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The Door to The Captain’s Table Was
Where Captain Kirk Remembered It . . .

. .. looking as always like the entrance to a supply
cabinet rather than to the cozy tavern he knew lay
within. Plain, nearly flush with the Martian stone of
this ill-lit subterranean passageway, it was set apart
from the other more ostentatious establishments on
either side by nothing except a neatly painted sign just
to the right of a hand-operated doorknob.

Captain Sulu cocked his head with a thoughtful wrin-
kling of his brow, and Kirk knew he was trying to
remember why he’d never noticed the little entrance
before. “This must be new,” the younger captain
decided at last.

Kirk hid his smile by stepping forward to take hold of
the door. "l found it the first year | commanded the
Enterprise, but some captains | know claim it had been
around for dozens of years before that.”

Sulu gave a little grunt of surprise, then moved back to
let the door swing wide. “’Sounds like the Federation’s
best kept secret.”

A gentle swell of warmth, and sound, and scent rolled
over them like a familiar blanket. “More like the
galaxy’s most exclusive club.” With that, Kirk pulled
on the doorknob and, just like a dozen times before,
found himself inside The Captain’s Table without
specifically remembering stepping through the door-
way. . ..
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Chapter One

KIRK

TRANSPARENT ALUMINUM spun a delicate membrane between
the spindly green of transplanted Martian foliage and the
blue-black Martian sky. As he watched one of the shipyard’s
many crew transports crawl patiently starward along a
sparkling length of duranium filament, it occurred to James
Kirk that man-made atmospheres were always the most
fragile. Mars’s chilly surface, although no longer the frigid
wasteland of just a few centuries before, still clung to the
planet only through the heroic efforts of her tenants. Out-
side the tame habitat of interlinked domes and tunnels,
carefully tended flora transplanted from Earth’s highest
mountains and harshest tundras braved Mars’ seasonal
extremes, while the excess carbon dioxide from captured
comets and a few million adventurous humans preserved
just enough water on the surface to reward the plants with
the occasional rain shower. The end result was a certain
defiant beauty—spidery junipers and upright bracken
reaching toward the teal spark of a homeworld their ances-
tors had left generations ago.

Not unlike humanity. Granted, humans pampered them-
selves with heaters, oxygen cogenerators, and pressurized
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suits and homes. But they still survived where nothing
larger than a dust mote had survived before them, and Kirk
liked the view they’d created.

Utopia Planitia’s shipyards stretched from the skirt of the
colony’s main dome to beyond the horizon, arcing magi-
cally upward in the guise of shuttle-bees and crew elevators.
The twinkling strings of force and fiber bound the orbiting
ships only temporarily. Some nearly finished, others bare
skeletons of the great leviathans they would become, they’d
all turn outward soon enough. Darkened engine rooms
would thunder with the pulse of great dilithium hearts, and
the blood and muscle organs in the chests of her eager crew
would leap up in answer, until that combined symphony of
animal and mineral, creature and machine finally ignited
her sleeping warp core. It was a song that kept an officer’s
heart beating long after no other passion could. O/d captains
never die . . .

Kirk stepped off the moving walkway in the northern-
most Agridome, the one dedicated to the sparse rock
gardens and dark succulents of a Terran gulf environment
whose name Kirk no longer remembered. It wasn’t crowded
the way so many of the lux-enhanced Agridomes always
were. Everyone wanted to watch the crews ship out while
surrounded by bright Colombian parrots or Hawaiian or-
chids, as though they’d never really dared to leave Earth at
all. But here the lack of tall plant life offered an unob-
structed view through the sides and top of the dome, and
the foliage reflected the reddish moonslight in silver washes,
as though leaves and stems were spun from raw pewter.
Kirk remembered coming here as a freshly minted ensign
the night before he rode a crowded elevator up to his first
assignment on board the U.S.S. Farragut. He’d stayed here
until dawn, trying to count the multitude of stars he could
see in the single patch of sky surrounding the ship that was
to be his home, his life, his family for the next five years.
That was more than forty years ago, but it felt like only
yesterday. He could still hear the reverent hush of the leaves
against his trousers as he picked a path through the foliage,
and he still remembered the cool surface of the rock that
served as his perch at the foot of the dome’s widest panel.
Best seat in the house.
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He found the man he was looking for seated in exactly the
same spot, shoulders square, head high, hands folded neatly
in his lap. Beyond him and a thousand miles above, the
brilliant glow of a refurbished starship dwarfed the dimmer
signatures drifting around her.

Kirk smiled, and paused what he hoped was a respectful
distance away. “Quite a view, isn’t it?”

The younger captain rose, turning with an alert smooth-
ness born of courtesy rather than surprise. That was some-
thing Kirk would always associate with Hikaru Sulu—the
politeness which came to him apparently as naturally as
breathing, with no taint of impatience or condescension.
That, and an endless capacity for brilliance.

Sulu mirrored Kirk’s smile, looking only a little embar-
rassed as he stole one last look at the magnificent ship
hanging over his shoulder. “All the way into forever.” He
kept one hand cradled close to his waist, and extended the
other as he stepped away from his now vacated stone seat.
“Captain.”

His grip was firm and even, as befitted a man of his
position. Kirk returned the warm handshake in kind. “Cap-
tain.”

“I didn’t realize you were in-system,” Sulu told him. “If
I’d known, I would have stopped by to give my regards.” It
might have just been politeness, but Kirk could tell from his
former helmsman’s voice that the sentiment was sincere.

“Just passing through on my way to finalize the Khitomer
negotiations,” Kirk assured him. “I heard at the commo-
dore’s office that you were laid over to take on your new
executive officer.” A movement from the vicinity of Sulu’s
cupped hand caught Kirk’s attention, and he found himself
suddenly eye-to-eye with the small, spotted lizard that had
clambered up onto Sulu’s thumb for a better view. “He’s
shorter than I remember.”

Sulu glanced fondly down at his stubby-tailed compan-
ion, tickling it under the curve of its bemused little smile
until it blinked. “Actually, we’re not scheduled to rendez-
vous for another two hours. This is just one of the friendly
locals.” Or as local as any living thing on Mars. It’s
anteriorly bilateral eyes and five-toed little feet hinted at a
Terran origin, but it was the nearly identical gold-and-
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brown speckled relatives Kirk could now see lounging
among the thick-leafed shrubs that gave its ancestry away.
The Martian Parks Service didn’t like mixing one planet’s
flora with another planet’s fauna. Therefore, Terran land-
scaping equaled Terran lizards.

Each chubby little eublepharid had staked out its own
rock or branch or hummock, blunt little noses lifted sky-
ward, hindfeet splayed out behind them as though they were
laconically bodysurfing on their own bliss. Kirk envied their
abandon.

“Anything on your agenda for those next two hours?” he
asked Sulu.

The younger captain shrugged one shoulder, startling
his small passenger to abort its scrabble partway up his
wrist. It paused there, as though forgetting where it meant
to go, and Kirk noticed that unlike its lounging neighbors,
this lizard’s tail looked recently broken. Its curiosity and
boldness must have gotten it in trouble recently. “I’ve got
nothing in particular to do,” Sulu admitted. “Just some
long overdue relaxation while I have the chance.” Kirk
wondered if he’d been watching the meditating lizards
instead of his own starship after all. “Did you have some-
thing in mind?” ,

“Someplace.” Kirk caught the politely questioning cock
of Sulu’s head, and smiled. “The perfect spot for overdue
relaxation, as a matter of fact.”

“Sounds good.” Sulu glanced down as the lizard
squirmed determinedly under the cuff of his uniform jacket.
Before he could stop it, all that was left was a sausage-
shaped bulge and an exposed nubbin where its brown-
banded tail should have been. “Are they friendly toward
nonhumanoids?”’

“I’ve never known that to be a problem before,” Kirk
assured him. ““And I’'m sure that in the lizard world, that
little guy was the captain of his very own rock somewhere.
He’ll be welcome in the Captain’s Table.”

He led a willing Sulu back out of the Agridomes and
down the stately, curving avenues that led eventually to the
spaceport proper. The door to the bar was where Kirk
remembered it, looking as always like the entrance to a
supply cabinet rather than to the cozy tavern he knew lay
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within. Plain, nearly flush with the Martian stone of this ill-
lit subterranean passageway, it was set apart from the other,
more ostentatious establishments on either side by nothing
except a neatly painted sign just to the right of a hand-
operated doorknob: The Captain’s Table.

Sulu cocked his head with a thoughtful wrinkling of his
brow, and Kirk knew he was trying to remember why he’d
never noticed the little entrance before. “This must be
new,” the younger captain decided at last. He still held his
arm balanced across his midsection in deference to the
small passenger up his sleeve.

Kirk hid his smile by stepping forward to take hold of the
door. “I found it the first year I commanded the Enterprise,
but some captains claim it had been around for dozens of
years before that.”

Sulu gave a little grunt of surprise, then moved back to let
the door swing wide. “Sounds like the Federation’s best
kept secret.”

A gentle swell of warmth, and sound, and scent rolled
over them like a familiar blanket. “More like the galaxy’s
most exclusive club.” And, just like a dozen times before,
Kirk found himself inside without specifically remembering
stepping through the doorway.

The Captain’s Table had never been a large establish-
ment, and that didn’t appear to have changed over the
years. A brief, narrow entry hall spilled them abruptly into
the bar’s jumble of tables and chairs, and Kirk found
himself veering sideways to avoid tripping over the tall alien
seated directly in his path. Slitted eyes shifted almost
imperceptibly within an almost featureless skull; one long,
taloned finger dipped into a fluted glass half-full of viscous
red liquid. It was a dance they’d performed the first time
Kirk came into the Captain’s Table, thirty years ago, not to
mention every other time he’d stumbled onto the place on
Argelius, Rukbat, or Vega. He stopped himself from laugh-
ing, not sure the lizardine patron would appreciate his
humor, and instead nodded a terse apology before turning
to join Sulu in the search for a table.

“Jimmee!”

It seemed everyone was here tonight.

Kirk spun around just in time to catch Prrghh at the
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height of her leap. It wasn’t one of her more spectacular
jumps—Kirk would never forget watching her pounce from
the second-floor bannister to land on her feet amid a
particularly rousing discussion—but she still contacted him
almost chest-high and entwined legs and arms around his
torso in lithe, feline abandon. Kirk felt himself blush with
pleasure when she stroked her own sleekly furred cheek
against his. Acutely aware of all the other eyes in the bar, he
resisted an impulse to wind his hands in her long primrose
mane.

“James!” The bartender’s roar collided with the low
ceiling and ricocheted all over the room. “How in hell are
you? Long time gone, boy-o!”

At least seven years, Kirk admitted to himself. But not a
damned thing about the place had changed. Not so much as
a dust mote.

“Don’t be silly, Cap!” Prrghh squirmed around in Kirk’s
arms to look back over her shoulder, a position that would
certainly have dislocated the spine of any anthropoid spe-
cies. “Jimmy is always here!”

“Everyone is always here,” a gruff voice behind them
snarled. “Especially tonight.” The female Klingon pushed
past Kirk as though she had somewhere to go, then stopped
abruptly and crouched to thrust her nose into Prrghh’s
pretty face. “If you’re staying, sit down. If not, get out of the
way and take your mris with you.”

Prrghh’s hiss was dry, but rich with hatred. Kirk turned
them away from the Klingon, already knowing where things
could lead once Prrghh’s ruff had gotten up. “Why don’t we
find a seat, then?” he suggested smoothly. The Klingon
grunted, but made no move to follow.

Kirk swung Prrghh to the floor as though he were twenty
years younger or she twenty kilograms lighter. He let her
fold her hand inside his, though, basketing his fingers with
lightly extended claws. Her palm felt soft and familiar
despite the years that had passed since it had last been fitted
into his. Beside him, he noticed Sulu’s failed efforts to hide
a knowing grin by pretending to check on the lizard now
peering curiously from beneath his cuff. Kirk wondered
briefly what sorts of tales Sulu might tell out of school,
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considering his former commander’s reputation. This time
the heat in Kirk’s cheeks had a little bit more to do with
embarrassment.

It might have been a Saturday night, the place was so
packed with bodies and voices and laughing. But, then,
Kirk’s memory said that it a/ways looked like Saturday
night, no matter what the day or titme. Never too crowded to
find a seat, thank God, but always just threatening to burst
at the seams and overflow into the rest of the world. Kirk
snagged Sulu by the hem of his jacket when the captain
started toward the bar along the long end of the crowded
room.

“A seat,” Sulu said by way of explanation, lifting a lizard-
filled hand to indicate his objective. Kirk glanced where the
captain pointed and shook his head. The empty seats in
question surrounded a grossly fat Caxtonian freighter pilot
who appeared to have congealed around a tankard of milky
brown fluid.

“He’s Caxtonian,” Kirk said. “By this time of night—"

Prrghh wrinkled her delicate nose. “He stinks fiercely!”
Her long, supple tail snaked up between the men to twitch
their attention toward the foot of the stairs. “This other
human is looking at you.”

The captain Prrghh pointed out looked human enough, at
least. Salt-and-pepper beard, with hair a matching color
that hung just a little longer than the current civilian
standard. Kirk liked the well-worn look of his leather jacket,
with its rainbow shoulder patch and anomalously fleece-
trimmed collar. He was lean and wiry, with an earnest smile
and tired but friendly eyes. Two other seats at his table were
already filled by a rapier-thin dandy with black hair pulled
back into a neat queue, and a broad bear of a man with a
wild white beard and a curl of pipe smoke covering most of
his head. When their leather-jacketed comrade waved
again, Kirk acknowledged his gesture by slipping between a
knot of standing patrons to blaze a path to the table.

“Gentlemen. Welcome to the Captain’s Table.” The salt-
and-pepper haired human took Kirk’s hand in a firm,
somewhat eager shake. “Humans?” he asked, with just the
slightest bit of hopefulness in his tone.

7



L. A. Graf

Kirk glanced at the freighter designation stenciled be-
neath the ship name on the leather jacket’s patch, and
recognized the wearer for a fellow captain. Of course. “The
genuine article.” He stole a chair from an adjacent table and
offered it to Prrghh as Sulu conscientiously offered the
freighter captain his left hand for shaking to avoid disturb-
ing the reptilian passenger sprawled happily across his right
palm.

The freighter captain pumped Sulu’s hand without seem-
ing to notice either the deviation from convention or the
little passenger. “I’'m sure pleased to see you,” he grinned.
“We were feeling a bit outnumbered tonight.” He tipped a
cordial nod to Prrghh as she slipped into her seat. “No
offense, Captain. I just sometimes get real tired of aliens.”

Her ears pricked up and green eyes narrowed on the other
captain’s lean face. Kirk recognized the expression—she
liked a challenge. “Perhaps you have not met the right
aliens.”

The freighter captain lifted an eyebrow, and Kirk sus-
pected he enjoyed his share of challenges, too. “Perhaps
not,” he admitted with a smile. “Maybe you can educate
me.”

“A surprisingly trusting lot, all points considered.” The
black-haired dandy tipped the tankard in his hand and
squinted down its throat to verify it was empty. He hadn’t
interrupted his story for Kirk and Sulu’s arrival, and didn’t
interrupt it now as he waved the tankard over his head to
catch a server’s attention. “They brought us neatly upside,
lashed our hulls together, and came aboard with every
thought of liberating our hold of its treasures. Alas, our only
cargo was a crew of well-armed men and the good old Union
Jack. By the time we’d taken our due, that was one Jolly
Roger which never flew again.”

“A clever story.” The white-haired captain bit down on
his meerschaum pipe and nodded wisely. ‘““You’re a cunning
man, Captain, using that pirate crew’s own expectations
against them.”

“The best judge of a pirate is one of his own,” the
Englishman admitted. His tankard still waggled above one
shoulder. “My duties may seal me now to the queen, but I'm
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loathe to believe that any man who never ran with pirates
can ever be their match.”

Kirk straightened in his seat, stung by the remark. “Oh, I
don’t know about that.”

The table’s patrons turned to him almost as a unit, and he
found himself momentarily startled by the frank challenge
in their stares.

“Do you mean to disavow my own experience?” There
was steel in the dark-haired Englishman’s voice despite his
friendly countenance.

The white-haired bear lifted one big hand in an obvious
gesture of placation. “Easy, my friend. He sounds like a
man with experience of his own.”

“Some.” Kirk settled back as a wiry serving boy scamp-
ered up to their table with a tray full of drinks. He gave the
others first pick from the offerings, knowing what he wanted
would still be there when they were done. “Pirates were
never my primary business, but I’ve run across my share.”
He wrapped his hands around the mug of warm rum the
boy placed in front of him, well familiar with the price every
captain had to pay for the first round of drinks after his
arrival. “Let me tell you about a time when I rescued the
victims of some pirates, only to find out they weren’t exactly
what I’d expected. . . .”

I told myself it wasn’t resentment. I didn’t have the right
to resent him. He hadn’t killed my helmsman; he’d never
placed my ship and crew in danger; he hadn’t forced my
chief medrcal officer to retire. He hadn’t even murdered my
best friend. He had never been anything but responsible,
conscientious, and reliable. In these last few weeks, he’d
stepped into a position made vacant by my own actions—
not because he wanted it or because he hoped to prove
anything to anybody, just because it was necessary. He was
that kind of officer; service without complaint. Duty called,
and he answered.

Still, I hadn’t quite figured out how to separate him from
everything that had come before. So while he stood there in
the gym doorway, waiting for my answer with his damned
impenetrable patience, my first instinct was to tell him to go
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to hell. Instead, I asked in the mildest tone I could muster,
“Mr. Spock, can’t this wait until later?”

I must not have sounded as patient as I'd hoped. He lifted
one eyebrow a few micrometers, and peered at me with the
same keen interest he probably applied to alien mathemat-
ics problems. Subtle emotions often had that effect on him,
I’d noticed. It was as though he couldn’t decide what
informational value to assign such a random variable, and it
annoyed him to settle for an imperfect interpretation.

Except, of course, that annoyance was a human emotion.

“Regulations stipulate that a starship’s captain and exec-
utive officer shall meet once every seven days to coordinate
duties and exchange pertinent crew and mission informa-
tion.” He didn’t fidget. He just folded his hands around the
data pad at his waist and settled in as though there was no
place else he needed to be. “Our last such meeting was
eleven days ago.”

I turned back to my interrupted workout, leaving him to
recognize the implied dismissal. “Then a few more hours
won’t make any difference.” I aimed a high sweep-kick at
the sparring drone, and earned a flash of approving lights
for smashing into the upper-right-quadrant target.

Spock was silent for what seemed a long time, watching
me with his usual cool fascination, no doubt, as I did my
best to sweat out my personal demons at the expense of a
supposedly indestructible robot.

In the end, they both managed to outlast me. I stopped
before I started to stumble, but not before I was forced to
suck in air by the lungful, or before I raised dark welts on
the edges of both hands. I still secretly believed that if I
could push myself just a little further, a little longer, I'd
finally beat out the last of my uncertainty and guilt. But I’d
entertained this secret belief for at least three weeks and
hadn’t yet found the magic distance. And now I refused to
fall down in front of my new executive officer while I still
struggled to find it.

He gave me what was probably a carefully calculated
amount of time to catch my breath, then said to my still-
turned back, “May I remind the captain that when he is not
eating, sleeping, or engaging in some necessary physical
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activity, he is on duty. As senior science officer, my duty
shift is concurrent with the captain’s. As acting executive
officer, my second duty shift coincides with when the
captain is off-duty. Logic therefore suggests that rather than
disrupt the necessary human sleep function, the most
efficient time period during which to conduct our required
conferencing would be during the one-hour fifteen-minute
interval between the termination of my secondary duty shift
and the beginning of your regular tour.” He paused as
though giving my slower human mind a moment to process
his argument, then added blandly, “Which is now.”

I swiped a hand over my eyes to flick away the worst of
the sweat, and heaved an extra-deep breath to even out my
panting. “Is this your way of telling me you’re working a few
too many hours, Mr. Spock?”

Both eyebrows were nearly to his hairline; I could almost
feel the lightning flicker of his thoughts behind those dark
Vulcan eyes. “No, Captain.” He was as deadly serious as if
I’d asked him to contemplate the course of Klingon politics
over the next hundred years. “My current schedule allows
ample time for research, personal hygiene, and the intake of
food. Since Vulcans are not limited by the same stringent
sleep requirements as humans, I find the hours between my
shifts more than sufficient for meditation and physical
renewal.”

I tried not to sigh out loud. My entire Starfleet career
would be a success if I could teach even one Vulcan to have
a sense of humor. “What would you like to discuss, Mr.
Spock?” I asked wearily.

Where anyone else—anyone human—would have
promptly flipped up the pad to consult its readout, Spock
announced, apparently from memory, “According to the
first officer’s log, there are currently eight hundred fifty-four
individual crew evaluations which are late or incomplete.”

I paused in the action of scooping up my towel to frown at
him. “There are only four hundred and thirty crew on
board the Enterprise.”

Spock acknowledged my point with a microscopic tilt of
his head. “Four hundred twenty-four evaluations are still
outstanding from the quarter ending stardate ten thirteen
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point four. The other four hundred thirty were due at the
end of the most recent quarter, which ended on stardate
twelve ninety-eight point nine.”

And Gary—perpetually behind when it came to such
mundane administrative duties—died before he had the
chance to turn in even one from the most recent batch. I
tried to disguise a fresh swell of frustration by scrubbing at
my face and scalp with the towel, and began to dictate, for
the record: “Since last quarter, Lt. Lee Kelso was killed in
the line of duty. Dr. Elizabeth Dehner—Kkilled in the line of
duty. Lt. Commander Gary Mitchell—" I hid a bitter scowl
by turning and banning the sparring drone back to its
storage locker. “Killed.” The word still tasted like cold
gunmetal in my mouth. “I’ve ordered the lateral transfer of
Lt. Hikaru Sulu and Ensign David Bailey from astro-
sciences to cover the vacant bridge positions, and have
accepted Lt. Commander Spock’s application for tempo-
rary assignment as ship’s first officer.” Snatching up my
tunic and boots with a brusqueness that surprised even me,
I came to a stop just shy of touching Spock, knowing full
well how discomforting such proximity tended to be for
Vulcans. “On a brighter note, Chief Medical Officer Mark
Piper has retired to a safe, well-paying civilian position at
Johns Hopkins University on Earth, and his replacement,
Leonard McCoy, seems to be adapting nicely.” That last
was half a lie, since I hadn’t actually spoken to my old
friend McCoy since the day he first came aboard. I hadn’t
managed to say much even then, thanks to the doctor’s
colorful tirade against the ship’s transporter. I hadn’t re- |
membered him being quite so technophobic, and found |
myself wondering if this was going to be a problem. “Why
don’t you put all that in Gary’s files and call them done?”

Spock said nothing as I pushed past him on my way to the
showers, merely stepping neatly to one side to avoid any
unseemly physical contact. These were the kinds of little
skills he must practice daily, I realized. Memorized patterns
of behavior, movement, and response based on the thou-
sands—perhaps millions—of social interactions he’d en-
dured with a species whose conduct must seem positively
arcane to him. I doubted he even understood much of the
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social data he mentally collected about his crewmates—he
simply noted which interactions produced what results, and
adjusted his model accordingly. If there was a difference
between that and how a soulless machine would make use of
the same information, at that particular moment I couldn’t
see what it was.

He followed me into the showers at what was no doubt a
carefully calculated distance. Why did his patient silences
always make me feel so guilty about whatever random
bitterness popped into my head? Probably just another side-
effect of his conversational style. I made a note to read up
cn Vulcan social customs, naively believing that I might find
some understanding of Spock in their workings.

“The completion of Commander Mitchell’s reports
should pose no undue difficulty. I calculate that, by commit-
ting only forty-two point three percent of my on-duty time,
I can deliver the reports to you within sixty-eight hours.”

I hoped he didn’t expect me to vet them quite so quickly.
Eating and sleeping aside, I still had too much shoring up to
do with the ship’s new crew assignments to catch up on
nearly 900 reports over the next three days.

“I must confess, however . . .”

Reluctance? 1 paused with the water crashing over my
head to stare at him.

He all but rushed on before I could say a word. “I find the
guidelines as laid out by Starfleet . . . baffling.”

That admission of near-weakness surprised me more than
almost anything else he could have said. I turned off the
water and leaned out to study him. “How s0?”

If he was human, I almost think he might have blushed.
Not in embarrassment, but from the stone-faced frustration
young children sometimes display when confronted with an
impenetrable question they secretly suspect is a joke at their
expense. I wondered if Vulcan children ever teased each
other, or if the Vulcan Science Academy practiced hazing.

“The precise goal of such record keeping in the format
specified is unclear,” he said, quite formally, yet somehow
without actually meeting my eyes. “There are no statistical
data to be compiled, no discrete procedures to be followed.
The desired end result is entirely inadequately conveyed.”
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I felt a strange warmth when I realized what he was
saying. Sympathy, almost. “The desired end result is in-
sight,” I told him. He looked at me, and I smiled gently,
explaining, “It’s the first officer’s job to be liaison to the
crew. As captain, I depend on your observations—your
instincts and feelings about the crew’s state of mind.”

Any emotion I might have imagined in his features
evaporated with the infinitesimal straightening of his shoul-
ders. “I am Vulcan. I have no instincts or feelings, only
logic.”

But the crew is human, I wanted to tell him, just bubbling
over with emotion. Who in God’s name had ever thought a
Vulcan could serve as a human crew’s XO?

The chirrup of my communicator saved us from pursuing
a discussion neither of us was sure how to follow. I ducked
out of the shower, careless of the water I dripped as I
scooped up the communicator and flipped back the grid.
“Kirk here. Go ahead.”

The communications officer’s honey-rich voice seemed
strangely out of place in the conflicting Vulcan-human
landscape of our interrupted conversation. “Sir, sensors
have detected a disabled ship two point two kilometers to
our starboard. There’re some shipboard functions, but they
don’t respond to our hails.”

A real problem. Not overdue reports, Vulcan emotional
illiteracy, or misplaced captain’s angst. A way to avoid
feelings of helplessness by directing all my energy toward
something I could change. “Plot a course to intercept, and
scan the ship for survivors. I'm on my way to the bridge.” I
was already shaking my tunic free from the rest of my
clothing by the time I snapped the communicator shut and
tossed it to the bench. “I’m afraid you’re on your own with
those reports, Mr. Spock.” As we left for the bridge, I
flashed him a grin over the collar of my shirt, one that was
probably as reassuring as it was strictly sincere. “Just do the
best you can.”

The bridge felt alien and strangely quiet when the turbo-
lift deposited us on its margins. I missed Gary’s laughter. It
had been omnipresent—sometimes irritatingly so—and I

14




WAR DRAGONS

found myself missing the sudden guilty hush that meant
Gary had been sharing some particularly bawdy story with
the rest of the crew. I missed his liar’s smile, and his all-
too-innocent, “Captain on the bridge” to announce my
arrival.

Instead, the smoothly deep voice of my new helmsman
made the call, and nobody abruptly ceased what they were
doing or ducked their heads to hide a sudden onset of
blushing. Decorum reigned, and I felt like I’d stumbled onto
some other captain’s vessel.

Still, I made that first step beyond the turbolift’s doors
without any outward sign of hesitation, briskly taking the
steps down to my chair as Spock rounded behind me to
head for his own station at the science console. “Mr. Sulu,
report.”

The helmsman—my helmsman, I reminded myself firm-
ly—half turned in his seat, one hand still hovering posses-
sively over his controls. “Sensors detect life on the vessel,
but still no response to our hails. Their power exchange is in
bad shape—the distress call might be on automatic.”

Meaning the crew either couldn’t use ship’s systems to
respond, or were too badly injured to make the attempt. I
drummed my fingers on the arm of my command chair,
thinking. On the viewscreen, the flat, elongated vessel
drifted lazily clockwise, passing into a long silhouette,
presenting us her nose, wafting lengthwise again. Her en-
gines had been burned down to nubs, and the characteristic
shatter of disruptor fire carved jagged stripes down her
sides. It looked like at least half the ship was in vacuum, and
the other half looked too dark to be getting anywhere near
normal power. If there was anything or anyone still alive on
board, they wouldn’t stay that way forever.

“Spock, do we have any idea what kind of ship that is?”

He was silent for a moment. I gave him that—I’d figured
out early on that he didn’t like giving answers until he’d
looked at all the data.

“Sixty-three percent of the identifiable ship’s components
strongly resemble an Orion Suga-class transport,” Spock
said at last, still scanning the computer’s library screens.
“Eleven point six percent are from an Orion-manufactured
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slaving facility. Four point two percent still bear the regis-
tration codes for a Klingon unmanned science probe. The
remaining twenty-two point two percent resemble nothing
currently on record.”

I rubbed thoughtfully at my chin. “Could they be Ori-
ons?” I asked after adding up those bits and pieces. “Or
maybe Orion allies?”

“Starfleet has reported no recent Orion pirating activity
in this sector.” While it wasn’t exactly -an answer to my
question, it still led me a few steps closer to something that
was. Spock swivelled in his chair to lift an eyebrow at the
screen. “To my knowledge, the Orions have no allies.”

Which told you everything you needed to know about the
Orions. Still . . . “Just because we don’t know about any
allies doesn’t mean there are none.” I resisted an urge to
toss Spock a puckish grin he wouldn’t appreciate. “After all,
even the Devil had friends.”

He tipped his head in grave acknowledgment of my point,
and I felt for one startled moment as though he were teasing
me. He’s a Vulcan, not Gary Mitchell. Vulcans don’t tease. 1
turned forward again to hide my chagrin, and tapped my
chair intercom with the side of my hand. “Bridge to
transporter room.”

“Transporter room. Scott here.”

It worried me sometimes that my chief engineer spent so
much time with the transporter. I tried to reassure myself
that it was a fascinating piece of equipment, with all
manner of systems to explore. But sometimes I just couldn’t
shake the suspicion that there was more to Scott’s constant
tending than mere affection. Probably not something I
should mention around Dr. McCoy. “Scotty, can you get a
fix on the life-forms inside that alien vessel?”

“Fifteen to twenty of them,” he reported, managing to
sound pleased with himself and a little frustrated all at the
same time. “Maybe as many as twenty-four—the numbers
are hopping all over the place.”

“See if you can isolate them with a wide-angle beam.” I
muted the channel and glanced aside at Spock. “What sort
of environment does that ship hold?”

He opened his mouth, took a small breath as though to
say something, then seemed to change his mind at the last
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minute. Without having to reconsult his equipment, he
informed me, “Slightly higher in oxygen and nitrogen than
Earth normal, and at a slightly greater atmospheric pres-
sure. Fluctuations in their gravitational equipment average
at just a little less than one Earth gravity.” Then he
continued on without pausing, saying what I suspected had
been the first thing to cross his mind. “May 1 infer from
your questions that you intend to bring any survivors on
board?”

“Indeed you may.” I sent an automated request to
security for a small reception committee, and a similar
request to sickbay for an emergency medical team. “I’ve
never ignored another ship’s distress signal, and I don’t
intend to start now.”

Spock stood smoothly as I jumped up from my chair, his
own quiet way of announcing that he was following me
down to the transporter room. “And if the captain who
initiated this distress call is an Orion ally, as you specu-
late?”

I looked up at the viewscreen, quickly refreshing my
image of its crumpled superstructure and ruptured sides.
“Then they still need rescuing.” We certainly couldn’t tow
them anywhere—1I doubted their ship would stand up to the
grasp of the tractor beam, much less to having its tumble
forcibly stilled and its whole mass accelerated along a single
vector. Besides, towing wouldn’t take care of their
wounded. I wouldn’t put any captain in the position of
being helplessly dragged along while his crew died around
him. Not if I could help it.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Spock,” I continued as I circled my
command chair and took the stairs to the second level in a
single step. “We can isolate our guests in rec hall three until
arrangements are made to drop them off with whatever
allies they’re willing to claim.” The turbolift doors whisked
aside for me, and I slipped inside with one hand on the
sensor to hold them open as Spock caught up. “No one’s
going to get free run of the ship just because we’re giving
them a ride.”

He stepped in neatly beside me, pivoting to face the front
of the ’lift with a precision that seemed to be just a part of
his movement, not something he planned. “Worry is a
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human emotion,” he stated, as though correcting me on
some particularly salient fact.

I stepped back from the doors and let them flash closed
on us, taking up my own place on the opposite side of the
turbolift. “Of course it is,” I said, rather flatly. I kept my
eyes trained on the deck indicator to avoid having to look at
him. “How could I have forgotten?”
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Chapter Two

SULU

THE RESOUNDING CRASH of furniture interrupted Captain
Kirk’s story. Hikaru Sulu swung around to see what kind of
trouble might be brewing in the shadowy depths of the
Captain’s Table. All he saw was the female Klingon heading
for the bar with an empty tankard swinging in one large fist.
Apparently, kicking over her chair with a booted foot was
her method of politely disengaging herself from a conversa-
tion when she wanted more blood wine. There was some-
thing a littlg odd about the Klingon, something that nagged
at the edge of Sulu’s usually reliable memory, but he
couldn’t pin down exactly what it was. Did the Imperial
medals of honor on her chest look just a bit outdated, or
were they slightly futuristic? He felt as he often did back in
the old days, when he and Chekov would spend their shore
leaves in cheap spaceport flight simulator games that hadn’t
been reprogrammed or updated in years. Nothing looked
quite right, and yet none of it seemed quite serious enough
' to worry about either.

“Relax,” Kirk said softly, when Sulu turned back to their
table and his unfinished drink. “That’s what you came here
to do, remember? And this is the one place in the galaxy

19



L. A. Graf

where you don’t have to feel responsible for everything that
happens.”

Sulu gave him a quizzical look. “Because I’m not the only
captain in the room, you mean?”

“Because there is no one in the room who is not a
captain.” The felinoid alien on Sulu’s other side wrapped a
slender hand around his biceps, flexing her pearly claws at
his involuntary look of surprise. Sulu was grateful that Kirk
had caught him only a few steps out of the station com-
mander’s office, so that he still wore the tough red synthetic
wool of his Starfleet jacket. *“Yes, silly. Even me. Captains
come in many shapes and sexes.” She aimed a wicked look
across the table at the freighter captain in his worn leather
jacket. “And species,” she added meaningfully.

The human’s salt-and-pepper beard split with a rueful
wince. “Very true, Captain.”

“About all we have in common are the headaches,” said
the massive, white-maned man next to him. He took his
meerschaum pipe from his mouth and made an old-
fashioned gesture of respect toward the felinoid. “Or what-
ever part of your anatomy responds to having too few hours
in the day to solve too many problems.”

“Spine,” she said and curled herself into a cat-smooth
stretch that would have put her into traction if she were a
human. “Ahh! That last run to Andor was a killer. The only
good thing about it was—"" She paused and glanced across
the table at the English dandy, then lowered her voice to a
hiss, “the Orion pirates left us alone, this time.”

The freighter captain watched her with appreciative eyes.
“Pirates are the one thing I’ve never had to deal with, knock
on wood.” He wrapped his knuckles on the table, startling
the stub-tailed lizard into a short skittle from where it had
been basking in the light from their table’s lamp. The
passing bartender promptly dropped another bottle of Mar-
tian Red Ice Ale onto the space the lizard had vacated. Since
his own mug was still full, the bearded human offered it to
the felinoid, who accepted with a flirtatious flick of her long
eyelashes. ““As bad as it must be to hunt them, I bet it’s even
worse to be the one they’re hunting.”

“Not if you keep your hull clean and your sails mended,”
said the Englishman. With his thigh-high boots and cutlass,
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he could have walked straight from the pages of a swash-
buckling Rafael Sabatini adventure novel. Whatever cos-
tume party he was attending later that night, he’d probably
win a prize for best historical accuracy. Even his boots were
a perfect reconstruction from the days when shoemakers
hadn’t bothered to make different shoes for right and left
feet. “Trust me, there’s not a pirate in the world who ever
bothered to scrape all the barnacles off his belly.”

“Very true,” agreed the man with the meerschaum pipe,
with a look of grudging respect. “If you have a good steady
wind behind you, you can loft your canvas and leave them
wallowing like garbage scows.”

The felinoid captain shook her caramel-colored mane of
hair. “I theenk thees pirates are not sso eezee to run from,
or to fyght,” she said definitively. “I haf heard thiss story,
how thees Nykusss mersenries almost start a war wiss the
Klingons.” She wrinkled her nose in the direction of the
loud female Klingon who was just returning to her own
table with a fresh drink. “Who can blame them?”

“That was later,” Kirk told her. “The Anjiri and the
Nykkus were on the run when I met them. But a few years
after that, when they came after us—that was when things
really got interesting.” He gave Sulu a sidelong look, his
hazel eyes gleaming with laughter. “Of course, you really
should hear that part of the story from the man who got
attacked by them on his first cruise with a brand-new
ship—"

Sulu winced at the reminder of his initial botched mis-
sion on the Excelsior, but he couldn’t help smiling as well.
As soon as he recognized the story Captain Kirk was
spinning he should have guessed that he wasn’t going to
escape without telling his part of it. And considering who he
was waiting for here at Utopia Planitia, recounting that
particular encounter with pirates did seem like an appropri-
ate way to pass the time. Sulu glanced around at the circle of
waiting faces and took a fortifying sip of Red Ice ale.

“It all started back on Deep Space Three,” he said. He
tickled the lizard under its chin until it wiggled up onto his
hand, feeling strangely reassured by its cool presence
against his skin. “Of course, we didn’t know then that
Captain Kirk’s story was just the beginning of ours. Or
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that ours was the finish of his, I guess. All we knew was that
we had a delivery to make, and a brand-new starship crew to
make it with. . . .”

This really should be more nerve-wracking, I thought,
watching the coordinated array of industrial-sized trans-
porter beams play over the sleek, gull-winged shape of an
FL-70 Falcon. After all, this unusual procedure—beaming a
fleet of small reconnaissance ships directly into a starship’s
shuttle bay—wasn’t just being tested for the first time, it
was being tested on a newly designed and newly commis-
sioned starship. My starship, the U.S.S. Excelsior. I know
you’ll say I'm prejudiced, but I had come to be extremely
fond of the Excelsior in the short time since I'd been
promoted to be her captain. She was a big muscular ship,
built for maximum self-sufficiency and self-defense rather
than speed and sleekness. The result was a workhorse, not
anywhere as pretty to look at as the Enterprise, but the
working model for a future line of long-range Starfleet
cruisers.

Right now, however, the Excelsior was the only one of her
kind and thus the only starship in the fleet whose main
shuttle bay was big enough to carry all twelve Falcons. With
the current level of diplomatic tension that existed between
the Klingons and the Federation, that meant she was the
only way those reconnaissance ships could get transferred to
the Neutral Zone without making the Empire suspect they
were being invaded. So, despite the fact that her shuttle bay
doors were precisely one meter too small for the Falcons to
fly through, this critical assignment had fallen to me, my
ship, and my newly trained crew. You can see why I should
have been shaking in my boots.

But as I watched the first FL-70 begin to glitter and fade
out of existence, all I felt was the sweet relief of finally being
done with testing and shakedown cruises and getting down
to actual work. We’d spent months putting the Excelsior
and her crew through every torturous test and trial that
Starfleet’s Corps of Astronomical Engineers could devise. In
theory, our goal was to locate and correct any mechanical or
computer flaws before we actually took the big ship out on
her first mission, but I'd come to suspect that there was
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another, more subtle reason for shakedown cruises. By the
time they were done, your entire crew was so hardened to
crisis—and impatient for action—that any potential for
nervous human error had been entirely burned away.

It took a surprisingly long time for the first Falcon to
vanish from Deep Space Three’s huge docking hanger. Its
edges sparkled with transport effect long moments before
the center did, and it vanished the same way, with a
gleaming curve of cockpit windows lingering to the end like
the Cheshire Cat’s smile. The power drain created by the
transport generators made the hangar lights dim, and the
catwalk on which I was standing shook with subsonic
vibrations as inertial dampeners cut in to compensate for
the sudden shift in mass from the old-fashioned revolving
station to the Excelsior. There was a lengthy pause after the
Falcon was gone, then the slim communicator on my wrist
chirped a request for attention.

“Sulu here.”

“First Falcon’s in the nest, sir,” said Tim Henry gruffly.
My chief engineer didn’t have Montgomery Scott’s roliing
brogue or his tendency to prophesy disaster any time the
ship’s systems were stressed, but Henry had his own idio-
syncracies. He spent all his off-duty hours building molecu-
lar model cities out of nano-machinery, creating what his
xeno-biologist wife Sandi affectionately called “quantum
flea circuses.” This quirk was more than outweighed, how-
ever, by his superb trouble-shooting intuition. While all the
engineers around him were scratching their heads and
reaching for their computer models to determine which of
the Excelsiors many newly designed systems could be
causing a ship malfunction, Henry already had panels off
and was testing circuits. Ninety percent of the time, his first
guess turned out to be the right one. If there was one thing
my years on the Enterprise had taught me, it was that you
could forgive a lot of eccentricity in a good engineer.

“Any problems with inertial compensation?”’ I craned my
head to glance over the transporter tech’s shoulder at the
monitor which showed the Excelsior, docked high on the
station’s outer ring. It was an irrational thing to do, of
course, since I couldn’t possibly tell from the outside if the
transport of this enormous and unwieldy piece of cargo had
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damaged my starship’s delicate link to Deep Space Three.
But the unlikely vision of my ugly metal behemoth floating
like a swan against the background swirl of stars always
made me smile.

“Barely a flicker on the readouts, sir,” Henry reported.
“If anything, we started to compensate for the mass a few
milliseconds too soon. I’m going to synchronize our inertial
dampeners with the transporter power surge next time.
Clear for number two.” -

“Acknowledged.” I nodded at the station’s transporter
chief and she punched in the coordinates of the second FL-
70. This time I watched the power gauges instead of the
glittering sweep of the beam, and whistled at the energy
consumption they recorded. If we had been anywhere near
an inhabited planet, that much diversion of sunlight might
have caused a noticeable climate change. However, the
massive red giant that Deep Space Three orbited had long
ago engulfed and charred any planets it once had. The space
station was free to drain off as much radiant energy as it
needed. :

“We’ve got the highest capacity cargo transporters in the
sector, Captain.” The station commander had seen the
direction of my gaze and interpreted my whistle correctly.
Wendell Barstow was an older man, brisk and businesslike
as befitted someone who oversaw both Starfleet and mer-
cantile operations on his watch. ‘“‘And we’ve handled bigger
packages than those FL-70s of yours. Don’t worry, we’ll get
them all into your shuttle bay without burning out any
power circuits.”

“But will the Neutral Zone outpost we’re heading for
have the transporter capacity to get them out again?” asked
a grim voice from beside me. “If not, the Excelsior’s shuttle
bay doors aren’t going to fit anymore.”

I glanced over at my executive officer, a little surprised
that this long-awaited call to action hadn’t ignited the same
cheerfulness in him that it had in me. “Our orders are to
deliver the Falcons to Elaphe Vulpina Nine,” I said. “Last
time I checked, that was the Neutral Zone outpost set up
specifically to guard the Vulcans’ main transporter research
station. Don’t worry, Mr. Chekov, those patrol ships won’t
have to blast their way out of the Excelsior’s belly.”
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“Assuming the Klingons haven’t recently blasted Elaphe
Vulpina,” Chekov reminded me. ‘“You know we’ve been on
the brink of war with them ever since we butted heads on
the Genesis planet. If they decided to attack—"

“A dozen little reconnaissance ships built for stealth and
speed won’t be any help to us. They can stay right inside our
cargo bay while we stop any Klingon incursion.” I eyed my
second-in-command with more attention than I'd paid to
him since the day he’d first reported to his new post on the
Excelsior. He looked older than in the days when we’d
manned the helm of the Enterprise, of course, but then so
did I. Less muscle and more bone showing in our faces, less
rashness and more wisdom in our eyes. But the lines carved
between his dark eyebrows seemed sharper than usual
today, and his eyes met mine reluctantly. I frowned, and
took a few steps away from the station commander and his
transporter chief, trusting that the rumble of the big inertial
compensators would cover our lowered voices.

“Pavel, what’s the matter? I told you when you came
aboard, if there’s some part of a mission you don’t like, it’s
your job as my executive officer to say so.” That was another
thing I'd learned from serving with Captain Kirk and
Commander Spock back on the Enterprise. ““‘Are you wor-
ried the Klingons will find out we’re delivering a fleet of
military ships to the border and attack us?”

Chekov shook his head, but remained silent. I held my
tongue as the second Falcon slowly began to vanish. Ten
years of serving together, and nearly twenty years of friend-
ship, let me know when to push this man and when to let
him be. At length, he made a face. I don’t think it was the
stale smell of Deep Space Three’s regenerated air that
inspired it.

“I think this all just reminds me a little too much of the
Kobayashi Maru,” my executive officer admitted. “Why did
Starfleet Command have to make our very first mission one
that involves the Klingons and the Neutral Zone?”

“Our mission parameters don’t have us coming within
fifty kilometers of the Neutral Zone itself,” I reminded him.
“Unless they happen to be patrolling near Elaphe Vulpina,
the Klingons should never even know we were there.”

“Right.” I couldn’t tell from his clipped-off voice if
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Chekov was being sardonic or just serious. He watched in
silence as the second Falcon disappeared. This time, it was
the sensor-deflecting nose array that lingered until last.
*Just promise me you won’t answer any mysterious distress
calls from the other side of the Klingon border.”

“Don’t worry,” I said dryly. “I got that out of my system
back at the academy.” My wrist communicator chirped
again, and I tapped the channel open. “Sulu here.”

I was expecting Tim Henry’s confirmation that the sec-
ond small patrol ship had arrived intact, but what 1 got
instead was the younger voice of Nino Orsini, my chief
security officer. “Captain, we just got a call from the ship’s
resupply team. They’ve gotten delayed down on level eight
because of a little alien trouble.”

I frowned. “What kind of alien trouble?”

“A confrontation with some—er—revenue agents from
the local dilithium supplier. The station quartermaster
insists their tax claim on Deep Space Three’s dilithium
stock isn’t valid, but they’re refusing to let our supply team
take it without paying a tariff. Should I take a detail from
the Excelsior down to deal with it or call in station
security?”

I glanced over at Chekov and got an amswering nod
without even needing to ask the question. “Neither, Lieu-
tenant. Commander Chekov is going to straighten out the
situation.”

“Aye, sir. And by the way, Chief Henry says to tell you
that the second Falcon came in just fine with the modified
inertial dampening procedure.”

“Acknowledged. Sulu out.”

By the time I'd lifted my thumb off the communicator
controls, Chekov had already vanished into the nearest
turbolift. I sighed, and turned back to the glitter of trans-
porter beams scything through the station’s cargo hold. The
third Falcon was beginning to vanish, leaving nine more to
go. If the truth be told I was already bored, but being a
starship captain meant more than just making all the hard
decisions in times of crisis. It also meant being present at all
of your ship’s momentous occasions, from major events like
the signing of peace treaties to small ones like the arrival of
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new crew members and the first-ever transport of ships into
shuttle bays.

It also meant delegating authority, something I was still
trying to accustom myself to. I knew better than to try
dealing with every problem and crisis in person, but part of
my brain was still down in that turbolift with Chekov,
trying to foresee and solve the problems he’d encounter on
deck eight. Was that the right way to delegate, or was I
- supposed to just hand the problem over to a competent
member of my crew and then forget about it? It was
something I still wasn’t clear on, and in this case it was no
use asking myself what my mentor, Captain Kirk, would
have done. Delegating authority was the one thing he was
- notoriously bad at.

“Problem, Captain Sulu?”

“A minor one.” I joined Wendell Barstow back at the
transporter desk in time to see the third Falcon dissolve into
glitter. “How long has your local dilithium supplier been
trying to levy a tariff on Starfleet requisitions?”

“What?” The station commander looked as blank as if I'd
told him that the Klingons had just signed a peace treaty
with the Federation. “Who says they are?”

“My resupply team. They’ve been asked to pay a sur-
charge to top off the Excelsior’s stocks.”

Barstow snorted at that and pressed his wrist communi-
cator on. “Barstow to Operations Room. How many non-
Starfleet ships do we have in port now, Rebovich?”

“Four, sir,” said the voice of his second-in-command.
“An Andorian luxury liner, an Earth courier, a Tellerite
merchant ship, and an Orion private yacht.”

“Thanks. Barstow out.” The station commander gave me

‘a tolerant look. “Sounds to me like your resupply team is
‘getting itself caught in a classic Orion swindle. You did say
this was the Excelsior’s first full-fledged mission, didn’t you,
Captain Sulu? You should have warned your greenhorns
‘never to pay a toll to the trolls.”

I felt my cheeks tighten with embarrassment, and it
wasn’t just at the stationmaster’s blunt frontier slang. It was
hard enough to be a brand-new captain without the addi-
tional burden of shepherding a brand-new crew through all
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the pitfalls that unscrupulous aliens could throw at them.
“I’ll warn my XO not to fall for it,” | managed to say calmly
enough, but I tapped my communicator channel open with
more force than it needed. Fortunately, Starfleet built its
equipment to sustain worse things than a captain’s irrita-
bility.

“Sulu to Chekov.”

“Chekov here.” From the slowing pitch of the turbolift
whistle in the background, I could tell he had almost arrived
at his destination. It made his disgruntled tone understand-
able. “Change of orders, Captain?”

“No, just a change of context. Commander Barstow
thinks our ‘dilithium revenue agents’ are probably Orion
swindlers. I thought you’d want to be prepared—"

“To rescue the supply team from their clutches,” Chekov
finished for me, the irritation in his voice replaced by a
veteran space-traveler’s amusement. ‘“Understood. Chekov
out.”

I released the communicator button and stood watching a
fourth Falcon fade into glimmers beneath the scouring of
the station’s immense transporter beams. It looked like
pure magic, as any sufficiently advanced technology does,
but I knew that billions of complex computer functions
were being carried out during each second of that transfer,
accompanied by an input of solar power so vast that
magnetically confined power conduits were required to
supply it. And the net result of all this technological
wizardry? Twelve little two-man reconnaissance ships were
moved a distance they could easily have coasted to on the
strength of their own warp exhaust, if the engineers who
designed the Excelsior’s shuttle bay doors had only foreseen
the need to admit them.

My communicator chirped again, but this time it didn’t
wait for me to announce myself. “Captain, you and the
station commander need to hear this,” said my security
chief’s voice. Before I could respond, the crackle of a poor-
quality or very distant subspace transmission burst from
the speaker on my wrist.

“Ships converge Deep Space Three attack wait explosion
capture ships converge Deep Space Three attack wait explo-
sion capture ships converge—" |
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Orsini’s voice replaced the ominous babble. “We picked
it up on a routine scan of subspace frequencies, sir,” he said
before I could ask. “About a minute ago.”

“Klingons?” I demanded. Deep Space Three was the
 major restocking point for the entire length of the Klingon
 Neutral Zone, although it wasn’t anywhere near the bound-
ary itself. If it was under attack by the Klingon Empire, a
major incursion was in progress and Chekov’s gloom re-
garding our mission had been well-justified.

“No, Captain. The transmission signature isn’t Klingon,
and the language was barely decipherable.” That was my
chief communications officer, Janice Rand. Her composed
voice, the result of long years of deep space experience,
contrasted noticeably with Orsini’s youthful urgency. “Our
universal translator found a comparable alien language
sampled twenty years ago in a sector near here, but the
translation you just heard only has a forty-five percent
confidence interval. We’re not even sure that we caught the
entire text of the message.”

“Can you pinpoint the source?”

“No, sir. It was broadcast in a part of the subspace
spectrum no one uses much because of interference from
black holes. That’s the crackling noise that you heard.”

“So it could be coming from anywhere.” I watched the
last glittering fade of the fourth Falcon and frowned. “Have
our sensors picked up unusual ship movements anywhere
near the station?”

“Several vessels are in the vicinity, sir, but their flight
paths don’t seem to be coordinated.” Science Officer Chris-
tina Schulman sounded as if she was frowning, but then she
almost always did when she was trying to interpret long-
range sensor data. I had never seen anyone coax more
information from sensor arrays and be less satisfied with it.
“Some of the ion trails do show an unusual enhancement in
the heavier transperiodic isotopes, which means their warp
drives are getting pretty old. Other than that, we don’t have
much information.”

“Which means they aren’t broadcasting their identifica-
tion profiles the way most merchant ships do.” I swung
around to face the station commander, who’d been listening
in thoughtful silence beside me. “Commander Barstow, I
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suggest we stop the transport and place the station on red
alert—>

“Based on a single badly translated transmission?”” The
older man gave me the same tolerant look that had greeted
my resupply crew’s encounter with Orion swindlers. “Cap-
tain Sulu, do you have any idea how many times a week we
get hit with this kind of thing out here on the frontier?
Garbled messages with just enough words to make the
universal translator think it knows the language—and by
the time you track it down, you find out it was just a
subspace echo that got bounced through a singularity from
one side of the quadrant to the other. Or maybe the
Klingons along the Neutral Zone amusing themselves by
trying to destroy our crew’s morale. We can’t raise our
shields every single time it happens—it would disrupt all
our cargo loading operations.”

I frowned out at the silver crescent of docking rim I could
see through the cargo bay windows. All of those ships,
including my own, lay vulnerable to attack unless the
station raised its shields to protect them. I might be
succumbing to new-captain jitters, but something about the
brutal simplicity of those intercepted attack orders told me
they weren’t idle Klingon chatter. And Captam Kirk always
said to trust your instincts.

I shot out a hand and caught the transporter chief’s hand
away from her controls before she could begin the transport
of another Falcon. “I can’t force you to shield your own
station, Commander Barstow,” I said, quietly. “But I can
order this loading operation to be halted so that I can raise
the shields on my own ship.”

“But if we power down the beam generators now it’ll take
two hours of recalibration before we can start up again,” the
transporter chief protested. “We have other ships waiting to
be loaded—"

“I’ll take full responsibility for the delay.” I could see
Barstow’s exasperation deepen to annoyance. “You can put
a reprimand in my file if this turns out to be a false alarm,
but for now I’m taking it seriously. I want my ship shielded
in case of attack.”

“Shut down the transporters,” Barstow told his trans-
porter chief reluctantly. She swept a hand across her con-
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trols, and I felt the vibration of the immense plasma cables
that fed the beam generators fade to a shiver and then
vanish. A moment later, the deep-throated growl of the
inertial dampeners faded too. Inside the shroud of silence
that had fallen over the station’s main cargo bay, the chirp
of my communicator seemed as loud as the whoop of a

. distress siren. I thumbed it on, expecting the Excelsior.

“Sulu here.”

“It’s Chekov.” His tense whisper probably wouldn’t have
been audible a moment before. “Captain, our resupply
team’s not being swindled, they’re being held hostage in the
quartermaster’s office. They must have been forced to call
in a false report to explain their delay in returning to the
ship.”

I lowered my voice to avoid giving his position away in
case anyone was listening. ‘“How many Orions are there?”

*“None,” Chekov said grimly. “I only got a glimpse of the
aliens guarding the door, but they don’t look like Orions or
anything else I’ve ever seen. And they don’t look friendly. I
think they’re trying to break into the dilithium storage
area.”

I glanced over at Barstow. “Attack wait explosion,” I
reminded him and saw his face tighten with dismay. He
pressed his own communicator and began calling for securi-
ty. “Chekov, do what you can to keep those aliens out of
there until station security arrives,” I told my second-in-
command. “They may be trying to sabotage Deep Space
Three.”

“Understood. Chekov out.”

I slapped fhe communicator to another channel. “Sulu to
Excelsior.”

“Henry here.” My crew had obviously taken the inter-
cepted threat as seriously as I had, since they’d summoned
the next-in-command back from the shuttle bay to the
bridge. “Orders, Captain?”

“Put the ship on red alert. Disengage from the station and

‘back away far enough to raise shields.” The interference

from a starship’s powerful electromagnetic defenses had
been known to play havoc with space station circuits,
especially if the station hadn’t raised its own external
shields. “Warn all Starfleet vessels in port that we have a
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hostage situation in progress, potential sabotage on Deep
Space Three, and an attack force of unknown proportions
on the way.” I glanced at Barstow and found him heading
for the turbolift without waiting to consult with me. I didn’t
hold his departure against him—now that he knew the
threat was real, the safety of Deep Space Three had to be his
top priority, just as the safety of the Excelsior’s crew and her
cargo was mine. “Beam me back aboard before you raise
shields.”

“Too late, sir.” The sweeping glare of phasers across the
cargo bay windows had already told me that. “We just came
under attack.”

“Then get those shields up, now!” To my relief, I could see
docking clamps opening all along the silver rim of Deep
Space Three, as one Starfleet vessel after another disen-
gaged and prepared for battle. The Excelsior was already
several meters from the station and moving fast for all her
workhorse bulk. As I watched, a sudden shiver of phospho-
rescence ran across her starboard side as her rising shields
brushed past Deep Space Three’s own defensive screens.

Phaser bursts exploded again across the cargo windows,
too bright this time to be anything but a direct hit off the
screens in front of them. I thought it was a stray shot until it
happened again, a few seconds later. I frowned and glanced
over at Deep Space Three’s transporter chief, but she was so
busy recalibrating her instruments that I wasn’t sure she
even knew an attack was in progress. I tapped her shoulder
and got a startled upward look.

“Is there a weapons array near here?”

“Not really. The nearest one is on the lower docking
ring.” .

“What about life-support? Shield generators?”

She shook her head again, looking puzzled. “Cargo trans-
porters are never placed near any critical station systems.
The interference from our power circuits would mean
constant retuning. Why?”

I squinted up at another burst of light. “Because whoever
these attackers are, they seem to be concentrating their fire
on us.”

“On us?” She craned her head upward. “But the screens
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over the cargo bay were never designed to withstand heavy
fire—"

“I think they know that.” I frowned, watching the swoop
and flash of surprisingly small and mismatched fighters
behind the phaser explosions. This was starting to look
more like a pirate raid and less like a military attack.
“They’re staying tucked between the station wheels, where
the weapons arrays can’t reach them. And any return fire
from the starships out there will just add to the damage
they’re doing.”

The transporter chief looked back down at her panel,
winced, then swept her hand across it, taking all her systems
back to zero again. “We’d better get out before that hull
breaches. At least the Falcons won’t mind being exposed to
vacuum—"

“No, but they will mind being exposed to phaser fire.” 1
wasn’t going to let my very first mission be wrecked by a
bunch of alien buccaneers who’d picked Deep Space Three
to loot that week. If I couldn’t be aboard the Excelsior,
overseeing this fight, then I could at least be a participant in
it. “Get up to Operations,” 1 told the transporter chief,
giving her a little push to separate her from her station. “If
the station shields fall, tell your security chief to try
activating the shields on the other seven Falcons by remote
command.”

“The other seven Falcons?” she repeated, and blinked at
me in confusion. “But we only transported four over to the
Excelsior.”

“I know.” I took a step away from the transporter desk
and felt the weight of the last five months—the constant
decisions, the endless complications, and the unrelenting
responsibility—slide unexpectedly off my shoulders. I
started to understand why Captain Kirk always insisted on
leading all those landing parties himself. “The eighth one
will already have its shields raised. From the inside.”
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Chapter Three

KIRK

IN MY casg, defending the Enterprise from imminent attack
wasn’t my primary concern. After all, we’d found no
evidence of unidentified ships loitering about, and sensors
verified that any detectable engine residue belonged only to
the damaged vessel in front of us. If you’d asked me at the
moment Spock and I arrived in the transporter room, I
would have said our biggest challenge would be figuring out
our visitors’ dietary needs.

I would have been wrong, of course. But I was still young;
I had a lot to learn.

So with all the other dire considerations that could have
been racing through my head as Engineer Scott activated
the transporter, what actually struck me first about them
was that they should have been bigger.

Not that I had any expectations—we still hadn’t been
able to establish voice contact with them, much less visual.
The only thing we knew for certain from our sensor
readings was that they weren’t Orions; whether or not they
were sympathizers toward that dyspeptic race still remained
to be seen. Still, the flashes of transporter cohesion that
came just ahead of total solidity suggested terror, speed,
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and ferocity far beyond anything the Orions had ever
achieved.

So when the transporter’s whine finally drifted to silence
and left behind a half dozen armored creatures not much
taller than my shoulder, I felt a little twinge of surprise.

I heard Spock later call them therapods, but at the time
the only word that came to my mind was “reptile.” Pebble-
skinned, a uniform sand gray in color, they had the lidless,
jewel-toned eyes of a gecko and the fierce, conical teeth of a
crocodile. They were thick limbed, with broad, brutish
heads; their crouching, forward-leaning posture would have
made them look ready to attack even if they’d been the most
gentle, open-minded people in the world, which I had a
feeling they were not. The armor was mechanical—no
biological elements at all, as far as I could see—but fitted
them so tightly that it might have been chitinous plates or
thickened skin. When one of them lowered its muzzle to
make direct eye contact with me, I swallowed my first surge
of alarm and decided I'd interpret the gesture as one of
leadership rather than aggression.

Realizing how easily the rod-shaped universal translator
could be mistaken for a weapon, I kept my hand scrupu-
lously relaxed at my side as I took a single step toward the
transporter pad. “I’m Captain James T. Kirk of—"

They exploded into the room as a single unit, like
shrapnel from an old-fashioned bomb. I’d brought an escort
of security personnel—I was altruistic, not stupid—and the
shriek of phaser fire filled the tiny room as lashing tails and
brilliant claws struck out in every direction. I had less than
an eye-blink to glimpse two men go down under a powerful
double-footed kick from one attacker, then one of the
armor-plated monsters slammed me full in the chest and we
hit the deck so hard my vision grayed.

It missed gutting me by a few inches—1I heard the heavy
claws on its feet screech against the decking. Instinctively, I
heaved as much strength into my counter blow as I could
muster, aiming for the fetid stink of its breath so close to my
own face. The translator in my hand impacted with bone
and armor, smashing snapping teeth aside but clearly doing
nothing to discourage my attacker from another try. Dread
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clenched at my belly as its big lizard face swung back toward |
me— 3

Then the referred jolt of a phaser blast made my hands go
numb and knocked the glint of consciousness from the
creature’s eyes.

I thought I had managed to muscle it aside myself,
valiantly ignoring the adrenaline shakes that were making
my stomach feel like liquid. But, as it rolled to flop prostrate
on the decking, I saw Spock straighten from where he’d bent
to haul it off me. I also saw the phaser still in his hand.

“Thank you, Mr. Spock.” No sense spoiling the moment
by pointing out the legendary Vulcan reputation for nonvio-
lence.

He glanced at the phaser as though unimpressed with how
it looked in his hand. “Merely being prudent, Captain.”

Because arranging for a new commander officer would
prove an annoyance this far away from a Federation star-
base? Or because he’d had just enough exposure to the
executive officer position to know he didn’t want the
captaincy? There are some questions better left unasked.

Turning, I made a quick survey of the damage around the
transporter room. Spock was one of the few people in front
of the console still standing—apparently, our visitors
hadn’t marked him as a threat when it came to picking
targets. Which showed what both of us knew, I guess, since I
probably would have discounted a Vulcan, too. But the
attackers themselves lay in huddles all over the room,
twitching as though in feverish sleep. I was surprised but
pleased by how little human blood had been spilled in the
brief skirmish. You could say a lot of things about Starfleet
security squads, but that they were tough as nails should be
top on anybody’s list.

“Call sickbay,” I told Scott. He and his transporter tech
were still safely ensconced behind the control console,
wisely staying out of the way. “Get that medical team down
here.”

“Presumptive, Nykkus sometimes are.” The voice was
feather-light, and drifted up to us from the dented device
still clutched in my right hand. “Incendiary, Nykkus most
times are.”

The alien still crouched near the back of the transporter
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pad blinked at me from beneath the arms he’d crossed over
his head. He’d been completely screened from view by the
armored creatures now spread out on my floor, who I now
realized were probably protecting him. His own armor was
lighter, more like a tense skin of protective clothing, and he
was slim and more delicately boned. What struck me most,
though, was how humanoid his face and eyes appeared
when compared to his guards’—Ilike the features of a
human compared to those of a gorilla. He stood with a fluid
grace that was neither threatening nor submissive and
splayed one long-fingered hand against his chest. “Vissith
am L.”” One finger curled out to point down at my side while
the little nubbin that was all he had for a tail twitched
nervously. “From this elongation, a voice I sense. This
alteration, what I eject tells you?”

I glanced down at the translator, then back up at him.
“Yes. This is a translation device.” Which I very likely
addled by bashing it against one of Vissith’s guards. It spun
out a musical braid of hissing and clicks which I hoped
made for better syntax in his language than it did in mine.
“Can you understand what I’'m saying to you?”

Vissith’s head cocked almost over onto his shoulder. His
whole body seemed to fidget, fingers moving, knees flexing
arrhythmically. “Yes,” he said at last. But even the voice
given him by the translator sounded uncertain. “Although
very bad your decoration of words is.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “The translation should im-
prove as we talk longer.” I was almost hypnotized by his
constant movement, and had to make myself blink and look
back up at his jewel-tone eyes. “I’m Captain James T. Kirk,
of the Federation starship Enterprise. We mean you no
harm.”

He bobbed a short staccato, toes clicking. “Our existence
you broken have.” Fingers fluttered to dust hissing words
over his fallen guards. “My domestic Nykkus killed you
have.”

“Your Nykkus aren’t harmed, only . . .” [ glanced at their
crumpled forms, trying to decide on the best way to explain
“sleeping.” Which word should I have used for Vissith’s
guards—domestic or Nykkus? I chose the one 1 didn’t
recognize, hoping it would translate more directly back into
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the alien’s language. ““Your Nykkus will wake up again in a
few minutes.” And, God willing, we’d have everything
sorted out with Vissith by then. I wasn’t really looking
forward to defending myself with a handheld translator
again.

The transporter room doors whisked open, and Vissith
jumped as though someone had stung him. I responded
only a little less strongly—I’d almost forgotten the emer-
gency medical team. I certainly hadn’t expected my new
chief surgeon to come along with them. Piper’d had a
tendency to delegate such duties to his younger medtechs.
Snapping an appralsmg look at the downed aliens and my

one injured security officer, McCoy raised both eyebrows at.

me the way he used to when he was a dorm monitor at
Starfleet Academy and I was the cadet he’d caught at an
inappropriate party. I waved him to get his team to work
without ever really pulling my attention away from Vissith.

“My ship is not the one which attacked you,” 1 tried to
explain, turning back to our guest. “But our sensors detect
no other vessels in the vicinity—

“Pirates. Cargos loosened, our pod set adrift.”

I resisted an urge to slap the translator against the palm of
my hand. Vissith’s abrupt interruptions made it hard to
follow the flow of our discussion, but the translator’s bizarre
word choices weren’t helping, either. “Any pirates are long
gone. We detected your automatic distress beacon and only
came to offer assistance.”

“Fix our hovel.”

The request—the order—caught me by surprise. I shook
my head slowly, biting back an impulse to point out that
someone who’d been minutes away from sucking vacuum
was really in no position to be demanding anything. “I’'m
afraid we can’t do that,” I explained. Quite reasonably, I
thought. “Your ship has sustained serious damage.” And I
have no intention of sending a repair crew to poke around a
scrap heap so hot that sensors still don’t have a definitive fix
on the number of life-forms on board. “But if you’re willing,
we’ll give your crew shelter and medical care, and take you
back to your own people.”

His rocking and weaving never slowed, but it took him a
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long time before he spoke again. “Packages within our belly,
these as well you bring.”

Spock beat me to that explanation. “Our sensors detect
no mass left within your cargo bays, and very little atmos-
phere beyond where your crew has taken shelter.”

I wasn’t sure how much of that would make it through a
garbled ‘translation, so added, “What your crew has with
them is all you have.” Then I gave Vissith a moment to
absorb the concept, not to mention for the translator to
finish skreeling out its own interpretation. ‘“There’s nothing
left we can steal from you,” I said gently. “And if we meant
to harm you, we could have done so already. If you’ll trust
us, and step down from there, we can use our transporter to
bring over the rest of your crew and set you up in guest
quarters.”

For the first time since he’d climbed to his feet, Vissith
stood stone still. “Interrogative.”

Even the translator had no suggestion as to what he’d
meant to say. “I don’t understand.”

That admission at least seemed to turn into something on
its way out the other end of the translator. I listened to what
seemed an incongruously long string of hissing, then an
equally long silence. “Suspicious your suggestion is.” He
seemed to be speaking very slowly, carefully. I was more
sure than ever that the translator wasn’t working any better
in his direction than in mine. “Vacuum and vacancy your
only improvements will be.”

Ah, we got nothing from helping them. Yet from where I
stood, we humans actually had a lot to gain—friendship
with a new race, expanded knowledge about the galaxy we
all lived in, maybe even some information that could help
us ferret out any acts of piracy in this sector. Still, I wasn’t
sure how to explain all that to Vissith, especially through a
communications device I wasn’t confident could accurately
translate our names. “We call it kindness.” Could the
translator convey the meaning of a smile? “It’s a human
custom.”

Perhaps the slow blinking of alien eyes meant something
equally as subtle and untranslatable as a smile. “This
gesture to me has no meaning. My people this word do have
not.”

39



L. A. Graf

No meaning in a smile? Or no such word as “kindness.”
Either way, I should have known right then that something
was wrong.

We learned that they were called the Anjiri. There were
seventeen of them on board their disintegrating ship, plus
another twenty-three of the burly, battle-scarred. pit bulls
that Vissith referred to as Nykkus. I’d tried to get McCoy to
do thorough scans of both, to see if they were related species
or no more similar than humans are to Vulcans. Looks can
be deceiving. But he was busy inventing appropriate medi-
cal treatment for the four Nykkus injured when their ship
was first attacked, and his efforts weren’t helped by Vissith’s
continued insistence that he was wasting his time. “Nykkus °
people are not,” he offered, as though that should have been
obvious to any casual observer. “Into the dark outside
pressure doors toss them you should. This often do we.
Injuries unseemly are. To the cold with them.”

So when the Nykkus balked at following the Anjiri into
the rec hall we’d prepared to house them, I wasn’t entirely
surprised. How could they be sure there were no airlock
doors inside? I let McCoy lead the Nykkus down the
corridor to the gymnasium,; it wasn’t until the last Nykkus
rounded the corner out of sight that Vissith and the rest of
the Anjiri finally deigned to cross the threshold to the rec
hall without them. So much for happy race relations.

“Nykkus people are not,” Vissith had said again, seeming
to dismiss the whole incident with no more concern than
he’d dismissed the Nykkus’s injuries earlier. *““Nykkus
dance fitless ever, flee the face with seeing now.”

Which, of course, was the second half of my ever deepen-
ing problem Instead of improving as it sampled more of the
Anjiri’s language, the translator’s syntax and word choice
seemed to be getting steadily worse. “It’s not working,” I

complained to Spock. Not unless I planned to believe that
the Nykkus “pilled for fees and reasons” or that their An]m
masters had “baked the halls in the candles of their brains.”

“The device is fully operational.” Spock didn’t even
disassemble it—he’d already done that twice on my insis-
tence; this time he simply watched it burble through yet
another self-diagnostic, then handed it back to me with no
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more breach of his Vulcan composure than a testily arched
eyebrow. “The Hayden-Elgin model translator has the low-
est malfunction rate of any current translation device.”

McCoy snorted without looking up from the readings his
tricorder compiled. “Fat lot of good that does us.” It was
the first thing the doctor had said since rejoining us in the
rec hall. “We might as well go back to smoke signals and
tom-toms.”

Spock didn’t sigh, but I somehow got the impression he
wanted to. He was hitting it off with McCoy about as well as
I’d expected. “Doctor, I fail to see the relevance—"

“Bones,” I reached past Spock to catch McCoy’s elbow,
“did you have problems with your translator, too?”

The doctor glanced up, his face an elegant display of
disgust. “Who can tell?” he grumbled. “I don’t think the
Nykkus said two words the whole time I was with them. Not
a chatty lot. What they did say made no more sense than a
dog barking at the moon.”

“Captain . . .” Spock turned quite pointedly to me, his
hands gripped patiently behind his back. “Such subjective
anecdotes do not constitute a scientific observation—"’

I cut him off, already knowing what I planned to do. “I
want a communications officer.”

He snipped short whatever he’d been about to say, took
two mental steps backward, and plowed forward again on a
new track. “Translator repairs fall more directly into engi-
neering’s purview.”

“I don’t want repairs.” I thrust the translator at Spock
until he deigned to bring one hand around and take it. “I
want a new translator—a living one. I want somebody
who’ll take into account more than just what comes out of
the Anjiri’s mouths.” When he raised an eyebrow, I quali-
fied, “We’ve got trained linguists in communications. I say
we use them.”

And what the captain says, goes.

The young lieutenant who answered my summons fifteen
minutes later was in her late-twenties, slim and brown, with
the kind of dark mocha eyes that seem to look through you
as much as at you, and a smile so white it made me blink. I
had a feeling she raised attentiveness to a whole new
standard. So petite that she could have walked under my
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outstretched arm, she still managed to exude an ease and
confidence that would make me remember her as taller for
several months afterward. To this day, I have no memories
of ever looking down at her, only of facing her squarely eye-
to-eye.

“Lieutenant Uhura.” I summoned her with a wave of my
hand, then stepped aside to widen our circle when she
approached. She joined us with the politeness appropriate
to a junior officer, but with no sign of shyness or fear. Her
long golden earrings jangled musically as she listened to my
quick summation of events with a series of attentive nods.
The whole while, her deft hands neatly dismantled the
Hayden-Elgin translator so she could examine the pieces,
wipe them off, then fit them back together again.

“Well, Mr. Spock is right,” she said when I was finished.
“There’s nothing wrong with the device.” She aimed a
stunning smile up at Spock, as if either offering him apology
or support. “But the inherent problem with all field-style
translators is that they’re almost entirely dependent on
audio and electromagnetic input. There’s some visual data
collection, but the units don’t allow for enough storage and
processing to really make good use of it.” Her eyes danced
over the Anjiri, who gathered with their bevy of Federation-
supplied security guards around the food service equip-
ment. Her expression reminded me of the way Scotty
looked at really tricky technical problems. “Let me talk to
them for a few minutes and see what I can do.”

Of course, as in all alien dealings, it took more than just a
few minutes. Uhura stood in a knot of suspicious Anjiri,
tricorder in one hand and translator in the other, for more
than an hour—long enough for McCoy to apparently run
out of disgruntled comments and head back for sickbay to
escape the boredom, long enough for Spock to decide it
would be most logical to fill our waiting time by examining
two of the overdue crew reports he was finding the most
impenetrable, and long enough for me to wish I had insisted
on following Uhura when she first strode over to exchange
introductions with the Anjiri. I hate waiting. More specifi-
cally, I hate doing nothing. Even when there’s not a damned
thing I can do, I'd still rather be inventing some kind of
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work for myself than standing around waiting for a junior
officer’s report.

Still, I’d like to believe that I honestly noticed the
moment when Lieutenant Uhura’s interactions with the
Anjiri moved from linguistic Q&A into actual conversation.
Silencing Spock with an upraised hand, I walked away from
him without taking my eyes off Uhura and without bother-
ing to notice if he’d even stopped talking.

When neither Uhura nor Vissith interrupted their chatter
for my approach, I stopped a few feet away and summoned,
“Lieutenant?”

“Captain!” Her eyes shone bright with an unmistakably
professional pride. 1 like an officer who’s possessive about
her discipline. “I believe we’ve made some progress.”

I could have guessed that from the tangle of wires and
patch clips littering the table beside her. The translator,
partially gutted again, lay nestled against the bottom of her
tricorder, held in place by a wrap of wire and an umbilicus
of data cables and conduits. On the tricorder’s tiny screen, a
little lizard-like simulacrum danced and flowed in rhythm
with Uhura’s words. I almost recognized some of the
movements from Vissith’s eternal fidgeting, but they looked
awkward and primitive when projected in two lifeless
dimensions.

“There’s a detailed physical component to the Anjiri
language.” Uhura stole a look at Vissith, as if knowing—ex-
pecting—him to overhear, and eager for his verification.
“The position of the body—and various body parts—in
space can change the very definition of a word. If anything,
the translator’s efforts to combine those apparent variations
in meaning was only making matters worse.”

Rather than meeting Uhura’s eager gaze, Vissith’s own
eyes remained fixed on the dancing lizard on her tricorder
screen. “What about now?” I asked. “How do you know
what physical movements to attach to whatever word the
translator puts out?”

“The tricorder has better visual pickup, and a lot more
processing power.” She played with one of the wire connec-
tions, but I couldn’t see that it accomplished anything. “I'm
letting it mate the audio portion from the universal trans-
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lator to its own visual input to create a single English
output, then just reverse the process to take the English back
into visual and audio Anjiri components.” Then a quick
smile back at Vissith. “How am I doing?”

His eerie, lidless eyes remained locked on the small
screen. “Strange, it is, dealing in conversation with myself
in a small black box.” The simulacrum did look passingly
like him; as near as I could tell, the hissing Anjiri voice it
produced was his, as well.

“It’s better than struggling with no real communication at
all.” I studied the little mini-Vissith as it danced out a
translation of my words. While Vissith himself said nothing
I could hear in response, the translator/tricorder arrange-
ment said, “Yes” in the voice it had given him. I couldn’t
help but wonder if something in his bobbing and weaving
was the equivalent of a human nod. “My apologies for any
difficulties we experienced before,” I went on, “You and
your people are welcome on my ship. Do you understand
what’s happened? Why you’re here?”

“Your podmate much has clarified for us.’

I assumed he was refering to Uhura, but nothmg in his
body language made that clear.

“Returned to our homes, we will be. Honored guests of
the captain, until that time we will be.”

“Very honored guests,” I said. “Our doctor has seen to
your Nykkus—"

Vissith brushed off my unfinished sentence so thoroughly
that he nearly turned his back on me. “Nykkus people are
not. Nykkus live, Nykkus die. Little the concern is to us.”

So that much, at least, had translated accurately. I made a
mental note to remember this point—how much any race
tolerates its siblings tells you a lot about it. And about how
it will tolerate you.

“If you’ll tell us where you’d like to be delivered, I can
have my helmsman set a course.”

“Pilots of our own we have.” His hands cut short,
definitive circles in the air to either side. “Courses of our
own we will set. To your bridge you may escort us once we
have eaten, have slept.”

I blinked at him, caught off guard. “I’m afraid it doesn’t
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work that way. This is my ship.” You lost yours to pirates.
“Tell my crew where you would like to go, and we’ll be more
than glad to take you there.”

“Where we wish to go, our own business is. The path to
our own homeworld, the right to know you have not. Our
own courses we shall plot, or we shall go not.”

Is reason a human concept? It was something I’d have to
debate with Spock—Ilater, after we’d managed to off-load
our passengers somewhere we could all agree upon. “This is
a very advanced vessel. Your crew isn’t trained—""

““Anjiri pilots quite cunning are,” Vissith insisted with an
almost human stubbornness. “Anjiri pilots anything can
fly.” He turned to Uhura, as though convincing her mat-
tered more than convincing me. “Anything. Our own
courses we shall plot or we shall go not.”

“Captain . . .”” Spock edged about as close as Vulcan
comfort would allow. I could almost feel the electric charge
building around him, like a capacitor right on the verge of
letting go. Because he was a Vulcan, he burst into words, not
action. “Captain, I do not advise—"

“All right, Vissith, you can do the course plotting your-
selves.” 1 know what you’re thinking, but I really don’t
make it arhabit to ignore the advice of my first officers.
Usually. The words, the agreement seemed to jump out of
me of their own accord. I’d learned a long time ago to trust
whatever little corner of my brain tossed out such gems, and
I wasn’t about to stop listening to it now. “But only if you
allow my crew to remain on the bridge in case you need
assistance.”

Vissith stared hard at the flashing tricorder screen, then
flicked his bright eyes up at me. “Watch our piloting they
may not. The path to our homeworld, the right to know they
have not.”

“No one will watch you as you pilot. I only want to make
sure my ship can be taken care of if problems should arise.”
I don’t know whether I managed to read something on
Vissith’s immobile face, or if it was intuition kicking in
again. “In case your pirates return,” I added smoothly.

This time, Vissith’s long silence didn’t produce even a
flutter from the translator. He had to rattle a whole string of
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alien sounds before Uhura’s device offered up, “Agreed. For
you we shall send when our eating finished 1s.”” He whisked
his hand lightly down Uhura’s face, so quickly she didn’t
have a chance to flinch. “This podmate on the use of your
food creation devices instruct us will.”

I waited for Uhura to show her acceptance with a curt
nod in my direction, then echoed that nod toward Vissith.
“Lieutenant Uhura will know how to contact me when
you’re ready.”

I left them all clustered around the food dispenser, their
backs turned to me and their hands weaving intricate
patterns of talking in the air.

Spock actually managed to keep quiet until we were
almost to the turbolift. Then, when he spoke, it was with the’
cutting precision I'd eventually learn to recognize as the
sign of a Vulcan snit. “Captain, Starfleet regulations ex-
pressly prohibit granting bridge access to non-Federation
personnel.”

“Starfleet’s regulatory board isn’t here.” I punched the
controls to summon the ’lift. “Besides, I’ve got no intention
of either hauling the Anjiri around indefinitely or of hand-
ing them over to Starfleet as though we’d collected them as
prisoners of war.”

He stopped neatly at my side and folded his hands behind
his back. “My personal experience is that this practice is
unsafe. If we do not know where they intend to take the
Enterprise, we cannot be properly prepared for whatever we
find there.”

“Oh, I intend to know where they’re taking us, Mr.
Spock.”

He peered at me with one eyebrow lifted. “I heard you
give your promise to Vissith.” The coldness in his voice
surprised me. “Did you do so intending not to keep it?”

I shrugged. “I promised no one would spy on them while
they plotted their course. I never promised to erase the
navigation computer’s buffer. Or to let them go wherever
they wanted without my approval.” I punched at the call
button again, eternally impatient. “We can download the
course information from the main computer as soon as
they’re finished, then I'll decide whether or not we actually
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follow whatever course they plot. We’re not going anywhere
without knowing what’s ahead of wus.” The turbolift
whooshed open for us, and I graciously waved Spock ahead
of me, meeting his skeptical frown with a smile. “A captain
never has to lie, Mr. Spock, as long as he’s careful about the
promises he makes.”
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Chapter Four

SULU

“AND WHOSE REPTILE might this be?”

Sulu glanced across the bar in surprise. He’d become so
engrossed in Captain Kirk’s story of his first days serving
with Mr. Spock that he hadn’t even noticed that the little
tailless lizard who’d been sleeping quietly on his hand was
gone. Across the bar, a white-bearded old sailor in a gaudy
waistcoat and a magnificently oversized hat was holding a
fuzzy-looking animal of indeterminate species up off the
ground. His pet was scrabbling frantically with all its paws,
although since they encountered nothing but air, it wasn’t
making much headway in its struggle to reach the brownish-
gold squiggle crossing the floor.

“Uh—1I guess it’s mine.” Sulu pushed his chair back and
went to scoop up the adventurous little lizard. It promptly
squirmed out of his grip, but only to leap across to the
folded lapel of his uniform. From there it swarmed up the
jacket latch to his shoulder where it pulsed the white skin of
its throat and made nearly inaudible hissing noises at the
leashed bundle of fur below it.

“Sorry about that,” Sulu said to the other captain. “I
didn’t realize it had wandered away.”
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““You ought to’ve been paying closer attention, lad,” the
old man said reprovingly. “You don’t want to go losing a
crewmate in a place like this. No telling what kind of ship
the poor thing would end up on.”

Sulu lifted an eyebrow, watching an Elasian female cap-
tain draped in dilithium jewelry try to fend off a gnomish-
looking alien with enormous wrinkled ears. “I see what you
mean.” He lifted a hand to keep the little lizard in place as
he retreated back across the bar to their table. By the time
he got there, he found the chairs had been rearranged—the
felinoid captain had relocated herself to the lap of the
leather-jacketed freighter captain, and her seat had been
taken by a human female with a mane of fire-red hair and a
dancing smile. For all her youth and merriment, however,
the look this new captain threw across the table at the
English dandy was sharp as a sword-thrust.

“I heard you mention pirates over here,” she said. “And I
came to hear the rest of the tale, if you don’t mind the extra
company.”’

“Not at all,” Kirk assured her gallantly, but the old man
with the meerschaum pipe snorted. The swashbuckling
Englishman just looked amused.

“Being & pirate yourself, I suppose you have a natural
interest in them, Anne,” he commented.

“Not all of us choose to be as we are, Peter, which you
should know better than most.”” The redhead reached out to
snag his unfinished mug of beer with a rope-calloused hand.
“There are those who are forced into the corsair life by sad
and evil circumstance.”

“And those who take to it like ducklings to water,”
muttered the white-bearded man through a cloud of pipe
smoke.

“And there are those who use it as a shield, to cover even
more ambitious and dangerous crimes,” Sulu said, before
the clash could flare into anything serious. “I suspected that
might be the case with the pirates who attacked Deep Space
Three, but I couldn’t have been more wrong about what
those other crimes might be.”

The Englishman, his amusement still half-turned on the
bold redhead, helped himself to Sulu’s drink in turn. “The
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crime of piracy isn’t crime enough where you come from?”
he asked.

“More than enough,” Sulu told him. Even the memories
of that long-ago day still made his stomach churn. “But by
the time we found out what else they had in mind, it was
more than just a simple crime—it was personal. . . .”

“Sulu to Excelsior.”

It was the second time I’d made the request, and I was
starting to wonder if the FL-70s communicator was func-
tional. I could see the massive shadow of my starship
through the occasional breaks in the phaser glare outside
Deep Space Three’s cargo bay, and she didn’t look incapaci-
tated, or even damaged enough to account for my crew’s
lack of response. “Sulu to Excelsior. Come in.”

Despite everything, it felt good to be at the helm of a ship
again, even if it was just a little Raptor-class reconnaissance
vessel with an overpowered warp engine and a bizarre
sensor-deflecting design that made it look as if it had
crushed its needlenose into a brick wall. It felt even better to
hear the airtight thunk of the Falcon’s gull-winged door
close behind me and listen to the hum of her shields coming
online as the phaser explosions outside the cargo bay grew
fire-bright through Deep Space Three’s fading defensive
screens.

I ran a quick systems check while I waited for my crew to
respond. I only had a single phaser unit, added almost as an
afterthought to the FL-70’s reconnaissance systems, but my
sensor readouts were almost the equal of a starship’s in
terms of their sensitivity and swift response. The entire
story of the battle outside the space station flickered across
my display panel now in symbols and running captions that
told me the status of all the participants. I could see the
undocked Starfleet vessels shielded and arrayed in protec-
tive formation around the defenseless Andorian liner and
Earth courier, a thousand meters out from Deep Space
Three. The Tellerite merchant vessel was moving to join
that sanctuary, but the Orion yacht was still locked onto the
lower docking ring.

None of the attackers’ fire hit it, though—they were
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concentrating their phaser strikes on the centrally located
cargo bay with only a few blasts flickering back toward the
Starfleet force. The sensor readouts showed only occasional
bursts of return fire, whenever one of the pirate ships
swooped above the station’s circumference on a strafing
run. Someone out there must have ordered a limited
response to the attack, to keep Deep Space Three from
falling victim to our own friendly fire. Not that it was
helping: much—my Falcon’s sensors were also precise
enough to show me exactly how little protection remained
above my head.

“Sulu to Excelsior.” This time I used my wrist communi-
cator instead of the ship’s larger transmitter, but I still got
back the same anomalous silence. Interference from the
double set of shields I was trying to transmit through must
be jamming my communications signal. I turned my atten-
tion to the tentative ship identifications that the Falcon’s
highly tuned sensors had made based on our attackers’ ion
trails. One seemed to be a Rochester-class cruiser, a short-
range battleship that Starfleet had mothballed twenty years
ago. Another looked like a Romulan patrol-ship retrofitted
with an Orion warp drive, and the third was a lightly armed
Vulcan scientific probe, probably hijacked from whatever
mission it had been carrying out. The fourth ship was the
most powerfully armed, but seemed cobbled together from
so many different recycled ship parts that the Falcon’s data
banks couldn’t begin to guess at its original identity.

The FL-70 shook with the impact of the first phaser blast
to break through the station’s failing shields. Another blast
followed, and another and another, until a sudden crystal-
line condensation of clouds around my cockpit windows
told me the cargo bay had breached to outer space. I
brought the impulse engines online with a sweep of my
hand. I didn’t need them to send the Falcon rising toward
the roof of the cargo bay—the decompressing rush of air
lifted us along with it toward the shattered hull of Deep
Space Three. I used the impulse engines merely to control
our upward lurch, intending to keep the Falcon hovering in
the phaser-burned rift so no pirates could get through. But
as our own upward velocity slowed, the gleaming shadows
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of seven other airborne ships ghosted past us, drawn toward
the stars by the relentless suck of vacuum. I cursed and hit
my communicator again.

“Sulu to Excelsior!”

“Captain!” There was a surprising tinge of relief in Janice
Rand’s usually calm voice. “When we lost contact with you
and Commander Chekov, we thought—"

“Get me Henry,” I said and heard the click of an opened
channel, then the familiar background sounds of a bridge on
full alert. It wasn’t exactly soothing, but the lack of anything
that sounded like damage reports did reassure me a little.

“Orders, sir?” said the gruff voice of my chief engineer.

“Tell everyone to stop firing—the FL-70s got torn loose
by the decompression blast.”” Long years of piloting experi-
ence let my eyes and hands maneuver my craft through the
shattered cargo bay roof while my mind was working out
other problems. I tried to scan the Falcon’s crowded sensor
displays, but the information was scrolling by too fast for
me to catch it with a glance. “What are the attackers doing
now?”

“They’ve stopped firing, but they haven’t come out from
between the docking rims.” That was Orsini reporting from
the Excelsiors weapons panel. “They seem to be just
waiting there.”

“And I'll bet I know what for.”” Two of the unmanned FL-
70s had gotten snagged by the maze of broken steel and
duranium at the top of the cargo bay, but the rest had
drifted through and were now spinning aimlessly in the
station’s microgravity. I sent my own dish-nosed craft
surging out beyond them, hoping the unexpected movement
would delay the thieves f'rom scoopmg up their loot. “Break
ranks and get the Excelsior in position to slap a tractor
beam on the loose Falcons. The pirates are after them, not
the civilian vessels.”

“Aye, sir.” I might not have been able to read all the
information on the Falcon’s sensor display, but I knew the
largest symbol on it had to represent my oversized starship.
She began moving toward the shattered cargo bay, but I
never saw a quiver in the position of the four small red-
circled icons that were our attackers. I took another looping
orbit around the Falcons, but the pirates had apparently
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retreated back around the curve of the station—the only
place they showed up was on my display screen. I wasn’t
going to leave the Falcons unguarded for long enough to go
and spot them, but I wished I knew why they weren’t
moving. If I was in command of such a small and ragtag
fleet of pirate ships, the sight of something like the Excelsior
coming after me would have frozen my blood faster than
deep space. Unless they had another surprise in store for
us—

Ships ‘converge Deep Space Three attack wait explosion
capture . . .

“Sulu to Deep Space Three.” I was getting more used to
the controls of the little reconnaissance ship, and managed
to actually read some of my sensor display on my third loop
around the drifting FL-70s. Its scan of the station showed
severe damage only around the main cargo bay, but my hail
was answered as breathlessly as if a total warp core melt-
down were imminent.

“Rebovich here—we’re in the middle of a firefight with
the intruders—Commander Barstow’s been wounded and
we don’t know the status of the hostages. Orders, Captain
Sulu?”

“Secure your dilithium supply room and your warp
core,” I commanded. “Lock down every door and bulkhead
in their vicinity and scan them both for possible sabotage.”

I heard the instructions tapped into the computer, then
another indrawn breath. This time it sounded startled
instead of panicky. “Someone with a top-level Starfleet
security clearance already gave that order to our computers,
sir. About fifteen minutes ago.”

Thank you, Chekov. “Then contain the attackers in
whatever sector of the station they’re in—"

“That’s what we did, sir!” Rebovich was starting to sound
frantic again. “They massacred the security team that was
locked in with them, then they deliberately weakened a
section of the main plasma conduit. If we don’t let the seals
down and send a repair team in soon, we’ll lose that whole
side of the docking rim!”

“And the hostages will die along with their captors in the
resulting plasma explosion,” I said grimly. Despite the rag-
tag appearance of our attackers, their tactics for sabotaging
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Deep Space Three were ruthlessly elegant. When their
initial attempt to blow up the spare dilithium stocks had
been foiled by Chekov’s intervention, they’d promptly
engineered a wordless blackmail threat that would either get
them free or get the station blown up anyway. And that set
all my military instincts clamoring. Were these actually
Klingons, disguising a border incursion as a pirate raid to
avoid diplomatic repercussions? Or was this the first careful
probing by a new race of hostile aliens, looking for weak-
nesses in our defenses? Either way, I was beginning to see
why Rebovich sounded so frazzled.

I glanced at my sensor screens again, seeing no movement
from the four mismatched ships of the attacking force. The
first gleam of the Excelsior’s primary hull had just appeared
over the curve of the upper docking rim. If they had any
sensors of their own, the attackers must know we were only
seconds away from securing the floating Falcons in a tractor
beam too strong for them to break, yet they still didn’t make
a move toward the loose flotilla of patrol ships. That
surprising inactivity, combined with the tactical brilliance
of the landing party on Deep Space Three, let me guess that
the ones who’d planned this attack were among the hostage
takers rather than the outside forces.

I frowned and glanced back down at my display screens,
this time looking for the small symbol that represented the
private Orion yacht. It was still firmly attached to the lower
docking ring. “Deep Space Three, how far away are the
intruders from docking port one-seven-one?”

“About thirty meters, sir. They appeared to be heading in
that direction when we locked the bulkheads down on
them.” \

“Then evacuate all personnel from that sector of the ring
and open the bulkheads to let the intruders through to their
ship,” I said. I didn’t like giving the saboteurs even a slim
chance of escaping with their hostages, but I suspected that
nothing less than a clear path back to their ship would
entice them to abandon their current position. ‘“As soon as
sensors show them moving, slam the bulkheads down
behind them and beam in an engineering team to repair the
damaged conduit.”

“Aye, sir.” Rebovich sounded so inordinately relieved
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that I knew the safety margin on the conduit must be falling
fast. The silence that followed her acknowledgment seemed
far too long, but that was only the time-dilation caused by
my own tension. Even the Excelsior seemed to be moving
with excruciating slowness, and the diamond glitter of her
tractor beam seemed to crawl rather than shoot out to
capture the four loose Falcons.

“Intruders are moving, sir,” Rebovich said, but she
sounded more agitated than ever. “Our sensors still show
one life-form near the damaged plasma conduit. Should we
beam it in?”

It could be an alien suicide guard, I knew. It could also be
my executive officer, although my instincts said that if he
had shadowed the hostage takers this far, he would have
followed them all the way to their ship, looking for a chance
to rescue his fellow crew members. “Can you do a bio-
scan?”

“It’s a Vulcan, sir. And—and almost dead, according to
our sensors.”

“Then beam him out,” I ordered. “And evacuate the
entire lower docking ring while you try to get that plasma
conduit stabilized.” My sensor displays were showing an
alarmmg instability in the station’s normally steady plasma
discharge. I swung my Falcon away from its tractor-held
siblings, heading for docking port 171. On my display
screen, I could see the pirate fleet moving at last, converging
to form a tight knot around the still-docked Orion yacht. I
felt my stomach clench in dismay, and it wasn’t at the
military precision of that maneuver. No ship escort needed
to fly that close to protect an unarmed vessel. This forma-
tion was specifically designed to put the central vessel at risk
if any of its escort were fired on. And that meant the
hostages had been taken aboard.

“Excelsior to Captain Sulu.” I could tell from my chief
engineer’s voice, harsher than usual with restrained anger,
that my bridge crew had come to the same deduction I had.
“Request permission to release the tractor beam and pursue
the attacking force.”

“Permission denied,” I said between clamped teeth.
“Tow those FL-70s away from the station, at maximum
impulse speed. Now!” The Orion vessel was disengaging
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from its docking clamp with such reckless haste that it had
nearly slammed one of its clinging escort ships into the
station’s hull. I sent my own Falcon plunging around to the
right, taking advantage of that momentary wedge of open-
ing to aim and fire—

The warning flashed across my sensor displays only a
second before the plasma flare punched through the hull of
Deep Space Three. I felt the Falcon lifted and hurled
helplessly into the backwash of that superheated blast. All I
had time to do was throw full power to my shields and hear
the howl of the collision warning systems before the little
ship sprang violently backward and slammed me into
oblivion.

“This,” said my chief medical officer crisply, “is the
reason why captains should not go running around trying to
do everything themselves. Haven’t I told you before that you
should practice delegating a little more of your authority?”

I jerked my head away from the keening hum of the tissue
regenerator, not because it hurt but because I knew the cut
on my chin barely needed its attention. “All I did was hit
my face on the sensor display panel when the collision
avoidance rockets engaged—"

“People with glass chins should refrain from piloting
ships with uncalibrated inertial dampeners.” She might be
younger and more detail-oriented than Leonard McCoy,
but I had found Judith Klass to be every bit as opinionated
as the doctor on the Enterprise. Perhaps it was a trait they
hammered into them at Starfleet Medical Academy.

“I don’t have a glass chin.” I rolled off the sickbay bunk
with a wince to avoid her skeptical look. I really couldn’t
complain about the FL-70’s automatic collision avoidance
system, since it was the reason I was sitting here instead of
being splattered across the hull of Deep Space Three. But
before we delivered those reconnaissance ships to the Neu-
tral Zone, I was going to make damned sure their inertial
dampeners were calibrated. “Call the bridge and tell them I
want a senior officers conference in five minutes, main
briefing room.”

Klass’s pale eyes glittered at me from out of her strong-
boned face. ““I called them as soon as I saw you were almost
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awake,” she said, and caught my chin in her determined
fingers again, running the tissue regenerator across the
throbbing cut on my chin before I could protest. “They’re
waiting in the medical briefing room next door.”

I couldn’t decide what was more annoying—the fact that
Klass thought she knew what I was going to want while I
was still unconscious, or the fact that she had been right. I
settled for saying, “Thank you, Doctor,” in as neutral a tone
as I could manage before I headed for the door. The amused
look I got as she followed me suggested I hadn’t entirely
managed to disguise my irritation.

It took me a minute, coming into the small and unfamili-
ar conference room, to place exactly what was wrong.
Engineer Tim Henry looked a little grim and Security Chief
Nino Orsini was tapping a more urgent rhythm on his data
pad than he usually did, but Communications Officer Janice
Rand and Science Officer Christina Schulman both seemed
as calm and professional as ever. Scott Walroth, my young
navigator, kept glancing at my more experienced pilot,
Heather Keith, for reassurance, but since this was his first
tour of duty on a starship, he had a tendency to do that
anyway. It wasn’t until I sat down and saw the empty place
at my right where by custom my executive officer would
have been that I realized it was the reverberations of
Chekov’s absence that I was feeling in the room.

“Gentlemen,” I said. “By my watch, I’ve been uncon-
scious for over twenty minutes. I assume our attackers are
either captured or gone. Which is it?”

“Gone,” Orsini said glumly. “Deep Space Three needed
the transporters on every Starfleet vessel to evacuate their
lower docking ring. By the time we were done, the attack
ships had vanished off our sensors and the plasma explosion
had erased all traces of their ion trail.”

“How many of the Excelsior’s crew are missing?”’

“Five of the six people on the dilithium resupply team.
And Commander Chekov, too, I'm afraid,” my young
security chief added reluctantly. As a former security chief
himself, Chekov had mentored Orsini throughout the
shakedown cruise. “We couldn’t ping a signal from his wrist
communicator, either on the station or among the evac-
uees.”
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It was exactly the bad news I had expected, but hearing it
spoken out loud still sent a stab of dismay through me. You
don’t lose a friend of twenty years easily. “And none of the
pirate ships were caught in the blast?”

“None, sir.” That was Schulman’s quiet voice. “The
brunt of the explosion came straight toward you. If it hadn’t
been for the Falcon’s collision avoidance rockets, you would
have slammed right into the station.”

I deliberately avoided meeting Doctor Klass’s pointed
look. “What’s the status of the station now?”

Tim Henry cleared his throat. “Between the cargo bay
hull breach and the plasma burst, sir, they’re operating at
about thirty-percent efficiency over there. The other Star-
fleet vessels in port have sent down some engineers to help
get their main power circuits up and running, and a new
plasma generator is on the way from Deep Space Two.”

“Casualties?”

“None.” My chief engineer slanted me a regretful look.
“Unless you count the two Falcons we lost when the plasma
flare hit the cargo bay—"

I felt the newly healed skin on my chin tug with my half-
smile. “A couple of Neutral Zone outposts might cry over
those losses, Chief, but I think they’re acceptable. How
about the station cargo transporters? Any chance of Deep
Space Three getting them up and running in the next hour
or so?”

Henry couldn’t restrain a snort. “About as much chance
as they have of sucking all their plasma back in from outer
space. Why, Captain?”’

I gave him a quizzical look. “Because I'd like to take the
rest of those Falcons with us when we leave. It’ll slow us by
two warp factors to fly with them in formation.”

That seemingly simple statement sent a discreet ripple of
surprise and confusion through my bridge officers. I
watched them think it over for a moment, waiting patiently
until one asked the obvious question. There are few pleas-
ures quite as satisfying to a captain as being able to surprise
a crew as competent as this one.

It was Nino Orsini who cleared his throat at last and
asked, “We’re leaving in an hour, sir? Why the hurry?”
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“Because we’ve got pirates to catch,” I said. I'd expected
that to cause a stunned silence, and it did. I’d also expected
the silence to dissolve into a barrage of startled questions,
but Tim Henry gave me a single sharp-eyed glance before it
could.

“Nano-machined subspace transponder?” he demanded.

I let my smile widen. It was nice to have a chief engineer
who kept up with more than just the latest developments in
warp drive technology. “Actually, a hundred thousand of
them, Chief. The FL-70s are equipped to fire projectile
bursts of nano-transponders, enough to blanket an area
where you suspect a cloaked vessel to be. They can’t
penetrate shields, of course, but that Orion yacht didn’t
have its shields up yet. And I got a nice clear shot at them
right before the plasma flare hit me.”

Janice Rand was already on her feet and pulling Orsini
with her. “Nino, you find the specifications on that tran-
sponder frequency, and I’ll start scanning for their signal—
with your permission, of course, Captain,” she added
belatedly.

“Granted, with pleasure,” I told her. “Walroth, Keith—
get up to the bridge and prepare a course as soon as we
know thee heading. Schulman and Henry, see if you can
work out a system we can use to piggyback those five
remaining Falcons onto the Excelsior. If not, assign them
pilots and send out two of our best-armed shuttles to escort
them after us. We’re not going to slow down for them.”

““Aye, sir!” said six voices in unison. A moment later, the
medical briefing room was empty except for Doctor Klass
and me. She arched one thin eyebrow in amusement.

“Did my lecture about delegating authority sink in, or are
you still feeling the aftereffects of the concussion I healed
you of fifteen minutes ago?”’

I frowned at her. “I had a concussion?”

“Severe, with accompanying brain swelling,” she af-
firmed. “Why else do you think I put off fixing that scratch
in your chin for twenty minutes after we beamed you
aboard? Do you have a headache now?”
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“Any dizziness or nausea?”
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“None.” You couldn’t really fault Klass for her annoy-
ing air of superiority. She was actually an even better doctor
than she thought she was.

Her strong-boned face took on the mlldly inquisitive look
that was her equivalent of a puzzled frown. “So why are you
still sitting here?”

“Because I want to know what happened to the sixth
member of the dilithium resupply team,” I said. “Deep
Space Three reported that he was nearly dead when they
beamed him out. Is he still there? Did they transfer him
back to our sickbay? Or did he die before anything could be
done?”

Klass startled me with another amused look. “Indeed not,
Captain. Vulcans are capable of sustaining life over a much
wider range of physical endurance than humans, as I’'m sure
you know. And in any case, a great deal of Cadet Tuvok’s
problems were caused by himself.”

“What do you mean?”

In answer, she stood up and gestured me back toward
sickbay. “I think I’ll let him explain.”

The young Vulcan wore the colors of a s¢ience officer on
his opened uniform and fading bruises on the skin of his
neck and chest, despite the time he’d obviously already
spent under tissue regenerators. I sat on the stool Klass
pointed me to beside him, to spare him the effort he was
making to sit up.

“Mr. Tuvok, at ease. I'd like to ask you a few questions.” I
glanced over at Klass and saw that she had already pro-
grammed her medical tricorder to record his answers. “You
feel well enough to answer?”

“Of course, sir.” The security guard glanced across at
Klass. “Did the doctor explain that I was in us’tar-ja?”

“The Vulcan healing trance?” 1 shook my head. “Were
you that badly injured?”

“Actually, no.” Tuvok rubbed his fingers across the
fading bruises on his chest, looking slightly guilty. “I was
engaging in what you humans call ‘playing possum.” My
assumption was that the aliens who captured us would not
wish to take a corpse along as a hostage.”
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“And you gambled they wouldn’t phaser you to make
sure you were really dead?”

The Vulcan’s face never changed expression. “That is
correct, Captain. But although our captors were quite
needlessly violent, I had observed that they preferred their
hands and tails to their sidearms. In fact, some of them
seemed ‘almost uncomfortable with the equipment they
used, as if it were new to them.”

“Hands and tails?” I repeated. ‘““What kind of aliens were
they, Cadet?”

“I did not recognize their species, Captain, although I
have memorized the appearance and names of the two
hundred and fifty known races of this quadrant. But they
were clearly of saurian descent—their skins were lightly
scaled and they used their tails both as cantilevers and as
strong lashing devices.” Tuvok paused, looking thoughtful.
“They worked as a coordinated unit throughout the sabo-
tage attempt, but I did not get the sense that they were a
trained military force.”

“A covert terrorist operation? Or a spying mission to
prepare for a later invasion?”’

Tuvok shook his head. “I cannot be sure, sir. But I am
sure of gne thing—this was not a chance encounter. The
leader of that attack came to Deep Space Three specifically
to obtain the FL-70 reconnaissance ships.”

I nodded. It confirmed my own guess, although it didn’t
make me any happier to know we were facing a determined
enemy rather than a random pirate raid. “And now that
they’ve failed to get them? Did you get any sense for what
they might do next?”

“Yes, sir. That was why I risked entering the healing
trance, in the hope of getting the information to you.” The
Vulcan science cadet sat up despite Klass’s glare and his
own wince of pain. “Our universal translator did not work
well with the language they spoke, and they did not speak
much. But toward the end, the leader made it clear through
his questions and threats that he wanted the FL-70s so he
could take over the Federation outpost at Elaphe Vulpina.
He kept asking us if we had any security clearance codes or
weapons that would allow him to access it.”
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I glanced across at Klass’s grave face. “And did he get an
answer, Cadet?”

“Not from the Excelsior’s crew, sir.” Even through his
Vulcan reserve, I heard the quiet pride in his voice. “But I
do not believe the station quartermaster will be able to hold
out forever under that kind of torture. The aliens will soon
have a Starfleet key to Elaphe Vulpina’s defenses.”

“Which makes it even more imperative to catch them
before they get there. The last thing we want is a firefight
that will attract the attention of the Klingon Empire.” I
pushed him back down on the medical bed. “Relax, Mr.
Tuvok. You did the right thing by staying behind.”

That got me a surprised lift of his eyebrows. “I never
doubted it, sir,” said the young Vulcan, and I was reminded
again that guilt was not an emotion his race indulged in. “I
only regret that the other members of my party did not have
the ability to do as I did.”

“So do I, Cadet.” I stood and winced as my own sore
spots complained at the sudden movement. I didn’t want to
think about how much worse Chekov and the other hos-
tages were probably feeling at this moment, but some
morbid part of my brain wouldn’t let that thought go once it
had kindled there. “So do 1.”
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Chapter Five

KIRK

I kNow HOW to keep a promise—I didn’t spy on the Anjiri. I
really didn’t. From the central seat of my command chair, I
couldn’t see much of the helm controls even when a human
sat there. ‘The Anjiri, though, had surrounded themselves
with their battle-scarred Nykkus so thoroughly that they
barely had their own view of the main screen. Even if I'd
wanted to peer over their shoulders, I'd have had to
practically crawl on top of their heads to do so.

So I made an effort to conceal my impatience by pacing
the circumference of the bridge, pretending to microman-
age all the other stations while I waited. And waited.

“Captain, please. Can’t you make them let us help?”

Sulu shushed Bailey into silence, but I stopped to clap the
younger man on the shoulder with as much reassurance as I
could muster. “Everybody’s got to learn for themselves, Mr.
Bailey. Even aliens.”

“It’s just . . .” His brow furrowed so seriously, you might
have thought he was contemplating some great quantum
mechanical argument. “Sir—” Another scowled frown
from Sulu, and he dropped his voice to a whisper. “They
don’t have the faintest idea what they’re doing! Look at
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them! I can’t believe they even managed to get out of their
home star system.”

I'd been wondering myself if they actually knew how to
get themselves back. Glancing over my shoulder, I watched
Uhura carefully explain something to the Anjiri currently in
Bailey’s seat while he leaned nearly into her lap to watch the
translation simulacrum on her tricorder screen. “They
probably had a preprogrammed navigation module on their
last ship. The kind where you pick a course from a menu,
the ship remembers where you started, and all you have to
do is reverse your course to get home.”

“If that’s true, sir,” Sulu interjected, “they couldn’t
possibly have programmed the module themselves.”

Bailey gave a defeatist little laugh. “Considering what -
happened to their last ship, I don’t know if we should count
on that.” I wasn’t sure if he meant to blame them for having
taken their ship into dangerous space, or for not being good
enough pilots to then extricate themselves from-an un-
wanted fight.

My navigator’s comment notwithstanding, I didn’t think
the Anjiri could fairly be blamed for wrecking their own
ship. There’d been plenty of battle damage evident, and it
wasn’t like this whole sector wasn’t a prime candidate for an
incursion of opportunistic feeders. Still, the Anjiri’s total
lack of understanding of even the most basic navigation and
course-plotting skills was almost surreal.

For three hours—while Sulu and Bailey waited like the
true Academy gentlemen they were—the Anjiri had alter-
nated at the helm, a kind of interstellar musical chairs.
Occasionally, one of them would hiss viciously at a Nykkus,
apparently for stepping in front of the forward screen and
blocking their view. I wondered if they could actually tell
where in space they were from that display, or whether
they’d notice if I had Spock project a view from several
weeks ago. For hours they’d touched, sniffed, moved, and
activated controls on the helm, making more individual
movements for the sake of a fairly straightforward course
than Sulu would have made to chart a covert path through
the Neutral Zone.

“I think a lot of what they’re doing is exploring.” I
hesitated a moment over how much to reveal. “They’ve
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been generating a lot of error messages.” At least a dozen
for every successful course calculation—and that included
making unsupported requests such as access to our library
files or attempting to order beverages from the dining
hall.

“Let’s hope they don’t explore too much.” Sulu looked
apologetic for having brought the subject up. “I don’t think
that letting strangers know too much about what we’re
flying is good for business.”

But at’ least we knew exactly how much they were
learning. Deciding that wasn’t for public consumption just
yet, I said only, “Hang in there, gentlemen. You’ll have your
stations back soon enough,” and headed for my own
abandoned command chair.

I didn’t see the subdued indicator on my command
display until I was almost seated, but I glanced up to verify
that no one else was looking anyway. While the Anjiri were
still hissing and jittering over their arcane course inven-
tions, Uhura stayed intently by their sides, recording every
word that passed between them, and Sulu and Bailey
continued their extended fret over the nefarious use of their
consoles. I thumbed the switch next to my display, and sat
back to watch it scroll.

The tify screen filled with the same convoluted and
mostly meaningless data that had been filtered over to me
since the Anjiri first began their flight. As promised, we’d
been letting them plot their course (such as it was) without
interrupting; Uhura had even been on hand to explain
anything about the stations they found confusing, and she’d
more than once ferried questions back to Bailey and Sulu,
then translated their answers for our guests. Meanwhile, the
navigation computer stored every keystroke the Anjiri
made in a virtual buffer zone until they either accepted it as
a final course or input alternative data to overwrite it. I'd
assigned Spock the task of creating a shunting program to
snapshot the data before it vanished from the buffer, which
meant I only examined the data after the Anjiri themselves
had declared they were done with it. Whether I looked at
the data ten hours after they left the ship or ten minutes
after they deleted it struck me as having no real ethical
difference, so I had Spock forward the buffer dump to my
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command console as soon as he’d had a chance to make
sense of it.

All of this Spock performed at his science station without
sending so much as a glance in my direction. I might have
given him credit for some otherwise unexpected theatrical
skill, except that he hadn’t spoken to me—with the excep-
tion of a few well-placed “Yes, Captains” and an equally
few “No, Captains”’—since our conversation outside the
rec hall. I resisted assuming this meant he was irked with
me. After all, Vulcan’s didn’t get irked, they merely with-
held comment until they had further data. He was no doubt
distracted, thinking about how to phrase his official report
on why I had insisted on such an illogical course of action.

So when I first noticed his neat, block-style handwriting
on the information drifting by on my screen, I had a
perverse moment where I felt like a schoolboy, passing
notes during class. Then I saw what he’d written, and my
focus galvanized on what was in front of me. .

We are within five parsecs of the highlighted station.
Orions respond hostilely to approaches of closer than two
parsecs. If you choose to allow this course, preemptive radio
contact might be in order.

I keyed back to the top of the data, scrolled down through
it again twice as fast as before. The station Spock had
highlighted in the stats was what the Orions preferred to call
a waystation. In reality, it was a place for their pirate skiffs
to stop and disgorge ill-gotten gains when being chased by
Federation craft, so they could then claim never to have had
the goods on board to begin with. The probable cause which
might have let us search a fleeing pirate vessel didn’t extend
to searching an Orion civilian facility. Thus did many Orion
pirates escape through legal loopholes and avoid extradition
and indictment by our government. It bothered me that the
Orions felt it necessary to erect such a station on the border
of what had so far been a fairly quiet sector.

I ran across Spock’s note again: Preemptive radio contact
might be in order.

Indeed it might. If I didn’t allow the ship to take the
heading the Anjiri had chosen, they were sure to notice
eventually, and at least figure out that they’d been tricked in
some fashion, even if they couldn’t precisely figure out why.
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At the same time, if I initiated contact with the Orions
before their self-imposed two parsec boundary, I was also
giving away that I'd been using my own legal loophole to
keep track of the Anjiri’s doings. I let instinct guide me
again, and decided, without giving myself a chance for
second thoughts, that we’d never find out precisely what the
Anjiri were up to if we didn’t find out who they knew. Let
the Orions save me from grappling with the dilemma about
whether or not to call. I sent Spock the signal to let the
course run.

He raised one eyebrow until it nearly disappeared into his
hairline, but did as he was told.

“Captain.” The advantage of not letting your command
crew in on absolutely everything is that they then sound
convincingly surprised when they pipe up with such an-
nouncements. “We’re being hailed on an Orion broadband
channel.”

I did my best to look surprised in an appropriately
commanding fashion. “Put it on screen, Ensign.”

An Orion’s big, bulldog face solidified out of the stars like
a chancre on perfect skin. He wore the dreadlocks of a
lower-class citizen, but the wealth of earrings and nose rings
dangling from his pushed-in face announced his importance
on the station. “I am Akpakken, supreme commander of
this station. Identify yourselves and prepare to be de-
stroyed!”

A bold threat, considering most of these floating pawn
brokerages didn’t have the weaponry to fend off a good case
of the chills much less a Federation starship. Still, my
mission description didn’t include punching holes in over-
inflated Orion egos, no matter how great the temptation.
“Im Captain James T. Kirk of the U.S.S. Enterprise,” 1
answered with somewhat less bravado. “We’re here on a
peaceful transport mission. We don’t want any trouble.”

“Then turn your rodent warren around and flee back to
your own space, hairless maggots.”

No one ever accused Orions of having the most elevated
social skills.

“We have friends of yours on board, Akpakken.” I didn’t
look down at the Anjiri and Nykkus at the front of my
bridge. I was waiting for Akpakken to do that first, so I
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could judge the recognition in his eyes. “Perhaps you’d like
to speak with them before you send us packing.”

He blew a fierce snort that threatened to fog both our
viewscreens. “We are Orions,” he announced with phleg-
matic pride. “We have no friends.”

I offered a little shrug. “Be that as it may, the Anjiri are
the ones who brought us here.” This time, I angled a quick
glance toward Vissith, making sure he was listening via the
little figure on Uhura’s translation device. All other activity
around the helm console had frozen. “They claimed this
was their home.”

The translation simulacrum in the tricorder danced
madly. I hope it’s saying I no longer believe a word you've
ever said to us, 1 thought at the back of the Anjiri’s narrow
skull. It’s one thing to have someone distrust you so much
they won’t even let you pilot your own ship, another thing
entirely to have them fly you right into the mouth of a
compromising situation that could actually lead to fighting.

“We know of no Anjiri,” Akpakken insisted. “They lie to
you, pink monkey-weasel.”

It’s a secret vice of mine, but I have always loved listening
to what our translators do to Orion speech.

“Now go away!”

Akpakken lifted one meaty fist to slam closed the comm
channel, but Vissith leapt in front of the viewscreen before
the Orion could complete the movement. “Halt!”

I was surprised first by the speed and agility of Vissith’s
unexpected movement. I was surprised even more when

Akpakken hesitated, squinting down at the lithe saurian

with a certain suspicious greed.
I hardly recognized the Anjiri’s voice when Vissith first

burst into speaking. Not in their language—not in anything’

that made Uhura’s translator activate its display, not in
anything the communication channel’s translator could
turn into understandable English. When Uhura glanced
anxiously back toward me, I motioned her to my chair, then
leaned forward to whisper, “What are they saying? Why
aren’t the translators working?”

Uhura shook her head slowly, eyes darting between the
two aliens instead of down toward her device. “They keep
switching languages, too quickly for the translator to keep
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up. I think it’s some sort of trader argot.” She fell silent and
listened for a while longer. “I can only recognize a few of the
languages myself, but I think Vissith is . . . negotiating with
him. He’s promising Akpakken something.”

I drummed my fingers on the arm of my chair. “As long as
it isn’t my ship, I don’t care what they negotiate for.” In
truth, I had never liked blind negotiations.

Abruptly, Akpakken declared with traditional Orion di-
rectness, “All right—Ileave them.”

Knowing the quality of Orion translators, I couldn’t help
wondering if what Akpakken thought they’d just discussed
bore any resemblance to what Vissith thought they’d been
discussing. “We have forty passengers,” I began. “Are you
prepared—"

He cut me off without even an excusing gesture. “I am
prepared. I was mistaken—the Anjiri are our allies. You
may approach Pleck Station and leave them.” This time his
hand completed the termination command. “Akpakken
out.”

“Food service records indicate an increase of twenty-four
point three percent in what is otherwise a consistent average
consumption of point seven four liters per twenty-four
hours on“all other days.”

I’d mastered the art of nodding sagely during graduate
seminars at the Academy. A necessary component of the
practice, of course, was accurately judging when you really
had to listen and when you didn’t. My elbows propped on a
rec hall dining table, hands wrapped around a cup of
rapidly cooling coffee, I’d quickly ascertained that the
important part of this scenario was the work Scott and his
engineering team performed on the hall’s exposed machin-
ery. They’d come to make sure the Anjiri hadn’t tampered
with anything during their stay; I'd come to watch over
them while picking through my dinner. Spock had been a
last-minute addition after he followed me into the turbolift
outside my quarters with a new list of reasons why we had
to discuss personnel records before the end of the watch.

Which was why he’d been regaling me with duty sched-
ules and overdue physicals all throughout my roast chicken
and potatoes.
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I watched the engineers bolt a panel back into place next
to an environmental outlet. ““Scotty says the only thing he’s
found missing so far is a programming chip from one of the
battle simulation games.” I turned to Spock, shaking my
head. “All the other useful devices they could have tried to
take, and they steal a computer game.”

The disparity apparently didn’t strike him as fascinating.
“Perhaps they did not recognize which among the sur-
rounding equipment was valuable. They might not have
known that it was only a simulation game they stole.” He
tipped his pad meaningfully toward me. “I believe we were
discussing Ensign Maudie’s caffeine ingestion during his
weekend duty tours.” )

I turned my back to the engineers, facing my first officer
full on. “Mr. Spock, I don’t care how much coffee Ensign
Maudie drinks the morning after he’s been out having a
good time with his friends.”

Spock settled back into his seat, one eyebrow lifting
testily as he slowly crossed his arms. “Is there relevant data
regarding Ensign Maudie’s social activities which I should
consider in preparing my report?”’

I scrubbed at my eyes to hide my frustration. “Mr.
Spock . . .” I really didn’t want to snap at him. He was like
a child sometimes, honestly trying to do his best even
though he didn’t fully understand what was expected of
him. Dropping my hands to the table, I looked at him as
earnestly as I could. “When Starfleet suggests the first officer
compile reports on the behavior and performance of a
starship’s crew, they don’t mean surveys on how many
hours of sleep the crew is getting or how much- caffeine
they’ve ingested.”

“However, both are directly relevant to a crew’s perfor-
mance levels. Ingestion of large quantities of caffeine can
cause humans to experience light-headedness, trembling,
frequent urination—"

“As captain,” I cut him off, “my responsibility is to the
ship itself, our mission, how we do our job out here. The
first officer’s responsibility, then, is to the crew—but the
details of how they’re assigned, who needs disciplinary
action, where we need additional staff, not what they choose
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as their breakfast beverage.” My own coffee was too cold
now to drink. I set it aside with a sigh. ‘“We’re supposed to
have a synergistic relationship, Mr. Spock. I decide what
needs doing, you help me understand how the crew can best
get that done.”

The way he stiffened in his seat might almost have been
prickly if he’d been human. “I believe I have been timely in
providing the captain with assignment rosters and leave
requests.”’

“You have. Your thoroughness and attention to detail
is . . . remarkable. Commendable. But . . .” Does it make
sense to worry about hurting a Vulcan’s feelings? Does a
lack of emotional fragility on their part mean I’'m no longer
obligated to be polite? “This is a primarily human crew, Mr.
Spock. That means our feelings will have an impact on the
performance of our duties, even when that’s not appropri-
ate. Humans will get frightened, or decide they can’t work
with someone else they don’t like, or lose their confidence,
or fall in love. I need those feelings to be taken seriously,
and tended to, if this crew is going to function at its best.” I
paused for what felt like a very long time, considering how
best to phrase this. “I need a first officer who can under-
stand those details.”

He nodded, once, precisely. “Although I am Vulcan,
Captain, I have served in the company of humans for many
years. Human frailty and prejudice are concepts with which
I am well acquainted.” The prejudice remark stung. But I
didn’t try to protest—it would only make things worse, and
I didn’t really have the right. “In addition, I have had ample
opportunity to observe unfettered emotion and its effects
on human behavior.” A pause, so long I couldn’t interpret it
in any way but as embarrassment. ‘“My mother was
human.”

I felt a bizarre impulse to say, “I’'m sorry,” the way you
might if someone just told you a beloved relative had died.
It wasn’t that I felt there was anything strange or wrong
about what he’d said, although it was certainly unexpected,
only that he seemed so ashamed for having said it. Like
admitting some distant member of your family was a dog.
“I hadn’t realized.”
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“It is a personal matter,” he continued, once it became
apparent I wasn’t going to say anything more. “It is not a
subject for public discussion.”

“I understand.” And I did, sort of. I understood that he
didn’t want his half-human status becoming general knowl-
edge among the crew. I didn’t entirely understand why.

“Merely because Vulcans have chosen not to let emotion-
al states dictate our behavior does not mean we are incapa-
ble of understanding them. Indeed, I am well-versed in
human hormonal urges, whether or not I happen to share
them.” Now he folded his hands on the table and leaned
forward as though he were the one lecturing to me. “What
you fail to grasp, Captain, is that emotion is not quantifi-
able. One must rely entirely upon subjective reports from
the human in question regarding what that human is
feeling, and why. There is no protocol by which to double-
blind data collection and verify that such subjective obser-
vations are accurate. Nor are the results of emotion repro-
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