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To Matthew, capable of at least six impossible things before breakfast






“Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?”

—ALICE, ALICE IN WONDERLAND








HISTORIAN’S NOTE

In order to defeat the artificial intelligence Control’s plot to seize a treasure trove of information about the future, Commander Michael Burnham used the “Red Angel” suit to guide the U.S.S. Discovery from the year 2257 to beyond Control’s reach (Star Trek: Discovery—“Such Sweet Sorrow, Part 2”).

The ship should have arrived at the planet Terralysium, but something went wrong. Burnham arrived in the year 3188, but the Discovery is nowhere to be found (Star Trek: Discovery—“That Hope Is You, Part 1”).

This novel takes place during the year where Burnham is learning to adapt, endure, and survive while searching for her ship, hoping to find the crew she calls family.






Some time ago…





Starbase 906

Sometime after the Burn

The base’s long-range sensors had not been functioning for some time. The defense grid wasn’t in much better condition either and as for weaponry—forget it. To all intents and purposes, then, the ships had come from nowhere, and, from the firepower currently directed at the base, they meant business. The kind of business that ended in people getting killed.

Commander Marshak, senior ranking officer on Starbase 906, gathered her small staff together. They knew the score. There was no help coming—how could help come? They were on their own. That was what they’d signed up for. This was why they’d stayed. Looking at the tired, scared faces of her staff, she said, “We have a decision to make. We can surrender and throw ourselves on their mercy…”

A ripple went around the room.

“No,” said Marshak. “I didn’t think you’d like that. Our other option is to negotiate.”

The ripple, this time, was even unhappier. “What, exactly, do we have to negotiate with?” said her security chief.

Marshak, leaning back in her chair, said, “The project, of course. What else?”

Now the consternation in the room was in danger of getting out of control. Marshak lifted her hand to call for order—and enough respect remained for her rank for that simple gesture to calm people down. She was grateful for her insignia. The chain of command had kept them going through some difficult times. “One at a time, people, please.”

“It’s not safe,” said her science officer, who surely knew better than any of them. “It’s nowhere near safe. Honestly, I would rather destroy the project files than hand it over to a bunch of damned pirates.”

“Could we work with them in some way?” said the chief medical officer. “Could they help bring the project forward in some way?”

“How?” said the science officer. “What could they possibly have that we need?”

“Resources, people, ships—I don’t know. Is it worth trying to come to some sort of deal? We must have something they want—”

“What they want,” said the security chief, bluntly, “is this base.”

Marshak sighed. This was, she knew, the truth of the matter. Starbase 906, a prime piece of real estate in troubled times. So far, they had been lucky. There was an occasional raid from a small and usually desperate ship. It was mostly dealing with refugees, people trying to get away from poverty or collapse on their homeworlds. Doing whatever they could with what they had to hand. But they were not placed to hold off a concerted attack.

And, in the space of a second, the decision was made for them. The lights flashed. Alerts sounded. “Commander,” said a frightened junior from the command center, “they’re pushing the attack.”

Marshak stood. Her staff stood with her. She laid her hands down on the table, palms flat, and looked at each one in turn.

“Whatever happens here, today,” she said, “I want you to know that you are—you have always been—the best of Starfleet. We’ve been on our own for so long now. We’ve kept the lights on, and we’ve kept the faith. We’ve kept going. We’ve held on, and we’ve done our best to give help to whoever has come to us in need. Today we can only do what we’ve always done—give our best, for each other, for the people who depend upon us, and for the Federation.”

“For the Federation!” her people said.

On the wall, the old flag was still hanging. By the end of the day, it was gone.






1

Sometime later…

Mother…

Michael Burnham has fallen down a rabbit hole

Mother…

a red figure with wings

Mother…

what was her name again?

Mother…

gabrielleamandaphilippawhatwasyournameagainmichael

Mother…

angel or devil

Mother…

are we there yet?



“Mommy?”

Michael Burnham opened her eyes and saw gray. She hovered in this place for a moment, caught in some liminal state between past and future, between dreaming and waking, between then and now. Like an angel with arms outspread—she tried to push both memory and waking away. If she could exist here, only in this gray eternal moment, then she would not have to choose.

Silver bells rang. She shut her eyes—but no use. The present was undeniably here, the past pushed entirely away, and however irrational this world was in which she now found herself, she must get up and live in it. She must resign herself to swallowing a whole heap of impossibilities before breakfast. She opened her eyes again. She began to murmur.

“Commander Michael Burnham, science officer. U.S.S. Discovery. Serial number SC0064-0974SHN.”

She sat up. “You are Commander Michael Burnham…” She reached out and, with a wave of her hands, she stopped the bells from ringing. Here—this was one impossible thing. Programmable matter. Wave your hand and the thing required appears and/or disappears. “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.” Where had she read that? Somewhere else, once upon a time, a very long time ago, in a different world, a world to which she belonged that was not this world in which she found herself now. The silver bells did not exist either, other than as a wake-up. She had programmed a nanocube—clumsily, inexpertly, her first attempt. The bells replicated the ones she heard each morning at the Vulcan Learning Center. They were the call to meditation before the start of the day’s work: the solitary process of ingesting and digesting fact after fact, of reading and processing problem after problem, until the mind was so well trained that superior-level functioning became automatic, like blinking or swallowing…

… science officer. U.S.S. Discovery …

Michael Burnham pictured the skill dome, the 360-degree holographic information display, the constant flow of data. If she wanted, she could conjure up a skill dome here on the station. Her own mind palace. The idea seemed, suddenly, entirely preposterous. She thought, Did they really take a bunch of kids and stick us in solitary confinement and force-feed us facts? They may as well have stuck us all on treadmills.

Burnham got out of bed and began her morning stretches. She was having more and more thoughts like this. It was as if sometimes she found herself hovering above her old life and looking down on it with an objective and critical eye. Logic suggested that this was because she was spending so much of her time these days struggling to understand even the simplest of facts about the world around her, and having to explain even the simplest of facts about the world she had come from. Everything—everything—was suddenly open to question. Everything she had taken for granted was up for grabs, and—now that she thought about her education on Vulcan, there really was something weird about the way they did things there…

… serial number SC0064-0974SHN…

She stood by the wall of the room and again waved her hand. A mirror appeared. Blue rows of light passed down her, cleaning her body, changing her clothes. She opened her mouth in a rictus grin. Clean teeth. She should get herself a cat. A programmable cat. It could leap on her belly in the mornings and stick its virtual tongue in her face and demand virtual feeding and then disappear, leaving only a huge smile behind. She said, “You are Commander Michael Burnham, science officer. U.S.S. Discovery. Serial number SC0064-0974SHN.” But that seemed like one more impossible thing to believe too.

Michael Burnham’s smile faded. She was now ready for a brand-new day in a brave new world. A week ago, she fell down a rabbit hole. Every morning since, she awoke calling out for her mother.

Communications Officer Sahil’s office

Former Federation Spaceport Devaloka

Every morning, for years, Aditya Sahil would come into this office and sit and wait for the impossible to happen. One day, a week ago, the impossible happened. A very scruffy young woman walked through the door, announced that she was a Starfleet officer, looked at him in sheer bewilderment when he said the word Burn, and that told him she was a time traveler.

Aditya Sahil, on receipt of this news, tried to maintain as composed a demeanor as possible. Inwardly, he was trembling with shock, with excitement, with joy—as if someone had reprogrammed him upward from the molecular level. Within seconds, the whole world around him had been, in a small but very definite way, entirely reconstructed. Now, his morning rituals came with the promise of fulfillment. Now, instead of acting the part, he was commissioned. Now, instead of lying folded in its case, the Federation flag hung from the wall. Old, but well preserved. Sahil, going about his daily business, would sometimes find that he had stopped completely, and was standing in front of the flag, in awe, and in gratitude for the presence in his life of Commander Michael Burnham.

That Commander Burnham had come in the company of a courier was eminently forgivable. Sahil did not, in truth, approve of couriers. They had many uses—and he knew that the spaceport in all likelihood could not survive without the traffic and supplies that they brought his way—but he knew that their values were not his. What was needed in these dangerous times was stability, respect for what was left of law and custom. Couriers, on the whole, lived their lives at the very edge of legality. They also, Sahil suspected, liked it this way. Still, they were courageous, and they were often the only thing standing between some worlds and complete collapse. Take Cleveland Booker, for example, whose career Sahil had observed over many years. He was surely one of the more ostentatiously freewheeling of his kind, but Sahil sensed there was something more about him. Intelligence, yes; energy, yes—but also there were depths to the man that were kept well hidden. Born into a different time, perhaps, that restless energy could have been focused, brought into the service of a greater good, and thereby the individual promise could have come to its fullest fruition. Born into these times, Cleveland Booker was unlikely, Sahil thought, to be able to do more with his life than fly a beaten-up ship from contract to contract, working out his frustrations at these limitations by getting himself into fistfights. Sahil pitied him, but he hoped he didn’t take Burnham down with him.

After bringing Burnham to the spaceport, Booker had thankfully departed not long after, leaving the commander in Sahil’s care to grapple with the enormity of her current situation. Sahil quickly came to understand the quality of the young woman who had come into his life—her courage, her dedication, her sacrifice. He would never forget the report she gave him. She stood, back straight, hands clasped behind her back, explaining in a clipped, objective tone the sequence of events that had brought her here.

Red Angel… Seven signals… Section 31… Control… Mother…

Sahil listened with great care as she explained—Sahil did everything with great care—trying to understand in full what had happened and what this meant, not for his own time but for the officer who stood in front of him. His sorrow grew greater as she spoke. She had thrown herself into the future and saved the universe. She had given up everything. The world she knew, the people she knew. Home, family, friends—everything.

After she finished speaking, he sat for a moment, considering what to say. It came out all in a tumble. “But Commander! Your brother… Your mother… This must all be terribly hard for you!”

He would never forget her face in the split second afterward. She seemed almost to crumble, like a nanocube that had been misprogrammed and could not bear the strain of the demands being put upon it. He realized, in that moment, that she was not used to hearing such a personal response to such briefings. Ah, he thought, a misstep. Not how a Starfleet officer would reply. He did not regret it. She would get nowhere if she denied the enormity of all that had happened to her. He would tread more carefully in the future on such ground. She would need time. “Well,” he had said, “you are here now, for which I am very grateful—not only because that means that your mission was successful, and that you saved us all from extinction, but because of…” He smiled, and gestured at the flag, and watched her take a deep breath, as if that sight restored a little of her courage. That was its purpose, was it not? To remind them all that they were not alone. To remind them all that they were part of a greater collective endeavor.

Over the next few days, she had spent much time in his office, quizzing him about this new place. She arrived punctually at oh-nine-hundred, station time, and they would drink tea together. After a couple of hours, she would carry on her explorations of the spaceport. They met again, in the early evening. He explained the many projects under way to create successful methods of recrystallizing dilithium—all failed. Other attempts to find alternative warp drives—all terminated. And then they came to the Burn. From the files, he showed her the starfield grid—and the moment when the ship icons winked out and disappeared.

“Puff. The Federation was blindsided…” Gently he explained what this meant. Two lifetimes to Earth. More to Terralysium. And she did not even have a ship.

From the corner of the room, a little red bird sang and told Sahil that it was almost time for his morning visitor to arrive. She was as punctual as he was. He appreciated this. The birdsong had barely died away when the door chimed, and Commander Burnham came in. He smiled at the sight of her—this joy-giving, hope-affirming miracle. She was looking much better than she had when he first met her—cleaner, tidier, more rested. But he had detected, over the last couple of days, a growing brittleness about her, a light in her eyes verging on the feverish.

“Good morning, Commander,” he said calmly. “How are you this morning?”

“Fine,” she said. “Good. Yes. Thanks. Fine.”

“You slept well?”

“Yes, I guess.”

Sahil was not sure he believed this, but he pressed no further. He nodded and waved up a chair for her. He waved up tea. He sat. Throughout this, she prowled the room. Occasionally she threw glances at the flag. Eventually, she fell into the chair opposite him. Michael Burnham—Sahil knew—might be the stuff of legend, but she was also a woman in a great deal of pain.

He sipped his tea and left her the opening to speak on her own terms. At last, she bent forward in her chair, fists upon her knees, her whole body clenched. “I… I don’t even know why I’m asking this… I have to ask… Is there anything yet?” she said. “Any signal? Any sign? Any response at all?”

Sahil put down his cup. He brought the display to life. Thirty sectors—the limits of his domain. Two Federation ships in flight, both subwarp, both carrying out routine supply runs around a handful of systems. The tattered fragments of an interstellar civilization. He knew that she understood, intellectually, what this signified for the Federation. He knew too that she had barely begun to grasp, emotionally, what this meant for her. Earth unimaginably far away. Terralysium, her mother, and the most likely point where her ship, Discovery, would arrive—even more than that. Before she had even slept on that first night here, she had co-opted a comm channel to send out further signals from her communicator and had also made him send out her message to Terralysium. Every morning since, she had come to see him and ask whether there had been any reply.

There had been, of course, no reply. He said, “You understand our message has been out for only a week?”

She stood up from her seat, resumed her prowling. “I know… I know…”

“Commander,” he said, very gently, “I’m not sure that you do. Our communication may take months to reach Terralysium. And any reply—should there be anyone there—may take months in turn. Do not expect to hear anything back before a year is up.” He thought of adding: Do not expect to hear anything back at all, but he could not see how this would help.

Besides, it seemed that this was enough for the time being. She turned to look at him, and her expression was one of such pain, such despair, that he had to stand and walk over to her. Carefully, as if handling a treasured and yet very fragile object, he steered her back toward her seat. She put her face in her hands.

“I can’t bear this,” she said, her voice thick and muffled. “I gave everything to save the Federation. Everything! Friends, family, crewmates… My whole life… Nine hundred years! And the Federation still fell…”

Sahil drew up his own chair beside her. He put his hand upon her arm. He thought she might weep, but she didn’t. There was a shell around her, he had observed; it did not make her hard, but it did make her to some extent impermeable. He wondered how thick that shell was; how much more stress it could take before cracking. Quietly, he said, “For what it is worth, Commander, your arrival here transformed my life. Years, I waited, for someone to walk through that door. And here you are. You are living proof that hopes and dreams come true.”

“Years,” she said, from behind the shield of her hands. “I could be here years.”

“You have come to a slower time. The noontime of the Federation is long gone and you find us fumbling around in twilight.”

“It feels like midnight.”

“I’m sure that it does,” he said, and gave a small laugh. “I’d like to think we are not so unenlightened. Perhaps dawn is closer than we think. In the meantime, all I can advise is that we wait—and that you continue sending out your messages to Discovery.” He could see from her face that this was little consolation, and he fumbled for some other idea that might help her. “Perhaps we can look around here, at the spaceport, for a means to boost that signal, or to target it more accurately. Perhaps there might be some technological solution—”

She leapt on this with greater alacrity than he had intended.

“What?” she said, immediately. “What solutions?”

“Well…” He hesitated, trying to think of something that might help. “You have seen how we are fixed here. The spaceport is operational, yes, but not exactly in the first flush of youth.”

Ah, he thought, the first makings of a smile.

“That’s a polite way to describe the huge hole in its side,” she said.

With great dignity, he said, “We do our best with the facilities available.”

Now the smile was full, and her eyes were warm. “You do an incredible job, Sahil. I don’t want to pull resources from what you need here to carry out your work. But if there’s anything I can use to improve the speed or the range of the messages I’m sending, I’d be grateful. Have you gotten anything from the data chip I gave you?”

This was the chip from the tricorder, which she had lost at Requiem City Mercantile Exchange. He regretted never seeing this—a mark in the debit column for Cleveland Booker. She had kept back the chip and had trusted this to Sahil when she arrived. But the truth was, he hadn’t known where to begin getting data from it. The thing was so remarkable, so precious, he could barely bring himself to touch it, never mind try to work with it. It was like being asked to prize open the Ark of the Covenant with a rusty knife.

“I… no, not yet.”

She gave him a sharp look. “It’s not a holy relic, you know.”

“Commander Burnham,” he said, “that is exactly what it is.”

She jumped up from her seat. “I need to keep this moving along,” she said. “I can’t hang around doing nothing. I have to find my people… My mother… My ship…”

He caught the rising note of anxiety, and said quickly, “There is somebody here on the spaceport who might be able to help.”

“Who?”

“A courier—retired courier, I should say—he hasn’t done a run in nearly three years. One of our few residents here. His name’s Jeremiah. He has a great deal of experience with old technology. He might be able to help us get something from the data chip.”

“Jeremiah,” she said. “Good. Where do I find him?” She was up already and heading toward the door. The speed with which she swung between despair and action. She was so quick, so focused, so determined—and so very alone.

“You want to find him now?” he said.

“Yes, Sahil,” she said, with a smile. “I want to find him now.”

“He has a workshop on level nineteen. I could…”

“If you took me there,” she said, “that would be very helpful. Do you have the chip?” He passed it to her, watched faintly as she tossed the precious thing casually into her pocket. “Coming?”

She seemed to be in a state of perpetual motion. Perhaps it was simply that she was much younger. Or perhaps it was something to do with the culture in which she had grown up—one in which everything was possible, if you had the information, the training, and the resolve to act. His own world—well, the years had been one long slow watch over a long steady decline, hoping against hope that enough light could be kept flickering so that if help ever did come, there would be a few embers still glowing to bring back a bright flame. He loved her energy, her determination, her belief that if she worked hard enough, she could achieve whatever outcome she desired. But he knew that this was not her world, and that she might find that all she could do was wait.

Aditya Sahil knew something about waiting. He knew how the long years took their toll; how easy it was to fall into performing ritual without hope, with it daily becoming harder to see why the effort was worthwhile. He also knew that in his case, the wait had not—in the end—proven fruitless. More than anything, he wanted this to be true for Burnham. But the days had a habit of passing, and becoming weeks, and becoming months, and becoming years… before someone walked through the door.

“Yes,” he said, following behind her. “I’m coming.”

Former Federation Spaceport Devaloka

A week at the spaceport had been more than enough for Burnham to learn the main geography of the place, but she knew there were corners yet to be explored. For one thing, she would need a spacesuit to be able to visit some parts. That hole in the side of the spaceport meant that sections were out of bounds. Some of them were barely shored up. “Keep away,” advised Sahil. “Who knows what will happen if we open some of those doors.”

She had begun, too, to recognize some of the patterns of life about the place. What struck her most was its sleepiness. She had, over the course of her career, visited so many space stations of this type and size that she could no longer keep count. They were waystations, busy, full of life, color, and people. Alive with the bustle of activity: dozens of ships passing through, stopping for repairs, supplies, or a little rest and recreation. Countless species, from countless worlds. The flow of traffic and people that was the lifeblood of the Federation. And all of it—all of it—dependent on a reliable and universal method of traveling at warp speed. Which had gone… What had been Sahil’s word?

Puff!

And now this was what was left. Empty corridors. Whole levels and sections sealed off for decades. Maybe a dozen or twenty people living here permanently, Sahil had said, when before there would have been fifty or so dedicated spaceport staff, and perhaps another dozen or so visiting. In what had once surely been a busy concourse, Sahil had shown her the small bar (well, there was always a bar) where the handful of couriers and other travelers who were passing through stopped to get a drink and a bite to eat, trade news and information, and catch their breath. And every so often, behind everything, Burnham would catch sight, in the gloom, of a Starfleet symbol, a ghostly image from an almost-forgotten past. The station, she thought, existed permanently around closing time.

And yet at the same time, all around her, she saw marvels. The couriers, carrying out their ship repairs with gravity belts. People zipping between ship and station using personal transporters. And everywhere, the sheer wizardry of programmable matter, conjuring what was needed as if from nowhere. She wondered what else she might have seen, had the Red Angel suit brought her to a point only a few hundred years earlier. What else had Federation scientists and engineers achieved in those centuries? When she was younger, she recalled, she had been given a gift by another officer (trying to win her heart, she suspected now)—a book of Anglo-Saxon poetry. There had been one that she read that she had dreamed about afterward, a man walking through the ruins that the Romans left behind. This ruin is a wonder… Fate has broken and shattered it… the work of giants falls… She felt as if she was walking through this dream now. All around her, the marvels left behind by people now lost; a world slipping from memory; new life fumbling around in the cracks and crevices, using whatever was to hand…

I walk through the ruins left by giants.

And this had been true for Sahil all his life, she thought, watching the man as he walked quietly beside her. He lived in this permanent twilight, in a spaceport so cut off that they could not complete major repairs. No, not twilight, she thought. Dawn, that was what he had said. Because he looked at her and saw the start of something new. He looked at her and saw the Federation flag flying again—not hidden away, gathering dust. He saw the lights coming back on.

Burnham took a deep breath. She didn’t feel much like a lantern bearer these days. She felt like a woman who had fallen down a rabbit hole and couldn’t make sense of anything around her. She clenched her teeth. Focus on what you can do, not what you can’t, she thought. She couldn’t rebuild the Federation overnight. But she could get the data off this chip—or find someone who could.

“This man we’re going to see,” said Burnham. “You said he was a courier?”

“Yes, but I don’t hold that against him,” Sahil replied, although with a twinkle in his eye. “Jeremiah and I go back many years. He was a regular visitor here, when he still took on courier work.”

“Why did he stop?”

“Commander, he is older even than I am, and this life—as I think you have seen already—rewards faster reflexes than either of us have these days.”

Fair point, thought Burnham. “Why don’t you like couriers, Sahil?”

“I like many individual couriers, Commander, but I do not mistake them for allies. Courier values are not Starfleet values. It’s best to assume they have their own particular interests at heart.”

Burnham didn’t reply. She felt a sudden stab of protectiveness toward Book. Sure, the man was exasperating, and he had indeed sold her out—but there was much more about him than met the eye. He’d helped her escape. He’d brought her here. And he’d risked life and limb to save that beautiful creature, the trance worm. There’d been no profit in that.

“I can’t say,” said Burnham, honestly. “I haven’t seen enough. But will Jeremiah help, in that case?”

“Yes, I think he will, for my sake. I don’t charge him much in the way of rent. But we should tread carefully, Commander. For one thing, we should not advertise your story—and your origins—too widely. While I may have elected not to enforce regulations about temporal displacement, your knowledge of the past may make you of interest to many unsavory people. It is best if you do not get into the habit of telling your story.”

“Book knows,” said Burnham.

“That cannot be helped,” he said.

Level nineteen proved to be only two levels below Sahil’s office, but Sahil had described the turbolifts as “erratic, on their best days,” so they took narrow access stairways. Burnham was glad of the exercise, although her side was still twinging from her sudden fall to earth. Coming out on the level, they walked along a rather sorry-looking corridor, the walls scuffed and grubby, the lights running at three-quarter power. She tried to picture what it must have been like. Bright, busy, almost brash. Then she tried to forget the image. It did not help.

The workshop was easily identified by the steady hum coming from behind double doors. Jeremiah also seemed to have a warning system set up, since the hum stopped as they approached, and the doors opened. Burnham was confronted with a large space filled with a vast amount of spare parts, components, tools, and other bits and pieces. The first impression was overwhelming, but it rapidly became clear that the place was in fact ruthlessly well organized. There was a worktable to one side, filled with tools and parts (a little potted plant was perched rather incongruously upon it too). At the far end of the space there was an airlock, beyond which, Burnham was to learn, couriers docked when they wanted Jeremiah to work on their ships.

Behind the worktable stood a lean man, waving his hand to dissolve the visor he was wearing, revealing a lined and weather-beaten face. Back in her own time, she would have put his age well past one hundred, but that was with advanced medical techniques and a much higher standard of living. She reckoned he was probably in his early seventies. The man, Jeremiah, presumably, raised his palm in greeting. “Aditya. Is this your guest?”

“Yes, this is Michael Burnham.”

“Huh.” He came around the table and sat on the edge, folding his arms, as they drew closer. “Aditya said you were brought here by that rogue Book? That you’d lost your memory?”

So that was the cover story. “Yes,” said Burnham.

“You remember your name, though?”

“And a great deal about my personal past. But when I try to put it in context—no good. Things seem to shade to gray.”

“Huh.” Jeremiah looked at her keenly. “I’ve seen bumps on the head do all kinds of strange things to people. I suppose that’s no stranger than anything else.”

“One of the interesting side effects,” said Sahil, a playful gleam in his eyes, “is that Burnham sometimes believes she is a Starfleet officer.”

“Now that,” said Jeremiah, “is more like delusion than memory loss.”

“Perhaps a historian of some kind,” Sahil said. “You certainly seem to know a great deal about Federation history, don’t you, Burnham?”

“With some curious lacunae, yes.”

“And that would also explain how you happen to have this data core. If you had an interest, I mean,” Sahil concluded, calmly.

“That would certainly be one explanation, yes.” Burnham turned to Jeremiah. “It’s a long story, and hazy in parts…” Surely a little white lie wouldn’t do any harm. “I know that I was on board a ship. I know that ship is trying to contact me. What I don’t know is where that ship is right now—or even if it’s within hailing distance.”

The old man looked at her steadily. He wasn’t entirely convinced by all this, she could see, but he was trying to weigh the balance between what he needed to know, and what he wanted to know. “Your business is your own business,” he said at last. “What do you want from me?”

“I’d like to get the data off this chip,” she said, and offered it.

Jeremiah took it and looked at it closely. “This is old,” he said.

“Too old?”

“Possibly. But then I like a challenge. Leave it with me.”

“All right,” she said. “Mind if I take a look around?”

He looked like he did mind. “Don’t touch anything.”

“You know,” said Sahil, “you could learn a lot in here, Michael.”

“One of my gaps in knowledge,” she said, “is about the technology I find around me.”

“Oh, yes,” said Jeremiah. He glanced at Sahil. “I did a run up to level four yesterday, brought back a pile of components—”

“Jeremiah,” explained Sahil, “has been dedicating his energies to going through the spaceport from top to bottom, to see what remains that we can use.”

“I can help sort that out,” said Burnham. “Perhaps we might find parts of a communications system—”

“To help you contact your ship,” said Jeremiah.

“If you wouldn’t mind,” said Sahil.

The old man eyed them both. Burnham tried to look as innocent as possible. Sahil simply smiled.

“I suppose I wouldn’t mind the company,” said Jeremiah. “Welcome to the Back Forty, Burnham.”

The Back Forty

Former Federation Spaceport Devaloka

Burnham spent a lot of time with Jeremiah over the next couple of weeks. The Back Forty was an endless source of fascination, for one thing, a real magician’s chamber. To begin with, he set her tasks that he clearly considered simple—identifying key parts and components—but which for her, a thousand years adrift, were harder than they seemed. Gradually, she began to understand some of the principles behind programmable matter, and Jeremiah was helpful about shoving manuals and information sources in front of her. She had a feeling he had written some of these. He knew she was particularly interested in communications technologies, so he set her the task of taking apart and putting back together a subspace relay via holographic images. “Again,” he’d say, when she was done. “Again, again, again. Now try it with gloves on.” It was all humbling for someone used to such a high degree of competence, but gradually she appreciated the apprenticeship she was getting—and appreciated too what Sahil had done bringing her here, giving her the opportunity to equip herself for the long haul. One day, Jeremiah took her up to level two, and, systematically, they took apart a small section of control panels, looking for usable parts. Like carrion, she thought, picking over the bones. Throughout the day, the old man didn’t have much conversation, being far too absorbed in his tasks. Burnham didn’t mind—she had too much to think about. But late in the afternoon, station time, a little holographic bird would trill (an idea he’d got from Sahil, presumably), and he would put down his tools and drag Burnham down to the bar for a drink and something to eat. And then—then she got the real treasure. His traveling tales.

At first, Burnham only kept half an ear open. Her mind was on other things: sifting through the components and routers she had looked through that day; trying to map her own understanding of flight engineering and communications technologies with these vastly different systems. Jeremiah would talk on beside her. After a couple of evenings, she realized that she was missing out on gold. He was, as she’d guessed, in his seventies. (“Not a bad age,” he said, “all thing considered.”) He’d left his homeworld—he didn’t say much about that—when he was a very young man and had been traveling up and down the twenty sectors around here ever since. She had a strong suspicion that he wasn’t sure exactly how old he was.

That in particular struck her as bizarre. Federation citizens were logged, tracked, traced, and all with some form of data recording. You could probably find out where you had been down to the minute. Still, for all his vagueness about the details of dates, his knowledge of the area around the spaceport was encyclopedic. One evening, with a holo-stylus and a programmable cube, he drew a map for her, sketching a rough plan of the immediate systems around them. The major worlds in each system, where to go for rich pickings, where to avoid. He marked up a handful of mercantiles, and what he called “boneyards.” When he was done, he shoved the map across the table toward her.

“I’m guessing,” he said, “that this will come in useful. When you decide to leave.”

Leave. Burnham considered that. The plan had been to bring Discovery to her; to locate her ship and her friends somehow. She had assumed she would be able to find ways to boost the signal, make it more efficient—but her days in the Back Forty were starting to show how limited her resources were. And this was a frustration. She had always, throughout her career, managed to find rapid solutions to her problems—even (particularly) under extreme duress. But there were no solutions here. She was stuck, and she was barely equipped to manipulate even the simplest of technologies around her. The past few days, she had been waking from bad dreams, staring at her gray and formless quarters, and truly grasping how desperate her situation was. She could be here for the rest of her life. She could be old by the time she heard anything from Earth, or Terralysium. Was she really prepared to spend the whole of her life in this gently decaying place? Did she have the nerve to go out there?

“Leave,” she said.

“If you’re trying to find ways to establish contact with your ship, then you’re going to want to lay your hands on more and better technology than I have here. If it’s broken, I can probably fix it. But I can’t fix things I don’t have.”

“Where would I go?”

Jeremiah tapped the map. “There’s a whole rotting empire out there. Take your pick.”

Most evenings, Sahil came to find them, and she would watch these two old men engage good-temperedly in a quarrel that they had surely been having for many years: the old courier up against the old Federation man. Tweedledum and Tweedledee, she thought, affectionately. “If your Federation was so magnificent,” Jeremiah said, “how come it fell apart so quickly?”

“If I knew the answer to that,” said Sahil, “I would try to piece it together again, and we would be Federation citizens once more.”

“Huh,” said Jeremiah, unimpressed. “Different universe now. I don’t think anyone would be buying what you’d have to sell.”

“But it’s a good question,” said Burnham, suddenly, one night, and both men turned to her, surprised to have a third voice enter their ritual exchange. “Why did nobody come? Why did nobody try to reconnect all the worlds that were suddenly left behind? I know,” she said, seeing Sahil begin to answer, “no dilithium. So shortsighted…”

“You saw the files,” said Sahil. “People tried for a long time—everyone knew that this was a weak point. Project after project after project. All failed. All terminated. They couldn’t do it.”

“And for some reason,” said Jeremiah, “they didn’t prepare for it. So when it came…” He held up his hand, spread the fingers out, like a firework. Puff. “So much for the Federation.”

“But the Federation isn’t—wasn’t—only starships and supplies,” Burnham persisted. “It was an idea. A set of values. A bond that held worlds together. How did that fray?”

“Like I told you,” Jeremiah said, “nobody wanted what they were selling.”

But that Burnham found impossible to believe. Who would not want the Federation, when the alternative was this? Who would want to live in darkness, when the alternative was the light?

One night, after Jeremiah ambled off to bed, Burnham sat for a little longer at the table with Sahil. Suddenly, he said, “What was it like, Commander?”

“Hmm?”

“The Federation—at its height. What was it truly like?”

Burnham looked around the almost derelict station. “Oh, Sahil,” she said. “If I could tell you that, I think it would break your heart.”

“My heart was born broken,” he said softly. “There have been a few small repairs in recent weeks, mind you.” He smiled at her. “Tell me what it was like. What this place would have been like.”

So she did. She told him what a spaceport like this would have been like, in the time she came from. The color, the light, the sheer diversity of people and ideas and cultures… How strange, she thought, that sights that had been so commonplace to her that they had barely registered at the time had suddenly become precious memories. She was a lost archive, brought to life.

“Ah!” he said, when she had finished, and he shook his head. “Do you think we shall ever see the like of it again?”

She was so caught up in the images she had conjured. Not memories! This had been her life less than a month ago. Quickly, almost recklessly, she said, “Why not? Earth was in ruins when the Vulcans made first contact. And yet from that moment came the greatest interstellar civilization that has ever existed! We have so much more at our disposal than they did back then. All of this”—she gestured around—“all the technology that they left behind. Think how long you have kept this station running, on next to nothing.”

He ducked his head. “I have certainly tried.”

“And succeeded,” she said, warmly. “If you can do this here, then this will have happened in other places. And think about what must have happened back on Earth, where there were more resources, more ships to hand. Around the other major planets—Vulcan, Tellar, Andor. The transmissions we sent out—the ones we’ll be sending out, when we can improve our comms—maybe we’ll contact others like you, like us. Maybe they’ll be more advanced than us. Maybe they’ll have access to resources that we don’t have. All we have to do is connect with them.”

Sahil sighed. “You make it sound so easy.”

“It’s not impossible. But we have to come up with ways to do it.”

“What we lack,” he said, “is dilithium, or a workable alternative.”

“But what we have,” said Burnham, “is a shared vision. And that transcends distance.” She looked around her at the relics of the past. “Hey, maybe we should dust off some of those Federation logos,” she said. “Display them more prominently.”

“Oho!” Sahil laughed. “I don’t think Jeremiah would like that! You must surely have realized by now that he has little love for the Federation!”

“I don’t understand that,” Burnham said, shaking her head. “An interstellar civilization, with travel and trade across hundreds of worlds, a secure life for every Federation citizen, the chance to thrive and grow and live the best life possible. What’s not to like?”

“I suppose he never really saw any of that,” said Sahil, equably. “Only the aftermath, which was not always pleasant, to say the least. Everyone has their own story, Commander. And, of course, the Federation would never have allowed him to operate the way he did over the years.” He gave a snort of laughter. “I think he thinks he would have lost all his earnings to tax.”

“We don’t—we didn’t—have taxes—”

“I doubt he believes for a second that was possible. I can scarcely believe it myself. He’s a courier. They have their own ways.”

Another voice chimed in.

“Did someone mention couriers?”

Burnham looked up—and her heart jumped. “Book!” she said in delight. Then she cleared her throat. “Hi.”

“Hi, Burnham. How are you?”

“I’m okay. How’s Grudge?”

“She’s good. And so am I.”

“Good.”

“Mr. Booker,” said Sahil. “I wondered if or when we would see you again.”

“It’s Book,” said Book. “Thought I’d drop by.”

Burnham’s quarters

Former Federation Spaceport Devaloka

Burnham perched on the edge of the bunk. Book was sitting in the single chair, looking around the room. “Love what you’ve done with the place.”

Burnham looked around in bewilderment. “There’s literally nothing here.”

“That’s what I meant, Burnham.”

“Oh. Okay. Yes. I see. So how’s Grudge?”

“Still good. You know, not everyone asks about her.”

“Then they’re fools, and impolite.”

He grinned at her. She grinned back. He stretched out his legs and got comfortable. “How’s everything going?”

“Fine.”

“You’re still here.”

“Yes.” She raised an eyebrow. “That’s not a problem, is it?”

“Not for me. And I doubt for Sahil either. That man looks at you like you’re a unicorn or something.”

She smiled. She did feel sometimes that Sahil treated her like she was some kind of legendary figure. Achilles, perhaps, or Hercules. No. Odysseus. Someone lost and trying to get home. She didn’t feel like a legend. She felt like a small girl who had fallen down a hole into a world where nothing made sense.

“How are you living, Burnham?”

“What do you mean, how am I living? I eat and breathe and sleep—”

“No, what I mean is—what are you doing for money?”

“Money?” She stared at him. Money. Tokens representing economic units that functioned as a generally recognized medium of exchange for the purposes of transactions. How societies outside the Federation operated. She hadn’t thought. “Money… I don’t know—”

“Thought not,” he said. Was he smirking?

“Do you have to sound so—”

“So what?”

“So damn smug!”

His eyes opened wide. “Sorry,” he said, more quietly. “If I did, I didn’t mean to. You’ve… You’ve been on my mind, that’s all. I wanted to know how you were getting on.”

“Not as well as I thought,” she shot back. She wondered now how things were working. Did this room she was in have to be paid for? She had absolutely no idea. Was Sahil covering the bills? If there were bills?

Book was still talking. Damn the man! “All I thought,” he was saying, “was that you might want some help to establish yourself—”

“Establish myself?” she said bitterly. “How, exactly? The technology I know—obsolete. The organization I served—nonexistent. The civilization I come from—on its knees. What am I going to do, exactly?”

“You’d be surprised. Anyway, I think you’d make a great courier.”

They stared at each other.

“Are you out of your—?”

“No, listen!” he said. “You came in really handy on Hima. Yeah, okay, so you were also a complete liability that got me into trouble in the first place and then we ended up jumping off a cliff—”

Burnham shuddered at the memory.

“—but you were also a quick learner and at the end of the day neither of us is dead.”

“Book, that’s not exactly a commendation.”

“Actually,” he said, “that’s quite a big commendation.” He seemed completely in earnest. “And, besides, what else are you going to do? Sit around twiddling your thumbs for the next few years waiting for someone to answer your calls? There’s only so many hours in the day you can spend taking that flag up and down again and folding it, you know.”

She glared at him. That did look a lot like smirking. “What do you think I should do?”

“Get yourself a ship. Have a look round. That’s more… Michael Burnham, wouldn’t you say?”

“What do you know about what counts as being Michael Burnham?”

“When someone lands on your head,” he said, “it makes a special bond.”

“Only in your imagination,” she shot back, tartly.

He shook his head. Definitely smirking. “Come on, Burnham. Let’s go and find you a ship. Time you got your wings again.”

Sahil’s office
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Burnham went, the following morning, to Sahil’s office for their usual meeting—only this time with Book in tow. Sahil was standing before a console when she arrived, deeply engrossed in some file, and did not turn to greet her immediately.

“Is everything all right, Sahil?”

“I’m not sure,” he said. “I’m somewhat alarmed at news I’m hearing from a world called Atalis.”

“Atalis,” said Book. “I’ve been there. Took some parts out for an irrigation system.”

Sahil swung around. His eyes widened. “Mr. Booker,” he said. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

“Er… courtesy call? And it’s Book.”

“Book, yes.”

He wasn’t offering tea this morning, Burnham noticed. “What’s this world, Atalis?”

“It’s four sectors—” Book started, as Sahil said, “Four sectors from here—”

They both stopped. Dryly, Burnham said, “Well, one of you tell me.”

Book nodded at Sahil. “Your office.”

“Yes indeed. They are struggling to find parts again for their water-reclamation plant.” Sahil eyed Book thoughtfully. “Do you think you might be able to help again?”

“Maybe. The mercantile at Requiem City was a good source for that kind of thing.” Book gave Burnham a pointed look. “I’m persona non grata there these days.”

“That’s not entirely my fault,” said Burnham.

“Debatable,” said Book.

“But if something comes up,” urged Sahil quietly. “They seem to be increasingly desperate.”

“If they’re desperate,” said Book, “how are they going to pay?”

Sahil looked at him sadly. “Drought, Mr. Booker, is a terrible thing. There’ll be children there—”

“It’s Book. And I’ll keep my eyes open, okay?” Book turned to Burnham. “Are you ready?”

She nodded. “I guess.”

“Er, do you need to pack?” he said.

“There’s nothing to pack,” she said.

“What?” said Sahil in confusion. “Are you going somewhere, Commander?”

“You must have some assets.” Book shook his head. “Forget it. We’ll sort you out.”

Things, thought Burnham, were suddenly moving very quickly. Was she really leaving? Now? “Sahil…” she said, opening out her hands in a gesture of apology.

“Commander,” he said. “May I have a word?” He looked meaningfully at Book. “In private?”

“Secrets, Sahil?” Book feigned offense. “Surely not between us!”

“Michael,” said Sahil, urgently.

“Book, please,” Burnham said quietly. “This is my friend. My colleague. I want to speak to him in private.” She smiled at Sahil, who smiled gratefully back.

“Ah, I see,” said Book, watching this pass between them. “It’s a Starfleet thing, so I won’t understand. I’ll wait for you outside, Burnham. But I’d like to get moving soon—”

“I won’t keep you long,” she said. “I promise. Just—go wait outside, will you!”

Book left. Burnham, before Sahil could speak, lifted her hand. “I know what you’re going to say,” she said. “He’s a courier, he can’t be trusted—”

“All true.”

“But he took good care of me when I arrived. Brought me here. He didn’t have to bring me here.”

“I like the man,” said Sahil. “No—truly, I do. I think he is personally very charming, and I am sure he is the kind of rogue that has a heart of gold. But you have a base here, Michael. A command, of sorts. This is where your messages originate from. This is where your ship will come looking for you, if they receive those messages—”

“Which might be years, you said so yourself,” she replied. “I’ve done all I can here for now. The message to Terralysium is sent, all we can do now is hope they get it and reply in our lifetime! As for Discovery…” She threw up her hands. “Where do I start working out where they might arrive?”

“Isn’t Jeremiah working on the data chip? Isn’t there something he can do for you?”

“There is,” she said, “and he’s doing it—but it’s not enough. I could spend the next five years sifting through what he’s got, and the right components would never turn up.”

“We could send couriers to look for what we need—”

“I’m sure we could, but I’d rather be out there looking—”

“Ah,” said Sahil, “so that’s not the only reason you want to go, is it?”

“I can’t…” She took a deep breath. “I can’t remain stationary. I need to be moving forward… I need to understand more about where I am now. You and Book, you’ve both in your own ways been trying to get me to understand that I’m here for the long haul. And if that’s really the case, then I need to see more of what’s around me. Find out what happened.”

Why the Federation fell so quickly, she meant—and she knew he understood. “I can’t exactly stop you,” he said, with a wry smile. “I should, I suppose, remind you that your presence in this time is in violation of all kinds of laws and treaties. I assume that you won’t return to your own time and change the future?”

“This was a one-way ticket, Sahil,” Burnham said, quietly. “And that means that I wait here. Not for a lifetime. I have to find something to do! Something worthwhile. Make contact with more people like you, reach out into other sectors. But I won’t be doing it sitting at a desk here.” She stopped herself; gave him a guilty look. “I didn’t mean to offend—”

“And I am not in the least offended, Commander,” he said. “It has been my observation, over the years, that some people are always in motion, while others are in place.”

“ ‘They also serve who only stand and wait,’ ” she said.

“Exactly. Even when I was as young as you are now, I knew that my task was to be here when others needed me. And I was here, wasn’t I?”

She reached across to touch the back of his hand. She gave him her most radiant smile. “You were indeed. And now your flag is flying again—and we’ll see it flying in other places. I know we will.”

“Then I will wish you safe traveling, Michael, and hope you will return soon, with a good ship, and the means to fly her.” He patted her hand. “Ah, I’d like you to take something with you on this first trip away.” He moved toward the console, and with a gesture, conjured up nanocubes, which he began to program. She watched, wondering when this would stop seeming like wizardry, and become second nature to her. Would it ever?

“Your journeys these days will take much longer than perhaps you anticipate,” he said, and he handed her a small handheld device. “I imagine this will give you plenty of time to keep a log, and perhaps you might enjoy listening to some diaries stored on here.” He tapped the little device, and a voice began to speak. A woman’s voice.

“Councilor Priya Tagore. Personal log…”

Sahil tapped the device again, and the voice stopped. “My great-grandmother,” he said. “She kept a diary from when she was a girl—ten years old when she started, and she barely missed a day!”

“Councilor?” said Burnham.

“Yes, she was a representative from our home planet to the Federation Council. It was good luck that she was back home when the Burn happened. You will hear, if you listen, her account of the day that it happened, and the days directly after. You might find something of interest.”

Burnham was deeply touched. “This is a wonderful gift,” she said, clasping his hand between hers. “Thank you.”

“I hope it helps in some way,” he said.

The Burn, and the days directly after. And also, what came before. A voice from a past closer to her own. A voice from her own civilization, or where it was, before it fell. She thought of this and was comforted. “I know it will,” she said.

They left together, finding Book kicking his heels in the corridor outside.

“Ready?” he said.

“Ready,” she replied, with a brisk, firm nod.

“Good luck, Michael Burnham,” Sahil said. “And do be careful. Couriers aren’t always to be trusted.”

“I’m standing right here,” said Book.

“I know,” Sahil said quietly.

“We do have our uses,” said Book. “Even if we’re not true believers.”

“Yes, Mr. Book,” Sahil said, with a sigh. “But what is your price going to be?”

“Book,” said Book. “I’ll think of something.”

Command Center

Starbase Vanguard

Several sectors away, out of the purview of Acting Communications Officer Aditya Sahil, lay another former Federation installation. This one, however, was in a very different condition. It was larger, for one, and had, at the height of the fallen empire, been a significant waypoint in this part of space. Great ships of the mighty fleet had stopped here; two had been docked here when the Burn occurred. They had remained here ever since, dark and useless. Their crews were long gone; their descendants were gone too. The shuttles had been retooled and taken away decades ago. As for the rest of the base: much of it was sealed off and empty, but the sections that remained operational were in good shape. This was thanks to the base commander, all those years ago, who understood quickly the ramifications of what had happened on that terrible day and began to organize for the long haul. Perhaps some credit could be given to the current owner-occupiers. They were not Starfleet, by any means, but they maintained Starfleet standards that would not have put the former staff to shame. The current owner of the base, who went by the name of Remington, preferred things orderly.

She stood now, in the command center of what was now named Starbase Vanguard—it had been Starbase 906—and watched her staff at work. They were young, in the main (she found younger people less set in their ways, and more eager to fit into the set structure she offered), and very hardworking. More often than not, their upbringings had been desperate. These were the kind of people who liked the safety she offered, and the kind of people she looked for when recruiting. They wore gray uniforms that, while not military, had a military flavor. The titles she bestowed on them were not military, but made clear that this was a hierarchy, with a chain of command. There were cadets, and junior officers, and senior officers, and chief officers. She used the title “chief executive officer.”

This morning, there was the usual bustle. Remington liked to watch her people go about their duties. There was a beauty to quiet collective activity that she would never take for granted. Her childhood, like those of many after the Burn, had been troubled in ways she preferred to forget. But the marks had been left: an overwhelming desire to create a peaceful environment, one that would be safe and secure. Remington, born with more assets than many others living after the Burn, had made the most use of what she had to hand. Over the last fifteen years, she had worked steadily, and now she found herself in possession not only of a starbase but the means to defend it. Behind this starbase lay four sectors of space, patrolled by her ships, covering fifteen systems. On three of the worlds within these systems, the industrial replicators left behind by the Federation were up and running again; a fourth, on the planet above which this base was located, was due to go online by the end of this year. Resources were stretched, not thin—she didn’t take unnecessary risks—but she was certainly keen to encourage other worlds to join.

“Ma’am,” said the young woman at comms, “there’s some babble on the courier channels.”

“Interesting babble?” said Remington, making her way toward her.

“Some kind of fracas at the Requiem City Mercantile Exchange.”

Remington came down to listen. The Requiem City mercantile was beyond the sectors that were her immediate concern, but they did supply several systems that could be considered as falling within her sphere of interest. If there was trouble there, she wanted to know—because it could be heading their way. She programmed herself an earbud and listened in on the courier chatter. A couple of names kept coming up.

“Booker,” she said, thoughtfully. “Burnham.” She took a mental note of the names—Remington didn’t forget much—and sent instructions to one of her people placed with the mercantile regulators to send her any relevant information. “Maybe we should send someone over there,” she said, thoughtfully. “See what’s happening.”

“There’s a ship half a sector away. It could get there quickly enough, by tunnel.”

“Let me think about that. I prefer to use them sparingly.” Remington looked at the display. “Have we heard anything more out of the Atalis system?”

“A drop-off in traffic in that area, ma’am.”

“Good.”

Atalis was on the edge of her area of interest, but she had known for some time from the reports coming in from her scouts that the world was blessed with many mineral assets—the kind of thing necessary to supply industrial replicators. She also knew that for all its mineral resources, it was very short of water. There was opportunity here, surely; Remington wasn’t quite sure what, nor how best to press her advantage—although she was starting to see what she might do next. Once she committed to this action, however, there was no going back, and she wasn’t sure, yet, whether she was ready to make the move. But she knew that she was not content to stay on the edge of this part of space forever. Her scouts all reported back that this area of space was chaotic, to say the least. Many different players, all haggling for work and for advantage. A courier network of solo operators. A damaged spaceport, which kept running more or less because the elderly man in charge was a better bet than anyone else around him. She knew that she had the capacity to be a real player here. There were many worlds in this part of space that would benefit from the structures Remington had in place. Security, stability, resources. These were the kinds of things that people wanted these days, and that Remington could supply.

“Let’s move a couple more ships that way,” she said. “Just in case.”

“And the mercantile?”

Remington thought a little longer. “Maybe we will take a closer look.”

Book’s ship

In flight

Burnham sat cross-legged on the floor, head down, listening to a dead woman’s voice. About two feet away, Grudge sat, a huge puddle of fur, glaring at her. She couldn’t tell what mood that was. Fury, jealousy, rage, interest, boredom. “Hey,” she said, softly. “I’m not here to steal your man.”

Grudge blinked. Like you’re in with a chance.

Book came to join them, scooping up the beast and gathering her to him, pressing his face into the folds of fur. “Hey, lady,” he said.

“I hope you’re talking to the cat.”

“There’s no way I can answer that and not offend,” he said. He caught sight of the device she was holding, and the earpieces she was wearing. “What are you listening to?”

“A diary, from before the Burn.”

He gave her an odd look. “Really? Why?”

“Isn’t an interest in history sufficient motivation in itself?”

“Sure, but you have a whole new world out here to explore. I could give you half a dozen files that would be more directly useful to you.”

“Not if I want to understand why the Federation fell, I suspect.”

“I was thinking more maybe a couple of textbooks. Barter Economies for Dummies. That kind of thing.”

“Dummies,” she said. “Thanks. Do you have something like that?”

“Not to hand. I could probably find something somewhere.”

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I found some books on economics in the ship’s databanks yesterday. I’ve gone through them.”

He laughed. “What, and you’re an expert now?”

“I was trained from a very young age to be able to take and assimilate large amounts of information,” Burnham said, almost wearily. “By the time I was fourteen, my daily reading list contained research papers on advanced astrometrics, theoretical physics, and of course xenoanthropology.”

“And what did you read when you were reading for pleasure?”

“I read poetry.”

“Of course.”

“Anyway, I can assure you that a couple of sophomore texts on economics didn’t cause me any trouble. Although I do find the whole idea of a money-based system illogical, inefficient, and irrational.”

“Illogical and what now?”

“Of course, I imagine that the ability to accumulate fictional wealth seems extremely rational from a certain perspective. More—the ability to inherit fictional wealth must be extremely attractive. I also find a great deal interesting in models which assume that humans are rational decision-makers. Mostly I find them interesting because of how much they get wrong about human nature. I’m sorry, am I going into too much detail?”

“No,” he said. “Yes. But anyway—you still don’t have anything to sell.”

“I’ll think of something,” she said. She closed her eyes and went back to listening to the quiet, calm voice speaking to her from a long-lost paradise. After a minute or two, Book said, “You know there’s a visual display with that?” said Book.

“Huh?”

“You can see her as well as listen to her.”

He touched the handheld device, and images appeared before Burnham’s eyes. A beautifully appointed office, with a neat desk and a polished wooden floor, filled with greenery. A woman in a cream-colored loose linen shirt, leaning back in her chair. She appeared relaxed, intelligent, witty. She looked like someone that Burnham would like. She was like her great-grandson.

“Whoa!” said Burnham.

“Thought you didn’t know,” he said smugly, and left her to it.


COUNCILOR PRIYA TAGORE

PERSONAL LOG

Since this is my personal log—sealed, coded, and unlikely to be heard until well after my death—let me record here for posterity that Councilor Ibithan Th’rhaven is a blithering idiot.



Burnham, listening, could not prevent a snort of laughter, which did not disturb Book but earned significant side-eye from Grudge.


Councilor Ibithan Th’rhaven! History knows your name now, and will forever remember you as—



“A blithering idiot!” murmured Burnham in unison. Poor Th’rhaven. He couldn’t have imagined. But why, she wondered. What had the man done?


I am trying hard not to take his actions personally, but when one has spent months securing the agreement of seventy-seven worlds about the equable distribution of eighth-generation nanocubes across the entire Federation only to have one’s carefully worded resolution blocked by someone who has taken umbrage at the phrasing of a minor codicil—it is very hard not to feel the failure most keenly! Months of work—literally months of work—brought down over a minor matter of procedure. I hardly know what to say. I am unlikely to be able to build this coalition again, and therefore the nanocubes will pass quickly throughout the core worlds and not make their way as rapidly to the worlds upon the edge. How ridiculous!

Sometimes it seems to me that the Federation Council has become too unwieldy. That it is no longer able to operate in the way that it is supposed to operate. Yet even saying this seems somehow sacrilegious. Are we not, after all, the inheritors of the greatest interstellar civilization ever to have existed? Are we not the beneficiaries of hundreds upon hundreds of years of wisdom, experience, and expertise from hundreds upon hundreds of worlds? What would I prefer in its place? I remember, from my studies, how the Temporal Wars might so easily have brought the Federation to collapse. We should cherish what we have—I am told. These structures, these ways of operating, held the Federation together during those wars. Why would we want to change them now?

And to these people I would say—if I felt able to say it, if I did not feel that saying it was somehow a betrayal—that these ways of operating no longer work. Because if one man, a man who is too caught up in the notion of procedure and precedent, can stop technologies from being made available throughout all the Federation—then the Federation surely is not as unified, and not as functional, perhaps, as we would like to believe.

Ah, but who will listen to me, a junior councilor from a far-flung world! The council is now, blessedly, out of session, and I am returning home—not victorious, as I would have liked—but with the small consolation of knowing that at least I tried my best.



Burnham stopped playback. Fractures, she thought. Were there fractures there already? This required further consideration. But for now—her eyes were closing, the engines of Book’s ship were humming, and a huge cat was sleeping at her side. Burnham surrendered to her own sleep, and for once, she did not dream of her mother.
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