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For Verity, who knows why




2233 STARFLEET ACADEMY INDUCTION DAY




Ensign Christopher Pike, Personal Log

Nobody wants to take a sabbatical this early in their career, but needs must when the orders come from on high, by which I mean my CMO. Also Robert April. Not that he’s my CO, but he’s my mentor, and when your mentor and one of Starfleet’s finest says, “Son, you’re taking a sabbatical,” first you look the word up in a dictionary, just to be sure of the meaning, and then you take the sabbatical.

“You need some time,” said April. “Clear your head before the hearing. Think things over.” Which sounds to me like a fast route to sitting around feeling sorry for myself about everything that happened, and, frankly, I don’t need any encouragement to do that. I said that (okay, not exactly that, but the gist of that) to April.

“Go camping,” said April. “Go riding.”

I could, I guess, but my leg still hurts.

“For pity’s sake, Chris” (I sure hit the limits of April’s patience pretty quick), “if you can’t just sit on your ass for a few weeks without making a damn drama out of the whole business, I’ll find you something to keep you busy.”

Anyway, that’s why I find myself back in San Francisco, in an apartment right next to the Academy campus, special instructor of a bunch of classes. Apparently I have a reputation back here. Good or bad? I didn’t ask. But the commandant seems to think that I have something to say, and that the cadets will listen. I’m close enough to them in age, but far enough along in my career that I’ve learned something.

I wonder if I should tell them about what I’ve learned? Not about the circumstances leading up to my sabbatical, that’s for sure. I don’t want to send them running for the hills.

Pretty strange being back on campus. They say you can’t go back, and then you do. You find yourself right back where you were only a handful of years ago. The place is deserted. Fun, huh? The semester doesn’t start for a couple of weeks, so the cadets aren’t back. The campus is bereft of life, and, with fall on the horizon, it feels kind of melancholy, but I’m trying to put a stop to that feeling; I suspect that it would fall into the category of making a drama about the whole business. So let’s look for signs of life. I guess… there’s a growing sense of anticipation around the place. Because you know that the paths, lawns, and buildings will soon be full of life. Filled with cadets, who are in turn brimming with optimism, enthusiasm, and ambition, whose eyes are fixed on the stars.

And all I have to do is make sure I don’t sour them on all that. Tell them what I learned in my first few years in Starfleet. Keep myself distracted till I get the date for the hearing. And try not to think too much about what happened while at the same time get everything straight in my head about what happened.

I need a pal. I need a drinking buddy. And I really do need to get started planning these damn lectures. They don’t prepare themselves. Who knew that being an instructor at the Academy wasn’t a walk in the park? Thought so when I was a cadet. It’s going to be interesting to see what life is like on the other side. See the cadets: who are they, and what they’re shaping up to be. That’ll keep me busy. That’ll keep me from thinking about what happened.

[Note to future readers: I did not have to look the word “sabbatical” up in the dictionary. But if you check further, you’ll see that “gullible” is missing. They took it out.]





There was no doubt that Earth was beautiful, Anxha thought, looking through the port. It was like mist on the mountains; like a painting she had done to remember being in the peaks in summer. Pale blue and white; wisps of cloud and filled with promise. Like, but not enough. Anxha looked away. There was nothing to be done about that, so she tried to put such thoughts out of her head. The Helena Molony would commence docking within the next couple of hours, and their new life would begin.

Anxha looked around for her cubs. The two youngest, the twins, Tilxho and Mexhano, were easiest to spot, weaving around between the seats in a fruitless attempt to burn up some of their apparently limitless energy. Always in motion, those two; always busy, and so close to each other that sometimes Anxha herself could not separate them. Paws and tails, forever entwined. She signaled to them that they should not start the game, which they were clearly contemplating, of seeing who could jump farther from one of the chairs. They went back to a less hazardous game of tag. Once she was sure they were in no imminent danger of damaging themselves or their surroundings, Anxha checked on Halexho. The loner of the family, thoughtful and curious, he was reading from a padd, one of several stacked up beside him. His tail shifted leisurely from side to side. He would start telling them something soon.

Last of all, sitting opposite Halexho, was Naxhana. The eldest, her beautiful daughter, poised on the brink of adulthood, but still so achingly young. Naxhana was sitting a few seats away, right by another port, but she was not looking out at their destination, and what the future might hold. Her head was turned away. She was staring down at the carpet, the toe of her shoe marking out the pattern over and over again. She was unhappy, Anxha knew, deeply unhappy—but there was nothing Anxha could do about the cause of that unhappiness. Naxhana wanted to go home. But there was no going home.

Anxha padded over to her daughter and sat beside her, resting her paw upon Naxhana’s. I know why you’re sad, she thought. I feel the same way. We can do nothing—only make the best of our situation. Find new people and places to love.

Halexho, looking up from his padd, cleared his throat. “Fact,” he said. Anxha suppressed a smile. She caught Naxhana’s eye and winked. Naxhana’s whiskers twitched, ever so slightly. That was a start.

“Go on, Hax,” said Anxha. “What have you got for us this time?”

Hax facts, they called them; the pieces of information that, from the thousands he must learn each day, he considered particularly worthy of offering up for their consideration. Like a hunter, bringing back prey. It was a mixed pleasure, sometimes, listening to Hax. He was exactly like Anxha’s father, now long gone, who had never learned to read, but somehow knew everything about everything, and whose curiosity remained undimmed, right up until the end, and despite everything that had happened to him.

“The largest animal ever to have existed on Earth is Balaenoptera musculus”—he said that slowly and carefully—“the blue whale… Oh!” he said, and stopped.

“Go on,” said Anxha.

“It says here they were nearly hunted to extinction.” He frowned. “I don’t like that…”

“Excuse me…” A quiet voice, but not shy; gently but insistently intruding. Anxha looked up and came face-to-face with her first Bolian. A dapper little woman, wearing a richly patterned dress whose intricate design almost confounded the eyes, and who was as blue as the sky above in the mountains north of Rechzan, back home.

“May I help you?” said Anxha.

“Rather the reverse,” said the woman, who had a kindly look in her eye. “The two little ones—”

“Oh no,” groaned Anxha. “What are they doing now?”

“Nothing yet,” said the woman. “But if I know children—and I’m the mother of three—I think they may soon be climbing up the walls. I was rather wondering whether you would allow me to take them in search of a treat.” Her eyes twinkled. “I promise I’ll steer away from Bolian cuisine. My human friends tell me that it’s an acquired taste.”

“Those two will eat anything,” said Naxhana.

Anxha hesitated. There was so much she didn’t know about this new world in which she had found herself. The Federation was supposed to be a safe place; yes, of course, that was why they had come here. But the particular stresses of the last few years meant that her immediate instinct was to keep her cubs close, where she could see them. She saw realization dawn in the other woman’s eyes; she saw compassion. Anxha was long past resenting such things. She was grateful for the understanding.

“They’ll be safe with me,” said the Bolian gently.

Anxha took a deep breath. Letting the boys out of her sight was a risk.

“Mamma,” said Naxhana. “They’ll be fine.”

“Yes, of course.” She smiled up at the Bolian woman. “That would be very kind, thank you.”

“Are you Bolian?” said Halexho, who was staring at the woman.

“Hax!” chided Naxhana. “Don’t be rude!”

He blinked up at his older sister. “I’m not being rude. I’m being interested.”

The woman laughed. “It’s a fair question. And you’re quite right. I am Bolian. My name is Waneha.” She listened attentively as Anxha introduced herself and her litter, then said, “May I ask in turn—are you Chionian?”

“No,” said Naxhana, fiercely, exactly as her mother said, “Yes.” Naxhana glared at her. Anxha went on, “I mean—yes, in terms of our official designation.”

“Otherwise, no,” said Naxhana. “We’re Euxhana.”

The other woman, looking carefully between them, said, “Of course. Of course… I understand. Well, shall I take those two youngsters and put something sweet and sugary inside them and then hand them back?” She looked at Halexho. “Would you like to come too? See what treats they might have hidden away round here?”

Halexho looked at his padds, and then at Waneha. The struggle, thought Anxha, was very real. Hax was still wavering on that line between cubhood and adulthood.

“Oh, go on, Hax,” said his older sister. “The facts aren’t going anywhere.”

Hax nodded seriously, taking her point. He sprang to his feet. He wrapped his paw around Waneha’s blue hand. Waneha gave Anxha a kind smile.

“I’ll have them back within the hour,” she said. “Please don’t worry.”

She went off with Hax, who called out to the twins to join them. “Tixh! Mexh! We’re going hunting. For cake.”

Anxha, watching them go, could feel the force of her daughter’s resentment.

“I don’t like it when you call us that,” said Naxhana.

“I know, xhixhi. But it makes things much easier—”

“That’s what they say back home, isn’t it? If we’d only call ourselves Chionian, everything would be so much easier.”

That hurt. “That’s not fair, xhixhi—”

“None of this is fair, Maxhi. In case you hadn’t noticed.”

Tears sprang to Anxha’s eyes. She turned away so that her daughter would not see. I am trying my very best, she thought. But this is impossible.

“I wish we were back home.” Naxhana’s voice was low, but sharp, tight, and angry. Anxha hated hearing her sound like this. “I wish Edxhi was here.”

But Tarxho, Naxhana’s father, the father of all four of Anxha’s children, was not here, and could never be. Anxha burrowed her face into her daughter’s soft fur. “I know,” she murmured, nuzzling her, comforting her. “I know…”

“I wish we hadn’t come here,” said Naxhana wretchedly. “But I don’t know where else we could go.”

“We’ll make something here,” said Anxha. “We’ll make a home.”

“It won’t be home. It can’t be home.”

Naxhana stood up and walked a few seats away, sitting down again, alone, and staring through the port. Anxha, who knew her daughter would not welcome any approach when she was in this mood, sat quietly, taking the opportunity to look once again through all their documents. Could anything go wrong at this late stage? Surely not. That would be too cruel. The thought of being sent back.

The boys returned an hour later. (Waneha looked perfectly cheerful, as if their excursion had troubled her not one jot.) There had indeed been cake, and Waneha had also prevailed upon her connections to the crew to get access to the gym. The twins—and Hax too—had worn themselves out on the trampoline. The ship docked not long after. When they were given the all clear to disembark, Anxha gathered up her cubs and their bags, and made her way to the main concourse. Everyone she spoke to was friendly and helpful, and there was even someone to meet them: a human woman, holding up a sign that spelled out Anxha’s name in Euxhana letters. She had to turn away, briefly, at the sight of that—here, in public—to cover the tears that had sprung into her eyes.

The woman came forward. “Aynur Lavin,” she said. “I’m with World of Sanctuary.”

Their sponsors. The people who had made the journey here possible. Anxha remembered this woman’s name now; the lawyer who had completed all the paperwork that Anxha had been holding on to like a lifeline.

“Oh,” she said, reaching out her paw, “thank you. Thank you.”

“Welcome to Earth,” said Lavin. She looked around at the cubs, and her face crinkled into a delighted smile. “I’m so very glad you’re here. I’m so very glad to meet you all at last.”

Lavin picked up a couple of their bags and led them through the concourse to the public transporter, listening to Hax ask for facts, and supplying them as best she could. So this was Earth, and Anxha could not fault the people or the welcome. But what Naxhana had said had stuck, circling round and round her brain.

It wasn’t home, and it couldn’t ever be home.



“Cadet Chin-Riley! You stop right there and go no further—I want a word with you!”

Una Chin-Riley (rising star of the Academy and brightest light of her senior year) had been walking through campus with her roommate, Theresa Mullins, in search of coffee. Now she turned to see one of their instructors heading toward them at pace.

“Oh god,” muttered Mullins. “We can’t be in trouble already. The semester’s only fifteen minutes old.”

Lieutenant Commander Pelia, whose idiosyncratic engineering courses were the bane of cadets from wide-eyed plebs to world-weary seniors, was certainly on the warpath, covering the ground toward them faster than one would have thought possible from one so petite.

“Shush,” said Chin-Riley.

“She’s daft as a brush,” muttered Mullins.

Chin-Riley broadly shared that opinion, which was in fact the consensus across the cadet body. Pelia was… eccentric? That surely was not a controversial thing to say. It was one reason that she’d avoided taking any of Pelia’s courses. Until now. This semester, Chin-Riley had taken the plunge and signed up for Pelia’s elective on Starship Maintenance. Rumor (which meant the previous year) had it that the formal aspects of the course were a breeze (Pelia sometimes being vague when it came to details such as exams and so on), but that the experience was second to none. Pelia wasted no time throwing them into real-life situations, to see how far their technical expertise would take them. Chin-Riley was curious to see how well she would be able to adapt. Better now than later.

Pelia, reaching them, ground to a halt. She bent over, placing her hands on her knees and gasping for air. “Give me a moment…” she said. “Oh, I am much too old for this kind of nonsense. Why do you cadets have to move so quickly?”

See? Mullins mouthed over her head. Daft as a brush.

Ssh! said Chin-Riley. “Anything we can do for you, Commander?” she said, politely, as the instructor gathered her wits and her breath.

Pelia, recovering herself, stood up straight and, nodding at the padd that Chin-Riley was holding, said, “Is your schedule on that?”

“Yes, Commander,” said Chin-Riley.

“Lemme see that,” said Pelia, grabbing the padd from Chin-Riley’s hands. “I want to see what you’re doing.”

“You’ll need my access codes, Commander—”

Pelia snorted. She had already bypassed the security on the padd and was scrolling through Chin-Riley’s schedule for the coming semester.

“Do you still have space left anywhere?” Pelia said. “No, of course you don’t, you’re Cadet Chin-Riley. You’re auditing at least three extra courses and will still have time to star in this year’s Gilbert and Sullivan production.”

“It’s The Mikado this semester,” said Chin-Riley, trying to keep the excitement out of her voice. Last semester she had rocked Mad Margaret from Ruddigore. The parts for The Mikado weren’t cast yet, but Katisha was surely hers. She’d already memorized the part. In fact, she’d already memorized the whole libretto. “I don’t want to miss The Mikado, sir.”

“I’m not saying you should,” said Pelia. “But whatever else you are doing, I want you to make room for one more course.”

Chin-Riley, retrieving the padd from the instructor’s grasp, started thumbing through her schedule. “Commander, I honestly don’t see much room here—”

“You must. You’ve heard of Christopher Pike, haven’t you?”

“Of course, Commander!” They had not overlapped in their time here, but every single instructor at the Academy reminisced fondly about Cadet—now Ensign—Pike. His skill, his charm, his cool under fire. Some of the cadets cursed his name; others, Chin-Riley included, found the myth intriguing, wondering how all these stories could possibly come close to reality. She knew her own reputation among her peers and instructors, and how that might be recounted once she had graduated. She also knew—unlike anyone else—how different that reputation was from the much more complicated truth.

“He’s at the Academy this semester,” said Pelia. “He’s giving a series of lectures in the run-up to Thanksgiving.”

“Oh,” said Chin-Riley. That did sound interesting. She started searching through her schedule again. Was there space? If she stared hard enough, perhaps she could see some cracks.

“Remember The Mikado,” murmured Mullins. “The world can’t miss out on your Katisha.”

“That would surely be a loss to civilization,” said Pelia. “Not to mention the general gaiety of life. I’m not saying drop it, Una. Heaven forbid.” She leaned over Chin-Riley’s shoulder. “What is this? Astrotheory 101? Bit late for that, isn’t it? You can drop that. Command Psychology?” She snorted. “Absolute waffle. Sipek doesn’t know what he’s talking about, and you’ll get everything you need from my Starship Maintenance course. Look, I don’t care what you do, what you drop, but do not miss a single one of Pike’s lectures! Capiche?”

“Understood, Commander,” said Chin-Riley. “But, um, what are they about exactly?”

“You’ll see!” Pelia said. As she left, she called back over her shoulder. “The same goes for you too, Mullins. And I would also like to remind you that a truly good brush is a superior—no, a triumphant—piece of industrial design.”

“Yes, Commander,” said Mullins, flushing scarlet. “Sorry, Commander.”

“Warned you,” whispered Chin-Riley.

Mullins tapped the padd. “What are these unmissable lectures?”

“Um, there’s a few of them,” said Chin-Riley, scanning through the titles. “ ‘What to Expect from Your First Two Years Aboard Ship.’ That seems reasonable. ‘What Ensigns Do Badly and What They Do Well.’ I guess he’d know. ‘How to Ace Your First Test Flight.’ ”

Mullins laughed. “He fancies himself, doesn’t he?”

“Maybe he has cause,” said Chin-Riley.

“Maybe,” said Mullins. “One thing this place does is give some people a real sense of their own worth.”

“As long it’s an accurate sense, I don’t see what’s wrong with that,” said Chin-Riley. She read through the rest of the lecture titles. All were oriented toward Pike’s practical experience. Pelia’s course seemed to have the same emphasis. “They’re really trying to make us think beyond the Academy, aren’t they?”

“I guess it’s not long till we get our first postings,” said Mullins. She sounded less enthusiastic about that prospect than one might expect from a senior. “You’re not going, are you?”

“Hmm?” said Chin-Riley.

“These lectures.”

“I think I will,” said Chin-Riley.

“What are you going to drop? Not Command Psychology?”

Chin-Riley found the add form for Pike’s lecture series and began to fill it in. “Can you imagine Sipek’s face if I did?”

“It would certainly merit an eyebrow. So what’s going? What are you dropping?”

“Nothing,” said Chin-Riley. “I’ll make it work. I always do. But you know what? I think Pelia’s right. I think you should come too.”

Mullins shook her head. “Nuh-uh. I’ve got plenty to do.”

“You’re always complaining that you don’t get to see enough real examples,” said Chin-Riley. “That some of the instructors are teaching the last generation of cadets, not the next generation. You can’t say that about Pike. He was here a couple of years ago. And he was on board ship a couple of months ago. He’ll know the score.”

“I know, Una, but—”

“It’s a short lecture series. It’s not like it’s a complete course. There’s not even an assessment listed. We can try out the first one, and if he’s hopeless we don’t bother with the rest. Look, this first one is about this test mission. Let’s see what he’s made of. Let’s see if we should believe the hype.”

“Oh, all right,” Mullins said grudgingly. Quickly she sent off her own add form. “But if he turns out to be some self-satisfied flyboy, I’m holding you personally responsible. Okay?”

“Okay,” said Chin-Riley. “Shall we get that coffee now?”

“Yes. Though I’m gasping for a cup of tea.”

They strode off across campus, talking and laughing. It was a glorious day, the best that September could offer, filled with the thrill and the promise of a new term, a new year. This, Chin-Riley thought, was everything she had wanted from the Academy; everything she had wanted from being part of Starfleet. Good and challenging work, fun extracurricular, and some really great friends who liked her. Her last year at the Academy. She had great plans for it, and for everything that would come after. The risk was paying off. She’d always known she could make a success of Starfleet. She was doing fine. More than fine: she was doing brilliantly. If you didn’t know better, you’d think she deserved to be here.



Ensign Christopher Pike had learned from an early age that you had to roll with the punches. Recent events had brought a number of punches that meant he was still limping on damp mornings. The medicos promised this was a temporary thing, and, when it came to it, wasn’t everything temporary? Take this sabbatical, for example, which would last only as long as that damned limp hung around, and until the hearing date was set. Pike wasn’t punishing himself, he was young, but he wasn’t stupid, there were plenty of daily therapeutic exercises to be done. And he’d taken the plunge and gone out riding. April had been right. He should have done it weeks ago. It had been good to get back on a horse. There’d been no physical side effects, and he felt a thousand times more cheerful afterward.

April had also been right about not sitting around waiting to be called to testify. Thinking about his lectures had kept him occupied. (“Scare the bejesus out of them,” said April, darkly, when they were discussing the possible topics of the lectures. “Or at least get a few of them to stop doing damn fool things. You might be the luckiest devil to serve on board a starship, but the vast majority of them are not.”)

Seeing what life was like not as cadet, but as instructor had been a revelation. Take Sipek, for example. He had been the terror of the cadets, with a turn of phrase that could freeze your heart. Turned out he was mostly bark (with a little bite), and that nobody knew the cadets whose development was in his care as individually, thoughtfully, and intelligently as did Sipek. His class, Command Psychology, cut in many directions. A practical application of a highly theoretical subject. On reflection, Pike shouldn’t have been surprised. You knew how good the instructors were. But it was only really now, on the other side of the fence, watching the meticulous thought and care that went into these courses, the constant fine-tuning and refining of the material, that Pike realized how good.

Pelia was another example. Everyone in Pike’s Academy class had a theory about her. She’d been part of the board that founded the Academy. She had six old masters stashed away in a lockup in east London, kept as a nest egg in case money ever made a return and she needed to make a fast buck. She’d met Jesus. One time, Pike sat mesmerized through a long diversion in one of her lectures where she talked about Johannes Gutenberg as if they’d been best friends. They’d come away convinced that she must have had a hand in inventing the printing press. His theory was that whether or not Pelia had steered the course of human technological history, she certainly didn’t mind leaving you with that impression. As a cadet, listening to her, he’d found her rambling, diffuse, with the slightest air of a charlatan. The past couple of weeks talking to her as a colleague set him straight. Pelia was sharp as tacks, knew her stuff, and you were mistaken if you thought she rambled. She was surveying a few thousand years of experience, and picking out the exact detail she wanted you to know.

Best of all, she was a great drinking buddy. Every Wednesday and Friday evening since his arrival in San Francisco, they’d met to debrief and trade stories. They took turns to try to find a bar that the other had not discovered. Pike, to the surprise of both, was way ahead on this score. Tonight they were in a “real English pub” run by a guy from Oxfordshire who had somehow wound up in San Francisco. So crusty was the place that you would not be surprised if a troop of Morris dancers suddenly jingled through.

“How do you find a dive like this in San Francisco?” muttered Pelia, glaring toward the far side of the bar, where a couple of fiddle players were about to commit folk music.

“How do you not find them?” said Pike.

“I’ve had a gutful of fiddles over the centuries,” groused Pelia. “You cannot imagine my relief when finally jazz arrived. It was like being released from jail! Not that I have firsthand experience of being released from jail, you understand, let me make that clear.”

“Sure,” said Pike. “Anyway, I like this place. It’s warm. It’s friendly. The beer’s good. And at least the music’s live.”

“The music is on its deathbed. And the beer is not good. The beer is full of twigs. Twigs have their place, yes. And that is on trees. Not”—she waved her forefinger at him—“in beer.”

“Whisky for you, then, Pelia?”

“Hell yes. And make it a double.”

Pike went up to the bar, brought back the drinks, and settled into his chair. There was a real fire crackling away in the hearth. A couple of patrons were playing a game that seemed to involve rolling dice in the shape of skulls and knocking back shots. Pike had tried a few of these pub games when he was a plebe. There was a whole weekend of his life he couldn’t quite account for. Carefully, he stretched out his left leg and gently kneaded the area above the knee, which had been twinging all afternoon. Was this what it would be like to be old? Constant twinges? He was too young to be thinking about getting old.

“Everything okay with that?” said Pelia, nodding at his leg.

“Stiff,” he said. “No hiking for me this weekend.”

“I should hope not.” She took a slug of her whisky. “First lecture tomorrow.”

“Yep,” he said. He sipped his beer. She didn’t know what she was talking about. This stuff was great. Fed the soul. He’d got into a dumb debate once, at the Academy: “What was humanity’s greatest achievement?” Beer had narrowly lost out to the bag, which, another cadet had argued, was the basis of human civilization, allowing people to collect what they needed while keeping their hands free. Beer, they’d argued, had occurred only because people could collect and carry things.

“Prepared?” said Pelia.

“I guess. I imagine you don’t know until you’re in the room.”

“If you know that, then you’re prepared,” she said. “Want some tips?”

“Sure,” he said.

“Watch out for any seniors present.”

“Oh yeah? Any particular reason why?”

“Seniors are always know-it-alls. And this year they’re…” She gave a wry smile. “Some cadets, you know? They’re practically perfect in every way.”

“Is that a problem, Pelia?”

“Well, it can be. If they never learn to roll with the punches. You must have seen this, Chris. Sometimes it’s the less stellar colleagues that turn out to be the most consistent. They’ve made mistakes. They’ve learned. Nobody can keep up perfection indefinitely.” She winked. “Not even you.”

He wasn’t particularly feeling this alleged perfection at the moment, but he took her general point. “Huh.”

“You got a date for that hearing yet?”

“Nope,” he said.

“You want me to leave this subject alone for now?”

“Yep.” Absently, he rubbed at his leg. “So you’ve got some too-perfect cadets at the moment, huh? Think they know everything? Think they’ve seen everything?”

“More that they don’t always get what it is we’re offering them. You’ll see.” She gave a smug smile. “I’ve sent a couple of them your way.”

“Thanks, Pelia. Remind me to return the favor.”

“They’ll keep you on your toes. Stop you from getting lazy.”

“That’s my problem,” he sighed. “Not enough action. Too much sitting down.”

“Too much beer with twigs,” she agreed. “Nobody needs that many calories.”

Over on the other side of the pub, the fiddlers started up. A jig.

“Jeez,” muttered Pelia, slinging back the rest of her whisky. Pike hid his smile behind his pint glass. “I’m gonna need at least another one of these.” She made a run to the bar. When she got back, she lined up her two new shots of whisky. “There’s one I’d like you to keep an eye on.”

“One of those too-perfect cadets?”

“Sort of,” said Pelia. “One of the smartest in her year. Best debater. Mind like a steel trap. But I get the feeling her heart isn’t really in Starfleet.”

“No?”

“No. In fact, I think she might be better suited to something else.”

“Diplomatic corps?”

“Maybe…” Pelia didn’t look sure. “She’s got a lot of extracurricular activity going on.”

“Fun stuff?” said Pike. Everyone did that. It wasn’t insurmountable, even in your third year, though at some point you did have to knuckle down and do the work.

“Quite the contrary. Activist. Politics.” Pelia shrugged. “Maybe I’m wrong. Her name is Theresa Mullins. Look out for her. She consistently gets some of the best grades across the board, along with Una, of course.”

“Una?”

“Cadet Una Chin-Riley.” Pelia smiled, rather wolfishly. “Oh, you’ll see. I imagine that Una will make herself known to you very quickly.”

“Why do I get the feeling you’re setting me up?”

“A man takes me to a bar with fiddle music,” said Pelia darkly, “he’s gonna pay a price.”



The lecture hall was one of the biggest on campus, and with twenty minutes to go it was almost full. Una Chin-Riley and Theresa Mullins found a couple of leftover single seats near the front, right at the end of the rows, one behind the other. They grabbed these, Chin-Riley in the foremost seat. She turned to talk to her friend. Anyone looking at them would think that they were the epitome of a couple of seniors, sitting relaxed and confident, coffee cups in hand, padds laid out in front of them. As they talked about their schedules and gossiped about their peers, someone stopped in the aisle beside them.

“Excuse me,” said a soft voice. “Are you Cadet Chin-Riley?”

Chin-Riley turned to see a very young-looking plebe (When did they start looking like babies?) who was tugging in embarrassment at her uniform collar.

“Una,” said Theresa, “you’re famous.”

“Yes, sir, she is,” said the plebe. “Sorry to interrupt you while you’re talking to your friend. I heard about your performance as Mad Margaret last year. Everyone has been raving about it.”

Chin-Riley offered her hand. “Yes, I’m Una. And you’re…?”

“Fatima Nahas. Hi.” She shook Chin-Riley’s hand. “I love Gilbert and Sullivan, and I’d really like to join the society.” She took a deep breath and launched into the patter song from Ruddigore.

“If I had been so lucky as to have a steady brother

“Who could talk to me as we are talking now to one another—”

Wow, thought Chin-Riley. That particular song was a real tongue twister. Nahas had set off at a real pace, and wasn’t showing any sign of tripping over the words. She let Nahas do the bulk of the verse and joined in for her favorite bit at the end:

“This particularly rapid, unintelligible patter

“Isn’t generally heard, and if it is it doesn’t matter!

“This particularly rapid, unintelligible patter

“Isn’t generally heard, and if it is it doesn’t matter!”

There was a smattering of applause from the cadets around them. Nahas gave a tiny mock bow to their appreciators. “Honestly,” said Mullins, rolling her eyes.

Chin-Riley and Nahas looked at each other and burst out laughing.

“You’re great,” said Chin-Riley, with real enthusiasm, and sent contact details and rehearsal information over to Nahas’s padd. “First rehearsal’s this evening. Whatever your plans—cancel them. We definitely need you!”

“Oh, I shall!” said Nahas, eyes shining.

“This Mikado is going to be fantastic,” said Chin-Riley. The pair then launched into a dissection of the best parts (Katisha, they both agreed), but their mutual enthusiasm was halted when Pike appeared, ambling onto the dais and over to the lectern.

“Nineteen hundred!” said Chin-Riley. “The Mohammidi Auditorium! It’s over on the east side of campus,” she added, considering that the plebe might not yet have found where everything was.

“Got it!” said Nahas. “See you later!” she promised, and dashed off to find a seat.

Ensign Christopher Pike was tall, dark-haired, and seemed to be favoring his left leg. What happened there? wondered Chin-Riley.

Mullins, leaning forward, whispered, “Una, he’s gorgeous.”

Chin-Riley studied the ensign. He was handsome, she supposed. His haircut—which was slightly too long and floppy—made him look like he’d stopped listening to new music three years ago. Chin-Riley supposed she could see what other people might see, but truth be told, she was far more interested in what Pike had to say. “I guess.”

“Una,” hissed Theresa, “sometimes I’m not sure you have a pulse!”

Pike smiled out at the class benignly. “Hey,” he said, “more of you than I was expecting, particularly at this time of the morning.”

Some general laughter around the room.

“I’m Chris Pike. Ensign. Five years ago I was sitting right where you’re sitting now, wondering when my damn lecturer was going to get started so that I could get back to the pool table.”

More laughter.

“First of all, let me say that I appreciate your appreciation for my jokes.”

Mullins tapped her on the shoulder. Dad jokes, she mouthed. He tells Dad jokes.

Shush, mouthed Chin-Riley, getting ready to take notes. He’s nice.

“Coming back here to the Academy so soon after graduating is interesting, to say the least. Being on this side of the lectern is even more so, and”—he gave a laugh—“more than a little intimidating. But I’ve picked up some experience in the past couple of years, and the commandant thinks that this could be useful for you, as I am slightly closer to your age than that bunch of ancient—sorry, those venerable luminaries.”

More laughter. Chin-Riley rolled her eyes. Get on with it, Pike. Cut to the good stuff.

“Right. This first lecture, I’m going to talk about a test mission I flew straight out of the Academy. It’s so textbook that they’re putting it in the textbook. I chose this for my first lecture so that you’d go away absolutely sure that I am competent. I’m saving the cock-ups for later in the semester, and I promise you that you don’t want to miss those lectures. I look like a real fool in most of those. But today I want to impress you. So let’s get on with it.”

He cut to the good stuff.

Almost an hour later, Pike stopped to take a drink of water. Chin-Riley, sitting up and flexing her hand, realized she hadn’t stopped taking notes the whole time. Pike could certainly spin a tale—and his stuff was gold. Frank, honest, and straight from the source. More of their courses needed to be like this—although some of the cadets in the hall looked like they’d just been dropped down a turbolift shaft.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s get this ship landed. Here’s how we handled reentry.”

Two minutes later, Chin-Riley sat up, stared at Pike, and then reached for her padd and began searching for the piece of information she knew was in there somewhere. Five minutes later, the lecture ended to rapturous applause. Pike, to his credit, looked rather endearingly relieved. Chin-Riley turned around to speak to Mullins.

“He made a mistake,” she said.

“What?”

“In reentry. There’s a whole series of protocols he didn’t go through.” She held up the padd. “Look,” she said. “It’s in the regs.”

“Is that what you were doing the last five minutes? Checking the regs? I thought you looked happier than usual—”

Chin-Riley grabbed her padd and her bag and stood up. “I’m going to tell him.”

Mullins, following suit, said, “You’re what?”

“I’m going to tell him. He made a mistake.”

“Let me get this straight,” said Mullins. “You’re going to go up to Christopher Pike, guest lecturer and darling of the Academy, and tell him he didn’t follow regs?”

“Yes,” said Chin-Riley.

“Can I come?”

“Sure,” said Chin-Riley.

“You never know,” said Mullins, “you might need a witness.”

They inched their way through the crush of cadets heading off in the opposite direction toward the exit. They all looked enthused about everything they’d heard. At the front, Pike was packing up. He had bitten into an apple. He took it out as they approached.

“Cadets,” he said, “is there something you needed?”

“I had a question, sir,” said Chin-Riley.

“A quick question?” said Pike. “I have a meeting across campus in five—”

“You made a mistake, sir.”

Pike, who had been scooping up his bag, stopped. “I did what?”

“You made a mistake, sir. In reentry, there’s a series of protocols surrounding checking fuel reserves that you didn’t observe. If you forgot—it was a mistake. If you didn’t forget—it was still a mistake.” She held out the padd. “It’s right there in the regs.”

Pike took another bite of his apple and chewed slowly. “What’s your name, Cadet?”

“Una Chin-Riley.”

Something flickered behind Pike’s eyes. Had he heard of her? What had he heard? And how? Chin-Riley didn’t like thinking that people were having conversations about her behind her back. It made her feel suspect, and she had very good reasons to not like feeling suspect. She put the feeling aside, squared her shoulders, and looked him straight in the eye.

“And I’m Theresa Mullins, for the record.”

“Cadet Mullins,” said Pike. “I’ve heard about you too.”

“About me?” Mullins laughed. “Sorry, sir, but that never happens.”

“Theresa,” murmured Chin-Riley, “you’re famous.”

“Do you think I made a mistake?” said Pike.

“I don’t know, sir,” said Mullins. “This is the regs we’re talking about. I’m not the one that’s into the regs. I’m the one that’s into the law. You want to know something about the perils of working within multiple and sometimes competing legal systems, then I’m your cadet. But when it comes to the regs, nobody can beat Una.”

Pike smiled and reached for his bag. “You know, I do have to run,” he said. “But we should meet later and talk this through.”

“Should we make an appointment, sir?” said Chin-Riley. “My schedule’s pretty full until next week—”

“Well, I want to hear what you have to say sooner than that,” he said. “I’m not really here as an instructor. I’m just doing the odd lecture here and there. Why don’t we meet for a drink later?”

“A drink?” said Chin-Riley, wrinkling her nose.

Mullins stifled a laugh.

“Yes, you know, a drink,” said Pike, shouldering his bag and taking another bite of his apple. “In a bar. You do know what a bar is?”

“I’m not sure she does, sir,” said Mullins. “Now, if you offered to meet her in one of the study zones, she’d be absolutely clear—”

Chin-Riley gathered up her dignity. “I know what a bar is. I just… have a lot to do.”

“Nineteen hundred?”

“Oh, it’s first rehearsal on The Mikado tonight—”

“Gilbert and Sullivan, huh?” Pike’s eyes were twinkling. “Very model of a major general.”

“Yes, sir, although there’s more to Gilbert and Sullivan than that—”

“Is there? Let’s say twenty-one hundred. Tyulia’s? You can tell me more about Gilbert and Sullivan. As well as the regs.”

“Tyulia’s?” said Chin-Riley. She’d never heard of the place.

“It’s on Archer Street,” said Mullins. “Specializes in Efrosian cocktails.”

“That’s the one,” said Pike. “Look, I’m sorry, I really have to go.” He gave them both an outsized grin. “Cadet Chin-Riley. Cadet Mullins. Pleasure to meet you both.” He turned, threw the apple core straight into the recycler—hole in one—said, with some satisfaction, “Boom!” and went on his way.

“You know,” said Mullins, watching him go, “I think this might be the start of something special.”

“What?”

“You. Him. A bar on Archer—”

“No,” said Chin-Riley firmly. “Absolutely not.”

“You sure about that?”

“Really, Theresa? It would be like dating your older brother.”

“Not my older brother.” Mullins sighed. “Shame. You two would look amazing side by side. The kind of thing you engrave on a plaque and send out to the stars to show aliens the high point of our species. Did they include any Gilbert and Sullivan when they sent out those probes?”

“I hope he didn’t think I was interested,” said Chin-Riley. She was getting worried now, and the direction Mullins was taking was making her uneasy. Not to mention there was no time in her schedule for a relationship and, besides, relationships meant opening up, intimacy, telling… Well, telling secrets, and Chin-Riley wasn’t up for telling anybody any secrets. She wasn’t up for that at all. Was he interested? She needed to make clear, absolutely clear, that it wasn’t in the cards.

“Okay,” she said, making a decision. “You’re coming with me.”

“Wait,” said Mullins. “What?”

“To this bar. You can come too. I mean, he didn’t say that he only meant me, did he?”

“Una,” said her friend, “I have a life of my own, you know.”

“Yes, but—”

“I already signed up for this talk against my will. I’m not playing chaperone while you decide whether or not to date the handsome ensign.”

“It’s not a date,” said Chin-Riley, “and that decision is made.”

“I believe you,” said Mullins. “Thousands wouldn’t.”

“Well, it definitely can’t be a date if you’re there.”

This was delivered with such an air of finality that Mullins sighed and said, “All right! All right! But you owe me, Una. Big-time.”

She was fine with owing Theresa a favor. Because she’d be safe with Theresa there. She’d have sent the right message. No chance of misunderstandings; no chance of any messy mistakes that might leave her open to scrutiny.

They headed out of the hall and into the bright midday sun. “You’re a good friend, Theresa,” said Chin-Riley, meaning it in more ways than Mullins could possibly know.

“You know what?” said Mullins. “I really am. See you at Tyulia’s. Twenty-one hundred. Try not to dazzle him.”
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