Four Friendships and a Team

By: Reyka Sivao

1. Sarda and Piper

The first time they met was the first year at thademy:
genetics class, lab partners by random draw.

Sarda had no particular hopes for his partner—thvere
only six other Vulcans in his year at all, and nonthis
class. Most of his classmates were human, thoaegh h
also felt the presence of a Betazoid. While herfad
particular desire to be partnered with a humawpitld at
least be preferable to working closely with an uelsked
telepath.

“You and you,” said a bored-looking professor’sistsst,
and his new human partner smiled grimly in his gaine
direction.

“I hope you're better at this than | am,” she saxkn
before telling him her name. “This is way outsidg
field.”

Sarda suppressed a sigh of resigned annoyance.
“Then why are you in the class?”

The woman shrugged. “l wanted to try my hand at
something off the beaten path.”



Sarda’s brow furrowed. “It is not logical to attetra
course that you know is beyond you.”

The human shrugged again. “l won’t know if it istilil
try.” She held up her hand in an aborted-handshake
turned-wave. “Piper,” she said.

Sarda clasped his hands behind his back and nodded
stiffly. “Sarda.”

Piper grinned. “Another one-namer, | guess? bgbv
heard Vulcans were. I've also always heard yogsgu
were good at science, so | hope that one’s algo’tru

“| also possess a clan designation,” said Sarda, no
particularly wishing to talk about that, “whichsgsanilar to
a last name. However, as a Vulcan, | am likelgego
approximately thirty-seven percent better at fields
involving large-scale models, statistics, and menabion
than denizen of Earth.”

“I'm not from Earth,” said Piper offhandedly, “bpbint
taken. I'd take offence, but I'm probably goingstack at
this class anyway.”

Sarda couldn’t quite suppress a frown. He hadtake
class because it was a basic course for any ddikace
paths, and he had carefully considered all of ptgoas
before selecting his course schedule. He couldatiobm
deliberately choosing a course he would likely &iwhen
he did not have to.

“...illogical,” was all he managed out loud.



“Yeah, well, | value a breadth of experience. I'm
command track—I figure at least a passing famtlyasiith
as many fields as possible is a prerequisite.”

“It is not a requirement.”

“l require it,” she said more sharply. “I'm not ggito run
into a situation where | have to redntirely on other
people to even understand it. Not if | can help it

Sarda opened if mouth to indicate that that nats
something she could control, but the instructoernipted
by calling the class to order.

It should have been a painful class, assigned g@&@rtmith
an utterly illogical human who even admitted theg tlass
was not her strength, but somehow it was not.hAtery
least, she did not attempt to touch him, a courédistpo
many students either were ignorant of or chosgriore.
Beyond that, she did try. She made a habit of ngrearly
to the lab to work on the problems that puzzled aed
Sarda (who made a habit of coming early to evenghi
often found himself explaining concepts that thetrimctor
had not adequately covered.

“Oh,” said Piper, and her eyes lit up as she finall
understood. “Sarda, | swear you're the only reddtave
a C average in this class. Have | thanked yolyl&be
being a lifesaver?”

“Approximately one point two times a week,” said&g
but he found that the unnecessary repetition waaso
much of an annoyance as it should have been.



Piper laughed. “Good.”

Time slipped by again, and they finished out tlass—
Piper with a hard-won C, Sarda with an unsurpriging

“Thanks for everything,” said Piper on the last ddy
class. “It's been good being partners with yowrrl
couldn’t bring more to the mix.”

Sarda nodded slightly. “It has been an...enlightgnin
experience.”

Piper grinned. “Till next time, then.”

2: Scanner and Sarda

Scanner shoved his last suitcase in the genesgititin of
the bed and glanced around.

“Is that everything?” said his mother. “Are yousyou'll
be all right here? Have you got everything yon&ded?”

Scanner grinned. “I'nfine, mom.”

“Do you have your class schedule?” asked his fattige
sure and find out where everything is ahead of .time

“I know, | know,” said Scanner, and pouted. “Doydu
guystrust me?”

“Not on your life,” said his sister with a snoftwho'’s
going to remind you to stop and eat or sleep wimenget
stuck tinkering with your toys for hours on end?”

Scanner raised a hand in protest, and then drappgdin.



“Lwell.”

His sister rounded on his new roommate, who watiynea
unpacking his luggage on his side of the room gndring
them all. “You,” she said, pointing. “My littlerbther’s
new roommate.”

The Vulcan looked up in what was probably confasio

“Keep an eye on him, will you? Make sure he doedo’
anythingtooidiotic? Remind him that he’s actually
biological, and not mechanical like his toys?”

“Spoken like a biologist,” muttered Scanner. “bifine,
sis!”

His sister glared at him before glancing back at th
Vulcan. “I'm serious,” she insisted. “I'm suretieturn he
could whip you up a tachyon circuit out of staplensl a
toothbrush or something—"

“...that doesn’t even begin to...”
“—bput could you please just watch out for him Hdi?”

The Vulcan blinked, probably unsure what to makbest
Scanner certainly was.

“...very well,” he said.

Scanner’s sister smiled and nodded sharply. “Mykwo
here is done,” she said breezily. “He’ll be fineet’s get
out of here.”



Scanner’s father laughed, and his mother grinrfédell,
if you're sure you have everything,” she said. fi@ohere
then.” She rounded him up in a bone-crushing hug.

“Hey,” complained Scanner. “Lana’s gonna havewdach
to med school if you're not careful here!”

“Like thatwould ever happen,” scoffed Lana. “Besides.
just like cutting stuff up, not putting it back &tger. On
second thought...”

Scanner wiggled out of his mother’s grip. “Nahuigb
never want to mess up this adorable face,” hesida
grin. Lana made as if to punch him, but he ducked
pulled her into a hug. “C’'mere, sis. You know {niss
me.”

“Not on your life,” said Lana, but her throat waisquite
open all the way.

“We all will,” said his father with a mock glarene then
both he and Scanner’'s mother wrapped their armsdro
the pair in an utterly stifling display of familiaffection.

When the door finally shut on the last set of “beesand
call often” and “see you over the holidays” and ‘ot to
get yourseltoo killed”, Scanner collapsed on the bed.

“Ow,” he said, and sat up again, rubbing his headre
he’d hit it on the suitcase, only to stop whendenid his
new Vulcan roommate staring at him.

“Oh, right,” he said, and flopped back to his fastl
crossing the room in two bounds. “Judd Sandage Sdid,



grabbing the Vulcan’s hand and pumping it. “But
everybody calls me Scanner, pretty much.”

“Sarda,” said the Vulcan, disentangling his hand an
clasping it behind his back.

“Sorry about Lana,” said Scanner, hopping back twérs
side of the room and throwing open suitcases. ‘e a
little overprotective sometimes.”

“Your family seems to care a great deal about you.”

Scanner paused with a pair of pants in one hanc dombk
of circuit design in the other.

“Well...yeah,” he said, glancing back. “I mean we ge
each other’s nerves something fierce, but we’te sti
family. | mean...” He shook his head. “Doesn’t your
family care about you?”

Sarda turned and neatly finished folding an underahd
placing it in the drawer with the others.

“They were not pleased with my decision to attdral t
academy.”

Scanner frowned. “Why?”

“They wished me to attend the Vulcan Science Acadén
said Sarda. “But they did not disown me over it.”

“They didn’t disown yo@” said Scanner. “Is that serious
the best you can say for them? | mean, Dad wamgdp
go to his old school, but he wanted me to go whidrbe

happy.”



Sarda raised an eyebrow halfway. “My family did see
the logic in choosing Star Fleet over Vulcan.”

Sarda snorted. “Logic, smogic. You obviously gadr
reasons.” He grinned. “Sounds like what you yeaéed
is a new family. Want mine? You can have 'emaghé

Sarda frowned, and Scanner waved a hand dismigsivel
“Seriously, though, roommates are always welconmayat
house. | think we’ve had at least one at everyomaj
holiday since my brother first started college. ifSmu’'d
like to experience Earth culture first hand, yougat a
home away from home.”

Sarda regarded him for a moment.

“I am sure that will be unnecessary,” he said, picéted
up another shirt to fold. “But the offer is...appeted.”

“Any time,” said Scanner easily, and dumped a eufthg
into a convenient drawer.

Scanner hummed as he aligned another wire in the
Feinberger scanner he was building from scratch.

“Judd.”
“Mm-hmm?” said Scanner, not really paying attention
“Judd.”

Scanner blinked and finally looked up. “Points@’daid.
“What's up?”



“You have not consumed any form of nourishmentioe
point seven hours, and it is already well afterrttyefour
hundred hours.”

Scanner waved a hand. “I'll be done in a minute.”
“That is what you said five hours ago.”
Scanner blinked. “Nah, couldn’t have been...”

Sarda held out a bowl of soup. “I do not knowt ifvill be
to your taste, but the cafeteria was closing.”

“Huh,” said Scanner, taking the bowl and pushingkba
from his project. “I coulda sworn | still had tinve get
there.” He tasted a spoonful. “Not bad. Thamants.
You really didn’t have to.”

Sarda raised an eyebrow. I did give my word.”

Scanner laughed. “Technically so,” he admitteBut‘|
guess that means | owe you one. Or more than one.
don’t know about locating tachyons with toothbrushe
whatever cockanany thing my sister promised yoti] bu
could teach you how to hack just about any sensies
ever designed, if you care to know, from radio neses to
graviton locators. Whadya say?”

“I am unsure when such information would be useful—

Scanner waved a handStarfleet Points. When is such
informationnot going to be useful?”

“...surprisingly logical, if less than articulate.”



Scanner grinned. “Thanks. | think. So, radiereers are
actually real simple to put together...

3: Merete and Scanner

Merete held the paper a little more tightly theere®an
Francisco’s wind demanded and made her way inkigle 1
small building it had directed her toward.

A little bell rang as she pulled open the door latie
Mike’s Mixed Martial Artsand stepped in.

“Hello,” called a human man from the desk. “Weleitn
Mike’s. I'm Mike.”

“Hello,” said Merete softly. “I called earlier?”
Mike smiled. “Miss AndrusTaurus, was it?”
Merete nodded. “I'd called about Judo lessons.”

Mike nodded and stood up. “Of course,” he saidké |
said, let me give you a demonstration, see itlté&sright
fit for you.” Raising his voice a little, he callg“Hey,
Sandage! Got a minute?”

“Comin’,” Merete heard, followed by a thump.

“Ow,” complained a young man, rubbing his headas h
came up. “Yeah, Mike? | hope it was worth bregkimy
concentration!”

“Sorry,” said Merete.
The young man frowned. “Uh... you didn’t do anythin’



“This is Merete AndrusTaurus,” said Mike. “Sheisré to
see about Judo lessons, and | thought you'd afatesci
helping with a demonstration.”

His eyes lit up. “Sure thing, boss!” He shook btefs
hand. “Scanner,” he said. “I mean...Judd Sandage, b
even | tend to forget that.”

Mike shook his head. “Come on,” he said. “Try twt
scare off your new sparring partner.” He turnetfierete.
“If you wouldn’t mind taking off your shoes, let¢get to
the mat.”

The cool mat gave more than she expected beneath he
feet, but she stepped on, determined to see tluagh.

“All right,” said Mike. “Now, Sandage here is gagjto
play a slow-motion attacker, and I'll show you htamstop
him...”

Merete hadn’t expected to like it. She knew shettioary,
but she hadn’t expected to actually enjoy hersediugh to
continue.

Taking a step forward, she grasped Scanner’'s adm an
twisted, and Scanner fell obligingly to the floor.

“Yeesh,” he said, rubbing his shoulder in mock pdirm
beginning to think my mom was right to make me psem
to keep up with this. You’'ll be the death of me.%e

Merete stepped back and shook her head. “You duad
stopped me.”



Scanner shrugged and stood back up. “Maybe todhay,”
said easily, “but probably not by next month. Warny it
again?”

Merete re-formed her stance and waited. Scannengat
her again, and she reached forward to throw hinmaga

“So, what are you doing here?” asked Scanner, mpgcki
himself up again. “It didn’t exactly seem like yadea at
first. You doing this for family, too?”

Merete stopped moving.
“...I guess you could say that,” she said, barelyitayd

Scanner, who had been getting ready to try thelatta
again, stopped and dropped his arm.

“Aw man,” he complained. “Am I the only one around
here without family trouble?”

Merete shook her head slowly. “My family is deaskie
said as matter-of-factly as she could manage.

“...oh,” said Scanner. “I'm...sorry.”

Merete shook her head again. “It was a long tigw"a
she said. “It's fine. But | suppose you could sty I'm
doing this for them.”

“To honor their memory?”

Merete’s lips tightened. “So what happened to tinewer
happens to anyone again.” She took up her defensiv
stance again, not really wanting to say more. '4.db
this.”



“Fair enough,” said Scanner, and once again swung-a
slow fist at her.

4: Merete and Sarda

Merete changed out of her practice clothes and bdclka
uniform she’d finally gained confidence in, and thed off
to her shift at the student medical services.

She was in a bit of an odd situation at the acadeshe
was already a doctor on Altair 1V, but only for leed Est
biology. So now, she was adding a degree in
xenomedicine that she would need for medical semwith
Star Fleet and simultaneously working on an intens
with the student medical services that was allowiagto
get experiences with species other than her own.

She had only just finished adding Vulcans to teedf
species she was certified to treat, so when Samahe ¢o
the clinic with a splitting headache, Merete wasigred to
him.

The Vulcan’s eyes were closed when she came in, and
Merete took the short version.

“I'm Merete AndrusTaurus,” she introduced herself,
pulling out her medical scanner. “What seems tthbe
problem?”

She’d already read his file, of course, but it wasch
better to hear it firsthand.



“Headaches,” said the Vulcan without opening hissey
“Light sensitivity and visual distortions. Nausea.

Merete frowned. “Sounds like a migraine,” she saitt
entered the symptoms on her computer screen.

Xenomedicine was such a huge field that, no matier
skilled the physician, computer backup was a given.

“That is not a bad translation,” muttered Sarda,
“Have you had these symptoms before?”

“Once. My roommate insisted that | come in thisei”
He finally opened his eyes a little. His pupilsrevenore
dilated than they should have been.

Merete leaned in for a better look and held uphaerd.
“May I?” she asked, wanting to hold his eye opemafo
better look.

Sarda flinched visibly. “I would rather you didtriche
said.

Merete nodded and drew back. She could use timesca
instead.

“Are you also experiencing difficulty with telepath
control?” asked Merete, entering her guess to tinepciter
even before receiving a response.

Sarda frowned slightly. “...yes,” he admitted.

Merete nodded. “That’s not uncommon. | can fiod @
mild telepathic blocker if you like, in addition smmething
for the other symptoms.”



Sarda closed his eyes again. “You have worked with
telepaths before?” he asked.

“A few,” said Merete. Her last module had been on
Betazoids, and she had treated several with téiepat
components to their complaints. Though the telepat
blocker she’d used with them was contraindicated fo
Vulcans, so...

She went to the specialized replicator in the \aad
touched the mobile computer to it. The machinerredi
and faded to show two hypos and two small bottfgslis.

“Here,” she said, holding up a hypo. “This sholédp
with the pain and visual symptoms.” She held itiou
offer, and Sarda turned his arm toward her. “At th
moment, controlling the symptoms is about all | dar’
she said, pressing the hypo to his arm, carefulantiuch
him, “but if they keep occurring, try to identifige trigger,
and maybe there will be more | can do. Did yow aant
the blocker?”

“Please,” said Sarda, and Merete held that onéstarm as
well and pressed the button that sprayed the sutesta
straight into his bloodstream.

“Those should both work quickly,” she said, andealthat
his eyes were already slightly less dilated. Sineed for
the two bottles she’d also ordered up. “Keep thesase
it happens again,” she said, holding them out scold
take them without touching her. “Like I said, toy
identify the trigger—if it's an autoimmune responke



should be able to deactivate it. | could alsoautetailed
scan to try and pinpoint it, but that would be idifft and
time-consuming. The easiest way is still procdss o
elimination, but | can order the scan if you'd jgref

Sarda took the pills and nodded. “That will not be
necessary,” he said.

Merete smiled. “All right,” she said. “Was theamsything
else you wanted to mention?”

Sarda shook his head. “That was all. Thank ycaaglét.”

Merete looked aside. “l don’t know how accurate tdrm
is, but you're certainly welcome.” With a nod, ghened
and left the room.

It wasn’t until several days later that Merete fdwut that
Sarda had formally requested to have her listddsas
primary physician.

“You must have made quite the impression,” said her
coworker. “Vulcans usually seem to think that itfggical
to have a preference among equally qualified pergd

Merete frowned. “I'm far from the most well-versed
Vulcan physiology,” she pointed out.

Her co-worker shrugged. “Like | said, a hell of an
impression.”



But it wasn’t until Sarda came back with a list of
substances that had triggered his Vulcan migrdimegsshe
had a chance to ask.

“Hmm,” said Merete, glancing over the list. “Lookise

it's some sort of tannin. That will make it muchseer to
identify.” She smiled. “Thank you. | trust thi#igkept
you from being in too much misery?”

Sarda nodded. “They were much appreciated.”

“Good,” said Merete. “Let me just set up this scén
should only take a few minutes, and then we shbeldble
to re-set that trigger.” She tapped the last keylat the
computer start its job, and then sat down and densd
for a moment.

“...may | ask,” she said finally, “why you had metéd as
your primary physician?”

Sarda frowned slightly. “Do you wish not to be?”

Merete shook her head. “Of course | don’'t mindhé s
said. “It's just...I'm far from the most qualified treat
Vulcans. There are doctors here who wouldn't Havely
so heavily on the computer to back them up—why 'tlidn
you pick one of them?”

Sarda was silent for a long moment, and Mereterb&mga
regret asking. “You don’t have to answer,” shelsai
looking at the readout on her computer. “It's not
important.”

“...that is why,” said Sarda.



Merete frowned.

“You do not make demands,” elaborated Sarda. “You
listen. You asked permission before touching md, a
when | did not give it, you did not. You consideétéat |
might not wish to take medication that would affeut
mind, and respected my wishes in that as well.”

Merete frowned. “Of course,” she said. “Yaskedme
not to touch you. And I'm not a telepath, so hawld |
demand that you take something | couldn’t even
experience?”

Sarda shook his head. “Such consideration issi0t a
common as you seem to think.”

Merete was quiet for a long moment, frowning softly

“...and that’s worth having a doctor who has to rahy
computer backup?”

“It is more than sufficient.”

Merete was silent again, and then the computerdubfy
attention.

“Ah, there itis,” she said. “Let’s see if we cagét your
immune system to stop overreacting.” The replicato
shimmered and left her another hypo. “If | mayRés
asked, and waited for Sarda’s nod of affirmatiofolee
pressing the hypo against his arm.

The computer banks were more than adequate, o$eout
but that night she added an extra book on Vulcan
physiology to her stack.



5: Piper and Everyone

“Hard to port!”

Sarda slammed the ship into a hard turn as | lotked
Banana Republic’sractor beams on a convenient moon
starboard, sling-shotting us around in the directie@
needed to go.

Scanner made a sound of dismay. “Camg he
implored. “OI' Rex isn’t built for this! | onlyyst got her
back up to snuff!” He pulled the cover off a newly
smoking access panel and started crossing wiras in
dizzying display of the talent for jury-rigging thiakept
forgetting he had.

| grinned ferally. “She’s seen worse,” | said.h#dl be
fine.”

How had we gotten ourselves into this one? E&aptain
Kirk.

Well, more specifically, he’d gottemeinto it. I'd pulled
everyone else in.

“So,” Captain Kirk had said to me with that not4gugrin
that meant | was in for a world of pain. “How wduylou
like to participate in the second annual Small-Shedd
Maneuvers?”

| blinked in the beat that had followed, and theif b
groan escaped me.



“...Is this going to be another Outlast?” | askeat, sure |
wanted to hear the answer.

Kirk's eyebrows had bobbed in my general directemg |
wished I'd bitten my tongue. “You were in the (stt?”
he said, and | nearly groaned again.

“Me and Sarda.”

His eyebrows only rose further. “This should be lo&t to
you, then. How long did you last?”

| bit my tongue again. “...we won,” | admitted outtbe
side of my mouth.

Kirk’s grin widened. “Excellent,” he said, and b sure
I'd signed my own death warrant. “I believe youips
should be out of repairs by now. You can haveouip/e
crew, yourself included. Make your choices andrep
back to me at eight hundred hours tomorrow moriing.

“Piper? Piper!”
My name jerked me back to the present. “What?”

Merete shook her head very slightly. “I've fourng ihext
beacon,” she said, her voice louder than usuahiy over
the noise, but still managing to sound like an ®asicalm.

“Let’'s get on it, then.”

| trooped away from Kirk’s meeting with a half-camted
sigh. This wasiot how I'd planned to spend my shore



leave. Though, on the bright side, at least ime i would
get to pick my crew.

The doors to my quarters on tBaterpriseswished open,
and | walked in and glanced around. Sarda wakaitt
but Merete was.

“Hey,” said Merete, glancing up from her book.
My lips twitched, and | sat down.

“So, Merete...” | said.

She frowned and glanced up. “...dare | ask?”

My twitching lips widened into a grin. “How woulgbu
like to come with me on a little thing Kirk assighme
to?”

Merete looked at me, and then closed her book aihdps
“What sort oflittle thing?” she said suspiciously.

| shrugged. “As near as | can tell, it's a crosieen a
space race and a scavenger hunt. We'll tak8dmana
Republicand try to find whatever it is they've hidden
before every other team.”

“Who's we?”

| shrugged. “You,” | said. “Sarda. Scanner. 'M&p to
five, Kirk had said.

Merete did a funny thing with her eyebrows. “Hawel
asked them yet?”

| waved a hand. “Details,” | said. | could coremh into it.



Merete shook her head. “Why do you want me?” sl S
| frowned. “Why wouldn't 1?”

“Well, unless you’re planning on getting injuredtire
process, I'm not sure what help | would be.”

| frowned harder. “Well,” | said, “I supposed Iudd
always plan to bash my head open on a consolevifuid
make you feel better. But Captain Kirk told meask
whoever | wanted on my team, and...” | raised mydsan
helplessly. “..you’re on my tearh

Merete still didn’t look convinced.

“Come on,” | said. “Where would your friends bethgut
you? | think I've lost track of the number of timthat
you’re the only thing that kept us from killing éacther.”

Merete looked away. “Like that time | held a phase
your head?” she said softly.

| shrugged. “Set to stun,” | reminded her. “Antder the
circumstances, | really can’t blame you. But thenpis,
friendships are forged in fire, and | guess thainev
includes threatening to fire a phaser.”

Merete was quiet for a long moment.
“All right,” she said finally. “When is this evepit

| grinned and stood up. “Tomorrow at eight,” Icsai“See
you then.”



“Where’d that beacon go?” | asked, peering into the
secondary scanners while | wasn’t needed on tsctor

“There,” said Merete. “In the middle of that gasud.”

“Aw man,” complained Scanner. “Right between two
gravity generators. Did thdyaveto make the race course
more difficult?”

“Apparently,” | said.

“I believe,” said Sarda, “that you once told mettyau
know how to...'*hack graviton locators’. Perhaps yaere
correct that that would be a useful skill set.”

“Yeah, yeah, I'm on it, Points,” said Scanner. stlgimme
a minute...”

It wasn’t usually hard to locate Scanner—if he viasn
shift, in his quarters, or in the mess, he was of the
sensor bank playing around with upgrades that jmgba
weren’t remotely regulation.

Also, he tended to sing while he worked.

| heard a rousing chorus of “Cotton-Eye Joe” as |
approached what had to be the correct sensor bank.

“Oh, Scanner,” | called in the sweetest voice lldou
manage, which was somewhere between copper and
vinegar.

“Where did he come from, where did he go, wherehdid
come from, cotton-eye jooooooe...yeah, Piper?”



| leaned over the railing of the slightly raisedkievhere |
stood and looked down to where he was lying orback
working on some inconveniently-located circuit.

“If I were looking for a sensor expert, do you knawuere |
might be able to find one?”

Scanner had lifted his head to look at me, butat he
dropped it back with a groan.

“Nope,” he said. “Never heard of such a thing.k Aer
Vulcan.”

“Oh, | plan to,” | said, and then scowled. “'MwMan'?”

“You know what | mean,” said Scanner, and rolled ou
from under the console. “Whadya need me for, agipva

| grinned and explained the idea.

“Oh hellsno! | had plans for my shore leave!”

| gestured around the room. “Did it involve this?”
Scanner looked sidelong. “Maybe.”

“Come on,” | wheedled. Or maybe demanded. “You
know you'll have fun...”

Scanner shook his head. “If | don’t get enouglssen
time, | turn into a pumpkin!” he complained.

“You'll still have some shore leave left afterward,
pointed out, wondering what kind of animal a punmpki
was. “And I'm sure you’ll have plenty of fun talnOl’
Rex’ on a scavenger hunt.”



Scanner shook his head. “More like wild goose elidse
muttered. “How long did you say this would take?”

| grinned. | had him. “A day or so.”

Scanner scowled and then looked regretfully arabed
room. “Or so?” He sighed. “All right. You wima’am.”

“You won't regret it,” | lied.
Scanner snorted. “I've heatldat one before, Pipes.”

| rolled my eyes. “See you in the morning,” | saadd left
him to his tinkering.

“Got it!” said Scanner, and did something | didenten
begin to understand to the computer screen. Dareally
needed to brush up on my sensor tech. Again.

Scanner shook his head. “Dang,” he said. “Thgaisna
be a tight fit. You up for this, Points?”

“l shall endeavor to avoid both Scylla and Chargtidsaid
Sarda, in a voice | could only describe as ‘dry’.

“...what?” said Scanner, and | was glad he did, beeau
that meant | didn’t have to.

“Mythical sea monsters,” supplied Merete, “from the
Greek Odyssey.”

Scanner and | exchanged a look. Leave it to tlvenwn-
humans to know something like that.



“Sounds like a plan,” | said. “Need me to holdton
anything?”

“Not at the moment,” said Sarda. “But should Idsawn
into a gravity pocket—"

“Which you won't,” | said.

“—you may have to draw us out,” he said, ignoring m
interruption. “Merete, are you ready to get thde?y

“Yes,” said Merete, concentrating on her screen.
“Heading in, mark four-one.”

Two down, one to go.

| stood outside the door the flight deck, waiting $arda
to come out. Granted, | hadn’t actually checkedde if
he was in there, but he was. This was the onlyephee
could find privacy to meditate, and damned if | yasng
to interrupt him. This time.

| was suddenly seized with nervousness. What deie
no? What if, having an actual choice in the matter
decided the entire thing was an illogical wastérog?
What if | had to go in with only part of my teanWhat if

The door slid open.

Sarda didn’t even blink when he saw me. Either his
controls were massively better than they had beehielw
was undoubtedly true—or else he’'d been expecting me



“You were waiting for me?” he asked.

He was wearing his Vulcan meditation robes, and he
finally looked comfortable in them. For once, kally did
seem to have that elegant calm that Vulcans werpased
to have, rather than that cold barrier he’d hadmihest
met him.

“Yeah,” | said, pushing away from the wall I'd been
leaning on and pushing away the what-ifs with'itwas
wondering if you'd be willing to come with us thising
Captain Kirk’s making me do.”

“What sort of thing?”

For the third time, | explained what I'd been taehd then
bit my lip and waited for him to say how illogicile
whole prospect was. I'd have to come up with seovag

to entice him to join us, becausewaywas | shipping out
without him.

Sarda raised his eyebrows slightly. “That souatlsar
like a space-borne Outlast.”

| nodded. “That’'s what | said to Kirk, whapparentlyhad
previously been unaware that we’'d been in the Gutld
I'd only held my tongue, mighthave gotten out of this.”

| could almost feel the smile Sarda suppressedhélept
his poker face. Damn, he’d gotten good.

“Unlikely,” he said, “given the Captain’s precedent
Although | must admit doubt that you truly wishedatvoid
this match.”



| looked aside with a scowl. I'thoughtl wanted to avoid
it...but my blood was already buzzing with adrenakie
the prospect.

“It would have been easier...” | offered half-healyed
Both Sarda’s eyebrows rose at that.

“I have never known you to take the easy way cu,”
said, “even when it was the more logical path.”

That was it. That was my cue to come up with some
logical reason he couldn’t deny. | opened my mputh
hoping something brilliant would come out, but Sabat
me to the punch.

“Eight hundred hours, then. | will be there.”

My mouth stayed open a second, and then | snapsédt
and grinned. “Sarda,” | said, “have | mentioneckerdly
that you're a lifesaver?”

“It has been approximately three point seven ysanse
you have made that claim,” said Sarda.

“Oops,” | said. “Well, it never stopped being true
Literally, a time or two.”

“Likewise,” said Sarda.

| grinned, showing teeth. “Tomorrow, then. Letlsow
‘em what we’re made of.”

“Got it,” said Merete.



“Pulling out,” said Sarda.

“There’s another,” called Merete. “Mark ten-siRight
past the Rigellian freighter.”

| gritted my teeth. Almost directly behind us.
“Isn’t that the last one we need?” asked Scanner.
“Affirmative,” answered Sarda.

“Can we get to it?” | asked.

Scanner and Sarda glanced at each other. That yesan
but they weren’t entirely sure they wanted me towkn

“How?” | demanded.
“Another slingshot maneuver,” answered Sarda.

“Yeah, that would shoot usackwards’ said Scanner.
“Do you have any idea how hard that would be?”

Actually, 1 did. That seminar I'd taken dime Helm and
Spaceborne Weaponhad already come in handy a time
or two.

“We can do it,” | said.
Scanner sighed. “Sorry, Rex,” he said.

“You will have to use both tractor beams,” saiddsar‘to
slow our forward momentum and create the ‘slingshot

“On it,” | said, and attacked the control boardReady?”
“Ready,” he confirmed.
“I'm not,” complained Scanner, but | ignored him.



“And...now!”

The lights on the ship dimmed and the artificia\gty
generators faltered and we were thrown backwandartis
our goal.

| imagined the surprised faces on the Rigelliargfrer as
we hurtled past them, and gloried in it. Waywe were
going to lose. Not with this team.

Sarda struggled with the controls. “Merete,” hibech
“can you get the beacon?”

“Trying,” said Merete without looking up.
“They're gaining on us!” yelled Scanner.

“What?” | said, whirling around. Sure enough, the
freighter was barreling towards us. “What do thagk
they're doing?!”

“Precisely what you just did,” pointed out Sardaheut
inflection.

“Yeah, but they're not us!” | complained. “They'genna
get themselves killed!”

Scanner made a choking sound.

“Coming around,” said Sarda, and the ship finally
responded to his hands on the controls withouirrgtlike
a bucket of old nails. “Passing by again. Merkte?

Merete frowned. “Almost.”

“Come on,” | said, skin tingling. “We’ve got to gi¢
before them!”



We were neck and neck with the other ship, and erew
on the outside of the curve.

“Come on...” | muttered, willing Sarda to edge jusitiée
closer, willing Scanner’s fixes to give us jusitdd more
power, willing Merete to snag it first...

The other ship drew forward just a little, and ti8arda’s
reflexes yanked us off course just before the athgy
when reeling straight into a stray gravity pocket.

“Got it!” called Merete.
| whooped, and didn’t even care.
“Hells yes! Let’s get out of here!”

Merete frowned. “Piper, the other ship was damdged
the gravity well. They might be in trouble.”

| grinned. “What do you say, guys? Do we haxeetior
a mission of mercy on our way to the finish line?”

“Well, since you actually didn’t burn out the tracg this
time...sure thing,” said Scanner.

“What about you, Sarda? Can you handle two shmgs a
still get us there in time?”

Sarda didn’t look away from the controls, but | kcbstill
sense his amusement.

“Since you would otherwise leave them to their fate
suppose | shall have to.”

| grinned wider.



“Excellent,” | said. “Let’'s show ‘em what we can.d

Around me, sounds flew along with sparks from
complaining control panels as my crew worked togeth
get both ships out of here.

My crew. My friends.
And | knew | could never have hoped for better.



