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“FORWARD PHASERS OUT!”
CALLED SPOCK.

“Starboard shields buckling,” the Vulcan contin-
ued. "“Port shields can sustain only two more hits.”

“Captain, how about the Turnoga defense!”
Chekov suddenly shouted. “In a situation like
this—""

““Not now, Mr. Chekov!” snapped Kirk.
“But sir—"’

“Ensign,” said Kirk, /I don’t have time to turn the
bridge into an Academy lecture hall. Bring us
around to 419 mark 6. Drop forward shields; pre-
pare for warp speed.”

“What?” Chekov exclaimed. ““Captain, even mini-
mal warp will kick us right out of the system! And
with no shields, we’ll be defenseless.”

’Ensign, you're relieved,” said Kirk sharply. ’Palm-
er, take over. Mr. Chekov, get the hell off the
bridge. You’re confined to quarters.”



Look for STAR TREK Fiction from Pocket Books

Star Trek: The Original Series

Final Frontier
Strangers from the Sky
Enterprise
Star Trek IV:
The Voyage Home
Star Trek V:
The Final Frontier
Star Trek VI:
The Undiscovered Country
Spock’s World
The Lost Years
Prime Directive
#1 Star Trek:
The Motion Picture
#2 The Entropy Effect
#3 The Klingon Gambit
#4 The Covenant of the Crown
#5 The Prometheus Design
#6 The Abode of Life
#7 Star Trek II:
The Wrath of Khan
#8 Black Fire
#9 Triangle
#10 Web of the Romulans
#11 Yesterday's Son
#12 Mutiny on the Enterprise
#13 The Wounded Sky
#14 The Trellisane Confrontation
#15 Corona
#16 The Final Reflection
#17 Star Trek III:
The Search for Spock
#18 My Enemy, My Ally
#19 The Tears of the Singers
#20 The Vulcan Academy Murders
#21 Uhura’s Song
#22 Shadow Lord

#23 Ishmael

#24 Killing Time

#25 Dwellers in the Crucible
#26 Pawns and Symbols
#27 Mindshadow

#28 Crisis on Centaurus
#29 Dreadnought!

#30 Demons

#31 Battlestations!

#32 Chain of Attack

#33 Deep Domain

#34 Dreams of the Raven
#35 The Romulan Way
#36 How Much for Just the Planet?
#37 Bloodthirst

#38 The IDIC Epidemic
#39 Time for Yesterday
#40 Timetrap

#41 The Three-Minute Universe
#42 Memory Prime

#43 The Final Nexus

#44 Vulcan’s Glory

#45 Double, Double

#46 The Cry of the Onlies
#47 The Kobayashi Maru
#48 Rules of Engagement
#49 The Pandora Principle
#50 Doctor’s Orders

#51 Enemy Unseen

#52 Home Is the Hunter
#53 Ghost Walker

#54 A Flag Full of Stars
#55 Renegade

#56 Legacy

#57 The Rift

#58 Faces of Fire

#59 The Disinherited



Star Trek: The Next Generation

Unification #10 A Rock and a Hard Place
Metamorphosis #11 Gulliver’s Fugitives
Vendetta #12 Doomsday World
Encounter at Farpoint #13 The Eyes of the Beholders

#1 Ghost Ship #14 Exiles

#2 The Peacekeepers #15 Fortune’s Light

#3 The Children of Hamlin #16 Contamination

#4 Survivors #17 Boogeymen

#5 Strike Zone #18 Q-in-Law

#6 Power Hungry #19 Perchance to Dream

#7 Masks #20 Spartacus

#8 The Captains’ Honor #21 Chains of Command

#9 A Call to Darkness



Most Pocket Books are available at special quantity
discounts for bulk purchases for sales promotions, pre-
miums or fund raising. Special books or book excerpts
can also be created to fit specific needs.

For details write the office of the Vice President of
Special Markets, Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the
Americas, New York, New York 10020.




TR IREK"
THEJDISINMHERITED

PETER DAVID,
ITHCHAEL JAN FRIEDMAN
AND ROBERT GREENBERGER

POCKET BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney Tokyo Singapore



This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and
incidents are either products of the authors’ imaginations or are
used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or
persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

An Original Publication of POCKET BOOKS

s

POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

Copyright © 1992 by Paramount Pictures. All Rights Reserved.

avby
l. "
L) *

'.. 44 \\\ :' STAR TREK is a Registered Trademark of
® Paramount Pictures.

This book is published by Pocket Books, a division of
Simon & Schuster Inc., under exclusive license from
Paramount Pictures.

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce
this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.
For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue
of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

ISBN: 0-671-77958-3
First Pocket Books printing May 1992
1079.,8:.7 6.5 4321

POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of
Simon & Schuster Inc.

Printed in the U.S.A.



T——







Chapter One

“TODAY IS THE LAST DAY of the rest of your life.”

Jak Eisman grinned lopsidedly at the man who had
just spoken. He stabbed a finger at him and said,
“You, Delacort, are jealous.”

Delacort took a step back, miming having been shot
in the heart. Delacort was several decades Jak’s sen-
ior, but that didn’t stop him from engaging in behav-
ior that belied his years. He shook his white-maned
head and gravely placed a hand on Jak’s shoulder. “I
worked with you, trained you,” he intoned. “Tried to
instill all the good values that have so guided me
through my life. And what happens? You’re going to
go and get married anyway.”

Jak shook his head and tapped the computer screen
in front of Delacort. “Don’t you think,” he observed,
“that maybe you’d better get to work? There’s a full
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schedule packed for today.” Jak’s blue eyes snapped in
amusement. His long red hair was tied back in a
ponytail that he had only recently started sporting; it
had garnered quite a few comments from the other
members of the Gamma Xaridian colony research
team, but he had ignored them all. Because the only
thing that mattered was that L’rita liked it. She had
told him that, combined with his rather large jaw, it
made him look quite heroic, very much the swash-
buckler. He liked the sound of that. Jak Eisman,
swashbuckling aide to the administrative head of the
Gamma Xaridian colony. It had a bit of zip to it.

Delacort, with a sigh like a stray zephyr, plopped
down behind his desk. His office was not only the
largest in the building, it was the largest on the planet.
The glorious Gamma Xaridian sun was just coming
up over the horizon, its rays cutting through the
window and illuminating the vast variety of glass and
crystal knickknacks that Delacort had been so fond of
collecting. They lined many of his shelves, and the
early mornings in Delacort’s office were usually very
impressive. Rainbows glimmered off all of the white
reflective surfaces. While Jak detested having to rise
so early to meet his duties as Delacort’s right-hand
man, there was some aesthetic value to it.

Delacort scanned his duties for that day. “The same
as yesterday,” he said gravely. “And the same as the
day before that—debates, discussions. I swear to
Kolker, we have—what is it?—seven committee
meetings scheduled for today?”

“Eight,” Jak corrected.

“Eight. How many scientific committees does this
colony support, anyway?”
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Jak knew quite well that Delacort knew the answer,
but he said it anyway. “Eighty-three.”

“Eighty-three.” Delacort shook his head incredu-
lously. “Eighty-three,” he repeated. “You know”—
and he waggled a meaty finger at Jak—“‘when I first
started this colony . . .”

“Back in the old days,” Jak said with extreme
seriousness. “Back in the days before space travel,
when you had to walk here from earth. Ninety million
miles, in the snow. Uphill all the way.”

“That’s right,” Delacort said gravely. “With dino-
saurs nipping at our heels the entire time.” He smiled
briefly, and then continued. ‘“No, seriously, Jak.
When we first started things up here, there was exactly
one committee. It was headed up by yours truly. And
it was called the Committee to Get Things Done. And
I swore that we weren’t going to fall into the old trap
of parceling out every damned responsibility. And
you know what happened?”

“We did,” said Jak.

“We did,” affirmed Delacort. He waved his hands
vaguely. “Well, Kolker take it. In three months I'm
retiring off this rock and it’s going to be all yours.
Yours and your lovely bride’s.”

“Right. Sure you’re going to retire,” said Jak. “You
said that last year and the year before that.”

Delacort affected an air of being stricken. “What
are you, disappointed that you’re not rid of me?”’

Jak made a dismissive gesture, and then there was a
buzz at the door. “Come,” Delacort called.

The doors hissed open and L’rita peeked in. She
knew in what high regard Jak really held Delacort,
and although Jak covered it with good-natured banter,
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L’rita was too open an individual to cover her feelings
in that manner. So she always acted a bit shy around
Delacort.

“Is this a bad time?” she asked tentatively.

Delacort gestured for her to come in. “Not at all,”
he said. “I was just chatting with your victim here.”

“Victim?” She blinked, not entirely getting it. L’rita
was the absolute top of the heap when discussing
quantum astrophysics, but subtleties such as humor
and gentle sarcasm went right past her. ““You mean my
fiancé?”

Delacort shrugged. “Is there a difference?”

“Ignore him, honey,” said Jak. He gestured for
L’rita to come to him, and when she did he ran his
fingers affectionately over her bald pate. He felt the
slightest hint of fuzz and knew that meant she’d be
shaving her head again quite soon. “What’s up?”

“We just have a few last-minute things to go over for
the wedding reception tonight.”

“Last-minute?” said Delacort. “I'll say last-minute.
If you waited any longer, you wouldn’t be discussing
them until after you were” —he shuddered slightly—
“married. And to think that I, as head of the colony,
have to perform the ceremony.”

She tilted her head slightly, her pupilless black eyes
studying Delacort carefully. “You react so negatively
to the notion of marriage, Mr. Delacort,” she said
curiously. “Why?”

“An unnatural state of affairs, my dear,” he
boomed. “Do you know what the difference is be-
tween marriage and death?”

L’rita looked from Delacort to Jak. Not wanting to

4



THE DISINHERITED

let it dangle, Jak sighed and said, “We don’t know.
What’s the difference, boss?”

“I don’t know either,” replied Delacort. “But until
I’ve got it figured out, I'm not ready to commit myself
prematurely to either one.”

That was when the sirens went off.

L'rita gasped, instinctively moving closer to Jak,
pressing herself against him. She looked around in
confusion. “Jak?”

The air of camaraderie, of gentle banter, had evapo-
rated in an instant. Delacort was immediately behind
his computer screen once more, shouting, “Comput-
er! Damn it, clear the screen! Give me a perimeter
report!”

Jak had moved to the comm unit on the wall and
was already demanding updates. At that moment the
doors whooshed open without preamble, and scien-
tists were pouring into Delacort’s office like lemmings.
The air was filled with the babble of voices shouting
either updates of the unexpected situation or de-
mands to know what was going on.

In the courtyard far below Delacort’s office, the
Klaxon continued to scream its alert, and various
. colonists, in assorted states of dishevelment, were
staggering out into the main areas, pulling on clothes
or robes to cover their nightclothes. Only crazy people
like Delacort and his immediate staff were insane
enough to be up and around at this hour.

Delacort was waving and shouting in irritation,
“Shut up! All of you, shut up!” He was unable to hear
the computer report, and he had to bellow, “Comput-
er, repeat!”
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“Six vessels have dropped out of warp space within
the planet perimeter and are approaching the surface
at accelerated speeds,” said the computer voice in its
deep baritone. “Preliminary sensor scans indicate
their weapons are armed and ready. The general size
and configurations of the vessels indicate a ninety-
three percent likelihood they are the same vessels that
attacked the Alpha and Beta Xaridian systems within
the past four months.”

“Nearest planetary defense system?” he asked.

“Bravo station.”

“Direct communication link now. Now!”’ he added,
as if the additional shouting would somehow speed up
the computer’s instantaneous communications capa-
bilities.

A moment later a calm drawl came over the inter-
com. “This is Sloan at Bravo station,” they heard.
“You ringing me up to tell me we’re having company,
chief?”

Delacort drew an arm across the sweat that seemed
to have materialized on his upper lip. He breathed a
silent prayer of thanks to the protective spirit of
Kolker. Sloan was the most experienced man they had
in a planetary defense position. If they had to be
under attack, they couldn’t be in a better situation.
“Yeah, Sloan. What’ve you got?”

“I’m tracking them,” said Sloan. “Fast puppies . . .
but nothing I can’t handle. Phaser cannons are locking
on. We’ll have target confirmation in about four
seconds.”

Delacort nodded and cast a quick glance at the
people crowding his office. His people. Their faces
were a uniformly pasty color. He imagined that his

6



THE DISINHERITED

was as well. He didn’t see Jak, and he raised his voice
slightly as he called out, “Jak! Get an emergency
broadcast off to Starfleet! Tell them—"

“Just did it,” said Jak. “Figured I should take care
of it, just in—" He glanced at L'rita, whose arm was
around his waist. She was trembling against him.
“Just in case things get too confused later.”

It was not, of course, what he was originally going to
say. Delacort knew it all too well, and the unspoken
completion hung there—just in case we don’t make it.

But that wasn’t going to happen.

“Talk to me, Sloan,” said Delacort.

There was a long moment in which Delacort saw his
life passing before him, and then Sloan’s comforting
voice sounded through the office. “Targets acquired,”
he said. “We have positive firing signatures.”

Delacort’s response was succinct. With what had
already happened to Alpha and Beta Xaridian, no
chances could be taken. No presumptions made. If the
intruders even seemed to smell hostile, the only thing
to do was proceed on the assumption that they were
hostile.

He licked his lips once and said, “Blow them to
hell.”

“Look!”

One of the committee heads was pointing out
Delacort’s large bay window. Far, far to the east, they
could see small balls of fire lighting up the sky. The
ground phaser cannons were unleashing their arma-
ment on the incoming hostiles. Moments later the
sight of the cannonfire was accompanied by the
sounds, but they were coming over the comm link that
the computer had established. The high-pitched
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whine of the ground-based phaser defenses had always
given Delacort a headache. Now, though, they were
the sweetest sounds he’d ever heard.

And then he heard something not so sweet.

“God damn!” came Sloan’s angry voice. “They’re
fast little buggers, I'll give ’em that! Stoner! Dini!
Reacquire targets, damn it! Get them before—"

And suddenly, there at the horizon line where
Bravo station was firing at the incoming vessels, a ball
of fire leaped into existence and arced upward, as if
trying to reach for the sky and caress it with fingers of
sizzling heat. There was no sound except for a sudden
burst of static that came over the comm link.

“Communications ended,” the computer said with
dispassionate calm.

At first there was no sound, and then Delacort
managed to get out a question: “Reason for end of
communication?”’

“Bravo station has been destroyed.”

There was barely time for the people in the office to
digest that bit of information, and then they saw
them—the attackers—seeming to dive straight out of
the sun that was now rising. It was as if they were
being spit straight out of a gateway to hell.

From toward the back, Jak spoke, in a voice that
was barely above a whisper. “Del . .. what do we
do?”

When Delacort replied, he felt as if it were someone
else’s voice. As if he were speaking from a million
miles away.

“Jak—send on all frequencies, so those bastards
can hear us.”

“You’re on, boss.”
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Delacort raised his voice slightly and said, “This is
Administrator Delacort. Break off your attack imme-
diately. Starfleet has been informed of your hostile
activities. You do not have a chance. Reply, please.”

He waited for a reply—something, anything. A
boast. A threat. A demand. Something.

What he got was the screaming of air as the vessels
descended. They made a low pass that shook the
walls, caused the still morning air to thunder around
them. The floor beneath Delacort’s feet shook, and his
glass and crystal pieces toppled off their mountings.
The room was filled with the sound of shattering
fragile things—things like sculptures, Delacort
thought, and dreams.

The vessels came around, and this time, when they
made their pass, they opened fire. Delacort closed his
eyes, but was unable to shut his ears as the sounds of
ray blasts filled the courtyard outside. From below
him came the screams of his people—people whom
he had been unable to protect. His office, too, was
filled with screams and shouts, the thundering of feet
and the stink of sweat and death. He heard buildings
crack and crumble beneath the assault and went to his
window, pressing himself against it as if to present the
greatest possible target.

" Below him the colony was in flames. He saw moth-
ers clutching the broken bodies of their children, and
then buildings collapsing forward upon them. He saw
decades of his life going up in blazing ruins. Hot tears
rolled down his cheeks, and when he turned he saw
that his office was empty except for Jak and L’rita. Her
face was buried in Jak’s chest, her back shaking from
racking sobs. Jak was chewing his lower lip, running
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his hands across her head and trying to tell her that
everything, everything, was going to be all right.

Delacort stared at them.

And once again, in a voice that seemed to be
coming from someone else, Delacort was speaking.
“Do you, Jak, take L’rita...to be your lawfully
wedded wife, to have and to hold till death do you
part?”

They looked up at him, as if he’d lost his mind.
Incredibly, he was smiling. “Well?”

“Del ... are you—"

“I don’t think we have much time,” Delacort said,
prodding gently.

“He does,” L’rita said quickly. “And I do, t0o.”

Jak looked down at her and a second later was
kissing her hungrily, desperately, drowning in her.

“Then by the power vested in me—"" said Delacort.

The window blew inward, the air frying around
them. The explosion drove Delacort forward, and he
wondered about the distant stinging pain in his chest.
He looked down and saw the huge shard of glass
projecting outward and stared at it in stupefaction
before falling.

Jak took a step toward him, and then the building
was hit again. This time it was no near miss. This time
the ceiling exploded, and debris rained down upon
him. L'’rita screamed his name once and leaped into
his embrace as the ceiling fell in on them completely.
Then the floor under them collapsed, plunging to the
ground five stories below.

For another five minutes the raiding vessels contin-
ued pounding the research colony. They made pass
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after pass, until they were satisfied that no life re-
mained beneath them.

And then . ..

Then they took . . .

Nothing.

Instead the raiders circled around, their sleek trian-
gular vessels glinting in the morning light that
Delacort had so loved. They arced away toward the
rising sun, leaving behind them death and destruction
and no reason whatsoever for their massacre.

The emergency signal, of course, had already gone
out to Starfleet. But the raiders did not particularly
care about that.

They had their own concerns.

And, surrounded by death, they did part.
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Chapter Two

THE comM UNIT on Uhura’s wall beeped once. She
walked over to it and tapped it with the side of her
hand. “Lieutenant Uhura here,” she said.

“Lieutenant, a moment of your time in my quar-
ters, to go over the final details of your mission.”

“Yes, Captain,” she said. “Right away.”

“Take your time, Lieutenant. We don’t rendezvous
with the Lexington for another five hours.”

“Yes, sir.”

Walking out into the corridor, she headed for the
captain’s quarters, nodding or smiling to crewmen as
she passed them. She had a way about her that caused
people to relax almost immediately.

Abruptly she frowned as she heard something that
was rather unusual in the corridors of the Enterprise
—the sound of running feet. For a brief, giddy mo-
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ment she thought that perhaps the ship was on red
alert and somehow she’d simply been oblivious to the
signals. But no, others passing her by heard the
footsteps, too, and exchanged slightly confused
glances with her.

And then, around the corner, his arms pumping
furiously, sped an ensign. It was only at the last
moment that he realized he was on a direct collision
course with Uhura, and he pinwheeled his arms and
backpedaled quickly, without allowing for his mo-
mentum. The result was that his feet shot out from
under him and he hit the floor, landing bone-jarringly
on his rump.

Uhura stood over him, her arms folded and her lips
slightly puckered. Her instinct was to reach down and
help haul him to his feet, but she intuited—correctly
—that he would simply be further mortified if she
aided him. He rose quickly, hurriedly brushing him-
self off and murmuring abject apologies.

“Are you all right?” she asked, trying to fight down
her amusement.

He blinked in surprise, as if his own physical
condition was of such little significance as to be
completely irrelevant. “Oh. Oh, yes. Never better.”

His feet were shuffling slightly, and he was clearly
anxious to keep moving to wherever he was heading.
But protocol required that he now stand there until
the superior officer—who had acknowledged his
presence—made it clear that she was done with him.

“Ensign Chekov,” she said, one eyebrow slightly
raised in a mannerism she’d picked up from Spock.
“You’re in a great hurry, Ensign. Accidents can be
caused that way.”

14
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“Yes, Lieutenant,” he said, bobbing his head nerv-
ously.

“Where were you off to in such a hurry?”

“The bridge, ma’am. To my post.”

“Were you under the impression that you were
going to miss the bridge somehow?” she asked. “That
it was going to leave without you?”

“Oh, no, ma’am,” he said in a very serious tone. I
did not think that at all. But I was...am. .. late
reporting for duty.”

“How late?”

“Forty-five seconds, ma’am,” he said, and then
amended, “Well . . . now a minute forty-five.”

“Yes, well, you’d be even later if you broke a leg or
sprained an ankle en route, Ensign,” she said, fighting
to keep the corners of her mouth from twitching.
“Take it a bit more slowly next time.”

“Yes, ma’am. I did not want the keptin to notice
that—"

“The captain is in his quarters, waiting for me,”
said Uhura. “So he doesn’t know about your. ..
indiscretion.”

Chekov looked at her apprehensively, and she
added, “He won’t hear it from me, if that’s what
you’re thinking.”

He nodded gratefully. “Thank you, ma’am.”

They stared at each other for a moment, and then
Uhura inclined her head slightly to indicate that
Chekov should go on his way. Immediately Chekov
was off, starting to dash, and then braking himself
before Uhura could say anything. He walked quickly,
his hands balled into fists, his feet just bordering on a
run. It was clearly all he could do to contain himself.
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Indeed, it was the same for Uhura, who barely was
able to wait until young Chekov was gone from view
before bursting into laughter.

Just as quickly as she felt cheered, she became
saddened again. The casual encounter had simply
underscored for her that she was about to go off and be
a stranger on another ship. No matter how crowded a
starship was, it could be extremely painful if it was
filled with 429 strangers.

Kirk did not look up from his work when he heard
the buzzer at his cabin. “Come,” he said simply.

The door hissed open. He did not even have to
bother to raise his gaze. There was a distinctive scent
of perfume, and the slight tinkling of that particular
pair of large earrings that his communications officer
occasionally favored. Kirk usually had to look up to
confirm the identity of a male who entered his cabin,
but for females he had almost a sixth sense. *“Sit
down, Lieutenant,” he said. “Be right with you.”

Uhura, for her part, was surprised at the casual
manner in which her captain was able to identify her
without looking up at her.

She sat down obediently, momentarily unsure of
what to do with her hands before finally resting them
in her lap.

Kirk shut off the computer screen and turned to
look at her. “Nervous?” he asked.

She let out a soft sigh. “A bit, Captain,” she said.
“Being away from home . . .”

“You don’t think of Earth as home?” he asked.

She shrugged slightly. “Not for some time,” she
admitted. “And you, sir?”
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He pursed his lips. “Not even when I was living
there,” he said candidly. He rose from behind his
desk. “But you don’t have to worry, Lieutenant. I’ve
known Commodore Wesley for years. A good man. I
might go so far as to say he’s the second best starship
commander in the fleet.”

“Second best?”’ asked Uhura. “And the first . . . ?”

Kirk smiled. “What’s life without mystery, Lieuten-
ant? Take your own guess.” Then the gently bantering
tone evaporated, and Kirk was speaking in all serious-
ness. “The Lexington is a damned fine ship. I
wouldn’t be sending one of my officers there if I
thought otherwise.”

“With all due respect, Captain . . . you’re sending
me because of Starfleet orders.”

Kirk shrugged slightly. “There are orders and then
there are orders, Lieutenant. A captain has a certain
degree of leeway when it comes to requests for person-
nel to be moved around. If he feels that a move is
going to be contrary to the best interests of the
personnel involved, he can in various official and
polite ways tell Starfleet precisely what they can do
with their request. With this Lexington business,
however, I would be hard-pressed to fault either the
reassignment or the reasons for requesting it.”

He walked around the desk and sat on the edge of it.
“Look, Lieutenant . .. nine times out of ten, your
duties on Enterprise tap only the barest fraction of
your true abilities. But these diplomatic meetings
with the Rithrim that Lexington is involved with . . .
they are really going to push you. The mixture of
verbal and sign language that constitutes the
Rithramen tongue is difficult for even the most ac-
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complished diplomats to master. You, however, are
one of Starfleet’s premiere linguists. It’s about time
you had a chance to show that ability off.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, bobbing her head slightly.
‘““Have we gotten any further word on what precisely it
is the Rithrim want us for?”

Kirk shook his head. “No,” he confessed. “Starfleet
would like to build an installation for deep-space
observation in Rithramen space, to replace the one
that the Gorn destroyed not too long ago. Partly for
observation of deep-space phenomena and partly—
and no one makes any bones about this—to keep an
eye on the Gorn, since the Rithrim border is so close
to Gorn space. And the Rithrim, in turn, say that
they’re willing to talk—providing we aid them in
averting some sort of danger that threatens their
population. But they have yet to clarify just precisely
what that danger is.”

“Could that be due to the difficulty in communicat-
ing with them?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Either that or they’re just being
cagey. That’s one of the things you’re going to have to
determine, Lieutenant. And since part of your pre-
Enterprise experience involved dealing with cultures
and languages similar to those employed on Rithra,
Starfleet felt that you would be well suited to the job.”

She didn’t say anything at first, but Kirk knew
something was on her mind. “L1eutenant'7” he gently
prodded her.

“Well, if they were so anxious to have me as part of
this mission, Captain, I don’t see why they didn’t just
assign the Enterprise to handle the entire thing.”

“Yes, you do, Lieutenant.”
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She sighed. “Because Rithra is in Lexington’s sec-
tor, yes, sir. I know.”

He looked at her, not unsympathetically. “What’s
really on your mind, Lieutenant?”

She looked up at him, with an air that projected
strictly business. “I’m only concerned about the effect
on Enterprise that my absence might have, Captain,”
she said. “Communications will be understaffed. I
have good people under me, but they don’t carry a
great deal of experience. I wish Starfleet had given me
more notice. I dislike the idea of just leaving you in
the lurch, as it were.”

“As it were.” Kirk nodded. “Lieutenant, I think
you’re underestimating your own ability to train
people. They’ll do a fine job in your temporary
absence.”

“Temporary.”

The way she said that word was more than enough
to confirm Kirk’s suspicions about the true nature of
her concern. “Lieutenant,” he said, assuming that
slightly bigger-than-life air he put on when he was
speaking in a tongue-in-cheek manner, “I get the
distinct feeling that you think we’re going to rent out
your quarters while you’re gone.”

She didn’t understand. “Sir?”

Kirk folded his arms across his chest. “Bob Wesley
likes to refer to himself as—and I quote here—a good
judge of horseflesh, unquote. Meaning that he is able
to recognize some of the best and brightest officers in
the fleet, and he will occasionally do what he can to
wangle them onto his ship on a permanent basis. That
is part of what makes the Lexington such an excellent
vessel.”
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“I see.”

“On the other hand,” Kirk continued, “part of what
makes the Enterprise the talk of the fleet— You do
know we’re the talk of the fleet, do you not, Lieuten-
ant?”

“Oh, subspace chatter is just burning up about us,
Captain,” she affirmed gravely.

“Yes. And what contributes to that is the uncanny
ability of the Enterprise captain to do the exact same
thing as Commodore Wesley. Meaning, Lieutenant,
that as far as I'm concerned, this is only a temporary
assignment. Your place, for as long as you want it, will
always be here.”

She nodded gratefully. “Thank you, sir.”

“We’ll keep a candle burning for you in the window,
Lieutenant.”

“I’ll be looking for it, Captain.”

Upon returning to her cabin, Uhura logged on to
her desktop computer and quickly scanned her per-
sonal section for messages, looking only for those she
would have to answer before leaving the Enterprise.

To her surprise, there was a congratulatory note
from Lieutenant Palmer, her number two. She sighed
briefly; never a secret on this starship. Nothing else
seemed urgent, and she quickly filed the messages into
a buffer for retrieval after her mission.

Quickly surveying her quarters, Uhura mentally
prepared her packing list, not wanting to leave any-
thing behind. A touch of a stud on the side of her bed
opened a small panel, and she deftly grabbed her
Starfleet-issue carryall. Then she turned around and
began opening drawers in her dresser, trying to think
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through the necessities for a diplomatic mission.
Class-A uniform. Dress uniform. Her favorite
tricorder. A handful of her music discs. Her . . . but
the thought was stopped when her door beeped.

“Come,” she said, thinking it was Captain Kirk
with more information.

Her look of concern was quickly replaced by a smile
as Lieutenant Sulu sauntered in. Making himself at
home, the helmsman plopped himself on top of her
neat bed next to her growing pile of belongings. He
looked around the room, admiring the cultural arti-
facts decorating the walls and her dresser.

““Hi,” he began. “I just got the word down on the rec
deck and thought I'd wish you well. Word spreads
pretty quickly around here, you know.”

She laughed and waved an arm to move him aside.
After opening the carryall, she began folding her
uniforms and placing them inside it.

“Of course. Isn’t that what our computer bulletin
board is for? Besides, you couldn’t keep a secret if
your life depended on it. After all, who spilled the
beans about Riley’s surprise party? We all know about
you, Mr. Sulu.”

He smiled ruefully. “Guilty as charged. “So, what’s
the deal with the Lexington?”

“A diplomatic mission, and they need me. I'm
pretty flattered. The captain told me in person instead
of having Mr. Spock do it. Must be important to the
Federation.”

Uhura smiled as Sulu started folding her dress
uniform.

“I think the captain just wanted to protect his
communications officer. Commodore Wesley has two
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reputations: One, he’s a stern commander. Two, he’ll
move mountains of paper through Starfleet to get a
crew member he likes. That’s how we nearly lost
Styles and Dr. Noel, you know.”

“Mere rumor,” she replied, although her tone said
otherwise. Walking into her other room, Uhura called
out, “Would you mind grabbing my extra boots?
They’re under the bed.”

Nodding, he placed the dress uniform gingerly
inside the carryall. Sulu then reached under her bed
and pulled out the extra pair of boots. Absently he
began polishing them with a shirtsleeve, although they
were shiny enough to begin with.

Uhura returned from the other room, her arms
filled with final items for her bag. She placed those
belongings in the carryall and then stared into space,
quickly reviewing her mental packing list. Satisfied
that all was ready, she closed the bag and placed a
security code on the lock.

“When do we rendezvous?” she asked.

“Another few hours. Chekov was heading up to the
bridge early to double-check the course.”

“He seems like a good kid,” she said, sitting beside
Sulu on the bed. “Kind of nervous at times, but he
certainly knows that board.”

“He’ll do fine. Being under the captain’s scrutiny
can be pretty intimidating at times.”

“Then you have to loosen the boy up,” she said with
a smile. “After all, you’ll be sitting right there with
him. And just think—without me around, you can
start in on him.”

Sulu slowly smiled at the comment. “And just what
does that mean?”
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“Fencing. I’'m tired of being your main sparring
partner. He’s younger and more impressionable than I
am, so you can easily get him down to the gym. He
might even think of it as an order from a senior
officer.”

“Thank you for your support,” he said with a smile.
“We’ll see which one of us is more limber in our
dotage. Come on, shift’s going to change.”

They stood together, ready to leave for the bridge.
Both of them were always eager to get up there. Not
only was it the hub of all activity on the ship, and a
special place for both officers, but it allowed them an
opportunity to be part of the decision-making proc-
ess, part of the action.

For Uhura, the bridge was the beginning and end of
every assignment. She was privy to Kirk’s log entries
and was certainly aware of who got—or didn’t get—
messages from loved ones. Even though there were
429 people aboard the ship, she could always sense
who needed a little moral support or who should get a
pat on the back.

As for Sulu, he was always the first to catch sight of
the unexpected, and he could treat himself to a
particularly good view of each cosmic event. He truly
felt challenged guiding the massive starship through
the heavens and from star to star. It was he who
steered them away from trouble or toward something
new and exciting,.

That feeling of finding the unknown, he’d told her
often enough, was what had led him to Starfleet and
kept him tied to the helm after a brief stint in
astrophysics. Nor would he have traded his current
assignment for anything else.
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Out in the corridor they walked along, nodding to
the fellow crew members they knew. The place was
leisurely for Sulu, steady for Uhura. He always paced
himself so as not to force her to hurry.

She, in turn, always teased him about walking like
an old-fashioned Earther and about needing to ease
up on himself. But by now she knew it was a lost
battle. Sulu was too irrepressible, too full of energy, to
work at any speed slower than fast.

Still, she enjoyed being challenged by him and
learning about new things. While Uhura had her
music and her communications computers, he had so
many other interests. There was botany for about a
year and then theater, and he never stopped exercis-
ing, citing fencing as the best way to keep the reflexes
sharp. The sport had its challenges, Uhura had agreed
early on, though she preferred swimming for building
up her muscles and endurance.

“I heard that Ensign Berganza and Lieutenant
Pittarese broke up,” Uhura mentioned as they stood
before the turbolift doors. While it usually took less
than a minute to get a lift, it always seemed to be a
long wait for her.

“Too bad,” Sulu noted. “I thought they were a cute
couple. But you know the old saying: Never mix
biophysics and astronomy.” The doors swished open,
revealing an empty cab.

“I never heard that before,” she said as they entered
the lift. She gripped the handle, turned it slightly and
commanded, “Bridge.”

“Of course not. You hear the best sayings down in
the gym.”

“Don’t start with me, mister.”
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“Aye-aye.” There was a pause; when Sulu spoke

. again, it was in a quieter, deeper voice. ““You’ll be

okay out there, won’t you?”

“Of course. I’'m excited about the contact and about
getting a juicy landing-party assignment. It doesn’t
sound as if there’s going to be trouble.”

He smiled. “Fine. Just come back. Don’t let
Wesley’s charms lure you away.”

She smiled back, appreciating his friendship. They

 made a good pair, but neither truly entertained ro-

mantic thoughts about the other. Sometimes a
straightforward friendship was more rewarding, and
Uhura cherished this one.

“I like it fine right here,” she assured him. “But

~ thanks. It’s always nice to be appreciated.”

“All part of the service,” Sulu told her.

The doors snapped open with a soft swoosh, allow-
ing Sulu to step out with Uhura beside him. He
quickly checked the personnel, noting that it was

- business as usual. Spock was in the center seat,
- awaiting Captain Kirk’s arrival; Chekov remained at

e 4

navigation, hunched over his readouts; Lieutenant
Leslie was over the engineering and environmental
displays, and a yeoman was taking down data from
the library computer.

The helmsman tapped Chekov on the shoulder as
he slid himself into his seat. The ensign’s head bobbed
up and he smiled.

“Hello, Mr. Sulu. Ve’re steady at varp two, and I've
made the final course adjustments.”

“Good.” Sulu studied his own readouts and was
satisfied that things were normal. “Another dry run to
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Gamma Two after this . . . and then more mapping.
Should be boring—more so without Uhura to keep
things enchanting in the rec rooms.”

“She does have an excellent voice,” Chekov agreed.
He then fell silent, worrying over his board.

“The readouts won’t change anytime soon,” Sulu
said. “Relax a bit. We’re how far from the Lexington?”

Chekov looked down at the astrogator. “Two hours,
twenty-seven minutes.”

“So they won’t be in sensor range for a while. Enjoy
the view.” Sulu turned back to his board, checking
some of his own settings.

Chekov wrung his hands to flex them and then
leaned back—just a bit. Relaxing was obviously not
something that came easily to him. The ensign was
still very much a newcomer on board the Enterprise,
someone who felt he had much to prove. Relaxing
between ports of call was something he still had to
learn, and something Sulu was determined to teach
him.

The navigator looked over his shoulder and
watched as Uhura settled into her seat and scanned
the latest flow of information. Although messages
directed just to the Enterprise took priority, the
starship computers received and recorded hundreds
of messages a day. Some were Starfleet news updates
for the senior staff. Others were the steady stream of
chatter coming from ships in the quadrant, personal
messages for crew, and stray signals picked up by the
sensor array.

Uhura’s staff was quite good at sorting things out,
Sulu knew, and they always kept an eye out for a juicy
tidbit picked up from the strays. These were the kinds
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of facts that wouldn’t be needed for formal reports but
found their way onto the ship’s bulletin boards, an
area run by the rec director but aided and abetted by
the communications staff.

Uhura caught him watching and smiled.

“Anything good in the ether?”” Sulu asked.

“Seems quiet,” she replied. “Some more border
skirmishes with Klingon ships. The Vulcans have
some new discovery that Mr. Spock will no doubt find
‘fascinating.” And I think Angela Martine will be
disappointed to learn her Meteors lost the champion-
ship magno-ball game to the Pipers.”

Sulu nodded and then returned his attention to the
systems checks he liked to run at the start of each
shift. Finally, satisfied that his board was in order, he
toggled his communicator and called down to the
phaser room. Specialist Angela Martine responded
cheerfully and they did a quick run-through on weap-
ons status.

“We’re showing green on the board,” Martine re-
sponded at the end.

“Good.” Sulu snapped off the communicator and
gave some thought to Martine. She was an experi-
enced officer who had suffered a deep blow when her
fiancé, Tomlinson, died during a skirmish with the
Romulans. The first contact with the Romulans in a
century, Sulu mused, and Tomlinson was the only
casualty. He shook his head.

Fortunately Martine had handled the situation
pretty well, recovering as quickly as could be ex-
pected. She was once again one of the top weapons
specialists in the fleet. But her loss had left her a little
stiff in social situations.
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Recently Sulu had tried to get her to loosen up with
his fledgling musical theater group—but it turned out
she couldn’t carry a tune.

Maybe he could get her to help him with his botany
garden. With Yeoman Rand no longer aboard, he
needed help with the temperamental plant-form he’d
named Beauregard. Yes, maybe a little relaxing botany
would be good for Martine, he thought.

Unfortunately it would be a long time between
thought and action.
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Chapter Three

“SIR, WE ARE BEING HAILED by the Lexington.”

Despite their talk, Uhura still sounded the slightest
bit apprehensive. Kirk smiled at her as he said, “On
screen, Lieutenant.”

The image of the Lexingfon vanished from the
viewscreen and was replaced by the visage of Commo-
dore Wesley.

Kirk had never forgotten his first encounter with
Robert Wesley—it was when Kirk was being consid-
ered for command of the Enterprise. Wesley had been
on the review board and had been the most vocal in
stating that James T. Kirk was too young to receive
such an important assignment. “Despite all the edu-
cation that Starfleet Academy can provide,” Wesley
had stated, “the greatest single teacher that our offi-
cers can learn from is experience. And in that respect
James Tiberius Kirk is sorely deficient.”
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But Wesley had been outvoted—he had, in fact,
been the lone holdout—as the rest of Wesley’s associ-
ates had been mightily impressed by all that Kirk had
accomplished in his relatively short time as a Starfleet
officer. His performance at the Academy had been
faultless; the recommendations from such luminaries
as Matt Decker, who had had dealings with Kirk since
the would-be captain’s days as an Academy plebe, and
Kirk’s subsequent commanding officers; the knack for
original thinking that such already legendary maneu-
vers as Kirk’s performance on the Kobayashi Maru
test had already proven—all had been factored into
the decision to give Kirk the Enterprise command.

And it was Wesley who had delivered the news to
him. Hell, the commodore had insisted on it. For
Wesley, who had fought the assignment, wanted to
make it clear to the novice captain that—now that the
decision had been made— Wesley had every intention
of honoring and supporting it, and dealing with Kirk
just as he did with any other starship captain.

“We are a fraternity, Kirk,” he had said. “A broth-
erhood. Brothers can disagree with each other, but the
bottom line is that we have to support each other. We
have to trust each other. Because trust is something
that Starfleet runs on, and if we don’t have that, then
pretty damned soon we don’t have a fleet. Follow?”

Kirk had nodded and shaken Wesley’s hand and

found that the towering commodore’s firm opinions

were backed up by an even firmer handshake. So firm,
in fact, that Kirk fancied he could feel the bones
cracking in his fingers.
That bad been only a few years ago, and yet when
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Wesley nodded at him on the viewscreen, it seemed an
eternity ago. “Captain Kirk,” said Wesley.

“Commodore,” replied Kirk with a brief inclina-
tion of his head.

“Is Lieutenant Uhura prepared to come aboard the
best starship in the fleet?” Wesley asked.

“No, Commodore,” replied Kirk evenly. “She’s
prepared to leave it.”

A grin split Wesley’s face. “Touché, Captain.”

“The commodore’s reputation precedes him,” Kirk
said, interlacing his fingers. “Actually, Bob, I'm a-
mazed you’re out this far. Usually you can be found
hanging around the exit door of the Academy saying,
‘I’ll take that one, that one, and that one.””

“Now, now, Jim,” Wesley replied, waggling a scold-
ing finger. “A few good people still slipped through my
net. I’ve heard good things about Riley.”

“One of my more colorful junior officers,” Kirk
deadpanned. Although Kirk had been generous
enough to keep the details of his various officers’
behavior during the recent Psi 2000 incident out of
the official log, he still couldn’t think of Riley without
remembering endless choruses of “I'll Take You
Home Again, Kathleen,” piped over the ship’s inter-
com. It wouldn’t have been so bad if Riley had sung
on key.

Wesley was ticking off names on his fingers. “And
Kyle is a top transporter man. And M’Benga . . . well,
from what I understand, they refer to him as the new
McCoy.”

“I’m sure that will come as news to the real
McCoy,” said Kirk, turning an amused glance at
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Spock. The Vulcan, unsurprisingly, made no
comment.

Wesley seemed to squint slightly. “Who’s that
stalwart-looking fellow over there?”

He was indicating the Enterprise bridge tactical
station. A square-jawed man with dark gray hair
looked up in surprise, then glanced at Kirk.

“That’s Security Chief Giotto,” said Kirk.

“I like the cut of his jib,” Wesley told him. “Put him
on the list, too.”

“Bob, are you giving me your Christmas wish list
here?”

“Just admiring your people, Captain.”

“Admire them from afar, if you don’t mind, Com-
modore.”

The tongue-in-cheek banter was abruptly inter-
rupted when Uhura suddenly turned to Kirk. “Cap-
tain,” she said. “Receiving a communication from
Starfleet. We—"" She interrupted herself and said,
“You are to report to the Xaridian systems. Details to
follow.”

“Xaridian,” Wesley said, all hints of joking imme-
diately dropped. “It’s where they’re having that prob-
lem with raiders, isn’t it?”

“That’s my understanding,” Kirk affirmed.

“Be damned careful, Jim,” said Wesley. “From
what I hear, those raiders are pretty nasty customers.”
He paused a moment, seeming to consider possibili-
ties. “We’re going to be practically breathing on the
Gorn’s scales once we get to Rithra. If there’s going to
be a nasty reception, we should know about it. What
are the odds that these Xaridian raiders are with the
Gorn?”
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Kirk swiveled in his chair to face Spock. The Vulcan
science officer needed no further prodding. “Ever
since the difficulties began, we have been studying the
methods of the raiders’ attacks. They do not fit the
profiles of the Gorn . . . or, for that matter, those of
the Klingons or Romulans. It would appear that they
are not individuals with whom we’ve had much
contact.”

“And from that we can surmise . . . 7 asked Kirk.

Spock cocked his head slightly. “Not a great deal at
this time.”

“Once you have the full particulars from Starfleet,
please send us the information on a coded frequency,”
said Wesley. “I'd like to be kept apprised of the
situation.”

“What are you thinking, Bob?”’ Kirk asked slowly.
“That somehow the Rithra business is connected with
the raiders?”

“I don’t know,” Wesley admitted. “There’s no
rational reason to assume that.”

“None whatsoever. The two systems are nowhere
near each other. And the Rithrim haven’t reported
any raids.”

“Nonetheless,” said Wesley, allowing some of his
frustration to show through, “the Rithrim have been
so damned vague about everything, their request
could be about almost anything.”

“In that event, you be certain to keep us apprised,”
Kirk said. “And I’'m sure I can trust you to do so,
Commodore. After all, you’ll have the best communi-
cations officer in the fleet on your ship.”

“Ah, yes. Lieutenant Uhura.” Wesley inclined his
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head slightly in her direction. “It will be a pleasure to
have you working with us.”

“The pleasure is mine, Commodore,” she said,
rising from her station.

“Uhura. .. you’d better be on your way,” said
Kirk, hoping he didn’t sound peremptory. They were
wasting too much time on social niceties.

“Just a few last-minute things, Captain,” Uhura
said.

“Anything Lieutenant Palmer can’t handle?”

Uhura looked at the blond woman who had already
arrived on the bridge. She had been on alert to report
there as soon as the Lexington came within range.
Palmer raised her eyebrows, as if curious whether
there was something Uhura thought she could not
deal with.

“No, sir,” said Uhura.

“All right, then,” said Kirk. “Good luck, Lieuten-
ant. We’ll be seeing you back here soon.”

“Aye, sir.”

Kirk turned back to Wesley as Uhura exited into the
turbolift. “The lieutenant is on her way, Bob. She
should be aboard within three minutes.”

“Good. We both have other business to attend to.”

“Commodore—"

“Yes, Captain?”

Kirk regarded Wesley with a tolerant look. “None
of the formidable Commodore Wesley charm. You
can be a very pleasant taskmaster.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” said Wesley.

“Whatever you wish,” Kirk said agreeably. “But I'd
like Lieutenant Uhura back, if you don’t mind.”

34



THE DISINHERITED

“Well””—and Wesley smiled broadly—“‘that will be
up to the lieutenant, now, won’t it? Lexington out.”

Wesley’s image vanished as the Lexington reap-
peared. The ship waited only long enough to confirm
the beaming over of Uhura before pivoting and shoot-
ing into warp space. Kirk watched them go as Sulu
turned in his chair.

“Captain,” he said, his curiosity piqued, “do you
think there’s a chance that Lieutenant Uhura will
choose to remain on Lexington?”’

Kirk stared at Sulu for a moment and then made a
sweeping gesture that encompassed the entirety of the
bridge.

“And give up all this?” he asked incredulously.

Uhura and Commodore Wesley materialized side
by side on the Lexington’s main transporter platform.
She was holding her duffel bag in one hand, despite
the commodore’s gallant offer to carry it for her.

She looked around—at the room itself and at the
woman behind the transporter console. There was
something disconcerting about seeing someone other
than Kyle or Scotty there, but she took it in stride.

You’re not on the Enterprise now, she reminded
herself. And you’re not reporting to Captain Kirk.
There are bound to be a few differences.

Just as she and Wesley stepped down from the
platform, the doors whispered open and a couple of
blue-shirted officers came through them. One was
muscular and athletic-looking, with dark hair and a
reddish-brown beard. The other was tall and bony,
with pale skin and hair the color of straw.

a5



THE DISINHERITED

“Ah,” said Wesley dryly. “Better late than never.”

The bearded man regarded him. “Sorry, sir. A
last-minute course correction. Seems there’s a series
of comets in Beta Ganymede.” Turning to Uhura, he
grinned through his beard and held out his hand.
“Good to have you aboard, Lieutenant. The name’s
Samuels— Wynn Samuels.”

“Mr. Samuels is my first officer,” Wesley noted.
“And a damned good one at that.” He indicated the
tall man. “I’d also like you to meet Peder Coss, my
ship’s surgeon.”

Coss trained his piercing blue eyes on the newcom-
er. “Welcome to the Lexington,” he said, his voice
deep and a little harsh-sounding, though his smile
seemed warm enough.

“Thank you,” Uhura told him, returning the smile.
“I look forward to working with both of you gentle-
men.”

“Good,” said Wesley. “Now that that’s settled, I'm
sure Lieutenant Uhura would like to unpack. Mr.
Samuels, I’d appreciate it if you’d see the lieutenant to
her quarters. The doctor and I have some business to
conduct in sickbay.”

The first officer’s brows came together in what
seemed like genuine concern. “Business, sir? Any-
thing I should be aware of?” ‘

Wesley sighed. “A physical,” he replied, so softly
Uhura could barely hear him.

Samuels’s eyes crinkled ever so slightly at the
corners. “I’m sorry, Commodore, I didn’t quite catch
that. Did you say a physical?”

Wesley frowned. “You know I did, Mr. Samuels.
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And I don’t appreciate the sarcasm.” But his voice
told Uhura he didn’t mind it a whole lot, either.

Coss placed a hand on the commodore’s shoulder.
“Tell me,” he asked Uhura. “Have you ever seen a
commanding officer who so absolutely refuses to look
after his health?”

Uhura suppressed a grin for Wesley’s sake. “As a
matter of fact, Doctor, it’s not an entirely foreign
concept to me.”

The commodore turned to Coss. “You see?” he
remarked. “Kirk’s probably even harder to corral than
Iam.”

The communications officer nodded. “I wouldn’t be
surprised, sir.”

Wesley regarded her warmly. “You know,” he said,
“you haven’t been here two minutes, Lieutenant, and
you’ve already helped me more than you know. This
could be the beginning of a beautiful working relation-
ship.”

Uhura inclined her head slightly. “Glad to be of
service, sir.”

The commodore grunted appreciatively and fol-
lowed the doctor out of the transporter room. Uhura
turned to Samuels; he returned the scrutiny with a
sunny cheerfulness to which she couldn’t help but
respond.

“I hope we haven’t offended your sense of deco-
rum,” said the first officer. “We just like to have a little
fun around here. It makes the time go faster.”

Uhura shook her head. “You haven’t offended me at
all,” she assured him. “In fact, it makes me feel right
at home. Speaking of which . . .”
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“I hear you,” he said. “Follow me.”
And without any further ado, he led the way to her
quarters.

In the conference room, Sulu dropped down into
the seat next to McCoy and was unable to avert his
glance as he saw McCoy studying records off a medi-
cal tricorder. The name on the file surprised him.

“Chekov?” he asked. “Does Mr. Chekov have a
medical problem, Doctor?”

McCoy glanced at Sulu, clearly hesitating a moment
as to whether he should reprimand the helmsman for
prying, however unintentionally, into the private cir-
cumstances of others. But then he considered how
closely Sulu was working with the young navigator—
the helmsman and the navigator had to work as much
in harmony as did a doctor and a nurse during
surgery. If anyone had a vested interest in the Rus-
sian, it was Sulu. Mentally and physically, McCoy
shrugged.

“Nothing major,” he said. “Just his routine prelimi-
nary physical. If anything, he’s unduly nervous.”

“Nervous?” Sulu frowned. “About something one
of us said or did?”

Of course, McCoy realized what Sulu was really
saying: “Was it something 7 did?”” The ship’s surgeon
shook his head. “Not necessarily. Chekov is just
driven to succeed. He wants to impress everyone
immediately, and he keeps trying to come up with
ways to do it. But he’s not sure precisely how to go
about it, and gets that much jumpier because he
doesn’t have any guaranteed methods.”

Coming in on the tail end of the conversation were

38



THE DISINHERITED

Scotty and Security Chief Giotto. Scotty glanced from
McCoy to Sulu. “Who’s jumpy? Who'’re we talking
about?”

“We are not talking about anyone,” McCoy said
stiffly.

“Ensign Chekov,” Sulu told them.

McCoy rolled his eyes. “Why don’t we just broad-
cast it all over the damned ship?”

“Are ye sure that would be wise, Doctor?” Scotty
deadpanned. “Ye think it’s everybody’s business?”

“No, I don’t think it’s everybody’s business!”
McCoy said in exasperation. “I don’t think it’s any-
body’s business!”

“Well, Doctor, ye were the one suggesting we broad-
cast it.”

“I wasn’t suggesting that!”

“I beg your pardon, Doctor,” said Giotto, “but I
heard you. We all did.”

Heads all around the table nodded in agreement as
McCoy’s head sagged into his hands. At that moment
Kirk and Spock entered.

Kirk looked at the bobbing heads around the table.
“It’s nice to see you all in agreement on something.
Anyone care to tell me what that might be?”

Sulu spoke up helpfully. “That Dr. McCoy
shouldn’t broadcast to the ship that Ensign Chekov is
jumpy.”

For a fleeting moment McCoy looked as if he
wanted to slug him.

Kirk looked at McCoy, appalled. “Were you going
to do that, Bones?”

“No!”

“Aye, we talked him out of it,” Scotty said proudly.
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“What does Chekov have to be jumpy about?”” Kirk
asked.

McCoy huffed, “Maybe he’s worried he’ll become
an officer and lose his mind, like most of the men at
this table.”

Spock appeared to consider this. “If Ensign Chekov
is worried about his psychological stability, he should
seek out the chief medical officer for assistance. Then
again . . . perhaps he is worried, Doctor, that you
might broadcast his concerns throughout the ship.”

“That would make me jumpy,” Giotto affirmed.

“I’'m going to kill somebody,” McCoy said.

“Precisely the kind of declaration any crew member
wishes to hear from a ship’s chief medical officer,”
Spock observed.

McCoy shot him a lethal stare.

“Gentlemen,” said Kirk, “before we further exam-
ine the undoubtedly vital question of Mr. Chekov’s
jumpiness, I think we’d best address the reason for
this conference: the attacks on the Xaridian system.
Mr. Spock?”

Spock immediately brought up on the computer
screen the Starfleet dossier on the attacks. Not that he
truly needed it; he had already committed the infor-
mation to his formidable memory. But the Vulcan was
efficient enough to want to have all the information
handy in the unlikely event of his memory becoming
faulty.

“The attack on the Gamma Xaridian colony was
the most recent of three attacks on the Xaridian
systems,” Spock said. “The first was on Alpha
Xaridian Two several weeks ago, and Beta Xaridian
Six was next, barely a week later.”
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“Alpha, Beta, Gamma,” said McCoy. “Am I the
only one here noticing a pattern?”’

“I think it is somewhat self-evident, Doctor,” Spock
said dryly. “All of the inhabited planets in the
Xaridian systems are colony worlds. The attacks in
the Alpha and Beta systems left a handful of survi-
vors. The attack on Gamma Xaridian Three did not;
the patrol ship Viking has already inspected that site,
and the crew found no survivors.”

“The bastards are getting more efficient,” said
Giotto.

“Crudely put, Mr. Giotto,” said Spock, ‘but accu-
rate. Local authorities and small ships such as the
Viking are insufficient for the job at hand.”

“Which is where we come in,” said Kirk. “Descrip-
tions of the raiders, Mr. Spock?”

“Reports vary. Some survivors sighted four ships;
others saw seven,” said Spock. “These ships were
extremely maneuverable, extremely deadly; they ap-
peared to fire with impunity on their targets, and none
of the raiders has ever been captured or, to the best of
our knowledge, so much as inconvenienced by con-
ventional ground defenses. The scant details in the
single broadcast from Gamma Xaridian were consis-
tent with other reports.”

“Can we take them?” asked Kirk.

Scotty snorted in disbelief that the subject would
even be broached. “They’re cowards,” he said dis-
dainfully. “Hit-and-run techniques and guerrilla tac-
tics. They won’t last five minutes against a real
opponent like the Enterprise.”

“A foe with ships described as maneuverable and
deadly, Mr. Scott, is not one whom I would hold in
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such open contempt,” Spock said. “These raiders can
dodge phaser fire and photon torpedoes, and they can
batter our shields. Ultimately the Enterprise could be
as vulnerable as any of the colonies.”

Scotty said nothing, but his expression clearly
showed that he disagreed with Spock’s assessment of
the situation.

“Contact Viking,” Kirk said. “Make certain that
they relay their findings to us. Mr. Sulu, which colony
will we encounter first, given our present heading?”

“Alpha Xaridian Two, sir. The colony that was
attacked first.”

“Very well. Go to warp five, and inform the colo-
nists that we’ll be arriving in . . . ?”

Sulu didn’t even pause. “Eleven hours.”

Kirk nodded. Sulu’s ability to predict ETA at any
given point, at any given speed, was nothing short of
amazing. “Eleven hours. Mr. Spock, I want a list of
colonies that have yet to be visited by these raiders.
Determine, if possible, which of them faces the great-
est likelihood of being the next target.

“Mr. Scott, check the sensor arrays and tricorders.
Expand the normal search radius to include some of
the unusual ranges in electromagnetic and subspace
spectra. If there’s any unusual signature to these ships,
I want to know about it.

“Mr. Sulu, we’re not on yellow alert, but if the
raiders show up while we’re around, I want this ship
to switch to a defensive posture in no time at all.”

Kirk quickly scanned the room. “Do we all under-
stand our assignments, gentlemen?”

There were nods around the table. And then Kirk
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fixed McCoy with a stare. There was just the barest
hint of amusement in his eyes as he added, “And,
Bones . . . try not to broadcast any of this, okay?”

McCoy turned and looked at Sulu, who had started
the whole thing. “I am never going to discuss a
medical situation with you again—and that includes
your own.” He stood up and added, “And you can
broadcast that!”

As Uhura entered the cabin assigned to her, she did
a double take. Looking around, she saw a space much
larger than she’d expected, furnished with altogether
too much furniture.

These were VIP quarters, not crew accommoda-
tions. Obviously somebody had goofed. And she
hadn’t picked it up when she’d gotten her room
assignment because the residential corridors of every
starship were set up a little differently.

With a sigh, Uhura dropped her duffel on the floor
and crossed to the intercom grid on the bulkhead.
After tapping the appropriate stud, she called up to
the first officer’s station on the bridge.

“Samuels,” came the response.

“Mr. Samuels, this is Lieutenant Uhura. I think
there’s been a mistake. I’ve been assigned a guest
suite.”

There was a brief pause as the first officer traced the
source of her communication, brought up the cabin
assignment listing on his monitor, and compared the
two.

“No,” he said finally. “No mistake. In fact, the
commodore assigned you those quarters personally.”
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Uhura shook her head. “I don’t get it.”

Samuels grunted. “It’s his way of trying to make
you feel comfortable, Uhura. At home, you might
say.”

“Ah,” she said. “Now I get it. Thanks, Samuels.”

“Don’t mention it,” he told her, and ended the
communication.

Uhura couldn’t help but smile a little. Wesley had
promised Captain Kirk he wouldn’t try to steal her
away—but it seemed the commodore’s definition of
“stealing” left room for a wide range of interpreta-
tions.

Not that she had any objection to being romanced
this way. What woman would? But no amount of
flattery would induce her to leave the Enterprise, and
that was that.

She picked up her duffel and brought it back to the
sleeping area in the rear of the cabin. Then, after
swinging it up onto a synthetic wood cabinet, she
began to unpack. Uhura had filled two of the three
drawers before she realized the wood wasn’t synthetic
at all.

It was real. Delighted, she ran her fingers over its
grained surface. It was unexpectedly sensual.

Maybe there were some advantages to serving under
a commodore.

Abruptly she heard a soft, almost musical beeping.
Even the door alarm sounded better in here, she
noted. Emerging from behind the mesh barrier that
defined her sleeping area, she said: “Come on in.”

The door slid aside, revealing a tall, slender man
with skin the same color as hers. His eyes were hard
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_and black, like pieces of obsidian, and his prominent
cheekbones gave his face a certain . . . what? Nobili-

i ty? Or hauteur?

Inclining his head slightly, he introduced himself.

~ “Jerome Baila. I'm the communications officer.”

Uhura had heard more enthusiasm from Mr.
Spock. She inclined her head in turn. “Uhura. I'm
with the Enterprise.”

He nodded. “Yes. I know.” And then: “Uhura

- means ‘freedom,” doesn’t it?”

“Why, yes. How did you—"" She came up with the

answer to her own question. “You’re Bantu.”

Baila shrugged. “More or less.”

Uhura started to inquire further—and then
stopped herself. The man’s response hadn’t exactly
invited further conversation on that point.

Baila took in the accommodations. “Not half bad,”
‘he judged. “Looks like Wesley’s rolling out the red
carpet for you.”
~ Suddenly she realized how all this might look to
him. Uhura felt the blood rush to her face.

“Lieutenant,” she said, “I wasn’t brought here to
replace you, if that’s what you’re thinking. This is just
an ad hoc assignment. When it’s over, I'm history—
believe me.”

Baila smiled humorlessly. “Really,” he responded.

“Really.”

“That may be your take on it—but I don’t think it’s
Commodore Wesley’s.” A beat. “You see, the commo-
dore and I haven’t seen eye to eye lately. I wouldn’t
put it past him to do a little recruiting.”

There was an undercurrent of resentment—of
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bitterness—in Baila’s voice. And though she didn’t
know him well enough to be sure, Uhura had a feeling
it went beyond his apparent feud with Wesley.

“Well,” she said, “I can’t speak for the commodore,
but as far as I'm concerned, I’ve already got a job—on
the Enterprise.”

That seemed to take some of the edge off Baila’s
hostility. He nodded. “Fine. In any case, we should
talk about the Rithrim.” Looking past her to her
sleeping area and her half-full duffel, he frowned.
“That is, when you’re ready.”

“I’'m ready now,” she assured him. “Though I'd
prefer to have this discussion in”—she searched for
the right words, found them—*“less controversial sur-
roundings. All right with you?”

He shrugged. “Whatever you say . . . Lieutenant.”

Chekov was thankful that the captain had given the
bridge crew a fifteen-minute break so that they could
eat something in the mess hall before resuming their
duties. After all, if things got tense, no one was going
to eat anything for a while, and without food some
people might be distracted.

Wiping sandwich crumbs from his hands, Chekov
sat back in his chair and surveyed the room. Everyone
seemed to be speculating about the current mission.
He certainly had his ideas, but he didn’t feel comfort-
able offering them to crew members he barely knew.

Uhura had assured him more than once that he’d
meet everyone before long. That gave him cold com-
fort now, since he didn’t see anyone he really knew in
the room. Well, he corrected himself, he did know
Sulu and Lieutenant Palmer, the relief communica-
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tions officer. But he’d just finished a stint on the
bridge with them and didn’t want them to think he
was a leech.

He watched as Sulu silently caught the eye of
Lieutenant Peterson, a new officer assigned to the
shuttle deck. The auburn-haired woman smiled back
and gave him a small wave. It occurred to Chekov that
Sulu had met Lieutenant Peterson only once or twice
before, but here he was having a grand old time
flirting while a dangerous mission was shaping up.

Such self-confidence, he thought; it was something
he lacked. He became aware of the tension that

- pervaded his body and willed himself to relax. If he

tensed up during a stupid meal, what could he expect
during a red alert? Muscle cramps? Apoplexy?

After finishing his drink, Chekov disposed of his
dishes and walked out of the mess room as casually as
he could. He proceeded slowly toward the turbolift; a
moment later he found him being whisked up to the
bridge.

Once there, however, he started. Somehow, Sulu
had managed to beat him back to their post.

“Welcome back, Pavel,” Sulu said brightly.

“Thanks,” Chekov acknowledged, with no little
surprise in his voice. He restrained himself from
asking how the helmsman had managed that trick.

Seating himself at the navigation console, he quick-
ly called for a standard systems diagnostic. The green
telltale flashed within seconds and he nodded slightly,
pleased that nothing was wrong.

Next to Chekov, Sulu worked hard on his own
system checks. Neither had spoken a word since
returning to work. Not unusual, as the crew prepared
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for potential problems. Chekov found himself run-
ning his diagnostics repeatedly, keeping his head
bowed.

“Something wrong, Chekov?” Sulu asked.

The Russian shook his head. “I just vant to make
sure. After all, ve have no idea vhat ve’re going to
find.”

“Probably nothing, at this point. If your board
meets with your satisfaction, then let it be.”

“Are you sure there’s nothing out there now?”
Chekov took his hands off the controls, but his eyes
kept scanning the displays.

“You can see for yourself that long-range sensors
show nothing unusual.” There was a pause. Then,
quietly, Sulu asked, “Are you worried about some-
thing?”

“Not vorried, exactly. It’s just that ve might find the
raiders who destroyed the colonies, and ve know
nothing about them. Just how powerful are they? Vhat
are they after? Can ve stop them?”

“Good questions, Ensign.” Chekov spun in his
chair and saw Captain Kirk standing in front of the
turbolift surveying the crew.

Satisfied with what he saw, Kirk moved down to his
chair. “In fact, Mr. Chekov, they’re very good ques-
tions.” He turned to Spock. “Status?”

“Sensors show no signs of disturbance,” the Vulcan
replied. He moved from his station to the captain’s
chair just as a yeoman brought Kirk the fuel-
consumption report.

Kirk looked at the data padd, signed it, and re-
turned it to the young yeoman. Turning to Spock, he
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sighed. “Why do I always get the fuel-consumption
report before we go into action? If there was a prob-
lem, Scotty would be crying about his ‘bairns’ by
now.”

“Given the nature of the matter and antimatter
supplies and the dilithium crystals, it would be logical
to review our fuel status prior to entering into any-
thing beyond the normal.”

Kirk looked at Spock and realized rhetorical ques-
tions still went over the Vulcan’s head. Figuratively
biting his tongue, he just nodded and looked at the
viewscreen. The stars streaked by in warp space, and
there was a peaceful look to them. Once more into the
unknown, he mused, and decided it was time to
prepare not only himself but the bridge crew as well.

Looking at the personnel, Kirk realized that he had
been in few tense situations with Chekov, who seemed
so young, or with Lieutenant Palmer, despite her
being ranked number two at communications.

And Chekov was right. There were a lot of unan-
swered questions—too many for the captain’s liking.

“Let’s review what we know about these raiders
we’re after,” he said in a louder than usual voice. This
made the crew pause at their stations, giving Kirk
their immediate attention.

“We know that the attacks appear to be random,”
Spock replied. “Also, we know that the raiders will
not hesitate to take lives.”

The captain nodded. “Fortunately our shields are a
lot stronger than the colonies’.”

Sulu spoke up. “Sir, is it possible that the raiders—
whoever they are—have a justifiable reason for their
actions?
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Kirk shrugged. “It’s always possible, Lieutenant.
And of course we’ll hear them out. But we will not let
them endanger any more lives.” He looked around the
bridge, but no one seemed to have anything else to
contribute.

Finally his gaze settled on Chekov. “Ensign, your
opinion of the situation.”

The young Russian turned in his seat. He seemed
pale as he replied. “With all due respect, sir, I don’t
think we can accomplish anything by speculating. We
von’t really learn anything until we find the ships.”

Kirk didn’t comment on the ensign’s reply. He
merely turned to the communications station—and
was mildly surprised to see Palmer there instead of
Uhura.

Damn. Not having Uhura was going to take some
getting used to.

“Lieutenant Palmer,” he said, “did the colonies
attempt to communicate with the raiders?”

Palmer quickly lowered her earpiece and looked at
the captain with bright eyes. “All reports from the
colonies show their universal translators were opera-
tional. Apparently the attackers weren’t much for
conversation.”
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Chapter Four

KIrk, Spock, CHEKOV, AND McCoy beamed down into
the middle of the ruined colony and, apparently, the
middle of a loud argument.

The second thing that Kirk noticed was the smell of
something burning. He turned in a slow circle, survey-
ing the site of Alpha Xaridian II.

At present there was nothing burning at all. But
there hung in the air a sort of omnipresent blackness,
a charnel stench that had not yet dissipated. It took
Kirk a few moments to realize that the smell resulted
partly from the fact that the raiders had managed to
hit power plants, and the resultant conflagration had
left the air so severely fouled that the odor remained
even after the fires had been extinguished. That stench
had blended with the gag-inducing smell of burned
human flesh.
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He looked at McCoy. The doctor had been present
at any number of scenes of devastation, and he had
naturally managed, like any accomplished physician,
to assume an air of detachment. But McCoy was such
alover of humanity and of life that Kirk could see that
such a mind-set continued to be a struggle for him.

Spock, naturally, was impassive. Kirk noticed that
Chekov appeared to be the most shaken of all. That
was to be expected. He made no comment on it, but
instead said simply, “Mr. Chekov . . . you’re with Mr.
Spock. Check the ruins out for what you can find.”

Spock nodded. He flipped open his tricorder and,
without a word, headed toward a section of ruins to
begin his inspection. Chekov joined him and then,
following Spock’s order, moved toward a separate
section of the rubble to begin his investigation.

There was no_shortage of ruins to choose from.
There was, in fact, almost nothing but ruins. All over
were charred and shattered buildings, smashed vehi-
cles. Over to Kirk’s right, a sign had come through
unscathed that read: Botanical Gardens. Affixed to the
sign was a small hand-made award cut out of blue
paper. On it someone had written “l1st Prize” in a
childish scrawl. Kirk wondered about the story be-
hind that award and about the quality of the gardens
that had inspired some child to carefully craft the
citation. Of the gardens, nothing remained except a
few stumps of trees that might have stretched hun-
dreds of feet in the air. There was charred wood and
scorched ground everywhere he looked. Off to one
side were the remains of a bush, which appeared to be
all that was left of a very complex topiary. What its
full shape had been in its prime, Kirk hadn’t a clue.
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Some of the buildings had been cleared away, and
the skeletons of replacements were being erected. But
the work was far from finished.

The loud argument going on nearby, Kirk realized,
was part of some sort of town meeting. The captain
looked at McCoy and inclined his head slightly in that
direction. McCoy hesitated. “Didn’t they know we
were coming down?”” he asked. The Enterprise doctor
had grown accustomed to getting some sort of recep-
tion upon arriving planetside. Being totally ignored in
favor of a loud and boisterous argument was a new
experience for him.

“We told them,” Kirk confirmed. “Their ad-
ministrator—a fellow named Jeff Gelb—said, in es-
sence, ‘Come down if you want to. We’re busy. Don’t
expect us to make time for you.””

“Looks like he meant it.”

They made their way toward the edge of the gather-
ing, which numbered about twenty. Everyone was
shouting at the same time. One man was calling for
silence and not getting it. Kirk noted that he was lean
and haunted-looking, with a scraggly brown beard.

Kirk and McCoy exchanged glances. Then Kirk
filled his lungs with air and, utilizing all his inherent
powers of command, bellowed, “Quiet!”

Whether it was the abrupt introduction of a new
voice or the authority that Kirk projected or the fact
that he was simply louder than everyone else. . . it
worked. The bickering ceased immediately, to be
replaced by a very soft and confused buzz as the
colonists sought and found the source of the order.

The bearded man looked at Kirk with a degree of
grudging gratitude. “Captain Kirk?”
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“Mr. Gelb?” Kirk replied.

Gelb nodded briskly.

“This is our ship’s doctor, Leonard McCoy. First
things first—do you require medical assistance?”

“We require Starfleet to do something other than
just come in after we’ve had the crap kicked out of
us!” shouted someone in the crowd.

Kirk didn’t even look in the direction of the protest-
er. He knew it was important, in a situation like this,
to deal only with the acknowledged head of the group.
Otherwise the entire scene could quickly deteriorate
into chaos. “Mr. Gelb,” he said again, very slowly,
“do you require medical assistance?”

“No, Captain,” said Gelb. He had stepped up onto
a pile of rubble, and now he took a step down. “We’ve
treated those who could be treated and buried the rest.
And although I would not have expressed it so rudely”
—he stressed the last word and paused a moment
before continuing—“we are truly in need of Star-
fleet’s help.”

“We need to get off this planet and out of this
system is what we need!” someone shouted.

“This is our home!” came a reply. “Are we going to
be chased out of our home by terrorists?”

“This isn’t home! It’s a burned-out shell!”

“We can reclaim it!”

“We should move someplace safer!”

“There is no safe place.”

The last statement came not from any of the
colonists but from Kirk. “Nowhere is safe,” he said
again, more quietly but with no less conviction.

One of the colonists—a short, belligerent-looking
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man—stepped forward. “Starfleet is supposed to make
it safe!” he said.

“Starfleet makes it safer,” said Kirk. “But to live is
to face hazards every day. If you want utter safety,
climb into a sensory deprivation capsule and live your
life cut off from humanity—and even then, a building
could fall on you or a groundquake could open up
under you and swallow you. Or an undetected blood
clot could cause you to drop dead on the spot, with no
warning, at any time. The only safety in life is death.”

The colonists looked at one another, puzzled. Gelb
cleared his throat. “Captain . . . is that somehow in-
tended to make us feel better?”

“It’s intended to let you know that colonists are the
hardiest, most defiant breed there is,” said Kirk. “The
type who not only aren’t afraid of life but are willing
to challenge it directly and meet whatever challenges
it might throw at them.”

There was silence for a moment, and then the short
man gestured toward the ruined colony and said,
“This isn’t difficulties. This is cold-blooded murder.
They came flying in here and slaughtered us. Women,
children—all died screaming. The work of years—
destroyed in seconds. And I want to know what in
bloody hell you are going to do about it.”

Kirk looked at the faces surrounding him, full of
anguish, full of fear, wanting to believe that something
would happen for them, but afraid of what further
might happen to them. They had fearlessly taken on
the challenges that a strange planet could throw at
them, but this . . . this devastation, this wanton and
murderous violence . . .
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Kirk’s jaw twitched and his eyes narrowed. When
he met the gaze of the colonists again, there was an
angry fire in his eyes.

“We’re going to nail those bastards to the wall,” he
said.

McCoy blinked in surprise, but said nothing.

“We’re counting on you, Captain,” Gelb said after a
long moment of silence.

Kirk nodded once and then turned and walked off
toward Spock. McCoy followed close on his heels and
said in a low voice as Kirk took quick strides, “That’s
a tall order, Jim. We can’t be everywhere. If the
raiders show up here while we’re elsewhere, the colo-
nists will—>

“Die cursing my name,” Kirk said. He looked once
again at McCoy. “We’re going to get them, Bones.
This . . . brutality is not going to happen in my sector.
I will not permit it. I will not.”

McCoy said nothing. Somehow he felt that that was
the only thing he could say.

Spock was crouched over one severely carbon-
scored area, studying his tricorder readings and mak-
ing adjustments. Kirk came up behind him and said
tersely, “Report, Mr. Spock.”

If Spock noticed the edge in his captain’s voice, he
gave no indication of it. “Curious, Captain. Prelimi-
nary tricorder readings indicate atypical residual radi-
ation.” He rose, straightening his shirt slightly. “It
would seem to indicate a weapons technology unfa-
miliar to our science.”

“How will it do against our shields?”

“I am unable to determine that at this time. Are you
anticipating battle, Captain?”
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Kirk looked at Spock coldly.
“I’m counting on it,” he said.

Stalking through one of the colony’s burned-out
buildings, Chekov scanned the place with his
tricorder. The air was thick with smoke and dust, and
a number of small fires added to the black haze that
hid the sky. As he approached a cabinet, his tricorder
showed him something unusual and he stopped sud-
denly. Crouching, he reached for the cabinet door,
grabbed the handle, and swung it open.

Despite the tricorder reading that had tipped him
off, he was shocked to find a boy inside—a boy who
had sought refuge in the cabinet. The grimace on his
face told Chekov that the youth had been asphyxiated.

Chekov took a ragged breath and lifted the body out
of its hiding place. After gently stretching it out on the
floor, he turned away and bit back the tears.

Damn. So much destruction, so much waste. Im-
ages of what they’d found at the other colonies
flooded his mind unbidden. He shook his head.

None of his training missions had prepared him for
anything like this. In fact, the only scenes of devasta-
tion he had seen were in historical briefings on the old
Federation-Romulan wars or the classic Russian Rev-
olution of 1917. It had just never occurred to him that
this would be a part of his Starfleet experience.

He wanted to travel among the stars, sure enough—
but there was definitely a downside to exploration,
and this was it. Stepping cautiously around the rubble,
he couldn’t help but glance back at the boy.

People weren’t supposed to be blasted by beings
from space—that was the stuff of old Earth stories.
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Who would want to make that gruesome fiction a
reality? Part of him wanted to grasp a phaser, just to
feel secure that this kind of attack would not happen
to him.

Instead, Chekov raised his tricorder, forcing him-
self to recalibrate its sensor pickup to find more
examples of the radiation Spock had detected earlier.
The best samples were to be gathered and beamed up
to the Enterprise for forensic inspection. His fingers,
slick with sweat, slipped twice before he finally got the
adjustments right.

Bending low, Chekov waved the tricorder in front
of a burned-out gray street lamp. The reading was too
low to be useful. This is good, he thought. This is
making me concentrate. Chekov liked puzzles, and
this kind of work was good for him; it kept him
interested in minutiae and how everything formed a
larger picture.

He walked several meters away and then bent again,
this time aiming the tricorder at a small storage
building. The radiation and spectrographic readings
were within the range specified by Spock. The source
of the radiation was a small portable computer that
had apparently been near a direct hit. Perhaps the
memory was still intact, Chekov mused.

The ensign knelt to study the device more closely
and gave some thought to the kind of beings who
would slaughter an entire population so far inside
Federation boundaries. Surely they must have real-
ized this would bring about some sort of Starfleet
action. What could the stakes be? So far no one, not
even Captain Kirk, had a theory.

Unfortunately the computer’s memory had been
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wiped clean. Chekov rose and started back toward the
beaming site.

As he walked among the blackened shells of build-
ings, his mind turned back a few months to his
graduation from Starfleet Academy. With his high
grades in just about everything, it had been a certainty
he’d find a berth aboard a starship, but he had not
known which one.

He would have settled for any one of the twelve
Constitution-class vessels currently commissioned,
although his preference was definitely the Enterprise.
It had a unique legacy, stretching back through the
heroic captaincy of Christopher Pike to the command
of the legendary Captain Robert April.

Even more impressive, however—at least to
Chekov—was the ship’s current captain, James T.
Kirk. Skippers like Commodore Decker on the Con-
stellation and Bob Wesley on the Lexington were older
men with great accomplishments in their record. But
it was the young Captain James T. Kirk who had fired
Chekov’s imagination.

At thirty-four, Kirk had done more and seen more
than Chekov imagined possible. It was Kirk who had
helped draw up the Organian Peace Treaty, Kirk again
who had gone head-to-head with the Romulans and
actually return unscathed.

The Enterprise was the first ship to discover the
First Federation and to make that critical first contact
with the heretofore unknown Gorn, who were near
this system. So much adventure. Chekov had been so
certain he wanted to be a part of it.

But now there was a nagging doubt in the back of
his mind. Was he really up to serving on this ship? He
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was no longer sure he had what it took to serve under
Kirk.

He recalled vividly how, during his first shift on the
bridge, he’d nearly navigated the ship in the wrong
direction. Sulu had helped cover up the mistake, and
the two had become friends, but Chekov kept compar-
ing himself to those other navigators who were paired
with the always cheerful lieutenant.

Chekov started when he heard a noise coming from
within a collapsed building—but it turned out to be
some lab rats scurrying with newfound freedom.

Chekov’s thoughts settled again. He sighed. Even
when he beamed down as part of a landing party, he
never quite felt he was giving it his best. It always
seemed to him he could do something more or
something better, despite the fact that most of the
time the landing parties were surveying lifeless
worlds.

It was doubly distressing to know that Captain Kirk
was taking note of his every shortcoming. Kirk was
his idol, his standard. The man was a living legend,
even though he never acted like one—not even the
time they were on Beta Damoron V and found
themselves in the middle of a revolution.

Trying to measure up to someone of Kirk’s stature
was a discouraging task at best—one that made him
nervous on some occasions and depressed on others.
On the other hand, if he was going to become a
captain himself one day, he’d have to measure up.

All this thinking had Chekov walking blindly, not
even listening for warning sounds from the tricorder.
He trudged through the debris, glancing now and
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again at his tricorder for signs of something that might
be of value.

At one point he rounded a corner of a burned husk
of a building and tripped on a chunk of plastisteel.
When he tried to get up, he found himself face-to-face
with another corpse.

This time he wasn’t sure if it was a man or a woman
because the skin had been charred and all traces of
hair were gone. The face was a mask of terror, the
mouth forever caught in a rictus of a scream. Chekov
could almost hear the corpse’s voice crying out as
death staked its claim.

Breath came raggedly to the Russian as he scram-
bled to his feet. The sweat that had begun to bead on
his forehead now seemed like a torrent; his shirt stuck
uncomfortably to his back.

Swallowing hard, Chekov began to walk away from
his close encounter. He gulped air a few times, trying
to steady himself as he resumed his search.

What brought him back to attention was a resound-
ing crunch. Looking down, Chekov saw a pile of data
tapes under his boot. He stopped to look around and
realized he was in a research center that had been
pretty much leveled. Husks that might have been dead
scientists lay under desks or in metal closets.

After bending to wave his tricorder over the debris,
Chekov tried to see if any of the data on the tapes
could be retrieved. No way, he concluded after a
moment or two. He’d destroyed them when he stepped
on them. They were now as useless as the computer
he’d found earlier. He prepared to redouble his
efforts at being vigilant—
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He sensed the presence of someone behind him.
Whirling, he was startled to see that he was right.

But it was only Captain Kirk, standing there with
his hands on his hips, looking none too pleased.

The ensign’s hands fumbled with the tricorder,
which would have hit the ground had it not been for
the safety strap slung over his shoulder. As he quickly
scrambled to attention, a fresh torrent of sweat cov-
ered his body, and Chekov cringed at what he knew
was to come.

“Ensign, have you any idea what just happened?”’

“Yes, sir. I accidentally stepped on these computer
tapes, ruining the information encoded on them.”

Kirk stepped closer to Chekov, narrowing his gaze.
The ensign, for his part, actually thought he could feel
his pores opening up, letting sweat roll over his body.

“Those tapes may have contained information re-
corded during the attack.”

“Aye, sir. I know, sir.”

“In fact, we may have lost a chance to discover who
the raiders are . . . thanks to this haphazard approach
you have decided to take on a landing-party assign-
ment. Just what are they teaching cadets these days?”’

“I don’t know, sir.”

“No, I suppose you don’t. You’re not a cadet
anymore, mister, and I expect my crewmen to per-
form better than cadets. Better than any other crew
members in the fleet, in fact. Am I making myself
clear?”

“Yes, sir. It von’t happen again, sir.” Chekov felt his
accent growing thicker as his brain threatened to
freeze up on him.
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There was a long pause, and then Kirk seemed to
change tactics. “Of course, we don’t know what was
on those tapes. They may have contained something
as useless as fuel-consumption reports.

“But”—and now Kirk began to circle the ensign—
“now we’ll never know. I dislike not knowing things,
Ensign. I do not want any more mistakes on this
mission. You understand that?”’

“Yes, Keptin. Perfectly.”

“Good. Now let’s salvage what we can. Dismissed.”

Ensign Chekov did as he was told. For the rest of the
day he tried not to allow himself to become distracted.
When Spock informed him it was time to return to the
ship, he glumly joined the rest of the landing party.
His last thought before beaming up was an idle one:
How did one avoid beaming back aboard a starship?

The Lexington’s main rec room was a lot like that of
the Enterprise, not only in appearance but in tone as
well. Though the faces were unfamiliar to her, the
hum of conversation was easy and subdued, and the
occasional riff of laughter sounded hearty and sincere.
The only thing that was missing, Uhura told herself,
was someone playing a Vulcan harp—or crooning an
old African ballad.

Then again, she told herself, it was just as well that
the place was relatively quiet. Otherwise she and Baila
would have had to sequester themselves someplace
stuffy, like the ship’s library.

“As I understand it,” her fellow communications
officer was saying, “the Rithrim have a rather rigid
caste system.”
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“That’s right. The population is divided into gover-
nors, builders, gatherers, and procreators. There is a
strict division of responsibilities.”

“Like a Terran insect hive.”

She nodded. “Good analogy.”

“And we don’t know what they want of us?”

Uhura shook her head. “We haven’t got a clue.”

Baila looked at her, his finely shaped nostrils flar-
ing. “Of course, you’re going to find out.”

She recognized the remark for the jab it was, but
that didn’t make it sting any less. “We’re going to find
out,” she reminded him. “I will do my part—and you
will do yours.”

He cocked his head to one side. “Come on, Lieuten-
ant. You’re the expert on nonverbal communication.
I’'m just window dressing, so the Rithrim can see we’re
taking them seriously.”

His voice was calm, smooth. But it didn’t disguise
the tinge of animosity in his hard, black eyes.

Uhura sighed. “First,” she told him, “I am not an
expert. I am merely more knowledgeable about non-
verbal communication than other available personnel.
Second, I'm going to need all the help I can get.
Understand?”

“Sure,” he replied. “I understand.” He looked away
from her, as if suddenly interested in something else.
“Wouldn’t I be an idiot not to? I mean, without me,
there’s no way this mission could succeed.”

Uhura shook her head. “You know,” she said,
“you’re not making this easy, Mr. Baila.” She sat back
in her chair. “I’ve already told you I’m not after your
job. What more do you want of me?”

He started to answer, then bit back whatever he was
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about to say. Finally he told her: “You’re right. This
isn’t very professional of me. I’'m sorry. Whatever
problems I’ve got are my own.”

When he met her gaze again, the fire was gone from
Baila’s eyes. In its place there was a hollowness.
Almost a . . . sadness.

Uhura’s heart went out to him. Inwardly she cursed
herself for being too soft.

In the few moments she’d spent with this man, he’d
been either cold or downright insulting. She didn’t
owe him anything—Ileast of all her pity.

“Look,” he said, “maybe we ought to continue this
discussion later.”” He stood. “I’m afraid I’'m not very
good company right now.”

And without another word he left her there in the
rec cabin.

A few crewmen looked up to watch Baila go. After
the doors had slid closed behind him, they turned to
Uhura.

She smiled self-consciously. They smiled back, or
shrugged, and then returned to their own conversa-
tions.

Uhura bit her lip. This was certainly going to be an
interesting assignment.

It was some hours later before hunger won out and
Chekov left his cabin. He walked to the nearest mess
room, hoping not to be seen by too many people along
the way. Even though Kirk had dressed down Chekov
in private, he was certain word had somehow leaked
out. All eyes would be on him.

But when he entered the mess, he was relieved to
see just a few people relaxing, finishing meals, or
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chatting over coffee. He walked over to the food slots
and picked up the data tapes with the day’s menu. Just
holding them made Chekov think of his mistake, and
he was tempted to return to his quarters. The rumble
from his stomach made him reconsider. Ah, well,
better some food than no food at all, he decided.

After carrying his tray to the table, Chekov took the
lid off his soup bowl and let the steam soothe him. A
whiff of vegetable-beef was all he needed. He grabbed
his spoon and attacked the soup eagerly.

“So, how bad was it down there?”

Chekov stopped in mid-slurp, certain he was in
trouble again. Looking up, he saw the smiling face of
Lieutenant Palmer. She took the seat opposite him
and placed her own tray on the table. Company was
the one thing he did not desire right then, but the
ensign realized he was outranked.

“Bad” was all he felt comfortable saying in reply.
He hoped that would be enough. Palmer ate a forkful’
of her chicken salad and nodded. Chekov debated
scalding his mouth in an attempt to rush through his
soup and go back to his cabin.

Before he could settle the argument with himself,
Palmer looked over and said, “You know, in all my
time on the ship, I’ve never been on a landing party.
And here you are, an ensign aboard for just a few
months, and you’ve been to what, six or seven
worlds?”

“Four.”

“Four. That’s four more than me. Not that I’'m
really complaining, but it would be nice to actually
meet some of these people I deal with by communica-
tor. It used to be that way aboard the Trudeau. It was a
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much smaller ship, so we all took turns visiting
worlds, even though we never left the Federation.”

She paused to eat and Chekov felt obligated to
maintain the conversation. Anyone over the rank of
ensign held sway over his life, he knew, and at that
moment he didn’t need any more people thinking ill
of him. Captain Kirk was enough.

“So why did you transfer to the Enterprise?”’ he
asked, assuming it was a safe enough question.

She finished a bite and patted her lips, her eyes
wide. “Why? Same reason most people transfer
aboard. This is the ship with the reputation—the
Talosians, the Klingons, the Romulans. It’s the ship
on the cutting edge.

“What I didn’t count on was being shipbound. I
should’ve known, though. I don’t mind being number
two in communications; I mean, Uhura is absolutely
inspired. I guess I just want to see a planetary surface
other than during a shore leave. You know, I want to
do something exciting.”

Palmer finished her meal and adjusted a stray blond
hair over her ear. “I want to see other races, learn who
else is out here. If I'd just wanted to play at communi-
cations, I could have stayed at Starfleet Command.
No, sir, I want to be a part of the action. Don’t you?”

“Yes . . . of course. But don’t you worry about
making mistakes? Or being blasted by some unknown
enemy?”’ He watched her carefully, checking to see
what seasoning did to a crew member’s perspective on
those basic questions.

“Everyone makes mistakes, Ensign. But we’re sup-
posed to learn and prosper by the learning. At least
that’s what Mr. Spock tells me whenever I screw up.
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As for being blasted, I guess it’s a risk I’'m prepared to
take. Of course, serving under Captain Kirk gives one
a certain level of security in that regard.”

Chekov nodded and thought about her words. She
was right, of course, he told himself. Feeling more
relaxed about his situation, he finally admitted, “I
made a bad mistake today. Worse, Keptin Kirk saw
me do it.”

“And?”

“And? I considered resigning my commission right
then and there. The keptin really rode me. He said he
expects the best and I didn’t give it.”

“So give it next time. Come on. Shift’s about to
change, and you look as if you need some sleep.”

Chekov felt tired, all right. He wasn’t surprised that
it showed. Standing, he noted that he hadn’t finished
his meal; maybe he hadn’t been as hungry as he
thought.

Or maybe it wasn’t just food he’d been hungry for.
Maybe his conversation with Palmer had given him
the energy he needed.

If she could correct her mistakes, so could he.
Maybe he could even regain favor with his command-
ing officer. All he had to do was become the best
navigator one could ask for.

But are you up to it? he asked himself. That nagging
doubt was still there.

With no ready answer, he accompanied Palmer
back to the turbolift and programmed it for the
bridge.
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Chapter Five

SPOCK LEANED OVER his hooded science station, study-
ing the full spectral analysis the lab was sending up
from the debris gathered on Alpha Xaridian II. He
sensed, rather than saw, Kirk standing just behind
him.

The captain rarely displayed great patience when he
was waiting for information.

“Records indicate,” Spock said after a moment or
two more, “that there is some similarity between the
radiation traces left by the raiders’ weapons and those
produced by the weaponry used by Landorian pi-
rates.”

“Landorians?”’ Kirk frowned at that. “They’re a bit
far from home.”

“Indeed,” Spock said. “The concentrated activities
of the raiders suggest two possibilities: either they are
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fairly local, or they are, as humans would put it, ‘from
out of town—""

“And they’re clustering their activities to make it
look as if they’re local,” said Kirk. “If it’s the latter,
our job will be that much more difficult. So”—he
walked briskly around the perimeter of the bridge to
the viewscreen—*“let’s operate on the presumption
and hope that it’s the former. Let’s check out the
neighbors. Put the entire Alpha Xaridian system up
on the screen. Let’s see who else is in the area.”

The viewscreen now displayed a schematic of the
entire system—all five planets that constituted the
worlds orbiting the star of Alpha Xaridian. Kirk
indicated each one, and Spock, using his flawless
memory, recounted the specifics.

“Alpha Xaridian One, devoid of life. Alpha
Xaridian Two, site of the colony that was attacked.
Alpha Xaridian Three, also devoid of life. Alpha .
Xaridian Four, we believe, was the site of an atomic
war a century ago that ripped away the atmosphere
and obliterated the populace; no signs of life there.
Alpha Xaridian Five is populated and called by its
inhabitants Parathu’ul, which means, in their lan-
guage, Our World.”

“Parathu’ul,” Kirk said slowly. He continued to
stare at it as he said, ““We’ll run sensor sweeps on One,
Three, and Four. If any of the raiders’ ships are hiding
there, they’ll be that much easier to detect.” He
paused again, then repeated thoughtfully,
“Parathu’ul.” He tapped it on the screen. “I know that
race. They applied for Federation membership, didn’t
they?”
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“That is correct,” Spock confirmed. “Three years
ago. But it quickly became apparent to all concerned
that their prime motive was to obtain certain informa-
tion about Federation technology that would enable
the ruling regime to further its despotic hold on the
populace.”

“And the Federation refused them membership,”
said Kirk, “stating that the regime would certainly
become even more oppressive if they had access to
advanced technology. Hmm. A totalitarian regime
with an ax to grind and a hunger for weaponry . ..
practically neighbors with a Federation colony that
was attacked, and within striking distance of two
other beleaguered star systems.” And with no warn-
ing, he suddenly turned to Chekov. “What does that
suggest to you, Mr. Chekov?”

Chekov tried not to act as startled as he was. “That
a wisit to the Parath’aa might be in order.”

“It might indeed. Set course for Parathu’ul. Let’s”
—and he sounded almost jaunty—‘‘stop by and say
hello, shall we?”

Because the Enterprise was proceeding slowly, in
order to run sensor scans on the other planets in the
Alpha Xaridian system, it was nearly an hour before
the starship fell into orbit around Parathu’ul. Within
moments after they did so, however, Palmer looked
up from the communications board. “We’re being
hailed by the Parath’aa, Captain,” she said.

“Are we, now?”” Kirk put on an air of mild surprise.
“Imagine that.”

“Shall I put them on, sir?”
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“Scan the area, Mr. Spock,” Kirk said, deferring his
reply to Palmer. “Any sign of ships matching the
description of the raiders?”

“No sign of any ships in the area aside from
ourselves, Captain.”

“And on the surface of Parathu’ul? Could the
Parath’aa be hiding them?”

“Unlike the Enterprise, the raiders have space-to-
ground capabilities,” said Spock. “In fact, Parathu’ul
has a relatively advanced technology, though it is not
on par with that of the Federation. Ships could be very
easily masked on the planet’s surface, and it would be
most difficult for our sensors to detect them. Unless,
of course, they give off a significant energy discharge,
and we happen to be looking in the right place at the
time.”

“I see.” Kirk rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

Palmer spoke up again. “Captain, the Parath’aa are
becoming quite insistent.”

‘“Are they? Very well, Lieutenant . . . on screen.”

A moment later one of the Parath’aa came on the
screen. Inwardly Kirk winced, but his expression
never faltered. He had been a starship captain for far
too long to let a little thing like aesthetics throw him.

And the Parath’aa were, by human standards,
among the least aesthetically pleasing beings in the
galaxy. Their skin was so thin as to be nearly translu-
cent, and thus shadows and hints of their inner
workings were visible.

The epidermis around their skulls was particularly
tightly drawn. Their eyes seemed to float in the
sockets, and the Parath’aa looked like a perversely
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cheerful race, since their teeth seemed set in a perma-
nent grin. The Parath’aa had acquired an under-your-
breath nickname in the Federation: the Dead Heads.

“We are hailing the Federation starship in orbit
around us,” the Parath’aa said formally.

Kirk inclined his head slightly. “This is Captain
Kirk, in command of the starship Enterprise.”

“You are here about our reapplication to the Fede-
ration?” asked the Parath’aa. He sounded almost
eager.

Kirk covered his surprise quickly. He’d had no idea
that the Parath’aa were once again lobbying the
Federation for membership. This, however, could
quickly be turned to his advantage. “We are exploring
the possibility, yes,” said Kirk neutrally.

“You are coming then to surface of Parathu’ul?”

“If that is acceptable,” Kirk said.

“We are in expectation of you, then,” said the
Parath’aa. “I am being planetary head Silva.”

“We are being on our way, Silva,” Kirk told him.
“Enterprise out.” He stood as the rather difficult
image of the Parath’aa blinked off the screen. “Mr.
Spock, ready the transporter room to beam a landing
party to the surface: myself, Dr. McCoy, Mr. Sulu,
and Mr. Giotto.”

“I am to continue sensor sweeps of the planet to see
if there is any evidence of the raiding ships,” said
Spock.

“Mr. Spock, you read my mind.”

The landing party arrived on Parathu’ul a few
minutes later, materializing in the center of Silva’s
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office. Several other Parath’aa were standing in a small
semicircle, and Silva introduced each one of them in
turn. Their names were virtually unpronounceable,
and Kirk suspected that Silva’s real name was, as well.
Probably he had used a more human-sounding equiv-
alent for the conven<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>