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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
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