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I’ve been a Star Trek fan longer than I can
remember. One of my earliest concrete memories
is sitting with my father watching an episode on
a television that was probably a lot smaller than
I remember it.
The fan fiction piece of things is a lot
newer to me. I first had the idea to write a few
stories of my own a year or so before the 50th
anniversary. Life intervened, of course, and by
the time I managed to get the first draft of the
last of the seven stories in this volume into
document files, the 50th anniversary was only a
couple of weeks away. Editing was done in brief
spurts over a couple of more years until I
decided it was time to finish them and do
something with them.
In the meantime, I’d also drafted a novellength story. The stories got their real editing
done mostly in one stretch along with that first
novel and then a second (converted last fall from
an audio drama script, but that’s another story
entirely).
The first draft of a second batch of stories
happened right after I finished editing that
second novel. They’re resting now so I can come
back to them with fresh eyes, but they’re getting
closer to the front of the editing queue, so
eventually there will be a sequel volume to this
one.
And I have a third group of stories
planned, moving back to shorter lengths again,
generally under 10,000 words, depending on
how much the characters make me explore.
After that, we’ll see.

It seems like I’m in a Star Trek groove.
That’s normal, but in the last year or so it’s been
an important part of my writing, too.
In the pages that follow, you’ve got more
than 66,000 words of TOS fiction. Kirk and
McCoy make tiny appearances. Spock is only
mentioned. Sometimes, it’s nice for the
supporting characters to have central roles.
Live long and prosper.
Lance
25 August 2020

“OCS Bound”

Kyle?”

“You’re sure I can’t talk you out of this, Mister

The gleam in Kirk’s eyes belied the words. And
Kyle could tell his captain, very nearly his former
captain, at least for the next few months, didn’t
mean them at all. “Aside from being the best
transporter chief in the fleet, I’m pretty sure Mr.
Scott relies on you more heavily than he says, at
least to go by the annual evaluations he’s written for
the last three years.”
Those evaluations, only one of which the
Captain had actually been on board for, had been a
big part of why Kyle had been able to make the
application, so while they were embarrassing on the
one hand, on the other they were letting him take a
big next step. “No, sir. I think this is probably the
right thing for me.” Although he still couldn’t
articulate why, exactly.
“Very well then, Mr. Kyle.” Kirk held out his
hand.
It took Kyle two raised eyebrows and several
seconds to accept it, and he found the grip firm and
warm when he did. Breaking the handshake so he
could step back and let Kyle step up onto the
transporter platform, Kirk grinned. “I hope to see you
back here when the training’s over, chief. Fair
winds.”
He felt his face get a little warm but didn’t let
it stop him. “Thank you, sir.” It hurt, just a little
twinge, to look at Johnson standing behind the
transporter panel and looking just a little bit
nervous. The man would be fine, Kyle decided. He
ran the boards better than most and nearly as well
as Kyle did himself. “Energize.”
The transporter room slowly faded out around
him as the device shifted him into a pattern of stored
energy before sending him across a few kilometres of
space to the training vessel that would deliver him to
the Starfleet Officer Candidate School on Andor.

###
The USS John Smith was an older Nelson class
scout, built a few years before Enterprise, but with
fewer upgrades and refits in the time since. The
corridors, mess hall, transporter room, and other
areas looked more or less the same as in other ships
built in the same era, just not quite as bright, or
maybe a little dingier. That might have been just
Kyle’s preconceptions rearing up, having come from
one of the flagship cruisers of the fleet, because
certainly the Smith wasn’t any less clean than the
Enterprise, and wasn’t in any more need of fresh coat
of paint. But he was smaller and older, and if he
didn’t feel any less cramped inside, Kyle was
somehow aware there were fewer bulkheads between
him and the void.
He had the freedom, more or less, of the ship,
except for certain designated areas since he wasn’t
crew, but Kyle got bored with being a passenger
quickly. Even with access to the appropriate
technical journals, as well as fleet updates and
communications, he was used to having some kind
of duty, somewhere on the Enterprise for at least
eight hours every day. Stuck on board a ship,
basically moving from one posting to the next, he
couldn’t quite treat the trip like a vacation, and the
Smith had less space overall for amenities than the
Enterprise and a little less per crew member, so there
really wasn’t a lot to do.
Still, those first six days taught him several
things, two of them broadening his world view a fair
bit.
First, he was a lot older than most of the other
candidates already on board or the half dozen more
the Smith picked up at a rendezvous with the Daring
on the way, and the oldest by five years overall.

Apparently, not many people stayed in the ranks
long enough to make Chief before a request to
transfer to OCS occurred to them. He kind of
understood that. Moving to Ensign put you at the
bottom of a brand new ladder.
And second, Mr. Scott at his gruffest had
absolutely nothing on Lieutenant Commander Mok,
the Tellarite chief engineer of the Smith. Mok wasn’t
the first Tellarite Kyle had met, but he was the first
he’d ever wanted to ask a favor of, and that favor had
simply been a tour of engineering on the ship.
Mok answered with a snarl, an actual snarl.
“Cadet, or Chief, or whatever I’m supposed to call
you, don’t you think the chief engineer of a starship,
even if only of an outdated little scout ship like this
one, has better things to do than give tours of his
workspace to whoever happens by?” He chuffed and
Kyle felt the hot breath blow across his face. “Really.
And you’re supposed to be officer material.”
Thinking about how unfortunately little he
knew about Tellarite manners and customs, he did
at least remember that they’d raised abrasiveness
and arguing to art forms. ‘Friendly’ disagreement was
the social lubricant of Tellarite society. “The Smith
may be old, sir, considering his age and long years of
service. But I thought I might be paying a
compliment to the being primarily responsible for the
functionality of the vessel, not to mention the lack of
rust and mold I’ve observed, clearly a product of
properly scheduled and performed maintenance.”
Kyle shrugged. “But I expect you’re correct,
commander. You have better things to do. Sorry to
have troubled you. Sir.” He started to turn around
but turned back at the stuttered grumbling of
Tellarite laughter.
“Ha! No need for your weak human attempts
at reverse psychology. You might just be less of a
dunce than the other cadets who have tried to stick
their heads in the door. Come and look around. And

you can regale me as we walk with details of what it’s
like to have served on the shining jewel of current
technology that is the USS Enterprise.”
Somehow, Kyle was completely unsurprised at
the sarcasm attached to the phrasing. Or that Mok
knew the ship he’d come from.

###
“Go ahead and take a sip. It’s not alcoholic, at
least not very.”
Squinting warily at the square glass, Kyle
didn’t hesitate, much, before taking a sip. He didn’t,
quite, gag, but it was not at all what he’d expected
from a drink, even a Tellarite drink. The taste was
something like dill pickles and Roquefort cheese put
through a processor together and then watered down
to a not-so viscous fluid, and if it wasn’t very
alcoholic, he wasn’t sure he wanted to know what
Commander Mok considered a real drink.
The Tellarite, on the other hand, took a big
gulp, a third of the glass at once, and followed that
with a satisfied sigh. “So, why do you want the
headaches of an officer’s rank?”
Kyle covered his hesitation in answering the
question by taking another sip of the drink. The taste
wasn’t nearly as surprising the second time,
although the combination was no less weird. “To be
honest, Commander, I’ve been struggling to answer
that myself. It didn’t occur to me until fairly recently.
When you joined Starfleet, why you take the officer
route?”
“Ha! Turnabout is a fair game, I’ve heard more
than one human say, or something like it. Think
maybe you can try to find some interesting reason in
my past? Disappointment, that. My parents, and
most of the adults in my warren were, and probably
still are, construction workers, always dedicated to

building a more glorious Tellar. Hands in the ground
or on the rocks and metal, building and sculpting.
They didn’t, and probably still don’t, approve of off
world careers. Joining Starfleet, answering the call to
get more non-humans into the service, was an act of
rebellion. Becoming an officer and serving most of
my career on starships instead of planets, well that
would just have been sweeter to my younger self.
Perhaps I’m following the same dream on a different
scale, a gear in the machine dedicated to building a
more glorious Federation.” Mok shrugged and took
another drink. “There are moments of regret to be
sure, but while I love my job, and I strive to be good
at it, that’s not a reason. And youthful rebellion
probably isn’t a good one, either.” A quick snort of
laughter. “Help you, did it?”
Kyle had just wanted to see the stars and at
the time didn’t have the patience, or the grades, to
sit through the Academy. He tried to figure out why
he might want to be an officer now, other than his
commander thought he could, and should, and he
wanted to see if Mister Scott was right. That wasn’t a
good reason, either. “No, sir, not really. I’m certain
my parents will approve, when I get around to telling
them, but we don’t talk much and that’s as much a
distance thing as anything else.” He took another
sip, finding the taste beginning to grow on him.
“Maybe I–”
An alarm klaxon began, so like the one on
Enterprise. Commander Mok lifted his glass and
drained it. “Well, that would make playtime over. To
work for real, I suppose.”
Kyle, however, set his glass down. He stood at
the same time. “Commander, I don’t have a duty
station. Is there anything I can do to help?”
Mok’s brow furrowed even more than its
normal field of deep wrinkles. “Of course you don’t.
You’re a passenger. Still, I have the feeling you might
not be as completely useless as most of the others

aboard. I’ll pair you with some young tech or
engineer and call you a damage control team. We’ll
see what happens.”
“Yes, sir.”

###
Kyle was more nervous about this particular
red alert than any he could remember being on the
Enterprise for, at least after his first year or so
aboard. It was easy just to decide that it was because
he was on a different ship, one where he wasn’t
familiar with the operation of the systems, crew,
Captain, or what kind of condition the vessel was
really in. That sounded a lot worse once he made the
little list in his head. Ignoring the compliments he’d
given to Lieutenant Commander Mok, because while
everything he could see about the ship indicated it
was well-maintained, it was still old, and hadn’t had
nearly the same refit schedule as the Enterprise.
A Nelson class scout, the USS John Smith had
been in service a solid ten years longer, and his last
major refit, according to the onboard records, had
been while Captain April still commanded the
Enterprise. Kyle strongly suspected there was
nothing wrong with the Smith other than just being
older technology, but he’d gotten so used to
something close to top of the line that Kyle noticed
every whine of the inertial compensators, felt a little
lurch in his belly every time the Smith made an
evasive maneuver. One time, steadying himself, he
felt a ripple through the bulkhead under his fingers
that could only be the ship’s phasers firing.
The conclusion was hard to miss. Somehow,
not much more than a day out from Andor, a fortyyear-old scout ship had found a battle to fight.
The ship shuddered in a way Kyle really didn’t
like and a different alarm started underneath the

standard red alert klaxon. An unidentified voice
followed, probably the communications officer on the
bridge. “Hull breach detected on Deck 3, Section 6.”
Kyle already had both hands wrapped around
the antigrav toolbox ready to push forward when the
wild-eyed young ensign he’d been assigned to
stiffened. “That’s us!”
The layout of the Smith’s saucer section, his
only section, really, was very similar to that of the
Enterprise, with Engineering and the shuttle deck
taking up what would have been additional crew,
recreation, and maintenance facilities on decks six
through thirteen. But with far less than half the crew
of a heavy cruiser, the ship needed less than half of
all of those. Still, they were well above the
Engineering levels so it wasn’t hard to count sections
and move in the right direction, aft. Plus, Kyle could
read the symbols at every junction, which he
remembered even if Ensign Saunders, looking back
and forth as the moved for the first junction, didn’t
seem to at the moment. Adrenaline and youth, Kyle
thought. The lad couldn’t be that far out of the
Academy himself.
The atmosphere alarm got louder the closer
they got to Section Six, and Kyle slapped an
evacuation alert when they got close enough that it
started to get too loud for his liking. If Ensign
Saunders noticed the change in the timbre of the
alarm, he didn’t react and just kept racing forward.
“Tricorder, sir?” Hull breaches could be
unpleasant, and he started to worry that they might
be moving too fast through the corridors to notice the
escape of atmosphere if the inner hull had been
cracked, too.
Saunders skidded to a stop and whipped up
the instrument. “Thank you, Chief.” It began to whir
almost immediately. “Local environmental control
room. Next left, and to the end of the corridor.
Atmosphere leak confirmed.”

It didn’t take very many steps to get there, but
as the door came into view, Saunders didn’t slow,
shouting an engineering override to get the door open
and reach the source of the problem faster.
Kyle didn’t have the chance to shout a
warning before the fireball blew out into the corridor.
He did manage to dive to one side, giving Saunders a
small push to the other.
It wasn’t enough for Saunders, and Kyle
bounced off the corridor wall, the right side of his
head striking it and the left side hitting the floor a
second later. His vision vibrated and the alarm
klaxons warbled in his ears. He tried to shout, but
thought the words came out closer to a whisper.
“Fire suppression.”
Not loud enough for the emergency systems to
pick out his voice and connect him to the bridge or
engineering, though, if the Smith had the upgrade
available, but being louder didn’t help when he tried.
He dragged himself up the wall and along it to reach
the nearest comm panel which seemed farther away
than it was. “Chief Kyle to Engineering. There’s a fire
in environmental control, Deck 3, Section 6.” He
gasped, the air still hot around him even if the fire
had pulled back to enjoy only the oxygen spilling into
the room.
Commander Mok’s voice barrelled from the
speaker. “Kyle? What’s going on? Where’s
Saunders?”
Kyle shook his head, trying unsuccessfully to
clear it. “He, we.” He coughed twice, shaking his
head to clear his vision. “He’s unconscious, sir.
Caught in an explosion when the door opened.”
Smoke, acrid and dark, began to build up on the
ceiling. “Fire suppression systems are offline here,
sir. Can you shut down the control system and seal
off the section?”
“That will trap the two of you with the fire!”

Nothing like a worried officer to state the
obvious. “Yes, sir. But it will protect the ship. I’ll do
an override to get the doors closed again, but if
there’s still air going into that room the fire can’t go
out, and it will spread.” He grinned, though he knew
Mok couldn’t see him. “If it works, you can let us
out, no problem. If it doesn’t, I know a trick or two.
Sir.”
“Ack. I suppose you would. Power to
Environmental Control, Deck 3, Section 6 systems is
shut down. Sealing the section now.”
Kyle didn’t breathe easier, but he felt a little
better and started to think about how he was going
to fix things as he watched the smoke boil along the
ceiling, spilling farther afield. The local atmosphere
scrubbers were going to have to work hard, whatever
of them were still functional.
He shouldn’t be able to, but he swore,
underneath the alarm and the fire, that he could
hear the hiss of escaping air. Imagination, it had to
be, but he had to assume the possibility was real,
too. He tried to remember what else was near here
based on his insufficient familiarity with the altered
deck plans.
Kyle straightened, shaking his head, and
looked a few feet across and down the corridor at
Saunders. The young officer in the charred
engineering uniform was clearly breathing. Injured,
probably, and a little crispy around the edges, but
still alive, and Kyle’s first duty had to be to the Smith
right now. Whether or not there was an atmosphere
breach, there was still a fire, and fires on a starship
were not a good thing.
Pushing against the wall, he took a few steps
towards the burning room, temperature rising each
step he moved ahead, and then ship tilted, whatever
maneuver being executed momentarily overloading
the Smith’s inertial compensators. Kyle lost his
footing, fell, and started a slide towards the fire.

He grabbed at the floor, trying to arrest his
progress toward the flames, but the best he could
manage was to change his direction, flopping over
and slamming into the wall just ahead of Saunders.
He slid down the tilted corridor and stopped himself
with both feet pressed against the wall a metre to the
left of the doorway. A moment later, the tool kit
slammed into the wall beside him, an explosion of
circuit boards and tools scattering across the hall in
all directions.
Allowing himself a single acrid breath before
trying to stand up, Kyle decided it was a bonus that
at least he was where he wanted to get to. Well,
wanted was a strong word. It was also a bonus that
Saunders hadn’t crashed into him during the slide,
but the Ensign hadn’t had any momentum when the
ship moved, so had only slid about half as far.
From the engineering debris around him, he
grabbed medium-sized laser torch, apparently
undamaged, and pulled himself up to lean against
the wall just as the ship began to right itself. Feeling
the heat, he inched closer to the door and tried to
judge where he should begin the cut. Without the
time to consult the computer, or ships blueprints, or
his unconscious officer, he made the assumption
that the base layout of the designs would be the
same as those on Enterprise. Older, probably, but the
wall circuitry configuration should be close, at least.
The heat built quickly along the right side of
his body, searing his face enough to make him feel
like broiled lobster while he worked, and Kyle was
fairly sure he broke whatever the record might be for
cutting a 20-centimeter squared hole in the wall.
Finished, he gave it a quick punch and lost the
chunk of wall as it dropped down inside. Extra
maintenance to get it out, but that would come later
and he’d rather save the time now.
He couldn’t help but smile. Lo and behold,
most of the circuitry for the local system controls

were right where he’d cut. Kyle reached in with both
hands, flipped a pair of manual switches, and the
door slid closed, followed immediately by the
emergency bulkhead.
Staggering back down the hall, he knelt beside
his partner. Strong pulse, regular breathing, no
obvious fractures or significant injuries. Hopefully,
he’d just been knocked cold by the wall. With deep
sigh, Kyle rose and took a few careful steps to the
comm panel. “Kyle to Engineering.”
Commander Mok answered in only a few
seconds and with surprisingly little growl in his
voice. “Still a little busy here, Mr. Kyle. I assume you
have the fire under control.”
“Contained, but not necessarily out, sir.” He
looked at the scattered tools and considered the rest
of his task list. “I’m not one hundred percent sure it’s
safe to unseal the section yet, not until I can get the
fire suppression system back online, but I think we’ll
probably be fine until things calm down. Ensign
Saunders could probably do with a med check,
though.”
“I’ll pass the word. Do what you can.
Engineering out.”
Kyle looked at the hole he’d cut and began to
consider where he needed to cut the next one. He
tried to remember if he’d felt the phasers fire since
closing the door, but could only decide the ship was
more stable, and he’d take that for now.

###
A trio of senior officers gathered around Kyle,
two standing back while the third, a woman twice his
age in a blue uniform, focused on the medical
readouts while running a scanner over his chest.
“Keep breathing deeply, Chief.” After a moment, she
nodded. “A little smoke inhalation, and a good

sunburn on one side of your face, and a couple of
bumps, but no concussion for you. No real damage
done. Take it easy for a few days and try to avoid
heavy exercise for about a week. Your lungs will clear
out nicely on their own.”
“Understood, commander. Thank you. Um—”
She smiled at him. “You’re wondering how
Ensign Saunders is. Light concussion and a few firstdegree burns. He’ll be fine.”
“Thank you, Doctor.”
She smiled and stepped away, leaving just two
officers in attendance, the chief engineer and the
Smith’s captain, Commander Maran, a rather dour
looking middle-aged Andorian, heavier set than any
other he’d met before now. Maran smiled just a little,
and Kyle saw the muscles bunch in his jaw as if the
expression was a little unfamiliar. “Good work, Chief,
and I have added a note to your file saying so. My
expectation is that you will continue to do good work
as an officer.”
Trying to straighten, he smiled, trying to make
eye contact with the Andorian. “Yes sir. Thank you,
sir.”
Maran shook his head and the smiled became
a little more natural. “No, Mr. Kyle. Thank you. I
might be short an Ensign otherwise, not to mention
most of a deck of my starship. The Smith maybe little
older, and little slower, but he’s a good ship, and he
certainly gave better than he got with a certain batch
of Nausican Pirates. I’d hate to lose him, even part of
him, or any member of his crew.”
Smiling, Kyle nodded but not to vigorously to
avoid feeling his brain slosh back and forth inside
his head. “Agreed, sir. I haven’t been here long, but
I’m more than happy to have the Smith around me.”
He hadn’t asked how much of a battle it had been
with the Nausicans. The ship had certainly been
knocked around a bit, but no one had seen fit to
share with a passenger just how much actual

damage there had been. He suspected there was
more than Commander Mok let on, and the skipper
certainly wouldn’t tell him.
“Of course. Get healthy, cadet.” Maran’s
antenna twitched. “That is, Chief. Although
technically…” His voice trailed off and he frowned a
bit to himself. “You won’t likely have much free time
while at the OCS but do try to see the northern ice
caves if you can.”
“I will, sir.”
Which left only Lieutenant Commander Mok
once the Andorian turned away. “Don’t let it go to
your head, but you’ve left more of an impression on
the Commander than some of the crew do.”
“Thank you, sir. I think.”
Mok’s considerable brow furrowed. “Yes, you
do. And that’s why I think you’ll make an adequate
ship’s engineer at some point. Not that you should
limit your choices if there are other options you
might want to explore. A brain is the most important
thing, and you appear to be able to keep yours
working in adverse circumstances.”
If he didn’t know better, Kyle would have
called that a compliment. From a Tellarite, the best
he could say is that it was a statement of Mok’s
perceived reality. Which more or less made it a
compliment as far as Kyle was concerned. “Thank
you, sir.”
Mok chuffed. “And if I don’t hear you say
something other than, ‘Thank you, sir,’ the next time
you open your mouth, I’ll take back the marginal
recommendation I’ve attached to your file.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it, sir.” Kyle bit the inside
of his cheek to bury the smile. Beady eyes stared into
his for several long seconds, and Kyle knew the best
thing he could do was stare back, giving no ground
at all. After a few seconds, he raised an eyebrow.
With a snort, Mok gave him a quick wave to
get down off the diagnostic bed. “Well then, let’s go. I

can justify being off duty a little longer. There isn’t
that much cleanup left, and in spite of the occasional
word from our good doctor that concussions and
alcohol don’t mix, you apparently don’t have one
anyway, so I think you should finish your beer.”
Beer? Dill pickles and blue cheese put
through a blender, and Commander Mok had the gall
to call the liquid beer? Of course, it wasn’t that bad,
was it? At least, he’d found he could sip it. “I’d be
happy to, sir.”
Mok’s words about other options to explore
sunk in as Kyle slid off the diagnostic bed. That
might be something to think about when OCS was
over.

Between a Rock and a Klingon

1
Chekov hated being chased.
Being chased and lost was worse, though.
Just at the moment, he had no idea where
he was going, and couldn’t see well enough in
the dark, primitive forest to get his bearings. If
he had time to stop and think about it, he would
probably be glad he hadn’t yet tripped over some
inconvenient tree root and broken an ankle or
cracked his head on a rock. He would be even
gladder that he hadn’t fallen into a hole, or a
trap, or the lair of some high-level predator. Bad
enough that the Klingons were out to get him, he
didn’t need the local wildlife or vegetation to join
in as well. All in all, he would probably been
better to have skipped this round of shore leave,
thank you very much.
He leapt over a fallen log, realizing at the
height of his jump that his luck had run out. A
deeper darkness almost hid a steep slope falling
away from the log, and no amount of twisting in
the air was going to put him on his feet. At least,
not for longer than it took to pitch forward onto
his face. He had that split-second insight, that
fraction of a heartbeat crystallized in time, and
remembered bits of advice from both unarmed
combat training and working towards the
obstacle course in his final year at the Academy.
If you can’t control the fall, control the landing.
Chekov stretched out his legs, pointing his
toes forward, and curled his arms in to turn the
jump into a slide, and tried not to think about
the dirt, rotting vegetation, and animal dung
that probably littered the side of the hill.
The landing still pushed the air out of his

lungs, but he kept his head from striking the
ground, and let his momentum and gravity carry
him a little farther forward. When friction with
the earth and vegetation slowed him enough, he
grabbed at a small tree and used it to arrest his
motion. One deep breath in, which he tried to
hold to listen. The Klingons weren’t stupid, and
they wouldn’t be shouting commands to each
other back-and-forth to the forest. Warriors, and
cunning ones, they would be trying to sneak up
on their enemy, on him. He didn’t understand
why he was an enemy just now, but he also
didn’t understand why they were even on this
planet. Pentos was a designated Federation
protectorate, if not actually a member, and if the
border with the Empire was in sight, the
Pentosian sat well on the Federation side of it. It
was not disputed territory, by any stretch of any
Klingon’s imagination.
And protectorate could mean many
different things. In the case of Pentos, it mainly
meant ‘leave us alone’. Only a very tiny land
area had been allotted by the native sentients for
a Federation presence, and only Starfleet
personnel were permitted shore leave access to
the limited facilities, and then only in small
groups.
He’d been taking a nature tour on the
fringes of that area and running from the
Klingons had taken him well beyond that limit
as well as getting him lost. If only he still had his
communicator. If only he had anything.
Still lying on the ground, he let his breath
out slowly and immediately drew another in. The
Klingons couldn’t be far away, but they weren’t

close enough to be making noise he could hear,
so that was something. That was a good thing,
really, or the beginnings of one. He found a tiny
bit of sky above him, giving just enough light to
see the three spear points appearing a few
centimetres from his face. Perhaps not so good a
thing.
He looked up, trying to pick the figures
that held them out of the darkness, but they
blended in almost too well. However much his
vision adjusted, it would need to be nearly dawn
before there was enough light for him to see
much more than shadows. The spears pulled
back, and one shadow moved, bending down to
become a face he could almost see, dark spots
for eyes and mouth in a more or less humanoid
head. “Stay silent and you will live.” The words
slid so quietly through the small space
separating them, it took him a moment to be
sure he’d heard correctly.
Chekov bobbed his head up and down
several times. He whispered back, holding his
voice to no more than a breath across his lips.
“Da. Silent.”
A strong hand gripped his shoulder,
squeezing once, then releasing to slide down and
grab his hand, pulling him to his feet. “Stay
close. We walk.”
Chekov followed three shadows deeper
into the forest, understanding only that the
natives must be here for some reasons of their
own. Still, it would not be proper to refuse their
hospitality when they had so graciously offered
to move him away from the Klingons. He just
had to hope they would be able, and willing, to

provide further assistance.
2
In the full light of morning, Chekov
reminded himself that the Pentosians were not
primitives, but he had to keep correcting the
evidence of his senses. Their dwellings were
simple, and uncomplicated, but they were not
simple huts of branches and limbs, no matter
how much they looked that way in the darkness.
He’d been brought to the edge of a village and
shown to one of those small huts, and then left
alone with only a single command. “Rest now.”
With the adrenaline of the chase fading,
the lateness of the day, and the physical
exhaustion, it had been an easy command to
follow, and he had slept well past the morning’s
first light, coming to himself again only when a
knock came on the frame of the doorway.
He sat up quickly, alert, if not precisely
awake. The variants on blue skin and white hair
that were the dominant traits of the native
Pentosians reminded him very much of Andorian
tones, but the physical similarities ended
quickly after that. With large eyes suited to the
dim forest life on a dim world, the natives he had
seen also seemed uniformly broad and
muscular, if shorter than what would be
considered human norm. The woman standing
in the doorway, though some centimetres
shorter than Chekov, who had never counted
himself tall, likely had something near double
his strength. He thought part of that might just
be lifestyle, the primitive existence the
Pentosians held to, and then he corrected the

word primitive in his mind again. Almost
uniformly as a people across the entire world,
the Pentosians had chosen to follow biological
sciences as primaries, and over centuries had
engineered themselves, and their society, to
mesh with the natural world. In effect, they grew
almost everything they needed, and that
included the hut he’d spent the night in as well
as the spear his visitor held in her left hand.
He smiled, an expression their species
shared. “Good morning. Though it was very dark
last night, I suspect you are one of those who
saved my life?” Although, perhaps this particular
Pentosian didn’t share it. She didn’t speak but
nodded once. Pushing up from the small
sleeping mat he had found by feel in the
darkness, Chekov came to attention for an
instant, and then bowed to her. “Thank you very
much.” He smiled again, hoping she might warm
at least a little.
Her expression didn’t change at all. “I
saved you only because the ugly ones chased
you. You should not be here.”
His smile died, and Chekov resisted the
urge to sigh, but diplomacy was important. “I do
understand that, and it makes my thanks all the
more sincere. I did not mean to trespass on your
world and hope only that someone can point me
back to the enclave so I may be on my way
without disturbing you anymore.”
She stepped back from the doorway,
motioning for him to follow. “That is not for me
to decide. You will see the Council.”
He struggled to keep up, partly because
she moved quickly, and partly because the path

she led him on moved steadily upwards into
larger trees than he’d ever seen before. Plus he
had a hard time not looking around constantly.
There were staircases and railings of living wood,
platforms leading to small houses and dwellings
every dozen or so meters they climbed, clusters
of living places, and he ached to see inside of
them, to see such things that weren’t in the
enclave, things that no human had ever seen
before. He did suppose just being here was doing
that for him, but he wished she would slow
down so he could have a better look. Just when
he began to fear that she was leading into the
very top branches, they broke through a small
canopy, and into what seemed almost like a
giant clearing at least a hundred metres above
the forest floor.
A flat wooden surface stretched away from
him, spread between six or seven of the giant
trees, a huge area where whatever passed for
normal daily activity occured. He began to revise
his idea of a village into a town, or possibly even
a small city. In the strange flat area before him,
he could see several hundred residents at least,
and very few of them carrying what he’d come to
think of as the signature spear.
His guide left the staircase and walked
straight across the center of the platform
towards the distant far end, heedless of the
stares and the ceasing of all activity as she
passed and he followed. Species and dress made
him stand out quite effectively. The people
recognized very quickly that he was not one of
them.
Chekov tried to smile and nod every time

he made eye contact with someone, but it
became difficult, and very quickly, since no one
returned the gesture, or changed their
expression to acknowledge his existence. They
merely stared, golden, and sometimes emerald
eyes unblinking. After a minute or so, he gave
up trying, and worked instead to keep his guide
in sight, matching her pace as best he could, all
the while trying to pick out interesting things to
see ahead of them.
A strange and alien place, but just familiar
enough in almost every respect for him to
understand what he saw. Shops and homes and
staircases all not carved but grown from the
giant trees around him and more staircase
stretching far above to other, probably smaller
platforms at various heights above him. Bridges
of twirling tree limbs stretched between some of
these here and there and sometimes he saw
people in doorways and walking across those
bridges. His sense of scale disappeared quickly,
but perhaps another hundred metres above
Chekov, almost lost in the leaves and branches,
another large platform, larger, perhaps, than the
one they were walking across.
They approached a narrowing of the
platform, where two of the trees grew a little
closer together and a steady flow of foot traffic
moved. That traffic stopped in both directions as
Chekov approached, and he became more and
more self-conscious of the dirt and bits of
vegetation that must still cover his uniform.
Glancing down, he realized he did have some
additional decorations, sprinkling if not covering
his tunic. He would certainly be ashamed to

report for duty in his current state. But he had
no choice at the moment.
Through the narrow area, the trunks of
giant trees stretching far above them to either
side, the tops lost in yet more foliage, and he
saw glimpses true sunlight when he looked up.
Through the open space of the platform, he
could make out, still several hundred meters
ahead, a pavilion of some kind, its roof the first
splash of real colour he’d noticed, and with a
significant gathering of people beneath it.
As they got closer, Chekov tried to
understand what was occurring. There were
many small groups of Pentosians engaged in
various conversations, none of which were in
Federation standard. He didn’t have a hope of
knowing what might be going on without a
universal translator, but from the density of the
local population, he somehow naturally assumed
that this was some kind of center for business or
government, perhaps both. He didn’t have a
clear idea of how the Pentosian economy
worked, and didn’t know if anyone else did
either, and the same went for their government.
But his guide made straight for the pavilion, so
he had to assume that at least the Council,
whatever that was, met there.
And then the silent staring gripped the
edges of the pavilion. First, small groups had
half of their conversation die as people facing
outward caught side of him. Others eventually
turned to look, also falling silent. Soon, Chekov
could hear nothing but the wind twisting
through the leaves about them and the gentle
footsteps of himself and his guide.

The small crowd parted as they
approached. Well, crowd didn’t seem like quite
the right word, but the people under the covered
area certainly moved aside to let them pass.
Their eyes remained on him afterwards however,
and he felt each set clearly between his shoulder
blades
As the final group of Pentosians stepped
aside, he found himself facing a table that
seemed to grow up out of the floor. It made two
thirds of a hollow circle and eleven Pentosians
sat around it, all staring at him with the same
blank expression he’d come to expect.
If anything else might have convinced him
that he wasn’t approaching the seat of some
primitive society, it was the disparate ages
around the table. It seemed to be almost a
universal truth for primitive peoples to select
their leaders from among the oldest and
therefore theoretically wisest of their members.
But Chekov guessed that, though three of them
would probably qualify as elders to gage purely
by his human perceptions, the youngest person
at the table was not much older than he was.
The other seven seem to be spread out in
between, if the normal standards of humanoid
aging applied here. He wondered if he were
looking at some kind of democracy in action, but
couldn’t see why eleven leaders were needed for
a Council in a community of such size. Of
course, he realized he had no idea what the size
of the community really was.
Bringing him to a halt to take up the open
section of the circle, his guide dropped to one
knee, bowed her head, and raised both hands,

palms facing up with her spear resting across
them. “I have brought the alien as commanded.”
She said something else, a long string of
syllables in the local Pentosian tongue that
Chekov had no hope of understanding. It had
not occurred to him to bring a universal
translator on shore leave, and he probably
wouldn’t have managed to keep that during the
night’s events, either. He wondered for a
moment if he should kneel too, but she got up
quickly, her spear returning to a resting
position.
The woman at the center of the table
spoke, her expression unchanging. Her first
words were nothing Chekov could understand,
but she switched to English soon enough.
“Thank you, Elorra. We would question the
alien. Please remain nearby. “
Elorra used her free hand to tap the
opposite shoulder twice, nodded, and walked
away without looking back. Chekov did not
follow. He was the alien in question, though it
wasn’t often he thought of himself that way.
Straightening his back, he cleared his throat
and bowed. “Thank you for my life and for your
hospitality.”
The woman’s expression did not change,
completely blank to his eyes, giving him
absolutely nothing to work with. “We have
shown you no hospitality, merely a place to
sleep. Whether or not we receive you remains to
be seen. By the terms of our agreement with
your people, you should not be here.” Several of
the other council members murmured to each
other in their own language. The woman

elevated her voice, asserting authority over any
conversation. “We understand that
circumstances were unusual and fluid. Still, we
require an explanation. We require several.”
Stretching his back by pulling his
shoulders together, Chekov found himself
naturally slipping into a parade rest posture. Not
an interrogation, apparently, but certainly he
was about to be questioned extensively. “I will
provide whatever explanations you require to the
best of my ability.”
She leaned forward, forearms pressed to
the table edge and steepling her fingers so that
they made an open sphere between her palms. “I
believe you mean that truthfully, but we require
more than mere words. Will you share your
memories?”
Would he share his memories? He had no
idea that the Pentosians had any form of
telepathy, and the idea of telepathy of any kind
had always made him just a little uncomfortable,
having someone else touch his mind directly,
potentially influencing his thoughts. It was as
natural as speaking or breathing to some
species, but for humans, it had long been
consigned to the realm of fantasy, whatever tests
were sometimes conducted to build into your
personnel file. At least, that’s where it had been
in the days before they had begun to know the
Vulcans and Betazoids. As Chekov’s experience
of the universe grew, it seemed less uncommon
than it once had. He nodded once. Would he
share his memories? He didn’t really have the
option to refuse. “I will.”
“Approach.”

Taking her as the leader in whatever
process was about to occur, Chekov took the
steps to stand with his belt almost touching the
table. As he did so, each of the other Pentosians
reached out to grasp the hands of the persons
next to them. The two beside the woman who’d
spoken instead each placed a hand on her bare
neck as she stretched her hands forward
towards him. He stretched out his own hands,
prepared to have her grasp them, and wondered
how much like a Vulcan mind meld it would be,
especially with their minds so far apart.
She pressed her palms against his and a
hundred or more tiny spikes drove into the flesh
on each. He involuntarily stiffened at the
sensation of not so carefully grasping a pair of
small cacti. Not very like the Vulcan version at
all, he thought, before his vision dissolved into a
rainbow of sparkles.
3
He looked around as the tour group
walked. The forest made the enclave seem quite
a bit bigger than the cluster of buildings,
gardens, and small field that visiting Starfleet
personnel were allowed access to. Broadly
speaking, the enclave consisted of a circle of
land exactly one-point-six-three kilometres in
radius, most of which was near-pristine nature
with a few paths leading through and around it
to interesting sights. Actual Federation offices
for the tiny station—he had a harder time saying
starbase each time he needed a word—were
underground. It was large for the size of the
facility that had been built, even counting the

subsurface levels, and the sparse amenities
provided. Plus, there were quite a large number
of specifications in the treaty that allowed the
enclave. Chekov had been a little stunned trying
to skim the 50,000-word document. After some
reading, and some judicious heading selection,
he concluded that the document could be
summarized as if you were not Pentosian, you
stayed inside the circle. There were no death
penalty specifications or even harsh
punishments, and there were no reparations to
be paid for people who disobeyed, at least not on
the Pentosian side, but it was certainly a mark
on your record in Starfleet, and probably worthy
of some disciplinary action. An explanatory note
detailed that when whatever passed for central
authority on Pentos met, every nine local years,
one of the items on the agenda was always
whether or not to renew the allowance of
Starfleet on the planet.
The voting had been close on all three
occasions so far.
He hoped he wasn’t helping push things in
the wrong direction.
So most of the enclave consisted of wild
space, or as wild as things typically got on
Pentos. The Pentosians liked nature to take its
course as much as possible, but also had a
strong sense of balance for their own society and
monitored everything that might affect it.
Modifications were not made lightly, and the
enclave was one such, still hotly debated
according to the orientation document.
For visiting Starfleet personnel interested,
the permanent enclave staff could arrange

walking tours of the wilder parts of the enclave.
The Enterprise had only intended to stay in orbit
for three days, and Chekov would only have one
chance at a landing party, one chance to stretch
his legs. He placed his name on the list for one
of those walking tours before they had entered
the system.
And he did not regret the choice. It was
always nice to breathe clean, non-recycled air,
and the plant species on Pentos had developed
several chlorophyll analogues, names that he
had not bothered to remember or even try
because he was sure that Sulu would remind
him soon enough, and these did not tend
towards green, but rather blue or red. It made
for a beautiful kaleidoscope, but also made it
difficult for him to pick out details. That didn’t
bother him so much though, for it was not a new
experience to be confused or overwhelmed by the
sights and sounds on alien world, and frankly,
he enjoyed it even if he found himself distracted
and falling to the back of the small group as he
took in the world around him.
In fact, assured that none of the local
plants were harmful or toxic to humans, and
that the sonic defense grid would keep any
large-scale predators away from the enclave’s
edge without harm or difficulty, he wasn’t
worried at all about keeping up enough to hear
the words of his guide. Instead, Chekov was far
more interested in wandering along the path,
seeing what he could see, enjoying the air and
the scenery.
Beyond any doubt, Chekov would not have
heard the transporter buzz had he been with the

rest of his tour. And if he hadn’t heard the
transporter, he would not have turned around in
time see the Klingons materialize. Of course, if
he had not turned around to see them
materialize, they might not have noticed him as
he walked slowly behind the out-of-sight group.
Even if they had noticed him, he would not have
known to take off running in the opposite
direction to lead them away from the rest of the
unarmed Starfleet personnel.
Well, not exactly the opposite direction,
and he did wonder if it might have been smarter
to run for the center of the enclave rather than
past the edge to perhaps trip a sensor. But the
rest of the personnel in the enclave would be no
less unarmed than he was.
Hoping to lose the Klingons and circle
back around, he tried to gain a little distance,
maybe even find a few seconds to open his
communicator and arrange for a transporter
beam while the Klingons were left looking for
him. If not, it was certainly better to lead them
away from Federation personnel and towards
nothing. Yes, he was technically out of
compliance with the Pentosian agreement, but,
under one of Captain Kirk’s unwritten rules, as
long as you used common sense and produced a
good result, forgiveness was often easier to get
than permission. So he clamped his mouth shut
on a yell and took off diagonally into the forest.
He felt his communicator chirp as he
passed the warning line, making him less than
fifty metres from the enclave’s border. Allowing
himself to breathe more as he ran, he ignored it,
and the tingle of guilt that went with it. He didn’t

need to get very far into the forest, just far
enough to keep them guessing. A few hundred
meters most.
The whine of a disruptor disabused him of
that notion quickly. To his left, and
uncomfortably close, a small, leafy bush
shivered and fell apart. The Klingon beam
continued through the bush and dug a furrow in
the soil beyond and Chekov was suddenly glad
for dimming light and his luck in drawing a spot
on an evening tour when there might be a
greater variety of native wildlife to see. The
gathering darkness might make the Klingons
less likely to hit him, though it clearly made
them more likely to fire on him. He began
looking for bigger things to put between himself
and his pursuers, to have something covering
his back.
The next disruptor shot went wider, but
with similar results.
He started being more careful about where
he put his feet, as vegetation got thicker around
him, and Chekov realized he wasn’t being very
quiet running through the forest, but at least he
might be becoming a harder target. Chosing just
the wrong moment to look back over his
shoulder, a thick tree limb cracked across his
chest, knocking him from his feet, driving the air
from his lungs. His vision blurry, his ribs
aching, he knew he couldn’t let himself sit still.
More than a second or two could cost him his
life. No, would cost him his life since the
Klingons were clearly willing to shoot him.
Pushing back to his feet, he stumbled back into
a run, not realizing for several dozen steps that

he could no longer feel the comforting presence
of his communicator on his belt, gently pressing
into his side.
Not good. He was not quite lost, not yet,
but he needed to keep an awareness of where
the enclave lay behind him. He felt reasonably
sure at the moment he could find his way back
as long as he lost the Klingons.
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His vision cleared and Chekov realized he
still stood in front of the Council. The blueskinned woman across the table from him
frowned as she stared into his eyes. To either
side of her, the councilmembers removed their
hands, and gradually all resumed their rigid
sitting postures. No one spoke, though he could
feel many eyes upon him. Expressions seemed a
little less blank in a serious direction, and the
speaker put a better name to the change for
him. “I am confused.”
Chekov tried on a smile he didn’t feel.
“What may I explain?”
“You may explain why you’re here.”
Chekov smile disappeared, replaced by a
frown he definitely felt. “I think that now I am
the one who is confused. I thought the memories
that we just watched, my memories, told you
how I came to be here.” He wondered if there
were something like a language barrier. His
standard English was quite fluent, though he
would always have a noticeable accent, but at
least English was a human language, which
gave it at least one similarity to Russian. Every
new alien language had to be approached in a

new way and he had no idea how aliens would
approach English.
The woman wrinkled her nose, and he had
no idea what the expression might signify to her.
“Yes, they certainly establish that. But there
were many things I did not understand about
those memories, things I lack context for. Why
you are concerned about our planet continuing
to allow a Federation presence and why you
consider it important. Who the ugly ones are
and where they came from. What you were doing
at the edge of the enclave. Why you did not seek
help from those in your… tour group. I am
confused.”
Chekov tried to parse the group of
statements. Explaining the Klingons to a people
who had never wanted to bother with spacecraft
or visiting other worlds, much less conquering
them, would be difficult. And he had no idea
why they were here, though that would be
interesting to find out if he could.
Perhaps it would be better to tackle the
questions in order. “The Federation sees each
species as unique and having a unique way of
viewing the universe. Diversity is a fundamental
principle of our society, as is the freedom of a
society to make its own choices. I think I would
choose for communication rather than isolation
since there is always more to learn.”
He thought about his next words carefully.
“The ugly ones, they are called Klingons. They
are not our enemies, exactly, though they are
certainly not our friends. They have a different
way of looking at the universe than the
Federation does. We have a peace treaty with

them, but they are unsatisfied with it and wish
to expand the territory they hold. Your world is
somewhat near to the border in space that we
share with them. That may be enough for them
to want to disturb your peace, but there may be
far more to it. I do not know.
“I was at the edge of the enclave, and
listening to a lecture of sorts, albeit from a
distance and not very closely, about the ecology
of the area, from a Xenobiologist. It is a
fascinating world, and I am always interested to
learn new things.”
She continued to stare at him while he
spoke, her expression smoother again, giving
him nothing to work with, but that wasn’t new.
“And why did you deliberately run away from the
rest of the group of humans. Is there not
strength in numbers?”
Strength in numbers was an interesting
concept, one he would like to revisit if he could.
In this case, the Klingons’ disruptors were a
significant force multiplier. Too significant. “We
were unarmed, a nature party seeking only to
observe and learn. The Klingons… The Klingons
carried weapons and clearly had other ideas. I
had hoped to lead them away from the others,
protect them, lose the Klingons and circle back
around to rejoin my group. As you know, it did
not work out quite as I had planned.”
Chekov thought the impassive Pentosian
facial expressions might be more difficult to read
than Vulcan, though he only had Mr. Spock for
true comparison. It was probably the eyes.
Though they didn’t seem to be very expressive in
the main, Pentosian eyes were large and not

quite like most humanoid eyes in his experience,
nor like Catian, nor Reptiloid, nor quite anything
else he had encountered. His interrogator had
golden eyes, like most of the native residents,
but the pupils, instead of being black, were
merely a darker shade of gold. To his sight, it
was difficult to see exactly where the pupil
ended and the eye began. At a glance, without
staring, it would look like all one color, gaining
intensity towards the center. Focus was difficult.
Finally, she nodded, raising her voice.
“Elorra, you will escort the alien back to the offworlder enclave.”
Chekov’s rescuer appeared at his side.
Peripherally, her movements seem stiff, and if,
as he suspected, she liked neither him nor
aliens in general, she was probably not happy
with the order. “As you wish, Council Leader.”
She took a deep breath and threw out a long
string of syllables in Pentosian. But the
councilwoman made a clicking noise with her
tongue, and they cut off in what seemed Chekov
to be the middle of a sentence.
“We do not abrogate your right to question
and understand, but the decision is made. You
are familiar with the off-worlder, and you speak
the language well. Few of the other rangers can
make the second claim, and only two the first,
not even as much as you. Be unhappy if you
wish but be true to your nature and guide him
to safety.”
“Walking, it will take most of the day to get
back to the edge. Longer, if the ugly ones are
still about. I have but two eyes.”
“We did not say this is a task for you

alone, and you should certainly take those who
are willing to make the journey at your side. We
would not wish you lost to us merely to see the
alien returned. Select those who will come.”
Mouth pressed into a thin line, and the
bowed, a fist wrapped around her spear. “I
obey.”
Elorra spun on the ball of one foot and
started walking away. Chekov attempted to
duplicate the bow. It didn’t seem to him to be
quite the same motion as any of the other
cultures he’d visited, but usually small mistakes
were forgiven foreigners fairly easily, at least for
those foreigners who made an effort to respect
local customs, and he made certain his bow was
longer than those he’d seen. “I thank you very
much for your help, and when I am called upon
to report, I shall certainly speak of your
generosity and reiterate your desire to be left
alone. With luck, no one will leave the enclave
again anytime soon. Or, um, at all, I hope.”
The woman’s mouth twitched, one side
lifting for just a moment, and it seemed to him
that she allowed herself the briefest smile. “Your
understanding is appreciated, but I wonder,
should you be more concerned about keeping up
with your guide at the moment?”
Glancing over his shoulder, Chekov saw
that Elorra was already many paces way,
heading in the direction she’d led him from. He
turned back the Council and bowed again, more
quickly this time. “Thank you. Thank you all.”
He ran after Elorra, uncaring, if not unaware, of
all the eyes the followed him.
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Beyond any doubt, Elorra was very angry.
Chekov didn’t need to be telepathic to read that
in her body language, nor any more familiar with
Pentosians than he was yet. Crowds, such as
they were on the treetops terrace, parted for her
before she got close, and he found himself trying
to apologize, or at least smile apologetically, to
everyone they passed. No one responded, of
course, but he felt better having made the effort.
It seemed likely that his body language might
not match up with theirs in many respects, but
the effort made him feel better.
She guided him almost all the way back to
the staircase they’d come up, although, guided
seemed like it might be the wrong word. Led
didn’t work either. She walked quickly. He
followed, keeping up as best he could.
At the edge of the long terrace, where the
population density seemed much less, she
stopped in front of what seemed to be a deep
alcove in the trunk of the tree itself, or rather
one of its larger boughs. Spinning around, she
pointed in through the open doorway. “Wait
there. Touch nothing.”
Chekov thought about saluting, or doing
something equally sarcastic to acknowledge the
brusque commands, resisting anything more
than a raised eyebrow. He very much needed her
assistance and wanted to retain some hope of
carrying on an actual conversation with her at
some point. Humour might not be his friend at
the moment. It was also easy to admit that she’d
been given something to do that she didn’t much
like, which he couldn’t hold against her. Still, it

would have been nice to do something other
than smile and nod. “As you say.”
She turned away almost before he spoke,
and he watched her retreating back, reading
resignation and resentment across her
shoulders. Perhaps it was only youth, but her
feeling seemed to stretch beyond the typical
distrust and dislike of off-worlders the
Pentosians seemed to have. In his head, he was
careful to generalize because she had no reason
to dislike him specifically, other than as a
convenient personification of something she did
not like about her world. Trying not to sigh, he
turned to examine the alcove, which proved to
be quite a bit bigger than he’d initially
suspected.
He wondered if there were a Pentosian
name for this place, for it seemed to be not just
a waiting area, but a place to invite silent
meditation and reflection. What he’d thought of
as an alcove was about three metres deep,
broadening out into a room beyond the doorway.
Like everything else, it didn’t look as if it had
been mechanically shaped, but rather grown
from the tree, or rather having a tree grown
around the empty space. If Chekov had not had
cause to marvel at the bioengineering works of
the Pentosians before, this room made sure he
did now.
Ultimately, he stepped into a room with
four rounded corners, a chair in each of those.
Filtered light spilled through from the doorway,
but in the farther corners, above two of the
chairs, small shelves grew out of the walls and
each held a bowl that emitted a soft green glow.

He wasn’t tall enough to see inside but expected
the presence of some kind of bioluminescent
plant or algae. In the center of the room, a small
round protuberance came up out of the floor,
something he wanted to call a table. On it, four
smooth stones rested, each of uniform color,
more or less, but each different than the others.
Chekov wondered what true the purpose
of the room was. Besides the two chairs, and a
tiny table of stones, there was nothing here. No
decorations, and no food—which suddenly
reminded him how hungry he was—and nothing
really to do.
He’d never really done boredom very well.
Without enough to do, his mind began to
wander, and as an ensign fresh out of the
Academy, that had almost gotten him into
trouble more than once. Still, the had learned a
few tricks during his service on the Enterprise,
and after spending several minutes examining
the stones, without touching them, he decided it
was a good time to sit down and collect his
thoughts, catalog the things he’d learned. The
captain would expect a detailed report, and
Commander Bolt, head of the enclave science
team, would certainly demand an extensive
debriefing. He hoped it wouldn’t interfere too
heavily with his duties.
Not that there was much to touch, but he
decided to take Elorra literally. Ignoring the
chairs, Chekov said down into a cross legged
position, midway between the two chairs farthest
from the door, and with his back against the
wall. Holding his hands in his lap, he closed his
eyes, and just let the quiet sounds of the high

forest, and the occasional nearby intelligible
voice, wash over him while he considered the
things that would need to go into this report.
Most of what he’d seen was certainly
already known. While Chekov might be the first
member of Starfleet, the first human, to have
actually seen this particular living place in
person, it was well documented that the
Pentosians grew almost everything,
manipulating plants physically, biochemically,
even genetically to produce the space and the
things they needed. With methods he was aware
of, he had no idea how the giant platforms
stretching from tree to tree were created, but he
had seen similar things on other worlds, and
knew there were places even on Earth, places of
long-standing habitation, and slower to adapt
and absorb modern technology, where the
people still trained trees and roots to grow into
bridges of incomparable strength, not suitable
for vehicles of course, but certainly for any
humans who might wish to pass. Still, even
trying to list all the things he had seen that
appeared to been produced this way, including
the room in which he now sat, would take
hours.
He did not recall reading that the
Pentosians were touch telepaths, and he had no
way to know from where he sat if anyone knew
that. Telepathy in any form was not a common
thing, and the list of species possessing any
form of telepathy whatsoever was a short one. In
the course of his career, he had certainly
encountered things that might at least be close,
and several more he could not doubt.

The Metrons and Melkosians both spring
to mind, but the telepathy of the Pentosians
seem to be closer to that of the Vulcans, if still
quite different, not sharing thoughts so much as
memories. He wondered what that meant for the
receiver and if the Pentosian Council leader, and
by extension those of the touching her, could
continue to access those memories and even
share them with others. Did the Pentosians have
a self-generated racial memory, always growing
and flowing and changing? That question excited
him greatly.
And it hadn’t felt at all like mind meld, not
that he’d had too many of those, less a joining of
minds and more a one-way sharing. He
wondered if it did or could work both ways, and
if the Pentosians could manage transmission
with other species.
He also wondered at the natives being so
isolationist, without crossing over the line into
outright xenophobia, merely preferring to be left
alone. In a flash of insight, and probably not an
original one, he wondered if this was because
probably everyone else who came to see them
would be using what they considered to be far
less natural technologies.
Chekov let his weight sag against the wood
and kept his eyes closed, thinking that there
must be something about the chamber design
that made it so relaxing. He tried to wrap his
mind around the feeling. Perhaps it was because
he was really high in the forest, in a way that
might have seemed unnatural before now,
surrounded by a giant living creature that was
not, in fact, trying to kill or eat him. That was a

nice change. Given enough time, enough
distraction, he might have fallen asleep again,
though he’d slept very well the previous night, if
not as long as he might have liked.
His stomach rumbled, loud and long, and
Chekov reopened his eyes with a smile. Patting
the offended anatomy just over the bellybutton,
he was rewarded with another small gurgle.
“Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten you. As soon as
we return to the enclave, I promise to stuff you
until you’re near bursting.” He hated missing
meals, but he had no idea what to eat here and
had decided he wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t offered.
It wouldn’t be first time he’d had to tighten his
belt and continue the mission. He doubted it
would be the last.
At which thought providence arrived in the
form of Elorra.
Something closely resembling an apple,
but with very dark blue skin, landed his lap. A
small, oval loaf of bread, or something very
much like bread, followed. Before he could look
up, a soft, squishy bag of some sort joined the
first two objects.
“Eat while you walk.”
And saw Elorra glaring down at him.
Behind her, outside of the alcove, three more
Pentosians waited. There was a clip on the
squishy bag, and he felt it must be full of water.
It might even hold onto his belt. It did on the
first try and would stay there if he were careful
while he got used to the sensation. He stood up
with the apple in one hand and the bread in the
other. “Thank you very much.”
She grunted. “So you don’t starve to death

before we get you home.” She turned away,
walking to the door. “And if you feel the urge to
talk to yourself again, don’t. Quiet is better when
walking the paths of the forest. You hear more
that way.”
“Understood.” As he moved to follow, he
tried, hopefully without looking too obvious, to
examine the food in his hands more closely.
Surely she would not have given him things
unsafe to eat for humans, but how would he
know? But just as surely, since Elorra had spent
enough time near the Federation enclave, and
somehow interacted with enough Federation
personnel, that she spoke standard English very
well, she would have some idea what might be
safe for him. He had the impression that not
many Pentosians spent such time or wanted to.
Unless, perhaps, she had been assigned that
duty by the Council. Another thing to add to her
resentment, perhaps.
Finally, Chekov shrugged and decided that
trust had to start somewhere. The taste of the
bread reminded him somewhat of his mother’s
borscht which, based on history, none of his
shipmates would ever believe.
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Back on the forest floor, away from the
city, the Pentosians spread out around Chekov,
five of them in total. Elorra had not bothered to
introduce any of others, and none of them had
volunteered names. Just as well, he supposed.
He was tremendously curious about anything
they might want to share, but if the Prime
Directive did not exactly apply, at least the

Pentosians were very concerned about cultural
contamination, so he should share that concern
and respect their wish to remain silent.
He tried to extend that to how quietly he
moved through the forest, but in the first hour of
their walk, Chekov felt Elorra had spent more
time scowling at him for making too much noise
than she had worrying about scouting their
route ahead. Of course, she probably knew the
trails and paths even seen better than she knew
her own face, and he didn’t think he was doing
that badly, at least not for someone raised in
cities and who spent his time mainly on
starships and starbases as an adult. He might
not be the most competent woodsman anyone
had ever seen, but he didn’t think he was
making that much noise.
Eventually, the sun began to set, and he
reminded himself that the day was only 20
hours long, give or take a few minutes.
Considering how long he’d run the evening
before, and how long Elorra had made him walk
afterwards, he didn’t think it even remotely
possible that they could reach the enclave in
daylight. In fact, he had begun to wonder why
they didn’t wait until the next day to make the
trip. Elorra must surely be eager to be rid of
him. That thought made him wonder again just
exactly what she had against off-worlders. He
doubted he would find out during the trip, or at
all.
Here and there, light from the fading Kclass sun slipped between the many layers of
leaves to reach the forest floor, but mostly, the
world around them had already grown dark to

the point he had begun to pay more attention to
where he might be setting his feet than to the
path ahead. Elorra held up a hand to stop,
dropped into a crouch, and motioned for Chekov
to do the same next to her. Two of her four
companions join them while the other two stood,
facing away from the little group with both
hands on their spears, watching the forest
around them.
“Much as I dislike conversation, there are
things I must ask you, off-worlder.”
He nodded, trying on a smile. “Of course.
It is the least I can do to help you. I don’t
suppose I can convince you to user my name?”
“Doubtful, since I do not know it.” When
he opened his mouth to tell her, she shook her
head. “And I do not care. It is not appropriate to
the nature of our relationship for us to use
personal names.”
Chekov felt his smile slide away but kept a
frown from forming as he filed that bit of
knowledge for future reference. “So, what should
I call you?”
Elorra’s mouth twisted briefly and he
wondered what answers she considered. “If you
must address me at all, it is appropriate to say
Ranger or Leader. For the others, because I see
the question in your eyes, Ranger is also
appropriate, but to avoid confusion, you should
consider using Hunter or Warrior, if somehow
the need arises.”
“I understand.” He didn’t, but he could
accept their preferences in the situation even
while not understanding how they would know
which hunter or warrior he was talking to.

“Good. Now, tell me why the ugly ones are
here, and what they want of our world.”
Chekov’s first thought was to object to the
phrase “ugly ones” again, but he decided to save
his breath. While he did not personally find the
Klingons ugly, merely different, and only slightly
in that, it was not his place to correct another
culture’s standards. Even, especially, if he found
them incorrect in his view. Instead, he focused
on the question. But he had no idea what the
Klingons might want specifically. Perhaps
instead, he could speak in general.
“It is difficult to say with the information I
have. From our perspective, there has not been a
geological survey of your world, so we have no
idea if there is anything they might want here in
terms of resources. I can say that the Klingons
pursue a very expansionist policy and are
constantly pushing at the border. That border is
closed, which they do not like. They may also
consider that there is some advantage to be
found for them if you choose to close your world
Federation, even if only causing a certain
amount of disruption to local relations. It would
certainly be well within their normal operations.”
Elorra shook her head. “That doesn’t make
any sense. We do not care where the border
lines, or what your political differences might be
with these Klingons. Why is there advantage to
them if we decide to like you just a little less and
so have the enclave closed?”
Chekov tried a small smile. Though he
wasn’t sure it was the appropriate expression, it
kept him from a grimace. “I think I would have
to ask the Klingons, but from my experience,

they are not good at leaving things as they are.
They do not enjoy the status quo. Unless there is
a force to stop them, if they want something,
they take it. They are conquerors.”
“What can you tell me of their weapons?”
“That I hope we do not have to face them.
They are difficult and deadly warriors. My
experience suggests a taste for blades and
cellular disruptors.”
“Both have the potential to ruin your day.”
She stood, looking around, and he could not
decide if the comment had been meant as a joke.
The other two members of the group
followed suit, but Chekov took his time. “And
you ask me these things now instead of before
we left, because?”
“Because I have been told that more of
them have been seen since last night and we will
soon approach the depth to which they have
walked into the forest.”
“Wonderful.”
Elorra shrugged and turned away to begin
walking again in what he assumed was the
direction of the enclave. Likely, these additional
Klingons were the same ones who had chased
him into the forest, or an expanded landing
party from their ship. Either way, the thought
did not give him comfort. While not all of his
experiences with Klingons were bad ones, he
thought it unlikely that this particular group
might wish him well.
In any case, he would trust the Pentosians
to get him safely back to where he belonged.
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Twilight seemed to last a long time in the
forest. While that reminded Chekov of summers
in the northern Russia, it didn’t exactly make
him comfortable at the pace Elorra was setting
through the undergrowth. The darker it got, the
harder time he had even seeing through the
trees, never mind where he might be setting his
feet.
It was nearly full dark when Elorra
suddenly stopped the group, and with his nonPentosian night vision, Chekov nearly ran into
her before he realized it. She looked back over
her shoulder, and while her face was mostly
shadow, he had no problem visualizing a scowl
there. He did see her head shake back and forth,
and so settled in to wait, breathing as slowly as
he could manage to reduce the volume of even
that.
After a moment, he heard something that
she must have several minutes before. Two quiet
voices, speaking neither Pentosian nor English.
He couldn’t make out any of the words, but even
so far away and such a reduced volume, easily
recognized the harsh consonants of Klingon
standard.
Elorra sank into a crouch, still staring
straight ahead, and Chekov followed suit, not so
much to mimic her as to make a smaller target
in case the Klingons suddenly realized they were
there and wanted to start shooting. He wished
mightily for a universal translator, or even an
earpiece programmed for Klingon. The second
might actually be better, to but so long as he
were wishing, a well-armed security detail from

the Enterprise would be nice.
Not the first time since he graduated,
Chekov wondered if he should perhaps study a
little bit of Klingon. It was an idle thought, and
an unrealistic. Languages had never been his
thing. He barely got through his Standard
English language requirements at the Academy
class but, he thought, he had come through with
a good command of the language. Besides, was
that not what the universal translator was for?
Shadow moved to his right, and Elorra
reached out to touch the shadow’s arm. Contact
remained for several seconds and then the
shadow melted away again. Without warning,
Elorra leaned towards Chekov and grabbed his
neck, pulling his ear to her lips. “She has made
a full circuit of the Klingon camp and counts
ten. We will move back, and away, trying a
different route.” Remembering her prescription
against talking, Chekov nodded and assumed
she would take the motion for assent.
Following Elorra, he took two steps back
the way they’d come and had lifted his leg for
third when the entire forest around him flashed
a brilliant white that destroyed the darkness,
destroyed his vision, and released a
pandemonium of crazed animal noises around
them. Something pulled his sleeve, not roughly,
exactly, but unsteady hand of someone keeping
their balance, or trying to. He guessed that
Elorra had been blinded as well.
His vision didn’t clear right away, didn’t
even start to. Whatever had caused flash, the
after image burned in his eyes, and the world
around him had become a rippling gray color

with nothing he could identify by shape.
Small animals and birds stumbled and
flapped around them, screeching their blindness
and discomfort, but those screeches did nothing
to hide the whine of Klingon disruptors. He
changed his mind about wanting to stand up,
flipped his hand over to grab Elorra’s wrist, and
pulled her down to the ground on top of him.
“You stupid off-worlder, watch–?”
“They are shooting at us! Can you see
where to run? Where to hide?”
“Of course I can’t see!”
Someone screamed off to his left. It was a
scream of pain and did not come with Klingon
cursing attached. “Then concentrate on being a
smaller target for now. We will run when we can
see.”
His sight began to coalesce into the
shadows again, but the Pentosian forest had a
deep night, and he had no idea how long it
would take his eyes to adapt again even to how
well they had been before. It seemed unlikely he
would have that long.
Chekov wondered if, perhaps, his vision
might return before Elorra’s. Not that he was a
biologist in any way, but it seemed to Chekov
that the native Pentosians eyes were better
adapted to nighttime conditions than his.
Considering the dense forests and jungles that
seemed to cover most of the planet’s temperate
and tropical land area as their primary
environment, they’d be naturally more ready for
lower light levels. It seemed likely they would
have a harder time with a blinding flash, and
while once the readjustment began, it might go

faster, he thought the initial recovery might be
much more difficult for his guides.
Klingon voices. Closer now, snarling harsh
words to each other. Chekov tried to
understand, tried to pull some meaning from the
speech based on the handful of Klingon words
he knew, even as he desperately tried to force
his eyes open wider to let in more light. He
recognized the inherent danger, worried that
another flash grenade would follow on the heels
first. So he kept his head mostly down for long
seconds, hoping for his eyes to see again.
Slowly, Elorra became a blurry humanoid
shadow. The trees around him straightened, and
the branches and plants gathered beneath them
took on more definite shapes, though not nearly
as defined as they were before.
Another Klingon shout, this one seeming
much closer, convinced him they could afford to
wait no longer. He moved his head closer to
Elorra’s. “How are your eyes?”
She practically snarled. “The ugly ones
have blinded me, off-worlder. I cannot see a
damned thing.”
“Nothing?”
“I would say so, damn you! Are you deaf as
well?”
“Keep your voice down, please. They are
looking for us.”
“Then we are done.”
It gave him absolutely no satisfaction to be
right about Elorra’s eyes and now was not the
time to point out how differences between people
could be a good thing. The twin whines of two
disruptors pushed him into making a decision.

“Come. We must go.” He started to rise, grasping
her forearm, but she jerked it free of his hand.
“You are brain injured. I cannot see a
thing. We will be lost immediately.”
“Better lost than captured. I can see just
fine.” Or almost fine. And not so well in the dark.
“For a human.”
Well, that was better than off-worlder,
maybe. “Yes, for a human, one who sees better
than you at the moment.”
She growled before answering. “Very well.”
Her hand groped for his forearm and she allowed
him to steady her as she pulled herself into a
standing position. Her hand slid up his arm and
grabbed onto the uniform shoulder. “Stay low,
stay quiet. Try not to lead us back exactly the
way we came, if you can.”
He didn’t think he would have too much
difficulty with that unless he were very unlucky.
Other than having a general idea of where most
of the Klingons were, he didn’t really know
which direction was which. Anything away from
them would be preferable. “I will do my best.”
“One hopes it will be good enough.”
“Yes, one hopes.” Chekov did, at least. As
they pushed through the brush, he wondered if
he were better or worse off than he had been the
night before, and eventually decided on better.
At least now he had someone to talk to. If they
escaped.
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After nearly half an hour by his own
estimate, Chekov began to worry.
He felt it a wonderful thing that they had

managed to leave the Klingons behind, at least
for the time being. That none of Elorra’s
companions had managed to catch up with them
was certainly concerning, but a more immediate
issue was that Elorra’s eyesight had not
returned, not even to the point beginning to
clear. If the others fell into the same recovery
time, he had little hope that they had evaded the
Klingons.
As time passed, and they moved farther
back into the forest, in what Chekov hoped was
a random direction, she clutched at his shoulder
with more and more ferocity. He worried for her,
both physically and mentally.
Eventually, they had to stop. He was
getting them lost enough, and worried about
leading them on a curved path through the dark
back towards the Klingons. “We should stop and
rest.”
Her fingers dug into his flesh. “I can’t see.
I don’t know where we are.”
“Da. That makes two of us, at least for the
not knowing. Are you thirsty? Do you still have
water?”
“Yes, yes I should. Here, hold the spear.”
Not letting go of his shoulder, she reached
across her body to hold the spear out in front of
him. He wished he could see more than a long
darker shadow among the marginally lighter
shadows, but it was truly night now and he
didn’t think his eyes would adapt much further
than they had.
When he took the weapon, Chekov was
surprised at how heavy it wasn’t. He had a
feeling, like so much else the Pentosians created,

that the spear had been grown, and probably
from something very special, some tree that the
Federation science team had not cataloged here.
Was the blade made from something different? If
so, how had the two parts been grown together?
He did not want to take the chance of running
his fingers across it in the dark. Painful wounds
across one hand were among the last things he
might need.
Elorra took a long drink from the flexible
water pack she carried. While it softened her
voice, it did little to calm the tension in it. “So
what do we do?”
That, Chekov thought, was an excellent
question, one for which he honestly had no easy
answer. It was far too much to hope for that the
Federation science team had allowed search
parties to go beyond the edge of the enclave. By
now, with him missing for more than a day, the
Enterprise would certainly be conducting
detailed sensor sweeps of the surrounding
forest. But a sudden rescue by transporter beam
seemed very unlikely. The local Pentosian forest,
he knew, was dense with life. Picking out a
single life form, even a clearly alien one, was not
going to be easy even for Mr. Spock. Scanning
for a shuttlecraft alone in an asteroid belt, a bit
of refined metal and ceramic among the billions
of tons of raw ore and rock, was a much easier
task by comparison. One particular life sign
among tens or hundreds of thousands was a
much bigger challenge.
And he did not think he wanted to be
rescued just at the moment. Mr. Spock would
not know that Chekov was not alone. And he did

not wish to leave Elorra in this condition. He
also very much wished to find out what
happened to the remainder of his escort. Though
some of the sounds after the flash grenades had
gone off told him clearly that not everyone had
escaped.
“Now, we wait.” The irony of that
statement was not lost on. “For morning, if
necessary, but more importantly for your eyes to
recover. I will simply get us lost, more likely, if I
have not already done so. And we can do
nothing for the well-being of your friends if we
are lost in the dark, yes?”
She remained silent for a long time,
fingers tight on his shoulder. He tried to imagine
what thoughts might be going through her mind,
and if he had managed to alter her
preconceptions of humans at all, not that that
has been his intent exactly. Finally, Elorra let
out a long breath. “Yes, we wait. We try to sleep.
But we will not be so stupid as to do so lying on
the ground. Let the ugly ones contend with the
sneaking predators. It seems unlikely that any
will attempt to disturb us, but it is better to be
safe. If there are surprises in the night, I would
prefer them not being to us.”
“So, if we cannot sleep on the ground,
where?”
Though he could not see it on her face in
the darkness, Chekov swore he could hear a
smile in her voice. “I would have thought you far
more observant than that. Look around us, and
tell me what you see.”
Chekov sighed. “Only trees, my friend, and
that is precisely what I feared you meant.” The

morning would tell whether he managed to sleep
without falling out of one or not.
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Judging by the aches in his shoulders and
lower back, Chekov had survived the night.
It had taken them what felt like an hour to
get high enough up in a tree that their dangling
feet wouldn’t smack a passing Klingon in the
face. Of course, Chekov expected the Klingons
would be carrying their equivalent of tricorders
and would be able to pick them out from a few
meters away at least, without having to wait for
convenient toes.
He was surprised at the position he found
himself in, once he was awake enough to
understand it. In retrospect, it seemed like an
excellent idea, and one perhaps he should have
followed if he had the native balance to achieve
it. During the night, Elorra had stretched out
across several limbs at the same rough height.
However, one of them was the one he had
straddled to dig his back into a slight depression
in the trunk. While having him handy had given
her something extra to brace against, at some
point, she’d also rolled over to more or less rest
her neck and shoulders across his legs. It had
the effect of putting her basically in his lap, but
also, helped to weigh him down against falling
out of side of his tree. He very much doubted
she’d done it on purpose, or even was aware
she’d shifted position, and did his best not move
to before she woke.
After a few minutes, he heard her breathe
in short and sharply, and felt her not breathe for

several seconds. When she did, it was the
measured, shallow breathing of someone not
exactly thrilled by the situation she found
herself in. A gentle rustling suggested careful
movement and the weight lifted from his leg.
Chekov slowly counted to sixty, and then gave
an exaggerated yawn while he arched his back,
rewarded with several loud pops. She took the
opportunity of his apparent distraction to push
up off the limb completely and regain a seated
position on the next branch over.
“It’s about time you woke up, off-worlder.”
But the barely held hostility in her voice seemed
almost perfunctory.
He yawned again, ignoring the jibe. “It is
morning? Good.”
“It has been morning for some time.”
“Even better. How are your eyes?”
She hesitated, holding up a hand and
wiggling her fingers. “A little blurrier than I
would like, but I can certainly find my way
around.” Her eyes closed for a long moment and
she swallowed twice before opening them again.
“Thank you. I could not have gotten away on my
own.”
He smiled at her. “Of course, there was no
question.” And there hadn’t been, but given her
general feelings, how could she know that?
“As you say, but thank you anyway.”
“You are welcome.” He arched his back
again and got two more cracks as things fell into
place in his spine. Some stiffness remained, but
in these difficult days, he could but move on.
“Now, I think we need to know where we are.”
“What?” Her body tensed, and her eyes

narrowed, emerald gaze almost sparkling fire. It
was, by far, the strongest visible expression of
emotion he’d witnessed from her so far. “I know
you must be eager to get back to the enclave,
but–”
“No.” Chekov shook his head and stared at
her with what he hoped was a hard expression.
“The enclave will be there whenever I get back to
it. We have something far more important to do
this morning.”
“Oh?” The scowl slipped into a frown, a
subtle difference, but perhaps he was learning to
read her facial expressions, if only a little. “And
what is so much more important than getting
you off my planet?”
“There were six of us scattered through
the forest when the flash grenade detonated, but
I see only two of us here. Which means we are
short four.” He raised both eyebrows. “I would
very much like to know if any of the others still
live. If they do, I intend to take them away from
the Klingons.”
He had no trouble reading the wicked grin
spread across Elorra’s face. “Perhaps, offworlder, I am starting to like the way you think
after all.”
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Chekov tried to decide if it was worth the
effort discarding his uniform shirt. It hadn’t
gotten particularly cold in the forest the two
nights he’d spent in it, but then he’d slept with
his shirt on. He might be Russian, but that
didn’t mean he actually believed himself
invulnerable to a chill. Still, the gold tunic didn’t

exactly help him blend in with the red and blue
foliage surrounding them. In the end, he left it
on, preferring not to have to explain to his
travelling companion why he felt the need to
partially undress, though he suspected she
would have understood well enough. Attached to
that thought was that he’d rather any sharp or
scratchy bits of vegetation grab at his uniform
instead of his flesh. Gold or not, out of place or
not, the shirt remained. But perhaps he should
consider making it dirtier.
Vision far from perfect, and Elorra
complained about that only once more before
they began moving back towards the ambush
point, the Pentosian ranger saw well enough to
determine their location and what direction they
needed to take to return to the site of the attack.
Almost grudgingly, she complimented Chekov on
the direction he’d led them away from the
Klingons, an angled line that took them quickly
away from the avenue of pursuit. He chose not
to admit that his choice had been more or less
random and that he thought they’d put more
distance between them and the Klingon trap
than they really had. Better to let things go, he
thought, and excepted the minor praise.
Circling around a much larger area than
the Klingons had used, they came to a place that
clearly marked an encampment. There had been
no fires, so far as Chekov could tell, but a great
deal of trampled vegetation and wanton damage
to trees, he suspected during armed combat
practice. Bits of scattered ration packs lay
strewn across part of the area, torn open and
apart to be discarded when empty, or nearly. It

was, frankly, a mess, but the Klingons were long
gone.
“This is disgusting.”
Chekov had certainly seen worse, but he
kept his voice as level as possible. “Klingons are
not consistently wise in the use of available
resources.”
Sparkling eyes turned on him. “That is a
statement calculated to be neutral while still
making a judgement that the subject is
immature and has yet to learn better.”
He shrugged but didn’t smile. It was hard
to disagree with the accurate statement. He was
clearly being judgemental even while leaving the
Klingons opportunity for improvement. “It is my
nature to cast things in a positive light, where
possible, and to assume future growth in
understanding where not. The universe is not a
fair place, so I see no reason to directly
contribute to that unfairness.”
“It seems a somewhat dishonest to me.”
Chekov thought about not for a moment,
considering if dishonest was really the word she
wanted. Elorra’s spoken English was excellent,
but it was certainly not her first language, and
they shared that of it. “It is not my intention to
be dishonest with you or myself. My intent is
more to not prejudice us against the Klingons
beyond what events and direct experience this
particular party of them is providing.”
Defending his words seemed personal, and
she pressed him further. “So the Klingons are
not your enemies.”
Another difficult statement to respond to.
And yet, after a moment’s thought, perhaps not.

“I would say rather that they are my adversaries
at the moment. Not quite the same thing. There
is a peace treaty between the Federation and the
Klingon Empire, which may not stop them from
seeking whatever advantage they can find, but
that does not make us enemies.”
Mouth open to respond, Elorra’s eyes
widened suddenly and she rushed a dozen steps
away from the center of the former Klingon camp
to drop to one knee in the trampled grass as he
took a few steps forward to see what had
captured her attention. Hidden by brush and
long grass, a Pentosian man lay on his back,
brilliant green eyes open to the sky but
unseeing. When Elorra looked up, her eyes were
hot, the skin around them tight. “Perhaps they
are only your adversaries, but this certainly
makes them my enemies.”
He finished his approach, slower than she
had, his eyes never leaving the body. It was
difficult for him to object to her phrasing.
Judging by the bruises and cuts that could be
seen though the almost shreds of his clothing,
the man had clearly been beaten, severely, and
most likely for information.
Information about Chekov.
He felt his jaw tighten and his teeth
ground against each other. “For these particular
Klingons, I most certainly agree.” Quietly, in his
heart, he dismissed any doubts about the stakes
of his current journey.
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“His name was Irin.”
Chekov looked up from the body, the

second they’d found, though this one had clearly
died from a disruptor blast to the chest. The notleather vest the man had worn had been pulped
and the flesh beneath hadn’t fared much better.
He knew from experience that the blunt force
shock to man’s internal organs had been the
cause of death. “I am sorry to not have known
him better.” An understatement, to be sure.
Chekov didn’t believe he’d actually heard the
man speak.
“The first, at their camp, was Adiron.”
He didn’t know what to say. It was difficult
to lose friends, and though he knew the life he
had chosen held certain dangers, it wasn’t
something you got used to. Elorra classed
herself as a hunter and a warrior, but the little
he knew of Pentosian culture, both of those were
more traditional labels. Ranger was more
appropriate to what she actually spent her time
on, and the title she hadn’t given for him to call
her, a steward of the forest. He was glad for the
distinction, knowing Klingons also used the
word warrior, and did not mean quite the same
thing by it. In any case, on Pentos it was not a
profession in which one expected to lose friends,
though he suspected injuries must happen now
and again. A civilized world, if by different
measures than those the Federation used, so
there were few occupations that were truly
dangerous.
She was not used to losing friends, but so
far today had seen the deaths of two.
Standing up out of the brush, Elorra now
held two spears. She held one of them out to
Chekov. “You are unarmed.”

Once again, he had no idea what to say. It
seemed a safe assumption that a primitive
weapon in an advanced society had a special
place. Given the ecological tendencies of the
Pentosians, he doubted they allowed much in
the way of more modern weaponry, but the
gesture must be significant and if he said or did
the wrong thing, it might be bad for relations
with the native government, still a concern, but
perhaps a secondary one at the moment.
Finally, Chekov reached out a hand,
wrapping around the haft farther from the head
than Elorra’s. “I will do my best to bring honour
to the weapon and its former wielder.”
“It is difficult to ask more.” She released
the weapon completely to his grasp. “Come.”
Elorra pointed. “The ugly ones went that way.”
And they’d done so leaving a trail even
Chekov could easily follow.
12
“I have counted 16.” Which was more than
they’d seen the previous night. He struggled to
keep his whisper low enough that it would not
carry beyond the Elorra’s ear.
She nodded. “I will agree to that number.”
Her acknowledgment made him feel better about
his powers of observation. Occasionally, he did
wonder if he was truly cut out for Starfleet. He
felt easily distracted sometimes, no matter the
high standards he held himself to. She turned to
stare at him. “It does not make for a good ratio.”
Chekov shrugged. “I am Russian. The
odds have never been in our favor. It is
something you get used to.” And in less stressful

moments, he might have said something similar
as a joke. Now, he found he meant it quite
seriously. The odds did not matter, only what
was right.
She inhaled, probably to say she thought
he was human, but seemed to change her mind
in the moment.
Without speaking, they agreed to withdraw
several hundred yards, taking a few minutes to
sneak back beyond sight of what must have
been the river he’d caught a glimpse of from a
distance the day before. What they had ahead of
them required some planning, though more
importantly it required them to be somewhere
the Klingons did not suspect they could be.
Crouching behind a fallen tree larger than
any he’d ever seen before, they kept their voices
to whispers.
The look on the Elorra’s face brightened as
they began to sketch out a rough plan. He
suspected that she did not expect to survive.
Further, she likely expected him to die as well.
While that was certainly possible, even likely,
any end he would suffer at the hands Klingons
would likely be unpleasant as they tried to learn
what he might know about their movements on
Pentos and whatever Starfleet secrets he might
be willing to spill. It would be long and drawn
out, he was sure.
“They are loud and messy.”
“Da, but they are not stupid. They will be
alert and aware, and we will have little time to
get into their camp, find what we want, and get
out again.” He drew a large circle in the dirt and
then a small X. “If this is here, the shelters I was

able to see are here, here, and here.” He poked
spots inside the circle.
Elorra nodded. She pointed at the center
one. “This one is the largest. There.”
“It is. And that seems to make it obvious
to me. Too obvious. This one, though smaller,
would certainly hold two prisoners.”
“It is also the one closest to us, though
they might see things differently.”
“It is closer, but you are correct. And if
you thought someone might try to rescue your
prisoners, would you expect a frontal assault?”
“No, but I would still be prepared.”
“As would I. But remember that we are not
Klingons. We will think differently than they do.
They may be prepared for a frontal assault, but
perhaps not so much for a frontal sneak.”
Her expression drifted back to neutral.
“What do you propose?”
He waved a hand through the circle,
destroying everything they’d drawn. “Actually
give them both what they expect and what they
don’t.” He grinned. “And don’t plan too much
detail. Let us be fluid, reacting to the situation
we find. With our limited equipment, we need to
keep to simplicity.”
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Frontal assault was not at all the right
phrase. Even assault was incorrect. Against
sixteen Klingons, that, Chekov had to admit,
would be suicide. The fact that he couldn’t
shake the feeling he was sneaking towards
suicide anyway did absolutely nothing to deter
him from their objective. He wished again for a

transporter, a communicator, or even a halfcharged phaser, anything that would help adjust
the odds just slightly in their favour. There was
nothing, of course, and again he did not feel as if
should waste time and mental energy wishing
the impossible. Not that he could help it.
He and Elorra had agreed to approach the
Klingons from the same side, but many meters
apart, and slowly coming together was an easy
thing to do since she was far more adept than he
at moving through the forest unseen and
unheard, for reasons that had nothing to do
with his less-gold-than-normal uniform shirt.
But if he had been seen by the Klingons, they
had made no sign of it and were waiting for the
last possible moment to pounce. That last
moment seemed to be near at hand. Nearby
growling Klingon conversation was almost
continuous, yet just distant enough to be safe if
Chekov and Elorra remained silent, and he still
felt the nearest shelter the most likely site for
prisoners.
Doing his best to stay low, Chekov moved
closer and closer to the shelter, a simple dome of
some artificial fibre, and wondered where Elorra
might be. A flicker of movement off to his right
through the trees, he saw a Klingon dressed all
in black, forgoing the gold sash and shirt
normally worn, step fully out of the shadow of a
large tree, wicked knife held point down in a
clenched fist high above his head. The Klingon
took one slow and careful step, and then a
second. Unless some unwary animal had
wandered into the Klingon sphere of influence,
there was only one thing he might be stalking,

and Chekov not allow that.
The Klingon was turned just far enough
away from Chekov that he should not be in the
man’s peripheral vision as he took two pounding
steps forward, holding the spear like a staff for a
strong overhand swing to bring down upon the
Klingon’s head. But those pounding steps made
too much noise, and those incredible Klingon
reflexes took over. The Klingon’s body twisted,
and the knife spun in his hand to point skyward
and catch the spear in the blade’s guard. There
was no clash or clang of metal on metal, just a
quiet thunk as the two weapons tapped together
and the slow spread of a wicked smile on the
Klingon’s face
The Klingon reached out and grabbed at
Chekov’s spear with his other hand, and he
pulled it back just in time to avoid losing it,
although the warrior’s fingers almost brushed
the haft. The grin never left his face as he drew a
second knife and took a step forward towards
Chekov with one in each hand.
Chekov tensed, tip of the spear pointed
towards the Klingon and held at eye level. He
tried to relax, keep the muscles strong but at the
same time loose and ready. He’d never trained
for armed combat, at least not with a spear, but
one of his instructors at the Academy had given
a series of seminars on impromptu weapons.
Comfortable was the wrong word, but he
certainly felt less uncomfortable with a broom
that happened to have a blade on the end
instead of the sweeping surface.
And then it didn’t matter how prepared or
unprepared Chekov might be to use the weapon.

The tip of another spear pushed out of the
warrior’s chest, and he looked down, color
draining from his face as the shock shook his
already dying body. He dropped both blades to
the ground and clutched at the spear point with
one flexing hand. It disappeared, and the
Klingon dropped to his knees, revealing Elorra
standing behind him, her face far paler than her
victim’s had suddenly become, if in a blue
direction.
Chekov circled the collapsing Klingon,
staying well outside of reach as he moved to
Elorra’s side. She could not tear eyes from dying
alien. “I never…”
He whispered back. “I understand. Taking
a life is not an easy thing, but, as much a
platitude as it sounds, what else could you do?”
She shook her head hard. “Nothing. But
he more or less let me kill him. Why did he not
call for help? There are fifteen others.”
“It is not their way.” Not a very good
explanation for Klingon society or culture or
traditions when I else, but it was one thing he
had learned about them. “They work together
only when forced, and then follow the strongest.”
“Then they are stupid.”
“No, only different. We are weak in their
eyes, until proven otherwise. This one had no
reason to believe that he, the Klingon warrior,
was not easily more than a match for the
purpose at hand.”
She looked at him then, and Chekov was
surprised to find her eyes glistening. “That may
no longer be the case, not when they find him.”
“True. But it will make them more

cautious, and also more vicious. Come. We must
check the shelters.”
Elorra began to make for their target
shelter, creeping up to the wall. Chekov
hesitated, his eyes completely taken in by the
dead Klingon in the grass. He didn’t let that
hesitation last long and took a step forward to
jerk the disruptor pistol from the fallen warrior’s
belt and then retrieve one of the wicked daggers
from the ground. The pistol did not comfortably
fit on his side, too large compared to a standardissue phaser. But it stuck their and left him
feeling a bit more armed than he had before.
Still moving is quietly as he could, he caught up
with Elorra as she reached the nearest chesthigh fabric dome.
Crouching down, she put her hands
almost on the surface of the fabric and closed
her eyes for a moment. Harsh Klingon words
reached his ears from not nearly far enough
away. Not for the first time, but if he could force
the thought from his mind for what he hoped
would be the last, he wished for a universal
translator. He would give a great deal to know
what their intentions were on this planet,
though he suspected any voices he heard
randomly would just be making the Klingon
equivalent of small talk.
“Wow, this field ration pack of dried gagh
isn’t very good, is it?”
“Why no, it isn’t, but at least we have been
provided with plenty of blood wine.”
“True. How long do you suppose it will be
before we get off this stinking mud

ball?”
“Whenever we finish the thing we came
here to do and the Earthers have
suffered enough, I suppose.”
“A good point. I should probably sharpen
my bat'leth.”
“I did that last night, but my knives need
oil. Let’s get drunk around the fire
again.”
“An excellent idea.”
Too much imagination, Pavel.
Elorra suddenly opened her eyes and
pulled her hands back from the shelter. She
leaned back, twisting her spear to bring the
blade to the fabric wall, but he held up a hand,
the one with the Klingon knife, and she accepted
the idea with a jerking nod.
The knife was incredibly sharp, and as it
parted the fabric effortlessly, he couldn’t help
but imagine what it might have done to the skin
of, say, a young Starfleet officer. The fabric was
thicker than he expected, secure and likely
treated with various things to keep out the
weather. Not so much anymore.
The dim forest light spilled inside, washing
across the faces of two Pentosians lying there.
One twitched, shrank away from the light, and
tried to crane her neck to assess the sudden new
danger, relief flooding panicked eyes when she
caught sight of Chekov and Elorra.
The other wasn’t breathing.
Chekov looked at the panicked woman,
placed finger over his mouth, and shook his
head. Accepting it back from Elorra, he carefully

used one of the small side hooks on the Klingon
dagger to slice through the fabric of the gag
before gently freeing her mouth. First task
accomplished, he looked up in time to see Elorra
pull a hand back from the other Pentosian’s
forehead. She met his eyes and he found himself
again surprised to see tears standing in hers,
but the set of her jaw told him it wouldn’t slow
her down, and they had one friend to rescue yet.
He bent down to put his mouth next to her
ear and tried not to be offended when she
shrank against the body of her companion. “I’m
going to cut your bonds. Can you walk?” He felt
her head shake before he could lean back to
make eye contact again.
The voice she responded with was rough,
probably with suppressed, or released, screams.
“No. Broken leg.”
That wasn’t what he’d hoped for. But then,
he’d hoped to find both of the captives alive and
well and ready to fight back. Dream big, his
mother would always say, but be prepared to
work for your dreams. “Da. Then I will carry
you.” He gave the spear to Elorra even as the
frown scrunched up her face but ignored it in
favour of crawling part way into the shelter to
slice the rough fabric binding the woman’s
wrists and ankles. That task completed, he
handed the dagger to Elorra as well and moved
back to whisper in her ear. “I need your help to
pull you from the tent. Do not kick or push.
Noise is our enemy right now. Can you lift your
legs if I am supporting your weight?”
She nodded again then demonstrated that
she could raise both fully off the floor from

where she lay. Most of the colour left her face as
she did so, but she had more strength left than
her captors might have liked.
Chekov surrendered the knife to Elorra as
well, and slowly, as gently as he could, slipped
an arm under the captive woman’s shoulders,
and another under her thighs. She hissed but
shook her head when he looked at her. “Just
go.”
She was unfortunately heavier than she
looked, which he should have expected. The life
of a Pentosian Ranger was certainly conducive to
muscle tissue. Breathing carefully, he lifted her
just a few centimeters from the floor of the
shelter, his back protesting more than he
thought it should, and pressed his right knee
against the ground for leverage. A small shuffle
made it far more noise than he wanted, and
Chekov stopped to listen, controlling his
breathing as best he could.
Elorra scowled and motioned for him to
hurry. Other Klingon voices floated on the
breeze. Sooner or later, one of them would
certainly come to check on the prisoners, if only
to add a little more abuse to their ordeal, an
ordeal which one had already failed to survive.
Remembering signs on one of the bodies they’d
found, he amended that number to two as he
slid over a few more centimeters so that he could
rest the woman’s backside on the ground, and
shifted his own weight halfway through,
switching which knee he pressed against the
ground.
She seemed heavier the second time, but
that was simply sore muscles which he would

tolerate and only complain about so long as he
lived to enjoy the recovery.
He set her down, he hoped gently, and
smiled at the Pentosian woman. “And now for
the easy part. I am afraid I have to ask you to
stand up. I don’t know that I can lift you from
the ground, small as I am, but if I can get you on
my shoulders, I think we will stand a chance to
put some distance in.”
Her nostrils dilated, and her head jerked
up and down once. Elorra had no free hands,
leaving it to Chekov to pull the injured ranger
into a standing position balancing on one foot.
No easy feat with a broken leg, but when the
other option was to remain a prisoner of the
Klingons, she found the will and strength even
to a little of her weight on the broken leg to
maintain her balance as he ducked to slip her
into a fireman’s carry. He hoped he’d only put
pressure on the good leg in the process. Since
she didn’t complain more than a hiss of indrawn
breath, Chekov assumed he guessed right.
Elorra passed the dagger to the other
woman who gripped it so hard her knuckles lost
colour in the corner of his vision, and Chekov
wasn’t sure he felt safer with the blade near him
again or not. No time to think about it, though.
They had to get away, and quickly. He stepped
as lightly as he could, following Elorra into the
forest in a different direction than they’d come
from. He wondered if she were leading them to
the enclave or back to her forest home and
honestly had no idea which might be closer or a
better option.
He was surprised how well he moved

through the forest environments, feet picking
out sure spots mostly without having to check
with his eyes first. While he certainly moved
slower than he would have under his own power,
even trying to sneak through the woods, it didn’t
seem as if he had an extra 60 or so kilos on his
back. Carrying the ranger wasn’t nearly the
same thing is trying to lift her on one knee.
He had just enough time, two minutes
perhaps, and they managed one hundred or so
careful metres into the dense forest away from
the camp, before he heard the first Klingon
shout of alarm. Chekov began to run.
He hated being chased.
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The shouts behind them remained fairly
constant and, considering both his burden and
the slim lead they began with, he couldn’t
understand why the Klingons hadn’t caught up.
Crashing through the forest, his breath and
heart sounded loud his own years, and he
couldn’t imagine not leaving and clear trail
through the brush and dirt behind him.
And yet, the Klingons didn’t seem to get
any closer, almost as if they didn’t quite want to.
Almost as if they were herding prey.
“Ranger!” The word hissed out at the end
of his breath. She dropped back couple steps,
enough that her voice would not have to carry,
enough that if she wanted to she could make
peripheral eye contact.
“What is it?” Her own words didn’t seem
nearly so laboured, though she wasn’t carrying
another person across her shoulders.

He tried not to think about that too much,
or the extra weight would begin to make him
tired. Chekov chided himself, thinking he maybe
wasn’t quite so fit as he’d thought, but a fervent
wish not to be Klingon prisoner kept him
pushing hard. “Playing. With. Us.”
She nodded, her steps making the motion
a jerking bounce. “Yes. They are too many. The
enclave too far.”
“What. Then.”
Elorra shrugged. “Every step is a longer
life.”
Every step is a longer life. He considered
the words carefully over a dozen paces and then
discarded the thought. It wasn’t enough. The
Klingons were treating them like prey, and
whatever else Lieutenant Pavel Chekov might be,
he was not prey. Young, yes. Inexperienced,
perhaps by some measures. But he was well
trained and had an excellent brain. He had not
spent almost five years on the Enterprise to be
run down in the woods by a pack of wolves.
But he needed time and space, time to
think and space to breathe.
Chekov. “Change direction.”
“But if we can reach your enclave–”
He cut Elorra off with another puff.
“Klingons. Want that. So change. Direction.”
Shaking her head, but not really having a
reason to argue, she turned away from the line
they’d been following, angling off at fifty or sixty
degrees from it. Chekov tried kept his eyes on
the ground ahead while the considered the
situation. A stray tree root at this point would be
devastating.

Foiling whatever trap the Klingons were
planning to spring would only give them a little
more life, and would also serve to irritate their
enemies. Sooner or later, the three of them
would have to make a stand of some kind.
Counting sixteen Klingons, if they had been
right about the total number, then one dead still
made fifteen. He thought it unlikely that they
would all be pursuing one lost captive and
whoever had freed her, for that would mean they
knew that Chekov and Elorra were alone. He
didn’t think there was any way they could know
that without doubt and so they would plan
accordingly.
Of course, he’d been wrong about a lot of
things but still thought it likely the Klingons
would have at least a token guard behind at the
camp, perhaps only two or three lookouts in
case someone else had been trying to sneak by.
He wondered what sensors they might have had
in the area, and if they dared to use
communicators so close to a Federation enclave,
isolated or not. The station on Pentos might not
be set up for a listening station, but they
certainly had monitoring systems on the planet,
if only to try to absorb the local transmissions
and culture.
And none of that helped them. Chekov
kept running because he had no idea what else
to do.
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Chekov saw a break in the trees, and
eventually, to go with the change in light and
colour ahead, his ears began to discern the

crash of rushing water. His knowledge of the
local geography was quite lacking, but Chekov
remembered the river. Or a river. He had no idea
if there might be more than one. But he knew a
river, swollen with melt from the mountains,
when he heard one. His lungs hurt, and his
shoulders ached, but he kept running. “There is
a way across?”
Elorra nodded. “A small bridge. You will
have to balance carefully so you do not drop
Jennari into the river.”
Chekov filed the name for future reference
as he felt fingers dig into his shoulder. “I am
glad you have kept your sense of humor. I have
not carried her so far to throw her to the fish
now.”
“Good to hear.” A quiet voice, near his ear
and deeper than expected, but the fingers
remained tight. The voice reminded him of
someone he knew, but he didn’t have the
processing power available to connect the
necessary mental dots at the moment.
They broke out of the trees and he saw the
bridge ahead of them. At the same time, Chekov
began to have a clear idea of how wide the river
was, at least a hundred metres. The bridge,
close as it might be, seemed very small, fit for a
single traveller at a time. It was not much wider
than his feet placed side by side. For himself, he
would not be worried under normal
circumstances, but carrying Jennari was
different. He focused on the bridge. It’s okay,
Pavel. You can do this.
They slowed as they approached the foot
of the bridge and Chekov was disturbed to find

that when Elorra spoke, she wasn’t nearly empty
of breath, recovering quickly. “You go first. If
need be, I will be able to help steady you.”
Chekov did not remove the hand from
Jennari’s shoulder to grasp the rail. He felt that
would make his balance only worse than it
already might be. He nodded and stepped onto
the bridge, his eyes roaming over it to find that it
seemed to be a mass of tree roots grown and
twisted together. The surface was flat and firm,
though, and easy to find purchase on. Still, he
was not above using his ribs to slide along the
railing.
Beneath them, the water rolled by,
perhaps not spring flooding, but definitely run
off from somewhere, and he certainly suspected
mountains, but they were far enough away in
his mind that Chekov really had no idea what
the geography in between might do. Still, at least
one hundred metres wide and fast moving, that
volume of water had to come from somewhere.
He tried to think about in a little detail, to
distract his mind the fact that there was still
another forty metres or more of bridge ahead of
them by his reckoning. Bozhe moi, but he was
going to be tired when he finally got to rest. He
let the mountains go and focused solely on
putting one foot in front of the other, on
remaining straight and steady on the bridge. In
doing, he nearly missed snatch of conversation
between Elorra and Jennari.
“You know what must be done.”
“I know our privacy must be protected.”
“I am more concerned about our lives. I
will not be their prisoner again and will throw

myself into the river before that happens.”
“Jennari, I have lost–”
“I have lost them too, and more besides.
You must do this. You have the strength, and
the authority. I do not.”
“I… don’t know if I can.”
“You have less than half the traverse left
to make that decision.”
Chekov wished he had some idea what
they were talking about. As it was, he didn’t get
enough from the conversation, but felt sure
something else, something beyond his
understanding, was being discussed, something
more than just getting to the other side of the
river. He kept his focus on the end of the bridge,
the far bank got closer and closer, and he had
more and more respect for whatever technology
the Pentosians used to stretch living trees across
such a span of rushing water with such strength
to bear three full grown humanoids at any point.
“You must hurry. The ugly ones are
coming.”
He wanted to respond to Elorra that she
was welcome to carry him if she thought she
could go faster, but the shouts behind them
gave him a new reason to move forward. Perhaps
a dozen metres remained, and he could certainly
take those quicker, whatever the railing might
do the flesh covering his ribs in between.
His feet seemed heavy, but he pushed
them forward anyway. Somewhere behind him,
he felt footsteps slamming onto the bridge,
ripples through the wood beneath him. The
Klingons must have come, but he did not look
back. Almost without realizing, he slid down the

short ramp at the end of the bridge and
stumbled as his feet touched dirt at the end.
Only then did he risk a glance back,
seeing a Klingon on the bridge, blade in one
hand and a disruptor in the other, and several
more coming behind. He sighed. “Well, I suppose
there’s nothing left to do but run.” Not that he
could honestly call the pace he’d be able to
manage running, but he would go on until he
could not. And then, probably, he would find a
way to go further.
He felt movement on his back. “No, put me
down please, warrior. They are too close.
Running will not help. Elorra, you must.”
The stricken look on Elorra’s face
surprised Chekov, and he wished again for some
idea of what had passed between the two women
on the bridge. Tears welling up in her eyes, she
gave a single stiff nod.
Chekov tried to object, to say he had
plenty of energy left, but he was quite certain it
was not an argument he could win. He slowly
lowered Jennari to the ground, helped her sit
against one of the trees whose branches
stretched to form the bridge. Her face was still
scrunched up as he pulled away, rolling first one
shoulder and then the other, but she nodded
and smiled at him. “Thank you for not leaving
me.”
“I could not.”
She nodded “I think I understand.” Her
eyes moved to Elorra. “You have no time.”
Chekov turned to see Elorra drop into a
crouch at the foot of the bridge, her shoulders
shaking. “I can’t.”

“You must.”
The Klingon, still stalking forward, had
come halfway across the bridge, and Chekov saw
over the man’s shoulder that one of his
comrades had stepped onto the bridge. This,
perhaps, was a tenable position at least for a
short period of time. He pulled the disruptor
from his belt and while the few Klingon letters
on the grip meant nothing to him, the firing stud
was clear enough. A power level indicator would
have been nice, however. He raised the weapon
and pointed it at the approaching Klingon. He
raised his voice. “If you come any closer, I will
shoot you.”
The Klingon didn’t stop moving, but he did
spare the attention to sneer back. “Ha! As if I am
afraid of any weapon in the hands of an
earther.” He kept coming.
Jennari’s voice came from behind Chekov.
“Elorra, what has been done once can be redone.
Will you have us die for a secret he doesn’t care
about?”
Chekov sighed. “I wish I had some idea
what you are talking about.” He did his best to
steady the weapon, put his finger over the stud,
and raised his voice. “I will not warn you again.
Turn back.”
In response, the Klingon raised his
disruptor and pointed it at Chekov. With his own
weapon, he had no doubt the man was a better
shot at any distance.
But then the entire bridge seemed to
shake, and Chekov dropped his gaze to Elorra.
She still knelt at the foot of the bridge, her
hands pressed against each side, as she

whispered something he couldn’t hear and
probably wouldn’t understand if he could. The
bridge began to unravel, roots and limbs
splitting into their component parts, and he
realized just how many strands formed the
platform he’d walked across. He thought only
two or three large ones stretched across the
entirely the river, but as they pulled apart, as
they unraveled, he came to understand that the
solidity of the construction had been a complete
illusion. Hundreds, thousands of tiny strands of
vegetation had woven themselves together to
form the path across the water.
And now they were being unwoven.
Chekov couldn’t believe what he was
seeing. Plants did not move on their own. At
least, not so they could be observed on a human
scale. Oh, there were exceptions, probably on
every world with life, but not trees. Trees defined
slow. They stretched their lives and roots to
catch the endless supply of sunlight. And yet
here, things were different somehow. The
Pentosians clearly had ways of training the trees
to grow in ways they wanted, and it wasn’t
merely time and patience, but some kind of
advanced genetic engineering. And it could be
reversed, for the bridge, made from the roots
and limbs of many trees on each the side of the
river, taught to grow together in a compact form
that would allow pedestrians a means to
traverse the flowing water safely, was about to
no longer be a bridge. The trees were suddenly
changing their minds.
The bridge began to come apart.
The Klingon took a moment longer to

notice, lowering his weapon to take a pair of
slow steps while his mouth hung open.
Then he began to run.
And not back the way he had come. The
Klingon ran towards Chekov. On the one hand,
he understood the logic. The Klingon must know
he was more than halfway across the river, that
he would have a better chance of reaching the
closer side on foot or if he had to swim. Chekov
doubted that type of logic was part of the way a
Klingon might think, however. His prey was
closer, that was what mattered.
He knew that to be at least partly an
unfair thought. Klingons had a strange sense of
warrior’s honour. For the most part, they also
had an intense, take no unnecessary prisoners,
do whatever it takes to complete the mission,
attitude, or at least every Klingons he’d ever met
or read about did. While some were more
controlled with their emotions, and here Colonel
J’dek came to mind, the glory of the Klingon
Empire stood far above personal safety in the
normal Klingon mindset.
And so the Klingon ran towards them even
as the bridge came unravelled. The speed at
which the unraveling happened gave him no
chance, and still finding steps in the last
possible footing, he grabbed for the last bit of
railing at the expense of both knife and
disruptor. That railing pulled away from his
fingers, retracting so quickly Chekov thought he
heard splintering wood. The Klingon disappeared
into the rushing water, and Chekov hoped the
man could swim just well enough to be swept far
downstream before finding the shore alive.

Lowering his weapon, he took the few
steps towards Elorra, and knelt down at her
side. His impulse to reach out and put a hand
on her shoulder died quickly. Whether it applied
to Pentosians in general or not, he did not think
she liked to be touched, and had tolerated it
previously only through blindness.
“I have no idea what that cost you, but
thank you for our lives. For my life, a second
time.”
Elorra straightened her back and turned
to face him. Somehow, the tears flowing down
her cheeks did not surprise him in the least.
And she did not acknowledge his gratitude.
Instead, she took a deep breath and stood
quickly, forcing him to mirror the action. “There
is another bridge. It touches the edge of your
enclave. It is still quite far, especially carrying
another.”
He grinned at her. “What, you don’t think I
want to leave her behind now, do you?” Elorra
snorted, and if the grin on her face was shortlived, at least he had not imagined it.
“Ah, how sweet. As if I needed another
reason to dislike earthers.”
Spinning in place, Chekov raised the
disruptor, instantly training it on the Klingon as
he pulled himself up the riverbank only a dozen
or so meters downstream. Beside him, Elorra
tensed and, faster than he could have reacted,
reached down and scooped up her spear from
where she had left it on the ground.
The Klingon laughed, spitting out a little
water. “If, earther, you can figure out how to use
a real weapon, you should kill me now.

Otherwise, you are all dead.”
Chekov shook his head. “You could just sit
there and recover and watch us walk away.
Whatever your mission is, it is long since
compromised.”
“If that is true, what do I have left save the
personal satisfaction of killing you? Our mission,
as always, was not compromised. My presence
here shows the pathetic native species that,
whatever you Federation cattle believe, you bring
everything with you when you come, including
your enemies. Your very presence here draws
us.”
Could that really be it? It seemed
ridiculous that the Klingons merely wanted to
establish that the Federation was not allpowerful, something the Federation had never
claimed, something Starfleet had never claimed.
His reading of the enclave agreement summary
clearly stated that the Federation had no wish to
interfere in any way with Pentosian culture or
society. They merely want to study the native life
of the world, or as much of it as Pentosians
would allow. It said nothing about protection, or
mutual defense, though he did notice in the files
that in the event of planetary distress, Starfleet
would answer the call for assistance. There was
also a note that the Klingon border was not very
far away. He wondered if that simple statement
said something fundamental about both
Federation and Klingon policy.
Something he might spend some time
considering, if they ever got back to the enclave.
With a growl, Elorra took a single step
forward, her right hand clenched around the

spear as if she might throw it. Holding up a
hand to block her, Chekov shook his head. “Do
not become him.”
“Those taken from us had a far less quick
end than I’ll give this one.”
“Da. That is true. But it is a somewhat
simplistic view of revenge. So I ask you, what
will his death bring them?”
“Of course it is simplistic, but that
changes nothing.” She seemed to deflate a little.
“Including the fact that you are right. What this
does is delay us, and his companions will gather
on the far bank. It will occur to them soon to
start shooting at us, whatever the range. The
longer we stand here, the greater the risk.”
It was an excellent point, in so many ways.
And since he did not have anything of substance
to add, Chekov kept the disruptor leveled at the
Klingon.
And the Klingon laughed as he pulled
himself to his feet and stood, amused at what he
must see as alien softness, but in no way cowed.
Chekov changed his point of aim and
pressed the firing stud. The ground exploded
less than a metre to the Klingon’s left. While the
laughter stopped, the smile remained intact. “So,
it is possible for an earther to actually fire a
weapon. I am impressed, but hardly afraid.” He
took a step forward and Chekov shifted aim
again so disruptor came to the middle of the
Klingon’s chest.
“That will be quite close enough thank
you.” He made the words slow and clear to avoid
the thickening of his accent that was the surest
sign of stress. “I really do not want to kill you.”

The Klingon took another step. “That is
obvious. If our positions were reversed, you
would not have crawled above the water line.”
“I am well aware of that.”
“You are weak.”
Chekov shook his head. “I have no interest
in arguing with you. We are leaving now.”
“No. I do not think so.” The Klingon
launched himself at Chekov, one arm
outstretched as if reaching for the disruptor,
though he certainly would have been satisfied
with knocking it off the line of fire.
Chekov was conscious of Elorra raising
her spear, but she had already killed once today
and he would prefer to avoid having her do so
again. As he took a step to one side, he
deliberately put himself between her and the
launching Klingon. In the same motion, the
brought his knee up, hoping to catch the
Klingon in the groin for a good distraction, but
misjudged his opponent’s momentum so that
the blow impacted ribs instead, just about what
would be the solar plexus in humans.
It did not have a similar effect on the
Klingon, who, with a broader skeletal structure,
merely stumbled and turned, his face twisted
into a snarl as he swung a fist at the side of
Chekov’s head.
He’d stood against Klingons before, and in
one case had made the mistake of selecting an
opponent a good thirty centimetres taller and
fifty kilograms heavier than he was. And he had
not reckoned with the Klingon’s higher muscle
density and heavier bone structure. This time,
he didn’t give away nearly as much size to his

opponent, and he understood the position he
was in. But this was no bar brawl. His opponent
would kill him if he could, whatever experience
might have taught him.
Chekov remembered one of his Academy
instructors was fond of saying that you had to
live and learn. Otherwise, something would
eventually kill you.
He swung almost half-heartedly, punching
with the empty hand. If the blow had connected,
it probably would have hurt his fist more than
the Klingon’s face, but his opponent merely
brought up both hands to meet the blow, smiling
at Chekov as he blocked. The Klingon glanced at
the disruptor, obviously thinking about whether
or not he should try to take it away. In that
moment, Chekov drove his forehead into the
Klingon’s nose. Risky, considering the thickness
of the other man’s skull, but he placed the strike
so well he felt it should have had a more
devastating effect. Though the Klingon
staggered, he did not drop to his knees as
Chekov and hoped.
A sudden back hand blow surprised him,
and Chekov took two steps away from the
Klingon, trying to clear the ringing in his ears
while keeping his opponent in view. He came
quickly to the realization that if he didn’t find a
way to shorten the fight, he was going to lose.
Another instructor had often said that one
should never underestimate a little man.
Technique and training make up for size and
strength anytime. Every time.
The past few days had given him much
remembered wisdom from his academy years. He

needed to start using some of it.
Angling his body to avoid a straight
punch, Chekov threw an arm in between as a
block, and used the twist to build strength in his
body. He snapped the elbow back, and slammed
it into the Klingon’s face, breaking the man’s
already tender nose in a thick splatter of pink
blood.
Pleased with the blow, and its results, he
completely forgot about the legendary Klingon
pain tolerance until the opposite fist slammed
into the middle of his forehead with two audible
cracks. Part of his mind registered those must
be breaking fingers because you never hit
something hard with something hard if you
could avoid it. As he reeled back from the
punch, Chekov slipped and hit the ground on
his back. The air flew from his lungs and the
disruptor from his hand. Not a position he
wanted to be in. He had to get up again quickly,
or this would be over.
And then, of course, the Klingon’s hands
closed around his throat so he couldn’t get any
air back. His vision, already sparkly around the
edges, began to turn grey, and he beat his fists
against the sides of the Klingon’s head and neck,
trying to force the other to let go. A flash of
movement above saw the thick wooden handle of
Elorra’s spear come down across the Klingon’s
neck. Once, twice, a third time. The hands
slipped, and Chekov gasped and a smile
sprouted on his lips as he remembered
something that he and the Klingon had both
forgotten. Chekov was not alone.
He clasped both his hands together, and

swung them as hard as he could, connecting
with the Klingon’s jaw. The blow knocked the
Klingon to the side, and another overhand swing
from Elorra did the rest. The Klingon stiffened,
and collapsed onto the dirt beside him with a
long sigh.
Chekov sucked in the deepest breath he
could manage and almost laughed. A blue hand
appeared in front of his face, and he looked up
in surprise, but did not hesitate before grasping
it and allowing Elorra to help him to his feet.
“How many times are you going to save my
life?”
She smiled, actually smiled, and the
expression seemed so natural that he wondered
why he’d ever thought it might be hard for her.
“With a little luck, this will be the last time I
have need to.”
“I can absolutely agree with that. Thank
you.”
“You are welcome… Chekov.”
His eyebrows moved upwards with the
sudden progress, though Chekov didn’t think
that he would feel comfortable using her name
out loud until she specifically granted him
permission. He looked down at the unconscious
Klingon, unsure whose breath was heavier. “We
will have to tie him up somehow, or he will
follow soon as he wakes.”
“I had thought of that. There is not much
available. Perhaps I should have killed him, but I
didn’t think you wanted me to.” A shadow
passed over her face, dimming the smile for a
moment.
“I am glad you did not.” He wished she

hadn’t killed the first Klingon back at the camp,
grateful as he’d been at the time. It should never
be an easy thing to take another sentient life. “Is
there a way back across the river that perhaps
the Klingons will have a difficult time finding?”
She nodded. “Yes, and for our purposes, it
is quite conveniently placed, ending inside the
border of the Federation Enclave.”
It was convenient. Probably too
convenient. The Klingons had first beamed down
inside the enclave’s border, starting his whole
adventure. She must have understood that the
location of that bridge, if they knew of it, would
not deter the Klingons much. It might not even
slow them down and they had to know the trio’s
ultimate destination. But hope was good. “I
think that bridge was pointed out during my
tour of the enclave. It seemed wider and had a
true guard rail on each side.”
“Meant for actual crossing rather than
emergencies.”
“I did not realize we were so close.” He
looked to Jen and smiled. “Do you think you can
handle being slung about by an off-worlder for a
little longer? Perhaps long enough to reach some
medical assistance?”
Jennari smiled as well. “If it were just a
little closer, I would offer to carry you.”
16
“Chekov! Where the devil have you been?”
As he’d suspected, there had been search
parties. The one that found them only a few
minutes after they stepped across the bridge had
an armed Enterprise security officer and Doctor

McCoy as two of its members in addition to a
man and woman from the enclave science
personnel. “That is a fairly long story, Doctor.
But first I have a patient for you.”
“And I didn’t bring anything for you. Set
her down and start talking but make it as short
as possible. Gently, man, she’s not a sack of
onions. There’s a Klingon warship in orbit, you
know. Never mind, I’d rather talk to her,
anyway.” McCoy had his medical scanner out
before Chekov managed to lower Jennari to the
ground, scanning quickly. “That’s a lovely
fracture in your left thigh. I would say there are
two broken fingers on your right hand as well.
Plenty of bruises and contusions, and I’m
reading just a little bit of internal abdominal
bleeding. Not serious yet, but it would have been
a problem by tomorrow. What happened? Fall off
a mountain?”
Jennari looked up at Chekov and he read
a great deal of confusion in the large eyes,
flavoured, perhaps, with a trace of panic. Funny
how it had gotten so much easier to read
emotions there in the past day or so. Smiling, he
shook his head a little and turned his gaze back
to the doctor. “She was a guest of the Klingons
overnight, camped a few kilometres from here.
They were as hospitable as usual and had
questions they wished for her to answer.”
Another reason for guilt. Most of those questions
had probably been about him.
His face softening immediately, McCoy
kept scanning, looking for any medical issues
that might have hidden from him on the first
pass. “I’m very sorry, young lady.” He shook his

head and put the scanner away, motioning for
the security officer to come closer. “Unroll that
grav stretcher please, ensign. Klingons on the
surface as well as in orbit. Jim is not going to be
happy.” Clearly, the doctor had no idea the
dagger Jennari held was Klingon, and neither
had he noticed the disruptor on Chekov’s belt.
McCoy looked up at him. “And you are going to
have a lot of reports to file, Lieutenant, at least
once the Enterprise chases the Klingon ship
away. Let’s get all of you back to what they call a
medical facility here.”
Wondering what the possibility was of
being granted political asylum to avoid a week’s
worth of reports and forms, Chekov helped
Ensign Tomarov shift Jennari onto the stretcher
then activated it so she rose in the air to about
waist level. This accomplished, he allowed
himself to be gently pushed away from either
end of the device so less exhausted people could
ensure she made it to treatment in one piece.
Elorra stepped close enough to Chekov to
speak quietly almost in his ear. “He seems
abrasive for a physician.”
As opposed to a Pentosian ranger, Chekov
thought, but did not say out loud. “Da. It is part
of his charm.”
She held one of the spears out to him as
they walked. “Take this.”
For several steps, he merely looked at the
weapon, noting again how beautiful and straight
it seemed to be and wondering again if it, like so
much else on Pentos, had been grown instead of
made. “I cannot. It was a great comfort in our
trial and I hope I did not misuse it, but the

weapon should more properly go to his family, I
think.”
“Irin’s weapon should, and so it will. This
one is mine.”
“I—” He almost stumbled. “I don’t have the
words. I’m barely conscious of the honour you
do me, Ranger.”
She shook her head, and he wondered if
he saw another smile trying to escape. “You
don’t need words, Chekov. Accept the gift in the
spirit of friendship and memory.” She pushed it
a little closer to him. “And my name is Elorra.”
His stomach trembling, Chekov opened his
hand to accept the gift. The wood was warm and
comfortable in his hand.

“Wolves and Sheepdogs”

Looking up at the distant rim of the canyon,
and still completely unsure how he could possibly
get there, Leslie sighed. It was the same old story:
boy meets girl, girl turns out to be a Romulan agent,
boy gets abandoned by girl in the middle the
wilderness with no hope of rescue unless he can find
his way out of a canyon lined with refractory metal
ore.
Well, that last bit might be stretching things a
little. It really didn’t matter if there was anything
mineralogically exciting in the rock or not. The walls
were more than high enough so that the Enterprise
would have to be directly overhead to catch a signal.
Adding the refractory ore in just added some sense of
romance to the story.
From the Tal Shiar point of view, he wondered
why it wouldn’t have been simpler just to kill him.
Bishara could have gotten rid of his body just as
effectively as she’d gotten rid of him.
He’d passed out in the middle of the night to
have it transform into the middle of nowhere. As far
as the Enterprise was concerned, the search would
be a needle in a haystack anyway. But as long as
they kept searching, with him still alive, he could
eventually shorten the search. Still, he supposed he
shouldn’t complain too much about Bishara being a
Romulan agent. They’d enjoyed an incredible
weekend together first. Well, he’d enjoyed an
incredible weekend, and she’d at least given the
appearance of doing so. That would probably have to
do.
Still, she hadn’t killed him. That said
something, didn’t it?
But warm memories weren’t going to help him
reach the canyon’s rim, where he could hopefully be
picked up more easily by the ship’s sensors. They
also weren’t going to help him avoid the large
predator tracking him.
He sighed again.

Join Starfleet, see the galaxy.
No one would tell a 17-year-old kid testing for
Starfleet Academy that the galaxy consisted mostly of
empty space, that over the first decade or so of his
career, he would lose friends and almost die more
times anyone could think adventurous, that once in
a while a Romulan agent would strand him in the
ass end of nowhere and leave it up to him whether
he lived or died.
No, the recruiter with focus on the positives:
serving aboard a starship (its endless, identical
corridors), standing on planets no human being had
ever seen (with hopefully breathable air), meeting
new alien lifeforms (which may or may not try to kill
you), rescuing stranded travelers (even the ones who
didn’t want you to), helping avert disasters (okay,
that one was pretty much universally good). Leslie
had to admit that he’d done all of these during his
career, and hoped to keep doing them for a long time
yet. But he also had to admit that some of those
alien lifeforms, and some of those alien worlds,
worked hard to make sure you didn’t survive the
encounter, and a lot of them came up with
tremendously creative ways to do it.
The existence of his stalker, Leslie considered,
argued that there was at least one, and probably
more than one, relatively easy way in and out of the
sheltered gorge. It was only a kilometer or two wide,
so unless it went on for scores of kilometers, it
couldn’t possibly have enough small game to support
even a single large predator for long. And that single
large predator would eventually be the last thing in
the gorge. Of course, there was nothing to say that
the relatively easy entrance and exit to the gorge
wasn’t a half dozen kilometers in the wrong
direction. Knowing something existed was a lot
different than having access to it.
In all likelihood, his best bet was still to find a
not impossible to climb trail and pull himself up a

hundred or so vertical meters of rock out of the gorge
where he might stand a chance of being rescued. He
hoped he was picking his way in the right direction
through the scraggly forest to find that trail, but as
his ears stayed open to all the noise around him, and
his eyes scanned ahead, he was aware that each
passing moment brought sunset closer, and he
certainly wasn’t going to climb in the dark even if he
found something suitable.
It occurred to Leslie that he should also be
looking for a large tree that would support his weight
to spend the night in, or, maybe better still, a small
hollow in the side of the gorge to put us back to with
a fire in between him and the predator following him.

###
An hour after sunset, stomach still grumbling,
Leslie had boiled the list of things he wished he down
to three essentials: a phaser, a tricorder, and a
ration bar. Of course, having the second would
eliminate the need for the third. The tricorder would
give him some idea of things in the gorge that were
edible, animal or vegetable, so he could get some
calories into his system. He could go a few days if he
had to, but his body fat was pretty low so he didn’t
have access to much extra to burn.
He’d briefly considered that a communicator
could take the place of the whole list, but it would
probably only help him if the Enterprise somehow
passed directly overhead, even without the made-up
excuse of refractory ore in the canyon walls sucking
the signal right out of the air.
But wishful thinking was irrelevant. He had a
fire, his back against solid rock, and a clear view of
everything around him. He might even snag a few
hours of sleep, though he didn’t see how he could

risk it. Staying awake all night wouldn’t do much for
his endurance tomorrow, though.
Sleep started creeping up every time the fire
burned low, and Leslie was forced to pull more from
his dwindling pile of wood. He wasn’t willing to
gather more at the moment and there wasn’t
anything else within sight of the fire. Sooner or later,
he wouldn’t be able to keep his eyes open, and so he
tried to console himself that the fire would probably
keep the predator away until it had to sleep.
It didn’t make him feel any better.
Neither did waking up in the morning, smoke
curling up from the embers, with the largest canine
type animal he had ever seen sleeping on the
opposite side of the remains of the fire.
“Great.”
One year twitched, and it opened an eye is
just long enough to make sure Leslie wasn’t moving.
So Leslie was very careful not to move as he
started wishing for a sudden transporter beam. Once
he’d gotten over that, he tried to wrap his head
around what he was looking at. It seemed like it was
built on a more or less canine frame, but bigger than
any dog or wolf he’d ever seen. When it stood, the top
of its head would probably only be a few centimeters
below Leslie’s shoulder. If anything, it was even more
muscular than he’d thought on waking, filled out
with a heavy build for endurance and struggle,
rather than speed. At a guess, it outweighed him by
quite a few kilograms. A thick, blunt head almost the
same width as its tree-trunk neck held a set of jaws,
bulging with muscle, that would put most big cats to
shame.
Was this the predator that had been stalking
him? He didn’t feel like he should be the right prey
for it, although it could probably crunch through any
bone he had. It also had a variety of scars all over its
neck and back. Clearly a high-end predator, one that

wasn’t a stranger to conflict, but also one that had
for some reason come to share his fire.
And not just sharing the fire, but lying down
beside it and enjoying a stretch of sleep that had
probably gone on for at least three or four hours.
Honestly, Leslie was luckier than he’d ever been in
his life. He could have woken up with this thing
taking a large bite out of him, the waking part
depending on where it chose to bite first.
While it was never good to give yourself a
negative perspective, Leslie believed in addressing
reality as closely as possible. You should always be
fully aware, as much as you could manage, of your
real situation and where you stood. The irony wasn’t
lost on him that lacking a full awareness of his
previous situation was what landed him in his
current one. He laid still, taking stock.
Stranded on a mostly alien planet with no
modern technology and not much hope of rescue if
he didn’t try to meet the ship halfway, and sitting
across the remains of a campfire from the largest
canine predator he’d ever seen. On the plus side, he
seemed to be reasonably well rested with only a little
stiffness in his back and shoulders. It could always
be worse. His favorite Romulan agent could come
back to decide he wasn’t worth leaving alive after all,
although that seemed pretty unlikely at this point.
The dog, and his brain refused to categorize it
as anything other than a giant dog, stretched both
front paws forward towards the fire, raised its head,
smacked its lips together several times, and yawned.
Leslie started to run through the things he could
believe or assume about it. Clearly mammalian, or
the version of it native to this world, and probably a
canine analog, on waking up it behaved more or less
like any other dog he’d met. Plus, it was relaxed in
his presence and so obviously didn’t consider him a
threat.

Oh, and it was large enough, and probably
strong enough, that it could tear him apart without
thinking too hard about the process or exerting itself
unduly. What he didn’t understand, and couldn’t
without making some major unwarranted
assumptions, was why it had chosen to spend the
night so close to him.
He raised an eyebrow at the beast and spoke
quietly. “Well, I can’t decide what we do now. I’d
really like to climb up the side of the cliff today, and
then go back home to my ship. Are you going to let
me?”
The huge dog rested its head on its front paws
to stare at him, twitching stubby ears forward to
listen to the words, but not otherwise reacting. At the
very least, it had dismissed him as a threat, and a
long before he’d woken up.
“Okay then. Let’s find out if you’re guarding
me for some reason or tracking me.” Or maybe just
saving me for when you get hungry.
Leslie stretched of his arms and arched his
back, wiggling one shoulder blade to try getting a
small kink out. It didn’t quite work, but also the dog
didn’t really react other than to keep staring at him.
Which made it his cue to see how far he could push
things. He pulled his legs under him and, using one
hand to balance on the rock face behind him,
pushed up off the ground. The dog raised its giant
head, tilting it to one side in a very canine gesture,
and kept staring.
Leslie wanted shrug. “Well, I hesitate to say
good boy or nice boy, if only because I don’t know if
you’re a boy, but since you don’t seem to find me
very offensive, I think I’ll go now.”
He edged along the rock face, watching the
dog watch him, until he started to get some bushes
and scrub between them. Carefully turning, and
listening for the beast to make any move whatsoever.
He began taking regular steps to put some distance

in. While he never quite made it to a run, a brisk
walk seemed entirely reasonable in the situation. So
far as he could tell, the dog didn’t follow. At the
moment, ranked among the broader experiences of
his recent life, he wasn’t entirely certain it had been
a smart move, and yet it had gotten him out of the
immediate situation. He wasn’t really out of the
woods yet, literally or figuratively. The dog could
probably track him and catch him quite easily if it
wanted to.
That happy thought made his walk just a little
brisker

###
By the time the sun was fully up, Leslie was
fairly sure the dog was stalking him again. Although,
considering it had curled up to the fire closer than he
had, maybe stalking wasn’t quite the right word.
Since it had seemed indifferent to his departure at
dawn, he couldn’t understand what motivation it
might have in keeping track of him. Marklar wasn’t a
very heavily populated planet, less than half a
million people on the only settled continent and
while it had been explored, at least according to the
records, that exploration could be considered more
along the lines of a very vague, general survey. The
residents still had a lot to see and catalog. And he
had no idea where he was on the planet or how long
he’d been out, or even, if he were completely honest,
if he was still on Marklar. It looked right, and the air
didn’t taste any different than he remembered, and
taking him to a different solar system to abandon
him seemed excessive for Romulans, even if his
former companion had a ship in orbit with its crew
for assistance.
Overthinking things. He was stranded
somewhere on a settled planet, and a giant dog living

in the wild was curious about him, probably the first
human, maybe even humanoid, it had ever seen.
Curious. That had to be it. Walking, Leslie
considered that while he continued to scan the rock
face. He was under no illusions that simple curiosity
could possibly mean communication skills, although
it probably had a very large brain inside the giant
skull. But just because the creature was checking
him out, albeit from a distance, didn’t mean it had
any desire or expectation of exchanging greetings
with him, and he couldn’t expect to understand
things if it did. He wondered if it would come lay by
his fire again tonight if he made one.
Not the way he should be thinking. He had to
keep moving, had to find a way to get up out of the
canyon so the Enterprise could find him before it left
orbit. Because sooner or later the ship would be
forced to move on, and he would really prefer to be
on it when that happened. The Captain would never
abandon anyone, but he might, at some point, be
given an order he couldn’t ignore. Or some other
crisis might come up. In this situation, he couldn’t
expect a rescue if he didn’t work on his end to make
it happen. And sooner or later, he’d need to eat.
But he somehow didn’t feel as threatened by
the beast. Oh, he had no doubt it could tear him
apart if it chose to, but then why would it sleep
beside the fire without so much as scratching him?
Of all of the skill sets and specialties he’d cultivated,
none of them were in xenopsychology, especially of
less than fully sentient lifeforms. He was equally at
home in engineering and security, and could
function adequately on any bridge station as a
matter of course, perform in whatever landing party
specification the Captain might require. But some
days, he had a hard enough time figuring out what
was going on in his own head, much less in other
humans’, to have any idea what a giant alien dog
might be thinking.

Unless it was just waiting until it was really
hungry, there was no reason it couldn’t have killed
him during the night, and it hadn’t. So Leslie kept
walking, and tried to ignore the feeling of eyes on his
back.
After a while, he decided a walking stick might
be nice, something that could double as a club in a
pinch, and found a nice straight length of something
that reminded him of bamboo. Not quite his height,
but close enough, and strong enough to take as
much of his weight as he wanted to give it without
buckling. Something to lean on came welcome. He
was getting tired and it might be a lot of work to get
up again if he gave in to the urge to actually rest
somewhere.
Noon seemed to come quickly, and it had to be
an hour or two after that when he stopped in the
dubious shade of a large leafy plant, thinking he
could pick out the beginnings of a path up the cliff
face. Well, not so much a path as a place where
water might run down regularly. Dry now, the near
vertical streambed seemed to promise plenty of
hand- and footholds. Scraggly vegetation grew here
and there in a long, sort of straight path, probably
sucking greedily at whatever water happened by, and
included some gnarled, tough looking tree analogues
with roots pushed into the rock. Those might provide
extra handholds, or even resting spots along the way,
because it still didn’t look like anything less than
100 metres straight up from where he stood to gawk.
That streambed, or miniature waterfall, or
whatever he wanted to call it, was dusty at the
moment, and the sky looked free of clouds. Probably,
it wasn’t going to rain anytime soon. Probably, it
wasn’t the best spot for him to try. Probably, hungry
and thirsty as he was, waiting until morning
wouldn’t do him any good. The rest might make him
feel more energetic, but would certainly be more than
counteracted by the loss of strength from another

eighteen or twenty hours without food and drink. He
had passed a few small pools of water here and there
since waking up yesterday morning, but Leslie hadn’t
yet found any standing or running water he was
willing to risk his life on without hoping of getting
back to the ship quickly to clear out any offensive
microflora. A little bit of morning dew had been the
best he could manage, sucked off hopefully
reasonably clean leaves. Physical effort spent water,
just by moving and breathing, and sooner or later,
probably sooner, that would start to dehydrate him
in a bad way. He was glad it wasn’t harsher climate.
Leslie started for the base of the streambed,
hoping to maybe even find a little bit of water
waiting, so long as it wasn’t filled with slime or
anything too unpalatable to ignore. He had no way to
purify it, but it should take him only an hour or so to
climb, and, with a little luck, the Enterprise would
pick him up on sensors fairly quickly once he was
out of the canyon. He had no doubts Dr. McCoy
could take care of whatever microorganisms he might
pick up. Or might have already picked up.
The closer he got to the rock face, the more
that streambed blended in. he wondered if he’d
missed some number of similar opportunities
yesterday. It didn’t matter now, but second-guessing
yourself was a part of human nature, he supposed.
Reaching the wall, he still saw no evidence of recent
rain, but there was a tiny trickle of water at the
bottom, building into a shallow pool he could step
over if he had to and jump the length of without
difficulty. A tiny underground spring fed into it,
judging by gentle ripples at the cliff end. He didn’t
look too closely at the things that definitely weren’t
tadpoles swimming in it, deciding a few microscopic
hitchhikers were probably worth the short term risk.
Warm and mineral tasting, the water felt good
going down, and if it didn’t settle the hunger pangs
in his stomach, at least it made them a little quieter.

Standing up from the little pool, and contemplating
his climb, he heard the first high pitched growl. Both
his eyebrows went up, because he couldn’t believe a
dog that size could possibly make a pitch that high
and sound menacing. He turned around slowly, and
instead found himself face to face with something he
had to describe as a metre-long weasel.
While he knew he shouldn’t judge by Terran
standards, especially considering the number of
planets he’d visited, a weasel seemed like an odd
choice to throw up as a high-end predator, especially
next to the giant dog who’d spent the night almost
keeping his feet warm. Still, now Leslie had some
idea why he was still feeling uncomfortable when
thinking it was the dog tracking him. Clearly, it
wasn’t. Equally clearly, he should not have been so
quick to walk away from the other creature. There
might have been some accidental protection there.
A ferret was basically a small weasel, and he
knew a couple of kids in his pre-Academy days who’d
kept them as pets. They certainly had sharp teeth,
and it hurt if you got bitten, but he’d never really
thought of them as a serious predator. Dangerous to
small animals, yes, but nothing human-sized could
consider them a serious threat, although the
scratches and puncture wounds it could provide
might need some antibiotics.
This, however, was something completely
different and probably wasn’t fair to call it weasel
any more than it was fair to call the dog a dog, but it
had the long, slinky body, the smooth fur, the short
legs, and seemed to match up pretty well, physically,
just scaled up. The teeth, well, he couldn’t see them
clearly, but also couldn’t swear they weren’t sharp or
serrated. What he could see, Leslie could easily
imagine tearing through a large chunk of flesh, and
possibly ripping out an important artery in the
process. The last thing he needed. He looked around
for a better weapon than the now pathetic branch

he’d been using as a walking stick, and found
nothing save a few rocks, and none of them close
enough that he could possibly reach it in time if the
creature tried to jump him.
He resolved himself to the fact that he was
going to defend himself if it attacked, when it
attacked, and there were techniques that would work
well against the probably-agile beast. He gave himself
good odds of surviving, even winning, but the
question was if he would still have the strength to
climb the cliff afterward.
Another high-pitched growl, and a second
weasel slunk from the undergrowth. Then third and
a fourth. He scowled. “Oh, of course you’re pack
hunters. Couldn’t make it easy for poor Lieutenant
Leslie.”
The four animals moved closer, and he began
to try to anticipate what might happen first. He had
no intention of going down without a fight and
actually started to wonder if he should attack first.
Display some dominance, and maybe, just maybe,
they’d run away. Or least back off far enough that he
could maybe get higher up the rock face than they
could jump in one go. If they couldn’t climb.
He swung the stick up and slid his hands out
turning it into a short staff. The wood was strong and
his grip was good. Not quite the same as having two
weapons, but now he could react either side easily.
He took a small step forward and the weasels all
froze in place. Triangular ears twitched, mouths
hung open, and nostrils dilated. No, they weren’t
going to back down. But he would go down swinging.
Grip tightening, Leslie clenched his jaw and took a
big step forward, cocking his hips and setting the
staff for a solid swing.
And then the dog leapt out of the forest, from
the complete opposite direction he’d walked away
from it, he thought, landing with one giant foot on

the head of the closest weasel, and with a snarl that
might give an Earth Tiger pause.
In a single quick motion, the beast bent down
and wrapped its jaws around its victim. Letting go
with the paw, it lifted the weasel and shook its head
viciously until Leslie heard a crack. Opening its
mouth, the dog let the corpse fall to the ground.
Which made only three giant weasels, but now they
were alert to its presence, and, dismissing Leslie as a
threat, turned as one to face the giant dog, which
hunched, lowered its head, and let a growl worthy of
an apex predator slip from its barely open mouth. A
single drop of saliva rolled off one fang and made a
tiny splat on the ground, just barely ahead of several
weasel growls, higher pitched, but no less menacing.
Leslie wasn’t sure if it was the first one to
twitch, but the weasel closest to him seemed like it
would be the first one to leap, and he took two big
steps, raising his makeshift staff, and the third one
to bring it down in a scooping motion that caught the
creature in the ribs and sent it tumbling away from
both of them. The attack startled the two remaining
weasels, and they both broke eye contact with the
dog to reassess the threat from behind. The dog, of
course, chose that moment to pounce.
Unfortunately, the one it pounced for hadn’t quite
turned completely away and had just enough time to
react to save the huge jaws from closing around its
neck. It didn’t escape completely unscathed, though.
Its attacker came away with at least a small chunk of
flesh.
As soon as Leslie saw it move, he jabbed at
the last untouched weasel with the end of staff. It
jumped back, hissing, almost a weasel-like sound in
his mind, and snapped at the wood. Backing up, it
joined its fellows, the three of them making a rough
line facing their opponents. For what seemed like a
long time they stared at each other, and Leslie,
getting into the spirit of primitive fight for survival,

let a snarl twist his face. Some small rational bit of
his mind told him he must be tapping some primitive
impulses left to him by evolution, but he ignored that
voice, and the rest of the thought, ready to spring,
ready to fight, ready to kill.
The weasel in the middle suddenly rippled its
body to slide backward a good third of a meter. Its
companions stayed motionless for a moment before
they took slow, halting steps towards the brush
behind them, turning away just before their tails
touched the brush.
Leslie stared at the spot they’d been in, not
moving until peripheral vision told him the dog was
now looking at him. Then he began to relax, then the
adrenaline started to slip away, then he felt his mind
return. He sucked in a deep breath until his lungs
couldn’t fill any more, held it for a few seconds, and
slowly let it go. Then he turned to look at the dog,
finding the beast staring at him, giant head tilted to
one side.
He felt a smile sprout on his face, because
clearly, the dog knew combat was over, that he was
no threat, and wouldn’t become one. He wondered if
there was more intelligence than he’d thought
working behind those eyes. “So you weren’t stalking
me, you were stalking them. They were stalking me.”
Which made him bait, but whatever worked.
And if this has been some vid drama, they’d
have a moment where the wild alien dog would
approach the intrepid hero, make some alien but
appropriate sound, and graciously accept the
stroking and petting that was its only true reward. In
reality, the giant dog turned away, its eyes falling on
weasel it had killed by surprise. Leslie saw a thick
tongue snake out across its lips. It glanced back at
him and he took a step away, gesturing with one
hand. “Oh no, I insist. You earned it far more than I
did.” Not that he had any desire to find out what raw
alien weasel tasted like, if it were even compatible

with his biochemistry. He’d be fine with the almostchicken flavoring from the synthesizer back on the
Enterprise.
Instead, he took several more steps backward,
giving the dog plenty of distance so it couldn’t
possibly think he might interfere with its meal. “I’ll
say thank you, not that I expect you even necessarily
get anything from the tone of my voice, but I
probably would’ve been weasel food if you hadn’t
happened by. You’re more than welcome to my
share.”
One ear twitched several times while he spoke,
but otherwise it just continued to stare at him while
keeping the dead weasel in view. So Leslie turned
away, and made his way back to the tiny pool and
the almost vertical ascent waiting for him. A few
more sips from the pool, and a little water rubbed
across his face and neck to give him the illusion of
relief from heat and sweat. As refreshed as he was
going to get, Leslie turned his attention to the climb.
He was only about a meter off the ground
when he heard the first crunching noise behind him,
and did his best to ignore it.

###
Maybe an hour later—he wasn’t sure exactly
how long, but the sun was still reasonably high in
the sky, if lower than it had been when he started—
Leslie hauled himself up over the edge of what he
had to think of as a cliff. It hadn’t been quite a
vertical climb, but Leslie stuck to his original
estimate of something around one hundred metres of
vertical displacement. His neck, arms, shoulders,
and upper back all screamed in sudden release,
blood rushing to strained muscles hoping to assist in
work now over. His legs, having spent so long
supporting him while he looked for ways to move

farther up, immediately sagged and he knew he
couldn’t allow himself more than a few seconds rest
or it would be difficult to get up.
He allowed himself those few seconds, and
then a few seconds more, but when Leslie felt his
eyes begin to close, he decided he’d better get up.
Wherever the ship might be in orbit, whatever
sensors might possibly be pointing in his direction, if
any, he still had to assume responsibility for his own
rescue. That, now that he was out of the gorge,
meant water, shelter, and food in that order.
He tensed and relaxed various body parts,
rotated one shoulder several times to not work out
the kinks forming there, and both slowly and
painfully pulled himself from the ground, keeping his
back to the gorge. The land sloped gently away from
him for quite a distance, more than enough to allow
him a broad view of mostly grassland and a few
scattered trees, so different than the sheltered forest
he’d just climbed up out of.
It also gave him a good view of a large
settlement, some lights already visible on the shaded
sides of a few of the buildings. The tallest of those
buildings were probably four or five stories, which
still seemed small from whatever distance he was
seeing them from, and they certainly didn’t look that
old or alien.
And he wasn’t impressed by how close he was
to the small city, probably the same one he’d had the
weekend of shore leave in. Sometime late in the day
before, he’d probably walked right by its outskirts,
safely tucked into the gorge with no idea.
With a disgusted sigh, Leslie began to walk.

“Sub-Solar Whispers”

“You know, I’m not sure I like the new
uniform design.”
Uhura smiled, looking over her shoulder
at the young man on her left. “What’s not to like,
Lieutenant?”
Thomas didn’t turn to look at her, keeping
his hands and his eyes on the boards in front of
him, but Uhura saw his head shaking. “I think
it’s the colours, mostly, ma’am. I miss the red,
gold, and blue. They were all over the recruiting
office and I got used to them at the Academy.
But a year after I graduate, poof, gone.” He
sighed. “I guess it just seems like we’re all the
same now. Tan and grey, well, grey-blue. Not
that exciting.”
With a shrug, she turned back to her own
boards, one ear still monitoring communications
traffic. And there was a lot of traffic. Even if the
new space dock wasn’t quite half complete, there
was a lot of activity to keep track of. Ships and
construction crews, plus normal traffic in,
around, and between the various stations,
civilian and military, with the regular
interplanetary and interstellar traffic added in. It
wasn’t exactly alert status on the Enterprise, but
it could certainly keep you busy, and everyone in
the Admiral’s communications group took a turn
at the boards. “Well, not that I don’t miss the
miniskirt for its freedom of movement—” no
sarcasm there—“but I do feel like the new
uniforms look a little more professional. That
said, yes, Lieutenant, I miss the colors too.” She
didn’t mention that there was a little white in
the mix too, at least for medical staff. It wasn’t
the same.

Behind her, a door swished open, and
reflection from the polished upper surface of her
primary board showed her enough detail that
she turned around and stood to attention
immediately. Two other communications officers,
and four techs, caught the motion either by
sight or by sound and immediately followed suit.
“Admiral on deck.”
Barely five foot two, the greying, wrinkled
little man somehow commanded respect just by
being in the room. Uhura didn’t need to see the
admiral’s braids to be swept up in the selfconfidence and command presence of a man
who been wearing a Starfleet uniform of some
colour longer than she’d been alive. The fact that
he ran the whole show was almost secondary.
The admiral shook his head. “As you were,
please. I’m certain you have more important
things to be doing.” His expression didn’t
change, but she didn’t think she imagined his
eyes twinkling as they found hers before she
managed to sit. “Kon’nichi-wa, Uhura–san.
O’genki desu ka?”
Hands at her sides, she bowed, hoping it
was something close to Japanese normal. “Genki
desu, okage samade. Kon’nichi-wa, Nogurasama.”
Nogura’s bow did not go past his neck, but
she read the formality there without difficulty.
“Thank you. My office, Commander. 1300 hrs.”
Uhura felt her chest tighten a little, like
she’d just been summoned to the headmaster’s
office for no apparent reason. Which, she
supposed, she had. “Yes, sir.”
The Admiral nodded and his eyes swept

the room. “The rest of you, I thought I said as
you were.” He spun on his heel and stepped
back into the corridor. Uhura heard four
footsteps before the door swished closed.
Thomas swallowed loudly, and stared at
Uhura. “Um, not to step over a line here,
Commander, but how many languages do you
speak anyway?”
She smiled, heart still beating a little
faster than it needed to be as she slipped back
into her chair. “Not as many as you seem to
think, Lieutenant, and never enough. But
sometimes you don’t need that much to get by.
Wakarimashita? Do you understand?”
Thomas shook his head. “Not really,
commander, but I think I’m learning. Slowly.”
“Well, in that case, Lieutenant, you have
the con. I have a meeting to prepare for, and I
don’t have any idea what it’s about.” But she’d
certainly do her best to be prepared to answer
whatever the Admiral felt like asking her.
###
At 1255 hours, Uhura stood just far
enough outside of the admiral’s outer office to
avoid triggering the motion sensor that would
open the door. She’d taken the time to put on a
freshly spun uniform, and make sure the fit was
both perfect and appropriate for the
circumstance. A brief temptation to select a
dress uniform passed her by, because one never
knew what the admiral wanted, not that she’d
spent a great deal of time in his presence, but as
one of the three chief communications officers

who took care of his non-intelligence
communications group, she saw him frequently,
and attended a meeting with him at least
weekly. Still, Uhura hadn’t had a solo session
with her boss since the day she had reported to
his office when assuming her new job.
With a deep breath to steady her heart,
and her nerves, she stepped forward and allowed
the door to open.
The admiral’s outer office was home to
three secretaries and his official aid,
Commander Sochek. The secretaries ignored
Uhura as she stepped in, and the commander,
Vulcan to the core, did not look up until she
stood in front of his desk.
And Sochek didn’t really look up when she
did stop in front of him, at least not more than a
flickering glance. He continued staring at his
board, fingers resting lightly on the controls. On
a small screen, text scrolled by at a tremendous
rate, too fast for her to catch a glimpse of even
what the subject might be, at least not upside
down. She cleared her throat.
The Vulcan did not look up. “I am aware of
your presence, Lieutenant Commander.”
Knowing the gesture was wasted, Uhura
leaned forward just a little bit. For some reason,
she found the full-blooded Vulcan more fun to
gently flirt with than she ever had Mr. Spock,
and wished she had more opportunity to pursue
the hobby. “The Admiral is expecting me.”
Sochek still didn’t look up. The text
continued its rapid flow. “That is true, but your
appointment is for 1300 hours. My chronometer
indicates the standard time to be 1257 hours.

You are several minutes early.”
Uhura smiled wider, resisting the urge to
shake her head. She didn’t believe Vulcans were
emotionless, whatever face they tried to show
the rest of the galaxy, and whatever they
attempted to tell themselves. But Sochek needed
to be reminded that Vulcans didn’t make up the
whole galaxy and not everyone enjoyed the same
sense of precision. She lowered her voice. “Of
course I’m early, commander. How else would I
get the chance to see you?”
His eyes did move then, and, in the same
moment, two fingers tapped the controls to stop
the flow of text. He could not fail to read the
smile on her face, though he could, and almost
certainly did, fail to recognize the expression
that went with it. “I do not understand the
question, commander.”
“Oh, I think you do, commander. A smart
boy like you should be able to put things
together.” Behind him and to the left, the door
suddenly slid open, and a thin blond man she
thought she should recognize, especially since
he wore Commodore’s braids, stalked out. She
straightened just as he cast a glance at her. He
practically snarled when he spoke. “If you’re
Commander Uhura, you should go straight in.
He told me he’s ready for you.”
Uhura almost felt that the retreating
footsteps through the deck as the commodore
exited the outer office. She looked back down at
Sochek and found his eyes still on her face, just
the hint of a crease between his upswept
eyebrows. She smiled again. “If that’s okay with
you, commander.”

The Vulcans expression did not change,
but he nodded. “As it is not my place to
countermand the Admiral’s wishes, and as my
chronometer now reads 1259 hours, I believe the
human phrasing would be, close enough.”
“Why, thank you, commander.”
“You are welcome, commander.” She
thought there might be hope for him yet she
walked to the door into the admiral’s office
proper.
“Punctual as ever, commander.” Nogura
barely looked up as the door slid shut behind
her.
Uhura came to attention for a moment,
relaxing when he waved the posture off. She
smiled. “I do try, Admiral, but I think, when you
are given an hour’s warning for a meeting with
the Commander of Starfleet, you do whatever it
takes to be on time for it.”
The Admiral nodded. “Your logic seems
sound, and it would be nice if that logic ran
consistently through the brass. And beyond. But
I’m also fairly certain that you would say
something similar to any senior officer.”
She laughed. “You’re probably right about
that, sir. Although, I’ve left a captain or two
waiting once or twice in my day. Usually through
no fault of my own.”
“I’m sure they got over it, in time.”
“Usually faster than I did, sir.”
With a grunt, Nogura gestured to the
middle chair of the three in front of his desk.
“Have a seat, commander. I have some questions
for you.”
She took it, not quite perching, but

slipping far enough into it to at least enjoy the
softness of the padding while remaining almost
at attention. It wouldn’t do to get too
comfortable. Questions from the Commander of
Starfleet were likely to be either tiring or
difficult, if not both, but his first question threw
her off that trail, and the words came almost
before she found a stable seat.
“You’ve been here, what, six weeks now,
commander?”
She expected the Admiral probably knew
to the nearest number of hours how long she’d
been part of his communications team, as the
lead officer on alpha shift, but he was obviously
trying to keep things light to begin with.
“I would have said closer to seven, sir, but
yes.”
“And I understand that you have officially
expressed interest in rejoining Enterprise when
her mission begins again after the refit, under
Captain Decker.”
“Yes, sir. I’d like that very much.” And it
was actually why she’d taken the short-term
assignment covering another officer’s parental
leave when the posting came up. Between that
and all of the unused shore leave she’d started
using, she expected to step back onto the
Enterprise just about when all the new systems
started to come online, get it on the ground floor
and be as familiar with new boards and she was
with the old ones before she left on a new
mission.
“Even knowing that there’s still more than
a year before she’ll leave again. If not longer.”
The ‘longer’ part of that comment was a bit

off the original timeline everyone had been given,
and she wondered what it meant, exactly. “Yes,
sir.”
The Admiral looked down, touching a
couple of pads on his desktop. “So, the
likelihood that you’d be interested in assuming
the Senior Communications Officer’s position on
Starbase 27 about six weeks from now is slim.”
He didn’t look up as he made the statement.
The words were flat, almost bland, but she
was still sure that Nogura meant the offer to be
tempting. And Uhura had to admit it was, at
least on one level. Department head on a major
Starbase, which would come with a lot more
responsibility and daily activity than the
equivalent position aboard the Enterprise. And
Starbase 27 was within spitting distance of the
Romulan border. Which meant that some of
those responsibilities would certainly include
some intelligence work on intercepted
transmissions. It was tempting. But it was also
little stationary, and she didn’t think she would
enjoy being in one spot for much longer than
she’d be at Starbase One. Still, she didn’t think
it was a good idea to refuse too quickly. “I wasn’t
aware the position was available, Admiral. That’s
something that’s usually circulated fairly widely
to reach the largest possible pool of applicants.”
“It’s not general knowledge yet, but
Commander Graves is retiring at the end of the
quarter. Going into business for himself. I’m not
above putting the right person in the right job
even if it means bypassing the normal
procedure. Once you get to your rank,
commander, that happens a lot more than you

think. Assignments are made instead of
competitions being held.”
And that meant that he thought she was
the right person that job. Very flattering and so
very suspicious. “Am I the first person you’ve
offered to?”
One corner of his mouth twitched, falling
back into place almost immediately. “Would it
matter if you weren’t, commander? You decided
you didn’t want the job before I finished making
the offer. While I think you would do a stellar job
in the post, it doesn’t fit your personality profile.
At least not for long. And that’s important too.”
“So I’m confused then, sir. Did you ask me
here to offer me a job you knew I wouldn’t take?”
She shook her head again. “That seems like a
terrible waste your time, if I may say so, sir.”
“No, commander. Or, rather yes, but not
exactly. I asked you to come to my office today to
offer you two jobs, one of which I didn’t think
you’d take. I could have been wrong, but either
way you had to know what your options were.
What if I were to send you to Starbase 27 and
still promise that you’d be back in time for the
Enterprise to launch?”
“That makes it a lot more tempting, sir,
but I think I’d like to hear what the other option
might be.”
With a broad smile, the Admiral leaned
back in his chair. “Yes, I rather thought you
might.”
###
The transporter beam’s tingle on her skin

lasted a second or so longer than the buzzing in
her ears. When it faded, she looked around at
the small crowd gathered in the cramped
transporter room. She automatically categorized
ranks for those who wore the Starfleet uniform,
and picked the Andorian woman with senior
Lieutenant’s braids to address first. “Lieutenant
Commander Uhura reporting for duty.
Permission to come aboard?”
The blue-skinned woman nodded, and
stepped forward, offering a hand as Uhura
stepped down off of the platform. “Granted,
commander. And welcome. Welcome indeed. I’m
Lieutenant Shan, First Officer of the Bohr.” The
grip was cool, but firm, and Uhura tried to
decide what it felt like to have a First Officer, a
position she’d never occupied herself.
The rest of the transporter room held
humans, and of the three other Starfleet
uniforms, two of those stood in front of the
transporter station. But Shan introduced the
three civilians first. “Commander, may I
introduce Doctors Abbott, Costello, and Carlin.
It was difficult for Starfleet to convince the
Xenolinguistics Institute to spare them, but each
of the three is considered a top researcher in
their field.”
Uhura shook hands and exchanged
greetings with each of the three doctors. They all
seemed just a bit uncomfortable, and she noted
the word researcher in Shan’s introduction,
wondering if any of them had done any real offworld work in their careers. She wouldn’t hold
the lack of field work against them, especially
considering that since her Academy days all of

her linguistic work had been fieldwork, and none
it in a true research or development situation,
which was why the Admiral had offered her the
position, at least according to the Admiral. She
suspected Nogura always had multiple reasons
for his decisions.
“Your chief science officer, Lieutenant
Hamilton, and the quiet human behind the
transporter console trying deftly not to be
noticed is Chief Winston. I will tentatively speak
for all of us when I say welcome aboard,
Commander Uhura. We are very glad to have
you on this mission. Although this is a science
ship, a potential first contact, if this qualifies, is
a little different than the usual stellar and
biological surveys the Bohr gets up to.”
“I’m happy to be here, Lieutenant, though
it’s fair to say I haven’t done all that many first
contacts myself, you know. More facilitating as
communications officer most of the time.” If this
qualifies. She’d read a lot in the past twenty-four
hours but didn’t think this did or could.
However, Starfleet, in the person of Admiral
Nogura, was willing to let her figure out if that
needed to change.
Shan smiled again. “Probably exactly
what’s needed, commander, considering the
nature of our mission. While I know our new
colleagues are eager to get to know you and start
working on the limited data we have, I’ve
convinced them that such things can wait until
alpha shift tomorrow, and I thought perhaps a
group dinner might be a nice way to begin
working relationships. A little getting to know
each other, perhaps, since we’re all likely to be

stuck with each other for next six months or so.”
“Sounds wonderful, Lieutenant. I’ll leave
the details to you?”
With a nod that was nearly a bow, Shan
tried a smile. “Of course, ma’am. In the
meantime, with your permission, we’re ready to
break orbit.”
With her permission. Uhura tried not to let
it startle her to realize again that she was in
command of the Bohr. She hesitated just long
enough for Shan to raise an eyebrow. “Unless
you’d like to give the order yourself, skipper.”
Skipper. Uhura forced a smile. There
might be only one first for anything, but the
more important first was relationship building.
“Convey the bridge my compliments, Lieutenant.
If the course is set, let’s not waste any travel
time.”
Taking one step to reach the
communicator on the transporter console, Shan
pressed the switch in. “XO to bridge.”
The response came back immediately.
“Bridge, Tanaka here.”
“The skipper’s compliments, Ensign
Tanaka. Break orbit and execute the course for
P39572–A, Warp Factor Five.”
“Plotted, laid in, and executing. Warp
Factor Five as soon as we clear the space dock
safety zone.”
“Thank you, Ensign. Shan out.” She
pressed the switch in the other direction. “May I
show you to your quarters, ma’am?”
Uhura smiled. “I’d like that, Lieutenant.”
“If you’ll come with me then, Commander.”
Most of the party stepped out into the

corridor, the xenolinguists from the Institute
barely half a step behind the Starfleet personnel,
and obviously collectively holding their breath
waiting for some signal to begin asking Uhura
question after question and willing to follow her
to her cabin if necessary. She had a hard time
not laughing about that but focused on her
conversation with the XO for the moment. It
wasn’t really intended to leave them hanging,
but the working relationship with Shan was
critical, and she was going to have dinner with
them, after all.
“The captain’s quarters on board are
probably a bit of a step down for you,
commander, being posted to Starbase One. The
Bohr is a comfortable ship, but it is stuffed to
the rebreathers with scientific equipment and
has a lot less space left over for organics than we
might like.”
She smiled, allowing herself a small laugh.
“I have a nice apartment in San Francisco,
commander, but I also spent five years in junior
officer’s quarters on the Enterprise. I think I’ll
manage.”
Shan nodded. “Well, I think you’ll
probably have more cubic than you had on your
last tour, but it might not feel that way.”
“I’ll adapt, Lieutenant. I’ll adapt.”
###
“I’m sure that the commander to as
already had enough shoptalk for the evening.
Let’s not overwhelm her in the first 24 hours, all
right?”

Doctor Carlin seemed to be most outgoing
of the three xenolinguists assigned to the
project. Uhura wondered if that was his natural
personality, or if it was merely a by-product of
having been attached to the universal translator
project for more than twenty years, and how
many people that must force him to deal with, of
all species, on a regular basis. She wondered
what that job was really like. Aside from
educational and professional qualifications,
Uhura suspected you had to be a generalist and
a specialist at the same time.
Uhura smiled. “It’s quite all right, Doctor.
It doesn’t bother me to pick your brains a little
bit too.”
“No doubt, Commander, and I have read
some of your reports from your time aboard the
Enterprise, though I doubt more than a fraction
have been declassified and made available to the
Institute. I think there’s quite a lot of insight and
interest to be divined from the only serious
linguist involved in most situations.”
She felt her face warming “I’m not sure
that’s the case, Doctor Carlin. The
communications officer’s duties–”
Carlin shook his head. “Commander
Uhura, please don’t ask me to believe that you
are a simple communications officer, merely
pressing buttons and answering hails as
required. ‘Hailing frequencies open, Captain.’ I
don’t think so. Serving five years on the vessel
with the most alien contacts on record of any
starship in the fleet in three times the
timeframe, you have been exposed to more
culture and language, directly, than the rest of

us collectively in this room.”
Uhura decided she would take the
compliment and smiled as gracefully she could
manage. “Thank you, Doctor Carlin, on several
levels.”
He raised an eyebrow, a mannerism she
felt seemed almost Vulcan. The words that
followed matched, though the quirky smile
behind with them did not. “I had not intended to
flatter you, commander, it was merely a
statement of fact. If one cannot take credit for
one’s own strength and skills, especially those
developed with hard work and perseverance,
then there is little point in having any.”
Lieutenant Hamilton cleared his throat.
“That, Doctor, is an even bigger statement,
though I don’t think you realize it.”
“I’m not sure I follow.”
“No, you don’t, not even a little bit if I read
you correctly. Think of it this way: not everyone
has the ability to treat other people as he sees
they should be. It’s a skill itself, innate or
otherwise, and one that’s not necessarily
normal, depending on where you are in the
galaxy, or even on earth.”
Carlin appeared to give this some thought.
“I suppose not.” He shrugged. “But then, I’ve
never claimed to understand people very well.”
Uhura laughed. “A strange sentiment from
the linguist.”
“You think so, commander? Intelligent
people, sentient people, of whatever size or
shape or species, are the most complicated
things in the universe, at least that we’ve
encountered so far. Language has structure,

rules, and goals. Even if you can’t always
understand and realize that they’re there. Yes,
sometimes rules have exceptions, and
sometimes there are exceptions to the exceptions
to the exceptions to the exceptions. But there’s
always a reason, always a purpose. It may not
have been intended, but it’s there and it’s how
each language developed.” He smiled, and Uhura
wondered where this was going. “And to me, one
of the few true crimes, is one you can only
commit against yourself, and that is failing to
develop your abilities to make something around
you better than it was. Everyone in this room
clearly has decided to do so. Though I expect
that sometimes we all found it more difficult
than at others.”
Doctor Costello, after a short gap, chose
that moment to join the conversation again,
though up to now she’d seemed to have no
interest in anything that didn’t involve language.
“I’m sorry, commander, but to roll things back a
little, earlier you make it sound as if you believe
the universe is filled with hatred, bigotry, and
stupidity. I do not think that’s fair or charitable.
The vast majority of people, whatever ocean our
remote ancestors crawled out of, could care less
about differences. I think that should be
apparent from the crew of your starship.”
Lieutenant Shan smiled, coming to
Uhura’s defense. “I think the Commander said
something more to the effect that inborn
expectations and prejudices are hard to
overcome sometimes.”
“Politer words, but the meaning behind
them is clear.”

Shan shook her head, antenna leaning
back a little. “I would argue against that, Doctor.
The crew, which is over 80% human, in fact,
isn’t proof. There are starships, of a variety of
classes, crewed entirely by single species,
Andorians, humans, Vulcans. Tell me, you’re
from Earth originally, yes?”
Costello nodded. “Yes. I grew up in
Northern Ontario. Um, several thousand
kilometers from the Academy in San Francisco.”
Lieutenant Hamilton nodded. “There are
hundreds of colony worlds. I’m from Deneva
myself, which, while having an alien presence, is
predominantly human.”
Smiling, Shan pressed her point. “A
hundred years and more after the formation of
the Federation, is there still an Earth First
movement on humanity’s home world?”
Uhura knew very well about the Earth
Firsters, and the hatred they were able to spew
in all innocence, or not, while they smiled. “I
think you’re probably going to make the point
that similar movements exist on both Vulcan
and Andor.”
“The thought had occurred, skipper. And
then there the Klingons, and the Romulans, and,
if you want to get picky, the Tholians and Kzinti
and a dozen other species who believe it’s their
destiny rule the universe, more or less.”
Uhura shook her head and “Tolerance is
an attitude we grow into, Lieutenant, not
something that happens overnight.”
“I think you just made my point very well,
Commander, and to you it may seem natural,
something you were raised to, but not everyone

was. And sometimes things change slowly.
Sometimes very slowly.”
Abbott frowned, the expression bringing a
whole new generation of wrinkles to his face.
“I’m not sure how or why we’re even having this
discussion. A hundred years ago, Earth First or
not, we wouldn’t have been trying to figure out
how to listen in on creatures who live inside a
brown dwarf star.”
Carlin cleared his throat. “You’re right of
course, Doctor. We would have been sending
trained teams, armed with whatever they needed
to survive, down to the incredibly hot ground,
cold as it might be by stellar standards, and
trying to walk or float or swim or whatever
among whatever natives we found to show them
that it was a great big universe, while having fun
playing with them. Now, we’re just going to try to
listen in, figure out what they’re saying, and see
how soon they might be interested in knowing
that there’s a larger community around. A bit of
a difference, you say?”
Uhura shook her head. “I’d like to think
you are wrong, Doctor.” She sighed. “I’d like to
think that, but I have seen a lot in my time in
Starfleet, and any arrogance or stupidity I’ve
found has not been confined to humans, or any
other species. But we learn and grow, always.
Not everyone, but most of us, eventually. Things
get better.”
Doctor Abbott raised his glass. “That
seems like an excellent opportunity for a toast.
To the way forward.”
The rest small gathering followed the
gesture, and a chorus repeated the words. “The

way forward.”
Uhura hadn’t felt like much of a
conversationalist during the dinner, though the
type of situation was something she had
certainly missed since joining the Admiral’s
communications group. She missed the tightknit
community aboard starship, and while she
enjoyed the extra braid on her sleeve, and the
hard work and experience it represented, it was
quite a different thing to be one of the senior
officers in a very small group than a junior-ish
officer in a large one.
And she missed conversations like this
one, about ideas, rather than procedures.
It was good to be back on board a
starship, even if wasn’t the Enterprise.
###
“Standard orbit, skipper.”
“Thank you, Mr. Tanaka.”
P39572–A wasn’t much to look at, not that
there was much to see in any case with the lack
of a parent star to throw light on it, but Uhura
didn’t think most brown dwarfs were. In
infrared, it managed to look impressive, at least
on the false-colour images she’d seen, but in the
normal visible spectrum, since it didn’t give off
much of its own light, there wasn’t much in
terms of surface features. A slightly oblate, dark
ball. But even as she had that thought, the
young Andorian at the science console made
some modifications, and the viewscreen adjusted
to an impressive false-colour filter. Now Uhura
could see swirling masses and bands of colour,

most of them still brown or something close to it,
but still much more attractive than a moment
before. It reminded her a bit of several larger gas
giants she’d seen during her career, just with
less colour.
The helmsman looked back over his
shoulder. “Thank you, ma’am. It’s not often you
get to say that about orbiting a star.”
The Andorian science officer straightened,
turning her attention to address the bridge, her
gaze falling on Tanaka specifically. “Not
technically a star, Mr. Tanaka. A brown dwarf
has no long-term fusion of its own.”
“Don’t be so literal, Marilev. Any way I look
at it, it’s the biggest thing I’ve ever been in orbit
around.”
Marilev nodded. “Yes, I’ll certainly grant
you that.”
Smiling, Uhura glanced over to the
communication station. “Are we receiving any
transmissions at this distance, Ensign Collins?”
“We are, skipper, but they are fairly weak
at this point. Scattered, broken fragments
mostly. There’s a fair bit of interference from the
planet itself. I think it would help if we got a
little closer.”
Uhura’s fingers itched, but she worked
hard to look steady. There was nothing more she
wanted at the moment than to be sitting at the
communication station and listening to those
alien transmissions firsthand, hearing
something that almost no one had ever heard
before, and knowing that they were the product
of some not-quite discovered alien species,
something so different that they didn’t even

know what to expect.
Lieutenant Shan grinned, a major change
of expression for an Andorian when the typical
smile barely made Mona Lisa grade. “For things
to get much better, we’d have to dip down into
the stellar atmosphere, and don’t think we’re
quite prepared to do that yet, Ensign.”
“It’s not as if the shields couldn’t handle a
quick dip, ma’am.” Tanaka’s serious expression
didn’t hide the eagerness in the young man’s
voice in any way. “As long as we don’t get deeper
than a dozen kilometres or so to start with. I’d
need to study the pressure distribution more.”
“You do that anyway, ensign. In the
meantime, I think we’ll start with a probe that’s
actually designed for the job.” Uhura looked over
at the science station. “Ensign Marilev?”
“Probe number one is fully prepared and
operational, commander. I have verified the
operational parameters myself with Lieutenant
Hamilton. He’ll be monitoring directly from the
probe bay.”
“Excellent. Assuming it’s in the tube and
set to go, Ensign Tanaka, you may launch it
when ready.”
“Aye, aye, skipper. Probe number one
locked and loaded. Launching in three, two, one,
now.”
Uhura always imagined she could feel a
ripple through the deck on the Enterprise when
a photon torpedo or a probe left the ship. She’d
been told more than once she imagined the
feeling, that it was just adrenaline talking. A
cruiser’s design wouldn’t, under normal
operating, well-maintained circumstances, let

such a minor vibration travel through the ship’s
superstructure so it could be felt anywhere
beyond the weapons bay. A tiny little science
vessel might be a different matter. Judging from
the civilian reactions, two exchanged looks and a
small jump, she wasn’t the only one who felt it.
A brief light trail streaked away from the
ship, the probe leaving with far less initial
velocity than a photon torpedo. The trail bent
away from the Bohr, almost following the curve
of the brown dwarf, and for a moment it seemed
as if the probe might just be going into a much
lower orbit than the ship launching it. Instead, it
slipped into the upper stellar atmosphere, and
slowly faded from view.
“Descending, descending, five seconds to
pre-programmed optimal depth. Thrusters.
Three, two, one, stability.” Marilev looked up
from the viewer. “Signal from the probe is
strong, commander. Diagnostics and operations
fall well within normal operational parameters.
Signal relay has begun.”
“And the signals are clearing up?”
“Very much so, commander. The signals
we are receiving are definitely far less
fragmentary, far more coherent, although I mean
that in the manner of reception, not
comprehensibility.”
“I understand, ensign, and that’s more or
less why we brought our team of experts.”
Uhura, trying to keep her cheeks from getting
too warm. She’d meant the xenolinguistics group
but recognized that Admiral Nogura had
handpicked her for the mission and likely
considered her to be in that group of experts.

While she’d always considered herself good at
her job, the word expert wasn’t one she ever
applied to herself. Uhura was far more of a
generalist, absorbing whatever she caught her
interest from whatever field she happened to be
interested in at the moment. Usually, that had
something to do with communications or
language, but not always. But, expert or
generalist, it was time for Uhura to begin
earning her keep on this mission as more than
just someone who told the ship where to go.
She just had to figure out where to begin.
###
“I’m reading a sudden increase in the
frequency and intensity of transmissions around
the probe, commander.”
Unable to help herself, Uhura took a few
steps to stand next to the science station and
observe some of the readouts. Conscious of her
presence, Marilev touched several switches
without looking up from the viewer, putting a
pattern of crisscrossing signals on one small
screen. It was difficult to see where one began
and another ended, but Uhura quickly began to
see a pattern in the transmissions, a definite
message being passed between individuals, or at
least individual locations. However quickly each
individual transmission faded, she saw the same
wave form appear nearby, represented over and
over again in the display.
Until everything stopped.
Her heart jumped in the silence and then
began to beat a bit faster. “Ensign, what just

happened? Is the probe still transmitting?”
“Yes. But it is receiving no data to
transmit. Curious.” Marilev flipped several more
switches. “No, we have not observed a similar
instance of silence since we arrived. The initial
survey team reported nothing analogous, either.”
Of course, the initial survey team had
been the crew of a merchant vessel hoping to
siphon a little deuterium without impacting their
schedule or having to pay anyone else, but
they’d been good at recording the transmissions
they picked up while they’d been in a low orbit.
And if they’d taken a few months to bother
passing the data to Starfleet it was only because
they couldn’t find a way to make any other profit
from it. She tried not to hold it against them, but
it was hard.
“Speculation?”
Lieutenant Shan approached the science
station to join the conversation more closely.
Marilev shook her head. “I don’t have enough
data, commander.” The young science officer
frowned and Uhura thought she recognized
other emotions at play in the expression. “Have
you ever walked into a room and had the
experience of all conversations coming to an
abrupt halt simultaneously?”
Uhura had, and she’d observed it on a
number of other occasions. That kind of
occurrence was usually for a good reason. She
moved past the emotion as Shan intervened.
“Are you suggesting that the beings living in the
brown dwarf are aware of our presence?”
Marilev shook her head. “I find that
unlikely, though it is possible that they could be

aware of the probe. While we certainly did not
sink it to the depth that the transmissions are
originating from, if the creatures are sentient,
it’s conceivable that they could be aware of their
environment beyond their immediate senses and
we have no idea what might be in use for
technology in their society. Still, the probe has
been in place for hours. Why react now?”
“Why indeed.” Uhura glance looked at
Lieutenant Shan, finding the woman’s gaze
locked on the main viewscreen. An alarm
sounded beside her. Marilev looked down,
pressing her face quickly to the viewer. Uhura
fought the urge to step closer. “What do you see,
Ensign?”
“For want of better terminology, I believe I
am witnessing the effect of significant sub-stellar
seismological activity. There may be some
gravitational fluctuations. I recommend
increasing the height of our orbit by an
additional ten thousand kilometres above the
surface.”
“Make it so, Mr. Tanaka.” She didn’t turn
to give the order, instead waiting for information
that wasn’t forthcoming from the science centre.
“Altering orbit, plus ten thousand perigee,
aye.”
A sudden flurry of activity at the
communications station drew her gaze. Collins’
fingers danced across the boards, clearly trying
to clean up transmissions of some kind.
Suddenly, the earpiece squealed and he jerked it
free as he turned to face the senior officers,
opening his mouth to speak to even as his eyes
locked on the main view screen. She followed the

gaze to see a large, dark hole taking shape in the
false color image.
“Something, Ensign Collins?”
The young man swallowed, unable to take
his eyes from the screen. “Yes, ma’am. The alien
transmissions jumped back, and at a furious
pace, overlapping each other so much that they
almost became static. If I had to put on or
feeling to it, I would use the word panic. And on
a large scale.”
“Panic, Ensign?” Shan frowned. “For just a
sudden increase in volume of transmissions?”
He nodded. “Absolutely, ma’am. To extend
the Ensign Marilev’s analogy, the crowd in the
room has just realized that the person whose
joined them is a fully armed Gorn warrior.
Holding a fusion grenade. That’s already
primed.”
Lieutenant Shan opened her mouth to say
something else, but Marilev commanded
everyone’s attention once again. “The quake is
subsiding, commander, although there continue
to be vibrations and ripples in the brown dwarf’s
atmosphere and pre-stellar material.”
Watching the view screen, Uhura saw the
dark hole, which probably wasn’t anything of the
kind, had already started fade, slowly lightening
to rejoin what she had already come to consider
the normal swirl of yellows, browns, and tans.
Collins put the earpiece back in, however, and
began to manipulate the controls on his boards
again. Clearly the transmissions from the
natives weren’t fading nearly so quickly. If it
were her, she’d be trying to isolate just one
voice, the strongest, the strongest in a group of

thousands. Succeeding in that, she’d want to
reduce that signal into a false audio she could
listen to. Watching the Ensign, he clearly had
the same idea, but it would only be a beginning.
Whatever being created the transmissions, and
the strange environment it had evolved in, would
not understand itself the same way she did, and
would certainly not have the same way of
looking at the universe.
She looked forward to the report and
recording but standing over the young man’s
shoulder wouldn’t speed things along. Instead,
she turned back to the science officer. “Do you
have an explanation, Ensign Marilev?”
The young Andorian woman remained
hunched over the viewer. One hand manipulated
a variety of switches while the other adjusted
several dials. Noises emitted by the station
changed constantly. “Not immediately,
commander. I am not aware of any major
studies having been done of the magnetic field
fluctuations of brown dwarfs, so I cannot
understand if my readings of this occurrence are
normal or not. I would like to suggest that there
is an instability somewhere in the core of the
protostar, but I do not yet have sufficient data to
justify that is so.”
“Understood.” She looked at her XO.
“Lieutenant Shan, I think that it’s just become
more imperative that we begin to understand
their language. The nature of our mission here
may have just changed significantly.” If her crew
could figure something out that the Prime
Directive would let them do.

###
Doctor Costello smacked the table. “I find
it difficult to be concerned about some Starfleet
regulation when an entire civilization could be at
risk, commander.”
Uhura took a deep breath and let it out
slowly. “The Prime Directive is not some Starfleet
regulation, Doctor. It is the highest, most
fundamental law we have for exploration, a
fundamental, guiding principle of the
Federation.” She knew that wasn’t a sufficient
explanation, and, being honest with herself, she
didn’t much care. She wasn’t planning or
intending to debate the merits or uses of the
Prime Directive. “It’s something we all have to
deal with and live with.”
“Not me. I’m not subject to your Prime
Directive.”
She shook her head. “That’s where you’re
wrong, doctor. We are all subject to the Prime
Directive. Whether you like it or not, whether
you agree with it or not, it’s a Federation law,
not part of the Starfleet code of conduct.”
Lieutenant Shan cleared her throat, and
Uhura nodded permission to speak.
“Commander Uhura is correct. We are all
subject to the Prime Directive. That doesn’t
mean it ties our hands, Doctor. If we can
understand what’s wrong, if we can figure out
how to help, we will do so. But we will do so in a
way that does not interfere with this society’s
natural cultural development. They have the
right to exist without our interference in their
cultures.”

“They have the right to continued
existence!”
“I’m not even going to try to debate the
stupidity of that statement, Doctor.” Uhura
fought to keep the words level, but was fairly
certain the anger came through, immediately
wishing she’d picked a different abstract noun.
“At the moment, you’re letting your emotions
colour your vision.”
Her face turning red, Costello stood up
from her chair, trembling. “And you,
Commander, are letting your precious
regulations stop you from thinking in all.”
Uhura bit down on her tongue before
responding, her eyes flicking around the table.
The Bohr was a small science ship, so didn’t
have much in terms of senior officers. But then,
she never expected to be in command of any
ship. That, in and of itself, had never be on her
list of career paths. She wanted to see new
places, new things, and hear new languages no
one had ever heard before. Five years on the
Enterprise had certainly given her that, and
while she was eager to get back to her old ship,
Admiral Nogura had given her a different job
while the Enterprise had its rebuild, and he
obviously felt she could handle it. And she’d
accepted it, therefore, she had to handle it.
She’d accepted the command and had to find a
way to make it work.
Ensigns Marilev and Lieutenants Hamilton
and Thomas all looked extremely uncomfortable.
Doctor Abbott seemed to share his partner’s
dislike of their current situation, and Doctor
Carlin might as well have been asleep. She

couldn’t read anything into his expression or
posture because it seemed as if he was just
trying to absorb everything from both of them,
just sitting there watching. She brought her own
gaze back to Costello. “Sit down please, Doctor.
Yelling at me isn’t going to do any good, because
I’m not going to yell back. This discussion needs
to remain rational.”
The older woman sank back into her seat,
and while the color didn’t leave her face, she
managed to rein in the scowl just a little.
“Agreed, but I want to remain on the record that
I completely disagree with your application of
the Prime Directive in our situation.”
Uhura still felt like Costello was out of
line, still felt like the linguist was overstepping
authority she didn’t have, still felt her heart
beating fast, but tried to keep any suggestion of
it out of her tone. “You have that right, Doctor,
but answer me one question. What would you
have us do?”
Costello opened her mouth, closed it
again, and then repeated the process.
Uhura nodded. “A probe the natives might
not even be able to detect is one thing, but we
can’t even understand their language at this
point. And considering some of the things I’ve
seen the universal translator analyze and work
on, I’m very disappointed with that. But that’s
why we’re here. That’s why you’re here. Until
and unless we can learn to understand the
native language, and until you come up with
some better plan than taking the Bohr down into
the stellar atmosphere and scaring the hell out
of the native population, I think this meeting is

over. We’ve made no progress, we have no
understanding of what’s going on, and we don’t
even know what the problem is. So, given all
that, I have to ask if you’re here to help figure
things out or just complain about them?”
Costello ground her teeth, but she wasn’t
so far gone emotionally that she didn’t see the
point, didn’t understand the argument. “You’re
right, of course, commander, and I apologize. I
think we still have a tremendous amount of
work to do.”
“That I can easily agree with, Doctor.”
###
“That was well done.”
Uhura turned around, hopefully wiping
away any expression that might show she was
still fuming. At one point in the conversation,
very close to the end of it, it had been all she
could do to not threaten to throw Costello in the
brig. Not the greatest threat since the Bohr
didn’t actually have a brig. How many science
vessels did? With a crew of barely 50, the
Hawking-class ship didn’t have apace for
anything non-science-related. She could
probably have confined her to quarters but
didn’t have the security staff to post a guard.
“Thank you, I think.”
Doctor Carlin leaned on one shoulder
against the wall just outside the meeting room.
Unlike the aggressively neutral expression he’d
worn during the meeting, she’d be forced to call
his current look a smirk. Arms crossed in front
of his chest, he’d crossed his ankles to support

any weight not covered by the bulkhead.
“Costello is a pompous git and Abbott isn’t any
better. Just quieter.”
She sighed and resisted the urge to roll
her eyes. “They seemed so nice when I first came
aboard.”
“That was then. Now you’re not solving all
of their problems instantly. And you never
properly catered to their whims.” He dug several
fingers into the greying beard, scratching at the
skin beneath. “They’re not really all that keen on
leaving their offices and the next batch of
articles they’d been about to publish. This has
stopped being a vacation and started being
work. Worse, it’s work that they don’t know how
to do.”
Wondering when it had ever been a
vacation, Uhura shook her head. “It’s not my job
to solve their problems. It’s their job to help me
solve the big one we’ve all got. Costello’s problem
is that she doesn’t really want to do that.” She
took a couple of steps back towards the meeting
room, not getting too close to Carlin but not
wanting to have to shout down the corridor.
“And where exactly do you stand on this,
Doctor? What do you think?” He clearly had the
most level head of the three civilian linguists,
but she also didn’t expect he would take the
same view of the Prime Directive she did, lacking
Starfleet training and dedication to the idea. His
next words threw her a bit.
“I don’t much care for Starfleet’s stringent
application of the Prime Directive, or the
Federation Council’s for that matter. I think the
concept of non-interference with the cultures

natural development was designed to keep the
predators away. Ignoring other senior Federation
species, there are too many instances in Earth’s
history of a more technologically developed
people pulling one over on a less technologically
developed one. Or forcing them into agreements
they knew weren’t right, because they felt they
had no choice due to the power imbalance.”
“I agree with that, Doctor, but don’t think
you’re going far enough. The Prime Directive
serves multiple purposes, including protecting
less-developed cultures from our unthinking
altruism. Just because we have it better, doesn’t
mean we know best.”
“Perhaps not, commander, but the Prime
Directive is a fairly recent thing. In point of fact,
it’s less than 15 years old, stated as a law or a
regulation. We interfered plenty before we had
it.”
“We absolutely did, and with very mixed
results. You can’t tell me every pre-warp culture
we interfered with, or even interacted with, was
better as a result.”
Carlin shook his head. “No, I can’t. But for
those instances where we went in with good
intentions, to help, and with our primary
objective being to understand what the problem
was, I think we did far more good than harm,
and we saved more than one culture from
decimation or even extinction.”
“And that’s what I’m hoping for here,
Doctor. We find the problem, and hopefully, we
find a solution. Only we do it without disturbing
their natural order, without going down there
and providing an equivalent of the Code of

Hammurabi or the Precepts of Andina.”
All trace of the smirk disappeared from his
face and Carlin pushed up from the wall. His
back straightened as his scowl deepened. “That’s
not what I was suggesting at all, commander.”
“I know, Doctor, but I want to be clear.
The Prime Directive is inviolable.”
“Well, I don’t know that I’d go that far.”
The smirk came back, and he slipped his hands
into his pockets. “I don’t know what the problem
is, or the solution, but I do think that you’re on
the right track and leaning in the right direction.
Just don’t let your faith in the correctness of the
rule blind you to all of the available options,
when we have any.” He nodded to her, almost
bowed, really, and turned to walk the opposite
direction down the corridor.
“I won’t, Doctor.” But she would persevere
in holding to the standard. And yet, in the back
of her mind, she had a small set of doubts.
There were times her career when she’d seen the
Prime Directive bent quite severely, and it had
seemed like the right thing at the time. Once or
twice, it had even saved her life.
###
Over the next several days, Uhura really
began to have an appreciation of the frustrations
of command. Even when a crisis, and she felt
this certainly qualified even if it lacked a way to
express urgency, was going on, there was a
tremendous amount of waiting and inactivity,
and that was beginning to drive her crazy.
If it had been the Enterprise orbiting the

brown dwarf, which really needed a name rather
than just a catalog number, the Captain would
be sitting in the centre chair waiting. Led by
Commander Spock, the science department
would be working out everything from a
mathematical model of the magnetic quakes to
the biology of the sentient natives they still
hadn’t seen an image of yet. Scotty and crew
would be cobbling together something that
would show them the interior of the brown dwarf
and maybe even counteract the quakes, if that
were possible. And she’d be desperately trying to
work out something resembling a translation
matrix for the language the natives were so
obviously using.
She could still be doing that, but it wasn’t
her job right now and it would interfere with the
command that was her job. Not that she wasn’t
keeping completely abreast of what the trio of
xenolinguists and her science teams were doing,
because that let her appear calm and collected
to the small bridge crew, but no other avenues of
work had suggested themselves to her and she
didn’t see a way to get ahead faster than they
already were. Maybe she wasn’t the only one too
dependent on the universal translator.
She sat through two more of the quakes
and was able to have orbital adjustments made
in time to see the huge dark spots appear on the
almost-star’s surface both times. The first was
smaller and seemed like almost a pinprick
compared to the original quake they’d witnessed.
The second could have sucked in entire planets
if it had truly been a hole.
“Commander, the data increasingly

supports the quakes as a natural phenomenon,
and likely an ongoing one on time scales far
longer than civilizations.” Marilev straightened
from the science viewer. “According to the
literature I have access to, such seismological
activity has been noted in brown dwarf bodies
before, but has never been studied extensively
on its own. What has been documented mirrors
activity predicted in standard astroseismological models, on a smaller scale, with
allowances made for less active fusion.”
“The inhabitants might not appreciate
that.” Uhura thought Marilev was starting to
sound more and more like a Vulcan than an
Andorian, and wondered if it was a hazard of the
position. Still, what she’d said seemed to be good
news. “I think you’re saying you should be able
to build a model that fits this situation.”
“Eventually. This particular body seems to
have several qualities that don’t fit standard
classification, the most obvious of which being
the existence of life in its outer boundaries. It’s
entirely possible, indeed likely, that a native
biosphere, if the term can be used, introduces a
large collection of new variables into the field
equations.”
“Meaning that the natives have always
lived with this problem?”
“It seems likely. I would be unsurprised if
research indicated it to be a driving force in local
evolution. The rest of the biosphere would be
very interesting to look at. It’s a pity the probe
isn’t able to give us much in the visual ranges
due to the nature of the environment.”
She tried to picture what that would do to

a species development, having the constant
threat of a natural disaster hanging over the
head of your entire culture, not knowing when it
would come or how bad it would be. Uhura
broadened her consideration to any less
developed, less sophisticated population,
especially those societies which might be pretechnological as she understood it. Without what
she would consider modern science, any natural
disaster would be difficult to model, much less
predict, and it might seem like the universe was
out to get her.
Were the natives of this strange
environment really any different in that respect
than any other culture? Would their science
eventually learn to predict and project? She
thought about the cluster of panicked
transmissions before each event that they had
observed. Even if they hadn’t learned to predict
the quakes, there were probably warning signs,
maybe signs that were detectable before the
probe’s instruments could register anything.
But if it were truly the case that this
stellar seismological activity was normal and
natural, at least for this particular brown dwarf,
then that changed the nature of their mission
completely. And it certainly constricted her
hands a lot more over what they could do about
it. “Thank you, Ensign. Keep up the good work.
And let me know when the science department
has a working model.” Of course, the science
department was about half the crew of the Bohr
so hopefully that wouldn’t take long. She stood
up from the command chair and cleared her
throat. “Lieutenant Shan, you have the bridge.”

Uhura, had a great deal think about.
###
“Just what the hell are you saying,
commander?”
Uhura sighed. She had to admit, at least
to herself, that she was getting truly sick and
tired of Doctor Costello. “Doctor, I’m going to
need you to sit down.”
“Sit down? How can I sit down? You told
me we were going to help these people! Now
you’re telling me the Prime Directive, just
because this is a natural phenomenon, says that
we have to leave them alone completely. I said it
before, I don’t recognize–”
“Sit down, Doctor. I’ve had enough.”
“You’ve had enough! I’m going to–”
“You’re going to sit your ass down in that
chair, Costello, and listen to what the
commander has to say.” Costello spun to face
Carlin. “I would have thought you, of all people,
would understand.”
“I don’t know what you mean by ‘of all
people’—”
Carlin rolled his eyes. “You knew this was
a Starfleet mission when you accept the job,
Doctor Costello, which means you were aware of
coming under Starfleet authority. And I know
you’re well aware of the concept of the Prime
Directive.”
“The Prime Directive doesn’t apply–”
“You don’t get to decide when the Prime
Directive applies. Sit down.”
Uhura nodded to Carlin and put her eyes

back on Costello. “It’s good advice, Doctor, in
spite of my having offered it before. And you
should take it.” She didn’t offer any threats, or
potential consequences, though she was very
tempted to have Costello confined quarters for a
little while, not for the first time. Not that that
would help her situation, or the mission, or any
potential aid they might render.
Costello slowly sank into her seat. “I
intend to file a formal protest.”
“You have that right.” She tried to soften
her face, her voice, calm the pounding of her
heart. “Tell me, Doctor, do you disagree with the
concept of the Prime Directive in general?”
“Of course not. If we went around and
played god with every pre-warp society that we
came across, we’d be no better than the
Klingons.”
“Thank you for that, at least.”
“But this situation is different. The entire
planetary society is at stake. They–”
“If you have read Ensign Marilev’s report,
this seismological activity is not only a normal
and natural part of the physical structure and
evolution of a brown dwarf, it is likely a
significant driving force behind evolution on the
world, and yes I’m going to say world, so much
so that I’m going to recommend that Starfleet
investigate the possibility that this type of life
has arisen elsewhere. But that’s beside the
point. Whether we like it or not, the Federation
does not have the ability to… make adjustments
to the physical structure of a stellar body.”
“But we could–”
“We could speak to the original mission

profile and figure out the local language. Our
primary problem, as Doctor Carlin has more
than one suggested, has been the lack of
common reference points we share with this type
of life. We can’t have any real idea what living in
their environment is like, and they can’t have
any idea what it’s like to live and breathe in
atmosphere on a regular planetary surface, but
there must be some similarities somewhere. And
if we can find those, if you can find those, we
can at least learn something about them. Maybe
then we can figure out if there’s any way to work
inside the Prime Directive to help.” But don’t
hold your breath.
She looked around the room, none of the
three xenolinguists looked happy, and while
Costello had felt the need to express that
unhappiness to anyone who would listen, her
emotional expression no seemed confined to
internal thoughts. Carlin had more of an
understanding of reality, but he still didn’t like
it. For that matter, neither did Uhura, but she
couldn’t see any other way at the moment and
couldn’t come up with any ideas to change that..
###
Captain’s log, Stardate 6692.7
USS Niels Bohr, Lieutenant Commander Uhura
recording.
It’s been very difficult for me to admit that there’s
nothing we can do to help this new-found species.
The decision has certainly cost me the goodwill of
most of the civilian linguistics team. I imagine that
there is even a little resentment on the part of a

few members of the crew, but our training has
certainly drilled into us the paramount importance
of the Prime Directive.
Still, I can’t help but think that Captain Kirk
would find a way.
Official reporting notwithstanding, Uhura
was very upset with herself. Yes, they were going
to complete the mission as outlined, and yes,
they would crack the native language. Since they
hadn’t been given any specific timeline or
deadline to do so, she was free to claim that any
progress was good progress. But, based on the
flurry of linguistic activity every time a quake
was about to happen, the people, and she
couldn’t call them anything but people at this
point even if she still didn’t know what they
looked like, knew just how precarious their lives
were, their lives and their civilization. She
couldn’t imagine living with that fear all the
time, and that fear had to have been present
longer than their species had existed in its
current form.
The bridge, in her experience, often
mirrored the captain’s mood in some way. Her
bridge was silent. The general instrumentation
background noise wasn’t enough to cover the
sound of the turbo lift coming to a stop before
the doors sliced open. Curious, she turned her
seat just far enough to see the three
xenolinguists step out onto the bridge. Only one
of them, Doctor Carlin, smiled. Costello’s almost
permanent scowl seemed take her entire face
over, and Abbott, ever the silent companion,
might just as well have been frozen for all of the

expression on his face. “I’m going to guess you
have at least some good news.”
“Not the best news, commander, but
pretty close. I think, with practice, we’ll be able
to tell some of what they’re saying.” He held up a
clipboard and jiggled it several times. “It’s
something I wonder if we should’ve seen weeks
ago, but at least we see it now. Actually, Doctor
Costello saw it first.”
“Then I’ll say congratulations, Doctor
Costello. Found what, exactly?” Uhura spent
every minute she wasn’t on the bridge or
involved in administrative work to run the ship,
reviewing the enormous amounts of data the
linguistics team was generating, or trying to find
patterns that made sense in the language itself.
Every time she felt like she was close to
something, the patterns would fall apart. Her
latest, one that the civilians had sometimes
shared, was trying to convince the computer to
adjust the patterns into sounds, as if they were
projected through the brown dwarf’s almost
stellar medium. It was a dead end, of course,
and she knew that before starting. The signals
were electromagnetic, not soundwaves. But she
thought that perhaps hearing it might be similar
enough to the way the natives received that she
might come up with some kind of insight into
the language. She hadn’t so far, though it did
make for some interesting listening.
Costello made some small effort to smooth
her expression, not that it made much
difference. “We’ve been thinking about this all
wrong. The natives are not using a spoken
language like we do. It’s certainly

representational, but it’s also closer to
mathematics than language. The structure is
much more equation than grammar, if that
makes sense.”
“It absolutely does, but there’s no reason
we should have thought to look that way.”
The linguist shook her head. “If we’d paid
more attention to your science team’s study of
the natives’ natural environment, we might have
thought that way sooner. It’s very difficult for
those of us who walk on planetary surfaces to
have some idea, or any idea, really, of what it
might be like to live in a high temperature,
fluidic environment. While there might be stable
gravity, there’s less up and down as we
understand it, and no fixed surface, only a
direction of generally increasing density and
direction of generally increasing ambient
temperature, which may or may not be
completely the same direction, according to the
science team.”
Carlin picked up the narrative. “The world
around you consists of high temperature gas,
some ionized, and some not. We think of a
brown dwarf as a failed star, and therefore don’t
consider it very energetic. But if you turn that
idea on its head, and don’t think of a failed star
but as a super planet, all alone in the night, one
that generates its own energy, if not by
sustained fusion reaction, then by gravity,
friction, and tidal forces from a slightly mobile,
and quite strong, magnetic field, it’s natural that
should sentience evolve here, the language that
it grows up with will struggle to make sense of
that environment. Because that environment is

less varied than what we evolved in, what we
experience, the language will of necessity be less
variable as well but will still focus on trying to
understand that environment.”
Uhura smiled, feeling better now that she
had something to wrap her head around. “I’d
better say congratulations. That’s not something
I would have thought of, but then, that’s
probably why I’m running the starship and
leaving the hard work to the linguistic team.”
His smile faded, and Carlin offered a softspoken objection in more words at once than
she’d heard him say during the entire mission so
far. “Do not sell yourself short, commander. I
think you were given command of the Bohr for
this mission for more than one reason. I do not
know whether running a starship this size is a
challenge for you or not, but a bigger job has
been to understand the linguistics team
assigned to the mission, and to keep us focused.
You are a communications specialist by nature
and by trade. If none of your avenues have
provided more leads than ours until now, they
have certainly given us other ways to look at
things. You deserve credit for getting us this
far.”
Costello nodded. “Yes commander, even I
have to agree with that.” Her expression partly
twisted into a smile, but it didn’t last long. “And
it was your Ensign Marilev’s work that sent us
down this path, albeit unwittingly.”
At her station, Marilev straighted. She
turned to face the rest of the bridge, antenna
straining while she appeared to force herself
hold still and merely cock her head to one side.

“I don’t understand.”
This time, when Costello smiled, it
actually looked like a smile. “Several days ago, I
heard you remark to another member of the
science group that one of the signals looked
remarkably like a graph of the fluidic density
around the circumference of the smallest ‘hole’
we’ve observed. And I wondered, what if that’s
exactly what it was?” She shrugged. “The rest is
history. More or less. So, thank you.”
The young Andorian straightened further.
“I am happy to have assisted.”
“So how long until we can really
understand what they’re saying?” The idea made
Uhura’s heart beat faster. New voices. New
words. A new way to see the universe.
Carlin shrugged. “A few days, probably, at
least for the basics. It’s still not exactly the same
kind of language as we understand things, very
mathematics heavy, probably very science heavy
as well, relating to their environment.”
Which made perfect sense. Uhura nodded.
“Ensign Marilev, would you have any objections
to working with the xenolinguistics team on
speeding that up?”
Her antennae almost quivering, Marilev
snapped to attention. “I am entirely at their
disposal to assist in whatever way I can,
Commander, but I must qualify my acceptance
by reminding you that my fields of specialty are
far from linguistics.”
“That’s okay, Ensign. Not what I had in
mind anyway. You’re more familiar with things
like stellar seismology, magnetohydrodynamics,
and fluidics. I think you might find more

similarities in the language with a set of
scientific eyes.”
“In that case, commander, I would be
honoured.”
###
Captain’s log, stardate, 6693.0. Lieutenant
Commander Uhura reporting.
With the native language broken down at a high
level, the Bohr’s mission at the strange and
lonely world of P39572–A is nearly at an end. We
have a basic understanding now of the
mathematical, I hesitate to say grammatical,
structure of the language. Future expeditions will
be able to listen more easily and learn far more
detail about the culture of these beings we have
not seen. There is so much more to learn about
this world. We haven’t even begun to scratch the
surface. Or maybe stir the surface would be a
better metaphor.
The sensors on the probes we have allowed to
penetrate the upper atmosphere are not
configured to get us even a false color visual of
what the environment might truly be like. We
have no idea of the physical structure of the
beings below us, or of how they perceive their
environment beyond the tantalizing hints offered
in their language. And while we have an excellent
science team on board, it’s not even remotely the
full complement needed to begin studying a new
species. So, we’re leaving a series of twelve
monitoring satellites in orbit around the brown
dwarf. It would be nice to stay longer, to learn
more, but I’m sure the Bohr has other missions

ahead of him. For my part, by the time we return
to Starbase One, it should be nearly time to step
back aboard Enterprise and begin the initial
systems shakedowns, even if she won’t fly for a
few months yet.
“Satellite number 11 in position,
Commander.”
Uhura smiled, she’d learned a lot during
the Bohr’s mission to P39572–A but felt like a lot
more of it was about herself than she’d expected.
Command of a starship might not be her first
choice of destiny, but it was a job she felt that
she could handle now, at least on a certain
scale. She wasn’t very much interested in being
the one who decided how a standoff against the
Romulans might go, but a science vessel was a
nice toe in the Command door and something
she could see herself wanting again in the
future. “Thank you, Ensign. Time until the final
satellite reaches its programmed orbit?”
“Less than one minute, ma’am.” Marilev
didn’t rise from the viewer to respond.
Always so serious, and she wondered what
other similarities there might be between and
Andorians and certain Vulcans of her
acquaintance. Although she’d seen Marilev smile
on more than one occasion, the young science
officer seemed to keep a rigid grip on her
emotions and reactions while on duty, almost as
much as the Vulcans she’s served with. Of
course, Uhura knew plenty of humans who did
the same, though few as successfully. “Thank
you again, Ensign. Mr. Tanaka, you have a
course for home?”

“Starbase One, course plotted and laid in,
skipper. We’re ready to go as soon as you give
the word.”
Uhura stared at the screen. The false color
mottling of the brown dwarf’s surface ripples
and waves were beautiful, even with the poor
colour variety and lack of range. She kept
wondering what it might be like to descend into
that atmosphere. Not of a star exactly, but it still
wasn’t the safest environment to step into, and
she could dream of a chance to speak with the
natives directly. They might never be a warpcapable society. It would take a tremendous
amount of time and effort for Starfleet cultural
experts to decide exactly where the society lay
on Richter’s Cultural Scale. And Uhura might
never hear about the decision.
“Satellite 12 is in position. Final
diagnostic… all systems at nominal. Data
collection has begun.” Data that would have to
be stripped by a convenient research vessel
every six months or so or the satellites would be
in danger of filling their available memory.
“Thank you, Mr. Marilev. Mr. Tanaka,
execute course for Starbase One, warp factor–”
An alarm suddenly demanded attention,
one that sounded almost like the standard red
alert klaxon but pitched higher and at about half
the volume. “Skipper, the shuttle bay is
undergoing emergency decompression and I read
Shuttlecraft Three powering up, prelaunch.
Attempting to override.”
Uhura had a very good idea who was on
the shuttle and came up with plenty of
emotional reasons why that made sense even if

none of those explained how they’d managed it.
Still, official confirmation would be important
later. “Ensign Marilev, please tell me who is
stealing one of our shuttlecraft.”
Marilev bent over the science viewer,
antenna twitching. “Scanning. All crew
accounted for, also all civilian scientists, save
one.” She straightened, turning back to face
Uhura as she did so. “Doctor Costello is on
board Shuttlecraft Three.”
“Somehow I’m not surprised.
Communications, open a channel to the
shuttlecraft please.” Uhura’s own fingers
twitched as she watched Collins’ fingers move
across the board she could still call home. “You
have a channel open, ma’am. Unless the doctor
is a lot more familiar with our systems than I
believe possible, there will be no override on her
end.”
She was familiar enough to attempt to
hijack a Starfleet shuttle, but Uhura didn’t point
that out. “Even better, Ensign, thank you.” She
cleared her throat. “Doctor Costello, please
stand down. I don’t know what you think you’re
doing–”
“You don’t know what I’m doing! Ha! I’m
doing something that your supposed conscience
won’t allow, Commander. I’m going to tell them.”
Uhura’s conscience had allowed her too
much leeway with certain things on this
mission, but she’d thought that was long over.
“Tell them what, Doctor? And please power down
the shuttle. You’re not going anywhere.”
“I’ll fly straight through the shuttle bay
door before it finishes opening, if I have to.”

“And I’ll have you in a tractor beam before
you’re a kilometer from the ship, Doctor. Stand
down.”
“No! They have to know. They haven’t
learned that their model is wrong. Marilev said
so herself!”
“I must object, Commander. I said no such
thing.”
Uhura smiled. “No, you didn’t, Ensign. I’m
well aware of that. I think the word you used
was incomplete.”
Her science officer’s antennae relaxed.
“Thank you, ma’am.”
Costello practically shrieked. “Wrong.
Incomplete. What does it matter?”
Uhura shook her head, fighting several
uncomplimentary urges. “It doesn’t, Doctor.
wrong or incomplete, they will figure it out on
their own eventually. We have to give them that
opportunity.”
“At the cost of how many lives?”
“Depressurization complete, skipper.” Mr.
Tanaka shook his head. “And the overrides are
no good, ma’am. They’ve been shut off the
source, and not in a good way. I don’t think
we’re going to be able to close the shuttle bay
doors without Doctor Costello’s help. And–”
Several lights began flashing on Tanaka’s board.
He hit several pads and examined the readouts.
“I have half a dozen pressure loss warnings in
nearby parts of the ship. Plus, a malfunction in
the hanger deck safety system.”
Marilev bent back over the science station.
“I concur, skipper. Commander, that is. This will
take some time to rectify. Doctor Costello’s

programming methods were clumsy. Brute force
with no regards to consequences.”
“I heard that.”
The Andorian’s mouth pressed into a thin
line, but Uhura answered, fighting to keep her
voice level. “You were meant to, Doctor. That’s
why I’ve left the channel open. Shut down and
close the hangar door. There’s no need for this.”
“I don’t think so, commander. There is
absolutely a need for this.” She paused, and
Uhura pictured the scorn-filled expression on
her face. “You know, there’s an old Vulcan
saying. The needs of the–”
“Don’t quote Vulcan philosophy at me,
Doctor. You’re endangering everyone on the
ship.”
“Whether you want Vulcan philosophy or
not, commander, it applies. And since you won’t
make the decision, someone has to.”
“You don’t get to decide for everyone else
on ship, Doctor.”
“You won’t, so someone has to.”
And why did she keep feeling the need to
ask yourself what Captain Kirk would do? He
was a role model, yes, but this was her
command, not his. The Bohr wasn’t the
Enterprise, it was a science vessel, pure and
simple, and she was sitting in the center seat.
She, Lieutenant Commander Nyota Uhura, not
James Tiberius Kirk.
Uhura’s back straightened, and she felt
calm settle over her. “Doctor, you need to stand
down. I am well aware that the native model is
wrong, and so are you, and so is everyone who’s
been paying attention to the science and

translations. But the Prime Directive isn’t just
there for their protection, but for ours too. We
aren’t supposed to play god. It’s not up to us
what shape any society might take.”
“Just a few characters, one tiny signal. We
could save millions of–”
Uhura sighed. She hated what she was
about to do, but she didn’t see much choice.
“Thank you for forcing the issue and putting
your beliefs above those of the rest of us and our
careers, Doctor, but you’re too late.”
A pause. “What do you mean?”
“What do you think I mean? Aside from
the satellites, we’ve left three probes in the
atmosphere. Don’t you think those probes have
other capabilities than simply listening and
sending back environmental data?”
Another false. Another cause. “But the
Prime Directive–”
“The Prime Directive is not an excuse for
inaction. It’s a very strong guideline for noninterference. There is almost always a way to
work within it, or, in this case, around it” Uhura
kept her eyes on the view screen, fixed on the
shuttle as it turned towards the doors that were
more than open enough for it to get through. It
hadn’t launched yet, but it could. She kept
staring didn’t acknowledge the lasers pouring
into the side of her head from Doctor Carlin’s
eyes. “Stand down now, Doctor. You don’t need
to risk all our lives for something that’s already
been taken care of.” Looking over at Ensign
Collins, she pointed at the flashing alert and
made a slicing motion with one hand. They
didn’t need that right now.

“You’re not just telling me what I want to
hear?”
She resisted the urge to smile. You could
hear a smile in someone’s voice and other people
were watching her. “Doctor, I would cheerfully
tell you anything to guarantee the safety of the
ship’s crew, but no, I’m not just telling you what
you want to hear. Stand down, please.”
Another, longer, pause. “I’m shutting
down the overrides and closing the shuttle bay
door. You win, commander.”
Do I? She wondered at the compromise
she’d just made with herself. “Thank you,
Doctor. I hope you’ll understand if Security
meets you in the corridor once the hangar bay is
re-pressurized.”
“I do understand, commander. I just wish
I’d understood little sooner, but I do understand
why you didn’t want tell anyone. The fewer
people who know something, the fewer people
can screw it up.”
“Thank you, Doctor.” She nodded to
Collins who closed the channel.
The young man began flicking switches on
his board. “The overrides have all disappeared,
skipper. Pressure alarms spooling down and the
safety systems are returning to normal
operations. Shuttle bay doors are closing. You
did it.”
“I did?” She shook her head. “I did what I
had to do, Ensign, and it involved breaking my
word to myself and being tremendously
misleading. Keep monitoring and please make
sure that my comment about Security meeting
Doctor Costello turns out to be the literal truth,

at least.” Probably, her whole security
department, all three officers, would turn up for
the duty.
“Aye, aye, skipper.”
Lieutenant Shan, quiet through the entire
confrontation, approached the center seat. “You
were bluffing then, ma’am.” The words were
quiet, meant for Uhura’s ears alone, but she
made sure her response would carry, and
doubted no one else had heard the first officer
speak anyway.
She looked up at the Andorian with a
smile she in no way felt, wondering if this was
what command was really like, doing whatever it
took to keep your crew safe and damn the
consequences to your own soul. “That’s a polite
way of putting it, Lieutenant. I meant what I
said. I would have told Costello anything to get
her to shut the programming down. While I’m
sure Mr. Stark’s engineers would have had no
real difficulty in fixing our pressure issues, I
couldn’t guarantee that, and I didn’t want to
have to prove it. This was better for everyone, I
think.” Except maybe Costello.
Tanaka looked back over his shoulder.
“Remind me never to play poker with you,
ma’am.”
Her smiled broadened a little, felt more
genuine. “I never gamble, Ensign.”
“That’s too bad, skipper, because you bluff
very, very well.”
###
It was a nice touch to newer ships that the

captain had an actual office, however small, to
get some quiet and take care of administrative
work rather than just a desk shoehorned into
the captain’s cabin. Uhura had no idea where to
start on the report about Doctor Costello’s
actions, or how any such report on her part of
things was going to be received by Starfleet, and
in particular, Admiral Nogura, but it was nice to
be able to work on things in private instead of
having to write the reports in her cabin or
seating in the centre seat.
Somebody rang the door chime, and she
waved a hand in front of the monitor to shut it
down. “Enter.” The door slid open to reveal,
unsurprisingly, Doctor Carlin. Uhura forced a
smile. “Welcome, Doctor. How is your colleague
holding up under confinement?”
He stepped far enough into the small room
for the door to slide shut behind him. “Well
enough, for now. She may be increasing the
wear rate on the carpet in her quarters, but
allowing her library access helps quite a bit, I
think. Thank you.”
Uhura shrugged. “She’s not a criminal,
just a hothead. One simple, if colossal, mistake
shouldn’t ruin you completely.” And she’d just
finished typing something very close to that in
her report.
“Even when that mistake endangers the
lives of dozens of other people and threatens to
break the Prime Directive?”
“Lieutenant Stark assures me that they
could have handled the issue technically, and
we were probably not in danger of anything more
than being a bit lightheaded, and only on that

deck. The hangar deck would have taken a bit
longer, but as far as the Prime Directive, her
heart is in the right place.”
Carlin nodded. “Unfortunately, her brain
was in the same place.” He swallowed, a deep
breath, and then hesitated a little while longer
before speaking. “You were bluffing, weren’t
you?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Bluffing?”
“About the probes being able to more than
just listen?”
“No, that’s certainly true. They have plenty
of capability.”
“But you implied that you have
programmed them to… that there is information
that could be made available by the probes.”
Leaning back in her chair, she swallowed
once before responding. “Yes, I did, Doctor, but
here’s a question for you: do I look like a
programmer to you?” When he didn’t respond
right away, she smiled. “To answer, no. I don’t
have the technical background, not in that
direction, at least. I’m a very competent
communications officer, I think, a fair judge
people, and I’m really, really good with
languages. I can tear down any communications
system, civilian or military, in the Federation
and put it back together better than it was
before, and I’d do a fair job with Romulan or
Klingon versions. But reprogramming a standard
Starfleet probe to do something that bypasses
the standard command set and not leave any
traces of the work?” She shook her head. “No,
that’s not in my skill set.” She raised her
eyebrows. “Although, having worked extensively

programming the universal translator systems,
it might possibly be inside yours.”
Carlin went very still. His eyes never left
hers, and he barely breathed. After a long
moment, he allowed himself a nod. “Yes, I
suppose it might be, commander.”
“It’s a good thing you believe more firmly
in the Prime Directive than your colleague does.”
“Yes, commander, I suppose it is.” Carlin’s
weight shifted from one leg to the other and
back. “Well, I don’t want to take any more of
your time.”
“That was all then, Doctor Carlin?”
He nodded several times “Yes commander.
That was all. Thank you.”
When the door slid shut behind him,
Uhura let out a long sigh. “You’re welcome,
Doctor.” And thank you for making my report
even more complicated. And it wasn’t like she
could use the whole trip back to write it. She
doubted Admiral Nogura would be willing to wait
that long.

“Design for Conspiracy”

“‘This isn’t a refit, Commander Scott, it’s a
redesign.’ Oh, aye, it’s a redesign all right, that’s
for sure.” Scotty stood in the middle of a vast
open space that used to be his engineering
room. “I cannae deny that. ‘First of the new
Enterprise class of heavy cruisers. A tremendous
number of upgrades. New, first generation
systems, including the engines and the
computer core. It’s going to be fastest, sharpest
ship in the fleet. Mark my words.’ Och.”
He looked around, visualizing where the
warp core used to be. Control panels over there.
Readouts over there. Coolant systems, power
transfer conduits, every switch, button, and light
he knew so well, all of it gone. “Oh, it’s a
redesign all right. Admiral Nogura didn’t tell me
what they were going to do to you, old girl, but I
should have guessed before I signed on the line.”
“Talking to yourself again, Commander?”
Scotty turned around, a smile, a very
deliberate one, lighting his face. “Aye, that I am.”
The man standing in the doorway where there
should be door to slide open reminded him very
much of a certain Captain of say five years ago
or so. Maybe six. Of course, this man was a
Captain, and he would be the next Captain of
the Enterprise, the first Captain of the new
Enterprise. “You could call it a professional
hazard, Sir. You’ll find a large number of career
starship engineers doing it. A long tradition, I
think.”
Captain Willard Decker’s smile came
easily, and the younger man stepped forward
into the empty engineering room. Scotty liked
the lad, though at 35 years old he shouldn’t be

calling him a lad even in the privacy of his own
mind, but he found as he got older that anyone
very much younger than he was seem to qualify
as a child, or at least young. He tried not to
think too closely about that, for he hadn’t felt
the difference nearly so keenly between himself
and the Captain when he’d first come aboard.
The gap between himself and Decker was a little
wider, though, and Scotty himself a little older
than he’d been.
Mentally chiding himself, he did think it
might be a while yet before he could think of
Decker has the captain. Better for that to
happen sooner because, whatever the age
difference, young Decker held the rank of
captain, and he was Scott’s captain as of a few
days ago. Still, he liked the lad so far, ready and
willing to pitch in and do whatever was
necessary to get Enterprise back up and
running.
“I've known a few engineers in my career,
Mr. Scott, and more than one or two of them
have been known to at least mutter under their
breath. I won’t hold it against you, if you won’t
hold my inexperience against me.”
Genuine and sincere. Yes, Scotty liked the
lad. “I’d hardly say inexperienced, Sir. It’s not
your first command.”
Decker shook his head. “No, it isn’t, but it
will be my first command with more than 80
crew on board, and it’s definitely my first with
Captain’s braids. A scout is not a heavy cruiser,
and neither is a frigate. While the Dallas and the
Axanar were both good ships, neither one of
them is the Enterprise.”

“No, sir, if you’ll be begging my pardon,
neither is. But then, there’d be only one
Enterprise. And one Dallas and one Axanar, to
be fair.” Scotty straightened his back,
determined that the new Enterprise would be
every bit the Federation leading vessel the old
Enterprise had been for her career. They were
technically the same ship, even if they were
tearing things out right down to the hull in some
places. “Now, if you brought the updated
engineering specs with you…?”

###
“Something isn’t right here.”
Decker slid out from under the
engineering panel, raising an eyebrow. Without
the grin, it might almost have been a Vulcan
expression. “Minimal power ship wide, life
support barely adequate to keep the air fresh,
pieces scattered across every available surface,
and the new warp core three weeks late. I’m
sorry, Mr. Scott, but is anything right here?”
“Och, none of that, Captain.” Scotty
glanced back down at the pad he held. “This
isn’t muh first refit. The chaos an’ mess won’t
start to get visibly orderly for six months yet.” He
tapped the pad. “No, sir. It’s the design itself.”
The grin disappeared. “I’ll admit there are
a lot of new and somewhat untested systems,
but the design committee was very thorough.
You can read all of the reports and analyses if
you have the inclination.”
Not that Scotty hadn’t read absolutely
every bit of documentation several times over at

this point. “Ah, I think you’ve given it a good
whack with the spanner, sir. A design
committee.”
“I don’t think I understand, Mr. Scott.”
“Scotty, Captain, if ye can.”
“I’ve tried.”
“Aye, sir, an’ sooner or later you’ll
succeed, I hope, but the point o’ the matter is a
committee is good at gettin’ things done by
compromisin’ so that everyone gets some of what
they want without anyone goin’ away empty
handed. And that’s how this new design looks to
be. A long series of trade-offs so that everyone
can get their favourite toys on board and still
come in under budget.” He shook his head.
“Take the phasers.”
“Channeled through the engines. The
increase in power and focus range is—”
“Verra impressive, sir, but there isn’t a
back up to either older style arrays or a separate
channel through the impulse drive. If I have to
take the mains offline, the ship loses three
quarters of her offensive capability.”
“Yes, but—”
“And you know I’ll have to take the mains
offline at some point, because no standard
shakedown cruise is going to rattle all the kinks
out of a brand new engine design.” He raised his
own eyebrow and squinted the opposite eye. “Ye
do ken that, don’t ye?”
“I do, Mr. Scott, but—”
“The navigation deflector array is a
beautiful piece of work, but the power couplings
connecting it into the main feeds have a safety

margin of only four-point-six percent. One little
bump could compromise the whole system.”
Decker frowned. “That is a little
concerning, but—”
Scott shook his head. “And the internal
sensor array is supposed to provide blanket
coverage across the whole ship so that a microbe
couldn’t slip through, but someone obviously
had their design time cut for other things
because there are human-sized gaps on every
deck and the entire shuttle bay is supposed to
be covered by two packages.”
“I’m sure the intent was to—”
“The water reclamation facility is compact,
state of the art, and entirely adequate for a crew
of four hundred an’ fifty, but if we ever have to
pack the corridors for an evacuation of some
poor, unfortunate station or colony, heavens
forbid, the life support backups will steal—”
Both of Decker’s hands came up. “All
right, Scotty, I give up. There should have been a
strong, central leadership, a guiding hand on a
design team. Everything should not have been
done by committee. But this design is what
we’ve been given, and if we can make things
work, the new Enterprise will be the pride of the
fleet, even more than the old one. What do you
want me to do?”
Smiling, Scotty offered a hand to his new
Captain, helping him up off the deck. “Well now,
I might have a few ideas on that score, but we
may have to enlist the aid of an Admiral or two.”
Decker’s eyebrow went back up. “Kirk and
Nogura?”
“Aye, the very pair. One for each of us.”

With a sigh, Decker shook his head.
“Never come between an engineer and his ship,
even if you’re the designer. I can get the
appointment to sit in his office, but I’ll need a
shopping list and help with the basic strategy.”
“Aye sir, that I can certainly give you.”

###
The trip to Admiral Kirk’s office was more
or less a waste of time, though Scotty was able
to send a message to Kirk, and he got one back
in relatively short order, terse as it was, coming
via subspace from Andoria, wishing him luck
with their girl, but unable to do much more than
press his thumbs to orders freeing up whatever
additional construction power the Enterprise
might need. He’d be happy to prod some chairs
as soon as he got back.
Captain Decker had worse luck and came
back in a foul mood after spending several hours
in an outer office waiting for the Admiral to
finish a briefing with the Federation Security
Council. The meeting he’d had lasted less than
two minutes before Nogura had dismissed him.
“And I quote, ‘I don’t care how pretty it looks as
long as long as you get the refit finished on
time.’ Then he stomped away to his next
meeting.”
But Scotty grinned wide. “Ah, you’re
looking at that all wrong, laddie. What Admiral
Nogura gave you was a clear vote of confidence
and tacit permission to make the Enterprise her
full self by hook or by crook. And in that light,

we can make these modifications work. Just a
few wee changes and upgrades is all it will take.”
Or so he thought until the hull rupture on
deck 12.

###
“My lads and lassies have put everything
back together again, sir, as near as possible.
We’ve got the kit and caboodle analyzed, and
what looks to be the culprit is a network of
micro-fractures that came together all at once
when we over-pressurized that section for the
atmosphere test.”
Decker frowned at the display. “Looks like.
Micro-fractures. Over-pressurized.” He looked
up, raising that same eyebrow. “You’re choosing
your words very carefully, Mr. Scott. Do you
have reason to suspect another cause?”
Scotty shook his head. “No, sir. I mean it’s
only luck, some of it bad, that the Enterprise
has gone into battle more times than I care to
count. She’s been rocked, bashed, shot at,
grabbed, thrown through time, and practically
crashed into several suns. She’s taken a beating,
to be sure, but we spend a lot of time on care
and maintenance. It is hard to believe these
fractures would come together to break the
through the hull, just because we happened to
pump a wee bit of extra air into deck twelve. The
puzzle fits together, but it doesna quite make
sense to me, sir.”
“What are you suggesting then, Mr.
Scott.?”

Scotty wanted to hint at sabotage of some
kind, even though it didn’t make any sense.
Three standard atmospheres of pressure, a
simple over-pressurization on a deck by deck
basis, was designed to show up tiny air leaks,
not break the ship. He didn’t believe a teensy bit
of extra pressure could possibly have had that
effect, so he wanted to shout sabotage, look for a
saboteur, someone who didn’t belong, someone
who had a reason to bear a grudge against
Enterprise. There were plenty enough of those,
and to be sure, but why something so small,
why not wait until she was nearly ready to
launch and arrange a far more catastrophic
failure. It didn’t make any sense. “No, sir, but I’ll
stake my reputation as an engineer that this
isn’t some simple accident from a few
microscopic cracks.”
“I see.” The younger man’s face softened
as he sighed. “Until you choose different words
then, Mr. Scott, I will accept this report. I don’t
seem to have any other choice. Until and unless
you bring me other evidence, that is.”
Decker was a good lad. Perhaps little too
by the book, but willing to listen. And Scotty
liked the second part of that in his captains. A
few minor crises, and he’d likely get over the
first. “Aye, sir.”

###
When the first of the new model
shuttlecraft dropped three metres to deck under
full gravity, cracking an impulse nacelle and
making everyone on board glad the shuttle deck

was open space, the blame fell on a
manufacturing flaw in the primary gyroscopic
stabilizer.
Scotty snorted when he read that report.
Any flaw of that magnitude should’ve shown up
in any and all of the inspections that were
supposed to have happened before the shuttle
was even put together, much less after, and
certainly long before anyone tried to get it into
space.
But when the new tractor array shorted
out all at once, blowing the starboard power
coupling and sending an entire construction
team of six to the star dock sick bay for shock
and concussion injuries, that made up his mind,
and Scotty started digging.

###
“It’s a strong accusation, Mr. Scott.”
Patiently waiting for Decker to finish
reading the report, Scott stood at parade rest in
front of the desk, keenly aware of the
information he’d put in front of his commanding
officer. “Aye, sir. But I’ll be standing by it, I
think.”
“Are you sure you want to use the word
‘sabotage’ so much?”
In truth, Commander Montgomery Scott
wasn’t completely convinced sabotage was even
the right word. He did know that it was an
attention-grabbing word, and this needed all of
the attention he could get focused on it.
‘Negligence’ wouldn’t cut it for sending up red
flags, even if he attached the word ‘criminal’ to it

every time, and he’d used both of those, too. Far
and above the danger his beloved Enterprise had
been put in, any future officers and crew of the
finest ship ever built would share that danger.
And his construction teams were shouldering
too much danger as it was. He couldn’t stand for
either. “I am, sir.”
“Very well then.” Decker nodded. He
looked up at Scott, eye contact strong and with
no hesitation pressed his thumb to the tablet.
“You have my official endorsement.”
Scott’s eyebrows leapt for his forehead.
“Sir, ye cannae—”
Smiling now, Decker shook his head.
“Don’t ‘ye cannae’ me, Scotty. Do you think I
want my Enterprise turned into a flying
deathtrap any more than you do?” He smiled
again. “Besides, you’re clearly willing to risk a
huge black mark on your record and potential
reassignment for rocking the boat too much on a
major project. I more than trust your work, so if
I don’t have your back, I’d have a hard time
calling myself Captain, now wouldn’t I?”
Flushing, but still a little alarmed, Scott
tried to pull his composure back. “Aye, I can see
your point, but simply passing it on would have
been enough, sir. By endorsing it, you’ve opened
yourself to the same black mark and
reassignment I have.”
“Maybe so, but if Starfleet is willing to let
something of this magnitude slide, maybe I need
reassignment. I somehow don’t think that’s
going to happen, even if we have to stand on
Admiral Nogura’s carpet for a while.”

Nodding. “Aye, we may at that.” He
grinned suddenly. “Did you notice, sir?”
“Notice what, Mr. Scott?”
“You called me Scotty, sir. First time, I
think.”
Chuckling, Decker stood. “You’re probably
right.”
“An’ then I almost lost it while ye were
making fun of muh accent.”
“Hardly making fun… Scotty, but your
brogue gets more than a bit thicker when you’re,
let’s say, moved to strong emotion.”
“Aye, Captain. There’s no denying that.”

###
“Commander Montgomery Scott, Chief
Engineer NCC-1701, USS Enterprise.”
Scotty came to attention, his back
straighter than he would have thought possible
after crawling through Jeffries tubes for weeks.
“Aye.”
“Captain Willard Decker, Commanding
Officer NCC-1701, USS Enterprise.”
Beside Scotty, the captain seemed more
relaxed when he should be just as tense as his
chief engineer. Decker didn’t straighten any
more than he already was, which was fairly
straight, Scott had to admit. “Yes.”
The Andorian commander barely looked
up. Scotty thought the choice of blue uniform a
bit unfortunate, though it did have the effect of
making his gold operations insignia stand out
very well. “The Admiral will see you now. Please
enter.”

If anything, Scotty tried to straighten his
back even more as he marched behind Decker
into Fleet Admiral Nogura’s inner office. He’d
met the Admiral several times before, all in a
less official setting, and the small man had
seemed pleasant enough, but given the report
that he had provided, and which the captain had
endorsed, and given the rather tersely worded
summons the two of them had received to report
immediately to the admiral’s office less than a
standard day later, he had a strong suspicion
that this setting would be far more official.
And possibly more disciplinary.
When they entered, the Admiral seemed to
be scanning several separate screens of data and
reports at the same time. He didn’t immediately
look up as the two came to a halt in front of his
desk, and Scotty felt a trickle of sweat in the
small of his back. What a morning to have
skipped his shave. When Nogura did finally raise
his gaze, he seemed to have eyes only for the
captain.
And they weren’t good eyes.
“Decker, what the name of the Imperial
Klingon concubines are you playing at?”
“Playing at, sir? Absolutely nothing, sir.”
“And now you’re playing word games with
standard then.”
“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, sir.
“Innocent then, are you? No wrongdoing
whatsoever, and after I told you to do whatever it
took to get the Enterprise refit done on schedule.
Carte blanche, more or less. You could have
requested extra labour, resources, even time if
you wanted to. Add an extra shift. Have crews

working around the clock. Just get it done.” He
stabbed a finger into the middle screen so hard
Scotty worried it might crack. “And this is what
you repay me with!”
Decker, so far as Scotty could tell, kept his
eyes straight ahead, fixed to some imaginary
point on the bulkhead. He stayed so well at
attention, Scotty couldn’t tell for certain if the
man were breathing. “I appreciate the vote of
confidence, sir. I am doing everything possible to
keep the refit on track, in spite of the various
difficulties we appear to be having.”
“Various difficulties. That’s how you want
to summarize the most damning report ever
written?” Nogura stood and leaned over the
desk, palms pressed to either side of said
damning report, clearly the report Scotty had
written. He inhaled for what seemed likely to be
a storm of words.
Making up his mind that the captain
couldn’t go down for his own handiwork, Scotty
cleared his throat. “Beggin’ the Admiral’s
pardon, but if I might say a wee thing.” Ah,
young Decker had the right of it. He felt the
brogue growing stronger by the word. Which
might be a good thing. He needed the strength
right now.
The gaze Nogura turned on him made
Scotty wish for a set of personal shields between
them. “A wee thing is it, Mr. Scott? You’re going
to tell me this is all your doing, aren’t you? That
you gathered all the data on your own and on
your own time, as if you have any of that right
now, without express orders to do so. Does that
sound familiar?”

He tried to straighten a little more. “Aye,
sir. Somethin’ o’ the sort, sir.”
Nodding, the Admiral’s hands pressed
harder on the desk as he leaned even farther
forward. “That not being nearly enough, you
then summarized it with a series of
recommendations designed to make everyone
who touched the redesign project look like idiots,
to make all of the suppliers look incompetent at
best or like thieves at worst, and that Starfleet
wasn’t paying attention during the entire
process. Am I summarizing things more or less
to your satisfaction, Commander?”
“Well, now, Admiral, I dinnae think ye
could say—”
“That will do, Mr. Scott. Anything you’re
about to say will only prove to me that you
served with Jim Kirk for far too long.” Nogura
sucked a deep breath in through his nose and
let it out slowly before pushing up off the desk
and dropping into his chair. “The problem isn’t
so much that you’re right. The design committee
couldn’t agree on anything, so it compromised
on everything. Half of the suppliers are on the
take, skipping inspections or providing
substandard equipment. And the Starfleet
inspection process was rushed because the refit
is supposed to be done in a paltry twelve
months.”
“Twelve?” That number shook Decker out
of attention. “Sir, we’ve been working on a
timeline of sixteen, by you—”
Nogura’s lip curled. “Yes, by my direct
order, and I knew it wasn’t enough under
standard conditions. I had hoped the gentle

push I gave you would lead you to requisition
more construction crew and materials. I had
hoped Mr. Scott’s expertise would show up the
vast majority of the design issues and that his
reputation as a miracle worker would be well
utilized in solving them. I had hoped you could
manage this in eighteen months from start to
finish so that perhaps Starfleet wouldn’t look
completely incompetent in the process.” He
sighed. “But your report, Mr. Scott, while
completely valid and entirely too accurate, has
made it official, especially when tied up with the
nice little bow your endorsement gives it, Mr.
Decker. Not only do I have to do something
about it, but I’m going to spend far too much
time over the next few days reminding far too
many people that they actually have to do their
jobs rather than just occupy their chairs. I
should ask now if the two of you have anything
else to add.”
“No, sir.”
“No, sir.”
Nogura nodded. “Well then, gentlemen, I
suggest you have a seat. Much like the reward
for not doing your work, the reward for good
work is more work, just with fewer kicks in the
backside. I don’t know if I can call that report of
yours good work, Mr. Scott, but the two of you
are going to have a lot more work to do over the
next little while.”

###
Scotty said nothing about the meeting. In
fact, he said nothing at all until the two of them

were safely in the shuttle pod that would take
them back to the Enterprise. He’d also
volunteered to pilot the pod so that they’d be
able to have a confidential conversation if the
captain so desired.
And the captain did. Flopping down in the
copilot’s spot, Decker exhaled loudly. “That went
well, wouldn’t you say, Scotty?”
He considered is words carefully. “Aye, I
suppose ye could say that.”
“A little brogue and a little reticence. What
would you say then, given your capacity as chief
engineer and chief designer in charge of the
redesigned redesign?”
Steering the pod towards the drydock
holding his beloved ship, where even now there
would be work crews doing things that would
have to be redone. “I would say that half of
what’s been done will have to be torn out and
started over, sir. I’d also say that after having
sat waiting for three months for the design team
to finish compromisin’ and then waiting nine
more on deconstruction and reconstruction that
isna worth a damn, the new 18-month timeline
we’ve just agreed to isna possible, but yes,
somehow we’ll get it done.” He kept his face
straight. “Further, I’d say that there’s a large
bottle of scotch hidden in what’s left o’ my
quarters which the two of us need to drink in its
fullest right after you’ve given all of the
construction crews a three-day pass.”
“That seems very generous of me.”
“Aye, sir, it may seem that way at first
blush, but we’re going to need that long to sleep
off the hangover and then come up with a plan

to actually get us on track and make the
Enterprise the flagship she’s supposed to be at
the end of the build. Your crews will take the
news of their newfound job security better after
a long weekend.”
“If we skip the scotch, we’ll miss the
hangover and be a day ahead.”
Shaking his head, Scotty made a small
course correction to bring the pod straight in
towards the new engines. Those, at least, they’d
keep. Pretty enough, he supposed, but he still
wasn’t sure he like the new streamlined look.
“Aye, you’d think so, but I can assure you that’s
not the case. Perhaps I can even scare up some
Vulcan logic in my defense.”
Decker laughed. “No need, Mr. Scott. Like
so many other things, I’m more than willing to
take your word for it. I’ll give the order as soon
as we’re aboard. Just get us to the ship in one
piece is all I ask.”
“Aye, sir. That I can most certainly do.”

“Career Aspirations”

Personal log, Stardate 6031.2
It’s hard to pack up what seems like far too few
belongings for five years of my life, but the
Enterprise refit seems to require that they strip
everything out of her, right down to the bulkheads
on every deck, so there’s not much point in trying
to leave things behind. Being honest with myself,
at this moment I’m not sure when, or if, I’ll be
coming back. I have a lot of decisions to make
while I use up some of my accumulated leave.
He’d deliberately not gone home to San
Francisco.
Not that Sulu didn’t want to see his family,
although, in moments of honesty, he could
admit that he mostly didn’t. After nearly 10
years in Starfleet, some of his reasons for joining
were just as valid as ever. Instead, considering
how little of his leave he’d use during that time,
he’d decided to take six months off, partly to
think about everything he’d been through in
those 10 years, and partly to think about what
might come next.
And, particularly on Enterprise, but also
as a junior officer on the Arjuna, he realized that
any planet he’d visited during his career, he’d
barely seen more than a flash of. In another
moment of honesty, he reminded himself that he
hadn’t seen all that much more of Earth outside
of San Francisco. So, with six months leave, and
all the credits he’d never gotten to spend across
his career so far, Sulu made a list of the twenty
most interesting places to go on Earth, making
sure he’d at least stand on every continent, and

resolved to spend a week exploring each.
He quickly found he couldn’t limit himself
to twenty.
It took nearly a week of determined
relaxation in the unmarried officers’ barracks on
Starbase One to narrow the immediate list down
to only forty-seven places. But the more he read,
the more places he found he wanted to go.
Eventually, he figured out that to spend a week
in every place he wanted to go would take the
rest of his life. In the end, unable to
procrastinate anymore, he took the list of fortyseven and had the computer randomize the list
before booking his first destination. Without
allowing himself time for second thoughts, Sulu
threw together the appropriate wardrobe and
beamed down to explore the Great Pyramids for
Week One.
Sometime in Week Six, swimming with
porpoises in the outer fringes of the Amazon
delta, it occurred to Sulu that he was running
away. He supposed that shouldn’t have
surprised him much, but it did. It took until
early in Week Eight, walking steadily up the
centuries-old path to the summit of Mount Fuji,
for him to realize what he was running away
from. His future.
Quietly sitting in a tea house at the top of
the mountain, he met Miranda, and stopped
running.
###
“Is this seat taken?”
Nearly every seat in the tea house was

occupied by tourists, and not just from all over
Earth, but from a variety of other Federation of
planets as well. Sulu had managed to secure a
small table to himself only by virtue of booking it
more than six weeks ago, while he’d still been in
Egypt. It was a table for two, and the darkhaired woman backlit by the setting sun clearly
had the potential to be a fascinating companion
and conversationalist, willing to find the only
apparently single human male sitting by himself
in the ancient tourist trap.
He smiled at her, hoping to seem
innocuous. He wasn’t really interested in any
kind of relationship at the moment, but she
might make a nice conversational distraction to
pull him away from his own thoughts, and he
needed that. “Only if you’re going to sit down.”
She slipped into the seat, and the tiny
breeze the motion brought to him held the scent
of something floral he couldn’t identify but
which he liked very much. With a smile, he
offered her his hand. “Hikaru Sulu.”
When she took it, he found her grasp was
cool but firm, the skin of her palms wanting to
be soft, but clearly toughened by labor of some
kind. Not calloused, exactly, but definitely
thicker than his. “Miranda Kovacs. Thank you
very much. It didn’t occur to me that the top
about Mount Fuji would be so crowded.”
“I wouldn’t have thought so either, until I
read how many millions of people make the
climb every year when planning my trip. I’m
surprised we aren’t packed in tighter.”
Nodding, she smiled. “I suppose I
should’ve listened more closely to my mother’s

stories. She always talked about how lovely the
trip was, and I focused a lot more about things
like the scenery rather than the pilgrims and
tourists.”
Sulu waved to get the server’s attention
and made the shape of a teapot in his hands.
The man nodded and turned back for the
counter. “Your mother?”
Miranda smiled, mostly, and Sulu thought
there was a twinge of something other than a
happy memory, but the feeling disappeared with
the expression. “Mom was from Tokyo, although
she was only 19 when she left with her family.
They joined a colonial expedition to Rodan Two.
That’s where she met Dad. That’s where I was
born.”
Large, strong hands placed the teapot on
the table, along with two small cups. “Hai.
Dozo.”
Sulu looked up, closing his eyes briefly as
he simulated a bow with a nod. “Arigato
gozaimasu. Menu, onegai shimasu?”
“Hai.” The man walked away again as Sulu
looked back down into a completely different
smiling face.
“And without a translator, yet. You’re from
Japan then?”
He shook his head. “No, but I am
originally from somewhere a little closer than
Rodan Two. Just a few thousand kilometres
from here. San Francisco.”
Still smiling, she giggled. “Sorry, it’s
probably rude to say so, but I’ve never heard of
it.”
Menus appeared on the table in front of

them. Paper menus, no less, but penetrated with
some kind of plastic for durability and easy
cleaning. “I’m not offended at all, especially since
I was about ask you where Rodan Two is.”
“That’s okay, pretty much no one who isn’t
from there has ever heard of it, either.” She
pointed vaguely over one shoulder. “Galactic
North about a dozen light-years.” The thumb
tilted. “And then spinward for 30-ish more. Nice
little main sequence star. 11 planets, most of
them gas giants. Can’t miss it.”
“Sounds nice. Still a young colony, I’m
guessing.”
“About fifty years, actually, and still
growing fast. A couple of hundred thousand
people spread through the system, probably
even more than when I left. Main industries are
mining, agriculture, and deuterium extraction.”
“From all of the gas giants.”
“You got it.” She smiled, the corners of her
eyes crinkling. “So, what’s San Francisco famous
for?”
“Noodles and rice, the Golden Gate Bridge,
Starfleet Academy’s main branch. Probably lots
of other things too, but it doesn’t seem so
exciting when you grow up there. Nowhere really
does, I guess.”
Sulu’s reservation had only been good for
an hour, and Miranda had come along halfway
through that. For politeness’ sake, he only
occasionally glanced at the time while they
spoke, and with five minutes left, he pressed his
thumb to the bill and took one last sip of tea
before they carefully navigated their way out of
the tea house.

It seemed strange to Sulu how developed
the top of Mount Fuji was, though he knew the
local prefectural governments kept a tight grip
on things. Still, there were a number of
teahouses and even more hotels approaching the
summit. The more he considered, the more he
thought the development was a fairly good idea.
At the very least, a large number of people must
make the ancient walk with less water than was
wise. And considering the volume of travelers on
the paths, a place for some small percentage of
them to stop and refresh themselves seemed
important. But while he appreciated the dash of
culture teahouses and hotels provided, without
the benefit of Miranda’s company he might have
preferred a simple fountain to fill his own water
bottle from.
“Are you walking back down tonight?” He
felt like the walk back down should be shorter
than the one up had been, but also hadn’t had
the foresight to book a room in one of those
hotels, if one had even been available when he
would have been checking, so he didn’t have a
lot of choice.
“I had planned to. The room prices up here
are fairly steep, and I thought walking the last
quarter of the trail by moonlight might be
pleasant.”
Sulu could certainly agree with the
sentiment, and, with the volume of other people
on the trail, it shouldn’t be too difficult to find
footing in the dark. Not that it would be truly
dark, for there were regular spaced lamp posts
he’d noticed only at the top of his trek. “Me, too,
if you don’t mind the company.”

They’d hardly taken a dozen steps from
the door of the house before two men, one
human and one Nausican, and both them at
least thirty centimetres taller and broader than
Sulu, stepped in front of them. They both smiled
at Miranda, though the Nausican was less
successful, but it was the human spoke. “Ah,
young Miranda. Our employer wishes to remind
you that he leaves for Veridan tomorrow. He
expects you to rejoin us.”
At a quick glance, Sulu didn’t consider
either of them overly threatening, size
notwithstanding, though they obviously meant
to intimidate. Miranda, on the other hand,
underwent an almost complete change of
character, her entire body stiffening, and her
voice, if not quite quavering, contained. “Jenkins
accepted my resignation three weeks ago when
we pulled into orbit. I packed up the few
belongings I have and left the ship. I’m not
coming back.”
Humans that his head, still smiling. “Our
employer reconsidered your resignation and
expects you to return with us.”
She shook her head “There’s nothing to
reconsider. My resignation is on file with the
Merchant Authority. Find a free agent.”
That was plenty for Sulu, and he cleared
his throat, making eye contact with the human
and giving him a friendly smile. “It sounds to me
like we have a little bit of a misunderstanding.”
The Nausican stopped trying to smile and
narrowed already squinty eyes. “It sounds to me
as if you should mind your own business, you.”
Sulu felt the tension in the Nausican even

before the big man decided to flex, his jacket
creaking at the seams, and he deliberately
leaned about a centimeter forward and to his
left, just enough that they couldn’t help but
interpret his stance as a willingness to defend
Miranda. He smiled again. “At the moment, the
lady is my walking companion, and it makes it
my business. I’m sure if your boss takes things
up with the Merchant Authority, he’ll find
everything in order.”
“Hikaru, please–”
He shook his head, still smiling. “It’s okay,
Miranda. I’m sure these two gentlemen have no
intention of causing a scene, not here in full
view of several hundred other Federation
citizens, any one of whom could conceivably be a
member of a local police force, or even Starfleet.”
The Nausican exhaled hard enough for
Sulu to feel his breath, and if anything tensed
even more. Obviously, he at cared more about
what his boss might say, but the human put a
hand on his partner’s arm. “It’s okay, John. The
little guy does have a point. We can afford to
leave a little space, just a little.”
“But–”
The human shook his head, still
addressing the Nausican, but the words weren’t
really meant for him. “It’s really okay. Miranda
understands that the longer she waits, the
longer she makes Mr. Jenkins wait, the less
accommodating he’ll be in the long run. She has
a very small window where all will be forgiven.”
The Nausican shook the hand off and
snorted. “Whatever.” The two of them turned
away.

Sulu didn’t know how many people
around them had heard anything, but he did feel
like a fair number of eyes were on them, and
that nearby conversations increased again with
the departure, overcompensating for the quieter
moments.
“Hikaru, I–”
He shook his head, still trying to maintain
sight of the pair and waited until they’d been
swallowed by the tourist crowd before taking her
arm and pulling her that first step in the
opposite direction. “You don’t owe me any
explanations, Miranda. I’m just happy to be of
help. It’s okay, really.” But it wasn’t okay. His
back was up, and he’d already decided to help
her as much as she would let him.
Eventually, she spoke again, slipping a
hand through his arm, and they began walking
towards the beginning of the trail down. “I think
I do, actually, but maybe not quite so publicly.”
###
He wasn’t sure how traditional the
restaurant actually was, but it felt right to him,
and the staff didn’t make fun of his mediocre
Japanese. He might not know the right slang,
but he worked to make himself understood,
being as polite as he could possibly be, and that
was often the main thing. In that respect, it
reminded him a little bit of places he used to go
to in San Francisco, and he offered to buy her a
late dinner from the limited menu. They’d spent
half the trip down walking in silence, and the
other half struggling to make light conversation.

In the interests of facing Miranda’s troubles, he
couldn’t let it go much longer. They couldn’t
expect any additional privacy anywhere, anyway.
“Thank you for not pressing the issue.”
Sulu smiled. “You’re welcome, but I had
been thinking it was about time that I should.
Full disclosure first, though. You may not want
me involved in your problems, though I’ll help
you if I can.”
“That sounds little ominous. You’re not a
yakuza crime lord, are you? You don’t really look
the part.”
Raising both eyebrows, he managed not to
laugh. “No, I’m not. My Japanese isn’t nearly
good enough to carry it off. Although, not
looking the type might not be a bad thing in that
profession.” He tried a light smile. “I’m a
Starfleet officer. Lieutenant Commander, most
recently serving aboard the USS Enterprise. I’m
spending some accumulated leave right now
while I try to figure out what the next path in my
career might be.”
“Starfleet’s okay.”
Sulu raised an eyebrow. “I’m glad you
think so. I’ve become rather fond of it myself.”
And he realized that was true. Considering how
much time he’d spent in uniform, it had better
be.
“I mean it’s nice that there’s something
out there that cares about other people, other
cultures, rather than just seeing what profit it
can take from universe.”
“Well, there are definitely worse things to
do with your life.” He knew how that sounded as
soon as it left his mouth, and should have

before, but still didn’t manage to stop himself.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean–”
She picked up a small skewer with
something on the end that might have been fish.
Sulu had forgotten what they were already. “It’s
okay.” She smiled suddenly. “Polite noises to
make sure I keep talking. I get it.” The smile
disappeared and she set the skewer back down,
the mystery protein untouched. “Mom and dad
started on the interior refining platforms. Not
exciting work, but not particular dangerous
either. Dip your platform into the atmosphere to
fill your tanks, filter out the stuff you actually
want. Oh, they call it deuterium processing, but
there a lot of other things we get out of it as well.
There are a lot of trace compounds in the
atmosphere of most gas giant. When they
decided it was time for a family, they also
decided it was time to move planet side. The
platforms are very industrial, very close
quarters. There aren’t a lot of children on board,
and if kids aren’t forbidden, they’re not exactly
encouraged.”
Sulu wondered how it compared with life
on board a starship for months, and it probably
didn’t compare as well as he thought it should.
He doubted a mining corporation would be all
that interested in even the level of amenities
considered standard on the Enterprise. He didn’t
think it would be the life for him either, but
almost anything was something someone else
loved. “So they moved down to the agricultural
colony.”
Miranda nodded. “Not that they had the
slightest idea about farming when they started,

and not that industrial upper level farming is
any more exciting than deuterium processing,
but at least they had some open blue and green
space and didn’t have to worry about pressure
alarms or anything else like that.” She shook her
head. “But growing up on agricultural colony,
unless you actually like farming, is
tremendously boring. By the time I was twelve, I
knew I wasn’t going to be staying on Rodan 2.
By the time I was thirteen, I’m sure my parents
had figured that out too.
“But you don’t really need my life’s story.”
She grinned, but it faded fast. “As soon as I was
old enough, I signed on board a bulk handler as
a manifest jockey. No real skills required, just a
basic education and little bit of computer
knowledge. Seemed like a great way off the dirt
ball I’d grown to hate, even if I had to sign a fiveyear contract to do it. Two years in, the company
was taken over, and the new owners used a
clause in most of our contracts that almost no
one knew was there and sold them off to other
companies. Somehow, during the sale, two years
got added. That new five-year contract was up
about a week before we pulled in the earth orbit
last month. I was packed and had my
resignation in front of Captain Jenkins, with a
copy transmitted to the Merchant Authority, by
the time our umbilicals were connected to the
station.”
Sulu had a feeling there was a lot Miranda
had left out. For example, just what kind of
shipping company her boss, former boss, ran.
He questioned the legality of selling a contract to
begin with, much less automatically adding two

years to it. He had to wonder where either
company was registered as a business, and
under what governing laws, but doubted
Miranda could tell him for sure. Still, it
shouldn’t take much in the way of research.
“The Simple Tailor is a warp seven capable
courier. Crew of twenty, plus a couple more to
handle cargo, and still crowded. Not a lot of
space for people once the cargo bays have been
maximized with high priority, high value
shipments.” She raised one eyebrow, and the
corner of her mouth pushed out. “I’m certain
Jenkins has a little bit of smuggling going on as
well, not that I saw anything for sure, but I
didn’t really try. I knew within a week that I
wanted off that ship. So did half the people
already on it. But I was still young and didn’t
think I wanted to be sued for breach of contract,
and that was the threat he held over everyone’s
head fairly openly. Not that there weren’t other
threats too.” She looked up suddenly being “I
was never in any physical danger, I think,
though it felt that way sometimes. But I meant
what I said outside the tea house. Jenkins is a
perverted old letch, and not very discriminating.
Regardless of your gender, sexuality, or species,
he’s not afraid to suggest something. Anything.”
“I’m sorry.”
Miranda shook her head again. “Nothing
do with you. The Federation is a big place, and
though we all believe it’s the best thing
humanity, and the species it’s joined with to
make it, has ever managed, it’s far from the
perfect thing it might seem like on the surface,
even if it tries. Not everyone follows the rules.

Not everyone agrees on what rules should be.
Mostly, things are pretty good, I think, just not
for everyone.”
“Just not for you.” He wrapped a hand
around one of hers and squeezed. “Where were
you planning to go from here?”
Miranda shrugged. “I don’t know. I
actually thought I might go home at some point.
I’m still not all that keen to live on agricultural
colony, but I would like to see mom and dad. It’s
been long time.”
“You have some savings? Enough to get
home?”
She shrugged. “More or less. I’m actually
hoping to work my way there little bit. While it
might be nice to be a passenger, I’m not sure I
could do it for long, and I have seven years of
skills and experience built up now. But I did
want a spend little time seeing some of the
sights of Earth first.”
That was something Sulu could certainly
understand since it was more or less what he
planned to do. And he realized now how lucky
he was to have the time and ability to do it.
“Other than Mount Fuji, where else did you plan
to go?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t really think about it
until I got here. I mostly don’t have any idea
what’s on Earth so I’ve got no idea where to
start.”
“Now that is something I can definitely
help with. I have a list.”
###

“I hope I didn’t give you the wrong idea.”
Sulu smiled. He’d certainly had ideas, but
he’d set them aside very quickly. Romance
wasn’t what Miranda needed right now.
Friendship was better, and he didn’t really want
extra entanglements at the moment to confuse
his own decisions. Whatever came of this time
with a new friend, Sulu still had to figure out
what he wanted to do next. He honestly didn’t
even know what opportunities there might be,
though, and BuPers hadn’t dropped any hints.
Apparently, Starfleet was content to let him
spend his leave. When he was finished on the
planet, he was supposed to report back to
Commodore Shraanath’s office. Still a few
months to go on that.
“I already have the hotel, and you might as
well save a few credits. The couch looked
comfortable, and I’m not that tall.”
“Are you sure? I mean, you’ve helped me
enough already.”
“He’s probably helped you too much, girl.”
While they weren’t exactly in downtown
Tokyo, there really shouldn’t have been enough
shadow for two men that size to hide in.
Swearing not quite under his breath, Sulu edged
just slightly forward to make it clear again he
would protect Miranda. This time, it was the
Nausican who took the lead, ignoring Sulu to
smirk at Miranda. “Tell your new boyfriend that
he doesn’t really need to be involved. Jenkins is
happy to take back his refusal of your
resignation, and he’s happy to let you go on to
live whatever life you think you want, but you
have to give them back what’s his.”

“Gentlemen, you don’t have to do this.”
The Nausican growled as he stepped
forward, eyes focusing on Sulu now. “You don’t
have to do anything, little man. Just be quiet
and stay out of the way and you’ll get by with all
of your bones unbroken.”
“What my articulate friend is trying to say,
is that this is none of your business.” The
human muscle didn’t even look at Sulu, keeping
his gaze focused on the Miranda. “Look, girl.
Jenkins doesn’t really care all that much about
your resignation. Sure, he’ll miss you—we all
will—but all he really wants is what you took
from him.”
“What? I didn’t take anything from the old
pervert. I grabbed the few clothes I have that
weren’t ship suits and all of my personal
belongings from the exactly one drawer in the
closet that passed for my cabin. And if you’re
going to tell me that my contract said any of that
belonged to him, you need a retinax shot.”
The human shook his head. “Look girl.
The old man may have a weakness for cute
butts, and yours certainly qualifies, but he’s not
interested in any of your clothes or makeup.
You’re holding something for him, and he sent
us to bring you back with it or just bring it back.
He prefers the first option, but he’ll settle for the
second. Hand it over.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
The Nausican shook his head. “That’s too
bad.” He grinned suddenly. “Or maybe it isn’t.
That means we go with option one.” He reached
for Miranda, his arm moving directly past Sulu.
Never being one to let opportunity pass by, Sulu

slipped under the Nausican’s elbow and grabbed
the man’s wrist with the other hand. A little bit
of pressure, or, if he were honest, quite a bit of
pressure, though not enough to actually
threaten to break the elbow even if it might feel
like it, and the bigger man’s knees began to
buckle. Obviously not painful enough, since the
big, feral face turned towards Sulu with a snarl
as he reached across with the other hand.
Smiling, Sulu increased the pressure, pushing
up on the elbow as he pulled down on the wrist.
The Nausican changed his mind, rather than
letting his knees buckle, try to come up on his
toes to get away. If he’d been another 20 or 30
cm taller. It might have worked, but Sulu just let
him rise and took a shuffling step to his left,
further blocking access to Miranda and forcing
the Nausican to tiptoe to the movement.
Smiling, Sulu looked at the human, who
stood gaping. “This would be a good time to walk
away again.”
“I’m going to– “
“Watch me break your friend’s elbow
before I take your feet out from under you so
you smash your head on the sidewalk?” Sulu
shrugged. “If that’s what you want.”
The human looked from Sulu to the wrist
in question and back again, struggling to make a
decision.
With a quick twist, Sulu transferred the
stress to the shoulder by flipping the wrist and
stepping behind his new friend, at the same time
both pulling his arm back and reaching up to
pull down on his collar. “We can do this any way
you like. I prefer you just walk away before any

of us get hurt.”
While the other man stayed silent for
several seconds, Sulu pulled the Nausican just a
little bit lower, then used a not-so-gentle push
into the small of the other man’s back to shove
him forward into his partner. The collision didn’t
cause a collapse, but the two men stumbled for
a couple steps, putting a little distance between
them and Sulu, and therefore Miranda. He
smiled, only partly regretting giving away the
advantage, but he’d rather things didn’t escalate
further. “None of us have been hurt yet, and I’d
rather keep it that way. Ready to reconsider?”
“Come on, John. There will be another
time.”
The Nausican growled, turning so he could
see Sulu at the same time he glared at his
friend. “Are you kidding? Jenkins will–”
“Captain Jenkins will understand that we
didn’t want to get arrested and delay his
departure more than we had to. Come on.”
With frequent glances back over their
shoulders, the two brawlers walked away. When
they’d gone half a block, Sulu turned to face
Miranda with a smile, not quite enjoying the look
of shock on her face. “Well, that was fun, I
guess. Anything I might want to know?”
###
It wasn’t a very big duffel bag, certainly
been not enough to account for five years of
someone’s life. It occurred to Sulu that Miranda
had been working on a fast courier for almost
exactly the same amount of time as his entire

tour of duty on the Enterprise. He thought that
he lived sparsely, and it had taken very little
time for him to clean up his cabin, but it had
taken more than one small duffel bag, and he
didn’t think hers weighed much more than ten
kilos. He revised upwards, but only a little, when
she dumped everything out on the hotel coffee
table.
“This is everything I have.”
There wasn’t much. Probably about four
changes of clothing altogether along with a small
handful of personal care products. A tiny
transparent jewelry box. Two hairbrushes. And a
pair of running shoes that very closely matched
the ones she wore.
“It isn’t much, but it’s everything I own.
None of it belongs to Jenkins. None of this even
came from his ship. And other than the soap,
shampoo, and perfume, I didn’t buy any of this
with the pathetic credit transfers he likes to call
a salary. I don’t know what he thinks I have, but
I haven’t got it.”
“Well, it doesn’t look like much, and I
don’t see anything that looks suspicious, but
let’s cover all the bases.”
From his own bag, about the same size
but packed more loosely because he was
traveling light, Sulu retrieved a small tricorder.
Strictly speaking, he wasn’t supposed to have it,
at least he didn’t think he was, but some
electronic glitch had issued it to him when he
checked off of Starbase One for his leave. He
would have thought that a communicator would
make more sense, not that he wanted one of
those either, but the supply chain tech hadn’t

taken the logic. Orders said he had to have one,
therefore he had to have one. Not the chief’s
problem if Sulu didn’t want to follow orders.
With a shrug, he’d thumbed the pad, tucked the
tricorder into his bag, and gone on to the
transporter room. The newer model was smaller
than the old one so didn’t take up a lot of space,
and he really hadn’t thought much about it
since. Returning the coffee table, he flicked the
power on.
“What’s that?”
He grinned at her. “Super secret Starfleet
tool. If I told you, I’d have to have your memory
wiped.”
The shock on her face lasted about one
second before dissolving into a giggle and a
sheepish expression. “Okay, I guess I deserved
that. I’m sorry for getting you involved in this.
But I really had no idea they were following me. I
was just playing tourist.”
The instrument began to hum. Sulu
turned his eyes to the display. “Well, you may
not have known that Tweedledee and
Tweedledum were following you, but you did tell
me you wouldn’t be surprised if your former
boss was also smuggler. Although, with a highspeed long-range courier, while it might seem
ideal, a crew should be able make a decent
enough honest living on time sensitive medicines
and other cargoes not have to smuggle. Lots of
other people make a go of it.”
He held the tricorder over the small pile of
clothes and other belongings for a moment. Its
whine, so familiar and yet just slightly different,
pitched just a little lower to his ears, brought

back a flash of memory from any of several
dozen landing parties. Sulu remembered what it
was like to set foot on a new planet for the first
time. He had a bizarre feeling of nostalgia mixed
with excitement.
The forever-useful device didn’t take long
to produce results, and not the results he’d
expected. “Well, that’s interesting.” He assumed
the tricorder would find something, he just
hadn’t known what that something would be.
Reaching into the pile, he picked up what looked
like an ancient wooden hairbrush. “This is
definitely yours?”
Frowning, Miranda nodded. “My mother
gave it to me when I was five. It belonged to her
mother. Why?”
“Because the inside of the handle is lined
with lead-coated duranium.”
“What?”
Setting the tricorder down, Sulu brought
the brush closer to his eyes, looking for the
seam the tricorder had shown him, and finding
it easily in the groove of a ring carved around the
handle, one of five. He was rewarded with a
small crack as the glue separated, and ignored
Miranda’s gasp as he unscrewed the bottom of
the handle.
“You broke–”
“No. Someone else did this a while ago. I’m
going to guess it wasn’t you.” Although he was
starting to find it a bit convenient that she had
worked on Jenkins’ courier for five years and not
gotten more than a suspicion that he was a
smuggler. “I’m sorry.” That might be just him
being suspicious now, though. If the man was

smuggling only tiny things, tiny, valuable things,
and doing it completely himself, then maybe that
wasn’t suspicious after all, his hired muscle
aside. Plus, Sulu had no idea what working
conditions or living conditions on the Tailor
might be like.
He passed her the brush head, which had
clearly been modified to be screwed together,
then glued so it wouldn’t start to come apart on
its own through normal use, the glue stained so
it would blend in and look the same as always.
Before giving her the handle, he tapped it gently
several times against the side of his hand so a
small capsule slipped into his palm.
Round two with the tricorder took less
than a second. The capsule was made of
transparent aluminum, and while the bluetinged viscous liquid inside could have been any
number of things, the tricorder clearly marked it
as bio mimetic gel.
Miranda shook her head. “I don’t even
know what that is.”
Staring, solution of his head. “I don’t know
if I can really answer that. I’m not a doctor.
What I can tell you for sure without looking it up
is that it’s used in certain regeneration therapies
and assists in growing back things that normally
can’t be grown back. Fingers, toes, arms. That
sort of thing.”
“Valuable?”
“Very. Extremely complicated to make and
can’t be synthesized. I don’t know what current
market value is, but I’d be willing to bet you and
I could both live comfortably on the planet of our
choice for a year with the price of what’s in this

little capsule.”
She whistled. “So, what do we do about
it?”
“I think that depends a little bit on your
boss’ next choice of move. If it’s somehow
legitimately his, he could try to make an honest
claim with the Merchant’s Authority for his
property, though he’d have some explaining to
do hiding it in one of your belongings. If he’s
moving it for someone else, he’s got a contact or
a buyer looking for it, and he can’t risk the
authorities being involved in all if there isn’t a
legitimate business deal and contract involved.”
“I’m not really interested in getting caught
in another dark alley with Don and John.”
“Neither am I.” Sulu smiled. “I don’t think
I’ll be able to talk things down again, or just
make a public impression. Someone will wind up
getting hurt. They’re both brawlers, and both
tough by the look of them. I’d rather no one got
hurt if possible, especially us.”
“That would be nice, and it brings me back
to the question. What do we do now?”
We. She’d said it twice now. Things had
definitely become ‘we’, and this had grown very
quickly beyond simply bailing out the damsel in
distress. He might not be saving the universe, or
even an entire civilization, but he was helping
one woman who hadn’t had any idea she was in
trouble before they met, or how much. And in
among the other reasons he’d joined Starfleet, to
see strange new worlds and meet new alien
lifeforms, wasn’t that the most important
reason? To help people who needed help? “I
think, for now, we get some sleep. In the

morning, will go see the Tokyo police and get
some advice. “
“What, not Starfleet intelligence?”
He grinned at her. “No, not really their
area. Starfleet isn’t quite the same thing as lawenforcement, though we are occasionally asked
to take on the role on a larger scale. And I think
Starfleet Intelligence is probably far more
concerned about what the Klingons and
Romulans are up to than someone smuggling
expensive, but completely legal, medical
supplies. I don’t know what kind of organized
crime unit the police here have, but it seems to
me like that’s the closest fit to what we need.”
He grinned. “I’d like to think a little bit of rank
and swagger will get us past the front desk, at
least. From there, the facts of the story and
carrying almost ten grams of biomimetic gel will
likely get some attention. My only real worry is
that your former shipmates come back with a
little more force than we can deal with before we
get there.”
“Then should we go to the police tonight?”
He had been debating just that, but not
very heavily. It would make for an uncomfortable
night without sleep, and a stressful trip through
the streets. Even stepping out for a cab didn’t
seem as safe as he’d like. “I think it’s probably
better to wait for daylight. It doesn’t seem very
likely, even if they know where we are, that
they’ll try to break into the hotel.” Getting
intercepted on the way to the police station in
the middle of the night, wherever it might be,
had a far higher probability. And, again, Sulu
would rather make that journey in the daytime

where there were possible witnesses.
###
Waiting until morning was a mistake.
That was Sulu’s first thought when he
heard door crash open. Miranda’s scream came
on the heels of the crash, but Sulu had the
presence of mind, even only a breath from solid
sleep, not to rush into the other room right
away. Instead, he moved toward the suite’s
closet and scrambled the code on the hotel safe
just as the door to his room slid open. Even in
the almost darkness, the size of the figure
stepping into the room made it obvious the
Nausican had come looking for a little payback.
But the big man didn’t allow himself to be
distracted by the empty bed for more than a
heartbeat, immediately turning in Sulu’s
direction.
A quick hit knocked the phaser in the
man’s hand out of alignment, and his finger,
obviously already tight on the trigger, jerked.
The blast went wide, and while he didn’t look to
see what damage it might have caused to his
bedroom wall, Sulu noted the weapon was on
stun, and from the sound of it, was an early
model Phaser One. Of course, what else was
would civilians, even smugglers, have access to?
Aside from the black market, of course. He was
thankful it wasn’t a disruptor, although that
might have made some extra charges possible on
the part of the Tokyo police, if they ever got
there. The Nausican lunged forward, and while
Sulu was glad he had time to understand the

attack, even if it now occurred to him that he’d
limited the space he had to react in by staying
close to the closet.
Sulu ducked the outstretched arm, came
up leaning inside it, and threw an elbow into the
exposed lower ribs. There wasn’t much reaction,
and apparently Nausicans didn’t have ribs of the
floating variety, unlike humans. He didn’t let
that distract him, however, and ducked again to
get under the backswing. That backswing
crumpled the open closet door and Sulu took the
opening to dive between the bowed legs and
spring up to attack the Nausican from behind. A
kick to the spine with all of the short-range
strength Sulu could muster sent the larger man
head first into the bedroom wall and collapsing
into a heap, groaning.
Not wanting to take the time to ensure the
Nausican’s health, or unconsciousness, Sulu
moved for the bedroom door and found himself
face to face with another phaser.
He willed his body to relax, his eyes
seeking the owner’s face in the almost darkness.
But the light in his suite’s main room came on
that moment, revealing his new foe, and letting
Sulu know the odds against them were worse
than they had been. He blinked several times to
try helping his eyes adjust faster.
A voice floated in from the next room, a
figure he could see a partial outline of. “That will
be quite sufficient, Mr. Knight In Shining Armor.
Why don’t you come out of the bedroom and we
can settle this in a civilized fashion?” A short
pause. “Please stand aside, Don, so that our
friend can see I have young Miranda covered

quite effectively.”
The man took a step back, his phaser
remaining steady. Sulu supposed it was nice to
put a name to the face of the man who been in
the alley hours earlier, and on the mountaintop
before that. Amanda had used the name once,
he thought, but now he could connect it properly
as Don took another step back and one to the
side so Sulu could see Miranda sitting on the
couch, staring at him. Nostrils flared, her face
seemed flushed, and she clenched and
unclenched her jaw repeatedly as he watched.
Without a lot of other options, Sulu shrugged.
He smiled and nodded at Miranda. “All right
then. I’m coming in.”
Jenkins proved to be a portly human with
a scraggly beard and a slightly unkempt gray
horseshoe of hair. He smiled with confidence,
however, and motioned for Sulu to have a seat
on the sofa with Miranda. The gesture would’ve
seemed far more casual if he hadn’t done it with
the hand holding the phaser.
“You two would do well to consider your
situation.”
Sulu tried a smile of his own. “Well, I
suppose I am sorry about the way things have
worked out in the last few minutes, but your
bully boys haven’t exactly been playing nice,
even while we tried being friendly. I think this
could have been a whole lot easier.”
Jenkins moved a comfortable chair so that
faced sofa across a transparent coffee-table,
careful not to obstruct Don’s field of fire. He
lowered himself into it to keep the phaser
pointing in Sulu and Miranda’s general

direction. “Yes, it’s unfortunate, I suppose, but
aggression is a Nausican trait, I think. Anyone
smaller than you is automatically assumed to be
weaker, unless, of course, they are the one
signing your paycheque, as I am in John’s case.
I think you’ve surprised him twice.”
The Nausican in question appeared in the
doorway of Sulu’s former bedroom. One hand
rubbed the small of his back while the other
clenched and unclenched into and out of a fist.
Sulu resisted the impulse to wave, but filled the
thought away for later use, along with the
insight on Nausican psychology. Instead, he put
his gaze back on Jenkins and shrugged. “I’m
sure we all have our own cultural blindnesses. I
seem to be unable to resist helping someone who
needs it.”
Nodding, Jenkins’ smile faded, but didn’t
disappear entirely. “Yes, and that brings us to
our current difficulty. My current difficulty.” The
fixed his gaze on Miranda. “All protestations to
the contrary did to the side, my dear, you do
have something that belongs to me. If you give it
back, my associates and I will walk away, I will
consider your contract released, and you are free
to do whatever you wish.”
Sulu felt Miranda stiffen beside him. He
wondered if she’d finally had enough, and tried
to put a hand on hers, but she snatched it away.
“You used me. You used my personal
possessions to further your smuggling. If I
hadn’t been–”
“Just as naïve as when I took you on
board, as when you signed your first contract
with all of those ridiculous clauses in its, you

could have figured things out a lot sooner and
wound up with a lot more money than required
to soothe your conscience.” He smiled, this time
almost a real one. “But I suppose it’s just as
well. The fewer people I have to bring into that
part of my operation, the better. Much better for
me to share larger profits among fewer mouths.
Now, where is my property? It is tremendously
valuable to the right buyer, though I don’t
suppose that makes a difference to you.”
“Your bio-whatever-gel can rot at the
bottom of the ocean, for all I care.”
Jenkins sighed. “Well, that answers one
question, I suppose. It doesn’t really make a
difference to the value of the property, but it
does make me sad that felt the need to know
more than you did and had to investigate.” He
looked back at Sulu. “And why, exactly, are you
involved, my friend?”
Before Sulu could answer, Miranda
jumped in, and he could tell the tremor in her
voice that she was frightened and looking for
any advantage she could find. Was that the
difference in training, or just experience? Not
knowing where he might find that advantage,
and so long as they were not in immediate
danger, Sulu was content to wait and learn
more. Not so, Miranda. “Oh, so you think you’re
going to take on Starfleet now? You may be able
to box me in, and the rest of your crew, but—”
Sulu put a hand on her arm. “Relax,
please Miranda. Don’t give him any more
ammunition than he already has.” But he knew
it was too late for that. It didn’t take much
intelligence in the right mindset to connect to

two dots and assume the existence of a third. “I
just saw a lady in trouble and offered my help.”
Smiling, Jenkins shook his head. He
leaned his chin on the same hand that held the
gun. “While I have no doubt that’s true, I think
there’s more to things than I am aware, and I
think Miranda has already give me something to
think about. I can’t, at this time, at any time,
really, afford to have any Starfleet interested in
my dealings. John, if you please.”
The phaser stun didn’t take Sulu by
surprise, and his main thought as he lost
consciousness was only that it could have been
worse.
###
Sulu woke with tender ribs on both sides.
Not likely an after effect of the stun, he’d bet on
them being gifts from a Nausican of his recent
acquaintance. In the darkness, he probed both
sides with his fingertips, quickly satisfying
himself that nothing was broken. One good
thing, at least. Two, really, since whoever at
times in where he was hadn’t bothered to tie his
hands or feet. Not quite ready to stand up, and
aware he was an enclosed space at least by the
sound of his breathing, Sulu began to explore
the darkness around him with his hands. He
found another wall on his left only a few
centimeters away to go with the one pressing
into the top of his head, but very quickly set his
hand on something on his right side, something
soft and very definitely female. With his best
guess at what part of Miranda’s anatomy he

might be leaning on, he moved his hand quickly
to find her neck and a pulse, and then her face
and regular exhalations of breath. A relief, of
sorts, though she hadn’t been first in his
thoughts, for which he felt a little guilty, but she
was still in one piece.
He spent a few minutes feeling his way
around the interior before he heard her shift and
stretch. The sharp intake of breath told him
when she opened her eyes. Sulu reached out to
pat what he hoped was her shoulder and
impressed himself by getting it right the first
time. “Don’t panic. It’s dark and your eyes are
working fine.”
“Hikaru?”
“In the flesh.” He smiled “Not that you can
tell.”
“No, but I guessed. Where are we?”
“Haven’t quite sussed that out yet. A small
area, about two metres squared and one high.
The ceiling is colder than the floor, and there’s
an obvious hatch, just your left, but no way to
open it from this side so far as I can tell.”
“Thanks. That helps so much.”
He wanted to laugh but decided that
would probably not make her feel better. “Well, if
you’re looking for more, I’d guess that we’re in a
small compartment in the bottom of a standard
cargo container. Probably one otherwise filled
with refrigerated xenoflora. Just enough life
signs to confuse the standard customs scan,
though it wouldn’t hold up under deep scan if
anyone chose to do one. Old smuggler trick,
really.”
“Jenkins ships botanical specimens for

private collectors and gardens all the time. Are
you telling me he’s moving people at the same
time?”
Sulu shook his head before realizing that
you see. Funny how quickly you dismissed
darkness. “Probably not. More likely he’s shifting
a few organics here and there, things that are
difficult to synthesize or things preferred in their
raw natural state. Medicines, certain compounds
and drug extractions. He doesn’t seem like the
type to try trafficking in intelligent beings, and
this really isn’t a good set up for a long-term
shipment like that. If we’re going to be in here
from one system to the next, we’re talking about
days at least, and there’s no food, no water, no
fresher facilities. He’s not set up for people.
Which is good. For us.”
He wished again that Miranda hadn’t used
the word Starfleet. That was the kind of thing
that would make a criminal panic. Sulu might
not be part of the investigatory branch of
anything, but the word of the Starfleet officer
was taken seriously. A very simple, easy to file
report from Sulu would absolutely bring
someone sniffing around Jenkins’ papers and
flight plans, someone who wouldn’t let up until
they knew more than Jenkins wanted to tell
them. But a smuggler wasn’t necessarily a
murderer, and even if Jenkins had hired muscle,
Sulu still had hopes it would stay that way.
Miranda had doubts, though, at least by
the way she squeezed his arm in the dark. “What
do you think he’s going to do to us?”
“You know him better than I do. If we’re in
a cargo container, are we waiting for the

skyhook up to the ship? Clearly, Jenkins doesn’t
have access to, or doesn’t want to risk, the cargo
transporter system or we’d be someplace else
already. I wonder where we are on the list.”
“The Tailor doesn’t have a transporter. Not
even an emergency one. Most of our cargo is
station to station, although sometimes it has to
come up to orbit first.”
Which didn’t really tell Sulu anything. He
needed more information and wasn’t going to get
it stuck inside a box. He tried not to wonder too
hard about what he thought Captain Kirk would
do. Methodology was the thing. He’d locked
down generalities about the Kirk method of
problem solving a long time ago. Take stock of
what you have, use what you know, change the
rules.
First take stock. He didn’t have much, just
his clothes and his own brain. No
communicator, not that the thugs would have let
him keep that, and they certainly would have
picked up his tricorder on the way out his hotel
suite. “A little light would be nice. I don’t
suppose you have anything in your pockets?”
He listened to her clothes rustle and a few
sounds that might have been Miranda patting
herself down. “No, nothing. They even took my
ID.”
Stock taken, and not much to take. Their
clothing, their wits, and their lives. Right, on to
the next thing. Use what you know. What did he
know? They were stuck in a dark box that was
probably a cargo container filled with live plants.
“Was I out that much longer than you?”
He could almost hear the frown on Miranda’s

face.
“Not really.” He shook his head then
grinned at the automatic reaction. “A few
minutes. But I’ve been stunned before. Not that
it’s something you get used to, but your body
can start to understand the shock, adapt to it a
little quicker.”
“So, you were able to check the whole
compartment except where I’m sitting?”
The shook his head, I useless motion since
you can see. “Not quite. It’s a slow process
without eyes. There are some cracks and seams,
here and there, very geometrically regular, but
except the hatch, nothing that feels unusual to
me. But then, I’m a helm officer, and most my
time is spent on the bridge. Engineering, cargo
holds.” He shook his head even though he knew
she couldn’t see him. “That sort of thing isn’t in
my bailiwick. Though I did some been some time
in the sciences earlier in my career.”
Mirandas clothing rustled more, and he
heard both of her boots scuff against the floor.
“Cargo and maintenance is exactly my bailiwick,
whatever a bailiwick is. I wouldn’t know the first
thing about driving a ship.” She was silent for
several seconds. “But I know an access panel
when I feel one. Give me your hand.”
Sulu reached towards Miranda’s voice,
thankfully finding a shoulder, and he followed
her arm until her fingers wrapped around his.
She pressed it against the ceiling, and pushed
one finger along the line. “All I feel is a very thin
seam.”
“Really?” She dragged his finger along the
seam until it joined another, and repeated the

process twice more to maybe bring his finger
back to where it had started. “A rectangle,
right?”
“I think so. I didn’t feel any difference on
any of the cracks, though.”
“You shouldn’t, it’s built to be flush with
the surface. In the cargo bay, you don’t want
anybody to scrape their fingers, or any other
appendages, on it by accident. It’s flush with the
container, and, well, if you don’t see the
container jump in front of you, you’ve got
different problems.”
He had to laugh. “I suppose so. How does
it open?”
“Normally with a suction tool, but it can
be done manually if you really have to. Help me
push on it. Use both hands.”
He let her place his hands inside the
rectangle and felt both of hers on either side of
them. Together, they pushed hard against the
panel. He grunted once. “Brute force isn’t really
my thing. I’m more of a finesse kind of guy.”
“Doesn’t surprise me too much.” A note
slipped into her voice that he didn’t really quite
know how to interpret. “I think you’ll find that’s
usually a better thing anyway.” He heard a quiet
click and might have felt something through his
palms. “You can let go now. It just released.”
Sulu pull his hands away, and obviously
Miranda did too. They were rewarded with a
short hiss and in a popping sound. “So, it’s
open?” He reached for the space in the ceiling.
“Not quite. But the seal is broken and the
catch is released. We should just be able to pry
it up now.”

He found that the seam in the ceiling was
no longer a seam and a piece of that ceiling had
lowered at least two centimetres. Around the
edge of the rectangle, he could now force his
fingers into something soft and rubbery.
Miranda wasn’t poking, however, and, after a
moment, a few stray photons flooded their tiny
area, practically blinding him. He knew it wasn’t
much light, but he’d gotten used to seeing
absolutely nothing in the absolute darkness.
Squinting, he looked up into the rectangle of dim
light. It was, indeed, an access panel. And he
assumed that it had something to do with the
container’s refrigeration systems.
“Well, we’re not in the dark anymore.”
Miranda grinned at him in the green glow. “Now
what?”
He grinned back. “Now we change the
rules.”
###
“How long do you think it will take them to
respond?”
He read Miranda’s lips more than actually
heard the words. He honestly hadn’t expected
the Class I biohazard alarm they’d set off to be
audible inside the container, but it seemed as if
the panel they’d used to program it had
speakers of its own. He hoped it wasn’t causing
hearing damage and tried to decide again if it
might be worth putting his hands over his ears.
“I don’t know. Not much longer, I hope.” It had
already been going on for 15 minutes. He hoped
it was going on somewhere other than inside

their little container. That would be unfortunate,
although when it finally went to the loading
platform, someone would certainly take a
readout of some kind. Not that the container’s
systems had any idea when that might be, so
they could be deaf by then.
Sulu opened his mouth to say more, but
at that moment, his stomach lurched and he felt
as if something was lifting the entire container.
A few seconds later, the alarm shut off. At least,
the audio alarm did. It continued in his head for
some moments afterwards, and he didn’t find
the sensation at all pleasant. “I hope this means
we’re being rescued.”
Miranda nodded. “Me, too.”
Without warning, a square section in the
middle the floor slid away and photons poured
in from below, washing out the green tint from
the panel and coating them in something a lot
closer to a natural sun spectrum. Putting a
finger to his lips, Sulu shook his head. “Wait.”
The voice floated in through the hatch,
speaking what Sulu felt was native Japanese,
which meant they hadn’t gotten very far.
“Federation customs inspectors. You can come out
now.”
Sulu leaned forward just enough to see
that he wasn’t much more than two metres
above the ground, or floor, or platform. Wherever
they were. He could also see several sets of dark
shoes and boots, all attached to light gray
uniform pants. He looked at Miranda one more
time. “I’ll go first. Wait for my call.” He raised his
voice to carry out of the container. “Okay. I’m
coming out.”

Slipping his legs through the opening,
Sulu gripped the opposite side with both hands
and slid down, dropping lightly into a crouch on
the concrete surface. He stood up, made a show
of brushing off his shirt, and looked around at
the small crowd of 10 customs officers and
guards, his eyes scanning sleeves and shoulders
for rank insignia, finding the chief inspector’s
ring tabs on a woman about his own height. He
came to attention, almost flicking a salute to the
other, and bowed, putting the words together in
his own version of Japanese. “Lieutenant
Commander Hikaru Sulu, currently on leave
from the USS Enterprise. You might guess that
I’m rather pleased to see you.” He gave her what
he felt was his most dazzling smile, but the chief
inspector didn’t even blink.
“I might, and I might not. That will depend
the great deal on why you and your friend
appeared to be trying to smuggle yourselves to
Mars.”
He didn’t let the smile disappear, deciding
he shouldn’t have been surprised they knew
Miranda was there. Of course, they’d done a
detailed scan before opening the container.
“That, Chief Inspector, might take a little
explaining.”
“I was almost certain that it would.”
###
The door slid open to reveal two people
sitting at the table. One, Jenkins, seemed to be
in the middle of the tirade. The other, Chief
Inspector Ashimoto, merely sat impassively,

waiting for him to run out of steam.
“I demand to be released. You have no
reason or authority to hold me. There are no–”
Sulu waved. Smiling, he stepped into the
room as Jenkins continued to work his jaw in an
effort, Sulu thought, to close it. “Well, I think
kidnapping and smuggling are good starts. Add
to that the rather questionable contracts you
keep most everyone in your crew on. Did you
ever get the hotel safe to open?”
A slight scuff on the floor behind him told
Sulu Miranda was looking through the door.
After everything in the last forty-eight hours, he
didn’t know if she might be able to step into the
room or even say anything from the door, but it
didn’t matter. Just seeing Jenkins, knowing he
faced questions that were about to turn into
charges at a variety of levels probably did her a
great deal of good.
Still smiling, Sulu started to turn away.
But then he turned back, tapping his chin as if
he just remembered something. “Oh, I hope
John and Don are alright. I haven’t seen them
since you had me stunned.” He knew very well
where they were, though, just a couple of rooms
over.
Sulu turned away and stepped back into
the hall, offering an arm to Miranda after the
door slid shut.
###
“You did see the look on his face, didn’t
you?”
Sulu nodded. “I don’t think the inspector

had told him about the ‘biocontainment failure’
yet.” Chopsticks scooped a healthy portion of
ramen into his mouth and he carefully slurped
up the tail of the noodle pile. Chewing, he found
a couple of bits of seasoned tofu mixed in, a
pleasant addition.
Miranda shook his head. “No, obviously
not. She told me she’d called him in to discuss a
paperwork irregularity. Unless you have really
good engines, you don’t refuse to discuss
paperwork with Customs when called on. Not on
Earth, anyway.”
“No. Not on Earth.” Sulu had been plenty
of other places where the authorities were a little
on the lax side about the paperwork, but Earth,
in the heart of the Federation, certainly wasn’t
one of those places.
They ate in silence for several minutes,
Sulu leaving space for Miranda to figure out
what she might want to talk about. Sometime in
the last day or two, he’d come to a decision
about his own career path without realising it.
Perusing the BuPers postings, he’d found one
flagged to his attention. First officer on the
Antilles sounded like it might be fun, for a while.
But he doubted long-term patrols would bring
him nearly the excitement or satisfaction of life
on the Enterprise. He’d take second officer and
chief helmsman there any day, if it was still
open under her new Captain.
And he wasn’t the only one at the table
who had decisions to make. He washed a
mouthful of curried vegetables down with a sip
of tea and broke the silence on his own. “So,
where are you headed now?”

Swallowing before she was ready, Miranda
looked down. “Haven’t quite figured that out
yet.”
He’d figured that might be the case. In raw
time, he didn’t feel like he was much older than
she was, but they’d had different experiences,
different lives. Very different. “Any thoughts?”
“Only that I do still like space, the idea of
it anyway. I just can’t go back to what I was
doing.”
He laughed, taking several seconds to get
himself under control, and by the time he did,
brand-new smile. “No, I suppose you can’t,
although I strongly suspect the Tailor will be for
sale soon.”
“Probably a little out of my price range. I
think I have enough credit saved up that I could
just barely get back home, and not have to work
on the way there unless I want to. Haven’t seen
my family a long time.”
That was a feeling Sulu knew well, and
maybe something he should think about
addressing while his leave lasted. “And then?”
“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Actually, I
don’t really know what my options might be.
That’s something I’ll have to think about for a
long time first.”
“Well, I watched you tear open a panel and
re-program a cargo container’s control systems
from scratch in about a minute, with no help
and no tools, so I’d guess you’d make at least a
fair engineering tech, if you are looking for a
job.”
Miranda the snorted. “The Tailor might
pass a civilian safety inspection every three

years, but it’s a piece of junk. You learn to fix
everything with nothing because that’s all you’ve
got to work with.”
“It’s a good skill set. Add it to speed of
execution and you might just have the makings
of a really good starship engineer.”
“You’re not suggesting I join Starfleet, not
with my background and record.”
Beyond the little bit she’d told him, Sulu
really had no idea what her record might be. But
she was still licensed, and still working, or had
been until she resigned. And she had some
skills. “I’m not suggesting anything, just telling
you that there are options available. And if the
idea of Starfleet worries you, there are lots more
ships in the Federation than just Starfleet’s. The
Merchant Service is always looking for bodies.
Plus, you’ve got major interstellar liners and
shipping companies. Even if you’d like to avoid
smaller companies and traders. Or a station, if
you don’t want to be cruising around the galaxy.
Does Rodan Two have an orbital?”
“Not when I left. I think that might be too
much like giving up and going home
permanently, anyway, though it would be nice to
see my parents. And regularly.” She shook her
head. “What makes you think I can do any of
those things, anyway? I’m licensed as a class III
tech. Entry level rating.”
He shrugged “Exams are probably a whole
lot easier to arrange than your last employer
might have led you to believe. And even if they
aren’t, I might suggest–” and here he raised an
eyebrow– “that a written recommendation from a
well-respected Starfleet officer with an excellent

record might easily be enough to get a toe in the
door before it slides closed.”
“Oh! I mean—really, Hikaru? You’d do that
for me?”
He lifted his tea, already growing cold in
the tiny cup. “I don’t know, you do have a nasty
habit of getting me into trouble.” But he couldn’t
keep a straight face and let the laughter free
almost immediately. Miranda joined in. “In the
meantime, I still have plenty of leave and lots of
places left on my list. If you haven’t bought a
ticket home yet, maybe you can come see some
of them with me.”

“Breath Control”

“Admiral says get on the pad and go, Doctor.
We’re receiving a distress call.”
Chapel didn’t pause on her way from the door
to the transporter pad. Nurse Tashar and Medtech
Hennely followed without missing a step. Two
security officers whose names she didn’t know yet
already stood on the platform. She turned to face the
transporter chief, retrieving his name after only a
second or two, glad to pull at least one out of
memory. “She’s sure she won’t need me, Mister
Knox?”
The chief grinned and shook his head. “Small
prospector with engine failure in the outer system.
We can handle it. Ten, twelve hours, tops, unless it’s
a lot worse than they’re making it out to be. Relax
and enjoy your colonial checkups, Doc. Energizing
now.”
Relax and enjoy. She managed a response just
before the beam took hold. “Thank you, Chief.” The
Yorktown’s primary transporter room disappeared
around her, a buzzing in her ears and golden
sparkles in her eyes. What most people claimed was
an imperceptible amount of time later, but during
which Chapel always swore she could count to three,
the scarlet leaves of a subtropical forest on the
recently-christened planet Ruby Red, formerly HR
5183-2, faded into view. She had no problem
deciding she liked the new name better.
She also liked that this was her first landing
party as a doctor aboard her new starship. That
she’d only been aboard for a week before that had
happened was a nice bonus.
Free of the transporter beam, Chapel turned
to address the rest of the party. “First things first.
Thank you everyone for volunteering to assist or
safeguard me and I appreciate all of the mistakes
you’re going to prevent me from making over the next
couple of days, but I’m going to apologize to two of
you right now because I’ve only been on board for a

week and I haven’t got a name to go with every face
yet.”
Both security officers grinned. It seemed
pretty obvious who she was talking about.
“Alberto Martinez.”
“Denise Kolchak.”
“Thank you.” She smiled backed. “That will
make things a little easier, and I’m not likely to forget
now. Christine Chapel, but it seems like almost
everyone is already calling me Doc, so do whatever
you think best. Now, who’s got the map in their
head?”
“That would be me, Doc.” Ensign Kolchak
pointed through a thick part of the forest. “The edge
of the colony proper is about five hundred metres
that way, although the farm sites are a little
scattered. There are a couple of paths that will take
only a little more than that to get there.”
Still smiling, Chapel gestured for Kolchak to
lead. “I think that means you just volunteered to be
our guide, Ensign.”
“I suspected that would be the case, ma’am.”

###
Five hundred metres didn’t sound very far
until you had to walk through forest to cover it, and
path had been a generous word for Ensign Kolchak
to use. Once they left the little clearing they’d
materialized in, game trail might have been more
accurate for the first couple of hundred metres. A
different beam down point would have been nice.
But, true to Kolchak’s word, the trail did cross an
actual, apparently well-trodden path wide enough for
two of them to walk abreast. The path curved a little
bit, and Chapel thought she caught a glimpse of a
building in the distance, something she suspected
was either a barn or a warehouse of some kind, but

she forgot all about it when she saw the body lying in
the middle of the path.
Trusting her security team to look out for any
non-medical dangers, Chapel ran towards the body,
tricorder and hand scanner out before she’d covered
half the distance. She dropped to one knee and
began to wave the scanner across what part of her
mind registered as a teenage girl. “Fluid buildup in
the lungs. Respiration slow and shallow. Heartbeat
barely forty beats per minute. Temperature thirtynine point nine Celsius. Brain activity… less than
half of normal. Blood oxygen level—” She held out a
hand. “Two ccs of cordrazine.”
Taking barely long enough to set the
hypospray, Tashar dropped the device into Chapel’s
hand and she pressed it to the girl’s neck. Still
scanning, she watched for increased brain and heart
activity, passing the scanner over to the Vulcan
when she got it. “Monitor her vitals, please.” She
didn’t look up. “Ensign Martinez.”
“Ma’am?”
“Get to the colony’s edge. Find someone and
get them to bring a stretcher or a set of agricultural
floats. Anything we can use to move her, get her to
something a little more like a bed than lying in the
middle of the woods.” What was the girl doing out
here anyway?
“Understood.” Footsteps moved quickly ahead,
but she kept her eyes on the medical tricorder
readout, looking for something that didn’t belong,
but she’d already figured out she wasn’t going to get
anything without a blood sample.
“Prep a broad-spectrum antibiotic and
antiviral shot, please, nurse.”
“Yes, doctor.”
Chapel scowled at the readouts. “Her body is
losing against some kind of infection, and fast, but
nothing is coming up on the tricorder.” She really
wanted a fully equipped sick bay right at the

moment, but she’d take whatever medical facilities
the colony had. Might as well wish big when you
weren’t going to get anything anyway. The Yorktown
had left orbit within seconds of the transporter beam
fading. They were on their own until they had the
transmission power to call home.

###
It took Martinez a lot longer to get back than
Chapel might have hoped for, and when he did
return, it was alone, but at least he was pushing an
antigrav unit that would be more than big enough to
transport her patient. Motioning to Hennely and
Tashar to help get the girl onto the unit, she cocked
an eyebrow at Martinez. “Something else is wrong.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He hesitated while they situated
the girl on her back. “There’s no movement in the
colony, at least not in the near side of it. I knocked
on several doors and looked in a couple of windows,
but finally just opened up a storage building and
borrowed the unit. Figured you needed it better than
the dust it was gathering and I didn’t want to delay
any longer.”
“Good instincts. Mr. Kolchak, does your
mental map of the colony layout extend to whatever
passes for a medical facility here?”
“Yes, ma’am. The colony does have a doctor as
part of the professional team, and there’s a small
office. They’re better prepared than most.”
Which made sense. Ruby Red was a bigger
starter than a lot of colonies, hitting the minimum
threshold to require certain professions be included
under Federation law, most notably a doctor. But
having that doctor didn’t seem to be helping them
from the limited data she had so far. “Then that’s our
destination. I don’t think we need to endanger our

patient or our footing by running, but a very brisk
walk is definitely in order.”
Both security officers acknowledged, and
Martinez moved to be the primary force driving the
floater unit. He set a pace down the path that made
Chapel work to keep up so she could keep scanning
her patient.

###
The doctor’s office, such as it was, didn’t
impress Chapel all that much. But, compared to a
fully stocked and equipped sick bay on a
Constitution-class cruiser, more was hard to come by
outside of a Starbase hospital, and any young colony
world would have far less. Without another option,
they’d make do.
Chapel was fairly certain Kolchak would have
kicked in the door if it hadn’t slid open faster, but it
gave way in time to avoid destruction. The waiting
room, if that’s what it was, with a few chairs and a
small table, looked clean enough, she supposed.
Chapel was a bit surprised, with a growing
population of more than 300, that there wasn’t
anyone waiting to see the doctor. Of course, she had
been surprised that there had been nobody out and
about as they passed through the wide streets of the
small, geometric town.
The door to the actual doctor’s office hadn’t
given in right away, but Martinez had come equipped
with Starfleet override codes, which would work a
little faster than his partner’s heavy boot, so the lock
didn’t really stand a chance. Inside, they found two
chairs, two diagnostic beds, and a fairly standard
array of civilian medical equipment.
“Get her from the antigrav onto one of the
beds, please.”

While the two security guards did that, Chapel
found the sterilizer and held her hands under it for a
very slow count of ten before she began rooting
through the actual medical supplies and equipment
to find a sampler, and taking too long to find it. She
didn’t waste time cursing the local doctor’s version of
an organizational system. It wouldn’t help.
“Who are you people? Starfleet?”
Chapel turned to find a middle-aged bald man
slumped against the doorway she’d ignored. Beyond
him, a dimly lit room held a cot and a small
nightstand covered in tapes and cartridges.
“Doctor Christine Chapel, USS Yorktown.” She
waved a hand. “This is the rest of my landing party
but we can waste time on introductions later. You
should have been expecting us, Doctor… Murphy?”
The man seemed to struggle to focus on
Christine. “Murphy, yes. That’s my name. Yorktown.
Starfleet checking up on me, but that’s not until…
until… is it that time already?”
Martinez jumped to catch the man before he
fell, slipping an arm beneath both of Murphy’s and
manhandling him over to the other diagnostic bed
before hauling him up onto it.
Waving a hand across the pickup to turn it
on, Chapel divided her attention between the
readings from both, programming the sampler by
touch as she did so. Confirming the settings visually,
she pressed the device to the girl’s wrist and allowed
it to extract a single CC of blood for analysis.
Murphy’s head rolled over to look, and she
just heard the exhaustion in his voice. “Blood
sample, yes. Good idea. I took those from the first
victims. Maybe something new.”
First victims. The words sent a ripple up
Chapel’s spine. How long had this been going on?
More importantly, why hadn’t they called for help?
She turned to Kolchak and Martinez. “Chief Knox
suggested that the Yorktown would be back in a

matter of hours, that it was a simple emergency. Do
you have any data to back that up?”
Kolchak looked at Martinez, then shook her
head. “No, ma’am. We heard the initial call, but that
was just before you came into the transporter room.
It sounded simple: engine failure in the outer system,
a repair job the prospectors couldn’t handle. Hours,
a day at the outside, I would think. If the Admiral
had suspected anything here, she wouldn’t have left
just us.”
“Of course not, but there wasn’t anything to
suspect at that point.” Except that the colony was
quiet, hardly unusual when it was this young. People
were busy making lives and growing food. “Flip a
credit chip, and one of you go find the colony
communications unit. See if you can raise the
Yorktown and get it back here faster. I feel like we’re
going to need more than I brought with us.”
Kolchak nodded. “I’ll go.” She tapped her head
with one finger, flashing a quick grin at Martinez.
“Map of the colony, remember?” And then she turned
and was gone.
“Can tell you what you’ll find.” The raspy voice
belonged to Murphy. She looked over to find his eyes
closed, his body almost sinking into the diagnostic
bed. His heart rate was low, respiration slow, brain
activity erratic. Looking at the readings, Chapel
decided that the only way he could be functional, or
even conscious, was that his body was full of
stimulants. Looking at standard readings, she would
have thought him in worse shape than the girl.
“What’s that, Doctor? What will I find?” She popped
the sampler cartridge and pressed it into the
analyzer.
“Native organism. Not pathogen. Evolutionary
advantage. Lots of extra oxygen stored in the
bloodstream to be released during heavy physical
activity, increasing endurance.” He seemed to

collapse further. His heart rate dropped to a beat
every two seconds.
Not knowing if he was still conscious, Chapel
swore at herself for not thinking of it as soon as he
came into the room. “Doctor Murphy, will you give
me access to your records?” Just giving her that was
so much more than she had. It might give her a clue
of what to look for so she wouldn’t have to start over.
Well, she’d already started over, but his records
might get her a big jump ahead.
She watched the readouts appear as the
analyzer flagged and categorized, or tried, every
chemical, microorganism, and hormone in the girl’s
bloodstream. Several unknowns, which surprised her
not at all, but none of them appeared harmful, at
least at first glance. There had to be something she
was missing.
She looked up at the other diagnostic bed just
as all of the indicators dropped to half of their
previous levels. Unconscious, maybe slipping into a
coma. Reaching for her med kit, she stopped when
Murphy spoke again, and she wasn’t the only one
who froze with the surprised. “Computer, release
access to all medical files for everyone currently in
the treatment room. Acknowledge.”
An almost-androgynous, electronically
generated voice, if possible even more stilted than
the model on the Yorktown or Enterprise, responded.
“Acknowledged. Each new voiceprint matched to a
room occupant will be allowed to provide access.”
“Thank you.” The words were almost a
whisper and his vital signs dropped even further.
“One cc of cortisone. Now.”
Tashar, with nothing more than the
stereotypical Vulcan raised eyebrow, prepared and
administered the injection almost in less time than it
took Chapel to ask for it.

The computer interrupted anything else she
might have been about order. “Voiceprint catalogued.
Identification, please.”
“Doctor Christine Chapel, Chief Medical
Officer, USS Yorktown.”
“Acknowledged, Doctor Chapel. All records are
open to you.”
“Thank you. I’ve been a victim of far worse
timing.” Not that she really had time to be a
smartass, but it helped somehow. “Computer,
transfer all information regarding current or recent
patients, including the two currently occupying the
diagnostic beds in this room, to the terminal on the
desk. Timeframe, fourteen days.” Based on the
current state of the colony, she didn’t know if that
would be far enough back, but it should give her
more than enough data to start with.
“Working. Complying. Complete.”
She made eye contact with her tiny medical
staff. “You figure anything out by monitoring, don’t
be afraid to sing out.” Shifting her gaze to Martinez,
she jerked her head to one side. “Have a quick look
around. The colony seems pretty empty, except for
our two patients. There are supposed to be 300
people here, and it would be great to find more of
them.”
Martinez nodded, and by the tension around
his eyes, Chapel guessed he was grateful to be given
something to do that would make him feel useful.
And while she did want to know who else was alive in
the colony, if anyone, the activity was as much to
give him that distraction as to find out. Knowing
nothing about the pathogen involved, Chapel had no
idea if they were all already infected or what the
progression of the disease might be like if they were.
She, at least, could drop into a chair and do some
speed research. Her nurse and tech could manage
more than adequately with the limited medical

duties. And Kolchak had already been given a job.
“Just be careful.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He turned and was gone before
the computer could verify his identity.
Chapel continued scanning the records,
quickly isolating the pathogen in Murphy’s notes.
The first appearance was just shy of two weeks ago,
and it started out simple and innocuous, a handful
of people complaining of respiratory issues. New
planet, new environment, new allergens. Nothing to
be alarmed about. No connection and no similarity
between the complainants was noted and so wasn’t
concerning, at least until it began to spread.
A week later, half the colony was sick and the
pace of decline seemed faster with newer victims.
She couldn’t see why they hadn’t sent out a
planetary distress signal, but Murphy’s notes got
more intense as he used up all his time with
patients, spent his last functional hours trying to
isolate and treat the disease. He finally found a
particular symbiotic bacteria, variations of which
were common to most of the higher mammals on
Ruby Red. It did exactly what he said it did, storing
additional oxygen in the blood for later use those
animals, releasing it when a particular hormonal
trigger was released by the brain, and so the extra
oxygen translated into additional endurance for
predator trying to catch prey, or that prey trying to
escape. It seemed like a great evolutionary
advantage, until all of your neighbors had it too. At
that point, it just became a new type of insurance,
with everyone enjoying same benefits, making chases
longer for all parties.
Still, Chapel had to admit it was an interesting
adaptation. But being interesting didn’t make it any
less frightening once it jumped across species
boundaries. That was always worrying in a nonmixed biosphere, but when something could jump
across evolutionary lines, it was likely to be

incredibly virulent. And just how quickly this one
had spread to everyone on the planet set off all kinds
of alarm bells in her head. That meant that the same
time it figured out how to live in humans, it somehow
picked up some new genes to help it gather in and
bind a bigger chunk of the oxygen in the victim’s
bloodstream, not leaving enough for the host to
function.
But Murphy had only gotten as far as
identifying the short-term effects. He’d barely started
trying to find a way to mimic the natural hormone,
something that might convince little critters to
release their stored oxygen. If she could pick up
where he left off, get the right combination, the
release would almost certainly hyper-oxygenate the
blood, and probably working very much like a
stimulant to wake everyone up. From there, she
thought they’d have every chance treating it like a
standard respiratory infection while they figured out
how to disrupt or disable the cause.
But Murphy had said it was an evolutionary
advantage, a symbiotic relationship. Humans had
plenty of species of microflora living in, on, and
around them. So did every other intelligent species or
animal ever encountered. This was just a native
version to Ruby Red, one that aggressively wanted to
help everything it came into contact with. And
Murphy had been trying to get on that track when he
was struck down with it himself.
She just had to find the right answer and this
was a condition that should be easily reversed.

###
“Sometimes, I’m so stupid.”
Tashar and Hennely snapped their heads
around as Chapel looked up.

The Vulcan raised eyebrow. “Doctor, I fail to
understand–”
Christine shook her head. “Not now, please.
Give both of our patients a shot of tri-ox. Fifteen ccs.
Even if we can’t get rid of their new passengers, we
can at least oxygenate their blood to the point they’re
not in danger. It’s not a cure, but it will buy us time,
and I don’t think Murphy has very much left.”
A hiss from both hyposprays, and Chapel,
along with her tiny staff, turned her eyes to the
diagnostic readouts. Several of the girl’s readouts
reacted almost immediately, her pulse increasing,
her blood pressure levelling off, and the SP02, the
partial pressure of free oxygen in the blood, making a
quick jump to be only worryingly low instead of
dangerously low. She might not come around for a
few days, even if they found a cure here right now,
but she would be around. Murphy’s indicators took a
little longer, which told her he’d been infected earlier,
had absorbed too much of the strange antibodies in
the course of trying to treat the colonists, or was
having a stimulant hangover on top of the disease.
Abandoning her research for the moment,
Chapel moved over to the synthesizer, and set it to
produce tri-ox compound at maximum capacity. It
took a few minutes for the machine to produce a full
load for each of them. “The two of you, spread out.
Check every building, every path between. Fifteen ccs
for anyone you come across, ten if they’re under
twelve or lighter than forty kilos. Flag locations in
your tricorders so we can keep track of them, and if
you find anyone conscious, tell them to come here,
those who can manage it. Go. Now.”
Kolchak stuck her head in the door a few
seconds after her assistants left. “Yorktown is going
to leave an engineering team with a shuttle behind,
ma’am. She’ll be on her way back in half an hour
and won’t take long to get here. Anything else I need
to tell them?”

Christine tossed a fully-charged hypsopray to
the security officer. “That I understand the problem,
and that I’m going to need a lot of manpower in the
short term to find all the colonists. They’re probably
mostly unconscious. Everyone who beams down is to
be wearing an isolation suit and armed with as much
try-ox as they can carry. Once you’ve sent that
message, start looking for colonists on your own.
fifteen ccs for adults, ten for kids. Coordinate with
Tashar and Hennely to make sure you cover as much
of the colony as you can. Go.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Chapel looked at the data display.
Understanding the problem might be exaggerating a
little bit, but she had a piece of it. And when she had
a piece, she wouldn’t give up on a solution until she
had the whole thing.

###
She’d almost certainly been infected within
minutes after they’d beamed down, probably the
moment she’d come into contact with the girl.
Assuming that had led Chapel to take her own blood
sample late in the evening and she found a few of the
new flora floating in it. She immediately tested the
rest of the landing party. Tashar’s copper-based
blood didn’t seem as hospitable, but the humans in
the landing party all showed the infection, if that was
the right word.
When the Yorktown hit orbit, the first thing
she told the admiral after answering the hail was to
reiterate that anyone allowed in the medical parties
would have to come down in an isolation suit, and
not just humans. In spite of the apparent Vulcan
immunity, she actually had no proof that would last
and that Tashar wouldn’t be infected, so had to
recommend it for every other species as well.

For the four of them who were definitely
infected, Chapel prescribed a shot of tri-ox every four
hours, awake or asleep, hoping that would keep any
degradation in their capabilities to a minimum. After
a few hours’ sleep, she woke in the morning feeling
only a little more exhausted than she thought she
should and hoped she might even chalk that up to
her own preconceptions. A new blood sample showed
the tiny creatures making themselves at home and
reproducing at a steady rate, but no additional
symptoms. Not a perfect solution, but it might help
her hold on until she had something a lot closer.
Suited landing parties from the Yorktown
systematically searched every nook and cranny of the
colony, down to the automated farming equipment.
Eventually, Starfleet personnel accounted for every
person registered as belonging to the colony.
Unfortunately, they accounted for three dozen of
them by finding bodies instead of still rescuable
victims.
Twice over the next three days, the admiral
tried to gently relieve Chapel of duty and let someone
else take over the grunt work, someone in an
isolation suit. Both times, she fought back, having
been the person on the ground, having had a jump
start on the research and on understanding the notdisease, having the training and experience to
address the problem better than the rest of the
medical staff on board. That last bit and actually
been on the advice of Doctor Piper, the CMO back at
Starbase One. He’d spent some time on a starship,
quite a few years back, but had been a Starbase
Doctor for two decades and more. Before she’d
shipped out, he reminded her she’d seen more
medical disasters in the years she’d been on board
Enterprise than he had in the previous 15, and
probably during his five-year tour on Enterprise,
although long before hers. Chapel used the argument

on the admiral, as if she wouldn’t have detected his
words in her mouth anyway.
Both times the admiral accepted the logic, and
backed off. Chapel was getting tired though, and
didn’t know if it would work again. She was infected,
and even if she put a steady stream of tri-ox into her
system, that wouldn’t change. Functional wasn’t
enough, she had to figure out how to neutralize the
unwelcome microscopic passengers she now carried,
and quickly. If she didn’t, her term as medical officer
on the Yorktown might end up being very short.
“Any closer?”
Chapel looked over at the diagnostic bed
Doctor Murphy lay on. The tri-ox injections were
having at least some effect on the victims of what she
couldn’t quite think of as a plague. He slept a lot,
and was certainly tired even when awake, but
managed short periods being alert.
“Not yet. After reading your notes, it seems
like it should be pretty easy. Animals on this planet
who have the adaptation also have a hormone
release triggered when they no longer need the extra
oxygen, or when they need to burn it off. But our
version of the microbe isn’t quite the same as any the
samples we have, and so it doesn’t quite respond to
any of the synthetic hormones we’ve hit it with. We
can’t find the right chemical signal.”
“And that’s… only half the battle. Just
treatment.”
“Yes, but it’s critical to get there first.
Important for us, too. Once we understand how it
works, we can work on a cure and then an
inoculation.”
Murphy nodded, closing his eyes. “I never got
as far as analyzing markers.”
“I would’ve been surprised, doctor. Yorktown
has a lot more equipment and lab space available
than you do, not to mention personnel, and

unraveling alien DNA on a new planet is a decidedly
non-trivial task.”
He nodded again. “Agreed.”
She looked back down at her screen to skim
through some not-too-blurry text, and when she
looked back up at the bed, Murphy had fallen asleep
again. Just as well. While it was good to know he
was showing some improvement, having to talk was
taxing. She didn’t want to admit it, but this nondisease was taking a toll on her, too. She wasn’t sure
how much longer she could stay in control of the
investigation.
She wasn’t sure how much longer she had
before she would be lying in bed like Murphy, awake
for only a few minutes every couple of hours.
Some undefinable time passed and the
communicator chirped quietly. She absently flipped
it open without looking at it. “Chapel here.”
“This is Armstrong on the Yorktown, ma’am. I
have some data to feed down to the computer system
you’re working on, and I think there’s something you
might like in it.”
She couldn’t help picking up the
communicator. “What is it, Lieutenant?”
“The samples you sent up, ma’am. From three
small species of predator, all possibly related, all
about of the size of house cats, more or less, who
don’t have the adaptation. Instead, the markers
appear to show a naturally increased oxygen uptake
similar to, but stronger than, Terran species
accomplishing the same thing through increased
respiration.”
“They don’t have the adaptation? I thought it
was ubiquitous. Just part of the way things are
here.”
“That’s what it seems like, ma’am, but these
may just be an odd group of species. It might mean
nothing, or it might be that they don’t need the
adaptation, and are protected from it somehow. But

there are certainly other samples from species with
closer common ancestors who do have it, as far as
we can determine. It might be just an oddity group,
but testing bears it up so far. Oh, and there are
seventeen new minor hormonal signature variances
to test.”
She didn’t expect much from those, because
Murphy was right. It had mutated. Since it had
mutated, there had to be human flag to counter the
human version of the microflora. “Thank you.”
But three species didn’t have the little
hitchhikers. That was where they’d find a treatment
if there was going to be one.
If they had the time.

###
“It does work under laboratory conditions,
Doctor, but it has not, as yet, been tested on a living
being.”
“There are several hundred infected people on
this world, Lieutenant, me being one of them. We
have to move out of laboratory sometime, don’t we?”
Tashar nodded. “That is logical, however–”
“I’m forced to go on record as saying I think
this is a bad idea, Doctor.” The admiral’s stiff, almost
Vulcan voice reached out of the open communicator
on the desk. “You are the expert on this bacterium. If
this doesn’t work–”
“With respect, admiral, if this doesn’t work, we
won’t be any worse off than we were before testing. If
it doesn’t work, nothing will happen, I’ll still be
infected, and I’ll still need to work hard to find a real
solution.” She looked at her still uninfected Vulcan
nurse. “Is that correct, Lieutenant?”
“Available data indicates that you are correct,
Doctor, but I am forced to concede it is laboratory
data and there may be factors in a living patient we

have failed to consider. However, I anticipate you
ignoring my objection and so must insist on being
the one to administer the treatment.”
“Admiral?”
A long pause. A long, long pause. “Very well,
you may proceed. Switch to a view screen, however. I
would like to monitor the treatment as it occurs.” Not
unreasonable, Chapel supposed, considering the
amount of time it would actually take. She nodded to
Hennely. A small view screen on the long medical
center war came to life, and the admiral’s pale face
filled it, dark-haired, shot through with just a few
bits of white, tied back and under control. “Proceed.”
Chapel lay down on the recently vacated
diagnostic bed, her first patient moved to Murphy’s
cot. She heard the systems pick up her own readings
and tried hard not to crane her neck to look at the
display. Tashar leaned over, slanted eyebrows
pushing towards each other over the bridge of her
nose. “You understand this is a multistep treatment,
Doctor.”
“I do.”
“The first injection will serve to intensify your
heart rate. As soon as you feel it take hold, as we are
seeking maximum efficacy, you must exhale as fully
as possible and not inhale again until I tell you,
under the assumption that the pathogen is airborne.
When your lungs are empty, I will give you the
second injection, the hormonal release trigger. This
will require ten to fifteen heartbeats to be fully
distributed through your blood supply before it can
begin to soak into your tissues. I will wait for thirty.
Please continue to hold your breath during this time.
Finally, the counter-agent will be applied to the
weakened microflora. Continue your efforts to hold
your breath until I can gauge the effectiveness of the
treatment.”
Having the review laid out for her just how
long she was going to have to starve her body of

breath, and Chapel didn’t ask how they were going
manage the process with the patients who were still
unconscious, only being kept alive by the tri-ox. They
would cross that bridge as required. No, when
required. “Understood. Whenever you’re ready.”
Letting her head sink into the pillow, and close your
eyes. The first hypospray hissed against her neck.
Almost immediately, Chapel felt her heart rate
increase from a normally unnoticed gentle beat to
one pounding in her ears with every stroke. Stopping
in the middle of an inhale, she pressed every bit of
air out of her lungs she could. The organism had to
be starved, driving the oxygen content of her blood
down, hopefully convincing it the synthetic hormone
was close enough and that its hosted needed the
oxygen. At the end of the exhale, she felt another
hypo press against her neck.
“Thank you, doctor. Please don’t inhale if you
can avoid doing so.”
She shook her head. Wouldn’t dream of it. The
hypo hissed against her skin, and she began trying
to count heartbeats. It should have been easy with
the feeling of each one of them pressing against the
entire inside of her skull, but Chapel very quickly
lost count, focusing instead on not allowing herself to
inhale.
A few seconds, hours, eternities later, Tashar
spoke again. “Patience, Doctor. 28, 29, 30.” The third
hypo, barely felt pressed against her neck, hissed,
and she started counting again. How long would it
take to wipe out the oxygen starved parasite? She
realized that Tashar hadn’t told her how long she
would have to keep holding her breath, and she
suddenly couldn’t remember what they’d laid out.
She didn’t ask, couldn’t ask now, how long she
would need, in seconds or in heartbeats, before she
could breathe again. Her lungs were burning now,
making need to draw breath, empty for far too long.
She knew there was plenty of stored oxygen in her

blood, courtesy of her recent passengers, but that
knowledge didn’t help her just now.
“28, 29, 30. Commencing scan. You may
breathe again, Doctor.”
Chapel sucked in the deepest, sweetest breath
she’d ever taken. She wanted to hold onto the sweet
oxygen in case her assistant suddenly change her
mind and wanted to repeat the procedure. A silly
impulse, and she knew it, so she exhaled and
inhaled again, slowly, the first step in trying to reestablish a normal breathing pattern.
Chapel felt something pressed against her
wrist, realized that Tashar was taking a blood
sample, and fought the urge to get up, or at least sit
up far enough to turn and see the diagnostic
readings. But she needed to relax and hold still, so
closed her eyes and focused on breathing. The
readings were critical and she didn’t want to
influence them by moving around. They needed to
know exactly how her body reacted, and what they
might need to look at for in other patients.
“How do you feel, doctor?”
Christine smiled, and opened her eyes again
to find she could just see the admiral’s face still on
the viewscreen. “Honestly, ma’am? About the same.
Still tired, and still a little short of breath, but I don’t
expect miracles.”
“That is wise, Doctor.” Tashar stepped into
view. “For we have not produced one.” Chapel felt her
heart began to sink. “What we have produced is
merely another verification of the efficacy of the
scientific method and persistence of expertise. The
treatment was effective. You are not currently free of
infection, but the organisms are being quickly
terminated. Data indicates the likelihood of
reinfection, however, and quite probably in a matter
of only hours while remaining on the planetary
surface. While some local species have moved beyond
the adaptation, or, more likely, never had it to begin

with, it is found in the vast majority of the mammal
equivalents sampled so far on Ruby Red. The human
version is likely to already be persistent in the
colony.”
“Can I sit up now?”
“There is no reason why you should not. My
analysis is complete.”
She did so, finding that she’d told the truth.
She didn’t feel any better, and probably wouldn’t
until she had a good night’s sleep. “So we have a
cure, but not a vaccine. Sounds like our next step.”
On the viewscreen, the admiral nodded. “Get
some rest, please, doctor. But keep us updated on
your progress. The Yorktown will stand down from a
class one medical emergency, but we are still going
to be fairly diligent with isolation and
decontamination procedures.”
“Of course, Admiral. I wouldn’t recommend
otherwise.”
The viewscreen went blank, and Chapel
swung her legs off the bed, sliding forward to put her
feet on the floor, trying to mimic a lightness she
really didn’t feel. “Well, you heard the admiral. Let’s
get to work.”
“In fact, doctor, I heard the admiral said you
were to get some rest.”
“I did hear that, but it isn’t nighttime yet, and
while I am still tired, I’m not really sleepy. Plus, we
have several hundred colonists to get this treatment
to. Every pair hands you can get right now will help
things along. Cure first, then vaccine.”
“As you say, doctor.”
And that made her feel a lot better.

###
The transporter room faded into view around
her. A technician Chapel couldn’t immediately

identify, mainly because of the isolation suit, she
hoped, stepped up onto the platform and began
scanning the landing party, the original five, and the
last to come back from the planet. The technician
stepped back then pulled off her hood. “All clear,
ma’am. Welcome home.” She looked around, smiling.
“All of you.”
The transporter room door slid open to reveal
the admiral and first officer, Commander Temple.
The admiral’s mouth twitched as they stepped into
the room, and, apparently, she decided to allow
herself a small smile. “A sentiment I will echo,
doctor.” Her eyes swept across each member of the
landing party. “And excellent work, as well, all of
you. There will be the appropriate notations in your
personal files.”
Chapel smiled as she put a hand on Tashar’s
wrist to stop the coming objection before it got
started. “Thank you, ma’am. While appreciated, it
really is just wonderful to be back. As to personnel
files, well, let the record show that the colony is in
much better shape than when we landed, and, in the
long run will probably thrive.” In the short-term,
there would be a lot grief counselling needed. A
support ship was already on the way. There had
been deaths, both before the Yorktown had arrived
and after, the people they hadn’t been able to get in
time. Thankfully, there were fewer of those than
there might have been, but even one was too many
for her.
The admiral nodded. “I look forward to reading
your final report, Doctor.”
She took one step to the transporter console
and opened communications channel from there.
“Bridge.”
“Lieutenant Commander O’Malley here,
ma’am. Orders?”
“Break orbit and resume our previous course.
Warp factor five”

“Warp after five, aye, ma’am.”
Chapel felt the warp drive kicking in, so like
the one she’d gotten used to during her years on
Enterprise. The Yorktown was a Constitution-class
vessel, too. The same, but different, and she still had
a lot to explore in her new, almost-familiar home.
If she could ever finish writing reports.
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