
 Ensign Cassie Koester stretched as she woke up, rumpling the sheets on the bunk.  It occurred to her she 

felt better rested than usual. 

 Reaching her arm over, she was puzzled not to feel the body of Thadiun Okona lying in the bed next to her.  

She knew he was not in bed when she boarded the Erstwhile trying to find him after he had disappeared from the 

Lodge the previous evening, but it seemed unusual that he was still not in bed.  Finally opening her eyes, she looked 

over in the semi-darkness, noticing the covers were still up against the pillow, as if the other side of the bed had not 

yet been slept in. 

 “Computer, lights, half-intensity,” Koester said aloud.  A moment later the lights in Okona’s quarters 

activated, gradually increasing to half their normal level.  Koester looked around, expecting Okona might be in the 

head, but the door was wide open and the lights inside turned off. 

 “I wonder where Thadiun is?” Koester said to herself.  “Is it possible he never came back to the Erstwhile 

and is still aboard the station looking for me?  Computer, what time is it?” 

 “The shipboard time is 1600 hours,” the Erstwhile’s computer replied. 

 “Sixteen-hundred?!?  That can’t be right!  I have to be on watch in less than two hours!” Koester exclaimed 

to herself as she pulled off the covers and turned to get out of the bunk.  As soon as her bare feet touched the floor, 

she knew something was seriously wrong.  She could feel the engine vibrations through the deck.  The Erstwhile 

was at warp. 

 “What the…?!?” 

 Koester got out of the bunk and quickly grabbed her uniform, which had been tossed over the back of 

Okona’s desk chair, and got dressed.  She then hastily made her way to the bridge. 

 As the door to the bridge opened with a clunk, Koester could see Thadiun Okona, master of the cargo 

carrier Erstwhile, sitting in the command chair near the center of the room, his back to the door she had just entered.  

Several other crewmen were operating consoles and the helm within the cramped space.  But the most shocking 

thing to the Lucian Starfleet officer was the image on the viewscreen, which displayed the rainbow-hued Doppler 

lines of stars passing at warp speed.  Koester’s heart beat loudly in her chest as she verified the Erstwhile was indeed 

no longer at the base. 

 “Where’s Starbase 719?!  Where’s the Dauntless?? And why are we at warp?!” Koester exclaimed as she 

stepped further into the bridge, causing all three people there to turn and look in her direction.  An expression of 

shock appeared on Captain Okona’s face as he realized it was Cassie Koester standing behind them. 

 “Cassie!  What are you doing here?” Okona demanded to know. 

 “When I couldn’t find you after you left the bar last night I came aboard looking for you.  I figured you 

would be in your quarters eventually, so I waited there for you and must have drifted to sleep somewhere around 4 

AM,” Koester replied.  “I guess I slept through the morning and most of the afternoon.  But I have to go on watch 

aboard the Dauntless at 1800 hours!  Why aren’t we anywhere near the base?!?” 

 Okona exchanged a look with one of his crewmen before he looked at the junior Starfleet officer with an 

expression that was not unsympathetic and replied, “We were… tasked with an emergency mission.  We had to 

depart Starbase 719 unexpectedly, and I had no idea you were aboard the Erstwhile, Cassie.” 

 “Well now that you know, I have to get back!” Koester said, her voice on edge.  “Do you know how much 

trouble I can get into for being late to my watch??” 

 “I’m afraid you’re along for the duration, Cassie,” Okona remarked, turning back to look at the main 

viewer.  “We can’t turn the ship around.  Our mission is too important and time is of the essence.” 

 “Can’t turn around?!?  But… how long are we going to be away from the base?” Koester asked, hoping 

perhaps her commanding officer might be understanding if she explained why she missed her watch this one time 

due to the fact the Erstwhile had left the base unexpectedly with her aboard. 

 “Helm, estimated time of arrival in the Alpha Rianus system, current speed?” Okona requested. 

 “At current speed of warp factor 8, assuming we maintain this the entire way,” the man at the helm 

responded.  “Estimate arrival at Alpha Rianus in four weeks, five days, Captain.” 

 Koester felt like her stomach had suddenly fallen into the soles of her feet.  She could not have possibly 

heard the helmsman correctly. 

 “No!  That can’t be right!” she protested.  “I can’t be away from the Dauntless for five weeks!” 

 “Actually more like ten weeks,” remarked the third crew member from the consoles along the side of the 

bridge.  The Tellarite looked at Koester, a smile of sorts on his snout-like face, as he explained, “Once we reach 

Rianus, it’ll take another five weeks to get back to the Typhon Sector, and that’s assuming we maintain warp 8 the 

entire way back too.” 

 “I don’t believe this,” Koester groaned. 

 



* * * * 

 

Starship USS Dauntless 

Stardate 65363.7 

1900 Hours 

 

 “I don’t believe this,” Lt Jerry Hagan groaned.  “I have to pull a double watch because some junior officer 

can’t get back to the ship on time!”  Hagan glanced back at the officer sitting in the center seat, Commander 

Alasdair Wallace, and remarked, “I do have things I need to get done.” 

 “So do a lot o’ people, Leftenant,” Wallace remarked.  “We had t’ scramble two starships t’ chase down 

what Starfleet currently considers a rogue vessel, leavin’ almost a dozen crewmembers – includin’ Commander 

Taras – b’hind in the process.  Ah’m sure Cap’n McLeod isn’t all that happy either.  A lot o’ people have been 

inconvenienced t’night.” 

 The doors to the ready room parted, and Fleet Captain Peter J. Koester – commanding officer of the USS 

Dauntless – stepped out onto the bridge. 

 “We have another problem, Alasdair,” he said as he walked up beside the command chair. 

 “What’s that, Cap’n?” 

 “I just got off subspace with Admiral Raiajh.  Almost all our missing crew have checked in with Ops 

except one.  Ensign Koester hasn’t checked in with her command and they can’t find her anywhere aboard the 

station.” 

 “Did you have her quarter’s here checked, just in case?” Wallace asked with concern. 

 “Yes.  Her roommate reported it looks like her bunk hasn’t even been slept in for days.  I can only come to 

one conclusion.” 

 “An’ that is…?” 

 “Cassie’s been spending a lot of her off-duty time with Okona.  You don’t suppose…?” 

 Wallace looked at the main viewer, even though there was nothing visible except the stars passing at warp 

speed. 

 “That th’ Lassie was aboard th’ Erstwhile when it left?”  Wallace looked back at his commanding officer’s 

face.  “I suppose it’s possible, but that then begs the question; is she helpin’ Okona, or is she there against her will?” 

 “The only way we can find out is to catch up to the Erstwhile and find out for ourselves,” Koester remarked 

before adding, “This actually might work to our advantage.” 

 “How so?” Wallace asked. 

 “Okona may be many things – rogue, ne’er-do-well, scoundrel – but as far as I know he’s no kidnapper.  If 

we send a communiqué to the Erstwhile informing him he has a Starfleet officer aboard his ship against her will, 

perhaps he will turn around – or at least slow down enough for our two ships to catch up – and we can convince him 

to abandon this fool’s errand he’s on.” 

 “Do you really believe that would work?” Wallace asked with a tone of disbelief. 

 “It’s worth a try.”  Koester then turned to the officer manning the operations console and said, “Lieutenant, 

dispatch a message to the Erstwhile.  Inform them they have a stowaway aboard they may not know about and that 

we need back here to do her job and we respectfully request he turn his ship around and return with her.” 

 “Transmitting the message, Captain,” Hagen acknowledged. 
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Captain’s log, stardate 65417.2: 

The Dauntless and Besiege have been in pursuit of the Erstwhile for nearly three weeks 

now, and we have still not detected any sign of the ship ahead of us as we rapidly 

approach the Alpha Rianus system. 

Koester, commanding Dauntless, out. 
 

 

 “We should have caught up to them days ago,” Commander Setton To’Lock Arbelo, the Dauntless’ 

executive officer, said to the man sitting in the center seat.  “I can’t believe the Erstwhile would have been able to 

sustain a high enough warp speed to stay ahead of us the entire way out here.” 

 “Don’t forget, Commander,” said Chief Pono Kyman, the starship’s Chief of the Boat, as he got up from 

his seat at the mission ops console and walked over near the command chair.  “The Erstwhile is equipped with a 

Klingon cloaking device of some sort.  If Captain Okona is employing his cloak, we could have passed the ship days 

ago and never known it.” 

 Fleet Captain Peter J. Koester, commander of the Dauntless, looked over toward the seemingly unmanned 

science console on the starboard side of the bridge and asked, “Mister Spot, based on last known speed of the 

Erstwhile, estimate of time to intercept?” 

 “Three days ago, Captain,” replied the British-accented, slightly mechanical sounding voice of the ship’s 

non-corporeal science officer through Koester’s combadge.  “And I find it highly unlikely that the Erstwhile could 

have used its cloak and maintained high warp speed all the way out here.  It would overtax their engines to the 

breaking point…” 

 “Engineering to bridge.” 

 “Speaking of overtaxed engines, and overtaxed engineers,” Koester remarked as he activated the intercom.  

“Bridge.  Go ahead, Jeff.” 

 “I told you the warp engines needed a complete reconditioning after the extended high speeds we 

maintained heading first to Leyte and then to Lambda Sagetterii,” Commander Jeff Bloom, the starship’s emotional 

Vulcan chief engineer explained.  “We need to decrease our current speed to no greater than normal cruising speed 

of warp 7 or we’re going to start cracking warp coils very soon.” 

 “Very well.”  Koester then looked toward his operations officer.  “Mister Riker…”  The bearded man 

sitting at ops half-turned in his seat to look back toward his commanding officer.  “Contact the Besiege.  Tell Bill 

we’re going to slow to warp factor five to both take some stress off our engines and possibly let the Erstwhile catch 

up if they are somewhere behind us like I believe they are.” 

 “Aye, Captain,” the transporter-created clone of another Starfleet officer replied before hailing the 

Leviathan-class starship traveling with the Dauntless. 

 “Mister Breitling,” Koester then said to the officer at the helm.  “Decrease speed to warp five.” 

 “Slowing to warp five,” acknowledged Lieutenant (JG) Carter Breitling.  A moment later, both the 

Sovereign and Leviathan-class starships slowed. 

 “Even if the Erstwhile is behind us, couldn’t Okona detect us and avoid us if and when he comes up on our 

two ships, Skipper?” Arbelo asked. 

 Koester looked at his first officer as he said, “Okona may have a cloaking device, disruptors, and who 

knows what else, but I’m willing to bet our Starfleet sensors are more sensitive and have longer range than anything 

he may have aboard that scow of his.”  He then looked over at the science console again as he remarked, “Mister 

Spot, keep a close eye on the aft sensor arrays.  If the Erstwhile is behind us like I believe, I want to see them before 

they see us.” 

 “A difficult task, considering I have no eyes, Captain,” Spot joked.  “But I shall endeavor to maintain a 

more than adequate watch.” 

 

* * * * 

 

 Captain Thadiun Okona stepped onto the bridge of his ship and stood next to the command seat where his 

first mate, Ian Westwell, currently sat.  “Status?” he asked. 

 “The Dauntless and Besiege passed us while we were cloaked and hidden in System J-19 five days ago,” 

Westwell replied.  “We have not made any contact with either starship since then and I can only assume they still 

believe we’re ahead of them.  And we’ve received no further communiqués requesting we return their officer to 

them.  I guess they finally figured if we haven’t responded or turned back after 19 days, we’re not going to.” 



 “That might also have something to do with my order to maintain strict subspace radio silence, no 

communications either in or out,” Okona said.  “We can’t afford the distractions.  Not during this mission.” 

 “But what is something happens that we need to know about?” Westwell asked. 

 “Ian, the only thing that could happen that I would be interested in hearing at this point is that the Kairn 

have surrendered and brought everyone they killed on the Sagettarii colony back to life.  And what are the odds of 

that happening?” 

 Westwell nodded his agreement that Okona’s scenario had no chance of occurring in reality, choosing 

instead to change the subject in a joking manner.  “How has our guest been enjoying her indentured servitude?” 

 “Cassie hasn’t complained about being uncomfortable sharing my quarters for the duration, especially 

considering how little I’ve been there since we left Starbase 719,” Okona replied.  He then looked around to make 

sure the wrong person would not hear what he was about to say before adding, “Once I told her we were on an 

urgent humanitarian mission to deliver something vital to a planet that had been occupied by the Kairn, and that her 

captain approved a temporary reassignment of duty given the circumstances, she even volunteered to work down in 

the engine room to help keep our fatigued engines operating until we arrive in Sector 50110.”  Okona glanced at the 

main viewscreen for a moment, watching the stars shoot by at warp speed before gesturing that he wanted to sit 

down.  Westwell quickly gave up the command seat, moving to the console alongside as Okona sat down.  “In one 

way I’m glad we managed to fool the Dauntless and Besiege into passing us by.  This way we don’t need to strain 

our engines to excess before we give the Kairn our gift.  The downside, however, is both ships will likely already be 

in the Rianus system when we arrive, along with however many Kairn warships happen to be there.  Looking at the 

bright side, they can keep each other preoccupied while we complete our mission.”  The commander of the 

Erstwhile looked over at Westwell and asked, “What do we know about the Alpha Rianus system?  Can we pick up 

our ammunition there, or do we have to drag it in from another nearby system?” 

 “Fortunately for us, the Sarek crew was nice enough to upload all their files regarding the Alpha Rianus 

system into the starbase’s library computer just days before we departed the base, almost as if they knew we’d need 

the information.  My worm was able to copy all the relevant files into our navigation computer under the cover of 

requesting navigation updates.”  Westwell then consulted his computer readout as he explained, “According to the 

surveys the Sarek made of the system before they were chased off by a pair of Kairn warships, there is an asteroid 

field orbiting the Alpha star located between the orbits of the fourth and fifth planets of the system.  It should be 

more than adequate to supply our needs.” 

 “Perfect,” Okona said.  “The Kairn inhabiting that colony will never know what hit them until it’s too late.  

And considering they were nice enough to place their entire colony all in one relatively small location, it should be 

no problem wiping it off the face of Rianus II with just one asteroid dropped from orbit, much like they did to the 

Federation colony on Lambda Sagetterii.  Once the Kairn realize we are willing to be as devious as they are, they 

will know they must surrender unconditionally or the same could happen to their homeworld.” 

 

* * * * 

 

Starbase 719 

Office of the Sector Strategic Operations Officer 

Stardate 65447.3 

 

 Commander Konstantin Harkonnen was working on his computer monitor when he was interrupted by the 

sound of the intercom. 

 “Lt Commander Quintero to Commander Harkonnen.” 

 Harkonnen activated his intercom, saying, “Go ahead, Marie.” 

 “Agent Sciuridae of the Morain Intelligence Service is here to meet with you.” 

 “Oh, very good.  I’ve been awaiting his arrival on the station.  Please send him over to my office.” 

 Harkonnen put away several of the items that had been littering his desk, including several padds with 

potential battle plans on them, just before his office door chime sounded. 

 “Come,” Harkonnen said, and the door opened to reveal a large, grey-furred, squirrel-like being wearing a 

bright orange uniform jacket. 

 “Commander Harkonnen,” the Morain agent said in a high-pitched voice as he entered the small office, 

crossing his arms and bowing at the waist in greeting.  “It is pleasant seeing you again.” 

 “You too, Agent Sciuridae.  Do you have the information on the Alpha Rianus system I requested?” 

 “Yes,” Sciuridae replied, producing an object that resembled an isolinear rod from a pocket in his uniform 

jacket and handing it to Harkonnen.  “Everything we know about the system and the surrounding space is on there.  I 



believe you will find the information most beneficial.  I apologize for the length of time it has taken me to acquire 

this information for you, but our intelligence service is still unfamiliar with the designations the Federation uses to 

name various stars and their related systems.  It took time to confirm the system you call Alpha Rianus is what we 

traditionally call Ch’chrp S’rpens’a.” 

 “What does that mean?” Harkonnen asked, looking up at the Morain after placing the data rod into his 

computer’s read slot. 

 “It is difficult to translate directly from our language to yours, but the closest approximation might be… 

‘Nest of Serpents’ or ‘Serpent’s Lair,’” Sciuridae replied. 

 “How fitting.  It almost sounds as if you knew the Kairn have been there all along,” Harkonnen remarked, 

prompting a look of mild confusion from the large visiting rodent. 

 “But Commander Harkonnen,” Sciuridae said.  “We have known.” 

 

* * * * 

 

 Several minutes later, the intercom sounded on the desk of Rear Admiral Val’ri Raiajh. 

 “What is it, Marie?” Raiajh asked. 

 “Commander Harkonnen and an agent from Morain Intelligence are here to see you, Admiral.  Konstantin 

says it’s very urgent.” 

 “Send them in, Marie,” Raiajh said.  A moment later the doors between the reception room and the 

admiral’s office parted and both Harkonnen and his Morain visitor entered. 

 “We have a bigger problem than we thought, Admiral,” Harkonnen said without preamble.  “Agent 

Sciuridae was just telling me a little of the known history of Sector 50110.” 

 Raiajh’s right eyebrow rose in expectation as she looked at the squirrel-like being. 

 “Many centuries ago, the Kairn Empire extended much further toward the galactic core than it does 

presently, through nearly half of what is now recognized as Morain Alliance space,” Sciuridae explained.  “Their 

proximity led to some of the earliest conflicts between my people and the Kairn.  Over time, as we developed new 

weapons and defenses to use against the Kairn, we split the Kairn’s space in two, the majority rim-ward of Morain 

space, a much smaller part core-ward.  That smaller part includes the area Starfleet has designated Sector 50110.” 

 “So you’re saying Rianus II isn’t a new Kairn colony we happened across, but one that was established 

decades ago?” Raiajh asked. 

 “It’s not a colony at all, Admiral,” Sciuridae replied.  “When their Empire was cut in two, the Kairn 

established a throneworld in the larger rim-ward portion they controlled, partly in the belief that there would be 

more room for expansion into that region of the galaxy until they discovered your Federation blocking their path a 

decade or so ago, and partly to keep the existence of Ch’chrp S’rpens’a a secret from their enemies so that it could 

never be attacked or invaded.” 

 “Wait!” Raiajh said, holding up one hand.  “What is it you’re trying to tell me?  If Rianus II… Ch’chirp 

Serpens as you called it… isn’t a Kairn colony, then what is it?” 

 “Isn’t it obvious, Admiral?” Harkonnen asked.  “Rianus II is the original Kairn homeworld!  The planet on 

which they evolved into an intelligent, space-faring species.  Intelligent, space-faring, and HIGHLY territorial!” 

 As the implications of what Harkonnen had said started to sink in, Sciuridae added, “You must stop the 

attack Commander Harkonnen told me you believe is under way at all costs, Admiral.  The Kairn are a very single-

minded race.” 

 “That much I have learned for myself,” Raiajh said with a touch of irony. 

 “But what I do not believe you have learned yet is their single-minded sense of honor.  Now that we know 

one of your starships has been to Ch’chrp S’rpens’a, the Kairn attack on your base makes perfect sense to us.  If 

their homeworld is actually attacked, the Kairn will stop at nothing to avenge that attack, even if it were to require 

every single Kairn alive sacrifice him or herself to accomplish it.  They are willing to die completely as a race for 

their revenge.  If you attack Ch’chrp S’rpens’a, this war will intensify!  Eventually it will draw in every major power 

within five hundred light years!  The Federation, the Morain, the Klingons, the Breen, the Ferengi, the Patriarchy…  

Millions, perhaps even billions will die!” 

 Immediately Raiajh activated the intercom on her desk. 

 “Admiral Raiajh to Ops.” 

 “Pearson here.  What can I do for you, Val?” 

 “Cathryn, contact Fleet Captain Koester aboard the Dauntless.  It is imperative that he and McLeod stop the 

Erstwhile!  Otherwise, we haven’t seen the worst of this war yet!” 

 



* * * * 

 

 Koester rushed out of his ready room onto the bridge. 

 “Helm, plot a direct course to the Alpha Rianus system and take us up to warp seven!  Ops, contact the 

Besiege and tell them to maintain current course and speed and continue the search for the Erstwhile!” 

 As both officers acknowledged the new orders, Commander Arbelo got out of the command chair and 

walked over to where Koester was now standing at the tactical console, checking the long range sensor readings for 

himself. 

 “What has happened, Skipper?” Arbelo asked. 

 “I just received a communiqué from Captain Pearson.  We have to stop the Erstwhile from reaching the 

Alpha Rianus system even if it means destroying Captain Okona and his ship.” 

 “Why?” Arbelo asked, shocked, especially considering a crew member of the Dauntless – a person with 

whom the captain was especially close – was believed to be aboard the rogue vessel they were pursuing. 

 “Harkonnen just received the information he had requested from his contact in Morain Intel,” Koester 

explained.  “Rianus II isn’t just any planet.  Contrary to our initial assumptions, it’s not even a colony.  Rianus is the 

actual Kairn homeworld!  And the Morain say if that planet is attacked, the Kairn will stop at nothing to avenge the 

attack.  This war would never end.” 

 “But I thought the Kairn homeworld was located in the vicinity of the blue nebula in Kairn space?” Arbelo 

asked, confused. 

 “That, apparently, is what they call their Throne World, their seat of government.  Turns out that 

Throneworld and homeworld are two very different places in the Kairn Empire.  Now we definitely have to stop 

Okona, or instead of forcing an end to this war like he somehow believes he’s going to do, he’s actually going to 

force an escalation of the carnage!” 

 Arbelo looked grim as he asked, “Do you have any more orders, Skipper?” 

 “Yes,” Koester replied, trying hard to erase the concern from his expression.  “Take the ship to yellow alert 

the moment we enter Sector 50110.” 

 

* * * * 

 

Sector 50110 

Just outside the Alpha Rianus Star System 

Stardate 65452.8 

 

 The Dauntless had been at yellow alert for over a full day already, and the stress was starting to show on a 

crew that had not had a proper chance to rest and relax for almost six straight months.  Long range sensor readings 

indicated there were at least three large Kairn warships – either battlecruisers or battleships – in orbit around Rianus 

II, but so far no sign of the Erstwhile and no word from the Besiege that the other Federation starship had detected 

the rogue civilian vessel either. 

 “This is getting old, fast,” Fleet Captain Koester remarked to nobody in particular.  Ship’s Counselor 

Tanzia Gera looked over toward the captain, silently agreeing with him, as Chief Kyman placed his console on 

stand-by and stepped over to the captain’s chair. 

 “Is it possible that Captain Okona realized the foolhardiness of what he proposed doing and simply turned 

around and went back to Home Plate, Skipper?” the El’Aurian Chief Petty Officer asked. 

 “As much as I would love to believe that, I think we would have heard something from Admiral Raiajh or 

Captain Pearson by now if they had,” Koester replied.  “No.  Okona is out here.  Somewhere.”  He then looked over 

toward the freestanding tactical console and asked, “Mack, any indications the Kairn know we’re out here?” 

 “Have we come under attack in the last 24 hours, Skipper?” Lt Colonel Sean McIntyre asked back. 

 “No.” 

 “Then the Kairn don’t realize we’re out here,” the Marine officer replied with a nod. 

 “Captain,” interrupted Lt Tom Riker from ops.  “I’m receiving a narrow-beam scrambled transmission 

from the Besiege.  They’re reporting an ETA to our location of one hour.” 

 “Thank you, Lieutenant.  Send back a response via narrow-beam and scrambled.  Include our sensor 

readings of the patrols around Rianus II and suggest to Captain McLeod that, if he can move in without risking 

detection, he should consider taking up a surveillance position in the system’s asteroid belt.  That will give us a 

better view of the planet and its approach routes when the Erstwhile finally arrives.” 

 “Transmitting message,” Riker confirmed. 



 A little more than an hour later, during one of the brief periods when the Kairn warships were all orbiting 

on the far side of their homeworld, the Dauntless crew detected the Besiege passing at high warp directly toward the 

system’s asteroid field. 

 “Well, two sets of eyes, and finely tuned sensors, are better than one,” Koester remarked.  “Perhaps now 

we’ll have a chance of stopping Okona before he makes matters worse?” 

 The bridge routine resumed for several more minutes before it was again interrupted. 

 “Captain, I…” the voice of Lt Commander Spot started to say through the captain’s combadge. 

 “What is it, Spot?” Koester asked, looking toward the science console. 

 “For a brief moment, I thought I detected a small ship approaching at warp 6 at extreme sensor range on the 

port lateral sensor array, but it disappeared just as it apparently dropped to sub-light,” the non-corporeal Daminiean 

reported.  “I believe it cloaked.” 

 “Could it have been the Erstwhile?” Koester asked, standing up and moving toward the seemingly un-

manned console. 

 “As I said, the contact was very brief.  The cloaking signature I detected conforms with Klingon K’Vort-

class Birds of Prey or similar ships.” 

 “What would the Klingons be doing out here?” asked Chief Kyman from his regular post. 

 “My thoughts exactly,” Koester agreed.  “It can only be the Erstwhile.  Can you deduce the course this 

contact was on based on the brief reading, Commander?” 

 “At this point, Captain, my best guess would be toward the inner planets of the system,” Spot replied. 

 “Mister Riker, try and contact the Besiege.  Tell them…” 

 “Captain, any transmissions toward the asteroid field where the Besiege is currently located, whether tight-

beam transmission or not, is likely to be detected by the Kairn, since Rianus II lies in that same direction.” 

 “Damn,” Koester cursed under his breath.  “I hope Bill has his eyes and ears wide open.” 

 

* * * * 

 

 “Stand by to extend the cloak,” ordered Okona as the Erstwhile neared the Alpha Rianus asteroid field.  He 

then turned to look at his first mate and asked, “Any chance the Dauntless detected us, Ian?” 

 “I can’t give you anything more than an estimate on the range of a Sovereign-class Federation starship’s 

sensors, but I would guess the chances are good that they spotted us in that brief instant between dropping out of 

warp and activating the cloaking device, since they are now heading toward the same area of the asteroid field as we 

are – on a parallel course – at half-impulse,” Westwell responded.  “And we still don’t know with any certainty 

where the Besiege has gone.” 

 “Assuming they reached the system ahead of us…,” Okona started to say. 

 “A reasonable assumption, considering both ships are much faster than the Erstwhile,” Westwell remarked. 

 “Then there’s only two places any Starfleet ship is going to go if they plan on intercepting us, and one of 

them is high orbit around Rianus II,” Okona said looking back at the main viewer again. 

 “There are at least three Kairn warships in orbit of Rianus,” Westwell pointed out. 

 “Exactly, and since neither starship is equipped with a cloaking device – to my knowledge – that means 

they must be hidden exactly where we’re going for our ammunition,” Okona confirmed.  “Maintain the cloak until 

we’re inside the asteroid field and we have found exactly the rock we’re looking for.” 

 

* * * * 

 

 Koester slumped in his command chair, his chin resting on one hand as he stared at the viewscreen. 

 “I just wish I knew what Okona had planned for Rianus,” he remarked mainly to himself. 

 “What kind of weaponry does the Erstwhile have?” Ship’s Counselor Tanzia Gera asked.  The joined-Trill 

woman with the fire-red hair looked over toward the captain. 

 “To be honest, I’m not entirely sure.  A cargo carrier of that type is normally only armed with basic lasers 

for defense, but Okona has modified the Erstwhile so much in the last twenty years it barely resembles its original 

configuration.  I mean, we already know he has a cloaking device and disruptor cannons taken from a crashed 

Klingon ship, and we know it’s now equipped with warp drive, something which class-9 interplanetary cargo 

carriers are not normally equipped.  We’ve seen him use both the cloaking device and disruptors during the Battle of 

Starbase 719.  And unlike Cassie, I’ve never availed myself of an opportunity to tour the Erstwhile during the 

periods we’ve been in spacedock, so for all I know he could also have that ship equipped with Romulan plasma 



torpedoes, Cardassian phasers, and a Breen power damper.  Who knows what he might have that he could attack the 

surface of a planet with from orbit?” 

 “Entering asteroid field in one minute, Captain,” reported Lt Breitling. 

 “Very well, Helm.” 

 “The Erstwhile may not even be heading toward the asteroids,” Gera suggested.  “What are you going to do 

if they altered course and are heading right for the planet?” 

 “Hope the Kairn can intercept them in time?” Koester answered, sounding unsure as he watched the slowly 

drifting rocks of the asteroid field move closer to his vessel on the viewscreen. 

 “Wouldn’t that have the same result as making a successful attack on the planet?” Gera asked.  “If I were 

the Kairn, I don’t think I would make any distinction between a failed attack on my homeworld and a successful 

one.” 

 “Then let’s hope the Erstwhile doesn’t get that far and that we find her first, Counselor,” Koester proposed.  

“Sciences, tactical, make sure sensors are at maximum sensitivity.  We have to find that ship!” 

 

* * * * 

 

 Inside the asteroid field, the Erstwhile – operating under its light-bending field of invisibility – maneuvered 

carefully through the field toward an asteroid that had caught Captain Okona’s eye nearly from the moment the 

Erstwhile had neared the orbiting debris field. 

 “Ian, that large asteroid twenty degrees right of center-line…” 

 “I see it, Thadiun,” the first mate acknowledged. 

 “From this angle, doesn’t it look like the head of a Kairn soldier bearing its teeth?” 

 Westwell studied the image on the viewscreen for a moment, even tilting his head slightly for an altered 

angle. 

 “I’m sorry, Thadiun, but you have a better imagination than I do.  All I see is a large rock in space 

measuring about ten kilometers wide from the looks of it,” the man admitted. 

 “Either way, big enough to put a fear of God and the Federation into the Kairn, wouldn’t you agree?” 

 “Of course,” Westwell agreed. 

 “Prepare to extend our cloaking field around that asteroid,” Okona ordered. 

 “Aye,” the Erstwhile’s first mate acknowledged. 

 

* * * * 

 

 Koester was still staring at the main viewer, on which the asteroid field the Dauntless was nearing could be 

seen, when he noticed one of the larger asteroids almost directly ahead waiver – as if seen through water – and fade 

from view. 

 “What the…?” 

 “What is it, Captain,” Counselor Gera asked, quickly looking up toward the viewscreen. 

 “Do you see that gap in the field, grid position six by four?” the captain said, pointing at the viewscreen. 

 “Yes.  Seems unusual there would be that big a hole in the field.” 

 Koester turned and looked at his tactical officer as he said, “There was a large asteroid drifting at that 

position just a few seconds ago.  Had to be at least ten… twelve kilometers in diameter.” 

 “Diverting all forward sensors to grid position six by four,” announced the still-mechanical sounding voice 

of science officer Spot through Koester’s combadge.  As the non-corporeal Daminian adjusted the sensors, Koester 

noticed a subtle change in the drift and rotation of several of the asteroids in the vicinity of the gap where he was 

sure he had seen the large asteroid disappear.  It almost looked like something was bumping into the other asteroids, 

as they changed direction of drift, smaller asteroids suddenly shooting away at odd angles. 

 “Do you see that, Exec?” Koester asked his first officer, again pointing at the viewscreen. 

 “Looks like… something invisible is colliding with them!  Pushing it’s way through!” Arbelo replied. 

 “Quite correct, Commander,” Spot said.  “Sensors are detecting gravimetric readings in that area of the 

asteroid field equivalent to a mass of 6.4 trillion metric tons, roughly the size of the average mid-range asteroid in 

this field.” 

 “Assuming the Erstwhile is capable of extending its cloak around a large asteroid much like we can extend 

our shields, it would still have mass and cause fluctuations in gravity as it passed, would it not?” Koester asked. 

 “Yes, Captain.  A cloaked asteroid still has mass,” Spot confirmed. 



 “Damn.  I think I know what Okona has planned.  Mister Spot, keep sensors locked on that gravimetric 

anomaly,” Koester ordered.  “Mister Breitling, lock the helm into the sensor readings through the science station.  

Plot an intercept course.  It’s got to be the Erstwhile, and we have to stop Captain Okona!” 

 “Captain!” McIntyre exclaimed.  “You realize the Kairn warships in orbit of Rianus II are likely to detect 

almost immediately upon leaving the safety of this asteroid field, right?  They’re not going to know right away that 

we’re chasing an invisible asteroid.” 

 “We don’t have a choice, Mack,” Koester responded.  “As soon as we’re clear of the field, send a tight-

beam transmission back toward the Besiege and have them follow.  We may need their firepower.” 

 “Aye, sir,” McIntyre replied as the last of the floating rocks moved past on the main viewscreen.  

“Transmitting now.” 

 

* * * * 

 

 Cassie Koester jumped as another relay tripped in the engineering control console in the engine room of the 

Erstwhile.  She once again overrode the safety interlock, then returned to monitoring the power output of the cargo 

carrier’s warp core. 

 “He’s got impulse engines, tractor beam, and the cloaking device all running at full power or greater!” the 

ensign remarked to herself, being the only person in the engine room.  “If Thadiun didn’t have me down here 

monitoring his power relays, he’d have lost at least two of those systems already!”  She glanced in the general 

direction of the engine room door as she added, “What the heck is he doing up there that needs all this power?” 

 

* * * * 

 

 “Thadiun!” Westwell said to Okona.  “I’m not sure how, but the Dauntless has evidently detected us 

leaving the asteroid field and is in pursuit.” 

 “I know how,” Okona remarked.  “Even cloaked, the asteroid we’re towing bumped into too many other 

rocks and is causing too large of a gravitational field to miss if you’re paying any attention at all.  Koester and his 

crew are no slackers, I’ll give them that.  But it’s too late.  In fact, this can work to our advantage.  The Dauntless 

will distract the Kairn warships in orbit.  Even assuming Koester and his crew manage to get past the Kairn, by the 

time they are sure exactly where we are, we’ll already have thrown this rock right at that Kairn colony on the surface 

and it will be too late to do anything about it.  Helm, increase speed, full impulse!” 

 “Yes, Commander,” acknowledged the helmsman. 

 At the rear of the Erstwhile’s bridge, Ensign Cassie Koester – who had come to the bridge to ask why 

Okona needed so many high-power-consuming systems all at once if the Erstwhile were simply delivering 

emergency supplies to an occupied planet – had just heard Captain Okona’s plan.  Horrified at having been duped 

into helping keep the ship running for several weeks and by the implication of being associated with potential 

genocide, she quietly backed off the bridge and headed back down to engineering, her mind racing as she tried to 

figure out if there was anything she could do to stop Okona’s plans.  

 

* * * * 

 

 Aboard one of the Kairn battlecruisers in orbit of Rianus II, Daissa Woo’phin was pacing his bridge, 

making his own crew members nervous.  While the prestige of commanding one of only three warships to be 

assigned to protect the homeworld would normally have made his blood run hot all on its own, the fact that the 

majority of the Imperial Fleet was on the opposite side of the Empire fighting the aliens that threatened the Kairn 

homeworld made Woo’phin feel as if he and his ship were being left out, it irritated him, and his irritation showed. 

 Until his sensor monitor alerted him to a new reading. 

 “Daissssssa!  Ssssensorssss have detected two Fed warshipssss emerging from the ssssysssstem’ssss 

assssteroid field on a direct coursssse toward the homeworld… and ussss!” 

 “What?  Fedssss!?  Here?!?” Woo’phin exclaimed in shock.  “Alert the other shipssss.  Ready all 

sssstationssss for battle!  Helm, interssssept coursssse!” 

 Moments later, all three Kairn warships, their weapons systems arming and their missile tubes opening, 

broke orbit from around Rianus II and moved to attack the two approaching Federation starships. 

 

* * * * 

 



 “They’ve definitely seen us, Captain,” McIntyre announced.  “All three Kairn warships have armed 

weapons and opened their missile tubes.” 

 “Riker, hail the Kairn,” Koester ordered.  “Tell them we’re trying to intercept another vessel, currently 

under cloak, that is attempting to attack their homeworld!” 

 “Hailing Kairn vessels,” confirmed Lt Riker.  A moment later he added, “No response.” 

 “Of course not.  Leave it to the Kairn to be even more obstinate than a Klingon!” Koester remarked.  

“Mack, can you lock phasers on the Erstwhile based on our sensor readings?” 

 “Negative, Captain,” McIntyre replied.  “Even if I tried shooting blind, we would have a greater likelihood 

of hitting the cloaked asteroid, not the ship.  And the Kairn might mistake our actions for opening fire on them!” 

 “Good point.  Shields full forward!  This isn’t going to be fun!” 

 Koester watched as the three Kairn warships started to fill his viewscreen. 

 

* * * * 

 

 “Helm, come right three degrees,” Captain Okona ordered. 

 “Captain, that will take us dangerously close to one of the battlecruisers,” the crewman at the helm advised.  

“If they should open fire on the Dauntless, we could get inadvertently caught in the crossfire. 

 “I know,” Okona said.  “But just because I don’t want the Dauntless or Besiege stopping us before we can 

chuck our rock doesn’t mean I’m not willing to help them even the odds somewhat.  Come right three degrees.” 

 Westwell realized what Okona was planning.  “Are you sure this will work, Thadiun?  We’re straining our 

systems as it is right now.  Do you really want to risk a collision?” 

 “If my eyesight hasn’t degraded too much over the years, we should clear that battlecruiser with meters to 

spare.”  Okona smiled slightly as he added, “However, I can’t say the same for the Kairn clearing the asteroid we’re 

towing.” 

 

* * * * 

 

 On the bridge of the second Kairn battlecruiser, an alarm started sounding from the sensor monitor station. 

 “Report!” the warship’s commanding officer demanded. 

 “Ssssenssssorssss have detected a gravimetric abnormality, Daissssssa,” the Kairn monitoring the sensors 

reported.  “Almosssst directly ahead!” 

 The Kairn Daissa looked at his viewscreen, where the only thing that could be seen were the distant stars, 

the asteroid field, and the rapidly closing Fed starship. 

 “I ssssee nothing that could account…” 

 The Daissa’s sentence was cut off as millions of metric tons of rock and metal traveling a fifth the speed of 

light slammed into his vessel, demolishing the warship completely.  The Kairn literally never knew what hit them. 

 

* * * * 

 

 On the Dauntless’ viewscreen, one of the approaching Kairn warships suddenly crumpled at the bow as if 

hit with a massive object before starting to explode.  The explosion was briefly blocked from view by a rippling 

effect as a relatively large asteroid briefly became visible before falling back under cloak, leaving behind a 

spreading cloud of debris. 

 “Captain!  The Kairn warship approaching on our starboard side just broke apart, as if suffering a massive 

collision!” reported the excited-sounding voice of Lt Commander Spot.  On the screen, Koester watched as 

secondary explosion tore apart what little remained of the Kairn warship.  He could also just barely see a slight 

ripple against the stars and the planet they were approaching. 

 “I find it hard to believe that was a coincidence,” Koester said. 

 “You think it was the Erstwhile?” Arbelo asked. 

 “I’m sure of it.  They nearly lost their cloak when the asteroid collided with the Kairn battlecruiser.  

Whether it was accidental or on purpose is debatable, but I’m not about to ignore an opportunity.  Helm, come slight 

right.  Stay on them!” 

 “Captain, the remaining Kairn ships must believe we opened fire on them when their first ship was 

destroyed.  They are now firing their own weapons,” McIntyre reported as the Dauntless maneuvered. 

 “Evasive maneuvers!” Koester ordered.  “Do not return fire!  Besiege can cover us, but we need to reach 

the Erstwhile before Okona does anything we’ll all regret later!” 



 The Dauntless maneuvered to the right, throwing off the Kairn’s aim as the starship passed through the 

expanding debris cloud that moments before had been another Kairn warship, but several disruptor beams still 

managed to connect with the Soveregn-class starship’s shields in passing, weakening them slightly.  The lead Kairn 

warship started to turn to follow the Dauntless and continue the attack when the Leviathan-class Besiege swooped in 

at full impulse, firing its own pulse phaser cannons, which struck the Kairn shields, likewise causing no appreciable 

damage but bringing themselves to the forefront of the Kairn defense.  Both ships turned to meet the Besiege head-

on. 

 “The Besiege seems to have attracted the Kairn’s attention.  We appear to be clear and headed straight 

toward Rianus II, Captain,” helmsman Breitling announced. 

 “‘Appears’ being the key word, Lieutenant,” Koester pointed out.  “Somewhere in front of us is the 

Erstwhile, carrying a really big rock, and if we don’t stop them we’re going to be field testing the theory of what 

killed the dinosaurs on Earth sixty-five million years ago.” 

 “4,500,000 kilometers to standard orbit,” Breitling reported. 

 “Spot?” 

 “Still detecting the gravimetric anomaly, Captain, but not focused enough to make a determination of 

exactly where the Erstwhile is located,” Spot answered.  “Only that it is somewhere ahead of us.” 

 “3,600,000 kilometers to orbit.” 

 “Something has got to happen in the next few seconds!” Arbelo commented. 

 

* * * * 

 

 Aboard the Erstwhile, Ensign Cassie Koester paced back and forth in front of several control consoles in 

engineering.  In the background, the warp core thrummed loudly and rapidly, the vessel’s power generators trying to 

supply several major power-consuming systems at the same time, the Erstwhile’s impulse engines, cloaking device, 

and the tractor beam towing the asteroid Okona intended on striking the planet’s surface with.  The Lucian woman 

racked her brain trying to think of something that would prevent the Erstwhile from releasing the asteroid, 

wondering what her mentor Fleet Captain Koester would do in a situation such as this, when it suddenly hit her. 

 “Instead of keeping it from being released, maybe I can release that asteroid too soon and prevent it from 

hitting the planet!” she said to herself before starting to tap a series of commands into one of the nearby control 

consoles.  She frowned when the message ‘Access Denied’ flashed on the monitor screen.  “No!  Thadiun has the 

tractor beam controls locked out so they can only be accessed on the bridge.” 

 Turning around and leaning on the console, Koester stared at the warp core as it thrummed away, trying to 

figure out another plan before it was too late.  Her eyes were mesmerized by the hypnotic lights and motion of the 

core, as the matter and antimatter mixed to annihilate one another, when a thought suddenly occurred to her. 

 “Thadiun may have locked out the tractor controls, but he gave me access to the engineering controls when 

I volunteered to work down here!”  She quickly turned back to face the console and started entering another series of 

commands into it.  Seconds later she smiled as the emergency engineering shut-down went into effect and the core 

went dark, the thrumming sound quickly fading to silence. 

 

* * * * 

 

 Captain Okona was giving orders to his helmsman, trying to adjust the Erstwhile’s course to just the right 

angle so that the asteroid the vessel was towing would have a short, straight journey to its target – the Kairn city on 

the planet’s surface – when the Erstwhile unexpectedly shuddered and the lights on the bridge dimmed briefly 

before returning to full power. 

 “What was that?” Okona demanded to know.  “What just happened?” 

 “We just lost the warp core, Thadiun,” Westwell reported as he looked at the series of indications appearing 

on his monitor screen.  “Batteries have taken over for life support and gravity, and the fusion reactors are currently 

powering the impulse engines, but we’ve lost all power supplying the cloaking device, weapons systems, and tractor 

beam!” 

 “No!  No, it’s too soon!  We didn’t have a chance to aim the asteroid precisely at the city on the planet’s 

surface yet!” Okona exclaimed.  He then quickly moved over to the console where his first mate sat and ordered, 

“Try and bring all systems back on-line.  We need to…!” 

 “It’s too late!” Westwell explained.  “Both remaining Kairn ships and both Starfleet ships have seen us.  

All four vessels are maneuvering to intercept us.  We have to get out of here or we’re in weapons range of those 

vessels in just over fifteen seconds.” 



 Okona seemed hesitant, unsure.  He looked at the indications on the control console in silence. 

 “Thadiun, the asteroid is on its way toward the planet at 60,000 kilometers per second,” Westwell 

implored.  “Sure, it may not land directly on the city as you planned, but it’s still going to do a hell of a lot of 

damage.  Please…!” 

 “Dammit!” Okona finally spat before turning toward the forward console.  “Helm, get us out of here, 

before any of those ships lock weapons on us or our own asteroid runs us over!” 

 

* * * * 

 

 “Captain, detecting a fifth vessel in the vicinity, bearing dead ahead!” Spot reported. 

 As Spot spoke, the asteroid Koester had briefly seen back in the field faded into view almost directly in 

front of the starship, moving quickly toward the planet in the distance, and right in front of it the cargo carrier 

Erstwhile.  Almost as soon as both ship and asteroid became fully visible, the ship – very small in comparison to the 

cargo it had been towing – maneuvered off toward the right and away from Rianus II. 

 “Captain, the Kairn warships have disengaged from their attack on the Besiege and are heading in our 

direction,” McIntyre reported.  “I guess now they believe our message.” 

 “They’re seeing what we’re seeing and know the implications just as well as we do.  Can they intercept 

before the asteroid reaches the atmosphere?” 

 “Negative.  The asteroid will begin atmospheric entry in 43 seconds.  Kairn warships will not be in 

weapons range for another 57 seconds.” 

 Koester watched as the Erstwhile disappeared off the right side of the main viewscreen, then exchanged a 

look with his first officer. 

 “If I were Captain Okona, I would have remained cloaked until just before the asteroid entered the 

atmosphere.  I wonder what made him drop cloak and head off the way he did?” Koester remarked. 

 “It may be because the Erstwhile suffered some kind of power failure, Captain,” Spot answered.  “Sensors 

indicate the vessel is running on fusion reactors only.  Towing so massive an object may have overloaded their 

power relays, as I believe Captain Okona did not intend to release the asteroid where he did.  It is not on a direct 

course for Rianus II.” 

 “Where is it headed, Commander?” Arbelo asked, sounding hopeful that by chance the asteroid would miss 

the planet entirely. 

 “On its current trajectory, the asteroid will skim Rianus II’s atmosphere, which will slow it enough for 

gravity to eventually pull it down to the planet’s surface.  On its current projected trajectory, it will make one orbit 

before completely entering the atmosphere and striking the planet’s surface on the opposite side, almost a full 180 

degrees from where the Kairn city is located.” 

 “If it’s not going to hit their city and kill them all, do we really care if it lands somewhere out in the 

wasteland desert?” Koester asked. 

 “Yes, Captain, I believe we do,” Spot replied.  “An asteroid that size striking the surface at the speed I’m 

projecting would be the equivalent of 100 million megatons of explosive going off in the planet’s atmosphere.  It 

would blow nearly a quarter of their atmosphere off into space and kick up enough dust and debris as to cause what 

used to be called nuclear winter on Earth.  The planet would still be rendered lifeless in a matter of hours, quite 

similar to what the Kairn did to Lambda Sagittarii II.” 

 “Great,” remarked the captain.  “Lieutenant Riker, order Besiege to intercept the Erstwhile before they have 

a chance to restore their systems and either warp away or cloak again.”  He then spoke over his right shoulder and 

added, “Mack, arm all forward torpedo tubes with quantum torpedoes.  Lock weapons on the asteroid’s center of 

mass.  Stand by to fire.” 

 “Besiege acknowledges the order to intercept the Erstwhile, but advises it will be at least a minute before 

they can be in position to do so,” Lt Riker reported. 

 “All forward torpedo tubes are loaded and armed, Captain.  Standing by to fire.” 

 Koester watched the viewscreen as Rianus continued to grow larger in the background. 

 “800,000 kilometers from atmosphere,” Breitling reported. 

 “God, I hope this works,” Koester said before ordering, “Mack…  Fire!” 

 Colonel McIntyre pressed the trigger on his console.  Immediately each of the three forward torpedo tubes 

on the Dauntless – one located beneath the saucer hull just forward of the captain’s yacht docking port, the other two 

directly beneath the main navigational deflector – each fired six bright white quantum torpedoes.  The eighteen 

weapons streaked through the vacuum of space between the starship and the asteroid, quickly slamming into the 



surface of the space borne rock that was larger than a mountain, each projectile driving deeper and deeper into its 

core before exploding in a flash that caused the viewscreen to waiver as it tried to compensate. 

 For a moment, it appeared nothing more would happen.  If anything, the asteroid was moving faster toward 

the planet due to the impacts.  Then the crew on the bridge of the Dauntless started seeing the cracks on the 

asteroid’s surface begin to widen.  Like icebergs calving off a glacier into the sea, large pieces of the asteroid started 

falling off and drifting apart.  To the cheers of the Dauntless crew, the main mass of the rock cracked into pieces and 

broke apart, dividing further still into smaller and smaller chunks. Koester ordered McIntyre to use the ship’s 

phasers to break the pieces up even more, hoping nothing bigger than a large boulder would survive to enter Rianus 

II’s atmosphere.   Seconds later, some of the debris started entering the atmosphere of the planet, glowing first red, 

then white hot as they heated with atmospheric friction.  The smallest pieces burned up completely.  The larger 

pieces – some as big as whole starships – managed to pass directly over the Kairn city on the surface, leaving long 

streaks of smoke high across the sky, before crashing harmlessly in the desert hundreds and thousands of kilometers 

from the Saurian metropolis.  Tons of dirt was kicked up into the atmosphere, where the winds started spreading it 

across the entire surface of the planet, but as less than a tenth of the asteroid’s original mass survived to hit the 

surface – and the impact was spread over thousands of square kilometers instead of a single huge impact crater – not 

to the degree that it would badly effect Rianus II’s weather, only causing spectacular sunsets for several months to 

follow. 

 “Asteroid debris is making planetfall harmlessly,” Lt Commander Spot confirmed.  “Environmental 

disaster averted, Captain.” 

 “Good.  But we’re not out of the woods yet,” Koester remarked.  “Helm, come about.  We’ve got two Kairn 

warships that I’m sure are pretty upset closing on us right now.  Mack, maintain shields and weapons systems, but 

do not… I repeat… do NOT fire unless we’re fired upon.” 

 The Dauntless, practically in orbit of Rianus II, turned around to face the two approaching Kairn 

battlecruisers.  Both vessels, disruptors armed and missile tubes open, slowed as they neared the Federation starship. 

 “They’re just… sitting there,” Arbelo commented as he studied the two vessels on the viewscreen. 

 “What do you think their intentions are, Skipper?” Chief Kyman asked, his seat at mission ops turned so he 

too could look at the viewscreen.  “Are they going to attack us?” 

 The tension was broken slightly when Lt Riker announced, “USS Besiege just reported they have the 

Erstwhile in a tractor beam and are towing them out of the system.  Apparently Captain Okona put up little 

resistance once Besiege caught up to them.” 

 “Good,” Fleet Captain Koester remarked.  “Maybe with the Kairn’s attention on us, Besiege and Erstwhile 

can warp out of the system and survive long enough to get back to Home Plate and let everyone know what 

happened here.” 

 “Captain,” Lt Colonel McIntyre announced.  “We’re being hailed by the lead Kairn vessel.”  The colonel 

paused for a second before adding, “Visual transmission.” 

 Koester exchanged a look of surprise with Arbelo – the Kairn generally preferred audio-only 

communication when dealing with alien races – before saying to the Marine tactical officer, “On screen, Mack.”  He 

then stood as he said, “This is Fleet Captain Peter J. Koester of the Federation starship USS Dauntless.” 

 The main viewer blinked to the image of the Kairn vessel’s bridge.  A heavy mist filled the air, tinted 

orange from the lights and console screens around the space, while vines hung from some of the bulkheads in the 

background. 

 A single Kairn officer stood at the center of the image.  It was hard to tell, as Kairn emotion was difficult to 

decipher, but he looked either puzzled… or hungry. 

 “I am Daissssssa Woo’phin of the Kairn Imperial Vessssssel Bevrijder.” 

 Koester waited several moments, expecting his Kairn counterpart to say something more, but the Saurian 

officer seemed content to simply stare at the image on his screen as if studying his adversary.  Finally, after figuring 

he had waited long enough, Koester stated, “You hailed us, Daissa.  Are we going to talk, or should we just start 

shooting at one another again like our fleets have been doing for the past six months?” 

  “Thissss war wassss not sssstarted by ussss, Fleet Captain Koesssster,” Woo’phin remarked.  “We only 

intended to bring it to an end by eliminating the threat your battlesssstation pressssented.” 

 “Your empire attacked our starbase and our fleet without provocation…,” Koester started to say. 

 “You claim an attack on our homeworld issss not provocation?” Woo’phin interrupted. 

 “First, until very recently we had no idea Rianus II was your homeworld, Daissa.  As far as the Federation 

and Starfleet knew, your homeworld was the system close to the blue nebula two sectors away on the other side of 

the Morain Alliance.” 



 “That issss merely our Throneworld,” Woo’phin remarked.  “It issss of little conssssequenssse to the Kairn.  

But when your battlecruiser appeared in orbit over Kairn…!” 

 “Second, we did not ATTACK your homeworld,” Koester interrupted.  “Our starship, which is merely a 

vessel of exploration, was simply investigating what appeared to us as an unusual example of a class-M world with 

what looked like a pre-industrial level society living on it.  They had no intentions of attacking and would happily 

have withdrawn if simply asked.  The Kairn were the first to open fire on the starship Sarek and her crew.” 

 “And how would the Fedssss have reacted were you to disssscover a Kairn warship in orbit of your 

Throneworld of Earth?” 

 “Unless your ship arrived prior to four hundred of our years ago, there is no way you could approach Earth 

undetected,” Koester countered.  “And as long as your intentions appeared peaceful, we would welcome you in 

friendship until you proved your intentions otherwise.” 

 Woo’phin looked through the viewscreen skeptically.  “I find your claimssss extremely hard to believe, 

Fleet Captain Koesssster.  At leasssst until today.  You could have let the assssteroid hit our Mother World and wipe 

out our capital, yet you deliberately plasssed your ship in harmssss way to prevent exactly that occurrenssse.  Why?” 

 A glimmer of hope started to develop within Koester.  He exchanged a glance with his COB before asking, 

“Our war started because you believed the Federation was attacking your homeworld.  How have today’s events 

affected your beliefs, Daissa?  After all, three ‘enemy’ vessels appeared to be attacking your homeworld once 

again.” 

 “I am a ssssoldier of the Empire, but I am no fool, Fleet Captain Koesssster,” Woo’phin responded.  “It 

wassss only one ship, a ship that issss not a part of your Fed Sssstarfleet, that tried to attack our homeworld.  You 

rissssked your livessss and your shipssss to capture that vessssssel and prevent the desssstruction of Kairn.  For that, 

I musssst give you the benefit of the doubt.  But note assss well, I have not ordered either of my shipssss to 

dissssarm or power down weaponssss.” 

 “Neither have I,” Koester stressed.  “But I hold out hope in the fact that neither of us has opened fire on the 

other to this point either.  We’re talking.  And in talking, perhaps we can find common ground?” 

 “Unlikely,” Woo’phin remarked.  “Your mammalian thought processssssessss are far too alien for ussss.  

But I am willing to recommend we at leasssst try.  Thoussssandssss have died in thissss war already.  

Thoussssandssss… perhapssss millionssss more will die if we do not bring it to an end.” 

 “My thoughts exactly,” Koester replied with a smile.  “You see?  Our thought processes aren’t all that 

different after all.” 

 “We shall ssssee, Fleet Captain Koesssster,” Woo’phin remarked.  “It will take more than just two warship 

commanderssss to bring thissss war to an end.  What do you proposssse?” 

 “A message has already been dispatched to your Imperial government requesting negotiations take place on 

neutral ground.  Would you be willing to endorse this idea with your government?” 

 “I will, if you agree to withdraw from thissss sssstar ssssysssstem peacefully and never enter it again.” 

 “Helm, plot a course toward home,” Koester ordered with a nod.  He then addressed Woo’phin once more 

as he said, “I would like to think this is the first of many cooperative steps toward peace between our cultures, 

Daissa Woo’phin.” 

 “Assss do I, Fleet Captain Koesssster,” Woo’phon agreed. 

 “Captain, course plotted and laid in,” Lieutenant (JG) Carter Breitling reported. 

 “Very well, Helm.  Ahead full impulse until we’ve left the confines of this star system, then maximum 

sustainable warp until we catch up to the Besiege and Erstwhile.”  Koester then addressed his Kairn counterpart as 

he said, “I hope we meet again someday, Daissa Woo’phin.  But not on the battlefield.  Dauntless, out.” 

 “Assss do I, Fleet Captain Koesssster.  Bevrijder, out.” 

 A moment later the viewscreen returned to the image of space, with the two Kairn warships passing close 

overhead, returning to the orbit of their planet. 

 “Do you trust them, Skipper?” Chief Kyman asked, looking at the captain. 

 “About as far as I can throw one of their battlecruisers right now, COB.  But they do appear to be letting us 

go unmolested, so I’ll accept that gesture for now,” Koester replied before addressing Colonel McIntyre.  “Mack, 

maintain alert status and keep shields and weapons at the ready until we’re well beyond Alpha Rianus.” 

 “Aye, Captain,” McIntyre replied with a half-smile. 

 

* * * * 

 



 Thadiun Okona stormed down to the engine room of the Erstwhile, his rage almost murderous, Westwell 

following close behind hoping to stop his friend and commander from doing anything rash or illegal if what he 

suspected had occurred was what had actually occurred. 

 The doors slid open before the pair and they entered the engine room, where the primary warp core was 

still dark.  “Cassie!” Okona called out.  “Cassie, where are you?” 

 “Right here, Thadiun,” the Lucian Starfleet officer replied, stepping out from behind some equipment 

across the room where it appeared she may have been hiding.  Her expression was a mixture of both fear and 

defiance. 

 “What did you do?!?” Okona demanded, stepping over to her in only three steps.  “I was trying to bring this 

war to an end!” 

 “What were YOU trying to do??” Koester countered.  “You told me we were delivering emergency 

supplies to a planet occupied by the Kairn, not that we were going to wipe out an entire planet’s population!  I 

stopped genocide on a planetary scale,” Koester responded, trying not to cower as Okona loomed over her. 

 “One Kairn colony cannot be considered genocide.  I was only trying to send them a message, that we can 

be as ruthless as they are if they push us far enough!  Why would you stop me?” 

 “How can you ask me that, after lying to me in order to keep me aboard your ship and working in your 

engine room?” 

 “I didn’t invite you to be here, you came of your own accord.  And once here, you eat our food and breathe 

our air.  I normally charge passengers a small pile of credits for passage on my ship!  What would you have me do 

with you?  Toss you out an airlock like I’m very tempted to do right now?” 

 “Thadiun!  No!  You wouldn’t!” Westwell protested. 

 Okona looked at his first mate, his anger lessening somewhat before he turned back to Koester. 

 “If it weren’t for the feeling you’ve brought out in me over the last six months, I would more than willingly 

shove into an airlock and cycle it.  I thought we had something together, but you betrayed me!  Metaphorically 

stabbed me in the back!  Why would you do such a thing, Cassie?” 

 Koester looked as if she were shocked Okona would even ask her such a question.  She glanced down at the 

uniform she was wearing before looking at Okona with anger in her eyes and replying, “Because I swore an oath to 

Starfleet and the Federation.  Even here, aboard your ship, I’m still a Starfleet officer, and I couldn’t let you commit 

the atrocity you were about to attempt.” 

 “Atrocity?!?  Do you even know the meaning of the word?  Have you any idea what the Kairn have done to 

worlds they occupied?  What they did on Selerus when…?” 

 Okona’s sentence was cut off as the Erstwhile shuddered.  Okona, Westwell, and Koester all looked around 

for a moment until the intercom on the main engineering console sounded. 

 “Bridge to Captain Okona.” 

 “What is it, Greshham?” Okona asked. 

 “Captain, the Besiege has just come alongside and locked a tractor beam on us.  Should I try and break us 

away?” 

 Okona glared angrily at Ensign Koester in silence for a moment before taking a deep breath and slowly 

releasing it.  “No,” he finally said, a tone of defeat in his voice.  “Don’t fight them.  Without our warp core 

functioning we would never have the power to break away.  Just hail Captain McLeod.  I wish to talk with him.” 

 Okona started to turn toward the door to return to the bridge when he quickly turned back, pointing a finger 

at Koester. 

 “Get her off my ship.  I no longer want her here.” 

 

* * * * 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Captain’s log, stardate 65567.9: 

USS Dauntless, in the company of USS Sarek, USS Besiege, USS Bellerophon, USS 

Triton, IKV Hem bortaStaH, and UFNS Vedrex, is en route to the planetoid code named 

Panmunjom, located in neutral space between the Morain Alliance, the Kairn Empire, 

and the Fifth Fleet Area of Responsibility with Rear Admirals Val’ri Raiajh and Kathryn 

Janeway and Fleet Commander Vice Admiral Penji Fil – in his role as Federation 

Ambassador-at-Large – aboard.  A cease fire was declared between the Federation and 

its allies and the Kairn Empire after the incident with the Erstwhile in the Alpha Rianus 

system, and it is now our hope that we can sign a peace treaty with the Kairn that will 

officially end our war and open diplomatic relations in the hopes of avoiding any similar 

misunderstandings in the future. 

Koester, commanding Dauntless, out. 
 

 

 The three admirals of the fleet – Fil, Janeway, and Raiajh – and their aides stepped out of the briefing 

lounge and onto the bridge of the starship Dauntless.  Fleet Captain Koester turned his chair to face them as they all 

walked out, curious about what they had spent almost twelve hours doing. 

 “ETA to Panmunjom, current speed, is six hours, Admiral Fil,” the commander of the Dauntless informed.  

“We have received word that the Kairn plan on arriving shortly after we do.  Are you ready to meet with the Kairn 

representatives?” 

 “I hope so,” the Catullan admiral and ambassador replied, holding up a large padd.  “Val’ri, Kathryn and I 

just spent the entire night drafting a treaty that we hope will cover all aspects of our ongoing relationship with the 

Kairn Empire.  We received input from General Ke’reth and Commander T’Lees that cover their interests in our 

interactions with the Kairn.  Now all we need is the input of the Morain once we reach the planetoid.”  Fil then 

looked at his fellow flag officers and said, “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to catch a brief nap and a sonic shower 

before our meetings at Panmunjom begin.” 

 “I will as well,” Raiajh agreed.  “It’s been a long night.”  She then looked at her aide and said, “Marie?” 

 “Coming, Admiral.” 

 Both Fil and Raiajh and their two aides walked to the nearest turbolift and disappeared inside as Janeway 

stepped down between the center seat and the one to its right. 

 “You’re dismissed, Lieutenant,” Janeway told her flag lieutenant, prompting the young officer to likewise 

head for the nearest turbolift and bed as Janeway took a seat in the chair normally used by the starship’s first officer. 

 “Don’t you want to get some sleep before we arrive at Panmunjom too, Kate?” Koester asked. 

 “I will.  I just figured we could talk a little while we had the chance.  God knows we haven’t had much 

opportunity to in the last six months.”  She then leaned closer to Koester as she asked, “Do you think this all will 

work?  That the Kairn will actually be willing to sit down with us and negotiate a truce?” 

 “I have to believe it will, Kate,” Koester said.  “The Kairn are not all blood-lusting berzerkers, though 

that’s the way they seem when you first encounter them.  There is a logic to their actions and reactions, though 

sometimes that logic may seem very alien to us.  And if the Federation could sign a peace treaty with the Klingon 

Empire after more than seventy years of hostility between the two political entities, we should be able to do the same 

with the Kairn after only a single decade.  That’s why we need Panmunjom.  A place we can rationally discuss our 

differences and perhaps work on mutual solutions to problems when we encounter them.” 

 “It appears to already be working,” Janeway remarked.  When Koester made an expression that indicated 

he did not understand what she meant, the admiral clarified, “This isn’t common knowledge, so don’t tell anyone I 

told you this; While you and McLeod were busy stopping Okona from destroying the Kairn homeworld, we received 

intelligence reports that a new wave of attack ships and soldiers was being amassed on the Kairn Throneworld.  If 

you had not managed to initiate the cease fire when you did, Starbase 719 was within weeks – perhaps days – of 

being attacked again, and I can’t guarantee we could have won a second battle, especially if Okona’s personal 

mission had been successful.” 

 “Then it’s a good thing we managed to stop him,” Koester agreed.  “And speaking of Captain Okona, 

what’s happening with him and the Erstwhile crew?” 

 “Not a lot… Unfortunately, in my opinion,” Janeway said with a tone of disgust.  “He’s not Starfleet, so we 

can’t bring him up on charges of breaking the Prime Directive or Starfleet rules of warfare, in spite of the fact he 

was ‘contacted’ by the Fifth Fleet to help defend your starbase.  Since the incident in question occurred outside the 

Typhon Sector, he was technically not under contract at the time.” 



 “What about kidnapping a Starfleet officer?  Surely he can charged with that?” 

 “Ensign Koester’s testimony aboard the Besiege during your return trip made it clear the crew was unaware 

she was aboard the Erstwhile when it departed the station.  Not even Okona himself knew she was there.  

Apparently over the last few months she developed a habit of beaming aboard unannounced to spend time with 

Okona.  But no, Ensign Koester gets a written reprimand in her record for missing movement and being absent 

without authorization and Captain Okona gets his master’s license suspended for three months and fined several 

thousand credits for filing a false flight plan and an admonishment never to do it again.” 

 “And all’s well that ends well, I suppose,” Koester remarked with a slight tone of disgust of his own. 

 “All’s well that ends in successful treaty negotiations,” Janeway remarked.  “I guess it will all depend on 

how stubborn the Kairn are willing to be when it comes to their input into this treaty?  Any idea what their demands 

might entail?” 

 “The dismantling of Starbase 719 and turning the entire AOR over to their empire?” Koester joked. 

 “God, I hope not,” Janeway remarked.  “It took three admirals nearly twelve hours to come up with what 

we have already.  If the Kairn decide to be difficult, these negotiations could take days or weeks to complete!” 

 “Truthfully, I’m surprised it only took twelve hours for three admirals to write up a treaty,” Koester 

commented with a smile.  “I bet your aides did most of the typing, or else the three of you would have been in there 

another week trying to figure out how to operate the computer.” 

 Janeway glared at Koester good-naturedly before covering her mouth with one hand as she yawned, then 

stretched her arms above her head. 

 “I hear a bunk calling my name,” she remarked to the captain as she got up out of the chair.  “Be sure I’m 

awake before we enter orbit over Panmunjom.” 

 “Aye, aye, Admiral,” Koester replied with a mock salute.  “Pleasant dreams, Kate.” 

 “Thanks,” Janeway said as she moved toward the nearby turbolift.  “See you in a few hours.” 

 As the turbolift doors swished shut once again, Koester returned his attention to the main viewscreen and 

the Doppler lines of stars passing at warp.  “Steady as she goes, Helm,” he ordered. 

 

* * * * 

 

Stardate 65585 

Main Hall 

Joint Security Area 

Planetoid Code Name: Panmunjom 

 

 The room they were all gathered in was twelve by six meters, with a thick yellow line running lengthwise 

across the center, including up each opposite wall and on top of and on the floor beneath a large conference table.  

On one side of the table sat Ambassador Fil – Admirals Raiajh and Janeway, Captains Koester, Sutherland, McLeod, 

K’danz, and Tomkins, Klingon General Ke’reth, Romulan Commander T’Lees, and Morain Commodore Des’pair-O 

standing in a line behind the Catullan official, all in dress uniform.  Directly opposite them, on the other side of the 

line, sat the Kairn Ambassador, Altorr, and behind him a similar row of Kairn military officers, including Daissa 

Woo’phin standing directly across from Fleet Captain Koester. 

 “It has taken almost a week of negotiations to finally come to this agreement.  This treaty accomplishes 

several objectives,” Fil stated as he slid a large padd across the line on the table to his alien counterpart while 

keeping a second identical padd in front of himself.  On the screen was displayed the text of the new treaty in both 

standard on one side and the Kairn written language on the other.  “First and foremost, it brings this war between us 

to an end.  Second, it establishes a firm border between the Kairn Empire, the Morain Alliance, and the Federation 

Fifth Fleet and our allies – including several neutral zones.  Third, it officially establishes this Joint Security Area – 

designated Panmunjom – as a neutral meeting point between the Kairn Empire, Morain Alliance, United Federation 

of Planets, and our allies for the purpose of diplomatically resolving future conflicts without new bloodshed.  The 

JSA will be administered equally by both the Kairn Empire and the UFP and our allies.” 

 Altorr scrolled through the wording of the new treaty.  As usual, the emotions of the Kairn diplomat – the 

first in the reptilian race’s history – were impossible to read.  Finally the Kairn looked directly at Fil and said, 

“Thissss treaty esssstablishessss an official border around ‘known Kairn sssspassse.’  I need a more definitive 

desssscription of what is conssssidered known Kairn sssspassse by your Federation.  We will not csssede Mother 

World to you, the Morain, or any other sssspecsssiessss!” 



 “If you will access appendix B, you will see a star chart of the proposed borders,” Fil explained, calling up 

the stated chart on his own padd.  “Your Mother World, in the system we have designated Alpha Rianus and the 

Morain call Ch’chrp S’rpens’a, will be within a nearly two sector large area under Kairn authority.” 

 Altorr again scrolled through the written language of the treaty.  After several minutes he again looked at 

Fil, saying, “I do not ssssee the clausssse resssstricting ussss to ‘known Kairn sssspassse’.” 

 “That’s because there is no such clause,” Fil replied, a little puzzled.  “Why would we require you to exile 

within your home space?” 

 “Issssn’t that what all thissss… diplomasssy… issss about?” Altorr asked.  “The confinement of the Kairn 

Empire for attacking you and not having the ability to ssssucsssessssssfully conquer you?” 

 “We have no intention to confine the Kairn Empire, any more than we would want the Federation and 

Starfleet to be prevented from continued exploration of the galaxy.  In fact, if you look at Article VI, the treaty 

proposes cooperation between our space fleets in the exploration of what Starfleet calls the Fifth Fleet AOR while 

we offer our assistance in helping the Kairn expand – as you have stated you need to do in order to survive – as long 

as it’s into systems that are not already populated.” 

 Altorr turned and looked at the Kairn military officers standing behind them.  They in turn seemed to stare 

at the Starfleet officers lining the opposite side of the room.  Fleet Captain Koester could not help but feel like he 

was being appraised like a fine steak dinner as one of the Kairn bared his teeth slightly before, one by one, each 

military officer nodded at the Kairn ambassador. 

 “I have only one remaining quesssstion,” Altorr remarked.  “What issss thissss… ‘Officer Exchange’?  I 

will not acsssept the implication that the Kairn Empire hassss not the honor to abide by any treaty we ssssign 

without the usssse of military offissserssss assss hosssstagessss to assssssure our behavior!”  A barely audible growl 

emerged from the Kairn ambassador’s throat. 

 Fil glanced back at Admiral Janeway, who had suggested the addition of the offer of implementing the 

Starfleet OEP in the language of the new treaty.  He then looked back at Altorr and explained, “The Officer 

Exchange Program is something Starfleet initiated about twenty of our years ago, originally with the Klingons.  It 

has nothing to do with holding anyone hostage to assure the behavior of our adversaries.  It is a voluntary program 

where you would send one or more of your military officers to serve a period of time in our Starfleet and we would 

send one or more of our officers to serve in your Imperial fleet.” 

 “To what end?  Esssspionage?” Daissa Woo’phin asked.  “Thissss we would not allow either!” 

 Janeway stepped forward, standing close to the negotiation table as she replied, “No, of course not.  The 

program is supposed to allow the opportunity for each of our cultures to learn about the other by experiencing it 

closely for themselves.  We have had several Starfleet officers serve aboard Klingon warships and several Klingon 

officers serve aboard Federation starships, and what we learned has allowed both fleets to operate together in greater 

harmony and understanding, as was seen during the Dominion War.” 

 Altorr glanced back at the military officers lined up behind him, as if asking for opinions.  No words were 

spoken, and only Woo’phon shrugged his shoulders. 

 “Thissss issss ssssomething we will have to disssscussssss with the Counsssil,” Altorr finally remarked. 

 “Very well,” said Fil.  “As we said, it’s voluntary, but it could only help encourage understanding between 

us.  Otherwise, do you find everything proposed in the treaty in order?” 

 Altorr glanced down at the padd once again before looking back up at Fil and saying, “We find the termssss 

assss you explain them acssseptable.”  Altorr then leaned forward slightly, addressing Fil specifically.  “I will never 

undersssstand you Fedssss.  Were our positionssss reversed, were the Empire the victor in thissss conflict, we would 

have annihilated you and your Federation.  Not offered you a voissse in shaping a mutual future.” 

 “And perhaps that is your first lesson about us,” Fil replied.  “A lesson that one of your warship 

commanders has already learned.”  Fil nodded toward Woo’phin.  “That we are not out to conquer and control.  We 

simply wish to improve the lives of our citizens and increase our knowledge of the universe around us, and we’re 

not unwilling to offer help when we are able, even to those who have declared themselves our enemies.” 

 “You mammalssss are too confussssing,” Altorr remarked with a shake of his head as he sat back in his 

seat.  “It musssst have ssssomething to do with your hot blood infecting your brainssss.”  The Kairn ambassador 

then pushed his thumb against the reader on the padd, signing the treaty on behalf of the Kairn Empire. 

 “Being hot-blooded is not something of which I am often accused,” Fil replied to the additional confusion 

of his counterpart before he too placed his thumbprint on the padd reader.  He then reached his hand across the table, 

stopping just above the thick yellow line.  Altorr stared at the hand for a moment, apparently unsure what the gesture 

meant, until Fil moved it in a way that indicated it was a gesture of offering.  Slowly, the Kairn ambassador raised 

his own hand and, hesitatingly, grasped Fil’s. 



 “Here’s to a more understanding relationship, Ambassador Altorr.”  The Saurian nodded.  Fil then glanced 

back over his shoulder and remarked, “The war is officially ended!”  Applause erupted among the gathered Starfleet, 

Klingon, Romulan, and Morain officers, applause that were copied – if not entirely understood – by the Kairn 

military officers across the room. 

 

* * * * 

 

Admiral’s personal log: 

Following the signing of the Panmunjom Treaty and the transmission of the subspace 

message officially bringing the war to an end to the Federation Council on Earth, the 

Kairn Imperial Grand Council on Throneworld, and the Alliance Parliament on Morain, 

Fleet Captain Koester and the crew of the USS Dauntless hosted an official reception in 

their 10-Forward Lounge, inviting all the participants.  To our great surprise, the Kairn 

were very enthusiastic about the Klingon cuisine provided by General Ke’reth. 

Penji Fil, out. 
 

 

 Very late that evening, Ensign Cassie Koester and her cabinmate, Ensign Lucy Richardson, walked down 

the corridor on deck 8 toward their shared quarters.  It was quarter-past midnight, ship’s time, and both had been 

relieved of their watch only a few minutes earlier and were looking forward to getting back to their quarters, eating a 

quick meal, and going to bed. 

 “So you actually volunteered to work in the engine room?” Richardson asked. 

 “I figured it was better than just sitting around in Captain Okona’s quarters with nothing to do but worry 

about what would happen to me once I got back to the Dauntless,” Ensign Koester replied.  “I believed him when he 

told me his ship was on a mercy mission, and the Erstwhile is certainly no starship.  No holodecks.  No crew’s 

lounge to speak of except this one tiny room with a table for four and two replicators.  I figured I could at least help 

keep the engines running so the mercy mission would be over that much faster.  I had no clue we were being 

pursued.” 

 “How did you feel when you found out they were actually planning on attacking the Kairn?” Richardson 

asked just as the pair reached their stateroom and the door swished open.  As they stepped inside, the room’s 

lighting – which had been extremely low – returned to normal brightness and they noticed a man wearing a bone-

white dress uniform sitting at the desk inside.  Richardson’s eyes went wide in shock as she recognized the man. 

 “Attention on deck!” Richardson exclaimed, coming to a full state of attention as Fleet Captain Peter J. 

Koester stood up and stepped closer. 

 “Ensign Richardson, you are dismissed,” Koester said to the young human woman. 

 “Aye, Captain,” Richardson replied, quickly turning and heading back out the door with a quick glance at 

Cassie Koester. 

 As the door swished shut, Cassie started to say, “Hi…” 

 “You are in the presence of your Commanding Officer, Ensign.  I did not order you at ease,” Koester 

remarked, anger in his voice.  Immediately and instinctively, Cassie resumed her stance at attention.  Koester then 

started circling around the Ensign as he spoke. 

 “Of all my crew, of the more than seven hundred and fifty beings of every species and description under 

my command, you were the last person I would have expected this of…!”  Koester paused directly in front of 

Cassie, her eyes trying to continue to look straight ahead.  “You never answered Ensign Richardson.  How DID you 

feel when you realized you were helping a rogue in his attempt to wipe out the entire population of a planet?” 

 Cassie’s eyes glanced upward slightly at the taller officer.  It took a moment and a failed attempt before she 

worked up enough nerve for her voice to be heard. 

 “P… Permission to speak, sir?” 

 “I asked you a question, Ensign.  I expect an answer,” the captain replied. 

 Cassie again looked up, though her eyes did not betray her nervousness quite as badly as she said, “To be 

honest, I was horrified.  I had trusted Thad… Captain Okona.  I believed him when he told me the Erstwhile was 

making a delivery to a planet occupied by the Kairn.”  Koester’s expression changed slightly, looking even more 

skeptical if possible.  “Admittedly,” Cassie continued, “it technically was the truth.  But I never would have believed 

he had such a desire for vengeance in him, not even after what he told me about his friends living in the Sagetterii 

colony.  I never would have knowingly helped him carry out such a plan.  I mean, especially when you consider who 



and what I am?  My home, the only home I knew before you rescued me, was destroyed by asteroids crashing into 

its surface.” 

 Koester looked at Cassie for several seconds, his skeptical expression gone.  He then resumed pacing the 

length of the small junior officer’s stateroom as he said, “I can’t overlook the fact that you left this starship without 

informing anyone – particularly your department head – where you would be, and as a result you were absent 

without authorization.” 

 “I would have been back here on time for my watch if Th… Captain Okona had not left Starbase 719 so 

unexpectedly,” Cassie protested. 

 “It is your job as a Starfleet officer to expect the unexpected, Ensign,” Koester rebuked.  “However, I must 

also admit that, were it not for your intervention, Okona would likely have been successful in his plan to completely 

destroy the Kairn Mother City…” 

 “He had no idea Rianus II was the Kairn homeworld!” Cassie protested.  “He thought it was just a small 

colony, like we all did!” 

 “Ignorance of the fact would not have changed the outcome if he had been successful.  If Okona had 

managed to release that asteroid at the position and course he was planning, nothing the Dauntless would have done 

could have stopped it!  But thanks to you, we were able to stop the attack with minimal damage to Rianus II, and our 

risking our lives and ship showed the Kairn another side of us they were unaware of until that point, and that’s 

probably the only reason you’re still wearing that uniform right now.” 

 Koester finally stopped pacing, looking at Cassie with a mixture of sadness and concern.  He then sat down 

on the edge of Cassie’s bunk, his hands folded in his lap.  He finally said, “At ease, Cassie,” then patted the mattress 

next to him.  Cassie finally relaxed, taking a deep breath before moving over and sitting down next to her mentor. 

 “I warned you about Okona,” Koester said, putting an arm around his protégé’s shoulders.  “I told you to be 

careful around him, that he was not the kind of man you are used to.” 

 “I know,” Cassie admitted, her eyes looking down toward the deck.  “And you were right.” 

 “Unfortunately, because of his actions, he’s had his license suspended and the Erstwhile is impounded for 

the duration at Starbase 719, a place we’re likely going to be spending some time while the formal technicalities of 

the new treaty are worked out.  I would really appreciate it if you didn’t go sneaking off to spend time with him 

aboard his ship.  If anything, make use of the facilities aboard the station.” 

 “You don’t have to worry about that,” Cassie responded, finally turning her head to look at Koester again.  

“Captain Okona made it quite clear before I left his ship that after my… ‘betrayal’ of him – his exact words – he no 

longer wants to see me or have anything to do with me.”  Cassie now placed her own arm around Koester’s back.  “I 

probably won’t even be leaving the ship anytime we’re in spacedock for the next few months.” 

 “Well, we have some pretty interesting holosuite programs here too,” Koester remarked, squeezing Cassie 

tight before getting up.  He looked down at her, her face looking back at him hopefully as he said, “I am proud of 

you, in spite of everything.  Proud of the fact that, when it came down to it, your oath to your duty meant more to 

you than fleeting affection.  In spite of it all, I’m proud of you as an officer and proud of you as a member of my 

crew.” 

 “Thank you…, sir.” 

 “Now get some rest.  You’re going to need it,” Koester said as he started to head for the door.  When 

Cassie gave him another puzzled expression, Koester explained, “We’ve been quite busy since we departed the 

Rianus system, getting Panmunjon ready and arranging for the signing of the treaty.  But now that things will be a 

little calmer around here, I’ve instructed Lieutenant Riker to assign you extra duties as punishment for what you put 

us through.  That’s going to include double shifts on the bridge for the next several months so I don’t have to hear 

about Lieutenant Hagen whining anymore.” 

 Cassie appeared about to protest, prompting a raised eyebrow on Koester’s face.  The Ensign thought better 

of what she was about to do, and instead simply said, “Aye, sir.  I understand.” 

 Koester paused in the threshold of the door and looked back inside. 

 “Good night, En… Cassie.” 

 “Good night,” Cassie replied.  And as the door swished shut, she continued to stare at the closed door 

longingly. 

 

The End 


