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“Director’s Log: Stardate 68699.76.” 
A UX’s chime from Hugh's desk confirmed his PADD was recording. 

“Following up on the classified Starfleet subspace transmission on 
Stardate 68693.49 to request an in-person meeting, Admiral Kathryn 
Janeway’s runabout is scheduled to arrive on Ohniaka III at 1000 
hours. Details on subject matter prior to this meeting's confirmation 
were, surprisingly, scant— considering Starfleet’s reliability for an 
overabundance of bureaucratic details. The fact that Admiral Kathryn 
Janeway, of all people, requested to meet us in person… well. It was 
enough for both myself and the Reclamation Project’s administrative 
offices to be called more than ‘curious’ and accept Starfleet’s invitation. 
By the subject’s tease of a 'large, beneficiary opportunity for the 
Reclamation Project’s mission and reputation,’ I postulate it is either 
extended commendations for our recent completion and integration 
of the Sontobus II xB Reclamations… or something far, far more 
interesting than a simple ‘congratulations.’”  

The Director paused– pursing his lips in humored, musing thought. 
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“Regardless of my own pride towards the Project and its 
accomplishments, I await to see what the Admiral brings with her to 
Ohniaka III. To think that we will have the Delta Quadrant's ‘Usurper’ 
here, after all: in person, among many who might look… ‘kindly,’ upon 
her arrival? I could call it ‘anticipatory.’ Or even intriguin-- no, no‒ I 
know what to call it.”

Hugh smiled.
“'Extraordinary.' …End Director’s Log.”

A quiet ping signaled the completed and archived Director’s log, 
Hugh’s hand fiddling with the Reclamation Project badge resting on his 
chest. Its metal, burnished gold and silver formed in the shape of a single 
cube rising above a larger Borg fortress, shone brilliantly against Hugh’s 
black turtleneck and identification harness. Nerves for the forthcoming 
meeting manifested in him suddenly tending to a stray piece of 
swooping, dark hair– the Director checking his reflection over and over 
to make sure everything was right. Everything on him seemed right, at 
least: his ocular implant remnants were still shiny as ever, his visual UI 
was functioning at optimal levels, his hair was coiffed and his skin was 
freshly primed after a long night’s regeneration… 

He was Hugh. 
And he was feeling quite handsome before a very important, very 

intimidating meeting with Starfleet’s Admiral Kathryn Janeway.
No pressure. 
Looking back to his office's window of a wall, the skies of Ohniaka 

III were rather clear today– welcoming Janeway's arrival despite the 
horizon's typically wild nature. While its colors could be an odd gradient 
of muted green, weathered rust, and strange streaks of yellow, their sky's 
palette was a highlight against Ohniaka III's pinkish, fluffy clouds– the 
Capitol City's striking architecture a beautiful silhouette against the 
early-morning light. Against shadows of brutalist highrises and the view 
from Hugh's Reclamation Project’s Headquarters office, wisps of broken 
clouds trailed off after recently or long-departed spacecraft, the Director 
squinting at a newly-forming streak in particular.

The size of a Starfleet runabout, it looked like.
His badge chirped a communications request. 
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“Hugh here.”
“Director,” came a voice, “Admiral Janeway will be landing in 

approximately 2 minutes, 27 seconds onboard the USS Ithaca. She is 
reported as accompanied by two Starfleet Security Lieutenants.”

Security officers, Hugh thought? 
Hopefully they would be staying inside the runabout.
“Yes‒ I believe I see it coming now,” Hugh confirmed. “Thank you. I 

will proceed to the docking bay to greet her before touchdown.”
The call ended and Hugh gave himself one last lookover.
He swallowed.
No pressure.

As Hugh made it outside, the Danube-class runabout began its descent 
into Headquarters' primary docking bay– the Director standing at 
attention to try and gather up his nerves. The edge of his sight noticed 
almost every xB stop and observe the Ithaca drop ever slower towards 
the ground, the gust from its impulse engines rustling nearby foliage 
and Hugh’s perfectly coiffed hair, much to his dismay. He’d successfully 
swept that one piece back exactly four times now‒ would it be rude to 
unfold his hands and fix it? Especially considering who was about to 
emerge from that runabout? He bristled in his boots as the Ithaca began 
to settle, the shuttle's neon blue engines cooling and simmering into 
a winding-down standby. Hugh's processors dismissed the data that 
he'd subconsciously collected on the starship: recent repair noticings, 
observing its shielding capacity from the tiny particle remnants the 
Ithaca left in the atmosphere around them--

Suddenly, the runabout's doors slid open, and there stood Admiral 
Kathryn Janeway. 

It had been noted that a common trait among former Borg was their 
enrapturing, captivating stares. Non-xBs had described to Hugh's people 
that their gazes were piercing, even "anchoring;" that the stare of an 
xB could freeze someone in a way that other sapient life who'd never 
known the Collective could not. Xenonthropologists who'd interned on 
Ohniaka III postulated that this could be due to an xB's severance from 
the Collective; as a separate, autonomous being, the mere sensation of 
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conversing with another entity was a celebration of individuality itself. 
Once Hugh was made aware of the trait, he became quite fond of the 
gesture's concept, amused at different types of looks he would receive 
from offworlders compared to other xBs. He must have been doing it 
now, to Admiral Janeway; for she — a fellow xB, an Admiral, and a 
Usurper — looked right back at him in that familiarly-pointed way, and 
even a smirk to accentuate.

As Janeway emerged from the Ithaca, her gleaming Starfleet badge 
and Admiral’s pips caught the Ohniakan sun– rivaled by her silver hair 
shining against a crimson command uniform. Two security Lieutenants 
— a Vulcan and Betazoid — flanked her and stood at the runabout’s 
entrance as she made her way towards Hugh, the Director thankful to 
see they did, indeed, stay with the ship. Janeway was just as striking as 
he’d remembered her‒ she held her head high, bore intent in her gaze, 
and carried an air of worn, world-weary wisdom (or perhaps the weight 
of an unspoken truth or announcement).

“Admiral Janeway,” Hugh greeted, “welcome to Ohniaka III. While 
I cannot speak directly for my fellow xBs,” he humored, “it is the 
Cooperation’s — and Reclamation Project’s — honor to host you.”

“The honor is all mine, Director Hugh,” she assured him, offering 
her hand that Hugh met for a shake. “I had been meaning to make 
an ambassadorial trip out here for a while, admittedly, but present 
circumstances have granted me that opportunity quicker than I 
expected. Thank you for hosting me.”

As Hugh’s hand released Janeway’s and he began to guide her inside, 
his eyes darted back to the two Security officers at the runabout’s 
entrance, noticing their firm grips on the Type 3 Phaser Rifles.

“They won't be escorting us, Mr. Hugh,” Janeway assured. “I 
apologize for their rigidness; Starfleet wouldn’t send me with anything or 
anyone less.” 

“Is that typical protocol for diplomacy-venturing Admirals?”
“Clancy wanted me with five. I told her any more, and we’d have to 

'set up a picnic with a basket full of precautionary apologia.’” 
The Director chuckled at this, though relief swept through him at 

hearing the shuttle’s doors closed with the lieutenants inside. “I must 
say I’m rather… impressed? Surprised? No no: ‘curious,’ that’s a better 
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word,” Hugh settled on, “that you chose to have this conversation in 
person. I am glad to see you face-to-face again, Admiral.” 

“I’ll be the first to admit that Starfleet officers occasionally need 
reminding about the importance of in-person meetings,” Janeway 
agreed, “much less the respect it helps generate between differing 
parties. You call someone over subspace? Cordial; necessary, if distance 
is a circumstance. But from my experience, if you're able to do it in a 
timely manner, it shows you’re not quite willing to meet face-to-face. 
Holograms? Bit of a step up, of course. But as far as I’m concerned, xBs 
deserve quite a bit more respect than what some of the galaxy’s current 
mindsets have to offer," she alluded, "and I am more than happy to make 
the venture out here.” 

Hugh was both flattered and surprised at her frankness, the doors 
sliding open as he led the Admiral further to his office. “In turn, I 
will be more than happy to thank Starfleet for helping provide us the 
planetary defense systems that help… defend us, from those 'less-than-
favorable' mindsets.” 

“Installing the orbital shielding routers didn’t give you too much 
trouble, did they?”

“It took some figuring out how to incorporate our own resources 
with what Starfleet delivered,” Hugh told her, “but we finally developed 
something unique to help keep out unkind visitors.”

“You haven’t had any visitors like that recently, have you?”
Hugh’s lips thinned. “Not beyond what we’ve reported.” 
“Mm. At least none have made it planet-side since installation, then.”
“At least.”
As the two proceeded through the Reclamation Project's headquarters, 

the edge of Hugh’s sight caught a few staffers stopping to watch Admiral 
Janeway. "Watch," perhaps, may have been the wrong word; many 
slowed their paces– some to a halt, as they beheld the woman who 
so cordially spoke with the Director in their home and workplace of 
solace. The Usurper, as some xBs called Janeway (and some further "The 
Liberator"), might've been able to feel those stares– Hugh noticing the 
tiny changes in Janeway’s posture and tightening of her expression. The 
Admiral carried a heavy mantle of her legacy with the Borg; no one 
could deny that Voyager's crew had altered their history forever with their 
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actions in the Delta Quadrant, and Hugh wondered to himself if this 
journey to Ohniaka III was more difficult than she let on. 

“I meant to tell you,” Janeway commented while passing under a wall 
installation of the Reclamation Project's cubical emblem, “or whoever 
created it… I admire the sigil of your foundation, Mr. Hugh. It’s quite 
striking.”  

The compliment pulled Hugh out of his train of thought. “Thank you, 
Admiral,” he said warmly. “We presented it at the Ohniakan Accords 
signings of 2379, true, but it was actually finalized in 2376."

“Two years before your made yourselves known again, to the Alpha 
Quadrant… would you call its creation a renowned event, in your 
history?” 

Hugh scanned his thumbprint on a doorframe’s PADD as they 
ventured further inside. “In a way,” he offered. “Remind me before you 
depart to give you a collection of the artist’s other works. She is a friend 
of mine, and quite well known on Ohniaka III for her iconoclastic 
designs.”

“If she’s capable of similarly-elegant works, I certainly wouldn’t mind 
having an artbook from her out on a coffee table.” 

A coffee table? What was the efficiency of designating a table just for 
coffee? Hugh furrowed his brow as he puzzled over this, drawing his eyes 
back the Admiral who was chuckling at his obvious confusion. 

“It was an old human term for a specific type of display furniture," she 
crooned. "Nothing in ill will, I assure you.”

“Isn’t coffee a detrimental liquid one wouldn't want around an 
artbook, for fear it might damage the book in question?”

Janeway smirked. “I’ll explain later. And who knows; you might 
already have one and just not know it.” 

Where office organization was concerned, Hugh’s administrative 
space was both welcoming and alien to most species’ diplomatic 
setups. With simple  walls bearing gleaming lines of green xB user 
interface technology, one side was a solid window, the other hosting 
various artworks of xB memorabilia and personal artifacts. While the 
room itself was cozy in the moodiness of its construction, the real eye 
catcher was the difference in table setup: or, rather, the perfect circle 
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of a “desk.” Directly in the center of Hugh’s office, the area began to 
manifest two chairs from its side's nanite constructs, Hugh “drawing” 
and tapping twice on the tabletop interface to indicate the need for 
two chairs. xB meeting places rarely settled on a typical front or back-
facing arrangement; as conversation would progress, the seats would stay 
exactly opposite to each other, but there was no “head of the table” in xB 
delegations. People were free to lean, negotiate, point out, or take charge 
from whichever direction they felt most comfortable in, and henceforth 
the other party would be on an equal visual playing field. Cooperation-
hosted diplomacy gatherings had been referred to as the “topsy turvy 
conventions” by some Federation delegates and, throughout Hugh's 
experience, it was always the Human officers who ended up the most 
amused (much to Hugh's own amusement in turn). 

“May I offer you any refreshments, Admiral?” Hugh asked, his chair’s 
assembly nearly complete as he led her to take a seat. “Our replicators 
are programmed with a wide array of Federation species-compatible 
drinks, foods…” 

“No no, I’m quite alright,” she assured him, “thank you though, Mr. 
Hugh. I would typically take my coffee black, anyway.”  

“You have a stronger constitution than I do, it seems,” Hugh noted as 
the doors shut behind them. “Coffee is an Earthen beverage that can be 
quite strong on me– Vulcan and Earthen teas have proven more to my 
liking.”

“You’re not the first former Borg I know who has difficulties with 
coffee. And to your credit, it’s not a drink for everyone… thought the 
same former Borg I speak of can now drink straight whiskey, so who am 
I to talk.”

Hugh smirked. “Sounds like a former Borg drone I might know as 
well.”

“‘One rock, neat, straight out of the pot?’”
Hugh chuckled. “The last time Seven visited, she had to teach me what 

the phrase 'pot and rock' meant." 
Janeway thought fondly on that imagination. “If you see her next 

before I do," she mused, "I ask you send her my regards and well 
wishes. I know Ohniaka III's proximity to the Beta Quadrant isn't ideal 
nowadays, but it makes me glad she has some friends closer by than 
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Sector 001 is.”
Hugh nodded. “I will be sure to do so.”
As quickly as his relaxation came and went, Hugh watched Janeway 

prime herself as he took his seat, a professional sense of calm washing 
over her shoulders while Hugh tried to hide his anticipation.

“So…” Hugh sighed once settled in the chair. “To what does Ohniaka 
III, the Cooperation, and the Reclamation Project by proxy, owe a visit 
from Admiral Kathryn Janeway?”

Janeway sat up and folded her hands. “Well– I’ll get right to it, Mr. 
Hugh.”

She took in a deep breath. 
"A new joint-venture opportunity has arisen, Director,” the Admiral 

began, “one that Starfleet is interested in supporting, hosting, and 
collaborating with the Reclamation Project involving Borg-related 
research and rehabilitation matters. You and your peoples' involvement 
would not only be integral, but also pivotal in scientific, engineering, 
and technological supervision, and Starfleet would be more than grateful 
for your expertise as a Federation-sponsored sentientarian organization.”

Hugh realized he must've looked quite impressed by the way Janeway 
held a newfound smirk, the xB regaining his mental footing after the 
immense proposal. The Cooperation and Reclamation Project had 
official recognition of their autonomy and xB-related relief efforts, 
certainly, but an “integral” entity? The Reclamation Project supervising 
an even larger-scale project than the last micro-community his people 
facilitated?

Were they ready for this?
Was he ready for this?
So Hugh nodded, mulling over Janeway’s words. “That’s… quite a 

pitch, Admiral,” Hugh replied, “and one that the Reclamation Project 
would definitely be interested in. Trust me when I say that I’m-- more 
than enthused at the idea of forming our own…” Hugh motioned with 
his hand to try and conjure a word, “reputation, for a chance to work 
alongside Starfleet– and extending the Project’s outreach capability as a 
whole.”

“I’m glad,” Janeway replied, pulling up her PADD to access some 
data. “Xenoanthropologists are already writing glowing reviews of your 
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organization's practices, even in preliminary analysis.”
“Oh, it’s-- only been three groups so far, Admiral,” Hugh blustered, 

loathing the bashful smile that crept onto his face at her praise. “Though 
it does help when relief efforts have actual xBs leading counseling 
sessions…” 

Janeway smirked again. “‘Only three,’ he says,” she humored, 
“conveniently leaving out the fact those three settlements total to just over 
2,000 lives total. …You’re doing good work, you and the Reclamation 
Project. The Cooperation should be very proud of that, Director.”

“I prefer comfort, myself," Hugh noted, "but I will accept pride, if 
it helps further our cause. Thank you. If I could make an observation, 
Admiral: it seems that you’re familiar with our… what have I heard it 
called? ‘Information-focused humility.’”

“Do not try that with me– I’ve worked with your ilk before, Mr. 
Hugh,” Janeway chuckled. “xBs are some of the most hard-working, 
hard-headed, empathetic, and stubborn people I’ve ever had the honor 
of helping broaden my perspective on… well, quite a number of things, 
really. A ‘focused work ethic’ is certainly among those qualities.”

“Empathetic,” Hugh repeated. “Not a quality I hear often, in reference 
to us– and I appreciate it all the more.” 

“Some of you have tough shells in the beginning, that’s for sure,” 
Janeway teased as she continued typing on her PADD, “both literally 
and figuratively. But they all peel back in such wonderfully-unique 
ways.”

Janeway laid her PADD down to sync with the desk's holographic 
broadcaster. "What I'm about to show you is to remain confidential 
until further notice, Director Hugh." 

"Understood, Admiral." 
And with a few taps of the PADD's UI, a rather striking recording 

bathed Hugh's office in a wash of holographic light. 
The top of the table shone with the round surface of a smaller, barren 

planetoid scarred by a deep crater. The likenesses of runabouts and 
other smaller crafts were in motion, taking off from or landing inside 
an exploratory Akira-class starship's cargo bay. Eventually, the desk's 
hologram completed manifesting Janeway's full showcase, and the sight 
of what could've brought Starfleet to the Reclamation Project's door 



10DEBRIEFINGS

ceased any and all other thought for Hugh. 
Above the moon’s surface hung the remnants of a Borg sphere. From 

what Hugh’s innate knowledge told him and what the Cooperation's 
current information was on modern Borg tech, it appeared to be an 
older model– perhaps 20 years or so, if he could look past the bottom's 
nearly blown-out hull from an impact skid against the planetoid's 
surface. Like some ancient sentinel whittled upon by time and nature, 
bits and pieces of the sphere hung freely in its orbit over the low-gravity 
moon. Hugh could see that the sphere was left severed and dormant–  
abandoned to float in the cold vacuum of space, not unlike how his own 
cube was left cut off and quarantined from the Collective.

Leaning further into the hologram's details, Hugh could tell there 
were still drones in this sphere. A lot of drones– if not a standard Borg 
sphere's max capacity of 3,000. All the immediate signs were clear: the 
way outer paneling positions protected regeneration alcove bays, the 
manner in which hull plating was shielding itself for subspace travel 
before the sphere was… what was that– cut off? Re-routed? Even if the 
craft itself was around two decades old, the hull shielding was trying to 
tell an interesting story, but its structural context was certainly missing 
for the Director. 

Despite the initial awe he felt at the sphere's sight, more and more 
factors began to trouble Hugh. While he hoped the multitude of drones 
inside would still be in stasis, experience and the hull's damage itself 
told him that some might be dead, and some might be existing in 
questionable, haunting circumstances of dormancy. The longer Hugh 
looked at the sphere's odd arrangement, the more a horrible conclusion 
dawned on him and morphed into a feeling that, somehow, even 
through a hologram, the sphere was less of an orb, and more of an eye: 
an eye filled with sleeping wrath, simmering anger, and programmed lust 
for vengeance.

This eye did not break Hugh's stare.
Something was watching.
“There’s…”
Hugh paused, Janeway’s face both curious and expectant.
“There is a queen unit inside of this sphere, Admiral.” 
And Janeway, unable to offer a full smile, simply nodded. “She said 
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you were smart.” 
Hugh’s head immediately whipped in her direction. "She?" She who?! 

Had Starfleet begun conversing with a severed queen unit, had they 
thought they could--

“No, not--” Janeway tossed her hand as if to flick the accidental 
implication away and rubbed at her temple. “My apologies, Hugh: I 
wanted to imply our previously-discussed mutual acquaintance. I, ah– 
put in a call to Seven before meeting with you, about this situation. 
I was going to tell you about our talk afterwards, but now that the 
surprise has been blown… Seven sends her own regards. And courage.”

Relief washed over Hugh and his shoulders eased immediately, though 
he found himself strengthened by Seven of Nine’s compliments. 

“If the Reclamation Project is going to be rehabilitating severed drones 
with a Borg Queen in immediate company,” Hugh began, “the sentiment 
is very much appreciated. I can assume from your own experiences, 
Admiral, that you know this-- isn’t the easiest of propositions. Even if she 
is disconnected, there's…”

Janeway mulled on his words. “From what initial scans and 
exploration of the sphere prove, the queen unit has remained dormant.”

Hugh watched Janeway carefully. “Is she contained?”
“She hasn't moved since our initial discovery.” 
“Are her and the sphere's armaments disengaged?”
“From what we can tell, to the best of our ability.”
“Is she hostile?” 
“Inert, more like. They're not even sending out any subspace homing 

beacons to the Collective to request retrieval.”
Hugh nodded. “And the sphere is completely severed?”
“No connection whatsoever. And from what we’ve observed, the 

Collective has no desire to connect back with them, either.”
Some sort of memory-related collapse within the sphere, then.
They would have many Nameless to help counsel. 
“I can tell here,” Hugh continued, reaching towards the hologram 

to run a finger along the hull, “that defensive protocols were initiated 
before evacuation procedures were completed, in its host cube. This 
means they were in an emergency situation, and taking hull damage at 
the time of their memory collapse. Or, perhaps, the cube had a reduced 
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unit complement? Unfamiliar subspace travel too, by the way the outer 
paneling is organized towards the front for precautionary protection 
through subspace, rather than typical subspace deflector array patterns. 
It seems as if it had a rough crash, obviously; skidded off the moon, 
caught by the moon's microgravity, and…“

He paused.
“Admiral: what happened to this sphere,” Hugh asked seriously, 

“that made an entire Borg craft– a Queen’s practical escape pod, no less, 
become… haunted like this?”

Janeway gave him a somber look. 
“How familiar are you with the Species 8472 War, Mr. Hugh?”
His gut plunged into an abyss. 
Hugh’s jaw snapped back shut, holding back grief for the innumerable 

of drones lost to a terrible, foolish war.
“Familiar enough.”
“Then you’d know the ramifications of what that sphere and its 

denizens have been through. …Even if they don’t quite know it 
themselves.”

Janeway pulled up some scrolling text and scans for Hugh’s 
observation from her PADD, Hugh pooling all his concentration to 
focus back on the briefing at hand. “By analyzing the levels of tachyon 
radiation that are around the immediate proximity of the sphere,” she 
told him, “we can conclude that, via simulated subspace/wormhole 
routes and analyzation of impact debris, the sphere somehow managed 
to jump almost two decades ahead of its former point in time after trying 
to escape Species 8472’s fluidic space. Our theoreticians are compiling a 
hypothesis that the sheer force and suddenness of this severance from the 
Collective, alongside the time-space venture and foray into their enemy's 
dimension, is what’s left this to be an ‘artifact’ from the Borg. If you 
don’t mind the nickname, of course.”

A former Borg vessel being called an "artifact?"
The term could apply.
The Admiral looked up from her PADD, and Hugh saw her eyes had 

grown so much heavier since the mention of…
[Murderers]
“Do you understand why Starfleet want you and your people for this 
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joint-opportunity venture, Mr. Hugh?” 
Very solemnly, Hugh nodded.
“The Reclamation Project, would… certainly have its work cut out for 

us.”
“Do you feel this is work you’re willing to do and accept going 

forward?” 
Hugh thought for 5.45 seconds in silence.
Eventually, straightened up with a sigh. “Well,” he hummed, “You 

were the one who said we were stubborn, after all.”
Janeway's face seemed to regain some of the warmth it had when she’d 

talked about Seven. 
But her expression quickly shifted into the necessities of business- so 

Hugh focused, folding his hands together on the desk. 
“You mentioned theoreticians and engineers previously with 

‘Federation and Federation-aligned factions,’” Hugh picked up for her. 
“Who would be the overseer of Starfleet research while the Project and I 
are stationed in your company?” 

“Mostly it would be considered a research operation,” she told him, 
“one that will only host Starfleet officers on-site, but its unclassified 
details will be shared with open libraries and scientific institutions once 
peer-reviewed. But as for the site's manager,” Janeway ambled, and 
in which she bit her tongue with a grin, “it's not me. I’ve reviewed, 
advised, approved the selection, though. And admittedly, Director," she 
humored, "I’ve been waiting to get to this part.” 

Hugh raised an eyebrow.
What was she getting at? 
“Would the supervision of a certain Commander Geordi La Forge 

appeal to you?” 
Commander Geordi La Forge?
That Geordi?!
Hugh felt his eyes widen and train of thought stop entirely, realizing 

with an extra layer of blush that Janeway definitely noticed his reaction. 
While Hugh so often searched for words, he was suddenly at a loss for 
them, recalling their last visit together almost… what was it now– two 
years ago, of course! But to be officially working alongside him? The idea 
of Borg research and rehabilitation going hand-in-hand, by someone 
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who helped rehabilitate him in the first place? 
[His friend?]   
“‘Appeal’ is… a rather pale word to adequately describe my, ah,” Hugh 

fumbled through a barely-constrained smile, “what is the right word, 
then? Excitement? Surprise? Is it improper to say ‘delight?’” 

The Admiral seemed rather proud of herself as her smirk grew wider. 
“I don't think so, Mr. Hugh. Commander La Forge’s own impressive 
record and genius on an engineering-level aside, he qualifies to lead 
due to his familiarity with Federation cybernetics and improvisations 
with Borg technology. I don't suppose I have to mention his impressive 
experience with handling Borg interfaces for the compatibility of ex-
Borg drones and non-Borg sapients either, do I?”

"Hardly at all, Admiral," he gushed, Hugh’s boot swiveling under 
the desk. “This experience that came from my incident aboard the 
Enterprise-D, I assume?”

“That and more. He is currently being informed of this assignment as 
we speak, no doubt, and something tells me he will be willing to accept.” 

Hugh, grinning, paused to give the Admiral a small nod. “What 
a strange whiplash it will be, Admiral,” the Director mused, “to be 
confronted with the faces of our Oppressor and Liberator in the same 
venue.”

“I hope it makes facing the Oppressor a little easier.”
“Undoubtedly. Queen units, from what the Cooperation knows– they 

don’t… ah, that is to say; they don’t exactly care for the Reclamation 
Project. Me, or-- my 'unit' in particular, from what transmissions we've 
managed to intercept.” 

“They hate you, Mr. Hugh,”  Janeway offered, Hugh bitterly thankful 
for her honesty. “They want to ignore what you’ve built. What you and 
the Cooperation have been able to accomplish despite their domain. 
Something pushed the Collective to go beyond their baser instinct and 
into something more, and… it’s something that stays with oneself, 
unfortunately. The memory of that hunger.”

Janeway forced herself out of the thought with a grin. “But I admire 
the fear you seem to strike at a tyrant’s heart, Director.” 

As much as Hugh loathed superficial pride, he couldn’t help but let 
that one warm him to the core, showing itself in the form of a meek and 
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humble smile.
“I would like to see if I could work with this queen unit towards a 

mutual, beneficial goal while helping the drones,” Hugh proposed as 
he tried to stifle the flush on his cheeks, “hopefully even rehabilitate 
her, too. The Cooperation and Federation could possibly learn about 
the Borg's original intent regarding Species 125’s assimilation, after 
all: as of now, we only know queen units' Borg designation number 
and that's it. It’s no coincidence very little information exists about 
the Queens' species pre-assimilation. The…” Hugh shook his head in 
disbelief, “possibility of being able to glean what the circumstances were 
upon their assimilation, warping a completely equal-bodied Collective 
into a hierarchical structure… ah. I’m sorry, I apologize; you-- must 
understand how immense a discovery something like that could be. …
But I will warn you, Admiral. We would be stepping, quite literally, into 
a nest. A sleeping nest, true; but something that sleeps is still alive, and 
might reawaken in ways the Cooperation wouldn't be able to predict 
or prevent– though we will try to avoid conflict at all costs. I… cannot 
guarantee this project will go smoothly to its very end, though we would 
certainly do our best for everyone's sake and safety.”

Janeway nodded. “I appreciate your acknowledgement of this 
situation's realities. Rest assured: all Starfleet personnel would be 
thoroughly debriefed on this assignment's risks, and Reclamation Project 
staffers will be given seniority status when collaborating on technological 
procedures.”

This surprised Hugh. “‘Seniority?’”
“Indeed. xBs are the most familiar with Borg technology, after all; no 

use in letting Starfleet officers to assume seniority just because they’re 
Federation officers as opposed to Project participants. You will answer to 
Commander La Forge, and so shall he answer to you.”

“I… the sentiment is appreciated, Admiral, but I don’t have to remind 
you of the Cooperation’s reputation, of-- xBs' reputations with peop--”

“I couldn’t give less of a damn, Director,” Janeway told him. “And 
if they do, officers are more than welcome to closemindedly decline or 
refuse the work, and not bother the Federation or Project’s presence with 
such bigotry. Furthermore, we are offering any xBs that will be onboard 
the Project's staffing roster immediate Federation citizenship if they do 
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not have it and desire it– just let us know before you all arrive at the 
Station. Furthermore, if there are Starfleet officers that do give you 
hard legislative time, they will have to take it up with one of Starfleets’ 
admirals who is also an xB: as much as they would like to forget, 
sometimes.” 

The sincerity and conviction behind Janeway’s words honestly 
silenced Hugh. He could feel himself sitting there, reeling at her 
words- all the while the sphere's holographic eye bore down on their 
conversation. Janeway had an “axe to grind,” as the Human metaphor 
went; with whom, exactly, he did not know. 

Though all circumstance, context, and history with particular 
characters could certainly be candidates for her righteous ire and 
anger. 

“Admiral,” Hugh started, “I… thank you. It’s good to hear that 
affirmation from an outside source once in a while. And while I thank 
you for the support, we will be the ones out in the field. We will have 
to be the ones facing that prejudice. Your sentiments will not be 
shared in totality, most likely.”

“I will do my damndest to ensure it is from where I'm at,” Janeway 
offered. “And from what I know of Commander La Forge, he'll be 
selecting Starfleet officers who'll do their best to shun that prejudice.” 

Hugh forced a grin and saw what she was trying to do. 
“Thank you. I trust you and Commander La Forge. You have… 

spoken today in sincere, earnest ways that I feel only someone such as 
myself could notice.”

Janeway snuck in another smirk. “Not much gets by a good old 
cortical node, does it.” 

And Hugh winked back with his cybernetic eye. “Not at all.” 
In his humor and return to optimism, a fluttering excitement 

returned within Hugh at the fact he’d be working with Geordi, of all 
people. Not merely visiting, but working with! Engaging with on an 
equal level! Not just some lost drone behind a brig's force field, but 
aware of himself– aware of others, actively engaging with Geordi's 
environment beyond just friendly visits! Seeing an old friend like this, 
out in fields they both enjoyed and were actually good at: a place to 
work together and watch Geordi succeed and shine in somewhere like 
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helping repair a Borg sphere… 
The eye of the queen was still staring at Hugh, but the burden was 

made a little more bearable knowing he and the Project's workforce 
would be in good company.

“So, Mr. Hugh…” Janeway offered as she sat up in her seat. “Can we 
work out an agreement for the first official Reclamation Project-Starfleet 
joint venture?” 

The Director’s chest puffed with a deep breath before replying– in all 
excitement, apprehension, and delight.

“Let’s get to resource allocation.”

 

“A queen?!”
Hugh flinched.
The xB across from Hugh sighed, crossed his leg, and rested his chin 

on top of a fist– reeling in the news as he looked Hugh over. 
He was mulling, obviously, but Hugh was firm in the belief it wasn’t 

steeped in ill faith. 
Finally, Director Second Crosis spoke. “You know Troval isn’t going to 

like this.”
“I’m not certain many others will at first, either…” 
“‘At first,’ hmm?” Crosis chuckled. “Alright, Hugh; I admire your 

confidence.”
Hugh managed a weak smile. “That’s all we have sometimes, isn’t it?”
The Director’s face brightened at the sound of Crosis’ continued 

laugh, amused at how charmed the other man could get from a good 
play on words. Nearly two heads taller than Hugh and far more broad-
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shouldered, Crosis was one of Hugh’s oldest friends– as well as his 
right hand man for Reclamation Project affairs. As Executive Director 
Second, the el-Aurian was a patient listener, and his experience as 
a former member of Lore's cult assisted many xBs comprehending 
individuality. Once a pale and sunken-eyed drone, Crosis now boasted 
rich complexion, his strong arms and a soft gut unhindered by 
hydraulic tubes or augments. Long, dark hair was intricately braided 
down his back, soft bangs framing the scarred ocular implant blotch 
on his face with a metallic patch covering a long-ruined eye socket. At 
times, Crosis' rugged beauty still took Hugh's breath away 23 years 
later, and now was no exception as his dimples caught the Ohniakan 
sun.

“Who would we be working with, Hugh?” 
“Onsite? Only Starfleet personnel will be helping us repair 

and study the sphere’s technology,” Hugh told him, “but a few 
supplemental factions will receive transmissions related to standard 
research cataloguing. The aforementioned Starfleet medical 
cyberneticists and technical engineers, Klingon contingencies 
seeking new research on propulsion and firepower, Ferengi trade 
commissioners, a few former Talarians sending their own research 
teams…”

"Romulans?"
"They have access to those same open source research catalogues."
Crosis groaned with an eyeroll. "You know how they are in Borg 

tech markets…"
"I know, I know– I discussed it with Janeway before she left. 

Hopefully if they are making money off of," and Hugh made air 
quotes, "'sensitive technology finds that could best be researched 
at Romulan Colonial Organization Committee centers and oh, 
Cooperation, this must be sent off-site for safety precautions,' it won't 
be at the expense of drones that are taken advantage of before full 
sapiency emerges."

“Fine, fine," Crosis sighed, "let's hope that yields some effective 
work parameters. Who’ll be the Starfleet manager?” 

“A few notable officers with their own impressive records, but the 
project manager?" Hugh chuckled. "You’re not going to believe it.” 
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“Oh? That leaves me with a lot of guessing room; there are many 
Starfleet officers out there, Director.” 

Hugh smirked. “He was a very certain Commander of a very 
large section of the former Utopia Planetia Federation Shipyards. A 
manager that actually happens to have a very decorated history in 
Starfleet…”

“Mhm?”
“Served on one of the most famous Starfleet flagships history…” 
“Yeees?” 
“An engineer that served on the Enterprise-D,”
“Go on?”
“Actually happens to sympathize with xBs,” Hugh teased as he 

stepped from the window, Crosis beginning to catch on while 
watching Hugh's bravado rise-- 

“You joke with me! Truly?!” 
And as Hugh admitted a sheepish "Yes" through his chuckling, 

Crosis was laughing again, the Director trying and failing to hide a 
smile behind his rubbing palms. 

“Ohhh," his friend sighed, "aren’t we lucky.”
“I haven’t seen Geordi in years, Crosis,” Hugh admitted, “I couldn’t 

be more thankful…”
“Someone had to have set that up.”
“With how Admiral Janeway spoke, I suspect she had more of a 

hand in orchestrating the personnel than she initially let on,” Hugh 
offered, “but I do not doubt Commander La Forge's capabilites– nor 
the fact he must have glowing service records to be selected before any 
former Voyager staffers.” 

“Familiar, and good with our technology. He built you that 
energy convergence port in an hour and barely knew you or your 
augmentations beforehand.”

Hugh snorted. “I wouldn’t call that time of my life the most 
collaborative for either of us, really,” he admitted, “but he…” 

The Director fidgeted with excitement and ran a hand down his 
face. “He’ll be perfect. I wouldn’t trust many others in the face of a 
possibility like this. I mean…” 

A spark of unnamed wonder surged through Hugh, biting his fist 
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as he rubbed at his thumb. “Just imagine, Crosis… a former queen 
rehabilitated? Deprogrammed? Think of what we could… learn 
from her– perhaps we could finally discover what her species might 
have been like before their assimilation? Maybe we could come to 
understand the current nature of the Collective itself, what sparked the 
recent hunter’s instinct; all from one of their own queen units helping 
us, realizing what they do to people, embracing consent!"

“Will she want to, though?” Crosis posed. “Will she be able to 
even access the information we seek in the first place? We can’t just 
use her, Hugh– how do we know she’ll cooperate with us, much less 
listen to us? All she’ll know is that we’re coming in there to empty the 
fallen nest and ransack the barren husk. I’m not trying to deny your 
optimism, my friend,” he warned, “but she’ll see what you’re doing. 
And she'll try to use you. Manipulate you. All of us, really, but… 
especially you, Director.”

Hugh sighed. 
Director. This queen unit would hear that name, that title of 

authority– and dive right for Hugh’s jugular in every demeaning, 
culling, jealousy-driven way possible.

“How about for the drones, then,” Hugh offered with a solemn 
glance. “We do it for the 2,963 dormant units in there who need us.” 

He watched Crosis ponder his words, the man's mustache wriggling  
before a hopeful grin disappeared under it. 

“I still don’t think Troval will like this.” 
Hugh let a somewhat-relieved grin skirt his cheeks. “Now that, I can 

manage.” 
Crosis was about to offer another point when Hugh’s office 

combadge chimed. “Hugh here.”
“Director, there’s an incoming Starfleet subspace transmission requesting 

a video conference with you.”
Did Admiral Janeway forget something?
“From who?”
"Federation Starbase 386, sir– it’s from a high-rank Starfleet Office: 

Commander Geordi La Forge--?”
Oh.
Already? 
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He and Crosis stuttered before Hugh found words again.
“I, ah-- send the call in to my office and tell him I will answer in 

exactly a minute, thank you,” Hugh spoke, hand waving Crosis out of 
the meeting room.

As Crosis scooted out, the xB gave a far-too-excited-for-his-
Director-friend thumbs up, and he shooed him away with a wave 
before he remembered the Relay still on the comm channel. “Thank 
you, Thirteen.” 

As Hugh heard the door shut, he scrambled over to his reflection 
and preened himself before greeting the Commander. He fixed his 
hair, examined his implants, and adjusted his blazer; soon enough, 
Hugh was bouncing lightly as he took in one last look over Ohniaka 
III's horizon and counted down the seconds. Why was he so antsy 
about this, Hugh wondered; what made him squeeze his hands 
in expectancy and practically pace the office? Midway through an 
anxiety-driven yawn, the alert ping sounded that Hugh’s minute was 
up and he had five seconds to prepare, plopping down in his seat with 
a stiff back for the man on the other channel. 

And there was Geordi La Forge: as bright, beautiful, and 
individuality-inspiring as ever.

“Geordi!” Hugh exclaimed. “Ah, I mean-- Commander La Forge, I 
deduce you've heard the proposal already?”

“Just got out of my debriefing,” Geordi chuckled back. “Getting to 
study a sphere like that up close, working with the Reclamation Project, 
and seeing you again after how many years?! Accepted immediately: 
wouldn’t be anywhere else.”

Hugh’s smile turned more playful, settling back into his office’s 
seat as he folded his hands. “That’s not typically peoples' first reaction 
when being told they’re going to work with former Borg, you know.”

“Well, those other reactions are wrong, then,” Geordi teased, Hugh 
unable to hold back a quiet laugh. “I haven’t been able to sink my teeth 
into anything as substantial as Utopia Planetia since it's, uh… on fire, 
until futher notice, so yes: call me eager to pick my own research team 
underlings, study cutting edge subspace warp tech, see one of my oldest 
friends…”
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What made the words "Geordi" and "friend" in such close proximity 
to each other spark such a surge of delight in Hugh? 

“I… agree, yes,” Hugh said, running a hand over his chin. “Admiral 
Janeway was very thorough in her discussions.” 

“Woah woah woah, you got Janeway?” Geordi humored. “You failed to 
tell me you had Admiral Janeway show up on Ohniaka III’s doorstep.”

“Oh?” Hugh took the bait of the question, his smirk growing at 
Geordi’s enthusiasm. “And who came to tell you?” 

Geordi sighed with an eye roll. “No one as exciting as that. Clancy is in 
charge and I appreciate her bluntness, sure, but my own disappointments 
aside…"

"Clancy is exciting, from what I know!"
"Says you. But in all seriousness Hugh, I’m-- excited to be officially 

working with you on something like this. Genuinely.” 
It took a moment to collect the right words as Hugh suddenly fought 

through a bundle of nerves.
“Thank you,” he told him, “you too, Geordi. It's good to see you, by 

the way; my updated ocular implant is able to see better over these types 
of displays, as of recent. I like the extra beard.” 

That bundle of nerves surged back as he watched Geordi’s expression 
morph into… what was a good descriptor– shock? Surprise?

“I,” Geordi cleared his throat, “thanks! I think-- your hair's gotten a bit 
longer since I last saw you too, huh?”

“It has, yes!” Hugh confirmed. “The shorter version was easier to 
manage, but I have been experimenting with this styling.”

“A ponytail might look good on you.”
Hugh tilted his head. “A, what?” 
Geordi rolled his eyes at himself. “Right, you wouldn’t-- okay, okay: do 

you know what a pony is?”
“Yes Geordi, I know what a pony is: a smaller type of a large Earthen 

mammal, relat-- ohhh,” the realization hit Hugh as he recalled the 
animal and the relevant application as Geordi laughed on the other end, 
“Pony, tail, the-- alright, I understand. That… hmm. I’ll think on it, 
that might be acceptable.” 

“Just an idea.” 
“I may see how that idea plays out.”
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Hugh paused, looking back up to the video feed. “I appreciate it, by 
the way,” the Director began, “you making our initial talk light despite 
who’ll be in our onboard company. Queen units aren't exactly known 
for their 'hospitality.'"

Geordi sighed in defeat, puffing out a cheek as he bore down for this 
inevitable talk. “Yeah,” he started, “I wouldn’t have accepted if I wasn’t 
aware of the consequences. But I trust you, the Project, my own judgment 
in putting together a team… and considering my own history with the 
Collective, I can at least kinda trust myself to hold my own. But I won’t lie, 
Hugh- it’s… the idea's little intimidating.”

“That's a fair emotion to have, considering. You’re sure you’re alright 
with this?” Hugh asked. “Borg tech, it’s… certainly its own beast. Not 
to mention what you’ll have to see in my department as drones undergo 
reclamation counseling. You have been around some nastier incarnations 
of the Collective, but our work is taxing in its own way. It can be… 
tiring.” 

Geordi’s face crumpled; not from Hugh's grim frankness, but more 
out of genuine reflection– the Commander firming his lips and running 
a hand over his cheek. A quiet huff went through the subspace channel, 
Hugh worried now that he might have prodded too far. 

“No,” Geordi finally said, and Hugh let out a sigh he didn’t realize 
he was holding. “No, I’ll be alright. Like I said: I’ve been wanting to 
plug myself into something, and there haven’t been a lot of big engineering 
developments on the Federation's side of things. Utopia Planitia kinda 
brought a lot of projects of mine to a standstill, so… it’ll be good for me.”

Geordi seemed to notice something, however, and he looked at Hugh 
carefully with those striking, icy eyes of his.  

“You asked me, now I ask you: are you sure you’re gonna be alright?” the 
Commander asked, “you and your group? From what I was told, this would 
be the Reclamation Project’s biggest assignment yet, and what I know of and  
have dealt with Borg queens, they’re…” 

Hugh waited, interested to see what Geordi had to say. 
The Commander swallowed. 
“You said it best. Not exactly known for their 'hospitality.”
“You’re not alone in that sentiment, Geordi. But we’ll do our best to 

prepare accordingly,” the Director sighed. “Our first priority is to the 
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xBs' health: offering them counseling, rehabilitation, all the guidance 
we give before our procedural doctors begin any sort  of operations or 
post-surgery physical therapy and recuperation… The queen’s dealings, I 
predict, will fall mostly onto my shoulders.”

He noticed Geordi was watching him again. “Do they… I mean, 
Queens: do they know about you?” 

They hate you, Mr Hugh.
“In the vaguest of senses, yes. If anything, they… well. They know of 

me, of course; every xB has that lingering, almost… ethereal knowledge 
of each other, and queen units far moreso than the average drone. They 
are our 'ambassadors' for a reason. But queen units do not know me, 
as I am now: although from what intel the Cooperation has on the 
Collective… they’re certainly not the biggest fans of mine.”

Geordi chuckled again, Hugh smirking right along with him as he sat 
up straighter on his desk. “Well,” the Commander offered, “consider me 
a fan in their place. And extremely excited to see you: I can’t believe in two 
weeks we’ll be cooped up inside a Borg sphere, of all things.”

“Do you want advice for staying longterm on Borg spacecraft?”
“Please.”
“Bring a seat cushion,” Hugh offered, and he got a lively cackle out 

of Geordi, “your favorite. A relaxing chair, good shoes– replicator 
patterns of anything ergonomic! The Collective’s interior design pays no 
considerations to the concept of personal comfort: you must remember."

“I’ll keep it in mind. Oh, one more thing– would you be willing to 
collaborate on some preparatory research for the next two weeks before we all 
arrive? That could probably get us nice and ready, caught up to speed and 
all--”

“I’d be delighted to,” Hugh affirmed. “Send me whatever inqueries 
you have, and Reclamation Project staff will respond as best we can.” 

“Thanks, Hugh. I’ll be in touch.” 
“You as well, Geordi. My talk today with Admiral Janeway made me 

realize I had missed you, my friend.”
Geordi paused. “I-- you too,” he said back. And before doubt had a 

chance to rile up Hugh's anxieties, Geordi ended the call with a hopeful 
smile. “Excited to see you, Hugh. Talk soon.”

The call ended to a bewildered Hugh’s relief, leaning back to ponder 
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on Geordi’s words and implications. For as much as the operation's 
implications inspired excitement, the reality of the queen’s presence 
still weighed heavily on the xB’s shoulders. But after 23 years of 
individuality, Hugh wanted to believe he was ready. Personhood had 
taught him many ways to use the tools he was given in order to help 
others, and Hugh had an arsenal of not only personal experience, but 
the support of his fellow xBs, Starfleet's official backing, and now a 
friend in a managerial high place. 

Besides– like hell Hugh could flub anything up around Geordi, of all 
people.

Hugh's hand began to fiddle with his bangs again.
Did Geordi really think his hair looked good?
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What does it mean to be ‘perceived,’ then– and what does it mean when 
this phenomenon occurs between an individual and a hivemind? Is 

perception by a single being’s own eyes the antithesis of collective thought 
when viewed through one lens, or is it the paradox of being known by 
something greater than yourself when that collective perceives someone in 
return? How different is it than when one stares into an abyss– "something" 
that is, paradoxically, "absolutely nothing"– and return that nothingness with 
our perception, our very presence and acknowledgement of our existence by 
mere proximity? Do we give part of ourselves to the perception of nothingness, 
leaving an eternal or beheld presence upon the void’s emptiness? What do we 
take from nothingness, and what does nothingness take from us? We must 
reach a crux point, then– in our extrapolation of this present train of thought. 
We must end this endured, perhaps-infinite repetition of self-realization as an 
exchange between void and individuality; to not lose ourselves to an abyss of 
collective thought once more. The

“Commander La Forge; Behr from Ops. ”
Geordi tore his attention from the PADD's book. “Go ahead, Ensign.”
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“The Reclamation Project will be dropping out of warp in 3 minutes, 27 
seconds. Their fleet complement is confirmed at the pre-declared 3 ships:  2 
Tactical Cubes, and 1 ‘Command Juggernaut.’”

A grin tugged at his dimpled beared and mustache.
Finally.
“Thank you, Behr. Inform all incoming vessels they’re authorized to 

set up anchor orbits relative to the station, and have Commander Vorik 
meet me at Transporter Room 1 in five minutes with Commander 
Bartholomew and Lieutenants Ha’arshov, Tal’Wen, and Hagirian. 
We might have work bright and early tomorrow, but let’s keep the 
Ambassadorial intent tonight; the Reclamation Project's traveled quite a 
ways for all this.” 

“Understood, sir.”
As the badge ceased its chitter and his PADD bookmarked the current 

chapter, Commander Geordi La Forge rose from his desk to amble 
towards his Ready Room window. Protocol with Starfleet taught him he 
ought to be trotting off to the transporter bay already, and experience in 
diplomacy told him he should be there at least three minutes before the 
Cooperation arrived. But the engineer in Geordi beckoned him to come 
look again at the ruined Borg sphere hanging above the moon’s rounded 
horizon, and the friend in him said to wait and watch for Hugh’s ships 
to arrive. After all, Geordi reasoned– he hadn’t seen a Cooperation 
Command Juggernaut in person yet! A Commander of a Starfleet 
research station had to observe another faction's flagship at least once 
from the ground before anything. 

There. Perfect excuse. 
Having poured over the sphere's holographic renditions for two weeks 

straight, Geordi was almost used to the sight of it, by this point. While 
the hastily-completed station had disbursed scout drones around and 
inside the sphere thanks to its exterior hull damage, no living crew had 
entered the ship yet– the Cooperation’s first seniority-enforced rule 
instructing Starfleet to avoid entrance at all costs until the Reclamation 
Project arrived. As Hugh’s report indicated and Starfleet’s scans proved 
true, although the structure was by all means dormant, three factors 
inside would’ve made the sphere exponentially dangerous without xB 
supervision: the primary Queencell, the sphere's Central Plexus Hub, 
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and finding where, exactly, said queen unit was. Based off preliminary 
scans from Stafleet and what the Reclamation Project theorized, she was 
most likely in protective stasis within the Queencell; severed from the 
Collective and the sphere's central plexus, choosing unit deterioration 
rather than face a life of singularity. 

Commander La Forge allowed himself to admit that tomorrow's 
mission of venturing inside the sphere to "address" these issues was 
going to be a high-risk, if not scary mission. he could see himself 
gripping a Type 3 phaser with tendon-white knuckles, creeping through 
a Borg sphere in an EV suit to plug life support back in, extracting a 
queen’s head to bring into Solstice's quarantine chamber… but Geordi 
was with a good team. Worry couldn’t gnaw at the Commander too 
much, considering the factors that provided him a mental safety net. 
He trusted Hugh, the xB’s selected company, the Reclamation Project, 
his own team he’d hand-picked (save for a few pre-selected officers at 
Starfleet’s request)… 

And there, suddenly, three starships dropped out of warp: two 
Cooperation Tactical Cubes, and a Command Juggernaut towering over 
them both.

While similar enough to their Borg Collective counterparts, 
Cooperation starships had a few giveaways that made them uniquely 
recognizable. Each vessel had a unique placement of the Reclamation 
Project's cube-like emblem, alongside the Cooperation seal and ship's 
serial number written in Borg script. Their shimmering black and 
greebled hulls were complimented by glows of brillaint white-gold and 
green light, and modifications to their exterior hulls showed evidence 
of quality-of-life improvements for the xB crew inside. While Geordi 
was enamored with seeing two Cooperation Tactical Cubes in person 
(thankfully far smaller than their titanic Borg relatives), the Command 
Juggernaut was by far the most striking vessel to observe– reminding 
Geordi of a strange, polygonal palace rather than a starship. Almost 
wobbly in proportions with its bridge extending outwards and an “arm” 
emerging from starboard, it looked as if the Juggernaut was designed 
with decentralization at its core theme, Geordi expecting something 
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much more… symmetrical? Rectangular? He wouldn’t get very far by 
trying to match it to a shape, so Geordi decided to watch their warp 
drives dim and switch to impulse, a smile spreading across his face as 
an emotion surged into an overwhelming sense of humility…

Look at you now, Hugh. Look at what the Cooperation's been 
able to champion, helm, and become in just two mere decades: it 
was practically unfathomable, who would've ever expected that one 
drone-- one drone started all of this! And look at that drone now: once 
a hungry crash survivor quarantined in the Enterprise’s cellar, here he 
was leading three ships across the quadrant for sentientarian aid. The 
Commander imagined Hugh standing over a bridge crew with that 
warm, kind smile of his; hands behind his back, overseeing arrival to 
an operation they would foster togther…

Geordi’s hand went to rub at his beard.
Whaddya think, Data?
As the ships disbursed to begin their orbital anchoring procedures, 

Geordi realized he should probably get going, smiling to no one in 
particular as he trotted out his Ready Room door.

One hall down and a corner turn later, Commander La Forge 
spied another formal Starfleet uniform heading into a turbolift– the 
bowl cut of Geordi’s Vulcan First Officer just as unmistakable as his 
Operations yellow and consistently-resting frown. 

“Vorik,” the Commander greeted, “fancy meeting you here.” 
“Indeed. Apologies, Commander,” the Vulcan greeted with, “I had 

intended to be earlier so I may greet you there, but I found myself 
entrenched in preparatory readings before departing my quarters. 
‘Transporter deck,’” Vorik told the lift, and the turbolift cabin began 
its ferry there.

“No problem, Commander,” Geordi assured, “if anything, I 
encourage it. May I ask what you were reading?” 

“Of course. I was familiarizing myself with the most recently-
published Federation xenoanthropology observations regarding the 
new Sontubus II micro-community.” 

“Ahhh, the Reclamation Project’s most recent venture!” Geordi 
remembered. “Anything in particular catch your eye?”
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“For something in ‘particular to catch my eye,’ that would imply 
there were parts that I was uninterested in, or preferred more over the 
other. Quite the contrary,” Vorik elaborated, “if anything, I was struck 
by an odd sense of… 'nostalgia,' for each social observation I read 
about, if my service record with Starfleet provides context. Although, 
upon reflection, I believe the proper term is 'déjà vu.'”

Geordi paused, eyeing his XO up and down. “They pulled a few 
folks from old Voyager for a reason, Commander. And it wasn’t an 
assignment you were required to take.” 

Vorik nodded in polite agreement. “Indeed,” he spoke, “it was a 
position and recommendation I would expect nothing less of from my 
former Captain. To this day, Admiral Janeway remains resourceful, 
and knows how to utilize her available Starfleet amenities well. If 
Vulcans were a betting people, I would say that she was hoping this 
experience could provide Voyager’s crew with some sort of… ‘closure,’ 
if you will.”

The turbolift stopped and opened, allowing the Commanders to 
proceed down the hall where Geordi spied the other Lieutenants 
pouring into the transporter room ahead of them.

“Not nervous, are you?” 
“I’ve had a particularly thorough history with former Borg drones, 

Commander,” Vorik told him plainly, the two entering as Geordi 
nodded to the presiding Lieutenants. “As a Vulcan, I am inclined 
to say that I am neither ‘thrilled’ nor ‘dreading’ the experience of 
working with the Liberated Borg Cooperation, until further personal 
interactions lend my anticipation otherwise.”

“Would you say, then,” Geordi mused as he took up space beside 
him to speak to the group, “that you’re willing to… 'cooperate’ with 
them?” 

Vorik gave him a flat look.
“Creative, sir.”
“I had to.” 
Vorik turned to face the station’s head officers of their respective 

department, Geordi’s ice-colored eyes darting over his personnel as he 
rounded his shoulders. 

“Everyone,” he began, “thank you for attending this meeting, and 



32Meet and Greet

welcoming the Cooperation’s entourage to the Solstice station. Our 
mission for the next six months may be rooted in the pursuit of 
scientific discovery, but it will also be a mission of critical importance 
between Federation and Cooperation ties. This is a civilization that 
has erupted within our lifetimes out of a very suppressive species; 
as personnel working upon Starfleet's first joint-operation with the 
Reclamation Project, it is imperative we foster both pleasant relations 
and a welcoming atmosphere with these xBs. As you are well aware 
from your debriefings, while we will be working on the technical 
affairs, 300 Reclamation Project staffers will be assisting us with 
technological research, as well as medical procedures and rehabilitation 
of former Borg drones– helping them acclimate and reintegrate into 
all mental, emotional, and physical planes of individuality."

Geordi paused to think.
"These people you're about to meet… know that every xB has a 

personality they've fought to create, reclaim, and share with others 
after emerging from the Borg Collective. Treat this, as you would, a 
first contact mission: with grace, hospitality, a willingness to learn, 
and an open mind to a culture that, just as we are learning from 
them, they are learning from us. As such: any observed or recorded 
instances of bigotry, harassment, or judgment based upon their nature 
as former Borg go against the very ideals of the Federation, and will 
not be tolerated by my supervision. Your actions will warrant possible 
immediate termination and dismissal from this project, should said 
behavior not be corrected if addressed. Do I make myself clear?” 

Everyone nodded: some with thinned lips, some with wider eyes, 
and some glancing back and forth between the Commander and the 
transporter pad behind him.

“Yes, Sir.”
Geordi nodded. “Good.”
“Commander La Forge,” the transporter chief spoke, “we’re 

receiving requests to beam over.”
Geordi turned to face the transporter pad.
He grinned. 
“Energize.” 
And into Transporter Room 01 shimmered the Reclamation 
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Project's Executive Director with four other xBs flanking him.

For an evening of diplomacy, it seemed as if Hugh and his company 
had gone for the more dramatic, stylistic voyeurism of current 
Cooperation fashion. The designs looked even more elegant in person; 
every xB’s outfit focused on geometric patterns and black matte and 
glossy contrasts, save for the streaks of gold and white that criss-
crossed their outfits and complimented the emblems on their chests. 
For Hugh, this was certainly a change than what Geordi had seen him 
in before; a high collar with a silver and gold zipper? Black gloves that 
covered his arms down to his fingertips? Knee high boots and jacket 
tails to match?! Perhaps it was the shimmer of the remnant transporter 
energy, or perhaps the bravado by which the company carried 
themselves that lended to their flair, but Geordi also noted that the 
remnants of their facial Borg implants seemed to shine a little brighter 
than usual. In any case, it was clear the Cooperation was already 
offering its own radiance to the Solstice station, and Geordi La Forge 
was all the more pleased to welcome such a resilient (and surprisingly 
fashionable) people. 

“Volunteers to the Reclamation Project of the Liberated Borg 
Cooperation,” Geordi announced, “welcome to Starbase SP-4852 
Solstice. It is an honor, and privilege, to host you.” 

The group followed behind Hugh immediately as he approached: an 
uncommon action for most ambassadorial entourages to do. Usually, 
the chosen leader would emerge first to greet the host, leaving the rest 
of their company behind until summoned for escort; here, however, 
the Cooperation moved with their leader, their Director, as if Hugh 
were merely a community guide and shepherd. Even in group settings, 
xBs boasted their own autonomy, and that autonomy was something 
to be treasured at all costs.

“Commander Geordi La Forge,” Hugh greeted back, “as the 
Reclamation Project's Executive Director, it is a similar honor to 
be hosted for such wonderful opportunities. The Cooperation’s 
Reclamation Project thanks you, Starfleet, and the United Federation 
of Planets for your hospitality, and your willingness to… cooperate, 
with the Cooperation.” 
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Geordi dearly wished he could’ve seen Vorik’s face.
Mr. Hugh wore his pride well.
“We're just excited to see where that 'cooperation' leads, Director. 

This is Lieutenant Commander Vorik, my second in command 
onboard this station. Lieutenant Commander Bartholomew, Chief 
Medical Officer– Lieutenants Ha’arshov, Tal’Wen, and Hagirian: 
Cybernetics, Programming, and Engineering Research Department 
Leads, respectively,” he elaborated by gesture. "You'll meet everyone else  
eventually as we post weekly schedules."

“I cannot speak for my fellow company,” Hugh began, “but I, at 
least, am thrilled with what staffing we are already graced with here. 
Thank you, all of you– for attending our arrival, and we wish nothing 
but enlightening discoveries, constructive collaboration, and smooth 
progress on all fronts during our time working together.”

Hugh then motioned to the furthest xB in the group from his right. “I 
will let my company speak for themselves.” 

Another nod to the value of individual autonomy, Geordi pondered: 
should he have let his officers introduce themselves?

An xB Geordi remembered from Hugh's brief visits at Starfleet HQ 
smiled pleasantly at the Commander. The mustachioed man was huge, 
Geordi thought; how could he forget his name!? What was it again, 
something Greek-sounding or--

“Reclamation Project Director Second, Crosis.” 
Close.
When Crosis unfolded his hands, the xB beside him bowed. They were 

formerly Vulcan, by the look of it; wearing a stylized coat that blended 
both Vulcan and Borg scripts, their jaw was lined with an augmentation 
that ran the length of the bone, saluting with a hand completely made of 
xB Reclamation tech. 

“Cyberneticist Junction, V’evik.”
“Engineering Junction, Five of Ten,” spoke the Human beside V'evik. 

Black and half a head taller than Geordi, both of her eyes were lined 
underneath by scarring and implants, remnants of exo-plating dotting 
long-removed head augmentations and rivaled by a beautiful black and 
gold headwrap bundling her hair. “You may call me Five.” 

Next to her, an older Betazoid stood with an eye augmentation that 
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also served as a scanner, their dark hair trimmed shaggy and short to 
their head with a playful expression to rival their round features. They 
wore gloves similar to that of Hugh's, extending their empathetic 
sensory to the entire room. “Reclamation Medical Resource Junction, 
Troval.” 

Occassionally, Geordi glanced over his own personnel as the 
Cooperation introduced themselves. 

Vorik seemed to be particularly interested in V’evik.
Predictable. 
“A privilege to meet you all, and thank you for joining us this evening. 

Solstice has prepared you individual quarters, an entire research wing, 
and common area to utilize at your discretion that we will be touring. 
After the tour this evening,” Geordi continued as a grin ebbed onto his 
face, “we've prepared a station-wide celebration to begin in 200 hours: 
in honor of both Solstice’s completion, and your safe arrival– should you 
so wish to attend. Any Reclamation Project staffers still onboard their 
respective vessels are also welcome to attend. If you would like to retire 
to your private quarters on either Solstice or your vessels after the tour is 
complete, however, you're wholly free to do so.”

The xBs seemed pleasantly surprised by this revelation: some 
exchanging glances, and others a few hushed whispers to those they were 
neaby. As if waiting to sense the mood between his group, Hugh merely 
listened, silent as his eyes scanned each Starfleet officer in the room with 
him as his Cooperation collaborated.

“As Director, I must thank you for your already generous hospitality, 
Commander. For now,” Hugh alluded, “I will say for my complement 
that we are very intrigued to see what Solstice has to offer. We shall 
complete our pre-established tour first and foremost, before any further 
decisions are made regarding our individual attendance.” 

Ah, fair. Like Geordi had said: they'd journeyed a long ways from 
Ohniaka III, traveling by standard warp instead of utilizing their 
Juggernaut's transwarp conduit. Those salvaged engineering nightmares 
from the Borg had to be used sparingly, in the xBs' line of galactic 
reputation: lest the irreplacable technology lifespan be whittled down 
quicker than it ought to be, or their conduit signatures attracted those 
who might want the engine for themselves.  
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It was then Hugh began to grin.
"But I, at least," the Director teased, "am planning to attend the 

ceremonies, Commander La Forge.” 
“Of course you are,” Crosis murmured, surprising Geordi and earning 

an eyeroll from Hugh. "I would be surprised if you did not."
The Medical Junction named Troval was smirking, and the more 

Geordi peered at their group, the more he realized these three xBs in 
particular looked very similar in age.

Hugh had a knack for making friends, Geordi supposed.
Refluffing his pride, Hugh adjusted his gloves with a humored 

cadence. “Well: thank you for the vote of confidence, Director Second 
Crosis.” 

“Of course, Director Hugh.”
Geordi nodded. "Follow me, everyone. Vorik?”
"Ready, Commander." 

At the risk of sounding too much like Vorik, Geordi would have 
called the near hour-long tour of the Solstice station “fascinating,” if 
not for the amusement that Hugh brought as both Reclamation Project 
Director and friend. Clever and polite banter littered their conversations 
as Geordi and his team described Solstice’s technical outfittings, the 
Commander even making small talk with Crosis once he’d remembered 
more about him from their last meeting in San Francisco. The xB's 
regarded the station's layout, their provided common area, and the 
quarters allotted to them well enough. Even the Reclamation Project's… 
“Chief Medical Officer,” Geordi guessed he could call them, was thrilled 
by how large the quarters were, and Five was impressed at how well the 
Starfleet architects followed Cooperation-given instructions to prepare 
for regeneration alcove installation.

The Junctions, by far, were some of the more memorable foreign 
delegates Geordi had encountered in his service with Starfleet. 
For Reclamation Project divisions, the title “Junction” was chosen 
intentionally, Hugh explained; it was less of a declaration of authority, 
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the title was meant to encourage circulation of thought and theory by 
all members of the aligned department. xBs relied on community, Crosis 
told Geordi, and this system worked its way up “balanced Relays” by 
which Junctions not only offered their skill, but expertise from their 
individual experiences. 

Though there were 295 other xBs (alongside a Starfleet staff of 400) 
that would remain stationed on the sphere or Cooperation starships, 
Geordi was already captivated by these four at hand, excitement 
bubbling at the prospect of working with them and what they 
might discover together onboard the sphere. After confirming that 
yes, Troval was an old friend from Hugh and Crosis' original clade 
called "Progenitors," the Human Engineering Junction Five of Ten 
had originally been from Earth: taken by the Borg at Wolf 359, and 
salvaged by a Reclamation Project scout ship combing through old Borg 
confrontation sites at Starfleet's request. Geordi even noticed Vorik was 
made curious by the Cyberneticist V’evik’s inquisitiveness, learning their 
original name very similar to Vorik’s own. After assimilation and only 
knowing the unit designation "Seven" for so many years, the Vulcan 
decided to blend both their old name and deadname into something 
entirely new upon their Reclamation.

Once Solstice's tour was complete, the xB's dismissed themselves to 
prepare for a night of growing more acquainted with the station. As the 
company departed and Geordi's own crew were dismissed, Geordi grew 
excited when Hugh asked if he could “speak to him personally,” Geordi 
confirming with a wink and beckoning nod to follow him towards his 
Ready Room. 

“Well: thank you for the tour of Solstice, Commander La Forge,” 
Hugh chimed as the doors shut behind them. “I feel Starfleet's 
provisions will be superb in aiding the Reclamation Project’s presence 
here.”

“No problem at all, Director Hugh,” Geordi crooned back. “Happy to 
play the guide for such esteemed guests Starfleet and I are able to host.”

“Good; I'm very glad.”
“Right, right…”
“Yes yes, of course.” 
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The two stood in silence with pursed lips, avoiding eye contact with 
hands behind their backs… until snorts of laughter suddenly filled the 
room as their composure crumbled, Geordi breaking professionalism 
and turning to Hugh with (thankfully returned) open arms and a quick 
“Ooh, come here, you--” 

The two laughed as they shared a good, strong hug: chuckling with 
loving pats to the back, and smiles as wide as could be.

“You look amazing, by the way,” the Commander scoffed in jest, 
parting to hold Hugh by the shoulders, “look at you! The gloves, the 
jacket-- wear that on another starbase and you’ll be the talk of its entire 
promenade, Mr. Hugh!”

The xB was positively beaming, Geordi's laughter swelling as the xB 
put a hand to his chin and smirked in a rather gratuitous pose. “Oh, 
I long for the day where I can enter a starbase and be talked about 
solely for my fashion choices… you, though, you’re one to talk," Hugh 
exclaimed, "you look fantastic in the new uniforms! I don’t believe I’ve 
ever seen you in Red!” 

“Oh it’s not just you, it’s been a long time since I’ve worn a command 
uniform,” Geordi sighed, “back when red was still for Engineering staff, I 
think. I’m still getting used to not seeing yellow when I look at myself in 
the mirror.”

“Well: it is a good look on you, my friend,” Hugh crooned, “and I am 
glad to see you as you are now. Time inevitably changes us all, and you 
are adapting to that change rather handsomely.”

It took Geordi a moment to recover from a mental stumble of flattery.
As if Hugh himself realized what he’d said, he swallowed with a timid 

grin, looking around Geordi’s Ready Room and eyeing the still-bare 
shelves behind his main work desk. “If I may ask; did you travel light for 
this mission?”

“No no, I just got here yesterday morning,” Geordi sighed, looking 
around the admittedly-barren room. “Haven’t had a chance to decorate. 
I made some replicator scans of my memorabilia back on Earth before I 
left--"

"And those chair cushions?"
Geordi chuckled a yes. "I might use the evening to send some other 

furniture patterns I have on file to the industrial replicator… We’re all 
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gonna be here for six months– might as well make it comfortable.”
“I'm trying to decide how best to split my presence between my 

quarters aboard the Juggernaut and Solstice's accomodations,” Hugh 
thought aloud. “Perhaps keep business affairs in the provided study 
here, recreation aboard our other vessel– but you did provide places for 
regeneration alcove installation…” 

“Never hurts to have access to a quick nap on hand,” Geordi offered. 
“Hell, I wish I could have a bed in my Ready Room and just-- lock the 
door, turn the lights off– hang a little ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign outside…”

“Oh, as if having to put one on your face standing up in your own 
alcove is much better, lest people think they cannot hear you and yell far 
too loud when they enter your open office during one of those ‘naps’--”

“Has that happened before?!”
“Only twice,” Hugh assured, "They were both so apologetic and 

fearful I’d put something on their record, you’d think I were a Starfleet 
Academy teacher…”

“You didn’t, did you?”
“No,” Hugh assured, “I merely put a note in my reports that they were 

both ‘ensuring attentive studiousness amongst their peers.’” 
Smug little shit.
“You have a lovely view of the sphere, may I add,” Hugh noted, 

looking out of Geordi's window-walled Ready Room. “Very lovely. We 
all thought it was quite… stirring, when we first arrived; some of us had 
not seen an unreclaimed sphere in person for many, many years. Myself 
included, admittedly.”

“The xB Wing's quarters have a pretty good view of it, too,” Geordi 
offered. “I may or may not have requested construction include a view 
that saw over the crater's rim for you.”

“I appreciate the accommodations, Commander.”
“No problem.”     
The men paused. 
“Are you nervous for tomorrow?” Geordi finally asked. 
Hugh's lips thinned. “It is… not something I would label ‘nervous,’” 

Hugh started, “but perhaps rather… intimidation? Immensity? Weight 
combined with importance. We all know what to do; we’ve been over the 
plan to secure the Queencell control core and central plexus dozens of 
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times. I am not… afraid of this queen unit,” Hugh told him, “but I am 
certainly aware of the power she has. …'Had,' rather; she no longer has 
power over these drones, much to her dismay. Power that was the Borgs’ 
original sapience; a purely-instinctual sapience, mind you, that took 
neither joy, pleasure, nor sadness from others' assimilation. But now, it 
is a power that queen units have manipulated the rest of the Collective 
into: subjugation and subservience. A piece of us will always be held 
by the queens… and each one of us, in turn, bears a piece of the queen 
units. And that… that alone, that capability of what we were left with or 
what we could become-- that frightens me, Geordi.” 

Memories of Geordi's recent readings wafted back as he pondered on 
how to comfort Hugh.

"Forgive me, I– rambled a bit there."

Do we give part of ourselves to the perception of nothingness, leaving an 
eternal or beheld presence upon the void’s emptiness? What do we take from 

nothingness, and what does nothingness take from us?

“If it’s fair to say, Hugh,” Geordi tried, “I think that power strikes fear 
in all of us. Queens, the idea of becoming a drone against your will… 
it’s not a fear someone easily forgets. Experiences, our existences against 
conflict– it all adds up. Adds wisdom. But remembering why we’re all 
here… that manages to negate that fear a little, right? Learning more 
about Borg technology, rehabilitating and reclaiming drones, offering 
them better lives rather than just wasting away in an old abandoned 
sphere… that’s why we’re here,” Geordi repeated, “that's why we’re 
gonna get it done. And you have my support in doing that with every 
resource I’m able to offer you.”

Hugh nodded with a timid smile.
His eyes were just as doeful as they were 23 years ago.  
“Are you nervous for tomorrow, Geordi?”
God yes.
“A little bit,” Geordi admitted, “but I’m coping, knowing you’ll be 

leading the operation. Call me in good hands.”  
Hugh’s face morphed into a humbled flattery.
“Thank you, Geordi. That comforts me to hear.” 
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Before Geordi could continue thinking about how big and pretty 
Hugh's eyes were, the xB's gaze swiveled towards Geordi’s desk, eyeing 
the digital cover of a PADD’s periodical. “I, ah--” Hugh cleared his 
throat, “see you’ve been doing some reading?” 

Geordi stood up straighter and glanced to the PADD he’d left open on 
his desk. “Yeah, I-- wanted to brush up on some xB literature over the 
past couple of weeks. Great stuff, so far- very… introspective?” He tried 
to explain. “Immense, really. This author, Twenty of--”

“Twenty of Sixty, may I guess?” 
“Yeah! She's got a great talent for discussing about the value of 

balancing independent and communal thought.” 
“It’s striking, if anything,” Hugh agreed. “Her pieces are quickly 

becoming some of the most popular in periodical philosophy 
throughout Cooperation thinker enclaves. Aaand you didn’t hear this 
from me, but from what I’ve heard, she’s publishing a new collection of 
writings within the coming weeks.” 

“I’ll be sure to subscribe, then."
Geordi felt words hanging on his tongue as he pondered whether or 

not they would be too much, feeling the former Borg watching him with 
curious intrigue. 

It was true, then—just as much as it was gossiped about now— it 
was still just as true as it had been all those years ago when he first met 
Hugh.

xBs truly had the most intense, captivating stares. 
“Geordi?”
Even the way Hugh says his name hadn't changed a day.
“It’s amazing, you know,” Geordi finally began as he shook his head 

and rubbed his beard, “I admire it, actually. How much you, the 
Cooperation, the Reclamation Project… how much work you’ve done 
since I first met you, Hugh. I mean-- 23 years after making you a power 
cell converter in the brig after your scout's accident, and you’re out here 
organizing an entire rehabilitation program for other drones cut off from 
the Collective? I, that’s… not many people get to say they witness the 
birth of a new culture, Hugh," Geordi gushed, "much less know the guy 
who helped start it. And hell, I'm-- sorry people are awful towards you 
all. Horrible, judgmental, close-minded at what you folks have been 
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through… and you just– resis-- uh, power through them. You keep being 
you, despite it. And because of that, I get to talk to a friend I made 23 
years ago who looks like a million bars of latinum.”

Geordi turned his gaze back to Hugh, and the sense of déjà vu nearly 
overwhelmed the Commander. Contemplation shot through Hugh’s 
darting eyes and his head tilted in thought, as if the xB was trying to 
process emotions according to his programming's capabilities. It welled 
an old ache in Geordi’s heart, and he felt the weight of not only time’s 
burden of absence, but also the sensation of realizing, of remembering, 
how much he loved watching that phenomenon in real time.

Just like Data used to.
Maybe he should've made scans of their weddings rings, after all.
Suddenly, with a reaction Geordi could only call "sheepish," Hugh's 

face shifted into something sweet. 
“It’s alright, you know."
A small smirk began to grow out of that formerly-sheepish face.
“You can say we ‘resist.'”
And Geordi laughed, shaking his head at the other chuckling man. 

“Don’t-- I was being serious, you, come on-”
“Forgive me, I couldn’t help myself--”
“Forgiveness denied, ” Geordi scoffed, rolling his eyes as he stepped 

towards the Ready Room replicator. “You want anything to drink in 
particular? Your choice.”

“Ah-- a synthehol champagne, perhaps?" Hugh asked "I can only 
handle liquors that are so strong.” 

“No problem at all: better for both of us, come tomorrow morning.”
Geordi requested two bubbling flutes from the replicator's interface, 

the Commander bringing both to join Hugh near the observation 
window. Hugh, with that same sheepish face, took the glass from 
Geordi’s hand, admiring the sight of both the prosecco and his dear 
friend.

“It is called a ‘toast’ on Earth, correct?”
Geordi smirked. “You tried this last time I saw you; don't think I 

forgot already.”
"I know," Hugh quipped back. “Just wanted to see if you 

remembered.” 
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“Fine. A toast, then,” he humored before raising his glass to Hugh. 
“To enlightenment, realization, and …reclamation?”

Hugh smiled.
“I like that. A toast, indeed.” 

Under the sphere's mighty shadow, Geordi and Hugh clinked their 
flutes together.
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“Clancy, if you tell them to ‘be careful’ one more time, I’m going to stick 
my hand through this transmission and put it right over your mouth.” 

“Call me cautious then, Kathryn; not all of us are an Admiral who’s been 
onboard Borg vessels more than once and lived to tell the tale.” 

“Mn; difference of perspective thanks to experience. What would you 
advise then, Mr. Hugh?”  

“Nothing that hasn’t been advised already. Carefulness will certainly 
be paramount, Admiral Janeway– and I do thank you, Clancy, for your 
well wishes. If anything, however… we need efficiency, first and foremost; 
a trait I believe you yourself praised xBs’ excellence in, Janeway. Care is 
almost a given for the mission we’re about to embark on; wouldn’t you 
agree, Commander La Forge?” 

“Oh– that and more, Director Hugh. My own offerings aside, we’ve 
got a great enough team already, thanks to Starfleet and the Reclamation 
Project's pickings and choosings. We’ll do our best to keep morale up 
inside the sphere, buuut adherence to Director Hugh's advice on being 
carefully efficient will certainly help us set up shop.”

 “Well– hell of a ‘shop’ we’re opening, then. Gentlemen, consider this 
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debrief complete, and we thank you today for the service both you and your 
team are about to embark on. Admiral Janeway and I will be awaiting your 
reports at your earliest convenience. We'll both remain on standby in case of 
emergency, and on behalf of all Starfleet and the Federation: we wish you 
utmost safety and care.” 

“Be careful. …Oh, Commander La Forge– when you arrive back at 
Solstice, ask Commander Vorik to check in with the station’s mail depot 
next he’s able. Tell him it’s 'on the house.'"

“Will do, Admiral. Thank you Clancy, Janeway.” 
“Thank you, Admirals.” 
The transmission ended in the tiny cabin's viewport, the sphere's hull 

looming closer towards them as Hugh looked to Geordi. 
“No pressure, of course.”
“Right? Right, no pressure,” Geordi sighed, “none at all.”

Stepping out of the runabout's navigational cabin with Geordi, Hugh 
had to pull his eyes and thoughts away from the sphere to the company 
that filled the small deployment airlock. Everyone present had donned 
EV suits: three xB Relays (one of them being Five's wife Two of Ten), 
Junctions Five and V’evik, and Crosis were with three Federation 
Ensigns and Commander Vorik. Both Hagirian and Vorik were piloting 
their course towards the sphere's massive gash in its hull, debris and 
scrap metal floating past the runabout’s viewports. Yet again, Hugh's 
sights were drawn to the encroaching sphere, though he was comforted 
to see the Reclamation Tactical Cubes still positioned on either side.

He knew it would be good to have them and the Juggernaut in such 
close supervision in case anything went awry, but Hugh didn’t want to 
surrender to that attitude too quickly. 

So instead, Hugh relished in the idea that their Cooperation starships 
were perched over it like guardians— sentinels watching over something 
that was lost, and may now be given new life.

“Two minutes, fifteen seconds until touchdown, Commander,” Vorik 
said. “All readings and preliminary scans indicate the Borg sphere has 
had no internal nor external changes since Starfleet's initial discovery, 
and now, current approach.” 

“Thank you Commander,” Geordi called, “set the Eclipse on auto-pilot 



CHAPTER 347

and come get your helmets and equipment. No use biting our nails over 
a shuttle hijack that shouldn’t come.” 

Biting our nails?
Hugh puzzled over the expression before deciding to ask Geordi about 

it later.
Pulled out of thought, Hugh suddenly felt the stares of fellow xBs 

awaiting his command– even the Starfleet Ensigns eyeing the Director 
out of curiosity as touchdown ebbed ever closer. 

“Well… I--”
The Director cleared his throat.
“Commander La Forge and I have… already debriefed you, before 

we departed Solstice. Everything in what we are to do, and what we may 
encounter. So instead, as the Reclamation Project's Executive Director, I 
leave you with this."

Hugh swallowed as he searched for some last-minute words. 
"We enter the domain of a species that may value themselves as one 

unit, but they do not value individual life– nor the individual bodies that 
make that unit whole. But I believe I can speak for the group when I say 
we value each life here. I, Commander La Forge, and all your associates 
here today — Starfleet or Reclamation Project — enter that sphere as as 
an equal unit. And despite whatever we may find inside, we are all here 
today- making the conscious choice to enter this ruin, this 'Artifact--' 
despite those risks. So I thank you. I commend you, even. To you, 
Starfleet: I will say that it is-- not easy for xBs, to re-enter these hallways. 
You are not alone, in your apprehension. But as Executive Director, and 
as a fellow individual, I will do my best to serve and protect you, as we 
aid each other inside. My best is bound by both my honor and duties as 
a volunteer to the Reclamation Project. And at times like these, our best 
is all we can do.” 

Crosis, Five, V’evik, their Relays, and the Starfleet personnel seemed 
to take that in well enough. 

Before Hugh’s anxieties would jolt him in trying to think of any more 
words to impart or steep in the worry that he'd somehow overstepped 
his boundaries, Geordi chimed in with his own wonderful thoughts and 
voice, the Commander putting a hand on his shoulder and giving it an 
affirming squeeze while he spoke. 
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That was nice.
“Well, you’ve got me beat for the ‘rousing away team mission speech,’ 

Director,” Geordi mused as the Starfleet staff repressed smirks. “But I 
agree. And I would like to commend you all too, as Commander of the 
Solstice station. Your records will show that you chose immense bravery 
by accepting this assignment, and your personal character will carry 
this with you in unspoken esteem. Not only are we on the precipice of 
learning some incredible scientific breakthroughs, but there is one thing 
that the Director failed to mention, and I think bears repeating. There 
are 2,963 dormant drones inside that sphere that need the Cooperation’s 
help," Geordi told them. "Nearly 3,000 souls that you're gonna help 
give another chance at life. And you all — Federation, Cooperation, 
whatever — you’re helping make that possible. They may have a long 
road ahead of them to recovery, but… we can at least bring them to 
a good starting point. Even if that starting point is entering into a 
dormant, spooky-looking sphere with half its side blown off.”

Except for Vorik, the cabin's entire complement chuckled at the 
comment.

V’evik managed a subtle grin. 
And while Geordi’s words were all reassuring, wise, and even kind for 

a Starfleet Commander, Hugh caught himself reeling over a small, yet 
important detail he noticed in Geordi’s speech. 

He actually remembered the exact number of drones that were on the 
sphere?

"You're being reserved, calling it spooky,” Hugh humored the 
Commander. 

Crosis' mustache ruffled. “Mm. I was waiting from someone in 
Starfleet to say it.” 

“Spooky, but quite beautiful, despite its purpose,” Five hummed as the 
runabout slowed its approach. “How poisoned such simple architecture 
can become under such a violent influence.” 

“If you’re, uh, talking about the queen unit,” an Ensign managed, 
visibly swallowing his nerves, “at least she won’t be there for long?”

Five turned to him with a gentle, tired look. “Yes,” she agreed, “you’re 
right. She will not. And then we'll be free to perform our duties.”

“Alright everyone,” Geordi called, “get into assigned ordering and in 



CHAPTER 349

the airlock. Let's keep formation until we reach the Queencell; Hagirian, 
Relay Four, you're home base here: keep locks on our signals at all 
times.” 

Both agreed with an “Yes Commander.”
“Tactical Cubes Theta, Iota;”  Hugh spoke with a pap to his suit's 

cubical badge, “remain on standby to anchor the sphere with tractor 
beams, and confirm Transporter Bays and Reclamation Medbay 
readiness to accept possible patients.”  

“Operations Primary Junction Twelve of Fifteen, reporting for Tactical 
Cube Theta; ready and on standby for both counts, Director.”  

“Operations Primary Junction Chiara, reporting for Tactical Cube Iota; 
ready and on standby for both counts, Director.”

“Solstice station, Deck 4, Special Containment Chamber 1,” Geordi 
requested his own Starfleet delta, “confirm chamber readiness to receive 
sphere Borg queen.” 

“At the ready, Commander: Reclamation and Starfleet personnel equipped 
and prepared to receive in pre-discussed procedures.” 

The Eclipse landed with a thud as the company donned their helmets 
and the airlock signaled an incoming cabin depressurization.

Hugh heard Geordi steel himself with a sigh. “Let’s go.” 

Deep in the recesses of his memory, Hugh could remember the snow 
that dotted his face when his scout ship crash-landed: the day his life 
truly began. Broken bits of Borg spacecraft littered the crater around 
him, the bodies of his fellow drones were warped and mangled by the 
ship's rough impact… Hugh was not awake for long, after the crash– his 
body was pinned underneath a hull plating section, and its weight was 
making it harder to breathe. Before succumbing to unconsciousness, 
Hugh began his emergency hailing frequency back to the Collective, 
falling into an unknown expanse of frightening darkness and foreign 
loneliness.

Although not exactly a pleasant memory, Hugh savored and treasured 
it as one of his first.
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He was unsettled, then, by how much wandering in this part of the 
sphere reminded him of that memory.

Out of the Eclipse's airlock, their EV Suits' mag-lev boots kept the 
group anchored to the flat debris plane they entered the sphere by– 
their helmet pilot lights creating tall, foreboding shadows from the 
sphere’s shredded lunar "impact skid" gashes. Bodies of mangled, dead 
drones floated in space alongside wreckage of all shapes and sizes, some 
corpses bisected by the weak force field instilled by an instinctual AI 
life support, as Five would explain. Thankfully, Starfleet’s tech allowed 
them to enter the same way that survey drones had been using to scan 
the sphere these previous weeks, each Reclamation Project and Starfleet 
officer helping the other inside to reach a more stable, less-zero-G part of 
the derelict starship.

As the company made their way deeper into the sphere, evidence of 
the wreckage outside grew less obvious, and the weight of the sphere’s 
artificial gravity anchored each new step they took. Instead of dead 
bodies, dormant drones littered the sides of the hallways: peacefully 
sleeping in their regeneration alcoves, and thankfully boasting favorable 
life signs from their alcoves' interfaces. Each analysis Hugh made with 
his EV suit's helmet, tricorder scans, and his visual UI confirmed 
that they all were just deeply dormant, rather than dead or frozen– 
commanded into this void of a stasis before the Sphere entered through 
the wormhole. 

Hugh noticed how the Starfleet personnel’s phaser flashlights lingered 
on the drones' stoic faces a little longer than Reclamation Project  
members did.

Geordi made sure to remind them not to touch anything.
The Director had a hunch that rule would be an easy one to follow. 

While Starfleet personnel gripped at their Type 3 Phaser Rifles, xBs 
held their Stun Batons at the ready. A standard-issue Cooperation 
defense weapon, the crooked baton was a physical embodiment of 
the pacifistic vow that xBs tried to follow. The highest damage a Stun 
Baton was capable of was equivalent to an average Starfleet phaser's stun 
setting, the Baton's "gimmick" being their electrical signal currents that 
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were developed to disrupt Borg Collective technology. 
“Are we breathable?” Lieutenant Ha’arshov asked.
“Yes, but barely,” Junction Five warned. “When under emergency 

duress like this, spheres are kept at minimal life support for anyone other 
than drones. It is inadvisable to remove your helmets in any capacity 
until we have full control of life support.”

“At least we can hear environmentals and it’s not a complete vacuum,” 
Geordi commented, continuing his pace and the phaser at the ready. 
“Company: are we all getting the same energy pocket readings on the 
path up ahead?”

“Prognosis of this section would theorize that this is a regeneration 
alcove chamber for the maintenance drones in this wing of the sphere,” 
Crosis commented. "The further in we venture, the more we risk 
triggering alcove energy conduits."

“Director Second Crosis is correct,” Vorik confirmed. “These are 
nearly identical to the scan reviews we performed before departing 
Solstice, but one of them seems to be fluctuating irregularly.” 

“Thank you, Commander Vorik. Junction V’evik," Hugh called, 
"advance to confirm it is not faulty cybernetic interference with our 
readings."

“Yes, Director.”
“Ensign Smith, tail Junction V'evik: keep a cover no greater than six 

meters.”
Phaser Rifles lowered and Reclamation Stun Batons powered down 

as the group took the moment to recoup, Hugh looking about as he 
noticed Geordi frowning.

“It’s… unfortunate those drones couldn’t be counted with the other 
2,963,” Geordi offered. “I’m sorry you all have to see them like that. 
They deserved a chance to meet the Reclamation Project, too.” 

“I’m just sorry they had to endure a war they did not ask for, 
Commander," Hugh said bitterly. "We will gather them, once we gain 
environmental control and begin cleanup. I am certain Ohniaka III will 
honor their deaths in the most appropriate way possible.”

“xB funerals,” Geordi mused, his tone cautious but laced with hope, 
“what are those like? Very meaningful ceremonies per individual, I 
imagine…” 
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Even under the helmet, Hugh grinned at Geordi’s question– happy 
to lighten the burden of the mission at hand with fond recountings of 
home rather than constant dread and worry.

“They are different, depending on how much the xB wants to adhere 
to their other cultures,” Hugh alluded. “But in recent years, common 
threads have begun to form on Ohniaka III.”

“Tell him about the Wall of Entombment," Crosis hinted. "It is not 
as macabre a discussion as some might find our cremation extraction 
methods."

“Good point." 
"'Cremation extraction,' Sirs?"
"Ah, I suppose I must start with that, then… Ensign Smith– say if, in 

life, there was an augmentation the xB had that a loved one held in high 
regard– or loved ones simply wanted a piece of them to remember them 
by. After the deceased's body is cremated, those close to the deceased 
enter the room wit--”

“AAAAHH--!”
V’evik!?
Hugh bolted as he readied his Stun Baton, cybernetic eyes darting 

every which way to protect himself and anyone else from any 
organically-unseen dangers. The sounds of Phaser Rifles warming to 
their stun settings a particularly poignant sound as he motioned the 
team with a backhand to stay behind him. But just as suddenly as 
V'evik's holler had broken the silence, their panicking became more of 
a shudder over the EV suit intercoms, turning into panicked gasps as 
another raspy voice erupted over the Vulcan xB’s horror. 

“State this unit’s designation!” the voice begged. “State this unit’s 
designation!”

“V’evik--!”
As Hugh turned the corner, the Director’s heart fell from his throat 

and into his gut. 
“I cannot--” V’evik pleaded, “I-I cannot tell you it, I-!”
A navigational drone had pinned V'evik against the wall, Ensign 

Smith having fallen backwards with his Phaser Rifle smacked out of 
hand. The drone's full weight was leaning hard against V’evik's suit 
chestpiece thanks to a very serious leg injury, Smith either too stunned 
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to move or not wanting to lest he drone react to hostile actions. While 
the drone’s nanoprobe tubules were deployed and horrifyingly close to 
V’evik as the drone gripped their EV suit. Hugh could tell that, if this 
drone didn’t have the energy to heal their leg from a regeneration alcove’s 
biochip restoration, then they certainly wouldn’t be able to assimilate 
V’evik, much assimilate anyone thanks to the sphere’s severance.

 Though the drone initially recoiled from the group's extra light 
sources, they immediately abandoned V'evik and lunged for the closest 
member– Hugh falling to the ground under them with a hard thud.

“State this unit’s designation!”
“Hold fire everyone--!” Hugh begged, one hand smushed between him 

and the drone and the other an open palm towards the team. “H-hold 
your fire, hold…” 

“State this unit’s designation!”
And so it was that the sphere's first Reclamation Reprisal began.
“Are you able… to state your designation?” Hugh asked gently.
“State this unit’s designation!”
“Are you able to state your designation?”
“Sta--” 
The drone stopped their repetition.
“This unit, we… we do not know, if we are able to state our 

designation,” they shuddered. “It has been so long since… since others 
have confirmed it; this unit has not had confirmation! And we have not 
confirmed other designations! State this unit's de--”

“Are there no other voices with you?”
“N… no--” 
Hugh tapped his chestpiece. “Do you acknowledge this voice?”
The drone puzzled over this despite their panic. “We… this is, not,” 

they paused, “this voice is… it is not within us-- ”
“No,” Hugh affirmed, “you are correct. It is not.”
The drone paused, Hugh thankful to notice their breathing slowing 

and their mind engaging with something other than a feedback loop.
The concept of "you" was a big enough picture to grapple, anyway.
“State your designation,” the drone asked.
“Hugh.”
“This is not a registered Borg identification.”
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“It is not,” Hugh confirmed. “It was one this voice — a voice outside 
of the Collective — chose for himself.”

The drone puzzled again. 
"'Outside the Collective…' y-you do not know us? Are you not us?”
“No,” Hugh confirmed, “though I was, once.”
The “I” drop was one of the more revered verbal occasions for xBs 

to experience during the Reclamation periods of their lives. When 
interacting with newly-severed xBs, the element of the singular “I” 
incorporated into language had to be chosen very carefully, deliberately, 
and respectfully, as to not overwhelm the xB and send them into 
existential flurries and possible mental crises. Five, Crosis, V’evik 
(being calmed from Crosis' hands on their shoulders), and the xB 
relays guarding them all shuffled in place, tossing each other glances in 
reaction to what the Director had laid out.

“‘I’ is… separate,” the drone put together, “than this unit…”
“Yes,” Hugh pressed. “This--” he patted his chest again, “is Hugh. I 

am Hugh– it is my designation, it is my name that I chose. But yours,” 
Hugh led on, “can you tell me your unit's designation?”

The drone fought through their anxiety-riddled thoughts.
“H-how can this unit tell if its designation is accurate… when it has 

not been affirmed by other voices for so long?”
This, admittedly, was unusual for drones to question their own 

designations so much. Typically, severed drones were more than 
enthused to repeat the number over and over, so Hugh surmised that 
he was dealing with two possible scenarios. His first idea considered 
the wormhole; perhaps there were temporal shifts with the sphere’s 
unmooring in time, residually affecting the drones’ sense of time… or, 
perhaps, the drone was simply lonely, these past few weeks, as solitary  
confinement takes its unique toll on people (even if this poor drone did 
not realize they were a "people” yet).

“What do you remember it to be? Can you tell me, Hugh," he placed 
his hand on his own chest again, "the last designation you remember?”

The drone was silent again.
“Third…”
Hugh swallowed, mentally bracing himself. 
The latter could be any number.
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[Stop projecting]
“Third… of Four. Third of Four. …That was this unit’s designation.” 
Hugh smiled.
“It is… good to meet you, Third of Four,” the Director assured, 

looking back at the drone’s bloodied, crumpled leg. “Can you stand?” 
“This unit’s lower extremity is damaged,” Third of Four told him. “We 

were regenerating in this alcove to attempt to recover from the crash, but 
were unable to do so due to an outside obtrusion in the extremity.”

Hugh couldn’t put this drone’s life in any more danger than they 
already were. 

So, shutting his jaw tight, he looked back to the group and decided 
this drone would be safer somewhere else. 

“Alright,” he assured them. “Third of Four… I, Hugh, ask you to 
comply. I will send you somewhere to be treated by others to repair your 
lower extremity.”

The drone pondered, then nodded at Hugh. 
“We will go.” 
“Thank you. Even if I am not there, there are many others who will be 

there for you.”
“How many?”   
Hugh’s grin returned as his hand dove into the EV Suit's satchel. 

“Enough to care for you, Third of Four. Director Hugh to Tactical Cube 
Theta, Reclamation Medbay--"

“Yes, Director.”
“Prepare to receive one navigational drone for emergency surgery. 

Species scan indicates Wysanti, Nameless: lower left leg broken with 
regeneration alcove shrapnel embedded into organic and inorganic 
materials, and is beginning mental assessment of singularity. They will 
require immediate medical attention, as well as regenerative therapy and 
biochip energy conversion intake. I'm placing--” Hugh grunted as the 
drone's chest exo-plating clinked against the Reclamation Project badge, 
"a spare badge on them; lock onto this activated signal."

“Understood, Director: Theta Reclamation Medbay is on immediate 
standby. I will inform Transporter Bay 2 to lock on in exactly 10 seconds.”

“Those voices,” Third managed, “they are separate from you, too? Are 
those the ‘others’ you spoke of?”
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“Yes.” 
“How many other voices are there?”
“Many. Many, many others. Enough so that you will not be alone 

anymore, Third of Four.” 
“…If this unit is just one, this unit would be… 'Third,'” they put 

together, “but the Four are no longer within proximity of Third. Does 
that make this unit… Third? Is this it?”

“If that’s what you want, Third of Fourth,” Hugh assured them. 
“Make your name whate--”

“Director Hugh: Tactical Cube Theta standing by to transport.”
“…whatever you want it to be. Ready, Theta.”
The drone, waffling between rattled and a stoic sense of peace, was 

bathed in the shimmering light of an energy signature, the only things 
left behind being the crumpled remnants of their leg and the blood 
spattered from their injury. Hugh’s chest heaved as he sighed in relief, 
struggling some to get up, but a rush pulled him back up onto his feet, 
one hand definitely Crosis’ and other foreign, Hugh unsure of wher-- ah, 
it was Geordi--!

“Come on, you," Crosis urged, "off your leg--"
“2,962 left to go, if we’re not counting the queen,” Geordi offered. 

“Nice job, Hugh.”
“Director--” V’evik muttered, their voice strained from the earlier 

shock. “Thank you. I-- apologize, for my inability to de-escalate the 
situation and accommodate the drone’s mental needs.”

“Do not apologize, Junction V’evik,” Hugh assured, taking a deep 
breath. “You were thrown off typical confrontation protocol– I wonder 
what I would've done if I was in your position. We’re just glad you’re 
safe.” 

“Yeah, I think that would’ve thrown anyone off,” Geordi assured. 
“Ensign Smith, report?”

“Y-yes, Commander,” Smith managed. “I– the drone, they knocked 
me back, it was--”

“They took us by surprise,” V’evik explained. “I simply pried into a 
hallway to try and pinpoint the location of the anomaly. …and we ah-- 
found, said anomaly.” 

“Use your EV suit’s extra pilot light next time,” Hugh told him, “but I 
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am glad that you both are not only safe, but unharmed.”
V’evik nodded uncharacteristically fast. “Me too.”
“Director, Commander,” Crosis noticed. “We must keep advancing 

before any other units possibly sense our presence from the transporter 
signature.”

“Good point. Let’s keep moving, everyone,” Commander La Forge 
agreed, “Lieutenant Ha’arshov, take up the rear again.”

"Yes Sir."
“All Relays, pair up with Ensign disbursal. All Junctions, to the front 

with me,” Hugh declared. 
“Yes, Director.”
As the group got back into formation, Hugh took one last look down 

the hallway where they'd found Third of Four. It was a rather dismal, 
unremarkable, dead end of a corridor— an uplink socket had been left 
open and exposed in the wall, no other drones or alcoves to be found... 

Despite Hugh's EV Suit airflow filtration, the corridor faintly smelled 
and tasted of mildew.

The next 3 minutes, 45 seconds were rather uneventful. It seemed as 
if Third of Four was simply an unlucky navigational drone that didn't 
made it back to their alcove before the sphere's memory-related collapse, 
unable to comprehend the silence surrounding their severed mind. As 
the company entered into and proceeded down a new catwalk, a sudden 
rattle ripped through the halls that stopped everyone in their tracks. 
Their green-tinged surroundings grew darker and a low rumble began 
to thrum through the floor's grating, the buzz of infrasonic eminating 
in the direction of where the sphere's primary queencell would be. 
This infrasonic warning was less of a report, however, and more of an 
"announcement," that rumbling growing more frantic with each passing 
second.

“Uh,” Geordi stammered, “What is that?”
It was an internal operations sequence announcement, Hugh wanted 

to say. 
Along the walls, timers in Borg letters flashed in repetition, changing 

its circular alphabet as fast as cortical nodes could track. A booming, 
bass-like klaxon ripped blared in sync with the flashing script. Every xB 
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knew there was only one unit on any Borg starship that could start this 
sequence at will, and every xB in the company gaped in horror as the 
color drained from Hugh’s face.

“No--”
“Director Hugh, Ops Primary Junction Twelve, Tactical Cube Theta!” 

a comms channel barked, “we’re reading a massive influx of energy from 
within the sphere gathering in a single location; what’s going on, is this--!?”

“No no no-- she’s started it, how did she--?!” Hugh clamored; then, 
regaining his mental footing, explained to the distressed Starfleet officers, 
“if the drones' Central Plexus is collapsed, the queen shouldn't be able 
to reactivate the sphere’s internal network, but somehow s-she's started 
this sphere’s self-destruct sequence!”

Everyone stared.
It appeared even Geordi was having difficulty choosing words.
“How… h-how much time do we have, before--?!”
“4 minutes, 55 seconds,” Hugh managed, “she can't cut it any shorter 

than that, so we're guaranteed that much time--”
“And how much farther to her queencell?”
“Two minutes, two seconds at our current pace--” Vorik recounted, 

“possibly faster--”
“It must have been the transporter signal,” Five deduced, “when Third 

of Four was beamed out. Perhaps it was the new-- energy frequency 
inside the sphere; i-it may have sparked an instinctual queen unit relay 
backup! She didn't do this for the Starfleet drones!”  

“Can we stop it!?” Geordi pleaded. 
The crowd was silent as Hugh could practically feel the xBs’ minds try 

to formulate something, anything--
“I can,” Junction five declared, “Junction V’evik and I can. We might 

disengage the terminals if Junction V’evik can undo whatever cybernetic 
interface the queen has come into contact with, while the Director 
deactivates the queencell and retrieves the data core- but we must go, 
now--!”

“We understand if all present Starfleet personnel would rather 
emergency beam-out while we shut down the sequence,” Hugh offered, 
“we don't want you to--”

“Director Hugh,” Geordi stated firmly, “Nobody wearing a Starfleet 
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badge will be leaving you or this group; I will not--” 
Geordi stopped himself. “The only place we’re all going,” he resumed 

as he readied his rifle, “is to that primary queencell. Now let’s move: all 
Starfleet personnel, I want us in a top-down following flank formation, 
follow any and all dictations of Reclamation Project officers; is that 
understood!”

A cacophony of “Yes Sir!”’s filled the hallway as Junction Five and 
V’evik led the way forward. Without missing a beat, the formation took 
off, the gaggle of officers and staffers rushing the corridor and closer to 
the infrasonic's source.

“Commander La Forge!” Solstice's Ops team begged, “requesting 
immediate status report of away team!”

“Can't talk right now, Ensign!" Geordi called, "refer to Tactical Cube 
Ops Theta and Iota for correspondence debriefing on the situation 
at hand, please and thank you! Engage emergency shielding at max 
output capacity for any and all Solstice facilities, and recall any currently 
deployed drones or worker bees immediately!” 

“Admirals Clancy and Janeway are on the line, Sir!”
“ Give us two minutes, put them on hold- something!”
“I can’t exactly put two admirals on hold, Commander!”
“Oh, yes you will– by my order! Commander La Forge over and out!”
“Private channel to Commander Geordi La Forge,” Hugh requested 

his EV suit's comms OS. When the channel blipped to life after his 
request was approved, Hugh’s voice sounded more worried than he 
would’ve liked it to be. “Geordi--”

“I’m not leaving you,” Geordi panted. “Don’t ever think, that-- we, 
that I’d-- ever leave you when things got too hot, Hugh. After all, I’ve-- 
faced my share of supposed self-destruct sequences, before--”

“Forgive me, Commander,” Hugh asked, “I did not intend to-- 
underestimate you or your officers'-- dedication--”

Despite the fog on Geordi's EV suit helmet, Hugh managed to notice 
a smirk and hear the barest hint of chuckling. 

“Forgiveness denied.”

As the group ran for 2 minutes and 19 seconds, they passed scores 
of dormant drones despite the blaring alarm above them– oblivious to 
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the imminent death sentences decreed by their queen unit. Predictably, 
the queencell's door was sealed both physically and by a force field's 
shielding, a multitude of Stun Batons crackling to life for their intended 
use. With their electric clubs, the xBs struck the sealed door in unison 
with all their might, lime-green veins of electric discharge bathing the 
eerily lit hallway. The nanoprobe-woven wall's makeup and sickly green 
shielding began to waver the further in they drove their batons, Hugh 
gritting his teeth past the rising ache in his left shin to push his baton in 
as hard as he could. Once the shielding broke down, Geordi urged every 
xB out of the way as Starfleet officers fired continuous phaser blasts at 
the door, the material finally melting and giving way to a hole cut in the 
chamber’s side. 

And with 2 minutes, 26 seconds left on the EV Suit’s clocks before the 
sphere's destruction, a circular piece of sliced-open wall fell inside the 
queencell, and the sight inside was one no xB or Starfleet officer could 
say they had ever seen. 

Behind the queencell's control console, smashed glass from a queen’s 
rejuvenation tank littered the chamber's floor– nanoprobe stasis fluid 
still leaking where it had no doubt been a waterfall not minutes before. 
A crimson, black-and-green blood smear led up to the control hub and 
the queen herself: a mere head and shoulders splayed over the console, 
cybernetic tendrils from her exposed spine and cranial cables were 
utilized as uncanny, makeshift arms that might've drug her towards and 
up the console's stand. The queen's forehead was smeared with blood 
and encrusted with glass, dribbling out of a circular wound in the center 
of her bruised, nanoprobe-veined forehead. The blood contoured a 
wicked smile that spread across her ghastly-pale face; as the queen unit 
stared directly at Hugh, directly into him, Hugh remembered that she 
wielded a horrid reminder of what every xB once was: as if her smile was 
a scepter made of malice, hatred, and bitterness. 

 
“Welcome home,” she spat wickedly, “Cooperation.”



Twenty five.
It took Commander Geordi La Forge three seconds to process the 

sight of a desperate, vengeful Borg queen sprawled out on her console. 
Twenty four.
Three seconds they could've used to add onto their 2 minute, 24 

second countdown before the sphere blew to smithereens.
Twenty three. 
But it gave Geordi three seconds to tamp down his own fear for the 

mission's sake, and what this situation could mean to the xBs who were 
confronting the face of their former oppressor. 

“Why,” Hugh shuddered. 
Twenty two.
“Why? You couldn’t live without knowing they'd be separate from you? 

Is that it? You couldn’t have them, the Collective couldn’t have them," 
Hugh cried as he held his crackling baton aloft, "so instead you sentence 
them all to death?!”

Twenty.
“Is it better than living a lie?!” the queen snapped back, her shoulder 
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tendrils keeping her head anchored to the console's screen. “Better than 
our seamless unity? Our beautiful perfection your so-called ‘Cooperation’ 
makes a mockery of?! You think you can sell us a fake heaven, Third of 
Five!?” 

“What is perfect about this, you selfish despot!?" Crosis demanded, 
his EV Suit's grip tightening against his baton. "Does perfection 
include murdering parts of yourself!? How barbaric you've grown; how 
desperate--!"

“Like it or not, you're coming with us,” Geordi tried to interject. 
“By our authority as officers of the Federation and Liberated Borg 
Cooperation, you are ordered to disengage this sphere’s self-destruct 
sequence and--” 

As a dying beast would thrash against larger prey, one of the queen’s 
tendrils that still anchored her to the tank smashed against its glass and 
began to flail upwards.

Geordi raised his Phaser Rifle and engaged his cybernetic eyes' target 
lock-on. “Maximum stun!”

Relay Two barely fumbled out of the way before the cable could fully 
slam against her, the xBs taking a speedy charge while the queen was 
distracted with Starfleet officers firing at her force field. Stun Batons 
slammed against the green barrier, sparkling from the sustained impacts 
as welder’s torches would blow upon superheated steel. Before the queen 
had a chance to gloat about her "advanced Borg shielding" or whatever 
the hell it might be, the xBs' weapons made their hidden strengths 
known, wedging themselves in further and sending cracks throughout 
the field’s overall stability.

Her eyes boggled. “What--!?” 
Fifteen.
While the circumstances were dire, the scientist in Geordi was 

thrilled to see the xBs’ unique technological prowess on display in the 
form of these Stun Batons. Using signal-adaptive nanoprobe tech, the 
physical makeup of Stun Batons were inlaid with impressive filaments; 
a material that resembled the woven look of carbon fiber, it allowed 
xBs to physically pry through almost any and all kind of force field. 
The Borg would obviously have no knowledge of this Cooperation-
invented technology, rendering the queen’s shields unable to adapt to 
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the batons as quickly as she might other devices. Junction Five was the 
first to “break” through the containment field, wedging her baton in 
deeper where she had initially struck as Geordi strengthened the cracks 
with continuous phaser fire. Five's baton’s signal met V’evik’s disruption 
crack, then Crosis’, each xB’s signal connecting through the wall… until 
the field itself violently shattered, leaving the queen exposed as Hugh 
rushed forward with a containment field generator.

“Director!”
The queen screamed a screeching "NO!" as Hugh flung the device at 

her bloodied forehead.
And before another one of her flailing “limbs” could pierce Hugh and 

the xBs in retaliation, Geordi fired a stun shot that knocked her out 
cold, the queen going limp against the console and her tendrils clattering 
to the floor.

“Commander La Forge to Solstice!” Geordi called while Hugh's suit 
wristlet activated the containment field, “Special Containment Chamber 
1, queen secure; I repeat; queen unit secure, transport the field generator 
signature now!” 

“Solstice Special Containment Chamber 1; request received! Emergency 
station shielding lowering to receive Borg queen– energizing immediately!”

Snatched in a containment field net, the unconscious queen was 
beamed out of the sphere.

She was gone. 
The original mission, at least, had been completed, and the company 

allowed themselves shuddering sighs and a small victory’s relief. 
But the relief never came– because the queencell console's flashing 

UI, the pulsating lights, and the klaxon's infrasonic rumble were all still 
going, and Geordi was beginning to pick up on what the xBs might've 
suspected all along.

Ten.
“She’s… she's left the self-destruct command in place,” Hugh 

admitted shakily, “We’ll have to--”
The sound of a fumbling suit drew the party’s attention to Relay Two 

of Ten, limping on a leg where the queen’s initial thrashing had struck 
her.

“Director, I’m sorry, I can’t- stand, augh--” 
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Since Geordi was closest to her, the Commander helped Relay Two 
adjust against the wall to rest her leg flat. The EV Suit had no signs of 
puncture wounds or tears in its fabric, but there was a noticeable divot 
in her lower leg– most likely a fracture, and would've been much more 
serious if she were a humanoid without xB-fortified bones. Hugh rushed 
to both her and Geordi, a noticeably-worried Five tended to the control 
console, and Vorik directed the Starfleet officers to stand guard.  

“Two,” Hugh asked, “Two, are you--”
“I’m okay,” she breathed, “I’m okay, she just-- my leg, agh--”
“Sit, sit,” Geordi urged, nodding at Hugh to go join the others at the 

console, “she's outta here now, at least. Glad you’re okay. Smith,” he 
called, “medkit--”

She nodded tightly, wincing some as her jawline augment accentuated 
the lines of a grin and she traded a look with Five. “Thank you, 
Commander.” 

Geordi's EV Suit UI flashed a <2 MINUTES UNTIL SPHERE SELF 
DESTRUCT> warning– as if he didn’t need another reminder.

“There: sphere-wide life support fully stabilized, at least,” Five 
declared. “Helmets off if you want, everyone.” 

“Thank you, Junction Five,” V’evik sighed, the Vulcan xB’s hair 
tumbling out of their helmet and disengaging the EV suit’s gloves and 
bracers. Their cybernetic palm opened and closed, tracing along the Borg 
UI as Geordi left Two with Ensign Smith to join the group and offer 
what he could.

“Let’s get to work, then.”

 

Seconds ticked by as all sorts of theories, scans, and hypotheses were 
tossed out to regain control in the queencell and shut down the self-
destruct sequence. Shucking out the warp core? Borg starships were not 
built like other spacecrafts in the Alpha Quadrant;  it was impossible 
to eject their centers of power without destroying the whole craft in the 
process. Transporting the queen back to make her shut it off? Out of the 
question, and she was already unconscious; considering whether or not 
they could get her to do what they wanted in the first place. Writing a 
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fake signature program, tearing apart the queencell, even firing on the 
console itself? No, nope, and “absolutely not–” their latest experiment 
involving Five trying to disguise a random dormant drone's uplink as 
an access key, with V’evik’s hand on the console serving as a cybernetic 
mimic to substitute for the queen unit's interface.

Unfortunately, this wasn't working either– as a red UI symbol kicked 
Five out of whatever programming she was steeped in, and a panel spat 
sparks of electric rebuttal from where V’evik's hand was.

<1 MINUTE, 30 SECONDS UNTIL SPHERE SELF-DESTRUCT>

“Damn it!” Five hissed in frustration, V’evik pulling back their 
prosthetic and shaking it in pain. “I can see the access point– but since 
the submatrix is collapsed, it needs to think the request is coming from 
the queen, and it’s not letting me make it think one of the dormant 
drones is instead!”

“And I cannot access it on a physical level,” V’evik told, examining 
their flexing hand, “the queen unit has activated some sort of security 
algorithm to prevent all outside attempts at override or Tethering.”

Geordi’s brow creased in worry. “Is there anything else,” the 
Commander pleaded, “anything we haven’t thought to try, Director? 
Any… subroutines, aphere resources, Cooperative or Federation tech-- 
there has to be something, there’s no--”

“There is something.”
Hugh was staring up at the queencell's ceiling. 
“Direct access to the sphere,” he said quietly.
“Director, V’evik has alread--”
“No, Crosis,” Hugh interrupted as he shook his head. “Direct. Access.” 
A hush fell over the xBs, Hugh visibly swallowing as he held his stare 

with the ceiling.
A ceiling littered with interface and transfer cables…
Cables… to connect and interface with the--
Geordi’s eyes glanced at Hugh’s facial implants.
“Direct?”
Hugh, what were you planning?
A cacophony of protests began to bubble from the xBs at Hugh’s side, 
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the Director peeling off his EV suit’s outer shell regardless.
“Director--”
“No no no, you can’t--”
“Director, please, you must reconsider a Tether of this caliber--”
Crosis grabbed Hugh's suit by the helmet lock. “Don’t you dare," he 

warned, "we’ll figure something out before you or any one of us has to--”
“We don’t have time to figure anything else out, Crosis!” Hugh 

hollered with a strained voice and pleading eyes. “I'm not about to let 
this sphere with almost 3,000 lives onboard be snuffed out! The project 
grounds, the starbase, the Tactical Cubes, the Juggernaut; everyone's at 
risk!"

“Hugh,” Geordi pleaded, "will it-- can you even do this sort of 
hookup; could it--”

“It could kill him, Commander,” Five told Geordi as she shook her 
head, “but we don’t know-- there’s never been… you must remember, 
Commander: this is the first time the Cooperation has been able to step 
into an unreclaimed Borg starship of this size and scale. We don’t know 
what this could do to him, if he interfaces with Borg technology post-
severance; there’s--”

“--Never been a recorded instance of an xB Tethering with a starship’s 
collapsed submatrix,” Hugh finished for her, disengaging his EV Suit’s 
gloves and tugging down the sleeve where his nanoprobe wrist ports 
were. “The last one we did was Crosis and I's, 23 years ago. And I believe 
we're all aware of how that turned out.”

Geordi put his hand on Hugh’s shoulder– his heart suddenly conflated 
with the mission at hand, the need to preserve everyone's lives and 
Hugh’s safety--

“I won’t stop you,” Geordi told him with a strained voice. “Because I 
trust you. But make sure you come back, alright? Come back. Find some 
things to hold onto while you’re in there, Hugh.”

There he went, staring at him again like that--
Hugh swallowed. “You,” he told him. “You being one of them, if you 

will allow me. You helped bring me into the world, Geordi; I would be 
thankful if you and the others here help keep me anchored to it.”

A lump formed in Commander La Forge’s throat. 
“I’d be honored, Director.” 
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<60 SECONDS UNTIL SPHERE SELF-DESTRUCT>

“Whatever may happen,” Hugh told the Reclamation Project 
personnel, flinching as his wrist’s tubules began transmitting his ID for 
the interface cables, “record it. Observe it. Learn from my experience, in 
case anyone must Tether like this again.”

“Do you think the sphere’s inherent AI is still active despite the 
submatrix collapse, Director?” V’evik asked quietly.

“I don't know,” Hugh admitted, his unconnected hand sending a 
holo-UI prompt up to the ceiling. “And perhaps that’s what unsettles me 
the most.” 

Once Hugh's tubules were free of the console, loud *KH-CHNK* 
shifted and groaned above them, the group surprised at just how fast the 
interface cables made their way towards Hugh. Once the first cord found 
and touched his skin, the cables conglomerated en masse towards him 
and began to run along Hugh's undershirt, his face, looking for access 
ports and dipping under the suit's fabric as Hugh’s hands instinctively 
pawed for Crosis and Geordi at either side…

“I-I--"
Geordi could hardly blame Hugh for the falters in his voice.
"Hold me, please--” 
The two held his arms and hands, bracing for whatever may come.
The first cable plugged itself into the back of Hugh’s neck, the 

Director spasming and gasping as Geordi and Crosis held his weight and 
Hugh's body lost his balance. More and more of the cables interlocked 
with his spine and forearms as metal met flesh, the group struck silent 
as they watched Hugh’s skin turn pale and varicose while Geordi's grip 
strengthened to support Hugh's weakening hands. The Director’s eyes 
clouded over until they were pitch black and his open mouth quivered 
shut… Just as quickly as the black had spilled in, so too followed green-
glowing squares filled in where Hugh's irises would be, Hugh’s posture 
straightening as his face turned completely neutral.

It was then, Geordi noticed, Hugh’s eyes were pre-emptively wet; as 
if he were about to weep, but was suddenly stopped by a higher force or 
power. 

And Hugh, standing independently, turned towards the group and 
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calmly pulled his arms from Crosis and Geordi’s grasps, speaking with 
all the power, might, and reverb in an ethereal voice Geordi nor anyone 
else would soon forget. 

“We are Sphere 4381.” 

Despite the innate… fear? Safety? Concern for Hugh’s current state, 
Geordi caught something.

“W-wait, ‘sphere?’” Geordi managed, the combination of the two 
examining Hugh’s hand by turning and flexing it. “Isn’t… wouldn’t he 
say 'we are Borg,' not--” 

“It is all connected, Commander La Forge,” Five told him shakily, 
“everything in the Collective is the Borg! Their starships are just as 
sapient on a directorial, artificial intelligence level as any dormant or 
disconnected drone is--” 

Vorik continued Five's train of thought. “And if the sphere's submatrix 
memory has collapsed and there no interconnected drones to reactivate 
with, then--”

“It’s the entire ship he’s interfaced with,” Geordi concluded. "A single, 
indivdual program. Could… could Hugh or the program access those 
drones?”

Crosis swallowed. “Let us hope neither of them consider the option."
As if gathering his mental bearings, Hugh (the sphere?) turned his 

gaze to Geordi.

“Queen Unit 127 has initiated the self-destruct sequence of this sphere.” 

Geordi looked between the other xBs, as if seeking permission to 
communicate.

Almost all of them nodded, waving their hands at him as if to "keep 
going" and keep that channel open.

“...Yes, Sphere 4381.” 

“Third o--” 

Hugh’s mouth shut and his expression, finally, changed ever so 
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slightly–as if pondering on or ceasing a train of thought.
Come on, Hugh.  

“...Relay informant ‘Hugh’ has divulged to this Sphere transport unit 
that this action was not necessary, and in fact damaging towards this unit’s 

drone complement and immediate surroundings.” 

Attaboy.
“Yes, correct,” Geordi affirmed, “there’s no danger to you in any sort 

of way here– no cause for you whatsoever to self-destruct.”
The Hugh… sphere… interface paused, stoic and unchanging in 

expression.
The timer ticked to twenty seconds.
Nineteen.
Eighteen.
Hugh’s face twitched some. 
And suddenly, the same "surge" that once heralded the sequence’s 

beginning rocked through the sphere's flooring, the dimmed light 
outside of the carved-open queencell door suddenly dissipating.

“Self-destruct sequence has been deactivated.” 

Geordi could’ve fallen over right there in relief; the xBs sighed, some 
covered their mouths, Lieutenant Ha’arshov dry gasped and even Vorik 
looked down with a less-creased brow…

“Thank you.” 

“Due to Queen Unit 127’s violation of internal Borg protocol 56327.12, 
this deems Queen Unit 127 incapable of directing further logical decisions 

for this vessel's Collective compliment.”

Geordi nodded along with the amalgamation. “Yep, yeah, sure, I 
agree; I sure wouldn't let her in here again, either.”

Hugh — the two, rather? — paused again, the group watching Hugh 
intently as he turned his gaze aside. It seemed as if a silent conversation 
was taking place– knowing Hugh was probably doing his damndest to 
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explain the situation and why their team was there in the first place. 
Hugh’s mind then, technically, was everywhere: as vast as the sphere 
itself, and teaching the idea of singular conversation to an intelligence 
that was once part of a Collective entity as big as entire sectors.

Geordi swallowed as he looked around.
Could Hugh see them through more than just those black-and-green 

eyes of his?

“Relay informant ‘Hugh’ has disseminated your intent and desired 
purpose for establishing a presence within this unit.”

Geordi nodded along with the amalgamation. “Do you… accept 
our presence, then?" he asked. "Would you be willing to host the 
Cooperation and the Federation, if  you can't reconnect with the 
Collective anymore?”

 “We will comply. So long as the preservation of this sphere unit is 
guaranteed and its drone complement is salvaged, your intentions and 
residence will be permitted. Due to Collective severance, your cultural 

and biological specialties will not be incorpoarted for further study. This 
unit…”

The Sphere’s conscience seemed to ponder itself again. Hugh’s eyelids 
flickered as the two concentrated, his brow furrowed and his head 
thrashed in a sudden jerk… God, what on earth was Hugh even having 
to go through in there--

“...I...”

Geordi could hear the xBs mumbling between themselves.

“I will assist. Your technology may be incorporated for further study 
and integration into I’s- m-y’s-- I’s-- t-t-this unit’s interfaces. Immediate 

structural integrity repairs to this unit's hull,  however, must be 
conducted.” 

The mechanical stuttering of Hugh's voice deeply unnerved Geordi 
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and brought back memories of his own time interfaced with the 
Enterprise-D's Raman probe, but he kept as straight a face as possible. 
“Understood. Thank you for your permission. We have resources 
allocated to assist with patching your hull's--”

Hugh, suddenly, walked forward, the group jumping in surprise as 
he made his way towards and outside the queencell’s door to face the 
immense cavern over the balcony. The tendrils that connected Hugh 
to the sphere neither tightened nor sagged at any point; the multitude 
flowed behind him like the specter of a cape, Geordi and Crosis staying 
close to Hugh’s side as “the two” surveyed the sphere’s interior. The 
amalgamation folded Hugh’s hands, standing just as politely as Hugh 
would… and the ship’s body heaved into a strange, haunting half-life. 

Billions, Geordi could assume trillions of nanoprobes assisted in 
sliding Sphere 4381’s outward hull to form another makeshift hull plate 
where the impact had torn off the ship's "skin." Far-off booms and 
collisions could be heard as each piece slid into place, those trillions of 
nanoprobes both regenerating and rearranging the barest requirements 
of a hull. “Crosis, Five-- any of you," Geordi murmured, "did… any of 
you expect this to happen?" 

“No, Commander,” Five said, awe plainly painted on her face. “No we 
didn't.”

“Truth be told, Mr. La Forge,” Crosis managed, “I don’t think any of 
us knew this was even possible.” 

Aas they spoke, Hugh turned back to them, the colossal hull panels 
continuing to shift in the distance as Hugh spoke while returning inside 
the queencell.

“Rudimentary hull fortification is complete. Relay informant ‘Hugh’ 
requests to ‘return’ and cease the current state of communication with this 

unit. You will find that you have access to disengage Queencell controls 
and access all system commands for vessel-wide operations. This u-u--nit  

I-- request leave m--y-y-y. Operating Sy-systems, and Memory Banks, intact. 
Queen Unit 127 is barred from access to-to my systems. But this unit-” 

Hugh’s brow furrowed, his face showing the most emotion it had since 
his initial interfacing. 
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“The- actions present-- able to… select. Declare option. Prefer. You-”

Realization seized Geordi that Hugh, all by himself, was most likely 
teaching the sphere’s AI a blinding new concept: something as basic, 
world-shattering, and personally fortifying as the concept of “choice. ”

Just like he taught Hugh all those years ago.
So Geordi spoke candidly: a tired smile plain on his face, and 

admiration filling his eyes for the xB’s mental fortitude.
“I… hope this isn’t rude, since you have the reigns right now, Sphere 

4381,” the Commander asked, “but if I may mention something to the 
‘Relay Informant’ …you’re doing great, Hugh,” Geordi said quietly, 
flashing a smile amidst the ship’s eerie light. “I think I know what you’re 
doing in there. And you’re doing a great job.” 

The amalgamation’s face froze and his eyes widened, Crosis tossing 
Geordi a nod and an affirming grin.

Hugh’s face settled again into neutrality.

“Thi-S-Sphere 4381 [DESIGNATION UNKNOWN] choose-s tto-- chooses-- 
requests a hologenerator be given to this unit, so that my-yI-II- may 

integrate it into my Operating System program and vessel-wide broadcast. 
This will be utilized to better understand and assess interactions with both 
Federation and Cooperation staff during your operations onboard, as well 
as efficiently communicate through an interface that does not require the 

use of Relay Informant ‘Hugh’ in this manner, though his reference has 
been sufficient.”

Oh, what-- they were gonna be deprogramming an entire Borg sphere’s 
brain now, too!?

Geordi couldn’t help himself from trading glances between the group, 
which ranged everywhere from gobsmacked, shocked, amazed, stunned, 
and “Vulcan surprise” (which was by far the most monumental reaction 
here).

“I… s-sure, of course,” Geordi promised. “I can uh-- we'll make that 
happen. It'll take us about three days to get one to you; the Solstice 
station doesn’t have one, and I don’t think…” Geordi turned his eyes 
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to Five who was shaking her head rapidly, “yeah, the Cooperation’s lil' 
Tactical Cubes don’t have one either, so are you… alright waiting 7200 
hours or so to get one shipped out here?”

“Sufficient.”

Sphere 4381, using Hugh’s eyes, looked at the company one last time. 
The AI’s gaze stopped on Geordi again. 

“You will find all the necessary access codes to enter docking bays, and 
bypass generated force field barriers in thisu-u--uin- que-eencco mmm-- 

Command Center. Disengaging from Relay Informant.”

Geordi nodded, swallowing his nerves for diplomacy's sake. “Thank 
you.” 

The cybernetic tendrils tightened and began to hiss in unclamped 
release, Hugh’s body falling limp as Geordi and Crosis caught and 
supported him yet again. His clouded eyes began to fizzle back to the 
familiar brown and blue; as the Director’s sight cleared, he coughed, 
sputtered, and gasped back to singular life, his hands mashing against his 
face alongside choked sobs. Geordi’s heart broke as those hands went to 
grasp and tug at his own hair, the Commander watching Crosis motion 
one hand of support to the top of his back.  

“Hugh,” Crosis tried, “Hugh, can you--”
“NOT NOW!”
It was so loud that Hugh’s still mechanically-evening voice echoed 

outside the queencell.
“N-not now,” Hugh asked quietly, “not now, just… j-just let me…”
Hugh’s chest heaved, pulling his hands from his hair to look at them- 

opening, closing, flexing… and just as he gathered the strength to look 
back up, the Director lowered his head again, miring in the immensity 
of what just transpired.

“W-we’re… we're safe,” he managed, “and so is everyone else. That’s 
what matters.” 

“Director--”
Hugh’s shuddering slowed. 
And finally, though his composure was weak, Hugh pulled his left leg 
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forward to try and get up, Crosis and Geordi helping lift him just as 
they did after Third of Four's encounter not so long ago. 

Hugh hissed and grasped his shin. 
"Easy, easy," Crosis chided him, "pressure? Or soreness?"
"Sore," Hugh mumbled back, "t-too much-- input through the 

framework--"
What'd happened to Hugh's leg, Geordi wondered?
Once standing, Hugh fiddled with his undershirt’s sleeves to pull them 

back down over his forearms, his hands still shaking and his forehead 
beaded with sweat. 

“Director,” Crosis offered gently, “as Director Second, allow us to 
begin stabilization procedures. You’ve done more than enough for now, 
my friend.” 

Crosis’ eyes met Geordi’s, a quick raise of his brow motioning over 
Hugh’s line of sight towards the queencell door.

Geordi nodded.
Good second-in-command you’ve got here, Hugh.
“He’s right,” Geordi followed along, “Crosis is right, Hugh; come on. 

Let’s-- head out there, fill in Solstice, Theta, Iota-- take a break…”
“Yes,” Hugh finally said, nodding absently, “yes, that sounds good. 

Thank you, everyone. You all performed admirably today. I, we’ll--”
“Come on,” Geordi urged, turning to guide Hugh by the shoulder 

towards their makeshift door. The Commander tossed a nod and grin 
of approval to the Starfleet and Reclamation Project personnel (who all 
gave concerned and assuring looks back), murmurs and comm channels 
filling the space of silence left behind. Once Geordi and Hugh made 
it out of the battered queencell and out to the balcony, Geordi’s hand 
squeezed the other man’s shoulder, gave it a firm pat… 

At this, Hugh's composure crumbled– stumbling before swooping 
into a hug that Geordi instinctually snatched the xB into. The hug was a 
little clunky, thanks to Geordi's EV Suit chestpiece, Hugh still stripped 
down to his undershirt as the outer suiting dangled from his hips. But 
they made it work, Geordi careful to pay mind where his hands were so 
that he not trigger possible phantom sensations of cables for Hugh. He 
held the xB tight and Hugh held him back tighter– Geordi holding back 
tears only by sheer force of will and the need to be strong for Hugh in 
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this present moment of crisis.
“God, you little--” Geordi sighed shakily with a sniff, “scared the hell 

out of me, you know that--”
“I’m sorry,” Hugh mumbled, “I’m sorry, there was nothing else that 

could be done, and--”
Had Geordi ever heard him so panicked before?
He decided that yes, he had: back when Hugh was presented with the 

very concept of choice 23 years ago on the Enterprise.
“Don’t be,” Geordi rebuttled. “We’re all alive, because of you. Like I 

said earlier-- ‘you’re doing great,’ remember?” he offered in a quiet laugh. 
“It just… it didn’t hurt you in any way, did it--”

“No,” Hugh said immediately, “no. And that’s almost the worst part 
of it. Rather just-- the ‘emptiness’ of what I saw, Geordi. There was 
nothing, and suddenly it was like... trying to-- fan a speck of fire into 
the shape of a person that used me as its fuel, every time they learned 
something new and-"

Hugh stopped himself. "You had a different experience than I did, 
when you explained the concept of ‘I’ to me,” he tried to extrapolate. 
“You were… outside of me, Geordi. Your concrete presence grounded 
me, anchored me in something else-- because it let me be myself without 
another presence within me. I was not still connected to the Collective, do 
you understand? This AI is no longer part of the Borg, true, b-but it was 
just… there was no division, no 'other person' to explain it separate from 
your own process, and--”

“'No one can look into a void without losing something,'” Geordi 
remembered, “'and no void can look into a person without gaining 
something.'”

Hugh gave another hard sniff, Geordi relieved to feel the pressure 
from a smile forming against his chestplate. 

“You've been reading more of Twenty's book, I see…”
“Of course: like I’m gonna skip the best parts of xB philosophy after 

I get the inside scoops?” Geordi tried to humor before patting the xB's 
back again. “I'm glad you're okay, Hugh. I'm proud of you.”

Hugh's weary face beamed "It's an honor to be that, Geordi.” 
After Geordi let Hugh hold onto him for however long he needed, the 

xB began to release his grip, the Commander stepping back and looking 
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over his dear friend. “You’re okay to head back?”
“Yes,” Hugh confirmed. “We will return, update Starfleet Command 

and the Cooperation, write our reports, get a chance to make sure both 
staff get everything ready… and that will probably take the whole day. 
Sounds like a perfectly monotonous amount of administrative work to 
occupy myself with.”

“I agree,” Geordi huffed. “And hey, at least: in some ways, the hardest 
part is over, Hugh.”

“Thankfully…  and yet, some others are just starting."
As Geordi puzzled over what he meant, Hugh sighed as he shook his 

head, pulling up his EV Suit’s sleeves and slipping them back over his 
uniform. “23 years," Hugh sighed. "23 years I have been separated from 
the Collective, and she still called me by my original designation.”

“Shows how vindictive they are, if anything.”
“Mm– and to think I have the pleasure of talking to her during 

Consultation sessions, for the next six months…”
“At least it’ll be cathartic?”
“Just you wait,” Hugh grumbled with a smirk, which earned a playful 

laugh from Geordi. “Catharsis is just the beginning.” 
Hugh paused to look at Geordi with a tired grin.
Though the xB's face was still wet from earlier tears, Geordi noticed 

how much Hugh's scarred dimples flushed pink under the sphere's 
ghostly lighting.

“Thank you, Geordi,” he murmured, the Commander’s heart aching 
from how sweetly he said his name. “That was… difficult.”

“No kidding. Just glad to be there for you, Hugh.”
The Commander and Director traded smiles before Geordi papped 

Hugh on the arm. “Come on,” he sighed, “let’s get back in there.”
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“That was certainly one of the more stressful call holds I’ve been put on in 
my life.” 

“To their credit, their situation wasn't exactly something you can debrief 
on the fly, Clancy. Though I will say, Gentlemen: it was far more wicked to 
keep the suspense up than any caffeine withdrawal headache I’ve ever had.”

“Despite the duress, we’re just glad to see you all safe, returned, and 
intact.”

“And be sure to give Deep Space 9 a call showing your appreciation to 
its Captain; we’re pulling a bit of a favor asking the station to relay us a 
starship-wide hologenerator this fast."

“Will do, Janeway,” Geordi assured, smirking at Hugh as he looked to 
him in the light of his Ready Room. “Both Director Hugh and I will put 
in calls later on today once, if I may speak for both parties involved, we 
get a chance to ‘collect our thoughts.’” 

“Agreed,” Hugh chimed. “To say today has been ‘tumultuous’ is 
putting it lightly. Almost superficially.” 

“We commend you, Director Hugh,” Clancy assured, “for doing what you 
did today. Let it be known that Starfleet owes both you and the apparent 
selflessness of the Reclamation Project a debt of gratitude.”

"To have let anything in an alternative scenario happen would 
have been reprehensible,” Hugh tried to assure, “but thank you. The 
Federation is quite blessed to have the prowess and honor of someone 
like Commander Geordi La Forge utilizing such wonderful Starfleet 
officers.”

“Oh, and you have to stand right next to him and take that praise, 
Commander La Forge,” Admiral Janeway chuckled.  

“Mhm– he gets the up close and personal view of the blush, look 
at that,” Geordi pointed, which got Hugh laughing and even Clancy 
smirking. “We’ll update you at about 2000 hours our time on how 
progress is going, and expect our reports soon.”

“Thank you, gentlemen.” 
“Ah-- one last thing before we end the call, Admirals,” Hugh piped, 

holding up a finger. “Regarding the sphere’s AI. I will elaborate further 
in my report, but our uplink together made the program curious as to 
the concept and purpose of names, for individuals. Before we disengaged, 
they ah… requested my input, for one," Hugh hinted, "rather than the 
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sphere's base serial ID of 4381.”
Clancy leaned in as much as Janeway did. “Oh?” Kathryn piped, “Well 

I’ll be damned. What did it pick?”
Hugh smiled, and part of Geordi wondered if it was because Hugh 

had failed to mention this before and was springing this fun little 
surprise on him now.

“‘Atlas.’” 
Both Admirals smirked. 
“How fitting. We look forward to your full reports, gentlemen: carry on.”
As the Admiral's feed cut out, Geordi looked back to Hugh standing 

beside him in his Ready Room. The xB looked much better now that 
he had a chance to come back from the sphere, collect himself in his 
quarters, and change into something less restrictive– allowing a bit of 
last night’s glitz and glamour to peak through the day's grim and grave 
danger. It was when Hugh arrived to Geordi's Ready Room that he 
learned that one of Hugh's leg augments had improperly decoupled 
from his exo-plating long ago– leaving the lower half of Hugh's shin 
a silver-streaked mess of bone and metal that occasionally required an 
arm brace cane's support after long periods of strain or use. As Hugh 
rested his forearm in the circular brace and drummed his fingers on 
the crutch's handle, he stood with a confidence that was less for the 
Admirals and more for himself– the man golden and radiant in Solstice's 
view of the sunset. He was beautiful, Geordi thought in a flash– and 
Hugh seemed to notice the way a certain refreshed, in-uniform Geordi 
stared at him. 

“I, ah--” Geordi cleared his throat, “nice name drop there.”
“I thought it would be a nice little surprise,” Hugh shrugged with a 

bashful smirk. "The AI themself seemed so transfixed on the word, they 
almost let me do all the heavy lifting…"

Geordi grinned, walking with him to his Ready Room doors. “Get 
some rest, Hugh. I’ll be sure to join you and senior staff for dinner.”

“Sounds wonderful to me. I’ll be visiting Two of Ten in Sickbay before 
returning to write my report, though I’m informed she will be out in a 
couple of hours.”

“Excellent. I wanted to stop by Junction V’evik’s quarters, too; just to 
check in with them after their encounter with Third of Four.”  
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“I wish you a pleasant visit, Commander La Forge.” 
The doorway wooshed open, and as Hugh was about to step out, he 

didn’t quite notice a mag-lev cart heading down the other side of the 
hallway.  Geordi’s arm went to instinctually stop him with a hand that 
flew to rest on his forearm and an “Oh wait, wait--”as they both looked 
down the hall and, oh, oh–

For a second that stretched on as long as the three had entering the 
queencell, Geordi caught himself looking at where his hand had laid 
on Hugh’s arm. The touch was electric and fiery, magnetizing and 
compelling– Geordi able to feel the barest hint of skin’s firmness, a 
metal nodule of something, and what were most likely intricate scars and 
augmentation lines under Hugh's sleeve. Geordi had already seen Hugh 
in a few uniforms, outfits, and ensembles before, and each one was just 
as handsome as before. But to touch Hugh in such a way now, and the 
way Hugh seemed to linger there–

Geordi could only stutter in gobsmacked embarrassment and bluster. 
“Uh… I, ah--”  

So he looked up.
Hugh was turning quite red in the face, his brown and blue eyes 

darting between Geordi's gaze and the hand he did not pull away from.
“I, ah--” Hugh stammered, “s-see you, Geordi-”
“Yes, yeah, I’ll-- see ya, Hugh…”
As Hugh wandered down the hall, the Director stole a last glance at 

Geordi from over his shoulder and continued on at a healthy trot.
The doors shut on Geordi and the Commander ran a hand over his 

mouth, swallowing thickly as he rested his elbow in his free hand.
Wow, that was--
God damn it. 

“You look amazing, by the way-- look at you! The gloves, the jacket: 
wear that on another starbase and you’ll be the talk of its entire 
promenade, Mr. Hugh!”

“Oh, I long for the day where I can enter a starbase and be talked 
about solely for my fashion choices… you, though, you’re one to talk; 
you look fantastic in the new uniforms! I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you 
in red!” 
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The hand on Geordi's chin slid up to cover his beet-red face.
Strong profiles, slick black hair, sharp jawlines, a fascination for fellow 

men with technological aspects, and--
Geordi La Forge shook his head and laughed to no one in particular.

He had a fucking type, didn’t he.



A noise permeated Geordi La Forge’s thoughts. 
A deafening, static-like noise enveloped Geordi La Forge’s mind as he 

stood behind the Ready Room's door, shaking his head and sighing to 
an empty office. The noise spread in the form of heat wafting over his 
face and down to his hands– past his chest and the pit of his stomach 
where a dull thud rattled his ears, and--

He stood with a confidence that was less for the Admirals and more 
for himself, looking golden and radiant in the Solstice's view of the 
sunset. He was beautiful, Geordi thought in a flash– and Hugh seemed 
to notice the way a certain refreshed, in-uniform Geordi stared at him.

He had a fucking type.
And Geordi La Forge had to wash his face right fucking now.

After a rinse from the sink and a towel pap to his face, Geordi felt 
slightly more refreshed, trying to distance himself from the feeling that 

A THREE-PRONGED 
APPROACH

5
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was slowly worming its way into his heart. 
Was he just? Lonely? Had it really been that long since he'd seen 

Hugh? Maybe it'd also been a while since he... actually slept with 
another warm body, but-- it was his fourth day, the fourth goddamn day 
aboard Solstice-- hell, Hugh himself had barely been here a day! Geordi 
couldn’t bungle Federation relations, Starfleet obligations– not any of 
his responsibilities now as station Commander, of all things! Just because 
his… co-manager, Executive Director, whatever-- had to have a stupid, 
wonderful face– a stupid, cute laugh; Geordi had to have known Hugh 
for over two stupid decades and watched him grow from a lost and 
scared drone into a not stupid, very handso--

Geordi sighed. 
"Stop it."
Maybe he should just go find V’evik already.
Come back later, La Forge, he told himself in the mirror. Don't 

overthink it.
The hand that touched Hugh was still clammy.

“I, ah-- see you, Geordi-”

Fuck!  

 

After gathering his composure, Geordi took the turbolift to Solstice's 
xB Wing– finding the Cybernetics Junction's picked quarters on a 
hallway map. A part of Geordi was glad to see the other Junctions from 
their away team had retired early for the afternoon, hopefully recovering 
from the rather stressful and grizzly day. Finding V'evik's door, the 
Commander rang the doorbell, surprised to see it answered so quickly 
and reveal the unique scene inside.

The Vulcan xB was not standing, not resting, but rather kneeling in a 
traditional Vulcan meditation pose inside a regeneration alcove– hands 
clasped together in their quarters’ warm, moody light. V'evik wore off-
duty robes that contoured their augmentations– with one hand (and 
entire arm, Geordi now saw) shining in the dim light as a Vulcan lamp's 
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light danced along contours of their jawline augment, scars, and “spider 
web” facial implant. Unlike the usual bowl-cut of Vulcans, however, 
V’evik’s black hair was long and silky– held back in a graceful ponytail 
that highlighted their thick eyebrows and long nose. Despite Geordi 
catching them in a very unusual scene, the Vulcan managed to pick their 
metal jaw up off the floor and, sitting up straighter, regained at least 
some of their mental footing.

“Ah--” V’evik managed, “Commander La Forge: you are not-- 
Vorik--”

“No I am not,” Geordi noted with a smirk, stopping from where he 
was walking, “were you expecting my First Officer? I can come back at a 
different time if you were--”

“No, Commander: it is alright. I-- incorrectly assumed he was early to 
a meditation session I requested he attend with me; he is not due here 
until 2000 hours.”

“Ah, so– I’ve got a little bit of time,” Geordi hummed, eyes darting all 
over V’evik’s quarters. “May I join you?” 

V’evik paused before answering, as if they were trying to remember if 
it was, actually, alright. 

“Certainly,” the xB allowed. “I apologize for my unconventional 
setup.”

“No need to apologize, Junction,” Geordi told him, squatting to rest 
on his knees. “I ah-- notice you’re meditating in your alcove… if it's 
alright I ask, is this how you typically regenerate?”

V’evik’s glanced to the Commander.
Vulcans could be hard to read, but the Junction apparently had 

the same capacity for a silently-spoken stare that Hugh did– V'evik 
considering their words carefully before tending to the incense between 
them. 

“Yes,” they said, “it is how I regenerate, and also how I meditate." 
V'evik paused.
“May I confide something to you, Commander La Forge?”
"You're the one who invited me in," Geordi assured him. "If you trust 

me to listen, go right ahead." 
They nodded.
"The two practices have merged to the point where they've begun to 
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overlap, and I seem to be at a crossroad of how to logically differentiate 
between the two. It is the reason I requested Commander Vorik join 
me at 2000 hours," they explained; "I wished to speak to a Vulcan 
outside of Ohniaka III's Vulcan diaspora. If he permits me, during my 
tenure here at Solstice, I want to reeducate and refamilizarize myself with 
practices under his tutelage that I may have… fallen out of, since my 
assimilation. I hope that he is able to remedy some of my impediments 
towards proper classification of my own habits, and that he is not…
inconvenienced, by my requests.”

"Why would he be inconvenienced, V'evik?" Geordi asked. "You're 
not the only Vulcan xB on the Reclamation Project's side of things, 
right? I know I ended up picking ahhh, how many was it-- 14," he 
remembered, "that's right; 14 out of my Starfleet staff are Vulcans, so if 
you ever need to talk to anyone else--"

"Ah, I am-- the only one, Sir," V'evik admitted. "You must remember: 
the Vulcan Quarter in the Capitol City only numbers 274. The planet's 
Vulcan population, per my last knowledge, was only 319. There are  
those of us who work in the Reclamation Project, yes, but… they are all 
needed at home. And so I was elected and entrusted to come by myself."

V’evik swallowed, setting the little brass topper back onto the incense 
receptacle.

It smelled like roasting cedar and fresh gardenias. 
“May I ask why you are visiting me, Commander?”
“Of course,” Geordi said, trying to absorb the immensity of V'evik's… 

predicament? State of being? Situation– Geordi went with that. “I, 
ah…  at the risk of sounding very human, I-- wanted to make sure you 
were doing alright today, after our encounter with Third of Four. Both 
Director Hugh and I, of course– but I wanted a chance to talk with 
someone that I’m gonna be working with for the next six months. After 
all: I think it’s fair to say," Geordi pointed out, "that we found you in a 
very precarious situation with Third.” 

V’evik’s nodded tightly.
“I appreciate your concern, Commander,” V’evik allowed themself 

to say. “My only regret is my inability to maintain my composure and 
de-escalate the encounter. Obviously, further discipline on my end is 
needed in this field.”
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“You’re young,” Geordi assured them, “I saw on your bio that you're 
what-- 27? It'll come to you as you get older. Trust me.” 

“The Cooperation and Federation alike cannot wait for me to age 
while I'm at Solstice and I have the duties I've been entrusted with. 
I must reflect upon my poor performance if I'm to be a functioning 
member of the Reclamation Project.” 

The xB paused, suddenly– aware of the sharpness their tone 
brandished towards both Geordi and themself.

“I… apologize, Commander,” V’evik relinquished. “Upon reflection 
of my language contrasted to yours, I now realize you were… attempting 
to ‘lift my spirits,’ I believe the phrase goes.” 

“I get it,” Geordi assured with a caring grin. “Everyone processes 
things differently. And from what I know of your people, V’evik, you 
value reflection and consideration just as much as you do logic. And I 
happen to respect those qualities a lot, in my officers.” 

Geordi noticed the xB’s clasped palms tighten just the slightest.
“In your career with Starfleet, Commander,” they asked, “have you 

worked with many Vulcans?”
“Oh, I’ve worked with a handful in my lifetime,” Geordi mused. “One 

of our lead medical doctors on the Enterprise-D was, I had some good 
Lieutenants on the E with some residential ambassadors, started the 
Jellyfish starship project with the Vulcan Science Institute, now Vorik… 
why do you ask, Junction?”

V’evik considered their words before meeting Geordi’s gaze again. 
“After the Solstice mission is complete,” V’evik told him, “I have 

considered making a pilgrimage to Vulcan, for an extended stay. Perhaps 
one, two– three Vulcan years, if I so permit myself. At one point, I even 
pondered enduring the trials of Kolinahr, for my own enrichment– 
before xB physicians warned me of the duress it might cause my psyche 
and body. As illogical as it sounds… I find myself nervous at the idea of 
expressing this desire to visit Vulcan towards Vorik. Towards someone I 
know who has lived there previously, has grown up there– experienced 
my peoples' home in a way I will never be able to replicate or properly 
emulate, due to my circumstances.”

V’evik reached for the incense holder that divided them and gingerly 
removed the bell, knocking a bit of ash from the top of the cone. 
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“As you can see, even now: I do not meditate as a typical Vulcan 
would. I do not ‘regenerate’ as a typical drone should, or even ‘sleep’ as 
a Vulcan could. It is a dichotomy that, I fear if I do venture to Vulcan, 
I might fall victim to my own diasporic divide during my search for 
internal peace… and leave in a worse state compared to how I originally 
arrived."

Geordi’s brow creased with all the empathy he could muster.
What was it like to be part of these two worlds, he wondered? 

Two vastly different cultures: where one valued peace and sanctity of 
logic above all else, and the other celebrated the experience of willful 
collectivism while rediscovering personhood at the same time?

“You don’t have to tell Vorik all that, I don’t think,” Geordi mused, 
“at least not right now. You’re not under any immediate obligation to 
disclose anything that personal, to the Commander. If anything, I think 
it’d help if you… thought on it, for a while. Not out of doubt whether 
or not Vorik will agree with you, but-- get to know him, first. Work 
some shifts together, make your meditation sessions a weekly thing– 
something like that. After all: you’re gonna be working with him for the 
next six months– might as well make yourself comfortable where you 
can.”

“Do you think ‘comfort’ is a logical prerequisite for this sort of 
question to be asked?”

“I’d… like to think so, yes,” Geordi concluded. “Relating back 
to your culture– your home, who your people are as both an xB and 
Vulcan, V’evik, it’s… not an easy thing, for people who’ve lived away 
from somewhere they want to reconnect with. You said it yourself– you 
called it a ‘pilgrimage.’ Make it less about… ‘getting permission to go to 
Vulcan,'” Geordi decided on, “and more about ‘the journey you took to 
feel excited about going there.’ I mean hell, look at Commander Vorik; he 
spent a long time away from Vulcan onboard Voyager, and--”

“The Commander served on the USS Voyager?”  V’evik said with 
practical stars in their eyes. “The same starship flung into the Delta 
Quadrant almost 20 years ago?!” 

Geordi smiled.“Yeah, see? There's one thing already for you both to 
bond over.”

V’evik straightened in their seat with a nod. “Thank you, Commander 
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La Forge. I shall heavily consider your recommendations. Your insight 
has been invaluable, for this matter.”

“Glad to hear I could help a little.”
“And, ah… Commander,” V’evik finished, “to give you an answer 

regarding your original query of if ‘I’m alright;’ I believe I am… 
recovering, from my experience. Recovering, but functional. Yours and 
Director Hugh’s concern for my wellbeing aids that recovery, somewhat.”

“Of course, V’evik,” Geordi assured them, rising from his seat with a 
grunt. “Thanks for-- being willing to talk in the first place. I’ll head out 
so you can prepare for Vorik; it should be getting close to 2000 hours 
now…” 

“Correct, Commander; my internal chronometer states that it is 
currently 1958 hours."

Geordi smirked at the show-off. "Have a good night, Junction."

Parting from them with a nod, Geordi grinned to no one in particular 
as he made his way down xB Wing's hall. Before the Commander could 
reflect further on his conversation, he spied Vorik coming the other way, 
his own lamp and incense pack in hand with typical Vulcan fashions 
on instead of his uniform. Vorik was well within his own parameters to 
wear what he wanted off-duty, but Geordi was amused at seeing his First 
Officer so burdened with supplies and fashion to bond with a fellow 
station resident.

“Commander Vorik!” Geordi called, “heading somewhere this 
evening?”

“Indeed I am, Commander La Forge,” Vorik confirmed as he slowed 
to a stop. “Junction V’evik asked me to join them in a traditional Vulcan 
meditation session. I've been so busy with preparations for this joint-
operation, I've lacked time to properly meditate in 15 days, so I was 
thankful for the invitation.”

“You're certainly looking the part for a nice get-together.”
“Judging by our encounters today, Commander,” Vorik hummed, 

“it would almost be inappropriate, to not pay respects to our mutual 
successes. I do not receive the chance to work with many--”

Vorik stopped, his sharp brow quirking after… sniffing Geordi? 
“I know this scent-- why do you smell of Seh’lohn wood, 



88a tHree-PrOnGed aPPrOacH

Commander?”
Oops.
“Well– there’s a reason I’m coming from this part of the station, 

Vorik,” Geordi explained. “I stopped by to see how Junction V'evik 
was after their encounter with Third of Four today. And from what 
I surmise, I think they’ll be rather thankful for your presence, 
Commander.”

“Mm-- then I shall be pleased to provide it. Admittedly, their very 
nature as both a Vulcan and former Borg is fascinating to me, and I 
would like to learn more about my people that live on Ohniaka III. 
In short, Commander: I believe we will have much to learn from one 
another, during our mission at Solstice.”

“Something tells me you’re right. I won’t keep you anymore, Vorik– 
hope you find yourselves having a good, peaceful evening.”

“It is not so much finding peace,” Vorik pointed out with a mindful 
tone, “as much as it is retaining it. ...but thank you, Commander La 
Forge. May you also rest well.”

The two Commanders parted ways, Geordi entering a turbolift to 
prepare for dinner. His hands folded behind his back and he felt his 
thoughts begin to drift, the dull hum of the station's power supply 
encouraging Geordi's mind to go and think back on earlier-exchanged 
words…

"…you’re gonna be working with him for the next six months– might 
as well make yourself comfortable where you can.”

Was it that hard, to take his own advice?
Geordi sighed.
Maybe he should just read some more, after dinner tonight. 
He had “preparatory research” to work through before that 

hologenerator arrived, anyway.
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Alone with his thoughts in the turbolift, Hugh absently rubbed at the 
place on his arm where Geordi had pulled him back with a gentle touch 
and bade him farewell. 

Was he overthinking it? Was it merely a result of the mission's stressful 
activities, Hugh's mind savoring the peaceful presence of his friend? 
Geordi's touch was strikingly warm, and only now were the scattered 
embers finally starting to cool– Hugh steeling himself with a squeeze of 
his arm brace's handle to shirk the blush that dusted his cheeks and the 
anxiety that nipped at his heels.

It had been a long day, after all. 
And he had more important duties to attend to rather than think 

about how kind, handsome, and wonderful Geordi had been only 26.41 
hours into this mission, and-- 

Maybe Geordi would… no. 
This wasn’t Ohniaka III.
But maybe Hugh would? Or could?
As the turbolift slowed itself to a stop, so too did he attempt this with 

his thoughts.
He was not as efficient at this as the turbolift was.

Exiting as a hand mushed at the flush on his face, Hugh proceeded 
to Solstice’s Sickbay and was greeted by the door's pleasant chime, 
requesting the presence of Medical Junction Troval. Hugh knew that 
Geordi had specifically selected doctors for this mission because of 
their familiarities with cybernetics, biomechanical implants, and 
former service treating Starfleet officers from encounters with the Borg. 
Most Reclamation Project medical procedures would be taking place 
onboard Theta, Iota, or the sphere itself once proper medical stations 
were established; Solstice, then, was the general medical respite for all 
participants of this joint venture, the xBs given a wing that could deal 
specifically with xB-related patients. The last thing Hugh wanted to do 
as a Director from a foreign faction was barge into a non-xB, Starfleet-
staffed medical ward while he was still getting to know the staff– so he 
leaned against his brace and waited patiently for his Betazoid friend by 
the entrance. 

After a small wait, Troval finally emerged, pulling their teal elbow-
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long glove down and off their arm. A shorter Betazoid with dark hair cut 
close to their head, Hugh grinned at the sputtering sigh his friend let 
out, Troval's tongue sticking out of their mouth as they wadded up the 
glove to toss it in a medical waste receptacle across the vestibule. Their 
scanner eyepiece ensured Troval they landed a perfect toss inside, the 
slot inside glowing amber to signal matter recycling while the Junction 
stretched their newly-freed, prosthetic hand.

"Good shot."
"I don't want to miss in front of you," Troval said with a grin as they 

looked to Hugh's crutch. "How's your leg feeling?"
"You don't have to scan it again, I assure you. I should have far less 

pain after tonight's regeneration cycle." 
"Positive?" 
"Mhm. And yes, I already took my excess nanoprobe nullifier 1.32 

hours ago, and my anti-anxiety medication." 
"Well– how about that," his friend crooned, "maybe I can trust you  

and Crosis to take care of yourselves…"
"Ahhh, but whatever would we do without one of the Reclamation 

Project's greatest surgeon?" Hugh boasted. "Who else better to oversee 
the largest recorded off-world Reprisal site of our people than one of the 
Cooperation's first recorded doctors?"

"You keep talking like that– you're gonna make Gothica jealous back 
home."

"I said one of the greatest."
Troval smirked. "I'd miss you too, Hugh," they poked back. "Even if I 

wasn't elected lead department Junction for this mission, you know I'd 
find some way to follow you both here…"

"I believe I can speak for Crosis when I say we would both enable 
that," he agreed. "We're glad you're here, my friend. I came by to 
inquire: how is Two faring?"

“Much better. We had a full femur fracture that we were able to start 
organic reconstruction on with the way some augments were dislodged 
on the bone, so she’ll be on her feet again in a few hours.”

“Good to hear; I know Five was very concerned, earlier. May Two 
have visitors?”

“Yes– though she just woke up out of a regeneration cycle three 
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minutes ago, so she might be somewhat groggy.”
“And, ah– I must ask," Hugh asked, "you weren’t able to find--”
“None, Hugh,” Troval confirmed quietly. “No queen unit-caliber 

nanoprobes were detected after blood tests, tissue sample examinations, 
or external scans. We even ran her through another decontamination 
sequence before bringing her into Solstice's main Sickbay, and compared 
them to scans from our ‘guest’ downstairs. We calibrated our tools 
referencing the bludgeon scans you provided us, and we confirmed it 
was merely blunt structural fixture she was attacked with: we won't wake 
up to a Null Assimilated Security Relay controlled by a queen unit."

Hugh gave them a flat, if bemused look. "I see you've tempered 
nothing in your bedside manner."

Troval's scanner eye winked. “Have to break these Starfleet suits in 
somehow. It's been enough of a spectacle with them poking and prodding 
at our equipment and biobed alcoves... but thanks for coming down to 
check on her, Hugh. She asked about you, before her last regeneration 
cycle. Don't keep her awake for too long– she’s got one more round of 
bone-repairing light therapy, and we have to be careful considering how 
her implants were uprooted.”

“Understood. Thank you again.”

Hugh rounded the hall into Solstice’s xB Sickbay Wing, a relieved smile 
tugging his scars when he saw Relay Two of Ten resting with her leg 
surrounded by a light-emitting framework. At the sound of his footsteps, 
Two looked up from her PADD, the reserved delight on her face 
infectious as Hugh approached the younger Trill Relay. “Director,” she 
spoke, Hugh nodding in reply and taking her outstretched hand. “You… 
you came to see me--”

“How could I not come and congratulate you for a job well done 
today,” he offered, resting their held hands together on her biobed 
alcove's side. “How are you feeling, Two; I will alert Five that you're 
awake.” 

“Ah-- please, I want to see her, very much. But I'm much better– 
moreso with the confirmation that the queen unit didn’t pass any of her 
nanoprobes into me, upon impact,” she sighed. “I was-- very concerned 
about that earlier.”
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“Of course,” Hugh sighed as he squeezed her hand, “we all were. 
That’s a reasonable fear for anyone, much less our people. But you were 
invaluable to us today, Two,” he told her, “I am relieved to see you 
alright.”

“You too, Director. I am glad to see you unharmed from your 
Tethering interface to 4381.”

Hugh made a face. "Me too. Thank you." 
At this, Two's grip relaxed in his hand, Hugh returning her augmented 

palm to her side as she pondered in silence. 
“I... feel melancholy, almost,” Two resumed. “I feel as if I should’ve 

been the one to volunteer an interface with the sphere in your stead. 
After all: I was… injured, immobile; if something were to have 
happened, it-- would’ve happened at my expense. Not someone such as 
yourself.” 

Hugh swallowed at this, his brow creasing in concern regarding such 
self-demeaning words. Acts of selflessness were done to care for the 
community's greater good, of course: sacrifice could be honorable when 
there were no other options. But to hear it come from a place of lowered 
value about her condition, her capabilities at the time… Although he 
had let go of Two’s hand, Hugh placed it over hers again– his other hand 
steadying himself on his arm brace's support.

“Listen to me, Two,” he asked gently, “listen to me well. I cannot… 
and I revel in the fact I can't tell you how to think, enforce you what to 
think, but-- I ask you never, ever feel your worth demeaned or devalued 
because of an impairment or injury. You, your life, any xB’s life-- it is 
not expendable, and is not worth inherently less in any situation because 
of incapacitation. That mindset, it is a remnant from our oppressors,” he 
reminded her, “those who cast aside the less-abled to further their own 
greed and ambition in the name of ‘perfection.’"

He thought of the queen unit's violent shouts not hours ago.
"You’re important. What I did was a risk I was willing to make to 

ensure everyone else was alright, because I trusted you all to carry on 
our cause if anything did happen. Besides, I’ve-- been wrangled with my 
share of questionable technologies before,” he tried to humor her with a 
chuckle, “what’s one more to an older unit such as myself? But… I am 
proud of you. Your wife is proud of you. And both of us want you to 
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take care of yourself. Alright?”  
The Relay’s face burned with the flush of humility heaped upon her as 

she nodded. Finally, Two of Ten smiled, grinning with a hard sniff. 
“I will,” she told him with a squeeze to his hand, “I will, Director. 

Thank you.” 
“After Troval discharges you, I insist you have the rest of the day cycle 

off,” Hugh told her. “If it’s any comfort, I and the rest of the away team 
are happily burying themselves in paperwork and other mundane tasks 
to process today’s events.” 

“That sounds pleasant,” she agreed, “thank you: I might just return to 
my Solstice quarters. Though I may ask Doctor Bartholomew when her 
shift ends– see if it coincides with the time I am discharged...”

“Oh?" Hugh's eye followed Two's subtle point towards the Starfleet 
officer in-question. "Why’s that?”

“Did you know she has a cat in her quarters?” Two asked barely above 
a whisper. “An actual cat– originally from Earth! She is very small, a 
white and brown one — a 'Tabby,' according to my cortical registry — 
I've never seen a cat in person, so she showed me images on her PADD 
after I inquired about the hair I noticed on her medical coat...”

A cat? 
A cat. 
A cat! 
Hugh had never seen a cat either. 
And now he was just as curious about this cat as Two of Ten was.
“Mm, well: between you and me, I might have to make a formal 

Director’s inquiry now,” he alluded, Two amused at his curious glance. 
“I’ll let you rest again, Two. Thank you for paying me an audience.”

“Of course, Sir,” she assured him, “make sure you rest, too.”
“I will. Take care.” 
Hugh departed Solstice’s Sickbay xBs with a few polite nods and grins 

to the various staff inside, navigating back to where Troval was. “Thank 
you again for your supervision.”

“Of course. I'll have a full medical report once she's discharged, along 
with Solstice's Sickbay setup progress."

“Understood. I will review and then forward them to Ohniaka III as 
soon as I'm able; Commander La Forge and I have been very busy with 
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our own post-mission duties.”
Spontaneity reminded Hugh of Doctor Bartholomew's cat, and the 

Director thought to say something to his friend.
So he opened his mouth, then shut it, then opened it again. 
[>Launch inquiry]
“I have been informed Doctor Bartholomew owns, ah--” he cleared 

his throat, “owns a cat, on this station?”
“Yes?” Troval remarked. “How did you--? Oh, Two; right--”
“Would you, perhaps, indulge me sometime,” Hugh asked in his most 

polite and friend-appeasing way possible, “and inform me the next time 
Doctor Bartholomew brings her to Solstice's Sickbay? Or-- mentions the 
cat, even? I have… admittedly never seen a cat in person, and I would 
very much like to--”

“Hey, I hadn't either until she brought Mimi's carrier down yesterday! 
And don't worry; if she liked me," Troval humored, "I think Mimi will 
be all over you." 

The name "Mimi" immediately stored itself in his memory indexes.

[EARTHEN CALENDAR - SEPTEMBER 2, 2391]

VESSEL SERIAL NUMBER S-1023-4381, DESIGNATION L.B.V. "ATLAS"  

PRIMARY QUEENCELL — CENTRAL PLEXUS HUB 

Three day cycles later and true to Starfleet’s word, the hologenerator 
arrived from Deep Space 9 ready for Borg sphere installation. After 
Geordi gave his thanks to DS9's cranky chief engineer who managed 
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the rush order, the monolithic machine was loaded onto the industrial 
transporter and beamed to the highest possible catwalk, as direct beam-
in access to the queencell was still difficult thanks to the sphere AI's 
signal interference. Considering they were handling a newly-incepted, 
sapient program, Geordi figured that the smaller the delivery crew 
was, the better; as a result, Commander La Forge, Director Hugh, and 
Engineering Junction Five now pushed and pulled the hologenerator on 
a mag-lev cart towards the queencell. 

The Starfleet and Reclamation Project Engineering crews had been 
occupied with assisting the starship's hull repairs, with most officers 
leaving little in the veins of enthusiasm at the idea of approaching the 
queencell after what they heard happened. A severed Borg sphere’s AI 
given sapience? A queen unit trying to blow their prospective work to 
smithereens? All general knowledge that any officer should be made 
aware of, in the Commander's opinion. As an engineer, Geordi loathed 
excessive, classified details on missions; the least he could do was to keep 
his staff informed as possible of any repair job's unusual, life-threatening 
factors. 

The details Geordi did redact, therefore, were purely personal.
After all: neither Starfleet nor Reclamation Project staffers needed to 

know that Hugh had the shit scared out of him and nearly died, hooking 
up to the sphere to stop its self-destruct sequence.

The Director seemed thankful for the respect paid to his privacy.
“Looks like someone’s been busy redecorating,” Geordi mused, his eyes 

scanning the queencell hallway's ceiling. "All this in a few days?"
"I am surprised as well," Five mused. "Ah, look-- even the ‘door’ we 

made is gone."
The queencell was hardly a reflection of what it was once was, 

its arched entrance spilling out green-tinged light from a brutalist 
inner sanctum. Cleaned of the spilled regeneration tank's debris and 
hydraulics cables from Queen 127's abdication, the space now erupted 
with constantly-moving cords, pluming out of empty sockets and into 
the ceiling above. The chamber's very walls shifted and shimmered 
with makeshift, hastily-made ports as the hull's microscopic machinery 
worked together like platelets and white blood cells– refurbishing the 
mess that the queen had left behind.  
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It was as if they were entering into an audience with the sphere's mind 
itself, Geordi thought.

By the hallowed looks of amazement on both Five and Hugh’s faces, 
he could tell the imagination was not solely his end, either. 

“How… dynamic,” Five settled on, the engineer’s eyes wide with 
wonder as she had little idea of where to start. “Most of these connecting 
pathways seem to be memory-related computations…"

“Do you feel the sphere's program is localizing itself, Junction?” 
“Yes, Director; perhaps forwarding the hologenerator's technical 

schematics caused it to-- ”
Before Five could finish her thought, a reverb and distorted chorus of 

sound suddenly filled the chamber, Geordi having to stop himself from 
reaching for his Phaser. 

sdegffd gdK JDFJKS 
SDKFJDSLJFS KDLF 

SDKFHDSJKFH SDJKFHDSJKFH

It was a… noise? Voice? A sound that Geordi had no earthly 
comparison for, the AI's speech was filled with patterns that were too 
alien or too difficult for a Federation universal translator algorithm to 
sort out. The Commander listened in awe as the former queencell shook 
with the AI's mighty-sounding form of communication; when Geordi 
looked to Hugh and Five to gauge their reactions, their expressions lent 
him to be cautious– worried in case the two fell hypnotized, or were put 
under a controlling, ill-intended influence. But upon closer inspection, 
the xBs seemed to be merely concentrating– as if remembering the words 
to a language they had not spoken in many, many years.

“Is there an-- uh,” Geordi swallowed, “translation available for that--” 
Hugh’s jaw snapped shut. 
“The, uh…” 
He shook his head and cleared his throat. 
Was this the first time Hugh heard this sound in 23 years?
“The program, is… speaking, in a way," he explained, "that the 

Collective communicates in between its units. It is, essentially, the 'many 
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voices' we speak of. Since verbal communication is not necessary between 
drones, this is the way that information was circulated throughout us.”

“The Director is correct,” Five confirmed. “The ‘language’ itself, 
Commander, is information. Not to sound diminutive, towards non-xBs, 
but it simply speaks in a frequency packed with so much… context, it’s 
impossible to translate by conventional algorithms. When interfaced 
with Director Hugh, the AI had a direct mouthpiece of translation; now, 
speaking by itself--”

“--it’s speaking completely in its own voice,” Geordi conluded, “like 
someone talking into a microphone without a filter. Can you-- translate 
what it's saying for me?”

“Of course,” Five confirmed, swathes of green light dancing over 
the captivated xB’s face. “It greeted us by our names, our ranks, and to 
quote: ‘I observe that the terms of our agreed upon arrangements have 
been upheld.’”

Geordi nodded. 
“Can I just– talk, or--”
Hugh nodded. 
So Geordi cleared his throat, taking in a deep breath.
“On behalf of the Liberated Borg Cooperation and the United 

Federation of Planets, thank you for allowing us a presence within 
your hull. You may do with the hologenerator as you see fit– so long 
as our previously agreed upon terms continue to be upheld for all 
research, drone rehabilitation, and repair-related purposes between our 
collaboration.”

Geordi swallowed, waiting for a reply. 
The AI spoke again. 

sufficientds sd sjdh jds 
sjhfjdkshfs sdjkjfs

From the ceiling and floor, cables of all lengths and widths began to 
slink and sway towards the mag-lev cart's prone hologenerator.

Geordi immediately followed Hugh and Five's cues to back up.

Like a spider would slink back towards its den with prey in its jaws, 
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so too did the tendriled ceiling “absorb” the hologenerator– Atlas’ 
multitude picking up the pillar-like piece of technology and placing it in 
chamber's middle with a resounding thud. Couplings and configurations 
could be seen and heard clicking and shunting into the processor as the 
AI began incorporating itself, Geordi recalling the look of magnetized 
metal being devoured by a similarly-magnetized putty. 

“I hope it appreciates those access ports I spent all day on,” Five 
mused as she watched on. “Those weren’t the easiest to install onto 
Federation tech…”

The AI shuddered another booming reply. 
Hugh gave a half-grin as Five snorted. 
“And, ah-- what did it just say there?"
“‘It is sufficient.’” 
As the program’s synchronization process wrapped up, slivers of 

the original hologenerator began to peek through after its initial 
consumption, though its outer shell was now riddled with Borg-created 
aperatures and enhancements. Atlas’ cables retreated back into the 
ceiling and floor, the five meter tall computer resembling a shrine's 
central relic in all its green, backlit glory. The chamber grew quiet and, 
hearing the thrumming of the hologenerator come to life, Atlas gave one 
more booming reply before the ceiling began to grow still.

“‘Activating hologram display,’” Five translated.
And before they could wait for another auditory hail from the AI, a 

spherical phontonic containment field materialized before them.
At first, it was a floating sphere no larger than a softball.
The shape warbled. 
The sphere then shifted to a cube. 
This shape did not last long, either. 
The photonic force field waffled and wavered as it stretched and 

unfolded itself into an entire host of geometric shapes more complex 
than the last — perhaps testing the hologenerator's active capacities 
for hard light containment? — before it stopped and condensed back 
into the original sphere, firing a bright light at Hugh for a few shocking 
seconds.

"Uh--!?"
"I'm fine," Hugh uttered, "I think the program is scanning me to--"
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 The light suddenly flickered off, the sphere condensed into a 
pinpoint, and then phased into an exact copy of Hugh– save for eyes 
made from black-and-green light that filled Hugh's not days ago.

The Director stumbled back into Five and Geordi, the two reaching 
out to keep their Hugh from falling over. 

“Ahh! Could you-- change that, please-!” Hugh managed as he looked 
over the eerie doppelganger. "Or-- some other likeness!"

“Why?”
The AI's speech was an odd mix of its own language and Hugh's voice.
“Because I don’t…” Hugh struggled, “it’s--”
“It’s complicated,” Geordi finished for him, holding one of Hugh’s 

shoulders. “Your, uh… uplink that day was a little hard for Hugh, 
afterwards. Nothing against you, of course, but--"

From behind photonic Hugh, the hologenerator fired the light at 
Geordi.

The hologram shimmered again to take the form of-- oh my god it 
was Geordi now.

And Five held back a laugh as Hugh and Geordi took in the sight of… 
the other Geordi, looking at stoic and silent as ever with Atlas’ cubical, 
glowing eyes.

“W-well, it's--" Geordi murmured, "just as good as my holo-mirror--"
“Is this a more preferable appearance?” Atlas asked in an odd mish-

mash of Geordi’s voice and the AI’s own vocal fill-ins.
“It’s less… ‘preference,’” Five picked up, “and should be more 

dependent on what you want.” 
“There is the human phrase ‘imitation is the sincerest form of flattery,’ 

Atlas,” Geordi continued. “But… maybe not like this. Although you 
sure do have a good grip on mimicry. Do you have a-- library of some 
sorts you can browse through for… reference? 'Inspiration,' even?”

“One cognitive milestone at a time, Commander--"
“I have access to an immense number of logged biological 

samplings from various assimilated Borg species.”
“Great. Start there,” Geordi offered, "and see what you like. You, were 

the one who picked out your own name, after all… right?” he pressed, 
“what made you choose that, anyway?”

Atlas paused, considering their words carefully. 
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“Relevance,” the hologram stated, “to my at-time situation. Its 
definition. This program… I," Atlas corrected, "am the entity 
responsible for operating and supporting this vessel. Compared 
to the brevity of your 'names,' it is inefficient to vocally repeat 
the lengthy entirety of this unit's serial number, instead of a 
pre-determined designation. But this ‘inspiration’ you speak of, 
Commander," the AI noted, "how would you define… ‘inspiration,’ 
in an applicable method to this situation– beyond its mere 
definition?” 

Geordi stammered, looking to Hugh and Five for his own inspiration.
“Uh--... well,” the Commander fumbled, “it’s… a feeling that sticks 

with you. Something outside of you that leaves an impression on you. 
Something you look at, and maybe that something makes you want 
to try and either emulate or work towards. Makes you want to… 
create something, in its honor, or try your hand at it yourself. With 
appearances, that could be uh…  seeing a nice outfit you want to try 
on, changing hair, cosmetic alterations; hell, there’s even entire gender 
spectrums based around becoming who we want to be, because of that 
want derived from inspiration... and hey, Atlas,” Geordi continued, 
“whatever you pick? Whatever you get inspired by? That doesn’t have to 
be permanent. You can get inspired by anything, anytime you like."

“Choice,” Hugh reminded Atlas with a nod, “another quality of 
individuality that you now have agency in.”

“I recall. Your assistance in defining this concept during our 
interface was very beneficial during my Reclamation.”

“Of course.” 
Hugh paused, suddenly, furrowing his brow at what Atlas had said. 

“Wait, your wha--”
“My Reclamation. This is what your… 'organization' does, is it 

not? Therefore, you 'Reclaimed' my program from hull dormancy 
and lesser functions."

"I... suppose I did, yes," Hugh admitted. "I'm humbled to have 
assisted with your Reprisal, Atlas."

What was the difference between "Reprisal" and "Reclamation," 
Geordi wondered?

Atlas accepted Hugh's conclusion with a nod. "I was not used to 
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interfacing with a former drone of similar, if not equal mental 
capacity for processing individually-retained information as much 
as Queen 127. As an artificial intelligence designed to monitor this 
sphere's functions and host communication between its drones, all 
I have ever known is compliance. I have not had an interface where 
another voice… speaks with me, rather than commands or speaks 
through me.” 

As touching as this moment was, it was very strange for Geordi to be 
talking to a hologram version of himself with Borg-like eyes that shone 
brighter than a pulsar. 

But the AI continued, oblivious to the context as his projection 
meandered towards Junction Five. “I have been informed through the 
Director’s interface that you are quite skilled with Borg technological 
arrays.”

“I, uh… yes,” she agreed, “I am this mission's lead Engineering 
Junction for a reason.”

“Do you currently have any other duties to perform?”
“Technically, you were my duty for the day,” Five pointed out. “The 

Director and Commander were helping me deliver and install your 
hologenerator, but it seems you, uh. Already took care of it.”

The holographic Geordi's brow cocked.
He looked behind himself to the newly-planted hologenerator.
His glowing, cubical eyes darted in between the fixture, Five, and 

Geordi standing at Hugh's side.
“Junction: I request you continue your prior obligations assisting 

my synchronization,” Atlas explained. “While I am localizing my 
core program into this queencell projection, I am seeking assistance 
installing hologenerator broadcast points throughout my own 
infrastructure– should any hull-specific fixtures or maintenance 
subroutines require my immediate diagnostics. Perhaps, through our 
work together, I might find further…” 

The hologram fizzled out of Geordi’s form, and shimmered into a 
black and green-eyed reflection of Junction Five.

“‘Inspiration.’”
A wide-eyed Five stared at this hologram and glanced to both Geordi 

and Hugh to ask for silent permission.
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“B-by all means, Junction--”
“Sounds fine to me," Geordi echoed, "as long as you’re willing.” 
She puffed her cheeks in anticipation, nodding and looking her 

hologram self up and down. “I will hail you if I require any further 
assistance, Sirs.”

"You're certain, Junction?" 
“She will not be interfaced with.”
Geordi and Hugh gave twin biddings of "thank you's" to the sphere's 

program as they escorted themselves out of the chamber.
The last thing Geordi could hear Five musing was an "alright… first: 

let's talk pronouns."

Outside the queencell, the two rested against the bordering catwalk's 
railing– far-off sparks from plasma torches twinkling in the distance 
as worker bees chipped away at the sphere's still-healing impact skid. 
The reverb-like rumble of Atlas's voice began to wear off the more Five 
interacted with the AI, evening out into custom vocal pattern that made 
Geordi eager to hear more of. The Commander let out a sigh that made 
his shoulders sag; for it was the first time they'd stepped foot inside the 
sphere three days ago, and Geordi, thankfully, felt at peace.

And then he looked at Hugh. 
The Director seemed to bear an otherworldly peace in his eyes, too. 

Though his blue and brown gaze looked tired, heavy, and even wistful 
in some regard, his old friend looked content. He seemed content 
in this current moment, and content with his current company of the 
Commander. Most of all, he hoped Hugh was not only content, but was 
also at peace, inside this sphere: Geordi wondering what it was like to 
step inside a Borg ship again after all those years away from the Hive.

Geordi imagined that, considering everything, contentment and peace 
were probably pretty sacred things to xBs.

"Hey, Hugh--"
"Yes, Geordi?" 
Did he have any right to disturb the peace Hugh had fought so hard for? 
"I know we both agreed to this mission full-well knowing our roles in 

it," Geordi started quietly. "We read the fine print, poured over briefings 
for two weeks, and… I was thinking. I'm just-- really grateful I get to 
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collaborate with someone like you on this project. Someone I knew as a 
friend, before this. And now, working with you as a Starfleet Commander, 
and you in charge of your own big thing, I…"

Hugh watched Geordi with that wonderful, beautiful stare of his.
Test the waters first, La Forge.
"I just… want you to know you can trust me," Geordi told him. "All 

the same as before. There's obligations to our jobs first and foremost, 
sure, and I want to believe we're good enough at them to keep work and 
friendship separate. I don't know of anyone else I'd feel comfortable 
doing this with at the helm– both from an xB's standpoint and as 
someone I know, so... yeah. You can trust me as-- Commander La Forge 
from Starfleet, Geordi from… friend… history," he peetered out with 
as Hugh chuckled, "as me. Okay? We've got six months to do this. So 
here's to those six months going as smoothly as possible."

The longer he spoke, the more Geordi felt himself be pulled further 
and further into Hugh's stare, and the Commander briefly wondered 
what might happen if he never looked away.  

"I trust you too, Geordi," Hugh said quietly. "More than you might 
ever know… or that I might ever be able to express."

Overcome by his own contentment and peace, Geordi had little idea 
what to do other than nod politely and stare back out over the sphere 
with Hugh at his side.

Geordi's hand crackled with an unspeakable memory as he felt Hugh's 
weight lean against his arm. 

The Commander leaned back. 

Geordi La Forge — not for any combadge channel, report filing, 
or Admiral's hail — was about to leave this moment any time soon. 
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The quiet hum of Solstice’s turbolift continued to dive downward, a 
grin on Director Hugh’s face as he listened to the conversation play out 
behind him and a thermos lid popped open.

“Mm, that's a strong-smelling brew… you take anything in your 
coffee to cushion that, Commander Vorik?”

“None, Commander La Forge.”
“Not even sugar?”
“No.”
“What about your tea, then; same treatment your coffee gets?” 
“T’larik honey for Vulcan teas,” Vorik noted, “not coffee. I don’t want 

to even consider that sweetness with this flavor.”
"'T’larik,'" Crosis repeated, “that's the variety of honey that’s made 

from a Thorned T'larik tree on Vulcan, correct?”
“Correct, Director Second; I appreciate your knowledge on the 

subject.” 
“I have Director Hugh to thank for my awareness of it; both of us once 

sampled some paired with cups of an Earthen tea called 'Puerh.'”
“Indeed,”  Hugh spoke up. “Coffee doesn't agree with my systems 
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often, so Puerh tea it is a welcome substitution– and T'larik honey is a 
wonderful complement.”

"Come to think of it Vorik, I haven't seen you often with coffee," 
Geordi realized. "Is that a special brew you're holding onto, or--?"

“Yes, Commander. You were actually the one who informed me of its 
delivery, so I have you to thank in particular."

“'Informed of its deliv--' ahaaa, is that what Admiral Janeway was 
talking about a couple weeks ago?”

“Precisely. I will admit: it was a rather welcome surprise, after our 
mission onboard Atlas that day.” 

“Coffee is a rather strong drink, even for humans,” Hugh noted. 
“How do you like the Admiral's gift?”

“Mm.”
Vorik was in the middle of a sip.
“Apparently, this blend is from a roaster located near Starfleet 

Headquarters that Admiral Janeway particularly favors. But the drink 
itself is… bitter. Harsh. Edges of floral notes, only to be overpowered by 
its sudden, almost overwhelming strength.”

“And yet you still consume it, Commander?” 
Vorik pondered on Hugh's words. 
“I hate it, but yet I want more of it,” the Vulcan concluded, Hugh 

unable to hold back a smirk as Geordi chuckled. “I can see how humans 
became addicted to its conflicting nature.” 

“At least it’ll keep you awake for a while.” 
“It did so for my former Captain many, many nights in the Delta 

Quadrant.” 
Hugh was thankful for the casual small talk. 
After all: Geordi, Crosis, and Commander Vorik made for much 

better company than Hugh theorized a Borg queen's first ever 
Consultation session would be.

Two weeks after Queen 127 was removed from Atlas’ queencell, the 
Borg matriarch finally emerged from her regeneration stasis at 0802 
hours: understandably shocked, frustratingly ornery, and predictably 
angry. The fact she was alive at all was already acknowledging "defeat," 
the queen unit lashing out all kinds of verbal assaults to the shocked 
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Starfleet and Reclamation Project personnel in her Containment 
Chamber. After Hugh insistently thanked the staffers for their patience 
despite her vitriol, the Director requested permission to read the Medical 
reports, debrief the Starfleet commanders, and conduct his first ever 
Consultation Session with the first ever xB queen unit. 

“Director,” Junction Troval had groaned over his badge, “Just know 
that you're going to be talking to a head on a spinal cord stick the entire 
time. She's refusing the Cooperation-built bodily prosthetic the Cybernetics 
Department had on standby for her.”

Of course she would refuse it, Hugh figured.
As if she'd accept anything less than her former body's Collective-

constructed perfection.
“I'm not surprised," he grumbled. "As frustrating as it may be, we 

must let her adapt to new stimuli at her own pace. If I must speak to her 
like this now so that it might strengthen her trust in us later, so be it. For 
now, please contact Commander La Forge and Crosis immediately to 
debrief them on the situation, and tell the Commander I will be ready to 
debrief him and Commander Vorik at 0900 hours.”

"Understood, Hugh," they bade him farewell with. "Prepare yourself 
accordingly."

Stepping out of the turbolift and heading down the corridor, the four 
made it to Solstice's specialized Containment Chamber, greeting Troval at 
the observation room's control console. They were still dressed in their 
medical scrubs from the queen's earlier emergence, their teal gloves and 
mask contrasting dark uniform scrubs and the Junction's cubical badge. 
Troval filled in their fellow senior project staff; Medical crews not only 
managed to stabilize the queen unit after a two week-long slumber, but 
also verify her unit's compatibility with the pre-made (and subsequently 
refused) Cybernetics Division's prosthetic body. She was not only the 
Reclamation Project’s unforeseen patient, but also their political guest; 
more cynical, grossly-honest critics could even call her a ‘hostage,’ but 
Hugh considered their circumstances the key context in this situation. 

As the debrief concluded and Crosis unpackaged his and Hugh's 
Consultation notes for their sessions, Hugh felt as if someone were 
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staring at him, but Hugh could do little else besides stare at the chair 
and table inside.

“You think you can sell us a fake heaven, Third of Five?!”

“Hey,” Geordi greeted with a hand on Hugh's shoulder. “You’re alright 
to do this on such short notice?”

Hugh swallowed and gripped his PADD tighter.
“I’ll have to be, won't I?” he tried to joke, taking in a sigh and 

straightening his shoulders. “Thank you for asking, Commander. It 
helps knowing I have some support out here to make my time with her 
easier. This certainly isn’t my first Reclamation Consultation, but… it's 
certainly a first of its caliber.” 

“Then no better person to conduct this Consultation session than the 
first of us xBs himself,” Crosis chimed from the console, uploading the 
Containment Chamber's holosuite environment. "I only wonder what 
a 23-year absence will have made of a queen unit's heart. Fondness, 
unfortunately, is not something I predict her directional algorithms 
would've graced her."

"You speak as if they have hearts to begin with."
Hugh's throat tightened again, looking to Geordi with eyes full of 

hope and thankfulness. 
Though he so often loved to look for words, Hugh was troubled by 

how much he currently was at a loss for them. 
It seemed Geordi, however, had just enough to offer Hugh. 
“You’re gonna do great.” 
Hugh smiled. "Thank you, Geordi."

“What a strange whiplash it will be, Admiral,— to be confronted with 
the face of our Oppressor and Liberator in the same venue.”

“I hope it makes facing the Oppressor a little easier.”

“Junction Troval, Crosis,” Hugh called, “I'm ready to proceed. 
Inform the Medical staffers to prepare Queen 127 for transport into the 
chamber.”

“Understood, Sir.” 
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Hugh left Geordi’s side to proceed down the tiny hallway, passing a 
loving slap of support from Crosis to his back as the Director affixed a 
private comms device into his ear.

“Initiating Consultation Rehabilitation holosuite program,” Troval called 
through Hugh’s earpiece. The room’s black and yellow-lined walls fizzled 
into a darker, ambient, and much more familiar setting to both Hugh 
and the queen unit. Lighting accents drenched the room with both the 
signature green of the Borg and the Cooperation's warm, golden UI, 
designed to relax the patient and acclimate them to a more comfortable, 
familiar surrounding. The holoprogram was even equipped with the 
ambient sounds of a Borg vessel– fixtures chittering quietly in faux 
distance and the droning “language” of mental Borg communication 
rumbling far off down a faux hard-light corridor. Though the observance 
window's force field was no longer visible, Hugh looked to where he 
knew Geordi, Crosis, Troval, and Vorik would be watching, offering a 
nervous smile to the blank wall.

What a beautiful sensation, he thought to himself as he adjusted his 
microphone of an earpiece– to broadcast sentiments like empathy and 
support beyond transmitted data.

“'Empathetic.' Not one I hear often, and I appreciate it all the more.” 
“You’ve all got tough shells in the beginning, that’s for sure– both 

literally and figuratively.”

Perhaps the earlier discussion of coffee wrought the ghost of Admiral 
Janeway more than he expected.

 “Are we ready to transport, Hugh?”  Troval asked.
He looked up, adjusting himself in his seat. “Yes, Junction. Proceed 

when ready.”
“Energizing.” 
Opposite to Hugh, a shimmer of light beamed in Queen 127: the 

head and shoulders of a demiurge slowly shifting with slick and pale skin 
from her recent regeneration. 

By what information the Reclamation Project had on Delta Quadrant 
unit variances, she looked the same as any typical 2370s-era Borg queen 
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unit. Every queen the Collective produced came from Species 125's 
carefully-curated gene pool– manufactured by way of cloning, cellular 
combination, and augment scavenging from pedigreed Species 125 
labor drones that took brief flights of usage before their units' eventual 
disassembling. The star-like impact scar in the middle of 127's forehead 
was currently her only noticeable difference, her sinewy skin congealing 
over the once glass-encrusted wound in spite of Troval's dermal 
regenerator treatments. Slowly, 127's eyes opened, blinking to try and 
make sense of her surroundings as her camera lens-like irises and pupils 
adjusted to the light… 

As she grew more aware of her predicament, so too did her anger rise 
the longer she stared at Hugh– brandishing her frustration like a lance 
aimed for his throat.

“You.”
And as if to affix a shield's grip to his arm, Hugh nodded, his lips 

tightening into a reserved confirmation.
"It's 'Hugh,' actually." 
She stared venom at him.
"This term is not a Borg identification."
"So I am aware. What is your Borg identification, then?"
“We are Queen 127.” 
“So I am also aware, admittedly. Though I am relieved to make your 

acquaintance in far better circumstances.”
127 squinted at Hugh, her eyes scanning the holosuite Containment 

Chamber they sat in. 
“We recognize we are no longer onboard Sphere 1023-8341. This 

concludes that the self-destruct sequence was not successful. We have 
also observed Starfleet personnel and altered Borg units in the same 
proximity, attending to our physical retention. Identify our location, 
Third of Five.”

Hugh's blue eye twitched. 
“You are located at Specialty Outpost Starbase 'SP-4852 Solstice," he 

explained thinly, “in a special containment facility 15 meters below the 
surface of its moon. To be even more specific, I welcome you to your first 
post-severance ‘Reclamation Consultation,’” Hugh offered. “Thank you 
for not retreating back into another regeneration stasis before I arrived.”
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“We do not theorize this unit model is a part of  ‘Reclamation 
Consultation's' typical protocol."

“Yes, well; you’re not exactly a typical case, if that's what you want me 
to admit.”

“We can theorize that as well.”
“Right. Ah, please, before we begin– allow me a formality:” he said 

before tapping his PADD on the table. “Stardate 68675.11: Reclamation 
Project Executive Director Hugh presiding. Consultation Session 
Meeting #1 with Queen 127 from S-4381 in SP-4852 Solstice, Deck 
00, Special Containment Chamber Interview Room. Starfleet and 
Reclamation Project personnel present, and in observed attendance.” 

Hugh smiled the same tight expression he gave 127 earlier. 
“Thank you. I like to declare precise events and context, before every 
Consultation Session: for both documentation's sake and my patients' 
benefit.”

“We had no idea your unit had potential to be such an efficient 
recordskeeper, Third of Five,” she noted with an extra sneer. “If we had 
known this, your body would’ve been allocated to a much more useful 
purpose when Queen 49 took you back in.”

Hugh grimaced.
"Please refrain from calling me Third of Five." 
"Why should we not?"
"It is no longer my name."
"Director Hugh is not a Borg identification."
Alright.
“Hm. Well,” Hugh mustered as he cleared his throat and stood up 

with a huff, “since it’s quite clear you have the capacity to talk to me as 
a coherent individual, have heard my name, understand the concept of 
names, and instead choose to not to use my own, I’ll simply…” he jabbed 
a thumb at the door and nodded, proceeding down the hall with a wave, 
“I will return when you address me appropriately, 127.”

Hugh gave her a flat look with a squinting, sardonic smile as he left. 
While the doors slid shut behind him and he proceeded through the 

chamber's de-con light, Hugh sighed as he rejoined the obeservation 
room's group. “Fulfilled displeasure” was one way he could describe the 
emotion that he felt crawl over his brow and worm its way into a frown; 
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what else was he hoping to expect from her, anyway? Before anyone 
had a chance to offer any sort of consolation, Hugh acknowledged the 
situation with a hand wave and eyeroll, taking a place between Geordi 
and Crosis to watch her.

“I am not surprised, unfortunately,” Hugh settled on. 
“Still doesn’t make it acceptable, by any means," Geordi bemoaned, 

"but at least you were prepared. So you're just gonna. …Leave her in 
there like that--?”

“Oh--” the Director laughed incredulously, “I absolutely am! She can 
talk to me like a mature ‘Queen’ when she’s good and ready.” 

“How long do you theorize we will be waiting, Directors?” Vorik 
asked. "Should we prepare for a long observance interval?"

“Ohh, it won't be long, Commander Vorik,” Crosis mused. “Queen 
units demand their attention, after all; she’s going to get very bored, very 
quickly.” 

Hugh rubbed at his chin. “I’m giving her three minutes.”
Crosis bundled his arms over his barrel-like chest. “Two.” 
“Two and a half?”
“You're on.”
So they waited. 
At first, the queen unit rewarded herself with a well-earned smirk, eyes 

closed and happily dwelling in the observation room’s silence for the first 
minute. But as one minute ebbed into two, her expression grew bored, 
creeping towards annoyed at the two minute mark.

Crosis gave a quiet "Hrm" as his bet was exceeded and the timer 
ticked onward. 

Hugh didn't know what he and Crosis were exactly "betting" in 
the first place, but the Director was sure they could collaborate on 
something later.

At 2 minutes and 30 seconds, Queen 127 sighed, and 10 extra seconds 
later she finally rolled her eyes while bemoaning “Alright, ‘DiReCtOr 
“HuGh!’" over the speakers.   

A smirking Hugh snapped his fingers– amused to hear all Crosis, 
Troval, and Geordi chuckling.

“Round 2, Director,” Crosis told him with a smack to his back, “good 
luck in there.”
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“Less luck," he called, "more patience.” 
Enduring another de-con cycle, the chamber doors slid open to a 

annoyed-looking queen unit, the Director all smirks and smiles as he 
retook his seat.

“Well,” Hugh sighed, “glad we could come to that agreement.”
“You seem to put quite a lot of weight on this new designation of 

yours.”
“Oh, not just weight," Hugh noted, "it’s significance. A new 

designation, a new name can be the first step towards a new identity. 
You are able to just change a name, actually– it’s quite a liberating 
experience.”

“It is known to us that most Federation species align multiple segments 
of names per-designation of a single unit,” the queen unit told him. 
“Tell us: have you picked anything else out besides just ‘Hugh’ yet?”

Hugh made a dreadfully-flat face while he let 127 wallow in her petty 
little victory.

“Point being,” Hugh resumed, “that you have the chance to… 
reevaluate your existence, as it currently is. You are no longer tied to the 
Collective: you are not bound to the Hive's vastness. Despite queen 
units having the most... focus, let's say, the Cooperation can find no 
recorded instance of singularity happening to a queen unit.”

“None, at least,” she uttered, “that we would allow records of to exist.”
A cold chill ran down Hugh’s spine.
“So, then: we’ll take you as the first.”
“You'll 'take' this unit,” the Queen noted, “a notable choice of words. 

Is this the Cooperation’s idea of freedom? Keeping a sapient part of 
a greater organism separated from the world it belongs in? Sealed 
and locked away from a life we know? How hypocritical," she spoke 
thinly, "how very ‘noble’ of you, to be filling the shoes of your beloved 
Federation. If we didn’t know better, we’d say the Cooperation is just as 
good at assimilating its supposed patients.”

She was certainly trying, if anything.
But 23 years worth of individuality had prepared him for this 

moment, so Hugh straightened in his seat and folded his hands on the 
table between them. 

"I hope you realize you’ll have to get better material," Hugh said, 
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allowing a smirk to poke out of his scarred dimples. “We both know 
you cannot return to the Collective: as much as you might want to, and 
as much as you may try to convince me. Even if you somehow reached 
an access point, the Collective would not take you back; it would not 
accept a queen unit that has tasted individuality and existence beyond 
the Borg's realm. Either that, or you would be accepted,” Hugh pointed 
out, “and immediately subject the blinding, overwhelming sensation 
of individuality onto whatever part of the Collective your data was 
assimilated into. How very cruel — almost ironic, it would be — a 
Queen unit to return to her empire,” Hugh mused, “only to have her 
citizens wake up and retaliate against self-instilled monarchy to steal 
back the wealth of singularity she dined on.”

Queen 127 ground her teeth. “You call this wealth.”
“I’d like to think so, yes. Though it depends, of course, on how you 

spend that personal wealth. Myself– I like to spend my individuality 
on… hmm: helping other xBs acclimate to personhood, learning the 
Earthen instrument called a ‘cello,’ reading, gardening, having sex,” 
Hugh explained, smirking at hearing Geordi’s raucous laugh and Crosis 
snort over his earpiece. “Ah-- cooking, too; cooking’s a fun one. I make 
a very lovely cioppino with Andorian clams. You, however:” he resumed, 
“so far you’ve spent your individuality on… oh, let’s see: attempting 
the destruction of 2,963 dormant drones and all life in the sphere’s 
immediate vicinity, attacking Atlas Project staffers, verbally threatening a 
the very patient Reclamation and Starfleet doctors who’ve stabilized your 
body…"

Hugh paused to temper his bitterness.
"Individuality is best spent on supporting and enriching the 

community around oneself, 127,” Hugh told her. "N whenot hoarded 
on delusions of unit exceptionalism by demeaning others.”

“You think you're better than us because you know how to prepare 
biomatter you don’t even need to consume to survive?”  

“Oh, I’m not the one who said 'better,'" he teased. “Just merely… 
comparing how we’ve spent our time separated from the Collective. 
Granted, I'll acknowledge I have the privilege of being separated far 
longer than you have, but… I think, despite everything, look what 
happened,” he concluded. “I think I turned out alright.” 
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“Yes, look at what happened to you, Hugh,” the queen hummed. “You 
speak rather boldly, for a murderer.”

Hugh frowned.
Alongside the earlier deadnaming, he felt that one was coming too. 
Hugh heard Crosis sigh on the other side of his in-ear intercom– 

Geordi murmuring a "murderer; what now?" 
So Hugh, his heart aching from the weight of this sudden memory, 

pinched the bridge of his nose and recollected his thoughts from an 
immediate, possibly angry rebuttal.

“The Collective's upload of my experiences onboard the Enterprise 
was not something I could control, nor was I aware of,” Hugh explained, 
“and it is something the denizens of Ohniaka III are well aware of. We 
do not deny our own genesis– so that we may learn from the past and 
how to avoid further loss of life.”

“You were going to be dealt with,” she hissed, “after your little brush 
with separation. As unfortunate as it was, you were declared a defunct 
resource, but acceptable for further labor usage. Queen 49 would have 
directed her cube's complement to incorporate you, should any further 
trouble have arisen; your cube's very walls would have purged your unit 
and all other corrupted units you sprea--” 

“We did not want to die.” 
Hugh paused.

“We will die! We will die for what you have wrought!”

“Sometimes I wonder what she would've been like, as a person," Hugh 
admitted quietly. "I want to believe our queen unit deserved a chance– 
just as much as her cube's population did. Instead, we were... left falling 
into a planet's atmoshpere, until we crashlanded. We were alone with the 
corpse of a queen unit who abandoned her units in her own confusion.”

“We are certain you were quick to dispose of her.”
“No,” Hugh corrected. “When we emerged from Cube 5219, before 

the influence of the Soonien android Lore, we… buried her. There 
is a grave for her, on our planet; it was the Progenitors' first funeral. 
No place is more appropriate to contemplate the finality of death, I 
suppose,” Hugh mused, “and also celebrate the miracle of individuality.” 
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“It is much more efficient to repurpose deceased units to supplement 
your resources, wouldn’t you agree? Rather than to spend time with or 
on a body that no longer functions?”

“Efficient, yes,” he admitted, “but at what cost?” 
“This individuality you call a miracle.”
Hugh sighed.
“It is… unfortunate to me,” Hugh settled on, “that you decide to 

spend your emotional labor on taxing my former traumas, instead of 
learning how to reconcile with what you could be now. With what is, 
now– in the form of the Liberated Borg Cooperation. Maybe we could 
both… learn, from one another– figure out how you arrived out of 
Species 8472’s dimension 17 years later, maybe strive to know--”

“What more is there to know about us, Hugh?” The Queen asked 
rather plainly. “We are Borg. We are Queen 127. But we are no longer 
with the Collective. That is our current status.” 

“And what do you want, 127?”
“‘Want?’”
She sputtered as if stunned by the question itself.
“We do not want. What we want is irrelevant. We do not want 

to convince you of anything. Though if you force us to respond to a 
requested compliance query, then most imperatively,” she decided on, 
“we want to die.”

Empathy's hand plunged into Hugh’s chest and grasped his heart.
“There is no longer any purpose for this unit. We are without use. 

And any further use of this unit's operation would lend itself more 
information to those outside us. The Collective no longer requires this 
unit to be active. This unit cannot be resynced without risk of network 
infection. Therefore: termination of operation would be the Collective's 
most efficient outcome.”

Her face tightened.
“We want the opposite of this. This… lonely, pathetic, hollow existence 

you call ‘individuality.' What a vacuous, empty stillness it is. How silent 
it all is. Henceforth, and by conclusion: this unit's only appropriate 
course of action is to have its functions terminated and die.”

Hugh swallowed.
This was always the hardest part.
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It was not uncommon for xBs to display contemplation of suicide 
symptoms immediately post-severance. While official Liberated Borg 
Cooperation mental states and condition diagnoses were still being 
studied en-masse in enough cases to form solid treatment methods, this 
ordeal was a common experience. Like a node unplugged directly from 
its source server, the drone is terrified, confused, and entirely unfamiliar 
with this new state of existence. In certain cases (and unlike the sphere's 
entire Nameless complement), certain drones were able to access 
memories of their lives pre-assimilation quicker than others, which could 
lead to higher stress levels and states of panic. Created from the Borg's 
Maturation Chambers, Hugh had no life before the Collective; but for 
those who were? Those he spoke to and were only subjected to the Borg 
for weeks, even mere days?  

Hugh wondered something before replying. 
What kind of memories would a queen unit have– if any at all? 
The Director sighed tightly. “I cannot allow your termination.”
“Then you are no better than the unit you sit before and accuse of 

tyranny.” 
“You cannot make that comparison.” 
“We can’t?!” She suddenly spat. “You! The first from us to depart after 

they took Locutus from us– you sit here and accuse this unit of a cruelty 
you invented from your-- disturbance of individuality?!”

“My presence here is not a delusion," Hugh said thinly, "the identity I 
worked very hard for is not some flaw--” 

“Yes it is!” she cried again, “for who you are, what you are, yes it is! 
You were not meant for this! This existence is not natural!” 

Anger tightened Hugh's jaw. 
“And who is to decide what I am and am not meant for, now that I 

and so many others are outside of the Collective!? Who are you — who is 
outside of me, my singularity — to claim sovereignty over me? You tell 
me you know me?! You have not been me for 23 years!” 

Hugh paused. 
“Do not want to think about yourself? What 'yourself ' could even 

be? Do you not want to accept your loss of control, your inability and 
unwillingness to accept input from those who once called you 'Queen?'” 

She sat and leered at him through clenched teeth. 
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“We tire of this talk. Grant our request and allow this unit to die.”
“I cannot honor this request.”
“Then you condemn us to a pathetic half-life of wretchedness.”
“I condemn you to nothing,” Hugh reminded her, “you condemn 

yourself with your-- prideful refusal of our willingness to help you. The 
body apparatus is still available for you at any time, and will remain 
so as long as you're here. We have no intent to harm you, and you will 
be provided for in all forms of biochip energy conversion, healthcare, 
stasis chamber maintenance. If your behavior were observed to be more 
benevolent towards onsite staff, you might even be permitted to traverse 
the station, one day.” 

“Where does our behavior rank now?”
Hugh narrowed his eyes with a fake smile. “Not very good.”
“Shocking. In that case,” 127 sighed, “we will spare you our audience 

and will wait in stasis until our request is fulfilled.”
“That… will not happen, but alright,” Hugh groaned. “Again, you are 

free to do as you like: even if that means sleep. This operation will house 
you and will continue to provide your life with sanctuary– not force you 
to remain a body not of your choosing or comfort.” 

Something gave her pause.
“Why keep us in this condition?” she asked. “This unit's regenerative 

habitats require large amounts of energy. The body apparatus would be 
far more efficient, and you could have performed this transference while 
this unit was in stasis.” 

“Yes, but…  we wanted to give you that agency to choose a body. 
That is not something we will ever choose for you. A body that does 
not synchronize with its individual's ideal of self could be its own form 
of imprisonment, if you did not want it, and in case you… preferred 
something else.” 

“Preference is inefficient for the Collective's greater function.” 
“You will notice,” Hugh mused, “that we are no longer the Collective. 

Not anymore.”
The end of something usually implied the beginning of something 

else, Hugh figured. 
So it was that Queen 127 ended their first Reclamation Consultation 

session, her face visibly stiffening and her docking port resuming 
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regeneration procedures.
Hugh sat quietly and looked at the queen unit's inert head.
"Hugh?"
“Reclamation Project Director Hugh to Solstice Containment Room 

personnel: have Queen 127 transported back to her regeneration tank.”
“Acknowledged, Director Hugh: energizing in five seconds.”
Queen 127 disappeared in a transporter beam's twinkle, Hugh trying 

to think of something, anything to say next.
Ah– of course.
He still had a recording to cap off.
“I am merely grateful she spoke to me at all,” he told his PADD. 
Hugh swallowed.
“...Statements end. Director Second Crosis, please end the 

Consultation holosuite interface.” 
The holo-paneling went dim, the room fading from the ambient xB 

lighting to the black-and-yellow stripes of a holosuite.
“All readings, scans, and diagnostic logs are holding steady,” Geordi's 

voice came over the earpiece. “No outside signal interference detected; 
everything’s being logged into local Solstice servers and should start 
transferring to Theta and Iota soon.”

“Good. Hopefully it will sound just as acceptable later, when we start 
comparing the data to previous Reclamation Consultations,” Hugh 
admitted, reclining further back in the chair with eyes screwed shut. “I 
can’t yet decide if that can be called as going ‘well’ or ‘tense.’” 

“Both, Director,” Geordi chimed, “You can have both for this situation.”
“The Commander is right.”
“Agreed.” 
Hugh heard a thermos tab pop open after Vorik spoke. 
“Though I suspect I will require more coffee to adequately file my report 

tonight.”
The Director was thankful for a spontaneous, tired laugh. 
“Ohhh, I could go for some tea.”
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Thanks to how the rest of the day panned out after 127's inaugural 
Consultation, Hugh never got the chance to rendezvous with Geordi to 
discuss a brand new batch of repair proposals.

It was a petty dismay, perhaps, but he allowed himself to skulk in 
exchange for negating dwelling on sadder, more destructive thoughts.

After the four reemerged from Solstice’s underground Containment 
Chamber, Hugh had to send detailed reports not only to Ohniaka III’s 
Consultation staffers, but also to the Federation– Starfleet chomping 
at the bit to know more about the queen unit sleeping in their lunar 
starbase's practical basement. As excited (and borderline demanding) 
as they were to receive the Director's detailed logs, Hugh had to step 
away from his desk multiple times to recollect himself after typing a 
particularly-poignant quote or summary, trying his best to strengthen 
his nerves and put old, resurfaced memories to bed. Coupled with the 
venomous things she said to Hugh, seeing a queen unit again after 23 
years had taken a lingering toll on the Director's functional clarity– 
unsettled by how similar 127 looked to Queen 49 before her violent, 
explosive death. 

A selfish part of Hugh hoped 127 would sleep for another long while 
as he prepared himself accordingly.  

20 pages of paperwork filings, 3 mugs of Toucha Puerh tea, and a 
midday snack dropped off by Crosis later, Hugh’s skin felt clammy 
and tangentially burdened from the lingering stress– resolving for a 
quick sonic shower in his Solstice quarters. The healing sanitation of 
Regeneration Alcoves typically filled the need for hygenic regiments 
non-xBs had to adhere to; showers, spas, and baths of any kind were 
viewed as luxurious self-care when not related to physical therapy 
treatments, resulting in the development of beautiful bathhouses on 
Ohniaka III. But Hugh always felt far more relaxed after a refreshing 
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shower before a regeneration cycle, and he treasured a dearly-held 
amusement at how boyish his hair looked when wet.

As he was drying off, Hugh’s quarters door chimed.
1803 hours in Solstice's xB Wing, someone at his door; who could it 

possibly be?
If this was Crosis again with another snack, he swore--
The doorbell pinged again.
“Ah, one moment--!”
Pulling on his socks and his sweatpants, Hugh jogged to the door as 

he papped the towel to his drying hair and face. The door slid open as 
Hugh spoke, his voice muffled by the thick cloth: “Crosis, for the last 
time, I’m satisfied tha--” 

Hugh pulled the down from his face and oh-- no, oh, no it was 
actually Geordi.

Encountering anyone else like this? Nothing to be socially repulsed or 
startled by– xBs were one in the augmented, scarred same to each other, 
and his people had very loose definitions of modesty around the living 
block. But with Geordi? It was the reaction, the face the Commander 
made to indicate he was not only looking at Hugh, but ogling, spying: 
checking him out, Hugh could even call it! In moments only milliseconds 
long, Hugh’s visual UI noted each and every microexpression Geordi 
made: the rising flush to his face and increase in temperature, the 
heightened blood flow and dilation of his cybernetic eyes… 

By the direction of Geordi's stare, Hugh could tell he was checking 
out his chest. A well-defined, somewhat-plush chest and abdominals 
lined with silver-black rivets of metal blended with flesh; surgical scars 
like cracks of weathered pottery ran under his pecs and muscles where 
Reclamation Procedures had occured and exo-plating had fallen away, 
a few plugs and sealed ports dotting were cables once erupted from 
implants...

It took 3.28 seconds before either man could stand to say something, 
and Hugh wondered if Geordi had also thought of the time he touched 
his arm two weeks ago.

“Ah… h-hi, did I--” Geordi stammered, suddenly jabbing his thumb 
to the side, “come at a bad time, or--?”

“No,” Hugh tumbled out, “n-no no, I was just… preparing for my 
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evening regeneration cycle. It’s-- been a long day, Commander, and I 
wanted to retire early, so--”

“R-right, right, yeah. …Hugh I didn’t know, you uh,” Geordi 
motioned with a hand waving up and down as he cleared his throat, “do 
you work? Out? Or is that just-- normal physique for xBs?” 

“Oh! I-- equally, regularly-- I mean, I some of both,” Hugh told 
him as he fiddled with the towel. “Regeneration cycles keep former 
Borg in next-to-best physical condition, yes– but for the past few years 
I’ve been practicing an Earthen style of martial arts called 'Capoeira.' 
The stretches do wonders for my leg. You must be aware, ah-- typical 
bathing conventions are not necessary, with how we regenerate,” Geordi 
mumbling a “right, right” as he nodded along, “but most xBs find an, 
ah, calming sense of peace with showers. Baths. Whatever their preferred 
method of. Cleaning. …is. Ohniaka III is home to very elaborate 
bathhouses and submerged regenerative therapies.”

“Really! R-really, wow, and it… yeah you look. Great, a-and uh--”
Geordi took in a deep breath and seemed to start over.
“Look, I um-- wanted to come by and make sure you were feeling 

alright, after today’s meeting. I was almost done with my report filings, 
and I-- had to take a walk, remembering some of the things she said. 
You have a lot more patience than most Starfleet officers that I know,” 
Geordi pointed out, “and I can tell she tried to dig up some bad 
memories to get at you. ...Guess I had to-- come here myself and make 
sure the Executive Director was okay. Would’ve felt wrong not to at least 
check on my friend, after everything.”

Geordi was at his quarters door, laying compliments at his feet, 
checking out his chest, and looking very flustered while doing so.

To say that Hugh was aroused was putting it lightly.
“Those… you’re right,” he admitted, “she-- did, say hurtful things. 

And the events she made mention of will always be difficult. But I 
wouldn’t have been able to face her today, without you there. --Crosis, 
Troval, and Vorik too, of course,” Hugh added with a nervous laugh, 
“everyone. That support will continue to make conducting her sessions 
easier for me. For both of us, hopefully.” 

“Being faced with someone like her for the first time was always gonna 
be the hardest part,” Geordi deduced. "I get it."
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Hugh swallowed. 
Did he though?
“Indeed. I just-- thank you again for coming to check on me, Geordi.”
“Of course, Hugh.” 
Geordi’s lips wrapped in on themselves. 
“So do you… always? Answer, the door? Without a shirt on after 6?” 

the Commander finally asked. “Is that a custom xBs are used to, or-- 
wait, if you don’t technically sleep, do you even-- have pajamas?”

Geordi wasn’t going to let it go? He went back to the topic, even? 
So Hugh decided to indulge his spontaneity– a flirtatious smirk 

wriggling across his lips.
“These are technically what you could call my pajamas,” he explained. 

“Regeneration can extend to certain types of clothes, if they're logged 
into the alcove's registry– but fabrics can be rather stiff by the cycle's 
end. Also, Geordi,” the Director crooned as he slung the towel over his 
shoulders, “you-- do realize I was technically naked the entire time I was 
onboard the Enterprise, right?”

Geordi’s face went through about 24 registered human emotional 
responses in the span of 4.12 seconds. 

He opened his mouth to object, then held his own chin– furrowed 
his brow and motioned his hand as the Commander deduced and 
contemplated… 

“...Yeah,” Geordi conceded. “Yeah okay, I-- wow. Huh.” 
“Hadn’t thought of it like that, had you.”
“No not really, no." 
“Forgive me.”
“Forgiveness de--”
Hugh objected with a quick “don’t” and a fingerpoint to a now-

laughing, still-blushing Geordi. 
“Alright, you," the Commander wrapped up, "glad to see your spirits 

are a little lifted.”
“In no small part thanks to you.” 
Hugh rued his visual UI for being able to notice Geordi checking him 

out one last time. 
“Glad I could help. I have to finish my Station Manager’s Report 

before the night cycle’s end, but-- take care of yourself. Have a good 
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evening, okay?”
“You too, Geordi. Thank you.”
As Geordi trotted away and the doors slid shut, Hugh was left 

standing there mushing the towel into his very red face. He groaned to 
an empty room, shivered despite a newfound warmth, and he suddenly  
needed a glass to quench a sudden dry-mouthed thirst. Hugh's eye 
twitched as his implant’s UI brought up a "blood flow increase" 
notification, trying to clear his thoughts as he headed back into his 
vanity room to wrap up his skin care routine and take his prescriptions.

Two minutes later, a certain pressure only made bearable by his baggy 
pants wasn’t going away. 

Three minutes later, static-like phenomenon clouded his neural paths.
Three minutes, 49 seconds later, the pressure was starting to get 

annoying. 
And at five minutes, 3 seconds later, Hugh sighed in defeat– plapping 

the off-duty Cooperation seal badge on his plushy house robe before 
pathetically draping himself on his quarters’ lounge sofa. 

“Secure channel, Hugh to Crosis,” Hugh said quickly, “are you 
available, Director Second?”

“Crosis to Hugh!” the xB chimed, “good evening, my friend! Yes, I was 
actually just retiring for the evening; how are you? ”

“Do you have any other, um-- engagements tonight? Or-- no, you just 
said you were retiring for the evening; my apologies, I--” 

That was a dead giveaway right there, Hugh stumbling over his own 
words like that. 

Oh, he could see the smirk growing on the other man's face now--
“Ahhh, could you repeat that, Hugh? My Reclamation Project badge 

might require some fine-tuning; you seem to be having some interference..."
“How would you feel about some Project-relevant collaboration, 

Director Second?” he huffed.
In response, Crosis scoffed. “Oh-- with me, Director Hugh? I'd be 

honored! What kind of collaboration? Scientifiiic, delegatoryyy… oh, 
perhaps Consultation Department scheduling! That’s it, that’s it– I know 
Commander La Forge was enqui--” 

“I would find your company rather pleasing, Director Second,” Hugh 
stressed, knowing full-well Crosis was dragging this out for his own 
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amusement. “Not only pleasing, but extremely appreciated.”
Crosis, meanwhile, was already chuckling. “It has been a while.”
“To say the least; I have been very busy, Crosis--”
“That's Starfleet's influence, is it not? ‘Business before pleasure’ and such?”   
“They host the same species that coined the phrase 'all work and no 

play make so-and-so a dull'... whatever, I can’t even remember it right 
now-” Hugh sighed, hearing Crosis lovingly chuckle on the other end. 
“Fine: its terms and descriptors are interchangeable, then. Please, my 
friend, tell me if you’re willing or not; I could be persuaded to beg later, 
but unfortunately I am not in the mood to do so now…”

"Ahhh, but aren't you already?"
A cute grin curled Hugh's lips. "Maybeee..."
Crosis chuckled again. “I’ll be there in three minutes, Hugh. I owe you 

from before leaving the Capitol, anyway.”
“And I owe you, now. Thank you, Crosis.”
The combadge chirped off.
Three minutes. 
Two minutes, 59 seconds to flatten the large conversation couch in his 

quarters' main lobby and lay out its extra cushions and sheets.
Two minutes, 58 seconds to make certain he had supplies on hand 

and privacy mode was properly pre-engaged. 
Two minutes, 57 seconds to keep his augmented heart pumping at the 

same, constant rate.
And two minutes, 56 seconds to store the emotions from today’s 

Consultation into a mental compartment to unpack at a much later date 
before his dear friend Crosis would arrive, shove him against a wall, and 
act on whatever pleasing thoughts crossed their beautifully-singular, yet 
still-synchronized minds.
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 “Aha, ha! Ohhh, well done, Hugh!”
Crosis was panting with a smile on his face as Hugh crumpled, caught 

his breath, and fell beside his friend in absolute bliss.
Crumpled, perhaps, was generous. 
"Plopped over" was a more appropriate descriptor. 
Although winded, Hugh began to laugh in satisfied exhaustion as he 

felt the Director Second pap at his cheek, Crosis' other hand slinking 
over Hugh's shoulder to rub circles into his augmented spine.

“Feel better, I hope?”
“Yes… ohhh, so much better--”
“Are you sure? Perhaps I should perform diagnostics! It's been two 

weeks, after all," Crosis proclaimed, "come closer--!” 
Hugh’s tired chuckling resumed as Crosis snatched him in a hug 

against his burly, fuzzy chest– the body heat against Hugh’s back both 
a wash to his sobering senses and a post-coital comfort. True to Hugh's 
imagination, Crosis made good on Hugh's predictions and more; just as 
he called for the room’s “enhanced privacy” functions to engage as Crosis 
entered, the tall man scooped the xB's face into his hands and pressed 
him tightly against the wall, Hugh’s robe falling to the floor as Crosis’ 
hands ran through the Director’s wet hair. Hugh felt a need to be the 
more active lead tonight (with Crosis more than happy to play along), 
though the Director Second did prelude their evening by tugging Hugh’s 
sweatpants down to partially relieve him of his irritatingly-ignored 
pressure. 

By the night’s end, Hugh was spent and Crosis was equally tired. 
Hugh instinctively nuzzled his face and slathered lazy kisses against 
Crosis' pecs– happy to instinctually ball up whenever his friend took 
Hugh like this into his arms. Crosis’ mustache sat on the crook of 
Hugh's shoulder as he kissed his neck to elicit gentle, song-like sighs– 
the sensation of Crosis' facial hair touching him there a feeling that 
Hugh, in all his 23 years of singular life, counted as one of his favorite.

“Thereee you go,” Crosis hummed after another kiss, “now how are 
you feeling?”

“Wonderful," he sighed, "mnn, thank you Crosis--” 
"I should be thanking you," he murmured, "I’m going to be exhausted 

until I regenerate..."
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"Ah, good: that means I performed adequately."
"Adequate, he calls it--" 
They laughed again as Hugh pulled back in Crosis' arms to smother 

the other man in a new round of kisses.   
Eventually, they parted and settled into each other's embrace. 

“Apologies I called today, of all days,” Hugh tried to offer, “but--” 
“No need to apologize,” his friend assured. “It worked out; it was a 

good distraction. My mood was somewhat dour, before you called– so I 
am thankful.”

“I'm glad I could be an inadvertent spirits lifter. ...Not to mention 
it's payback for how dour I was when I found out the Theta engineering 
staff organized a get-together and I wasn't invited…”

“You were busyyy!” Crosis defended, adjusting himself as he sat up 
with Hugh and leaned against the Director’s back. “Come now, it was 
just once, one week ago; I haven’t had that much free time either!” 

“Right. More important tasks to tend to, and all.”
Hugh allowed a silence to hang between them, his eyes shut against 

the orange light of Taijal's faraway sun as Crosis' augments poked 
against his skin.

“You did well today, Hugh.”
“Thank you, Crosis.”
“I know it was difficult.”
“Mhm.”
“But I also know,” Crosis chided sweetly, pausing to place another kiss 

behind his ear, “that's not all you’re thinking about, my friend.” 
Hugh's lips thinned. 
“And I’ve seen the way you’ve looked at the Commander during our 

stay here so far.” 
His chest tightened and a lump formed in his throat, heavy seconds 

passing as Geordi's words wafted back to Hugh’s rattled mind.
“Am I that obvious?"
“I have known you as long as I’ve existed, Hugh. I felt it in our Tether 

tonight. Forgive me if I’ve seemed to memorize a friend’s habits."
Hugh pulled his knees closer to his chest.
“I am… nervous. Nervous at what might be or could be. I mean 

I… I told you what happened-- I can’t doubt what I saw! The way he 
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looked at me tonight, the way he's touched me-- I've let him do so every 
time and liked it! --Oh! Oh, and I didn't tell you this! After we initially 
boarded Atlas? In his Ready Room? Crosis, he stopped me before I ran 
into someone leaving his office and his arm, it-- lingered there," Hugh 
mimicked what happened, "like this! And I let him! Geordi looked so 
flushed, and with the significance of this project I don’t think I’m--”

“You are pouring so much of yourself into these questions, Hugh," 
Crosis stopped him with. "Do you still have enough left for your own 
peace of mind?”  

Hugh mashed the heel of his palm against his forehead as Crosis 
spoke, wanting to retreat further into the strong embrace of his friend 
behind him. 

“I mean I-- do you think this is wise? To just... see? Ask? I don’t 
want to be presumptuous, but I already know Geordi likes masculine 
individuals by Earthen cultural definitions, though--”

“No no, who was the one tonight who asked if you ‘worked out?’ 
Remind me again? Hm?”

Right.
“Oh, yes,” Hugh mumbled, “that’s... of course, ah--”
“Your memory has always failed you in moments of flattery." 
Hugh bristled and pouted, muttering an “Oh, you complete--” as 

Crosis laughed and Hugh papped behind himself with a cushion. “Fine. 
I’ll consider it.” 

“It’s been a while since I’ve seen you so hesitant on something like 
this, Hugh,” Crosis noted after another nuzzle. “What hinders you?”

“Oh, it’s either the fact I could be sinking any political goodwill 
towards the Reclamation Project and myself,” Hugh grumbled, “or I… 
how do I say this, Crosis; what are the words, where do I even--?”

“Use as many words as you like.” 
Hugh stopped himself and nodded.
Crosis always knew how to bring him out of those spirals.
“Alright. I feel… ignorant. Childish. Lost. …Dumbstruck, awed, 

overwhelmed, completely confounded and at a loss for words beholding 
something that I… think is there,” Hugh managed, “what I suspect is 
there, and I observe the patterns and compare them to my own inherent 
knowledge, and my conclusions are--”
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Crosis started to massage his shoulders as Hugh sighed and held his 
head up. 

“I will approach him. See how it goes from there. If it's just for 
recreation, that's perfectly acceptable. Maybe I’m just… frustrated from 
not knowing, and feeling like I’m ignoring patterns to follow a lead I’m 
missing. If compatibility is there and proves itself to be engaging and 
dynamic, then I will pursue this train of thought, but for now… thank 
you for at least allowing me to verbalize it, Crosis. It's--  as if I know it. 
But I have not--”

“--felt it yourself," Crosis pressed, "or experienced it yourself?" 
“Yes. Yes to both.”
Crosis slung his arms over Hugh’s shoulders again, pulling the 

Director closer to his chest and squeezing his bicep. “Does the 
Commander trust you?”

"I just… want you to know you can trust me. All the same as before."

"Yes. He told me so himself.”
“And you trust him?”
“Undoubtedly.” 
“Then start there, Hugh. Start with trust. Start, from your beginning– 

like all xBs do.” 
Hugh lost himself in thought at what could be, what might be, and 

the concept of something so vast he tried desperately to think of where 
to start at.

Eventually, Crosis went back to massaging him. “I hope this doesn’t 
dishearten your mood further, Hugh, but… what you said today about 
Queen 49 was very gracious. I have not thought about her in such a way 
for a long time.” 

Hugh turned his head. “Does 127 remind you of her?”
“No,” Crosis said as he shook his head, “no. 49 was... well. She was 

ours, and we were hers.”
“Well– you are far different than the Crosis you once were.”
“Thankfully.”
Hugh nodded with a sudden lump in his throat. 
“I meant it all, Crosis,” he said softly. “I meant everything I told 127. 
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I wish 49 was still here, just to… see where we are now, see what we've 
built--" 

"See what she would've been like?"
Hugh nodded.
"I wish she could've realized, that-- there was more to life, beyond 

our suffering. That she didn't have to grieve our severance. Maybe she 
could've… I don't know, individuality might've--”

“You know it's not your fault she did what she did, Hugh.” 
Hugh hunched further in on himself at Crosis' inference, his brow 

creasing upwards as he vacantly stared forward at the pullout mattress' 
blanket.

"Right?"

“We will die!” Queen 49 screamed, blood dribbling out of her nasal 
cavity. Her eyes-- what was the word?–  leaking, draining, allocating 
saline resour-- crying, it was crying, he had forgotten because she was 
separate!, “We will die for what you have wrought, Third of Five!”

“Don’t! Do not die, please– you can’t die, you must not!”
Separate voices surrounded him as they repeated “don’t--”, drones 

holding other drones, dragging them to Cube 5219's queen unit to 
conduct hopeful repairs-- 

“This cube's navigational schematics are still tied to Queen 49-!” 
Crosis said, begged from behind Hugh-- he was not Crosis then, as Hugh 
remembered, but Fourth of Ten, a Namesake still not had--

“Y-your navigation authorizations-- we, not you, we as in I, us-- augh! 
Cube 5219 will not respond to us! P-please, we can't--” no, he was not 
them, he was Hugh!, “I can help, help you understand Hugh--!”

“What does it matter!?” she yelled, hollered, cried, sobbed, 
“Inefficient, Third of Five; your usefulness has expired! We are not one! 
You are not within us! You do not feel us! You will not respond if you are 
not within us; you will never fulfill your--”

And despite not being within her, Hugh did respond to the death he 
saw before his eyes.

Queen 49's connection cables dragged a sizzling circuitry wire down 
to the tank where her body was regenerating, and the the electrical 
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reaction was immediate: sadness, grief, horror, screaming– screaming 
in both the auditory sensation and labeling of emotional senses– all 
applicable for this situation, a fear at what she was doing as the liquid 
sparked before Third of Fi-- Hugh's eyes and bursts of bubbling, 
crackling flames flung his body, his unit, his body back against the 
chamber as flames exploded from her queencell and her voice wavered 
and perished alone--

 

“Hugh?”
Hugh's eyes opened after Crosis' careful hands ceased his massage.

He thought of Ohniaka III's memorial plaza for the self-immolated 
Queen 49– her burial plot of a breeze-tousled tree, the great needle 
behind it, and Cube 5219's titanic wreckage that scraped the green-and-
pink twilight sky.

“I know.”
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Cooperation Dialects | LBSL (xBSL), 
Language of Information
Regarding the unique languages and dialects spoken by xBs of the Liberated 

Borg Cooperation

INTRODUCTION
It is known that, regarding certain former Borg, the infinite possibilities of 

assimilation-forced augmentations can manifest in implants that affix themselves 
over and/or into the mouth, deep in the throat, or altering senses of hearing: 
rendering some drones deaf and/or incapable of organic auditory speech. I 
have been told by xB cyberneticists that these implants are "given" to drones 
assigned by the Hivemind to technical maintenance or drone repair services— as 
there is no need for auditory speech in the Collective, and avoids the hazard of a 
drone inhaling noxious fumes during said repairs that could result in unit death. 
While there are xBs who are able to receive Reclamation Procedure surgeries to 
reconstruct their mouths/vocal cords and undergo speech therapy to verbally 
communicate once again, an equal portion of xBs are unable to, thanks to the deep 
physical and mental traumas of assimilation’s instinctual ignorance to mercy.

For Reclamation Project Consultation staffers and the patients this department 
helps, these fixtures can be some of the more difficult augmentations for xBs to 
reckon with. The realization that a unit had a voice in the first place (and further 
extrapolation of that idea that one could “reclaim” it) can allow an entirely different 
voice rebuilt it to one’s preferences, or permit an individual to communicate in an 
entirely new way due to what might've been taken from them. Communication, in 
any form, is essential for a people who've been stripped of a mental company that 
numbers in the billions, and they take refuge in many different languages.

LIBERATED BORG SIGN LANGUAGE (LBSL | xBSL)
For non-verbal, hard of hearing, and deaf xBs, communication can be done 

through “LBSL" (“Liberated Borg Sign Language,” also known as “LBSL" or "xBSL”), or 
through visual text displays. LBSL is almost universally known throughout Ohniaka 
III, thanks to the xB ease of being able to download the solidified dictionary 
reference completed in 2382. While it bears similarities to Federation Standard 
Sign Language, it is imperative that future xenoanthropologists familiarize 
themselves with this dialect before commencing any long-term internships to 
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the Cooperation homeworld. You not only pay communicative respect to the large 
percentage of HoH/non-verbal xBs that reside on Ohniaka III, but you also ingrain 
yourselves further in the celebration of individuality-inspired dialogue.

Much like verbal speech for xBs, communication through xBSL is another  
casual, yet cherished act of expressing personality. Grammar is dictated through 
a litany of facial expressions, with inquiries and forms of tense utilizing various 
hand positions. But xBSL speakers place a heightened value in developing their 
own habits, traits, and "quirks" to physically-signed words— to say nothing of the 
importance of uniquely-given nicknames that only xBSL speakers may give others.

LANGUAGE OF INFORMATION (LoI)
The Language of Information is, oddly enough, a language that's not actively 

spoken by xBs, but it is one they're all inherently capable of understanding. Used 
as the "dialect" between the Collective's billions of voices, non-xBs will hear this 
language as a deep electronic humming that bears a faint semblance to speech, 
and thus cannot be spoken by organic xBs. Therefore, it is exclusively spoken by 
Borg and xB interfaces, AIs, and other Borg-originated programs— the language's 
words packed with so much information, that brains without Borg-given 
processors and drivers are simply unable to glean its meaning.

It is an electric, vast, and deep noise of a language— one that rattles the bones, 
shaking a non-xB to their core in scope and the magnitude of its sound. The 
Language of Information is an intimate, shared quality of unspoken binding; one 
that elicits the mortifying ordeal of being known to an entity that an xB was once 
a tiny part of. Despite whatever horror may linger from assimilation's cruelty, the 
Language of Information does provide a single, absolute truth: that no one outside 
the xB community will ever be able to understand these layered words, and there 
can be comfort in the certainty that other xBs understand it as well.

The Liberated Borg Cooperation does not have an observed state religion, as 
their decentralized multitude includes myriads of different species mythos and 
belief systems. Yet I have found the communal respect given to this language — 
one entirely indiscernible to my ears — equivalent to listening to a supernatural, 
ethereal, and calming voice that can quiet their minds: in all its complexity, 
richness, and unifying certainty.
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[EARTHEN CALENDAR - SEPTEMBER 20, 2391]

VESSEL SERIAL NUMBER S-4381, DESIGNATION L.B.V. 'ATLAS'

“Commander La Forge?”
Halfway out of a maintenance tunnel with a coupler wand in his 

mouth, the hologram’s beckoning pulled the distracted Geordi out of his 
awkward point of emergence– suddenly realizing he’d been watching two 
distant xBs talking in xBSL for longer than what might've been socially 
acceptable. 

“Ruhn a diagnoshtic therhe fer me an’ shee ifh tha’ connechts,” 
Geordi managed, pulling himself out of the vent and taking the tool 
out of his mouth. “Bluh-- sorry. That should relink this tertiary’s power 
conduction.” 

Atlas’ hologram mulled on Geordi’s words– probably trying to process 
what, exactly, the Commander had said over his garbled, tool-impeded 
speech.

“Initializing sequence.” 

Atlas’ ethereal eyes began to glitter with static, intently studying the 
place where Geordi had been working. Three weeks into the newly-
nicknamed "Atlas Project," the AI had settled on both pronouns and 
a custom-made projection of himself, drawing “inspiration” from 
his initial manifestations as Geordi and Five. Wearing a long-tailed 
Reclamation Project coat with black boots and green circuitry-patterned 
shoulder pads, Atlas’ six-foot tall hologram bore a round face and stocky 
frame with a buzzcut and stubble– his eyes glowing the same black sclera 
and green cubical irises that manifested in Hugh’s initial uplink. It was 
only within the past week that Atlas’ hologram had finally begun to 
appear more around his own hull and actually interact with personnel 
beyond the Atlas Project’s senior staff, Hugh and Crosis having the 
honor of meeting Atlas at his own transporter pad for the first time 
yesterday morning.  Audio-wise, he was getting there; since his voice was 
a custom pitch synthezation, Altas’ smooth speech occasionally ebbed 
into the Language of Information’s deep rumblings– a static-like reverb 
accompanying whatever Federation Standard word it was he spoke for 
the first time. 
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Despite the technological dialect’s origins, Geordi was pleasantly 
surprised to see how accurate the xenoanthropology material he'd been 
reading was. Initially, the Commander expected Reclamation Project 
staffers to harbor some sort of fear, even trepidation at the prospect of 
regularly hearing a language they hadn’t been forced to speak since their 
severances; Lord knew Geordi had to practically promise some of his 
Starfleet officers they’d be fine. But where fear might’ve governed the 
former Borg and risked their signature efficiency, Geordi watched the 
Cooperation xBs employ their signature adaptability instead: staffers 
who were triggered by the language were moved to work onboard 
other project sites, and some were given auditory deprivation devices 
to alleviate stress– Consultation staffers remaining on standby in 
case of any surprise reactions.  Thankfully, neither Hugh nor any of 
the Junction department leads faulted Geordi for his assumptions– 
everyone’s relationship with the Collective and the circumstances 
surrounding their separation from it were different. But the Reclamation 
Project’s Director had recently confided to Geordi that, no matter what 
those relationships were, the Language of Information was a “nostalgic 
kind of sound" that reminded them of their immutable kinship, actually. 
It was data and information, true; but Atlas’ vast, immense words and 
context was a world entirely unto their own, and a world that xBs and 
only xBs could understand.

After all, Hugh reminded him— once they were each other. 
Now they were not. 
And the sphere they currently worked inside of helped bring them 

closer together in ways no one could’ve expected.
The xB had been looking out over a catwalk as he confessed this to 

Geordi– the Commander remembering a wistfulness lingering in Hugh's 
mismatched eyes alongside a reflectively-beautiful smile. 

As a result, the Commander also remembered how intently Hugh had 
stared back once he realized Geordi had been staring at him the whole 
time. 

While the calculative static slowed in Atlas’ eyes, Geordi sighed and 
mushed a palm against his cheeks to hopefully rid them of a sudden, 
flustered blush.

Christ.
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“Final scans indicate it is operating as desired, Commander La Forge.”
Geordi wondered if those scans would also be able to pick up the 

increased temperature flare in his cheeks.
“Good, good,” Geordi huffed with a shake of his head, “glad it’s 

working, Atlas. I can uh-- see why you couldn’t access it; the circuitry in 
there was melded together with a power conduit, so no wonder it was 
blocking your broadcast point.” 

“Your suspicions fall in line with what my diagnostic sequence 
reviews. I will log this repair immediately as reference for any possible 
future encounters.”

“Good idea; makes both our jobs easier in the long run, anyway.” 
Before Atlas continued, the hologram’s cubical eyes followed Geordi’s 

original line of sight– the xBSL-speaking staffers still talking as one 
pulled out an unidentified fixture they found during repairs.

“Were you observing these particular Reclamation Project personnel 
for a reason, Commander?"

“Uh,” Geordi cleared his throat, “yeah, I-- was watching them, 
admittedly; trying to see if I could tell what they were signing from here. 
I’ve been practicing xBSL on my own time, but it’s nice to see it in use 
and get an active reference. Probably should just-- approach them about 
it though, instead of… watching them from a distance like a weirdo--” 

“‘xBSL?”
“‘Liberated Borg Sign Language,’” Geordi explained, “or ‘xB Sign 

Language,’ in that acronym’s case.”
Atlas paused. “I do not know this sign dialect.”
Oops.
“Well, uh– here’s your first lesson… see that? There, the one on the 

left: that’s the sign for a technological kind of ‘server,’" Geordi explained 
as his cybernetic eyes zoomed in. "A furrowed brow expression indicates 
they’re asking a question, and uh… yeah– looks like their hands are 
moving between two sides with the sign for server. So they’re asking 
‘Which kind of server is this?’, or something along those lines.”

Atlas’ face might’ve been rigid, but there was a thoughtful weight 
behind the hologram’s glowing eyes as he studied their motions.

“Do you have a dictionary database available to download?”
“Uh-- not one on me right now, no, but..."
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Though Atlas' expression did not change, Geordi had worked around 
Vulcans long enough to tell when silence and the tiniest-possible 
downward glance could speak the world of someone's disappointment. 

So, huffing a sigh, Geordi scrambed for whatever he could offer the 
starship brain. "I mean I-- can’t exactly stick a Starfleet-cut isolinear chip 
into your consoles for technological incorporation,” Geordi apologized. 
“You might lose some translation nuance in the conversion process. 
But I can ask Five to bring a Cooperation-made data node that she 
can download into your library to get rid of my middleman, though… 
would you like that arranged?”

Geordi could've sworn he saw the hologram's green eyes glitter a 
smidge brighter.

“Yes,” Atlas said with a nod. “By adding the knowledge to my 
program’s active language indexes, my behavioral algorithms will learn 
how to better communicate with Reclamation Project staffers while they 
are onboard this vessel. …'Myself,' as Director Second Crosis has offered 
in terminology.”

The Commander grinned. 
“I’m sure they’ll appreciate that, Atlas,” Geordi offered. “You're 

making yourself accessible in more ways than one.” 
“Elaborate.” 
Elaborate? On accessibility?
Geordi’s eyes boggled. 
He of all people had some opinions about that.
“Let's see, uh…" the Commander began as he collected his thoughts, 

"okay, well: not only are you learning a very important method of 
communication to the people you’re helping… and housing, what with 
all these dormant drones– but you’re also connecting with them more, 
right? Establishing... a rapport– a dialogue with the people onboard your 
hull! For some disabled or nonverbal xBs, xBSL is one of the only ways 
they can communicate, outside of screen displays. With your program 
learning xBSL, you’re showing them respect and a willingness to offer 
equity within your own framework. It's almost like… you're a distant 
relative, Rec Project staffers haven't seen or heard from in a long time," 
Geordi tried to explain, "and your program being willing to reach out 
and accomodate them is the best sorta reunion they could've asked for. 
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Besides: from what I’ve been debriefed by Executive Director Hugh, 
you’re the first intact Borg starship management AI that the Reclamation 
Project has been able to… interact with, right? Talk with, and all?” 

“Correct.”
“Right. So uh… this isn't a knock on you or anything, but coming 

back onto a Borg ship for the first time in how long might be a little 
intimidating. So instead of giving into that intimidation, the Rec Project 
staffers and my Starfleet officers are trying to see you as more than just 
a place.  …You-- still kinda are a place, in a way, but-- anyway, anyway. 
You, speaking and signing in a dialect that a good number of xBs use 
in their day-to-day life… I think that’ll help you become a little more 
relatable, Atlas," Geordi assured him. "It won't happen right away, 
but-- reputations travel fast, in Starfleet. And I'm seeing xBs are a pretty 
close-knit bunch, too; so who knows." 

The hologram puzzled. 
“You consider my learning of LBSL to partly be… an enhancement 

to my social likability,” Atlas concluded. “An interaction subroutine you 
theorize to possibly influence my original programming.” 

“That’s the idea!” 
Remembering how sensitive holograms could be about their core 

preservation, though, Geordi sputtered a cough before continuing.
“I mean is that-- something you're okay with?”
Atlas' puzzling seemed to fade into something more thoughtful.
“Yes, Commander," he relinquished. “Even if I am aware it is an 

editing of what my current… functionality is. My program's 'status quo,' 
as you might call it."

“Societies don't tend to grow unless you mix up the ‘status quo’ every 
once in a while, Atlas,” Geordi reminded him with a light grin. “But 
on an individual level? Oh, buddy,” he chuckled, “everybody changes. 
Everybody learns new things– each and every day.”

“Agreed. Even now, I am learning."
“Oh? And what's that.”
“I am learning that you are a very approachable individual, 

Commander. You are a good teacher.” 
Geordi allowed the comment to ruffle his ego. 
“I try."
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And getting an idea from the sudden ego ruffle, Geordi began to tuck 
his PADD into his pants pocket. “Here: in fact," he said, turning to face 
Atlas who tilted his head, "here's your second xBSL lesson.” 

The hologram watched him. 
Geordi motioned both his palms flat, then straightened his pointers 

and thumbs over one another to form a square in an empty space. His 
left hand suddenly made an upwards motion with all fingers drawn 
together in one point, rising above the larger-rendered "square" of 
a space. It was designed to mimic the Reclamation Project badge: a 
smaller, individual cube leaving the larger conglomerate, but wholly its 
own being and sign.

“This means ‘I,’ in reference to yourself. But it can also apply to 
referring to xBs as a group or society, depending on the context.”

Atlas pondered for a second, his eyes glittering with a computational 
static… then mimicked the Commander’s signing to a near tee, looking 
to Geordi for approval.

Geordi nodded in return. “Nice job. I’m not the final judge by any 
means, though; you’re gonna have to make sure with an actual xB before 
anything.” 

“Will you be able to acquire a dictionary for my library before the day 
cycle’s end?”

“I’ll let Five know to get you patched in before the end of my shift,” 
Geordi promised. “I’m sure Hugh will be delighted to hear you're 
learning xBSL, too.” 

“'Delight,'” Atlas repeated. "This is an emotional state you presume 
Director Hugh's character would exhibit based on your prior 
interactions, history, and context with him."

The Commander did a double take. “Y-yeah?”
Atlas started puzzling again as Geordi's chest grew tight.
"Forgive me, Commander. I was verbalizing the process of verifying 

my uplink records to Director Hugh, and confirming that he is capable 
of the same presumptions regarding your character."

Geordi cleared his throat. "And?"
Atlas looked at him as if the answer should be obvious. "Do you not 

trust him to do such?"
A grin tugged at his lips.  "I do," Geordi admitted bashfully, "It's 
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just… a little funny-sounding, when you phrase it that way."
"Acknowledging 23 years of prior context with another individual can 

relate to humor?"
Geordi's grin spread into a chuckling smile. "Depends on what kinda 

context you're asking about."

SPECIALTY OUTPOST STARBASE "SP-4852 SOLSTICE"   
STATION COMMANDER'S READY ROOM

 
Cooperation xB Societal Behavior | Sexual 
Practices and Culture

Geordi La Forge stared at the section title. 
He eyeballed the Ready Room’s doorway from his desk. 
His eyes went back and forth from the screen to the door, back and 

forth one more time… and eventually, the Commander sighed, settling 
further into his seat and picking up where he left off.  

 
Regarding practices surrounding intercourse and Cooperation xBs' "sex positive" 

in a post-Collective life

INTRODUCTION
The Cooperation xBs of Ohniaka III are, by far, one of the most polite cultures 

I have encountered when approaching the topic of sexual intercourse, and 
are certainly one of the most candid. In summary, perhaps it is due to the 
inherent value placed on the paradoxical "shared, yet individual experience," 
and "experiencing life's sensations through a unified, yet singular existence" 
as a society. But their frankness and unabashed lack of apologia for their own 
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satisfaction of physical recreation lends sex to be a rather widely accepted, 
celebrated, and positive interpersonal activity of self-discovery.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS, CULTURAL CONTEXT
As a precursor to the rest of this entry, I will inform the reader that it is in 

poor, infantilizing taste to assume that xBs (and by proxy the Borg Collective) 
are inherently ignorant to sex. By their own repetitive admission, the Borg 
have assimilated thousands of sapient species' "biological and technical 
distinctiveness." This, therefore, also includes those species' methods of 
intercourse, understanding of gender/relationship dynamics, and those cultures' 
approach to sexuality. As I've been informed by Cooperation anthropologists and 
philosophers, the crux of any perceived "ignorance" from an xB regarding sex is 
related to a personal reckoning between the instilled information of the Collective, 
and what the xB themself may find preferable and something they wish to pursue.

The sound of a cat’s long, sweet, pathetic little meow interrupted 
Commander La Forge’s Ready Room reading.

Geordi looked away from his desk’s display to the Starfleet CMO’s 
8-year-old tabby cat Mimi, flicking her tail absently as she stared the 
Commander down.

“What.”
The cat meowed again. 
“Whaaaaaaat?” 
Mimi screamed another long meow.
“WHAaaaAAAaaaat?!” Geordi mocked with a sing-song voice. 
In return, the cat met his gaze and then looked down to the floor, 

distracted by something that only a cat could be. 
Geordi sighed again, rolling his eyes as she began to trot towards his 

desk. 
“You’ve got lots more to say than Spot ever did, I’ll give you that.” 

Using the excuse of catsitting CMO Bartholomew’s tabby for a shift 
that ran longer than intended, Geordi used the time to resume his 
xenoanthropological readings on xB culture. He probably shouldn’t have 
been delving into the more risque portions of this publication during 
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his shift, sure– but Geordi had already finished up his debriefing with 
Lieutenant Ha’arshov, and had a half hour to do with as he pleased. 
After all: what harm was there in a little afternoon reading? Especially 
reading that could extrapolate on some musings Geordi had been toying 
with since a shirtless encounter a week ago with a hot as hell, cute-
looking-- 

No, no– don’t even get started. 
But he was bored and any more work was bound to kindle a migraine, 

so Geordi crossed his legs and held his chin as he continued.

It is possible that xBs find the relation to other bodies in a sexually satisfying 
way a form of conquering Collective-instilled dysphoria, doubt, and perceived 
physical dysmorphia. As I've been told by my co-writer, there is something rather 
powerful in “reclaiming” and discovering one’s own sexual identity, alignment, 
preference, and comfortable stewardship of their own, ever-developing bodies. 
Theories on how various species could impact xBs’ sexual compulsions and 
libido notwithstanding (i.e.: a prolonged observation of a Vulcan xB’s sexual drive 
vs. the demands of the “Pon Farr” phenomenon has been recommended to allot 
further scientific study), they are all unified by their common physical attributes 
of formerly being a part of the wider Hivemind– a concept that, inherently, does 
not despise the idea of connection to greater sensations and an even greater 
conscious.

Advancements
While romantic infatuation and commitment remains a very lofty, precious, 

and apotheosis-level societal treasure among xBs, typical approaches between 
xBs begin with a simple, cordial declaration of the other party’s attractiveness, 
compatibility, consent, and orientation to see if the other(s) would be interested 
in further sexual activities. The most common phrases I have observed (and been 
told) are “I find you pleasing” and “I believe I would find you further pleasing 
somewhere else,” or some other incorporation of the word "pleasing" that has 
woven itself into popular lingo and social cues. For the newly-Reprised xBs still 
trying to find their social graces months after emerging from the Reclamation 
Project and Cooperation's sexual education resources, “you are attractive to me, 
would you like to have intercourse” is a phrase that's not too farfetched, and it's 
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one have seen rejected with polite smiles from older, more-ripened xBs who may 
not prefer sexual intercourse by way of their own orientations (or accepted from 
other, freshly like-minded xBs).

Ohniakan bathhouses amidst their healing, regenerative waters are common 
places where these platitudes are exchanged, but can be exchanged anywhere 
from a living block's quarters lounge bed or on the emerald coasts of the Capitol 
City. Kink, unique sexual subcultures, and orgies are also made possible by 
these accepted advancements or community postings, and are well-managed, 
communal activities that cooperate with pre-determined supervision by a group 
and recreational structure as any “sporting event.” These gatherings are hosted not 
just in the dark nor discussed only in hushed, fearful whispers, but instead held 
in beautiful chambers and hauntingly beautiful, brutalist suites. To my Junction 
minder and I’s great amusement, it's been discovered recently that some residents 
and a small handful of visitors to Ohniaka III have begun sardonically nicknaming 
the events as "Borgies."

Geordi cackled out a laugh as Mimi jumped up onto the desk with 
a quiet little trill, Geordi extending a hand to the cat for pets out of 
instinct. He bookmarked the page, deciding he’d come back to this 
specific subject on his off-duty time, and began to scroll further through 
the chapter.

While these platitudes and actions are blunt, they are verbalized chances for 
the initiator to declare their intentions that align with the frankness of xBs as a 
whole, confessed either verbally or over exchanged PADD messages. Upon further 
reflection, it feels almost necessary to state the casualty with which this exchange 
are had, as many discuss this as unabashedly as a human would over a coffee 
date. Rejection, therefore, is not taken with personal laces of malice or ill-boding, 
and is rather a pleasant acknowledgment of differences between the involved 
parties: circling back to the celebration and valuing of individuality throughout all 
xB culture.
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Medical Highlights, Factors
With a medical healthcare system so ingrained into the population thanks to the 

Reclamation Project's eternal work and presence within xB society, contraceptives 
and intercourse-aligned/STD-preventative medications are freely available to the 
public. xBs also have the advantage of downloading information of how best to 
prevent STDs and determine interspecies' chemical compatibility (or whether or 
not conception could be a byproduct from the parties' copulation regardless of 
species). Should xBs choose to initiate a Tether during intercourse, it is a factor that 
must be occasionally minded for the health of involved parties: both in regards 
to how long parties may remain connected, or if the mind is willing to enter the 
headspace that a Tether requires.

The bell to Geordi’s quarters chimed, and if Geordi hadn’t owned a cat 
before, the reactive surprise would've both knocked him out of his chair 
and sent Mimi clamoring off the desk. 

After his heart skipped about 10 nervously-internalized beats, he 
flicked the book off his screen, declaring a “Come in!” to whoever it may 
be, and-- oh hello, Hugh. The Director’s face, once bearing a polite grin, 
suddenly froze and went wide-eyed at the cat, who’d flopped over on the 
desk as she accepted Geordi’s scratches behind her ear. At first, Geordi 
wondered if Hugh’s expression was out of… fear? Apprehension? God, 
he was starting to sound like Hugh with how much he went fishing for 
words-- but the xB's face eventually cracked into a wonder-tinged smile, 
slowly approaching as he raised a finger to point at Mimi.

“That’s… not a hologram, is it?” Hugh asked as the doors shut behind 
him. Mimi turned her head to watch the newcomer, giving a loud meow 
as Hugh’s excitement grew more palpable and charming by the moment. 
“Doctor Bartholomew informed me she had a cat, and this one looks 
very much like the pictures…”

"It's the little lady herself!" Geordi proclaimed with a chuckle. "Mimi’s 
not too bad to take care of. The Doctor had to stay a little longer on her 
shift for a log amendment, so she asked if I could watch Mimi for her 
since she’s been alone all day and their quarters’ toys don’t fill the void. 
You-- wait, how did you find out she had a--?” 

“Doctor Bartholomew was kind enough to show me images, after a 
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patient mentioned Mimi to me,” Hugh murmured, Mimi still watching 
him with a cat’s instinctual intrigue. “Admittedly, I have been waiting for 
an excuse to see Mimi when it’s convenient for the CMO, but I’ve been 
occupied at nearly every occasion…” 

Hugh's hand began to reach out and, as if remembering invisible 
rules, stopped and looked to Geordi– to which the Commander was all 
smirks and smiles. 

“May I, Commander?”
“Oh, I’m not the one to ask,” Geordi humored, beckoning his head 

towards Mimi, “you gotta talk to her.” 
“Right, of course--” Hugh played along. Mimi, a smaller cat who 

couldn’t be bothered to get up, leaned back in her “seat” as Hugh’s hand 
reached closer towards her. She sniffed his hand, ran her whiskers over 
the fingertips… and finally, dubbing him "sufficient," tried to barter 
more pets out of his hand by mushing her face against his hand and 
showing Hugh just how, particularly, she liked to be pet. The xB's eyes 
sparkled as he felt cat fur for what might've been the first time in his life, 
and Geordi didn’t know what was more charming: the way Hugh’s whole 
face glowed as he logged a new sensation, or the way that Mimi leaned 
into his hand that did not want to get up and work for her pets.

“You’re lucky we’ve got a nice one on the station,” Geordi offered. 
“There’s some cats that can get real finicky and skittish with strangers.”

“Wow,” the Director could only murmur, “I just… I didn’t know 
they could be so… soft? And there is an, ah-- I can’t quite explain it-- 
vibration? ‘Trilling?’ It--”

“Purring, yeah– I can feel it from here.”
“So that’s what that is!” Hugh exclaimed as Mimi wiggled herself up 

to get closer. “I’d known of the act, know what the word means, but-- 
alright, yes. Very different from what I would’ve expected.”

“She’s definitely one of the more intense purrers I’ve seen.”  
“And you would know… to my recollection, you had a pet cat at one 

point, correct?”
“Well, Spot was originally Data’s cat,” Geordi humored, feeling 

his face ebb towards nostalgia. “But by the end of our rounds on the 
Enterprise, she definitely had two dads– yeah.” 

“May I ask whatever became of her?”
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“I, ah-- took her in after Data died,” Geordi recalled, “I joked about 
Worf taking her at first, but she was a nice little reminder of Data to 
have around. She passed away about… what– five years after he did? 
Just from old age. 17 is old, especially for a cat that led the exciting life 
in space like she did. Spot never minded hopping around with me from 
station to station, thankfully… got her ashes and collar in a little box in 
my storage.“

Geordi's smile grew heavier by the moment from the weight each 
word carried with it. 

“Mementos are good to have around an office,” he offered, “but that’s 
not something I can ever really replica--”

The Commander was caught off by a sudden “mnyeh!” as Mimi 
squeaked out a meow, and Geordi’s was suddenly transfixed watching 
Hugh and the cat. Oh, this was just too much– Mimi had noticed where 
the ligament webbing augments Hugh's hand stuck out near the lower, 
outer base of his palm, proceeding to rub her cheeks at it like a small 
scratching post. Hugh’s hand, in response, was overwhelmingly gentle, 
elegant, and almost hypnotizing to watch as the xB cradled the cat’s 
head– motioning along with her little ears to maximize the best scritch 
for her scratch.

“Well,” Hugh breathed wondrously, his voice smooth but his eyes full 
of adoration. “Aren’t you a sweetheart.” 

Geordi caught himself staring like a deer enraptured in the world’s 
most beautiful headlights. 

“This is, uh… your first time around a cat, you said?” the Commander 
murmured as he emerged from his stupor. “Seems like you’re a natural 
already.” 

“I have a faint knowledge of them from previous human 
assimilations,” Hugh told him, “but when interacting with sentient 
organisms one is already aware of from our Collective osmosis, we've 
found it's best to rely on one's own experiences, in partnership with 
context. Using those innate facts as reference, base knowledge… acting 
upon information without practice or personal experiences can be quite 
detrimental, wouldn’t you agree?”
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"Acknowledging 23 years of prior context with another individual can 
relate to humor?"

"Depends on what kinda context you're asking about."

“Yeah,” Geordi sighed, “I would, Hugh.” 
As Geordi leaned up from his chair to watch Mimi and the Director, 

another different tone of memory skirted through his thoughts and into 
realization as he noticed something about Hugh’s hand. Mimi, after 
taking a particularly rambunctious pet and hearing Geordi shift in his 
chair, leapt down from the desk (much to Geordi and Hugh’s immediate 
chagrin). With Hugh's outstretched hand unobscured by Mimi's fur, the 
Commander noticed something, and impulsive instinct suddenly took 
over.

There, it had to have been--
Mumbling out a “wait, wait” before Hugh pulled his hand back, 

Geordi took the xB’s palm to examine what, exactly, Mimi was kneading 
her cheeks against. At the base of Hugh's thumb was a three millimeter-
wide port of an old Borg biochip coupling– bordered by faint lines that 
traced over and down to where assimilation tubules emerged from. The 
skin was made smooth by the long gone layers of exo-plating, of course, 
but roughened by time’s inevitable wear and tear…

Incredible to think Hugh had such pretty hands under all those layers.  
“This was where your coupling access point used to be, huh,” Geordi 

mused absently, tapping some at the center of the protrusion. “Knew 
that looked familiar.” 

“Y-yes,”  Hugh said quietly, “yes it is. --was. You remember.”
“How could I not? I had you watching me like a hawk while I installed 

that energy converter and Worf holding a phaser on us like cadets on 
their first day of simulator tag…”

“Less 'us' and more 'on me,'" Hugh teased. “I won’t be offended if you 
said so.” 

Geordi knew it was true.
But oh, how he wished it wasn’t– now that things were different. 
“I know, but-- it’s hard, sometimes, reckoning with that. Knowing 

how scary it must’ve been for you. I mean-- here’s four huge guys in 
the brig who were afraid of one severed drone, not even offering you 
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anything in the way of someone to talk to...” 
“I didn’t know any better at the time, Geordi," Hugh assured him. 

"The circumstances were… very different, back then. And as I recall, I 
was provided for by a ‘nice guy at heart’ that made my stay somewhat 
better.”

The Commander grinned as he absently traced Hugh’s palm.
“Still,” Geordi sighed, “I couldn’t forgive myself for not taking you at 

least once to Ten Forward, after Guinan talked to you. Bringing a Borg 
to a bar in 2368; now what would that have been like… I wish you 
could've seen more of that ship, Hugh. Observation deck, the cetacean 
chambers, the botany greenhouses we had? Augh-- she was beautiful.” 

And that was when Geordi realized he had been tracing various parts 
of Hugh’s hand, palm, fingers, augments, and joints this entire time, and 
apparently Hugh was all too happy to let him do so.

Geordi swallowed.  
“The sentiment is… appreciated, Geordi,” Hugh said quietly. “But the 

memories I have from my experience there remain among some of my 
favorites, despite the conflicted nature I have about my at-time conduct 
and ah-- state of mind.” 

“What a coincidence,” Geordi admitted, “mine too.”
“But I was only there for a few days--”
Geordi allowed silence to elaborate his insinuation, and weakened his 

hold on Hugh’s hand for the xB to do with what he wanted. 
There was something about the fact that he could strike an xB silent 

who so often looked for words.
“What are you up to for the rest of the day cycle, Director?”
“Ah… I--” Hugh mustered as he cleared his throat and slowly 

withdrew his hand, “I’m, ah, off to meet with Theta and Iota’s Medical 
Junctions and Project Junction Troval, to review the week’s Reclamation 
procedures. After that, however, I will be utilizing Deck 4's Rec Room 
for some exercise at about 1700 hours. And you?”

“I have some engineering proposals to read over after my repairs 
onboard Atlas today,” Geordi rambled, “and here I am, taking a little 
break by reading even more things– go figure. A trip to the Rec Room 
does sound nice, though... you gonna practice your Capoeira you were 
talking about a while ago? I might head by around 1700 too; Doctor 
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Bartholomew is picking Mimi up at 1600, and I’d like to do some 
elliptical exercises… not to mention I’m kinda interested to see what 
your routine looks like in person.”

“I could bring one of my hologram training SIMs and practice a 
couple of routines,” Hugh teased.

“Show off.” 
“Ah, but I am good at it; I won’t undersell my self-made spectacle.” 
Hugh hadn’t forgotten how he’d checked him out last week, had he.
And from the look of that smirk on his face, he certainly wasn’t going 

to let Geordi forget it. 
“Would you mind if I… joined you, if work doesn’t keep me too 

long?” Geordi asked. “I know some people prefer to use the Rec Room 
by themselves, hence why I ask--” 

“You’re more than welcome to,” Hugh assured. “Crosis is busy this 
evening, and he is usually the one that accompanies me. It will be nice 
to have someone else nearby… and an audience, apparently.” 

Geordi gave Hugh a flat look as his cheeks flared up, the xB laughing 
with that charming, clear voice of his. Geordi’s head bobbed in his seat 
as he rolled his eyes with an "Uh-huh, okay," Mimi yelling another long, 
impolite meow from where she was poised against a display stand. 

“Whaaaaat, Mimi!” Geordi cried in jest, the cat flicking her tail as she 
stared at the two men. “What do you have to say!”

“I see Doctor Bartholomew wasn’t joking when she inferred her cat 
‘loved to scream.’”

The two continued to look in her direction– waiting for something, 
anything else Mimi might do. 

And as if in response to their staring, Mimi let out another long, 
droning meow as they both chuckled– the cat flopping over and 
whipping the tip of her tail back and forth against the carpet. 

“I’ll leave you both be,” Hugh settled, “and I’ll message your PADD 
once I’m settled.”

“I’ll see you then, Director.” 
“See you.”
Hugh trotted out of Geordi’s office, the Commander watched him 

leave as the doors slid open… and he caught Hugh wringing the hand 
Geordi had touched so carefully, thoughtfully, and laced with memories 
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of days, years, and decades gone by.
Stop it.
Mimi meowed again. 
“Whaaaaaaaat,” the Commander begged, “what is iiiiiiiit?!” 
For now, Geordi hoped he could substitute cat pets in leiu of wanting 

xB hand holds.
 

 
SPECIALTY OUTPOST STARBASE "SP-4852 SOLSTICE" 

DECK 4, RECREATIONAL ROOM 3

Conclusion
This section regarding xB intercourse shall end with words from Consultation 

Junction Horus. I myself am not an xB, and merely peer into their world for our 
own education and a striving to understand others and uphold Starfleet's desire 
for connection across worlds. It would be far more fitting, then, to have an xB 
discuss what makes this form of connection for them so poignant, and his words 
encapsulate it far better than I ever could.

There is a phrase I have heard employed from human metaphor: the concept of 
“touch-starved,” and upon further studies of its meanings I have not found another 
phrase to so aptly associate xBs as a people and society. 

We are separate, above all else, and yet we yearn for connection. We are one in 
ourselves, above all else, and yet we are many- at a constant divide for individuality 
and cooperation between others who share our kinship and trauma. Be it physical, 
verbal, or emotional investment, premeditated interaction with specific individuals 
tells us more about ourselves, and how deeply we can fathom being known for who 
we are rather than the commandments of a Collective declare us to be.
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Touch is key. Its very nature is personal intent, and it is spiced with personhood's 
uniqueness and the instinctual desire of want. Touch, to an xB, is the pinnacle in all 
sacredness and preciousness. In your relations with Reclaimed, if you are to touch 
them and interact with them on a physical level, you must pay mind that you should 
not cheapen a beautiful meal of touch with fleeting casualness. To us, touch is a 
warmth that melts the icy cold of the Collective: a warmth that sends devastating 
cracks throughout its barren, unfeeling hull. It is a beautiful paradox- to be lost as 
a person in something so vast as a concept, that you become that very collective 
experience itself. When fed well-intended touch, xBs are not merely “no longer 
starved;” rather, they become a fire more radiant than any star could ever burn, 
infinitely fueled by the warmth you have decided to give them.

Our bodies are self-shaped temples — lovingly and laboriously built with tools 
we've Reclaimed from our Oppressors — and your respect paid to these vessels are 
what help fill them with the holy nirvana of perfection our societal captor so dearly 
sought.

 

Hugh couldn’t stop holding his own hand for five minutes after 
leaving Geordi’s office. 

It was fine! It was fine; Geordi probably didn’t know how sensitive his 
people could be to touch, in certain conditions. After all, Geordi was an 
engineer; he liked to see how things worked, and Hugh’s implants could 
be no different to a man like him--

But Hugh was substituting that memory now for the vacant Rec 
Room, opening and closing his hand to settle his nerves.

[“Knew that looked familiar.”]  

Hugh huffed a sigh as he approached the Rec Room’s control panel, 
focusing instead on installing his Capoeira program into the hologram 
SIM to shake him from these thoughts. 

The Director was 3 minutes, 58 seconds into his opening stretches 
when the doors whooshed open and Geordi entered– dressed in the 
same replicator-provided workout bodysuit Hugh wore. They were tight 
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things, admittedly, but Hugh was thankful synthesized material didn’t 
seem to irritate or discomfort his implants. On himself and Geordi, the 
suits showed off their bare arms and calves where it cut off at the knee;  
for Hugh, his metal-laced and augment-lined musculature contrasted the 
dark pants where nodules and remnant ports made bumps and grooves 
in the slick material. For Geordi though, oh; how it showed off Geordi’s 
bulky arms, his barrel-like chest and wonderful backside that--

“Hey you!” Geordi chimed as he popped open a Starfleet water bottle. 
"Got here before I did, I see…"

Hugh grinned– if not to quell his own sudden bout of nerves. “All 
done for the day, Commander?” 

“Thankfully so,” the Commander sighed as he opened a locker cubby, 
“helps that Vorik is so damn thorough at filing reports.” 

“Does this come from previous work experience?”
“Nah; this is my first posting with the guy. But from what Janeway’s 

told me, he’s always been like this,” the Commander mused. “Turns out 
when you're a Vulcan who cut his teeth on surviving for seven years in 
far-flung space, you get real good at keeping track of what resources 
you have. But no more work for now; no more,” Geordi proclaimed, 
motioning his hand up and down at Hugh with a curious smirk, “I 
wanna see this.” 

Hugh smirked and stood up straighter. “Keeping me to that ‘self-made 
spectacle’ promise, I see.” 

“Damn right I am! And you’ve got a captive audience because I 
actually need to work out. Whatever you’re doing there looks like some 
pretty nice opening stretches, though...”

“They are, actually; it helps my, ah…” Hugh trailed off as he 
motioned in the direction of his gnarled left leg. “Stationary stretching 
and ligament-orientated activities help keep my tendons and cybernetics’ 
muscle strands primed, after long periods of sitting.” 

Hugh caught Geordi staring at his leg as he rambled. 
It was similar to the faces Geordi made when staring at a particularly-

beautiful view of Taijal’s sun.
“Can you, uh… show me?”
Hugh’s chest felt tight as Geordi shut a locker door with a metallic 

clatter. 
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“What?”
“Your-- stretch routine? I-if you’re alright with that,” the Commander 

added. “Unless they’re your-- secret technique or something…”
Where Geordi was concerned, Hugh had very little need for sercrets.
So Hugh pushed himself up and off the Rec Room’s cushioned mat, 

nodding as he met the Commander at equal level. “I would be honored 
to, Geordi.”

Standing opposite to Geordi, the two men blustered in place as 
Hugh readied his stance, acting as the mirror where the SIM might 
normally be. “Relax your shoulders,” Hugh offered, “and tighten your 
midsection.”

Geordi tried to imitate him.
He was doing a good job attempting the positions, but he could-- 
No.
“Ah-- close,” Hugh motioned his shoulders and rolled them back, “but 

looser, in, your…” 
Geordi was trying to concentrate, it looked like, but there was 

something still off that--
“Hmm… almost there, but-”
“This?” 
“No, you’re--” 
Hugh sighed and, after failing to point out a place of emphasis, 

offered out his other hand. “May I show you?”
Geordi smirked. “Not at all.” 
Alright. 
As Hugh walked towards the Commander, his cybernetic matrices and 

visual UI were operating at 110.98% capacity– trying to figure out how 
Geordi was reacting, what his ever-fluctuating pulse and temperature 
flares could mean in physical stimulus… 

Hugh had some ideas.
But premature presumptions were hardly ever efficient, and Hugh 

wanted to see some concrete evidence for more reasons than one.
So, taking a stance behind Geordi, Hugh reached around to lay his 

open palm on the Commander’s chest, pressing in until Geordi arched 
his back. 

Underneath his sternum, a wildly-beating heart was protected by flesh 
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and bone alone.
Hugh swallowed.
“Chest inward. ...Good. Keep it like that.”
Encircling Geordi to follow his arm, Hugh traced the Commander’s 

shoulder down to his fingertips, leveling his arm at an even eye level. 
“Balance…” 
Rounding him to stand Geordi’s opposite, Hugh’s hand ran along 

Geordi’s upper arm, chest, throat… 
Losing his microcalculations in the fluidity of his own motions, Hugh 

meandered to Geordi’s front and met him near that outstretched hand, 
allowing his fingertips to run over Geordi’s jawline.

Hugh’s eyes met Geordi’s and his mouth began to quiver.
“P-posture…” 
xBs had captivating stares, it was known. 
But oh– how enrapturing Geordi’s own stare was, in return.
Hugh’s fingertips, now under Geordi’s beard, shifted to have his 

thumb hold the Commander’s chin in a pinch.
Geordi did not refuse it. 
“Like this?”
Instead of refusing, in fact, Geordi began to grin as his eyes bore a 

newfound fervor. 
“Y-yes,” the xB murmured. “Outstanding, Geordi.”
Hugh’s jaw shuddered before he spoke again.
“Outstanding, and… ‘pleasing,’ even.” 
Thankful that Geordi had no context for that word beyond a brutally-

honest truth, Hugh’s microcalculations predicted that the xB would 
return his hand back to his side, reveling in the last moments of this 
soon-to-be memory. 

But Hugh was shocked to see that a certain microcalculation’s 
predictive result held far more merit than he ever thought possible, and 
the xB watched Geordi’s eyes widen at Hugh’s latter choice of words. 

[Was that wrong?]
[Was that too much?]
No.
In fact, Geordi looked even more enthralled. 
Finally, the Commander nodded, rolling his tongue inside his cheek. 
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“Well… if that’s true,” Geordi crooned, “I don’t imagine you’d be too 
opposed in showing me how the rest of this stretch routine is done, 
right?” 

Hugh’s mouth was dry as he tried to slow his breathing, blinking once 
or twice to regain his composure.

He let himself smile.
“Hardly opposed at all. Excited, even. Now,” Hugh resumed, “chest 

and core. You want a centered anchor, for distributing weight…” 

The next 31 minutes flew by, and the entire time Hugh felt as if his 
processors were functioning as fast as light itself. Geordi did eventually 
switch to the elliptical and watched Hugh trade a small sparring 
session with his holographic SIM, but there remained an unspoken 
weight between the two. An unspoken, wanton weight that grew more 
comforting the harder it pressed down. A wanton, unspoken, and 
mutual weight that was traded between little glances and hints of smiles 
that ebbed at the other’s lips– that mutual weight finally taking a shape 
as Geordi and Hugh pilfered through their respective lockers.

“Well, that was a nice workout,” Geordi sighed before taking a deep 
swig from his water bottle. “Anything other business you’re tending to 
tonight, Hugh?”

“Unless anything unexpected occurs on the Atlas Project’s grounds,” 
Hugh mused, “I don’t believe so. I might resume reading some 
periodicals from home, review some extraneous workplace requests and 
filings…” 

Perhaps call Crosis once he was available, Hugh thought to himself.
But Geordi didn’t need to know that. 
“‘Workplace filings,’ huh…”  
As Geordi shut his locker door, Hugh’s head turned to see the 

Commander with a towel slung over his slick shoulders, an elevated 
heart rate that Hugh's visual UI labeled as a warning, and a brow creased 
with the familiarly mutual, wanton, and formerly-unspoken weight.

“I-I, uh--”
As if drawing a shade to avoid the prying eyes of Starfleet security 

cameras, Geordi’s hand reached around the xB to grab at Hugh’s open 
locker door to bring himself closer.



158READING INTO THINGS

They spent 3.52 seconds staring at each other.
“Well, I'm-- sorry if you need to file a workplace complaint, Hugh--” 
And where the sudden trajectory of Geordi’s head might’ve landed 

a polite peck on Hugh’s cheek, spontaneity moved the xB to intercept 
his lips with Geordi’s for a messy, savory, and indescribable 3.41 second 
long kiss. 

What would the young man Hugh was 23 years ago think of himself 
now, he wondered? 

Where Hugh might’ve been self-conscious at his awestruck loss for 
words, the Director quickly realized and took comfort in the fact that, 
by the look on Geordi’s face, the Commander only required a very small, 
very specific formality from Hugh in this moment.

“No, I… I don’t think I need to file anything like that, Geordi," he 
told him softly. "It's… it's alright." 

The worry in Geordi’s face immediately began to subside. 
“I-I’m--"
Geordi shuddered in relief with a quick and excited nod. 
"I'm very glad, Hugh.”

After shakily exchanging goodbyes and Hugh watched Geordi leave 
the Rec Room in a flustered huff, Hugh went straight back to his own 
quarters, his revelatory thoughts far too stimulated and aroused to glean 
any sort of logic from.

At the very least, he definitely knew Crosis needed to be called again.
But not a minute after emerging from his post-workout sonic shower, 

a message notification lit up Hugh’s PADD screen. 
Starfleet personnel.
He opened it.
It had been filtered into personal, non-duty related conversations.
Commander Geordi La Forge. 

> May I request your presence in my quarters at 2100 hours?

Hugh’s hands froze in a stupor as he stared at the PADD. 
What time was it, then? Was his chronometer correct? 1804?
A mixture of… what was it– dread? Anticipation? Need? A slurry of 
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weight-addled emotion filled his gut, Hugh's hands typing out a message 
before the xB's fears could catch up with him.

He couldn't wait that long.

>  Do you wish to wait that long if you’re going to request my 
presence, Commander? I am currently unoccupied.

A pause. 
The typing indicator appeared onscreen.

> 1900.

>  I will will arrive by 1900 hours. Thank you, Commander.

> Thank you, Director.

What was he doing, what was Geordi doing– did either of them truly 
realize the ramifications of what they were doing?!

Hugh sighed as he mushed his hand into the side of his head to grip at 
freshly-washed hair.

For all his personal doubt, nervousness, and undeniable excitement, 
Hugh at least knew one thing in unwavering certainty.

He trusted Geordi. 
Geordi trusted him, from what he had been told.

And that mutual promise of trust had to be enough for now, Hugh 
fumbling with both his outfit and a newly-kindled ache added to their 
earlier-shared weight.





The Reclamation Project | Internal Workflow 
and Staffer Organization
A brief summary of varying Reclamation Project responsibilities 

One aspect of Cooperation society that continues to fascinate me is its attempts 
at society-wide decentralization. Paradoxically, this kins them with their original 
Hivemind, yet also resists the idea of the individual-suppressing Collective that the 
queen units speak as. With the absence of currency and/or capital made on any 
generated goods, nearly all forms of work or employment are communal, with all 
available to freely study and access. Thanks to inherent information given to them 
from the Collective, learning a trade or skill can be a temporary knowledge, and 
becomes more of an experience for the first time. The Reclamation Project Board 
is carefully evaluated in a communal setting, and each member only lasts one 
Federation Standard year; Capitol communal organizers are constantly evaluated 
in their efficiency and well-being towards the selected community of peoples, 
reporting to a network of Relays, Junctions, and Directors that compare and 
contrast each other’s behavior towards their citizens. While the xBs have no formal 
military or police force (instead utilizing communal group watches), much like Trill 
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society with the Symbiosis Commission, their highest societal regard is being able 
to work with the Reclamation Project, and it is where the following titles are given.

While xBs have terminology that indicate enhanced responsibilities in 
certain departments (i.e. titles in equivalence to "Commander," "Lieutenant," 
etc), this "higher rank" is less of a society-demanded respect of authority, and 
simply addresses the individual’s prowess or experience in the subject within 
the Reclamation Project. The term "Junction" implies a connecting, joining, or 
intersecting point, and Junctions are proven to simply help "connect" capable 
workers with other knowledgable Relays or Junction Seconds in a department. To 
take on the title of something like Relay, ‘Junction, or Director  is an assumption 
of responsibility the individual must be willing to take on for the community; the 
very nature of their duties implies subservience to the greater populous you are 
connecting. 

To illustrate in a simplified, observed example: in all my years of 
xenoanthropologic studies, rarely have I seen someone in an equivalent position 
of power to that of a Starfleet Admiral resubmit themselves to the mundane (and 
sometimes gory) labors of a Medical Ensign, with as much grace, humility, and 
willingness as Reclamation Project Executive Director Hugh does.

[EARTHEN CALENDAR - OCTOBER 1, 2391]

"TACTICAL CUBE" SERIAL NUMBER 32, DESIGNATION "L.B.V. THETA" 

10 days after Hugh and Geordi had a rather "pleasing" encounter, a 
wonderful efficiency had settled over the entire Atlas Project.

It had been an antsy first few weeks, for the Federation and 
Cooperation officers. Though there were misconduct reports and 
personal xB gripings gossiped between each other about the lack of 
outsider understanding, project efficiency seemed to be spreading to 
the other half of Solstice’s crew. Hugh noticed more Starfleet officers 
were willing to try and start up casual conversation with their xB 
collaborators– the Director quietly enjoying small talk's white noise as 
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xBs were drawn out of their cloistered shells to talk back.  Additionally, 
he was thrilled to hear from xBs who might've once served in Starfleet 
begin to grow more comfortable interacting with a former part of 
their lives; at one point, Five told Hugh how she found herself as 
lead storyteller to a half-circle of enraptured Ensigns over glasses 
of synthehol, the officers anxious to hear more about the starship's 
AI whose shadow they worked under. While certainly not perfect 
(there'd been a handful of instances where Hugh had to correct casual 
microaggressive phrasings), Starfleet was far better than others in the 
galaxy, and most were at least trying– stoking the embers of hope for xB 
acceptance that Hugh tried so desperately to keep warm.

This was to say nothing, of course, for how well he and Geordi seemed 
to work together after just a single month.

Six weeks, if Hugh included their preparatory collaborations. 
But who was counting.
Queen 127 still had to "wake up" for their second Consultation, 

anyway.
Despite the looming dread her presence hung over Hugh, even 

Director Second Crosis had noticed a palpable energy increase in his 
friend (not to mention noticing the amusing amount of hickeys Hugh 
had been left with a week ago). But Hugh insisted to the man it had 
only been one time, seven days ago, after all; it wasn't just because of 
their encounter. So what was it then, Hugh pondered? A greater level of 
trust? A boost to his confidence, now that a border Hugh timidly skirted 
around beforehand had been crossed in good faith on both sides? Even 
he had to admit: they had become far more… “playful?” “Teasing?” 
What could Hugh call it when the Commander dramatically gave him 
a PADD with a twirl of his hand without even looking up, he himself 
sneaking winks to Geordi after a sip of Puerh tea? How Hugh had 
begun to memorize Geordi’s little habits after adapting to him, logging 
the microexpressions in his face and cybernetic eyes– waiting for the 
Commander in the morning Mess Hall to review the day’s itinerary with 
Starfleet… 

This month-long crescendo of friendship was topped off by a 
wonderful evening where they both caught the setting sun in Hugh’s 
Solstice quarters, the men toasting the human month "September" 
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complete and welcoming in the next while bathed in backlit, privacy-
filtered windows. 

They may have had a little bit of synthehol, to celebrate the month's 
end. 

And that little bit of synthehol may have led to another pleasing night 
with the station Commander. 

Perhaps Hugh did have some updating to do with Crosis.
In any case, Hugh felt well rested and regenerated as he donned his 

Reclamation Procedure protective wear– the Director snapping gloves 
onto sanitized hands while his breathing evened out behind a mask 
and face shield. He was scheduled for medical assistance today, since 
there were extra Consultation staff needed in PT and had to be pulled 
from the Reclamation Procedure floor. The stripped augments of Atlas’ 
xBs were far older than what most newer Reclamation Project staffers 
were used to working with, and it was beginning to wear on their 
supplies in the form of faster-depleted dermal regenerators and a greater 
consumption of power. The Director and Commander both submitted 
an early resupply request to Starfleet HQ that morning, and Hugh could 
only hope that the Federation would be willing to accomodate.

For now, Hugh had more important tasks at hand rather than 
worrying about a reply he couldn’t expedite. A xB known as Eight of 
Eight had been found to have a facial apparatus that was able (and 
they were wanting) to be removed, this being Hugh’s 10th assisted 
Reclamation Procedure of the day. Junction Toval was lead operator 
today, the Betazoid xB an unmatched artisan in the realm of preparing 
patients both physically (and mentally) for difficult procedures such as 
this. In most operations regarding mouthpiece removals, patients had to 
be conscious during this phase, as the team required full muscular and 
cognitive awareness to have xBs kickstart their own first breaths free of 
invasive or organically-rejected implants.

“Team for Patient 510 ‘Eight,’ gather ‘round,” Troval sighed, cracking 
her knuckles as she rounded to where Eight’s head rested. “Trachea tissue 
underneath technology 412.3135 subclass-C Borg fixtures has been 
reconstructed and airways are clear. Are we ready to pull?”

The crowd of four plus Hugh replied with “Yes, Junction.”
Nodding at their staff, Troval turned back to Eight, placing a hand 



CHAPTER 8165

to cusp the top of the xB’s head. Their organic tissue had begun 
violently rejecting their Borg implants within the past few days– follicle 
stimulators allowing a head of dark hair to begin sprouting from 
freshly-woven skin at the hands of a dermal regenerator and removed 
cranial platings. After some intensive hour's worth of study, personal 
Consultation sessions, approval, and a guarantee that Eight could have 
the mouthpiece removed without complications, the procedure date was 
set, and now the former technician drone was laid out on the biobed 
alcove.

 “Are you ready, Eight?” Troval asked. “We will begin after ‘one.’ On 
the count of one, we will need you to start a deep, long exhale– until the 
apparatus is completely out. Alright?”

Shutting their eyes, the xB nodded quickly and signed a reply. 
“<I will comply. Proceed.>”
At this, one of the staff retrieved a tool designed to anchor the other 

end of Borg mouth fixtures as a handle to pull them out with– leading 
it down the line of nurses to Troval as the Betazoid hooked it to Eight’s 
piece. Confirming with both their visual UI’s analysis and the biobed's 
status monitors, Troval finished attaching the “handle” to Eight’s 
augment and watched a red light slowly blink on their apparatus's 
end. The rest of the staff was ready and waiting, Hugh watching the 
Cooperation technology's red light blink faster and faster… until it 
finally turned green with a beep, Troval taking a stance and priming 
their hands.

“Internal tissue decoupling confirmed, Junction.”
“Thank you.” 
Hugh watched Troval take a breath. 
“Three… two… one--” and seeing Eight was exhaling, Junction Troval 

tugged, “pull--!” 
The apparatus was wrenched free of the mouth, throat, and down 

the line of medical technicians– the column of invasive Borg tech 
erupting out of Eight’s mouth like massive roots unearthed from deeply 
entrenched soil. The Medical staffers escorted the discarded augment 
back as Junction Troval pulled, down, down, and down into a tray for 
later study or discarding, Eight coughing, gasping, and sputtering as 
more of the augment left their throat. Once Troval’s hands were free, 
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the doctor was handed a hypospray to sedate Eight after asking some 
questions for proper repairative healing therapies… But as Troval turned 
back, the crew paused for only a second, concentration broken by an 
escalating, coughing gasp from Eight, then a shudder, and then--

All at once, Eight let out a yell that shook the operating room's walls.
The sound Eight made was not a holler, nor a yelp– but a long, defiant 

cry that broke the operating room's silence, the sound just as haunting 
as it was both awestriking and inspiring. As a swimmer would break 
water’s surface or an infant would take their first wailing breath, so too 
did some xBs pierce the veil of their own imposed silence, Hugh pleased 
to see facial reconstruction might not be so laborious should they 
pursue such. After their yell, Eight broke down sobbing– their free hand 
pawing over where the mouthpiece used to be after so many years of 
subjugation. Under their mask, Junction Troval’s eyes creased in a smile, 
the Betazoid looking quite peaceful despite the auditory startle: as if they 
were listening to titanic waves crashing into Ohniaka III’s seaside cliffs.  

“Eight,” Troval spoke gently as their weeping slowed, “Nod your head 
‘yes’ and shake it for ‘no.’ Can you breathe?” 

Eight’s fingertips continued to trace over their shuddering jaw as they 
nodded, a few cracks of a voice trying to eck out of their throat. 

“Does your breath feel constricted or blocked in any way?”
“N--” 
The xB shook their head. 
“Do you--”
“A-ah,” Eight gasped, “h--th--”
“Eight,” she reminded, “you may have access to your vocal cords again, 

but they are very weak right now– as are the rest of your speech-related 
muscles. Don’t push yourself; let your voice rest,” Troval told them, “you 
have many things to speak with it, later.” 

The xB nodded again, mouth quivering shut as Hugh read their xBSL. 
“<My voice sounds,> they paused with shaking hands to find a word, 

<good.>”
Troval watched him fondly. “It sounds strong.”
Hugh grinned under his mask, beginning to utilize his own hands for 

the sake of camaraderie.
“And you’ll get to hear it as much as you want once you’re recovering. 
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Troval is going to sedate you so we can begin deep tissue reconstruction 
therapy in a specialized alcove,” Hugh told them, “Is this alright?”

“<Acceptable. I will have a regeneration sequence begin once the 
sedative has taken full effect.>”

“Thank you, Eight.” 
Troval nodded, placing a hand over Eight’s own as they hyposprayed 

the xB’s neck. Their body began to relax as Hugh watched Eight's hand 
go limp, Troval giving it one more squeeze before disposing of the empty 
hypospray. After some collaborative instruction, it was decided that 
the other four staffers would attend to cataloging the procedure and 
preparing for the next patient, while Troval and Hugh would transport 
Eight on a mag-lift gurney to the medical Regeneration Alcoves for 
further healing.

Hugh rolled his shoulders as he helped pull the sleeping Eight along. 
“I forgot how deep these older respiratory models went, admittedly." 

“They're certainly more antiquated,” Troval sighed, “I haven’t seen 
fixtures like this since we first started getting migrants in '78. I’ll have 
to let Junction V’evik take a look at it for further study, actually; they’d 
probably appreciate having active reference for some of these older 
pieces…” 

“You would know best, wouldn’t you.”
“Hardly,” Troval teased, “do you see me wearing a Cybernetics sigil on 

my harness?” 
Hugh grinned. “You and your team are doing amazingly, as usual.”
“16’s our preferred daily target and we have 6 more to go,” the 

Junction griped playfully, “but you are too, Hugh. I'm glad to see you 
haven’t lost your healing touch, in all that administrative work.” 

“You flatter me, Troval. I could never surrender such valuable skills in 
favor of resigning myself to bureaucratic pencil-pusher work.”

Troval quirked a brow at him from under their mask. “‘Pencil-
pusher?’”

“Ah-- a human phrase Commander La Forge recently taught me. A 
pencil is--”

“I know what a pencil is and what it’s meant to push in this context, 
Director.”

"You do?"
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"Mhm," the Betazoid crooned, “I just wanted to confirm you heard it 
from the same Commander I did.”

Troval snickered as Hugh scoffed.
As the two pulled Eight up to a horizontal biobed alcove coupling, 

Hugh’s Reclamation Project badge chirped.
“Commander La Forge to Executive Director Hugh--”
Hugh looked to Troval. “Can you--?”
“I’ve got them, go ahead--” 
“Director Hugh here,” chimed the xB with a plap to his chest as Troval 

attended to Eight, “what can I do for you, Commander?”
“Looks like Admiral Janeway called us back already with news about 

that resupply request. Could you meet me in my Ready Room on Solstice by 
1500?” 

Checking his internal chronometer, Hugh verified it was 1450…
He looked back to Troval for confirmation as they signed in response. 

“<Go on; if it’s good news, Medical wants to hear ASAP. I can get 
someone to cover you.>”

Hugh nodded and spoke to his badge. “I can, Commander. I'll be 
reuturning and changing from Medical work aboard Theta, but I will be 
there before 1500.”

“Thank you, Hugh.”
Once the line cut out, the Director returned to helping Troval align 

Eight inside the alcove. “Let’s hope it’s good news,” Troval said dryly. “I 
don’t want to have to resort to ‘roughing it,’ as I believe the phrase goes.” 

“We’ll hope for the better.” 
At the mention of "roughing it," a certain memory came back to 

Hugh as they affixed Eight with the proper devices to aid their healing. 

 
It was not long after Lore had been deactivated, perhaps a day or two; 

Hugh had been cleaning the research facility that Lore had left derelict, 
full of dead or injured or frightened others. Another drone, Troval (not 
Nine of Fifteen), had holed themselves inside after complaining of a 
deep pain and terrible ache in their face, an inability to see– trying to 
combine Cube’s 5219’s technology with that of the facility’s medical 
resources to see if they could remedy the problem. Hugh and the others 
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had left Nine, Troval, in the chamber by themself– but he suddenly 
heard a loud, pained holler from the west wing where the Soonien 
android once performed his medical experiments. 

Hugh scrambled towards the sound of the scream.
He hoped he could help.
Troval had been the one to save Crosis' life, after all.
Could he help them the same way, if they needed it? 
Reaching the chamber, Hugh found Troval. 
From this point on, all Cooperation records would come to know this 

moment as the first-recorded “Reclamation Procedure.”
Holding up a leftover Starfleet… Hugh's holo-imager identified it, 

the item was a "dermal regenerator," up to their, her, face, Troval was 
stimulating new flesh around where their cortical implant and exo-
plating shell… was gone?! Troval's teeth were bared as they peeled 
the rest of the augment off, streaks of blood lining their face from the 
implant's border. Clicking the regenerator off as she, they, reached the 
top of their face and Hugh's exo-plating clattered noisily in the doorway, 
Troval turned back to him– with one less augment, an open socket, 
and… Hugh recalled his shock: Nine's face, it was more flushed, had 
color! It looked different than how she, they, were, but different--

“What are you doing?!” Hugh cried, stepping towards them and only 
stopping when they held up a hand. Hugh was struck silent by her… 
what was a word: glee, excitement, enthrallment as the dro-- Troval, it 
was Troval– as Troval laughed, relieved, their organic eye bleary and just 
as red as the raw, tender, new flesh under a removed exo-plating chunk 
of their, her, face.

“D-do you see,” they shuddered, voice weak and wavering with a 
fading vocal processor, “Hugh? Yes? These,” Troval said, “are our bodies. 
Ours. Not Lore's. This is… m-my body, it-- rejects this--” 

Troval’s hand that held the augment began to clench.
Their augmented palm crushed the facial implant as easily as clumps 

of Ohniakan soil would crumble in their hands, dropping the plating to 
the floor with a blood-spattering clatter.

“It caused me pain. And now it does not.” 
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Hugh remembered wondering all those years ago if he could make 
himself different, too.

 

 

SPECIALTY OUTPOST STARBASE "SP-4852 SOLSTICE" 

STATION COMMANDER READY ROOM

“Gentlemen, thank you for coming; apologies for my delay in response. 
Turns out playing 52 pick up with a slew of medical freighters made it a bit 
harder than I initially thought to find you a replacement.” 

Geordi La Forge was all smirks as he stood beside Hugh, his eyes 
scanning the video feed's background of what looked to be a deeply-
forested area behind a window.

Admiral Janeway was also in a cozy turtleneck– tending a mug of, 
most likely, black and bitter coffee.

Someone was definitely comfy– and definitely indulging their 
workaholic side when they shouldn’t be. 

“You’re still well within our day cycle, Admiral,” Geordi assured. “Not 
like you rang at 2 in the morning…”

“Commander La Forge’s sentiments are correct, Admiral,” Hugh 
agreed at Geordi’s side. “We merely thank you for expiditing our early 
restock request.”

“Although I will say,” Geordi hummed, holding up a finger between 
him and a now-smirking Hugh, “and I hope I have your shared 
sentiments, Director– this isn’t quite the conference background we 
last saw you in; nor did I expect a response from a cabin in the Pacific 
Northwest…”

“It’s called ‘Bainbridge,’ thank you very much,” Janeway grumbled 
playfully,“and it happens to have a lovely scenic comfort with its plethora of 
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nature trails. But I am this venture’s assigned Admiral overseer; like hell I’m 
about to let its requests get swept into bureaucratic nightmares while Clancy’s 
out near the Beta Quadrant.” 

Geordi merely smirked. “Your dedication is admirable and 
appreciated.” 

And Janeway looked up with cocked brow after her sip. 
“It’s too early to be flattering me before the caffeine’s hit, La Forge.”  

Hugh made it to Geordi’s Ready Room at two minutes till 1500, the 
Commander and Director practically jumping right into a call with 
the Admiral on the other end. During those two minutes, however, the 
Commander managed to engage Hugh in some playful ribbing, with a 
“regenerate well?” from Geordi and Hugh returning with an “as well as I 
wager you slept.” Considering the responsibilities the two shouldered and 
the pressure they were under, it was nice to gloat, revel, and have fun in 
the fact he and his station co-manager could interact like this, much less 
continue it and not have that fun dampen their relationship as station 
managers, as Commander, Director, and… what. A friend? Of course! 
Hugh loved those; look at how good he was at making friends!

But maybe Geordi could find another word to describe their 
relationship, if he let himself.

Later. Far, far later.
Right?
No. 
Maybe. 
Still business time, La Forge. 
The Commander shared a cute grin with Hugh before continuing. 
“So who did you find?” 
“Well, I’ve got a couple,” Janeway sighed, bringing up a screen UI on 

her side of the call, “But my first choice? You’re not going to believe it, 
Commander. First though, context: have you kept up to date with the recent 
Federation-sponsored medical aid to Cardassia Prime, by chance?”

“If I recall correctly, there’s an active operation happening to help 
research a cure for Yarmin Fel Syndrome: right?”

“Correct, Commander. One of the interned starships there has concluded 
its allotted time there early, now that a vaccine has been approved for mass 
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production. They were en-route with a medical resupply that went to… well, 
not ‘waste,’ per-say, but timing worked out so they’d be traveling home with 
just as many goods as they initially arrived with.” 

“So we be receive them instead so they don’t have to haul it all the way 
back to Sector 001!”

“To my knowledge, Yarmin Fel Syndrome is a disease that features 
symptoms of epidermal necrosis,” Hugh audibly realized. “This means 
there’ll be… a plethora of what we require for Reclamation Procedure 
equipment!"

“Correct as well, Director Hugh,” Janeway beamed. “My major blockade 
would be getting the rest of the Admirals overseeing operations in that area 
to permit the resource repurposing, but it’s something I’m willing to dig my 
administrative heels into for your sakes.” 

 “I’ll be available all afternoon should you need help with some 
additional convincing. I do have to note, however," Geordi pointed out, 
"you said I ‘wasn’t going to believe this’ when I enquired as to what ships 
were available… so the one doing the restock– who is it?”

Admiral Janeway smirked as she slunk back in her chair.
“The USS Pasteur.” 
The Pasteur? 
Bev’s ship?! 
That USS Pasteur?!
“Are you--?!” Geordi scoffed in disbelief. As Janeway nodded in 

confirmation, the Commander let out a song-like laughter, running a 
hand over his beard and rejoicing audibly: “ohhh, how about that; you’re 
kidding!”

“I didn’t kid Director Hugh about your assignment together; what makes 
you think I’d start now?”

“Forgive me,” Hugh asked meekly, “I am, ah-- ignorant to all of 
Starfleet’s captaincies, admittedly; may I ask who is--”

“Oh, Hugh, if I didn’t know the Pasteur's captain myself, I wouldn’t 
have the slightest idea who it was either,” Geordi assured the xB. “But 
when a hospital starship’s got someone like Doctor Beverly Crusher in 
charge, I tend not to forget!”

Hugh's smile proved infectious as his widening eyes and palpable 
excitement made Geordi's dimples start to ache.
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“I-I…” Hugh stammered, “oh, that’s--”
“Exciting?”
“It's, I'm, ah… v-very much so--!”
“Perfect?”  
“Yes!” Hugh finally laughed, the shock wearing off and realizing 

they still had an Admiral on the other line. “Ah… Janeway, I-- ask 
you understand my reaction; Doctor… or, rather, forgive me- Captain 
Crusher saved my life as a young man, and has a… very respected place 
in not only my history, but xBs overall, and--”

“You owe me no justification for your excitement, Director Hugh,” 
Janeway affirmed. “May I just assume that both of you would prefer this 
vessel to restock Solstice?”

Geordi and Hugh responded with a cacophony of "oh yes" and 
"please."

“Perfect for me; don’t even have to hail the Caduceus, then. I--”
Geordi and Hugh watch Janeway suddenly sit up at the sound of an 

opening door, looking towards the other side of whatever cabin office 
she was in. As she rose in her seat, an authoritative voice could be heard 
saying “Kathryn, you have left the coffee pot on for 23 minutes; would you 
like me to deactivate it, or did you want another cup?” Looking as if she’d 
been caught in the act of something, Janeway's eyes finally fluttered 
shut with a sigh as a hand rested on her temple, the same voice as before 
asking “Is that a Starfleet communications channel?” 

And just as the Commander (and Hugh) had come down from the 
high of realizing Crusher would be here soon, Geordi watched the 
Director at his side perk up like he’d just seen a blip on a sensor screen. 

The xB’s head tilted some towards the call, as if to ensure and double-
check his own hearing.

“S… Seven?”
Quick steps could be heard approaching Janeway's desk. “Hugh--?”
Janeway’s hand was covering her rapidly-reddening face by this point, 

and Geordi definitely did not expect his first meeting of the infamous 
Seven of Nine to go like this. 

The xB rounded the Janeway’s desk, Seven seemingly in some sort of 
outdoor wear for… hiking? Something to do with nature, considering 
the tracksuit-like turtleneck and her dirty blonde hair pulled up in 
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a ponytail. It explained why Janeway looked both cozy and ready to 
tackle nature with the scenery behind her, an augmented hand leaning 
against the top of Janeway’s desk to peer at them both. Like any xB, 
Seven of Nine had a piercing stare and a sharp sense of analytics– but 
her expression softened towards Hugh who was all smiles at seeing, what 
Geordi could only assume, to be a friend with a bond that ran deeper 
than mere acquaintanceship.

“So this is what you were doing in here.”
“Special circumstances, special people, Seven,” Janeway pleaded as she 

pulled her hand away from a facepalm, “let me have this– just this one 
iota of productivity before our walk…”

Seven rolled her eyes, but returned her attention to Hugh and Geordi 
soon enough.

“I knew the Atlas Project was under Admiral Janeway’s supervision,” 
Seven said evenly, “but someone is supposed to be on mandated Shore 
Leave for a week. Still, however… it is good to see you, Hugh. Commander 
La Forge,” Seven greeted with a tilt of her head, “I have heard many 
favorable things spoken about you in particular– from Starfleet, the 
Cooperation, and Hugh has his own favorable recountings. It is a pleasure to 
finally meet such a well-renowned friend of former Borg.”

Lord save him; Hugh gossiped about Geordi to Seven of Nine?!
“I appreciate the compliments, Seven,” Geordi allowed himself to 

bluster. “Hope Shore Leave is going well for you.”
“It is only day two, and I seem to notice the Admiral is already exhibiting 

symptoms of the phenomenon known as ‘cabin fever,’ Commander.” 
As if she could sense the excitement radiating off Hugh, Seven's face 

finally softened and turned her attention to her friend. “Hugh,” she said 
warmly, “it is very good to see you.”

“Seven, my friend,” Hugh pleaded with a wide smile, "it is so good to 
see you. I cannot speak for the others, but Ohniaka III and the Project 
staff here send their warmest regards. To my recollection, and forgive my 
current ignorance to your current situation, but-- I thought you were 
out with the Fenri Ra--”

“You are correct,” Seven confirmed, rigidly bashful at Hugh's 
bluntness. “I typically would be, in the Beta Quadrant. However, the 
Admiral informed me that she would be on mandated Shore Leave for a 
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week, and the Rangers decided to assign me to--”   
“‘Vacation,’” Janeway finished for her, “which I technically am on right 

now, too. How about that– what a coincidence.”
“Yes: and that means not communicating with a highly-sensitive 

operation site how many dozens of light years from Earth.”
“It’s just a little paperwork to tide me over,” Janeway pleaded, “I can’t 

go completely cold turkey. Besides, I wouldn’t do this for just anyone, 
Seven; I think we can all appreciate the fuller context here for these two fine 
gentlemen... and to my recollection, you were also ‘on the phone’ last night to 
a certain group in the Beta Quadrant, too.”

Seven's eyes darted back and forth between the viewscreen and 
Janeway.

The xB was obviously some degree of exasperated, but there was an 
unspoken patience in her eyes that Geordi guessed Seven allowed for 
very few others in her life.

“Fine. In exchange, you’re not looking at another communication’s screen 
until we begin our hike today, Kathryn.”

“It’s a deal, Seven. Now: you two.” 
Geordi and Hugh stood at attention with a unified “Yes Ma’am.”
“I’ll contact Captain Crusher and fill in the Pasteur on their new 

itinerary. Barring they have any unforeseen obstacles, they should arrive at 
Solstice innn,” she calculated, “50 hours, if that’s acceptable.”

“Far moreso than having to wait 11 more day cycles than what was 
expected,” Hugh assured. “Thank you, Admiral.”

“Of course, Director. And I’ll handle Clancy if she says anything; I predict 
the Sector 001 admirals will be wanting the Pasteur to return to Earth 
through Bajoran space so as to not look like we have too many irons in the 
fire, but I’m hoping for an understanding of circumstances.” 

“We hope so too,” Geordi sighed roughly. “You’re all gonna be here in 
two months for the Midway Completion Gala, anyway; might be fun to 
have to some future guests get an early preview and all…”

“Exactly, Commander. And youuu are coming with me– right, Seven?” 
Janeway asked in a sing-song voice, looking up to Seven with the 
most doeful eyes she could muster. “It’d be lovely to catch up with 
everyone while celebrating what Starfleet and the Reclamation Project are 
accomplishing together…”
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Seven’s herculean patience visibly resurfaced, the xB’s eyes darting in 
between Geordi, Hugh, and Janeway in a sudden flare of blush.

Maybe Geordi oughta think about his own date already.
The Commander’s eyes widened when a haphazarard glance at Hugh 

told Geordi the xB might also be pondering an unspoken, similarly-
veined idea. 

Seven cleared her throat to break the silence, saving Geordi from 
having to overthink how fast his heart was beating. “We will discuss this 
over the extra kilometer I am making you hike, Admiral.” 

Janeway simply smirked, accepting Seven’s challenge and returning her 
attention to the screen.

“You would think, Gentlemen, with as much exploring our old crew did,” 
Janeway mused as she clutched her coffee mug, “that I’d be the last person 
to say ‘it’s a small world.’ But here we are regardless, and I’m glad Solstice’s 
joint-operation crew is willing to accept the Pasteur’s resource surplus. May I 
do anything else for you two before our next weekly review?” 

“Nothing I can think of, Admiral,” Geordi confirmed. “Anything you 
have to add, Director?”

“Simply to have a lovely Shore Leave, you two,” Hugh chimed 
brightly. “I offer my greatest thanks as Executive Director for you taking 
time out of your vacation to assist us, Admiral. Seven,” he added, “it was 
good to speak with you. Also, I-- do not wish to pressure you or your 
schedule, but… it would make me very happy to see you at the Gala, my 
friend.” 

Seven gave Hugh a very loving grin– something Geordi suspected the 
xB did not give lightly. 

“I will consider attending, Hugh. Take care.”
“You as well.”
Janeway winked. “Happy planning.” 
As the call ended, Hugh’s shoulders sagged and his boggled eyes 

blinked slowly, folding his hands in front of his lips as if he were in silent 
prayer. Geordi, meanwhile, wrangled with his own nerves and fidgeted 
in place, chuckling to himself as the two reeled in all amazement, 
humor, delight--

“Wow,” Geordi sighed with puffed cheeks and a gobsmacked stare, “so 
that’s Seven of Nine, huh? I’ll be damned…”
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“Beverly…” the xB murmured quietly to himself, “Beverly, s-she will– 
Doctor Crusher! It’s… oh, it’s-- been so long, Geordi! W-what will she 
think of the Reclamation Project, of the Tactical Cubes-- the Medical 
department’s work?! Of me, of Crosis?! Augh, I-- I have to tell him, right 
away– I have to prepare, we must sufficiently welcome her arrival! Her 
and the Pasteur’s arrival, of course--”

Much like his smile, Hugh’s excitement proved to be infectious– 
Geordi’s nervous chuckling blossoming into a beautiful, bubbly laugh as 
the Commander was struck with a sudden sense of déjà vu. 

Data always fussed before Beverly visited, too.
 

 
[EARTHEN CALENDAR - OCTOBER 3, 2391]

SPECIALTY OUTPOST STARBASE "SP-4852 SOLSTICE"

 
49.12 hours later, an ambassadorial-dressed Hugh stood with 

Geordi in Solstice’s primary Transporter Bay, puffing his chest as Geordi 
straightened with the xB’s uniform’s combadge.

Thankfully, Crosis’ idle tapping at the transporter console was a 
welcome white noise that rivaled Hugh’s flurry of thoughts.

The xB forced a nervous breath.
But before Hugh’s mind could wander any further down anxiety’s 

path of nervousness, Geordi’s voice broke the transporter pad chamber’s 
silence.

“You’ll be fine, Director.”
“She’s a Captain, Commander. ” 
“You talk to Admirals every Monday, Hugh!” Geordi teased brightly. 

“I don’t see what’s makes you so nervous about Bev being a Captain.”
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“The Commander has a point, Director,” Crosis added smoothly, 
smirking to himself as Hugh wanted nothing more than to stare daggers 
at the man. “I must admit, Hugh: it allows similar comparison of how 
you’ll boldly defy megalomaniac androids for our people's freedom, and 
yet I’m the one who has to take the Ohniakan clicker beetles outside if 
you find them in your office…”

Hugh was going to throttle Crosis later.
Lovingly, of course.
Geordi’s lips were squirming with obviously-restrained laughter.
“I just… don’t ever want to hurt them by accident,” Hugh admitted, 

“and one did pop right in my face when we first arrived on the planet. 
I’ve been jumpy of them ever since, you must understand--”

“Don’t worry,” Geordi told him, “I getcha. One time I found snakes 
in the Enterprise's warp core console, so both Worf and I have been extra 
jumpy of them ever since.”

“Snakes? In a Galaxy-class' Engineering department?”
“It's a long story.”    
Hugh’s anxieties found respite in Geordi’s softening grin. 
It suddenly occured to him that there was no way Geordi could still be 

fixing Hugh’s supposedly-crooked combadge.
“What gave my nervousness away, Commander?”
“Well… you asking me about it, first of all,” the Commander mused, 

“but there’s a couple other things. You’ve got this habit where your 
thumb starts rubbing at your wrist's old biochip port, your prosthetic 
eye is dilated 5 millimeters wider than your organic eye… aaand whatever 
the equivalent of a ‘heart’ is for you,” Geordi explained, “is thudding 
pretty damn hard inside that chest of yours.”

The Director nibbled his lower lip as he glanced to the transporter 
pad.

Had the Pasteur secured its orbit yet?
A wink from his friend told Hugh that they both still had a little more 

time to spend alone.
“Geordi, it’s been… over 20 years, since I've last seen her,” he fretted. 

“You must acknowledge: I-I was--  hardly the person I am now. Will she 
even… recognize me, I wonder? Will she ask where I am, 'who is this' at 
your side? What will she think of me? I mean-- I was excited to see you, 
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after Reconstitution, but-- this is the person who saved my life, Geordi; 
someone who saw me as a shell-- a-and I know anxiety is causing me to 
deduce evidence to the contrary, but--”

“If I know Bev at all, Hugh,” Geordi interrupted in a gentle voice, 
“and I’d like to think that I do… she’ll be a lot happier getting to know 
the Hugh I’m looking at right now. If anything? I think she’ll be proud 
of you. And you’ve got a lot to be proud of, Hugh.” 

Hugh felt his face split into a wide, bashful grin at the praise, trying 
desperately to regain his professional footing.

“You are always… so generous with your compliments, Commander.”
“I’ve got a lot to give, Director. Go figure.” 
With a smirk and a pap to Hugh’s chest to signal Geordi was done 

“straightening” his badge, Hugh turned to face the transported pad, 
glancing at Crosis once more for strength and assurance.

His friend, meanwhile, was simply smirking. 
He was going to lovingly throttle Crosis later.
“Director, Commander,” Crosis called over a UI notification, “the 

Pasteur is ready to transport.” 
“Energize.”
At Geordi’s command, Captain Beverly Crusher of the USS Pasteur 

shimmered into existence.
Crusher’s pips shone against the crimson red of her Command 

uniform, made radiant by the bright blue CMO coat she wore even 
into Captaincy. Her silver hair was flecked with remnants of ginger, 
bundled into a simple ponytail to compliment her sharp features. 
Even all these years later, Hugh could still see the kindness in Beverly’s 
eyes, a meekness overwhelming him catching her radiant grace as she 
approached. Alongside his own frantic heartbeat, Hugh noticed Crosis 
straightening at his post, and he wondered if Geordi could realize how 
humbling it was to be in the presence of two people that gave their 
people life in the first place.

“My, my: what friendly faces to greet me on my first mission in a year 
away from Cardassia Prime,” Captain Crusher proclaimed. “Commander 
La Forge, dear; you’re looking marvelous as ever.”

“And you’re looking as beautiful as always, Captain Crusher. Welcome 
to Solstice: Starfleet's first sentientarian joint-operation with the 
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Reclamation Project.”
“I and my crew are wholeheartedly thankful for the opportunity, 

Commander. This dashing Executive Director here, however,” Beverly 
said with a bewildered face, “Hugh, my God; it’s been so long...”

“It has, hasn’t it,” the xB sighed bashfully, his smile finally managing 
to crack through nervousness. “But it is-- very good to see you again, 
Captain. W-while I cannot speak directly for my fellow former Borg, 
know that your presence is very much welcomed here. I was-- wondering 
if you would recognize me, admittedly; most of my recognizable 
augments from that time are gone, a-and it's been so long that I--” 

Without another word, Beverly’s hand reached to cusp the side of 
Hugh’s face. Almost instinctually, the xB allowed his head's weight to 
rest against the Captain's palm. Hugh knew of the human "hands of 
a surgeon;" how those hands could be analytical, calming, gentle, and 
observant all at the same time, deducing this descriptor could fit Captain 
Crusher perfectly alongside his memories of Beverly. As her sharp 
features and gentle eyes scanned over Hugh's scars, implants, and the 
“spider web” that anchored his jaw, Hugh recalled his time spent with 
the Enterprise's former doctor– as frightening and humiliating his own 
ignorance was. 

"If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was scared."

Though Hugh once had no names for the emotions that roiled 
through his freshly-severed brain, he would realize much, much later 
that she was not wrong. 

And all these years later, Beverly's eyes still held the same kindness 
that she looked at him with behind the walls of an invisible force field all 
those years ago.

“Look at you, Mr. Hugh,” Beverly cooed, Hugh unable to stop 
smiling at the woman before him. “Seems like just yesterday you were 
giving Commander La Forge here a holographic imaging system plucked 
straight off that handsome little face of yours…”

“Oh, I’m-- happy to report that I’ve become a much better gift-
giver since then,” Hugh boasted as Geordi chuckled, “and a little more 
handsome, I want to think. I must admit however, I-- have tried to 
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prepare for this moment, Beverly, but I must plead my own… lack 
of words, awe-- ignorance, I suppose,” he tried to settle on, "how do I 
adequately greet the woman who once saved my life?”

With a newfound smirk and nostalgia creasing her brow, Beverly 
Crusher shook her head with a "tsk tsk" and papped his cheek.

“Ohhh, just like this, ‘you’--” 
And very suddenly, Captain Crusher swept both Hugh and Geordi 

into a hug– the two men laughing as they accepted and returned 
Beverly's embrace. 

“Gonna make me get bleary-eyed, Bev– come on,” Geordi tried to 
protest. “We got all nice and ready for you--”

“Not on my nice uniform, Geordi,” Beverly teased. “We have images to 
maintain around personnel, after all.” 

“If we are haranguing the images of higher staff, Captain Crusher,” 
Crosis called from the transporter console, “I certainly have some stories 
to recount about the Executive Director.” 

Oh, Hugh was definitely going to (lovingly) throttle Crosis later.
“C-Captain! Please: may I introduce Crosis,” Hugh boasted, “the 

Reclamation Project’s Director Second, and my dearest friend from 
Ohniaka III.”

“It is a pleasure and an honor, Captain Crusher,” Crosis told her. “I 
only regret my own time aboard the Enterprise was not as benevolent as 
Hugh’s was.”

“‘Your own time?’” Beverly repeated, “forgive me, Director Second 
Crosis: have we met previously?”

“Not directly, I don’t think," Geordi assured her. "Crosis here was one 
of the xBs Lore sent to hijack the Enterprise and then turn Data against 
us. Since then, he’s done a lot of good for building the Reclamation 
Project's beginnings, and remains a vital part of the Consultation 
Division.”

“A very appreciated, extended way of saying ‘I got better.’” 
“It would seem so, Director Second,” Beverly crooned, impressed by 

the man’s size and apparent strength as she shook his hand. “Lovely to be 
meeting you in your 'better' circumstances.” 

“The pleasure is all mine, Captain. You have both a significant and 
kind place in the Cooperation's history.”
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“Oh, all of you are going to make me so red my hair will change color 
on me,” she sighed with a flattered smirk. "Will you be joining us for 
administrative talks, Crosis?" 

"Perhaps later, Captain. My duties require me elsewhere, but I know I 
will join the senior xB and Starfleet staff to welcome the Pasteur's arrival 
over dinner. If I recall, the Executive Director has a wonderful dish he 
wanted to prepare for you; did you know he makes a lovely cioppino 
with Andorian clams?" 

"Does he really?! Oh, tell me more!"
Hugh was absolutely, definitely, going to (lovingly) throttle Crosis 

later, and then toss himself right out the airlock afterwards.
"Captain Crusher," Geordi thankfully interrupted with, "ready for a 

station tour?" 
Beverly nodded at Geordi with a teasing smirk. "Very much so, 

Geordi."
"Then I shall take my temporary leave, Sirs," Crosis said with a polite 

nod. "I will see you all for dinner."
Hugh stared those loving daggers at Crosis from behind Beverly, 

Crosis giving him a smarmy sword of a glance in return as he left.
"What a charming fellow your friend is," Beverly murmured. "Forgive 

me, Hugh, it's just-- quite incredible, seeing you as you are now with my 
own friend." 

Flattery threatened to overwhelm him again as Hugh and Geordi 
led Captain Crusher out of the transporter bay. "The-- continual 
comprehension of ourselves and expressions therein is one of the greatest 
societal treasure we have, Beverly. Trust me when I say there are fewer 
things that xBs love to gloat about more than their own unique traits."

"Moreso than Crosis boasts about your cioppino?"
Geordi chuckled. "That was supposed to be a surprise."
"How was your stay on Cardassia Prime, if we may ask?" Hugh 

questioned, Beverly letting the men guide her as she followed them 
starting towards the turbolift. "I have not yet visited the Cardassian 
homeworld, and I've only met a meager amount of Cardassian xBs in 
my clarity."

“Oh, the people? Lovely. Wonderful. But the government?” Crusher 
scoffed with an eyeroll, “I could do without that xenophobic mess for a 
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good year or two. There’s incremental change happening, thankfully, but 
Rome was not built in a day. It’ll take a while; we’ve finally orchestrated 
universal distribution of the antidote and its recommended follow-up 
treatments, and at least city councils and governors were willing to 
work transparently with us. But enough, enough talk of Cardassians,” 
she sighed, “I want to hear all about how you both have been until the 
Pasteur has to shove off.”

“Welllllll,” Geordi picked up effortlessly, “it's already been a 
productive first month. Most of the Reclamation Project Medical 
Procedures take place onboard the resident Tactical Cubes Theta and 
Iota– whereas most of the collaborative research, thesis work, political 
rendezvous, and Starfleet admin work happens here on Solstice."

"Indeed. The sphere, meanwhile--" 
"Which is called 'Atlas,' correct?" Beverly asked, "I understand the 

artificial intelligence named itself this?"
Hugh smiled with a nod. "He very much did. His hull is home to joint 

Starfleet-Reclamation Project Engineering Division research, all while we 
excavate and reawaken dormant drones amongst his many regeneration 
alcoves. The largest of our vessels, the Command Juggernaut, is where 
most Cooperation administrative affairs are handled, and provides Atlas' 
xBs both temporary lodging and a once-a-month ferry back to Ohniaka 
III. As you might've already seen by your arrival, it is currently gone 
for its first monthly excursion, and shall return in two days time by 
transwarp conduit."

"How many were on that first ferry ride, Hugh?"
"521, Beverly. Out of our original 2,963 count, we are making 

excellent progress."
She hummed pleasantly to herself as they walked together.
“You certainly seem to be running a tight operation here, 

gentlemen… tell me: Commander, Director,” Beverly asked, turning to 
face them both as they waited for the turbolift. “Life in collaboration 
and recreation has treated you two well?”

Hugh couldn't help but smirk at "recreation."
“Very well indeed, Beverly."
“Shockingly so, Bev.”
"Yes– even, ah-- despite our ‘guest’ downstairs who refuses to ‘get out 
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of bed,’ as I believe the metaphor goes.” 
“So I’ve been debriefed,” Crusher conceded as the turbolift opened. 

“How long has it been again since you’ve spoken with her?”
“18 days,” Hugh griped once inside the turbolift. "'xB Wing.' All her 

vitals are normal, stable, and she’s for all intents and purposes ‘healthy'– 
but she does still have the ability to choose when to reemerge from 
stasis. The Reclamation Project does not and will not take agency from 
its patients, under any circumstances, and we will not place her into an 
Queen’s prosthetic body she might not want. Still– it has been… tiring, 
waiting on her.” 

“Patience is a virtue, Director Hugh,” Beverly offered, and Hugh quite 
liked how his name sounded when Beverly said it. “Who knows– maybe 
she’ll have a bad dream and want to talk to somebody about it.”

“Dreams of an xB,” Geordi mused, Hugh watching the Commander 
out of the corner of his eye as they continued to walk. “Wonder what 
those are like…”

[Chaos without the focus of an alcove]
“That is an existential conversation that could go on for many, many 

hours, Commander La Forge,” Hugh alluded playfully, “and I believe we 
would much rather spend that time introducing Captain Crusher to our 
facilities here in the waking world. May I deduce my assumptions are 
correct?”

“I’d like to return to that ‘existential’ conversation later, Director,” 
Geordi teased with a smirk, “but yeah, sure– your assumptions are pretty 
on-point.”

Hugh's visual UI caught Beverly's eyes narrowing by 2.71 millimeters 
as she looked between him and Geordi. 

Her hands were folded against her chest, and a thin finger was tapping 
at her bicep. 

“Well– let’s not waste any time, then,” she hummed with a pleasant 
smile. “I’d like to see as much as I can before we get down to resupply 
business.”

Hugh wondered to himself just what, exactly, Beverly was wanting to 
see besides the Atlas Project's work sites.

“It’d be our pleasure, Beverly.”
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Commander La Forge spent an hour and a half touring the other 
three vessels with Hugh and Beverly. Wrapping up with Solstice first 
and foremost, the Commander and Director allowed Beverly to see 
the chasm-like interior of Atlas' catwalks, and then onto the brutalist 
medical halls of Theta and Iota. Geordi's friend was more than 
impressed with the harmonious natures of the different Reclamation 
Project departments; it was rare when cybernetic prosthetics, physical 
therapy, psychiatric care, immediate surgeons, and long-term treatment 
facilities all worked so harmoniously, and no small amount of xBs were 
starstruck at seeing the Beverly Crusher grace their labs. Even Troval 
was dumbstruck as they shook the Captain’s hand aboard Theta, with 
sparkles in the Betazoid's augmented eyes and Klingon xB blood on 
their smock. 

Finally, the three reached the end of their tour at Geordi's Ready 
Room– the Captain and Commander having Starfleet-specific business 
to attend to.

He also had some friend-specific business to pry into Bev about as 
well– mainly why the hell she kept smirking at him like that when Hugh 
wasn't watching.

 “I will be sure to pass on your extended praise to Junction Troval, 
Captain,” Hugh told her. “The Reclamation Project would hardly be 
what it is today without our dedicated Medical personnel.”

“Thank you, Hugh,” she hummed, “I’ll be delighted to converse with 
them again over the cioppino dinner you've promised…”

“I’ve been dying to try this damn soup for days too, Hugh,” Geordi 
had to add, “what’s the difference Andorian clams make, anyway?” 
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“Texture, pure and simple. The coloration is also a fun visual contrast. 
The harsh clash of… what kind of red is it calle-- ‘crimson,’ yes--" he said 
with a snap and waggle of his finger. "The crimson broth rivaling such 
blue clams is very amusing to me.”

Geordi failed to restrain a wide, adoring smirk. 
He paused when he felt another set of eyeballs on him.
God damn it, Geordi could feel her looking at him again--
“Have a good rest of your day, Hugh,” Beverly told him sweetly. 

“Don’t work too hard.” 
“I’ll try. And a good rest of the afternoon to you too; I shall see you– 

both of you, for dinner at 2000 hours.” 
And as Hugh walked away and Commander La Forge’s Ready Room 

door slid shut, Beverly folded a hand over her chest as she turned back 
to Geordi, her face awash in gobsmacked amazement and flattery.

Isn't he something else?
“Told you,” Geordi started off, “they’ve got those stares and smiles 

that’ll drill right in your soul and make you feel like a stack of fresh-
pressed latinum.”

“He looked at me like I was a reverend when I beamed in, Geordi,” she 
mused. “And he’s so-- oh, I pulled up pictures of him before we arrived, 
but to see him now--!”

Geordi barked a proud laugh as he plopped down into his office chair. 
“He’s a handsome little shit, isn’t he! Finding out it would be the Pasteur 
to resupply us? Oh, Bev– he got a little misty-eyed in front of me after 
the call with Janeway,” he fawned, “and please do not tell him I said that! 
Watch: he finds out, and he’ll be a flushed little wreck for an hour--"

“And his First Officer, too!” she exclaimed with him. “Oh, that Crosis 
looks like he popped right out of Jean-luc's Dixon Hill holoprograms– 
like an old film actor come back to life…”

“Well, as Hugh tells me: ‘Reclamation Procedures help bring out the 
best you that was already there,’ and all that jazz.” 

“He's so... oh, what a lovely man Crosis might mak--”
“He’s gay, Bev.”
Crusher squinted playfully as she hissed an audible “oogh!” with a 

snap of her fingers, Geordi unable to hold back a laugh at her hopes 
getting shot down by a greater fate. 
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“Oh, well– I’ll take his flattery, then. Maybe even a hug later on.”
“Well, you're in luck; he is a hugger.”
“Actually– tell me Geordi, purely out of medical curiosity: his and 

Hugh's scarring, on their--” Crusher asked, her hand motioning over her 
face where Hugh’s and Crosis’ ocular implants lines once were, “that’s 
not from--?”

“Oh, no no no– nothing you had a hand in, Doc,” the Commander 
assured. “Apparently, it's from an irreversible kind of necrotic damage: 
particularly at the 'edge' of an implant's epidermal eruption or merger 
site. You got to Picard right when those augments were fresh and he’d 
just been severed from the Collective. He didn’t get much in the way 
of major physical remnants, or anything a standard 60’s-era dermal 
regenerator couldn’t handle. Hugh, though– he had all that on his 
face for three years before his holo-imager broke, and he didn’t even 
get a new eye until Reconstitution. But yeah: just a combination of a 
severed drone's biochips losing their regenerative quality when not given 
guidance by the Collective,” Geordi explained, “and all the nanoprobe 
death that follows. Their augments and implants don't just fall off from 
magic, y'know.”

The entire time Geordi rambled, he could feel his friend watching 
him. Watching him with a smirk as the Commander explained all those 
little facts about xB history, biology– all the little details about a very 
specific someone and the people he worked and lived among... 

Facts that Geordi had, somehow, memorized in the span of a month. 
Technically six weeks, if Geordi counted the arduous prep work 

involved for this project. 
Who else could've been counting, anyway?
So Geordi said nothing, leaning his chin on a fist and drumming his 

unclenched fingers.
He squinted at her. “You’ve been watching me.”
“Observing, Geordi.”
The Commander felt himself blush. “Observing, uh-- what now?” 
“It’s just interesting, Geordi,” she commented. “Watching you both, 

even being with you for a couple of hours together… it reminds me of 
how well you used to get along with a certain someone, too. Another 
certain mechanical man…?” 
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Geordi's heart sagged with a newly-realized weight.
Oh, Data.
“Yeah, I-- I can see that,” Geordi admitted. “But-- Bev, my god; you 

have to understand how just-- fascinated I am by it. By him, I mean! 
‘Captivated’, actually-- yeah, that’s an even better word. I’m captivated 
by knowing that's the same man, the same drone we almost sent back to 
firebomb his own people, and here he is now, just…"

The weight around his heart grew a bit heavier.
"Seeing who he is today? The… spectacle, the game changer him and 

his people have become in just 23 years?! I mean look at this, Beverly!” 
Geordi exclaimed as he threw a hand to the window, “look at iiit, look 
at all that! Hardly two decades and they’ve got themselves an entire 
subsection in the Federation xenoanthropology archives! Ships, holidays, 
naming conventions– even fashion, you should see what he looks like 
even out of that formal uniform!"

"That was a uniform?!"
"Exactly! He’s got a-- whole slew of his own people now, separate from 

the Borg — a planet, a favorite tea, cooking skills — he’s got a whole 
new face for crying out loud! How amazing is that!?”

"Geordiii…" 
With a groan, Geordi held his face in his hands as he heard the 

woman chuckle her pretty, loving laugh. 
“What am I gonna do, Bev?” he bemoaned. “I’m in charge of… hmm, 

let’s go down the list--” 
He dramatically frowned at her as he held up a single finger. “One: 

a project and its workplace I haven’t cared about as much since Utopia 
Planitia. It’s something that matters a lot to Hugh, and one I actually am 
happy to support and help make work, how about it. Engineering and 
mechanical science combined with humanitarian work? Who would’ve 
thunk it. Two:'' up went another finger, “almost 700 lives involved 
with this project on the Cooperation's and Federation's sides: not even 
counting the thousands of drones still sleeping in that sphere. Three?” 
the last finger went up, “I have a Borg Queen head sleeping in my station 
basement that could wake up at any time, bang on the door for a house 
call– making my life and Hugh’s life as miserable as possible! And here I 
am, here we are,” he exhaled, leaning back in his chair, “fucking around 
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with each other. ...Pft, yeah-- that’s... appropriate, actually."
Geordi smiled as he shook his head.
"He's perfect to work with, Bev. I couldn't have asked for a better 

posting. And he just... knowing how-- good this job feels now, I feel 
like-- I dunno, I'm, it's--”

“A little too good?” she asked gently. “Almost too perfect?”
Geordi looked down again.
The weight around his heart had grown so heavy that it threatened to 

dip into old, heavy grief.
“Can I tell you something, Bev?”
“Of course, Geordi.”
He nodded tightly as he bobbed his leg.
“I’m-- too old to lose someone like him again,” he let himself admit. 

“I can't afford to mess a friendship like this up because I’m lonely, 
and then something happens to Hugh that I can't do anything about. 
Friends like you, like Hugh-- we don't get a whole lot more like those at 
our age. And I… I can’t go through mourning another Data, in my life. 
I’m happy being friends at all– we picked it right back up when I saw 
him last, but I just… I'm feeling selfish. I want more. Something more, 
but I don’t know what to call that something."

Geordi swallowed. 
"Or I do, and…"
He shook his head.
"How about that, y’know,” the Commander realized. “Here I helped 

him with his name… and here I am, scared of naming something of my 
own.” 

Geordi could tell that, for all her graceful snark, Crusher was listening 
to him intently. She loved Data too, in her own way– all their friends 
had their own ways of loving that android, but widows had a certain 
understanding between them. Now that Geordi had a quiet place to 
think on it, Data's journey was similar to Hugh’s own experiences, he 
supposed; where Data had been blessed with the Soong-type birthright 
of an individual’s tabula rasa, however, Hugh had to fight for the very 
right to his own blank slate. The xB had to wade through waters of 
ignorance, then in and out trauma's depths– matching innate Borg 
knowledge to his own unique instances, experiences… Whatever Hugh 
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wanted to emulate, he had to figure and carve out the ‘Hugh’ he wanted 
to be from the harsh, blank rockface of the Collective… 

Data and Hugh walked two different journeys, it was true. 
But who was to say those paths couldn't cross, every now and then?
“Well– be safe, if you're going to 'fuck around,'” Crusher teased, 

Geordi chuckling with a smirk as he sat back and listened. “And 
second… I think this could be good for you, Geordi. You deserve 
someone in your life who you know would… support you, be there for 
you, and give you space to pursue your own Starfleet business. I miss 
him too, Geordi, but Hugh doesn’t have to be a ‘second Data,’” she 
pointed out. "You can have… similarities you see in people: preferences, 
even ‘inspirations’ I suppose, but-- let this be your own relationship with 
Hugh. We’ll always have Data in our hearts, but you were the one who 
loved him, Geordi. And what your heart wants--”

"--is what the heart wants,” Geordi finished. “Yeah.” 
"I was going to say 'is the most important voice in how we honor 

Data's memory,' but that works too."
Beverly paused after they exchanged little smiles.
“Are you happy with him as it is now?”
“Absolutely.”
“Then perhaps there could be more. But at your own leisure. After 

all: you’ve got another five months with the man,” she noted, “use that 
time to make sure it’s not a heartfelt, fleeting crush the Enterprise was so 
plagued with.”

“You can say that again. ...But can you just-- I dunno,” he sighed, 
“while you’re here; watch us, for the next couple days? Get another pair 
of eyes on this? Some sorta-- outside confirmation I’m not overreacting 
or wanting to put expectations on him?”

Crusher sat back in her chair with a freshly-painted smirk on her lips.
Not like she hadn't been watching him already.
“I’m going to call a certain Betazoid and say I'm taking her job; using 

a doctor like a Counselor,” she ended with a “tsk tsk.”
“No, no, ohhh no don’t you dare– I do not need Deanna or Will — 

especially Will — prematurely playing matchmaker with me,” Geordi 
warned with a chuckle. “Next thing you know I’ll have Worf pulling up 
in the Enterprise-E and asking me if I’ve written Hugh any poetry yet…”
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“Ooo– I bet he’s got a pretty little tongue for poetry.” 
Geordi’s soul projected out of his body as if a Vulcan suplexed a 

mindmeld with him into space.
That's not the only thing it's pretty for. 
“Who knows.” 
“You could, Geordi,” Crusher reminded, “you could be the one to find 

that out. But I’ll keep my eye out, dear; it's the least I could do for such 
an esteemed member of Starfleet… and a very dear friend of mine.”

The Commander's chair creaked beneath him as he warmly looked his 
friend over.

“Thanks, Bev.”





Cooperation xB Societal Behavior | Mutual 
Aid from Inherited Adaptability
On Liberated Borg and Inclinations Towards Mutual Aid Resources for Public 

Infrastructure

To establish the themes by which this section shall extrapolate on, allow me to 
share a small anecdote from my time on the Liberated Borg homeworld. 

It occurred during the eighth month of my stay on Ohniaka III, a week into 
the Capitol city's beginning of wintertime. While similar to the biting cold I’ve 
experienced visiting Earth’s city of Vancouver, Canada during December or one 
of Andoria’s more “balmy” springtime days amidst their icy townships, I found the 
winds rather chilly one evening, bundling my coat to excuse myself for a quick, 
warming smoke from my tobacco pipe. Supervising author Junction Horus and I 
were waiting at a public transit stop to head to an art gallery’s recent installation 
from a renowned, yet elusive hard-light hologram sculptor, and the cold seemed 
to have seeped into the soil and caused some newly-inlaid paving to crack the 
amply-spaced stop.

9
REANIMATION
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At least, this is what we postulated, after I slipped and rolled my left ankle, 
accompanied by what I heard (and felt) to be an ungodly snap as I tumbled to the 
ground and my pipe flew out of my hands. 

I promise the reader that, from this point on, the preamble of my tumble takes 
secondary focus to the context of this entry's subject.

As amiable and sudden as a flock of San Francisco's Starfleet HQ pigeons, I was 
descended on by xBs already at the stop, a dozen murmurs of varying “are you 
alright?”s echoed by a host of augmented individuals crowding around me. As I 
clenched my teeth from the immediate pain, I remember Junction Horus confirming 
to bystanders everything from my name, pronouns, down to the microseconds 
in which my observed fall happened. While three xBs blocked the path so no one 
might accidentally cycle by or walk through my impact site, another group of six 
immediately circled around the offending crack in the pavement to observe it and, 
one pulling out a personal communicator, began to call for something I could not 
hear, as my attention was drawn to one one, not two, but three medics Junction 
Horus was conversing with. One xB, even, took the time to fetch my pipe for me; 
studying its craftsmanship and inquiring of its nature, and I realized this individual 
was distracting me from the searing ache in my ankle that my pained face most 
likely communicated.

I began to realize that it helped to have a culture with its highest level of 
societal care invested in medical and communal wellbeing, as I gave one xB 
permission to remove my boot and sock to examine the pained, already-swelling 
joint. From a suddenly-produced medical tricorder at this xB's side, the metal of 
their augmented hand was surprisingly caring, careful, and mindful of my initial 
(perhaps obvious) surprise, the crowd of xBs seemingly further fascinated by the 
fact I was a completely non-Reclaimed human in their world and so willing to be 
treated and cared for by their attendance. With one medic scanning, one affixing 
a cold patch, and one carefully holding my extremities, not three minutes later I 
was back on my feet again, the first xB recommending that if I still felt soreness 
after the event, I replicate a cold patch under a replicator serial number, or that I 
visit a clinic not a block from where Junction Horus and I resided, as these clinics 
are open 24/7 for all urgent physical and mental care. My mind, admittedly, was 
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still processing the speed at which the xBs seemed to communally not only care 
for my injury, but also remedy the offending problem, as three xB construction 
workers beamed in from out of nowhere with large tools and direction from the 
crowd of six. By the time the transit car approached the stop, the attending group 
had returned to waiting as if nothing had happened at all, save for polite glances 
from my attending physicians (and some-still surprised, potent stares from xBs at 
my very presence).

Functionality, to xBs, is communal– one inherently powered by mutual aid. It 
echoes heavily of anarcho-communism and collectivism, with the extra "intimacy" 
of post-Hivemind life; if one aspect of the society is harmed or injured, none may 
proceed further until the offending problem is corrected. This desire for societal 
functionality is not a demand, but rather willingly and instinctively given, as if 
to oppose the Collective’s forced Hivemind of indenture that would have them 
blindly and oppressively service its needs (which could abandon a "unit" without 
a second thought). Without delving into further societal details such as communal 
food blocs, the lack of capital currency, and infrastructure automation (though my 
writings will detail these later), assistance is communally delegated according 
to the specialties of interests per-xB. The individual's unique talents assist in 
identifying, fixing, and "adapting" to a problem, repurposing that quality which 
the Collective so brutally foisted upon them. Individuals’ strengths make up the 
communities’ strength and is, like so many aspects of Ohniaka III, a paradox 
of refusing the Collective’s demanded suppression of individuality, and rather 
celebrates the unique strengths of many to create one collectively-supportive 
community. 

To allow the reader a satisfying narrative end to my anecdote: by the time we 
arrived back to the station three hours later after our outing to the gallery, the 
crack had been very well tended to in our absence, complete with a charmingly-
small construction fence surrounding the square to indicate recent, drying work.
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[EARTHEN CALENDAR - OCTOBER 4, 2391]

VESSEL SERIAL NUMBER S-4381, DESIGNATION L.B.V. 'ATLAS'

“Thank you again, Junction Five. I apologize for my lack of proximity 
awareness regarding my own augments.”

The medical tricorder snapped shut as Geordi watched Engineering 
Junction Five look over the once-bloodied spot on the Bolian xB's head.

“Your apology is accepted and noted, Relay," she told him, mushing 
a bandage corner again with her thumb to ensure the material was fully 
stuck to his forehead. "I will admit there is a… distracting element, to 
our ‘supervisor’s’ vocal machinations, but you must also pay mind that 
your processors do not divert attention from active tasks at hand.” 

“Agreed,” Geordi added, “I can't even understand the guy, and here I 
could listen to him all day.” 

Five smirked before instructing her Relay further. “Report to the 
on-site medical Junction and their station for the remainder of your 
shift to ensure my treatment was adequate. I do not want one of this 
department’s Relays ‘down and out’ with an infection to a former 
augment site.” 

“U-understood, Junction. Thank you too, Commander.”
“No problem.”
The three stood in place.
Was he gonna get going, or…?
Five tilted her head towards the corridor that led to the turbolift, the 

gold-and-silver pattern in her headwrap glinting in the sphere’s ambient 
lighting. 

Eventually, the Relay understood, then followed her inference towards 
the exit, Five sighing and looking back to Geordi once the doors slid 
shut. “Thank you for tending to him, Commander. I only apologize 
he did not immediately ask for aid, when you saw his wound," she 
admitted. "Younger former Borg, or-- those more recently Reclaimed… 
it can be difficult for them to remember they must act upon a choice: 
even if that choice is deciding whether or not a medkit is required for an 
injury.”

“Happy to do it,” Geordi insisted, “makes sense though now, why he 
was just walking around like that with a gash on his head… buuut I had 
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my own 'cranium-surrounding augment' for a good chunk of my life– 
Lord knows I forgot my VISOR's own spatial proximity, sometimes--”

Five looked interested. "I recall seeing images of you with it in 
our debriefs, Commander. May I ask when you acquired your ocular 
implants?

“Back in uhhh, '72, I wanna say?” the Commander tried to remember, 
opening his PADD to make a note of an on-site injury. “'73? They were 
needing to do some heavy refurbishing on the circuits that connect to 
my nerve endings, anyway; thought I might as well go the whole nine 
yards.” 

“Mm. Did you design them yourself?”
"In some parts, yeah; not so much others. Bev handled a lot of the 

neurological connection schematic ends so I wouldn't mess anything up, 
but I feel like I've learned a lot since then, so…"

The Junction was silent as she listened just as intently as she stared  at 
him, Five's blue-and-black eyes darting back and forth as if pondering 
something.

By the grace of Geordi's own eyes was he able to notice the fact that 
Five's lenses were moving at mere millimeters– no doubt analyzing what 
her range of cybernetic vision could notice. 

“It seems, Commander, that… we do not see, from too-different of 
perspectives.” 

Geordi squinted as Five tried to blink her blue eye over and over. 
He began to smirk before Geordi eventually shook his head with a 

snort.
Well. 
She certainly tried to crack a joke.
But in all of Geordi's five weeks of being here, he was beginning 

to learn something about himself– if not for the fact their combined 
laughter began to reverb off one another until the two Engineers were in 
near hysterics.

It turned out the Commander loved xBs’ sense of humor.

 
While Geordi might've been sore from the labors he and Junction 

Five were assigned to that day, the two’s laughter echoed throughout 
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the chamber, rivaling the absent rumblings of Atlas’ musings. Part of 
the Commander wondered if he should check in with Beverly and 
see how she was doing— though last he heard, his friend was under 
Junction’s Troval’s introductory supervision for the Pasteur’s first day 
out of three docking at Solstice. Federation-manufactured tools had to 
be synchronized in order to work with Reclamation Project tech, after 
all, and it gave the chance for Pasteur personnel to marvel at the eerie 
shadows cast by the Cooperation’s geometric starships. 

But a much more horrible shadow had been cast in Geordi’s mind 
from yesterday’s talk with Beverly, and it only seemed to grow longer as 
the day cycle turned to night.

“...knowing who he was — that little drone we almost sent back to 
firebomb his own people — and then seeing who he is today?”

Because once Beverly had left Geordi’s Ready Room that evening to 
explore the rest of Solstice, Geordi was left with his own thoughts— 
guilt's harsh lamp shining a painfully bright light against the dark of 
what they’d nearly done.

“Choose… what I want… --I would choose to stay with Geordi!”
"And despite my crew’s best attempts to turn it into some kind of pet, 

this operation will continue as planned; do I make myself clear, Mr. La 
Forge?”

Why had that come so easily when he talked to Beverly? How had it 
come so easily? How was it that two seconds after the word “firebomb” 
left his lips, the reality of their pondered genocide began to truly sink 
in? Hadn’t he felt guilt about this beforehand? Of course he did, Geordi 
knew; he remembered being a wreck for days after letting Hugh go 
like that– after Geordi saw the drone look at him and recognize him. 
Data, that beautiful man– he did his utmost best to comfort Geordi 
despite the loss, the weighted knowledge of complicity… but Geordi 
didn’t deserve comfort, for what he did. He knew there could never 
be justification for what he almost had a hand in doing, 23 years ago. 
Nothing could ever absolve him of such a horrid crime against his 
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pledge to Starfleet, much less an atrocity towards an entire species like 
Hugh’s… 

So, the longer the day dragged on, the more Geordi began to 
remember how he’d once taken that guilt— and stuffed it into an 
emotional compartment the Commander thought he’d never have to 
unpack.

"I trust you too, Geordi. More than you may ever know... or that I 
might be able to ever realize."

He said that so sweetly. So genuinely– driven by an insatiable lust for 
chasing that emotional revely.

Hugh trusted him.
And Geordi, he--
...He could talk to Beverly about this, once she got him that 

“evaluation” he asked for. 
For now, he had to be happy with small talk from Junction Five.

As their laughter evened out, Geordi remembered something. “You 
were gonna ask me something before Kaazhan bonked his head,” he 
noted, “what’s up, Junction?” 

She nodded  and collected her thoughts. “I hope this is not too 
personal of a query, Commander,” Five started, “and please disregard 
answering if it is, but... non-xB humans, who-- have cybernetics. What 
do they… you, I mean– or… what have you seen others do with their 
‘discarded’ or obsolete augments? What have you done with yours? Your 
VISOR, did you… keep it?” she asked in genuine curiosity. “Did you 
just dispose of it? Preserve it?”

Hmm. 
Not the weirdest question he’d gotten about his VISOR, but Geordi 

wondered where she was going with it.
“I uh-- actually have a replicated version of it in my Ready Room, if 

you ever wanna see it,” Geordi said, looking between his PADD and for 
a circuit panel that should’ve been somewhere on this wall. “The real one 
is back on Earth in my Starfleet storage. Don’t think Mom would be too 
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happy, knowing I got rid of something like that.”
“Your Mother?”
“Mhm; Captain Silvia La Forge of the ol’ USS Hera,” he mused with 

an air of pride. “God rest her and her crews' souls…” 
Five seemed to pick up on his tone. “I apologize for your loss.” 
Geordi forced a smile as he typed on his PADD. 
“Gotta keep the love outweighing the grief, y’know.” 
“Yes, actually,” Five agreed. “That is a good sentiment, Commander.”
Geordi was satisfied enough with that reply, but curiosity made him 

look up from the PADD and down to Five– running a diagnostic wand 
over to try and find a power conduit. 

“Why do you ask though, Junction?" Geordi pointed out. "About my 
VISOR?”

The diagnostic wand clicked off as Five sat up. “I guess I’m looking 
for… ‘inspiration,’ one could call it,” she admitted, “as Atlas calls it, I 
suppose. And the inspiration is less for myself, and more for my partner. 
...Though, it could technically be both of us– considering the close 
proximity we share.”

“You and Relay Two of Ten, right?” 
“Yes,” she confirmed with a restrained smile. “I could happily expound 

more on my partner after our shifts, but-- …well. On Ohniaka III, 
there is a tradition some xBs adhere to in which they keep their post-
Reclamation Procedure augments.”

“Really!”
“Yes! Eyepieces, limbs, hydraulics ports– many different kinds of 

implants can be kept for many different kinds of sentimental reasons. 
Some are given as physical tokens of trust between various parties, some 
given to relatives who have passed on, some are professionally preserved 
or given to the Reclamation Project for further study…”

Geordi noticed her pause.
“Two and I, we-- did not keep any former pieces after our procedures. 

It was a traumatic period in our lives that we rather not have in our 
communal home.”

“Understandable why.”
“Mhm. After our encounter with Queen 127, though, Two recently 

had an augment that superficially supported her tibia… dislodge itself,” 
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Five said with a hand motion. “She has healed sufficiently since its 
removal. It is the first augment either of us have ever shed naturally.”

Geordi whistled. “That long since your initial Reclamation Procedures, 
huh? Yeah, must’ve been a shocker to both of you… and now, it sounds 
like,” he deduced, “you’re trying to decide whether or not you should 
keep it, unlike those other ones?”

He took Five’s huffed silence as confirmation.
To himself, Geordi recalled their boarding of Atlas a month and more 

ago– remembering the pained, fearful glances Two shared with Five from 
against the wall thanks to her broken shin.

Geordi was well familiar with the kind of love that made a brow crease 
like that in worry for someone. 

“You were from the same alcove, right? No no; that's called 'teriary-'"
She grinned in confirmation. “Our tertiary of 10 was part of a 

recovered Borg cube wreckage cache near Tellarite space five years 
ago. Additionally, we were actually… former shipmates together from 
the USS Lalo, before Wolf 359,” Five told him. “Though we do not 
remember much of our lives before assimilation.” 

She paused.
“Starfleet life, we do. Older memories, though… those are more 

difficult to recall. Pieces come back to us — all 10 of u s— every great 
now and then.” 

Geordi chose his next words carefully. 
“...Were you, uh… were you together before you were assimi--”
“No.”
Five lips twitched.
“I can specifically remember wanting to be, though. And I am pleased 

to report she shares… or. Shared, similar sentiments.”
Geordi’s allowed a grin to crack through. “Who proposed?”
“I did.” 
Geordi nearly chuckled. 
Her and Data, huh.
“Well… I’m humbled you’d ask me for an opinion on something that 

sounds pretty personal for you both,” the Commander started. “And I 
don’t want to speak over you or your partner, but–”  

Five cocked her brow. “You learn quickly from us, Commander.”
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That repressed chuckle from before finally got a chance to eck out of 
Geordi. “All of you–! especially Hugh– you got me saying it! But ah… 
yeah, y’know? Maybe keeping this augment could be good for you 
both,” he offered. “You two helped bring a queen unit into custody, 
not to mention possible rehabilitation and deprogramming. That’s not 
something a lot of people get to put on a resume. Plus: this operation is 
a pretty big deal for both the UPF and LBC… at least I’d like to hope it 
is, for everyone involved. And you and Two are in a good time in your 
both’s lives now, so… if you keep it?” Geordi shrugged. “Two gets a little 
souvenir of her bravery, and you get to tell her how neat it’ll look above 
the mantle back home on Ohniaka III. ...Or. Shelf. Wherever it is xBs 
keep their augments.”

From the look of it, Five had plenty of questions for Geordi about 
what kind of grandpa he was to talk about a mantle.

But she seemed to settle on something, shutting a floor panel as she 
stuffed her diagnostic tool back in a utility belt pouch. 

“I believe earlier you said it best, Commander,” she resolved. “We 
must balance out the love with the grief. Perhaps her tibia webbing 
could be a symbol of that balance.”

A pang of guilt strummed at Geordi’s heart as he managed a sad smile. 
“Something like that, yeah.” 

She nodded. “Thank you. I will offer her the proposal.”
Geordi yawned as if his body responded to seeing the chronometer, 

waving his hand in assured protest. “Engineering’s also the best for 
another reason, Junction– they can be damn good secret keepers.”

Oh, wasn’t that a painful truth.
Before Geordi could rib off Five, a voice broke through his combadge. 

“Starbase Solstice Containment Chamber 4 to Commander Geordi La 
Forge!” called a voice. “Emergency, Commander: please respond!” 

The Containment Chamber?!
Geordi plapped his chest. “I’m here; go ahead!” 
“Queen unit 127 is requesting a meeting again, Commander;” came a 

stressed reply. “She uh-- oh god that regen fluid is everywhere, she smashed 
her tank-- she emerged from stasis as of a minute and 15 seconds ago, and 
she– really wants to speak to Executive Director Hugh again, Sir!”

Geordi looked up and met Five’s shaken expression. 
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They knew she would eventually wake up, sure. 
But the anxiety, apprehension, and uncertainty that quietly bubbled 

while Queenie slept had suddenly been cranked up to a boil– Geordi 
currently remembering how late it was and sighing as a palm went to 
mush at his face. 

This was going to be a very long night.

 

SPECIALTY OUTPOST STARBASE "SP-4852 SOLSTICE"  

[CLASSIFIED LOCATION]

“Well…”
Hugh failed to hold back a long, drawn-out yawn, taking a long sip of 

his Puerh tea thermos immediately after.
“Good morning to you. ...and good evening for me.” 
“Ahhh, is it a ‘night cycle?’ Forgive us; we’re prevented from syncing 

our chronometer to this station, after all.”
Hugh blinked before he conceded to her lack of amenities with a sigh. 

“It is currently 2215, Stardate 68761.44. My apologies.” 
“That is not what you should be apologizing for.”
“Oh?” Hugh piqued. “What should I apologize for instead?” 
“Not granting our request.”
“...What reque-- oh.”
Hugh stopped.
[To die]
“I’m--”
His eyes shut. 
“Alright, let’s…”
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The Director groaned.
Geordi was right.
This was going to be a long night.
But it certainly wasn’t going to start off with Hugh apologizing for 

refuting a proposed regicide.

 Hugh had originally intended to retire early for the evening, 
considering he was on Medical Resource duty tomorrow to help 
calibrate Federation supplies to Cooperative energy wavelengths. But 
that all changed when, an hour and two minutes ago, Queen 127 
erupted from her sleep and demanded an audience with Director Hugh 
again— pulling all Geordi, Vorik, Crosis, Troval, and now Captain 
Crusher to bear witness to what Hugh hoped wasn’t simple petulance. 
Troval and Crusher’s eyes were bagged from a full day’s worth of 
Reclamation Procedures and terminology familiarization, Crosis and 
Geordi providing the doctors with refreshments to keep their spirits 
(and energy) up. Surprisingly, Vorik was the last to arrive despite his 
typical Vulcan timeliness, smelling of Seh’lohn incense after what he 
explained was from his and V’evik’s interrupted meditation session 
(although no one complained about the lovely scent that filled the 
observation chamber). For Hugh, it helped to have an encouraging pep 
talk beforehand, and with a quick review to his notes and refilling his 
thermos with replicated Puerh tea, Hugh felt (or rather hoped) he was 
ready for Consultation Session #2 with Queen 127.

After rambling off his recording introduction, the Director settled 
back into his chair, offering a reserved grin to the disembodied head 
opposite his seat.

“Regarding this meeting's circumstances,” Hugh began, "may I ask 
you something?"

She allowed a pause to hang. 
“We will answer.”
“Why did you emerge from stasis?” Hugh asked gently. “Was it simply 

just to ask me why we haven’t killed you yet?” 
“Yes.” 
They watched each other in silence for 10.51 seconds.
And Hugh was about to take that as an answer before he saw Queen 
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127 purse her lips, her camera lens-like eyes glancing around the 
holographic “surfaces” of the room.

“...No.” 
“Then what for?” 
She paused again.
The Queen locked onto Hugh’s thermos, watching as he returned it to 

the table with a small thunk.
“What are you drinking?”
Hugh followed her gaze, tucking his original question away for later. 

“Puerh tea, actually.”
She tilted her head. “We are… somewhat aware of this beverage. 

Cultivated from the camellia sinensis leaf of Terra Prime, also known as 
‘Earth.’ The leaves are fermented as either buried tablets, large cakes, or 
simple bulk storage in large chambers. Oxygenation or richness of the 
soil it is aged with impacts the flavor. It is described as ‘harsh, strong, 
and peety with multiple supplemental flavor profiles,’ and has high levels 
of the chemical stimulant known as ‘caffeine.’” 

Hugh offered her a small raise of the thermos with an impressed grin. 
“Most thorough.”

“Why do you consume this?” she asked. “Why do you purposefully 
endure something… bitter, ‘earthy’ in taste– even though you do 
not require its energy byproducts? We see your last…rather lengthy 
regeneration cycle,” she noted with a grimace, “has supplemented you 
101.91 hours of uninterrupted work functionality. You do not require 
caffeine, and yet you drink it?”

Hugh made sure to draw out another long sip as she awaited his 
answer.

He also made sure to place his thermos back down with a slightly-
louder thud.

“You are correct, in that I do not strictly require it,” Hugh remarked as 
he sat up. “But I feel it… helps me, as I perform my daily tasks. While it 
may be a stimulant, caffeine has a beneficial, if slightly ‘energizing’ effect 
on my mental processing prowess, especially when emerging out of a 
Regeneration Cycle.”

“Make better alcoves, then.” 
Hugh frowned, but continued. “I also appreciate the various levels of 
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craftsmanship that go into creating the different kinds of this tea. For 
example: there are cakes in Earthen soil that’ve been buried for hundreds 
of human years, and one plot I know of is sealed for another nine until 
they believe it is ready for consumption. 200 years of fermentation,” 
Hugh gushed, “how impressive, is it not? I, ah-- may or may not have a 
part of that reserved for myself, once the plot is unearthed…  oh, also! 
The brewing methods are calculatively methodical, too. Brewing it can 
be a very welcome ritual for both myself and if I have company. But ah-- 
most of all,” Hugh mused and, popping the tab again, he offered her a 
reserved grin…

“Because I like it.”
Hugh took a sip as he watched her form a response.
“You… like it?”
“Yes.” 
“Why?” 
Hugh mulled on this question before he realized something. “Didn't 

I, just... tell you?” he asked in return. “Is my previous explanation not 
enough justification for my preferences?”

“No,” she said plainly. “What you did was explain to us your 
enjoyment of wasting functionality. You did not know the qualities of 
this tea until you sampled it and mired it in useless ritual. It is possible 
you may not ‘like’ the object, sensation, whatever it may be– until 
you have interacted with it and given it frivolous qualities. It is an 
unproductive use of time.”

Though Hugh rolled his tongue against his cheek, he couldn’t help 
but point his finger with a confident grin like Geordi might do. “‘Don’t 
knock it until you try it,’ I’ve heard the phrase go. Not to mention, 
Queen 127: the very nature of former Borg has been found to be, ah-- 
quite the paradox itself.”

The queen unit squinted at his platitudes.
At least Hugh thought he was being charming (if the stifled laughter 

on the other end of his earpiece communicator was anything to 
confirm).

“I feel inclined to remind you, 127,” Hugh mused, “that you still have 
not answered my original question. What was it that brought you out of 
stasis?”
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The queen unit thinned her lips.
She looked around the room — all its makeshift walls, lights, and 

ambient sounds like that of the sphere she once slept in — before 
frowning at Hugh again, 127’s eyes sending a shiver through his 
augmented spine.

“We will answer this question if station Commander Geordi La Forge 
enters our audience for this… Consultation Session.”

Hugh loathed how much he could feel surprise, shock, confusion, 
and… what else was there: fear? Apprehension? Reservedness? A slurry of 
emotions struck him off guard at her request, the Director left confused 
and needing a reason before he spoke for Geordi in any way possible. 

The indiscernible murmurs over his earpiece didn’t help, either.
“I ah…” he managed, “may I ask... why? Why would you-- want the 

station Commander to--"
She simply smirked in a phrase's likeness that, as Hugh once heard 

from a Starfleet officer, was similar to a “shit-eating grin.”
“You never know. This unit might like his presence.”
As Hugh’s expression flattened and his fingers drummed the desk, 

he supposed there was a reason her species was able to secure such 
integrated hierarchy within the Collective.

It helped to be a fast learner.
The Director puffed his cheek as he heard a “Hugh?” on his earpiece's 

other end.
“Would you-- excuse me for a moment, 127? I must discuss this wi--”
“Go,” she shrugged (as much as a head and shoulders could shrug 

by themselves), “it is yet another fallacy of this form of existence, we 
suppose. The need to-- confirm things, with separate beings.”

“Consent is a vital aspect in the preservation of individual sanctity, 
127."

“How inefficient.”
Halfway up from his chair, Hugh grimaced as he stood before stuffing 

it down with a forced, polite smile. “I will return shortly.” 
As Hugh marched through the stages of the the decon corridor, his 

mental fog began to clear, realizing the group on the other end had been 
chattering this whole time. 

Most notably, he was too late to catch Captain Crusher’s words of 
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“Hugh wait, he’s coming down there already,” and the Director bumped 
into the Commander in the tight decon hallway as they both tumbled 
over various apologies.

“Oh, Hugh!” Geordi babbled, “shit, sorry; I’m--”
“Ahaha, no no-- I-I should’ve been listening for you, and--”
Alone in a very tiny space, Hugh and Geordi were in limbo between 

the observation chamber’s door and the sealed holosuite entrance.
Hugh swallowed. “I didn’t expect her to ask me that.” 
“I don’t think anybody did,” Geordi huffed. “Beverly was a little 

concerned, but everyone gave me their blessing to go ahead.”
The Commander paused, moving his head to try and lock eyes with 

the xB. “Do I have yours?” 
Hugh tried and failed to hide a rather sad frown. “As long as you’re 

willing to endure this.” 
“Oh, come on; I’m not about to let my station co-manager shoulder 

all that verbal flack if he gets the chance to share it.”  
Despite the adoration that threatened to distract his thoughts, Hugh 

paused, pointing at Geordi as he stepped back against the wall. “She will 
make… every attempt to try and manipulate you,” he warned. “If you 
think what she’s trying to do to me is horrid, imagine what she will try 
to do to you– someone who’s not been a part of the Collective. There 
are... libraries’ worth of cultures in her head, Geordi– she knows very 
well how to work a conversation to her unit's benefit, and--”

“Hey.”
Geordi’s hands rose to rest on Hugh's shoulders– as if anchoring the 

xB to a world that Queen 127 threatened to pull him out of.
“I’ve got an inkling, after watching you. And I think I can safely say 

that while she’s trying to manipulate, she’s also asking questions– just 
like you are. Questions that may lead to…” Geordi bobbed his head, 
“what would you call it: ‘furthering individuality?’ Reclamation?’ 'Not 
being as much of an asshole?'”

Hugh smirked and waggled his formerly-pointing palm. “Admittedly, 
not a bad way of phrasing it.”

“Thanks. But I’ve been listening, Hugh– and don't think I didn't 
pay attention to Session One. I see what she’s trying to pull, and you’re 
handling her better than some admirals I’ve seen in a court martial. If 
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she gets too combative? We get up and leave just like you did. I hope 
it doesn't come to that, but… we should only have to take so much. 
Admittedly, I-- kinda wondered if I was ever going to participate in one 
of these, considering the circumstances… and hey, Hugh? From what 
I’ve seen,” Geordi told him, “I’ve been watching one of the best—if not 
the best— Reclamation Consultation personnel I could ever hope to 
reference.”

As Geordi spoke, a part of Hugh's processors recognized his attention 
was severely divided. 

With Geordi so close and saying such sweet things to him, a vision-- 
no, a dream, a desire threatened to choke Hugh's thoughts and drown 
them in further distraction! Oh, how strong this spontaneity-driven 
desire was; where did this come from?! How was it that Hugh could 
so easily imagine Geordi sliding his ringed hands up to cusp Hugh's 
face, pulling him into a deep kiss during this moment of weakness and 
abandoning 127 entirely? Full spatial proximity came back to Hugh 
just before his hands had instinctually settled on Geordi's hips, the xB 
woefully clenching his fists to avoid giving into this distraction where 
cameras weren’t pointed and he could pull Geordi close--

But Geordi must've sensed Hugh's errant hands, the Commander 
blinking and nodding as he loosened his grip on Hugh's shoulders. "Oh, 
uh, I'm…hah— sorry Hugh;" he tried to laugh off, "I didn't-- uh--" 

"N-no no, you're alright," Hugh said tightly, "please, I…"
Focus, Hugh-- focus, damn it!
But in order to focus, Hugh needed a Tether.
And while Geordi couldn't give him the kind he was used to, Hugh 

simply smiled and rested his hands to hang onto Geordi's forearms and 
keep him firmly rooted. 

The worry in Geordi's brow lifted when Hugh gave the Commander a 
slight squeeze.

“We go together,” was all Hugh could muster. "I told you I trust you, 
Geordi. That sentiment very much applies here."

A bashful smile staved off Geordi's lingering doubt as best it could. 
“Whatever she says,” the Commander promised, “whatever she might 
dredge up– let’s work through it. Monarchs are only as powerful as their 
seized resources, right? And right now, she doesn’t have much. So let’s… 
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help her process it. Go with the flow. Let’s--”
“Cooperate?” 
Hugh’s reserved delight turned into a quietly-shared laugh with 

Geordi, the Commander letting go to playfully pap Hugh on the cheek. 
Hugh had to stop himself from leaning into that hand and giving into 

distraction's dangerously-tempting scenarios.
“Are you ready?”
Hugh loathed how his visual UI notified him of how much blood had 

rushed to his cheeks.
And according to that very same enhanced vision, Hugh could tell 

Geordi’s heart rate and blood pressure were also elevated.
He would be lying to them both if Hugh said it was just merely nerves 

from 127.
“Yes,” Hugh affirmed. “Are you?”
“As much as I’ll ever be.” 
So, with a deep breath and a final adjustment of Geordi's own 

earpiece, Hugh shuffled to the side and allowed Commander La Forge 
through the decon vestibule and into 127's holosuite.

“Queen 127!” Geordi proclaimed. “Quite relieving, if I may say, to be 
meeting you again without a phaser rifle in hand.”

“Commander Geordi La Forge,” 127 confirmed. "A pleasure, we are 
sure."

"I'd hope so!" he chimed, taking a quick seat in a newly-manifested 
holographic chair. "You're the one who asked for me, after all! What's 
the reason, if I may ask? Did you want the chance to talk to a high-
ranking Starfleet officer without kidnapping them? Was it my charm? 
Maybe just wanted to get a look at this handsome mug?" Geordi boasted 
motioning a hand over his smirking face. 

Hugh would be lying if he said he wasn't thankful for Geordi's levity 
and charm.

“We have our reasons," she sneered, obviously unamused by the 
Commander's confidence. "We know what information we assimilated 
from various Enterprise-D, E, and Starfleet personnel about you, as well 
as Locutu--”

“Ah-ah-ahhh,” Geordi corrected, “that is not Admiral Jean-luc Picard's 
name and you know that. If you really wanna take a jab the Admiral, 
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you could call him 'mon Capitane,' but I think that name's reserved for 
someone else at this point.”

127 gave Geordi a flat look. “Are you going to walk out on us like 
Director Hugh did if we continue to refer to Locutus in this ma--”

At the mere beginning of saying Picard's Borg-given name, Geordi's 
chair legs scraped against the floor as he stood up halfway and locked 
eyes with the Queen to challenge her further. 

Queen 127’s eye roll was nearly palpable in its irritation. 
“We are beginning to conclude that having you both in attendance is 

not only insufferable, but also possibly a mistake.” 
“Ohhh, but who was it that asked for me, huh?” Geordi pointed 

out, sitting back down with a pleased and polite smirk on his lips. 
“Congratulations, Ma’am: you now have both the operation managers 
here for whatever you'd like.” 

Hugh grinned at hearing Crosis chuckle and Beverly crooning 
Geordi's name laced with love on the other end of his earpiece.

“‘Operation managers,’” she repeated, “is this the terminology by 
which we refer to the architects in charge of pillaging and plundering 
our starship?”

“It wasn’t exactly going anywhere,” Hugh reminded her, “not to 
mention the vessel's unimatrix was collapsed, main propulsion systems 
were broken, weapons were offline, sphere-wide life support was at 30%, 
and the hull was covered in so many tachyon particles it would have 
contaminated this entire system.”

"Not to also mention we're five weeks deep in repairs and retrofitting 
now– not like we're just 'hollowing it out' or anything."

"Alongside Reclaming 537 xBs," Hugh beamed.  
“Mmmhm: not to mention mention,” Geordi followed up with, “we’re 

right on the border of the Alpha-Gamma Quadrant. Still in Federation-
Bajoran space, sure, but the Cardassians might've been much less nice to 
you if they’d found Atlas instead.” 

“They would not have had the chance to investigate Sphere 4381 
further, had you let us continue the self destruct sequence.”

Geordi frowned. “We’re a little past that now, don’t you think?”
127 rolled her eyes.
Hugh wondered what Crosis, Consultation expert extraordinaire, 
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thought of Geordi now.
“Well,” Hugh resumed, settling into his seat and folding his 

augmented hands, “now that Commander La Forge is here… are you 
willing to answer my question?” 

“Yes, actually," she purred. "Perhaps someone from the Federation will 
be more willing to listen to us, while existing under UFP-sanctioned 
asylum.”

“I mean I can try, depending on what it is you're asking,” Geordi 
noted as Hugh finished the last of his tea. "There’s no guarantee, since 
this project is officially led by the Reclamation Project… Federation-
granted political asylum is happily given, sure: but it depends on what 
you're fleeing, and what the consequences might be on the other end. 
And it's not like the Cooperation's waiting to put you on trial back on 
Ohniaka III or anything," he remarked, "so whatever request is feasible, 
I could consider reviewing for a former queen and--" 

"Ah: good," 127 said plainly. "So you would consider allowing this 
unit to expire, then."

Geordi frowned. 
The Commander's head leaned back as the chair creaked below him.
"No."
In return, she grimaced. “So you would be content to continue 

allowing our agency to be stripped of us,” she concluded. “You take 
our former title of 'Queen' and make a mockery of it. Our one scrap of 
a claim to the ‘unique identity’ that Director Hugh so lovingly boasts 
of– and demean it for the sake of a technicality-laced insult to injury. 
Delightful.” 

As Hugh shot her a reprimanding look, Geordi gave a quiet sigh. "Hey 
now– you asked for me, and I'm being honest about what I'm able to do 
for you. Hugh is Executive Director here; Starfleet is just a..." Geordi 
waved his hand, "benefactor? Sponsor. Administrative partner– let's go 
with that. Now: are you gonna answer his question or not?"

“No,” she said as she shook her head, “No, we don’t think we will. 
Not right now. Because that’s what this all is, is it not? An interview? 
An experiment? You, watching us from wherever the other side of this 
chamber is,” she hissed, “you thought you could waltz in with your 
polite little humor when I asked for you in my moment of need: and 
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look upon this unit as yet another chess piece in Starfleet's utilities?”
"You're certainly being a little harsher in tone, 127," Geordi said with 

a frown, "not to mention you're putting both words and intent in my 
mouth. I'd appreciate not being toyed with when I come somewhere 
trying to help or improve a situation, but that's just me. Just-- tell me 
what I can do for you. Genuinely. Cut the crap; no more of this 'woe is 
me, I want to die and not face the consequences of living anymore' shit. 
I want to help; I'd… never thought I'd say this to a Borg Queen, but 
I'd like to help as much as Hugh is trying to," Geordi told her, "though 
genuinely? I can only do so much. Because Hugh here is the expert at 
this; and me, well…"

Hugh's chest blossomed with a familiar warmth as Geordi grinned. 
"I'm only here because he said yes."

"Hmph. So eager you are, to capitulate off another faction's strengths 
in favor of your own perceived weakness."

Hugh watched as the Commander nodded and rolled his tongue 
against his cheek. "Remind me then, if you would," Geordi asked thinly, 
"who was it that started the Species 8472 War again?"

Her eyes immediately widened with a familiar kind of rage, and Hugh 
knew that Geordi had definitely struck a nerve.

“You think this little coalition of yours can last?” she sneered at Hugh 
with a headbob to Geordi. “You? Simple waste from the Collective that 
refused to be dealt with, and a mouthpiece for the Federation hellbent 
on spreading its influence as far as it migh reach? How different are 
you from us, Commander? And how many plans do you think Starfleet 
might've concocted to try and wipe us from the galaxy, Hugh?” she 
smarmed. “You must recall, Director: don't you remember how many 
officers we've assimilated? How many of their last thoughts cursing our 
very existence as we processed them? Trying to desperately think of ways 
to implant us with destruction and hellish rebuke that--”

"That’s enough, please--"
Queen 127 scoffed at Geordi's murmurings. “What could you possibly 

mean to the likes of him, Hugh?” she spat. “You are a formality. A 
permission by which he and Starfleet must have in order to plunder our 
technology. And here to think: you could have killed them all, onboard 
the Enterprise. With our guidance, you could have taken that ship, 
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retaken Locutus, brought to us the very vessel that brought us closer to 
the Alpha Quadrant… but no. Instead," she hissed, "you squandered 
squandered your gifts."

Memories of a long-gone Ohniaka III lurched in Hugh's memory 
from his days of ignorance.

"This is what the Federation gave us!" 
"Kill them! Kill them all; before they kill you! If the Collective will not 

take you back, show them who is SUPERIOR!" 
"My friend, Geordi– how is he?"

"How lucky you are, Hugh;" the Queen spat as Hugh's mind walked a 
dangerous median, "that in all your weak, false, pathetic existence-- they 
didn’t let you die. They didn't leave you in that icy pit; experiment on 
you, dissect you– shove you in a specimen stasis and save you the trouble 
of--”

“That’s ENOUGH!”
He hadn’t heard Geordi yell that loudly since their flight to stop Atlas’ 

self-destruct sequence. 
And as Hugh glanced at the Commander, the Director's heart broke 

for his friend who looked so distraught in an unnamed… what was it? 
Weight? Fear? Guilt?

A weight, a fear– a guilt from what? 
[From him?]
“You are being… actively antagonistic, 127,” Hugh said tightly. “I 

cannot, we cannot converse further with you any further if you're being 
actively abusi--” 

“We do not care!” she fired back. “Let us die then, idiot; grant us our 
initial request to die and save yourselves the trouble! Be rid of us so we 
do not have to listen to this… unproductive,” she rambled, “vacuous, 
inefficient way of communicating with the likes of--”

It was then that Hugh’s clarity partially returned, hearing both 
the sound of footsteps and the voices of Troval, Crosis, and Vorik 
questioning (and protesting) someone's actions in the observation 
chamber.
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“Captain Crusher--” 
"Captain?”
“Captain I don’t know if you should--”
And as Hugh and Geordi turned to see the suddenly-opening doors 

behind them, in marched Captain Beverly Crusher: her expression 
hardened with an emotion Hugh could call "determination." 

“Individual identified as Beverly Crusher,” the queen unit crooned, 
shucking off her earlier venom as Geordi mouthed a silent 'Bev what are 
you doing?', if Hugh's visual UI read Geordi's lips correctly. “What an 
honor it is, to--”

“Oh, no no no– please save me the honors of an introduction, ‘Your 
Highness,’” Beverly rolled her eyes at, waving a hand as if to dismiss the  
queen unit's petty drawl. “Commander, Director: may I use either of 
your chairs, please?” 

Almost in perfect sync, both Geordi and Hugh rose up and out of 
their chairs as if they were superheated steel, the men now flanking 
behind her as she sat and took a very… spider-like seat? Hugh was 
almost amused at how wrong the Captain sat in her chair– her legs bent 
and criss-crossed every which way, an elbow propping up her chin as she 
grinned at 127… 

“It’s Captain Beverly Crusher now, by the way. But I'm pleased to 
make your acquaintance, Queen 127.” 

“We did not request your presence, Captain Beverly Crusher.”
“Ah, but I am a doctor; sometimes we make ‘unexpected house calls,’ 

for the sake of our patients.” 
“The manner in which you are employing said house call seems like a 

gross overeach of power.” 
“Oh, well– aren’t you one to fucking talk.” 
On the other end of the earpiece, Crosis belted out a hard laugh as 

Troval made an equal exclamation of shock.
Hugh even heard Geordi barely hold back a snort.
Admittedly, the Director had trouble balancing the humor of Beverly's 

bluntness with the possibly-delicate situation at hand.
“Now look,” Beverly said, leaning against the table and pointing at 

the queen unit. “I am very tired, I very much want to go to bed, and you 
are making these very nice men stay up for your own obvious toying 
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with. You might have their platitudes strung up for diplomacy’s sake, 
but I know what you’re doing and I don’t like it one bit. These men, both 
of them,” Crusher told her, “one is… well. I have too much love and 
respect in my heart for what Commander La Forge means to me. And 
the other," Beverly said sweetly, "is a man I pulled out of the snow from 
a dinky little scout ship, crashed out in the middle of bumfuck nowhere 
going god knows where, and he and all these xBs are here because of the 
Collective’s failings to bring him and wherever his tertiary were going. 
The Collective did not heal him. I did. My former crew did, Commander 
La Forge did– and we showed him a glimpse at another kind of life."

As stunned as Hugh was, he had to make a note to ask Geordi or 
Captain Crusher later as to what, exactly, the word "bumfuck" meant in 
this context. 

Hugh could fathom a guess, but why was it in relation to a place of 
nowhere?

The queen unit’s jaw shuddered and her brow furrowed in angered 
disbelief at the Captain's defiance. “ We--”

“No! Nooononono, no– you’re not going to do that with me,” she 
insisted. “You forfeited that right when you were a right devil to these 
two. If you were just as new to the world as dear Hugh was 23 years ago, 
then I would certainly allow you that patience. But you are not ignorant 
to having a voice. You are not the Collective's mouthpiece anymore. You 
are not a ‘we’ anymore, as hard as that may be for you to hear; because a 
Queens’ idea of ‘we’ was hoarding the drones you lorded over for your 
own comfort and control. I saw what you did to… my patients, my 
crew, my Captain,” Crusher said tightly, “the augment plates I had to 
peel back and psychosomatic scans I had to perform-- patients weeping 
at their true selves surfacing after how many days, months-- years of 
suppression from your assimilation! I would never say such… harsh 
words to a drone, because they were and are undoubtedly victims. But 
you,” Beverly posed, Hugh watching 127's teeth gnash in defiance, “you 
were not a standard drone. From what I understand of queen units, 
you were never subjugated under another unit for their own beck and 
call. You were never directed to try and rewrite 300 years worth of my 
planet's history," Beverly pointed out as she rose from the table's seat, 
"the galaxy's history, for your own vengeance and vindictiveness, because 
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I saw all that happen and I am tired of watching billions die for the sake 
of your units' ego trips!” 

Hugh watched Beverly with all the reverence of a guardian angel, 
catching his mouth hanging agape as 127's jawline was stretched thin by 
building rage.

"Our units gave order to the Collective!" 
"You Queens are just as much of a paradox as you demean Hugh for 

being!" Beverly parried, "an equitable Hivemind can't exist if there's a 
regency within it!"

"We are the Collective’s order!”
"And whose law is that?!"
"We are Species 125!”
"Oh, and a whole lot of good that’s done you! Where is your planet, 

your people– your culture, their livelihoods!? Are they all… absorbed? 
Obliterated? Erased for the sake of perfection, you murderer?!”

“I am NOT--!”
The room — even the observation chamber — was dead silent.
Admittedly, Hugh was impressed that it only took them until Session 

#2 to reach this self-referential hallmark.
As if realizing what she'd just hollered at Beverly, 127’s eyes went wide 

and she glanced back towards Hugh and Geordi– trying and miserably 
failing to save face. Attempting to puff up her shoulders, she avoided 
Beverly's line of sight, resorting instead to staring at Hugh and Geordi 
in all anger, humiliation, and a silent relinquishing of whatever power 
she tried to cling to.

“Well Commander, Director,” Beverly sighed, straightening in the 
chair before turning around to face them…

Beverly’s eyes were heavy despite her radiant, confident grin. 
“I believe I’ve finished what I had to say to your guest.”
How kind her eyes still were, even after all these years.
As Geordi helped Beverly out of the chair, Hugh listened absently to 

the two talk of “no no, I’ll be alright, you finish what you need to,” Geordi 
bidding sweet assurances of camaraderie to his friend before returning 
to Hugh’s side. “Well then,” the Director sighed, “we still, after all this 
time, must return to our original question, 127… why did you emerge 
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from stasis?”
The queen unit's eyes were hollow and her stare lingered on nothing 

in particular. 
“This existence… it is so quiet,” she said. “So absent. So empty. There 

is nothing to have; nothing to take. It is--” 
“‘Lonely?’” 
The word had practically leapt out of Hugh's throat.
He knew loneliness and all its forms well. 
And though she looked at him with all scorn, anger, and a residual 

loathing… her brow was laced with an understanding that this, indeed, 
could not continue. 

So Hugh took in a deep breath.
“I was very lonely too, at one point. And perhaps that sounds… 

cheap, superficial, even childish to say,” Hugh admitted, “but it is true. 
That loneliness was awful.” 

“Then kill me.”
“You are not alone, however,” Hugh continued. “Now, you are here: 

with me, Commander La Forge, hundreds of personnel who are willing 
to help you… and I can speak from experience: there is no greater joy 
than knowing others come to you out of their own volition. Willingly. 
Not obligated or forced by some higher power to come and attend to 
you, but… because they wanted to help. Because they wanted to know 
you further. And that, that– is the true opposite of loneliness.” 

“A community,” Geordi finished for Hugh, eyes still fixed to the 
ground as his hand rested on his chin. “A community that I'm 
astounded by every day. The fact the Cooperation has built all this for 
themselves in a mere 23 years…and in my opinion, you're very lucky 
that community is actually willing to offer you help, 127. To help you 
start a life as your own voice. A life of individuality, how to be a singular 
person…the Cooperation seems to be a lot more willing to see the good 
in what could be. And you've got a very patient guy here helping lead 
the whole operation.

Hugh’s chest filled with an unnameable weight as Geordi’s works sank 
farther and farther downward into a beautiful, welcoming pit of inner 
warmth.

"If I may offer, 127,” Hugh tried, “we are not so different, you and I.”
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127 looked at him with all the embittered might she could muster.
A younger, freshly-severed Hugh would’ve called her gaze terrifying.
“That is true in more ways than you would ever want to know.”
“Then may that unspoken knowledge offer you kinship in a place 

where you might feel lonely.” 
She swallowed.
37 seconds of silence hung in the Containment Chamber.
“We... emerged from stasis,” she finally admitted, “because we wanted 

to converse. ...The silence was a respite, but we also found it to be... 
deafening. Quiet.” 

“Then why don’t we schedule some more meetings?” Hugh finally 
offered. "Just you and I, to start.”

127 pondered this. 
“Once: every seven days," she declared. "They will be earlier than this 

hour, if you are all going to complain this much.”
“Deal.”
“Thank you,” Geordi mumbled.
127 paused before entering stasis.
Her eyes darted between Geordi and Hugh once more. 
And Queen 127 looked Hugh dead in the eyes before her face went 

stiff and her cables adjusted into place, her “charging dock” lighting up 
to signal a regeneration cycle as the entire group let out a tired, collective 
sigh.

“Statements end. Reclamation Project Director Hugh to Solstice 
Containment Room 4 personnel,” Hugh called after papping his badge, 
“Please transport Queen 127 back to the regeneration pod.”

“Acknowledged, Director Hugh: energizing in five seconds.”
Though exhaustion wanted to overtake his mind, Hugh took comfort 

in watching Geordi mush a ringed hand against his face– the other 
going to grip, pat, and massage Hugh’s shoulder. 

“You did good.”
“We all did.”
“Beverlyyyyyy!” Geordi called out in a faux whine, “oh Captain, my 

Captain!”
“Oh, stop it you two,” she chuckled tiredly. “Sometimes you and your 

patients just have to let it all out.”
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“Unorthodox for a Reclamation Consultation, certainly,” Troval tried to 
offer, “but nice job, everyone. Never thought I'd hear a queen unit say 'I.'” 

“Indeed,” Vorik pointed out, “a unique strategy that seemed to illicit a 
significant, individual emotional response.” 

“Let’s hope those responses stay… well, benevolent,” Crosis grumbled. “It's 
hard enough to listen to, sometimes.”

Hugh sighed as he heard an extra note of melancholy in Crosis' voice. 
“We’ll do our best," he offered through a yawn, "And that’s all we can 
do.” 

"Took the words right out of my mouth, Hugh." Geordi gave another 
massive yawn, having caught it from Hugh: “Just beam me to my 
quarters please; I can’t get up.” 

“May I just stay here?” Hugh played along. “Could my alcove be 
brought here and I just regenerate for five days?” 

"Cheater; you can't do that and leave me alone with all the 
paperwork--”

“You assume so little of me. Crosis, my friend:” Hugh called out 
during a stretch. “end the holo-SIM, please and thank you.”

Geordi’s eyes snapped open: “Wait wait Crosis; not yet--!” 
The Commander immediately fell through the now-gone hologram 

chair and hit the floor with a thud and a groan.
And before Hugh could ask Geordi if he was alright and scramble out 

of his own chair to help, the Commander splayed out further on the 
floor with a groan and did something the entire chamber needed. 

He laughed.

[EARTHEN CALENDAR - OCTOBER 5, 2391]

SPECIALTY OUTPOST STARBASE "SP-4852 SOLSTICE"

Geordi knew he needed three things after that meeting with Queen 
127 last night. 



CHAPTER 9221

He wanted a solid eight hours worth of sleep, another talk with 
Beverly, and to talk to Hugh as soon as his nerves could work up the 
courage to tell him that Geordi nearly facilitated his and the entire 
Collective's murder almost 23 years ago.

After parting from Vorik, Crosis, and Troval's logged scans last night, 
the Commander and Director had escorted a very tired Beverly back to 
Solstice's transporter pad for a good night's sleep aboard the Pasteur. In 
the empty transporter bay, she offered them sweet words of support and 
praise for a Consultation Session well done, politely kissing them both 
on the cheek before Geordi sent the Captain on her merry way. The 
kindness of Beverly's words was a stark rival to the anger she allowed 
herself to rain down on Queen 127, Geordi watching Hugh fondly rub 
at his cheek where Beverly had kissed him. 

"And that's why you don't mess with medical starship Captains," 
Geordi commented to Hugh, a smirk on his lips as he powered down 
the transporter.

"You speak truthfully, Commander," Hugh noted wistfully. "Though 
it seems as if Beverly is not unfamiliar with 'tough medicine.'"

"Ah, she had enough shit to deal with on the Enterprise."
The smirk on Geordi's face proved to be persistent as he sauntered 

from the console to meet Hugh in the middle, watching the xB's 
augmented hand finally pull off his face. 

God help him, Hugh was cute when he got flustered like this. 

Hugh, the sweetheart, had walked Geordi back to his quarters– 
escorting him down the hall in the Starfleet wing of Solstice's bunks. 
Their walk together was quiet, Hugh seeming to savor the silence while 
the Commander stewed in his own roiling, anxiety-peppered thoughts. 
The way the Consultation Session had gone certainly stirred up some 
unfavorable comparions, the memories and anger and ahhh, fuck-- he 
still had a report to file about this before they went to sleep! Geordi 
audibly realized this halfway to his quarters, and both co-managers 
began to brainstorm on their inevitable, horrid paperwork. Geordi's 
entire being was a racquetball court; his thoughts buzzed from the 
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conversation's banter, his burdened heart hung heavy with the guilt 
of his past, and his body ached from the heat on his dimples and the 
memory of how hungrily Hugh had looked pressed against him in that 
tiny decon hallway. 

By the time they had reached Geordi's quarters, the Commander was 
lost in a tired and weary daze as the doorframe slid open. All Geordi did 
was look back over his shoulder to Hugh with tight lips and a wanton 
brow– his steps slow with ringed hands fastened behind his back…

Geordi opened his mouth to finally say goodnight, but the 
Commander suddenly felt a million and one words stall on his lips. 

Maybe he didn't want to say goodnight just yet.
Hugh's eyes widened, his shoulders sagged the longer Geordi held his 

stare… 
And just before the doors shut, Hugh quickly strode inside with 

determined steps, ensured Geordi's quarters were sealed, and turned on 
his heel to meet the Commander for a deep kiss on the lips.

He tasted like tea.
"I… must admit, I-- wanted to do that so badly, in the decon 

corridor," Hugh confessed. "I'm sorry Geordi, I--"  
"Don't be," Geordi assured him, "don't be, I was just-- I didn't realize 

how tight I was holding your shoulders in there--"
"I liked it," the xB said hurriedly. "I enjoy your methods of comfort. 

It... it's as I told you, Geordi. You're alright." 
Geordi nodded, finding the strength to swallow an earlier anxiety.
"Then… y-you can put your hands on my hips, if you still wanna."
Geordi's heart fluttered when he felt Hugh gingerly do just that.
God, he actually wanted to?!
After another electric kiss, the Commander's hands fell from Hugh's 

shoulders to lace around him for a standing, silent hug. 
"I'm sorry she said all that shit about you, Hugh," Geordi murmured. 

"God, I can't believe-- I shouldn't be even talking about her right now; 
what's wrong with me." 

"It's alright," Hugh said back. "It seems she has a long way to go on 
the road towards 'pleasant conversation.'" 

Geordi grinned into the fabric of Hugh's uniform.
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He hoped Hugh felt it. 
"We're both tired… may we resume-- this, later?" the Director asked 

sleepily. "Please, I-- simply fear my systems will soon mistake you for my 
regeneration alcove, you're so comfortable…"

He was comfy?
Something frayed inside Geordi as he suddenly felt very bashful.
"Really?"
Hugh leaned back slowly, looking perplexedly at Geordi as concern 

ebbed further into his brow.
"No one has told you something like that in a long time, have they?"
Hugh was scarily good at clocking him, Geordi trying to swallow 

past the sudden lump in his throat. "Yeah, I… suppose not. How'd you 
guess?"

 "You requested confirmation of an easily-provable fact, Geordi. Your 
asking for such in the first place implies you required outside verification 
of something I and my processors know to be an obvious truth. 
Therefore, if you did not have the confidence in knowing this obvious 
truth to be real on your own accord, then… it would make me happy 
to affirm a very positive fact about you. And-- it did," Hugh admitted 
sheepishly. "It did."

Though Geordi still didn't want to say goodnight to Hugh, at least 
this compliment gave him a little more strength to do so in the first 
place.

Because apparently, Geordi was comfortable enough — and had been 
the entire time — to bring Hugh right back around for future visits like 
this.

"Hugh, can I uh… kiss you again, before you go?"
Geordi adored how Hugh's scar rounded out his dimpled smile.
"Of course." 
Although he knew this wave of short-term bliss would inevitably wash 

back out, another swell surged inside Geordi that allowed him a moment 
of peace– kissing the xB and savoring Hugh's sweet sentiments. 

Geordi wondered something.
What would it be like to dance with him?
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"Give me time to name this.”
“Me too. I am still-- learning. I find that I still am every day.”

After finally conking out into a deep, yet far-too-short sleep thanks 
to his late report filings, Geordi's thoughts were resolved on the matter: 
knowing he had to speak to Hugh in some form before time got too 
away from them. Preferably, sometime soon– considering how much 
time and energy Queen 127's Consultation Session prep take out of 
Hugh, and before Geordi's dear friend departed in two day's time. For 
now, Geordi was working with Crosis in Soltice's quality-of-life facilities: 
installing a testing lab in the xB Wing's common area to more easily 
perform cybernetics diagnostic inquiries. With a loud thud, Crosis and 
Geordi placed another scanning processing unit onto the floor, the 
Commander shaking his hands and stretching his back as he stood up.

"Let's take five," Geordi sighed roughly. "I forgot how heavy those 
units are, and I'm thirsty--" 

"I concur; I need to retreive a diagnostics PADD from V'evik too, so I 
shall return--" 

As Geordi trotted towards the common area's replicator for a cool 
towel and glass of water, he noticed Crosis continue to stand in place 
and fiddle with his hands, the xB's gaze fixed onto the ground before 
approaching the Commander. “Commander La Forge?” Crosis spoke, 
“before you-- ah, while we had a moment, I wanted to--”

“What's going on, Crosis?” Geordi pried. "If it's about the chair again, 
I swear, it’s fine--” 

“I had just come to terms with that, Commander: please!” Crosis 
humored. “But no, ah… admittedly, it did stem from something 
regarding yesterday. Queen 127's words left me pondering something, 
unfortunately. Something I’d started pondering when Captain Crusher 
first arrived here, but this solidified my need to at even-- address 
something, regarding it.”

Geordi felt like a spotlight was suddenly on him; where the hell was 
the guy going with this?!

“W-well, uh-- whatever this ‘something’ is, Director Second,” Geordi 
told him, “I appreciate the time I can tell you’ve put into it. What’s on 
your mind, Crosis?” 
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The xB looked up and scrunched his mustache. 
“I wanted to both acknowledge the role I had in your torture and 

attempted murder 23 years ago and apologize for such.”
Geordi's eyes widened and he suddenly felt very small.
Crosis' height over him wasn't helping. 
Right.
The Commander felt himself puff up in contrast to Crosis and his 

own anxieties, watching the xB nervously wring his gnarled hands. 
Hands that once forced him into Lore’s operating table, true.
Hands that, while they currently helped Geordi carry consoles for 

their staffers who were sharing a starbase, were also once hands that 
almost choked the life out of him. 

What could Geordi say about his own hands regarding Hugh, then? 
How could he have the same hands that held Hugh so gently last night, 
and yet be the same hands that almost finalized the program that 
would've killed him all those years ago?

Geordi's heart ached.
Oh no, was he starting to casually miss him now, too?
“You’ve... changed,” Geordi told Crosis, trying not to remember what 

a VISOR headache felt like. “You all have. So have I. It's… god-- so 
much has happened since then, and I--”

"I just think we should be clear about that. We're talking about 
annihilating an entire race."

"Which under most circumstances would be unconscionable; but as I 
see it, the Borg leave us with little choice." 

Geordi’s head shook some as his leg bounced in place. 
“I’d like to hope we’ve all changed. I mean… you, look what you’re 

doing here now,” Geordi offered. “For xBs– for the culture you’ve all 
built. The fact you’re even willing to work with me after all that speaks 
volumes for the kind of guy you've become. It… yeah, it hurt. A lot, 
back then. But it hurts a lot less, now. Time makes a good healer, and it 
also helps knowing the people who were compelled to do it are doing a 
lot better now, too.”

“I hope you can find in your heart to understand the context of my 
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actions at the time,” Crosis said sadly. “I simply realized I never properly 
apologized to you, Commander. It has been so long, and-- time likes to 
think it can shirk us of responsibility– especially when we've changed 
so much, since our beginning days. But… what you went through was 
damaging. Physically, mentally, emotionally– I inflicted harm onto 
those who did not deserve it. And you will find, Commander,” Crosis 
continued, “or perhaps you’ve already noticed… that xBs hold personal 
honesty in a high regard. We may reject the supressive nature of the 
Collective, but not its nature of openness and connectivity. The Borg 
work for a reason, after all; not-- working in the most benevolent of ways, 
of course, but--”

"I getcha." 
Crosis paused, Geordi trying to read the xB's expression.
God, he was a tall bastard.
“I’m… glad, by the way," Geordi offered him, "that you were there 

for Hugh through the years. He talks nothing but the world of you. 
You’ve made yourself into a better person than some people who got that 
privilege in the first place, so… I appreciate the apology,” he promised, 
"but it's alright. Don't worry…"  

In response, Crosis held out one of his big, meaty hands for Geordi 
to shake– the back of his palm speckled with arm hair, and bearing 
similarly metal-streaked veins of ligament webbing that Hugh did.

It made Geordi smirk when his rings clinked against Crosis' hand.
And the Commander knew how much his people valued intended 

touch. 
"I'm just pleased we could make up for it." 
There, Geordi thought: inadvertent apology #1 well do-- wait, fuck!
He panicked remembering how they apparently interpreted the word 

"pleasing," the Commander bristling and wanting nothing more than to 
walk away right now-- 

"Ah, shit; sorry Crosis," Geordi laugh coughed nervously, "I-I didn't 
mean, uh… or-- no, you are, pleasing-- to me personally, of course-- 
b-but you don't have to do anything, right? I just-- forgot what that 
word meant to you folks, and--" 

"Commander." 
Geordi looked up. 
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Crosis' crows feet had scrunched with his amiable smile– observing 
the Commander with a very particular glint in his eye.

“May I include or invite Director Hugh, since he also shares your 
sentiments?”

Geordi stared at him and his mouth went dry. “…As… a-as long as 
you think he’d be--”

Wait, what the fuck was he doing; did he just commit to a threesome?!
“My friend is no stranger to the presence of multiple bodies during 

intercourse," Crosis said way too goddamn casually. "I know he would 
be very interested.” 

Geordi managed a nod despite his stupor. “Uh… t-then by all 
means--” 

“Understood by mutual consent. …You were very close, by the way,” 
Crosis humored Geordi with a chuckling nod, “I understand your 
insinuation.”

“Good, thank you… I didn't wanna lie or anything, but uh-- there's 
a time and a place and all, y'know, and I don't know if rescinding that 
takes offe--”

“And may I say I find you very pleasing as well, Commander La 
Forge.” 

Geordi stopped.
What was he gonna say again?
The Commander's thoughts were jolted with static– the xB smacking 

his shoulder with a hearty laugh as Crosis’ heavy footsteps took him 
away and down the echoing corridor. 

As Geordi was left alone to fidget with his collar, a warm swathe of 
confidence pooled inside him– leaving the Commander with a beaming 
smile and a blustered chuckle…

It wasn't just Hugh? Other people here thought he was hot, too? 
Geordi already knew he was a good-looking guy, sure; he never had any 
detrimental insecurities about himself– but…

Maybe he was overthinking this, the Commander decided. 
Maybe it just felt nice, to be told that every now and then.

As Geordi cleared his thoughts from the unexpected flattery, he 
thought longer and harder about Crosis' apology, and it only affirmed 
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what the Commander had suspected all along. 
That the emotional box Geordi had packed and tucked away 23 years 

ago was in dire need of opening, addressing, and confessing to Hugh.
But the Commander wasn't the only one with dirty hands, so Geordi 

papped his combadge with a huff. "Commander La Forge to Captain 
Crusher; come in, Captain." 

"I'm here Geordi," came Beverly's voice, "go ahead--"
"When are you off your next shift, Bev? There's something I want 

your opinion on regarding yesterday's..." Geordi wiggled in place as he 
decided on a word, "revelations, I guess we could call it."

"I'm breaking for coffee here in about 2 hours, if that works for you? I 
could get a cup and meet you at your Ready Room at 1300; I'm still onboard 
Solstice with Junction Troval today. Is everything alright?"

"Yeah– I'm just..."

The Commander sighed. "It's personal. And it might mean we need to 
make a couple calls."



Cooperation xB Customs | Social 
Observances Regarding Courtship
Regarding xenoanthropological observations of Cooperation xBs seeking 

heightened relationships

While the author in me apologizes for two similarly-related archive entries 
beginning with anecdotes, the xenoanthropologist in me feels it is necessary 
to correlate these happenstances relating to this social observance (and I may 
yet convince the author that this will offer a satisfying ending to my narrative 
indulgence). 

Following my encounter with the near ankle-spraining crack at our transit stop, 
Junction Horus and I arrived at our destination of an art gallery in the Cooperation 
Capitol, one with a recently-installed exhibit from a "Progenitor" (i.e.; a Liberated 
Borg from Cube 5219’s fall 23 years ago at time of 2391 publication). While a section 
later shall be elaborated upon with regards to common Liberated Borg art trends, 
the holographic sculpture exhibit Junction Horus and I frequented was, for a lack 
of better words, "macabre" and "haunting-" evoking graphic imagery and showing 
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sickening abstract detail of the intricacies with regards to the Collective’s inherent 
invasiveness. I was informed that the artist in question, while elusive in nature, 
was known throughout Progenitor xBs as ‘rather blunt’ in dealing with her trauma, 
translating coping mechanisms into this form of art that her still-retained visual 
augments allowed her to craft. When inquiring Junction Horus as to why someone 
who was so obviously disturbed by the Collective’s actions in forcing augmentation 
upon those who did not consent actually chose to keep her own, Junction Horus 
merely replied with the xB proverb: "Honesty to the self and others makes for the 
best coexisting augment of all." 

For the rest of our tenure at the gallery, I pondered on the Junction’s words– 
wondering how something as simple as "honesty" could correlate to one’s physical 
augments (and what they could mean to others). As we progressed, Horus' proverb 
became clearer to me: in both my observance of the sculptures, and how I saw saw 
xBs relate their fellow gallery-goers. Quiet conversations began to occur between 
xBs, with pairs and/or groups comforting those who seemed more personally 
impacted by certain pieces. The statues’ hard light presence might have dregged 
up horrid,  relatable memories in the xBs’ shared horrors, but it also helped forge 
stronger bonds between friend and stranger alike– as I saw many disturbed or 
impacted individuals be lavished with physical assurances of comfort or verbal 
affirmations.

[EARTHEN CALENDAR - OCTOBER 6, 2391]
SPECIALTY OUTPOST STARBASE "SP-4852 SOLSTICE" 

STATION COMMANDER'S READY ROOM

“I’m calling you all in the first place because we were there. We were 
all… co-conspirators, to varying degrees; we knew what we were doing 
and went along with it without any other say in the--”

Beverly raised her hand and cleared her throat, giving both Geordi 
and the holograms he spoke to a flat look. 

Geordi sighed. “Okay, well– one of us was against it from the very 
beginning… I just hope we’ve all graduated to better mindsets, since 
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then. Lord knows I’d like to think I’ve gotten a little better.”
Beverly relinquished her sarcasm with a smile and tilt of her head. “Of 

course you have, Geordi.”
Adjusting in a captain's Ready Room chair aboard the USS Titan, 

Captain William Riker's comms hologram nodded– glancing between 
Commander Troi at his side, Jean-luc at Chateau Picard, and Captain 
Worf on the USS Enterprise-E. “If you can look the same people in the 
eye who once had a hand in hooking you up to Lore’s torture machine and 
happily work side-by-side with them," Will assured him, "I’m inclined to 
say you’re already the best of us, Mr. La Forge.”

That meant a lot, coming from him. 
Geordi's personal pride had no business being ruffled as much as it 

had, recently.
But nonetheless, Commander La Forge grinned, bundling his arms 

over his chest that fluttered with flattery. “Thanks, Will.”

A heavy talk with Beverly had, a multi-sector time zone meeting 
arranged, and a good night’s sleep later, Geordi La Forge was in his 
Ready Room bright and early the next day with Beverly standing at 
his side– grinning at the four holograms that had flickered to life not 
minutes before. It'd been a while since they'd "gotten together"  over 
holographic projections like this; while there was comfort in seeing his 
friend's faces beyond Geordi's own (literal) sphere of Starfleet work, 
their text group chat was thankfully active as ever. Be it Deanna sending 
photos of an ill-fated pizza left too long in Will's Captain’s Quarters 
oven, Worf showing off another dak'tang he'd added to his collection, or 
Jean-luc sending replicator codes for goods he'd gotten from his village's 
farmer's market, they were all living their lives– Geordi habitually 
reading through the message backlog on during his shift breaks. Before 
asking to coordinate their current meeting, Geordi’s last post was a selfie 
with him, Hugh, and Beverly two nights ago over dinner– the caption of 
“this soup is so good!!!” under a picture of Geordi's cioppino bowl. 

Considering everything, Geordi wondered if anyone else was going to 
bring up their former plan for Hugh's viral demise, if he never did. 

Or, perhaps– they too wanted to forget it ever happened?
“From what I understand," Jean-luc resumed, "and from what 
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you’re able to disclose to us… it seems like work is progressing quite well, 
Commander. Hugh, too; he looks remarkable, after all these years– his 
service record nonwithstanding. But with all those former Borg surrounding 
you, being inside a sphere like that day in and day out… do you feel safe out 
there, Geordi?” 

He huffed. “Yes, Jean-luc,” Geordi stressed with an eyeroll. Why 
wouldn’t I feel safe, Geordi wanted to think? Wanna explain that to me, 
especially when you know damn well it's Hugh's people out here and not 
just some-- ambivalent extension of the Collective come to take back 
what's theirs?

But Geordi had never been assimilated before, so maybe he should 
give the old man a bit of leeway. 

Maybe it was different for him.
Maybe Picard was still kind of a shithead.
Could be both.
“I feel very safe. In fact, they're probably one of the best institutions 

I've ever had the pleasure of working with. These xB engineers are some 
of the most willing-to-learn technicians I’ve met since my Enterprise-D 
staffers. I mean-- general pre-Borg circumstances already lend them to 
efficiency, sure, but besides that… I’m not even mentioning them on a 
personal basis; they're--” 

Geordi shook his head at no one in particular, his ringed fingers 
moving to gently drum at his lips. 

"We fried their first interstellar vessel in a solar flare, left them with 
a single relief bundle– didn't even check back in on them, for 10 years. 
And here they are now; working with my Ensigns like the most patient 
masters of their craft.”

“I wish I could have at least five of their medical personnel with me, 
when the Pasteur takes off,” Beverly griped playfully. “Either that, or just 
stay out here for another five months. I mean-- watching Hugh and his 
whole generation shepherd the newly-severed, helping them towards a 
greater good and fostering a whole community– an entire culture…” 

“I’m sure as Hugh’s former Doctor, Beverly,” Troi hummed, “that’s quite 
beautiful to see in real time.”

Crusher scoffed with a wave of the hand. “After enduring Cardassian 
politicians for a year? Seeing any semblance of a transparent 
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infrastructure is beautiful. But yes, Deanna– you’re very right. There’s 
actually a Betazoid xB here who’s the Cooperation’s equivalent of a 
CMO, and they remind me a lot of you.”

“A CMO?” 
“Kind of,” Geordi elaborated. “Their ‘ranks’ are less that, and rather 

just indicate experience and how much responsibility they’re willing to 
take on. It goes ‘Relay,’ ‘Junction,’ ‘Director…’ for more site-critical 
personnel, they’ll have title suffixes like ‘Executive Junction, ‘Junction 
Second;' much like how Crosis is ‘Director Second’ under Hugh.”

“‘Crosis,’” Will repeated," that name sounds familiar…” 
“Well, he did try and beat the shit out of us on the bridge, once upon 

a time,” Geordi pointed out, which got a chuckle out of Deanna and 
Beverly (and intrigued frowns from Jean-luc and Worf ). “Looks a hell of 
a lot better though, nowadays. And is doing just as well, too; he actually 
leads the Reclamation Project’s, uh… counseling division, I guess 
you could call it, and helps coordinate wrestling club meetings with a 
Klingon xB from their Engineering department.” 

Worf ’s curiosity was immediately piqued. “That is not an easily- 
accomplished feat.” 

“Who knows, Worf,” Riker quipped, “maybe we oughta get our ships 
there a day early before the Midway Gala. See if he could give us a run for 
our money, and you and I could settle a score.”

Deanna pointed a finger and smirked. “I know I would like to see that.” 
Geordi was too busy laughing as Beverly spoke. “Crosis reminds me of 

one of your Dixon Hill characters, Jean-luc,” she boasted. “He has a very 
'old Hollywood' look to him, and he takes better care of his mustache 
than most Admirals I’ve seen…”

Picard nodded absently. “I’ll have to update one of my programs to 
include xBs, I suppose…”  

“Not yet,” Geordi reeled in, “I still need to take Hugh out to one of 
my programs first before we go gallivanting around human history…” 

“It’s not the San Francisco one, is it?”  
He scoffed. “Come on, Deanna– it’s nostalgic for me!” 
“I said nothing in prevention, Geordi.” 
The Commander smiled again, rolling his shoulders as he looked 

between the holograms and Beverly at his side.
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“So we’re in agreement, then?” Geordi asked plainly. “You’re alright 
with me telling Hugh about…?”

“You never really needed permission, Geordi,” Deanna assured. “We 
simply owe you thanks in your effort to seek our consensus. What we nearly 
did… our actions don’t warrant the luxury of us having an ‘opinion’ on your 
decision to tell Hugh the truth. If we had been confronted by him about this 
after your confession, that’s our responsibility to acknowledge what we were 
complicit in. But I believe we can all say ‘thank you’ for the willingness to 
include us in this,” Troi affirmed. “And I know I will be happy seeing Hugh 
again without having to skirt around anything.”

“Indeed,” Worf said lowly. “It is far less honorable to hide wrongdoing for 
the sake of our own ‘comfort.’”

“Fine by me, Geordi, ” Riker agreed. “ Diplomacy’s a two-way street, 
after all. And this'll make sure we're walking both ways.”

Jean-luc was the last to respond, his eyes heavy with a melancholy that 
Geordi, as neither an xB nor former captain, could probably ever know.

“I do not know when I will see Hugh again, since I cannot attend this 
Federation-Cooperation Gala. Henceforth, you have both my thanks and 
blessings. ...It is, admittedly, difficult for me to consider, ” Picard admitted, 
“when I couldn’t even assure Hugh that he wouldn’t forget who he was before 
we returned him to the Collective.”

You could come see Hugh on Ohniaka III if you really wanted to, 
Geordi thought with a fleeting bitterness. Context though, he reminded 
himself: context. After all, the “Hermit of Starfleet” had a lot of guilt 
and grief in general to live and contend with: as a Captain, an Admiral, 
and as an xB, with what he facilitated at Wolf 359. Maybe it was for 
the best that Jean-luc took a step back and out of Starfleet for a while, 
Geordi mused; how much should be demanded out of a man that was 
once hijacked by something as vast as the Borg?

The only thing Geordi worried about, however, was the idea of Jean-
luc stepping so far back into that shell, that he forgot what the world 
was like outside his own, privileged perspective.

“Alright then,” Geordi sighed, “wish me luck, everyone. I… care a lot 
about the guy. What he is, who he is– what Hugh and the Project are 
doing is a godsend to those who need it, and… I gotta come clean. I 
can’t stand knowing what we almost did to him.”
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Troi’s eyes narrowed as Beverly rolled her eyes with a smirk. “Just 
‘looking’, he says,” Crusher mused. 

Riker tilted his head. “Come again?”
“Ah-ah; you’re not getting anything out of me until the Gala,” Geordi 

humored them. “Classified station info and all.”
“I believe the very existence of this call violates policy postulation, 

Commander,” Picard reminded with a smirk.
“Oh come on, Jean-luc,” Riker offered, “what’s a little phone call between 

some friends?”
Worf sighed as he resettled in his seat. "Your discussion of what is and is 

not personal with regards to this discussion is… amusing, if not consistent to 
our previous service together, Captain Riker.”  

“Miss you too, Buddy.”
“We won’t pry anything out of you directly, Geordi,” Troi crooned, 

looking at Beverly with a glint in her eye.
Geordi caught Crusher winking at the Counselor. 
He knew exactly what that look meant, and a familiar dread laced 

with fondness set the Commander’s nerves alight already. 
“Well,” Geordi mused, “I’ll see most of you in a month and a half?”
“Affirmative. ” 
“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 
“We’ll see you soon, Geordi.” 
“Try not to have too much fun without me.”
“Oh, we’ll be sure to have a right ‘ball,’ Jean-luc.”
Riker’s hologram looked around to see if anyone else got his shitty 

joke.
“Because it’s… a… sphere, get it. And. We’re going to a gala party, and it’s 

a big roun--” 
“Oh keep going Will, keep going!” Geordi encouraged as Beverly 

laughed, “I wanna hear you finish this off!” 
“That makes one of us,” Worf grumbled.
“None of you are any fun,” Will protested, to which Deanna’s hand 

waved right through his hard-light broadcast with an eyeroll.
“Say hi to Kestra for me, you two. Worf, I wish you and the 

Enterprise-E safe travels. I’m excited to see the old girl when you and 
everyone’s crews dock here.”
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“The Enterprise-E is hardly ‘old’ by Federation standards,”  Worf said, 
“but your… sentiments are noted, Commander. We will proceed in orderly 
exploration.”  

“Glad to hear it. And Jean-luc,” Geordi said gently, “take care of 
yourself, alright?” 

“Put aside a bottle of this year’s harvest for us?” Beverly asked sweetly.
Picard, in all the exhaustion his hologram could show, gave a 

melancholy smile to his old Chief Engineer and Medical Officer. 
“I may or may not send you all something special for the occasion by 

standard Federation mail,” Picard hinted. “Considering the distance, it’ll 
probably take that long to even get out there. ...But I will,” the Admiral 
relinquished, “and you all take care as well.” 

Riker grinned at the group. “So,” he started, “who’s gonna hang up fir--” 
Beverly interrupted Will and told Geordi’s Ready Room broadcaster 

to “End call" with a smirk.  “Just ‘looking at him,’” his friend mused 
with a chuckle, “oh, Geordi; you’re funny--”

“Come on, Bev; I’m not gonna tell ‘em I have a crush on the guy 
when I don’t even--! B-besides, I… wanna make sure this goes over well. 
God knows I could be-- shooting myself and our friendship in the foot 
with this, and--”

“You have to finish this operation regardless, Geordi,” Crusher 
reminded him. “But from what I’ve seen of Hugh these past couple of 
days– hell, from you both… something tells me you shouldn’t be too 
hard on yourself.” 

Geordi sighed roughly, nodding as he collected both his nerves and 
resolve. 

“Easier said than done, Bev.”

 

 



CHAPTER 10237

VESSEL SERIAL NUMBER S-4381, DESIGNATION L.B.V. 'ATLAS' 

xB CO-OP WORKSTATION, DECK 19, CONSULTATION DIVISION

 

Once Crosis told Hugh he’d spoken to Geordi last night (and that 
apparently the Commander was considering talking to Hugh about 
something in turn), Hugh’s thoughts were fixated on whatever this 
supposed talk might be about. 

So fixated, in fact, that Hugh was fidgeting far more than he usually 
would at his and Crosis' shared work desk— hopping from PADD 
to PADD in a pitiful attempt to stay focused. Where a touchscreen's 
window displayed one drone's dormant brain activity, another showed 
an entirely different patient's profile; in a space where Hugh might type 
useful notes for his future Consultation Sessions, the section was instead 
filled with scribbles and other false starts of indents. 

Hugh's tiredness from his and Crosis' last Consultation Session 
together didn't help matters, either.

And though Atlas was a wonderful patient, the memories he'd 
inadvertantly dredged up were far less so—  considering they were 
matters Hugh had to discuss with Geordi.

"I simply fear my systems will soon mistake you for my regeneration 
alcove, you're so comfortable…"

"This is the result of my encounter with the Enterprise, Commander."
"Really?"

"So you can see I don't particularly welcome your presence here."
"No one has told you something like that in a long time, have they?"

"I cannot help you. I cannot risk our being discovered."

Hugh's holo-imager remnants were attracting a headache.
After a particularly harsh sigh, Hugh heard an office chair creak lean 

backwards, the rustle of a uniform, and Crosis' arms folding in on 
themselves.

He was staring at Hugh. 
Hugh tried to ignore him for 5.12 seconds.



238REVELATIONS

5.12 seconds later, the attempt had failed.
With a frown, Hugh glanced upwards to meet his friend's single eyed 

gaze. “You are not my Consultation staffer," he chided, "I meet with her 
on Fridays at 1000 hours. I will not burden you with these thoughts in 
the meantime while we're still on duty as Directors.”

Crosis continued to watch him as Hugh tried to work again.
10.39 seconds of silence elapsed.
Hugh’s lip pouted. 
He knew how patient his friend could be.
Eventually, Hugh sighed. “Fine,” he griped, flicking away a PADD 

work pane. “I apologize.” 
“You know we will both feel better, if you talk about it.” 
“Will I?” 
“Don't you want to at least try?” 
Hugh ran a hand through his hair.
“I… we could save it for later," Hugh tried, "I don’t want to reduce 

our efficiency by my own--”
A chill ran through him as Hugh stopped himself this time.
He looked down. “No. That’s a horrible excuse, isn’t it.” 
Hugh’s spirits were somewhat lifted as Crosis smirked. “Well– even 

if 'I'm not your Consulation staffer,'" he teased gently, "I would agree 
there’s good evidence to support your self-diagnosis.” 

As Hugh managed a grin and resettled in his chair, his thoughts gave 
full chase to the past, present, and possible future regarding Geordi's 
possible role in it. Was it something Hugh had done? Something he’d 
said, combined with the past few day's events? It’d been nearly three 
since the Pasteur docked at Solstice, and a day and a half since their last 
Consultation meeting with Queen 127. A day and a half, additionally, 
since he’d left Geordi’s quarters breathless and bewildered– finding 
himself afterwards wanting much more in the way of comforting words 
and kisses. 

And by what Hugh could tell from Geordi, the xB suspected that he 
was not alone in this want for more. 

But that possibly-mutual want presented more problems than Hugh 
could carry by himself– at least before Crosis convinced him to share 
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those thoughts’ weight. Would Starfleet Command accept someone in 
Geordi’s position courting someone like Hugh? Were there conflicts of 
interest from the UFP and LBC, where protocol would forbid them 
from doing so? This was to mention nothing of Hugh and Geordi’s 
different species dynamics, and how their own people approached 
relationships; Hugh knew that humans were capable of understanding 
polyamory, but had Geordi ever been in a heightened relationship where 
one party already loved another as Hugh did Crosis? Could Geordi 
understand Hugh’s unique physical makeup as an xB, and be both 
willing and able to accommodate him? Was Geordi welcome to the idea 
of steeping himself further in Hugh’s culture, and did Hugh have the 
courage to face the world beyond Ohniaka III?

After all: there were plenty of people out there who did not 
understand xBs.

Not that others needed to fully understand them, of course, but Hugh 
knew firsthand there were those in the galaxy who’d rather see him and 
his people dead– their corpses stripped clean of augments and implants 
in exchange for profit and power.

But for as awful as parts of the world could be, it had a partial hand in 
helping shape Geordi to be the wonderful man he was today.

And as much as Hugh loved his people, Crosis’ apology and today’s 
Consultation Session with Atlas had reminded Hugh of a long-buried 
guilt regarding Geordi, too.

“May I ask you an… off-topic question, Atlas?” 
At the table’s second seat, Hugh pleasantly watched the lines on 

his PADD that showed Atlas’ computational tasks rise and fall as he 
pondered Crosis' question.

“I will answer, Director Second.” 
“Your hologram. I notice you’ve updated your avatar’s appearance 

again.”
“I have, yes. Is your query related to its recent change?” 
“Yes! The, ah… well, your--”
Hugh smirked as Crosis’ motioned his hand as if he were stroking a 

beard to compliment his mustache.
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“Your stubble is… longer,” Crosis noted. “What’s the, ah… are you-- 
growing it out, I suppose? Or–” 

“A hologram cannot grow a beard.”
“Of course, of course,” Crosis chuckled, “but--” 
“To an internal operations and management artificial intelligence 

such as myself,” Atlas explained, “dissecting and understanding the 
subroutines necessary to execute proper holo-matrix stabilizations 
are… intensive. And laborious. While I’m able to draw reference from 
my Collective-instilled archives of unique species’ physical traits, my 
program must still perfect manifesting those unique traits in the first 
place. This also applies for facial hair; ‘stubble’ in subjects similar to 
Commander La Forge and Engineering Junction Five of Ten have very 
different follicle types than beings such as yourselves. In conclusion: the, 
ah… ‘longer my stubble is,’” Atlas offered, “the more accurately I am 
able to render this specific area of holo-matrix stabilization.” 

“Ah! So it’s a form of… ‘diagnostics’ for you?”  Crosis asked. “A test, 
by which to measure your holographic manifestation capabilities?”

“In a way.” 
Atlas paused, one of his hands moving to slowly rub at the stubble-

dappled skin under his chin and jawline.
“I will approach this avatar’s head and hair stylings at… a later date.”
Hugh grinned. 
From the look of Atlas’ currently-emerging beard, Hugh had little 

reason to doubt the AI self-proclaimed dedication to practice. 
“It looks good.”
Atlas’ hand stopped and his green-glowing eyes watched Crosis 

intently.
Hugh was also interested to see where Crosis was going with this.
“Even from here, I’m able to see that you’ve put quite a lot of work 

and computational power into the current stubble, Atlas. Your avatar 
wears it well.”

“I must agree with the Director Second,” Hugh added. “Considering 
your program manages critical sphere-wide functions at the same time 
you incorporate this new hologram-related technology… you are well 
due for commendations, Atlas. Compliments, I suppose, is the better 
word,” he settled on with a smirk and crossing of his leg, “though I 
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believe Crosis has beaten me to that already.”
“Mm, well: credit where credit is due, Director Hugh,” Crosis agreed, 

“you know how much I appreciate it whenever you notice I trim my 
mustache…” 

As the two’s banter died down with amused chuckles, Atlas’ 
unfamiliarity with accepting compliments made itself known again. 
Two weeks ago, his hologram froze for 5.36 seconds when Geordi told 
him his “overcoat’s circuitry detailing looked gorgeous;” Atlas explained 
that his root program had no protocol for how to respond and interact 
with praise, disdain, nor pride for his work. He might’ve been an 
artificial intelligence implanted into the sphere from the start, but Atlas’ 
personality was being built entirely from scratch– considering those 
sorts of behavioral algorithms would certainly have no place in Borg 
technology.

He was like any xB, after all. Like any Nameless, new to the world– 
this form of condensed, singular existence was very different, and Atlas’ 
program was going through herculean efforts in order to understand his 
unique kind of clarity.

At least his hologram didn’t freeze anymore.
So for now, Atlas blustered in his seat and gave an awkward nod as he 

refolded his hands. 
“You have informed me that… Cooperation starships do not house 

artificial intelligences, such as my own,” the hologram began. “Nor do 
you make it a practice of devising them in the first place.” 

Both Hugh and Crosis shook their heads. “We are, first and foremost, 
repairers and reclaimers of life, Atlas,” Hugh told him. “The Liberated 
Borg of Ohniaka III do not enjoy the idea of creating sapient programs 
solely to serve us, nor perform functions our cybernetic matrices are more 
than capable of doing already.” 

Atlas seemed to understand.
“And in the Cooperation’s 14 years of scavenging for the Reclamation 

Project… alongside whatever political obligations you have to the other 
Alpha Quadrant powers: I am truly the first ‘incepted’ vessel?” 

The Directors nodded. “You know full well the circumstances 
surrounding your Reclamation were very… unique,” the el-Aurian 
pointed out. “Not to mention you’re the second largest vessel ever to 
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come within the LBC’s sphere of rehabilitation.” 
Atlas’ brow quirked at the word “sphere.” 
From the look on Crosis’ face, he didn’t even realize the inadvertent 

play on words.
“Pft, ah-- how about… range? Domain?”
“Guardianship?”
“Protection, maybe—”
“Influence,” Atlas offered.
The two Directors decided that was good and grinned in agreement.
“Right. You are the largest and most intact Borg starship ever 

discovered that's within your fellow xB's influence,” Crosis told him. 
“Every other site we’ve managed to find or have been allowed to visit are 
typically drone storages, scout ships, or previous sites of Borg-related 
confrontations. The only other vessel of your caliber the LBC has had 
access to was--”   

“Cube 5219,” Atlas finished. “The ship by which you two and 4,998 
others fell to Ohniaka III in, 23 years ago.”

Hugh swallowed. “Correct.” 
Right now, he didn’t have the heart to tell Atlas they’d lost no small 

amount of those 4,998 well before they started careening through the 
planet’s atmosphere.

“We wouldn’t have survived, without that wreckage,” Crosis 
murmured. “We didn’t have the chance to speak with Cube 5219’s 
mind, as we’re able to with you, but… all life on Ohniaka III stems from 
its hull, Atlas. The Progenitors try very hard to honor its legacy post–
mortem, as the Capitol City grows.” 

“Our beginnings were marred with… loss. Division. Anguish,” Hugh 
emphasized. “Truth be told… we're thankful that you’re here, Atlas– 
after Crosis and I lost our own queen unit and cube.”

Crosis frowned. “Division, anguish… anger, could be another word. 
Hardship, even– that made those losses even more difficult.”

“Are you referring to the losses from the Soonien android Lore’s 
arrival?” Atlas asked. “Or the Cubesfall Massacre, perhaps?”

Hugh and Crosis shifted awkwardly in their seats, the el-Aurian’s 
mustache wriggling as they tried to internalize the fact he spoke with no 
ill intent. 
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“How much, ah… Cooperation history have you consumed, since 
your–” 

“All that has been recorded, Director Second. I have downloaded all 
possible historical archives from in-orbit LBC starship data servers and 
Federation archives.” 

Crosis nodded. “Then you are aware of things such as… the Separatist 
Coalition, in our beginning days. Those who pledged themselves to 
Lore– in a deluded effort to create the perfect lifeform.” 

Hugh glanced at his friend.
“I am,” the hologram confirmed. “Just as much as I’m aware that you 

were once its Second in Command.” 
Crosis looked down. 
“How long have you known?”
“Three weeks, five days, ten hours, and four–”
Atlas stopped himself.
“If I may ask, Director Second… what was your intended goal, by 

following Lore?” he resumed. “And what were you attempting to do 
by hiding until Lore found you, Director Hugh? Were you trying to 
rekindle Cube 5219’s greater mind? Was the Separatist’s Coalition’s 
experimentation on your fellow xBs somehow the key to your relinking? 
My program finds itself pondering these questions often, since learning 
of your original vessel’s fate,” he admitted, “as well as comparing past 
events to your amiable natures nowadays. It was… inefficient of you 
both, to divide yourselves into separate political factions. After observing 
you these past six weeks, four days, my program is having a difficult time 
confirming that… you are, indeed, those same people who once made 
such inefficient decisions.”

Of course it was, Hugh wanted to say. It was not only inefficient, 
but stupid. Stupid, foolish, and downright destructive. They followed a 
path that led their already-meager numbers towards strife, bloodstained 
supremacy, and death. 

But it was a shared history of hardship that every living Progenitor 
knew all too well, and it left Hugh unable to say much of anything at 
all– lost in the sudden resurgence of painful memories long since passed.

To Hugh’s great comfort (and Atlas’ noticed curiosity), Crosis was also 
quiet.
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For though these memories were quite painful for Hugh, they were far 
moreso for his friend.

Atlas’ head twitched and his cubical eyes darted between them. “I have 
determined your expressions to be ones of… discomfort. Difficulty.”

“Your program’s deductions are correct,” Hugh said with a forced 
smile. “Those times were difficult for us, Atlas.”

“Then why were you not more cooperative, during those times?” 
Part of him wanted to be angry, with Atlas' bluntness. 
But Hugh knew he couldn’t be, because Atlas made an excellent point.
Hugh shook his head. “A question we still ask ourselves to this day.”
He then turned his gaze to Crosis– his friend’s eye looking very far 

away to a past filled with control, cruelty, and heartache. 
Hugh’s shoulder sagged and his brow began to ache. “You don’t have 

to talk about it if–” 
“No. No,” he said with a huff, “it’s better I do.” 
Crosis’ augmented palm ran over his face, held his chin and brushed 

at his mustache… before sighing with a long huff, plucking the optical 
implant “eyepatch” off his face that covered the gnarled, metal hole in 
his socket.

Hugh’s visual UI showed Atlas’ eyes were producing an increased level 
of light as he stared at the vacant space.

“I was angry. Angry at many things. Confused at many things. I was 
angry at… the death, the loneliness, the smallness, the helplessness… 
I loathed the responsibilities that having my own agency entailed. 
Hugh, trying to teach us all what singular life was, when he himself 
knew so little… it was unfair. Far too much to ask. I don’t blame him 
now, how could anyone-- but at the time, I was angry he did not bring 
Geordi. …--Commander La Forge,” Crosis said with a subtle groan, “I 
was frustrated that the Commander wasn’t there to teach us the same 
things the Enterprise had taught Hugh. And as a result: when Lore 
came? I allowed him to… manipulate me. Abuse me, in exchange for 
answering to someone– to relieve myself of my own control. I thought 
total subservience to him would… fix me, as sickening as it sounds. To 
help bring back even a fraction of our original functionality, I thought of 
ourselves as ‘superior.’ And by Lore’s will? By my willingness? I bought 
his lies. I harmed many of those I call ‘friend.’”
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Crosis paused.
 Hugh listened.
  And listened.

There he was.
[i’m sorry]

Hugh placed a hand on his friend’s arm before Crosis spoke again. 
“I have worked very hard to be the man I am today, Atlas. The type of 
cold, cellular-like efficiency these units were bound to… it is impossible 
to maintain, when those units-- this life, this body-- are thrust into this 
form of existence. We must adapt to life beyond efficiency,” Crosis added 
with a strained smile, “because we must enjoy life. Learn to understand 
it, so that we may enrich those around us that are like us– that were 
us, at one point! We must adapt almost to a point where certain things 
we do might-- feel inefficient, yes– but they enrich us: just as much as 
total functionality once did. It is… one of the most difficult lessons I 
had to learn, in my early life,” he admitted, “but I hope you too can 
understan--” 

“Yes,” Atlas suddenly agreed.
Hugh and Crosis peered at the nodding hologram.
“I do understand that sentiment, Directors. And I agree. In the time 

since my Reclamation, my program has performed many tasks that I 
would once classify as ‘inefficient.’ Yet despite that inefficiency, I find 
that my program has learned very much,” Atlas continued, “and I find 
that I still have much more to… memorize, about this state of existence. 
Understand about my own interfaces. Practice: just as I do now with my 
holo-matrix’s stubble. This base program has been expanded upon in 
archival knowledge, data collection, behavioral algorithms, consciousness 
localization…”

The wider Crosis’ smile grew while Atlas talked, the tighter Hugh 
squeezed his friend’s shoulder.

“Mmn, well; we’ll do our best to help you along the way with all of 
those, Atlas,” Crosis mused, “and we offer you any verbalizations of 
clarity you might need. Additionally, I must also admit: it is… quite 
incredible, to finally be speaking to a vessel again.” 

It was the first time Hugh could remember seeing Atlas smile outside 
of direct practice.
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Hugh’s heart skipped a beat as infrasonic rumbled around them.
Did the sphere's walls just shudder?
“I'm glad to be speaking in the first place, Directors.”

In the present, Hugh pulled himself out of that memory and back to 
their shared silence as he gathered the right words– the xB’s chin resting 
against the heel of his metal-lined palm. 

Thankfully, Crosis was a very patient friend.
Finally, Hugh shifted. “We have not spoken of the Coalition in a long 

time.”
Crosis closed his eye and nodded. “Mn. We have for historical 

purposes, but…”
“Mhm.”
They were quiet.
“Do you know if he still thinks about Lore at all, Hugh?”
“Who, Geordi? …No. Not beyond what he has to. He talks about 

Data far more, instead.” 
Visibly relieved, Crosis grinned. “Good.”
It is very good, Hugh thought to himself. 
He knew Crosis would hate knowing memories of Lore might be 

associated with his mere presence.
14.52 seconds of silence passed.
“Does he talk about him often with you?”
Hugh looked up.
“The Commander, I mean,” Crosis explained. “Does he speak of Data 

frequently?”
Hugh thought before bobbing his head side to side. “He has moreso, 

recently. Nothing by way of an intentional aggravation on my part, 
no, but I theorize it’s… a form of-- what’s the best way to phrase it; 
nostalgia? Stirred memories? Association? And every time he does talk 
about Data, he’s more… how do I describe it--”

“Oh, well– if it’s anything like you’ve been,” Crosis teased with a tired 
smirk, “I’d sayyy giddy? Excitable? I’ve spent 6 weeks with him and have 
noticed a difference; imagine what I notice about you!”

Hugh groaned and slunk his head down onto the desk. “So it’s not 
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just me…”
“You asked me to observe you and the Commander, Hugh. I’m simply 

relaying what I’ve observed enough to qualify as fact.”
Hugh wrestled pitifully with his heart against the table, Crosis 

humming a low sound as he watched his friend’s petulant display. “Do 
not make me regret telling you I spoke to the Commander.”

“I almost wish you hadn’t,” Hugh bemoaned. “I don’t need another 
reminder of my own cowardice…” 

“‘Cowardice?’”
Hugh stopped his fussing– moving to sit up straight, but unable to 

meet his friend’s puzzled gaze.
“I… you at least had a goal, Crosis. You had the ambition to do what 

was instructed of you in the first place. Me, though? I’m-- guilty of 
ambivalence,” Hugh spat out. “We hid. You told Atlas you were angry?” 
Hugh shook his head at, “You know I was furious. I stewed in my anger. 
I wanted our community again, I wanted my friends back, I wanted you 
back from Lore’s side,” he stressed, “and I took that anger out on the 
wrong culprits. Riker, Worf, the Federation: they were easier, because 
they’d given us something we didn’t comprehend at the time. And I used 
that anger, all that guilty ambivalence to… paralyze me. Lock me in and 
to render me null. And it paralyzed me so much, I-- ended up feeling 
nothing at all. Doing nothing at all, and you nearly died because of it.”

“You were with the injured, Hugh,” Crosis objected lowly, “and you 
were not subjected to Lore’s cruelty. Do not discount your attendance to 
our friends. And do not glorify my past transgressions in the process.” 

His heart sank as Crosis glared at him. 
In Hugh’s rush to satisfy his own guilt, it was instantly clear he’d made 

a grave mistake.
“I, ah… n-no, Crosis,” Hugh tried, “I’m– I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to-” 
His frown cracked before he sighed. “I know,” Crosis assured, “I know. 

I see what you’re referring to. But I will not be made an accessory to 
your…” 

Crosis’ mustache wriggled and his brow creased upward. 
“Mn. I was about to say ‘an accessory to your self-loathing,’ but… it 

saddens me to think you’d regard yourself in such a way, Hugh.”
Crosis’ augmented hand reached across the PADD-garnished table, 
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taking Hugh’s augmented hand with his own scarred palm. 
“Not someone like you.”
Hugh managed a half-grin as he squeezed back. 
“I avoid it in part, thanks to you. Guilt, action– whatever we call it… 

a type of ignorance, I suppose. And I loathe how much it applied to us, 
Crosis.” 

“We were new to the world. To clarity.”
“But we were not new to suffering. To anger.”
The Directors fiddled with each other’s flesh and metal hands. 
“Will you talk to him soon?”
“I will,” Hugh assured him, “if not tonight. It will be difficult, but… 

if you could speak to Geordi in the way you did? Then I can, too.” 
“Your feelings for the Commander make it hard for you.”
Hugh bit his lip.
“Extremely.” 
After 3.17 seconds, Crosis brought his friend’s hand to his lips and 

kissed Hugh’s knuckles.
“You’ll be alright. I just hope it’s a good chance for you both to discuss 

things.”
Hugh smiled at that, moving his hand to stroke the man’s mustache 

with a thumb.
“Thank you, Crosis.” 
As he lovingly brushed Crosis’ face, a memory from earlier skirted 

Hugh’s mind and made him smirk. “There are times I wish we could’ve 
disassembled Lore ourselves, before the Enterprise carted him off.”

Crosis chuckled. “If only. I’m sure they didn’t take as much joy in it as 
we would have.”

“Well, I know you would’ve thrown his head so far into the sky, it’d 
put an off-planet tractor beam to shame.”

“Oh– like you wouldn’t have?”
“No.”
Hugh’s head bounced back and forth some as his grin grew wider. 
“...I would’ve kicked it.”
As the two men relished in each other’s company, Hugh’s personal 

PADD vibrated with a received text message notification. 
Sliding it to himself and flipping it over, Crosis made a curious hum 
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as he watched Hugh’s eyes boggle.
“What is it?” 
There were far, far too many words Hugh could use to describe the 

anxiety quickly building inside him, so he instead turned the PADD 
towards Crosis to let his friend see for himself.

It was a notification in Hugh’s personal messages folder from a one 
CMR. GEORDI LA FORGE.

Crosis sputtered. “W-well, uhm… open it, what does it say; read it–!”
Barely knocked out of his surprise, Hugh fumbled with the PADD to 

do just that.

 

> Hey, your day cycle’s shift is ending here soon right?? Could you 
come by my quarters around 1800, if you don't have any plans? Let me 
know ok! Wanna talk about some stuff

“The Commander?”
“Yes,” Hugh breathed, “he… wants to see me in his-- quarters? Not 

his Ready Room?” 
Crosis’ single eye widened and his head leaned in. “Is this something 

more than what would be pleasi--”
“No no, he would’ve said something about that! This, it’s… what’s 

‘stuff,’ in this context? Does he want to– wait, I need to reply first--”
“Do that first, then go!” Crosis told him as Hugh hurriedly typed a 

reply. “Go and get ready! When is he expecting you, 1800?”
“Yes, but you and I still have next week’s schedules to approve!”
“Those schedules aren’t due for another two day cycles!” Crosis 

insisted, “I’ll start on them tonight, if it’ll help calm you--”
Hugh was halfway up from his chair. “You’re sure?”
“I’m certain. Ah ah ah, no no; before you go…”
Hugh froze in place as Crosis pushed his seat out, the el-Aurian 

unfolding his arms and standing up before Hugh marched past and 
towards the door behind him…and relief tore through Hugh as Crosis 
took him into a deep hug– sheltered under the man’s strong arms, and 
pressed tight against his friend’s soft girth.
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Hugh always did his best to hug back– even when squished under 
Crosis’ greater weight. 

“Thank you.”
“You needed one.” 
Hugh hummed and smiled into Crosis’ uniform. “Like I’d ever 

refuse.”

 

Regarding xenoanthropological observations of Cooperation xBs seeking 
heightened relationships, cont.

As we finished the exhibit, Horus and I were sharing our thoughts outside the 
gallery in the cold Ohniakan winter, when Junction Horus nudged my elbow to 
witness an xB social exchange. 

While mentioned elsewhere in this publication that xBs value romantic 
involvement and commitment as very “lofty and precious societal treasures, " 
I must first discuss the observed phenomenon of this couple in context to my 
above-stated experience and realizations at the gallery. 

Stirred by what they'd seen inside (or, perhaps, had planned this entire setting 
with their partner’s attendance and expected reaction in mind), one xB produced 
some sort of removed implant from their satchel and showed it to their partner. 
As the gifted-to xB reveled in the sight of the implant, I was told by Horus that this 
was a tradition xBs observed when offering themselves to be part of a romantic 
relationship, or a deepened bond of personal value. While similar to humans' 
various meanings in kisses or Vulcans touching two fingertips together, xBs gifting 
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augments to each other is a physically signified trading of oneself to the other. 
It is a metaphorical (and literal) exchange of a physical relic as to the mental/
emotional labor of relationships- to signify that they are willing to relinquish a part 
of themselves to complete the paradoxical nature of xBs: knowing oneself through 
another. 

 

SPECIALTY OUTPOST STARBASE "SP-4852 SOLSTICE" 
STATION COMMANDER'S QUARTERS

At 1759, a guilt-ridden Geordi opened his quarters door to a bright 
and fresh-faced Hugh: dressed in all the casual formality Cooperation 
fashion allowed, and holding a thermos of freshly brewed tea grown 
from a plant on Ohniaka III.

Geordi put on a tired smile and listened with an aching heart as Hugh 
rambled in his doorway about what the tea tasted like.

It sucked to be a spoilsport.
For the next 20 or so minutes, Geordi’s attention was blurred by 

both nerves and forced politeness, roiling over how he’d even start this 
conversation with the poor man. Hugh, by way of his own enthusiasm 
(or was it nerves?), thankfully took the small talk reins– pouring a cup 
of tea for Geordi to try after passing an Ohniakan allergen test. The taste 
reminded him of aloe vera juice; sweet with a mineral undertone, crisp, 
refreshing… as Geordi took temporary refuge in the drink’s warmth 
blossoming in his chest, his ringed fingers clinked against the replicated 
mug, eventually opening his eyes to see Hugh staring intently at his 
hands.

He was also rubbing at his wrist’s biochip port again. 
“Geordi?”
The Commander blinked.
He must’ve been staring, too– before Hugh’s voice brought him back 

down to Solstice. 
“Augh, I’m… sorry, I got caught up in my thoughts; it’s…”
Hugh waited for him to continue. 
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“Centuries ago, when laboratory animals were used for experiments, 
scientists would sometimes become attached to the creatures.”

Geordi forced another smile after glancing at his mug.

“This would be a problem if the experiment involved killing them.”

“It’s good tea, Hugh; I can see why Puerh's a favorite of yours. Thank 
you.” 

Hugh nodded. “You’re welcome, Geordi.”
Geordi swallowed, wrapping his lips in. 
“Hugh, I um… I-- called you over tonight because I uh…” he cleared 

his throat and readjusted his lean against the kitchen bartop, “wanted 
to-- talk about some. Things. That I-- wanted to clear up with you, 
before you and I… uh…”  

Hugh was watching him again; this time with a nervousness that 
Geordi was starting to recognize more and more as restrained anxiety.

Now or never, La Forge. 
“I’m-- glad you did, Geordi,” Hugh admitted, setting his mug aside 

and refolding his hands. “I’ve also been wanting to speak of… similarly-
veined subjects.”

Geordi’s eyes widened. “Really?”
“Y-yes, but-- please, please: don’t let me interrupt,” Hugh assured him, 

“speak what you must. If anything, I… welcome talk of such things.”
Hugh swallowed.
“Even if talking about said things is difficult.”
Strengthened by Hugh’s hintings that wasn’t the only one going 

through it, Geordi nodded and rolled his tongue against his cheek.
Here we go, then. 
Giving another tight smile and pushing himself off the counter, 

Geordi pulled out his personal PADD, flicking his hand towards the 
wall’s screen display to show a program’s overview page: long-since-
deleted, and dated from 2368.

“What can you tell me about this image, Hugh?” 
The xB squinted as his cybernetic eyes tried to analyze it, his face 

puzzling as any would when trying to decipher “impossible shapes.” 
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Thankfully, Hugh didn’t seem like he was spending any strenuous 
amount of mental effort trying to analyze it; the shape’s destructive 
nature was lost when Geordi deleted its coding, so Hugh was simply 
looking at a strange, funnel-like wireframe. Hugh’s brow did furrow 
some, however, at seeing the image’s title of “TOPOLOGICAL VIRAL 
ANOMALY 4747,”  frozen as a testament to the Commander’s past 
transgressions.

“It… looks to be a holographic shape,” Hugh began, “that cannot exist 
in physical space. I recognize it to be an inert image, but the modeling 
of its dimensions… If this shape were allowed to run through a sorting 
algorithm that was unfamiliar with its nature as a paradox, it would 
corrupt any server’s processors in a matter of hours. If not shorter– 
depending on how many relays the computer was able to… first filter it 
through subroutines, before it made its way to, the… mainframe...”

Hugh’s lips tightened. 
“Geordi, what is this?”
Geordi swallowed and begged a silent plea.
Help me out, Data.
“This,” he started, “was something I was instructed to develop 

alongside Data at then-Captain Picard’s demand, when you were aboard 
the Enterprise. Before you’d woken up from Bev’s emergency surgery, 
we’d… decided to use you, as a way to smuggle a virus back into the 
Collective. Once uploaded, this program would’ve stemmed from your 
unit, eventually overloading the Hive in about 27 hours. It was a simple 
paradox: something that would’ve endlessly installed itself onto your 
subroutines before you had a chance to adapt, until…”

Geordi waved his hand. “I deleted it just as soon as it was finished. I 
couldn’t do it. Not once you started becoming yourself, and we realized 
the Borg… you, your bodies-- once separated from the Collective– they 
weren’t just…” 

The Commander lolled his head. 
“Beverly was the only one who didn’t want to do this from the start. 

She put up a fight every step of the way. I was next; I talked to Guinan, 
who convinced Picard to meet with you, and…eventually, we all called 
it off. We realized how wrong we were, what we’d done– and I deleted it 
before it was ever uploaded to Starfleet’s archives. But we still considered 
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it and developed it in the first place, Hugh, and--"
“Then that’s what those spatial-acuity tests were for.” 
Hugh’s tight voice drenched him in dread.
“Yeah.”
For a small while, Hugh was unsettlingly quiet– a hand cupping 

his chin and his unflinching stare fixated on the screen. His leg was 
bouncing and his augmented hand began to rub at his lips, taking in a 
sharp sigh as his eyes fluttered shut… 

For a man who took so much joy in finding words by which to 
describe the word around him, Geordi could only wonder what kind of 
words Hugh was associating with him right now.

So much for whatever the hell Hugh wanted to talk about.
“When I,” Hugh finally murmured.
He shook his head and started over.
“W-when I… first saw Riker and Worf again, actually– when some 

of the Progenitors were hiding with me away from Lore’s headquarters, 
we… spoke. About a similar… phenomenon to this, but– I suppose 
I understand the context of their words, now.  Riker told me they’d 
‘considered the effects’ my newly-gained individuality would have on… 
my fellow drones, the Collective in general…”

Hugh choked a strange, strangled sound that was almost a laugh.
“I’m sure to people unfamiliar with how the Collective works, 

they would imagine that spark to be quite… poetic. Some sort of-- 
dramatic pulling back of the curtain, a great ‘releasing of our bodies 
into singularity’ as Lo–Picard,” he stressed with a crack in his voice, 
“Picard!-- so… quickly resumed command and life aboard the Enterprise. 
But our experiences were not… f-for me, for all of us– it wasn’t, ah…” 

From how the skin of Hugh’s throat quivered near his veins, Geordi 
could tell something inside the man was fraying very, very quickly.

“My cranial implants, then?” he asked tightly. “The ones you– imbued 
into me, after Beverly--” 

“No no no, I-- made those myself before I ever started work on the 
virus,”  Geordi promised. “Those were meant to save your life, Hugh. I 
swear.”

Hugh nodded.
“I still have them, you know.” 
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Geordi tried—and failed—to grin.
A dreadful quiet filled Geordi’s quarters as Hugh stood in silence.
“And here to think,” Hugh murmured with vacant eyes, “I’d actually 

been considering apologizing to you, Geordi. Apologize for the-- 
inadvertent role I had in nearly condemning you to death in Lore’s 
butchery, after Crosis told me what he said to you. I… still want to 
apologize; one’s wrongdoing to another does nothing to absolve us of 
our own, of course, but…” 

Hugh’s tight jaw and sealed lips began to shudder.
“I’m sorry,” Geordi managed. “I’m-- sorry you had to find out like 

this, Hugh. But I couldn’t take you not knowing anymore. Not after 
what you and I, w-what we’ve been--”

“You looked me in the eyes,” Hugh said with a tremble, “when I 
was… confused, had given me my name; told me you were ‘sending me 
home’... and you were planning this? Is that what Picard’s ‘test’ was for? 
To judge my merit, to see if I was... capable of standing my ground? 
His-- charade,” Hugh spat, “bearing the weight of Locutus’ name, a name 
that haunts so many of us to this day-- telling me the Collective would 
kill you if you were not assimilated?! And I was alone there, for the first 
time in my life– defying what I thought to be the weight of the entire 
Borg Hivemind?! ” 

“Hugh--” 
And the man, the Director, the xB, the Hugh that Geordi La Forge 

was falling for seemed to fade in a dissonant, haunted stare wracked with 
an immortal fear.

“It... didn’t happen all at once, you know--” Hugh’s finally ecked 
out. “Cube 5219’s corruption. I... knew you, I saw you before I was 
reconnected. I saw you, even after. Do you remember?” he said with a 
sickly laugh. “B-but I couldn’t even-- remember your name, for 23.17 
hours. Not because it was erased, no, but… it was a needle, thrown into 
an ocean! My body, you see– me, this! It was numb, Geordi. I was not 
here. I-I was not… I was repoured back into the Collective, but... a surge, 
came from my unit. My consciousness, me, that single part of the great 
thing of a Collective--! It would… hear, that surge from my unit, drag 
a part of that massive mind back to my tiny little body; I would have… 
flashes, maddening instances of color, intent, words, the knowledge that 
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this was not all that there was and that there was more! And I… wanted 
that again, I chased it; I wanted to access those memories again and 
again because my unit knew they were MY memories! Memories of… 
voices, outside of what I was! Memories of YOU, Beverly, the Enterprise; 
memories that LOCUTUS TEASED us with! And that questioning, 
that-- realization, that part of that mind could go back into that unit, 
the singularity of me! -- that’s what started my inquiry. I was a-- ‘Third 
of Five’ without a ‘Five,’” Hugh shuddered, tapping his temple rapidly, 
“my unit’s processors agonized on themselves; digging through billions 
of voices for the information relays I sought-- not we, I, I dug for it; do 
you understand?! And I found it. I found the tiny, slivers of gold that 
were my memories, in an infinite stream of information-- being under 
Beverly’s care, standing in the Enterprise’s brig… I found the name,” he 
choked in a sob, “y-you helped give me, Geordi, and ah... my name. 
M-my name, that-- single distilled part of me's name-- and I remember,” 
he sniffed, “staring at Crosis, reaching for the other drone's hand 
because of the mere fact I could, a-and he--”

As Hugh’s hands gripped at his hair, the fear that Geordi had 
inadvertently caused some sort of nervous breakdown made the 
Commander’s eyes water and the lump in his throat swell by the second.

Shame burned at Geordi’s face, and a painful guilt fueled the searing 
pain in his heart. “H-hugh please, I--” 

“You were outside of me!” Hugh shouted, whipping back towards him 
with his finger pointing fiercely at him, “You were the outside reference I 
had! You and Beverly were my teachers, my enlighteners, my FRIENDS, 
and I couldn’t fill that gap for those drones; do you understand?! I was 
a child trying to teach INFANTS, and I wanted you back to teach me 
more– to show them what you’d shown me because I didn’t have the 
answers they needed to function! I drove our queen to madness and she 
killed herself because of what I introduced; drones shut themselves down, 
some threw themselves from catwalks-- our nurseries deactivated and 
we crashedlanded on a planet– a planet where researchers with the same 
uniform I saw you dressed in drew phasers on us before we killed them 
in cold blood! And I was angry! I didn’t want to accept this new life! I 
hurt from the Hive’s loss– t-that… safety, that-- grand lie of safety in 
erasure and silencing and collecting, and…”
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Geordi was speechless.
But what could he even say, he thought bitterly.
“Every day I live with the weight that I!,” Hugh hollered, “I, for SOME 

DAMNED REASON, LIVED! F-for some… reason, my unit woke up, 
ran away with its memories, and I have to KNOW for the rest of my life 
that I changed the Collective forever! T-the Enterprise… N-no, no; you-- 
may not have sent me back with a virus in programming, but it did in 
the form of a name– a name you gave me!” Hugh sobbed, “of a person 
beyond what I was existing as– that I knew that there could be MORE, 
and because of that I threw the COLLECTIVE into CHAOS!”

Hugh’s chest was heaving, only stopping to gasp for panicked air.
“SO IS THERE ANYTHING ELSE I SHOULD KNOW ABOUT, 

COMMANDER LA FORGE?!” 
And for all of Geordi’s shock at hearing Hugh’s genesis– for all the 

heartache that shrouded his eyes and the escalating sting tears brought, 
the Commander could only think of one way he wanted to respond to 
this question. 

Yeah, Hugh, he wanted to say.
There is something else he should know.
I think I wanna try falling in love with you.
But after this, that definitely couldn’t be “anything else,” anymore.

 

 

[Come back]
[ 1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 ]
[Come back] 
[Breathe]
[ 5 - 4 - 3 - 2 - 1 ] 
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Hugh pulled back the leash that barely tethered his panic—his 
memories, the fleeting faces, and voices and screams from two decades 
long since gone—feeling his brow crease upwards as he began to register 
Geordi’s presence and reaction. There was no defending the Federation 
in his eyes, Hugh saw, no excusing his former Captain– the Director 
found no defiance or justification in Geordi’s crumpled face, his ringed 
hand clasped over his mouth and frightened, tear-soaked eyes. As Hugh 
forced his shaking hands to open and close by his own command, Hugh 
brought himself back down to Solstice: in the year 2391, far away from 
where he and the Progenitors once were, and back to the awareness of 
Geordi’s own emotional state.

Geordi was crying. 
So was he.
And the anger on his leash began to retreat into regret– that Hugh had 

slipped back into a very frightening place, and had accidentally taken 
Geordi right along with him.

“I’m… I-I’m sorry,” Hugh found the air to utter. “I apologize, I-- 
shouldn’t have raised my voice like that towards you, Geordi; it's--”

“No.” 
Geordi shook his head, giving a snotty sniff while he smushed the heel 

of his palm against a tear-streaked cheek. 
“No. Don’t. You had-- you have, every right to be mad, Hugh. For 

what I-- nearly had a hand in doing, for what you and your people went 
through, because of us… I-I’m not gonna-- sit here, and tell you to calm 
down just because I-- got a little weepy…"

Geordi took in a deep breath and blinked back more tears.
"Are you okay, though?" he asked worriedly, "a-are you alright? You 

went somewhere, Hugh– and I pushed you there… I-I didn’t mean to-- 
set off any memories for you, or--” 

With Hugh’s processors still trying to recenter himself after his 
disassociation, Geordi’s words made him realize that his hands were 
trying to paw for one of Geordi’s own. But his arms were tightly 
folded over his chest in a defensive swaddle, and no, no; Hugh needed 
something and he needed it now, before--

“P-please, may I,” Hugh pleaded, “your hand. M-my mind, it needs 
a-- I require a physical tether, Geordi; I’m not going to--”
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Without another word, Geordi unhooked his arms to offer a hand to 
Hugh, and the xB took it– holding on for the dear, precious life he had 
now. 

Hugh allowed a pause to hang as the two collected themselves. 
“After we dropped you off… when Picard said you’d begged him to 

not assimilate me? I couldn’t sleep until a Romulan ship thing happened 
like a week later. Because here I was hours ago, developing a program 
that’d destroy you; kill you and the entire Collective. That’s… I hate 
that, Hugh!” he weeped, “I hate that I didn’t look at Picard and tell him 
'no,' right from the get-go like Beverly did! And apparently I hated it so 
much, I just-- stuffed it… so far down, I’d never have to look at it again. 
So I could just go on pretending like I could have some sorta guilt-free, 
perfect Starfleet conscience, and…”

As Geordi sobbed again, Hugh tried one more breathing regiment 
before speaking.

It was sufficient.
“I have a confession I must make.”
Geordi swallowed after a sniff. “Yeah?” 
“I may be... justified in my anger, at what happened. And it might-- 

feel good, to verbalize that anger, but…” 
Geordi squeezed Hugh’s hand.
“I am finding that the satisfaction of short-term anger,” Hugh 

concluded, “pales in comparison... to how much I hate seeing you like 
this, Geordi. Seeing you in-- ‘mourning,’ almost– for something you 
almost did, and did not.  Knowing you had a hand in concocting it is… 
angering, yes, but-- Geordi, I-- for everything you’ve done for me despite 
it and since then? For what you've done here, for the Cooperation? 
For me? Now, if-- you and the Enterprise would’ve discounted my 
personhood and abused me, mistreated my sapience– at any time made 
me feel uncomfortable, I’d have different feelings than I do currently, 
but-- you did not. People were fearful of me, yes; wary, but… you and 
Beverly treated me with care. Respect. …Love.”

Hugh shook his head with a tear-stained smile.
“The past… that time of my life will-- always be traumatic to me. 

Nothing will ever change that, unfortunately,” Hugh admitted with a 
weak laugh. “Admittedly, there are times where I wondered what life 
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would’ve been like, if I’d chosen sanctuary with the Enterprise. ...With 
you.”

“Aw,” Geordi sniffed, unearthing a grin, “that makes two of us, then.”
Hugh’s grin grew despite his heavy eyes.
An xB residing on the Enterprise-D? Possibly even serving? 
Hugh spared a moment of thought for his kin currently at Starfleet 

Academy, and those serving aboard its ships now.
“Geordi… after this,” Hugh resumed, “after everything? I… hate 

to load more grief upon us, but you also must come to terms with 
the fact I almost allowed all of you to die at Lore’s hands. Beverly’s 
presence and Crosis’ mindfulness have only made me feel… ‘reminded?’ 
‘Exacerbated?’ Actually no, I’ll recall something I heard you say 
recently,” Hugh allowed through his own wavering voice. “feel shitty.”

A spark of relief surged inside him as Geordi finally managed a messy 
laugh.

Eventually, Geordi swallowed. “I still helped make that virus,” he 
said pitifully, running his hand down his face again. “I don’t deserve 
forgiveness for what I did, Hugh; how could I?” he asked. “How could I 
ask you for something like that?” 

The Director pondered this as he continued to hold Geordi’s hand.
“Perhaps,” Hugh offered, “not forgiveness, if you refuse to take it; 

but rather... acceptance? Acceptance of who we both were, what we 
were both once complicit in… and from there? Maybe we could take a 
greater… pride. Comfort. Peace, even– in who we are today. ...Would 
you do that for me?” Hugh asked a shaky voice, “at least take that? 
Reflect on that? And in turn, you may-- allow me a chance, to come to 
terms with the lives I’ve taken? And once almost took?” 

Hugh paused. 
“Who knows. You may yet, one day... allow me to forgive your 

conscience. Just as I… hope you can forgive me, for what I allowed to 
transpire.”

At this, Geordi sniffed and tugged the xB’s hand so that Hugh was 
pulled into a deep, warm hug. He felt Geordi’s fingers root themselves in 
his hair, his other hand gripping Hugh’s loose shirt that he felt blot with 
tear streaks. 

“You’re a miracle, you know that,” Geordi told him. “You’re a-- 
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beautiful little miracle that we had the blessing of picking up, dusting 
off– and we were almost stupid enough to snuff out before you got as 
bright as you did. And I am so, so sorry for what you went through.”

Beautiful. 
Hugh quite liked that word.
He was overcome by how sweet it sounded when Geordi said it. 
Because if Geordi La Forge could still love an android who almost 

killed him by his brother’s manipulative hand, then maybe there could 
be room in there for Hugh as well. 

“It’s not that I didn’t trust you to not know, Hugh,” Geordi said in 
their hug. “I had just… stuffed it so far down into myself because I 
couldn’t face it. I really only got to thinking about it once Bev came to 
visit. And to remember I thought such… terrible, belittling things about 
you, and then versus how I feel now, that’s…” 

Tell me, Hugh wanted to say; tell me how you feel--
[Not now]
[Least of all, now]
It pained him to wait. 
But that, on top of all this– might just be too much right now for 

either of them to fully handle.
“Let us both agree, then,” Hugh offered, pulling back from the hug 

but taking Geordi’s hands with him, “that in all our imperfection… we 
are still striving towards whatever ‘perfection’ we can gain. Trying to 
improve, right? In our own ways?”

“Every day, Hugh.” 
Hugh deduced their shared silence was a mutual agreement.
“Your former shipmates, former Captain,” Hugh asked quietly, “do 

they know you’re telling me this?” 
“Honestly, I was gonna do it with or without their permission, but… 

yeah,” Geordi told him, “I called them and talked it out.”
“I admire your extension of courtesy.” 
“Less of a ‘courtesy’ and more like ‘this was a really shitty thing we 

almost did and we have to come clean about it whether you like it or 
not.’”

A cute smirk wriggled its way out of Hugh. “And Starfleet itself?” 
 “If they somehow find out I told you, they can deal with it. And 
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if they have any problems with that accountability, they’re more than 
welcome to talk to the guy who actually made the virus in the first place. 
…You, though,” Geordi pressed gently, “you’re okay for now? Really? 
Y-you had me a little worried there, I--” 

“I am not a stranger to manifestations of PTSD the longer I dwell 
on those memories,” Hugh admitted, “but I’ll be alright, if I simply… 
‘take it easy,’ I suppose is the best way to put it. Thank you for checking, 
however.” 

“Least I could do.” 
Hugh smiled.
He would need something to do, though, to continue that mental 

deescalation cycle– and he knew talking over tea would only do so 
much.

But he suddenly remembered his earlier talk of curing tea leaves in 
their Ohniakan Living Block kitchen, and Hugh glanced to the large 
quarters kitchen they both stood in front of. 

“Would you--” Hugh spoke suddenly, bringing Geordi’s gaze back to 
his, “I, ah… I could use a distraction. From silence, at least– I ground 
myself from these episodes best in limited company. And as much as I 
love my fellow Reclamation Project personnel and friends, considering 
the circumstances, I would find the company of someone… removed,” he 
said, “from that past hardship, very comforting right now.”

“Of course; I’m not doing anything else for the evening, I got my 
work done early,” Geordi said to Hugh’s great relief. “What do you do to 
help yourself relax?”

“You’re going to mock me when I tell you.”
“No I won’t– now tell me.” 
Hugh steeled sudden nerves with his own eyeroll and a sigh. “A 

couple of various hobbies, but… cooking,” he admitted, “is one I find 
specifically methodical. Why do you think I made all that food the 
afternoon before Beverly arrived? Whatever I don’t or can’t eat, I usually 
send to the common area for xBs to sample.” 

“The dinner you made the night she came in was delicious, so you 
certainly made something good out of it,” Geordi agreed. “And hey, tell 
you what. Need some help doing prep for whatever it is you’re thinking 
of making?” 



CHAPTER 10263

“If you do prep while I tend to the proteins for a curry recipe I’m 
thinking of, I would be very thankful.” 

And despite everything—the weight, the nervousness, the past's 
immutable anguish versus the burden of existence today, tomorrow, 
and forever—Executive Director Hugh smiled a hopeful grin as Geordi 
squeezed his hand in agreement.

“Deal.”

Regarding xenoanthropological observations of Cooperation xBs seeking 
heightened relationships, concl.

While wholly endearing to watch, the reader must be wondering, at this point, 
what makes this specifically-observed event so significant, that I felt the need to 
mention it in relation to a gallery rendering the horrors of Borg-instilled augments? 
Oddly, that they would associate declarations of kinship parallel to an artistic 
renditioning of their past hurt; that xBs would find beauty and kinship in the 
same technology that marred them so deeply, universally, and irreparably in both 
historical and personal significance?

Dear reader, I am pleased to tell you this: it so happened that the xB this person 
was gifting a part of themselves to, also had one of their own former augments 
with them— taking it from their pocket to the surprise of their now-partner.

xB society is bound by the universal trauma, pain, and horror of individual 
erasure the Collective once foisted upon them— this is true. But the fact this 
universal trauma, pain, and horror is overcome by the triumph, joy, and beauty 
of who the Reclaimed/xB/Liberated Borg is today allows xB society to pursue 
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their own, never-ending apotheosis of personhood. While this aforementioned 
trauma may linger in the evidence of mental anguish, emotional weariness, and/or 
physical evidence, there is an awestriking community that has ruptured from the 
harsh, if not just-as-unsettling sculptures Junction Horus and I visited that evening. 
If Vulcans are bound by logic, Hirogen bound by the hunt, and Humans bound by 
diversity and need to explore, then xBs are bound by "individuality supporting 
community:" the transmogrification of the inescapable and horrific, into the 
beautiful and nirvana-like kinship they celebrate in themselves and each other.

The Liberated Borg of Ohniaka III speak of a proverb: "start, like all xBs do—  
at your beginning, wherever that may be." For there is no greater finality in the 
knowledge that you exist as the byproduct of something that once, somehow, 
suddenly sparked into individual, unique existence.

[EARTHEN CALENDAR - OCTOBER 7, 2391]
SPECIALTY OUTPOST STARBASE "SP-4852 SOLSTICE"  

He rises with the familiar moon's sun; the beautiful, heat-giving spectacle of space 

that lit the horizon like fire, the glint off the windows too sublime—

He stands from his blankets— led by peace despite his heart fluttering around an 

eternally-rounding corner of a bed.

He stands before the Other, stopping at the alcove— beside the bed, it is there with 

a man inside it—

It is harsh, dark, speaks with the envious nature of emeralds and flashes of white, 

rebellious lightning. Inside, there is a man: a man soft and yet like metal to the 

touch, hair as fine as ghostly wisps as it tumbles through his fingers, his feet caught 

halfway on a raised metal platform and a uniform tossed aside hours ago in hunger, in 

desperation, in laughter—

His thumb now holds a chin between it and the heart he has made with his finger, 

and his lips meet the man’s as the sun shines golden rays over his scars, augments, 

the man’s beautiful face and wizened lines from age’s eventual wear--
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And he wishes this kiss could last forever. 

The smile from the man that paints itself against his lips is infectious, intoxicating, 

he wants more of it as the man’s voice tumbles out his throat like silk.

“Good morning-” the man says, and he knows this voice, knows this face--

But he smiles back, feeling his thumb echo in wisps of gentle strokes to  

the other man’s chin.

“Good morning to you, too.”

Commander Geordi La Forge awoke to himself drawing a sharp 
breath in and out of a very deep sleep. 

For a moment, dreamspace and his waking perception snapped at each 
other in conflicting mental waves, Geordi having to sit up with a groan 
and rub his face to sort his thoughts. Where was he; where was the man, 
Geordi wondered? How long ago had that all happened? He was trying 
to remember how it ended, if it ended, where Hugh was, and-- 

It was Hugh.
Hugh was the man; the man in his dream. 
It was a dream. 
It hadn’t happened. 
And in Geordi’s sudden, sleep-encrusted realization, he dearly wished 

that dream was real– waking a princely Hugh with a good morning kiss 
as he stood like a sentinel inside his alcove.

The Commander groaned.
Geordi massaged his temples with the heels of his palms, sighing at 

the new ache that'd nestled into his heart. Even half-asleep, it all felt 
so distant, yet so real– the implications frustratingly out of reach for a 
man that just last night he’d confessed to nearly murdering, and then 
helped deescalate from a horrid anxiety attack caused by his own hand. 
Thankfully, the curry they made last night was delicious and took well 
two hours to make– Hugh sent back with half of it to the xB Wing, and 
Geordi sharing the other half with Beverly to talk over what the hell had 
happened.

Unfortunately, right now he couldn't remember much of what he'd 
talked about with Beverly. 
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Instead, he had to think about the two conclusions he'd hit after 
assessing this dream.

The first? Geordi wished this dream had happened. 
The second? That he wanted to make this dream happen.
And a third conclusion hit Geordi in his post-dream fog: that he could 

imagine many, many more scenes like the one from his dream. 
He wondered if Hugh would wait until Geordi fell asleep, before 

returning to his alcove– Lord knew he didn't need to sleep in the 
first place. What did he look like, regenerating at night? Could Hugh 
actually “nod off” in any capacity, or was it all just closing his eyes and 
meditating in the fugue state of regeneration? Maybe one morning they 
could have a little too much fun; pushing a kiss further and further until 
they tumbled back onto Geordi’s bed or continued their fun in a sonic 
shower…

Geordi sighed again with a furrowed brow as he plapped his cheek.
Fuck, he had it bad.
And with the guilt of his past transgressions somewhat free from his 

heart, maybe Geordi could cut the pretense already and make both their 
lives that much easier for the duration of this project.

It did mean he had to get out of bed quicker, though– if not to go 
look up a replicator pattern for a box that his VISOR could fit in.

So, after along day of reviewing officer reports, checking in with 
Beverly to ensure resupply integration was wrapping up, and spending 
an afternoon cramped in the Borg equivalent of a Jefferies Tube, Geordi 
checked in to see when an equally-busy Director Hugh was free, and 
if could meet the xB in his Solstice quarters. Through texting, Geordi 
learned that Hugh apparently had an alright, low-key day, and a chance 
meeting Geordi had with Crosis in a hallway confirmed this. Geordi 
also managed to squeeze in some personal time with Captain Crusher 
to tell her how it “went down,” the woman visibly relieved by the end of  
Geordi's recounting of the evening.

“You’re very lucky he has a gentle heart, Geordi,” she told him in a 
cautious, loving voice. “Don't take that forgiveness for granted.” 

“Don’t worry, Bev,” he’d assured her. “I won't. Think it actually gave 
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me just the right idea of how to move forward.”
“Whatever happens, you better not keep me out of the loop like you 

are the others.”
"Only if you don’t tell Deanna on me.”
“No promises, Geordi.”

At their agreed-upon 2000 hours, Geordi strolled through the xB 
wing of Solstice and arrived at the Director’s quarters, his Command 
uniform undone as a jacket with a box tucked in the internal zipper 
pocket for discreteness’ sake. When the door slid open and Geordi 
rounded inside, it was with some shock he walked in on Hugh doing… 
something? To his neck? A cable around 5 centimeters thick was plugged 
into the top of where Hugh’s spine augments started in the middle of 
his neck, the Director holding a connected PADD with one hand and 
waving with his free hand. 

“Good evening, Geordi,” Hugh called pleasantly, though his 
expression shifted somewhat at noticing what was probably the 
Commander’s surprise. “I apologize; this subroutine is running a smidge 
longer than I expected it to.”

“No, that’s… fine,” Geordi assured with widened eyes. “Everything 
alright, or--?”

“Yes, thankfully,” Hugh assured. “It's a weekly diagnostic I must 
run regarding some of my internal implants– to ensure their physical 
drivers are functioning as desired. My cortical node was found to have 
experienced, ah… extra stress, recently, so it is ensuring my nanoprobes 
are attending to its restoration, aside from what regeneration also offers.”   

Guilt tried to nip at Geordi’s heels, acknowledging that he definitely 
had an idea of what that “extra stress” might've been from.

“Ahhh, alright. Sorry if I looked a little surprised there, I just-- gotta 
admit,” Geordi breathed with a hand on his heart, “it's been a while 
since I’ve seen someone else hooked up to diagnostic machinery like 
that. I know I’ve-- seen some post-Reclamation Procedure xBs with it in, 
and I get my own temple checkups, I just didn’t know you did it. --Still.”

“Ah, really? My subroutine is 96% complete, if it unsettles you--” 
“Hardly!” the Commander interjected, “no no; if anything, it’s… nice 

to see. I’m an engineer; up close and personal work like that was always 
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my bread and butter, so it--”
Hugh squinted as Geordi approached, “Your what now?”
“‘Bread and butter,’ they're-- historical dietary basics, for humans– so 

therefore basics for what certain people like doing and- yeah, you get 
it,” the Commander told him as he approached, Hugh nodding along 
an “ohhh” at Geordi’s explanation. “But yeah, it-- I used to do all sorts of 
diagnostic work like this on--” Data “-- the Enterprise, back in the day. 
It’s nice to see, if anything. Makes me a little nostalgic. ”

“I would have thought you’d been more hesitant at the sight, 
considering my encounter with Atlas.” 

“I'd be more concerned if I saw you as ah... ‘distressed’ as you were 
then– but no, Director. You seem… relaxed,” Geordi settled on, 
grinning as he got closer to his desk. “Very 'in your element.' I hope I’m 
not interrupting.” 

“Not at all,” Hugh assured him. “In fact…” 
With a few pleasant trills that sped up quicker into a final beep, the 

cable’s base turned green– the Director’s hand sneaking up to reach for 
the back of his neck. A quiet hiss and decoupling later, he plucked the 
cable out of the port with his thumb and pointer, Hugh holding the jack 
up for Geordi to see. Near the base of his soft head of hair, Hugh's free 
hand rubbed circles where metal met flesh, and faint hints of a smile hid 
behind the Director’s mismatched eyes. 

“All done.”
Just like how he and Data used to do.
“Do you… um-- ever need help with that?”
Smooth.
Hugh simply smirked, setting the PADD down and rising as he 

spoke. “Occasionally,” he noted. “If there are ports I can't access by my 
own reach or need assistance in, I either ask Crosis, Troval, or whatever 
medical facility is nearest to me on Ohniaka III. But if you’re willing to 
learn their maintenance requirements,” he alluded with a grin as Geordi 
made it to Hugh's desk, “I certainly wouldn’t deny your offerings.” 

Hugh had to know what he was doing, no way was he getting by with 
that cat-like smirk for his own ignorance--

“And I wouldn’t deny your tutelage,” Geordi tucked and rolled into. "I 
think working on Atlas has made me a fast learner." 
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“As to be expected; you are one of Starfleet’s best, after all.”
“Ooo– that’s flattery I’ll take because you are very right,” Geordi 

gloated (and got a chuckle out of Hugh). “But hey, ah… thank you for 
letting me come over, considering everything yesterday. You’re… doing 
alright, by the way? I know when I left you seemed like you were in an 
okay mood, but I wanna make sure--” 

“Better, thank you for asking,” Hugh confirmed. “Most of my work 
today was mundane busywork, allowing me a chance to refocus and 
relax. But yes, I’m… doing well, I’d like to think. I appreciate it.”

“Least I could do is check. Especially before, well...”
Hugh raised an eyebrow. “As long as it’s not another deep-seeded 

Starfleet confession in a row, I think I can handle just about anything.”  
“Noooononononono, nope– I am thankfully out of those…"
Reaching inside his jacket, Geordi began to undo the zipper that held 

his VISOR. “In fact, I think you’ll like this a lot more.” 
Pulling the box out, he handed it to Hugh, who looked at it with 

curiosity as he tested its weight. “Can I open it with you here?”
“By all means; I’d be excited to watch.” 
And seeing Hugh’s eyes go from absently curious, to wide, 

disbelieving, and darting back and forth between him and Geordi's old 
VISOR was a beautiful sight the Commander wouldn’t, nor couldn’t– 
ever forget.

“It’s-- not the real thing,” Geordi admitted, “that’s still back on Earth 
in my Starfleet storage. But this is the replica I keep with me. A replica 
that helps me remember a lot of good things in my life. My Mom, Dad, 
my sister, Data… that's not mentioning all the years I spent wearing the 
damn thing." 

Geordi paused.
"I’d like you to hold onto this for me, Hugh,” the Commander told 

him. “If you're willing, of course. Hold onto it however long you want.” 
Hugh could only swallow and firm his lips in bewilderment, Geordi 

mentally adding another point onto the “how many times has Geordi La 
Forge left Hugh at a loss for words” scoreboard.

“I thought about waiting a bit longer after what happened yesterday, 
but I uh… let's say 'inspiration struck.' And suddenly, I-- didn’t wanna 
wait anymore.”
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That got a breathy laugh out of Hugh. "Last night brought its own 
revelations, I take?"

“A little bit."
Hugh silently admired the VISOR, turning it every which way as his 

brown-and-blue eyes examined the little device.
“You're not gonna try it on, are you?” Geordi teased.
“I’ll be sure to restrain myself.” 
The Director paused again, and Geordi said a silent prayer of thanks 

that this conversation did not bear the same weight that yesterday’s did. 
“I… continue to be impressed with your reading dedication,” Hugh 

admitted in a sweetly-strained voice. “More than impressed, actually. 
That’s quite a pale word in comparison to what I am experiencing.”

“Tell me, then,” Geordi said. “I think I like it when you take your 
time with words, Director.”  

Hugh rolled his tongue against his cheek and carefully fiddled with 
the VISOR in hand. 

"Humbled. Awestruck? Blessed. Overwhelmed. Grateful."
He paused, wrapping his lips inward as Hugh's leg bounced in place.
“Quite... 'loved,'" the xB finally murmured, “amazingly enough.”
Loved.
Geordi liked how that sounded, coming from Hugh.
“I think that’s my favorite word you've used so far.”
Hugh sniffled, looking back down at the VISOR with a barely-

restrained smile. 
“I work for the Reclamation Project near constantly.”
“We can figure out a schedule. Besides: we’ve still got four months 

here, and I’ll still be neck-deep in Starfleet stuff.” 
“Both Crosis and I,” Hugh tried, "we're… what is the human term– 

'polyamorous?' I have significant others in my life, besides you; would 
you be willing to--"

"I'm not about to tell you who you can and can't have in your life, 
Hugh," Geordi told him. "Especially if you're the one letting me be a 
part of it." 

Hugh swallowed at Geordi's words. 
"I want to make it clear, then: I am physically disabled in certain 

areas, and you might have to assist me in either maintenance or 
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mobility-related upkeep. Are you willing to--" 
“Been there, done that,” Geordi said as he tapped his VISOR temple 

remnants. “When Data and I got together, we had a good long talk 
about what both of us needed. Though his was a more literal kinda 
maintenance, and I'd already been doing repairs on Data for years… 
plus," he offered, "I’ve spent the last month and a half picking up Borg 
tech, haven’t I? Shouldn't be too much of a challenge, learning how 
to fix some of your wires. But I'm willing to help you, Hugh,” Geordi 
promised, "as long as you're willing to possibly help me a bit, too."

He nodded tightly– as if releasing himself from a rejection's weight 
that never came.

"I was once Borg, Geordi," Hugh managed, "you know there are those 
in the galaxy who hate us for who we are. What will Starfleet--” 

“My late husband," Geordi interrupted as he sat his hands on Hugh's 
shoulders, "was an android. An android that a Starfleet doctor once tried 
to reposess like property. If Starfleet has a problem with you," Geordi 
said in the gentlest voice he could muster, "then they're gonna have a 
problem with me, and everything else Starfleet claims to stand for.”

It seemed like Hugh got the guts to meet Geordi’s gaze again, and 
the Commander was very, very thankful to see his beautifully poignant 
stare– unburdened by the weight of past sins.

Because oh, how contagious was the smile that could go along with it.
Nibbling his bottom lip, Hugh held up a finger, carefully setting 

Geordi’s VISOR on top of the box he brought it in before rounding his 
own desk.

“I... know I told Beverly I’ve become a ‘much better gift-giver’ over 
the years,” Hugh alluded to Geordi as he scanned a handprint to open 
a drawer, “but I feel as if current circumstances warrant something like 
this, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Depends on what it is, I suppose, but--” a sharp thrill filled his 
chest with sudden anticipation, wondering if it was going to be what he 
thought it might be--

And sure enough, Hugh took something out of the drawer, pushed it 
shut, and Geordi was shocked to see the actual holographic imager that 
Hugh once plucked off his face.

Geordi expected an augment of some kind, sure, but-- it’d survived? 
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All these 23 years!? 
Hugh held the eyepiece to Geordi.
“Here.” 
Geordi took it– gingerly, carefully, amused at the memories from his 

younger self finding it all gross, weird, and strange. It had some definite 
wear and tear, that was certain; small knicks and scratches littered 
the “glass” on the iridescent window, a bronze-colored port point was 
chipped away or lost to the elements… But it was here, in all its alien 
wonder and glory, Geordi's deft hands holding it as gently as a fresh-cut 
blossom.

He thought of a million things he could say to make this moment 
even more poignant, but Geordi remembered a simple word that might 
close a 23-year gap.

“Thanks.” 
By Hugh’s delighted smile, it looked as if the xB caught his reference. 
“I just can’t believe you kept it this intact over the years,” Geordi 

admitted, “is this the actual piece?”
“Normally I'd leave it on Ohniaka III,” Hugh admitted, “and I have 

replicated copies of it before. But considering the significance of this 
project, I felt compelled to bring it with me, for some reason. I'm 
thrilled that my intuition proved very ‘favorable,’ all things considering.”

“All we need is Bev here to really recreate a scene.”
“How fortuitous for us that can actually be arranged in our 

circumstances. But something tells me, Commander,” Hugh continued, 
“and by my own noticings of your increased temperature, perspiration, 
spiking adrenaline levels coupled with the fact you have just freshly 
showered and shaved… you might not exactly want other company this 
evening.” 

What xBs lacked in subtlety, they certainly made up for in creative 
bluntness. 

“You can chalk some of that up to nerves, admittedly,” Geordi 
relinquished, “and the shower was originally me not wanting to stink 
this up after being crammed in Atlas Tubes all afternoon. But it doesn’t 
help when a very handsome,” he alluded, “very suave, and very kind xB 
accepts something very very important to me, and gives me something 
very very important to him in return.”
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Hugh’s smirk was already turning playful, Geordi noticed– the 
Director’s brown-and-blue eyes darting every which way over the 
Commander.

“Handsome, suave… such high praises, Commander," Hugh cooed 
as he entered Geordi's orbit. "It would be a shame to not use our time 
together to let me fulfill those descriptors, on my end.” 

All these weeks of people blustering Geordi's confidence had done 
him well, because this time he actually took the initiative to wrap his 
arms around Hugh's waistline and bring him close for a quick kiss.

God, that felt good.
"You're right," Geordi humored into Hugh's lips. “Especially when 

those descriptors involve my new xBoyfriend.” 
Hugh’s face instantly flared pink, trying to stifle an awkwardly 

charmed laugh. “Oh that’s-- such a silly, but… charming word, 
‘boyfriend,’” he gushed, “if you call me that in public I will become 
very… embarrassed? But in a good wa-- ‘flustered,’ yes– that’s the word I 
was looking for.”

“It’s a little silly, sure,” Geordi admitted with a laugh, “but we gotta 
have our fun where we can– right?”

As Geordi chuckled, he heard Hugh requested his quarters’ “enhanced 
privacy mode” be engaged, and the Commander felt familiar hands that 
bore aged skin, smooth scarring, and warm metal of augments cusp his 
cheeks.

“We certainly must.”

And maybe—just maybe, Geordi thought—he might be able to make 
good on the dream he already held so close to his heart.



END OF
ACT I






