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To Richie Hertz,
#33 in your scorecards and first in your hearts, a bright mind with high ideals, a big thinker who sees the big picture, and a man I am honored to call my friend


The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars,

But in ourselves, that we are underlings.

—William Shakespeare,

The Tragedy of Julius Caesar,

Act I, Scene 2

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . For your great graces

Heap’d upon me, poor undeserver, I

Can nothing render by allegiant thanks;

My pray’rs to heaven for you; my loyalty,

Which ever has and ever shall be growing,

Till death, that winter, kill it.

—William Shakespeare,

The Famous History of the Life of King Henry the Eighth,

Act III, Scene 2


Entry

The Fault in Our Stars

The ground rumbled a moment before the missile lanced through the air toward the clearing at the edge of the vacant city. As the earth quivered beneath his uniform boots, Lieutenant Hikaru Sulu stopped walking, freezing in place after bending his knees and throwing his arms wide to steady himself. At first, the Enterprise helmsman thought that seismic activity shook the land, but then he heard the roar overhead. He peered up to the cloud-studded, blue-green sky to see a slender ebon rocket streak past. His mouth fell open in surprise as he followed its flight. He feared where on the supposedly uninhabited planet the menacing projectile would intersect the surface.

Sulu dropped his gaze across the patchy spread of sallow scrub grass to the far side of the clearing, to one of the ship’s shuttlecraft and his intended destination, da Gama. In the auxiliary vessel, he had led one of several Enterprise landing parties down to the surface. The boxy craft, about seven meters from bow to stern, rested motionless atop its paired engine nacelles, its access hatch closed. The shuttle sat broadside across Sulu’s path, so he could not see through its forward ports and into the main compartment. He had just enough time to form the desperate hope that the cabin stood empty, but he knew better: at least one of the crew remained aboard.

An instant later, the missile arced downward and plunged into da Gama. The vessel exploded in a fiery blast, a ball of flame erupting as the bulkheads flew apart. Sulu instinctively raised his arms up before his face, but his limbs provided scant protection. A concussive wave of blistering air struck him hard, driving him from his feet. He landed meters away, supine, the impact forcing the rear of his head to whip backward into the ground.

Sulu’s view of the sky above him wavered, the feel of the heat from the blazing shuttlecraft wreckage faded, the sounds of debris crashing onto the landscape all around him dimmed. He anticipated pain, but none came. Whatever injuries he must have suffered, the resulting sensations didn’t seem to make their way to his brain.

He lay there motionless, benumbed, waiting for the normal reactions of his body to return. When that didn’t happen, he attempted to rise anyway. He couldn’t. Just lifting his head off the ground cost him too much effort.

Weak and overwhelmed, the lieutenant closed his eyes. The simple deed brought him an immediate reprieve, as though the mere act of seeing had proven too intense a task for his battered mind and body. He sought to focus on his breathing, but even that seemed like too great a strain.

A concussion, Sulu realized. I’ve got a concussion.

Despite his compromised condition, he understood that his deduction made sense. He’d endured a trauma to his head, and his responses had dulled. More than that, a fog of fatigue began to enfold him, and he knew that he had to fight to push it away. The planet that the Enterprise crew had found—a planet they’d believed a more or less benign environment devoid of intelligent life—all at once seemed something quite different. Sulu therefore needed to see not only to his own well-being, but to that of the crew members forming his landing party.

With his eyes still shut, he struggled to roll over. It required three attempts, but he finally managed to do so, at the same time sliding his hands beneath the side of his head to cushion it against the firm ground. He wanted to push himself up, but the effort of turning his body had drained whatever fleeting strength he’d found. He took a moment in that position to rest.

Sulu couldn’t tell whether or not he lost consciousness, but he suddenly became aware of his body trembling. He worried about the possibility of a seizure, a potential consequence of the blow to his head, but then he recognized another roar somewhere in the air above him. Sulu opened his eyes and glanced sidelong at the sky, where he saw a second missile racing beneath the clouds.

The other shuttles, he thought.

Captain Kirk had ordered landing parties to the planet on a trio of Enterprise’s auxiliary craft—Mitrios and Christopher had accompanied da Gama to the surface. They’d set down at different points along the outskirts of the world’s lone and enigmatic city, allowing the ship’s scientists to spread out and conduct their investigations in a variety of locales. The crews had hauled a considerable amount of delicate equipment with them to facilitate their research and analysis.

The sound of distant thunder reached Sulu, but he understood that the din boasted no meteorological origins. He had no doubt that another Enterprise shuttlecraft had been attacked and destroyed. Anger and a sense of urgency filled him as he wondered how many of his shipmates had perished.

I’ve got to find the others, he thought. We have to protect ourselves.

It struck him that the surest means of safeguarding the remaining landing party personnel would be escape. Crew members on the planet all carried hand phasers with them, but such weaponry seemed an unlikely deterrent against the rockets Sulu had seen. If he could contact Enterprise, though, he could request immediate evacuation of everybody on the surface.

Except why hasn’t that happened already? Sulu asked himself. The ship’s sensors would have detected explosions like the one that had destroyed da Gama. In such a circumstance, Captain Kirk undoubtedly would have ordered the landing parties beamed up at once.

Unless the Enterprise is also under attack. With the ship’s defensive shields in place, the transporters wouldn’t function.

Feeling the weight of his responsibilities as the leader of one of the landing parties, Sulu worked to focus his mind and gather his energy. Slipping his hands beneath his chest, he pushed himself up onto his knees. A surge of nausea rose within him. He waited a few seconds, hoping that it would pass. It diminished somewhat, and so he struggled to his feet. He staggered once, light-headed, but succeeded in staying upright.

Ahead of him, fire continued to consume the remnants of the shuttlecraft.

Sulu reached to the back of his hip for his communicator, but his fingers closed on empty air. He found his tricorder, which he’d been carrying on a strap slung across his shoulder, missing as well. Only his hand phaser remained with him, the palm-sized weapon still secured at his waist.

Careful not to make any sudden movements, Sulu glanced at the ground about him. The yellowish grass of the clearing grew in wild tufts, dotting the rich brown expanse of the soil. He quickly spotted his tricorder and retrieved it, but it took longer for him to locate his communicator. It lay in pieces on the ground, obviously smashed beneath his body when he’d been thrown down.

Cut off both from any remaining members of the landing parties as well as from the crew aboard Enterprise, Sulu lifted his tricorder before him and activated it with a touch. Its strap, he saw, had been severed halfway along its length. The lieutenant’s head pounded, but his vertigo and his queasiness had eased enough for him to concentrate on the device’s small screen. He scanned for life signs, beginning in and around the obliterated da Gama. He detected no indication of survivors.

Deeply saddened, Sulu widened his search. As far as the Enterprise crew knew, they had arrived at a world unpopulated by sentient beings. The ruins of its single city posed a mystery, one that both Captain Kirk and First Officer Spock wanted to explore. With at least two missiles fired, though, the possibility rose that the landing parties might not be alone on the planet after all. Because of that, Sulu did not limit his scans to the species represented aboard Enterprise.

The western border of the ostensibly deserted city sat near the edge of a deep, wide chasm. The trio of Enterprise shuttlecraft had alighted just outside the urban borders, at each of the three other compass points. A coniferous wood bordered the city to the south, and it had been in a clearing there that da Gama had landed.

As Sulu swept his tricorder about him in slow arcs, five sets of local readings appeared in its display: four human and one Andorian. It pleased the lieutenant to see robust vital signs, but he read no other indications of life in the vicinity, meaning that he could not account for two members of the da Gama landing party, both of them human. He gazed up at the burning husk of shuttlecraft that the missile had left behind. A knot tightened in his gut.

Looking back down at the tricorder, Sulu studied its screen. Though divided into a group of three and another of two, the five individuals all moved steadily west, converging on a point outside the city, near the edge of the chasm. The lieutenant knew that a series of caverns descended from the surface there—he’d just come back to da Gama from such a cave—and he suspected that his crew pursued refuge in one of them. Given the unexpected appearance of an air-based threat, it seemed a sound strategy for survival. It also pleased him to read a sixth life sign—undoubtedly Lieutenant Hadley, with whom Sulu had been working—already inside the caverns.

Despite the pain throbbing at his temples, Sulu worked the tricorder to measure the distances involved. The first group of landing party members sped toward the nearest caves from a quarter kilometer away, and the second from a half kilometer, while he stood an additional kilometer beyond that. With few choices, he started in that direction.

Previously, Sulu had made his way to and from the caverns via the southwest corner of the city, but under the current circumstances, he chose a more direct, though untraveled, route. At first, he moved with care, trying not to exacerbate the symptoms of his concussion. He crossed the clearing, skirting the destroyed da Gama, and entered the unexplored wood. The temperature dropped by several degrees beneath the old-growth evergreens, many of which rose to impressive heights. Sunlight penetrated to the ground only sporadically, considerably limiting the undergrowth. With most of the trees half a dozen or more meters away from their neighbors, Sulu advanced with relative ease. A browning carpet of fallen needles provided him with soft but sturdy footing.

Sulu occasionally consulted his tricorder, but mostly he stared ahead and down as he walked, wanting to keep his field of vision narrow and steady. After a couple of minutes, though, the cooler temperatures and softer light seemed to benefit his condition; he no longer felt sick to his stomach, and his dizziness likewise gave way. Though his head still ached, he began to trot. Shortly after that, he broke into a run.

As he moved, Sulu’s head threatened to split in two, but he refused to slow. Trees slipped past him on either side, benchmarks of his progress darting along his peripheral vision. His movements suddenly seemed untamed, as though his arms and legs pumped beyond his control. He thought he might lose his balance, and envisioned hurtling head-first into the unforgiving trunk of an evergreen.

But then Sulu emerged from the wood and skidded to a halt. Not far ahead, he saw the rim of the massive canyon that provided the lost city with a striking backdrop. He’d spied the natural formation from a height as he’d piloted da Gama down to the planet, but its considerable extent looked far more imposing from his new vantage. He estimated its depth at a kilometer or more, and it clearly extended far wider than that. Across from his location, a pair of high, narrow waterfalls cascaded in brilliant sprays down to the river coursing along the floor of the great chasm. Amazingly, the beauty of the vista seemed to dull the pulsing pain in his head.

Checking the tricorder once more, Sulu saw that the members of his landing party had already made it into one of the nearby caverns. He peered about, studying the terrain, until he pinpointed the mouth of the cave. He started in that direction and had nearly reached it when another low-pitched sound became audible in the distance. He stopped and listened, hoping that it would resolve into something else as it grew louder, but soon enough he recognized the roar of another missile.

It’s headed for us, Sulu thought. For our landing party.

He didn’t know if all three Enterprise shuttlecraft had been destroyed, but as the missile neared, he understood that the ship’s planet-bound personnel had become the next target. If the members of his landing party descended far enough belowground, they would likely survive such an attack, but Sulu knew that they had only reached the caves a few moments earlier. His tricorder confirmed that they’d had insufficient opportunity to achieve a safe depth.

Desperate, Sulu attempted to formulate a solution. As he reached to work the controls of his tricorder, his headache returned to its previous, excruciating level. His head hurt so badly that he imagined somebody firing a phaser on heavy stun at him from point-blank range.

Not just on heavy stun, he thought. It feels like a phaser on overload detonating inside my skull.

Once more, the land began to rumble. Disregarding his pain as much as he could, Sulu operated his tricorder, setting it to emit the false life signs of a hundred humans and as many Andorians. He didn’t know if the missile tracked its prey via sensor scans, but he had no time to devise another plan.

As the roar in the sky and the quaking of the ground both increased, Sulu dashed toward the edge of the canyon. He would have to approach the precipice in order to have any hope of success. Estimating his range from the cliff at about ten meters, he figured to cover at least half that distance.

Sulu stumbled more than once as the earth shook beneath him, but he somehow remained on his feet. As he topped a slight rise, though, the land suddenly fell away where a sizable fissure had been notched into the rock face. Sulu slammed his feet down as quickly as he could. His knees locked as he skidded forward.

He teetered on the inner point of the fissure, which allowed him an unimpeded view down a thousand or more meters to the canyon floor. His heart seemed to seize up in his chest as he wildly pinwheeled his arms backward. Rocks and clumps of soil kicked forward from beneath his feet and plummeted into the chasm. Sulu barely prevented himself from following them over the edge.

Aware of his rapid heartbeat, as well as of beads of sweat streaming down his face, Sulu knew that he had to ignore the fate he’d nearly suffered. Above him, the boom of the missile had grown almost deafening. Without looking up to measure its progress, Sulu grasped his tricorder as tightly as he could with one hand, reached back, and then heaved it forward with all of his might.

The device sailed out over the fissure, and for a moment, it seemed as though gravity had abdicated its responsibilities. But then the tricorder dropped, and Sulu had to hope that he’d thrown it far enough that it would fall, unhindered and functioning, all the way to the chasm floor. He also had to hope that would be enough.

Sulu retreated a few steps, back to the top of the incline. He started to turn so that he could run for the cave entrance, but then the cacophony of the rocket reached a crescendo. He glanced up to see the deadly projectile already pointed toward the ground, looking as though it might dive directly onto his location. Before he could react, though, the missile shot past him and down into the fissure, clearly chasing the counterfeit life signs fabricated by his tricorder.

The explosion came only seconds later. The clamor of the blast sent fresh slivers of pain deep into Sulu’s head. The earth pitched violently beneath him, tossing him from his feet once more. He struck the ground at the top of the incline, and then lurched past it, toward the fissure. His hands clawed at the soil, frantically trying to find purchase.

Then Sulu tumbled over the edge of the canyon.


Ağdam
I


One

The red turbolift doors glided open with their characteristic squeak, revealing beyond them the circular enclosure of the Enterprise bridge. Captain James T. Kirk stepped out of the cab onto the raised, outer deck of the compartment. An olio of familiar noises rose to greet him: the background twitter that accompanied the operation of the main viewscreen; the feedback chirps emitted by control stations; the quiet, sporadic dialogue of the personnel present; and the slightly reedy sound of voices transmitted over the intercom. Beneath it all, binding it together, the low-level thrum of the impulse drive suffused the space.

Kirk stopped for a moment to take in the scene and observe his frontline command crew, all of them already at their positions. The captain normally arrived on the bridge before any of them, comfortably ahead of the start of alpha shift. Upon waking in his quarters that day, though, he’d tarried through his dawn routine, slowed by a heavy wistfulness.

But I didn’t feel that way just this morning, Kirk thought. Really, his pensive state of mind had arisen the night before. As he recorded the final log entry for the day, he realized that the stardate marked the end of his fourth year aboard Enterprise. That time as a starship captain had proven not only the most satisfying of his professional life, but also the most fulfilling from a personal standpoint. It unnerved him to consider that he’d already put eighty percent of Enterprise’s five-year mission behind him.

Moving to his right, toward an opening in the railing that rimmed the lower, central portion of the bridge, Kirk passed Uhura where she crewed the communications console. The lieutenant had served as a member of the ship’s senior staff for virtually the entire voyage, and although there had been some flux in personnel assignments and the command structure near the beginning of the mission, a similar constancy had held true since that time for most of his officers: Spock doing double duty as exec and the head of Enterprise’s science division, Scotty as chief engineer, Sulu at the helm, McCoy down in sickbay as chief medical officer. Even young Chekov had to that point manned navigation for three years.

As Kirk padded down from the outer ring of the bridge to its inner section, he shifted from reflecting on the reliability and longevity of his command crew to the interpersonal relationships that had grown among them. He felt closer to the members of his senior staff than he had to any other group of people he’d ever known; in important ways, they had become like a family to him. It gave him pause to wonder where they all would be a year and a day from that moment.

In the center of the bridge, the captain circled around to the front of the vacant command chair. He knew that another of his officers, Bill Hadley, had drawn the watch as gamma-shift duty officer that month, but even though Spock presently worked at the primary science station, the first officer had clearly relieved the lieutenant. Kirk settled into the empty seat.

Seeking to free himself from his melancholy, the captain turned his attention to the main viewscreen. Over the course of the previous several days, an empty starscape had prevailed as Enterprise carried her crew to their next assignment. As Kirk expected, though, the limitless depths of space through which the ship traveled had been replaced by the shallow arc of a planet cutting across the bottom half of the display.

Kirk studied the image on the screen. He saw a topography painted in the hues he normally associated with life-sustaining worlds. Browns and ochers mixed with swatches of deep green to describe a set of continents and outlying archipelagos, vast stretches of aquamarine defined oceans, and great sweeps of white clouds hovered above it all.

The captain glanced to the right, up to where his first officer operated the main science console on the starboard periphery of the bridge. The commander stood bent over the hooded viewer that provided concentrated visual access to sensor readings and other information. “Mister Spock, report.”

Spock straightened and turned his lanky frame toward Kirk. “As scheduled, Captain, the Enterprise arrived at zero-one-twenty hours at the planetary system designated R-Seven-Seven-Five. The crew has performed basic scans of its three jovian worlds and has dispatched probes into their atmospheres, as well as to seven of their moons; we are continuing to receive telemetry from each of them. We are presently in orbit of the lone terrestrial planet and conducting a detailed survey of it.”

Kirk peered back at the viewscreen. “Just one rocky planet?” he asked. “Isn’t that unusual?”

“It is true that fewer than three percent of all known systems possess only a single terrestrial world,” Spock explained, “but such an occurrence is otherwise of little note.” The first officer walked along the railing until he reached the opening beside Uhura, then descended to the center of the bridge to stand beside the command chair. “The number of terrestrial planets that develop about a star is a function of the amount of dust in the nascent solar nebula, as well as of the random collision and accrual of those particles into larger and larger bodies. The cloud of gas and granular matter surrounding R-Seven-Seven-Five after its formation likely contained fewer solid grains than in systems with multiple rocky worlds. It is worth observing, however, that an asteroid belt orbits next to the star, and that another, larger belt does so between the first and second planets, placing the aggregate mass of the system on the low end of, but well within, the normal range.”

Kirk looked back at Spock. “What else do we know about R-Seven-Seven-Five?” The captain had read Starfleet’s exceedingly brief précis about the system several days earlier, but he liked to hear his first officer’s description of such details.

“Prior to our arrival here, we knew very little,” Spock said. “It was charted one hundred twenty-three years ago by the crew of a Vulcan starship, the R’Tor. They did not explore the system.”

During the course of Kirk’s career in Starfleet, he had frequently heard and read the phrase Charted but not explored employed in reference to astronomical objects identified by agents of the erstwhile Vulcan High Command; it never ceased to confound him. Although the former governmental body had been tasked with the military defense of the Vulcan people, it had also overseen civilian operations, including scientific research and the deployment of their interstellar fleet. Kirk’s own interactions with Spock and others of his people revealed among them a uniformly robust curiosity about the universe. Even though Spock’s father had disapproved of his son enlisting in Starfleet, he’d wanted him to join the Vulcan Science Academy. Given all of that, the notion that the crew of R’Tor, or those of its sister ships, would map an unfamiliar star system without then exploring that system felt counterintuitive to everything Jim Kirk thought he knew about Vulcans. He did recall from his history studies that their society had undergone considerable turmoil a century or so earlier, at which time they had disbanded the High Command, but such a fundamental shift—not just in their priorities, but in their communal mind-set—still seemed improbable to Kirk.

And yet here we are, the captain told himself. In another solar system that the Vulcans looked at in passing, made note of, and then ignored.

“Are there any signs of life?” Kirk asked, hopeful. Of all his crew’s many accomplishments, he most valued their discoveries of intelligent species previously unknown to the Federation. He in particular appreciated the opportunity to make first contact with spacefaring civilizations, though he understood that no such prospect would arise at R-775; had the crew detected any ships in or about the system, they would have notified the captain at once, even during his off-duty hours.

“The planet is Class-M,” Spock said, indicating its suitability for humanoid life. “It supports a myriad of complex flora and fauna across its surface and within its seas, but detailed scans have uncovered no evidence of hominids or other advanced species.”

Kirk’s lips drew into a thin line as he peered back at the viewscreen, at the image of the fertile planet displayed there. He looked at the segment of the visible surface that fell outside the reach of the planet’s star, and noted that darkness reigned there unbroken by artificial lighting. He felt more deeply disappointed than usual, doubtless because of his realization that the final year of Enterprise’s mission lay immediately before him.

Maybe Starfleet Command will keep me aboard the ship, he thought, searching for any optimism he could find. He might have to replace some members of his senior crew as they progressed in their own careers, but at least he would still have Enterprise. Or the admirals might transfer me to another ship, Kirk supposed. Even in that case, though, at least he would retain his captaincy.

Both possibilities seemed reasonable, he tried to tell himself, and perhaps they even seemed likely. But Kirk knew that while he had champions at Starfleet Headquarters in San Francisco, he also had detractors. His tenure aboard Enterprise had been marked by a number of significant triumphs—including numerous successful first contacts—but had also been marred by some notable disappointments.

Unable to escape the morass of introspection, he remembered well his inability to keep alive the intelligent creature the crew had encountered on planet M-113—the last being of its kind, and whose death marked the extinction of its species. He had likewise failed to prevent the demise of Kodos, the former governor of the Tarsus IV colony, who had ruthlessly murdered half its population and whom Kirk had wanted to bring to justice. He also recalled with terrible shame arguing with the Organians that the Federation and the Klingon Empire should be permitted to engage in a shooting war—a war that surely would have killed millions, if not billions, of people, destroying life on a planetary scale.

So many mistakes, Kirk thought.

One of those that retained a primacy among his recollections had occurred two and a half years earlier. He had introduced primitive firearms to the hill people of the planet Neural, in what he had come to recognize as a misguided attempt to restore the balance of power between them and the villagers, who’d been supplied weapons by the Klingons. Although Starfleet Command continued to support that arms race, the issue had caused a tremendous amount of heated debate among the admirals. For his part, Kirk regretted implementing his solution, which he had come to regard as a miscalculation not only horrible in its consequences, but immoral in its very conception. He still often reflected on the situation, even going so far as to submit alternate proposals to Command, including the relocation of the hill people to another world.

I wonder if Tyree’s still alive.

How many times had he speculated about that? Years before returning to Neural as the captain of Enterprise, Kirk had visited the planet as a young officer fresh out of Starfleet Academy. He masqueraded as a native and embedded himself in their culture. The beauty of the place captivated him, as did the tranquil, peaceful life enjoyed by its inhabitants. Tyree, a member of the hill people back then, and later their leader, had befriended him.

And I betrayed his fellowship by providing his tribe—by providing him—with the concept of vengeance, along with the weapons to carry it out.

Kirk suddenly realized that an uncomfortable silence surrounded him, that he had become mired in his dour thoughts and dark memories. Willing himself back into the moment, he turned to his first officer. “Very well, Mister Spock,” he said, not even recalling the last words the commander had spoken to him—if he’d even heard them at all. “How long do you estimate a full analysis of the planet will take?”

“We have thus far mapped all land masses in detail,” Spock said. “We are presently engaging in detailed sensor sweeps of the geology, the hydrosphere, and the climate, as well as cataloguing the abundance of plant and animal life. Given the size of the planet and the diversity of its ecosystem, a complete survey will require—”

“Mister Spock,” interrupted a male voice. Kirk looked past the Vulcan toward one of the bridge’s secondary stations, the one adjoining Spock’s own console. There, a young officer clad in the azure uniform shirt of Starfleet’s science division turned from his panel and peered toward the captain and first officer. Kirk recognized the ensign as Daniel Davis, a human assigned to Enterprise less than a year earlier. “I’m reading refined metal on the planet’s surface.”

Kirk glanced up at Spock. Though the Vulcan’s expression remained neutral, the captain could read the interest in his eyes. During their time together aboard Enterprise, the two had become the best of friends, and despite the stoicism with which his first officer conducted himself, Kirk had come to know him quite well.

“Specify,” Spock said, addressing the ensign. “What types of refined metal, and in what quantities?” Kirk understood that Spock would resist venturing an opinion about what the presence of such materials on the planet might indicate, but with the lack of intelligent life, the captain suspected they had run across a spacecraft that had set down there.

“I’m reading steel . . . aluminum . . . even some smaller amounts of tritanium and rodinium,” Davis said, looking back at his console and reading from a display. The list seemed to bolster Kirk’s theory that they had discovered a space vessel of some kind; Starfleet commonly utilized tritanium and rodinium in the construction of its own starship hulls. When the ensign peered back up from his station, he said, “There’s enough down there to suggest a city.”

Both of Kirk’s eyebrows rose in surprise, while one of Spock’s did the same. The first officer strode to a break in the railing on the starboard side of the bridge and mounted the outer deck. Kirk waited in the command chair as Ensign Davis turned back to his console and Spock leaned in over him. The two spoke quietly for a moment as Davis worked his controls. Finally, the first officer stood up and turned toward Kirk.

“Sensors detect not just refined metals, Captain,” Spock said, “but also concrete and processed woods.”

“Those do sound like urban building materials,” Kirk noted.

“Indeed,” Spock agreed. “And they appear to be laid out in a grid-like pattern, supporting Ensign Davis’s contention that they define a city. But the materials also appear to be in at least partial disarray, and scans show no habitation in the area, other than by local wildlife.”

“How do you account for all that?” Kirk asked.

“If it actually is a city, it seems that its builders have departed,” Spock said. “It is unclear whether the deterioration was the cause or the result of that abandonment.”

Kirk’s mind raced with possibilities. He rose from the command chair and paced over to the railing, where he peered up at Spock. “What about radiation levels?”

Spock looked back at Ensign Davis, who once more operated his panel. “I’m reading nothing out of the ordinary,” Davis reported.

“So we’re probably not talking about an attack,” Kirk concluded.

“At least not one conducted recently,” Spock agreed, “or carried out with energy weapons.”

Kirk nodded. Though Enterprise traveled in unexplored space far from the Klingon and Romulan empires, and away from other known belligerents, the captain knew that the Federation did not reach out beyond its borders alone. While he puzzled over the existence of a single, apparently abandoned city down on the planet, knowing that he and his crew would not be entering a battleground would make his next decision easier.

After first contact, after observing intelligent but pre-warp cultures, Kirk counted the discovery of information about lost peoples among his crew’s more satisfying endeavors. Such an opportunity had clearly just arisen. “Mister Spock, outfit a landing party. You’ll join me, along with Doctor McCoy and our new A-and-A officer.” The captain looked toward Ensign Davis. “I want you to scan the city in detail and be prepared to collate your findings with those of the landing party.”

“Yes, Captain,” Davis said.

That quickly, the captain’s morning had improved. The despondence with which he had awoken gave way to anticipation about visiting the surface of an unexplored world and seeing firsthand the mysterious environs of a deserted alien city. In just moments, he knew, he would enter the transporter room, preparing to face something that he dreaded in his private life, but that exhilarated him in his role as Enterprise captain: the unknown.


Two

Ensign Mai Duyen Trinh reached the transporter room almost at a gallop, her stomach aflutter. In one hand, she carried her field jacket, and in the other, a tricorder expressly configured for her specialties, the device’s memory packed with a cornucopia of comparative and historical data. She felt foolish rushing through the corridors, but she had no desire to arrive late for her first assignment to a landing party.

Fifteen minutes earlier, Trinh had stood in one of Enterprise’s large recreation rooms, collaborating with three of her colleagues. Jacqueline Trieste and Jeurys Mejia served the ship as anthropologists, while Veldaclien ch’Gorin worked as an archaeologist. They’d reserved the space in advance, arriving early in the morning to use it when it would least inconvenience their crewmates. The quartet utilized the rec room’s holographic equipment to re-create as best they could a site that the crew had visited three months prior, before Trinh’s posting to Enterprise.

Although Trinh hadn’t taken part in that earlier mission to the previously unexplored world of Drissana II, she had subsequently joined the ship as its so-called A-and-A officer—archaeology and anthropology—and so headed up both departments. Direct observations and sensor scans performed on the planet provided a great deal of information about the most advanced species found there, a type of humanoid roughly equivalent to Neanderthal man on Earth. The ongoing analysis of the data, though, raised some puzzling questions. After several frustrating weeks fruitlessly searching for answers, Trinh suggested employing the rec room’s holographic capabilities to examine those issues more closely and to test any hypotheses the team might develop. With recent progress in imaging technology, such methods had grown in their effectiveness as scientific tools.

With the help of Nora Hardy, one of the ship’s computer specialists, Trinh and the others had loaded into the control matrix of the recreation room a plethora of sensor readings taken on Drissana II. The resulting projection reproduced one of the hunting grounds of the native people. Tall grass swayed across a stretch of gently rolling hills, the slender stalks pushed in waves by a delicate breeze. Trinh took up a position beside her colleagues on the edge of the veld, anxious for the programmed scene to unfold.

As she waited, Trinh raised her right hand and studied the artifact clasped in her fingers. A reproduction of a stone object found in large numbers among the inhabitants of Drissana II, the rough-hewn tool resembled, more than anything else, a rudimentary blade. It measured nearly as long as Trinh’s forearm, with most of its extent tapering to a point at one end. The scientists’ confusion arose from the other end of the object, which narrowed at a shallower angle to a second tip. It looked like one short and one tall triangle, both coarsely fashioned out of rock, and fixed together at their bases.

Clearly a tool or a weapon of some sort, the object defied explanation. Sharpened not only at its pointed ends but along its edges, it would slice through the flesh of any hand attempting to wield it with any force whatsoever. None of the many examples of the object that the Enterprise crew had seen had been affixed to a handle or shaft, nor did a single one of them possess the balance necessary to make it effective as something hurled.

In the ground beneath Trinh’s feet—or what passed for the ground in the holographically reconfigured recreation room—she felt a vibration. Though she had been aboard for only a month, Trinh could already distinguish the different sensations imparted through the deck when Enterprise traveled at warp and impulse speeds. As the shaking increased, she could tell that neither of the ship’s drive systems caused it. To the others, she said, “Here they come.”

Jackie, Jeurys, and Clien all glanced at her before peering back across the savanna. Trinh looked in that direction as well, toward the few small trees that dotted the rise at the far border of the landscape. A low resonance became audible, plainly joined to the trembling ground. It all seemed credible, if not entirely real.

I don’t smell anything, Trinh realized. The scene, while visually and aurally accurate, lacked any sort of a scent beyond that of the ship’s scrubbed, recirculated air. She detected no musky aroma of soil, no sweet hint of vegetation, no olfactory suggestion at all that she actually stood on the surface of a living world.

Across from Trinh and her team, atop the rise, a cluster of gray beasts burst into view. Bulky and built low to the ground, with a thick, pebbled hide, they reminded Trinh of the Sunda rhinoceros, a creature from her own homeland, though the Drissana II version ran on three pairs of powerful legs rather than two. Half a dozen of the great, single-horned animals ran together, their movements graceful and harmonious, the individuals flowing as one, like the currents of a swift river. Their feet thundered against the ground, the group surging left and right across the countryside, as though with no particular destination, but simply running wild.

Off to the right, near where the creatures would pass, one of the humanoid inhabitants of Drissana II appeared. Dark-skinned and thin, he wore a band of long fronds that reached from his waist to just above his knees. He did not walk into the scene or emerge from hiding in the grass, but simply materialized in place. Though the man’s entrance wanted for verisimilitude, Trinh knew it would suffice for their purposes.

Even as the creatures sighted the humanoid and cut in another direction, the man raised his hand and heaved toward the herd a duplicate of the object Trinh herself held. Though such an act in real life would have cut into his palm and fingers, the team wanted to test the efficacy of using the object as a thrown weapon; they even theorized that he could have protected his hand with leaves or a piece of animal hide. It wobbled through the air, flopping lazily end over end in flight, until it struck the closest creature squarely in the middle of its hulking body. The would-be weapon dropped to the ground, ineffective, while the targeted but clearly uninjured animal continued running with the herd.

Trinh watched the beasts cross the final expanse of the grassland. Just a few seconds later, they all vanished, the cacophony of their passage abruptly dropping to an unnatural silence. Trinh turned and saw that the Drissana II humanoid had also disappeared. Coding the simulation for greater realism would have required more time and effort, and so they’d chosen to focus only on what they required to conduct their experiments.

“Well, that’s one hypothesis refuted,” said Jackie Trieste. She had long, brunette hair, arranged into a beehive atop her head, and deep, brown eyes. A human in her late twenties and younger than Trinh by almost a decade, she nevertheless had quite a bit of experience in space. Unlike Trinh, Jackie had entered Starfleet Academy immediately after completing her secondary education, taking her scientific instruction coincident with her starship training. She’d so far spent seven years as an active member of Starfleet, aboard several different vessels, a fact that made Trinh uncomfortable serving as her superior.

Jeurys and Clien had traced comparable paths through the Academy and into space, as had the majority of personnel in both the archaeology and anthropology departments. Trinh, on the other hand, had greater depths of education and fieldwork in her chosen subjects, and as a science specialist, had taken an abbreviated Starfleet curriculum. She had earned her baccalaureate and master’s degrees at Hanoi National University, and both of her doctorates at the University of Alpha Centauri. She also boasted membership in several professional organizations, including the Federation Register of Xenoanthropology and the prestigious Nova Ares Fellowship of Archaeologists. Of greater significance, she’d participated in a wide range of scientific expeditions, mostly in the Sol and Alpha Centauri systems, but also on Tellar and Ophiucus III.

Ophiucus, Trinh thought, the name instantly dredging up unwanted images in her memory. She could have—perhaps should have—recalled the beauty of New Dakar, the many exhibitions of art throughout the bohemian colony, even the dig in which she’d participated on the periphery of the settlement. Instead, her mind conjured up only the cold, stark interior of the hospital there.

Trinh felt herself shudder, chilled by the inalterable past. She hoped that none of her colleagues had seen her tremble, and felt grateful when she turned to see that Clien had started across the veld, drawing the attention of Jackie and Jeurys. The archaeologist parted the brownish green stalks with his hands, the blue of his Andorian flesh standing out against the sea of color, until he reached the area where the grass lay flat, trampled by the rhinoceros-like beasts. He peered about, then trotted to a spot where he reached down and retrieved the simulacrum of the object thrown by the native of Drissana II.

Clien turned back and regarded Trinh and the others across the prairie. “Perhaps it’s the simulation,” he said. “Just because it didn’t work here doesn’t mean it wouldn’t in real life.”

“We’ll check our parameters again,” Trinh said, “but I don’t think that’s it. We were very diligent in spelling out all the details for Specialist Hardy. The simulation might not be perfect in terms of what it looks like or sounds like—” Or what it smells like, Trinh thought. “—but the size, shape, and keenness of the weapon are accurate, the force with which a native could throw it, the texture and density of the creature’s hide. I believe we got enough of the details correct to demonstrate that the inhabitants of Drissana Two can’t possibly hunt these animals in this way.”

Clien held up the still unidentified object. “But then what is this?” he asked, the slight accent with which he pronounced the words in Federation Standard insufficient to mask his vexation. He walked back through the tall grass to rejoin his colleagues.

“I share your frustration,” Trinh said. She looked down at the object in her own hand. She wondered how something so simple in form could prove so inexplicable.

“Maybe if we used vines to attach it to the end of a wooden husk,” Jeurys suggested. The Dominican had a swarthy complexion and dark coloring. “We could fashion a spear out of it.”

“Or we could attempt to balance it by applying mud from the riverbank to smooth out its shape,” Jackie offered.

Trinh shook her head. “Even if we could craft this into the head of a spear, you observed no evidence on Drissana Two that the natives did so. And evening out its aerodynamics with mud would necessarily blunt its sharp edges, which would be counterproductive if this thing really is a weapon.”

“It just about has to be,” Clien said. “We know the meat of those animals constituted a considerable portion of the natives’ diet.” The Enterprise crew’s investigation of Drissana II had lasted several days, but while more than one tribe had been recorded cooking and eating the flesh of the creatures, none of the natives had been seen killing or capturing those or any other animals.

“At this point,” Trinh said, holding the object up before her face, “I’d be willing to speculate that the inhabitants of Drissana Two used this to hypnotize the creatures into being their dinner.” She smiled along with her joke.

For a moment, nobody said anything, obviously lost in their own thoughts. Finally, Jackie said, “It can’t be that complicated. The natives just aren’t that advanced.”

“No,” Trinh agreed. Then, tilting her head upward, she said, “Computer.”

“Ready,” came the immediate response. The ship’s computer spoke with a stilted female voice.

“Can you display a static, three-dimensional, life-sized image of the six-legged creature we’ve been watching?” Trinh asked.

“Affirmative.”

“Do so,” Trinh ordered.

The air a few meters in front of the scientists shimmered for a moment, almost like the effect of a transporter, then solidified into one of the Drissana II beasts. Trinh walked up to it, and her colleagues followed along with her. She moved to the midsection of the animal, then reached toward it, tentative, unsure what she would feel. As she understood it, the capacity to reproduce or mimic environments and physical objects in the rec room relied on a mix of progressive holography, basic transporter technology, and software engineering. For all of that, though, Trinh expected that her hand might simply pass through the replica of the beast, the animal betraying its existence as merely a cohesive packet of photons. Instead, her fingertips tapped against an uneven surface, no warmer or cooler than the ambient temperature. It felt hard and unyielding, and she said so.

“That’s how the computer created it,” Clien said. “That doesn’t necessarily reflect reality.”

“Let’s see,” Trinh said. “Computer.”

“Ready.”

“Is this how the creature actually feels?” Trinh asked.

“The question is nonspecific,” replied the computer. “Please rephrase.”

“When I touch the hide of the simulation of the creature,” she said, “are my resulting tactile sensations the same as if I touched a living example of it?”

“Negative,” the computer said.

Trinh felt herself deflate. She’d understood that holographic technology worked well enough to employ as a diagnostic tool. “Explain.”

“The outer surface of the creature is not composed of organic matter, but is an approximation,” the computer said. “The re-created hide has the same surface geometry and the same hardness as specified in sensor readings of the creature.”

Trinh nodded, then looked to Clien and the others. “So this may not feel like a living animal,” she said, “but it still demonstrates that the inhabitants of Drissana Two certainly can’t use this object against them.” She closed her empty hand into a fist and rapped her knuckles against the gray hide. It sounded as though she knocked on a thick, wooden door.

Jeurys stepped forward and also rapped his hand against the side of the faux creature. “No,” he said. “There’s no way that this object, even if they threw it with a great deal of force, could penetrate the creature’s hide.”

Trinh allowed her gaze to trace the contours of the animal.
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