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Chapter
1

“U.S.S. Lincolnto Vulpecula,the Arch-Merchanthas dropped out of warp again. Let’s circle back on
impulse and see what’s broken this time.”

Second Mate Wayne “Pappy”” Omthon muttered a curse and shut down theVulpecula’s warp drive. The
freighter shuddered and the lights on the cramped bridge flickered as it shifted to impulse.

Pappy turned the command chair to face the sensor console and get a fix onArch-Merchant, wincing at
the chair’s squeak. He’d get it oiled as soon as he had time.

The image on the screen was fuzzy, so Pappy slapped it with the flat of his pistachio-green hand, a
practiced maneuver that instantly, if temporarily, cleared up the image. He’d earned the nickname
“Pappy” by being far younger than the captain and most of the crew serving under him, a point he was
still defensive about. But he prided himself on knowing the ship’s quirks as well as any old-timer.
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Arch-Merchantwas venting plasma coolant. He sighed, ignoring the sensor display which had gone all
fuzzy again. “That ship,” he announced, without a trace of irony, “is a piece of junk.” He slapped the
sensor display again, then put in a call to Captain Rivers in her cabin to advise her of the situation.

Rivers was, as he’d expected, mildly drunk. The captain instructed him to use his own judgment, and not
to call her again unless there was a core breach. Pappy grunted as the intercom screen went blank, then
set a reverse course. It was business as usual.

Both theVulpecula and theArch-Merchant were privately owned freighters operating on the edge of
former Cardassian space. The fall of the Cardassian Union and the aftermath of the Dominion War had
thrown the region into chaos, creating lucrative new trade opportunities, and new dangers as pirates and
raiders moved in.

Federation starships were spread thin and overworked, so freighters often formed small, impromptu
convoys for mutual protection and safety. Pappy didn’t fear the danger much, but he was just as happy
when they were transporting some cargo important enough to Federation interests to warrant a starship
to escort their convoy.

On this run, the two ships carried power station components, Cardassian war salvage from abandoned
bases now needed to rebuild Cardassia Prime. If Pappy found it ironic that the Federation was paying to
ship Cardassian war materials to restore Cardassia, he never would have said so. It was exactly the sort
of situation a tramp freighter captain lived for. It was Pappy’s ambition to buy theVulpecula from Captain
Rivers one of these days. His share of profits from this run would be one more step in that direction.

Ifthey ever got to Cardassia.
“VulpeculatoLincoln. How long are we going to be delayed this time?”’

One of the secondary viewscreens cleared, and the angular features of a human Starfleet officer
appeared.“This is Captain Newport. Shouldn’t you be addressing that question to the Arch-Merchant?”

Pappy grinned, he hoped not too much. “Since it’s my guess your engineers will be doing the repair
work, I thought you’d know best.”

Newport chuckled.“My chief engineer is putting together a repair party right now. We should know
more after they beam over. Tell me, why is it—" He hesitated.“How to put this politely?”

“I won’t make you ask the question, Captain. TheArch-Merchant is a corporate ship. She looks clean
and sharp for the stockholders, but she’s lucky to make it out of orbit without shedding a nacelle. We’re
a tramp, and independent. Our ship looks like the rattletrap she is, but we keep the important systems in
top shape, appearances be damned. Most of the time, we’re all we’ve got out here.”

Newport nodded.“Well, thanks for being the less troublesome part of this mission.” He glanced to one
side.“Looks like the Arch-Merchantmanaged to plug the plasma leak on their own. Uncommonly
resourceful of them. Now if we can just—"

The screen went blank. No static, no interference, no sign of a problem on the Federation ship. It just
went blank. Startled, Pappy glanced up at the main viewer. He could see theArch-Merchant ‘s plasma
cloud, a tiny smudge against the darkness, glowing in reflecting starlight, but theLincoln was gone.



He slammed the intercom panel. “Condition red, all crew to emergency stations. Possible hostiles
incoming!” Then, after a moment’s hesitation, “Captain to the bridge.”

He knew the result of that last command: the captain would at least attempt to sober up first. If he was
lucky, he might see her on the bridge in an hour or so.

He hailed theArch-Merchant. “Did you see what happened to theLincoln?”

The reply was audio only and crackled with static. The voice was high, tinged with incipient panic.“No,
Vulpecula,our sensors are down too. Are we under attack? We can’t see anything. We’re dead in
space! Don’t leave us!”

“I’m not leaving anybody, but I'm busy here. Save your questions and send out a distress call for me,
will you?” Pappy closed the channel and turned his attention to the sensor screens. No hostiles, no
radiation or debris, no cosmic storms, nothing that would account for theLincoln ‘s disappearance.

He reviewed his own sensor logs, replaying the event. TheLincoln vanished, without violence or
explosion. He slowed down the replay, then slowed it again. He squinted. TheLincoln didn’t just vanish.
It was as though it had run into an invisible rift in space and been swallowed. A wormhole? He shook his
head. He should have pickedsomething up on sensors.

He heard the bridge doors slide open. TheVulpecula was highly automated, and the tiny bridge had only
two stations. The second was staffed only during shift changeovers or critical operations such as docking.
Or during emergencies, so he wasn’t surprised to hear someone slide into the seat behind him. He was
surprised to catch a strong odor of Saurian brandy.

Turning his head, he caught the captain’s eye. “Carry on, Pappy. I took a handful of stims, but she’s still
your ship for now.” She tapped the controls to activate her station. “Just tell me what you need.”

That explained the smell. The stims were burning the alcohol out of her system. Pappy tapped at the
command console, transferring information to the secondary station.

“The point at which theLincoln disappeared is on your sensor display. Run a detailed scan on the area in
front of it. Look for anything unusual.” Pappy ordered all stop, and kept his distance. If something had
pulled theLincoln in, it wouldn’t do to be pulled in as well.

The secondary consoles chirped and beeped as the captain entered commands. Finally she looked up at
him, her dark eyes red and tired, but sobering by the minute. “There’s something out there, a
discontinuity, like somebody blew an invisible bubble and theLincoln just ran into it.”

Pappy frowned, his sharp eyebrows drawing together into a vee. “How big a bubble?”’

The Captain consulted her displays, rubbed her eyes, then checked them again. “I’'m reading a sphere a
hundred kilometers across. We just missed running into it ourselves.” She sighed. “This is trouble.”

“Our convoy partner is disabled, we’re facing off with an invisible threat the size of a moon, one that just
took out anlntrepid -class starship without firing a shot. Yeah, that would be one definition of ‘trouble.’”

He tapped the thruster controls.

It was the Captain’s turn to frown. “What are you doing?”’



“Getting in closer,” he replied. “Somebody may need rescuing.”

% % %

TheU.S.S. da Vinci was a small ship. Even with a limited crew of about forty, its interior was crowded
and cluttered by Starfleet standards, a situation not improved by the preponderance of engineers in its
crew. In general, they were pragmatic about their use of ship’s spaces. It wasn’t unusual to see someone
overhauling environmental suits on a briefing room table, storing salvaged alien propulsion components in
a corner of the transporter room, or playing Andorian Juggle-ball in the shuttlebay.

Lt. Commander Kieran Duffy could even remember a time when all the corridors of deck six had been
briefly converted into a miniature golf course, complete with holographic windmill. The exception to all
this madness, by unspoken consent, was the mess hall. Not that it was reserved for eating, not at all, but
it was reserved for quiet conversation, reading, social gatherings, and the occasional spontaneous musical
interlude. No plasma torches, no alien artifacts, and no extreme sports allowed.

That was why Duffy liked it there, why it was the place he retreated when he needed to work or think,
when his quarters became too cramped or lonely. The lights were kept low, the dark maroon chairs were
inviting, and the clusters of small tables fostered quiet conversation. It was theda Vinci ‘s living room, the
place he came to bask in the feeling of family, and be reminded why hereally liked having one of the few
private cabins on the ship.

He’d picked a choice seat for himself near one of the scattered windows, where he could watch the
stars, and ordered a quinine water from the replicator. Leaning back in the lightly padded chair, he put his
feet on the table and sat back with an oversized design padd propped up in his lap.

He’d just gotten comfortable, opened his work space, and managed to move exactly one line in the
display when he sensed someone standing behind him, and a very familiar scent of herbal shampoo.
Commander Sonya Gomez leaned into his field of view, looking at the padd.

“What’re you doing?”

He pulled the padd protectively to his stomach. “Nothing. Just doodling.”

Gomez glanced at the table, and Duffy hastily put his feet on the floor. “That was a starship. You’re
doodling a starship?”

“SO?”
“Pretty elaborate doodle. How long you been doodling?”’
He sighed and lowered the padd back to working position. “Six months.”

“That’s some doodle.” She leaned closer, her body nearly touching his shoulder, and this time he didn’t
try to hide his work. “I didn’t know you were interested in ship design.”

“Isn’t every engineer on some level?”
“So you’re designing a ship?”’

“An S.C.E. ship.”



“We’ve got one of those already.”

The doors opened, and Gomez drew back a fraction. Fabian Stevens and P8 Blue came in. Stevens
headed for the replicators, while Pattie scuttled across the floor on all legs, popping to an upright stance
only when reaching Duffy’s table. “Greetings. [ see you are designing a ship, Commander.”

“So I've heard,” said Gomez. “An S.C.E. ship, I’'m told.”

“We’ve already got one of those,” said Stevens, who approached the table with two cups in hand. He
gave one to Pattie. “Here’s your ‘swamp tea,” whatever that is. I don’t really want to know.”

“Thank you,” said Pattie.

“That’s what I told him,” Gomez said.

Dufty sighed. “Theda Vinci is a great ship, but she isn’t designed for the kind of missions we go on. No
ship s, really. Tugs are slow, short range, and don’t have the shops or crew capacity we need. A general
purpose design like thisSaber -class is small and maneuverable sure, but it’s too fragile for heavy work,
and it also doesn’t have the cargo, shop, or laboratory space we could really use.”

Gomez’s interest was piqued. “So you’re designing a ship with our needs in mind?”’

Duffy shrugged. “It’s just an exercise, a dream ship really. Gives me an excuse to broaden my
knowledge of ship’s systems.”

“It resembles aNorway -class,” observed Pattie, shoving a second small table next to Duffy’s.

“I used that as a starting point, but see, the engines are uprated, and the whole front of the saucer section
opens up like—no offense, Pattie—like insect mandibles, to form a miniature drydock. We can pull
things partially inside the ship for inspection or repair.”

Pattie tapped a foreleg at a part of the diagram. “What are those?”

“Heavy tractor beam emitters, for towing.”

“You should add six smaller ones,” said Pattie, “for precision manipulation of objects in space.”

Dufty nodded. “Good idea.”

“And more Jefferies tubes,” said Pattie. ‘I like Jefferies tubes.”

By now, several other crewmembers had entered the mess hall, including the chief of security, Lt.
Commander Domenica Corsi, and the chief medical officer, Dr. Elizabeth Lense, and all of them seemed

to be gravitating to the table. Stevens shoved another table over, and sat next to Corsi.

“Idea,” said Stevens. “An industrial replicator, so we don’t have to replicate small parts and put ‘em
together into something big. And maybe a second hololab.”

Gomez sighed, and Dufty imagined he could feel the warmth of her breath on the back of his neck. “A
second holodeck would be nice. Then it can double for recreational purposes.”



“Holodecks are nothing but trouble,” said Corsi. “We’d be better off without any. More quantum
torpedoes would be good though. I’'m very in favor of more torpedoes.”

Lense reached across the table and tapped Dufty on the wrist. “Put in a Risa deck.”
Dufty looked up at her. “What’s a Risa deck?”

She shrugged. “Risa in deck form. Sounds good to me.” She saw the look in Duffy’s eyes. “What do
you expect? I’m a doctor, not an engineer.”

He looked back at his padd. “You’re not taking this seriously.” He scowled at her, but couldn’t hold it
for long. “Besides, I like my Risa in chewable, cherry-flavored lozenge form anyway.”

A faint vibration in the hull stilled the conversation, and all eyes went to the windows, where beyond the
nacelle the stars shifted into streaks of light. “We’ve gone to warp,” said Dufty.

Gomez seemed to be assessing the vibration in the deck. “About nine-point-six-five. We’re in a hurry.”
“The inertial dampers need tuning,” said Pattie.

Stevens nodded, touching a bulkhead with his fingertips. “Somebody should check those plasma
injectors t0o.”

Corsi rolled her eyes. “How did I get stuck on a ship full of engineers?”

“Dumb luck?” Stevens said with a smile.

Captain Gold’s voice came from the intercom.*“S.C.E. staff to the observation lounge.”

“Right on schedule,” said Lense, taking one last sip ofraktajino before heading toward the doors.
“Showtime, people,” said Gomez, leading the rest of them out.

Duffy sighed and cleared the padd’s display. “One plasma conduit,” he muttered, before following the
others into the corridor. “I got to move one lousy plasma conduit.”

Chapter
2

Captain David Gold sat alone at the table in theU.S.S. da Vinci ‘s observation lounge. Carefully spaced
around the long black table stood a full complement of vacant chairs, all Starfleet standard issue, save for
Blue’s at the other end of the table. At his elbow was a rapidly cooling bowl of matzoh ball soup, and the
grim visage of Captain Montgomery Scott filled the main viewscreen in the wall to his right.

He glanced briefly into the soup, decided the color of the broth was too pale, the sheen of fat on top
somehow wrong. He set it on the table to finish its thermodynamic journey to room temperature. No
matter how many times he had the crew tweak the replicators, they could never produce even a faint



shadow of his wife’s wonderful homemade soup.

Captain Scott seemed to notice the bowl for the first time.*“Sorry about your lunch, David. This is one of
those instances where seconds could mean the difference between life and death.”

Under better circumstances, Gold might have grinned. Captain Scott was a man out of time, an officer
from the golden days of two-fisted space exploration. He didn’t shy from the dramatic, or even the
melodramatic. It was something Gold liked in Scott, even as he found it sorely lacking in himself. “My
people are on their way, and we’re already en route at maximum warp. It sounds like we should hit the
ground running, so to speak.”

“Aye, that’s the way I see it. Everything we’ve got on the situation has been transferred to your
computers under the heading ‘Enigma,’ but I wanted to brief you all personally.”

The door opened and the S.C.E. crew began to file in, led by Gomez and Corsi.
Gold nodded to acknowledge their arrival. “Warm up your padds, there’s work to be done.”
“Always is,” replied Gomez, pulling out her personal access data display.

Corsi’s reaction was different. She stopped and studied the captain, her eyes narrowed. He could see
her mind working furiously.

Corsi wasn’t an engineer, far from it. Beyond fieldstripping a hand phaser in the dark, or setting a
demolitions charge, she steered clear of technical subjects. If the current mission concerned her, she
knew there was a threat involved, either to the ship, or the crew. Playing watchdog to a ship full of
egghead engineers, often oblivious to their own safety, was her job. She took it very seriously.

Lense, Soloman, Blue, Abramowitz, and Stevens quickly followed and took their seats, Blue scuttling
across the room and crawling onto her special chair at the far end of the table. Gold noticed Dufty
bringing up the rear, a distracted frown on his face.

“Computer, display file Enigma on the main viewer.” A screen on the wall lit with the files entry screen,
Scott’s image shifting to an inset in the upper-right-hand corner.

Gomez frowned as she looked over the file’s contents. “This is a search-and-rescue operation? I’d think
there were better-equipped ships in the sector for that.”

Scott sighed.“Well now, that’s the rub. The U.S.S. Chinookis already on station, but they’re having no
luck getting inside the bloody thing, or even figuring out what in blazes it is. Command has a vital relief
mission for them across the sector, and they’re going to have to get under way in just a few hours.”

“More vital than a missing starship?”” Gold asked.

“According to Starfleet Command, this is classified as a salvage operation where theLincolnis
concerned. We know the Lincolnstruck what they’re calling a navigation hazard at sublight speed. The
object is about a hundred kilometers in diameter, and the Lincolndidn’t come out the other side. That
means it was likely decelerated from two-hundred and fifty thousand KPH to the navigation hazard’s
speed, about ten thousand KPH.”

Gold felt his jaw clench involuntarily as he thought about it.



Shaking his head, Stevens said, “Even with inertial dampers, that should have torn theLincoln to shreds,
and turned its crew into paste. Not something I’d wish on my worst enemy.”

“That’s what Starfleet assumes, Mr. Stevens. There’s also the matter of a freighter crewman who
disappeared inside the object under less violent circumstances. Starfleet hasn’t given up on him, but the
Chinook‘s mission is of planetary importance. They expect you go in, rescue that merchantman if
possible, recover any wreckage, and deal with this blasted navigation hazard, but that’s nae the way |
think. The crew of the Lincolnis as certain paste as I’'m seventy-five years dead on a derelict ship. Until I
see evidence of the wreckage and the bodies, we’ll be working on the assumption that those people are
alive and in need of our immediate help.”

This time Gold did grin, just a little. Scott had come back from the dead more than once, after all. “If ’'m
ever in trouble, Scotty, I should have someone like you looking for me. Fine, search and rescue, then. By
the book. If there’s any way possible, we’ll be bringing them back alive.”

Scotty’s lined face brightened a bit.“Aye, I knew I could count on you lot. It’s stumped the science
types on the Chinook,so I’'m hoping an engineering approach will do better. Just don’t forget the main
thing is to crack that egg open and get any survivors out. Captain Gold, I’ll stop my meddling and let you
get on with your work. Good luck to ye, and keep me posted.”

The screen blanked, replaced by an annoyingly incomplete scan of the enigma object.

Gold turned back to the crew. “We’ll be pulling alongside the object in about eight hours, but we should
know what we’re doing when we get there. Comments?”’

Blue made a little bell-like noise, her equivalent to clearing her throat. “Captain Scott’s egg metaphor,
while gruesome, appears quite accurate. It seems impossible to understand this object from surface
observations. To understand it better, we’ll need to find a way to penetrate to its interior.”

Gomez nodded. “That’s what we’ll need to focus on then.”

“Remember,” Gold said, “our immediate goal here isn’t complete or immediate understanding of the
Enigma, it’s results. We’ll try anything, and we’ll try everything.”

“It would help,” Stevens said, “if we could see inside the thing.”

“Good point, Fabian,” Gomez said with another nod. “Take the lead on that. Find us a window inside
that thing, visual, sensors, probing with a long metal rod—anything that’ll give us some useful
information.”

“One more thing,” said Stevens. “This freighter crewman, Wayne Omthon, who’s lost inside? I’'m pretty
sure I’ve met him. My parents run a shuttle service in the Rigel colonies, and he’s hauled express cargo
through there while I was visiting. Apparently Rigel is a regular stop for his ship.”

“It’s a small galaxy,” said Corsi.

“But [ wouldn’t want to paint it,” said Duffy.

Gold talked over their banter with the ease of long practice. “Can you tell us anything useful about him?”



Stevens scratched his chin for a moment, considering. “Mom once said he was part-human, part-green
Orion. Not sure why that was noteworthy.”

Corsi grinned, as though someone had just told her a secret joke.

Stevens studied her face for a moment, puzzled, then moved on. “He has a good reputation as an
engineer. Apparently he’s come up with some innovations to improve the engine efficiency on Profit-class
Ferengi-built freighters, which have been widely adopted.”

Gold mulled this for a moment. “You think that’s significant?”’

“Reports are he’s smart and resourceful. He may have found, or at least stumbled upon, a way to open
a chink in the Enigma’s hide. Maybe if we can figure out how he did it, we won’t have to reinvent the
wheel.”

“It’s worth keeping in mind,” Gomez said. “Thanks, Fabian.” She turned her attention to Blue. “Pattie,
assuming we can find a way inside the Enigma, we’ll need contingency plans for sending a team inside,
and what they’ll do once they get there. I want you working on that.” Her gaze shifted briefly to
Soloman, who sat silently, listening intently, and yet contributing little. “Soloman will work with you.
Soloman, you’re checked out to operate an EVA pod, right?”

It was difficult to read the little Bynar’s expression, but Gold thought he was surprised. “Commander?
Er—I have access to all operational manuals and training materials though the ship’s computers, as well
as an accumulated six hundred and thirty-two thousand hours of flight logs—however, in terms of
practical experience—"

“Blue,” Gold interrupted, “see to it that Soloman is checked out on the simulator and ready to fly by the
time we arrive. They’re so automated, I could train a Denebian mud-monkey to fly an EVA pod. |
imagine the finest computer expert in Starfleet should have no trouble.”

Soloman blinked. “May I inquire—?"

“I doubt we’ll just be able to beam into this thing,” Gomez said. “We’ll need our team out there in suits,
and I’ll want someone standing by just outside, to observe and provide assistance if necessary. In an
EVA pod, you’ll be able to get up close and personal with it, and comfortably stay on station much

longer than someone in a space suit.”

Soloman shifted uncomfortably in his seat. It was an uncharacteristically human gesture. “Commander, I
do not know if—"

“You can do this, Soloman. Youwill do it.”

“Yes, Commander.”

“That covers the major assignments. The rest of you provide any support or resources you can. Teams
should coordinate and share information. I’ll expect progress reports at least an hour before we drop out

of warp.”

Gomez looked at Gold, who gave an approving nod. “Good,” he said, and glanced around the room.
“Anything else?”’



“Animal, vegetable, or mineral?”” Carol Abramowitz, the team’s cultural specialist, asked.
Gold looked at her. “Excuse me?”

Abramowitz shrugged. “Sorry, Captain. Just thinking out loud. That seems to be the fundamental
question, the one theChinook couldn’t answer. Is the Enigma animal, vegetable, or mineral? Knowing
which one would give us a better idea what approach to take in breaking it open. But without breaking it
open, there’s no way to answer the question.”

* * *

Following the meeting, Captain David Gold returned to the bridge of theda Vinci, more as a matter of his
own comfort than of any necessity. As the doors parted, he basked in the atmosphere of the place: the
subdued lighting that reflected his own preferences, the chatter of com traffic, the cool, efficient voice of
the computer issuing from several consoles simultaneously, and the focused energy of his bridge crew as
they went about their job.

As usual, the tactical officer, Lieutenant McAllan, bellowed, “Captain on the bridge.” Gold had given up
trying to break the by-the-book lieutenant of the habit.

He stepped up to the command chair, slid his fingertips across the cool metal of its arm, and settled into
the cushions.

It was a comfortable chair, perhaps the most comfortable one he’d ever sat in, yielding where it needed
to, and yet supporting his back firmly. When he sat in it, his body naturally fell into the correct posture,
both comfortable and alert.

He wished he had a chair that felt this good in his cabin. If they ever had to abandon ship, he’d get the
crew off first, then hope there was a spare escape pod for the chair.

“Status report, Ensign Wong.”

Wong swiveled in his chair to face the Captain. It was an annoying habit common to Academy graduates
these days.Keep your eyes on the road, thought Gold, but he said nothing.I’m just being an old
curmudgeon. The ship can fly itself for a minute.

“On course at warp nine point five, captain. All systems nominal. ETA, sixteen hours, thirty six minutes.”
“Steady as she goes.”
Wong nodded, and turned back to his console.

About time.He smiled at himself. Y ou are turning into a curmudgeon, David Gold. Keep this up, and
you’re going to start to frightening your great-grandchildren as much as your junior officers. Appreciate
what you’ve got here. She was a good little ship, and this was a good chair. Not the most glamorous
command in Starfleet, and there were probably those who would look at it with some scorn, but it suited
David Gold, and he knew it.

S.C.E. ships didn’t go looking for battles, nor did they seek out strange new worlds. Often enough,
those things found them, but that was almost never the plan. Captain Gold believed he spent as much
time shepherding his brilliant and sometimes eccentric crew as he did charting courses across the galaxy.



This ship and her crew faced battles of a completely different kind, and together they made discoveries
no less profound, no less important. Moreover, everywhere they went, they left things better, things built,
repaired, restored, improved. They made a difference.

It was something he wouldn’t trade for anything.

The turbolift doors slid open and Corsi stepped onto the bridge. Gold knew from the look on her face
that something was bothering her, yet she hesitated to approach him.

“Back so soon, Corsi? Come. We’ll talk.”

Gold stood, a bit reluctantly, and gestured to the door of the ready room. Corsi followed as he crossed
the short distance, and stepped inside.

“I was wondering, Captain, why I didn’t receive a specific assignment regarding Enigma.”

Gold stood near the doorway. He faced Corsi, her concern clear in her expression. “You’re my chief of
security, Corsi. You know your job.”

“Exactly, sir. We’re moving into a threat situation. I should be part of the planning.”
“You know your input is always welcome, Corsi.”
“I meant aspecific part of the planning.”

“This mission has potential hazards, yes, but this Enigma object isn’t something I’d classify as a threat.
It’s made no overt hostile moves, demonstrated no weapons capability, nor even the ability to move at
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warp.

Corsi frowned. Her face was tight, drawn. She worried too much, relaxed too little. Gold wondered if it
was his job as captain to try and change that.

“Captain, a volcano isn’t hostile either, and yet it can be plenty dangerous.”

Gold nodded. “Corsi, I understand how you feel, but this is still an engineering problem, and perhaps I
put you in the middle of engineering problems too often. There are times that’s necessary and
appropriate, but I don’t see that this is one of them.” He watched her frown deepen. “When you’re put in
the middle of an engineering problem, Corsi, I sometimes wonder if it compromises the engineering, and
if it compromises the security concerns as well. Let the individual teams handle the engineering matters.”

“Even when I know they’ll be putting themselves in danger?”’

“I said you know your job, Corsi. Be watchful, keep them safe, but give them the space to work.
You’re a professional, but so are they. Trust them as you trust yourself.”

“Bridge to captain.”It was Lieutenant Ina, at ops.“We have an incoming transmission from the Chinook.*

He could still read doubt in Corsi’s face, though she’d never question his orders. He smiled reassuringly.
“Let’s try something different this time. It could be good. You never know.”

As Gold stepped back onto the bridge, his smile faded, and he slipped back into business mode. “On



screen, Lieutenant.”

It had been a number of years since their last encounter, but he recognized Christa Otis, captain of the
Chinook. He tried to remember the circumstances. Some casual gathering of senior officers on Starbase
96? He was twenty years Christa’s senior, which still made her a seasoned officer by most standards.
Still, he felt a certain fatherly affection for her. He briefly considered making small talk, but something in
her expression told him this wasn’t the time. Worry lines wrinkled her forehead, and her skin seemed
pallid.

“David. I didn’t know they were sending you, but I’'m glad. Right now it means a lot to me that 'm
turning this situation over to someone I trust.”

“What’s wrong, Chris?”

Her jaw clinched, and she looked away from the screen.“I’ve got orders to get under way to Salem II,
David, maximum warp. Unless we can stop the blight there immediately, three hundred million people are
going to starve come harvest time. There’s no choice at all.”
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“I’m leaving without two of my people, David. They were setting navigation buoys around the thing
when they, and the buoys, just vanished.”Gold could see the effort it took for her to control her anger, in
the tight line of her jaw, and her ramrod-straight posture.“It got bigger, just swallowed them up, and
there’s not a blasted thing I can do about it.”

Gold glanced over at Corsi, who, despite her best efforts at restraint, was giving him the “I told you so”
face.

Chapter
3

“How,” asked Carol Abramowitz, grunting as she slammed a handball off the far wall of the court, “did I
get this assignment?”’

Dr. Lense dashed to intercept the ball, smashed it with rocketlike power. It bounced off the wall and
was past Abramowitz before she could react. Lense recovered the ball and bounced it against the floor
so that it snapped back into her hand. “As I recall, ‘this assignment’ was your idea. ‘Is it animal,
vegetable, or mineral, that is the question.”

Abramowitz sighed and wiped the sweat off her upper lip. “I know that, but I'm a cultural specialist.
None of those really fall into my area.”

“I’m a doctor, and the captain asked me to assist. That makes even less sense, if you want to think
about it that way. I’d say he wants a couple of intelligent people not locked into some fixed technical or
scientific viewpoint. This doesn’t fit into any neat categories. Maybe trying to make it fit is what threw the
Chinook oft.”

Abramowitz sighed again, lifting her short black hair off her neck. “What’s the score?”



“I’m winning,” said Lense.

“I don’t doubt it, but what’s the score?”

“I play to win. I'm winning.”

“But the score?”

“I’m not keeping score, I'm just winning.”
“You’re not keeping score?”’

“Don’t need to. If you want to, you keep score.”

“I don’t know how. I’ve never played handball. I swat this ball against the wall until I miss, that’s all I
know. Why are we playing handball?”’

“You want my help? I think better while breaking a sweat.”

“That makes one of us.” She plopped down in the corner, her back against the glass observation wall.
Lense put her hands on her hips and frowned. “You’re no fun at all.” She waited to see if Abramowitz
reacted, which she didn’t. “T’ve got the rec room for thirty more minutes. The computer can shift things
around and we can play something else. Racquetball, roto-goal, Bolian squash—there’s a ping-pong
table that pops out of the floor.”

“I don’t play any of those, or Aztec basketball either.”

“What? Oh, never mind. What do you play?”
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“Golf?” She looked around the room.

“The walls don’t move that far, trust me.”

It was Dr. Lense’s turn to sigh. She shuffled over and sat down facing Abramowitz. “Animal,” she said.

“What?”

“Animal, that’s my answer. The Enigma is some kind of space-dwelling organism, like the space
amoeba.”

Abramowitz looked up and brushed a strand of damp hair out of her eyes. “You’re making that up.”

Lense shook her head. “It’s the subject of many a trick question at Starfleet Medical. In 2268 the
Enterprise , A or B or X or something—I don’t remember which one—encountered an
eighteen-thousand-kilometer-long space-dwelling amoeba that consumed an entire star system before
they could stop it.”



Abramowitz shook her head. “I didn’t know that.”

“Anyway, Enigma hasn’t shown signs of intelligence, and it doesn’t have warp drive. It does have
camouflage, and it does ingest things, possibly as food. Ergo, animal.”

“Mineral,” Abramowitz said suddenly. “Or mechanical anyway. It’s some kind of probe, or maybe a
cloaked ship on autopilot, the crew long dead. They could have lost warp drive in deep space, and
couldn’t fix it. The crew died of old age, or they just ran out of food and air, but the ship is still going its
merry way, running on autopilot.”

“So why does it keep swallowing things up?”’

Abramowitz took a deep breath, considering the problem. “If it’s a probe, it could be taking samples, or
collecting specimens. Maybe it’s trying to recruit a replacement crew.”

“I like my solution better.”

“If your ‘solution’ is correct, then roughly one-hundred and fifty people are being digested by an amoeba
as we speak. If my theory is correct, then they may be safe and waiting for rescue. I like mine better. A
lot better.”

Lense reacted as though she’d been slapped. She slammed the ball against the floor so hard that the
crack hurt Abramowitz’s ears. ““You think I don’t? But we have to face the possibility. Get back to me
when you’re willing to.” She got up and stormed out of the rec room.

Abramowitz just sat, trying to figure out what had just happened.

* * *

Duffy pushed a solitary black bean around his plate with a fork. He had been doing so for somewhere
between two minutes and an eternity now, and it was driving Gomez, who sat across the mess-hall table
from him, crazy.

“Kieran, would you please eat that, or put it out of its misery.”

He put down his fork and looked up at her. “Sorry, thinking.”

“Thinking is good. Sharing is better. I could use some ideas here.”

“What we need is a can opener.”

“A what?”

“Can opener. A device to open cans. Didn’t they teach Waldport’sPrinciples of Parallel Technologies
when you were in the Academy?”

“They taught his theories. The book wasn’t required reading.”
“Then you know most technological civilizations develop parallel technologies, and Waldport’s first

example is the can opener. Almost every civilization known develops a system of preserving food in
metal cans. The surprising thing is that the device to open these cans, a can opener, often isn’t developed



until later, sometimes hundreds of years later. You should read the book. It’s one of the foundations of
the Prime Directive, the idea that every civilization develops warp drive.”

“And every civilization develops can openers.”

“Almost.”

“Almost?”

“That’s Waldport’s argument against his own principle. Vulcans never invented the can opener.”

“Vulcans?” Sometimes following Kieran’s conversational leaps was enough to make her dizzy. As
though this assignment didn’t already have her going in circles.

“Never developed cans. They preserved food by drying, salting, or a kind of bacterially induced
homeostasis. No cans. No can openers.”

A pattern was beginning to emerge. “So, you’re saying that the Enigma may be a ship of some kind,
representing an advanced civilization that somehow managed not to develop the warp drive, like the
Vulcans and their nonexistent can openers.”

“I’'m saying that the Enigma is a big can, and we need a can opener to get inside.”

Gomez looked down at her half eaten curry rice, and after a moment’s consideration, pushed it away
before she started playing with her food, too. “T’d say we know two, maybe three, different ways to
crack Enigma already.”

Dufty leaned forward on his elbows and raised an eyebrow slightly. “How so0?”

“Well, first there’s the brute force method. Crash into it at a significant fraction of the speed of light. It
worked for theLincoln. ”

“Okay, I'm scratching that one off my list right now.”

“Don’t. We won’t want to get in that way ourselves, but maybe there’s some way we can use it, to send
in a ruggedized penetrator probe, or spear some kind of pipe into the surface for access, like a giant
hypodermic needle.”

“There’s a joke there somewhere. Maybe two or three. But go on, what’s the next method?”

She frowned. “Well, that’s the problem. We know, but we don’t know. This freighter pilot managed to
get himself in somehow. So did the two from theChinook, and they managed to carry a dozen marker
buoys with them.”

“Well, this Omthon guy was apparently actively trying to get in. It’s hard to tell really; the sensor logs
from the freighter were of such poor resolution. But we have recordings of theChinook incident in crystal
resolution in every wavelength known to the Federation, and we know they were only fixing a buoy near
Enigma, not trying to get in, and were just swallowed up.”

“Ah, but that swallowing, that’s the only proactive thing that Enigma has done since we’ve encountered
it. I think they, or the buoys, did something to trigger it. If we can figure out what that is, it’s like having



the key to the door.”

“The trouble with that is, assuming that any of them are still alive in there—and I am—none of them have
come back out. Me, [ want to go in, but the coming out part, this is also part of the plan.”

Gomez considered this for a moment. “We need a can opener,” she finally said.
“I think I heard somebody suggest that idea.”
She gave him a look that had stopped strong men in their tracks, but he just shrugged and grinned at her.

“But we need one that also works from the inside,” she continued. “That means we can’t just duplicate
one of the methods for entering Enigma, we have to understand how it works before we find ourselves
trapped.” She stood up abruptly. “Come on, time to look at those sensor logs again.”

Dufty groaned, loudly. “We’ve been through them a dozen times,” he protested, but he was already
climbing out of his chair to follow her.

“Then that obviously wasn’t enough,” she shot back over her shoulder, as she led the way out of the
mess hall.

% % %

Soloman stared intently out the viewplate, watching floating debris drift by only inches from his face.
“This is entirely illogical, P8.”

“Concentrate on flying the pod,”P8 Blue’s voice came from a hidden speaker.“Besides, you’re a Bynar,
not a Vulcan. Stop sounding like one.”

“Computers are inherently logical, and Bynars are a computer-based society.”

“Yes, but you’re a passionate people too, even though you don’t often express it so other humanoids
can understand. You delight, you fear, you love. I've seen it.Look out!”

A proximity klaxon sounded, and Soloman was alarmed to see an ejected warp core tumbling towards
him like a giant baton. He fumbled with the unfamiliar joystick, feeling the pod twist end over end, but the
warp core grew ever larger in his view. In a panic, he hit the main impulse thruster, feeling the rumble as it
fired just a meter or so under his feet.

The warp core slid out of view beneath the window, but smaller pieces of debris bounced noisily off the
hull around him. He flinched as a jagged piece of metal bounced off the window just over his head, but
the transparent aluminum held. In a moment, he was clear of the debris field, looking down on the
shattered saucer section of theGalaxy -class ship. “Very well then, Ifear this assignment.”

P8 made a dry, crackling sound. Soloman suspected the sound corresponded to a human sigh, though
he wasn’t certain. Bynars had no exact equivalent to either noise.

“Only a grub is mastered by their own fear. Well, grubs and green males, but that’s another matter. In
any case, while you failed to handle that situation the way I would have, it all worked out with only
minimal damage registering on the pod.”



Soloman muttered a string of binary code that did not have a direct translation, but could best be
rendered in the human tongue as, “Dammit.” “[ failed to recover the data core. We will be unable to
determine why this ship broke up.”

“The wreckage isn’t going anywhere, Soloman. Safety is always the first concern.”
“Now, but what if the lives of my teammates depend on me?”

“Then I have every confidence you will do what is necessary. Besides, in a real emergency it isn’t likely
you’ll need the joystick.”

There was a clunk and a whir, and the EVA pod’s hatch swung open. Soloman blinked against the glare
of theda Vinci ‘s shuttlebay, and looked down at P8 Blue, standing on her hind legs just outside.

“Enough simulations for now. We need to work on the mission planning for Enigma.”

Soloman nodded gratefully, and climbed down the steps to the shuttlebay’s deck. Theda Vinci’s two
shuttles were parked just a few meters away, leaving little room for anything else in the small bay. He
took one last look up into the pod’s cupola, and watched the simulated starfields projected onto the
windows flicker and vanish.

Soloman took a step, and nearly stumbled. Bynars were not a strong people, and the session had been
taxing. His hands ached from manually operating the controls.

P8 watched him flexing his fingers, and made a comforting sound. “Sorry to push you so hard, but time
is short. The simulation programs we have on hand are very advanced, worst-case scenarios that would
challenge even an experienced pilot. And I know that operating the controls manually, rather than through
direct computer interface, put you at a disadvantage, but that was something you had to learn. Under the
circumstances, you did well.”

They stepped through the pressure doors into an interior corridor, and headed toward the workroom
where they had set up shop for their part of the mission.

“Thank you.” Soloman still felt uncertain.

“How did it feel?”

“Feel? Do you mean in the tactile, or the emotional sense?”

“In the less tangible sense. Operating a spacecraft, even one this small and limited, is a profound
experience, from both a sensory and emotional standpoint. Sometimes the best way to evaluate it is on a

nontechnical level. How does the pod feel to you?”

Soloman hesitated. There had been fear, excitement, and exhilaration, but something else nagged at him,
some aspect that colored all the rest. “It felt—Ilonely.”

P8 dropped down to scuttle on all eight legs. “That’s not what [ would have expected.”
“Nor L. I thought that since—losing my bond-mate, I thought I had become somewhat immune, or at

least numbed, to the feeling of being alone. Yet I have spent most of my time on this ship, surrounded by
my crewmates, interfacing with its computers. I’ve not been truly as alone as I imagined. In the pod,



immersed in the simulation, hearing only your voice, without even the pod’s pathetically limited computer
for company, | was more alone than I think I have ever been, and I know that in a real mission, it would
be even more extreme.”

P8 stopped, then scuttled around in a semicircle to look up at Soloman. “I am sorry. I didn’t see what a
personal challenge this could be for you, and I'm sure Commander Gomez didn’t either. I will talk with
her. I’'m sure we can get someone else to go out in the pod.”

“No,” said Soloman, surprised at his own resolve, “that will not be necessary. I look forward to the
mission not with dread, but with anticipation. Flying the mission, operating the manual controls, that
feeling of being alone. I felt—empowered.”

P8 stood on her hind legs, antennae waving excitedly. “Good for you, my friend! It is amazing what this
Enigma can teach us about ourselves. | have heard it said, that when one looks into the abyss, they see
only themselves.” She turned and walked through the door of their workroom.

Feeling just a little dizzy, not from fatigue, but from amazement, Soloman followed.

Chapter
4

To Captain Gold, theda Vinci ‘s shuttlebay seemed like a giant’s closet: crowded, and badly in need of
being cleaned out. There were two shuttlecraft wedged into the compact space, plus a Work Bee and
several EVA pods. Along every wall and in various alcoves, all manner of large equipment was stowed:
phaser drills, portable tractor beam emitters, cargo-sized pattern enhancers, magnetic grapples, spools of
carbon nanotube cable, color-coded drums of lubricants and plasma coolant, and other tools of the
S.C.E. trade.

On most Federation starships, the shuttlebay was a neat and spacious hangar, kept clear of all but a few
shuttles and perhaps a visiting ship or two.

Well,Gold smiled to himself as he threaded his way through the clutter,most shuttlebays don’t have to
work for a living.

He stood before the closed bay doors, and glanced over his shoulder at the observation windows. As he
expected, the station was not staffed, and he was alone. Good. “Computer, active force field, open
shuttlebay doors.”

“Command authorization required.”

“Authorization Gold, ten-forty-five.”

With a whir, the doors parted. There were many unusual aspects of theSaber -class design: the warp
nacelles connected to the outside edges of the saucer, the deep-keeled engineering section trailing aft

with the warp-core in the rear, and the shuttlebay doors that opened forward, just under the main bridge.

The doors stood open, and Gold watched the warp-streaked stars passing by, the vastness of space
separated from him by no more than a few inches and a force field.



One more thing about this command that he wouldn’t trade for anything. The sailing captains of old
could stand on the bow of their ship, lean over the rail, and look out at the vast and wondrous sea. So
too, could Captain David Gold. He could almost imagine the stellar winds on his face.

“That’s dangerous, you know.” The voice belonged to Corsi. He heard her sharp footsteps as she
walked up behind him. Even in the cluttered shuttlebay, there was a military precision to her step.

“The universe, or just where I’'m watching it from?”

“Both. If you weren’t the captain, I’d be busting your chops about safety protocols.”
“Then it’s good to be the captain.”

“Would the captain be prepared to accept a lecture on safety protocols?”’

“No.”

“A reminder?”

“Noted and ignored.”

They stood silently for a while, Gold looking at the stars, Corsi contemplating the force-field control
panel.

Gold sighed. “You’re taking all the fun out of this, you realize?”

“It’s my job.”

“Well, you’re good at taking the fun out of things. You clearly aren’t here for the view.”
“I had the computer track you down. I wanted to discuss ship’s discipline.”
“Somebody else’s chops you want to bust?”’

“Not that kind, Captain. Maybe discipline isn’t the word. Mood, maybe even morale, though that isn’t
my area of expertise.”

“Obviously.” When Corsi ignored the sarcasm in his tone, Gold said over his shoulder, “Go ahead.”

“People are acting strangely, even for engineers. They’re acting almost—" She hesitated, as though

3

searching for the proper word. “—almost giddy. I’'m even seeing it in my security people. I don’t
understand it. This is a very serious mission.”

Gold nodded. “Close shuttlebay doors.”

He turned away from the closing doors and faced Corsi. “It’s understandable, Corsi. You’ve never been
on this kind of mission before, have you?”

“What kind of mission would that be, sir?”



“We’re investigating the disappearance of a Federation starship with all hands. Despite Captain Scott’s
boundless optimism, we all know, on some level, there’s a chance we won’t be finding survivors.”

“We’ve investigated ship disasters before, much worse than this.” Her tone was puzzled, and a frown
creased her smooth brow. “TheBeast, Friend, the Senuta ship, those Breen and Jem’Hadar ships during
the...”

“Those were alien ships. This is a Federation starship, full of Starfleet personnel, people like us.”
“So was theDefiant, ” Corsi said almost defensively.

“Yes, but we knew theDefiant crew was already dead before we even started that mission. I’m not
saying that these people value the lives of aliens or non-Starfleet crews any less. But we all come out
here, knowing there are dangers, knowing that the universe could reach right out and smite one or all of
us. Knowing we may find a ship with all hands lost, is a stark reminder of our own fragility, our own
mortality.”

“You’re saying they’re scared?”

“Not at all, not in any pejorative sense, anyway.” Gold clasped his hands behind his back, and paced
across the small open space behind the closed doors, his head down and his voice low.

“I’ve been in the fleet a long time, Corsi. I’ve lost too many crewmates and friends, seen wars and
disasters, and generally spent too damn much time in the close proximity of death. That’s not unusual in
these days. Not after the Dominion War and the Borg. It’s an unhappy accident of history that most
everyone on board this ship, directly or indirectly, has had a taste of what we could be facing.”

He stopped his pacing and glanced at Corsi, then looked back at his feet. “What I'm saying is that
sometimes the only way to look the reaper in the eye, feel his cold breath on your cheek, and not to run
screaming, is to laugh in his face. Trust me, this is only whatanticipation of a possible disaster has done to
them. If we find ourselves trying to sort body parts out of wreckage, you’ll hear gallows humor that will
curl your toes.”

“You don’t have a problem with that?”

He looked up then, and chuckled sadly. “You’ll probably find me in the thick of'it, Corsi. It’s human
nature. It’s healthy. It’s not your way of coping apparently, but for your sake, I hope you have some way
of releasing the tension. You must be feeling it too, and I need my chief of security functioning at one
hundred percent.”

She nodded. “Yes sir. Thank you for clearing that up for me.” She turned and headed for the inner door.

“And, Corsi?”

“Yes sir?”

“You’re thinking like a senior officer. I like to see that. You could be first-officer material one of these
days, maybe even the big seat.”

“That wasn’t what I was thinking about, sir.”



“Sometimes you choose the seat, Corsi. Sometimes the seat chooses you.”

% % %

Corsi stepped into the corridor and stopped, considering the captain’s words. She was feeling the
pressure, the apprehension of what they might find when they dropped out of warp in a few hours. She
tapped her combadge. “Corsi to Stevens.”

“Stevens here.”

“Are you busy just now?”

“I’m in my quarters. I was hoping for a few hours’ sleep before we roll up our sleeves and start working
on Enigma.”There was a pause.“Why?”

Chapter
5

“Kieran.”

The voice came out of darkness. It was a pleasant voice, a voice he liked. It was the message he didn’t
like.

“You’re sleeping, Kieran.”

It was Sonya’s voice.

“Resting my eyes.”

“Well, you snore when you’re resting your eyes. You should have Elizabeth look into that.”
“I’'m going to rest them a little longer.”

“Can’t. Captain Scott is returning our call.”

Duffy opened his eyes. He lifted his chin from his fist, which had been propping it up during his “rest,”
and looked around the hololab.

Sonya grinned at him, looking rested and alert. He knew she hadn’t slept any more than he had. Where
did that woman get her energy?

“Look alive, Lieutenant Commander, the boss is on the line.”

He glanced over at the wall-mounted viewscreen just in time to see the Starfleet logo vanish and be
replaced by the image of Captain Scott.“Commander Gomez. Sorry I took so long to return your call.
Meetings.” He grimaced, as though the one word explained everything.“What can I do for you?”

“Sorry to bother you, Captain, but our investigation into Enigma has turned up something that requires



your expertise.”
Scotty brightened.“Well, why didn’t ye say so, lass? What have ye found?”

Dufty felt awake enough to dive in. “Captain, we’ve been reviewing the sensor logs from theChinook
and the freighter. TheChinook data hasn’t been terribly useful, but the freighter logs are a different matter.
The quality is so bad we’ve had to filter and massage it a dozen different ways to get the resolution we
needed, but we think we have something.”

“I’m transmitting a segment of the enhanced and restored visual record,” Gomez said.

Scott’s image on the screen was replaced by the visual playback. A space-suited figure floated in what
seemed to be empty space. The suit was orange, an armored shell topped by a transparent bubble, with
a bulky backpack studded with thruster nozzles, and a large toolpack attached to the belt. The man
inside the helmet was humanoid and looked about thirty, perhaps younger, in human terms. But he was
not human. His bright green skin made that clear.

Only when one looked closely was it apparent thatsomething was just in front of the man, a discontinuity,
like the edge of a soap bubble the size of a moon. He reached for the discontinuity and his hand stopped
against the nearly invisible surface, like a mime touching the walls of a make-believe box. Then he
reached into the pouch and pulled out an odd looking tool.

“Computer, freeze playback,” Gomez said. “Do you recognize the tool, Captain Scott?”

“Well, it’s no human manufacture, but I’d say it’s a magnetic probe o’ some kind.”

“Right,” said Dufty, “we think that’s exactly what it is. Probably Andorian from the looks of'it.”

“Now, watch,” said Gomez, resuming the playback.

The suited man pressed the tip of the probe against the discontinuity, and twisted a control. The probe
began to disappear inside, which was surprising, since, in this case, inside only looked like more empty
space. But as it pierced the surface, it began to disappear. The man withdrew the tool, and adjusted the
controls some more. The tip of the probe began to glow. He pressed it against Enigma again.

Suddenly, something flared, and a circular opening perhaps two meters across appeared around the tip
of the probe. The man leaned forward, looking inside. Little of the interior could be seen, but there was
light coming from inside. The man crawled through the opening and disappeared from view, leaving the

floating probe in the middle of the opening.

After a slight delay, he reappeared, grabbed the probe and pulled it inside. The opening narrowed as he
did, and he could be seen switching the probe off, at which point the opening vanished completely.

Captain Scott reappeared on the screen, nodding.““So y’think a magnetic probe can be used to get
inside Enigma?”’

“We hope so,” said Dufty. “But we want to understand how it works before we try it ourselves, and
that’s why we wanted to talk to you about the magnetic probe.”

Scott looked puzzled.“What’s to tell? Do you not know all about magnetic probes?”



A sheepish look crossed Gomez’s face. “Sir, nobody in Starfleet has needed a magnetic probe in fifty
years. We assume the freighter has some systems old enough or primitive enough to make one useful, but
we’re just not sure.”

“Well then, lass, I'm nae sure if I should be flattered or insulted, but I can tell you all you need to know.
In my day, we used them to work on the magnetic and force field antimatter containment. I once used
one to save theEnterprisewhen we lost control of the antimatter flow.”

Gomez nodded. “The Kalandan Outpost incident. I’ve read about it in the texts.” She shuddered slightly.
“The idea of manually shutting down a runaway antimatter drive using a hand tool seems—forgive me,
Sir—”

Scotty grinned.“Insane? Lass, I would have said the same thing, but it’s amazing what a motivated
engineer will do to save his ship—as you should know, or have ye forgotten the Sentinelso soon?”

Dufty had to hide a grin of his own at Gomez’s abashed look. She had, after all, pulled several stunts
during the Dominion War during her time serving as chief engineer of theU.S.S. Sentinel. “In any case,”
he said, “that’s why we called you. This thing was designed for working on magnetic containment, yet
somehow it opened an iris in a holographic force field.”

Scotty looked surprised.““A hologram, you say?”

“We don’t know what’s inside Enigma yet, but we’re pretty sure the outside is a holographic projection
overlaying a regenerative shield system. We’ve never seen anything like it.”

“We knew Enigma wasn’t truly cloaked,” said Gomez. “Cloaking devices generally bend or transfer
electromagnetic radiation around or through a ship. Enigma isn’tthat well hidden, if you know where to
look and look closely enough in the right way. I don’t think it’s meant to sneak up on people—more like
camouflage, a system designed to allow it to go unnoticed in the vastness of space. When we see
‘through’ Enigma, we’re actually seeing a holographic representation of what the stars on the other side
look like, not the stars themselves. And the really curious thing is that, while Enigma isn’t truly invisible,
it’s equally difficult to see in most every wavelength and form of energy known. We’ve tried everything
from gravitons to tachyons. There could be thousands of Enigmas wandering through our space, and
pretty much the only way we’d ever discover them is by accident.”

“Like, say, by running into one,” added Duffy.

“So what we need, sir, is the missing link between the magnetic probe and shields. That we don’t find in
the books.”

Scotty considered the problem, idly stroking his mustache with a fingertip as he did.“Tell me, did you
ever hear of the Nelscott flip?”

Gomez blinked. “Sir?”

“When I was on the asteroid freight run at Deneva, the lads there pulled a wee trick on me. They used a
magnetic probe to invert the phase of the gravity generator under my cabin.”

Dufty chuckled.

“Aye,”’said Scott,“it plastered me to the ceiling until they switched it back again. Some engineer named



Nelscott stumbled on the trick, and they pulled it on every new officer aboard.”

“That makes sense,” said Dufty. “You can’t have shields without gravitron generation, and if you flip the
phase, the local fields would repel each other, creating our doorway. We’ve got the ‘can opener’ we
were looking for, and now we have a pretty good idea how it works.”

Gomez nodded. “Thank you, Captain. We couldn’t have figured it out without you.”

“Any time, lass. Anything else I can do, let me know. Also, since this concerns holograms, there’s a lad
you might want to look up. Top man in the field, or so they tell me.”

“Brocceoli!” Duffy said 