
 Gunnery Sergeant Christopher ‘Olly’ O’Laughlin, the mentor of the USS Dauntless’ Starfleet Space Cadet 

Corps division, paced back and forth in front of the Cadet division members, each of whom were standing in ranks 

at attention, holding a padd with a listing of the cadet’s names on it. 

 “As you all know, all of you were entered for a chance to win a special prize suggested by the Captain for 

each of the qualifications you completed over the past six months,” explained the Gunny.  “This includes any 

commendations you received, high grades in school and extra services to the division.” 

 The Gunny nodded over to where the red-haired Trill woman stood, holding Olly’s 20
th

 century Marine 

cammo cap.  Counselor Gera, who assisted O’Laughlin in running the youth program aboard the starship, walked 

over and handed Olly his cover, filled with printouts of each of the division member’s names. 

 “The prize for this special drawing gets the opportunity to be Commanding Officer of the ship for twenty 

four hours.”  Olly squinted his eyes closed really tight and reached into his hat, pulling one name out as he said, 

“And the winner is…!” 

 He groaned as he read the name and said, “Of course it is.  …Cadet Gem Koester!” 

 “Yes!” Gem exclaimed as several of her fellow young cadets patted her on the back.  A few others looked 

jealous or made snide whispered comments that the drawing had been rigged from the start to favor the captain’s 

daughter. 

 “I was really kinda hopin’ I would win,” O’Laughlin said dejectedly to Counselor Gera. 
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Two Weeks Later 

 

 “Are you ready?” Captain Peter Koester, the starship’s commanding officer asked his teenage daughter.  

Gem looked around at the various crew members standing watch at their consoles, then a quick glance at the center 

seat before nodding up at her father.  “Do you know who you want as your acting XO?” 

 “Yes,” Gem replied, indicating toward the turbolift alcove where one of her fellow cadets and close friends 

stood.  “Emma.”  She gestured to Cadet Emma Foster to join her in the middle of the bridge.  Nervously, the second 

teenage girl joined Gem in front of the command chair. 

 “Very well.  Computer, transfer command of this vessel to Fleet Space Cadet Second Class Gem C. 

Koester, with Cadet Fourth Class Emma Foster acting as Executive Officer, authorization Koester-Gamma-Gamma-

One-Two-Nine.” 

 The computer bleeped acknowledgement before replying, “Command has been transferred to Starfleet 

Space Cadet Second Class Gem C. Koester.” 

 “Good luck, Captain,” Koester said to his daughter, shaking first her hand briefly, then Cadet Foster’s, 

before turning toward the turbolift.  In a moment, he was gone. 

 “So…,” Emma said, looking around nervously at the crew around them.  “What do you want to do now?” 

 Gem had just climbed into the command chair, running her hands along each of its arms before she replied, 

“How about we watch a vid in the ready room?” 

 “Can we do that?” Emma asked hopefully. 

 “I can do anything,” Gem responded with a smile.  “I’m the captain!”  She then looked at Phillip Winters, 

the officer manning the ops console, and said, “Commander Winters, you have the conn.” 

 “Aye, Captain,” Winters replied, shifting his ever-present tan satchel on his shoulder as he stood up from 

the ops seat and stepped back into the command chair while Gem and Emma disappeared through the ready room 

doors.  Emma jumped onto the couch/day bed while Gem sat down behind her father’s desk. 

 “What do you want to watch?” Gem asked, pressing the button on the computer monitor to activate it. 

 “Do you have ‘High School Musical XXI’ in the files?” Emma asked. 



 Gem smiled as she said, “Computer, play file High School Musical XXI in 3-D.” 

 The ready room dimmed as both girls settled down to watch as the opening credits appeared in mid-air 

between the desk and the couch.  However, before more than thirty seconds had played, the door chime sounded. 

 “Computer, pause vid,” Gem said with a sigh.  “Come.” 

 The doors swished open and the starship’s half-Klingon Chief Engineer, Dar, stepped into the ready room, 

pausing with a confused look on his face when he almost walked right into the words suspended in mid-air in the 

center of the room. 

 “Sorry to interrupt, Captain,” the engineer said.  “The monthly computer overhaul is scheduled for this 

shift, and I need your permission to take the port computer core and the engineering core off-line.  The starboard 

core will maintain all necessary ship’s functions.” 

 Gem exchanged a worried look with Emma before looking at Dar. 

 “Um…  What would my father normally say?” 

 “Normally he says, ‘Very well.  Take the cores off-line and commence maintenance.’” 

 “Oh.  Okay.  Very well.  Take the cores off-line and commence maintenance, Commander.” 

 “Thank you, Captain,” Dar said, nodding first at Gem and then Emma before heading back out of the ready 

room. 

 “Well…  Shall we resume?” Gem asked. 

 “Yeah,” Emma agreed, resuming her pose on the couch. 

 “Computer, resume pro…” 

 “McIntyre to the Captain.” 

 Gem’s mouth hung open in mid-word.  She gritted her teeth before tapping her silver combadge and 

replying, “Go ahead, Colonel.” 

 “Captain, my Marines are standing by for their quarterly inspection.” 

 “Inspection?” Gem asked. 

 “Yes, Captain.  Dress uniform inspection.  It’s on the POD.” 

 One of Gem’s eyebrows lifted high as she touched the desktop monitor again.  “Computer, display the plan 

of the day.”  Immediately a listing of all the official events aboard the ship appeared.  Sure enough, at 0930 was 

listed the command inspection of Special Contingent 41.  Gem got up and headed for the door. 

 “If you don’t mind, I’ll watch a little of the vid while you’re gone,” said Emma. 

 “The POD says Command Inspection.  You’re the XO today.  If I gotta do this, so do you!” Gem said as 

she grabbed Emma by the uniform sleeve and dragged her out of the ready room. 

 

* * * * 

 

Two Hours Later 

 

 The ready room doors parted and both Gem and Emma stepped inside. 

 “Who would have thought you could get combat boots THAT shiny?” Emma said as she jumped back up 

on the couch. 

 “Or that Marines could stand at attention so still for so long?” Gem added as she walked back behind the 

desk.  “My knees were starting to hurt just walking back and forth between the ranks.” 

 “Shall we resume the vid?” Emma asked. 

 “We shall,” Gem replied.  “Computer, resume…” 

 Once again, the acting-Captain was interrupted by the sound of the door chime.  Gem moaned before 

saying, “Come.” 

 “I have some reports you need to sign, Captain,” said the captain’s yeoman as she stepped in and placed 

several padds of varying sizes on the desk in front of Cadet Koester.  “This is our fuel consumption report…  Our 

duty roster…  Our shuttle maintenance schedule…” 

 “Emma,” Gem said, casting her friend a stern gaze.  “Get over here and review these with me.” 

 “But…” 

 “Get over here!” 

 

* * * * 

 



An Hour Later 

 

 “…and the battery maintenance schedule…  The crew rotation reports…  And finally the fuel consumption 

report.” 

 Gem looked bleary-eyed as she passed another padd toward her acting-XO before looking at the final 

report. 

 “I read this already.  Didn’t I read this already?  I’m sure I read this already!” she protested. 

 “Oh, what do you know?” the yeoman said with a chuckle.  “Your signature is already on it.  My mistake.” 

 As the yeoman gathered up the various reports, Gem exchanged an exasperated look with Emma. 

 “Thank you, Captain,” the yeoman said as she departed the ready room.  Gem stared at the door for almost 

a minute before Emma cleared her throat. 

 “What are you waiting for, Gem?” she asked. 

 “Wait a second,” Gem said, holding up her hand toward Emma as she continued to stare at the door.  

Another minute passed uneventfully before Gem took a deep breath and started to relax. 

 “Computer, re…” 

 “Chief Kyman to the Captain.” 

 Gem froze in place, a tear forming in the corner of her eye before she once again tapped her silver 

combadge. 

 “Yes, Chief?” 

 “We’re waiting for you in the briefing lounge, Captain,” Kyman said, sounding grim. 

 “Waiting for what?” Gem asked, almost afraid to hear the answer. 

 “Captain’s mast,” Kyman replied.  “It’s on the POD.” 

 Gem rolled her eyes as she once again looked up the plan of the day while Emma silently mouthed, “You 

gotta be kidding me!”  Sure enough, Captain’s Mast was scheduled for 1200 hours. 

 “We’re on our way, Chief,” Gem replied before tapping her combadge once again. 

 “We?  What’s this we stuff?” Emma asked. 

 “You’re my First Officer.  Where I go, you go,” Gem replied with a mirthless smile before leading the way 

back out the ready room door. 

 

* * * * 

 

One Hour Later 

 

 “I can’t believe you wanted to find him guilty before you even heard the other side of the story!” Gem said 

as the pair of Fleet Space Cadets entered the ready room once again. 

 “Is there any chance we’ll actually get to watch our vid?” Emma asked as she returned to the couch. 

 “I’m almost afraid to try again,” Gem admitted, joining Emma on the couch and looking at the door.  Both 

cadets stared at the door for several seconds before a voice sounded from Gem’s combadge, causing both of the 

teens to jump. 

 “Bridge to Captain.  We’re entering the Argolis Cluster,” reported Lt Commander Setton To’Lock Arbelo. 

 “Very well, Mister Arbelo,” Gem replied, relieved it was only a progress report.  But rather than simply 

sign off, Arbelo continued to speak. 

 “Should we drop to sub-light or will you be coming out to the bridge?” 

 “What do you need me out on the bridge for?” Gem asked undiplomatically. 

 “Captain’s Standing Orders,” Arbelo replied.  “The ship will not traverse any protostar cluster unless the 

captain is on the bridge.” 

 “Thanks, Dad,” Gem mumbled to herself before telling Arbelo, “The XO and I will be right out.”  Then 

before Emma could protest again, Gem looked at her and said, “Come on, Exec.” 

 Seconds later, both Cadets emerged onto the bridge, Gem immediately taking a seat in the command chair.  

It took Emma a few seconds longer to realize her place was in the seat to the acting-Captain’s right. 

 “We’re not qualified to do this, Gem!” Emma whispered urgently in her fellow cadet’s ear. 

 “Relax,” Gem replied.  “Don’t you remember we learned all about the Argolis Cluster in our Astronomy 

class last fall?  It’s what my father would call a milk run.” 

 “As long as you’re sure,” Emma said unsurely. 

 Gem nodded, then turned to face the main viewscreen, where several protostars of the Argolis Cluster was 

already visible. 



 “Helm, maintain course,” she ordered. 

 

* * * * 

 

Two Hours Later 

 

 Emma was bored out of her skull, simply sitting in the seat normally occupied by Commander K’danz and 

watching the images of newly formed stars on the viewscreen pass, or occasionally glancing at one of the crew 

around her.  Gem, on the other hand, seemed excited to actually be sitting in the command seat, issuing orders and 

seeing them acted upon. 

 “How soon until we’re out of the Cluster?” Emma asked, intending the question to be for Gem. 

 “One hour, thirteen minutes present speed,” answered Ensign William Hyland III from the helm. 

 “Any chance we can go faster so we can get back to the vid?” Emma added. 

 “Traversing the Cluster at speeds greater than warp five is not recommended,” Hyland replied. 

 “Maintain course and speed,” Gem added with a glance toward her acting-XO. 

 The transit continued uneventfully for several more minutes, until the science officer, the non-corporeal 

Daminian Lieutenant Spot, reported, “Captain, long-range sensors are detecting another vessel approaching us on an 

intercept course.” 

 “Can you identify?” Gem asked. 

 “I’m registering a Dominion warp signature,” Spot said. 

 “Dominion!?” Hyland exclaimed. 

 “Gem, maybe we should call your dad?  This shouldn’t be happening!” Emma said with worry. 

 Gem glanced over her shoulder at the Klingon manning the tactical console. 

 “I can handle this!  Mister Ka’Dan, lock all weapons on the Dominion vessel.  Prepare to fire,” she ordered. 

 “Phasers, photon and quantum torpedoes armed and locked on target,” Lieutenant Rinja Ka’Dan replied. 

 “Warn that ship away, Mister Arbelo.” 

 On the screen, the shape of a beetle-like Jem’Hadar attack ship was growing ever closer. 

 “They’re charging weapons!” Ka’Dan reported. 

 “Do not fire unless fired…,” Gem started to say when Ka’Dan interrupted her. 

 “Jem’Hadar is firing weapons!” 

 The bridge shook around them.  Emma squealed before quickly regaining her composure. 

 “Return fire!” Gem ordered, prompting phasers and torpedoes to fire against the attacking Jem’Hadar 

vessel.  First one warp nacelle was blasted off, causing the Jem’Hadar to roll unexpectedly into the path of several 

more weapons.  It soon exploded in a bright fireball and faded from view. 

 “Good job,” Gem said appreciatively. 

 “Captain,” interjected the voice of Lieutenant Spot before anyone else could comment on their victory.  

“Short-range sensors are now detecting the approach of a Breen warship.” 

 “You’re kidding,” Gem said deadpan. 

 “Unfortunately not,” Spot replied. 

 “I thought we beat the Dominion eight years ago?” Lieutenant John Smith said from his post at the 

engineering console. 

 “There are always stragglers after any war, Leftenant,” Spot replied. 

 Gem ordered the Dauntless into battle once again.  And while the Breen lasted longer than the Jem’Hadar 

had, the Federation starship once again prevailed. 

 “What more can happen?” Emma asked.  Suddenly the red alert klaxon sounded throughout the ship. 

 “Romulan Warbird decloaking off the port bow!” Lt Commander Arbelo exclaimed. 

 “What?!?” Gem said in disbelief. 

 “They’re charging weapons!” Ka’Dan announced. 

 “Fire everything we’ve got!” Gem ordered. 

 The Dauntless shook violently as Romulan disruptors tore at her shields.  Breeches were blasted open on 

the dark-green hull of the Romulan vessel.  Weapons passed back and forth between the two starships, some 

exploding in the vacuum of space, others striking their mark.  After several minutes and a series of unusual 

maneuvers, the Dauntless again prevailed as the Warbird lost power and started drifting. 

 “Damage reports coming in from all over the ship, Captain,” Lieutenant Smith announced.  “We’re hurt.” 

 “Sickbay is reporting extensive casualties,” Arbelo added to the already bad news. 

 “I told you we were in way over our heads,” Emma said understatedly. 



 “What else could go wrong?” Gem asked. 

 “Klingon battle cruiser decloaking off the starboard bow,” Lieutenant Spot reported.  “They’re arming 

weapons.” 

 “Okay, this has gone far enough!” Gem said, the frustration evident in her voice.  “Computer, freeze 

program!” 

 Immediately, all the action on the bridge around Gem and Emma froze.  The crew were as silent and 

motionless as statues.  The consoles still lit, but no longer blinking their familiar patterns. 

 “Computer, exit.” 

 Gem started making her way around the helm console as the main viewscreen faded away to be replaced by 

the holodeck door, which quickly slid aside. 

 “Some prize,” Gem mumbled as she walked out into the corridor, where her father, Captain Peter Koester, 

stood waiting with a grin on his face beside Gunnery Sergeant Olly O’Laughlin. 

 “So how did you like your day in the center seat?” Koester asked his teenage daughter as she stormed past 

him before twisting around to face her father. 

 “I was supposed to be CO of the ship for a day, not a holodeck!” 

 “You didn’t really think I would let you take command for real, did you?” Captain Koester asked.  “You 

need to have a lot more training and experience before that would ever happen!” 

 Gem glared at her father a moment before she said accusingly, “You programmed the holodeck!  You made 

that disaster!”  Gem spun around again and, grabbing Emma’s sleeve, stormed away down the corridor.  Captain 

Koester watched the backs of the two teenage Fleet Cadets disappear around the curve of the deck as he called out, 

“Now you know what I have to go through every day.”  He chuckled a little as he glanced at O’Laughlin before 

adding, “Well, maybe not every day.” 

 “There was still more than seventeen hours left of the program, Captain, sir,” O’Laughlin commented, 

glancing in through the holodeck doors at the still frozen bridge inside.  “What’s going to happen to the prize?” 

 The captain looked inside the holodeck for a second as well before noticing the hopeful expression on 

O’Laughlin’s face. 

 “You want to finish it off, Gunny?  Be my guest,” Koester said as he gestured toward the door. 

 “Oh boy!” O’Laughlin said, rubbing his hands together with glee as he rushed inside the holodeck.  

“Computer, resume program.  Attention all hands, the captain has the deck and the conn!  Battlestations!” 

 Captain Koester could not resist a laugh as he watched the holodeck doors slide shut. 

 

The End 

 


