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Historian’s Note

The events of this story occur in July 2267, roughly one month after Spock returns to Vulcan for his pon farr (TOS: “Amok Time”) and shortly after the Enterprise crew destroys the planet-killer (TOS: “The Doomsday Machine”).

It has been one year and eight months since the Enterprise’s first unexpected detour to Starbase 47 (Star Trek: Vanguard novel Harbinger).





Fear is a reaction. Courage is a decision.
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Searing bursts of white, then violet afterimages—that was all Doctor Mozhan Rashid saw of the jungle as she ran from the shadows. During the day the equatorial forests of Kolasi III were lush tableaus of green beneath a leaden dome of clouds, but by night there was only pitch darkness punctuated by moments when ribbons of lightning bent across the sky. Rains warm yet endless had long ago made the jungle’s floor a sea of mud and moss, and every square kilometer teemed with life and stank of death.

Was she still heading south? She had no idea. Every direction felt the same in the dark. The trail was close, she was sure of it. She just had to keep moving, keep running—

She tripped on a root and sprawled face-first into a tree’s trunk, hard enough to fill her head with crimson flashes of pain. Her cheek throbbed with a deep ache and stung with prickly heat as she pushed herself away from the tree and kept running. Escape was all that mattered now. Before the serpents of smoke and shadow found her again.

Nettled vines caught her sodden jacket and trousers, both of which ripped loudly in several places as Rashid tore herself free with a violent twist.

The ground sloped downward, catching Rashid by surprise. She slid down a muddy grade in the dark and caromed off large stones and tree trunks for what felt like nearly a minute. At the bottom of the incline she plunged headfirst into a shallow, muddy creek. She was submerged for only a few seconds, but that proved more than long enough for her to become a host to half a dozen leeches of varying sizes. She staggered out of the creek and with primal shouts of disgust swatted the smallest ones from her forearms and neck, but the big ones on her legs she had to pinch behind their heads to force them to open their jaws and let go. She flung them away into the night, hurling each one with a grunt of effort and revulsion.

Mere words could never express how deeply Rashid hated this jungle.

Thunder shook the ground, and the sky blazed with electric fury. Around the doctor, the jungle seemed to radiate malign intent. It echoed with the howls of savage appetites, and when lightning set the clouds ablaze, a thousand keen eyes shimmered in the darkness.

She forced herself back into motion. The electrical storm granted her only momentary glimpses of her surroundings, cast in the harshest hues and deepest shadows, but it was enough to help her find the ragged swath cut by her mentor’s ship, the S.S. Heyerdahl. The Ardanan research vessel was decades old but had been well maintained—until Verdo lost control of it inside the brutal ion storm that encircled Kolasi III’s equator and tropical latitudes. Its crash landing had been a spectacular display of both incompetence and good fortune: none of its three passengers had been hurt, but the ship would likely never fly again.

If only I’d died then. I could’ve been spared these horrors….

And, of course, the rain. This damned endless rain. The perpetual, omnipresent, relentless rain. It shifted in direction, waxed and waned in its intensity, rose and fell in temperature… but it never stopped. Rashid’s first day in this forest had been enough to make her fear she would never again know how it felt to be dry. Now, after three weeks in this festering armpit of a jungle, she no longer dared to dream of freedom from the damp.

There was no time now for dreams.

Another retina-burning parade of lightning crossed the sky overhead, and at the edges of her peripheral vision, Rashid thought she saw smoky coils undulating between the trees and through the lush greenery blanketing the forest floor. She spun toward the moving shadows, only to find them gone—or perhaps never there.

The ribbon lightning faded, and then all Rashid perceived was the darkness.

She was tempted to use a small palm light she had retrieved from the Heyerdahl’s emergency kit after the crash a few weeks ago, but she feared it would only make her more of a target for whatever was lurking beyond her sight.

Just have to keep moving. Almost there.

The next volley of lightning revealed the outline of the Heyerdahl’s crumpled hull a few dozen meters ahead, at the end of the scar its crash had cut through the jungle.

Finally!

Rashid quickened her pace and sprinted the last several meters to the small ship. Its portside hatch was still open, and several centimeters of rainwater had pooled on the deck inside the spacecraft. Tendrils of creeping vines and several varieties of moss had colonized its outer hull. The Kolasi jungle was nothing if not tenacious.

Inside the ship, strips of amber-hued emergency lights along the top and bottom of each bulkhead panel switched on as Rashid entered. She took a moment to savor the absence of rain falling on her. She didn’t care that she was sopping wet from head to heels. It was a blessing to be relieved, however briefly, of the patter of precipitation on her shoulders, back, and head.

Then she remembered why she had come, and how little time she had.

Most of the Heyerdahl’s accessible interior space resided on a single deck. At the forward end was the cockpit. Crew bunks, a food dispenser, and two refresher compartments flanked the main corridor in the forward section. Aft of the crew’s accommodations were the research lab and the sickbay. Most of the ship’s engineering functions had been automated and confined to a single compartment aft of the laboratory, and inorganic cargo had been stored in compartments beneath the main deck.

Rashid went directly to the cockpit, which housed the ship’s communications system. The cockpit’s transparent-aluminum viewport was fractured dramatically from corner to corner, upper port-side to bottom starboard. Rainwater trickled in through the fracture, spilled over the main console, and collected on the deck, ankle-deep and tepid.

Driven by equal measures of hope and desperation, Rashid poked at the comm panel’s controls. The system was slow to respond. It was drawing power from the emergency reserve batteries, which were down to twenty percent. Would that be enough power to get a signal through the planet’s storm belt? She tried to do the calculations in her head but gave up.

Even if someone gets my message, will anyone really risk coming here to help us?

There was only one way to find out.

She keyed up the ship’s automated Mayday, set it to broadcast on repeat, and tuned the ship’s antenna for a narrow-band transmission toward the Federation. Then she set the transmission’s power level to maximum and pressed the TRANSMIT key.

A serpent of smoke and shadow crashed through the forward viewport. Jagged bits of transparent aluminum exploded into the cockpit ahead of the monster, a storm of glasslike shrapnel that hit Rashid like a hurricane and all but flayed her to death.

She landed hard on her back. Her wet clothes had been torn to pieces, and she with them. Countless needles and shards of transparent aluminum poked from every part of her ravaged body, and it felt to her like twice as many more lay embedded inside of her. She felt light-headed as the rainwater puddled around her was warmed by her spilling blood.

The tentacle of black vapor hovered above her, as if to study her, or perhaps to revel in the agony of her last breaths as her lungs filled with blood, suffocating her.

From the console above her, an automated voice repeated a simple message: “Mayday, Mayday. This is the Ardanan science vessel Heyerdahl. Mayday, Mayday. This is the—”

The smoke-serpent drew itself back from the console and then lunged forward, thrusting its entire mass through the comms console. With a single blow, it reduced the panel to a sparking mess of broken circuit boards and tangled optronic cables. Then the creature reared up and crashed through the cockpit’s overhead, splitting it open with such power that the duranium panels were left splayed in all directions, like the petals of a flower in bloom.

Its goal apparently achieved, the monster retreated into the night with an atonal, keening roar that echoed and reechoed across the jungle.

Lying on the cockpit deck, awash in muddy water and her own blood, the last thing Rashid felt as she succumbed to her own endless night was the patter of rain on her face.






2

Captain’s Log, Stardate 3795.4

The Enterprise is paused in interstellar space for a much-needed rendezvous with Starfleet refueling tanker Jamnagar, which is replenishing our ship’s supply of antideuterium and delivering a consignment of fresh dilithium crystals for our warp reactor.

“Computer, end recording. File log entry.”

Captain James T. Kirk leaned back from the small desk in his quarters. He had far more on his mind this morning than the Enterprise’s routine operations, but his other concerns were matters better suited to a personal log than to the ship’s official record.

So where to start? A personal log? He reached toward the log recorder controls, only to reconsider before switching the device on. A dozen thoughts twisted through his troubled mind, eluding him as he tried to focus. What was this? Confusion? Guilt? Regret?

Maybe I just need a cup of coffee.

A glance at the ship’s chrono confirmed it was just after 0700. Plenty of time to grab a bite in the officers’ mess before heading up to the bridge.

Kirk left his quarters to find everything business-as-usual on deck three. A pair of Chief Engineer Scott’s red-jumpsuited technicians were busy running diagnostics and making repairs to a duotronic cable relay inside a Jefferies tube. On his way to the turbolift, Kirk noticed the overnight deck officer, Lieutenant Willa Roscoe, checking to make certain that the doors to restricted areas of the ship were locked in accordance with regulations.

If Kirk was surprised by anything, it was that Scott didn’t have more of his people working double shifts to catch up on needed repairs. It had been less than a week since the Enterprise and its crew had survived a brutal encounter with an extragalactic alien “doomsday weapon”—a planet-killing machine that had assumed a direct heading toward some of the most densely populated star systems in the United Federation of Planets.

Though the mission to stop the planet-killer had been successful, that victory had come at a terrible cost. The monstrosity had claimed the life of Kirk’s friend Commodore Matt Decker, and Decker’s command, the U.S.S. Constellation, which had been a Constitution-class starship like the Enterprise. Compared to those losses, which included more than four hundred members of Decker’s crew, the extensive damage and few dozen casualties the Enterprise suffered under Decker’s temporary and ill-advised command might have seemed minor, but when it came to his ship and crew Kirk felt every wound and mourned every loss.

Is that why I can’t stop thinking about it? Am I grieving for Decker, or am I raging at him for getting so many of my people killed and my ship pummeled?

Questions without clear answers. No matter how many times Kirk pondered them he found neither closure nor comfort.

He remained distracted by melancholy as he entered the officers’ mess and made his way to the food synthesizers. At an open slot he inserted his meal card, which, like those of all Starfleet personnel, was programmed to create meals he would enjoy that would also satisfy his nutritional needs, in portion sizes appropriate to his recorded physical activity profile. This morning he had a choice of three options for breakfast. He chose meal number one: three scrambled eggs, wheat toast with butter and jam, a fruit cup, and a mug of hot black coffee.

Semimusical machinations whirred behind the food slot’s closed panel. When it slid upward to reveal Kirk’s morning meal on a tray, he savored the mingled aromas of eggs, toast, and coffee. To him, that would always smell like a good morning waiting to be met.

He carried his breakfast to an open seat at a nearby table. As usual, most of the junior officers made a point of giving the captain his space. Living together for months or even years in the close confines of a starship taught people to respect others’ boundaries. In that circumstance, sitting apart from someone wasn’t a sign of disfavor but a gesture of respect for their privacy.

As appetizing as his breakfast had seemed just a minute earlier, once Kirk sat down he found himself poking at the eggs and thinking they felt rubbery. The fruit cup tasted off, and the toast had gone cold more quickly than he’d expected. All in all, a disappointment.

At least the coffee’s still good. Thank heaven for that.

He sipped his java and thought once more about Commodore Decker—Matt. Kirk had nearly been forced to sacrifice himself in order to pilot the limping husk of the Starship Constellation inside the planet-killer and then trigger its self-destruct package, to cripple the alien machine from the inside. Thanks to the planet-killer’s neutronium outer hull, a suicide run had been deemed the only viable tactic for stopping it before it reached the Rigel colonies. But the Constellation had been Decker’s ship, and if anyone should have been there to pilot her to a noble ending, it should have been him. But Decker had snapped; he had succumbed to crushing guilt and threw away his life by flying a defenseless shuttle into the planet-killer.

So it had fallen to Kirk to guide the Constellation to its end, to trigger the self-destruct sequence that would turn it into a weapon against the unthinkable.

All to stop the mindless destruction of a technological nightmare that Kirk still could not believe any rational, advanced civilization would ever want to build. Who would make such a pitiless horror? Worse, who would unleash such a thing without some means of halting its rampage? The only solace he found in the matter was Spock’s conclusion, based on several factors, that the planet-killer had originated somewhere beyond the Milky Way galaxy. Perhaps in one of the Magellanic Cloud galaxies, or the Sagittarius Dwarf Elliptical, or perhaps even from somewhere in the great void of intergalactic space.

At least none of our neighbors in this galaxy have built anything like that. He sipped his coffee as his inner pessimist added, Yet.



The recorded subspace message downloaded to the terminal in Commander Spock’s quarters while he finished getting dressed. He was due on the bridge for first watch within the hour, but he was confident he still had sufficient time to procure some fruit and tea for breakfast.

A soft ping from the desk console informed him that the message was ready for playback. He pulled on his blue uniform tunic and smoothed its front, then pressed the PLAY button.

The face of his mother, Amanda Grayson, appeared on the small screen mounted to his desk. She appeared to be healthy and in good spirits, and she wore traditional Vulcan garb, as was expected of the wife of one of his homeworld’s most prominent diplomats.

“Hello, Spock.” Amanda started to smile but quickly reined in that human affectation. “I apologize for not having contacted you sooner, but your father’s schedule keeps us quite busy.”

Behind her Spock noted a plain terra cotta–hued bulkhead, a common feature aboard most modern Vulcan civilian vessels, and he presumed that she and his father, Sarek, must presently be traveling in connection with Sarek’s role as a Federation ambassador emeritus.

“As always, I’m precluded from saying where we’ve been, where we are, or where we’re going. Though I’m sure you could find that out if you really wanted to.”

She was correct, of course. As the first officer of a capital vessel in Starfleet, Spock had a high enough security clearance to obtain such information whenever it was needed. Though why he would want or need to abuse such a privilege to assuage a curiosity he did not feel with regard to his parents’ whereabouts, he could not imagine.

“In case you haven’t heard, your half-brother Sybok is still alive. Or at least he was, as of several weeks ago, when he and a dozen of his acolytes were expelled from Toroth Prime. Rumor has it he invoked your father’s name to escape charges of mass brainwashing.”

Spock appreciated the irony of Sybok trading on their father’s political status for favor, when he was likely the only person in the galaxy Sarek held in a deeper degree of contempt than that which he reserved for Spock.

Amanda’s tone acquired an edge. “Now, lest you think I’ve used up all my criticism on your sibling, I have a grievance of consequence with you, as well. I know your father and I can be difficult to reach at times, especially when he’s traveling on official Federation business, but that’s no excuse for failing to invite us home to Vulcan for your wedding, young man.”

A man with lesser control of his involuntary emotional responses might have flushed with anger or embarrassment at being rebuked in such a manner by his mother. Spock said nothing. To argue with a recording would be most illogical. He merely arched one eyebrow by the slightest measure and waited for Amanda’s message to continue.

“As I understand it, you returned to Vulcan last month because you’d finally experienced your first pon farr. Is that correct? I imagine that must have come as quite a surprise after all those medical opinions we heard in ShiKahr when you were young.”

Her reminiscence led Spock to confront an unpleasant memory from his first several years in Starfleet after receiving his commission. He had felt great embarrassment about not experiencing his first real pon farr in his early twenties, as most Vulcan men did. At the time Sarek had tried to console him by saying Spock should be grateful to avoid the indignity of a crude biological assault on his logical Vulcan mind. He had wanted Spock to believe that his body’s rejection of the pon farr was a blessing. As Spock had grown older, he had hoped the human half of his ancestry might spare him the exquisite agonies of the blood fever, or plak tow.

His mother’s countenance softened. “As I’m sure you’ve already surmised, I’m not really upset with you, Spock. Sarek and I both understand why you might have wanted to keep the news of your pon farr private, after all these years. And considering the deplorable behavior of T’Pring, and how close her scheme came to ending in tragedy for everyone involved, I think it perhaps was for the best that Sarek and I were off-world. Had we been present to witness what she did, I think your father might have momentarily found his logic to be… uncertain.”

Spock paused the message’s playback.

He appreciated Amanda’s talent for understatement. T’Pring, to whom Spock had been betrothed in a childhood ceremony decades earlier, apparently had harbored the same dashed hope as he had, that he would never experience pon farr or return to claim her as his mate. In her case it was because she had, in the time since they had last seen each other, found a new mate, Stonn. Consequently, she had invoked the koon-ut-kal-if-fee, or “marriage challenge by combat,” to permanently end her bond with Spock. In what Spock had to grudgingly admit was a masterstroke of logical cunning, she had designated not Stonn but Spock’s closest friend and commanding officer, James Kirk, as her champion in the kal-if-fee.

To claim his mate, Spock would have to kill his captain.

If he had won the challenge, he would have left Vulcan to be court-martialed, and T’Pring would have been free to be with Stonn. If Spock had died, Kirk would not have claimed her, and again she would have been free to resume her relationship with Stonn.

Her logic had been cold and unassailable.

Lost in the throes of the plak tow, Spock had been unable to stop himself from fulfilling his species’ biological imperative. Thankfully, a clever deception by Doctor McCoy had enabled Kirk to be legally dead for nearly two minutes but still able to be revived after being transported back to the Enterprise.

Believing his opponent in the kal-if-fee slain, Spock had been set free of the plak tow and the urges of pon farr. Expecting to face a court-martial for his actions, he had released T’Pring from their pledge and bade her and his homeworld farewell, for what he presumed might be the last time. Only after his own return to the Enterprise did he learn that Kirk was alive.

He remembered shouting “Jim!” with greater relief and joy than he had ever felt before. It had been only a momentary lapse in his control of his emotions, but Kirk had seen it, as had McCoy and Nurse Chapel. Spock’s elation had turned to self-consciousness and embarrassment, both of which he had struggled to conceal behind a mask of detachment.

It intrigued Spock to imagine Sarek’s emotional discipline lapsing in the face of T’Pring’s treachery. Despite Amanda’s assertion, he doubted Sarek would ever allow that to happen.

My father prizes his control far too much to ever succumb to base emotions.

But can I say the same?

Self-doubt plagued Spock, as if he were yoked beneath a terrible weight. His missions aboard the Enterprise, first under Captain Christopher Pike and now beside Captain Kirk, had subjected his mind to a great many unexpected invasions, violations, and traumas. How many times had his emotional control been tested and found wanting? How many more times might it happen again? What if he lost control of his dark side? The fusion of his Vulcan and human physiology had gifted him with a brain structure and neurochemistry that was truly unique. As savage as Vulcan emotions could be, Spock knew from years of introspection, meditation, and psychic training that the human components of his psyche were possibly even more violent, more dangerous, and more powerful than any Vulcan could imagine.

What if the darkness inside me someday takes control?

It was a possibility that filled Spock with trepidation. Until recently he might have dismissed such concerns as hypochondria. But until a month earlier he also had thought himself immune to the fires of the plak tow and the barbaric compulsions of pon farr. After everything he had endured from powers outside himself that had sought to control his mind, it had been primal forces from deep inside him that had reduced him to little more than a bloodthirsty animal.

Might such impulses continue to lurk in the shadows of my mind? How can I ask my shipmates to trust me when I am unsure whether I can trust myself?

He pressed PLAY to hear the rest of Amanda’s message.

“At any rate, Spock, your father and I heard how you and your shipmates resolved the matter, and we commend you all. You turned what might have been a tragedy into a victory”—she permitted herself a fleeting ghost of a smile—“but that’s always been your forte, hasn’t it?” A bittersweet sadness crossed her face like a passing cloud. “I love you, Spock. So until we meet again”—she raised her right hand to offer the Vulcan salute—“Live long and prosper, my son.”

Her image was replaced by blue laurels and stars on a field of white, the emblem of the United Federation of Planets, and then the screen went black and reverted to standby mode.

Live long and prosper, Mother. For both our sakes I will find a way to be the man you believe I am… whether Father believes me capable of such a feat or not.



Free time was a rarity aboard a starship, and the phenomenon known as the long lunch was rarer still. Determined not to waste a second of it, Lieutenant Hikaru Sulu and Ensign Pavel Chekov had rushed through their meals in the officers’ mess and then hurried down to the rec room to continue their epic match of three-dimensional chess. The gold-shirted young men had started the match the evening before but had been compelled to leave it unfinished when they’d realized they had barely reached the middle game shortly after 0100. Luckily for them, Petty Officer Chong, who was one of three noncoms who supervised the use of the rec room, agreed to make sure their game pieces would remain undisturbed until they completed their match.

Watching his young opponent from across the table, Sulu grinned. “Ready to resign?”

Chekov squinted at one level of the board and then another. “Never.” His heavy Russian accent and youthful timbre provided a dramatic contrast to Sulu’s rich baritone and flat American delivery. “I’ve got you right where I want you.”

“You want me to be two moves from putting your king in check?”

Sulu’s gentle verbal jab drew chuckles from the small crowd of the crew who had gathered to watch them face off in a game most of the crew associated with Spock or even Captain Kirk. Side talk and whispered wagers circled the table like a lazy breeze.

After several more seconds of procrastination, Chekov gently rotated the platform on which the three-level board was mounted. Perhaps he thought that looking at the game from a different angle might somehow change the rules or the relative positions of the pieces. Sulu was happy to let the ensign take all the time he wanted. It wasn’t going to change the outcome; he was sure he had left the young Russian no viable route to a counterattack.

Of course, that’s what I thought the last time I played Spock, and he wiped the floor with me. Then again, who am I kidding? Chekov is no Spock. If it weren’t for his bowl cut’s crazy bangs, I’d probably see creases forming in his forehead right now.

Chekov reached toward one game piece but stopped shy of touching it. Grimacing in frustration, he reached instead toward a different piece only to hesitate once more.

Sulu widened his grin. “There’s no shame in conceding.”

The mere suggestion seemed to offend Chekov. “Of course there is shame. There is always shame in losing.” He withdrew his hand from the pieces and curled it into a fist. “Would you consider calling it a draw?”

“I would not.”

Glowering at the board, Chekov muttered a string of Russian curses. After a heavy sigh, he said, “I will resign if you will tell me how you beat me.”

“Fair enough. You telegraphed your intentions from the start, by opening with the King’s Indian attack. You pressed a reckless attack during the middle game, even after I’d weakened your flank with an Aldabren exchange. When you committed to a Kriskov gambit, I knew you had to be desperate—no one uses a Kriskov gambit after both their rooks are gone. I neutered your late-game attack with an el-Mitra exchange, and from there it was just a mop-up job.”

With a tap of his index finger, Chekov knocked over his king on the middle board, signaling his surrender. “I hate you.”

“Don’t hate the player, Ensign, hate the game.”

The small crowd of spectators drifted away, some arranging for payment of wagers won or lost, others critiquing Sulu’s and Chekov’s respective strategies with all the confidence that comes from knowing the ending of the game and not having had to play any part of it.

Chekov glared as he shook his head at Sulu, but then he offered him his hand in congratulation. “Well played, Hikaru.”

Sulu shook his friend’s hand. “Thanks, Pavel. And seriously, you played a great game. It wouldn’t have lasted”—he looked over his shoulder to check the chrono on the bulkhead—“over six hours if you hadn’t. So I’m not kidding when I say, ‘You made me work for it.’ ”

“Kind of you to say. But next time I will not be so merciful.”

“Hang on. You’re not implying you let me win, are you?”

“I would never say such a thing…. But chess was invented in Russia.”

“I’m pretty sure it was invented in India.”

“But perfected in Russia.”

“No, adapted in southern Europe.”

“And then perfected in Russia.”

“I’m reasonably sure Russia had nothing to do with the creation of the game. Though I’ll grant there’s a long tradition of excellence in chess within the Russian culture.”

Chekov regarded him with a weary stare. “You can’t just let me have this?”

“If I do, Pavel, where does it end? I’ve heard you give credit for just about everything in human history to Russia. Next you’ll be telling me jazz was invented in Russia.”

“It was.” Somehow, Chekov had spoken those words without a trace of irony.

“You see, this is what I’m talking about.” Sulu stood from the table, and Chekov rose from his chair and followed him toward the rec room’s exit. “Name one good thing from Earth that you think wasn’t invented in Russia.”

The question gave Chekov a moment of pause. His pale expression brightened as he replied, “Haggis!”

“I said a good thing.”

“That’s not fair. Have you ever had haggis?”

Sulu stared in disbelief at Chekov. “Have you?”

The rec room’s door slid open before they reached it, and Doctor Leonard McCoy, the ship’s chief surgeon, strode in, looked around, and seemed to deflate. “I missed it, didn’t I?”

“Our match?” Chekov asked. “Da.”

Sulu nudged Chekov’s elbow and prompted him under his breath, “Yes.”

“That is what I said,” Chekov replied in a tense whisper.

McCoy folded his hands behind his back and shuffled his feet. “Damn. I had a few bets riding on this one. Mind telling me who won?”

Sulu cracked a prideful smile. “Who do you think, Doc?”

“So not the ‘Moscow Mule’ here?” He frowned in disappointment, then grumbled half to himself, “That’ll teach me to back the underdog.”

An electronic boatswain’s whistle shrilled from the room’s overhead speaker, and it was followed by Spock’s voice. “Attention, all decks: refueling operations have been completed. Stand by to decouple from the tanker Jamnagar. Senior officers, report to duty stations.”

“That’s our cue,” Sulu said. The three officers headed for the door.

Leading the way, McCoy asked over his shoulder, “When’s your rematch?”

Sulu smiled. “Soon.”

Chekov scowled. “When hell freezes over.”



Kirk scrawled his signature across the bottom of the data slate, confirming he had approved the transfer of antideuterium and dilithium from the Jamnagar, and then he handed the slate back to Yeoman Martha Landon. The tall young officer in an operations division red minidress wore her strawberry-blonde hair in a complicated style: it had been swept back from her brow and gathered in an elegant braided crown on the back of her head, from which spilled a long fall of more loosely braided golden tresses. It was an eye-catching style, judging by the attention Landon had garnered from her fellow officers during her recent visits to the Enterprise’s bridge.

Only one of those officers, however, seemed to command her attention. More than once when handing a data slate and stylus back to Yeoman Landon, Kirk had noted that she appeared to be distracted. On this occasion he was quick enough to catch the angle of her eye line and trace it back to the object of her interest: the ship’s boyish navigator, Ensign Pavel Chekov.

That surprised Kirk, though only slightly.

I would have sworn she’d been looking at Spock. Though I guess Mister Chekov would be a more age-appropriate romantic interest for Landon. To each their own, I suppose.

“Thank you, Yeoman,” Kirk said a bit louder than normal, to help break Chekov’s inexplicable spell over the woman.

Landon blinked and recovered her composure. “Aye, sir.”

She put away the stylus, tucked the data slate under her left arm, and headed for the turbolift. She paused to collect a data card from communications officer Lieutenant Nyota Uhura, whose flawless brown skin and elegantly coiffed crown of sable hair stood in bold contrast to Landon’s fawn complexion and flaxen hair.

From the forward dual console, Chekov tried to steal a furtive look at the departing yeoman, only to find himself looking into the steely, knowing eyes of his captain.

Not one to waste an opportunity to put ensigns through their paces, Kirk said, “Mister Chekov, have you finished your scan of the adjoining sectors?”

To the young man’s credit, he answered with cool professionalism, “Aye, Captain. No threat vessels or navigational hazards detected. The Jamnagar’s path home is clear.”

Kirk glanced at Spock, who confirmed Chekov’s report with a nod. “Very well. Lieutenant Uhura, please inform Jamnagar actual that she’s cleared to depart.”

Uhura lifted her right hand to the transceiver she wore in one ear. “Aye, sir. Relaying message now.” As she transmitted the message, another channel flashed on her console. She switched over to the second comm circuit, listened for a moment, and then looked at Kirk. “Captain, we’re receiving a live subspace communication from the office of Admiral Fitzpatrick at Starfleet Command, on a priority channel. Urgent.”

Kirk swiveled his command chair forward. “On-screen, Lieutenant.”

The image of the departing fuel tanker was replaced by a closely framed shot of Vice Admiral Theodore Fitzpatrick. He wore a gold command tunic adorned by a special insignia used only by the Admiralty. His ruddy, weathered face had jowls that were starting to sag, and his head was topped by a thinning layer of hair that once had been blond but now was turning silver. He wore the expression of a man who had long ago forgotten what it meant to be happy or content.

“Kirk! How’s your ship? I heard you took a bit of a beating last week.”

“Yes, sir. Our repairs are mostly complete, or at least as far along as they can be without a stop at a starbase.” The Enterprise’s battle with the planet-killer had happened only five days earlier, but Kirk saw nothing to be gained by correcting an admiral on so minor a point.

If Fitzpatrick actually gave a damn about the content of Kirk’s answer, he didn’t show it. “Splendid. I have new orders for you and your crew. A search-and-rescue mission.”

“Search-and-rescue, sir?” Kirk did his best to stay informed of events in any sector to which he was assigned. He hadn’t heard of any Starfleet ships or personnel going missing recently, but clandestine operations went wrong all the time.

“Affirmative, Captain. A civilian scientist, one Doctor Johron Verdo, a Zee-Magnees Prize–winning xenobiologist from Ardana.”

Spock looked up from the sciences console to interject, “I’ve read Doctor Verdo’s paper on recombinant xenogenetics. His work has been nothing less than revolutionary.”

Kirk nodded at that factoid and then returned his attention to the admiral. “What, exactly, were the circumstances of Doctor Verdo’s disappearance?”

“He left three weeks ago on a private research expedition with two of his senior associates: Doctor Mozhan Rashid of Mars, and Lofarras th’Sailash of Andoria. They were supposed to check in after reaching their destination, but according to Verdo’s people on Ardana, that message never came. Twenty-one hours ago, a brief and very weak distress signal was sent from Verdo’s ship, the S.S. Heyerdahl. Attempts to establish two-way contact failed, but the signal’s origin was confirmed as the equatorial region of planet Kolasi III.

“I want you to take the Enterprise to Kolasi III, mount a search-and-rescue operation for Doctor Verdo and his assistants, and recover as much of their research and data as possible.”

It was not Kirk’s nature to refuse direct orders, but something about this mission felt off. “Admiral, with all respect, wouldn’t a civilian agency be better suited to this mission? I fail to see why three missing civilians merit the diversion of a capital starship.”

His pushback prompted a grim nod from Fitzpatrick. “Normally, I’d agree, Kirk. But there are complicating factors that elevate this matter to one concerning Federation security.”

“Such as?”

Fitzpatrick’s face went from stern to exhausted, as if he had been hiding his fatigue. “First, the missing Doctor Verdo is the brother-in-law of Ardana’s representative on the Federation Council. Since she’s one of the more influential members of the security committee, we’re taking heat directly from the president’s office to find this man.

“Second, Kolasi III is a primitive Class-M world with a small pre-warp humanoid civilization—and it’s located inside the newly established Federation-Klingon Neutral Zone. So we’ve got both Prime Directive issues and treaty-violation problems to contend with. Not exactly the kind of thing I’d want to leave in the hands of amateurs.

“Obviously, proceed with discretion inside the Neutral Zone. But if the use of force becomes the only way to rescue Doctor Verdo and his people, and to save his research, do whatever you need to do and let the diplomats sort out the rest. Is that clear, Kirk?”

“Perfectly, sir.”

“Then I suggest you get moving. Fitzpatrick out.” The admiral closed the channel, and the image on the main viewscreen reverted to the serenity of a wide-open vista of stars.

If only we could take a moment to enjoy this view, Kirk lamented.

“Helm, set course for Kolasi III, warp seven. Mister Spock, compile a mission dossier and gather all senior personnel in the briefing room in one hour. We have lives to save, and the clock is ticking.”
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Alone in the interstellar darkness more than four hundred light-years from Andoria, on the border of the frontier sectors known collectively to the Federation as the Taurus Reach, stood Starfleet’s Starbase 47, better known to its denizens and visitors as Starbase Vanguard. The Watchtower-class space station was home to more than two thousand personnel and presently served as the home port and base of operations for three Starfleet starships: the heavy cruiser Endeavour, the frigate Buenos Aires, and the scout ship Sagittarius.

To one side of Vanguard lay the vast territory of the Klingon Empire, a colossal threat waiting for its moment to strike. On the opposite side sprawled the secretive domain of the Tholian Assembly. Where the Klingons could be relied upon to compete with Starfleet for access to the secrets of the Taurus Reach, the Tholians had made it their priority to prevent anyone from unraveling those ancient mysteries—by any means necessary.

The office of the Starfleet Intelligence liaison resided deep inside the station’s domelike command tower. It comprised a few small suites and a handful of private offices, all of them hardened against external surveillance or intrusion, and it was served by several encrypted hard-line uplinks to the station’s subspace communications array.

Like so many other expenditures made in the service of an interstellar-intelligence apparatus, it was redundant in the extreme. In fact, most of the office space assigned to the Starfleet Intelligence liaison had gone unoccupied since the station had first opened for service two years prior. From then until a few months earlier, these sparsely furnished accommodations had been all but the personal fiefdom of a single woman: Lieutenant Commander T’Prynn of Vulcan.

Then had come a series of calamities aboard the station, all of them fallout or collateral damage from intelligence operations gone sideways, culminating in the greatest shock of all: T’Prynn’s public psychological meltdown, followed by her collapse into a catatonic state.

The fall of that domino had in turn toppled several more, leading the station’s former commanding officer, Commodore Diego Reyes, to expose the details of classified Starfleet operations to the civilian media. In short order, Reyes had been arrested and shipped off to a penal colony—a journey he apparently never finished, thanks to a pirate attack on his transport ship. T’Prynn, meanwhile, had been taken off the station by Doctor M’Benga, so that she could be treated on Vulcan by specialists in telepathically induced deep psychic trauma.

M’Benga had since returned to duty; his patient had not. Now a fugitive from Starfleet military justice, T’Prynn was at large somewhere in the galaxy. Consequently, her former billet, which had fallen to Lieutenant Commander Serrosel ch’Nayla on what he had been told was a strictly interim basis, had in fact become ch’Nayla’s permanent assignment.

It was a series of events ch’Nayla had greatly come to resent.

I should never have accepted promotion. I was happy in the field. Now my whole life is reading reports and filing paperwork. I trained to be a spy, not a damned clerk.

It was a soothing daydream, but ch’Nayla knew it had never been a possibility. Within the ranks of Starfleet Intelligence, declining a promotion was unheard of. Doing so was a sign of dissatisfaction, the kind that could earn one a transfer to monitor a comm relay on a lifeless ball of ice at the end of the galaxy, or even an involuntary dishonorable discharge.

The Andorian chan was spending yet another night alone in the liaison’s office, reviewing a seemingly endless trove of work product derived from signals intelligence, known in the trade as SigInt. Tonight’s virtual haystack consisted of random snippets of subspace comm chatter intercepted between foreign ships and commands, as well as the occasional tidbit of civilian comm chatter snagged from monitored government frequencies. If one was lucky, any given morsel might come complete with an AI-generated transcript. When one was unlucky, the absence of a transcript meant listening to entire clips, one after another, and generating those transcripts manually. Nothing in ch’Nayla’s Starfleet medical profile suggested he was at risk for narcolepsy, but on a night of nonstop transcription he would have sworn otherwise.

Then a rarity crossed his screen: a file from Starfleet Command. A bulletin about a prominent missing person, an Ardanan scientist named Doctor Johron Verdo. For some reason, Vanguard’s system had red-flagged this report specifically for ch’Nayla’s attention. Setting aside all other open projects, ch’Nayla dug into Verdo’s dossier.

What’s so important about you, Doctor?

By the second paragraph, ch’Nayla had his answer. Doctor Verdo had served as an expert scientific consultant to Operation Vanguard, the classified program that was the real reason for Starbase 47’s very existence and for Starfleet’s risky, aggressive push to claim the Taurus Reach as its own. The Ardanan xenogeneticist’s work had served as the foundation for several initiatives being pursued by the team in the Vault, the top-secret Starfleet research laboratory hidden deep inside the core of Starbase Vanguard.

The more ch’Nayla read about Verdo, the more concerned he became. Verdo had been permitted early access to unredacted raw scans of the insanely complex alien DNA string known as the Shedai meta-genome. Though Verdo had not been told what it actually was or where it had been found, his follow-up questions had made it clear that he understood both the opportunities and the dangers it represented, and he was desperate to know more. Judging him a security risk, Starfleet had refused his application to join the Vault team.

Now the man was listed as missing along with two of his most experienced colleagues on Kolasi III—a world on the periphery of the Taurus Reach, one not yet explored but on the short list for a clandestine planetary survey. Clandestine because the planet lay inside the Klingon-Federation Neutral Zone established by the recent Treaty of Organia.

Making matters worse, Verdo had a relative on the Federation Council.

It was enough to make ch’Nayla want to resign his commission on the spot. He couldn’t have cooked up a bigger potential mess if he had tried. Most troubling of all were the questions he knew would be asked once he brought this report to the attention of his superiors—questions for which he presently had no good answers.

Is Verdo still on the planet? Does he want to defect to the Klingons? Do the Klingons know he’s there? If he finds the Shedai meta-genome, what will he do with it? Is he dangerous?

He added those queries to several others and tasked his AI daemon to perform a deep-level data scrape of every bit of accessible information, public and private, domestic and foreign, open or classified, all in the service of generating a virtual model of the missing scientist, one that could predict his actions before his disappearance provoked the entire quadrant into war.

Then he forwarded the entire misbegotten mess to Admiral Nogura, the Starfleet flag officer presently in command of Operation Vanguard, accompanied by a single unequivocal recommendation: WE NEED TO FIND JOHRON VERDO, RFN.



Blood, sweat, and hot metal—those were the scents that told Captain Kang, son of K’naiah, that he was where he belonged: aboard a Klingon warship.

He strode through the corridors of the I.K.S. SuvwI’, a D’ama-class battle cruiser. She was one of the older vessels in the fleet, but she and her crew had proved themselves in battle many times over. Great songs were sung of her victories, and tales were told around roaring fires of foes who had learned to fear her name. Kang was proud to call her his own, and to lead the 297 elite warriors, engineers, and scientists who served aboard her.

He passed the crew’s mess and caught the high-pitched squeaks of fresh gagh, followed by the tantalizing aromas of pipius claw and a rokeg blood pie. It was enough to make him regret having skipped breakfast that morning, but not tempting enough to make him stop.

If only I had the time.

Near the forward end of the corridor, a handful of soldiers stood in a cluster at the bottom of a gangway. One barked order from Kang—“Make a hole!”—put all their backs to bulkheads. Each of them held their chin high as he marched past and clambered swiftly up the ladder.

From the gangway it was just a few long strides to the command deck, which was bathed in soothing crimson light. Warp-stretched starlight filled the main viewscreen. The senior members of Kang’s command crew were all at their posts. As on most Klingon starships, the majority of critical duty stations were arranged in a shallow arc at the front of the cramped space, while the captain’s chair sat behind them, elevated on a dais. Sometimes Kang questioned the wisdom of having an elevated seat in a compartment with a low overhead, but he appreciated the fact that the combination served to make the captain loom large, as was right and proper.

His first officer, Commander D’Gol, vacated the center chair as soon as he noted Kang’s arrival. “Captain.”

“D’Gol. You said I have a comm from High Command?”

“Yes, sir. It was coded for your eyes only. I routed it to your ready room.”

“Good. As you were.”

The lanky warrior returned to the command chair as Kang headed aft, past the science and communications stations, and into his ready room. It was small, but it served Kang’s needs. He sat down behind his desk, and his computer terminal powered up as it registered his presence.

“Computer, open message from High Command.”

A gruffly masculine but clearly synthetic voice replied, “Authorization code required.”

“Kang cha’ vagh Qob Hegh beH tajVaq.”

“Authorized.”

New orders from General Garthog appeared on Kang’s screen. They were, as Kang had come to expect from the general, terse: PROCEED AT HIGH WARP TO KOLASI III. FIND MISSING SCIENTIST. RECOVER CLASSIFIED ALIEN GENOME IF POSSIBLE.

Kang shook his head in disappointment. Why is there always a missing scientist? And why don’ we ever let them stay missing? He didn’t worry about the absence of the scientist’s name in the communiqué. Garthog preferred to keep his comms brief and bury the meat of his messages inside encrypted dossiers sent as attachments. It was a tedious habit, but Garthog was a general, which meant his idiosyncrasies had to be indulged without comment.

Well, without public comment.

For a moment Kang felt inclined to brush off this latest assignment as being beneath him—until he saw the warning Garthog had appended to his orders: EXPECT TO ENCOUNTER FEDERATION STARSHIP ENTERPRISE. GOOD HUNTING.

The very mention of that ship filled Kang with the thrill of the hunt.

Kirk, you old devil! Cross my path again, will you?

It had been almost two years since Kang had last encountered the increasingly infamous Starfleet captain. Freshly promoted to his first command, the I.K.S. Doj, at roughly the same time that Kirk was elevated to his command of the Enterprise, Kang had thought himself fortunate to be the one to intercept the Enterprise after it illegally entered Klingon space, on a direct heading for Qo’noS, the Klingon homeworld. To his chagrin, however, he soon learned that Kirk’s ship had been hijacked by Klingon renegades, and that the young Starfleet officer and his crew were not, in fact, to blame for the incursion.

And Kirk, damn him—even though he had willingly remained Kang’s prisoner, he had appealed to Kang’s honor, asking for a chance to reclaim his ship and, with it, his own honor. Though Kang had offered Kirk no assistance, he struck a bargain that he never expected Kirk to fulfill: if Kirk could retake control of the Enterprise in one hour and deliver the Klingon fugitives to him so they could face Klingon justice, Kang would let Kirk have his ship back.

To Kang’s lasting surprise, Kirk did exactly that.

Nearly two years later, Kang still had no idea how Kirk did it.

Maybe this time I will get a chance to ask him, face-to-face once more.

He decrypted the files from the communiqué and copied them onto a data card, which he took with him as he returned to the command deck.

As expected, all eyes were upon him as he emerged from his ready room. New orders were often cause for excitement. He hoped this time would be no different.

Kang reclaimed his command chair from D’Gol, and then he handed the man the data card. “We’re going hunting. A missing lab rat or something. But more important, we might get a chance to face off with Kirk and the Enterprise. Have the crew battle-ready by the time we get to Kolasi III, and put together a landing party to find the lab rat.”

“Yes, Captain.”

D’Gol backed away from the dais, and then he turned and set about issuing orders to the gunners, engineers, and other officers, in preparation for a chance to bring glory to their names.

A discreet, silent notice blinked on Kang’s tactical console. It was a signal from his science officer, Lieutenant Mara—who, as it happened, was also his wife. They had taken care not to spark resentment among the other officers by doing anything that would suggest she wielded undue authority simply by virtue of her status as Kang’s mate. At the same time, he knew that to sideline her too forcefully would aggrieve his true love. So they had devised a system by which they could covertly let each other know when they wanted or needed to speak.

Kang waited half a minute, and then he swiveled his command chair aft, stood, and descended to the deck. He moved aft to Mara’s post, the science console. In a confidential register he said, “Speak, my love.”

She replied with equal discretion, “I’ve reviewed the survey file for Kolasi III. The planet’s equatorial and tropical latitudes are encompassed by a powerful electric storm that will make it too dangerous to use transporters there—and the mission profile indicates our missing scientist is likely in that region.”

“What do you recommend?”

“Our strike team should go planetside by shuttle.”

“Agreed. Anything else?”

He could tell by the way Mara averted her eyes from his that she was reluctant to speak her mind, though he wasn’t sure why. “What else concerns you? Speak freely.”

“Besides the fact that Kolasi III is located inside the new Neutral Zone, it’s also technically inside the Gonmog Sector. That region has seen a recent sharp increase in reports of lost or missing vessels. There’s no telling what Starfleet might have stirred up out there. Perhaps we should exercise a measure of caution—for once.”

It was all Kang could do to keep his reaction to a low chortle and not a roaring laugh. “Mara, really? Are we to start marking our star charts of the Gonmog Sector with ‘Here there be monsters’?” She narrowed her eyes into a cold glare that made clear she did not find him funny, at all. He reined in his mirth. “Forgive me, my love. I meant no insult. But I beg you—pay less mind to ghojmok’s tales of ghost ships and creatures of legend, and focus on the strike team’s loadout for the search mission.” With a mischievous gleam in his eye he added, “The only monster we’ll need to slay at Kolasi III will be James T. Kirk.”
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A search-and-rescue mission was not what Kirk had expected to be doing when he had woken up that morning, but serving in Starfleet had taught him to accommodate the unexpected. Pushing the Federation’s frontier a bit farther into interstellar space had been his hope, but what he wanted was ultimately irrelevant. The mission always came first, whatever it turned out to be, and it was as subject to change as every other detail of life that Kirk and his crew took for granted while living aboard a starship. It was a risk that came with the uniform.

Walking from his quarters to the nearest turbolift, Kirk felt the subtle but steady pulse of the ship’s warp drive resonating through its spaceframe and bulkheads. Even the deck plates under his feet hummed with potential as the starship hurtled at high warp toward Kolasi III.

He noticed fewer personnel than usual passing him in the corridor, and then he recalled that most of the ship’s complement were already at their primary or secondary duty stations. Maybe I should sound yellow alert more often. I like having the corridors to myself for a change.

The door to Spock’s quarters slid open ahead of Kirk’s approach. Spock emerged, a data slate tucked under his left arm. With balletic ease he fell into step beside Kirk. “Captain.”

“Running late, Spock? That’s not like you.”

The half-Vulcan man ignored Kirk’s mild verbal jab. “I was compiling data relevant to our mission. I found significantly more than I had expected.”

His statement intrigued Kirk. “What did you find?”

They stopped in front of the turbolift. Spock handed his data slate to Kirk and then pushed the call button for the lift. “I uncovered a report from Starfleet Intelligence that proves the missing Doctor Verdo had prominent ties to Operation Vanguard.”

Mild alarm snuck into Kirk’s voice: “Vanguard? Are you sure?”

“I am quite certain.”

The turbolift doors parted. Spock stepped into the lift car and gripped the throttle control as Kirk followed him inside. As the doors closed, Spock gave the control a half turn as he said for the computer, “Deck six.” With a low purr of electromagnetic propulsion but almost no sense of movement, the lift car began its gentle descent, its speed kept in check by Spock.

Kirk perused the information on the slate. Not only did Verdo have professional relationships with several scientists who were presently assigned to Operation Vanguard’s research unit, there was evidence that Starfleet had consulted Verdo. Recalling the secretive machinations of Vanguard’s senior personnel, Kirk found himself suddenly ill at ease. “How much do you think he knows about Vanguard’s true mission?”

“Difficult to say. However, Doctor Verdo is an expert in xenobiology and genomic medicine—two fields that would be essential to Vanguard’s principal objective.”

It was clear to Kirk that Spock was taking care not to say certain things out loud—in particular, he was avoiding any mention of the ancient precursor species known as the Shedai, or of their mysterious meta-genome, a genetically encoded information string they had seeded into the primordial soup of dozens of worlds throughout the vast region known as the Taurus Reach.

Kirk handed the slate back to Spock. “The last time we got involved in Vanguard’s business, we were too late to do any good.”

“I presume you refer to the colony at Ravanar IV?”

“The smoking crater that used to be a secret Starfleet listening post, yes.”

“I would hardly consider that mission analogous to our present assignment.”

“Maybe we should, Spock. What if Vanguard’s precious alien genome is the reason Verdo went to Kolasi III? Its mere presence provoked the Tholians into bombing that lab and risking a war with the Federation.” The turbolift slowed and came to a halt. Its doors opened, and Kirk led Spock out onto deck six, and then down the corridor to the briefing room. “I mean, think about it, Spock. If we’re not careful, we could end up in a war that’ll make Starfleet’s last conflict look like a playground scuffle.”

“Then it would seem a policy of extreme caution is in order.”

“At the very least.”

A look of concern accentuated the fine creases that lined Spock’s brow. “If I might offer a suggestion, Captain? In the interest of prudence.”

“I’m listening.”

“Given the classified nature of all matters affiliated with Operation Vanguard, and the potentially incendiary nature of a mission into the Neutral Zone, perhaps we should contact Admiral Nogura on Starbase 47.”

Kirk halted outside the briefing room’s door and faced Spock, who stopped with him. “What are you saying, Spock? You think we ought to hand off the search for Verdo to Nogura and his people? On what grounds?”

Spock lowered his voice for the sake of discretion. “If Doctor Verdo is associated with Operation Vanguard, the admiral and his team will have a vested interest in his safe return. And if, as I suspect, Doctor Verdo’s research on Kolasi III is connected to the Shedai meta-genome, Admiral Nogura will wish to ensure it remains secret.”

“All true, Spock. But also one hundred percent speculative. We don’t know for a fact that Doctor Verdo was working on behalf of Operation Vanguard when he disappeared, or that the purpose of his journey to Kolasi III was connected to Vanguard’s mission objectives in any way. All we know for certain right now is that he and two of his colleagues have been reported missing, a distress signal indicates their last-known location is in the tropical jungle of Kolasi III, and we have orders in hand from Starfleet Command to risk breaching the Neutral Zone in order to effect a search-and-rescue mission. Until we know otherwise, this is our mission. We’ll get it done. Is that clear, Mister Spock?”

“Perfectly, Captain.”

“Good.” Kirk turned toward the briefing room, whose door opened ahead of him. “Let’s get this show on the road.”



Chekov looked up as the briefing room door slid open. He and the other officers seated at the briefing table—McCoy, Uhura, Sulu, and chief engineer Lieutenant Commander Montgomery Scott—all started to stand as Captain Kirk and Commander Spock entered.

Kirk moved to the open seat at the head of the table. “As you were.”

Chekov and his shipmates settled back into their chairs as Spock took the open seat to Kirk’s right. Kirk folded his hands atop the table and regarded his senior officers. “By now you all know we’re heading to Kolasi, a star system inside the Klingon Neutral Zone. It is imperative that we avoid any direct conflict that could jeopardize our fragile truce with the Klingons. This need for restraint applies to both the Enterprise and its landing party.” The captain looked at Chekov. “Ensign: What is your threat assessment for this sector?”

Keenly aware that he was on the spot, Chekov straightened his posture, and then he inserted a data card into the slot on the table in front of him. Star charts and Klingon starship specs appeared on different screens of the three-sided viewer mounted in the middle of the table. “The Kolasi system is not part of the Klingons’ regular patrol route in this sector. But they have several vessels deployed from Zeta Cancri that might pose a danger to our mission. Most notably, the I.K.S. SuvwI’, a D4-type Klingon battle cruiser.” Punching in commands from the panel at his seat, Chekov highlighted some of the Klingon ship’s specifications. “The SuvwI’ has a crew of approximately three hundred, and carries four shuttlecraft. She has two disruptor cannons and four torpedo launchers—two forward, two aft. Her deflector screens are almost as strong as ours, and she can easily match our speed at warp and impulse. The latest report from Starfleet Intelligence says her current commanding officer is Captain Kang.”
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