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Have you ever read Milton, Captain?

—KHAN NOONIEN SINGH


PART ONE

A.D. 2287
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Personal log, James T. Kirk, Stardate 8415.9.

No longer an admiral, I am a captain once more, but a captain, as of yet, without a ship. The Enterprise-A remains in spacedock, while Chief Engineer Scott prepares our new starship for final testing and service.

With time on my hands, and my future on hold, it is the past that occupies my thoughts. Old decisions, and new regrets, haunt me, compelling me to embark on a solemn pilgrimage to the site of what may have been one of my greatest mistakes….

“We’re approaching Ceti Alpha V,” Sulu announced from the helm. “Switching to impulse.”

“Very good, Mr. Sulu,” Kirk responded. “As always, your piloting is to be commended.”

The Yakima was a compact, warp-capable cruiser, only slightly larger than a shuttlecraft. Besides Kirk and Sulu, the chartered vessel held only two other passengers: Spock and McCoy.

“I still think there are better places to spend our vacation time,” McCoy groused. The doctor sat opposite Kirk in the cruiser’s cabin-sized passenger compartment, next to Spock. Like the captain and Sulu, McCoy had eschewed his Starfleet uniform in favor of civilian garb. A rumpled brown jacket hung over his bony shoulders. “Next time we’re going to Yosemite or something.”

“Nobody forced you to come along, Bones,” Kirk said with a smile. A turtleneck sweater and trousers served as casual attire. He knew McCoy too well to take the doctor’s grumbling too seriously. “This is a personal matter, not a Starfleet assignment.”

McCoy’s tone softened. “That’s what friends are for, Jim.” All kidding aside, the doctor’s innate compassion was written upon his weathered features. “You shouldn’t have to make this trip alone.”

“Indeed,” Spock concurred. “For once, Dr. McCoy and I find ourselves in agreement.” Clad in an austere black robe, the Vulcan maintained a dignified posture upon his seat. His hands were clasped before him as though in prayer. “One does not have to be human to understand that this particular voyage is bound to trouble your emotions.”

That’s putting it lightly, Kirk thought. It had been less than a year since the deadly return of Khan Noonien Singh, who had blamed Kirk for his disastrous exile on Ceti Alpha V. Since then, Kirk had often pondered whether Khan had been justified in his quest for revenge. Was I wrong to maroon Khan and his followers there so many years ago? Am I responsible for all those deaths?

Kirk felt he owed it to the memory of those who had died on Ceti Alpha V to visit the planet himself, and perhaps learn more of what had transpired there after he’d left Khan behind all those years ago. “Thank you,” he told his friends sincerely. “I’m grateful for the company.”

He glanced out a porthole at the surrounding space. The stars, which had been streaking by the windows at warp speed, coalesced into discrete points of light as the Yakima dropped to impulse. Isolated chunks of solid matter bounced off the cruiser’s deflectors, while the ship gracefully wove through an obstacle course composed of larger rocky fragments.

“Heading through an asteroid belt,” Sulu warned them by way of explanation. “Things could get a little bumpy.”

“Wonderful,” McCoy drawled, buckling his seat belt. “I’d forgotten how delightful this system is.” He rolled his eyes. “You know, I never did understand how the Reliant managed to mistake Ceti Alpha V for Ceti Alpha VI in the first place. Mind you, I’m a doctor, not an astronavigator, but how do you misplace an entire planet?”

“More easily than you might suppose, Doctor,” Spock replied. “This remote sector has not yet been extensively charted, so Captain Terrell had to rely on the Enterprise’s original survey of the Ceti Alpha system, conducted many years before. According to that survey, there was a total of only six planets in the system, bordered by an extensive asteroid belt.” He tilted his head at the porthole, where myriad granite boulders continued to zip past the window. “As Reliant approached the system from the outside, they naturally assumed that the outer planet was Ceti Alpha VI—and mistook the remains of the real Ceti Alpha VI for a portion of the asteroid belt mentioned in the survey.”

Exactly, Kirk thought. Reliant had no reason to suspect that the sixth planet had been completely destroyed. He seized on Spock’s argument to help ease his own pangs of conscience. Just as I had no way of knowing that Ceti Alpha VI was going to explode.

Or did I?

Should I have looked harder? Anticipated every possibility?

The nagging questions gnawed at Kirk’s soul.

“All right,” McCoy conceded. “But that just raises another question. How in blazes did Starfleet manage to forget where we put Khan? Didn’t they realize that maniac was, at best, only one planet away?”

“Blame Starfleet secrecy,” Kirk explained grimly. He’d asked himself many of the same questions in the weeks after their return engagement with Khan. “The details of the Botany Bay incident had been classified top-secret by Starfleet, which didn’t want to advertise the existence of a colony of genetically engineered superhumans on Ceti Alpha V. As a result, Captain Terrell, immersed in the equally top-secret Genesis Project, was completely unaware of the system’s history.” Kirk’s frown deepened as he remembered how that lack of information had ultimately cost Terrell his life. “Lord knows it wouldn’t be the first time that Starfleet’s right hand didn’t know what the left one was hiding.”

“Or, to be more precise,” Spock observed, “had hidden eighteen years earlier.”

McCoy shook his head, still not satisfied. “But Chekov was right there on the Reliant, not to mention John Kyle. They must have remembered about Khan and the others. Hell, Khan personally attacked Kyle that first time around. I treated his injuries.”

Kirk had to admit that Khan Noonien Singh was hard to forget. “I spoke with Chekov about this, afterward,” he divulged. “You have to remember that Ceti Alpha VI—or, rather, what Reliant believed to be Ceti Alpha VI—was just one of several planets that he and Terrell had checked out in hopes of finding an ideal site for Stage Three of the Genesis Project. They’d had every expectation of Ceti Alpha VI being rejected as a candidate just like all the others.” Kirk smiled wryly. “Apparently, Carol was being extremely picky when it came to choosing just the right planet for her experiment.”

“Dr. Marcus is known for her rigorous scientific methodology,” Spock confirmed.

Kirk knew that was high praise coming from a Vulcan. I wonder how Carol is doing? he thought sadly; it had not been easy telling her about David’s death on the Genesis Planet. Bloodthirsty Klingon bastards!

He pushed his vengeful thoughts aside—for now. “Chekov was caught in a bind,” he continued. “Like the rest of our original crew, including Kyle, he had been sworn to secrecy regarding the Botany Bay affair, on a strictly need-to-know basis. And, at the point that he and Terrell beamed down to what they thought was Ceti Alpha VI, Terrell did not need to know … not when Chekov had every reason to believe that Ceti Alpha VI would be quickly rejected as a test site, and that Reliant would be leaving the entire system shortly.”

Kirk sighed, sympathizing with the Russian officer’s dilemma. “Naturally, had Ceti Alpha VI been selected for the experiment, Chekov would have immediately informed Terrell of the existence of a human colony one planet away. But that hadn’t happened yet and, as far as Chekov and Kyle were concerned, Khan and his followers were safely stranded on Ceti Alpha V, without the means of spaceflight. They seemed to pose no threat to Reliant—or so Chekov believed.”

A reasonable assumption, Kirk thought, if tragically mistaken. The ghastly consequences of Khan’s escape from exile were still fresh in his memory. Not only had Clark Terrell perished; Khan had also ruthlessly slaughtered nearly the entire science team at the Regula I Space Laboratory, and later launched a sneak attack on the Enterprise itself. Kirk winced at the thought of the many fresh-faced cadets who had lost their lives in the battle against Khan, including Scotty’s own nephew. According to the eventual Starfleet investigation, more than three dozen people had died as a result of Khan’s return, not counting Khan’s own crew, whose exact names and numbers remained unknown.

And those were just the direct fatalities, Kirk realized. Khan’s escape had set in motion a chain of events that had led to Spock’s brief but harrowing demise, the creation of the Genesis Planet, the destruction of the original Enterprise, and the murder of Kirk’s son. Who was really to blame for David’s death? Kirk asked himself. The Klingons? Khan? Me?

Where did it all begin—and where in God’s name will it end?

“Probably just as well that Chekov is not along for this trip,” McCoy observed. “Pavel suffered enough on that godforsaken planet.”

“Agreed,” Kirk said. The stalwart Russian had volunteered to join them, but, on his doctor’s orders, he had stayed behind on Earth in order to fully recover from the injuries he’d sustained during their recent whale-rescuing excursion to the twentieth century. “I’m sure Scotty and Uhura will appreciate his help getting the new Enterprise shipshape.”

Plus, Kirk knew, Chekov has his own burden of guilt to deal with.

The Yakima executed a last few elegant maneuvers; then its flight path leveled out once more. The floating debris outside the porthole gave way to open space. “We’re through the asteroid belt,” Sulu reported. “Ceti Alpha V dead ahead.”

Here we are, Kirk thought. The prospect of setting foot on the planet that had driven Khan mad cast a melancholy pall over Kirk’s spirits. All the more reason to see it for myself, he resolved. After all, I was the one who banished him here.

“I hear what you’re saying, Jim,” McCoy said thoughtfully. He peered through his own window, watching warily for the first glimpse of their forbidding destination. “But, me, I’m inclined to blame that whole mess with the Reliant on nothing more complicated than Murphy’s Law.”

It was, Kirk admitted, as good an explanation as any.

Ceti Alpha V loomed into view. It was an ugly planet, its surface hidden beneath clouds of yellowish brown vapor that swirled madly in the planet’s turbulent atmosphere. How very different it looked from the lush, green world Kirk remembered.

We’re coming, Khan, he thought. Let’s find out what made you hate me so much….
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The planet was just as desolate as Chekov had described it. High-velocity winds ravaged the surface, creating a perpetual sandstorm that severely impaired visibility. Filtered through the sulfurous atmosphere, the daylight had a sickly yellow tinge. Sand dunes rose and fell in all directions, along with stony outcroppings and rock formations worn smooth by the constant windblown grit. The fierce winds shrieked like a phaser on overload.

Kirk found it hard to imagine that Ceti Alpha V had ever been a Class-M planet. Even safely encased within the protection of his environmental suit, he could feel the force of the mighty winds blowing against him. Only his heavy-duty gravity books kept him standing, however precariously, amid the never-ending gale. He peered through the tinted visor of his helmet and was impressed, despite himself, that Khan had managed to survive at all in this grossly inhospitable environment.

“Good Lord, Jim!” McCoy exclaimed, his shocked voice emanating from the headset in Kirk’s helmet. A medkit was slung over the doctor’s shoulder, in case of an accident. “How could anyone live in this hellhole, let alone for eighteen years!”

“Fifteen years, by Khan’s reckoning,” Spock observed calmly, “given Ceti Alpha V’s altered orbit.” The dire conditions failed to rattle his composure. “In any event, life-forms can be remarkably tenacious, Doctor. My own ancestors thrived in the scorched deserts of Vulcan for countless millennia.”

“Maybe so,” McCoy retorted, “but this place makes Vulcan’s Forge look like a tropical resort!”

Kirk’s friends stood only a few meters away, sheathed in their own protective suits. Thankfully, the suits came in different colors, which made it easier to distinguish between the two men in the middle of a sandstorm. The doctor’s suit was orange-and-black, while, appropriately, Spock’s suit was a more severe black-and-white. Kirk’s own suit was orange as well, posing a bit of a challenge for Spock. Let’s hope his superior Vulcan senses are all they’re cracked up to be, the captain thought.

The abrasive sand fought a (hopefully) losing battle against the enamel coating of the men’s environmental suits. Kirk heard his own breath echoing inside the confines of his bulky helmet, along with the (also hopefully) steady hum of the suit’s breathing apparatus. In theory, the atmosphere retained enough oxygen to support life, but Kirk had no desire to inhale a raging sandstorm. He took a cautious step forward, wary of the shifting landscape beneath his boots.

Static crackled in his ears and he heard a scratchy, distorted voice that he barely recognized as Sulu’s. “Everything okay down there, Captain?”

“We seem to have materialized with all our parts attached, Mr. Sulu,” Kirk answered, raising his voice in order to hear himself over the ceaseless keening of the wind. “The scenery leaves something to be desired, though.”

“What’s that, Captain?” Another burst of static punctuated Sulu’s query. “Please repeat.”

The fierce sandstorms, along with electrical disturbances in the atmosphere, were wreaking havoc with transmissions to and from the Yakima. Kirk found himself yearning for Uhura’s singular knack with communications technology.

“We’re fine!” he shouted into his helmet’s built-in mike. “I’ll contact you again—shortly. Kirk out.”

Landing the cruiser in this tempest had never been an option, so Sulu had remained in orbit with the Yakima. Kirk wished he could have given Sulu an exact time to beam them back up to the cruiser, but, to be honest, Kirk wasn’t quite sure how long this somber expedition was going to last. What exactly am I looking for? he wondered. Absolution?

Kirk raised a tricorder and scanned the horizon. According to the coordinates Chekov had provided, Khan’s former abode should be somewhere in this vicinity, although the ever-changing topography of the windswept desert made it difficult to get one’s bearings. He eyed the tricorder’s display panel attentively, watching for some indication of anything besides sand, rock, and haze.

Chekov and Terrell, he could not help recalling, had been looking for a particle of preanimate matter, only to run into Khan and his genetically engineered acolytes instead. It was a chilling thought.

At first, the instrument yielded no hint as to which way to go, but Kirk had not come this far just to give up. He fiddled with the sensor controls while methodically surveying every centimeter of the surrounding wasteland. His persistence paid off as the tricorder picked up faint readings of artificial alloys somewhere beyond a rocky granite ridge southeast of where Kirk and his companions were now standing. Duritanium mostly, plus composites of cobalt and molybdenum.

“This way,” he said, gesturing toward the ridge. Leading them on, he trudged through the treacherous sand, walking directly into the rampaging wind. The smooth slope of the escarpment made for an arduous climb, and Kirk was breathing hard by the time he reached the top. Sweat soaked through the lightweight garments he wore beneath the environmental suit. Ceti Alpha V was supposed to have Earth-standard gravity, but the heavy ceramic-polymer shell of the suit felt like it weighed a ton. I could use a bit of Khan’s genetically enhanced strength and stamina right about now, he thought enviously.

He paused atop the ridge, taking a moment to catch his breath. Spock and McCoy joined him, the doctor lagging behind his hardier Vulcan colleague. “Well, I’ll be damned,” McCoy muttered as he peered past the hill they had just climbed.

The crest of the ridge looked out over a shallow depression, partially shielded from the storm by steep granite banks, like the eye of a tornado. Less blowing sand meant better visibility, so all three men were able to see, nestled at the base of the hollow, several half-buried large metal structures. The sharp right angles of the rectangular buildings stood in stark contrast to the sinuous curves of the wind-crafted dunes and rock formations.

Just as Chekov described, Kirk thought. Unlike the unlucky Russian, he knew right away what he was looking at: a crude shelter fashioned of recycled cargo carriers, Khan’s dismal abode during his long years of exile on Ceti Alpha V. The ugly, boxlike shacks were a far cry from the sumptuous palaces Khan had enjoyed during his glory days back on Earth.

Anxious to get a closer look, Kirk set out down the leeward side of the ridge. Haste warred with caution as he carefully descended the pebbly concave slope, being careful not to lose his balance. Despite his impatience, he had no desire to tumble down the ridge head over heels.

Behind him, McCoy and Spock made their way down with equal care, but that wasn’t enough to keep McCoy’s feet from sliding out from beneath him as he awkwardly negotiated a particularly treacherous incline in his gravity boots. He toppled backward, waving his arms in a futile attempt to regain his balance.

Fortunately, Spock was there to grab the front of McCoy’s environmental suit, steadying the wobbly physician. “Careful, Doctor,” he admonished McCoy. “As I have often noted, your impetuousness will be your undoing.”

“There was nothing impetuous about it!” the doctor protested, not about to let Spock get the last word. “I just had a little slip, you pointy-eared rapscallion.”

Even with the somber nature of today’s outing, Kirk could not help but smile at his friends’ familiar bickering. It was good to hear Bones banter with Spock again, especially considering that, not so long ago, Kirk had thought they had lost Spock forever.

Thanks to Khan and his insane lust for revenge, Kirk recalled angrily. Khan may not have succeeded in killing me, but, like the bad marksman I accused him of being, he damn well murdered enough people in the process!

Kirk still found it hard to accept that Spock had actually died, albeit temporarily, in this very sector less than a year ago. He winced at the thought of the Vulcan’s agonizing final minutes in the Enterprise’s radiation-flooded engine room. One more death laid at Khan’s doorstep, he reflected, and perhaps, indirectly, at my own.

Reaching the bottom of the slope, he arrived within moments at Khan’s literal doorstep. The pitted exterior of the cargo bays had been stripped of paint by the wind and sand, exposing the dull gray metal underneath. Signs of corrosion mottled the pressed steel walls. Rusted metal blinds covered a single small window, concealing what lay within the makeshift shelter.

Kirk had seen shantytowns on desolate mining asteroids that looked more livable than this.

He waited for Spock and McCoy to catch up with him, then took hold of a closed steel door, roughly fashioned out of an old bulkhead. Decrepit hinges creaked loudly as he tugged open the door, which led to a cramped vestibule that must have served Khan and his followers as a sort of primitive airlock. A second door occupied the far end of the entry. Stuck in its frame, the inner door resisted Kirk’s efforts, and he had to ram it with his shoulder before it finally swung open.

Taking a deep breath, Kirk stepped inside the abandoned lair of Khan Noonien Singh.

The ramshackle interior of the shelter resembled a cross between an army barracks and a junkyard. The sturdy cargo carriers had been laid end to end, like old-fashioned boxcars, creating a chain of rectangular compartments. A phaser had clearly been used to cut doorways in the interior walls, connecting the chambers; the charred edges of the open portals were rough and uneven. Dark red paint still clung to the riveted steel sheets composing the walls, floor, and ceiling. A stamped white notice listing a compartment’s loading capacity betrayed its origins.

In silence, the three men toured the linked compartments. Evidence of habitation, if only of a marginal nature, could be seen all around them: benches, cots, a charcoal stove. Pots and pans hung on the walls, along with coils of recycled cable and wiring. Food and fuel canisters littered the floor, which was only infrequently carpeted with ragged pieces of canvas. A run-down protein resequencer, which looked as though it was being held together by baling wire and tape, rested on a dusty countertop.

Kirk spotted a makeshift chess set, the pieces composed of leftover nuts and bolts. Like most everything else in this improvised habitat, including the very walls, the game had been constructed from cannibalized pieces of scrap. Kirk wasn’t sure whether to admire Khan’s ingenuity or to be appalled at the desperate straits that had obviously driven Khan and his people to make use of every stray fragment of material they possessed.

The men’s heavy bootsteps echoed in the silence of the deserted shelter. Kirk felt as though he were exploring a tomb. No doubt, he thought wryly, Khan would appreciate being compared to an ancient pharaoh.

McCoy finally broke the funereal hush. “According to my tricorder, the air is definitely breathable.” He peered at the lighted display panel on his instrument. “Slight traces of craylon gas, but nothing our lungs can’t handle.”

Kirk took the doctor’s word for it and unfastened the airtight seal of his helmet. Lifting the headgear from his shoulders, he took an experimental breath. To his relief, he did not fall over, gasping.

The air was hot and dry, but just as breathable as McCoy had promised. Although uninhabited since Khan’s escape from Ceti Alpha V a year ago, the shelter still smelled of unwashed human bodies crammed into close quarters for far too long.

I left more than seventy colonists here nineteen years ago, Kirk recalled. How many of them survived in this miserable hovel? Chekov had reported seeing only a couple of dozen followers with Khan, all of them noticeably younger than their hate-crazed leader. The explosive demise of Reliant, however, had made a final body count impossible. Besides McGivers, how many men and women perished in this godforsaken place?

“Shades of Robinson Crusoe,” McCoy murmured, having removed his own helmet. He ran a gloved finger over the casing of a jury-rigged air purifier mounted to one wall, leaving a trail in the yellow dust covering the inactive mechanism. He shook his head at the meager living conditions implied by the ill-equipped shelter.

“Perhaps,” Spock agreed, “if Robinson Crusoe was a genetically engineered superman.” He rested his matte-black helmet onto one of the empty cots. “One can only speculate whether ordinary humans could have survived so long under such adverse conditions.”

McGivers didn’t, Kirk thought. The face of the lovely redheaded historian rose from his memory like a restless spirit. He had not known her well, but she had been one of his crew, before he left her behind with Khan and the others. She chose to stay with Khan, he reminded himself, but did I leave her any choice? It was that or a court-martial….

Remembering what Khan had told Chekov about McGivers’ death, Kirk looked about cautiously for the sealed terrarium in which Khan had kept his deadly Ceti eels. To his surprise, the transparent container was nowhere to be seen, although a circular impression atop a dusty tabletop hinted at where the terrarium had once rested.

That’s peculiar, he thought. Had Khan brought his vile “pets” with him when he escaped the planet? If so, the creatures must have died when Reliant exploded.

“Looks like they left in a hurry,” McCoy said, toying with a ceramic cup he found next to a pile of dirty plates and utensils. “They left everything behind.”

Kirk nodded. He had noticed the same thing. “After eighteen Earth-years, I imagine they were sick of looking at them,” he guessed. Plus, Khan was doubtless in a rush to claim his revenge. A shelf of antique books caught his eye, and he scanned the titles on the spines of the volumes. King Lear. Moby-Dick. Paradise Lost.

Kirk was surprised that Khan had abandoned his precious library, but only for a moment. After all those years, his superior brain must have memorized every word.

“Look at this,” McCoy said. He had stumbled across an old Starfleet-issue medkit. Blowing the dust off its lid, he opened the kit, which turned out to be almost completely depleted of first-aid supplies. Only a few skinny rolls of bloodstained gauze remained, along with a broken hypospray and a handful of empty medication cartridges. “Dear Lord,” the doctor whispered.

Kirk remembered how appalled McCoy had been, during their trip to twentieth-century San Francisco, at the barbaric medical technology of the time. He could well imagine the doctor’s dismay at finding even worse conditions in their own era.

McCoy glanced around the forlorn shelter. “Genetically engineered or not, how on earth did Khan and his people survive being cooped up in these broken-down cargo bays for eighteen years?”

“As a matter of fact, that was not what occurred,” Spock said.

“What?” McCoy reacted. He turned toward their Vulcan companion, who surveyed the habitat’s interior with a cool, analytical gaze. “What do you mean by that?”

“Surely, Doctor, you did not believe that these refurbished cargo carriers comprised the entirety of the survivors’ dwellings.” Spock gestured toward the shelter’s sparse decor. “Use your logic. Do you see the resources to sustain a working colony, no matter how rudimentary? Where are the foodstuffs produced?”

Good questions, Kirk thought, even though he suspected he already knew the answers.

“So what’s the story?” McCoy asked. Despite his skeptical tone, Kirk thought he caught a trace of hope in the doctor’s voice, as though he was relieved to hear that the castaways’ lives might not have been as bleak as they first appeared. “Don’t tell me Khan built a Shangri-La just over the next ridge. This entire planet is one big wasteland.”

“Precisely,” Spock agreed. “The surface of Ceti Alpha V is nearly incapable of supporting life, which is why, logically, we must look beneath the surface.”

“That’s right,” Kirk confirmed. “Kyle and the rest of the Reliant survivors reported finding some sort of underground caverns after Khan stranded them on the planet. Unfortunately, they were in no shape to explore them at the time.”

Kirk felt a renewed surge of anger at Khan as he recalled the madman’s brutal treatment of Reliant’s crew. Keeping only the engine-room company, whom he forced into service via the mind-warping Ceti eels, Khan had banished the rest of the crew—some three hundred men and women—to the planet’s surface, but not before venting eighteen years of pent-up fury on the innocent Starfleet personnel. Throats had been cut, and bones broken, in a vicious prelude to the massacre at Regula I. At least ten victims had not survived their injuries, and the rest had been too hungry and hurting to do much more than survive.

Khan’s idea of poetic justice, no doubt, Kirk thought resentfully. Never mind that not one of those people was responsible for his exile here!

“I don’t remember anything about caverns,” McCoy protested. He hesitated, a look of uncertainty upon his face. “At least I don’t think I do.”

“You weren’t exactly yourself after Spock’s death,” Kirk reminded him gently. “You had other things on your mind.”

Spock’s katra, among other things.

“In my mind, you mean,” McCoy retorted, giving the Vulcan a dirty look. “But I guess I can be forgiven for blanking on a debriefing or two.” He glanced down at the scuffed duritanium floor of the shelter. “Caves, you say?”

Kirk nodded. “Kyle mentioned something about an access panel in the floor. Let’s look for that.”

“Of course, Captain,” Spock said.

Borrowing Kirk’s tricorder, the science officer scanned the floor. Kirk watched intently, holding his breath. Where the devil is that panel?

An electronic beep announced that the tricorder had found something. His gaze fixed on the sensor display, Spock crossed the compartment until he came to a stretch of floor covered by a torn canvas tarp. He kneeled and yanked the tarp aside with his free hand, exposing a hinged metal grille embedded in the floor. Rising, he nodded at the grille knowingly. “As I surmised, the fresher air is rising from somewhere below, from an underground cavern, either natural or otherwise.”

Kirk opened the grille. A dusty steel ladder led down into a murky, unlit shaft. What are you hiding down there, Khan? he asked silently, but the vengeful tyrant was beyond answering. What answers are buried beneath these huts?

The captain made an instant decision. “Let’s go,” he declared, donning his helmet once more. He activated the suit’s built-in searchlight and stepped onto the top rung of the ladder. “I want to see what’s down there.”

“Are you sure that’s wise, Jim?” McCoy asked. Nevertheless, he dutifully reached for his own helmet.

Kirk paused upon the ladder. “Mr. Spock, do you detect any structural instability below?”

“Not in the immediate vicinity, Captain.” He aimed the tricorder directly at the yawning shaft. “The dense mineral contains trace amounts of kelbonite, making it difficult to scan beyond, say, one hundred thirty-two point six meters.”

Kirk smiled at his friend’s unerring precision. “We’ll take our chances then.” He gave both men a serious look. “Our suits should protect us from any lurking eels, but keep a watch out anyway.” He tapped the type-2 phaser affixed to the belt of his environmental suit. “If you see one, shoot to kill.”

“No kidding,” McCoy muttered. The doctor had seen firsthand the injuries an immature eel had inflicted on Chekov’s cerebral cortex. Thank goodness the damage wasn’t permanent, Kirk thought.

He activated his helmet’s searchlight and resumed his descent down the ladder. The metal rungs were scratched from constant use and wobbled unnervingly. Kirk breathed a sigh of relief when he reached the bottom of the shaft, roughly fifty meters below the compartment above.

Turning away from the ladder, which rattled beneath the weight of first Spock, then McCoy, Kirk swept the darkness with the beam of his searchlight. He found himself in a lifeless cavern, which appeared to be the nexus of several subterranean tunnels that radiated out from the central shaft like the spokes of a wheel.

The walls of the tunnels were rough and uneven, as was the stony floor beneath his feet. Jagged stalactites hung from the ceiling, even though the dripping moisture that had formed them appeared to have dried out long ago. The massive excavation reminded him of the underground mining complex on Janus VI; Kirk half-expected to see a Horta come burrowing through the walls at any minute.

Reaching the floor of the cavern, Spock and McCoy added their own searchlights to his. The added illumination exposed curtains of solid calcite adorning the walls.

“Good Lord,” McCoy murmured, taking in the gloomy ambience of the sepulchral vault. Kirk wondered if McCoy was also remembering Janus VI, or perhaps the menacing corridors of Roger Korby’s underground sanctuary on Exo III.

“Fascinating,” Spock remarked. He aimed the tricorder down one of the narrow tunnels. “I’m detecting a rather extensive network of underground chambers, linked by branching corridors.” An opened vent in his helmet allowed him to sniff the air, which smelled only slightly better than the sour atmosphere in the cargo bays. “The fresher air is being generated in some of the chambers ahead. Possibly gardens of some variety?”

Kirk was impressed. “How large is this network?”

“Impossible to say, Captain,” Spock replied. “As I mentioned, the presence of kelbonite makes long-range scanning difficult. There may even be additional levels deeper below us.”

Kirk ran the palm of his glove over a section of wall that showed evidence of being chiseled by hand. “Did Khan and his people carve out this entire installation?” Even with eighteen years of superhuman labor, it seemed an enormous task to complete.

Spock shook his head. “More likely, they adapted an existing network of caverns for their own use. Portions of these catacombs appear to have been formed by natural geological processes, while other regions have been expanded and excavated by artificial effort.”

“Perhaps they were driven underground,” McCoy speculated, “by the cataclysm that devastated the surface?”

“A highly probable supposition, Doctor,” Spock said.

Kirk glanced upward at the thick limestone roof of the cavern. A thought occurred to him and he activated the communicator in his helmet. “Kirk to Yakima,” he said. “Can you read me, Sulu?”

Static alone greeted his hails.

Just what I was afraid of, Kirk thought. Between the storm, the duritanium crates, and some five hundred meters of solid rock, they were effectively cut off from their ship. Just the way Chekov and Terrell were, when Khan ambushed them.

“Looks like we’re on our own,” he said with a shrug, knowing that Spock and McCoy had heard his futile attempt to contact Sulu.

“Well, that’s a comforting turn of events,” McCoy drawled.

Now what? Kirk thought, contemplating the profusion of tunnels leading away from the cavern. If Spock was right, it could take hours—if not days—to fully explore this underground labyrinth. This was a job for full-fledged archeological survey, not a trio of vacationing Starfleet officers.

Once again, he asked himself just what he expected to find here. A sworn affidavit from Khan, exempting me from all responsibility for the castaways’ fate?

That hardly seemed likely.

“Captain,” Spock called out. “I believe you should come here.”

The science officer had wandered partway down one of the murky corridors, his searchlight probing the darkness ahead. A hint of excitement in his voice, discernible only to those who knew him well, galvanized Kirk, sending him running as fast as his weighted gravity boots would allow.

The tunnel was a short one, leading to a dead end about fifty paces away. Kirk found Spock facing the calcite-encrusted wall at the end of the corridor, scanning the obstruction with his tricorder. “What is it?” he asked. As far as Kirk could tell, the wall ahead appeared indistinguishable from the crumbling limestone all around them.

“This barrier is not what it appears to be,” Spock reported. “I was searching for a section of cavern that was low in kelbonite when I discovered that this particular wall is, in fact, composed of reconstituted thermoconcrete, fashioned to mimic the look and texture of natural limestone.”

Kirk’s eyes widened. Thermoconcrete was a silicon-based building material used by Starfleet to construct emergency shelters and, on at least one occasion, to patch the wounds of an injured Horta. Kirk remembered leaving Khan with a quantity of thermoconcrete when he dropped off the colonists on Ceti Alpha V years ago.

“Well, I’ll be!” McCoy blurted, joining them before the ersatz cave wall. “Sure would have fooled me.”

“Not always the most difficult of accomplishments,” Spock observed dryly. “Nonetheless, it is a highly effective exercise in camouflage.”

But to what purpose? Kirk wondered. Why would Khan go to such effort to disguise an artificial wall? He stared at the rugged-looking barrier with suspicion. What was he hiding, and who was he hiding it from?

“Can you tell what’s beyond this wall?” Kirk asked Spock.

“Affirmative, Captain.” The Vulcan scanned the wall with his tricorder. “Sensors indicate another chamber, approximately fifty-nine-point-eight-seven-two cubic meters in size.” His right eyebrow arched. “I am also detecting traces of organic matter.”

“Organic?” McCoy echoed in surprise. “You mean there’s something alive in there?”

Spock shook his head. “Life signs are negative. More likely, these readings indicate the presence of something that was once alive.”

Curiouser and curiouser, Kirk thought. He swiftly made up his mind. “We need to find out what Khan’s hiding in there.” He glanced at the ceiling. “Mr. Spock, would you say that this wall is essential to the structural integrity of this tunnel?”

“No, Captain,” Spock replied. “I would estimate that the odds of a cave-in are less than one-point-zero-four percent.”

“Good enough for me,” Kirk said. Drawing his phaser, he set it for maximum power and aimed it at the camouflaged wall. “You gentlemen might want to step back.”

Spock and McCoy duly obliged, and Kirk squeezed the trigger. A beam of crimson energy struck the disguised thermoconcrete, causing it to glow brightly at the far end of the tunnel. The solid wall shimmered briefly, then dissolved into empty space, revealing an open archway into the chamber beyond. McCoy cast a nervous look at the ceiling, despite Spock’s reassuring prediction, but the narrow passage showed no sign of collapsing. Only a sprinkling of charred powder fell upon the floor around the newly exposed entrance.

Kirk released the trigger, then set his phaser back on Kill. Barely waiting for the edges of the archway to cool, he rushed into the second cavern, then stopped in his tracks. His jaw dropped.

The chapel-sized grotto had been transformed into a tomb of breathtaking beauty and elegance, dominated by a pair of massive stone sarcophagi. The right-hand sarcophagus was starkly unadorned, but the lid of the left-hand sarcophagus had been sculpted in the image of an attractive woman in an old-fashioned Starfleet uniform. The woman’s ample hair cascaded down onto her shoulders, while her classical features bore a wistful expression, touched by a profound sadness.

The figure lay gazing up at the ceiling. Kirk read the inscription engraved at the foot of the sarcophagus:

Marla McGivers Singh
  Beloved Wife
  2242–2273 Anno Domini
  “A Superior Woman”

McCoy entered the crypt after Kirk. He looked about the grotto with a look of wonder on his careworn features. “Jim, take a look at this,” he said, pointing to a small niche above the entrance. A much smaller sculpture, of a knight in shining armor and a woman in a medieval gown, was embedded in the niche. “That’s from McGivers’ quarters back on the old Enterprise.”

Kirk dimly remembered the sculpture. McGivers’ own work, as he recalled. Her quarters had been a veritable gallery of paintings and sculptures, all paying tribute to the great heroes and champions of the past. Small wonder she succumbed so quickly to Khan’s charisma.

His gaze was drawn back to the chiseled lid of the sarcophagus. Although he had not laid eyes on the real McGivers for almost nineteen years, he could see that the likeness was remarkable. The exquisite craftsmanship of the sculpture, as well as the graceful lines of the sarcophagus below, testified to hours of painstaking labor and commitment. He had no doubt that this was Khan’s own handiwork, and that the second sarcophagus had been intended for Khan himself.

“He must have loved her very much,” McCoy murmured.

Kirk had to agree. In truth, he had long suspected Khan of simply using McGivers, of taking advantage of her hopeless infatuation in order to secure her cooperation in his failed attempt to capture the Enterprise. But this remarkable memorial belied such a cynical interpretation, as had the intensity of Khan’s fervent desire for revenge. Kirk could no longer deny that some sort of deep and lasting love had blossomed between Khan and the smitten young Starfleet officer.

Had McGivers made the right decision, going with Khan? Was the love she found worth the price she ultimately paid? Kirk didn’t know how to answer those questions. He looked again at the inscription on her bier, taking note of the dates engraved there. Marla McGivers had been only thirty-one years old when she died….

Should I return her remains to Earth? Kirk wondered momentarily. As he recalled, she had possessed no close family ties back home, something which had made her semi-mysterious disappearance a bit easier to pull off. Officially, Lieutenant Marla McGivers was listed as “Missing” in Starfleet’s public records.

“Impressive,” Spock observed, joining them within the tomb. “A burial site transformed into an artistic expression of love. Not unlike the Taj Mahal in Khan’s native India.”

“Why, Spock,” McCoy said. “I never knew you were such a romantic!”

“I assure you, Doctor, my appreciation is purely aesthetic.” Spock scanned the streaked marble coffins with his tricorder. “Curious,” he remarked, raising a quizzical eyebrow. “Although Lieutenant McGivers’ coffin contains merely her physical remains, I am detecting a variety of artifacts within the second sarcophagus, including a quantity of data-storage disks.”

Data disks? Kirk’s mind seized on the possibilities. McGivers was a historian, he remembered; she surely would have wanted to document the colonists’ experiences on the planet. Had she kept a careful log of everything that happened to Khan and the others?

“I want those disks,” he decided. Stepping forward, he gripped the massive stone lid of the right-hand sarcophagus. “Gentlemen, your assistance, please.”

Spock responded promptly to Kirk’s request, but McCoy hesitated. “I don’t know, Jim,” he said. “Doesn’t this strike you as a bit, well, ghoulish?”

Kirk shook his head. “Khan’s atoms were scattered all over the Mutara Sector,” he reminded the doctor. “There’s no body here to disturb.” He glanced at the adjacent tomb. “Besides, I don’t think McGivers would mind. As a historian, she knew that sometimes you have to unearth the past in order to learn more about it. If these are her records, she would have wanted them read.”

He and Spock took up positions at opposite ends of the sarcophagus. He dug his fingers into the seam beneath the marble lid, securing his grip. The heavily insulated gloves of his environmental suit made holding onto the lid a bit tricky, but Kirk thought he could manage. “On my count,” he instructed Spock. “One … two…three!”

The immense slab was difficult to lift. Kirk grunted inside his helmet, straining to budge the stubborn immovable object. Spock’s Vulcan strength came to his rescue, and the lid came loose at last. Conscious of the intricate stonework, the two men carefully laid the marble slab on the floor, leaning it up against one side of the sarcophagus.

That was rough, Kirk thought. He suspected he’d be feeling the ache in his muscles for some time to come. Let’s hope it was worth the effort.

He took a second to catch his breath, then peered into the shadowy recesses of the sarcophagus. As expected, no mummified remains greeted his gaze, only a packet of compact data-storage disks, of the sort used in old-style tricorders, plus one more thing: a large leather-bound book about the size of a computer display panel.

What’s this? Kirk felt a tremor of excitement as he gingerly lifted the mysterious volume from its hiding place within Khan’s coffin. While the other two men looked on, he flipped over the front cover of the book. He eagerly scanned the first page, on which was handwritten, in bold cursive letters, “The Personal Journal of Khan Noonien Singh.”

Kirk could not believe his luck. Khan’s own memoirs! Along with, most likely, Marla McGivers’ account of the colony’s history on Ceti Alpha V. Perhaps, he thought, I should not be too surprised to find these waiting; given Khan’s enormous ego, it’s only natural that he would want to set down his life and times for posterity.

“It seems Khan left us his journal,” he told Spock and McCoy, showing them the inscription on the book.

“Indeed,” Spock said. He sounded impressed, albeit in a cool Vulcan manner. “This could be a significant historical document, Captain.”

McCoy, of course, had to question their good fortune. “I don’t get it. Why would he leave this behind? Why not take it with him aboard the Reliant?”

Kirk thought he knew the answer. “Khan probably had a premonition that he might not survive his quest for revenge. He was basically taking on all of Starfleet, after all. I’m guessing he left his journal behind, along with McGivers’ disks, because he wanted some record of his struggles to endure just in case he ended up going out in a blaze of glory.” Kirk shook his head. “Khan had a weakness for grand suicidal gestures. Remember how he tried to blow up the Enterprise’s engines after his takeover failed? And how he activated the Genesis Device when Reliant was defeated?”

In truth, Kirk suspected, I don’t think Khan really cared what happened to him as long as he took me with him. The idea of dying in battle against his archfoe probably appealed to his warped sense of grandeur. Like Holmes and Moriarity, or Ahab and the whale….

“Sounds like Khan all right,” McCoy agreed. “Hell, as I recall, he almost destroyed Earth back in the 1990s, when it looked like he was losing the Eugenics Wars.”

“Precisely,” Spock stated. “With his Morning Star satellite weapon. Thankfully, he was convinced to choose exile in the Botany Bay instead.”

Kirk contemplated the volume in his hands. Perhaps these records would tell them more about Khan’s state of mind? He handed the data disks over to Spock. “Take a look at these,” he instructed. “Let’s see what we have here.”

Spock loaded the first of the disks into his tricorder. The glow from the instrument’s viewscreen highlighted the stark planes of Spock’s face as his Vulcan mind swiftly absorbed the information scrolling across the screen. “As you surmised, Captain,” he confirmed, “the disks appear to contain a record of the colony’s experiences as chronicled by Lieutenant McGivers.” He continued to scan the viewscreen with interest. “It is quite compelling.”

For himself, Kirk could not resist the temptation to open the dusty journal and start reading immediately. As the words leaped out at him, perfectly preserved by the arid atmosphere of the underground tomb, Kirk could almost hear Khan’s deep, resonant voice speaking to him….
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