
She packed my bags last night pre-flight 

Zero-Hour - Nine A.M. 

And I’m gonna be high as a kite by then. 
 

 The sun rose slowly over the beach, casting long shadows across the landscape.  Far in the distance, misting 

condensation rolled down the supercooled sides of the oversized cylinder perched next to the tall, orange gantry. 

 A ground vehicle slowed as it neared the checkout building, turning to park close to the door where the 

security guards stood, keeping back the media and other onlookers.  The driver quickly exited the vehicle and ran 

around behind it to open the rear passenger doors.  The man that climbed out of the back  thanked his driver and 

touched thumbs with him before turning to look at the prototype spacecraft far in the distance, one hand over his 

eyes to block the glare of the rising sun.  He then started walking toward the checkout building door, where the 

guards saluted as he passed. 

 Once inside, he was greeted with applause by the suit-up crew who waited for the celebrated pilot.  Then, 

almost automatically, they started the intensive procedure of outfitting the man with his spacesuit, a process that 

would take most of the remaining time before zero hour.  As he sat in the oversized easy chair while the workers in 

their clean suits started attaching boots and gloves to the insulated metallic suit he wore, the pilot started thinking 

back on the events that brought him here to this point, to becoming Zera IV’s first astronaut. 

 

And I think it’s gonna be a long long time 

Till touchdown brings me round again to find 

I’m not the man they think I am at home 

Oh no no no… 

I’m a rocket man! 
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Penji Fil’s personal log, stardate 59101.2: 

It has been a long, strange and exciting four years.  What had originally been intended to 

be an eight week cultural observation mission of the early atomic-age civilization on 

Zera IV almost turned from the mission of a lifetime into a lifetime mission... 
 

 

Stardate 55391.7 - Earth Year 2378 

 

 The small Federation scout vessel dropped out of warp just outside the boundaries of the Zera system.  In 

the cockpit, Fleet Captain Penji Fil activated long range sensors, making one last check that the preliminary 

intelligence which reported that the civilization on the fourth planet of the system was near that of Earth’s mid-

Twentieth century, and therefore had no satellite or orbital sensor systems that might detect his vessel’s approach. 

 “No artificial satellites detected,” the female-sounding computer voice reported as Fil turned the scout 

toward the fourth inner planet and accelerated to thee-quarters impulse. 

 “Computer,” said Fil, the former Chief of Security aboard the Federation starship Sarek, First Officer of the 

USS Besiege during the Dominion War and most recently Starfleet’s liaison to the Federation Council.  “Transmit 

final pre-approach report to Starfleet.  Scout ship Aquarius entering Zera system for pre-first contact observation.  

Will contact at completion of mission in fifty six Zeran days.  Fleet Captain Penji Fil, out.” 

 The computer bleeped its acknowledgement before stating, “Message transmitted.” 



 The Catullan man nodded to himself as he returned his attention to the console in front of him, which 

displayed all the information known about Zera IV.  The planet’s population, which currently existed at a 

technological level nearly the same as early 1950’s Earth, with the exception that the planet had not experienced any 

major wars for the better part of a century, which had resulted in limited advancement in the development of aircraft, 

shipping and computers.  The planet was still divided into five large political powers and almost a hundred smaller 

countries and principalities, yet seemed to already be heading in the direction of a united world government, 

something Federation cultural experts were interested in observing and recording. 

 The natives of the planet, humanoids with snow-white hair, looked remarkably similar to Catullans, which 

was the reason for Fil’s assignment to this mission. 

 The Fleet Captain was just starting to review the cultural norms of the Zerans when the computer voice 

spoke again. 

 “Warning.  Space vessel on an intercept course.” 

 Fil looked up from the console, unsure at first if he had heard the computer correctly, then asked, “Can you 

identify the vessel?” 

 “Vessel matches configuration of Tholian patrol ship.” 

 “Tholians?” Fil said to himself.  “We’re over ten light years from the Tholian border.  What are they doing 

here?” 

 “Tholian vessel is hailing.” 

 “On speakers.” 

 A burst of static filled the scout ship’s cockpit for a moment before the high-pitched, almost insect-like 

voice of the Tholian vessel’s commander was heard. 

 “This is Commander Aeolike of the Tholian Assembly.  You are in violation of the annexed territories of 

Tholia.  Withdraw or be destroyed.” 

 Fil frowned as he transmitted his reply. 

 “This is Fleet Captain Penji Fil of the Federation Starfleet.  I am currently conducting an authorized 

observation of the pre-warp civilization on the fourth planet of this system, and according to all recognized star 

charts, Tholian space is ten light years from this system.” 

 “Your charts are in error,” Aeolike’s annoying voice replied.  “Withdraw or be destroyed.” 

 Fil glanced out the forward viewport, where Zera IV was already visible and growing larger. 

 “Computer, distance to Zera IV?” 

 “Distance 75,000 kilometers to orbit.” 

 Fil considered for a moment before saying, “Maybe we can outrun them?  Computer, increase speed to full 

impulse.” 

 As the scout ship increased speed, the Tholians reacted immediately. 

 “Warning.  Tholian vessel has increased speed and altered course.  They will intercept before reaching 

orbit.” 

 “You have been warned!” Aeolike’s voice exclaimed. 

 “Warning.  Tholian vessel has locked weapons.” 

 “Evasive maneuvers!” Fil shouted. 

 The scout ship shuddered as it suddenly made a sharp turn, narrowly avoiding the Tholian vessel’s first 

shot.  Fil attempted to maintain a course toward Zera IV, but the rapidly closing Tholian ship attempted to block 

Fil’s escape. 

 “There’s no way I can get away from Aeolike.  My only chance it to enter the planet’s atmosphere where 

his ship can’t follow!” 

 Fil maneuvered his ship around again, firing off a few short phaser bursts which dissipated harmlessly 

against the Tholian vessel’s shields.  Passing close over the Tholian, Fil thought perhaps he had evaded their fire 

when the scout rocked violently as it was struck by a Tholian torpedo, followed closely by their disruptor beams. 

 “Warning.  Warp core off line.  Impulse systems off line.  Life support at 50%.” 

 Smoke quickly filled the small cabin of the scout, causing Fil to cough several times before he managed to 

croak out, “Transmit a distress call.” 

 “Subspace transceiver has been damaged.  Transmission status unknown.” 

 Fil fought to regain control of the scout as it once again shuddered under the onslaught of the Tholian, then 

glanced up through the viewport at the planet which now filled his view. 

 “Warning.  Entering planetary atmosphere.  Recommend shield adjustment.” 

 “Shields are down!” Fil cried, wracking his brain to figure out which choice offered the greatest chance of 

survival, free-fall to the planet’s surface or attempting to re-enter orbit and face the Tholians.  A moment later the 



Tholians removed any choice Fil had as another disruptor blast blew the scout’s impulse engines apart and the small 

vessel fell quickly into the planet’s gravity well, trailing smoke and flames.  The Tholian vessel watched from orbit 

as the Aquarius struck the surface, then turned back toward deep space. 

 

* * * * 

 

 Penji Fil rooted around in the wreckage of the scout where it had crashed in a rural, forested district of Zera 

IV’s largest northern continent.  The entire ship was a total loss, flames consuming most of what had survived the 

fiery entry through the atmosphere after the Catullan managed to beam out at the very last moment.  Fil managed to 

salvage a single phaser, two tricorders and his combadge.  Now he needed to figure out what to do next.  His first 

thoughts were of somehow reaching civilization. 

 Several hours later, a search and rescue party from a nearby town arrived, someone there having reported 

an ‘airplane’ crash.  They were all amazed that Fil survived at all, considering the state of the wreckage, more so 

that he had little more than scrapes and bruises to show for his ordeal. 

 The team escorted Fil back to the nearby town, along the way explaining to them his flight had started at a 

city on the western coast and that he had been heading east when his ‘plane’ had experienced engine trouble and 

crashed, which the rescuers had no trouble believing.  As the group reached town, Fil submitted to a basic medical 

check-over, and although the doctor had remarked that Fil’s blood pressure and body temperature were above 

normal (for a Zeran), he chalked them up to the after effects of the recent crash. 

 In the months that followed, Fil moved to the nearby city of New Koyr in the large country of Varia, where 

he first spent some time at the local government ministry ‘restoring’ his records which he claimed had been lost in 

his crash, an easy enough task to accomplish since computer information systems were not in widespread use on 

Zera yet, and probably would not be for decades at least.  After obtaining a run of the mill job, he rented a small flat 

where his evenings were spent rigging one of his tricorders with his combadge designed to send out a constant, low 

power distress call in hopes a Federation starship might come looking for the missing scout ship and pick up his 

signal. 

 “Stone knives and bearskins,” he remarked to himself. 

 There was only one thing for the disguised Catullan to do.  Try and fit into Zeran society as best he could 

and wait out his hopefully temporary exile. 

 

* * * * 

 

Penji Fil’s personal log, stardate 56299.8: 

I’ve been stranded on Zera IV for almost a year now.  Either the Tholians believe I died 

in the crash of my vessel or, more likely, just don’t care, since I’m trapped here on the 

planet’s surface.  There has been no indication of any rescue attempts by Starfleet and I 

can only assume the Tholians have been keeping them out of the sector. 

One new item of interest in the local news.  I have heard through the network that VSEA, 

the new Varia Space Exploration Agency, will be starting to train a small group of 

astronauts for their planet’s first manned space shot.  This report has given me an idea.  

It’s a long shot, but it may be my only chance to get off this primitive rock. 
 

* * * * 

 

 Penji Fil stepped through the door into the small office.  He had just finished being examined by the VSEA 

doctor, who noted on the record the subject’s elevated blood pressure and temperature, which he chalked up to 

excitement.  Now he faced the Program Director, who sat quietly behind his desk reading the files of the astronaut 

applicants.  Fil thought to himself that he had not felt this nervous since his entrance interview for Starfleet 

Academy, then realized the irony of the similarity of the situation. 

 “Penji Fil?” the Program Director asked as he finally looked up at the man standing near the door.  “That’s 

quite an unusual name.” 

 “It’s an old family name,” Fil replied, bending the truth slightly, as the Director offered him a seat across 

the desk.  “I’m from...  one of the western provinces.” 

 The Director nodded, then shuffled through the papers in his file. 



 “According to your application, you’re 44 years old.  A bit older than most of our applicants.  What makes 

you think you’d be able to fulfill the duties of space explorer?” 

 Fil looked thoughtful for a moment, almost tempted to tell the director he had spent almost 20 years of his 

life exploring space.  Instead he simply replied, “As you can see from my application, I’m a skilled pilot who has 

flown just about every form of aircraft known, right up to the most advanced this society can offer.  I react well 

under pressure and can handle emergency situations decisively, as evidenced by my survival of the crash of my craft 

last year.  And it has always been my dream since the first step I took on this planet to soar into space and explore.” 

 The Program Director gazed at Fil, an impressed expression on his face.  He nodded thoughtfully as he 

said, “I’ve reviewed the applications of literally hundreds of Zerans who wanted to be the first in space.  For the 

recognition, the personal glory, the need for achievement, the fame...  All personal reasons.  You, Mister Fil, are the 

first I’ve met with the true heart of an explorer.” 

 The Director put the papers back down on his desk, and with an exaggerated flourish, stamped Fil’s 

application with an approval stamp.  He then offered Fil both his hands, thumbs forward, which Fil touched with his 

own thumbs, a gesture he had learned early during his exile was the Zeran form of a handshake.  The Director then 

handed Fil a bundle of papers almost three centimeters thick and said, “Report to Kazim Air Base in thirty days to 

begin your training.  And once again, congratulations.” 

 

* * * * 

 

 Over the course of the next two years, Fil’s life turned into the regimented training of the new Varia Astro 

Corps.  As one of the first ten Zeran astronauts, Fil became somewhat of a celebrity.  His training, in which he 

excelled beyond his fellow corps members thanks to his many years of Starfleet training and experience, was 

interspersed with public appearances at schools and public support rallies.  It seemed the new space program existed 

solely at the whim of public opinion, and VSEA courted the public heavily to keep the program funded and 

progressing.  After a short time of making public appearances, Fil began to realize it was a good thing one of the 

first tasks he had accomplished after realizing he was stuck on Zera was to create a personal history for himself and 

make sure his public records were ‘updated’ as soon as possible. 

 Just before the beginning of the final year of intense astronaut training, during which the corps would learn 

to fly the capsule VSEA had designed and built, using what to Fil were primitive simulators and modified aircraft, 

and during which he knew he would be competing directly with his nine fellow candidates to be the first to fly, Fil 

returned to the small apartment on the air base to find his hidden tricorder/combadge beeping madly.  Silencing the 

alarm, he looked at the small screen of the device, smiling. 

 “There’s a Federation starship in the system!” Fil said to himself, excited at the prospect of returning home 

at last.  His smile quickly faded as he read the message. 

 

To Fleet Captain Penji Fil, from USS Verrazano NCC-81929. 
 
Very glad to receive word you are alive and well.  Unfortunately, due to Tholian activity in the sector, 
we are unable to conduct SAR mission at this time.  Be advised, taking into consideration the cultural 
information you have provided, Tholian Assembly is likely to intervene and subjugate planet Zera IV 
upon evidence of spaceflight and space exploration capability. 
 
Starfleet will attempt periodic incursion into sector to update you on political situation and status of 
rescue attempts.  Good luck.  Starfleet, out. 
 

 “Well, so much for the quick and easy escape,” Fil mumbled to himself.  “Back to plan B.” 

 

* * * * 

 



 Fil and his nine fellow astronauts walked out of the simulator room, each wearing bulky silver pressure 

suits and carrying helmets under their arms, to find the Program Director standing in the hallway waiting for them.  

His thinning, white hair was disheveled and his clothing wrinkled.  He looked at his Asto Corps members, his face 

unreadable. 

 “Meeting in one hour.  Main conference room.  Attendance is mandatory,” he announced before simply 

turning and walking away.  Each of the astronauts-in-training exchanged glances which verged on worry, then 

rushed to the locker room to change into everyday clothes and headed to the briefing room. 

 

* * * * 

 

 “I suppose you’re all wondering why I called you here?” the Director said as he took the seat at the head of 

the conference table, looking at the faces of each of the astronauts sitting around the table one by one. 

 “You’ve finally decided which of us will be the first?” the Zeran to Fil’s right asked, the look of hope 

mixed with anxiety matching the expressions of the other nine men present.  The Director simply nodded, prompting 

everyone to unconsciously shift slightly in their seats. 

 Fil crossed the fingers of both of his hands out of sight under the tabletop as the Director said, “I have to 

admit, the call was very close.  You all have what it takes to be the first Zeran in space.  I narrowed it down to the 

top two contenders, both of whom showed remarkable adaptability and skill in all their training and simulator work.  

Those two men are Yahim Brelknem and Penji Fil.” 

 A thrill ran down Fil’s spine as he heard the Director say his name.  His outrageous plan appeared to 

actually be working!  Meanwhile, the Director continued. 

 “Please keep in mind, gentlemen, that some day all of you will make the trip into space on some later flight.  

But for this, our very first and perhaps most dangerous mission, I have decided to assign Brelknem, with Fil acting 

as his backup pilot.” 

 Fil could not believe his ears.  After all his training, his hard work, beating the odds the entire time, not to 

mention all the trouble he had gone through not to show off too much knowledge about astronautics and space 

technology, and he had still been passed over, relegated to second-best!  The Director looked at him with an 

expression as if he knew exactly what was going through Fil’s head. 

 “If it makes you feel any better, you were actually my first choice, Penji.  But this mission needs the 

stamina and strength of a younger man.  However, like I said, you will have your own turn.  If everything goes right, 

you will be our second man into space.” 

 “And if things don’t go right...?” Fil asked, images of Tholian vessels attacking Zeran cities filling his 

imagination. 

 “Trust me.  You’ll have your turn.” 

 

* * * * 

 

 It was only a few days before the scheduled launch date when the Project Director, now holding the title of 

Mission Director, walked into the astronaut locker room and stepped up to Fil’s locker, where Fil was just placing a 

bottle behind a pile of shirts before slamming the locker shut. 

 “Can I speak to you for a moment, Penji?” the Director asked. 

 Fil nodded, cast one last glance back at his closed locker door, then followed the Director to his office, 

where he shut the door. 

 “Your number’s come up, Penji,” the Director said as he gestured for Fil to take a seat.  “Brelknem has 

come up ill, some sort of flu-like illness that has the doctors stumped.” 

 Fil kept his expression carefully neutral, but inside he was turning cartwheels, relieved the mild toxin he 

had been slipping into Brelknem’s food had taken effect before the Zeran was scheduled to launch into orbit. 

 “Are you sure you shouldn’t just postpone the launch date?” Fil suggested, trying not to sound too eager. 

 “We’re committed,” the Director said.  “We need public opinion to support this program, and the public is 

not willing to wait forever over every least little problem.  If this mission doesn’t happen now, it never will, just like 

if anything goes wrong on this mission, our public support will drop to zero and it could be generations before 

anyone is willing to take this risk again.  It has to be now, and you have to be our Zeran.” 

 Fil nodded as if reluctantly agreeing before saying, “Thank you.” 

 As he turned to leave, the Director called out Fil’s name once more. 

 “Penji, remember…  The success of this mission rests entirely on your shoulders now.” 



 Fil looked very frankly at the Director and said, “There isn’t a moment that goes by when I don’t think of 

that fact.” 

 

* * * * 

 

 As Fil entered his small apartment, where he would be spending one last night before his mission began, he 

found two bags filled with what few personal possessions he kept in his quarters all ready to go into storage, packed 

no doubt by one of the female VSEA interns that Fil privately like to think of as ‘groupies.’  He rushed to the 

camouflaged spot where all his salvaged Starfleet equipment, including the remains of his uniform, were hidden 

where even the ‘groupies’ would never find them.  Working quickly, he rewired his combadge to the second 

tricorder he still had, using several lines of monofilament. 

 “I’m cutting this a little too close,” the disguised Catullan said to himself as he worked, sneaking a quick 

glance at the chronometer on the wall near his bed.  “If this doesn’t work, I’ll have no other choice but to plunge the 

capsule back into the atmosphere and burn up with it on re-entry and make it all look like an accident, and I really 

don’t want to do that.  But if it’s the only way to save this burgeoning civilization from conquest by the Tholians, so 

be it.” 

 Finally finishing his work, he set the tricorder/combadge combination on the sill of the apartment’s only 

window and activated it.  A barely audible series of bleeps repeated over and over.  As the lights on the face of the 

tricorder blinked on and off in various indiscernible sequences, Fil crawled into bed, and after watching  the 

machine for a short while was soon asleep. 

 

* * * * 

 

 “T-minus five minutes and the countdown clock is running.” 

 Penji Fil had been sitting in the cramped gravity couch of the tiny space capsule for almost an hour already.  

From what he knew of history, Catullan space flight had managed to skip over the early single-man space flights so 

many other cultures had experienced at the beginnings of their space ages, but his current mission reminded him of 

the stories he had read during his history classes at the Academy of the Mercury missions of Alan Shepard, Gus 

Grissom and John Glenn.  The only difference was Fil’s mission, whether the launch crew knew it or not, was 

destined to fail, one way or another.  It was the only way to protect Zera IV. 

 “How are you doing up there, Penji?” asked the voice of the Mission Director through Fil’s helmet 

earphones. 

 “Let’s just light this candle,” Fil replied, quoting Alan Shepard, one of Earth’s first astronauts over four 

hundred years earlier, though he knew no one listening on the comm circuit would understand the reference.  He 

heard the Director chuckle before he spoke again. 

 “We’re in the process of switching all systems over to automatic right now, so I’ll speak to you next when 

you reach orbit.  Good luck, Penji, and may the goddess speed you along.” 

 “T-minus two minutes and counting.” 

 Fil sat quietly in his seat, staring at the displays and indicators in front of his face, just within arms length.  

In spite of all his training, both Starfleet and Zeran, in spite of all his adventures aboard the Arcturus, Sarek and 

Besiege, he suddenly realized he had never actually ‘blasted off’ from the surface of a planet, in effect a bullet shot 

from a gun, and he was nervous.  He hoped one last time that, in spite of astronomical odds, his signal had gotten 

through before he had needed to disassemble his equipment and destroy most of it to prevent its discovery, and that 

he would not have to commit suicide to prevent these gentle, decent people from conquest by the Tholians. 

 “T-minus one minute...  59... 58... 57...” 

 Fil felt a shudder through his chair as fuel pumps in the rocket hummed to life. 

 “30... 29... 28... 27... 26...” 

 Fil took a moment to glance once again at the combadge he held in his thickly gloved hand, his only 

remaining piece of Starfleet equipment after having destroyed the tricorders, phaser and uniform to keep them from 

being found by the Zerans after his ‘death,’ and recited to himself the Starfleet charter. 

 “...To boldly go where no one has gone before...!” 

 “5... 4... 3... 2... 1... Ignition!” 

 The two engines of the rocket ignited, spurting flame and smoke as the spacecraft thrust up into the 

atmosphere.  Fil was pressed into his chair as the forces of gravity, normally only 9/10ths what he had been used to, 

quickly jumped past 2G’s, then 3G’s, then 4G’s.  His teeth chattered in his head, feeling like they might shatter. 



 On the ground in launch control, the Mission Director smiled broadly as he watched the rocket gain altitude 

while the other Zeran astronauts performed the various jobs of launch crew, monitoring what appeared to be a 

perfect launch trajectory. 

 After a few minutes, Fil felt the forces on him diminish as the engines shut down and the rocket separated 

from the capsule.  He looked out the small window beside his head and smiled.  He was in orbit.  The prototype 

Zeran technology had worked.  Now all he had to do was hope his plan worked as well before the Tholians realized 

Zera IV had spaceflight capability. 

 “Zera One, this is ground control,” said the voice of the Mission Director from the capsule’s radio.  “We 

hold you maintaining a nominal profile.  You are go for minimum of six orbits.” 

 Fil looked at the radio transceiver, reluctant to respond to the Mission Director for fear of drawing the 

attention of the Tholians. 

 “Zera One, this is ground control.  Come in.” 

 Fil sighed, then touched the transmit button on the arm of his seat and said, “Ground control, this is Zera 

One in orbit.” 

 Fil could hear a cheer in the background of ground control before the voice of the Mission Director, 

sounding very relieved, replied, “Roger, Zera One.  You had a bunch of guys down here about to turn blue.  We’re 

all breathing again.” 

 Fil smiled and was about to reply when he noticed something moving out of the corner of his eye and 

turned to look out the small window in the capsule’s egress hatch once again.  His mouth gaped open as his ears 

registered the sound of a strange hum filling the space around him. 

 

* * * * 

 

 “Mister Director,” said one of the astronaut ground controllers as he started receiving highly unusual 

readings from the Zeran spacecraft.  “We’re getting abnormal readings from the capsule.” 

 “What do you mean?” the Mission Director asked, becoming alarmed.  “Are you sure it’s not because the 

capsule is moving below our horizon?  Switch to the next tracking station.” 

 “No, Director, it’s still five more minutes before the tracking station on the eastern continent takes over.  

We’re...  My goddess!  Director, we’ve lost Astronaut Fil’s vital signs!” 

 Immediately, alarms all over the control room sounded.  Technicians rushed to interpret the readings their 

consoles were displaying. 

 “Director, the capsule has altered trajectory as if there has been a major shift in weight!  It’s dropping out 

of orbit!” 

 “Director, we’ve lost telemetry!” 

 “Director, I cannot re-establish the astronaut’s vitals!” 

 The Mission Director stared at the huge mission display on the wall in front of the control room which 

showed a representation of the Zeran capsule flashing red as it moved off the projected orbital path. 

 “Ground control to Zera One, respond!  Fil, please respond!” 

 “Director, the capsule has re-entered the atmosphere!” 

 “Fil, respond!!” the Mission Director screamed.  As he watched in disbelief, the large display stopped 

flashing.  The director dropped his head in sorrow, his hands pulling at his thinning, snow-white hair, as he realized 

exactly what this had to mean. 

 “Director,” one of the technicians said, turning toward the senior Zeran with a sad expression, tears barely 

held in check.  “The capsule is gone.” 

 

* * * * 

 

 The hum slowly faded.  As his vision adjusted from the dim light of the Zeran space capsule to the bright 

lights that now surrounded him, Fil realized he was sitting on a hard platform, not the soft, body contouring gravity 

couch.  Slowly opening the visor of his pressure suit helmet, he stood up and faced a woman with strawberry blonde 

hair, her hands clasped behind her back. 

 “Welcome aboard the Dauntless, Fleet Captain,” Commander K’danz said with a smile. 

 Fil squinted slightly as he looked at K’danz, saying, “I know you.  You look very familiar.” 

 “Yes, sir.  I served in your department aboard the Sarek when I was just a junior-grade lieutenant.  It’s good 

to see you again.”  A smile spread across Fil’s face as he remembered his former junior security officer as she said, 

“I’ll escort you to the bridge.  The captain wants to debrief you in his ready room.” 



 Fil nodded as K’danz and transporter chief Blackman helped him remove his helmet, gloves and portable 

life support pack.  K’danz then gestured toward the corridor, letting Fil precede her.  He paused in the passageway, 

slowly running his fingers along the duranium bulkhead panel, almost lovingly. 

 “You never know how much you will miss something until you don’t have it anymore, Commander,” Fil 

said before continuing on toward the nearest turbolift.  “I had actually reached the point where I was convinced I 

would never be part of this ever again.” 

 A few minutes later, the entire bridge crew stared as the man in the metallic silver spacesuit stepped out of 

the turbolift, K’danz close behind.  Fil paused yet again, taking a long look at the main viewer, which showed the 

starship was already at warp. 

 “This way, sir,” K’danz said as she directed Fil toward the ready room doors.  They swished open as Fil 

stepped through. 

 “I’m Captain Peter Koester.  Welcome aboard,” the man behind the desk said as he stood up and offered his 

hand.  Reflexively, Fil touched it with his thumb.  The captain gave Fil a strange look as he continued, “And 

welcome back to civilization.” 

 “Thank you, Captain.  What is our status?” 

 Koester gestured for Fil to have a seat, which he accepted with some difficulty in the stiff spacesuit he still 

wore, as the captain said, “Your space capsule burned up in the atmosphere just after we beamed you aboard, just as 

you indicated you wanted in your last message.  I would have loved to have saved it and brought it back with us, it 

would have given us a lot of insight into our own early space history, but as your message mentioned, it will be 

better for the Zerans that it was destroyed.  As for the Tholians, they have established a firm foothold in this sector 

in the last four years.  One of their vessels started approaching on an intercept course as we neared the planet, but 

they disengaged as usual as soon as we jumped back into warp.  It appears the Zerans are safe from Tholian 

invasion, at least for the time being.” 

 Fil smiled slightly as he nodded before saying, “And what of me?  I’ve been out of touch with Starfleet for 

over four years.  They must have thought me dead?” 

 “Actually, you were listed in the records as MIA, but Starfleet Command always held out the hope that 

someday you would be rescued.  I’m sure eventually you’ll be requested back at Command HQ, but for now, this 

arrived for you.” 

 The captain handed Fil a padd which at a quick glance seemed to display a simple set of orders.  However, 

as he read through them, Fil’s eyes widened in shock. 

 “Congratulations, Admiral,” Koester said with a smile, handing Fil a flute of champagne he had replicated 

while Fil read the padd. 

 “To: Fil, Penji.  Stardate 59150.5.  In recognition of your service and devotion to duty in the face of an 

overwhelming situation, your concern of the welfare of the civilization on Zera IV, and your never wavering 

adherence to the Starfleet ideal, you are here-by promoted to the flag rank of Rear Admiral, effective immediately, 

with all the duties and privileges accorded such rank.  Congratulations.  Signed, Arthur Holden, Admiral, Starfleet 

Headquarters.” 

 Fil looked up at Koester, the message on the padd still sinking in, as the captain said, “It appears, however, 

you’ll be here with us for a while in the meantime.  HQ wants you to spend some time aboard the Dauntless to get 

re-acquainted with Starfleet life.”  Fil frowned. 

 “What am I to do here?  I can’t just sit around all day, being a bother to your crew.  And I’m sure you 

already have a more than capable First Officer or Chief of Security.” 

 “In the time since we received our orders to rescue you, I’ve reviewed your Starfleet record.  Your 

experience aboard the Sarek and Besiege is very impressive.  I hope you would consider being an advisor aboard the 

Dauntless as well as our Ambassador-at-Large.  I believe you could be a very valuable resource for my ship and 

crew.” 

 Fil’s frown changed to a smile as he nodded, saying, “I like the sound of that, Captain.  It will afford me the 

opportunity to earn my space legs back.  I accept the position.”  The Catullan man reached over and presented his 

thumbs to Koester, who for a moment simply looked at them funny before Fil realized what he was doing and 

offered his hand to shake instead.  It was then he seemed to notice he was still in the Zeran spacesuit.  “I don’t 

suppose you would have a spare uniform I could wear?  I seem to have misplaced mine.” 

 Koester chuckled as he tapped his combadge. 

 “Koester to K’danz.  Report to my ready room, please.” 

 A second later the doors to the bridge swished open and K’danz stepped in. 

 “Exec, would you please escort the Ambassador to his quarters?” 



 “It would be my pleasure, Skipper,” K’danz replied as she offered Fil a hand out of the chair.  “Penji and I 

have a lot of catching up to do.” 

 As K’danz escorted Fil back out onto the bridge, Koester called out one last time to the Catullan man. 

 “Once again, Ambassador, welcome aboard the Dauntless.” 

 

 

And I think it’s gonna be a long long time 

Till touchdown brings me round again to find 

I’m not the man they think I am at home 

Oh no no no… 

I’m a rocket man! 

Rocket man!  Burning out his fuse up here alone 

And I think it’s gonna be a long long time 

And I think it’s gonna be a long long time 
 

The End 

 


