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Chapter 1
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The orders reached the Intrepid before first watch, ship time. 

Captain Etienne Girard was instantly awake when the urgent cadence rang in his quarters. 

The stark directive from Fleet Command: Proceed to the Motek system. A class three multi-world pathogenic crisis. 

While dressing quickly, he had his scientific staff woken – Doctor Therese Bradley, Chief Biologist Stan Maxwell and Chief Scientist Angus Acheron. 

“Pull up the names of anyone you know – specialists, med techs, anyone with pandemic experience. Have those who can come ready to rendezvous with us at Starbase 37. I want lists of medical supplies, equipment we will need to supplement what we have.”

Next he roused his Chief Communications Officer, Jakhari Venda to contact Motek.

The situation was rapidly worsening. The colonies of two of the worlds in the system were in hard lockdown. The third showing early signs of the same contagion. Identical symptoms across three genetically different populations. A proposed transmission vector that made little sense. A mortality curve that was terrifying. They needed help – fast.

He arrived on the bridge, giving the helmsman orders for the new course. He went to the watch officer’s position. Bryan Logan stood immediately. 

“Sir!”

Girard explained the emergency. Messages pinged at the watch officer’s interface. 

Logan glanced at it. “Report from Fleet Command. Med techs have been reassigned from nearby stations, and are en-route to Starbase 37. More will follow from further away.”

“We will need as many helpers as we can get,” Girard commented aloud. “Go through the crew list, find anyone with any medical knowledge. Anyone with the right temperament to work on the planet during the crisis. Have the list ready for me by the end of the watch.”

“Aye, Sir.”

Lt Venda had a further report for him from Motek. “Sir, the Motek leader has sent through a list of equipment they need to supplement the medical teams. I have passed it on to Lt Acheron, Sir.”

“Very good,” Girard told her. 
––––––––
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An ensign found him to pass on a steaming cup of Earth style coffee. He took it gratefully. It would take his ship three days to retrace its route to Starbase 37 – and that was at full warp. It felt like three days too many. Yet, he could not tell how fast any specialists could get there. The fleet would have high speed courier vessels at their disposal. 

Acheron reported quickly what equipment he had on hand, and what he was having his team construct. He had a list of what else was needed. That went to Girard, to get Venda to send to Fleet Command. Much could be sent from nearby systems. 
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By mid first-watch, Bradley and Maxwell reported. He scanned the list of specialists – all too short. Many, if they decided to come, were too far away to be of immediate help. At the top of the list, he read, Krys Ward. He knew that name. His mind skipped through places he had been. Yes! Keanu Station. She had arrived there while he had been there on a diplomatic mission. He had heard she was working to contain an epidemic on a world out that way. He had followed her work, and Bradley was full of praise for her innovative solution. He felt a surge of hope. She had agreed to come.

Bradley was equally impressed when George Laski, an eminent microbiologist and geneticist had agreed to come. He had admitted the task they faced needed more than just his knowledge.

The surprise had been the notification that Chad W’Seck, related to the leaders if Motek, would rendezvous with them. He would be the official liaison with Motek. By useful coincidence, he was also learning microbiology. 
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At Starbase 37, the Intrepid docked, first to take on extra supplies for Motek, and to wait for the arrival of the courier ship with the two specialists and the first group of med techs. When the latter arrived, Commander Fabian Delgado went to meet those who would be transferring to the Intrepid. 

He handed out the initial briefing information, as they hefted their packs. Most were used to travelling light, and had only a single pack. Laski had a pack and a large cargo crate on an anti-grav trolley. 

“Books,” he told Delgado when seeing his raised brows. 
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Girard waited at the lock, as it was his habit to greet new crew. When Krys Ward stepped on board, calm, sharp eyed and already scanning the preliminary data, he felt a flicker of relief. He greeted her warmly, briefly mentioning Keanu Station. She moved on, seeing Girard’s attention moving to the other arrivals. 

Maxwell was greeting a man who looked to be in his fifties. Laski, Girard deduced. Coming closer to him was a young Motek. There was concern in his expression, but his enthusiasm at being on the starship was hard to hide. Laski, as he approached with Maxwell, gave him a frosty glare, as if implying there was no time for levity. 

The young men and women bringing up the rear, herded by Delgado, were also wide eyed, but already looking overwhelmed. No surprise if they had read the preliminary briefing. Therese Bradley went over to them and immediately took them under aegis. 
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Girard addressed all the newcomers, telling them there would be an update briefing in an hour’s time. The sooner they became organised, the readier they would be when they reached Motek. He sent some of his junior crew to show the newcomers to the quarters allocated to them, and to provide an escort to the briefing area. 

Therese was already heading back to Medical to prepare for the briefing.

Maxwell remained after Laski was led off. Girard murmured, “Two eminent specialists, how do you feel they will work together?” He had his own ideas already.

“Laski is brilliant. And he has an ego to match,” Maxwell related. “I have heard he has a short fuse with people slower than he is. I haven’t heard of Krys Ward, except for the published papers I found. She is brilliant too, but in a different way. Her pandemic work is becoming required reading.”

“And Laski’s?”

“His work is definitely more esoteric,” Maxwell told him. “Not so easy to follow if you aren’t in the same field.”

“Then, I will assign Ward to be your second. From what I have heard of her, she is calmer, and easier going. As well as being more knowledgeable with respect to pandemics.”

“As you wish, Captain. What of the young Motek?”

“Keep him out of trouble if you can,” Girard advised. “He is also, in effect, an Ambassador from the Motek.”

“Well, I expect I will soon see how they settle down with each other,” Maxwell decided. 
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Girard had assigned Therese Bradley to do the update briefing. She already had an excellent overall idea of what would be needed. 

The new med techs, those from the Intrepid, and the other drafted crew, listened intently. Senior crew listened to see if their departments could help in any other way. Krys Ward asked probing questions. Food for thought even when the answer was known. 
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After the briefing, Krys readily offered to help train the draft crew in the health and safety aspects of working with infected people. Laski gravitated towards Maxwell, likely because he was head of the department, male and much the same age. Chad W’Seck seemed unsure where to go, so Girard moved his way.

“This must be a difficult time for you,” Girard suggested.

“I am grateful that you allowed me to come,” Chad said. “My father said it was fortuitous that I was not down there. He said I am not to go down, but I want to help. I want to use what I have learnt, to help.”

“And you can.” Girard assured him. “As for going down, we will be sending down a lot of med techs and volunteers to help. You are important for your intimate knowledge of Motek. They will not allow anyone to leave the planet, lest they bring the contagion here.”

“I just don’t know how I can help. But I feel I have to do something.”

“I am sure you will. Don’t sell yourself short. We are just getting started. If you realise there is something important we are not seeing, you should speak up.”

When Chad moved away, deciding to follow the med-techs, Girard saw Laski approaching and Maxwell trailing after him. The geneticist’s expression was determined. Girard guessed he had found out he was not given preferred status. 

His reading of the man was not mistaken. He had never heard of Krys Ward, and she looked far too young to know as much as he did.

“Yes,” Girard agreed, “Ward does look young. However, she has had a lot of experience dealing with pandemics. Your experience there is more general. It is your expertise in genetics that is what will be most important. The three affected colonies have the same genetic origin, but I understand they are affected differently by the virus. To provide a vaccine, we will need to identify the structure of the virus, how it attacks each colonial group, and how to attack it in turn. To do that, I believe you will have little time for mundane admin tasks.”

Laski listened, then nodded tersely. “When can I get started?”

Bradley quickly inserted, “We have arranged a private area for you off medical. You just need to let me know what additional equipment you need. If we do not have it on board, we will source it. Starfleet have given us priority on acquisitions. Let me show you where you will be working.”

Girard quietly contacted her when he judged she would be back in Medical. The office she had assigned Laski, had been designated for Maxwell’s second. He hoped he had read Krys Ward correctly – that she would not be put out. 

The reply came back. She would be satisfied with whatever space she was assigned.
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Chapter 2
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Krys Ward quickly organised her working space. She knew where to find specific equipment and experimental reagents. Things that were not available but could be replicated, were ordered. Bradley had the specifics of the analytical instruments that would be needed for her work. They were being sourced from somewhere, and would arrive as quickly as possible.
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Laski had taken longer to get his office as he wanted it. He had ship maintenance add book shelves. He had indeed carried a mini library with him, both physical books and digitally recorded tomes. Most unusual, he had travelled with four creatures. These were now in an enclosed environment in his office. 

Krys listened as he explained their presence to Maxwell. 

“They are Rikki. More useful than lab rodents. I use blood samples from them to calibrate the analytical instruments I use. That way, the indicators I use are perfectly uniform.”

Maybe that is so, Krys thought to herself. Nothing came to mind about the creatures being used that way. Only that they were vermin on their native world.

Bradley, coming over asked the question Krys was interested in. “How often do they reproduce, and how many young are produced in each litter?”

He told her, and Krys decided it was much like mice. 

“They are prolific,” he admitted. “However, I am sure you do not wish a plague of them on the ship, any more than I do. I have requested materials for a second enclosure so I can keep males and females separated. Likely these have already begun breeding, so I will need to separate the progeny quickly.”

Bradley hid her distaste. “You will need to ensure they stay enclosed. And ideally, they should be taken to the xeno-biology lab, not kept here in Medical.”
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Chad came in, sobering quickly when he caught Laski glaring at him. Krys saw the change. 

“I’m all organised, and ready to start,” Krys announced. “Chad, what about we go to the Forward lounge and you can tell me about Motek, I find it useful to have a good idea of how the people I am to help, actually live.”

He agreed immediately. 
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Krys hadn’t been shown around the starship but she had travelled on so many different classes of ship, finding her way around was instinctive. Intrepid was just the same on a larger scale. She explained to Chad how she had accessed the ship’s computer, found the deck schematics, and how the smaller screens in the passages worked. The turbo lift was a revelation for him. 
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The two hours they had before arriving into orbit around Motek would likely be the last time for a long time when they could justify just sitting and relaxing. Krys wanted to learn as much as she could in that time. 

The forward lounge was for officers and distinguished visitors. At that time, mid-morning of the ship time cycle, it wasn’t busy.  A tall slender, dark skinned woman glided over. 

“You’re new,” she greeted, sizing Krys up then doing the same with Chad.

Krys was returning the scrutiny. 

“Siena Galen,” the woman introduced herself.

Krys did the same, and Siena nodded. “Biologist and ambassador.”

Krys grinned, but Chad was not used to the idea that he was representing his home world. 

“What can I get you?” Siena asked.

“Surprise me,” Krys suggested. 

Chad had no idea what to ask for, and wasn’t ready to try strange things.

“Something from home?” Krys suggested and his face brightened.

“Do you have...?”

Krys had never heard of the drink he named, and would bet Siena hadn’t either. She wondered what would come back. 
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Her drink looked like fruit juice. Chad’s was a tall blue drink. His eyes lit up in delight.  Siena was watching for his reaction. 

“Go on, try yours,” she promoted Krys.

“Oh! Pineapple,” Krys exclaimed in surprise. “How did you know?”

“I have you pegged as being from Earth.”

“Well, I was born there,” she admitted. 

“And moved around,” Siena guessed. “I will try something different next time. Want some snacks? In case you get so busy and forget to eat a decent meal.”

“Good idea,” Krys admitted.

“Should I send one to you?”

Krys laughed. “I’m not meant to eat in the lab, but it might be an idea. People tend to keep reminding me to eat.”

Siena smirked knowingly, then moved away.
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Later, Laski came in with Maxwell, and they sat down to a proper meal. 

“I don’t think he likes me,” Chad said, candidly. He was looking at Laski’s back.

“You don’t have to work with him,” Krys assured him. “His work will be way more advanced than your knowledge is now.”

“I’d like to learn.”

“You can learn genetics in a number of ways, but I have heard he has studied with Eridani adepts. Few people have that honour. Perhaps one in a generation.”

“Oh,” Chad exhaled, deflated. “Will you teach me about everything you do?”

“I will be teaching the non-medical aides. I am sure you will learn at the same time.”

“Good.”
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Siena returned with the promised snacks, protein rich and savoury. This time Chad tried them. 

“Do you want more drinks?”

“Yes,” Chad agreed. “That first one was the best.”

“You are a wicked woman,” Krys mock scowled. “I can’t recall the previous time I had pineapple juice.”

“Coming up,” Siena promised.
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The first flurry of activity was sending the med-techs down in full cover biohazard suits, with the urgently needed medical supplies and treatments. They went to relieve the exhausted local medical personnel and instigating more procedures to help stop the contagion spreading. When a new routine had settled into place, the first of the requested pathology specimens began to arrive. Half for Krys, half for Laski.
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The untrained junior crewmen newly assigned to medical, began to learn how to process them for Krys to analyse. They needed to be up to speed for when the numbers of samples increased.

Bradley arrived when the first lot of samples had been prepared. She sent the juniors off duty and suggested Krys should have a break, 

––––––––
[image: ]

“You’re a good teacher,” Bradley remarked. “After the first few fumbles with the unfamiliar equipment, they all seem to have mastered the process. Chad too.”

“He had the basics already, he just had the new procedure to learn. Did you see where he got to?”

“He went off with the others. Most of them are about his age.”

Krys glanced at the office Laski was using. Bradley didn’t need to hear her question.

“He went off with Angus to give him the specs for the equipment he wants. At least you had that ready right off. I have heard it should be here in a day or two.”

“He hasn’t asked for help with his samples?” Krys said as a question. 

“He hasn’t asked,” Bradley confirmed. “Most have been put in a stasis chamber. He has been using the electron microscope.” The she changed the subject. “I suggested to Maxwell that he tell Laski to ease up on Chad. I can’t see why that youngster rubs him the wrong way. I have always found him to be polite and keen to learn.”

“How about our other helpers?”

“I would almost say he doesn’t notice them.”

“Well, all I can suggest is that he feels he has a reputation to maintain and doesn’t want to fail with a Motek watching. The work he will need to do here, is different from his usual studies. But really, I don’t know what his problem is. I told Chad he didn’t have to work with him. He just needs to give Laski space.”

“He doesn’t think much of you either,” Bradley revealed. 

“I don’t need his approval. I am here to help, I will do all I can. If I wasn’t, who would be doing a lot of the repetitive work? Him?”

Bradley laughed, knowing as Krys did, Laski had no idea of what her work entailed.

“Let’s go eat,” Bradley suggested. “I’d like to hear of the work you did from Keanu Station. We were fortunate that you had been so close.”

“So was Laski, it seems,” Krys noted.
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The crew settled into the new routine. More med techs arrived were briefed and rotated down to the planet in shifts. However it soon became apparent that all hands possible were needed down on the ground. 

Chief Engineer DeLorenzo, sent down teams to erect temporary bunk houses and also more isolation areas. After a month, with the new isolation facilities, the new anti-viral medications and the extra medical personnel, it was clear the infection rate was decreasing, and the death rate was starting to plateau. Yet is was still early days and there was a long way to go.
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Krys did not go down, she was needed on the ship. She was busy enough to have need to train the more adept helpers to be able to use the analyser. At the same time, Krys noticed Laski was scowling more often. She wondered if it was simply feeling he was not making a notable contribution yet. He was still waiting for the analytical system he had requested, though once it arrived and was set up, work on identifying the viral structure would begin. 

In the meantime he was lecturing Maxwell, and ignoring lesser beings. That included Krys herself, and for that she was glad. 

She had found his usual manner abrasive, and his belief in his genius more so. Nor did she appreciate his attempt to foist one of his creatures onto her – because they ‘needed to get used to being handled’. He certainly had a strange way of trying to impress her in other ways. Part of why he probably didn’t like her might well be because of her polite refusals, and mention of her being his superior in the department. He seemed to assume she was young and should be impressed by his attention. That idea didn’t sit well with her on several levels. 

If he concentrated on his work, Krys decided not to mention her concerns. They needed his expertise.
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Therese Bradley had charged her with ensuring Chad didn’t wear himself out with his need to help his people. Krys knew she had done that to make sure she took a break too. It became a routine to meet and eat the evening meal together. He usually went off after that with the young crewman he worked around.
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Chapter 3
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Chad realised he had been talking non-stop, asking questions about the new technique Krys was using on the earliest samples. What she hoped to find, how it would help end the pandemic, and whether she had any theories yet.

Krys wished she was further ahead, but it didn’t work like that. Each pandemic was different. She knew though that a number of Chad’s friends sown on the planet had caught the virus, and weren’t doing well. 

“I’m sorry about carrying on,” he finally said. “You are so patient. Let me get you a drink, you must be dry. What do you want?”

“Surprise me,” Krys told him. 

She watched him go to where Siena was talking to one of the Intrepid’s senior officers. He came back, looking pleased with himself. Krys soon guessed why when Siena approached with two of the drinks Chad usually asked for. 

“You have to try this,” Chad insisted. Then he added, “I wasn’t sure how to pay for it, so Siena said she’d put it on the Motek account.”

Krys saw the lounge hostess wink before she turned to glide away. 

She eyed the drink. She was used to eating and drinking whatever was available, but somehow, a blue drink seemed wrong. But she was getting used to seeing Chad enjoying it, so told herself her aversion had no foundation.  She took a sip. It was indeed delicious, and Chad grinned at her enjoyment.

“I told you,” he said, not hiding his delight. He began to drink his so fast he might have been inhaling it. Then he looked past Krys and groaned. “What does he want?”

Krys guessed who Chad meant, but didn’t turn to check, waiting instead until he came into her view. 

“Could I join you?” He was already pulling a third chair closer, assuming they would agree.

Even though it was a totally unexpected question form someone who had ignored her since she had turned an offer of his down, she was curious as to what his purpose was. There was something different about him. Krys couldn’t decide what.

“I came to apologise for being so...well, I realise most people can’t follow my work. I’m not used to needing to work with lesser...lesser educated people. I really do want to help Motek. Though the work is different to my usual investigations.”

Chad immediately forgot his reluctance to be near the older man.  Krys sat back and let the two males exchange trivialities. Laski was really making an effort to meet Chad near his level. While they did, Krys let her mind wander. Commander Delgado and Security chief Drakor were having an animated discussion about something that occurred in a holo-deck scenario. She considered Delgado something of a martinet, so she found it amusing to see this less imposing side of him. 

A slight movement in her peripheral vision drew her attention back to her table companions. Laski’s right hand, was fiddling with something under the table. But then he was rising, getting ready to leave.

“You are a good boy,” Laski told Chad. His tone was paternal, more like Krys expected from the geneticist. He patted Chad – aiming for his shoulder, but getting his neck. That gesture was not like the Laski Krys had got used to. It was more like some of the behaviour of the less mature younger crewmen. She kept her thoughts to herself as she watched him walk away. 

“I am not a boy!” Chad blurted. 

“You are very young, compared to him,” Krys suggested. Laski thought her very young too.

“He was sounding like some of my new friends here.”

“He did,” Krys agreed. “I’m impressed he made the effort.”

“I don’t know why he did? And he didn’t pay you any attention.”

“We have settled into a working relationship,” Krys murmured. 

“I don’t think he likes you,” Chad remarked. “I think you irritate him.”

“That’s perceptive, Chad. However, the problem is his and we don’t have to like each other to work together.”

“I heard him call you something, a kidling. That’s something like a child isn’t it?”

“Your grasp of the slang of Standard is improving,” Krys remarked. “He had to have picked that up from listening to some of your friends. I really think he lacks the interpersonal; skills to make friends easily. He did try to charm me, but I wasn’t interested. And I don’t think it sits well that I am technically his superior in rank on the ship.”

“He was acting like an adolescent,” Chad decided to admit his thought. 

“He was making an effort,” Krys repeated, leaving it at that. “Now, where were we?”

Distracted, Chad told her and they resumed their interrupted discussion.
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Sometime later, Krys noticed Chad was subtly shifting his position as if to ease some discomfort or irritation. He finally settled again, but abruptly tensed for a moment. Krys paused what she was saying. 

“Go on,” Chad urged. “I felt a sudden twinge, but it is gone now.”

Krys did, but now she was watching him carefully. She had a sudden perception of what Laski might have done. She couldn’t think of any reason why he had. 

Chad’s eyes lost focus, and when he next asked a question, his voice was slurred. He suddenly stopped talking, as if he had lost the thought he was expounding.

Alarmed, Krys reached over and touched his hand. She opened a psychic channel to sense his condition. It was a talent she didn’t advertise, and usually when amongst so many people she kept her mind shields tight.

She didn’t like what she sensed. Chad did not seem to be in immediate danger, but he was showing signs of an allergic reaction to the furry Rikki Laski had slipped onto the collar of Chad’s loose shirt. Which, true to its instincts, had immediately sought a place of warmth. The creature can’t have been very big, was likely one of the recent birthing of the creatures. Laski had made a performance of euthanizing most of the twelve babies, she wondered if the one he had just used was one he had left alive.

On their native world, even though they were considered vermin, some people kept some as pets. It seemed Laski was of that ilk, even without his overtly reasonable reason. 

Krys stood up to see if she could spot Laski. If he was still in the forward lounge. She had no aversion to trying to dislodge the creature she now sensed was gripping Chad with its wire fine grippers, near the base of his spine.  She had read the creatures secreted am anaesthetic from the grippers so their chosen host did not feel them and try to dislodge them. However, they were best handled with gloves, and by someone the Rikki was already used to. The baby Rikki would already have imprinted Laski’s scent.

Krys couldn’t see Laski, and glanced back at Chad. He hadn’t worsened, but she would prefer to get him to medical without making a scene, or making Chad seem to be intoxicated. 

In medical, she could remove it, possibly killing it, but it might secrete more of the chemical while she did. Ideally, she would get Laski to remove it and reduce the risk of Chad getting worse. 

She was trying to urge Chad to rise when she glanced around again and caught a glimpse of Laski, mostly obscured by the taller figures of Delgado and Drakor. He had been looking in her direction, but turned his head away when she began to head towards him. He was almost at the door to go out when Krys caught up to him. 

She spoke quietly, neutrally. “George, if you do not go and remove your pet from Chad W’Seck, right now, the alternative will cause a scene.”

“It’s only a joke, Ward. It won’t hurt him. And young ones like him like that sort of thing. Have you become his keeper then?”

“No, but I am a xeno-biologist, and I know different physio types react differently to different substances.”

“I have never heard of a Rikki, bred in captivity, having such a reaction. Not like wild ones with all their germs.” All the expected arrogance was back in Laski’s tone.

“I have never heard of Rikki being used as lab animals,” Krys countered. “However, if you do not go and remove that creature, before his allergic reaction intensifies, I am going to have to summon a medic here.”

Laski glanced over at Chad, and saw he was bent over the table, looking noticeably bluer. 

“Why don’t you remove it?” he said, calmly, logically.

“It would not worry me – even without gloves. Except I thought you might have some rudimentary concern for your creatures. I expect you have a glove in your pocket, and the creature is likely already used to your scent and you handling it. If I try, it might die.”

Krys was purposefully keeping her tone quiet, logical and non-confrontational. Though her thoughts were less accepting. To her other senses, Laski didn’t care – for the creature, or Chad. 

“The boy needs to grow up,” Laski told her. 

“Have you appointed yourself his mentor?” Krys echoed his comment to her. 

He was trying to stare her down, use his influence to dominate her. Krys stared right back, trying to send the reminder that while neither of them were members of Starfleet, she was currently his immediate superior. 

––––––––
[image: ]

Delgado had seen them talking, intensely and come over quietly. 

“Is there a problem here?”

“Not at present, Sir,” Krys answered easily. 

“No problem at all, Commander,” Laski echoed. He finally seemed to realise he did not want the attention of the ship’s Executive Officer.

Delgado moved away, but Laski’s face was flushed. He followed Krys back to where Chad was barely aware of his surroundings. Krys was relieved he had not worsened during the short time she had been away. 

Laski felt down Chad’s back until he felt the baby Rikki’s furry bulk. He gently stroked it through Chad’s loose fitting top. He hadn’t put his glove on yet, he was waiting for the creature to catch his familiar scent. After a few moments though, she sensed Laski’s worry, and a worsening of Chad’s condition. 

“I’m calling medical,” Krys told him. 

Laski’s free hand grabbed the one she was lifting to activate her communicator. 

“No! I’ll get it off,” Laski promised, increasing his efforts to attract the rikki. 
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He still had her wrist when Krys felt a psychic surge, unrelated to events around her. Her face went blank for a moment, and a mauve glow briefly surrounded her hands. When her awareness returned, Laski was staring at her as if he had felt the shock. The he paled and slumped to the floor. Krys acted immediately, summoning medical help to the forward lounge. 

She checked Chad, he was going into shock. Laski was having trouble breathing. Krys crouched, and with a hand on each, and sent what little healing energy she had, into both. 

“Take it easy, George,” she told Laski as he tried to struggle up. His breathing had eased. 

“You bitch! What did you do?”

“Me? Nothing. I felt a shock, through you. I assumed it was some protective instinct of the rikki.”

She wasn’t being truthful, but he already thought her an ignorant charlatan. It was the first thing that came to mind. In fact, she knew exactly what had occurred but she could spare no attention to consider the psychic message. She only knew, deep in the bond she shared with her twin brother, that he was in trouble. The first surge had been alarm, but Laski shouldn’t have felt it. He collapsed, because immediately after the surge, she had felt energy leaving her to go to her brother. It must have also leeched energy from Laski.
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Delgado and Drakor, hearing the alert, took control of the situation. They cleared a space around Laski and the table where Chad was slumped. 

Delgado asked for a report. Krys delayed while she checked Laski’s pulse. She finally answered. 

“Chad is having an allergic reaction to one of Laski’s project animals. I went to get him to remove it, but it must have reacted to the attempt. I felt a shock while he had a grip on my wrist. Though I have never heard of such a reaction before.”
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Laski was still unable to move, but that effect should wear off soon. His energy would come back after resting. Chad, however was in a more precarious condition. Krys was still touching him, holding off shock and slowing his circulation to slow the spread of the allergen.

Doctor Bradley and four med techs arrived promptly. Drakor cleared the way for two flat beds. Bradley quickly checked each patient and ordered both be taken to Medical. Krys gave her the same details she had given Delgado, and excused herself from him.

“Commander, with Laski incapacitated, I will need to remove the rikki from W’Seck. I probably know more about the creatures than the doctor does.”

Delgado had wanted her to stay, but only responded, “Fine. But I want a better report from you as soon as possible.”

“Of course,” Krys agreed. 

––––––––
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Delgado turned to question those nearby, though no one had really noticed anything. From further away, Siena Galen had her attention on Krys Ward as she left the lounge.
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Chapter 4 
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Krys was more explicit with Therese Bradley in telling her what Laski had done, but she was still maintaining ignorance of the source of the shock. They were in a private side room while one of Bradley’s assistant medics was checking Laski. 

Therese listened intently to all Krys could tell her about the rikki. Knowing what to look for enabled her to stabilise Chad quickly. Meanwhile, Krys was holding the rikki with her hands encased in surgical gloves as she had seen Laski do. Although what the doctor couldn’t sense was the way Krys was using a trickle of psychic power to reassure it and make it feel safe to retract its grippers and come into her hand. No one on the Intrepid, including the empathic Alayna Rhinsu, had any suspicion of her psychic talents.

The rikki finally responded to her tickling and released its hold. It turned to nestle into the warmth of her hand. She instantly dropped the inch long creature into a handy metal dish.

“If you don’t need me,” Krys said, using one hand to hold the dish and the other to grip the rikki, “I will return it to the habitat Laski created before it dies of cold.” Bradley waved her off, re-checked Chad’s medical monitor and went to see Laski.

Krys left, moments before Delgado strode in for an update so he could report to the Captain. He frowned when he heard she had left, but listened to what Bradley could tell him. Apart from her prognosis of a rapid recovery for both patients, the only thing she added that Krys hadn’t already told him, was that Laski had deliberately put the rikki on W’Seck.
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Maxwell saw her leaving Laski’s office after returning the rikki to the habitat. It had immediately joined the huddle of others making it hard to tell if it had been one of those or one Laski hadn’t put down as he claimed. He gestured her to his office area. 

Once again she related events. This time she added what Laski had said about it being a ‘joke’, and the rikki was meant to be a gift. 

“That doesn’t sound like George at all,” Maxwell commented. “How do you see it?”

“I agree, it is not the sort of behaviour I expected of him. However, when he first joined us, he seemed to be trying to connect at Chad’s level. He did imply he had been observing the interactions of some of the younger crewmen.”

Maxwell sighed. “And chose the wrong ones. So you think he was trying to make friends?”

Krys shrugged. “He did seem like he was trying to apologise to Chad for how he had been acting towards him.’

“Okay, I will talk to him. He doesn’t have to work with Chad. I still think his knowledge will be vital to containing the pandemic.”

“So do I,” Krys agreed. “And he did agree to come here.”

“I should tell him to take those creatures to the Xeno lab,” Maxwell considered. “In the meantime, until Laski returns to work, can you keep an eye on the creatures? You must be the only one, besides George, that has heard of them.”

“And that is not much. I don’t even know what they eat. Just that in their native place they are vermin and scavengers. More like rats in that respect.”

“I will have Therese ask him about that, and find out how long she will be keeping him in medical. I do know he programmed the replicator for the food he gives them.”

––––––––
[image: ]

Two hours later, Maxwell advised her, “Delgado wants to see you. I told him you were in the middle of a run of experiments. He said he would see you at 1600 hours, in the Captain’s ready room.”

“Is the Captain involved now?” Krys asked, although she wasn’t surprised. She merely nodded when Maxwell explained Girard’s concern.
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Having to face Girard and Delgado didn’t worry her in the least. Her main qualm was her preference to maintain a low profile. The interview would likely be difficult as both senior officers would be aware if she tried evasion. Still, she was needed here, and they would not likely send her or Laski away. 

So, she ensured her uniform was spotless and correct, it was identical to that of all the science officers, except she did not have rank insignia on it. Girard had given her the honorary rank of Lieutenant, even though she was a civilian, for there would be times when she would need it.

“Captain, Commander,” she greeted after being invited to enter. “Counsellor,” she added belatedly, when she saw Alayna Rhinsu seated to one side.

“Have a seat, Lieutenant,” Delgado told her. 

So, he’s using that to be formal, is he? Krys mused to herself.
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Delgado took a seat next to Girard, then Krys sat opposite them. She waited for them to speak, with no trace of fidgeting. Calm, and not pretending.

“Tell me from the beginning what led up to the events in the forward lounge,” Girard invited.

Krys collected her thoughts, intending to keep to facts. Delgado nodded when she reached the point of asking Laski to remove the Rikki. He must have heard part of that. 

“Why didn’t you summon help for Chad W’Seck right away?” Delgado challenged. 

“I did have some knowledge of how Rikki act, and at the same time assessed Chad’s condition. When the creature gripped on to him, it would have injected some of the anaesthetic compound from its grippers. It was affecting Chad, but the creature was just a baby, it wouldn’t have much of the compound. I decided it would be better if Laski removed it as the creature would be less likely to grip harder. Then I was going to help Chad to Medical without creating a scene in the lounge.”

“What did you
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