Trixie hissed. “Call Trixie a ‘pet’ again? Or maybe you prefer ‘animal’! Personally, Trixie prefers ‘executioner’!”
“Hey, take it easy, let’s not wreak too much havoc,” I cautioned her, not wanting to jeopardize our chances of accomplishing our goals on the station. While it wasn’t the first time Quark had been threatened with grievous bodily harm, I needed him in good enough condition to answer a few questions. Besides, while station security hadn’t shown up yet, I didn’t want to risk getting embroiled with local law enforcement. 
“Look, just tell me what you want and I’ll do my best to provide it!” Quark begged, his former nonchalance replaced with abject terror. “…for a small and perfectly fair fee, of course.” I rolled my eyes and patted the top of Trixie’s head.
“I think we made our point. You can put him down now.”
“Fine, but if he tries to run, Trixie gets to punish him.”
“Agreed.” With that, the blue aura disappeared, providing Quark with an ample opportunity to demonstrate the subtle nuances of a crash-landing. He groaned and picked himself up, dusting himself off whilst trying to regain a degree of composure.
“You didn’t have to drop me like a female who breaches their marriage contract,” he grumbled, massaging his neck before continuing towards the bar itself.
“Yeah, memory loss can be a real pain,” I replied casually. “Speaking of…” I made a “Well?” gesture.
“You’re that employee who went AWOL after that Jem’Hadar savage and shape-shifting nutjob took the station over,” he answered, no doubt referring to Jem’Hadar fleet commander Kar’ukan and Loris, the leader of the massive fleet.
I visibly shuddered and my heart began to race as memories came flooding back, memories of fleeing evacuation ships and the one-sided battle raging around us. I unsuccessfully fought back an image of an exploding starship after it absorbed the brunt of a Dominion dreadnought’s beam attack, allowing the very ship I was on to warp away to the relative safety of Bajor. It’s safe to say that the second Dominion invasion, although not as widespread as the first, and condemned by their leaders, was still an event that will haunt me until the day I die. Sensing my distress, Trixie pushed her head against my side for a moment, calming me enough to continue our conversation.
“I didn’t exactly go ‘AWOL’,” I replied after taking a deep breath. “I left with the other evacuees, yes, but I decided it was time for a change. That’s when I bought my ship and decided to live my life as far away from any trouble as I could.”
“Oh, and how has that been working out for you?” Quark asked snidely. “In case you haven’t noticed, things haven’t exactly been perfect around the quadrants lately. Doesn’t it make you feel ridiculous for leaving a perfectly good job behind just to go out and risk your neck over some misplaced need for self-discovery?”
“That’s what Trixie thought at first, too.” I closed my mouth and kept my rebuttal to myself as Trixie unexpectedly intervened. “Trixie used to be happy with just…subsiding on whatever scraps of food and attention she could get. That’s why she decided to do exactly what Cole did and venture out and try to find something more. Of course, it took a little ‘convincing’ but Trixie has never regretted it!”
“Thanks, Trix,” I said with a small smile, giving her ears a good scratch. “Is that good enough for you, Quark? Sure, we’ve both been part of some crazy shit but it’s just made us stronger.”
“That was a touching story but it doesn’t explain why you’ve wasted my valuable time and assaulted me,” Quark responded from behind the bar, barely paying us any mind.
“It’s Cole.”
“What?”
“My name. Cole Stevens. I worked for you for seven years, Quark. The longest years of my life.”
“Hmmm…” Quark mused as he leaned towards me, scrutinizing me closely. “Of course; the hoo-man who couldn’t mix a Cardassian Sunrise to save his life.”
“Well then, it’s a good thing you had other bartenders, isn’t it?” I growled, annoyed at how he seemed to remember me. He was right, of course; I couldn’t seem to mix a drink without causing some kind of disaster but he didn’t have to be such a prick about it. “Also, let’s not forget that out of all your employees, I was the only one who completely memorized the Rules of Acquisition.”
“Oh yeah? What’s Rule Number 23?” Quark asked quickly.
“Nothing is more important than your health…except for your money.” I replied without missing a beat.
“That was an easy one. How about Rule Number 47?”
“Never trust a man wearing a better suit than your own. Any more brain busters?”
“Rule Number 75?”
“Home is where the heart is, but the stars are made of latinum.”
“Not bad…for a hoo-man.” Quark grudgingly admitted. “Now aren’t you going to introduce me to your pe…er, friend?”
“You’re in the presence of the Great and Powerful Trixie, and you would do well to respect her!” Trixie exclaimed indignantly, somehow staring him down whilst staring up at him. Clearly, she had not forgiven him for calling her both a pet and an animal, of which she was neither.
…Okay, someone tell my conscious that next time she puts on the ol’ bedroom eyes and I get cold feet and start second-guessing everything.  
“She’s right, you know,” I added for good measure. “Rule Number 125: you can’t make a deal if you’re dead, right?”
“I suppose not,” Quark agreed…grudgingly, once again. “Is that why you’re here? To make some kind of deal?”
“As a matter of fact, I am.” I confirmed. “See, I was looking over our accounts the other day and found a…discrepancy. Apparently, you’ve been making regular withdrawals from my account over the last several months and I want to know why. Oh, and if I don’t like your answer, I promised my friend here she could use you for transformation practice.” Quark gulped as Trixie shot him a manic grin and winked mischievously.
“Rule of Acquisition Number 10: a deal is a deal.” he stated after a brief pause.
“Um…what the Hell is that supposed to mean?” I demanded, in no mood for cryptic answers.
“Let me make this easy for you; when you left DS9, you violated the terms of your employment contract with me.”
“What!” Trixie and I shouted in unison.
“That’s the most ridiculous thing Trixie’s ever heard!”
“I left because I was ordered to!” I protested. “The station was under attack by the Dominion! All civilian personnel were evacuated and that included me!”
“Be that as it may, you still left and never came back to fulfill your contract, meaning that for every month you fail to serve the requirements of the contract, I as your employer am legally allowed to fine you until such time as the terms of the contract are fulfilled by you!” As Trixie and I stood there slack-jawed, the fast-talking Ferengi thrust the PADD towards us with my contract clearly displayed. “See?” he continued, jabbing at one of the paragraphs with a free finger. “It says it right there in Paragraph 64, Subsection 12.”
I could hardly believe it. There it was, plain as day, accompanied by my signature, a thumbprint from my right thumb. I stared at it in disbelief as I scoured the relevant sections for a “sudden state of war resulting in evacuation” clause, anything that could nullify the contract. It was airtight; there was nothing I could do (legally) to stem the outgoing flow of my hard-earned credits except fulfill my contract.
“H-how much time was left on the contract?” I asked, shakily handing the PADD back to Quark. He shot me a toothy grin as he took his sweet time finding the information, allowing me ample time to sweat over it.
“Two weeks, four hours, and 27 minutes.”
There was a pause as Trixie and I looked at each other.
“WHAT!?” we shouted in unison for the second time that day.  
“You mean…you took 46,700 credits from me over a measly two weeks?” I demanded, my hands balling into fists, a common side-effect of dealing with Ferengi.
“That’s what the contract says,” Quark replied dismissively.
“What are going to do?” Trixie asked worriedly. I sighed and took a deep breath.
“I don’t have much of a choice, do I?” I asked. “Looks like the only way to resolve this…legally…is to…” I paused, hardly believing what I was about to say. “…is to…” I shivered involuntarily. “…finish my shifts.”
“No…” Trixie muttered, shaking her head. “There has to be another way!”
Okay, maybe we were being a little melodramatic but seriously, have you ever worked for a Ferengi before?
“It’s the only way, Trix,” I explained. “Well, the only legal way, that is.” I shot Quark a scowl for good measure. “What do you think, Trix?” I added, glancing down at my companion.
She simply stood there wearing an expression best described as a mix of contemplation and a bit of a scowl. If her mind was cooking up a scheme, which I suspected it was, it was working on overdrive. As if to back up my suspicion, she very discretely winked at me, turning slightly so Quark couldn’t catch it, coughing slightly as well for good measure.  
And then it that split-second, there it was, a glimmer, that familiar gleam in her eye that often served as a prelude to her trademark victory smirk. It was a look that I had grown to respect, especially given the extent to which the showmare could back her self-acclaimed talents. It was for that reason that I simply stood by for that few moments with something between dejection and a poker-face, waiting for her to make her move.      
“Ahem.” Trixie cleared her throat, earning a look from Quark. “Trixie has an idea but she must consult her ‘business partner’ first. Would you mind waiting a moment?”
“Of course not! Be my guest! It’s not like you’ve already taken up enough of my time anyway…” Quark grumbled, rolling his eyes.
“We’ll be right back.” I added as Trixie tugged on my shirt with her magic, leading us away from the bar. I waited until we were hovering just to the side of the entrance before kneeling down to consult her on the plan.
“What’s this I hear about an idea?” I asked.
“Trixie thinks she know of a way to get him off your back but she needs your help to pull it off. Well, more like permission, actually.”
“What do you need from me?” I asked, eager to hear what she had in mind.
“Trixie needs you to help Quark cater the show tomorrow.” she explained. “If we can get him to agree to that so he can make a bunch of money in place of having to pay you for the next two weeks, then we won’t be stuck here for a fortnight!”
“That’s…actually a really good plan, Trix,” I replied, thinking it over. I guess a few hours’ worth of torture is better than two weeks. And best of all, we can get the Hell off this station a lot sooner.”
“Not that Trixie’s doesn’t appreciate your support but why are you so desperate to leave?” the showmare asked. “I’ve never seen you so anxious to leave a peaceful place before.” she added in a whisper. I sighed and took a deep breath.  
“Let’s just say that being here is bringing back some really bad memories. I mean, don’t get me wrong; I’m really glad to see some familiar faces but this place…to be honest, I’d rather be almost anywhere else than here. The only reason we’re here right now is to take care of this business with Quark. I’m pleased that you’re able to make the best of our time here too but…please understand that there’s a lot of pain associated with this station, pain that I’d rather not deal with again. At least, not now.” Trixie listened with rapt attention as I did my best to explain my position, slowly nodding her head in understanding.
“Trixie understands where you’re coming from. Trixie hasn’t been to Ponyville ever since…you know…” she finished with a mutter. “She’s just not ready to deal with it either.”
“Guess we’re just a couple of tough cases, huh?” I asked with a small grin.
“Trixie supposes so.” the showmare replied with a small grin of her own.
“So just to be clear, you’re okay with helping Quark to cater the show tomorrow?” she asked once more, just to make absolute certain that I was okay with the idea.
“Definitely. I mean, your plan helps both of us, so of course you can count me in!” Apparently, my response made her very pleased, which she demonstrated in the form of a quick but tight hug and a discreet kiss on my cheek. She smiled and after a quick nuzzle, we headed back to the waiting Ferengi. I cleared my throat and leaned towards him over the bar.  
“Quark…would you be willing to make a deal?”
“What kind of deal?” he asked, leaning towards me. Gotcha, I thought as I grinned.
“A profitable one,” Trixie assured him, having picked up the lingo from Quark’s pop quiz minutes earlier. “Trixie will get right to the point,” she continued. “The Great and Powerful Trixie is a very famous and talented magician and she’s gonna perform for the entire station tomorrow night. Now, she was thinking that since it’s going to be such a big event, someone who, maybe offers a catering service might do very well for themselves at an event like that. What do you think?”
I could see the gears turning as Quark gave it some serious thought. He’d be crazy not to take it, I thought. After all, Trixie had just handed him a free pass to some extra profit. All he (and I) had to do was serve a few drinks and meals.
“What’s the catch?” he asked after a few moment’s consideration.
“The catch is that you tear up his contract,” Trixie replied, gesturing to me. “And if you do a good job catering Trixie’s show, the profit you make from that will be a lot more than what Cole might’ve made for you in the span of two weeks.” We could see him considering it and decided to lay it on the line for him, just to be extra-clear about our intentions. “Trixie will put it to you this way; you can either pay Cole for the next three weeks, which we will not make easy for you, or you can forget about that and make a bundle of money tomorrow. Do we have a deal?”
I held back a grin as Quark weighed his options. I was pretty sure he’d take it but one was never sure when it came to Ferengi; their only predictable trait was their lust for latinum. Everything else might as well have been a crapshoot.
“Alright, it’s a deal.” Quark replied, shaking Trixie’s hoof.  
“Perfect,” Trixie exclaimed. “Trixie needs you to make up a menu for tomorrow of possible food and drinks. She will be back later tonight to see what you come up with and make any necessary changes. By the way, Trixie is sure that Captain Sisko will want to look over the contract with us. You don’t mind, do you?”
“I…looking forward to it,” Quark said with a forced grin. “Thank you for this wonderful opportunity. I’m sure we will both do very well for ourselves.” Trixie flashed him a theatrical smile and stuck her nose in the air as she headed for the entrance.
“Hey, don’t thank us too quickly,” I said in a hushed tone, cuffing on of his shoulders. I grinned at his look of slight confusion and leaned down to whisper into his ear. “You work for the Great and Powerful Trixie now.”   
***

The moment we left the bar and in doing so, escaped Quark’s line of sight, I surprised my companion with a hug, temporarily not giving a damn about any onlookers. Besides, it wasn’t as if they’d never seen a cuddly, occasionally punch-drunk couple leave Quark’s before.    
“C-Cole, what are you doing?” Trixie asked with a squeal as I gave her a nuzzle and gently set her down
“That was great, Trix!” I exclaimed. “You’ve got him over a barrel now! Ferengi may be underhanded little trolls but they take any chance to earn profit extremely seriously! With Captain Sisko at the negotiation table, Starfleet won’t have to fork over too much to pay Quark and we get everything we want!” Trixie sighed and gave me a small smile.
“That would be correct if that was Trixie’s plan,” she replied.
“You mean you weren’t gonna throw Quark under the bus…er, carriage?” I asked.
“The old Trixie certainly wouldn’t have hesitated,” she explained as we sat on a nearby bench. “But the new Trixie has a better idea. When it comes time to finalize the terms of the contract, Trixie will be paying for the catering service out of her own pocket.”
There was a pause as I sat there, dumbfounded. Not only was she going to put on a free show, she was going to pay for all the food and drinks as well? After a moment, I smiled and nodded, remembering her change in attitude. I just had no idea that she was so serious about it.
Then it really hit me.
“Trixie…did you just…and I know this is gonna sound bad but…did you just buy my freedom from Quark?” I asked hesitantly. To my surprise, she shrugged.
“What did you expect? Trixie told you she wants to turn over a new leaf.” She then leaned up against me and planted a small kiss on my cheek. “Besides, what are marefriends for?”
“Um…I honestly don’t even know what to say but sure, why the Hell not?” I asked helplessly, shrugging as I smiled. “Thanks so much, Trix. I...I really appreciate this. I appreciate it a lot, trust me on this.” I leaned over and wrapped my arms around her once again.
“Trixie thought you might,” she replied, hugging me back. “Besides,” she added, leaning to my ear. “I’m sure you’ll make it up to me somehow…” she whispered, giving my earlobe a brief yet sensual lick. She giggled as an excited shiver ran through my body.
Clock’s ticking, Cole, clock is ticking, I thought as I endeavored to stay calm through the momentary promise of good things to come she’d just given me.
“I…I’m sure I will,” I replied as casually as I could. “Now, I actually have one more stop to make before we have dinner at Captain Sisko’s. Shall we?” I asked, standing up and offering her my hand. She smiled and took it, hopping off the bench.
“Lead the way.”
***

We found ourselves in Garak’s shop minutes later. While Trixie looked about at the various designs and samples on display, apparently intrigued by a long white dress with three stylized light-blue diamonds running down one side, I took the opportunity to seek out my co-conspirator. The description certainly fit; the cape and hat were intended as surprises for my marefriend, and long-overdue well-deserved ones at that. Especially since she’d just agreed to bail me out of two weeks of Hell.
“Ah, right on time, Mr. Stevens,” Garak announced from behind the counter, having just placed two boxes upon it.
“How’d they turn out?” I asked, trying to take a peek under one of the covers.
“Splendidly, if I may say so,” Garak replied proudly. “I believe your ahem, friend, will be very pleased.”
“I hope so,” I said with a nod. “She definitely deserves it. You wouldn’t believe how awesome she’s been.”
“As someone who has witnessed firsthand the capabilities of the Equestrians, I wouldn’t doubt it at all. Now, I’m sure you’re eager to see just what I’ve come up with.”
“That’s for sure. Hey, Trix, could you come over here for a sec?” I called.
“What’s up?’ she asked, taking a place beside me. “What’s in the boxes?’
“Well, this one is my new courier’s uniform, unless Mr. Garak’s replicator managed to turn it into a sandwich.” Trixie nodded as I set the box aside. “And this one is for you.” I finished, holding the box in front of her. She looked up at me, surprise written across her muzzle.
“How about you both try them on at the same time?” Garak suggested. “Just use the change rooms on the far side and then come out when you’ve changed.” I looked at Trixie, who smiled bashfully and nodded.
“Sounds like a plan.”

Minutes later…          
Okay, this is it, I thought as I gave myself one last look-over in the change room mirror. I had to admit that Garak had done a great job; though it deviated slightly in design from standard Starfleet fare, unsurprising given that I was part of the civilian corps, it nevertheless retained enough Federation style to mark me as one of their own. It consisted of thick black pants (with pockets), a belt for personal equipment such as a phaser or a tricorder, and a long-sleeved zippered shirt primarily dark-grey in color while division-colored shoulders of dark-blue and white completed the ensemble. It was sleek, ultramodern, quite comfortable, and I was extremely pleased. However, I was more concerned about what Trixie would think of the gift I’d given her. Finally, curiosity overcame my self-consciousness and I stepped out of the small change room.
Garak grinned as I emerged and even went so far as to nod respectively.
“Alright, you can say it; you’re the best,” I conceded, rolling my eyes with a smile. “This is a great-looking outfit. You sure it complies with Starfleet standards?”
“Absolutely! I may have made a couple of small alterations to the basic design, but I personally guarantee that it is well-within standards.” Garak assured me. “It simply would not do to have you get into trouble with Starfleet over whether or not your uniform was proper. Why, my already-fragile reputation would be quite in ruins.”
“Well, whatever your reason is, thanks a lot,” I said, shaking the Cardassian’s hand. “Now, if you did half as good a job on Trixie’s outfit, you’ll have had a good day.”
“Oh, I think you’ll both be pleased…” Garak mused as the second change room door opened. “Computer, decrease ambient light in this room by 70 percent.” I was about to ask what he was doing when Trixie emerged.
I wasn’t surprised at Trixie’s expression, mostly because I wore the same one.
She stood there wide-eyed and slack-jawed in teary-eyed shock as the dark-blue cape and hat shone like quasars. Instead of simply glittering under ideal light like her old performance garb, the stars and crescent moons that adorned the two pieces were actually projected several inches from the material, creating a beautiful 3-dimensional starscape across her back and around her hat. I marveled at the added details; a tiny shooting star whooshed across the starscape and beneath it, the dark-blue material seemed to flow like a cosmic river under the many lights. In short, the ensemble made it look as though the showmare was wearing a galaxy on her back.
“Cole…” Trixie began before pausing, searching for the right words. “This…this is…incredible.” She paused once again to wipe a tear from her eye. “This is the most…the most beautiful gift I’ve ever received.” She sniffed and gently beheld a part of the cape with a front hoof, cradling it like one might a newborn.
“Well, I can’t take all the credit,” I replied with a smile, holding the back of my neck sheepishly. “It was Garak here who did the work…” I was cut off as her lips met mine in a quick yet passionate kiss that I’m sure was only brought to a halt in the interest of social graces. I looked over at Garak who to my relief, only nodded.
“I take it you are satisfied, Miss Trixie?” he asked. She blushed and nodded fervently. “While it was indeed my handiwork, it was Mr. Steven’s idea. I simply applied my own personal brand of creativity.”
“Thank you both so much,” Trixie said with a happy smile and small sniffle. “Trixie will take excellent care of it!”
“I assure you that the material is quite capable of holding together,” Garak assured her. “I used only the best materials available to ensure that it lasts. Even the miniature holo-emitters in the fabric have been reinforced to withstand whatever life happens to send your way. I assure you that this garment will serve you well.” His eyes widened momentarily as Trixie suddenly reached up and hugged him; he smiled and gently patted her back. She returned to her feet, turned, and grinned widely as her eyes took in every square inch of my new outfit.
“So?” I asked. “What do you think?”
“Wow, Cole, you almost look respectable!” the showmare exclaimed, waggling her eyebrows. “Trixie might actually be able to take you places!” I should’ve known, I thought, rolling my eyes. Even though a small part of me had been hoping for something a little more sincere than a backwards compliment, I still managed to smile. Her expression said it all; I definitely looked half-decent.   
“That’s as good as I’m gonna get, isn’t it?”
“Yep!”
“Ah well, I’ll take it anyway. Garak, what’s the time? I don’t think I have computer access in your shop.”
“Computer, what is the current time?”
“The current time is 16:50 hours.”
“Oh man!” I exclaimed as our dinner plans returned at warp speed to the forefront of my thoughts. “Trixie, we’ve got dinner at captain Sisko’s in 10 minutes!”
“Well then, let’s go! Trixie doesn’t want to keep them waiting!” I turned to Garak and shook his hand once more.
“Thanks for everything,” I said with a nod. “Oh, I almost forgot; what do I owe you?” Nice one, I thought, mentally berating myself for forgetting something so important.
“Nothing.” Both Trixie and I blinked and regarded him with quizzical expressions.
“Um…what?”
“Consider it a thank-you for coming by to see me and listening to me ramble on,” Garak replied. “I haven’t had a good visit in a while and rather enjoyed our get-together. Besides, generosity is a virtue, is it not?” he finished with a wink. I smiled as I realized what he meant.
“Well…thanks a bunch again.” I replied. “I’m sure we’ll see each other again.”
“I look forward to it, Mr. Stevens. Now, you’d better get going; wouldn’t want to keep the captain waiting!” With that, he waved us out the door.
“Cole…what do you think he meant by “generosity is a virtue”?” Trixie asked as we headed for Sisko’s quarters.
“I’ll tell you all about it later tonight,” I assured her. “For now, we’ve got a dinner to get to.”
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		The Captain's Table



	“Tell Trixie again how you remember the way to Sisko’s place in this maze,” the showmare stated as we rounded another corner.
“I’ll put it to you this way,” I replied as we hurried along while trying not to develop an unsightly sweat. “I was there once before when Quark told me to hand-deliver a PADD filled to bursting with general requests and complaints; once you’ve been somewhere as important as the captain’s quarters, you never forget the way.”
“Quark had you hand-deliver an important list to Captain Sisko?” Trixie asked in confirmation. “Why didn’t he just do it himself?”
“He said something about me being less likely to be stopped by Odo, the station’s Chief of Security at the time.” I explained. “Heh, you should’ve heard what the captain when I handed it to him. He looked at it for about five seconds before asking me if bringing the bad news to Quark would make up for having to travel all the way across the station just to hand him a PADD.”
“And you said…”
“Basically, I couldn’t say “yes sir” and get out of there fast enough!” I replied with a laugh. “I always liked Sisko a little more after that; seeing the look on Quark’s face when I returned and told him flat-out that every single proposal had been rejected the span of about 10 seconds was worth the three hours I spent cleaning gunk from the inside the replicator units that night!” Trixie smiled and shared in a laugh as we finally reached the captain’s quarters.
I couldn’t help but notice my companion quickly adjust her hat and cape as I pushed the door chime button. I gently patted her head, hoping she’d calm down enough to at least stop fidgeting.
“Come in!” a low baritone voice called, prompting the door to open. “Glad you two could make it,” Captain Sisko exclaimed with a smile as we entered his quarters. Though not lavish by any stretch of the imagination, the captain’s room was certainly comfortable. Sisko always struck me as a man with simple tastes, a preference proven by the modest furnishings and a mere few tasteful decorative items.
“Glad to be here, sir,” I replied, shaking the captain’s hand. “I think it’s safe to say we haven’t had a home-cooked meal in…” I paused momentarily to think about it. “How long has it been, Trix?”
“Since those homemade crepes we ate at Starbase 234 two weeks ago,” the showmare answered promptly.
“…Okay, so maybe not that long,” I admitted just as my stomach made its opinion known.
“Your stomach sounds like it disagrees,” Sisko replied with a knowing smile. “Well, I believe you’ll both be pleased with what I’ve prepared for tonight. In fact, we can eat as soon as Captain Remy arrives, which should be right away.”
“What are we having tonight, sir?” I asked, giving the air a small sniff as did Trixie.
“I’ve prepared a traditional creole dinner for us,” Sisko explained as he led us to the ‘kitchen’/dining area. As Trixie and I beheld the veritable feast on the table in front of us, our eyes widened in anticipation and both of our stomachs rumbled simultaneously. “We’ll be dining on catfish fritters served with mushroom catsup, cornbread, pork sausage, potato salad, and a good old-fashioned crawfish boil,” he finished, gesturing to a large wide-rimmed bowl full of steamed crawfish.
“I…I don’t even know what to say…” I mumbled as I all but drooled over the spread in front of me.
“And for Miss Trixie, I have prepared some juicy bell peppers stuffed with cheese and seasoned tomatoes,” Sisko added, setting a tray down on the table. I watched amused as Trixie’s gaze followed the half-dozen grilled vegetables on their journey from the captain’s hands down to the table. She licked her lips and looked up at Sisko.
“T-thank you very much,” she said quietly but with a smile. “Trixie…I really appreciate your consideration for my, uh…pony diet...”
“It was no problem at all,” Sisko assured her with a smile of his own. “I did a little research before deciding on tonight’s dishes. I was sure that Equestrian ponies were herbivores but I wanted to make sure so you could enjoy the evening as much as we could.”
“I’m sure it will be delicious, captain,” Trixie replied with a little more confidence. “It sure smells amazing and there are few things this show-pony appreciates more than a good cheese. I’ve actually never had potato salad either.”
“As long as it’s not a cheese wheel, right?” I added with a wry grin, prompting Trixie to roll her eyes. Yeah, even having been amended, her previous opinion on the trustworthiness of wheels seldom failed to get a grin out of me.
“Well then I’ll be sure to give you the recipes for both,” Sisko said as the door chime went off again. “Then you’ll be able to replicate some for yourself any time.” He turned to me. “Mr. Stevens, would you mind getting the door while I get us some wine?”
“No problem, sir,” I answered with a nod. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Trixie and Sisko engaged in conversation. I couldn’t help but smile at the happy look on my companion’s face as they bantered back-and-forth. In fact, I was so distracted by how pleased I was with how Trixie was doing that I almost completely forgot that someone was waiting for me to open the door. I hit the button, revealing none other than Captain Remy.
“Mr. Stevens, how are you?” he asked warmly, shaking my hand.
“Can’t complain, sir,” I replied as we made our way to the dining area. “Although, I think the better question is, how are you doing?” In the brief pause that followed, I was sure I caught a brief flash of anger and sorrow; only his training and professionalism allowed the flash to dissipate as quickly as it flared. “Um…I’m sorry, sir. I shouldn’t have…”
“It’s okay, Mr. Stevens, I know you didn’t mean anything by it,” Remy assured me in a more subdued tone than the one he’d greeted me with. He took a deep breath before continuing. “You’re right to ask, though. The last few weeks have been anything but easy. In fact, I’d be remiss if they haven’t been some of the most difficult days I’ve ever experienced.” He then cleared his throat and quickly wiped an eye. “But that’s…how things go sometimes, especially in the line of duty. Things happen, things well beyond our control. The best way to deal with that knowledge is to learn from it, prepare yourself for it, and use everything you learned to prevent it from happening again.”
“Words to live by, sir,” I agreed as Benjamin and Trixie joined us, the former offering us each a glass of red wine. Despite never having tried red wine before, Trixie and I each accepted a glass, the showmare keeping her glass aloft in a light-blue magical glow.
“I agree,” added Sisko, prompting Trixie to nod. “Sorry to eavesdrop like that, old friend. It’s just that I’ve been worried about you, as I’m sure many others are. To lose one’s ship…is never easy. In fact, it’s one of the most painful experiences a starship captain can endure.” There was a pause as we all nodded.
“Trixie…I would like to propose a toast,” the showmare stated rather suddenly. She looked up at us and, seeing our encouraging expressions, took a deep breath before continuing. “During my time on the Repulse, it…well, it became my home, if only for a few weeks. But it wasn’t just my home, it was home to a lot of others, too. Others who were brave and smart and willing to do whatever it took to protect the billions of lives depending on them. It was truly a great and powerful ship and I will always cherish my time aboard it.” Trixie then cleared her throat and levitated her wine glass. “To the brave crew of the U.S.S. Repulse!” she exclaimed.
“To the brave crew of the U.S.S. Repulse!” Sisko, Remy, and I echoed in unison before we each took a sip.
“Here, here!” Sisko added while Remy knelt down to regard the showmare at eye-level.
“Thank you for that, Miss Trixie,” Remy said, grasping one of her forehooves in his hands. Trixie didn’t seem to mind and simply offered a small understanding smile in return. “I promise that no one aboard that ship will ever be forgotten, nor will our gratitude for their service.” He paused briefly before continuing. “In fact, I would be extremely grateful if you wouldn’t mind saying a few words at the commemoration ceremony.” Trixie’s eyes widened at the request while Sisko and I exchanged looks of mild surprise.
“M-me?” she stammered, clearly surprised at Remy’s request. “Y-you want Trixie…I mean…me… to speak at the ceremony…for the Repulse?” She lowered her head as if suddenly fascinated by the floor. “M-may I ask why?” she asked quietly.
“I’ve actually been giving this a fair amount of thought,” Remy assured her. “When Starfleet finalized the commemoration, Admiral Tuvok approached me and asked if I had anyone in mind who could offer a few words about the ship and her crew.” He then took another deep breath and appeared to be struggling to maintain his composure. “It was terrible to think about but I realized that…well, there was only one other person besides myself who could do it. Please don’t misunderstand,” he added hastily. “Even if that weren’t the case, I still would’ve chosen you to help represent the ship.” It took every ounce of willpower Trixie possessed to maintain her composure and not succumb to the paradoxical combination of Remy’s kind words and her own painful memories of that terrible day.
“Even though you were only with us for a short time, you performed any and all duties asked of you as if you’d been with us since the ship was launched. You proved to be a valuable member of the crew and believe me when I say that I wasn’t the only one who noticed.” Trixie sniffed and wiped a tear away as Remy continued. “You gained not only my respect but the respect of all who worked with you and bore witness to your dedication. What I’m trying to say is…thank you, Trixie, not only for your hard work and dedication but also for saving my life. I regret not doing so earlier but I thought that now was as good a time as any.”
Finally, after a pause, during which we took the necessary time to digest such a heartfelt expression, I smiled as Trixie did the same, nodding whilst wiping away the tears that had built up since Remy had first addressed her.
“T-Trixie would be honored to help commemorate the Repulse in any way she can!” she exclaimed, nodding fervently. Remy smiled and offered a slow, appreciative nod of his own. It was then that, as if to punctuate such a momentous occasion, the showmare’s stomach voiced its displeasure at being kept waiting. Sisko smiled as Trixie’s cheeks went beet-red. “I-I’m sorry, it’s just that it’s been a really long day and…”
“Please, don’t worry about it,” Sisko assured her gently, holding a hand out in forgiveness. “I think it’s time we sat down, don’t you think?”
“Oh, yes sir!” I agreed rather eagerly.
“Seeing as you’ve been going on about your cooking prowess all day, I’ve been looking forward to this myself,” Remy added as we all sat down, each of us occupying one side of the slightly-rectangular table. Trixie’s muzzle lit up as Sisko gestured to a slightly higher, cushioned seat that proved to be the ideal height for Trixie as soon as she sat upon it. In fact, it raised her up enough that she could talk to any of us face-to-face. Good old-fashioned southern hospitality, I thought with a grin. Leave it to Sisko to be the perfect host.
“Trixie, would you care for a stuffed pepper?” Sisko asked, offering her the tray of grilled vegetables.
“Oh, yes please!” she replied, eagerly levitating two onto her plate. She couldn’t help but take a sizeable sniff of the steaming peppers. “They smell delicious,” she added, prompting a smile from Sisko.
“Well, then by all means, dig in!” he replied as we helped ourselves. Having never experienced a traditional Cajun meal before, I eagerly took Sisko up on his offer and soon had a rather generous portion of everything on my own plate. Ever mindful of culinary etiquette, Trixie cut small bite-sized morsels of stuffed pepper by manipulating her small dinner knife with her magic.
“How is it?” Sisko asked as Trixie’s first pepper disappeared from existence.
“These are the most amazing peppers Trixie’s ever eaten!” she replied eagerly. “Cole wasn’t kidding when he said you’re a true chef!”
“I see that my reputation precedes me!” Sisko said with a laugh before turning to Remy and I. “How about you gentlemen?”
“This has…” I paused, trying to come up with an answer that could do the metaphorical orgasm taking place in my mouth proper justice. “This has got to be the single best meal I’ve had in…I don’t even know how long,” I replied honestly.
Allow me now to properly express my feelings regarding how I experienced this meal: every bite seemed to make everything better. The catfish fritters were rich with flavor and perfectly cooked, crispy on the outside and soft on the inside, made even better when paired with the tasty mushroom catsup. The pork sausage, while a little on the spicy side, practically dripped with juice with every bite I took while the creamy coolness of the fresh potato salad restored balance to my palate after the intense flavors of the grilled meat. I had never tried cornbread before but, as I’d quickly come to expect, it was perfect as well; moist yet slightly crumbly with a cake-like consistency, it was a refreshing treat when I needed a respite from the heat of the spicier (and still delicious) choices. And let’s not forget about the main event, the crawfish boil! Sucking the juice from each one before eating the flesh inside, as recommended by Sisko, was a great way to properly enjoy one of the most time-honored Cajun dishes of all time. In fact, I felt the sudden urge to make a stop by Earth and indulge in it again, this time from its birthplace, Louisiana, deep in the south of the former United States. Hell, even the wine was going down just fine, despite me not being much of a wine connoisseur. However, after seeing Trixie down her second glass, I made a mental note to drop by France for a bottle or two.
In short, everything was perfect.         
“I agree with Mr. Stevens,” Remy added through a mouthful. “You’ve truly lived up to your reputation, Benjamin. Everything is absolutely sublime.”
“I’m glad to hear it!” Sisko exclaimed. “So, Mr. Stevens,” he continued, turning his attention to me. “We haven’t had a chance to properly catch up yet. What have you been doing these past two years?”
“Keeping on my toes, sir,” I answered. “After I got my ship, I pretty much stopped at every Starbase and large station I could find, looking for work.”
“Oh? You must’ve had some interesting experiences.”
“I’ve had my fair share,” I replied with a chuckle and a slow nod. “I’ve done almost every job you can think of without being a Starfleet graduate.”
“Have you ever thought about enlisting?” Remy asked, surprising me. Now that was something I’d never considered. Both of my parents had graduated with top marks from very prestigious schools, which undoubtedly helped them become diplomats.
Actually…what if I were to enlist in Starfleet? Would that be a good move or was I better off remaining a courier? And what would Trixie do? Join with me and become the very first Equestrian in history to serve in Starfleet? It was an intriguing idea, one that we would have to have a little chin-wag about.
“I…to be honest, sir, it’s not something I’ve thought about much,” I answered truthfully. Until now, anyway, I thought at the same time. “Why? Do you think I’d make a good recruit?” I asked.
“As a matter of fact, I do,” Remy replied quite seriously. “I think you have the makings of a fine officer and with proper training and experience, you could really make an impact in the Federation.”
Wow. To be honest, hearing that from a man of Remy’s stature was a little overwhelming. It was high praise to be sure, although I wasn’t sure if I deserved it. Sure, I’d gotten us out of the odd scrape but in reality, it was Trixie that did most of the work. If Starfleet recruiters focused solely on sheer talent and work ethic, Trixie was a shoe-in for instant acceptance. I mean, what could beat the ability to conjure up a photonic fleet without the need for large, power-hungry photonic capacitors? Not to mention the fact that even the most modest form of magic was tremendously useful. If anyone had chance to succeed at the Academy, it was the Great and Powerful Trixie.
Huh. Talk about food for thought.   
“Um…thank you, sir,” I half-stammered. “I’m glad you think so and I’ll definitely give it some serious thought.”
“Good idea; take as much time as you need but don’t forget about it. I’m sure you could do very well there.” Remy added. “What do you think, Ben?”
“From what I’ve read, I have to agree,” Sisko concurred. “I believe you’d make a fine addition to Starfleet. In fact, I’d be happy to co-author up a letter of recommendation with Captain Remy if you’d like.”
I was floored. Two captains willing to recommend me to one of the most prestigious academies in the Federation? It was almost too good to be true. While I wasn’t ready to commit myself to it just yet, they were making it very difficult not to commit to it right then and there. Then again, this was Starfleet Academy. They didn’t just let anyone in; as much as I hated to admit it, I didn’t know if I could handle that kind of academic responsibility. After all, besides primary and middle school, I’d had to work to support myself, which didn’t leave much time for education. Needless to say, I was more than just a little out-of-practice.  
“…I don’t know what to say, sir,” I managed to say. “I’ll definitely think about it and if I decide to, you’ll be the first to know.”
“Sounds good,” Remy replied, pushing his now-empty plate away.
“What about Trixie?” I asked before I could stop myself. Everyone at the table, Trixie included, looked at me. Realizing there was no going back, I took a deep breath and pressed on. “I said…what about Trixie?”
“Cole…” Trixie began before pausing, unsure of what to say.
“From what I’ve read and from what Remy’s told me, I’d say that that’s a very real possibility,” Sisko replied thoughtfully. “I don’t believe that we’ve had an Equestrian enlist in Starfleet yet; in fact, I’m fairly sure that Trixie is the only one who has actually gone off-world. Now, I might be wrong but given how much attention Starfleet has dedicated to Equestria in the last couple of years, I believe that one day, we’ll see some Equestrians serving on Federation starships.”
“Maybe even commanding one,” Remy added, winking at Trixie, causing her to smile and blush. “‘Captain Trixie’ has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”
“I like it,” I said with a shrug. “What do you think, Trix? How would you feel about having 5,000,000 tonnes of starship at your fingertips…I mean, hooves?”
“It’s an…interesting idea,” Trixie admitted. “For now though, Trixie is more than happy to travel around the galaxy and entertain wherever she can.”
“That’s the spirit!” Sisko exclaimed. “If you find something you’re passionate at, you should stick with it.”
“Agreed,” Remy added. “That’s exactly why I took another command; I feel that my duty to Starfleet and the citizens of the galaxy isn’t over yet. There’s a lot about to happen and I intend to be there for as much of it as possible.”
“Same here,” I concurred. “That’s why I like what I’m doing so much; being a Starfleet courier gives me a job and some direction while giving me quite a bit of freedom to move around, y’know? By the way, captain,” I added, focusing on Remy. “If you don’t mind me asking...what ship did you take command of?”
“I don’t mind at all,” Remy assured me. “Although, correct me if I’m wrong but I think you meant to ask was why I returned to a command position so promptly despite losing my ship and crew.” I hung my head slightly as he looked at me expectedly.
“I…I didn’t just want to come out and ask, sir. Didn’t seem proper.”
“It’s quite alright. I’m convinced that if Starfleet wasn’t in such dire need of experienced personnel, I would’ve taken a leave of absence longer than a week. Unfortunately, the Repulse wasn’t the only casualty and right now, Starfleet needs every ship and man at their posts.” Remy explained. “Right now, my post is commanding officer aboard the U.S.S. Athens, one of the new Sentinel-class star cruisers.” With that, he produced a PADD and displayed an image of the ship for us to look at. “I don’t know if it will be my permanent posting but so far, it’s a fine ship. It may not be the Repulse but it certainly has its charms.”
“Will they build another one?” Trixie asked after studying the picture.
“I’m not sure,” Remy answered. “Officially, it was a prototype intended for deep-space tactical assignments. Still, even though Federation policy has always stressed exploration over combat whenever possible, the sad truth of the matter is that we need more combat vessels to push back the Voth, the Borg, and anyone else threatening the galaxy, to say nothing of the Iconians.” We all nodded in agreement as he turned to Sisko.
“I don’t know how you did it, Benjamin,” he continued. “Being at the frontlines of one of the worst conflicts in Federation history. I was still a lieutenant commander serving aboard the Sierra. We didn’t exactly spend a lot of time on the front but from what I read and heard, the Dominion was a serious piece of work.”
“That’s putting it lightly,” Sisko replied quietly. “I think I’d just had enough and wanted to bring an end to the conflict as quickly as possible. To me, that was enough to make the hard decisions and somehow endure the loss of a lot of good people.” I noticed Trixie fidgeting uncomfortable and decided to intervene.
“Um, I hate to interrupt but can we maybe…talk about something else?” I asked. “If it’s all the same to you…we’d rather not talk about war…”
“Of course, it’s no trouble,” Remy assured me as Sisko nodded. “I was just about to change the subject anyway.” He cleared his throat. “So, Mr. Stevens, how’s the Ranger treating you? Still holding together?”
“As unbelievable as it sounds, she hasn’t fallen apart yet, sir,” I replied with a grin. “She’s a tough little ship.”
“So I’ve noticed,” Remy replied.
“What class was it again?” Sisko asked.
“Nova-class, sir. Short-range science vessel. Perfect size for Trix and I. She’s got all the amenities we’ll ever need.”
“I remember them,” Remy mused. “How did you manage to acquire one? They were phased out for the newer Rhode Island-class several years ago. I thought they were completely mothballed.”
“That’s probably why I got mine so cheap,” I explained. “I kept an eye on them as Starfleet was phasing them out and waited until a few were put out on the market as light civilian cruisers. Of course, a lot of the really useful gear was stripped first so I had to jump through a bunch of hoops and save some more to put even the weakest phasers on her. At least they left the computer alone so I was able to configure it to run most of the ship for me. The ship was already designed and capable of operating with barely a skeleton crew, so it was more or less a matter of making sure the warp core didn’t blow up. Needless to say, that’s why I stopped at so many Starbases. I guess I was just a little paranoid.”
“A little paranoid?” Trixie teased.
“Hey, you’ve seen what we’ve come up against,” I reminded her. “I just like to be ready for whatever’s out there.”
“Good thing you’ve got the Great and Powerful Trixie to watch your back then,” Trixie replied without missing a beat.
“Nothing like a little teamwork, eh Ben?” Remy asked as Trixie and I engaged in some of our typical rhetoric.
“We can always use more of that,” Sisko agreed. “In fact, we need it now more than ever.”
***

Trixie’s personal log, supplemental. Today has been one of the best days I can remember. Between Cole’s amazing gift and the time we spent with Remy and Sisko, I’m starting to feel good again. It’s about time, too! Everywhere we go, something terrible seems to happen! If I didn’t have someone as amazing as Cole at my side…I doesn’t know where I’d be.
True to his word, Captain Sisko was kind enough to send his recipes to the Ranger’s computer. As soon as I gets the chance, I’m going to try as many of those vegetable dishes as I can, even if it means learning how to cook Earth foods! Those stuffed peppers were just too good! It’s unfortunate that both Remy and Sisko were called back to duty so soon after dinner but as they said, there’s never a dull moment in the galaxy these days and everyone has to be on their toes. On the bright side, he was able to set some time aside tomorrow for show planning and other details. Speaking of details, I stopped by Quark’s to inspect his list of foods and beverages to serve during the show. Surprisingly, they were quite satisfactory and as much as I wanted to give in to Cole’s pleas to make Quark’s life a living Hell, I have a show to plan and I intend to make it a complete success.
Which reminds me…
This is going to sound bad but I don’t have much of a plan as far as the actual act goes. I have enough material to wow the audience, make no mistake; it’s just that I wanted to make is truly spectacular and unique. I wanted to tell a story that they’ve never heard before. Maybe Cole has one he’d be willing to share, something about this station or something a local audience might be able to relate to. I’ll ask him as soon as he gets back from his holodeck adventures aboard the Ishimura. Usually, I’d be right there with him but I have a show to plan but hopefully, next time I’ll be able to show those necro-thingies how we do things the Great and Powerful way. (End recording)
“Come in!” I heard Trixie call from within her quarters. I did so, finding the showmare laying on her bed reading from several PADDs. “Doing some bedtime reading?” I asked, sitting on the foot of the bed. “Whoa!” I exclaimed as she levitated me to a reclining position behind her, essentially forcing me to ‘spoon’ with her as she read.
“That’s better,” she murmured happily as I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her tightly against me, curling up protectively around her. “And to answer your question, yes. Trixie was hoping to find an inspiring story to tell for her show tomorrow.”
“Oh?” I asked. “That’s a new direction for you. What the sudden change? Don’t get me wrong, I think it’s a cool idea; I’m just curious.”
“Well, Trixie thinks her shows will have a lot more meaning if there’s an actual story behind them, not just feats of magical prestidigitation,” she explained. I nodded respectfully.
“Well, that’s definitely a good reason,” I agreed. “Have you found anything in the database you can use?” I asked, absentmindedly stroking her mane. She hummed softly and pressed herself even harder against me.
“Mmm…Cole…are you petting me?” Trixie asked coyly, complete with a matching grin.
“Sure looks like it. Want me to stop?”
“No! I mean…keep going. It feels really nice...” Trixie all but purred as I suddenly focused on her ears. “Mmmm, you’re distracting me…”
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to change the subject like that.”
“It’s okay, I’ve read all these anyway,” Trixie replied with a sigh as I massaged her shoulders.
“Well, I might have the right story for your show,” I offered, massaging lower and lower until I reached her flanks, stopping at that point before slowly making my way back up.
“Is that why you’re massaging me?’ Trixie mused, taking deep breaths as her body surrendered to my ministrations.
“Kind of. I just wanted you to be super-comfortable. It’s kind of a long story.”
“Well, I can use all the ideas I can get,” Trixie replied, groaning as I made another knot disappear. “Besides, you did give me an amazing massage so I guess you’ve earned the chance to entertain me,” she added with a smirk.
“Oh, I think you’ll be entertained all right,” I assured her. “It’ll also give the chance to explain why Garak was talking about generosity being a virtue.”
“Yes, I was wondering about that,” Trixie admitted. “I’m guessing that the story was too long to tell on the way to dinner?”
“That’s for sure. It took over an hour for Garak to tell it to me and I’m pretty sure he left a few things out just so he wouldn’t keep me all day.”
“Well then, what are you waiting for?” Trixie asked, levitating the PADDs off of her bed before rolling over to face me. She leaned in and kissed me softly, massaging my lips with hers before slipping her tongue into my mouth. It wasn’t our first full-on make-out session but it still managed to catch me off-guard. However, as always, the feeling momentarily passed and I found myself returning the kiss as best I could before she leaned back and snuggled against me with a sigh of contentment. “Trixie’s all ears.”
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		Showtime!



	“C’mon, Trix, get up,” I pleaded as insistently as I could from my/our bedside, gently nudging the snoozing pony wrapped in a cocoon of soft sheets. We had migrated to my quarters just before sleep overtook us, which had become the norm as of late. Trixie essentially insisted on it and I sure as Hell didn’t mind. Her snuggles were swiftly becoming the stuff of legend.
“There is no Trixie, only Zuul…” she murmured sleepily from beneath the covers. I sighed and rolled my eyes.
“That’s it, no more late-night holodeck classic movies for you,” I muttered. “Besides, you’re not even using that in the right context; last time I checked, this was the private quarters of Cole Stevens and the Great and Powerful Trixie, not a refrigerator in some haunted apartment.”
“Go ‘way…” came the response. “Trixie sleepy…”
“You do realize that your meeting with Captain Sisko is in 26 minutes, right?” I asked.
The resulting appearance of the showmare from within her blanket cocoon was more akin to a violent explosion than the comparatively gentle emergence of a butterfly. Everything, including myself, went flying as a burst of magic signaled her return to consciousness. I groaned, rubbing the back of my head as I got up while Trixie ran into the shower
“I’ll just go get some Crispy Chex ready for us. I’ll be in the mess hall!” I called over the sound of the running water. Trixie had never liked the sonic shower in her quarters, which was one of the reason she spent most, if not every night in my quarters with me. Of course, there was also the cuddling, heated make-outs, and general companionship but one cannot discount the value of a hot shower in close proximity every morning. With a yawn, I made my way to the mess hall.
You’re probably wondering why we didn’t just use the replicator in my quarters and eat there; surely, that would be more convenient than going to a completely different deck each and every morning, right? As old-fashioned as it may sound, the mess hall possessed a couple of features that made it an optimal location for the consumption of nutritional supplements. Firstly, it contained, of all things, a large walk-in refrigerator perfect for keeping precious non-replicated foods or beverages (such as milk for delicious Crispy Chex) fresh. I know that it seems like a small thing but seriously, you try living on recycled proteins and whatever the replicator last ate without craving fresh, real food once in a while.
I scarcely had time to take a bite before a blue blur almost crashed into the table and had to choke down a laugh as the showmare shook her head. Without missing a beat, a light-blue glow surrounded my bowl, liberating it from my possession and over to Trixie’s side of the small table.
“Hungry, buddy?” I asked as she wolfed down the galaxy’s most delicious unreplicateable substance. “You look hungry enough to eat a h…” Anticipating the very same metaphor that had once led to a rather nerve-rattling 25 minute chase around Deck 4, Trixie simply raised an eyebrow at me, prompting me to stop. “…eaping second bowl of Crispy Chex.” I finished, pouring her a second helping. Like the first, the second round didn’t last long and the showmare was soon washing it down with a glass of orange juice (also fresh, non-replicated).
“So…nervous for your show this afternoon?” I asked once she finally came up for air.
“Nervous? Trixie? HA! Don’t make her laugh! Trixie never gets nervous before a show! Never! Trixie laughs in the face of anxiety!” she replied haughtily, throwing on a cocky grin for good measure.
“That nervous, huh?” I asked without missing a beat.
“Little bit…” she replied quietly, lightly tapping one forehoof against the other.
“Must be exciting though too, huh?” I pressed on, trying to alleviate her anxiety. “I guess that would make you…”
“…nervous-cited?” she finished.
“…Sure.” I said with a shrug. “By the way, did you decide on your entrance music for the show yet?” Again, she sent an eyebrow-raise at me. “Come on, Trix, it’s a time-honored tradition! Throughout human history, great entertainers often relied on an exciting musical accompaniment to mark their entrance to a venue or signal the beginning of their act. I mean sure, you’ve got that fanfare but don’t you think it’s time for a change? Maybe something a little more…elaborate, y’know, something to really get the crowd excited?” I waited as Trixie thought about it.
“Trixie…supposes that it might not be too bad an idea…” she mused, clearly thinking it through rather carefully. I smiled and nodded. “Trixie will check some out on the computer after her meeting with Captain Sisko.”
“That’s the spirit, Trix,” I exclaimed, leaning over to kiss her snout. Ah, the way she scrunched it up and looked at me was just so damn adorable! Of course, surprising her in any way was always accompanied by a certain degree of risk but for the sake of bringing more cuteness into the galaxy, it was a risk I was usually willing to take.
Of course, her retaliatory kiss was a pretty good reason, too.
***

The rest of the day leading up to the show was a busy one, at least for Trixie. My role was primarily to just stay the Hell out of everyone’s way while they prepared the promenade for the evening’s show. Ideal for accommodating large numbers of people, the promenade was a prime venue; the fact that people could also watch from the higher levels added to the appeal, which as one might expect pleased the showmare greatly. According to Captain Sisko, the entire station had been alerted regarding the evening’s events and from the looks of things, Trixie could expect a high turnout, which also pleased her.
I had seldom been so impressed with her than during that afternoon. Even as the hours flew by and afternoon turned into early evening, the showmare never stopped. I found myself nipping back and forth between replicators keeping her energy levels high enough to coordinate everything she had to coordinate; the catering, with which Quark had surprisingly done a wonderful job, seating, tables, entrances, exits, sound checks, lighting checks…the list went on. Finally, about an hour before the show was scheduled to start, she found a brief yet welcome reprieve and almost collapsed over my knees as I sat down.
“It’s been a day, huh?” I asked. I felt her nod slowly on my leg. “Well, look at it this way; only a few more short hours and you’ll be the most famous mare this side of the Gamma Quadrant.”
“Maybe the Dominion’ll hire Trixie for birthday parties…” she murmured, eliciting a laugh from me.
“I don’t think the Vorta or the Jem’Hadar do the whole birthday thing, to be honest,” I replied, slowly stroking her head. “The Jem’Hadar idea of a party is probably like…I dunno, small animal disembowelment contests or something. Like, who can take a small adorable furry creature and make the best hat out if it.”
“Trixie wouldn’t doubt that.”
“On a slightly less awful note, have you decided on entrance music yet?” I asked, steering the conversation into less vomit-inducing waters.
“Trixie has, as a matter of fact,” she replied, getting up and sitting beside me, leaning against my shoulder. “She has it all planned out, every single one.”
“Wait…so you’re using more than one song?” I asked.
“Of course! Every major scene of the show will have appropriate musical accompaniment!” Trixie replied proudly, smiling up at me.
“Well, I’m really glad to hear that you’re thinking outside the box for this one,” I said with a smile of my own while ruffling her ears. “I think this might be the greatest show you’ve ever done.”
“Oh, by far,” Trixie readily agreed. “When Trixie saw all the people on the station and heard about what they’ve been through…Trixie wanted to make it extra special for them.” she finished quietly.
“And that’s why I love you,” I whispered into the closest ear. She blushed and buried her head into my shoulder.
“Love you too…stupid human…” she muttered.
***

Showtime.
This was it; the promenade was full to bursting, everything was set up, food and drink were flowing, and Trixie was pacing back and forth behind the large curtain that hid her from the rest of the promenade behind the seated audience, an unusual starting location made necessary by her new entrance style. Essentially, she would make her big entrance from behind the crowd of assorted species filling up a decent portion of the promenade. Although initially hesitant to try something so outside of her usual routine, by the time things were ready to roll, she managed to stop fidgeting (for the most part) and looked focused and ready to deliver the performance of a lifetime.
If only she’d actually leave her dressing room. Well, it was more of a curtain serving to obscure her from any curious accidental views from the rear of the crowd but the fact remained that the showmare was still putting the finishing touches on her ensemble.
“C’mon, Trix, you’re on in 30 seconds, what’s the…hold…up…hurr durr…” I finished as she emerged.
Insert generous thanks to all the universe’s deities here.
She was a vision. In keeping with the evening’s theme of doing things differently, she had applied such to her ensemble. Dark blue eye shadow brought out her eyes in a way I’d never seen before while some blush on her cheeks were the perfect accoutrements to enhance the showmare motif. What really got my attention was the fact that the makeup didn’t look tawdry or, for lack of a better term, “slutty”; instead, it only served to enhance her beauty in a way that genuinely shocked me. Both simple additions, I know, but when you’re used to someone looking a certain way for months on end, any change to their appearance, even a minor one, can be quite striking. Besides, I don’t think Equestrian mares were in the habit of wearing makeup very often, certainly not as frequently as other species.  
She seemed to sense my shock as we silently stared at each other, giving me a chance to admire the shining stars that festooned her cape and hat, gifts that I was beyond glad I’d sprung for. She looked at me quizzically, her mouth open just slightly as we quietly observed each other. In honor of such an auspicious occasion, I had (in secret, hoping to surprise my companion) requested from my good friend Garak a white 21st century tuxedo (replicated for time reasons but still a pretty fine piece), while rather dashing in its own way, was nothing compared to the radiance that Trixie was exuding. Nevertheless, she blushed slowly walked over to me, not wanting to take her eyes off me any more than I wanted to avert my own gaze.
“You look amazing, Trix,” I whispered, kneeling down to wrap my arms around her. She returned the gesture, reaching around to hold me tightly with her forehooves. “Like, seriously amazing. I’m the luckiest guy in the galaxy.”
“Thanks,” she murmured, nuzzling my shoulder. “I…I wasn’t sure about it at first but…I’m really glad you like it.”
“Trixie, I love it almost as much as I love you,” I assured her, giving her a firm yet gentle squeeze. “This is your night, Trix.” I then stated, holding her in such a way that I could look deep into her enchanting eyes. “This is the first show of the new Generous and Benevolent Trixie, and I couldn’t be prouder of you. You’re an amazing marefriend and I just want you to know that I love you so, so much.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes, prompting me to do the same. Damn. Those emotions, man.
“I love you too, Cole,” she whispered, clearly trying not to let more tears escape. “Trixie’s been trying so hard to be a better pony and…she couldn’t’ve done it…without you.” Her head lowered and she looked towards the floor.
“Hey,” I replied, gently lifting her chin so I could look her in the eyes. “You’ve always been a great pony,” I assured her with a nod and a smile. “You’ve just grown up a lot and now you finally know what you truly want to do with the life you’ve been given. That’s pretty incredible, Trix.” She nodded against my shoulder, burying her face in the crook of my neck. “Now, go out there, do what you do best, and knock ‘em dead, okay?” I asked, holding her before me once again. She smiled and nodded vigorously.
“Don’t worry, the Great and Powerful Trixie will dazzle them in ways they never thought possible!” she exclaimed, wiping her eyes.
“That’s my Trixie!” I replied, surprising her with a passionate kiss. She sighed and kissed me back just as fiercely before reluctantly pulling away. “You got this!”
“Trixie’s got this!” she exclaimed with a nod. 
With a quick glow of her horn, her entrance music began.
Clichéd? Maybe.
Antiquated? Almost certainly.
Effective? You bet your sweet ass.
What really struck me was how quickly the antiquated tune seemed to strike a chord with the crowd, as strange as that may sound. While it took a few seconds for anyone to decide what to make of such a foreign combination of sounds assaulting their ears, the general reception was quite positive. Look at it this way; the song was something very few members of any species had ever heard before. It was new (relatively speaking), it was fast, it was undeniably catchy, and as Trixie strutted with powerful confidence through the cheering crowd with a wide, toothy, footloose and fancy-free smile on her face, I could help but smile along with her. This was her time, her chance to reinvent herself and prove to everyone, including herself, how great and powerful she could truly be, albeit in a different way than she initially desired.
She took her time getting to the stage, taking her place upon the elevated platforms after about half the song had played, at which point it faded out and a new one filled the ears of her audience. With a dazzling smile, she closed her eyes, lit her horn, and sent a wave of blue energy through the promenade. The audience gasped as the wave brought with it a rippling emergence of the galactic tapestry, which unfolded before their very eyes in a way that not holo-emitter could hope to imitate. And with that, she began her tale.
“It is said that at the beginning of time, the universe gave birth to two wise and mighty beings, the first sisters. These beings were known as Elysia and Tartara and together, they travelled the universe in hopes of finding a perfect home from which to keep watch over the cosmos.” Trixie’s voice echoed throughout the promenade as she told the story of Equestria’s founding, enrapturing the crowd as they listened in almost total silence, save for some oohs and aahs as the white and black alicorns soared over their heads.
“After many millennia without success, Elysia and Tartara finally decided to create a world of their own. And create, they did. It was an extremely young world but perfect in the eyes of its makers; it was a world that could be shaped, a world whose direction could be steered so it could fulfill its role as a paradise among the stars.”
“And what a wonderful paradise it was. Shortly after covering the world with every imaginable environment, the two sisters began to fill it with life. Everything from the mighty dragon to the indomitable Breezie, from the spider to the Minotaur, they all heralded from the sister’s desire to create and watch their world grow.” With that, the starscape seemed to magnify, focusing in on a small blue and green planet, which Trixie levitated to the center of the stage, ensuring it was large enough for everyone to see the genesis of Equestria.
“They took pieces from their new world and the cosmos themselves and infused them with their own special kind of powerful magic to create a race modeled after their own likeness, a race that would tend to the world and make it their own until the end of time.” The scene changed again as the two sisters closed their eyes and sent streams of energy into the chosen objects. “From the clouds emerged the winged Pegasi, whose powers of flight would give them unmatched control over the skies and allow them to eventually manage the climate in order to provide the conditions necessary to sustain their brethren.” The crowd gasped as flocks of the winged ponies rained down from the cloudy skies and crisscrossed the planet.
“From the rocks, they created the Earth pony, strong, steadfast, and ever-mindful of the world’s ability to sustain life. They would be responsible for providing the resources and labor necessary for ponies everywhere to thrive.” With a flicker of her horn, Trixie transformed the rocks into hardy earth ponies, allowing them to take their place on the planet’s surface.
“And then, from the stars themselves, the sisters created the Unicorns, the sages of their world whose powerful intellect would fill the realm with magic and miracles, allowing the ponies to accomplish so much in ways completely unique to their world.” With that, Trixie rapidly spun the stars around the planet, turning them into the horned equines from which Trixie herself hailed. They then joined the Pegasi and Earth ponies on the world, completing the trifecta.
“Lastly, the sisters combined the three materials and infused them with much greater magic then before. Thus, the alicorns were born, a special type of pony that could lead the others through harmony and vigilance when they themselves passed on.” There was a great light as two regal Alicorns descended to the surface, prompting the others to stand by them under the watchful eyes of Elysia and Tartara.
“For a time, all was well in the world. The power of Harmony, created and maintained by the cooperation of the two sisters, ensured that Equestria shone like a beacon in the darkness, an oasis of hope, love, and tolerance. The Alicorns ruled fairly and justly and maintained the peace as incarnations of their overseers.” It was then that the complexion of the show began to change; the happy go-lucky visage became dull and listless as images of frolicking and happy ponies shifted. The world was soon shrouded in a dark haze, split by lightning strikes and punctuated by heavy thunder. I watched transfixed, as did the rest of the crowd, at the radical change brought on by Trixie’s glowing horn.
“After several thousand years of peace and harmony, Tartara grew jealous of her sister, a jealousy that choked the planet and darkened the hearts of its inhabitants. As the embodiment of the night and the lunar plane, she often felt neglected and ignored in favor of her sister, who presided over the day and Equestria’s mighty sun. This resentment soon became an all-out confrontation and through their quarrel, a malevolent spirit took shape and eventually established a stranglehold on Tartara, spurring her to attack the very world she helped create.”
The crowd gasped (as did I) as the scene changed once more to a Hellish one; ponies and wild creatures alike fleeing in terror from a massive shadow that enveloped the sky. They crowd watched as the former paradise burned under the fury of the scorned sister. Lightning bolts rained down, destroying everything without hesitation or mercy while new creatures emerged from the shadows, corrupted ponies and animals alike, and set themselves upon their brethren. Unable to intervene in the affairs of gods, the Alicorns, symbols of their creators, did everything in their power to protect their subjects, hoping that the storm would soon pass.
“Unable to watch any more, Elysia took it upon herself to stop the madness and try to restore harmony to the world she loved so dearly.” Trixie continued as a brightly-shining image of the great pearlescent Alicorn looked upon the burning world. “She confronted her sister, pleading with her to stop the wanton destruction and return to her side.” We watched as a tearful God begged with an angry one and I had a feeling I knew the outcome. “Sadly, Tartara could not be swayed; the malevolent spirit within her had grown too powerful and its hold on Tartara was too strong. Tartara was gone, replaced by a spirit of pure darkness…a Nightmare.”
“It was then that Elysia knew what had to be done. In order to stop the spread of corruption on her world and others as well, she confronted her sister one last time and made one final plea.” Our eyes stayed glued to the gut-wrenching scene before us as Elysia tried in desperation to negotiate with her counterpart. Sadly, it was to no avail; we shared a collective gasp as Tartara struck out at Elysia, mortally wounding her.
“Just as the darkness was about to solidify its hold on the world and spreads its tendrils to the galaxy, a great light emerged through the clouds.” We gasped again as the black clouds were divided by the shining beams and in the center, Elysia stood clad in blinding light. “Knowing her time was at an end, Elysia concentrated every bit of her power on ridding the world of all the fear and chaos the Nightmare had wrought.” I let out an ooh and an awe as a massive wave of light washed over the planet, cleansing it.
“The aftermath was catastrophic. Even with the flow of corruption stopped, the world was scarred and blackened. Its inhabitants crept out from their shelters and looked upon their scorched paradise and shed many tears.” I had to stifle a sniffle as ponies and animals alike scoured the world for friends and family, many of which had fallen by the storm of the Nightmare. “It is said that it was Elysia’s tears that extinguished the black flames that consumed the planet’s surface. After ensuring that the damage was under control, Elysia went to her sister one last time.” There were no words exchanged as the two simply looked at each other, one staring down with an expression of unfathomable sadness while the other stared back with ruthless hatred.
“Mustering the last of her strength, Elysia took their spirits and transformed them so that they could never again bring harm to Equestria or any other world. Their souls became two spiritual realms known as Tartarus and Elysium,” Trixie continued. With that, the world became sandwiched between a realm of light at the top and a place of darkness on the bottom. “Elysium would serve as a sanctuary for the souls of any creature who passed on, while Tartarus would serve as a prison for any remnants of the original Nightmare spirit that had not been destroyed by Elysia’s cleansing wave.”
“With the Nightmare gone, the world slowly returned to normal and harmony was restored. The story of the titanic clash of the world-builders eventually passed into legend, a legend that has nearly been forgotten over the centuries.” I couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief as the scene finally returned to a happy one. I smiled as the planet became green and lush again, with civilization finally returning in the form of large castles and great kingdoms all around the world.
This is it, I thought. The finale.  
“However, it is very important that legends like this never be forgotten because history has a way of repeating itself,” Trixie wisely reminded us. “It is also important that we maintain peace and harmony not only on our own worlds but in the galaxy as well. That is why Trixie decided to share the legend of Equestria with you in hopes that all of you will see the power of harmony and share it wherever you go. From the bottom of her heart, Trixie thanks you all for being such a Great and Powerful audience!” she exclaimed amid a cheering crowd. “Peace and harmony to all of you!”
With that, Trixie fired up the horn and absolutely let loose. Magical fireworks filled the promenade while holograms of everything she had described throughout the show weaved about the crowd, delighting the children and bringing a smile to the older faces. Even the Klingons in the first few rows were cheering as if they had just witnessed a great battle take place…which I suppose they had. Trixie really did her homework for this one. I looked out at the roaring crowd, grinning as Trixie bowed and waved, smiling away like it was the happiest day of her life.
***

	“Incoming transmission from Vessel 9032. Downloading relevant data.”
…
“Vessel has detected unknown energy type approaching. Attempting to ascertain data.”
…
“All scans have failed. Cannot analyze incoming energy type. Attempting to pacify.”
…
“Pacification failed. Attempting to fbdl;wdq…..null.43424…void……edhf7832hb
…
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…
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                It wasn’t until well after midnight that we finally returned exhausted but happy to our little ship. On reaching my bed, Trixie practically flung herself upon and let out a sigh of contentment. She had every right to be satisfied; the show gone over better than we could’ve ever hoped. Even the peripheral affairs such as the catering and bartending supplied by Quark had turned a tidy profit indeed. We, well more Trixie than myself, had spent at least a couple of hours meeting and greeting various members of the audience, and had been approached by more than one member of the Starfleet brass. Hell, even the Klingons had offered Trixie a hearty “Qapla’!” or two. All in all, it had been a near-perfect evening.
I was also rather relieved that Trixie had chosen to tell the tale of Equestria’s creation rather than first contact with the Federation, like we’d discussed the night before. After all, the less who knew about the Omega Particles and what they could do, the better.
“So…what do you think?” I asked, joining Trixie on the bed and pulling her against me. “Was that everything you ever dreamed and more?”
“It was perfect…” Trixie murmured, pushing back against me. She paused and rolled over so we were face-to-face. “Cole…can I…can I…ask you something?” she inquired, her tone laced with nervousness.
“Of course, Trix.” I replied, my curiosity piqued. “You can ask me anything, you know that.”
“Yes, I know,” the blue showmare affirmed with a quick nod. “It’s just that…this is really personal and I don’t…”
There was a short pause as she appeared to be gathering her thoughts, perhaps trying to decide how to say what she was going to say.
“Take your time, Trix, I’m not going anywhere.” I assured her with a nod of my own as I gently stroked her mane.
“I…I know, it’s just that…” She paused to take a deep breath before exhaling, evidently trying to calm down. If I hadn’t been curious before, I sure as Hell was now. It must’ve been a really big deal for the usually brimming-with-confidence showmare to be so anxious, baring a rumble with vicious aliens, of course. “I…really love you.”
“I love you too, Trixie,” I replied with a smile, leaning in to kiss her. To my mild surprise, she backed off just out-of-reach and took another deep breath. “What’s the matter?”
“Nothing! I mean…I just wanted to finish before we started…you know…kissing…” she finished in a quiet tone as he cheeks went beet-red.
Okay, now I was curious.
“Um, sure, please continue,” I invited.
“Thanks,” she said, sounding relieved. “I…I was j-just going to ask…if…ifyouwantedtodoitwithTrixie!” At that, she went even redder and covered her muzzle, looking down and away as I attempted to process what I’d heard.
It was here, the moment of truth. It was time to see if I had overcome my…reservations. Time to test exactly how deep my love for the showmare truly went.
Okay, easy there, stomach. Don’t do something we’ll regret. Seriously…why was I suddenly so nervous about his? It’s just sex, not like I hadn’t done that before…’cept that she’s a…oh man…
“Cole?” I heard her ask, undoubtedly wondering why I was taking so long to respond. “Cole?”
Come on, man, make a decision already!
                “Cole!”
You love her, remember?
“Cole!?”
Yes, you love her beyond measure. Now it’s time to prove it. So stop being such a little bitch and…
                “COLE!” I shook my head rapidly as Trixie stared back at me with a look of annoyance splashed with some concern.
“Wh…what happened?” I asked, trying to clear my head.
“You fell asleep,” Trixie pouted, fixing me with a slightly more severe expression of annoyance. Inwardly, I breathed a sigh of relief, realizing that even though I loved her with all my heart, getting intimate was an idea that was gonna take some more getting used to.
“Oh…damn, sorry, Trix,” I stammered by way of apology. “My bad.” Hopefully, she wouldn’t read too much into it and dismiss it as simple fatigue.
“It’s okay,” she assured me, her expression softening. There was a pause. “Are you okay?” Uh oh.
“Sure, why do you ask?” I countered as casually as I could muster.
“Well, you were kinda…fidgeting after you passed out. Your mouth was moving really fast, too. Is there…is there something you wanna talk with Trixie about?” she offered. Damn, girl, why you gotta be so sweet? Surely, I didn’t deserve her. I sighed and reclined on the bed.
“Just…a really, really strange dream,” I replied. Oh, don’t look at me like that; what would you have done in my place? Said “Hey, I really love you and everything but we can’t ever have sex because I can’t get over the fact that, even though you’re just as sentient as any other sapient being, you walk on four legs”? Yeah, that’d go over well. No, I wasn’t willing to lose the love of my life over some complex that I knew I had to work on and would probably be able to get over in time. Just…not yet, I guess.
“Trixie understands completely,” she replied, making me breathe yet another inward sigh of relief. “We’ve had a busy day and your mind is playing tricks on you. Used to happen to Trixie all the time, especially after longer shows.”
“Still, I feel kind of ridiculous for just falling asleep like that,” I added. “You’re the one who did all the work. I thought if either one of us was gonna nod off the second we got back, it’d be you.”
“Trixie will admit that she could use some good rest,” the showmare agreed, throwing in a long yawn for good measure. I smiled as the yawn ended with an adorable squeak.
“So, cuddles then sleep?” I offered, eager to move on to a less incriminating path of conversation.
“Hmm…” Trixie put a hoof to her chin and pondered my offer. “How about…we finish the Conning Tower in Dead Space 3 first on the holodeck, then cuddles, and then sleep? Trixie needs to unwind and would like to test her newly-crafted weapons.”
“Sure, sounds perfect to me,” I said with a nod and a smile. “Let’s go unwind.”
***

“Subject EQU-3 has transported aboard vessel 9032. Initiating preliminary scans.”
…
                “Subject is resisting. Increasing pacification efforts.”
                The mind-numbing monotone of countless voices bore down on the helpless showmare as she was forced down one long corridor after another. She struggled against the towering humanoids dragging her past all manner of strange and terrifying machinations, each seeming ready to jump out and bite her. She cried out as she felt something blunt impact the back of her head, dazing her.
“Pacification successful. Subject must be brought to in Sub-Junction 04 bio-analysis laboratory.”
And so the journey continued, the scarred and twisted faces of thousands of other beings not even giving the poor mare a passing glance, as if she wasn’t even worth the time it would take to turn their heads. Unable to deal with the throbbing pain in the back of her skull, Trixie’s eyes watered as she struggled lamely to escape her captors.
“Destination reached. Sub-Junction 04 bio-analysis laboratory.”
Even though she wasn’t aware of the implications of her location, Trixie felt her heart fill with dread as two large doors slid open, ushering them inside. Through her tears, she was able to make out a myriad of equipment and machines but what truly terrified her the most was the large operating table located in the center of the room. Tubes and needles and other assorted devices of various sizes practically covered the table, leaving enough room in the center for a small being roughly her size.  
Her eyes widened as she caught sight of her cutie mark, overrun with blood and metal, emblazoned in the middle of the open space.
At that, she began to panic. Up until that point, that table could’ve been for anyone, which had made it less daunting. But now, with her worst fears confirmed, it dawned on her. This was it. She knew it. She didn’t want to admit it but this was the end of the line for the formerly Great and Powerful Trixie. Within seconds, she’d be gone, nothing more than a monster, a shell, a mindless husk.
A slave.
“Begin subject analysis.”
                She didn’t even have time to cry out as she was suddenly picked up and placed rather roughly into the center of the table. She winced as four metal straps fastened around her limbs and neck, holding her tightly against the cold, unforgiving steel. Once more, her eyes widened and she began shaking with fright as each machine began to activate, one at a time to ensure maximum terror.
She couldn’t even scream. She was beyond being able to express her dread.
“Ready Subject Alpha and Subject Beta for the procedure.”
                Trixie’s heat hammered in her chest as two more identical tables emerged from under the floor, stopping on either side of her. Unable to look away, she nearly vomited upon seeing the occupants of the new tables. Her last words, barely audible over the activating needles, sawblades, and other machines nevertheless resonated as she fought to get them out.
“Mom…Dad…?”
Upon hearing her words, the two ponies sat up and slowly turned their heads to look at the source of the noise. The last sight the showmare’s eyes took in before her existence was nullified was two piercing red beams staring at her from the machines that occupied their eye sockets.
Please…help us…
“Begin the procedure.”
***

“Ugh…” I groaned as I awoke from my slumber. I slowly sat up and shook my head; course corrections were never a pleasant way to wake up, especially when they…
Hold up, I thought as some of my senses returned. Why the Hell did we change…
“Owe, Goddamnit!” I yelled as a hard lurch threw me to the floor. “Computer, what happened?” I demanded, wanting to confirm what I already suspected. “Did we change course?”
“Affirmative.”
“On whose command?”
“The Great and Powerful Trixie.”
It was only when the computer informed me thusly that it occurred to me to check for my companion. Sure enough, she was absent from my quarters, and I was pretty sure I knew where she was. I wasted no time racing to the turbolift.
“Computer, bridge,” I mumbled with a yawn upon entering. Several questions tortured my half-asleep brain; why the course change? What had her so rattled? And better yet, why the Jesus Jetfuel Christ did I give her command codes to the ship?
I arrived on the bridge to find Trixie standing on her rear hooves, gripping the railing in front of the command seats with her forehooves, and staring out at the star-laced viewscreen. Even as the turbolift doors shut with an audible hiss signaling my arrival on the bridge, she continued to stare directly ahead.
“Um…Trix?” I asked hesitantly, slowly approaching from her right side. “Hey…you okay? What’s up?” By that point, we stood side-by-side on the bridge but only I was showing any signs of life.
Her stare never faltered. The expression on her face was a mix of determination and…abject fear? My only concerns swiftly became finding out what had her so worked up and, even more importantly, what I could do to help her.
“Hey now, it’s okay,” I assured her, gently wrapping my arms around her. To me relief, I felt her relax, if only slightly, as my arms protectively curled around her. For several minutes, all we did was stand there nearly motionless, in a one-sided hug. Finally, it became a two-sided one as I felt the little mare turn and wrap her front hooves around me. I knelt down and hugged her full-on, whispering assurances into her ear.
“Whatever it is, Trix, we’ll get through it together, I promise.” I murmured, giving her a little squeeze for good measure. I felt her nod against my shoulder, and took it as a sign that she was ready to talk. I gently lifted her chin up and planted a soft kiss on her lips. Immediately, her breathing became less staggered and she hugged me even tighter.
“If you don’t wanna tell me, it’s okay, I promise,” I assured her. “Still, I would appreciate it if you’d at least tell me why we changed course. Is there somewhere you want to go?” She nodded against me once again. I sighed; I could see where this was going. “Just…take your time and tell me when you’re ready, preferably before we get there.” I added, hoping a little humor would lift the cloud of melancholy that had engulfed my marefriend.
“Th…they’re in trouble.” she whispered into my shoulder.
Um…what? Okay, if ever my attention was undivided, that time was now. I had to know more and hoped my companion was in the mood to share. I took a deep breath.
“Who, Trix? Who’s in trouble?” I asked as gently as I could, given the circumstances.
“I have to help them…” she murmured.
“Is that why we changed course?” Another nod. “Okay, Trix, we’ll help them. I promise I’ll do whatever I can to help you help them, okay?” This time, she looked up at me with absolutely heart-wrenching eyes.
“You promise?” she whimpered.
“Anything for you, Trix,” I replied with a small smile. “I love you so much and…well, I’ll do anything to prove that.” Except sleep with you…shut it! Not the time!
“Thank you…” she murmured before falling asleep in my arms. I sighed and gently lifted her up before consulting the computer.
“Computer, where are we heading?”
“Destination is Sector 04-70, the Badlands, Cardassia Sector.”
My eyes widened. Cardassia. Even though there had been peace between the Federation and Cardassia for many years, I still didn’t relish the idea of actually travelling so deeply into their territory. And the Badlands, to boot. I had heard all about Voyager’s little foray into the Badlands before she had been pulled into the Delta Quadrant. Honestly, the whole idea of actually going there was giving me a serious case of the heebie-jeebies.
Man, I’m an odd duck, aren’t I? Afraid of doing the horizontal dance with no pants with her but okay with charging to the rescue straight into the heart of the galaxy’s Bermuda Triangle? Maybe all those Crispy Chex are warping my brain. And speaking of warping…
“Computer, how long until we reach our destination?”
“14 hours and 27 minutes.”
I sighed with relief; at the very least, a long flight at warp would give us some time to get some well-earned rest and hopefully some time for Trixie to relax. With that in mind, I gently carried my slumbering marefriend back to our quarters, laid down with her beside me and holding her against me, quickly fell asleep.
***

The next time I awoke, it was due to a grumbling stomach. Apparently, it had been long enough since my last meal that my body decided to voice its displeasure. Remembering the panic of the previous night, I quickly looked around for Trixie, sighing with relief as I found her snuggled up against me.
Right where I left you, I thought with a smile as I gently stroked her mane. As I administered comforting ministrations to my sleeping companion, I thought about what had transpired the previous…actually, when had that happened? Probably just super-early in the morning.
“Computer, time.” I stated as quietly as I could.
“The time is 1400 hours.”
Ugh. 2:00 in the afternoon. At least we got the sleep we needed. And by the looks of it, Trixie needed some more. Honestly, I thought about waking her up. Then, if nothing else, I could find out what was going on and who apparently needed our help.
“Mmm…Cole?” Wish granted, I thought as Trixie stirred beside me. She yawned and stretched and turned over so she was facing me.
“Hey, Trix,” I greeted, returning her morning hug. “Sleep well? Any…bad dreams?” At that, she fell silent and I could see that things weren’t as simple as I hoped. I sighed. “It wasn’t a dream, was it?”
“No…” the showmare confirmed. “Look, Cole…I can’t really explain it. I just…I just can’t ignore this feeling! It’s as if someone cried out for help and only I can help them!”
“I know, I know, that’s why I haven’t turned the ship around yet,” I replied. “I figured there’s no way you’d be joking about something so serious. Besides, if there’s anything I’ve learned from travelling with you, it’s that anything’s possible when there’s magic involved.”
Trixie’s mouth opened slightly as she looked up at me in surprise. I gave her a small smile.
“Besides, we’re all about adventure and being heroes, right?” I offered, while simultaneously thinking whether we want to be or not.
“I…guess so…” Trixie replied, still subdued.
“Don’t worry, Trix, I know this is about a lot more than just adventuring or being a hero. Whatever this is about…we’ll do it together.” I assured her.
“Thank you,” she replied, giving me a firm hug.
“So…you wanna tell me what we’re in for?” I asked after a pause.
“I…I suppose you have a right to know,” Trixie stated after taking a deep breath. “I saw…” Another deep breath. “I saw the Borg.”
Well, fuck me sideways with a garden rake. Now it was my turn to take a deep breath.
“Are you…” I shook my head; what a stupid question to ask. There’s only one species that even resembles the Borg and that’s the Borg. If she saw Borg, I was willing to bet everything that’s what we were in for. Which was, ironically, exactly what I was doing by agreeing to this. I took the opportunity that my unfinished question presented me with to adapt my question. “Okay, Borg. How…exactly did you see them?” According to Starfleet, there hadn’t been a Borg ship sighted in the area for a very long time.
“I…I’m not sure,” Trixie admitted. “It was kind of like a dream but felt way too real. It’s almost like…someone was trying to communicate with me.” I nodded in understanding, wondering if it had been a dream whether or not Luna would’ve shown up and made it nice.
“So…telepathy?” I asked. She nodded. “Okay…then do know who was trying to communicate with you?”
“I…I think it was…my mother…” she finished quietly.
I did a double-take. If there was one subject we didn’t talk about a lot, it was her parents. I had asked once or twice out of curiosity, mostly because Trixie never brought them up, but those conversations never got far at Trixie insistence. I was starting to get the feeling that shit just got very, very real.
“Your…your mother?” I asked in confirmation. “But…how’s the even possible? Aren’t your parents back on Equestria? What the Hell would they be doing out here?”
“I don’t know!” Trixie cried, silencing me instantly. She took a few ragged breaths before continuing. “I don’t know how that’s possible. All I know is that I have to find out!”
“Okay, I’m with you on that one,” I assured her. “Say that’s actually what’s going on; how did you receive that message in the first place? The ship had no records of any communications except for the usual Federation news subspace broadcasts and stuff.” Could there have been a message piggybacked on one of those usual communiques or something, I wondered.
“Some unicorns are able to communicate telepathically if they can learn the spell,” Trixie explained. “It’s really hard to do but my mom was able to learn it and eventually teach it to me.” I nodded appreciatively; even though we’d been travelling together for months, the little showmare was still taking me to school. “Still, you had to be pretty close for it to work, like no more than 10 or 15 hooves apart.”
“So what you’re saying is that telepathy was the only way she could’ve contacted you, yet it’s impossible over long distance.” I summarized. Trixie nodded. That’s when a gut-wrenching thought crossed my mind; the Borg were masters at long-range communication. Borg drones could communicate with the Collective over extremely long distances using special cortical implants. Even though those were designed to only work with other Borg, there was a chance that they could’ve adapted it for…other users, maybe of the magic-wielding variety. If that’s how the message got all the way to Trixie…I shuddered to think of what might have already happened.
Oh, and the notion of magic-wielding Borg was enough to make my stomach turn. Seriously, what a revolting idea.
“Cole?” I shook my head, trying to clear it. If we were gonna boogie with the Borg, I needed a clear head. Hell, we both did. I hoped that with our mission being so emotionally-charged that we could pull it off without losing our heads.
“Sorry, it’s just a lot to take in.” I replied. It was true; I had a lot more questions, which is where a long journey at warp can come in handy. “If you don’t mind, Trix, I would like to know more about your parents. We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to but…”
“No, it’s okay,” she answered, and rather resolutely at that, surprising me. “You deserve to know, since I’m basically dragging you into this.”
“You’re not dragging me into anything, Trix,” I interjected, giving her another hug and quick kiss on the top of her head (whilst avoiding the horn). “I love you, and that means I’m willing to follow you anywhere. Having said that, why don’t we give Captain Remy or Captain Sisko a shout and see if there’s been any Borg activity in the area?” Hey, I’m a lover, not an idiot.
“That’s a good idea,” Trixie agreed. “Maybe it was just a dream after all.” I doubted it and I’m sure she didn’t believe it either but I chose to stick to the topic at hand. After all, why exacerbate for no reason?
“So anyway…why don’t you tell me about your parents?” I continued. She nodded and took a deep breath.
“My parents ran a small cafe in Baltimare. We didn’t have a lot but we made a living and were happy with it. I guess that’s why my parents always pushed me to study magic. They always hoped that someday, I’d be good enough to get into Princess Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns. With that, they said I could have a better life than I ever dreamed.” She paused before continuing. “Since they couldn’t afford the trip to Canterlot when I was a filly, we had to wait until I was older and the café was finally making money. By then, they wanted nothing more than for me to be accepted into the school’s junior program for unicorns who hadn’t been accepted as foals but still showed enough promise as older colts and fillies to get in.” For the first time, Trixie’s face took on a slightly happier expression as she continued to reminisce.
“I remember that day like it was yesterday,” she said. “I was on my way to the school, practicing a few spells as I walked. On the way, I passed a couple with a crying foal. They tried everything to calm her down but the poor thing just wouldn’t. Since I still had some time before my audition, I decided to help. I conjured up a few illusions and soon, the foal had stopped crying and was actually laughing and smiling!” I smiled as Trixie’s small smile grew larger as if she was picturing the event in her head, which I was sure she was.
“Before I knew it, ponies started gathering around us, wondering who was creating such realistic and fantastic illusions. I was so excited, I just kept going and as the show went on, they started cheering and applauding! I knew then and there that that was what I wanted to do. Unfortunately, my parents didn’t agree. They saw showponies as travelling con artists who swindled ponies out of their bits in exchange for some cheap tricks or sleight-of-hoof.” Her face went south and her expression went with it.
“That was also when my cutie mark appeared.” She saw the questioning look on my face and quickly elaborated. “At first, they must’ve thought it was just a phase, like I gotten caught up in the moment. But when I showed them and they realized I had got it as a result of what I’d experienced…they must’ve thought their dream for me was done. Our argument that night was…” She shivered, prompting me to hold her closely. “It was bad enough that it took me so long to finally get my cutie mark but to get it for a reason they honestly hated…it was more than they could take. They threatened to kick me out if I pursued what I wanted, so…I ran away.”
“Whoa, that’s heavy…” I murmured, trying to compute what she’d just shared. No wonder she never wanted to talk about it. “Why couldn’t you have done both?” I asked. “Like, gone to magic school first and then pursued the career you wanted?”
“It wouldn’t have made any difference,” Trixie explained, shaking her head. “Even if I had completed the program, they would’ve hated my choice either way. They would’ve wanted me to work as an arch-mage or teach or something. I just…I couldn’t see myself doing any of that! I wanted the choice to do what I wanted, to go where I wanted, to make ponies laugh and smile!” She sniffed loudly and wiped her eyes.
Hmm, maybe that’s why she was so desperate to answer the call. If there was anything I could do to help her reunite with her folks and help them bury the hatchet, then you could bet your ass I’d do it. Still, I wisely decided not to push the issue any further.
“Well…that definitely clears things up,” I stated slowly. “I’m so sorry you had to go through all of that, I truly am,” I added, squeezing her tightly to me again. She returned the hug and planted small kisses all over my cheek. At least she wasn’t mad at me for pressing for information. “It wasn’t fair to you at all. They should’ve supported you and been there all the way.” To my surprise, she wiped her eyes and continued.
“I…I spent the next 10 years on the road, travelling with circuses and other entertainment ponies, learning everything I could. Sometimes, I…I had to do some…things I’m not proud of just to survive.”
Wait, what? Did I really know so little about my companion? Trixie must’ve caught the look making its way onto my face because her eyes widened and she held up her forehooves defensively.
“No, no, nothing like that, I swear!” she exclaimed. “Just…like, begging for food and stuff…”
“It’s okay, Trix, I understand,” I assured her, maintaining the hug. “You had to do what you had to do. And look where that got you, hmm? You’re the most famous Equestrian outside of Equestria, you’ve got fans all over two quadrants, you’ve rescued thousands of people, and you’ve got the most dedicated companion you could ever hope for. All in all, I’d say you’ve done alright. And you know what?” I added as we looked into each other’s eyes. “I think your parents would be real proud of what their daughter has accomplished, even with everything that happened in the past.”
“Thanks, Cole,” Trixie whispered, planting a deep kiss on my lips, which I eagerly returned. “You have no idea how much this means to me. And…maybe you were right.”
“About what?”
“About…y’know…getting things off my chest. I…I actually feel a little better now.” This time, my sigh of relief was outward and noticeable. “You sound relieved,” Trixie added with a small laugh.
“Yeah, I am,” I admitted. “I hate to see you upset so as soon as you feel better, I feel better, too. I’m kinda vicarious that way.”
“I’ve noticed.” the showmare agreed. There was a pause as we sat and cuddled, content to enjoy each other’s company as much as we could before all Hell broke loose…again. “How long until we get to the Badlands?” she asked.
“Computer, what’s our ETA?” I asked.
“The estimated time of arrival to your destination is 8 hours and 37 minutes.”
“So…cuddle, then nap?” Trixie proposed.
“Definitely.”
We were gonna need all the energy we could get.
***

“You have arrived at your destination.”
The computer’s announcement was almost a moot point; Trixie and I had been up for a couple of hours already preparing ourselves for a possible confrontation with the Borg (which I still hoped was just a case of bad dreams). I know what you’re thinking, and I kind of agree. What we were doing was impulsive and probably extremely stupid, not to mention the obvious fact that if it did come down to a shit-fight with the Collective, we were hopelessly, hilariously outgunned. But we had something the Borg didn’t and had no way to counter (I hoped): magic.
Yeah, a little cheesy but Trixie was still kind of a powerhouse, if you hadn’t already noticed. Not to mention Captain Sisko’s generous allotment of 12 photon torpedoes currently sitting in the ship’s torpedo room. Of course, that had been on the condition that we use them with extreme discretion but I was grateful for them now.
What? It’s a tough galaxy out there, and with our track record, we needed all the help we could get. Besides, we’d already proven ourselves to be the good guys. The added firepower just helped us be even better at it.
“Hey Trix, we’re here,” I announced as the showmare vaporized another training drone. I had taken the liberty of downloading one of Admiral Janeway’s Borg boarding party simulations, just in case we got up close and personal. We had done fairly well all things considered, although Trixie had been a one-mare wrecking machine. Even if we went down, the Collective was gonna know they’d been in a fight.
Or they’d swat us aside like mosquitos and we’d all become one big happy family.
“Computer, end program,” Trixie exclaimed, trotting over to me. “So…now what?” she asked.
“I honestly have no idea, Trix,” I confessed. “I mean, I told the computer to scan for Borg energy signatures and transwarp activity and so far, the Ranger’s found squat. If they’re out there somewhere, they obviously don’t want to be found.” I surmised, hoping that they hadn’t suddenly become obsessed with cloaking.
Invisible magical Borg. Make it stop.
“Well, we can’t just give up!” Trixie exclaimed, heading for the door and I assumed, the bridge. “We have to find them, or at least find out if I’m just crazy.”
“Look, I don’t think you’re crazy,” I stated as we made our way to the turbolift. “It’s just that the Borg aren’t exactly known for playing hide and seek. They kinda just…steamroll everything.”
“Maybe if they’re hiding, that means something happened to them,” Trixie mused as we rode up to the bridge. “What if their ship’s damaged? We could actually pull this off!” I had to admit that the idea, however unlikely, was appealing. If a Borg ship is damaged enough, most of the population aboard will go into a kind of hibernation, during which time energy and resources are put towards repairing the ship. During that time, most of the drones aboard simply replenish their energy and undergo repairs in booths called alcoves during a process called regeneration. That is the only time a caper like ours could actually be pulled off without disaster.
“I sincerely hope you’re right, Trix,” I said as we entered the bridge. I took my usual seat while Trixie took the one opposite. As per usual, neither of us occupied the captain’s chair. “Computer, scan for Borg energy signatures.”
“There are no Borg energy signatures with scanning range.”
“Can you boost the range or the power of the scanner?” Trixie asked.
“I don’t think so. I already have it at maximum range. Maybe if Scotty showed up out of nowhere, we’d have a chance.” That’s when an interesting thought crossed my mind.
“Hey Trix, could you boost the range or power somehow?” I asked out of curiosity.
“Me? What makes you think I can?” she countered, and rightly so. Just ‘cause she could summon a fleet out of thin air didn’t mean she could interface directly with our technology.
“I dunno, just a thought,” I mused.
“There might be another way.” Trixie murmured after a pause. I turned to her.
“Really? How?”
“If Trixie could send a message along the same magical frequency as the one she received last night, she might be able to lock onto the source of the signal.”
“…allowing us to find them!” I exclaimed. Wait a tic, I thought. Why does that sound so familiar and why does a Scimitar, Captain Picard, and an angry clone come to mind? I shook my head, dismissing the thought. There was no way anyone else had thought of something like this, nuh-uh. “Well, I’m on board with that if you are, Trix. You sure you’re up for this?” She took a deep breath and looked resolutely out at the massive swirling columns of orange and yellow plasma.
“Trixie is ready.” With that, she closed her eyes and lit up her horn. Silence reigned over the bridge as she searched for the signal’s source. I figured it was a lot like playing Marco Polo; the first “Marco” had been last night’s signal, which we answered with “Polo”. Now, we were the ones yelling “Marco” and I hoped that the answer wouldn’t be something like “You will be assimilated”. I looked over at my companion, who was clearly very deep in concentration. I could see her lips moving as her mind searched the abyss for that elusive signal. Suddenly, her eyes flew open and she looked directly at me.
“Got it! Go to these coordinates! They should be somewhere in that area!” she exclaimed, showing me on the navigational grid.
“Yes ma’am!” I replied with a quick salute. “Computer, take us to these coordinates, full impulse!”
“Affirmative. Estimated time to destination is two minutes and twelve seconds.”
“Figures they’d be right under our noses, huh?” I asked.
“Yeah.” Trixie replied with a small nod.
“Hey, you okay? That thing you did…it didn’t, like, disturb you or anything, did it?” She shook her head.
“No. It was like…shouting into a huge empty room and waiting for someone to answer. Except that someone actually does even though you can’t see them.” She saw the look of confusion on my face. “Sorry, it’s really hard to explain without using magic terms.”
“It’s all good, I think I get it.” I assured her.
“Destination reached.”
“Holy crap, that was quick,” I commented. “Computer, begin scans for…”
“Cole, look!” Trixie interjected, gesturing to the viewscreen.
“My God…” I murmured as nothing less than a titanic Borg Cube came into view in front of us. Even though we were still a fair distance from the vessel, it still dwarfed the Ranger and sent a chill down my spine. This was it. We were way too close not to be detected. Any second now, we’d hear that chilling ultimatum and then…well, you know the rest. Any second now.
Any second now.
Seriously, any second now.
…Hmm…
“Cole…what’s going on?” Trixie asked, clearly confused as well.
“Computer, scan the Borg ship and display scan results on the viewscreen.” I exclaimed. A second later, the results appeared for us to study. It was too good to be true.
“It looks like they’re pretty worse for wear,” Trixie commented as we looked over the damaged Cube. “It doesn’t look like much’s happening over there.”
“I can’t believe it,” I murmured. “They’re in regeneration mode! All of their power is being used to repair the ship and by the looks of the damage, it won’t be done for a few more hours!”
“Does that mean we can go over there without getting assimilated?” Trixie asked.
“Well, we’re gonna have to be really careful and not draw too much attention to ourselves but…” I took a deep breath, scarcely believing what I was about to say. “If there was ever a time to check it out, this is it.”
“Okay…then let’s do it.” Trixie stated resolutely. “Time to find out if I’m crazy or not.”
“Well, seeing as you predicted a Borg Cube in the middle of nowhere, I’d say you’re not quite ready to ride the crazy train.” I reminded her. “I think Arkham will have to wait.”
“That’s true but why didn’t the computer find it?” Trixie asked as we headed for the turbolift. “A ship this size is pretty obvious.”
“It must be masking its energy signature so it doesn’t get caught and destroyed while regenerating,” I replied. “That means it’ll take even longer for them to repair it seeing as they’re dedication so much power to concealing the ship.”
“Then we should have quite a while.”
“Sure looks that way. Alright, let’s go through this one last time.” Trixie nodded as I pulled up the checklist of gear for away-missions to Borg vessels, as recommended by Janeway. “Tricorder?”
“Check.” Trixie replied, momentarily levitating hers out of one of the pouches of her belt (thanks, Garak) before replacing it.
“Good. Phaser equipped with a rotating modulation?” Trixie nodded and repeated the previous motion, this time with the hand phaser.
“Check.”
“Hopefully, we won’t even have to use them,” I added. “I guess that’s all. Hopefully, we’ll get away with just using tricorders.”
“But what if we end up actually having to fight?” Trixie asked, and for good reason. Wasn’t the whole point of this operation to perform some kind of rescue?
“Well then, we shoot only what needs to be shot, and nothing more. It’s only be a matter of time before the Borg adapt to our weapons. We have to make every shot count or we’re beyond screwed.” I explained. “Once we beam over, I’ll tell the Ranger to back off out of weapon’s range just in case they wake up early. I’ve also ordered the computer to keep a transporter lock on us at all times for the same reason.”
“Got it.” Trixie replied.
“Don’t worry, I’ve taken every precaution,” I assured her, kneeling down to face her. “With any luck, this should go off without a hitch.” It was then that the showmare took an opportunity to pull me in for a kiss.
“I know you’ve done everything you can to keep us safe, and I truly appreciate it,” Trixie told me softly. “But I want you to know that I’m going to do my best to keep you safe too, okay? No metal monster is gonna hurt you while the Great and Powerful Trixie is around!” I couldn’t help but smile at her declaration. She could handle a lot, that was true, but this was a whole new ballgame.
“Well then…let’s do this.” I replied, taking her hoof in my hand. “Computer, beam us to the least-populated yet still habitable part of the Borg ship.” And with a glittering shower of blue and white, we were gone.
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                The funny thing about Borg ships is that even if you’ve never been aboard one before (and pray that you never do), you’ll still know you’re aboard a Borg ship. That was one of the feelings that came over me the second we materialized inside the damaged Cube. What were the other feelings? Oh, just the usual suspects associated with the most prolific bionic zombies in the galaxy; dread, foreboding, a sudden urge to projectile-vomit, and so on.
If Trixie was experiencing any of the aforementioned feelings, she was doing a good job of hiding it. No sooner had we materialized and performed the first (of many, to be sure) proximity checks, she had closed her eyes, lit up her horn, and began to search for the signal once again. Meanwhile, I kept my phaser at the ready but not in an aggressive way; any Borg we encountered were less likely to go after us if they didn’t perceive us as a threat. Brandishing a ray gun like Rambo would’ve surely landed us in the ‘threat’ category.
We stayed as quiet as we could while traversing the eerie corridors of the Cube, encountering very few active drones. Most were regenerating in their alcoves and the ones that weren’t were far too busy conducting repairs to give us a first glance, much less a second. Needless to say, I felt pretty lucky…relatively speaking, that is.
I ducked to avoid another spark-spitting conduit and paused to wipe my brow…again. Borg vessels were notoriously hot and humid, making our journey through it as physically nerve-wracking as it was mentally. For her part, Trixie didn’t seem to care; she soldiered on, her horn alight, following some kind of beacon visible only to her, and saying very little.
As in, almost nothing. Diddly-squat. Silent as a sphinx. You get the idea. Ever since we’d arrived, she’d been in Bloodhound Mode, only caring about finding whomever it was that so urgently needed her help.
What I had managed to gather from her was the name of our destination, the ‘bio-analysis laboratory in Sub-Junction 04’. At least we had an idea of what we were gonna find, for better or for worse. It was clear that whatever unholy science project we encountered was gonna be a key to ferreting out this mystery.
“Oof!” I exhaled as I ran right into something Trixie-shaped. I looked down at her then up at the massive sliding door in front of us. “This is it, isn’t it?” I asked softly. Trixie nodded.
“This…is where the signal is strongest.” Trixie confirmed.
“So all we have to do is get through this massive locked door that’s probably like three feet thick of solid Borg metal.” I summarized. “I don’t suppose you’ve got an ‘Open Sesame’ spell up your sleeve…hey!” I shouted and jumped back in surprise as a white-hot beam courtesy of Trixie’s horn began making its way down the center of the door, sending a shower of sparks to the floor. “I guess that works too,” I mused as the determined showmare continued to cut her way through the Borg metal.
Although I knew her magic to be remarkably powerful, I could see that cutting into a sensitive (and probably well-guarded) area of a Borg cube was going to take a while. I opened my mouth, then closed it, thinking hard about what I wanted to say. If Trixie’s ‘visions’ or ‘messages’ or whatever were right, then there was something behind that door. Something she might not be prepared to deal with. On that note, I decided to do my best to bolster her.
“Hey, Trix,” I began as she reached the halfway point on the door, sparks flying from both her horn and the point of contact between the metal and her magical beam. “Look…whatever’s behind that door…I want you to know that I’ve got your back.” Instinctively, I gave her a soft pat on the back, feeling her muscles relax momentarily under my touch. A good sign, all things considered.
After a few moments, the doors were finally unsealed. Without any hesitation, Trixie engulfed both sliding doors with her magic and fearlessly forced them apart. I winced at the horrible screech as the doors protested, and I was sure that every Borg in the entire Cube had some vague idea of what was going on right under their noses.
Fortunately, Trixie had the good sense not to open them more than was necessary to easily slip in and out. Still, it looked like quite an effort but if it was, she showed no indication of fatigue. I shouldn’t have been too surprised considering her past magical exploits but it still baffled me as to how powerful she had become. That’s probably the only reason I wasn’t having a good old-fashioned freak-out at being in a Borg Cube; as corny as it sounds, Trixie made me feel safe. At the same time, I couldn’t help but wonder if the feeling was mutual.
“Cole!” Trixie hissed, shaking me from my thoughts. She motioned for me to follow her into the large room. I obliged, slowly making my way through the gap in the doors, phaser at the ready. My palms were sweaty, knees weak, arms were heavy, there was vomit in my sweater already, mom’s spaghetti…  
I know. Ha ha. I’m sure I’ll pay for that later. Still, that would be an appropriate description of the foreboding feeling that engulfed me as quickly as the sudden darkness. Not pitch-black mind you, but not exactly bright either. The only obvious trait about the room was its size. In a way, it reminded me of that horrible laboratory I had busted Trixie out of a few months back. I shivered at the thought, hoping that this wasn’t anything like that.
I looked around, squinting in the poor light conditions, trying to gather as much visual data as I could before remembering the tricorder at my waist. I rolled my eyes at my own stupidity and promptly began scanning for anything that might tell us where we were.
All the while, Trixie stuck close-by, using her horn’s light to guide us through the room. While the overall style and layout was pretty typical of Borg vessels, a few things stood out, none of which I was particularly fond of. An extra specimen-sized tube here, some kind of operating table there, all manner of augmentation machine…
Yep, definitely some kind of science lab, which my tricorder agreed with. As I studied the readings, the room suddenly became brighter, making us both jump. Instinctively, I brandished my phaser while Trixie’s horn lit up, along with the Amulet around her neck. A few tense seconds ticked by as we waited with baited breath.
Nothing.
“Maybe the ship’s lighting was damaged and they just repaired it,” I offered by way of explanation. It was plausible; the Cube had been damaged rather heavily, after all. At least, that’s what I hoped.
“Y-you’re probably right,” Trixie replied as the glow of her horn lessened. “Should we keep going?” she asked quietly. I couldn’t blame her; even with her determination (and general stubbornness), everyone’s nerves had their limits.
“I’m willing to if you are,” I whispered back. “We should see this through…right, Trix?” She took a deep breath.
“Yes. Yes we should. Let’s keep going.” I nodded, glad to see she hadn’t lost her nerve.
We proceeded cautiously through the room, mostly to take in as much as we could now that we could see farther than 15 feet. Although, looking at everything there was to see, I found myself wishing it had stayed in the darkness. I guess ignorance really is bliss. Borg. Just…no, I thought with another shiver.
“Oof,” I hissed as I again bumped into something Trixie-shaped. “Trix? What’s…up…” My voice trailed off and I found myself utterly speechless as we beheld the sight before us.
Strapped to two identical operating tables was a pegasus stallion and a unicorn mare, both mostly assimilated. However, that wasn’t what made my stomach instantly tie itself in knots and threaten to release its contents onto the floor. It was the pained declaration that came from my companion several agonizing moments later.
“Mom…Dad?”
Silence reigned as we stood there dumbly, not sure how to react. Well, not at first anyway.
“Oh, Trixie…” I whispered. “I’m so sorry…this is…is…” No words. I had no words that could properly describe what I felt for her in that moment. “I’m so, so sorry.” I eventually repeated.
She only stood and stared in grave silence. I knelt down beside her and as gently as I could, placed my arm about her shoulders.
Instantly, I felt her collapse into my arms as if suddenly struck dead. She had gone cold and listless, completely at the mercy of the sorrow and sheer sadness within her. I hugged her close and held her, rubbing her back and massaging her shoulders, hoping to somehow rub some life back into her.
“T…Trixie…?”
The tattered voice that then uttered her name wasn’t mine. I looked up and my eyes widened in shock as the unicorn stirred, slowly bringing her head up enough to get a better look at us. It was then that I caught something in the unicorn’s eye that I could scarcely believe: a twinkle, the spark of an individual mind. A free mind.
I nearly choked as I realized what was going on. Even mostly assimilated, this unicorn had managed to retain some of her individuality and remain free from the Collective…at least for the time being. Maybe, just maybe…there was hope. A chance to free them from this foul existence and reunite a family.
The pegasus, however…was a different story. His eyes glazed over and no longer shone with the spark of individuality.
“M…Mom?” the showmare whispered back, lifting her head from my shoulder. “Is…is that really you?” There was desperation in her voice as she reached out to the pony in front of her.
“Oh…Trixie…my little one…” the unicorn replied. Although her tone was weak, the relieved undertone spoke volumes.
“I’m getting you both out of here,” Trixie whispered as she shakily stood up. “Cole, help me with this!” she ordered, pushing against her mother’s restraints with her forehooves. I was about to comply when her mother gently nudged her daughter’s hoof and shook her head.
“It’s…too late…for us…” she croaked, making us pause our efforts. “You…have to…get out…while you can…”
“But…but…” Trixie stammered before shaking her head. “No…no…NO! I’m not leaving you! Cole, help me get them out, help me get them out!” Her tone had become panicked and she worked with desperation to free her captive parents. Her hooves shook as she pushed and beat the metal straps, her magic forgotten.
“Trixie…”
“No, Mom, we’re getting out of here. We’re all getting out.”
“Trixie…”
“You and Dad and me…we’re gonna be together again. A family. That’s why I have to get you out. I have to get you out…” Trixie mumbled as she tried in vain to release them.
“Trixie…please…listen…”
The desperation in her mother’s voice prompted her to stop and do what was asked.
“I’m…so sorry…for bring you here…to this horrible place,” she began. Trixie just nodded dumbly and held her mother’s hoof in hers. “But…I had to tell you…had to tell you that…we love you, Trixie.”
“Mom…” Trixie croaked, barely holding back tears.
“We always have and…always will. Even when…we had our…differences…we never stopped loving you. It just…took us a long time…to realize how truly…special you are and…how you….needed to find…your destiny. Even though it…wasn’t what we…thought it should be…we only ever wanted you…to be happy.” Her mother’s voice had become even more strained and it was clear that she didn’t have much time left before her mind became part of the Collective.
“Mom…I…I love you too!” Trixie blurted out with a series of heavy sobs as she buried her face into her mom’s chest, ignoring the metal plating and protruding implants. “I…I don’t care about w-what happened in the p-p-past! I don’t care! I…I always loved you and Dad too!” I felt my eyes fill with tears at the heartrending display in front of me. “I need you guys! I-I need you both in my life! Please…I want us to be a family again…”
“We always were, my little one,” her mother replied softly with a small smile. “And we always will be. Even if we’re in…different places…we’re still…a family. And we’ll…always love you…”
At that, any semblance of control Trixie had managed to hold on to was gone in a maelstrom of tears and crying. I could only look on as she sobbed and howled into her mother’s chest.
It was then that my communicator suddenly beeped, prompting me to absentmindedly answer the hail.
“Warning. Borg Cube regeneration cycle is nearly complete. Eight minutes until all systems are functional.” Oh no, I thought. As if the situation wasn’t shitty enough. There’s no choice; we’ve gotta get out of here.
I don’t know if it was because she heard my communicator or because of her near-assimilation but something made Trixie’s mother perk up and gently nudge her crying daughter.  
“Look at me…” she gently instructed. Trixie did so, her short facial fur matted and stained with tears. “Now…I need you…to be brave. You…need to get out here…before they…get you too…”
“No, Mom, I’m not leaving you!” Trixie insisted.
“Please, Trixie…you need to escape…and live your life…the way you want to. Please…follow your heart…and…create your own destiny. Do it…for your father…and I…please…” her mother pleaded before crying out.
“Mom!” Trixie cried as pain wracked the older unicorn’s body.
“I…I’m out of time…go now…little one…be safe and…be happy! We love you…so much…you’re…our Great and Powerful Trixie…” With that, her eyes slowly closed and her head fell back against the cold metal.
As much as I hated to do it, I knew we had to go. Even if the assimilation process could be reversed, there simply wasn’t enough time. Any second now, the Cube would return to full power and head back to Borg space, in which case we’d be royally and completely fucked and her parents would’ve died for nothing. I couldn’t let that happen.
“Trixie…we have to go,” I stated as gently as I could, despite the urgency of the situation.
“No! I’m not leaving them!” she shouted, shaking her head wildly in defiance before returning her attention to her mother. “Mom…Dad…MOM!” she screamed, beating her hooves against the table.
She gasped in surprise as the elder unicorn’s head suddenly jerked back up and turned to stare at her. For a moment, there was a glimmer of hope in the younger unicorn’s eye as she looked back, trying not to be blinded by the red laser-like beam emanating from the piece covering her mother’s left eye. I watched as her mother’s mouth opened, prompting Trixie to lean in close.
“Resistance is futile.”
I’d never seen anyone break like Trixie did at that very moment, the moment when all hope was lost and her worst fears were confirmed. She simply tilted her head back and screamed.
I winced and covered my ears as her scream became a terrifying, phantasmal wail. Her amulet began to shine with a blinding blue and white light and rattled against her chest. I could only watch in terror as lightning crackled along her body like a storm, and couldn’t help but take a shaky step back as she slowly rose into the air. When her eyes opened, they were completely white and her face was twisted in absolute fury. A tornado-like buildup of magical energy engulfed her horn and I barely had time to duck before she released it, sending me flying back several feet.
Blinding piercing beams gored the inside of the Borg Cube like a dozen spears through a fish as Trixie utterly lost control. The buildup of energy at her horn rotated, causing the beams to slice through the vessel like nothing I’d ever seen. The Borg were experiencing the full wrath of a truly furious Trixie.
We had to get out before things went any further. I took a deep breath, got to my knees, and began the slow, difficult crawl back to my companion. The pressure she was releasing made the journey extremely difficult, as if I was battling a windstorm, but still I pressed on, desperate and determined to end this nightmare. Staying low to avoid the damaging rays and being thrown again, I inched my way forward, finally reaching her, at which point I simply jumped up and grabbed her.
It was the only thing I could think of at that moment. To this day, I’m not sure what prompted me to do something so risky. I could’ve been incinerated or sliced into twenty pieces by Trixie’s beam. Still, even knowing all that, I risked life and limb to reach my Trixie.
“I love you, Trix,” I sobbed as I held her tightly against me, ignoring the shocks her body was conducting. “I love you. It’s okay. You’re gonna be okay. Please…come back to me, Trixie. Come back to me…”
I must’ve repeated those same phrases a hundred times. But if that was what it was gonna take, then I’d do it ten thousand times. Anything to bring her back to the world.
“Cole…” she murmured, looking up at me, not with blank eyes of cold fury, but with her beautiful light-purple ones, the ones I’d fallen in love with.
“Hey, Trix,” I replied with a small smile of relief. “Don’t worry, we’re going home now. Computer, get us out of here now!”
With that, we returned to the Ranger.
***

The second we were back on board, I gently set Trixie down in my seat while I took the captain’s chair, at which time I also ordered a scan of the Cube. Even after Trixie’s rampage, the Cube was still functional and from what the computer could tell, about to engage its transwarp drive.
A cold chill ran through me as I realized what we had to do. The Borg couldn’t be allowed to keep Trixie’s parents. If they were ever able to harness their magical abilities…
“Computer, arm photon torpedoes and prepare to fire, full spread!” I exclaimed, hoping with all of my might that Trixie would find it in her heart to forgive me for what I was about to do. To my right, Trixie sat up and looked at me with an expression of desperation.
“Torpedoes armed. Ready to fire.”
“I’m sorry, Trix,” I said softly, bowing my head. “But I can’t let the Borg take them." With that, I went to push the fire button on my chair’s console.
My hand never made it.
I looked down in shock as a blue hoof pushed my hand away from the button before pressing it itself. We then watched as six torpedoes rushed towards the Borg Cube like red shooting stars before impacting the vessel and tearing it up with a series of explosions along the hull. I felt the Ranger get thrown around a bit by the explosion and shudder from the impact of several pieces of the Cube’s hull hitting my ship.
I looked back at Trixie, only to find the seat empty.
“Computer, where is Trixie?” I demanded in a mad panic.
“The Great and Powerful Trixie is in her quarters.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. After everything that had just happened, some rest and time to reconcile was just what we needed. As long as she didn’t do something terrible…the thought of her self-harming almost made me throw up. After ordering the computer to keep a close eye on her and constantly monitor her physical well-being, I stretched out my sore body and began trying to work out in my head what was going on and what it meant for us down the line. I didn’t know much but I did know that this was gonna take a long time to settle, especially for Trixie. Until then, all I could do was be there for her in any and every way I could. With that in mind, I settled into my seat and set us on course for Deep Space Nine.          
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	As each torch came to life, more and more of their life-giver revealed itself, its shadow dancing along with the flames as it made its way down the dusty stone corridor. It soon emerged into a sizeable chamber lined with many torches along the curved walls and began to light them in sequence, the first torch lighting the second, and so on until the room became aglow with firelight. Its task complete, the figure moved to the center of the room, kneeling before a small altar and lowering its hood.
Said act revealed the visage of a solidly-built man, perhaps in his fifties, possessing a strong, chiseled face, shoulder-length greying hair that barely touched the tip of his shoulders and the deep-red cape that cascaded down his body, concealing a highly-polished suit of armor. Ancient works of art and intricate, majestic runes adorned each metal segment and each exquisitely-etched line seemed to glow in the ethereal light of the torches, bringing the images depicted on the armor to life.
The man murmured quietly as he brought a finger to his chest, moving it from the top of the red t-shaped symbol emblazoned on the chest plate down to the bottom before bringing it up halfway and moving it to the left, then finally to the right. Hands clasped firmly together, the man then bowed his head and continued his near-silent liturgy. After several moments, he returned to his feet and unslung the longsword at his hip, the blade shining in the torchlight as its own runes danced on the polished blade. His head still bowed, he laid the sword on the stone altar before returning to his knees, fists clenched tightly at his side.
“My sword and my soul for the deliverance of the human race. My sword and my soul for the deliverance of the human race.” The man repeated this over and over like a mantra, eyes closed and hands clasped at his chest once more. “My sword and my soul for the…” He paused as a communicator beeped from somewhere under his cape and armor. Retrieving it from a hidden pocket, he held it up.
“I’m sorry to interrupt you sir, but you’re needed on the bridge. It’s time.” There was a pause as the man’s eyes widened, revealing a fiery spirit within them that matched the flame of the torches.
“Are you certain?”
“Yes sir. We’ve completed our scan of the space-time continuum and have determined the precise time and place at which to act.”
“Excellent. Soon, every human soul in the galaxy shall know true Sanctity and the majesty of the Great Divine.” The man spoke deeply as if his voice was as ancient as the runes inscribed on his gear. “Take us to Sector 001, maximum transwarp. The time of Deliverance is upon us!”
***

Acting Captain’s personal log, Stardate…blargh. It’s been two weeks since the death of Trixie’s parents and the whole ship feels like it’s stuck in a cloud of misery. I remember very vividly when the destruction of Romulus took my parents away from me but…this is completely different. I mean, it’s terrible to say but…at least mine went quickly and painlessly. Trixie’s…weren’t so lucky. To be assimilated right before your own daughter and to be that daughter watching it happen…I can think of few things more terrible to experience.
 It’s also been two weeks since I last laid eyes on her. She’s been holed up in her quarters and nothing I’ve done has helped in the slightest. I feel so helpless right now it’s almost surreal; even worse, I don’t know if she’s angry with me for what I almost did…or what I tried to do. I mean, yeah, she stopped me and did it herself but still…why? Did she not want me to live with the guilt even though there was no other way to stop them from suffering even more? Or was it a simple mistake, a slip of her hoof at the wrong time? While her actions seemed pretty deliberate, I’ve spent a fortnight wondering about that. Either way…I’m not looking forward to the inevitable talk we we’re gonna have to sort this out.
I know I can’t rush her. These things can’t be rushed. Even though you wish you could rush them. Two weeks isn’t a long time, especially when you’re touring interstellar space, but when you’re alone and overthinking everything, it might as well be months. Or years.
Poor Trix…
No one deserves to go through what she did.
In the meantime, I’ve tried to stay as busy as possible. Per my new job as a Starfleet courier, Sisko’s been sending me around the local systems on pick-up and delivery assignments. It’s not the most glamorous job but it’s better than wandering aimlessly from station to station, wondering how I was gonna eat that day or stop my ship from imploding. Forcing myself to interact with others and be productive has helped but it goes without saying that I’d be a Hell of a lot happier if my companion was in better spirits.
 Sisko agreed, of course. I actually had a lengthy discussion with him about what happened (along with submitting a full report per Starfleet regulations), which is part of the reason I decided to get back to action so quickly after such a traumatic event. He believes that if Trixie sees me doing something good and constructive, it’ll prompt her to do the same and she’ll feel better faster.
I hope he’s right… (End recording)
***

“I see,” Sisko mused, stroking his chin. I sat across from him, absentmindedly tossing his prized baseball from hand to hand. “She still hasn’t come out of her quarters?”
“Yes sir,” I replied with a pronounced frown. “Frankly, I’m out of ideas! I’ve tried everything from coaxing her out with Crispy Chex to offering to take her to Equestria for a few weeks if Starfleet would allow it. I’ve tried keeping busy, hoping she’d notice and want to find something to do other than wallow.”
“And nothing’s worked?” Sisko confirmed.
“Not a thing. I feel so…helpless and useless that it’s driving me crazy.” I sighed and reclined in the chair. “Any suggestions you have would be greatly appreciated, sir.” I waited as Sisko pondered, stroking his chin.
“It sounds to me like you could use some time off.” he stated, folding his hands on his desk.
“Really sir?” I asked in surprise. “I mean…I appreciate the thought but…I just started my job with Starfleet. Isn’t it a little too soon to be taking a vacation?”
“Mr. Stevens, I’ve been a Starfleet officer for a long time,” Sisko replied. “I’ve seen many terrible things during my career. I learned very quickly that traumatic events can have terrible consequences if they are not dealt with timely or treated correctly. What Trixie has gone through is something that very few both witness and escape. Because of that, she is forced to carry those horrible memories around with her for the rest of her life. If she doesn’t make peace with what happened, it could permanently scar her and warp her into someone completely unrecognizable. In that capacity, taking time off is hardly a ‘vacation’.”
I listened on the edge of my seat, barely able to prevent myself from trembling. The Dominion War had brought a lot of battle-hardened officers to the brink, many of which had served under Sisko. Yeah, the guy knew what he was talking about.
“That’s why I’m recommending that you both take some time to recuperate and come to terms with what you went through,” Sisko continued. “I realize that it is Trixie who has to bear the brunt of it but she wasn’t the only one there. After all, if I’m not mistaken, it was you who braved the journey to the Badlands and risked his ship so your friend could get the closure she wanted so much. You did what few would dare to do and faced the consequences. I believe that entitles you to some respite as well.”
While I didn’t like the idea of taking more time off right after starting a new job, he did have a point. As much as I tried to hide it, the fact of the matter was that I was feeling it too. Maybe not as bad…okay, definitely not as bad as Trixie but the very thought of what happened still made my stomach turn and gave me nightmares. Keeping busy was helping but it clearly wasn’t the solution for both of us, which is what I had to focus on.
Trixie’s well-being, our well-being. That’s what I needed to focus on. If Sisko’s idea was the way to go, then who was I to argue?
“I…guess that would be okay…” I replied, still somewhat hesitant. “The only thing is…how do I get her to come out of her quarters? Every time I try to talk to her…” I took a second to wipe my eyes before continuing. “She…she ignores me. I…I tried forcing the door open once using my command codes but she put up a force field around the door and screamed at me to leave her alone. I don’t know what else to do!”
And there it was again, the feeling of utter helplessness. Worse yet, here I was dumping it all on Captain Sisko, one of the busiest officers in Starfleet, who probably had way better things to do than be my personal counselor.
“Well, I can’t really answer that,” Sisko replied. “I don’t know her nearly as well as you do but if I were to guess…I’d say that the best thing you can do for her is to let her come to you when she thinks she’s ready.”
“But…what if she…what if she hurts herself?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. “I…I couldn’t live with myself if she did that and I wasn’t there to stop her.”
“I hate to say it but that’s not within your control,” Sisko pointed out.
“B…but I care about her so much!” I cried. “I can’t just do nothing!”
“That’s not what I meant,” Sisko quickly interjected. “When you truly love someone, it’s difficult to see how little control you actually have over the situation. You can’t control the actions of the ones you love and trying usually makes the situation worse. I believe in your case, you have to let Trixie come back to you on her terms. She seems like the type of mare who prefers to make decisions of her own volition.”
As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t argue that. Trixie was a mare who was almost impossible to convince and even more so to coerce; that would only make her dig her heels in and fight back. Maybe the best option was to just…let her be. Don’t get me wrong; I hated the idea. I feared for her well-being, stuck in that room the way she was. It made me ill just thinking of what she could be doing to herself with naught but her misery for company.
“How long have you two been travelling?” Sisko asked, mercifully shaking me from my thoughts.
“Um…about five months?” I replied.
“I see. And of that five months, how much of that have you two spent off of your ship?”
“Not a lot, sir,” I answered truthfully. “Since I was doing odd jobs up to now and Trixie was always looking for places to perform, we spent most of our time in transit between stations.”
“Well Mr. Stevens, it seems to me that a few weeks on solid ground might be just what you both need.” Sisko suggested. “Think of it this way,” Sisko continued as I opened my mouth. “Trixie’s not accustomed to long periods of space travel, correct?” I nodded. “She’s used to living on solid ground and breathing a natural atmosphere. I believe that some time on a real planet would be very therapeutic for her.”
“I…you’re probably right, sir,” I agreed. “But…where should we go?”
“Hmm…” Sisko hummed as he thought it over. “Since you’ve seen her world, isn’t it time she saw yours?”
“You mean…take her to Earth?” I asked in confirmation.
“Exactly. I’m sure that learning about a different culture will help lift her spirits, especially if it’s yours.” I wasn’t sure but I thought I caught a knowing hint from the captain. Was he somehow aware of our…partnership? I shook my head; that wasn’t important at the moment. What was important was listening to every word the captain had to say because let’s face it; I needed all the help I could get.
Wait, scratch that; we needed all the help we could get.
“I…I think you’re right, sir,” I agreed with a sigh. It wasn’t my first choice but it wasn’t exactly a bad one. If I had Sisko’s blessing to take some more time off (an idea I didn’t care for, make no mistake) and if was the right thing to do for Trixie…then that’s what I would do. Right now, her happiness and health were my top priorities.
“How long has it been since you last visited Earth?” Sisko asked, surprising me again. I hadn’t been expecting the question even though I occasionally wondered the same thing. I hadn’t given it much thought recently but maybe it was time to.
“I’m not really sure, sir,” I answered truthfully. “I think…maybe…12 years?”
“Well then,” Sisko replied, catching the ball as I tossed it over to him. “Is there anything you need for the trip?”
“No sir,” I assured him. “The Ranger wasn’t damaged during…well, that.” I finished quietly.
“And what about you two?” Sisko added.
“I took the liberty of resupplying the ship with everything we might need, sir. We’ll be good for a while.”
“Glad to hear it. Good luck with your trip, Mr. Stevens,” Sisko said, standing up to shake my hand. “Take good care of yourself and Miss Trixie.” I nodded.
“I will, sir. I promise.”
***

Acting captain’s personal log, supplemental. We’ve been on our way to Earth for the better part of a day. I’ve lost count the amount of times I’ve been by Trixie’s room. Still nothing. I’m this close to grabbing a phaser and cutting my way into her room, anything to bring her back to me!
        
        But that would be the wrong way to handle the situation, wouldn’t it. As much as I hate to, I have to just be cool and let her approach me on her terms.
                …
                Y’know what? Fuck this. (End recording)
I practically flew out of my quarters and over to Trixie’s. I couldn’t stand it anymore. Standing by and doing nothing wasn’t working. I didn’t care what Sisko said, he didn’t know Trix like I did. Forget her terms, she was far too proud to ask for help, even if it meant getting through something so terrible! I looked back at everything we’d been through; she was always the one to come to someone else’s rescue.
Now it was time for someone else to come to hers.
I raced to her door only for it to open at my arrival. Taken aback, I paused before slowly entering the room.
Expecting a stench, I was pleasantly surprised to find none whatsoever. In fact, the room was quite clean, making me wonder momentarily if she’d actually been in there for a fortnight. Maybe the computer had been wrong the 4,000 times I’d asked it where Trixie was.
“Computer, where is Trixie?” I asked after finding no trace of her.
“The Great and Powerful Trixie is in the holodeck.”           
Wait what? Why the heck would she be in the holodeck? Maybe she got sick of staying in her quarters and wanted something to do. Yeah, that had to be it!
Filled with a renewed sense of hope for my friend, I booked it to the holodeck, pausing only long enough for the turbolift to take me to Deck 4. Continuing my sprint, I arrived at the holodeck in short order, only to find it locked.
“Damnit, not again!” I exclaimed, pounding the door with a fist. Hoping she hadn’t somehow screwed with the door again, I demanded to be let in. “Computer, unlock this door.”
“Cannot comply.”
“Why the fuck not?”
“Command override codes have been overwritten.” Just. Great.
“By who?” I blurted out, knowing full-well who the culprit was.
“The Great and Powerful Trixie.”
That was it. No more horsing around. I ran back to my quarters and retrieved my phaser. I then returned, set it to self-destruct, and placed it by the door.
The resulting explosion, although small, was enough to set off one or two of the ship’s alarms, any of which I swiftly deactivated. Having finally gained access to my friend, I boldly entered the holodeck.
Only to find the interior of a Borg Cube.
I shook my head in utter disbelief. This had to be a mistake. A computer error. A dream. Anything made more sense than the grey bulkheads, glowing green panels, and mysterious tubules that surrounded me. After everything we’d just been through…this? Try as I might, I flat-out could not wrap my head around what I was seeing.
Nevertheless, I forced myself to calm down and take a deep breath. As much as I didn’t want it to be, this was the situation and now I had to deal with it, find Trixie, and pull her back from the edge of the deep, dark abyss she was teetering on. 
With all that in mind, I slowly made my way through the simulated Cube. Even though I knew it was nothing but photons and force fields, the sheer realism that the holodeck was able to present gave me chills. It probably didn’t help that we’d been on one not long ago but still! 
Damn, holodeck, why do you have to be so good at that?
The question continued to gnaw at me as I followed the lone path through the Cube. Why? Why pick literally the worst place you could possibly pick to be your new hangout? It didn’t make any sense! Then again, very little of the past few weeks had made any sense so maybe this was par for the course after all.
The sounds of a struggle caused me to pause momentarily but only momentarily. I took off down the winding corridors of the ersatz Cube, focused purely on getting to Trixie. As I ran, flashes of our experience inside the real Cube bombarded my senses; the sounds, the humidity, the eerie glow of forsaken machinery. The feeling of utter hopelessness…
I shook my head as I ran; now was not the time to lose my head, not on my own damn ship, and certainly not when I was so close to her. The sounds grew louder as I neared what I assumed to be the center, sounds that grew more and more familiar as I drew closer until finally, 
I emerged into a large chamber.
And immediately tripped over a Borg corpse.  
The sight of it slowed my return to my feet rather considerably. It wasn’t just dead, it was mangled. Most of its body was covered by large scorch marks, marks I instantly recognized. Its limbs were twisted, almost into knots, as if it had been picked up and thrown repeatedly against a variety of solid objects. I felt my stomach turn as I slowly rose, only for my eyes to widen in horror at what I was seeing.
Piles of mangled and mutilated Borg covered the floor, so many that I couldn’t even begin to count them all. And at the very center of the carnage stood someone who at one point, resembled my dearest friend. Eyes ablaze with white and blue magical energy, she wielded her power with murderous intent, blasting Borg drones across the length of the room before picking them up, sometimes several at a time, and smashing them cruelly against the walls, the floor, the ceiling, and even each other.
I knew what she was doing. I knew why she was doing it. I even understood it. But it still had to stop.
“Computer, freeze program!” I shouted.
“Cannot comply. Unknown system error.”
Damnit, not again! That left me with basically one option.
“Trixie!” I called as loudly as I could, trying to get her attention over the Hellish din. “Trixie! You have to stop this! Please! This isn’t the way to beat this! Trix, you’ve gotta listen to me! Please listen to me!” If she heard me, she didn’t show it. I ducked as another drone flew overhead, impacting the wall behind me with a sickening crunch. Undeterred, I continued my slow march towards her, knowing how easily I could get caught in the storm.
But also not caring. Like before, if this was what it took to bring my friend back, then so be it.
By some miracle or sheer dumb luck, I managed to get close to her without getting caught in the maelstrom of angry magic, flying bodies, and sizzling blasts. Now what was I to do? It would take the friendship speech of all friendship speeches to bring her back but it had worked before so maybe, just maybe, I could pull it off a second time.
It was when she suddenly turned towards me and encased me in her levitation spell that I realized how poorly thought-out my plan was.
“Trix…urgh…it’s…me…” I gasped as I struggled against the constriction energy field. She simply stood and stared at me, wide-eyed and furious. “Your…friend! Remember…this…this isn’t you, Trix!” I could feel the field’s intensity around me, eliciting several grunts of pain as I struggled to endure. “Aah!” I cried as it momentarily tightened, reducing my gasping to short, ragged breaths.
“Why didn’t they help them?” she demanded as the storm grew around her.
“W…what?” I gasped.
“WHY DIDN’T THEY HELP THEM!?” I felt the room reverberate under the power of Trixie’s fury.
“Why…didn’t who…help them?” To me, the question was coming out of nowhere; we had done all we could to save them but it had been too late. So why would she…
“Your Federation!” she spat. “They sat and watched as my home was attacked and my parents were taken!”
Oh.
“Trix…” I struggled to reply. “The…Federation…did their best! I…read the report! Every ship…docked…was sent to…to fight them off!”
“LIES!” she screamed, tightening her hold on me further, causing me to cry out as well.
“You’ve…gotta…believe me!” I soldiered on, refusing to give up on her, on us. “The Borg ship…went…to Transwarp…before we…could disable it! We…couldn’t catch it! Even if…we tried!” I felt a powerful tug as she then lowered me so we were face-to-face.
“And why should Trixie believe you?” she demanded in a quiet, deadly tone.
“Because…I love you, Trix.” I replied as warmly as I could, given the pain wracking my body. I offered her a small, teary smile, hoping with all my might it would shake her from her misery, at least long enough to reconnect.
Her eyes returned to normal and I felt the field around me dissipate.
“I love you too, Cole.” she choked out as tears filled her eyes and spilled down her cheeks. I hugged her tightly against me. She hugged back even tighter.
Around us, the scene melted away. I wondered for a moment if the ‘unknown error’ had been Trixie’s interference.
But it didn’t matter anymore. I finally had my companion back.
***

Trixie’s personal log, supplemental.
        
        I doesn’t even know how to begin to apologize for what I put us through.
        
        I made the one I love panic with worry. Twice.
I almost got us killed. Or worse.
I showed him a side of me I never wanted anyone to see ever again.
I…I hurt him.
I actually hurt him.
With my magic.
I can’t even look at myself any more.
What would Mom and Dad have said?
Even though he’s told me over and over that he forgives me and that he still and always will love me, I can’t get what I did out of my head. Why can’t he just be angry at me? Why won’t he just treat me like I deserve to be treated for what I’ve done?
Because he loves me. He told me that with love often comes forgiveness. As hard as it might be to forgive, if you truly love them, you’ll find it in your heart to forgive. That’s what he tells me almost every day. Any time he thinks I need it, he reminds me.
I don’t deserve him. Not right now.
But I can work up to that.
Trixie will be the best marefriend ever. She will make sure of that. (End recording)
        
        “Hey Trix, feeling any better?” I asked upon entering our room. Soon after the debacle on the holodeck, the showmare had grabbed everything she owned and brought it over to my quarters. It wasn’t exactly a big deal considering we shared the room full-time at this point anyway but the symbolism did not escape me. Now it was official; we had officially moved in together. I, for one, was really relieved; we needed each other more than anything right now and this would allow us to be close even more. Just what the EMH ordered.
The burning question, and one I couldn’t shake completely, was whether or not Trixie scared me.
I know it sounds terrible but…well, you should’ve seen her. Genocidal rampages don’t exactly bring out one’s best qualities. I know it was only the holodeck but…it sure looked like she wanted it to be real.
I shook my head. No. No more thoughts like that. Trixie may have been a braggart and a showoff but a murderer she was not. She had every right to be furious; I (along with millions of others) had been the same way not so long ago when Romulus disintegrated. That was why I couldn’t hold it against her…besides the fact that I loved her beyond measure.
“Oh, hey,” she replied from the bed, placing a levitated PADD beside her. She leaned up to kiss me as I sat down on the edge of the bed. I took a moment to savor her soft lips and warm breath as we essentially tasted each other, basking in each other’s presence for the first time in weeks. I’m actually kinda surprised we didn’t just…jump on each other. Having said that, after what we’d just been through, taking it easy as far as intimate gestures were concerned was probably a wise idea. Until we were both 100 percent comfortable again. No need to add any more pressures to our lives, not now anyway. “How was your meeting with Captain Sisko?”
“Pretty good I guess,” I replied.
“You don’t very convinced.” Trixie pointed out. I let out a sigh of resignation.
“Nothing gets by you, Trix.”
“Well what did he say?”
“As hard as it is to believe…he actually ordered us to take some time off.”
“Really?” Trixie asked with a quizzical expression. “But…didn’t we just take a lot of time off? And didn’t you basically just start your job?”
“I know, I’m as surprised as you are,” I acknowledged with a nod. “But I kid you not; Sisko believes that, based on his previous experience dealing with traumatic events, we need some more downtime before we’re ready to do our jobs effectively…or live our lives, for that matter.” I could see the renewed sense of guilt on Trixie’s face, which prompted me to pick her up and hold her against me. She hugged back, burying her face into the crook of my neck. “Hey now, it’s okay, it’s okay,” I murmured as I felt the crook of my neck dampen. I held her so she was facing me.
“Listen, Trix,” I continued. “We’re gonna take the time off and get our mojos back. Then we’re gonna keep doing what we’re doing: saving the galaxy every other day.” Okay, maybe it was a slight exaggeration but any concerns were allayed when I say the small, genuine smile on my marefriend’s face.
“Where are we going?” Trixie asked. I have to admit that her curiosity was comforting; it beat the Hell out of the other emotions that had bombarded us during the week.
“Well,” I continued, taking a deep, hopeful breath. “We’re heading to Earth.”
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	Acting captain's log, Stardate 'man, I miss calendars…I think. Never actually used one'. Still has to be easier than this Stardate nonsense. We've been at high warp for several days, heading straight for Earth, our second 'vacation'. Things have been…okay, I guess. While the events of three weeks ago still haunt our dreams, waking up beside each other has been therapeutic. We've become almost inseparable. I mean yeah, we're in a small starship, there are only so many places one can go but still, we've been practically joined at the hip.
        
        Not like that, you perverts.
        
        …maybe someday…
        
        Aaaaaaanyway, all this downtime has given us the chance to get a few odds and ends accomplished. For me, the Ranger keeps me busy regardless but seems to be in pretty good shape after DS9's maintenance crew finished with 'er. Other than making sure she doesn't spontaneously combust, I've been experimenting with a lot of different holodeck programs. See, the holodeck is a saving grace on a long voyage and although we have a lot of great programs, most of them are on the violent-action side, which doesn't exactly suit my companion at the moment.
        
        Speaking of Trixie…
        
        We received a communique from Captain Remy the other day asking if Trixie would be ready to deliver her speech at the Neo Valor memorial ceremony on Earth. Although he was quick to add that if she didn't feel up to it, she was under no obligation to speak, she assured him that she would be present to carry out what had been asked of her. I couldn't help but smile at her determination. Or stubbornness. Whatever.
        
        I'm just crossing my fingers, hoping that this is the last little adventure for the foreseeable future. Something tells me it won't be, not by a longshot, but hey, a guy can dream, can't he? As long the next one isn't time travel. I've read Admiral Janeway and Ambassador Picard's notes on the subject and if it's anything like what they've experienced…Screw. That. Noise. With my luck, I'd probably step on a blade of grass somewhere and blow up the entire universe or some other stupid thing. Nope, no temporal paradoxes for this guy. Nuh-uh. Not happening. (End recording)
***

"For the last time, Trix, that was a legitimate call!" I exclaimed as we left the holodeck, still garbed in our hockey gear. "You can't expect to levitate two of the players and the goalie into the air and drop them into their bench and not get a five-minute major! You actually got off pretty easy!"
"It worked, didn't it? Trixie scored, didn't she?" Came the expected rebuttal. I sighed.
"Yes, except the ref waved it off, like, immediately. Goals scored after a penalty has been called, before play resumes, do not count!"
"Well they should, especially if Trixie manages to stop half a team by herself! Hmmph!"
"Well, determination and creativity aside, that's still no reason to hang him upside-down and threaten to fill his life with misery and woe." I pointed out as we reached the turbolift. "Still, we did better than usual, Trix. You're skating's really coming along and the way you handle the stick and puck with your magic is quite something."
"We still lost, though…" she grumbled as we rode the turbolift.
"Hey, don't beat yourself up over it," I replied with a smile, kneeling down to gently pet her head. She let out a soft coo as I scratched behind her ears. "The Great 8 was hands-down one of the single best hockey players to ever live. There weren't a lot of players who could keep up with him, so don't feel bad that they won. Hell, even on rookie difficulty, he's amazing so don't worry about it. We'll make another playoff run tomorrow."
"Trixie supposes you're right…" the unicorn grumbled as we left the turbolift, heading for our quarters.
"How's the speech coming, Trix?" I asked on our way.
"It's…" Trixie sighed. "…much more difficult than Trixie thought."
"How so?" I asked, prompting the mare to pause and take a deep breath.
"Well…Trixie's…never had to do anything like this before," she admitted. "The whole experience was practically overwhelming, even before…it happened…" she finished in a near-whisper.
"…and you're still trying to figure out how to deal with it…" I ventured hesitantly.
"Even…even though everyone knew our chances were…were slim to none…even though we all knew how much danger we were in…no one gave up. Everyone just…kept doing their best, doing what they could to…to buy everyone else more time…" Trixie murmured, sitting down and leaning against my leg. I immediately took a knee and allowed her to lean up against me. She then looked up at me. "Cole…why didn't they give up? What…kept them going, even though they knew it was hopeless?" Now it was my turn to take a deep breath.
"Well, Trix, because…because they believed in what they were doing, who they were protecting. By joining Starfleet, they took an oath, an oath to uphold the principles that the Federation stands for: peace and unity for the entire galaxy. I know it sounds like an impossible dream but it's something to strive for, which is what every crew member aboard that ship was willing to risk everything for.
There was a lengthy pause as Trixie digested what I'd said.
"…but I thought you knew that already…" I added hesitantly.
"I think I did," the azure mare replied after another pause. "I just…needed to hear it again."
"May I ask why?"
"Because I had to ask myself that a lot after my parents died." Her poignant response surprised me, causing me to focus even more attention on my companion. "I…asked myself a lot of questions, actually. Finally, after I was done demanding answers and blaming everything in the universe for what happened…I asked myself one last question." She took another deep breath. "I asked myself what I could do about it." She then re-focused on me and continued. "What happened to my parents…that happens to a lot of people, right?"
"Millions, Trix," I replied honestly. "The Borg are like…a constant storm. It's only been very recently that anyone's made any…um, progress against them." I gave her an enquiring look. "Why?"
"Am I doing enough?" she asked pointedly.
"Are you…are you doing enough?" I repeated, unsure about the meaning to her question.
"I mean…all this time, I've been travelling around performing for refugees, war veterans, and children but what if that isn't enough? I…I could be doing so much more to help people. I mean…I can use magic!"
"Yes, and you use it really well," I agreed, hoping to encourage her.
"Thank you for stating the obvious but still…I sometimes feel that…I'm not doing enough. Like…putting on these shows is just meaningless in the end when so many others have to deal with what happened to me."
Um…wow…
I wasn't even sure how to respond. Trixie must have sensed my uncertainty because another bout of silence washed over us.
"I'm sorry, Trix," I began. "I don't have all the answers for you. All I can offer you is this: remember the big show you did back at DS9, when you walked out to Sandstorm?" She nodded, prompting me to continue. "Well, answers or no answers, I can tell you, without a single doubt, that the smiles and happy people I saw at that show was more than enough to convince me that you, the Great and Powerful Trixie, have already made the galaxy a better place."
"But…that was just a show," she replied quietly. "I do shows all the time."
"Yes but you're overlooking the most important part," I gently rebutted. "Every time you perform, every time you make someone smile or laugh or gasp in shack and awe at what you do, you give them something really important." I paused as Trixie looked expectantly up at me.
"Spirit, Trix! Your true talent is raising people's spirits. Whether it's by entertaining them, protecting them, or even occasionally challenging them…" I paused and hugged her against me. "…you make sure that even if something really bad's going on, people never lose their spirit. Remember the kids you protected from the Orion slavers? Or how about the time you shielded an entire Starbase for three days?" I smiled and gently ruffled her ears. "Or even those times you've had to pound some sense into me? That's your destiny, Trix."
There was yet another pause as my words sunk in.
"…that was pretty cheesy, even for Trixie…" my companion murmured, looking up at me with a small smile. "Thanks, though. That was…really sweet."
"Hey, don't tell me the Great and Powerful Trixie's getting soft!" I teased. She grinned and smacked my shoulder.
"You wish."
***

"Sir, there's a Starfleet vessel moving to intercept us," a crewman reported. The armor-clad man seated on the captain's chair remained cool and emotionless, as if the news held no meaning.
"It is of no concern," he replied as he stared ahead at the stars rushing by. "Maintain course. We will not miss our chance to set things right."
"The Starfleet ship is hailing." another crewman reported.
"Raise shields and take us out of warp just long enough to disable their vessel. Do not take any more time than is absolutely necessary."
"At once, sir."
The man's expression never wavered, not even as both slips dropped out of warp, not even as they engaged, not even when the other, much larger ship was forced to its knees, plasma leaking from both nacelles. Nothing fazed him; they simply continued on.
***

Deep Space…
Captain Kor'Tach was in many ways, a typical and very capable Klingon officer, having served with the same ship and majority of its crew since its construction six years prior. Battle-hardened and open-minded, he was a mix of Klingon old-guard and the new-age thinking that had become so much more prevalent due to their strong alliance with the United Federation.
It was for those reason that he and his ship, the battlecruiser Va'Kor, found themselves sitting still in the middle of what was supposed to be a joint operations deep-space tactical exercise with the Federation.
They were late. Very late. Kor'Tach and his crew had been waiting for 14 hours, far longer than the mere three hours assured by their Federation counterparts. Tensions were high and the crew was bored. It was a well-known fact that boredom, tension, and Klingons was a poor combination, a fact the captain was well-aware of. Hoping, the Federation tactical team would arrive soon, if only to relieve the tension and the boredom.
"Captain, you're needed on the bridge!" Stirred from his own growing boredom, Kor'Tach wasted no time replying.
"What is it? Has the Federation detachment finally decided to show up?" he asked with typical Klingon undertones of general impatience.
"I don't know what it is, sir. It just…appeared!"
That was new. Given their affinity for cloaking, it was typical for a Klingon ship to simply appear from out of nowhere, especially before a startled (and often doomed) enemy, but for a Klingon to be taken so unawares…it was a rare day indeed.
"On my way," Kor'Tach replied, heading from his captain's quarters to the turbolift. Moments later, he appeared on the bridge. "What's going on?" he half-asked, half-demanded.
"Sir…look!" the same crewman stated, pointing at the viewscreen. Following the gazes of his bewildered crew, his own gaze soon joined theirs, as did his expression.
It was some kind of vortex, dark-blue and circular, acting much like a whirlpool in space. The main and easily most noticeable difference was the vortex' absolutely immense size.
"Get a reading on that anomaly! I want to know exactly what we're dealing with!" Kor'Tach barked as his crew worked quickly to provide answers.
"Sir, it appears to be a large gravity well, much like a collapsed star," his science officer reported. "It's…it's almost 5000 kellicams in diameter!" the officer added after studying the data more closely.
"Get us out of here, maximum warp!" Kor'Tach ordered. Rarely did a Klingon retreat but he was a wise captain and as such, respected the power of interstellar phenomena, and few were more dangerous than the emergence of gravity wells, even small ones.
"Sir, there's something happening at the mouth of the vortex!" another cried, obliging the captain to once again focus on the viewscreen.
In a fit of brutal irony, what he and everyone else on the Va'Kor saw was, in fact, a mouth. A massive one. A titanic one. A teeth-lined maw so large it might have once feasted on a planetary system, consuming each one in a few gigantic bites before moving on to the next. Before anyone could react to the surreal spectacle before them, the beast let out a roar.
They knew because they heard it. Even in the vacuum of space, through some devilry, the entire ship's complement was brought to its knees by the reverberating booms that enveloped the ship. Kor'Tach writhed in pain, barely able to remain standing as he held his ridged cranium, the horrible sound eclipsing all else, making his head feel like it was about to implode. After several agonizing seconds, the pain lifted and the crew slowly began to regain their bearings. By then, the monster's head had emerged from within the vortex, laughably dwarfing the battlecruiser.
"Maximum warp! Now!" Kor'Tach bellowed, knowing that fighting was no option. As much as it pained him to retreat, there was no honor in senseless loss of life, especially of such a valuable crew.
"Sir, whatever that pulse was, it knocked out our warp drive! There's no escape, Captain!" another crewman frantically reported. So, a fight it is, then, Kor'Tach thought as he faced down the impossible. May we rest forever in Sto-vo-kor for our deeds today.
"Ha! If the beast wants a fight, then we will give it! Maximum power to weapons and shields! Maintain maximum combat distance!" Kor'Tach ordered, determined to allow himself and his ship to go down with honor. The disruptor beams and cannons of the Va'Kor rained down on the monster's head as the ship weaved and strafed to the best of its abilities but to no avail. Despite the best efforts of the decorated Klingon captain and her valiant crew, they were simply and unmercifully swallowed up by the monstrous maw before it too disappeared back into oblivion.
***

                Trixie's personal log, Stardate…Cole's right, this dating system is weird. Anyway, we're almost at Earth. I don't need to consult a star chart or ask the computer to figure that out. It seems like the closer we get, the more excited Cole gets. It's understandable given that he hasn't been there for many years but something feels…off about it. Maybe I'm just not looking forward to it as much as he is or…at all. It's not the fact that I have to speak at a memorial that bothers me. Heck, Trixie even has her speech ready! Well, mostly, anyway. It's that…Earth is very, very different from Equis and they have certain…'feelings' about beings who are…quadrupedal.
        
        It sounds dumb but I did my research. Most of the species within the Federation are humanoid. Even though I'm just as sapient as they are, they might see me as a talking Earth equine and nothing more.
        
        What if Cole looks at them and me and thinks the same thing? What if he notices the resemblance and decided he doesn't want to pursue a relationship with Trixie? What if he's so repulsed by it all that he…never…wants to hug or hold Trixie ever again?
…
        
        Hopefully, I'm just being paranoid.
        
        Hopefully… (End recording)
***

As we neared Earth, my mind raced with what we could do. As a Starfleet…employee? Is that the right word? I wasn't enlisted so I wasn't really sure what my 'official' title was. Meh, courier worked just fine. People would get the idea. Anyway, I had taken every opportunity I could to look into interesting places to go and sights to see…basically, any place I thought Trixie might have some fun. She looked like she needed it.
It was during those planning episodes that another thought often visited the forefront of my mind: the next step. Trixie and I had become very close over the span of our relationship, yet we seemed to still be on the very cusp of it. While I was more than happy with where we were emotionally, I was curious (and yes, eager) to explore our relationship more physically as well. Having (for the most part) gotten over my hang-ups about her physicality, I found myself more and more willing to take things further.
Or maybe I was just horny and eager to get back in the saddle, so to speak. Either way, it had led to some interesting thoughts as of late, thoughts that weren't likely to go away any time soon. I often wondered what Trixie though of that and if she ever did.
Heh, heh, back in the saddle.
"Cole?" Well, speak of the adorable devil.
"Yes?" I replied, getting up from my chair as she entered the bridge.
"Are you...coming to bed soon?" Trixie asked with a yawn, undoubtedly tired from her studies of Earth customs and history. Although she understandably found some of it revolting, her resolve had left me impressed once again. She could be a studious mare when she wanted to.
"Sure, Trix." I replied, yawning as well and stretching my stiff limbs. "I could use a break from the holodeck." I added with a smile, one she returned as I walked over and began scratching her behind the ears.
"Wait…" she suddenly stated, moving her head away from my hands. I looked down at her in confusion; ear scratches were one of her favorites, an act she never said 'no' to.
"What is it, Trix? Did I…hurt you somehow?" I asked, doubting if that was it but concerned nonetheless.
"No, not at all, it's just…I was hoping you could…massage Trixie's shoulders?" she asked, her tone returning to its usual confidence as she made her request.
"Um sure, Trix, whatever you like," I assured her.
"Thanks, Cole," she replied with a smile before suddenly standing up on her hind legs, propping her front ones on the console in front of me, taking great care not to step on the panel itself.
"Um…Trix?" I asked, my face reddening slightly at the display in front of me. Although I'd seen her on her hind legs before, the current context made it more…intimate than in previous examples. She looked over her shoulder with tired, partially lidded eyes.
"Yes? What is it?"
"Nothing!" I answered a little too quickly. "Just…getting ready, y'know? To…give you a massage…that's right…" Smooth.
"Oh…okay." Thankfully, she didn't question my red face or slightly sweaty palms. Or the fact that I had snuck a few glances at her backside, nearly mesmerized by the slow swishing of her tail. The way she had looked over her shoulder, that expression on her face…it was all accelerating those interesting thoughts just a wee bit.
I shook my head; now wasn't the time or place. The subject was still too new for us to broach and I sure as Hell wasn't going to do it until Trixie somehow assured me she was ready to take that step. We were, after all, different species; as such, brevity was necessary.
Of course, that didn't mean I couldn't give her an awesome shoulder massage.
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Sitting on my knees behind her for better leverage, I started softly, cautiously, slowly working my way down, ending up on her lower back just above her tail. I couldn't help but watch as it swished back and forth like an alluring pendulum on an antique clock, each swish threatening to show me more than just the time.
"Harder," she gasped as I applied pressure on her back, feeling the taught muscles slowly relax. I obliged, pressing more firmly into the soft fur that kept me so warm every night. "Mmmm, yessss…." she hissed as I began working my way back up.
"Enjoying yourself?" I murmured into her ear.
"Mmmm, so much…" she replied with a soft groan. I'd be lying if I said I wasn't enjoying it too; the way she was moaning, how soft her fur was, the swish-swish of her silver and white tail…
I was startled by a gasp as Trixie suddenly stiffened under my hands before slouching against the console. I leaned forward and held her close as she breathed deeply and slowly regained her bearings. She turned to me and immediately pressed her lips against mine, kissing me deeply as we simply sat there and held each other.
"Thank you," the showmare murmured, planting soft kisses on my neck and collarbone.
"Anything for you, Trix," I assured her, giving her an affectionate squeeze.
A sudden drop out of warp shook us from our reverie, prompting us to return to our feet.
"Now arriving, Sector 001, Sol System." the computer informed us. We looked at each other and smiled.
"Guess we made it after all, huh?" I asked, taking my spot in captain's seat.
"And we didn't even have to fight our way here this time," Trixie replied with a grin of her own.
"Would you have preferred that?" The showmare put a hoof to her chin, feigning consideration. 
"Trixie does enjoy the excitement of putting evil aliens in their place…"
"Did anyone ever tell you that you're very funny?"
"Did anyone ever tell you you're the most aggravating human Trixie has ever met?"
"Yes, you, on multiple occasions." I replied without missing a beat.
"Good thing you make up for it by treating Trixie so well," my companion added, leaning over to give me a soft kiss. "Now, enough of this fluffy stuff; let's see this planet you've been talking about for the last five days!"
"You've got it, Trix," I exclaimed. "Computer, activate viewscreen, panoramic mode." On command, six large additional panels slid down from slots around the bridge's bulkheads. "So...what do you think?"
"Whoa…" the showmare murmured as she laid eyes on my home, the Sol system, for the first time.
The first object Trixie laid eyes on was Earth Spacedock, the largest orbital facility in the system, and one of the largest man-made objects in the Federation. Able to house ships of every size, species, and configuration, Earth Spacedock was also one of the most important facilities in the Federation. It was so much more than a space station; it represented safety, security, and stability, a safe haven for anyone who needed one.
"Shiny…" Trixie marveled as we slowly approached the station.
And yeah, it was pretty shiny too.
"Computer, give us some stats on ESD, would ya?" I requested.
"Earth Spacedock was constructed over a period of 15 years starting from the year 2270 and completed in 2285, although it receives upgrades on a continual basis. Its beam and draft are 3,812 metres and 5,544 metres, respectively, with a total mass of 10,552,000 tons. Its internal volume is 21,924,000 metres cubed and has a personnel compliment of 312,000." the computer informed us.
"So, shiny and massive." Trixie noted.
"Yep," I agreed. "Now, on to the rest of the tour. Computer, focus on Earth and magnify. I wanna give Trixie a good look." I ordered. The computer did so, focusing on the blue and green planet and centering it on the viewscreen for Trixie's viewing pleasure. "Look! There's the Pacific Ocean! It's the largest body of water on the planet and the solar system. Well, it's also because Earth is the only planet in the solar system with liquid water on the surface. Oh, and there's the Eurasian continent, one of the most densely-populated and culturally-diverse places in the world. Oh! And there's…"
"Cole?" Trixie interrupted.
"Yes?"
"I've already read the Federation database about Earth."
"Ah. Of course you did."
"Just let me enjoy this, okay?" Trixie asked, leaning up against me from her new perch on my lap. "I may have studied the Sol system but seeing it…you weren't kidding. It's beautiful, Cole. It feels really…peaceful here."
"I think that's why Earth is such a popular destination and why so many ships dock at ESD." I explained. "There's something about Sol that's really comforting. In all of history, Sol has only been threatened small number of times. I mean, it was pretty bad every time, what with the Xindi superweapon, the Borg Cube, the Breen, the…"
"Cole?"
"Yes?"
"Shut up."
"Good call." I mentally chided myself for forgetting how much Trixie hated hearing about intergalactic conflicts…even if we'd been part of a few. "Sorry about that, Trix."
"It's fine," she assured me, even throwing in a soft kiss…just in time to receive a hail.
"This is Earth Spacedock hailing U.S.S. Ranger. Please proceed using thrusters and allow the station's tractor beams to guide you in."
"Will do," I replied. "Ranger out. Computer, you heard 'em. Proceed to ESD using thrusters then let them do the rest."
"Acknowledged." I looked at Trixie and smiled, wiping a tear away.
"What's wrong?" she asked, noticing quickly. I sniffed and wiped another away.
"Nothing."
"You sure?"
"Yeah…I am, Trix. I…I'm just happy right now."
"Could've fooled me."
"Sorry. Guess it's starting to hit me."
"What's starting to hit you?" I sighed and held her close. She rested her head on my shoulder and placed her hoof in my hand.
"I'm home, Trix. I'm home."
***

Unknown system…
The hiss of a leaky pipe startled the Klingon back into consciousness. The moment his eyes opened, he immediately wished he was still under. The bindings holding him to the wall were tight and unrelenting, cutting Kor'Tach's wrists as he struggled in vain against them. With a pained grunt, he stopped and attempted to regain his bearings.
As far as he could tell through the haze of just coming to and the pain of his shackles, he was contained in some kind of cell, although it wasn't the brig of a ship. It was more like a homemade prison, built from spare pieces of metal and hastily welded together. Even by Klingon standards, it was crude and unpleasant.
The key for Captain Kor'Tach was not to show it. Rather, he gritted his teeth and stood as tall as he could, hoping to project an air of defiance and a refusal to be intimidated.
The clattering of footsteps grabbed his attention and a door on the other side opened soon after. Keeping a steely Klingon expression, he watched as three figures, each wearing a crude gas mask, strode into the room. Although they were all clad in similar brown and black cloaks and wraps, much like pirates or raiders, two were obviously under the supervision of the third, taller one. He could tell by their postures and body language. They were keenly afraid of the other one, ensuring that they walked slightly behind him, keeping their weapons at the ready.
The tall one suddenly held up a fist, stopping the others in their tracks as he continued towards the makeshift cell. All around him, pipes hissed and the entire building groaned under some unknown stressor. All the while, the figure merely walked, seemingly focused on Kor'Tach and nothing else.
"Release me and my crew before I drown you in your own blood!" the Klingon demanded, baring his teeth. He growled as the figure extended his left hand towards the door handle, revealing a bright white-gold gauntlet from under the cloak with a large circular green gemstone embedded on the back of the metal glove. The strange etchings along the side of the gauntlet began to glow a bright green, and after a moment, the cell door's handle began to as well. Transfixed, Kor'Tach could only watch as the door opened as if by magic.
"What trickery is this" the Klingon growled as the figure approached. "Tell me before I…aaaaarrrrgh!" Try as he might to resist, Kor'Tach roared in pain, his body becoming awash in the same bright-green glow as the cell's door handle as he rose into the air several inches off the floor.
"Are you ready to talk now, Klingon?" the figure asked in a deep and metallic yet calm voice, though spitting at the work 'Klingon'.
"Where…is my crew?" Kor'Tach panted as the pain slowly subsided.
"They have served their purpose. It's time for you to serve yours." With that, the figure produced a small machine from within the cloak and held it up. "Are you familiar with this device?" A holographic image of what appeared to be the upper half of a winged horse with a horn sitting atop an inverted triangle with a diamond embedded in the center rotated in the air in front of Kor'Tach.
"Even if I was, I would not tell you, petaQ!"
"Have it your way." With that, the gauntlet lit up again, searing the helpless Klingon with agony, making him roar and struggle violently against the bindings. It wasn't until Kor'Tach was slumped against the wall, unable to move or even lift his head, did the figure finally relent.
"You lie. I detected the device's frequency around your body. You were recently in close proximity with the bearer of that device and I want to know where that was."
"QI'yaH, petaQ…" Kor'Tach managed to gasp, one last act of defiance. While he didn't know what the figure was looking for, he had no intentions of revealing anything that could possibly help his torturer.
"Very well then. If your tongue will not reveal what I want to know, perhaps your mind will." With that, he placed the gauntlet against the Klingon's forehead.
Kor'Tach screamed as his skull felt as if it were being split in two. He could practically feel the invader as it searched his memory banks before finally coming across a recent memory, an event that had occurred mere days ago. A space station…a wormhole…a show he and his crew had attended…a strange four-legged creature he had never seen before…
And then everything went black.
***

It didn't take Captain Remy long to track us down after we'd docked at ESD. We had barely even disembarked when we received an invitation to join him in the senior officer's deck of the habitat ring, one of many in the lower section of the station. After a thoroughly enjoyable meal in the officer's mess alongside many other captains, some of which approached Trixie to thank her for her services in the Dyson Sphere, our talk turned to business.
"Captain Sisko informed me of your encounter with the Borg," Remy exclaimed, surprising us. "Sorry. I know this seems abrupt but I wanted to hear how you two were doing from your own mouths. You've had a rough few days, especially you, Ms. Trixie." Although the question had indeed caught us off-guard, the concern in his voice was comforting. It reminded us that even when things looked bleak, we had friends we could count on.
"That's an understatement, sir," I replied quietly.
"Did he…mention anything else?" Trixie asked. Remy shook his head.

"Only that you encountered a Cube, engaged it, and damaged it enough to force it to retreat. I was impressed."
"Don't be too impressed, sir, it was in pretty bad shape when we found it." I replied, rubbing the back of my neck.
"So…he didn't say anything else?" Trixie asked nervously, clearly not wanting to get us in trouble for purposefully seeking out a Borg vessel, knowing full-well the consequences of being assimilated.
"I'll be honest with you, Ms. Trixie," Remy continued. "The circumstances behind your encounter are your business and yours alone but if you ever want to talk about what happened…I promise to help as best I can. I'm probably not as good as Cole here but I want you both to know that you have allies if you need them." I nodded and put an arm around Trixie.
"Thank you, Captain. We appreciate everything you've done for us and…" Trixie took a deep breath before continuing. "Trixie feels that…based on what we found…you should know…what happened. It…might concern the Federation…"
"If that's the case, then you should probably submit what you found in a report to me. That'll guarantee privacy as far as your reasons go but I have to warn you that if there's a credible threat derived from that information, I have to inform Starfleet." Trixie nodded.
"I understand and I…I still want to share what we found." Trixie replied with a little more certainty. Remy smiled and nodded.
"I appreciate that very much, Ms. Trixie. I promise that if I can keep anything confidential, I will."
"Thank you, Captain."
"In the meantime, seeing as I have a week's shore leave starting today, I would like to invite you to stay on Earth with my wife and I for the duration of your stay," Remy replied with a welcoming smile. "She's been wanting to meet you both ever since our encounter in the Sphere and offering a more comfortable accommodation than the station is the least I can do."
"Um…wow, sir. I…I honestly don't know what to say." I stammered. "If it's okay with Trixie, then…sure, that sounds great. What do you think, Trix?" I asked, turning to her. To my surprise, she wiped a tear from her eye and smiled brightly.
"Trixie would be honored!"
"That's what I like to hear!" Remy exclaimed with a smile. "We can leave for Earth whenever you're ready. Just let me know once you've got everything you need, and we'll meet in Shuttle Bay 1."
"Sounds great, sir," I confirmed with a nod.
"Trixie will be there!"
***

Initially, I had been curious regarding Captain Remy's request to meet us at the shuttle bay instead of the transporter. Trixie figured that he just wanted to give us a good look at Earth on our way to his place, and I agreed. We weren't going to refuse an offer of taking the scenic route; after all, I hadn't been to Earth in many years and Trixie had never been.
"See that landmass down there?" Remy asked an attentive Trixie, pointing to the continent below us. "That's the North American continent. It is made up of Canada, the United States, and Mexico."
"Which one are we heading for?" Trixie asked from her perch on the passenger seat of the shuttle. Considering where we were, there was no one more deserving of riding shotgun.
"Canada, east coast, Prince Edward Island to be precise," Remy answered, steering the shuttle east towards the Atlantic Ocean.
"Oh! That's where Canada's…Confederation took place…right?" Trixie asked hesitantly.
"I'm impressed, Ms. Trixie," Remy replied with a nod. "You've clearly been studying. It took place in Charlottetown, the capital city of Prince Edward Island. We usually shorten it to P.E.I. It's a bit of a mouthful otherwise."
"I have to admit I'm surprised, Captain," I confessed. "I thought a Starfleet officer like yourself would wanna live somewhere…I dunno, more 'happening' or something. Somewhere like San Francisco, closer to the heart of Starfleet."
"I think you'd be surprised how many captains settling down in more secluded and quiet places. After you've seen as much as I have, being somewhere peaceful…can mean everything." Remy explained.
"Trixie can understand that," the showmare agreed. "After everything that happened in Ponyville and…well, everything that happened a few days ago…all Trixie wanted was to get away from everything too."
"Same here," I agreed.
"That being the case for all of us, I think you'll both appreciate the little piece of paradise we've managed to carve out for ourselves here," Remy replied as we neared our destination. It was always a surreal experience, taking a shuttle flight over land. Everything went by so fast, it was like watching a chunk of the world just flash by. One moment, you're staring down at a seemingly endless ocean, then you blink and suddenly, you're in the middle of a city. That's how our flight was; no more than a minute or so over the strait between Nova Scotia and P.E.I., we found ourselves landing on a small pad next to an old green and white 20th century house that looked like it had recently been restored.
"Whoa…" I murmured as we touched down. "This is your house?"
"Sure is," Remy replied, shutting down the craft's systems. "The owner passed away a couple of years ago. He didn't have any family who wanted it, so I offered to take it off their hands with the promise of restoring it to its former glory. So, here we are."
"It's beautiful!" Trixie exclaimed, her eyes wide at the sight of so much rustic esthetic in one place. "It reminds me a lot of…of home." she finished with a small, thoughtful smile.
"Wait'll you see the inside," Remy added as we grabbed our bags and disembarked. "It's like going back in time."
"Looking forward to it, Captain," I replied as we walked up the path to the front door.
"Look, Mr. Stevens, I appreciate the respect but…as long as we're here, feel free to call me Jacob." Huh. So that was his first name. Come to think of it, I couldn't remember ever asking or hearing what it was.
"Um…really?" I asked.
"Why do you sound so surprised?" Remy asked.
"Maybe he was surprised that your first name isn't 'captain'," Trixie teased with a small smirk.
"That would be a fair assumption," Remy…or rather, Jacob, replied with a laugh. "We tend to lose ourselves in the job. That's part of what makes us captains, I think. We have to be a captain in every sense all the time. This place gives me some respite from that, a chance to rediscover myself."
"That's pretty deep, sir…I mean, Jacob." I mused as we got to the door.
"Not really," Jacob confessed. "Sometimes, we just have to be really good at sounding like we know everything." Trixie, listening intently, nodded sagely. "Well, let's get you two settled in, shall we?" With that, he opened the door and let us in.
He was right. It was like stepping back in time. Besides a few modern necessities, such as a food replicator and modern lighting, the house had been restored faithfully. From the furniture to the décor, the house looked like a museum; as such, I was hesitant to touch anything. Trixie, on the other hand, eagerly explored the house, drawing a smile from our host.
"Main floor is kitchen, living room, dining room, one bathroom, and our bedroom," Jacob explained. "Upstairs is sitting room, two guest rooms, and a bathroom. You two are free to stay in whichever room you want. If you want the best view, the room right off the main stairwell looks over the east field and on a clear day, you can see all the way to the lake."
"Sounds great, sir…er, Jacob. Sorry, this is…a little weird. You can call me Cole, if you like though."
"It's alright, Mr. Stevens. We'll get used to it." Jacob assured me. "Dear, I'm home!"
"Be right down! I'm just making Cole and Trixie's bed!" a gentle, almost motherly voice called from upstairs, prompting us to look at Jacob quizzically.
"Were you…expecting us to say 'yes'?" Trixie asked.
"Just had a feeling," Jacob replied with a shrug as the sound of footsteps coming down the stairs grabbed our attention. "Cole, Trixie, I'd like to introduce my wife, Kyana."
How I managed to withhold my surprise, I'll never know. Out from the stairwell emerged a woman I knew to be a Caitian, a species characterized by distinct human-like features mixed with feline-like traits, including hair, tails, and some facial features, most notably the eyes, which were yellow and cat-like.
Suddenly, it all made sense. The Captain hadn't batted an eye when he found out that Trixie and I were romantically involved because he was in an inter-species relationship of his own! While I was no expert on what made Caitian females attractive (especially to non-Caitians), I had a feeling that Kyana would be considered a knockout. While not especially tall, she did possess soft (in the most literal sense) features and although her eyes were predatory, they were also kind and inquisitive. Her figure was trim and although covered in fine light-brown fur, quite noticeable. The hair atop her head had been styled into braids and dyed jet-black, giving her a rather striking and exotic overall appearance.
Trixie, on the other hand, seemed to be quite at peace with the revelation, having seen her fair share of interspecies pairings. In fact, she smiled brightly and seemed, for some reason, absolutely thrilled.
At first, Kyana's approach had been friendly but tempered. However, as the situation seemed to dawn on her, she simply came over to us and swept us up in an embrace.
"Thanks you," she sobbed, squeezing us. "Thank you so much for bringing him back to me."
Ah. Got it.
"You're welcome, Mrs. Remy…er, Kyana," Trixie replied softly, awkwardly returning the hug as best she could.
"You are both welcome in our home anytime," she continued before finally releasing us. "Oh my…I'm sorry, I just…when I heard you two were staying with us…I guess I let my emotions get the best of me," she explained sheepishly.
"It's quite alright," I assured her. "I don't blame you one bit. That was a tough time and it's thanks to Trixie here that we made it through."
"Um, you were the one who picked us up on the surface of the Sphere, remember?" Trixie reminded me. "And it was thanks to Captain Re…I mean, Jacob's tactical expertise that allowed us to fight back against the Voth fleet."
"They're far too modest," Jacob replied as Kyana finally released us. "It was thanks to them that we learned as much about the Sphere as we did."
"Well then, how about a special dinner to celebrate your teamwork and personal heroism?" Kyana suggested. At the suggestion of dinner, Trixie's stomach made itself heard. Kyana let out a small laugh as Trixie blushed. "I'll take that as a 'yes'. Honey, why don't you show Cole and Trixie around while I get dinner started?"
"Sure, love. Just holler if you need a hand." Jacob replied, gesturing for us to follow him to the stairs. The stairs creaked as we climbed and the whole house seemed to have an ancient voice of its own. "And this is your room," Jacob said, opening the door for us, revealing a quaint but comfortable-looking bedroom. It was Spartan but more than adequate; the bed itself was a smaller queen-size, meaning Trixie and I would simply have to snuggle closer, which we were both just fine with. Besides the bed, there was a small desk & chair, and an old wooden trunk at the end of the bed, perfect size for the few belongings we'd brought with us. All in all, I thought the room was great. It had…soul and personality, like the rest of the house, something that starships and space stations lacked.
"I love it," Trixie murmured, stepping over the threshold. I watched as she inspected everything closely, opening the drawers and peering into every nook and cranny.
"I'm with Trix," I agreed, setting our bags on the trunk. "This is something else."
"I know what you mean," Jacob agreed. "Sure felt like a museum to me for the first little while."
"Cole, some over here!" Trixie exclaimed, ushering me to the window. "Look at that!" I nodded appreciatively as the sun began to set, taking in the warm glow that seemed to wash over the pristine farmland and even the small lake beyond. I made a mental note to take Trixie there as soon as I could.
"I've gotta hand it to you, sir," I stated. "You've got something pretty special here."
"Thanks, Cole. Why don't I show you two the rest of the place? I'm sure you'll grow to like it even more." Jacob offered.
"What do you think, Trix? Wanna continue the tour?" I asked my companion.
"Definitely." she replied with a smile.
Like the house, the rest of Jacob and Kyana's property would've been right at home in a 20th century novel set in rural Prince Edward Island. It was a small property but green, lush, and well-kept. A stone path meandered through the property, which Trixie, Jacob, and myself decided to traverse while waiting for dinner, and even the large barn had been fixed up to perfection. Seeing a fire pit close by, I made a second mental note to spend an evening with Trixie in front of a roaring bonfire, where we could eat s'mores and tell stories until the wee hours of the morning. By the time we returned to the house, the smell of dinner was permeating the air.
"Guess dinner's ready," Jacob said with a chuckle as we made our way back to the house. "Hope you two are hungry."
"Starving, sir," Trixie replied.
"I could eat a hor…" I began, shooting Trixie a wry grin, prompting her to roll her eyes.
"Ha ha. Finish that sentence, Trixie dares you."
"Y'know what? I think I'm good."
"Smart choice." Trixie said with a smile, patting my hand.
***

After a wonderful dinner of grilled vegetables for Trixie and Filet Mignon for the rest of us (Kyana, being a Caitian, had two), we spent the next few hours regaling each other with stories of our travels, fortunes, and misfortunes. And of course, we had many questions for Kyana, most notable how they met, and how they ended up married and living the life they always wanted.
"Oh, it's a pretty typical story," Kyana said with a laugh, settling in against Jacob, who wrapped an arm around her. "It was my first year at Starfleet Academy and I had just arrived from Cait. I didn't know anyone and I was hopelessly lost, like everyone else who had just disembarked. You see, we were all from different parts of the Federation, and most of us had never even seen Earth, much less been here. Fortunately, a very nice young man happened to be …" She paused the story and turned to her husband. "What were you doing in the arrival dock that day?" Jacob sighed and rolled his eyes.
"I was…arguing with a group of Klingons that thought they could simply land their shuttle wherever they pleased." Jacob explained. "Apparently, they were under orders to inspect the campus and judge whether or not a previously-discussed exchange program was possible. I was in charge of meeting them."
"Apparently, they also believed they were important enough to be greeted by a commander or a captain, so they took exception to Jacob and demanded he fetch someone of higher rank than a second-year student in the Command faculty who had been ordered to meet them as part of his training." Kyana added.
"They told me to scram, I told them I was under orders to show them to the Admiral's office and that was the end of it, and they got…upset." Jacob continued. "By the time security was able to pull them off me, I looked like I had been run over by stampeding Targs."
"What was the name of that Klingon who threw the first punch?" Kyana asked. "I remember him getting chewed out by his senior officer for "dishonorably inciting violence against an outmatched foe"."
"Ah yes. 'Crewman Kor'Tach'. As for 'outmatched', I think he's lucky he had five friends to back him up, otherwise that would've ended much differently."
"Yes, you would've wound up with one black eye instead of two," his wife teased. Jacob, to his credit, simply laughed with her and rolled his eyes. "There is a happy ending to the story, though," Kyana assured us. "After seeing him stand up to them, even outnumbered six to one, I knew I wanted to meet him. So I followed the paramedics all the way to the medical section and waited outside of his room until the doctor had finished repairing the damage to his nose and eyes."
"You can imagine my surprise when I left the room and found this beautiful Caitian waiting for me to tell me how brave she thought I was," Jacob said with a chuckle, patting his wife's hand. "So we got to talking and when she told me she was a first-year medical student, I offered to show her around. After that…well, the rest is history."
"Awe!" Trixie practically gushed. "That's so romantic!"
"Guess the moral of the story is if you're looking for love, just get a gang of Klingons to lay into you, right sir?" I asked cheekily.
"Or you could just land a starship on their house, apparently that works well, too," Trixie interjected without missing a beat, causing both Jacob and Kyana to look at me quizzically.
"Yeah…about that…" I said, nervously rubbing the back of my neck. "Funny story…"
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	"I could get used to this…" I murmured, stirring from peaceful slumber.
"Mmm, used to what?" Trixie murmured back.
"Not waking up to an alarm or warning or some alien jerk trying to incinerate us…"
"Mmm yeah, this is nice, isn't it?" Trixie agreed, smiling and snuggling closer to me.
"Of course, that's not the only thing I could get used to…" I added with a sly grin, hugging Trixie close.
"Mm-hm, Trixie bets you could…"
"I'm glad you agr...ouch!" I grunted as I suddenly found myself on the floor beside the bed.
"Ah, much better," Trixie murmured yet again, making a dramatic show of taking up the entire bed. "Now this is something Trixie could get used to!"
"Ladies and Gentlemen, the Great and Powerful Bed-hog, Trixie! With any luck, she'll be here all week!" I said, complete with eye-roll. "At least at this rate, I'll be the first downstairs for breakfast." I shot a quick glance at my light-blue companion just in time to hear her stomach rumble. "Yep, it'd be a shame if the Great & Hungry Trixie had to starve, all alone in bed…sigh, sigh…"
"Well, when you put it that way…" Trixie muttered. I grinned triumphantly, too caught up in my little victory to notice the light-blue glow enveloping my body. Sadly, it wasn't until I had been unceremoniously deposited on the bed that I realized my error: provoking the Trixie.
"Hey, what the…!" I gasped as the sheets coiled themselves around my ankles and wrists like satiny snakes.
"What was that about being last for breakfast?" Trixie asked smugly from her victorious position atop my chest.
That's when the door opened after a couple quick knocks.
"You two ready for brea…" Captain Remy asked, pausing at the scene in front of him.
There was a pause as we regarded each other.
"Sir, it's not what it…" Remy let out a small chuckle before gently closing the door. "…looks like." I finished as Trixie went as red as a tomato.
There was an awkward pause as we sat and twiddled our thumbs/hooves.
"So, breakfast?" I asked.
"Yup!"
As he made his way downstairs to the kitchen, Remy laughed and shook his head as memories of his younger years returned, particularly those involving his Academy days.
"Now that's the kind of awkward morning entertainment I could get used to!"
***

After a fantastic breakfast of pancakes, fresh berry compote, and homemade whipped cream, the discussion turned to our plans for the day.
"So, seeing as the memorial isn't until tomorrow, I thought we could take a tour of Starfleet Headquarters. You could get the lay of the land, maybe something will inspire you for your speech." Remy suggested, focusing on Trixie.
"That would be great, actually," Trixie said with a nod. "Trixie's run into some…difficulties with her speech and visiting where she's going to deliver it might help her finish it."
"And I've always wanted to visit Starfleet HQ," I agreed. "My parents used to talk about it all the time but we never got the chance to visit."
"Besides, San Francisco is one of the most beautiful and iconic cities in North America," Kyana piped up. "It was one of the first places Jacob took me around when we started seeing each other."
"Whaddaya say, Trix?" I asked, turning to her. "Care for a romantic whirlwind tour of San Francisco?"
"I-Trixie would like that very much!" she exclaimed, prompting Jacob and Kyana to smile.
"There'll be plenty of time for that," Remy assured us. "Which reminds me; before I set you two loose on the city, Starfleet has requested a meeting with both of you this afternoon at 1500 hours."
"Really?" I asked as Trixie's ears perked up. "What would they want to see us for?"
"Maybe it's another debriefing," Trixie mused.
"I'm not entirely sure, to be honest," Remy said, helping Kyana to clear the table. "The message wasn't exactly forthcoming. The communique stated that you two should report to Logistical Support as soon as possible, and that's all I know."
"Starfleet being secretive? What a surprising surprise!" I exclaimed, rolling my eyes. "Er, no offense." I added.
"Don't worry, I've had that exact same thought more than a few times," Remy admitted. "Still, isn't it interesting that they called you two specifically?"
"I guess it is," I said with a shrug. "What exactly do they do at Logistical Support?"
"It's a section of Starfleet that specializes in technological research for the purpose of logistical support." Remy explained.
"Oh, maybe they could build us a new ship so we'd have one that isn't falling apart on a regular basis!" Trixie exclaimed.
"Hey, that's my baby and my house you're talking about!" I retorted as Remy stifled a laugh. "But seriously, maybe they'll have some cool toys for us to test or something."
"Hopefully not on us…" Trixie muttered, taking another bite of her breakfast.
"Come on, Trix, Starfleet isn't like that…is it?" I asked, sending a slightly-skeptical expression Remy's way.
"I wouldn't worry about it too much," Remy assured us nonchalantly, sipping his coffee. "I'm sure Starfleet has absolutely no interest in luring a member of an alien species that quite literally uses magic into a research lab down in Logistical Support for the sole purpose of subjecting them to invasive study and experimentation."
"Nope!" Trixie announced, pushing away from the table whilst shaking her head. "Nopenopenopenope!"  
"Ouch!" Remy exclaimed, unable to contain his laughter even as his wife gave him a smack.
"Honestly!" she said, shaking her head. "And they made you a captain!"
It was one of the more interesting breakfasts I'd had in awhile.
***

San Francisco had long been touted as one of the great cultural centers of the United States. While it had evolved and become shinier over the years, it managed to retain some of its 20th century charm. The old streetcars were still operating regularly with no signs of slowing, the wharf was still the best place for seafood, and the Golden Gate Bridge was as majestic as it had ever been.
Thankfully, all this (and much more as we explored) was not lost on my equine companion. Trixie seemed utterly fascinated by the mix of old and new the city had become so famous for and I could hardly blame her. It was my first visit as well and I have to say that I enjoyed it immensely.  
After an exciting action-packed morning and early afternoon, we took a break for lunch, enjoying a fresh salad (for Trixie) and a lobster roll (for me) at one of many seafood eateries on the famous wharf (although we were both able to enjoy some fresh sourdough bread).
"Cole," Trixie said as we sat and digested. "What do you think Starfleet wants to see us for?"
"I honestly have no idea," I replied, polishing off the last if the bread. "Why? Are you worried?"
"Not really worried per se…"
"Then…what?"
"Trixie…has the feeling that they want to see us 'cause we're in trouble." I raised an eyebrow in surprise.
"You really think so?" She nodded. "Okay then. What could we possibly be in trouble for?"
"Trixie doesn't know," she said quietly. "But Trixie can't get over the thought that we are."
"I think Trixie's just nervous to meet so many other members of Starfleet and the Federation government," I surmised, causing her to look up at me. "Believe me that if the situation was reversed, I'd be just as nervous. I mean, if you put me in front of your rulers, y'know the ones that freakin' move your sun and moon, I'd probably lie down, curl up, and try to find my happy place." I grinned as Trixie giggled, probably picturing that very sight.
"Well, they have been known to be…intimidating at times. Trixie's lucky that she only had to deal with Princess Twilight. She was more…forgiving than Trixie expected."
"Well, if we ever find ourselves meeting your government heads for unknown reasons, remind me to ask for Princess Twilight." I said with a chuckle. "Look Trix, everything's gonna be fine. We haven't broken any rules and we're veterans of the Dyson campaign. I think we're in good standing with Starfleet at the moment." Reassuring Trixie prompted me to check the time; a great way to not be in good standing with Starfleet was to be late for a meeting with the higher-ups.
"What time is it?" Trixie asked.
"2:33," I replied. "Time to get going. I'd rather get there a little early just to be safe."
"Sounds good to Trixie." With that, we got up, paid, and caught a nearby service shuttle to Starfleet HQ.
***

Starfleet Headquarters was probably not what most people imagined when they envisioned the hub for one of the Federation's largest administrative divisions. The wide-open spaces, gardens, fountains, and general airiness of the place certainly caught Trixie and I off-guard. There were large buildings, yes, but for the most part they were so slick and integrated so seamlessly into the surrounding natural formations that at first glance, they almost appeared to be part of nature itself. It reflected Starfleet's philosophy well; being as unobtrusive as possible while displaying an appropriate measure of security and strength. A delicate balance but one clearly demonstrated by the combination of lush and ultramodern that marked Starfleet HQ.
"It's…really pretty in a way," Trixie commented, summarizing my thoughts well. "Trixie especially appreciates how they mixed nature with technology. It's…soothing."
"I think that's exactly what they were going for, Trix." I agreed with a nod. "I'm sure they wanted something that would distract Starfleet personnel from the metal confines of a starship and the cold void of space, maybe remind them of what they were working for. Seems fitting if you ask me."
"Maybe Starfleet's not so bad after all." Trixie mused with a smirk.
"Y'know, I hate to say 'I told you so'…but I freakin' told ya."
It wasn't until we'd been wandering around for about 10 minutes that I realized I actually had idea where Logistical Support was. It took a further five minutes for the idea to ask someone for directions to come to me, much to Trixie's amusement. Finally, after bugging a couple cadets, we were pointed in the right direction.
And wound up at a reception desk in a large metallic circular building perched on the edge of the cliff overlooking the bay. After being told to wait, it felt more and more like a trip to the doctor, especially given how Spartan and squeaky clean the room was.
Although I can't recall being able to provide back and ear scratches to a more ideal waiting partner. Busy as the receptionist was with whatever she was doing, she remained oblivious to the comforting touches and gestures we exchanged. Nothing raunchy, just the occasional pat or scratch. Nice way to pass the time.
An effective way to pass the time as well. It wasn't long before our names were called and we got up. Trixie seemed surprised to be addressed as well. I sure wasn't; her exploits were far more numerous and impressive than mine, which was undoubtedly why her name was actually called first. We looked over to see an Andorian woman dressed in an engineer's uniform worn under a long grey lab coat standing by the desk.
"Miss Trixie, Mr. Stevens," the woman began with a smile. "I'm Commander Veshia, Chief Engineer, Logistical Support. Welcome to our facility." she said, shaking Trixie's hoof, followed by my hand.
"Thank you ma'am," I replied cordially. "I've never been to Starfleet HQ before, although I must admit that I have no idea why we're here."
"Is Trixie in some kind of trouble?" my companion blurted out. There was a brief pause as Commander Veshia looked at her quizzically.
"No, Miss Trixie, I assure you that you are not in any trouble whatsoever. Neither of you are." The commander assured us. "In fact, you might say that you're here because Starfleet has decided to commend you."
"Really? For what?" I asked. I knew we'd done some cool stuff but had no idea of how much weight it carried with Starfleet brass.
"If you'll both follow me, I'll explain on the way," Commander Veshia replied, motioning for us to accompany her into the facility. Trixie and I looked at each other, shrugged, and followed her.
"Now, I expect you're wondering why you're here," the commander said as we weaved through typical grey Starfleet hallways.
"Well, we showed up, didn't we?" I pointed out.
"Yes, and I'm sure that by the time we're finished here, you'll be glad you did," Veshia said, stopping in front of a turbolift. "Please," she gestured for us to step onto the turbolift, joining us after we'd done so. "In short, you're here because you've demonstrated that you two possess something Starfleet values greatly: the innate ability to work as a team and by doing so, achieve great results."
"So…we're getting a pat on the head because we can do our jobs well?" I asked, confused. "Didn't realize it was this easy to get a medal."
"This goes well beyond simply doing your job well," Veshia said as the turbolift carried us…somewhere. "Yes, you're an excellent courier and Miss Trixie has proven herself to be a valuable asset as well but there's more to the story." I was a little annoyed that Trixie had been reduced to a mere asset but decided to hold my tongue and see where the commander was going with this. After all, we were not under orders per se to be here, and I wouldn't hesitate to get the Hell out if I felt Trixie was being disrespected in any way.
"Like…?"
"Like how Miss Trixie has become eligible for the Medal for Conspicuous Gallantry."
And that's exactly why I clammed up.
"Um…what?" Trixie asked in confusion.
"I was under the impression that Captain Remy had already informed you of the details." Veshia replied.
"N-no, he never said anything like that." Trixie murmured.
"So…Trixie's getting a medal…" I mused. "That's…amazing and all but it doesn't explain why we're here." Inside, I was jumping for joy with pride but there would be time for celebrations later.
"I…Trixie's getting a medal?" she nearly whispered.
"Yes and if I may say so, it is truly well-deserved," Veshia confirmed, dropping the professional engineer persona long enough to offer her a warm smile…and then some. "You see…I had a lot of colleagues and fellow graduates working in the Dyson Sphere during the Voth offensive. I lost a lot of friends there but thanks to you, many more were saved, so…thank you, Miss Trixie." With that, she knelt down and offered the blue mare her hand, which she hesitantly shook.
"I-It was Trixie's pleasure to help!" she asserted. With that, the turbolift came to a stop and the door slid open.
"Don't worry, Mr. Stevens, Starfleet hasn't forgotten about you," Veshia assured me as we continued through the facility. "Your actions against the Orion Syndicate and of course your courage in the Sphere have also been well-documented. I'm not sure what Starfleet has in store for you as far as decorations go but in the meantime, we have something else to offer you. Both of you, as a matter of fact."
"So…Starfleet asked us to come here so they could give us a present?" I surmised.
"Not exactly," Veshia said. "More like…high-tech safety equipment. After all, you two seem to have a knack for getting into interesting situations."
"That's an understatement." Trixie muttered.
"Which is precisely why I've been authorized by Starfleet to present you with something to make your lives a little easier and hopefully, safer. Let it never be said that Starfleet doesn't take care of its own. Ah, here we are." Veshia said, stopping in front of a large set of sliding doors. "I must ask you to stay with me at all times from this point forward. This room contains many technological innovations, and not all of them have been perfected yet."
"Got it," I confirmed with a curt nod.
"Trixie understands."
"Good." With that, the door opened and we were led inside.
***

"Wow…" Trixie gasped as we slowly walked inside.
"You can say that again…" I murmured, taking in the technical spectacle before me.
"Miss Trixie, Mr. Stevens, welcome to Primary Logistics, the heart of Logistical Support. This laboratory is where we put the finishing touches on all our technological innovations. It is our job to further the mission of the Federation and protect the lives of its people, and indeed anyone who may require assistance as mandated by the Federation."
It was easily one of the largest rooms I'd ever been in that wasn't designed for storing starships. Unlike the stark grey walls and doors of the rest of the facility, this room was bright, vibrant, and shiny. Hundreds of people from every Federation race worked in various sections of the room fabricating components, piecing them together, testing them out, looking at holograms of components, disassembling them; whatever you could think of, they were doing it.
The sounds of machines whirring, beeping, and hissing in combination with the occasional burnt tinge in the air bombarded our senses. The occasional shout or exclamation caught our attention and while we tried to oblige our curiosity, there was so much going on that it was almost impossible to discern the source of the excitement.
"Well, I don't see any examination tables," I said, giving Trixie a gentle nudge. "Looks like it's your lucky day, huh? Ouch!" I grunted as she gave me a not-so-gentle nudge.  
"Please, follow me," Veshia said, leading us down the wide ramp and onto the lab floor. Trixie and I followed almost silently as she pointed things out here and there that might interest us. Of course, there was so much development that we only heard about maybe half a dozen in any detail but we listened nonetheless.
We finally stopped near the far-right corner of the lab in a large section the commander referred to as "Logistical Support – Ground". Directly in the center of the space sat a large stark-white container with the Starfleet insignia on the front. Around it, scientists and engineers bustled, making it clear that whatever was inside was important, if not the focus of their work.
"Miss Trixie, Mr. Stevens, what you're about to see is the very latest in personal protection technology, the result of careful study of technology recovered from the Dyson Sphere. Starfleet has elected to grant you access and ownership of this technology on the basis of your exceptional service to the Federation. Much like the Aegis system on your ship, I believe you'll find this technology to be a most useful asset." Trixie and I smiled at each other, hearts racing in anticipation.
"So, on behalf of Starfleet and Logistical Support, I proudly present…the Dyson Heavy Combat Armor." With that, the front of the container swung upwards with a hiss, revealing its contents.


If I hadn't been rendered speechless already, what I saw in that container certainly would've done the trick. Inside stood a powerful-looking suit of armor unlike any I'd ever seen before. Unlike anything anyone had ever seen before, I suspected. It was heavy and solid-looking yet curvy and elegant in a way that set it aside from other protective harnesses I'd seen. Wordlessly, I took a step towards the polished suit before remembering my head and looking back at Commander Veshia, who nodded.
"Wow…" I murmured, carefully running a hand along the metal contours of the suit. I peered up at the large reflective visor and followed the swoosh-like top of the helmet. "It's…I don't even know what to say. This is…incredible. Trix, come have a look at this." As if waiting for me to finish fanboying over the suit, Trixie nodded eagerly and ran up to it. I back up and allowed her to stand before it. There was a collective gasp as her horn lit up and enveloped the suit in a light-blue aura; I could see some of the staff take a step forward and held up my hand.
"Don't worry, she's just checking it out." I assured them as Trixie performed something like a magical handshake, trying to understand it in a way that technical documents and engineering babble couldn't explain.
"It's…something," Trixie commented, still studying the suit. "Trixie…may not be an engineer…but she can appreciate fine workmanship." She turned to us and nodded. "It is an excellent construct."
"Well, you heard her," Commander Veshia said after breathing a sigh of relief. "We clearly have a winner. Excellent job, everyone. This suit will save a lot of lives in the future."
"So…it's for the military?" I asked. Veshia nodded.
"Yes and no. It is primarily a defensive piece and will only be deployed where necessary, primarily in the Dyson Sphere to offer our personnel better protection from the Voth." Okay, now I was on board; the Voth were terrifying, powerful, and had no idea of what they were getting into. If it meant stopping them from gathering and using Omega Particles (which were even more terrifying), I was all for it.
After all, both Trixie and I had seen very closely what the Voth were capable of.
"This suit…is very impressive," Trixie spoke up. "But…what does it have to do with us?"
"Hmm? Didn't I mention why already?" Veshia asked, sounding genuinely surprised. "Each of you will receive a suit of your very own to use as you see fit, so long as it is within Starfleet protocols."
"Seriously!?" I couldn't contain my excitement any longer. "You mean, you're just…giving us these?"
"Starfleet believes that both of you have earned them," Veshia said. "And I am inclined to agree."
"Wow…thank you…I'm speechless…" I stammered, taking another close look at the suit, as did Trixie. "What do you think, Trix? Think these'll come in handy?"
"Trixie thinks they would've come in handy weeks ago but nevertheless…" She turned and smiled at the commander. "…thank you. Thank you, everyone. Trixie hopes that it will, as you said, save many lives."
"With what we've included, there is no doubt," Veshia assured her. "Each suit, while extremely resilient by itself, has a built-in high-capacity shield generator to offer maximum protection against whatever you might come up against. If the shield diminishes, it will recharge completely after four seconds, provided the suit is not subjected to further damage." Trixie and I nodded. The commander then clapped her hands together. "Now then, who would like to try it on?"
I'm not sure whose foreleg shot up first, mine or Trixie's. Veshia smiled.
"I thought so. Here, you'll each need one of these." With that, she produced two metallic-purple combadges, pinned one on my shirt beside my original one, and the other on the collar of Trixie's cape. "These are your new combadges. In addition to doing what every other Starfleet combadge does, it has one additional function."
"Which is…" I began.
"Press the combadge and find out." Commander Veshia replied with a smile.
"This…isn't gonna hurt, is it?" I asked, a little nervous about pressing the proverbial big red button.                       
"I assure you that neither you nor your companion will be harmed in any way." Veshia promised.
"Alright, if you say so," I replied, taking a deep breath. I looked at Trixie. "On three?" She nodded, taking a deep breath as well. "Okay then. One…two…three!"
I gasped as a strange sensation enveloped my entire body. It felt like a transporter beam, and I almost thought that was actually happening…for a second. After that, there was no mistake.
"Whoa…" I murmured as I peered through the visor at my armor-covered hands. "Cool!" I exclaimed, finding the suit's shield indicator in an easy to see position along the top of the visor. I also noticed a digital zoom function for viewing objects at a distance, and environmental scanner, much like the ones found on tricorders.
"Eep!" Trixie yelped. Instinctively, I jerked my head in her direction…and my eyes widened. In a stunning move, the design team had prepared a suit for Trixie's unique measurements. It looked nearly identical to my own, save for being tailored for her unique body shape but regardless, it fit her like a glove. There was even a horn housing on her helmet!
"You okay there, Trix?" I asked, walking over to her. I paused, trying to wrap my head around how easy it was to move in such a bulky-looking suit. Sure, I wasn't gonna be doing any ballet in the thing but I certainly didn't feel any heavier or restrained.
"Trixie is fine! That was just…unexpected!" I laughed a little as she moved about experimentally, lifting one hoof up at a time, testing her balance, trying her magic. I watched as the hon covering glowed the same color as her magical aura and watched as she experimentally lifted a nearby container.
"How's the magic?" I asked.
"This is amazing! Trixie doesn't feel restricted at all! It's like the suit is…an extension of Trixie!" I smiled broadly under my helmet, relieved to see Trixie enjoying this new experience…and of course, her new toy. I turned to Veshia and the rest if the crew, most of whom were furiously typing notes on their PADDs, and gave them a thumbs-up.
"Works like a charm!"
"This is excellent news!" Veshia exclaimed. "That means it's ready for deployment."
"That's for sure! Make sure you get these where they're needed as soon as possible, okay?" Trixie requested.
"I assure you that is our top priority. We'll begin manufacturing them immediately." The commander assured her. "By the way, if you'll both join me other here, I have one more thing for you." We did so, standing next to her at an adjacent station, whereupon she opened another, smaller container.
"Um…what is that?" I asked as she took out an energy rifle built in the same style as the armor.
"It's the Dyson Proton Beam Rifle," she explained. "I realize that this may seem extreme but we feel that, given the somewhat extraordinary circumstances you've encountered, something with a little more potency than a hand phaser may come in useful…maybe even save your life. You don't have to use it but if you do…use with discretion. You'll find that it packs much more of a punch than what you're used to."
I'll admit was hesitant to accept it at first. I mean, these were real weapons. Sure, a hand phaser was technically a weapon but this was a beam rifle that was barely past the experimental stage. Is this what I valued now, what I thought I needed? Was Starfleet really giving us this gear as a reward for our service or were they expecting us to get into situations that would necessitate such advanced technology? Were we just guinea pigs for Starfleet research spooks?
At that point, my mind replayed some of the dangers we'd been through and disasters we'd barely averted. The Orion encounters, the Borg Cube, the Tholian attack, the Voth offensive, the loss of the Repulse, the God damn Iconians…  
The close calls where I'd almost lost Trixie…
After that, it was much easier to hold.
"And for you, Miss Trixie, we designed the Proton Beam Pistol specifically for you," Veshia continued, handing Trixie a much smaller version of my weapon. "Its small size should make it easy to hold and use with your magical aura." As if she could see the trepidation on the mare's face, she continued. "Now, I want you to understand that neither of you are obligated to use these weapons nor do I hope you ever have to. We would just rather you have them and not need them than need them and not have them." As much as suddenly owning high-powered weapons made me feel kind of strange, I couldn't deny her logic.
Funny how owning starship-grade phasers and torpedoes didn't bother me but personal weapons did, huh? I guess it was easier to pull the trigger when you couldn't directly see who you were shooting.    
"One more thing. You can transport either the suit, the weapon, or both. Simply press your combadge once for the suit, twice quickly for the weapon, or three times quickly for both. If done so, the rifle will appear slung to the back of the suit for ease of transport and within easy reach. Got it?" We both nodded. "Good. To take off the suit, simply hold the button down for three seconds. Note that that will also relieve you of your weapon, so use that function carefully."
Trixie and I looked at each other, nodded, and with a quick all-encompassing silver-blue flash, the armor was gone.
"Excellent. We'll store the suits aboard your ship in your quarters for ease of access. If you have any questions at all or need any kind of repair or alteration, please don't hesitate to send a hail my way." Commander Veshia said. I nodded.
"Thank you, Commander. We'll take good care of 'em, won't we, Trix?" She nodded assertively.
"Trixie will most definitely put hers to good use. You can count on that." Her determined expression spoke volumes about her intentions, and I had no doubt that if she could use it to help someone, she wouldn't hesitate. Which was good because I planned to do the exact same thing.
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The moment we exited the facility, I swept my companion up in a tremendous hug, surprising the blue mare and making her blush.
"C-Cole, what's gotten into you?" she whispered, trying to hide her delight at my sudden show of affection. "People could see…"
"Let 'em," I murmured in her ear. "My amazing mate is about to be formally decorated by Starfleet for being awesome and we just got the best Christmas/Hearths Warming/birthday gifts ever. I'm so happy right now, I could kiss you right now in front of the entire Admiralty and be totally fine with it."
"Any more surprises like this and I might hold you to that," Trixie said, giving me a soft kiss. "Trixie likes affectionate Cole."
"Well then, excuse me while I summon them," I said with a smirk, pretending to tap my new combadge. "Captain Remy, Trix and I've got a heavy make-out session planned, would you mind getting your Admiral friends together? Oh, and don't forget the popcorn!" Trixie nearly doubled over with laughter, giving me a playful punch for good measure.
"You're terrible!"
"Mr. Stevens? Are you there?" A voice from my combadge startled us, prompting me to respond.
"Captain Remy?" I asked, thoroughly confused. Trixie leaned in to make sure we both weren't hearing things.
"Is there something I can do for you, Mr. Stevens? I mean, besides getting my admiral friends together and replicating some popcorn."
"Wat." Came my succinct response. Trixie went red and groaned.
"Did you not just request an audience for an, ahem…intimate moment?" the captain asked, obviously trying to suppress a laugh.
"How did you…"
"New combadge?"
"Yes, but how…"
"You might want to adjust the touch sensitivity on it," Remy recommended after theatrically clearing his throat. "Some of the new combadges don't take much to activate. Sometimes, all you have to do is wave your finger in front of it and it activates."
"Ah. Well, then. Thanks for the heads-up."
"My pleasure, Mr. Stevens. Give my regards to Miss Trixie."
"Will do, sir." I said with a sigh. "And, uh…sorry about that."
"No problem. I was young once, too." At that point, I wisely decided to end the conversation and attempted to console a thoroughly embarrassed Trixie.
"Okay so maybe we should set these things," I suggested, trying to disperse the awkwardness.
"Trixie hopes you realize what this means."
"We have the most absurdly terrible luck out of anyone in the entire universe?"
"Close. We're two for two on 'Captain Remy accidently spies on us during private moments'."
"I hope it's accidently. His timing's uncanny. Now, if it was Quark, we'd have a problem."
***

I shouldn't have been surprised that after hearing about our afternoon, both Captain Remy and Kyana had insisted on celebrating. With the weather just about perfect, we decided to have dinner outside around the fire pit, something I'd never actually done before. Feasting on delicious fire-grilled shrimp, fish, and mixed vegetables for Trixie, we shared our lives with each other. Unsurprisingly, Kyana had taken a special interest in Trixie and plied the showmare with questions, all of which Trixie was happy to answer. Magic seemed especially thrilling and Trixie did not disappoint; in fact, her impromptu show went well into the evening and ended only when the fire finally died out.
As we retired for the night, I remembered what having a family was like. It was for these moments, moments that would remain with me for the rest of my life, I knew that whatever happened, we had to persevere. There was nothing I wanted more than to keep having moments like this and as I got into bed, I truly realized it.
I also realized something else, another moment I knew would stick with us forever. A moment that, up to this point, I wasn't sure I would ever be ready for. It was time for me to commit myself fully to the one I loved.
I took a deep breath as the realization hit me; was I truly ready for what I had in mind?
Could I finally call her my 'marefriend'? Was the word okay to use? Would it leave a dirty taste in my mouth? Would I be ashamed to say it in front of strangers and people who might not see the beauty in what Trixie and I had?
Did I truly love Trixie enough to conquer my hang-ups?
As I waited for her to finish brushing her teeth, my eyes wandered about the room, finally settling on her hat and cape sitting on a chair in the corner of the room. I smiled as I recalled the look on her face as I presented them to her. That look had expressed something powerful, a feeling that told me everything I needed to know. Over our journey together, we'd become friends, warriors, liberators, entertainers, and everything in-between.
And now, after everything we'd been through, everything we'd seen…perhaps it was time to become lovers as well.
I heard Trixie exit the bathroom and pad over to the bed. A she got in, I became aware of how fresh and clean she smelled, of how shiny her coat looked, and her inquisitive expression.
"Yes?" she asked.
"What?" I replied a little too quickly.
"You've been staring at Trixie since she got out. Yes, Trixie realizes how beautiful she is but…eep!" I interrupted her monologue with a hug, gathering the surprised showmare into my arms.
"You're right," I murmured as I held her close. "Trixie really is beautiful."
"Cole…" Trixie sighed, returning the hug before pushing back enough to regard me. "Is something on your mind? Are you okay?"
"Actually, Trix…I've never felt better. These last couple of days has been like a dream come true and now that I've seen it…it made me realize something."
"Oh really? That you're the dorkiest human to ever come from Earth?" Trixie asked with a smug grin.
"Well yeah, there's that," I replied with a chuckle. "But it was something more along the lines of this." With that, I pushed my lips firmly against hers, eliciting a surprised squeak from my companion.
No, my marefriend.
There was no doubt in my mind that she wasn't expecting the kiss to go on as it did. Up until this point, our kisses had been passionate but relatively brief; this time, however, I wanted nothing more than to show Trixie how dedicated to her I was. So I kept the kiss going, gently coaxing her mouth to open enough to slip my tongue in. Her eyes shot open but soon became half-lidded and my initiative was rewarded with a low moan.
My hands slowly moved downwards, travelling down her back to her haunches before boldly settling on her cutie mark. She gasped and gently pushed away and for a moment, I thought that I had overstepped.
"C-Cole!" she said breathlessly. "What…what's going on?" She saw my worried expression and continued. "Not that I'm not enjoying this! It's just…different from what we usually do."
"I know, Trix and I'm sorry if it's startling but it took me this long to realize that I love you so, so much, and…if you'll have me…I'd like to show you just how much." I answered, looking deep into her eyes. It took a moment for what I'd said to sink in but when it did, her eyes widened and she looked at me in disbelief.
"A-Are you serious?" she practically whispered. "Y-You want to do this…with Trixie?"
"Yes, Trix. More than anything." I confirmed with a nod.
"You mean…you don't mind that I'm not…human?" I barely heard the last word but even if I hadn't, I would've known. We both had our hang-ups and tonight I was determined to banish both of them to the far reaches of the universe.
"Trixie, you are what you are. And that is who I love. I'm sorry it took me so long to see it. I just…had so many preconceived notions and…"
If the first kiss was loving, the one that silenced me was pure passion. It was my turn to murmur as I felt her tongue lick at my lips, asking permission to enter. I gave it and soon our tongues were fighting for domination, our mouths providing the battlefield. Soon, our tongue play escalated into a fervent make-out session, the kind one could charge admission for.
Our hands/hooves also got braver and began to explore in earnest; my hands soon found her backside and while Trixie's forelegs were too short to do the same, she reciprocated by kissing my neck and collarbone, exciting me in a way I'd never felt before.
It felt wonderful.
And I wanted more. We both did.
I rolled us over so I was laying on my back, giving her control over how things would proceed. She looked down at me, face flushed and panting, before diving in for another breathtaking kiss. Impassioned moans, along with declarations of "I love you" and "That feels nice" or "Keep going" permeated the air as we grew much more acquainted with each other's forms.
The lovemaking that followed took many forms that night. Slow and steady, fast and zealous. Anything that came to mind, we indulged in, and even after we'd collapsed from exhaustion, the blazing passion remained, refusing to die down after finally being allowed to ignite. We became one, two minds, two bodies, and two spirits uniting in a show of love and appreciation.
We laid exhausted in a sweaty heap that night, scarcely able to believe what we had just done but overjoyed that we finally had. It was the beginning of a new chapter for us, one that I was looking forward to writing.
***

Just as I was falling asleep, something occurred to me.
I wonder how much Jacob and Kyana heard.
Meh, that's future Cole's problem.
With that, I passed the Hell out.
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