The Setting

“That is the exploration that awaits you: not mapping stars and studying nebulae, but charting the unknown possibilities... of existence.”  

—Q, “All Good Things”
Time Period
Star Trek: Excelsior Season 4 is set in the year A.D. 2383, approximately five years after the Starship Voyager returned home to Earth, and some eight years after the end of the Dominion War.

The Ship
The ship itself is a Sovereign-class dreadnought.  The class is no longer quite top-of-the-line as it was ten years ago, but the Excelsior is nevertheless a force to be reckoned with, a heavily armed, well-defended battlecruiser engineered during the darkest days of the Federation’s most terrible war.  (Hellfire torpedoes, recently banned by treaty, have been removed from its weapons complement in Season 4.)  With a crew complement of nearly a thousand, over a hundred of whom wear Marine green, the Excelsior is comparable to its peacetime predecessors… but is not quite the “city in space” the Enterprise-D was.  It is very much a military craft, albeit one with a large and highly effective science department.  See APPENDIX A: EXCELSIOR TECHNICAL SPECIFICATIONS.

The Place
The Excelsior’s theatre of operations is highly unusual.  Shortly after Voyager returned home, Starfleet discovered a vast Iconian Gateway hanging above the nascent Federation colony world of Union in the Raeyan Sector, near the Federation border.  Similar to the Bajoran Wormhole, the Union Gateway has only one endpoint: some fifty thousand light-years away, at the extreme far edge of the galaxy, deep in the Delta Quadrant.  (Although, as with all true Iconian Gateways, this endpoint can be changed, attempting to do so caused serious damage to the Gateway, and Starfleet has not been willing to try again.)

With a brand new quadrant of the galaxy to explore, the Federation had to act.  After the Gateway was fortified by constructing Starbase 911 on the Union end, Starfleet Special Task Force 38 was formed to oversee a historic new expedition into the Delta Quadrant.  There were setbacks, of course – many of them directly or indirectly related to the Sword of Damocles – but, in the five years since the Gateway opened, the Federation has made great progress in reaching out to the local stellar community in trade and friendship.  

Despite being in the Delta Quadrant, the particular region of space where the Gateway lets out is far from any territory Voyager traversed.  Unlike Voyager, the Gateway is very close to the galactic barrier at the edge of the galaxy.  Other than the occasional Malon or Hirgoen passing through this region, far from home – and rare but devastating battles with the Borg – this area is wholly new territory to Starfleet, with all-new races that have never heard of Starfleet or the Federation.  As the Excelsior ventures out beyond even the dim light of Starfleet’s presence in this part of space, it will be crossing into a totally unknown frontier.

The Excelsior’s course is a parabolic route with a point of origin at the Gateway.  That is to say, it the Excelsior will venture out at cruising speed, exploring as it goes, for twelve months.  Then the Excelsior will return along a different route, avoiding second visits and maximizing the volume of space explored.  During most of this time, the crew will be out of realtime subspace contact with Starfleet.  However, natural oscillations and luck could lead to short communication delays, long communication delays, or even – with a bit of luck and a tolerance for static – live communication with Starbase 911.  Though well-stocked as it begins its mission, it is expected that the Excelsior will resupply several times, whether through trade or through mining.  (Otherwise the crew will be on ration packs by the time it gets home.)  The Excelsior’s does not pass anywhere near bluegill or Borg territory, for all the obvious reasons.
Note once more that this is not the old Voyager stomping grounds, so revisiting old Voyager episodes is impractical (even if it were a good idea).  

It is possible, if the writers desire, that there would be one or two fledgling Earth/Federation colonies flung out somewhere along the Excelsior’s route, no more than four years old.  If so, the Excelsior is sure to make a stop when it passes, for R&R and to resupply the colonists.  I add this because isolated Earth colonies are classic settings for Star Trek stories, and this is an excuse to allow you to use one in your episode.  (If no one is doing a colony story, then we’ll just assume no colonies exist this far outside UFP space.)

One last thing: the Iconians are a demi-mythical canon race lurking in the background of our whole setting.  Among other things, they built the Gateway.  They were the great forerunner civilization of our galaxy, called “Demons of Air and Darkness” for the immense power they had over mind and matter.  Eventually, they were either destroyed or driven out of the galaxy, some hundreds of thousands of years ago, leaving behind a reputation (perhaps undeserved) of being conquerers and sorcerors.  Before they were destroyed, however, the Iconians managed vast tracts of space, and left ancient ruins behind on thousands of worlds throughout the galaxy.  Strangely, Iconian ruins and other artifacts are much more heavily concentrated in the Excelsior’s theatre of operations than they are in most other parts of the galaxy.  Moreover, as the section on THE ARCS details, there is more going on with these ruins than meets the eye.

(NOTE: The canon geeks among you should be aware that, as a policy, we either handwave, conflate, or outright ignore the other canonical forerunner races, including the Tkon, the Slavers, and any races involved with the Guardian of Forever.  Just don’t bring them up.  Use Iconians instead.)  

There is not much more to be said about this setting. I have done everything in my power to make it a blank slate, so you will have free rein as writers. 

So there it is: your final frontier.  Who knows what we’ll find out there?  Could be anything from delerict cargo vessels to vast empires – virulent bacteria to a star made of antimatter.  It’s time for you to fill up this space with your ideas.  Have at it!

The Stories
This season has a single overarching theme: Exploration and discovery.  Strange new worlds and new civilizations, if you like.  Wonder and awe.  After three years of very dark Star Trek, our characters have earned a reprieve.  They’ve been suffering and killing in order to protect the Federation they love, and they’ve all been forced to grow in a lot of different directions, many of them unpleasant.  This season, they finally get to do what their mission was always supposed to be: boldly go into unexplored space, find out what you can, come back alive.  It’s what they signed up for, and the stakes are lower than they have been for the past two years.  It’s also Excelsior’s opportunity to do what (incredibly) almost no Star Trek audio drama has attempted: produce a season of simple, standard, stand-alone episodes set in Gene Roddenberry’s vision of the future.  We want to make this season feel as much like a normal season of top-quality Star Trek as we can.
Now, don’t overinterpret that.  Sure, it’s a reprieve, and sure, we’re putting aside the huge arcs of the past several years.  But that doesn’t mean we’re going to let up on our characters.  Quite the contrary!  We want to see them in mortal peril, in inescapable quandaries (moral and otherwise), in the throes of exotic new phenomena, stumbling through difficult first contacts, and laughing together once they’ve won through the day’s challenges.  We want to see high-concept science-fiction, deep probing of our characters, classic Trekkie social critique, and everything else that made Star Trek great.  In short, we want you to tell the biggest stories Excelsior’s ever told.  Heck, we want you to take the example that Star Trek set in the 1990s and 2000s and improve on it.

There is only one positive rule: in some important way, every story must hinge on a new discovery.  I imagine for most of you that will end up meaning an encounter with a new race (or solitary life form, or several races).  But it could mean a lot of other things, too – most obviously, scientific discovery.  We want to use this season to add to the Star Trek universe – not to continue salvaging pieces from it to fit the needs of our own sub-canon, but to positively build upon the Roddenberry legacy.  The challenge of creativity now falls to you.  I’m convinced that, as you rise to the challenge, you will find yourself writing some of the best new Star Trek stories of the 21st century. 

Beyond that one rule of “discovery”, I don’t want to force you in any one direction, when there are so many possibilities – bright, dark, tragic, comic, “bottle shows” and budget-busters.  Find your own path.

Stories We’re Avoiding
However, there are a number of paths we don’t want you to walk down this year.  Some of these are excluded because they don’t fit the tone of this season; some because they’ve been done to death; some because I personally hate them and I’m the Exec. Producer.

We don’t want to see any episodes that revolve around the Sword of Damocles or the Borg.

In fact, we don’t want to see episodes that revolve around any well-established Star Trek political entities or alien powers.  This can actually be quite a challenge: three of the scripts we considered for the 2009 Writing Contest were about the Excelsior interacting with old Trek races (the Vulcans, the Romulans, and the Vidiians), including the eventual winner.  They were good scripts for that contest, but that’s not what we’re doing this year.  Feel free to mention or even show some of these old Trek standbys, but don’t make them central to your story.  The spotlight here needs to be on the new things we’re creating for the Trekverse.

We want these stories to be real.  Use of the holodeck is discouraged, and entire episodes that revolve around the holodeck (like “Spirit Folk” or “The Killing Game” or “The Big Goodbye”) are especially so.  We’re in the twenty-fourth century in deep space!  The possibilities are infinite!  Why in the stars would we want to waste one of our rare episodes on some poorly-conceived, low-stakes archetypical period piece that isn’t even real?  On a similar note, your episode cannot end in an “...and it was all a dream” revelation.  Again, that trope has its place, but its place is not this season.

A couple of traditional Star Trek tales that I just can’t foresee being fresh at this point: crew encounters anomaly that changes their behaviour in revealing and hilarious ways while the ship slips ever closer to destruction.  This was amazing when it was Sulu swordfighting in “The Naked Time” but just wearisome by the time it got around to Trip obsessing over the captain’s chair in “Anomaly”.  Also, the old “does artificial life have equal experiences and equal rights as organics?”  Answer: yes.  “The Measure of a Man” settled it; “Author, Author” stuck a fork in it.  Time to move on from the artificial life story.  Finally, the “all-powerful being tests the crew” story.  Love it, but it doesn’t fit that tone we’re looking for this season.

Please try to avoid stories that are solved by technobabble.  That can be very, very hard, especially when dealing with engineers or space anomalies.  Science solutions can be done well, so there’s not an absolute rule about this, but be careful with it.

For obvious reasons, don’t pitch stories that rely on canon actors (like William Shatner.  The odds of us actually working out the logistics to do an episode with a Trek actor, much less getting their agreement, are remote.  

We also can’t do a story about P’chk’ro’ta, the peculiar all-knowing science officer featured occasionally in our first season.  I would love to do one, but the actor has permanently left the show, so you’d be better off trying to get Kate Mulgrew, frankly.
There’s a yellow light on Prime Directive stories.  I happen to think there’s still a ton of Prime Directive stories left to be told, but they have to come at it from a new angle – the traditional “Will the crew let these people die, or risk negative consequences by saving them?” story was buried once and for all by “Dear Doctor.”  Since this season is a year of discovery, there will be lots of opportunities for the PD to come up.  Indeed, we already did a “Prime Directive story with a twist” in “Guards! GET THEM!”  You should also know that I take a relatively loose view of the Directive: I believe it prohibits deliberate, direct cultural contamination, but that its cautions can be bypassed in order to preserve the innocent lives of non-Starfleeters.  Look to TOS episodes for Prime Directive guidance, not TNG and later.  (Picard’s behaviour in “Brothers”, where he’s perfectly willing to just let an entire race of cavemen die because of bad weather, annoys the pants off me, and is a radical break from Prime Directive precedents from before that episode.)  So don’t rely on rigid interpretations of the P.D. for your plot.

Other tropes are fine – transporter accidents, shuttle crashes, planets that are eerily like the Earth of {insert historical period or present day here}, etc.  I look forward to seeing what you come up with.  I’ve already heard some really neat ideas put forward, and I can’t wait to work with you to hammer out the skeletons of these stories!

I do have to make a note on content rating.  Cue boilerplate: Excelsior is a family program.  Children are listening.  Don’t exceed the levels of sex or language or violence that were seen in the Original Series.  At our edgiest, we’re TV-PG.

At the same time, the fact that we are partially targeted to children does not in any way mean you should go easy on them.  Stephen Moffat, executive producer of BBC sci-fi drama Doctor Who, once said, “Doctor Who is actually aimed at 11-year-olds. Don't overstress it, but it's true.”  Yet the writers at DW delight in putting the audience through an emotional meat-grinder of terror, sadness, anger, and joy.  If you look at the behind-the-scenes notes, you’ll discover that they didn’t do this despite the children.  They did it because the children would absolutely lap it up.  

Society today treats kids as both much too old and much too young.  We coarsen their language and sexualize them and teach them cynicism at younger and younger ages, because we think they can handle it, but deprive them of the joys and terrors of authentic literature, because we think we can’t.  This production rejects both choices.  Bring it on.

Stories We WOULD Like To See
As I said, the only rule for stories this season is “exploration and discovery” as a pivotal part of the story.  That’s still the case.  As we’ll discuss later in this document, there are a couple of seasonal “arcs” that we’re going to be baking into as many stories as we can, but we’ll only start to focus on those with you on those after you have a story concept in mind – we don’t want the arcs to get in the way of your creativity.

But we also had some ideas we’d like to bring out before you start brainstorming for a concept. We think about story a lot here at the home office, and here are some seeds that we’d love to see blossom this year.  If they don’t happen, that’s fine, but if these ideas get your creative energies going and you end up telling a story based on them, so much the better.

We’d love to have a good Yubari episode this season.  Everyone else has had a storyline that is really about them.  Most characters have had an entire season in the spotlight (Neeva is getting hers this year).  Yubari’s got the shaft.  She has no episodes about her, a fragile backstory, and very murky motivations.  Season 4 seems like a perfect time to give her something to do.

I have always been partial to episodes that explore life on a starship (in exciting, engaging ways, of course).  And the Excelsior has something no other Trek ship has ever had: an entire marine contingent.  This particular marine contingent has been, literally, decimated by the losses at Valandria and Gevinon.  Morale must be in very bad shape.  Ultimately, every episode this season should turn on our main characters, but a story that explores the unique life Starfleet’s Finest lead down in Marine Country would be a big feather in Season 4’s cap.

Social critiques are Star Trek’s bread and butter.  If Doctor Who is fundamentally about monsters, Star Trek is fundamentally about taking whole cultures – especially our own – and examining them from every direction.  I love a good social commentary episode.  However, there is a big caveat there: Star Trek is only good at social commentary when it takes a broad perspective and works through allegory and metaphor.  I really love the moral complexity and ambiguity of “A Private Little War.”  I hate “Let That Be Your Last Battlefield.”  “Similitude” is amazing.  Star Trek IV’s whale posturing is so absurd it only adds to the movie’s comedy value.  “Critical Care” is just barely veiled enough to be terrific.  You’re free to agree or disagree with any or all of these opinions, because they are just my opinions, but the bottom line is: if you want to do an episode about homosexuality or abortion or immigration or health care or the debt crisis or the Catholic Church or whatever, please, go ahead and do it... but don’t do it directly, don’t be obvious, and don’t demonize.  Do it through some sort of sci-fi parallel, and keep your villains complex – the thing to remember about complex social issues is that both sides have coherent, intelligent points of view, and your listeners are much more willing to listen to your side if it’s presented through an allegory.  If your commentary is so veiled the viewers don’t notice it until years later, so much the better.  It’s like the moment I realized “The Measure of a Man” is about Roe v. Wade. (Note: “The Measure of a Man” is not officially about Roe v. Wade.  I just made that up so I could imagine you doing a double-take on the above sentence.)  My midseason story, as an example, will be about {redacted}, but I’m hopeful that nobody listening will pick up on the fact that it’s a commentary on current events until the next time they open a newspaper.
Light comedy, a la The Trouble With Tribbles, would be cool.  I know most of you will be writing dramatic scripts of various shades of dark, and that’s where the medium is at these days and it’s really very good.  But I’d love to do one or two lighthearted episodes this year.  The soundtrack alone would be a joy to put together.

A visit to the Galactic Barrier would be nice, either as a one-scene throwaway or as the central plot of an episode.  I grant, though, that it would be hard to make the Barrier interesting, as it’s already been done several times and there aren’t that many stories you can tell about an energy field that blows up your ship and may possibly drive you insane and give you god-like powers.

It would be great to do a Gateway story.  The Iconian Gateway that gives the Excelsior and Starfleet access to the Delta Quadrant is one of those weird artifacts that has been hanging in the background of every story we’ve done so far, but we’ve never actually done an episode about it, or how it was discovered (by accident, near the end of the Dominion War), or the mysteries around it.  It fits right into the Iconia Rising arc we’re doing this season.  The one difficulty I foresee – and it is a serious difficulty – is that it would be impossible to do a Gateway story unless the Excelsior is very close to its home base.  It would make a good premise for the penultimate episode of the season, but I can’t see it fitting anywhere else.  If you want to do this story, let me know so we can get cracking on the scheduling.
I’ll leave it at that.  Go out there and write the best Trek episodes the world has seen in decades!  I know you can do it.  What’s more, I expect it.
Reading Advice
I advise you to look up the original Gene Roddenberry document “Star Trek Is…” from 1965.  We’re trying to recapture that vision.  I also strongly recommend Michael Piller’s book, “FADE IN: The Writing of Star Trek: Insurrection.”  The early chapters in particular have some brilliant insights into what Star Trek is all about.  The unpublished manuscript circulated online a couple of years ago; I’m not sure whether it’s still available.  These two works will get you in the mindset for Excelsior Season 4.

Running Time
Episodes should run approximately forty minutes to sixty minutes.  We can go a little longer than that (seventy minute episodes are not uncommon around here), but not really very much shorter.  For the sake of comparison, most Original Series episodes ran fifty to fifty-one minutes, and by the time we got to Enterprise they were running forty-one to forty-three minutes.

The Tech
Don’t worry about the tech.

No, really.  I’ve read The Physics of Star Trek and every technical manual that exists.  I’ve memorized the internals of phaser weapons.  I have the official Trek Star Charts, and do warp factor and stardate calculations by hand.  I can tell you the armament on the U.S.S. Lollipop (ten), and four different strategies for penetrating a cloak (and how to evade them).  I’m sure several of you can do all this and more.  And that’s great.

But I’m not worried about it.  Learning everything about Trek tech has taught me one thing: Trek tech operates according to the laws of plot, not the laws of physics.  The writers of canon regularly violate their own pre-established rules in order to make a particular plot point work.  When they try to explain it, it usually just bogs down the narrative and turns into an early Voyager episode.  Ew.  So my only rules are: don’t be ridiculous with your tech, but feel free to make it more or less powerful as needed to tell the story you want to tell.  You don’t need to explain it, even if it seems to go against some of the special rules established by other episodes.  Just be consistent about it within your particular story.

Where you can, avoid technobabble.  Where you can’t, then don’t even try to tie it into real physics in anything other than an aesthetic sense, unless you actually know something about the science you’re using.  It’s impossible to violate fake laws of physics, and if we do we can always talk our way out of it when the nitpickers attack.  But if you violate the real laws of physics, the listeners will call you on it and they will be right to do so.  Star Trek and science are great friends, but nothing spoils that friendship like Star Trek doing science wrong.
Examples: In the 2009 Star Trek movie, red matter was well-handled, because it was completely made up, so we, the audience, could assume that it really could do what the filmmakers said it did.  Transwarp beaming was good, because it wasn’t actually explained except through Scotty’s very vivid complaint about how impossible it is.  On the other hand, a single supernova (one star) threatening the entire galaxy was so stupid it broke suspension of disbelief.  So was everything the movie did with black holes, from the way they appeared to the way they functioned – because we, the audience, know better.
So don’t pull out a warp table while writing your story.  Just remember that warp 10 is infinite speed, warp 1 is light speed, and your mileage may vary on everything in between.  Don’t pull out a star chart: if you know the basics of the setting (described elsewhere), you’re good to go, and Star Trek is littered with examples of star systems that are far apart one week and close together the next.  If you do use stardates, you don’t need to calculate them.  Just put “XXXXX.X,” leave a note as to how much time has passed since the last stardate was given, and I’ll math it out in the revision.

All this being said, if you do actually know something about science, I encourage you to use it.  And if you are willing to do the research to tell a compelling, realistic story about, say, a starship trapped in decaying orbit around a quark star (quark stars are hypothetical in current science and so would fulfill the “exploration and discovery” requirement for the season), I encourage you to do so.  Star Trek – and sci-fi in general – thrive when tied closely to the frontiers of human knowledge, when someone watching the show can be not only entertained and enlightened for an hour, but can actually learn something concrete about how our universe works.  It makes our show more useful and more believable.  

Lastly, as a bit of a tangent: do not, under any circumstances, have any character say that “Shields are down to X percent!” or similar.  That construction seems as natural to science fiction writers today as the warrior race trope, but it’s just a crutch used by writers trying to inject faux-tension into an overlong combat sequence.  The phrase appeared once in the entire run of the original series (in “The Changelling”, where it was attached to some dramatic rules that made it very effective).  I tried counting the number of times Tuvok said it in Voyager and gave up at twenty-one.  Excelsior did it once in our first episode for a cheap laugh, but that was likely a mistake.  Don’t do it – excising the phrase will instantly improve your battle sequences.
