
        
		[image: Star Trek: The Hidden Empire]
        

	
	
	[image: ]


	

	
	Star Trek – The Hidden Empire


--



	
			Chapter One: Old Scars

			Chapter Two: Pressure at the Door

			Chapter Three: The Graveyard

			Chapter Four: Human Remains

			Chapter Five: First Contact

			Chapter Six: Judgment

			Chapter Seven: The Time We Bought

			Chapter Eight: The Wrong Solution

			Chapter Nine: The Wound Closes

			Chapter Ten: Under Her Own Power

	



--


Disclaimer: This is a non-commercial work of fanfiction. All recognizable universes, characters, locations, concepts, and trademarks belong to their respective original creators and rights holders. No copyright infringement is intended, and no profit is being made from this work.


Original story elements by Simon Sjödin.


Chapter One: Old Scars


The USS Carl von Linné moved through interstellar darkness at a steady warp cruise, her long, graceful hull carrying the faint blue shimmer of a modernized Galaxy-line starship. From a distance she still carried the unmistakable silhouette of an earlier age: wide saucer, powerful stardrive, twin nacelles held apart like the wings of some patient scientific instrument.


Up close, she was something else entirely.


Her hull plating was newer. Her warp coils were quieter. Her sensor pallets had been rebuilt twice since her launch, each refit adding another layer of resolution, another spectrum of analysis, another way to ask the universe what it was made of.


On the main bridge, the ship was running smoothly.


It was the night shift, although no one aboard a starship used that term with any real conviction. There was no night in deep space, no dawn, no sunset beyond whatever the computer chose to imitate in the crew quarters. The bridge lighting remained clear and bright. Officers moved between stations with the alert calm of people entrusted with a small city that happened to travel faster than light.


Lieutenant Commander Evelina Larsson sat in the captain’s chair.


There had been a time when that fact would have made her palms sweat.


The first time she had taken the center seat as acting captain, she had spent the entire shift trying not to think about history. A Galaxy-class command chair carried ghosts. Picard. Riker. The Enterprise-D. Legends turned into training scenarios and academy lectures and museum exhibits. Even aboard a refit built decades later, the shape of the bridge still invited comparison.


Now, years later, Larsson barely thought about it.


The Linné was not a legend to her. It was a ship. A complex, demanding, occasionally temperamental ship, with more than a thousand crew aboard and several dozen ongoing scientific commitments. No families. No civilian schools. No children chasing each other through arboretum walkways. Just Starfleet personnel, mission specialists, and the compact, highly organized life of a long-range exploration cruiser. It had power relays that liked to drift out of tolerance on Deck Twenty-Three. It had a portside astrometrics array that always needed a half-second calibration offset after high-warp transitions. It had a Bolian sous-chef who could start diplomatic incidents with soup.


And tonight, thankfully, it was behaving.


Larsson scrolled through the departmental summaries on the small display built into the armrest. Engineering reported a stable warp field. Stellar cartography had completed its survey of the outer Dalmor cluster. Sickbay had cleared the last of the mild neurovestibular complaints from the previous week’s gravimetric turbulence. Security had nothing more alarming than a dispute between two ensigns over holodeck scheduling priority.


Everything was routine.


Routine was good.


“Lieutenant T’Varen,” Larsson said, glancing toward the science station. “Anything of interest before we hand over to alpha shift?”


The Vulcan officer did not look up immediately. Her fingers moved across the console with precise, economical taps.


“Possibly, Commander.”


Larsson raised an eyebrow.


At ops, Ensign Milo Reyes turned just enough to listen without looking as though he were listening. Helm remained focused on course corrections, but Larsson noticed the subtle shift in posture there too. A quiet bridge always wanted something to be curious about.


T’Varen brought a sensor plot onto a side display. “Long-range telemetry has registered an anomalous energy pattern in the Hekaras Corridor.”


Larsson leaned back slightly. “Hekaras…”


The name was familiar in the annoying way half-remembered academy material was familiar. Something about warp fields. Subspace. Environmental restrictions.


“The region affected by historical warp-induced subspace damage,” T’Varen supplied.


“That’s it.” Larsson nodded. “The old warp-five limitation.”


“Yes. The original damage was confined primarily to the corridor and the Hekaras system. Starfleet propulsion research corrected the underlying warp-field inefficiency decades ago.”


“Corrected the dangerous part, at least.”


T’Varen looked up. “That remains the accepted conclusion.”


Larsson smiled faintly. With Vulcans, even small qualifications could carry the weight of an accusation.


“What are we seeing?”


“Intermittent subspace shear. Low-level verteron emissions. Traces of chroniton drift. There is also a psionic-spectrum component I cannot currently identify.”


Larsson’s smile faded a little. “Psionic?”


“Only in the broadest technical sense. The reading is below the threshold associated with known telepathic species, but it is coherent.”


“Coherent? How?”


T’Varen hesitated, which drew Larsson’s full attention.


“It repeats.”


Larsson stood and moved toward the science station. The display showed only a distant pattern, faint against background noise, but it had structure. Not a natural pulse. Not exactly a transmission. More like a shape trying to form inside bad data.


“That’s interesting,” Larsson said.


“Yes.”


“And we are going in the opposite direction.”


“Yes.”


Larsson folded her arms. “Tragic.”


At helm, Lieutenant Jalen Okafor allowed himself half a grin. It was the kind of expression every bridge officer learned to suppress when an interesting anomaly appeared in exactly the wrong direction.


“We finally get something strange enough to make the science department insufferable,” Larsson said, “and we’re flying away from it.”


“Regrettable,” T’Varen said.


“From you, Lieutenant, that sounds almost emotional.”


“Then I have overstated my position.”


Larsson smiled. “Log it for Starfleet Science. Mark it for priority review. If another ship is closer, maybe they’ll get lucky.”


T’Varen entered the notation. “Acknowledged.”


For another thirty-seven seconds, the bridge returned to routine.


Then the command chair chirped.


Larsson crossed back to it and checked the alert. Her expression sharpened.


“Bridge to Captain Haddad.”


A moment passed. Then the comm channel opened with the soft static of a private cabin pickup.


A voice answered, roughened by sleep. “Yes?”


“Captain, I’m sorry to wake you. You have a priority message from Starfleet Command. Eyes-only authentication.”


There was a rustle on the other end. The sound of someone becoming awake very quickly.


“From whom?”


Larsson checked the routing header.


“Admiral Sulu.”


The pause was short, but it was there.


“Route it to my quarters.”


“Aye, Captain.”


Larsson closed the channel and remained standing for a moment, looking at the forward viewscreen.


The stars stretched ahead of them in disciplined silence.


Behind them, several sectors away, something in an old wound had begun to move.


---


Captain Leila Haddad pulled on her uniform jacket with the practiced speed of a person who had spent most of her adult life being interrupted by emergencies. She sealed the front seam, ran a hand through her dark hair, decided it would have to do, and sat at her desk.


The computer projected the Starfleet Command seal above the desktop terminal.


“Identity confirmation required.”


“Haddad, Leila. Captain, USS Carl von Linné. Authorization Haddad-four-seven-delta-gamma.”


A narrow band of blue light scanned her face, then her right hand.


“Voiceprint confirmed. Retinal pattern confirmed. Command authorization confirmed.”


The seal vanished.


Admiral Demora Sulu appeared in its place.


Haddad straightened instinctively. “Admiral. I apologize for the delay.”


Sulu’s eyes flicked once, not to Haddad but past her, toward the unmade bed visible behind the desk.


“It’s all right, Leila.”


The use of her given name ended the formalities more efficiently than any order could have.


Haddad’s posture changed. Not relaxed, exactly, but sharpened into something more direct.


“What’s happened?”


“The Hekaras Corridor.”


Haddad said nothing for a beat.


Sulu continued. “Your ship is being retasked immediately. New course, maximum sustainable warp. You are to proceed to the Hekaras Corridor and assume on-site mission command.”


“Mission command?”


“You’ll receive the full packet in two minutes. The short version is that the USS Tsiolkovsky has been conducting a follow-up survey of anomalous subspace activity in the region. Their last three reports were irregular.”


“Irregular? In what way?”


“Sensor inconsistencies at first. Then medical complaints. Sleep disruption, shared nightmares, auditory hallucinations. One junior officer reported seeing a corridor extend past the physical limits of the ship.”


Haddad kept her face still. “A neurogenic contaminant?”


“That was their doctor’s first assumption. So far, nothing biological has been isolated.”


“Subspace radiation?”


“Not any kind we recognize.”


The admiral’s expression tightened. Haddad had served long enough to know when a superior officer was deciding how much to say over a channel, even an encrypted one.


“The anomaly is growing. Slowly, but measurably. Starships several sectors away have begun detecting harmonic reflections from the same source. And as of a few minutes ago, your own bridge submitted a priority review request on related long-range readings. The Daystrom Institute is uncomfortable with the model. Starfleet Engineering is even more uncomfortable.”


Haddad let out a quiet breath. “Because of the old warp damage.”


“Because Starfleet may have solved less than we thought.”


For a moment neither of them spoke.


Haddad had grown up with Starfleet’s triumphs. Everyone had. The crises overcome, the frontiers opened, the mistakes corrected by better science and better ethics. The Hekaras incident was taught as one of those stories: a warning, yes, but also a reassurance. Starfleet had discovered a danger in its own technology, accepted responsibility, changed the technology, and moved forward.


The story was not supposed to reopen.


“What are my orders?” Haddad asked.


“Assist the Tsiolkovsky. Stabilize the situation. Determine whether the anomaly is related to residual warp-field damage. If necessary, coordinate containment with any additional vessels assigned.”


“Any?”


“The USS Endeavour has been diverted from the Archanis sector. The USS Huygens is twelve hours behind you. Others may follow.”


Haddad absorbed that.


Three ships for a scientific anomaly. At least three.


“Starfleet is taking this seriously,” she said.


“Yes.” Sulu leaned closer to her own terminal. “And quietly. For now.”


Haddad understood that too. Starfleet had lived through enough ghosts in recent years. The Borg. The Founders. Mars. Frontier Day. Old wounds did not stay politely in the past.


“Admiral,” she said, “what exactly do you think we’re going to find out there?”


Sulu’s answer came too quickly to be comforting.


“I don’t know.”


---


The observation lounge aboard the Carl von Linné had been designed to honor its lineage without worshiping it.


The long table remained. So did the wide windows looking out over the curve of the saucer and the streaking stars beyond. But the walls carried modern displays instead of static models, and the central interface could project everything from tactical overlays to molecular simulations. Along one side, a modest dedication plaque listed the scientific vessels named for natural philosophers, taxonomists, astronomers, and physicians across Federation history.


Commander Soren Vale, the ship’s first officer, entered at a brisk pace and found most of the senior staff already seated.


Captain Haddad stood near the wall display.


Doctor Anika Rao sat with a medical padd balanced on one knee, her expression skeptical in the way physicians became skeptical when admirals used phrases like unusual symptoms. Lieutenant Commander Bram Nilsen, chief engineer, had arrived still carrying a diagnostic toolkit, which suggested either urgency or a refusal to trust any meeting that separated him from his ship’s systems. Lieutenant Commander Jaya th’Ress, security chief, sat upright and motionless, antennae angled forward in concentration.


At the far end of the table was Lieutenant T’Varen from sciences. Beside her sat Lieutenant Commander Marek zh’Kell, the ship’s senior counselor, a Betazoid-Andorian hybrid whose white hair and dark eyes made him look perpetually calmer than anyone had a right to be.


Vale took the open seat to Haddad’s right.


“Good,” Haddad said. “We’re all here.”


She turned toward the wall screen. With a small gesture, she brought up a star chart. The Hekaras Corridor appeared as a highlighted region, with older Federation survey markers overlaid in amber.


“We have an interesting anomaly on the menu today.”


Vale looked at the display. “The Hekaras Corridor?”


“That was my reaction too,” Haddad said.


He leaned forward. “Wasn’t that where warp drive was damaging the local fabric of space?”


“Subspace,” Nilsen said automatically.


Vale glanced at him. “I stand corrected.”


T’Varen folded her hands on the table. “The distinction is important. The Hekaras region experienced progressive subspace deformation caused by repeated high-warp transitions through an unusually sensitive corridor. The effect threatened the long-term stability of the local system and surrounding traffic lanes.”


Rao looked up from her padd. “That led to the warp-five speed limit.”


“For a limited period,” T’Varen said. “Starfleet propulsion specialists subsequently developed modifications to standard warp-field geometry. The first operational refinements were implemented on front-line vessels, then distributed more widely through fleet maintenance cycles.”


Nilsen nodded. “Variable geometry field control, improved plasma-injector timing, better subspace stress dispersion. Primitive by current standards, but elegant for its time.”


“Primitive?” Vale said. “Engineers always say that about anything more than five years old.”


“We say it because it’s true.”


Haddad allowed the exchange to breathe for half a second, then tapped the display again.


The star chart zoomed in. A cluster of sensor readings appeared in red and violet.


“The accepted history,” she said, “is that Starfleet identified the danger, corrected its warp systems, and prevented further damage. What we are now seeing suggests the region may not have healed as completely as we believed.”


No one joked after that.


T’Varen brought up the first data set. “Over the last nine weeks, automated buoys have recorded intermittent subspace shear inside the corridor. The readings were initially dismissed as residual turbulence. Sixteen days ago, a coherent anomaly began forming near the former Hekaras traffic lane.”


“Coherent in what way?” Rao asked.


“It displays internal structure,” T’Varen said. “Not intelligence, necessarily, but organization. The energy signature includes verteron emissions, chroniton drift, tetryon scatter, and a psionic-spectrum resonance that does not correspond to any known telepathic carrier wave.”


Counselor zh’Kell’s gaze moved to the screen.


Haddad noticed. “Marek?”


“I have not felt anything from here,” he said. “But I dislike the phrase psionic-spectrum resonance when it appears on a sensor report.”


“So do I,” Rao said.


T’Varen continued. “The USS Tsiolkovsky was dispatched to conduct close-range scans. Captain Renata Chandra reports escalating anomalies aboard her vessel.”


The wall display changed to a summarized medical and command log.


Rao read quickly. “Insomnia. Night terrors. Shared dream content. Unexplained panic responses. Visual and auditory hallucinations.”


“Shared?” Vale asked.


“Similar imagery reported independently by thirteen crew members,” T’Varen said. “A red horizon. Voices behind bulkheads. The sensation of being watched. Several references to metal footsteps.”


Security Chief th’Ress spoke for the first time. Her voice was low and crisp. “Any evidence of an intruder?”


“None. Internal sensors show no unauthorized life signs aboard the Tsiolkovsky.”


“Transporter signatures?”


“None detected.”


“Computer intrusion?”


“None reported.”


“That they can detect,” th’Ress said.


Nilsen crossed his arms. “Could be sensor contamination feeding false environmental cues into ship systems. If their internal sensors are compromised, their ‘no intruder’ reading doesn’t mean much.”


Rao shook her head. “False cues don’t usually give thirteen people the same nightmare.”


The room stilled.


Haddad looked to zh’Kell again.


“Counselor?”


“I would like permission to review the original medical interviews from the Tsiolkovsky,” he said. “Not just the summaries.”


“Granted.”


Vale looked back at the display. “And now Starfleet can see the anomaly from several sectors away.”


“Yes,” Haddad said. “Which means it is expanding, amplifying, or both.”


Nilsen exhaled through his nose. “If this is connected to historical warp damage, then the old corrective models may no longer be sufficient.”


“Or they were never complete,” T’Varen said.


Nilsen gave her a look. “That’s a cheerful interpretation.”


“It is not an interpretation. It is a possibility.”


Haddad touched the table interface. A new mission packet appeared on each officer’s padd.


“The Carl von Linné has been ordered to the Hekaras Corridor at maximum sustainable warp. Our primary mission is to assist the Tsiolkovsky, investigate the anomaly, and determine whether there is an ongoing risk to subspace integrity. We are also to develop, if necessary, a containment strategy.”


“Containment,” th’Ress repeated. “Starfleet Command believes this may become tactical.”


“Starfleet Command believes it may become anything,” Haddad said. “That’s why they’re sending us.”


“Our sensor suite,” T’Varen said, “is among the most advanced currently deployed outside dedicated research platforms.”


“And unlike a dedicated research platform,” Nilsen added, “we have shields that can take a punch.”


“Let us hope they do not need to,” T’Varen said.


“They always need to eventually.”


Rao looked at Haddad. “What about the Tsiolkovsky’s crew? Are we treating this as medical evacuation, quarantine, or psychological support?”


“All of the above until we know better,” Haddad said. “Doctor, prepare for possible neurogenic exposure, radiation exposure, and mass trauma response. Counselor, coordinate with sickbay. I want screening protocols ready before we enter the corridor.”


Rao nodded. “I’ll set up isolation wards and remote diagnostic stations. No one beams over from that ship without a full pattern filter and neurological scan.”


“Security?” Haddad asked.


th’Ress’s antennae shifted outward. “I will increase internal readiness without alarming the crew. Armed teams near transporter rooms, shuttlebays, main engineering, and the computer core. Non-lethal loadout by default.”


“By default,” Haddad agreed.


“Captain,” th’Ress said, “I should point out that if this anomaly can influence perception, standard non-lethal response may not be enough.”


“I know.” Haddad’s voice remained even. “But we are not going to arrive at a scientific emergency with phaser rifles set to kill. If this phenomenon can distort perception, the last thing I want is frightened officers firing lethal shots at shadows.”


th’Ress held her gaze for a moment, then gave a curt nod. “A reasonable precaution.”


“Engineering,” Haddad said.


Nilsen had already started making notes. “I’ll review the historical Hekaras files and compare them to our current warp-field geometry. If there are stress interactions between our coils and the anomaly, I want to know before we drop out of warp. I’ll also prep the deflector for variable tachyon emission and subspace harmonic pulses.”


“Can we scan without aggravating it?” Vale asked.


Nilsen grimaced. “That depends on whether the anomaly objects to being scanned.”


T’Varen raised one eyebrow. “A passive multi-spectrum survey would be the least intrusive initial approach. Active scans can be introduced gradually, beginning with low-energy graviton mapping and narrow-band subspace resonance.”


“Do that,” Haddad said. “No one pokes the mystery wound with a stick until I say so.”


The room darkened slightly as the display shifted again.


A second and third starship icon appeared on the map.


“The USS Endeavour is being diverted to support us. The USS Huygens is also en route.”


Rao gave a low whistle. “Three ships.”


“Minimum,” Haddad said.


“That is a lot of hardware for bad dreams and sensor ghosts.”


“Yes,” Haddad said. “It is.”


The simple agreement did more to sober the room than an explanation would have.


Vale leaned back, arms folded. “Who has operational command?”


Haddad looked around the table.


“We do. Admiral Sulu has assigned me as fleet captain on site until a flag officer arrives or Starfleet Command says otherwise.”


Nilsen’s brows rose. “That serious?”


“That serious.”


Outside the windows, the stars continued to stream past in perfect lines.


For a moment, Haddad saw the ship as she imagined Starfleet Command saw it: a bright, rational thing moving toward a region where rational explanations had begun to fail. A vessel named for classification and order, sent to study something that refused to stay in any category.


She looked at the old Hekaras markers on the display, then at the faces around the table.


“Review the original incident files,” she said. “Not the academy summaries. Not the cleaned-up engineering abstracts. I want the uncomfortable parts too.”


Vale gave a small nod. “You think Starfleet missed something.”


“I think Starfleet solved the problem it could measure,” Haddad said. “That may not be the same thing.”


No one argued with that.


She let the silence sit for a moment, then added, more quietly, “And we do not let old mistakes become new disasters because we were too proud to reexamine them.”


No one spoke.


Then Vale nodded. “I’ll have the bridge ready for course change.”


“Good.” Haddad touched the comm panel in the table. “Haddad to bridge.”


Larsson answered immediately. “Bridge here.”


“Set course for the Hekaras Corridor. Maximum sustainable warp.”


A beat.


“Aye, Captain. New course plotted.”


“Engage.”


The stars on the other side of the windows shifted.


The Carl von Linné turned away from her assigned survey route and accelerated toward an old scar in space.


---


Two hours later, the anomaly appeared on the main viewscreen as nothing at all.


That was the first unsettling thing about it.


The Hekaras Corridor looked ordinary. Stars. Dust. The faint glow of distant stellar nurseries. No swirling vortex. No rupture visible to the naked eye. No wound the mind could easily blame for what the sensors were reporting.


The second unsettling thing was that the sensors disagreed with each other.


“Dropping to warp two,” Okafor reported from helm. “Corridor entry in six minutes.”


“Passive sensors only,” Haddad said from the center chair.


“Aye,” T’Varen said. “Passive arrays are active. Or, more precisely, receptive.”


Vale stood beside the tactical rail, watching the data repeat across auxiliary displays.


“Problem?”


“Our port lateral array reports a minor subspace compression wave at bearing zero-one-seven mark three,” T’Varen said. “The dorsal array reports no such wave. Astrometrics reports the wave occurred twelve seconds ago. Stellar cartography reports that it has not occurred yet.”


Okafor glanced back from helm. “I dislike all of that.”


“So noted,” Haddad said.


At ops, Reyes frowned. “Captain, I’m receiving a tight-beam transmission from the Tsiolkovsky. Audio only. Heavy distortion.”


“Put it through.”


The bridge speakers hissed.


A woman’s voice emerged beneath layers of static.


“—von Linné, this is Captain Chandra of the Tsiolkovsky. We have you on sensors, intermittently. Recommend you maintain distance until we can confirm—”


The signal bent. For half a second the words stretched into something lower and deeper, like a voice speaking through metal.


Then Chandra returned.


“—repeat, maintain distance. We are experiencing internal sensor failures and crew disorientation. Do not initiate transporter contact without medical precautions.”


Haddad leaned forward. “Captain Chandra, this is Captain Haddad. We’re receiving you. We are approaching under passive scan and will hold at your recommended perimeter. What is your current status?”


Static.


Then breathing.


Not Chandra’s voice. Someone else’s, close to an open channel.


A whisper came through the bridge speakers.


“Don’t listen when it prays.”


Every officer on the bridge froze.


The channel snapped back into static.


Reyes swallowed. “Captain, I’ve lost the signal.”


Haddad did not move for a moment.


Then she stood.


“Red alert.”


The bridge lighting shifted. The alarm sounded once, then settled into the low pulse of readiness.


“Shields up,” Haddad said. “All decks to emergency stations. Doctor Rao to sickbay. Security teams to standby positions. T’Varen, find me the Tsiolkovsky. I want visual confirmation and a full passive sweep.”


“Acknowledged.”


Vale moved beside her. “That voice wasn’t Chandra.”


“No,” Haddad said.


“Could have been a crew member.”


“Could have been.”


Neither of them sounded convinced.


On the viewscreen, space remained empty.


Then the image flickered.


For less than a second, the stars disappeared.


Something else filled the screen: a red-black depth, impossible to focus on, threaded with light that did not shine so much as bleed. Shapes moved inside it. Not ships. Not yet. Suggestions of mass. Suggestions of hunger. A horizon where no horizon could exist.


Then normal space returned.


Several officers gasped.


T’Varen’s hands moved rapidly across her console. “The visual feed registered no interruption.”


“I saw it,” Okafor said.


“So did I,” Reyes said.


Haddad looked toward Counselor zh’Kell, who had stepped onto the bridge only minutes earlier and now stood near the aft stations, one hand braced against the wall.


His face had gone pale.


“Counselor?” she said.


He looked at the viewscreen, but Haddad had the sudden, chilling sense that he was not looking at the stars.


“There’s someone in there,” he said.


Vale turned. “Inside the anomaly?”


zh’Kell’s dark eyes widened.


“No.” His voice dropped. “Not someone.”


The deck trembled beneath them.


At tactical, th’Ress looked up sharply. “Captain, shield harmonics are fluctuating. Something is pushing against the field from the inside.”


“That’s impossible,” Nilsen’s voice snapped over the comm from engineering. “Nothing is inside the shields.”


T’Varen looked up from science.


“Captain,” she said, “I am reading localized matter-pattern formation on Deck Twelve.”


Haddad felt the bridge narrow around that sentence.


“How many?”


T’Varen’s expression changed by the smallest possible degree.


“The sensors cannot agree.”


The lights flickered.


For one instant, the red alert klaxon sounded like distant chanting.


Then th’Ress drew herself to full height.


“Security teams are moving.”


Haddad gripped the back of the command chair.


“Bridge to all hands,” she said. “Possible intruder alert. This is not a drill. Remain at your stations unless otherwise ordered.”


On the main viewscreen, empty space stared back at them.


Somewhere deep inside the Carl von Linné, something heavy struck the deck plating.


Once.


Then again.


Metal footsteps in a corridor where no one should have been.


Chapter Two: Pressure at the Door


The security team ran through the familiar corridors of the USS Carl von Linné.


Deck Twelve should have felt safe.


It was one of the ship’s working decks: laboratories, secondary computer access, environmental control junctions, storage bays, two small holosuites, and the long curved corridors that followed the saucer’s gentle geometry. Lieutenant Arik Talan had walked this route a hundred times on routine inspections. He knew where the floor panels changed texture near the emergency bulkhead. He knew which wall display always took half a second too long to wake when someone passed it. He knew the slight hum of the EPS conduits behind the starboard access panels.


Now every meter of it felt wrong.


His team moved behind him in practiced formation: five officers, phasers drawn but kept low, boots striking the deck in staggered rhythm. They were focused. They were trained. They had drilled for boarding actions, hostage situations, decompression events, holodeck failures, telepathic contamination, and the thousand other emergencies Starfleet believed could happen because Starfleet had, at one time or another, survived most of them.


Still, something gnawed at him.


The corridor stretched too long.


The air tasted metallic.


Talan blinked hard and kept moving.


“Status?” he said.


Ensign Ryn Dast, immediately behind him, answered without hesitation. “Two meters spacing. Weapons on stun. Biofilters active. No visual contact.”


“Keep it that way.”


They turned past an equipment alcove.


For a moment, the deck seemed to soften beneath Talan’s boots. His next step dragged, slow and resistant, as if he had run into deep water.


He looked down.


Blood covered the floor.


It rolled in dark red waves around his ankles, thick enough to pull at him. It lapped against the corridor walls. It flowed from no visible source and reflected the ceiling lights in oily streaks.


Behind him, someone swore.


“Lieutenant—”


“Keep moving.” Talan forced the words out.


His heart slammed once against his ribs.


He had seen blood before. Real blood. During the evacuation of Kessik Outpost. During the Nausicaan raid near Celes Two. During a decompression drill that had stopped being a drill when a bulkhead seal failed and three cadets had needed emergency surgery.


This was not real.


It could not be real.


“Look at your tricorders,” he ordered. “Not the floor.”


“My tricorder says clean deck plating,” Dast said. Her voice shook despite her effort to control it.


“Then believe the tricorder.”


The blood rose to his knees.


Talan kept running.


Fear took hold anyway. Not the useful fear of danger, the kind that sharpened the mind and put training into the muscles. This was older. Cruder. A hand closing around the base of the skull. A command from some primitive part of the brain to stop, hide, kneel, scream.


He dug deeper.


Academy drills. Bajoran Militia stories from his grandfather. Starfleet tactical conditioning. The simple fact that four officers were behind him and would take their cue from whatever he did next.


He kept moving.


The blood vanished between one footfall and the next.


The corridor was clean again.


“Contact point ahead,” Dast said.


A pressure door divided the corridor twenty meters in front of them. Beyond it lay Storage Compartment Twelve-Gamma and a secondary maintenance passage where internal sensors had reported the matter-pattern formation. According to the bridge, the intruder—or intruders—should be sealed behind that door.


Talan slowed and raised a fist.


The team stopped.


No one spoke.


The door looked ordinary. Grey panels. Emergency manual release. A small status light pulsing amber because the section had been locked down remotely.


Then the pressure hit.


Talan staggered as pain flashed through his skull like an electrical discharge. Not a headache. Not even neural feedback. Something sharper and more intimate, as if fingers had reached through his eyes and touched the inside of his mind.


Images tore across his vision.


Screaming faces.


A sky on fire.


A towering shape made of rusted iron and bone.


Crowds chanting in a language he did not know but almost understood.


Psalms. Not songs. Not prayers. Psalms hammered into rhythm by millions of throats until faith and hatred became the same sound.


Dast dropped to one knee.


Petty Officer Silek pressed both hands against his temples.


Someone was breathing too fast.


For one terrible second, Talan wanted to lower his phaser and cover his ears.


Instead he shouted.


“Enough!”


The word cracked down the corridor.


He was not sure whether he shouted it at the voices, at his team, or at himself.


“Enough!” he said again, louder, and the second time he sounded like the officer he was supposed to be. “Eyes on me. Now.”


The chanting receded.


Not gone. Nothing that loud could truly be gone. But it pulled back, like a tide retreating from rocks.


Dast looked up.


Talan pointed two fingers toward the pressure door. “We breach on my mark. Verify settings.”


“Setting stun,” Dast said immediately.


“Stun,” Silek said.


“Stun,” said Ensign Moru.


“Stun,” said Chief Petty Officer Anje Solari.


Talan checked his own phaser. “Stun confirmed.”


He moved to the door control. The lockout code scrolled across his left retinal display, fed directly from tactical through his security implant. In his right eye, a small window opened with the internal video feed from beyond the door.


At first it showed only distortion.


Then shapes.


Large shapes.


One, certainly. Perhaps more behind it. The image refused to settle. The figure shimmered at the edges, as if the camera could not decide where its outline belonged. It stood at the far end of the compartment near the maintenance passage, too tall for the space around it and too still to be a malfunctioning hologram.


Talan took one slow breath.


They might have surprise.


They had to have surprise.


“On three,” he said. “One. Two.”


He entered the final command.


“Three.”


The pressure door opened.


The thing on the other side was nearly three meters tall.


For a fraction of a second, Talan’s mind tried to classify it.


Robot.


No.


Powered armor.


Maybe.


Humanoid.


Too large.


Alive.


The intruder shimmered like heat above metal. Its armor, if it was armor, seemed black and dark red beneath a film of visual noise. Its shoulders were massive. Its helm was horned or broken or crowned with jagged protrusions that made the sensor feed stutter where they touched the air. Symbols were carved into its plating, but the eye slid away from them before they could become language.


Talan hesitated for one second.


The intruder did not.


It crossed the distance with impossible speed.


One armored hand closed around Talan’s chest and lifted him off the deck as if he weighed nothing. He had a flashing impression of red eye lenses, scorched metal, and a sound like breath through a furnace.


Then the sword came up.


It was too large to be a sword.


It drove through his abdomen and out through his back.


The pain was immediate, bright, and total.


Talan tried to breathe and could not.


The intruder threw him sideways. He struck the wall hard enough to crack the panel behind him and fell to the deck in a boneless heap.


For half a second, the team froze.


Then Ensign Ryn Dast stepped into command.


“Fall back!” she shouted. “Fall back and fire!”


Four phasers discharged almost at once.


The beams struck the intruder across the torso and shoulders. For an instant the red-black armor flared with blue-white light. The figure slowed, but did not fall.


Dast’s tactical mind, trained and terrified, began assembling facts faster than fear could scatter them.


Not a robot. Movement too organic.


Not a conventional suit. Too much mass distribution in the wrong places.


Something alive inside it.


Or something that had once been alive.


The intruder raised its left arm.


It held a weapon that looked, at first glance, like a pistol from some brutal age long before energy weapons — if a pistol had been designed by someone who hated the idea of hands. It was huge, blocky, and ugly, its barrel surrounded by protrusions and vents. It fired with a concussive roar utterly unlike a phaser.


A projectile streaked past Dast’s head and struck the closed pressure door behind the team.


It exploded.


The blast threw Silek into the wall and filled the corridor with smoke, sparks, and fragments of composite plating.


Dast tasted blood.


Silek struggled back to one knee, his phaser shaking in both hands.


“Maximum stun!” she ordered. “Now!”


The remaining officers adjusted by reflex.


Four phaser beams hit the intruder’s chest in near-perfect convergence.


This time it staggered.


Only half a step.


Only for half a second.


Then it came on.


Relentless.


Fast.


Far too fast.


Dast backed down the corridor, firing as she moved. Beside her, Solari dragged Silek by the back of his uniform with one hand and fired with the other. Moru kept shouting something Dast could not make out over the alarms.


The intruder closed the gap anyway.


It lifted the sword for a downward strike.


A phaser blast hit it from behind.


The intruder lurched.


Dast looked past it.


Lieutenant Talan lay half-curled on the deck, one hand pressed to the wound in his abdomen, the other shaking around his phaser. His face had gone grey. Somehow, impossibly, he had raised the weapon.


He fired again.


The beam struck the intruder in the back for a second time.


Then Talan collapsed.


The armored figure turned slowly, as if surprised that something so small had failed to die properly.


Dast did not waste the moment.


She slapped her combadge.


“Dast to transporter control! Emergency site-to-site transport. Beam Lieutenant Talan to sickbay now!”


The response came through heavy with static. “Transporter room confirms lock. Energizing.”


Blue light took Talan from the deck.


A second voice cut in, this one from the bridge.


“Bridge to Ensign Dast. Prepare to be beamed off Deck Twelve.”


Dast stared at the intruder as it turned back toward her team.


“No!” she shouted. “Negative! That bastard does not get any farther into this ship. Set phasers to kill. Maximum setting!”


For the smallest instant, no one moved.


Then Solari changed settings.


Moru changed settings.


Dast changed settings.


The intruder charged.


The phasers fired.


At maximum output, the beams were no longer clean lines of controlled light. They struck with force that made the corridor air snap and burn. The intruder’s armor resisted for one impossible heartbeat, then the beams punched through.


But it did not die the way a living thing died.


Its outline tore.


The phaser energy cut into it, yet something else answered from within. The shape collapsed inward and outward at the same time, armor and body and shadow becoming a storm of red-black particles threaded with violet light. The thing’s weapon clattered to the deck and began to evaporate before it struck fully.


For an instant Dast saw, or thought she saw, a face inside the helm.


Not alien.


Not fully human.


Then the figure came apart.


The corridor went silent except for alarms, smoke, and the ragged breathing of the survivors.


Dast kept her phaser raised until there was nothing left to aim at.


---


On the bridge, the battle on Deck Twelve arrived as voices, alarms, and fragmented data.


Haddad stood in front of the command chair, her hands clenched behind her back because if they were not behind her back they might be on someone’s console.


“Internal sensors still cannot resolve the intruder,” T’Varen said from science. “Mass readings fluctuate between two hundred and nine hundred kilograms. Life-sign profile is inconsistent.”


“Security feed on main viewer,” Haddad said.


“The feed is badly degraded.”


“I didn’t ask if it was pretty.”


The main viewscreen split between the external starfield and a degraded tactical feed from Deck Twelve. For several seconds it showed only static, smoke, and a smear of motion too large to make sense of.


Then came the shout from Ensign Dast.


“Emergency site-to-site transport. Beam Lieutenant Talan to sickbay now!”


Haddad stepped forward. “As soon as Talan is in sickbay, beam the rest of that team out.”


Vale was already speaking over the command channel when Haddad gave the order. “Bridge to Ensign Dast. Prepare to be beamed off Deck Twelve.”


Dast’s answer came back raw and furious.


“Negative! That bastard does not get any farther into this ship. Set phasers to kill. Maximum setting!”


Haddad’s jaw tightened.


“Transporter room?”


“We have locks on the security team,” Reyes said from ops. “Interference is heavy but manageable.”


“Stand by.”


On the broken video feed, three phaser beams flared.


The intruder came apart.


At science, T’Varen went very still.


“Captain.”


Haddad turned.


“The intruder’s matter pattern is not dispersing.”


“Explain.”


“I am detecting a coherent energy residue, approximately congruent with the intruder’s previous mass envelope. It is attempting to move.”


“Move where?” Vale asked.


T’Varen’s fingers moved faster. “Outward. Toward the hull.”


The bridge lights flickered.


At tactical, th’Ress stiffened. “Shield grid is reacting. Whatever that is, it just struck the inner boundary of the shield envelope.”


“Can it get through?” Haddad asked.


“No,” th’Ress said. Then, after half a second, “But it is not dispersing.”


Nilsen’s voice came from engineering, patched automatically into the bridge. “I’m seeing a feedback spike in the shield harmonics. Something just rebounded off the grid.”


T’Varen looked up. “There is a significant probability the energy pattern will reconstitute inside the shield envelope if it cannot exit.”


Vale stared at her. “Reconstitute as in come back?”


“Yes.”


Haddad’s voice snapped across the bridge. “Options.”


“Lower the shields,” T’Varen said.


The answer hit the bridge like a physical blow.


th’Ress turned sharply. “No.”


Nilsen added over the comm, “Captain, I strongly advise against dropping shields while we have an active transdimensional incursion and an expanding anomaly outside.”


T’Varen did not raise her voice. “The shields are containing the residue. Containment may result in rematerialization aboard the ship. If we lower the shield envelope for less than three seconds, the residue should escape toward the anomaly.”


“Should,” th’Ress said.


“The computer has analyzed enough of the energy signature to track it,” T’Varen said. “We can monitor for additional incursions. At present, I detect no second matter-pattern formation inside the ship.”


Nilsen’s voice came again. “With a little more analysis I may be able to invert the shield harmonics against whatever let it in. Maybe even dampen the neurogenic effects. But I need the shields up to test that.”


“And if we keep them up now?” Haddad asked.


T’Varen looked at the sensor data. “Then we may trap it with us.”


The bridge was silent for one heartbeat.


Then Haddad made the decision.


“Lower shields.”


th’Ress’s hands moved over tactical. “Lowering shields.”


The main viewer flickered as the shield status indicator dropped from blue to amber to nothing.


“Energy residue accelerating,” T’Varen said. “It is moving through the outer hull boundary. Now beyond shield perimeter.”


“Shields up!” Vale ordered.


th’Ress restored them before the words had fully left his mouth.


“Shields restored.”


T’Varen watched the sensor plot. “The residue is moving toward the anomaly. It is being drawn in.”


On the viewscreen, nothing visible happened. Empty space remained empty.


That made it worse.


“Residue has left local sensor resolution,” T’Varen said. “No new matter-pattern formations detected aboard the Linné.”


Vale looked down at a report scrolling across his padd. “Hallucinations are still being reported on Decks Seven, Twelve, Twenty-One, and Thirty-Four.”


“Medical?” Haddad asked.


“Doctor Rao confirms Talan arrived in sickbay alive,” Reyes said. “Critical condition.”


Haddad allowed herself one breath.


Only one.


“Senior staff,” she said. “Observation lounge. Now.”


She turned toward the science station.


“T’Varen, you too.”


---


The coffee in Haddad’s cup turned to blood halfway through Commander Vale’s report.


She watched it happen.


One moment it was coffee: dark, hot, too bitter because she had requested it from the replicator at double strength. The next, its surface thickened and shifted red. A metallic smell rose from it.


Haddad put the cup down without comment.


Across the table, Nilsen noticed.


His own cup remained coffee for another two seconds.


Then he muttered something in Norwegian that the universal translator politely declined to render.


Doctor Rao entered before anyone could make a joke out of it. Her uniform sleeves were rolled to the elbow, and there was a faint smear of blue surgical sealant on one wrist.


“Talan will live,” she said.


The room changed at once.


Dast, who had been standing beside the wall rather than sitting, closed her eyes briefly.


“Probable full physical recovery?” Haddad asked.


“Probable,” Rao said. “The sword missed the spine and major renal structures by margins I don’t care to think about. Massive trauma, but clean enough for regeneration. I’ll know more in six hours.”


“Silek?” Dast asked.


“Concussion, two cracked ribs, and a shoulder dislocation,” Rao said. “Painful, ugly, and survivable. He is awake, irritated, and asking when he can return to duty, which means he is clearly unfit to make medical decisions.”


Dast let out a breath she had not seemed aware she was holding.


“And psychologically?” Counselor zh’Kell asked.


Rao looked at him. “You tell me.”


zh’Kell sat at the far end of the table, paler than he had been on the bridge. He had both hands flat against the surface as if keeping himself anchored.


“I’ll work with Talan personally,” he said. “And with Ensign Dast’s team.”


Dast opened her eyes. “I’m fine.”


“No,” zh’Kell said gently. “You are functioning. That is not the same thing.”


She looked as if she might argue, then did not.


Haddad gestured to a chair. “Sit down, Ensign.”


Dast sat.


“Your report,” Haddad said, “when you’re ready.”


Dast swallowed. “One intruder. Nearly three meters tall. Humanoid configuration. Heavy armor or armor-like exoskeleton. Extremely strong. Extremely fast. Carried a bladed weapon and a projectile weapon. Phaser stun had minimal effect. Maximum stun staggered it briefly. Kill setting at maximum output destroyed the physical form.”


“Destroyed?” T’Varen said.


Dast looked at her. “It came apart.”


“That is not necessarily the same thing.”


Dast’s expression hardened. “With respect, Lieutenant, I watched it stop trying to kill us.”


“That is true,” T’Varen said. “It may also be incomplete.”


Haddad intervened before fatigue and fear could become anger. “Both points stand. It stopped being an immediate threat. It did not leave a body.”


The wall display showed a sensor recreation of the event. The intruder’s unstable outline collapsed into a cloud of energy, rebounded against the shield envelope, then escaped when the shields were briefly lowered.


Nilsen pointed at the final trace. “That is not normal disintegration. Phaser vaporization doesn’t behave like that. Matter doesn’t try to go home.”


“Home?” Rao repeated.


“I’m not being poetic. Look at the vector. The residue accelerated toward the anomaly the moment the shield boundary dropped. Something pulled it.”


T’Varen added a second overlay. “The energy signature shares components with the anomaly’s psionic-spectrum resonance.”


“Meaning?” Vale asked.


“The intruder may not have been fully anchored in normal spacetime.”


Dast stared at the display. “It felt real enough.”


“It was real,” T’Varen said. “But perhaps not exclusively local.”


Haddad rubbed one hand across her eyes. The room smelled faintly of blood again. Or coffee. Or both.


“Counselor,” she said. “How is the crew holding together?”


zh’Kell did not pretend not to understand.


“Worse near the anomaly. Worse after the boarding. The crew is frightened, but that is not the only problem. There is... pressure.”


“What kind?” Rao asked.


“Emotional pressure. Telepathic noise. Not directed communication. Not exactly. More like standing near a crowd too large to see, all of them shouting through walls.”


Haddad studied him more closely.


“And you?” she asked.


zh’Kell’s mouth tightened.


“I am affected,” he said.


“That was not an answer.”


“No,” he said. “It was a conservative opening position.”


No one smiled, though Nilsen looked as if he wanted to.


zh’Kell drew a slow breath and continued. “I can reduce my receptivity. Somewhat. I can function. I am still able to distinguish the crew’s emotional state from the external pressure most of the time.”


“Most of the time?” Rao said.


“Yes.”


“Counselor,” Haddad said, “if you cannot function—”


“I will tell you,” zh’Kell said. “Or Doctor Rao will. I am not useful to anyone if I become another symptom.”


Rao watched him for a moment, then nodded reluctantly. “I’ll hold him to that.”


Haddad accepted the answer, but not comfortably.


“Can you block it?” she asked.


“Not completely. But enough.”


“Enough is not reassuring.”


“No,” zh’Kell said. “It is not.”


He looked at the wall display, and for a moment his expression became distant.


“There are voices in it,” he said. “Anger. Hunger. Worship. Fear. Not all from the same source.”


Dast shifted in her chair.


“Counselor,” Vale said carefully, “are you sensing the crew or the anomaly?”


zh’Kell’s answer took too long.


“Yes,” he said at last.


No one liked that answer.


Haddad turned to the strategic display. Three starship icons now occupied the region: Carl von Linné, Tsiolkovsky, and the incoming Endeavour. A fourth, Huygens, remained hours out. A fifth, the USS Kumari, had just been assigned from a nearby patrol route.


“Status of our data-sharing?” Haddad asked.


Reyes, attending remotely from ops, answered over the room speakers. “All sensor, medical, tactical, and transporter logs are being transmitted to the Tsiolkovsky and Endeavour in real time. Huygens and Kumari are receiving delayed packets at high priority.”


“Good,” Haddad said. “No one keeps a mystery private.”


A priority tone sounded.


Reyes’s voice returned. “Captain, incoming from the Endeavour. Priority engineering channel. Captain Okonkwo and Commander Lira Venn are requesting immediate conference.”


Haddad looked around the table. “Put them through.”


The wall display split. Captain Elias Okonkwo appeared first: human, middle-aged, calm in the way captains became calm when they were trying not to waste anyone’s fear. Beside him appeared a Trill woman with the silver collar tabs of a chief engineer, dark hair pulled back from a face marked by the faint spotting that ran from temple to collar.


“Leila,” Okonkwo said. “We’ve been reviewing your shield telemetry.”


“I hope you’re calling with good news.”


“Commander Venn thinks she has something close enough to try.”


The Trill engineer did not wait for diplomatic padding. “Your shield grid trapped the intruder’s residual pattern because the harmonics were too stable.”


Nilsen sat up. “Too stable?”


“Yes. You built a perfect bottle and then acted surprised when the smoke stayed inside.”


Nilsen’s eyes narrowed. “I like her.”


Venn continued. “We cross-referenced the Tsiolkovsky’s hallucination reports with your shield spikes. The neurogenic effects increase when the shield harmonics lock into a narrow resonance band. If we introduce a controlled stochastic modulation, we may prevent both matter-pattern adhesion and some of the psionic feedback.”


T’Varen’s eyebrow rose. “A randomized harmonic scatter field.”


“Not random,” Venn said. “Guided. The computer can adjust it faster than a crew could manually compensate. We use your sensor signature of the intruder as a negative template.”


Nilsen was already pulling the equations onto his padd. “A moving target shield.”


“A moving target that refuses to sing along,” Venn said.


Haddad looked to Nilsen. “Can we implement it?”


“Not quickly, and not by ourselves,” he said. “But with Endeavour’s model and Tsiolkovsky’s medical correlation data? Maybe.”


Captain Okonkwo leaned slightly toward the pickup. “We’re transmitting the full configuration now. I recommend all ships in the area adopt it before closing formation.”


“Do it,” Haddad said.


Nilsen stood. “I’ll be in engineering.”


“Lieutenant T’Varen, assist from science. Doctor Rao, I want medical monitoring across the ship while the new configuration comes online. Counselor, stay linked with sickbay.”


zh’Kell nodded, though the movement looked like it cost him effort.


On the display, Okonkwo’s expression softened only slightly. “Leila, one more thing. Our astrometrics systems flagged a star pattern in the anomaly’s visual noise.”


“A star pattern?”


“Not from this side.”


The room went still again.


Okonkwo continued. “We’ll know more when we arrive.”


The channel closed.


For several seconds, no one moved.


Then Haddad said, “Back to work.”


---


The new shield configuration worked.


Not perfectly. Not cleanly. Not in a way that made anyone aboard the Carl von Linné feel safe.


But within nine minutes of implementation, hallucination reports dropped across the ship. The screaming behind bulkheads faded. The smell of blood withdrew into memory. Crew members who had been seeing impossible corridors watched them shorten back into ordinary passageways. A junior sensor technician stopped insisting that something was standing behind the stars.


By the time the USS Endeavour dropped out of warp, the Linné felt like a starship again.


Mostly.


Endeavour was an Odyssey-class cruiser, larger and newer than the Linné’s Galaxy-derived hull, but less graceful in the old exploratory sense — a broad-shouldered command ship built for a more dangerous century. She took position off the Linné’s port quarter, her shields already tuned to the new guided modulation.


The USS Huygens arrived forty-three minutes later: a Sutherland-class science vessel bristling with sensor pallets and modular analysis pods. Smaller, sharper, and less imposing than the two cruisers, she immediately began feeding high-resolution subspace data into the shared network.


Last came the USS Kumari, an Akira-class tactical support vessel, compact and purposeful, her presence a quiet acknowledgment that Starfleet still preferred science but had learned not to send scientists alone into old wounds.


The damaged USS Tsiolkovsky remained closest to the anomaly, her crew exhausted but still contributing. Her captain had refused evacuation until the crisis was over, and until her ship’s specialized subspace lattice buoys were deployed and tied into the containment grid.


Five starships formed a loose containment geometry around empty space.


Empty, except the sensors no longer agreed that it was empty.


In astrometrics, the computers began assembling the impossible.


The anomaly was not a hole. Not exactly. It was not a wormhole, not a rupture in the Bajoran sense, not a transwarp conduit, not fluidic space, not any known class of subspace aperture.


But under the right shield modulation, with enough sensor resolution and enough computational inference, it had depth.


And on the other side of that depth, there were stars.


One star in particular became the anchor.


The Endeavour’s astrometrics systems had found it first as a repeated luminance pattern inside the visual distortion. The Huygens confirmed it spectroscopically. The Linné’s computer built a probability model from the star’s apparent motion, radiation profile, and gravitational lensing.


Then the Tsiolkovsky launched a probe.


The probe carried no crew, no sensitive database, and no independent navigation beyond what it needed to return telemetry. It broadcast a tightly modulated beacon pulse as it crossed the anomaly’s threshold.


For twelve seconds, the beacon vanished.


Then it returned.


Not from the same place.


Not from the same sky.


A cheer almost broke out in astrometrics before the second wave of data arrived and silenced everyone.


The probe had crossed.


The probe had survived.


The space beyond was not empty.


Most readings were incoherent, filtered through interference so dense that the computers discarded three-quarters of the data as impossible. But there were gravitational shadows. Metal masses. Energy wakes. Something vast moving beyond the probe’s limited range.


And minds.


Counselor zh’Kell felt them before the computers finished arguing with themselves.


He was on the bridge when it happened, standing behind the command rail because sitting made it harder to pretend he was unaffected.


He gripped the rail suddenly with both hands.


Haddad turned. “Marek?”


zh’Kell’s eyes unfocused.


“There are ships inside.”


T’Varen looked up from science. “The probe data is not yet sufficient to confirm vessels.”


“I am confirming them.”


The bridge fell quiet.


Vale stepped closer. “How many?”


zh’Kell swallowed.


“I don’t know.”


“One ship? Ten?”


He shook his head slowly.


“Thousands of minds. Some clustered. Some... stretched.”


“Stretched?” Haddad asked.


His voice dropped. “There are minds looking through it. Not at us. Through it. As if the anomaly is a wound and they have learned to press their eyes against the other side.”


No one spoke.


zh’Kell looked suddenly ill.


“One of them saw me.”


The bridge lights flickered once.


Then steadied.


---


The final decision took thirty-six hours, fourteen simulations, two arguments between chief engineers, one formal protest from Doctor Rao, and a quiet conversation between Haddad and Captain Chandra of the Tsiolkovsky.


The conclusion remained the same.


They could contain the anomaly from this side for a while.


They could not close it from this side.


The breach—if it was a breach—had anchored itself through the old Hekaras subspace fractures like roots through cracked stone. The shield network could reduce incursions. The guided modulation could suppress the worst psychological effects. The containment geometry could buy time.


But the energy gradient ran both ways, and the strongest structural stress originated beyond the aperture.


Someone had to go through.


Not blindly. Not without instruments. Not without a way back. The probe had shown that transit was possible if a ship entered along the correct vector, using the distant star as a navigational reference and the Tsiolkovsky’s beacon modulation as a phase guide. Not by instinct. Not by surrendering control to whatever waited beyond. Just sensors, mathematics, courage, and a very careful flight path through an opening that behaved as if it hated being measured.


The Carl von Linné would lead.


The Endeavour would follow, her shield systems carrying the most robust implementation of the harmonic scatter model.


The Huygens would complete the three-ship task force, bringing the best scientific instrumentation in the group.


The Tsiolkovsky and Kumari would remain behind with the lattice buoys, maintaining the containment field until reinforcements arrived.


More ships were already en route.


Not enough.


Never enough.


But enough to begin.


On the bridge of the Carl von Linné, the transit countdown appeared on every command display.


Haddad sat in the center chair and listened to her ship.


That was how she thought of it, though she would never have said so aloud. A captain learned the emotional texture of a bridge. The speed of reports. The small delays before acknowledgments. The breathing of people who believed they were calm because their voices were calm.


They were afraid.


So was she.


Counselor zh’Kell stepped down beside the chair.


“Captain,” he said quietly.


“I know.”


“I know you know. I am saying it anyway.”


Haddad looked up at him.


His face was drawn, but his eyes were steady.


“They need to hear you,” he said. “Not just this bridge. All of them.”


Haddad looked toward the viewscreen.


Ahead, the anomaly still showed nothing the eye could trust. Empty space. Ordinary stars. A darkness too flat to be believed.


She stood.


“Open a channel to all five ships.”


Reyes turned from ops. “Aye, Captain. Channel open.”


Haddad took one breath.


Then she spoke to the Carl von Linné, to the wounded Tsiolkovsky, to the waiting Endeavour, to the sharp-eyed Huygens, and to the guarded Kumari.


“This is Captain Haddad.


“I know many of you are afraid. I am too.


“That is not a failure. Fear is one of the ways the mind tells us something matters. Today, what matters is very simple. There is a wound here. People have been hurt by it. More may be hurt if we do nothing.


“We are trained for the unexpected. We are trained for the unknown. Not because Starfleet believes the universe is safe, but because we believe it is worth meeting with open eyes.


“We proceed as Starfleet officers. We assume there is an explanation. We help those who need help. We do not assume hostility without evidence. We do not ignore danger because we dislike it.


“And we do not let old mistakes become new disasters because we were too proud to reexamine them.


“The Linné, Endeavour, and Huygens will cross the threshold and determine what is holding this breach open. The Tsiolkovsky and Kumari will hold the line here. Every ship matters. Every crew matters. No one is alone in this.


“We go with knowledge. We go with discipline. We go with compassion.


“And we come back.”


She nodded to Reyes.


The channel closed.


For a moment, no one on the bridge spoke.


Haddad glanced toward zh’Kell.


The counselor looked exhausted, but after a moment he gave her a small, deliberate thumbs-up. Across the bridge, shoulders lowered. Breathing steadied. The fear was still there, but it had shape now. Shape could be managed.


Then Vale said, quietly, “All ships report ready.”


Haddad sat.


“Helm,” she said.


Okafor’s hands settled over the controls. “Course locked to beacon phase guide. Transit vector aligned with reference star.”


“Engineering?”


Nilsen’s voice came over the comm. “Shield modulation holding. Warp field geometry adjusted for subspace shear. I will complain about this plan later.”


“Noted.”


“Tactical?”


th’Ress answered from her station. “Shields at maximum. Weapons on standby. Internal security teams deployed. Non-lethal by default.”


Haddad glanced back at her.


th’Ress gave the smallest possible nod.


“Science?”


T’Varen looked up. “The anomaly is stable enough for transit. That statement should not be interpreted as optimism.”


“It never is.”


Haddad faced the viewscreen.


“Take us in.”


The Carl von Linné moved first.


For an instant, nothing happened.


Then space folded without folding.


The stars ahead stretched, not into warp lines but into bleeding threads of color. The bridge lights dimmed. The deck groaned. Every display filled with warnings as the shield grid took the first impact of transit.


Behind them, the Endeavour followed.


Then the Huygens.


One by one, the three ships vanished into the wound.


On the Federation side, the Tsiolkovsky and Kumari tightened the containment field.


For seven seconds, the anomaly was quiet.


Then something struck the shields from the other side.


Not one thing.


Not one mind.


Many.


The containment grid flared hard enough to cast blue light across both remaining bridges.


Aboard the Tsiolkovsky, Captain Chandra gripped the arms of her command chair.


“Report.”


Her science officer stared at the readings with bloodless lips.


“Something is testing the field.”


The ship shook again.


The shield lattice held.


Barely.


On the screen, empty space pressed back.


And from beyond it came the weight of thousands, searching for a way through.


Chapter Three: The Graveyard


For the probe, the crossing had taken twelve seconds.


For the starships, it took hours.


At first, the difference seemed like an error.


The USS Carl von Linné entered the anomaly on a carefully calculated vector, her shields tuned to the guided harmonic scatter pattern developed by Endeavour and refined through Tsiolkovsky’s medical data. The reference star remained fixed in the navigation solution. The beacon modulation pulsed ahead of them like a rope thrown across impossible water.


Then the clocks began to disagree.


“Computer time shows fourteen seconds since threshold,” Ensign Reyes reported from ops. “Bridge chronometers show nine minutes.”


“Engineering?” Haddad asked.


Nilsen’s voice came through clipped and distorted. “Warp-core elapsed time reads twenty-six minutes. EPS grid load suggests we’ve been here longer.”


“Helm?”


Okafor kept both hands steady on the controls. “Inertial data doesn’t match any of it.”


On the viewscreen, space had become a tunnel only because the mind insisted on making it one.


There were no walls. No stars. No forward or aft that made sense beyond the navigational solution the computer held together by force of mathematics and constant correction. Colors moved outside the shield envelope in long, bleeding threads. Some were red. Some were black. Some were colors Haddad’s eyes tried to name and failed.


And something pressed against the shields.


Not struck. Not yet.


Pressed.


It moved over the shield grid with awful patience, feeling for seams, testing harmonics, sliding along modulated frequencies and withdrawing when the computer shifted them. Every bought second cost power.


“Tactical,” Haddad said.


th’Ress stood rigid behind her console, antennae angled forward. “Shields holding at ninety-one percent. Harmonic scatter is compensating, but the pressure is adapting.”


“Adapting how?” Vale asked.


“It is not repeating failed approaches.”


The silence that followed was answer enough.


At science, T’Varen’s expression remained composed, but her fingers had not stopped moving for nearly an hour. “The external phenomenon is responding to our shield modulation as though it can perceive the field structure.”


“As though?” Haddad said.


“Yes.”


“Do you mean intelligently?”


T’Varen paused. “I am avoiding that conclusion until forced.”


The ship shook.


Not violently. Not like a weapon impact. More like a giant hand had closed around the hull and squeezed just enough to remind them it could squeeze harder.


“Shield stress climbing,” th’Ress said.


“Rerouting auxiliary power,” Reyes said. “Decks Thirty through Thirty-Five just lost nonessential systems.”


“Define nonessential,” Haddad said.


“Lighting, replicators, recreation systems, secondary grav in unused cargo spaces.”


Nilsen cut in from engineering. “I can give you another six percent by shutting down artificial gravity in unoccupied sections and reducing environmental margins to emergency minimum.”


“Do it,” Haddad said.


“Aye.”


Across the ship, artificial gravity was shut down in darkened labs, storage rooms, empty lounges, and maintenance shafts. Tools lifted slowly from benches. Chairs rose from floors. Cups drifted out of wall recesses and turned end over end in the dimming light.


On the bridge, gravity remained.


For now.


“Status of Endeavour and Huygens?” Haddad asked.


“Telemetry intermittent,” Reyes said. “Both ships remain on vector. Endeavour reports shield strain comparable to ours. Huygens is diverting sensor-pod power to defensive systems.”


T’Varen looked up. “Captain, the reference star remains stable in the navigational model. We are still moving toward the exit.”


“How long?”


“Depending on which clock is accurate, either eight seconds, two hours, or forty-seven minutes.”


Vale exhaled softly. “I miss space.”


Okafor did not look back from the helm. “I would also like to return to space.”


The pressure on the shields intensified.


For an instant, every display on the bridge showed a face.


Not the same face.


Screaming mouths. Eyes burning with impossible light. Teeth. Helmets. Ash. A hand pressed against glass. A golden skull. The vision vanished before anyone could react, replaced by error messages and shield telemetry.


“Neurogenic feedback spike,” T’Varen said.


“Compensating,” Reyes said, too quickly.


Haddad tasted copper.


She looked at the armrest display. Her own command interface was running three different elapsed-time counts.


Twelve seconds.


Four hours, seventeen minutes.


Nine hours, three minutes.


All of them insisted they were correct.


“Captain,” th’Ress said, “shield grid is approaching critical heat tolerance.”


“Nilsen?”


“I know,” the engineer snapped. Then, after a beat: “Sorry, Captain. We’re out of elegant solutions. I’m feeding impulse reserve into the shields. After that I start stealing from life support.”


“How much can you steal?”


“Enough to make me unpopular with Doctor Rao.”


Rao’s voice joined the channel from sickbay. “You already are.”


“Go figure.”


Haddad gripped the arms of the command chair as the ship groaned again.


“Do what you need to do,” she said.


There was a pause from engineering.


“Aye, Captain.”


The lights dimmed further.


The bridge became a pool of red emergency illumination and blue-white displays. Breath fogged faintly near the aft stations as environmental systems dropped to minimum. Somewhere below them, the great, layered civilization of the starship bent itself toward a single purpose: keep the shields alive.


Outside, the pressure became impact.


The Linné lurched.


Okafor caught the helm with both hands. “Vector deviation! Correcting!”


“Endeavour is drifting,” Reyes said. “Correction — they’ve got it. Huygens remains on beacon.”


T’Varen’s console flashed. “Reference star brightness increasing.”


On the viewer, one point of light appeared.


It was small. Ordinary. Beautiful.


“Helm,” Haddad said.


“I see it.”


The pressure rose again, all at once, as if whatever surrounded them understood they were close.


“Shields at thirty-nine percent,” th’Ress said.


“Nilsen!”


“I’m giving you everything that won’t kill us.”


The point of light widened.


For one final second—or hour—the ship seemed to stop.


Then the Carl von Linné broke through.


Normal space returned like a shout.


Stars snapped into place across the viewscreen. The deck settled beneath their feet. The shield pressure vanished so abruptly that the whole bridge seemed to inhale.


Okafor sagged forward, then caught himself. “We are clear of the anomaly.”


Reyes checked his board. “Endeavour emerging. Huygens emerging.”


“Damage report,” Haddad said.


Nilsen answered first. “Power grid abused but intact. Shields down to thirty-one percent and recovering. Multiple secondary systems offline. Artificial gravity out in nineteen compartments. Life support stable, no thanks to my recent decisions.”


Rao followed. “Minor injuries across the ship. Mostly falls, anxiety responses, cold exposure in sections where engineering decided oxygen was a luxury.”


“It was never a luxury,” Nilsen said. “It was a negotiable resource.”


“Come to sickbay and say that.”


Haddad closed her eyes for one moment and let them bicker. Relief moved through the bridge in small, careful breaths.


They were alive.


Then she opened her eyes again.


Relief or not, there was no time to rest.


“Science. Where are we?”


T’Varen stared at her displays.


“Unknown system. No match in Federation astrometric records. Stellar classification: G-type primary. At least six planetary bodies. Significant debris field across the inner orbital plane.”


“Debris field?” Vale asked.


T’Varen adjusted the sensor image.


The main viewer changed.


For the first time, they saw the graveyard.


It stretched across space in a vast, broken arc: hull fragments, shattered armor plates, tumbling structural spines, engines cracked open and cold, weapon housings the size of small buildings, ribbons of frozen atmosphere, clouds of metallic dust, and the drifting corpses of ships too large to comprehend at a glance.


Some wrecks burned still, trailing fire into vacuum from sealed internal atmospheres. Others were black and ancient-looking despite the residual heat pouring from them. A few bore shapes that reminded the eye of cathedrals, fortresses, tombs, and blades. They were not built like Starfleet vessels. They seemed less designed than carved from doctrine.


The bridge was silent.


Vale spoke first, his voice carrying a reluctant awe.


“That must have been one hell of a battle.”


T’Varen’s voice was quiet. “A recent one. Thermal decay suggests major weapons fire within the last several days. Some fragments are still venting plasma.”


Haddad looked at the wreckage.


“How many ships?”


“Difficult to determine,” T’Varen said. “Many are fragmented. Preliminary estimate: several hundred major hulls, with smaller debris signatures possibly in the thousands.”


“Life signs?”


“None confirmed at this range.”


“Keep looking.”


“Yes, Captain.”


Haddad sat back slowly.


They had crossed into the unknown and found a battlefield.


---


On the Federation side, the anomaly did not close behind them.


It worsened.


Aboard the USS Tsiolkovsky, Captain Renata Chandra stood on a bridge still lit by containment alerts. The Linné, Endeavour, and Huygens had vanished into the breach nine minutes ago according to bridge time, twelve seconds ago according to the probe synchronization network, and nearly an hour ago according to one of the subspace buoys that had begun returning impossible timestamps.


Chandra had stopped asking which clock was correct.


“Shield lattice strain?” she asked.


“Climbing,” her tactical officer said. “The Kumari is compensating along the lower band, but the attacks are concentrating on the seam between buoy four and our starboard shield projection.”


Chandra looked at the main display. The anomaly itself remained visually quiet, a patch of space that refused to look dangerous. Around it, however, the containment lattice glowed in tactical overlay: a web of overlapping shield harmonics projected by two starships and a ring of hastily modified buoys.


Something struck it from the other side.


The bridge trembled.


“Reroute power from shuttlebay reserves.”


“Already done.”


“Then drain the shuttles.”


A pause.


“All of them?”


Chandra turned.


“All of them.”


Every shuttle aboard the Tsiolkovsky became a battery. So did cargo tractors, auxiliary emitters, nonessential labs, and every reserve system Captain Chandra could justify sacrificing without crippling the ship outright.


The Kumari did the same.


On the viewscreen, Captain Brak Vell of the Kumari appeared in a side window, his Tellarite features drawn but controlled.


“My engineers are tying our impulse precharge into the lattice,” he said. “It will give us power for a while, but we will not be maneuvering quickly if something comes through.”


“Then nothing comes through,” Chandra said.


Another channel opened.


Admiral Sulu appeared from Starfleet Command, her image degraded by encryption and distance but her voice steady.


“Captain Chandra. Captain Vell. Reinforcements are en route. USS Shran, USS Opaka, and USS Nog have been diverted. Additional vessels are being mustered from Deep Space Four and the Beta Antares yards.”


“How long?” Chandra asked.


“First arrivals in under four hours.”


Chandra and Vell exchanged a look.


Four hours was a long time when something was trying to kick your door in.


Sulu continued. “We are also deploying unmanned shield-relay platforms and subspace lattice drones. Starfleet Corps of Engineers is transmitting assembly patterns now. Use industrial replicators if you can spare the power.”


Chandra almost laughed.


Almost.


“Understood, Admiral.”


“There is one more thing,” Sulu said. “Hekaras II has begun reporting disturbances.”


Chandra went very still.


“Define disturbances.”


“Sleep paralysis. Shared nightmares. Auditory hallucinations in two population centers. Local authorities believed it was a civil defense panic response until medical scans confirmed neurogenic stress patterns similar to the Tsiolkovsky’s early reports.”


The Kumari’s captain leaned closer to his pickup. “Any physical incursions?”


“None confirmed.”


Chandra’s mouth tightened. “So we don’t know.”


Sulu’s expression did not change.


“That is why you must hold the line.”


Another impact hit the containment lattice.


On Chandra’s bridge, lights flickered.


“Admiral,” Chandra said, “if one of those armored entities appears in a civilian settlement—”


“I know.”


The silence after that carried more weight than any order.


Sulu’s voice softened by a fraction. “Hekaras II is being placed under emergency protection protocols. Civilian shelters are being activated. Planetary authorities are cooperating. But evacuation is not feasible unless this deteriorates further, and even then...”


She did not finish.


Billions of people did not move quickly because a starship captain was afraid.


Chandra looked back at the anomaly.


“We’ll hold,” she said.


“I know you will,” Sulu replied.


The channel closed.


The containment lattice shuddered again.


This time, for less than half a second, Chandra heard singing.


Not from the speakers.


From the walls.


---


On the far side, the Linné’s systems returned to strength slowly.


Power came back in increments. Artificial gravity restored deck by deck. Replicators remained offline in nonessential areas. Shield capacity climbed from thirty-one to forty-eight percent, then stalled while engineering replaced overheated emitter nodes and swore at the laws of physics.


The three Starfleet ships held position at the edge of the debris field.


They did not move deeper until they understood what they were entering.


Understanding did not come easily.


The wreckage was too varied, too massive, too contaminated by unfamiliar radiation and exotic particles. Some hull fragments showed energy scoring consistent with directed plasma weapons. Others had been torn open by kinetic impacts large enough to split starship armor. Still others were pitted and warped by something the computers labeled as corrosive radiation until T’Varen manually changed the tag to unknown energetic contamination.


No one called it haunted.


Several people thought it.


After two hours of remote scanning, Haddad authorized a closer survey.


Not with the Linné herself. The ship was still recovering, and the wreckage field was dense enough that even a Galaxy-derived cruiser would have to pick her way through it like a whale through broken glass.


They would send a smaller craft.


The craft chosen was the Linnaeus Two, a modern Danube-successor mission runabout: larger and more capable than a standard shuttle, small enough to navigate the debris field, with reinforced shields, compact laboratories, a medical stabilization alcove, and enough engine power to flee most things that had no business noticing it.


Lieutenant Commander Evelina Larsson would lead the survey.


Haddad did not make the choice lightly. The obvious officer for an away mission was Vale, and everyone in the room knew it. But Vale was her first officer, the task force was still one crisis away from falling apart, and the Linné needed its command structure intact.


Larsson was the better choice for another reason.


She had been in command when the first Hekaras readings came in. T’Varen had identified the pattern, as a science officer should. But Larsson had understood its operational weight without prompting from Starfleet Command. To the Linné, the Hekaras Corridor had been a name from old propulsion briefings, a solved problem on the wrong side of their course. Larsson had still marked the readings for priority review.


That was the kind of judgment Haddad needed in the debris field.


Larsson understood the reasoning before Haddad finished explaining it in the ready room.


“You want the officer who knows when ordinary readings stop being ordinary,” she said.


“I want the officer who noticed that old answers might not be enough,” Haddad replied.


Larsson accepted that with a small nod. “Understood.”


“Take T’Varen.”


“Already on the manifest.”


“Take Dast.”


Larsson’s expression shifted. “She was in a boarding fight barely three days ago, and we just dragged her through that crossing.”


“She also saw one of those entities closer than anyone alive except Talan. If you find anything similar, I want her eyes on it.”


“She’ll say yes even if she shouldn’t.”


“Then ask Doctor Rao.”


“I did. Rao said Dast is fit for duty if I keep her out of hand-to-hand combat with three-meter nightmares.”


“That is medically sound advice for any Starfleet officer.”


Larsson’s mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. “I’ll try to remember it.”


Haddad handed her a padd. “Rules of engagement. Observe, scan, recover data if safe. Rescue survivors if found. Avoid contact with active vessels unless no alternative exists. Do not board anything without direct authorization.”


Larsson accepted the padd.


“Understood.”


“And Evelina?”


She paused at the door.


“If the wreckage starts singing, leave.”


Larsson looked back. “If the wreckage starts singing, Captain, I intend to be elsewhere before the second verse.”


For the first time in several hours, Haddad almost smiled.


“Good answer.”


---


The Linnaeus Two entered the graveyard under thrusters only.


Impulse would have been faster.


Impulse would also have been foolish.


Chunks of wreckage drifted in unpredictable patterns, some tumbling slowly, others moving with residual momentum from impacts that must have occurred during the battle. The runabout’s navigational systems drew and redrew safe paths every second. Its computer rejected three possible routes before Larsson had finished considering them.


“Remind me,” Ensign Dast said from tactical, “why the wreckage is more frightening when it is quiet?”


“Because quiet gives you time to imagine what made it,” Larsson said.


Dast looked back to the forward display.


“Right,” she said. “That would do it.”


At the science station, T’Varen’s attention remained split between half a dozen sensor models. “The battle appears to have involved at least two technologically distinct forces.”


Larsson looked at the forward display. “How distinct?”


“Substantially. Some wreckage bears design features consistent with the armored intruder: similar alloys, similar energetic contamination, and comparable iconographic distortion.”


Dast’s jaw tightened.


“Others?” Larsson asked.


“Different. Less distorted. Still unfamiliar. Heavily armored. Weapon residue suggests high-yield kinetic and plasma-based systems rather than directed energy weapons of the sort we use.”


“Any survivors?”


“Not yet.”


The runabout slid between two broken hull plates larger than buildings. One of them bore the remains of a symbol in faded gold: a winged skull or perhaps a double-headed bird, cracked through the center by weapons fire.


Dast stared at it.


“That looks religious.”


“Or political,” Larsson said.


T’Varen studied the symbol. “In many civilizations, the distinction matters less than one might hope.”


The computer chimed.


T’Varen turned sharply back to her console.


“I have an object of interest.”


“Yes?” Larsson said.


“Biological mass in free drift. Approximately two-point-seven meters in height. No active life signs.”


Dast sat very still.


Larsson felt the runabout become smaller around them.


“Put it on screen.”


The forward display magnified a shape drifting between pieces of blackened debris.


It was humanoid.


Massive.


Armored.


But not like the entity that had boarded the Linné.


This figure’s armor was dark blue beneath layers of scoring and frost, trimmed in white or pale grey where battle damage had not stripped the color away. It had no horns. No jagged growths. No symbols that made the eye want to slide aside. Its helm was severe, almost knightly in proportion, with a cracked visor and a dented crest. One shoulder bore the remains of a white emblem: a stylized blade crossed with a wing.


Dast whispered, “Another one.”


“Not the same,” T’Varen said.


“No.” Dast’s voice was low. “But close enough.”


T’Varen adjusted the scan. “The armor resists penetration. Dense layered ceramics, unknown alloys, ablative plating, and internal systems that appear inactive. I cannot confirm biological details beyond the presence of organic remains inside.”


“Humanoid?” Larsson asked.


“Insufficient data.”


The runabout drifted closer.


On the screen, the armored figure rotated slowly, one gauntleted hand frozen around the grip of a broken weapon. The other arm was missing below the elbow.


Dast’s face had gone pale but steady.


“It doesn’t have the same... wrongness,” she said.


Larsson looked at her.


Dast searched for the right words. “The one on Deck Twelve felt like the corridor wanted to become part of it. This one just feels dead.”


T’Varen glanced at her. “That is not a scientific distinction.”


“I know.”


“It may still be useful.”


Larsson considered the armored corpse.


“Can we beam it aboard safely?”


T’Varen did not answer at once. “I cannot recommend transport until we know whether the armor contains active contaminants, residual energy fields, or defensive systems.”


Larsson nodded, but her eyes remained on the armored body. “Mark its position. I want a full risk assessment before we try to bring it aboard.”


The runabout computer chimed again.


This tone was sharper.


Dast turned to tactical. “Movement bearing zero-four-one mark six. Small vessel among the wreckage.”


“Active?” Larsson asked.


“Barely. Power fluctuations. Hull breaches. Radiation leakage.”


T’Varen added, “One life sign aboard.”


Larsson looked from the armored corpse to the new sensor contact.


The choice took less than a second.


“Mark the body’s position and transmit it to the Linné. Then take us toward the life sign.”


Dast’s hands moved over the controls. “Course plotted.”


The runabout slipped away from the drifting giant.


---


The vessel they found was small only by the standards of the wrecks around it.


It was larger than the runabout by a factor of at least eight, perhaps ninety meters from prow to engine housing, narrow and severe, its hull blackened and asymmetrical beneath fractured armor plates. It looked less like it had been assembled than consecrated. Its forward section rose into a shape that resembled a chapel tower compressed into a spacecraft hull. Faded gold markings clung to the scorched plating. Small statues, or housings shaped like statues, lined parts of the dorsal spine.


The craft drifted with intermittent thruster bursts, weaving through debris as if searching.


Or hunting.


“Configuration matches nothing in Federation records,” T’Varen said.


Dast checked tactical. “It has weapons. At least two forward mounts. One is damaged. The other is charging.”


Larsson opened a channel. “Unknown vessel, this is Lieutenant Commander Evelina Larsson of the Federation runabout Linnaeus Two. We are prepared to render assistance. Please identify yourself.”


Static answered.


Then a burst of harsh sound—speech, perhaps, filtered through broken equipment and a language matrix that failed to find grammar.


The unknown vessel fired.


A stream of incandescent projectiles cut through the debris field and struck the runabout’s shields. The impact rattled every console.


“Shields at eighty-eight percent,” Dast said. “Kinetic penetrator fragments. Crude, but there is a lot of energy behind them.”


“So much for assistance,” Larsson said. “Disable weapons and propulsion. Minimum force.”


“Gladly.”


The runabout turned hard around a tumbling slab of wreckage. Dast fired two short phaser pulses. The first struck the unknown vessel’s remaining weapon mount. The second clipped a thruster assembly along the port side.


The vessel lurched.


T’Varen’s console flared. “Their power core is destabilizing.”


“I said disable, not destroy,” Larsson said.


“I disabled what I aimed at,” Dast said. “The rest of it appears to have been waiting for an excuse.”


T’Varen’s fingers moved rapidly. “Cascade failure spreading from the aft reactor compartment. The vessel has sustained prior internal damage. Radiation levels aboard are lethal to unprotected humanoids.”


“And the life sign?”


“Alive. Injured. Shielded by dense materials. I cannot get a precise lock.”


Larsson did not hesitate.


“Transporter room, lock onto that life sign.”


The runabout’s transporter chief, Crewman Ilen Paz, answered from the aft compartment. “Radiation is scattering the pattern. I need another angle or closer range.”


Dast looked up. “If we get closer, we are inside the blast radius.”


“The blast radius is about to include us anyway,” Larsson said. “Helm, take us in.”


The runabout moved toward the dying vessel.


Warning lights flashed. The unknown craft rolled slowly, bleeding atmosphere from rents in its hull. For one moment, the forward screen caught a glimpse through a shattered viewport: candles or emergency lamps burning in a compartment without gravity, their flames impossible and blue.


“Transporter lock?” Larsson asked.


“Almost,” Paz said. “The target is surrounded by metal, radiation, and some kind of field residue. The computer keeps trying to reject parts of the pattern.”


T’Varen turned from science. “Core breach imminent. Twenty seconds.”


Dast’s voice was tight. “Commander!”


“Paz!”


“Fifteen seconds,” T’Varen said.


“I have partial lock,” Paz said.


“Make it full.”


“Trying.”


“Ten seconds.”


The runabout shook as another system aboard the unknown vessel ruptured. White-hot debris spun away into space.


“Paz!” Larsson snapped.


“Energizing!”


The transporter whined, strained, and then screamed in a pitch Larsson had never heard from a Starfleet transporter and never wanted to hear again.


Behind her, in the aft compartment, blue-white light struggled around a shape that did not want to resolve.


Then it did.


“Got him!” Paz shouted.


“Full reverse!” Larsson ordered.


The runabout threw itself backward.


The unknown vessel exploded, but not like a Starfleet ship.


There was no clean bloom of warp plasma, no familiar matter-antimatter signature. It came apart in chained detonations: chemical magazines, reactor cells, ammunition vaults, pressure chambers, each blast feeding the next until the little black chapel of a ship became a spreading cloud of fire and metal.


The runabout’s shields flared under the shockwave.


“Shields down to fifty-two percent,” Dast said. “But holding.”


Larsson was already out of her chair.


She moved into the aft compartment.


The survivor lay half on the transporter pad, half off it, as if he had collapsed during materialization.


He was human-shaped.


That was the first shock.


Not the clothing. Not the blood. Not the weapons that had materialized with him and were now locked beneath a transporter containment field. The shape.


Two arms. Two legs. One head. Human proportions, though tall and gaunt beneath the layers of clothing and armor.


The survivor wore a long, dark coat reinforced with armored plates, its edges scorched and torn. Beneath it were layers of leather, metal, fabric, and symbols: strips of parchment fixed with cracked wax seals, dense lines of script too small for the eye to parse, a broken chain of silver icons, a high collar stiff with embedded circuitry, and a chest harness carrying tools whose purposes Larsson did not want to guess at too quickly. One gloved hand clutched a pendant shaped like a stylized skull set inside a sunburst. A wide-brimmed hat, crushed and burned along one side, lay beside him on the pad.


His face was pale beneath blood and radiation burns.


Older than Larsson had expected. Or younger. It was hard to tell through the burns, the blood, and the severity of the wounds. His hair was close-cropped and iron grey. One eye was natural, closed. The other was artificial, a dark lens cracked down the center.


He was breathing.


Barely.


Paz stood beside the pad with a medkit in one hand and a phaser in the other, uncertain which belonged in front.


T’Varen entered behind Larsson, tricorder already open.


Dast stayed at the hatch, weapon drawn.


Larsson knelt slowly beside the survivor.


“Medical status.”


T’Varen scanned.


“Severe radiation exposure. Internal bleeding. Multiple fractures. Toxic compounds in the bloodstream. Unknown implants. Cardiac rhythm unstable.”


“Species?”


T’Varen did not answer.


Larsson looked up.


“T’Varen?”


She adjusted the tricorder and scanned again, as if offended by the result.


“Humanoid.”


“That’s not what I asked.”


“No,” she said. “It is not.”


The survivor’s artificial eye flickered.


His natural eye opened.


He looked at Larsson.


Not with gratitude.


Not confusion.


Recognition, perhaps, but not of the person in front of him. Recognition of a category. A verdict forming before language.


His burned lips moved.


The universal translator struggled for half a second, catching fragments from a language that seemed archaic, distorted, and layered with ritual stress. Most of it remained noise.


One word came through clear as daylight.


“...heretics…”


Dast raised her phaser.


Larsson did not move.


The man’s eye rolled toward the Starfleet combadge on Larsson’s chest.


His hand twitched toward the skull pendant before the containment field stopped it.


Then he lost consciousness.


T’Varen’s tricorder chirped again.


This time her expression changed.


Only slightly.


Enough.


She had finally gathered enough evidence to confirm what she had not yet allowed herself to say.


“Commander,” she said.


Larsson looked from the survivor’s face to the readings.


“What is it?”


T’Varen spoke with care.


“His genetic structure is damaged, modified, and heavily divergent.”


She looked at the unconscious man on the transporter pad.


“But the baseline is human.”


Larsson stared at the survivor.


Outside the runabout, the graveyard drifted in silence around them.


For the first time since crossing the anomaly, the unknown did not feel alien enough.


It felt worse.


It felt familiar.


Chapter Four: Human Remains


Sickbay aboard the USS Carl von Linné was too quiet.


That was what bothered Captain Leila Haddad most.


She had known sickbays in crisis before. Every captain had. The controlled urgency of medical teams moving between biobeds. The layered voices of doctors and nurses calling out vitals, dosages, neural activity, cortical response. The low hum of stasis equipment. The nervous quiet of wounded crew pretending not to be afraid.


This was different.


This was caution pretending to be quiet.


At the far end of the main surgical bay, a curved containment field shimmered faintly around an isolation alcove. Inside it, the survivor from the wreckage field lay motionless beneath a transparent diagnostic canopy. He had been cleaned enough for treatment, but not enough to look harmless. Too much of him was metal. Too much was scar tissue. Too much of what remained organic had been altered by forces no Starfleet physician had yet been willing to name with confidence.


Two security officers stood outside the field.


Two more waited near the inner doors.


Doctor Anika Rao had objected to that number on principle, then requested two additional officers herself after reviewing the patient’s musculature, implants, and recovery rate.


The containment field was keyed to Rao’s medical authorization, the two assigned security officers, and emergency command override only. In theory, Captain Haddad could pass through it. In practice, Rao had made it clear that if the captain tried to do so without medical clearance, she would record the attempt as evidence of neurological impairment.


Haddad had not argued.


Commander Soren Vale stood beside her, arms folded, expression carefully neutral. Lieutenant Commander Evelina Larsson was a pace behind them, still in the uniform she had worn aboard the Linnaeus Two. She looked rested enough to be on duty and tired enough for that fact to be a technicality.


Inside the field, the man breathed.


Slowly.


Evenly.


As if he had not been pulled from a dying ship, irradiated, poisoned, fractured, and nearly destroyed by a universe that seemed to consider mercy a tactical error.


Rao emerged from the isolation alcove with two security officers at her heels. The field opened for her in a brief shimmer of pale blue, then sealed again behind them.


The two guards took position near the sickbay doors.


Rao crossed to Haddad, Vale, and Larsson without looking back.


“He is stable,” she said before anyone could ask. “I dislike almost every part of that sentence, but it is medically accurate.”


Haddad glanced toward the patient. “How stable?”


“Stable enough that if you order me to wake him, I can do it without killing him.”


“That was not quite what I asked.”


“No,” Rao said. “But it was what you needed to know.”


Vale looked through the containment field. “He looks dead.”


“He is not. And he is recovering faster than he should.” Rao folded her arms. “Radiation damage is receding. Internal bleeding is controlled. Bone regeneration is accelerated. Several of his implants are either assisting recovery or attempting to restart systems I have intentionally kept suppressed.”


“Systems?” Larsson asked.


Rao gave her a look. “I am using the word generously. Some are medical. Some are sensory. Some may be weapons. Some appear to be devotional in nature, which is not a category I expected to enter into a surgical log.”


Haddad looked at her. “T’Varen was right?”


Rao’s expression changed.


Only slightly.


Enough.


“Yes,” she said. “T’Varen was right. Beneath the damage, the implants, the radiation exposure, and the divergence, the baseline is human.”


No one spoke for a moment.


Vale broke the silence first. “Human as in convergent humanoid, or human as in us?”


Rao did not look away from him.


“Human as in us.”


Larsson’s gaze moved back to the man inside the field.


“He does not look like us.”


“No,” Rao said. “He does not. Time, isolation, environmental pressure, radiation, deliberate genetic intervention, possibly centuries or millennia of divergent development — any one of those would complicate the picture. This looks like several of them at once.”


“And that assumes this universe follows the same biological history ours did,” Larsson said.


Rao nodded once. “Exactly.”


Haddad studied the patient through the shimmering field. “Could he be from our future?”


“I cannot rule it out absolutely,” Rao said, in the tone of a doctor who disliked the words she was required to say. “But if he is, the evolutionary and historical path between us and him is so violently discontinuous that the distinction may not help us.”


Vale’s jaw tightened.


Larsson noticed.


Haddad did too.


The words hung in the room anyway.


Human.


Not alien. Not unknown. Not something safely outside the Federation’s moral imagination.


Human.


Haddad drew a slow breath. “And the language?”


“Still a problem,” Rao said. “The universal translator recognizes fragments. Old roots. Ritualized structures. Some phonemes that look like they should map to ancient Earth languages and then refuse to behave. Nilsen called it ‘Latin after a transporter accident.’ T’Varen told him that was not a useful linguistic category.”


“It was descriptive,” Larsson said.


“It was,” Rao admitted.


“Can we question him?”


“Medically, yes. Strategically, that is your decision. Ethically, I would prefer not to wake a critically injured patient surrounded by armed strangers inside a force field.”


“And if those armed strangers are the only reason he and everyone else in this sickbay remain alive?”


“Then I continue to object while acknowledging operational reality.”


Haddad almost smiled.


Almost.


“Not yet,” she said. “I want more facts before we wake him.”


Rao’s shoulders eased by the smallest fraction.


“Good.”


At that moment, Haddad’s combadge chirped.


“Bridge to Captain Haddad.”


“Haddad here.”


Reyes’s voice came through. “Captain, Linnaeus One has returned. Recovery team reports successful transport of the armored body. Cargo Bay Two isolation field is holding. Doctor T’Lesh and Lieutenant Moru are requesting immediate medical and security clearance to begin external analysis.”


Larsson looked at Haddad.


Vale did too.


Haddad kept her eyes on the man in the isolation alcove.


While Linnaeus Two had been returning with the survivor, she had dispatched Linnaeus One with a recovery team and a portable containment frame. It had not been a popular decision. Then again, few of her recent decisions had been.


The dead armored giant might tell them nothing.


Or it might tell them why a human corpse in the graveyard had been built like a siege engine.


“Tell Doctor T’Lesh to begin with non-invasive scans only,” Haddad said. “No breach of the armor until Doctor Rao authorizes it. Security remains at full containment posture.”


“Aye, Captain.”


The channel closed.


Vale glanced toward Rao. “You look unhappy.”


“I am trying to decide which part of ‘giant armored corpse in my cargo bay’ I should be happiest about.”


Larsson looked through the containment field again. “Do you think the one in the armor is human too?”


Vale turned to her. “What do you think?”


Larsson was quiet for a moment.


“I think the odds of it being anything else are getting worse.”


---


By the time the senior staff assembled in the observation lounge, the table had become too small.


That was not literally true. The table had been designed for command briefings aboard a large exploration cruiser and could seat more officers than most captains wanted in one room. But now the Linné was no longer thinking alone.


Captain Elias Okonkwo of the Endeavour appeared on one wall display with Commander Lira Venn beside him, the Trill engineer’s expression sharp and impatient even through the transmission delay. On another display, Captain Naima Holt of the Huygens sat in her own conference room, flanked by her science chief, Lieutenant Commander Selak, a Vulcan whose long silence suggested either deep thought or profound disapproval.


Haddad sat at the head of the table.


Vale sat to her right. Rao sat opposite him, medical padds arranged in front of her like evidence in a trial. T’Varen stood near the main display rather than sitting. Nilsen had brought three padds, one toolkit, and a cup of coffee he had not touched. Counselor zh’Kell sat slightly apart from the table, pale but steady.


Larsson was not in the room.


Haddad had sent her back to the bridge before the briefing began.


If something moved in the graveyard, if the anomaly shifted, if one of the wrecks woke up and decided to have an opinion, Haddad wanted a seasoned command officer in the chair.


Larsson’s report, however, was already in the system. So were her sensor logs, her command notes, and her recommendation that the armored body not be brought out of containment “until everyone is absolutely certain it is not going to object.”


Haddad had appreciated the phrasing.


“We begin with the body,” she said.


Rao nodded and brought the first image onto the central display.


The armored figure appeared above the table in a slow rotation: two-point-seven meters tall, massive even in death, one arm severed below the elbow, armor battered, scorched, and cracked in a dozen places. Dark blue plating. Pale trim. The remains of a white emblem on one shoulder.


It seemed too large for the room even as a hologram.


“The recovery team brought it aboard under portable containment,” Rao said. “It took three transporter attempts, two shielded pattern buffers, and one cargo-bay isolation field before I allowed anyone to use the word secure.”


“Did it resist transport?” Okonkwo asked from the screen.


“Not actively,” T’Varen said. “However, the armor’s internal density, residual energy contamination, and unknown materials caused repeated pattern degradation. A conventional emergency transport would likely have failed.”


“Can we open it?” Haddad asked.


“We already have,” Rao said.


Several heads turned.


Rao’s expression did not change. “You asked for answers.”


“I asked for non-invasive scans first.”


“And we performed them. Then the scans indicated internal biological decay was accelerating due to power loss in the armor’s preservation systems. If we waited, we would lose data.”


Nilsen leaned back. “That sounds almost like my kind of reasoning.”


“Please do not take that as encouragement,” Rao said.


The hologram shifted. The armor separated in layers, revealing the body within.


No one spoke.


The figure inside was humanoid, but that word suddenly felt insufficient. The body was enormous, its proportions exaggerated beyond any baseline human norm. Reinforced bone. Overdeveloped musculature. Surgical ports. Implanted interfaces. Biological systems layered onto biological systems.


Rao’s voice became clinical.


“Male. Humanoid. Approximately two-point-four meters without armor. Extreme skeletal reinforcement. Multiple redundant or supplemental organs. Secondary cardiovascular support. Enhanced clotting systems. Modified pulmonary capacity. Unusual glandular structures. Neural interface nodes along the spine and at the base of the skull. Evidence of extensive surgical alteration beginning early in development.”


“Natural?” Captain Holt asked.


“No,” Rao said. “This was not natural evolution. This was a program.”


The word settled over the table.


Program.


Not mutation. Not adaptation. Not accident.


Program.


T’Varen brought up a genetic comparison. “Despite extensive divergence, Doctor Rao’s team and the Huygens medical database independently confirm human baseline markers.”


Selak spoke for the first time from the Huygens display. “The probability of independent convergent development is statistically negligible.”


“Both of them,” Vale said.


Rao nodded. “The survivor and the armored body are both genetically human at baseline. The armored individual is more heavily modified. Deliberately so.”


Nilsen stared at the display. “Someone built soldiers.”


“Someone built this soldier,” Rao said. “We do not yet know how representative he is.”


A secondary image appeared: a close-up of the corpse’s forehead. Three small metallic studs were embedded above the brow line, gold beneath soot and frost.


Vale frowned. “Implants?”


“Possibly,” Rao said.


“Rank markers?” Nilsen suggested.


“That is not medical analysis,” T’Varen said.


“No, but look at them.” Nilsen gestured toward the image. “Old Starfleet uniforms used collar pips. Maybe whoever they are uses cranial markers.”


“Or ritual augmentation,” zh’Kell said quietly.


Everyone looked at him.


He was watching the image with visible discomfort.


“I am not reading the body,” he said before Rao could object. “There is nothing to read. But the symbolism aboard that wreckage field is not merely military. The skulls, the script, the icons, the way even machinery is shaped to look consecrated. We should consider that their systems of rank, faith, and identity may not separate cleanly.”


T’Varen nodded. “That is consistent with the visual evidence.”


“Fantastic,” Nilsen muttered. “Religious rank jewelry embedded in the skull. That’s going in the report.”


“It is not going in the report like that,” Haddad said.


“No, Captain.”


Haddad stood and moved closer to the display.


Human.


Again.


The word felt heavier each time it returned.


“And the language?” Haddad asked.


T’Varen brought up a linguistic model beside the genetic display. It looked less like a translation matrix than a wreckage field of its own: broken roots, branching guesses, rejected syntax trees, and clusters of untranslated terms.


“The universal translator is not failing,” she said. “It is refusing premature certainty.”


Nilsen looked at the display. “That sounds like failing with better posture.”


“It can identify fragments,” T’Varen said. “Ancient linguistic roots. Repeated ritual structures. Formal military terminology. Some phonetic relationships to old Earth language families. But it cannot build a stable semantic model.”


“Why not?” Vale asked.


“Because many of the key terms appear to carry legal, military, theological, and cultural meanings simultaneously. The translator can approximate the sound. It cannot yet determine the world-view required to make the sentence coherent.”


Nilsen’s expression darkened. “So it knows some of the words.”


“Yes.”


“But not what kind of civilization would use them that way.”


“Correct.”


Haddad looked at the frozen image of the survivor. “Then we do not let the translator invent certainty where none exists. Fragmentary translation only. Flag every inferred meaning.”


“A prudent restriction,” T’Varen said.


“And frustrating,” Nilsen muttered.


“Also that,” Haddad said.


T’Varen changed the display.


The armored corpse vanished, replaced by a layered star map generated from the combined sensor networks of all three ships. The Linné, Endeavour, and Huygens had linked their long-range arrays within minutes of emerging from the anomaly. As each ship recovered power, its sensor contribution improved. As each computer core stabilized, the shared model sharpened.


The result was not certainty.


But it was more than any single ship could have built alone.


“This is not the Mirror Universe,” T’Varen said.


Vale looked at her. “We were wondering when that would come up.”


“It was the first hypothesis we tested,” she said. “Quantum signatures are inconsistent with all known mirror-universe incursions. Historical drift is too extreme. Stellar distribution does not match any known parallel quantum resonance. The psionic background field has no equivalent in recorded mirror-universe data.”


“Then what is it?” Okonkwo asked.


“A distinct dimensional continuum,” T’Varen said. “Partially compatible with normal spacetime. Partially incompatible. Its physical laws appear broadly similar at macroscopic scales, but the background field behaves in a manner for which we do not yet have an adequate model.”


Nilsen took a sip of coffee and grimaced. “We have several inadequate models.”


“Correct,” T’Varen said.


Commander Venn leaned forward from the Endeavour display. “Our best inadequate model calls it coherent psionic-resonance pressure.”


“That name is under protest,” Selak said from the Huygens.


“It describes what it does,” Venn replied.


“It anthropomorphizes the data.”


“It pressures things.”


“It is not pressure in the conventional sense.”


“It pushes.”


“That is also imprecise.”


Nilsen looked at Haddad. “I feel less alone.”


“Try to enjoy it quietly,” Haddad said.


T’Varen continued before the engineers could form an alliance. “The field is present everywhere we have scanned in this system, but it is not uniform. It intensifies around the wreckage field and again near the fourth planet.”


The display shifted.


A planet appeared: brown, grey, and rust-red beneath thick cloud bands and scattered flashes of energy discharge. Its surface was too far away for visual certainty, but the sensor overlays told enough of the story.


Weapons fire.


Atmospheric detonations.


Orbital debris.


Electromagnetic interference.


A war.


“The fourth planet is the nearest inhabited body,” T’Varen said. “We have detected large-scale conflict across at least three continents and in low orbit. Energy signatures are inconsistent, but one combatant’s emissions share several features with the entity that boarded the Linné.”


th’Ress’s antennae angled forward. “The armored intruder.”


“Yes,” T’Varen said. “Or entities aligned with the same phenomenon.”


“And the other side?” Haddad asked.


Rao answered before T’Varen did. “Human, most likely.”


T’Varen inclined her head. “The surviving vessel, the armored corpse, and several intact wreckage fragments all share material and design elements distinct from the intruder-aligned signatures. We cannot yet identify the civilization, but available evidence suggests the second combatant is linked to the human survivors.”


Vale looked at the planet. “Humans fighting monsters.”


zh’Kell closed his eyes briefly.


When he opened them, he looked more tired than before.


“That may be too simple,” he said.


No one asked him to elaborate.


Not yet.


Haddad turned back to T’Varen. “And the anomaly?”


The display changed again.


The star map folded into a cross-section: the wreckage field, the planet, the anomaly, and the impossible line connecting them to Hekaras on the other side.


T’Varen did not speak immediately.


That alone made Haddad uneasy.


“The evidence remains incomplete,” the Vulcan said at last. “However, the data supports a working hypothesis.”


“Let’s hear it.”


“The breach formed at the intersection of two conditions. First, the preexisting subspace fractures in the Hekaras Corridor on our side. Second, an extreme concentration of psionic-resonance stress on this side.”


“Define extreme,” Okonkwo said.


T’Varen looked toward the wreckage field, then the planet.


“Mass violence. Fear. Rage. Pain. Fanaticism. Death on a very large scale.”


The room was silent.


Commander Venn broke it. “The battle did not just happen near the anomaly. It may have helped open it.”


“Correct,” T’Varen said. “Or widen it. Or provide sufficient energy for a dormant fracture to become a stable aperture.”


Selak spoke from the Huygens. “The planet is now producing a second resonance surge. Less spatially concentrated than the battle, but sustained.”


“A war on the surface,” Vale said.


“Yes.”


“And that is feeding the breach.”


T’Varen hesitated.


“The evidence supports correlation, not causation.”


Venn made a sharp gesture. “Respectfully, Lieutenant, the correlation is screaming at us.”


“That is not a scientific category.”


“It is becoming one,” Nilsen said.


Haddad looked at the display.


The wreckage field.


The planet.


The wound.


Federation history on one side. This universe’s war on the other.


“Starfleet helped make one side vulnerable,” she said.


No one corrected her.


They did not need to.


T’Varen’s voice was quieter when she spoke again. “If the Hekaras fractures provided an anchor point, then yes. Unintentionally, but materially.”


Vale looked down at the table.


Rao’s mouth tightened.


Okonkwo leaned back in his chair on the screen.


Haddad let the discomfort remain. It belonged there.


“Can we close it?” she asked.


“Possibly,” T’Varen said.


“Possibly is better than no.”


“Only marginally.”


Nilsen brought up another model. “The anomaly is local. That matters. It is not the entire background field pressing through. It is a pocket, a wound, a resonant aperture — choose your metaphor. If we seal it from this side, the pressure on the Federation side should drop.”


“Should,” Captain Holt repeated.


Selak answered her. “The containment reports from the Tsiolkovsky and Kumari suggest the Federation-side aperture is being stressed from within the anomaly, not by a universe-wide pressure differential. If the local feed is cut, the field should decay.”


“Because Federation space is quieter,” zh’Kell said.


All eyes shifted to him.


He looked embarrassed by the imprecision, but continued.


“Emotionally quieter. Not empty. Not peaceful in any absolute sense. But compared to this—” He gestured toward the planet. “The other side is starving for what this side provides in abundance.”


“Hatred,” th’Ress said.


“Among other things.”


Haddad looked back at the planet. “Then why is the pressure worse on the Federation side than here? Why is it trying to break out through Hekaras, but not pushing back at us now?”


T’Varen clasped her hands behind her back. “Unknown.”


Nilsen raised one finger. “Speculation?”


“Carefully,” Haddad said.


“The anomaly may not need to force expansion here,” he said. “It is already being fed here. The battle, the planet, the local background field. On our side, it is trying to reach new sources.”


“New hunting grounds,” th’Ress said.


No one liked the phrase.


No one challenged it either.


Captain Holt leaned forward on the Huygens display. “Are we saying there is intent?”


T’Varen looked at the model for several seconds before answering.


“The attacks on the Federation-side containment field are adaptive. They concentrate on weak points. They do not repeat failed approaches. The same behavior was observed during our transit. Whether that indicates intelligence, instinct, or an external intelligence using the anomaly as a medium remains undetermined.”


“Something is steering it,” zh’Kell said softly.


Haddad turned to him.


The counselor’s face had gone pale again.


“I cannot prove that,” he said. “But I can feel attention. Not a mind as we understand minds. Not a single person. More like hunger that has learned to look.”


The room seemed colder.


Haddad looked at the planet on the display.


“Then we need to know what is happening down there.”


“And what our patient knows about it,” Vale said.


Haddad nodded slowly.


“Yes.”


---


The man woke behind a containment field, under medical restraint, with two phaser rifles trained on him and Doctor Rao watching his cortical activity from three meters away.


He woke badly.


His eyes opened all at once.


The natural eye was pale grey. The artificial one flared red, then dimmed as the containment field dampened whatever signal it tried to send. His whole body strained against the restraints, not with panic but with trained violence. Muscles stood out in his neck. The biobed groaned beneath him.


Rao did not step closer.


“Neural spike,” she said. “Motor response active. He is stronger than he should be.”


th’Ress stood inside the isolation alcove, just beyond arm’s reach of the bed. Her phaser was drawn but lowered. Two security officers flanked her.


Vale watched from the observation room one deck above sickbay, the interrogation feed split across three displays. Nilsen and T’Varen stood nearby, both connected to the translation systems. Haddad was not present. Fleet command had pulled her back to the bridge for a live update from Endeavour and Huygens.


That suited th’Ress.


The captain’s job was to carry the whole crisis.


This was security’s.


“Can he hear me?” th’Ress asked.


“He can hear you,” Rao said. “Whether he understands you is another question.”


th’Ress stepped closer to the edge of the containment field.


“I am Lieutenant Commander Jaya th’Ress of the Federation starship Carl von Linné. You are aboard our vessel. You are injured. We have provided medical assistance. You are not being harmed.”


The man stared at her.


His lips moved.


The universal translator crackled.


“—false—”


Static.


“—unclean—”


Static again.


“—lightless—”


Then one word emerged with terrible clarity.


“Heretics.”


th’Ress did not react.


“Can you identify yourself?”


The man’s breathing grew harsher.


“Heretics.”


Nilsen’s voice came over the private channel to th’Ress’s earpiece. “The translator is getting roots, but not structure. It recognizes pieces, then loses the sentence.”


“Why?” Vale asked from the observation room.


T’Varen answered without looking away from her console. “Because the words are not being used as simple descriptors. They appear to encode accusation, status, doctrine, and sentence at once.”


“Sentence as in grammar?” Nilsen asked.


“Sentence as in judgment.”


No one answered that.


The man strained again.


The restraints held.


Rao’s voice sharpened. “If he keeps doing that, I sedate him again.”


“Wait,” th’Ress said.


She looked at the man.


“You think we are heretics.”


The translator rendered nothing from him but breath, static, and the same word again.


“Heretics.”


In the observation room, Vale tapped the comm panel.


“th’Ress,” he said, “words are not getting us there. Try images.”


th’Ress’s antennae angled slightly backward.


“Agreed.”


She stepped away from the biobed and gestured to the room interface.


“Display: neutral symbolic sequence. Mathematical constants first.”


A small holographic panel appeared between her and the containment bed. Points of light. Geometric forms. Prime numbers represented visually. A hydrogen atom. A simple star diagram.


The man watched them with contempt.


Or fear.


It was hard to tell.


No response.


th’Ress changed the sequence.


Federation iconography did nothing.


A rotating model of the Linné made his artificial eye flare again.


The image of the wreckage field made his jaw tighten.


A schematic of the dead armored giant made him close his natural eye for half a second.


“Response,” Rao said. “Pulse rate increased.”


th’Ress filed that away.


Then she brought up a holographic model of Earth’s solar system.


The reaction was immediate.


The man stopped fighting the restraints.


His eyes fixed on the third planet.


His lips parted.


The translator crackled, failed, caught one word, and rendered it with absolute clarity.


“Terra.”


No one in the observation room spoke.


Nilsen looked at T’Varen.


T’Varen’s expression did not change, but her hands stilled above the console.


Vale leaned closer to the screen.


th’Ress kept her voice even.


“You know this system.”


The man stared at the hologram.


“Terra,” he said again.


This time the word needed no translation.


th’Ress slowly expanded the display, moving outward from the solar system into abstract stellar reference points. The man responded to almost none of them. Either he did not recognize the map, or the format meant nothing to him.


Then she replaced it with the system they now occupied.


Six planets. A G-type primary. The debris field. The anomaly. The fourth planet with its storm of weapons fire and psionic resonance.


The man’s breathing changed.


Rao saw it. “Careful.”


th’Ress zoomed in on the fourth planet.


The man’s eyes tracked the image with terrible focus.


He lifted one restrained hand as far as the field allowed and pointed.


At the planet.


His lips moved.


The translator struggled longer this time. Most of the sentence dissolved into static. One word survived intact.


“Exterminatus.”


Vale’s face hardened in the observation room.


Nilsen frowned. “That translated too cleanly.”


“It may be a formal term,” T’Varen said. “Or a term the speaker’s language has preserved with unusual stability.”


th’Ress looked at the man. “What does that mean?”


He stared at the planet, then at th’Ress.


For the first time, something like pity crossed his ruined face.


Not kindness.


Not mercy.


Pity sharpened into contempt.


He pointed again at the planet.


“Exterminatus.”


Then he turned his hand toward th’Ress.


Toward the walls.


Toward the ship around them.


He spoke longer this time. The words came in a harsh, broken cadence, full of ritual weight and damaged breath.


The universal translator failed on most of it.


Fragments surfaced.


“—unclean vessel—”


Static.


“—false human—”


More static.


“—judgment—”


“—void-borne corruption—”


Then one phrase came through.


Clear enough.


Cold enough.


“Marked for purgation.”


The isolation alcove went silent.


th’Ress held the man’s gaze.


In the observation room, Vale stood very still.


The man smiled faintly, as if he had delivered not a threat but a certainty.


Then his eyes rolled back.


Rao moved immediately.


“Cortical stress spike. I’m putting him under.”


“Do it,” th’Ress said.


The hypospray hissed against the man’s neck.


His body resisted for three seconds.


Then the restraints stopped straining.


His breathing slowed.


The artificial eye dimmed.


Rao stepped back, still watching the monitors. “He is unconscious.”


th’Ress did not lower her phaser until Rao confirmed it twice.


In the observation room, Nilsen looked from the frozen transcript to the image of the fourth planet.


“Purgation,” he said quietly.


T’Varen’s eyes remained on the word Exterminatus.


“That term did not translate as metaphor.”


Vale touched the comm panel.


“Vale to Captain Haddad.”


A pause.


Then Haddad’s voice answered.


“Haddad here.”


“We have new information.”


“Go ahead.”


Vale looked at the final frame of the feed: the unconscious man, the planet burning in hologram above him, the translated phrase hanging in the computer log like a verdict.


“The planet is not just a battlefield,” he said. “It may be a target.”


Another pause.


Shorter this time.


“What kind of target?”


Vale looked at T’Varen.


T’Varen answered, precise and quiet.


“Planetary extermination.”


Silence filled the channel.


Then Haddad said, “I’m on my way.”


The channel closed.


On the frozen display, the word remained.


Exterminatus.


Outside the ship, the graveyard turned slowly in the dark.


And somewhere beyond it, a world was waiting to die.


Chapter Five: First Contact


Captain Leila Haddad sat once again in the observation lounge.


It was beginning to feel like a second home.


The room had become the center of everything: command briefings, scientific debates, strategic arguments, moral crises. Somewhere between the anomaly and the graveyard, the Carl von Linné had stopped being an exploratory vessel and become the temporary headquarters for a problem no one in Starfleet had vocabulary for.


And now there was a human being in sickbay calmly discussing the extermination of an entire world.


Haddad looked around the table.


“All right,” she said. “With everything we know about how violence, fear, death, hatred, and whatever this psionic field actually is affect the anomaly... what happens if an entire planet is destroyed?”


Nobody answered immediately.


The silence lasted too long.


On one of the wall displays, a science officer aboard the Huygens finally spoke.


“We would need further analysis before making a formal conclusion,” the officer said carefully, “but the probability is significant that the breach could become permanent.”


Another officer continued the thought.


“The amount of psionic-resonance energy released by the extermination of an inhabited world would likely exceed anything we have yet measured in this system.”


Vale folded his arms.


“Meaning the wound between our universes might stabilize permanently.”


Nobody contradicted him.


T’Varen stood near the display table, hands clasped behind her back.


“Current models suggest the anomaly responds to large-scale emotional and neurological stress,” she said. “A planetary extinction event would represent an unprecedented concentration of such phenomena.”


Nilsen muttered into his coffee.


“Wonderful. We found the one apocalypse that gets worse if people are upset about it.”


No one smiled.


Haddad leaned back slowly.


“Then we need more information before anybody destroys anything.”


Vale nodded once.


“Agreed. Which means we need eyes on the fourth planet.”


Captain Holt from the Huygens frowned from the wall display.


“Sending three Federation starships into an active war zone would be difficult to classify as subtle.”


“Which is why we don’t,” Vale replied.


He looked toward Haddad.


“We use a smaller craft. Something maneuverable enough to disappear into the background noise of a battlefield. Something fast enough to run if necessary, but armed heavily enough to bite back if things go badly.”


He paused.


“I recommend the Linnaeus Two.”


Haddad considered it.


The runabout had already proven itself in the wreckage field. Strong shields. Modern systems. Enough firepower to survive long enough to escape.


Possibly.


“Agreed,” she said at last. “Authorize additional quantum torpedo loadout alongside standard photon complement.”


th’Ress raised an eyebrow.


“That is a considerable amount of firepower for a vessel that size.”


“It is a small craft entering a planetary war zone,” Haddad said. “I would prefer it to have choices.”


th’Ress accepted that with a slight nod.


Vale did not smile.


Neither did Haddad.


“Then we proceed,” she said. “Prepare the Linnaeus Two for departure in two hours.”


She looked around the room.


“Dismissed.”


---


Haddad and Vale waited in the captain’s ready room.


Outside the large viewport, the graveyard drifted slowly through darkness: broken hulls, shattered armor, frozen debris fields stretching for thousands of kilometers.


The door chimed.


“Come in,” Haddad said.


Lieutenant Commander Evelina Larsson entered.


“Captain. Commander.”


“Thank you for coming on short notice,” Haddad said.


“Of course, Captain,” Larsson replied.


Haddad gestured toward one of the visitor chairs.


Larsson sat.


Vale remained standing for a moment before taking the chair beside her.


Haddad folded her hands.


“Commander Vale will be leading the mission aboard the Linnaeus Two,” she said. “The objective is reconnaissance of the fourth planet. We need population estimates, military assessment, political structure, orbital defenses, anything remotely useful.”


“And hopefully,” Vale added, “we may find someone willing to talk to us.”


Larsson knew exactly who he meant.


The enemy that had boarded the Linné.


The thing that had nearly slaughtered Lieutenant Talan and his security team.


And yet now they knew there were humans here too.


Humans.


Or something close enough to matter.


Part of her had hoped she would lead the away mission herself.


She did not let the disappointment show.


Vale’s expression remained calm.


“There is a very real possibility this becomes a one-way trip,” he said.


No drama.


No fear.


Just a professional assessment.


Haddad decided there was little point circling around the truth any longer.


“I’ve realized we need more people prepared to assume command if something happens to either of us,” she said.


Larsson looked up.


“I was thinking of you.”


For the first time since entering the room, Larsson looked genuinely surprised.


“Captain?”


“Your command clearance has already been upgraded,” Haddad continued. “I want you fully briefed on everything. The anomaly. The graveyard. The survivor. Admiral Sulu’s reports from the Federation side. All of it.”


Vale nodded slightly.


“If this situation deteriorates, we cannot afford knowledge bottlenecks anymore.”


Larsson absorbed that quietly.


Not a promotion.


Not exactly.


Something heavier.


“Understood,” she said at last.


Haddad studied her.


“T’Varen saw the pattern,” she said. “You understood that it mattered.”


Larsson gave a faint shrug.


“Sometimes old problems just learn new ways to kill people.”


Vale almost smiled.


Almost.


Haddad stood.


“Good. Then start reading.”


---


After the Linnaeus Two departed with Vale and its away team, the task force changed posture.


The situation around the anomaly had become too dangerous for guesswork.


A full quantum-level analysis would require the combined sensor networks and processing power of all three ships.


The Endeavour possessed the most advanced computer core.


The Huygens possessed the strongest dedicated scientific sensor arrays.


The Linné possessed the deepest tactical and subspace telemetry gathered during transit through the breach itself.


Together, they might have a chance.


The process would take approximately twelve hours.


If successful, Starfleet might finally understand how to close the anomaly permanently.


If unsuccessful...


Nobody finished that sentence aloud.


Haddad transferred temporarily to the Endeavour to coordinate the operation directly.


That left command of the USS Carl von Linné in Evelina Larsson’s hands.


“Hopefully this remains routine,” Haddad told her before transport.


Then she hesitated.


“But if there really is some form of intelligence inside the anomaly... it may not appreciate us trying to close it.”


Larsson nodded once.


“Understood, Captain.”


---


The three ships repositioned themselves around the anomaly.


Massive sensor sweeps spread outward through space like invisible tides.


Subspace harmonics.


Quantum resonance mapping.


Psionic-pressure fluctuations.


Gravitational distortion analysis.


Every second, trillions of calculations flowed between the three vessels.


For almost three hours, nothing happened.


Then the Linné’s tactical console chirped.


At tactical, th’Ress looked up sharply.


“New contact.”


Larsson turned toward the main viewer.


“Source?”


“Fourth planet.”


The viewscreen changed.


At first, the object seemed small.


Then the scale adjusted.


Several officers inhaled sharply.


The vessel was enormous.


From the Federation perspective, it bordered on absurdity.


A vast armored cathedral moving through darkness beneath layers of armor plating, weapon housings, towers, sensor masts, and gothic superstructure.


Even at extreme range it radiated mass.


Not elegance.


Mass.


“Estimated size?” Larsson asked.


“Several kilometers at minimum,” th’Ress replied.


Nothing in the sensor data told them whether this was a capital ship, a cruiser, or merely something ordinary by the standards of the civilization that had built it.


That uncertainty was almost worse.


“Velocity?”


“Intercept course toward our position.”


The bridge grew quieter.


Larsson studied the tactical display.


“Time to contact?”


“Approximately eight hours at current velocity,” th’Ress said.


Larsson looked toward ops.


“Status of the anomaly analysis?”


“Nine additional hours required,” Reyes answered.


Which meant the unknown vessel would arrive before the work was complete.


Larsson thought for several seconds.


Then she tapped her chair arm.


“Open a conference channel to Captain Haddad and the other ships.”


---


The conference channel opened across all three ships.


Haddad appeared from the Endeavour’s mission operations center with Captain Okonkwo beside her. Captain Holt joined from the Huygens. Larsson remained in the Linné’s center seat.


Larsson spoke first.


“We have a problem.”


The tactical image appeared between them.


Nobody needed clarification.


Captain Holt stared at the scale readings.


“Well,” she said quietly. “That is unpleasantly large.”


“If we maintain current operations,” Larsson said, “it reaches us before the quantum analysis completes.”


“Suggestions?” Haddad asked.


Larsson took a breath.


“The Linné leaves formation and intercepts.”


Silence.


“Explain,” Haddad said.


“Endeavour has the strongest processing power. Huygens has the best sensor platforms. Both are more important to the analysis than we are.” Larsson gestured toward the tactical overlay. “The Linné also happens to contain the one thing that vessel may actually care about.”


The survivor.


Captain Holt leaned back.


“You think they’re coming for him.”


“Possibly,” Larsson said. “We still don’t fully understand his implants. We may have missed some kind of distress beacon or encrypted transmission.”


Okonkwo studied the projection from Haddad’s side of the channel.


“If the Linné withdraws, Endeavour can absorb most of her processing load, but the scan will slow.”


“How much?” Haddad asked.


“Two, maybe three additional hours. Less if Huygens gives us priority access to her sensor-pod cores.”


Holt’s mouth tightened. “You already have priority access.”


“Then I’ll ask more politely while taking it.”


Haddad looked from Okonkwo to Holt.


“Can Endeavour and Huygens complete the analysis without the Linné?”


Okonkwo did not answer immediately. He checked something off-screen, then nodded once.


“Yes. Slower, but yes.”


Holt added, “The model will lose some of the Linné’s transit telemetry in real time, but not enough to stop the work.”


Haddad considered the tactical display.


“And if the ship is hostile?”


“Then we delay it as long as possible while the two of you finish the scan,” Larsson said.


Another pause.


Captain Holt looked toward Haddad.


“Why are we assuming hostility?” she asked. “If these people are human, perhaps we can explain the situation. We may even be able to cooperate.”


Larsson nodded slightly.


“Yes,” she said. “That’s possible.”


Haddad said nothing for several moments.


Human.


That word again.


Every instinct Starfleet possessed pushed toward diplomacy first.


Communication.


Understanding.


Shared humanity.


Surely that had to mean something.


Finally Haddad spoke.


“Cooperation is preferable,” she said. “But we are not gambling the anomaly containment on optimism alone.”


She looked directly at Larsson.


“Proceed with the intercept. Do not escalate unless absolutely necessary. Diplomacy remains priority one.”


Then she turned slightly toward Okonkwo and Holt.


“Continue the analysis. If Larsson buys us time, use it.”


“Understood,” Larsson said.


The channel closed.


On the Linné’s bridge, the atmosphere changed.


Not panic.


Focus.


Larsson settled fully into the captain’s chair.


“Reconfigure analysis support to compensate for our withdrawal.”


“Aye, Commander.”


“Helm,” she said.


Lieutenant Jalen Okafor looked up.


“Set intercept course for the unknown vessel.”


“Course laid in.”


Larsson looked toward the stars ahead of them.


“Punch it.”


Okafor grinned despite himself.


“Aye, Commander.”


The USS Carl von Linné surged forward.


---


The unknown vessel had not even crossed one third of the distance when the Linné dropped out ahead of it.


Not directly nose-to-nose.


Space was too large for that kind of dramatic symmetry.


Instead the Federation cruiser maneuvered across the giant vessel’s projected path, adjusting vector and orientation until the two ships occupied roughly the same combat plane.


Even then, the difference in scale was unsettling.


The unknown vessel looked less like a starship and more like a moving fortress.


A fortress-state built for war.


“Relative velocity dropping,” Okafor reported. “They’re slowing down.”


“A ship that size takes time to stop,” Reyes said quietly.


Marek zh’Kell stood behind the command rail, pale and tense, his eyes fixed not on the vessel but on whatever he felt behind it.


“They’re taking our measure,” he said quietly.


Larsson glanced toward him.


“Meaning?”


“I don’t think they intended to stop originally.”


The counselor’s voice carried the uneasy certainty of someone listening to emotions he wished he could not hear.


Larsson straightened slightly.


“Maintain shields. Open a communications channel.”


Static flooded the bridge speakers.


Then harsh fragments of language.


Broken syllables.


Distorted ritual cadence.


The universal translator struggled immediately.


Larsson stepped forward.


“This is Lieutenant Commander Evelina Larsson of the Federation starship USS Carl von Linné. We are not seeking conflict. We wish to communicate.”


Only static answered at first.


Then fragments.


“—unclean—”


More static.


“—heretic—”


The bridge exchanged uncomfortable looks.


Suddenly the viewscreen shifted.


A new image appeared.


The injured survivor from sickbay.


Someone on the bridge spoke softly.


“They want him back.”


Larsson watched the screen.


“I think you’re right.”


Another officer turned toward her.


“Do we release him?”


Larsson did not hesitate.


“He is not our prisoner,” she said. “We’re guests in his universe.”


zh’Kell suddenly looked sharply toward her.


“Commander—”


“Prepare transport,” Larsson said.


Then she stopped herself.


A transporter transfer would reveal too much.


They still had no idea whether these people even possessed equivalent technology.


“No,” she said after a moment. “We send him back aboard a shuttle.”


Okafor looked over.


“You think they might see transporter technology as a threat?”


“Or attempt to steal it,” Larsson said. “Either way, we reveal as little as possible.”


She turned toward Okafor.


“Take a security team and fly him over personally.”


“Aye, Commander.”


zh’Kell spoke immediately.


“No.”


The bridge turned toward him.


The Betazoid’s expression had gone tight.


“Do not put anyone aboard that shuttle.”


Larsson frowned.


“Why?”


zh’Kell shook his head slowly.


“There is no relief from them,” he said quietly. “No gratitude. No curiosity. Only judgment.”


The bridge fell silent.


Larsson studied him for a second.


Then nodded.


“Remote pilot only,” she said. “We’ll control the shuttle from here.”


---


The shuttle departed the Linné under remote guidance.


Inside, the sedated survivor remained secured within a medical restraint field.


The massive vessel loomed larger with every passing second.


Weapons batteries.


Armored towers.


Sensor spires.


Rows upon rows of gun ports.


The scale became almost impossible to process.


Halfway across the distance, the giant ship opened fire.


There was no warning.


No negotiation.


No hesitation.


The shuttle vanished in a burst of white fire.


For one second nobody on the bridge moved.


Then Larsson reacted instantly.


“Red alert.”


Klaxons erupted through the ship.


“Reinforce forward shields.”


“Aye.”


The tactical display bloomed with targeting sweeps from the unknown vessel.


“Helm,” Larsson said, her voice steady. “Prepare evasive maneuver Larsson Delta-One.”


Okafor’s hands settled over the controls.


“Standing by.”


Larsson kept her eyes on the enormous ship filling the viewscreen.


“Do not return fire,” she said. “Not yet.”


Chapter Six: Judgment


For several seconds after Larsson gave the order, the bridge held itself perfectly still.


Not silent.


Alarms still pulsed. The tactical board still painted the unknown vessel in angry red outlines. The last light from the destroyed shuttle still faded from the forward viewer.


But no one fired.


Larsson kept her hands on the arms of the command chair and made herself wait. If the other ship wanted a battle, she would not give it one by reflex.


“Tactical,” she said.


th’Ress answered immediately. “Their forward batteries are charged, but not firing. Additional weapons are rotating toward us.”


“Any sign they are preparing another shot?”


“Not yet.”


“Keep watching.”


“I am.”


At ops, Reyes looked up sharply. “Commander, we’re receiving a visual feed.”


Larsson turned. “From them?”


“Yes. No audio stability yet, but the signal is deliberate.”


“On viewer.”


The forward screen changed.


The bridge of the unknown vessel appeared.


At first, Larsson thought the image was misaligned.


It was too dark. Too low. Too theatrical.


Then she realized the camera angle was deliberate.


The pickup had been placed far below the speaker’s eye line, forcing the viewer to look upward. Above it rose a dais of black metal and carved stone. Upon it sat a throne, high-backed and severe, surrounded by candles that burned in long, wavering ranks. Their flames cast light over columns, hanging chains, icons, and figures moving in the background.


Some looked human.


Some were human only in outline.


Others were robed in red, their bodies broken by metal, lenses, hoses, and mechanical limbs. They moved like priests and machines at once.


In the throne sat a woman in a dark naval coat stiff with gold thread, seals, and devotional script. One side of her face was human: pale, lined, and sharp. The other was augmetic, brass-edged and lens-eyed, catching candlelight in dull red reflections. Her posture did not suggest command so much as judgment.


She looked down at Larsson as if the lower angle were a law of nature.


The universal translator crackled.


The woman began to speak.


“—unclean—”


Static.


“—vessel of—”


More static.


“—heretic—”


A burst of language followed, harsh and formal, broken by the translator into fragments that collapsed before grammar could form.


“—sinner—”


“—false—”


“—purge—”


“—sentence—”


Reyes lowered his voice. “The translator can’t build stable syntax.”


“No surprise there,” Larsson said.


Marek zh’Kell stood behind the command rail, pale but focused. He was not watching the throne. He was watching whatever stood behind the woman’s words.


“She wants us beneath her,” he said quietly.


Larsson did not look back. “I noticed the camera angle.”


“No,” zh’Kell said. “Not visually. Emotionally. This is a ritual of dominance.”


“She killed her own wounded man to make a point.”


“Yes.”


“Did it work?”


zh’Kell looked at her for a moment.


Then, despite everything, one corner of his mouth moved.


“Not on you.”


Larsson stepped toward the viewer.


“This is Lieutenant Commander Evelina Larsson of the Federation starship Carl von Linné. We are not your enemy.”


The woman on the throne kept speaking.


The translator gave them almost nothing.


“—judged—”


“—xenos—”


“—taint—”


The word xenos came through oddly, not translated so much as carried across intact.


th’Ress’s antennae angled forward. “That word again. It appeared in the survivor’s linguistic fragments.”


Larsson nodded once.


“Then let’s try something that does not depend on words.”


She gestured to Reyes. “Transmit visual packet one.”


“Aye.”


The main viewer split. On one side remained the woman on the throne. On the other, Starfleet’s carefully assembled image sequence began.


First: the Deck Twelve intruder.


The corrupted armored entity, nearly three meters tall, black and dark red, horned or broken or crowned with jagged protrusions that made the recording distort at the edges.


Then: footage from the security team’s feed.


Talan falling.


Dast taking command.


Maximum phaser fire.


The thing coming apart in red-black particles threaded with violet light.


Larsson kept her voice even.


“Common enemy.”


The translator rendered her words into whatever approximation the channel could carry.


The woman on the throne went still.


For the first time, her expression changed.


Only slightly.


Enough.


The translator crackled.


“Chaos.”


The word came through cleanly.


zh’Kell inhaled.


“That one meant something,” Larsson said.


“Yes,” he replied. “Recognition. Hatred. Fear buried under discipline.”


“Fear?”


“Not fear of us.”


Larsson watched the woman on the throne.


“Of that.”


The woman on the throne spoke again.


This time the translator caught more force than meaning.


“—Archenemy—”


“—unclean alliance—”


“—no mercy—”


Larsson ignored the accusation and transmitted the next sequence.


Starfleet iconography.


The Carl von Linné.


The Endeavour.


The Huygens.


Then Federation member species: human, Vulcan, Tellarite, Andorian, Trill, Bajoran, Bolian, Ferengi, Caitian, Denobulan. Image after image, each marked not as subordinate, not as conquered, but as member, ally, citizen.


The woman’s gaze hardened.


The translator spat the same word again.


“Xenos.”


Larsson felt th’Ress shift behind her.


The sequence continued.


Known enemies and former enemies: Borg cube, Dominion vessel, Romulan warbird, Breen cruiser, Species 8472 bioship. Not to threaten. Not to boast. To ask: do you know these?


The woman barely reacted.


zh’Kell said, “No recognition. Or none she considers important.”


Larsson nodded.


“Show Sol.”


Reyes hesitated for half a second, then executed the command.


Earth’s solar system appeared beside the throne image.


The Sun.


Mercury.


Venus.


Earth.


The moon.


Mars.


Larsson felt the familiar ache before she could stop it.


Home.


It passed through her like gravity.


She did not let it reach her face.


“This is our home system,” she said. “Sol.”


She highlighted Earth.


“Earth.”


Then, after a moment, she added the word they had heard from the survivor.


“Terra.”


The woman on the throne leaned forward.


The candles behind her bent in a draft the camera did not show.


zh’Kell’s voice sharpened. “Careful.”


Larsson kept her eyes on the screen. “What do you feel?”


“Anger. Possession.”


The woman spoke.


The translator flared with fragments.


“—Terra—”


“—holy—”


“—throne—”


“—false claim—”


“—blasphemy—”


Larsson let that settle.


Then she returned the image to the corrupted boarder.


“Common enemy,” she said again. “We can help each other.”


For a moment there was only static.


Then the transmission cut.


The throne vanished.


The viewscreen returned to the vast armored ship.


Nobody on the bridge spoke.


Larsson remained standing for several seconds.


“Status?”


th’Ress answered. “Their weapons remain charged. No incoming fire. They are holding position.”


“Keep channel open.”


“Aye.”


Ten minutes passed.


Then twenty.


The two vessels remained locked in silent confrontation.


The Linné kept her shields reinforced forward. The unknown warship kept its immense prow pointed toward them, gun ports dark and watchful. Around them, the graveyard turned slowly in the distance.


At the forty-minute mark, Reyes quietly reported that the Endeavour and Huygens were still maintaining the anomaly scan.


At the one-hour mark, Nilsen reported from engineering that the forward shield grid could remain reinforced for another eighteen hours “assuming nobody decides to test the claim.”


At ninety-one minutes, the communication console sounded again.


“They’re contacting us,” Reyes said.


Larsson returned to the center chair.


“On viewer.”


The throne reappeared.


Same darkness.


Same candles.


Same low angle.


The woman in the throne looked more composed now. More certain.


She did not speak at first.


She sent images.


Federation species appeared on the screen. Humans. Vulcans. Andorians. Tellarites. Trill. Bajorans. Ferengi.


The woman spoke one word over each image.


“Xenos.”


Then came enemies.


Borg.


Dominion.


Species 8472.


Romulans.


Breen.


Again:


“Xenos.”


Then she showed humans.


Starfleet officers.


Larsson herself, captured from the visual feed.


Haddad.


Vale.


Talan.


Dast.


Rao.


The word changed.


The translator struggled, then offered fragments.


“—false human—”


“—tainted—”


“—unclean kin—”


zh’Kell looked ill.


“She means that as a sentence,” he said. “Not an insult. A sentence.”


The images changed.


Imperial ships appeared.


The first was the vessel before them, rendered in a scale diagram beside the Linné. The Starfleet cruiser looked small. Not shuttle-small, not helpless, but suddenly fragile beside the armored mass of the other ship.


Then the image zoomed outward.


Larger ships.


Ships twice the size.


Ships larger still.


Cathedral-prowed battleships. Carriers with launch bays large enough to swallow starbases. Monuments with engines. Fortresses with names etched in gold. The scale markers climbed until the bridge went very quiet.


Okafor whispered, “That one is not their largest.”


“No,” th’Ress said. “Not even close.”


The woman watched them watching.


Larsson realized she was enjoying it.


Then the images multiplied.


Hundreds of ships.


Thousands.


Ranks upon ranks, formation after formation, rendered not as a fleet in one place but as a claim of capacity. A civilization that had measured its power in hulls, guns, cathedrals, and graves for longer than the Federation had existed.


Larsson did not move.


The unknown captain sent another image.


The anomaly.


Then the Hekaras Corridor on the far side.


Then a distorted but recognizable map of Federation space.


Then Earth.


Terra.


The woman’s voice came through cold, clear in intent even where the translator failed in grammar.


“Exterminatus.”


The word needed no help now.


Then, for the first time, the universal translator produced a full sentence.


Four words.


Clear.


Unmistakable.


“You shall be purged.”


The transmission ended.


For half a second, the bridge was silent.


Then every tactical alarm on the Linné sounded at once.


th’Ress’s hands moved over her console. “They are charging forward weapon arrays.”


She looked again.


“Correction. They are charging every weapon system across the hull.”


Larsson sat in the command chair.


“Helm. Evasive.”


Okafor did not need more.


The Linné dropped out of the enemy vessel’s direct line just as the first broadside fired.


Space lit white and red behind them.


The main volley missed by kilometers, which meant nothing at this scale. The shockfront alone hammered the forward shields hard enough to make every console flare.


“Forward grid overloaded and recovering,” th’Ress said.


Reyes swallowed. “A direct hit would have collapsed the entire shield envelope.”


“Focus on the present,” Larsson said.


The giant ship continued to turn, slowly but relentlessly, its broadside batteries rotating to track them.


“Commander,” th’Ress said, “they are adjusting firing arcs.”


“They learn.”


“Yes.”


“Then so do we.” Larsson leaned forward. “Helm, stay close to their hull. Inside the largest guns’ effective tracking if you can.”


“That is a very small ‘if,’ Commander.”


“I know.”


Okafor’s hands moved.


The Linné swept downward and across the enemy ship’s armored flank. The huge vessel filled the viewer: gun towers, armor cliffs, chains of point-defense emplacements, statues, sensor masts, and kilometers of reinforced plating. Starfleet’s sensors struggled to find a clean outline. There was too much mass. Too much metal. Too much radiation. Too much history.


“Target weapons only,” Larsson said. “Disable what you can. Engines if you get a clean shot. They do not reach the Endeavour and Huygens.”


th’Ress nodded sharply.


“Aye.”


“Fire at will.”


The Linné opened fire.


Photon torpedoes streaked from the saucer launchers in staggered patterns, curving toward gun clusters and exposed weapon ports. Phaser arrays burned across the void in controlled arcs, slicing through point-defense emplacements, sensor blisters, and turret housings.


Explosions walked along the enemy hull.


Small explosions.


Against anything else they might have been catastrophic.


Against this ship, they looked like sparks struck from iron.


“Damage to their forward starboard batteries,” th’Ress reported. “Several point-defense clusters disabled. Minimal structural effect.”


“Keep stripping the teeth.”


“Trying.”


The enemy ship answered.


Not with its largest weapons. The Linné was too close, too fast, too deep inside the obvious firing solutions.


Instead, point-defense fire erupted around them.


Kinetic streams. Plasma bursts. Energy lances. Flak patterns designed for swarms of attack craft, not a Galaxy-derived cruiser dancing along the hull of a kilometers-long fortress.


Some of it missed.


Enough did not.


The bridge shook.


“Shields at seventy-two percent,” th’Ress said. “Aft dorsal grid taking repeated impacts.”


“Roll thirty degrees,” Larsson said.


Okafor executed.


The Linné slid between two towering weapon structures as phaser fire continued from the saucer arrays.


“We’ve expended one third of our photon torpedoes,” th’Ress said. “Visible effect remains limited.”


“Quantum torpedoes,” Larsson said. “Target engines.”


Okafor looked back. “We’ll have to leave the hull shadow.”


“I know.”


“Commander—”


“I know that too.”


th’Ress’s expression hardened. “Quantum spread ready.”


Larsson’s hands tightened on the chair arms.


“Helm, attack vector.”


The Linné broke away from the relative safety of the enemy hull and climbed toward the aft engine cluster.


The enemy ship seemed to have been waiting for exactly that.


Every available point-defense system opened fire.


Space filled with incoming projectiles.


“Coming about!” Okafor shouted.


“Fire. Full spread.”


Quantum torpedoes launched.


They crossed the distance in a tight formation, split at the last second, and struck one of the massive engine structures along three different stress lines.


For a moment, nothing happened.


Then the engine went dark.


A section of the aft superstructure buckled outward. Plasma vented in a furious blue-white plume. Secondary explosions crawled across the armored housing and vanished into emergency fields.


“One engine cluster offline,” th’Ress said. “Their overall acceleration reduced by—”


A projectile struck the forward shields.


The bridge lurched.


A second hit followed before anyone could breathe.


The shield grid flashed white, then collapsed across the forward quarter.


The third projectile struck the hull.


The impact threw Larsson out of the chair.


The deck slammed into her shoulder hard enough to make the world flash.


For one horrible second, the bridge had no up.


Officers hit consoles. A ceiling panel tore loose and crashed near ops. Emergency containment fields snapped into place along a ruptured portside conduit. Smoke curled from the tactical station.


Larsson forced air back into her lungs.


“Report!”


Her voice came out rough but audible.


She pulled herself up by the command chair.


th’Ress was still at tactical, bleeding from a cut above her left eye. Her left antenna was bent sharply backward, but her hands remained on the console.


“Forward shields collapsed and reconstituting. Hull breach Deck Nine, Section Fourteen, contained. Casualties reported on Decks Eight through Twelve. No fatalities confirmed.”


Reyes coughed and looked down at ops. “Medical teams responding. Containment fields holding. Emergency forcefields active across breach compartments.”


“Engineering?”


Nilsen’s voice arrived through static and alarms.


“We still have warp power, but I would prefer not to explain the shape of the EPS grid right now. Impulse response is degraded. Forward shield emitters are scorched, broken, or morally offended.”


“Can you restore maneuvering?”


“Partial impulse in three minutes.”


“We may not have three minutes.”


“Then I will be inspirational in two.”


Larsson wiped blood from the corner of her mouth and looked at the viewer.


The enemy ship was turning.


Slowly.


Damaged.


Not stopped.


Both vessels were drifting now, but the drift was not equal. The Linné had fallen into a dead angle behind the damaged engine cluster, shielded for the moment by the enemy’s own wounded superstructure.


For the moment.


“Trajectory,” Larsson said.


Okafor was back at helm, one hand pressed against his ribs. “At current drift, we clear their engine shadow in approximately three minutes, twenty seconds.”


“And when we clear it?”


th’Ress answered. “They will have at least seven heavy batteries with line of sight.”


Larsson looked at the tactical display.


Three minutes.


Nilsen needed three.


The enemy needed three.


“Helm,” she said. “Prepare Picard variant.”


Okafor turned slowly.


Despite the blood at his temple, his eyes lit up.


“I have always wanted to try that.”


“Try it well.”


“Yes, Commander.”


th’Ress glanced back. “A classic Picard maneuver depends on sensor lag.”


“Then we give them lag,” Larsson said. “Reyes, dump our damaged shield telemetry into a decoy echo. Nilsen, I need a micro-warp burst and a false subspace reflection.”


Nilsen’s response crackled through the comm.


“That is not a maneuver. That is a confession of insanity.”


“Can you do it?”


“Obviously.”


“On my mark.”


The enemy ship’s batteries continued to rotate.


The Linné drifted closer to open fire.


Two minutes.


Then one.


Larsson sat back in the command chair.


Not because she was unhurt.


Because the crew needed her there.


“Ready?” she asked.


Okafor smiled without humor.


“No.”


“Good.”


The first enemy battery cleared the engine shadow.


“Now.”


The Linné jumped.


Not far.


Not even properly into warp by navigational standards.


A micro-burst, a short, violent distortion of position wrapped in false telemetry and a decoy subspace reflection. For less than a second, the enemy ship’s sensors saw two Linnés: one drifting helplessly out of the engine shadow, the other appearing hard aft and slightly below the damaged engine cluster.


The first target was a ghost.


The second had already fired.


Quantum torpedoes struck the remaining engine assemblies.


Not enough to destroy them.


Enough to hurt.


Enough to matter.


The enemy vessel shuddered from bow to stern. Massive engine plumes flickered, destabilized, and dropped into emergency burn. The fortress-ship’s acceleration fell away. Its bow drifted off course.


“They’re losing thrust,” th’Ress said. “Not dead. But drifting.”


Larsson exhaled once.


“Now we’ve bought time. Set course—”


The enemy fired blind.


Not accurately.


Massively.


A cloud of projectiles and energy fire erupted from secondary batteries, sweeping through the volume of space where the Linné had appeared. Most missed. Some did not.


The bridge bucked.


A console exploded along the aft rail.


Someone screamed.


Larsson slammed back into the command chair as the inertial dampeners failed to compensate fully.


“Shields!” she shouted.


“Twenty-eight percent,” th’Ress said. “No, thirty. Reconstituting. Barely.”


Okafor’s voice was tight. “We are drifting too. Thruster authority minimal.”


“Engineering!”


“Impulse in forty seconds,” Nilsen said. “Maybe thirty if you stop being shot.”


“I’ll make a note.”


The tactical display showed both ships adrift now, locked in wounded geometry. The giant vessel’s engines were damaged enough to keep it from reaching the anomaly on schedule. The Linné had succeeded.


The Linné was also sliding out of the engine shadow again.


th’Ress’s voice dropped. “Commander. We are entering their firing line.”


Larsson looked at the viewer.


The huge batteries were turning.


Slowly.


Inevitably.


“Nilsen?”


“Twenty seconds.”


The first weapon found them.


“Forward battery charging,” th’Ress said.


“Helm?”


“No response.”


“Brace.”


The weapon fired.


It did not hit the Linné.


Something dropped out of warp between them and the blast.


A starship.


Smaller than the old legends in some ways. Sleeker. Harder. A Constitution-III silhouette that carried a name larger than its hull.


The incoming fire struck fresh shields and scattered across them in a brilliant flare.


The bridge of the Linné went silent.


Reyes stared at the transponder.


“Federation signature.”


The new ship returned fire before anyone aboard the Linné had time to breathe.


Precise phaser strikes tore through the enemy batteries that had line of sight. Photon torpedoes followed, not into the hull, but into exposed weapon mounts, sensor blisters, tracking arrays. Surgical. Furious. Starfleet.


Then the tractor beam locked onto the Linné.


The damaged cruiser groaned as the beam took hold.


A channel opened.


A familiar voice cut across the bridge.


“This is Captain Seven of Nine of the Federation starship Enterprise-G. Commander Larsson, I suggest you allow us to pull you out of the line of fire.”


Larsson stared at the screen for half a second.


Then the smallest smile touched her face.


“Suggestion accepted, Captain.”


The Enterprise dragged the wounded Linné clear as the enemy ship, crippled but not defeated, drifted behind them in the dark.


On tactical, th’Ress watched the vast warship recede.


“It is not pursuing.”


Larsson sat back, every injury in her body announcing itself at once.


“No,” she said. “But it will remember us.”


Ahead, the anomaly waited.


Behind them, the fortress-ship turned slowly, wounded and enraged.


And somewhere near the fourth planet, the Linnaeus Two was still alone.


Chapter Seven: The Time We Bought


The fourth planet filled half the forward viewport.


From this distance, it might almost have been beautiful.


Rust-red continents curved beneath bands of grey cloud. Wide oceans reflected the system’s pale sunlight in broken strips between storms. Mountain chains stood like old scars across the northern hemisphere. Lightning moved through ash-colored weather systems that had not existed twelve hours ago.


Then the sensor overlays returned.


Orbital weapons fire.


Atmospheric detonations.


Debris fields.


Thermal blooms across population centers.


Troop carriers entering the upper atmosphere in burning lines.


And everywhere, beneath the data, the psionic-resonance pressure.


Commander Soren Vale stood behind the cockpit stations of the Linnaeus Two and watched the war below reshape itself in real time.


The runabout was running dark by Starfleet standards: low-power emissions, passive sensors prioritized, active scans narrow and intermittent. Its shields were up but modulated close to the background interference of the battlefield. Its engines were tuned for short bursts rather than sustained speed. Every system aboard was trying to look smaller than it was.


So far, it was working.


Or the war was simply too large to notice them.


Vale was not sure which possibility bothered him more.


At tactical, Ensign Ryn Dast tracked contacts with a stillness that had become familiar since Deck Twelve. Her hands moved quickly. Her voice remained level. Her eyes did not leave the display.


“Imperial-aligned forces have taken control of the high orbital lanes,” she said.


Vale looked at her. “Imperial-aligned?”


“That is what the computer keeps suggesting after cross-referencing the survivor’s fragments. I can change the label.”


“No,” Vale said. “Keep it marked as provisional.”


“Everything is provisional out here.”


“That too.”


Crewman Ilen Paz sat at the combined helm-operations station, managing the runabout’s passive sensor mask and communications filters. He was younger than Vale would have preferred for a mission like this, but he had handled the survivor’s transport under impossible conditions in the graveyard, and his hands had not shaken then.


They were not shaking now.


“Surface communications are almost unreadable,” Paz said. “Too much jamming. Too many overlapping command bands. The translator is catching fragments, but most of it degrades before context forms.”


“Anything useful?”


Paz hesitated. “Mostly orders. Coordinates. Liturgical phrases. Some of the same words we heard in sickbay.”


“Heretics,” Dast said.


“Yes.”


Vale did not answer.


He had read the transcript from the interrogation three times.


Terra.


Exterminatus.


Marked for purgation.


Words that had arrived broken, incomplete, and still managed to change the shape of the entire mission.


On the forward display, a cluster of smaller vessels moved down through the atmosphere toward a continent already stitched with fire.


“More troop landers,” Dast said.


Vale frowned. “They are still reinforcing the surface?”


“Yes.”


“But they are winning orbit.”


“Yes.”


“That does not make sense.”


Dast glanced at him. “It might make sense to them.”


Vale let that sit.


Below, a formation of landing craft punched through cloud cover above a battlefront nearly three thousand kilometers long. The computer outlined troop concentrations in amber and red. Some were human. Some were not. Some could not be classified at all because the sensor returns shifted each time the runabout tried to lock them down.


Near one coastal basin, the ground itself seemed to pulse with corrupted energy.


The runabout’s sensors did not like looking at it.


Neither did Vale.


“Mark that region,” he said.


“Already marked,” Dast replied. “The anomaly’s local resonance is strongest there.”


Paz looked up. “I’m catching an orbital command fragment. Repeating pattern. The translator is having trouble, but one term is stable.”


Vale turned toward him.


Paz put it on the small central display.


The word appeared in Federation Standard beneath a block of undeciphered phonetics.


Containment.


Dast’s jaw tightened.


“They’re not sending troops down to save the planet,” she said.


“No,” Vale said quietly. “They’re keeping something occupied.”


The runabout passed through the shadow of a broken orbital platform. Its shattered hull turned slowly above the planet, trailing frozen atmosphere and dead running lights. Beyond it, the Imperial formation tightened.


Ships moved into position around the world in a widening ring.


Not graceful ships.


Not even efficient ships in any sense Starfleet would have used the word. They were slabs of armor and gun decks, cathedral towers and launch bays, brutal silhouettes dragged through space by engines that burned like industrial suns. Some were small only compared to the largest vessels. Some were wounded, venting atmosphere or plasma, yet held formation anyway.


A ring of iron around a dying world.


“Commander,” Paz said.


“I see it.”


“No, sir. New contact entering high orbit.”


The display shifted.


A large voidship was moving out of the outer debris band, descending toward firing position above the planet’s dayside. Its signature was different from the others. Slower. Heavier. Surrounded by escorting craft and a storm of smaller contacts.


Dast’s eyes narrowed. “That one is not joining the line.”


“No,” Vale said. “It is being given room.”


Paz adjusted the scan. “I’m getting fragmented identification traffic from the escort screen. The translator is not confident.”


“Show me.”


A string of broken text appeared.


—Hand—


Static.


—Saint—


Another break.


—Drusus—


Dast looked at it. “The computer is tagging the firing vessel as Hand of Saint Drusus. Provisional translation.”


Vale studied the ship as it turned with ponderous authority until its prow faced the planet.


“Then let’s hope Saint Drusus is feeling merciful.”


No one answered.


Paz swallowed. “Launch-bay activity. Not troop carriers. Bigger.”


“How big?”


“Large enough that the runabout keeps trying to classify them as small craft.”


Dast put the magnified image on screen.


The objects emerging from the Hand of Saint Drusus were torpedoes only in the broadest possible sense. Each was larger than a shuttle, armored, blunt-nosed, surrounded by stabilizing fins and field projectors. They moved slowly at first, as if too massive to believe in acceleration.


Then their engines ignited.


The runabout’s threat board lit up.


“Those are not tactical warheads,” Dast said.


Vale moved closer. “Yield estimate?”


“Unclear. Their internal fields are shielded. But the gravitational distortion around the payloads is enormous.”


Paz looked pale. “The translator just caught another word from the firing vessel.”


The word appeared.


Cyclonic.


Then another fragment.


Sentence confirmed.


Then static.


Vale stared at the torpedoes.


The injured survivor’s ruined voice seemed to echo in the cockpit.


Exterminatus.


“Trajectory?” Vale asked.


Dast answered immediately. “Planetary impact. Multiple population centers. One oceanic basin. One tectonic fault system.”


Paz turned from ops. “Commander, we should warn the task force.”


“Warn them,” Dast said, “but they cannot help us with this salvo. It will hit before anyone can get here.”


Vale looked at the planet.


At the torpedoes.


At the thousands of troop markers still descending into the atmosphere.


The Imperial ships had not paused their landings.


They were still feeding soldiers into the war below.


Meat into a grinder.


The thought came unbidden and Vale hated how accurate it felt.


“They’re still sending their own people down,” Paz said softly.


Dast did not look away from tactical. “Maybe they do not expect them to come back.”


The cockpit went quiet.


Vale sat slowly in the command chair.


Starfleet captains and commanders were trained to think in scales. A life. A crew. A ship. A colony. A planet. An alliance. The balance of one against many. The terrible arithmetic of command.


But there was no arithmetic for this.


Not really.


“We cannot save the planet,” Dast said.


Vale kept his eyes on the targeting display.


“Then we save the next city.”


Dast looked at him.


“Commander?”


“Then the next minute,” Vale said. “Then whatever comes after that.”


He reached for the tactical overlay and transferred firing control to his command station.


“Load quantum torpedoes. Narrow-yield configuration. Proximity detonation only. Target the warheads during their arming cycle.”


Dast was already moving. “Aye.”


Paz turned. “Commander, if we fire, every ship in orbit will know we are here.”


“They may already know.”


Paz looked back to his console. “Yes, Commander.”


Dast studied the torpedo tracks. “We have a window. Their field projectors flare every twelve seconds. If we hit during the flare, we may trigger guidance failure or premature detonation.”


“May?”


“This is not familiar technology.”


“Good enough. Plot solutions.”


Dast’s hands flew over the console.


“Six torpedoes in first salvo. We can engage four with quantum torpedoes. Two with phasers if we close range.”


“Do it.”


“Commander—”


“I know.”


Dast held his gaze for half a second, then nodded.


“Firing.”


The Linnaeus Two dropped its mask.


For one instant, it became very visible.


Then four quantum torpedoes streaked away from the runabout, bright blue-white against the red-brown planet below. They split into separate attack paths, each guided by the runabout’s computer through debris, jamming, and weapons fire that had not yet realized it should care.


The first struck during the target’s field flare.


The cyclonic torpedo vanished inside a contained detonation that folded light inward before expanding into a silent sphere of burning debris.


The second tumbled, lost guidance, and spun into an already-dead orbital platform, tearing it apart in a flash of secondary explosions.


The third broke into three large fragments, each still descending.


Dast swore under her breath and fired phasers.


Two fragments burned.


The third continued.


The fourth quantum torpedo struck cleanly. Another cyclonic warhead died above the clouds.


“Two remain,” Dast said.


“Phasers.”


“Closing.”


The runabout dove.


The planet grew larger, clouds rising like a wall. The inertial dampeners compensated, then complained. Vale gripped the edge of the chair as Dast lined up the first remaining torpedo.


“Firing.”


Twin phaser beams cut across the void and struck the torpedo’s aft field assembly. Its engines flared white. The warhead veered, skimmed the upper atmosphere, and burned apart over an empty ocean in a chain of expanding shock rings.


“One left,” Paz said.


Vale watched the final torpedo fall.


It had already entered the upper atmosphere.


“Can we catch it?”


Dast’s voice was flat. “No.”


The torpedo vanished into cloud.


For two seconds, nothing happened.


Then the planet answered.


The impact did not destroy the planet.


That was worse.


It taught them what the next impacts would do.


The flash washed the cockpit in white.


The sensors overloaded, recovered, overloaded again. A circular shockfront spread across the surface below, vaporizing cloud cover in a perfect expanding wound. The crust around the impact site glowed red, then white. A column of superheated atmosphere climbed toward space like the beginning of a new volcano large enough to have its own weather.


Paz made a sound Vale had never heard from him before.


Dast said nothing.


The psionic-resonance meter spiked so hard the display crashed and rebooted.


For an instant, every light aboard the runabout dimmed.


Vale felt pressure behind his eyes.


Not a voice.


Not words.


A reaction.


Pain, fear, rage, death, all blooming through the field like an atmosphere catching fire.


Then the dampeners reasserted themselves.


The cockpit returned.


“Report,” Vale said.


It took Dast half a second to answer.


“Impact zone… approximately nine hundred kilometers across for immediate thermal and seismic effects. Wider atmospheric consequences still modeling.”


Paz whispered, “One torpedo.”


Vale stared at the wound in the planet.


“That was one torpedo,” he said.


Dast’s console screamed.


“Multiple targeting locks. Orbital defense contacts are shifting toward us.”


“How many?”


“Too many to matter. Five fast movers launching from the inner formation.”


The display magnified the contacts.


They were aircraft or spacecraft or something between the two, each larger than the runabout and shaped like armored knives with engine blocks strapped to their backs. Their hulls were decorated with gold and black markings. Their prows glowed with weapon charge.


“Fighters?” Paz said.


Dast stared at the size readout. “Their fighters are larger than our runabout.”


Vale watched the contacts close across the tactical plot.


“Of course they are.”


The first volley crossed their path thirty seconds later.


Red beams and hard-round impacts stitched space behind the runabout. Paz suddenly looked as if he wished Okafor were at the helm.


“Evasive,” Vale said. “Use the debris.”


Paz turned the runabout hard toward the broken orbital platform.


“Into that?”


“Through it.”


“Aye, Commander.”


The Linnaeus Two plunged into the debris field.


Metal plates spun past the viewport. Broken beams. Dead weapon housings. Frozen bodies the computer automatically blurred before anyone asked it to. Behind them, the five interceptors followed with the confidence of craft designed for battlefields where caution was a theological failure.


Dast fired aft phasers.


The lead interceptor rolled under the beams with surprising agility.


“They are not as clumsy as their capital ships,” she said.


“Noted.”


A second interceptor fired.


The runabout shook as projectiles struck the rear shields.


“Shields at eighty-two percent,” Dast said. “Aft grid took the impact.”


Paz threaded them between two tumbling slabs of armor.


One interceptor tried to follow too closely.


Dast saw the angle.


“Tractor pulse?”


“Authorized.”


The runabout’s aft tractor emitter snapped on for less than a second, not to capture but to shove. The tumbling slab changed vector by four degrees.


The pursuing interceptor clipped it with one wing.


Its shields flared. It spun out, venting atmosphere or coolant, then disappeared behind the debris.


“Disabled?” Vale asked.


“Probably.”


“Probably?”


“It is no longer shooting at us.”


“Good enough.”


The remaining four spread out.


“They’re learning,” Paz said.


“They’re pilots,” Vale said. “Not machines.”


“That makes me feel worse.”


“It should.”


Dast’s console flashed again.


“Second cyclonic salvo preparing to launch.”


Vale looked back to the planet.


The Hand of Saint Drusus had turned slightly, bringing more launch tubes to bear. Around it, larger escorts were adjusting their firing patterns, clearing a corridor through their own orbital traffic. The first lost salvo had surprised them. The second would not.


“How long?”


“Three minutes to launch,” Dast said.


“And our interceptors?”


“Still very committed to our destruction.”


Vale leaned over the display.


“Paz, put us between the Hand of Saint Drusus and the planet.”


Paz turned slowly.


“Through the fighters?”


“Yes.”


“Through the capital ship’s point-defense envelope?”


“Yes.”


“Toward the planet-killing torpedoes?”


“Yes.”


Paz faced forward again. “Yes, Commander.”


“It is worse,” Dast said. “We are also low on quantum torpedoes.”


“How many?”


“Two.”


Vale nodded. “Then we use them well.”


The runabout burst out of the debris field.


Immediately, three interceptors regained firing solutions.


The cockpit shook.


“Shields seventy-one percent,” Dast said. “Sixty-eight.”


Vale brought up a map of the Hand of Saint Drusus’s ventral launch assembly. The structure was massive, armored, and heavily defended. But during launch preparation, energy flowed through exposed field projectors along the outer rails.


Every weapon had a moment when it became vulnerable.


Starfleet engineers built fail-safes to minimize those moments.


These people built shrines around them.


“Target the launch rails,” Vale said.


Dast looked at the model.


“That is not disabling a torpedo.”


“No. It is delaying the next salvo.”


“That ship is several kilometers long.”


“I am not asking you to destroy it.”


“That is reassuring.”


“I am asking you to annoy it.”


Dast’s mouth twitched despite everything.


“That I can do.”


The runabout accelerated toward the voidship.


Point-defense fire erupted around them.


Space filled with red beams, kinetic streams, flak bursts, and luminous shells that detonated in expanding nets of charged particles. The runabout’s computer plotted a thousand possible deaths and chose the least immediate.


Paz flew like someone solving a puzzle at terminal velocity.


The first interceptor overshot them.


The second stayed on their tail.


Dast fired a photon torpedo backward. It detonated in proximity, not against the craft but against a cloud of debris between them. The expanding fragments forced the interceptor aside.


“Disabled?” Vale asked.


“No. Angry.”


“Still good.”


The Hand of Saint Drusus filled the entire forward view.


Armor plates the size of city blocks. Gun ports like tunnel mouths. Statues carved into the hull. Banners or sensor vanes or devotional markings hanging rigid in vacuum. The runabout skimmed over the surface of the giant vessel, so close that its shields sparked against stray radiation crawling across the armor.


Paz’s voice went very quiet.


“We are inside their minimum firing geometry.”


“Then stay there.”


“Trying.”


Dast locked onto the first launch rail.


“Quantum torpedo armed. Narrow yield.”


“Fire.”


The torpedo struck the rail assembly at the exact moment its field projector flared.


The result was not large by the standards of the ship they were attacking.


By runabout standards, it was a sunrise.


A section of the voidship’s ventral launch bay blew outward in a chain of detonations. Secondary explosions rippled along three adjacent tubes. One cyclonic torpedo still inside its cradle ruptured badly enough that the ship’s own emergency fields slammed down around it.


The Hand of Saint Drusus began to turn away from the planet.


“They’re pulling back,” Paz said.


“Temporarily,” Dast said. “I doubt they’re surrendering.”


“Second rail,” Vale said.


Dast already had it.


“Last quantum torpedo.”


“Make it count.”


She fired.


The second torpedo did not reach the rail.


An interceptor dropped into its path at the last instant, either by accident or suicidal calculation. The detonation tore through the fighter’s forward shields and sent it spinning into the voidship’s armor. It broke apart against the hull in a burst of flame and metal.


Dast stared at the tactical display.


“I did not intend—”


“I know,” Vale said.


The runabout shook violently.


“Shields fifty-four percent,” Paz said. “Point-defense has adjusted. They can hit us at this range now.”


“Then we leave.”


Dast’s console chimed again.


“Commander. New orders traffic from the Hand of Saint Drusus. Heavy encryption, but the translator caught fragments.”


“Put them up.”


The fragments appeared one by one.


Obstruction.


Unknown vessel.


Anomaly.


Purgation force.


Then a tactical overlay shifted.


Fifteen large contacts detached from the orbital ring and began turning away from the planet.


Not toward Linnaeus Two.


Toward the anomaly.


Paz looked at the display.


“Oh no.”


Dast ran the projection twice, then a third time.


“At their current acceleration and likely transition pattern, they reach the anomaly in approximately nine hours.”


Vale looked at the depleted weapons panel.


Quantum torpedoes: zero.


Photon torpedoes: low.


Forward shields: damaged.


Aft shields: unstable.


Impulse injectors: heat-stressed.


“We bought their attention,” Dast said.


Vale watched the fifteen vessels form a column.


“Yes.”


“That may not be an improvement.”


“No,” Vale said. “But it is information.”


The Hand of Saint Drusus behind them fired again.


Not cyclonic torpedoes.


Everything else.


Paz threw the runabout down and starboard. The first barrage passed above them. The second caught the port shields and spun them hard enough that the planet rolled across the viewport.


“Shields forty-one percent,” Dast said. “Port grid failing.”


“Course for the anomaly.”


Paz looked at him.


“We’re leaving?”


“We cannot stop the next salvo alone,” Vale said. “And if those fifteen ships reach the task force before they are ready, there may not be anyone left to close the breach.”


Dast looked back at the planet.


Another set of launch signatures bloomed from a different ship in the orbital ring.


“Commander…”


Vale saw them.


More torpedoes.


Too many.


Too far.


The runabout had no quantum torpedoes left. Not enough photons. Not enough shields. Not enough ship.


For a moment, Vale hated the size of space.


Then he heard his own voice, steadier than he felt.


“We saved the next minute,” he said.


Dast looked at him.


“And whatever comes after that?”


“We deliver it to Captain Haddad.”


Paz set course.


The Linnaeus Two turned away from the burning planet.


The remaining interceptors pursued.


For twenty-seven minutes, the runabout ran.


It skimmed the edge of the planet’s gravity well, used a shattered moonlet for cover, dropped two decoy beacons into the exhaust of a burning transport, and flew through the debris wake of a cruiser whose engines were failing in blue-white pulses.


Dast disabled one interceptor with phaser fire to its engine array.


Paz lost another inside a dense debris cloud.


The last two stayed with them until the runabout made a micro-jump through a region of gravitational interference that Starfleet safety protocols would have described as inadvisable if the computer had not been too busy objecting.


When normal space steadied around them, the interceptors were gone.


So were three more points of shield integrity.


Paz exhaled.


“I never want to do that again.”


“You will put it in the report,” Vale said.


“I will put several things in the report.”


Dast did not relax. Her eyes remained on long-range sensors.


“Commander,” she said. “Receiving telemetry from the anomaly region.”


Vale turned.


The tactical display updated.


The Endeavour.


The Huygens.


The Carl von Linné.


A fourth Starfleet signature.


Vale stared.


“That can’t be right.”


Paz checked the identification. Then checked again.


“Federation transponder confirmed.”


The name appeared on the screen.


USS Enterprise-G.


For the first time in hours, no one spoke.


Then Dast said, very quietly, “That changes the board.”


The runabout dropped out near the task force minutes later.


The first thing Vale saw was the Linné.


Damaged.


Alive.


Her saucer bore blackened scars along the forward shield grid. One nacelle was flickering under emergency repair fields. Several hull plates glowed dull red where phaser or plasma or something worse had struck too close for comfort.


The Enterprise-G held position off her flank.


Sleek. Defiant. Smaller than the legends sometimes made the name feel, but unmistakable in the way only an Enterprise could be. Her shields were up. Her weapons were hot. Her presence changed the shape of the battlefield simply by existing.


The Endeavour and Huygens remained locked into the analysis formation around the anomaly, their sensor beams and subspace pulses weaving through the wound in layered patterns.


The work had not stopped.


Good, Vale thought.


Good.


“Open a command channel to Captain Haddad on the Endeavour,” he said.


The screen flickered.


Captain Haddad appeared from the Endeavour’s mission operations center.


For one moment, Vale saw the relief in her face before command sealed it away.


“Commander,” she said. “You are late.”


Vale looked at the tactical display, where fifteen enormous contacts had begun their long movement toward the anomaly.


“Yes, Captain,” he said. “And so are they.”


He transmitted the data packet.


The mission operations center behind Haddad went very still as the threat projection appeared.


Dast spoke from tactical, voice hoarse but clear.


“Fifteen large vessels inbound. They have broken from the orbital formation and are on course for the anomaly.”


Paz added, “Cyclonic torpedoes confirmed. One impact observed. Additional launches probable.”


Haddad’s expression changed.


Not fear.


Not surprise.


Something colder.


Understanding.


Vale leaned closer to the pickup.


“Captain, the planet is being exterminated. We intercepted most of the first salvo and delayed the next, but we forced them to divert ships toward the anomaly. We cannot stop this from orbit with one runabout.”


A second face appeared in an adjacent window on the channel.


Captain Seven of Nine.


She looked at Vale, then at the data, then back again.


“We are out of time,” she said.


Behind her, someone off-screen called out a status report Vale could not hear.


Haddad did not look away from him.


“No,” she said. “But you brought us some.”


Vale looked down at the depleted weapons readout, the damaged shield grid, and the long list of repairs the runabout would need if any of them survived long enough to care.


“At their current speed,” Dast said, “the redirected formation reaches the anomaly in nine hours.”


Vale looked at the depleted torpedo count.


“Then nine hours is what we bought.”


The anomaly turned slowly behind the Starfleet formation, dark and impossible and hungry.


Around it, on four ships now, every scientist, engineer, and command officer left standing bent themselves toward one question.


How to close a wound before an empire arrived to tear it open forever.


Chapter Eight: The Wrong Solution


The Linnaeus Two came home damaged.


Not crippled.


Not quite.


But damaged enough that the runabout’s approach vector wavered twice before its computer accepted the docking pattern. Its port shields were barely holding. Its aft grid was unstable. One impulse injector was locked out by the computer, and the other two were running hot enough that engineering on the Linné sent three separate warnings before Vale had finished transmitting his report.


Commander Soren Vale ignored the warnings until the runabout was safely aboard.


Then he let himself breathe.


The hangar doors closed behind them.


The noise of battle fell away.


For one second, nobody in the cockpit moved.


Paz sat at the helm, both hands still on the controls, as if the runabout might try to leave again without permission. Ensign Dast remained at tactical, eyes locked on a display that no longer contained Fury interceptors, cyclonic torpedoes, or a dying planet.


Vale looked at them both.


“Well done,” he said.


It was not enough.


It was all he had.


Dast nodded once.


Paz swallowed, then nodded too.


The comm panel chirped.


“Endeavour to Linnaeus Two,” Haddad’s voice said. “Commander Vale, report to the observation lounge as soon as you are able.”


Vale looked down at his uniform. It was sweat-stained, smoke-marked, and torn along one sleeve where the cockpit safety restraint had cut into him during the micro-jump.


“As soon as I am presentable, Captain.”


A pause.


“Sooner than that,” Haddad said.


Vale almost smiled.


“On my way.”


---


Larsson was still in the center seat when Vale stepped onto the Linné’s bridge.


That was correct.


He had been off the ship. She had held command during combat. For the next few minutes, the chair was still hers.


The bridge looked worse than he had expected.


Emergency repair teams had done their usual miracles, but the room still carried the memory of violence. One ceiling panel had been replaced with a temporary plate. Two aft consoles were dark. A portside conduit was sealed behind a flickering containment strip. The air smelled faintly of scorched insulation and fire suppressant.


Lieutenant Commander Evelina Larsson looked up when he entered.


“Commander.”


“Commander Larsson.”


Her face was pale beneath a shallow bruise along one cheekbone. One sleeve of her uniform had been torn and sealed with field tape. She looked exhausted.


She also looked steady.


Vale stopped beside the command chair, but did not step in front of it.


“Keep the chair for now,” he said. “I need your report in the conference, but I do not want command changing hands twice while everyone is still putting the ship back together.”


Larsson looked at him for a moment, then nodded.


“Understood.”


“You held the ship together.”


She gave a small shrug. “The ship helped.”


“That is usually the arrangement.”


The smallest smile touched her face and vanished.


Vale looked toward the main viewer.


The Enterprise-G hung off the Linné’s flank, close enough to be protective and far enough to be tactical. Her shields were up. Her weapons were powered but not tracking. Beyond her, the Endeavour and Huygens remained locked into the analysis formation around the anomaly.


The work had not stopped.


Good.


“Status?” Vale asked.


Larsson answered without checking a display. “Shields recovering slowly. Forward grid unstable above forty-two percent. Warp drive available at reduced safety margin. Impulse functional. Casualties: thirty-seven injured, five critical, no confirmed fatalities.”


Vale closed his eyes for half a second.


No fatalities.


That was a miracle they had not earned and would accept anyway.


“Captain Haddad?”


“On Endeavour. Observation lounge link is waiting.”


“Then I will report from the lounge. You stay with the ship.”


Larsson’s gaze moved once across the damaged bridge before returning to him.


“Aye, Commander.”


---


The observation lounge conference spanned four starships.


Haddad appeared from the Endeavour’s mission operations center. Captain Okonkwo stood just behind her, surrounded by the enormous processing display that had turned his ship into the task force’s temporary brain. Captain Holt and Lieutenant Commander Selak joined from the Huygens. Captain Seven of Nine appeared from the Enterprise-G, arms folded, expression calm in the way of someone who had decided long ago that panic was inefficient.


Vale entered with Dast and Paz. Larsson joined from the Linné’s bridge, still in the center seat.


Nobody commented on their appearance.


That was kindness.


Or triage.


Haddad looked at Vale first.


“Commander.”


“Captain.”


“You brought us nine hours.”


“At most.”


“At most is more than we had.”


Seven looked from Vale to Haddad.


“The Enterprise stands ready to assist under your operational command, Captain Haddad.”


The sentence landed more heavily than it needed to.


Not because it was dramatic.


Because it was correct.


This was still Haddad’s mission.


The Enterprise had not arrived to replace the Linné. It had arrived because Starfleet had sent help, and because help sometimes wore a famous name.


Haddad inclined her head.


“Thank you, Captain.”


Seven continued. “Admiral Sulu reports that the Federation-side containment lattice has stabilized. Reinforcements, relay platforms, and field drones are in place. The aperture is still dangerous, but it is no longer deteriorating minute by minute.”


“That is why she sent you through,” Vale said.


“Yes.” Seven’s gaze shifted to the anomaly model. “The Enterprise was ordered to reinforce this task force, assist with closure operations, and ensure that no hostile vessel crosses into Federation space if containment fails.”


Okonkwo’s expression tightened.


“If containment fails, four starships will not be enough.”


“No,” Seven said. “They will not.”


No one mistook that for pessimism.


It was simply the truth.


Haddad gestured toward the central display.


“Then we proceed on the assumption that containment does not fail.”


The display changed.


Vale’s data packet unfolded across the table: the fourth planet, the orbital ring, the Hand of Saint Drusus, cyclonic torpedoes, the impact wound glowing across nine hundred kilometers of the planet’s surface, and fifteen large vessels turning away from the orbital battlefield toward the anomaly.


Dast stood beside the table and gave the report.


She did not dramatize it.


That made it worse.


“The planet is under active extermination. Imperial-aligned forces continue surface deployment while orbital forces bombard population centers and strategic regions. The cyclonic devices appear to be deployed in salvos. One impact was observed. Additional launches are probable.”


Selak studied the impact model.


“The psionic-resonance spike from a single impact exceeded the previous graveyard baseline by a factor of seven.”


Nilsen looked up from engineering telemetry. “One torpedo did that?”


“Yes,” Selak said.


Nilsen’s face lost some color. “Several salvos would tear the anomaly open.”


“Or make it permanent,” T’Varen said.


Jack Crusher stood near the edge of the room, close to T’Varen but not beside her. He had arrived aboard the Enterprise less than an hour ago and had been added to one of the anomaly teams almost immediately. Vale had read his file quickly: former Borg transmitter, unusual neurogenetic history, complicated relationship with the impossible.


Under ordinary circumstances, Vale would have considered that a troubling collection of words.


These were not ordinary circumstances.


Jack looked at the planet model with an expression that reminded Vale painfully of younger officers seeing their first war.


Not innocence.


The loss of a particular kind of hope.


Haddad turned to th’Ress.


“The fifteen ships?”


th’Ress brought up the formation. “They are not the same class as the first vessel that engaged Linné. Several are smaller. Three appear larger. All are heavily armed. Based on acceleration and vector, they reach the anomaly in approximately nine hours. Possibly less if they improve their transition profile.”


Seven studied the display.


“The ship that attacked Linné is still drifting?”


“Yes,” Larsson said. “Damaged but not destroyed. It will take time to restore full propulsion.”


“How much damage did you inflict?”


“Enough to slow it down,” Larsson said. “Not enough to make me comfortable.”


The display shifted again, showing the fortress-ship’s damaged engine assembly.


Okonkwo crossed his arms. “Your torpedoes took out an engine cluster. That should have crippled a vessel of comparable Federation design.”


“That is the problem,” Nilsen said. “It is not comparable.”


T’Varen brought up structural analysis.


“Their vessels appear to rely on extreme compartmentalization, redundant propulsion nodes, local power systems, and distributed weapon control. Much like Borg vessels, they may remain combat-effective despite damage that would force a Starfleet vessel into immediate withdrawal.”


“Because they do not care about crew survival,” Rao said.


The room went quiet.


Haddad looked at her.


Rao’s face was controlled, but her voice had a sharp edge.


“They destroyed their own wounded officer while he was still under our medical care. They continued deploying soldiers to a planet they were preparing to exterminate. We should stop looking for evidence that they value life in ways we recognize.”


No one challenged that.


Not because it was comfortable.


Because it was not.


Holt looked at the tactical projection. “If four Starfleet ships engage those fifteen, can we hold?”


th’Ress answered. “Temporarily.”


“Define temporarily.”


“No.”


That produced a brief silence.


Then Seven spoke.


“The Enterprise could help delay them. The Linné has already shown their firing solutions can be disrupted. Their vessels are slow to adapt to close, high-mobility engagement.”


“But they adapt,” Larsson said.


“Yes.”


Vale looked at the fifteen contacts.


“And if we destroyed them?”


Nobody answered immediately.


Haddad did.


“Then more would come.”


She expanded the image from Larsson’s first-contact exchange: thousands upon thousands of ships, not a real-time fleet image perhaps, but a statement of capacity. An assertion. A warning.


“We may have misread the scale of the civilization we provoked,” she said.


“We did not provoke them intentionally,” Holt said.


“No,” Haddad said. “But intention may not matter to them.”


The translator fragments appeared beside the image.


Imperium.


Holy Terra.


Emperor protects.


Purgation.


Exterminatus.


T’Varen clasped her hands behind her back.


“The universal translator has improved its semantic model using the additional communication exchange, the survivor’s interrogation, and intercepted traffic from the orbital engagement. Confidence remains limited. However, the term now rendered as Imperium appears to refer to a human polity of vast territorial and military scale.”


Nilsen looked at the word.


“Imperium of what?”


T’Varen paused.


“The phrase appears most often with a second term.”


She brought it up.


Man.


Nobody spoke for several seconds.


Vale looked from the word to the image of Earth.


“An Imperium of Man,” he said.


The sentence felt wrong in his mouth.


Too large.


Too old.


Too final.


Selak added a second analysis. “Their military expenditure patterns suggest access to resources far beyond any single-system polity. They commit city-sized warships to attritional combat. They treat those losses as acceptable.”


“They may not even consider them losses,” Seven said.


Rao’s eyes remained on the planet. “And their stated intent includes Earth.”


Haddad corrected her gently.


“Terra.”


Rao looked at her.


Haddad did not look away.


“That distinction matters to them.”


Jack spoke for the first time.


“And if they cross into our universe?”


The answer sat in the room before anyone said it.


Seven said it anyway.


“They would not need to conquer the Federation quickly. They would only need to keep coming.”


Okonkwo’s voice was low. “Klingons. Romulans. Everyone would fight.”


“Yes,” Seven said. “And perhaps that would delay them.”


“Delay,” Vale repeated.


Not defeat.


Delay.


Haddad folded her hands on the table.


“Then we do not fight that war.”


She looked at the anomaly model.


“We close the door.”


---


The science teams had divided into two camps.


Professional camps.


But camps nonetheless.


The first group occupied the Endeavour’s mission operations center. Commander Venn led the engineering model, supported by Okonkwo’s computer specialists, two Huygens subspace theorists, and one of Seven’s senior operations officers from the Enterprise. Their proposed solution was elegant, stable, and sane.


That was part of its appeal.


They called it a tachyon-field depression cascade.


Nilsen called it “pressing down on the wound until it remembers it is supposed to be closed.”


Venn did not appreciate the summary, but did not deny it.


The plan was simple in principle. All four starships would remain on the far side of the anomaly, synchronized at fixed points around the aperture. Their deflectors would project an inverse tachyon lattice through the visible breach while shield harmonics compressed the subspace fractures from the exterior. Once the field reached critical density, the aperture should collapse back toward the original Hekaras microfractures.


It kept all ships in normal space.


It avoided entering the anomaly again.


It gave each vessel clear escape vectors.


It was, by every operational standard, the safer plan.


The second group had fewer supporters.


T’Varen led the scientific side. Jack Crusher, added to the team because of his Borg-altered neurogenetic sensitivity and recent experience with collective signal structures, had begun as a consultant and rapidly become something more inconvenient: a person who saw the problem differently.


Their model did not reject the tachyon lattice.


It rejected the assumption that the breach was only a hole.


“The aperture is not the structure,” T’Varen said during the final briefing. “It is an expression of the structure.”


Venn stood on the opposite side of the table, arms folded. “That distinction may be scientifically accurate and operationally irrelevant.”


“It is operationally essential.”


Jack brought up their model.


The anomaly appeared in cross-section: visible aperture, surrounding subspace fractures, psionic-resonance flow, and a twisting internal knot of field pressure that did not sit on either side of the breach.


It sat inside it.


Jack pointed to the knot.


“That’s what keeps it open.”


Selak studied the model. “The internal resonance core.”


“Yes,” Jack said.


Venn frowned. “Your model assumes the aperture is being stabilized from inside the anomaly.”


“It is,” T’Varen said.


“You cannot prove that.”


“Not conclusively.”


“That is a problem.”


“Yes.”


Jack leaned forward. “The outside collapse will close what we can see. Maybe even for a few minutes. But the internal resonance keeps feeding on the pressure differential and the psionic field from this side. It will reopen.”


“Possibly,” Venn said.


“Probably.”


“Those are not the same word.”


“No,” Jack said. “But in this case, one of them gets everyone killed.”


The room went quiet.


Haddad watched him.


Jack looked like he regretted the tone but not the conclusion.


T’Varen continued, precise and calm.


“The first proposal closes the visible aperture. The second collapses the structure keeping it open.”


Seven looked at the internal resonance model.


“And the second proposal requires a ship inside the anomaly.”


“At least one,” T’Varen said.


Okonkwo’s expression tightened. “That ship would have to maintain deflector output while under direct anomaly pressure.”


“Yes.”


“Shields would be degraded.”


“Yes.”


“Navigation unreliable.”


“Yes.”


“And if the collapse begins before the ship exits?”


“The ship would be trapped or destroyed.”


“Yes,” T’Varen said.


Venn looked at Haddad. “The exterior cascade avoids all of those risks.”


Jack looked at her too.


“It avoids the right part of the problem.”


The briefing lasted another twenty-three minutes.


It was civil.


It was thorough.


It was excruciating.


In the end, Haddad asked each command team for recommendation.


Okonkwo supported the exterior cascade.


Holt supported the exterior cascade.


Venn supported the exterior cascade.


Selak considered the matter for eleven seconds and supported the exterior cascade as “the higher-probability operational solution under time constraint.”


Seven did not answer immediately.


When she did, her voice was careful.


“I find T’Varen and Crusher’s model persuasive. I also find it impossible to verify in the time remaining. If we choose it and they are wrong, we may lose one or more starships before the Imperial force arrives.”


Haddad nodded.


“That is not a recommendation.”


“No,” Seven said. “It is not.”


Haddad turned to Vale.


He looked at the two models.


“I do not like the safe plan,” he said. “But I cannot prove it is wrong.”


Haddad looked at T’Varen.


The Vulcan’s expression remained composed.


Jack’s did not.


Haddad sat with the silence for a moment.


Then she made the decision.


“We proceed with the tachyon-field depression cascade.”


Jack closed his eyes.


Only for a second.


T’Varen inclined her head.


“Acknowledged.”


There was no argument.


No dramatic refusal.


No accusation.


The wrong solution won because it looked more like a solution.


And because time was running out.


---


Jack Crusher left the briefing before he said something he could not take back.


He did not storm out.


He was too much his father’s son for that.


Or perhaps too much his mother’s.


Either way, he left with his jaw tight, his hands clenched, and the words still burning in his skull.


The first proposal closes the visible aperture.


The second collapses the structure keeping it open.


They had understood.


That was what made it worse.


They had understood and still chosen the wrong plan.


He reached the guest quarters assigned to him aboard the Enterprise, stepped inside, and let the door close behind him.


For a moment, he stood in the dark.


Then he said, “Computer, seal doors. Privacy mode.”


The computer acknowledged.


Jack paced once across the room.


Then again.


He stopped by the viewport.


The anomaly turned beyond the glass. The impossible wound. The thing they were about to treat from the outside because the inside was too dangerous.


He thought of the Borg.


Of voices in his head.


Of his mother’s fear.


Of his father’s impossible moral certainty and equally impossible blind spots.


Of Q.


That last thought should have made him stop.


It did not.


“Q,” Jack said.


Nothing happened.


He felt foolish immediately.


Then angry.


Then foolish again.


“Q,” he said louder. “If you can hear me, if this is the kind of thing you hear, we need help.”


The room remained silent.


Jack laughed once, without humor.


“Of course.”


He turned away.


Then stopped.


The air had changed.


Not sound.


Not light.


Something in the room had become attentive.


A shimmer formed near the viewport. Soft at first, almost like reflection, then brighter. Not the flash of Q. Not a transporter. Not any technology Jack recognized.


A figure stepped out of the light.


Young.


Older.


Both.


Human in shape, but not held to the idea as tightly as most humans were.


Jack knew him instantly.


He had never met him.


That did not matter.


“Wesley.”


Wesley Crusher smiled faintly.


“Yes,” he said. “I have had that name. It is fine to use it.”


Jack stared.


“I called Q.”


“I noticed.”


“Are you here instead?”


“That is one way to describe it.”


“Can you help us?”


“No.”


Jack’s frustration broke through. “Then why are you here?”


Wesley’s expression softened.


“Because you called for help.”


“That sounds like helping.”


“It is not the same thing.”


Jack let out a breath and ran a hand through his hair.


“Right. Of course. Fine. Can you tell me what to do?”


“No.”


“Can you tell me if we’re right?”


“No.”


“Can you tell me anything useful?”


Wesley looked toward the anomaly outside the viewport.


“I can tell you a story.”


Jack stared at him.


“You appear in my quarters after I call Q, refuse to help, refuse to answer, and offer me a story?”


“You called Q?” Wesley smiled faintly. “Ambitious. Risky. A little desperate. Very Picard.”


Jack did not laugh.


Wesley did not seem to mind.


“Your father once had to ask Q for help because he had found something too large for pride,” Wesley said. “He survived that lesson. Not comfortably. But he survived it.”


“This is not about my father.”


“No,” Wesley said. “It is about what you do when the people around you are making the best wrong decision available.”


Jack looked away.


Wesley continued.


“Someone once told me that the first duty of a Starfleet officer is to the truth. It is an easy sentence to admire after the fact. Much harder in the room where nobody wants to hear it.”


Jack’s voice dropped.


“I tried.”


“No,” Wesley said gently. “You accepted that trying once was the same as standing by the truth.”


That landed harder than Jack wanted it to.


Wesley stepped closer.


“I cannot close this for you. I cannot give you proof they will accept. I cannot make command decisions for Starfleet.”


“Then what can you do?”


“I can remind you that you already know what you know.”


Jack looked at him.


The light around Wesley had begun to fade.


“Trust yourself,” Wesley said. “And if that is too difficult, trust the Vulcan who agreed with you.”


Despite everything, Jack almost smiled.


“That may be the most practical thing you’ve said.”


“I have my moments.”


The light brightened again.


“Wesley—”


“Yes?”


Jack searched for the right question.


There were too many.


Are you my brother?


Are you human?


Are you still out there?


Will we survive this?


Instead he asked, “Will I see you again?”


Wesley’s smile changed.


“Probably.”


Then he was gone.


The room returned to darkness.


Jack stood alone by the viewport.


The anomaly turned beyond the glass.


He did not feel reassured.


That was not what had happened.


He felt responsible.


Which was worse.


And better.


“Computer,” Jack said, “locate Lieutenant T’Varen.”


---


T’Varen did not appear surprised when Jack found her in the Enterprise science lab.


That annoyed him slightly.


“You expected me,” he said.


“I expected you might come.”


“That is not the same thing.”


“No.”


He entered.


She was standing over the internal resonance model, the one nobody had chosen.


It had grown more complex since the briefing.


“You kept working,” Jack said.


“Of course.”


“They made the decision.”


“Yes.”


“And you kept working.”


“The decision was not consistent with the strongest available model.”


Jack looked at her.


A strange calm settled over him.


“All right,” he said. “Then we go to Haddad.”


“That would be the logical next step.”


“You are very composed for someone about to tell the fleet captain she made the wrong call.”


“I do not intend to describe it that way.”


“How do you intend to describe it?”


T’Varen picked up the padd containing the revised model.


“Accurately.”


Jack nodded.


“Good enough.”


---


Haddad was in the Endeavour’s mission operations center when they arrived.


Around her, officers from four ships were preparing the exterior cascade: shield harmonics, deflector couplings, tachyon generators, power-transfer sequences, escape routes, fallback options.


Workstations glowed with the wrong solution.


Efficient.


Elegant.


Doomed.


Haddad looked up as Jack and T’Varen approached.


“Lieutenant. Mr. Crusher.”


Jack glanced at T’Varen.


She gave the smallest possible nod.


He stepped forward.


“Captain, we are doing this wrong.”


Several officers turned.


Haddad did not.


She only looked at him.


“Go on.”


The words came faster than Jack expected.


Not panicked.


Not angry.


Clear.


“The exterior cascade will close the visible aperture. It may even collapse the outer subspace fracture. But the internal resonance core will survive. If it survives, the breach reopens. Maybe immediately. Maybe when the Imperial fleet hits the field. Maybe when the next cyclonic impact feeds it from the planet. But it reopens.”


Venn crossed the room. “We discussed this.”


“Yes,” Jack said. “And we chose the plan that looks survivable over the plan that actually works.”


“That is an assertion.”


“It is,” T’Varen said.


Everyone looked at her.


T’Varen brought up the revised model.


“I have updated the resonance map using telemetry from Linnaeus Two’s observation of the cyclonic impact, Linné’s combat sensor data, and the latest anomaly drift. The internal core is more stable than we believed. Commander Venn’s exterior cascade will reduce the aperture by approximately eighty-seven percent.”


Venn looked at the model.


“That sounds like success.”


“It is not,” T’Varen said. “It leaves the stabilizing structure intact.”


The model changed.


A simulated aperture collapsed under the exterior cascade.


For three seconds it vanished.


Then a thread of red-black light reappeared inside the center of the model.


It widened.


Slowly.


Inevitably.


No one spoke.


Jack pointed at it.


“That is why it keeps adapting. We are pressing on the wound. Something inside is holding it open.”


Haddad studied the model.


“How confident?”


T’Varen answered.


“Ninety-one percent that the exterior cascade alone fails within hours. Sixty-eight percent that it fails catastrophically if the Imperial fleet reaches firing range during or immediately after collapse.”


Okonkwo, nearby, swore under his breath.


Haddad looked at Jack.


“And your solution?”


“Still dangerous,” he said. “Still ugly. Still the only one that collapses the structure.”


T’Varen overlaid the second plan.


“At least one ship must enter the anomaly and project an inverted resonance shear from within the core. Ships outside the aperture then collapse the Hekaras-side and local subspace fractures simultaneously. The internal ship does not close the door. It removes the hinge.”


Nilsen, listening from engineering via comm, muttered, “That is offensively poetic for a Vulcan.”


T’Varen ignored him.


Venn looked at the projected stress levels.


“The ship inside will take impossible shield strain.”


“Not impossible,” T’Varen said. “Severe.”


“Severe enough to destroy it.”


“Yes.”


Jack looked at Haddad.


“She was right in the first briefing,” he said. “The first proposal closes the visible aperture. The second collapses the structure keeping it open.”


Haddad looked from Jack to T’Varen.


T’Varen had been cautious from the beginning. Conservative with conclusions. Reluctant to name what she could not prove. Every time she had finally said something, it had mattered.


Hekaras.


The human baseline.


The language structure.


The psionic-resonance field.


Exterminatus.


And now this.


Haddad turned to Venn.


“Can we alter the operation in time?”


Venn looked furious for half a second.


Not at Haddad.


At the universe.


Then she began working.


“If we cannibalize the exterior lattice and retask Endeavour’s main deflector, maybe. We need one ship inside the anomaly with strong shields and enough deflector control to project the inverted shear.”


“Endeavour,” Okonkwo said immediately.


Haddad looked at him.


“It is your ship.”


“Yes,” Okonkwo said. “And it has the strongest shield capacity and the most processing margin. If this plan requires someone to sit inside that thing and hold the geometry steady, we are the logical choice.”


Seven spoke from the Enterprise channel.


“The Enterprise can take the second internal position.”


Haddad shook her head. “No. I need you outside. If the Imperial ships arrive before closure, you and Huygens are our best chance of keeping them off the aperture.”


Seven did not like it.


She accepted it.


“Huygens can maintain outer-lattice precision,” Holt said. “But we are not a brawler.”


“No one is asking you to brawl,” Haddad said. “I am asking you to be exact.”


Holt nodded once.


“That we can do.”


Venn looked up.


“We need a second ship inside the anomaly. Not for the primary shear. For field counter-rotation. It does not need Endeavour’s capacity, but it needs to survive long enough to hold the phase.”


The room went still.


Everyone knew which ship remained.


The damaged one.


The one that had already survived the crossing once.


The one whose shield grid was burned, patched, unstable, and somehow still there.


Haddad said it before anyone else could.


“Linné.”


Nilsen’s voice came over the channel.


“Captain, as your chief engineer, I am professionally required to hate that idea.”


“Can she do it?”


A pause.


Too long.


“Yes,” Nilsen said finally. “For a while.”


“How long is a while?”


“Long enough to matter. Not long enough to make anyone comfortable.”


Haddad closed her eyes briefly.


When she opened them, the decision had been made.


“Change the operation. We proceed with the internal resonance-shear plan.”


Venn nodded and began issuing orders.


Okonkwo turned to his team.


Holt began reassigning sensor-pod power.


Seven spoke quietly to someone off-screen aboard the Enterprise.


Jack looked at T’Varen.


T’Varen gave him no smile.


No praise.


Only a small nod.


It was enough.


Haddad looked at him.


“Mr. Crusher.”


“Yes, Captain?”


“You were right to come back.”


Jack swallowed.


“Thank you.”


Haddad’s expression remained steady.


“Do not make me regret it.”


“No, Captain.”


Outside the ships, the anomaly continued to turn.


The visible wound pulsed once.


As if it had heard.


Chapter Nine: The Wound Closes


The operation changed in less than twenty minutes.


It should have taken hours.


Under normal circumstances, it would have taken days of simulation, safety review, command consultation, engineering objections, medical objections, tactical objections, and at least one admiral asking whether everyone had fully considered the implications.


There was no time for normal circumstances.


Across four Starfleet vessels, officers tore apart one plan and built another from its bones.


At the start of the operation, all four Starfleet ships were still in normal space on the Imperial side of the breach.


The Endeavour became the anchor.


Her main deflector was retuned for internal resonance shear. Her shields were reinforced beyond recommended safety tolerances. Her computer core accepted the burden of coordinating field geometry among all four ships. Captain Okonkwo remained in command from his bridge, while Commander Venn and every engineer she could threaten or inspire worked miracles in engineering.


The Linné became the counterweight.


Damaged, scorched, and still bleeding power from systems that had not yet stopped complaining, she would enter the anomaly with Endeavour and hold a counter-rotating field along the inner structure. Neither ship was meant to cross through to Federation space yet. They would stop inside the wound, do the work, and leave only when the collapse reached its final phase. Her job was not to close the breach.


Her job was to make closure possible.


The Huygens would remain in normal space on the Imperial side of the aperture, managing sensor precision and lattice alignment. Her deflector would shape the outer subspace collapse with surgical accuracy.


The Enterprise-G would remain beside her on the same side: shield, sword, and last resort.


Their withdrawal sequence was fixed in advance. Once the collapse became self-sustaining, Huygens would cross first to Federation space. Enterprise would follow as rear guard. Endeavour and Linné, already inside the wound, would be the last ships through.


Captain Seven of Nine did not need the rear-guard role explained.


Everyone understood it.


The fifteen Imperial ships continued toward the anomaly.


Nine hours had become eight.


Then seven.


Then six and change.


Every recalculation made the number smaller.


---


Once the revised plan was locked in, Captain Leila Haddad returned to the Linné by transporter.


The first thing she noticed was the smell.


Repair foam.


Heated metal.


Scorched insulation.


The second thing she noticed was that the ship felt alive.


Injured, yes. Angry perhaps, if one were inclined to anthropomorphize a starship. But alive. Consoles hummed. Crews moved. Repair teams ran. The deck vibrated with the half-familiar rhythm of a ship preparing to do something that might kill it.


Vale met her in transporter room two.


“Captain.”


“Commander.”


He fell into step beside her.


“Status?”


“Engineering reports the counter-rotation field can be held for approximately nineteen minutes inside the anomaly. Nilsen believes twenty-three if he is allowed to violate three safety protocols and one principle of basic decency.”


“Has Doctor Rao heard that?”


“Not yet.”


“She will.”


“I assumed.”


They entered the corridor.


A Bolian crewman carrying a plasma regulator stepped aside to let them pass. His face was blue beneath a layer of soot. He straightened anyway.


“Captain.”


“Carry on.”


He did.


Haddad waited until he was out of earshot.


“Casualties?”


“Five critical remain aboard for now. Rao wants to transfer them to Enterprise before we enter the anomaly. Several dozen more should not be on duty and are pretending otherwise.”


“That sounds like Starfleet.”


“That sounds like our ship.”


They reached a turbolift.


Haddad stepped inside.


“Bridge.”


The lift moved.


For a few seconds, neither of them spoke.


Then Haddad said, “If Linné cannot make it back, she cannot remain here.”


Vale did not ask what she meant.


He already knew.


A Galaxy-derived Starfleet cruiser carried transporter systems, replicator matrices, shield harmonics, Federation databases, tactical logs, medical records, computer cores, medical archives, weapons systems, and enough engineering knowledge to change a civilization that already believed mercy was corruption.


If the ship could not return, it would have to be destroyed.


Not as a weapon.


As a responsibility.


Vale’s voice was quiet.


“Self-destruct?”


“If it comes to that.”


“We take her away from the formation.”


“Yes.”


“Away from Imperial vessels.”


“Yes.”


“No one else dies because we failed to bring our ship home.”


Haddad looked at him.


“Exactly.”


The turbolift doors opened.


---


The bridge stood when Haddad entered.


Not formally.


Not all at once.


But enough.


Larsson was at the command chair. th’Ress at tactical, a fresh dressing above her left eye. Okafor at helm. Reyes at ops. T’Varen at science. zh’Kell behind the command rail, pale but present.


Haddad stepped down toward the chair.


Larsson stood.


“Captain.”


“I relieve you.”


“I stand relieved.”


Larsson moved to the side station, but did not go far.


Haddad sat.


The chair felt familiar.


That surprised her.


“Report.”


T’Varen answered first. “Endeavour is ready to enter the anomaly. Huygens and Enterprise are in outer-lattice position on the Imperial side. Our counter-rotation field is charged to seventy-one percent and rising.”


“Nilsen?”


The chief engineer’s voice came through immediately.


“Before you ask: yes, it will work. Before you ask the second question: no, I do not like it. Before you ask the third: I have placed my objections in the engineering log where no one will read them until after we are all dead or famous.”


“Can the Linné survive the anomaly?”


Silence.


Then Nilsen answered.


“Not if it behaves like last time.”


“And if it behaves differently?”


“Then we get to discover new ways to be disappointed.”


“Nilsen!”


A sigh.


“She can do it, Captain. But the damage we took from the fortress-ship matters. The forward shield grid is patched together with emergency emitters and professional denial. If the anomaly presses on us the way it did before, I cannot guarantee a return crossing.”


“Understood.”


Doctor Rao’s voice cut into the channel from sickbay.


“Sickbay has transferred the critical cases. I am retaining only personnel required for ship survival. And engineering will not borrow life-support power again without medical clearance.”


Nilsen replied at once.


“That sounds less like a recommendation.”


“It is.”


“Understood.”


Then she said, “All hands, this is the captain.”


Her voice carried through the ship.


“This is not the mission we expected. It is not the universe we expected. But the task before us is clear. We are entering the anomaly to close the breach from within. If we succeed, we protect the Federation, Hekaras, the ships waiting in Federation space, and perhaps more lives than we will ever be able to count.”


She paused.


“If we fail, then this ship does not remain behind for others to claim. That is not despair. That is responsibility.”


No one on the bridge moved.


Haddad continued.


“All nonessential personnel will transfer to the Enterprise immediately. All wounded not required for ship survival will be transported under Doctor Rao’s authority. Department heads will identify skeleton crew requirements within two minutes.”


She looked around the bridge.


“That is an order.”


The channel closed.


For a moment, nobody spoke.


Then Vale said quietly, “Captain.”


Haddad looked at him.


“Captain, with respect, Linné requires a command crew to hold the field and still have any chance of bringing her back.”


“I will not keep anyone aboard who is not essential.”


Vale nodded. “Agreed.”


Larsson stepped forward.


“Then define the minimum, Captain. Command, helm, operations, science, tactical, engineering, medical support.”


T’Varen turned from science. “A minimal complement is operationally advisable. Reducing below that point increases the risk to the mission.”


th’Ress gave a curt nod. “Security should remain. We have already seen their boarding doctrine.”


zh’Kell’s voice was soft. “My readings may still be relevant inside the anomaly. I request permission to remain.”


Haddad looked at each of them.


“This is not a vote.”


“No, Captain,” Vale said. “It is a staffing recommendation.”


For one second, Haddad considered ordering them off anyway.


Then she looked at her bridge.


Her ship.


Her people.


“Wounded and nonessential personnel transfer,” she said. “Skeleton crew stays. No arguments from anyone with broken bones, internal bleeding, or Doctor Rao’s disapproval.”


Rao’s voice returned.


“Medical will enforce it.”


“Do so.”


---


The evacuation was smaller than Haddad wanted and larger than the crew wanted.


That meant it was probably correct.


The critically wounded went first. Some unconscious. Some furious. One engineering ensign tried to insist he was essential because he understood the “personality” of a damaged EPS relay on Deck Twelve. Rao sedated him mid-argument and had him transported to the Enterprise before he hit the biobed.


Families would have made it worse.


There were no families aboard the Linné.


That had been one of the upgrades after the Galaxy-class era became history rather than doctrine: larger crews, deeper mission capacity, no children in deep-risk operational profiles.


Haddad was grateful for that now.


Grateful and heartsick.


When the transfers were complete, the Linné felt emptier.


Not empty.


Never empty.


But lighter in the wrong way.


All four starships were still in Imperial-side normal space when the maneuver began.


Endeavour moved first.


The Odyssey-class cruiser turned toward the anomaly, shields already glowing faintly with tuned harmonic scatter. Her deflector lit blue-white, then shifted toward a color that looked wrong on every display.


She crossed the visible aperture but did not continue through to Federation space. Helm brought her to a stop inside the anomaly, at the calculated position around the internal resonance core.


The Linné followed.


“Helm,” Haddad said.


Okafor’s hands settled on the controls.


“Take us in.”


She crossed the same threshold and settled into counter-rotation position inside the wound, several thousand kilometers astern of Endeavour.


The two starships were now inside the wound. Behind them, Huygens and Enterprise remained in normal space on the Imperial side, facing the approaching fleet.


---


The anomaly recognized them.


That was not a scientific statement.


No one said it aloud.


But everyone on the Linné’s bridge felt the change.


Pressure gathered along the shields almost immediately. Not impact. Not yet. Contact. Awareness. The same terrible patience from the first crossing, now sharpened by what felt like irritation.


T’Varen’s console filled with data.


“Internal resonance core located. Endeavour is establishing primary shear.”


“Counter-rotation field?” Haddad asked.


“Charging. Phase alignment in eight seconds.”


The bridge lights dimmed.


Outside the viewer, space became color without mercy.


The Endeavour hung ahead of them, half-visible through the distortion, her shields bending under forces no starship had been designed to endure.


Nilsen’s voice broke in from engineering.


“Counter-field is live. The anomaly hates it.”


“That is not a measurement.”


“It is a professional interpretation.”


T’Varen said, “His interpretation is supported by rising field resistance.”


“Thank you,” Nilsen said.


Haddad gripped the chair.


“Huygens?”


Reyes answered. “Outer lattice engaged. Huygens is holding position.”


“Enterprise?”


“Defensive perimeter holding at the aperture. No Imperial vessels in weapons range yet, but the formation is accelerating.”


On the tactical display, the fifteen contacts continued their approach.


Far away.


Too close.


“Time to closure?” Haddad asked.


T’Varen answered. “If all fields remain stable, six minutes.”


“Imperial arrival?”


“Seven minutes, forty seconds.”


Vale looked at Haddad.


“That is not much margin.”


“No.”


The ship trembled.


The pressure on the shields intensified.


For an instant, every console on the bridge showed the planet.


Not as it was.


As it would be.


Fire across continents.


Oceans boiling at the edges.


Cities turned to ash before their names could be translated.


Then the image vanished.


zh’Kell staggered and caught the rail.


Haddad turned. “Counselor?”


He swallowed.


“It knows what is feeding it.”


The bridge shook again.


T’Varen’s voice sharpened. “Counter-field holding. Internal resonance core destabilizing.”


Nilsen cut in. “Forward shield patch just failed. Rerouting through secondary emitters.”


“Can you hold?”


“I am offended that you asked.”


“Nilsen.”


“Yes.”


A new alarm sounded at tactical.


th’Ress looked down.


“Multiple small craft launching from the Imperial formation.”


“How many?”


“Hundreds.”


Reyes checked the sensor feed. “Boarding craft. Fast approach. They are converging on the aperture. Several are already aligning for entry into the anomaly.”


Vale’s jaw tightened.


“They intend to come into the wound after us.”


“Time to intercept?” Haddad asked.


“Four minutes.”


“Closure?”


T’Varen checked. “Four minutes, thirty seconds.”


That half minute filled the bridge.


Haddad opened a channel.


“Enterprise, this is Linné. Boarding craft inbound.”


Seven answered immediately. “We see them. Engaging.”


In Imperial-side normal space, the Enterprise opened fire before the boarding craft reached the mouth of the anomaly.


Phasers cut through space with surgical precision. Torpedoes burst in controlled patterns. The Huygens added targeted bursts from its limited weapons arrays while never breaking lattice alignment.


The first surviving wave vanished into the aperture. Their sensor tracks twisted, dropped out, then reappeared inside the wound on converging courses toward Linné and Endeavour.


Boarding craft died.


Not enough.


More came.


The Imperials had understood the geometry. They did not need to destroy all four Starfleet vessels. They only needed to push enough craft into the wound to force one of the internal ships to break its field long enough for the closure to fail.


The surviving boarding craft crossed into the anomaly in ragged waves.


Some burned under Enterprise fire before reaching the aperture.


Some broke apart under Huygens targeting without forcing the science ship to abandon lattice alignment.


Some made it through, armor glowing, engines overdriven, crew expendable by design.


th’Ress’s hands moved across tactical.


“I can engage from within the anomaly, but weapons output will disrupt the counter-field.”


“Do not break the field,” Haddad said.


“Then some will reach us.”


Haddad looked at the tactical display.


Then at the closure timer.


Three minutes.


Forty seconds.


She made the decision.


“Prepare evacuation of remaining nonessential crew to Endeavour. Use the synchronized-field transporter lock while we still have it.”


Vale turned.


“Captain.”


“If we lose the field, the breach reopens. If Linné survives but cannot cross back, she cannot remain. We knew this.”


“We are not there yet.”


“We are close enough.”


She stood.


“All wounded and secondary personnel transport now.”


Rao’s voice came through. “Already moving them.”


“Self-destruct authorization to standby.”


The bridge went still.


Haddad continued.


“If we cannot return, we take Linné clear of the closure field and destroy her. Away from Imperial vessels. Away from the planet. Away from everyone.”


Vale said nothing.


The order was not about killing.


It was about not leaving the future in the hands of those who would burn worlds with it.


“Self-destruct standby acknowledged,” Reyes said quietly.


The boarding craft closed.


Three minutes.


Twenty seconds.


th’Ress looked up.


“Captain. I have a firing solution that preserves counter-field integrity if we detach from Endeavour’s inner-shear envelope and move independently.”


T’Varen turned from science. “That will degrade closure efficiency by seventeen percent.”


“Temporarily,” th’Ress said.


“Risk of failure rises.”


“So does the probability of a successful boarding.”


Haddad looked at the display.


Hundreds of craft.


Fifteen large ships beyond them.


The wound closing too slowly.


“Can the Endeavour hold primary shear alone if we move?”


Okonkwo’s voice answered over the command channel.


“For two minutes.”


Venn added, “After that, the primary shear becomes unstable.”


Haddad sat again.


“Helm. Take us out of formation. Tactical, clear the boarding craft.”


Okafor’s hands moved.


“Aye, Captain.”


The Linné broke from the inner position but remained inside the anomaly.


For a moment, the anomaly screamed.


Lights flickered.


The counter-field stretched but did not fail.


Then the damaged Starfleet cruiser turned toward the swarm.


She should not have been agile.


Not with her shield grid burned, her hull breached, her impulse manifolds patched, and half her systems running through rerouted power.


But the Linné moved.


Not like a new ship.


Like an old dancer refusing to fall.


Okafor stared at his console.


“Helm response improved by nine percent.”


Nilsen’s voice came from engineering. “I adjusted the port impulse timing. You are welcome.”


The first wave of boarding craft came in fast.


th’Ress fired.


Phasers struck engines, clamps, boarding tubes, and power cores. Some craft spun away disabled. Some exploded because they had been built by people who considered safety systems a weakness. Photon bursts created corridors through the swarm. The Linné rolled between them, firing in arcs from saucer and stardrive arrays.


“Closure?” Haddad asked.


T’Varen held her station.


“Two minutes.”


A craft hit the aft shields and latched on.


The bridge jolted.


th’Ress looked up sharply. “Boarding craft attached to Deck Eleven, portside maintenance hull.”


“Transport them off?”


“No stable external lock. The synchronized path to Endeavour is the only transporter link holding.”


“Security teams,” Haddad said.


“Already moving,” th’Ress replied, then grabbed a phaser from the emergency locker beside tactical.


Haddad looked at her.


th’Ress’s antennae angled forward.


“I can coordinate the defense faster from Deck Eleven.”


“Go.”


th’Ress left the bridge at a run.


Vale moved to tactical without being asked.


---


Deck Eleven was dark when th’Ress arrived.


The boarding craft had cut through the outer hull like a parasite biting through skin. Emergency forcefields contained atmosphere loss, but the corridor beyond the breach flashed red with pressure warnings.


A security team waited at the junction.


Four officers.


All armed.


All afraid.


Good, th’Ress thought.


Fear was information.


She took position at the forward bulkhead.


“Phasers maximum stun,” she said.


One of the officers looked at her.


“Commander—”


“Stun first.”


The boarding hatch blew inward.


Three armored figures came through the smoke.


Not the twisted thing from Deck Twelve.


Not Chaos.


Human.


Or close enough.


Heavy armor. Sealed helmets. Weapons large enough to look absurd in a starship corridor. Icons and parchment strips fixed to their plating. Their movements were disciplined, direct, and utterly without hesitation.


“Fire.”


Five phasers struck the lead boarder.


He staggered.


Did not fall.


“Maximum setting,” th’Ress said.


This time the phaser beams burned through armor seals and overloaded something inside the suit. The boarder collapsed hard enough to crack the deck plating.


The second raised a weapon.


th’Ress shot first.


The corridor filled with light, smoke, and the deafening crack of a projectile striking a containment field behind them.


The third boarder advanced through the fire.


Security fell back three steps.


Controlled.


Firing.


th’Ress felt the ship move beneath her.


The Linné was still fighting.


Good.


So were they.


---


On the bridge, Vale watched the security feed in a small corner of the tactical display while his hands controlled the larger battle around the ship.


He hated both halves of the screen.


“Boarders contained on Deck Eleven,” he said. “No further hull attachments.”


“Keep them that way,” Haddad said.


“Aye, Captain.”


The Linné cut through another cluster of boarding craft.


“Closure?” Haddad asked.


T’Varen’s answer came immediately.


“Fifty seconds.”


“Endeavour?”


“Primary shear holding.”


“Huygens?”


T’Varen’s display changed. “Outer collapse has reached self-sustaining threshold. The Federation-side relay lattice can carry final alignment. Huygens may disengage.”


“Order Huygens through,” Haddad said.


Reyes nodded. “Aye, Captain. Huygens is crossing.”


On the tactical display, the Huygens broke from her lattice station on the Imperial side and turned into the aperture. Her transponder distorted, vanished, then reappeared beyond the opposite threshold.


“Huygens is clear in Federation space,” Reyes said.


The fifteen ships were entering weapons range now.


Their forward batteries began to glow.


“Enterprise?” Haddad asked.


“Still covering the aperture,” Reyes said. “Shields at sixty-two percent.”


Seven’s voice came over the command channel. “Enterprise to Linné. Huygens is clear. We are crossing now.”


“Go,” Haddad said.


The Enterprise fired one last torpedo spread across the Imperial approach vector, turned, and plunged into the aperture.


For several seconds her transponder disappeared in the distortion.


Then Reyes nodded. “Enterprise is clear. Federation side.”


Only Endeavour and Linné remained inside the anomaly.


The first Imperial volley struck the collapsing aperture behind them. The field absorbed most of it. What remained came through as a violent distortion across the internal structure.


Haddad looked at the tactical display.


There were still too many boarding craft.


Too many weapons.


Too little time.


“Set course away from the closure field,” she said. “Prepare final self-destruct authorization.”


Vale’s hands paused for half a second.


Then moved.


“Course plotted.”


Haddad looked at the screen.


The Linné could still move far enough away.


Maybe.


Far enough not to damage Endeavour.


Far enough not to kill anyone but themselves.


That would have to be enough.


“Closure in thirty seconds,” T’Varen said.


“Self-destruct authorization Haddad zero-seven-alpha.”


The computer responded.


“Authorization recognized.”


“Vale?”


He looked at her.


“Vale four-three-gamma.”


“Authorization recognized.”


The computer waited for the final command.


Then Okafor’s console chimed.


He stared at it.


“Captain.”


“Report.”


“The computer just generated an escape vector.”


Vale looked at him sharply. “From what model?”


“I don’t know.”


T’Varen turned. “Explain.”


Okafor put it on screen.


The projected course was insane.


A rolling vector through collapsing subspace, shield harmonics, the Endeavour’s shear wake, a fractional warp burst, and a gap in the closure field that would exist for less than one second.


No sane helm officer would have plotted it.


No standard navigation routine would have recommended it.


The vector did not save them. It only described a way to try.


“Computer,” Okafor said, “identify source of navigational correction.”


The computer answered at once.


“Source indeterminate.”


zh’Kell looked up suddenly.


Not alarmed.


Not exactly.


As if someone had brushed past the edge of his mind and left behind something almost like a smile.


Haddad looked at the course.


Then at the self-destruct prompt.


“Recommendations?”


Larsson answered first. “The vector gives us a chance to return, Captain. Remaining here gives us none.”


Nilsen’s voice came from engineering.


“Engineering assessment: I hate it. Which still puts it ahead of self-destruct.”


Vale looked at Haddad.


“Whatever generated it, the route is valid enough to attempt.”


T’Varen studied the vector.


“The course is mathematically possible.”


“Possible is not probable,” Haddad said.


“No,” T’Varen replied. “But it is no longer impossible.”


The bridge shook as a distant Imperial volley struck the edge of the collapsing field.


“Closure in fifteen seconds,” T’Varen said.


Haddad made her decision.


“Cancel self-destruct standby.”


The computer acknowledged.


“Helm, transfer navigation control to computer. Execute escape vector.”


Okafor’s fingers moved.


“Control transferred.”


The Linné rolled.


The entire bridge tilted around them as the ship spun through incoming fire, debris, and collapsing field stress. The artificial horizon vanished. The inertial dampeners screamed for a reason no one had time to read.


On Deck Eleven, th’Ress and her team fired one last time as the surviving boarders vanished in transporter-static-like distortion caused by the collapsing breach. Whether they were pulled back, destroyed, or translated into some other failure state, no one had time to know.


The Linné drove toward the Federation-side exit.


“Ten seconds,” T’Varen said.


The Endeavour crossed out of the anomaly ahead of them and into Federation space.


Its shields flared as it passed through the narrowing aperture.


The Linné followed too close.


“Warp engines spooling,” Okafor said.


Nilsen shouted over the channel. “They are not spooling. They are being insulted into service.”


“Five seconds.”


The anomaly folded inward.


Colors became lines.


Lines became teeth.


The ship shook so violently that every warning alarm merged into one continuous sound.


“Three.”


Haddad gripped the chair.


“Two.”


Vale held tactical.


Larsson braced beside him.


T’Varen did not look away from her data.


Okafor whispered, “Come on.”


“One.”


The Linné’s warp engines ignited.


Not fully.


Not safely.


Enough.


The ship shot through the last open fraction of the wound and into Federation space behind the Endeavour as the breach collapsed around them.


For one impossible instant, the viewer showed two universes at once.


Then the Carl von Linné vanished into the light.


Chapter Ten: Under Her Own Power


For one impossible instant, the viewscreen showed two universes at once.


On one side, the other realm: red-black light, burning ships, a dying planet, the distant silhouettes of Imperial vessels driving toward a wound they believed belonged to them.


On the other, Federation space: stars, sensor buoys, starships, shield-relay platforms, and the clean geometry of a containment lattice built by people who believed the universe could be understood if they asked carefully enough.


Then the two images tore away from each other.


The USS Carl von Linné came home.


Not gracefully.


The ship burst from the collapsing aperture behind the Endeavour, rolled hard to port, and sheared across the outer edge of the Federation-side containment field at a vector no one had ever intended a starship to survive.


The bridge became motion.


Alarms.


Falling officers.


A shriek of overstressed metal through the deck.


Haddad slammed sideways against the command chair and held on. Vale struck the tactical rail, lost his footing, and caught himself with one hand. Larsson went down on one knee beside the science station. Okafor stayed at helm only because both hands were locked around the console. T’Varen’s station sparked twice and died.


Then normal space steadied around them.


Real stars filled the viewscreen.


Federation stars.


For one second, nobody said anything.


Then every system on the bridge tried to report damage at once.


“Main power fluctuation!”


“Forward shield grid offline!”


“Impulse control degraded!”


“Outer hull breach, Deck Eleven, contained!”


“Computer core synchronization error!”


“Anomaly wake impact across the dorsal saucer!”


Haddad forced herself upright.


“Silence noncritical alarms.”


Half the alarms stopped.


That helped almost enough to think.


“Report,” she said.


Okafor checked helm first. His voice shook once, then steadied.


“We are clear of the anomaly. Thrusters responding. Barely.”


Vale, back at tactical, scanned the surrounding space.


“Endeavour is clear. Enterprise is clear. Huygens is clear.”


He paused.


“All four ships accounted for.”


Haddad let herself feel that.


Only for a heartbeat.


“Anomaly status.”


T’Varen’s primary console was dead. She moved to an auxiliary station without visible irritation, which Haddad took as Vulcan profanity.


“Reading residual subspace turbulence. Psionic-pressure levels falling rapidly. Aperture diameter decreasing.”


“Is it closing?”


T’Varen studied the data.


“Yes.”


The word moved through the bridge like oxygen.


On the viewer, the wound behind them folded inward.


It did not explode.


It did not flash.


It collapsed in layers: first the visible distortion, then the red-black light behind it, then the subtle wrongness around the stars. The containment lattice flared once as if bracing against a final blow.


Something struck it from the other side.


The bridge lights dimmed.


The viewscreen flickered.


Then the pressure vanished.


The stars became ordinary.


T’Varen looked up from the auxiliary station.


“The aperture has collapsed.”


No one cheered.


Not yet.


They were too tired for that.


Too aware of how close it had been.


Reyes’s voice broke the silence from ops.


“Federation-side containment buoys report no further incursion attempts. Psionic-spectrum contamination is dropping across all bands. Hekaras II medical network reports neurogenic stress patterns declining.”


“Any sign of the Imperial formation?”


Vale checked.


“No. No vessel signatures. No residual matter transmission through the closure. The breach is sealed.”


Haddad sat back slowly.


Sealed.


Not solved.


Not forgotten.


Not erased.


But sealed.


For now, that was enough to be the whole universe.


A channel opened before she could speak.


Admiral Sulu appeared on the main viewer from Starfleet Command. Her image was broken by distance, encryption, and the aftershock of too much subspace turbulence, but her voice came through clear.


“Captain Haddad.”


“Admiral.”


Sulu looked past her, taking in the damaged bridge.


“You are a difficult officer to reach.”


Haddad almost laughed.


Almost.


“My apologies, Admiral. We were delayed.”


“So I gathered.” Sulu’s expression softened by a fraction. “All four ships have returned?”


“Yes. Damaged, but present.”


“Casualties?”


Haddad looked to Reyes.


He checked the updated fleet report.


“Across the task force: serious injuries, moderate injuries, trauma response ongoing. No confirmed fatalities.”


Sulu closed her eyes for half a second.


When she opened them, she was an admiral again.


“Containment teams confirm collapse on this side. We are maintaining the lattice until further notice. The Corps of Engineers will expand the buoy network and seed additional sensor platforms through the corridor. No vessel enters the former aperture zone without my authorization.”


“Understood.”


“And Captain?”


“Yes, Admiral?”


“Well done.”


The words were simple.


They landed heavily anyway.


Haddad nodded once.


“Thank you.”


Sulu glanced down at something off-screen.


“Starfleet Medical is dispatching trauma teams. Corps of Engineers vessels are already en route. The Shran and Opaka will escort you to the nearest repair facility.”


Nilsen’s voice came over the bridge engineering channel before Haddad could respond.


“That is kind of them, Admiral, but I would prefer they keep a respectful distance from anything currently pretending to be our portside EPS grid.”


Sulu blinked once.


Haddad closed her eyes.


“Nilsen.”


“Yes, Captain?”


“You are on an open channel to Starfleet Command.”


A pause.


“Then I would like to formally amend my statement to: assistance is appreciated.”


Sulu looked as if she had decided not to smile.


“Noted, Commander.”


The channel closed.


For several seconds, the bridge remained quiet.


Then Doctor Rao’s voice came over the internal comm.


“Sickbay to bridge.”


“Haddad here.”


“For the record, Captain, I have officially upgraded the ship’s condition from ‘catastrophic’ to ‘deeply annoying.’”


“Crew?”


“Many injuries. Nothing we cannot treat. The last of the critical transfers from Enterprise have been stabilized. Lieutenant Talan is awake and asking whether he missed anything.”


Vale looked up.


Haddad allowed herself one small breath.


“Tell him yes.”


“I did. He went back to sleep.”


“Good.”


Rao’s voice changed slightly.


“Captain, there is one more thing. The boarders on Deck Eleven.”


Vale straightened.


“Status?”


“They are gone.”


“Gone?” Haddad asked.


“Not transported. Not vaporized. Not dead in any conventional sense. When we crossed the threshold, the remaining armor signatures destabilized and collapsed into the same extra-spatial residue we observed from the Deck Twelve intruder, then vanished with the breach closure.”


T’Varen looked toward the dead science console as if annoyed she had not been able to record it properly.


“Pulled back,” she said.


“Or cut off,” Rao replied. “Either way, they are not aboard my ship.”


“Your ship?” Nilsen said over the still-open channel.


“When it is damaged enough, it becomes medical territory.”


“No one told me this rule.”


“You were busy negotiating with life support.”


Haddad let that one pass too.


The bridge needed the sound.


So did she.


---


The debriefing did not happen all at once.


It could not.


There were too many ships, too many injuries, too many damaged systems, too many sensor logs that contradicted each other, and too many people who needed to sit quietly somewhere and remember that silence was not always a threat.


The first conference was short and strictly operational.


Haddad joined from the Linné’s observation lounge. Vale stood beside her. Larsson attended from the bridge. T’Varen from a science lab with one working wall display and three broken ones. Nilsen from engineering, where something behind him sparked every few minutes. Rao refused to join by video and sent audio only, claiming she did not want command staff to see what she had done to sickbay’s floor space.


The other ships appeared in their own windows.


Captain Okonkwo looked exhausted aboard the Endeavour, but alive and quietly triumphant in the way engineers became when impossible geometry had failed to kill them.


Captain Holt looked pale aboard the Huygens. Her science team had already begun turning horror into papers, warnings, models, and recommendations. Haddad suspected that was how they were processing it.


Captain Seven of Nine appeared from the Enterprise-G. Her ship had taken damage along the forward shields and portside arrays, but much less than the Linné. She looked at the conference with a stillness Haddad recognized: the calm after survival, when the mind starts counting all the ways it could have gone differently.


“The closure appears stable,” Okonkwo said. “But we cannot confirm permanence.”


“No,” T’Varen said. “We can confirm only current collapse, decreasing resonance pressure, and absence of detectable aperture structure.”


“Which means,” Nilsen said, “that for once the universe has the decency to be less broken than it was yesterday.”


“Temporarily,” T’Varen said.


“Thank you.”


Seven looked to Haddad.


“The Imperial ships did not cross.”


“No.”


“They may attempt to reopen the breach from their side.”


T’Varen answered. “Possible, but our models suggest the collapse destroyed the local resonance core. Without the Hekaras anchor point and without ongoing psionic feed from this side, reestablishing the aperture would require conditions we cannot currently quantify.”


“That is not the same as impossible,” Seven said.


“No.”


Haddad leaned forward.


“Then Starfleet needs warning beacons, long-term monitoring, and a standing interdiction protocol for the Hekaras Corridor.”


Okonkwo nodded. “And a new propulsion-history review.”


Nobody liked that.


Nobody objected.


Starfleet had old scars.


One of them had almost become a door.


They would have to look at the others.


Holt spoke next.


“What about the records of the other side?”


The room went quieter.


Vale looked down at his padd.


“We have sensor logs of the planet under Exterminatus. Fragmentary language data. Tactical profiles. Genetic scans. Medical data on the survivor and armored remains. Visual records from first contact. Telepathic and neurogenic reports.”


“And the conclusion?” Seven asked.


Haddad knew what she meant.


Not the scientific conclusion.


Not the tactical one.


The conclusion a civilization would carry with it.


“They are human,” Haddad said.


The words were quieter than the room expected.


“They are human, and they are not us. Both things are true.”


Rao’s audio channel remained silent for a few seconds.


Then she spoke.


“I would like that sentence in the medical addendum.”


Haddad nodded.


“It will be in the command summary too.”


Seven’s eyes narrowed slightly.


“The Federation Council will want details.”


“So will Starfleet Command,” Okonkwo said.


“So will everyone,” Holt added.


“And we will give them what we know,” Haddad said. “Not guesses. Not fear. Not mythology. What we know.”


T’Varen inclined her head.


“A prudent distinction.”


Haddad looked at the anomaly model, now reduced to a fading knot of sensor ghosts and collapsed field geometry.


“We also make one recommendation clear,” she said.


Vale turned toward her.


Haddad looked from face to face.


“If anything like this opens again,” she said, “our first response cannot be escalation. Containment first. Science as soon as possible. Diplomacy if there is anyone on the other side willing to listen.”


Seven’s expression did not change, but something in her eyes did.


“And force?”


Haddad looked at the collapsed anomaly model.


“Only what buys time for the rest.”


---


Jack Crusher found himself alone in one of the Enterprise-G’s smaller observation rooms.


He had not planned to go there.


He had walked after the debriefing, following corridors without paying attention until the ship deposited him somewhere quiet with stars outside the window.


Federation stars.


Still there.


That seemed like something he should feel more dramatically.


Instead he felt tired.


Tired and unsettled and full of a strange pressure behind his ribs that had nowhere to go.


The breach was closed.


The Federation was safe.


For now.


A planet in another universe was still burning.


He had helped save trillions, maybe.


He had failed to save millions, certainly.


He did not know what to do with either fact.


The stars reflected faintly in the viewport.


Then one reflection remained when Jack moved.


He turned.


Wesley stood near the aft wall.


No shimmer this time.


No theatrical light.


Just there, as if he had taken a step from somewhere that happened to be beside ordinary space.


Jack stared at him.


“You waited until after the debriefing?”


“I thought you needed the room to yourself.”


“I did.”


Wesley nodded.


“And now?”


Jack exhaled.


“Now I don’t know.”


Wesley looked toward the stars.


“That is a common condition after surviving the impossible.”


“Is it?”


“Yes.”


“You sound annoyingly certain.”


“I have had practice.”


Jack studied him.


Wesley looked much the same as before and not the same at all. Young, older, familiar, impossible. A man wearing humanity the way a traveler might wear a coat he loved but no longer needed for warmth.


Jack did not know whether to laugh, salute, accuse him of being cryptic, or ask a thousand questions.


So he said the first honest thing.


“Thank you.”


Wesley turned back to him.


“For what?”


“For coming. For helping. For giving me enough of a push to make me go back.” Jack swallowed. “For saving us. Saving the Federation.”


Wesley’s expression softened.


“I did not save the Federation, Jack.”


Jack looked at him.


Wesley stepped closer.


“You did. T’Varen did. Haddad did. The crews did. Every person who stayed at a console when leaving would have been easier did.”


“You changed the course.”


“I opened a possibility.”


“That sounds like Traveler semantics.”


“It is Traveler semantics.”


Jack almost smiled.


Wesley did too.


Then the smile faded into something gentler.


“I did not come for the Federation,” Wesley said. “I came to help my brother.”


For a moment, Jack could not answer.


Brother.


The word had existed as a fact before.


A line in family history. A complicated absence. A story attached to his mother, his father, the Enterprise-D, Starfleet, the strange legacy of people who had lived so much before he even knew where he belonged.


But now Wesley was standing in front of him.


Not a story.


Not a file.


Not a myth.


His brother.


Jack looked down.


“I don’t know what to do with that.”


“That is also common.”


“Stop being wise.”


“I am trying to keep it to a minimum.”


Jack laughed once.


It broke something open.


Not much.


Enough.


He crossed the distance between them before he could overthink it.


For half a second, Wesley looked surprised.


Then Jack hugged him.


Wesley went still.


Then he hugged him back.


Not like a Traveler.


Not like an entity beyond spacetime.


Like someone who remembered being a boy on a starship, a son who left home too early, a brother who had arrived late and still wanted the word to mean something.


Jack held on longer than he meant to.


Wesley let him.


When they finally stepped apart, Jack wiped at one eye with the heel of his hand and pretended it was not obvious.


Wesley pretended with him.


“Will you stay?” Jack asked.


“No.”


Jack nodded, though the answer hurt more than he expected.


“Can you?”


“For a little while, maybe. But not in the way you mean.”


“Right.”


“I am not gone,” Wesley said. “That is the part people misunderstand.”


“That does not make it easier.”


“No,” Wesley said. “It does not.”


Jack looked toward the door, then back again.


“Mom should see you.”


Wesley’s expression changed.


There it was.


The wound behind all the strange light.


“I know.”


“Then come with me.”


“I cannot. Not now.”


“Why?”


Wesley looked at the stars again.


“There are rules.”


“Whose?”


“Some are mine.”


Jack wanted to argue.


He almost did.


Then he saw Wesley’s face and stopped.


“All right,” Jack said quietly.


Wesley looked grateful and sad and proud all at once.


“Tell Mom I am all right.”


Jack nodded.


“And tell her…” Wesley paused, searching for words that apparently did not come more easily to beings outside normal spacetime. “Tell her I still know the way home.”


Jack’s throat tightened.


“She’ll want more than that.”


“I know.”


“She deserves more than that.”


“I know.”


“Then give her more someday.”


Wesley looked at him.


“I will try.”


Jack nodded.


It was not enough.


It was more than he had expected to have.


Wesley began to fade.


No flash.


No dramatic departure.


Just light, soft and almost ordinary, gathering around him.


“Jack?”


“Yeah?”


“Next time you need help, maybe do not call Q first.”


Jack smiled despite himself.


“I’ll consider my options.”


“Good.”


Then Wesley was gone.


The room was quiet again.


Jack stood alone with the stars.


After a moment, he tapped his combadge.


“Crusher to Captain Seven.”


“Seven here.”


“I need to send a message to my mother.”


A pause.


Seven’s voice softened in a way most people would not have noticed.


“Use my ready room.”


Jack looked at the place where Wesley had been.


“Thank you, Captain.”


---


The Carl von Linné did not go to warp.


Not at first.


Nilsen made that very clear.


He used phrases like structural insult, coil asymmetry, shield-grid trauma, and if anyone asks me for warp six I will defect to the Tellarites.


Haddad allowed impulse only after engineering had certified the ship would not embarrass itself by shedding hull plating in front of the Enterprise.


Even then, the first movement was careful.


A breath.


A shift in the deck.


A low vibration through the damaged hull.


On the bridge, officers returned to their stations with the fragile dignity of people who had survived too much to sit still.


Vale stood beside the command chair.


Larsson stood at the starboard mission station, one arm in a temporary support brace she had not yet convinced Rao was unnecessary. T’Varen had claimed a replacement science console and was already rebuilding half the lost sensor record from backup fragments. Reyes worked ops with one hand wrapped in dermal sealant. Okafor sat at helm as if he had no intention of letting anyone else touch it for the next decade.


th’Ress had returned from Deck Eleven with scorch marks on her uniform and a new silence around her.


She stood at tactical.


Steady.


Rao had forbidden her from bridge duty.


th’Ress had acknowledged the instruction and come to the bridge anyway.


Haddad had decided not to notice for the next twelve minutes.


On the main viewer, the Enterprise-G held position nearby. Beyond her, the Endeavour moved slowly under escort. The Huygens was already launching sensor drones into the collapsed aperture zone. Farther out, new Starfleet vessels arrived one by one: the Shran, the Opaka, the Nog, and ships whose crews had come too late to enter the breach but not too late to help rebuild the line.


The Hekaras Corridor was full of Starfleet now.


Not war.


Watchfulness.


Haddad sat in the captain’s chair and looked at the stars.


This was where it had begun.


Not this exact bridge watch, perhaps.


Not this exact hour.


But close enough.


A quiet ship.


Routine reports.


A faint anomaly in an old wound.


Larsson had been in this chair then.


The thought made Haddad look toward her.


Larsson noticed.


“What?”


“Nothing.”


“That is usually not nothing.”


Haddad considered denying it.


Then did not.


“You marked the first readings for priority review.”


Larsson looked uncomfortable.


“T’Varen found them.”


“Yes,” Haddad said. “And you understood that they mattered.”


Larsson looked at the viewer.


“I would have preferred being wrong.”


“So would I.”


They let that sit between them.


Then the command channel opened.


Seven appeared on the viewer.


“Captain Haddad.”


“Captain Seven.”


“My chief engineer would like to know whether Linné requires a tractor assist.”


Nilsen’s voice came over the bridge channel instantly.


“No.”


Seven’s eyebrow rose.


Haddad looked toward the engineering pickup.


“Nilsen.”


“No, Captain. Respectfully. Absolutely not.”


Seven’s expression remained perfectly composed.


“That sounded almost like pride.”


“It is engineering integrity.”


“The distinction is noted.”


Haddad looked back to Seven.


“Tell your engineer we appreciate the offer. We may yet need assistance.”


“We will remain close.”


“Thank you.”


Seven’s gaze moved briefly across the damaged bridge.


“You have a good ship.”


Haddad looked around.


At burned panels.


Temporary repairs.


Tired officers.


A bridge that had no right to look as alive as it did.


“Yes,” she said. “We do.”


Seven nodded once.


The channel closed.


Vale leaned slightly toward Haddad.


“Beta Antares yards are standing by. The Shran can tow us if we want to save power.”


“We do not.”


Vale looked at her.


Haddad kept her eyes on the stars.


“Set a course for Beta Antares,” she said. “One-quarter impulse until engineering agrees to more.”


Nilsen’s voice returned.


“Engineering agrees to one-quarter impulse.”


“Good.”


“Engineering agrees resentfully.”


“Also good.”


Vale glanced at the damage reports.


“It would be safer to accept a tow.”


“Yes.”


“You are choosing not to.”


“Yes.”


He waited.


Haddad finally looked at him.


“She came home under her own power,” she said. “She goes to the yard the same way.”


Vale was quiet for a moment.


Then he nodded.


“She has earned that.”


Haddad turned forward.


“Helm.”


Okafor’s hands settled over the controls.


“Course for Beta Antares yards laid in. One-quarter impulse.”


Haddad looked at the viewscreen.


At the stars.


At the ordinary, impossible peace of Federation space.


“Engage.”


The USS Carl von Linné moved forward.


Slowly.


Carefully.


Under her own power.


Behind her, the Hekaras Corridor shimmered with sensor buoys, shield relays, watchful starships, and the quiet labor of people who would spend years studying a scar they had almost failed to understand.


Ahead lay repairs.


Reports.


Questions no one would want to answer.


A mother who needed a message from a son who still knew the way home.


A Federation that had seen one possible human future and would have to decide, again and again, not to become it.


On the bridge, the lights were still a little too dim.


Several stations were running on emergency backups.


One ceiling panel was missing.


The helm console flickered twice and corrected itself.


No one mentioned it.


There was no night in deep space.


No dawn either, unless you chose to make one.


The Linné moved through the stars, damaged and alive, carrying more than a thousand people home from the edge of a universe that had mistaken survival for virtue.


For now, routine was impossible.


Someday, perhaps, it would return.


And when it did, someone would sit in the center chair on a quiet watch, reading departmental reports, listening to the hum of a ship that had earned every scar, and waiting for the universe to become strange again.
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