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For Margaret and Peter





What shall assuage the unforgotten pain

And teach the unforgetful to forget?

— Dante Gabriel Rossetti, The House of Life, “The One Hope,” Pt. 2 (1881)








HISTORIAN’S NOTE

The events of this story take place in 2261, beginning shortly after the Starship Enterprise is repaired following its encounter with the scavenger ship (Star Trek: Strange New Worlds, “The Sehlat Who Ate Its Tail”) and ending before Enterprise’s mission to the planet Lutani VII (Star Trek: Strange New Worlds, “What Is Starfleet?”).
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ONE

Valkeya went from dead asleep to a mad dash before she realized she’d heard the emergency alarm. A weeklong series of mishaps had left the station director living in dread and her temper on a hair trigger. Exhausted and frazzled, she had collapsed onto her bunk a few hours earlier still wearing her patchwork-gray coverall uniform and boots. Now crimson warning lights flashed on bulkheads as she scrambled out of her quarters and down a short corridor inside Kathara Station’s innermost ring, which encircled its operations center.

A pair of doors slid apart at her approach, and a cacophony of panic spilled out—shrill feedback tones, internal comm chatter, and overlapping shouts of distress all were drowning in the blare of the general alarm siren. She charged into the midst of bedlam and took her place at the master console beside her deputy director, who also served as the station’s chief medical officer. “What now, Sven?”

Doctor Sven Konrad’s bearded but still boyish face betrayed his mounting anxiety even as he tried to sound calm. “Momentary cascade failure in the antigraviton matrix.”

“Under control?”

The look in Sven’s eyes was not encouraging. “For now. Shiro’s got the DR.”

Valkeya faced the nearby engineering console. “Shiro! Damage report!”

Oshiro Kusaki, the station’s chief engineer—grizzled, gray-bearded, middle-aged—answered without looking up from his panel, where his hands darted constantly from one set of controls to another. “Overload, primary shield grid. Ventral hull damage, Sec-Delta. SIF offline in Sec-Gamma. Two lifeboats lost in the plasma stream.”

That last detail made Valkeya’s stomach twist with fear. “Anyone aboard?”

Oshiro shook his head. “Negative. Accidental launch.”

She sighed in relief. “Thank the Great Bird.” She looked back at Sven. “Anybody hurt?”

Sven scratched at his dark-bearded chin with one hand and worked at his panel with the other. “Infirmary says it got calls for a few minor injuries. Medics are on the way. If the situation changes for the worse, I might need to get down there, but we’re under control for now.”

At the engineering console, Oshiro was quietly seething. “We got lucky. If the fault in the antigrav matrix had been more than transitory—”

Valkeya cut him off: “We know, Shiro.” She turned her attention to the array of images holographically projected along a 90-degree span of the circular compartment’s high gray bulkhead. Most of them displayed sections of the exterior of Kathara Station. The largest and most arresting of them, however, was an image from a remote sensor buoy that showed the station silhouetted against a blinding river of burning plasma in space. At one end of that river was the slowly dying red giant star Xephos, whose outer coronal layer was being relentlessly siphoned away to feed the accretion disk of a cosmic vampire: a singularity—sometimes referred to as a “black hole”—that the Federation had named Marbas.

Marbas and its accretion disk—a massive, spinning cluster of plasma and other captured matter that had been superheated by the gravitational pull of the singularity until it glowed like a sea of fire—were the engine that drove the cutting-edge research of Kathara Station, and also the single greatest threat to its success, as well as to its existence. The station’s antigraviton matrix was the chief mechanism holding the station in place above the intersection of the stellar plasma stream and the accretion disk. It was replete with redundant safeguards and backups, which, as far as Valkeya could tell from a diagnostic review, was the only reason the station was still here.

She caught Sven’s eye. With a subtle tilt of her head, she invited him to step away from the main console with her, to confer discreetly. She kept her voice quiet. “How did it happen?”

His mood darkened. “You know how,” he whispered. “Same as before.”

“Last time you had no proof. Has that changed?”

Sven frowned. “No. No hard proof. Yet.”

“I won’t shut us down over a few minor malfunctions.”

“Minor malfunctions? If this one had lasted five seconds longer, we’d all be vapor by now. And last week’s near-breach in the antimatter reactor? That could’ve been the end of us, too. When are you going to take this seriously?”

“I do, but I won’t scrub the mission. Not when we’re this close.”

“Someone doesn’t plan on giving us a choice, Val.” He looked around to make sure they weren’t being overheard. “No one knows better than I do how much you’ve put into this. All the time. All the tears. I get it. But are you sure you want to die for it?”

Valkeya hardened her mien. “Of course I’m sure.”

Sven nodded. “Are you willing to sacrifice the rest of us, too?”

Damn him. He knew exactly how to break through her tough talk and expose it as a sham. She looked at the floor to hide her shame and remorse. “No.” Then she looked up and met his forgiving gaze. “I’d never give you up. Not for this. Not for anything.”

He smiled and brushed a stray lock of Valkeya’s dyed-turquoise hair behind one of her pointed ears. “Good to know there are still some lines you won’t cross.” When he leaned in to kiss her, she met him halfway.

Their lips had barely touched when they were interrupted by Uri Mitkov, the station’s director of security. “Val? Sven? I’m sorry, but you need to see something.” Uri was shorter than average, slight of build, and had dark hair that was thinning to reveal increasing swaths of his olive-hued pate. He gestured for Valkeya and Sven to follow, and they did.

The trio walked quickly to a console on the lower level of the command center. Uri didn’t have a permanent post in ops, but during emergencies he preferred to lead his department from the command deck instead of from his own office, which was located a couple of levels below, inside the wide, cylinder-shaped central core of the station. The security director called up a live vid feed from a repair crew. “This is sec-alpha, level six, block C. One of Shiro’s damage-control teams was tracking the fault in the antigrav matrix when they found… this.”

Uri stepped back to let Valkeya and Sven lean forward. The married couple squinted together at the grainy image on the screen. Sven pushed a button on the panel and opened an audio channel to the damage-control team. “Guys? This is Sven, up in ops. What did you find?”

A man replied through a crackle of static, “Hey, Sven. This is Lomok. Me an’ Guayo thought we were tracing a blow-out, but then we found this.” A four-fingered hand in a heavy work glove entered the image and pointed out details as Lomok continued. “Massive carbon scoring. And this blast pattern? All its force was directed inward. If this had been an accident, we’d expect the direction of the blast to be outward, from inside the system.”

The sickening sensation of dread was returning to Valkeya’s gut. “Lomok? This is Val. Did you scan for explosive compound residues?”

“Roger that. This whole section tests off the scale for C-70 residue.”

Sven whispered to Valkeya, “C-70 is a Klingon military demolitions compound.”

She looked over her shoulder at Uri. “What do you think?”

“I know it isn’t what you want to hear, Director… but I think this looks like sabotage.”

Valkeya frowned in frustration and brooded. Not now. Not when we’re so close.

Sven summoned a façade of calm. “Good work, Lomok. You and Guayo clean that up. And do me a favor, will you? Keep this quiet. Report directly to Shiro, and don’t talk about this to anybody. Got it?”

“Sure thing, boss. Lomok, out.” The Tellarite mechanic closed the channel, and the vid screen on Uri’s borrowed console went dark.

Uri shot a cynical look at Sven. “Keep this quiet? With a crew this small? Those two chowderheads are gonna tell everybody they meet.”

His criticism drew only a shrug from Sven. “I still gotta try, Uri.” Sven once again took Valkeya aside and lowered his voice. “Now do you believe me?”

Sven had suspected for weeks that the station’s increasing number of accidents and mishaps had been the product of foul play. Valkeya had called him paranoid, mostly to avoid the risk of adding any more unknown variables to their mission. But the damage the techs had found had convinced her there was no longer any point in arguing. “Yes. We’re being sabotaged.”

“Then you know what I’m gonna say next.”

This was the argument Valkeya had dreaded most. Now that it was here, she decided to concede the point in order to safeguard the mission. “You’re going to tell me the saboteur could be literally anyone on the station. Even one of the administrators. That we can’t trust anyone.”

“So, will you finally take my advice?”

She nodded. “Fine. You win…. I’ll ask Starfleet for help.”





TWO

“Captain’s Log, supplemental. After hosting Captain Marie Batel for a number of weeks aboard Enterprise, I find that her recent absence, even though it’s only a short stay for tests at Starfleet Medical, has left my quarters feeling empty, and myself feeling… pause recording.” The ship’s computer confirmed Christopher Pike’s order with a soft beep. He sat alone on the end of his bed, hunched forward and staring at his feet, with no idea how to continue the log entry he had just begun. “Computer, delete log entry in progress.” Another tone from the overhead speakers verified that his unfinished log had been expunged.

When Batel was off the ship, Pike felt unfocused. Untethered. After the Gorn had infested her with one of their parasitic young, she had been spared a gruesome death thanks to the personal sacrifices, heroic efforts, and medical miracles of Lieutenant Commander Una Chin-Riley, Doctor Joseph M’Benga, Nurse Christine Chapel, and Lieutenant Spock.

Her salvation had proved to be short-lived. The Gorn tissue inside her soon turned malignant. In the end, the only way to save her from its ravages had been to use a rare alien flora known as a Chimera Blossom to alter Batel’s DNA by fusing it with that of the Gorn tissue—in effect, negating the threat by transforming her into something—someone, Pike corrected himself—no longer fully human. At least, not genetically.

As miraculous as that feat had seemed, it led to new side effects and complications, some of which were serious enough to warrant Batel being admitted to the genomic medicine ward at Starfleet Medical on Earth while Enterprise underwent an extensive repair and refit following an ill-fated encounter with a massive scavenger vessel whose brutal technologies had ravaged both Pike’s vessel and the Starship Farragut before they were able to halt its rampage.

More than a month later, to Pike’s surprise, Batel was still undergoing tests and experimental treatments when Enterprise was cleared to depart spacedock. This deployment was supposed to be brief, just a simple patrol inside Federation space, but Pike chafed at the idea of leaving Earth without Batel. He hated to think of her in some drab hospital room, left alone to face whatever new miseries might spring from her forced transformation. Then he wondered whether Batel might have stayed behind by choice.

Every time I feel like Marie and I start making progress, she pulls away. Or I say something stupid. Why do we keep sabotaging ourselves?

He stood and plodded through the main room of his quarters, past the open-flame cooking pit he had installed—very much in defiance of Starfleet regulations—into his kitchen. It was a peculiar luxury he had insisted upon as a precondition for his return to active duty. Most commanding officers on Starfleet vessels didn’t even have food synthesizer slots in their quarters, much less a fully equipped master chef’s cooking island and three levels of refrigerated storage for fresh ingredients. Then again, most starship commanders lacked Pike’s unique flair for the culinary arts, as well as his appreciation for how a personally prepared meal could bring people together, forge lasting bonds, and break down barriers to communication.

Standing at the cooking island brought back good memories. Dining with his crew. Hosting dinners for important visitors to the ship. And, best of all, cooking with Batel. The two of them had always functioned well together in a kitchen, from the earliest days of their relationship. They shared a love of good food, and they both possessed adventurous, educated palates. She had known more about Asian cuisine than he had, but he had taught her all he knew about searing meats or having the patience to cook scrambled eggs slowly over low heat.

The true test of their compatibility, he believed, had been the night they hosted some of her friends at her old apartment in Portland. It was a narrow shoebox of a dwelling, a place to lay her head for a few nights on those rare occasions when she returned to Earth. And its “kitchen” was little more than a few miniature appliances in a glorified closet. And yet, in that claustrophobic space, with barely any room to navigate around each other, Pike and Batel had prepared a delicious meal that her friends had said was almost as impressive as the ballet of the two of them making it had been.

“If you find someone you love to cook with, hang on to them and never let them go.” That’s what Pike’s mother had told him in his youth, long before he’d even met Batel, but his mother’s advice had echoed in his memory every day since Batel had come into his life. In recent years, Batel had become happy to yield the kitchen to Pike’s sole authority and let him woo her with his culinary expertise, but he always knew that if he needed her, she’d be there.

Now she was light-years away, battling an alien perversion of her very being and enduring suffering and indignities of a kind that Pike didn’t want to think about.

It’s funny. When she’s with me, I feel like I never have anything to say. But when she’s away, all I do is think about all these things I want to say to her. All the things I should have said—long ago, or the last time I saw her, or on our last subspace call. But I know that when we’re finally back together, I’ll reflect on all those conversations I wished we could have had, and I’ll find some reason not to have any of them. And we’ll sit here, not talking, each of us wondering what the other one is thinking, and neither of us brave enough to just ask.

Now that I think about it, it’s not funny at all. It’s actually kind of sad.

Further introspection was the last thing he wanted to do at this hour of the night, so he opened his refrigerator and surveyed its contents. In a glance, he confirmed that he had all the ingredients for a sweet late-night snack, but the notion of indulging in such a treat by himself seemed as unwise as the notion of drinking alone.

“Pike to Lieutenant Commander Chin-Riley. You up, Number One?”

His first officer replied via the ship’s internal comm, “I’m awake. What’s up?”

“Want to join me for warm dessert crêpes?”

The pause before her reply was filled with unspoken suspicion. “You’re moping around missing Captain Batel again, aren’t you?”

“No,” he said, too quickly and in a defensive tone of voice. Then, “Yes.”

“Will you top them with fresh whipped cream?”

“How else would I serve them?”

“On my way.”



La’An Noonien-Singh pushed herself away from Spock with one hand while using the other to palm sweat from her forehead. “Maybe we should take a break, Spock.”

Her abrupt halt of the dance lesson in her quarters came as a surprise to Spock. “Did I do something wrong?” He watched her struggle to compose a polite response for as long as he could stand to do so. “I retract my question.”

She reached out and took hold of his left hand. “This isn’t your fault. You’re a fine student. But it’s possible I’ve overestimated myself as a teacher.”

“I disagree.”

“Then why can’t I seem to teach you basic Lindy Hop swing?”

He pondered that. “Lindy Hop is highly improvisational, which I admit is not my forte.”

Noonien-Singh picked up a hand towel from the sofa and used it to dry the sweat from her throat and the back of her neck. “Maybe. But I think it’s more than that.”

An unfamiliar emotion stirred inside Spock. He fumbled mentally to identify it. Fear? Anxiety? Then he recognized it: dread. Some part of him did not want to hear what he anticipated Noonien-Singh would say next.

She continued, “I feel like something has been… weird between us, ever since we got back from the Farragut. Or have I just been imagining that?”

“You have not.” He had hoped the awkwardness that had developed between himself and Noonien-Singh had been a figment of his imagination, a psychological artifact of the human half of his ancestry that the Vulcan part of his mind could safely ignore.

Noonien-Singh looked away from him, turning her attention instead toward the viewports that lined one long bulkhead inside her quarters on the Enterprise. Outside, multicolored streaks of warp-distorted starlight stretched past the starship. “Is this about James Kirk?”

“I might ask you the same question.”

Her silence spoke volumes.

Lieutenant Commander James T. Kirk, who presently served as first officer aboard the Starship Farragut, recently had assumed temporary command of that vessel after its commanding officer, Captain V’Rel, was incapacitated during an encounter with a massive, hostile scavenger vessel. As members of an Enterprise boarding party dispatched to Farragut to render aid, Noonien-Singh and Spock had found themselves working closely with Kirk to save both vessels from the gigantic scavenger dreadnought. Their brief proximity had revealed to Spock a number of interesting facets of Kirk’s persona, as well as an unspoken tension between Noonien-Singh and Kirk—who, for his part, had seemed to take a keen interest in the emotional dynamic between Spock and Noonien-Singh.

She faced Spock. “James Kirk and I were previously acquainted.”

Spock’s felt his focus sharpen with envy. “Acquainted? In what manner?”

“That’s not important,” she said, in a tone that led Spock to suspect that it was, in fact, very important. “Nothing came of it, and you were with Chapel at the time.”

“By ‘nothing came of it’—”

“I said ‘nothing,’ and I meant it. What I felt—” She squinted with effort, as if she were wrestling with too many thoughts all seeking voice at once. “What happened between—” She shut her eyes and shook her head once in frustration. “It was nothing like what you and I have.”

“And yet, whatever transpired was clearly significant enough that both you and he remain unsettled by it when you are near each other.”

“What can I say, Spock? Human emotions can be funny that way.”

“A phenomenon with which I am becoming increasingly familiar.”

“I can’t tell if I should be offended by that.”

“You should not. What I mean to convey is that I understand the irrationality of human emotions because part of me still feels them.”

Noonien-Singh reached out and gave Spock’s upper arm a comforting squeeze. “I thought Vulcan children were taught to suppress those feelings.”

“They are. And I did my best to conform to Vulcan’s dominant social paradigm of placid logic. Nevertheless, the human half of my nature continued to assert itself.” Dredging up memories from his youth threatened to expose Spock’s stoic façade as a charade. “My first chance to confront the human elements of my psyche happened after I entered Starfleet Academy on Earth. There, on the world of my mother’s birth, I finally began to discover the half of me that I had been taught to deny existed.”

“That must have been a difficult time for you.”

Spock arched one eyebrow. “It did have moments of awkwardness.”

“I’m sure.”

“But I am grateful for the years I’ve spent away from Vulcan, with its dictums and doctrines. My service in Starfleet has given me the time and distance I needed to explore the human facets of myself.”

“That’s good.” Noonien-Singh took his hand. “But what’s it got to do with us?”

“When I am with you, my human emotions sometimes… overwhelm me. It would seem that, despite my best efforts toward enlightenment, I remain susceptible to jealousy.”

A grin tugged at the corner of her mouth. “You don’t say.”

“It also is not lost on me that you pointedly refuse to define the bounds of our relationship—or even, for that matter, concede that we are in one.”

“Oh. This again. Spock, you know I care about you.”

“I reasonably suspect as much. But I would not call my knowledge of it certain.”

She seemed exasperated. “What is it you need from me?”

“I would be grateful for a clear statement of our mutual expectations and an approved term we can share with our friends to help them understand the nature of our relationship.”

She averted her gaze from his, rolling her eyes as she studied the floor. “I’m pretty sure most of them have guessed the nature of our relationship, Spock.”

“Then perhaps you could explain it to me. What am I to you? What are we to each other? What do we call… whatever this is we so tenuously seem to have? A fling?”

“Certainly not.”

“A romance?”

“You read too much Danielle Steele.”

“That is an impossibility.” He centered himself and pushed onward. “At the least, answer me this: Is the intimate component of our relationship currently exclusive?”

“You’re asking me if we’re going steady?”

“I am unfamiliar with that turn of phrase, but for now I’ll just say yes.”

His query left Noonien-Singh looking stricken. “You’re right. We’ve never really talked about it. Any of it. Do you want us to be romantically exclusive?”

“I have considered it. Have you?”

“Until now, it never crossed my mind.”

“I should not be surprised.” Spock buried an urge to laugh at himself. “Given my upbringing, it is only logical that I would seek out such an undemonstrative companion.”

“Hey!” Noonien-Singh recoiled, clearly offended. “I’m extremely demonstrative!”

“Physically, yes. I meant emotionally.”

Her pride deflated like a leaking balloon. “Oh.”

“We needn’t resolve this now.”

“You’re right. It might do us good to sleep on it.”

“Indeed. And on that note, I wish you good-night, La’An.”

“Good-night, Spock.”

Spock bowed his head ever so slightly as he backpedaled toward the exit. The doors swished apart at his approach.

A few steps later and he was in the corridor, his countenance once again fixed into a mask of neutral expression. To other crew members passing by, Spock appeared the very portrait of sangfroid. No one could see that deep inside the human chambers of his psyche, he was seething.

Why does La’An’s reluctance to commit upset me?

We made no promises to each other. No vows.

I have no right to expect anything of her.

So why does it gnaw at me, the way she looked at Kirk?

Spock stepped inside the turbolift and directed it to the bridge. As the lift shot into motion, he cast an accusatory stare at his reflection on a polished bulkhead panel.

Why can’t I let this go?



Nurse Christine Chapel sat at the bar with her hands cupped over her ears in a desperate bid to block out the din from one corner of Enterprise’s prosaically named Port Galley, where a quartet of ensigns—two human, one Denobulan, and one Andorian—had been caterwauling at the top of their lungs for the past half hour, with no sign that they’d be finished anytime soon.

As the four young men segued from one tune to the next while singing both off-key, Chapel shot a pleading, sidelong look at her friend Ensign Nyota Uhura. “Please. Make it stop.”

The quartet got louder, and Uhura winced. “I wish I could.”

“What the hell are they even singing?”

“Best guess?” Uhura glanced at the singers. “Tellarite sea shanties.”

That answer only added to Chapel’s confusion. “Why?”

Uhura demurred with raised eyebrows. “Some mysteries are best left unsolved.”

“True.” Chapel uncovered her ears so she could pick up her drink, a brightly colored Antarean Sunset, whose variously hued spirits and mixers remained in discreet layers inside the tall glass instead of mixing, thanks to variations in the fluids’ respective specific gravities. “Here’s another mystery, one worth digging into: Why don’t you have a date tonight?”

The young communications specialist met Chapel’s friendly needling with a mock glare. “Maybe because you’re the worst wing gal in Starfleet?”

“I am not.”

Uhura pointed at their reflections on an empty metal drink tray in front of them on the bar top. “See that blonde in the white medical uniform? The one radiating loneliness and regret? The one attracting suitors like stardust to a black hole? How am I supposed to compete with her?”

“Flatterer.” Chapel gave Uhura’s shoulder a playful nudge with her fist. “But don’t you see that smoking-hot ensign next to the nurse? Look at her, all dark and mysterious.”

“If you say the blonde pales in comparison—”

“Give me a little credit, Nyota. All I’m saying is, you could snag almost anyone you wanted on this ship.”

“Easy for you to say! You’re engaged. Don’t tell me how to play the game of love now that you get to watch from the stands.”

“Fair enough.” Chapel finished her drink with one long tilt of her glass, which she set down empty on the bar. “But I think we need another round.”

“Definitely.” Uhura summoned the bartender with a look, and with a gesture indicated she and Chapel were ready for more drinks. As the young man behind the bar set about mixing their libations, Uhura swiveled her barstool so she could face Chapel. “Speaking of your engagement, how is Doctor Korby?”

“Too far away, as usual.”

“Trouble in paradise?”

“No. Things with Roger are still good. Great, actually. I just miss him, is all.”

“Nothing wrong with that.” The bartender returned and set down their drinks. Uhura slid Chapel’s new drink toward her. “I’ve never really done a long-distance relationship. Must be hard to find your soulmate and then suddenly need to be light-years apart all the time.”

Chapel sipped her fruity drink. “I don’t think I’ve ever used that word.”

“Which one?”

“Soulmate. It’s just not a concept I believe in.”

“Not even for the man who gave you ‘the sun and the moon and the stars’?”

Doctor Korby had invoked that phrase, which Chapel had once told him were her late mother’s last words to her, when he gifted her the delicate bracelet of Talaryan star gems that now adorned her wrist. With her fingertips, she caressed the cool stones with reverence and longing. “I don’t know. Does that make me a bad person?”

Uhura gave Chapel’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “I wouldn’t go that far. But I’d definitely say it makes you hard to shop for.”

Chapel and Uhura laughed, and then Chapel shook her head. “Can I tell you a secret?”

“If you’re asking if you can trust me not to repeat it, the answer is yes.”

The two women leaned toward each other. “Sometimes,” Chapel said, her voice barely above a whisper, “I feel like bringing Roger to Centennial Day put up a wall between me and Spock, and then also between me and La’An.”

“What do you mean?”

“I used to be able to talk to either of them about anything, especially Spock. But ever since I introduced Spock to Roger, I always feel like I’m imposing on Spock when all I want to do is confide in him.”

Uhura signaled her doubts with a tilt of her head. “That doesn’t sound like Spock. Are you sure this isn’t all in your head?”

“Maybe it is. Maybe I just feel guilty.”

“For what?”

“Not warning Spock before I showed up with Roger.”

Uhura shook her head. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it? Spock’s been nothing but gracious and polite about my engagement, but ever since then our dynamic has been off. I worry that I hurt his feelings and wrecked our friendship beyond repair. And lately, I get the same kind of cold feelings from La’An.”

“I’m pretty sure cold feelings are the only kind La’An has,” Uhura said with a playful gleam in her eye that made it clear she was only joking. “But I don’t think you’re giving Spock enough credit. Even if his feelings were hurt, he would never cut himself off from someone he cared about. Just give him and La’An some time. It’ll all work out.”

Chapel aimed a suspicious look at Uhura. “Will it?”

“Absolutely.”

“How?”

Uhura downed a large swig of her drink. “No idea. It’s a mystery.”

Chapel heaved a disconsolate sigh. “You’re not much help when you’ve been drinking, are you?”

Uhura gave Chapel a friendly slap on her shoulder. “Who is?”



Lieutenant Montgomery Scott winced as Chief Engineer Pelia’s nasal shout echoed off every hard surface in Enterprise’s main engineering section: “Mister Scott!”

He froze in place, next to the dilithium crystal articulation housing, at the base of the main warp reactor. If Pelia’s shout had sounded like a question, he’d have assumed she was looking for him but didn’t know where he was. Unfortunately, her invocation of his name had sounded like a command. That meant she was behind him and already headed his way. He took a breath to steady himself and mustered a serene expression as he turned to face his supervising officer.

Pelia, a petite and pale-complexioned woman with a large, wild mane of curly pale-blonde hair, strode to a halt in front of him. As a Lanthanite, she appeared to be a human in her seventies, but she was in fact several millennia old. Today she looked vexed as she pointed at the machinery beside Scott. “Lieutenant, what do you call that?”

“What?” Scott took the opportunity to look away from Pelia’s piercing stare. “You mean the warp reactor?”

“No, the bit in front of your face. The part you just sabotaged.”

“The crystal articulation frame?”

“What’s left of it, yes.”

“I fixed it.”

“Fixed it?” Pelia’s anger got the better of her. “You butchered it!”

“I beg to differ, Commander.”

She pointed at the frame housing. “That is not how I taught you, or thousands of other cadets, how to realign an articulation frame.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“Then how do you explain this?”

“The replacement frame the repair team put in while Enterprise was in spacedock was faulty, and we didn’t have a spare, or the updated specs to produce one, so I improvised a repair with the parts that were available.”

“And you think this is acceptable?”

“It’s common practice in the field.”

“That’s not what I asked, Lieutenant. I asked if you think this is acceptable.”

Scott folded his arms in front of his chest and took another look at his handiwork. “Well, it hasn’t imploded or caused a warp-core breach, so… aye.”

Pelia glowered at Scott. “Let me show you something.” She led him away from the reactor to the part of main engineering aft of the master console, the vantage point from which one could see nearly all of the ship’s primary power-generation systems. She pointed aft. “The port-side electroplasma junction. I found evidence you patched a crack in the manifold by heating the whole thing with a hand phaser until it melted back together.”

“I forgot about that. Ingenious, eh?”

“Try reckless.” She pointed to starboard. “You patched the power supply for the ventral structural integrity field into the auxiliary line for the ventral shield emitters.”

“Only temporarily.”

“Do you know what’ll happen if the ventral shields fail under fire?”

“They’d take the SIF down with them and we’d lose the bottom four decks of the engineering section. Which is why I’m reverting that today, after the mechanics get me a new proton regulator for the SIF.”

“You might have run that plan past me first, Lieutenant.”

“Aye.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No, I did not.”

Pelia shut her eyes and drew a deep breath. When she opened her eyes, Scott was sure he could see the chief engineer struggling to contain her anger. “Mister Scott: Did you, or did you not, with malicious intent, connect the ship’s waste-reclamation intake line to the sonic shower in the galley master’s quarters?”

“That was definitely an accident.” After a moment he added, “Which would never have happened if I hadn’t fallen victim to a blood-sugar crash on account of Galley Master Spencer refusing to make me a Belgian waffle just because it was two minutes past eleven hundred.”

The chief engineer pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed in frustration. “You’ve been testing my patience for weeks now, Lieutenant. Every time I inspect your work, I’m confronted by jury-rigs that make a mockery of Starfleet engineering procedures and protocols. Tell me: Do you do this just to annoy me? Why do you never work by the book? Is it because you never bothered to learn it? Or did you simply forget everything I taught you at the Academy?”

“I do plenty by the book. And it’s because I know the book that I know how to solve problems it never dreamed of. But you wouldn’t know that, because you’re so dependent on the book that you’re too scared to take any kind of risk.”

As soon as he finished his rant, Scott knew he’d made a mistake. He hoped he might be able to walk back his ill-chosen words before the matter escalated any further, but it was too late: His argument with Pelia had drawn the attention of nearly everyone on duty in main engineering, and she knew it—which meant she couldn’t let his insubordination go unpunished. He tensed in anticipation of being sent to the brig as a prelude to his court-martial.

Pelia studied him with a cold glare… and then she cracked an evil smile.

“Too scared to take risks, eh? All right, Lieutenant. Let’s see which of us is more willing to take risks, shall we?” She took him by his arm and led him across the deck to her office. Inside, mounted into one bulkhead, was a food synthesizer. She marched him to it, and then she activated the machine with a few taps on its controls. “Computer. Two fully ripened Trinidad Moruga Scorpion Peppers, preserving all properties as found in nature.”

As the peppers materialized inside the food synthesizer with a semimusical wash of sound, onlookers gathered outside Pelia’s office to watch. The machine’s front panel opened. Pelia took the peppers from the machine and handed one to Scott. “Eat it.”

He looked at it with suspicion. “Is it poisonous?”

“No. Just spicy.”

“How spicy?”

“One point two million Scoville Heat Units.”

“Is that a lot?”

Pelia shoved her pepper inside her mouth, chewed, and swallowed. Then she flashed a sinister smile at Scott. “You tell me.”

Not to be outdone, Scott pushed the tiny, bumpy, bright red pepper into his mouth, bit down, and chewed—

His mouth and tongue felt like they were being attacked by a million red-hot needles. He wanted to scream in horror and agony, spit the pepper across the room, and find water, but he knew that was the humiliation Pelia was waiting to savor.

So he froze his expression. Fought not to widen his eyes. Didn’t let himself scream, spit, or vomit. His hands started curling into fists, but he made them relax. He knew he needed to swallow the pepper in order to complete the challenge, but his throat refused to let it pass.

To buy time, he leaned with one hand against the bulkhead and forced a tight-lipped smile, as much for Pelia’s benefit as for that of their lookie-loos.

C’mon, dammit—just swallow it!

His tongue sent the pepper into his esophagus, and Scott regretted it just as soon as it happened. It burned like an ember all the way down to his stomach, where it continued to smolder and boil him to death from the inside.

He widened his smile and shook his head to hide the tears welling in his eyes. “That’s great! Sweet, isn’t it?”

Pelia’s knowing grin unnerved him. “It is. We’ll call this round a tie.”

“This round?”

“Oh, we’re not done yet, Mister Scott. Not even close. Now… go fix the power coupling on the SIF before you blow us all to bits.”

“Aye, sir.”

Scott stood there, his stupid smile trembling on his sweating face, until Pelia entered a turbolift and departed engineering. Then he doubled over and threw up on his boots—an indignity made so much worse by the fiery hell of letting the masticated Moruga Scorpion Pepper pass through his esophagus and mouth all over again, this time in reverse and awash in stomach acid.

Lieutenant George Samuel Kirk, a trim, young, dark-haired science officer with a mustache, who had been monitoring a science experiment being run from engineering, sidled over to Scott, who now was on his knees. “What’s wrong, Scotty? Not a fan of spicy foods?”

Tears ran down Scott’s face. “Of course not! I’m Scottish!”

Kirk sounded worried. “Anything I can do for you?”

“Aye. Call Doctor M’Benga.”

“And tell him what?”

Scott shrank into a fetal curl. “That I’m dying, you shag-lipped diddy.”



Una Chin-Riley swallowed her last forkful of dessert and let slip a low moan of ecstatic pleasure. “Oh, man! Chris, these crêpes are incredible. How can anything taste this amazing?”

Pike accepted the compliment with pleasure but also humility. “It’s about flavor contrasts. The crêpe is light and buttery. The chocolate-hazelnut filling is simultaneously sweet, bitter, and nutty. And the sliced fresh strawberries on top balance it all with bright acidity.”

“It’s so good.” Years earlier, when Chin-Riley had first started sharing meals with Pike on a semiregular basis, she had worried that letting him talk about the dishes he’d prepared would spoil the experience, like a stage magician revealing the mechanics behind his illusions. Instead, she had found Pike’s insights into the culinary arts to be as intriguing as the meals themselves.

Tonight, however, Pike hadn’t said much, about the meal or what was on his mind. They had sat together on his sofa, enjoying dessert mostly in awkward silence. It wasn’t difficult for Chin-Riley to surmise that Pike’s taciturn mood was likely a consequence of Captain Batel’s absence, but she also suspected it was more than that.

Chris has been so worried about her ever since the Gorn infested Marie during their attack on Parnassus Beta. He always missed her when they were apart. But now he worries about her all the time, even when they’re together. It must be exhausting.

Pike offered Chin-Riley his plate, which held one last morsel of dessert. “I think I’m full. You want the last bite?”

“No, thanks. I’ve had enough of your crêpe.”

Pike winced at the pun. “You waited all night to say that, didn’t you?”

“I knew I could trust you to feed me a straight line.”

“I already fed you dessert. Wasn’t that enough?”

Chin-Riley sipped her demitasse of espresso with a twist of lemon rind, which Pike had served with dessert. “I know you’ve told me before—”

“You want to know why crêpes aren’t puffy like pancakes.”

“Yeah. It’s all the same stuff. Flour, water, eggs—”

“No baking powder.”

“That’s it?”

“Simple as can be, Number One.”

“So, if pancakes minus baking powder are crêpes, what are pancakes without eggs?”

“Failures.”

Chin-Riley chuckled, and Pike smiled, apparently pleased with his own answer. Before she could follow up, an electronic warble from the overhead speakers was followed by the voice of Ensign Shankar, the gamma-shift communications officer. “Bridge to Captain Pike.”

“Pike here. Go ahead, Shankar.”

“Sir, we’re receiving a real-time subspace comm from Starfleet Command, audio-only. Admiral Skalliger wishes to speak with you.”

“Patch it down to my quarters.”

“Aye, sir. Here’s the admiral now.”

After a momentary pause, the next voice over the speaker was the rasp of Admiral Dalton Skalliger, one of Pike’s former commanding officers and now the chief of operations at Starfleet Command. “Chris! How’s the shakedown cruise?”

“Still shaking, sir.”

“Well, wrap it up. Time to get back to work.”

“Yes, sir. I’m here with Lieutenant Commander Chin-Riley. What’s the mission?”

“Civilian research station in distress. I need you to take Enterprise out to the Xephos-Marbas system, to investigate reports of criminal sabotage on Kathara Station.”

Chin-Riley noticed as Pike tried to conceal a pall of dread that washed over him. “Excuse me, sir. Did you say the Xephos-Marbas system?”

“That’s right.”

Pike looked as if he were about to speak, only to reconsider his first choice of words and try again. “Admiral, I’m not sure Enterprise is ready. Plus, I know of at least two other Starfleet vessels that are both closer than we are. Can’t one of them take this?”

“Nice try. Lexington’s busy containing a plague on Caswell’s Planet, and Resolute is leading a search and rescue for a lost colony ship that got ambushed by pirates.”

Chin-Riley gave Pike a sympathetic half smile. “Some ships have all the luck.”

“And even if they didn’t,” Skalliger continued, “the Federation considers the protection of Kathara Station to be a top priority, because its research is being led by experts from the Daystrom Institute. And I promised the Starfleet C-in-C that I’d send the Enterprise.”

Pike muttered to Chin-Riley, “Nothing like a command performance.” He raised his voice as he replied to Skalliger, “Whoever’s in charge of the station, no matter to whom they’re related on the Federation Council, will be just fine until civilian investigators look into it.”

Skalliger’s patience waned. “These people are in real trouble, Captain, and they’re coming up on an immovable deadline. They need help. Not next month or next week, but right now. And just between you and me, I don’t think civilian inspectors are up for this.”

“I still don’t see how that makes this my problem.”

“It’s your problem because I say it is.” Skalliger reined in his temper. “Look, Chris. I’m not unsympathetic. I get why you don’t want to go back to Marbas. Believe me when I say I’d send someone else if I could, but that’s not an option. The Fates have conspired against you, and now there’s nothing left to do but suck it up and get to work.”

“A real friend wouldn’t do this to me, Dalton.”

“Right now, Chris, I am not your friend, and this is not a request. This is a direct order, straight from the Starfleet C-in-C. Can I trust you to get it done? Or do I need to ask your XO to put you in the brig and do it herself?”

Pike looked at Chin-Riley, who silently mouthed, I would never.

The captain looked like someone had just bled him of joy. “Order acknowledged, Admiral. Enterprise out.” The channel closed with a soft click. Pike got up from the sofa, took Chin-Riley’s plate and fork, stacked them atop his own, and walked over to the sink, into which he dropped the plates with uncharacteristic disregard for their survival. Then he headed for the door, his demeanor grim. “Duty calls, Number One. Let’s get moving.”

Chin-Riley got up and walked quickly to fall in behind Pike as he led the way out of his quarters into the corridor beyond. “What was Skalliger talking about when he said you don’t want to go back to Marbas? What happened there?”

Pike answered without looking back at her.

“Nothing good, Number One. Nothing good.”





THREE

Chin-Riley followed Captain Pike out of the turbolift and onto the Enterprise bridge. Its ambience of ventilation systems, engine hum, and muted computer feedback tones was the same during gamma shift as at any other time of day, but the faces of the overnight watch were less familiar to her. As she and Pike descended the steps to his command chair, Lieutenant Kiona Leaphorn vacated the seat and snapped to attention. “Captain on the bridge!”

Pike motioned for her to relax. “As you were, Lieutenant.” He turned toward the forward duty stations. “Helm, set course for the Xephos-Marbas system, warp six.”

Lieutenant Fargo Zahn, the young Tiburonian man manning the helm, keyed the new heading into his console. “Aye, sir. Setting course for the Xephos-Marbas system, warp factor six.” Working beside Zahn, navigator Lieutenant Arisa Trew, a young Australian woman, plotted the ship’s complicated route through interstellar subspace and sent her results to Zahn’s console.

An uncharacteristic dark mood settled upon Pike. To Chin-Riley he said, “Can you handle the rest of it, Number One?”

She answered with a confident nod, “Aye, sir.”

“Number One has the conn. I’ll be in my ready room.” He walked away without another word, on a straight path to his on-duty sanctum aft of the bridge.

Chin-Riley dispensed orders with calm efficiency. “Ensign Shankar, contact Kathara Station. Tell them we’re en route and give them our ETA.” She pivoted toward the tactical officer, Lieutenant Sabine Mann. “Mann, our orders from Starfleet said that acts of sabotage have been reported aboard Kathara Station. Pull up all the intel you can find about the station: design specs, internal schematics, tactical evals, crew roster, the works. Collate it with the sabotage reports. I want Lieutenant Noonien-Singh’s investigation to be able to hit the deck running as soon as we reach the station.” Mann acknowledged the order with a nod and set to work. Chin-Riley faced the shift’s science officer, a young Bolian woman. “Ensign Zier, what do we know about the Xephos-Marbas system?”

The science officer looked up from her console, where she seemed to have been reading up on their destination in anticipation of Chin-Riley’s query. “Xephos is a red giant paired with Marbas, a black hole that’s siphoning away Xephos’s outer layers. Only one planet, a cold gas giant with thirty-three natural satellites, orbiting the main star at three-point-five AU.”

“Where is Kathara Station in all that?”

“According to the Daystrom Institute, the station operates above the intersection of the stellar plasma stream and the accretion disk that orbits the singularity.”

“Not exactly the safest place to build a space station.”

“No, ma’am.”

The first officer took another look at Zier’s screens. “Maintaining a stationary position relative to a black hole must take an incredible amount of energy. Seems… inefficient.”

The science officer nodded. “Extremely.”

“Any idea why they put it there instead of orbiting the black hole?”

Zier shook her head. “No, ma’am. No explanation in their brief or their specs.”

Chin-Riley turned to speak with Lieutenant Leaphorn. “Between now and alpha shift, have engineering reinforce our shield grid and our structural integrity field, and tell the hangar team to harden the radiation shielding on some shuttles, just in case we need them.”

“Understood.”

“Very good. As you were, Lieutenant. You have the conn.”

Leaphorn resumed her place in the command chair while Chin-Riley headed aft, toward the ready room. As Chin-Riley expected, the door was locked and did not open at her approach. She pressed a signal button on the small panel beside the door. “Captain?”

Pike’s voice emanated from the small speaker on the panel. “Yes, Number One?”

“May I come in?”

For a moment there was no reply, but then the door’s lock was released from inside. The portal slid open, and Chin-Riley walked inside the ready room to find Captain Pike seated behind his desk, staring out at the passing streaks of warp-bent starlight. She took a chance and stepped part of the way around his desk along the outer bulkhead, putting her beside the viewports through which he was brooding upon the cosmos. “Chris, are you okay?”

He bowed his head, as if he were surrendering to a terrible weight. “No.”

“Is it about Marie? Because you know she’s in the best hands she—”

“It’s not about Marie, Number One.”

“Then what’s going on? I’ve never seen you try to duck a mission like that before.” She studied his face, in search of some clue to what was troubling him. “Is something about this assignment hitting you too close to home?”

His stare took on a haunted quality, as if he were gazing through the bulkheads and out into eternity. “Yeah. I’d have to say it is.”

“Then talk to me, Chris. What’s wrong? Do you have some kind of connection with Kathara Station? Or someone who works there?”

He shook his head. “It’s nothing like that. I don’t have any conflict of interest here. At least, none I’m aware of. I just… really don’t want to go back to Marbas.”

“Yeah, I’ve gathered that. So spill. What’s your link to that place?”

Pike stood from his chair. He faced the shelves of curios behind his desk. From out of the clutter he lifted a holoframe, inside of which was displayed an image of him as a young teen, standing with a horse and an older man who Chin-Riley recognized as Pike’s father.

“The mistakes we make in our youth often define us, Number One. Sometimes for life, and not always for the best.” He set the holoframe back on the shelf. “And some of our mistakes echo each other. Become part of a pattern. Expose our weak spots in ways we don’t expect.”

Chin-Riley moved closer to Pike and sat against the edge of his desk. “We make mistakes so we can learn from them, not to repeat them—and certainly not to be chained by them.”

“Easier said than lived, Number One.”

“How long have you been living with this?”

“Sixteen years.”

“We’ve known each other a lot longer than that.” She searched her memory. “Sixteen years ago… that would’ve been during your time on the Starship Chatelet.”

Pike confirmed her recollection with a shamed bow of his head. “That’s right.”

“Was this before I joined the Chatelet’s crew?”

“By a few months, yes.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about it then?”

“I used to think if you knew about this, you’d never look at me the same way again. Eventually, I realized I was wrong—that was just my ego and my guilt talking. But after we both finished our tours on the Chatelet, I had no idea how to bring it up. So I just buried it deep, because I didn’t think it would ever come up again. Until today, when it did.”

Hearing the sorrow in Pike’s voice quashed any irritation Chin-Riley might have felt about his deception. Whatever was going on with Pike, this secret from his past had afflicted him with profound and long-lasting anguish, and ultimately she cared more about helping her friend than she did about salving her own bruised ego.

“You don’t have to hide anything from me, Chris. You know that.”

“I know.”

“So? Let me in. Let me help.”

Pike nodded. “All right. But what I’m about to tell you can’t leave this room. This stays between us. Understood?”

“Classified top secret. For our ears only.”

He gestured toward a chair on the other side of the desk, a clear invitation for Chin-Riley to sit down. She settled into one of the guest chairs as Pike returned to his own.

“The last time I came to Marbas, I was a lieutenant. Second officer of the U.S.S. Chatelet. A young hothead who still thought he had something to prove. I had the conn overnight. It was a completely routine border-patrol cruise…. Until it wasn’t.”



SIXTEEN YEARS EARLIER (2245)

STARSHIP CHATELET, XEPHOS-MARBAS SYSTEM

Lieutenant Christopher Pike sat back in the command chair, lulled by the dull grind of routine. Around him, Chatelet’s bridge crew was quiet. It was 0341 ship’s time, almost the middle of gamma shift, and all seemed quiet along the Federation–Klingon border.

Pike sighed. Nothing out here but dust. And us.

A proximity alarm shrilled on the science officer’s console. Lieutenant Winger pivoted to stare into his station’s hooded sensor display. “Sensor contact, range two-hundred-seven-point-three million kilometers and closing. A small ship, less than half our mass, but she’s moving like greased lightning.”

“Identify it.”

Winger looked back and forth between the hooded display and a readout on his console. “Configuration unknown. No transponder. Energy profile matches nothing in our databanks.”

“Put it on-screen, with political and tactical overlays.”

A two-dimensional map of the star system appeared on the main viewscreen. It was annotated with a tactical grid and icons and lines indicating the bounds of restricted space in the surrounding sector. Pike gave it a quick look to refresh his memory, and then he swiveled the command chair so he could see the communications officer behind his left shoulder. “Petzold. Hail that ship. Warn them they’re in restricted space, and demand they identify themselves.”

“Aye, sir.” Petzold faced his console and relayed Pike’s message.

“Tactical, sound yellow alert.” Golden panels on the bulkheads lit up as a single alarm siren whooped over the ship’s PA system. “Helm. Parallel their course and match their speed.”

Ensign Lowden checked his console. He sounded worried as he replied, “I’ll have to push to full impulse to match them, sir.”

Pike leaned forward until he was on the edge of his seat. “Do it.”

The droning of the impulse engines increased rapidly, in both pitch and volume as Chatelet accelerated to its maximum-rated subspace velocity. Pike felt the ultrasonic vibrations in the deck beneath his feet, and he imagined he could feel it coursing through Chatelet’s spaceframe, all around him. The ship had become vibrant with the thrill of the hunt.

Petzold looked up from his console and back at Pike. “Sir, the vessel’s commander claims it’s a Vulcan science ship, the V.S.C. Kinshala.”

Pike looked from Petzold to Winger, who was already accessing databank files at his station. “Checking, sir…. Mass, energy profile, and warp signature are not a match for the Kinshala.”

Now Pike was standing, his pulse racing with his thoughts. Why would they lie? “Petzold! Order them to halt their vessel and prepare to be boarded.”

“Transmitting now.”

Lowden stared in disbelief at the tactical readout on the main viewscreen. “My God—they’re accelerating!”

Winger snapped, “They’re running!”

Pike put himself back in the command chair. “Red alert! Tactical, shields up, arm all weapons. Helm, overtake!” With a push of one button on the command chair’s armrest, Pike opened an internal channel: “All decks, red alert. Battle stations. This is not a drill.”

Lowden radiated frustration. “They’ve got too big a lead! We’ll never catch them at sublight.”

“Plot a warp microjump,” Pike said. “One-tenth of a second at warp eight.”

Fear put a tremor in Lowden’s voice. “This close to a black hole? Sir, that’s—”

“I know the risk, Ensign. Put us right on their stern!”

“Aye, sir.”

It was a dangerous tactic in such close proximity to a singularity, but Pike was sure Chatelet could handle the gravitational shearing of skirting the black hole’s gravity well coupled with the stresses of emergency acceleration and deceleration.

“Microjump plotted!”

“Hit it!”

Lowden tapped a panel on the helm, and in the blink of an eye, Chatelet leaped nearly a quarter of the system’s diameter, putting it close on the tail of
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