
[image: Cover: Star Trek: The Original Series: Identity Theft, by Greg Cox. New York Times Bestselling Author.]



    [image: Star Trek: The Original Series: Identity Theft, by Greg Cox. Based on Star Trek created by Gene Roddenberry. Gallery Books. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]





Dedicated to John Ordover, for inviting me to join the Star Trek crew twenty books ago






Historian’s Note

This story begins in 2269 (CE), during the U.S.S. Enterprise’s historic five-year mission, when Pavel Chekov is just an eager young ensign.

It continues in 2289, twenty years later, aboard the Enterprise-A, where Chekov is now head of security… and not as young as he once was.






One


Ensign Pavel Chekov, Personal Log. Stardate 5839.7: The hostage crisis on Voyzr continues to escalate, with both sides of the ongoing civil war holding Federation relief workers captive in order to force or prevent the UFP’s intervention. First the secessionists seized a party of Federation volunteers, who were providing humanitarian aid to civilian refugees and casualties, in hopes of getting the UFP to formally recognize their Alliance; then the global Republic “detained” their own hostages to discourage the UFP from acceding to the Alliance’s demands. In-person negotiations with both sides have gotten nowhere fast, so Captain Kirk has embarked on a daring plan…



“Anytime now, Ensign,” the captain urged.

“Aye, sir.” Chekov raced to make sense of the Voyzr control panel, which, on top of everything else, was inconveniently designed for beings with six fingers on each hand. Perspiration dripped from beneath his bangs and glued the back of his regulation black undershirt to his spine, but he wasn’t about to let Kirk down with their entire mission at stake. A tricorder was slung on a strap over his shoulder. “Just a few moments more, sir.”

“With all deliberate speed, Chekov.”

“Understood, Captain.”

The rescue party—consisting of Chekov, Kirk, Sulu, and Security Officer Brenda Cassidy, who had previously distinguished herself during a rescue mission in the Mogab system—was under siege in a control room overlooking the main fusion generator in a secret Alliance base hidden away in a repurposed pergium refinery. On the bright side, they had already succeeded in liberating the four hostages, who were huddled in a corner, looking more shaken than scarred by their ordeal. On the other hand, both rescuers and rescued were presently trapped inside the control room as irate Alliance soldiers tried to force their way through the protective blast door sealing off the chamber, which Kirk had welded shut with his phaser. Sidearms drawn, the captain and Cassidy had taken up defensive positions facing the barrier, while Sulu guarded the not-fully-rescued hostages. Two Voyzr soldiers—a sentry and a technician, respectively—were heaped in another corner, stunned into unconsciousness after being caught unawares by the rescue squad, their limp bodies disarmed and dragged out of the way. A thick, radiation-proof screen shielded the control room from the two-story-tall generator.

Sizzling energy blasts buffeted the sturdy duranium door, which was already growing red hot in the center. Molten metal began to trickle down the length of the door, not unlike the sweat dripping down Chekov’s face. He could feel the heat radiating from the door, uncomfortably impressing on him the urgency of the situation. Flashing emergency lights and blaring sirens did not make deciphering the unfamiliar control panel any easier.

“Attention, intruders!” a stentorian voice bellowed from a public-address system. “We have you cornered. If you value your lives, surrender at once!”

One of the hostages whimpered, backing farther away from the door.

“I don’t know about you, Captain,” Sulu quipped, perhaps to buoy the anxious civilians’ spirits, “but I’m starting to think we’ve worn out our welcome.”

“An astute observation, Lieutenant.” Kirk displayed no sign of surrendering, now or ever. “Chekov?”

The young ensign wondered if Kirk regretted leaving Mister Spock in command of the Enterprise; Spock would have surely mastered the arcane controls by now. Chekov attempted to channel the Vulcan science officer’s inimitable sangfroid as he used both hands to dial in what he believed to be the correct command sequence. Simply phasering the controls and/or the generator was not an option, at least not without risking a catastrophic meltdown, which would rather defeat the point of liberating the hostages.

“Aye, Captain. Here goes nothing.”

Chekov held his breath as he turned the master dial to initiate a total system shutdown—in theory—and pressed down on the dial to confirm the command. It then felt as though a long Siberian winter passed before, to his relief, the background thrum of the generator slowed to a halt.

“Surrender the prisoners!” the loudspeaker blared. “Or we cannot guarantee—”

The P.A. system went silent abruptly, as did the alarms. The overhead lights flickered and failed, leaving only emergency glow strips to provide a cool, silvery radiance that reminded Chekov of a moonlit night back on Earth.

“Done, Captain!” Chekov grinned at Kirk. “With apologies to Doctor McCoy, it’s dead, sir.”

“And the shields?”

“Down, Captain!”

A deflector dome had prevented anyone from beaming in or out of the base, forcing the rescue party to infiltrate the refinery the old-fashioned way, via stealth and subterfuge, after Sulu expertly piloted a shuttlecraft beneath the Alliance’s sensors. A phaser cannon had then been employed to bore their way into an obsolete underground maintenance tunnel, while taking care not to accidently breach a live plasma conduit or deuterium waste vent. The rest had been a cake walk… relatively speaking.

“And none too soon,” Kirk said. “Good work, Ensign.”

Vapor started boiling off the glowing blast door as the soldiers continued their assault, their pulse rifles unaffected by the power outage. An acrid odor assailed Chekov’s nostrils. Kirk flipped open his communicator while keeping a phaser aimed at the disintegrating barrier.

“Kirk to Enterprise.” He glanced over at Sulu and the hostages. “Five to beam up, as planned.”

“Aye, Captain,” Mister Scott responded from the ship’s transporter room, where he was standing by for just this moment. Each hostage had already been provided with emergency transponders to allow the Enterprise to lock onto them. “Engaging transporter now.”

The telltale shimmer of a transporter beam whisked Sulu and his charges up to the Enterprise, where Doctor McCoy and Nurse Chapel were ready to provide whatever medical care the hostages might require. Wiping the sweat from his brow, Chekov took comfort in knowing that, whatever happened next, the unlucky relief workers were safe at least and at last.

Now for the tricky part…

“And the other hostages?” Kirk asked. “Are they safe as well?”

“Affirmative,” Spock reported from the bridge. “Lieutenant DeSalle’s mission was a success. The former captives are securely aboard the ship, as is the rescue party.”

The twin missions had been timed to take place simultaneously, continents apart, with DeSalle and his team tasked with liberating the Federation citizens wrongly detained by the Voyzr Republic. So far, it seemed to Chekov, the captain’s plan was working smoothly enough, aside from a few anxious bumps along the way. He could only hope the rest of the operation went just as well.

“Good to hear,” Kirk replied. “Spock, Scotty, you know what to do.”

“Acknowledged, Captain,” Spock said. “Proceeding as planned.”

“Aye, sir,” Scott added. “Company is on the way, although I can’t imagine they’ll be best pleased by the invitation… or the locale.”

“Leave that to me, Scotty. Kirk out.”

He nodded at Chekov, who stepped away from the controls and drew his own phaser in anticipation. Cassidy tensed for action as well, while also keeping one eye on the embattled blast door. “Why am I suddenly feeling like a bouncer at a Venusian nightclub,” she said, “struggling to keep the riffraff out while anticipating trouble from unruly VIPs?”

Kirk chuckled at the comparison. “Let’s hope our incoming guests aren’t that much of handful, Lieutenant.”

I wouldn’t bet on it, Chekov thought.

The coruscating glow of transporter beams lit up the chamber, depositing three startled Voyzr in their midst. Visibly bewildered by their new surroundings, they resembled the proverbial deer caught in headlights—in more ways than one.

Although largely humanoid, the Voyzr deviated from the norm by being descended from something akin to Terran cervids rather than primates, as evidenced by the bony antlers sprouting from the men’s foreheads. Downy red fur carpeted their exposed flesh, while curly green wool, of varying shades and hues, adorned their scalps in place of hair. Both men and women sported uniforms consisting of linen jackets, vests, knee-length kilts, and boots. Gracefully contoured snouts protruded from their faces, further testifying to their cervine origins. Large green eyes widened further as they glanced about in confusion before zeroing in on the Starfleet officers, who had all three Voyzr targeted by their phasers. Energy blasts noisily assailed the blast door.

“Kirk!” trumpeted General Akton, commander of the Alliance forces. A fuzzy red pate, shorn clean of verdant wool, declared where his allegiance resided; as Chekov understood it, those loyal to the self-proclaimed Alliance of Independents—often referred to as “Indees”—sheared their heads to better display their clan markings, which were shaved into the velvety russet fur below. Moist, rubbery nostrils flared indignantly. “What is the meaning of this?”

He reached for his sidearm, but Kirk already had the drop on him. “Not so fast, General. Keep your weapon holstered… and your hands where I can see them.”

“And that goes for all of you.” Cassidy raised her voice to be heard over the furious weapons fire coming from the other side of the door. She tilted her head toward the stunned soldiers in the corner. “My phaser’s already gotten a workout today.”

You tell them, Chekov thought. We already have enough hostiles beating down the door.

“I also require answers, Kirk.” Field Marshal Zavetta, the general’s counterpart on the Republic side, regarded both Akton and the Starfleet team warily. Fleecy chartreuse curls crowned her antlerless head. Literal doe eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Where are we… and why have we been brought here against our will?”

Her bodyguard, inadvertently brought along for the ride, was armed with a rifle but, finding himself in Cassidy’s sights, prudently refrained from brandishing it, at least for the present. He nonetheless positioned himself between Zavetta and Akton.

“My apologies,” Kirk said to both commanders, “but you left me no choice.” He indicated the door, where the volcanic red glow was spreading outward from the center, accompanied by the rising din of the pulse rifles. “For the record, General, those are your soldiers attempting to crash the party. I recommend you order them to back off, for everyone’s sake.”

The sooner the better, Chekov thought. He estimated the blast door was only minutes away from being breached. Granted, the rescue party could always be beamed back to the Enterprise in a pinch, but what about the shanghaied commanders? They’d been covertly misted with an aerosolized viridium solution of Spock’s devising during Kirk’s previous face-to-face negotiations with both sides, allowing Mister Scott to lock onto their coordinates from orbit. Unilaterally relocating both commanders on their own planet was provocative enough; literally beaming them off their homeworld onto a Starfleet vessel would be an interstellar incident of the first magnitude, causing the Federation’s entire diplomatic corps to go supernova. That needed to be avoided at all costs.

“I’ll do no such thing.” Akton surveyed the dimly lit control room, comprehension dawning on his face. “If this is indeed where I suspect, you’re trespassing on Alliance soil. You have no business being here.”

“Tell that to the innocent relief workers held captive at this very site,” Kirk said. “You can hardly claim the moral high ground, General, and neither can you, Marshal. In any event, General, I doubt you want to end up the unfortunate victim of friendly fire from your own troops. Call off your soldiers, long enough to sort this out in a civilized fashion.”

The fierce assaults from outside added emphasis to Kirk’s plea, as did the flowing metal rivulets and spreading fumes. The glare from the steadily disintegrating door made it hard to look at directly. Squinting, Chekov saw a red-hot spot in the center of the door turn blue, then white, before dissolving completely.

“Watch out!” he yelled. “Incoming!”

A brilliant turquoise beam punched through the formerly solid door, narrowly missing General Akton, who ducked out of the way just in time. The close call produced an immediate attitude adjustment. Keeping his head and antlers down, he snatched a blocky, handheld communicator from his belt and hastily fiddled with the settings.

“Akton to Saremis Base. This is a Command-Level transmission, Security Code Gazebo-Cumulous-Thicket. Stand down at once!”

A puzzled voice answered him. “General?”

“You heard me!” His finger jabbed the communicator’s miniature keypad. “Transmitting confirmation numeric now. Cease fire… for the present.”

Akton glared at Kirk, dipping his head as though he wanted to gore Kirk with his antlers. Metallic rings on the antlers denoted the general’s rank and status.

“Yes, sir! Confirmation received and acknowledged, sir.”

The incandescent beam blinked out of existence, leaving a coin-sized hole in the center of the door, which only slowly began to cool back to a duller hue. Chekov fanned the air with his free hand to disperse the metallic vapor.

“Stand by for further orders. Akton out.” He lowered the communicator. “All right, Kirk. You’ve bought yourself a brief respite, but I caution you not to test my patience.”

“Nor mine,” Zavetta said. “What are you up to, Kirk, and how dare you interfere with the internal affairs of our sovereign world?”

“Sovereign peoples,” Akton corrected her pointedly. “Your Republic doesn’t speak for all of Voyzr.”

“Only because your ruling clans want to continue running your territories like your own personal fiefdoms, just to cling to your ‘traditional’ power and privileges at the expense of peace and progress.” She looked down her snout at her adversary. “And to lord it over those you deem below you by dint of blood and birth.”

Akton snorted. “Only your sort can make ‘tradition’ sound like an obscenity. You have no respect for our noble history and heritage, you arrogant, overbearing—”

“Watch your mouth, Indee!” Zavetta’s bodyguard dipped his own antlers, as though to butt heads with the enemy general. He was big enough to seem more moose than deer. Rubbery black nostrils flared. “Nobody speaks to the marshal like that!”

“That’s enough!” Kirk said. “There’ll be time to argue politics once you stop shooting and kidnapping each other. You’ve been fighting this war for a generation now. What can it hurt to lay down your weapons, right here, right now, and at least try to make peace for once?”

“Is that what this?” Zavetta asked. “A forced mediation, at phaser point? So much for your vaunted Prime Directive! You have no right to meddle in our affairs. The present conflict is strictly a Voyzr matter, to be decided by the Voyzr alone.”

“If only that were the case.” Kirk took her accusation in stride. “Unfortunately, we have good reason to believe that the Klingons have already covertly inserted themselves into your war… to their own benefit, not yours.”

Chekov nodded, knowing where Kirk was going with this. A neutral world, Voyzr was strategically located at the junction of three major interstellar trade routes, each of which was known to be the safest and quickest way past various deep-space hazards: cosmic eddies, high-intensity gamma-ray fields, gravimetric distortions, a black hole, and such. Although the Klingon Empire had thus far refrained from attempting to conquer Voyzr, constrained by both the Organian Peace Treaty and the threat of Federation retaliation, the planet would be a key asset, in terms of supply lines, should the current cold war between the Federation and the Empire ever turn hot again.

“The Klingons?” Akton echoed warily.

“What evidence do you have of this?” Zavetta asked, her tone equally guarded.

Neither commander, Chekov noted, appeared particularly shocked or surprised by Kirk’s statement. If anything, they both looked distinctly uncomfortable.

“Mister Chekov,” Kirk said, “if you’ll do the honors?”

“My pleasure, Captain.”

A rifle, confiscated from the stunned Alliance soldier on the floor, rested against the side of the control terminal. Chekov returned his phaser to his belt, retrieved the rifle, then approached Zavetta’s bodyguard, which entailed coming rather too close for comfort to the man’s antlers and their sharpened points.

“Excuse me, sir. If you would kindly allow me to borrow your firearm? Strictly for demonstration purposes, I assure you.”

The guard, who had presumably been in close proximity to Zavetta when she was misted with viridium, thereby accounting for his presence here, held tightly on to his rifle as he looked at his commander.

“Marshal?”

She nodded, her stony expression betraying nothing. “Go ahead, Sergeant.”

Frowning, he surrendered his weapon to Chekov, who backed away from the man’s intimidating antlers as swiftly as dignity allowed. Crossing the chamber, he laid both rifles on an open work counter while Kirk and Cassidy kept their unwilling guests covered by their phasers. Chekov scanned the captured rifles with his tricorder. A rapid analysis, along parameters previously calculated by Spock, confirmed what Doctor McCoy had previously deduced based on a forensic analysis of the injuries suffered by various casualties of the war, including an Orion bystander wounded during the abduction of the hostages. The tricorder hummed vigorously.

“Well, Ensign?” Kirk asked.

“Just as anticipated, Captain. Scans confirm that these weapons, although fashioned to resemble Voyzr technology, undeniably incorporate Klingon components and materials.” He switched off the tricorder. “I can explain in much more detail if you like. Why, the krogium particle injectors alone—”

“Maybe later,” Kirk said, smiling. “Rest assured, General, Marshal, this evidence—and more—will be made available to you, for your own people to examine to your satisfaction, although I can guarantee you that we would not make such a claim if we weren’t prepared to back it up. Isn’t that right, Mister Chekov?”

Chekov grinned. “Aye, Captain. Beyond a doubt.”

“Hold on,” Akton said. “You said both rifles are of Klingon manufacture? Ours and theirs?”

“No.” Zavetta shook her head. “That can’t be true.”

“I’m afraid so,” Kirk said. “The Klingons have been surreptitiously providing both sides with arms and other resources, the better to prolong your war and destabilize your world. A divided Voyzr is a weaker, more vulnerable Voyzr, and one far less likely to join the Federation should you ever care to do so at some point in the future.” His voice grew more somber. “Make no mistake. The Klingons didn’t create your war, let alone the deep divisions that led to it; those are indeed Voyzr’s problems to deal with. But they have taken advantage of the conflict, stoking your respective war machines to create ever more carnage, casualties, and hostility.”

Chekov looked on in admiration as his captain swept a steely gaze over the abashed commanders. Kirk wasn’t pulling any punches.

“So the question is, General, Marshal: How much longer are you going to let them get away with it?”






Two


Personal log, Commander Pavel Chekov, Stardate 8676.3: When I last visited Voyzr, as a green young ensign, the planet was in the grip of a bitter civil war. Now, twenty years later, a united Voyzr is celebrating two decades of peace, and the Enterprise-A is en route back to the planet to take part in the twentieth-anniversary festivities, including the opening of the Federation’s first official embassy there, at the personal invitation of former Field Marshal Zavetta, who is now the current chief executive or regnant of the planet. She is expected to personally attend the embassy opening, which I anticipate will be rather more hospitable than that besieged control room so many years ago.

A medical emergency, however, threatens to delay our arrival…



“What can you tell us about this pandemic on Tykona, Bones?”

Chekov listened intently, taking notes on a data slate, as Kirk held a meeting of senior officers in the ship’s primary conference room, while Mister Scott held down the fort on the bridge. Also in attendance were Spock, McCoy, Sulu, Uhura, and a new yeoman whose name Chekov couldn’t immediately recall. Was it just him or were the yeomen really getting younger every year? The former, no doubt.

“They’ve had a nasty outbreak of Empusan Fever on Tykona’s northeast continent,” McCoy explained, “which they’re ill-equipped to deal with. Fortunately, the Federation has some newly developed medicines and technology that should make a difference there. We just need to deliver them, stat.”

Chekov mentally reviewed what he knew of Tykona, a fiercely independent world with a somewhat prickly relationship with the Federation. Colonized generations ago by refugees from a far-off planetary disaster, the now-thriving world had since become a haven for both genuine refugees (who provided most of the planet’s workforce) as well as wealthy exiles fleeing political reversals, wanted criminals, interstellar fugitives, and such. Portions of the planet were purported to have become glitzy urban playgrounds for the upper crust: luxury hotels, seaside resorts, theme parks, and so on. Tykona notably had no extradition treaty with the UFP or any other galactic powers, nor any formal relationship with the UFP.

“It’s unusual for Tykona to request the Federation’s assistance, isn’t it?” Chekov asked.

McCoy shrugged. “A plague is a plague, I guess. And I like to think that Starfleet isn’t going to let politics get the way of providing humanitarian aid during a major health crisis. Not when there’s something we can do to help.”

“Quite so,” Kirk agreed. “I am concerned, however, about how this detour might affect our mission to Voyzr. Not that a genuine medical emergency doesn’t take priority over an embassy opening, but this diplomatic breakthrough has been decades in the making and could be the first step to Voyzr ultimately joining the Federation someday. Plus, the regnant did invite the Enterprise and its crew specifically.”

That was because of Kirk’s historic role in bringing peace to the planet, Chekov knew. He flattered himself that he and Sulu and the others had played some small part in that long-ago turning point as well. Chekov briefly regretted that Brenda Cassidy would not be joining them for the festivities on Voyzr, but she had retired from Starfleet years ago. Last he’d heard, she was breeding pedigreed sand bats on an agricultural colony in the Manark system.

“It shouldn’t take too long once we get to Tykona,” McCoy said. “Just a day or two to instruct the planet’s public-health officials on how to properly administer the treatment, then we can be on our way again.”

“What about transit time?” Kirk asked. “To and from Tykona?”

Sulu started to open his mouth, but Spock answered first. “By my calculations, there should be sufficient time to detour to Tykona and still arrive at Voyzr in time, assuming there are no additional delays.”

“Definitely,” Sulu confirmed. “We’re going to be calling it a little closer than before, but we have some wiggle room. Not a lot, though, so I recommend increasing speed from warp six to warp seven, at least once we leave Tykona.”

Kirk nodded. “Or maybe even before then. Let me consult with Scotty on just how far we should push the engines to complete both missions in a timely fashion.” He turned to Uhura. “Once we adjourn, inform Voyzr of our side trip to Tykona. Assure them that we’re still on track for the celebration roughly two standard weeks from now.”

“Aye, sir,” she said. “I’ll transmit a message via subspace relays.”

“Thank you, Commander.” Kirk settled back into his seat. “So, it’s settled then. Tykona first, then on to Voyzr with all due speed.”

Chekov leaned back in his seat as old memories resurfaced, shaking off the dust of time: a cramped control room. Sizzling energy blasts. A devilishly tricky control panel…

“Voyzr again,” he said. “Hard to believe that it’s been nearly twenty years since that mission.”

A lot had changed since then. That pioneering five-year mission had passed into history. Spock had died and been reborn, and the original Enterprise had gone down in flames, only to be replaced by a brand-new ship. On a personal level, he’d moved onto the Reliant for a time, during the ill-fated Genesis mission, only to wind up back where he belonged, here on the Enterprise. Well, an Enterprise, anyway.

“And that it’s taken all this time to finally get an embassy there,” Sulu said. “Even after we intervened way back when.”

“These things take time,” Kirk said. “The Voyzr needed to get their own house in order before they could focus on interstellar relations. Generations of strife and division can’t be swept aside overnight; indeed, I gather the peace process provoked at least one failed coup attempt on the part of die-hard war hawks not long after we departed Voyzr the first time around.” He shook his head sadly. “When war is all you’ve ever known, peace can be an alarming prospect, I suppose.”

“Illogical,” Spock observed, “but true nonetheless.”

“More’s the pity,” McCoy said. “You’d think we’d have learned better by now.”

“Every civilization must evolve at its own pace, Doctor,” Spock said. “In its own time.”

Hence the Prime Directive, Chekov thought. As frustrating as that can be sometimes.

“As for the embassy,” Kirk said, “my understanding is that the optics there were dicey for a long time. Given the way the Klingons and, yes, the Enterprise stuck their noses into Voyzr’s affairs before, it was not politic for the new ruling coalition to embrace otherworldly alliances too eagerly. It was only a generation ago, after all, that the Voyzr fought a war over the pros and cons of a global government; establishing closer ties with an interstellar Federation was not a controversy that Voyzr was eager to ignite, not in those fragile early years of peace and reconciliation.” Kirk paused to take a sip of coffee before continuing. “Meanwhile, the Federation adopted a wait-and-see attitude toward Voyzr, preferring to let matters there stabilize before moving too quickly to cement relations with the planet and its government.”

“A prudent approach,” Spock said. “There was no guarantee that the peace might not collapse and Voyzr fall back into conflict or disorder. As with that attempted coup you referenced before.”

“Not to mention a certain hostage crisis earlier,” McCoy added. “Can’t really blame the higher-ups at the UFP for wanting to maintain a discreet distance from Voyzr after that whole mess. Bound to be some lingering hard feelings there.”

Chekov recalled that McCoy had been the one to treat the traumatized hostages after they were rescued. Small wonder he’d still be acutely conscious of the human consequences of that incident.

“Indeed,” Kirk said. “All the more reason that the Voyzr are to be congratulated for making their hard-earned peace stick for close to two decades now. And past time to let bygones be bygones.”

“Well, I’ll take a gala celebration over a hostage crisis any day,” Sulu said, grinning. “If nothing else, this excursion to Voyzr is bound to be less tumultuous than our last visit there.”

Don’t jinx us, Chekov thought, his Slavic temperament asserting itself. “One can only hope.”

“Speaking of which, Mister Chekov,” Kirk addressed him. “Where do we stand regarding security at the embassy opening?”

“Erring heavily toward caution, Captain. Given the planet’s history.”

As the ship’s security chief, Chekov was determined that nothing go wrong on this vital goodwill mission. With the civil war still in living memory, it was inevitable that some festering tensions and divisions remained, so security needed to be tight, just in case. The big anniversary celebration, including the return of Captain Kirk and the Enterprise, had been long planned and announced, which meant that, for better or for worse, any would-be troublemakers had had plenty of time to hatch their plans.

“The authorities on Voyzr are claiming the lead on security issues, naturally, and are taking every precaution to lock down the embassy, the capital, and the planet itself during the festivities. Planetary defenses will be on high alert, watching for any unauthorized spacecraft, beam-downs, and shuttles. Traffic to and from high-value targets, most notably the new embassy, will be monitored closely. VIP guest lists and press credentials will be scrutinized with a fine-tooth comb, and armed security officers, including the regnant’s personal bodyguards, will be on hand to keep watch over the proceedings, in conjunction with the embassy’s own security staff.”

Kirk nodded. “And on our end?”

“I am already in touch with both the Voyzr and Federation officials managing security for the event,” Chekov reported, “and expect such communications to increase as we draw nearer to Voyzr, physically and chronologically. Rest assured, Captain, I fully intend to keep my eyes out for any potential security breaches… or worse.” He cracked a smile. “No assassins, saboteurs, or suspicious stowaways will be tagging along on my watch.”

“Good to know,” Kirk said. “Keep me informed of any issues that may arise.”

“Absolutely, sir. You can count on me.”





Three

“So, any big plans for shore leave?”

Nurse Simone Tovar, only recently assigned to the Enterprise, chatted with Chekov in sickbay as she prepared to vaccinate him against Empusan Fever in preparation for the ship’s imminent arrival at Tykona. Since their mission to the planet was primarily Doctor McCoy’s show, the captain had offered shore leave to crew members whose services were not required by the medical stopover, including members of the bridge crew. Given all the crew had been through since their last shore leave on Arcadia Zenith more than a month ago, Kirk’s offer had been widely appreciated.

“Nothing in particular.” Chekov sat atop a biobed in the sterile examining room, his legs dangling over the edge. “Sulu and I are probably going to check out the sights in Yoshpur City. There are supposed to be some nice restaurants, night spots, and recreational activities by the waterfront. Not to mention some ambulatory coral reefs just offshore.”

“So I hear.” She approached with a hypospray, which she pressed against his jugular. Chekov tensed involuntarily; over the course of his Starfleet career, he’d had more than his fair share of unwanted trips to the sickbay. “Relax,” she assured him. “This won’t hurt a bit.”

“I’ve heard that before.”

Sure enough, however, only a slight tingling sensation accompanied the distinctive hiss of the hypospray. He had to admit that the devices were much improved since his early days in Starfleet, when the tingle was closer to a sting. He resisted the temptation to gingerly touch the injection site anyway. He wouldn’t want the nurse to think he was too phobic about such things.

Especially when that nurse was Simone Tovar.

Truth be told, he’d been hoping Tovar would be on duty when he reported for his mandated booster shot. A statuesque brunette with lustrous black hair and striking dark eyes and lashes, roughly Chekov’s own age, she had caught his attention almost as soon as she had boarded the ship a few weeks ago, although he hadn’t had much of a chance to make her acquaintance until now.

“There now,” she teased. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“Perfectly painless, as promised. Clearly I am in good hands.”

“We aim to please. Now lie down while I look over your vital signs, just to see if you can expect any side effects. A routine precaution.”

“Certainly.”

He stretched out on the biobed, determined to be nothing less than cooperative, while she studied the diagnostic display screen mounted on the bulkhead behind the bed. A crisp white uniform, adorned with a caduceus emblem in lieu of a Starfleet delta, flattered her figure. Matching earrings displayed red crosses against a white background, which Chekov recognized as a vintage medical symbol from Earth’s history. Exchanging the hypospray for a data slate, she compared the readings on the screen to whatever was displayed on the slate.

“Any wooziness? Light-headedness?” she asked. “Chills? Muscle spasms?”

“None of the above,” he reported, although part of him almost regretted that some trivial symptom wouldn’t require him to linger longer in sickbay, under Nurse Tovar’s tender care. “Everything in order?”

“So it seems.” Her gaze shifted between the slate and the display screen. “All readings conform with your baseline vitals, taken at your last physical.”

“Which is a good thing, I assume?”

“Not to worry,” she said, smiling. “You’re fit as a fiddle as far as I can tell.” She scrolled through the records on her slate. “I must say, though, you have quite the ‘colorful’ medical history. Just in the last decade-plus alone, you’ve been zapped by an alien probe, mind-controlled by a parasitic eel, and required emergency brain surgery… in the twentieth century no less!”

She shook her head in amazement.

“All in the line of duty.” He wondered, hopefully, if he should be encouraged that she had been motivated to take a closer look at his file, or was she just being thorough? Enjoying her attention, he was grateful that, being assigned to sickbay, she was not directly under his command, thereby avoiding any impropriety should he attempt to pursue his attraction to her, provided she was interested. “Never know what you’re going to run into out on the frontier.”

“No doubt.” She switched off the monitor and indicated that he could sit up now. “Frankly, I’m impressed that you’re as fit as you are, considering your exploits.”

“I owe it all to clean living,” he joked, “and the medicinal benefits of fine Russian vodka, of course.”

“Da, tovarich,” she answered, a smirk lifting her lips. “But not too clean, I hope.”

Was she flirting with him, or was that just wishful thinking on his part? It had been a while since he had tried his luck romantically. A long-distance romance with a roving holo-journalist had eventually run its course months ago, not long after he returned to Earth following the Genesis affair, while a weekend fling on Argelius had blazed brightly but all too briefly. As far as he knew, Simone Tovar was also single at present. Were his rusty sensors indeed picking up some genuine chemistry between them?

Nothing ventured, nothing gained, he thought. “I don’t suppose you have plans for shore leave?”

Sulu would surely forgive him for seizing an opportunity to get to know Tovar better.

“I wish! But I’m going to be busy assisting Doctor McCoy on Tykona. No shore leave for me, I’m afraid.”

“Of course. I should have realized.” He hastily charted a new course. “But after Tykona, what is your social calendar like, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Not at all,” she replied, to his vast relief. “Barring any unexpected Romulan attacks or exotic viral outbreaks, I should have some off-duty hours up for grabs.” She treated him to a welcoming smile. “Doctor McCoy may play the curmudgeon sometimes, but he’s no slave driver.”

Chekov was glad that the diagnostic monitor couldn’t betray his rush of excitement. That she had not immediately raised her shields emboldened him, suggesting that perhaps he wasn’t entirely misreading her flirty bedside manner.

“In that case, can I possibly call dibs on a few of those hours, for dinner maybe or a walk in the botanical gardens?” He summoned whatever rakish charm he could muster. “Just to give me a chance to learn more about your personal history, since you’re already well-acquainted with mine. Fair’s fair after all.”

She chuckled. “I think I’d like that.”

Da! Chekov’s spirits surged, as though he had just successfully made first contact with a particularly appealing new life-form. He silently thanked McCoy for requiring crew members to get freshly vaccinated before vacationing on Tykona.

Before he could fashion a suitably suave reply, the door to the examination room whooshed opened and Sulu strolled into the chamber.

“Reporting for my booster shot,” he declared cheerfully. “Oh, hi, Pavel. You getting vaxxed today, too?”

“Doctor’s orders,” Chekov said, not too bothered by the interruption. This visit to sickbay had already gone much better than he could have anticipated. Best not to press his luck after this promising beginning. There would be time enough to discover what intriguing possibilities might lie ahead.

She stepped away from the biobed. “Looks like my next customer is here.”

“I’ll leave you to your work then.” He hopped off the bed and started for the door.

“Thank you, Commander Chekov. Do be careful down on Tykona.” She grinned impishly. “I don’t want to see you back in sickbay too soon, because of another ‘colorful’ mishap.”

He grinned back at her. “I appreciate your concern, Nurse Tovar.”

“Please, call me Simone.”

Sulu raised an eyebrow. He shot Chekov a look that made it clear that he expected a full briefing later.

Not that Chekov had anything conclusive to report just yet. This personal voyage into the unknown had barely left spacedock. Nevertheless, he looked forward to exploring just how far he and Tovar—Simone—might end up traveling together. Beaming, he exited sickbay with a bounce in his step. The artificial gravity felt lighter somehow, and any temporary light-headedness had nothing to do with a vaccine.



“Please, call me Simone.”

Alone in his quarters, reviewing the layout of the new Federation embassy on Voyzr, Chekov took a moment to bask in the memory of Nurse Tovar’s parting words. Something about Simone made him feel like a giddy young ensign right out of the Academy rather than a seasoned commander. The Enterprise had only just entered into orbit above Tykona, but he was already looking past his imminent shore leave on the planet to renewing his acquaintance with Tovar once the ship was on its way to to Voyzr.

A leisurely stroll through the botanical gardens, past the artificial waterfall, was just the ticket for their first date. Followed by drinks and dinner at the adjacent canteen? He was going to be increasingly tied up with security matters the closer they got to Voyzr, but he was sure he could squeeze in a dinner for two, with hopefully more such engagements to follow.

An electronic chime intruded on his hopeful imaginings. He answered the page via the computer terminal on his desk. “Chekov here.”

Uhura’s visage appeared on the screen, supplanting the architectural diagrams of the new embassy. “Sorry to disturb you, but we just received a personal transmission from the planet, hailing you.”

“Personal?” He was puzzled. As far as he knew, he wasn’t acquainted with anyone on Tykona.

“Yes, from a Grigori Ratikin.”

The name caught him by surprise. He and Grigori had been boyhood friends in Moscow long ago and had stayed in touch over the years, even after Chekov had headed off to Starfleet Academy. They didn’t see each other nearly as much as they used to, but he was still one of Chekov’s oldest friends from his pre-Starfleet days.

“I take it you know this individual.”

“Very much so.”

But what was he doing on Tykona? Over the last few decades, Grigori had made a name for himself as a sought-after architect and interior designer, known for his distinctively eclectic approach, which blended disparate cultural styles in creative ways, often employing traditional, nonfabricated materials and antique furnishings. Working pre-warp Regulan glyphs into erotic Deltan mosaics, for example, complete with hardwood tiles from Tiburon and polished dragon scales from Berengaria VII. Last Chekov had heard, Grigori had been running a boutique home-design studio out of Cawdor Prime.

“Shall I put the transmission through to your quarters?”

“By all means, thank you.”

“My pleasure.”

Uhura’s practiced efficiency meant that Grigori’s familiar visage appeared on the screen at once. His ruddy complexion was as robust as ever, while his thick blond eyebrows and beard were, if anything, even bushier than before. A broad, jovial face suited his outgoing nature, and if there were a few more creases and wrinkles here and there… well, neither of them was as young as he used to be.

“Pavel!”

“Grigori! It’s been too long!”

“And then some!” He spoke to Chekov in their native tongue. His thick Muscovite accent struck nostalgic chords in Chekov’s soul, evoking memories of bygone days. “It is good to see you, my friend. You haven’t changed a bit.”

“Liar,” Chekov said, grinning. “But time has been good to you as well, unless you’ve snuck a flattering enhancement filter into your transmission, that is.”

He was joking, of course. If nothing else, Uhura would have flagged anything squirrelly in the signal right away.

Grigori laughed. “Spoken like a security officer, suspicious of everything!”

“I don’t know. I still recall that prank you pulled on me when we went camping as kids, and you faked those scary footprints to convince me that there was a man-eating Siberian yeti lurking in the woods outside our tent.”

“Absolutely worth it! You should have seen the look on your face.” He guffawed in recollection. “But enough about our glorious past. I wager you weren’t expecting to hear from me tonight.”

“You’d win that bet.” He gathered it was also evening where Grigori was calling from. “How is it you’re on Tykona?”

“Work, what else? A local bigwig, with superb taste in designers, has me overseeing a full remodel of her country villa. I’ve been here a few months now, taking an expensively hands-on approach to the project.” His head and shoulders filled the screen, offering little view of his surroundings. “Imagine my surprise when I heard via the global news network that the Enterprise, of all vessels, was swinging by Tykona for a few days.”

Chekov shrugged. “It’s a small galaxy, I guess.”

“And getting smaller every day, it seems.” He peered at Chekov from the computer terminal. “Any chance you have time to visit an old friend who knew you when?”

“As it happens, I do have some shore leave coming.”

“Splendid! I was hoping that would be the case. We have much to catch up on, I’m sure, but that can wait until we can do so in person, over vodka and a fine meal. I don’t want to use up all my credits on this call. I’m just a humble civilian after all, not a high-ranking Starfleet officer.”

Chekov wondered if the villa he’d mentioned was equipped to communicate with ships in orbit, or if Grigori was using some sort of commercial communications facility.

“Humble my foot. But yes, send me your coordinates and let’s set a time for me to beam down.” He grinned in anticipation. “I am truly eager to see you again, my friend. Talk about a happy coincidence.”

He was still anxious to see Simone Tovar after his shore leave, but in the meantime, he couldn’t think of a better way to bridge the gap than by reuniting with one of his oldest comrades for the first time in ages.

“I know,” Grigori said. “Fortune has smiled on us, Pavel, so we would be ungrateful churls not to take advantage of her largesse.”

Chekov couldn’t agree more.





Four

“Welcome to Tykona,” Grigori greeted Chekov warmly upon his arrival at the villa.

Chekov stepped down from a civilian-grade transporter pad. This being an off-duty social call, he’d traded his maroon uniform for more casual attire, consisting of a lightweight brown jacket, a white tunic, brown trousers, and boots. His communicator was clipped to his belt should the Enterprise need to get hold of him, while an unopened bottle of vodka, suitably pre-chilled, was cradled against his chest.

“I come bearing gifts.” He held out the bottle. “Well, a gift at least.”

“Your mother raised you well.” Grigori came out from behind the transporter control console to accept the offering. A rumpled blue smock, with plenty of pockets, draped his stocky frame. He placed it carefully on the console before giving Chekov an enthusiastic bear hug. “I’m so glad you could make it!”

“How could I not?” Chekov said, returning the hug. “Who knows when we’ll next be within light-years of each other?”

Breaking their embrace, he took a moment to survey his new surroundings. The modestly sized transporter room suffered by comparison to the Enterprise’s but appeared serviceable, the pad large enough to accommodate at least four average-sized humanoids at a time. Tykona was a Class-M planet, so there was no perceptible difference in the gravity. A comfortable temperature suggested that the villa’s interior was suitably climate-controlled.

“A personal transporter room?” he observed. “Very ritzy.”

Grigori shrugged. “My current client has deep pockets and a pronounced taste for privacy. As you’ll soon see, we’re a considerable distance from the nearest neighbor, town, city, or transit system. Having one’s own private transporter makes it easier to beam to and fro when desired.”

“Just in case you get stir-crazy?”

“Something like that.”

Chekov suspected Doctor McCoy would have something acerbic to say on the subject of household transporters. “Will your client be joining us?”

“Nyet. She’s a busy woman, with her exquisitely manicured fingers in lots of different pies. We mostly communicate virtually, and any on-site work is on hold until we receive some crucial materials from Denobula… and the client signs off on my latest revised designs.” Grigori reclaimed the frosted bottle and ushered Chekov out of the chamber. “In short, we have the whole place to ourselves, with no bothersome client or contractors to get in the way of our reunion.”

“All the better,” Chekov said. “If anything, everything is falling into place so conveniently that I find myself instinctively waiting for the other gravity boot to drop, just to balance things out.”

“Same old Pavel.” Grigori clucked at him. “Always the glass is half-empty with you.”

“Mea culpa. Let us simply enjoy our good fortune.”

“That’s more like it!”

Grigori led him into a large, airy living area, attractively furnished. A wall-sized picture window let in plenty of sunlight while offering a panoramic view of the surrounding countryside. Rolling hills and valleys, boasting lush blue and silver foliage, were broken up by sparkling creeks and ponds. It was springtime in this part of Tykona, Chekov knew, and only a few wispy green clouds dotted a bright tangerine sky. Notably absent were any visible roads, maglev tracks, or neighboring homes or farms.

“You weren’t exaggerating when you said your client liked her privacy. I’ve seen more populated asteroids.”

“A tranquil getaway from the bustle of big urban centers and space stations,” Grigori said. “For what it’s worth, there’s a landing pad for fliers and shuttles out back, discreetly out of sight.” He gestured expansively at the spacious living room. “Make yourself at home.”

Grigori retrieved a pair of glasses from a visibly well-stocked bar and they settled into a pair of plush chairs, facing each other across an ebony coffee table. He opened the vodka bottle and poured them each a glass.

“Za vstrechu!” he toasted Chekov.

“To our meeting!” Chekov echoed.

The high-quality vodka, which he had been saving for just such a special occasion, went down smoothly. A taste of Mother Russia, straight from their old stomping grounds, many sectors away.

“No ice?” Chekov asked after they’d emptied their glasses. “You always preferred your vodka on the rocks.”

“A man can’t expand his horizons?” He grinned at Chekov as he poured them another round. “Fine talk from the great space explorer.”

“Point taken.” Chekov raised his glass. “Na zdorovye!”

“To good health!”

The drink soon had the desired effect. Feeling quite relaxed, Chekov contemplated the sprawling hills and fields outside. “You don’t mind being stuck here in the middle of nowhere?”

A people person, Grigori had always thrived on crowds and cities and cosmopolitan living. It was odd to find him in such a remote locale, transporter or no transporter.

“Only for the duration. Besides, it’s not always just me here. There’s often no shortage of local artisans underfoot.”

“And yet…” Chekov glanced around. “Forgive me, but I expected to see more of a work in progress. Unfinished walls. Exposed girders and circuitry. Construction materials piled high on antigrav lifters. Yet the more I look around, I’m not seeing any evidence of a major remodel underway. Nor any trace of your trademark style for that matter.”

“Well, we’re in the early days yet. The work at present is mostly conceptual.”

Chekov didn’t understand. “But you said you been at it for a few months already?”

“Did I?” He gazed into his glass, almost as though avoiding Chekov’s gaze. “If you must know, I’m having trouble getting the client to ‘yes.’ She keeps asking for changes and alternatives every time I present her with a new design.” He let out a weary sigh before pouring them another round. “But enough about me. What are you up these days, my friend?”

Chekov repressed a frown. Was it just his imagination or was there something “off” about Grigori? If he didn’t know better, he’d swear his friend was being evasive, which wasn’t like him at all. The Gregori he’d known all his life had always been on open book, sometimes to a fault. And “Enough about me”? Since when did Grigori not want to talk about himself and his work? That was often his favorite topic.

“The usual,” Chekov replied. “Still serving aboard the Enterprise, obviously.”

The diplomatic mission to Voyzr was far from classified, having already been publicized in advance, but he didn’t want to waste his short leave going over it again. Not unlike, perhaps, Gregori being reluctant to talk about work while taking a break with his old friend?

Maybe that’s all there is to it, Chekov thought. And he doesn’t actually have anything to be evasive about.

“And your family?” Grigori asked. “They are well?”

“Happily, yes, although I’m woefully overdue to visit them. And yours?”

“Very well, thank you.”

Chekov smirked. “Even your daughter?”

“Daughter?” A puzzled expression came over Grigori’s face. “I don’t recall having a daughter, unless you know something I don’t.”

What the devil? Chekov was startled by his response. Grigori’s “daughter” was a long-running private joke between them, dating back to their youth when Grigori’s youngest sister, some fifteen years his junior, delighted in embarrassing her big brother by posing as his daughter in public, purporting to be the product of some juvenile indiscretion. Chekov had never let Grigori hear the end of it
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