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Chapter One

JEAN-LUC PICARD HAD LOST his fencing partner.

His name was Daithan Ruhalter. Ruhalter had also been Picard’s captain, his predecessor as commanding officer of the Stargazer.

Picard had been happy to discover that there was another fencer on the ship, a security officer by the name of Pierzynski, who had a good few inches on Picard and outweighed him by perhaps thirty pounds. Unfortunately, as Pierzynski had subsequently discovered, size and skill didn’t always go hand in hand.

At the moment, Picard enjoyed a four-touches-to-none advantage in a five-touch match. To this point, Pierzynski had failed to take advantage of his longer reach, just as he had failed to do so in the four matches that preceded this one.

Picard could have postponed the inevitable and toyed with the fellow for a while. However, he didn’t want to give Pierzynski the illusion that they were competitive enough for the captain to consider doing this on a regular basis.

It was unfortunate. Picard had hoped a good fencing session would distract him from what he was obliged to do when the Stargazer reached Starbase 42.

But Pierzynski hadn’t provided much of a distraction for him. The disposition of Caber and Valderrama still weighed heavily on the captain’s mind, making him wonder how he could ever have allowed himself to embrace those individuals in the first place.

Picard sighed. “En garde.”

Pierzynski raised his blade in response. Then, aggressive by nature, he took a step toward the captain.

Picard frowned. He didn’t even have to parry to create an opening. Taking a couple of steps back, he waited for Pierzynski to follow him. Then he planted his back foot, extended his point and launched himself forward—all in one quick, fluid motion.

He hit Pierzynski in the ribs, just below his elbow. Point and match. “Alas,” he said.

Pierzynski reached for the top of his mask and pulled it down, exposing his flushed, fatigued-looking face. Then he tucked the mask under his sword arm and extended his hand to the captain.

“Good one, sir. One more?”

Picard removed his own mask and clasped the security officer’s hand. “Perhaps some other time, Mr. Pierzynski. I’m due on the bridge in half an hour.”

Pierzynski nodded. “Of course, sir.” He smiled sheepishly. “I hope I didn’t disappoint you too much, sir.”

The captain smiled back and lied through his teeth. “You didn’t disappoint me at all, Lieutenant. I simply had a good day.”

That seemed to make Pierzynski feel a little better. At least, it seemed that way to Picard as he showered, dressed, and made his way to the bridge.

He arrived just in time to receive word from his communications officer that a message was arriving for him. Naturally, the captain reckoned it was from Starfleet Command, since his only orders at the moment were to exchange personnel at Starbase 42.

He was wrong. It wasn’t from Command, after all. Apparently, it was from the Crazy Horse.

“Really,” Picard said, wondering what it might be about.

“Really, sir,” Lt. Paxton confirmed for him.

“I’ll take it in my ready room,” Picard told his comm officer, and went there to receive the message.

* * *
  Phigus Simenon, chief engineer of the Federation starship Stargazer, eyed the knot of scarlet-clad specialists standing at attention in front of him. There were twelve of them in all, males and females representing six different species.

They didn’t seem happy. But then, he didn’t want them to be happy. Not after what he had just seen.

“Disgraceful,” he spat, feeling his anger constrict the flow of blood in his throat vessels. “Absolutely disgraceful.”

“Sir,” said Dubinski, one of Simenon’s senior officers, “in all fairness—”

Simenon cut the man short with a snap of his tail. “Fairness?” he repeated, giving the word a bitter twist as it echoed throughout the engineering section. “You want fairness after you let this ship go up in a ball of matter–antimatter fury?”

In reality, the Stargazer hadn’t suffered so much as a scratch. But that was because the events of the last several minutes had only been a simulation of a warp core containment failure, not a real one.

Simenon ticked off his section’s failings on the digits of one scaly clawlike hand. Each accusation snapped and cut like the business end of a very sharp whip.

“First,” he hissed, “you relaxed and assumed the internal sensors would detect the beginnings of the failure. Second, you allowed the computer to respond to the situation, when you should have taken the initiative yourselves.”

Both were grievous errors, considering Simenon had shut down the sensors and the computers for a five-minute period. But then, what good was a test if it was too easy?

“And third,” he finished, “you hung onto the core too long when you should have ejected it immediately.”

The assembled engineers seemed to strain under the weight of their superior’s charges. They weren’t used to this kind of talk—even from the likes of him.

But it wasn’t Simenon’s job to mollycoddle them. His job was to make sure the ship got what it needed in the way of power and propulsion and a number of other critical areas, and he would be damned if he was going to fall short of accomplishing that.

That was why he was ripping into his engineers, right? To ensure that they didn’t falter in their vigilance? To make sure the Stargazer didn’t fall victim to some ridiculous and avoidable oversight?

“Sir,” said Dubinski, now that Simenon had vented the worst of his figurative spleen, “I’d like permission to speak.”

Simenon fixed the fellow with his lizardlike gaze. “Permission granted, Mr. Dubinski. I can’t wait to hear the excuse you’re going to give me.”

The engineer frowned. “It’s not an excuse, sir. I’d just like to try to put this . . . exercise . . . in perspective.”

Simenon shrugged. “By all means.”

“First off, sir, we did conduct periodic checks of the core—even more frequently than Starfleet directives recommend. And while it’s true we gave the computer a chance to respond to the situation, we had every reason to believe it would do so—since our boards told us it was running fine.”

The engineering chief harrumphed. “And your slowness in dumping the warp core once you realized the computer wouldn’t do it?”

“It just didn’t feel right,” Dubinski explained. “After all, complete, irreparable and rapid failure is virtually unheard of without apparent cause—enemy fire, a collision with another ship, something—and we couldn’t identify anything that might have triggered a breach of the containment vessel.”

It was a good answer. Simenon had to admit that, if only to himself. In fact, it bothered him that he hadn’t considered it.

Just as he hadn’t considered that every control console in engineering would show the computer was online—something the chief should have taken into account if he were to make the test a fair assessment of his people’s preparedness.

It wasn’t like him to gloss over important details. But then, it wasn’t like him to conduct unannounced drills in the first place. He had always judged the efficiency of his section by virtue of daily observations, not contrived exercises.

So what had come over him? A sudden lack of confidence in his security measures? Or something else—something unrelated to the continued welfare of the Stargazer?

Something that had been bothering him more and more over the last several days, keeping him awake at nights and insinuating itself into his thoughts during his waking hours.

Inwardly, Simenon cursed and crossed the room to a sleek, black control console, where he made a show of inspecting what was on its various screens. It gave him time to think—to gain that sense of perspective of which Dubinski had spoken.

Maybe he hadn’t been fair to his engineers, he thought. Maybe—gods help him—an apology was in order, as hideously distasteful as the concept seemed to him.

Then Urajel, the Andorian on his staff, breathed something to the woman next to her. Obviously, she hadn’t intended for Simenon to hear it. But he heard it, all right.

He heard it all too well.

Turning from the console and glowering at the Andorian with slitted yellow eyes, he said, “What was that, Ms. Urajel?”

The engineer’s face suffused with blood, giving it a dark blue tinge beneath her fringe of silver-white hair. No doubt, she was tempted to deny she had said anything. But she couldn’t do that.

Urajel steeled herself. “I said I wonder what crawled up your hindquarters, sir.”

Another time, Simenon might have let the remark slide, insubordinate as it was. But not this time.

This time, his anger surged. “You’ll run safety drills for the balance of this shift,” he rasped, not just to Urajel but to all of her colleagues as well. “And for the next shift, and the one after that and the one after that, until I’m confident that what I saw today won’t happen again.”

Simenon knew he wasn’t being fair to them. He knew he was abusing his power as engineering chief. But even knowing these things, he couldn’t help it.

Before he said something he would really regret, he whirled and made his way to his office.

* * *
  Picard considered Starbase 42 as it loomed ever larger on his bridge’s main viewscreen.

Like many of the interstellar bases Starfleet had built in the last twenty years, 42 was comprised of a long cylinder, a protruding ring in the vicinity of its midsection and an even more prominent ring near what was generally recognized as its top.

Both rings were liberally dotted with brightly lit observation ports. At this distance, the captain imagined he could see uniformed figures framed in the ports, peering out at him in curiosity even as he was peering in at them.

Where had all those figures come from? Where were they going? There were so many uniformed personnel in the fleet, it was barely possible to keep track of even a fraction of them . . . .

Much less to know who would become an asset to his crew and who would become a burden. Or who would choose to leave just when she seemed to have found her niche.

“You look positively grim,” said Gilaad Ben Zoma, Picard’s friend and first officer.

“Do I?” the captain asked.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think your shields were down and you’d just fired off your last photon torpedo.”

Under most circumstances, Picard would have smiled at the metaphor. But not under these circumstances.

“I’ll do my best to cheer up,” he said.

Ben Zoma leaned a little closer. “That would be nice. And while you’re at it, you may want to give the order to establish orbit.”

The captain glanced at Idun Asmund, his primary helm officer, and realized that she was waiting patiently for instructions. Feeling his face flush, he said, “Establish orbit, helm.”

“Aye, sir,” came the response.

Picard frowned at his lapse as he watched Idun manipulate her controls and activate the ship’s braking thrusters. Keep your mind on what you’re doing, he told himself.

“You know,” Ben Zoma said in a voice only the captain could hear, “none of this is your fault. It wasn’t even your decision to bring these people aboard.”

“I know that,” the captain replied. “But that doesn’t mean they’re not my responsibility.”

“And as for that other personnel situation—”

Picard stopped Ben Zoma with a gesture. “Let’s contemplate that later, shall we? I can only take so much change in one day.”

“Orbit established,” reported Idun’s twin sister Gerda, who was seated at the bridge’s navigation console.

The captain nodded. “Hail the base.”

“Aye, sir,” said Ulelo, who had minutes earlier taken over for Paxton at the comm panel.

In a matter of moments, the officer in command of Starbase 42 appeared on the viewscreen. He was a broad, squared-off fellow with pronounced crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes and a thatch of thick, gray hair. And though he gave Picard his name readily enough, the captain couldn’t have repeated it if his life depended on it.

Despite what he had told himself, he was still distracted by what was happening to his crew. More to the point, he was still wondering if he could have done anything to prevent it.

There’s one thing you could have done, he reflected. You could have denied the captain of the Crazy Horse his request to speak with one of your officers. But that would have been neither fair nor in keeping with Starfleet protocol.

The commander of the starbase asked if Picard would be beaming down himself. When he indicated that he would not be, the man said something polite and signed off.

As the image of the base was restored to the screen, the captain turned to Ben Zoma. “Shall we?”

The first officer stood aside for him. “After you.”

Reluctantly, Picard got up from his seat and made his way across the bridge to the turbolift.




Chapter Two

AS PICARD AND BEN ZOMA ENTERED Transporter Room Three, one of half a dozen such facilities on the Stargazer, the captain saw that there were two uniformed figures waiting for them beside the hexagon-shaped transporter platform.

One of them was Juanita Valderrama, a middle-aged woman with a kind, round face and dark hair. The other, a man in an ensign’s uniform, was the tall, sturdy-looking Joe Caber.

Picard turned to the morning-shift transporter officer, who was standing off to the side at his black, streamlined console. “Mr. Refsland,” he said, “is the base prepared to receive Lieutenant Valderrama and Ensign Caber?”

“They are, sir,” confirmed Refsland, a husky, blond fellow in his middle twenties.

The captain nodded. “Good.” He indicated the platform with a gesture. “If you please.”

Caber ascended without any further encouragement. Valderrama, on the other hand, hesitated.

“Is something wrong?” Picard asked her.

The lieutenant lifted her chin. “May I speak candidly, sir?”

The muscles worked in Picard’s jaw. Here it comes, he thought. The disclaimer. The “I was wrongly accused” speech.

“By all means,” he responded.

Valderrama’s nostrils flared. “I want to apologize,” she said softly. “Not only to you and First Officer Ben Zoma, but to Ensign Jiterica as well. What I did was reprehensible. I wish the idea had never even occurred to me.”

It was the last thing that Picard had expected to hear after Valderrama tried to take credit for someone else’s idea—in this case, Ensign Jiterica’s. Glancing at Ben Zoma, he saw a look of surprise on his friend’s face—although it must have been only a faint shadow of the surprise visible on his own.

Still, he couldn’t accept Valderrama’s apology. What she had done truly was reprehensible, and there was nothing she could do now that would change that.

Meeting her gaze, the captain said, “I’ll be sure to relay your apology to Ensign Jiterica.”

If Valderrama had hoped for absolution from him, she didn’t show it. In fact, she looked considerably more at ease simply for having made her peace with her commanding officer.

“Thank you,” the lieutenant said. Then she joined Caber on the transporter platform.

A part of Picard naturally disapproved of what she had done. However, another part of him wished her well and hoped she might regain what she had lost of herself.

Unlike Valderrama, Ensign Caber had yet to make a sound. He looked bored as he stood on the platform, as if his being there were something of an inconvenience to him.

The captain could have let him go on that way. But he didn’t. He approached the ensign and said, “What about you, Mr. Caber? Do you have any regrets concerning your actions?”

The young man smiled thinly, exposing perfectly spaced white teeth. “None at all, sir,” he replied with undisguised arrogance. “And when my father hears what happened here, I don’t think I’ll be the one with cause for regret.”

The threat wasn’t lost on Picard. Caber’s father was an admiral in Starfleet. Never having met the fellow, the captain had no idea how he would react.

Not that he could allow it to affect his decision. Caber had assaulted another member of the crew, exhibiting a certain amount of what appeared to be bigotry in the process. His presence would no longer be tolerated on the Stargazer.

Picard turned to Refsland and said, “Energize.”

“Energizing,” Refsland responded.

Almost instantly, Valderrama and Caber were reduced by the transporter to shimmering columns of light. Then they vanished altogether, their molecules dispatched through space to their destination.

Picard sighed. Ben Zoma was right, of course. Valderrama and Caber had brought this fate on themselves. Their departure wasn’t anyone’s fault but their own.

Nonetheless, the captain regretted the loss of his most promising ensign and his science officer. Any commanding officer in the fleet would have felt the same way.

Fortunately, Caber and Valderrama were not his only reason for being there that morning. “Mr. Refsland,” he said, “are our new crewmen ready to beam up?”

The transporter operator nodded. “Aye, sir.”

“Then,” said the captain, “advise the base that we are ready to receive them.”

As Refsland relayed the information to his counterpart at Starbase 42, Picard turned to Ben Zoma. “Feeling lucky?”

His friend smiled. “I was just going to ask you that.”

The two who would replace Caber and Valderrama, unlike their predecessors, had been handpicked by the captain and his first officer. In fact, they were the first additions to the crew Picard had made since the day he assumed command.

He regarded the empty transporter platform. “To tell you the truth, Number One—”

“Too late,” said Ben Zoma. “Here they come.”

In a reversal of the dazzling effects that had accompanied the departures of Valderrama and Caber, two brillant columns of light appeared on the platform. Moments later, a pair of figures materialized in the midst of them.

One of them was human, a fair-haired young man with boyish features that contrasted with the seriousness of his expression. The other was a Kandilkari, his long, striated face distinguished by the heavy, purple jowls characteristic of his species.

“Welcome aboard,” the captain said.

“Thank you, sir,” the human replied crisply. “It’s a genuine pleasure to be here.”

This was the crewman Picard and Ben Zoma had had their eyes on weeks earlier, before Admiral McAteer foisted his own choices on them. Like Caber, the fellow came from a Starfleet family with a long and prestigious track record. And like Caber, he was an ensign with a high career ceiling.

But that, the captain hoped, was where the resemblance between the two men ended. Caber had been an anomaly, an aberration. Picard expected much more from the likes of Cole Paris.

“I, too, take pleasure in joining this crew,” said the Kandilkari in a slow, surprisingly musical voice.

Stepping down from the transporter platform, he extended a long, four-fingered hand in Picard’s direction. His eyes, which were as purple as his jowls, seemed to dance with enthusiasm as he spoke.

“Lieutenant Nol Kastiigan,” he added by way of an introduction. “At your service, sir.”

The captain shook Kastiigan’s hand, feeling the unusual metacarpal structure. “You come highly recommended, Lieutenant.”

“Captain Sannek and I had the utmost respect for one another,” Kastiigan told him. “I only regret that he chose to retire when the Antares was decommissioned.”

Picard smiled. “Captain Sannek spent more than forty years in the center seat of one Starfleet vessel or another. His retirement is no doubt well-deserved.”

He turned to Ensign Paris again, who was waiting to be invited before he descended from the transporter disc. It was a formality few observed in this day and age.

“Please,” the captain told him, indicating the deck beside him.

Only then did Paris come down from the platform. “If it’s all right with you, sir,” he said, “I’d like to take the first available shift. No time like the present and all that.”

Picard glanced at Ben Zoma, who looked equally impressed. It was difficult to decide who was more eager, their new lieutenant or their new ensign.

“I think we can arrange that,” said the captain.

Ben Zoma nodded. “Absolutely. But you’ll want to settle in first,” he told the ensign.

The fellow smiled a little. “Of course, sir.”

“Come on,” said Ben Zoma, heading for the exit. “I’ll see to it you’re shown to your quarters. Both of you.”

The newcomers fell in behind the first officer, leaving Picard alone with Refsland. He turned to the transporter operator, who was already in the process of locking down his console.

Refsland looked up at him. “I guess that’s it, sir.”

Picard nodded and replied, “So it would seem, Mr. Refsland.” But inwardly he added, For now.

* * *
  Nikolas was lying in his bed with his uniform on, enjoying the feeling of just doing nothing, when the doors to his quarters slid apart. Reluctantly, he opened his eyes.

The guy that came in was his new roommate. He had to be. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have walked in as if he owned the place.

As Nikolas watched, the guy made his way to the naked mattress that had been Joe Caber’s and took stock of the linens piled on top of it. Then he began unfolding them.

“You don’t waste any time,” said Nikolas, “do you?”

His roommate looked at him as if noticing him for the first time. “Excuse me?”

Nikolas smiled and sat up. “Sorry,” he said, offering the guy his hand. “Andreas Nikolas, widely known as the only indispensable member of the crew.”

The newcomer just looked at him.

“That was a joke,” Nikolas told him.

Finally, the guy cracked a smile, albeit a weak one, and shook Nikolas’s hand. “Cole Paris. Pleased to meet you.”

“Just so you know,” Nikolas said, “I haven’t had much luck with roommies lately. The last one got himself kicked off the ship. But then,” he quipped, “what do you expect from an admiral’s son?”

Paris’s smile faded.

“What?” said Nikolas.

“I’m an admiral’s grandson.”

Nikolas felt a rush of heat in his cheeks. Nice going, he thought. Offend the guy right off the bat.

“Tell you what,” he said, “just give me a moment and I’ll get my foot out of my mouth.”

The new guy dismissed the notion with a wave of his hand. “Don’t give it another thought,” he said with the utmost seriousness. “I’m sure I’ll make my share of stupid remarks.”

Nikolas didn’t know Paris very well, but he had a premonition that the guy was right. Paris seemed a little off somehow, a little too stiff for his own good—like a toy soldier Nikolas had seen once in the window of an antiques store.

Different from Caber, he thought. That was for damned sure. As different as high noon and midnight.

“So what do you do,” Nikolas wondered, “when you’re not busy saving the universe?”

Paris stared at him for a second, a knot of flesh gathering over the bridge of his nose. Then he said, “Another joke?”

Nikolas nodded. “Sort of. But a question, too.”

His roommate shrugged. “I do like to read.”

Now we’re getting somewhere, Nikolas told himself. “Anything in particular?”

“Uh huh. Piloting manuals. That sort of thing.”

Inwardly, Nikolas cringed. “Really.”

“Can’t get enough of them.”

Nikolas managed a smile. “How about that.”

Paris looked thoughtful. “You know,” he said, “I could go for something to eat.”

The guy was talking Nikolas’s language. “Why don’t we head for the mess,” he said, “and I’ll—”

“But I’ve got an orientation meeting with Commander Wu,” his roommate finished, “and I don’t want to be late. First impressions and all that. See you later, all right?”

“Yeah,” said Nikolas. “See ya.”

As he watched Paris leave their quarters, he couldn’t help thinking how much Paris and Wu were going to love serving together. Between them, they didn’t have a relaxed bone in their bodies.

* * *
  To a casual observer, Dikembe Ulelo would appear to be sitting at his console on the bridge of the Stargazer, exchanging routine data with the comm officer on Starbase 42.

But in reality, he was focused on another matter entirely. He was reflecting on the progress of his mission.

The junior communications officer had accomplished quite a bit since his arrival on the Stargazer a few weeks earlier. He had examined the engineering section, the shuttlebay, and a critical component of the deflector array. However, there was still a good deal more that he could learn.

For instance, Ulelo had yet to get a look at the ship’s weapons control center. Vigo, the chief weapons officer, had agreed to give him a tour of the place when an occasion presented itself, but to date that hadn’t happened.

Ulelo might have expressed a stronger desire to take Vigo’s tour, but he didn’t want to arouse the weapons chief’s suspicion. So he had decided to wait until the next time Vigo invited him to play sharash’di, and then remind his colleague about his invitation.

Eventually, he reflected, he would get Vigo to show him what he wanted to see. It was just a matter of time.

A green light began to flash in the corner of one of Ulelo’s communications monitors. It alerted him that the ship was in the process of receiving a subspace packet from the nearest Starfleet relay station.

It was part of his job to go through the packet and distribute its component messages to the appropriate parties. After all, only some of it represented official business. Much of it was personal mail intended for individual members of the crew.

The comm officer would also make a copy of each message for his own use. Then he would download the lot of them to the computer terminal provided in his quarters.

Of course, this would constitute a clear-cut violation of Starfleet regulations. But he would accept the risk if it meant knowing just a bit more about his colleagues—because knowing them better might gain him easier access to key operating areas of the ship.

And the more Ulelo learned about the Stargazer, the better equipped he would be when the time came.




Chapter Three

AS JEAN-LUC PICARD CONTEMPLATED the computer screen in his ready room, he heard a chime. “Come,” he said.

The doors parted and Ben Zoma walked in. “There’s a rumor going around that that last packet contained new orders. Any truth to it?”

The captain smiled. “Quite a bit, actually.”

Ben Zoma sat down opposite Picard. “So where are we going?”

“The Egreggedor system. There are a couple of planets there that Admiral McAteer would like us to survey.”

The first officer looked skeptical. “Wasn’t that system surveyed less than a decade ago?”

Picard shrugged. “Slow day at the office, I suppose.”

“Must have been.” Ben Zoma frowned thoughtfully. “You think McAteer’s trying to take another shot at us somehow?”

“I wouldn’t put it past him,” the captain said. “Not after he unleashed us on the trail of the White Wolf, hoping to make us look bad when we failed to find him.”

“Unfortunately for our friend the admiral, we managed to disappoint him in that regard.”

Picard nodded. “Which no doubt made him feel that much more bitter toward us.”

Ben Zoma seemed to take pleasure in the notion. “No doubt,” he said with a mischievous gleam in his eyes.

The captain clucked in mock disapproval. “I don’t think you’re showing the proper respect, Number One.”

“You’re probably right,” the first officer told him. “And believe me, I feel terrible about it.”

“You don’t look like you feel terrible about it.”

“I hide it well,” said Ben Zoma. He got to his feet. “Well, I would love to stay and gloat some more, but I think it’s time we started out for Eggregedor.”

“I would appreciate it,” Picard responded.

He watched his friend leave the room to apprise Idun and Gerda of their destination. Then he turned back to his screen and sent a message to Admiral McAteer, confirming that the Stargazer had received her orders and would endeavor to carry them out.

No matter what the admiral had in mind for them.

* * *
  Second Officer Elizabeth Wu of the Federation ship Stargazer sat down at the desk in her quiet, tastefully decorated quarters and opened the message that had come for her just that morning.

Wu had learned of it when she arrived on the bridge to go over supply reports with Captain Picard. As she passed Ulelo at his comm station, he had told her, “You’ve got mail, Commander. From Captain Rudolfini on the Crazy Horse.”

Picard was the only one close enough to hear Ulelo. At the mention of Rudolfini, it seemed to Wu, a shadow crossed the captain’s face. Of course, it might just have been her imagination.

In any case, her curiosity was piqued. In fact, it was increasingly difficult for her to keep her mind on her work until her shift was finally over.

Then she went straight to her quarters. And now here she was, opening the message—wondering what her former captain had to say as his image filled her monitor screen.

Enzo Rudolfini was tall, painfully thin and almost completely bald, with a prominent nose and a chin that seemed to want desperately to crawl into the flesh of his neck.

But if his looks were less than felicitous, his ability to command a starship more than made up for them. Rudolfini had a way of drawing people to him that Wu had never seen in any other human being. A week after she came aboard the Crazy Horse as a raw ensign, she would have given her life for the man.

And she wasn’t alone in that regard. People loved Rudolfini. They adored him—enough to stay on his ship for the duration of their Starfleet careers in some cases. And Wu had envisioned doing exactly that herself—at least, in the beginning.

But after her third year as head of security on the Crazy Horse, she had craved a change—a challenge. And with the second-officer and first-officer slots filled with individuals as enamored of the captain as she was, it wouldn’t be possible for her to find that challenge under Rudolfini’s command.

So she applied for a transfer to a ship willing to give her a chance to serve as second officer. And she had found that opportunity here on the Stargazer.

Rudolfini hadn’t been happy about it. He had loved Wu like a daughter. But what could he do? He couldn’t offer her what she wanted. So like the good man he was, he had wished her well as she embarked on a new phase of her career.

He smiled at her from the screen. “Hello, Elizabeth. I hope this message finds you well.”

It was good to hear Rudolfini’s voice. Wu had only been gone a few weeks, but it felt like forever.

“Before I go on,” he said, “I should tell you I’ve already discussed this with Captain Picard and received his permission to speak to you. So don’t feel like you have to sneak around.”

Wu’s heart began to pound—and her heart never pounded, not even in the midst of a space battle.

“When you left the Crazy Horse, you said it was because you had nowhere to go. T’lar and Omalayak had locked down the first and second officers’ slots and it seemed they would stay there for the long haul. Well, guess what?”

They’re leaving, Wu thought wildly.

“They’re leaving,” Rudolfini said. “T’lar accepted a captaincy on the Resilient and she’s taking Omalayak along as her first officer. Looks to me like I’ve got not one but two slots open. That is, if I can find someone capable of filling them.”

Wu couldn’t believe it.

“I had Mecir in mind for the second officer’s post. If anyone deserves it, she does. But I don’t have anyone qualified to be an exec, and I’d sure hate to have to look outside the family . . . .”

Wu knew exactly where he was going with this. He was going to ask what she had dreamed about for years.

“So what do you say, Elizabeth? I know you just got used to being a second officer, but they say it’s easier to be a Number One than a Number Two. And I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have standing beside me on the bridge of the Crazy Horse.”

Wu drew a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Get back to me as soon as you can, all right? Rudolfini out.”

A moment later, his image blinked off and was replaced by the Starfleet logo. Wu sank back in her chair, stunned.

She had given up on the possibility of ever receiving another promotion on the Crazy Horse. And suddenly, a promotion had fallen right into her lap.

The question was . . .did she dare pass it up?

* * *
  Phigus Simenon stood in his quarters and contemplated the small white stone in his scaly hand.

The stone, which had come from his homeworld, had a series of black characters carved into its otherwise smooth surface. As Simenon wasn’t an expert in the area of ancient writings, he had no idea what the characters meant.

Nor did his father, to whom the stone had been given three long decades ago. But then, one didn’t have to understand the characters to appreciate their significance in the scheme of things.

Simenon glanced at the computer terminal on the opposite side of the room. He had known this day would come. Hell, how could he not know? But he had put the prospect from his mind, concentrating instead on his duties as a Starfleet engineer.

Now he had no choice. He had received the summons. He was compelled to answer it.

With a sigh, Simenon crossed the room, pulled out the chair in front of his terminal, and sat down. Then he placed the stone on the desk beside his keyboard and called up the message he had received from Gnala earlier in the day.

Typing out a return message, he had the terminal translate it into a language his people would understand—one that bore a vague resemblance to the characters on the stone.

Then he dispatched it to the communications queue for inclusion in the next subspace packet to that part of space, sat back in his chair, and absorbed the import of what he had done.

* * *
  Carter Greyhorse, the Stargazer’s chief medical officer, blew on a spoonful of steaming hot corn chowder. “Yes, Pug,” he replied, “I remember your misgivings.”

“Well,” said Pug Joseph, the ship’s acting chief of security, “I think I’m getting past them. The way my people respond to me lately, I feel sometimes like I’m the permanent chief of security.”

Joseph was sitting across the table from Greyhorse, twirling his fork in a plateful of pasta. To that point, the doctor noticed, Joseph had been too talkative to actually place any of it into his mouth.

“That’s good,” said Greyhorse.

“I’m gaining confidence,” Joseph told him.

“I hear it in your voice.”

Joseph grinned. “Really?”

“Would I lie to you?”

The physician took a mouthful of soup, savored its taste, and glanced across the mess hall. Right on schedule, Gerda Asmund was sitting down to eat with her sister Idun and a couple of other officers.

Greyhorse could have been one of them if he wished. But it would have been torture for him to share Gerda with others, to engage in conversations he didn’t care about when what he really wanted was to take her in his arms.

And she knew how he felt about her. He had told her himself, right there in one of the ship’s corridors less than a month earlier—just after she had lashed out at him in anger.

“You’re all I can think of,” the doctor had confessed, the bulkheads echoing with his pain. “All I want to think of. I can’t go on like this. If I haven’t got a chance, I need to hear you say it.”

That’s when Gerda had told him to meet her in the gym, where she would teach him “to fight like a warrior.” It wasn’t exactly an answer to his question. But then, in a way it was.

So Greyhorse met her in the gym as she suggested, and continued to meet her afterward at regular intervals. And little by little, despite his pronounced lack of athleticism, he was beginning to learn what she taught him.

But it wasn’t his thirst for learning that kept him coming back.
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