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How to Insult a Klingon






Original/Current Space/Time Coordinates:

Strelsau, eighth week of Hilary term, Monday, 4:15 PM RST


Dawn’s Time:

Original time locus + 6 months, 1 week, 3 days


Current Space/Time Locus:

Alpha Quadrant, Epsilon Mauritius, Epsilon Prime Space Station, Stardate 2260.31



“Captain’s Log,” Kirk said, waited for the little audible plink which indicated the computer was recording, and continued. “Epsilon Prime is neither a Federation controlled starbase nor, in the grand scheme of things, the perfect port for liberty when my crew has been in deep space for several months without a break, and it’s not very often that Spock, McCoy, and Scotty are in agreement about something, but my little Greek chorus is convinced that—”




He paused to pull his tunic over his head.




“—nothing good can come of a thirty-six hour shore leave there. Scotty says the whole structure should be towed near the event horizon of a black hole and given a good kick. McCoy asked for permission to inoculate the entire crew against venusian dimples which, according to his Starfleet Medical articles is the latest and greatest sexually transmitted infection to make the rounds. Spock, of course, won’t commit to any specific statement but only says that statistically, the chance of an adverse event escalates when multiple uncontrolled and unanalysed factors are added to the circumstances. I asked him for a reference, and he cited the universal constant, Murphy’s Law.”




He paused again while he slipped a phaser and communicator into his belt loops and smiled at the memory.




“I’m beginning to think my science officer is mastering the subject of humor,” he continued. “The problem being that my choice is not between keeping my crew safe and sound on the ship or risking everyone’s life on some Wild West frontier star base. It’s between the latter and a bunch of stir crazy personnel with access to particle beam weapons, force fields, and transporters under the influence of a burning need to entertain themselves when the ship’s supply of holovid distractions was used up six weeks ago. So either I let them off for a few hours, or they disassemble my ship while we’re under warp.”




The door chimed.




“End Captain’s Log,” Kirk said. “Come!”




The door opened, and Doctor McCoy stood on the other side, eyes sharp and demeanor cranky.




“You through with your leisurely toilette, Captain?” he asked archly. “Only there’s rumor one of the traders has a stash of Romulan ale, and I doubt he’s rationing it.”







The space station wasn’t large enough for the Enterprise to dock at—one of the many complications Spock had pointed out—but a consortium of colonists, asteroid mining companies, freight, and passenger lines ran a ferry service to the larger ships. McCoy wasn’t happy with the state of the ferry—a converted ore hauler with very few seats. Most of the hand straps were taken, and they were clearly one of the last stops before the station itself. 




“Where the hell did the Klingons come from?” Kirk muttered, studying the group ten yards away. “I didn’t see any listed as in port.”




“They showed up about half an hour ago,” Uhura said, joining them. Like most of the women in the crew, she’d switched the comfortable short dress uniform for mufti of sturdy trousers and layers of exercise top, shirt, and loose sweater. “It’s registered as a merchant vessel, picking up cargo for Kronos.”




“Yeah,” McCoy said, frowning, “because those look like merchants.”




One of the seven Klingons they were studying turned and noticed them. Kirk squared his shoulders, narrowed his eyes, and gave the Klingon a curt nod. Only then did he turn away. 




It was a hard lesson for most Federation officers that if you made eye contact with a Klingon, you did not simply dismiss them. Instead, you used your body language and facial expression to indicate you considered them a threat, but not so great of one that you had to deal with it that instant. Kirk had that figured out the first time he met a Klingon. Vulcans could get away with it, but then Klingons had learned the hard way that Vulcans were a hell of a lot harder to kill than they looked. Most human cultures placed some value on conflict aversion, so what kept you out of a bar fight on Earth was liable to get you into one any place you ran into a Klingon.




“Pass the word to the crew,” he said softly to Uhura. “No one starts anything or they’re going to spend some quality time inspecting hull rivets in the brig.”




She nodded. Her ability to move, filter, and analyse gossip was second only to her abilities with xenolinguistics and code manipulation. He frowned in thought. He’d prefer to have Spock scan the Klingon ship to see if their story held up. Klingons weren’t above subterfuge when it came to staking new claims, and the Epsilon Mauritius system was about as far out from Federation space as it could be and still be within grabbing distance of the Klingon empire. Trouble was, he couldn’t activate his communicator without attracting attention.




The last stop was to pick up passengers from a Betazed recreation liner. All the Betazoids who boarded were handsome, dark-skinned women, who looked over the complement of passengers—humans, Vulcans, Klingons, and an Andorran—and smiled toothily.




“Oh, here we go,” McCoy sighed. “Half the crew is going to come back rode half to death by a Betazoid in the grips of the Phase.”




“You know, they never cover this sort of thing in Captain class,” Kirk said, smiling and nodding at the ladies. “Uhura, let it be known that being rode half to death by a Betazoid in the grips of the Phase is not a valid excuse for coming back late from shore leave.”




“Of course, captain,” Uhura answered, rolling her eyes.







The space station was a multi-decked, multi-moduled, sprawling monstrosity with airlocks every twenty-five yards along the main causeway. It looked like it had been accreted during some mad planet building stage, only instead of colliding asteroids and infinitesimals, it was shipping containers, repurposed cargo vessels, and the occasional tailor-built facility. The artificial gravity varied by nearly ten percent from section to section, making anything more than a purposeful walk tricky.




But the stores had everything.




“Hey, we should get one of those things,” Kirk said, pointing to the furball in a plastiglas habitat.




He tapped the glass, and the little thing started purring at him.




“Not on your life,” McCoy said, handing him three bottles of contraband blue Romulan ale. “Hide this.”




Kirk dropped it in the duffel he’d brought. “Why not?”




“Because those things are practically immortal, almost unkillable, and they reproduce asexually once conditions get better than ‘genocide’,” McCoy told him. “At least one Darwin class vessel was completely overrun by them.”




“Oh, well, never mind.”




Uhura reappeared with two crewmembers in tow.




“Captain, you’d better come.”




Kirk and McCoy exchanged looks and followed without an argument.







“Okay, seriously, you need to calm down,” Dawn said, trying to put some space between her and the extremely angry guy with the bumpy forehead.




It wasn’t working, because the crowd outside the bar wasn’t letting her past them, and the space they encircled was shrinking all the time.




“Coward!” the man declared. “Parasite! Filth!”




“What?!?” Dawn demanded. “Look, whatever I said that upset you so much, I am really sorry I said it. I’m just trying to learn the language and customs.”




“You have no honor!” the man spat at her, shaking his long hair over his shoulders and crouching.




“Hey!” Dawn responded, feeling stung. She had been hanging around Hentzau way too long.




“Thief,” he hissed. “Adulteress.”




“Okay, now you’re just making shit up,” she said, squaring off.




She had her baton in hand and popped it out. The crowd murmured approvingly in response. Getting in a fight was the last thing she wanted. She still felt like crap—even more once she’d shown up here than when she’d woken up that morning—and she would rather have retired somewhere for a hot bath and a nap, but when the only place serving recognizable food was crowded with guys who looked like a cross between a vampire at full fang and a Sontaran, you took what you could get. And when some cranky guy took offense at an innocent question about which parent he’d inherited the bumpy forehead from, you might end up getting in a fight. 




He swung at her, throwing a haymaker punch. She ducked under it, pivoted, and put a back kick in his hip, knocking him off balance. He stumbled and turned, snarling.




He had a very scary knife in his hand. If you could call something a foot long a knife.




Her nerves, which had been twanging the whole time turned on a full bagpipe shrill chord. He was out for blood, maybe for death. She felt a hot flush of anger wash over her skin. Asshole. He’d been looking for a fight the whole time. She dug in, ignoring the yells and cheers of the crowd, and on his next pass, she parried the knife with her baton, kneed him in the crotch as hard as she could, then dropped, rolled past him, pulled her weight up onto her shoulders, planted her feet on his butt, and shoved him so hard she lifted him off the floor by several inches. 




He stumbled, tripped, caught himself, and turned back, furious. By that time, she was back on her feet. The problem was, her baton now ended less than a foot from the handle.




“My sister gave me that, asshole!” she yelled.




“You’ll see her in hell,” he told her.




“Yeah?” Dawn asked. “I’ll say hi to your mom when I get there. You know, the lady with the smooth forehead.”




The entire crowd did a collective ‘oh…shit’ gasp, giving her time to reach into her satchel.







“Move it,” Kirk yelled, plowing through the crowd. “Coming through.”




“Captain,” Sulu greeted him while lending elbows to the cause. “It’s not a crew member, and no one here is acting like she’s with them. Definitely human, and definitely from Earth.”




“Then what the hell is she doing out here, and why did she pick a fight with a Klingon?” he demanded.




“I don’t know,” Sulu said, getting them within two ranks of the fight itself, “but she knows how to fight.”




He was grinning, and Kirk looked over several shoulders to find out why.




“Where’d she get a sword?” he asked.




“I don’t know, but it’s gorgeous,” Sulu said. “And she’s got some really good fencing skills. See how she’s using his size against him? And she won’t let him close. She’s either completely outside his reach, or she darts in too fast for him to adjust. I’ll bet she’s been trained to fight opponents significantly bigger and stronger than her.”




“Lieutenant,” Kirk called his helmsman to order, “you are not allowed to marry the crazy lady who picked a fight with a Klingon.”




Sulu caught himself, wiped the smile off his face, and nodded.




“Can I at least bet on her, sir?” he asked.




“No!”




“Jim,” McCoy interrupted. “We need to get in there. She’s going to lose.”







She could not get control of her breathing. She couldn’t get enough air, and her pulse was hammering in her ears. Dammit.




And more, she was scared.




Asshole knew she was losing her wind, which meant all he had to do was wear her down. All she had to do was not move long enough to get her breath back, but he kept rushing her, forcing her to beat off his knife blade. Her left side had started to throb and ache again, bad, and it wasn’t her ribs, though they hurt too. She had to work to keep her hand from pressing against it.




“I’ll drink your blood,” her opponent said.




“Really not as scary a threat as you might think,” she told him.




The point of her sword didn’t waver, at least, but she could feel her muscles start to tremble. He feinted. She parried, but he caught her riposte against his armor, and she had to jerk hard to free her sword. He swung a backhand at her, and his fingers caught her face, knocking her to the side. She stumbled, slipped, and came back up in a long lunge, driving him back.




She gasped for breath and felt more than saw her vision start to tunnel. Buffy. If she died here, Buffy would never know.




So she’d better not die.




She faked a stumble, and it came a little too easily. Under the cover of supporting her weight, she reversed her hold on her sword, and when he came in for the kill, she tackled him around the waist. When he raised his arms to keep his balance, she pivoted on her left foot and brought her sword around in a nearly full circle, point first, into his back. 




She felt the tip bite, put her left hand on the hilt as well, dug in with her left foot, and shoved as hard as she could. It sank into his torso, caught on the front of his tunic, and then punched through until she pressed the hilt of her sword against his back. She’d run him through somewhere around his left kidney.




She felt like vomiting.




He stood, frozen, and then she could feel him start to turn, reaching for her.




“Fine, asshole,” she spat, shaking with fear and fury, “I was going to leave it in, but I guess not.”




She reversed her hold on the hilt, put a foot on him, and pulled the sword free, feeling it scrape along one of the smaller floating ribs in the back. The sword came loose in a gout of blood. Purple blood.




Panting, she stepped back, and fell to one knee. The guy in front of her groaned, fell onto his knees, and then fell over.




She’d…




She’d probably just killed someone.




But she hadn’t died.




Her pulse was so fast, she couldn’t feel the individual beats, just a roar in her ears augmented by the sound of her desperately trying to get some air into her lungs. There were silver rimmed black spots moving into her vision. But she hadn’t died.




Three more men dressed like the asshole shoved people aside and stepped forward, looking very, very angry. They each pulled a blade at least as long as hers. 




It had been nice while it lasted.




“Not today,” a new man said.




She was on one knee, her other leg stretched out, and half of her weight on her left hand while she tried to keep the tip of her sword up. A hand closed over hers, taking the sword from her grip without any effort.




“Don’t worry,” someone said. “I’ll take good care of it.”




A face filled her sight. Grim and focused, but strangely, not House. Why was she thinking of House? Oh, right, the last time she’d almost died.




“I can’t breathe,” she managed to say.




“Hold still,” he told her.




At some point, there must have been a transition, because he was holding her shoulders in one arm and waving a little white bee over her. Was it some strange local religion?




“She’s in a full anemic crisis, Jim,” she heard someone say. “I’ve got to get her to the ship.”




There was a ship. Oh, good. She could go home.




ow. Ow. Ow. Owowowowow.




“Spleen’s about to rupture. Scotty, two to beam directly to sick bay, and tell Chapel to get a full support bed ready.”




The roar in her ears got louder and louder, and her lips, ears, and nose tingled and buzzed until she wanted to slap them to stop the sensation, but she couldn’t move her hands. It all dissolved into white light.





How to Upset a Captain



“Up!” McCoy ordered, lifting the young woman in tandem with Nurse Chapel. “Watch her mid-section, don’t compress her abdomen.”




The rest of the staff in sick bay backed off, knowing it was far better to stay out of the way than get barked at for getting in the way, but they stayed close enough to watch the proceedings. After all, experience in traumatic injuries—phaser burns, decompressive pulmonary ruptures, and broken bones—were par for the course on a starship that had seen as much action as the USS Enterprise. A young woman fainting after beating a Klingon in single combat, now that was something.




“Start infusing antigen-neutral erythrocytes,” McCoy said, “get me two plasmapheresis modules, and give me a level six scan of the spleen and surrounding tissues, level two on the rest of her.”




The woman, practically a girl, was just on the cusp of consciousness, moving her arms to ward them off. McCoy simply worked around them, taking the plasmapherisis modules and putting one on either side of her neck.




“Lakshme,” he called, “give her point two of soma.”




One of the plasmapheresis units blinked green, and the patient went floppy.




“Infusion started,” Chapel said softly, glancing from readouts above the bed to the tablet monitor at hand.




The intercom chirped.




“Doctor McCoy?” Scotty called.




“A little busy, Chief,” McCoy said.




“There are some anomalies in the transporter scan from your patient,” the engineer said. 




“Is it going to kill her in the next ten minutes?” McCoy asked, moving the scanner to a better position.




“Er…no.”




“Is it going to kill any of us in the next twenty minutes?” McCoy asked.




“I dinnae think so,” Scotty said. “But—”




“Then it can wait,” McCoy interrupted. “McCoy out.”




“Respirations are stabilizing,” Chapel reported. “Heart rate falling. O2 sat rising.”




He checked the plasmapheresis modules and—




“What the hell? Eight units of free hemoglobin already pulled? What’s her original erythrocyte count, Chapel?”




“Point six eight, Doctor,” she answered.




“Well, there’s an answer. Let’s look at her spleen.”




The rest of the staff watched while McCoy and Chapel worked and started speculating.




“I read a couple of case histories where Trenaubian bloodworms nested in the spleen,” a freshly minted corpsman said.




The nurse next to him shook his head. “They’re opportunistic parasites. Does she look like she’s already down with hepaphagic plague?”




“There’s that new plant toxin the Romulans have started to use as an assassination tool,” one of the science officers said. “But it doesn’t explain the free hemoglobin.”




“Fascinating.”




The staff nearly jumped out of their skins.




“Commander, ha ha, we were just, uh…”




Lieutenant Commander Spock gave the nervous ensign a steady gaze.




“While Doctor McCoy’s new patient presents some intriguing characteristics,” the Vulcan said, “she will be better served by a smoothly running sick bay than by an audience, however solicitous.”




“Yes, sir!”




“Ought to put a bell on that man,” one of them muttered as they turned away.




“I heard that,” Spock said.







Once McCoy was convinced his patient’s spleen wasn’t about to rupture under the pressure of accumulated dead erythrocytes and a hematoma from the rib trauma she’d suffered several days previously, he turned to the general scan and stopped less than a second into it.




“What the hell is that?” he demanded of no one in particular.




“It’s a metallic foreign body in her uterus,” Chapel answered.




“I can see that,” he said, outraged. “I want to know what it’s doing there.”




For a moment, literally the only thing he could think of was that the woman in front of him had been tortured. There were reports out of territories the Klingons had invaded, especially where the native population had fought back, of individuals who’d endured almost unthinkable brutality at the hands of their conquerors. But Klingons didn’t get fussy about exactly placing a small, coated symmetrical metallic object with a line that was clearly intended to be used for retrieving it.




McCoy looked up at his patient. She’d been in more than one fight in the last week—three cracked ribs, the bruise to her spleen, minor abrasions on her lower legs and left palm, and the new black eye and scratches on her temple from the backhand she’d caught—and she had some underlying condition causing sudden, traumatic hemolysis. Since they’d put her on the bed without any other prep, she was still wearing her original clothing and shoes, and she still had a satchel strap across her chest, the satchel resting across her left hip.




The satchel was leather. There wasn’t an artificial substance in the galaxy that both looked that much like leather and had the same age and wear patterns. And the leather was new. The only humans he’d seen wearing real leather objects were recreationists wearing antique goods they’d inherited from a great-granddaddy. Chapel met his eyes, and they shared a moment of mutual ‘what the hell is going on’.




So, he wasn’t surprised when Spock joined them.




“The chief engineer contacted me shortly after he spoke to you,” Spock said, “but I had already reviewed the transporter logs. Your patient, Doctor McCoy, had skin flora which included bacteria and fungi historically known as pathogens. The transporter quarantined the entire microbiota, so you may wish to resupply your patient’s skin before she suffers any negative consequences.”




McCoy flipped through the transporter logs, pulled up the quarantine, and drilled down to the level he was looking for, examined the results and thought for a moment about giving himself a sedative.




Pathogenic Staphylococcus aureus? Propionibacterium acnes? Batrachochytrium dendrobatidis? Escherichia coli? His patient was a walking historical plague factory.




“Found it,” Chapel said, and held up her screen to him.




He considered the image and accompanying text she’d discovered, identifying the foreign body in his patient’s uterus and decided he might just have to take that sedative after all.







Kirk was not in a good mood by the time he got back to his ship. His own liberty was nearly up, and he’d spent most of it convincing Epsilon Prime’s management that the disruption to their commerce was a) not his fault, and b) almost certainly not going to be repeated.




He hoped.




The thing was, Klingon merchants, while cut-throat as any merchants in the galaxy, weren’t usually quite so cut throat that they had to be talked into carrying the body of their shipmate back to their ship instead of using their phasers to incinerate it. The poor bastard could have been saved if they’d gotten him medical attention, but they refused Kirk’s offer of one of Bones’s staff transported to the spot and refused to let him have the man transported to the Enterprise. Instead, the man had died of a treatable injury, bleeding out on the plasicrete deck in front of a rundown bar and noodle house.




The whole thing left a bad taste in his mouth, and all his hackles were up as well. Uhura had come back with plenty of intelligence. Yes, the station’s wholesalers had worked with Klingon merchants before. No, it wasn’t very common and honestly, they’d rather not have to, because haggling with a Klingon was exhausting. This ship and these traders hadn’t been there before. Apparently, word of mouth was starting to spread. Yes, the Klingons asked for some strange things, but then so did most species, including, the station manager had pointed out, humans. And other things were plucking at his nerves. Something about the Klingons’ demeanor and dress. Something was wrong, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.




Spock met him at the airlock.




“How’s the girl?” Kirk asked.




“Recuperating,” Spock answered, easily keeping pace with him. “Her injuries were slight, and Doctor McCoy is still investigating the cause of the anemic crisis she suffered.”




“Yeah, I looked at the prelims,” Kirk said, tapping the lift console to call one to their level. “She took down a Klingon in single combat missing more than a quarter of her red blood cells? Not bad.”




“I would not expect many humans to be capable of it even with an adequate complement of erythrocytes,” the Vulcan said, looking like he might consider sniffing disdainfully. “There are, however, some other factors concerning her which the Doctor and I need to discuss with you.”




“I’m shocked by how not surprised I feel at this moment,” Kirk said. “Looks like Murphy was right. Anything that can go wrong, will go wrong.”




“The general consensus I’ve encountered,” Spock replied, “is that Murphy was an optimist.”







“Okay, what have we got?” Kirk asked.




McCoy handed him the tablet he’d prepped. “Our pretty little swordfighter is one strange customer, Jim.”




“Yeah, Sulu’s still drooling over that thing. He took it to be cleaned, but I think he’s going to sneak a scan of it so he can replicate it fir— What the hell is that?”




He stared at the full body scan where the three centimeter long piece of copper stood out like a brand new star in a field of dust.




“It’s a contraception device,” McCoy said drily. “Chapel identified it from a history of medicine text from a class she took a couple of years ago. It’s from the late twentieth, early twenty-first century.”




“What?” Kirk demanded. “Why would anyone do that?”




“You’re talking about the dark ages of medical science, Jim. They did a lot of things we now consider completely insane. Scans show she’s got composite resin fillings in several of her teeth,” McCoy continued. “Isotope assays of teeth and bones show she spent all but the last year of her life in southern California. Half of the last year was spent in the upper Midwest, and the last six months of her life get really interesting.”




“Define interesting,” Kirk said.




“Isotope analysis of her hair,” Spock said, taking up the thread, “shows time spent in central and southern Europe, Mars, and a recently cataloged world, Summer B XIV.”




The only thing ‘recently cataloged’ guaranteed was that a Federation science vessel had passed by close enough to gather enough information about the star system and planets to determine if they were suitable for colonization and had any extant sentient species. Apparently Summer B XIV’s exploration team had gone dirtside long enough to get isotope samples.




“Wait,” Kirk said, holding up a finger. “What?”




“Oh, go on, Spock,” McCoy said giving the science officer and encouraging nod. “I know you’re dying to tell him.”




Spock only blinked once, gravely. 




“Further analysis of skin microbiota, gut flora, the metal in the jewelry she was wearing, clothing, and other belongings indicate that she has spent most of her time in North America and Europe during the fairly short window after the invention of nuclear weapons until the beginning of the Eugenics War.”




“That was more than two centuries ago,” Kirk protested. “What the hell is going on?”




McCoy and Spock exchanged a look. 




“You’re the science officer,” McCoy said. “He isn’t going to believe it if I tell him.”




Spock tilted his head slightly, as if to acknowledge the truth of this statement. 




“Taking into account the facts concerning Doctor McCoy’s patient,” he told Kirk, “logical deduction leads me to only one conclusion: the young woman is what is colloquially referred to as a time traveler.”




Kirk stared at him for a long moment.




“Well, what’s she doing on my ship?” he finally demanded.





How to Challenge a Science Officer



The first thing Dawn was aware of was how comfortable she was. Her bed in the room she shared with Sabrina wasn’t this comfortable. Neither was her bed at home in Haven. She felt like she was floating on something. Weight perfectly distributed. Perfectly warm. Perfectly relaxed.




The next thing she noticed was that nothing hurt, and that was surprising. She’d had a headache for the last two weeks straight, a kind of sick, not enough sleep, too much caffeine headache that nothing completely got rid of, but now it was gone. Her ribs didn’t ache. Her stomach didn’t hurt. Her joints felt fine. In fact, she felt good enough to—




“Don’t even think about it,” a man said somewhere above her head and to the side.




She opened her eyes in the dim room and looked around. There were several beds, all at different levels. Only two others were occupied. Each bed had some sort of computer display above it, showing what Dawn recognized as body temperature, pulse, respirations, and blood pressure, but there were several others she didn’t know.




“Here.” 




A hand appeared in her field of vision, and it held a cup. She reached up and took it, still gratified that absolutely nothing hurt. She got her elbow under her and turned slightly so she could drink. Cool, fresh water. She hadn’t tasted anything that good in a while.




The owner of the hand came out from the little niche where he’d been, pulled up a seat, and sat next to her. He reminded her a little of House, sardonic, grumpy, scary smart, but he looked younger by a bit, and he was definitely wearing a uniform of some sort.




“I’m Doctor Leonard McCoy,” he told her, and she saw his eyes flick over her face and hands, gathering information. “Do you know where you are?”




She took another sip.




“Mmm, not at the Pak-How Noodle Good Emporium and Liquor Box,” she said. “I’m going to guess that I’m not on the space station either, since medical facilities this good would have been mentioned at some point. So, probably a ship of some sort, unless things got really weird, and…”




She trailed off, and a shadow passed over her expression.




“Did he die?” she asked.




McCoy didn’t pretend not to know what she was talking about.




“Yes, but it wasn’t your fault. His comrades refused to treat him and refused to allow others to treat him.”




She looked down into her cup of water and went silent.




“I get the feeling you’re new in this part of the galaxy,” McCoy said mildly. “The guy you fought was a Klingon, another race. They consider themselves warriors with an honor-based culture, though the ones we saw were dressed as members of the merchant caste. If you’re beating yourself up for accidentally starting a fight, don’t bother. No sane male Klingon would start a duel with a female human. Something was direly wrong with that fellow.”




“He’d had a fair amount of that blue stuff,” she said. “You know, the unlabeled paint remover.”




McCoy smiled just a smidgen. “It would have taken at least a gallon of it to really mess with his cognition, and Romulan ale is much too expensive to be guzzled.”




She sat up slowly, waiting for McCoy to protest. When he didn’t, only made sure she was moving without pain, she pulled herself up, crossed her legs, and pulled her blanket over her lap.




“So, what happened?” Dawn asked. “How’d I get so sick?”




“You suffered a nearly fifteen percent hemolysis approximately four hours before you were in that fight,” McCoy told her. “Do you know what hemolysis is?”




She parsed the roots in her head. “Destruction of blood, destruction of red blood cells?”




“Exactly.” He nodded his head. “One in seven of your red blood cells died off abruptly. That’s why you felt like you couldn’t breathe and your heart was racing. Your body was trying to compensate for a steep oxygen debt. Since you’re in good shape, you didn’t notice it until you were really exerting yourself. Problem is, you’ve had a string of other events like this over the last two months. I can print out a chart showing how long ago each was, but the computer calculates something like twenty-five events over the last six or seven weeks. Each time, you killed off a chunk of your red blood cells, usually much less, only a percent or two. By the time you collapsed, you were down to less than seventy percent of your normal erythrocyte complement.”




The last seven and a half weeks was the amount of subjective time she’d been able to move from one dimension to another, and this was her twenty-fifth trip out. She flashed to an old memory, one she had gotten good at repressing. Feeling blood sliding down her legs, onto her feet, and then dripping through the grate into the air above Sunnydale. She swallowed and pushed the memory away.




“Why’d my stomach hurt so much?” she asked.




“Not your stomach,” he responded. “Your spleen. Every erythrocyte that died did two things—dumped its hemoglobin into your bloodstream and left a crumpled up cell for your spleen to grab and keep out of circulation. If the lack of oxygen hadn’t sent you into heart failure, you would either have thrown an infarction somewhere important or your spleen would have ruptured. Either way, you’d have died.”




“Oh.”




“Mind telling me your name?” he asked, eyebrows raised in polite interest.




She already kind of liked him. He had a bit of twangy southern dialect to his speech and, unlike House, he clearly had some kind of bedside manner and supply of patience.




“Where am I?” she asked.




“You’re in the sickbay of the USS Enterprise, a Federation starship. I’m the chief medical officer,” he told her. “You’re my patient until I discharge you or you refuse medical treatment.”




“Wow,” she breathed. “Been here less than a day, and that’s the one ship’s name everyone mentioned. You guys are legendary.”




McCoy waited.




“Klingons really don’t like you though,” she added.




“Color me shocked. What should I call you?”




“Oh, sorry. My name’s Dawn Summers.” 




Since there was only the one of her, she didn’t have to worry about there being some past record of her or of her messing up some other’s Dawn’s life.




“So, Miss Summers, there’s not a lot that gets past us in this day and age,” he said, laying a little stress on the last three words. “We’re aware that you’re not from around here. Or now, for that matter. I’ve taken steps to isolate you, since there are a lot of communicable illnesses in this century that didn’t exist when you came from. Our science officer has your satchel, and watching him try to investigate that thing is like watching a cat try to get to a junebug under a mason jar. Would you like to give him a hint so he and the captain don’t worry themselves to a frazzle over the cargo you’re carrying?”




She just stared at him, slightly open mouthed.




“You’re going to draw flies,” he said, drily.




She closed her mouth. Then she looked around, scanning for cameras or microphones.




“There’s…um…nothing overtly dangerous in my bag,” she said. “Clothes, food, medical supplies, some souvenirs, some art supplies, and some goods for barter or trade. I’m the only one who can open it.”




“Nothing dangerous…like, say, a sword?” he asked. “One of the crew picked it up for you and promised to bring it back once he’s finished cleaning it.”




She blushed. 




“Okay,” she admitted, “that and the baton are my two big weapons, and they’re only for self-defense. There are some knives, but they’re tools, mostly for barter. No firearms, no biological weapons, no chemical weapons, and no fissile materials. Oh, and there’s a hatchet in there somewhere.”




“A hatchet,” McCoy repeated. “You must be one hell of a packer.”




“It’s bigger on the inside.”




“No kidding,” he said.




She grinned. “Remind me not to play poker with you, Doctor McCoy.”







Uhura and Kirk stood, looking over Spock’s shoulder, watching Bones gently interrogate his patient. Kirk gave his communications officer a questioning glance.




“Her vocabulary, grammar, cadence, and other dialectical markers all line up with what I know of twentieth century American English,” she said, shrugging. “But it’s just not my area of expertise. She could be a good fake.”




Spock perked an infinitesimal amount when Dawn Summers had mentioned ‘bigger on the inside’ and started manipulating the scans he’d attempted of her satchel.




“Fascinating.”




“Don’t hold back, Spock,” Kirk told him. 




“The topology of the bag has clearly been manipulated to form a stable distortion of a collapsed homomorphism in extra-spacial dimensions not normally accessible from what we understand as our own four dimensional spacetime reality.”




Uhura and Kirk traded another glance.




“I was going to say the same thing,” Uhura claimed.




“And that means?” Kirk prompted.




“It is bigger on the inside,” Spock confirmed. 




“Can you scan it?” he asked.




“With some trial and error, I believe I can produce a meaningful analysis of the bag’s contents.”




“That’s Vulcan for ‘this is going to take some time’,” Uhura told him.




“It is a challenging problem,” Spock protested.




“A lot of time,” Uhura added.




“Captain,” Chekov called.




“Keep working on it,” he told Spock.







“Tell me about the fight,” McCoy prompted. “How the hell did you end up squaring off with that delinquent?”




Dawn sighed dramatically and rubbed her forehead. Chapel stopped by and handed her a spouted container, and when Dawn took it, murmured something to McCoy.




“Five minutes,” McCoy said.




Dawn sipped from the container.




“Mmmm. Beef broth,” she said. “Very tasty. It’s weird, though. I guess I figured the future would be vegan. Or at least vegetarian.”




“It is vegetarian,” McCoy told her. “No cows were harmed in the making of that broth. The Enterprise has a full complement of tissue cultures which are used to grow meat.”




“Lot less wasteful to grow a rack of tenderloin on demand than keep a ranch going,” she said.




McCoy nodded and waited.




“Right,” Dawn said. “So, the fight. Yeah. I just…have you ever had one of those days where you said the wrong thing, only you didn’t know which part of it was wrong? And when you tried to fix it, you just made it worse?”




“No recently, thank god,” he said, “but I’ve been there.”




“So, guy bellies up to the bar while I’m catching up in my journal, sipping lemonade, and I compliment his gear belt. He had all these dangly tokens with different symbols on it, a lot of variety, and they’d been added one by one over a long time.”




“Either commendations from his clan’s patriarch,” McCoy said, “or loot collected from enemies he’d killed.”




“Right,” Dawn said, gesturing. “So we get to talking, and I’m basically pumping him for information. What a cool sidearm you have. I heard you can’t get that model for love or money. Is it hard to secure ammo for. That sort of thing.”




“Sounds like the kind of conversation Klingons and more than a few humans live and die by,” McCoy said drily. “When’d you put your foot in it?”




Dawn grimaced. “I tried some of my brand new Klingon on him, and he got all huffy.”




“You speak Klingon?” McCoy asked, raising an eyebrow.




“I wouldn’t call it that,” Dawn said, looking rueful. “I’m developing a decent grasp of the language, and the script isn’t too bad, but speaking it? Man. My mouth is exhausted from the way they combine consonants. It just isn’t right.”




“What did you say?” he asked.




“I asked him if his father’s name was still sung in the halls of honor,” she answered. “And I made it really obvious I was practicing pronunciation, and he got all snarly at me.”




McCoy frowned. He’d want to check with Uhura and Spock for confirmation, but as far as he knew, there was no reason for an adult male of a Klingon merchant caste to take offense. It was laying it on a bit thick, sure, but even Klingons could be flattered.




“And then I asked him if his noble forehead ridges were a gift from his mother’s side of the family,” she continued.




Well, that could go either way, depending on how much sarcasm you loaded into your statement. Just like humans, not all Klingons had mastered the use of sarcasm, but, boy howdy, did they recognize it when they heard it.




“And the only reason I even asked that,” Dawn said, “was because I’d met a group of Klingons that didn’t have any ridges on their foreheads.”




“Wait, what?” McCoy asked.







“There are occasional surges from both the secondary propulsion systems and their warp core,” Chekov reported, indicating the spots on the scans he’d been studying. 




Kirk looked it over.




“That’s not a merchant vessel,” he said. “It’s way too beefed up for that.”




“It’s a converted Sut HabmoHwl freighter,” Chekov said. “Those have very powerful engines.”




“And hulls like eggshell,” Kirk responded. “Because no one ever fires on an ore hauler. That thing’s got armor plating four feet thickl or I’m a tugboat captain.” 




There was flash of light from the vid screen, and an alarm started chiming. Several others picked up and climbed in both intensity and shrillness.




“Explosion,” Sulu reported. “Epsilon Prime, in the zed-neg module.”




“Shields up,” Kirk barked. “Yellow alert.”







Everyone in sickbay looked up when yellow alert was sounded.




“What’s that?” Dawn asked.




“Something bad,” McCoy answered, getting up.




“Do I need to do something?” 




“Stay put,” he ordered.







“Ensign Huang, report,” Kirk said. 




The comm crackled with static, and Uhura started sifting through the spectrum to pull signal out of the noise. They could hear someone coughing and people shouting.




“Captain,” the ensign answered after a moment. “I’m in the zed-pos module, about five levels out. Mbeke, Dufresne, and Leskovna are with me. Only reason we’re alive is because they kept all the damn airlocks when they welded this thing together, and everyone who lives here knows how to close the closest lock if there’s a decompression.”




“Can you put together a preliminary damage report for your section?” Kirk asked.




“I can give you one now,” Huang said. “This section’s hanging fire, sir. Multiple small breaches of the hull due to debris from the primary explosion, and a hell of a lot of stress on the infrastructure. Atmo and heat are currently holding steady, but that could change at any moment. We’ve got multiple casualties. They’re being tended. No sign of any conflict within our area, but captain, the module that went up…”




The ensign’s voice broke.




“That’s where the living quarters for most of the transient residents were.”




Everyone on the bridge fell silent.




“Understood,” Kirk said. “Good job, Ensign. Keep me posted.”




“Yes, sir.”




The channel closed, and everyone watched the captain as he sorted through things in his head.




“Uhura, send out a general communication to all ships in the immediate vicinity. Warn them of debris from the explosion, tell them to stay away from the station unless directly instructed to. Ask the captains of each ship what their sickbay capacity is and how many wounded they’re willing to take of what species.”




“Aye, captain.”




“Scotty, I want a full complement on search and rescue, but save out yourself and three of your choosing for the site of the explosion.”




“Captain,” the chief engineer said carefully. “We willna find any survivors there. The force of the explosion ripped that module to pieces. Even if a person had warning enough to climb into a pressure suit, the debris would have torn them to shreds.”




“I’m aware of that Mister Scott,” Kirk replied. “I want to you to find out what caused that explosion.”





How to Terrify a Key



“Why hasn’t anyone been brought in?” Dawn asked Nurse Chapel softly.




Chapel glanced up for a moment and then cast her eyes down, saddened. Sickbay was humming with activity. Doctor McCoy prowled from corner to corner, checking everything in his domain. Corpsmen and nurses held hushed conferences in twos and threes. Supplies were being stacked everywhere it wouldn’t interfere with the efficient movement of patients. 




Dawn had been relegated to a small bay off the main floor, a precaution against her being exposed to twenty-third century maladies. Her bay was protected by a very low level force field. Nurse Chapel could and had walked through it in order to give her another round of vaccinations. But it served to keep microbes at bay. It would be another six hours before she had full protection from the range of vaccines, antivenins, inoculations, and immune system modifiers Doctor McCoy had given her.




“Because they haven’t found any survivors,” Chapel told her.




Dawn sat on her bed, her arms folded around her knees. The bridge had contacted Doctor McCoy and updated him on the situation. A major explosion in a pressurized non-military habitat. It was the stuff of nightmares, she was told. Civilian populations weren’t drilled in emergency procedures. It wasn’t like finding survivors under the wreckage of a collapsed building or inside a mine. Anyone who wasn’t in a pressure suit, emergency pod, or intact module was presumed dead after ten minutes.




That was the first wave of casualties, the one which never materialized. After it was apparent there would be no one rescued from the damaged module, Chapel came over with a wand and spent several minutes spraying Dawn’s skin with her brand new microbiome. Dawn didn’t say anything, but it was a relief. She’d started to itch in a ghastly all-over sort of discomfort. She and Chapel talked quietly for several minutes.




“They train you,” Chapel told her, massaging the spray into her patient’s arm. “In Starfleet. You learn what to do if there’s a decompression. How to survive, if it’s possible. It often isn’t.”




“What do you do?” Dawn asked, trying not to sound as curious as she was.




“Well, the first thing is that you absolutely cannot panic,” Chapel answered. “It’s not easy, but if you panic, you die. If you have any time, you hyperventilate in order to dump carbon dioxide out of your blood and absorb as much oxygen as possible. Then, when the air is going, you exhale everything in your lungs and keep your mouth and nose open, and then you keep exhaling as your blood surrenders dissolved gases.”




“You don’t hold your breath?” It was hugely counter-intuitive to her.




Chapel shook her head. “The difference in pressure—zero atmosphere on the outside, one atmosphere on the inside—would cause your eardrums and your lungs to rupture. You’d drown in your own blood.”




Dawn shuddered.




“If you’re in direct sunlight, close your eyes to protect your retinas, blink if you have to look around,” the nurse continued, moving to Dawn’s other arm. “And know where you’re going the moment the wind dies down. Your best bet is an emergency pod, if there’s one close enough. An airlock is next best, because it recycles its own atmosphere and should have reserves. Then a pressure suit if it has one of those self-sealing hoods. If none of those is available, you have maybe fifteen seconds before you black out, and if you survive, you’re going to be crippled for several days while we repair the damage to your tissues.”




There weren’t any windows in sickbay, not even a monitor showing what was going on at the station. Just then, Dawn decided she was glad.







“There they went again,” Sulu said, pointing at the smaller nav screen at his console.




“Hmph,” Chekov grunted. “As if my bad opinion of Klingons needed confirmation. First, they deny even having a sickbay. Then they say it is already at full capacity and they have no supplies. As if anyone in their right mind would want to be treated in a Klingon hospital.”




“Oh, I agree,” Sulu said, leaning back. “But what are they up to? We maneuver to cover a new section, and that so-called converted ore hauler moves as well.”




“It gives them a clear line of fire on both the station and us,” Chekov responded. “Clearly a priority in Klingon disaster management.”




“I don’t like it,” Sulu said. “If there was ever a case of ‘something can go wrong’, this is it.”




Chekov agreed glumly. “You know famous Russian philosopher Murphy had a student who added a collary to his teacher’s law.”




“What’s that?”




“Murphy says ‘If something can go wrong, it will,’ ” Chekov recited. “Student named Finagle, famous Russian engineer, says, ‘and at the worst possible time.’ ”




Sulu grunted. “Smart guy.”




“Da.”







Spock studied the mapping he’d created of the interior of the bag belonging to Doctor McCoy’s young, female, human patient. It was intriguing. He’d been able to puzzle out that if the interior existed in normal space, it would provide approximately three point six eight cubic meters of storage. There was a secondary effect negating the vast majority of the inertia and weight of the items in the bag. All told, he believed the contents of the bag massed approximately two hundred thirty-eight point nine two kilograms. Not including the bag, of course. Holding it, it currently weighed less than five kilograms. Fascinating.




The contents appeared to be exactly what Dawn Summers had averred—travel supplies, medical supplies, trading supplies, and a few items appropriate for self-defense. He amused himself, between checking on the spinning, orbiting wreckage of Epsilon Prime, by manipulating a three-dimensional holographic mock-up of what the unfolded interior of the bag and its contents would appear to be to someone who opened the bag and put a hand inside.




It was on the second rotation that an anomalous object caught his attention. Raising one eyebrow with interest, he began sorting through reams of scan data to determine what it was.







“Oh, aye,” Scotty said, tracing the lines of buckled hull plating and torn metal. “That’s no accident, that is.”




The field of wreckage around them was a dizzying whirligig of flotsam and jetsam ranging in size from nearly microscopic paint chips to shuttle sized chunks of structural beams. All jokes and snide comments aside, the builders of Epsilon Prime had done a decent job putting the place together. Yes, many of the shipping containers and retired cargo boats had been elderly, banged up, and even decrepit, but the engineers who’d put things together had thought it out. Scotty had been pleased by what he’d seen. Ungainly, sure. But it was over-engineered within an inch of its life with triple and quadruple redundancies. You would have had to have worked desperately hard to cause it to fail. Too bad someone had.




The point of failure, where the hull seams had torn apart like a red paper flag held in front of a maddened bull, was nowhere near any of the pressurized systems of air, water, sewage, propulsion, coolant, security, or defense. There hadn’t been anything at that point to explode. Except it had, and the resultant hull breach had split the module down its long axis from a hundred meters shy of the main nexus to nearly the far end, and the one undeniable weak spot, the observation deck, had simply peeled open, breaking the last two hundred fifty meters of the zed-neg limb off entirely.




All Scotty had to do was look at the pattern of the damage—no blast marks from phasers, no point of impact from a torpedo, and none of the staged destruction that indicated a systemic failure of hull integrity. This had been a bomb. He had no doubt about it, and the moment a chemical analysis of captured hull fragments had confirmed it, he’d notified the captain. 




“Chief!” The petty officer with him, Estes, nearly jumped out of his seat. “I’ve got a p-suit.”




“Put it on screen, lad,” Scotty ordered, and when the image appeared, he nearly jumped as well. “Strap yourself in, Estes, and grab hold of something. We’re hauling that one in.”




It was said by certain crewmembers at certain late hours after a certain amount of alcohol had been imbibed and increasingly incredible stories of “no shit, there I was,” were told, that if you were very, very lucky, you’d never be on board a ship when Montgomery Scott took the helm and was in a hurry. Not a pilot in Starfleet would quibble about his safety record. He could park a blue whale in a goldfish bowl without a bruise or hurt feeling. The process in getting there, however, left something for mere mortals to desire. 




Estes counted himself lucky that Scott restrained himself and only inverted the shuttle before swapping head for tail and yawing through a debris field. He still had a relatively rough idea of which way the Enterprise was in relation to the shuttle.




“Now, what in the devil’s name have we got here?” Scott muttered to himself. 




The figure in the p-suit was either dead, unconscious, or in a state of near hibernation. Their possible survivor had secured him or herself to what looked like the kind of freezer a large restaurant would keep their perishables in, and the moment Scott saw the door to the freezer, he knew they had more survivors on their hands. Whoever was in the pressure suit had somehow managed to wedge the door shut, keeping the others inside safe.




“Enterprise, this is shuttle Columbus,” Scotty barked into the comm system. “Clear out the flight deck in bay three and warm up the tractor beam. We’re bringing someone in.”







Dawn sat on her hospital bed, waiting and watching. Nothing like feeling helpless. Nothing like feeling useless. Doctor McCoy had just about snarled the last time she looked like she might get up while they were triaging patients and told her if she couldn’t sit on her hands like a big girl, he’d sedate her for the duration. The last thing he was willing to countenance was her exposing herself to every germ the twenty-third century could conjure before her vaccinations had kicked in.




The second wave was well underway—people who’d been in Epsilon Prime’s nexus or in modules connected to zed-neg when it had blown. In most cases, automated switches had closed any airlocks between them and wherever the decompression had taken place. Injuries were confined to bumps, scrapes, bruises, and a few breaks from being thrown around with no warning when the inertial dampeners had failed. 




There were a smaller number of people with electrical burns, lacerations, and decompression injuries from being close to a malfunctioning airlock. If they were alive, it was because they’d managed to manually close the lock, though there was at least one known instance where a member of the Enterprise’s crew had sacrificed himself, closing an airlock from the outside to protect the people inside the module.




Dawn watched while Doctor McCoy, Nurse Chapel, and their staff had filled the beds of sickbay, and gone about the business of setting bones, sealing cuts, and recompressing swollen limbs. She watched, and it galled her, just sitting there. She didn’t even have her journal or sketchbook to take her mind off all the things she couldn’t do.




It sucked.







Bothered by a growing sense of concern, Spock put the bag through another round of scans, trying to identify the anomalous object. He was convinced that it did not share the anachronistic Earth origin of Dawn Summers. The mass distribution and density suggested several alloys which wouldn’t have been available until after warp drive technology had been invented. The size of the object was small enough to be handheld, and the shape did not suggest any particular use. It was certainly possible that Summers had picked up one or more items native to this time, but it seemed…less than likely.




He had just made up his mind to mention it to the captain and request an opportunity to speak to Miss Summers when Scotty’s hail came in. As soon as the shuttle and the object it had grappled to itself were out of the worst of the debris, he scanned everything.




“The occupant of the pressure suit is alive. It appears to be Klingon, quite possibly a juvenile. Life signs show some distress,” he announced. “The jury-rigged lifeboat is functioning, and there are three sets of lifesigns, all adult Betazoid, possibly all female.”




That started a round of looks ping-ponging back and forth. Most humans found Betazoids overbearing and tactless, if well meaning. The idea of a Klingon actively trying to save several of them? Well, it was novel.




“Bridge to sickbay,” Kirk called. “Doctor, can you take a Klingon child beamed directly to you?”




“One big happy family down here, captain,” came the response. “Send him on through.”




“Spock, let’s check on the good doctor,” Kirk said.




“Certainly.”







The hubbub of the sickbay rose to a pitch as McCoy cleared everyone away from an empty bed in time for a figure to be teleported on to it. The main door opened, and several people walked in, ranking officers from what Dawn could see. Their uniforms were color coded red, gold, and blue. Medical was blue, but there were other blues running around who weren’t medical. Gold seemed to be line officers, as there were fewest of those. Red was, what? Everything else?




She got up on her knees on the bed to get a better view. They’d done that to her when she was brought in? All twinkly lights coalescing and condensing into a person? Her molecules turned into energy and then recollected into molecules again? And it hadn’t run into any problems to do with her being a Key? How did they know they were the same molecules? What if Dawn wasn’t the original Dawn anymore but a copy, and the original Dawn had been destr— She firmly clamped down on that line of thinking as being not with the helpful and extremely with the crazy making.




The new non-medical blue shirt took a position where he could see everything and still stay out of the way. Dawn caught his look—assessing, interested without any particular motivation, and cool as a cucumber. He had a strange greenish cast to his skin and eyebrows that went up at the outside corners. Not human? From both Chapel and McCoy’s remarks, she had the impression that humans were only one of a sea of life roaming interstellar space. The gold shirted man, a total hottie, had more braids on the ends of his sleeves than the non-human blue shirt man, leading her to believe he was high up in the command structure. The guy in the red shirt was the same rank as the one in the blue shirt, but was clearly very human—red faced and harrumphing with concern.




“We’re going to have to release the suit’s appendages simultaneously,” the doctor instructed. “Chapel, I want you on the torso, the rest of you take a limb apiece. On three. One, two, three.”




Everyone reaching in yanked, pulled, and wrestled, getting the p-suit off whoever the occupant was. McCoy took the head, lifting the molded cowl and face plate off. Underneath was a blotchy, purplish girl, a Klingon, looking about thirteen or fourteen years old. 




“Give me ten of revivamp,” McCoy said. “Start infusers with standard isotonics, keep a close eye on oxsat levels.”




The girl took a deep gasping breath, arching her back with the effort. McCoy held her in place with a hand on her bumpy forehead and her arm.




“There we go,” he encouraged. “Call me odd, but I’m a big fan of Klingon physiology. Give a Klingon half a chance, and you’ll never need a defibrillator or a resuscitation pack.”




Dawn winced, thinking of the Klingon she’d killed. He, obviously, hadn’t had half a chance.




“Hands show decompression injuries,” Chapel noted. “As well as a lot of abrasions and some lacerations.”




The girl started yelling in Klingon, trying to push Chapel and Doctor McCoy off her. She could sympathize. It must have been unnerving to wake up, surrounded by people really different from what you were used to, poking you, and saying stuff you didn’t under…stand…




Dawn frowned. Why did that sound familiar?




And then she realized no one was answering the girl’s questions, probably because no one had enough Klingon to understand, and the girl was getting more and more frantic. 




“Hey, what happened to the ladies in the thing?” Dawn called out.




The medical staff didn’t look at her, but the new officers did.




“The ladies,” Dawn repeated. “In the…thing, I don’t know what the word means in English or Galactic or whatever. The women who were with her. Are they okay?”




Alien, hottie, and regular guy all regarded her, startled. 




“Aye,” the regular guy in the red shirt answered in pure Aberdeen Scots. “Three o’them in an industrial freezer, huddled up to stay warm, but there was enough air in there to keep them alive.”




“Be’plv,” Dawn called out, hoping she wasn’t mangling it too badly. “Be’plv!”




“vIt?” the girl called.




“vIt,” Dawn answered.




“You speak Klingon.” 




The blue shirted, not-medical, not-human officer was standing just outside the force field, mildly interested.




“I could have sworn I had this conversation already,” Dawn answered, sitting back down. “But yes, I speak a little Klingon. I’m not anywhere near fluent, though.”




“I see.” He held out her bag to her. “There is an item in your bag I would like you to remove for inspection.”




She took it from him.




“Sure. What?”




“A metallic cylindrical item weighing approximately three kilograms measuring fifteen centimeters in length and five centimeters in diameter,” he replied.




Dawn frowned again. “I really don’t think I have anything like that in here.”




“I would appreciate a sincere attempt to retrieve the item, as I cannot.”




“True,” she said. “I’m the only person who can open this.”




She opened the bag and reached in, thinking of the item, and not expecting to find it, but her hand closed on it immediately. When she pulled it out, she stared at it for a moment. There was a row of buttons on the exterior and a small display of symbols—Klingon—that changed, one symbol at a time, at a regular pace.




“What is this?” Dawn asked no one in particular, dumbfounded. “And what’s it doing in my bag? I didn’t put it there.”




The officer took it out of her hand and considered it. That was when the gold shirted officer joined them. 




“Spock, what have you got?” he asked, giving Dawn a brief look and a nod.




“Captain, it appears to be an explosive device of Cardassian manufacture of a similar size and capability as Chief Scott believes was detonated on Epsilon Prime,” Spock said. “There is twenty-seven minutes left on the timer.”




Dawn stared at the object. She felt cold sweat bead her skin.




“Can you disarm it?” the captain asked.




“Certainly,” Spock answered. “I would prefer to take it to Engineering, though.”




“Go,” the captain ordered. 




Spock turned to leave.




“And Spock,” the captain called. 




“Yes, Captain?”




“Stay in touch.”




Dawn watched Spock leave, took a moment to stare at the Klingon girl under Doctor McCoy’s care, and then turned a bit to face the captain of the USS Enterprise. She still couldn’t make a sound, though she kept trying to say something. Anything.




“Miss Summers,” the captain said, “it’s my understanding that you’re a time traveler and a very long way from home. Right now, you’re my guest aboard this ship. Would you like to tell me why you thought it was a good idea to carry a bomb around with you?”




She stared at him, blinked, and still could not even peep.




“Any time,” he told her. “I’ve got all day.”





How to Meld a Mind



“Let me get this straight,” Kirk said, frowning at the young woman. “You’re not a time traveler. You’re an interdimensional traveler, you somehow move from your dimension to other dimensions, and you’re doing this for college course credits?”




“Right,” she said. “From what you’ve told me of the timeline for Earth, our histories are close to identical until the 1980s or so. In fact, there’s a television show my roommate adores, Galaxy Quest, that has a lot of parallels to this universe. My mom sent me a bunch of Galaxy Quest-themed party supplies for her birthday last week.”




He let that pass.




“Any idea why you had a bomb in that satchel?” he asked, indicating the leather bag on the table in front of them. 




“None,” she said, her expression turning troubled. “I know I didn’t put it there.”




“You also indicated that you are the only person who can open the bag,” Spock pointed out.




“Yeah,” Dawn Summers said quietly. “I don’t get that.”




She stared at the bag for a long moment. Kirk, Spock, and McCoy had tried several times to open it. Each time, something prevented them. Kirk sneezed the first time he put his fingers on the bag’s flap with a thumb at the latch. When he tried again, the sneezes became a paroxysm, leaving him with both hands over his lower face and a desperate need for tissues. McCoy turned into a klutz, dropping the bag or whatever else he was holding, missing the latch entirely, and once falling out of his chair while he tried to manhandle it. Spock got the closest and nearly had to go into a trance to touch the latch with purpose. He finally stopped and explained that his fingertips had gone numb, and the muscles of his hand had seized up. 




They’d tried Scotty as well, but every time he started to try, someone from engineering paged him with an urgent notification—the main nav computer had gone offline and the backup hadn’t responded, turbolift shafts one and three were down with error messages that made no sense, and the engineering chief from Epsilon Prime was asking for him on a consult. Kirk reclaimed the bag before there was a warp core breach. They asked Nurse Chapel to try, and the moment she turned around, she’d half-collapsed in a faint. McCoy hustled her to a chair and determined that her blood sugar had bottomed out. She admitted she hadn’t eaten since the previous night. She’d just gotten too distracted.




It was at that point they started believing Dawn when she said she was the only one who could open the bag.




“There is one other person who can open it,” Dawn admitted, “and that’s my roommate, Sabrina. But that’s because she made it, and besides, she’s back home, and we don’t have Cardassian IEDs available there.”




“Logic dictates that if you are the only person present who can open the bag,” Spock said, fingers steepled in front of him, “then you are the only person who could have put the bomb in your bag.”




“Except for the part where I know I didn’t,” she said.




They’d been stuck on that point for nearly ten minutes. The thing was, Kirk believed her. She’d taken on a Klingon in single combat without betraying fear, and both Chapel and McCoy had vouched for her reactions when the wounded were brought in. She desperately wanted to help and was sincerely distressed that she couldn’t. She was not the sort of person who was looking to blow people up.




“Perhaps you could recount your actions from the moment you arrived until the fight outside the Pak-How Noodle Good Emporium and Liquor Box,” Spock suggested.




Dawn nodded. “Sure. So, I showed up in a tertiary corridor in the main why-pos axis about three hundred yards out from the nexus. There was pretty much no one around. In fact, it took me a while to realize that I was on some sort of space station. It wasn’t until I was in the nexus and saw where the other axes joined and the direction of the gravity changed. Totally Escher. I stopped to take some pictures—”




“Pictures?” Kirk asked.




“Photographs,” she clarified. “On my cell phone.”




She took a device a little smaller than a handheld scanner from her back pocket, touched a series of spots on the screen with her thumb, and then offered it to Kirk. The screen showed a fairly low-resolution, two dimensional photograph of the nexus, with six different axes populated with a menageries of people.




“Anyways,” Summers continued while Kirk figured out how to progress through the series of images and then handed the device to Spock, “I was hungry, so I started looking first for a place I could sell some stuff, and then for a place I could buy food. I was in a little second-hand antique store when I overheard a group of people speaking a new language. 




“Well, new to me,” she continued, looking at each of the officers present. “It was Klingon. And I’ve only encountered a couple of non-human languages so far. One of them was olfactory. So, I kind of eavesdropped for a little while, and then one of them was looking at the same blouse that I was, this really pretty algae-fiber tunic with patterned embroidery and little twinkly bits, and we started talking, in English, and…”




She trailed off and got a funny look on her face. Kirk was about to prompt her when McCoy held up his hand to warn him off.




“And then…”




She frowned and started to rub a spot on her neck, behind her ear.




“That’s weird,” she said, giving an uncomfortable not-quite laugh. “I don’t…I was in Pak-How, and the Klingon guy sat down next to me.”




McCoy, Spock, and Kirk exchanged glances. McCoy looked grim.




“Miss Summers, how long were you on the station, from when you arrived to when the fight broke out?” McCoy asked.




She considered it for a moment. “Couldn’t have been more than an hour.”




“Would you agree with me that the hemolytic event was caused by however you move from one dimension to another?” McCoy prompted.




“From the number of events you said I’d experienced and the other factors, I kind of have to,” Dawn answered.




Frowning in discomfort and confusion, she rubbed at the spot behind her right ear as if it were tight muscle causing a tension headache.




“Spock, would you take a look at that?” McCoy indicated with a nod of his head.




“Certainly.”




While Dawn allowed Spock to inspect her ear, jawline, and throat, McCoy called up files on the mini-computer at the table and began sorting through them. After a moment, he cursed under his breath.




“What is it, Bones?”




McCoy made a noise of anger and self-contempt. “Right there. I’d have seen it eventually, but the explosion on Epsilon Prime pulled me away from checking test results on a patient who’s clearly recovered from what put her in my care.”




“And that is?” Kirk asked again.




“There is a very faint mark on Miss Summer’s neck three centimeters below the corner of her jaw which may be an injection site and another mark behind her ear which appears to be a bruise,” Spock said.




Dawn twitched with a jolt of memory, of a hand large and strong as a vampire’s gripping the back of her head, pressing painfully in that spot.




Now it was McCoy’s turn to rub at his forehead.




“Dammit,” he swore. “It didn’t show up in the initial blood tests, but it’s right there in an analysis of what the plasmapheresis pulled out of her bloodstream. Metabolites of scolpassamine, probably administered two to two and a half hours before the plasmapheresis was started.”




Spock’s expression flickered with a hint of recognition.




“What’s scolpassamine?” Dawn asked, worried.




“It’s a hypnotic drug with retro- and anterograde amnesogenic properties used in what some folk like to call ‘rigorous interrogation’,” McCoy answered, his pitch low with anger. “It also comes with a likely side effect of compliant behavior and extreme suggestibility. Works on Klingons, Vulcans, Romulans, and humans. Give someone a dose, and not only are they willing to follow whatever orders you give them, but they won’t remember anything from half an hour prior to the injection to a couple of hours after it.”




“It’s outlawed in the Federation,” Kirk said. “The punishments are harsh enough that there’s very little trafficking within the borders, but out here, it’s another story. Its use has been implicated in slave rings, grand larceny, even a handful of government coups.”




Dawn looked from McCoy to Kirk, eyes wide and scared. “Are you saying someone roofied me and turned me into a suicide bomber?”




“I’m saying someone had their hands on you long enough to give you a small dose of a medication that would have allowed them to tell you to put a bomb in that bag of yours, and there’s no way you’d be able to remember it,” McCoy told her. “It has a funny side effect of increasing the oxygen-binding capacity of erythrocytes, so it might actually have kept you alive when you fought that Klingon.”




“Is there any way to tell who gave it to me?” Dawn asked. “Because that bomb did not go off, and someone’s going to notice it not going off, and then that someone is probably going to try to blow up what I didn’t.”




“There may be enough information in the photographs you took,” Spock told her, “to identify likely culprits, but the illegal distribution and use of scolpassamine is not well documented. Any visual records from Epsilon Prime are likely to be damaged or lost. Recovery is doubtful.”




For a moment Dawn Summers looked years younger, just a girl, scared, alone, and out of her depth.




“When you were treating that girl, Doctor McCoy,” she said, “I was thinking about how awful it would be to wake up surrounded by people who didn’t look like you, who spoke a language you didn’t understand, and who were doing things to you, and it suddenly felt…familiar. Is it possible I have some memories of what happened?”




“I wouldn’t rule it out,” McCoy answered, “but you won’t be able to consciously recall those memories, so it doesn’t do us any good.”




“There may be another way,” Kirk said softly.




Both he and Bones looked at Spock, who gazed back with equanimity.




“What?” Dawn asked, looking up.




“I would not attempt such a thing unless I had Miss Summer’s informed consent,” Spock said gravely.




“What such a thing?” Dawn asked.




“She’s right,” Kirk said. “Whoever planted that bomb on Epsilon Prime and on her isn’t going to stop trying to kill whoever they’re after.”




“My money’s on that Klingon vessel,” McCoy said. “Separate factions of Klingons on the base, a Klingon girl with no family saving a group of Betazoid women, and that damn ship keeping its line of fire on us and the station every time we so much as budge an inch? They’ve got their hand in the cookie jar.” 




“Excuse me,” Dawn interrupted. “Could I get a ruling from the referee? What such a thing are you asking Commander Spock to do that he wants my consent for and could find my missing memories?”




“Miss Summers, in your original universe, was there recognition of the concept known as telepathy?” Spock asked.







Dawn sat and focused on her breathing with the meditation techniques she’d learned from Buffy. 




“I will not harm you,” Spock said.




He sat, facing her and next to her, so that her left leg and his right leg were only a few inches apart. Physical contact, he’d explained, was necessary but usually limited to touching her face. 




“I know,” she said, smiling nervously. “It’s kind of funny. I, uh…I had sex for the first time a few months ago, and I wasn’t even worried, just excited. For some reason, this scares me a lot more.”




He held her gaze without speaking.




“Maybe I shouldn’t be talking about sex,” she muttered, looking down.




“It is a different type of intimacy,” Spock said. “And you are right to be cautious. Done carelessly, it can cause great harm. However, I am adept at this practice. You will not experience anything that I do not, and I will shield you from any pain.”




“So I should relax, because you’ll be gentle with me,” she said, smiling in a lopsided manner.




“Precisely.”




They were at her assigned bed in sickbay. McCoy had just about thrown his hands up at the thought of keeping her successfully quarantined through questioning and then a mind meld, but Dawn had pointed out that this was her twenty-fifth universe and that, other than the anemia, she hadn’t suffered any ill effects or come down with any communicable illnesses. He drew the line at a public mind meld, sent everyone else off, and made the force field opaque. Then he took position on the other side of bed, ready to administer a shot of lexorin when the mind meld was concluded.




Spock brought his hand up to her face and gently pressed his fingers into specific places—her temple, the point just below the inside corner of her eye, the corner of her mouth, a spot just in front of the pinna of her ear. 




“My mind to your mind,” he recited in a voice like weathered bronze. “My thoughts to your thoughts.”




By the second line, she realized she was reciting the words with him. In Vulcan.




The imposing present of the sickbay faded back to insignificance, just photons triggering cones and rods, vibrations of the tympanic membranes, and electrical signals jostled from nerve endings. She was aware, observant, and uncaring as she’d only ever been in the deepest meditation. There was a presence, overwhelming, crushing her, and just as she started to struggle, it changed, and she was the presence, aware of human and Vulcan.




She—no, he—no, they—inverted their awareness and began sorting through ten billion neural connections, selecting only the most recent, only those which were fragmented or truncated, only those fouled by the sticky residue of scolpassamine. These jagged images and half-heard sounds were examined and understood, and the recorded experience became part of them.




Then she was back in her own head, eyes and ears thundering with sensation, gasping for breath at the shock of it, and flailing for balance. McCoy caught her arm and held her as she got her breathing under control. Spock sat back in his chair, one hand covering most of his face until he let out a long, shuddering exhalation. Without expression, he stood and moved the chair back to its place.




“Doctor, will you see to Miss Summers?” Spock asked, his voice rough.




“I’ll see to her,” McCoy confirmed, holding Dawn’s hand while she shook all over. “Do I need to see to you?”




Spock swallowed and then shook his head. “I must speak to the captain regarding what I’ve learned.”




He left without another word, and McCoy helped Dawn lie down on the bed. He gave her the shot of lexorin, and she curled up into a fetal position with her hands folded in front of her face. Her breathing was still harsh and uneven. He pulled a blanket over her.




“Do you want me to stay?” he asked softly.




She shook her head.




“I can ask Nurse Chapel to sit with you,” he offered.




After a moment, she nodded.




McCoy turned the lights down and left, and once he was gone, Dawn buried her face in her hands and started to cry. She didn’t hear Nurse Chapel come in, but felt the woman take her hand and then smooth back her hair.




“He’s…he’s so alone,” Dawn sobbed. “It hurts so much. I saw him turn away from his mother when he was hurt, just to prove he was a Vulcan, and he was just a little boy.”




Chapel soothed her with soft words and shushed her until the crying passed.




“He knows,” Dawn whispered looking up at Chapel. “He knows, and he can’t do anything about it.”




“I know, Dawn,” Chapel told her. “We talked about it once.”




“It hurts,” she cried. “If it weren’t for Jim, I wouldn’t…he wouldn’t…”




“Shhh. Try to sleep. This will pass.”







“You look like hell, Spock,” Kirk said, letting him into his cabin.




“I feel like it, Jim,” Spock answered, his voice hoarse.




Kirk didn’t quite swear in surprise, but it was close. His friend had to be near exhaustion, physically and mentally to admit to feeling anything.




Spock took a seat without asking and held his head in his hands. Knowing the Vulcan wouldn’t take anything alcoholic, Kirk poured out a cup of herbal tea he’d brewed and had waiting for him. That, Spock took without argument, and wrapped his hands around the cup as if he were cold to his bones.




“I take it you had some success,” Kirk stated, pouring himself a short bourbon.




“Some,” Spock said, staring off into the distance. “Captain, whatever else happens, under no circumstance can we allow Dawn Summers to come to harm.”




Kirk lifted his eyebrows. “That’s an extremely strong statement from you, Spock. I’d say incredible, but you’re the most believable man I’ve ever met.”




“I am certain of my conviction, Captain,” Spock said, his speech falling back into its normal patterns. “What I experienced of Dawn Summer’s mind has convinced me of it. She has some remarkable training which made the mind meld more successful than I expected. However, she is also an eighteen—no, nineteen—year old female human with all the logical inconsistencies and aberrations that implies.”




“So why the protectiveness?” Kirk asked. “Bones has it too, and I’ve noticed it in myself. Nearly everyone this young woman encounters, from Nurse Chapel to yourself, brings out the mama bear.”




“Because in all the universes,” Spock responded, “there is only one of her, and she is not just human. She is, at the same time, something my people refer to in only the oldest of our holy texts, something veiled in mystery and held in the greatest reverence. Should any real harm befall her, the consequences for our universe would be dire.”




Kirk absorbed this. “So, from a young woman who wins a bar fight against a Klingon to a time traveler to a…goddess? Is that what you’re saying?”




Spock shook his head. “Deities are, in relatives terms, fleeting constructs of the sentient mind. I…can’t really make sense of what she is for you in a single discussion, Jim, only that she is much, much more than that, and still entirely human. Until I can, just try to be aware of it.”




Kirk watched him, aware that his friend was reacting far more intensely to this mind meld than any other he’d seen. 




“Of course,” he answered. 




Spock’s shoulders relaxed, and he took a sip of tea.




“The only reason she’s alive at this point,” Spock continued, “is because crew members from the Enterprise began embarking onto Epsilon Prime just as the Klingons determined what to do with her. There was an argument. Her understanding of the language was, at the time, extremely limited, but with body language and tone of voice, it wasn’t difficult for her to understand that one of the Klingons wanted to cut her throat and dump her body.”




“Knowing Klingon housekeeping,” Kirk said drily, “she would have been found fairly quickly, and with our crewmembers on board, I would have insisted on a full search of the station to find the murderers.”




“And the leader foresaw this, so he devised a plan,” Spock continued. “Drug Dawn Summers, give her an explosive device to put in her bag, and leave her in the care of one of their lesser members. Perhaps they gave him orders to kill her in a public fight. Perhaps he was of such an irritable nature they considered it a foregone conclusion.”




“He kills her in a fight, we’re the closest human authority, so we claim the body and, inadvertently, the bomb,” Kirk picked up the explanation. “Was this the original plan? Because that means they’ve got someone on board with the ability to communicate our movements.”




“It was an opportunity,” Spock answered. “They have another goal. They spoke of it in front of Dawn Summers, but she didn’t grasp the language well enough to understand what they said. The explosion in the zed-neg main module was intended to flush out a specific target and kill others. Who, I don’t know at this point, but it has something to do with the odd Klingons she met in the second-hand store.”




“Klingons with smooth foreheads,” Kirk mused. “A taboo subject in the best of times. Are we dealing with the descendants of the genetically modified Klingons who haven’t had restorative surgery, or the regular kind who’ve had their ridges removed in order to pass as human?”




“That remains to be seen,” Spock said. 




“Either way, it’s some seriously messy political intrigue,” Kirk said. “Wish to hell she’d been able to understand what they’d said.”




Spock looked up at him. 




“She may not have understood at the time, Captain, but she has a remarkable grasp on phonetics and linguistic morphology. As I have restored what memories I could, I expect between the two of us, we should be able to piece together what was said. With Lieutenant Uhura’s help, I estimate a seventy to eighty percent complete transcript of their conversation.”





How to Spot a Fake



When Dawn woke, the lights in the sickbay were dimmed for the night shift. The quarantine light in her little bay had turned from red to green, and the force field had been turned off. Her bag sat next to the bedside table, and on the table was her sword. People were talking, softly, but she could hear Bones—Doctor McCoy’s—voice. She sat up and pulled her blanket aside, and then she just sat for a minute, absorbing. 




The mind meld had left things behind, a kind of imprint of Spock’s mind on hers, and she knew the same was true for him. She was aware, more than she’d been in her entire life, of the roil of her emotions, fear and curiosity, worry, anger, regret, affection, determination and a thousand other things in complicated cross-currents and riptides. Vulcans weren’t emotionless, she knew now. They probably had more intense and complicated emotions than most humans. They just practiced ruthless mastery of them. Some of that, the awareness at least, had rubbed off on her. She felt her emotions, she was aware of them, and she didn’t feel any particular impulse to do anything about them other than recognize them.




What had Spock gotten from her?




“Is it so very unlikely, Doctor?” a woman’s voice asked, not quite laughing. 




She recognized that voice, but she didn’t know where from.




“Oh, he understands,” said a second woman’s voice, very knowing, “but he likes to fuss.”




“Now, look,” McCoy started.




“We wouldn’t dream of taking your fun away, Doctor,” a third woman said, coolly. “Go on and fuss. We can wait.”




The women sounded amused and tolerant. Doctor McCoy sounded like he was going to start chewing a mouthful of nails. Dawn listened, and the bit of Spock-bent brain she possessed started organizing her perceptions in rigorous order.




She recognized the voices, therefore she had met the women previously. But they weren’t members of the Enterprise’s crew. There were three of them (correction: at least three of them). They were standing next to the Klingon girl’s bed, which had been moved closer to McCoy’s workstation after the majority of the victims of the station blast had been stabilized and returned. Therefore, it was highly likely that these were the three Betazoid women who were in the industrial freezer the Klingon girl had secured herself to.




Right.




Except Dawn knew she hadn’t met any Betazoid women before. Just a group of three Klingon women with smooth foreheads, and then a gang of the regular sort of Klingons. She stood, adjusted the hospital pajamas she wore, stepped out of the bay, and walked over to where she could see the Klingon girl’s bed.




McCoy stood next to the bed. One of the women sat on it, holding the girl’s swollen, compression-bandaged hand. The second stood next to McCoy while the third stood on the opposite side. Dawn automatically picked out the image of maiden, mother, and crone, and then she saw skinny, normal, and fat, as well as ugly, plain, and pretty, and wild, calm, and icy. 




And Klingon. 




The young (skinny, plain, calm) one stood beside Doctor McCoy, wrapped in a blanket. The middle-aged one (fat, lovely, and wild, sitting on the bed) looked up and saw her and smiled. 




“And here’s our hero,” she said, bending her inflections into a triumphant declaration. “Hullo, Dawn Summers.”




Dawn managed not to jump in surprise, but she did stare.




“And even more confused than she was to begin with,” the old (normal, ugly, icy) Klingon woman said. 




She checked Doctor McCoy, who sighed and shook his head.




“They look like Klingons,” she said.




“Well, they’re not,” he answered. “They’re Betazoid, and that’s not to leave the sickbay unless the captain instructs you otherwise.”




“Does that include us?” the young one asked.




McCoy only gave her a sour frown.




Dawn took another few steps closer to the bed, the memories she and Spock had uncovered informing what she saw.




“Melia,” she said, looking at the Klingon girl. So that was her. “How is she?”




“Oh, so you do remember?” Kloto, the youngest woman asked.




“Some,” Dawn said. “It took some serious work. Is she going to be okay?”




“Eventually,” McCoy said in a much milder voice than his previous aggravation would have allowed. “Her hands are the worst injured from exposure to vacuum and the fact that she hammered those wedges into the doorframe to prevent it from opening. Her eyes and face will take a little time to heal as well.”




“She saved us from certain death,” Atrepis, the eldest stated. “As much as you did.”




Dawn looked down at Melia, and her heart ached. Poor kid. She hadn’t chosen any of this. She certainly hadn’t chosen being hunted down by a bunch of her own people for something that wasn’t her fault.




“You going to let us in on the secret?” McCoy asked.




“I don’t have the whole story,” Dawn admitted. “But the Betazoid women are pretending to be Klingons in order to get the Klingon girl off Kronos and somewhere safe.”




“You chose that sort of Klingon?” McCoy asked, a touch incredulous.




“Really, Leonard,” L’Keesis asked archly, “what better disguise than those no proper Klingon would ever wish to be and therefore will not even look at, if he can avoid it. When we dressed as Atrepis is, we could go anywhere, and no one thought it odd. Even the greatest estate must have its cleaning women.”




“Truthfully, I’ll be glad to be rid of it,” Kloto said, moving her tongue over her teeth. “These features are extremely irritating. I can only imagine the forehead ridges would have been even worse.”




She unwrapped the blanket to reveal a very pretty blouse beneath, one that Dawn had seen before.








It was the blouse that caught her eye. Replicators took a lot of power, and the data files of whatever you created were licensed, so in a lot of instances, it was still cheaper to buy used. Technically, it was also an antique store, though probably not a single item there had any sort of provenance. The blouse was sleeveless, had a draped collar, and was made of a fabric with a hand like cream—soft, thick, fluid, and so light it felt like it might float away. The color was mostly a midnight blue, but highlights of lapis and sky blue shifted through it when she turned her head. The embroidery was whorls and puffs of color changing thread with beads so small, she wasn’t sure if they were really there. She loved it.




“Amazing what they can do with algae-fiber these days,” a friendly voice said.




“I never saw it coming,” Dawn answered, looking up. 




A Klingon.




Sort of?




She’d seen Klingons on the station and noticed that most of the residents and plenty of the merchants gave them a wide berth. Only all of those guys had bumpy, ridged foreheads that reminded her of vampires in full vamped out mode. This woman and the other two in the store had smooth foreheads, and she raised an eyebrow at Dawn when she noticed Dawn staring.




“Uh, nuqneH,” Dawn said. She was just starting to pick up words in Klingon. It was not a friendly language.




“nuqneH,” the Klingon woman replied and continued her frank appraisal of Dawn. “You are far from home.”




The woman’s stare became a great deal more penetrating, and just as Dawn became wary, another Klingon woman joined her. She’d heard the two of them speaking Klingon earlier and had tried to listen in with only a little success.




The second woman glanced at Dawn and dismissed her, then said something in Klingon that sounded like a cat coughing up a hairball.




Kloto, they [male-predominate] are[presentness / state of being / locative indicator]. The men had the state of being physically nearby but not seen and were actively doing…something?




The first woman said something rattlesome.




I [verb / positive / active / transitive] a [noun / inanimate / intangible / direct object], Atrepis. I have / give you / found a good / useful thing?




They both looked at her, and her alarm skyrocketed.




“Dawn Summers,” the first, younger woman said, smiling, “would you do something for us?”




“Ah, you know,” Dawn answered, stepping back. “That’s my cue to get the hell out of here. Bye now.”




Before she could turn, a third woman grabbed the back of her head, drilling her thumb painfully into the point just behind her ear, and before Dawn could elbow her attacker in the face, she felt a tiny sting on her neck.




And then she just felt calm. Calm and a little curious.




“Dawn, we need your help,” the first woman told her. “We’re trying to rescue a young girl who’s in grave danger. Her family is training her to be some sort of warrior, and she must start fighting other Klingons to the death in only another few months. If they find her, they will take her back to that terrible life. Other girls like her, no matter how good their training or how strong they are, all die in combat within a year or two. It’s some gristly holdover from their most brutal days. Most Klingons don’t even know these girls exist. Even they would be disgusted.”




“That’s terrible,” Dawn said, properly horrified. “How can I help?”




“They’re hunting for us,” the second woman said. “We need a distraction so we can get the girl to a safe place.”




“How much of a distraction?” Dawn asked. “Like ‘hey, your shoe is untied’ distraction or ‘you killed my father, prepare to die’ distraction?”




The women exchanged glances and then a few murmured words in Klingon. She caught something about humans and tools, a proper noun that sounded like, maybe, Endeavor or Enterprise or Try Really Hard, and a proverb about the…stubbornness/determinedness/perseverance of a father wronged. None it bothered her, which should have bothered her, but didn’t.




“We need you to completely throw them off the trail, but you have to forget what we told you about the girl, because they could torture you for information,” the second woman told her.




“You are willing to die to protect the girl, aren’t you?” the third woman, the one behind her, asked.




“Well, sure,” Dawn said. “I mean, if that’s what you need.”




Buffy would understand. So would Sabrina and the others. This was important.




“You are a good girl,” the first woman told her, and Dawn felt a blush of pleasure cross her face.




“Here,” and the woman behind her held out a metal cylinder with several buttons. “If you can slip this into their belongings, do so.”




“Okay,” Dawn agreed, taking the cylinder and putting into her own bag. 




“And,” the second woman leaned in, taking all of Dawn’s attention, “this is very important. If anyone questions you about this, if anyone tries to make you remember it, it was the Klingons—the other Klingons—who drugged you and gave you the bomb. Understand? You just write it all up in your head like it’s a story you’re telling yourself.”




“Wow,” Dawn said, impressed. “That’s really smart.”




“We like to think so,” the first answered. “Do you understand everything?”




“Yeah,” Dawn replied. “As soon as I leave here, I forget about the girl. Then, I go find the other Klingons, the ones looking for you, and distract them for as long as possible. If I can slip the cylinder thing into their stuff, I do that. In the meantime, I confabulate a new memory that it was them who drugged me.”




“Perfect,” and the third woman, the one behind her came around into sight. “We really appreciate what you’re doing for us, Dawn. So will Melia. Now go.”




“Sure thing,” Dawn said, and headed out.




“That was quick thinking, L’Keesis,” she heard Kloto said. “It would take a Vulcan mind meld to break that block, and there aren’t any Vulcans on the station.”




“There’s a few on the Enterprise,” L’Keesis answered, “but she’ll be dead by the time they have any reason to question the events of today.”









“That’s not right,” Uhura said, shaking her head. 




“How do you mean?” Spock said.




“Repeat the exact words for me,” she ordered.




He repeated them, phoneme for phoneme, exactly as he knew it from Dawn Summers’s memories.




“That makes no sense.” Uhura mouth tightened, and her eyes narrowed in though. “The stress of those syllables is off, the affix is missing, the verb should be irregular and isn’t, and on top of that, none of those insults made any sense.”




“I understand the use of female dog or bitch is considered pejorative,” Spock said.




“There is no Klingon equivalent to the noun bitch,” Uhura explained. “Klingons never domesticated any of their canid species. They capture half-grown whelps and tame them. So, the only equivalent would be something like she-wolf, which isn’t pejorative. In fact, when it’s used, it’s usually in reference to a well respected, female adversary.”




“What of this other phrase?” Spock indicated.




Uhura shook her head. “Again, Klingon insults tend to center around perceived slights to honor, ancestors, and martial utility. This is based on temperament and genitalia. Those just don’t get used in Klingon insults. Besides, the original wording is in completely the wrong register. It’s too clinical.”




He frowned the tiniest bit.




“Spock, no one calls a woman a mentally decompensated, urinating, vagina-woman. They call her a mad, pissy cunt.”




“If you had to chose which culture the speaker of this insult came from?” he asked.




“Human,” she answered without hesitation. “No doubt about it. And a human with a very shaky grasp of basic Klingon.”




“Excuse me.”




He was out the door before she could ask what was wrong.







Betazoids were telepathic, so they were aware the moment Dawn’s memory reasserted itself. L’Keesis reached for her injector, and she was in reach of both McCoy and Melia, so Dawn reached for her first, finding the nerve cluster just where her neck met her shoulder and drilling into it with her thumb, a lot harder than Spock would have. L’Keesis went limp, the injector falling from her hand. Kloto dove for it.




“What the hell are—” McCoy started.




“Bones, look out!” Dawn yelled in warning. 




She kicked Atrepis in the face, knocking her down, then turned, and planted a foot on Melia’s bed. She jumped for Kloto, but Kloto managed to land a glancing blow of the injector tip against McCoy’s neck, and McCoy winced. Dawn collided with Kloto and brought her down, knocking the injector out of her hand.




“Kill he—”




Dawn headbutted the Betazoid woman, cutting her off mid-command. McCoy looked at them, dazed.




He hesitated. “I don’t kill. I’m a doctor, not a…I don’t kill.”




“Kill D—” Kloto started, her nose bleeding.




Dawn hit her as hard as she could, grabbed her by the hair, and slammed her head against the floor. Kloto went limp. An alarm started sounding.




“Doctor McCoy,” Dawn yelled, getting his attention. She could feel the imprint Spock had left her sorting through things extremely quickly. “Listen to me, this is an order.”




He looked at her, his gaze sharpening.




“Is there an antidote to scolpassamine?” she asked.




“Yes.”




“Give yourself the antidote, and until the antidote takes effect, the only person who can give you any orders is Captain James Kirk. Understand?”




“Yes, I understand,” he replied, looking a little relieved.




“So, go,” she said.




McCoy stepped around her, heading for his station. The alarm was still going off somewhere in the background, but it wasn’t because of one of the patients. They were all unconscious or sedated. 




“Dawn.”




She turned back around and saw Atrepis with a split lip and bruised cheek holding a knife to Melia’s throat.




“When security arrives, you’ll tell them to get a shuttle for us,” the woman said. “My sisters and I will be leaving with the girl.”




“Really not going to work out the way you want,” Dawn said, keeping her hands away from her body and moving slowly.




“It will,” Atrepis said, nodding. “I’ll make it work. We’ve come too far. Worked too hard.”




“You know, I’ll happily listen to any amount of monologuing you have in mind,” Dawn said, “if you’ll just take the knife away from Melia’s throat.”




“You don’t understand,” Atrepis said. 




“I don’t, but I want to,” Dawn replied. “Please, tell me. Help me understand.”




“She’s the chosen one. Our chosen one,” the eldest of the three said. “She’s the one who matters. No one else.”




“Okay. I’m listening.”




“If we don’t have her…” Atrepis dwindled off, and her shoulders slumped.




“Hey, we can work something out,” Dawn said. 




Atrepis shook her head. “No. It’s all gone wrong.”




She braced her arm, and just as she pulled back, a beam of energy hit her in the chest. Atrepis seized and then went limp, falling over backward with a clatter. Dawn exhaled and relaxed.




“Those doors are a lot quieter than I gave them credit for,” she said. “When did you figure it out?”




Spock stepped into the main area of sickbay, put his phaser in its holster, picked up the injector, checked Kloto for a pulse, and then glanced over at McCoy, who was busy calibrating his own injector.




“I had started translation work on your memories with Lieutenant Uhura” he answered, calmly surveying the scene. “In your created memory, the Klingon leader used a specific word to refer to you with contempt.”




“He called me a bitch, Spock,” Dawn said. 




“There is no equivalent insult in Klingon,” Spock said. “Lieutenant Uhura was adamant. Several other inconsistencies came to light, and I re-examined what we both experienced.”




“Yeah. I hit the jackpot when I saw Kloto wearing the blouse from the second-hand shop,” Dawn said. 




“Doctor,” Spock called, “would you see to the three Betazoid women?”




Dawn started to wave him off, but they both heard McCoy’s answer.




“You’re not the boss of me, you green-blooded goblin!” he barked.




Spock’s eyebrows rose nearly half a centimeter.




“That’s my fault,” Dawn said. “I told him only Captain Kirk could give him any orders until the antidote took effect.”




Was that a…why, yes, there was the tiniest hint of a smile at the corner of Spock’s mouth.




“I believe I shall enjoy reminding Doctor McCoy of that exchange,” he said. “At a later time.”




“So what n—”




Three security personnel came thundering in, phasers drawn. They looked ready to shoot the place up, but paused when they saw Spock and Dawn talking quietly, the Doctor working at his console, and three unconscious Klingon women sprawled on the floor.




“Your response time is inadequate,” Spock said. “I will review protocols with you until I am satisfied you can reach the crisis in a timely fashion.”




All three men took umbrage and glared at him.




Dawn sighed. “You are never going to win any popularity contests, Spock.”




“Yet, somehow, I will manage to pursue a career in Starfleet,” he answered.




“So,” Dawn said, waiting to make sure no one else stampeded into sickbay. “What now? We’ve got an unconscious Klingon kid who’s apparently been kidnapped from her family for some whacked out Betazoid cult, three insane Betazoid women who look like Klingons, that I’m-not-really-a-warship Klingon warship, a half-exploded space station, and—oh, yeah—the guy I killed who is almost certainly a family member of the Klingon kid.”




“What comes after is the work most often referred to as the art of diplomacy,” Spock said. “Clean up.”





How to Investigate an Anomaly



“Of course those aren’t their names,” the captain of the Betazoid luxury liner said, striding towards the brig with Captain Kirk at her side. “Don’t be ridiculous. They don’t sound remotely Betazoid.”




Captain Ashkami Bhorzh had a full career as a Starfleet captain, commanding a science vessel for twenty-six years, and had then retired to take command of the luxury liner, Lysistrata, a name that so wholly contradicted the purpose of its passenger list and ports of call, Kirk had a difficult time reconciling the two.




“We have our own superstitions about renaming vessels, Captain,” she said, eyeing him in a sideways glance. “My girl was originally a colonial freighter, taking entire populations out to habitable planets and dumping them there. Her sister ships were the Oedipus Rex and Antigone.”




“Very sober names, I’m sure,” Kirk managed, reminding himself that full-blooded Betazoids were telepaths.




“Mmm,” Captain Bhorzh said. “Our parent company bought all three. Antigone is well known for hosting family reunions, and the Rex for its extemporaneous comedy competitions.”




There was a reason Spock had politely begged off meeting with the Betazoid representative in this matter.




“Shocking time it’s been, too,” Bhorzh said. “First the Klingons, then the explosion and rescue work. We’re moored for the present time and won’t be going anywhere until this is settled.”




“You’ve had problems with the Klingons?” Kirk asked. 




“Problems?” the other captain repeated, blinking. “My good man, nothing of the sort. Unless you count exhaustion, sprains, a handful of female complaints, and the occasional rope burn as problems. I count them as a successful and profitable tour. Did you know the phrase ‘please send more of the naughty women’ sounds almost poetical in Klingon? It did, however, keep me quite busy.”




Ah, lucky, lucky Spock. 




“Which is beside the point,” Bhorzh said. “I find it extremely difficult to believe that three Betazoid women—two of them at or past the age of the Phase—are responsible for the bombing of Epsilon Prime.”




Kirk waved her into the brig, where the guards on duty snapped to attention. Even with the adjustments to the cell force fields which both Scotty and Spock had assured him would prevent the telepaths from reading or influencing others, Kirk had the guard tripled. More than two hundred people had been killed on Epsilon Prime, including three from his own crew. Captain Bhorzh froze in mid-stride coming through the door and looked over the women, horrified.




“What in the gods’ names happened to them?” she demanded.




Kirk scanned the prisoners but saw nothing new in their appearance. Disheveled from being kicked, punched, and phasered, they were still clearly in one piece each, and Captain Bhorzh had already been briefed that they looked like Klingons.




Bhorzh came the rest of the way into the brig, her hand pressed to her collarbones, her exuberant manner doused. She stood well back from the cells, looking over each woman in turn. After a long, silent moment of this, her expression took on a pained, nauseated look. She pressed the backs of her fingers to her lips and swallowed.




“They’re mad,” she said softly, turning to Kirk. “They’re completely mad.”




“For mad women, they’re extremely resourceful,” he answered her. “They managed to have themselves surgically altered to appear Klingon, find transport to Kronos, blend in with the population there, and kidnap a Klingon child. They’re two thirds of the way back to Betazed, and when they were cornered, they had no scruples about destroying a large portion of the largest space station in the sector and setting up an innocent civilian to take the blame.”




She turned away from him and considered the women again.




“I will send their genetic profiles to Betazed in an effort to learn their real identities, provide counsel to them, and participate in any legal proceedings you feel are necessary, Captain,” she said, turning an unexpectedly hard eye on him from over her shoulder, “but I must insist that they receive full medical and psychological evaluations from a qualified Betazoid physiologist. There are several on my passenger list. I’ll ask for a volunteer.”




“The ship’s doctor is fully qualified—”




“To deal with sane, healthy Betazoids,” she finished for him. “This is an entirely different matter. Psychological maladies in telepathic races are both tricky and dangerous, and an em—” she cleared her throat, “a non-telepath like most of yourself, your doctor, and most of your crew is neither qualified nor safe treating a Betazoid with one.”




Kirk could just imagine the ruckus Bones would raise over that dismissal.




“You have no Betazoids on your crew,” she said, looking for confirmation.




“No,” he confirmed. “Not that many of your people join Starfleet.”




“Well, I had a devil of a time adjusting to the more hidebound parts of Starfleet culture,” she said, “and I’m considered very adaptable. Shall we continue this conversation elsewhere?”




“Of course.”




Outside the brig, Captain Bhorzh turned even more grim.




“You have at least one Vulcan on your staff?” she asked.




“At least,” he agreed.




She gave him a very jaundiced look. “Telepathy drives certain cultural mores which aren’t common in non-telepathic cultures. The Vulcans were always more…”




“Serious?” he prompted.




“I was going to say vicious,” she answered. “Which is why they clamped down so firmly on all expression of emotion. They’d have wiped themselves out, otherwise. Betazoids, on the other hand, reconcile our telepathy by adopting a rather whimsical nature. We are tolerant to a fault of each other’s foibles and have a tendency towards becoming flibbertigibbets, but underneath it, we’re not so very different. Strip away our sanity, and you’ve got a very dangerous beast on your hands. Your Vulcan will understand what I mean and what precautions must be taken. I strongly suggest you follow whatever advice Mister Spock offers.”




Which just went to show that even the captain of a cruise liner could get decent intelligence at a moment’s notice.




“I’ll give your advice all due consideration,” he told her.




She smiled at him, her humor beginning to recover. “There are, I’m sure, a great many more things to discuss, some of them not even related to this atrocious incident. I invite you to visit the Lysistrata for a relaxing evening. We’ve a quadrant-class chef on staff and a menu second to none. I’ll even be your guide on a tour of our erotic sculpture garden. We have a flawless replica of Lioness on The Cheese Grater.”




“What is it my first officer likes to say?” Kirk asked rhetorically. “ ‘Fascinating’.”




He escorted her back to her shuttle and then turned around and headed for sickbay, thoughtful.







Dawn sat beside the Klingon girl’s bed and thought. And thought. And thought. 




Betazoids were telepathic. They could have picked up their description of Melia out of Dawn’s head and used it to create sympathy. Of course, not all telepaths were created equal. She knew from Spock’s mind that Vulcan telepathy was mostly touch-based, though one reason Vulcans were so aloof was because extended social intercourse was apt to irritate their telepathic senses. It didn’t seem as if telepathy in this universe was like telepathy in, oh, comic books, where a person could casually scan another person’s mind and come up with something like a distorted description of the Vampire Slayer.




It said something, Dawn thought, that in the twenty-five worlds she’d been to, the only one where she’d run into a Slayer, it had been an alternate version of her own universe. She’d quizzed Freres Jacques, back in the thirteenth century, and he’d heard a few vague stories, but nothing detailed enough to say ‘aha, proof of the Chosen One!’.




“Here,” Doctor McCoy said, handing her a squeeze tube. “Make yourself useful.”




He took a seat on the other side of the bed, picked up the girl’s hand, and began unwrapping the pressure bandages. Dawn copied him. Once the bandages were off, he squeezed lotion from the tube in a stripe all the way up Melia’s arm. She did the same. Then he started massaging the girl’s hand, so Dawn followed suit.




“Make sure you wash your hands thoroughly after this,” he said, looking up at her. “Klingon fatty acids are irritating to human skin. Make you break out in a rash.”




“And here I thought my new microbiome could take all comers,” she answered.




They worked in silence for a while.




“Is her family coming for her soon?” she asked.




“Father and brother were in the zed-pos module when the explosion took place,” McCoy answered. “They’ve been doing rescue work in the time since then. The Klingon ship should have gotten word to them by now. I expect we’ll be hearing any time.”




He looked down at the girl. “I think she’ll wake up before they get here, though, so we should be ready for a very unhappy little girl.”




“Is the scolpassamine out of her system?” Dawn asked.




McCoy nodded. 




It hadn’t taken much figuring to realize that the three Betazoid women had drugged Melia to make her compliant and had probably told her to seal them in the freezer before putting on a pressure suit, explaining her hand and decompression injuries. They’d planted the bomb, so they’d have known when it would go off. 




They could have figured out a way to do it so Melia wouldn’t get hurt, Dawn thought. Or maybe they were counting on Melia’s injuries to get them onto the Enterprise.




“Doctor,” Dawn started.




“Why don’t you just call me Bones,” he said. “Since you already have.”




Dawn blushed. “That was…that was leftover from Spock.”




“Uh huh,” McCoy said drily. “Well, you earned it.”




“Feels weird,” she admitted. “Like calling one of my teachers by their first name. But…okay, Bones.”




“You prefer Summers or Dawn?” he asked.




“I’m getting used to Summers,” she said. “I can see the utility in it, but I think I prefer Dawn.”




“What was your question, Dawn?”




“Is there anything different about Melia?” she asked. “Physically?”




“You mean other than her injuries?” he returned.




“Yeah.”




He considered the girl and his answer. “From the amount of metabolites in her bloodstream, she’s been drugged with scolpassamine for nearly a week. That much for that long a period of time ought to cause irreparable damage to her brain, her livers, and her kidneys, but what damage there is has already started regenerating.”




“Does she show any history of traumatic injuries?” she asked.




“You think she was abused?” he asked. “Klingon culture is a lot different from human culture. I don’t think it’s fair to say they don’t treasure their children, but I think they are far more tolerant of risk in regards to their children than we are. Risks, however, are not necessarily abuse. Which is another way to say, yes, her long bones show multiple healed and remodeled fractures, as do her hands, and even her skull has some indication of a past break. It does seem more extensive than the literature I’ve read regarding Klingon children has led me to believe.”




“What does that mean?”




“It could mean a lot of things,” Bones answered. “If she’s been abused, well, from the pattern of breaks, she’s given as good as she’s gotten.”




“Does she show any sign of being unusually strong?”




“This is a peculiar line of questioning, Dawn,” he said. “What are you after?”




“It’s…kind of hard to explain,” she said, and frowned. Spock would be so much better at this than her. “The women told me that she was trained to fight other Klingons to the death, that this was done with Klingon girls, and they usually only lived a year or two once they started fighting. They could have been making something up to get my sympathy, but…”




“If you’re going to whip up a lie on the spot,” he said, “stick to something close to the truth. It’s easier to remember. Hmmm. I can’t say I’ve ever heard of anything like that, or that it sounds more odd than any other bit of Klingon culture I’ve ever heard about. You know who you should ask is Lieutenant Uhura. There are no Klingons in Starfleet, thank God, and precious few Klingon culture or history authorities, but she’s fluent in both major dialects, and that takes a good grasp of many things outside of declinations and conjugations.”




“Would it be okay if I went ahead and contacted her?” Dawn asked.




“I’ll do you one better,” he answered. “You don’t need to stay in sickbay anymore, but we don’t give civilians full liberty of the ship, so let me check with the captain and see if Lieutenant Uhura can be named as your guide.”




“Don’t you mean babysitter?” Dawn asked.




“That too.”







“Switch guards every two hours,” Spock said, considering the matter. “And have them check in with Doctor McCoy if they have any physical or mental complaints at all. I would also have Scotty install a white noise generator and have the guards wear headsets for communication.”




“Those are some fairly serious precautions to take,” Kirk noted.




“Any steps to prevent the women from using their powers would necessitate violating their rights as members of a sapient species under the Federation Charter,” Spock said. “And possibly the Geneva Convention.”




“I didn’t know Betazed was a signatory to the convention,” Kirk answered.




Spock didn’t respond, having reached the limit of his daily ration of humor.




“What’s wrong?” Kirk asked.




His eyes picked out little details that it took his long friendship with Spock to be able to perceive. The Vulcan’s shoulders slumped a tiny bit. He had busied himself with a stack of reports while they spoke, meaning that not only was he distracted, he was worried. 




“Forgive me, Jim,” Spock said. “I am coping with a dilemma.”




“Anything I can help with?”




Spock considered and finally shook his head. “I promised you a more in-depth explanation of my understanding of Dawn Summers’s nature. She is what in your language would be called a Key, a word with many meanings, nearly all of them fitting her original nature. In Vulcan, she would be called Tu’Ashar, the Opener.”




“Vulcans have a word that describes one specific girl?” Kirk asked. “That seems a little—”




“Not a girl, Jim,” Spock corrected him. “A Key. She has only been a human female for five years.”




“What was she before?” he asked.




“Tu’Ashar,” Spock repeated. “My people’s oldest legends speak of a handful of these entities. They are timeless, bodiless, intangible, and yet, they are each of a cumulative essence of what is most profoundly good. It was said that those few who communed with a Key were opened to the most numinous matters. They were rare, and then they were gone.”




“What happened?” 




He took a seat at the nearby table, concerned. It wasn’t like Spock to mull things over for a lengthy period of time. It wasn’t like him to tell fairy tales either. 




“No one knows,” Spock finally answered. “Except that I do now, and it is troubling. Dawn Summers is one of the only Keys remaining in existence, and she is the only one ever to have been changed into human form.”




Kirk considered the number of god-like and near god-like lifeforms they had encountered.




“Is she dangerous?” he asked.




“Not as such, Jim,” Spock answered. “However, there is a very old story—very old—which spoke of a cataclysm which occurred when an unnamed race of sentient spacefarers captured a Tu’Ashar in its original form and attempted to bleed energy from it.”




“What cataclysm?” Kirk asked. If Spock pointed out a Vulcan story as being “very old,” then chances were, it was at least ten thousand years old, if not older. 




“The story was originally told by the Elders of Star Lore when they explained the sights of the night sky to young pupils,” Spock explained. “It was their understanding of the events that led up to the Annihilation.”




Kirk mentally thumbed through his knowledge of Vulcan history. Elders of Star Lore put it more than fifteen thousand years in the past, and the Annihilation…




“The anomaly in sector fifty-seventy-two,” he said. It was visible from Vulcan, but not from Earth. “Six star systems wiped from the face of creation some thirty thousand years ago, and Federation scientists are still arguing over what could have caused it. No chance of a black hole or gamma burst?”




Spock gazed at him gravely. “Black holes do not evaporate, save in the most long term projections. Gamma bursts must originate from some object, yet there are none that might have contributed such an event in a radius of fifty thousand light years from the event itself.”




“And pre-warp, pre-flight Vulcan had the full story?” Kirk asked.




“Pre-flight,” Spock agreed, “but telepathic, and the Elders of Star Lore were far more attuned to what you might insincerely refer to as the ‘vibrations of the universe’ than our most perspicacious mystics are now. The story was one of the main supports of the region’s religion, stressing the consequences of arrogance and greed, much as Jesus’s parables were staples of the Christian faith of your own planet. I reviewed the latest research on the anomaly. To my surprise, little has been proposed and even less has been done to learn the true origin of the Annihilation.”




If Spock had been a cat, he would have lashed his tail in annoyance. Little grated on his nerves the way an ignored opportunity to gain knowledge did.




“Oh, let’s see,” Kirk said. “Sensor buoys placed at twenty light year intervals from twenty-nine thousand to thirty-one thousand light years out from the anomaly. When you narrow down when the event actually took place, drop a full sensor array at an appropriate spot and pull in everything off the EM, gravitational, and subspace spectra that you can, and then see if you can reconstruct the events.”




“ ‘You know my methods, Watson,’ ” Spock quoted.




“I’ll submit it to Starfleet,” Kirk said, “but don’t hold your breath. In the meantime…is Dawn Summers dangerous?”




“Not directly,” Spock answered. “And not personally. Should that change, I will alert you.”







After Doctor McCoy’s efforts landed her a cabin of her very own, and Uhura reported that she’d be available for babysitting/guide duty in another hour or so, Dawn sat down at the computer console and began playing elephant’s child. She read through an abbreviated history of the United Federation of Planets. She’d read the official history of the USS Enterprise, her captain, and most of her crew. It was odd beyond the telling to know of things that weren’t listed in the history but were recorded in her own memory as having happened, all of it thanks to the mind meld with Spock. She looked up the relevant information on Vulcan mind melds and found that most of it was behind security protocols she now recognized but didn’t know how to get past. Then she started looking up Earth history from her own timeframe.




Sunnydale had existed and then disappeared in a geological disaster right on schedule. Buffy Summers had been born on the appropriate date and lived…well, so far as Dawn could tell, at least into her twenties. Starting about the year before Buffy was born, records and information from the time period became more and more spotty. She didn’t expect to be able to pull up microfiched copies of The Sunnydale Herald, and she wasn’t surprised to find the data from China, Russia, parts of Africa, and much of South and Central America was spotty, but by the time she and Buffy had moved to Sunnydale, the problem had spread to all of Asia except Japan, most of eastern Europe, parts of central Europe, most of the Middle East, and a lot of the United States. 




She went flipping back and forth on screens to check information on the Eugenics Wars and then World War III. When she saw the article heading, she stopped breathing for a moment. World War III. They’d gone and had a World War III. What the Eugenics Wars hadn’t disrupted or destroyed, the nukes tossed around in World War III had. Six hundred million dead. Twice the present population of the United States, nearly ten percent of the world population. Dead. And the main damage had been done in populated cities. All the historic buildings in London were replicas. The city had been razed in the second wave of bombings. New York City had been rebuilt from the ground up after the dust had settled. Nairobi, St. Petersburg, Sao Paolo, Karachi, Shanghai, Seoul, Los Angeles, Osaka. All of them had been obliterated. Tokyo and San Francisco had somehow managed to escape direct hits, as had Cleveland, but very little of the official record remained. By the middle of the twenty-first century, the world as she had known it was rubble and radioactive dust.




She checked the records on Ruritania and then wished she hadn’t. In one of the last verifiable news entries from the country, halfway through the gap between Eugenics Wars and World War III, there was a mention of the trial, conviction, and execution of the Count von und zum Hentzau and three American conspirators for high treason. There was a list of photographs and witness statements from the executions. She started to select them when a hand touched hers.




“Don’t, sweetheart.”




Dawn looked up at the owner of the soft, velvety voice. Lieutenant Uhura stood next to her, eyes melting with sympathy.




“Don’t watch a death you don’t have to, even, maybe especially, if it’s someone who belongs to you.”




“He’s—they’re not mine,” Dawn said. “I mean, they’re my friends, but…”




She stumbled over how to explain that the Hentzau, Sabrina, Cole, and Lee of this universe had no idea who she was, and besides, the article and their deaths were two centuries old. It only felt like it had just happened.




“The Klingon girl, Melia, is awake,” Uhura told her, giving her an out. “Her father and brother will be on board in another hour. The captain wanted me to run down everything you can remember about what really happened.”





How to See a Key



There were some days when Kirk wished he could be duplicated multiple times and then, at the end of the day, allow all his copies to collapse back into one Ur-Kirk, just so he could keep track of the events on and around his ship. The only reason he could get away without having that ability was because his senior officers were utterly skilled, committed, and disciplined. But no matter how much he trusted his staff—absolutely, in this case—he still wished he could be there, if only to soak it all in first hand.




It was a futile wish, but it occupied his thoughts for a moment while he waited in the shuttle bay for the tlhIlwI’’s shuttle, buq to land and allow the passengers to disembark. Lieutenant Uhura was in charge of both Dawn Summers and the Klingon girl, Melia—actually not Melia, but a girl with a proper Klingon name he hadn’t been able to memorize phonetically yet. Spock was with the Betazoid physiologist from the Lysistrata in the brig. Kirk expected that to be exhausting for the Vulcan, so he’d left Sulu with the conn and orders for him and Chekov to continue clearing debris by using it as target practice. McCoy waited in sickbay to discuss the Klingon girl’s health with her family and keep an eye on Dawn Summers. 




“Sometimes, sir,” Scotty said in a thicker than usual Scottish burr, “I canna help but wish we had a wee program to reference, so we could keep track of all the players.”




“You ain’t just whistlin’ Dixie,” Kirk said.




The buq’s main door retracted, and a company of three Klingon men stood in the opening.




“Captain,” the eldest said, nodding his head in recognition. “Permission to come aboard.”




“Permission granted,” Kirk answered, eyes narrowing.




These were not the men from the causeway, the ones who’d stood by and allowed a fellow Klingon to bleed out and die from an easily treatable injury. All three of them were dressed in clothes that resembled the pants and tunics worn by the warrior caste, but without the heavy armor. Instead, they had short robes belted over their tunics. They carried multiple weapons, but no disruptors. Kirk recognized the mevak and tajtiq, and each of them had a coiled length of serrated wire, a knobby stave of some dark wood native to Kronos, and a slender stiletto bound with an engraved, winding strip of what he thought might be platinum or possibly iridium.




Uhura or Spock could have read a wealth of information from each of the men, their clothing, weapons, the way they tied back their hair, groomed their beards, and stood in relation to one another. Kirk could only go on his gut.




“Captain Kirk, I am called Eshvar,” the leader said. “I am the senior member of doQ’bej, and responsible for the Klingon girl you rescued from the wreckage of Epsilon Prime. This,” and he indicated the taller of his two young comrades, “is Chonak.”




Chonak nodded at him, neither hostile nor particularly interested in him.




“And the other,” Eshvar indicated the shorter one, “is Ja’. Both are also members of doQ’bej.”




Ja’ met Kirk’s eyes with what Kirk could only describe as a phenomenally relaxed sangfroid and blinked. Kirk nearly jerked in surprise but caught himself.




“doQ’bej,” he repeated. “The men who guard? Guardians?”




“Close enough,” Eshvar answered, smiling graciously. 




“Well, you know my name,” Kirk said, pausing to recalibrate his expectations. “May I introduce my chief engineer, Montgomery Scott.”




Eshvar gave Scotty a hearty handshake.




“An honor to meet you, Chief,” he said. “I understand you were the pilot who brought our injured ward to safety. You have our gratitude.”




Both of the younger Klingons nodded agreement. Kirk noticed the taller’s expression flashed towards concern and then relaxed. The shorter one, Ja’, was looking around shuttle bay with interest. Studying? Casing?




“We hope Puqbe’ hasn’t caused any difficulties for your crew,” the taller one, Chonak, said.




“No difficulties at all,” Kirk told them. “Only a little anxiety hoping there would be family looking for her.”




This time he caught the wash of relief that passed over all three Klingons’ faces. He was sure of it.




“Is she?” he asked. “Family?”




Chonak frowned at the question, and Ja’s eyes narrowed a bit, but Eshvar took it in stride.




“We are not blood related,” he answered. “And even in the relatively far-flung clan relationships common on Kronos, we are not what you might consider family. However, Puqbe’ was dedicated to the doQ’bej when she was only an infant. I am responsible for raising and training her to fulfill the responsibilities she was born to.”




“Responsibilities?” Kirk prompted.




Eshvar looked like he would start a lecture and draw diagrams if given a chalkboard, but he caught himself.




“At another time,” he said, shaking his head, “I would be happy to explain the intricacies and traditions of our organization. For now, please rest assured that all Klingon authorities recognize me as her…loco in parentis if you will, and her legal guardian.”




“Of course,” Kirk responded smoothly and held out his hand towards the main service corridor. “Right this way.”




“Captain,” Scotty said, stalling him for a moment. “Are ye sure these are Klingons? That fella, he didna even try to break the bones in my hand when he shook it.”




“Maybe they’re civilized,” Kirk hazarded.




Scotty grunted in disbelief. “A civilized Klingon, indeed.”







The three waited politely for him at the exit from the shuttle bay. Each of them nodded at crewmembers who happened to look their way, causing most of the crew to do a comical double take. One of them even walked into a bulkhead, he was so surprised. Kirk sighed.




“Jajlo’,” Chonak said as they stepped out into the corridor and turned left towards the turbolifts.




“I beg your pardon?” Kirk asked.




“Ah,” Eshvar answered, nodding. “The young human female who killed WIr’Dra. Is she healthy?”




“Reasonably so,” Kirk answered, checking each of the three for expressions indicating a sudden need for vengeance. “You have my sympathies on the loss of your shipmate.”




Ja’ let out an exhalation that was anything but grief stricken. Kirk raised his eyebrows.




“He had one job,” Chonak told him. “One. He was to keep the human female in one place and in one piece until we had recovered Puqbe’ and could then spare the time to find appropriate human authorities to give her to.”




“He was babysitting her?” Kirk asked. “You’ll pardon me for saying so, but if he weren’t dead, I’d tell you to fire him. What sort of babysitter challenges his charge to a duel to the death?”




“One who is now dead and unmourned,” Ja’ responded.




“You bear no grudge against the woman?” Kirk asked, clarifying.




“Captain,” Eshvar said in a patient, teacherly tone, “if, while you were on Epsilon Prime, a young Klingon female came to you, looking…unsettled, shall we say…and she was determined to pick a fight with you by telling you that you were an insufficiently motivated eater of ham sandwiches, that she believed your father was some sort of small rodent, your mother smelled not unpleasantly of fruit, and that you spent too much time cleaning your anus after defecating, would you be compelled to protect your honor by killing her in combat?”




“I’d start looking for the Klingon equivalent to a man with a butterfly net,” Kirk answered.




“As you say,” Eshvar answered with a wry smile. “While the insults she chose would have enraged a fellow human, we were only perplexed. The mad can dishonor no one. Yet WIr’Dra allowed his temper to get the better of him, and his combat skills were so poor, he was bested by a human female who collapsed from the exertion of the fight. There is no debt of blood incurred by such foolishness.”




“I’m glad to hear it,” Kirk said. 




“If possible, I would like to meet the woman,” Eshvar said. “If she is both restored to sanity and willing.”




“The former is probably true,” Kirk answered, punching the button for the turbolift. “As for the latter, I can’t answer for her, but I’ll certainly ask.”







“Do you know how long it took me to become fluent in Klingon?” Uhura asked him, watching Dawn Summers and Puqbe’ from the doctor’s station with McCoy.




“Oh, let’s see,” he answered, considering. “Your average human takes nearly ten years to become truly fluent in Klingon, so I’ll say it took you seven.”




“Five,” she corrected him, her chin sitting on the heel of her hand while she leaned onto the console. “And I worked really, really hard at it. Two hours a day, five days a week, and I bought every Klingon I met a drink just so I could practice.”




“I’m sure you did,” he agreed mildly.




“So how is it Miss Dawn Summers had a first year student’s grasp of it yesterday, and today after spending an hour and a half quizzing me and another half an hour chatting with Puqbe’, she’s almost completely fluent?” Uhura asked him.




McCoy looked up from his work and studied the young woman and Klingon girl. Little Puqbe’ was doing her best to look the part of a fierce Klingon warrior, but she was pale and trembly like any frightened child. Dawn had pulled a chair over and was now regaling her with stories in Klingon. She only paused occasionally to stretch out her mouth and lips in reaction to the fatigue speaking Klingon consonants caused in human speakers.




“Probably best not to dwell on it,” he advised Uhura.




“Do you know that she was extrapolating new vocabulary words while we talked?” Uhura asked. “I’m not talking about compound nouns or swapping around affixes. I’m talking about just popping off with random, unrelated words like she was remembering them.”




“There, there,” McCoy said, giving her an absentminded pat on the shoulder.




“It’s just not fair,” she said, giving her head a tiny shake of disbelief.




“ ‘Who’s that tramping over my bridge?’ asked the troll,” Dawn recited in Klingon. “ ‘It is I, Big Billy Goat Gruff!’ ”




“I’ll bring you a Romulan ale when you’re off shift,” McCoy told her.




“I’d appreciate it,” Uhura sighed.




The main door wooshed open, and the captain entered with three Klingon men. Puqbe’ looked up, and her eyes went wide. The men went straight to her side. Dawn looked over her shoulder, got up, and moved out of the way. Kirk joined her off to the side. As the Klingons started talking, Dawn translated for Kirk under her breath.




“Are you healthy?” Eshvar asked Puqbe’, sitting on her bed and taking her hand.




“I am healthy, sir,” she answered, looking up at him, Chonak, and Ja’. 




“You are certain?” Chonak asked. “Have you counted your appendages? They are all present?”




Puqbe’ ducked her head and smiled. “I am certain.”




“We can count your toes, if you need,” Ja’ offered.




“You always tickle me!” Puqbe’ protested.




They all shared a laugh, and then Puqbe’ looked up at Eshvar and after a moment, crumbled, pulling herself into a little ball and covering her face in shame.




“Here now, what is this, little one?” Eshvar asked, gently prying her arms away from her head and then pulling her into a hug.




“I am sorry, doQ’bej,” little Puqbe’ wept. “I did not know they were enemies. I thought they were friends.”




Dawn twitched visibly when she heard the word Kirk had trouble parsing, and she didn’t translate it the way she had everything else. 




“You did nothing wrong, little daughter,” he told her. 




McCoy joined them and introduced himself.




“I know you’ll want to take her back to your ship with you,” he told them, “but she needs a little more time in sickbay.”




“Her injuries look nearly healed,” Eshvar answered, looking up at McCoy as he held the little girl and rubbed her back.




“The gross physical injuries from decompression are healed,” McCoy said. “But she was given multiple doses of scolpassamine over the course of a week, and I want to make sure that her internal organs and her brain have recovered from the side effects.”




“Ah,” the eldest Klingon exhaled. “I had wondered how they so easily managed to sway our little one.”




The three Klingons exchanged a considered look, and their expressions grew to something nearly feral with rage. The two standing fingered the hilts of their long, intricately decorated knives.




“Oh, yeah,” Kirk breathed. “They’re Klingons.”




McCoy glanced at Kirk and got a nod from him before speaking again.




“You’re welcome to stay here in sickbay for the next day or so,” McCoy invited them, “but you would have to stay in here unless the captain invited you to another part of the ship.”




“The women who did this,” Eshvar asked, looking up at Kirk, grim and deadly, “they are on board?”




“They are in custody and will be remanded for a competency hearing,” Kirk answered. “You may, of course, request extradition, but with more than two hundred deaths on Epsilon Prime, including three of my crew, and no standing extradition treaty between the Federation and the Klingon Empire—”




“This is not Federation space,” Ja’ said quietly. 




“And Epsilon Prime is not a Federation station,” Chonak added.




“The stationmaster has requested that the captains of the USS Enterprise and the Lysistrata act as court of inquiry and defense counsel in this matter,” Kirk responded. “They refer all matters more serious than theft or battery to the closest government representatives of the involved parties.”




“And shall I send to Kronos for a Bird of Prey to represent my ward?” Eshvar demanded. “Or does the kidnapping and enslavement of a Klingon child not rank high enough for your concerns?”




“It ranks more than high enough,” Kirk assured him. “You are welcome to send a representative from your ship to witness the proceedings and advocate on your and your ward’s behalf, but I will not hand over prisoners to settle any manner of blood or honor debt.”




Eshvar’s eyes narrowed and the two men with him changed their postures, as if they were prepared for a sudden outbreak of violence. Even Puqbe’ went still and silent, her eyes peeking out from under a veil of hair, the rest of her face covered by Eshvar’s arm.




“Doctor McCoy,” he finally said, “we will accept your invitation to remain in the sickbay while you complete your treatment of our ward. Captain, I hope we will not cause too much disruption in your schedule. With your permission, I will communicate a request to the captain of our ship to send a representative.”




“Of course,” Kirk answered, not in the least relieved. “My communications officers, Lieutenant Uhura, will send whatever communication you wish.”




Uhura looked up and nodded in agreement.




For a moment, it looked like everyone would take a deep breath and relax. Then, Ja’ looked around.




“Where is the other female?” he asked. “Jajlo’.”




Kirk had stepped between her and the Klingons, giving her a chance to get a little distance in case their guests did have some less than pleasant intentions. He scanned sickbay. She was nowhere in it.







Probably a really good rule to figure on when on a ship of any sort was ‘don’t tick off the captain’. It was probably up there with ‘don’t piss off the board’ when you were enrolled at QFU. Therefore, Dawn figured she was probably certifiably insane for running down the corridors of the USS Enterprise without permission from said captain. It probably couldn’t be helped, though.




doQ’bej.




Watchers.




Just when she thought she’d gotten a handle on the intricacies of life in the multiverse, it pulled the rug out from under her feet. Puqbe’ wasn’t a Slayer. Not yet. That’s what the ‘little one,’ with layers of implied meaning, had indicated. She wasn’t Chosen. She was a Potential, still in training. What the hell kind of things did a Klingon Slayer fight on Kronos? It was a fairly terrifying thought, figuring that your average Klingon was probably tougher than your average vampire. It helped not being allergic to sunlight or silver, that is.




It opened up an entire terrifying universe of possibilities.




Interstellar magic?




Vampires in deep space?




Demons that lived and breathed in a methane atmosphere?




How did you define what was undead when the standard definition of life was really only applicable to one particular world?




It also meant that for all the three Betazoid women had used an illegal drug to kidnap a Potential and coerce Dawn’s help, there could be even worse going on. 




She needed to talk to Spock, but first, she had to see the three ladies.




Several crewmembers looked concerned as she raced past, but she was clearly running to someplace, and not from someone, so they didn’t try to stop her. Besides, she punched in the override code for the turbolift without a bobble, so obviously, she had the security to be there.




Those were some choice red blood cells Doctor McCoy had stocked her with, she thought, pausing at the door to the brig. She wasn’t even out of breath. It made a nice change from the previous weeks. She keyed in the passcode, and the doors opened. 




First glance showed her that Spock and the officials from the Lysistrata had already left. The chief looked up when she entered.




“I’m going to report to the captain on the…prisoners’ status,” she said, pointing randomly at the cells.




“Commander Spock was just in here,” he said, doubtful.




“Different perspective,” Dawn answered, stepping over to the main cell. “You know Vulcans. He probably won’t say a word about their emotional state.”




“No kidding,” the chief answered.




She knew, thanks to the mind meld, that the force field over the cell’s front was less than a micron thin and completely invulnerable to anything short of a high powered phaser at the right frequency. She had to hold that thought when she stepped up to the force field and faced the three ladies.




Betazoids surgically altered to look like Klingons. There was no way she’d be able to spot the signs of demonic possession or even that they were full demons. That was even if the same kinds of demons existed on either Betazed or Kronos as on Earth. She was on a fool’s errand.




The physiologist had insisted the women be put together in the same cell. They were too unstable to be completely isolated, and their pathology was shared, so it was the only way to give them company without putting others at risk. They stood in a little huddle, faced in, murmuring and whispering to each other. Somehow, it was much, much worse than what Dawn remembered of Epsilon Prime or even in sickbay. They’d gone full on Macbeth.




They noticed her and looked up. Then they all turned to face her and came forward.




“Well, look what we have here,” Kloto said. “Little Miss Muffet.”




Dawn froze.




“I don’t see anyone,” complained Atrepis, staring right at her. “There’s no one there. No One.”




Dawn’s heart started pounding.




“Want to know what I spy with my little eye, No One?” asked L’keesis. “It’s. A. Key.”





How Not to Cheat at Cards



Dawn backed out of the brig, keeping her eye on the three ladies the entire time, and didn’t breathe until the door closed. Then she exhaled, slow and long, turned, and ran smack into another person. The captain.




He did not look happy.




“You and I are going to have a chat, Miss Summers,” he said.







The three sisters stood together, whispering back and forth softly.




A Key.




A Potential. 




A Key and a Potential.




Their days were numbered, it was certain. So much to do before the last ones. Where to start? Why, they had to get out. They had to get out and reach little Melia. All their work of the last two weeks was being undermined as they stood there.




Three women looked out at the guards, eyes turning as one. Two of guards manned the console and constantly read things and checked things. Two more of them stood by, armed and silent, eyes forward with the relaxed stare of one who looks at nothing and sees everything. Klotho reached forward and pressed her fingertips to the force field. It hissed and spat at her but did nothing else. 




Hmmmm. Good, but not perfect. No, not perfect. 




The guards had been switched nearly an hour ago and would be switched in another hour. Not long enough. The next pairs would have to do. In the meantime, they could concentrate on the pattern of the force field, so that it would yield to them when the time came. 




The time.




The Potential.




And the Key.







The only reason Kirk didn’t drag her by an earlobe to the conference room was because he considered the position of ship’s captain too dignified for such behavior. Mary Poppins in a high dudgeon had nothing on Kirk’s quietly controlled fury. He must have already notified Spock, because the lieutenant commander met them on the way. Crew members walking past took one look at Kirk’s expression and found something, anything, that urgently needed their attention far, far away.




No sooner were all three of them in the conference room and the door shut than Kirk turned on her.




“Explain yourself, Miss Summers,” he demanded.




At one point in her life, probably around the time half the reliable people in her life had died, disappeared, or completely let her down, she would have thought lying was a workable stratagem. Pretend confusion or innocence to get herself out of trouble, throw a hissy fit and distract the grown ups with an emotional tantrum, or accuse them of some other related mistake to counterbalance any charges brought against her. Dealing with the board was training her to at least think before she opened her mouth. It also helped that Spock was standing right there.




“The Klingon girl, Puqbe’, is a Potential,” Dawn told Spock. “The Klingon males are Watchers.”




She turned her face back to Kirk, who was eyeing her with significant skepticism.




“A potential what?” he asked.




“A potential Slayer,” she answered. “Captain, there’s a whole facet of existence you’ve never encountered, and there is a lot of explaining to get you caught up to why I bolted from sickbay and went straight to the brig to check on the Betazoid women.”




“You believe there is a parallel between your sister and Puqbe’?” Spock stated, leaving her to confirm or deny.




“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I think so. I’d have to question Eshvar, if he’s even willing to answer questions from me. And then the question is, what do the Betazoid women hope to accomplish by kidnapping a Klingon Potential? Then let’s add to the problem that they recognized me as a Key, which means they are literally certifiable, and they weren’t a few hours ago.”




From the way his glance switched between her and Spock and the incremental changes in expression, Kirk wasn’t furious anymore. He’d put that emotion on hold and was waiting for more information to either let it go or act on it. So she turned back to him while Spock chewed over what she’d just said.




“If I’m right,” Dawn continued, “Puqbe’ was born to fulfill a role, a kind of mystic inheritance in which she’s tasked to fight…monsters for lack of a better word,” Dawn said. “She’s not a full Slayer. Not yet. She might be the next one. She might be five or six down the line.”




Kirk’s gaze flicked from her to Spock.




“Captain, in answer to your unspoken question, Miss Summers is neither confabulating nor delusional,” Spock told him. “Our mind meld was unusually successful, and I can confirm that her speculation is within the boundaries of logic given the parameters.”




Kirk’s gaze turned hard, and he considered both of them for a moment. Then he pulled out a chair and pushed it towards Dawn.




“Have a seat, and start talking,” he ordered.







Captain Bhorzh paced the space set aside for them while she and the doctor from the Lysistrata waited for their shuttle to return. 




She didn’t like it. Not at all. Not one little bit. 




“We might as well sedate them for the duration,” the doctor told her. “I don’t even know if the Healers’ Circle will be able to restore them.”




“Well, we’ll just find out, won’t we?” Bhorzh snapped.




She stopped, held her arms out to the sides and dropped them.




“I’m sorry, Amarla,” she said. “You deserve better. It’s just…this tangle has me all out of sorts.”




“Haven’t you taken a lover on this leg of the trip?” the doctor asked. “You need to spend that nervous energy in a constructive manner.”




Bhorzh waved her away. “Oh, there’s been no time for that. Not with all the hemming and hawing even the most ardent Klingon has to get through before he starts undressing.”




“You do have a shipful of humans at your disposal,” the doctor pointed out.




Bhorzh growled in frustration. “That’s not the point! There’s something very wrong with those three!”




“You mean aside from the fact that their brains are cooked on scolpassamine and they’re responsible for mass murder on a scale no Betazoid’s been responsible for since the Dark Times?” Amarla asked.




“Yes, but why?” Bhorzh demanded. “Why? There’s been no Betazoid involvement in the scolpassamine rings. Why go to such lengths to secure a drug only useful in subjugating others? Why go to the bother of surgically altering themselves to appear Klingon? Why go all the way to Kronos when there are a dozen different Klingon colony worlds between them and Betazed? And how did they have the resources to manage it? These weren’t three school teachers on a lark during summer break. They have connections. I’m sure of it.”




The doctor only waited while the captain paced and chewed on her thumbnail.




After several circuits, Bhorzh finally made a decision.




“Look, Amarla, tell the XO that I want him to dig through the passenger list and find me that history professor, the one who knew so much about Betazed cults and mythology. He’ll know who I’m talking about. She’s to be read in on this, and I want anything of hers with bearing on the matter. Even if she thinks it’s some third rate conspiracy theory.”




“And what are you doing in the meantime?” Amarla asked.




“I’m going to talk to Captain Kirk again,” Bhorzh said, eyes narrowed in concentration. “Now there’s a man who can see connections, and his ass is magnificent.”







Four Klingons in his sickbay, McCoy thought. Heaven help him, what had he been thinking?




They were perfectly well behaved. Ja’ was playing Fizzbin with Puqbe’, using a very worn deck of cards. Chonak had taken over a bedside table, laid out his weapons, and was cleaning them one by one. Eshvar was sitting on the bed next to Puqbe’, his legs stretched out, still wearing his boots, and he was reading what looked like a pulp novel in Klingon. Eshvar had quietly informed the others that they would be speaking Federation Standard while they were guests as they could use the practice.




“No,” Puqbe’ protested. “That’s your third bumpy black thing—”




“Humans call it a spade,” Ja’ told her.




“Third spade this hand, which means you have a grishnak and must forfeit,” she stated.




“Well, I would,” Ja’ assured her, “but it’s also the month of Feklar, which means I may keep my grishnak and use it as I would a bokrIk.”




“But it is the second tlhob of Feklar,” she answered, pointing a finger at him, “and I am facing the entrance, which means, you must surrender your grishnak to me, so that I may have a bokrIk.”




Ja’ considered this, sighed, and shook his head. “Sadly, Puqbe’, it is past the point of mid-night and yet before mid-day, which means not only do I keep my grishnak, but I may also have two of your cards.”




Puqbe’ snarled and looked over at McCoy.




“It is not before mid-day, is it, Doctor?” she pled. 




“It is on Kronos,” Ja’ answered.




“Being a three-dimensional sphere rotating on its axis,” McCoy said drily, “nearly an entire half of Kronos could be said to be between mid-night and mid-day. How about we go by ship’s time, which is currently two hours and thirty-six minutes past noon, what we humans like to call mid-day.”




“Which means,” Ja’ said, “that I may look at your cards and pick two of my own choosing.”




“No, it does not!’ Puqbe’ gasped in outrage. “You are a liar, Ja’! You are a cheat and a—a scoundrel!”




She stood up on her bed and threw her cards down at him. Bones had a momentary vision of two cowhands in a saloon, kicking back chairs, brushing sidearms, and declaring ‘them’s fightin’ words, stranger!’ and wondered if he ought to grab his Romulan ale and duck behind the bar. Medical station, that was.




“You are a liar and a cheat and a scoundrel!” she declared. “And you try to make up your own rules to Fizzbin!’




“Puqbe’,” Eshvar called without looking up from his book. Give the man a pair of spurs and a white hat, and he made a fine sheriff.




She paused and cautiously looked over at Eshvar. “Yes, doQ’bej?”




“Is that how a young Arekka behaves towards one who has cheated her?”




Puqbe’ looked down at her feet. “No, doQ’bej,” she said softly.




“So?” he asked, still not looking up.




Standing on the bed, Puqbe’ jumped and pulled all her limbs in, so that for a split-second, she hung in mid-air before falling to the bed. On the way down, her foot lashed out and connected solidly with the side of Ja’s head, knocking him off the bed. He landed, sprawling, at Chonak’s feet. Chonak glanced down at him and continued polishing his knife.




“Very good,” Eshvar said. “Ja’, you know as well as I that the bokrIk rule only counts when you are planetside. You have a grishnak and must forfeit the round.”




“And pick the cards up, young lady,” McCoy ordered.




Puqbe’ looked at him, startled. He glared at her evenly.




“You heard the doctor, little one,” Eshvar said, cutting off her appeal before it happened. “Pick up the cards.”




Ja’ got to his feet, chuckling and shaking his head. 




“I will help you, little one.”




The two of them started searching the floor on the far side of the bed for lost cards.




McCoy grumbled to himself and caught Eshvar’s eye when he finally did look up. Eshvar set his book aside, rose, and moseyed over. 




“You were right to suggest keeping her,” Eshvar said in a very soft voice. “Two weeks ago, Puqbe’ would have gone straight for his throat at the mention of a bokrIk. She is terribly passive, and this worries me.”




“That was passive?” McCoy asked, keeping his voice low. 




“A human telling her to pick up cards she’d thrown at a cheat would have been told when he might expect to meet his ancestors in Gre’thor, and it would be less than five minutes,” Eshvar said. 




He smiled and displayed a row of very sharp teeth.




“I’ll take another scan before she sleeps for the night,” McCoy told him. “It would help if I had more accurate information in my database to compare it to. I can’t tell if her neurotransmitter levels are rebounding or spiking.”




“Even if you had such information,” Eshvar told him, “it would be next to useless. Puqbe’ is Arekka’Bet. She is stronger, faster, and more resilient than nearly any Klingon girl her age. I would put her against ten armed humans any day. Well, any day but this. I am worried, doctor.”




McCoy considered for a long moment. 




“If she were human, I’d suggest getting her out of sickbay for a long walk in the botanical garden,” he said.




“Are there predators in this ‘botanical garden’?” Eshvar asked.




“No,” McCoy answered, “just your regular assortment of photosynthesizing, root-bound lifeforms.”




“Then it will do little good,” the leader of the doQ’bej said. “Once she is recovering, rest does not suit her. It does not suit any Klingon. She requires stimulation, stress, even danger.”




“I’m probably going to regret this,” McCoy sighed, “but I could arrange for you to have some time in the gymnasium. We have several hand-to-hand combat experts on board. I’m sure we could set up some sparring matches for little Puqbe’.”




Eshvar’s eyes lit up. “An opportunity for her to learn new combat techniques and face new opponents? I would be most grateful for your assistance. Do you think you could convince the Vulcan to join us?”




“Mister Spock?” McCoy confirmed. “I can’t promise, but I’ll make him aware of the offer.”





How to Follow Murphy’s Law



“I don’t even want to think about how long it’s going to be before we get another chance at shore leave,” Krishnamurthy sighed as they rounded the corner to the brig.




“You might consider, I don’t know, getting involved in a hobby or a sport,” her watch partner said. “If you had more things to do while we’re out of port, you might not be so desperate to get back in.”




“Please.” She dismissed him with a little wave. “I’ve tried everything this boat has to offer, and I’m bored. Oh, by the way, I promised Dell and Papadopoulos we’d take their watch as well. It’s right after this one, and they’re only two hours apiece.”




He gave her a dry glare and shrugged. “Fine, I can take four hours of boredom instead of two, but you owe me.”




“Sure thing, Eskola,” she answered.




The door opened, and their ears were filled with mind numbing white noise. Inside, Saturo stood at the console, and Krishnamurthy joined him there, finally waving a hand a few feet in front of his face to get his attention when shouting didn’t do it.




Saturo turned the white noise off and pulled his ear plugs out. The white noise was replaced by a high pitched whine that immediately put Krishnamurthy’s teeth on edge.




“What’s the story?” she asked.




He gave her a sour look. 




“We’ve got a special case on our hands,” he told her. “Miss Priss was in here earlier, looking like he smelled something bad. He went over the instructions the captain left four times before he got out of our hair.”




“I thought there were three of us on shift,” she said, looking over the tablet with Kirk’s instructions and Spock’s notes.




“Mendez got pulled because of the nav computer outage,” Saturo answered. “Leibowicz is supposed to fill in, but he’s still hanging ass over eyeballs in turboshaft number three while they get that sorted out.”




“So what’s so special about our guests?” she asked, looking up. 




The three Klingon—well, Betazoid—women were in the same cell, which was unusual. The loss of the white noise hadn’t changed their behavior. They stood together in the middle of the cell, facing one another without talking or looking around.




“No conversation, no interaction whatsoever,” he recited. “Keep the white sound going if you don’t need to talk. Unfortunately the communicators they got us are on the fritz, so you’ll need to turn off the noise in order to hear each other.”




“Fine, but why’s the screen pulling so much power?”




Saturo exhaled, tapped a command into the console and pulled up a schematic to show her. “That’s our resident Vulcan fussbudget’s doing. Can’t have a single frequency screen. Can’t even make do with a dual or triple frequency. Screen’s got to be set to quad with subharmonics to keep the ghoulies inside. You hear that whine? One of the dilithium crystals in the screen generator is out of phase. The extra power is to compensate for it.”




“How long has it been running like that?” Krishnamurthy demanded, aggravated. 




“Ever since Cap laid down the ground rules and Spock decided to take over the seating arrangements,” Saturo said. “Call it four hours.”




She groaned. “In two days, we’re going to have to pull every single board out and rebuild them if the crystal doesn’t fry them before that point.”




“You didn’t have any plans for your mythical off time, did you?” Saturo asked with a bite. 




Krishnamurthy ground her teeth.




“Oh, yeah,” Saturo said, handing her the tablet to sign off as his relief, “here are your ear buds. Keep ‘em in or regret it.”




She picked them up and regarded them with a sour face. Since they were comm-linked, they were just heavy enough not to sit comfortably against the outer ear but had to be pressed slightly into the ear canal for a good seal and then tested to make sure the microphone pickup was adjusted correctly. They were made to be one-size-fits-all, which in Krishnamurthy’s experience meant they didn’t fit anyone.




“Really?” she asked. “Seriously?”




“I know how much you love them,” he told her.




Shaking her head with frustrationt, she dismissed Saturo who left with his watch partner, leaving her and Eskola in the bare room—him at the door, and her at the console. He had already put his earbuds in and couldn’t hear a thing she said. She tucked the earbuds in and grimaced. She put hers in and grimaced. She couldn’t get a seal, and they immediately put pressure on the more tender points of her ear. Ten minutes, she thought. She’d get used to them in ten minutes and forget they were in. She switched the white noise back on.




Eskola had already assumed the relaxed stand of someone who knew he’d be there for a while with nothing better to do. He somehow managed to zone out in such a way that any change in his environment, no matter how small, abruptly brought him back to attention. She was already bored, so she pulled up the screen schematics. Now there’s what she really didn’t get: even the most dangerous lifeforms in the galaxy, like the Horta, required, at most, a triple redundancy on the screen, and you didn’t need to build in the subharmonics unless they were shooting phasers at the screen. A quadruple redundancy was ridiculous, especially considering the state of the dilithium crystal chip it was all routed through. 




The earbuds were still bugging her. The seal was so poor, her head ached with both the white noise and the grating whine of the dilithium crystal. She glanced up at Eskola, who stood, eyes gazing off into the mid-distance, and thought for a moment. His earbuds fit perfectly, so he wouldn’t notice if the white noise were turned down or even off. She checked the console and typed in a command, lowering the volume of the white noise by sixty percent. The whine of the dilithium crystal was suddenly much more noticeable, but she could fix that.




All she needed to do was eliminate the fourth frequency and employ a rotating skip pattern with the third to cover any noticeable gaps. It would save wear and tear on the crystal and the boards with only an academic loss in screen protection. Under other circumstances, she might even submit it to Commander Spock as a possible workaround, but she had a pretty good feeling that he’d be less than pleased for implementing it here and now. She glanced up briefly at Eskola, who was contentedly staring off into space.




So Krishnamurthy turned her attention back to the console, backed up the current parameters, made the changes she wanted, and switched modes.







All three Betazoid women looked up at the same moment, and the same smile spread across their faces.







The summons chime started chirping for the third time, and Leema Rosrel, professor of Betazed history, gave up ignoring it and rolled over to press the button on her bedside console. Next to her, a young male Klingon, Dukrath, yawned hugely and stretched.




“Mmmm, yes?” she asked, pushing her completely disarrayed hair out of her face. 




“Professor Rosrel?” a polite male voice asked. “This is the Executive Officer, Commander Agemno. Captain Bhorzh has requested your assistance on a matter of urgency.”




Rosrel frowned. 




“Commander, what you are talking about? I’m a history professor. My assistance and matters of urgency don’t exactly go together.”




She felt Dukrath’s hand on the inside of her right thigh, sliding up. She trapped it by pressing her legs together.




“Unfortunately, it’s not something I can discuss except in person. May I call upon you at your quarters?”




“Uh…” Dukrath’s hand was making its determined way north. “Of course. Just allow me…ten minutes to make myself presentable.”




Agemno made the very soft cough of a Betazoid recognizing and allowing for the social foibles of another. “Ten minutes, professor.”




The comm line closed, and the light on the console went out. She pressed the environment selection and turned the room’s fans up to high in an effort to pull the smell of Klingon sex pheromones and salty Betazoid sweat out of the air. Then she rolled over and straddled Dukrath, enjoying the scratch of his ventral ridge.




“You have five minutes, Klingon,” she said. “Make good use of it.”




Dukrath grinned and ran his tongue along his sharp incisors. “It would be my honor.”







“You okay?” Bones asked him as they stood to one side of the gymnasium, watching Dawn Summers and Sulu warming up with some short sparring bouts.




Kirk thought about nodding but decided against it. 




“Got a lot to think about,” he finally said. 




It couldn’t possibly be true, what Summers had claimed. He could accept that her own home world was overrun with the undead and that a ten thousand year old lineage of mystic warrior powers passed from girl to girl. After all, if there were a plethora of multiverses out there, there could just as easily be a world where Dracula was an actual vampire. But in this universe? It made about as much sense as saying that…that the Enterprise was a ship of conquest instead of exploration, or that Spock was an evil, back-stabbing schemer in thrall to Kirk. 




The gym’s computer bleeped, signaling that Sulu’s saber tip had pressed against Dawn’s tunic at the end of the last exchange. 




“Touch,” Dawn called, took a step back, and saluted.




Sulu did the same and nodded. 




“Your style’s a lot more classical than mine,” he said.




“I was trained by an Oxfordian librarian,” Dawn told him, “and my current sparring partner, who kicks my butt more than half the time, is a member of Ruritanian nobility. So, yeah.”




“Increase the tempo?” Sulu asked.




“Oh, yeah,” Dawn agreed. “I hate the slow stuff.”




They resumed their places, saluted again, and went en garde.




To the side of the piste, Eshvar stood with his hands placed lightly on Puqbe’s shoulders.




“Pay attention, little one,” he murmured to her in the back-country dialect of Klingon she had grown up with. “Short of a visit to Earth or one of its first colonies, you’ll have little opportunity to watch humans engage in this type of ritualized combat.”




“I thought humans didn’t like to fight,” Puqbe’ said, her eyes following the combatants’ movements.




Eshvar laughed silently. “And so will the Federation and most of its humans tell you, but don’t trust it. All it means is that a human has to be cornered to be willing to fight. Once they start fighting, they disregard all notions of honor and mercy. They will rip each other’s throats out with their teeth if need be. They may say they don’t like to fight, but they are very, very good at it.”




They watched as Sulu and Dawn Summers moved back and forth, blades clattering in brief punctuation. Puqbe’ absorbed all of it silently. The computer bleeped again, and they disengaged.




“Who won the point?” Eshvar asked her.




“Jajlo’ did,” Puqbe’ answered. 




“Touch,” Sulu called.




The two humans stepped back and pulled off their face masks, revealing sweat dampened hair and reddened skin.




“And how did she win?” Eshvar prompted her.




Puqbe’s brows drew together. “She disguised her footwork and kept her torso at the same angle to her foe while her feet were reversed. It hobbled her for a moment, but then she was able to lunge when he did not expect it.”




“Quite so,” Eshvar agreed. “Can you beat her?”




The Klingon girl looked up at her Watcher, a little hurt. “Of course, doQ’bej.”







“Can I help you Captain?” Scotty asked politely, looking up from the terminal he’d been checking.




Captain Bhorzh turned, raising her hands in near surrender.




“Where in the name of the Five Sisters am I?” she asked. 




“Well, you’re three levels up and ten meters aft of the shuttle bay,” Scotty said. “Were you not waiting to go back to your ship?”




“I was,” Bhorzh admitted, “but I decided against it. I wanted to talk to your captain again, but I haven’t heard back from my XO, and…why is your navigation console completely disassembled?”




“Oh, nothing to worry about,” he assured her. “One of the bridge officers noticed a wee problem with astrogation chart projections, so—”




“Astrogation chart projections?” she interrupted. “You haven’t switched over to secondary, have you?”




“As we’re currently in a fixed orbit, it hasna been necessary,” he answered. 




“Have you checked the tertiary systems?” she asked.




“As a matter of fact, we were just about to open the access hatch to—”




“Oh, good,” Bhorzh responded. “I’d be delighted to help, Chief.”




Scotty watched, not quite believing, as the captain of the Lysistrata pulled her jacket off and picked up one of the engineering tablets.




“Now, let’s see,” she said, flipping through engineering diagrams and inspection logs. “When was the last time you overhauled this thing?”




With a sigh, Scotty resigned himself to playing keeper and entertainer of another ship’s obstreperous captain. His own captain would just have to owe him for keeping Bhorzh out of his hair a little while longer.







Growing up with a Slayer for a big sister, you got to know what it felt like when someone was just humoring you. Sparring with Buffy had always been so that Dawn could practice her techniques without having to check her power. Buffy could, and did, take her hardest blows without a flinch or a wince, so Dawn could treat it like actual combat. The biggest risk she ran was the embarrassment of being disarmed mid-strike and swinging her empty hands like an idiot or possibly winding up facedown with the wind knocked out of her with only a brief recall of the world spinning and the mat hitting her and no idea of what exactly her big sister had done to put her there.




Dawn had the feeling that the Klingon girl wouldn’t humor her in the slightest. Puqbe’ was smaller than Buffy and not quite as fast, but she was strong as hell, and she didn’t automatically pull her punches the way Buffy did. Eshvar instructed her several times to watch her strength, but Puqbe’ was a kid, and like the Slayerettes Dawn helped train, sometimes she forgot it wasn’t actual combat. Buffy fixed it with a little tag-team sparring, taking Giles’s, Xander’s, or Dawn’s place when a Slayerette started getting a little too enthusiastic and then beating the stuffing out of them. Dawn wasn’t sure what Eshvar had in mind.




So Dawn stood back and watched Puqbe’ spar first with the two younger Klingon males, Chonack and Ja’. It became clear during their first match that if the two men had chosen, they could have defeated the little Slayer together, though they would have had to work at it. Instead, they traded off, worrying her from one side or another, switching whenever she got the upper hand. Their sparring had rules—no head strikes, for one. 




While she watched, Eshvar came over and stood beside her.




“My sons and I owe you a great debt, Jajlo,” Eshvar said softly. 




She looked up at him. “There’s no debt, doQ’bej,” she told him. “My sister is the eldest Chosen One, and I am a Watcher. We do not allow a Slayer to come to harm if we can prevent it.”




His gaze turned to her, though he faced the sparring match. He studied her for a long moment before letting his eyes settle back on his foster daughter.




“I lack the direct experience with humans that some Klingons have,” he said after a moment, “but nowhere in my readings have I encountered a human who claimed knowledge of Arekkan or XrI’Ithlek.”




She stumbled on the second Klingon word, feeling its meaning flutter against her mind until she caught a glimmer of it.




“Illness?” she asked. “Plague?”




“The Contagion,” Eshvar corrected her. “It is a devouring possession which erupts in locations across Kronos. Our oldest legends attest to it. Once a Klingon is infected, their mind and body succumb to it, and they become abominations—shambling, mindless wrecks which then die. If the bodies are not properly destroyed, XrI’Ithlek consumes them and manifests itself as a great cloud of indestructible spore, infecting all who breathe it. Puqbe’ and all her sisters are drawn to destroy it wherever it appears. Was your sister not called as such?”




Dawn frowned.




“No, not like that,” she said slowly. “What you’re talking about, it sounds a little like something called a ranosvore, but there are no records of it in the Watcher archives.”




“Then your Chosen Ones do not fight the Contagion?” he asked. “What do they fight?”




“Vampires,” Dawn told him. 




He raised a curious eyebrow at her.




“They’re undead,” she explained. “A vampire drinks the blood of a human, and the human drinks some from the vampire and dies. Then, the human’s body is possessed by a demon, and it rises from the grave and feeds off more humans, killing them and creating more vampires.”




Eshvar looked a bit disgusted at the explanation. 




“Hey, I think it’s gross too,” she said, holding her hands up. “You just get kind of used to dealing with it.”




The senior Klingon frowned in thought. “I wish to discuss this further with you, Dawn Summers.”




“Sure, but I think I’m up next,” she answered.




The fight between Puqbe’ and the two junior Klingon Watchers was winding down. 




“So you are,” Eshvar agreed. “I would take it as a favor, Jajlo’, if you would do your best to beat Puqbe’. Cheat whenever possible. Taunt her. Humiliate her, if you can.”




“Uh…are you going to keep her from killing me?” Dawn asked.




Eshvar flashed her a toothy grin.







It had taken nearly five minutes for the dilithium crystal’s hum to lose its nerve-wracking whine and settle into the low hum the rest of the ship experienced. The tension in her neck and jaw unwound, and Krishnamurthy took a deep breath. So much better. With any luck, the boards would last another day like this, and she’d be sure to get some relief time when they came due for maintenance. Even if she did get pulled in on it, she’d look good to the—
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—others, pitching in when she could be dipping her toes in a warm spice bath. In fact, she could work a little ahead by going over the schematics and checking the inventory in Engineering. Dell was a whiz at jury-rigging what wasn’t on hand, and she already—
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—owed Krishnamurthy for taking…




She frowned, glancing at the readouts. The time was wrong.




Puzzled, she flicked through a quick diagnostic of the console, checking its linkages to the core computer, life support, and communications. She and Eskola had only been on duty for twenty minutes, and—
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—her head was killing her.







“Captain, it isna that we don’t appreciate your help,” Scotty sighed, “but ‘tis hardly necessary to have ye crawlin’ around a Jeffries tube like a recruit learning all the systems.”




Captain Bhorzh reached out and patted his ankle in a reassuring manner.




“Don’t you worry, Chief,” she said. “My old girl, the Penumbra, had a main nav system just like yours, and I knew it inside and out. I miss mucking about like this. My own chief engineer won’t let me near any of her systems.”




“I wonder why that might be,” Scotty muttered to himself and then spoke up louder. “Ye did say you were wanting to speak to the captain.”




“I did,” Bhorzh confirmed. “But he’s busy with his Klingons, and there’s no message from my executive officer yet. Here we are!”




Her hand came snaking out, holding up one of the tertiary guidance boards. He took it from her and frowned at it, then flipped it over, inspecting the lacy pattern of circuitry. He spotted what might be a flaw just outside the system’s tolerances, pulled a handheld scope from his pocket and took a closer look. 




“Well, I’ll be bu—” he paused and cleared his throat. “And how’d you spot this one, lass? There are thirty-five other boards in there.”




She pulled herself out, and Scotty gave her a hand up.




“Thank you, Chief,” she purred. “I told you, my old girl had the same nav system. We had an identical problem out near Alcyone. System starts acting up, so we take the primary offline and switch to secondary with the tersh as backup. There were some very pretty fireworks.”




Scotty glanced back at the tiny flaw on the tertiary board. It almost certainly had been caused when the Enterprise had been knocked around by any number of phasers or torpedos hitting the shields. It could have been caught in one of the dozens of regular system checks—and it absolutely would have been caught in a full overhaul—but all those checks would have been done with the primary online, preventing the tertiary system from being fully powered up. At only partial current, the flaw would have remained invisible. Only if they’d made the tertiary system the backup would it have kicked in, and the tiny flaw would have fried the entire nav system.




If this tiny misalignment had gone off, it would have taken nearly ten manhours of diagnostics to locate and another sixty to replace secondary and tertiary systems, and that didn’t even take into account whatever had killed the primary nav system in the first place.




He breathed a long sigh of relief.




“Captain, I owe you a bottle of—” He paused when she turned suddenly and stared at an unremarkable bulkhead. “Is something wrong?”




“Chief, which way is the brig?” she asked, all the saucy cheer gone from her voice.




“Four decks up, forward by sixty meters,” he said, pointing unerringly in the right direction.




It was exactly the same direction she was staring.




Captain Bhorzh swallowed, and for a moment, she looked frightened. Then she frowned.




“It’s probably nothing,” she said. “I’ve been up for two days solid, and my head’s buzzing, but…”




He went to the wall panel and triggered the intercom.




“Chief Engineer to brig, report status immediately,” he barked.




It took nearly five seconds for the response.




“Crewman Krishnamurthy here, Chief,” came the answer over a static filled line. “Prisoners are in their cell. Eskola and I are on watch. Everything’s fine.”




“Who’s your third?” he demanded




Again, the answer took longer than it should have. 




“Our third? Chief, you pulled Mendez to work on the nav computer.”




“Aye, and I sent Leibowicz to replace him.”




Another pause.




“He’s working on turboshaft number three.”




“That’s Liebnitz,” Scotty replied.”Not Leibowicz.”




Pause.




“Oh.”




Another pause.




“Yes, of course. Leibowicz is right here. She’s fine.”




Disturbed, he closed the comm channel and glanced back at Captain Bhorzh. 




“Something’s wrong,” she said, scanning his face.




“Aye,” he agreed. “We’ll be wanting security, and I need to contact the captain.”







Krishnamurthy stared at the intercom button on the console, trying to figure out why she was staring at it. 




She had been…had she been talking to someone? There had been voices. There had been several voices, telling her things. She had wanted to say that Eskola had collapsed several minutes ago. She had wanted to contact sick bay. Something was terribly wrong.




No, wait, that wasn’t right. How long had the alarm on the console been blinking at her? Why was she…why was she standing at the console when Eskola was in a heap at the door? There was




There was




There
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If Crewman Second Class Jane Krishnamurthy had survived what the Betazoid women did to her, she would have been courtmartialed for gross dereliction of duty. Her only mitigating action, which even Doctor McCoy was later hard pressed to explain how she’d done it with most of her neural connections sheared, was when she keyed in a sequence to dump all the brig logs into the main comm circuit, triggering faults and alerts throughout the system and overriding half the intercoms on the ship.





How to Repeat History



“You’ll feel better if you join in,” McCoy told Kirk.




Kirk shook his head, watching. Thinking. It wasn’t the kind of thinking Spock talked about, following the steps of deductive logic—if a, then b; if not a, then c. It was a more holistic, passive kind of thinking, and he’d have been happier doing it while sitting at his desk with two fingers of scotch in a tumbler beside him. Instead, he let ideas gather in his mind and bump against each other, rotating and translating, checking edges for anything that might match.




The sparring had been switching faster and faster. Dawn Summers was now facing Puqbe’ in what had started off as a series of three bouts. Puqbe’ had won the first two bouts easily, and then in the third bout, what had looked like a feint turned into a complete fake, and Dawn had bopped Puqbe’ on the back of the head with her bokken.




“That’s not allowed!” Puqbe’ protested.




“What? Winning?” Dawn asked. “Ah, you’re probably right. Let’s do three out of five.”




“We agreed to two of three,” the girl argued.




“Yeah,” Dawn answered. “You should probably quit while you’re ahead. It looks better that way.”




Mouth working in silent anger, Puqbe’ turned towards her guardian, but Eshvar only shrugged.




“I’m sure you’re tired, little one,” he told her. “Do not feel obligated to combat the human.”




Puqbe’s mouth bent in a hurt frown. “I will fight her again,” she said. “And I will win.”




She shot Dawn a venomous look. “Without cheating.”




Dawn gave her a purposefully patronizing smile. “The thing about that, Arekka’Bet, is that when you actually fight, for real, there’s no such thing as cheating. That’s why Atrepis, Kloto, and L’Keesis beat you.”




Puqbe’ flushed dull brown, and her jaw came forward. “They had no honor, and neither do you.”




“Yeah, well, honor digs a cold grave, kid,” Dawn drawled.




Furious, Puqbe’ charged into the next round, sword held to attack, but like any young Potential with more bravery than sense, she was transparent. Dawn parried the thrust and smacked her across the back of her calves with the flat of her bokken, hard, causing the girl to stumble.




“Come on, kid,” Dawn taunted her. “They saw that coming back on Kronos. Are you sure you’re Arekka’Bet? I mean, the doQ’bej have been known to make mistakes.”




Puqbe’ had been looking down at her calves, assessing the damage, but now her head snapped up, and she snarled, fingering the hilt of her practice sword.







“What the hell is she doing?” Kirk asked, watching as the Klingon girl grew livid with anger.




“Drumming up more business for me,” Bones said drily. 




“Eshvar asked Dawn Summers to provoke this manner of response,” Spock replied. 




Neither McCoy nor Kirk were surprised by Spock’s answer. They were well used to how sensitive the Vulcan’s hearing was.




“Ah,” Bones said, a little sourness creeping into his voice. “He did mention that Klingons don’t thrive on peace and quiet when they recuperate. I guess short of dropping the kid into a pit filled with wolves, this will have to do.”




Kirk looked up in time to catch an exchange of looks between Eshvar and Spock. Eshvar raised an eyebrow and tilted his head towards the girls. Spock considered and nodded once. Eshvar inclined his head in thanks.




By this point, Dawn was fighting all out, taking every opening to push Puqbe’ back. Sulu winced at the way the bokken cracked against each other, or how when Dawn parried a thrust, she couldn’t always completely clear it, and took the point of the wooden sword in the opposite shoulder. She also started missing strikes as Puqbe’s speed picked up.




“Come on,” Kirk muttered. “She’s got you. Change tactics.”




All of them except Spock flinched when Puqbe’ landed a blow across Dawn’s shoulders, knocking her flat against the wall. Either Dawn had heard Kirk, or her own sense of self-preservation kicked in. Instead of trying to block the next strike, she rolled out of the way, got her feet under her, lunged well into Puqbe’s reach, grabbed her by the arm and shoulder, and threw her.




If Puqbe’ had been a human girl, it would have worked. Instead, she was so much heavier for her size, that while Dawn managed to complete the throw, it was slow enough for Puqbe’ to land on her feet. She pivoted and landed a solid kick in Dawn’s midsection, knocking her back several feet. McCoy hissed in sympathy. Puqbe’ lifted her weapon for a strike that, practice sword or not, could kill.




Then, Spock stepped in. His arm slid along, then across, Puqbe’s. He took her wrist in his hand and turned just a tiny degree, making her hand release its grip on the hilt of the sword. Then, effortlessly, he threw her up and over her shoulder, clearing his own head and sending her several yards the other direction. Puqbe’ hit the deck with a thump and a breathless ‘uh’. Chonak and Ja’ both came on point, grabbing the hilts of their daggers, but Eshvar put a hand on each, stopping them.




Puqbe’ got to her feet, wary, her eyes on Spock. Dawn was on hand and knees, holding her stomach and taking the opportunity to learn how to breathe again.




“If you are to be Arekka, young lady,” Spock said mildly, “you must learn that your opponent will not oblige you by fighting in a manner you prefer. You must learn to adapt while you fight and not allow yourself to be ruled by emotions.”




He tossed the practice sword back at her. She caught it without effort.




“Again,” he told her.




McCoy turned towards Kirk. 




“Oh, this will be interesting.”




Puqbe’ attacked, and Spock…simply wasn’t there. He stepped away from her blow before it fell, reached out to her hair and gave one lock a sharp tug.




“Pay attention,” he ordered her.




The next three passes went the same way with Puqbe’s sword, elbow, or boot meeting thin air, and Spock escalated his responses—a flick, a pinch, and on the third pass, he slapped her face. Hard.




“I will fight him!” Chonak declared.




Eshvar held his hand up, fingers spread, to silence him.




“You’ve got plenty of Vulcan blood available for transfusion, right?” Kirk asked McCoy.




“Enough to replace his entire blood supply,” McCoy answered. “Hope that’ll do it.”




On the fourth pass, Spock took her by wrist and jaw, picked her up, and slammed her against the deck. Even Eshvar’s eyes narrowed at that. As Puqbe’ got to her feet again, breathing hard, her face flushed nearly purple, Spock stood back and watched her with no apparent expression.




“You must not let your emotions rule you, Puqbe’ ” he told her. “Anger may spur you, but it will also cloud your judgment. You cannot fight effectively if you cannot think.”




Dawn had gotten back on her feet and watched the play of emotions across little Puqbe’s face. Fury, embarrassment, fear, and then determination. The Klingon girl came to attention and saluted Spock with her sword. Dawn checked Eshvar and saw he wore a wolfish smile of joy.







“Wait, what?!” Professor Rosrel demanded.




“The information I was given is accurate,” Commander Agemno said. “The captain wished to hear your insights considering the oddities.”




Dukrath yawned hugely, and Agemno gave him a very jaundiced look.




“Oddities?” Rosrel gaped. “You’ve got three insane women trying to…. trying to recreate some insane mash-up of High Classical Betazoid mythology with a mix of golden age Earth gobbledyguck. And they fixated on some Klingon girl child? What did they call her?”




“Arekka,” Agemno repeated. “Or Arekka’Bet. Captain Bhorzh didn’t recognize the word.”




“It means Chosen One,” Dukrath said, bored. He reached out to stroke the professor’s naked back where she sat at the end of the bed.




“Chosen—” Rosrel gasped. “Chosen One? Are you sure?”




“Only in that I have spoken the language since I was an infant,” Dukrath answered, propping himself up on an elbow, pleased to have their attention. “There is an old myth on Kronos of the Contagion which spreads like prairie fire after a drought and consumes the people. It was an illness of the spirit, and the Elders drew the Great Spirit of Fire down from the daystar and infused all the daughters of all the tribes born under the constellation of the Ka’IReshk so that they might fight it wherever it sprang forth.”




The young Klingon male, stark naked under a very thin sheet, raised his eyebrows in curiosity.




Professor Rosrel stared at him, horrified. She stood, leaving the sheet behind, and drew the commander aside. 




“Get ahold of the captain immediately. Tell her to have those women sedated until they are comatose. Euthanize them if she must,” she said.




Agemno looked disturbed for the first time since entering the cabin.




“Why?” he asked.




Rosrel’s expression had completely shifted from one of indulgent curiosity to hardened fear and determination. 




“Because of the Aulpyr,” she said softly, using the Old Betazoid words for “burned sacrifice” and “devastation”. “Because there was once a line of Pabreda on Betazed as well, and those girl children were wiped out by the Klingons three centuries ago.”




Commander Agemno stared at her, nonplussed. “But those are legends, myths. The Chosen Ones fighting the Moving Darkness under the guidance of the Guardians. Just stories…”




He trailed off when Rosrel stared at him, her gaze and her mind imparting things better left unsaid. 




No one spoke of the Aulpyr, but every Betazoid child learned of it at the adulthood ceremony when the priestess opened her mind to them and showed them the horror of it. Three centuries previously, the people of Betazed mourned the eight million casualties dealt by the Klingons and the twenty million suicides by those who could not cope with what they had done, even to protect their homeworld.




“It doesn’t matter if it’s just stories,” Rosrel explained verbally. “If those women think they are the last of the Guardians, they will use that little girl in some insane attempt to restart the line of the Pabreda. They’ll kill anyone who gets in their way, especially if they are Klingon.”




“Your people do not even have warriors,” Dukrath said. “Three Betazoid women are no danger to a Klingon warrior. Not unless they plan to ride him to death.”




Agemno and Rosrel turned a pitying gaze on him.







On the next pass, Puqbe’ missed her strike against Spock, until he reached out in a counter. Then she turned in a sweep, forcing him to pull back or take the edge of the sword against his elbow. He pulled back. She couldn’t land a blow on him in the next three exchanges, but she kept him from touching her. In the next four exchanges, she forced him to jump over her and land on the other side, giving her the greater floorspace.




“Is he letting her do that?” Sulu asked Kirk, incredulous.




Kirk shook his head slowly.




“I sure as hell wouldn’t want to go up against that kid,” McCoy noted.




Dawn nodded in agreement.




She watched with the others as the fight between Puqbe’ and Spock intensified. In less than a minute, Spock was hard pressed to keep a blow from landing on him, though he still hadn’t lowered himself to actually parrying Puqbe’s weapon. He looked up and met Dawn’s eyes for a moment, and she caught his request. When he was on the opposite side, facing her, she threw her bokken to him, hilt first.




He caught it just in time to parry Puqbe’s strike. They paused. Puqbe’ withdrew by two steps, giving Spock room, and the two faced off again.




“If one of them says ‘I am not left handed,’ ” Dawn managed, grateful she could speak after the hit she’d taken, “I am so out of here.”




The others looked at her, and she shrugged.




“Inside joke.”




The battle between Vulcan and Klingon escalated. Spock had the upper hand, thanks to height, reach, experience, and sheer logical cussedness, but Puqbe’ was closing the gap one inch at a time.




“Give her three weeks of hard training under him,” Eshvar said, his voice filled with pride, “and she’ll be a match for him.”




“I doubt Spock knows any other type of training,” Kirk said drily.




Dawn looked over at the junior doQ’bej. They were standing with their mouths slightly agape.




“I think your days of cheating at Fizzbin are over,” she told Ja’.




He nodded slowly. “I would agree, Jajlo.”




The intercom buzzed, loudly, and Kirk turned to walk over.




“All vital signs within normal parameters,” a harsh computerized voice recited. “Prisoners checked at fourteen thirty seven. No food taken at this time. All vital signs within normal pa—”




It broke up in a storm of static.




“What—”




“Those are brig logs,” Sulu said, frowning. “There’s no reason to broadcast them here.”




Kirk reached the intercom just as Eshvar stepped between Spock and Puqbe’. All he had to do was put a hand on the girl’s shoulder, and she dropped all pretense of fighting and looked up at him.




“I am very proud of you, Arekka’Bet,” he said, giving her shoulder a squeeze.




She broke into a dazzling smile.




“Uhura,” Kirk called, “what’s going on with the comm circuit?”




Uhura’s response cut in and out, interspersed with snippets of brig logs.




“—ajor overload of the comm channel, Cap—”




“Vital signs show increase in pulse and respiration. Please check EEG readings. Please check force screen modification. Please che—”




“—ying to clear the secondary, but there’s a loss of—”




“Force screen is offline. Repeat: force screen is offline.”




Spock, only slightly out of breath and flushed apple green on his cheeks, joined Kirk.




“It would appear that the security measures we took regarding the Betazoid prisoners were insufficient.”







The first sign of trouble was a Security officer walking aimlessly towards them, eyes vacant. Scotty took the man by the shoulders and gave him a hard shake.




“Ensign, report,” he ordered.




“It was Saturday,” the ensign said softly. “There was…music…and cake.”




“Chief, let me look,” Bhorzh offered.




Scotty let her take the man’s face in her hands and turn him towards her. She gazed deeply into the man’s eyes and after a moment, looked away, her expression sickened.




“Chief, do you have a phaser on you?” she asked.




“Aye,” he answered. “Why do you ask, lass?”




She exhaled and closed her eyes, letting go of the man. 




“Stun him,” she said. “If he wanders around like this, he’ll become agitated and violent until he receives medical attention. Stun him, and at least he’ll stay in one place until Doctor McCoy can get to him.”




“Captain, I canna—”




“Please, Commander,” she begged. “He’s very badly hurt and in a great deal of pain. It’s not going to get any better.”




“But…” He stopped. The look she turned on him was filled with grief, and not just because she was a captain and knew what it was to face the loss of a crewmember, but because she’d seen what was left of the young man’s mind.




He drew his phaser, checked the setting, and fired it at the crewmember. The man collapsed in a heap. Bhorzh knelt beside him, checked his pulse, and then put him in a more comfortable position.




“The prisoners have escaped,” she said. “There’s no way they could do this if they were still contained.”




“Aye,” Scotty agreed. “And it looks like Security will do little good against them. We need to seal the section off. With any luck, Uhura will have the comm circuit cleared out, and we’ll be able to contact her or the captain.”




“Chief, they could be anywhere on this deck,” she warned him. “And they’re telepaths. If we run into them, they will toy with your perceptions and break your mind.”




“And you?” he asked.




“I should be able to withstand them long enough to give you warning,” she answered. “But you have to trust me. If you’re not sure what you’re seeing is real, use your hearing or your touch or even your smell to try to confirm it. If you feel them in your mind, use a focus, a mantra, to wall them out. Do you understand?”




“I do.”




“Let’s go.”







Uhura ran over the diagnostics board once again, filtering line noise, garbled automated responses, and corrupted system settings out with tiny flicks of her fingers, and began searching for live communication attempts. The intercom was by far the most damaged, but the handheld communicators were nearly worthless with the amount of interference on the comm channels.




“Uhura!”




She dialed back to the voice instantly.




“Captain,” she answered. 




“Order a red alert, security condition four.” Kirk’s voice came over tinny but clear.




“Ensign Chekov has already done so, sir,” she responded. “But we’re not getting responses from several parts of the ship, including the brig. Internal communications—”




The channel broke up into static, and she muttered a very potent Malagasy curse. After some hurried work, the sound came back.




“—ulu’s on his way to the bridge. Verify all crewmembers by passcode. I say again, verify all crewmembers by passcode. The prisoners are telepaths and can manipulate your perceptions.”




“Understood, Captain,” she gulped. 




“Remove all personnel from Section thirteen,” Kirk continued. “We are working from this end to restore some communications.”




“Yes, captain,” she responded. “Captain, we’ve received a message from the executive officer of the Lysistrata.”




The channel broke up again, and this time, all of her work would not bring it back.







“They’re headed this way, aren’t they?” Dawn asked.




The chilling look the three women had given her when she’d gone into the brig kept replaying itself in her mind. They knew she was a Key. They knew what a Key was. The question, then, was what they decided to do about it.




“Captain, internal sensors report an increased rate of crew movement in specific areas with multiple instances of crew lifesigns being drastically altered or ended,” Spock reported, his voice even and frank. “If we assume these events are caused by the Betazoid women—”




“Let’s assume that, why don’t we,” McCoy said.




“—and I chart the time and place of each,” Spock continued, “it would appear that the women are moving towards our location. It is reasonable to assume they will attempt to secure Puqbe’ once more.”




“No!” Puqbe’ gasped. She looked up at Eshvar, who had gone stone-faced.




“Do not fear, little one,” Chonak told her. “We can protect you from three mad women.”




“Do not speak of what you do not know,” Eshvar spat out.




Everyone, even Spock, looked at him.




Eshvar glared at Kirk. “You let them escape? You let them out? The butchers of my people, and you have given them free reign to hunt through your ship for my ward?”




Dawn noticed that Kirk didn’t try to argue the point, though his eyes narrowed.




“The butchers of your people?” he repeated. “What do you mean?”




Eshvar smiled without humor. “Of course. You think the Betazoids are charming and harmless. Most of my own people think of them as playthings. The history between us was ordered unwritten and forgotten, but the doQ’bej does not answer to the Imperial High Council.”




Kirk considered him, thinking back to what Bhorzh had told him in their first conversation.




“And what history had to be unwritten?” he asked.




“Three centuries past, before you humans had achieved warp technology,” Eshvar said, his voice taking on the cadence of a story teller, “the Imperial High Council ordered its ships to take the planet of Betazed and make it ready for colonization. The Betazoids offered almost no resistance, only a few pockets of religious extremists who were killed out of hand. Then, a month in, when the labor camps were being organized and the weakest culled, the High Council learned what folly truly is.”




Eshvar gazed steadily at Spock.




“They are telepaths,” Spock said reasonably. “They would have felt the suffering of those your people tortured and the fears of those you executed.”




“And they turned it against us,” Eshvar answered. “There were no networks of spies or revolutionaries. They were telepaths. The end came with no warning. Every adult Klingon standing on Betazed and nearly all of the ones in orbit had their minds flayed to bloody strips and died screaming. The first the Imperial Council knew about it was when the one ship allowed to leave the system arrived, loaded with all the Klingon children. They had no memory of their time on Betazed, only a profound and permanent terror of place.”




“Those religious extremists,” Dawn managed. “Who were they?”




“Girls,” Eshvar said. “Devoted to a small but persistent cult. They fought the shock troops and were cut down.”




“Right,” Dawn answered, feeling sick to her stomach. “A small but persistent cult of girls who took up arms against the enemy. Gee, doQ’bej, and you wonder why the insane ladies out there want to get their hands on Puqbe’?”




It took a moment for him to get it, and when he did, his eyes went wide.




“Shadows of my ancestors,” he swore. “They wish to use the Arekka’Bet to reestablish their own line of Arekka’Idaj.”




And Dawn realized what use they could put a Key to.





How to Survive the Furies



It wasn’t that everyone yelled, but nearly everyone had something they had to say—an objection, an insight, a suggestion, a request—and it was enough to make it impossible for Dawn to hear any one person. Even Spock was trying to get a word in edgewise with no luck.




“Quiet.” Kirk’s voice cut across the cacophony.




Wow.




She didn’t know how he did it. He hadn’t even raised his voice, but as soon as he issued that command, everyone else shut up.




“Under no circumstances will those Kindly Ones get their hands on Puqbe’,” Kirk said. “And I will not have them loose on my ship.”




Eshvar settled back from his aggressive stance into something like a lion watching gazelles, waiting. Ja’ and Chonak took their cues from him and let their weight fall back on their heels.




“Summers, how well do you know the ship?” Kirk asked her.




She blinked. As a guest, her knowledge was limited to the sick bay, her quarters, and now the gym. As someone who’d gone through a successful mindmeld with Spock, she had the knowledge he’d left behind, some things she was aware of from the moment he’d released her, and other things she didn’t know she knew until she had reason to remember them.




And now she knew that she knew the Enterprise. She knew the decks, the sections, the turbolifts, the compartments, the corridors, and the access crawlways Spock and the engineering staff called Jefferies tubes. She knew it as well as she knew the house at Haven or Sunnydale High. Better, actually.




“Well enough,” she answered. “I can stay out of their way.”




“Take Puqbe’,” he ordered. “Take her someplace on the ship away from them. If you can stay with her, do it. If you think they’re homing in on you, lead them away.”




She ran through a series of possibilities, feeling the sense of Spock’s ruthless logic considering them at the same time, and hit on one which both met his approval and made her smile at its aptness. She met Spock’s eyes and realized he’d run the exact same list and come to the same conclusions as her. He gave her the barest of nods in acknowledgement.




“Puqbe’,” Dawn said, turning to her, “let’s go.”




“You are no Klingon,” the girl protested. “And you are not my doQ’bej. You do not command me.”




“Puqbe’,” Eshvar said. “Come here. Jajlo’, you as well.”




As Kirk gave orders to Spock and McCoy, Dawn joined Eshvar.




“I will have your word, human woman, that you will protect my ward, my student, and the daughter of my heart,” he said to her.




Dawn reached out and put her hand on the hilt of his mevak. When he didn’t protest, she drew it from its sheath and put the blade to the palm of her left hand.




In Klingon, she spoke. “Should the daughter of Those Who Guard perish, it will only be after I have died with my hands around the throats of those who wish her harm, after my sword is broken, after my breath is spent on my last battle cry. This I swear on the name of my sister, who stands as the eldest and greatest of the Chosen Ones of my people.”




She had definitely gotten better at this sort of thing since meeting Strax.




She pulled the blade across her palm and a line of scarlet welled up in response. The edge was so sharp, she didn’t even feel the cut. Then she turned the ritual knife in her hand and held it out to him. Eshvar took the knife and cut his own palm.




“As one of the elders of Those Who Guard, I accept your oath,” he responded, “and pledge my loyalty in return. You are counted among Those Who Guard. Should you fall in battle, I will avenge you. Die well.”




They clasped hands, and when they released, there was a smear of red mixed in the lavender on his palm and a corresponding smear of lavender across the red of her own blood on hers. Puqbe’ watched, eyes wide with awe and alarm. Ja’ and Chonak both wore poker faces. Chonak took his own knife out and cut a strip from his tunic’s hem.




“Daughter,” Eshvar said to her. “You will go with Dawn of the Summers clan. You will do as she says as if she were me. Do you understand?”




“Yes, Guardian,” she said, softly.




“Dawn, it would please me if you would take my ritual knife and wield it as your own.” He held out the knife, hilt first.




Dawn took it and tucked it into belt, thankful she was wearing one. Chonak reached out and took her left hand, then wrapped it around her palm, binding the wound.




“Thank you,” Dawn said, switching back to English.




Chonak nodded to her.




“Puqbe’, are you ready?” she asked the Klingon girl.




“Yes, doQ’bej,” the little Potential answered.




“Then let’s go.”







Kirk gave orders to Spock and McCoy, sent them out, and waited for Eshvar and his two subordinates to finish. Dawn Summers took Puqbe’ by the hand and led her off towards what Kirk figured was probably the main vertical access tube, but he didn’t spend time considering it. The less he knew about Summers’s plans, the better off they both were. 




That was the problem with telepaths, and he had no doubt that before this was over, he was going to have one or more psychotic Betazoids clawing at his mind for information. As Spock had once said when they discussed the tactics of dealing with telepaths, compartmentalization of information was crucial.




“Captain,” Eshvar greeted him. “What are your plans?”




“We’re waiting for two things,” Kirk said. “First, for my communications officer to clear up the comm channel.”




“And the second?”




“I’ll know it when I see it,” Kirk responded.




Eshvar’s eyes narrowed. “What then?”




“Then, we go hunting.”







The access tube was a tight fit, leaving Dawn glad she wasn’t hauling a bunch of equipment with her. She wanted her bag, but her quarters were out of the way, and the idea was to get Puqbe’ to safety as quickly as possible. New rule, she told herself, take the bag everywhere.




Her destination was three levels below and two sections away. She kept towards the port side, away from turbolift three, as a quick check of the ship’s state on an engineering readout panel just outside the access showed that it was down for repairs. She didn’t want to run into any personnel.




Puqbe’ was several rungs above her, whispering to herself in a monotone. Dawn refocused her mind on the meditation exercises Giles taught all the Slayers. Telepaths were drawn to intense thoughts and emotions, and the idea was to stay off their, so to speak, radar. Vulcan telepathy was very low level until and unless there was skin contact. Betazoid telepathy, while not as strong as Vulcan overall, was capable of reading minds from afar, but the telepath had to be open and searching, and on a ship with a crew of several hundred, it would be next to impossible to pick out either Dawn or Puqbe’, if their minds were quiet.




It was a big if.







By the third encounter with a crewmember—this one a willowy Denobulan science officer—Scotty needed no more convincing from Bhorzh. If a crewmember didn’t immediately respond to his order to stand down, he stunned them. The Denobulan took three times the power to stun as a human did, and the crewmember had given him a black eye and nearly broken his jaw. The whole time, she had screamed at Scotty that he was a polluter and a wifeless killer of his own husbands. 




“What are they doing?” Scotty asked her.




“It’s a kind of psychic attack,” Bhorzh answered, rotating her shoulder to check for injuries. “It depends on how long the attacker has full contact with their victim’s mind. A brush, and the victim is merely disoriented. If there’s…well, grappling would be my best description, then the victim’s memory and thought processes are disrupted. If the attacker is able to break through, the havoc they wreak…there is no human equivalent, Chief. Humans aren’t telepathic. You don’t have the cultural or biological measures to cope with it.”




“Oh, aye,” he agreed, “but there’s always some clever lad or lassie bent on destruction, even on a personal level. Programming, brainwashing, de-personalization. It’s shown up in our history.”




“This would be all of those things,” she said. “A destruction of persona and impression of a new, more violent, one. There are stories from the ages before we achieved warp technology, of Betazoids who went mad, that it was a…an evil spirit which touched one person and then another, corrupting them and causing them to corrupt others. It was called Lashar Drata, the Moving Darkness.”




“And the crew members those women have attacked?” Scotty demanded.




Bhorzh stopped and looked up at him. “Chief, I honestly didn’t know. I feel like I’ve walked into a fairy tale, and not one of the nice ones with singing tribbles. One of the dark ones where children really do get eaten and the hero dies without accomplishing anything.”




Feeling his own fear like a curl of acid in his stomach, Scotty squared his jaw and pressed on.







Eshvar paced back and forth while his sons waited, barely more patient than him, as Kirk used the tertiary comm station in the gym to dig further and further into the comm channels, dumping all buffers, resetting the links, and starting a cross-circuit staged reboot, which should force everything on that side of the brig to clear out the scrambled brig logs which had overloaded the comm channels. With any luck, Uhura would spot what he was doing once she was further along in her own repair work and match him.




“We should have gone with the Vulcan,” Eshvar spat. 




“I told you,” Kirk repeated. “Spock’s not going after the Furies.”




Eshvar growled. 




“DoQ’bej,” Kirk said patiently, checking the edges of two of the comm circuit chips for damage, “if you dig a pit trap for dangerous prey, do you then go off and fight your prey half a day’s travel from the pit you dug?”




“No,” Eshvar snapped. “But I do dig the damned pit! I do not sit and count my shovels.”




Chonak and Ja’ watched the exchange without saying a word.




“There,” Kirk said, satisfaction ringing in his voice.




“Captain?” Uhura asked. 




“Here, Lieutenant,” he answered. “Fill me in.”







Spock stayed several meters ahead of Doctor McCoy, keeping to the inner wall of the corridor. He held up a hand, causing McCoy to pause. Then he looked over his shoulder and nodded. McCoy caught up to him. Just around the corner, a member of security curled up in a ball and rocked back and forth, crying.




Spock stayed on point while McCoy knelt beside the crewmember—Jenkins, if he remembered correctly, one of the bright eyed, bushy tailed new ensigns they’d picked up at their last stop in Federation space. Only now he sobbed “no no no no no” with his arms wrapped around his head, terrified out of his mind.




“Jenkins?” McCoy asked, running his scanner over the man and checking his tricorder. 




He saw Jenkins open an eye and peek out, his iris surrounded by a sea of white.




“No!” the man gasped. “No! No! No!”




Spock looked down at them. “His condition appears to be worsening, Doctor.”




“You ain’t just whistlin’ Dixie,” McCoy answered.




The man’s temporal lobes were nearly depleted of neurotransmitters. He was in a fugue state, sweating, chilled, tachycardic, and all manner of other bad things. Lips pressed in a thin line, McCoy considered his options. They’d encountered several stunned crewmembers, and he’d revived only one. The man had gone straight for his throat before Spock had rendered him unconscious with a nerve pinch. Their signs and symptoms were much of a sameness, the aftermath of a psychic trauma he didn’t have the resources to treat just then. He couldn’t get the stunned ones out of harm’s way yet, but he didn’t want Jenkins left here.




Spock took one last look down the corridor, both ways, before kneeling beside him and raising a hand to the security officer’s face. McCoy stopped him by grabbing his wrist, taking care not to touch skin.




“What do you think you’re doing, Mister Spock?” he demanded.




“Ensign Jenkins cannot remain here, and he is unable to fend for himself,” Spock answered calmly. “His state is directly attributable to a psychic attack by the escaped prisoners. I may be able to repair enough of the damage through a mind meld to allow him to evacuate the area under his own power.”




“I’ve seen you after even a minor mind meld, Commander,” McCoy said, “and it’s no walk in the park for you. Sensors detected nearly fifty crewmembers in this section just before the prisoners escaped, and there’s little doubt that even with the captain’s orders to secure all sections against movement, more crew members have been drawn here. So logic dictates that you can’t possibly mind meld with all the souls we find in this section. You’ll exhaust yourself or worse, and you’re one of the only telepaths on this ship.”




“Do you have another suggestion, Doctor?”




McCoy tucked away his tricorder and pulled out his injector. Then he held out a very small ampoule, which Spock clearly recognized and raised an eloquent eyebrow at. 




“Scolpassamine has no known medical uses, and its use by Federation officers is strictly prohibited,” he reminded McCoy.




“Well, it looks like I just found a use,” McCoy growled. “So help me get this man back on his feet and report me to Starfleet headquarters later.”




You had to have known the Vulcan for a good long while to catch the subtle play of facial expressions—not emotions, McCoy thought. Never that!—across Spock’s face. Amusement, gratitude, concern, and acknowledgement. McCoy popped the ampoule into his injector, calibrated the dosage, and gave Jenkins a shot in the neck. Then he watched the man’s vital signs on the tricorder. After a moment, satisfied that it was working, he spoke.




“David?” he asked, using the man’s first name.




After a long moment, there was a tremulous answer. “…yes?”




“David, I’m a good man that you know and trust. You believe whatever I tell you. Do you understand?”




Another moment, but not as long as the last. “Uncle Danny?”




“That’s right, David,” McCoy said, silently breathing a sigh of relief. “It’s Uncle Danny. Now, you were hurt and you were scared, but now you’re not so scared anymore, okay? I want you to get up and go to sickbay or your quarters, whichever is closer. And when you get there, I want you to go to bed and sleep until you feel better. Do you understand?”




“Yes, sir,” the man said, sniffing loudly and wiping his eyes. “Can you come with me, Uncle Danny?”




“I can’t, David,” McCoy replied. “I need to check on the others. Now, no matter what happens, you don’t hurt anyone. Do you understand? And if anyone tries to hurt you, you just get away from them, okay?”




Jenkins nodded, bringing his arms down. “Okay. Thanks for finding me, Uncle Danny. I was lost and really scared.”




“Well,” McCoy told him, smiling gently, “you’re a brave boy, and you’re going to be okay.”




Jenkins got to his feet and headed unerringly for sickbay. McCoy and Spock both stood up and watched him go.




“The ethical ramifications of your treatment leave a great deal to be desired,” Spock said, mild as milk.




“Well, it’s a good thing I’ve got you with me so I don’t end up with a bunch of Starfleet personnel who think I’m Queen of Melanesia and they’re my faithful courtiers,” McCoy snapped.




“Indeed.”







The last thing Scotty ever wanted to be known as was overconfident. A good engineer was all too aware of his own failings. He just never realized that for all of Bhorzh’s warnings, when the Betazoid prisoners found them, he really wouldn’t stand a chance.




They’d been closing in on the third turbolift shaft, the one that had been out of commission for repairs since the day before, when he spotted one of the secondary engineering stations. Thrilled and relieved, he’d trotted over to it, acknowledging Bhorzh’s hiss of an objection. He had to check on his ship. With the comm channels down and Murphy’s Law invoked every five minutes, he could not pass up this opportunity.




“Chief!” Bhorzh whispered as loudly as she could.




“Dinnae worry,” he answered, waving back. “I’ll no’ be a moment.”




But as soon as he logged onto the station, his heart sank into his boots. It couldn’t be. The ship was lit up with damage, and damage control had barely responded. His eyes scanned the readouts and saw phaser damage, torpedo damage—for the love of God, how had his girl racked up that kind of collision damage? 




He felt his whole body flood with adrenaline as the dire circumstances made themselves known. Shields were gone. There was nearly half a section near the prow of the saucer completely exposed to vacuum, and the force fields protecting the proximate sections were failing.




He looked around, horrified. Where was the red alert? Where were the alarms? Why hadn’t he felt the ship shudder when she was hit? Even the best inertial dampeners would have lurched under this kind of onslaught. He started plugging in commands, rerouting power, desperately patching up the force fields so the remaining crew in those sections wouldn’t be exposed to vacuum.




“Chief! Chief!”




The deck suddenly lurched and then yanked itself out from under his feet. He stumbled and fell against the opposite wall, feeling the vertiginous effect of gravity fluctuations as the ship’s systems tried to compensate for the damage, and then two arms closed around his chest.




“Scotty, don’t!” Bhorzh cried against his ear. “There’s no damage. The ship is fine!”




For a moment, the world reverted to what it was supposed to be, and Scotty realized he’d been standing at a blank bulkhead, and there was no engineering station at all. Then that was gone, and he was in engineering while the USS Enterprise took the worst beating of her life. He pushed the crewmember restraining him away and dashed for the nearest console. 




“Damn you, get those fires out!” he screamed. “We’ll lose no more pressure from that section until we clear the levels, understand?”




His crew charged and lurched from point to point, many of them wearing the heavy hazard uniforms of warp core duty, and little wonder with the containment field fluctuations he saw. God help them, one bad hit in the wrong area, one wave of feedback gone mismanaged for a millisecond too long, and the containment field would fail. The dilithium crystals containing the matter-antimatter reaction would be annihilated, and the ship would instantly convert to pure energy as evidence of the universal reality of E=mc².




“Captain!” he yelled at the communicator. “Captain, I’ve got to have just a few minutes to the dampeners back online!”




The comm crackled back at him. More than half the main circuits were down, and the remaining secondary systems were under heavy stress.




“Chief, the Klingon forces have nearly broken through near-Earth defenses,” Sulu’s voice answered. “Intrepid and Defiant are gone, but if we can hold them off for a few more minutes, Excalibur is coming in with the remaining Constitution class ships. You have to gi—”




“Sulu, you must tell the Captain,” Scotty started.




“Chief,” Sulu’s voice broke, “I am the captain. Now wipe all non-essential secondaries. I want all power re-routed to propulsion and forward shields.”




Horror and grief wash through him. The weapons systems were down. His girl would never launch another torpedo or fire another phaser bank. The only damage it could do to an enemy ship was by ramming it.




“Aye, Cap’n,” he responded.




Someone tried to shake him by the shoulders, but he pushed them off. 




“Lieutenant Ferrer,” he shouted, “clear all non-essential personnel and await the order to abandon ship. Those of y—”




The flash of unfettered phaser fire blinded him, and the ship lurched again in a sickening buck that told him its back was broken. Then, before he could make sense of what little he could see, he heard, then felt, the hurricane force winds of a major hull breach. The atmosphere inside engineering was blasting out, taking anything that wasn’t secured with it. He felt himself slam into a console and grabbed it, his training taking over.




Exhale everything in your lungs.




Secure yourself against evacuation.




Orient yourself, blinking your eyes open to prevent damage from solar radiation.




Find a pressure pod, airlock, or pressure suit.




He had fifteen seconds. It took nearly five seconds for the atmosphere to be completely exhausted, and when it went, all sound disappeared. The artificial gravity—




“Scotty!”




—was gone, and he had to haul himself, hand over hand to the nearest pressure pod. He kept his mouth open and pushed with his abdominal muscles to force himself to keep exhaling. His lungs were on fire. The lack of pressure was like knives stabbing his ears. He could feel the moisture in his mouth and nose evaporate into nothingness. He blinked and made sure he was pulling in the right direction. One second of vision told him engineering had become a Dantean hell. The Klingon’s disruptor banks had torn across the section, and far away at the stern end, he could see the hull rupture. There were bodies and parts of bodies slewing around the space within the section.




He reached the tiny pod console, and flipped the cover open. It had one button. He slapped it, but it didn’t respond. He looked up and blinked. Outside, from at least a hundred thousand kilometers off, a Klingon Bird of Prey fired a torpedo, and it was coming straight at them. They were well within the Moon’s orbit. When the torpedo hit and destroyed the warp containment field, the resulting explosion would destroy half the near-Earth defenses and directly kill a percentage of the Earth’s population.




And it was all his fau—




Montgomery Scott!




The terror and whole body ache peeled away from him. He was frozen in place, and all he could see was a pair of luminous brown eyes. Captain Ashkami Bhorzh held his mind against hers and shielded him from the Betazoid prisoners running amok on his ship.




Breathe, Scotty.




It took a moment. None of his muscles wanted to cooperate. They were convinced he was still exposed to vacuum, and that there literally was no air to breathe, but after a moment, he felt his ribs expand and air pour into his lungs. It had been much, much longer than fifteen seconds since he’d last breathed.




Everything went still and dark. Images flickered past. Stillness, sleep, dormancy. Quiet, silence, hush. Nothing moving. Nothing stirring. Like a creature in the deepest throes of hibernation, he subsided. Waiting. 




The storm moved over them, and he felt the stirrings of it as if he lay on the abyssal plain and it was far, far above him on the surface of the water. He felt the warmth of her mind flicker, then extinguish.





How to Save a Life



Sulu pounded on the turbolift door.




“Uhura, Chekov, let me in,” he yelled. “It’s Sulu! Come on!”




The door was magnetically locked and hadn’t released to his gesture, his verbal command, or his palm print. Well, that was the captain’s orders, of course. All movement between sections halted so no one else wandered into the Kindly Ones’ path, and no access to the bridge unless you could prove you hadn’t been brain-blasted into submission.




“What do you want?” he called. 




“Lieutenant,” came Uhura’s voice, piped in clear as a crystal bell, “you’re going to have to do something that proves you’re in full command of your faculties. Something a random Betazoid isn’t going to know and something we don’t already know, because it’s all too possible for them to pick it out of our heads, but something that once we hear it, we know it’s you.”




At a loss, he stepped back.




“You have got to be kidding me,” he said. “Uhura, I’m a pilot. I’m a swashbuckler. I rescue maidens fair and defeat dragons.”




“We know all that,” she answered. “What else have you got?”




He looked around the turbolift, hoping an answer might sprout from the walls. 




“Uh…my favorite nursery rhyme as a kid was The Three Hairy Whackadoodles,” he offered.




“That’s everyone’s favorite nursery rhyme,” Chekov called from over Uhura’s shoulder. “Also, is Russian. I know it by heart.”




“Besides,” and Sulu could just see Uhura shaking her head, “nursery rhymes are too deeply laid in memory to be disrupted by a psychic attack. It’s got to be something challenging.”




He fumbled for a bit, and then it hit him. Oh, of course. That. He could pull it off, even though it was more than three years since he’d performed it at the Academy revue. They’d recognize it, but there was no way they’d know much past the first two lines. It definitely wasn’t Betazoid. He’d just never live it down.




The things he did to fulfill his duty.




He straightened up, tugged his tunic into place, and posed.




“Okay, you two, pay attention, because I am only doing this once.”




He took several deep breaths, relaxing his diaphragm and opening his throat. Then he hummed a bit to find his starting note. Might as well give it to them forte.





I am the very model of a modern Major-General,

I’ve information vegetable, animal, and mineral,

I know the kings of England, and I quote the fights historical

From Marathon to Waterloo, in order categorical;

I’m very well acquainted, too, with matters mathematical,

I understand equations, both the simple and quadratical,

About binomial theorem I’m teeming with a lot of news…





He paused for a long second.




“With many cheerful facts about the square of the hypotenuse!”






There was dead silence from the speaker. Sulu waited. After all, it was a lot to take in. He waited a little longer. Just as he opened his mouth, Uhura cut in.




“One more verse?”




“Oh come on!”




The door opened, and he stepped onto the bridge. Every crew member there was on their feet, staring at him, bemused.




“Would you like to serenade the Klingon ship?” Chekov asked. “We could use a distraction.”




“Ensign,” Sulu sighed, “I have the conn. What’s our status?”




“All sections are currently under a security lockdown,” Chekov said. “We believe the prisoners are roaming Section Thirteen. Crew members in the section have reported everything from major hull breaches to an invasion of Klingons to being trapped in water-filled compartments to a man-eating tiger loose in the corridor to finding themselves back at Starfleet, naked, with an unexpected Orbital Physics test.”




That sounded like several flavors of Hell. 




“Anything confirmed?”




Chekov shook his head. “All life sign readings are accounted for, nothing unexpected. There have been several deaths—two in the brig and three between the brig and where we believe the prisoners are currently located. It is difficult to pinpoint their location. Internal scanners are malfunctioning. We believe it’s directly or indirectly attributable to the prisoners’ telepathic powers.”




“What else?” Sulu asked.




“A shuttle from the Betazoid cruise liner is asking permission to dock. They say they must speak with their captain and ours. The Klingon vessel continues to maintain clear lines of fire on us and the station. Comm channels are nearly restored. Shields, weapons, navigation, and propulsion are all on line in good order. Turbolift three is still out of order.”




Sulu stepped over to the captain’s chair and took a seat.




“Uhura, can you get a message to Engineering?” he asked.




“Fingers crossed, I’ll have voice communication within the ship back in another two or three minutes,” she said. “External communications will take a little longer.”




“Chekov, clear all personnel from shuttle bay five, and light it up,” Sulu ordered. “I want that door open to the shuttle in two minutes.”




“The comm channels are not restored yet,” Chekov answered. “How do— Oh. Well, I’m sure they needed the exercise.”




Sulu waited, tapping his leg impatiently while Chekov remotely started an evacuation drill. Though they had no visual on the shuttle bay, it wasn’t hard to imagine the pandemonium on that deck. Every crew member on the Enterprise had been through one of those drills. The alarms were Vulcan designed to ‘alert’ and ‘motivate’ people to get the hell out. Scotty had once joked that if they had less than a twenty percent rate of bladder voiding among the evacuees during testing, they went back to the drawing board. Spock had simply replied “twenty-three percent.”




Then he realized he was humming the Major-General’s song under his breath. That damn thing was going to be stuck in his head for the next week.







“What’s going on?” Professor Rosrel asked, leaning over Commander Agemno’s shoulder. “Why haven’t they replied?”




“They have replied,” he told her. “They’re opening their bay doors.”




“But they haven’t sent a communication…” 




Her voice trailed off as their eyes met. 




“Commander,” she said softly, “those stories you remember, about Lashar Drata and the girls who fought it? They’re all true.”




In general, Betazoids did not do double-takes. They didn’t ask “you’re kidding me, right?” It was very difficult to prank a Betazoid. All they had to do was look at a person for a moment, and they knew whether the person in front of them believed what she was saying. Agemno looked at the professor, and he knew that she was telling the truth.




“What happened to the Guardians of the Chosen?” he asked. “The teachers, the mentors, the guides.”




“There were no girls left to guide in the ways of fighting Lashar Drata,” Rosrel answered. “And it was our own fault for sending them into battle against the Klingon invaders. We have been atoning for three centuries, fighting in our pupils’ stead.”




“It could be a trap,” Agemno said, turning back in his seat and guiding the shuttle into alignment with the shuttle bay.




“It isn’t,” she replied. “The Moving Darkness is many things—cunning, subtle, and deceptive. It can hollow out your mind and wear you like a puppet, but unless you willingly give yourself up to it, it can’t make you betray another person. That ship, Commander, is the USS Enterprise. You’ve heard the stories. Much as Lashar Drata may want it, it will not take that ship.”




Agemno brought the shuttle into the bay and landed it.







It took a lot to get both McCoy and Spock to hurry into danger, but hearing the voice of their chief of engineering, Montgomery Scott, begging someone to breathe got their attention. Spock held up a hand to stop McCoy, listened a moment longer with his head tilted to the side, and then finally nodded.




“I believe it is Commander Scott,” he confirmed.




They jogged forward and found Scotty crammed under an access console, an unconscious woman in his arms.




“Come on, lassie,” he whispered, shaking her just a bit. “Once more. You can do it. Breathe. Just breathe. Dinnae give up. I know you can hear me. Just once more.”




McCoy folded down beside him, tricorder scanning.




“How long?” he asked.




“I don’t rightly know,” Scotty said, looking up. His eyes were bloodshot. “I woke…ten, p’rhaps fifteen minutes ago, and I’ve been trying to wake her up since. I’ve the very de’il of a headache and no idea how long I was out. I just know I’d be dead if i’ tweren’t for her shielding me from the likes of those bean sidhe.”




“Functions of the cortex and the upper regions of the brain have almost completely ceased,” McCoy said, rummaging in his satchel for supplies. “I’ll need to stimulate them, but there’s a level of inflammation I don’t like.”




Spock knelt beside him.




“Doctor, with your permission, I believe this is one patient I should see to,” he said.




McCoy looked up at him.




“We still have two other points to reach, Spock,” he answered. “Captain Bhorzh is far worse off than any of the other victims we’ve encountered. If you’re injured—”




“If I am injured, you can take Chief Scott with you,” Spock said with no sign of worry. “However, I am the only person who can reach the Betazoid captain at this point, and we may be in great need of her.”




The woman in Scotty’s arms gasped, suddenly, as if her body realized it needed air to continue to live, but had to work itself up to point it could pull it in.




“Time is essential, Doctor,” he reminded McCoy.




McCoy got to his feet and gave Spock the necessary room. Spock sat on the floor, taking the limp form of Ashkami Bhorzh from Scotty, and placing the woman’s head at the point where his ankles crossed. Scott slowly got to his feet and joined McCoy, watching the corridor to either direction.




“I couldna even tell they’d climbed inside my brain and started throwing switches,” the engineer said bitterly. “Had me believing the ship was being carved apart in battle with a brace of Klingon cruisers while we were in low Earth orbit.”




“Hell of a distraction,” McCoy answered.




“Gentlemen, I appreciate the need for communication,” Spock said in a sharp tone, “but considering the circumstances and my need to concentrate, it would behoove you to focus on something less likely to arouse strong emotions.”




“We hear you, Spock,” McCoy said. “Chief, I think we’d better start imagining fluffy bunnies and cute little ducklings for the time being.”







My thoughts to your thoughts. My mind to your mind.




All Vulcans received training in their telepathic abilities by the time they were very young adults. Most chose not to pursue it beyond what was required to shield their minds from the intrusive thoughts of other telepathic races or from the almost infectious touch of non-telepaths. As half-Vulcan, Spock had been told many times that there was no real way of predicting how strong his own aptitude would be. When he appeared to be at least as sensitive as full-blood Vulcans, he had sought out further training.




To a Vulcan, other Vulcan minds appeared ordered, symmetrical, and calm. Human minds were loud, cluttered, and dangerous. It was like stepping into the traffic at an asteroid ore refining facility and hoping the ore barges stopped for you. Usually they did, but there was often a glancing blow of unfettered emotion. It was one of the reasons he trusted Jim as much as he did. The times he’d performed a mind meld with his captain, even in extremis, Jim had made every effort to quiet his thoughts, still his emotions, and make his mind accessible.




Ashkemi’s mind was that of a flowering jungle, filled with pungent life. Towering cliffs retreated into the distance, covered in vines, ferns, and canopy trees spreading their foliage ten meters and more above him. It should have been alive with movement. Instead, it was silent, still, and dark,. That did not, he recognized, mean he was safe.




In his education, there had been a great deal of first hand reports on dealing with humans, with Romulans, even with Klingons and Andorians. The general consensus of his teachers when it came to Betazoids was ‘looks can be deceiving’ and ‘let sleeping dogs lie.’




“Ashkemi Bhorzh,” he called. “Captain. I come in peace. You are among friends. You are safe.”




He felt more than heard the foliage around him shift with movement. In several places within his sight, there were streaks of devastation—wide burns where all the plant life had been consumed and turned to ash. She was badly hurt. Even if she were comatose, parts of her mind would still be set to protect her. Those reflexes were the last to let go, and they could injure or kill him. He breathed deeply, stilling his thoughts and fears.




Ashkemi Bhorzh. Captain. I come in peace. You are among friends. You are safe.




He moved deeper into her mind, sliding through twining vines as thick as his legs. He was completely surrounded by her in a manner so intimate, it reminded him of ponn farr. He could brush one of the plate sized leaves and read a memory, but he knew in doing so, a memory of his own would be left as an imprint. He remained very cautious.




He reached a place where the land fell into a deep basin filled with still waters that reflected the sky above. He considered the constellations and determined they were from Betazed’s southern, winter sky. Perhaps it had been the sky she viewed when she was a girl. 




He reached out further, finding a series of crumbling, ashy burns, slashes of the other women’s psychic attacks when she’d protected Chief Scott. He knew, judging by the severity of the injuries, that Scotty would not have survived on his own. He reached down and placed his hands against the cauterized earth.




Some said that Vulcans were entirely without emotions, which was ridiculous on the face of it. Vulcans knew all the emotions that the other races did. It was just that, in the face of the utter destruction they wielded when those emotions mastered them, they had decided instead to master their emotions. What every Vulcan who studied beyond the most basic skills necessary for controlling their telepathic ability learned was that if a telepath wished to aid another mind, to heal the injured, recover the lost, and support the damaged, that telepath had to accept all that they found, hold it in their own mind, and cherish it for what it was. In one of their late night discussions, Jim had called it agape. Uhura added the Hebrew word chesed. McCoy referenced the Buddhist concept of mettā, loving-kindness.




He opened himself to the world of Ashkemi’s silent, bleeding mind, and silently seeing all that was her—good and bad, solemn, silly, brave, selfish, wise, weak, strong, and blind—he loved her.




Ashkemi. Ashkemi, return. Let me heal your wounds. Let m—




She very nearly annihilated him.







Because the entire staff of the shuttle bay had been evacuated, it took nearly five minutes for the bay doors to close, the shuttle to be secured, and atmosphere to be pumped back in. In that time, Captain Kirk led the Klingons of the DoQ’bej to its door, and was the first to walk through into the shuttle bay once the atmosphere was restored. 




The shuttle—a small, elegant barque—opened, and two figures stood at the gangplank.




“Captain, I’m Commander Jedrian Agemno, executive officer of the Lysistrata. May I present Professor Leema Rosrel, who specializes in Betazoid mythology and classical culture. She’s familiar with the details of the prisoners and what that information implies.”




“Welcome aboard the Enterprise, commander,” Kirk answered. “James T. Kirk, captain. This is Eshvar, senior member of the Klingon doQ’bej and his two men, Chonak and Ja’. What can you tell us ab—”




The Moving Darkness abides. The Moving Darkness sunders. The Moving Darkness feeds.




When it ended, every single one of them were staggered. Professor Rosrel had collapsed to her knees, and Commander Agemno held on to the frame of the shuttle doorway.




“That was…Spock?” Kirk gasped, waiting for the swimming vertigo in his head to subside.




“I heard two, three, perhaps more voices,” Eshvar groaned, turning his head in pain.




“That was Captain Bhorzh,” Agemno responded. “And another full voice, a Vulcan. There were others, many others, those who’ve been touched by Lashar Drata. It’s here, on this vessel.”




“I heard the same,” Rosrel added, getting back to her feet. “She broadcast a warning so we’d understand. It is here, on this ship. The Moving Darkness. And it didn’t just pick up those three women like poached satellites. They gave themselves to it. They’re its agents.”




She looked up at Kirk.




“They can and will kill every person on this ship to get to the Klingon girl if we don’t stop them,” she told him.







Dawn picked herself up off the floor, her ears ringing and a really superb caffeine-withdrawal/eyestrain/tension headache tightening the screws on her skull. Was this what a migraine felt like? She’d felt bad for Hentzau before, but now she felt like she owed him an apology for not packing his head in ice the last time he’d had one. 




As loud as the warning in her head was, she knew Spock and Bhorzh couldn’t be that far away.




“Jajlo’,” Puqbe’ called, her voice a little tinny. “Jajlo’, are you all right? What was that?”




“Ugh,” Dawn managed, grabbing the edge of the console and pulling herself back up. 




She felt a new urgency. If everyone on the ship knew what was going on, thanks to the telepathic broadcast that had just hammered her to the ground, then the Kindly Ones were going to throw their previous plans out the window and stop flirting. The warning sent by Spock and Bhorzh had flashed off all the conscious minds around them, like lightning illuminating a valley at night. Now the Kindly Ones knew just where everyone was.




Except, maybe, Puqbe’.




She’d spent the last ten minutes undoing the system modifications made by Crewmember Krishnamurthy, swapping the bad dilithium crystal out for a good one from the adjacent cell, and then making sure the settings could only be canceled by herself or a senior member of the crew.




“Did you feel any of that?” Dawn asked.




“Any of what?” the girl asked, standing as far to the front of her cell as she could. “All I saw was you grabbing your head and falling. Are you healthy, Jajlo’?”




Definitely except Puqbe’. 




“Yeah,” Dawn answered, nodding. “I’m good. But here’s the thing, Puqbe’. They know I’m here, now, so I’ve got to lead them off. Don’t make any noise. Don’t draw attention. Someone will come for you—me, Spock, Eshvar, or Kirk, probably. Remember what I told you.”




“I remember, Doq’bej,” the little Klingon said. “I will do as you said.”




Dawn gave her one last smile and a nod, and went out the door, locking it as she left.







McCoy managed to get to his knees, but Scotty was out cold.




“What in the blazes w—”




“Lower your voice, Doctor,” Spock said, the strain in his voice very telling. “They are aware of our presence, and the only reason they have not come directly for us is because they know where Dawn Summers is and believe the Arreka’Bet is with her.”




Captain Bhorzh was slowly, slowly trying to turn onto her side. It took her three attempts.




“Doctor, do you have anything that would be appropriate for a hangover of quasar severity?” she asked.




Spock helped her into a sitting position.




“Let me check on the good chief first,” McCoy said, turning to Scotty.




A quick scan showed that Scotty’s brain had simply shut down the prefrontal cortex when that telepathic detonation had gone off, all the better to protect it. 




“Let him be,” Bhorzh said, her voice as ragged as Spock’s. “He took a bad hit the first time around, and if you wake him up this time, it’ll take him much, much longer to shake it off. By the time he’s back on his feet, this will be over, one way or another.”




So McCoy only placed Scotty in a more comfortable position, one where his airway wouldn’t be compromised, and then gave him a sedative and an analgesic. When he returned to Bhorzh and Spock, he made silent note of the fact that they both looked like they’d been dragged backwards through a knothole. He ran his tricorder over Bhorzh first, noting the systemic inflammation, the disruption of her brain’s electrical signal and neurotransmitters, and the metabolites of cortisone-equivalents in her bloodstream.




“If we weren’t in the middle of this circus,” McCoy told her, fishing in his medical bag, “I’d restrict you to bed rest with nothing more challenging than a three-piece puzzle to finish. You’re pretty roughed up.”




“I’ll manage,” Bhorzh said, a smile pulling the corners of her mouth up.




Her hands were trembling. She made fists with them and then stretched her fingers out, but it didn’t stop.




“Here,” McCoy said, putting the injector against her neck and giving her a cerebral stabilizer, an analgesic, an antidote to the stress hormones dumped in her system, and a gentle stimulant. “That should help, but…at the end of this, I want you in sick bay for an extended visit.”




She nodded, exhaling with relief.




“Spock?” He turned to the science officer.




“If you have a Vulcan equivalent of the medications you just bestowed on Captain Bhorzh,” Spock said, “I would not decline.”




“I am sorry about that, Spock,” Bhorzh said, looking up at him.




“Please do not trouble yourself,” Spock answered. “It was an expected risk.”




McCoy looked up from his tricorder. “And what was that? You have to tell me; I’m the doctor.”




Bhorzh looked embarrassed and guilty. “I almost killed him when he pulled me out of my catatonic stupor.”




McCoy stopped, looked at her, and then looked back at Spock. Spock didn’t even raise his eyebrows.




“Captain Bhorzh was badly injured protecting Chief Scott from the telepathic attack of our escaped prisoners,” Spock explained. “She realized a telepath had gone fully into her mind and reasonably assumed it was one of the attackers, so she lashed out and stopped my heart.”




Outraged, Bones looked back at Captain Bhorzh. “I think our captain will back me up when I say ‘don’t ever do that again.’ ”




“I did think it was Lashar Drata,” Bhorzh said. “From the stories of my people, I would have been justified in killing whoever carried it and sacrificing myself in the process.”




“Captain Bhorzh is extremely strong, though untrained, in telepathic combat” Spock continued. “While she was able to stop my heart, momentarily, I parried the dissolution stroke, and was able to restart my heart and convince her I was not the enemy but a friend.”




McCoy gave Spock the Vulcan homologs to the medications he’d given Bhorzh. Only knowing Spock the length of time that he had and keeping a close eye on him as the drugs took effect did he spot the incremental relaxation of Spock’s shoulders as the pain in his head receded, the fog of his cognition dispersed, and his faculties returned to their normal vorpal sharpness.




The three of them stood, and McCoy tucked away his tricorder. “When this is all done, the two of you are going to sit down and explain to me everything from Lashar Drata to telepathic combat to dissolution strokes, because I’ll be damned if I’m done out of one of the best scholarly papers I’ve ever written and probably the first one to address medicinal interventions for multiple species for acute traumatic cerebral and systemic injuries acquired during sustained telepathic conflict.”




“That is a reasonable request,” Spock noted.




“You’ll send me a signed copy?” Bhorzh asked.




McCoy sighed. “Let’s get going. If I know Dawn Summers, she’s leading those women on a wild goose chase, but I don’t want to leave her hanging.”




“Indeed,” Spock agreed.





How to Play the Game



Some weeks previously on a Friday night, while Cole was getting the fire started and Dawn was reviewing her notes from Professor Shang’s class, Lee strode in and threw himself down on a chair.




“I just lost the game,” he said.




Cole looked up and scowled. “Dammit, now I just lost it too. Thanks a lot!”




“What game?” Dawn asked.




“The Game,” Lee said, lending capitalization to the words. 




“Right,” Dawn replied. “What game?”




Cole filled in. “Everybody who knows about The Game is automatically playing The Game. The point of The Game is not to think about The Game. Any time you think about The Game, you lose The Game.”




“Okay, in a world of pointless and futile activities,” Dawn said, “I think you guys just took the cake.”




Lee sighed. “Yeah, well, now you’re playing it as well.”




“I am not!”




“And you just lost,” Cole added.




“I’m not playing your stupid game!” she declared.




“The Game does not require your consent,” Lee intoned. “Just your knowledge. Whether you like it or not, Dawn, you’re now playing The Game.”




Aggravated, she pulled out her enormous art history text and laid it out on her lap and tried to ignore them.




The evening did not improved from there.







She was now playing The Game for real, or as her dad liked to tease her, “whatever you do, do not think of a pink elephant.”




Whatever she did, she could not think about Puqbe’. If she thought about Puqbe’, she had to focus on what the girl had looked like while in the infirmary or the gym. If she couldn’t do that, then she absolutely had to think about pink elephants. Or pink lemonade. Or a kumquat farm. Or exploding kittens. The list was endless. But what she absolutely could not do was think about Pu—




Dammit.




On top of that, while she was most definitely thinking about hair curlers and the sound Salem made was he was deeply asleep and Sabrina cuddled him in her arms, she also had to play a kind of Zen hide-and-go-seek where she ran off to some far point of the section, waited just long enough to ensure the Furies were committed to her location, and then run off in another nearly random direction, doing her best to keep her mind utterly unoccupied and unnoticeable. Once she got to the new location, she could let her mind explode with thoughts of anything and everything. Except P— pink ballerina tutus.




It was exhausting, and she was losing her lead. The Furies were getting closer each time, and she put less and less distance between them each time she turned around. She found a Jeffries tube, punched in the access code, and climbed in, taking the ladder to the next level. When she climbed out, she realized she was in serious trouble. 




She’d climbed out into her kitchen. The one at home in Sunnydale. The one that didn’t exist anymore. Her mom was making breakfast. She looked up and smiled.




“Oh, hey, honey. You’re up early.”




She didn’t feel any anger at being caught or having her memory so casually violated. They’d done an excellent job. She felt her hold on the knowledge of where she really was (a starship? Really? Nice daydream if you can find it) crumble, and the only thing it left behind was an ache of sadness so deep and sharp, it displaced her heart in her chest and started beating on its own.




“Hey, Mom,” she said, smiling. “Pancakes?”




“As always,” Joyce smiled, sliding a spatula under the leftmost pancake. “Enough for you and everyone who drops by.”




“Hey, Dawn!” Xander called from table, digging into his own stack.




The toppings she’d always joked about enjoying with her pancakes were lined up in front of him—blueberries, chocolate chips, banana slices, chocolate syrup, butter, whipped cream, and peanut butter.




“This,” Tara said, pointing at her stack of encumbered pancakes, “is really good. You have to have some.”




Dawn’s throat tightened around a lump. Before she could say anything, Buffy bopped into the room, half jogging to her own internal soundtrack.




“Hey, muppet,” she said on seeing Dawn. 




“Hey,” Dawn managed.




Buffy looked about fifteen. Before she’d fallen in love with Angel, before she’d died at the hands of the Master, when being the Vampire Slayer meant the worst thing that could happen was a snag in her dress or a broken nail, and her circle of friends made the world a bright and happy place.




“What’s the plan for today?” Mom asked. 




“Definite road trip,” Buffy said, still moving in place while she collected her plate and silverware and then started piling it with bacon. “We’re thinking down to the Santa Monica pier.”




“Can I come?” Dawn blurted before she could stop herself. 




Everyone paused for a moment, and she tried not to slump in defeat. From the age of nine through sixteen, she’d been the kid sister, the load, and Buffy had made it clear that the responsibility of looking out for her had sucked all the potential fun out of whatever activity had been planned. The worst part of it was knowing she wasn’t wanted and still asking to be included, because even being a grudgingly tolerated after thought was better than being left out.




“Yeah,” Buffy said with a smile and a nod. “It’ll be awesome. You guys are cool with that, right?”




“The only thing that could make today more awesome,” Xander said around a mouthful of pancakes, “is Dawn coming along. Let’s make with the mobile party.”




“We should bring Puqbe’ too,” Tara said, looking up. “She’d love it.”




Lee walked into the kitchen, gave Dawn a nod and hugged her mom, then opened the refrigerator and started rooting through it. For all that it was a large kitchen, it was starting to feel crowded.




“Puqbe’?” Dawn asked.




“Yeah,” Buffy agreed. “Where’d you leave her, Dawn? We can stop by and pick her up.”




Lee took something out of the refrigerator, turned, leaned past Buffy, and held it out to her. When Dawn automatically reached out and took it, he met her eyes.




“Don’t lose the game, Dawn,” he said.




“But…”




She looked down and saw the box of raisins he’d handed her, cold out of the refrigerator. Which made no sense. Raisins didn’t need to be refrigerated, and Mom never put them in the refrigerator anyway. They always went in the pantry. She looked up and glanced over at the pantry. It was an engineering workstation, and there was an unconscious man lying on the floor, just in front of it.




Just like that, the whole of it slipped away like a bar of soap in the bath. She was standing on the deck of level eight in section thirteen, not in her home on Revello Drive. Her mom was still dead, Lee was in Strelsau (or, if you counted this university’s history, dead for more than two hundred years), and—




She was still holding a box of raisins. Startled, she dropped them, but they never hit the ground. They were gone.




If the Furies were pulling that kind of mindscrew on her, they had to be close. Like, line of sight close. She looked and turned around in a circle, feeling the feathery touches of panic at the edge of her mind. She was at a junction of corridors, and down one, the lights had failed. Something in the darkness there was motion, a surface moving like water at the bottom of a well, far, far below.




Dawn Summers.




Don’t panic, she thought, echoing what Nurse Chapel had told her. If you panic, you’re dead. The darkness could be a telepathic illusion, or it could be her non-telepathic brain trying to tell her to get the hell away from the dangerous stuff.




Dawn Summers, come and join us.




She couldn’t tell what direction the voice came from, only that it sounded like the warmest, most loving invitation one soul could offer another.




“You ready?” Buffy asked.




Dawn turned, terrified. Buffy had come up right behind her. She looked around. They were still on the Enterprise. 




“Look,” Buffy said, “it took some major mojo to get me here, and we’ve got about thirty seconds before the spell yanks me back. Come on.”




She held her hand out, and Dawn stared at it like it was a viper.




“Dawn, come on.” Buffy prodded her. “We’ve been worried sick about you. Mom’s a nervous wreck.”




“Which Mom?” Dawn asked, hearing the ghastly whine she hated so much in her voice.




“Wha—”




“Which. Mom.”




And she held in her mind all the pain of losing their mother, and the comfort of knowing Jenny loved her the same way their mother did.




“Jenny, of course,” Buffy answered.




Dawn pulled the knife Eshvar gave her in a long, lunging sweep, across Buffy’s face, and her sister brought her arms up in defense, much, much too slow to be the real Slayer. The blade crossed her cheekbone and nose without any hitch, and a line of blood followed the knife for another foot before spattering the floor and wall. Stunned, Buffy pressed a hand to her face. The blade had cut all the way to the bone, and the wound gaped horribly. The lower half of her face was painted crimson.




It wasn’t Buffy. It was Kloto, and she’d given herself away with her answer. Dawn had kept Jenny’s motherly love a secret from Buffy. She’d felt too guilty to say anything, and she knew Jenny hadn’t either.




Kloto looked up at her, enraged, and darkness began to boil the air around her and fill her eyes. Dawn turned and ran for her life.







They stood around the command console of the shuttle bay, considering the maps and data Uhura had routed to their display. 




“There’s a great deal more movement through the section,” Chekov explained. 




“Can you show me the prisoners’ movements over the last hour without displaying any of the other lifeforms?” Kirk asked.




“Certainly.”




The screen changed, showing three paths, fuzzy when moving quickly, more solid where each had held still.




“There,” Eshvar said, tapping the screen. “They split apart and begin moving with more purpose. Then they change course, here and here and here.”




He followed the trails with calm, sharp eyes.




“They are hunting,” he concluded.




“They’re hunting Dawn Summers,” Kirk agreed.




“She’s human?” Professor Rosrel asked. “She’s kept them on her trail without being cornered for a very long time. If we don’t reach her soon…”




“They’re herding her,” Chonak observed, “towards that feature.”




“That,” Kirk said, “is Turbolift Three, and that’s the section Engineering has been working on all day long.”




“You did mention digging a pit trap, Kirk,” Eshvar said, drily.




Kirk grimaced. “Chekov, show me all the unconscious and dead bodies.”




The new information populated the screen—blue figures for bodies that still exhibited life signs, red figures for the dead.




“I’m surprised it isn’t more,” Rosrel said softly.




“Chekov, without showing us specific locations,” Kirk continued, “are the Klingon girl and Dawn Summers together? Are their movement patterns related in any way?”




“No, Captain,” Chekov responded. “The Klingon girl has not moved from her…immediate environment. Dawn Summers has moved significantly over the last twenty minutes.”




“Captain,” Rosrel interjected. “I understand the prisoners hadn’t been identified before this started. Do you have images of them?”




“Bring them up, Chekov,” Kirk ordered.




Pictures of the three women—front, three-quarters, and profile each—appeared, and Rosrel went white with horror.




“Mother of Grief,” she blasphemed. 




The men, including the Betazoid executive officer, exchanged looks.




“Captain,” Rosrel said, sounding like she might be sick, “please…tell your men to kill them on sight. There can be no quarter.”




“Not that I was determined to capture them alive,” Kirk said, “but that’s not a request I expected to hear from a Betazoid.”




She stared at the pictures, still shattered by her recognition. Kirk realized he was feeling some of her emotion bleed off towards him. Horror. Disgust. Fear. Grief. He looked over at Agemno, who put his hand on Rosrel’s shoulder and whispered in her ear.




“You know them,” Eshvar said softly “They betrayed you.”




After a moment, she nodded.




“That,” and she pointed at the picture of Atrepis, “is the Matriarch Emerita of the Daufnira.”




Without Uhura or Summers to repeat the word in English, Kirk waited patiently.




“She led us for nearly thirty-five years. I trained under her. The others…I know them as well.”




Rosrel’s expression turned bleak.




“The Daufnira?” Kirk prompted, doing a credible job of pronunciation.




“Those Who Guide or Those Who Guard The Chosen,” Agemno supplied. “If you’d asked me four hours ago, I would have told you they were legend.”




“Your charges died three centuries ago,” Eshvar said, his tone sharp, “and you have the nerve to call yourselves guardians still?”




“They died on your blades, Klingon!” Rosrel hissed, turning to face him.




Eshvar reeled back, his arms coming up to defend himself, struck by something far more damaging than a harsh word. Chonak and Ja’ bristled, but Eshvar held up a hand to stay them. Thoughtful, he wiped a trickle of blood from one of his nostrils.




Agemno grabbed Rosrel by the upper arm and pulled her back.




“Enough,” he ordered in a soft voice. “We have forgiven, Professor. We chose to, each of us. All of us. Or don’t you remember your own rite of adulthood?”




“They killed every female who bore the mark of the Chosen,” Rosrel said, her voice flattening into something dead and angry. “Old women throttled, mothers gutted, young women hunted and shot like game, infants spitted on pikes.”




After a long moment, Eshvar turned his gaze away from her.




“We did not,” Chonak protested. “It is not honorable to kill in such a manner.”




“The Doq’bej did not,” Eshvar said, his voice soft. “But Klingons did.”




Kirk watched, wondering. If this was what the soft and fluffy telepaths were capable of when pushed, what could a Vulcan do?




“Then there is a blood debt,” Ja’ said. “And we should repay it.”




“Professor,” Kirk said softly, “how did those women betray you?”




Rosrel took a moment to breathe deeply in and then out, allowing the tension to leave her.




“There was…a heresy among the Daufnira and some of the priestesses,” Rosrel said, “that because the Pabreda, the Chosen Ones, were marked to stand against Lashar Drata, they exist only because of Lashar Drata, and after the Pabreda were killed, we could recreate the line if only we appealed to Lashar Drata.”




She looked as ashamed of the idea as Eshvar had been of the deaths of the Pabreda. She took another long breath.




“They never spoke of it in Council, but I heard rumors,” Rosrel said. “We felt—still feel—the loss of our daughters every day. I doubt there’s one of us who wouldn’t sacrifice our own lives for the hope of re-establishing the Pabreda. But…it was arrogance to think they could bargain with the Moving Darkness and…to give it a way off planet? To let it loose in a place where none had ever heard of it? There is no word for that.”




“There are a few in Klingon,” Eshvar said. “There have been those in the DoQ’bej who have argued similarly for the Contagion. There was once an attempt to…innoculate a colony with it, as some felt, without its presence, Klingons would become weak and soft.”




“What happened?” Kirk asked, seeing the frank, shocked curiosity in Ja’ and Chonak.




“It overran the entire planet,” Eshvar said simply. “And to prevent its spread to other worlds, a junior member of the DoQ’bej, little more than a boy, ordered an Imperial armada to tractor a fleet of asteroids into a collision trajectory with the planet and then burn any ship which tried to escape. The bombardment took the better part of a week, and the surface was reduced to carbon and magma.”




Kirk shuddered. Klingons didn’t terraform worlds. If they had bothered to colonize a planet, it was because it had a rich biome full of species to be exploited and often, a sapient or near sapient species to enslave. They hadn’t committed genocide. They’d committed omnicide.




“It doesn’t leave the Enterprise,” he said, looking them over. “Let’s end this.”







Nervous, Dawn stood in front of her tribunal. 




“What then?” Professor Jones asked, leaning back in his seat.




“I kept them chasing me until the captain and his rescue party arrived. Spock had some serious diversions up his sleeve. When I was finally cornered, they were right behind the Furies. The battle was pretty awful. I…”




She paused, re-living the horror for a moment.




“Spock was badly injured,” she continued. “Doctor McCoy, Eshvar, and Ja’ were killed. Captain Bhorzh was…technically, she was alive. There wasn’t much left of her mind. There were about twenty other deaths among the crew, since Lashar Drata started using them as cannon fodder. But we stopped them. We killed them, and Spock made sure Lashar Drata couldn’t escape in someone’s head. He used the teleporter to encase it in a sort of crystalline matrix that it couldn’t escape.”




“And the girl?” It was Professor Shang’s turn. 




“When it was safe, we retrieved her. Chonak took her home.”




“Now this is very important, Summers,” M said, leaning in. “Where was the girl during all of this?”




Dawn opened her mouth, and stopped for a beat. “I can’t tell you that.”




“A great deal depends on that girl’s safety, Summers,” M said. “We must be able to ascertain whether you properly protected her.”




“She was alive at the end of it,” Dawn answered. “So your answer is yes.”




M’s eyes narrowed. It was never any fun being in front of her, and the numbers dropped into negative fun when you were the target of her ire.




“Mister Giles specifically asked me to judge your worthiness for a seat on the Watcher’s Council by your reply,” she said. “You will answer me.”




She wanted to. She felt the words bubble up in her throat. Instead, she shook her head angrily.




“I can’t say,” she insisted. “They’ll hear me.”




“Idiot girl!” M roared, getting to her feet. “Speak!”




Dawn fell back a step, breathing hard in fear, and gripped the item in her hand. Whatever she held, it felt so alien in her hand, she looked down at it. 




It was Eshvar’s knife. There was blood on the blade, and she knew—she knew—it wasn’t hers. Terrifying, thundering realization filled her head, and she did the only thing she could. She flipped the knife in her hand so she held it blade first and threw it at M.




It was a weak throw with good aim. The blade hit M in the face just between nose and left eye in mid-turn, so she got the pommel and hilt. The knife fell, and the blade slipping past left a two inch laceration from the side of her nose to the top of her mouth. Shocked, M looked down at the knife and then up at her. She snarled.




Dawn realized she was looking at Atrepis.




Atrepis threw her arms towards Dawn, as if throwing two knives of her own, and a towering wave of star-blotting oblivion reared up and came crashing down towards her.




Dawn scrambled backwards, tripping, nearly falling, getting her feet back under her and running, again, for her life.







“Lieutenant,” Chekov called. 




Sulu looked over, praying it was the signal he’d been told to wait for.




“Section thirteen has just been isolated by an energy field,” Chekov reported. “Internal sensors in that area are no longer responding. Doors, consoles, and intercom are non-responsive.”




“Cancel condition four,” Sulu ordered. “Muster all able-bodied security and post triple guards at all access points to section thirteen—doors, turbolifts, Jeffries tubes, and transporters. Until ordered otherwise, anyone—anyone—who moves out of section thirteen is to be stunned by phaser until unconscious. Notify sickbay to set up all the full isolation pods they can, enough for every living person in that section. And I want confirmation that all previous crew members removed from that section are already isolated.”




Every member of the bridge crew stared at him for a moment, and then, the penny dropped. They were dealing with telepaths and a bodiless evil that moved through the void between minds. As far as they knew, it could walk out inside someone’s head, and the person might not even know it. Everyone turned and picked up the tasks necessary to complete the lieutenant’s orders.







L’Keesis picked up the Klingon knife at her sister’s feet and studied it.




“This will, I think, prove useful.”




Atrepis glared at her, holding the hem of her robe to the cut on her face. It was soaked with blood. She’d gotten off lightly compared to Kloto. It would take a skilled surgeon to heal the severed nerves, muscles, and blood vessels severed there.




“It’s not like we’ll be using these bodies much longer,” L’Keesis told them. “Lovely new vessels waiting for us. We can hollow them out and move in.”




“It’s never as nice as when we’re invited,” Atrepis complained. “A lovely meal and then so much room to enjoy.”




“You can take a little crowding while we find a place to settle,” L’Keesis told her.




“I want the Key,” Kloto said, her words muffled by the upper lip which no longer worked. 




L’Keesis smiled fondly at the thought. 




“Yes, the Key and the little Chosen One,” she said. “Bleed the Key and open a gateway to all the worlds we could inhabit, and use little Puqbe’ to spread our seed.”




The three of them nodded together, like one person talking to herself when no one was looking.




“Time to go, dearests,” L’Keesis announced. “Dawn Summers has enough of a headstart to make it fun.”





How to Trick a Key



Puqbe’ paced back and forth in the little cell, already tired of waiting. She wanted out. She wanted to fight. Her nerves twanged and buzzed, and she was sure it was because of the prisoners who had escaped. There was something about them that was not so different from XrI’Ithlek, the Contagion. She had seen the Contagion only once before, when her status of Arreka’Bet was confirmed. 




Then, she had been taken by the DoQ’bej to a place where some of the people had been infected. She had led him to a small group of the infected by smell and instinct, and, when she had tried to attack, her guardian had pulled her back and told her later, when she’d been able to listen to sense, that she was much too young and untrained to be allowed to take such a chance.




She felt the same mounting frustration now.




A noise from the body before the console drew her attention. Jajlo’ had checked the woman when they’d arrived and then pushed her to the side, the better to fix all the things the dead woman had broken. Jajlo’ had worried that Puqbe’ might be frightened by the body, but Puqbe’ had no qualms about it. She was Klingon, and to Klingons, dead was dead. The noise that escaped the body was probably some early sign of decay or—




The body twitched, flopped a bit, and then began to move with purpose. One arm pulled itself back, braced itself, and then levered the rest of the torso up. It’s head worked back and forth, like a vehicle whose driver had not learned all the controls. Spooked, Puqbe’ backed into the near corner, where she was least visible, and she held very, very still. Jajlo’ had promised her that nothing could get through the forcefield protecting her cell, but she was gripped by a profound need not to be seen. Not by this, at least. 




It took a moment or two for the corpse to get to its feet, and then the other corpse, a man just to the side of the entrance, began to move as well. Their eyes were wrong. Puqbe’ watched, waves of shivers passing over her. She felt hot, then cold, and she could feel her pulse speed up. She wanted out, though she knew there was no way, short of Jajlo’ returning. She wanted out so she could destroy those things. 




Perhaps it was because whatever controlled the corpses believed it knew the brig and believed it could not possibly change. Or perhaps it was because its control over the corpses was less than perfect, and it could not see all the things there in front of it, but even though Puqbe’ was certain she fell into their field of vision several times while they stumbled back and forth, neither of the corpses noticed her. When they were able to stand properly and walk with only a little stumbling, they left the brig, triggering the manual door opener, since the sensor no longer saw them as living bodies.







McCoy looked up and around, aware that something in the environment had changed profoundly, but unable to determine what it was. Air pressure? Some subliminal sound disappearing? Bhorzh twitched, squeezed her eyes shut, and then blinked them open several times.




“What was that?” he asked.




Spock pulled himself out from the access he’d opened and got to his feet.




“That, Doctor,” he said, “was the establishment of a quintuple frequency force field, similar to the one I designed for the brig cell, but more developed and drawing significantly more power from the Enterprise’s power circuits. It prevents any entrance or exit from the section and blocks any possible telepathic communication by both the prisoners, ourselves, and any outside entities. From within, it can only be shut off by myself, Chief Scott, the captain, or possibly Dawn Summers.




“Or me,” Captain Bhorzh added.




Spock flicked a measuring glance at her. “Or Captain Bhorzh,” he conceded, then continued. “And none of us can disarm it if we are not in command of our faculties.”




“I really hope you timed it so the captain’s actually in this section instead of waiting patiently up in the gymnasium,” McCoy said.




“Oh, he’s here,” Bhorzh answered, a small, satisfied smile curving her lips. “I can sense two other Betazoids as well—one of them is my XO—and the three Klingons Kirk mentioned.”




“Fortuitous timing,” the doctor observed drily.




“Fortune favors the prepared,” Spock replied.




“So what now?” McCoy asked. “We rescue Dawn Summers, right? It’s been nearly half an hour since they started chasing her.”




“No, Doctor,” Spock replied. “We retrieve Puqbe’.”




Outraged, McCoy drew breath to argue that under no circumstances should a child, an injured child, be subject to the risks of close quarter combat with a trio of telepathic serial killers. Spock cut him off.




“Remember, Doctor,” he intoned. “After a ten minute bout with me, she was able to evade my strikes. In another ten minutes, she would have been able to land a blow, and I have trained in hand to hand combat my entire life. The adversary we face may not be the one for which she was chosen,” and he laid a very specific emphasis on the word, “but she may be the best equipped of all of us to meet it.”




McCoy glared at Spock, unwilling to let go of the argument, and unable to top whatever logical reasoning Spock could supply.




“We should go,” Bhorzh said. “Every moment we delay is another moment Dawn Summers is at the mercy of Lashar Drata.”







Kirk took point with Professor Rosrel just behind him, flanked by Eshvar and Ja’. Chonak and Agemno brought up the rear. Rosrel scanned the bulkheads, decks, and corridors. At one point, Rosrel hissed. At the end of the far corridor, Kirk saw two crewmembers walking in a strangely disjointed manner towards turbolift three. He froze, running through the possibilities in his mind.




“Zombies?” he asked softly.




“Humans have a word for it?” Rosrel asked, incredulous.




“We’re an inventive people,” Kirk answered.




“Lashar Drata can, for a short time, pick up the dead and animate their bodies,” she murmured. “They are less of a threat than, say, a living host they have killed and taken, and that is still less than one who has given themselves over.”




“Kirk,” Eshvar said. “Those people, they wear your uniforms, but they move as those infected by the Contagion do.”




“They’re dead,” Kirk confirmed, remembering the distribution of bodies and who had been assigned to the brig when the prisoners had escaped. “Do what you have to.”




One more intersection on, and Kirk paused again. There was a lamp—a late 19th century/early 20th century gaslamp—sprouting from the bulkhead. He tapped his finger against the brass fittings. It rang with an authentic ting.




“This isn’t actually here,” he noted to Rosrel.




“What do you see?” Eshvar asked, curious.




“A lamp,” Kirk responded. “You?”




Eshvar shrugged a tiny bit. “A decapitated head, Klingon, less than a day old.”




“I see a flowering vine,” Rosrel said. “Each of us will see something different. We are at the boundary of Lashar Drata’s power. Be on the lookout for incongruities. If all of us see it in the same way, it is probably real. Probably.”




“Probably,” Kirk repeated.




“Probably.”







The guards brought her to a plain door, unlocked the door, and pushed her through it. Dawn watched it close and heard the lock turn before she turned around to face the other inhabitants.




“I could have sworn we booked a private room, Hentzau,” Lee drawled as she turned back to them. “You should have a word with the management.”




Dawn froze.




The room could have been the waiting room for a doctor’s office or the lounge of a hotel, if it weren’t for the bars over the windows and the lack of exits. Hentzau stood beside one of the windows, watching whatever was visible through it. Sabrina sat on the couch, drawn in upon herself. Dawn spotted bracelets of cold iron on her wrists. Cole sat on the hearth. Lee was at the table.




Hentzau glanced over at her.




“Whoever she is,” Hentzau told the others, “let her be.”




“Right,” Cole answered, “because I was going to pick a fight.”




All of them sounded exhausted, and they looked it. Their clothes were clean, though, and none of them looked like they’d been in a fight recently.




“Where am I?” Dawn finally asked. 




None of the four recognized her, which meant she wasn’t in her home world. All four of them looked older than she remembered. Mid-twenties, maybe. Hentzau looked a little older than that. They were old enough to be out of school, which meant, she realized, that they were no longer under the jurisdiction of the matriculation board but subject to Her Majesty’s justice.




Oh, no.




“What’s going on?”




Lee was the one who got to his feet and took a step closer, considering and evaluation her.




“She’s American,” he told the others.




“Kind of got that from the accent, Lee,” Cole answered, not looking up.




“There aren’t any more Americans in Strelsau,” Sabrina said, sounding grey with exhaustion. “Or Ruritania for that matter.”




Hentzau finally left the window and walked over to where she and Lee stood. He considered her for a long moment. 




“Why are you here?” he asked. 




“I don’t…I don’t know,” Dawn managed, looking back and forth at the four of them.




If she were still in Spock’s world, she had somehow fallen back two hundred years—and God alone knew how many lightyears—in time and was on Earth, in Strelsau, shortly before World War III broke out. She was in the time period when Hentzau and his friends had rebelled against Queen Antonia, apparently after the point when they’d been caught and before they’d been executed.




Why was she there? How had she gotten there? She glanced around the room. The coat of arms over the fireplace was that of the Elphburgs. The view from the windows…she considered the darkened skyline and thought that they must be somewhere on the grounds of the royal palace, maybe towards the northern end.




“You don’t know,” Hentzau repeated. “Were you arrested?”




“No,” Dawn replied, looking around. “I don’t think so. I can’t…”




She couldn’t remember what she’d been doing last. There was a sense of urgency, of danger. Had she been running?




“Guys,” Sabrina sighed. “Leave her alone. Can’t you see she’s scared?”




“Yeah, well, so am I,” Cole snapped. 




He looked up, and Dawn saw that he had been crying.




Hentzau left her, went over to Cole, and knelt in front of him. He spoke quietly, for Cole’s ears only, but Dawn still caught a bit of it.




This was only a passing fear. When the time came, it would be only a moment, then it would be over, and there would be nothing left in this world to fear ever again. He would see his loved ones again, and others would take up their fight. None of them had failed or would fail so long as they kept faith with one another.




She looked up at Lee, who was watching her with a jaundiced, cynical expression. He was smoking a cigarette. Maybe he’d picked up the habit from Hentzau. She tried, but couldn’t form the words for a question.




“Dawn,” Lee said, causing her to flinch. “In case you were wondering. We’ve got about three hours before they come for us.”




They were going to be executed, and she was there to see it.




Once Cole had regained his composure, Hentzau returned.




“Why are you here?” he asked again.




“She is here because I wish it,” a new voice spoke.




The dread in Dawn’s stomach turned to roiling fear. Hentzau, Sabrina, Lee, and Cole were all on their feet, and it wasn’t out of respect.




The queen stood before them, wearing a gown of egg yolk yellow silk, her red hair dressed in a chignon, and the crown on her head. She looked human.




“You do not know this person,” the queen continued, “nor do I, yet some of my allies have given her to me with the promise of a reward if I use her wisely.”




Dawn felt her throat clutch in nausea.




“I’ll die before I betray them,” she told the queen.




The queen smiled, amused and gracious.




“Give her nothing,” Hentzau said. “Nothing whatsoever, no matter where your loyalties lie. We are already condemned. She can do nothing more to us. Give her nothing.”




“Do nothing more to you, little man?” the queen asked. “You stole my daughter and wrecked my plans for a dynasty of one. Do you think my vengeance is so mild that your deaths will assuage it?”




The queen met Dawn’s eyes, and Dawn quailed with the rank, intense hatred there. The queen reached out, fast as a striking cobra, caught Sabrina by her hair, and dragged over, forcing the young woman to her knees. Sabrina gasped in pain and held on to the queen’s wrist.




“Do you think I’ll let you go to your deaths whole and in peace?” the queen asked, flexing her free hand over Sabrina’s eyes. 




Hentzau, Cole, and Lee stood, ready to fight and held back by the knowledge that one twitch on their part would give the queen reason to kill Sabrina out of hand. Kill or worse. Sabrina swallowed.




“I am a connoisseuse of tender minds,” the queen continued, “and I’ll pick which parts I eat and which parts I leave behind.”




Sabrina made a little noise of pain.




“Do you think these four will make their way to the gallows with dignity?” the queen demanded. “I’ll devour the best parts of them, girl, and leave them mewling and wetting themselves when their time comes.”




“Give her nothing!” Hentzau ordered.




The queen met Dawn’s eyes and smiled. Then she slid her fingers down Sabrina’s face to her eyes. Sabrina whimpered.




“What do you want?” Dawn asked. “What?”




“Where is the girl?” the queen demanded. “The Chosen One. Puqbe’. Tell me where she is, and these four go to their deaths like the little heroes they wish to be. Refuse to tell me, and—”




Her fingers sank into Sabrina’s eyes with no resistance, and Sabrina screamed. Hentzau and the others attacked, only to be flung back with a gesture of the head by the queen. Each of the men hit an obstacle—wall, table, couch—and fell to the ground, motionless.




“Let her go!” Dawn begged.




“Where is the girl?” the queen repeated.




She pulled her fingers out of Sabrina’s eyes, and with them came long, thin, stretched out filaments of gossamer. There was no blood, only those ephemeral ribbons. The queen pulled one of them free, and when it snapped, Sabrina flinched and sobbed. The queen brought it to her mouth and, making sure Dawn was watching, ate it.




Dawn tried to get to her, tried to wrap her hands around the woman’s throat and strangle her, but was forced to her knees. The queen squatted beside her, still holding Sabrina by the hair.




“I’ll go to each one of them and eat their minds while you watch, little Dawn,” the queen told her. “You can listen to them scream and beg. Tell me, where is the girl?”




She was crying. Tears fell from her lashes and spilled over them until her cheeks were wet. What if she told? It wasn’t as if the queen could get to her. Puqbe’ was two hundred years and a universe away, and even if the queen got there, the forcefield would still protect anyone in the cell—




The queen laughed.




“Ah, she’s in the brig. Of course she is, clever girl.” The queen smiled with delight.




Sick with horror, Dawn stared at the queen. They’d read her mind. She hadn’t even had to say anything. She’d only thought it, and they’d read her mind.




“Now, we’ll have someone fetch the girl to us,” the queen continued, “and in the meantime, you make a delightful t—”




Dawn lunged and got her hands around the woman’s throat. She knocked the queen down, pushed Sabrina away with her foot, kept her hands on the queen’s throat the whole time, and straddling her, did her level best to kill whichever of the Furies she’d gotten her hands on.







Growling with impatience, Puqbe’ paced back and forth. She could feel things happening, a kind of tug and pull like the tide on Kronos, only this was internal. Eshvar had told her that she would feel such things as she got older, when she was in the presence of XrI’Ithlek, that her awareness would guide her to where she was needed and drive her to destroy the thing which threatened the existence of the people. 




Only she couldn’t do anything, locked in a bottle with no exit of her own choosing. Had she not been Arreka’Bet and fully aware of the gravity of her position, she would have thrown a wall-eyed fit.




The door to the brig opened, and a senior engineer walked through, blinking slowly and taking care where he put his feet. He moved like he was drunk.




“Aye, now where’s me bonnie little…” the man said, and then trailed off. “I wouldna swear to it, but did I no’ leave it…oh, aye, and a clever girl she was…”




With a peculiar, stumbling walk, like he wasn’t sure of the pitch of the decks, the man made his way to the console and began to type things in a fumble-fingered manner. It didn’t take Puqbe’ long to realize that he was trying to deactivate the force field Jajlo’ had set up to protect her from the escaped prisoners. Only, she had the impression he wasn’t really aware of what he was doing.




“…och, ‘tis but a wee walk home,” he mumbled, leaning to the side, “I’m fine for a dram yet…and…‘tis a rotating frequency with multiple redundancies based on a large prime multiplicative wi’ a no’ so fair algorithm…aye, a wily Vulcan, he is…”




From the way the console bleeped at him and occasionally chimed, Puqbe’ had the feeling he was making some headway. She paced back and forth across the opening to her cell, lashed with anger and the need to do something. There was something about the man—not a smell, though that was the closest name she could give it—that brought her hackles up. Klingons taken by XrI’Ithlek looked normal, at first. The Contagion ate away at them from the inside, driving them to bizarre behavior. A Klingon might kill his enemies, but he didn’t build things out of their bodies and then store small children inside the structures for later. This seemed, not exactly like that, but not far away.




“Human!” she yelled and pounded the flat of her hand on the force field, causing it to spark. “Human! Let me out, and I will kill the thing riding you! I will—”




The man turned his head in a strange, precise, birdlike manner totally at odds with his previous movements. His eyes, a clear, warm brown when she’d first seen them, filled with roiling black, and he grinned.




“Hello, Puqbe’, dear,” he said, and his voice was all wrong. “Did you miss us?”




For an instant, Puqbe’ froze, horrified, then she remembered who and what she was. She threw herself against the force field. 




“I will gut you!” the girl screamed. “I will end you, mind killer! I will suffocate you and see you crushed!”




As she yelled and banged at the screen, the door to the brig opened again, and Spock walked through, as if he were on his way to a staff meeting. Puqbe’ saw him, almost stuttered in surprise, and then doubled her volume and her threats.




“I will carve you out of any skull you wear, spirit of plague! Empty house given to jackals!”




Spock came up behind the other man, put his hand at a point where the man’s neck and shoulder met, and the man’s eyes suddenly lost their extra animation and rolled back in his head. His body went slack, and the moment it did, two more people—the doctor who had healed her and a female Puqbe’ had never seen before—came in.




“What the hell is he doing on this deck?” McCoy demanded.




Spock looked up from Scotty’s unconscious form. “Clearly, Doctor, Lashar Drata found a way to take over his unconscious form and use it to their advantage.”




“He had half a cc of scolpassamine in his system,” McCoy swore. “Even if they somehow got hold of his motor cortex, he would have the same dexterity as a sailor six hours into a Shanghai shore leave.”




“You gave him scolpassamine?” Bhorzh asked, horrified.




“It’s the only thing that allowed me to sedate the victims of those things,” McCoy responded.




“And it leaves an open door for them to walk in,” Bhorzh answered. “They can pick up anyone who’s been dosed. Scolpassamine was invented on our world, Doctor, and its possession is the only capital crime still on the books.”




McCoy glowered at her like a seething volcano. “If your people had just put those facts in the medical literature, we wouldn’t be facing twenty or more crewmembers Lashar Drata can operate by remote control, now would we?.”




“Doctor,” Spock said, his voice as even as a leveled phaser. “Please restrain yourself to topics of a less emotional nature. They are listening even now.”




“Spock?” Puqbe’ called his name from behind the force field. “Will you free me? I can hear them. The hunt calls me.”




“The hunt calls…” 




Bhorzh looked up at her and then stepped over to the cell. “You’re the girl they took. The one called Puqbe’?”




“I am,” the girl replied, lifting her chin and meeting the captain’s gaze.




Their eyes met, and something in the Klingon girl’s gaze caught Bhorzh’s attention and held it.




“What are you, child?” Bhorzh asked softly.




“I am Arreka’Bet,” Puqbe’ answered. “I am one of the Chosen, but I am untested as yet.”




Under Spock’s flashing fingers, the console gave up the unlocking algorithm Dawn had devised and brought down the force field. When it fell, Bhorzh held out her hand to the girl. Puqbe’ took it. 




“When I was your age, Arreka’Bet,” Bhorzh said, “I dreamt…I don’t even remember anymore, but you wear those dreams on your face and your hands.”




Puqbe’ sobered. “What are you, woman?”




“I am Captain Ashkemi Bhorzh of the Federation ship Lysistrata, and I am a Betazoid called to battle Lashar Drata. I will stand with you, Puqbe’, for I see that you face your test today.”




“I call you comrade, Captain Ashkemi Bhorzh,” Puqbe’ said, her demeanor suddenly aging into that of an adult. “Good hunting.”




“Good hunting, Puqbe’.”




“My, but the weather’s taken a turn for the exciting,” McCoy said with his droll acidity. “And I do declare, the fishing hole is near dried up.”




“Let us go,” Spock said.





How to Choose the One



The first attack came not long after the lamp/severed head/flowering vine. Rosrel gasped, which was all the warning they had before they were swamped with attackers. Kirk was shoved up against a bulkhead by a ravening, deranged Security crewmember. He struck at the nerve clusters of the neck, not as precise as Spock by a long shot, but hard enough to break the thing’s grip, shove it back, kick it across the face and then phaser it. 




It shrugged off the phaser and growled at him, showing grossly distorted teeth and skin green with death. He knew, looking at it, that if it touched him, skin to skin, if it bled on him or bit him, it would infect him. Then he realized there were far more than just the one he faced. Eshvar had picked one up by the neck and the pants and threw it against the bulkhead like he was beating a rug. Chonak and Ja’ struggled with an Andorian, stabbing it over and over, as two other re-animated crewmembers tried to grab them. Agemno was being choked by one, and Rosrel—




Kirk punched the one that had attacked him and brought his phaser to bear, flicking the setting up in intensity to kill.




Captain! No!




Rosrel’s voice rang in his head without any accompanying sound. He paused, and his zombie roared back up. Kirk brought the butt of his phaser down on the thing’s temple, knocking it flat. When he looked up, the melee was markedly different. Neither Rosrel nor Agemno were under attack. The body he’d nearly disintegrated was Ja’, who lay, stunned and moving weakly, on the deck. There were two downed crewmembers with him, a live Andorian and a dead human. Eshvar wasn’t beating his opponent against a bulkhead, he was holding Chonak away from him, trying to keep the Klingon youth from knifing him or anyone else.




The moment Rosrel knew he was no longer under the Furies’ spell, she shifted her attention to Chonak. While Eshvar held the thrashing youth, Agemno, grabbed his weapon arm, and Rosrel ducked in close, grabbed Chonak’s head by the ears, and kissed him soundly. Chonak froze, twitched, and dropped his knife. He still kicked his feet a little, striking the deck and scuffing it. After a moment, Rosrel released him, and the young Klingon’s head stuck out for a moment, reaching for the kiss, before he started and opened his eyes.




“Are you yourself?” Eshvar asked, giving him a small shake.




“I…did the Betazoid woman kiss me?” Chonak asked, dazed. “I thought I was fighting XrI’Ithlek.”




“You were not, and she did,” Eshvar answered, setting him on his feet. “It is a thing Betazoid women are known to do. Try not to draw any untoward conclusions.”




Rosrel knelt beside Ja’ and, while not kissing him, put her hands on his temples and drew a deep breath. Kirk knelt beside the dead man to check him. Crewmember Eskola, who had been on duty in the brig and had been dead since the prisoners had broken out.




“Is there anyway to keep them from using him again?” he asked Agemno.




“You can phaser his head,” Agemno replied. “The only reason they were able to pick him up is because his neural architecture is still fairly undamaged.”




Kirk changed his phaser settings, put the emitter against Eskola’s skull, and pulled the trigger. 




“I don’t recommend doing that to live crew members,” Agemno said. “It would keep Lashar Drata from taking them, but it would scramble their brains to a degree even your medical scientists could not heal.”




Kirk looked over at the Andorian crewmember. Even a mild phase injury could kill an Andorian, so stunning was out of the question. 




“You hit him,” Agemno said. “He was the first to attack.”




“Is there any way to put him out without stunning him?” Kirk asked.




Agemno felt at the Andorian’s neck and then at his temple.




“He’s been given scolpassamine,” Agemno said, shocked. “That’s why he was so ferocious. Who would do such a thing?”




“Probably someone in a big hurry,” Kirk answered, thinking of the traits of the drug that McCoy had reeled off. “What do we need to do?”




Agemno looked at a loss for a moment. “He’ll have to be bound, hand and foot, blindfolded, and…well, in all the stories I know, the hero gets Lashar Drata’s slave intoxicated.”




Kirk looked up. “Eshvar, do—”




Eshvar handed him a flask. “Romulan ale. Your Doctor McCoy was kind enough to share. That should be enough to keep him intoxicated for some time.”




Chonak had enough rope on him to bind the crewmember. Kirk and Agemno got the Romulan ale down the Andorian’s throat, and they blindfolded him with Professor Rosrel’s decorative belt.




“So, kissing Klingons?” Kirk asked Rosrel as they regrouped.




“Klingons, Betazoids, humans, and even Vulcans have a large number of nerve endings in the lips,” she replied. “And, it is an act fraught with meaning in all those cultures. It’s an easier way to reach a victim’s mind and break a telepath’s hold over them. It is also a thing Betazoid women are known to do.”




She gave him a half-smile, and they set out.







Puqbe’ was like a bloodhound on a scent trail, scanning the walls and decks, and listening carefully before stepping carefully from one point to another. Spock listened just as closely, but to McCoy’s eye, he was on a different frequency, searching for something just a skosh different. As they made their quick and silent way, McCoy got Bhorzh’s attention.




“How are you?” he asked softly.




“I’m well,” she said, keeping her eyes on the corridor in front of them. 




“You were injured pretty badly when we found you,” he reminded her. 




She paused, thinking, as Puqbe’ and Spock checked a ventilation grill for a possible short cut.




“Yes, I was,” she agreed. “But I feel quite recovered and…I do not know how to explain it other than revitalized, Doctor. Like Puqbe’, I feel the pull of this evil, and because I am Betazoid and I have the strength to do so, I will fight it.”




McCoy shook his head, skeptical. “Well, if you feel like you’re going to crash, try to give me a little warning.”




Spock motioned for them to rejoin.




“Captain Bhorzh, in what direction would you say the enemy awaits us?” he asked.




Bhorzh pointed without hesitation, up one level, to the aft midline of the ship. Spock gave one nod of agreement.




“That agrees with both my sensor readings and Puqbe’s intuition on the matter,” he said. “That is the point at which turbolift three is under repair. The shaft has been opened, and the environment should be considered extremely dangerous.”




They reached the Jeffries tube which would give them access to the next deck, only to find it blocked. Spock ran the tricorder over the cover latch and frowned. As he worked it, McCoy looked up to see both Puqbe’ and Bhorzh on point, staring at a doorway. Puqbe’ started to say something, when Bhorzh silenced her with a shake of her head. Bhorzh silently stepped away and went to the side of the doorway. She stood there and nodded at Puqbe’.




“McCoy! Spock!” Puqbe’ called. “There is something bad withi—”




As if answering a cue, the door opened, and several crewmembers spilled out, reaching for Puqbe’.




Then another five crewmembers and five more after that. McCoy got to his feet as he saw Bhorzh’s ambush go horribly wrong. The crewmembers, a mix of re-animated corpses and rabid, ghoul-ridden live bodies, brought her down, and before she could make a noise, tore her to pieces. Puqbe’ screamed in fury and terror as she tried to climb on top of the tsunami of bodies, tried to protect him and Spock, but—




McCoy!




He blinked, and there were two unconscious crewmembers laid out on the deck, and Bhorzh had the last one kneeling before her, entranced like a bird under a cobra’s gaze. The crewmember, a human man, neither moved nor spoke nor looked away from Bhorzh’s iron gaze. 




“Puqbe’,” Spock said, going over to the man. “Attend.”




Little Puqbe’ climbed off the crewmember she’d brought to the ground, and as Bhorzh held her man still, Spock demonstrated to the Klingon girl how to find the specific nerve cluster and just how hard to pinch. Under Puqbe’s smaller hand, the man collapsed in a heap. Bhorzh took a deep breath and relaxed. Then she shook herself off.




“I haven’t had to subdue someone like that since the riots on Orion,” Bhorzh said. “McCoy, you’re all right?”




“Do you understand the process?” Spock asked Puqbe’.




“I believe so, Spock,” the girl answered. “I will need practice to master it.”




“That is one thing I believe I can guarantee,” Spock answered.




“McCoy?” Bhorzh repeated.




“There were…a lot more attackers,” McCoy managed.




“No, Doctor.” Spock corrected him. “There were not. That was part of a telepathic attack by the escaped prisoners. They took the threat your mind registered and multiplied it, allowing your mind to fill in any gaps.”




“If the stories are to be believed,” Bhorzh said, “and I think they are, one of Lashar Drata can fill your mind with an illusion so real, they can convince you there’s no air, or that you’re drowning, or that you’re on fire, and you will die. There are three of them and four of us. That wasn’t nearly as bad as what I expected.”




“Speak for yourself,” McCoy muttered.




“There are four of us,” Spock agreed with Bhorzh, “and the captain’s party, and Dawn Summers, as well as all the crew members they control or reanimate. I expect their attention is thinly spread at the moment.”




“I’m not complaining,” McCoy said.




“We will, however,” Spock continued, “almost certainly encounter more ambushes.”




McCoy glanced at the hatch Spock had removed, the one that let into the narrow, vertical Jeffries tube.




“We got any other way of getting there?” he asked. “Not to complain, but if I had to custom order a spot for the perfect ambush, it wouldn’t get much better than that.”




“The only other route is the shaft for turbolift three,” Spock replied, “and it is significantly more dangerous.”




“There’s only so far you can fall in a Jeffries tube,” Bhorzh elaborated. “The ladder and the width of the tube make it possible to hold yourself in place for a nearly indefinite time. A turbolift shaft…”




She shuddered.







She was so tired. All she wanted was to stop, just for a little while, and rest, put her head down. It was like being in a loud room for hours. You didn’t mind at first. You could ignore the noise—an engine, people arguing, loud music, construction work, all of those at once—for a while, maybe even for hours, but sooner or later, it started to wear on you. You got angry, you couldn’t concentrate, and none of the things you did to distract yourself helped.




A hundred flaring little bites, like fleas or ants, lit up her skin, and she slapped at herself, even though she knew there was nothing there to knock off. Something pulled her hair, hard, bringing tears to her eyes, and when she turned towards it, several more something elses pinched up little bits of bare skin under her clothes, and twisted, hard enough to leave a welt. She held up her hands and cuts open up across them, like an invisible knife was being used on her.




It hurt.




“Get the hell out of my head,” she ordered, looking around her and seeing nothing but featureless walls and floors. “You are not welcome. I reject you. I abjure you.”




Dawn dawn little bitty Dawn nibblet Dawnie Dawn half pint dawn punkin belly Dawnie dawn




The voices wound up and down around her, sing-song, infuriating her. They never stopped, never shut up, not even for a moment.




“The bullies in my third grade homeroom would get off on how lame you freaks are,” she growled. 




“Oh, and would they?” a new voice answered.




It was Spike.




“And you aren’t even a little bit of a freak, Little Bit?” he asked. “Not even human, are you? Think you’ll try on a few handy worlds, see if they fit better than the one you started in? Except they don’t.”




Spike glanced up at her from under his brows, rubbing the tip of his thumb across his lip.




“You don’t belong anywhere,” he said in that terrible way of his, like he was speaking an absolute truth everyone else had missed out on because they just weren’t willing to look at things honestly. “And if you weren’t here, no one would miss you.”




“I belong to myself,” she answered, sure she shouldn’t engage, but unable to stop herself. “And I do not belong to you. Get out!”




Giles had repeated, over and over and over, that while a vampire could kill you, there wasn’t a single vampire who could turn you, no demon could just walk in and possess you, unless you cooperated. What he hadn’t said and she hadn’t thought about until then was that there were things a demon could do to make you want to give up, just so it would stop. Lashar Drata was trying to wear her down. All she had to do was last, last until…




Spike laughed at her. 




“You think someone’s coming to help you?” he laughed, amused. “It’s Tuesday. Dawn must need rescuing. You’re on your own, Girl Wonder. No one wants to rescue you. No one cares, Dawn. They’re tired of you.”




“I reject you,” she repeated. “I abjure you. I give you nothing. Get. The fuck. Out. Of my head.”




How long were you up there, Little Bit? he asked How long did it take for someone to come get you?




“Shut up!” she screamed.







This time, there were a lot more attackers than Kirk had a chance to see.




The Furies had changed tactics and sent what had to be at least half of his stolen crew against them, but instead of making them appear more numerous, Lashar Drata blurred their existence and made it impossible for Kirk to count them, track them, identify them, or follow them. 




He knew—he knew—some of them had to be alive, ridden by the Furies like voodoo supplicants were ridden by the loa, but when a surge of them came from every direction, grabbing him, kicking him, trying to gouge his eyes out, and doing their level best to kill him with bare hands, he knew there was no way to beat them back without killing some.




He knew it. He accepted it. But he still felt the sick rage of betrayal and self-hate for his actions when he broke one crewmember’s jaw with an elbow strike, punched another in the throat so hard, he felt her larynx shatter under his knuckles, and turned a third’s head in a sharp, unnatural jerk that broke his vertebra and tore his spine from his brain.




He heard Rosrel scream, waded through a blurred pile of bodies that he hauled off, one by one, and either stunned or killed. Even when he had cleared them, he couldn’t see the Betazoid woman. Then a hand grabbed his forearm, and he felt the touch of her mind.




The distortions and haze of his perceptions were swept away, and the first thing he saw was her bloodied face and the wreath of bruises around her throat. He also saw the crewmembers that she’d put down before they’d dragged her down. They’d come close to killing her, and she’d killed or turned catatonic several of them.




“Can you help me see them and not get in the way?” he demanded.




She managed a nod, pulling herself together. He pushed her behind him, and she put her hands on the back of his neck and the small of his back, grabbing the hem of his shirt to anchor herself. 




Agemno had the most attackers, as the Furies had gone for the telepaths first. Kirk pulled his phaser, pushed the power level up to a near lethal stun and widened the beam, then laid it across the attackers. They seized and collapsed like a set of tenpins. Agemno recovered himself, dragged himself out from under several bodies. Their eyes met, and the two of them went for Eshvar.




The senior DoQ’bej fought with a wordless snarl on his face, defending the Klingon youth behind him. Ja’ was on his knees, knife in one hand, and the other pressed to his side where purple blood seeped through his clothes. Kirk picked several of the attackers off with his phaser, clearing the way for Agemno to grab the elder Klingon’s arm. 




Rosrel held tight onto him, and Kirk felt her shudder with pain. He looked over his shoulder. 




“The other boy,” she gasped. “Chonak.”




Chonak had been grabbed by several crewmembers, one of them already dead, and it was the dead one Chonak had spent nearly all of his fight on. The corpse had taken a great deal of punishment—a dislocated shoulder and broken arm, broken nose, and several stab wounds to the torso—but it was still on its feet. Unfortunately for Chonak, this meant the live crewmembers had been able to get in a lot of damage. Kirk stunned the ones with a clear line of fire, and kicked the last two off, knocking one of them into a bulkhead, where the he collapsed into a motionless heap. Then Kirk stunned the last live one.




He reached the dead crewmember, put the emitter of his phaser against corpse’s skull, and pulled the trigger. The corpse collapsed without a further twitch.




Rosrel came around Kirk, and as Chonak surged to his feet, knife ready to strike, she touched his hand and face. He jerked in surprise and then saw her.




“If you kiss me again, woman,” he managed, lowering his knife, “I may find myself drawing some untoward conclusions.”




She managed a smile and a tiny laugh and then kissed his forehead. When she wiped the blood away from Chonak’s cheek, Kirk saw the jagged gash running from his forehead to his cheekbone and the bloody socket left from a blow that had cost the Klingon youth his right eye.




Eshvar, brought to his senses, made no more effort to kill the last few crewmembers who attacked him, but he wasn’t the least bit gentle in putting them down for the count. Kirk, mouth bent in a grim line, stunned the few remaining conscious. There had to be twenty men and women around them. Eight of them—not counting the two that had been corpses when the fight started—were dead.




“Ja’,” Eshvar said, his voice rough. “Are you healthy?”




“I am—” the youth groaned in pain as he got to his feet, “—mostly healthy.”




“I will take that,” Eshvar answered, patting his protege’s shoulders. “Chonak?”




“I am healthy, sir,” Chonak answered.




Eshvar looked over and saw the damage. “My son.”




“I ask nothing, DoQ’bej,” the young man said, “but your leave to continue fighting by your side. I will protect Arekka’Bet or die trying.”




Eshvar embraced him. 




“They’re very close,” Agemno told Kirk, indicating with a nod of his head that the next set of doors. “I can hear them.”




The doors, the last between them, the Furies, and Dawn Summers, were the temporary bulkheads and hatches Engineering put up when they had a large scale repair going on. They were at turbolift three’s shaft. The shaft went from Deck F in the aft saucer section to Deck U at the bottom of Engineering. They were in the Engineering section of the saucer section, Deck G, and repairs had necessitated pulling the lift from the shaft, so this was the deck where it was done, and it meant that instead of crawling through one of the innumerable Jeffries tubes to get to a tiny access port, Engineering could walk up to the shaft and use antigrav boots, bosun’s chairs, and temporary catwalks to work more comfortably. Open, the shaft was four meters across and more than thirty meters straight down.




Kirk considered it for a moment, thinking about how the space beyond would be laid out. They would have a reason for bringing Dawn Summers here. From what she and Spock had told him, he guessed they’d have a way to use her to get at what she was, a Key. They wanted to use Dawn Summers to escape into the rest of the universe—or possibly other universes—and they would, if they could, use Puqbe’ as well. Bleed her strength from her or use whatever mystical blessings made her Arekka’Bet to make themselves stronger. 




It wasn’t just Spock’s description of the Annihilation that stiffened his spine. It was the thought of two innocents on his ship falling victim to the creatures who were already responsible for at least thirty of crew dying, not to mention the hundreds of deaths on Epsilon Prime. By God, he’d put a stop to this Lashar Drata and the women it had taken over, or he’d die trying.




He glanced over his party. Eshvar was the only other one without any serious injury. Rosrel was scared out of her wits. Agemno had a bad limp, and his left wrist was probably broken. Ja’ and Chonak had bound each other’s wounds, but they were both in pain and slowed down because of it.




“Rosrel,” he asked softly. “Eshvar said that the people of Betazed telepathically killed every single Klingon on the planet and in orbit—except for the children. Is that correct?”




After a moment, Rosrel nodded. 




“If Lashar Drata has the abilities of the women it’s taken,” Kirk continued, “why hasn’t it killed us?”




“Try not to give them any ideas, Kirk,” Eshvar said.




“It doesn’t work like that,” Agemno answered on Rosrel’s behalf. “All Betazoids know what happened that day. It is in the minds of our Memory Keepers, and it is handed down to each Betazoid when we go through our Rite of Cognizance, marking our entry into adulthood.”




“For a Betazoid to kill with her mind,” Rosrel said, picking it up, “she has to know the person she wishes to murder. There must be a bond of intimacy. None of us could simply kill a stranger.”




“But that’s without Lashar Drata,” he prompted her. 




“Lashar Drata can kill any mind it can touch, but it takes effort, and a trained telepath can hold one of it off for a time,” Rosrel answered. “When it does kill, it usually does it through stealth. Its victim doesn’t realize what’s happening. You’re aware of it, so it chooses a more direct attack.”




“And it has all the others to worry about,” Agemno added. “Spock, Puqbe’, and maybe even my captain. Plus it has Dawn Summers.”




Rosrel looked over at him, startled.




“It’s in the stories,” Agemno said, shrugging. “Lashar Drata is evil, and it’s devious and clever, but it’s also greedy, impatient, and arrogant. It loves to play with its victims.”




“This is true,” Rosrel agreed. “I had no idea the stories were so well known outside the Daufnira. Captain, Eshvar, the rest of you, take my hands, please.”




Standing in one of the Engineering watch rooms, meters away from their enemy, Kirk, Agemno, Eshvar, Ja’, and Chonak each placed a hand on Rosrel’s outstretched hands. Sometimes, they claimed only enough space for two fingertips to press against the skin. The skin-to-skin touch was enough to allow Rosrel to pour knowledge into each man’s mind.




Lashar Drata crept out of the deep places of the world, and for time out of mind, it only ever claimed those creatures weak and alone. Then, when one species became sapient, it watched. When they learned speech, it followed to hear more. When that species took the mind-touch it had always had and the spoken word it had invented and combined them, developing its new gift as a life discipline on which it hung all other pursuits—art, music, literature, worship, even civilization—the Moving Darkness found it could not create what its prey could, and if it tried to copy, its work was flawed. Its frustration mounted and became bitterness, then hatred.




If it could not be equals to its prey, it would destroy all that its prey created, and so instead of hunting and killing cleanly, it gnawed on its own envy and poisoned whatever it could reach. It learned it could hollow out a person, devour their mind, and climb inside, and pretend to be one of its prey. It learned the ways of memory, of love, of intimacy, and of connection to one another. When it used these to betray the little minds it hated, it found a joy sweeter than any simple hunt.




Its prey saw what it had done, and they took up arms against it. They used fire and a song bound to blood and mind to hunt their own hunter and bring it down. Lashar Drata felt only rage that it could be denied, but it was driven back to the deep places. Sometimes it was bound there for centuries. Sometimes it was left to itself. Other times, it was entirely destroyed, only to be called back into being by those who believed the lies and wanted the sweetness of its jealousy.




Kirk saw lines of Betazoid—girls, women, and crones all trained for physical and mental battle. He saw behind them the watchers and protectors who found those girls marked as Chosen Ones, brought them up, trained them, and led them to battle the Moving Darkness. He saw how for all its hatred, Lashar Drata marked them as well, to be feared, to be destroyed whenever possible, and he saw the darkest of days when a thing that was not even of their homeworld killed all the Chosen Ones in the space of a few cycles of the greater moon.




It was only because Lashar Drata had been driven to the far edges of existence that it had not known when its destroyers were destroyed. It was only because of its own weakness that it had not boiled up and begun its hunt yet again. The grieving protectors kept the stories and retold them and watched the portents for the return. Yet even they never imagined they would be betrayed by their own.




Rosrel’s mind released him, and Kirk stepped back, exhaling and taking a deep breath. What had felt like half an hour at least had only been a second or two—far too short a time for Lashar Drata to sense and take advantage of. Even Spock, he was aware, could not have done that in a mind meld. He didn’t even know if a Vulcan could do that. Kirk looked over at Agemno and saw that he was also amazed. So this was something even a practiced and knowledgeable Betazoid was unfamiliar with.




“The ranks of the Daufnira are thin,” Rosrel said. “If you are willing, Commander, and we both survive, I will teach you what I can, on the promise that you will join.”




“Of…of course,” Agemno stuttered. 




It must have been, Kirk thought, like being offered the ability to fly by a mild-mannered civilian reporter who revealed that he spent most of his days saving the planet. Of course Agemno agreed.




Putting that aside, Kirk considered. They had a better chance than he’d expected, but the consequences for losing were spelled out in much greater detail. He hoped Dawn Summers would be in one piece when they got to her.




“Everyone ready?” he asked, checking expressions and stances. “Let’s go.”







So tired. It shouldn’t be possible to be this tired and still be awake.




She stood on the top level of Glorificus’s sacrificial tower, a jury-rigged gantry that swayed when the wind picked up, and made her stomach lurch with vertigo every time she looked around.




Buffy was dead.




She’d known that the moment her sister had jumped off the platform into that glowing, tearing rift between worlds. Buffy gave her life to stop the rift, to save the world, and to save Dawn. From her vantage point, she could see her sister’s body, sprawled across some tarp-covered boxes. She could see Spike, Willow, and Tara moving around. It took a while, but she found Xander, carrying Anya. She hadn’t seen Giles. Was he dead?




It wasn’t until she’d crept back to the top of the ladder and huddled against the steel frame that she felt the slow, deliberate footfalls of someone climbing the stairs vibrate all the way up to her and realized Giles was climbing up to get her, to tell her Buffy was dead, and then to help her down to the ground.




She knew she should move, but she didn’t. All she could really do was keep a hand on the bandages Buffy had taped to her stomach. The bleeding had stopped. Finally. She could still feel blood dripping down her legs and onto her feet, so she pressed her dress against her skin to sop up the blood. Then she just held on and stared out to the east, where the sun was rising, while she waited for Giles to get there. 




He climbed all the way up the ladder and climbed out onto the platform.




“Dawn?”




She didn’t look up at him. Not yet. He would tell her that Buffy was dead, which she knew, except it wasn’t really real yet. Not like her mom. Her mom was really dead. 




“Dawn, please,” he said. “You must get up. I…there’s something I must tell you, and it’s not an easy thing.”




“I know,” she answered. 




She held onto the support struts and pulled herself into a standing position, and she wondered if this was what people talked about when they said someone was brave. She was doing the last thing she ever wanted to do—face the fact that Buffy was dead. Only she didn’t feel brave. She felt numb. Before turning and facing Giles, she blotted her eyes on her sleeve and wiped her face. When she did turn and look up at him, he was sad. More than that, he looked tired. He looked so very tired, she wondered how he’d managed to climb all the way up there.




“Dawn,” he started. “Your sister, Buffy—”




“I know,” she said, to spare him the pain of the words. “I know she’s dead, Giles.”




But, that didn’t seem to help him at all.




“Yes,” he agreed. “I knew you were aware, but…it’s not just that.”




Had someone else been killed? Everyone but Anya was at least walking.




“She failed,” Giles said. “The rift is open, and it’s getting wider.”




“What?” Shocked, Dawn looked over her shoulder.




The rift was there. It hadn’t closed.




Buffy had died for nothing.




“Dawn,” Giles continued, “there’s only one way to end this.”




When she looked back at him, he held out the hilt of a knife to her.




“No,” Dawn said. “No. This isn’t—”




“Please, Dawn,” Giles said. “There isn’t any alternative. If you don’t complete the ritual, the rift will continue to grow and spawn monstrosities, until Hell itself is unleashed on Earth.”




“But it didn’t happen this way,” she protested. “Buffy died, but it worked. The rift is supposed to be gone.”




“It’s all right, Dawnie,” her mother said.




Dawn turned, a dizzying feat on that shaky metal rig. Her mother stood near the end of the platform, at the point where Buffy had jumped to her death.




“Mom?” Her voice wavered.




Joyce Summers smiled at her, warm with love and morning light. 




“I know it’s hard, sweetheart,” she said. “But if you’re brave, it won’t take very long, and then we’ll be together again. Forever.”




“You’re dead,” Dawn managed, her jaws clenching shut. “You’re not here. This isn’t right. It never happened this way.”




“Don’t you miss me?” her mom asked, holding her hands out. 




Her head hurt. The headache behind her eyes increased in severity until she had to put her hands on her head to hold it in. It hurt so much.




She screamed. “Get out of my head!”







Puqbe’ stared down at the scene Lashar Drata had created for them. One deck below, on a catwalk installed by Engineering during the repairs to the turbolift shaft, Jajlo’ stood. Two of the Betazoid women who’d given themselves to the Moving Darkness stood between her and the main opening. The last stood between her and the far side of the shaft wall. They were torturing her. Puqbe’ didn’t know exactly what they were doing, because they weren’t touching her, but she had no doubt that they were doing something, and they were taking turns at it. 




Jajlo’ turned first one way, and then another. The middle woman, L’Keesis, held out the blade Eshvar had given to Jajlo’, offering it. Jajlo’ was crying, torn, and she finally screamed.




“Get out of my head!”




Puqbe’ felt Spock’s hand on her shoulder. He squeezed gently in a signal to wait. She glanced up at him both for confirmation and out of worry for Jajlo’. Spock nodded in agreement. He was waiting for something, but what, she wasn’t sure.




Then, she heard it, the commotion below. Movement. An attack. And from the sounds, she knew her DoQ’bej were there. Kirk and his party had joined them.




Next to her, Spock clicked something, and several sets of lights within the shaft itself blazed to light, and here was where Klingon and Vulcan had something in common—both of them evolved on worlds with brutally harsh climates under stars far more vigorous than Sol or Betazed. While the Furies, Dawn Summers, and any others below flinched back from the light pouring into the shaft, Puqbe’ and Spock’s pupils adapted to the new light levels, and they jumped from their vantage point into the fray.







Kirk couldn’t help grinning when he glimpsed Spock at the very top of the turbolift shaft. He signaled Eshvar to cover his eyes, and Spock overrode the control module for the repair environment and fired all the lights like flares. The Betazoids—all of them—were effectively blinded. He was nearly blinded, for all that he’d covered his eyes. Eshvar was fortunate enough to have a speedy visual adaptation. 




After a moment’s pause, Eshvar lunged onto the catwalk, grabbed the first of the Lashar Drata, and threw her back into the workspace where the rest of them waited. In the background, Kirk heard Spock and Puqbe’ land on the catwalk, ready to deal with the remaining two and protect Dawn Summers. 




The one Eshvar had grabbed was Kloto, a skinny young Betazoid woman whose face was marred by a horrible cut from mid-jaw all the way across the nose, severing one half of the upper lip. She was on her feet, cut off from her sisters and surrounded by Kirk and the others, and she smiled a terrible smile.




“So, children, you wish to try the darkness?” Kloto asked.




Darkness bled out of her like ink into water. Kirk felt Rosrel’s mind poise itself above and around him, reaching out to the others. 




Do not fear. Do not believe its lies.




He felt more than saw the ideas of how it wanted to confuse and disorient him. Memories of his childhood, of his parents, twisted and distorted reached for him, tried to latch onto him, but his own knowledge, the strength of his allies, and Rosrel’s deft parry caused them to slide off, like a grappling hook which found no purchase. He fired his phaser at Kloto and felt his aim go awry as its mind shoved his arm down and to the side. 




Ja’ slipped in like a shadow and buried a dagger in her shadow-bound form. She twisted and screamed, and Ja’ fell back. Chonak came from the other side and stabbed the woman in her spine, mid-back. Kloto screamed again and fell forward. Seething with hatred, she looked up at Kirk.




“You will taste your own d—”




Eshvar plunged his sword into the back of her neck, bringing the point of the blade from shoulder height to an inch of penetration into the deck, kneeling on Kloto’s shoulder.




Death!




Kirk felt the Moving Darkness take form as it abandoned Kloto’s body and tried to jump to his. He steeled his mind and felt its claws and darkness tear at him, rip at him, and scream hatred into his soul as it burrowed into his head. He used every ounce of determination he had, every trick Spock had taught him or ever mentioned to him, and even with all that, he knew he was losing.




Then, Rosrel and Agemno were there. Agemno simply leaned into him and poured his own strength into Kirk’s. Rosrel reached forth like a shaft of pure sunlight burning through a layer of clouds, and cut through the Moving Darkness. Once. Twice. Three times. Lashar Drata flailed against him, hurting him, but it could not break in, and now Rosrel began to destroy it, burning away segments and tendrils with the touch of her mind. It was bodiless and vulnerable.




A moment passed, and another, and as it kept buffeting Kirk’s mind, it became smaller and more desperate, until at last, it disintegrated.




With a sigh, Kirk slumped to the floor, his head aching. The lights from the turbolift shaft, even from behind and reflected off the walls around him, hurt his eyes and made his head throb. 




“That,” Eshvar said, putting a foot on Kloto’s body and twisting his blade as he pulled it free, “was extremely satisfying.”




He held his hand out to Kirk. “Let us go kill another of these creatures, Captain.”




Kirk took it and got to his feet.




“One down, two to go.”







Something hit the gantry, causing Dawn and Giles to stumble. Terrified of the height, Dawn crouched down. 




“Dawn,” Giles said, looking around, “you must do this. I wish I didn’t have to ask this of you, but I must.”




The light from rising sun was blinding and oddly white.




“I wouldn’t listen to him if I were you,” Glorificus said.




The Hell god was behind Dawn, causing Dawn to turn in the middle of her crouch and nearly fall over.




“You’re dead,” Dawn said. “Buffy defeated you, and…Giles, Giles killed your host, Ben. I know it. You can’t be…God, my head.”




Glorificus leaned over a little bit.




“You know what, little snapdragon?” Glory asked. “You are totally, terrifically right on that one. Your poor little human brain is trying to keep up with what the Moving Darkness is pulling on you. They want you to kill yourself. They kind of need it, because that’s how they’ll get off this little boat and into a whole other world ready for snacking.”




Dawn looked up, baffled. Glory met her eyes.




“You do remember the bit about the Moving Darkness, right?” the Hell god asked, bright, cheerful, and terrifying. “Klingons? Betazoids? Starships in space, and we’re not talking about the NSEA Protector either. Come on, Dawn Summers, I know it’s been a rough day, but try to get the brain cells to talk to each other, okay?”




“Who are you?” Dawn asked.




“Me?” Glory repeated. “I’m you. Partly. And some Spock, plus a few Betazoids you haven’t gotten to meet trying to sneak in the back way. Did you know? When telepaths have to go this deep, and there’s a chance they’ll lose track of whose mind or which reality they’re in, they keep a touchstone, a symbol that can trigger instant recall of who you are and what your true memories are. It’s a shot in the dark, but do you have one?”




“A touchstone?” Dawn asked.




Glory grinned. “And there it is. The whole reading minds thing is pretty awesome, huh? Here you go.”




She held out her hand to Dawn, and when Dawn reached out, Glory opened her fingers to reveal a small box of raisins—Queen’s Best Sultanas. 




Dawn stared at them for a second, multiple worlds crashing into her brain, and then looked back up at Glory.




“Oh, shit. I’m in a lot of trouble, aren’t I?”




Glory gave her a sympathetic grimace. “Yeah, I think Giles is probably going to try to kill you now.”




Before she could do anything, Giles grabbed her by one arm and hauled her to her feet.




“I’d really rather have done it the other way,” he said, grabbing her hair to haul her head back, “but by hook or by cr—”




She managed a weak, backwards headbutt, turned, and went straight for his eyes with her left hand. When his hold on her hair loosened, she kicked his knee as hard as she could just in time for him to slap her so hard, she stumbled to one side and then toppled.




For a moment, she twisted, trying to keep her footing on the catwalk, and then she lost that tiny bit of balance she had, and she fell. She grabbed at the catwalk, felt her fingers slide across the metal grid of the surface plate, and then she caught the thick edge. It took a long second for her to swing her other arm back up and grab hold so she wasn’t dangling by just one hand. But she was still kicking her feet over a construction yard in Sunnydale, and the ground was much too far away.







Puqbe’ landed between the third Lashar Drata and the wall of the turbolift shaft. She had no knife, but the long years of training under Eshvar’s tutelage meant she knew one fact better than her own name: she was a weapon. She was a weapon against darkness, and now, her blood sang with the sweetness of being called to battle.




She swarmed up Atrepis’s back, threw a leg over the old woman’s shoulder, caught her raised arm in one hand, hair in the other, put her knee between the woman’s shoulder blades, and hauled back, opening the woman to Spock’s attack. Spock struck with lightning speed, hands like knives, hitting points at the woman’s sternum, solar plexus, and the point between her eyebrows. Atrepis jolted with each blow, twisting to deflect. She looked over her shoulder and met Puqbe’s eyes, and Puqbe’—




Puqbe’ felt the edge of the catwalk grating under her fingers and realized she’d been knocked off by the psychic blow. It was her training which had saved her, just as Eshvar had promised. Instead of climbing back onto the catwalk, she went hand over hand until she reached the wall, and then she climbed up the wall, using the handholds, gear clips, and equipment left from the repair. When she was a few feet above Atrepis, who now had Spock by the throat, Puqbe’ launched herself, landed on Atrepis’s back, gripped the woman’s torso between her legs hard enough to keep the woman from breathing, and with both hands found the nerve clusters Spock had instructed her on, just on either side of the neck. She broke Atrepis’s scapulae, crushing the nerves. 




Atrepis reeled with a hoarse scream, unable to keep hold of Spock. Then she flopped one way, bending at the waist, and then another, trying to stay upright and conscious. 




“Puqbe’, drop!” Spock barked.




She obeyed instantly, and the moment she was no longer touching Atrepis, she saw Spock reach forth, and put a hand on the woman’s forehead. For a moment, both froze. Atrepis’s mouth stretched open in a soundless scream, and blood welled up from her nose and eyes. A shadow followed, filling the hollows and wrinkles of her body. Then she went limp. She fell, hit the catwalk, and went over the side and fell down the shaft. Her body hit the forcefield two levels below with a hiss and spit that echoed up and down the shaft.




But the shadow stayed. It twisted in on itself and turned to Puqbe’, and the girl snarled in joyful rage.




“I will cut you out of any skull you choose, Contagion!” she yelled.




The shadow halted, turned again, and fled past Spock to where L’Keesis stood over Dawn Summer, who dangled from the edge of the catwalk. L’Keesis absorbed the darkness and expanded. It throbbed at the edges of her body, filled her eyes, and bled into the air around her.




“Well, my darlings,” it hissed. “Let us see how many of you I can kill before I open the walls of reality with this little Key.”







“Stay with me,” Kirk told Rosrel softly.




Ja’ and Chonak had climbed into the shaft and were scaling the walls. Eshvar stood behind Kirk, weapons drawn. Agemno and Rosrel were on either side of him. They were in time to see Spock kill Atrepis and Lashar Drata abandon her body, flee Puqbe’, and reach L’Keesis. 




As L’Keesis spoke, she turned towards them, and her gaze met Kirk’s. She struck out in multiple directions, knocking down Spock, who shielded himself, and making Dawn scream in pain. Lashar Drata stabbed at Kirk and Ja’ simultaneously. Ja’ had no protection. The blow struck him, his body seized, and he fell into the shaft. In that millisecond between their eyes meeting and the blow landing, Kirk was aware of it, like a solar flare rising directly to him. He knew it was the main portion of Lashar Drata’s strength, and he knew there wasn’t a chance he would survive it on his own.




Rosrel reached forth with her own mind and caught the blow, deflecting as much as she could. The rest, she took, shielding Kirk and the others. He felt the agonizing spear of psychic hatred punch through her, shearing neural connections and crushing grey matter.




Agemno stepped in, sparing Rosrel and Kirk from the remainder. Eshvar pushed Kirk down and threw two of his knives at L’Keesis. One found its mark, just below the woman’s left breast. The other hit the far wall and fell with a clatter. L’Keesis looked down at the knife and then back up. She smiled at Kirk and reached for him like she was throwing the gates of Hell open.




Then, silent and bright as a comet in the night sky, a figure hurtled past them onto the catwalk. Ashkemi Bhorzh leapt, landed on her hands, turned a full somersault, and came to her feet, and struck L’Keesis below the jaw so hard, the woman was lifted from her feet, thrown back, and landed hard enough to bring her to her knees.




Bhorzh stood, hands raised to fight, balanced on the balls of her feet, eyes glowing with strength.




“Face me, Lashar Drata,” she said.




L’Keesis froze.




“No,” it whispered. “You are not real. You and all your kind are dead.”




“I am my own kind,” Bhorzh answered. “And I will kill you whether you believe in me or not.”




Bhorzh spun into a reverse kick, landing a foot on L’Keesis’s jaw. The woman would have been knocked off the catwalk, but the Moving Darkness shifted around her and held her in place. She looked back up, snarling with visceral hatred. The darkness around her boiled up like a standing wave, ready to crash down on her. 




“Jim, are you all right?” 




It was McCoy, checking on him. It was only at that point Kirk realized his head was killing him, and his nose was bleeding.




“Fine,” he answered. “See to Rosrel.”




McCoy turned to her as Kirk got to his feet. Agemno joined him. She was choking on blood and nearly blind, pushing his hands away in a terrible panic.




“I must see,” she gasped. “Please let me see her.”




“Ma’am,” McCoy said, his voice gentle, “just rest.”




“No,” she rasped, trying to get up and failing. Her whole body was twitching in waves as her nervous system unraveled. “I’m dying. I have to see her before I die. Please.”




“Help her,” Agemno said, taking the woman by her shoulders and lifting her halfway up.




Setting aside his medical tricorder, McCoy brought her legs around so she could be turned to look into the shaft. Before them, Bhorzh fought hand-to-hand and mind-to-mind with Lashar Drata. The great shadow of the Moving Darkness blotted out sight of Spock and Puqbe’, but in the shadow, like flashes of heat lightning at the end of summer, Bhorzh moved in and out.




“Pabreda,” Rosrel whispered, eyes filling with tears, washing out the blood. “She is Pabreda.”




“What?” Agemno asked. 




“The Chosen One has returned to us,” Rosrel said, weeping and reaching out with a trembling, spastic hand.




Her hand dropped. She took a breath and then another, and after it escaped, she did not breathe again. Her eyes stayed fixed on the fight between L’Keesis and Bhorzh.







Lashar Drata was doing its level best to kill everything near it, but most especially, it was trying to kill Dawn Summers, who wasn’t responding to Puqbe’ shouting at her, but only hung on grimly, unable to swing herself up to the catwalk.




“Down,” Spock ordered.




Puqbe’ ducked, feeling the tendrils of the Moving Darkness reach for her. Spock parried them and pushed them off before returning each blow, but Puqbe’ could tell that whatever he’d done to kill Atrepis, it had injured him, and the last blow by L’Keesis had hurt him as well. He was in terrible pain, for all that he barely showed it.




And then, Bhorzh was there. Puqbe’ felt her strike through the darkness and break Lashar Drata’s hold on the air and their vision. Puqbe’ spotted the thing she’d been looking for while she and Spock had harried L’Keesis from their side—the knife Eshvar had given Dawn Summers—lying on the catwalk, almost directly under L’Keesis’s feet.




“Bhorzh, fall back!” she cried.




Bhorzh gave no sign that she’d heard Puqbe’, but after her next strike and dodge of Lashar Drata’s riposte, she’d somehow retreated by two feet. Puqbe’ lunged, grabbed the blade, and tossed it towards Eshvar, who was climbing around the shaft to get a better angle.




“DoQ’bej!”




Eshvar snatched it from the air and tossed it, in turn, to Bhorzh. Bhorzh’s hand was already open to take it, and when her fingers closed around it, she fended off L’Keesis’s next attack, stepped in, and drove the blade into the woman’s chest, into her heart.




Horrified, the woman looked up at her, mouth agape and working. The cloud of darkness around her collapsed into her, boiled up inside her mouth and eyes, drained away, and then disappeared. L’Keesis slumped into death. Bhorzh caught her by the shoulders and examined her.




“It’s not dead!” Bhorzh yelled, not looking away from the dead woman’s face. “It will jump to whoever is most vulnerable.”




Below the catwalk, Kirk had finally reached Dawn Summers. He pulled himself up onto the grate and lay flat on it, avoiding Bhorzh and the now dead L’Keesis.




“Summers, look up,” he ordered. “Open your your eyes. Come on!”




He literally could not budge her hands, which were wrapped around the edge of the catwalk, white-knuckled with tension.




“Summers! Dawn!”




Her eyes fluttered open, and she looked around exhausted, hurt, and disbelieving.




Bhorzh threw L’Keesis off the catwalk, and the body fell past Dawn’s incredulous gaze.




“Okay,” Dawn managed, “I have to admit, I don’t get this one.”




“Dawn, it’s Kirk,” he said. “Give me your hand. I’ll pull you up.”




“Are you real?” she asked. 




“Last time I checked,” he answered.




She stared at him, at the end of her strength and still not quite understanding what was going on.




“Do you like raisins?” she asked.




“Can’t stand them,” he answered. “Now give me your hand before I haul you up by your hair.”




She stared at him for a moment. 




“Yeah, that works,” she answered, and pulled one of her hands off the catwalk.




Kirk caught it in a secure grip, got his other hand under her shoulder, and started pulling her up and onto the catwalk.




“Guard yourself and the girl, Kirk,” Eshvar yelled. 




“Where is it?” Bhorzh cried. 




Bhorzh looked around, frantic, unable to determine where Lashar Drata had gone, but certain it was no longer in L’Keesis.




Once Dawn was halfway onto the catwalk, Kirk got to his knees and helped her up the rest of the way. She knelt, huddled over, holding her hands in loose fists, clearly in pain.




“Bhorzh,” Kirk called. “Let’s get people out of here. Now.”




Bhorzh scanned the walls and all the faces around her, turning to see everything, but she spared a nod to show that she heard and understood Kirk.




“Spock, are you healthy?” Puqbe’ asked. 




Spock leaned against the far shaft wall, looking like he might fall over. Kirk looked over at him, torn. An exhausted telepath would make a fine target for Lashar Drata, but so would the exhausted civilian girl he guarded, who looked like she might faint on the spot. 




“Spock,” Kirk called when his first officer didn’t respond to the Klingon girl.




“I will be fine, given a moment,” Spock answered, panting.




Agemno screamed as a phaser blast echoed off the walls. Summers gasped, and Bhorzh spun back around.




Beyond them, Doctor McCoy stood, Kirk’s phaser in hand. The shadow of Lashar Drata crossing his features like a wake. Agemno lay, dead or unconscious by phaser blast. McCoy raised the phaser, and Kirk crouched in front of Dawn, concealing her.




“No,” McCoy said, flinching. “No, I won’t.”




Bhorzh stepped in front of Kirk, making it impossible for McCoy to shoot Kirk or Dawn without shooting her first. 




“I won’t!” McCoy declared, shaking with the effort to resist.




Lashar Drata circled him, attacking until he pressed his fists against his head and screamed in pain.




“Drop that phaser right now, Bones!” Kirk yelled at the top of his lungs. “That’s an order!”




McCoy nearly went limp with relief and dropped the weapon. Bhorzh reached him, reached into the darkness around him, and digging her fingers in, dragged it off him like a shroud. It tried to wrap around her in turn, but teeth gritted and eyes bright with fury, Bhorzh twisted it upon itself, drove it into itself, pressed it between her hands, and held it. For several long, motionless, and silent seconds, she and the Moving Darkness battled. Everyone else held perfectly still, aware that they weren’t really seeing lightning flash back and forth, weren’t really hearing thunder and cannons and oceans churned by volcanic flames, but seeing and hearing those things anyway.




And then, the cloud of inky darkness between Ashkemi Bhorzh’s hands disintegrated, collapsing into smaller and smaller particles until it was gone.







“That is a very unhappy Klingon ship,” Uhura noted. 




The bridge had been quiet for over an hour. The scene in front of them, around the debris of Epsilon Prime’s zed-neg module, only added to their tension. One by one, the other ships had pulled back to a wider orbit, leaving the space station, the Enterprise and the Klingon ore-hauler in an uneasy arrangement. Any move the Enterprise made, the Klingon ship matched it. If a stray bit of debris moved between them, the Klingon ship annihilated it with a laser that was just powerful enough to be…a little questionable for the armament on an ore-hauler. 




“Do you want me to hail them, Lieutenant?” Uhura asked Sulu.




“No,” he answered firmly. “They don’t start anything. We don’t start anything. They keep quiet. We’ll keep quiet. I’m more than happy to k—”




“Lieutenant!” Chekov barked. “The force field surrounding Section Thirteen has been deactivated. All sensors are online. All controls are now responding.”




“Tell security to stand by,” Sulu answered, standing.




Uhura sat up at strict attention.




“Lieutenant, the captain is on the intercom.”




“On speaker,” he ordered.




“Bridge, this is Kirk.”




“Captain, we are receiving you,” Sulu responded. “What is your status?”




“Lieutenant, you are to follow all previously discussed security measures,” Kirk said. “We have multiple casualties. The dead are to be handled under strict isolation procedures, and the injured are to be kept under full watch until they are cleared by Doctor McCoy, myself, Mister Spock, or Captain Bhorzh.”




“Sir…about our agreed upon exchange,” Sulu said. 




Kirk sighed audibly. “Of course. Hang on a second. Been a long day.”




They waited a moment, each member of the bridge crew eyeing the other.




“Four score and seven years ago,” Kirk began, “our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal. Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure.”




He continued, not reciting by rote, but bending the inflection of each word and phrase, until his crew all leaned forward a little, their gazes fixed on some point that did not exist in the space around him. Uhura shivered a little.




“…that government of the people, by the people, and for the people shall not perish from the earth,” Kirk concluded.




It took a moment for everyone to shake off the mood he’d created.




“Lincoln was Russian,” Chekov said, nodding in satisfaction. “In his heart.”




Sulu gave him a look and let it go.




“Thank you, Captain. Lieutenant Uhura, send the orders to Security and Sick Bay. Cancel red alert. Let’s get this mess cleaned up.”





Epilogue: How to Line a Punch



Dawn woke once when the medical personnel reached her and moved her to a grav-assisted stretcher. 




The workspace and corridors leading to it were filled. McCoy was overhead, tricorder in hand.




“Is everyone okay?” Dawn asked, trying to look around. “Is Puqbe’ okay?”




“Hold still,” McCoy ordered, looking both grim and cranky. “You’re almost in as bad a shape as the first time I treated you.”




That made her realize just how much her head hurt. 




“Puqbe’?” she asked again, grabbing him by the wrist.




McCoy looked down at her, and his expression eased a little bit.




“She’s fine,” he said. “Thinks she’s graduated to superhero ranking.”




“Bones!” Kirk yelled from somewhere outside Dawn’s field of vision. “Put the tricorder down and get on one of those stretchers. That’s an order!”




“Dammit, Jim, you keep using that trick, and you’ll wear it out,” McCoy snapped.




“That’s my problem, Doctor,” Kirk answered. “Until that happens, I’m still the only person who can order you around. Now git.”




McCoy gave up with a resentful sigh, handed his tricorder to someone, patted Dawn’s hand, and left to find his own cot. Nurse Chapel took his place.




“Puqbe’ is fine,” Chapel confirmed. “Spock is…resting. There were several deaths, including one of the Klingon boys. Now, I’m going to give you something that will make you sleepy.”




“I was already sleepy,” Dawn argued. 




She was asleep before she finished her sentence.







Kirk knelt next to Spock, who had stood and walked out of the turbolift shaft, shaking all over when the battle was finally over. While Kirk had disarmed the force field and spoken to the bridge, Spock had removed himself as far as possible from the others and finally sunk down beside one of the bulkheads and turned his head away.




Vulcans were not like Betazoids. As far as Kirk could tell, from Captain Bhorzh’s continued vigor, Betazoids had more in common with Klingons than Vulcans. Bhorzh had killed L’Keesis and the two combined Lashar Drata, and she looked ready to conduct a tour of the ship. Spock was definitely among the casualties. 




He didn’t say anything. He only took a moment and several breaths to center himself before he held his hand out to Spock. When Spock took his hand, he still didn’t say anything. He only lent his strength to his exhausted friend. He felt the flicker of Spock’s thoughts against his mind, a sure sign that his science officer was too tired to maintain the mental discipline a telepath needed to protect others. 




I had to hate her in order to kill her, Spock whispered into his mind. His voice broke.




Spock had killed Atrepis without physically injuring her. He had reached into her mind and severed it from her body as neatly as a chef might chop an onion in two. He’d spent his life mastering all his emotions so that he was not mastered by them, especially not the ugly ones, and then he had embraced the worst of them to save Puqbe’ and Dawn Summers and every other soul on the Enterprise.




And some people wondered why Kirk trusted him with his life, his soul, and his ship. 




He helped Spock to his feet. 




“Return to your quarters, Commander,” he told him quietly. “Stay there until you’re fully recovered. I’ll call for you if you’re needed before then.”




“Aye aye, Captain,” Spock answered.







Eshvar, Chonak, and Puqbe’ gathered around the body of Ja’. The young Klingon was more damaged by the fall two decks down to the force field below than by the telepathic strike that killed him. Eshvar was slowly taking items off the body—his knife, his sash, a pin, a hold out knife in his boot, a garrote, his belt. Every few moments, Eshvar would pause and touch Ja’s brow with the back of his fingers.




“You have not seen much death, Daughter,” he told Puqbe’ in their native language. 




“No, sir,” she said.




Her ebullience at facing her enemy and helping to defeat it was drastically muted when she realized the cost was one of her foster brothers. Most warriors had to learn the hard way that there was no victory without loss or even a loss without a victory somewhere inside it. 




“The humans will find our customs strange,” he explained to her, putting aside all the possessions that had marked Ja’s individual and clan status. “But we understand that the body is only an empty vessel which the spirit has departed. We dispose of it properly, but we do not fetishize it the way humans do. It is meat and bone and nothing more. Do you understand?”




“Yes, Watcher,” she said.




“Yes, Father,” Chonak said.




“Ja’s spirit makes its journey to the house of our ancestors, and when he arrives, he will be greeted by your mother and three of your uncles. He will tell them of your victory, Slayer, and there will be great rejoicing.”




His foster daughter looked up at him, and Eshvar felt his pride in her swell until he was not sure his chest could contain it. 




“Watcher, now that I am no longer a Potential but a Slayer, I may choose my adult name, may I not?”




Eshvar and Chonak both nodded.




“You have outgrown your milk name, Melia. You must choose a new name,” Eshvar said. “You will tell us when that task is complete so that we may honor you.”




“Of course, Watcher,” she agreed.




Eshvar paused one last time, brushing Ja’s brow. “My beloved wife gave me four sons and five daughters before she died. One of our blood daughters is a Slayer, one of our sons has given his life as a Watcher, and our foster daughter has become a Slayer off-world and hunting a new and terrible foe. Few fathers, Klingon or otherwise, are ever so honored.”




“I am honored to be the Slayer you have raised and trained, Watcher,” his foster daughter told him.




He smiled at her. 




“May the blood of many enemies stain your knife, Daughter.”




She ducked her head and smiled shyly.




“Chonak, Daughter, with the captain’s permission, you will return to our assigned rooms and await me. You may sing the announcement of Ja’s arrival in the Hall of the Dead so long as you do not frighten the humans,” he told them, getting to his feet. “I will join you in a short time. I must speak with this Betazoid woman who is also a Slayer.”




“Father, I could—” Chonak began.




“I will speak with her, son,” Eshvar answered. “Not fantasize about the stories told of Betazoid women and blush when she gazes at me.”




His daughter giggled. Chonak blushed and wisely held his tongue.







Ashkemi Bhorzh knelt beside Professor Leema Rosrel’s body and closed the woman’s eyes. Her executive officer, Agemno, had already been whisked away to sickbay, one of the worst injuries sustained in the fight that had not resulted in death. She needed to contact her ship, speak to the second officer and update her on the status over here. It looked like it would be some days before she would step foot on her beautiful Lysistrata again.




The hallway around her buzzed with activity, the sound of a disturbed hive. Of those who’d been in the fight, all the humans but Kirk, were injured or dead, and Kirk wasn’t looking too steady on his feet. The Klingons had lost one of their own, which grieved her almost as much as the loss of this brave woman she’d only ever met a handful of times on the trip out but had given her life to protect Kirk, Agemno, and the others. 




For some reason, humans—even the best of them—seemed to think that if you were light-hearted and quick to change moods, those emotions couldn’t run deep. As if there weren’t layers to any person’s mind and griefs that lingered for years, only showing themselves when all the other emotions had run their course. 




The eldest Klingon, a male of mature years, came over and stopped at a non-provocative distance and waited. Her own mind buzzed with the kind of energy she’d only experienced a handful of times—when her Starfleet science vessel, the USS Urania, had been attacked by a renegade Xindi-Insectoid ship or when her youngest child had contracted Golden Plague and gone into seizure. It was the leftover adrenaline, and she knew she’d be crashing down at some point, but she owed it to Kirk as a fellow starship captain, to help with the clean up here, and her duties as the captain of the Lysistrata couldn’t be put off much longer.




The Klingon male waited patiently. One of the sickbay crew brought a makeshift shroud to cover Professor Rosrel’s body with. Why had she come to the Enterprise? Why not simply give her knowledge to Agemno? She spread the sheet over Rosrel’s body, whispering the ritual words of reassurance they all learned as children.




And still, the Klingon waited, neither irritated by this show of grieving nor impatient for it to be over. Well, on that basis, she could give him his due. She stood, dusted off her clothes, and took out the knife she’d killed L’Keesis with. It was stained with the woman’s blood and some crumbly, flaky black streaks that Bhorzh thought must have something to do with Lashar Drata.




“I greet you, Klingon,” she said, meeting his eyes.




He gave her a very abbreviated bow, eyes not leaving hers.




“I greet you, Betazoid,” he returned. “I am pleased that you killed your enemy and survived the trial of combat.”




She gave him a nod of the head and held out the knife, hilt first.




“You threw this to me,” she said, “but the girl, Puqbe’, threw it to you first. Therefore, I return it to you so that it can be returned to her.”




“I thank you,” he replied. “The knife does not belong to either of us. I gave it to the human woman, Dawn Summers, when she pledged to protect my foster daughter with her life. I will return it to her.”




Bhorzh nodded in agreement or acceptance or recognition that it really didn’t matter to her one way or another. The Klingon male watched her, detached and dispassionate.




“Do you require something it is my duty to provide?” Bhorzh asked, looking for a way out.




To her astonishment, the Klingon didn’t answer directly.




“I am called Eshvar,” he told her. “I am a senior member of Klingon brotherhood, DoQ’bej.”




She parsed it in her feeble Klingon. “Those Who Watch?”




“Watchers,” he corrected. “We are responsible for identifying, raising, training, protecting, and assisting those Klingon females born under the constellation of Ka’IReshk, for they are the Chosen Ones fated to battle XrI’IthleK, the Contagion.”




She stared at him. It was unheard of for a Klingon to simply offer up that kind of information, and then the strangeness of what he said began to sink in. 




“What…what do you want, Eshvar of the DoQ’bej?” she asked. 




The expression he wore was not one she’d ever seen on a Klingon’s face before. Curious, sad, a little chagrined. 




“I know who you are, Captain Ashkemi Bhorzh,” he told her. “I asked your name of the others because it is my duty as a Watcher to bear these tidings to you, though it may be the strangest form these tiding have ever taken.”




She was too tired to brush her mind against his and puzzle out his meaning. So she just stared at him until he continued.




“Captain Ashkemi Bhorzh,” he said, “by the signs and portents of this night, by the knowledge handed from father to son and mother to daughter for a thousand generations, and by the authority of the Watchers’ Council of Kronos, I tell you that you are of those born under the sign of Ka’IReshk—or whatever the Betazed equivalent may be—and that it is your destiny to face the enemy, XrI’IthleK—or in this case, Lashar Drata—and destroy it wherever it is found. You, Ashkemi Bhorzh, are a Chosen One, a Slayer, and it is your fate to take up arms against the evil that hunts your people. As DoQ’bej, I am bound by my oath to guide you in your journey and provide whatever assistance you require to fulfill your duty.”




She stared at him for a moment longer and then exhaled noisily and scrubbed her face with one hand, feeling the exhaustion of her day settle on her bones.




“Honestly,” she muttered, “the things a Klingon will say to get laid.”




Eshvar went wide-eyed for a second, and she caught a flash of very deep, very true anger—the anger of sincerity doubted, of devotion slighted, and of a man who did not like being underestimated. A chill swept over her. No sane person made an enemy out of a Klingon unnecessarily, and the last thing she wanted to do was provoke an honor duel, and on someone else’s ship to boot.




And then, the anger melted, and Eshvar leaned his head back and laughed, full and loud. Ship’s personnel looked around, startled and irritated. Eshvar only laughed all the more.




“Ah, woman,” he grinned at her, “if you wish, you may throw things at me to your heart’s content, and I will recite such poetry as will curl your toes with fierce desire. Later. For now, I have met my obligation as DoQ’bej. With your permission, I will call on you tomorrow with my son and my foster daughter, who is now a Slayer, and we will converse more fully on the original matter.”




She was exhausted. Her executive officer was in sickbay, comatose. One of her passengers lay dead next to her. She still had an open criminal case concerning the bombing of Epsilon Prime that she and Kirk would have to straighten out. Her ship was two days’ overdue to leave for Wolf 357. And yet…




“Tomorrow,” she answered. “I look forward to speaking to you again, Eshvar of the DoQ’bej.”




She held out her hand to him, and he took it, first as a Klingon would, turning it palm up and leaning over it to inhale her scent. Then he turned her hand again, so it was palm down, and kissed her knuckles, like some human in one of their old movie entertainments. She nearly jumped when she felt his teeth. He growled just enough for her to feel the rumble.




He released her hand and left without a backwards glance. For a moment, she stared after him, her brain finally catching up to what he said. Fate? Destiny? Chosen One? When she looked away, she saw that Kirk had watched at least a little of the interaction and had a bemused, amused little smile on his face. 




Considering how many men he’d lost, she didn’t begrudge him. But she did take the cabin he offered and head directly there to contact her ship, make arrangements, and finally sleep.







A week later, Dawn chimed the door to one of the science laboratories. It opened a moment later to reveal Spock, dry and distant as ever.




“It’s good to see you feeling better,” she told him.




“Thank you,” he responded promptly and with no show of emotion. “You are well?”




“Pretty good,” she answered. “Doctor McCoy keeps coming up with things he wants to fix. He has a pretty low opinion of twentieth and twenty-first century medicine.”




“There have been some advances in the fields since your time,” Spock noted.




“This is true,” she agreed. “So, what’s up?”




“I have been considering the problems you encounter when you must choose what to bring with you when you move from one dimension to another,” he told her. “It is a fascinating puzzle.”




“Well, I make sure I have enough food and water for a few days,” she said. “And a tent if there’s no shelter. Clothes are a problem I’m still working on, but Uhura said we can use the Enterprise’s replicator for a little problem solving.”




“I was thinking more in the way of goods to barter or trade,” Spock observed.




“Oooh, yeah, I haven’t been really successful on that one,” Dawn said. “Give someone in the wrong century a wristwatch, and you’re burned at the stake as a witch. Did you know, there’s a planet in the Magellanic Cloud where money really does grow on trees? That is, different species of trees exude gold, silver, copper, and platinum because there’s such a high content in the soil.”




“Fascinating,” Spock said.




Dawn paused at looked up at him. He waited patiently.




“Okay, I’ll be quiet,” she said. “Just show me the cool stuff.”




“Not knowing the limits of your bag of holding,” Spock continued, “I eschewed metals, as there is little predicting just how common some ores are on different worlds. Many other precious items, such as faceted gems, would be too rare or completely unknown to trade depending on the time or world you were in. Yet, it could not be too common either.”




He took a container from one of the shelves above the work table he was at, opened it, and poured the contents onto a tray.




“That’s true. I hadn’t fig— oh, holy frijoles,” Dawn said, eyes going wide.




The jar had been filled with pearls of all sizes and colors, from two millimeters to two centimeters in diameter, from white to pale gold to apricot to thunderstorm purple to pink to the color of her own eyes to smoky green. It was breathtaking.




“Nearly all Earth cultures are familiar with nacreous pearls,” Spock explained. “True pearls remained rare even after the development of cultured pearls. The only technology required to find them is a knife to open the mollusc shell. Most worlds with oceans have some analogous species which creates something similar, if not with the exact traits.”




“You didn’t kill a bunch of oysters on my behalf, did you?” Dawn asked him.




If he hadn’t been Vulcan, she’d have sworn the look he gave her was annoyed.




“These specimen were grown by an accretion technique I developed recently,” he stated. “I believe Doctor McCoy mentioned that much of our food supply is created through tissue samples. I was able to engineer certain tissue substrates to create and grow the appropriate type of pearl without resorting to a replicator.”




“Spock, I think that is about the most romantic thing any male has ever said to me,” she told him.




The following look definitely had a tinge of annoyance.




Spock carefully poured the collection of precious living stones back into the container—a glass jar as long as Dawn’s forearm and a little thicker. Then he screwed the top back on.




“Glass?” she asked, a little doubtfully.




Spock raised an eyebrow at her, picked up the container, and slammed it against the edge of the table hard enough to shatter it into a million pieces. Instead, it rebounded with a crash and a high pitched chime. The two other scientists in the lab jumped out of their seats.




“Really, Spock?!” one of them demanded. “After last week, now this? Seriously? Save me from the Vulcan race!”




The other just picked up his belongings and left. Dawn watched him go.




“Sooooo, not glass?” she asked.




“Sapphire,” he replied. “Far harder than glass and much more durable.”




“It also dents tables,” she pointed out.







During the first week after the battle, the Enterprise’s crew worked double shifts to care for the injured, mourn the dead, and settle all the tangled loose ends of what the Furies and Lashar Drata had managed to do in their time on Epsilon Prime and the Enterprise. So it was on the eighth day, when sickbay was finally empty, the repairs to Epsilon Prime were complete, and those who’d been involved in fighting the Moving Darkness were healed, that Captain Kirk began granting liberty to smaller numbers of the crew than the first time.




This time, the Enterprise used its own shuttle to bring the captain, first officer, ship’s doctor, communications officer, and their guest, Dawn Summers, back to Epsilon Prime. Once there, they met up with a group from the Lysistrata—Captain Bhorzh, Eshvar, Chonak, and Puqbe’ in front of the place it had all started for Dawn, the Pak-How Noodle Good Emporium and Liquor Box.




The plascrete had been cleaned, so no bloodstains lingered from the fight she’d found herself in. Eshvar and the others arrived first and were waiting for them. Captain Bhorzh was tired, cheerful, and bruised. Puqbe’ looked like she’d hit a growth spurt and sprouted by three inches. Chonak had gained a little weight, found an eyepatch he liked, and started growing a beard. Eshvar wore a little more grey in his hair than previously, but something in his manner seemed a little more relaxed. Dawn wondered if it had something to do with the relative closeness between his seat and Captain Bhorzh’s. 




“Jajlo’!” Puqbe’ called, waving her hand. “We saved you a table! Come!”




They had picked one of the tables outside of the bar itself, where there was more light and room. Greetings were made back and forth as people took seats, and within only a few minutes, as the waiter distributed a new round of drinks, they were much more comfortable with each other.




“Thank you,” Kirk said, “for sending that Klingon ship on its way, Eshvar.”




Eshvar gave him a noncommittal shrug. “The voDleH is a ship of the DoQ’bej, not of the Imperial Council. Their purpose was to ensure our Arekka was recovered. That purpose has been met.”




“But you’re not going back with them?” Dawn asked.




“No,” Eshvar said, a smile of satisfaction spreading across his face. “By invitation of the Fifth House and the Daufnira, we are accompanying Captain Bhorzh to Betazed. They will confirm my judgment that Captain Bhorzh is Arekka—”




“Pabreda, DoQ’bej,” Bhorzh reminded him.




“As you wish it, Arekka,” Eshvar responded. “And I will offer my services to the Daufnira as an advisor in the ways of raising and training those females identified as Pabreda.”




“We owe the people of Betazed a great blood debt,” Chonak murmured. “Ja’ was the first to acknowledge it. We will honor it and him.”




“Have you determined what the mark of the Pabreda is?” Spock asked. “It will be difficult to identify any other chosen ones without it.”




“It was apparently so well known and recognized,” Bhorzh said, “that no one bothered to describe it in any detail, and when the Daufnira believed all the chosen ones were dead, they simply stopped talking about it. The scholars are going quite mad trying to determine what it is.”




“One Watcher tried to tell my sister that it was mole,” Dawn offered. “Not the subterranean mammal, but the skin marking. Of course, she’d had hers removed when she was in middle school, and they swore that’s why they couldn’t find her.”




“Tell me, Jajlo’,” Eshvar said, “your Watchers, can they breathe unassisted, or must you remind them frequently lest they suffocate on their own stupidity?”




“Hey, Junior Watcher over here,” she said, grinning.




“I have reviewed the records of the constellations visible from Betazed,” Spock said, and everyone fell quiet. “One of them is an open star cluster, the remnants of a star nursery, named the Seven Sisters.”




“That sounds kind of like the Pleiades,” Dawn noted.




“My contact with the Daufnira mentioned that the oldest stories of the Pabreda refer to the Seven Sisters,” Bhorzh said, plainly curious.




“I found that the current appearance does not match what I saw when I healed your mind of the damage you sustained from Lashar Drata’s attack on you and Chief Scott,” Spock continued.




“You saw that?” she asked, amazed.




“Yet when I calculated the appearance of that constellation some fifty thousand years ago, I found it matched exactly with what I perceived being reflected in a sacred pool at the center of your mind,” Spock told her.




Spock and Bhorzh held each other’s gaze for a long minute while the others looked around, a little embarrassed and discomfited by two telepaths clearly having an intimate conversation. Bhorzh finally held out her hand, palm out, and Spock raised his in response. They did not quite touch palms, nor did they need to.




“I thank you, Spock,” she said.




“You are most welcome, Ashkemi,” he replied.




The others stayed quiet until Eshvar found a decent change of topic.




“Jajlo’,” Eshvar greeted her, “Where do you go from here?”




“Home,” she answered. “At some point.”




“You don’t know when?” Kirk asked.




She shrugged. “Usually, when I accomplish whatever it is I’m supposed to accomplish, I know it’s time to go. That hasn’t happened yet. You’d think with the defeat of Lashar Drata and the identification of the first pabreda in three centuries, my internal sensor would have gone off, but no.”




“ ‘Supposed to’ implies a guiding intellect or purpose,” Spock said, his eyes narrowed in intellectual challenge. 




“Maybe there is,” Kirk answered the challenge on Dawn’s behalf. “After all, ‘there’s a divinity that shapes our ends, rough hew them how we will.’ ”




“Hamlet, however poetic, is not a logical response to the question at hand,” Spock replied. 




“I disagree,” Eshvar said. “ ‘TaH pagh, TaHbe’. If that is not a logical analysis of the most basic existential question posed to a sapient intellect, I will cede the argument.”




“Regardless of whether he wins the argument,” McCoy said, “the fact that you got a Klingon to quote Hamlet’s soliloquy as a philosophical point has got to be the highlight of the evening.”




Eshvar laughed.




“McCoy,” he said, “one day, I will take you to the Hall of Valor on Kronos, and you may witness the depth, breadth, and width of Klingon philosophical arguments. I suggest you come heavily armed, both physically and metaphorically.”




“Armed or not,” McCoy said drily, “you’re going to have to get a lot of whisky into me for that.”




They all laughed.




“Puqbe’,” Dawn said, changing the subject, “have you decided what your new name will be?”




“She gets a new name?” Kirk asked.




“Puqbe’ is not a name,” Eshvar told him. “It is a title.”




“I thought her title was Arekka’Bet, now Arekka,” Kirk answered, giving Puqbe’ a nod of acknowledgement.




Puqbe’ smiled.




“Puqbe’ means ‘daughter’,” Uhura said. “Those Klingon/Betazoid women called her by her milk name in front of strangers, which is a serious insult to her family.”




“Klingon children,” Eshvar added, “are held safe within the family until they are old enough to explore the world beyond. Thus, only her family—or her DoQ’bej—know and use her milk name. In public, she is referred to by her position. Only now—” and he looked upon his charge with pride, “—she is a warrior grown and proven. So she must choose her new name.”




“Any ideas?” Kirk asked. 




Puqbe’ shrugged, uncomfortable with the attention. “I cannot think of one. Jajlo’?”




Dawn considered. “How about chatuj wovbe’nob?”




“That is an extremely odd name,” Chonak said, frowning at her. “Who names themselves for a shade of leather?”




“Of the hot days,” Eshvar puzzled out, “the given, perhaps ‘gift’…”




“By grace or favor,” Dawn told him. “In Hebrew, one of the ancient languages of Earth, it’s a woman’s name—Anna or Anne. And, while it would more properly be Elizabeth, meaning House of God—”




“We killed our gods,” Chonak protested.




“My parents named my sister Buffy, not Elizabeth,” Dawn explained. “Closest to a literal translation would be ‘buff’, which is the color of untanned leather, which was used to polish armor or was sewn into a coat as a protective layer.”




“Your people are very odd,” Eshvar said. “Moreso than I could ever have judged ere I met you.”




“Nobchatuj Wovbe’,” Pubqe’ said, reordering it into a more pleasing euphony. 




“Grace of A Summer Day, the untanned hide used for protection,” Eshvar said, scratching his cheek in speculation. “Well, daughter, it is your name. We will call you whatever you wish.”




“Then I will be Wovbe’Arekka,” Puqbe’ said. “Buff the Slayer of Bad Things.”




“Now that deserves a toast,” McCoy said. 




The waiter was summoned, and a quick round of drinks was ordered—Romulan ale, lemonade, champagne, prune juice (“a warrior’s drink!”), and chilled, oxygenated water. They waited until the waiter returned with a heavy tray and distributed the drinks, then they all held up their glasses.




Dawn held up her glass. “To Buff the Slayer of Bad Things, may the darkness fear your blade and the daylight show the allies at your side.”




“To Buff!” the rest of them cheered.




The bartender came out to see what the fuss was about and stood next to the waiter, looking them over—a Starfleet captain, a Klingon girl, a Vulcan science officer, a Betazoid woman with her hand resting on a Klingon man’s thigh, a doctor, a young woman in civilian clothes, and a young Klingon man with several hickies on the back of his neck.




“What is this?” he asked the waiter. “Some kind of joke?”
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