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Guilfoy / Russian Roulette


Star Trek: “Russian Roulette”

Fear was not something that could lightly or easily overcome James T. Kirk.  Considered a friend of many, a hero by many more, Kirk was often portrayed as one of the bravest and most courageous human beings who ever lived.

And yet, the moment he regained consciousness on the ruined bridge of the Starship Enterprise, James T. Kirk was overcome by fear.  He looked around frantically in the dark, his lungs choked by thick, inky smoke.  For a moment, there was a deathly silence, and Kirk strained his ears out of mere reflex, trying to hear something, anything.  Were they all dead, all his friends?

Then, a cough from in front of him, just as red emergency lights flickered on overhead.  The smoke cleared slightly, and he saw the slight form of Ensign Pavel Chekov lifting himself off the floor.  Kirk silently let out a prayer of thanks, and slowly began to get a grip on himself.

“Chekov?” he rasped, his lungs and throat unprepared.

Chekov coughed again, and replied weakly, “Here, sir.”

“You okay?”

“I… I don’t know yet, sir…”

Chekov leaned over and gave Lieutenant Hikaru Sulu a shake.  Sulu didn’t respond.  Kirk turned to his right, trying to peer through the blackened mess at the ship’s science station.  Once his eyes focused, he gasped.  The science station had been completely destroyed, leaving a jagged hole in the wall.  The destruction stopped at the bare outer bulkhead of the ship’s hull.  Smoking, sparking debris was littered about.

“Spock!”  Kirk shoved himself out of his seat, limping over to where his friend had been standing moments before.  He reached down and started pushing hot metal out of his way, trying to uncover the ship’s Vulcan science officer.  “Spock!”

A voice came from his left: “Jim…”

Kirk turned, and saw Spock’s thin arm pushing itself out from under a fallen section of console.  Kirk rushed over and tried to lift it, but couldn’t.  The jagged edge of the console dug into his palms as he strained his arms to their limit.  He cried out from the strain, but couldn’t move the burnt out husk of computer more than a few inches.

“Spock!  Are you all right?”

“I am injured,” came the reply.  “But it is not life-threatening.”

“Alright, we’ll get you out of there.  Hold on!”

After a short pause, Spock replied, “To what?”

Kirk allowed himself a small smile and turned.  “Chekov, status?”

Chekov wiped blood from his palms before he began tapping away at the buttons on his navigation console.  “No ship functions, sir.  Emergency batteries only.”

Kirk heard a labored chugging sound, and the smoke began to clear from the air as the ship’s atmosphere recyclers activated.  Another smile came across his face, and he muttered, “Bless you, Scotty.”

Sulu stirred at his console. 

“What happened?” Sulu asked.

“Some kind of weapon,” Spock answered from beneath the console.  “We barely had time to register the attack on our sensors, Captain.”

“It’s all right,” Kirk said.  “They don’t seem to have pressed their advantage.  Thankfully.”

“Agreed.”

“We are still in orbit,” Chekov reported.  “No engine control, however.”

“Defenses?”

Sulu shook his head.  “Off-line, as well as weapons and long-range scanners.”

Before Kirk could say anything, Uhura called, “Captain!”

Kirk turned.

“We are being hailed,” Uhura said.  “It’s… it’s them.”

Kirk stood to his full height and looked around.  He thought back to an old lecture on tactics from Starfleet Academy.  A grizzled old instructor had stood at the front of the auditorium, his arms clasped behind his back.  “Never let them see your weaknesses,” he had repeated over and over.  After the lecture, Kirk had gone to shake the man’s hand… and found that both the instructor’s arms ended just below the elbow.

“Put it on,” Kirk ordered, “audio-only.”

Static flushed over the speakers momentarily, then cleared.  A voice, a deep male baritone, echoed through the room.  It was impossibly deep, and Kirk wondered what kind of enhancement it had gone through, attempting to strike fear in the hearts of its enemies.  He had to admit, it gave him a shiver.  Whoever these people were, they had taken out the Enterprise with a single shot.

“You have seen the power of our weapons.  Heed this warning, and leave immediately.”

Kirk frowned. How am I supposed to do that, he thought, after you disabled my engines?
“This is Captain James T. Kirk, of the USS Enterprise, a Federation starship on a mission of peaceful exploration!  Why have we been attacked?”

Silence.

Kirk turned to Uhura.  “Can they hear me?”

“I can.”

“Then why don’t you answer my question?”

“I am transmitting landing coordinates.”

Uhura tapped a few keys on her board, then reported, “Channel closed, Captain.”

Just then, the doors opened.  Several medical technicians and a team of engineers stepped out of the crowded lift car.  Kirk waved them over to him, and they began to lift the computer console off of Commander Spock.  The medical technicians waited, ready to jump into their jobs with gusto.

When Kirk and Spock (accompanied, of course, by three security guards) appeared at the landing coordinates, the humanoid beings surrounding them reacted with complete and utter shock.  They had been expecting a landing craft, but instead, the air began to shimmer gold before them and two people appeared miraculously out of thin air.

Kirk looked around, and saw that they were obviously on the tarmac of a landing field.  Before him, two dozen armed soldiers stood staring, and beyond them several men in sharp attire waited.  Several of the soldiers had regained their wits enough to raise their weapons.  Kirk heard the click-clack of rifles being cocked.

He put up his hands, showing them empty.

“I’m Captain Kirk,” he said, taking a slight step forward.  He waited.  A slight breeze ruffled his hair, but nothing else moved.  One of the men behind the soldiers came forward, parting the armed group protecting him.

“I am Governor Gall,” the man said.  “Forgive our reaction, we were expecting… well, something else.”

Spock raised an eyebrow.  “Indeed.”

Kirk turned to him.  “Eh, Governor, this is my first officer, Mr. Spock.”

“Greetings,” Spock said, bowing his head slightly.

Gall bowed back, and then indicated toward several vehicles parked a few meters away.  “Please, come.”  He started toward one of the vehicles.  Kirk shrugged at Spock, and followed.  The soldiers fell in around them, and Kirk could almost feel their alertness.

Gall motioned for Kirk to get into the rear vehicle, which he did with some effort.  The two cars were enormous and ungainly, with three wheels on each side and thick armor plating all around.  They were painted a mottled gray, which Kirk assumed was for urban camouflage.  When the engines roared to life, Kirk felt it all the way down in his chest and looked over at Spock, a bit surprised.

Spock leaned toward him.  “Captain…”

“What is it?”

“I’m curious, sir,” Spock said quietly, “how a civilization advanced enough to have disabled our ship with a single blast is unaware of transporter technology, and uses gasoline-combustion engines in their vehicles.”

Kirk nodded.  “It is rather… incongruous.”

The vehicles bumped onto a highway, and the engines roared loudly.  Kirk grew impatient, wishing they’d just beamed down to someplace where they could have begun talking immediately.  Spock sat perfectly motionless, save for the sway of his body in response to movements of the seat beneath him.  Kirk’s guards remained nervous.  He saw each of them with their hands lightly touching their phaser pistols, ready for anything.

But nothing came.

Kirk’s communicator beeped as they were shepherded out of the vehicles and toward the entrance to what looked like a kind of underground bunker.  Kirk frowned and pulled the device off his belt, the Velcro giving off a loud scratch that made the alien soldiers around him jump.  He put his hands up, the communicator in his palm, and struck and unassuming pose.

“It’s okay,” he said.  “Just a communications device.”

The soldiers backed off.

Kirk flipped open the communicator, and almost before it had chirped to signal to him that the channel was open, the speaker flared to life: “Scott to Captain Kirk, Scott to Captain Kirk.”

“Kirk here, Scotty,” the captain said cordially.  “Go ahead.”

“Captain, we’ve got a serious problem with the engines,” Scotty said, without preamble.  “That energy blast, whatever it was, sir, has created a cascade overload in the matrix manifolds and cracked the deuterium injection shafts.”

Kirk frowned.  Spock moved closer.  “Uh, could you make that a bit less technical, Mr. Scott?”

“Sir, the whole bloody thing’s buildin’ t’overload, and there’s nae a thing can be done ‘bout it,” Scotty said, a bit louder than Kirk would have liked.  Kirk smiled at the soldiers, who seemed to be moving a bit closer to him than he’d like.

Suddenly, Gall approached through the throng of soldiers.

“Just a moment, Scotty,” Kirk said.

“What are you doing?” Gall asked, looking around nervously.

Kirk shrugged.  “Just taking a call…”

“In public?  Please, wait until we’re sheltered!  You never know who might be listening…”  He reached out and flipped the communicator closed, and hurried the group along toward the entrance to the bunker.  Kirk’s guards tightened their grips on their phasers, and Kirk didn’t blame them one bit.

Inside the bunker, they were led through a series of bland concrete corridors lined with simple, naked neon lights.  Soon, they came to a bank of slick, streamlined elevators that even Spock had to recognize the aesthetic qualities of.  The elevators took them down nearly thirty levels, while Kirk’s rose proportionally.  He continually stole glances toward his guards, making sure they were as alert to their situation as he was.

One of them, Williamson, leaned over.  “I don’t like this, sir,” he whispered.

“Neither do I, Lieutenant,” Kirk whispered back.  “But we don’t appear to have much choice.”

“Respectfully have to disagree, sir,” Williamson said.  “We could beam out now, just hit the road and forget we ever came to this system.”

“That wouldn’t be very Starfleet of us, Lieutenant,” Kirk said, a bit harder than he’d expected.

The elevators came to a stop, and they were herded out into a large, cavernous war room.  Like something out of an old movie, one complete side of the room was given over to a large map of the world.  It was fairly high-tech, however, with glowing dots and lines representing (Kirk assumed) various cities and borders.  There were other icons that Kirk couldn’t gleam the meaning for, but with all the obviously military men and women rushing around the huge room shouting orders and status reports to each other, he figured they were armed assets.

The number of them made his skin crawl.

“Welcome to the Protectorate,” Gall said.  “Come.”

He led them to a small conference room and offered them chairs.  Kirk sat across from Gall, who was large enough to fill the chair and seem somewhat uncomfortable.  He made Kirk feel small, and Kirk was no slouch in the physicality department.

“Mr. Gall,” Kirk began, leaning forward.  “This is, admittedly, a somewhat awkward way for making First Contact.  Usually, this goes a lot better.”

“Agreed, Captain,” Gall said.  “I’m sorry for the damage caused to your ship.  But you must understand, we had no way of determining if you were friend or foe.  In fact, we never even considered friend.”

Spock asked, “May I ask why?”

Gall turned and pointed toward the large wall map through the glass walls of the conference room.  “For as long as anyone can remember, we have had no friends.”

“You’re at war with the other nations of your world?”

“Not… quite,” Gall said, frowning.  “It’s more of a competition.  We build our forces, they build theirs, it cycles back and forth.  But it has been quite a long time since either one has fired a shot.”

Kirk nodded, understanding.  “And when we entered orbit, you assumed that they’d finally fired first.”

“Exactly.”

“A cold war,” Spock said simply.

Gall turned to Spock.  “Excuse me?”

Kirk explained, “Where we come from, a ‘competition’ like that, we call it a cold war.  It’s still a war, but there’s no actual combat.”

“Ah,” Gall said, rubbing his chin.  “I like that… an apt description.”

Kirk’s communicator beeped.  “Eh, excuse me,” he said, and opened it up.  “Yes?”

“Captain!  Scott here.”

“Yes, Mr. Scott,” Kirk said, “report?”

“Captain, the overload…  I cannae stop it.”

Spock leaned toward him.  “With the deuterium shafts cracked, fuel is leaking into the energy matrix, correct?”

“Aye, Mr. Spock, that’s it.  And we cannae relieve the pressure,” Scott said dourly.  “And if we cannae relieve the pressure, the engines, aye, they’ll blow surely as the sun rises in the east.”

Gall looked confused.  “But the sun…”

Kirk made a motion like he’d explain later.  Gall nodded and sat back, listening with a furrowed brow.

“Options?” Kirk asked.

“Going to warp to expend the fuel leaking into the matrix would be the simplest solution,” Spock offered.

“Aye,” Scotty agreed.  “But the control systems are smashed.  It’ll take us a few days to rebuild ‘em, sir.  And we dinnae have more than one.”

Spock raised his eyebrow, and leaned back, his fingers steepled.  Kirk knew that expression; the Vulcan was receding into his own mind, immersing himself in pure thought.

“What exactly will happen when the overload goes critical?” Gall asked.

Scotty fielded that one.  “The engines’ll blow, and blow good.  The blast will irradiate half the planet, and kill whatever’s down there.  It’s nae looking good, sir.”

Kirk and Gall locked stares.  “Thank you, Mr. Scott,” Kirk said.  “I’ll contact you again in a little while.  Do what you can.  Kirk out.”

He flipped the communicator closed.

“So…” Gall said, standing.  He turned and looked at the map again.  “Half the planet.”

“They’re…” Kirk trailed off, unsure of what to say.  Then, he said, “They’re powerful engines.”  He stood and moved next to Gall.

“There’s something you should know,” he said.  Gall turned to him, waiting.  Kirk sighed.  “Our orbit is not geo-synchronous,” he said.  “The ship will pass over both landmasses multiple times in the next day.”

Gall narrowed his eyes.  “What are you saying, Captain?”

“I’m saying that we can’t know when the ship will go,” Kirk told him.  “We won’t know if your people will be hit… or if they’ll be spared.”

Gall nodded.  “Excuse me, Captain.”  He walked out quickly.  Kirk turned to Spock, and hesitated for a moment, not wanting to interrupt his friend’s thought process.  He told himself that was ridiculous, that Spock was perfectly capable of multi-tasking that way.  He’d done it countless times past, and Kirk needed to know.

“Spock, what can we do?”

Spock looked him in the eye.  “I do not know, Jim.”  Kirk sat, and sighed heavily.  He rubbed his eyes, and looked out through the windows at the war room.  He spotted Gall across the room, speaking heatedly with several men in uniform.  Every few seconds, Gall would look over in his direction, then return to the huddle.  Kirk looked over at Spock and asked, “Can you hear what they’re saying?”

Spock came to stand next to Kirk, and turned his head slightly toward the window.  After a moment, he raised his eyebrows.

“Jim…”

“What is it?”

“You will not like it.”

“I already don’t.  Give it to me.”

Spock paused a moment, considering how to phrase it, and then said, “They are discussing the odds of the Enterprise’s engines detonating in the skies over their enemy, and how to use it to their advantage.”

Kirk was shocked.  “You can’t be serious.”

“I am,” Spock told him evenly.

Kirk stood up from his chair, quickly, and turned away from the window.  He leaned against the table, his fingers clenched, knuckles white.  “That’s insane,” he growled.

Spock said, “It does make a certain sense, contextually.”

“’Contextually’!  Spock, we’re talking about someone using us to wipe out half their race!”  He turned to Spock again, and the Vulcan noticed a deep desperation in his captain’s eyes.  It was not something he was used to seeing at all, and Spock was momentarily thrown by it.  “Get back to the Enterprise, now.  I want this overload solved, and I want it solved quick,” he said quickly, quietly.  “I am not going to play this into their hands.  You get me a solution, Spock.”

“There may not be one.”

“Fine,” Kirk said.  “But if we lose the ship, at the very least make sure that’s all we lose.  Understood?”

“Understood.”  Spock pulled out his own communicator, and called for a beam up.  His thin form was just vanishing in a shower of golden energy as Gall reentered the conference room.  He looked on, surprised, for a moment, and then regained himself.  Kirk turned to him, and tried to hide his rage.

“Captain,” Gall said, “my superiors have cleared me to talk with you more.  We’re very interested in making allies, as you can understand.”

“Of course,” Kirk said.

“Let’s take a walk.”  Gall opened the door, and motioned for Kirk to step outside.  He did, and once again found himself looking around the massive war room, listening to the myriad conversations bouncing within it, trying to gleam meaning without context.  He caught bits of exchanges about enemy troop movement, spy rings in the suburbs, and economic collapse in equatorial regions, but none of it made any real sense to him.  Being human, of course, Kirk feared what he did not understand.

Gall walked him around the war room, introducing him to various people working there.  Gall explained to him that everything on their world was dedicated toward the cold war, toward gaining whatever advantage they could over the enemy.

“It makes each side afraid to truly start anything,” he said, almost sadly.  But then, with a tinge of pride, he added, “But some of our most remarkable advancements have come because of it.  The weapon that disabled your ship, for instance, is capable of defending this nation from any attack from space.”

Kirk nodded.  “I have to admit, even in my position, it is an impressive weapon.  Your weaponry is obviously quite advanced, but even my limited views of the surface showed me a world that’s obviously lacking in other advancements.”

“More than eighty-five percent of our yearly scientific budget is earmarked toward military research,” Gall explained.  “And you know the military: ‘weapons, weapons, weapons.’”

“Of course,” Kirk said.  “What about private research?”

“There is some,” Gall said.  “But when most of the corporations in our world are defense contractors, there aren’t too many good minds left to go around for other things.”

“Surely, there must be someone doing medical research?  You must have diseases.”

“Of course we do,” Gall said as they rounded a corner into a large cafeteria.  “Most of them are made right here in this city.”  Kirk stopped short, staring at him in total surprise.  “Like I said, Captain, ‘weapons, weapons, weapons.’”  He turned and indicated toward the cafeteria, “Would you like to sample some of our cuisine?”

Lieutenant Uhura considered any day that started with her being knocked unconscious a bad one.  The day had not gotten any better when it took her and the ship’s computer nearly two hours to break through the encryption protocols locking her out of the planet’s communications, and suddenly her earpiece was flooded with information she suddenly found herself not wanting to hear.  But hear it she did, and she began to catalogue the transmissions she received, flagging the ones she felt were most vital for the senior staff to know.

One transmission in particular had garnered a red flag immediately.  It was a call from a spy in Gall’s Protectorate, reporting the short conversation between Kirk and Scotty outside the military bunker.  When she heard it, she immediately isolated a recording of it for playback over the comm.-lines, and opened a line to Kirk.

“Kirk here,” she heard in her earpiece.

“Captain, Lieutenant Uhura.  I have something I think you should hear,” she told him, and began playing the call over the line.  When it was finished, Kirk was silent for a moment.  

Then, he asked, “Can you trace the location of the call?”

“Yes, sir, I can.  Why?”

“Just trying to garner some good will with the natives,” Kirk said.  “Send me the coordinates when you have them.  Kirk out.”

Uhura did as she was told, and sent a burst transmission to Kirk with the coordinates and a recording of the transmission enclosed.  And then she went back to listening to hundreds of people below talking about the Enterprise.

Kirk and Gall decided to tag along with the tactical team being sent to the coordinates Uhura had provided.  In the massive vehicles, a dozen men decked out in thick armor and loaded with nasty-looking weaponry rushed out of the bunker.  Kirk and Gall were in the third vehicle, with Kirk’s three guards.  Before they left, Kirk had watched the tactical team gearing up, noting the fierceness of their weaponry.

“Nasty-looking devices,” he said to Gall, who nodded.

“They’re designed to instill fear in the enemy,” he explained.  “The best way to incapacitate anyone is to make them afraid of you.  And, of course, it helps to look stronger than you are.”

“Never show them your weaknesses,” Kirk said.

“Exactly,” Gall replied.  “I like that.”

Now the three vehicles roared along the highway toward a cluster of apartment buildings several miles from the bunker.  Gall explained that eavesdropping technology had advanced nearly as far as their weaponry, which Kirk was not at all surprised at.

“There are spies everywhere,” Gall told him, “for both sides.”

“Both?”

“Captain, we live in a world where the slightest sign of weakness could lead to the utter devastation of our way of life,” Gall told him.  “We live the way we do to ensure survival.”

Kirk saw his chance, an in-road for peace.  “Is survival enough?”

“What do you mean?”

“You mentioned the ‘utter devastation of your way of life’,” Kirk said, “but what way of life is that?  All I’ve seen is bitter paranoia.  That’s not much of a life.  There’s no freedom here.  No vigor.  No happiness.”

Gall sighed.  “I understand what you mean.  But we’ve gotten ourselves stuck on a circus ride, round and round, with no way out.  We have to stay the course, and hope eventually for victory.”

Kirk leaned forward in his seat, straining against the safety belt.  “But what kind of victory will it be?  My own world was once like this one, stuck in the cycle of a cold war.  And we almost didn’t make it out.”

“But you did,” Gall said.  “And you’re the better for it.  This is necessary, Captain, however much we all wish it wasn’t.”

Kirk sat back, thinking that Gall was right.  “Maybe it is,” he admitted, “but maybe you don’t have to figure out the hard way the same way we did.  And trust me, with the explosion that’s coming, it’ll be much harder than anything my people went through.  You might not make it.”

“You’re referring to your engine overload.”

“Yes,” Kirk said.  “Mr. Spock has, um, wonderful hearing.  We know what you’re planning.”

“It was bound to happen, sooner or later,” Gall told him.  “What difference does it make if it’s bombs or a starship engine’s overload?  And besides, you know what the call your communications officer intercepted meant, don’t you?  The other side is thinking the exact same thing we are.  That’s how this works, Captain.  One side does one thing, the other side hears about it and does the same thing to match it.  And neither side is willing to tip that scale too much, or it’ll fall over.  It’s how we’ve existed for centuries.”

Kirk nodded.  “I understand that.  On my world, we called it MAD: Mutually Assured Destruction.”

Gall smiled.  “You know, Captain, your world has a way with words.”

Kirk chuckled.  “That we do.  I hear the Klingons love Shakespeare.”

“Who?”

“…Never mind.”

In the engine room of the Starship Enterprise, Spock and Scotty sat staring at information displays lit up with brightly colored diagrams of the ship’s engines and power systems.  Scotty rubbed his eyes, and reached for his mug of coffee.  He grabbed it, looked inside, and scowled.  “Ach, empty.”  He tossed the mug down on the table next to him, and stood to stretch.  He cracked his back with a surprising volume.  Spock raised his eyebrows.

“We must continue working, Mr. Scott,” Spock said simply.

“Aye,” Scotty replied.  “But I’m tellin’ ye, there is no way t’get these engines runnin’ in time to relieve that pressure.  Even if we could make it before they blew, there’s already enough built up in there to rip us t’shreds once we broke the light barrier.”

“Agreed,” Spock said, folding his hands.

The intercom system whistled, and Scotty reached over to hit the switch on the wall.  “Scott here.”

“Mr. Scott, I have the Captain for you.”

“Aye, put’im through, lass.”

“Scotty, I need good news,” Kirk said, his voice sounding tinny and distant through the ship’s speakers.  Scotty wondered how much of that was the damage the communications system had taken in the blast, and how much was from the fact that Jim Kirk was probably more tired and stressed out than any man on the ship.

“Sorry, Captain,” Scotty said, looking over at Spock.  “There’s just no way to relieve the pressure.”

“Mr. Scott, there must be something,” Kirk said, a hint of desperation in his voice.  “I’ve seen the Enterprise do almost anything with you at the controls, Scotty.  You’ve got to figure out a way to get rid of all that energy.”

“Energy?  Captain, ye’re a genius!”

“I am?”

Spock said, “He is?”

“Aye,” Scotty said.  “If we can just channel the energy through another system when it releases, we could expend it all into space without destroyin’ the ship.  Hopefully.”

“What system on the ship can handle that kind of energy blast?”

“It would not be the engines,” Spock said, “since that is the nature of our problem to begin with.”

“We cannae go to warp, aye,” Scotty agreed.

They all thought for a moment.  “Scotty, what about channeling it through the main deflector?”

Scotty made a sour face.  “Captain, please.”

“It was just a suggestion.”

“Perhaps not a bad one,” Spock said.  “The deflector was not designed for such a use.  However, the ship’s phaser banks are the only system we have capable of releasing so much energy.”

Scotty lit up.  “Aye!  It would take a few more hours of work, but we could do it!”

“Get to work gentlemen.  I’ll keep on down here,” Kirk said.  “These people… We might have ignited something down here, and I intend to make sure that fire is put out.”

“Aye, Captain,” Scotty said, thoroughly energized.  His mind ran faster than it had in hours, quickly working through technical solutions as his smile grew bigger and bigger.  “Aye…”

Scotty closed the connection and sat back down next to Spock with a renewed sense of purpose.  He flipped the screens to show a new set of schematics: those of the ship’s powerful weapons systems.  “The real problem is that there are no connections between the warp engines and the phaser banks…”

Kirk noticed the look Gall was giving him as he closed his communicator.  With a slightly victorious smile, he said, “Pardon me, Governor, but I have no intention of allowing the destruction of my ship to win your war for you.”

Gall nodded.  “I understand, Captain.”  The vehicle came to a stop, and Gall opened the door.  “After you.”  Kirk and his guards got out of the vehicle and strolled over to the first one, where the tactical team had begun to set up some kind of command post.  The squad leader, a large man that barely seemed to fit in his armor, pointed at an infrared scan of the building.

Once, this place must have been military barracks of some kind, Kirk noticed.  They were simple, pre-fab buildings with little decoration, built for harsh function and little comfort.  He wondered why they were now allowed to stand empty, open for squatters (and spies, apparently) so close to the bunker.

 “Two targets inside, sir,” the leader said to Gall.  “Exits are blocked, and we’ve got real-time sat-coverage of the area in case they make it through our net.”

“Excellent,” Gall said.  “Take him down.”

Kirk watched the tactical team swiftly and efficiently take out their targets.  They were inside the building for only minutes.

“Are they dead?”

“No,” Gall said.  “Stunned.  We wanted these ones for questioning.”

“What’s the penalty for espionage?”

As the tactical team began dragging the unconscious bodies of the spies out of the room, Gall closed down the screens.  “It depends.  If they give us enough good information, they may live out their lives in a work camp.”

“What about your enemy?”

“I imagine they punish our spies in much the same way,” Gall said.  “We don’t often attempt to rescue captured operatives, and neither do they.”

Kirk said, “You’re willing to just write off someone’s life?”

Gall nodded.  “Most times, the information they have isn’t worth the expense of rescuing them.  Besides, consider the consequences of a rescue operation gone wrong.  We can leave one operative in prison, an operative who would never be useful to us again anyway, or we can risk the lives of a dozen or more tactical members trying to get that one operative out.  They’ll kill some of the enemy, or get killed or captured themselves.  I’d say one man dead or in prison is better than twelve.”

The tactical team dragged the spies, bound and gagged but now conscious again, out of the building.  They were both restrained in one of the vehicles.  The vehicle closed up and drove off.  Gall led Kirk and his men back to the third vehicle.

“As you can see,” he said, “our men are most effective.”

“That they are,” Kirk said.  “I’m impressed.  They move really well.”

“Indeed they do, Captain.”  Kirk didn’t like the tone of his voice.

Kirk’s communicator beeped when he’d gotten into the elevator with his guards, Gall, and three of the tactical team, now sans armor.  Gall seemed surprised that the device would work as they raced through tons of solid rock, and Kirk allowed him the mystery of it.

“Go ahead.”

“Spock here,” the Vulcan’s calm voice came.  “Mr. Scott and I are almost ready to attempt to release the overload through the ship’s phasers.  Unfortunately, we cannot trigger the blast on our own.  We must wait until the engines are ready to detonate.”

“Any idea when that’ll be yet?”

“Negative,” Spock said.  “The rate of increase seems to be fluctuating.  However, I would estimate sometime within the next two hours.”

“Very well,” Kirk said.  “I’ll be returning to the ship soon.”

Gall asked, “You wouldn’t want to remain here?”

“Sorry, Mr. Gall,” Kirk told him.  “But I have no intention of remaining safe down here when my people are in trouble.”

“That’s quite noble of you, Captain.”

“Thank you,” Kirk said.  He raised the communicator again.  “I’ll call for beam-out within the hour, Mr. Spock.  Keep me updated.”

“Aye, Captain.  Spock out.”

Kirk closed his communicator and put it back on his belt.  Gall said, “Of course, you realize I have no intention of allowing you to leave.”

“Excuse me?” Kirk said.  He heard a noise behind him, and saw the three tactical team members sticking needles into the necks of his guards.  Kirk tried to rush one of them, but he felt Gall’s massive hand wrap around his neck, and then a quick prick…

Lieutenant Kyle responded quickly when the signal came from the landing party.  Kyle hit the controls with deft ease, found the communicator signals, and engaged the transporter.  The room filled with the beautiful, shimmering light of the transporter, and Kyle looked at the four forms that began to take shape on the platform in front of him.  The beauty, however, turned to horror when he realized that all four shapes were much, much too large.

Before he could reverse the transport, the four faceless intruders raised their rifles at him.  One of them fired, the energy blast knocking him backward against the wall so hard he heard bones crack.  He cried out, and then slid unconscious to the floor.  The intruders moved off the platform.  The one who’d fired motioned for two of them to cover the door.  A third he sent to the transporter controls, his mission clearly to learn how to use the alien device.

The leader heard a click in his helmet, then the voice of his subordinate: “It seems simple enough.  I can input coordinates and do a mass teleport.  We don’t need the communication devices anymore.”

The leader replied, “Begin immediately.”

“Any minute now, Mr. Spock,” Scotty said nervously, watching the monitors.  Spock stood a few feet away, at the hastily rigged up control station that would allow him to shunt the energy released in the warp reaction chamber across the ship and into the phaser banks.  

Behind them, a steady whine had been building from the warp engines for over an hour.  The whine had brought along a slight vibration as well, which Spock had felt long before the others in the room.  He didn’t like the feeling; it tapped into his emotional side and brought up feelings of dread and doom that he struggled to suppress.  He told himself that this was no different from the other risky situations the Enterprise seemed to find herself in on almost a weekly basis.

Suddenly, the intruder alarm klaxon began to blare throughout the ship.  Flashing red lights came on all around the engine room, and Scotty swore.

“What the hell is this, now?”

“Undoubtedly, the aliens have somehow managed to board us in an attempt to allow the ship to explode,” Spock said.  “We must protect this room at all costs, Mr. Scott.”

“Aye,” Scotty said.  “We need security.  We cannae allow the intruders t’interrupt us.”

The main door opened, and everyone nearly fired until they saw that it was only a contingent of the ship’s security force, led by a thickly muscled lieutenant Scotty knew only as Jan.

“We thought you could use some cover,” Jan said to Spock as his security men took positions to reinforce the engineers.  Spock only nodded, keeping an eye on the control station in front of him.  “There’s about two dozen of them, sir.  They took the transporter room first, and they’ve been making their way in this direction.”

“Indeed,” Spock said.  “Good luck, Lieutenant.”

Jan nodded.  “And to you, sir.”

He went back into the hallway.  In the distance, Scotty could already hear the sounds of weapons fire approaching.  Soon, he would hear the grunts and screams of pain, shouts for help, or reinforcements, or medical support, and finally, the pounding against the doors.  Everyone in the room listened to the battle grow closer, and closer, and closer.

“Mr. Scott,” Spock said, “I believe it is time.”

Kirk awoke in the conference room in the bunker.  This time, however, he was tied to the chair.  Through the windows, he saw Gall and the military commanders standing around a communications table that he’d been shown on the tour.  Kirk wondered how much time had passed since they’d been knocked out.  He wondered if the Enterprise was dead.

Kirk looked around the room, hoping there would be a sharp object carelessly left within reaching distance.  No such luck there, however.  He began to pull against his restraints, trying to loosen them, or wriggle out, or something other than just sitting there tied down while his crew was in danger.

Damn it, he thought.  His muscles strained, and he grunted with effort, but the restraints were secure, and they were strong.  Gall noticed through the windows that he was awake, and strode in quickly.

“Don’t struggle, Captain,” Gall said.  “Your ship is still there.”

“What’s going on?” Kirk asked.

“I’d think it was obvious,” Gall told him.  “You’re a man of considerable insight and intelligence, Captain Kirk.”

“Thanks,” Kirk grunted sarcastically.

“Our men have boarded your ship,” Gall explained.  “Those men you commented so positively on earlier, in fact.  Their mission is to—“

“To make sure my ship is blown to hell,” Kirk said, “and takes your enemy with it.”

Gall smiled.  “It’s rather fortuitous that the overload is, in fact, occurring while your ship is in orbit over their country.  Would you like to hear it, as it happens?”

With a flip of a switch set into the tabletop, the room filled with radio chatter from the battle in orbit.  Kirk heard the familiar sounds of Starfleet hand phasers mixed in with the brutal explosions of the aliens’ weaponry.

“Please tell me you’re using the stun setting,” Kirk said.

Gall looked confused.  “Why?  Your men are going to die anyway.”

“You son of a—“

A loud explosion cut him off, and the room filled with static.  No one spoke.  With a roar, Kirk threw himself against the restraints, succeeding only in knocking his chair to the floor.  Gall leaned over him.  “I am sorry for your loss, Captain.  But it had to be done.  It was a necessary evil, you see.  You were right.  The cycle had to end, but I wasn’t ready to settle for ‘mutually assured destruction’.  Excuse me.”

With that, he grabbed the sides of Kirk’s chair, and righted it.  He smiled, and then walked back out into the war room.  Kirk watched him rejoin the conversation at the communications table.  

Williamson was crying.  Kirk felt like joining him, but he couldn’t.  His body went numb, and a desperate hope welled up within him as he listened to the static pouring over the room’s speakers.

“C’mon, Spock,” he whispered.  “C’mon…”

Aboard the Enterprise, the battle raged right outside the door to Engineering.  Scotty and Spock stood over the controls as the entire room shook beneath them.  It was almost time…

In the hallway, Lieutenant Jan pulled a grenade off his belt, and thumbed the activator.  “Take cover!” he shouted to his men, and stood to hurl the grenade.  An enemy round caught him in the shoulder, and he pitched over backwards.  One of his men grabbed the grenade as it fell from his hand, and chucked it around the corner toward the enemy.  The explosion was deafening, and the entire hallway filled with fire and debris.  The wall of flame roared down the corridor, knocking the Starfleet men off their feet.  Jan rolled over and covered his face.

When they looked, the smoke wasn’t clearing, but there was no movement or noise from the enemy position.  Jan smiled through the pain.

“Sir,” the grenade hurler said, “that was ridiculous.”

“Not exactly standard issue, no,” Jan said, gritting his teeth.  “I’ll probably get it from the Captain when he gets back.”

The grenade hurler smiled.  “I don’t know, sir, you did just save the ship.”

The hallway around them rocked.  The overload had reached its peak.

“Maybe…” Jan said.  “Maybe.”

Back in Engineering, Spock watched the displays begin to flash red.  He touched the controls.  Electrical arcs crackled across the warp engines, and then suddenly, the energy was shunted away.  Across the ship, power relays exploded, showering sparks and flame into the halls.  Lights went out across the ship, and static began to screech and blare from every intercom speaker.

Scotty tried to fire the phasers, but the ship was shaking so hard, he went off target.  He fell to the floor and tried to pull himself up.

“Now, Mr. Scott!” Spock shouted over the din.

Scotty reached up and slapped the controls without regard.  The ship’s phasers fired.

The bright blue beams exploded out of the ship’s weapons banks, burning the hull around them.  Explosions rippled across the hull of the ship where power relays on the outer layers blew out.  The powerful phaser blasts cut through space and slammed hard into the nearby moon.  The impact threw up a plume of moon dust hundreds of miles tall.  It didn’t stop there.  The intense energies released by the ship’s engines continued to floor, and the phasers rammed their way through the moon, blasting a million tons of rock and dirt out the other side.  

In the end, a full quarter of the moon was blown off, the debris breaking up into smaller parts that would rain down across the world below for months or even years.

The Enterprise finally stopped shaking, every system in her having gone dark once again.

Scotty opened his eyes and looked around.  Smoke filled the room, and red emergency lights were all that he could see by.  He coughed, and tried to sit up.  “Ach,” he complained.  “Mr. Spock?  Are ye all right?”

“I am indeed, Mr. Scott,” the voice came through the darkness.  “And Mr. Scott, congratulations.”

“On what?”

“You’ve saved the ship once again.”

“Aye…”

Kirk sat for nearly fifteen minutes, unable to turn off the damned static filling the room.  Outside, Gall and the military men seemed to be upset about something.  Kirk wondered what that was, until the static abruptly ended.

“Spock calling Captain Kirk,” was what he heard instead.  A smile spread across Kirk’s face.  “Spock calling Captain Kirk.”

“Spock, can you hear me?”

“If you can hear me, the alien intrusion has been repelled.  I am using one of their communication devices, as yours were used to beam the initial alien force aboard the Enterprise.  We have averted the engine overload using the ship’s phasers.  Awaiting contact.”

“Yes!  Way to go, Spock!” Kirk shouted.  Williamson and the other two guards whooped.  Gall noticed the noise they were making, and angrily rushed into the room.

“Do you know what they’ve done?!” he shouted.

“They survived!” Kirk replied.

Gall pressed more controls on the table, and a screen lit up nearby.  Crystal-clear satellite footage showed the Enterprise firing at the planet’s moon.  A quarter of the moon blew off, and the rest of it nearly shattered from the impact.

“Wow,” Kirk said, truly impressed.

“It will rain debris across our entire planet!”

Kirk heard a familiar noise, and his smile widened as the transporter began to take him.  “Well, then, I guess your destruction is mutually assured now.”  And with that, he was gone.  The restraints fell limp against the chairs.  Gall roared and slammed his fists down on the table, cracking it.  He looked up and saw the grumpy, disappointed faces of the military commanders watching him.

“Oh, no…”

Kirk and Spock surveyed the damage on the ship, walking slowly through ruined corridors.  Damage control teams were everywhere.  Even off-duty personnel were focused entirely on making the ship space-worthy again.  Kirk marveled at the destruction, silently thanking God or anyone else who might be listening for sparing them a worse fate.

They walked past a cracked window, and Kirk noted the blue glow of the Yorktown’s tractor beam.  The sister ship had arrived quickly after receiving the distress call, and thankfully towed the Enterprise far, far away from Gall’s planet.  Kirk sighed, and looked at the door ahead of them, marked “Sickbay”.

He took a deep breath, and walked through the door.  Inside, it was a nightmare.  Wounded officers from every department lay everywhere, all the beds taken up by the worst cases.  Many of them were in pain, and the over-taxed medical staff struggled to keep up with their doses.  But Kirk knew that the sight of him would help; the crew liked the consolation of knowing that their commanding officer was alright, and that he cared for them.  

He tried to smile for some of them, and shook a few hands.  But it was all he could muster.

“I was afraid, Spock,” Kirk said as they approached the doctor.  “I was afraid you were all dead.  I… I don’t know if I could have lived with that, being down there, instead of up here, where I belong.”

“You had no control over the situation,” Spock assured him.

“I almost lost it down there.”

“Your fear was borne of compassion,” Spock said, “not weakness.  Governor Gall’s fear, on the other hand, has taken over his life.  It has taken over the lives of every single person on that planet.  It is a society built on unending fear.  The populace is afraid of the enemy, and the leaders are afraid of what would happen without that fear to let them control the populace.”

“I told Gall that it was cyclical,” Kirk said.

“Indeed, that is correct, on many levels,” Spock replied.

“We almost ruined their civilization.”

“No,” Spock said, sounding almost forceful.  “They did that themselves.  We were only one instrument of many that they have used, slowly destroying themselves over time.  Perhaps some day, when they are ready, they will learn the lesson you tried to teach them.”

“Some day,” Kirk said, quietly.

