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Historian’s Note

This story takes place in mid-2382, more than a year after the events depicted in the Star Trek Destiny trilogy and roughly three years after the events of the film Star Trek Nemesis.


In war there are no winners.

—Neville Chamberlain, speech, 1938
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“Intruder alert! Lock down all decks! This is not a drill!”

The warning repeated and echoed through the corridors of the Utopia Planitia Fleet Yards’ command facility. Red lights flashed on bulkhead panels, and pressure doors started to roll closed, partitioning the space station.

Ensign Fyyl tried to block out the cacophony of deep, buzzing alarms as he sprinted toward his post, phaser in hand. Was it an attack? Fyyl had no idea what was happening. The skinny young Bolian was less than a year out of Starfleet Academy and until that moment had counted himself lucky to have been posted to the security detail on a platform orbiting Mars, one of the safest assignments in the Federation. Now it seemed as if he was in the thick of the action—the last place he’d ever wanted to be.

He stumbled to a halt in front of a companel. With trembling fingers he punched in his security code, confirmed his section was secure, and requested new orders. A multilevel schematic appeared on the display. In real time, sections of the station switched from yellow to green as deck officers and patrolling security personnel such as Fyyl checked in. Then a number of sections turned red, and the chief of security directed all his teams to converge on the intruder.

Here we go, Fyyl thought, sprinting from the companel to the nearest intersection. Courtesy of the station’s active sensor network, the junction’s airtight hatch slid open ahead of him and rolled shut behind him once he’d passed into the next section. Through the windows lining each tube-shaped passage he saw other security personnel moving toward the core ring ahead.

Then he winced at the searing flash of phaser beams slicing through the air and steeled himself for the worst as he charged through the next doorway into the thick of a firefight. Pressing his back against a bulkhead, he snapped off a pair of quick shots in the same direction he saw other Starfleet personnel firing. Through the smoke and blinding ricochets, he couldn’t see if he hit anything.

Fyyl ducked as a volley of electric-blue bolts blazed past him in the other direction. Two of his fellow Starfleeters collapsed to the deck, their eyes open but lifeless, their limbs splayed in the awkward poses of the dead. His heart pounding, Fyyl returned fire into the smoky darkness, trusting his training over his instincts, which told him to run and hide. Several meters ahead of Fyyl, visible even through the dense gray haze, a red warning light flashed.

Someone behind him shouted, “Fall back!”

Terrified and tripping over his own feet, Fyyl struggled to turn away from danger.

The corridor lit up like a sun, swallowing Fyyl and everything around him in a flash of light and heat beyond measure.

•  •  •

“There’s been an explosion inside the station,” declared Lieutenant Vixia, the half-Deltan operations officer of the U.S.S. Sparrow. “They’re venting air into space.”

Commander Evan Granger leaned forward in his chair as he eyed the vapor jetting from a ragged wound in the hull of the command base. “Take us to Red Alert. If they don’t get that breach sealed in twenty seconds, get ready to close it with a force field from our shield generator.”

Beyond the decades-old space station, nearly two dozen half-constructed starships lay moored in their spacedock frames, mere shells of the vessels they were meant to become. Spread out beneath them was the shallow, dusky curve of the Martian surface, its crater-scarred face dotted with the gleaming lights of cities.

“Jex, any update from the station?” Granger asked his tactical officer.

The short young Bajoran man replied, “Not yet, sir.” He tapped at his console. “I’m still picking up heavy comm chatter from inside the station. Sounds like the intruder’s still alive and on the move.”

“Prep a tractor beam. Be ready to snag any ship or escape pod that leaves that station without clearance.”

“Aye, sir.” Jex began entering new commands on his console, then stopped, his eyes widening with alarm. “Another explosion inside the station.”

Granger looked at the Sparrow’s main viewscreen. Before the young commanding officer could ask Jex for more details, he saw all he needed to know: a massive conflagration had ruptured the station’s lower core, and a crimson fireball now surged toward the small patrol vessel.

“Evasive!” Granger cried out, gripping his chair’s armrests in anticipation. “All power to shields!” No sooner was the order spoken than the blast rocked the Sparrow. For several seconds stretched by fear and adrenaline, there was nothing for Granger to see on the main screen except static and a hellish cloud of flames, and nothing to hear but a deep roar of thunder against the hull.

The quaking ceased, and in the hush that followed Granger heard all the sounds of the bridge with perfect clarity: the soft chirps of feedback tones, the low thrumming of impulse engines beneath his boots, the gentle hum of ventilators.

“Damage report,” he said. “Jex, any casualties?”

“Negative, sir. All decks secure.”

Vixia said over her shoulder from the ops console, “Shields holding, sir.”

“Jex, hail the station, see if they need medical personnel or damage-control teams. And see if you can find out what the hell just happened over there.”

Sitting back, Granger wasn’t sure anyone would ever give him or his crew a true account of what had just occurred, but as he watched the station continue to burn, he wasn’t certain he really wanted to know.

•  •  •

“Do I even want to know what just happened at Utopia Planitia?”

Admiral Leonard James Akaar’s rhetorical question reverberated off the walls of his office on the uppermost level of Starfleet Command and gave way to a pained silence that none of his half dozen assembled peers seemed eager to disturb.

A tiny, throat-clearing cough snared Akaar’s attention. He turned his glare toward Admiral Alynna Nechayev, a trim, middle-aged human woman whose blond hair had begun to show the slightest traces of turning silver in the months following the previous year’s Borg invasion. “Preliminary reports,” she said with the practiced calm of a political veteran, “suggest that the fleet yards’ command station was sabotaged as a diversionary tactic, to conceal the theft of classified data from its main computer.”

Troubled looks passed among the other admirals in the room. Akaar got up from his desk and took his time stepping out from behind it. He towered over the other Starfleet flag officers, and his broad chest and shoulders made it easy for him to part their ranks as he moved to stand in front of Nechayev. The svelte woman held her ground, tilting her head back to meet his gaze as he loomed over her and asked, “What was stolen?”

“The schematics for slipstream drive.”

Akaar’s jaw clenched. He sighed. “Everyone else, get out.”

Nechayev stood with her hands folded behind her back as the other admirals left the room. As the door slid closed behind the last person to exit, Akaar inquired, “How much do we know for certain right now?”

“Not as much as we’d like,” Nechayev said. “We’re fairly certain the spy was a civilian engineer named Kaz-ren. His dossier lists his species as ‘Dessev,’ but he appears to be the first of his kind we’ve ever met. He gained access to the main computer on Utopia Planitia’s command station at 1431 hours, using stolen credentials and specialized tools to fool the biometric sensors.” She stepped over to a companel on the wall and called up a series of classified reports from Utopia Planitia. “The first explosion he set off helped him evade capture while he transmitted a locator signal. The second explosion appears to have been planned to disable the station’s shields and conceal his beam-out.”

Settling back into his chair, Akaar asked, “Beamed to where?”

Punching up a new screen of graphs and data, Nechayev said, “Sensor readings from the station and its patrol ship, the Sparrow, suggest there was a cloaked Romulan vessel waiting nearby to pick Kazren up.”

“How did a cloaked vessel get past our perimeter defenses?”

“We didn’t think the Romulans had this kind of cloak yet.” Nechayev pointed out an isolated section of the graph. “Judging from these readings, I’d say the Romulans have put phasing cloaks into active service.”

Akaar frowned. “If that’s true, they could be roaming at will throughout Federation space.”

“I know,” Nechayev said, “but right now we have a bigger problem. If the Typhon Pact develops their own version of the slipstream drive, we’ll lose the only tactical advantage we have left—and with it, our only hope of keeping this cold war from turning into a real one.”

All at once, Akaar understood why Edward Jellico, his immediate predecessor as Starfleet’s chief admiral, had always seemed to be on the verge of a migraine. Massaging an oppressive ache that throbbed in his temples, he said in a somber tone, “Can you give me the room, please, Alynna? … I need to call the president.”
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President Nanietta Bacco rubbed the sleep from her eyes as she asked her secretary of defense, “Is this as bad as Starfleet says it is, or are they overreacting?”

“I don’t think they’ve exaggerated the threat, Madam President,” said Raisa Shostakova, a short and squarely built human from a high-gravity homeworld. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t be standing in your bedroom at three a.m., waking you from a sound sleep.”

“Don’t be silly, Raisa,” Bacco said. “I haven’t had a sound sleep since I was sworn in.” She stood and cinched the belt of her robe around her waist. Another visitor signal buzzed at her door. “Come in.”

The door slid open. Bacco’s chief of staff, Esperanza Piñiero, hurried inside, followed by the director of the Federation Security Agency, a lanky but dignified-looking Zakdorn man named Rujat Suwadi. Heavy dark circles ringed Piñiero’s brown eyes, but the white-haired Suwadi carried himself with a crisp, alert demeanor that did little to endear him to the Federation’s sleep-deprived head of state. “Sorry we’re late,” Piñiero said, sounding short of breath. She brushed a sweat-soaked lock of brown hair from her eyes and added, “The transporter network is all backed up because of the elevated security status.”

“I know,” Bacco said. “Raisa filled me in about the breach on Mars. Do we know for sure who hit us?”

Piñiero threw a look at Suwadi, who replied, “Not with absolute certainty, Madam President. However, the preponderance of evidence suggests a Romulan vessel facilitated the spy’s escape.”

Shostakova said, “I’ve ordered Starfleet to step up patrols along our border with the Romulan Star Empire. If they were involved—”

“Then that ship could be bound for any of a dozen nearby worlds aligned with the Typhon Pact,” Suwadi cut in.

Piñiero noticed a pointed look from Bacco and took the cue to ask Suwadi, “How likely is it that the Typhon Pact was involved in this?”

“Extremely probable,” Suwadi said with confidence. “They are the only power in local space with the resources and motivation to perpetrate such an act.”

“That we know of,” Shostakova added, apparently hedging her bets against the unknown. Her comment seemed to irritate Suwadi.

“Well, yes,” he said, rolling his eyes at her. “It wouldn’t be possible to speculate on the capabilities of entities we don’t even know of, would it?”

In the interest of preventing an unproductive feud between the intelligence chief and the secretary of defense, Bacco interjected, “Actually, an unknown entity was involved in the breach. What species was the spy?”

Piñiero plucked a thin padd from her coat pocket and glanced at its screen. “Admiral Akaar says the spy called himself a ‘Dessev.’ Whatever the hell that is.” Narrowing her eyes at Suwadi, she added, “Have you ever heard of these people?”

Suwadi’s mouth wrinkled into a grimace. “No. To the best of my knowledge, there might not even be such a species. It is entirely likely that the infiltrator misrepresented himself entirely—from his given name to his world of origin.” He sighed. “Clearly, more stringent controls are required in our hiring process for civilian employees at high-security facilities.”

Bacco wondered if it would be impolitic to slap the Zakdorn in the back of the head. “Really? Are you sure?” She cast an intense glare at her chief of staff. “Esperanza, initiate full security reviews of all personnel at facilities that require clearances higher than level five—Starfleet and civilians.”

“Yes, Madam President.”

“Suwadi, I want to know what the hell you’re doing now that the barn is burning and the horses are gone. Are we looking for the stolen plans? Digging up background on the spy? Tell me you’re not just standing there looking smug.”

The intelligence chief shifted his weight awkwardly back and forth as he replied, “Well, I’ve been in contact with my opposite number at Starfleet Intelligence, and they appear to have taken the lead on researching the background of the spy known as Kazren. As far as tracking down the plans—”

“Let me guess,” Bacco interrupted. “Starfleet’s already moving on that, too?” She exhaled angrily and shook her head. “Once again, I am reminded of why we need the military. You can go, Mister Suwadi. I’ll call if I need you.” Suwadi stood and blinked a few times in surprise, his jaw moving up and down despite no words issuing from his mouth. Bacco added, “I said, you can go.”

Verbally lashed into retreat, Suwadi nodded at his president, backpedaled three steps, then turned and made a swift exit. As the door closed behind him, Bacco turned her focus toward Piñiero. “How do we spin this for the media?”

“An accident. It’s a shipyard, an industrial environment. Mistakes happen, and sometimes the best safeguards fail.”

Bacco nodded her approval. “Good. Tack on some verbiage like, ‘Our hearts go out to the families of those who were killed in the explosion, and we pledge our support to those who were wounded, blah blah blah.’ That ought to keep the vultures in the press pool happy for a while.”

“Okay, so we throw FNS a bone,” Piñiero said. “We still need to talk about the political fallout. If the Typhon Pact was behind this, its ambassador will start talking tough as soon as she thinks she has us at a disadvantage.”

“Then we have to keep her on the defensive,” Bacco said. “But how do we stop Tezrene from feeding the real story to the press?”

Piñiero shrugged. “We play dumb and pretend to carry a big stick.”

“I’m listening,” Bacco said.

Shostakova nodded. “So am I.”

“Even though we can’t admit the data theft occurred, the Typhon Pact knows that losing the monopoly on slipstream is a big deal for us. And they know the kind of losses we took in the Borg invasion. What we need to do is make them think that we have some other ace up our sleeve—one so devastating, they don’t even want to know what it is, much less see it in action—and that we’re prepared to use it on whoever we find out bombed the Utopia Planitia shipyard.”

Shaking her head, Bacco walked toward the door. “And what if we end up provoking the Typhon Pact into a shooting war?”

“I don’t think we’re there yet,” Piñiero said as she and Shostakova fell into step behind Bacco and followed her into the hallway. “If they were ready to go head to head, they wouldn’t be pulling this cloak-and-dagger shit.”

Bacco threw a look over her shoulder at Shostakova. “Do you agree?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Shostakova said. “For the moment, at least.”

Plodding toward the kitchen, Bacco asked, “What does that mean?”

Shostakova replied, “It means that I think we have a very short grace period in which to act. The Typhon Pact might be playing catch-up with us on a technological level, but if they have those plans, it won’t take long. At best, we have a few months before this goes from an embarrassment to a disaster.”

“Then talk to me about response plans.” Bacco crossed her kitchen, moving on a direct course for the replicator. “If the clock’s ticking, what’s our play here? Diplomacy? Direct military engagement?”

Piñiero and Shostakova swapped apprehensive glances, and then the defense secretary said, “Neither. I think we need to look at covert options.”

The suggestion wasn’t unexpected, but it left Bacco desiring a moment to think things through. With a touch of her fingertip, she activated the replicator and said, “Decaf coffee, French roast, black and hot.”

As the beverage took shape in a whirl of light and with a pleasing sound, Piñiero lifted one eyebrow at Bacco and asked, “Decaf?”

“Thank my doctor for that,” Bacco grumbled. “He says my blood pressure’s up again. You know how it is.” Aiming a sour look at the youthful brunette, Bacco added, “What am I saying? Of course you don’t—you’re not even fifty yet.” She picked up her coffee from the replicator and sipped it, wrapping her hands around the white mug to warm her cold fingers. Leaning against the countertop, she asked Shostakova, “When you say ‘covert options,’ are you talking about Starfleet Intelligence or Federation Security?”

“Starfleet. If this were a strictly internal matter, I’d say keep it on the civilian side. But if we’re facing off with the Typhon Pact, we’ll need to take action on foreign soil, and Starfleet is better equipped for that.”

“Maybe, but they’re also more culpable. If we send civilians to an enemy planet, we can disavow them if they get caught or killed. If we send Starfleet personnel, it’s an act of war. So why risk a military op?”

“Because only Starfleet has the resources to mount a covert insertion and extraction mission on this short a timescale,” Shostakova said. “I assure you, Madam President, if a better option were available, I’d recommend it.”

Bacco took another sip of coffee and savored the tendrils of warm vapor that snaked into her nostrils and opened her sinuses. “Okay, Raisa, give Starfleet Intelligence the go-ahead. If the Typhon Pact is trying to build a slipstream-drive starship, SI is authorized to do whatever is necessary to stop it.”

Piñiero said, “Ma’am, I’m not sure that broad a license is—”

“Whatever is necessary, Esperanza,” Bacco repeated, silencing her chief of staff. “They hit us at home, killed our people, and stole our property. If they try to use it against us, I want them shut down with extreme prejudice. SI is cleared to proceed with a full-sanction black op. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. Now get out of my house. I have to bullshit the Federation Council about this in forty minutes, and I’d like to shower first.”
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Julian Bashir sat alone at a small table on the upper level of Quark’s bar. He had been nursing a raktajino for the better part of an hour; it had long since gone cold, and his last sip had left a bitter aftertaste. His closed-off body language—hunched forward over his drink, elbows on the tabletop, outer arm raised to block his peripheral vision and avoid accidental eye contact—was deliberate. For reasons that even Bashir himself failed to grasp, he had a habit of visiting the social hub of space station Deep Space 9 when he wanted to be left in peace.

In the old days such a ploy would always have backfired. Sooner or later, one of his friends would stop by and join him, disregarding his halfhearted protests. But that had been when he’d still had friends on the station, at a time when his attempts at seclusion had been just transparent invitations for solace. Looking around the Ferengi-owned restaurant, gaming emporium, and embassy, Bashir saw only strangers and passing acquaintances.

Miles O’Brien had left DS9 with his family years earlier, after the end of the Dominion War, to help in the rebuilding of Cardassia Prime. Garak, of all people, had been appointed Cardassia’s ambassador to the Federation. Benjamin Sisko, after returning from his brief sojourn with the Prophets—the nonlinear-time entities that had created and resided within the Bajoran wormhole to the Gamma Quadrant—had gone to live on Bajor and never returned to active duty on the station. Odo had not yet come back from his pilgrimage to commune with the Founders on some remote world in the Gamma Quadrant. The Jem’Hadar observer Taran’atar likewise had not returned, having been designated a persona non grata by Starfleet Command after he attacked and nearly killed Captain Kira and Ro Laren before becoming an outcast even from his own people.

It had been more than a year and a half since Ezri Dax had accepted a transfer to the U.S.S. Aventine as its second officer—only to become its commanding officer as the result of a battlefield promotion, when her captain and first officer were killed during an early battle of the Borg invasion. To fill gaps in her ship’s roster, she had poached three of Deep Space 9’s best young personnel: command officer Sam Bowers, engineer Mikaela Leishman, and Dr. Simon Tarses, who had excelled as an attending physician under Bashir’s tutelage.

A sharp, nasal voice from the bar’s lower level pierced the white noise of the crowded dining room, interrupting Bashir’s maudlin reminiscence. “Doctor! Another raktajino for you?”

“No, thank you, Quark,” Bashir called back, shaking his head at the Ferengi bartender, who also served as his people’s ambassador to Bajor, now a member world of the United Federation of Planets.

Quark nodded once at Bashir, began wiping down the bar, and then mumbled under his breath, “That’s fine. It’s not as if I’d rather have paying customers at that table.”

An ordinary human being would not have overheard Quark’s sarcastic grumbling from the busy bar’s upper level, but Bashir was far from ordinary. Born with severe developmental delays, he had lagged behind his peers until the age of six, when his parents—in violation of Federation law—took him to a clinic on an alien world for a program of genetic resequencing and enhancement. Over the course of two months, young Julian was transformed into one of humanity’s elite. He had been made smarter, stronger, and more dexterous, and gifted with keener senses, faster reflexes, and greater stamina than most human beings could ever hope to possess.

They gave me everything except the ability to be happy, Bashir brooded. He considered ordering another raktajino just to vex Quark, but then he noted the time and realized his daily hour of exile from the station’s infirmary was nearly over. Abandoning the dregs of his caffeinated Klingon drink, he left the restaurant through a portal on its upper level and strolled to the nearest staircase.

The crowd on the Promenade was denser and slower moving than usual, no doubt because of an upcoming Bajoran religious festival that had become a major draw for tourists.

To think that when I came here thirteen years ago, most of the Federation had never heard of Bajor. Now they take vacations here. That rumination brought Bashir up short, and he stopped halfway down the stairs to the Promenade’s main level. Have I really been here thirteen years?

He continued down the stairs and caught his reflection on one of the shops’ windows as he passed by. His hair had started to thin a bit on top, and much of it was showing signs of gray, as was the close-cropped beard he had grown recently. His fortieth birthday had passed without much more than a celebratory subspace comm from his parents and an automated message from the station’s computer. Some days he could almost ignore the sensation that time was catching up with him, but he was only months shy of turning forty-one and keenly aware that while he might to some eyes still appear youthful, he would never again be young.

Worst of all, he had in recent months been haunted by a feeling he had kept at bay most of his adult life but that now seemed to hold him in its grip. He was, in a word, lonely.

The doors of the infirmary parted as he approached, and he trod with light steps as he entered the dimly lit medical center. All the biobeds were empty, and most of the displays were in standby mode. That was the way Bashir liked to see his professional domain: unoccupied. Unlike the other tenants of the Promenade, Bashir felt most successful when no one needed to visit his place of work.

He passed his office and stole around the corner into the intensive-care ward. At the far end of the spacious room, a single biobed was illuminated by a soft, orange-hued overhead light. Lying comatose in the bed and attached to a complex array of life-sustaining technologies was Captain Elias Vaughn, who had come to Deep Space 9 years earlier as its first officer. He had served briefly as its commanding officer before his passion for exploration had inspired him to transfer to starship command—a decision that had proved fateful and tragic.

Sitting in a chair beside the bed was Vaughn’s daughter, Lieutenant Prynn Tenmei. The young woman held a slender padd, from which she read to her father in a low, dulcet voice. “‘The ship’s prow cleaved the black water,’” she said as Bashir drew closer, “‘and the sails snapped over Wade’s head, filled with gusts driven by the inferno on shore. All around him huddled the weak and frightened, the orphaned and dispossessed—while behind him, the second land he had come to love and call home burned, torched by the Wights of Scarden. Never again, Wade vowed, his hands closing into fists. Never again.’” Tenmei scrolled to the next page of text as Bashir sidled up behind her shoulder. “‘Wade turned his back on the fire. In the distance, lightning danced on the edge of a storm. Sea spray kissed his face as the deck rolled under his feet. Confronted by a darkness with no horizon, he finally understood what it meant to fear the future.’” She turned off the padd, looked at her father, and added, “End of chapter twenty-four.”

Bashir asked, “Book two of The Twilight Kingdoms?” Tenmei nodded, and Bashir continued. “I read that trilogy as a boy. It’s amazing how well it holds up, even after all these centuries. I guess one could call it timeless.”

“My mom used to read it to me when I was about nine or ten,” Tenmei said. “I don’t know if Dad ever read it, but I thought he might like it.”

The coldly rational part of Bashir’s mind wanted to point out that Vaughn was probably no longer capable of liking or disliking anything, as he had shown no evidence of higher brain function since being wounded eighteen months earlier during a battle against the Borg. However, the more compassionate part of Bashir’s personality knew that this was a subject to be broached delicately with Tenmei, who had lost her mother to Borg assimilation nearly a decade earlier.

Tenmei looked up and fixed Bashir with a bitter glare. “I know what you’re going to say.”

“I haven’t said anything.”

She stood, set her padd on her chair, and leaned over her father. “I’m not ready to give up on him,” she said, finger-combing unwashed wisps of Vaughn’s white hair from his forehead. She pressed her honey-brown palm to the old man’s gaunt, pale cheek. “He wasn’t meant to go out like this.”

Voicing his reply with care, Bashir said, “You mean free of pain and with a loved one by his side? There are worse ways to go.” Suppressing a flood of undesirable memories, he added, “Believe me, I’ve seen them.”

“So have I, Julian.”

Bashir saw no value to pressing the point or provoking an argument. He nodded once, turned, and started to walk away. He paused and turned back as Tenmei said, “I’m not clinging to some fantasy that he’ll wake up on his own.” Her eyes glistened with tears. “I know he won’t. But you’ve done so much under such worse conditions—replacing Kira’s heart, rebuilding Ro’s spinal cord, not to mention what you did to save Bowers that time …” Wiping her eyes with the back of one hand, Tenmei sniffled to clear her sinuses and then swallowed hard. “I’m just saying, you’ve worked miracles before.”

“Prynn, your father’s a hundred and eight years old. Kira, Ro, and Bowers are all in the primes of their lives. And to be honest, I had help with Ro and got lucky with Sam.” He took a few steps toward Tenmei and softened his tone. “I’ve done all I can for your father, Prynn. I’m sorry, but my medical advice is the same now as it was a week after his surgery: you should let him go.”

His words made Tenmei recoil and turn away from him. Her lips pressed together and twisted with grief, and a single tear escaped as she squeezed shut her eyes. In a constricted voice, she protested, “I can’t.” She hurried past him, heading for the exit. “I’m sorry, Julian. I just can’t.” She left shaking her head in mute denial.

Bashir made no attempt to go after her. It wasn’t his place. He walked over and stood beside Vaughn’s bed. The captain’s vitals were faint but steady, his blood chemistry was good, and his brainwave monitor was blank. As much as Bashir wanted to disconnect Vaughn from the dignity-stealing life-support machines that were sustaining his frail old form, that decision belonged to Tenmei, who was Vaughn’s only surviving family member. Until she gave permission to turn off the machines, Vaughn would lie there, in limbo.

He couldn’t blame Tenmei for her choice. She’s smart enough to know what’s right and weak enough not to choose it, he lamented. But that could describe any of us, at one time or another. Walking back to his office, he reminded himself, My job is to heal—not to judge.

Settling into his chair, his mind filled with the clutter of routine tasks that he knew were soon to arrive on his daily action plan: vaccination updates for the children at the station’s schools, physicals for all Starfleet personnel with surnames or official identities beginning with K or L, and a review of his staff’s reports of health-code violations inside all food service and paramedical businesses—except Quark’s place, which, as a foreign embassy, was exempt.

So much for the excitement of “frontier medicine,” he chided himself, recalling his original reason for requesting assignment to Deep Space 9 after he’d graduated second in his class at Starfleet Medical. I guess the frontier inevitably becomes an extension of home once you colonize it. He snorted with cynical derision. Conquer it, sanitize it, and homogenize it. That’s the Federation way.

Just as he was about to get a head start on the next month’s paperwork, a man’s voice announced from an overhead speaker, “Ops to Doctor Bashir.”

“This is Bashir. Go ahead, Jang.”

“The captain wants to see you in ops on the double, sir.”

Cocking one eyebrow with mild interest, Bashir replied, “On my way.”

•  •  •

Bashir stepped off the lift into Deep Space 9’s busy Operations Center—known to the crew simply as ops. As he descended the stairs to the main deck, Lieutenant Jang Si Naran—a Thallonian man with deep red skin, a goatee, and a shaved pate adorned in the back by a long braid of black hair—tilted his head sideways toward the commander’s office, which was up two more flights of stairs, elevated above the rest of ops. Through the transparent panels of the office’s doors, Bashir could see only the back of a tall, dark-haired man in a Starfleet uniform.

Eager to find out why he’d been summoned, Bashir took the steps two at a time and bounded off the staircase with a smooth stride that carried him through the parting doors and into the commander’s office.

“Thanks for coming so quickly, Doctor,” said Captain Ro Laren, who had been promoted to command of the station after Vaughn applied for and received a transfer to command a starship on an exploration mission. The tall, striking brunette dipped her chin as she looked at her other guest. “This is Commander Aldo Erdona from Starfleet Intelligence.” Erdona extended his hand to Bashir.

The intelligence officer’s grip was firm. “Good to meet you,” Bashir said.

“Likewise, Doctor.” Erdona gestured toward the chairs in front of Ro’s desk. “Shall we sit down? We have much to discuss.”

Ro settled into the chair behind her desk while Erdona and Bashir took the seats opposite hers. Bashir asked, “What can I do for you, Commander?”

“I’m here to recruit you for a special assignment.”

“Something medical in nature, I presume?”

The intelligence officer shook his head. “Covert ops.”

Bashir inhaled sharply, frowned, then looked away and cleared his throat. “That’s not exactly my area of expertise.”

“Actually, I read the after-action report of your mission to Sindorin, and—”

“Hardly my finest hour.”

Ro scowled. “Let him finish, Doctor.”

Chastised, Bashir gestured at Erdona to continue. The commander nodded once and then resumed speaking. “Based on what I’ve read in your file, you have precisely the sort of skills and capabilities we need for this mission.”

After cracking a polite smile in response to Erdona’s flattery, Bashir replied, “I find it hard to believe that Starfleet Intelligence really needs me so badly when it has its own specially trained field operatives.”

“We suffered losses during the Borg invasion, just like the rest of Starfleet,” Erdona said. “We’re shorthanded and spread thin, gathering intel on the Typhon Pact. But even if we weren’t, I’d still be here talking to you.”

“Why?”

Erdona sighed. “Did you read in the news a few months ago about the explosion at the Utopia Planitia Fleet Yards?”

“Yes.” Bashir thought for a moment and then continued. “It wasn’t just an industrial accident, was it?”

“What I’m about to tell you can’t be discussed with anyone not involved in the mission. Understood?” Ro and Bashir nodded. “The explosion was part of an exit strategy by a spy who stole the designs for slipstream drive. There’s evidence that a phase-cloaked Romulan ship was involved in the extraction of the spy, which suggests this was an act of espionage by the Typhon Pact.”

It was sobering news, but it had not answered Bashir’s question. “I still don’t see what this has to do with me.”

“SI began monitoring shipping activity throughout the Typhon Pact’s territories. We were looking for patterns that suggested they were gathering matériel and components for the construction of a slipstream system. Three weeks ago, we correlated our latest updates and found what we think is a secret shipyard, hidden on a world inside Breen space.” He leaned forward, picked up a padd from Ro’s desk, activated it, and handed it to Bashir. “We’re looking at a planet called Salavat, in the Alrakis system. It’s not much more than a half-frozen chunk of rock, but it’s been getting quite a bit of cargo traffic from the Breen and the Romulans lately. We haven’t found much beyond a few small installations on the surface, but we think that’s because the real action is underground.”

“As in, a concealed shipbuilding facility,” Ro said.

“Exactly,” Erdona said. “We have eyes on every shipyard in the Typhon Pact, so we know they aren’t building a slipstream prototype at any of them. But this world is where they’ve been shipping critical parts for a chroniton integrator—which is the secret to making slipstream work without slamming into stars, planets, or other ships at a hundred thousand times the speed of light.”

Folding a hand over a fist, Ro asked, “If you know that’s where they’re making the prototype, why not just send in a fleet and frag the planet?”

“Tempting,” Erdona said, “but ultimately self-defeating. We’re in no condition to start a shooting war with the Typhon Pact, Captain. Besides, just because they’re building the prototype there doesn’t mean that’s the only place they have the plans. But it does mean that’s where they’re doing their research—”

“And updating the schematics with new data,” Bashir said, catching on, “as they figure out how to make the drive work with their ship designs.”

Erdona nodded. “Very good, Doctor. That’s this target’s real value. Consequently, we’ve been ordered to initiate a full-sanction op to—”

“Excuse me,” Bashir said, “a what?”

“A full-sanction operation. It means whoever we send in has a license to kill, authorized by the president herself.” Erdona gave that a moment to sink in before he continued. “As I was saying, we don’t just want to take out the shipyard—we also want to sabotage the stolen data and all its backups.”

Ro sounded skeptical as she asked, “And how much time do you think that’ll buy you? They’ll figure out slipstream sooner or later, with or without our plans.”

“True, but it’ll take them a lot longer without,” Erdona said. “Our best estimate is that sabotaging this program will buy us another decade of monopoly on slipstream, by which point we hope to have rebuilt the fleet and expanded our reach to new regions of the galaxy. But if we don’t shut down the Typhon Pact’s slipstream project before it launches a prototype, the Federation will become a second-rate power in less than a year. What happens after that, I don’t think any of us want to find out.”

“On that much we can agree,” Bashir said. “But I still don’t see why you think I’m the right man for this job.”

“Our knowledge of the Breen is still limited,” Erdona said. “We can barely translate that machine-speak of theirs, and their culture’s a total blind spot. Remote observation has yielded almost no usable intel about their society or their biology. Whoever we send to Salavat needs to be more adaptable than anyone we currently have available. Our agent will have to be able to think and react at superhuman speeds. And because of the cold temperatures, higher gravity, and thicker atmosphere on Salavat, we’ll need someone with great strength and endurance. Last but not least, we need someone who can fit inside a suit of Breen armor.”

Now Bashir understood why Erdona had come to Deep Space 9. He was recruiting Bashir for the same reason the doctor had been tapped to go to Sindorin: because he was genetically enhanced. “I see,” he said in a measured tone. “Forgive me if I seem less than thrilled at the prospect of being dropped alone onto a Breen planet, especially when you have no idea what you’re sending me into.”

“Well,” Erdona said, raising his eyebrows, “you wouldn’t be going in alone. As for what you’d be getting into, we’ve brought in some experts who might be able to shed some light on that—assuming you’re willing to commit to the mission.” Apparently sensing Bashir’s reluctance, Erdona added in a more supplicative tone, “The fact is, Doctor, we need you. Your enhanced abilities give you a better chance than any other agent to survive this mission. If you turn us down, we will go forward without you, but … frankly, I don’t like our odds.”

Bashir threw a look at Ro, who shrugged and said, “Your call, Doctor.”

Resigning himself to answering duty’s summons, Bashir said, “All right, Commander. Let’s go meet your experts.”
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“Oh, no,” Bashir said as Erdona led him into the guest quarters where the “experts” stood waiting for them.

Jack—seven years older, a few hairs grayer, but no less manic—flashed a crazy-eyed smile as he waved at Bashir. He’d also retained his trademark rapid-fire speech pattern. “Bet you weren’t expecting us, were you? Hm? Hm? Hm?”

Standing beside trim, goateed Jack was his portly, graying companion in captivity, Patrick. Looking like an abashed cherub, the childlike man in baggy gray pajamas waggled the plump fingers of one hand at Bashir and mumbled, “Hello.”

Before Bashir could reply, he felt a hand firmly grip his left buttock. He leaped forward in surprise and pivoted to see Lauren, the third and final member of the genetically enhanced—and profoundly damaged—trio that some of his former colleagues had taken to calling the Jack Pack. Leaning against the wall, the buxom brunette gave Bashir a salacious smirk and purred, “Love the beard. Very sexy.”

Bashir glared at Erdona. “I’m out.” He turned to leave.

Erdona grabbed Bashir by one shoulder and stopped him. “I know about your history with these three, but—”

“Then you know they shouldn’t be here.”

The look on Erdona’s face told Bashir he’d struck a nerve. Clearly, Erdona knew that Jack, Patrick, and Lauren had—like Bashir—been subjected in early childhood to genetic resequencing. Unlike Bashir, however, the members of the Jack Pack had suffered severe negative side effects. Jack had become a violent, malignant narcissist; Patrick’s emotional development arrested at a four-year-old level; and Lauren filtered all her interactions through her delusional libido.

Adopting a soothing mien, Erdona said, “Let’s be reasonable, Doctor. You know as well as I do that Jack and his friends possess remarkable insight when it comes to analyzing raw intelligence, especially as it pertains to alien cultures.” With a firm nudge, he made Bashir turn to look at Jack and Patrick. “They say they have new information about the Breen—information we need, Doctor.”

Something in Erdona’s manner—an odd inflection in his voice, perhaps some minuscule hesitation, or maybe a fleeting microexpression—captured Bashir’s attention. Bashir sensed that Erdona had omitted something important, and as he noted the awkward body language between Erdona and Jack, Bashir had a flash of intuition. “Oh, I see,” he said with unfiltered cynicism. “The real reason you need me isn’t that I’m enhanced—it’s that Jack and his friends won’t reveal their information to anyone but me.” Looking Jack in the eye, he added, “Isn’t that right?”

Jack responded with frantic applause and a psychotic gleam. “Bravo, Doctor! Well done! Way to use those synapses!”

Lauren stepped toward her peers, stroking Bashir’s arm as she passed by, and shot him a smoldering look. “You never fail to impress, Julian.” She fell into place beside Patrick, who bounced from foot to foot like an overexcited toddler.

Bashir shook his head at Erdona. “This is ridiculous.”

Jack screamed, “This is life and death, Doctor!” Noting that everyone in the room had recoiled from him, he mumbled a meek “Sorry.”

Interposing himself between Bashir and the Jack Pack, Erdona said, “I know this looks bad, especially after that business with them trying to sell us out to the Dominion, but I promise, Doctor, we’ve been keeping very close tabs on them this time. They made breakthroughs in hours where our people hadn’t made any progress in years. Now they tell me they’ve made a major discovery, but they won’t tell me what it is unless you’re one of the agents being sent to Salavat.” Leaning closer, Erdona lowered his voice to a whisper, “I can have Starfleet Command make it an order, Doctor, but I’d rather you consent to help us.”

Conflicted and more than a bit irritated, Bashir looked over Erdona’s shoulder at the trio. Jack shrugged. Patrick giggled. Lauren blew him a kiss.

Bashir sighed. “Okay, fine. Let’s get this over with.”

Jack poked Lauren’s arm several times in quick succession. “See? See? Told you he’d do it. Told you. Knew he would. Said so.” Lauren rolled her eyes and strutted away from her pestering cohort, leaving Jack with no one to torment but Patrick. After a momentary pause, a chastened Jack jabbed his index finger into the balding man-child’s fleshy shoulder and said in a softer voice, “See? Told you.”

The prospect of being cooped up with three lunaticsavants filled Bashir with dismay. Casting a fearful look at Erdona, he asked, “How long is this briefing supposed to take?”

“At least a few hours,” Erdona said. “There’s a lot to cover.”

Across the room, Lauren sat on a short couch and patted the cushion beside her as she called out to Bashir, “You should make yourself comfortable, Doctor.”

Erdona glanced at Lauren, then asked Bashir, “Does she ever run out of innuendos?”

Bashir chuckled. “Are you kidding? Innuendo is her primary language.” Gesturing toward the sitting area, he added, “We should get to work.”

“Not yet,” Erdona said. “I don’t want to go through all this twice, so I want them to brief your partner at the same time.” He stepped to a door that linked the Jack Pack’s quarters to the next one in the section and pressed the visitor signal. As soon as the channel opened, he said, “Ready to start when you are.”

A familiar, feminine voice replied over the comm, “Coming.”

The moment Bashir heard it, he felt his pulse quicken. No, he told himself, trying not to get his hopes up. It can’t be …

Then the door opened, and it was.

She was more beautiful than Bashir had remembered. Her blond hair was still long and straight, and she carried herself with poise and grace. Gone was the shy young woman who, because of a botched genetic resequencing, had languished in a decades-long semicataleptic state as a member of the Jack Pack, until an experimental surgery by Bashir had set her free. In her place was a mature, confident, genetically enhanced adult—a professional who was in every way at least Bashir’s equal and in some respects his better.

Her gaze met Bashir’s, and she flashed a jubilant grin. “Hello, Julian.”

For a few seconds he stood dumbstruck with equal parts surprise and joy. Recovering his wits, he smiled warmly at his long-absent lost love, “the one who had gotten away,” and replied in a voice that quaked as if he’d just hit puberty. “Hello.”

Everyone in the room fell silent, and Bashir realized that his reunion with Sarina Douglas had become the focus of attention.

“All right, then,” Erdona said, glossing over the moment by slapping Bashir’s shoulder and steering him toward the sitting area. “Let’s get to it.”

As Bashir and Erdona walked over to join Jack, Patrick, and Lauren, Sarina sidled up to Bashir. “Suave as ever, Julian. And to think”—she nodded at Erdona—“Aldo was afraid this would be awkward.”

•  •  •

“For a species you know nothing about, you had quite a deep file on the Breen,” Jack said.
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