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Chapter 1
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“Did you find a new place to have a shower, Ensign?”

Katrina West found her face heating up, and surely, steam was coming off it. She forced a neutral expression as she turned.

“I think my timing was off, Sir,” she said, not that she believed it.

“Ah, the sprinkler system,” Commander Delgado nodded, as if he already knew about it. “Did you get to see the orchids?”

“No Sir, I didn’t get that far.”

“I see. I expect you will still be ready for your shift.”

“Yes, Sir. I will be. If I may be excused, Sir?”

Delgado waved her off.
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Katrina was sure he stayed watching until she reached the turbo lift. Had he heard the two crewmen from Maintenance snickering as she went past? Probably not. They were not that kind of stupid. That made her wonder if all the junior crewmen were in on the joke. 

It was a relief when the turbo lift doors closed after she gave her destination.  She barely felt the movement, just saw the lights flashing past the opaque top section of the car. When the door opened, she stepped out automatically, only to realise she wasn’t in the passage leading to her quarters. One look and her face flushed again. She turned quickly to summon the car back again. 

“You had a report, Ensign?” Captain Etienne Girard asked mildly. “Was there a problem?”

“I was to meet someone in the arboretum to look at the flowers growing there. Orchids, I believe. My timing was off. When I went in there the sprinklers came on.”

With the Captain, Katrina felt more comfortable being frank. Commander Delgado was more of a martinet.

“The report can wait,” Girard said graciously. “You should get into dry clothes.”

“Yes, Sir. I was on my way to do that, Sir.”

Girard seemed to consider that, then asked, “Was there a problem with the turbo lift?”

“I probably pressed the wrong button, Sir,” Katrina claimed. 

“I will have someone check that,” Girard remarked. “I don’t want just anybody interrupting me.”

“I’m sorry, Sir.”

“It’s not a problem, Ensign. I do have a new task for you though. I need you to research the various cultures in the Delta Hapsburg arm of the Frontier Nebula. Any non-essential tasks on your day-sheet can be passed on to any of the Operations junior crew. I will send the details to your station.” 

“I’ll get onto it, Sir. Right away.”

“Dismissed,” Girard said formally.
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Katrina found the lift car open and waiting. She entered before stating where she wanted to go. She wasn’t going to use the buttons again. She doubted if she would get where she wanted to go if she did. Maintenance could check the whole system, but they probably wouldn’t find a problem.  The glitch was targeted to her, like the sprinkler mishap had been. She was yet to figure out who was behind it. However, if she didn’t get to her station on time, the Commander would be more than mildly displeased. 

As for turning up at the Captain’s ready room, that wasn’t as bad as it might have been. She did have the Captain’s authorisation, not that it was common knowledge. There were times, he had told her, when discretion is needed. In the six months since she had become the Captain’s Yeoman, it hadn’t been needed. She had no intention of abusing the privilege or his trust. 

It was just that both the Captain and the Commander had seen her looking like something that had been dragged through an alien lake. They expected the crew, when on duty or in uniform, to respect the uniform. And in her case, to show respect to Command Officers.

Now Katrina knew she really needed to hurry. Her visit to the arboretum was only going to be fast. Krys was going to show her the results of her recent planting. Plants grown from stasis packed bulbs, seeds and cuttings from a number of different worlds, including Earth.

A glance at the turbo lift map gave her another shock. She was headed for the depths of Engineering. 

“Captain’s override,” Katrina said clearly. “Stop lift.” To her relief, the voice command worked. It wouldn’t for just anyone, but she was the command yeoman and it recognised her voice. “Crew quarters, level three, express.” This time the lift headed in the right direction.
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She made it to her station on the bridge with seconds to spare. Her uniform was once again impeccable, but her hair was in a simple braid, not one of the elaborate ones she usually had when on duty. She just had time to bring up her day sheet when Delgado came up behind her.

“The Captain wants you to concentrate on the Hapsburg research,” he announced.

“Yes, Sir. I was looking for the data he said he would send.”

Delgado moved to look over her shoulder.

“What is all this?” he asked as she scrolled down a list of tasks. He nudged her aside and took over scrolling. “This is frivolous junk!”  He was frowning, but not at her. “You might be the newest Operations crew but all of this is not your job.”

“I know, Sir. I usually send them back, but I still need to go through them all in case some are for me, or ones I have to pass on to you or the Captain.”

“Well, re-route them to the department they relate to. I will send a directive to the department heads to expect a new station address for you. Arrange it right away. If this begins happening again, come to me right away.”

“Yes, Sir,” Katrina agreed readily. She was gratified that Delgado hadn’t berated her for something. 
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Her choice of help to organise the new station address, was one of her few close friends on board. James, like her friend Yolanda, knew her from OP17, both had proven extremely competent in their chosen specialities, and had also been transferred to the Intrepid for further training. They were both Crewmen 1st class still, but likely to be promoted further in record time.

“What’s up, Kat?” James asked when he saw her. “You’ve a task for me?”

Katrina explained what she needed.

“Easy done,” James assured her, then he asked, “What happened to you?”

“What do you mean?” Katrina asked, flushing again. 

“You’ve not done your hair up,” he commented. No one else was around, so they didn’t need to be formal.

“I got caught by the arboretum sprinklers,” she said keeping her voice low. “I was going to see Krys about your request.”

His sudden silence made her look at him. “What?” Then she noticed his uniform was damp. “You weren’t there too, were you?”

“I was. I had already spoken to Krys and she told me she would put aside some of the flowers she had to thin out. I didn’t have a chance to see them. Now, I don’t know if I need them.”

“Why?”

“Yolanda is mad at me. I don’t know why.”

“She is crazy about you,” Katrina retorted. “What have you been up to?”

“Nothing,” James insisted. “I don’t have a clue why she is mad.”

“I’ll talk to her,” Katrina promised. “Anyway, I’m sorry. I think the sprinkler was aimed at me.”

“You mean another gremlin attack?” James asked, vaguely angry on her behalf.

“Unless you annoyed the same person who hates me.”

“Hate? That’s a bit strong. Jealous maybe.”

“Whichever! I am finding it harder and harder to cover it up. Both the Captain, and the Commander saw me this morning, and some of the other enlisted crew seemed delighted about that.”

“Did something else happen?” James guessed.

Katrina told him. 

“That’s more of a System thing,” James considered. “Not all those things can be directed by computer.”

“Well, no one has been able to figure out all the annoying glitches. Some people are starting to think I am neurotic.”

“If it’s affecting your work, you should tell someone,” James told her.

“How will that make me look? No, I’m handling it. I will find out who is behind it and lower my standards to give them some payback.”

“Be careful,” James warned. 

“I will. They won’t see it coming.”

All during their talk, James had been working. “That’s done. Your new contact info is...”He told her what it was. “Anything directed to the old one will be rejected and returned to the sender.”

“They seem to be coming from all over,” Katrina told him. 

“No, it will be just one person doing it,” James predicted. He opened one at random, showed her how to access the metadata, including the sender’s address. It was the same on all of the random tasks.

“Can you track who it is?”

“I don’t know. We aren’t meant to delve into that without a good reason...from a supervisor.”

“I was told to send them all on to the department they should be done by.”

“Do that. If the department queries them, explain they came to you by mistake. If they don’t know about them, they can look into it.”

“I was going to send a message like that anyway,” Katrina told him. 

Then James leant forward and whispered, “Don’t tell anyone I suggested this, but I would also forward them all back to the sender, whoever it is. Let them try to explain them.”

Kat smiled. “Maybe if it is seen and reported, the Department Head will identify the gremlin.”

“Exactly,” James said grinning. “See you at lunch?”
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By the time she was allowed to break for lunch, Katrina was glad to leave her computer. She took her lunch tray to where Yolanda was sitting by herself. She had promised James to talk to her friend.

“Sorry! Those seats are taken,” Yolanda said rudely.

“Oh! Okay. No problem,” Katrina said, picking up on the sense of hostility. “Is something wrong?”

“No. Why would it be?” Yolanda drawled, then noticeably turned her face away.

Katrina moved to an empty table not far away. As she ate, she studied her friend. No one joined her. As she slowly sipped her hot drink, she began to take in snippets of the conversations around her. Low chuckles and the awareness of sly nudges between tablemates – at first she thought they were directed at her, but then she studied her friend again. Yolanda was hiding her face, but the back of her neck was almost crimson in colour. Something was wrong, but her instinct to find out, should wait for a more private opportunity. 
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Katrina felt her communicator vibrate, and checked the caller. Krys! She felt a pang of remorse. So much had happened already that day, she had forgotten to message her to arrange another time. It was a good reason to leave the crew mess and its uncomfortable atmosphere. Maybe later, she should eat in the officer’s mess. Now she was an ensign, she was entitled to, but her friends weren’t. None of the academy trained ensigns would demean themselves to eat with the enlisted crew. They weren’t even impressed with having her at their rank. There were enlisted crew who were jealous of her promotion too, along with all those who were proud of her. No one had told her to stick to one place or the other. The Captain had said she was in a good position to hear about problems he needed to know about. She had done that once, but thought if the problem was hers, she would sound like a complainer. 

––––––––
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Kat found Krys in the biology lab, working on something.  “Hi, Mum,” she greeted, since they were alone in the area. “Sorry I didn’t get back to you.”

“No problem, Kat. You have your work to do. I did have the water system checked. It shouldn’t have come on then, or at anything stronger than a misting spray.”

“James thinks it’s a systems thing,” Katrina told Krys. 

“Well, I am going to make a report on it. It might have been a prank, aimed at you, but in a closed ship environment, water use and recycling it has to be carefully balanced.”

“How did you know?”

“That someone is making your life uncomfortable?” 

“Yes.”

“First, I know you. Second, I hear things and third, your ability to take the tricks in your stride, and find apparent amusement, must surely be irking the perpetrator.  Tell me what else has been happening.”

Having the invitation, and needing to vent her anger, Katrina told her of the things she had been dealing with that day. She finished with, “And now even Yolanda won’t talk to me, and I don’t know why. And I am running out of ideas, to deal with whoever is trying to discredit me.”

“I can help you find out,” Krys offered.

“I know you could, but I feel I ought to do it.”

Krys had her own reasons to let that stand, but maybe she could provoke ideas. “Let me just share some observations. First, about your friend. I think that is yet another attack on you. Causing a rift between friends.”

“But...what does she think I’ve done?” Katrina protested.

“You will need to talk to her and find out, but I have observed odd looks sent her way and at your friend James, and sly chuckles.”

“I noticed that at lunch. And this morning when I got soaked in the Arboretum. James did too.”

“Yes, and I said the water shouldn’t have been on. I am not sure how many of the crew know how the garden is watered.”

Krys watched as her daughter considered what she had just heard. 

“James said Yolanda was mad at him too.”

Krys changed the topic. “As for advice. Keep alert all the time. If anything seems at all off, pay particular attention. Then double check everything. Use James’s advice to check where the messages come from and back up important data on your tablet. You haven’t linked that to the ship’s computer, have you?”

“No,” Kat assured her.

“And I do like James’s unofficial suggestion for dealing with the junk work. Shoving them back at the source.”

“Mum, that’s petty.”

“And sending them to you isn’t? Is there anyone amongst the crew you’ve had previous issues with?”

“Not that I can think of. Just the jealous ones and the ones who think I’m ‘jumped up’ because I was made ensign from a mere crewman.”

“Don’t forget, Kat, you got your position here on merit, not some kind of favouritism. They don’t know we are related, and even if they did, I’m just a civilian biologist.”

Kat managed a laugh. “I know you are more than that. Though I get your point.”

“And another thing no one here knows. They don’t know that you met the Captain and some of the crew when you were nothing more than a new adult station brat. They saw your potential, and your natural talents back then. They were impressed enough to give you a reference. You said they weren’t the only ones.”

“The others are less prestigious.”

“They maybe, but you have a collection of them. Have you checked those from OP17?”

“Fair enough, Mum. So they don’t know I have very good references. And I should check. I didn’t look to see what was said from McKellar Station. Some people say they will give one and forget. How does that help?”

“It should give you confidence to keep on as you are – maintaining outward serenity. You have already proven yourself, over and over, doing important things well.”

“You’re right, as always. Anyway, while I am here, will you show me the flowers, so I can tell the Captain how your garden is growing?”
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Chapter 2
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Yolanda cornered her on the way back from lunch and the garden and began a stream of grievances. 

“Yolanda! I don’t know what I have done, but I’m sorry. Can we talk about it? Can you tell me what I did to upset you?”

“You know! Everyone is sniggering about it.”

“But I don’t know!”

“You and James. You both got drenched in the garden at the same time.”

“James said he had, but what has that got to do with anything?”

“They are all saying that you and he were...you know.”

“I don’t, but I think I get it. But I assure you, nothing so tawdry happened. I didn’t even know he had copped it too until he came to fix my account at my bridge station.”

“I saw you there, blushing and laughing.”

“Okay, let’s take a step back,” Katrina urged. “With everything else that’s been happening to me – I thought the drenching was just to get me in trouble. You know what Commander Delgado is like. And both he and the Captain saw me like that. I had to go and change and I was almost late to my duty station.”

“What were you and James laughing about?”

“I was told to change my account details. He was the only person I would trust to do it, and not spread the new details to the person sending me floods of frivolous work tasks. Officially, I sent them all back to the department they should have gone to. Unofficially,” Kat lowered her voice even further, “James figured the source, and I sent them all back there!”

“Oh, Kat, I really sorry. I shouldn’t have listened to those guys.”

“You’re forgiven, and whoever is behind this just stepped over the line trying to drive a wedge between friends,” Kat told her firmly. “I know what you think of James, and I don’t want to damage that.”

“But...he’ll hate me already.”

“It wasn’t your fault. Just go and tell him you’re sorry. Explain the reason. I think he will forgive you.”

“Oh, I will. As soon as I can.”

“One thing,” Kat said, an idea occurring to her. “Let’s pretend for a while that you and I are still at odds. And if you talk to James suggest the same between you and him. Let’s see if any one comes up to gloat?”

“Do you think they will?”

“Some smart, clever people can be awfully dumb.”

––––––––
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“Tarique Chen-ba?” Kat echoed in amazement. “If he has sunk to these depths to chat you up, he doesn’t belong in Cultural Affairs.”

Yolanda could only add, “He has been trying to get me interested in him, because of my skill with languages. I have to admit, some aspects of his work do interest me, but not as much as working under Venda.”

“That might be a reason to break you and James up, but I can’t see him as being behind the stuff I’ve put up with.”

“No...” Yolanda considered. “Perhaps I should let him take me out and put it to him.”

“I don’t know if that is a good idea,” Kat warned. “But why not talk to Krys. I know she wants a piece of whoever played with the water in the garden.”

“What if he is just using the opportunity? And he didn’t cause it?”

Kat recalled the young Ensign, and decided Yolanda might be right. He wouldn’t have the know how to cause the problems. “Well, he might know something and if he does, Krys will find out.”

––––––––
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Later that evening, Krys visited Kat in her quarters.

“He doesn’t know who played with the water,” Krys told her without preamble. “He just heard the talk. He did mention some names, and one did suggest to him that now was his chance. Do the names...,” Krys listed four, “ring any bells?”

“No. Where do they work?”

“At the moment, they are either in engineering, maintenance or services. Which between them could give them the ability to glitch things.”

“But, if it is only me affected, how can they target things so closely?”

“Think about it. How would you do it?” Krys suggested

She did, for a while, then went over to where she had left her wet uniform. She’d not yet put it in for recycling and reissue. She felt all over it, looked it over closely, and then shook her head.

Krys pulled out a device and used it to scan the uniform. Finally something blinked and Krys felt around the collar – finally pulling a fine wire out of one seam, Kat was about to comment, but Krys put a finger to her lips, an old habit Kat knew meant she was to be quiet. 

“I don’t know...” Kat began, but stopped. 

Krys adjusted her device and aimed it at the wire then re-scanned it. “You will have to check your uniforms. What about the one you have on?”

“This one. I’ve had it a while. It wasn’t needing to be exchanged.”

Krys tested it anyway. “It’s fine. Maybe I should have left that working. You should report it to the Captain. I think it might also have been a microphone, as well as a locator linked to the ships, computer.”

“Oh, yes. They might have overheard confidential stuff. And if they spread it, it would look like I was leaking it. I will order a new uniform and see what happens. I will get you to check it. What did you do anyway?”

“Gave it a micro EM pulse.” Krys saw the amazement on Kat’s face. “You might have a day or two of peace.”

––––––––
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The next week was relatively incident free. James did tell her the flood of frivolous tasks was still happening. His superior in the computer section was also looking into it. In an emergency situation, the matter could be extremely serious. At least now, she could concentrate on the research the Captain wanted her to do and her normal duties.

The crew of the Intrepid now knew they were headed to the delta-Hapsburg region for a diplomatic mission. It explained her research task, but she was frustrated by the lack of current data. So, during one of their regular get togethers, Kat mentioned the problem to Krys. “The Captain needs information, but I can’t find anything that isn’t several centuries old.”

“You’ve been working from your terminal?” Krys asked.

Kat nodded. “Why?”

“Because more recent material is available.”

“What do you know about Elgard and Delgar,” Kat asked. Her mother knew the oddest things at times, and it turned out, this was no exception.

“I have worked on both worlds. And one important thing you need to get right – both planets have long since changed their names.”

“What are they now? I found no mention of name changes in the Galactic Encyclopaedia.”

“Well, it should be there,” Krys said thoughtfully. “Come back to my quarters and use my terminal.”

“Why would that make a difference?”

“Why are you the one being glitched?”

Kat’s mouth formed an ‘O’ and her hand went to her collar.

“That’s not doing it,” Krys reacted to the unspoken concern. “I checked when I came in.”

“Then that must mean someone knows my new log in.”

“Likely, and if they were sending the fake work, they have realised that starting that again would really force an investigation. At the moment, only James and CPO Adair are looking.”

“I’ll do that – use your terminal,” Kat decided. “I will see what else I can find.”

“Come and see me before you present it to the Captain.”

“You’ll tell me more?”

“I will give you some perspectives from the point of view of the citizens of those worlds,” Krys promised. “To negotiate between those two related cultures, will require delicacy and understanding.”

“Why don’t you tell the Captain you have been there?”

“He knows his job. I will tell him if he needs to know.”

“You speak the different dialects?”

Krys nodded. “You can tell him that much.”

––––––––
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Katrina went over the extra data she had found while using Krys’s terminal. It proved that someone on board was serious about seeing her fail. She prepared her report and as promised, allowed Krys to read it. She tried to keep up taking notes as she began to understand how the two cultures thought. 

“I will never remember all that,” Kat said, mildly frustrated. Then Krys took her hands, and told her, “Clear your mind of everything.”

Kat didn’t know what her mother did, but scenes, thoughts and feelings flicked through her mind, too fast to consider. When it finished, Kat shook her head. “Wow!”

“I’ve shared all I know, on a deep level,” Krys told her. “It’ll be there if you need to explain something.”

“I wanted to do this myself,” Kat noted.

“You have. The updated report is beyond excellent. The rest is payback for those who tried to make you look inefficient.”

That made Katrina grin. “I had better transfer this to my terminal. Captain Girard wants it first thing tomorrow.”

––––––––
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“Yeoman,” Delgado greeted, when Katrina arrived to see the Captain. “Could you not find any more recent data on the delta-Hapsburg region?”

Katrina had to think what he meant. “My draft didn’t,” she admitted. “I didn’t send that. I updated it last evening and sent it five minutes ago, Sir.”

Delgado looked at the Captain.

“Yes, there is another report. Two reports.” Girard confirmed.

“Two?” Kat queried. “Did I send it twice?”

Girard gestured to her, to let her see. “Sir, I didn’t send the first one. The second is the one I sent to my terminal earlier, to send to you. I had it on my data padd. I can show you.”

“No, I believe you,” Girard assured his earnest Yeoman.

“Doing confidential research on personal data padds is not protocol,” Delgado commented.

“I know that, Sir. I happened to recall Krys Ward mentioning having worked with some people from Elgard and Delgar. Or I should say, Kael and Virenth, which are the planet’s names now. I have some personal anecdotes from her that I believe would be relevant. Though, when I repeated my searches on her terminal, the same questions brought up more information.”

“Have CPO Adair go over your terminal,” Delgado advised. “Have you been getting any fake work since your access was changed?”

“No, Sir.”

“Give me an hour to look through your report, Yeoman,” Girard requested. “Then come back. I will be wanting you to plan a reception for delegates from Kael and Virenth.”

“Yes, Sir,” Kat answered immediately, excited at the prospect. 

“Dismissed.”

“Yes, Sir.”
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Delgado read through the two most recent reports alongside his captain. The subtle differences were obvious to them both. Statements made in the first report gave a very different interpretation to those in the other. 

“Your Yeoman is not one to be flippant about her work,” Girard observed. “This second report shows her style. It is more thorough and goes into more aspects.”

“Then who sent the other?” Delgado stated the question. “Only the section heads should know her new access credentials.”

“That should be so,” Girard agreed thoughtfully.
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Kat returned in exactly an hour. The Captain allowed her to sit, as he went over her report. He said it was so he fully understood it. He asked questions about particular aspects of the culture. He discovered his Yeoman had exactly the information he needed to know. 

“How did you learn all that?” Delgado asked her. 

“I told you, Sir. Krys Ward has worked with scientists from both worlds. She’s the one that told me the Virenthians won’t use transporters for anything alive. Whereas, the Kael will. Neither group have working spacecraft but they know about transporters. The visiting traders use them. We would need to find out if they are willing to trust a transporter to come here, Sir,” Katrina explained. 

“Indeed,” Girard agreed. “Have you ideas about a suitable reception?”

“Yes, Sir.” Katrina itemised her thoughts. “Krys says she has suitable flowers to have on display. Flowers are something that’s been a casualty since the environments there started changing. And she told me some food choices they should accept, and told me they won’t touch replicated food.”

“Krys Ward? Isn’t she a microbiologist?” Delgado queried.

“She likes growing things and everyone I know can’t get enough of seeing flowers blooming in space.”

“I should have a look,” Girard decided.

––––––––
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Katrina had begun to think the captain had decided to ignore the odd first report, and the earlier incomplete one. However, after exhausting all his questions, he asked, “Why would someone send a report with so many fallacies?”

“Sir, I really don’t know. Unless it is someone who thinks they can do my job better than I can.”

“What if they could?” Delgado asked. 

“Then if he or she came forward to claim authorship of that other report, Sir, then I am sure you will decide the way you will. I am not going to give up doing my best to help you and the Captain, but if someone else is better, I’ll happily change duties, if it is what you decided.”

“Well spoken,” Girard commended. “I have no plans to change our Yeoman.”

On the way out, Delgado advised her, “You have incentive then, to keep being efficient.”
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Chapter 3
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Katrina looked at the terminal screen and compared the data there with the figures on her digital data padd. Scowling, she picked up the archaic style paper sheets that had come from one of the two planets that the Intrepid was currently stationed between. Blue green Kael and red brown Virenth.

“How did those fardling idiots...” 

The sound of the door whooshing open caused the yeoman to stop talking aloud. She didn’t have to turn around to know that Commander Delgado had come to ask about the colossal stuff up she had somehow orchestrated.

“Yeoman West,” Delgado greeted, in a tone that Katrina West had never had directed at her before.

“Sir?” Katrina stood and turned to face her superior. She couldn’t help the flush that began colouring her face.

“Do you have an explanation for the appalling mess in transporter room four?” Delgado’s voice was quiet, but uncompromising.

“Not yet, Sir,” Katrina admitted. “I know what the ... stuff ... is, but it certainly isn’t what was meant to arrive. I’ve just been checking...”

Delgado waved her to silence, giving her a long hard look. “The Captain wants to know when the correct items will be arriving.”

Katrina flushed even redder. Her face was nearly a colour match for her uniform. It wasn’t hard to guess that Delgado had been rebuked by the Captain – he did not look amused and she really couldn’t blame him. She glanced at the chronometer. “Within thirty minutes, Sir. They will be here in plenty of time for the reception. This time I spoke to the contact face to face.”

“Make sure there are no mistakes this time, Yeoman,” Delgado ordered sharply. “Then go and help clean up the transporter room.”

Katrina managed to wait until Delgado left the room before bursting into tears.

“Damn them!” she sobbed. “Damn! Damn! Damn!”

––––––––
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The recreation deck was being readied for a diplomatic reception. Captain Girard was overseeing the final preparations, and listening to a report from Security Chief Ryder.

In one corner, next to a small podium, musicians from the Intrepid’s crew and civilian complement were rehearsing. At other locations, two scientists from the xenobiology department were skilfully blending flowers from a dozen different Federation worlds. 

Ship’s Counsellor, Alayna Rhinsu, watched in delight, and then her eye moved to one of the blue clad xenobiologists who was carefully arranging sprays of exotic mauve flowers. The woman was full of an aura of mischief that intrigued Rhinsu.

“You are doing a superb job, Krys,” Rhinsu commented and the woman turned and grinned. 

“Why thank you, Counsellor. I do hope the visitors from Virenth and Kael will appreciate it.” 

Rhinsu sensed that Krys was sure that they would.

“Those aren’t native to those planets are they?” Rhinsu asked, trying to divine the reason for the sense of mischief.

“No...I had to be careful not to use any of the local flora, or anything that resembled any of the local flora.”

“Did that make things harder?” Rhinsu quizzed.

“Not really,” Krys told her. “I have spent time on both Kael and Virenth, studying the biology. The native flowers are one of the things that have almost been wiped out by the war between the two worlds. I really do hope that the delegates will enjoy the display and realise what they are destroying.”

“So why not use the local flora?” Rhinsu wasn’t to be distracted from that question.

Krys grinned, faintly this time. “There used to be a lot of trade between the two worlds, and during that time, plants native to one world were traded for those native to the other. Most grew well on both planets. However, some species have an effect on the physiology of one or other of the populations. That is why we had to be careful.”

“So why are you laughing inside?”

Krys laughed aloud. “You’re good, Alayna. It is simple, really. These are Earth orchids. While they don’t exactly resemble any of the local flora, they are suggestive of them. More importantly, the smell of them is quite different to anything the delegates will have smelt before. However, the flowers scent, slight though it is, has a mildly euphoric effect on both Kael and Virenth nervous systems. Oh, don’t worry – I cleared it with Doctor Bradley and Captain Girard. I was able to assure them...”

Krys paused, then continued, “...that the delegates would not sense the effect and feel manipulated.”

She quickly finished arranging the last spray of flowers. “There, I’m finished. I had better get back to my other work.” 

She excused herself from Alayna’s company, and walked quickly towards the doors of the recreation deck. If she had looked back, she would have seen a very thoughtful look on Alayna Rhinsu’s face.

Rhinsu began to follow, suddenly very intrigued by Krys Ward. In the short pause in the conversation, Rhinsu had received the sudden impact of someone’s anger and intense frustration. In that same moment, she had felt Krys’s reaction – anger for a brief instant, and then she sensed being shut out of the other woman’s mind. For someone, whose personnel file gave her psi rating as zero; Krys Ward was actually a very strong empath, if not also telepathic.
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Rhinsu saw Delgado striding into the rec hall and moved after him. She had identified the now receding anger as coming from his yeoman. 

“Captain, the food and beverages from the planet will arrive shortly,” Delgado reported when he reached Girard’s position.

“Very good, Commander. Since our guests are uncomfortable with the idea of replicated food, it is a courtesy to provide them with local food, as well as that prepared by our chef’s. I trust that this morning’s mix up will not reoccur?” 

“I am sure it won’t, Sir,” Delgado assured him. 

“Excellent. It seems everything will be ready when the delegates arrive. You, Ryder and Logan will need to leave soon. Have you notified everyone who is to be part of the welcoming committee?”

“All done, Sir.”

Girard nodded and went on his way. Delgado spotted Alayna and waited for her to come closer.

“What was all the trouble?” Alayna asked quietly.

Delgado’s mouth twitched slightly. “Nothing that hasn’t been fixed. We were expecting a shipment of locally prepared food. Instead, what we got smelt like – manure.”

“I hope you didn’t give your yeoman too hard a time,” Rhinsu rebuked mildly. “She normally does excellent work.”

“An important occasion like this, is not the time to start messing up,” Delgado grinned wryly at his unintended pun. Then he turned serious. “She should have made sure everything was understood. She will be helping to clean up the mess – that should be enough of a lesson to get that message through.”

“I think, perhaps, I should go and talk to her,” Rhinsu decided aloud, and took her leave of Delgado.
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Katrina West’s crying spell quickly subsided into a simmering anger. When the door chime of her quarters sounded, she answered sharply, and was relieved not to have to modify her manner with her mother. 

It had never occurred to Katrina that her mother looked little older than she did herself. Krys Ward could easily pass for 36, where Katrina was 24. They had never advertised their relationship, and were now more friends than mother and daughter.

“What happened?” Krys asked calmly. “I heard something about a stench in transporter room four.”

The face Katrina turned away was scarlet with remembered humiliation. Finally she shrugged, took a calming breath and turned to talk to Krys.

“It is a really enormous mess. I know I ordered the specific delicacies we discussed. When I spoke to the planetary contacts I checked everything would be ready to beam up today. I checked the coordinates for where the shipment was to be collected from. They are used to that because the traders that visit deliver and dispatch trade goods that way. I planned the menu in detail, yesterday, and gave the Intrepid cooks their instructions last night. I downloaded all the details to my data padd last night. That is still correct, but somehow the details in the computer were changed. When I found out what was delivered, I almost died. Now I also have the transporter chief angry at me. I don’t know what to do with the mess. He hopes none of it will get into the electronics. But at least, the orders to our cooks weren’t changed.”
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“You should have checked,” Krys advised gently.

“I did check! In detail, after I sent the list. It all agreed when they read it back. I even checked the location coordinates and the time. The only good thing, I put the other delivery on hold. They are waiting with the shipment. I will have to use one of the other transporters, except both of those are having a
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