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HISTORIAN’S NOTE


The events of this story take place in 2259, following the capture of the U.S.S. Enterprise by the pirates of the Serene Squall and the successful efforts to retake the ship (Star Trek: Strange New Worlds, “The Serene Squall”) and before the routine survey of the Jonisian Nebula and the events that befall Doctor M’Benga and his daughter, Rukiya (Star Trek: Strange New Worlds, “The Elysian Kingdom”).
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CHAPTER 1 THE CAPTAIN



“Hey, I called shotgun!”


Spock turned in the shuttle’s copilot seat and raised an eyebrow. “Captain, I do not—”


“Relax, Lieutenant.” Coffee cup in hand, Christopher Pike grinned. “You’re going to say you don’t know what an ancient Earth weapon has to do with seating arrangements, and Uhura is going to explain how the expression originated with nineteenth-century stagecoaches. And Number One will give me the look she’s giving me now.”


“Which should need no translation,” Lieutenant Commander Una Chin-Riley said from the pilot chair. “Does it, Cadet?”


Nyota Uhura smirked. “I was going to say there’s no record ‘riding shotgun’ was used before 1900. No written record, anyway.”


“Coach drivers: not big writers.” Pike took a seat beside Uhura in the second row and looked forward to his first officer. “How’s our new baby handling?”


“So far, as advertised.” Chin-Riley patted the shuttle’s control station.


Uhura touched her earpiece. “Starship Enterprise reports only intermittent visual contact with us. Only three sensors still detect us.”


“Good,” Pike said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and lose them entirely.”


Eratosthenes was a shuttle built for the new Prime Directive era of exploration. Shielding protected it from infrared and radar detection, and its thermal and electromagnetic emissions were minimal. Voltage applied to a thin film on the shuttle’s skin further controlled what colors it reflected. It wasn’t a cloaking device such as the Klingons had used in their recent war with the Federation, but Starfleet didn’t want to be in that business. This shuttle was about investigating new civilizations without causing a panic.


Its designer, a former Enterprise chief engineer, had sent the prototype to Pike to test. The captain had found an immediate use for it: entering the Bullseye Nebula to approach a planet so obscure neither it nor its parent star had names beyond the surveyors’ catalog entries.


“Five hundred thousand kilometers from FGC-7781 b,” Spock said. “We are now at the last reported position of the Braidwood.”


“Full stop,” Chin-Riley said, reading Pike’s mind as always.


According to Starfleet, Braidwood was a civilian anthropological expedition that had been out of contact for nearly a year. Its last message, transmitted to the expedition’s backers, spoke of the detection by long-range sensors of a society, apparently pre-warp, on FGC-7781’s largest planet.


“Their supposition was correct,” Spock said, consulting his readings. “Multiple life-forms and artificial structures in concentrated population centers, with smaller ones spread out across rural areas.”


“City and country,” Pike said. “Radio transmissions?”


“None detected.” Uhura leaned back with a sigh. “I guess I’ll just enjoy the ride, then.”


Pike gave her a reassuring nod. Not every mission could be an adventure for everyone.


“Pollution levels minimal,” Spock said, reeling off sensor reports as he received them. “A prime candidate for study.”


The “prime” part is the problem, Pike thought. It was easy to guess what had transpired. Whether their expedition was Federation-approved or not, the Braidwood crew would have been obliged to report their discovery and hold position until a Starfleet survey team arrived to evaluate the planet. Of course, prospectors and colonists could never be convinced to do that, and Pike expected the scientists were no different. “They went down to look around and never came back. And their sponsors only now got rattled enough to ask for help.” He glanced at Chin-Riley. “Sound about right?”


“Textbook.” She shook her head. “Nobody ever learns.”


Well, we have, Pike thought.


A pre-warp society would not be able to launch a starship like Enterprise, but it might see one overhead. Telescopes on Earth dated back to the seventeenth century. Eratosthenes, by contrast, was ideal for a recon, safely yielding more information than a probe could. “Uhura, signal Enterprise that we’re going to establish planetary orbit. We’ll scan for the Braidwood from above.”


Pike stretched in his chair as the impulse engine restarted. He didn’t need to join this voyage; test flights were Number One’s specialty, and Spock’s skills were equal to any reconnaissance task. But even accidental first contacts were a captain’s concern, and he’d wanted a ringside seat. Security Chief La’an Noonien-Singh, now occupying the captain’s chair back on Enterprise, had objected as her job required—but he had no intention of setting foot on the planet, which grew ever larger ahead of them.


The world was small enough to have an iron outer core and a protective magnetic field, while offering a wide range of terrains and ample seas. Retrograde rotation meant the sun rose in the west—while short days created additional bands of atmospheric and ocean circulation. The Bullseye Nebula’s proximity to disputed space had kept it unexplored, but the Klingon War was over. If Braidwood hadn’t dropped in, somebody else soon would have.


“Short years, twenty-hour days, and a significant axial tilt,” his first officer said. “But there’s a lot of green there. Nature gets busy fast because it has to.”


“Nice planet,” Uhura said. “Deserves a better name, though.”


“You’re the wordsmith,” Chin-Riley replied, adjusting the controls. “Improve on Eratosthenes while you’re at it.”


Spock spoke without looking up. “Eratosthenes was the first human to calculate Earth’s circumference and axial tilt. He required no technology: simply pillars and their shadows.”


“I know, Mister Spock. I mean the name’s a tongue twister. At least it still fits on the side of the—”


The cabin lights went out.


Pike looked up. “Mood lighting?”


“Very much not,” Chin-Riley said. “The flight console’s down. Engines offline.”


“My station is also inoperable,” Spock said.


“Same here,” Uhura added.


Intending to check on the power systems aft, Pike stood—and immediately had to use his hands to keep from striking the overhead. “So much for gravity plating.” He listened as he floated. The life-support systems were offline too.


He had started to make his way toward the darkened rear of the compartment when the ship lurched, causing him to fall to the deck. The impulse engine rumbled to life while lights and circulating air returned.


Pike picked himself up. “Well, I’ve said it before. Sometimes the best horse bucks.”


“We only have half a horse,” Chin-Riley noted, concern creeping into her voice. “Faults in multiple systems. Comms are out.”


Pike rolled his eyes. He took out his personal communicator—and was startled to find that it didn’t work either.


Spock found the same thing with his. “Curious.”


Uhura brightened. “Mine works.”


“That’s why you’re in communications,” Pike said, accepting the device from her. He flashed a smile to calm the cadet. “Pike to Enterprise.”


“Enterprise,” responded an authoritative female voice. “We weren’t expecting you on this channel, Captain. I thought you said you weren’t going down to the planet.”


“Don’t worry, La’an. I haven’t jumped the fence. But we’ve got a problem.” Pike glanced at his first officer. How big? he wondered.


As if in response, the cabin went dark again. Pike grabbed hold of the chair beside him this time. “Déjà vu.” He faced Spock. “Electromagnetic pulses?”


“We detected no change in solar activity.” Determining there was nothing he could do at his station, Spock rose and made his way aft. A minute later, he reported that there wasn’t a single electrical tool functioning. “On reevaluation, Captain, your theory may hold some—”


Another jolt. Spock dropped to the deck.


“Around and around she goes,” Pike said.


His first officer raised her voice, enough that Pike took notice. “More faults in multiple systems. They’re either rebooting or down.”


“We’re still moving.”


“That’s the acceleration from before. We hadn’t inserted into orbit yet.” She stared ahead at the planet, growing bright ahead of them. “The guidance systems aren’t getting enough time to reset.”


Flying manually was nothing new to her, Pike knew. But it depended on having some control over the propulsion systems. “Reverse course when it lets you.” Finding that his comm unit was still working, he decided to take no chances. “La’an, we’re having mechanical issues here. Come get us.”


“Understood. Stand by.”


“Buck up, folks. Help’s coming.” Pike said it more for Uhura’s benefit than anyone else’s. It wasn’t so many years ago he was playing big brother to incoming cadets; now he was dad. It was important to show her that it was just another day at the office.


When power returned, Uhura’s handheld comm came back online. He spoke into it. “Not to rush you, La’an, but it’s getting a little stuffy over here.”


“This is Lieutenant Hemmer,” declared the stern male voice of Enterprise’s chief of engineering.


“Hello, Hemmer. I’m afraid we’re going to have to tell Professor Galadjian we broke his toy.”


“I would trade places with him in an instant. As near as I can tell, someone has broken science!”


Pike and his companions looked at one another, baffled. “Mind repeating that, Hemmer?”


“As Enterprise approached you, many of its systems shut down and then began restarting, the same as yours. And not just the ship. Everything with a transtator went down. Electrical flow appears impacted.”


“An EM attack?” Number One asked.


Hemmer heard her. “I have considered that. What I—”


The communicator went silent. Pike spoke into it. “Hemmer, you there?”


He toggled the device a few times to make sure it was still working. It was—at least until the shuttle’s few remaining stations went dark again. Hemmer, Pike hoped, might have better luck in such a situation: a blind member of the Aenar, an Andorian subspecies, he visualized items through a telepathic talent that few outsiders understood.


When the next restoration occurred, Pike heard Hemmer again, his volume lower but agitation higher.


“—these flashes coincide with what seems to be a phenomenal increase in resistance, retarding electrical activity. The lengths of our operational windows are declining logarithmically as we approach the planet.”


“But we’re even closer,” Pike said. “And closing.”


“We expect you will have no working electrical equipment in four minutes.”


Uhura’s eyes widened—and she touched her forehead. “People are electrical! Could it harm us?”


“I cannot speak to what Chief Hemmer is describing,” Spock said. “But in the case of magnetic pulses, the brain is significantly less susceptible to electrostatic damage than electronic components.”


“How do brains fare in uncontrolled descents?” Number One asked. Eratosthenes was not permitting a course change.


“There are risks here as well,” Hemmer said. “Doctor M’Benga agrees with Spock on the biological question, but he fears these repeated outages will harm his patients if we remain in whatever is happening here.”


Unaware of anyone in critical condition in sickbay, Pike looked to his first officer. She gave a quick nod. It wasn’t unusual for her to know more than he did. “Understood,” he finally said. “If I know you, Hemmer, you have a plan.”


“Unless the laws of motion also decide to rebel, we will coast past your position on the way out of the vicinity—and hopefully, this phenomenon. We are both going too fast, and on different headings, for any kind of rendezvous. But we should be able to attempt the transporter.”


“The transporter!” Uhura said aloud, before whispering to Pike, “Is that wise?”


The shuttle felt the first grasp of the atmosphere, shaking the vessel. Pike spoke into Uhura’s communicator. “Hemmer, we’re in a place where basic physical laws can’t be trusted, and random things are failing on Enterprise. You’re sure the transporter is the right choice?”


“It’s the only one,” the chief engineer said. “If there’s a problem, I can trick the system into reintegrating you on the planet’s surface, rather than where you are now. An appropriate analogy would be—”


“Sending a letter with a false return address?”


“—I was going to say, ‘something I don’t have time to come up with.’ ”


Spock sounded grave. “The lieutenant’s plan would deposit us on a world we know nothing about.”


“We’re going in hard and hot,” Chin-Riley said, struggling with the controls. “That might be as good as it gets.”


Skipping rocks isn’t much fun for the rocks, Pike thought. “Do it, Hemmer. And no matter what happens, get Enterprise out of here until you know what’s going on.” He stared at the world rushing toward them. “You have my full confidence.”


“Of course I do,” Hemmer said. He paused. “All the same, if you got into your environmental suits, I would not take offense.”










CHAPTER 2 THE SHEPHERD



“Come on, where’d you go? Come on, where’d you go?”


It was more of a chant than a question, and Lila Talley knew her quarry wouldn’t understand a word. But it was part of the patter her grandfather used when tracking lost sheep, and every so often, it worked.


That wasn’t happening today. The runaway in question had been one of several ewes spooked by a sudden cloudburst the day before. Lila had grown up in a place where lightning storms could rage for hours. Out here, the sky got it out of its system all at once with a million tiny flashes. That meant more time for picnics but left a mark on the ovine nervous system.


The auburn-haired woman guided her stallion through a clump of brush. It barely required anything of her at all. A black leopard-spotted Appaloosa, Buckshot looked like his name—and while he’d only been hers since the previous winter, they functioned as one.


Not so for her other partner. Rufus emerged from a bush and plopped on the ground before the horse. She stopped and stared at the dog. “That all you have to say?”


Rufus whimpered and rolled in the dust.


“You’re no help.” Lila adjusted her hat and got Buckshot moving again, forcing the mutt to scramble to its feet to avoid the horse’s hooves. Back home, she’d have had her choice of dogs for herding and tracking; here, the breeders had done their best with what little they had to work with.


Still, it was a small sacrifice. Entering a broad valley, Lila felt happier than she ever had. The tableau, all greens and golds, looked like a painting. A farmhouse, barn, and several outbuildings sat in a clearing, while the wooden wheel of a mill turned in a brook. The Magee place wasn’t one of the nicer ones around; much about it was in disrepair. Yet scenes like these never failed to take her breath away.


I can’t believe this place exists.


A sandy-haired girl saw her and waved. Jennie Magee was a couple years shy of adulthood, and while Lila hadn’t interacted much with kids since coming to the area, she knew Joe, the girl’s father: a widower and a bit of a troublemaker. Lila imagined he had to be challenging to live with.


“Just a second, Miz Talley.” As Lila and Rufus approached, Jennie opened the door to the barn and disappeared inside. Seconds later, she nudged out a sheep. “Is this yours?”


Lila grinned. “Where was she?”


“In Ma’s herb garden.”


“Fine dining. I’m impressed.” Lila dismounted and examined the animal. “She eat much?”


“No. I mean, I don’t know.” Jennie gestured to the plot and grimaced. “We don’t really tend it anymore.” Rufus loped up to her, looking for attention.


“You and your pals cost me two hours,” Lila said to the ewe. She got a bleat in response.


Scratching the dog’s belly, Jennie looked up. “The size your flock is, I don’t know why you bother looking for strays. Sooner or later something out here would have eaten her up.”


“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Lila said, walking back to Buckshot. “The predators we got around here, once they get a taste for mutton, will sniff out where it came from. And then we’re forced to use these.” She patted the saddle scabbard that held her rifle, safely tucked behind a stirrup fender.


Jennie rose. “Can I see?”


Lila removed the rifle and let her examine it. “I’m sure you’ve got one.”


“Ours is old.”


“Nothing wrong with old things, if you take care of them.”


Jennie’s study of the weapon ended in disappointment. “It’s the same as ours.”


“It works. No need to reinvent it.” Lila gestured to the forest at the edge of the farm. “Anyway, last thing we need is a lot of wild things dropping in for dinner. Ammo’s precious.”


“I guess.” Jennie started to put the rifle back in its scabbard.


Lila stopped her. “Right side up, so the motion doesn’t rub on the sights.” She stepped next to Jennie and showed the girl how to properly cinch the scabbard. “You don’t want to lose the rifle every time you jump something.”


“Pa carries ours—and we don’t go anywhere but town.”


“Well, you never know. Maybe you’ll take up the sheep trade.”


Jennie closed the barn door without enthusiasm. “Don’t you get bored?”


Lila smiled. “Never. There’s plenty to learn—even from sheep.” She nodded to the errant ewe. “Be calm. Respect their space. Move ’em slow—don’t let groups splinter off. Every day’s a lesson.”


“If you say so.”


Lila climbed back aboard her horse. Kids never valued anything they had, but that passed. Jennie would see one day—though her father might be another matter. As she prodded the ewe forward, Lila craned her neck and looked about. “Where is your pa?”


“At the tar pit.” Jennie gestured to the north. “Getting asphalt to line the cistern.”


“Huh.” Lila glanced over at the mill. “Your water wheel’s running fast.”


“It’s fast water.”


“I mean it’s idling. Gears must not be engaged. Kind of odd for harvest time.”


“It’s always harvest time round here,” Jennie said. She sighed. “Like I told you, he’s out. He’ll back later.”


Lila got the impression Joe Magee had put them behind more than once. “Well, just don’t let the work go too late today. You know the saying.”


Jennie said it by rote: “More than a candle, too much to handle.”


“That’s right. People weren’t meant to work at night. You don’t want the Sorry coming down on you.”


Before she could elaborate, a faraway gunshot rang out. Lila’s hand felt for her scabbard. When another sounded, the rifle was out and in her hands.


Jennie looked to the north. “That’s just Pa. Probably wants more buckets.” She walked over to where several wooden pails sat piled within one another. “Feel like haulin’ some tar?”


Lila shook her head. “He shouldn’t waste ammo like that. I’ve got a flock to get back to. Enjoy, kiddo.” She whistled to Rufus and got her animal entourage moving.


She occasionally worked as a circuit rider spreading the good word, but it wasn’t bad to interact with people at other times. There was something natural about it. People in farming communities everywhere valued their freedom and solitude, yet they were always in one another’s business. Lila found that a comfort. Neighbors looked out for each other.


Fences wouldn’t be part of life here at all if it weren’t for the animals. Folks didn’t mark property lines: they just knew. Theft was for those without, in places where people went to bed hungry. Here, no one ever had. And if it weren’t for the wild animals, she wouldn’t need her rifle either. There was never a dispute so hot that it wasn’t settled with a handshake and a birch beer.


Lila thought it was all about attitude. If you recognized the best things in life were right in front of you, you weren’t likely to kick up a—


Boom!


It was a colossal sound, one Lila had never heard in any storm here. The panicked ewe darted off, with Rufus giving chase. Lila pulled the reins tight to steady Buckshot. What was that?


Her eyes turned first to the north, but it was much louder than Joe Magee’s rifle shots. She looked next to the sky. It was clear of any weather. Nothing but the stray silver fronds of the afternoon aurora—and the thing.


There were objects of one kind or another in the air here all the time, but this was high and fast, lancing across cirrus clouds. Shiny too. Lila had barely set eyes on it when a second boom echoed across the farmland. The sound came from well behind the traveling object, and in the time it took for her eyes to go to that position, the fast-mover disappeared over the northeastern horizon.


She sat for several moments, waiting to see a return or hear another sound. She saw nothing but the aurora and heard nothing but the autumn wind rustling through a nearby stand of trees. That, and Rufus’s barking, somewhere within the thicket.


Lila shrugged. She had a sheep to find—again. “Come on, where’d you go?”










CHAPTER 3 THE GARDENER



“Harjon, do we live in a perfect society?”


Drayko heard silence in response to his question. He looked up from the potting table and lifted his glasses. His new page, barely an adolescent, stood in the doorway to the arboretum and shuffled from one foot to the other, nearly dropping the bottles on the tray he was holding.


“I’m sorry,” croaked a changing voice. “What was the question?”


“I asked if we lived in a perfect society.” His own voice gravelly with age, Drayko gestured around the greenhouse with his spade. “You. Me. All the people of this world.”


Harjon appeared to give it some thought. “If we measure perfection by prosperity, health, and mutual goodwill, then, yes: we live in a perfect society.”


“Hmm. How long have you been memorizing that?”


“I did not—”


“Come. How long?”


Caught, Harjon spoke lower, his facial freckles doing nothing to hide his blushing skin. “Since they told me I was being assigned to your service, sir.”


“Ah, you have hit upon the answer to the question.” Drayko put down the plant he was potting and walked toward Harjon. “The fact is that we were living in a perfect society—up until you were assigned to me. Since then, teas have arrived late, fertilizers have been spilled on floors, and plants that have never seen an aphid are now plagued with them.” He plucked one of the bottles from Harjon’s tray. “All this you have done in nine days.”


“Eight, sir.”


“Quiet.” Drayko affixed a spray nozzle to the container and walked back to the perennials. Harjon shadowed him, step by step.


Another growing season was coming to an end, and Drayko had much work to do. He had a means of heating the greenhouse, of course; its contents were too valuable not to protect. But he wanted everything just right before he brought more plants in from outside. So many factors went into his work. No assistant had ever fully understood that, and Harjon had given him no reason to be confident.


Still, it was his lot in life to continue to try.


“Every one of these species is from somewhere else,” Drayko said as he sprayed. “And yet they are all here, coexisting. Overwater, overcrowd—and you could lose one or all.”


“Yes, sir. There are rules.”


“I didn’t make them. I just keep them.”


A human had once told him that “Drayko” sounded like the name of a great serpent in her people’s ancient culture—and also an infamous harsh lawgiver. It was just like humans to draw the most peculiar connections. Drayko told her he was by no means harsh, except where weeds were concerned. But he liked the serpent thought, especially when she told him about another culture’s legend involving a great snake encircling the world. Drayko felt that way about Epheska. He embraced his planet, protecting most of its lands and some of its seas. If he were to let go, everything would fall apart. And that was no myth.


He had the shears out and was trimming thorns when a woman in a lavender cloak entered the arboretum. Older even than Drayko, she was his link to the world outside the valley—and she had never shown the least respect for the privacy of his garden time. “I am done for the day, Zoryana. What is it now?”


“Your son has still not reported in.”


“I thought your job was to bring news.” He glanced over at her and saw several slips of parchment in her hands. “I see. You did.”


“It’s been a busy day. Wild horses have been seen near Jevarsk.”


“Again, a thing I already knew.”


“You see how he speaks to me?” Zoryana rolled her eyes, apparently for Harjon’s benefit, before she soldiered on. “The warden of Jevarsk seeks guidance. She is concerned her people will find the horses an inconvenience.”


“They’ll probably find them absolutely terrifying.” Drayko chortled. “Her people are barely a meter tall.”


Having heard a topic he understood, Harjon piped up. “My sister says that horses are everywhere.”


“So that is where the wisdom went in your family,” Drayko grumbled. “It’s a good thing people don’t multiply as fast. Still, it’s hard to call the equines an invasive species, considering…”


He trailed off, as he often did when an idea overtook his observation. He had the solution in seconds. “Tell the warden to prepare for a burn on the Veros Slope. There won’t be anything for the horses to eat—and winter is coming, so they won’t approach any closer. That buys time for a more comprehensive solution.”


Zoryana made a note. “And what do I tell the Jevarskans to do about the horses that are already there?”


“Tell them not to walk too closely behind them. And whatever they do, don’t look up.”


It went like that, eating into his precious private time. More routine messages, all requesting his guidance on everything from commodities to infrastructure to forestry. In nearly every case, his querants already knew what the proper thing to do was; they just wanted Drayko to validate their choices. He did so quickly, without looking away from his plants. Only a report of a rare disagreement between two settlements gave him a few seconds’ pause. That was all the time it took for him to hit upon an answer that would make both parties happy, while remaining consistent with the beliefs that all shared.


Harjon listened intently—so much so that he was not properly positioned when Drayko turned to set his spray bottle on the tray. It smashed on the floor.


“Wonderful,” the older man said as his aide hurried to recover the shards. Drayko glared at Zoryana. “Now, unless you want poor Harjon to decide that our perfect society is in fact a deeply boring one, I ask that you leave any further matters until tomorrow. Enough is enough.”


Zoryana looked down on the fretful youth with a practiced patience. “Child, it must have come as a disappointment to you to learn the great Drayko is in fact an old—”


A bell sounded outside. Drayko and Zoryana looked at each other. “Expecting something?” he asked.


“No.” She shuffled her papers. The bell rang again.


Two rings was definitely unusual. Drayko stepped past Harjon and made for the exit, Zoryana in tow.


Drayko found his terrace bathed in autumn light. He walked to the edge and looked over. The bell was down there, outside a marbled temple. A runner exited the structure and ascended the long flights of stairs to his position. A second courier followed moments later.


The breathless messengers reached the landing ten seconds apart, each bearing scraps of parchment for Zoryana. She examined them before showing them to Drayko. “Flashes. From Hohlagad, and then Cherra Bay.”


They were the most basic alert—messages sent when a party had no time to communicate more. A flash from Hohlagad could mean a tornado. A flash from Cherra Bay, a tsunami. But there was no reason he should get alerts from both places, one after the other in swift succession. What could they have in common?


The answer dawned on him.


“They’re in a straight line. To here.”


Drayko clutched the slips of paper and hurried around the side of the terrace to the patio facing southwest. He looked up—and gaped as a blazing object streaked just below the clouds several kilometers to the south. Its black contrail scarred the afternoon sky—and thunder resonated through the valley. It continued to echo after the fireball disappeared over the mountains to the east.


Zoryana said nothing. Harjon, eyes wide, covered his mouth. “What was that?”


“Something we have to find,” Drayko declared. He removed his apron and tossed it to the youth. His workday had just begun.










CHAPTER 4 THE FALLEN



Spock awoke, drowning.


Were he to be precise—as was his wont—he would have said he was suffocating, because no outside fluid had penetrated his environmental suit. But he did awake beneath a liquid surface, breathing only the air that was in his helmet when he donned it. The circulation system hadn’t been functioning when he put it on, and it still wasn’t.


That the transporter beam had not brought him to Enterprise was obvious. He surmised he had been deposited on the planet they had been hurtling toward, although the official catalog name for the world eluded his grasp at this difficult moment. The pain he felt suggested that he’d first materialized high above the surface and that he had blacked out on impact. And though he had no memory of that moment, he speculated it had not happened long before, as he had air to breathe and was still sinking into the depths. His descent further suggested something about the density of the medium, ruling out several substances he doubted were on the planet anyway.


It was as far as theorizing could take him, but given the circumstance, he expected that would be forgiven.


He had to do something, yet every option held risks. While Starfleet’s new environmental suits were lightweight, they weren’t something to swim in. At the same time, Spock couldn’t see removing it. It had protected him thus far from whatever pressures were present, and his body might not fare as well without it. A further issue was the liquid itself. While he had detected bodies of water on FGC-7781 b—he remembered the name now—he might be surrounded by something more inhospitable.


When the last light around him vanished, he determined he had no alternative to playing the odds. The emergency release for the breastplate was manual, and he still had time to work it. He was feeling for the control when the fish appeared.


In fact, he knew it was not a fish, but some other suboceanic life-form. The luminescent pods on either side of the being’s meter-wide mouth showed that much. Danger heaped upon danger as it lunged in his direction. He twisted his body and felt the thump as the massive creature knocked him aside. Spock, it turned out, was not the target, but rather a dangling object below and behind him. The beast seized upon it and was captured when a latticework trap sprang shut around it. The snare began ascending, prey and all.


Spock saw his chance—likely, his only one. He took a deep breath and removed his helmet. He then worked the latch attaching his breastplate and the backpack with its defunct circulation system and shed them both. As they descended into the deep, he kicked violently, fighting to catch the rising trap on its way up. He lodged his fingers between the slats at the bottom of it. His added mass paused its ascent.


He was preparing to follow the connecting line to the surface when the contraption began to rise again. The ride up was shorter than he had feared, and he broke the surface seconds after the trap did. Inhaling deeply, Spock felt he had done reasonably well, accounting for the probabilities of every danger he faced, from possible acid in the medium to nitrogen narcosis from quick decompression. They were all the things a good science officer would think of.


But he also remembered that unexpected variables always remained—a fact that was confirmed a moment later when a blunt object struck the back of his head, rendering him unconscious.





Una Chin-Riley awoke, hanging from a tree.


Specifically, she was in a tree—and the preposition was more appropriate than usual. Her environmental suit’s backpack apparatus had materialized inside what appeared to be a colossal redwood. Her body, fortunately, was outside it—but the fusion of tree and pack had somehow functioned to keep her dangling, dozens of meters from the ground.


If there was a ground. She could barely move her head, and before her she saw nothing but dense forest.


It was not supposed to be possible. Phase discriminators had come a long way from the early days of transporter use. If solid matter occupied the space at a target location, the ship’s systems either redirected the annular confinement beam to an area safe for materialization or aborted the transport entirely. But Hemmer had been trying something special. He’d jerry-rigged an impromptu site-to-site transport, a kind of operation Starfleet rarely undertook even in perfect conditions and with fully functional equipment. That wasn’t the case here, and neither of the fallback alternatives was available. Enterprise’s systems were in no shape to rematerialize personnel in the transporter room, and leaving them on a plunging shuttle was not an option.


Things had not worked properly, but there was no catastrophe—at least not yet. As near as the commander could tell, the sudden synthesis of materials caused no explosion; Chin-Riley suspected it might have something to do with quantum phases, or maybe the peculiar physical conditions here. She’d have been interested to know what the combination looked like, were she able to turn her head. There was almost certainly a scientific paper to be written about the experience.


Too bad I’m in no position to write it. This must be what it feels like to be a coat on a rack.


Thankfully, Spock had determined the planet’s atmospheric content before things went haywire. She removed her helmet and breathed tentatively. Her caution wasn’t necessary. The breeze was nice after being aboard a shuttle with no air circulating, and the smell of the forest was enticing.


It was clear to her what she’d have to do to get free, though that wasn’t much comfort. The backpack was joined to her spacesuit’s breastplate, the release for which she could easily access. Once it disengaged, she’d fall unless she somehow pivoted and grabbed onto the tree. Dropping was an option: she could see a large limb below and slightly to her right, but she wasn’t sure she could grab hold of it on the way down. It wasn’t something she’d get a second try at.


Chin-Riley needed to decide. Daylight was waning and she was attracting attention of the flying kind. The yellow-feathered avian that swooped in to hover before her reminded her of a hummingbird, if that species came in a parrot-sized variety. She didn’t know what the thing’s food looked like and had no desire to find out. “Shoo! Shoo!”


The bird darted in closer. She threw the helmet at it. She missed, producing a procession of clunks as the headgear ping-ponged down through the branches. Ten seconds passed before it hit bottom. Chin-Riley smiled meekly at the avian. “We’re pretty high, huh?”


The bird moved again, causing her to cover her face with her armored hands. It was no attack, she quickly realized; rather, the critter landed on her shoulder and began idly pulling at her hair. Enterprise’s first officer pawed at it repeatedly, trying to dislodge it.


Finally convinced of the futility, she let her arms go slack. The bird squawked at her.


“Squawk, yourself,” she replied.


This is embarrassing.





Nyota Uhura woke up, melting. And screaming.


When it came to protective wear, Starfleet’s new environmental suits were the top of the line. Officers needed protection from the usual extreme conditions found in space, but also from many exotic particles and biohazards. The spacesuit designer’s work was never done but was usually done well. In Uhura’s case, it had kept her alive for however long she’d been lying on her back adjacent to an active lava flow.


She screamed because she couldn’t move. Her body rested several centimeters deep in blackened basalt, and while she assumed the suit’s material could not catch fire, melting was another matter. She had no idea how she’d gotten there; she remembered nothing after snapping on her helmet aboard Eratosthenes. She’d woken up immobilized in heat that she was starting to feel, even through the suit. Its coolant systems down, only passive protection remained. And that was starting to go.


Still, she fought. The superheated rock was less viscous than quicksand, but she lacked anything to grab onto. By impulse, she remembered her childhood fire safety lessons. She’d already stopped and dropped; now she rolled, heaving herself over once in the blazing muck. Being facedown in the stuff wasn’t fun, but at least that side of the armor hadn’t been as exposed yet. She pushed and rolled over again and again, hoping there was a way out and that she wasn’t headed somewhere worse.


Covered on all sides by the goop, she stiffened—but now she had direction: down. The flow was a flow, after all, heading slowly down a slope. She just had to get ahead of it. All the time, the temperature rose and her breaths and heartbeats came faster. There was no time to waste with screaming. She could only urge herself on.


Go, Nyota, go!


Uhura gave one final heave and threw herself over. This time, nothing caught her. She slammed against solid rock and rolled without assistance. It wasn’t a painless experience, but she felt wonderful and stayed in the roll, getting some distance.


She rested on her hands and knees, panting, near the edge of a smoking fumarole. The possible dangers of breathing the air, however, paled before her need to remove the helmet and suit before she either cooked within the hot basalt batter or froze in place when it hardened. She’d been wearing her Enterprise uniform underneath—there’d been no time to change on the shuttle. She acted quickly but carefully, maneuvering so as not to touch any of the molten rock with her hands. At last, the suit lay in a steaming pile at her feet.


She had a moment to look around. Uhura’s homeland had several volcanic features: colossal Mount Kenya had long been extinct, while Emuruangogolak on the Gregory Rift had been active in recent times. But nothing she’d seen before resembled this place. The hellscape that surrounded her went on forever, and the sweltering air had a sulfurous stench.


She needed to get away—but first, she knelt to examine the mess of the suit, wondering if anything from it could be salvaged. It didn’t look promising, but she figured it was worth a try. What she didn’t figure on, however, was the sudden emergence of flames from the nearby hot seam.


Uhura stumbled away from the wrecked suit, landing on her backside. She was about to rise and run when the flames curled and drifted downward, crossing the blasted ground almost purposefully—serpents on a search. They found something: the gear she’d removed. Uhura scooted back several meters as more fiery tendrils emerged from the fumarole to assault the ruined spacesuit. It glowed white before melting away to nothing.


That could have been me, she thought. Knowing that it still could be, she scrambled to her feet. The flames before her rose as well, evoking a squeal of fright. But then they simply wafted into the sky, eventually becoming indistinguishable from the daytime aurora.


Uhura had no idea what she had just seen and decided just as quickly that she didn’t want to know. She picked a direction at random and ran.





Captain Pike had not yet awakened.


And when he did, he regretted it. Immediately.










CHAPTER 5 THE MILL



“Fire!”


Christopher Pike opened his eyes at the sound of the word—and tried to get up. Instead, he tumbled downward in a tangle of sheets and struck the floor with a thud.


He winced. Even with his eyes tightly shut, he saw lights. The side of his face pressed against what felt like a wooden floor. His eyes opened. That didn’t help much: the room was unlit, with deep shadows dancing before him. As he tried to sit up, he realized he was in a bedroom. It just wasn’t his. He was not on the Enterprise.


Every bone ached. He didn’t remember drinking or anything else that could have put him in this state. As a teenager, he’d nearly been crushed in a cavern collapse; this felt like that.


Removing the quilt that had ensnared him, he realized he was wearing someone else’s clothes. Comfortable, but not his. He hoisted himself up and saw the shadows were caused by orange light flickering outside a window. And while throbs had been assaulting his eardrums since he awoke, he now heard something else. A girl’s shout—and animal sounds, as well. A horse whinnied. Is there a barn on fire?


“This is a hell of a dream,” he muttered as he tried to stand. A curtain provided a lifeline when he nearly fell, and he rested his head against the glass windowpane while he got his bearings. Eyes focusing, he saw a large millhouse outside, its roof ablaze in the night. Dream or not, he decided he had to take a look.


He stumbled across the small square room and found a door. The knob wouldn’t turn—and his attempt to put force against it nearly drove him to the floor again. He crossed back to the window. With effort, he heaved up the sash. Confirming that he was on the ground floor above a short slope, he climbed outside, one leg at a time.


This time, Pike did fall. He avoided further pain only by going into a roll. He looked back to see he’d indeed exited a farmhouse, but the window was higher off the ground than he’d thought. No matter: the mill was the important thing—and the teenage girl, pounding at its door.


Pike stood and staggered toward her. She was surprised when he arrived at her side. “What are you doing here?” she asked.


“I don’t know,” he honestly answered. He had no idea who she was—just that she spoke his language, in an accent that was vaguely familiar.


She shook her head. “My father’s in there!”


Pike looked up. The roof was ablaze, and smoke was emerging from a high window. He tried the large door to no avail—and wondered if whatever had made him hurt and confused had also made him weak.


The girl provided an answer. “Pa’s barred it from inside!”


In his haze, Pike wondered why anyone would do that—but it wasn’t the time to ask. He looked left and right. “Is there another way in?”


“I tried the other way already.”


Pike turned—and listened. He spied the source of the whinnying he’d heard earlier. Two mustangs stood ahead of a wagon. They hadn’t fled but wanted nothing to do with the fire. He looked to the girl. “Are they still hitched?”


“Yeah, I’d just come home when I saw this.”


“Come on!” Life reentering his legs, he led her to the wagon. They detached the wagon within moments and led the horses back to the door. They didn’t want to go—much less obey a stranger—but they knew the girl, and she understood what Pike was trying to do. He slung a chain around the metal door handle and secured it to the horses’ rig. He looked to the girl, ahead with the animals. “Go!”


The horses didn’t need to be convinced to put some distance between themselves and the mill—and if the door put up a fight, the frame that held it did not. The wood shattered and the door snapped away, unleashing a torrent of smoke. Pike covered his face with his arm and coughed.


The girl arrived before him, breathless but not overwrought. Pike moved to detach the horses from the door they were dragging, and she joined him. “What’s your name?” he asked.


“Jennie.”


“Go for help, Jennie!” Pike grabbed a blanket he’d seen in the back of the wagon. “I’ll get your dad!”


Pike ran, pausing only to look to the east, where a black shape hovered high in the night sky. It was moving, but there was no time to consider it. He had to move, as well. He found a rain barrel by the side of the mill and thrust the blanket into it.


The soaked cloth covering him, he turned back to the entrance of the burning mill—only to see Jennie running inside, ahead of him.


If this is a nightmare, it’s the one where nobody follows my orders!


Water streaming from the blanket over his head, Pike entered, expecting an inferno. Instead, embers on the dirt floor were providing all of the smoke—and some of the light—on the bottom level. He found the millworks intact. Upstairs was another matter. A ladder rose through the ceiling to the levels above, as did a large opening where bags of grain were sent up on a pulley for insertion into the grinder. The apertures shone bright with light from the fire above, and Pike could see that the debris below had all come from up there.


Realizing Jennie could only have gone up the ladder, Pike shouted for her. No response, but he did hear arguing from above. Finding no good way to scale the ladder while staying wrapped, he slung the blanket over his shoulder and climbed. If anything fell on him, he didn’t feel it. But, then, every muscle was screaming.


He found Jennie precariously positioned on a second floor that was partly on fire. Pike followed her gaze upward. The floor of the topmost level was a platform only a third the width of the millhouse, and Pike saw a figure up there shielding some dark object with his body, even as flames surrounded him.


Jennie covered her mouth with her hat and shouted, “Pa, get down here!”


Above, her father yelled back. “Get out of here, Jennie!”


Pike surprised Jennie by grabbing her arm. “You’ve got to go. He’s right.”


“Pa’s drunk,” she replied, making no move to exit.


He pulled harder. “Come on. We’ll all burn up!”


“No, we won’t.” Jennie shook her head. “But we might all fall through the floor if he doesn’t get down here!”


Pike squinted upward. “What’s his name?”


“Joe Magee.”


The captain cupped his hands together. “Joe!”


A hairy face peered over the side at him. “You!”


“Mister Magee, you’ve got to come down!”


“I ain’t goin’. Get out—and get her out!”


Pike could only agree with part of that answer. “Go down,” he told Jennie. “I’ll do what I can.”


“You?” She gawked at him, incredulous. “You were half dead this afternoon!”


Pike felt it. But he couldn’t lose this argument. Fortunately—or not—a collapsing timber supporting the upper deck made his case for him. “Here,” he said, draping the blanket over her shoulders, whether she wanted it or not. “Get help. And a doctor, just in case.”


Calmly accepting the blanket, she appealed to him one last time. “You don’t understand. He won’t burn. Neither will you. You just have to get him to come down.”


There was no making sense of that. “Go!”


Pike saw her to the ladder and waited until she had descended out of sight. Then he scaled it to the loft, where he found the expected inferno. The roof, partially gone, vented smoke to the sky. Through the flames, he saw that her father’s roost appeared to be a workshop of some kind, with implements hanging from the burning walls. Joe Magee was short—and standing, Pike now saw, on a wooden right leg. He was shielding a makeshift engine with his body. Pike wondered if that had caused the fire.


“Joe!”


Magee looked back over his shoulder and swore. “I told you to get!”


The floor was afire to either side of the space between them, but a path existed. Pike took several steps toward Joe—and halted when flames to his right billowed up, curling in the air before him. Pike backed up with a start, feeling their heat.


He darted to the left. Coruscating flames blocked him there too. They seemed almost independent of the burning wood below, connected only by an umbilical of plasma. “What the hell?”


There was nothing to be done. Pike knelt low and surged forward, like an old American footballer avoiding blockers. The flames licked at him, but he was able to barrel through. He seized Joe around his midsection and tried to move him from the engine.


“Don’t!” the man yelled as he fought to remain in place. “You damned fool—they don’t hurt what’s next to you!”


Pike smelled the whiskey on the man’s breath as they struggled. They were the same age—but even as banged up as the captain was, Pike was in better physical shape. At last, he ripped Joe from the blocky engine. In the next second, the flames in the loft, like a thing alive, descended upon the machine.


“No! No, don’t!” Joe wailed drunkenly. “Please!”


Pike held on to him while the flames grew brighter—and hotter. He dragged Joe back as the metal block turned white. Before Pike knew it, the machine, whatever it was, had melted into slag.


Joe wept. “It took weeks to build that!”


He wrested free from Pike and dove forward, only to topple over. Pike looked down and saw why. Sometime during their struggle, the flames had burned Joe’s prosthetic limb away, stopping just a few centimeters shy from his body.


The engine consumed, the flames darted about, will-o’-the-wisps looking for something to attack. Another section of the roof collapsed, landing atop the ladder well. Slumped to the floor in mourning, Joe seemed not to notice. “It’s gone—all gone.”


“We’re not!” Pike looked about for a lifeline and found one. The gear system remained intact at the crown of the remaining ceiling. A chain led from it to a rope, already tied in a loop around a huge bag of grain. Pike removed the bag and tested the rope. It would hold.


“Come on!” He reached underneath Joe’s shoulders to try to get him up. The man did not fight as the captain dragged him back to the opening. Pike lifted Joe’s arms and cinched the rope around his chest. “When you get to the bottom, I’ll try to follow,” he shouted amid falling debris. “No matter what, get loose and make for the door as best you can.”


Joe simply moaned.


Pike grabbed the loose end of the rope and helped Joe over the side. The line went taut immediately, and he gritted his teeth against the friction as the rope tried to slip from his hands. Finally, Joe touched bottom—and seconds later, Pike felt the line go slack. He looked over the edge, hoping to see the man untying himself. Instead, he heard a horrific creak from above. Joe’s weight on the gear system combined with the fire to bring another timber down. Pike rolled—


—into flames.


Eyes wide, he stood and frantically patted down his limbs. Only there was no burning sensation. No pain at all. Even as it surrounded him, the plasma seemed to dab tentatively at his body, transferring no heat. In fact, it was the coolest he had been since entering the mill. Was this what Jennie and Joe had meant?


Pike stepped forward, almost hypnotized, and emerged from the miasma. When his eyes adjusted, they saw that whatever the flames had done to him, their effect on the mill had been something else. A deafening groan heralded the impending fall of the central framing timber above. Both routes down were out. He wondered what, if anything, that left.


“It’s a mill!” Pike knew from the grain chute what side of the mill the water wheel was on—and he’d seen the millpond beside it. The wall that had once stood between him and the outside was now a barrier of flames instead. Knowing what he had just experienced, he figured he had to chance it. Pike ran through the fire and leapt, hoping he had remembered correctly.


Seconds later, he struck water. His feet touched bottom briefly before he came back up. He’d just surfaced when the last of the roof gave way—and, from the sound of it, the second level too. He paddled, trying to get upstream.


He turned in the water, expecting to see the millhouse collapse, taking the wheel and perhaps part of the dam with it. Instead, he stared as the flames rose from the upper level—and flew away, joining the brilliant aurora to the northeast.


Pike wiped water from his eyes. What had he just seen?


He’d left the house delirious; nothing had changed. Reaching the shore, he lay on his back, exhausted. There was no sign of the flames, no sign of the flying black shape he’d seen earlier.


Jennie appeared, helping Joe to walk. “He’s okay!” she declared. Pike didn’t know whether she was referring to him or her father, but he was glad to see her. She helped him get to his knees.


Pike glanced across the pond to see riders approaching from the west.


“It’s the lookouts,” Joe said to his daughter. “Whatever you do, don’t say nothin’ to nobody.” He pointed to Pike. “That goes triple for you!”


Pike wouldn’t know what to say if asked. He looked wearily at Jennie. “I don’t understand any of this. Is this a dream—or a nightmare?”


She shrugged. “Kind of depends on your point of view.”










CHAPTER 6 THE OUTSIDERS



La’an Noonien-Singh stared across the briefing room table at Enterprise’s chief engineer. “Give it to me straight, Hemmer. Are they dead?”


“That depends,” he said, “on how you define dead.”


La’an didn’t know whether Hemmer could see her pained expression or not, but it was no time to plumb the secrets of Aenar telesthesia. Not when three of the ship’s command crew and a cadet were missing, and she was on the hook to find them. She plodded on. “How do you define dead?”


“The cessation of life functions, of course.” Hemmer clasped hands the color of snow together. “Under normal circumstances, the transporter evaluates the status of the transported individual during the moments at the beginning, middle, and end of a journey. We did not receive telemetry in this case.”


“So they didn’t rematerialize.”


“Which I might conclude, if the transporter logs could be relied upon. As there is a chance that our own receiver failed before it could receive confirmation, from a mathematical perspective I would describe them as potential people.”


That set off a buzz in the room. “Schrödinger’s crew,” Erica Ortegas muttered.


“I’m sure our crewmates would appreciate it if we didn’t consider them as theoretical constructs,” La’an said. She stared at Hemmer. “Is that all you have? The system failed, and you can’t explain why, so it’s out of your hands?”


“Yes.”


“That sounds like passing the buck.”


“If that expression means that I’m running away screaming from responsibility for this mess, then I plead guilty.” Hemmer shuddered. “When physics goes on strike, you might as well send me to my quarters with the day off.”


Enterprise had coasted from the area near FGC-7781 b to a location where its systems functioned once again. All attempts to return to the planet had met with the same result, as everything with a transtator threw faults. Observations since had suggested a constant zone of suppressed electromagnetic activity at the planet’s surface, with split-second expansions that also impacted an area with a wider radius, enveloping an additional hundred thousand kilometers beyond its moons.


Enterprise could not safely approach, and its first couple of probes launched into the region had failed. But it could observe, even from a great distance—and between its main deflector dish, an array of sensors, and probes safely positioned around the zone’s outer limit, the crew had seen a lot.


Including a very dispiriting moment from some hours earlier. Jenna Mitchell handed La’an a padd. “Here’s the final report on the shuttle impact.”


She scanned the navigator’s information and blanched. “No one could have survived this.”


“Commander Chin-Riley hadn’t completed orbital injection yet. Eratosthenes just kept to the last course it had, with no correction possible.” She pointed out the arc the doomed vessel had taken over the planet’s dayside. “The markings indicate the moments when our transporter went into operation.”


“Four transports,” La’an observed. “They weren’t evenly spaced.”


Transporter Chief Kyle responded. “It’s like Mister Hemmer said—we were only able to get out one person at a time. Enterprise rejected their pattern streams and sent them back, as we’d planned, to locations near the surface.”


“Near the surface!”


“The way things were working—or rather, weren’t working—we weren’t getting reliable sensor readings from the surroundings. And the farther downrange they got, the farther they were likely deposited from the shuttle’s track.”


La’an let the padd clatter to the table. “So even if they lived up to their potential, as Hemmer put it—our people might not be safe.” She looked to Samuel Kirk, seated in Spock’s usual chair. “What about life signs?”


“Um… there are some?” The mustached science officer straightened uncomfortably. “We’ve been detecting signs all along, but we can’t distinguish one sapient life-form from another. Certainly not at this distance, and without some knowledge of what else is down there.”


“What can we see?”


“Population centers, both in visible light and in the infrared—though there’s less light and heat coming from them than we expected. Tremendous biomass—large forested and jungle areas, vast grasslands, oceans with bioluminescence. We’re working on refining what we can see, but the atmosphere is peculiar.”


Ortegas piped in. “The better option is lidar.”


“Laser mapping,” La’an said. “Nothing in these conditions is interfering with that?”


“Not yet,” Hemmer said. “We can build a relief map of higher quality than anything we can create visually, at this range.” He tapped one of the antennae atop his head. “You might even say that sight is overrated.”


La’an knew that Aenar vision was based on something more than that—you couldn’t read a computer screen with echolocation—but she wasn’t going to debate that now. “Could the crew receive a message from us?”


“Not unless they’ve got something capable of receiving what we’re sending,” Hemmer said.


Ensign Shankar, at communications in Uhura’s stead, confirmed he had not received any transmissions whatsoever from the planet—nor any response to his subspace hails. “I’m reluctant to try anything detectable by more primitive means.”


La’an nodded. The new Prime Directive was already a prime headache.


Having worked around the table questioning the various departments, she now came to her own. “This phenomenon. Is there hostile intent?”


“What do you mean?” Ortegas asked.


“Our command crew is severed from us in an area where another craft disappeared. Is there hostile intent?”


“That’s security thinking,” Hemmer said. “Every problem’s a nail.”


“Are you saying there’s no hostile intent?”


“I’m saying sometimes an inexplicable electromagnetic disturbance is just an inexplicable electromagnetic disturbance. It doesn’t have any motive, unless it’s to drive engineers to distraction. Which it seems to be a smashing success at.”


None of it was good enough for La’an. She placed her hands flat on the table and splayed her fingers, determined. “I won’t accept that the captain and the others are gone—and I won’t accept we’re on the outside, and that they’re on their own. We must do something.”


“You have not asked my thoughts,” came a voice from the far end of the table.


La’an looked up. M’Benga had sat so silently, she’d completely skipped him in her go-around. “Sorry, Doctor.”


The starship’s chief medical officer spoke slowly, his words bearing weight. “I reiterate what I said to the captain earlier,” M’Benga said. “You do not want to have Enterprise in the situation it was in before. Even to sally into the zone expecting to cruise out means sudden shutdowns of many systems, including life-support and medical services.”


“Some systems remained operational before.”


“Because we were not so close. But the shuttle’s final moments should tell us that worse awaits.” M’Benga shook his head. “No one is saying we will crash. But we could freeze or asphyxiate.” He paused. “And there are vulnerable people aboard who would suffer before the others.”


Ortegas nodded. “He’s telling us setting fires for warmth is not a plan.”


La’an had always known the helm officer to try to lighten the mood, and it worked, to the extent possible in this situation.


“We’ll make no sudden moves,” La’an said, “but there must be other things we can do. Even with the laws of science taking a holiday.”


Hemmer cleared his throat. “As I’ve said, my preference is for equipment based on electrons that go where they’re told. But there’s a lot of know-how on this ship associated with the various autonomous systems we’ve tested. I have Jallow and Ghalka tinkering with probes that might employ more primitive mechanics.”


Ortegas chuckled. “Clockwork timers and photographic plates.”


“Laugh if you want. Your planet’s first lunar impactor reached the surface without any internal propulsion system at all—and its means of communicating back was to release a vapor cloud for telescopes to see. And that was three hundred years ago.”


“We’ve come some distance since.” La’an stood. “See what you can come up with—and the rest of us will work with the tools we have. We have a deflector dish, and I’m not afraid to use it.”










CHAPTER 7 THE LOOKOUTS



“Same old story,” said the white-haired man looking down from his horse. “Joe Magee, still tryin’ to burn himself up!”


Christopher Pike might’ve expected more compassion from the fire brigade. But the group of seven men and women who’d ridden up to the ruined mill hadn’t brought any buckets or offered any first aid. Instead, two of them stood guard over Joe as he sat on a crate, while Jennie wiped soot from her father’s face. Some of the other riders had entered the smoldering structure. The youngest of the arrivals, a wild-eyed teen, stood near Pike as the starship captain sat on the back of the wagon, toweling off.


Like Joe and Jennie, all the riders wore clothing similar to what Pike expected to find in a part of the ancient American West where autumn meant something. Dusters over shirts and trousers, with stovepipe boots and felt cowboy hats. Pike would have thought them from a costume party or theatrical production if it weren’t for the glowing lanterns several of them held. The peculiar green glows came not from fire inside the devices, but a chemical reaction.


Pike knew it for sure when the imperious rider shook his waning lantern vigorously, coaxing a more vibrant glow from it. “Damned thing.”


Joe sneered at him. “Afraid of a little fire, Garr?”


“The righteous need not fear.” The older man dismounted. “Even so, I don’t tempt fate—which is more than I can say for you, Joe. Was that you I saw jumping into the pond?”


“Do I look wet to you?”


The boy standing near Pike spoke up. “This is the one.” Seventeen at most, the kid held a rifle, the only weapon in sight. He prodded Pike with it.


“Watch what you do with that,” Pike said.


“Put that away, Reedy!” Garr advanced toward the wagon and held his lantern before Pike. “Who we got here?”


Pike gave his name. Before he could add anything, Joe quickly called out, “Chris is Erin’s brother.”


Garr paused. “Your wife?”


“Yeah,” Joe said. “He’s just in from out west.”


“Pike.” Garr peered at the captain in the emerald light. “I knew some Pikes, over in Pleasant Ridge.”


“That’s where he’s from,” Jennie piped in.


“Good name. Goes right back to the First Days.” He gave the lantern to Reedy and offered Pike his hand. “I’m Sebastian Garr. A fellow fish, you might say. Didn’t know your sister well, but she was a fine person. We admired her… patience.” He shot a disparaging glance at Joe before using the handshake to help Pike down. “Say, you look pretty roughed up.”


Jennie stepped closer. “He pulled Pa out of the fire. Then he jumped into the pond.”


Garr’s bushy white eyebrow shot up. “That so?”


“It’s so.” Pike, whose head already hurt, squinted at the mill. “By chance, you didn’t also happen to notice that the fire just flew off?”


That prompted a blank look from Garr—and a quick intervention from Joe. “Chris don’t know what he’s sayin’. He was already banged up when he got here, in fact. A critter spooked his horse. He got throwed. Walked the rest of the way.”


“Things are pretty hazy,” Pike muttered. That, at least, was the truth.


Pike didn’t know if Garr was impressed or suspicious until the man chuckled. “That could happen to anyone. I know that ride too. Don’t know why you’d bother to leave—Pleasant Ridge is a fine place.” He looked at the mill, now missing its top level. “Climbing up there in your shape was pretty brave.”


“Or foolish,” Joe interjected.


“Lots of brave things start like that.” Garr paced the area before the captain. “You might’ve guessed I’m deputy warden around here, Mister Pike.” He gestured to his companions. “These here are the lookouts.”


Pike rubbed the back of his neck. “Lookouts?”


“That’s right.”


“Oh.” It was one more thing for Pike to ask about, but Jennie and Joe seemed to want him to keep his curiosity to himself. He didn’t know why, but he felt he owed them—especially as Joe seemed to be in trouble for something.


He knew that for sure when a woman emerged from the mill carrying a gunnysack and a wooden pail. Garr stepped away from Pike when he saw her. “What you got there, Sal?”


“He had buckets with tar in ’em,” the woman said. “And others that held something else.”


Sal showed the pail to Garr, who dipped his finger in and drew it to his nose. “Kerosene. He’s getting fuel from the tar.” He glared at Joe. “You ain’t gonna tell me it’s for makin’ hooch.”


“I ain’t telling you squat,” Joe said.


She emptied the sack. Various tools tumbled out—as well as metal fittings, some of them melted. “Same as always. Stuff for motor making.”


Garr looked keenly at Pike. “Did you know what he was up to?”


Pike shook his head. That, too, was the truth.


Garr kicked at the pieces. “Joe, your whole life I’ve been telling you this tinkering business was gonna be the end of you. It took your leg, drove your poor wife to distraction—and now it’s done this.” He gestured to the ruined mill.


“The machine didn’t do nothin’,” Joe retorted. “It was working fine.”


“But what good is it?”


“Winter’s comin’. That brook there’ll freeze and there won’t be any more flour. But if I don’t use water to run the mill—”


“People weren’t meant to mill in the winter. That’s why the brook freezes.” Garr looked to the ruins and spat in disgust. “There’s a hundred eighty days in a year, and you can’t expect them all to be the same. I wouldn’t want to live in a world where you had to do everything all the time.” With his boot heel, he stamped one of the melted valves into the dirt. “Bringing the Sorry down on yourself is bad enough. This time you nearly killed your whole family. You really ought to think about your daughter.”


Joe erupted. “I am thinkin’ of her! Jennie ain’t like Erin, Seb. She’s restless. She’s cut out for more than what we got.”


“There’s nothing wrong with what we’ve got. It’s been good enough for centuries.”


Pike had heard talk like this before. As a kid in California, he’d lived near the Bar T Ranch. He’d enjoyed his visits there; the daughter of the owners had taught him how to ride a horse. Her parents, however, were Luddites, always propounding about the evils of civilization. Garr was soft-pedaling it by comparison.


The older man looked down and tut-tutted. “Some lessons gotta be taught over and over.” He nodded to his companions on either side of Joe. “Hitch that wagon and take him to Havenbrook.”


“Here we go again,” Joe protested as Garr’s people made him stand.


Pike took a step forward. “Are you taking him to jail?”


Garr did a double take. “To church.” He grinned. “You did get a rap on the head.”


Jennie began to object as well—but Joe pointed her toward Pike. “Get him inside. And block that window so he don’t get out until I come back. Wandering around, he could hurt himself.”


“I’ll second that,” Garr said as he mounted his horse. He looked down and tipped his hat. “Hope you’ll feel better soon, Mister Pike. And come to our Jubilee. We’re no Pleasant Ridge, but I think you’ll like it.”


Jennie hustled Pike away as the others hoisted her father onto the wagon.


“Did they say they were taking him to church?” Pike asked.


“Just overnight.”


“What’ll happen to him?”


“They’re gonna bore him silly—and he’ll be impossible to live with when he gets back. Make that more impossible.” She opened the door to the darkened farmhouse. “Your room’s at the end of the hall. Try to stay put this time.”


“He’s not concerned leaving you with a stranger?”


“He’s concerned leaving you around anyone else,” she said, peeking out the door. “You keep talking, they’ll find out you’re from outer space!”










CHAPTER 8 THE WOODSMAN



Nope, not here. Gotta go!


Elsewhere, Una Chin-Riley might have considered a cross-country run a fine start to a day. Not so for this mad dash at sunrise. Racing from one inadequate hiding place to another was just the continuation of an exercise that had lasted all night.


She’d extricated herself from the tree just before sunset the day before, unharnessing from the permanently lodged backpack and falling free. Chin-Riley had missed two thick branches on the way down before caroming off a third with her feet. That had sent her into a swan dive through the foliage, grasping frantically at one would-be lifeline after another.


Meters from the surface, she’d finally snagged a hanging vine. But the ground held so many dangers she soon began to miss the tree, pesky birds and all. The canopy overhead was so thick the time of day barely mattered, and the ground so mushy that every step threatened a twisted ankle.


All of which she could have coped with, were it not for the wild animals. Creatures on legs numbering from two to a dozen had seemed to find her irresistible. The first officer didn’t know if she’d encroached on their hunting territory or if she was the prey, but that didn’t much matter. Night added swooping nocturnal fliers, most less pleasant than the bird she’d met in the canopy.


Sam Kirk, Enterprise’s xenobiologist, might have suggested some tactic for dealing with the aggressive menagerie. Unfortunately, Chin-Riley’s communicator hadn’t worked any better than her phaser had. She’d finally been forced to hurl the devices in order to escape from a band of things that looked like primates. She would worry about the Prime Directive consequences of that later, when she wasn’t running for her life.


Chin-Riley had just caught a fitful hour of sleep crouching within a large flowering shrub when what looked like a fur-covered triceratops arrived to chew on it, only to decide it liked the smell of her better. Now it thundered after her, smashing its way through the woods.


The commander exhausted herself trying to build up enough of a lead that would permit her to find another hiding place. The giant tree before her had looked promising from a distance, but up close she saw the recess in it was just a trick of the morning light. Nope, not here, she again thought. But she couldn’t bring herself to press on, not yet. Even for one in her excellent physical shape, the ordeal had been too taxing.


She looked up when she heard leaves rustling somewhere ahead of her. With the behemoth catching up behind, this was the worst possible news. But before she could respond, a hairy-faced person emerged from the brush and yelled something she didn’t understand.


The furry dino charged them, and her impulse was to yank the new arrival out of the way. But before she could, the man placed a narrow brown tube to his mouth. When the juggernaut was just meters away, he huffed, blasting the monster in the face with powder.


Chin-Riley saw particles sparkle in the air—but only for a second, as the man pulled her away. It was the right move. Her feral tormentor pitched over and slammed into the forest floor, sending the morning dew flying. Whatever was in the blowgun had put the thing to sleep immediately.


Catching her breath, she regarded her savior. He was a mountain of a man, and while he seemed human to her, he also looked as native to the forest as any of the creatures she’d seen. His bushy brown hair fell over his eyes, and his long beard had burrs caught in it here and there. His clothing, while primitive and soiled, seemed designed for a rugged terrain. The man could have been twenty or sixty. He clearly hadn’t seen a shower—or a mirror—in a month.


At the same time, she noticed how quiet the raucous forest had become. She felt safe, somehow, for the first time since the day before. She let out a large breath. “Thank you.”


“Just doing my job.”


Chin-Riley did a double take. As surprising as it was to find a deep-voiced park ranger here, discovering one that spoke her language was even more so.


He gestured to the fallen beast. “Don’t approach the ollodon until the crystals dissipate, or you’ll sleep too. Bhavan root is powerful.”


The Enterprise officer noticed he hadn’t worried about using his breath to deliver the substance, but the warning was needless. She had no intention of approaching the sleeping beast—and her savior’s appearance had newly enlivened her. He had spoken her language, and that could likely only mean one thing. “Are you from the Braidwood?”


“What did you say?”


“The Braidwood.”


“I’ve never heard this forest called that,” he said, brown eyes bright as he looked up and around. “It is the Grandwood, and no one is from here.”


“But you’re here.”


He didn’t answer. He turned and tromped back the way he’d come.


Uninvited, she followed him. Chin-Riley found the woodsman in the smallest of clearings, beside yet another tall creature. This one had antlers like an elk, even if the rest of it resembled no four-legged creature she’d ever seen. It was tied to a tree, and he was removing a large saddlebag from it.


“I’m Una,” she said, deciding it was best to keep things simple.


“I am Celarius,” he responded without looking at her. He put the bag over his shoulder and walked straight past her, back in the direction of the sleeping ollodon.


Flustered, she followed him again. “I’ve been lost for a day, Celarius.”


“Not likely.”


His tone startled her. “You don’t believe me?”


“I do not,” he said, kneeling beside the monster. “This location is a week’s ride to anywhere, and you have no mount.”


She considered the Prime Directive—and thought fast. She pointed. “One of those things got it.”


“The ollodon.”


“Yes.”


“Along with all your supplies.”


“I was running. I didn’t take inventory.”


“Life is full of difficulties,” Celarius observed. “Isn’t it, my friend?” He patted the ollodon on the snout before turning to rummage through his bag.


At last, he withdrew a silvery stick and swept the end of it against the gritty skin of his palm. The tip of the stick ignited—and kept sizzling as he planted the other end in the wet soil.


“I could have used a fire last night,” she said.


“No, you couldn’t have.”


“What do you mean? It got cold.”


“As anyone would know, at this time of year. What settlement are you from?”


She picked a random direction and gestured. “It’s that way.”


He gave her a moment’s glance. “There is no settlement that way.”


“That would be why I can’t find it.”


“Hmm.” He withdrew two rods from his bag and strung a metal coil between them. Turning his back to her, he thrust the coil into the fire to warm. “Does this mystery settlement have a name?”


“What’s the closest one?” she asked.


“Gorm Tigah.”


“That’s it.”


“Nonsense. There’s nobody like you in Gorm Tigah.”


“My family used to say that.”


“I mean the Tigans are particular about their guests. They have a xenophobia nobody has shaken in centuries. They would not welcome you.”


So far, Celarius wasn’t looking much more hospitable. If this was a rescue, it sure didn’t feel like one. “I’m sorry to bother you,” she said.


“You aren’t bothering me. I am doing nothing now that I wasn’t here to do already.” Satisfied the coil was hot enough, Celarius found his way to the underside of the great beast. She couldn’t see what he was doing, but the dazed creature noticed, letting out a sudden and sharp yelp.


“Easy,” Celarius said. He started whistling.


“What are you doing?” she asked.


“Gelding it.”


“Here? Now?”


“Here and now.”


She looked about. “Something you just wander around the forest doing?”


“Yes.”


The beast emitted a low moan, after which Celarius spoke again. “In the natural order, ollodons are omnivorous. But some have traits that allow them to more easily digest meat. When a supply is available, they seek it and become aggressive. If their kind flourishes, more will have the trait—and they will no longer be suitable to ride.”


“Somebody rides these things?”


“You and I aren’t built for it. But others are.”


She wanted to know what others, but she decided to hold off on asking.


Celarius was matter-of-fact about the process, and the care he took with the mammoth beast impressed her. Even so, Una noted the animal’s restless twitching. “He doesn’t seem excited about this.”


“I know I wouldn’t be,” Celarius replied. “And I don’t enjoy having to do it. This is his realm. You and I—more you than I—are the invaders. But the reputation of his species will improve, and that is for his own good. It is the tragedy of nature that it is better to be seen as useful than as a threat.”


Una stood, speechless. She’d traveled many light-years in her life, but Philosophic Mountain Man was a new one on her.


His work finished, Celarius wiped his hands on his pants and stood. “Our friend will rest now. But when the powder wears off, he will be unhappy—and he will still find people tasty. I recommend you be somewhere else.”


“Good idea. Which way are you going?”


“I don’t see how that could matter,” he said, leaning over to douse the flame on the stick with his fingertips. “I’m indexing forest species. I travel quickly—and quietly. I don’t want company.”


“I wouldn’t be any trouble.”


“You haven’t been traveling cautiously. I caught your trail twenty minutes ago.”


“I told you, that’s because I was being chased.” She’d had enough. “I don’t know where I am—and I don’t know where I’m heading.”


“Another tragedy.” Celarius shoved his items in his bag and faced her. “I’m here to find out more about these creatures, not you. People, I don’t need to know any more about. I see enough of them in my normal life.”


“Would any of them be more helpful?”


He disregarded her remark. “Odds are the reason you’re in this forest is something I wouldn’t approve of. Poaching—”


“I’m unarmed.”


“—or suicide, which is the same as entering this forest unarmed.”


She stewed. He had her there.


Celarius walked back toward the animal he’d been riding. “At best, you are fleeing from someone,” he said. “If they are in authority, then surrender yourself to their care. If it was over a personal matter, then it’s none of my business and I will not intercede.”


“Something tells me those other people aren’t sad to see you gone for weeks at a time.”


The remark brought her a surprised stare from Celarius—and then the hint of a smile as he looked back at her. “I suppose that’s so. But they would never tell me that to my face. It’s another reason I—”
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