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HISTORIAN’S NOTE

This story takes place in 2259 (ACE)—after the Enterprise is ordered back to Rigel VII, despite a previous failed mission. Captain Christopher Pike is determined to ensure their success. Unknown to the captain, the asteroids surrounding the planet emit radiation that makes everyone forget who they are. The Enterprise crew and Pike’s landing party struggle to rediscover who they are, how to reacquire their memories and get free. (SNW “Among the Lotus Eaters”)

Before an encounter with an advance alien portal that nearly kills Lieutenant Spock and Nurse Chapel, they are healed by the Kerkohvians, but Spock now is fully human. T’Pring and her family are coming aboard Enterprise to share a Vulcan ritual with Spock and Amanda Greyson, his mother. Chapel convinces the aliens to return Spock to his original state. When his fiancée discovers Spock lied, did not tell her what was happening, T’Pring asks for a break from their engagement. (SNW “Charades”)





PROLOGUE

The Place of Hope Southmost Territory, Sekah

When he looked up from the sensor-pod in his paw, Keol was struck by the sheer enormity of the Great Work.

It wasn’t the chamber itself, and the network of corridors beyond, which had taken an entire clan-troupe more than two solar cycles to carve out of the living rock. It wasn’t the thought of the long column of advanced machinery beneath his feet, hidden under the thick flagstones, reaching down through Sekah’s outer crust and mantle, into the living core of the planet to tap its geothermal energy. And it wasn’t the great stone tower atop the construction, elegant and yet simple, crafted to blend into the windswept geology of the landscape.

It was the invisible elements of this incredible project, the absolute dedication and application of will on the part of his species that had made it happen. There had been so many sacrifices, so much they been forced to give up, in order to make this single chance at survival a reality.

But finally, the labor was almost complete. Draped in the heavy silence around him, Keol suppressed a shudder.

He was quite alone in the chamber. The thought made him bare his teeth in amusement. Not just quite alone, he told himself, mocking his own understatement, but absolutely alone. Utterly and completely.

He had not been sure what to expect, or indeed how he might react. It troubled the scientist that he could not assemble a rational description of his feelings—but then again, no living being had ever been through such circumstances. This was new, strange, and, if he would be willing to admit it, a little terrifying.

The sensor purred, telling Keol that all was well, that the moment for him had finally come; but now that the time was here, he found himself strangely reluctant to step through the doorway.

It stood atop a dais at the end of a wide carved ramp, an arch cut from a particular kind of glassy black stone found only at Sekah’s northern pole, chosen for its unique crystalline structure and endurance. A screen of glowing smoke filled the doorway, impossible to see through. On the other side, safety was waiting—or so he hoped. This device was his life’s work, everything he had lived for from the day his colleagues had first revealed the approaching end of their civilization.

Here inside the chamber, the ambient radiation wavelengths were low enough that Keol was able to work in lightweight protective gear. Outside, things were not so benign, and yet he found himself drawn back to the chamber entrance, where the hard and punishing light of Sekah’s orange sun smothered the landscape. He began to walk toward it, past the still-smoldering burn pits where offerings to the deities had been placed by the endless procession of departures who had passed through the doorway.

Keol remembered when the first of them arrived, months and months ago, beginning with a line of refugees displaced from the ravaged tropics. A sorrowful sight, they had nothing but the clothing on their backs, their fur matted and dull from lack of nourishment. What little they owned had been abandoned, and anything of cultural significance from their communities had already been taken and sealed in deep storage, in another chamber like this one on a different continent. Art, music, literature, science, all of it packed away and preserved.

Under the light of the twin ice moons, by their hundreds, and then by their thousands, and eventually in the millions, his people had walked into the chamber and vanished though the doorway. Day and night, hour after hour, they did not stop coming, gathered from every corner of the planet and brought here. An endless procession… at least until it ended.

Most made the journey willingly, glad to escape the lethal sun. Most understood what was at stake. Over decades, Sekah’s star had slowly transformed, changing from a calm life-giver into a wild, unpredictable beast that spat fire and radioactive particles at their fragile world. As a young cub, Keol had played in the sand in the middle of the day in nothing but the fur he was born with; by the time he was an adult, to walk outside without hoods and shrouds was to invite the bloom of cankers and a slow death.

Some of the people who came here balked at the last moment, panicking or becoming angry. There were those who believed the lies about the work, that it was a way of thinning the species, a hateful ploy created by elites to do away with those considered lesser. It did not matter how many politicians, priests, and potentates took the walk before them to prove that was not so—some had flatly refused to join the venture, instead gathering under heavy-domed colonies in the deepest canyons. Keol had gone there to reason with them, but they ejected him. They wanted to go their own way and endure the rad-storms as they saw fit.

That had been two cycles ago. No voices had come from the domes since, and sightings from a distance saw no life in their refuges. It saddened Keol to think that they had perished there, rather than accept a way out of this slow-moving apocalypse. Without them, and with everyone else now passed on through the doorway, Keol was the last sentient being still breathing on Sekah. The sensor confirmed it: utterly and completely alone.

He reached the entrance and stepped out into the daylight. Nature had been altered by the maddened sun. The majority of warm- and cold-blooded animals had quickly reached extinction levels as the food chain collapsed and the oceans turned acidic, but certain strains of dominant plant life had exploded in growth to fill the gap, covering the land in thick, leafy trees that sucked what little moisture there was from the already-arid air. And then there were the insects; Keol looked up as a loud, dull droning sounded overhead.

A massive swarm of vespids, gray and dense like a thunderhead, briefly blotted out the sun as it passed by. Like the plants, they were thriving as the wheel of life turned in their favor and away from Keol’s kind. He had seen estimates generated by his biologian colleagues suggesting that the rapacious vespiforms would become the dominant predator species in less than ten solar cycles.

But no one would be here to see that happen. Let them have this place, Keol decided, watching the swarm dissipate. Let them have their time.

The sensor purred again, louder now, more insistent. The final command could not be given until Keol passed through the black stone arch. In his position as chief scientist, the responsibility was his to close the door, both figuratively and literally, on this Sekah so his species might survive. But before he would, Keol surrendered to a sad and lonely impulse that he could not shake off.

With care, Keol reached up and removed the thick hood of his protective gear, peeling it back until his aging, gray-furred aspect was exposed to the cloudless sky. It was a foolish thing to do, and if his exposure ran too long, he would suffer—but Keol was compelled. He could not leave without experiencing one last moment of feeling the sun on his face. He closed his eyes, the glare still fire-bright through his lids, and opened his mouth to taste the wind.

It wasn’t the cool, welcoming breeze he recalled from childhood. It pulled at his blunt muzzle, irritated his wide nostrils, salted his fur with particles of dust. And above it all, the sun burned and burned.

Our planet no longer nurtures us. With a sigh, Keol spat out the grit in his mouth and strode quickly back into the chamber, his padded feet slapping against flagstones worn smooth by the passage of a world’s worth of people.

At the top of the ramp, he paused to press a button on his handheld device, triggering a final set of operations. Behind him, a heavy stone door dropped into place, closing off the entrance, while the chamber’s monitoring system migrated to its safe haven in the sky far above via a screeching data transmission. Keol watched the other control devices retreat into alcoves and seal themselves away where they would be protected from the ravages of nature. Then the strange, flickering glow around the arch shifted, and the screen of smoke it surrounded began to thin. Keol had only moments now; if he hesitated, he would be trapped here forever.

He removed his gloves and placed a paw on the black stone surface. Sensing his touch, lines of glyphs illuminated, projected into the air like windows made of stained glass. The words there would be the reminder, the warning, the memorial for his kind, should any sentient come to this place before the Great Work was completed.

Keol walked into the energy smoke and felt the tingle wash through his body as it began to dissemble him. His last conscious thought before it took him apart, before the chamber fell silent, was a single word.

Soon.





ONE

Starship Enterprise Federation–Klingon Border

“Get your sorry ass in gear, Lieutenant.”

Erica Ortegas stared at the ceiling in her quarters as she gave herself the order, briefly allowing the opportunity to ignore the self-imposed directive. She didn’t want to admit that she was still a little stiff from her late workout, the results of a foolish dare made more in jest than forethought, when Ortegas had challenged Doctor M’Benga to some light sparring in the Enterprise’s gym. She knew the doc had skills—everyone on the ship knew the stories about the taciturn man’s past during the war—but being on the receiving end pulled her up sharp. Naturally, that bone-deep Ortegas pride prevented her from bowing out gracefully.

She got in a few good shots, but in the end the doc schooled her. It was no shame to admit it; if anything, Ortegas had learned two new moves between repeatedly smacking her face on the mats.

“A teaching moment,” she said to the air as she rolled off her bed and onto her feet, wincing at the stiffness in her shoulders. “That’s what it was.”

In short order, she ran through some stretches, a protein breakfast bar, and a sonic shower before her favorite part of her preshift ritual: suiting up.

She unfolded the mirror and checked herself over. Ortegas looked good in the uniform, she couldn’t deny it. The deep red shade of her tunic framed her face nicely, and as always, when she put it on, she felt somehow… bolder. She brushed a speck of lint from the gold delta insignia on her chest and pulled her cuffs straight, absently running her thumb over the rank bands displayed there. Whipcord built, her dark hair high and tight, she looked ready for anything.

Lieutenant Erica Ortegas, senior helm officer, Starship Enterprise, reporting for duty.

Officer rank and bridge postings agreed with her. Oh sure, maybe she missed the company of being a junior grade and sharing a billet with another lower decker, but she didn’t miss someone else’s snoring or queuing to use the sonic shower. She liked the nod she got from the other senior staffers; she liked the respect that came along with the responsibility. It was a long way from where she’d started.

Never take this for granted, Erica. The old memory of a voice echoed in her thoughts. It had been hard work for her to make the rank of lieutenant, and some mornings she lost sight of how long the ladder had seemed in her cadet days. She’d had her doubts then, questioning if she even had the temperament to become an officer—but hard-won experience proved she did, and then some. Starfleet service was a crucible for Erica Ortegas, a place where all the uncertainties in her life—well, maybe not all of them—burned away to reveal a purpose she was ready to dedicate herself to.

What was it that Captain Pike always said? Starfleet is a promise. For her, Starfleet was the opportunity to be the best possible version of herself. If she was honest, to have the best damned duty in Federation space.

Ortegas pulled her tunic straight and checked her reflection one last time, and an idle thought crossed her mind. “Wonder how I’d look in gold?” She considered it, and then she pictured herself in the center seat on the bridge of her own starship. “One day, maybe. But today, I gotta work for a living.”

She folded the mirror back into the wall, and her hand passed across a framed photo on a nearby shelf. Usually, her eyes slipped over the old image, but this morning Ortegas’s gaze snagged on her own face in the picture. A younger, wide-eyed Erica and her brother Beto, with her parents, aunts, and uncles, all of them crowding into the frame. Everyone laughing, everybody filled with joy.

It was a piece of a lost world, something grabbed from a story faded into a half memory. Her skin prickled with an odd sensation, as if she suddenly could feel the distance between herself and that girl in the picture—not just the light-years of physical space between Enterprise and home—but the years, the disagreements, and everything else that couldn’t be measured in parsecs.

She looked away and closed that down with an exhaled breath, and then she was striding off, out into the corridor, carrying herself with purpose.



Nurse Christine Chapel fell in step with Ortegas as she made her way toward the turbolift, the other woman adjusting her white uniform tunic and brushing her ash-blond hair out of her face.

“Overslept?” Ortegas eyed her friend with mock severity.

“Underwoke,” corrected Chapel. “There’s a small but important difference.”

“Well, if you insist on staying in the Port Galley until closing time.”

The Enterprise’s senior nurse scowled at her. “I resent your implication. I had one drink and then I spent the evening studying a monograph on Vulcan archeology. Believe me, the only thing drier than my throat was the text.” She made a face. “I mean, it’s fascinating stuff but it lacks élan.”

“Élan,” echoed Ortegas. “Is that like brio? I’m told I have brio.”

“Your brio is the whole reason I’m going on duty too early this morning,” continued Chapel. “Joseph messaged me to say he’d be late coming into sickbay, could I cover? Apparently, he pulled a calf muscle during some ill-advised sparring practice…” She let the sentence hang as they reached the lift doors.

“Ha!” Ortegas clapped her hands together. “That old dog. I knew I’d got a good lick in, but he just pretended to shake it off.”

Chapel gave her friend a playful swat. “Do not injure the chief medical officer,” she continued, “it has repercussions. You know I am not a morning person.”

“Sorry not sorry,” Ortegas added, with an easy grin. She studied Chapel for a moment, sensing her friend was leaving something unsaid. “Aside from that, you all good?”

“I’m good.” The fractional pause before Chapel replied spoke volumes, but Ortegas knew now wasn’t the time to press her about it. The crew had been through a lot in the past few months—the engagement with the Klingons and the Broken Circle conspiracy, the tension of the recent legal issues surrounding the Enterprise’s first officer, and more. “See you in the Port Galley after shift?” Chapel threw the question back as she walked off in the direction of the sickbay.

The turbolift door opened. “Yeah, okay, but leave out the Vulcan stuff.”

“The what now?” Waiting inside the lift car was her duty partner, navigator Jenna Mitchell. She had her head cocked and her eyes narrowed beneath her dark, shoulder-length hair as she tried to parse the tail end of the conversation she’d just overheard.

“Bridge.” Ortegas spoke to the turbolift’s control panel, and the car set off up-ship. “Don’t ask, Jenna,” she added.

Mitchell spread her hands. “I’m just wondering… I heard the V-word. And everyone knows we’re warping to 40 Eridani after this patrol is complete.”

Ortegas studied her fellow lieutenant, reluctant to say more. Starships were like small towns, inasmuch as people tended to know too much of each other’s business—and that included scuttlebutt about mission assignments or who might be in a relationship with whom. Gossip moves at warp speed, she thought, recalling something Chief Engineer Pelia had said. While the truth can barely manage impulse power.

It was something she’d been guilty of indulging in. For a while, the question of Chapel’s association with the Enterprise’s half-Vulcan science officer Lieutenant Spock had been the subject of speculation among certain crew members. In recent weeks that had been replaced by earnest discussion of Captain Christopher Pike’s burgeoning relationship with Marie Batel, the commander of the Cayuga.

“It’s not what you think,” Ortegas added. “It’s not a thing.”

“Uh-huh.” Mitchell didn’t seem convinced. “There’s always a thing.”

“It’s not our business.”

Mitchell raised an eyebrow. “I think I need to call security and report an officer has been taken over by an alien mind parasite. You are not the Erica Ortegas I knew, the one who gleefully dishes about her crew.”

“I do not have a mind parasite and I am not gleeful.” The denial sounded weak, even to her ears. “What can I say? I’m trying to turn a page.” She shot Mitchell a look. “You want entertainment, read a book!”

“I often do,” the navigator retorted. “You’ve got to admit, real life has more drama.”

Ortegas sighed as the lift reached its destination and the two women stepped onto the bridge. She couldn’t help herself from glancing toward the science officer’s station; Lieutenant Spock stood in quiet conversation with the ship’s communications officer, Ensign Nyota Uhura, and Captain Pike.

The first officer, Lieutenant Commander Una Chin-Riley, stood by, listening intently. She gave Ortegas and Mitchell a curt nod, directing them to their posts. The lieutenants relieved the two junior grades who had been minding the helm and navigation stations.

Slipping into her chair, Ortegas rolled her shoulders as her hands dropped into position over the helm controls, like a concert pianist about to launch into a recital. Everything else on her mind melted away as she took in the details of the Enterprise’s current heading, warp speed, and a dozen other variables. She was at the helm once again, and it felt right, as it always did.

Rare is the person who knows they are where they need to be. It was another of Pelia’s aphorisms, but it rang true in moments like this. Ortegas looked up at the warp-streaked stars flashing on the bridge’s main viewscreen and muttered an affirmation of her own: “Let’s get to work.”



Across the bridge, Uhura shifted uncomfortably. The captain couldn’t miss how she held her padd close to her chest in an unconscious act of self-protection. Rather than press her, he let the ensign find her way through her explanation.

“At first, I thought it was a reciprocal null-field anomaly in the zonal bands,” she was saying. “But the structure of the interference had too much regularity. There were too many spike-wave artifacts for it to be of natural origin.” Uhura used one hand to make shapes in the air, drawing the peaks and troughs of invisible frequencies between them. “I started to codify it, but then…”

“Go on,” said Chin-Riley, encouraging the communications officer.

Uhura offered a brittle smile. “Well, then I lost confidence in my theory.”

Pike returned a smile of his own. “Believe me, Ensign, if anyone feels out of their depth, it’s me. I failed Elective Subspace Comms in my first year at the Academy. You’ll pardon your captain if he takes a second to parse the big words.” He glanced at Spock, and the science officer took the cue.

“Ensign Uhura presented her discovery to me,” said the Vulcan. “I concurred with her conclusion that a second set of eyes would be useful in analyzing the data.”

“Mister Spock saw the same thing I did,” continued the ensign. “Fragmentary elements of a repeating subspace signal, broadcast from a diffuse source less than two light-years from our current position.” She took a breath. “I think it might be a distress call.”

“Are you certain?” The first officer’s attention was unwavering.

Uhura glanced at Spock for support. “I want to tell you I have a snatch of speech, a voice crying out for help,” she admitted, “but I don’t. This is just… a gut feeling, Commander. I can’t understand the content of the message, it’s too garbled, but the shape, the form of it, the urgency… It feels like panic.”

Chin-Riley considered this. “Can you determine who sent the signal?”

“I can only tell you what it isn’t,” said Uhura. “It’s not Klingon, Tholian, Romulan, or Gorn. All their subspace protocols have distinctive decay-rate markers, and they’re not present here.”

“Federation?” Chin-Riley asked. “Starfleet?”

Uhura gave a wan shrug that said, You tell me.

“All right,” said Pike, “for now we don’t know who it is from. Do we know where the signal originated?”

“Here.” Spock tapped a button on his station, and a screen showed a navigational chart. “Star system UFC-685. The signal’s point of broadcast is most likely on or very close to the fourth planet in the system, 685-Gamma.”

“We’d get a better fix if we were closer,” offered Chin-Riley.

“Closer.” Pike pointed a finger at a notation on the chart. “You are all seeing what’s written there? Restricted Zone, in big, unfriendly letters?”

“UFC-685 is in the disputed area between the Federation and the Klingon Empire,” offered Spock. “There are no outposts or colonies in the system, and it appears that only long-range surveys have been conducted. However, both sides claimed jurisdiction over the system following the cessation of hostilities, but no formal agreement has been ratified.”

“The war’s only been over for two years,” noted Pike. “We’re near the Empire’s border. If you’re seriously suggesting we need to go in even closer, the Enterprise will have to tread very, very carefully.”

“And even if this signal is something, it may lead to nothing.” Pike’s first officer stepped into the role of devil’s advocate. “Can we afford to risk the Enterprise and its crew on what might just be a subspace phantom?”

“Can we afford not to?” Uhura said quietly. “If I turn out to be totally wrong about all of this, I’ll gladly take the notation in my record. But I’d be failing to do my duty if I didn’t bring this to your attention.”

Pike gave her a measuring look. “You believe there’s something there, Nyota?”

“I do, sir.”

“Spock, you want to weigh in?” Pike glanced at his science officer.

“Although I do not subscribe to the concept of ‘gut instinct,’ I feel the ensign’s theory has merit. I agree with her conclusions. This mystery invites investigation.”

“All right.” Pike stepped back and gave a nod. “That’s good enough for me.” He moved back to the captain’s chair, giving orders as he went. “Mitchell, plot us a course to UFC-685. Ortegas, take us in nice and easy.”

“Course laid in,” responded the navigator.

“Diverting.” Ortegas tapped out a command sequence and the humming note of Enterprise’s engines shifted as its heading altered.

As Pike took his seat, the bridge’s turbolift door opened to admit Lieutenant La’An Noonien-Singh, his chief of security. “Excellent timing, Lieutenant. I need you on tactical.”

“Sir.” La’An, always businesslike, went straight to her station and set to work. “Do we have a problem?”

“Not yet,” said Pike, hoping his words would carry to whatever fates looked out for wayward starships and their captains. “But the day is young.”

La’An’s features tightened as she got up to speed on the situation. “We’re flying into disputed space? Whose bright idea was that?” She looked around and caught Uhura’s eye; the ensign returned a sheepish glance and bent to study her station. La’An frowned. “In that case, I recommend we go to yellow alert, sir.”

“Hold on that, for now,” said Pike. “Let’s not dial up the stress factor until we really have to.”

“Captain, I don’t need to remind you that Starfleet Command has warned of increased Klingon patrols in this sector,” she pressed.

“You’re right, you don’t need to remind me.” Pike’s reply was even. “I know I forgot some stuff back on Rigel VII last week, but not that. We make an approach looking even half defensive, any Klingon long-range scans are going to read it like an attack run. I don’t want to give them the excuse.”

“Not that they need one,” La’An said quietly. “Understood, sir. Standard condition. I’ll monitor for any signs of other vessels.”

In short order, the Enterprise dropped out of warp to impulse speed as it entered the star system. “I have 685-Gamma on sensors,” reported Spock.

“Let’s see it, Lieutenant.” Chin-Riley nodded toward the main screen, and immediately the image there shifted to present a hazy sphere the color of old brick.

At this distance, only the largest details were visible, and there were few of them to see—just some craggy lines of mountain ranges apparent through gaps in dense cloud. Planet Gamma had no moons, but it was girdled by two dense discs of striated rings that glittered dully.

“Nominally a Class-M world,” Spock went on, peering into a hooded viewer. “Largely oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere… Breathable, if not welcoming. However, I read notable levels of radiation spectra surrounding the planet and on the surface.”

Pike studied the image. “Cause?”

“Unclear at this time, Captain.” Spock looked up. “Our transporters and scanners will not perform optimally in such an environment.”

“So, it’ll be a shuttle if we go down there,” noted Pike.

“And do we want to do that?” The first officer gave him a questioning glance.

Pike chewed on her words for a moment, but didn’t reply. He turned back to his science officer. “Spock, any evidence of life?”

“Also unclear,” said the Vulcan. “Nothing to indicate the presence of any current civilization.”

Uhura picked up on Spock’s choice of words. “Current?”

He nodded. “There is evidence of several small conurbations on the surface, but they appear to be abandoned.”

“It’s a dead world,” offered La’An. “Nothing but dust and ghosts.”

Ortegas shot the security officer an arch look. “Didn’t take you for believing in spooks, Lieutenant.”

La’An made a negative noise. “I’m speaking metaphorically.”

Pike pivoted in his chair toward the communications station. “Any developments with your signals, Ensign?”

Uhura gave a distracted nod, one long-fingered hand pressing at the wireless headphone in her ear, the other dancing over her panel as she tried to chase down her elusive quarry. “Still very garbled, sir… But there’s more to it now. Overlapping transmissions. It could be reflections caught in the radiation belts or bouncing off mineral content in the planetary rings. I’ll need time to confirm.”

“Carry on.” Pike turned back to Ortegas. “Helm, take us to a high polar orbit beyond the edge of the rings.”

“That’s pretty far out, sir,” she replied.

“I’m aware,” he told her. “But I want to keep our distance for now.”

A chime sounded from Spock’s station, and the science officer gave it his full attention. His eyes narrowed as new readings marched down the screen in front of him. “Curious.”

“Something?” Pike leaned forward in his seat.

“I believe so,” said the Vulcan. “As we approach 685-Gamma, our scans reveal more data. An anomaly I previously dismissed in the planet’s southern hemisphere has resolved into a viable finding. It appears to be a small amount of tritanium alloy, concentrated in a single location among a set of foothills, close to this mountain range.” As he spoke, Spock highlighted the coordinates on the main viewscreen, which displayed the planet’s cloud-wreathed surface.

“Tritanium,” repeated La’An. “Metal from the hull of a starship.”

“That is one possibility,” Spock allowed. “One fact is apparent: Sensors have not detected any other evidence of this refined alloy anywhere on the surface.”

“Is it of alien origin?” Mitchell gestured at the planet on the screen. “Alien to this place, I mean.”

“Likely,” agreed Spock.

“Klingon ships have tritanium hulls,” said La’An, a clear note of warning in her tone.

“So do ours,” added Mitchell. “Acamarian ships, Xahean ships, Suliban, and a number of others.”

“Our morning has just gotten a lot more interesting.” Pike nodded to himself. “If we shift to a different orbit, can we get better readings?”

Spock shook his head. “Negative. In that atmosphere, a thorough investigation would require direct scans taken from a distance of one hundred meters.”

Ortegas smirked. “I can take Enterprise down low, Captain, but not that low.”

“Shuttlecraft it is, then.” Chin-Riley straightened. “The Burke is in the landing bay, ready to go.”

“You prepped it already?”

“I’m efficient that way.”

Pike couldn’t help but smile at her understatement. “All right, Number One. It’s your show. Take a landing party, draw whatever gear you need from ship’s stores. See what you can dig up.”

“Bradley and Yerah are on deployment rotation,” she noted. “I’ll take Lieutenant Kirk, a xenoanthropologist might come in useful.”

“I would recommend the landing party limit their time on the surface to no more than three hours,” said Spock.

“Noted.” The first officer strode toward the turbolift, beckoning him. “You can remind us of that while we’re down there.”

“Of course.” Belatedly, Spock grabbed his tricorder from a cradle on his console, quickly falling into step with the first officer.

Pike watched them go. “Do I have to say it?”

Chin-Riley shook her head as she entered the turbolift. “You know me, Captain. Careful is my middle name.”

“Not what she told us it was,” muttered Ortegas as the lift door slid shut.





TWO

Shuttlecraft Burke 685-Gamma, UFC-685

Spock’s eyebrow rose while he scanned the rise in ambient ionic radiation around them as the shuttle began to cut through the planet’s upper atmosphere. If anything, his initial survey from the comfort of the Enterprise had been too conservative.

Beside him, Commander Chin-Riley had the Burke’s flight controls, her attention fixed on the spiraling flight path that would take them down toward the target area. Computing the course had been problematic; Gamma’s atmosphere was turbulent at high altitudes, with treacherous air currents and storm cells constantly agitated by solar winds from the planet’s bloated sun.

The shuttle shuddered, and Spock held on to his tricorder, running it through a last-minute test cycle before they landed. Time would be of the essence once the landing party was on the surface. The science officer was determined he would miss nothing that might be significant.

In the seats behind him were Lieutenant George Kirk—who chose to go by the appellation “Sam” for reasons that Spock did not fully grasp—and Lieutenant Junior Grade Cass Bradley, another human. The Enterprise officers were dressed in radiation-resistant excursion gear; Kirk’s metallic jacket had blue uniform slashes identifying him as a science specialist, Bradley’s were crimson for security. The fifth member of the Burke’s landing party, Ensign Yerah, a stocky Denobulan field researcher with a specialization in xenogeology and planetary sciences, had yellow flashes on their gear.

“Boots on the ground in two minutes,” said the commander. “Everybody clear on their assigned sectors?”

Spock and the others answered in the affirmative. Each member of them had been given a specific area around the landing site to survey. If all went according to plan, they would be able to map the location, find the tritanium elements, and return to Enterprise long before their exposure duration limit was up.

“Look over there.” Bradley’s dark features creased as he leaned closer to one of the shuttle’s ports peering down at something. “Is that a town?” He seemed eager to know more.

“The remains of one, at least.” Kirk followed the other man’s line of sight, as did Spock, interested to see firsthand the empty conurbations he had spotted from orbit.

The science officer made out the faint patterning of a series of concentric streets and connecting boulevards cut into the ochre landscape below, like an approximation of a spider’s web. The stumps of narrow, rectangular buildings were visible in the daylight, some half collapsed or slumped against one another, others shells gutted by time and the action of severe weather.

“The absence of large metropolitan centers could mean a few things,” offered Kirk. “The civilization may have been decentralized, possibly agrarian based. Or they might have lived mostly underground.”

“Whoever they were, they’re long gone now.” Yerah’s round face was fixed in a sad expression. “I wonder how it happened. And when?”

“It?” Bradley didn’t follow Yerah’s reasoning, but Kirk did.

“An extinction-level event,” said the lieutenant. “Sometimes it’s something that literally happens overnight, other times it’s a slower process over years. Initial indicators are pointing to a culture that died out before it could mature.”

Bradley gave an involuntary shudder. “When you put it like that, Sam, it doesn’t sound very inviting.” His earlier enthusiasm had abruptly dampened. “I don’t like the idea of disturbing the dead.”

“Should we encounter them, we will be respectful,” noted Spock. “We will take only what samples we require.”

“And we’ll leave behind nothing but footprints,” added Chin-Riley. “Stand by for landing.”

Spock activated his panel and checked the display. The shuttle had already left the derelict township far behind, shedding speed as it passed over the horizon and dropped toward a string of rocky foothills. He pocketed his tricorder as the first officer made a deft S-turn to bleed off the last of their velocity. The Burke settled with a bump amid a cloud of displaced sand.

“Masks up,” said the commander, cupping a filtered breather mask over her nose and mouth. “Check your radiation readings every thirty minutes.”

“Aye,” said Spock, and the others echoed his acknowledgment. First to the shuttle’s hatch, he took a deep breath and opened the drop ramp.

Wind-borne dust swirled around Spock as he set foot on Gamma’s surface. The landscape that met his gaze began as gentle rises, growing steeper as they ranged away.

It was a rocky, desolate place. The stony ground was colored in earthy shades of dark orange, broken by patches of greenish-black lichen that clung to the rocks, and willowy, skeletal plants whipping back and forth in the constant breeze. Spock took a scan of the closest growths, detecting networks of hair-thin roots beneath the surface that would capture what tiny amounts of moisture could be gathered from the arid land.

Bradley followed him out, looking around wordlessly. He and Spock formed one team, their orders to search north toward the foothills. The first officer would proceed with Lieutenant Kirk and Ensign Yerah toward the south and the lower plains.

Spock did not comment as Bradley double-checked his phaser’s settings. His own weapon was set to stun, and the Vulcan hoped it would not be required.

“Enterprise, do you read?” Chin-Riley spoke into her communicator. “Landing party is down and safe. Proceeding with survey.”

A garbled stew of sounds issued out of the device’s speaker, a mess of sibilants that vaguely resembled Uhura’s voice. “I think that means they copy,” offered Kirk. “Those ionic bands are really messing with the comms.”

Chin-Riley frowned. “Everyone, keep your signals fully boosted. We don’t want to be out of contact if we run into trouble.”

Spock had already preprogrammed his communicator’s power settings before landing. “Commander, we should begin.”

“The clock is running,” agreed Chin-Riley. “Let’s get to it.”

The two teams quickly lost sight of one another as the dust passing over the land put a curtain of haze between them.

Bradley trudged after Spock, breathing heavily through his filter mask. Despite the lack of apparent threats, the security officer kept his weapon drawn, panning it toward the hills in anticipation of an enemy that did not materialize.

Spock was disappointed with his scans. He had hoped that readings gathered on-site would be superior to anything gleaned from long-range sensors, but intermittent bursts of ionic activity interfered with his attempts to get clean readings. So far, the Vulcan had been able to determine that a roadway had existed here, but the structure had broken down, and it was impossible to know how old it might be.

A clatter of pebbles on stone drew Spock’s attention. Bradley swung his weapon toward the sound. “Something there?”

“Negative,” said Spock, scanning for movement. “Probable cause was displacement by the wind.”

“Just the wind,” muttered Bradley. “Isn’t that exactly the sort of thing that people say right before they get ambushed?”

Spock looked up from his tricorder. “Is it?”

“In books and holos, I mean,” said the other man. “Like, it’s too quiet.”

“It is not quiet,” Spock noted. “In fact, the harmonics of the wind are quite strident to Vulcan hearing.”

“Right. Sure.” Bradley sighed. “Can I ask you something, sir?”

“Yes.”

The security officer drew back, his tone dropping. “You’ve been in battle with them, right? The Klingons.”

He nodded. “I have… experienced combat.”

“I didn’t see any action during the war,” explained Bradley as he walked toward a low rise. “I mean, I was barely out of the Academy, I never even got off Earth. Never got to fight.” The younger man displayed an odd mix of emotions—he seemed both afraid of the prospect of battle but also eager for it.

“It is not a desirable circumstance,” Spock replied, following the junior lieutenant. “Given the option, I would not seek to repeat it.”

“You think we’ll meet them here?” Bradley glanced around, still gripping his phaser tightly.

“I do not—” Spock’s tricorder interrupted him with a strident trill. The sensor reading from the rocky ground had abruptly changed, revealing the presence of a hidden sinkhole directly ahead of them, and Bradley was unknowingly walking right toward it. “Lieutenant, halt immediately!”

Bradley went rigid at the sound of the Vulcan’s command, but that didn’t stop his boot from pushing through the half-meter layer of dry, compacted earth concealing the collapsed sink. The security officer’s right leg went down to the thigh, and he tumbled forward as the gaping hole revealed itself in a rush of displaced, reeking air.

For one dizzying instant, Bradley was tipping off-balance, about to fall straight into the hollow chasm, before his drop was arrested by a viselike grip on the collar of his jacket.

“I have you,” said Spock, pulling him back effortlessly, grateful that the junior officer had remembered to properly secure the jacket’s fasteners.

He righted the other man on his feet. Bradley’s face had turned sickly with shock. “What the hell is that?” he gasped, pointing his weapon at a huge shape down in the sinkhole.

Spock stepped up to the edge, careful to evenly distribute his weight along the crumbling earth. As the cloying mass of displaced sand settled, it revealed an ugly, vicious-looking form squatting in the hole.

Almost as large as the shuttle that had brought them here, a coiled insectoid creature with a huge abdomen, armored thorax, and bulbous head grinned up at Spock and Bradley through a mouth of wicked mandibles. Its eyes were deflated ruins, long decayed and shredded by time, and six lengthy chitinous limbs were gathered like a cluster of spears beneath its body. Stubs of bony material that might once have been the roots of great wings emerged from its back. It resembled a gigantic merging of a Terran dragonfly and a Lyran hunter-wasp. Regardless of the creature’s fearsome appearance, it was quite dead. Long deceased, in fact, if the decayed state of its innards were an indicator.

Spock studied his scan of the insect’s exoskeleton. “Perhaps an apex predator,” he surmised. “My life-sign readings from the ship were indeterminate.”

“There’s more of them around here, you think?” Bradley swallowed hard, recovering some of his poise.

“Uncertain,” said Spock. “This may be a remnant from an earlier era. The remains of a native creature now extinct.”

“Thank you for the save, sir. I’m glad I didn’t have to get better acquainted with… it.”

“I may be incorrect,” admitted the Vulcan. “There is an equal possibility this might be an immature form that perished before hatching from its nest.”

“Oh.” Bradley took that in as stoically as he could. “So, this is a baby one? Great. Where’s the mama?”

Spock considered that possibility and did not find it favorable. “Perhaps it would be sensible to keep moving.”



Chin-Riley, Yerah, and Kirk walked in an evenly spread line formation, each of them dutifully sweeping their tricorders back and forth as they advanced.

They had been walking for just over an hour, and the orange ground slowly leveled out around them, turning into a series of low tumulus-like formations and wind-sculpted sand dunes. Visibility was down to less than five hundred meters as winding ribbons of dust swept past them.

Chin-Riley tapped the filter on her breather mask, dislodging the powdery buildup settling there. “I’m still not getting anything.” She pitched her voice up over the low, mournful murmurs of the wind.

Yerah coughed. “Perhaps this is… what’s the human phrase? A wild moose chase.”

“Goose chase,” Kirk corrected absently. “Although so far I haven’t detected anything, not even a microbe.”

Chin-Riley frowned. Despite her comment on the Enterprise, the phantom signals that led them here might be exactly that, though she quietly hoped she’d be wrong. The prospect of a mystery always set her blood rushing, and she found herself missing the opportunity to unravel one. In recent days, her duty had felt rote and by the book; the first officer looked forward to coming across something that puzzled her. She relished the challenge.

And then, with a trilling alert from Lieutenant Kirk’s tricorder, she got her wish.

“Hello, I’m picking up trace amounts of artificial materials, forty-seven meters in that direction.” Kirk pointed off their path. “It appears to be a scattered over a large area.”

The commander turned her tricorder toward the same point. “Tritanium,” she said, reading off the results. “Duraglass. Polymers. Pay dirt.”

“It might be a debris field,” offered Yerah as they approached the target area. “A crash site?”

“That would fit the narrative, if Ensign Uhura’s spatial echoes were a distress call.” The first officer cast around, looking for anything in the landscape that might indicate the scars left by a forced landing, but saw only the dunes and sandstone mounds.

A few steps ahead, Kirk stopped abruptly and sank to one knee, using his gloved hands to dig into the ochre earth. With a grunt of effort, he pulled out a curved, jagged-edged piece of translucent material that resembled sand-blasted crystal. “I think this is part of a canopy, maybe?”

“More pieces here,” said Yerah, aiming their tricorder at the ground. “Metals.”

“If it was a ship, it must have been shredded,” added Kirk, rising to brush dirt from his trousers.

“All right, let’s mark this point and perform a circular sweep.” The first officer walked forward with careful steps, testing the sand beneath her boots.

It was the color red that caught her eye. A faded streak of crimson, half hidden under drifts of orange dust. Something about the shape and pattern of it seemed oddly familiar, but she couldn’t place it. Crouching, Chin-Riley picked out what could only be a section of exterior hull, a crumpled rectangular plate only a few handspans wide.

The commander probed the sand to find the edges of the panel, excavating around it until she could get her fingers underneath. She pulled and it came free, levering up like an opening door.

“What have you got?” Kirk came to assist her, brushing caked layers of sand off the outer surface of the panel. “Oh, there’s writing on it!”

“Well, now.”

The faded red stripe bisected the bottom half of the piece of wreckage, but there were other markings, the ghosts of blocky black numbers and letters bleached away by radiation and time. Only a few of them were clearly visible—1, 3, and N.

“That’s Federation Standard,” said Kirk.

“And the red pennant.” Chin-Riley traced her hand over the stripe as she finally recognized it for what it was. “The Starfleet pennant.”

“Commander!” Yerah was standing a short distance away, and they waved their arm to attract attention. “I’ve found something else, ma’am.”

“Get samples,” Chin-Riley told Kirk, pointing at the hull plate. “And we’re taking that back with us.”

“Can you see it?” Yerah asked as Chin-Riley approached, gesturing with their hand. “In front of me. These flattened areas?”

The first officer halted and looked again at what at first glance seemed like just more sandy ground. But then she did see: the vague impression of regular lines in the dirt. “What am I looking at? The foundations for a building, or…?”

“Pits,” said Yerah. “Dug out and then filled in.” The Denobulan paused, and when they looked up at the first officer, their normally pleasant face was troubled. “Pardon me, I should clarify. Burial pits.”

“You mean graves?”

Yerah nodded. “Two of them. Both, ah, occupied.” They showed Chin-Riley their tricorder’s readings. “Disinterment would be required for full details of their causes of death, but my scans indicate the remains of one female human and one male Tellarite.”

Chin-Riley felt suddenly sobered by the revelation. If what the wreckage suggested was true, these two unfortunate souls could well be fallen Starfleet officers. But the commander could recall nothing from her briefings about this sector that mentioned any lost vessels.

“Where did they come from?” Yerah asked the question on everyone’s mind.

“Whoever they were,” Chin-Riley said firmly, “we owe it to them to find out.”

A beep from her communicator drew the commander’s attention, and she flipped open the device’s antenna grid. “Go ahead.”

“Spock here,” came the reply, heavily laden with interference, the signal dropping in and out. “Bradley and I are… the shuttlecraft.”

“Did you find anything of note out there, Lieutenant?”

“We encountered significant evidence of… native megafauna.” The commander could practically hear the understatement in Spock’s tone. “But our exposure limits are…” For a moment, the Vulcan’s voice was lost before returning. “Our time runs short, Commander.”

She checked the chronometer and radiation meter on the cuff of her excursion jacket. The numbers blinked amber, still within safety margins but not to be ignored. “Understood, Mister Spock. We’re heading back to the Burke now. Chin-Riley out.” She raised her hand and made a circling gesture, something she’d seen Captain Pike do in similar situations. “Rally up! We’re done here… for now.”

Sam Kirk came striding back to her, the damaged hull plate, the glass fragment, and other pieces of debris now carried in a collapsible drawstring bag hanging off his shoulder. “We’ll need to stay down here longer if we want to figure this out,” he insisted. “A fly-in, fly-off survey just won’t cut it.”

“I don’t disagree,” said Chin-Riley as they set off back to the landing site. “This situation has just become a lot more complicated.”
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The sound was in there, Nyota Uhura decided, and it would speak to her. The problem was that it needed to be teased out of the mess of backscatter cosmic radiation and retroreflective ghosting thundering invisibly around the ship before she could hear it.

I will coax you out, she said silently to the tangled waves displayed on one of her padds. I will find you, flatter you, enhance you. And then I’ll hear you.

It was just going to take time. Uhura reached absently for the cup of red bush tea at her side and took a mouthful. It was sour and cold, and she almost gagged. How is that possible? She eyed the cup suspiciously. She’d made the brew only a few minutes ago…

“I’m more of a coffee person myself.” Uhura looked up to find La’An standing at the end of the mess hall table, one arm folded behind her back, the other holding a steaming mug of dark fluid.

“I was just…” Uhura trailed off. Working up on the bridge to untangle this knot of subspace echoes did not provide the results she wanted. The ensign had excused herself for a mandatory break, letting her relief take over so she could come down to the relative quiet of the mess. She’d hoped a change of scenery would speed up her work.

Then she caught sight of the ship’s chronometer on the far bulkhead and her eyes widened. No wonder the tea was stale; she’d been down here for twice as long as her break was supposed to last.

“Oh no.” Uhura grabbed at her padds, scrambling out of her seat. “Captain Pike will be—”

“He’ll be fine,” La’An replied. “He asked me to check on you. Given the situation, the captain is willing to allow his officers a bit of latitude.”

“Oh. Good.” Uhura sank back into the chair, gathering herself. Then she sighed. “Not that it’s helping. The deeper I go into these signals, the more garbled they become. It’s like reaching into a rose-bush; you can’t just pick the one flower and pull it out without getting the thorns.”

La’An came closer, examining the padd’s display. “Have you considered that these echo effects could be a trap?”

The question caught Uhura off guard. “I don’t follow you.”

“A deliberate ruse,” La’An went on, her tone matter-of-fact. “Set up by the Klingons to draw in any passing Starfleet vessels. They know our procedures. They know we’d be compelled to investigate this sort of thing.” She picked up another of the padds and studied it.

“To what end?”

“As a pretext to stir up trouble. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

Uhura shook her head. “Lieutenant, the war is over. We have a treaty with the Klingon High Council.”

La’An gave her a severe look. “Good intentions and a nicely worded document won’t stop a bat’leth.” She handed back the padd. “Klingons are known for their guile.”

“I thought they were known for their honor.” Uhura focused on the other woman. “I have to ask you: Why do you treat everything as if it’s going to bite you?”

La’An stiffened. “I’m the chief of security. Most of the things I meet in the course of my duties do bite. I don’t have the luxury of being trusting.”

“But in this situation, I have to be,” insisted the ensign. “I have to trust in what’s out there. These echoes, these signals, they could very well be a cry for help. They could lead us to people who need us.”

“I understand that,” La’An replied, “but my first duty has to be to these people.” She gestured around, taking in the handful of Enterprise crew in the mess hall. “Crew, Starship, Starfleet, Federation. That’s the order of my responsibility. And sometimes, it means making hard choices and suspecting everyone and everything.”

Uhura shook her head. “I’m not wired that way,” she admitted, and turned back to study the frequencies on one of the padds. “Things aren’t clear-cut when you can see every single growing bud and flower.”

And suddenly, Uhura discovered it. The sound, the one she had been seeking and failing to find, leaped off the screen at her as if it had always been obvious. How could I have missed that? Her eyes widened. I’ve been so buried in this, I got lost in the garden instead of tracing down the one bloom I need, the one set of roots threading through everything!

“Ensign,” La’An was saying hesitantly. “Nyota, I don’t want you to think that I’m…”

“I think you’ve been a great help!” Uhura sprang out of the chair, gathering her padds to her. “I knew it was there! I just needed to see it in a different light!”

“I am… glad I could assist,” La’An managed, slightly nonplussed by the other woman’s reaction.

Then the captain’s voice issued from a nearby intercom panel. “The landing party’s shuttle has docked. Senior officers, assemble in the conference room in ten minutes.”



The first thing Doctor Joseph M’Benga noticed was the sly smile on Erica Ortegas’s face. Of course, she had noted the slight limp as he walked to a seat across from her in the conference room, and she couldn’t resist the impulse to rib him about it.

“Feeling a little stiff, Doc?” she said with mock concern. “How’s the ankle?”

M’Benga returned her smile with one of his own. “How’s the shoulder?” He could tell just by looking at her that their impromptu sparring session the previous day had left the helmswoman worse off than him. But the lingering ache from Erica’s blindside shot that almost put him down on his ass had dented his pride more than he wanted to admit. He sighed and rose above it. “Anytime you want another refresher, I’m up for it. Just don’t go so easy on me next time.”

Standing at the head of the table, Pike registered the subtext of the conversation and intervened. “I don’t approve of my officers beating each other up.”

“You’re welcome to take my place, Captain,” said Ortegas.

Pike chuckled. “I’m not picking a fight with the good doctor. I like my jaw where it is, thank you very much.”

The door hissed open and the rest of the Enterprise’s officers filed in, with Chin-Riley and Spock followed by La’An and an animated-looking Uhura, who seemed to be juggling a handful of different padds.

“Is this everyone?” the first officer asked as she took her seat next to the captain.

“Commander Pelia is on her way up. I wanted her to weigh in.” Pike reached for his padd. “We ran the data from your tricorders through Starfleet records. It made for some interesting reading.” He tapped a button in the table and the viewscreen on the wall displayed a synthesis of all the scans taken by Enterprise’s sensors and the landing party. “In fact, you may have just stumbled onto the explanation for a mystery that’s been unsolved for nearly a century.”

“Is it true?” asked M’Benga, having heard the rumor. “You found a Federation starship down there?”

“We’ll get to that,” Pike went on. “First question. Doctor, what’s our situation with the radiation levels in the system?”

“The dosage is high, that’s not in doubt,” noted M’Benga. “Enterprise’s deflector settings are holding back ionic and other hazardous radiation at present. I’ve ordered antirad supplements to be given with all meals for the next three days.” He looked to Spock, and the Vulcan picked up the thread.

“The science division is monitoring local radiation levels and stellar flare outputs,” said the lieutenant. “The ship is not currently at risk.”

“Not currently?” echoed Chin-Riley.

“The star, UFC-685, is… unpredictable,” said Spock. “It is currently in a quiescent phase. How long that will last is not certain.”

The captain frowned. “I want maximum shields available at a moment’s notice if the star’s output changes suddenly.”

“Aye, sir.” La’An made a notation on her padd.

The door opened and the Enterprise’s Lanthanite chief engineer ambled into the room, idly brushing her curly hair back, sweeping the assembled faces with a quizzical look. “Oh, you started without me? Am I late?”

“Yes,” chorused Spock and La’An.

“No,” Pike countered. “Matter of fact, you’re right on time.” He tapped his padd, and the screen showed the section of hull that had been brought back from 685-Gamma. “Here’s what we’ve discovered. A tritanium panel showing effects consistent with high-impact damage.”

“A crash, in other words.” M’Benga leaned in, scrutinizing the image. “It must have been a brutal one.”

Pelia’s eyes narrowed. “That’s part of a shuttlepod,” she said without hesitation. “The old OTV Type K42. Good hardworking birds, obsolete these days.”

“That concurs with my determination,” said Spock as a simulated image of the complete craft appeared beside the hull fragment. The bullet-shaped vessel had stubby winglets and a bubble canopy, and it seemed small and cramped compared to current models of shuttle. “For the record, the K42 was phased out of Starfleet operations in the late twenty-second century, in favor of warp-capable auxiliary craft.”

Pike glanced at his first officer and continued. “You can see the remains of lettering on the surface. We’ve been able to reconstruct what’s missing.” On the screen, new text sketched in to fill the bleached-out space. “The top line is most likely a registration code element, six-one-three. The second line is part of a word, probably the name of the parent vessel. The first letter is only partial, it’s possibly a V or a W, but the last two are clearly I and N.”

“The Baldwin,” said Pelia, once again without equivocation. “Registration number NX-613. A Freedom-class warp-four scout ship.”

“Better than the database,” said La’An with admiration. “Do you know the registration numbers of every starship, Commander?”

“Pretty much,” Pelia replied airily. “Don’t you?”

M’Benga watched the crew as they took in this new information. For the most part, it was with fascination and keen interest—except for Ortegas. The color was slowly draining from her face, and Erica’s gaze was lost as she stared into nothing. The doctor opened his mouth to speak, but the captain was continuing, unaware of Ortegas’s reaction.

“Commander Pelia confirms our scans of the wreckage,” Pike went on. “This panel and the debris around it were found on Gamma. It is the remains of one of the Baldwin’s shuttlepods. As for the ship itself…” He tapped his padd again and the image on the screen shifted. “Starfleet listed her as missing in action, presumed lost with all hands, in 2165. Ninety-four years ago.”

The Baldwin rotated slowly on the display. Smaller than a Constitution-class ship, like the Enterprise, it consisted of a striated saucer section several decks thick and a pair of heavy-duty warp nacelles raised up on pylons mounted at the stern. The doctor couldn’t help but think that the ship lacked the polish of current starships, but that was to be expected. It was a pioneer from the founding years of the Federation, when humans were taking their first steps out into the galaxy, a veteran of conflicts with the Xindi and the Romulans, and a contemporary of the Enterprise’s NX-class namesake.

Uhura studied the scant details of the Baldwin’s fate. “According to this, Starfleet lost contact with them on a mission on the other side of this sector. How did a lone impulse-power shuttlepod get here?”

“We’re going to find out,” said Pike. “The bodies Ensign Yerah located are most likely those of the captain and the first officer, and there could be more down there.” The faces of the Baldwin’s crew began to cycle past on a secondary screen, and Ortegas looked away.

“Freedom-class ships flew with a complement of fifteen to twenty,” added Pelia, with a wistful smile. “Not many officers, mostly noncoms. I served on one briefly, the Koenig. They were rough old boats, very little in the way of creature comforts. I could tell you stories! But tough with it, oh yes.”

“We should consider ourselves fortunate that Enterprise has someone aboard who is familiar with this class of starship,” said Spock. “Your knowledge will be invaluable.”

The comment seemed to snap Ortegas back to the moment. “She’s not the only one,” muttered the lieutenant.

“Erica?” M’Benga studied her closely. “What do you mean?”

All of the usual confident swagger he associated with Ortegas was suddenly gone from her manner—she seemed distant, almost wounded. She leaned forward and tapped a control in front of her, halting the slow progression of the missing crew’s faces on a single image: a Hispanic woman in her midforties, wearing the distinctive twenty-second-century Starfleet blue coverall uniform, the rank tabs of a chief petty officer on her shoulder.

M’Benga saw the resemblance immediately: the same searching gaze, even an echo of the same cocky smile. The designation beneath the dead woman’s file photo read: Chief Luciana Maria Santiago Ortegas.

“Mi tía abuela,” Ortegas said quietly. “Everyone back home knows the story. My great-grandaunt was lost on that ship.”

The moment sobered everyone in the room. Previously, there had been an excitement at the idea of solving this mystery. Ortegas’s admission brought home the grim reality behind the pictures and the wreckage.

Pike studied his crew. “These people were Starfleet. They were our family. It’s our duty to put them to rest.”

“Could the… the starship be down there on Gamma as well?” Chin-Riley ventured the question.

“Uhura has something on that,” said Pike. “Ensign, if you would?”

“Aye, sir.” Uhura cleared her throat and held up one of her many padds. “I’m still trying to assemble the subspace echoes we detected into a coherent form, but in the meantime, I’ve been able to narrow down a possible point of origin to the rings surrounding the planet.” She swallowed hard. “Whoever sent that call… That’s most likely where they’ll be.”

“That’s where we’re headed next.” Pike drew himself up. “Take your stations.”

As the crew filed out, M’Benga held back a moment, waiting for Ortegas. The question—Do you want to talk about it?—went unspoken.

“It’s okay, Doc,” she replied, pushing past him. “I just… saw a ghost, is all.”





THREE
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Through the bridge’s main viewscreen, Pike watched the dark shadow of the desolate planet drop away as his starship turned about. The glittering accretion rings of densely packed ice and dust circling Gamma had an ethereal quality to them, and their mass and dimension made it hard to judge distances.

The rings might once have been a moon or a wandering asteroid that had fallen victim to the planet’s gravitational pull, only to be torn apart by powerful tidal forces. Sensor scans looking to learn more about their composition came back garbled. Enterprise would need to get much nearer to cut through the localized interference.

“Impulse power, ahead one-third,” Chin-Riley ordered. “Take us in, slow and steady.”

“Impulse, one-third, aye.” Ortegas didn’t look up as she acknowledged the command, her response uncharacteristically terse.

Pike rose from the center seat, but before he could approach the helm, he heard Spock ask him, “Captain, a moment of your time?”

“New data, Mister Spock?” Pike walked back to the science officer’s station, noting the readouts on a secondary screen.

Spock nodded. “While the landing party was down on the surface, the mass of 685-Gamma was directly between the Enterprise and its star. As we changed position, I have detected particle decay traces that indicate a coronal mass ejection occurred at the same time.”

“A solar flare,” noted Pike. “Should I be concerned?”

“Negative, we were shielded from its effects. But the event is indicative of a more turbulent stellar environment than first suspected. I believe we will have little warning of subsequent flares when they occur.”

“Bottom line, Spock. What’s the worst that could happen?”

The Vulcan considered that for a moment. “It is difficult to provide an accurate answer to your question, given that we have many gaps in our knowledge about this system and the complex interactions of its radiation belts.” He brought up another tactical display, this one showing planet Gamma, its rings, and the invisible streams of exotic radiation. To Pike’s eyes, the rad belts looked like a half-dozen neon snakes all wrapped around one another. “Each zone has its own distinct hazards,” continued Spock, “and these become more volatile at the points of interface. Add to that the issue of the condensed mineral content in the rings, and we may find ourselves facing effects we cannot accurately predict.”

“Deflectors are already at full power,” said Pike. “You’re saying that won’t be enough.”

“I am saying we will not know for certain until we are too close to do anything about it.”

Pike chewed his lip. “We can’t send probes because they’ll fall foul of the spatial interference out there. Shuttles would be at risk because they don’t have a starship’s shield capacity. Enterprise remains the only vessel fit to conduct this survey, despite the potential danger.”

“I apologize, Captain, if you were hoping I would provide a better solution,” said Spock.

Pike patted him on the shoulder. “Stay on it. In the meantime, we’ll play the hand we’ve been dealt.”

The captain crossed the bridge, stepping down to the lowest tier, where Lieutenants Mitchell and Ortegas sat at the navigation and helm stations, respectively. Mitchell was absorbed in running a course plot that wound through the larger chunks of space ice, while Ortegas had her eyes down on the directional heading numbers ticking over her panel.

The deck trembled slightly and Ortegas compensated instantly, meaning that Pike lost only a step as he moved to stand beside her. “Gravitational eddy,” she offered by way of explanation.

“I know him well.” Pike’s gentle attempt at levity would usually have raised a smirk from his helm, but not today. The revelation of the possible fate of the Baldwin had struck her harder than he realized.

Pike knew a little of Ortegas’s personal background. There was some distance with her family, he recalled, something he’d seen more than once when a crew member’s loved ones disapproved of a Starfleet career. He’d experienced the same thing from his own father. The look on Ortegas’s face when she’d met the gaze of her long-lost ancestor spoke to more going on than he could see.

He frowned. Circle back to that later, he decided. This wasn’t the time to press the issue. The mission took priority.

Another gravity shift brushed the Enterprise, this one twice as forceful as the last, but Ortegas responded with the same lightning-swift skill Pike expected from her. “Slow to one-quarter impulse,” he told her. “We’re not in any hurry.”

“One-quarter, aye.”

They were passing over the upper nimbus of the ring system now, the starship’s keel less than five hundred meters above the cloudy haze wreathing the streaks of dust and particulate ice. It was like looking over a snowfield at sunset, the shimmering flecks of frozen gases and frost-rimed rock catching the starlight as they progressed.

The bridge became quiet, with only the low murmur of the instruments marking the time. Pike found himself searching the viewscreen for something that didn’t quite fit, for some anomaly that might be the grave marker for the ill-fated Baldwin.

Then he caught an excited gasp and saw Uhura sit up straight in her chair, her eyes wide as she pressed a hand to her earpiece. “Captain,” she said hesitantly, “I think… I think I’ve got it.”

Pike crossed to her station with his first officer close behind. “And…?”

“The distress signal, sir.” Uhura’s fingers danced over her panel as she assembled the fragmentary subspace transmission, one piece layering atop another. “When the message was originally sent, the source was already deep inside these radiation belts. But the signal never made it out into open space, it got caught in the belts and… well, it was shredded.” She made a diffuse gesture with her hands. “The signal broke up and the pieces of it had nowhere to go; they just bounced around inside the rings, becoming less and less coherent.”

“Until you came along,” suggested the first officer.

“Can we hear it?” said Pike.

“Give me a moment, sir.” Uhura’s expression creased in determination as she completed her work. Suddenly a rasping, echoing voice sounded across the bridge.

“This is Captain Mahs Rosh Hov of the Federation Starship Baldwin.” Pike recognized the name of the ship’s Tellarite commander from the files he had read, and through the thick hissing layers of static and warbling distortions, he could hear the desperation in the other captain’s voice as he sent what was most likely his last transmission. “Ship compromised. Multiple injuries. Immediate assistance required. If anyone receives this signal, please respond. Our need is grave.”

“Ninety-four years ago, the sensors on Starfleet vessels would not have been advanced enough to pick up the signal traces that Ensign Uhura discovered,” noted Spock. “This message would have gone unheard.”

Pike looked back at Uhura. “Tell me you’ve got a point of origin.”

She nodded. “Yes, sir. Backtracking the signal propagation leads directly to coordinates at three-two-six mark five-five.”

“Helm?” The first officer turned to give the order, but the ship was already in motion, shifting off its axis to turn in the direction Uhura had indicated. Ortegas hadn’t waited for the command to be given.

Chin-Riley gave Pike a questioning look, and he responded with a slight shake of the head. “Spock, give me visual of those coordinates.”

The main viewscreen flickered, then displayed another section of the jagged, frozen rings. There was more rocky debris in this quadrant, huge masses of it adrift as if they were icebergs on a slate-gray ocean.

And then slowly, revealing itself by degrees as they approached, a curve of dull gunmetal resolved into the leading edge of a cracked saucer section, the shape of it half hidden in the plane of the ring system. Even at a distance, it was clear the object was manufactured and not natural.

“Scanning,” reported Spock. “Registering a metallic mass. Tritanium hull. Very faint power traces.” He paused. “No life signs.”

“There it is,” breathed Chin-Riley, studying the image. “General structure seems intact, but there’s a lot of surface damage.”

“Show me the primary hull,” ordered Pike. “Full magnification.”

The image leaped closer, and the disc-shaped craft was fully revealed, extinguishing any doubts that might have remained. Despite years of decay, the broken surface of the saucer bore the name U.S.S. BALDWIN NX-316.

Pike’s jaw hardened as he studied the visible damage. Worst of all were the plates on the portside hull, where petals of tritanium alloy were bent upward around a ragged blast hole.

Something inside that ship had released a vicious blast of energy that opened it to the vacuum, and the captain suppressed a shudder at the thought. Pike couldn’t help but put himself in Rosh Hov’s position, wondering what he would have done if it were the Enterprise that suffered the same catastrophe.

“Curious,” said Spock. “When we first arrived, this sector of the rings was one of those I scanned. I detected nothing to indicate the presence of this derelict.”

“Ionic radiation interference might have muddied the returns,” said Chin-Riley.

Spock did not reply. Pike imagined his science officer had already considered that possibility. “Helm, bring us to five hundred meters off the Baldwin’s bow and hold station.”

“Aye, sir,” Ortegas said quietly, her gaze now fixed on the ruined vessel.

The captain watched the other ship grow to fill the screen, and at length he nodded to himself, making a decision. “I’m going over there. Number One, have the shuttlecraft Sagan prepared for immediate launch.”

“Captain…” The first officer was already framing an argument as to why it would be better for Pike to remain on the Enterprise, but he waved her off before she could begin.

“You got the last away mission, this one’s mine. I’ll board the derelict with a small team and secure it.” He glanced over to the security station. “La’An, suit up. You’re coming too. Have Nurse Chapel meet us in the shuttlebay.”

Conceding defeat, the commander put a hand on the captain’s chair. “You should take Bradley and Yerah too. They both performed well on the planet. They’ll be useful.”

“Add them to the list.” Pike walked forward to the main console. “It’ll be bumpy out there, so I’ll need a good copilot to watch my back.”

There was a long pause before Ortegas realized that the captain was looking directly at her. “Me?”

“If you’re up for it.”

Something like doubt briefly flashed across her face, but then it was gone. Ortegas drew up and gave him a determined nod. “Always, sir.”

“Number One, you have the conn,” said Pike, throwing his first officer a wry smile as he strode toward the turbolift. “Don’t get too comfortable in my chair while I’m gone.”

She returned the smile. “We’ll talk about whose chair it is when you get back.”

Starship Baldwin 685-Gamma ring system, UFC-685

The journey across the short distance from the Enterprise to the derelict was a swift but perilous one.

La’An had barely secured her safety restraints before the shuttlecraft Sagan bounced like a dinghy in a storm as it left the protective aura of its mothership’s deflector bubble. She caught Ensign Yerah before the Denobulan could miss a step and fall, guiding them into the empty seat beside her. Yerah blushed and thanked La’An profusely, scrambling to keep a grip on their tricorder as the Sagan dropped and rose again.

“Sorry about the bronco ride back there,” said the captain from the pilot’s chair. “Ortegas, boost our inertial dampers.”

“Already at maximum, sir,” said the other woman. “We’re gonna have to tough it out.”

“Oh, fun.” Seated across from La’An, Christine Chapel pasted a smile on her face, but it was clear she found this the exact opposite of fun.

For his part, Lieutenant Bradley was doing his best to remain stoic. He had been trying to impress his superior officer with his fortitude ever since he was assigned to Enterprise, but he couldn’t hide the whitening of his knuckles as his hands tightened in his lap.

La’An took the turbulence in stride, applying cool logic to the situation. Sagan was being flown by the Enterprise’s two most proficient pilots, and she would have trusted them to guide the shuttle through the eye of a black hole if it came down to it.

Mercifully, the flight terminated just as Yerah’s pale cheeks began to turn greenish. The shuttle mated to an airlock collar on the derelict’s dorsal hull with an echoing clang, and stability finally returned. As Pike contacted the Enterprise to report in, La’An was already out of her seat and working the sensor panel next to the Sagan’s hatch.

“Atmosphere readings at zero over there,” she noted. “We’ll need to suit up.”

They took her meaning and fixed their helmets in place, the landing party taking a moment to check over their colleagues’ suit integrity.

Pike stepped forward, securing a phaser on a mag-plate at his hip as he went. “Proceed, Lieutenant.”

“Aye, sir.” La’An beckoned Bradley as she ran through the depressurization process. “On me. Weapons to stun.”

“Are we expecting trouble?” said Chapel.

“This ship’s been out here a long time,” Pike replied. “On the edge of Klingon space. There’s no telling what we might find.”

The hatch opened and the two security officers went through first, their orientation snapping around as “up” became “down.” Carefully, they jumped into the darkened Baldwin, landing on the ship’s darkened deck.

“Gravity still on,” noted Bradley, and he glanced around. “Subsistence-level illumination only.”

Pike and Yerah came through next, with Chapel and Ortegas bringing up the rear. La’An heard Ortegas mutter something in her own language under her breath. Words for the dead? she wondered.

The captain pulled a hand beacon from his pack and shone a light up and down the corridor they stood in. La’An noted carbon scarring and the obvious signs of blowouts along the line of electroplasma conduits in the bulkheads, but there were no bodies.

Bradley moved ahead a few steps, nudging a fallen panel with the tip of his boot. “There was a fire in here,” he guessed. “The crew probably sealed this section and vented the atmosphere to strangle it.”

Yerah looked around, taking it in. “Couldn’t we have come in through the shuttlebay?”

“Too small,” said Chapel. “Sagan wouldn’t fit in there.”

“It’s okay, she’s locked on tight,” noted Ortegas. “Our ride home’s not going anywhere.”

“All right.” Pike halted at a sealed doorway in front of them, drawing everyone’s attention. “We’re on deck two, the same level as the Baldwin’s bridge. First order of business, we push forward and secure that compartment.” He beckoned Ortegas. “Lieutenant, help me with this hatch.”

“Yes, sir.” In concert with the captain, she worked the manual levers to crank open the locked panels, easing them apart inch by inch.

At La’An’s side, Yerah was staring at the readout of their tricorder. “That’s strange.” They wandered across to a section of the corridor that terminated in an equipment locker, the handheld scanner chirping as they went.

“What is it?” La’An followed them.

“It may be some unusual effect from the radiation belts,” said the ensign. “I’m reading random patches of metal fatigue in the structure of the ship. The carbon-dating numbers don’t match up.” They glanced back at La’An. “It’s like some parts of the hull are a thousand years older than the others. But that’s impossible.”

Yerah reached out to touch the locker they had been scanning, and their hand went through it, the metal giving way with a hollow crunch. The Denobulan yelped and skipped back, but the whole frame of the locker came apart as if it were made of wet sand, crumbling into a pile of dust on the deck.

“It’s completely rusted away. Can exotic radiation do that?” Bradley said warily.

“It would appear so.” La’An gestured toward the now-open hatch. “Let’s keep moving. Keep your eyes open for any more of these, ah, rust patches.”

The landing party passed through two more open heavy-duty hatches before finally arriving at the Baldwin’s bridge, the compartment lit in faint hues of crimson by the trickle of battery power that was keeping the old ship barely functional.

The bridge was smaller and more spartan than the Enterprise’s, but it was less cluttered too. La’An picked out the familiar nav-helm console in front of the main viewscreen and what would most likely be science and operations stations at the rear of the room. Starfleet interior design philosophy hadn’t changed since the era of pathfinders like Jonathan Archer and his Enterprise, so the security chief instinctively knew where the main systems of the Baldwin would be found.

The captain was drawn to the captain’s chair in the middle of the bridge, and he put a hand on it, frowning. The chair, like the bridge and the corridors they had passed through to get here, was empty.

“What the hell happened up here?” Pike voiced the question they were all thinking. “Why did they abandon ship?”

“Captain,” Chapel called out from the ops console, “I think I can get life-support running, at least here on the bridge.”

“Go for it.”

Chapel set to work, and momentarily the bridge’s recessed lights flicked from red to a normal coloration. Air hissed into the bridge, and La’An saw her wrist-mounted monitor turn green: safe to breathe.

The security chief removed her helmet and took a careful inhalation. The atmosphere was musty and metallic, like ancient, decayed iron. Seeing that she didn’t immediately begin choking, the rest of the landing party followed. Pike leaned in to examine a small panel on the arm of the captain’s chair. He was reluctant to sit down, and La’An wondered if he felt it would somehow be disrespectful.

Ortegas had no such reservations, and she took the helm as if it were just another day on the Enterprise. “The warp core is stone-cold,” she reported. “But this ship’s energy grid is compatible with ours. We could draw power from the Sagan, maybe enough to get life-support on the other decks up and running.”

“Proceed, Lieutenant.” Pike gestured to Yerah. “Ensign, assist her.”

La’An went to Chapel’s side, and the other woman gave her a wan smile. “I’m feeling like a third wheel,” said the nurse. “If this ship really is empty, there’s no one for me to examine.”

“Good call with the bridge systems,” offered La’An.

“Yeah.” Chapel wrinkled her nose at the dank odor surrounding them. “Pity I didn’t think to pack some air freshener too.” She gave her a measuring look. “This isn’t your first derelict, though.”

La’An made a sour face. “I wish it was. I hate dead ships,” she said, using the old naval term for a vessel that had been gutted and declared dead. “They give me the creeps.” Childhood memories of her life growing up on the S.S. Puget Sound hovered at the horizon of La’An’s thoughts, and she dismissed them. The colony ship that had been her home had ended up as lifeless and as empty as the Baldwin was, and she disliked what those recollections stirred in her.

With a hum of transferred energy, the consoles on the bridge lit up in sequence, and at last some semblance of life returned to the old starship. Pike tapped experimentally on the captain’s chair panel and hissing static issued forth, drawing everyone’s attention.

The same bitter, gravelly voice Uhura had decoded aboard the Enterprise filled the silent bridge. “Captain’s log. This will be my final entry.” Captain Rosh Hov sounded exhausted, as if he were laboring to push out every word. “The energy burst that blew through the ship… It killed my chief engineer and my science officer. The reason remains unknown at this time, but other matters now have priority. The cause is moot. The effect was devastating.”

La’An stared at the empty chair, imagining the Tellarite male she had seen in the Baldwin’s files, slumped there as he made the recording.

“Our warp engines are useless, their matrices cannot be repaired outside of a dry dock. The impulse grids are leaking dangerous levels of coolant, so I have ordered them shut down… And our shield array is barely functional. This vessel is no longer a survival option. It is with deep regret I have given the command to abandon ship. We will evacuate to the planet below. I have sent a priority-one distress call. It is my hope that Starfleet or an allied power will receive it and come to our aid.” La’An heard a low, humorless chuckle. “At this point, I would even be happy to see an Andorian. Rosh Hov, signing off.”

Bradley looked away, out through the main viewport to where 685-Gamma was visible as a dark, distant mass beyond the rings. “That’s it, then. They went down to the surface.”

The grim reality of the message settled on the landing party. Rosh Hov and his surviving crew would have taken the Baldwin’s shuttlepods and everything they could cram aboard them, pitching camp on Gamma, never knowing that their desperate call for help would not be heard, and that they were waiting in vain for a rescue that would never come.

“They died there,” Chapel said quietly. “The radiation from the star would have slowly poisoned them.”

“We can’t change that,” said Pike after a long moment, his gaze finding Ortegas. “But we can make sure their names are remembered.”

Enterprise

“I have the captain,” said Uhura. “Patching him in now.”

“Chris?” The first officer stood in front of the captain’s chair, studying the derelict, where it lay at rest among the ice and rock. “What’s the situation over there?”

“We’re about a hundred years too late, Una,” he replied, and she heard the morose tone in her captain’s voice. “This ship is nothing more than a grave marker.”

“Understood. What are your intentions?”

“Speak to Pelia about rigging a tractor beam web and deflector matrix. If we can, I want to take the Baldwin back to the nearest Starfleet outpost.”

“That’d be Starbase 24,” offered Uhura.

“Leaving it here feels wrong,” Pike continued. “If it were my ship, I’d want it to make it home, even if my crew never did.”

“That is a duty we will be honored to carry out,” said Chin-Riley. “You’ll need to be certain the spaceframe can take the strain.”

“Way ahead of you on that one,” the captain went on. “I’ve got the landing party team doing sensor sweeps of the ship to check the structural integrity. Meanwhile, Ortegas and I will remain on the bridge and try to find more pieces to this jigsaw.”

“Can you get the shields up?”

“Not a chance in hell,” he replied. “The emitter grid is totally shot. Whatever crippled this ship, it tore through the power systems like a flash fire. Right now, there’s precious little but rust and positive thoughts holding this boat together.”

For a moment, the first officer wondered if a more pragmatic choice might be in order. The equivalent of a Viking funeral for the Baldwin, better to be atomized by a photon torpedo from the Enterprise than chance it coming apart during warp transit and putting both vessels at risk. But she knew that would be Christopher Pike’s least palatable choice. Her captain was a traditionalist in many ways, and that meant going above and beyond to respect Starfleet’s honored dead.

“Continue to maintain station-keeping,” he ordered. “I’ll contact you again at the next check-in. Pike out.”

“Let’s make use of our time.” The first officer glanced around. “Continue with full-spectrum sensor sweeps of the rings. While we’re here, we might as well gather as much data as we can about this system…” She trailed off, noticing that the science officer’s attention was buried deep in the hooded scanner at his station. “Mister Spock, do you have something you want to share with the rest of the class?”

Spock looked up and blinked. “Apologies, Lieutenant Commander. I am finding the behavior of UFC-685 quite diverting.”

“Do tell.” Chin-Riley stepped up to the science station to take a look herself.

“It does not exhibit the energy patterns typical of a Class-K star or standard-type flare variant. I believe there may be an inherent state-change instability at play here.”

“I don’t like how that sounds,” she told him. “Do I have something else to be worried about?”

“Yes.” Spock showed the slightest impression of a frown. “I have noted a steady buildup of energetic particles in the star’s photosphere. Despite my best efforts, I have been unable to form a predictive model as to when it will… erupt.”

The first officer pointed at the hooded scanner. “Stay glued to that,” she ordered. “If anything eruptive happens, shout.”

Baldwin

Pike sat in the captain’s chair and tried not to let the ghosts of the ship cloud his thoughts. He paged through the captain’s log records stored in the buffer module in the arm of the chair, but they were a mess. File after file had been turned into patchy, unreadable junk, corrupted by age and radiation exposure, but still he searched, looking for something that would give him an insight into the fate of the Baldwin. He frowned and connected his tricorder to the buffer, in the hope that it might be able to parse something from the ruined files.

“A lot of these warp-four ships were named after astronauts from the early space programs.” Ortegas offered up the comment, seemingly to break the silence. Pike looked across and found her staring at the Baldwin’s dedication plaque on the bulkhead. “Before the NX class got going, they were the frontliners.”

The captain nodded. “I saw the Freedom, the original class flagship at the museum in Pima. I was just a kid, on a field trip. I remember thinking it looked huge. But then, I was smaller.”

She looked away, back toward the main viewer. “I built a model of this exact ship when I was a junior. For a school project.” Ortegas smiled sadly. “Made it out of card and glue. Damn near stuck my fingers together.”

Pike reached for the question he’d been holding back since the briefing on Enterprise. “Because of her? Luciana?”

“It got me a good grade,” Ortegas went on. “When I brought my model home, I thought my parents would want to put it on a shelf for everyone to see, but it went in a box. No one in my family wanted to talk about it. A bad omen, Mama said. ‘’Cause it was this ship that took away Great-Grandaunt Luciana.’ ”

“That happened before you were born,” said the captain. “You couldn’t have known her.”

“I felt as if I did, though. She was the family legend. A real self-starter. Bold like you wouldn’t believe. And the first Ortegas in history to go into space.” She sighed. “Little Erica hero-worshiped her, even more so when Papa told her she shouldn’t.”

A missing piece fell into place. “You followed in Luciana’s footsteps.”

Ortegas turned in her chair to face Pike. “More like I took the same dare she did.” She looked around. “But never in all my days did I think I’d find myself…” She opened her hands to take in the vessel. “Somewhere on this wreck there’s a bunk that belonged to her, maybe something of hers still left there. Down on Gamma, a patch of dirt where she’s…” The bleak thought silenced her for a moment. “I don’t know how I ought to feel about this,” she concluded.

“I wish I had an answer for you, Erica,” Pike told her. “But I think she’d be proud to see who her great-grandniece is—”

A trilling alert from his tricorder interrupted, and Pike checked the buffer screen. One of Captain Rosh Hov’s earlier logs showed as still in readable condition, and he brought it up, scanning the broken chunks of text.

“No audio,” he noted. “But there’s something here about an unknown object spotted by the Baldwin’s science officer…” Pike read on. “It was of alien origin, but inert. They brought it on board… They were planning to conduct a high-intensity scan.”

Ortegas’s eyes widened. “You think…?”

“I think,” Pike agreed, his mind racing. Had Rosh Hov’s crew unwittingly exposed their ship to something destructive all those years ago?

And if they had, was it still on board?

He grabbed his communicator and flipped it open. “Pike to landing party, report status immediately!”



“This is Chapel, team one.” The nurse’s voice sounded from the communicator relay inside La’An’s suit helmet as she answered the captain’s hail. “I’m on deck three with Ensign Yerah, portside aft, in the mess hall. We’re both fine, sir.”

Across the carbon-blackened, fire-scored deck of the cargo bay, Lieutenant Bradley’s head turned behind his clear bubble faceplate to give La’An a questioning look. She held up a hand and tapped her own communicator pad. “Team two reporting. Location is deck four, cargo compartment. Actually, Captain, I was just about to contact you.”

When Pike replied, his tone was icy. “Tell me what you’ve found, Lieutenant.”

“How does he know?” mouthed Bradley. The security officer’s tricorder was already active, pinging sensor scans at the obsidian-black orb sitting incongruously in the middle of the metallic space, simultaneously beaming back the data recovered to the computers on the Sagan and the Enterprise.

“Most of this deck is in vacuum, sir, we had to suit up to move through it,” she explained. “Bradley detected something unusual in the main bay. It’s definitely not anything from any species I recognize. There’s severe damage all around it but the object itself appears unmarked.”

“We’re looking at a spherical mass approximately three point five meters across,” Bradley chimed in, picking up the thread. “It doesn’t look manufactured, more like it was carved. The material is… I can’t be sure, it could be some sort of stone?” He stepped forward and gingerly touched it with a finger. “It seems inert.”

“Listen to me carefully,” Pike told them. “Tricorders off. Get out of there right now. That’s an order!”

La’An seldom heard that kind of force in her captain’s voice, and she knew a command when it came. Stepping back, she beckoned Bradley. “Lieutenant! Cass, we are leaving!”

But Bradley’s attention was fixed on the ink-black sphere, the surface of it so highly polished he could see his own warped reflection in it. “What is that?”

Deep inside the mass of the alien object, lines of orange light like faint warp trails had begun to form.





FOUR

Enterprise 685-Gamma ring system, UFC-685

“Lieutenant Commander Chin-Riley!”

Spock’s bellow was loud enough to stop everyone on the bridge in their tracks, and Una found herself automatically giving the lieutenant her full attention.

“You did say to shout,” he added, by way of explanation. “I have detected a series of large coronal mass ejections from the star. I estimate the leading edge of the radiation wave front will reach us in one hundred and five seconds.”

“Red alert, shields to maximum!” Chin-Riley followed with a loud call of her own. She turned to Uhura’s station. “Ensign, contact the captain, let him know he’s in for some chop.”

Without waiting for the communications officer to acknowledge, the first officer marched to the engineering station, where a nervous-looking junior lieutenant was manning the post. He was one of the newer members of the crew, she recalled, and this was his first shift on the bridge. He was about to have a baptism of fire.

“Mister Ferrick, divert power and extend out the Enterprise’s shield to encompass the wreck.”

The young man blinked. “Uh, aye, Commander.” Ferrick tapped out a string of commands on his panel, his already pale face turned even more ashen. “I’ve got to warn you, I’m not sure the shields will take the punishment. Our emitters weren’t designed for that kind of sustained projection.”

“Do what you can,” she told him.

“Number One, what’s the forecast?” Pike’s voice crackled over the comms.

“Stormy,” she shot back. “Advise landing party retreat to the Sagan and batten down the hatches.”

Pike bit back a curse. “We’d never make it there in time. We’ll have to ride this out.”

“Oh boy.” Lieutenant Mitchell’s comment drew the first officer’s gaze back to the main viewscreen. Mitchell had seen the oncoming wall of coruscating orange fire, rendered visible by the filters on the screen. The bloom of strange radiation was almost upon them.

“Chris, hold on tight.” She took her own advice and gripped the back of the captain’s chair.

“Contact in ten seconds,” said Spock. “In five. Four. Three. Two. One—”

The solar wave washed over the two starships, and Chin-Riley had a moment to see the Baldwin tremble before the Enterprise followed suit, the deck beneath her feet pitching so hard she almost fell.

Crimson alerts flashed on every panel across the bridge, warning of dangerous overloads in progress. In any other circumstances, she would have ordered the helm to back the ship off and put more of the rings between them and the angry sun, but here above the plane of the ecliptic they had no choice but to take the hit.

“Radiation levels are spiking,” reported Spock. “The deleterious effects of the solar flare appear greater than estimated.”

“It’s those damned radiation belts,” said Chin-Riley. “They’re channeling the effect, collimating it, and we’re right in the middle of them.”

“Estimated flare duration… Two hundred eighteen seconds.” Spock read the daunting details from his screen, and the first officer felt a chill as she realized the ugly truth of their predicament.

“Shields are buckling!” Ferrick called out the urgent warning. “I’m reading EPS blowouts on decks five and seven… We’re looking at an imminent cascade failure!”

“Put all auxiliary power into the deflectors,” she ordered, but the engineer was shaking his head.

“Already done, ma’am. It’s not helping.” The lieutenant’s face twisted in trepidation. “We’re overextended! The shield emitters can’t handle the additional stress. If it was just us…” He faltered, suddenly aware of what he had said.

Chin-Riley glanced at Spock, but the Vulcan gave a grave nod. “I concur,” he said firmly. “The emitters will fail completely in forty-seven seconds, unless we reconfigure the shield envelope.”

“We can cover the Baldwin or the Enterprise…” Ferrick looked stricken. “But not both.”

“Number One.” Pike’s voice reached her. In the heat of the moment, Chin-Riley had forgotten that the channel to the captain was still open. He had heard every word uttered on the Enterprise’s bridge. “Pull back the shield envelope. Protect our ship.”

He didn’t need to tell her what she already knew; the cold, pitiless calculus of the moment was clear. There were six people over on the derelict, but the crew complement of the Enterprise was fifty times that number. If the shields failed, the potential casualties would be dreadful.

Six people. Her friends and shipmates, who would be almost totally unprotected aboard a half-ruined shell of a ship that might not survive the full force of the solar radiation.

But in the end, it wasn’t even a question. “Lieutenant Ferrick, reconfigure the shields to protect Enterprise.” The commander gave the order and the engineer carried it out, grateful that she was taking the terrible responsibility off his shoulders.

Red-orange light flashed across the main viewer as the ship was buffeted again by a second front in the solar wave. Chin-Riley’s breath caught in her throat as the same searing shock hit the Baldwin’s naked hull in a silent crash of aurorae.

Baldwin

Captain Pike had ordered everyone to seal their EV suits tight, gambling that even the smallest degrees of extra radiation protection would count for something when the moment came.

He told them to go to ground, for what it was worth. Chapel got herself and Ensign Yerah into an empty storage locker, but there was nowhere for Bradley and La’An to go, and he and Ortegas were in the same boat.

“Down here!” He pulled Ortegas to him, and they both crouched behind the meager cover of the captain’s chair.

“I thought… we’d have more time,” panted the lieutenant.

Pike thought about his fate—and the possible futures that were supposed to lie ahead of him. Will those things change now? If he died here, what would that mean? He pushed the nagging questions away with an irritable grimace. Christopher Pike had never lived his life wondering about what tomorrow would make of him. It was the now that mattered, and he would do whatever he could to make sure his people survived it.

He spoke into his helmet mike. “Landing party, hang on to something.”

Their brief protection fell away. The solar shock slammed against the Baldwin, and the crackling crimson lightning that had been crawling over the shields came screaming into the ship. It raced across the deck, over the walls and the ceiling like a living thing, and every possible warning indicator that could illuminate on Pike’s suit went bloodred.



“Close it!” Chapel screamed at Yerah as the Denobulan fumbled with the heavy locker door.

There was a chance this thick-walled, refrigerated bulk store, a legacy of the days aboard starships without food processors, might actually save their lives—but only if they could seal it shut.

Their makeshift storm shelter was dark and cramped, with barely enough room for the pair of them to fit inside. Chapel’s faceplate clanked off Yerah’s helmet as she dragged the stocky ensign into a bear hug, pulling them as close as she possibly could.

Captain Pike was saying something over the comms, but it was distorted by radiation interference, rendered incompressible.

“I don’t want to die.” Yerah’s voice was small and hollow as it echoed back to Chapel. Tears were streaking the ensign’s face. “I’m not even married yet.”

“Me neither,” said Chapel. “And, uh, me neither.” She looked into Yerah’s eyes. “Just hold tight.”



“Bradley!” Despite her direct order, La’an’s security officer hadn’t obeyed her. “Get away from that thing!”

“Do you see this, Lieutenant?” Bradley seemed oblivious to the chaos about to engulf the Baldwin, ignoring La’An’s entreaties to join her behind a fallen slice of bulkhead across the cargo bay. “There’s activity inside it! I’ve got to record this.” He brought up his tricorder, directing the device at the surface of the obsidian sphere, tracking the movement of the glowing sparks shifting in shoals beneath its hard exterior.

“Idiot.” La’An sprinted out of her cover and grabbed Bradley’s shoulder. “There’s no time for that!”

“But look!” He resisted for a moment, holding up the tricorder. “These scans, they’re like nothing I’ve ever seen before…”

He never finished the sentence. Suddenly, the deck was quaking and red flickers like bonfire embers were crackling through the air, and inside the core of the black stone orb, a swirl of glowing smoke exploded into sudden growth.

Shrieking howls of interference deafened La’An through her helmet comms and she staggered back, instinctively raising her hands to cover her ears—impossible to do with a faceplate in the way.

Cass Bradley was standing directly between her and the alien sphere, so when the energy-smoke-haze phased through the stone orb, he was the first to be struck by it.

He died without a sound, his voice stilled in his throat as the exotic radiation shut down every electrochemical reaction in his body at once.

Bradley’s falling body collided with La’An even as the crackling haze reached her. Unimaginable pain filled every corner of her, as if she was an empty vessel and agony was a burning liquid pouring in. The haze blew through La’An, past her, changing and shifting as it grew to engulf the derelict starship.

But she was already collapsing to the deck, falling into darkness.

Enterprise

Afterward, in the hours while she sat alone in her quarters, Una Chin-Riley would review these same seconds again and again. Trying to make sense of what happened. Slowing the visual recordings of it down to a crawl, trying to find some answer between the ticks of the clock.

But in the moment, it happened so quickly that it almost seemed unreal.

The solar flare’s dying surge was the worst of its effects, the star like a prizefighter throwing out one last blind haymaker punch in the hope of doing as much damage as possible.

From the corner of her eye, Chin-Riley saw the screen showing Enterprise’s shield strength, she saw the protection level as it dropped like a stone toward imminent collapse; but that seemed distant, disconnected from what was happening right in front of her.

Out there, beyond the leading edge of her ship’s primary hull, the ruined wreck of the Baldwin shimmered as it was irradiated, blurring like an object seen through a rain-streaked window. Then there was a searing flash, bright enough that it burned a purple afterimage into her retina.

She winced, resisting the urge to look away, blinking against the jolt of pain. Ahead of her, there was suddenly a void in the middle of the rings. An empty pocket of space.

The other starship was gone.

“Solar flare is dissipating,” Spock was saying. “Ionic radiation readings are leveling out.” He looked up from his hooded viewer, and the Vulcan’s words died in his throat. Spock saw it too—or rather, he didn’t.

The rest of the bridge crew were catching on, their collective mood veering from elation at having survived the starburst to open shock at the Baldwin’s sudden and inexplicable absence.

“Where?” Lieutenant Mitchell tried to frame the question. “Were they destroyed?”

“Negative.” Spock’s reply was stony as he turned his reaction into cold, logical action by scanning the rings. “There are no signs of metallic debris. No organic traces.”

He means bodies. The first officer pushed down her own visceral reaction and stepped forward, staring at the main viewscreen, at the glittering lines of ice and dust as if that might more readily give her some explanation. There was nothing out there.

One second, she had been staring at a few thousand tons of derelict vessel and the next, curls of space dust and gas ice. A starship doesn’t just vanish! The thought boiled through her, demanding explanation.

But there were other demands that had priority. First, look to Enterprise and the crew. She pulled her gaze away from the screen and took in her bridge crew with a single look. “I want damage reports from all section heads; casualty numbers from the chief medical officer; life-support, warp drive, and systems status from the chief engineer.” She allowed them a fraction of a second to gather themselves, then added with force, “And I want it right now.”

The commander’s last words cracked like a whip and her officers snapped to. Only Lieutenant Spock lingered for an instant, meeting her gaze before he went to work. A hundred different questions passed between them in that moment, but neither of them had anything approaching an answer.

Baldwin

Erica Ortegas had been relatively mature when she used a matter transporter for the first time—in her late teens, which was comparatively old for most Federation citizens. That hadn’t come from some fear of beaming or other personal restriction, but rather from a combination of happenstance that meant when the day did arrive—the day when a Starfleet recruiter had taken her and a group of other hopefuls to go see the Academy campus in San Francisco—she hadn’t really been prepared for the way it made the whole world change around her.

One instant, she was standing at a public transporter station in the humid air of the Plaza de San Nicolás in Barranquilla, and the next everything went weird and she was hearing rain hitting the veranda over the main beam-in pads at the Presidio. In the gap between there and there, a moment existed when sensation turned inside out, and Erica felt like the universe had briefly lost its grip on her.

She’d used transporters hundreds of times since that day, enough that it had become commonplace and ordinary, but that first-time disquiet had never really gone away.

Ortegas was feeling that same horrible disconnection again right now, and it made her want to scream. The red lightning from the solar discharge was everywhere, crawling over every surface on the Baldwin’s bridge, across her EV suit, up her arms, over her face—and where it touched her, her body became numb and shimmery.

She didn’t have the vocabulary to describe what was happening to her. She could feel the deck beneath her, feel Captain Pike’s hand clasped around hers as they held on to each other, but it was a hazy impression, it was unreal. Ortegas feared she might turn into smoke and melt away if she didn’t concentrate hard enough on being present.

The old ship rumbled around her, metal groaning under the onslaught of strange energies as if it was about to collapse. She silently offered entreaty to any and all higher beings that might take pity on these few sparks of life clinging desperately to a century-old derelict as it went through… What?

Have we fallen into a wormhole? Struck a spatial anomaly? Been swallowed by a black hole? The honest truth was a whole bestiary of strange stellar effects existed out here in the dark, and all were equally deadly.

With brutal abruptness, the horrible shocks hit a shuddering pause, like the moment atop the highest point before a roller coaster plunged, faster and faster, toward the ground. Ortegas’s hand slipped from Pike’s grip and she fell to one knee, all around her drenched in a churning incarnadine glow. For a moment, she thought it was the red lightning, but this illumination was different, blazing like fury.

She raised her head and saw a vision of hell through the main viewscreen. Gamma was still out there, but it was an airless ball of blackened, lifeless rock pulling a ghostly comet tail of debris behind it. Its rings were long gone, boiled away by the advance of the gargantuan red sun looming large over everything.

That’s not right, she told herself. UFC-685 is millions of years away from becoming a supergiant star. Ortegas was looking at a future that had not happened yet, a moment so distant from her existence that she could barely comprehend it.

She was still trying to grasp that when she felt Pike’s hand on her shoulder. “Do you see this?” she gasped. “Captain, are we…?”

He answered her, but she didn’t hear anything. The red lightning was coming back, bringing the sickly moment of disconnection all over again. This time the two of them were slammed against the deck as the Baldwin shuddered through another violent transition that warped the space around them. Ortegas hung on to the deck in desperation as the bridge spun in circles, afraid that if she let go, the force of it might fling her out into infinity.

She closed her eyes and put every last effort she could into not throwing up inside her helmet.

Mercy, when it finally came, was the slow abating of shock after shock. Ortegas waited a long moment before she dared to roll onto her back, and she looked up to find Pike kneeling over her, checking her vital signs with a tricorder.

“Did… I puke?”

“You did not.” Despite the seriousness of their situation, the captain gave a snort of amusement. “Good to know you have your priorities in order, Lieutenant.” He offered her a hand up, and Ortegas gratefully accepted it.

She shook off the woozy sensation clouding her head and forced herself to focus. “Feel like my insides went through a shredder.”

“Same,” noted Pike as he repeated the scan on himself. “Strange. By rights, we should both be so cooked, we’d be glowing. But…” The captain showed her the scan results. Both of them had taken doses of ionic radiation, but nowhere near the lethal levels they had expected.

“I am not going to question any good luck,” Ortegas said firmly.

“Can’t argue with that.” Pike jerked a thumb at the flickering control console. “Can you give me a status report on the ship’s systems? Best you can manage.”

“On it, sir.” She crossed to the helm station and dropped into the seat there, stabbing at touch pads and old-tech electro-mechanical switches that ran the Baldwin’s operations. To her amazement, the elderly hulk remained intact, and the shuttle Sagan was still attached and drip-feeding power. “Pelia wasn’t wrong,” she said aloud, “these warp-four boats are built tough.”

“Pike to landing party.” The captain sat on the edge of the chair, using his suit communicator. “Report in.”

A second later, Christine Chapel’s voice filtered back, sounding weak but steady. “Team one here. Ensign Yerah and I suffered some minor contusions but we’re both in one piece.” She went on before Pike could respond. “Captain, I already tried to reach La’An and Bradley, but they’re not responding. I’m worried they could be injured, so we’re on the way to their last known location in the main cargo bay.”

“Understood, Christine. Contact me when you find them, Pike out.” Ortegas heard him let out a long breath and she glanced back.

“Maybe their comms are down,” she offered.

“Let’s hope so. How’s the ship?”

“We have partial battery power, some heat and light and air… and not a lot else. I’m bringing up sensors now.”

Pike nodded. “Could be a lot worse.”

She paused. “Sir, what we just saw out there, that red giant star… I mean, it was only visible for a few seconds and then it was gone.”

“If you want an explanation, I can’t give it to you,” he replied. “When we get back, let’s put it to Mister Spock.” Pike leaned forward. “Speaking of which…” He tapped his communicator again, changing frequencies. “Landing party to Enterprise, this is Pike.”

The silence from the other ship went on for too long, and a chill crept along Ortegas’s skin. “Scanning,” she reported, bringing up the Baldwin’s damaged sensor array to sweep the space around the vessel.

The scan sketched in the near-distant mass of planet Gamma, the complex shoals of the double ring system, the invisible lines of the radiation belts—and nothing else.

Pike was at her side now, reading off the same screen as Ortegas. There was no evidence of debris, no dissipating clouds of electroplasma or matter-antimatter decay particles, nothing that might indicate the Enterprise had suffered some kind of destructive catastrophe.

The captain’s eyes narrowed. “Where the hell is our ship?”



“Oh damn.”

Nurse Chapel was the quickest into the Baldwin’s darkened cargo bay after she and Yerah got the hatch open, and the first thing she saw was the fireflies.

That wasn’t what they were, of course. The flickers of smoky orange light weren’t actually tiny airborne insects, but the resemblance was striking. Chapel halted as the darts of glowing color faded away, dissipating into nothing, before grabbing for her tricorder.

“Some kind of edge effect from the starburst?” Yerah tried to cup one of the ghostly embers in their gloved hand, but it was gone before they could reach it.

“No idea.” Chapel surveyed the room, hearing her own panting breaths inside the cowl of her helmet. The faceplate readout dutifully told her that her heart rate was elevated, and she scowled at the display. Yeah, thanks, not helping.

“What do we have here?” Yerah carefully approached the spherical alien object they’d heard Bradley describe, moments before everything started to go nuts. “It’s certainly not a naturally occurring form.”

“Need more light,” noted Chapel, and she felt for the pocket on her pack holding a removable hand beacon. With a twist of her wrist, the device came on and drenched the compartment in hard, pitiless illumination.

Yerah let out a high-pitched yelp as they stumbled to a halt. They had almost tripped over a fallen form lying in the shadows of the canted decking. A figure in a Starfleet-issue space suit with crimson flashes on the shoulders.

Chapel saw the surface scorching on the suit as she pushed past the Denobulan to get a closer look. It was bad, severe enough that whatever had struck had burned through the outer layers of hard polymer shell and into the weave of support fabric beneath. Her tricorder returned zero registers of bio-neural activity, so she knew she would be looking death in the face even before she turned the body over.

“Stay back,” she told Yerah, more out of consideration for the young ensign’s nerves than anything else.

Chapel bent down, mentally shoring up the calm mask of professionalism she had to wear while doing her duties. Sometimes she hated it, having to lock away her emotional reactions to the pain and anguish she encountered as a medical officer. The alternative would have been so much worse, to become overwhelmed, to be unable to help.

But Cass Bradley was beyond any assistance, no matter how much she wished it otherwise. The dead security officer looked up at her through the shattered panel of his helmet, half of his face blackened into a charred mass, his eyes a ruin of blown blood vessels. The clinical part of Chapel’s mind analyzed what she saw: Thermal shock from a close-range radiation burst. At least it would have been quick.

“We can’t do anything for this one.” She took a breath. “Where’s the lieutenant?” Chapel kept the emotion out of her voice, swinging her palm beacon around to throw light into all the darkened corners.

“Over here!” Yerah caught sight of something poking out from behind a collapsed heap of cargo pods—a booted foot connected to another slumped body in an EV suit, this one folded up in a fetal ball behind the meager cover the containers had given.

Chapel’s tricorder chimed as she dashed to the ensign’s side, but the fractional surge of relief generated by the device’s tones didn’t last long. La’An Noonien-Singh was alive, but only by inches. “Bradley took the force of it,” she said to herself, diagnosing as she went along. “Not good.”

Yerah surveyed the compartment as Chapel worked through a more thorough scan. “The patterns of scoring on the deck and the walls… The energy discharge came from that object, there’s no other possible explanation.”

“Don’t mess with it,” Chapel warned. “Two casualties are more than enough.”

The tricorder’s readings were troubling. La’An was in peak physical condition, and that had gone a long way toward keeping her alive, but the injuries she had suffered were critical. Chapel used a hypospray with a cocktail of broad-spectrum medications to stabilize her, applying the injection through the arm of her suit, but it was a stopgap at best.

“I need to get the lieutenant out of her EV gear and into recovery,” Chapel said aloud.

Yerah opened their communicator and took a deep breath. “Ensign Yerah to Captain Pike. Sir, we’ve found team two. Lieutenant Noonien-Singh is alive, but badly hurt. I am afraid that Lieutenant Bradley has been lost.”

“Understood.” Pike’s voice came back with a bitter tone. “Can you stabilize La’An’s injuries?”

“Captain, this is Chapel.” She gave him a quick precis of La’An’s condition, making the seriousness of it clear to him. “She’s okay for the moment, but we really need to get her back to the Enterprise.”

Pike took a long moment to answer. “That is not an option we have right now.” Yerah and Chapel exchanged confused looks, but before either of them could press him, the captain went on. “The Baldwin has an infirmary on deck two. Can you get her there?”

“Sir, the sickbays on these old scouts are little more than a closet, and whatever was in there got cleared out when the crew abandoned ship.” Chapel had already made a point of checking the Baldwin’s medical supply situation during their initial sweep of the vessel, and found nothing but lockers stripped clean. Her mind raced as she tried to think of another solution. “Can we at least get Enterprise to send us something—?”

“We’re alone here.” Pike cut through her question. “Our ship is nowhere within sensor range. We’re still trying to determine why, but for now whatever you’ve got to hand is all you have.”

“Sir?” Chapel’s chest tightened.

“The Sagan,” Yerah said urgently. “The shuttle has emergency medical kits.”

“That’s right.” Chapel put aside the dire possibilities of Pike’s statement and concentrated on her friend’s survival. “We’ll take her there.”

“Do your best, Christine. We’ll figure this out.”

“Aye, sir. We’re on our way.” Chapel signed off and gestured to the ensign. “Help me carry her. We’ll come back for Bradley when we can.”

“What did the captain mean, we’re alone here?” Yerah shot her a worried look as they gathered up La’An. “We’re in the same place we were a moment ago.”

“I have no idea.” Chapel threw a look at La’An’s pale, unconscious features. “One problem at a time.”



The captain’s chair creaked as Pike sat back in it. Removing his helmet, he took a breath and stared out through the main viewscreen.

Bradley was dead, and La’An was in critical condition. He had every faith in Christine Chapel, knowing that the dedicated nurse would exhaust every possible avenue to keeping his chief of security alive, but he regretted the circumstances that had forced her into these choices. It galled Pike that what had at first seemed like a straightforward mission, a vital duty, had become the unfolding mess that was now in front of him.

This should not be happening, he told himself. This should not cost my crew so much.

In ancient days, sailors might have thought better than to answer a siren call from a ghost ship; they would have left the dead to lie where they had fallen and let the wreck sail on alone. But Christopher Pike was not a man given to superstition, even if one could say that this mission seemed more and more like it had been cursed.

What he couldn’t deny—as much as he might have wanted to—was what he had felt during that moment when the solar blast had ravaged the wreck and sent it reeling. Something dreadful and familiar, so much so that Pike’s mind initially recoiled from the sensation.

He dredged his memory for the recall, found it readily, forcing himself to confront it. That same gut-wrenching, frost-rime on the soul feeling, it had happened to him before.

Twice before, in point of fact. The first had been deep in the caverns of a Klingon monastery moon called Boreth, when his fingertips touched an alien crystal humming with power. The second had been months ago, when he faced a vision of his own possible future in a moment filled with the potential to change the path of his life.

Pike was hesitant to think what that sensation meant, here and now in this context, and more so of what it might bode for the crew he had brought with him. He heard Ortegas curse softly under her breath and looked up, banishing the bleak notions for the moment. “Problem, Lieutenant?”

“A persistent system error,” she told him. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that a ship that’s been drifting cold for nearly a century is giving me bad data.”

Pike rose and joined her at the nav-helm console. “What have you got?”

“I’m trying to attune the sensors, but it’s fighting me,” Ortegas explained. “I’ve got a scan program running, sector by sector, checking the ring system and the planet for any traces of the Enterprise, any warp patterns or impulse trails. I’m using standard stellar mag numbers to calibrate it, but they keep resetting to the wrong baseline and they won’t update.”

Pike took the navigator’s chair and mirrored the display in front of Ortegas. She was attempting something that a first-year Starfleet cadet could do—using the known magnitudes of certain key stars in known locations across the galactic sky to make sure the Baldwin’s sensor array wasn’t out of synch. It was the equivalent of using a pole star to find a track; the problem was the sensors were delivering the wrong magnitude numbers. But it was clear that despite their advanced age, the old ship’s scanners were reading true.

His blood ran cold as a disturbing possibility caught up to him. “It’s not the sensors that are wrong,” said Pike. “It’s the stars. The magnitude readings are all off by the same factor.” He leaned forward, jabbing at the keypad.

“You’re checking for stellar drift?” Ortegas watched her captain work. “Why?”

Pike tied the Baldwin’s aged mainframe into the navigational computer on board their shuttlecraft and ran a comparison. The chill in his gut deepened as he saw what he feared he would. “The star fix out there doesn’t tally with the Sagan’s nav data. It’s not a computer error, Lieutenant, it’s objective reality.”

“The only explanation for that is…” Ortegas trailed off, and her eyes grew wide, an incredulous grin on her face. “Wait, no. I’m not even going to say it. That’s too wild.”

Pike pointed at the viewscreen. “You saw what I saw, Erica. After the solar flare hit us, that strange energy discharge, then that red supergiant star… And then we were here. Same place…”

“…different time.” Her smile crumpled. “Madre de Dios. Temporal displacement? Is that even possible?”

“You’d be surprised,” Pike noted. It made all kinds of unpleasant sense. It explained the absence of the Enterprise, the star-fix discrepancy, even the unusual aging of the hull that Yerah had detected. “Now the question becomes, when the hell are we?”

It was a lot to take in, and Ortegas was still framing a reply when an indicator flashed on her panel, highlighting one of the scan quadrants. She glared at the screen and frowned. “685-Gamma, that planet was virtually dead when we first saw it,” reported the lieutenant. “Sensors are singing a different song now, sir. We’ve got life signs on the surface. Multiple hits. Humanoid.”

“How many?” Pike asked the question, but he was already halfway to the answer.

“Ten, maybe twelve.” Ortegas met his gaze. “I think we found survivors.”





FIVE

Baldwin 685-Gamma ring system, UFC-685

They gathered in the old ship’s cramped mess hall, a dank and metallic space with a few steel tables and benches bolted to the deck, dull illumination spilling from overhead striplights and a narrow port hole in the starboard bulkhead.

The place had the signs of being abandoned in a hurry—there was still a stack of used plates and utensils in the refresher unit. The surfaces were corroded and green with mold, but Yerah had found a box of emergency ration packs that had been overlooked during the evacuation.

Pike looked at the only items of decoration in the compartment. Either side of a framed photograph were a pair of official crests; to the left was the ship’s signature patch, a circular design showing three stylized falcons over a moonrise, and to the right, an inverted triangle with the device of a shark and a star.

“They would have had MACOs on board at one time,” said Ortegas, nodding toward the latter as she stepped up beside him. “This ship saw combat during the Romulan War.”

MACO fighters—Earth’s Military Assault Command Operations—had been a fixture aboard human ships in the pre-Federation days; afterward they were folded into Starfleet’s tactical and security divisions. The MACOs would have been phased out years before the Baldwin went missing, so the presence of the mako shark sigil in pride of place meant the crew hadn’t been willing to let that bit of their ship’s history go unremembered.

Pike studied the framed photograph of the Baldwin’s crew standing in front of the fountains outside Starfleet Command Headquarters in San Francisco. There was a line of figures mostly in dark blue jumpsuits; a few of them were wearing gray-black camouflage jackets. He looked for and found Captain Rosh Hov in the middle of the frame, the dour Tellarite giving the camera his most imperious stare. His first officer stood at his side, a tall and willowy human woman that Pike guessed was from a low-gravity world. The plaque beneath the image identified her as Commander Sienna Etienne. He wondered if she had been the second body the landing party had discovered in the planet-side graves.

Are they still both dead, wherever or whenever we are right now? He scowled. I hate this time-warp stuff.

Ortegas leaned forward, scanning the picture for one face in particular, and when she found it, she put a finger on the image of the Baldwin’s chief petty officer. Luciana Ortegas looked a little older than her descendant, but other than that they might have been sisters.

Pike turned away and went back to the table where Chapel and Yerah were seated. The ensign had peeled open one of the old rat-packs and was sniffing at a protein bar. They took a delicate bite and declared it “stale, but edible.”

Chapel eyed the packet. “Can I try some?”

“I would not advise it,” Yerah replied. “The Denobulan constitution is hardier than that of a human.”

“I don’t know, I’ve got a pretty strong stomach.” Yerah halted Chapel by wafting the bar under her nose, and the nurse recoiled at the odor it emitted. “Oh, okay. That reeks. On second thoughts, keep it.”

Pike sat and gave the others a level look. “We’ve been here six hours now,” he said, launching in without preamble. “The energy effect that displaced us shows no signs of recurring. We need to take stock of our situation and figure out our next move.” He spread his hands. “Open forum. I want everyone’s input.”

Yerah spoke first, putting the wafer aside. “I must admit I am having difficulty assimilating the facts of this. You say we have somehow transitioned into the past, Captain. How is that possible?”

“If Spock was here, I have no doubt he’d be able to nail the science of it,” Pike went on. “All we can be certain of is that our star fixes show a discrepancy of approximately ninety-two to one hundred and three standard years of missing stellar drift. Give or take.”

“That object in the cargo bay,” continued the ensign. “It caused this?”

“Very likely,” offered Ortegas. “Tricorder scans don’t penetrate the exterior of it. And Bradley detected a power surge from that thing just before…” She halted.

“So this ship was in the past,” said Chapel, “then in the present… Our present, with the Enterprise, I mean. And now it’s in the past again.”

“And we got dragged along for the ride.” Pike nodded. “Maybe it’s like that Schrödinger thing with the cat in the box. The ship exists in more than one place at once…” He shrugged. “Again, that’s more of a Spock conversation.”

“To summarize, we are a century out of time and stranded on a derelict ship that might come apart at any moment.” Yerah gave a solemn nod and prodded the half-eaten wafer in front of them. “With precious little in the way of food and waning life-support.”

“And then there’s La’An,” said Chapel. “She’s unconscious in a bunk on board the shuttle. I’ve got her hooked up to a monitor, and I’ve done what I can to stabilize her condition, but the prognosis is not good. She needs drugs that I don’t have, and regenerators and medical equipment that I also don’t have.”

Pike asked the question that he dreaded. “How long can she survive in that state?”

Chapel sighed. “A day. Or less. After that, the odds of bringing her back drop to pretty much zero.”

“Is there anything on board this ship that could induce stasis for her?” Pike gestured around. “A cryo-module? Transporter buffer? Anything at all?”

“Negative on all those counts,” said Chapel. “The crew picked the Baldwin clean when they left it, sir.”

Yerah folded their arms. “If the object brought us to this point in time, surely it can take us back. How do we make that happen?”

“Putting aside for a moment the fact we don’t know how it works or where we might end up if it does cook off again,” said Ortegas, shaking her head, “the best I can figure is that the thing was triggered by the solar flare that hit us. There’s no way to know when or if those conditions will be repeated. Could be hours, could be days or weeks.”

“The lieutenant does not have that long,” pointed out Yerah.

Chapel leaned forward and met the captain’s gaze. “I’m just going to come right out and say it: La’An will die, and the rest of us will eventually run out of food and breathable air. But there’s a place that has everything we need to save all of us, and it’s only a shuttle flight away.” She nodded in the direction of the viewport and the dark curve of the planet beyond it.

Pike’s expression turned stony. There was nothing Chapel had said that hadn’t been turning around in his mind for the past few hours. Now that someone had said it out loud, the hard reality of those facts became impossible to ignore.

“The people on Gamma,” he began, “they’re the survivors from this vessel. But where we come from, they’ve been dead for decades.” Pike saw Ortegas wince at that thought, but he pressed on. “We know the history of this ship and its crew, it’s a matter of record. We go down there and we make contact with them, if we change something, there’s no telling what kind of ripple effect it might have into the future, our present.”

“I took a temporal philosophy class once,” said Chapel. “I get the whole don’t step on a butterfly thing, sir. But that feels like an abstract when we’re talking about five lives.”

“There’s probably a Starfleet regulation against it,” noted Ortegas.

“If there isn’t, there ought to be.” Pike rubbed his brow in frustration.

He wanted to tell Chapel and the others what he had left unspoken—that he had previously encountered his own future self, a Rear Admiral Christopher Pike from a possible timeline where his actions had triggered a cascade of negative events, leading to an interstellar war. On that day, Pike had chosen to remain on the path that history had laid out for him, despite knowing the sacrifices that would come from it. He had sworn to carry that secret to his grave.

But now he was staring down the barrel of the same damnable dilemma. Could he ask his crew to willingly wait for a slow death in order to protect some small backwater of history that was barely remembered? To do so went against everything that made Pike who he was.

He found himself thinking about the Baldwin’s commander. Captain Rosh Hov had borne a similar burden, but he hadn’t hesitated to give up his ship when the lives of his crew were hanging in the balance. He and Pike were cut from the same cloth. Perhaps there was logic and sound reasoning to remaining up here, but a captain’s first duty was always to the people under his command.

He refused to accept the binary choice in front of him. He would find another way.

“Prep the Sagan to disengage,” Pike told Ortegas at length. “We’re going down to Gamma. We’ll get the lieutenant the help she needs.”

Yerah’s eyes widened. “How are we going to do that, sir?”

Pike stood up, a renewed sense of purpose pushing away doubts that had clouded him. “We’ll do what we do best. Make it up as we go.”

Enterprise

Lieutenant Commander Una Chin-Riley sat uncomfortably in the middle chair behind the briefing room desk and frowned at her reaction. Materially, the seat wasn’t any different from the others in the room, fabricated out of the same ship’s stocks to the same measurements and the same design. But it wasn’t where she was used to sitting, one place up at the captain’s right hand. This was Chris Pike’s seat, just like the one up on the bridge, and she felt like there was almost something disloyal about using it less than a day after the Enterprise’s captain had gone missing.

It wasn’t that she was a stranger to command, or that she doubted her own capabilities—far from it. The reticence came from a different place, from Chin-Riley’s dogged unwillingness to accept that her friends and her crew were gone. Until there’s proof, she told herself, taking the captain’s place isn’t going to feel right.

The others entered—M’Benga leading the way, then Spock, with the eternally harried Pelia a few steps behind. The doctor gave Chin-Riley a measured look that went on a beat longer than she would have liked—M’Benga had an ability to stare right through a person and see what they were hiding. He gave her the smallest of nods, the tiny gesture carrying a multitude of communication, and took the seat at her side.

“I apologize if I appear rude,” Pelia was saying, “but I don’t have the time for a chitchat.” She waved a padd. “Actually, I’m not really apologizing. Can I give you the high points so I can leave and get back to work?”

“Proceed,” allowed Chin-Riley. “We appreciate the brevity.”

“Warp drive’s dead.” Pelia started toward the door.

“I’ll need a bit more than that, Chief Engineer,” Chin-Riley replied.

The Lanthanite woman halted with a sigh. “The interaction between that horrible solar flare and the radiation belts induced a powerful phase shift throughout the Enterprise’s engine nacelles. We’re fixing it, but it’s painstaking work, and until it is done, well… warp drive’s dead.”

“For how long?”

“Twenty hours.”

The first officer frowned. “Commander, I’m authorizing you to pull whoever you need from other duties to get us back to operational status.”

Pelia cocked her head. “Oh, that’ll help a bit.”

“Then don’t let me keep you.” The first officer nodded in the direction of the door, and Pelia was gone in an instant.

M’Benga offered his report. “Regarding crew condition. Aside from our missing colleagues, we were spared serious injuries during the flare event. A few broken bones and several cases of radiation exposure, but nothing that will impact the ship’s efficiency.”

“Some good news, then.” She accepted that with a nod, then broached another subject. “How is morale?”

“News travels fast,” said the doctor with a sigh. “Some of the crew are asking if there will be a… a service for the captain and the others.”

“They are not dead,” said Spock, breaking his silence for the first time.

M’Benga turned toward the science officer, his tone softening. “The Baldwin is gone, Lieutenant. Correct me if I am wrong, but there are no traces of the derelict anywhere in the rings, yes?” Spock gave a curt nod and M’Benga went on. “It’s not my intention to be dismissive, and there will be time to mourn once we’re beyond any additional risk. We all feel the losses of our friends keenly, but…”

“They are not dead,” Spock repeated, more firmly this time.

In the aftermath of the flare strike, the Enterprise had been in turmoil, and the crew had thrown themselves into the immediate task of making sure the ship was safe. As time passed, and Spock became less communicative, working intently at his station on the bridge, the more pressing demands on Chin-Riley’s attention had prevented her from checking in on him. She regretted that. Beneath his moderated exterior, Spock was doubtless feeling the loss as acutely as any of them.

“Please clarify, Lieutenant.” Chin-Riley made a carry on gesture.

Spock pulled his tunic straight and sat forward. “As Doctor M’Benga correctly stated, there are no traces of the Baldwin in the rings. None whatsoever. Even the most powerful of energetic discharges, even a matter-antimatter detonation would leave behind some decay elements to indicate the vessel had been destroyed. I have found nothing of that kind.” He paused. “I have tripled-checked my own findings, and the conclusions I have come to are, quite frankly, fascinating.”

“Where has it gone?” M’Benga gave him an arch look. “That wreck’s engines were inoperative. It couldn’t have moved under its own power.”

“It did not. In the spatial sense, I believe the Baldwin is in exactly the same place as it was when we first located it.” Spock glanced at the padd in front of him, as if seeking confirmation of his statement from the facts and figures laid out there. “Simply put, it is not where the ship went, but when. My scans in the wake of the coronal mass ejection registered a high degree of chroniton particles. A known side-effect of temporal anomalies.”

“You’re talking about a time shift.” The first officer felt a flutter of hope. She hadn’t been ready to accept that Pike and the others had been wiped from existence. Spock’s analysis offered a thread of optimism she wanted to grab on to. “I won’t ask you if you’re sure about this, Lieutenant,” she went on. “I know you haven’t slept or eaten since the solar flare. You’ve been at your station all that time.”

“The analysis required my undivided attention,” admitted Spock. “I considered other requirements to be nonessential in the interim.”

“But how could a solar flare cause a rift in spacetime?” M’Benga shook his head. “Enterprise was hit by the same wave of energy, and we’re still here.”

“Actually, the Enterprise’s time base is out of synch by minus two point eight nanoseconds. Likely the result of a border effect from the anomaly that took the Baldwin.” Spock gestured at the viewscreen on the port bulkhead, where a tactical plot of the UFC-685 system was displayed. “You recall, when we discovered the wreck of the Baldwin, I noted that my previous scan of that area showed no sign of any vessel. I believe now that the ship was not present at that time. It appeared at some point while we were orbiting the far side of planet Gamma.” He turned to Chin-Riley. “Commander, it is my hypothesis that the derelict is quite literally unstuck in time. The radiation from the solar flare reacted with an unknown vector that was the cause of the temporal shift.”

He tapped a control on his padd, and the screen shifted to a tricorder readout of a spherical object. To Chin-Riley’s eyes, it resembled a ball of dark onyx. “That was found in the Baldwin’s cargo bay,” she said.

Spock nodded. “An artifact of unknown origin. Unfortunately, the tricorder scans of the object are inconclusive, but some elements of the sphere’s mineral content appear to be present on 685-Gamma.”

“This is a lot to take in.” M’Benga sat back in his chair, rubbing his chin as he studied the readout. “Let us assume that Mister Spock is correct, and our comrades are… time-lost, for want of a better term. How do we get them back? Will the Baldwin reappear at some point? Do we just drop anchor and wait?”

For the first time since he began his explanation, Spock’s momentum faltered. “I cannot answer those questions. However, I do have a line of inquiry that I believe we should pursue.”

“You want to go back to Gamma and trace those minerals.” Chin-Riley saw where he was going. “That’s a pretty thin lead, Spock.”

“Indeed. But it is the only one we currently have.”

A long moment of silence followed, and Chin-Riley knew each of them was thinking the same thing. Spock’s thread offered the possibility of rescuing their crew, but only if they could find a way to act on it.

The intercom’s three-tone bosun’s whistle broke through the first officer’s musings, and she answered it. “This is Commander Chin-Riley.”

“Uhura here.” The communications officer was up on the bridge, still gathering what she could of the Baldwin’s fragmented distress signals. “The long-range sensors have detected a vessel at the extreme edge of the star system.”

“It could not be the Baldwin,” said Spock.

“Ensign, do we have a profile on the contact? Is it Starfleet?” The first officer glanced at M’Benga, and she saw the doctor’s expression had turned grim.

“Configuration and energy outputs suggest a Klingon ship. They seem to be keeping their distance.”

“That’s just what we need,” Chin-Riley muttered to herself before responding. “Understood, Ensign. We’re on our way.” She rose, beckoning Spock. “Lieutenant, I want you to follow up on your hypothesis, but I also want you rested. Take a couple of hours, go eat, sleep, or meditate, do whatever you need to.” He opened his mouth to protest, but the first officer didn’t allow it. “I will make it an order if I have to.”

“Understood,” he replied, and departed the room.

The commander turned and found M’Benga studying the star system plot. “It doesn’t surprise me they’re here. It was just a matter of time.” He drew a finger around the edge of the solar plane. “The Klingons will skulk around on the perimeter. They’ll watch us for a while, see how we react. It’s standard tactics for a lone battle cruiser.”

“You’ve got more experience dealing with them than damn near anyone else on the Enterprise,” she said. “Feel free to share what you know.”

The doctor cut her a look. “They’ll bide their time, waiting for the right moment to come storming in. We could find ourselves with a fight on our hands very quickly.”

“We’re on a rescue mission, Joseph. We’re not posing a threat.”

“They’re Klingons, Una,” he said grimly. “By their lights, as long as we’re breathing, we’re posing a threat.”

Shuttlecraft Sagan 685-Gamma

It was night by the time they made planetfall. Under the captain’s direction, Ortegas put the Sagan down in a forest clearing a couple of kilometers away from their target.

The weather was oppressive. Low, heavy clouds churned above, and a constant deluge of acidic rain hammered at the floor of the clearing. The Sagan settled into the loamy topsoil, and the downpour sizzled off the shuttle’s engine nacelles where they were still hot from atmospheric reentry.

“Put us in low-power mode,” said Pike. “There’s no line of sight between here and the life signs we detected, but I don’t want to chance someone catching wind of us.”

“Aye, sir.” Ortegas did as ordered, listening to the rain rattle over the canopy as the shuttle’s interior grew dim. “The cloud cover would have covered us coming down, anyhow.”

In the seat behind them, Yerah was staring at a panel. “According to the topological scan I took on the way in, the life signs are collected in a small encampment southeast of here.” They looked up. “The location is at the same coordinates as the grave site.”

“Makes sense,” said Ortegas. “Same place, different time.” The lieutenant looked out of the canopy. “But this was all desert then. I mean, it will be all desert.” Here and now, the landscape was dominated by skeletal trees with thick trunks that tapered to a point. She was reminded of Arcturian cacti, but on a much larger scale.

Pike moved back into the main cabin, where Chapel crouched next to La’An’s unconscious form lying atop an antigrav litter repurposed into a sickbed. Farther back, out of everyone’s way, a gray storage bag held Lieutenant Bradley’s remains; it hadn’t felt right to leave him on the Baldwin.

“How’s she doing?” Pike nodded at the comatose figure.

“No change,” said the nurse, pressing a finger to La’An’s pale neck to check her pulse rate. “For better or worse.” Chapel paused. “I’ll stay with her, in case she needs attention.”

“Agreed.” Pike nodded. “We need to keep our presence here to the absolute minimum. I’ll go out alone, get the lay of the land, and report back.”

“Captain.” Ortegas drew herself up. “There’s no way to know what’s waiting out there. You need someone to watch your six.”

Pike met her gaze, and she could tell what was going through his mind. Chapel had to be here for La’An, and as good as Yerah was, the ensign wasn’t experienced in the field. Ortegas was the logical choice—she was the only choice—but she was also the only one with a personal connection to someone from the Baldwin’s crew. Pike wouldn’t be a good captain if he didn’t consider how that might complicate the situation.

“I’m solid, sir,” Ortegas told him.

“Of course you are.” Pike gave a nod. “Never doubted it. You’re right, an extra pair of eyes will be useful.” He handed her a gear belt with a phaser pistol and a tricorder, shrugging on a field jacket as he went. “Let’s get moving. Nights are short around here, and I don’t want to lose the cover of darkness.”



The muddy footing made it slow going, but eventually Ortegas and Pike fell into a quiet rhythm of loping jogging motions, avoiding ditches filled with black pools of rainwater, sticking to the dryer paths around roots of the big cactus trees.

Where her boots sank into the wet ground, Ortegas saw masses of crawling wormy things writhing under the surface, but she didn’t notice any signs of bigger fauna. There were no birds or lizards, no mammals in the branches or scrub-like bushes. The only indication that they were not totally alone was an occasional noise from the deep shadows, a hollow knocking rattle that never seemed to come any closer. By mutual agreement, Ortegas and Pike had decided not to investigate the origin of the sound any further, pressing on to their objective.

Gamma’s wet air had a stale odor to it, and it took her a while to find the right word to hang on the smell: it was decay. She couldn’t escape the idea that the planet was deteriorating, rotting like a piece of fallen fruit.

“Not far now,” called Pike, shooting her a look from under his jacket’s rain hood. He pointed. “Just over this next rise, we should be able to see the camp.”

Ortegas slowed, fighting down a flutter of anticipation in her chest. Pretend this is a precontact mission, she told herself. One of those duck-blind assignments. Observe, but don’t interfere.

“Stealth is the watchword from here on out,” Pike said quietly, drawing closer. “Here”—he handed her a monocular scope—“let’s see what we can see.”

Dropping down low, the two of them crested the ridge and found good cover at the base of a broken tree stump. They were looking over an open area of plains that was more sparsely wooded into a makeshift settlement that was part rustic, part survivalist. Through the monocular, Ortegas picked out the weathered domes of Starfleet-issue bubble tents next to jury-rigged yurts made from cut wood and patched solar sheeting. A handful of beacons bobbed in the wind where they were tied to the frames of the tents, throwing pools of light around as the hard breeze pulled at them. The camp seemed quiet.

“Reckon they’ve been here a while,” she noted. “The place looks lived-in.” Ortegas found a flat, cleared quadrant just visible at this angle, and it took a second for her to realize that the cairns of stones she saw arranged there were most likely grave markers. Lived-in and died-in, she thought grimly.

“I see a K42 shuttlepod on the western edge of the camp,” whispered Pike. “Partly dismantled, cables running from it.”

Ortegas shifted her view and found the bullet-shaped craft. “They must be using it as a generator.” She let the monocular drop. “The impulse drive on that shuttlepod should have enough juice to light that place up like carnival. Why’s it dark down there?”

Pike answered with a gesture. “Movement, southern quadrant. Two, maybe three people, near the boundary. A patrol?”

“Could be.” She went back to her scope, zeroing in on the group of figures. There was no way to tell the age, gender, or species of any of them. They wore hooded cloaks of shiny black material that went from head to ankles, their faces covered with breather masks. At least one of them was carrying a particle rifle, the weapon slung in a soldier’s combat-carry rather than over their shoulder like a hunter might have done.

“Here’s my thinking,” said Pike as he pulled out his tricorder. “The layout of that camp follows the same setup they drill into us in survival training. Stands to reason that hasn’t changed much in the last couple hundred years. Which means there’s got to be an infirmary tent down there. Chapel gave me a list of supplies. We sneak in, we take what we need for La’An, we get out, and no one knows we were here.”

Ortegas balked at the idea of stealing from the survivors, but they both knew there were no other alternatives. “Doesn’t feel right. Maybe we could leave them something in trade?” She shook her head before the captain could reply. “Yeah, yeah, I know. Bad idea. Can’t chance screwing up the timeline by giving them future tech.”

“I don’t like it any more than you do,” he told her. “But right now, the lieutenant is our priority. We’ve already lost one person on this mission. I’ll be damned if I’ll lose another.” Pike aimed his tricorder at the camp. “Let’s get a high-intensity scan and see what we’re dealing with.”

Ortegas activated her tricorder and mirrored the captain’s actions. The screen on her unit built a three-dimensional virtual model of the survivor encampment, sketching in indicators as it picked up life signs inside the tents. The people down there were scattered, grouped in twos and threes in the larger shelters, while other structures had been set aside for supplies. Somewhere in the distance, that odd knocking noise echoed up the hillside, but she ignored it, concentrating on her scans.

After a few moments, Ortegas spotted one bubble tent that had an empty sleeping pallet and a cluster of equipment beside it, including a refrigerated storage pod like those she’d seen in Enterprise’s sickbay. “I think I got it. The blue dome, about ten meters from the, ah, graveyard.”

“That’s it,” agreed the captain. “Now we just need to get to it.”

Ortegas heard the knocking sound again, and this time it was close. Much closer than it had been during their walk from the shuttle. She turned away from the ridgeline, pointing her tricorder into the night’s gloomy shadows cast between the gnarled trees.

“I hear it,” said Pike, and as he spoke, the sound shifted tenor, becoming sharper. It resonated at them, and suddenly the dull thudding echoes were snapping clicks, harsh like dry bones breaking.

A sinuous, undulating shape came toward them up the shallow rise of the muddy hillside, picking its way out of the rainy darkness on six slashing, swordlike legs. A heavy thorax sheathed in wet chitin dragged a serpentine abdomen behind it through the churned earth; at its back were glistening wasp wings that trembled and flexed. It had a vertical maw of gaping mandibles, bulging compound eyes, and a crown of twitching antennae that bent toward the faint burble of Ortegas’s tricorder, as if attracted by the sound.

The largest animal Erica Ortegas had ever seen close up was a huge Capellan power-cat, but this oil-black insect was easily twice the size of that. It moved with the same kind of predatory grace, and just like the cat that had tried to take a bite out of her back in the day, some atavistic instinct told her this thing wanted to do the same.

The creature let out a loud screech and shot forward, its serrated maw gaping wide.
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Survivor Encampment 685-Gamma

The biggest, angriest dragonfly Christopher Pike had ever seen came off its spindly legs in a blindingly swift explosion of movement, propelled by the droning skirl of its wings. It went straight toward Ortegas, releasing a predatory hiss, mandibles snapping.

She made the smart choice, and rather than stand and fight it, Ortegas threw herself out of the creature’s path at the last possible second, letting it pounce on nothing but mud and empty air. The bite and the clawed legs missed her, but she didn’t reckon for the thing’s undulating abdomen, which came around and clipped the woman as she vaulted away.

“Erica!” She didn’t answer Pike’s cry, dropping like a stone into the wet earth, for the moment knocked senseless.

The creature turned in place, describing a delicate pirouette on those bladelike legs. Its head bobbed as it turned to look where Ortegas had fallen, measuring up its prey. Pike let his tricorder drop to hang on its strap and drew a bead on the insect with his phaser—then hesitated.

This was supposed to be a covert operation. Maybe the constant rush of the heavy rain would smother the sound of shots and maybe it wouldn’t. Is there another way to drive this thing off? He drew on lessons learned from his youth in the American southwest, where wildlife had been a constant companion. “Let’s try this.”

Pike stooped and gathered up a thick wad of wet earth, then hurled it as hard as he could to hit the creature right between the compound eyes, making it squeal and recoil. “Hey!” he yelled at it and waved his arms. “Get out of here! Go on, get!”

Sometimes that worked on mountain lions, sometimes it even worked on bears. But not, Pike quickly learned, on giant bugs.

The insect shook off the muddy spatter and advanced, pausing only to use one leg to stab down and spear Ortegas’s tricorder where she had dropped it. The device’s trilling tones died, and the creature’s antennae twitched violently, turning in Pike’s direction.

“Ah, hell.” Reluctantly, Pike raised his weapon again. The captain’s scanner was still active, dangling off his shoulder as it ran through its program. “Is it the sound they make? You don’t like the noise, do you?” The insect stalked forward, swaying from side to side as it gathered itself to strike at him. Pike knew that if he looked away, even the split second it would take to silence the tricorder would be enough to give this thing the advantage.

It pounced again, and he fired. Two snap-shot stun bolts hit the creature square in its armored thorax, but the insect shrugged them off like the rain and kept on coming. Pike threw himself forward, bellying down into the mud as the creature’s claws raked through the air, slicing open the back of his field jacket in passing. He felt the downwash as it jump-glided past him and dove back toward Ortegas, who still lay groaning in a heap.

Pike skidded as he pulled himself up, shrugging off the tricorder and swinging it around on the end of its strap. “Hey!” He shouted again, trying to bait the creature with the device’s emissions. “Not her! You want this, don’t you?”

The insect paused again, and Pike threw the tricorder into the dirt as far away from Ortegas as he could manage. It watched the device arc through the air and land with a wet splat, as if considering what it would do next.

Which was all the time Pike needed to twist the dial on his phaser up to a heavy stun setting. He fired, and this time the effect was noticeable—but it still wasn’t enough to put the creature down. He did, however, succeed in making it very pissed off.

It leaped high into the air, and at the apex of the jump, the creature pulled its body and limbs in tight to dive straight at Pike, claws and maw flashing as it fell out of the rainy night. He dodged and fired, but not quickly enough. Pike felt an impact that slammed him into the mud as the creature fell on him and used its whole weight to pin him down. His gun arm was trapped and he fought to no avail, desperately trying to bring the phaser around, unable to find the angle.

The insect’s bulbous head loomed over him, and Pike imagined that if the thing had lips, it would have licked them.

But then a lightning-white flash sizzled through the damp air and a pair of particle beams hit the predator square on. Pike wheezed and sucked in a ragged breath as the creature scrambled off him and skittered away.

Fire came from the ridgeline as figures swamped in black cloaks stormed forward, hitting the creature with pinpoint salvos. It shrieked in pain, dark rivulets of purple-black blood streaming from wounds in its side, and decided that this prey wasn’t worth the effort after all. With a final, earsplitting cry, the gigantic dragon-insect unfolded the full length of its iridescent wings and launched itself up and away, disappearing over the treetops.

Voices—human voices speaking Federation Standard—were calling to one another, getting closer by the second.

This is not good. Pike tried to roll onto his side to get up, swallowing a curse at the pain in his chest and legs. This is the absolute last thing I wanted to happen!

He dragged himself out of the pit the creature had put him in, turning to find Ortegas, who’d made it to the base of a tree. He just needed to get up, get away, before they were seen.

That was when the stark light of a hand beacon took away the darkness and drenched Pike in a wave of blinding white. He raised a hand to cover his eyes, seeing only the shadowed outlines of the cloaked figures as they moved up to surround him.

A booted foot planted itself right next to Pike as he lurched into a sitting position, and someone broad and heavyset leaned in to scrutinize him. A gruff London accent, all gravel and rough vowels, came at him from out of the dark. “Who the bloody hell are you?”

Pike tried to respond, but his chest still ached and all that came out was a weak cough.

“Found a weapon,” said another voice, with the kind of cadence Pike recognized as Alpha Centauri Colonial. “He must have dropped it. And some kinda scanner too, eh?”

“Sarge!” A third voice gave a shout, and the pitiless beam of light cut away from blinding Pike, moving to illuminate the tree where Ortegas was slumped. “Got another one over here!” A cloaked figure stood aiming a rifle at her, but the woman was hunched forward, one hand inside her field jacket.

Pike suddenly realized what Ortegas was doing. Quick thinking, he noted. In the brief seconds of darkness shrouding him, he felt under his own jacket until his fingers touched the metal delta of his Starfleet insignia. Palming it, Pike slipped the badge into an inner pocket where it wouldn’t be found.

The big man with the gruff voice dropped to his haunches so he and Pike were face-to-face. Now that he was close, the captain could see the leader of their rescuers was wearing an old MACO battle jacket beneath his rain cloak, complete with the triple rank chevrons of a sergeant and an identity band bearing the name T. DURANT.

“Just you and your friend out for a stroll, is it?” Durant studied Pike’s face as he asked the question, his expression somewhere between disbelief and annoyance. Pike managed to give him a nod in return. “I’ve gotta say, this is not how I imagined my night would go.” Durant stood, taking Pike’s arm in a firm grip and dragging him up with him. “Where’d you spring from?”

Pike said nothing, and finally pointed a finger at the cloudy sky.

“Well, now.” Durant looked him up and down, as if he was half expecting Pike to run for the hills. The sergeant still held his particle rifle in his other hand, and while he wasn’t exactly pointing it in Pike’s direction, he wasn’t exactly not, either. “There’s gonna be a lot of questions for you, pal,” he added, indicating the direction back toward the ridgeline and the encampment beyond.

Shuttlecraft Burke 685-Gamma

Spock wasted no time. He was through the shuttle’s hatch and on Gamma’s dusty surface in short order, ignoring the scramble from the other members of the landing party as they hastily checked their breather masks and field gear before following him out.

“Oh.” Ensign Uhura paused at the foot of the Burke’s ramp, taking in the desolate landscape. “Look at this place. It’s so barren.”

“Yeah, it’s not exactly a garden spot.” Lieutenant Kirk pushed past her, hefting a gear pack onto his shoulder. “Sand. Rocks. And variations thereof.”

Spock looked back toward the Burke, a tiny measure of impatience refusing to depart his thoughts. The last two members of the landing party disembarked, security officers Marrone and Hayashi, both wearing tactical vests and carrying phaser rifles, watchful and alert as they peered in every direction looking for potential threats. Spock would have preferred to keep the group small and move quickly, but Commander Chin-Riley had insisted on the presence of the security team, in the wake of the detection of the Klingon ship at the edge of the system.

He gestured to the pair. “Take the lead. We will move in an easterly direction, toward the largest concentration of the mineral traces detected from orbit.”

“Aye, sir.” Marrone, the taller of the two men, gave a nod and beckoned Hayashi to fall in.

Spock opened his tricorder and followed, keeping one eye on the device’s screen and another on the dusty landscape ahead of them as Kirk and Uhura brought up the rear.

A mournful wind began to pick up, and soon their visibility was halved as washes of desert dust swept across their path, the Burke becoming a vague shape lost behind them in the haze.

“How far out is the trace site?” Sam Kirk adjusted the pair of goggles he wore, pitching the question so Spock would hear it.

“Approximately one kilometer,” noted the science officer.

“We couldn’t land any closer?”

“The reading is diffuse,” Spock replied. “It is difficult to get an accurate estimate.” He pointed. “I believe the most likely location will be at the base of the foothills directly ahead.”

Kirk made a show of looking into the haze. “I’ll take your word for it, Lieutenant.” It was impossible to see more than a few hundred meters in any direction.

Uhura scanned the ground beneath their feet as they walked. “No detectable microflora. This sand, it’s sterile.”

“You’re telling me,” Kirk replied. “Despite having this breather on, I’m getting it in my mustache.” Spock saw him shake his head. “Even in the deepest deserts back home, there’s something alive, but this place…” He shrugged. “It’s bleached clean, lifeless from pole to pole.”

Uhura looked around. “It’s upsetting, the thought that we might be the only living things on this entire world right now, a world that used to be home to a whole civilization. And if I’m honest, a little sad.”

“Statistically, there are far more ‘dead’ worlds in the galaxy than thriving ones,” Spock said firmly. “It is the fate of most civilizations to destroy themselves or suffer a cataclysm rather than mature into a starfaring culture. Species such as Vulcans or humans are comparatively rare, on the cosmic scale.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better about walking over someone’s grave,” Uhura replied.

No one is buried on this planet. Spock was about to make the comment when he realized that the ensign was speaking only figuratively. Technically, that statement was not correct. There were graves on 685-Gamma, but the residents of those were more recent arrivals, they were the crew of the Starship Baldwin. It would have been more accurate to state that no one native to this planet was buried here, at least as far as the Enterprise’s sensors had been able to detect. Many cultures did not follow the practice of interring their dead, favoring other methods for the disposal of corporeal remains, but there were no signs of any memorial sites of any kind.

Spock’s thoughts threatened to become morbid, so he attempted to reframe his thinking along more useful lines. He found it difficult to do so, and the cause was clear to him. In contemplating matters of death, I am forced to consider that my captain, my crewmates, may no longer be alive. Spock saw their faces in his mind’s eye, troubled by the very real possibility that he might never see them again: Pike and La’An, Bradley and Yerah… and Christine.

There was a complexity about his feelings toward Christine Chapel that Spock had yet to conclusively navigate. Facing the prospect that he might never be able to resolve that particular dilemma left him feeling bereft, in a way that he could neither fully articulate nor dismiss.

“I heard it was a core breach.” Ensign Marrone’s voice was carried to Spock on the breeze, the hushed comment directed at Hayashi as the two security officers quietly conversed. “Atomized the wreck, took the captain and all with it.”

“It was a mine.” Hayashi shook his head, offering his own version of events. “A Tholian spatial mine. The whole star system is probably laced with them. We’ll be lucky if we get out of here ourselves.”

Marrone hissed. “Why would the Tholians be mining a system on the edge of the Klingon Empire? We’re nowhere near their space.”

Hayashi nodded sagely. “You just answered your own question, ha? Think about it, man.”

A tic of irritation pulled Spock’s lips into a thin line. It was a matter of course that rumor and hearsay would find fertile ground among the lower ranks, especially in a matter as grave as a starship’s captain being declared missing; but hearing the matter being discussed with such facile inaccuracy was not something he was willing to tolerate.

“Look sharp!” Spock snapped out the command, and the security guards stiffened. “Less talking, more walking,” he added, repeating an admonishment he had frequently heard Lieutenant Noonien-Singh use on her junior officers. In truth, Spock wasn’t completely sure what the phrase was meant to imply, but it had the desired effect, focusing Hayashi and Marrone on the task at hand.

From behind, Spock heard Kirk’s tricorder emit a whining trill. “You see this?” The lieutenant threw Uhura a questioning look, and she responded in the affirmative as she checked her own device.

“There’s something just beneath the surface of the sand,” she said. “Buried by natural movement of the dust, probably.” Uhura looked up and caught Spock’s eye. “Organic material.”

“A moment.” Spock pulled a rodlike device from the pack on Kirk’s shoulder and clicked a switch on the side. It was a memory tool, compact in storage mode, but when activated it grew a short handle at one end and a wide, flat blade at the other.

The folding shovel went rigid, and Spock drove it into the ground, levering out a mass of sand. In a few quick motions, he had dug out a shallow pit, to reveal a heap of hard, bony sections of shell. The more he revealed, the more there were.

Kirk crouched and fished out one of the curved plates, holding it up. “Chitin,” he pronounced. “These are pieces of exoskeleton from a native creature.”

“A large insectoid vespiform,” Spock noted, recalling the dead monster Lieutenant Bradley had unwittingly discovered on their previous sortie.

“That tracks,” said Kirk, tuning his tricorder to gather more data. His eyes widened. “Okay, wow. There’s a lot of these remains down there. I mean like, layers upon layers of them, spreading out over a wide area. Thousands of these things.”

“What does that mean?” Marrone shifted uncomfortably, staring at the sand as if he thought something might suddenly emerge from it with angry intent.

“A mass die-off?” guessed Uhura. “These big bugs came here to perish.” She gave Spock a look, and the Vulcan found himself reevaluating his earlier thoughts about 685-Gamma’s grim landscape.

“Lieutenant Spock,” Hayashi called out from a distance, at the edge of visibility where the sand haze was constantly shifting. “There’s a structure over here!”

The Vulcan broke into a jog, closing in on Hayashi’s position as the readings on his tricorder spiked. It was the same unusual mineral content that Captain Pike’s landing party had detected in the object on the Baldwin, and it was present here, in far greater quantities.

He felt the texture underfoot change from compacted sand to ancient cut flagstones. Spock halted and tapped them experimentally with the shovel he was still carrying.

Hayashi asked, pointing, “What is that, sir?”

“I am uncertain,” Spock admitted.

A few meters away, where the foothills began as rolling rises that vanished into the dust clouds, a wide archway of heavy, weather-smoothed blocks stood offering mute invitation. Fronted by a simple courtyard, it was ten meters wide by three meters tall, as the science officer estimated it. There was evidence of a stone door covering the entrance, but at some point in the past, the arch had partly collapsed, breaking the door in two and allowing drifts of sand to push through. He could see immediately that it would be possible to gain entry through a gap near the top of the entrance.

“Approach with caution,” he warned as his team started toward the door.

“My brother Jim and I used to read Temple of Death adventure stories when we were kids,” remembered Kirk. “I know what to look for. Booby traps and spike pits.”

“Or not.” Fearlessly, Ensign Uhura walked up to a small stone dolmen before the entrance and ran her hand over the surface. “There’s logographic writing here. In fact, it’s everywhere.” She opened her tricorder and began scanning, her face lighting up.

“What does it say, ‘Keep out or die’?” Marrone scowled at the thought.

“I don’t think…” She leaned closer, examining the carvings.

“Can you translate the text, Ensign?” said Spock.

“Yes sir,” she told him. “In fact, I think whoever built this wanted us to be able to read their language.”

Spock heard the ensign’s words but did not reply. His own tricorder scans were registering something new, something coming from beyond the cracked doorway ahead of them—faint patterns of energy that matched nothing he had ever encountered before.

Survivor Encampment

The incessant rain battered Pike and Ortegas as they followed the path down from the ridge and into the makeshift camp, led by the woman in the cloak, with Durant and his fellows at their backs.

Of all the outcomes he’d wanted, this one was high on the Least Desirable list, and all of the captain’s notions about stealth were in tatters. It would take great care to navigate the next few minutes without digging themselves in any deeper. How he was going to handle dealing with time-lost survivors without revealing he and the lieutenant were from a century into their future was unclear.

“Let me do the talking,” he told Ortegas from the side of his mouth. “Just follow my lead.”

“Right.” She gave a wooden nod. “My head’s still ringing from the love tap that bug gave me, so I’m not exactly feeling chatty.”

Someone called out from deeper in the camp, faces appearing at the windows of the jury-rigged modules and in the gaps of tent flaps. Everybody Pike saw had the pale and drawn look of the malnourished, and he wondered how long they had been down here. All of them wore the blue jumpsuit uniforms of twenty-second-century Starfleet, some had MACO jackets, and others were in heavy-weather gear. Their expressions ranged from surprise to wariness, but more than that, they all seemed to share a resigned manner at odds with what Pike had expected.

“Get Huber out here,” called Durant, and another of the survivors ran off, making big splashy steps through the puddles underfoot. The man turned back to the Enterprise officers and pointed toward an open-sided tent a few meters away, beneath which a cook pit was smoldering. “You can wait there, out of the weather.”

Getting under the rain-hammered solar tarp was a welcome respite from the downpour, but it was cold and damp and the two Enterprise officers instinctively gravitated toward the pit, hoping to draw some warmth from it. A metal frame had been lashed together out of shuttle parts to serve as a grill, and the captain smelled the odor of stale grease. Whatever they cooked there, these people didn’t bother with the niceties.

“You missed the barbeque,” said the man with the colonist accent, rolling back his hood to reveal a dark face and searching eyes. “Them bugs are ugly mothers all right, but you can get some good eating from them, if you’re not too fussy.” He looked at the ground, giving a dry snort. “You know, we’d just about given up on anybody finding us down here.” Then his head snapped up suddenly and he called out, “Hey, Ortegas!”

“Yeah?” Pike’s helmswoman was briefly surprised by the sound of her family name, and too slow to stop herself responding. But the other man missed her reaction, looking past them to the other figure in a rain cloak, the one who had first fired on the predatory insect.

“You don’t need to shout at me, Trey, I’m standing right here.” The woman came back under the tent cover, pulling open her cloak, the hood dropping away. She gave the man an irritated glare, and Pike recognized her face from the Baldwin’s crew files. Erica Ortegas’s long-dead great-grandaunt Luciana was standing right there, hard-eyed and as large as life.

She must have caught her descendant staring at her, because Luciana turned that glare on Erica and rested her hands on the rifle hanging from her shoulder. “What?” she demanded.

“Can’t believe you let that flyer get away, Chief,” Trey was saying, drawing her attention back to him. “Would have fed us for a week.”

“Learn to shoot better, you won’t need me to do all the work,” retorted the older woman. She tapped a point on the bridge of her nose, right between the eyes. “How many times do I have to tell you? Hit ’em here, they go down fast.”

“Those insects, are there a lot of them around?” Pike ventured the question, and Luciana threw him a look.

“More than there used to be,” she said grudgingly. “We maybe saw a couple now and then when we first got here, flying over but never settling. But more of them for the last few months, on the ground too. Reckon they might be swarming or something.” Luciana paused. “You both took hits, you hurt?”

“Just my pride,” Ortegas replied quietly. “Also my skull.”

“I’ll find Rix,” said Trey, moving off. “He’s a medic, he can check you over.”

“Make sure he’s dried out first,” Luciana said firmly, and Trey gave a nod. She was going to say more, but then Durant returned with another man wearing the rank bars of an officer—the only one they had seen so far.

He had an ashy complexion, watery blue eyes, and dark red hair, and he looked as if he hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in weeks. But still the man was half grinning, apparently stunned to see the two new arrivals. “I am Lieutenant Commander Marek Huber, operations officer, U.S.S. Baldwin.” He swallowed, his European accent faltering slightly. “I am the senior officer here. And you are?”

Don’t tell him your name, Pike, an inner voice admonished him, and for a second the captain considered how elaborate a lie he was going to have to spin. Say the wrong thing, and it would make this situation ten times worse; lean too hard into a false story and increase the chance of making a mistake later. Stick close to the truth, he decided, keep it simple.

“Chris Pike,” he replied. “I’m a pilot. This is my crew…”

“Erica… Cortez.” Ortegas stepped in quickly. “Same here. Helm.”

Pike tried to think of what cover story would draw the least amount of scrutiny, digging deep for whatever he could recall about Federation history from the 2160s. “We’re with the Merchant Marine. We were on our way to pick up our transport in the…”

“…the Ramatis system.” Ortegas provided a plausible destination.

“Is that right?” Luciana gave Pike an up-and-down look. “You two are Freighties, huh?” She leaned in and used a long finger to open Pike’s torn field jacket, revealing the mustard-yellow tunic underneath. “Never seen a uniform that nice on a cargo jock before.”

“Our Number One is a stickler for regulations,” offered Pike. “You know the type.”

“For sure.” Luciana gave Huber a sideways look that wasn’t a kind one.

While not technically a part of Starfleet, the Merchant Marine corps had formed the backbone of the Federation’s interstellar transportation network since the earliest days of warp flight, with thousands of freighters of various types and tonnage taking cargo and passengers back and forth across the quadrant. Pike gambled that masquerading as transport crew would allow them to avoid a lot of awkward questions.

“This is Chief Petty Officer Ortegas and Sergeant Durant. You have met Mister Trey,” Huber went on. “There are twelve of us still here from our ship’s original complement.” He sighed. “All the other officers died.”

“Lost the captain and the XO in the first week we were here,” said Durant. “The bugs killed ’em.”

“But you picked up our distress call.” Huber’s hands knitted together, and his expression was almost imploring.

“That’s right.” Pike’s mind raced. “Our shuttle was passing through this sector… We were off course after diverting around an ion storm, and we caught it.”

“You got a warp shuttle?” Durant broke in, exchanging a look with Luciana. “That’s high spec for a freighter crew.”

Pike cursed himself for forgetting that fact. Warp-drive technology had still been relatively rare on smaller auxiliary craft in the twenty-second century. “It’s tricky as hell,” he said, faking a grimace. “That storm played havoc with the intercoolers on our engines, it’s why we dropped back to impulse here. There was a malfunction and we had to put down on the surface.”

“No starship, then.” Huber seemed to deflate. “You were not sent here to rescue us.” He turned away, shaking his head, muttering to himself. “I should have known.”

“We were just passing through,” repeated Ortegas.

“They won’t be able to get a subspace signal out any better than we could,” Durant fumed. “Well, that’s bloody great.”

Pike raised a hand, trying to steer the conversation. “Commander Huber, if I may? I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but we have to ask for your help.”

“Oh?” Durant turned angrily on Pike. “Look around, mate, this isn’t exactly Risa, is it? We’re barely holding on ourselves!”

“Thomas.” Luciana addressed the former MACO by his first name and shook her head, and Durant backed off. Huber said nothing, and as Luciana looked back at Pike, he sensed she was picking up where the other man was faltering. “What’s your problem?”

“One of our team was badly injured when we crashed,” he told her, spinning a plausible story. “She needs medical attention and we don’t have the supplies aboard our shuttle. We were hoping—”

Luciana cut him off with a terse nod. “Yeah, we got med gear, for all the good it’s done us. Where’s your shuttle?”

“Not far,” said Ortegas.

“Grounded,” Pike added quickly, “but we can bring her in on foot.”

“Go ahead,” said Luciana, and Ortegas stepped away, flicking open her communicator and moving out of earshot.

Pike gave a nod. “Thank you. I’m sorry we’re not what you were expecting.”

“We were expecting Starfleet!” Huber turned at the edge of the tent, glaring into the rain. “And now you will be stranded here just like the rest of us.”

Enterprise Orbiting 685-Gamma, UFC-685

“It is quite remarkable,” Spock was saying. Chin-Riley could hear his voice echoing over the comm as he moved through the stony, empty space. “I believe that the building we have entered is only one part of a far larger structure that extends deep underground.”

“Can you identify the purpose of it, Lieutenant?” Chin-Riley put the question to the science officer. The lieutenant commander glanced back when the turbolift doors opened. Doctor M’Benga walked onto the bridge, giving her a brisk nod. Finally, he had the crew readiness report for her.

“A ritual space,” Spock offered. “The landing party team made entry through a collapsed doorway. We found a wide, open hall. There are alcoves along the length of the walls, and the space ends in a low dais. There is a construct there, an archway made of black stone.”

“What’re the odds it’s the same material as the item the landing party found on the Baldwin?” M’Benga moved to stand beside Chin-Riley.

“No bet here, Doctor.” Uhura’s voice joined Spock’s on the open channel. “The magnetic resonance readings are identical. Definitely native to the planet.” She paused. “I’m not so sure this place has a religious function. There’s iconography all over the walls but it doesn’t look devotional, more like signage. It reminds me of…” The ensign huffed. “Okay, this is going to sound odd, but it’s laid out like the concourse of an air-tram station.”

“That is an alternative interpretation,” allowed Spock. “We will continue our survey and check in on the hour. Ensign Marrone has placed a signal booster at the mouth of the structure. We should be able to maintain communications.”

The first officer considered her next order. She didn’t need to emphasize to Spock and Uhura the importance of their mission. Everyone knew that they were being counted on to find something that would locate their landing party. She wanted to be down there with them, as if being present might speed things along, in case she might see something the others had missed.

She silenced that notion before it took root. With Pike missing, she had to be on the ship. Chin-Riley had to embody the role of captain, and that meant letting her people do their duty. “Carry on, Lieutenant. We’ll be here if you need—”

“Commander,” Mitchell broke in with a sharp call, “I have a radical aspect change on our bogie at the edge of the system. They’ve turned inbound, coming at us on an intercept vector at high impulse.” She turned to look back from her panel. “I’m reading energy spikes from active disruptors. They’re coming in hot.”

“Looks like they got tired of skulking in the darkness,” said M’Benga.

Chin-Riley leaned forward in the captain’s chair. “Spock, change of plan. Take that signal booster offline and go quiet. Our Klingon shadow just decided to show their fangs. I don’t want them to know you’re down there.”

“Understood,” came the reply. “Initiating communications silence.”

“Do we know what kind of craft we’re facing?” M’Benga threw the question to the navigator.

Mitchell nodded slowly. “It matches the profile of a type D7-A battlecruiser,” she replied. “One of the Empire’s newer designs.”

“K’t’agga class,” said M’Benga, “the name means bringer of pain.”

“Of course it does,” Chin-Riley offered dryly. “It’s already giving me a headache.”

“Intelligence reports those ships were on the drawing board during the war,” the doctor continued. “Things might have gone differently if they’d had them in space. It may have the edge on us.”

“Battle stations?” Mitchell had one hand over the shield controls, ready to raise them to maximum.

Chin-Riley laid her hands atop the arms of the captain’s chair and gave a slow shake of the head. “That’s exactly what they want from us. Coming in like a diving hawk, trying to provoke a combative response. They think we’ll panic, and I’m not going to give them the satisfaction.”

M’Benga gave a grunt of amusement. “You want to see who will blink first? Klingons rarely bluff, Commander.”

“Illyrians never do, Doctor.”





SEVEN

Survivor Encampment 685-Gamma

The question Christine Chapel really wanted to ask was, How did this all get so screwed up so quickly? But whatever her personal feelings were in this instant, they came a distant second to her duty.

Right now, the embodiment of that duty was lying on the antigrav litter Chapel and Yerah had dragged here from the shuttle through Gamma’s mud-soaked rainforest. La’An’s breathing was shallow, and her face was pallid. She’d lost more blood than Chapel would have liked, and the damage to her tissues from the energy blast that had put her out cold was lingering, dug deep into her.

The med packs from the Burke weren’t enough for the job, and there was a very sobering moment when Chapel had started to think about what she would need to do if she switched over to palliative care. There was a version of this where she made La’An comfortable, took away her friend’s pain, and let her slip quietly away. It wouldn’t have been the first time Christine did that for someone, but even if it was a kind of mercy, if you were the one who had to deliver that easement, it burned away a tiny part of your soul.

The nurse was secretly happy that things had gone wrong. Now she didn’t need to hide in the shuttle, trying to stop her friend from dying with little more than hopes and prayers.

The bubble tent was packed with the vital gear she had searched fruitlessly for aboard the wreck of the Baldwin. Bio-monitors, a portable protoplaser rig, a chemical replicator for medications, packs of dressings and dermal regenerators—she almost sang when she saw it all piled in there higgledy-piggledy.

“You’re going to be fine,” she told La’An, running a sensor over the unconscious woman’s torso. “You’re going to wake up and you will have absolutely no idea how close you came. That’s a promise.”

“She’s a friend of yours?” A man squeezed in through the tent’s half-open door flap, peering at Chapel’s patient.

“Her name is La’An. She’s the annoying sister I never had,” Chapel replied. “I’m Christine.”

“Zach,” he offered, rubbing a hand over his face. “Zachan Rix, Starfleet.” Around her age, he had wide brown eyes, ochre skin, and a mop of stringy black hair. She couldn’t help but think the man looked like he had just woken up with a hangover.

Chapel took a moment to recall what Ortegas had said to her. We’re telling them we’re a Merchant Service crew. Hide your delta and watch what you say.

“First real patient I’ve had in a while,” said Rix, and jerked a thumb at the camp outside. “These guys? A broken bone or two, some dysentery early on, that’s all the variety of ailments I get.”

“Lucky,” Chapel noted.

“Not really.” He fished in a cargo box for something. “This planet’s got two ways of killing you. The wildlife will end you like that.” He snapped his fingers. “No half measures. The other way is slow.” He pointed up at the roof of the tent, indicating the sky beyond. “We rigged a wide-band deflector from the shuttles, but it doesn’t cut the rays enough. This planet has a piss-poor excuse for a magnetosphere, all kinds of bad solars get to the surface. Antirads help, but those won’t last forever.” He looked away. “Either way, there’s not much for me to do.”

Rix wore the same dark blue jumpsuit as the rest of the Baldwin survivors, but at some point he’d taken the sleeves off just below the shoulder, and he wore it open, exposing a grubby T-shirt beneath. From what she’d overheard on the way in, these men and women had been stranded down on Gamma for two punishing years, so it was no surprise that uniform standards had become less important. He gave her a sideways look, noting the mostly clean whites she had on under her field jacket, but didn’t comment.

Finding what he was after—a portable scanner pod of his own—Rix used it to check over La’An’s wounds and gave a low whistle. “She took an electroplasma pulse?” Off Chapel’s nod he drew another sighing breath and nodded himself. “I’ve got something for that. Good for her you found us when you did.” He examined the scanner again. “Another day and she’d be circling the drain.”

Rix dashed around the tent, gathering handfuls of gear, passing some back to Chapel, before opening up La’An’s tunic to layer a necklace of dermal sensors around her throat.

“I’m a class-six-rated nurse,” Chapel told him. “Up to, uh, Starfleet standard.”

“Oh yeah? Same as me. Didn’t know they trained Freighties that well. Good stuff. I could”—he paused, shaking off a brief moment of fatigue—“use the help.” Rix gave her a wan smile. “Don’t worry, Christine. We’ll get your friend here mended, you’ll keep your promise.”

She didn’t want to, but Chapel clung on to that like a drowning woman to a lifeline. So much had already gone wrong with this mission, the prospect of losing La’An in the bargain was too much to contemplate.

They set to work and immediately fell into a rhythm. Rix was a little unsteady, but he knew exactly what he was doing, and together the two of them worked to bring La’An back from the edge of the slippery slope. He was competent, Chapel could see that clearly, but there was also a fragility to him.

Does he feel useless here? she wondered. A medic who could only watch his friends get picked off by predators when they were unlucky, or mark down their days as they died slowly. Because they will all be unlucky in the end.

Rix leaned close to her to grab a regenerator, and Christine caught the faint smell of alcohol on his breath. He saw her pause, and he knew it. “Had a drink last night,” he admitted. “Just to take the edge off. Funny how we got no ship, no comms, but even then one of the techs managed to figure out how to build us a still!”

His hands hadn’t shaken once during the work. He didn’t slur or seem unfocused. Chapel couldn’t find it in herself to chastise him. These survivors were clinging to life here, who wouldn’t want to numb that pain a little?

“It’s been hard,” she said.

“And then some,” Rix admitted. “You found us, right? So that means we still got a chance to get off this mud ball and go home.”

“Let’s hope so.” She measured out each one of the words.

Rix finished up with their patient’s dressings, then clasped a bulky bio-monitor module to La’An’s chest over her heart. It began to chime softly in time with her pulse, the pattern low, but steady. She was on the way back to them.

“Thank you, Zach.”

He gave that small, drawn smile again. “I’m Starfleet. It’s what we do.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“We’ll let La’An rest. I’ll check back in a while.” Rix beckoned her away. “Get some grub in the meantime, if you’re hungry.”

Chapel realized that she was. “Ration packs?”

“Bug meat,” he corrected. “It’s not as disgusting as it sounds.” Rix paused and gave the first genuine smile she’d seen from him. “Well, maybe it is. Come on, follow me.”



Ortegas found a spot at the edge of the camp’s central tent far from the groups of survivors milling beneath it, out of the way of a continual torrent of rainwater rolling off the polymer-fabric roof.

She sat on an empty cargo box and looked into the battered metal bowl she’d been given. Inside was something approaching char-grilled meat that she ate without thinking too hard about it, washing that down with a hot, brackish tea that had a back taste like ginger.

Yerah settled across from her on another box, chewing doggedly on a leafy green shoot, trying not to look in all directions at once. “These people are giving us their food. I don’t like lying to them,” they whispered. “I hope the captain knows what he’s doing.”

“No ranks,” Ortegas reminded them. “We’re just civvie transport crew, remember?”

“I’m not good at falsehoods,” admitted the Denobulan, their color rising. “It doesn’t feel right…” They trailed off and their eyes widened as someone came walking up behind.

Ortegas didn’t turn as she heard the scrape of another box being moved closer, and then Luciana sat down heavily across from the pair of them, gripping a heavy mug of steaming broth. The older woman took a big gulp from the mug and eyed the two Enterprise officers.

“I’m trying to figure something out,” she began, an open challenge in her tone. “I’m trying to figure if you people are lucky or just dumb.”

Yerah stared down at the muddy ground between their feet and said nothing.

“Fifty-fifty,” Ortegas replied. She very deliberately did not look in the other woman’s direction.

“Huh.” Luciana took another mouthful of broth. “You know that you and Pike were a centimeter from being eaten by that flyer, right? And what’s left would get fed to their babies.” When Ortegas didn’t respond, she made a sneering noise and continued. “I mean, it’s your hide. But the smell of fresh blood would have brought a lot more of them down on us. Put the camp in jeopardy.”

“That wasn’t our intention.” Each word Ortegas spoke felt like a lead weight in her throat. There had been a time when she was a girl that Erica would have given absolutely anything to be sitting next to Great-Grandaunt Luciana, to actually know the woman who had made such an indelible mark on her young mind. Now she was here, and the experience was horrible.

Luciana glared at her with suspicion and undisguised scorn. “Explain to me, why were you sneaking around up on the ridge? You knew we were down here. Why didn’t you try to contact us?”

Because the last thing we wanted to do was meet you face-to-face. Ortegas buried that answer down deep and searched for something to say. “We were being cautious. We didn’t know what we were going to find.”

“Look at me when I talk to you,” Luciana demanded, and for a second the woman sounded so much like Erica’s madre that she couldn’t stop herself from reflexively obeying. “You have any idea how dangerous this planet is, Freightie? It’ll eat you alive, bones, blood, and brains. I lost half a dozen crewmates since we landed, I don’t want to see more of my people dead because of some idiots blundering around.” She held out her hand. “You got a scanner on you? Any other kind of gear with an emitter? Give it to me.”

“Why?” Ortegas had concealed her communicator in her jacket’s deepest pocket, wary of any technology from a century hence being seen by one of the Baldwin’s crew.

“High-energy frequencies attract the bugs out in the open. Drives them loco. Down in the valley, not so much, but you run a scan out in the trees, on the ridge… You may as well be ringing the dinner bell.”

“We had no idea.” Ortegas folded her arms over her pockets, and the other woman’s hand dropped.

“That’s my point,” snapped Luciana. “If you’d signaled us, Huber would have warned you.”

“We’ll be more careful.”

Luciana muttered something dismissive, drowning the comment in her broth as she took another swig. The damning look in her eyes made Ortegas feel like the teenager standing in the kitchen of her home years ago as her father raged at her about wasting your life out in space. It stung her how familiar that poisonous feeling was.

Luciana Ortegas had been her talisman in her early days at Starfleet Academy. The woman from her family who had proved that any challenge could be met, whose existence alone told Erica Ortegas that whatever doubts she had, an ordinary girl from Barranquilla could go to the stars and be a part of something greater.

Somewhere deep inside, the wide-eyed cadet she had been was still there, and so was the girl with her class project who would have given anything to have the approval of the ancestor she idolized. But the version of Luciana Ortegas who had lived in little Erica’s heart wasn’t the woman sitting across from her, judging every terse word that came out of her mouth. All she could see there was an angry, bitter person who couldn’t help but resent the hand that fate had dealt her.

Never meet your heroes, hermana. The voice in her thoughts sounded like her brother, Beto.

“Where are you from?” Luciana was watching her carefully. “Colombia? Venezuela? I hear an accent.”

“Luna,” she lied, shaking her head. “Tycho City.”

She caught the evasion, Ortegas was sure of it, but then a lifeline appeared in the shape of Christine Chapel. The nurse approached with her opposite number from the Baldwin.

Luciana’s unwelcoming gaze switched to the man with Chapel. “Rix, glad you could join us. What’s the word on their girl?”

“We got to her just in time. She’ll make it.” Rix nodded to himself.

“This one,” said Luciana, pointing at him. “He gets away with a lot because he keeps us alive.”

“Hey, Erica,” said Chapel, sensing the tension. “Making friends?”

“Learning a lot.” Ortegas faked a tight smile and drank her tea.



Lieutenant Huber had one of the Baldwin’s cargo pods as his improvised shelter. There was barely room for a sleeping pallet, a folding table, and a weatherworn gear case.

Despite the fact that the Enterprise team had deliberately avoided referring to any hierarchy, Huber had—consciously or unconsciously—latched on to the notion that Pike was the leader of the group, and asked to speak privately with him. The lieutenant sat on the pallet, and Pike hesitated before electing to sit on the case. Standing up, he felt like he was dominating the space, and he reminded himself to dial back on projecting any “captain’s aura.” It was important for Huber to believe he had the authority here, if Pike’s subterfuge was to hold.

The rain rattled on the roof of the pod so loudly that Pike had to pitch his voice up a notch to be heard. “Is it like this every day?”

“No, no,” Huber began, shaking his head. “Sometimes it actually rains.” He gave a humorless snort before sobering abruptly. “This is one of the better mornings. The monsoons have been coming more frequently. Used to be ten, twelve days between them. Now we’re lucky if it’s one or two.”

Pike filed that away for consideration, trying to square the detail with what he recalled from Spock’s planetary analysis of 685-Gamma. Ninety-four years from now, this area would be an arid wasteland devoid of life, and he was reluctant to imagine what kind of cataclysmic events would cause such a radical shift in the climate.

“We, uh, detected your ship in the rings before we made planetfall,” said Pike. “The damage to it was severe. Can you tell me what happened?”

“Where to start?” Huber’s eyes glazed over. “We weren’t even supposed to be in this system. But our ship was caught in a subspace eddy while we were at warp, and it pulled us off course. We barely avoided a critical engine imbalance, but by the time we were able to drop to impulse, the Baldwin was half a sector away from where we should have been. The ship took a beating, but we made it.” He grunted. “I told myself that was as bad as it was going to get. Wrong.”

Pike listened intently. The subspace effect on the starship would have been like a feather getting caught in a whirlwind. Modern vessels, like Pike’s, had spatial compensators that could resist such events. A Freedom-class starship like the Baldwin would have been in for a wild ride.

“No one wanted to tarry near Klingon space,” Huber went on. “Then Commander Etienne detected an unidentified artificial object in the rings of this planet. The captain was concerned it might be some sort of covert observation device… So we went in to take a closer look.”

It was easy to see how Rosh Hov’s actions had played out. In the middle of the 2160s, the United Federation of Planets was only a few years on from the Xindi conflict and the protracted battle with the Romulan Empire. Currently at peace, the nascent Federation was surrounded by hostile powers: the Klingon Empire, the Kzinti Patriarchy, the Tholian Assembly, and others. Any Starfleet captain worth their braid wouldn’t ignore an unknown threat.

Huber’s morose tone bled out the sentiment from his recollection as he told Pike about the alien object. The lieutenant’s story mirrored what Pike had heard in Captain Rosh Hov’s logs. The black stone sphere seemed inert when they brought it aboard, but out of nowhere it unleashed a lethal energy pulse that left the Baldwin in a barely survivable state.

The lieutenant said something that brought Pike up sharply. “That verdammt thing. We would never have even seen that sphere if Etienne hadn’t been scanning for ionic-band emissions…”

“Emissions,” Pike echoed. “You mean it was sending something out into space?”

“Focused coherent signals.” Huber made a vague gesture. “I don’t know the details; anyone who did is dead. The captain, the commander.” He sighed, not wanting to dwell on that thought. “After we landed, Commander Etienne tracked the locus of the emissions to a structure on the surface a few kilometers away.” The lieutenant pointed in a direction without looking. “The commander called it a citadel. She believed that it was linked to the sphere’s operation, but it was only a theory.”

“You went there?” Pike pressed. “You’ve seen it?”

Huber’s attention snapped back to the moment, and he gave Pike a questioning look. “No. The people sent to investigate… they never came back. The insects, like the one that attacked you? They nest in that area, swarms of them. And then there are the ghosts.”

“The what?” For a moment, Pike thought he might have misheard.

“The crew we lost, they reported seeing phantom lights, hearing strange sounds. Voices.” Huber shrugged. “Unusual atmospheric effects, perhaps? No one has been in a hurry to go back and check. We have more than enough to deal with here, trying to stay alive. It has been very difficult.”

Pike felt a stab of sympathy for the lieutenant. Huber had a hollowed-out quality to him that could not be concealed. The captain had seen it before in others, men and women who had been forced into shouldering responsibilities they were not ready for. Many would rise to the challenge, but some just didn’t have it in them. Huber was regrettably the latter; he was not equipped to be a leader in a critical situation. The man was seriously out of his depth, and he knew it.

As if he sensed Pike’s train of thought, Huber tried to justify himself. “Chief Petty Officer Ortegas and Sergeant Durant, they have both been”—he fumbled for the right words—“very supportive.”

“You’ve been up against it,” Pike told him. “Not everyone would have been able to make it this far.”

“Not everyone did,” said Huber. Then he reached out and grabbed the other man’s hand, his manner becoming urgent. “I need to know something, Pike. Your shuttle was heading to Ramatis, yes? So that means when you are declared overdue, someone will come looking for you. A Merchant Marine freighter, or perhaps even a Starfleet vessel?” When Pike didn’t respond immediately, he pressed on. “Or if you could get back into space, perhaps outside the system’s interference zone, you could send a distress call.”

“Our shuttle’s warp engines are inoperable.” That was an outright lie, but Pike knew he had to halt Huber’s train of thought before it got too far along. “But we might be able to figure out something.”

It was a weak reply, and both of them knew it. For a moment, Huber’s pale eyes locked with Pike’s. As the lieutenant commander searched his face, the captain remembered what he had read in the fleet records about the loss of the Starship Baldwin. Their fate was summed up in five words: Missing in action, presumed dead. From the twenty-third-century perspective, history had already closed the book on them.

“We won’t survive another six months here,” Huber said quietly. “Any of us.”

Enterprise Orbiting 685-Gamma, UFC-685

Una didn’t ask Doctor M’Benga to remain on the bridge; she knew she didn’t have to. He was a veteran of the Klingon conflict, and it would have been foolish not to have the man’s experience on tap.

I’ll take every advantage I can get, she told herself. One wrong step, and we could reignite the war overnight.

“Here they come,” reported Mitchell. “Burning off speed on the approach. They’re being showy about it.”

“On-screen.” Chin-Riley straightened in the captain’s chair, studying the forward viewscreen intently.

The Klingon battlecruiser dropped out of impulse speed with a flash of energy discharge, coming in swiftly over the top of Gamma’s icy rings. Fabricated from a sea-green metal, the ship had a vaguely avian form to it, the twin warp nacelles hung from drooping wings of the battlecruiser. Starfleet ships were smooth tubes, saucers, and rods; the edges of the Klingon vessel were sharpened and deliberately set as ready to slice and cut. This D7 was a departure from the designs of other Klingon ships. The older, more ornate craft from the war looked baroque compared to this one’s stripped-back, battle-ready aspect. This new ship had the cold, martial simplicity of a thrown dagger.

The battlecruiser drew to a halt off the Enterprise’s starboard side, presenting them a view of the hammerhead-like command pod and the gaping maw of a photon torpedo array. Seething crimson light flickered within, and the commander knew it meant a war-shot was already loaded and ready to launch. Another obvious provocation, she thought.

“They’re hailing us,” said Ferrick, calling out from the communication station at the back of the bridge.

“Should I just cut to the chase right now and open fire?” Chin-Riley asked M’Benga. “Save some effort?”

“Last time someone tried that, it didn’t end well,” the doctor noted. “May I suggest that we hear them out? I guarantee we’ll have the chance to start shooting before this is over.”

“On-screen, Mister Ferrick.” The main viewer showed a slice of the Klingon ship’s bridge, full of deep shadows cast by a volcanic orange illumination.

“Surrender your ship and prepare to be boarded.” A figure leaned into the light from the throne-like captain’s chair that dominated the bridge. The Klingon turned her head so Chin-Riley could see the full spread of the bony ridges over her brow. A rarity in the Klingon navy, she was a female of late middle years, her hair twisted into hard lines of braid that were gunmetal gray streaked with black, her eyes dark emerald. A snaking scar began near her right temple, crossed her cheek, and disappeared beneath a heavy collar, pulling the side of her mouth into a constant sneer.

The metal icons bolted to her uniform, and on her baldric were military decorations for battles fought and enemies killed. She was a combat veteran with blood on her hands, and she wanted everyone to know it.

“That’s a bold statement to open with,” the commander countered. “You must be used to people being impressed by you. I’m sorry to say, I have no idea who you are.”

“You are being addressed by Bren of the House Tus’tai, commander of the Klingon Battlecruiser Pah’Gor, Battle-sworn of the clans of Quo’nos. And I reiterate: Surrender your ship. Your presence in this system is a violation of treaty.”

M’Benga said something under his breath that Chin-Riley didn’t catch, but she carried on. “There’s no violation here, you are clearly mistaken. We’re not in Klingon space, this sector doesn’t belong to anyone. Are you having problems with your navigational systems? Perhaps we could provide you with some assistance in recalibrating them.”

Bren’s sneer twitched and she glanced at someone off-screen. A moment later, Chin-Riley heard an alert tone sound on the navigation console.

“We’re being targeted,” reported Mitchell.

“All systems aboard my vessel are in excellent operating condition,” said Bren. “Most notably, my weapons grid. Do you desire a demonstration?”

The commander rolled her eyes, deliberately allowing Bren to see it. Broadly speaking, the Empire trained its warriors to deal with the Federation in two ways: approach in guile or approach as a braggart. Bren was clearly of the latter school.

“You would fire at a target that presents no threat to you?” Her decision to keep the Enterprise’s weapons cold and shields down was now in play. “That doesn’t seem very honorable.”

Bren showed an inch of fang, and Chin-Riley knew she had her. The Pah’Gor’s commander, dripping with medals and keen to parade her titles, clearly held Klingon notions of warrior principle in high esteem. Unjustified violent action, now that it had been bluntly pointed out, would bring dishonor to her and her house. “What are you doing in this place, Earther?” She bit out each word like a piece of broken glass.

“I’m Illyrian, not Terran,” she corrected. “For the record, you are addressing Lieutenant Commander Una Chin-Riley of the Federation Starship Enterprise. We are currently engaged in retrieval and repatriation.”

“Retrieval of what?” Bren’s eyes narrowed in open suspicion.

“The bodies of our comrades,” said Chin-Riley.

“Who have fallen in battle,” added M’Benga. “This world is a grave site.”

Bren snorted with derision. “A transparent lie.”

“Far from it,” Chin-Riley said firmly, matching the Klingon woman’s martial tone. “We came here in search of a missing Starfleet vessel, and those who lost their lives aboard it.” She watched Bren make the off-screen signal again and frown at whatever response she was given. “With all due respect,” the commander began again, “a warrior of your stature can understand our need to recover our honored dead.”

Bren’s expression hardened. With just a few words, Chin-Riley had maneuvered her opponent into an impasse, turning Klingon principles in the Enterprise’s favor. There was nothing to stop the battlecruiser from planting a photon torpedo right in the Enterprise’s lap, but that act would appear cowardly to every member of Bren’s crew.

This was the moment of truth; if the Klingon commander really did venerate ideals of martial honor, she would have no choice but to back off.

“I understand,” Bren replied at length. “In Kahless’s name, I grant you permission to proceed with your recovery operation for one solar day. After that time, if your ship remains in this system, it will not go well for you.”

“Thank you for your forbearance, Commander.” She resisted the temptation to push her advantage and point out that Bren didn’t actually have the authority to permit or deny anything. A day more is better than nothing at all, she reasoned.

“Be warned,” said the Klingon. “I will be watching you closely. And should my attention be drawn to any acts resembling subterfuge, my ‘forbearance’ will swiftly dissipate.” Bren made a bladelike cutting motion with her hand, and the communication went dark.

“The Pah’Gor is moving away at impulse,” reported Mitchell, watching the battlecruiser glide toward a higher orbit. “Weapons lock has deactivated.”

Chin-Riley released a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding in. “That was fun. Wait, no. Not fun. The other thing.”

M’Benga made a thoughtful sound in his throat. “Well played. But you’ve earned her annoyance now, and Bren nurtures her grudges like others care for their children.”

She studied the doctor. “Wait, do you know her?”

“I know of her,” he corrected. “When I was stationed on the Cicada, we engaged a battle group under her command.” M’Benga shook his head. “A fierce fighter, and tenacious. There were rumors that she was part of an elite squadron that would have carried the Klingon standard to a conquered Earth if Chancellor L’Rell had not ended the war.”

“All that prestige, lost before she could claim it. That’s enough to make anyone salty.”

M’Benga nodded. “And then some. It’s also an explanation as to why Bren is commanding one of the Empire’s state-of-the-art ships. The Pah’Gor is her consolation prize.”

The doctor’s insight led inexorably to another conclusion. “Someone like that,” noted Chin-Riley, “who missed an opportunity for glory, might be looking for an excuse to take another shot.”

“Any excuse,” said M’Benga.

Survivor Encampment 685-Gamma

The rain had slackened off slightly—or to be more accurate, it had gone from being torrential to merely pouring—and Rix took the opportunity to look in on his patient before turning in for the night.

Huber had given the new arrivals one of the spare bubble tents as temporary accommodation, creating dismay among some of the survivors about their preferential treatment. As usual, when Chief Ortegas made it clear she was behind the idea, the arguments faded away. No one disagreed with Luciana, not when they’d been on the Baldwin and not on this forsaken mudhole.

Rix looked over the sleeping woman on the pallet, the one Chapel called La’An. She was pretty, in an austere kind of way, but not Rix’s type. Still, he couldn’t help but be interested in her. In all of them, really. After years of staring at the same faces, day in and day out, he’d almost forgotten what it was like to see someone he didn’t know anything about.

The medic picked up his scanner and took a reading. La’An’s vitals were decent, and getting better. He guessed she’d be awake, and even up and about within a day. It felt good to actually save a life, instead of watching as this planet killed his people by degrees.

I deserve a reward. Rix went to a low cabinet beside La’An’s pallet and searched inside for a bottle. The label said it contained a cordrazine derivative, but the clear fluid within went into a sample cup that he downed like a shot from the bar at the 602 Club. Then he had another, for good measure. The unspoken rule was anyone could have moonshine from Trey’s still as long as it didn’t interfere with keeping the camp safe. Rix reckoned he had earned it.

He bumped into the pallet as he rose, accidentally jostling the unconscious woman, causing her arm to slip off the metal frame. “Excuse me,” he told her, and gently replaced her limb where it had been.

As he did, Rix’s fingers touched something hard and metallic inside the folds of her field jacket. Without really thinking about it, Rix felt for the pocket and pulled out the object.

The gold arrowhead was light, but it didn’t feel like an item of personal jewelry, and it didn’t look like any Merchant Marine insignia he’d ever seen. Rix ran his thumb over the surface. It bore a passing resemblance to emblems on the unit patches worn by the chair warmers back at Starfleet Command.

He flipped it over, and when he read what was written on the obverse, his mouth dropped open in shock.

The back of the badge had four lines of text on it. The bottom pair were all digits, what looked like a serial number. Above those, the woman’s forename, just as Chapel had said: LA’AN. Above that was what could only have been the unconscious woman’s family name: NOONIEN-SINGH.

A name that Zachan Rix had only ever seen in history texts or heard uttered with loathing by his grandparents. He vividly remembered their age-lined faces, usually so full of joy, turning stony and fearful at the touch of the memories that name dredged up.

It was the name of a genetically engineered dictator who had set Earth on fire in his quest for dominance, a century before Rix had been born. A name synonymous with the deaths of millions and the worst excesses of the Eugenics Wars.

He stared at the woman, his shock building as his fingers closed around the arrowhead, the metal edges biting into the flesh of his palm.





EIGHT

Survivor Encampment 685-Gamma

The latch on the narrow door into Luciana’s cargo pod rattled, and she knew it wasn’t the wind catching it. The sound wrenched her out of a light sleep and, through muscle-memory alone, she was sitting up with a charged phase pistol in her hand, when the door opened a crack.

Through the gap, she saw Durant peering inside, his scowl set as usual. “Chief? You awake?” Even when he whispered, the former MACO sounded like a growling dog.

“Get inside, idiot,” she told him, slipping out of her sleeping bag. “You’re letting the damp in.” Luciana pulled her grubby jumpsuit up to her waist and put the pistol aside.

Durant wasn’t a stranger to her pod, but usually he gave her more notice than this. Two years together with no rules hanging over you and death close all the time made Starfleet regulations about fraternization seem foolish. They weren’t together or anything like that, but the nights could be lonely, and Luciana wasn’t above the need, now and then.

“We have to talk.” Durant held the door open so Rix could follow him in.

“Am I throwing a party I didn’t know about?” Luciana gave both men a severe look. With three of them inside the pod, it was uncomfortably cramped, and the men smelled of mud and rain damp.

“Listen to what he has to say,” said Durant, taking up a position by the door like he was manning a post.

“Sorry, Chief, but this couldn’t wait until morning.” Rix was clutching something in his hand, and he looked pale.

“You’ve had a drink.” It wasn’t a question, more an educated guess.

“Little bit,” admitted the medic. “You may want a shot yourself after you see this.” Rix handed her something: a metal insignia that was clammy and warm from where he had been holding it tightly.

“You brought me a gift?” She studied the delta-shaped badge. “How sweet.”

“Look on the back,” Rix insisted.

Luciana did so, and raised an eyebrow at the name she saw etched there. “What is this supposed to be, some kinda bad joke?”

“He found it on one of Pike’s team,” said Durant without turning. “The girl they brought from the shuttle. La’An.”

“You ask Pike about this?” She looked at Rix. “You show it to Huber or anyone else?”

“Of course not, just you and the sarge.” Rix was shifting from foot to foot, wound tight by the import of his discovery. “You realize what that means, right? The name? It’s Khan’s name!”

“Lower your voice,” she snapped. “I know who Khan Noonien-Singh is, Zach. Everybody born on Earth knows who that bastard was.”

“Half my family were wiped out by his pogroms.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “You go back a couple of generations and the Rix name barely exists. Because of him.” He shuddered. “Makes me feel sick. I can’t believe I helped keep one of them alive!”

“One of what?” Luciana had an idea of what Rix meant, but she wanted to hear him say it.

“An Augment.” He said the word like a curse.

Humankind had more than its fair share of bloody chapters throughout history, but arguably the one that had left the most indelible mark on the people of Earth had been the Eugenics Wars. A series of brushfire skirmishes in the twenty-first century that escalated into a global firestorm, the wars had grown out of an existential conflict between ordinary human beings and a new breed of genetically engineered, augmented individuals superior to their progenitors in every way. For these “new” men and women, it was a zero-sum game. So they could live and evolve, it was necessary for the old order to die—that meaning anyone who wasn’t born out of a test tube. Most notorious among these Augments was Khan Noonien-Singh, who led his warriors in a campaign to make him sole ruler of Earth.

Ultimately—and thankfully—Khan’s brutal regime had collapsed before he could achieve his goals. Some said he had been killed, others that he had escaped to space with a band of his closest followers. In the aftermath, the long shadow cast by the Eugenics Wars led humans to ban the process of genetic modification outright. The horror of Khan’s reign lived in the collective memory, even for those who had never lived through those dark years.

Luciana turned the insignia over in her hands, musing on what it might represent. “If that girl’s an Augment, wouldn’t you have picked it up when you scanned her?”

Rix blinked, thinking that through. “She might have a way to mask it from me.”

“You’re reaching,” she shot back.

“Is he?” growled Durant. “Look, even without that badge, you can’t deny there’s something off about this Pike and his bunch. They were hiding on the ridge, we’d have never known it if that bug hadn’t shown up. And they don’t look or act like any freighter crew I’ve ever met, and I grew up on a boomer ship.”

Luciana said nothing. Durant was right about that. Her gut was telling her things didn’t add up with the new arrivals. She couldn’t shake the sense that they were hiding something—especially that pilot, what did she say her name was? Cortez? Luciana had noticed how the younger woman kept sneaking looks in her direction when she thought no one was watching.

She pocketed the gold badge and fixed Rix with a look. “What do you want to do, Zach? Accuse Pike and the others of being tank-borns? Is that the plan?”

“They could be,” he insisted. “There are still Augments out there unaccounted for! Remember that incident at Cold Station 12 before the war?”

“That was over ten years ago!” Luciana shook her head.

“Why else would she have the same name?” Rix’s voice started to rise again, but then he caught himself and scowled.

Durant sniffed. “Maybe they’re something else. I’ve seen Suliban shapeshifters. Or maybe they’re Romulans, made to look like us.”

“Maybe they’re Tholians,” she retorted, with a derisive snort; hardly likely, considering that the crystalline Tholian race had a few more limbs and lived in atmospheres that would boil a human in seconds. “Both of you, get a grip!” She pressed on before either man could respond. “I can’t deny these new faces have holes in their story. And I admit, the thing with the badge is weird. But we can’t go throwing around accusations without facts. What’s the most important thing for us?”

Rix looked at the floor. “Getting off this planet, Chief.”

She nodded. “Exactamente. You want to stay stuck here? I don’t. Pike might be the only shot we got at leaving.”

“So we’re just gonna ignore this?” Durant grimaced.

“Did I say that?” Luciana cut him a look. “Rix, don’t say or do anything, got it? We will watch these people and figure out what their game is. And then we’ll take whatever steps we have to, and protect our crew.”

“Huber won’t agree to that,” said Rix.

“The lieutenant commander’s got a lot on his mind,” Luciana replied. “We’ll read him in when he needs to know. Not before.”

Derelict Structure 685-Gamma

“Shuttle’s coming in!” Ensign Hayashi called out from the stone doorway on the far side of the hall, standing on the threshold where he could see out into the wastelands.

Lieutenant Kirk exchanged looks with Spock. “Is that a good sign?”

“We will soon know,” said Spock. As their standing orders had stated, after five hours of communications silence, the landing party were to take the Burke into low orbit and evaluate the situation. As the ranking officer, Spock had decided to send one crewmember up alone to lessen the risk, reluctantly accepting Ensign Marrone’s offer to volunteer. He’d wanted to go himself, but Spock knew that was emotion driving the desire, not logic. As much as he had focused on the work at hand, part of his mind could not be prevented from considering the unpleasant scenarios that could be the Enterprise’s fate.

He looked back at what should have been holding his full attention: the black archway looming large at the far end of the echoing chamber, and its ghostly holographic glyphs floating over the stone structure. His tricorder’s memory bank was brimming with data, yet the Vulcan felt as if he was only scratching the surface of what it represented.

“Great timing,” Kirk was saying. “I’ve got something interesting to add to our report.” He jerked a thumb back at the entrance. “When we were on our way up here, did you notice there was an eroded crater about five hundred meters to the west?”

“I did,” Spock noted.

Kirk held up his tricorder. “I took a look. It didn’t appear to fit in with the rest of the local geology, and boy, is there an interesting reason.” He made the shape of the crater with one hand. “Dead center in the middle of the hollow, the tricorder picks up remnant particles from what was most likely a small fusion detonation.”

Spock’s eyebrow rose. “Curious. Do you have a theory as to the cause?”

“Not yet, but here’s the kicker. The decay rate indicates that the blast that made the crater happened in the region of ninety years ago.”

“The same time period when the Baldwin was lost.”

Kirk nodded. “I don’t know what that means, but it means something.”

Boots scraped on stone, and Spock turned back to the cavernous hall’s entrance to see Lieutenant Commander Chin-Riley and Ensign Marrone stepping through the broken doorway.

“Commander?” The first officer was the last person Spock had expected to join them on the surface. He stepped away from the arch. “Is the Enterprise—?”

“In good condition,” she broke in. “We bounced a few Klingon threats off the hull, but so far nothing has escalated beyond sneers and intimidation.” In quick order, Chin-Riley gave him a precis of their confrontation with the Pah’Gor and Commander Bren. “I came down here rather than talk to you over an open channel.”

“We can be assured that the Pah’Gor is monitoring all Starfleet frequencies,” agreed Spock.

Chin-Riley glanced around, frowning. “Where’s Uhura?”

“Here! I’m here!” The ensign’s voice was muffled slightly, emerging from a collapsed section of the hall’s flooring. With a gasp of effort, Uhura scrambled back up into view, self-consciously brushing off the layer of ancient dust that had collected on her tunic.

“Burying yourself in your work, Nyota?” Chin-Riley folded her arms over her chest.

“Ensign Uhura has made a breakthrough in her translation of the iconography in this structure,” Spock explained. He pointed out some of the repeating symbols cut into the flagstone floor and the support beams over their heads.

“It’s actually really interesting,” began Uhura, the words gushing out of her. “The pictorial syntax is similar to Earth’s proto-Koreanic Ye-Maek and Orion song-shape, with an icon-based framing that builds sequentially like Vok-Sha common speak and Toki Pona…” She trailed off, seeing her audience did not share her insights. “The big takeaway is this language is designed to be easy to understand, to be cross-cultural and communicate important concepts quickly.”

“That’s refreshingly helpful,” said Chin-Riley. “How long until you can program a universal translator to parse it?”

“Soon, Commander. I’ve already got some of the major icons deciphered.” She indicated the wall panels nearest to her, which were covered in columns of text. “The native name for this planet is Sekah, which also has the dual meanings of ‘a place of rest’ and ‘a place we cannot depart.’ ”

“You mean, like a prison?” Marrone grimaced at the thought.

“I don’t think so,” said Uhura. “The context is… somewhere you love so much you’d never want to leave.”

“Here?” Ensign Hayashi sounded doubtful, likely considering the arid, lifeless world beyond the walls of the ancient chamber.

“The planet wasn’t always like this,” Kirk reminded them. “A hundred years ago, this area would have been covered in lush vegetation.”

“A strange thing,” continued Uhura, “the writings speak again and again about ‘a great work’ and ‘a great departure,’ as if the Sekahri were preparing to go elsewhere.”

Chin-Riley considered the new information. “Doesn’t that contradict your earlier translation?”

“It absolutely does,” Uhura admitted. “When I figure it out, I’ll get back to you.”

The commander turned to Spock. “What else do you have to tell me, Lieutenant?”

The Vulcan relayed Kirk’s report about the crater, adding yet another question to the growing pile of unknowns about 685-Gamma and the beings that had built this chamber. “In addition, my own survey has brought an unexpected discovery to light.” He led the first officer back to the dark stone archway.

“It’s like black marble,” she noted.

“Touch it.”

The first officer did as the science officer suggested, and her eyes widened. “It’s warm. And there’s something else? A vibration?”

“Correct on both counts,” said Spock. “The archway’s surface temperature is fourteen-point-five degrees higher than the ambient air in this room. The structure is resonating with a subsonic cyclic pulse that repeats every two point two seconds.”

“It’s a mechanism?” The commander studied the holo-glyphs reflected in the glassy stone.

Spock nodded. “The roots of this construction extend several kilometers into the planet’s mantle. I believe it is tapping into a geothermal energy source.”

“Why?” asked Uhura, coming inexorably to the question Spock could not answer.

“I do not know. Further study is required. However, I do believe there is a commonality between this arch and the sphere the landing party found on the Baldwin.”

“ ‘Like carved stone,’ ” said Chin-Riley, recalling Ensign Bradley’s description of the other object.

Spock took a breath. The readings he gathered from the arch were taking him down a path that could either terminate in a scientific dead end or lead to something unprecedented. He found himself hesitant to speculate.

The commander, however, had no such reservations. “I know that look, Spock. You have a theory. Let’s hear it.”

He frowned and reluctantly pressed on. “I have discovered two factors that may explain some of the phenomena we have encountered in this system. First: We can surmise that the energy discharge that crippled the Baldwin ninety-four years ago occurred after her crew brought the sphere aboard. I theorize that this archway and the sphere share a link. I believe both share the same unique properties.”

“Which are?”

“This archway is not here.” Spock looked up to study the stone construct.

“It’s not?” Uhura cocked her head.

Sam Kirk came forward and slapped the flank of the arch. “Seems pretty here to me, Lieutenant.”

“Not in a fourth-dimensional sense,” Spock clarified, drawing a wry look from Kirk. “The arch does not exist in exact synchrony with surrounding spacetime. Sensor readings indicate its molecular structure is…” He searched for the right words. “…out of step from the rest of us, temporally speaking.”

Chin-Riley considered his report. “Is this what caused the damage to the Baldwin? What made it disappear?”

“I would need to examine the sphere to be certain,” he replied, “but it is possible that the orbital object may have been somehow… disturbed when it was transported aboard the Baldwin. Which brings me to the second factor: This stone contains exotic trace elements that react directly with certain ionic radiation frequencies.”

Chin-Riley saw where Spock was heading. “The same radiation UFC-685 has been putting out in random solar flares.”

“Indeed.” Spock nodded. “Commander, it will be necessary to extend the duration of our survey mission here to clarify these findings—”

“No.” Chin-Riley shut him down and looked around, taking in Lieutenant Kirk and Ensign Uhura. “That’s the reason why I came down, to bring you back to the ship.”

“But I’m not done.” Disappointment was writ large across Uhura’s features. “There’s so much more here.”

“We will return, once things are safe,” Chin-Riley said firmly. “There’s a heavily armed Klingon battlecruiser in the system, and sabers are rattling. I can’t afford to have a landing party in harm’s way if Commander Bren decides to make trouble.” She sighed. “We’ve already got people missing. I can’t put more crew at risk.”

“With respect,” Spock said carefully, “what we learn from this chamber may assist us in locating the captain and the others.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Chin-Riley told him. “You can continue to work aboard the Enterprise. Take whatever scans you think you may need. Pack up your gear.” The first officer started back across the hall toward the fallen door. “The Burke lifts off in five minutes.”

Survivor Encampment 685-Gamma

Chapel ducked to ease under the edge of the shelter in the center of the camp and found it was empty. The smoldering cook pit in the middle was putting out some welcome warmth against the cold and damp, but no one from the Baldwin crew was taking advantage of it.

The only figure inside was Erica Ortegas, who sat huddled forward with a mug of that unpleasant broth in her hand, staring into the pit’s crimson and black embers. The lieutenant looked up as Chapel approached. “Hey.”

“Hey.” Chapel sat on a cargo box, more heavily than she intended. She was tired and wired at the same time—rest hadn’t come easily to her in the tent where Huber had put the Enterprise team. “The sun will be up soon. I hear it may actually rain less today.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” said Ortegas. “How’s La’An?”

“Better,” she said with a nod. “The captain’s with her now. I gave her another dose of pan-spectrum antibiotics and inaprovaline; that should stabilize things.” Chapel failed to stifle a yawn.

“Trouble sleeping?” Ortegas took a sip of broth and offered her mug.

Chapel refused with a shake of the head. “I woke up before dawn and you weren’t there.”

“Took a walk around the perimeter,” said the other woman. “I needed to think.”

“About?” Chapel shifted closer, leaning in toward her friend.

Ortegas made a shrugging gesture that said all of this. “You know, we tell ourselves stories about who we are and where we come from, and after a while it becomes the truth. Because most of the time, people don’t have to confront the reality behind it. But there’s a piece of my past walking around this place, a woman who I thought I knew.” She gave a humorless snort. “Turns out, not so much.”

“Never meet your heroes, isn’t that how the saying goes?”

“It’s more than that,” insisted Ortegas. “Luciana wasn’t just a hero to me, she’s a part of my family, my heritage. She’s blood. And I guess I thought that would mean something different.” She looked around, making sure no one was within earshot. “Whatever I expected, Luciana isn’t it. She’s hard and cold. And every time she looks my way, I feel like I’m made out of glass, like she’s looking right through me.”

Chapel offered, “You think it would be better if she knew who you were, that you’re her descendant?”

“No.” Ortegas gave another snort. “Actually, I think it would probably be worse.” She sighed. “The longer we’re here, the less I like it.”

Her friend’s words struck a nerve with Chapel. La’An’s well-being had been the nurse’s immediate focus, but part of her could not shake off the forbidding dread that they might not be able to find their way home. “We may not have a choice,” she said after a moment. “I hate to even say it out loud, but there’s a chance we’re stranded in this time, just like Luciana and her people.”

“Oh, that makes me feel ten times worse,” Ortegas said, without heat. “Thanks, Christine.” She tossed away the dregs of her broth into the firepit.

“That’s me, I’m a ray of sunshine.” Chapel gave a wan smile.

Ortegas shot her a look. “Is there, like, a protocol for this in Starfleet regulations?” She mimicked the bland tones of an Academy instruction video. “Have you been chronologically displaced? Please try not to do or say anything that might screw up history as we know it.”

Despite the bleak quality to it, the shared humor raised their spirits. Chapel wanted to believe that they had been through worse, but she wasn’t really sure if that was true. Serving aboard the Enterprise meant that every mission was different, every challenge something new and exciting. But for this, she had no map.

“If we are lost in the past with no way of getting back to the twenty-third century, what does that look like for us?” The question slipped out of her mouth before Chapel could call it back.

“And then there’s the alternative,” said Ortegas. “Suppose we do find a way home. What about the survivors? What happens to them?”



“Are you dead?”

It was her brother Manu’s voice, and it seemed to be coming from a very long way away. “I think she died.” He went on, to someone else that La’An couldn’t see.

“No,” she insisted. La’An wasn’t sure if she actually spoke. She felt tender all over, as if she had been sunburned across every inch of her flesh, and her throat was arid. She craved water, but her body refused to obey her commands. She couldn’t open her eyes, move her limbs, anything. “I’m trapped,” she tried to say.

Part of La’An was afraid to actually be able to see again, for fear of what might greet her sight. She was afraid that she might wake from her long dream—the dream where she was a Starfleet officer on a bold ship called the Enterprise, sailing the stars and doing right wherever she could. La’An didn’t want to open her eyes to find out that was just a story, and that she had never really left the blood and pain of the Gorn nursery world where Manu had died when their ship had been taken. The world where Mum and Dad died. Where everyone she had grown up with had died.

“She’s not dead yet,” said a different voice, out in the darkness. This voice had a smile in it, and it made her breath catch unexpectedly. “She won’t go without a fight,” said James Kirk—or at least, a James Kirk from another time and place, a man who had been drawn to her and she to him as the two of them felt through a lost thread of the past. He was dead—that version of him, from whatever splinter timeline he’d originated in—gone just like her brother and the rest.

La’An knew right then and there she wasn’t ready to join them. Distantly, she felt a firm, gentle grip on her fingers and she followed the sensation. She left the voices behind and rose, up toward wakefulness, gathering her pain as she went.

And then La’An took a gasping breath as if it were her first, and her eyes finally opened.

Inside the dim confines of a grubby tent, a man with kind eyes and a coif of graying hair sat at the end of La’An’s sleeping pallet, letting go of her hand. “Welcome back, Lieutenant.”

“Captain?” She blinked back to full awareness. La’An automatically searched her reactions, mentally checking herself over. Her joints hurt, her skin felt tight, and there was the telltale woolly aftereffect of medications still in her system. “That sphere in the cargo bay.” Her words came out in a croak, and she flashed back to her last memory before the explosion of agony. “It did something.”

“You’re safe,” Pike told her. “You had us worried for a while, but you pulled through.”

“I won’t go without a fight.” La’An echoed the words from her moments in the darkness, but that strange, dreamy half-life was already melting away. It was whatever drug they gave me, she decided, it wasn’t real. Just her mind playing games with her while her body was healing. She looked around, trying to place where they were. “What happened to Cass?”

Pike’s expression softened and she knew before he said it. “Lieutenant Bradley didn’t make it. I’m sorry.”

She bit her lip. “He never listened. A lot of wasted potential. I always tried to make him listen, but he didn’t.”

“It’s not your fault, La’An. This whole thing came out of nowhere.”

Slowly, La’An sat up. The constant noise she’d been hearing at the edge of things now resolved itself into a steady low drumming, and she realized it was rainfall tapping on the awning of the tent around them. Noting the quality of the watery dawn light coming through the shelter’s polymer-sheet window, La’An caught up to the fact that they were not aboard a ship. Not the shuttle, not the Baldwin, not the Enterprise. Which could mean only one thing.

“Are we on the planet? On Gamma?” She lurched forward and regretted it, her head swimming, needles of pain stabbing into her skull. La’An clutched at her face and groaned.

Pike rose to his feet. “Do you need a painkiller—?”

“Sir, no.” She shook her head. “Just answers. Why… why are we on the surface?”

“A choice was made,” he said at length. “When you were hit by that energy surge, Christine didn’t have what she needed to save your life.”

The chief security officer looked down at the bio-monitor device on her torso. She couldn’t follow his logic. “Why didn’t we go back to Enterprise?”

The captain took a breath. “While you were unconscious, things became complicated.”

As she listened, La’An’s expression hardened into something stony and grim as the captain told her about the wreck of the Baldwin and its inexplicable temporal displacement. At every step, the story got worse, and it made her feel sick that she had been the cause of it all.

“You should not have done this.” La’An stared at her hands, seeing the marks where a dermal regenerator had healed the surface burn damage. “Making contact with people from the past, it’s too dangerous!”

She faltered, on the brink of admitting something she had sworn never to reveal. Months earlier, La’An had been caught up in a cross-time incident that dragged her into Earth’s past to prevent an attempt to sabotage history. James Kirk—the one she remembered, the one from another timeline—had died to preserve this reality. The shock and loss of those events had seared a compulsion into La’An. Leave the past to the past and never interfere.

But now, against her will, she was a century out of place, and her crewmates were risking another schism, all so she could live.

“Things haven’t played out exactly like I wanted, but…” Pike nodded toward her. “You’re alive, that’s what counts.”

“No,” she retorted, “it doesn’t.” La’An glared at the captain. “We should have stayed on the Baldwin.”

“Then you’d be dead,” said Pike. “I wasn’t willing to pay that price.”

“My life doesn’t matter.” She swallowed a cough. “Just being here, among these people, we’re changing the path of their future, our future!”

Pike studied her. La’An could tell he knew she was holding something back, but she didn’t give him the opportunity to question her.

“Captain, we need to go back to the wreck. Wait for whatever happened to reverse itself.”

“We can’t be sure that will even happen,” he told her. “And I don’t know what to do about the Baldwin survivors. If they stay here, they’re doomed to a slow death.”

“They’re already dead, sir!” La’An gasped, struggling through the words. It was a harsh certainty, but an inescapable one. Can’t he see that? Doesn’t he realize the truth? “Nobody survived from that ship. It’s predetermined! Their history is already written.” A low moan escaped her, and La’An slumped back against the pallet, suddenly overcome with dizziness.

“I’ll get Chapel.” She was dimly aware of Pike pushing through the tent flap and rushing away. La’An drew in panting breaths, fighting hard to hold back a wave of nausea that threatened to pull her down into unconsciousness once again.

Why can’t the captain see this is wrong? The question hammered at her. If I had died like Cass Bradley, this never would have happened! Now they were literally in the wrong place at the wrong time, and history would be re-forming around them, changing second by second in an unpredictable ripple effect.

La’An had seen firsthand a timeline where things had gone wrong, where events had become snarled and knotted by malicious intent. It would happen again, and this time she was the reason.

“We should not be here,” she said aloud.

La’An’s ragged voice was swallowed up by the beating of the rain and lost; except, it wasn’t.

On one of the equipment racks that had been salvaged from the Baldwin, out of sight, an open communicator sat with its microphone pickup pointing toward the sleeping pallet. It had been very deliberately placed there while La’An had slept out the night, and it had captured every word of conversation inside the tent.
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The rain faded to a feeble drizzle and a humid, oppressive sun shone out through breaks in the low, pale clouds. That likely meant another solar flare was imminent, but right now Luciana had other, more pressing matters on her mind.

She watched Huber as he held the small silver communicator handset to his ear, the lieutenant’s pallid face blank and expressionless. She could just about hear the tinny replay from Rix’s recording as Huber listened to it, stopping every now and then to skip back and repeat sections.

“Where are they now?” She leaned in to speak softly to Durant, so the others standing around her didn’t hear. Most of the other Baldwin survivors had been quietly assembled under the main shelter, gathered one by one as carefully and unobtrusively as possible. They talked among themselves, but nothing above a hushed whisper.

“That pilot, Cortez? She’s back with the Denobulan in the tent,” said the ex-MACO. “Pike and their nurse are in the infirmary talking to the Augment girl.”

Luciana frowned. “We don’t know she’s a gennie, Tom. Don’t assume.”

He eyed her. “If I met a bloke who said his name was Jack the Ripper, I’m not gonna believe anyone who tells me the man’s a birdwatcher.”

She found it hard to argue with that. Both of them had listened to the clandestine recording Rix had made, they heard what Pike and La’An had said when neither of them knew they were under surveillance, and their words had left Luciana with an icy knot of dread in her belly.

She was still trying to make sense of it. Bad enough that Pike’s comrade apparently shared a bloodline with one of the most notorious war criminals in Earth’s history, but if Luciana was reading it right, that detail was the least of what these new arrivals were hiding from them.

La’An mentioned the name of a ship—Enterprise—but there hadn’t been a vessel commissioned with that name since the days of Jonathan Archer, in the Merchant Marine or in Starfleet. And then there was Pike’s chilling comment as to the likely fate of Luciana and her shipmates: doomed to a slow death.

She looked at the faces surrounding her—Huber and Durant, Rix and Trey, Suresh and LeCroix, and the rest of them—and thought about everyone this damnable planet had already claimed. She’d always considered Captain Rosh Hov to be a close personal friend, and his sudden and brutal death was still a raw wound. Luciana was not willing to accept that she would have to watch the rest of the Baldwin’s crew die off one by one, their lives claimed by this backwater planet. She refused to believe that was their fate.

“I… I don’t know what this means.” Huber’s voice drew her attention and she turned toward him. The officer held out the communicator as if he wanted her to take it and bury it somewhere it would never be found. “It’s hard to hear it all… And some of the things they talked about don’t make sense.” His gaze drifted away from her, into the middle distance.

In that moment, part of Luciana loathed Huber for his weakness. He was an officer, and officers were supposed to lead by example. But the man wasn’t cut out for command, he never had been. Instead of tempering him, being shipwrecked on 685-Gamma had broken whatever spirit Marek Huber had.

“Sir,” she said, her words sharper than flint, “it is apparent this man Pike has been lying to us from the moment we found him. We have to isolate him and his people, and get the complete truth from them. Find out why they are here and what they really want.” Luciana’s statement rippled out through the rest of the survivors, and she saw them tense.

“We’ll make them tell us,” Rix said. “They won’t get a choice in it.”

“I’m not sure…” Huber ran a hand over his face. “I don’t know if I can give that order.”

Luciana’s intention hardened into action. “Then I’ll give it for you, Lieutenant Commander.” She turned her back on Huber and looked at Durant and the others. “Everyone, get your weapons.”

Not a single one of the survivors deferred to Huber for confirmation, and he didn’t argue. For better or for worse, the chief petty officer had been in command since the captain and the first officer had died. Now it was out in the open.

“Set for stun,” she told them. “We’ll move now and take Pike’s team into custody.” Luciana turned to Durant. “You know what you have to do?” She’d known all along this moment was coming, and in concert with the ex-MACO, a plan had been made.

“I’m on it.” Durant gave her a nod and set off out of the camp, leaving the rest of them behind as he went sprinting away toward the ridgeline.

“Everyone else in groups of two.” She pointed at the engineer’s mate. “Trey, you take a couple of people and bring Cortez and Yerah back here. I’ll deal with Pike.”

Trey accepted the orders with a nod. “What if they don’t want to come quietly, Chief?”

Luciana drew the phase pistol in her pocket. “Then you put them out and drag them here if you have to.”

Enterprise Orbiting 685-Gamma, UFC-685

“Life signs,” Chin-Riley said carefully, repeating what Spock had determined from his analysis. “Inside the stone.”

“Exactly.” The science officer’s head bobbed, and he laid a finger on the readout screen where the scan data was displayed.

The commander took a breath and listened to the steady pulse of the starship’s bridge around them, centering herself before trying to follow Spock’s line of reasoning. “I don’t mean to sound skeptical, Lieutenant,” she told him, “but I am, so that’s how it comes out.”

“A most logical approach,” he agreed. “I, too, first doubted my own conclusions, but the data does not lie. With the greater power of the Enterprise’s computer systems, I have confirmed what my tricorder scans could not. The black stone archway located on 685-Gamma…” He paused to correct himself. “…on Sekah contains an energized molecular lattice of incredible complexity, and that lattice holds the traces of living beings who apparently passed through it.”

“Through it? To where?”

“Unknown.” Spock frowned slightly. “Perhaps if I could return to the surface and conduct additional—”

“Not an option,” Chin-Riley cut him off. “You believe that thing is a transportation device of some kind?”

“Again, unknown. But I can confirm that it was used by a considerable number of beings. I have yet to determine the total sum, but the traces number in the millions.”

Chin-Riley tried to imagine that, picturing a queue of beings walking up to the arch and stepping into it, the line of them extending out and back through the hall and the wide entrance, into the landscape outside.

Spock went on. “It would appear that the ensign’s observation that the hall resembles a transit station was the most accurate.”

“Millions of beings, that could be the populations of cities,” said Uhura, joining the discussion. “Perhaps the whole planet.”

“I think we can hazard a guess as to why they left.” The first officer looked back toward the main viewscreen.

Emerging from the curve of Sekah’s scorched surface, the planet’s yellow-orange sun cast a baleful light over the shimmering system of rings. Even at this distance, wisps of radioactive solar promontories were visible, coiling off the skin of the star in gigantic ribbons of fire.

“Anyone who could have built technology on that level would have known their sun was changing,” Chin-Riley went on. “We’re looking at a dead world, but centuries ago it would have been a different story.”

“It appears the Sekahri civilization never developed warp-drive technology,” offered Spock. “They were forced to abandon their world by other means before it became uninhabitable.”

“But that doesn’t track.” Uhura shook her head. “The beings who lived on that planet, they loved their world, it’s there in every bit of their language. They wouldn’t want to leave it.”

Spock raised an eyebrow. “If they remained, it would have been an extinction-level event for their entire civilization.”

The first officer gave Uhura a questioning look. “You seem very certain about their intentions, Ensign. How can you be so sure?”

“It’s in the text,” she said, offering a padd displaying columns of alien glyphs. “How can I put this…? For many species, their language is their culture, Commander. In some cases, the form of a society’s communication reflects that civilization’s very nature. There’s a belonging in the Sekahri linguistic structure.” Uhura gave a wry chuckle. “It’s ironic, but it’s hard to put it into words. Their language has the love of home threaded through every single expression.” She tapped a key on the padd, and a lone, simple pictograph appeared on it. “This is the symbol for Sekah, their planet. Every other letter in their written language has it as the base. Home is part of everything they are, on a fundamental level.”

“Fascinating.” Spock considered that. “If their culture is indeed centered on that concept, it may explain why there is no evidence of the development of advanced space travel. They did not want to leave.”

“And yet they did.” Chin-Riley looked back at the dead, empty planet, and she experienced a sudden pang of sorrow and empathy for its long-vanished natives.

A chime from Spock’s station drew the Vulcan’s attention, and he peered into the hooded viewer. The lieutenant’s expression grew thoughtful.

“Something else, Spock?” Chin-Riley prodded.

“After the… event that occurred, I programmed our long-range sensors to watch for any traces of the same exotic particles that were left behind after the Baldwin disappeared.” The Vulcan looked up. “There is a faint reading in the outer rings. It may be connected to the ongoing solar flare activity from UFC-685.”

“Let’s go take a look.” Chin-Riley strode back to the captain’s chair, raising her hand to give the order, but before she could speak, Lieutenant Mitchell was calling out a warning.

“Commander, the Klingon ship is coming back in on an intercept course.”

“Perfect bloody timing,” Chin-Riley growled. “Don’t we still have hours left?”

“It would appear that Commander Bren has decided to advance the timetable,” said Spock.

“They’re running with weapons hot,” added Mitchell. “Same as before, trying to make us blink first.”

Uhura pressed her communications unit to her ear. “We’re being hailed.”

“On-screen.” Chin-Riley stood foursquare in front of the captain’s chair, straight-backed and clear-eyed, outwardly projecting an air of calm. But inwardly, she was seething. Bren never intended to keep her word, she realized, she was just stringing us along.

The Klingon captain’s scarred face appeared on the screen, her permanent sneer at play. “You are still here. I thought you might have showed some of that renowned Earther cowardice and departed while the opportunity was at hand.”

“We had an agreement—”

“Rescinded,” Bren spoke over her. “After due consideration, the Empire has decided to formalize its entitlement to this system. That makes your presence here an act of aggression.” Bren nodded to someone off-screen.

The first officer heard the alert tone sound from Mitchell’s panel. The Klingon ship had initiated a target lock. She gave the lieutenant the slightest shake of the head. Say nothing.

“Choose now. Leave in disgrace, with your ship intact and my laughter at your back,” said Bren, with a sniff. “Or stay in defiance, and see your blood on my blade and your vessel burned to cinders.”

“How very generous of you to make the offer.” Chin-Riley fixed the other woman with a measured gaze, looking past the posturing, and into whatever ploy Bren was attempting.

There was naked aggression in her adversary, but something else, a brittleness that Commander Bren was doing her best to hide. She intimated that a snap decision made by the High Council backed her play, but there was nothing to suggest that was true. Enterprise hadn’t detected any subspace communications from Klingon space, so the notion that Bren was acting on new orders was highly unlikely.

It was basic bullying behavior. Chin-Riley wanted to stay, and Bren wanted a victory. She would get one if she made the Enterprise run or commit to battle; but she was doing this because she wanted it, not because her masters on Qo’noS had ordered her.

Klingon captains had a reputation for this kind of deniable action. Lone ships would harry enemy vessels and isolated worlds along their borders, acting as they pleased—as long as they didn’t do something that might spark off a wider, more serious conflict. If the attacks brought honor to the Empire, they would be granted approval. If their actions came to light or ended in failure, the commander would be disavowed as a renegade who had acted alone.

She’s pushing her luck, Chin-Riley decided. Spoiling for a fight to prove her mettle, like M’Benga said. And that made one fact very clear: Bren won’t let the Enterprise go without bloodshed, no matter what.

Could the Enterprise take a K’t’agga-class vessel? Both ships were of similar tonnage and capability, but the Klingon battlecruiser was fresh from the yards, and Chin-Riley worried that might be enough to give it the edge. If it came down to it, any confrontation would cost both of them dearly.

Find another way through this, she told herself.

“Before I proceed, I wish to file a formal complaint regarding your behavior with High Chancellor L’Rell,” Chin-Riley began. The momentary twitch on Bren’s face as she mentioned the Klingon chancellor’s name was worth the cost of tolerating her sneers. “Ensign Uhura, open a channel to the nearest Klingon Fleet base. I believe it’s on Tagath IV.” She glanced back at Bren. “General Kugto is in command, if I’m not mistaken.” The details were drawn from a recent intelligence briefing, and the commander had to suppress a smirk as Bren’s twitch became a full-on glower.

“Kugto will not speak to you,” snapped Bren. “And he will not be your messenger to L’Rell.”

“No?” Chin-Riley glanced at Uhura, and the ensign got the hint, feigning busywork at her station to keep the ruse going. “Perhaps he’ll want to speak to you, Commander. Perhaps he’ll ask you why you’re wasting time loitering in a dead system and acting in a manner that brings dishonor to you, your crew, and your vessel.” She delivered the statement in a conversational, almost dismissive tone.

For a moment, Bren was lost for a response. The commander let out a cold-tempered snarl. “What are you hiding, you Augment witch?” The mask of haughty arrogance slipped away, revealing icy anger beneath. “There are no war dead here, there is no recovery to be made. Tell me now, or I will tear the truth from you.”

“Commander.” Chin-Riley heard the urgency in Spock’s tone. The lieutenant knew the stakes at hand; the fact that he was willing to break into the conversation made it clear how seriously he wanted her attention.

Without responding to Bren, the first officer shot a look at the communications officer and put a finger to her lips. “Audio muted,” said Uhura.

Chin-Riley glanced at Spock. “This had better be good,” she told him.

“It is the exact opposite of good,” he replied. “The particle traces in the rings I mentioned earlier have increased by a factor of four thousand percent, and are still rising.”

“Show me,” she ordered. Mitchell tapped a control and another panel opened up on the main viewscreen, zeroing in on a section of the icy rings. A pinprick of purple-pink light was gathering there.

“Commander, there’s something strange at those coordinates.” Mitchell peered at her station. “That’s where the Baldwin was before it, uh, vanished. But now I’m reading an intermittent magnetic mass in the same spot.”

“Intermittent?”

“It’s there, and then it isn’t,” said the lieutenant. “Flickering in and out like a ghost image.”

On the lower panel, Commander Bren shouted something, but the Enterprise crew were spared from hearing it. The channel to the Klingon ship cut out as the purple light gave off a blinding pulse.

“Shields up!” Chin-Riley ordered.

Mitchell moved like lightning, barely getting the energy barriers into place before the expanding pulse raked over the Klingon and Starfleet vessels.

Circuits flashed, jumping from station to station across the bridge, blowing out power conduits. The first officer almost lost her footing as the deck shuddered under her feet.

For a split second, Chin-Riley saw the Pah’Gor as a black silhouette, framed by the flood of exotic energy. The unknown surge crackled over the battlecruiser’s shields, briefly rendering them visible, and even at this distance she could see the Klingon ship had taken damage across its impulse grids. The ship’s long, serpentine neck turned away from Enterprise in a fast high-impulse pivot as Bren swung her vessel around.

“Systems down on all decks,” Ferrick called out from the engineering station. “Multiple overloads. Impulse engines are offline. Phasers as well. It’s the same thing that happened last time.”

“Particle count is dropping,” reported Spock. “There is now a metallic object present at the wreck’s last known coordinates.”

Her stomach knotting, the commander turned back to the main viewscreen and gave the order to magnify the image of the rings. Where there had been ice and dust and empty vacuum, now there was a derelict Starfleet starship. A saucer-shaped primary hull scarred by age and damage, with two short pylons ending in blown-out warp nacelles.

The Baldwin had come back.

“Uhura!”

The communications officer anticipated the order before Chin-Riley gave it.

“Enterprise calling landing party, do you read?” Uhura spoke urgently into her pickup. “Shuttlecraft Sagan, please respond.”

“Commander, the Klingon ship is moving to attack.” Mitchell’s words brought Chin-Riley to the navigation-helm console.

“All available power to our forward shields.” Chin-Riley lurched as the ship trembled again, grabbing the back of the lieutenant’s chair for support.

Mitchell caught her eye. “Commander, it’s not us they’re gunning for.”

A chill washed over Chin-Riley as she caught the navigator’s meaning. In the near distance, the Pah’Gor had completed its turn toward the source of the pulse: the wreck of the Baldwin.

“Helm, get us over there. Put us between—” Chin-Riley began, but then the words were choked off in her throat. They could not move. The Enterprise’s engines were still nonfunctional.

“The Klingon ship has opened fire on the Baldwin,” Spock reported tonelessly.

The first officer looked up at the viewscreen, furious and helpless, as two coruscating fireballs spat from the maw on the Pah’Gor’s bow. The photonic warheads streaked down through the rings and struck the Baldwin amidships.

Twin blooms of orange light flared brightly, expanding in a heartbeat to consume the starship, burning a ragged black scar across the gray-white ice of the debris rings. When the fire died away, nothing remained but dust and vapor.

Gone. Chin-Riley gripped the terrible thought tightly, afraid it would escape. Whatever phenomenon stole the Baldwin away, the starship had returned, only to survive for mere seconds. Were Chris and the others on that ship? She had no way to be sure. Had they perished in sight of rescue? Chin-Riley slammed a lid down on those poisonous thoughts. No time, she told herself. Deal with this. Questions later.

On the viewscreen, the razor-edged shape of the D7 presented its dorsal surface in another impulse turn, and the triple-dagger symbol of the Klingon Empire emblazoned on its hull caught the dull glow of the distant sun.

Spock broke the brittle silence. “The Pah’Gor is moving to a new heading. Maintaining attack speed. Turning to one-five-three mark six. Toward the Enterprise.”
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Should have seen this coming, Pike admonished himself.

He was walking out of the medical tent when Luciana told him Huber wanted to ask a question, and it all turned to crap when he felt the muzzle of a phase pistol jab him in the back. So, a setup.

They made Chapel and La’An follow, his chief security officer defiantly refusing the nurse’s offer of help as they walked. Pike looked back and threw her a nod, but the pistol poked him in the kidneys, so he kept his eyes forward as the survivors marched the three of them to the shelter at the center of the camp.

He groaned inwardly, seeing Lieutenant Ortegas and Ensign Yerah were already there, sitting dejectedly on cargo boxes, both of them with particle carbines aimed at their heads.

“There’s no need for this,” Pike began, turning toward Luciana. “We’re no danger to you.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” The way she said it told Pike he’d been right about her. Lieutenant Commander Huber might have been the senior rank here, but it was Chief Petty Officer Luciana Ortegas who was calling the shots.

The medic, Rix, had taken Pike’s sidearm, and he examined it closely. “What kind of weapon is this? It’s not like any phase pistol I’ve seen.” He peered into the phaser’s emitter and Pike winced.

“Careful with that,” he warned. “You might hurt yourself.”

Rix’s head snapped up and his eyes were full of fury. “Was that meant to be a threat?” He aimed the phaser at Pike. “You’re the one who should be careful!”

“Zach. Cool it.” Luciana walked over and pulled the phaser from Rix’s hand, stuffing the weapon into her pocket. “I’m going to keep this simple.” She marched down the line of the Enterprise crew. “I’ll give you a chance to be honest with us. One of you, only has to be one, tell the truth. Who you are. Why you are here. What you want from us.” She raised her phase pistol. “Don’t force me to do something we’ll all regret.”

Her gaze went from face to face, studying them carefully. It was only Ortegas who couldn’t meet her eyes, instead looking away to the ground.

Pike realized that the group gathered around them wasn’t all of the Baldwin survivors. Luciana’s right-hand man, the ex-MACO with the gruff British accent, was nowhere to be seen. He saw Huber standing near the shelter, an expression of glum resignation on his face. The officer was not going to intervene.

Luciana came to a halt in front of Pike, and she stared at him, unblinking. He tried to keep his expression neutral, but her scrutiny was digging deep, and slowly he understood that she had figured out he was the leader of their group. “Talk to me, Pike,” she said. “If you don’t, I’m going to fill the silence with whatever fits.”

“And what… what would that be?” La’An said defiantly, trying to keep the fatigue from her voice.

“That’s a real good question, Miss La’An.” Luciana stepped back to stand in front of Pike’s security chief. “Or I should say, Lieutenant La’An Noonien-Singh.”

She pulled something from a zip pocket in her jumpsuit and threw it to La’An, who caught it easily; it was the gold delta of her Starfleet insignia. Pike’s face fell and he saw the ripple of dismay move through the other survivors at the mention of the name.

“Any relation?” said Trey, with a grunt.

“Actually, yes,” La’An said wearily, scowling at the badge.

Rix waved a finger in the air. “See? She admits it! I told you she was an Augment! I’ll bet every one of them is!”

“With the exception of Yerah, we’re as human as you are,” Pike insisted. “La’An didn’t get to choose who she’s related to.”

“Is that so?” Luciana stepped forward, glaring at La’An. “You’re just an unlucky kid with a mass-murdering dictator in her bloodline? That’s what I’m meant to believe?”

“Leave her alone!” Ortegas had heard enough and interposed herself between the two women, squaring up to Luciana, her tone hardening. “You know nothing about her.”

Luciana saw the seriousness in the lieutenant’s eyes, and it gave her pause. “That’s true,” she said at length. “I don’t know anything about her. Or any of you.” She shook her head, then turned back to Pike. “Well, maybe one thing. You’re not Merchant Marine, that’s for damn sure. I know military when I see it. The question is, whose?”

Pike considered his next words very carefully. “I’ve told you all I can. But I swear to you, we are not your enemies. We came here because my…” He halted; he’d almost said my officer. “Because my friend was at death’s door, and your camp represented the only chance to save her life.” He made a quick calculation, weighing risks. “Keep the weapons, if you need them. We’ll leave, and you’ll never see us again.”

“Now why the hell would I agree to that?” As Luciana spoke, Pike heard a familiar noise rising under the whispering rattle of the constant rain. He shot a look at Ortegas, who picked up the same distant whine, immediately knowing what it was.

“What did you do?” Ortegas demanded.

“I figured you’d be reluctant to open up,” said Luciana, raising her voice to be heard as the shrill sound of thrusters grew louder and closer. “I told Durant to get me some answers.”

A wedge of steel-gray tritanium thundered overhead, crossing low over the treetops on the ridge, before slowing to a shaky halt in midair. Pike and the others watched the shuttlecraft Sagan make a wobbling, inexpert descent before it landed hard on open ground a short distance from the shelter, kicking up sprays of water from shallow puddles.

Steam fizzed from the hot grids of the Sagan’s intercoolers as rain spattered the engine nacelles of the Enterprise’s shuttle. The aft hatch dropped open, revealing Durant standing on the threshold. He had a harsh grin on his face. “You’re never gonna believe what we got here!”

“They took our shuttle,” said Chapel. “That’s just great.”

Pike’s chest tightened. Every step of the way, this situation was getting worse, and he knew that if he made any attempt to cover things up with more lies, Luciana would smoke it out. But the truth would be just as bad, maybe worse. And staying silent would only widen the void that others would fill with suspicion and distrust. He had nothing but bad choices.

“Does that guy even know what he’s doing?” Ortegas was saying. “He’s left the thruster grids live.” She started forward. “Let me shut them down—”

“Stay where you are!” Rix jabbed his weapon at her. “No one is going anywhere!”

Durant approached and ducked under the edge of the shelter, rubbing his big hands together. He shot Pike a look. “You did a crap job hiding it, mate. Wasn’t many places where you could’ve landed that thing within walking distance.”

“Is it damaged, like he said it was?” said Luciana.

“Nothing serious, far as I can see. I ain’t an expert, though,” admitted the ex-MACO.

“Yeah, clearly,” Ortegas muttered. “A first-year cadet could’ve made a better touchdown.”

Durant snorted. “There’s some gear and supplies on board,” he went on, “and it looks Starfleet issue. It’s gotta be something special, ’cause half of it is new to me.”

“That’s what they want us to think,” Trey said darkly.

“You ain’t heard the best part,” Durant went on, jerking a thumb at the Sagan. “Mister Pike here was truthful about one thing. That rig’s got warp drive. But he did lie about it being busted.”

“A warp-capable shuttle.” The words drifted in from the edge of the shelter, and Huber pushed his way to the front of the group. His eyes were wide. “We can fly it to a starbase! There could be a rescue ship here in a week to pick up everyone else and tow the Baldwin home…”

“Yeah, about that,” muttered Durant. “I did a local scan when I was in the air. The Baldwin’s gone. Might have come apart, crashed or something. But there’s no sign of it in orbit.”

“Know anything about that?” Luciana looked back at Pike, but he said nothing. After a moment, she turned to Huber. “Doesn’t matter. The lieutenant commander has the right idea. Pike can take a couple of us to the nearest Federation outpost, get us the help we need.”

Trey clapped his hands together, his suspicions momentarily eclipsed by the promise of an escape from the planet. “Hell yes! If I never see mud again as long as I live, it’ll be too soon!”

And there it is, Pike said to himself, the very scenario we’ve been trying our damnedest to prevent.

He thought of how it might play out. Arriving at Starbase 24 in a shuttlecraft that wouldn’t be built for another ninety-some years would take some serious explaining to Starfleet Command. Then there would be the disruption to the pattern of established twenty-third-century history, which stated unequivocally that the Baldwin and all hands had been logged as missing in action, presumed dead.

The last time Pike was involved in changing the course of future events, it hadn’t gone well. That incident had left him with a clear understanding of the weight of time. History was a fragile thing, but it could also be a destructive force. You push time, he reflected, time pushes back.

How would he ever be able to convince these desperate, scared survivors of something so abstract and theoretical? This was not some bloodless thought-experiment lecture being discussed in an Academy Temporal Physics class. This was reality, these were real people who wanted to go back home to their lives.

The century between Pike’s crew and Luciana’s made little difference. They’re Starfleet like us, Pike told himself. Would I behave any differently if our roles were reversed?

The captain accepted the one path still open to him. He would have to do what Luciana had been demanding of him: tell the truth.

“My name is Christopher Pike,” he began. “You’re right, we’re not with the Merchant Marine. We are Starfleet.” The words poured out of him, and it was almost a relief. “I’m the captain of the Starship Enterprise, this is my chief of security, my head nurse, helmswoman, and science specialist.” Pike went down the line, indicating La’An, Chapel, Ortegas, and Yerah in turn.

“Oh, we’re coming clean? Okay then.” Chapel chewed her lip.

“A captain,” echoed Durant. “My arse you are.”

“There’s no serving ship named Enterprise,” Huber retorted. “It’s another lie!”

“Not in 2166,” admitted Pike. “But there will be. We are from another time. About one hundred years into your future.”

There was a moment of silence, and all Pike could hear was the pattering rain and the hum of the idling shuttle. Then Durant burst out laughing, and his mocking amusement was echoed by several of his crewmates. “You must think we’re idiots!”

But Luciana and Huber didn’t share the sentiment. “Time travel. I’ve heard rumors about that,” said the chief. “Never believed it.”

Pike’s heart sank. Even with the truth in the open, he could tell he was losing ground. How could he prove he was telling the truth?

“Then believe this.” Ortegas stepped forward, pushing away the rifle barrel that Rix shoved in her face. Looking Luciana in the eye, she explained, “My name’s not Cortez. They were my neighbors back home in Barranquilla. They had an art deco place with a walled garden, across the street from the home I grew up in.” She pointed at the older woman. “I bet you know that house. There’s a big, skinny palma de cera out front where the parrots love to roost. Been in the family for a long time, belonged to my grandfather Ernesto.”

“My nephew’s called Ernesto.” Luciana became very still. “Who told you that?”

Pike’s officer glanced his way, and he gave her a nod of encouragement. “My real name is Erica Ortegas,” she went on. “I was born on May 23rd, 2233. My father is Ernesto Ortegas’s son.” She made a to-and-fro gesture between them. “You and me, Chief? Like it or not, we’re family.”

Luciana’s expression turned to stone, and she snapped her fingers at Rix. “Zach. Check her DNA against mine.”

Rix shook his head dismissively. “You’re not actually buying this?”

“Do it!” Luciana barked the order, and the medic reluctantly ran his bio-scanner over the two women. When his eyes widened at the results, Luciana snatched the device from his hand so she could see for herself. She whispered something under her breath in Spanish that Pike didn’t catch.

“Their profiles match,” Rix said grudgingly. “Doesn’t prove anything!”

“Genetics don’t lie,” Chapel countered.

“I knew that accent sounded familiar,” said Luciana, sizing up Ortegas. “I see it now. You got my sister’s eyes.”

“Well, I don’t give a toss if they’re from today, tomorrow, or yesterday,” snapped Durant. “Why’d they come after us?”

“Shut up.” La’An suddenly spoke up. She was straining to listen for something.

“What’d you say to me?” Durant growled.

“I said shut your bloody mouth!” La’An pointed into the cloudy sky. “Hear that?”

Pike held a breath. A rolling, crackling drone was coming from up above them, the beating of dozens of gigantic insectile wings.
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What did I just do?

The damning question echoed around inside Ortegas’s mind. In revealing who she was to her ancestor, she had thrown caution to the wind in hopes of bridging the trust gap between the Baldwin survivors and the Enterprise refugees. Would it be enough? There were too many weapons around for her liking, and too many scared people. It was a volatile mix, and she knew from experience how fear could easily kindle into fury if things went the wrong way.

But then fate took an unexpected hand.

“I see them!” The captain pointed into the sky, and Ortegas followed his line, catching sight of heavy shapes airborne in the low clouds, sinuous predatory forms that moved like serpents as they circled the camp.

The Baldwin’s sole surviving officer glared at Durant. “That shuttle…” Huber jerked a thumb at the Sagan, grounded close by. “You said you ran an orbital scan on the flight in?” Off Durant’s nod, Huber made a negative noise. “Did you shut down the sensor grid when it was complete?”

“I… No.” Durant went pale as he realized what he had done. “Oh, bollocks.”

“The insects.” Ortegas remembered the dressing-down Luciana had given her just after they had arrived. “They’re attracted to the operating frequencies of our technology.”

“Shut it off!” Rix shouted. “Someone shut it off!”

Ortegas didn’t wait for an order. She broke into a sprint, blasting past Luciana and the others, running full tilt across the muddy valley floor toward the idling shuttle.

Don’t look up don’t look up don’t look up. She heard the droning of colossal dragonfly wings beating at the air and then the guttural shriek of a hungry predator. A gray shadow cut across her path as one of the things swooped down, but Erica was four meters from the shuttle, three meters, two meters, one…

Pike roared her name and instinctively she threw herself the last stretch at the Sagan’s open hatch, pitching into a dive-and-roll. She’d already had a close encounter with Gamma’s predator bugs and wasn’t in any hurry to repeat the experience. Clawed talons clanked against the shuttle’s fuselage, scraping paint, but they missed her as she scrambled inside.

Ortegas dared to throw a look back over her shoulder. A small swarm of the giant creatures was harrying the camp and everyone in it, dive-bombing out of the sky with those slashing claws and snapping mandibles, lashing at people with their thick, muscular tails. Everyone who had a weapon was fighting back, and she caught sight of Durant and Pike standing back-to-back, plasma rifle and phaser pistol throwing out bright jags of hot light. Their attackers remained undeterred.

The shuttle rocked on its nacelles as another bug slammed bodily into the hull. Ortegas rushed up the length of the cabin and dropped into the pilot’s seat. Just as Huber suspected, Durant had left the Sagan’s sensors active, along with the thruster grids and a few other subsystems. The ex-MACO had known enough to be able to fly it, but that was all.

Ortegas killed the thrusters and worked down the mental checklist in her mind—better to deactivate every system on the shuttle rather than risk it. Stabs of crossfire hit the ground beyond the shuttle’s bow, throwing illumination through the canopy. Ortegas saw one iridescent purple monster go spiraling into the ground as a particle carbine shot it down.

Then a bloated head of shimmering compound eyes came out of nowhere and butted into the transparent canopy, the fanged maw of another insect form scraping over the clear panel as it screeched. Ortegas rocked back in her chair in shock, hearing the clatter of chitinous limbs as it tried to tear open the craft to get at her.

Every impulse in her wanted to run away, but she boxed all that up and threw it aside. She shut down the sensors, cut main power, and the shuttle’s interior went dark as whatever maddening sounds beyond the ranges of human hearing were silenced, ending the tormenting noise that had drawn the bugs. The one that wanted to eat her twitched and then crawled up over the canopy and away across the Sagan’s dorsal hull.

Is that enough? Will they leave now? She held her breath, hoping it would be so—until a horrible thought arose. Ortegas twisted in the chair and looked back toward the rear of the cabin. In her haste to get to the control panel, she had neglected to close the shuttle’s aft drop ramp.

A blur of claws and a bulbous head atop a shiny wet thorax and abdomen flowed around the open hatchway and leaned into the shuttle, tasting the air for Ortegas’s scent.

She froze. No power meant no way to shut the hatch. If she dove for the weapons locker in the bulkhead, the bug would key to her motion and pounce. Those mandibles were as big as cargo clamps, big enough to bite her in half.

A plasma bolt flashed and seared a wound in the creature’s flank, making it writhe and retreat back into the wet air. Ortegas vaulted from her seat, grabbing a phaser as she went, and followed.

Huber had probably saved her life with that shot, blasting the predator before it could get its claws on her. But his action had turned the creature’s screaming rage at him, and it attacked, half running, half flying after the lieutenant commander as he frantically tried to cycle his weapon for another shot.

Ortegas fired a phaser blast, but it did nothing, the creature shaking it off like the rainfall. At the last second, Huber tried to dodge out of the way as it came for him, but the insect clubbed the man with the tip of its giant tail. He went sprawling, landing face down in the mud with his neck at an unnatural angle. He didn’t rise again.

A reedy yell sounded behind her, and Ortegas spun about in time to see a man in a jumpsuit plucked bodily off the ground by a dirty-green insectoid that had swooped in low. She realized it was Rix, the medic, the one who’d been so ready to stick his gun in her face. He screamed for help, but he was already twenty meters from the ground, his torso pinned in place by the bug’s talons as they vanished over the tree line.

An oily black insectoid rumbled across the valley and wheeled over, making a dive to do the same to Ortegas. It was the one that had tried to peel her out of the shuttle, the one that had bludgeoned Huber—and she had no cover to hide behind. She fired more shots, but nothing worked, and then it was on her.

Claws pierced her field jacket and dragged her off her feet in a wild rush, jerking her so hard it made her head ring. But Ortegas was ready, and she could still move her arms. She jammed the phaser into the creature’s soft underbelly and fired at point-blank range, before it got too much altitude.

The slick-black monster squealed and instantly let go of her. Ortegas fell, losing her weapon on the way down, and landed on her back in a drift of thick, wet mire. Pain detonated down the length of her body, and she tasted blood in her mouth.

Get up get up get up. She rolled onto her side, grateful for the first time for the muddy mess of the valley floor that cushioned her fall. Ortegas levered herself up in case the insectoid decided to come back for another try.

To her horror, the thing had already picked out other prey. Across the camp, Ortegas spotted a flash of medical whites as Chapel dropped to one knee beside Huber’s broken form. Even amid all this chaos, the nurse was trying to do her duty, and her motion caught the insectoid’s compound eye. It dove at her, talons extending.

“Christine!” Ortegas bellowed her friend’s name, but it was too late. The predator gathered Chapel up like a hawk taking a field mouse, and the other woman vanished into the foggy cloud bank amid the clattering drone of insect wings. In short order, the rest of the swarm began to depart. The lieutenant thought she saw at least one more figure in a blue jumpsuit being hauled away into the mist.

Ortegas tried to rise, but her legs wouldn’t obey and she crumpled. She almost went down into the mud again, but powerful hands caught her, and someone propped her up on their shoulder. She turned her head, ignoring the pain in her joints.

“Still with us?” said Luciana with a gasp. It took a second for Erica to realize the woman was addressing her in español colombiano, the dialect she’d grown up with.

“My friend…” She tried to point. “Those monsters took her.”

“Not just her.” Luciana put her down on a cargo crate. “I know they build us Ortegas girls strong, but rest a moment, okay?”

“No.” Despite her words, Erica couldn’t rise again, so she sat there and seethed, casting around at the destruction the creatures had wrought.

The camp looked as if a hurricane had ripped through it, with several bubble tents and makeshift yurts ripped open. The half-dismantled shuttlepod from the Baldwin was on its side, the mess of power cables running from its microreactor torn up and ruined. The Sagan appeared relatively intact, although it was now sporting a new collection of claw marks over the fuselage. The big shelter in the middle of the encampment had collapsed. Everywhere she looked, Ortegas saw injured men and women, some of them hurt so badly that they could barely stand. Nearby, Durant stood at the edge of the clearing, staring into the clouds with a tormented look in his eyes, his face a mask of blood from a seeping cut on his brow.

“Lieutenant.” She turned to see the captain trudging toward her, with Yerah a few steps behind him. Pike was ashen, and Ortegas knew then that he’d seen the same thing she had. “There was nothing you could have done for Chapel.”

“How many did those things get this time?” The question came from Trey, the engineer’s mate.

“One dead,” said Pike. “Lieutenant Commander Huber.” He glanced toward the man’s body, where another of the Baldwin’s crew was wrapping it in a torn sheet.

“They took two of ours, Rix and LeCroix,” said Durant in a dead voice. “And two of yours. The blond lass and the…” He caught himself and started again. “Chapel and Noonien-Singh.”

“La’An?” Ortegas felt sick. Both of her closest friends, torn away in moments—it felt unreal. “I didn’t even see that.”

Yerah’s big hands knit together anxiously. “Why did they take them away?”

“They need to eat,” Luciana said grimly. “There’s another insect species here, pill bugs big as cows, probably was the prey for those flyers once upon a time. But they’re dying off, like most things on this planet. Now the predators go for anything that moves.”

Something in Luciana’s matter-of-fact tone set Erica’s blood racing, and she lurched to her feet, ignoring the aches, glaring at Durant. She snarled. “This is on you. You brought them down on us because you had no idea what you were doing!”

The ex-MACO came toward her, his expression turning to fury. “None of this would’ve happened if you and Pikey there had been straight from the go! You didn’t give us a choice!”

“My friends are dead because of the choices you made!” Ortegas shouted back at him, the words catching in a growling sob.

“They’re not dead,” said Trey. “Well, not yet. The bugs take live prey, back to their hive. They, uh, feed their larva, see.”

“Then there’s still a chance we can get our people back,” insisted Pike. He turned to Luciana. “Huber said something about a structure out to the north, he called it the citadel. He said the insects nest there, is that right?”

“It’s Bug Central, is what it is.” Luciana nodded. “Did he also tell you that everyone who went out to look never came back? That’s because they got eaten alive.”

“After they went crazy first,” added Trey in a dark mutter. “They saw ghosts.”

Pike pressed on, undaunted. “We have four missing, including both of our medics. How long do you think any of us will last without them? I’m not willing to just cross them off and be done with it.” He met Luciana’s gaze. “I don’t think you are either.”

Luciana frowned, and Ortegas could see that her ancestor was just as torn by their losses as Pike was. Luciana glanced her way, and Erica gave a nod. “You got some kind of a plan, Captain?” said the woman.

“I was hoping you would help me with that, Chief Petty Officer,” said Pike.

“Are we putting him in charge?” Trey snorted. “I never agreed to that!”

“Crewman Second Class Darien Trey,” said Luciana, her manner cold. “Were you under the mistaken impression that Starfleet is some kind of democracy? That you get a vote?”

The engineer’s mate went pale. “Uh. No, Chief, not at all.”

“What is the first duty of the enlisted ranks when an officer presents us with a difficult assignment, Crewman?” Luciana gave the younger man an iron-hard stare, and Ortegas noted that all of the Baldwin survivors were listening intently to her every word.

“To make sure it doesn’t go wrong, Chief. No matter how dangerous it is.”

“Exactamente. This slimy mud ball keeps on taking from us, and I’m sick of it. Aren’t you all sick of it?” Luciana looked around, finding a chorus of sullen nods from the other members of her crew. “Whatever issues we got, that mierda is tabled for now, understood?”

“I volunteer,” said Durant, his anger fading.

“For what?” Yerah asked.

“For whatever bit is the most dangerous,” Durant clarified. “ ’Cause she’s not wrong,” he went on, nodding toward Ortegas. “This is on me. I’ll make it right.”

Luciana turned to Pike. “If we’re going after them, Captain, you know it won’t be easy. The structure Huber talked about? Those creatures are so thick in the air you could walk across their backs. We go in a shuttle, they’ll swarm us.”

Pike looked toward Ortegas. “So to thread the needle, we’ll need a really, really good pilot.”

Enterprise Orbiting 685-Gamma, UFC-685

For one stomach-churning moment, Joseph M’Benga thought that his turbolift had been ejected into space, as the elevator car lost gravity for a horrible instant. He left the deck, his medkit tumbling away, scrambling for a handhold before he crashed into the overhead.

I shouldn’t be here. It only was a matter of happenstance that Enterprise’s senior doctor had been the one to answer the hail summoning urgent assistance to the bridge. According to regulations, the chief medical officer was to remain in sickbay during red alert, but M’Benga had been in ship’s stores two decks down when the hail came, and he knew instinctively that he was the closest. Maybe there’s a piece of me that wants to be, he admitted silently.

The gravity plating cycled up and M’Benga landed surefooted, catching the medkit case before it crashed the deck. Even through the walls of the turbolift car, he could feel the tremors as the Enterprise took another hit.

“The Klingon ethos,” he said aloud. “Everything inevitably ends in war.”

The lift halted and the doors hissed open, presenting the doctor with a red-lit view of controlled chaos: Lieutenant Commander Chin-Riley issuing orders, Uhura and Spock working at their stations despite the havoc unfolding around them.

“Doc, over here!” Ferrick, one of Pelia’s engineers, beckoned him frantically, and M’Benga rushed to give aid. An Andorian ensign, just out of the Academy, lay on the deck with one of her antennae bent at an ugly angle, pale blue blood streaming from her nostrils. “She hit her head on her station,” Ferrick reported. “I can’t bring her around.”

M’Benga nodded and scanned the ensign.

“Helm, back us off,” the first officer ordered, and he heard the ship’s impulse drive laboring. Mitchell reported something about a power loss, and Ferrick tore himself away, pouncing on the engineering controls, trying to fix the problem before it got worse.

“Incoming fire,” said Spock. “Brace for impact.”

M’Benga looked up in time to see searing lines of green disruptor fire cut across the viewscreen, the shields flaring bright yellow with the force of the strikes.

“Without full engine capacity, we will not be able to engage the Pah’Gor on an equal footing,” reported the science officer.

“I didn’t want to engage anyone,” Chin-Riley retorted. “Commander Bren’s not giving us the choice.”

M’Benga’s tricorder let out a plaintive trilling sound, drawing his attention back to his patient. The prognosis wasn’t good. The ensign, Kth’ella, he remembered, had internal hemorrhaging and a fractured skull. Every second she wasn’t in a biobed was a second closer to losing her.

He grabbed Ferrick’s arm. “Internal transporters?”

The engineer caught on and nodded. “Still working, sir, for what it’s worth.”

“Beam her to sickbay, right now!”

Kth’ella’s unconscious form dematerialized and M’Benga jabbed at the intercom, routing a message directly to one of the other doctors down in sickbay. “Sanchez, you’ve got incoming. I’m sending you my tricorder data. Get her started on oxyferamaldahide.” Before any acknowledgment could come, the Enterprise rocked as more disruptor hits hammered the shields, and M’Benga lurched away from the station.

“Enough is enough.” Chin-Riley straightened. “Toss our Klingon friends a photon torpedo, see if that makes them back off.”

“No can do, Commander,” said Mitchell. “Launcher is offline.”

M’Benga heard the first officer curse under her breath as he came down into the command well. “They took out our weapons?”

She shot him a look, shaking her head. “That first shock that hit us? It was the Baldwin returning to our zone of spacetime. The field effect it generated knocked out a half-dozen systems, we’re still trying to get them back.”

The doctor’s eyes widened. If the old Freedom-class ship had reappeared, then that meant that the landing party could still be rescued.

“Bren destroyed the Baldwin,” she told the doctor, sensing his unspoken question. “We couldn’t stop her.”

“Was anyone on board?”

“Spock couldn’t get a clear reading.” She leaned closer so only he could hear her. “Can’t be certain. Right now we have bigger problems.” She nodded toward the main viewscreen. “If we don’t get out from under their guns, Bren will pick us apart.”

“The Klingon ship is moving to a new heading,” reported Spock. “They are preparing to make another attack run.”

“And we’re still trying to limp away.” Mitchell glared at her controls, as if they were personally spiting her. “We can’t fight and we can’t run!”

“Commander,” Uhura’s voice cut through the moment, “the Pah’Gor is demanding our surrender. They’re claiming we committed an act of war by deploying a weapon against them.”

M’Benga gave Chin-Riley a questioning look, and she shook her head. “The hell we did. They got swiped by the same energy field that hit us when the Baldwin came back. We took the worst of it.”

“Commander Bren saw a second Starfleet vessel and an energy emission seemingly appear from nowhere,” noted Spock. “Her conclusion, though flawed, is an understandable one.”

“I’ve tried explaining it to them,” Uhura said imploringly, “but they won’t listen. They just keep repeating the same message, ‘Surrender or perish.’ ”

“Bren doesn’t want to hear it,” said M’Benga. “This is her opportunity for the glory she was looking for, and she’s grabbing on to it with both hands. The commander is bore-sighted on her target, and that target is us.”

“Yes, she is…” As Chin-Riley trailed off, M’Benga saw her look up at the main viewscreen, at the thick belts of ice and dust. “If we give her something else to focus on, it would buy us some time.”

M’Benga studied the dual planetary rings. “Could we make a break for cover in there?”

“I’m asking myself the same question.” Chin-Riley gestured to Ferrick. “Lieutenant, if you put all the power we can spare into the impulse engines, could we burn fast for the rings before the Klingons zero in on us?”

“Aye,” said the engineer, “but in their current state, it’ll blow out the grids completely and put back the repairs by hours.”

“We could make it into the ice belt, but we’d be dead in the water.” Mitchell’s face twisted into a scowl. “I don’t like it.”

“The mineral content in the ring system interferes with sensors,” said Spock. “If the Enterprise went dark, the Pah’Gor would have difficulty locating us.”

“They wouldn’t need an accurate fix, Spock,” said M’Benga. “The Klingons could stand off and bombard the area with spatial charges. We’d be trapped in there, and all Bren would need is a single lucky hit.”

“So we need her to believe we’re not there. That we’re running.” Chin-Riley glanced at M’Benga, and suddenly he understood what she was thinking.

“A decoy?”

“A decoy.” The commander issued her orders rapid-fire. “Lieutenant Ferrick, prep the impulse engines. Mitchell, plot a heading. Spock, program one of our shuttles to take a course away from Enterprise and around the rings, to lead the Klingons on a merry dance.” The commander tapped the intercom on the arm of the captain’s chair. “Bridge to engineering. Pelia, do you hear there?”

“Are we still alive?” the Lanthanite chief engineer said querulously. “I can’t tell.”

“I need you to rig a device to fool the Klingons into believing a shuttle is a starship, something to imitate our sensor profile.”

“Oh!” Pelia became animated. “The old crybaby trick! Of course! You know, funny story, I already have something like that rigged up, just for fun you understand, I mean it’s not regulation…”

“Get it done.” Chin-Riley snapped off the intercom.

“They’re hailing us,” said Uhura, blinking as she listened. “This time they’re using a lot of anatomically specific terms about what will happen to us if we don’t capitulate.”

“The shuttlecraft Burnell is programmed and ready for deployment,” said Spock.

“Impulse drive online, ma’am,” added Ferrick, making the stations of the cross over himself for good measure. “I hope.”

“The Klingons are approaching at one-quarter impulse, lining up for a slow gun run.” Mitchell couldn’t keep the disdain from her report. “They’re taking their time about it. They want to make us sweat.”

“We get one shot,” Chin-Riley told them. “On my mark…” She glanced at M’Benga. “Ready for this?”

“Always.”

The intercom crackled, and the chief engineer’s words pealed out. “Pelia to bridge! The crybaby is out of the nursery! I mean, ah, the device is loaded on the shuttle.”

“Helm, go!” Chin-Riley leaned forward in her chair and M’Benga grabbed the seatback for support as the starship abruptly threw itself headlong across space, blasting past the Klingon D7, diving for the rings.

A wall of gray-white ice and dust rose up to fill the main viewer, and M’Benga heard Spock call out a warning as the Pah’Gor’s gunners opened fire again—but their complacency and the expectation of an easy kill made them slow, enough that the Enterprise slipped through the darts of disruptor fire and into the obscuring mass of the belts.

A haze of particulate fog engulfed the ship and larger chunks of stellar debris flickered off the deflectors; then Ferrick gave the report they all knew was coming.

“Impulse-drive power is failing… And it’s out! We’re adrift!”

“Spock?” Chin-Riley threw the Vulcan a look.

“The Burnell is away and running,” he replied. “Shutting down Enterprise systems… Initiating survival mode.”

As the bridge lights dimmed to almost nothing around him, M’Benga caught sight of a blocky object jetting out from under the ship before it was swallowed up by the rings. He immediately felt the slightest prickle of cold seeping in from the dome above him. The bridge was on the top of the starship’s saucer section, and like all of the vessel’s outermost compartments, it would be first to feel the deep, deathly chill of space as Enterprise’s life-support functions cycled down to low power.

Silence fell across the bridge. Through the icy haze, M’Benga saw a faint orange glow, the light spilling from the Klingon ship’s engines as it sped low over the upper ranges of the rings, probing for their target.

This was the moment of truth. If Bren didn’t take the bait, they were doomed. The doctor held his breath—not that any sound he made would carry to the warship prowling above them.

Then the orange glow dissolved as the D7 raced away, and only gray dimness remained.

“The Pah’Gor is in pursuit of the Burnell,” confirmed Spock.

“Hook, line, and sinker,” said Chin-Riley, with a weary smile. “Good work, everyone. We’ve just bought ourselves some breathing room, so let’s not waste it. I want everyone we can spare on the repairs.”

M’Benga let out the breath he’d been holding in. “Bren is intelligent, for all her boorish nature. It won’t take her long to figure out she’s been duped. Then she’ll come back and be twice as angry.”

“I don’t doubt that,” Chin-Riley replied. “But I don’t plan on giving her the bloody battle she’s so desperate to provoke.”

The doctor glanced in Ferrick’s direction, watching the junior engineer work furiously at his panel. “When the warp drive is back online… we leave?”

The first officer was quiet for a few moments before she spoke. “There’s going to come a point, and it’ll be sooner than any of us wish, when the decision will have to be made. The captain and the others are missing in action, but it’s not in the log yet.”

“Not official,” noted M’Benga, with understanding.

“Once I say it out loud, we have to go.” She looked away. “I can’t risk the lives of the rest of this crew for Chris and the others. I’ll take the Enterprise to warp and get us out of here.”

M’Benga didn’t give voice to his next thought, because he didn’t have to. Both of them knew the facts. The moment we leave, the captain and the others are as good as lost.
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At first, Chapel thought she was drowning.

A foul, earthy-tasting liquid was in her mouth and nostrils, and it made her face feel numb. She forced herself to retch and cough it out, and a wave of nausea washed over her. There was more of the mucinous goop over her face, and she used her sleeve to clean it off, fighting down the urge to vomit.

“Oh, that’s disgusting.” She blinked furiously as the cloying numbness quickly faded, and Chapel’s surroundings came back from a blur to visibility. She was in a damp, debris-littered pit maybe five meters deep and thirty meters wide, the space constructed out of heavy blocks broken and worn by centuries of weathering. At irregular intervals, there were what looked like boreholes in the stone floor that didn’t seem to be part of the original design, and a cold wind whipped over the open top of the pit, making her shiver. Puddles of the noisome fluid that had almost choked her were everywhere, and she picked her way past them, coming across another slumped figure in a dark blue jumpsuit.

Chapel turned them over and resisted the urge to recoil at the sight of the slime slathered over their face. She cleared it off, shaking her hands as the goo made her fingers tingle where it touched bare skin. There’s something in this stuff, she figured, something that acts like an anesthetic agent.

The crewman coughed and wheezed. “Wha… what happened?”

Chapel searched her memory for the answer to that question. She had a giddy, sickening recall of being plucked off her feet by one of those monster dragonflies, dangling precariously as it zoomed through the mist, and then, mercifully, she’d passed out. “I think those bugs took us back to their place for dinner,” she said quietly. “Us being the main course, in case there was any doubt.”

“You’re Chapel, right?” said the crewman. “I’m Lemu, Lemu LeCroix. Comms tech, first class.” He took a shaky breath. “I heard noises… I think there’s other people here.”

“Show me where.” Aside from bruises and contusions, LeCroix was in fair shape, and she helped him to his feet.

He led her across the pit, and as Chapel walked, she patted the pockets of her field jacket. The med pack she carried had been lost when the flyer scooped her up, along with her communicator, but she still had a medical tricorder. Chapel weighed the device in her hand, then reluctantly jammed it back into her pocket. It was sensor emissions that had drawn in the bugs both times the Enterprise crew had been attacked by them, and if she used the tricorder now, it would happen again.

They passed another victim of the insect predators, a large beetle-like creature lying on its back, half dead, its legs kicking weakly at nothing. It was coated in the toxic fluid, and parts of its body seemed rotted and swollen. Chapel cast around and realized that much of the debris littering the pit were pieces of chitinous exoskeleton like that of the big beetle, left behind by whatever had feasted on them.

“Over here!” LeCroix called out, and she found him lifting up her opposite number from the Baldwin crew, the medic.

Rix teetered on the spot as he came out of his fugue, then spun away to violently eject the contents of his stomach. “Oh my life,” he managed, between choking gasps. “The insect… It spat that stuff down my throat! All over my face!” He gave a long, drawn-out moan.

“It’s a paralytic,” said a familiar voice. Chapel turned, and she was as pleased as she was dismayed to see La’An scrambling down from the rim of the pit. “Mild poison, keeps the prey alive but docile. The Gorn do the same thing.”

“The what?” LeCroix’s brow furrowed. “Never heard of them.”

“Think yourself lucky.” The full details of La’An’s horrific experiences as a child at the claws of Gorn ravagers were known to only a few of her crewmates, and Chapel was one of them. But for people in this time period, the fatal first contact between the Federation and the Gorn Hegemony was still decades away.

As she approached, Chapel saw fresh blood seeping from a wound in La’An’s right shoulder. “Let me see.” The other woman tried to wave her off, but the nurse ignored her. The cut was deep. “You need a dressing on that.” She looked toward Rix. “Got anything I can use?”

Rix scowled before producing a bandage pack from one of his jumpsuit pockets. “Here. Make the most it.” He fished a communicator from another, glowering at the device when it became clear it was badly damaged.

“It’s just the four of us here,” noted La’An as Chapel worked on her. “Anyone have a weapon?” No one did, and the security officer grimaced. “Disappointing.”

LeCroix walked to the wall of the pit and felt around for hand- and toeholds. “We can probably climb out before the bugs come back,” he began. “Or whatever’s down those holes comes up.”

“Crawlers,” said Rix. “That’s what Commander Etienne called them. The immature larval forms of the flyers. Imagine a big, angry maggot with a mouth like a funnel full of teeth.”

“I would really rather not.” Chapel finished with the dressing, drawing a hiss of pain from La’An as she tightened it up.

“So let’s get gone!” LeCroix began to climb up, and Chapel started to follow.

“You’re wasting your time.” La’An shook her head.

“Stay if you want,” Rix shot back, scrambling over the timeworn stones as he hauled himself up. “I might be able to get a comm signal from the ridge…”

Chapel stopped mid-climb and looked back at La’An, confused by her inaction. “Go on, Christine,” said the other woman. “Take a look.”

Hand over hand, she made her way up to the lip of the pit, and once there, Chapel realized that it was anything but that. The cold wind pulled at her jacket, and she saw that the “pit” was actually part of a pinnacle tower that had broken off at some distant point in the past. They weren’t anywhere close to the ground, as she’d wrongly assumed. The broken tower was hundreds of meters high, disappearing beneath them into the mist that clung to the marshy earth far below.

But it wasn’t the vertiginous view down the sheer sides of the ancient building that made her heart race; it was the giant dragonfly predators, dozens and dozens of them silently resting on the stone exterior, their iridescent wings spread wide and glistening with moisture as if sunning themselves.

She shrank back, afraid that some sound might alert the insects that their new food stocks had awakened. Carefully, the three of them worked their way back down into the pit.

La’An was waiting, sitting on a rock, patiently sharpening a piece of beetle skeleton into something resembling a shiv. “Having second thoughts?” She offered the question to Rix without looking up.

“How are we going to get out of here?” LeCroix rubbed a hand over his face.

La’An pointed at one of the larger boreholes in the stone floor.

Rix put away his broken communicator and glared at her. “Right through the middle of a haunted insect nest? Are you insane?”

Chapel held up a hand. “Wait a second. Back up. Did you say haunted?”





ELEVEN

Survivor Encampment 685-Gamma

Ortegas ran through the shuttlepod’s start-up sequence for the second time, and it still didn’t trigger. She groaned and ducked down under the control console, double-checking the wiring.

At first, restoring the Baldwin’s pod to flight status seemed like the smart idea—it was smaller than the Sagan, faster and more agile in an atmosphere thanks to its extendable control surfaces, and most importantly, it was more expendable than the larger warp-capable shuttlecraft. But months of damp weather conditions and being used as a makeshift power generator for the survivor camp had taken its toll. Ortegas was very conscious of the fact that this had to work, because alternatives were thin on the ground.

She heard a thud behind her as someone entered the cramped cabin, and Ortegas assumed it was her Denobulan crewmate. She extended a hand out behind her without looking. “Hey, Yerah? Can you pass me that beam welder, think we got a loose cable in this old bird.”

The welder slapped hard into her open palm. “Old? This pod is less than four years off the assembly line.” Luciana’s voice made Ortegas jump, and she almost bounced her head off the panel.

She completed the repair, then slid back out, swiveling the pilot’s seat so she could look at the woman leaning against the bulkhead. “I meant, it’s old to me. But I’ve flown OTV types before, they got a bunch at the Fleet training range.”

“The Saturn range, sure,” said Luciana. “On Enceladus, right?”

Ortegas frowned. “No, the range is on Titan.” The question seemed forced. “You know that.” She paused. “Are you testing me? You still don’t trust me?”

“Put yourself in my shoes, hermana. A woman you’ve never seen before comes out of nowhere and tells you she’s your, what was it? Your great-grandniece from the future? How would you feel about that?”

Ortegas shrugged. “Honestly? It wouldn’t be the weirdest thing that’s happened to me. Serving on the Enterprise, I’ve learned to take stuff as it comes.”

“Yeah. You’re an officer, a lieutenant no less.” Luciana sketched a careless, mocking salute. “I guess the enlisted life wasn’t good enough for you, huh?”

Her judgmental tone made Ortegas stiffen. “I aimed high. Like you did when you joined up.”

Luciana let out a sarcastic snort. “You think that’s what I did?” She looked away. “What did they tell you about me back home? Grandpappy Ernesto and the rest of them?”

In that moment, all Erica wanted was to get out of this conversation. But there was no way Luciana was going to let her go until she got her answers. “They didn’t say much,” Ortegas offered. “Was kind of a sore point, actually.”

“Ever wonder why?” Luciana turned back to face her. Ortegas saw anger in her dark eyes. “I hated that place. Everybody into everyone else’s business all the time. Never a second for quiet, no time just to hear myself think.” She snorted. “I couldn’t wait to leave. Maybe you think I wanted this because of some noble calling to the stars, eh?” Luciana pulled at the U.S.S. Baldwin patch on her shoulder. “Nah. I joined Starfleet because it was the one thing that would take me as far away as humanly possible.”

Ortegas said nothing. A missing piece of a long-standing puzzle slotted into place, and suddenly dozens of offhand comments and asides from her parents about her great-grandaunt made sense.

“People like us, who come from our part of the world, they say family is our strength,” Luciana went on. “Maybe that’s true for some. But my family suffocated me with the weight of their expectations. Can you understand that?” Erica nodded, but the other woman continued on, still finding her way through her explanation. “Whatever idea you have about me is wrong. I went to space because I wanted my own life, not the one someone else had planned out for me. I didn’t do it to boldly go, I did it to escape.” She nodded toward the camp and the people in it. “I built another family out here, one that I chose.”

“Do you see them when you look at me?” Ortegas faced her head-on. “The ones who made you want to leave?”

“It’s on your face, plain as day. You think I’m something I’m not, like some kind of role model? Is that the fairy story you were fed? So you’re no different.” Luciana leaned forward and underlined her words with a jab of her finger. “You don’t know me.” She pushed off the bulkhead, shifting to leave.

“I could say the same to you.” Ortegas went hot with a rush of annoyance, sadness, even embarrassment. She felt foolish—but only for a moment. “None of us get to decide what legacy we leave behind! I’ll tell you this, for what it’s worth. Yours gave a little girl confidence when she needed it. Taught her she could do anything, even grow up to fly starships! If you don’t want to be a piece of that, that’s fine, your choice. But don’t judge me.”

Luciana stood at the hatch with her back to Ortegas. “I always assumed when I was dead and gone, the only ones who’d notice would be my crewmates. The people at home… They wrote me off.”

“Not true.” Ortegas shook her head. “Losing you was an open wound. It still is.” She scowled, struggling to get her past and future tenses in the right order. “You can think whatever you like, but family is still family, no matter what. There’s always love, even if it’s hard to get there sometimes.”

Luciana said nothing, and Ortegas thought she might have overstepped the mark, but then the older woman turned back and showed a sad smile. “My sister and me…” She shook her head, and that said enough. “But I always liked little Ernesto. He had a sweet nature.”

“He still does,” said Ortegas, and a warm memory rose up in her thoughts. “He sang to me at my quinceañera. Where I come from, he’s ninety-nine and still pretty sharp. Still lives in the house with the big palm outside.”

“Huh.” Luciana eyed her. “Should you really be telling me this? You and Pike, with all this future stuff? Won’t you get into trouble with, I dunno, the time patrol? Is that a thing?”

Ortegas couldn’t stop herself from looking around, just in case. But then she went on. “I reckon if that was going to happen, it would have happened already.”

“Meaning what? No one cares about us? None of us have any importance in the greater scheme of things?”

“I don’t accept that.” Ortegas drew herself up. “And one thing I know for sure about Captain Pike, every life matters to him.”

A voice called from outside, and Luciana stepped back to allow Yerah to poke their head in through the open hatch. “Just checking in. How is the pod?”

“Good to go, right?” Luciana answered for Ortegas, getting a nod in return.

“Tell the captain we’re ready to fly,” she said.
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“There are no such things as ghosts,” La’An said firmly. Her retort was tight, partly from her annoyance at the situation, partly from the pain in her chest where her healing wounds were sore and stinging.

LeCroix shook his head. “My mama spoke to the spirits. Just ’cause we’re out on another planet, it doesn’t make that kind of thing go away.”

“You seem like you’ve given it a lot of thought,” offered Chapel, without weight.

“Absolutely,” said the crewman. “It’s a big universe, and filled with mysteries.”

“Most of which will try to eat you, in my experience.” La’An gave a terse sniff and gestured at the stone corridor around them. “Case in point.”

Getting out of the pit where the flyer insects had deposited them turned out to be exactly as dangerous as the security officer had expected. The narrow boreholes—apparently chewed through the old stone by the predators’ ever-hungry larvae—were slick with more of that nauseating slime, and passing down them became an uncontrolled fall as, one by one, La’An and the others were reduced to body-sliding through the rough-hewn tunnels and into the tower’s lower tiers.

Unceremoniously dumped in a windowless corridor, dank, reeking and dripping with stale runoff, the four of them moved in single file, feeling their way forward. At first, Rix used a penlight to give them some weak illumination, but the device’s battery was near spent, and it barely gave more guidance than their dark-adapted eyes. Step by step, they were working their way toward ground level, but it was a painstaking ordeal, made all the more difficult by the hordes of maggot-like larva lurking in every shadowed corner. The narrow confines of the tower’s interior meant the bigger adult insects couldn’t come in after them, but the immature crawlers were a danger all their own. So far, the smaller creatures around them had remained dormant, but La’An knew they’d wake soon enough.

“Our XO, Commander Etienne, reported encountering several… anomalous phenomena in this place,” said Rix, throwing La’An a look. “Spectral figures, yeah? And disembodied voices.”

La’An didn’t bother to hide her skepticism, giving Chapel a look that said, Can you believe this? She wondered if the Baldwin survivors had been stranded on this dour planet so long that their sanity was starting to slip. “I don’t give a lot of credence to the numinous and uncanny,” she told him, flinching slightly as another dart of pain tightened across her.

“Have your wounds reopened?” Rix must have seen the twitch, and he eyed her coldly. “Probably popped the sutures I put in,” he added, throwing a look at Chapel.

“I’m fine,” she lied.

“No, you’re not. Let me look.” Rix reached for her, but La’An pushed him away.

“I’m surprised you even want to touch me,” she snapped, the throbbing ache making her irritable. “Now that you know who I am.” In the moment, back in the survivor camp, La’An had kept silent when the medic accused her of being an Augment, even as she seethed at the old, familiar insult. The day’s events had worn her level of tolerance thin enough that now she didn’t care to hide it anymore.

Rix’s hand dropped. “Whatever. Keep bleeding, see if I give a damn.”

Without asking, Chapel took on the job, and this time La’An didn’t resist as the nurse checked her over. “He’s right,” she noted. “You need fresh dressings.”

“There aren’t any,” Rix snapped. “I guess she’ll have to tough it out.”

“I’ll manage.” La’An secured her jacket, making it tight as they started moving again. “If I don’t, if I die… I’ll come back and haunt you.”

“Don’t joke about that,” LeCroix said gravely. “It’s bad luck.”

“Because that’d be so much different from all the good luck we’re having right now—” At the front of the group, Chapel cut off in midsentence and froze on the spot, the others almost colliding with her. La’An heard the nurse’s voice drop to a whisper. “Oh crap.”

“What?”

“I just trod on something that feels like a sack full of meat slurry. Ugh. I think it might be a shed skin?”

A low, unpleasant hissing noise issued out from the gloomy chamber ahead of them. La’An saw shadows moving in there, hulking, bulging shapes that slid around and undulated in their direction. “Rix. Still got that flashlight?”

The medic pointed the torch forward and clicked it on. The last dregs of its charge were consumed almost immediately, but the four of them had one split second of illumination to see that the chamber was brimming with larva, one piled atop the other in a writhing mass. All of them had wide-open maws like the mouths of giant lampreys.

Then the light was gone and the dimness was filled with oily, squelching rustles as the mass of crawlers started groping blindly toward them. La’An wondered, Can they smell the blood seeping through my uniform? She very much did not want to find out.

“Back, back, back!” Chapel shoved Rix, and the foursome staggered into retreat the way they had come.

“If that’s a dead end, then we’re screwed,” hissed LeCroix. “There’s no other way out!”

“Not true,” La’An told him. “We passed a place where this corridor branched a few meters back.”

“Where?” Rix collided with her in his eagerness to get away from the crawlers. “I can’t see anything in here.”

Only shadows, La’An thought, but that’s enough. She could make out the squirming larvae moving like a slow tide, the lumpen forms falling over one another as they advanced down the slippery stone passage, coming for their live prey.

“Here’s the spot!” Chapel called from up ahead. “La’An, are you sure there’s another way through?”

LeCroix answered before La’An could. “It’s blocked! The ceiling’s collapsed!”

The arched entrance to the branching passage was clogged with broken masonry where part of the tower’s ancient structure had fallen in, a heap of stones each as big as a person’s torso.

Rix cursed. “You didn’t think to mention that? Those crawlers will be on us any second!”

“It’s not blocked,” La’An corrected. “Well, not completely.” She held up her hand, the palm like a sail. “Feel that? There’s air coming through. There’s a gap at the top of the rubble.”

Chapel scrambled up the steep incline of the broken stones, feeling her way. “She’s right! It’ll be a tight fit, but we can make it!”

“If we can, so can the crawlers,” said LeCroix.

“It’s this or resign yourself to being maggot food,” Chapel retorted, extending her hand to the crewman. “Come on, I’ll boost you up!”

LeCroix didn’t need any more encouragement than that, and with effort he forced himself through the narrow opening and landed with a thud on the far side. Chapel went next, leaving Rix and La’An as the crawlers drew ever closer.

“They’re almost on us,” La’An told him. “You go, I’ll follow. Find something on the other side to block up the hole.”

“You’re thinner than me, you should go next. I could get stuck… No sense trapping both of us.” Rix hesitated, his concern for La’An’s safety coming out of nowhere.

“You next.” She shook her head and gave him a hard shove toward the rubble. “Consider it a direct order, Specialist.”

“Yes, ma’am, Lieutenant, ma’am,” Rix shot back with a sneer, and he scaled the rubble in quick jumps. Smaller pieces of dislodged stone fell away as he went, and a trickle of dust dropped from the canted ceiling above.

La’An felt something heavy and sticky slide past her boots, and she heard a wet, hungry gurgle. Time to go, she told herself.

It was difficult to maneuver in the half dark, and La’An felt for handholds by touch, her gut tightening as the rubble beneath her groaned as she moved. The fallen debris had been disturbed, and now it was starting to shift. If things turned bad, she could end up buried rather than eaten—but dead was dead either way.

The sibilant hissing sounded again, and pain shot through her ankle as one of the maggots clamped its maw around her boot. A ring of razor-sharp teeth bit into the boot’s tough plastoid exterior, seconds away from piercing it and savaging her limb.

La’An fumbled for the jagged bit of beetle chitin she had pocketed in the pit and sank the sharp tip of her makeshift weapon into the creature’s fleshy body. It recoiled in agony, letting out a shrill screech that was immediately picked up by the other larva surrounding it.

The maggot-things burst into sudden motion, coming up the rubble toward her—but then La’An felt hands grabbing at her arms and shoulders, dragging her through the gap in the fallen archway and away from the predators.

The corridor spun around her, and she landed hard on a damp stone floor. “Chapel, help me!” La’An heard Rix calling out, and she saw the two of them shoulder a broken chunk of rock into the gap, wedging it in tightly before the horde of feral larvae could follow.

She got back to her feet as the others gathered around her, and they could hear the angry hissing from the far side as the maggots were denied the meal they wanted. Her ankle throbbed as she fought the pain.

LeCroix ventured down the corridor a short distance, peering warily into every alcove as he went. Fortunately, there was more ambient light on this side, where sections of the ceiling had crumbled away to let in weak sunlight and rainy drizzle.

Rix turned in La’An’s direction, and she threw him a grateful nod. “Thanks.”

“Just following orders,” he replied, his tone a little less sullen than before.

“We need to keep moving down the tower,” said Chapel. “Now we woke up the kiddies, they’ll be hunting for us.”

But up ahead, LeCroix was rooted to the spot. “Did you h-hear that?” His hands knit together and he went pale.

“The larva?” said Chapel.

“Not behind us,” LeCroix insisted. “Ahead of us. Below us.” He retreated, backing nervously toward them. “I told you this godforsaken place was haunted, listen!”

La’An took a step toward him, reaching out, about to tell the crewman that he was acting irrationally—and then she heard it.

They all heard it.

From somewhere down in the heart of the tower, a slow, moaning howl issued out, a bone-chilling sound utterly unlike the high-pitched screeches and hisses of the insect predators or their progeny. It echoed off the stone walls, unmistakably a voice but warped and stretched thin, unnatural and ominous in its timbre. The words it spoke were indistinct, mournful and lingering.

The sound induced an immediate physiological reaction. It made the hairs on the back of La’An’s neck stand up and her skin prickle into gooseflesh; it flooded her subconscious with the memories of childhood nightmares. She had to make a physical effort to control her racing pulse.

“I don’t know what that is, but it’s not the bugs,” said Rix, breaking the threatening silence that followed. “And it sure as hell was not the wind.”

“Haunted,” repeated LeCroix. “We gotta find another way out of here, because I am not going that way!”

But then Chapel pushed past, and La’An saw an odd expression on the other woman’s face—not fear, but curiosity. “Actually…” began the nurse, “I think that is exactly where we need to go.” She shot La’An a look. “This is going to sound crazy… But I think I’ve heard that voice before.”

“You’re absolutely right, you do sound crazy,” Rix replied. “Because that was very definitely not a welcoming sound.”

La’An was on the verge of agreeing with the medic, but then she saw the certainty in Chapel’s eyes. At length, she gave her a nod. “Well, like it or not, there’s only one way to find out. And only one way to get out.” She pointed down the gloomy corridor and started walking, without waiting for the others to follow her.



The ghost voice came again and again as they descended, picking their way down a central spiral staircase carved through the middle of the tower like a coiling spine. The echoing sound had a somber, sad quality to it that triggered a deep response in Christine Chapel that she couldn’t quantify.

On one level, it did frighten her—but it was a peculiar kind of fear, one she felt compelled to face rather than flee from. There was another component to it as well—an inescapable familiarity that frustrated her attempts to place it. The sound was like a half-recalled lullaby remembered only in fragments, and by the emotion it had once instilled.

Chapel couldn’t shake the sense that if there really was a phantom spirit roaming this place, when she finally came face-to-face with it, this ghost would know her name.

“The crawlers don’t seem to be following us, at least for the moment,” said Rix. “That’s something.”

“They’re the smart ones,” muttered LeCroix, lurking nervously at the rear of their group. He returned to whispering something under his breath, and Chapel imagined it was some kind of litany, some entreaty to the spirit world.

La’An had moved up to point position, even though Chapel could see the security officer was suffering from the pain of her wounds in the tightness of her movements. All the more reason to get us out of here as soon as we can, she thought.

Ahead of them, the ambient light had dimmed again, forcing the group to take it slow over the damaged, broken flooring and crumbled stone. Chapel could make out a faint glow that seemed different from Gamma’s watery sunlight.

“What is that?” She called out to La’An, who had halted at the mouth of a tall, narrow doorway.

“See for yourself.” La’An stepped through and Chapel followed her out onto a wide stone balcony that overlooked a vast, vaulted hall some twenty meters below. The cavernous space was lit by a glow like a fire’s dying embers, and for a moment Chapel wondered if the lights might be photophores—but looking closer she could see the faint illumination came from alien glyphs that floated near the surface of black stone shapes built into the floor.

“Are those holograms?” She gave La’An a questioning look.

“Have to get closer to be certain,” said the other woman.

Rix went to the balcony edge and craned his neck to look over, even as LeCroix loitered close to the doorway, unwilling to come all the way in. “We’ve got to be close to ground level here,” he noted. “I haven’t seen any other spaces inside the tower as open as this one.”

“I’m going down there,” Chapel said firmly, and found her way toward another spiraling ramp that led to the floor of the great hall.

The two longest walls were lined with alcoves covered in more of the alien symbols, these ones cut directly into the stone. The remains of what might have been banners or pennants lay on the floor, decaying where they had fallen. Great curving supports like the spars of a rib cage rose up to form the ceiling, framing a flagstone floor cut from pale granite, and at the far end of the hall was a wide doorway sealed shut by a thick stone barrier. At the other end, closer to where Chapel stood, the flagstones led to a wide, low dais where the glowing glyphs drifted in the air. Now that she was on the same level, she could see more clearly. Everything in the chamber had been designed to draw the eye toward the dais and the huge shape sitting atop it—an archway made of polished obsidian-black rock, shimmering despite the layer of dust that covered it.

“This thing,” she began, beckoning La’An as the other woman followed her down from the balcony. “The stone it’s made out of. Does that look familiar to you?”

“Yes.” La’An frowned. “When we were on the Baldwin, the spherical object in their cargo bay… It’s the same material.” Chapel went to step closer, but the security officer grabbed her arm. “Christine, stop. That sphere was the cause of everything that’s happened to us. It all started when Bradley scanned it, triggered the energy release…” She trailed off.

Chapel hesitated, remembering the horrible damage that had been done to Cass Bradley’s body by the shock wave given off by the alien object. The archway had at least twice the mass of the orb aboard the Baldwin, and that was only the part that was above-ground and visible. There was no way to know how far the black rock construct extended down into the ground beneath their feet.

“You were on our ship…” Rix said quietly. “So you saw what it did. We never should have brought the bloody thing on board, it tore through the Baldwin like a flash fire.” He looked the archway up and down. “La’An’s right, this is the same mineral. It’s volatile.”

“I told you,” LeCroix insisted, having found the courage to follow them down. “We shouldn’t be here!”

“There’s got to be a way out of this chamber,” said La’An, taking charge. “We should spread out, each take a quadrant, keep searching until we find a—”

The phantom moan came from out of nowhere, loud enough to shock the four of them into silence. Chapel felt the noise as much as she heard it, the deep resonance of the sound at a bass tone that made her bones vibrate. LeCroix screamed and clapped his hands over his ears, but his voice was lost beneath the strangled, drawn-out howling.

The radiant glyphs projected from the black stone arch trembled and broke apart into a shower of glitching holographic pixels, and she watched them re-form into a twisting, formless wraith, a metallic dust devil that flickered and jerked toward her in sudden flashes of motion.

Chapel was startled and she couldn’t stop herself from flinching, but something kept her from backing away. The ghost voice wailed and she tried to listen through the screaming sound, seeking the thread of something more, hidden inside the cry.

“Don’t let it touch you!” La’An was at her side, trying to pull her to safety. “We don’t know what that is!”

“No…” Chapel couldn’t find the words to explain, but she did know. On some deep, innate level, she knew that strange voice. If only she could understand it.

Am I going crazy after all? Questions filled her mind. Is it this planet? Is it messing with my perceptions? What am I doing?

Strobing and flickering, the mass of corrupted light advanced again, and with each iteration it changed, moving toward whatever semblance of a coherent shape it could attain. It became a collection of steely, stick-thin angles, then a gelid crystalline form, gaining and losing definition in fits and starts.

Chapel stared into it, compelled by some hypnotic impetus, unable to break away—and she saw, just for one barely perceptible microsecond, a humanoid shape framed in the middle of the distortion.

A figure garbed in dark clothes, blue-black and nonreflective. A pale aspect looking out at her with searching eyes, the face and head warping into an unrecognizable profile. It spoke to Chapel, the shuddering, unintelligible banshee-wail groan it emitted so loud it threatened to deafen her.

“What the hell is it?” shouted La’An.

“I can see him in there!” Chapel called back, speaking without thinking. Him? Her mind raced. How do I know that?

She sucked in a breath and drew on all her courage to stand stock-still as the phantom passed beside her, moving on its erratic orbit around the dais. Chapel stared into the ghost’s scrambled face, the shape so close she could have reached out and touched it.

She forced herself to concentrate on the chaotic image, and inside it she glimpsed the slash of a mouth moving out of synchrony. She saw those familiar eyes again, an instant of canted quizzical brows, nose and cheekbones and ears twisted into jagged points by distortion. A face she knew. His face.

“Spock.”

As if the name was the switch, the ghost figure stuttered and vanished, one moment ethereal and present, the next gone like a sunset. The golden holographic glyphs juddered over the black stone, as if they were trying to fight off the echo of what had just happened.

Chapel spun and grabbed La’An’s arm. “Tell me you saw that too. I’m not irrational, right? You saw him, inside that holo-ghost?”

“Saw who?” La’An shook off her grip. “Christine, what are you talking about?”

“Spock! It was him!”

“What does she mean?” said Rix.

“Lieutenant Spock is one of our crewmates,” La’An replied, frowning. “A Vulcan. But he wasn’t with us on the Sagan. He didn’t… come back with us.” She gave Chapel a sympathetic look. “Whatever that was, Christine, it couldn’t be—”

“It was him.” As she repeated the words, any doubt Chapel still had melted away. “I know it. Somehow, he’s trying to reach us.”

La’An stared at the black stone arch. “We don’t know what this mechanism is for. What else it might be capable of doing.” She turned back to Chapel. “It killed Bradley. It could be trying to affect our minds…”

“Then let’s find out for sure.” Chapel stepped back and pulled the compact medical tricorder from the pocket of her field jacket, flicking it on.

“No!” Rix shouted at her and came running, grabbing for the device. “Turn it off, turn it off right now!”

La’An instinctively blocked him, but her doubts were no less than the medic’s. “Any tricorder emissions will attract the insects. We’ve been lucky so far, but…”

“That was not a ghost,” Chapel shot back, pointing at the glowing glyphs. “It’s a hologram. But it’s corrupted, damaged somehow.” She held up the tricorder, showing them the device’s tiny screen. “I can use this to broadcast a sympathetic resonance field and reinforce the holomatrix! I can clean up the transmission… La’An, we can see him!”

“She’ll bring a swarm down on top of us,” said LeCroix, shaking his head.

“I know Spock,” Chapel insisted, meeting the other woman’s gaze. “And so do you. If there was a way to reach out to us through time, don’t you think he’d do everything to find… find us?” She had almost said find me.

At length, La’An gave a nod. “Yes. I believe he would.” Then she shoved Rix away, well beyond arm’s reach. “Back off! Let her work.”

“You’ve just killed us all,” Rix said bitterly as Chapel brought the tricorder up to maximum power output.

She aimed the device’s emitter head at the black archway, and the cycle of phantom sound and warped light began again. The shape in the glimmer re-formed and the howl boomed off the high ceiling above them—but this time Chapel was watching the tricorder capture the holographic matrix as it played out, beaming back a resonant effect that slowly, inexorably, pulled the ghost figure into coherence.

The tenor of the moaning wail altered. Disjointed noises reconnected, forming into sound-shapes that resembled words. The holographic phantom began to solidify, becoming humanoid, layers of detail coming into focus moment by moment.

First the ghost was an indecipherable mess scribbled on the air; then an abstract sketch mimicking a man; and finally it became a figure in a blue Starfleet uniform, standing before them behind a haze of interference.

It spoke first in a howl; then a garbled confusion of broken sounds; and finally in a careful, metered voice that one might have thought was emotionless.

“This is a message sent with hope,” said Spock, the recording of his voice crackling down into the past from an uncertain future. “The hope that it will find my friends and show them a way home.”

Chapel looked him in the eyes, and although there was a century between them, she saw the determination in the Vulcan’s expression, and knew her shipmates would risk it all to bring them to safety.

“It’s really him,” La’An gasped. “You were right.”

The hologram of the Enterprise’s science officer skipped and juddered as he continued to speak, and Chapel kept the tricorder aimed squarely at the archway, determined to capture every last second of the message.

She was distantly aware of another sound, above on the high balcony and echoing down the boreholes chewed through the tower’s ancient stonework—a liquid hissing growing louder, the low whisper of masses of slimy flesh writhing over one another.

“We’re out of time,” said Rix. “Here they come.”
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The creatures came at them in a torrent, pouring down the ramp from above, some tumbling off the edge of the balcony, others dropping from the boreholes bitten through the stone ceiling.

The maggots with their fanged funnel mouths squelched and shrieked as they twisted over one another in a wild rush to attack the source of the sound that maddened them, forcing La’An and the others to draw together. They pelted the creatures with loose stones as they moved, but it slowed the advance only for a moment.

“And what are those?” Rix pointed at a group of skittering shapes that had forced their way up through a broken section of stone flooring.

To her horror, La’An saw something different moving among the flood of quivering, pallid flesh—not quite the slavering giant dragonfly things that had attacked the survivor encampment, but some half-matured adolescent stage midway between the crawling larvae and the adult flying predators, as big as an average human. This new form was a grotesque mix of ant-like and wasp-like characteristics, its wings still budding, its body propelled along the ground in quick bursts of motion, on sharp stabbing legs. They scampered around the edges of the chamber, crabbing back and forth, and La’An had the distinct sense that they were stalking them.

“Stalkers,” she said, naming the things. “You’ve never seen that kind before?”

“I’ll bet no one who did lived long enough to talk about it,” moaned LeCroix. He gave Chapel an angry look, waving at the tricorder in her hand. “Are you happy now? We’ll die because of you messing around with that thing! You’ve made them angry…”

“It’s deactivated,” retorted the nurse, stuffing the device into a pocket. “But I recorded the hologram! The captain needs to see it…”

“For what it’s worth,” Rix said grimly, “it won’t matter if we wind up chewed to bits by those things.”

“Just keep that safe, Christine,” said La’An. “We’re not dead yet!” She cast around, finding a heavy section of broken brick, and launched it with all her might at one of the stalkers as it dared to make a sudden dash toward them.

The stone landed true and slammed the spindly insectoid in the head. It went down with a squeal, and the larvae crowding nearby immediately rolled over the stunned creature, biting into it and ripping it apart. Clearly, the insects were not choosy about what they fed on.

“I’ve got something here…” Chapel called out. She pulled a length of rough-hewn material from beneath the layer of dust covering the floor, revealing part of a banner that must have hung from the ceiling at one time. Like the walls, it was covered in alien glyphs, but the cloth had decayed and split into ragged streamers. Chapel tore off a long strip and cracked it like a makeshift whip, scattering dust and causing another stalker bug to back away nervously.

“More here!” Rix dropped to his knees and dragged up a length of rusted metal, likely a piece of the banner’s frame, brandishing it like a short sword. He tossed another bent and broken section to LeCroix, and a longer piece to La’An.

She weighed the hollow rod in her hands, giving it an experimental twirl. As tall as she was, it resembled a crude spear, and one corroded end terminated in a sharp, jagged point. La’An had studied with a wushu instructor back in her Academy training days, and she drew on what she remembered of those lessons, aiming her rough-and-ready weapon out in front of her.

“They’re trying to surround us,” said Chapel, moving closer to La’An as more of the maggots pushed forward from the right. “Herd us.”

“What I wouldn’t give for a phase carbine right about now…” muttered Rix, trailing off as something occurred to him. “Wait…”

He never got the chance to finish the thought. With abrupt skips of motion, a clump of stalkers came bounding over the stones, straight toward La’An and the others. Chapel whirled her torn banner around, snapping at the air and scraping it over the ground, while LeCroix let out a yell that was part terror, part fury, and connected a glancing blow from his crude weapon as a buzzing insect slashed past him.

Then one of them was coming directly at La’An’s throat and she pivoted, batting it away with the point of her improvised spear. It landed in a heap, and she followed through with an attack of her own, pinning it to the ground through the thorax.

“Get away from me!” Rix shouted at a purple-hued stalker as the thing threw itself at him, slamming the medic in the chest with enough force to knock him off his feet. He collided with LeCroix, the force of the attack putting both men down, and he rolled away as the insect’s mandibles snap-snap-snapped toward his face. La’An was busy with another slavering bug and couldn’t assist him, leaving the medic to fight it out close at hand as he jabbed at the creature.

LeCroix cried out again, and this time it was a howl of pain. The crewman’s stumble had dropped him close to a mass of larvae, and the maggots were already upon him, sinking their whorled mouths into his legs, biting down hard. Chapel abandoned her banner and grabbed the collar of his jumpsuit, putting all her strength into dragging him back toward clear ground and away from the savage fangs. LeCroix kicked and beat at the maggots, but where he dislodged them, they left behind oozing wounds.

La’An dispatched another with a slashing cut and fell back, finding Rix as he stamped a stalker beneath his boot. “These things make my skin crawl!” He gasped and staggered, and she caught his arm, pulling him away.

The curved wall of the great hall stood behind them, cutting off any further retreat. With nowhere left to go, the four stood shoulder to shoulder as the tide of predators shifted around them. LeCroix left a trail of blood drips across the stone, and La’An scowled as she saw maggots snapping at one another to be the first to feast on it. “They got… a taste for me now,” managed the crewman, gritting his teeth through the pain.

“Take this and cover me…” Rix thrust his broken bar into Chapel’s hands and tore something from a zip pocket, fumbling with a metallic object.

“Is that a communicator?” La’An recognized the device as a less advanced version of the flip-grid handheld she used on landing party missions.

“The antenna’s damaged,” Rix noted, showing her a broken section. “Couldn’t make it work… But if I can crosswire the power cell…”

She immediately saw his thinking. Overloading the battery would turn the device into an improvised thermal grenade, possibly enough to take a dozen insects with it. But even if it did, it would be only a temporary thinning of their numbers.

Rix caught her gaze, and La’An saw right then that he knew the odds just as well as she did. The medic understood that it was only a matter of time before they were overwhelmed, but he wanted to go out doing something instead of just reacting.

Rix started to speak: “Look, I’m sorry—”

And in the same instant, the broken communicator spat out a garbled burst of static, a rough skirling screech like metal grinding on metal. The medic almost dropped it in shock as the speaker barked more unintelligible distortion. It might have been a voice, but it was impossible to understand.

“Is someone signaling us?” said Chapel. “They’d have to be close.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Rix replied.

“Did you hear that?” LeCroix tried to turn, almost falling once again. “Outside!”

There might have been another noise out there, something subsonic and swift beyond the stone walls of the great hall, but La’An couldn’t pick it out amid the rasping clatter and piercing shrieks of the insect horde. The stalkers were massing again, hopping from side to side in wild anticipation of their next attack.

“Rix, do it!” shouted La’An, and the medic pulled at a twist of wires inside the communicator’s cracked-open casing.

A spark fizzed inside the device and he hurled it away. “Cover your eyes!”

The improvised explosive detonated as it landed in the dust, with a bright magnesium-white flash and a crackle of energy discharge. La’An tasted hot sand and acrid smoke, and suddenly a dozen stalker bugs were strewn about, twitching or dying. The maggots came in to chew on the remains, but it would be only a moment’s respite before their hungry attentions returned to the humans.

Then she caught what LeCroix had heard—a low thrum like impulse engines beyond the stone walls.

Far more powerful than Rix’s improvised battery bomb, a new explosion came in a shrieking howl that cooked the air, and a wave of concussion sent the four of them tumbling to the ground. La’An had the briefest impression of a lightning bolt cracking open the thick stone door at the far end of the chamber, and her nostrils filled with the burnt-hair reek of a spent plasma blast.

As the dust settled, she saw the insects retreating, the horde of writhing maggots and skittering stalkers temporarily given pause by this new shock. Thin gray smoke billowed in through the entrance where the heavy stone barrier had broken in half, allowing daylight through the gap. La’An hauled herself to her feet and extended a hand to Rix, just as shadowy shapes entered the hall through the blasted entrance.

“Starfleet!” A familiar voice shouted out the words. “If you can hear me, sound off!”

“Right here!” Chapel called back.

La’An couldn’t stop herself from letting out a weary laugh as Captain Pike emerged out of the dust, with the big ex-MACO a step behind him. Both men had phasers, and they laid down spreads of fire to keep the bugs at bay.

Despite the seriousness of the situation, Pike had a smile on his face when he saw them. “Hey,” he said, “does anyone need a ride?”



La’An didn’t wait for permission, yanking another phaser pistol from Pike’s belt and firing off shots at the mass of giant insects.

“Go, go, go!” Durant was shooting, pointing with his free hand back toward the new entrance they had blasted. “We got you covered! Taxi’s here, lads and lasses, meter’s running!”

“Fall back,” ordered Pike, and he and La’An fell in with the ex-MACO as they retreated, following Rix and Chapel as the two medics supported LeCroix between them. The crewman looked pale, bordering on semiconscious, and the legs of his uniform jumpsuit were wet with blood. Pike saw the snapping maws filled with hooked teeth on the maggot-like larva and his gut twisted—any one of those creatures would turn unprotected flesh into a shredded mess if it got ahold of you.

La’An went through the broken stone door after Chapel and the others, then Pike and Durant were back outside in the drizzling, humid air. Thankfully, the creatures inside the citadel didn’t continue after them, but that didn’t mean the group was out of danger.

Durant pulled his communicator and yelled into it, “We’re out!”

“Coming to you.” Erica Ortegas responded with that same cool focus that Pike had seen in her every time she sat at the Enterprise’s helm, and above them, the Baldwin’s shuttlepod came racing around the stone tower’s broken pinnacle in a high-thrust turn.

A trio of the giant dragonfly predators were in pursuit of the small ship, weaving and darting around the pod’s exhaust, and Pike saw a hatch hanging open and another figure leaning out—Chief Luciana—firing plasma bolts at the hungry hunters. One shot connected and a flyer caught alight, tumbling and colliding with another as it dropped toward the trees.

More and more of the huge insects were throwing themselves into the air from their perches on the side of the stone tower, their dozy torpor disturbed by the shock and sound of these troublesome humans. One of them swooped down, aiming for the wounded LeCroix. Pike raised his phaser to fire, then hesitated—if he missed, there was a good chance he’d hit Chapel, Rix, or the injured man.

Chapel saw the creature coming and shoved LeCroix away to safety, waving her arms to center the creature’s attention solely on her. It reached out to snatch at her, but the nurse was ready for it and she dodged away, presenting Pike with a clean shot as she ducked and rolled.

He took it; the flyer augured into the muddy ground with a whining groan, wings slicing at the air. As the shuttlepod touched down, Pike sprinted to Chapel’s side and helped her up. “Can you run?”

But she didn’t answer. Instead, Chapel’s face dropped as she patted her jacket, clearly missing something. “Where is it?”

“Where’s what?” Pike had to shout to be heard over the howl of the shuttlepod’s thrusters. Behind them, with the others onboard, Luciana was at the hatch, gesturing frantically for them to get aboard before the bugs overcame their surprise. “Christine, we have to go right now!”

“Just a second!” Chapel stooped and pulled something out of the mud—a tricorder that had fallen out of her pocket—and clutched it to her chest. “Now we can leave!”

“Take your time,” called Luciana as Pike and Chapel raced the last few meters to the waiting craft. “No rush!” The captain risked a look over his shoulder and saw more of the predators stirring in their wake.

He was the last to climb aboard, pulled inside by Durant’s strong hands even as the shuttlepod started to lift off the ground, the hatch clanging shut behind him. Pike lurched around as the craft picked up speed, hearing insect claws scratching at the hull as they raced past. There was barely enough room for all of them inside the cramped pod, and the interior was heavy with the loamy odors of mud, plasma decay, and sweat.

“Hold tight,” Ortegas called out from the pilot’s seat without turning around. “I gotta go low and fast to outrun those things. Could get bumpy.”

Pike felt the craft accelerate sharply, and he grabbed a handhold. Before him, Durant was taking big, gulping breaths of air, coming down off the adrenaline of combat. Sitting close by on the narrow deck, Rix was busy rooting through the contents of a medical kit as he saw to Crewman LeCroix’s seeping wounds.

“Mission accomplished, Captain,” said Luciana, with a smirk in her words. “Pretty good going for an officer.”

“Noncoms lead the way,” he replied. “Couldn’t have done this without you, Chief.” And that was the absolute truth, in every sense. The vicious megafauna of 685-Gamma was a deadly threat to all. Only by working together could they have any hope of staying alive.

“Glad to see the back of those things, that’s for sure,” said Durant. “I hate bugs.”

“Yeah.” Chapel let out the word in a long sigh. “About that.” She produced her mud-smeared tricorder, turning it over in her hands like it was precious and fragile.

“You could have left that where it fell.” Pike eyed the device. “Why did you stop to pick it up?”

“For Spock.”

The captain blinked in confusion at the mention of his science officer. “I don’t follow you.”

“I have some bad news.” Chapel looked up. “We have to go back to that tower, Captain. It’s the only way we’re going to survive.”

“We just risked our lives to stop every living thing in there from turning you into salsa rojo,” said Luciana. “And you want to go back? Who the hell thinks that’s a smart idea?”

“The smartest person I know.” Chapel put the tricorder into Pike’s hand, turning it on as she did so.

“This is a message sent with hope.” Laced with static and interference but still unmistakable, Spock’s voice issued out of the device.
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“Don’t take this the wrong way, Mister Spock,” said Uhura. “But what you’re saying… It stretches the boundaries of contemporary scientific thought.” She held up the padd containing Spock’s report. “Or let me put it in more colloquial terms: This is pretty far-out stuff.”

Spock gave her a level look across the conference room’s table. “I am aware that some of my conclusions may seem challenging, Ensign. That is why I requested you study them as an independent observer.”

“Okay.” Uhura’s brow furrowed as she reread one of the paragraphs. “Did you show this to anyone else?”

“Commander Pelia offered… an opinion.” Uhura made a carry on gesture, and Spock frowned before continuing. “I believe the phrase she used was ‘As mad as a box of frogs.’ But despite her reservations, the chief engineer did concede that my underlying conclusions are sound. And theoretically possible.”

Whatever else the communications officer could have added went by the wayside as the conference room door hissed open and Lieutenant Commander Chin-Riley entered.

Spock’s time was up. The Enterprise’s acting captain had ordered him to prepare a briefing on the present situation so she could make a considered decision. What the science officer said next would decide whether the Enterprise remained in the system and courted the possibility of renewed conflict with the Klingon Empire or departed for Federation space, leaving the landing party to its fate.

“Lieutenant, Ensign, I have nothing in front of me but bad options,” Chin-Riley said, dispensing with any preamble as she took a seat across from them. “The I.K.S. Pah’Gor is in hot pursuit of our decoy, and the Enterprise’s systems are not fighting fit. We can’t remain hidden in the planet’s ice rings for much longer. Our survival probability is dropping to zero. I need to understand every facet of our current situation if I have any hope of guiding us through it.”

The first officer’s words drew all the air out of the room. Each of them had no illusions as to what that meant. Lives had been lost on this mission, and many more were hanging in the balance.

The science officer took a breath. “Several critical factors are in play. In the interests of brevity, I will cut to the chase, as the saying goes. First, the alien sphere that was brought aboard the Baldwin in 2165.” He tapped a control on the table, and a concealed holographic projector created a three-dimensional image of the object in the air. “It is my conclusion that this construct was not only responsible for the critical damage suffered by the Baldwin ninety-four years ago, but it was also the source of the exotic energy release that caused the wreck to vanish with the landing party aboard. Moreover, I believe it returned the Baldwin to our time period, moments before the vessel was destroyed by the Klingons.”

“Temporal displacement,” said Uhura. “So there’s a chance the captain and the others are still alive, but just not where…” She paused, correcting herself. “…but not when we are, right?”

“That is my fervent hope,” he replied.

“Hope is not a plan, Spock,” said Chin-Riley, more sharply than she had intended. “I’m sorry, carry on. What triggered this transition effect?”

“Solar flares, at the beginning.” Spock changed the hologram to show a model of star system UFC-685. The tiny sun in the middle of the display flickered as it threw out plumes of its coronal mass. “Computer modeling of the object reveals that the unique properties of the sphere are disturbed by any high-order energetic waves directed toward it.”

“Would that include transporters?” the commander asked Spock, and he nodded. “Tractor beams? Active sensor scans?”

“All of the above,” said the science officer. “It is extremely sensitive, quite possibly the result of a serious internal malfunction. The result of any such interactions, combined with the high levels of ambient ionic radiation found in this system, cause an uncontrolled release of chronometric particles.”

“Isn’t that a moot point?” asked Uhura. “We saw the Klingons obliterate the Baldwin.”

“Indeed, but the sphere survived the destruction of the vessel,” said Spock. “Observe.” He brought up a third image, a long-range sensor scan of the rings where the Baldwin had been adrift. Zooming in step by step, among pieces of wreckage that remained, Spock centered on a black orb of nonreflective material. “Bearing in mind my previous statement, I made no attempt to directly scan it. I strongly advise that Enterprise maintain a safe distance from the object at all times. The sphere is slowly disintegrating, and eventually it will dissolve into the rings, but until that time I cannot predict how it will react.”

“It’s made of the same material as that archway down on the planet,” said Chin-Riley. “There’s an obvious connection.” She rubbed her brow. “Spock, you told me your scans of the arch revealed traces of life signs in the structure, huge numbers of them. How is that possible? Are these objects part of some time travel or spatial traversal technology we don’t understand?”

“The construct we saw on the planet resembles a door,” offered Uhura. “One that leads to another time or place?”

“I do not believe so.” Spock took a breath. The next part of his report was, as the ensign had suggested, pretty far-out. “It is not a gateway; rather, it is a box. A box that contains millions upon millions of beings in dematerialized form. Essentially, the entire population of Sekah, held in temporal stasis.”

“That… is quite something.” Chin-Riley took a moment to weigh the enormity of the idea. “What you’re suggesting is like a transporter’s pattern buffer, on a colossal scale.”

“It makes sense, given what I’ve been able to learn about Sekahri culture,” said Uhura, becoming animated by the idea. “We know they had… I mean, they have an extremely personal connection to the world of their birth. They’re technologically advanced but not a starfaring civilization. So when their sun became hazardous and started to affect their climate, they would have to have known they were doomed if they remained there.”

“But evacuating the planet was never a possibility.” Chin-Riley picked up the thread. “What you’re saying is, they built a place where they could wait it out. Like a storm shelter.”

“For millennia, if required,” said Spock. “Eventually, the star UFC-685 will shift back into a period of stability. Life will return to the surface of Sekah. A dead world will live again.”

“Remarkable.” The first officer’s expression hardened. “If we were out here on a scientific mission, I’d be happy to put the entire resources of the ship at your disposal, Spock. But we’re not. A Klingon ship is hunting us. We have a disruptor to our heads. Tell me why any of this matters, right here and right now. Tell me how we can bring our people home.”

Spock gave Uhura a sideways glance, and she offered an encouraging nod. “I have a possible rescue solution for our people, if they are still alive. However, it is… unconventional.”

Chin-Riley offered a brisk laugh. “Have you met our crew? Unconventional is what we do.”

The science officer explained. “With Ensign Uhura’s assistance, I believe I can inject a holographic data string into the active operating matrix of the Sekahri archway. A message, which will propagate along an inverted temporal progression using spin-shifted quantum threading.”

The commander tapped the table in front of her. “Spock, if this is you cutting to the chase, I’d hate to see what you consider a long-winded explanation. Give me the bottom line, please.”

“We can send a signal into the past,” Uhura jumped in. “Tracking the particle decay rates from the first time the Baldwin vanished means we know how far back. It’ll be a one-way communication… like a message in a bottle.”

“What would it say?” Chin-Riley fixed Spock with a steely look. “Sit tight, see you in a few decades? If our people have been stranded on Gamma in the past, wouldn’t we have found some evidence of them along with the remains of the Baldwin’s crew?”

“That would be a form of predestination paradox,” Spock countered. “The fact that we have seen no such evidence suggests my proposal may, in fact, have already succeeded.”

“Is anyone else getting a headache?” Uhura rubbed at her temples. “You know, I failed Temporal Mechanics 101 at the Academy. Twice.”

Spock leaned forward, undaunted. “The archway exists out of phase with normal spacetime. Anything passing through it is suspended, just like the Sekahri. If they survived their transition, if they find the arch in the past and our message, Captain Pike and the others can do the same.”

“That’s a lot of ifs, Mister Spock,” said the commander.

“I am aware,” he admitted. “Nevertheless, with the Baldwin destroyed and the unpredictability of the decaying sphere, the archway represents the only viable option for recovering our landing party.”

The first officer mulled it over. “They’ll take the long way around, and all we have to do is wait for them.”

“Correct.” Spock placed a hand on the portable holoimager sitting on the table. “I can compile and transmit the message, if you give me permission to proceed.”

The commander stood up. “Just one problem. We can’t wait. That Klingon battlecruiser won’t stop looking for us, and we’re in no shape to fight them. When Bren returns, I’m taking the Enterprise out of the system as fast as she can fly.”

“Logical,” said Spock, even as a flicker of cold regret knifed through him. “How much time?”

The three-tone bosun’s whistle cut over his words, followed by Lieutenant Mitchell’s urgent hail. “Bridge to first officer.”

“This is Chin-Riley, go ahead.”

“We just lost telemetry from the shuttlecraft Burnell. The Klingons destroyed it.”

“Then they’ll be coming. Hold station, Lieutenant, I’ll be right there.” Chin-Riley cut the channel and looked back at Spock. “You were about to ask me how much time you have? Not much.” She sighed and nodded toward the imager before heading to the bridge. “Send the message—at the very least they’ll know we tried.”

Spock sprang to his feet as the commander left them, and Uhura powered up the imager. “Do you know what you’re going to say?”

He paused, considering. “It is likely the holomatrix will degrade. It must be succinct. I will need to communicate…” He faltered as his thoughts dwelt on the missing crew. “…communicate my intentions clearly.”

Uhura reflected on the emotions that Spock was unable to express. “She’ll understand. They all will.”

He took a deep breath, then looked directly into the imager. “This is a message sent with hope,” he began. “The hope that it will find my friends and show them a way home.”

When he was finished, Uhura synced the device into a console and together they set to work reformatting and programming the transmission, embedding it into the alien machinery down on the planet.
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For long moments, no one spoke. The only sound was the buzzing crackle of the hologram and the ever-present patter of rain on the roof of the shelter. Finally, Durant broke the silence.

“A time door.” The big man said the words like they were the punchline to a joke that nobody found amusing. “That’s what he’s talking about?” Durant stood up and walked to the holoimage of Lieutenant Spock, frozen at the moment his message ended. “And this bloke, Mister Points here, he’s right about what he says?”

Durant looked at Pike, and the captain nodded. “If Spock says it, I believe him. I’d put my life in his hands without a second’s hesitation.” Pike’s affirmation was echoed in nods from Chapel, Ortegas, and Yerah.

“It’s not just your life, though, is it?” Rix sat on a cargo module, and he took a sip from a metallic hip flask, shuddering slightly as the contents went down his throat. “Going back to that hellhole puts everyone in harm’s way.”

Luciana stepped up and took the flask from the medic, sniffing at it. “Where’d you get this?”

“I figured after the experience I’ve just had, a stiff drink was allowed,” he replied. “Least I could do to salute our ship, too.”

“You figured wrong.” Luciana poured out the rest of the flask’s contents into the mud. “Everyone’s gotta be clear-eyed right now.” She tossed the empty container back at the medic. “This affects all of us.”

“At least we have solved one mystery,” offered Yerah. “The so-called ‘ghosts’ that were reported inside the alien tower were not spirits from beyond the grave.”

“It was Spock your people heard,” said Ortegas. “This message of his, warped and distorted, replaying over and over again.”

“He only had a rough idea where… or when… we were,” said Pike. “That signal could have been repeating in there for years before anyone arrived to hear it.”

“A phantom from futures past.” Rix gave a humorless chuckle. “That’s something, all right.”

“Bloody Klingons blasted our ship,” muttered Trey. “She deserved better than to go out like that.”

“We all do,” said Luciana. Spock’s message had communicated the final fate of the Baldwin, and for the surviving crew, hearing of their ship’s destruction had been like learning of the death of one of their own. “The question is, what do we do now?” She studied Pike.

“This time door,” Durant asked, “it only goes forward, right? Not back? We can’t use it to stop ourselves from winding up on this mud ball in the first place?”

“It doesn’t work that way,” noted Pike. “Time is like a river, always flowing forward. The archway Spock talks about—the one Chapel and the others saw in the citadel—the beings who lived on this planet made it to escape what it has become. They’re still following that river downstream, toward the future.”

“Can you imagine what that would be like?” La’An spoke up for the first time, without looking away from the embers of the campfire in front of her. “Someone walks through that stone arch, stepping out of one day and into another. Hundreds of years, maybe even thousands, will have passed between those two moments. But for them, it would be instantaneous.” She gave an involuntary shudder at the thought.

Luciana studied Spock’s frozen, shimmering image. “They say Vulcans can’t lie. If the lieutenant says that door is the way out of this mess, I’m inclined to believe him.”

Rix made a spitting sound. “Are you seriously going along with this, Chief?” The medic shook his head. “Look, maybe the science is solid, temporal mechanics isn’t my field. If Captain Pike and his crew want to take the risk of going through that arch so they can get… what? Pulled out again ninety-something years from now? I say let them do it, and good luck.” He nodded briskly at Pike. “But that’s their lookout, it doesn’t have to involve us.”

“Glad to hear you believe we’re from the future now,” said Chapel. “Only took us almost dying for you to come around.”

“She just made my point for me,” Rix snapped, waving in Chapel’s direction. “We almost died in that bug nest! LeCroix will be lucky if he survives another month, with all the blood he’s lost. And even if he does, he’ll barely be able to walk!” The medic searched the faces around him, looking for support and finding it among some of his crewmates. “Everyone knows it. Going back to the citadel is too dangerous.”

“Give us the Sagan,” said Trey, staring at Pike. “You don’t need a shuttle if you’re going through that arch. The rest of us can get off this rock, get rescued!”

“I can’t do that,” said the captain.

“Why the hell not?” Trey glared at him. “We’ll die here otherwise!”

“That’s the point,” Luciana said firmly. She looked at Ortegas with a sad expression on her severe features. “The captain knows our future is already written. The Starship Baldwin is lost with all hands, that’s what your records say.” Ortegas didn’t speak; she didn’t need to. Luciana saw it in her eyes. “Fate abandoned us here. No rescue. No escape. Missing presumed dead.”

“That’s their history, not ours!” shouted Rix, and he grabbed a discarded phase pistol before anyone could stop him, the emitter barrel moving back and forth across the group. “Damn you, I’m not dying here!”
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“Zach, don’t be stupid.” Luciana held out her hand to the angry medic. “Give me the weapon.”

“No.” He waved the phase pistol at her. “Back off, Chief! I’m not rolling over just because some holographic Vulcan said so!” Rix snapped Chapel’s tricorder shut, and the projection of Lieutenant Spock vanished.

“He’s got a point,” said Trey. “We’ve survived this long because we worked together. But ever since Pike and his lot turned up, everything’s fallen apart.”

“We are Starfleet, the same as you,” insisted Yerah. “In a very real sense, we are all part of the same crew.”

Rix turned on the Denobulan ensign. “Maybe where you’re from, Starfleet is willing to abandon its people, but that’s not how it is here!” He looked at the Baldwin survivors. “It doesn’t have to be that way. What if we just take that shuttle? We outnumber them, they can’t stop us! Who’s with me?”

Before anyone could respond to Rix’s impassioned plea, La’An came to her feet, and he pointed the weapon at her. “You’ll change the timeline, don’t you see?” She marched toward him, until Rix had the weapon pressed against her chest, close enough that even a stun shot would be fatal. “The Sagan’s technology is a hundred years too advanced, it shouldn’t be here! It’s an anachronism. It’ll change history just by existing!”

“She’s right,” said Luciana. “That shuttle’s data banks have a century’s worth of information that hasn’t happened yet. Think of what the Klingons or the Romulans could do with that knowledge. Hell, I’m not even sure I’d want it in the hands of our own people.”

“If you take that shuttle back to the Federation,” Pike said quietly, “you will irrevocably alter the future that we came from. The effect will be like ripples spreading over a lake. The consequences of one small event growing exponentially. Affecting thousands, even millions of lives, changing them in ways we can’t possibly predict. The fallout could be catastrophic.”

“Could be,” Rix shot back. “You don’t know that for certain!”

“Are you willing to pay that price?” La’An looked Rix in the eye. “All it takes is one tiny alteration right now, and we might never be born.” She took in Pike and the others with a gesture. “A war that was averted might not be stopped. Lives that we preserved because of missions we were on will not be saved, perhaps even the lives of your descendants. Even the slightest of variations will have far-reaching repercussions.”

Rix stepped back, doubt clouding his features, his anger ebbing away. “I don’t care about any of that. I just want to go home.” He glanced toward Trey and Durant. “Don’t you? You have families. Don’t you want to see them again?”

“I’m so sorry.” Ortegas took a breath. “But your loved ones, they… they believe you died.”

Trey rounded on her. “What do you mean by that?”

Luciana looked at the ground. “We’ve been stranded here for two years, Trey. What do you think she means? They crossed us off.”

“Starfleet Command had ships sweep the sector when the Baldwin did not report in,” Ortegas went on, drawing on what she remembered of the history of the ill-fated vessel. “Even the Vulcans and Andorians lent a hand, but no one found a single trace. After six months, they called off the search.” She paused, and the only sound was the soft rain. “There was a memorial service at Starfleet Headquarters in San Francisco. Your families were there. Admiral Archer gave a speech, he said…”

“I don’t want to hear it!” Rix’s retort was somewhere between a snarl and a sob. “I don’t want to be told I have no future.” The pistol dropped from his grip and fell into the mud. “I don’t want to know that my family has moved on without me.”

Carefully, La’An stooped to gather up the weapon, and she handed it away to Luciana. “None of you deserve this. But no one gets to rewrite the losses in their lives.” Her voice thickened with sorrow, catching on the last few words. “As much as we might wish that we could.”

Pike’s jawline hardened and he muttered a curse to himself. “To hell with this.” Listening to the argument, his patience had worn through, and so he made the only decision that made sense.

The captain stepped forward to address the gathering. “Listen to me. There is no way back for any of you. That’s the cold, hard truth. The lives you had, those ended when that subspace effect tossed your ship into this system. History says you were lost out here, mourned by the ones you love, the memory of you consigned to the dark. Nothing can change that.” One by one, Pike looked for and met the gazes of each of the Baldwin’s crew, ending with Luciana and Rix. “This planet has already taken so much from you, your friends and your crew. If you stay here, it’ll take you too. Nothing will remain… and then you truly will be lost forever.”

“Captain?” Luciana gave him a questioning look, catching on to his intentions. “Are you sure?”

“There’s only one way to keep history intact,” said Pike. “We’re going through that door. All of us.”
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“Here they come!” Lieutenant Duke called out the warning from the helm, his voice rising an octave as proximity warning lights began to flash. “Klingon battlecruiser detected. Vessel is approaching on intercept vector along the plane of the ice rings.”

“Confirmed,” said Mitchell, from navigation. “We’ll be in weapons range in two minutes. I don’t think they see us, we’re still concealed by the rings.”

“They smell blood in the water,” rumbled M’Benga, standing off to one side of the captain’s chair. “Commander Bren won’t be thrown off so easily this time.”

Chin-Riley glanced at the doctor. It had been a last-second decision to summon him to the bridge, as the moments ticked down to armed contact with the enemy cruiser. When battle was joined—and it would be, that was inevitable—M’Benga’s skills as a physician would be vital dealing with any crew casualties. But in this instance, the man had a veteran’s insight into this enemy that she needed even more. He had fought this foe and lived to talk about it. If the first officer wanted Enterprise to survive, she would need to leverage every last advantage she had to hand.

“How will Bren play this?”

M’Benga’s brow creased. “Some Klingon captains wield their weapons the same way I would use a laser scalpel,” he began, “precise and measured. But Bren isn’t like that. She isn’t happy unless she sets the sky on fire.” He sighed. “She’ll throw everything she has at us until she gets what she wants.”

“Our destruction.” Chin-Riley chewed on that grim thought.

“If pushed to it. But that won’t be her first choice. Bren likes a prize, if she can take one.”

Chin-Riley was still processing the doctor’s words as the turbolift doors opened. The Enterprise’s chief engineer exploded out onto the bridge in a wild rush. Commander Pelia raced to the engineering station where Lieutenant Ferrick was at work, giving him a not-too-gentle shove out of the way. “Make room, make space,” she demanded. “I need to reprogram this station!”

The commander pivoted in the captain’s chair, a question forming on her lips. Pelia was already answering it, even as she buried her head inside a maintenance panel. “Don’t ask me how the warp drive is,” she called out. “I’m doing it. It’s getting done.”

“I need a timeline,” Chin-Riley demanded, undaunted. “The enemy is almost upon us. I need to know if we can stand and fight.”

“I would not recommend that,” Pelia retorted, her voice muffled. “The damage we suffered from those ionic radiation bursts needs dry-dock time to repair. Everything I put in place is, well, a bit of a lash-up.” She pulled her head out of the panel and handed a tool to Ferrick, pushing him to carry on her work. “We can probably throw a few punches. Take one or two on the chin, but that’s all. The good news is, I can give you warp drive. Soon.” Pelia gave Ferrick a worried glance. “Soon-ish,” she corrected.

Chin-Riley relented. That was the closest she was going to get to actual numbers from the engineer, but it made her next choice clear. If we can’t fight, we can’t stay, and if we can’t stay, we have to run.

Running meant leaving 685-Gamma to the mercy of the Klingons. There was no way to know what Bren and her crew would do to the planet. Would they locate the same ruins the Enterprise had discovered, the black stone archway with its mysterious properties?

The commander’s thoughts rushed ahead. If we can make it to Starbase 24, get Enterprise repaired, and I can request reinforcements from Admiral April, we can come back. She knew that the Exeter and the Hermes were in the sector—three Federation starships would tip the odds in Starfleet’s favor. But that would happen only if Starfleet was willing to make a show of force and risk escalation with the Klingon Empire.

She shook off the thought, returning to the here and now. This fight comes first, Una.

“Red alert,” she ordered. “Arm phasers, load torpedoes. Stand by to raise shields.” Chin-Riley turned back toward the science station. Spock looked up from his work, sensing her attention on him. Amid the building tension on the bridge, the Vulcan had been an oasis of silence, fully and completely focused on his scanners. “What about our other situation, Lieutenant?”

The first officer didn’t need to clarify her question. After sending his holographic message into the past, Spock’s sole effort had been observing planet Gamma, watching the readings from the broken stone tower in the desolate wastelands, waiting for any suggestion of life signs to emerge from the alien edifice, any sign that his words had been heard.

He shook his head, then turned back to his hooded viewer.

“Time is relative,” noted M’Benga, watching the interchange. “From our point of view, Spock sent his signal an hour ago, but it’s been resonating back into the past for decades, long before we arrived. If the captain intercepts it, interprets it, our people could return at any moment.”

“Or ten hours from now. Ten days. Ten years. We have no way of knowing.” Chin-Riley shook her head, then turned to the communications station. “Ensign Uhura, any transmissions from 685-Gamma?”

Uhura’s hand dropped from her wireless earpiece. “I’m monitoring all subspace frequencies and secondary channels.” She hesitated. “Nothing.”

They’re not coming back. The unwelcome thought pushed to the front of Chin-Riley’s mind. She had waited as long as she could. Time had run out, and she couldn’t put it off.

“Engineer”—Chin-Riley shot a look at Pelia—“are we good to go?”

“Almost,” said the Lanthanite, her manner turning serious. “We’ll need to get well clear of the planetary rings and into open space before we can engage.”

“Commander.” Uhura’s hand went to her earpiece. “Incoming hail. It’s the Pah’Gor.”

The first officer straightened her uniform. “On-screen.”

Once again, the Klingon commander’s scarred face filled the main viewscreen, her expression twisted into a furious scowl. “Federation wretches,” growled Bren. “Your tactics are those of cowards and fools. Did you truly believe your pathetic lure would be enough? Your attempts at distraction have failed. You have done nothing but make certain your destruction at my hands.”

“I’m sorry, have we met?” offered Chin-Riley, feigning ignorance as she played for time. “I have a terrible memory for faces.”

Bren hissed like an enraged targ. “You have committed an act of war against a vessel of the Klingon Empire! Your crew and your ship will answer for that.” Then her lips parted in a feral smile, and she swiveled in her throne-like chair, the transmission’s point-of-view tracking with her as she revealed something behind her—a wall covered with pieces of broken metal and unusual objects, each item mounted like it was a work of art in a museum.

The commander recognized part of a Gorn war helmet, the sickle curve of a broken bat’leth blade, the severed crystalline limb of a Tholian, and more. It’s a trophy wall, she realized; this is her collection of battle salvage.

Bren’s smile widened as she nodded to a burnt piece of hull metal newly bolted to the bulkhead. It was part of a Starfleet shuttle’s fuselage, the name of the craft, Burnell, clearly visible. “I will find a fitting place in my gallery to mark your defeat, have no doubt of that.” The Klingon commander reacted at something beyond the pickup, and then she snorted with cold amusement. “There you are. Hiding like vermin. I will…” The signal ceased abruptly.

“I cut the transmission,” Uhura explained. “She was trying to use the subspace carrier wave to triangulate our position!”

“Did they manage it?”

Lieutenant Duke called out, “High-order energy discharges detected.” He shot a look back at the commander. “Above us! The Klingon ship is firing into the rings!”

On the main viewscreen, glittering dust and stellar ice reduced visibility down to almost nothing, giving the impression that the Enterprise was adrift in a blizzard—but then a series of tiny emerald suns bloomed in the near distance, a chain of green fire that rippled across the rings, sending out shock waves that buffeted the vessel.

“Hold us steady,” Chin-Riley ordered. “It’s indiscriminate fire. They don’t know where we are.”

“Clever.” M’Benga nodded to himself. “Commander Bren knows we’re in the rings, but she can’t narrow it down. That’s why she’s using spatial charges.”

“The shock effect from the detonations,” Spock offered as an explanation, and Chin-Riley saw the answer coming to life on the viewscreen as the green blasts punched ragged voids in the dense fields of dust. Every explosion disrupted another section of the rings, causing the ice particles to dissipate violently, systematically robbing the Enterprise of cover. “Bren is not trying to hit us,” explained the Vulcan, “she is attempting to force us out of our concealment.”

The radioactive mineral content of the rings was as much a benefit as it was a disadvantage. With power levels low and motion at a minimum, the starship was able to lurk here undetected, and any sensor scans would reflect back garbled returns. That same effect also meant deflector shields remained inoperable inside the dust.

We can’t stay here. Chin-Riley gripped the arms of the captain’s chair. “I want shields to maximum the second we break out of the rings.”

“Ready,” said Mitchell. “But the Pah’Gor is directly between us and open space.”

“I know.” In her mind’s eye, Chin-Riley saw a tactical plot of the unfolding engagement. “We’re not going to get through this without a bloody nose.” She raised her hand. “Full impulse. Take us out.”

“Engaging impulse engines,” reported Duke. “Coming about.”

Chin-Riley felt the gravity shift as the Enterprise slewed hard to port and rose up from her hiding place. On the main viewscreen, the silver-gray mist of the ice rings melted away to show the black expanse of space.

“Raising shields, power to maximum,” said Mitchell. “Enemy vessel is locking on to us.”

Above and ahead of them, looming like a hovering raptor, the Klingon D7 floated amid a halo of fire as more spatial charges rained down around them.

“Phasers,” said Chin-Riley, “target the debris field at ten-one-mark-fifteen. Fire all banks in a lateral sweep. Full power, full spread!”

“The rings?” M’Benga was wrong-footed for a moment, uncertain as to why the commander was shooting at the debris instead of the Klingon battlecruiser. Then the doctor caught up as the bright yellow-orange lances scored a line across the sea of rocky fragments, instantly blasting them into clouds of metallic particles.

The Enterprise’s phasers had the opposite effect on the rings to the Klingon spatial charges—instead of blasting holes in the dust and debris, the streams of energy turned tumbling lumps of stone and ice back into their component elements. The result was a brief, shimmering curtain of haze, thrown up and around the Klingon ship, blinding its targeting sensors and throwing off the aim of its gunners.

“Helm, get us into open space!” Chin-Riley gave Duke the order. She shifted to look at the engineering station. “Pelia, we’re out of time.”

“Warp drive is now online,” came the muffled reply from beneath the engineering station. “For better or worse!

“Klingons are still firing!” Mitchell’s warning came as a random shock of disruptor bolts peppered the Enterprise’s shields. “We’re going right through it!”

The commander lurched in the captain’s chair as the ship took hit after hit, averting her eyes as a bright flash blew out a standby console on the port side of the bridge. “Stay the course,” she ordered. Doctor M’Benga bent to give aid to a crewman scorched by an overload.

On the viewscreen, the Pah’Gor swept past as the Enterprise sped beneath the hull of the Klingon battlecruiser. A storm of white sparks briefly burst to life as the invisible deflectors around each ship came into contact. For an instant both vessels were so close to one another that Chin-Riley could see figures moving on the far side of the other ship’s viewports as Bren’s crew reacted in surprise to the Enterprise’s bold gambit.

Then the attacking ship was behind them and Enterprise was climbing away through the fading wisps of ring dust, seconds from escape.

We’re almost there. As the first officer dared to hope that they might make it to warp, guilt cut through her at the thought of leaving the landing party behind. The captain would have given the same order if it was me there instead of him, she told herself. The crew and the ship always come first.

But then her brittle hope began to crack. She heard it in Lieutenant Spock’s terse report from the science station. “Something is amiss. The D7 is not turning to pursue us.” And she saw it in M’Benga’s expression as the doctor shot her a worried look.

A sudden chill flooded her gut. “Spock, full-spectrum scan, directly ahead!” She was on her feet, propelled by an impulse she couldn’t stop.

Spock’s reply came back in an urgent shout. “Detecting multiple objects deployed across our flight path, power levels increasing!”

Chin-Riley saw the glitter of cold starlight off a dozen tiny diamonds strewn over the arc of the viewscreen, and she knew immediately what they were. “Helm, veer off, veer off!”

Duke responded without hesitation, but the jaws of the trap had already been sprung. As the Enterprise swung hard to starboard, the scattering of dormant photon mines secreted above the rings by the Klingons came to life, their systems sensing and then directing them toward a target.

The Klingon commander had prepared a deadly snare as she attempted to drive the Federation ship from its hiding place. If the Enterprise had been transiting to warp, it would have meant the total obliteration of the Starfleet ship. In a simultaneous detonation of the Klingon mines at the moment of critical momentum, there would have been nothing left but the fading flash of decaying particles.

Chin-Riley’s swift reaction had saved them from that ending, but forced them to face another. The mines exploded in a line, spatial shocks building atop each successive flash until the blast wave slammed into the Enterprise’s hull.

Shields buckled and exterior tritanium panels burst, exposing several decks to the vacuum of space, before emergency force fields snapped on. The power grids overloaded, sending screaming surges into fragile systems, gravely wounding crew and vessel alike.

The commander tasted the acrid stink of burnt polymers in the back of her throat as she staggered to the helm-nav console while Duke and Mitchell fought to stabilize the ship. She saw red lights on their stations, alert warnings blinking.

“The mains are down,” coughed Duke. “Impulse power holding on. Helm isn’t answering inputs. Warp engines…” He trailed off, grimly shaking his head.

“Are you kidding me?” Pelia slammed her fist on the engineering station, her normally melodic voice rising to a snarl. “I just finished fixing that!”

“She knew we wanted to avoid battle,” said M’Benga. “She was never going to let us go.”

“The Klingon ship is in motion,” Spock reported. “Turning to our position.”

“Show me.” Chin-Riley stepped back from the console, staring into the main viewscreen as the screen displayed the Pah’Gor. With a sullen, almost nonchalant pace, the powerful ship brought its hammerhead command pod even with the stricken Enterprise, as if goading them. The orange maw of the ship’s main torpedo launcher glowed with infernal light, and she imagined it like a storybook dragon gathering fire in its throat to spew toward them.

Bren was over there, laughing at them, mocking them for falling into the trap the cunning commander had laid. She had hoped to kill their ship as it jumped to warp speed, but the Enterprise’s crew had denied her. The next move was obvious; the Klingons would blast the defenseless starship, and their victory would be complete.

And there’s nothing I can do to stop it. She felt an abyss threaten to open up beneath her, as the weight of every decision that had been made to bring them to this point came upon her.

She looked back at Doctor M’Benga, something the doctor had said rising to the surface of her thoughts. Bren likes a prize, if she can take one.

“Well…” Chin-Riley voiced her next thought. “Maybe I should give Bren what she really wants.” She turned toward Uhura, raising her voice to be heard over the skirl of the alert sirens. “Ensign, hail the Pah’Gor. Transmit my compliments to Commander Bren on her well-executed battle tactics. Inform her that I am ready to offer the complete and total surrender of the Enterprise.”

The Citadel 685-Gamma

It was standing room only inside the Sagan as the shuttle flew over the rain-lashed forest, homing in on the broken tower. Every last bit of space inside the craft was taken up by the survivors of the Baldwin and the Enterprise landing party, along with every weapon they could carry.

Pike sat in the copilot’s seat watching Ortegas’s inputs as the lieutenant guided them through the stormy sky. The captain chanced a look to starboard, where the winged bullet that was the Baldwin’s shuttlepod was flying alongside, letting the Sagan take the lead.

“You sure this is gonna work?” Durant’s voice came over the comm, and Pike saw the ex-MACO looking back at him from beneath the shuttlepod’s canopy bubble. “We don’t get a second go if it doesn’t.”

“It’ll work,” insisted Pike. “Those insects are predators, and they’re ravenous. We give them the right bait, they won’t be able to resist it.”

“Easy to say when you’re not the one wearing the ‘Eat me’ sign, sir,” said Ortegas. “I’ve had enough close encounters with those monsters already.”

The captain thought about his face-to-face moment with one of the vicious creatures and suppressed a shudder. “Audacity and speed of action, ladies and gentlemen,” he noted. “That’s our only way through.” The captain raised his voice so everyone could hear him. “Whatever happens next, our objective remains the same: get inside the tower, get to the archway.” And the rest, he thought, relies on Spock’s theory and the skills of aliens who’ve been gone for centuries.

“Coming up on the tower.” Luciana called out from the shuttlepod. “Captain Pike, you touch down first, we’ll provide top cover.”

“Sagan copies,” said Pike. “Starting our landing run. Now!”

“Hold on!” Ortegas called out as she put the Sagan into a steep dive and aimed the nose of the shuttle at the muddy clearing before the tower’s overgrown courtyard. Pike held on to the straps keeping him in his seat as the craft pulled up with seconds to spare, blasting a wall of wet air out over the ground in a thunder-clap shock wave. Forward momentum bled off to nothing with a bone-jarring stop, and the captain slammed the heel of his hand into a control panel, hitting the emergency releases for the rear drop ramp and the portside passenger hatch.

“Two exits, no waiting!” Pike was on his feet, drawing his phaser as he moved. “Everyone out!”

“Shuttlepod, you’re clear to follow us in.” Ortegas was speaking into her communicator. “We’ll dust off when you touch down.”

The Sagan’s passengers evacuated the shuttle at a full-tilt run, emptying out into the downpour as they ran for cover—all except one. Pike met Trey’s wide-eyed, terrified gaze as the engineer’s mate shook his head. “I’m not going! I’m not going! I’m not going!”

Whatever heart-stopping panic had overcome the younger man, it couldn’t be allowed to throw their schedule off by even a moment. Pike grabbed him by the arm and propelled Trey forward with an ungentle shove, pausing only to throw Ortegas a nod before following the engineer out.

Pike’s boots hit the muddy earth and a dirty spray blew up around him as the Sagan lifted off, the hatches cycling shut. He shielded his eyes as the smaller shuttlepod made a skidding landing, taking the Sagan’s place.

The second craft was barely still before its hatch opened just long enough for Chief Luciana to vault out. “Tom, go!” she shouted back at Durant, waving her plasma rifle at him. The ex-MACO gave a thumbs-up and the pod powered back into the drizzly air.

Pike took cover behind a fallen stone pillar, trailed by the disconsolate Crewman Trey, as Luciana raced up to join them. “Bugs are moving,” said the chief.

“I can see,” said Pike. A few hundred meters away, the glistening chitinous shapes basking along the flanks of the tower were stirring, some of the larger flyer-insects already hovering on flickering wings as they reacted to the return of the humans.

There was nothing but open ground between the edge of the clearing and the far side of the courtyard, where the blown-open stone door lay in pieces. Pike had made this run once already, and that first time, they had used the element of surprise to reach Chapel, Rix, and the others. This time, that tactic wouldn’t work. There were too many people, and too great a risk that someone would die. The only way through was by misdirection.

“Pike to shuttles,” the captain spoke into his communicator. “Ortegas, Durant, you’re on. Activate sensor grids at full power!”

“Copy that,” said the lieutenant. “Ringing the dinner bell.”

Pike and the others instinctively looked up to where the Sagan and the shuttlepod were hovering over the treetops on humming thrusters. There was no visual cue that the sensors were working, but a wall of sound from the creatures clinging to the tower made it obvious.

A chorus of angry, high-pitched shrieks filled the damp air. The sound was like buckets of knife blades being hurled into a grinding machine, a jagged and painful noise that made Pike’s skull ache.

In one huge swarm, the insects crashed into flight, the sheer numbers of them enough to briefly blot out the weak sunlight coming through the gray clouds. The two shuttlecraft veered away at high velocity in different directions, giving the creatures twin targets to pursue, and the screaming swarm parted down the middle to follow in the shuttles’ thruster wakes. As Terran moths were drawn to bright light, these giant dragonfly things were compelled by the hyperfrequency energy of the scanners, but their attraction was fueled by a reaction of pure aggression.

“Flyers have taken the bait!” Luciana called out across the clearing, her voice carrying. “Everyone go for the tower, move!”

“Come on.” Pike beckoned Trey to fall in step with him. The engineer’s mate stumbled forward. The younger man could barely keep his fear in check, and the captain found himself wondering what ordeals Trey had gone through to break his nerve.

“Hate bugs,” he managed, throwing a seething look at the buzzing swarm overhead. “Hate them!”

“Then stick close,” Pike ordered as they ran toward the tower. “You’re going to like the next part even less.”



There were so many of the creatures on her tail, they merged into one massive sensor reading.

Ortegas looked at the readouts and saw the seething mass snapping at the Sagan’s ion wake, a swarm thick with predators tearing after the shuttle in wild fury. In any other circumstance, she would have pushed the throttle to maximum and left the creatures eating her vapor or stood the Sagan on its stern and gone ballistic into the stratosphere; but the point of this operation was not to escape the swarm, but to distract the bugs long enough to buy time for everyone else.

That meant keeping a careful eye on her airspeed and splitting attention between that and the horde of insects. Too fast, and the bugs would drop off and look for lunch somewhere else; too slow, and they’d be on her in a heartbeat. A few bites had already been taken out of the Sagan’s fuselage in the earlier attack, and Ortegas had no doubts about those razor-sharp mandibles being capable of breaching the hull.

She rounded the broken tower again at an altitude of three hundred meters, skimming below the cloud base, canting the shuttle at an angle so she could look down and see the courtyard as she flew past. Ortegas saw the blink of phasers firing and figures in blue running for the entrance of the ancient building.

So far, so good, she told herself. Once they were all inside, whatever nasty insectoids were lurking within the tower would be their problem. The shuttles would be on their own with the airborne contingent.

She leveled off and checked the power settings. The preferred way out would have been to trigger the Sagan’s emergency transporter and beam down, while letting the shuttle carry on unmanned, but the ambient levels of ionic radiation on Gamma made even a short-range transport an impossibility. When the time came to abandon ship, it would have to happen the old-fashioned way.

“Jump and hope for the best,” Ortegas said aloud with gallows humor. “Piece of cake.”

“How you doing over there?” Durant’s voice crackled over the comm. The other shuttle was off Sagan’s portside, scribing a weaving pattern over the trees. “I’m getting engine overheat warnings. Best guess, I got maybe five more minutes before I’ll need to ditch.”

Ortegas made a quick calculation in her head. “Form up on me,” she told him.

“Sure that’s a good idea, Lieutenant?”

“No point splitting up the swarm if they catch you,” Ortegas replied. “We’ll make a jousting pass, catch them between us.”

“Got it.” Durant realized Ortegas’s plan before she said it. “We thin ’em out a bit, right?”

“Right. Just watch your angles, Sarge. I don’t want to get cooked!”

“On my way to you.” The Baldwin’s pod entered a hard climbing turn that would bring it to the same altitude as the Sagan, while Ortegas worked her controls to bring the bigger shuttle around and set them on a head-to-head course.

She quickly saw that Durant was being generous with the estimate of his craft’s condition. The shuttlepod’s motion was erratic, and spurts of uncontrolled exhaust coughed out of the smaller ship’s impulse grid. Some of the swarm on its tail had gotten in a few strikes, judging by the smears of purple-black fluids marking the aft of the vehicle.

“Targeting,” called Durant. “Can’t get a lock, I’ll have to eyeball it.”

“Same here.” As Ortegas attempted to lock the Sagan’s phasers on the swarm chasing the shuttlepod, Durant was trying to do the same for the mass of bugs snapping at the Sagan. “Trust me?”

Ortegas heard Durant give a gruff chuckle. “Only if you make it an order, Lieutenant.”

The distance between the two shuttles shrank as they came hurtling toward each other. “Ready?” Ortegas gave the command. “Break starboard!”

They rolled, belly to belly as they passed within a meter of each other, both craft opening fire at the same instant. Ortegas laid down a fiery spread with two seconds of continuous phaser fire, carving a burning swath through part of the insect horde, and the creatures flew apart in every direction, desperate to avoid destruction. Durant leaned hard on his pod’s single cannon, firing phased energy pulses until it overheated.

The swarm thinned, and Ortegas felt a yell of triumph welling up in her as she pivoted back around, coming in on Durant’s wing. But before she could let loose, she heard the dour ex-MACO’s voice.

“Oh, crap. Look sharp!”

Out in the forest, beyond the far edge of the clearing, a writhing black mist was rising out of the dark green canopy to join the mass above, a new swarm swirling and darting in the direction of the tower with hungry intent.

“More of them.” There were so many that Ortegas could hear the crackling drone of insect wings over the sound of the Sagan’s engines.

“A lot more.”





FOURTEEN

The Citadel 685-Gamma

A Vulcan counselor had once advised La’An that the best way to manage pain—either physical or emotional—was to imagine it as a ball of fire cupped in one’s hands. The key, the counselor said, was to gather the fire close and diminish it through cool, calm meditation. In that way could one endure.

Which was plainly rubbish, of course. Meditation had its place, but when your body’s wounds were howling with agony and you were fighting beyond whatever your limits were, what you really needed was to stoke your fire, not douse it.

Pain is fuel. That was La’An’s mantra. She used it to spur her on, drive her forward, give her focus. The security officer was making a trade-off, pushing her body to keep going, knowing that she’d pay for it when the fight was over.

But of course, the fight had to end first. She had to be the one to finish it.

“With me!” La’An shouted over her shoulder. She charged through the broken entranceway and into the echoing stone hall inside the alien ruins. Rix and Chapel were on her right, Yerah and Suresh coming on her left, all of them with weapons at the ready.

Outside, the metallic screeching of the flyer insects was deafening, but in here, the only sound was a strange, rustling buzz that seemed to come from every direction at once.

“Stalkers, over there!” Chapel called out and pointed to a couple of the long-legged creatures lingering in the shadows, but they shrank back. The survivors pushed into the building, their full-tilt run slowing to a cautious advance.

“Where’s the rest of them?” Rix cast around, looking up at the boreholes in the stone ceiling, clearly fearful that the larval maggots could come raining down on them at any second.

“Everyone watch those corners,” said La’An. “Move up! There’s our objective!” At the far end of the great hall atop the dais, the black stone archway shimmered in the half-light. The glowing alien glyphs surrounded it, casting weird light as their holographic forms flickered with static.

La’An had been prepared to fight for every footstep across the hall, but finding the chamber virtually empty threw her off her pace. This was unexpected, and she didn’t like the unexpected.

“Question,” ventured Ensign Yerah. “Exactly how intelligent are these creatures?”

“They’re cunning but they’re not sentient,” said Crewman Suresh. “I mean, we actually tried nonaggressive methods to deter them when we first got here, not that it worked. We even tried to communicate with them.” He shuddered. “That did not go well.”

“From their point of view, we are the invasive species,” noted Yerah. “Considering that, their aggressive reaction to our presence is understandable.”

“All they understand is edible or inedible,” Rix snorted. “And in case you haven’t noticed, as far as they’re concerned, we are squarely in the former category. But if you think you can debate them into not eating us, be my guest.”

At length, Yerah gave a sigh. “Your point is well made.”

La’An said nothing, looking around to catch sight of Captain Pike and Chief Luciana bringing up the rest of the group. The captain threw her a nod and she returned it.

“Christine, stay close to me.” La’An advanced again. “I’ll cover you while you follow Lieutenant Spock’s instructions.” She jutted her chin in the direction of the archway.

“It’ll work,” said Chapel, sensing La’An’s unspoken question as she fell into step with her. “If anyone can bring us home, it’s Spock.”

“I trust him, no doubt,” she replied. “It’s having to rely on ancient alien technology that’s been lying in a bug-filled ruin for hundreds of years, that’s the part I don’t like.”

“Let’s hope the Sekahri built their hardware to last. Otherwise, it’ll be a real short trip.” Chapel reached a pathway of flagstones covered in a thick layer of dust and wavered. “Whoa! Almost lost my footing.”

La’An felt the same thing at the same moment. The tetrahedral stones making up the floor of the hall appeared more uneven than she had remembered them being when they first fled the tower. She stopped, digging in the tip of her boot between the stones. It sank in deep, and the powdery matter gave way, revealing something dull, smooth, and chitinous concealed beneath.

Her blood ran cold. “They’re in the dust!” She spun and aimed with her phaser, just as the flagstone beneath Chapel abruptly lurched and sent the nurse staggering to one side.

The low, omnipresent buzz inside the hall changed tone, rising to a chatter like the noise of a million angry cicadas, and from all around them stalker insects lying buried burst out of their hiding places.

Cunning indeed. La’An had time for that thought before she fired an energy blast at the creature closest to her, sending it skittering away before it could sink its mandibles into her.

A wave of choking haze erupted between the survivors and the stone dais across the hall as more of the stalkers rose out of the dust and debris. Beam shots flashed, but Pike’s voice cut above the blasts in an echoing shout. “Watch your fire! Don’t damage that archway!”

“Get ready to run!” La’An put one hand on Chapel’s arm, the other reaching into a torn pocket of her field jacket. “I’ve got something.”

Chapel’s eyes widened as she saw La’An holding one of the old-model hand scanners from the survivor encampment. “Those things attract them, remember?”

“I know,” said La’An, “I’m counting on it.” She activated the scanner at full power, and it emitted a reedy whine that immediately drew the attention of the nearest stalkers. The insects loped toward her in a headlong rush, but before they could get close, she had hurled the device away as hard as she could, and as far from the dais as possible.

The pack of hungry creatures hesitated for a fraction of a second, then went scrambling after the thrown scanner as it bounced off a carving and landed in the dust. “What are you doing?” Rix asked.

La’An shouted, “Fire in the hole!” It wasn’t just a scanner that La’An had appropriated from the survivor camp. There was also the concussion grenade she’d taken from an armory case and a length of magno-tape holding the two of them together.

The grenade went off with a massive thunder clap of displaced air, cracking open part of the flooring and causing a minor collapse that took a dozen bugs with it into the tower’s sublevels. The rest of the creatures staggered, briefly stunned with their sensitive antennae ringing in shock.

La’An spared Rix a look. “I took your idea with the communicator and improved it.” The medic replied, but she didn’t register what he said, her hearing momentarily rendered woolly and indistinct by the blast. Still moving, still driving herself forward, she pulled Chapel along with her. They ran the short distance to the dais, taking every second of advantage while the swarming stalkers were in woozy disarray.

“Watch my back,” said Chapel, pulling her own tricorder, the one holding the precious data in its memory that would activate the alien arch. “I can’t afford to get distracted while I do this!”

“We’ve got you.” As La’an brought up her phaser once again, she saw Rix and Yerah sprinting up the shallow stairs and, coming up behind them in twos and threes, the other survivors from the Baldwin running toward the archway.

La’An had an unexpected moment of clarity. Every one of these people is counting on us to rescue them. They’ve let go of any distrust and suspicion they had and put their future in our hands. It was a sobering thought, and it hardened her resolve. Whatever reservations she’d had about changing the course of history, and the fate of a crew that had already been declared dead, they faded in the moment. This was their mission now, as Captain Pike had said. “Everyone goes home,” she muttered.

“It’s happening!” Chapel called out, shocked. “We’ve got power!”

Across the surface of the shiny black stone, a myriad of holographic glyphs were shifting and moving, some of them passing back through the dark rock and into the depths of the alien structure.

Between the narrow pillars of the arch, the air had seemed oddly static, as if it were suspended there in an unmoving curtain. Now it began to thicken and take on hues of sapphire and crimson, slowly forming into a pane of energy unlike anything La’An had ever seen before.

She had to tear her gaze away, concentrating on the stalker insects as they finally shook off their daze and recommitted to their attack.

“Hold them back,” called Chapel. “Just a few minutes more!”



“Weapons free,” reported the lieutenant. “Hit ’em with everything you got!”

“Heh. Don’t need to tell me twice.” Despite the danger filling the rainy skies around them, Durant couldn’t help but bear his teeth in a sharp, wolfish grin. He mashed the fire control for the shuttlepod’s phase cannon, blasting a path through the predator swarm.

Impossible odds, implacable alien monsters, and danger at every turn? Truth be told, this was exactly the kind of thing he’d signed up for, back when the MACOs had been recruiting. Thomas Durant came from a family whose members had served for generations, right back to the Great War in twentieth-century Europe, and he saw his duty as an extension of that legacy.

Things had changed after the formation of the United Federation of Planets. Durant was ordered to trade in his treasured “killer shark” patch for something less aggressive. But once a MACO, always a MACO. In the thick of it was where he felt alive, right here at the sharp edge of the frontier.

With an echoing bang, one of the dragonfly creatures slammed into the pod’s nose cone, hitting it with enough force to knock the small craft off its heading. “No you don’t,” Durant snarled, gripping the flight yoke tightly as he dragged the wings back to straight and level.

Ahead and above, he saw a ball of shrieking insects making a run on the Sagan and called out a warning. “Lieutenant, you got some admirers coming up under you. Get clear, I’ll give them a talking-to.”

“Understood,” came the reply. The Sagan spun into a hard rolling maneuver that stood the boxy craft on its port nacelle as it twisted away. Durant had to admit he was little more than a competent pilot, but he had never seen someone handle a shuttle like the Enterprise officer did. Ortegas made it perform like a starfighter, describing kick turns and inverse loops that frustrated every attempt the insects made to get their claws on her ship.

Is it really possible that woman is some kind of future descendant of the chief? Durant hadn’t been sure until he saw her in a fight, but now he believed it. Both of them had the same Ortegas spirit.

He had to make up for his lesser skill with brute force, of course. He punched through a swarming cloud of flyers with the cannon running hot, knocking them out of the air as he went.

Another crimson warning light blinked on the pod’s control panel, joining the others already alight with angry color. He felt a shudder pass through the hull beneath his boots. The thrusters were surging, veering toward a dangerous overload—but he couldn’t break off and leave the lieutenant to handle this mob on her own. For every feral monster Durant dealt with, there were two more right behind it.

“We really have kicked the hornet’s nest this time,” he muttered. “These nasty buggers are out for our blood.”

“Durant, at your ten!” The lieutenant’s cry cut through his moment of distraction. “Heavy contact incoming!”

A thick mass, as dark as fire smoke, came boiling out of the downpour before him. Flyer insects, packed so tightly together they seemed like one single creature, bore down on the shuttlepod even as Durant opened fire once again.

To his horror, the phase cannon sputtered and jammed, emitter coils sizzling as they overheated and went offline. Durant hauled back on the pod’s yoke, pointing the nose upward, desperately hoping he could trade thrust for altitude—but the engines were struggling, and he didn’t make it clear of the attacking swarm before they collided.

Twisting like a leaf in an updraft, the shuttlepod exited controlled flight and skidded into a tail stall. Durant experienced a terrible moment of certainty as he realized he was beyond the limit of his abilities. Maybe someone like Erica Ortegas could have handled it, but he was a soldier first and a pilot second.

Dozens of insect bodies slammed into the hull of the shuttlepod, some breaking with the force of the midair impact, others gaining purchase and digging into the silver-gray fuselage. The canopy dome grew fractures and began to crack apart as the pod shuddered and fell backward into an unguided dive. Cold, wet, shrieking air invaded the cramped cabin as the hull was pierced, and then the things were inside with him.

Durant made a wild grab for the phase pistol holstered at his belt, but it was already too late.



The shuttlepod careened across the sky, coming at Ortegas like a missile. The front end of the bullet-shaped craft was caved in, a layer of purple-black fluids painting the front of the hull, a quivering throng of insects clinging to the stubby winglets and dorsal panels as they clawed and savaged it.

The Sagan’s thruster grid flared as Ortegas tried to get clear, but everything happened so fast it was impossible to avoid contact. The last of the Baldwin’s shuttlepods passed below the Sagan as it spun out of control, one elevated wingtip becoming a blade that sliced through the middle of the other craft’s portside nacelle.

Durant’s craft spiraled out of the sky and vanished over a distant ridge, disappearing into a wall of rain haze. At his speed and angle of decent, Ortegas knew that the man would not survive it; but she had her own problems.

A seething gush of plasma howled from the Sagan’s underslung engine, throwing the craft’s power into disarray. Automatic damage controls went through an emergency shutdown procedure, attempting to stem the torrent of systems failures, but the collision’s effects were fierce.

Outside the canopy, the lieutenant saw a wall of towering, skeletal trees whipping past as the Sagan dropped out of the sky. Pressed into the pilot’s seat as the craft whirled about in a flat spin, she diverted as much of the remaining power as she dared into the shuttle’s structural integrity fields.

She thought she heard Captain Pike’s voice over the comm channel, but the shuttle’s shrill alarms were too loud to be certain. “This is Ortegas,” she yelled, hoping her communicator would catch her cry. “We’ve lost Durant and I am going down!”



Pike felt it more than he saw it: a strange, soundless pulse reverberated out from the stone archway, expanding to fill the tower’s great hall, swallowing up every shout, every echo, every predator’s shriek and weapon blast. Humanoid and insectoid alike were stunned by the effect, their conflict briefly halting.

For one dizzying second, Pike feared it might have deafened him, but then the effect inverted and shrank back into the planes of the black rock, and sound returned.

“What was that?” At his side, Trey was clutching his face as if nursing the world’s worst headache. “My skull’s ringing like a bell!”

“Chapel did it,” said Pike, looking toward the archway. “The door is open.”

The nurse stood beside the construct, her eyes wide with surprise. Everyone’s gaze was drawn to see the ancient device return to life.

Suspended in the center of the tall stone threshold, a curtain of auroral light had come into being, as if brilliant, glowing mist had been captured between two sheets of glass. The bright golden glyphs Pike had seen before now marched up and down the flanks of the arch in long trains. The effect was oddly hypnotic, almost as if the alien mechanism was bidding him to step through it.

He shook off any hesitation and called out. “This is it, people. Rescue is on the other side of that gateway, but we can’t keep it open for long.”

But no one moved. Back at the camp, as the plan had come together, everyone had fallen to the task at hand, following their Starfleet training. But now that they were faced with a new unknown, there wasn’t a single one of them who didn’t fear what that door might lead to.

Pike felt it too. There was still a chance that the device might reject them, or worse, deposit them somewhere more dangerous than this.

Someone has to take the first step. Pike started forward toward the dais, but another person was already there, moving past Chapel, framed in the archway’s iridescent glow.

La’An had come to the same conclusion. She looked back from the threshold and found the captain, tossing him a curt nod. “I’ll see you on the other side, sir,” she said, and stepped through. The pane of glowing smoke rippled as La’An dissolved into it, and then she was gone.

Fearless as always, thought Pike. Good luck, Lieutenant.

“Is… Is she…?” Rix couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence.

Chapel peered at the tricorder in her hand. “I’m reading one new additional life sign inside the archway’s matrix.” She looked up. “La’An is in there. Suspended in time, like the Sekahri.”

“She’s a tough act to follow, that’s for sure,” said the medic, shifting from foot to foot. “Ah, to hell with it.” Before he could have second thoughts, Rix jogged up the shallow steps and went through without another word. Chapel took a breath as she read his signature appear within the arch.

“Get going!” Luciana shouted the order. “On the double!” She looked back at Pike and gestured across the stone hall, to where the stalker insects were moving in packs. “The bugs have shaken off that noise—”

“I know,” he replied, bringing up his phaser. “Let’s not wait any longer.” The captain spoke urgently into his communicator. “Pike to shuttles. We have our exit and the clock is running. Shuttles, respond.”

“This is Ortegas!” Her reply was on the edge of panic. “We’ve lost Durant and I am going down!”

“No!” Luciana scrambled back toward the hall’s entrance and Pike raced after her, the two of them reaching the broken stone just as the Sagan came whirling out of the rain, a pennant of white fire streaming from the shuttle’s underside.

The wedge-shaped craft sheared off the drooping canopy of several trees as it fell, coming in at a shallow angle to the muddy clearing. Pike’s breath caught in his throat as the Sagan hit the ground and carved a trench through the damp earth, at the last moment flipping over onto its back as its speed bled off into kinetic energy.

The rain was monsoon heavy, hammering at the mud and crashing off the shuttle’s hull. Lying inverted and half buried in the churned-up mire, it was impossible to see the cockpit. With silence over the comm channel, there would be only one way to know if the lieutenant had survived the crash.

It was five hundred meters of open ground from the tower entrance to the downed shuttle, first across the cracked stone courtyard and then over the thick mud field. And overhead, droning and screeching, moving like an oil slick over gray waters, was the maddened insect swarm.

“Get everyone through the arch,” began Pike. “I’m going out there.”

“Is that gold braid you’re wearing cutting off the circulation to your brain?” Luciana shook her head. “You go alone, you’ll be dead before you make it halfway. You’re not invulnerable, Captain.”

“Maybe, maybe not.” Pike recalled a conversation he’d had—with himself—about the future that fate had in store for him, a future that by one reckoning was already written. If that was so, if Pike’s end really was preordained to occur in another time and place, then he knew he would survive this ordeal. It was the people around him, the ones who meant the most to him, who were still at risk. “I can bring Erica back.”

“That girl is my family,” said Luciana.

“Mine too, just not by blood,” noted Pike. “No one gets left behind.”

“We agree on that.” Luciana nodded. “But just ’cause you’ve got rank, doesn’t mean you have the monopoly on taking risks, sir.” She shouldered her particle carbine and launched forward into a sprint. “Follow me, and try to keep up!”
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Surrender.

Just the thought of it made M’Benga go cold. He had seen too many times what the Klingon Empire did to those who willingly gave up the fight. The concept of submission was anathema to them, so much so that their language didn’t have a word for it. In the rigid mindset of the Klingons, to surrender was to offer oneself as a willing slave, and for them that was a fate worse than death. He’d watched beaten people throw down their weapons and beg the Klingons for mercy, only to be shot dead where they stood. In the mind of an unswerving soldier of the Empire, that gift of execution was mercy. Ending the life of a surrendering enemy gave them a death with some semblance of honor, not the unending shame of living as a prisoner with the knowledge of their failure.

But not always. Some Klingons saw things differently. Some allowed their desire for glory and treasure to blot out that harsh martial calculus. If a surrender empowered them, then they would race to seize it.

This was the gamble that Lieutenant Commander Chin-Riley was making, staking not just her life, but that of everyone aboard the Enterprise, against one Klingon warrior’s longing for victory.

The question is, M’Benga thought, will our opponent play true to her form?

Crimson emergency lights illuminated the bridge as Pelia and her engineer worked on critical damage control. The multiple alerts sounding their warnings having been silenced for the moment, it gave the bridge a forbidding quality that darkened M’Benga’s mood. Old, familiar impulses rose to the surface, but he pushed them back into the shadows. He found the commander and gave her a nod of solidarity. Whatever came next, he would be ready.

“Follow my lead,” whispered Chin-Riley. She smoothed down the front of her uniform and fell into a parade-ground at-ease stance before the captain’s chair, watching the main viewscreen intently.

The I.K.S. Pah’Gor rose slowly into view, all her weapons powered up and zeroed in on the Starfleet vessel, the Klingon ship radiating menace right down to every last panel and rivet in its hull. Commander Bren had won, and she was relishing the moment, weighing the value of her choice before she committed to it.

Kill us, and she has a quantifiable victory, thought the doctor. But a distant one, earned in some no-name star system without import. Hardly the stuff that songs are sung about. Capture us, and it’s a very different story. He could imagine Bren’s thoughts as she envisaged returning home with their vessel in metaphorical chains as her prize. A trophy she can’t pass up.

“Incoming signal,” said Uhura. Her voice was muted and fearful.

The commander schooled her features to appear contrite. “On-screen.”

Once more, Commander Bren appeared before them, almost lounging across the wide form of her throne-like chair. She was absently stroking the white scar on her face. “In the name of the Klingon Empire, I accept your surrender. Your ship is now mine. You and your crew are my property.” She showed her teeth. “Obey me without hesitation and you will not be harmed. I want all of you alive when I present this craft to the Chancellor and the High Council. An amount of loss will be permitted, if it becomes necessary.”

“With respect, your wishes might be difficult to accommodate at this time,” Chin-Riley said reasonably. “Our warp engines are offline. Would you care to tow us to Qo’noS?”

Bren’s feral sneer faded at the veiled insult. Hers was a mighty warship, not a common space tug. “Is this another ploy? Do not test my patience. Your subterfuge with the decoy was ingenious but doomed to failure. I will not be misled again.”

“Perish the thought,” muttered M’Benga.

“You will tell me why you came here,” Bren went on, changing tack. “This world, this system, it is nothing more than a collection of worthless rocks. Tell me what your ship and the other Starfleet vessel were hiding.”

Chin-Riley took a breath. “Do I have your word as an honorable warrior that my crew will be treated fairly?”

“If you obey,” Bren allowed, lingering over her reply.

M’Benga caught the smallest glance from Chin-Riley as she drew herself up. The commander was about to roll the dice. “We did come here on a rescue mission, as I told you. The ship we were looking for, the Baldwin, the one you destroyed, its misadventure was not an accident.” She gave a solemn sigh. “The Baldwin was part of a clandestine operation. A weapons test.”

“Commander!” Lieutenant Spock took this as a cue and gave a sudden shout, shooting Chin-Riley a severe look. “Do not…!”

“It’s too late, Mister Spock,” Chin-Riley snapped. M’Benga saw the first officer’s gaze flick toward Pelia at the engineering station, then the Lanthanite woman casually double-tapped a finger on the impulse controls.

Warp is still out, but we have sublight, thought M’Benga, decoding the sign.

“What kind of weapon?” demanded Bren.

“An energized chroniton field,” said Chin-Riley. “It’s extremely volatile. It malfunctioned, that’s why the Baldwin was set adrift.”

“You did this, mere light-years from the Empire’s border?” Bren’s reply was icy. “You are either fools or liars.”

“It was our objective to locate the device on the Baldwin and recover it,” explained the first officer. “We were conducting that operation when your ship entered the system.”

“Scan the zone where the other vessel appeared.” Bren looked to one side, giving orders to one of her crew. “Locate any wreckage!”

“I would caution against that.” Spock raised a hand. “The device reacts negatively to any concentrated energy directed toward it.”

Bren leaned in. “I suppose you expect me to allow you to retrieve this weapon instead? I think not.” Then she smiled, glancing down to read off a panel mounted on the arm of her chair. “Ah. There. My sensors have detected an object that does not match its surroundings. A complex inorganic mineral matrix radiating low levels of ionic radiation.”

“Don’t be fooled. It’s dangerous,” Chin-Riley insisted. “Commander, believe me when I tell you, you need to leave it where it is.”

Bren fell silent, and M’Benga felt as if the Klingon was measuring every person on the bridge for even the slightest hint of mendacity.

“Well, now,” said Bren, after a moment, “if you wish it so intently, you must have good cause to. But what you wish means nothing to me.” She sat back in her chair, and her lip curled in another smirk as she gave a new order. “I want that device! Lock on to its coordinates and beam it aboard!”

“Confirming,” said Spock, “the Pah’Gor has initiated transport of the object.” As the science officer spoke, the scanner array on his panel abruptly lit up with dozens of new detections. “Ionic radiation levels are rising exponentially.”

“Helm”—Chin-Riley turned back to Duke—“put as much distance as you can between us and the Klingons, do it now!”

“Aye, full impulse.” Duke’s hands danced over his station.

“Where do you think you are going?” Bren’s indulgent, sneering manner became one of fury. “Do you desire your destruction? Your ship is barely mobile, you cannot escape!”

“You ought to be more concerned about your ship,” Chin-Riley told her. “I did warn you.”

The Klingon commander was about to shout something, but her attention was drawn away. The last sight they had of Bren was the sneer dropping off her face as she realized—too late—that she had swallowed the bait for a second time.

The comm channel sputtered with interference and vanished. “Signal lost,” said Uhura. “All close-range subspace frequencies are being drowned out by ionic particles.”

Mitchell called out from the navigator’s station, “We’ve cleared the primary and secondary planetary rings, climbing out of Gamma’s orbit.”

“Viewscreen aft,” ordered the commander. “Show me the Pah’Gor.”

The main viewscreen displayed the Klingon battlecruiser, coming about to pursue the Enterprise. But a grotesque purple-red light was crawling over the metallic green hull, squirming across the other ship’s warp nacelles and down the length of its long, thin neck.

“I am observing the same effect that engulfed the Starship Baldwin,” said Spock. “It is propagating at a much higher speed, and without the agitation caused by a solar flare.” He gave a shake of the head. “As I predicted, transporting the damaged sphere triggered the object to begin its final disintegration.”

“Systems are going offline on every deck of the Klingon vessel,” added Mitchell. “I’m reading a massive buildup of chronometric particles centered midship.”

“Pelia, can you give me shields?” Chin-Riley asked the chief engineer.

“I anticipated the need,” she replied. “But it’s still going to be a real whoop-de-do, so everybody might want to hang on to something.”

“Shields, full power.” Chin-Riley took the captain’s chair. “All decks, brace for impact!”

M’Benga moved to a guardrail and hung on for dear life, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the main viewscreen. The glittering, unreal lightning surged brilliant red, and a ragged orb of temporal fire bloomed, briefly engulfing the Klingon ship before snapping back to implode in on itself.

The Pah’Gor vanished, torn out of time by the disastrous interactions of exotic radiation and alien science, leaving a tiny dying ember behind to blast out one final pulse of fire before it too dissolved into nothing.

The shock wave rippled through the rings, disrupting the dust and debris, punching a hole right through the dense skeins of ice and rock. It grew outward and, even as it lost power, beat at the shields of the fleeing Enterprise, knocking it off course. The doctor felt himself briefly leave the deck as the gravity compensators reacted too slowly, before slamming back down hard. Pelia lost her grip and cried out, but he caught her, and the two of them settled into an awkward embrace.

“Oh my,” said the chief engineer, “that happened.”

“The shields held.” Lieutenant Ferrick was exultant. “We made it!”

“Of course,” Pelia told him with a sniff, “we work miracles, given time and opportunity.”

“Good work, everyone. Helm, get us on an even keel.” Chin-Riley pivoted back to look at Spock. “Lieutenant, report.”

“Chroniton energy is dissipating,” he replied. “The Klingon vessel does not appear anywhere within sensor range… And neither does the Sekahri sphere.”

“Were they destroyed?” asked Uhura.

“Negative,” said Spock. “By ignoring our warnings and attempting to transport the sphere, Commander Bren inadvertently duplicated the same mistake made by the Baldwin’s crew. The combined effects triggered another temporal displacement.”

“To when?” Pelia glanced at the viewscreen as the Enterprise settled into a stable attitude.

Spock scrutinized the readout. “The decay rate of the particle wake indicates the effect caused a shift forward in time of two hundred thirty-eight point two hours, Federation Standard.”

“They’ll reappear right there, in a little under ten days’ time,” said Uhura. “I really do not want to be here when Bren realizes what happened.”

A slight smile crossed M’Benga’s features. “We literally knocked them into the middle of next week.” He nodded to Chin-Riley. “Well played.”

“Was it?” Chin-Riley blew out a breath. “Certainly didn’t feel like that to me. Every step of the way, I was sure Bren was going to see I was trying to appeal to her worst impulses.” She glanced at Spock. “Lieutenant, you might want to temper your performance a degree next time.”

The Vulcan accepted that with a nod. “I will consider your note, Commander.”

“We’ve bought ourselves some time,” noted M’Benga. “Let’s hope it’s enough.”





FIFTEEN

The Citadel 685-Gamma

Luciana mantled the broken waist-high wall around the edge of the courtyard and landed on the muddy ground beyond, skidding a step but losing none of her momentum. A heartbeat behind her, Pike was sprinting as best he could over the broken stones, and then he too hit the mud with a splat of displaced rainwater.

Leaving the tumbledown entrance to the tower, they were now on their own, with only a few pieces of what a generous observer might have called “cover” between them and the overturned shuttlecraft. Up above, some of the insect predators in the thick, swirling ring of flyers had noticed the movement through the heavy downpour, and they dropped out of the swarm in twos and threes to investigate.

The mud was at its worst here, as thick and unforgiving as Luciana had ever encountered in the two years she’d been stranded on 685-Gamma. Every time she planted a foot, it sank into the marshy ground up to her ankle, and pulling it free to keep moving forward was an effort. With a sucking pop, she wrenched herself out of the corpse-gray mud’s gooey embrace, twisting so the mire wouldn’t pull her boot off.

This verdammt planet hates us being here, said a voice in her head, and she remembered it was Lieutenant Commander Huber who had spoken those words. The morose junior officer would repeat it over and over as he stared out at the rains.

That was just fine for Luciana Ortegas; she hated this planet back. She blamed it for everyone she had lost, and she certainly wasn’t going to let it claim any more.

“Chief,” Pike called out from behind. She saw the flash of phaser fire. “Watch out!”

Luciana ducked, the action saving her from losing her head as a huge, iridescent green flyer came swooping down out of the rain. The creature’s blade-sharp claws snapped wildly at nothing, missing the chance to tear into her as its speed carried it by. Its thick, segmented abdomen coiled and swung, hammering her with a side-on blow that tossed Luciana off her feet and down into a shallow mud pond that was still deep enough to drown in.

Briefly knocked senseless, she took in what felt like a gallon of sour, murky rainwater and tried to scramble blindly back to the surface. She heard heavy splashing around her and felt Pike’s hands on her arms, dragging her backward to the pond’s edge. Then she was coughing and retching, still gripping her particle carbine, clinging to the weapon for grim life.

Pike helped her expel the last of the water, and she let out a groan that was more anger than it was pain. He offered her a hand and pulled her to her feet, looking around for more threats. “Good to go?”

“You’ve ruined that nice uniform,” she wheezed. And he had, too; the mustard-yellow tunic under Pike’s torn field jacket was splashed with clods of sticky mud.

“That makes two of us,” he said, an easy grin splitting his dirt-streaked face as he nodded back at her. Luciana’s blue jumpsuit looked as if it had been dragged through an oil slick. “Don’t sweat it, we’ve got a great laundry on the Enterprise…”

“Pike!” She spoke over him, bringing up her carbine as a rush of rattling through the rain heralded the arrival of three flyers, their wings crackling as they came down to land ahead of the two humans.

It was the green one that had tried to bite Luciana in two, back with a pair of brown-black cohorts that stamped at the mud, marching back and forth with their folded wings slashing at the air. They snapped their mandibles and ventured toward the pair, picking their way around the shallow edges of the mud pond, letting out piercing, skirling wails as they came closer.

Luciana aimed at big, green, and ugly, squeezing the carbine’s trigger—and got nothing in return. She swore and worked the weapon’s mechanism, trying to shake out the dirt interfering with its function.

“The shuttle’s twenty meters to our right. When I say go, can you run?” Pike raised his phaser.

“Don’t sweat it,” she repeated back to him.

He nodded, putting a hand up to protect his eyes as he pointed the pistol toward the pond. “All right, Chief. Cover your face, I’m going to try something.”

Luciana mirrored Pike’s actions, girding herself to push off the mudbank. The bugs were almost on them when the captain fired, holding down the trigger for a half second—but instead of shooting at them, he directed an arc of the beam into the murky pond.

The mud-thickened floodwater exploded into a cloud of super-heated steam. Searing-hot mist rolled over them and Luciana cried out as it scalded her bare skin, but she used that shock as impetus to get up and move as Pike bellowed “Go!”

The insects shrieked as the heat blast drove them back, and the creatures staggered in confusion and disarray as their human quarry lurched over the slick mud and down into the ditch left by the Sagan’s crash landing.

A black scar cut across the clearing, and the dense mud in the channel was easier to cross than the wet stuff on the surface, even as the endless rain had begun to fill it. Luciana made her way around to the rear of the boxy shuttle, taking care to avoid the toxic spill congealing around the broken engine nacelle. Still hot from the friction of flight, the Sagan’s tritanium hull ticked like a mechanical clock as it cooled.

“Aft ramp is a no-go, it’s blocked,” she told Pike, pointing at the shuttle’s stern as he caught up with her. “Gotta be the side hatch.”

“It’s jammed,” he said with a grimace. They could both see that the hatch had jolted open on landing, but the gap was barely enough to get their fingers through. Rainwater was already sluicing inside through the narrow opening. “No time to brute-force it. Stand back.”

Pike twisted his phaser’s emitter head and fired a narrow, columnated beam, drawing a sizzling line down the metal to cut straight through it.

As he worked, Luciana went back to her carbine and finished the job of cleaning out the muck. Through the curtain of the hissing downpour, she could see spindly shapes dancing over the mud as the insects dithered and searched for their escaped prey. Beyond them, the mass of the alien tower was visible only as a ghostly impression made of shadow.

She pulled her communicator and flipped it open. “This is the chief, anyone read me in there?”

A moment later, a voice issued out of the device. “This is Chapel. Do you have Erica?”

“We’re working on it.” Luciana glanced at Pike, who nodded. “What’s your status?”

“The arch is letting us through, and it seems the energy it’s putting out has scared off the creatures for the moment, so that’s a bonus. Spock’s calculations were right on the money. But I don’t know how much longer we’ll be able to keep it open. You need to get back here right now.”

“Christine, don’t wait for us,” Pike called. “Get everyone else through, then go yourself. That’s an order.”

“Aye, Captain,” said the nurse. “I’ll see you next century.”

Luciana signed off and pocketed the communicator. “You’ve got a good crew.”

“The best. I’m proud to lead them.” He shot her a look. “You know how that feels, right?”

The chief found herself nodding. “I guess I do.”

With a clang, the cut-off section of the jammed hatch fell in, allowing access to the shuttle’s inverted interior. Pike winced as he squeezed through the widened gap. “Watch that edge, it’s still hot.”

Luciana nodded, looking around before she followed him. The shrill cries of the insects were growing louder as the creatures hopped and shuffled toward the wreck of the Sagan. “Right behind you,” she said.

Pike picked his way across the debris from knocked-open lockers as he went forward. Erica Ortegas was still hanging upside down in the pilot’s chair, secured in place by her safety harness with her arms swaying as they dangled. Luciana’s nose wrinkled at the strong odor of burnt hyperpolymers filling the interior—something somewhere had short-circuited during the crash landing.

“Lieutenant?” Pike called out, and Ortegas returned an incoherent moan. “Chief, give me a hand here.”

“Captain…?” Erica blinked slowly, her eyes refocusing on her rescuers. “Vieja…?” Thin streaks of blood were trickling from her nose, over her cheekbones. “Why… are you two… standing on your heads?”

“Easy now, kid,” Luciana told her, working the restraint release as Pike took her weight. The belt snapped away and he lowered her.

“Oh.” Erica went pale and unsteady, hanging on to Pike as she reoriented herself. “That explains things.” She sucked in a breath. “Woo. Dizzy.”

“Can you walk?” he asked.

She nodded, regretting it. “I broke a shuttle, sir. Sorry about that.”

“I’ll dock it from your pay,” Pike told her.

Ortegas looked up and found the chief. “Durant didn’t make it. I’m sorry.”

Luciana accepted that with a sad nod and looked away, tamping down the feelings Erica’s words brought up. She saw shadows moving outside the mud-smeared canopy and snapped back to the moment. “Company’s calling!”

The shuttle lurched as one of the huge insectoids rammed itself into the hull. Razored talons scraped across the fuselage, the sound setting her teeth on edge.

Pike found two more phasers in a case amid the mess on the deck, pressing them into Erica’s and Luciana’s hands. “Here. We’re going to have to shoot our way out.”

“Something I have to do first,” said the lieutenant. She went back to her upside-down console and craned herself to reach it, jabbing at the flickering controls.

With the cut-open hatch too low for the predators to reach through, the things in the mud continued their attempts to peel open the Sagan’s hull and the shuttle rocked again, causing more floodwater to gush inside. Luciana scowled and pointed her pistol, letting off a couple of blind-fire blasts to give them pause. In return, the creatures gave long, ululating screams, and to her dismay, she heard the ones up in the clouds call back in response. “I think they’re coming.”

“How many?” said Pike.

“All of them?”

At the front of the shuttle, Erica gave a cry of triumph and several panels in the cockpit powered up. “Okay, now we really, really, really need to get out of here.”

“What did you just do?” Luciana’s heart sank as she realized the other woman had fired up every system the Sagan still had functioning—including the sensor emissions that drove the insects into a violent frenzy.

“You know how a bug zapper works,” said Erica. “This is like that, only powered by an overloading fusion reactor.”

“Overloading?” Luciana’s eyes widened in shock.

“In just under two hundred seconds from now,” noted Pike. “Same trick La’An used with her tricorder grenade, with a bigger payload.” The captain gestured to the door. “I suggest we run like hell.”



The three of them came out of the crashed shuttle with phasers blazing, cutting sweeps of orange fire through the damp air in all directions, forcing the monstrous dragonfly creatures to give the escaping humans a wide berth.

The shortest route back to the tower was straight across the open mud plain, and Pike tried to move as fast as possible, barely stopping long enough for his boots to sink in. It was hard going, the muscles in his legs stiffening, his chest burning with the effort. He stumbled over a shallow puddle and felt Luciana’s hand on his arm, pulling him back from a fall. Pike managed a grateful nod and they kept on moving. With each meter, he was bracing himself for one of the insect things to swoop down and claw at him.

But Ortegas had given the creatures a far more enticing lure than a trio of fleeing human beings. To the predators’ acutely electro-sensitive antennae, the Sagan was a source of maddening, unending noise. Simultaneously attracting them and enraging them, every one of the swarming flyers came diving out of the rain haze to attack the crashed vessel.

The captain glanced back as he reached the edge of the stone courtyard in front of the ruins, but he couldn’t see the downed shuttle anymore. The wedge-shaped craft was covered in countless writhing and screeching insects, layers of them fighting with one another and lashing out blindly at the source of their rage.

They had no sense of what was about to happen. Pike took no pleasure in having to use violence against the life-forms that had more right to be here than he did, but this was a matter of survival. Panting with exertion, he followed the others across the cracked flagstones and into the echoing hall.

The chamber was empty. Following orders, Chapel had made sure every last one of the Baldwin’s survivors had crossed the threshold of the alien gateway before taking that step herself. Now it was the turn of Pike and the others.

Ortegas was still shaky on her feet, and with a silent communication to Pike, Luciana stepped up to support her. “Ready?” she asked.

The lieutenant gave a weak nod. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

They made it to the dais just as the blast reached them, a resounding shock of noise, light, and concussion striking the stone citadel with a hurricane howl. The Sagan’s fusion reactor had finally self-destructed, taking a large part of the insect swarm with it as it atomized. The detonation blew a hole through the monsoon rains and baked the mud into hard, dry clay.

The effect was like being inside a wind tunnel. Displaced air roared into the chamber, battering them with a torrent of pebbles and gritty sand. Brief but powerful, the blast forced Pike into a crouch, and he covered his mouth and nose with his hands.

Ahead of him, three steps up to the shallow dais, Luciana and Erica were caught on the threshold of the alien archway. Briefly dazed by the shock wave, Pike saw the pane of smoky energy suspended in the carved frame briefly flicker out and then return. The holographic glyphs suspended over the black stone juddered and shifted.

Something is wrong. Pike didn’t give the thought any more consideration and reacted on instinct. The captain pushed the two women through the archway before the smoke pane could fade. Erica went in moments ahead of Luciana, and his last sight of the chief was the nod she gave him before the smoke gathered around her and she dematerialized.

Then the glyphs on the arch disappeared, the shimmering curtain dissolved, and all the captain’s hopes for escape went with it. The black rock arch was just that—inert stone, a frame for a doorway that went nowhere.

“Ah.” Pike stood there as the dust and a heavy silence settled around him. Gingerly, he reached out a hand and put his palm against the stone, fear knotting in his stomach. The arch was warm. He hoped that meant it was still working in some fashion. Were his people still alive in there, however the device preserved them?

Are they safe?

Pike had a sudden mental image of himself in this empty hall, months or years or decades from now, camped out at the foot of the dais. Growing old as he survived day by day, waiting for the moment when the archway might reopen again. It was ironic that he might end his time stranded on this dying world, watching as its turbulent sun bathed the planet in radiation, until the surface became the sterile desert that the Enterprise had first encountered.

Strangely, Pike realized that he might have been able to live with that, if only he had been able to see Marie Batel one more time. He wondered what they would tell her if he never made it back. She was a starship captain, so Marie knew the risks. She would understand. Not that it made the thought of losing her any easier.

A chill prickled across his skin. I’m the last man on an empty world. I’m truly alone here, he realized, maybe more so than I ever have been before. Utterly and completely.

Pike turned and stepped back from the black arch, weighing that possibility in his mind. “If that’s how it is,” he said aloud, “then so be it.”

But then a flash of light grew back out from between the pillars of dark rock and unfolded into a sheet of shimmering mist—and what felt like the longest sixty seconds of Christopher Pike’s life were over. He didn’t risk a moment more and walked swiftly into the archway, taking one final breath of damp and musty air before the energy haze swept around him and swallowed up his last words.

“Here we…”



“Go!”

The voice cut across the silence of the stone hall and brought everyone around toward the dais in a rush. The tricorder in Spock’s hand burst into an atonal melody of warning trills as it picked up an unexpected surge in chroniton energy, but he didn’t need it to know what had occurred.

“Captain?” At Spock’s side, Ensign Uhura almost dropped her own scanner in surprise as she stared at the figure before them.

Standing on the threshold of the black stone archway, looking quite the worse for wear with his field jacket in tatters and daubs of gray mud spattering his trousers and tunic, Christopher Pike nonetheless appeared very much alive.

The captain’s face split in a wild, infectious grin and he took a step forward, taking in the faces of the Enterprise’s landing party, finding Spock frozen in a brief moment of genuine surprise and Uhura’s mouth open in shock. “Lieutenant, Ensign,” he said. “I believe I have you to thank for my rescue.”

“Greetings, sir.” Spock regained his poise in an instant, carefully moderating the brief rush of his emotions. “I am most gratified to see that our message was successfully received.”

“You’re damn right it was!” Pike clapped him on the shoulder and let out the laugh he was holding in. He winked at Uhura. “It did inspire a few ghost stories, though.”

“Indeed?” Spock raised an eyebrow but decided not to pursue that comment further. “You appear… somewhat unkempt.”

“It’s been a tough few days,” admitted Pike. “But I’m glad to be back.” He laughed again. “It’s incredible. I stepped through that arch and the transition was instant.”

“Only from your point of view, Chris.” M’Benga marched up the steps to meet him, mirroring Pike’s grin. “And while it’s good to see you in one piece, relatively speaking you’ve been held in something like a transporter buffer for ninety-four years.” He produced a tricorder and a handheld sensor unit, casting the latter over the captain’s torso. “You’ll forgive me if I check you out.”

“Technically,” began Uhura, “the captain’s pattern was inside the arch’s matrix all along. It was there when we first arrived, even before the Baldwin vanished.”

“I’m trying not to think too hard about it,” noted Pike as the doctor completed his scan. “So, am I all here?” He looked around once again and his grin faltered. “Am I the only one?”

“So far,” said Spock. “I believe the device will exit its subjects in the reverse order of their entry into stasis.”

The captain considered that. “Then I should explain some things. We ran into some, ah, complications back there.”

“You too?” said M’Benga. “But I won’t spoil the surprise. Una’s report makes for some interesting reading.”

Pike gave a rueful smile. “Well, unless my first officer started an interstellar conflict while I was gone, I’m betting my report will be one that causes all the trouble…” He trailed off as he noted the doubtful expressions on M’Benga’s and Uhura’s faces. “Wait, what…?”

“As I said,” noted the doctor, “interesting reading.”

Before the captain could follow up that line of conversation, Spock’s tricorder trilled again, showing a surge of precursor effects. “Another life-form is about to emerge.”

Pike stood back. “Now, I can explain.”

Several things were immediately clear about the woman who materialized out of the curtain of smoke—she looked fatigued, she was just as caked in dirt as the captain, and her expression was one of wariness—but most noticeable was the twenty-second-century-era Starfleet jumpsuit she wore, bearing the mission patch of the U.S.S. Baldwin.

The captain gestured to the new arrival. “Lieutenant Spock, Doctor M’Benga, Ensign Uhura, I’d like to introduce you to Chief Petty Officer Luciana Ortegas.”

“Ortegas as in…?” began the doctor.

“As in, missing in action, presumed dead for a hundred years?” Luciana replied, and spread her hands as if to say, Here I am. “Not so much, it turns out.”

“Welcome to the twenty-third century, Chief.” M’Benga took her to one side and set about scanning her. “I take it back, Captain. Maybe you have violated more regulations than the commander did.”

“How many of them are with you?” said Uhura.

“We lost a few. But we brought back as many as we could rescue,” Pike said soberly as the smoke rippled again and Erica Ortegas staggered through.

If anything, the lieutenant’s first reaction was bigger than the captain’s. Ortegas gave a ragged cheer and pulled Uhura into a hug. “You crazy science kids, you fished us right out of the past!”

“It’s what we do,” the ensign replied, accepting the embrace with a smile.

Spock stared at his tricorder and found he was subconsciously willing it to signal the next return—or more specifically, the return of one particular Enterprise officer. Pike’s mention of losses pulled at his thoughts. Not Christine, he told himself, it will not be her. That is unacceptable.

Intellectually, Spock knew that willing something to be so was illogical. The universe did not respond to the wishes of any one being, no matter how strong they might be, but he found he could not easily relinquish the notion that his hopes were keeping her alive. Spock’s logic faltered where it encountered Christine Chapel; his feelings toward her remained complex, even if she had distanced herself from him in recent months. It was not a simple matter for him to disengage. Though Vulcans prided themselves on control of their emotions, Spock still felt certain sentiments with intensity.

Then the haze parted and Christine was there, alive and whole. Spock turned to stone, unwilling to say anything for fear it would be too much.

Chapel smiled at him. “Good job, genius.” She leaned in and planted a chaste kiss on his cheek, then went to Uhura for a welcome hug, and if anything, Spock’s ossification intensified.

Lieutenant Ortegas gave him a sideways look before addressing the captain. “Do we all have to kiss him too?”

“I don’t know,” Pike said gamely. “Spock?”

“It is not required,” the Vulcan replied, more stridently than he had intended.



After Chapel’s exit from suspension, the returnees came back thick and fast, with barely a few moments between them. One by one, the survivors of the Baldwin’s last voyage were brought into their future, and the Enterprise team came back to their present.

The doctor set up a makeshift examination area in the ruined hall, checking each person, zeroing in on those who needed more care than the rest. Most of the survivors were walking wounded, but a few were sporting unpleasant injuries from predators like the ancient skeletal remains Spock had discovered. Those were sent out to the Burke, to be shuttled directly back to the Enterprise for immediate medical attention, but it was clear that all the Baldwin crew were undernourished and suffering from radiation exposure. Of the Enterprise landing party, only Lieutenant Bradley had perished, and the captain allowed himself a moment to reflect on that loss.

The last to arrive was La’An, whose face showed an uncharacteristic cast of dread, swiftly turning to relief as she realized where she was. “Oh, good,” she began, patting herself down as if checking for missing limbs or digits. “There’s nothing quite like taking a ridiculously dangerous risk on the spur of the moment and coming through it unscathed.”

“I never thought you’d be the first to take a leap of faith,” said Uhura, walking back up the dais steps. “Aren’t you supposed to be the careful one?”

“I have my moments.” La’An smiled. “I just stepped through the door. You had to open it first. And besides, it was that or get gnawed on by bugs as big as Algolian tigers.”

Uhura gave a visible shudder. “As long as none of them followed you.”

Spock made a careful scan of the stone arch. “With Lieutenant Noonien-Singh’s return, our use of this device is concluded. Ensign, would you assist me in resealing the matrix?”

“Aye, sir.” As La’An stepped aside, Uhura used her translations of the Sekahri glyphs to read off the mechanism’s settings.

Spock prepared his tricorder to transmit a low-power beam of coherent energy into the stone arch, effectively closing the doorway once more.

After Lieutenant Commander Chin-Riley’s ploy had temporarily dispatched the Klingons, Spock’s landing party returned to the planet’s surface to open the arch to recover their comrades—and privately, he had confided to the first officer that the chances of success were in the sub-fifty-percentile range. But as Captain Pike had once told him, Slim odds are better than no odds.

In spite of everything that had been thrown at them, the Enterprise crew had succeeded, doing something that pushed at the limits of scientific possibility. Ensign Uhura had floated the idea that she and Spock should coauthor a paper on the mechanics of using inverted chroniton particle streams to send coherent signals into the past. Although it was likely that it would immediately be classified Top Secret by Starfleet Command.

Perhaps, Spock considered, I will allow myself a moment of pride at this accomplishment. He held up the tricorder and reached to press the transmit key—

And the scanner began to trill loudly.

Uhura backed away from the stone arch. The pane of smoke and light suspended there shivered and flexed like the surface of a rain-dashed pond. “You were the first one in.” The ensign turned to La’An, who stood at the foot of the dais. “You should have been the last one out.”

La’An heard the worry in Uhura’s voice and drew her phaser. “Everyone who went through is accounted for.”

“Something else is exiting the stasis matrix,” said Spock, reading the data from his tricorder. “Another life-form. Not human. The bio-signature has no match in our records.”

“Everybody step back.” The captain joined La’An, calling out, “Be ready for anything.”

The science officer looked up to see the murky curtain of energy shift and part, allowing the first impressions of a large, broad being to form in the gateway. His thoughts briefly flashed back to the gargantuan vespid exoskeleton he and Bradley had uncovered. Would something that large even be capable of squeezing itself through the width of the stone arch?

“Spock, step away,” Pike called out again, but the alien creature was already emerging into the present, and the Vulcan had little choice but to stand his ground.

What came through towered over them. Given the dimensions of the black archway, Spock had suspected that the beings who constructed it most likely averaged 2.25 meters in height and were broadly built. His theory was correct. The bipedal life-form standing on the dais resembled a Malcorian ursanoid or a Terran brown bear, but without the stocky body mass of either. It wore a simple oversuit and leggings in muted earth tones, and around both wrists and down the tabs of dexterous paws were metal gauntlets studded with sensors and haptic devices. Spock also noted that the being wore a visor over one dark eye, its flickering readouts balanced on the bridge of a wide, pointed snout.

The being stopped dead one step out of the arch and sniffed deeply at the air. It raised its paws slowly, carefully, regarding Spock and the others with a mix of curiosity and trepidation.

The Vulcan realized that he was still pointing his tricorder at the new arrival and put it aside, in case the device might be mistaken for a weapon.

“Captain?” At the foot of the dais, La’An had her phaser held low but ready.

From the corner of his eye, Spock saw Pike holster his own pistol. “Stand down, Lieutenant,” he ordered, and La’An reluctantly followed suit.

The alien cocked its head and sniffed again, before emitting a low, gurgling rumble. A greeting, Spock wondered, a question?

“I think it wants to know what we’re doing with all its stuff,” ventured Uhura. “Does that make us Goldilocks in this story?”

“Gho-dhi-lux.” Re-forming its deep, purring growls as best it could, the bearlike being repeated the word, glancing toward the ensign, then back to Spock. It raised a paw and tapped its chest, making another sound—the most universal, basic statement of communication possible, telling them, This is who I am.

“Keol,” said the alien. “Keol.”





SIXTEEN

Enterprise Orbiting Sekah (formerly 685-Gamma), UFC-685

“Your vessel is remarkable, Captain.” The universal translator interpreted the Sekahri scientist’s throaty growls into Federation Standard, rendering them in low, rumbling tones that reminded Pike of a purring panther. “I would be fascinated to learn more of this ‘warping drive’ that allows you to travel faster than the speed of light.” Keol bobbed his furry head toward the ports in the corridor as their group passed them, and the view of the ringed planet beyond. The Enterprise’s ceilings were low for the tall Sekahri, but he accepted it gracefully as he walked alongside the Starfleet officers.

“Would that be breaking the Prime Directive?” At Pike’s side, Lieutenant Sam Kirk asked, then answered his own question. “It’s a gray area, I think.”

“The Sekahri are clearly a highly advanced species,” noted Spock, “even if they never chose to develop interstellar travel.”

“It’s not their way,” added Uhura. She had quickly overcome her initial wariness of the towering ursine being when it became clear who and what he was. “The planet is their home, in the most fundamental of senses.”

“You understand us well, Ensign,” rumbled Keol. “In my time, my people had sent a few robotic probes to other planets in our star system, but to go beyond the light of our sun was never a desire. Our world is us, and we are our world. We lived in equilibrium with it.” He let out a heavy sigh. “Until the changes came.”

In his role as ship’s xenoanthropologist, Sam Kirk had made a point of collating every last bit of data about the Sekahri, and with Uhura’s translations much had been revealed. But having a member of a newly discovered species to speak with was an unmissable opportunity. “By our estimates, your people entered the”—Kirk checked his notes for the correct term—“the Great Work over six hundred years ago.”

“Incredible,” noted Pike. “Humans on Earth had just invented the telescope and the mechanical calculator. Your people were building geothermal power cores and stasis devices.”

“We had no choice,” said Keol. “If our civilization was to survive on Sekah, it was the only way.” He stopped at another port and bent low to press his sloped forehead to it, sighing deeply. “My poor world. It hardly seems possible that this is the planet of my birth.” He tapped a claw on the panel to indicate the sterile desert planet below. “So barren. The sight of it in this bleak condition compels me to howl in sorrow.”

“Once again, please accept our regrets for our unintended interference in your project,” said Spock. “It was never our intention to disturb you.”

“I bear you no ill will, Lieutenant.” Keol glanced back at the science officer, and his head bobbed once more. Spock had explained the events that led to their need to co-opt the archway’s functions, and the Sekahri scientist had taken it in with surprising openness. “In point of fact, it pleases me greatly that our matrix was able to facilitate the rescue of your people. That is, and remains, its primary function. All life is important to my kind, wherever it originates. I only wish I had more time to discuss your clever modifications in more detail.”

“You can remain aboard, if you wish,” said Uhura. “I’m sure we would be able to accommodate you.”

“No.” Keol gave a slow shake of his muzzle. “Thank you for your generous offer, but I cannot. Even to be at this distance from my planet leaves me greatly unsettled. I must return and ensure the Great Work continues. The loss of our orbital satellite will have negative effects that must be accounted for.”

“We have a shuttlecraft ready to take you back down,” said Pike, gesturing for Keol to follow him. “If you’ll walk this way.”

“The satellite,” repeated Spock as they headed to the shuttlebay. “From what I have been able to determine, it appears it had been malfunctioning for some time before the Baldwin encountered it.”

“It would seem so,” noted Keol. “It was designed to remain in high orbit and monitor conditions, communicating when our sun’s ambient radiation levels had dropped to a point that was no longer toxic to the Sekahri, and our planet’s ecosystem had fully recovered. But we did not predict the breakup of our moons.” He indicated the double-ring system surrounding the planet. “I fear that event caused critical damage to the satellite’s systems. Had you not intervened, we might never have known. The stasis matrix would have remained active indefinitely.”

“You might have slept forever.” Kirk shuddered at the idea.

“We can make certain that doesn’t happen,” Pike went on. “Lieutenant Spock and Chief Engineer Pelia have constructed a deflector and sensor device to take with you, consider it a gift by way of apology. It’s compatible with the geothermal power source in the citadel.”

“The deflector module will conceal all energy emissions from the stasis matrix,” Spock explained, “allowing your people to continue their… sleep… unmolested. The sensor module will duplicate the function of your orbital device and alert you when conditions on Sekah have normalized.”

“You have my gratitude,” said Keol. “I truly wish we had more time together. Your Federation seems a worthy endeavor. I would relish the opportunity for a free exchange of ideas between my people and yours.”

“Maybe that can happen one day,” said Pike as the door parted to reveal the Enterprise’s shuttlebay and the Burke awaiting departure. The captain drew himself up and settled into a formal tone. “Keol, on behalf of Starfleet and the United Federation of Planets, I give you my word that we will make sure your people have all the time they need to wait out their long night, however many centuries it may last.” He extended a hand to the alien scientist. “We won’t meet again, but I wish you the very best.”

Keol seemed to understand the meaning of the gesture, and his huge paw enveloped Pike’s hand, giving it a firm shake. “Live a good life, Captain Pike. We part as friends. You and your Enterprise are part of Sekah’s story now. That will never be forgotten.”

The group watched the Burke depart and vector away toward the planet, and it was Lieutenant Kirk who broke the silence. “I can’t help wondering what it would be like to go with him. Can you imagine it? Stepping through that arch from a desolate, lifeless desert and into a vibrant new world, as if no time had passed.”

“Are you volunteering, Sam?” Uhura said mildly. “You’d certainly have a whole lot of shore leave accrued at the end of it.”

“Uh, just thinking out loud, is all,” he replied. “I think I’ll stick with the future I have in front of me, for better or worse.”

The lieutenant’s words struck a chord that threatened to leave the captain feeling troubled, but he shook it off.

“Right now,” said Pike. “For the better.”



With only a few cabins available to accommodate the Baldwin survivors, in the end it had been Chapel who suggested that cargo bay two be converted into a temporary barracks for the displaced Starfleet crew.

At first, Ortegas thought that the survivors would relish the thought of bunking in an officer’s quarters on a state-of-the-art starship, even if that meant going two or three to a room, but the reverse proved to be true. The Baldwin crew wanted to stick together. She could understand the impulse; they had been stranded in the face of adversity for two long years, and before that billeted aboard a cramped Freedom-class starship. It would take them a while to adjust to living in a different time. They needed the security of the familiar and, for want of a better word, of family.

She found Luciana with Trey, as Ensign Yerah carefully walked them through the use of a food processor that Pelia’s engineers had installed in the bay. As she approached, the chief shot Ortegas a look that she couldn’t parse.

“¿Quiubo?” said the older woman.

“Got a minute?”

“Sure.” Luciana led her away to a quieter area. “I got more time than I know what to do with.”

Ortegas sighed. She’d been running this conversation over and over in her head ever since they had returned to the Enterprise, and now she couldn’t find the words she wanted.

Luciana settled on the edge of a folding chair and pushed out another with her foot. “I thought you’d be up on the bridge, Lieutenant,” she began as Ortegas sat.

“I will be,” she replied. “We’ll break orbit soon, then head to Starbase 24 to put in for repairs. I’ve got a little time before my duty shift begins.”

“Starbase 24? That’s a week and a half’s trip.”

Ortegas shook her head. “Not for this ship. We’ll do it in less than a day.”

Luciana gave a low whistle. “That fast, huh? Sights and wonders you got here in the future.” Then her expression shifted. “You have something you want to say? Go ahead.”

Ortegas took a breath. “I need you to know… I don’t want anything from you. When we first met, I thought…” She shook her head. “I had unrealistic expectations, and it wasn’t fair to put that weight on someone I don’t know. You’re not the Great-Grandaunt Luciana I’d built up in my mind. That was a story, not a real person. Not you.” She started to stand up. “I’m glad we brought you home. That’s enough.”

Luciana put her hand on Erica’s arm, bidding her to stay. “So I’m not a little girl’s hero anymore? That’s a pity. I kinda liked the idea of that. I’m sorry if I disappointed you, Erica. I wish I could have measured up to the woman you thought I was.”

“No, no…” Ortegas shook her head. “That’s not what I meant! Damn it, I’m screwing this up.” She sighed and tried another approach. “Luciana, you inspired me. Whatever your reasons for leaving home to join Starfleet, whatever drove you, that’s not what mattered when I was a kid. Back then, I needed to know there was another path from the one laid out before me. You gave me that. All the thanks in the world aren’t enough for that gift.” She paused. “Let me tell you, you still inspire me. You kept your people alive on Gamma under conditions that others couldn’t have managed.”

“When I left”—Luciana looked at the deck—“all I did was run away.”

“Not true. You went out and found this.” Ortegas jutted her chin at Luciana’s crewmates. “Found them. And you opened a door so I could walk through it.” On a sudden impulse, Ortegas leaned forward and pulled the other woman into an embrace. Luciana stiffened in surprise, but only for a second, finally returning the moment of connection between them.

When they broke apart, Ortegas saw a new vulnerability in the older woman’s eyes, something she had never seen before. “On our ship, even on that damn planet, I had a purpose, kid. But as glad as I am to be alive, now that I’m here, I’m a relic. What am I going to do? Does the twenty-third century even have a place for someone like me?”

Erica had thought about finding Luciana a passage back home to Colombia, but it didn’t seem right to make that choice for her. The option to reconnect with that part of her past would be there if she sought it.

Instead, Erica reached up and touched the gold arrowhead insignia on her tunic. “Ninety years ago, you were Starfleet. That hasn’t changed. That duty, that life, it’s still right here if you want it. Captain Pike will make sure of that.” Then she showed a wry smile. “Who knows? They might even make you an officer.”

Luciana joined her with a dry chuckle. “No, thanks,” she said. “I mean, the fancy badge is nice and all, but I prefer to work for a living.”



“All right, Mister Rix,” said M’Benga, “the pan-spectrum boosters in the hypo I gave you will help strengthen your immune system, but I’d advise taking it easy for the next few days.”

“Right.” Rix was trying his damnedest not to stare at all the unknown hardware ranged out around him in the Enterprise’s sickbay, unable to place the functions of half of the tech. It was more like a compact version of a core planet’s general hospital than the closet-sized shipboard infirmaries he was used to. “My ankle?” In the chaos of their headlong escape through the archway, Rix had badly twisted it, and it had swelled to the size of a soccer ball. But now it seemed fine, back to normal dimensions after the doctor had used some weird-looking probe that bathed his ankle in a green glow. “You just wave a light over it and it’s okay?”

“Something like that,” said M’Benga. “But try to stay off it for a week.”

The doctor left him to his own devices, and Rix slipped off the examination table—and almost collided with the dark-haired lieutenant from Pike’s landing party.

“Excuse me,” La’An said tightly.

Rix’s first reaction was suspicion, even as he knew he had no good reason for it. “You checking up on me, Lieutenant? Making sure the cavemen aren’t going crazy in your shiny new starship?” He regretted the words as soon as he said them, but that was his mouth; it had a way of running hot before his brain even got into gear.

“I came to have Doctor Sanchez examine me,” La’An said flatly. “I nearly died on 685-Gamma. You ought to remember, you were there.” She pushed past him, walking away.

“You’re welcome.” His words hit the ground like dropped bricks. La’An halted stiffly, then continued on toward the door. “I’m sorry!” Rix called out and went after her, limping on his still-tender ankle as he followed her into the corridor. “Lieutenant, please! I said I’m sorry.”

La’An halted again, then turned to face him. “Apology accepted.” But the way she said it, it was abundantly clear to the medic that the reverse was true.

“Look,” he began again, struggling to explain himself, “you have to understand. I was born in what used to be the Western Alliance on Earth, I was taught that we had enemies everywhere, people like…”

“Like who?” La’An broke in, her eyes turning flinty. “Like me?”

Rix made a visible effort to meter his words. “The people who raised me were a generation of war orphans. That experience shaped them, and it shaped me. I grew up on an Earth constantly under threat. Khan’s Augments. The Klingons, the Xindi, the Romulans. Dangers wherever you turned.” He sighed. “Back on the planet, I saw your name on that badge and I just… freaked out. My worst impulses took over. I am sorry I couldn’t look past that. I hope you can forgive me.”

La’An’s gaze softened, but only a little. “I’m sorry too, Mister Rix. When I realized who you all were…” She shook her head. “My first instinct was to leave you to your fate. I considered you already dead. Victims of a history that had already been written.”

“I guess I can understand that.”

“That doesn’t make it right.” La’An came closer, and Rix felt as if she were bringing him into a confidence. “Something like this happened to me before, some insane twist of time. I saw firsthand the risks of what occurs when events go off the rails.” She looked away. “A man died. Worse than that, he was erased from history, like he never existed. I’m the only person who remembers him.” She glanced around suddenly, as if she was expecting someone to appear and stop her from continuing. “I was afraid that would happen again.”

Rix saw the loss she was carrying. “He meant a lot to you.”

La’An’s manner changed, and her moment of vulnerability faded. “I shouldn’t talk about this anymore. I just wanted you to know.” She began to turn away.

But Rix wasn’t ready to let it go. “Lieutenant, I heard one of the nurses talking about somewhere called the Port Galley. Would I be right in thinking that’s a place where a person could get a drink on this boat?”

“It’s on the port side,” she replied, “hence the name.”

“Well, I’m new here, so how about you show me?” he went on. “We can raise a glass to your friend, and maybe you can tell me more about the future.”

La’An smiled slightly. “Maybe I will.”



The door chimed sounded, and Pike looked up from the padd on his lap. “Who is at my hatch?” he called.

“Captain?” His first officer’s voice filtered through into his cabin, and Pike called out again.

“Come on in, Number One.”

Chin-Riley entered, flashing a brief nod of greeting. “Our duty shift’s about to start. I was on my way up to the bridge, I thought we could walk and talk.”

“So it is.” Pike frowned, glancing at his chronometer. “I lost track of time writing this report for Admiral April.” Then he gave a grunt of amusement. “No pun intended.”

“We should probably compare notes before you transmit that to Starfleet Command,” she said. “Make sure our timelines match up. Also no pun intended.”

Pike gave the padd a last look and tossed it back onto his chair as he stood up. “I’m still trying to make sense of it myself. Not the least of which being that I’m technically ninety-four years older than I was the last time I saw you.”

“You look good for your age. Just let me know when you decide to retire.”

“No plans.” He smiled. “Given the chance, I’ll die in the saddle.” Pike said the last words without thinking, and it brought him up sharply. He covered with a question. “You think we’ll have any blowback with this Commander Bren?”

“You know Klingons,” said Chin-Riley as the two of them stepped out into the corridor and walked toward the nearest turbolift. “The only thing they fear more than defeat is embarrassment.”

“Enterprise will be long gone by the time her ship reappears,” he noted. “With luck, Bren will take the bloody nose you gave her and chalk it up to experience.”

“She doesn’t have a choice,” said Chin-Riley. “Bren was already pushing her luck by engaging us in a nonaligned star system on specious causes. She’ll have nothing to show for it but the damage to that nice new battlecruiser of hers and a trace of our ion wake. My guess? The commander will spin a story for the High Council that makes her loss look like a win, and that’ll be that.” She frowned. “Until the next time we cross paths.”

The turbolift was waiting as they approached, and Pike spoke into the control pad as they entered. “Bridge.” He turned back to his first officer. “I’m worried about the people we brought back, Number One. I had Uhura send a message ahead of us to Starbase 24 so they could get some counselors on hand, but I don’t want them to fall through the cracks. They went through a lot, and we owe them a chance at a new life.”

She nodded. “We have protocols for dealing with disaster victims, asylum seekers, refugees, but not people cast out of their time. It’s hard to know where to begin.”

“There ought to be a manual for this kind of thing,” said Pike, considering the thought. “You and Spock can help me write it.”

“You’re only saying that because rules are one of my favorite things,” pointed out Chin-Riley. “I will admit, I do have some notes, a few ideas… pages.” She paused. “You know, there was a moment when we thought we’d lost you and the others.”

“We’ve all lost people in the line of duty.” Pike thought about Cass Bradley, who would never go home, and Sergeant Durant and Lieutenant Commander Huber, who would remain footnotes to the history their crewmates had narrowly escaped. “It’s the job.”

“It’s still as hard as it was the first time,” said Chin-Riley. “I’m glad of that. I’d never want to grow numb to it.”

“You sit in the big seat, and you get a choice,” said Pike as the turbolift’s ascent slowed. “That choice is how it changes you. You either get lost in it…”

“…or you master it,” she said. The turbolift halted and the doors hissed open. Their gazes went to the empty chair in the middle of the bridge.

“Captain on the bridge,” announced Spock as Pike and Chin-Riley walked in. “Ship is ready to break orbit.” Anticipating the next question, the lieutenant went on. “Chief Engineer Pelia reports deflectors and warp-drive systems are nominal.”

“Course has been computed and laid in for Starbase 24,” said Mitchell.

Pike paused beside the captain’s chair. “I guess I’ll have this back? If it is still mine?”

Chin-Riley gave him a reasonable nod. “You can keep it warm for now, sir,” she replied. “I think I’ve had enough of it for a while.”

As Pike sat, he noticed an additional person on the lower bridge, standing off to one side from the helm station. “Chief Petty Officer?”

“Captain.” Luciana stood at attention. “I hope you don’t mind. Lieutenant Ortegas suggested I could view our departure from up here.”

Pike glanced at Ortegas. “Helm, are we good to go?”

As she always did, Erica Ortegas looked like she was exactly where she needed to be. “Say the thing, sir, and we’re a dot.”

Pike paused. “Actually, maybe the chief could give the word.”

“Sir?” Luciana seemed genuinely surprised. Then off Pike’s nod, she grew a smile. “All right, then. Helm, make your speed warp factor seven, heading as programmed.” She raised her hand and pointed past the ringed world to the starscape beyond. “Vámonos!”

With a rising peal of brilliant energies, the Enterprise rose from the planet’s gravity well and streaked out past the pace of lightspeed, and on, toward the night.





EPILOGUE

The Place of Hope Southmost Territory, Sekah

For the second time in his existence, Keol exited the gateway of carved black stone, and his bare feet touched the dais beneath it.

He felt the cracked ground against the pads of his paws, and the soft pressure of what could only be grasses yielding under his weight. A riot of scents washed over him, and his snout wrinkled. Before, leaving the forsaken desert incarnation of his planet, there had been only a dry and hollow odor like the dust of old bones; now he smelled moisture in the air, the musk of wood, loamy earth, and the sweetness of flowers.

Life, he thought. I can smell life.

The strange dislocation of moving through the archway took a moment to set in. The hall had gone through changes in the time that had passed—a large part of the ceiling and the walls had collapsed at the far end of the chamber, opening the space to the world outside and allowing nature to venture in. A carpet of brilliant blue-green lay across the ground in a small meadow, and there were sun-bright yellow blooms dotted here and there. Keol heard the low buzz of tiny pollinators as they moved over the verdant growth and the creepers snaking up along the arches that held up the remaining sections of the building.

Most striking of all was the tree—thick trunked and bridled with a low, leafy canopy—that grew out of the spot where the hall’s entrance had once stood, and that bore no resemblance to the towering jungle trees Keol recalled from the last days of the evacuation. He walked across the chamber, taking it all in, showing his teeth as he opened his jaw to let the scent ducts on the roof of his mouth taste the reborn world.

Pausing a moment, he drew his scanner pod and checked the readings. Elation flooded through him. We have succeeded! The device returned a positive track for all the Great Work’s functions, promising that every living form that had passed through its gateway was still intact and ready to return.

Keol stepped outside and into the daylight. The desert he had left behind was gone, and where there had been rolling dunes and rock, now there were gentle plainlands ranging away toward the horizon, dotted with stands of trees. He looked up into an azure sky, raising a paw to shield his eyes. Through broken white streamers of cloud, a pale sun looked down. The baleful, punishing star of the past appeared passive again.

In the middle of what had been the courtyard, a weather-worn shelter made of metal and plastic stood out among the vegetation, and he crossed to it. Beneath the cover sat the devices that Captain Pike’s crew had provided, the sensor system and emission shield, still operating and functional. Keol immediately noted that the Federation machines were different in subtle ways—older parts had been replaced, perhaps many times, giving the equipment a patchwork appearance. Someone had continued to maintain and repair the devices while the Sekahri had slept on, just as the human had promised.

He tapped a screen and the mechanism came to life, images appearing, lines of alien text forming before translating themselves into the glyph language of Keol’s culture. The last inklings of his trepidation melted away and the scientist gave a rumbling hoot of joy. The readings told the story—the Sekah sun was in a steady and life-giving phase, no longer subject to the random solar discharges and bursts of ionic radiation that had tormented the planet in the past. And the world itself, that was a revelation. The sensors revealed a stable atmosphere and abundant life. Keol’s home had been renewed.

He took a deep breath and allowed himself a moment to listen, closing his eyes. I am alone here once again, Keol thought, but not for long. It will be my greatest joy to reopen the gateway and return my people to our home. The prospect of seeing his mate and his cubs once again filled the scientist’s heart.

He heard the crunch of approaching footsteps over fallen leaves and a voice calling out, “Hello?”

Keol sniffed the air again as he turned. Humans, he thought, recalling the scents of the Enterprise’s crew. There are humans here.

There were four of them. At the group’s lead was a dark-skinned woman with a complex knot of hair and a smiling face. She wore a tunic of dark red adorned with a gray vertical stripe and a golden insignia, and following close behind was another female, this one light-skinned and auburn haired in a dark blue uniform, glancing around with delight at everything about her. Two males walked in step behind them, one in the same uniform, reticent and careful, his pale features a mix of interest and wariness, the other dark like the woman in red, a watchful figure in a long black coat of cured hide hanging to his ankles.

Their garb was dissimilar, and yet Keol realized that these beings had to be part of the Enterprise’s United Federation of Planets. The insignia was the key—the same sculpted delta symbol was present there.

“Hello,” repeated the woman in red. “You must be Keol of the Sekahri. I’m Captain Michael Burnham of the Starship Discovery.” She indicated the males and the female. “These are some of my crew, Commander Paul Stamets, Cleveland Booker, and Lieutenant Silvia Tilly.”

“Wow,” said the one called Tilly, clapping her hands together as she took in Keol’s height. “You are a big bear. I think I had a toy of you once, but he was much, much smaller.”

“Greetings,” Keol replied. “You are Starfleet.”

“And friends,” said Booker. He bowed his head, and the scientist sensed the faint touch of an empath’s psyche.

Stamets gave a crooked smile. “You’ve been away for quite a while, sir. Just about nine hundred and thirty years, as we measure them. So let me be the first to welcome you to the thirty-second century.”

“The Discovery is in orbit,” explained Burnham. “We have engineering and medical teams standing by to beam down and render any assistance you may need in bringing your people out of stasis.” She smiled. “We’re here to fulfill a promise that was made to you long ago by one of our own. I believe you and I share a mutual acquaintance: Captain Christopher Pike?”

“Indeed,” said Keol, and recalling the human custom, he offered her his paw in friendship.





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Being invited to write a story for Star Trek: Strange New Worlds has been a fantastic experience for me, and once again I must thank Kirsten Beyer for opening the door to this new-old crew and a series of adventures that go right to the heart of everything I’ve always loved about the Star Trek milieu; thanks also to Kirsten’s colleagues Henry Alonso Myers and Tad Summers in the Strange New Worlds writer’s room.

I wouldn’t have found my way to the voice of this story without the outstanding performances of the cast, so I salute Anson Mount, Melissa Navia, Ethan Peck, Rebecca Romjin, Christina Chong, Babs Olusanmokun, Celia Rose Gooding, Jess Bush, Dean Jeannotte, Rong Fu, and Carol Kane.

Writing is always a team game, and I’m glad to have Margaret Clark, Kimberly Laws, Edward Schlesinger, and Scott Pearson in my editorial corner; and the support and comradeship of my fellow authors, in particular Dayton Ward, Una McCormack, David Mack, and John Jackson Miller.

My thanks to Sean Hargreaves, Kemp Remillard, and Geoffrey Mandel for their incredible art and works of reference; and to Jeff Russo, Nami Melumad, Stephen Barton, Frederik Wiedmann, Brian Tyler, Jared Emerson-Johnson, and Andreas and Sebastian Kübler for providing the exciting soundtrack to my writing days on this novel.

Lastly, a shout-out to my fellow space adventurers Michael Clarke, Peter Clarke, Peter J. Evans, Shaun Kennedy, and Giles Golding, and always and forever, with much love, to Mandy Mills.








	More in the Star Trek Universe
        


	[image: ]
			[image: ]
		

			Star Trek: Strange New Worlds: Ring of Fire


			Star Trek: Strange New Worlds: Asylum


		

	[image: ]
			[image: ]
		

			Star Trek: Strange New Worlds: The High Country


			Star Trek: Discovery: Somewhere to Belong


		

	[image: ]
			[image: ]
		

			Star Trek: Discovery: Wonderlands


			Star Trek: Discovery: Die Standing


		











ABOUT THE AUTHOR

James Swallow is a BAFTA-nominated, New York Times and Sunday Times bestselling author. He is proud to be the only British writer to have worked on a Star Trek television series, creating the original story concepts for the Star Trek: Voyager episodes “One” and “Memorial.”

His Star Trek writing includes the novels The Ashes of Tomorrow, Fear Itself, The Latter Fire, Sight Unseen, The Poisoned Chalice, Cast No Shadow, Synthesis, the Scribe award winner Day of the Vipers; the novellas The Stuff of Dreams and Seeds of Dissent; short stories for Star Trek Explorer and the anthologies Seven Deadly Sins, Shards and Shadows, The Sky’s The Limit, and Distant Shores; the videogame Star Trek: Invasion; and over four hundred articles in thirteen different Star Trek magazines around the world.

He is the award-winning author of Dark Horizon, Airside, the internationally bestselling thrillers Nomad, Exile, Ghost, Shadow, Rogue, and Outlaw; the Sundowners steampunk westerns; and novels from the worlds of 24, Tom Clancy, Doctor Who, Warhammer 40000, Stargate, 2000AD, and many more.

His other credits include scripts for videogames and audio dramas, including The Division, Ghost Recon Wildlands, Deus Ex, Disney Infinity, No Man’s Sky, Battlestar Galactica, and Blake’s 7.

He lives in London and is currently working on his next book. Find him online at his website www.jswallow.com.

FOR MORE ON THIS AUTHOR:
SimonandSchuster.com/Authors/James-Swallow

SimonandSchuster.com

@GalleryBooks





We hope you enjoyed reading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.






[image: Logo: Gallery Books]

Gallery Books

An Imprint of Simon & Schuster, LLC

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

www.SimonandSchuster.com

For more than 100 years, Simon & Schuster has championed authors and the stories they create. By respecting the copyright of an author’s intellectual property, you enable Simon & Schuster and the author to continue publishing exceptional books for years to come. We thank you for supporting the author’s copyright by purchasing an authorized edition of this book.

No amount of this book may be reproduced or stored in any format, nor may it be uploaded to any website, database, language-learning model, or other repository, retrieval, or artificial intelligence system without express permission. All rights reserved. Inquiries may be directed to Simon & Schuster, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020 or permissions@simonandschuster.com.

This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

™ and © 2025 by CBS Studios Inc. All Rights Reserved.

STAR TREK and related marks and logos are trademarks of CBS Studios Inc.

This book is published by Gallery Books, a division of Simon & Schuster, LLC, under exclusive license from CBS Studios Inc.

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information, address Gallery Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

First Gallery Books hardcover edition April 2025

GALLERY BOOKS and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, LLC

Simon & Schuster strongly believes in freedom of expression and stands against censorship in all its forms. For more information, visit BooksBelong.com.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Interior design by Kathryn A. Kenney-Peterson

Jacket illustration by Tony Mauro

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.

ISBN 978-1-6680-7456-5

ISBN 978-1-6680-7458-9 (ebook)


e9781668074589/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781668074589/images/buylink_9781982136307_cover.jpg
ETAR TREK

~ DISEOUERY






e9781668074589/images/title.jpg
5TAR TREK

STRANGE
"“UIORLDS

TOWARD THE NIGHT
James Swallow

Based upon Star Tiek
created by Gene Roddenberry
and
Star Trek: Strange New Worlds
created by
Akiva Goldsman & Alex Kurtzman and Jenny Lumet

G

GALLERY BOOKS
New York Amsterdam/Antwerp London
Toronto  Sydney/Melbourne New Delhi





e9781668074589/images/buylink_9781668002407_cover.jpg
STAR TREK

BTRANGE
- mAs






e9781668074589/images/logo.jpg





e9781668074589/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Historian’s Note


		Prologue


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Historian’s Note


		Prologue


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		IV








e9781668074589/images/9781668074589.jpg
TOWA&D THE NIGHT

i

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

JAMES SWALLOW





e9781668074589/images/buylink_9781668002315_cover.jpg
a \/
SOMEWHERE
/ TO BELONG

DAYTON WARD





e9781668074589/fonts/Roboto-MediumItalic.ttf


e9781668074589/fonts/Saira_Condensed-SemiBold.ttf


e9781668074589/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781668074589/images/buylink_9781668095911_cover.jpg
STRANGE

RRRRRRRRRR

nnnnnnnnn





e9781668074589/images/buylink_9781668051382_cover.jpg
ASYLUM

UNA MCcECORMACK





e9781668074589/images/buylink_9781982157555_cover.jpg
WONDEREBANDS

UNA McCORMACK





e9781668074589/fonts/Roboto-Medium.ttf


e9781668074589/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781668074589/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


