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BEFORE DEANNA COULD MAKE
ANOTHER MOVE. ..

her mother was sweeping across the room.

As if he sensed Lwaxana Troi coming, Q turned. He
raised a bemused eyebrow and watched her until
she came to a halt barely two feet in front of him.

The true horror of the situation didn’t dawn on
Picard for a moment and then Mrs. Troi spoke.

“Jean-Luc, who is your charming friend?”

““Mrs. Troi,” said Picard quickly, “‘now might not be
the best time,” not bothering to add that no time
would be an improvement.

Then Q took a step forward and, with impeccable
manners, took Lwaxana’s hand. I am Q,” he said.

And Picard began to perspire.
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Dedicated to

Gene Roddenberry—
who’s given us a hell of a ride

and Gene L. Coon—
what a crime he wasn’t able to
come along






Historian’s Note

Q-in-Law takes place approximately three
months before the events in ““Ménage a Troi”
and significantly before “Q-pid.”







Introduction

So here it is. The one that people have been asking
about, and for, the most.

I would be less than honest if I claimed that I was
the first and only person to come up with this idea. A
clash between two of the most formidable, and memo-
rable, guest stars in all of Next Generation—and
possibly in all of Trekdom—was a prospect that fans
had been bandying about for ages. I was simply in a
fortunate enough position to be able to execute the
idea and produce the book you hold in your hot little
hands.

Although the manuscript was completed late last
year, I am writing this introduction in June of 1991.
Everyone in fandom is massing for the celebration of
the 25th anniversary of Star Trek.

Recently I came from the set of Star Trek VI, for
which I gratefully thank George Takei (thaaaaank
you, George), and am eagerly looking forward to what
promises to be the most ambitious and the last (well,
actually, I'm not that eager for it to be the last)
adventure of the original Enterprise crew.
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INTRODUCTION

Since this book will be coming out in October of
1991, I like to think of this (along with my Original
Trek meets Next Gen comic story, published by DC)
as my own small contributions to the 25th anniversa-
ry celebration.

I was invited to no less than three conventions on
the weekend of September 8th (the day Trek pre-
miered), none of which I can go to since that’s right
around the due date of our third child. I am kind of
hoping, in a fannish sort of way, that the baby’s born
right on that day. It would be the ultimate sort of
poetic justice, considering that I met my wife at a Star
Trek convention sixteen years ago.

That would just be the capper on a life that owes a
tremendous debt to Trek. Thanks to Trek, 1 have a
wonderful family, have been on the New York Times
bestsellers list for three different titles (including a
month’s run with Vendetta, the virtually uniform
praise for which was extremely gratifying), and have
an entire group of readers that I probably wouldn’t
have had with just my comic book work and my other
twenty or so novels.

For all of that, I just want to offer up my 25th
anniversary thanks to Gene Roddenberry, whose cre-
ativity, driving force and vision have given me and
mine so much. I can only hope that, in the pleasure
that my novels and comic book work have given to the
readers, | have managed to give back a little of what I
got.

Considering that the world is currently choking in
drugs, pollution, disease and decay, Gene’s vision
gives us something to cling to (bet you thought I was
going to say ‘““cling on,” huh?) and lets us dream of a
time when the madness is over, and we no longer need
to worry about destroying ourselves through our own
neglect, but instead about being destroyed by cyber-
netic dreadnoughts or superhuman beings . . .
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INTRODUCTION

That didn’t come out right at all.

Obviously mankind’s life is never going to be
perfection, even in the future. But at least in the time
of Trek when we meet the enemy, he will not (as Pogo
said) be us. And if the enemy is someone else, I would
be perfectly happy to trust the fates of my descendants
to the capable hands of Captains Kirk, Spock, Picard,
Riker (eventually) and whoever will follow in Star
Trek: The Generation After That One.

In addition to the vision of Gene Roddenberry, I
would like to thank—for the purpose of this book—
Ms. Majel Barrett. Not only was Majel’s powerful
performance as Lwaxana memorable enough to
prompt me to write a book about her, but she actually
took the time to read the manuscript and offer com-
ments, praise and support. Without her this book
quite literally might never have been published, and I
am eternally grateful.

I also want to thank my wife, Myra, and my 2.5
children—Shana, Jenny, and little whomever. Their
support and help is invaluable as always.

Oh . .. as always, thanks to Kevin Ryan and Dave
Stern, who had the exceptional good taste to hire me.
And to the cover artist of this book. Aren’t those great
expressions on Q and Lwaxana?

And finally, to you, the readers, who have been
tremendously supportive and very patient. I hope this
one was worth waiting for.
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Chapter One

KerRIN LET OUT a slow breath, trying to calm the
slamming of his heart against his chest. The stars hung
suspended around him, the stars that had been part of
his daily existence for as long as he could remember.
He’d heard that when one stood on the surface of a
planet, the stars actually twinkled because of atmo-
spheric distortions. He wouldn’t know firsthand, hav-
ing never—in his eighteen years—set foot on a
planet.

At the moment, the thoughts of planets were as far
off as the stars. His full concentration was on the great
mother ship of the Graziunas that loomed in front of
him. It was dark blue, oblong, with great spires jutting
out at odd angles. Swarming about it, insectlike, were
a variety of single- and double-pilot shlps patrolling
in a leisurely formation against incursion by any
enemies who might be in the area.

Kerin could clearly see the great landing bay at the
far end of the mother ship, and even if he couldn’t, the
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array of instrumentation in front of him could easily
pinpoint it for him. He scanned it with practiced ease.
He knew his high-powered, single-pilot shuttle inside
and out. It was a gift from his father for his twelfth
birthday, and for a moment he allowed himself the
luxury of remembering the thrill of the first time he’d
stepped inside the shuttle, run his fingers across the
controls, and sat in the command seat—his command
seat. All his.

Kerin glanced at his own reflection in the viewport
before him. He was amazed how much he was begin-
ning to look like his father. His hair was cut into the
widow’s peak that was customary for all members of
the house of Nistral. He was sloe-eyed, his pupils
dark, yet luminous. His skin was a dusky silvery hue
that gave him an almost metallic sheen. He had a
strong jaw that was set in a determined fashion.

Glancing across his weapons array he noted with
satisfaction that everything was fully charged. All
engine readings were normal. He’d checked and
rechecked everything a hundred times before setting
off from the Nistral mother ship. The nervous-
ness he felt and his overcaution had gotten him
some good-natured ribbing and derision from his
friends. He didn’t care, because the redundant
checks that had consumed hours before now gave
him the confidence to worry about nothing except
his obstacles.

The first of the patrol ships of the Graziunas family
had broken off and were approaching. Only two. More
than enough for a routine check.

“Approaching craft,” said a crisp voice, “state your
business with Graziunas.”

His long, tapered finger paused over the comm
controls for a moment before he flicked a switch.
“This is Kerin of the house of Nistral. I go where I
wish. I do what I wish. And I take what I wish.”
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There was a silence on the other end. A long,
significant silence.

“If that is how it must be,” the slow and measured
response finally came, “then that is how it must be.”

Message sent. Message received. Everything under-
stood at both ends.

Kerin let out another breath and tried to calm
himself, tried to forget everything that was at stake.
Just let the reflexes take over, the long, practiced
movements that had been drilled into him for as far
back as he could remember.

He took one more look at the battle array, belted
himself in, and slammed into overdrive.

The sleek craft shot forward, dipping just under the
two wing fighters that were coming towards him for
the intercept. He dropped like a stone, then levelled
off quickly and angled straight towards the great
mother ship.

The fighters banked around and came after him.
Kerin had them both tracked, timing their pulse bolts,
his fingers racing over the computer navigator for
evasive maneuvers. Blasts exploded to his right and
left, and his shuttle swayed gracefully, avoiding them
with amazing precision. He allowed a small smile to
play across his lips. “Catch me if you can,” he
muttered.

A shot clipped his right-hand stabilizer and he
lurched wildly, scrambling to bring his bearings back
on line. He muttered a low curse and went straight up
in a sharp L pattern. The fighters stayed right after
him.

“This is your final warning to retreat with honor,”
the admonition crackled over the comm.

“Noted,” said Kerin briskly, and he slammed the
thrusters into reverse.

The fighters shot right past him, leaping straight
into his computer target sights. Kerin opened fire, the
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twin guns of his shuttle blasting. He clipped the wings
of both of the fighters, sending them into a momen-
tary spiral. It was all he needed to sail clear of them
and dive down towards the mother ship.

More fighters were coming towards him, but
Kerin’s confidence was growing with each moment
that brought him closer to the ship. He hurled his
shuttle into a dazzling array of evasive maneuvers that
seemed impossible for anything but the sleekest of
fighter ships. Kerin had counted on the unassuming
exterior of his shuttle to be his salvation, and thus far
he had wagered correctly. He heard exclamations of
surprise at the dexterity and capabilities of the little
craft. Blasts exploded around him, but no one was
able to pin him down.

He dove as his pursuers laid down a pattern fire
after him. But he had studied every pattern that the
Graziunas used and was prepared to dodge every one.

The landing bay lay directly ahead of him, and then
suddenly he was hit. Obviously, he thought wryly, the
Graziunas fighters had developed some new patterns.

He lurched wildly, trying to bring his shuttle back
under control. Its wild flight now proved to be some-
thing of a salvation, as more shots that might have
struck home now exploded harmlessly nearby him.

The shuttle hurtled into the docking bay, the walls
of the bay flying past him in a dizzying blur. He was
moving fast, too fast. He had brief glimpses of men
who normally helped to manually guide ships in, and
they were scattering madly to get out of his way. He
tried desperately to bring his nose up, knowing that if
it struck first, he’d flip over and crash, possibly—hell,
probably—fatally. At the last possible second he
edged it upward. The bottom of the shuttle sparked
and squealed, and Kerin let out a brief shriek.

“Hold together, baby,” he prayed.

The shuttle slid crazily, vibrating Kerin to the point
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where he thought his teeth were going to shake loose.
Reflexively he closed his eyes as he sped towards the
wall at the far end, bracing himself for the impact. He
knew he was going to hit, and the only question was
how much impact there was going to be when he did.

The shuttle half-turned once more and the rear end
slammed into the wall. Kerin was forced back against
his seat, gasping, as the world spun around him. He
took an unsteady breath, his head still ringing from
the ear-splitting howling of metal on metal.

From his vantage point, he couid see men of the
Graziunas running towards him, shouting and point-
ing. He unbuckled quickly and ran to the door.

It was jammed. He slammed the release button a
second time, but still nothing happened.

With a curse, he yanked out his blaster and opened
fire. He hated having to inflict damage on his own
ship, but there was no other choice. Within seconds he
had blasted a hole large enough to squeeze through,
and that he did immediately.

He leaped out of the ship and pivoted, simultane-
ously powering down his weapon. He ran around the
side of his shuttle, and at that moment a guard came
at him, swinging his weapon up with a blood-freezing
yell. It didn’t freeze Kerin, however, who—with an
outward calm that he didn’t feel inwardly—fired off a
quick shot. It struck his attacker full in the chest and
hurled him backwards, knocking the breath out of the
man. He lay there, gasping, and Kerin leaped over
him and out the nearest exit door. It hissed shut
behind him as several blasts from behind ricocheted
off it. Kerin wondered in passing if their blasters were
set to a lower setting as well.

The corridors of the ship were large and elaborate
swirls of blue and orange, sweeping and graceful. It
was a stark contrast to the sharp black and silver that
were the colors of the Nistral. Kerin looked right and
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left, trying to remember which way to go. He had
memorized the schematics of the ship so carefully, so
thoroughly, that he’d been confident he would be able
to find his way. Now he wasn’t so sure. He felt his
blood pounding against his head and then heard
another pounding—that of feet directly behind him.

He was fairly certain he was supposed to make his
first right, and that’s what he did. With the first
decision made, the subsequent ones came faster and
easier, his confidence growing with every passing
moment.

A right up here, then another right, then a left
and. ..

He skidded to a halt, wincing against the light.

He stood in the open doorway of the grand chamber
of Graziunas.

Graziunas was the name of the house, and
Graziunas was also the name of he who was head of
the house. It was an inherited title.

The man who was at present known as Graziunas
was massive, barrel-chested, with a shock of red hair
swept back and over his gleaming blue face. He had a
long moustache that hung down as well, almost down
to his collarbone.

His court was crowded with retainers and other
family members. Everyone was on their feet. Every-
one was watching Kerin.

Next to Graziunas was his daughter, Sehra. Cer-
tainly word that Kerin was coming had reached her,
and she was standing there, looking almost as nervous
as Kerin must have felt. She was slim where her father
was stocky, but in her eyes there was something of the
same firmness of spirit that her father possessed. She
was watching Kerin, taking in his every move hun-
grily.

Graziunas stepped down from his dais and walked
towards Kerin with firm, steady steps. Kerin made no
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move, standing in a combat-ready position. No one
was making the slightest noise. The only sound at all
was the steady whisper of Graziunas’ boots on the
polished floor. He wore a tunic and leggings that were
blue, trimmed with orange, as was the long cape that
swirled about him with every step.

He walked to within a few paces of Kerin and then
stopped, his arms folded.

“Yes?” His voice was deep and commanding, and
yet there was a tinge of amusement to it.

Kerin’s mouth moved, and nothing came out. Va-
por lock.

It did not get easier under the steady gaze of
Graziunas. His eyes seemed to widen, and Kerin felt
himself wilting under the unyielding gaze.

Kerin looked frantically to Sehra. She was mouth-
ing something. Words.

His words.

*“...asasupplicant . . .” he said, coming in on the
middle of the sentence.

“What?” Graziunas looked as if he were trying not
to laugh, and the implied condescension angered
Kerin so that he promptly forgot again what he was
supposed to say.

He closed his eyes a moment, took a breath to
cleanse his thoughts, and then opened his eyes again.
“I come to thee,” he said, praying that his voice
wouldn’t crack, “as a supplicant . . . and as one who
demands.”

“Demands what?” said Graziunas.

“Demands the hand of thy daughter in marriage.”

He saw her with alarm give a quick shake of her
head, and then he realized his error. Mild, to be sure,
but everything had to be just so. “Demands the hand
of thy most honorable daughter in marriage,” he
quickly amended.

“And if I do not grant it?”” asked Graziunas quietly.
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Kerin steeled himself. “Then I shall fight thee for
her. With every breath in my body, with every spark
in my soul, I shall fight thee. For she shall be mine,
and I hers, until all the stars burn away.”

Graziunas swung a quick right that Kerin quickly
dodged. There was a gasp from the people of the
court. Kerin came in quickly and drove as hard a
punch as he could directly at Graziunas’ face.

Graziunas caught the boy’s fist effortlessly.

Kerin grunted, trying to draw back, then drive
forward. Neither move did him any good. Graziunas
had a grip like steel, and he closed it that much tighter
on the boy’s hand. He waited for Kerin to cry out,
smiling mirthlessly.

But the heir to the house of Nistral would not cry
out, as much as the agonizing pressure on his hand
urged him to. Instead he clamped his teeth down on
his lower lip, to make certain that no sound of
weakness escaped him.

All around held their collective breath, waiting to
hear if Kerin would make some sort of noise. Nothing.
His body was shaking, and blood was starting to
trickle down his chin.

Graziunas laughed loudly, a sound so startling that
several people jumped slightly. He released his grip on
Kerin and the boy staggered back, rubbing his hand.

“Thou hast shown spirit, son of Nistral,” said
Graziunas grudgingly. “Spirit and fire. Thou hast
spoken the words as they should be spoken, and issued
the challenge. Thou hast not defeated me, but thou
hast displayed thy worth.” He stepped back and
gestured towards Sehra. “If she will have thee, then
the hand of my only daughter is yours.”

Kerin couldn’t believe it, and yet already there were
the sounds of admiration and cheers from all around.
Smiling now, he shook his hand slightly to restore
circulation, a gesture that engendered a bit of good-
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natured chuckling. He accepted it in stride, for the
pressure was off.

He crossed quickly to Sehra, who was standing
there, smiling, her hands extended to him. He took
her hands in his and when she squeezed his, he tried
not to wince.

“You’ll have me?” he said, forgetting that he was
supposed to speak in the formal tongue.

Sehra didn’t bother to correct him. She was smiling
too widely. “Of course.”

She stepped down off the dais and embraced him,
which prompted more applause and laughter through-
out the room.

“How did I do?”’ he whispered in her ear.

“Fine.” She ran her fingers across his tight-cropped
hair. ““You did just fine.”



Chapter Two

LieuTENANT COHEN was sitting in the Ten-Forward
lounge, watching the stars glide by. He held up his
glass of synthehol and watched the stars refract
through the scintillating, swishing liquid. He sighed
the sort of long sigh that was a clear indication—
should anyone be listening—that he was depressed
about something. So depressed that he desperately
wanted to talk to someone about it, but likewise too
depressed to get up the energy to discuss it with
anyone.

Guinan glided several paces towards him, then
stopped short. She raised a nonexistent eyebrow and
pursed her lips. Her eyes twinkled no less than the
stars through Cohen’s glass as she stepped back and
then moved diagonally across Ten-Forward.

She had not seen Geordi La Forge come in; her back
had been to the door at the time. She didn’t need to
have seen him, though, to know that he was there.

“Geordi,” she said softly.
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He looked up at her. Or rather, he tilted his head
and observed the flickering trace patterns of her body
that his VISOR perceived. There was always some-
thing a little different about the way he saw Guinan as
opposed to the way he saw others. A sort of—it was
hard to pinpoint—coolness about her. As if her soul
floated in an inner calmness that was reflected in the
heat emanations of her body.

At the moment, he was alone at the table. He was
expecting O’Brien and Riker to be joining him before
too long, but he was already feeling in an expansive
mood. “Guinan!” he said cheerfully. “Problem?”’

She inclined her head slightly. “Him.”

‘$Wh0?”

“Cohen.”

He glanced in the direction she’d indicated.
“Cohen?”

L‘Yup.”

A smile broke across his face, and he shook his
head. “We going to be talking in one-word sentences
all night?”

She smiled in return. “Maybe.”

“What’s with Cohen?”

“He seems a little down,” Guinan told him. “Since
he’s one of your staff, I thought you might want to
cheer him up.”

“Isn’t that your department?”’ he asked, but he was
already getting up from behind his table.

She took a step back. “Something tells me this
might be ‘man’ stuff.”

“‘Man’ stuff?” he said with a touch of amusement.

“You know,” and she raised her arm in a flexing
gesture. “ ‘Man’ stuff.”

“Right,” he agreed, flexing in return. Considering
the knack that Guinan had for sweetly strongarming
people into doing things, he had a sneaking suspicion
he knew who had the stronger muscles.
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Walking across the Ten-Forward lounge, he took
notice of the way Guinan paced him a couple feet
away, only to break off and head in another direction
as soon as he got near Cohen. He heard Cohen sigh
loudly and knew the tone of it. He’d heaved a sigh or
two like that himself.

“Cohen?” he asked.

Cohen looked up at him. “Oh, Lieutenant Com-
mander. Hi.”

“Hi,” Geordi replied, sliding down into the chair
opposite. “Call me Geordi. We’re off duty, and we’re
all friends here.”

“Geordi,” said Cohen uncertainly.

“And I should call you—7?"

“Cohen.”

“Oh.” Geordi paused a moment. “Something got
you down, Cohen?”

Cohen raised an eyebrow. It was the sort of subtle
face movement that Geordi could not detect. Instead
he depended on his ability to read pulse jumps, or the
slight tilt of a head that usually accompanied a facial
reaction. “You could tell that?” asked Cohen, im-
pressed. “Wow. You know, I saw you come in, but you
were way over there, and I didn’t think you’d even
noticed me. How were you able to tell from way over
there?”

Somehow, Guinan told me wouldn’t sound impres-
sive. ““Call it a knack,” said Geordi. “So . . . you want
to talk about it?”

Cohen looked down. “I don’t think so. No. I'd
really rather not discuss it.”

“Okay,” said Geordi, and he started to get up.

“I’'m so depressed. My life stinks,” said Cohen.

Geordi sat back down again.

Cohen stared into his glass, and Geordi said, “You
want to elaborate on that?”

“Life in general.”
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SGAh-,’

“And women.”

“Ah,” said Geordi, this time with more understand-
ing.

“Look at me, Geordi,” said Cohen, and then he
quickly amended, “I mean ... I'm sorry, I didn’t
mean to offend you...”

Geordi laughed. “‘Look’ isn’t a dirty word,
Cohen.”

“Yeah, yeah I know. Look at me, then. I'm thirty-
four years old today, Geordi.”

“Happy birthday!” said Geordi. “I'm sorry, I
should have—"

Cohen waved it off. “That’s not the point. I'm
thirty-four years old. My hair is thinning. I’ve put on
some weight—Ilook at this. My uniform’s getting tight
around the waist. That’s embarrassing. And yesterday
I broke up with Technician Jackson.”

“Jackson, huh?” said Geordi. “She’s cute. You two
were a couple?”’ He was mildly annoyed with himself.
Since his promotion to chief engineer, he’d been a hell
of a lot more busy. He wasn’t in the rumor loop as
much as he used to be.

“Eight months,” said Cohen sadly. “Eight months
down the Jefferies tube. Look at me: I'm wasting my
life. I signed on with Starfleet to explore. All I ever
explore is the engine room. I never serve on away
teams. I never make any sort of discovery. I'm just
. .. just there. I’'m a grunt. Look at what I’ve got.”

“Yeah,” said Geordi. ‘“Yeah, let’s look at what
you’ve got. Look out there,” and he pointed out the
viewport.

Cohen didn’t understand. “What am I supposed to
see?”

“The stars.”

“The stars. Great,” said Cohen dismally. “So what?
What do they have to do with me?”
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“You live among the stars, Cohen!” said Geordi
with enthusiasm. “Do you have any idea what that’s
like? Centuries ago, people stared up at the stars, their
feet unable to leave the earth. They never saw outer
space. Your ancestors never went to Mars, which was
practically next door. The kind of life you lead—it
would have been the most incredible flight of fancy to
them. The things you take for granted.” He nudged
Cohen’s shoulder. “You don’t know what you’ve got.”

“What have I got?” said Cohen. He still looked
skeptical.

Geordi leaned back in the chair, his arms folded.
“Why don’t you tell me?”

“This is silly,” said Cohen.

“Consider it an order,” said Geordi, still friendly.

Cohen stared at Geordi, trying to figure out if the
engineer was kidding or not. He didn’t seem to be.
“Tell you what I've got.”

“Right.”

Cohen gave it some thought.

“Nothing comes to mind.”

Geordi blew air through his lips. “You help keep
this ship running,” he said. “That’s one thing. There’s
a thousand people on this ship that depend upon the
engineering department—more than any other—to
get them where they’re going. Now, maybe you con-
sider your duties to be routine, even humdrum. But
it’s the ability to stay on top of those duties, even
when they’re tedious, that makes you a good officer.”

“I suppose,” said Cohen slowly. “I mean . . . I can
look at it with an eye that all these people need me.”

“Right!” said Geordi.

“And, well, I do get shore leave, occasionally. And
with the holodeck . . .”

“Exactly,” smiled Geordi. “You can simulate any-
place you’d want to go. And only the very latest
starships are outfitted with holodeck technology.”

14
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“And it’s not like I’ve got a dead-end job,” said
Cohen. “I mean, there’s room for advancement.”

“Now you’re getting it!”

“I mean, it’s not like I’'m chief engineer. Now that’s
a dead-end job.”

Geordi opened his mouth and then closed it again.

“Oh! No offense!” said Cohen quickly.

“None taken,” Geordi said evenly. “I suppose some
people might perceive that job as such, but I assure
you_’,

“Oh, you don’t have to assure me of anything,”
Cohen told him. “I understand fully.”

“Well, good.” Geordi smiled. “We were talking
about you.”

“About good things, yeah.” Cohen was looking
back out the viewport. “When I see the stars, it
reminds me of Jackson’s eyes. She has the most
gorgeous eyes. When she would look at me in that
way, with her eyes twinkling—there was nothing like
it. You know what I mean?”’

No. Because I've been blind from birth, and I can see
a single burning coal from thirty paces, but I can’t see a
woman’s eyes burning with love from thirty inches
away. “Sure I do,” said Geordi. “There’s nothing like
it, you’re right.”

“And I could always have something done about the
hair, right?” he said, running his fingers through his
thinning pate. “And just work out more to drop those
extra pounds. It’s not really a big deal, is it? Just
self-discipline.”

Right. Dealing with his “shortcomings” is no big
deal. As opposed to me. If I have my “shortcoming”
attended to—my sight restored—I lose the sensory
abilities of my VISOR, and that would simply be too
much to give up. “Just a little self-discipline,” Geordi
echoed.

“And even if Jackson and I did break up—well,
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hell, we did have all that time together. And when we
were together, it was fantastic. Fantastic woman, great
conversationalist, great sex. There’s nothing like a
relationship when it’s working, huh, Geordi?”

I haven’t had a serious relationship in close to two
years. “Nothing like it,” said Geordi.

Cohen stood, filled with new confidence. “You
know, Geordi, I’'m going down to engineering just to
run a routine systems check. I mean, it’s not due for
another two hours but, hell, you can’t be too careful,
right?”’ As Geordi nodded silently, he went on, “And
then I’'m going to see Jackson and tell her just what
she’s missing out on. And if she still wants to keep it
broken off, well, there’s lots of fish in the sea, or stars
in the skies. Right?”

“Right,” whispered Geordi.

Cohen got up, clapped Geordi on the shoulder, and
strode out of Ten-Forward. As he exited, Commander
William Riker entered. Riker nodded briefly in ac-
knowledgment, and Cohen tossed off a jaunty salute.
This surprised the hell out of Riker since salutes were
hardly required, or even expected. Cohen walked
away, arms swinging, whistling softly.

Riker glanced at the table where he and Geordi
customarily sat, but he didn’t see the chief engineer.
Then he spotted him on the other side of Ten-
Forward. Geordi was staring out a viewport when
Riker walked up and dropped into the chair across
from him, straddling it. “Geordi? Something wrong?”’

Geordi looked at him. “I’m so depressed,” he said.

“You’re joking.”

“Do I look like I'm joking?”

“Well, no,” admitted Riker. “You want to tell me
about it?”

“I don’t think that would be—"

Riker’s communicator suddenly beeped. Riker
tapped it and said briskly, “Riker here.”
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“Commander,” came the clipped tone of Captain
Picard, “to the bridge, please.”

“Right away, sir.”

“Bring Mr. La Forge with you.”

“Yes, sir.” Riker didn’t question how Picard knew
that Geordi La Forge was with him. Somehow, his
being the captain was sufficient reason. He stood and
said to Geordi, “You heard the man.”

“Yeah, I know,” said La Forge, getting to his
feet.

“You’ll tell me about it on the way to the bridge,”
said Riker. “Whatever’s bothering you, I'm sure we
can shake it.”

“If you say so, sir.”

Jean-Luc Picard rose from his command chair the
moment that Riker and La Forge entered the bridge.
With a curt gesture of his head he indicated that they
should retire to the conference lounge. Worf was
already heading there and Riker stopped just short of
the door, protocol clearly dictating that the captain
enter first.

Picard glanced at his first officer and chief engineer,
some instinct that was attuned to the moods of his
command crew immediately tipping him that some-
thing was wrong. Geordi seemed in a chipper enough
mood. Indeed, perhaps even excessively jovial, with a
large smile and cheerful demeanor.

Riker, on the other hand . ..

Picard gestured that Geordi and Worf should pre-
cede him, and they did so. Picard then took a step
closer to Riker and said softly, “Number One, are you
quite all right?”

“I'm fine,” said Riker, unconvincingly.

“You seem a bit . . . put off.”

“Just a little depressed, Captain. It’ll pass.”

At that moment Deanna Troi entered. “I’'m sorry
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for the delay, Captain,” she said. “My duties else-
where . . .”

“You don’t wish to run out in the middle of a
counseling session if it can be avoided,” Picard said.

She nodded gratefully. “I’m glad you understand,
Captain.”

“The body of a ship runs on the hearts and minds of
her crew,” said Picard.

“If I may say, sir, you seem unusually cheerful
today,” said Troi. One hardly needed empathic ability
to perceive it. Picard was smiling, virtually ear to ear.

“You’ll understand why shortly, Counselor.”

He entered, and Riker was about to follow, when
Deanna placed a hand on his forearm. “Are you all
right, Commander?”

“I don’t want to discuss it,” he said with such
firmness that she took a step back.

“You just seem a little depressed . . .”

“I’'m not depressed,” said Riker in no uncertain
terms and stalked into the conference lounge.

Troi sighed inwardly. This had the makings of a
long day.

Geordi passed a cup of coffee over to Riker and
took one for himself. He made sure to sit several seats
away from the first officer, who gave him a glance that
seemed to say, / was having a good day today until 1
talked to you. At least, that’s how Geordi was inter-
preting it. He would have felt guilty about it if he
weren’t already feeling so darn good about his life.

“Gentlemen and ladies,” said Picard, for Dr.
Crusher had shown up as well to join Troi, Riker, La
Forge, Data, and Worf in the conference lounge. “We
are going to be hosting a wedding for a very important
group of people.”

“How marvelous!” said Troi.

“What is the occasion?” said Worf. In contrast to
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Troi’s upbeat and cheery reaction, Worf was sullen
and already thoughtful. Large numbers of newcomers
on the Enterprise meant that all sorts of security
questions would have to be answered. If the individu-
als coming aboard were among the more aggressive
members of the Federation, the entire thing could be a
logistical nightmare.

“A wedding among the Tizarin,” Picard informed
them. “Not an unusual occasion in and of itself, of
course, but this is a cross-marriage between the houses
of Nistral and Graziunas.”

“All right, I’ll bite,” said Geordi. “Someone want to
tell me who all these people are? I've never heard of
the Tizarin or these ‘houses’ you’re talking about.”

There was dead silence for a moment.

Picard looked in surprise at Data. “That’s your cue,
Data.”

“I am endeavoring to practice more restraint when
I supply information,” the gold-skinned android
said in his calm, almost monotone voice. “I am be-
ginning to perceive how an unending, and even un-
asked for, supply of facts can be unnerving in many
situations.”

“That’s very good, Data,” Geordi said.

“For example, there was a doctoral thesis written
thirty-seven years ago, wherein a test group of subjects
from four different races was barraged for twenty-six
hours with sensory input ranging from . ..”

“Data,” said Picard quietly. “The Tizarin.”

“Oh. Yes. The Tizarin,” Data continued, switching
subjects without missing a beat, “are a spacegoing
race of merchants, somewhat similar to the earth
peoples known as Gypsies. If there is a home planet
for the Tizarin, it is unknown. They are spread
throughout the galaxy, engaging in trading with most
races in the Federation with the exception of the
Ferengi.”
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“Why not the Ferengi?” asked Troi.

“The Tizarin offer lower prices for their wares and
engage in business in a more upright and evenhanded
manner,” Data told her. “The Ferengi consider the
behavior of the Tizarin to be ‘bad for business.’”

“They would,” Worf observed, making no effort to
hide his distaste.

“The Tizarin usually travel in groups of two or
more houses, for mutual protection and strength,”
Data continued. “The two that the captain mentioned
—the Nistral and the Graziunas—are two of the
oldest, most influential, and most powerful. There has
been something of a rivalry between the two for many
years, but business has been consistently good and
relations have been properly handled so that this
rivalry has not developed into hostility.”

“It has, in fact, developed into something far more
promising,” Picard now said. “The son of the head of
the Nistral family has fallen in love with, and asked
for the hand of, the daughter of the head of the
Graziunas family.”

“Oh!” said Crusher, smiling. “How sweet. Like
Romeo and Juliet.”

“Ah, yes,” said Data. “The play by your William
Shakespeare. A treatise on the subjects of parental
neglect and teen suicide.”

“It was a bit more than that, Data,” said Picard,
trying not to sound as annoyed as he felt with this
cavalier dismissal of the Bard. ““That play contained
some of the most famous and moving romantic
passages in history. Why, in my youth, I took an
acting class that recreated original stagings of Shake-
speare. I was in a production of Romeo and Juliet.”

“I didn’t know that, Captain,” said Crusher. “Did
you play Romeo?”

“Well . . . no,” said Picard, suddenly looking as if
he wished he hadn’t brought up the subject.
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“Mercutio?” suggested Geordi. “Or one of the
fathers?”

“Not exactly.”

“The priest?” asked Troi.

“No, not Friar Laurence. The point is that—"

“Captain, whom did you play?” asked Riker.

Picard sighed and said, “I portrayed the nurse.”

“The nurse?” said Crusher. “Juliet’s nurse?”

“It’s a superb part,” Picard said.

“Oh, ’'m sure you were wonderful, Captain,” the
doctor said.

“In original productions, women’s parts were al-
ways played by men,” Picard informed them. “The
point is that in this scenario, the houses are not
feuding. The love between the two young people,
although unusual considering the rivalry, is not cause
for recriminations, war, or backbiting. It’s all been
very civilized.

“In fact, the Tizarin have a very specific ceremony
that is to be followed when one member of a house
wishes to propose to a member of another house. The
young man accomplished this ceremony with flying
colors. So you see, Mr. Data, unlike the Shakespeare
play, there will be no neglectful parents and no
teenage suicides.

“Now then, why don’t we move on,” said Picard,
closing the subject. “Since it is a joining of two
houses, their protocol requires that a third party
perform the actual vows of marriage. Since the
Tizarin are such an important asset to the Federation
—and since, as a spacegoing society, they have more
than the normal respect for space vehicles—the
Tizarin have humbly requested that the Federation’s
best ship be the site of the wedding, and that the
captain of that vessel officiate. Starfleet has selected
this vessel to fill that need and naturally I, as captain,
will perform the ceremony.”
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“Congratulations, Captain.” :

“Thank you, Number One. It is one of the more
pleasant duties of being a captain, albeit one of the
least performed. We are scheduled to rendezvous
with the houses of Graziunas and Nistral in seventy-
two hours. In addition, several races who are prin-
cipal customers of the Tizarin will be sending dele-
gates as well. Recommendations for the site of the
wedding?”

“Holodeck,” said Riker. “We can customize the
interior to whatever they want.”

“Beats the shuttle or cargo bay,” Geordi added.

“Make it so,” said Picard. “Mr. Data, perform an
overview of Tizarin history and select several appro-
priate choices to offer them.”

“I will need a detailed list of all the representa-
tives,” rumbled Worf, “as well as profiles on any
potential security risks.”

“Starfleet has assured me that we will have the list
shortly,” Picard said.

“Betazed does a good deal of trade with the
Tizarin,” said Deanna. “The Tizarin prefer not to
deal with overly warlike races, Worf, so I would not be
overly concerned.”

“You,” said Worf firmly, “can afford not to be
concerned, Counselor. The safety of this ship is my
responsibility.”

“And you will be given every assistance in attending
to it,” said Picard firmly. He frowned. “Is there
another problem, Worf?”

Worf’s lip wrinkled in mild distaste. *‘Is it necessary
to turn the Enterprise into a catering hall?”

“The mission is to promote interstellar harmony
and goodwill,” said Picard firmly. “I can assure you,
Mr. Worf, that we are first and foremost an explorato-
ry vessel. We are not—emphasize ‘not’—a catering
service.”
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Picard’s communicator sounded and he tapped it.
“Picard here.”

“Captain, this is Guinan. I have that assortment of
hors d’oeuvres you asked me to put together.”

Picard felt the uncomfortable glare of the Klingon
security officer upon him.

“The little hot dogs in buns are nice,” said Crusher.

“I’ve always liked those,” Troi agreed.

Worf grunted.

“Later,” said Picard.
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Chapter Three

“You wisH 1O tell me about it, Number One?”’

Riker cocked his head and looked at the captain
questioningly. He had been curious as to what Picard
wanted to discuss with him when the captain had
asked him into the ready room shortly after the
briefing. “What ‘it’ is that, sir?”

“You seem less your usual self-confident self,” said
Picard, leaning back in his chair.

Riker waved it off. “It’s nothing, sir. Really.”

“I could order you to talk to Counselor Troi about
it,” said Picard slowly. He waited for Riker’s reaction
and got exactly what he thought he would. “Or is
Counselor Troi ‘it’?”

The first officer sighed. “It all comes from trying to
cheer up Geordi.”

“Mr. La Forge is having difficulties?” Picard half
smiled. “I should have known all this was coming, all
things considered.”
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“All things, sir?”

“One tends to lose track when one is in space,
Commander,” said Picard with amusement. “But
obviously there are certain things which stay with us,
no matter where we are. Or aren’t you aware of the
season that earth is currently beginning?”

Riker frowned. “I think it’s . . .”

“Spring, Number One,” Picard said with an expan-
sive wave of his hands, as if addressing a stadium. The
ready room echoed with the power of his voice.
“Spring, when a young man’s fancy lightly turns to
thoughts of love, as Tennyson said.”

“I don’t know if that’s really it, sir.”

“Then what? Are you unhappy with your position
in Starfleet?”

“Not at all, sir,” said Riker with pleasing certainty.
“I could not find a better ship, or a better commander.
And I’'ve dedicated my life to Starfleet, with no
regrets.”

Something seemed to be hanging unsaid in the air.
“Except . . . ?” said Picard.

Riker looked down for a moment, as if suddenly
intrigued by his toes. “You know that Counselor Troi
and I had a relationship prior to our meeting again on
the Enterprise.”

If I were deaf, dumb and blind it would still be
obvious, Picard thought. Out loud, he simply said,
“Yes, 1 was aware.”

“When we decided not to . .. proceed in certain
directions with that relationship,” said Riker. “that
was a turning point in my life. There are certain
moments where you stand at a crossroads, and you
choose a path for yourself. And in the other direction
oS 110

“The road not taken,” Picard finished. “And usual-
ly you leave the road not taken behind you.”
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“You see the problem,” said Riker.

“Of course. Counselor Troi serves as a perpetual
reminder of a direction you chose not to pursue. A
question mark personified. Does that make you un-
comfortable, Number One?”

“Not uncomfortable. Deanna’s specialty is makmg
people feel comfortable, and even if it weren’t, she’s
too good a friend. Just maybe a little . . .”

“Wistful?”” smiled Picard.

“Around springtime,” Riker admitted.

“You could look at your situation as a unique
opportunity,” observed Picard. “All of us have mo-
ments in our life that we look back on and say, ‘What
if?” But Counselor Troi serves by your side, Number
One, so, unlike those of us whose lost loves are dim
parts of our past, you still have—if and when you feel
ready—the chance to say instead, ‘Why not?’”

Riker nodded slowly, his customary, confident grin
gradually spreading across his face. “I hadn’t thought
of it that way. That’s presuming, of course, that when
I feel ready, Deanna feels the same way. Or is even
there.”

“That, Number One, I cannot help you with. In
love, as with all things, timing is everything. Take that
from someone who has had his share of experiences in
pursuit of the fairer sex.”

“Did you do anything you regret in that pursuit,
Captain?” asked Riker.

Picard’s mouth twitched. “I wore that blasted
nurse’s costume.”

(SAh.7,

“Impetuous youth. You see, there weren’t enough
young men to go around, so we did indeed have a
female playing Juliet. Beautiful young thing. Long,
silky blonde hair...blue eyes, slim-waisted. I
would’ve cut off my right arm to be near her. The part
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of Romeo was already taken by this annoyingly
heroic-looking young man. Only the nurse had any
other real scenes with her, and I was willing to go to
whatever lengths to be close to her.”

“What happened?”

“She wound up with Mr. Heroic-Looking,” said
Picard, shaking his head. “Girl had no sense at all.
But she was marvelous to look at, Number One. I'll
never forget her.”

“What was her name?”

“Linda . . .” His face suddenly went blank. “Or was
it Lisa? Lisa . . . something. Oh Lord. I wore a hot,
sweaty nurse’s costume for four weeks of perfor-
mances, not to mention rehearsals, for a girl whose
name I can’t remember anymore.”

“Now you’re going to be depressed.”

Picard shook his head and smiled. “No, Number
One. Ive long ago made peace with the untrod roads
of my life. And the young lady’s name, well, it’s no
doubt been replaced in my gray cells by matters of
more import. I assure you, Will, springtime or not,
I’m not going to get depressed.”

Picard’s communicator beeped and he tapped it.
AR

“Captain,” came Worf’s stentorian voice, “we have
received the list from Starfleet of the guests who will
be in attendance at the . . . festivities.” The last word
sounded as if he were uttering a profanity. “I will be
studying it and giving my recommendations and
security needs to you within an hour. I thought you
might wish to examine it as well.”

“Yes, absolutely, Mr. Worf.”

Picard turned in his chair to face his computer
screen. Names of ambassadors, their pictures, and
their home planets scrolled past him, and he nodded
curtly as each went past. “I have a good feeling about
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all this, Number One,” he said. “A celebration such as
this one helps to remind us that the purer emotions,
such as love, are the great constants of the galaxy.”

Riker smiled. “You certainly seem happier about
this than any time I’ve seen you recently, Captain.”

“This crew has been through a great deal, Com-
mander. We can use a genuine celebration. And you,”
he said without looking away from the computer
screen, “‘are seeming a bit more chipper, I might add.”

“Perhaps you should consider becoming a counsel-
or, Captain. Talking to you is certainly . . .”

And then he saw Picard go ashen. “Captain, what’s
wrong?”’

“Oh no,” said Picard softly.

“Captain—?”

Riker’s view of Picard’s screen was blocked as
Picard muttered, ‘“Daughter of the fifth house . . .”

“Fifth house?” said Riker in confusion, and then he
realized. “Fifth house of . . . Betazed.”

“Holder of the Sacred Chalice of Riix,” Picard
continued, ostensibly reading from the computer
screen but, in fact, quoting from memory.

“Heir to the Holy Rings of Betazed,” intoned
Riker. “Are you saying . . . ?”

“It appears that the mother of your untaken road
will be joining us,” sighed Picard. “Lwaxana Troi is
being sent by Betazed to be their representative at the
joining of the houses of Graziunas and Nistral aboard
the U.S.S. Enterprise.”

“Do they ever miss an opportunity to send her off
planet?” Riker wondered.

Picard glanced at him. “Would you?”

*“Captain, are you all right?”

“A headache, Number One,” said Picard tiredly,
rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Just a headache. God
help us if she’s still in phase.”

“Yes, sir. Can I get you something?”
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Picard turned to the food dispenser just behind
him. “Earl Grey tea. Piping hot.”” Within an instant
the small hatch slid open and a cup of tea extended
out. Picard took it and sipped it gingerly. “Take the
conn, Number One. I’'m going to be indisposed for a
few minutes.”

“Yes, sir,” said Riker, standing. He was feeling his
old, confident self. Picard, on the other hand...
“Captain, if you want to talk about it . ..”

Picard barely afforded him a glance, but what he
did see in his captain’s eyes was loaded with signifi-
cance.

Without saying anything further, Riker turned and
walked out of the ready room.

As he walked out onto the bridge, Geordi glanced
up from the engineering station, where he was doing a
systems check before heading back down to the bow-
els of the engine room. As opposed to earlier, Riker
now seemed more relaxed, even jaunty. Then the door
to the ready room hissed shut, and Picard did not
emerge.

Geordi frowned and sidled over to Riker as the first
officer took the command chair. “Where’s the cap-
tain?”

“He’s a bit under the weather,” said Riker neu-
trally.

But Geordi wasn’t falling for it. “He’s depressed,
isn’t he. Isn’t he?”

“A little,” admitted Riker.

Geordi stared at him and then said firmly, “Don’t
try to pin this one on me.” And he went back to the
engineering station.

Wesley limped into sickbay as his mother emerged
from her office. She looked at him with a mixture of
annoyance and concern, trying to maintain the stern
decorum that a chief medical officer should have when
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faced with a crew member who had clearly injured
himself taking unnecessary risks. At the same time,
she was still a mother who had to fight the impulse
to—well—mother him.

It wasn’t hard to figure out. Wesley was standing
there, leaning on one of the sickbay beds, decked out
in full skiing regalia. The only thing he didn’t have
was ski poles. Naturally not, because the holodeck
would have provided those. Just as it had, apparently,
provided him with—

“A twisted ankle, I think,” said Wesley apologeti-
cally. “Took a wrong turn down a slope.”

“Wesley,” sighed his mother, getting her instru-
ments. Wesley hoisted himself up onto the table.

Wesley rolled his eyes. He knew that tone of voice.
“Mom, please. Don’t give me that ‘you’ve got to be
more careful’ speech. I’'m not a kid anymore.”

“Well then don’t act like one.” She slapped him
affectionately on the shoulder and ran an instrument
over the ankle that he had extended and propped up
on the table. “What were you doing on the slopes,
anyway?”

“Nothing.”

“Try again.”

He sighed. “Okay, I was showing off a little.”

“For who?” She couldn’t keep the amusement out
of her voice.

“You don’t know her.”

“Should 1?”

“I don’t think there’s going to be much need to,”
Wesley sighed again. “I didn’t just turn the ankle. I
kind of went heels over head into a bank of snow.
With my feet sticking out and my arms every which
way it was a mess.”

“l can just imagine.” Her instrument hummed
softly, and Wesley could feel the muscles reknitting
and relaxing under the sonic ministrations.
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Wesley sighed. “Mom, am I ugly or something?”’

She looked up at him in surprise. “Of course not.
You’re a very handsome young man.”

“Then, what’s wrong with me? Why am I having
trouble getting something going with a girl?” He
looked down. “Maybe it’s this gray uniform. I bet
things would go better if I had a Starfleet uniform. A
full ensign’s uniform.”

“Well, they do say clothes make the man.” She
smiled. “In your case, though, I wouldn’t worry. In
gray, or red and black, or sackcloth, you’ll find some-
body. In this whole galaxy, there’s somebody for
everybody.”

“You really believe that?”

“Of course I do.”

“But the way things are now, I'm hoping that
the somebody for me is on this ship. I mean, if she’s
on Rigel 6, she’s not going to do me a whole lot of
good.”

She laughed. “Wes, don’t try to outsmart yourself,
okay? Trust in yourself and the machinations of
fate, and let everything else sort itself out. Try the
ankle.”

He slid off the table, gingerly putting his full weight
onto the foot. He nodded with brisk approval. *“Feels
great, mom. Thanks.”

“Pretty girls should be turning your head, not your
ankle,” she told him reprovingly, putting her instru-
ments back in their holders. “Still, showing off on a
ski slope is mild, I suppose, compared to what one of
our upcoming guests did to impress a girl.”

“What do you mean?”

“Come on, I’'ll show you.”

She gestured for him to follow her into her office.
She couldn’t help but admire the determined, confi-
dent manner in which he walked. It seemed barely
yesterday that he had been nothing but knees and
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elbows as his long-limbed growth had outstripped his
ability to coordinate his movements. Not anymore.

“The captain met with us a few minutes ago,” she
told him, sitting in front of her desk, “while you were
busy displaying your form on the ski slopes. We’re
hosting a wedding for the Tizarin.”

“The merchant race? The guys who are like honest
Ferengi?”

“That’s them.” Various medical documents flashed
on her screen. “Whenever we’re having an assortment
of races coming on board, I always review the medical
profiles. That way I’'m prepared should anything hap-
pen. For example, remember when we had that repre-
sentative from Chumbra III on board, and he
suddenly seemed to go into a deep coma? Now, if I
hadn’t realized that he’d simply entered a chrysalis
stage prematurely, and the proper procedure was to
pack him in ice, who knows what might have hap-
pened?”

“Yeah, I remember. And as it was, he came out of
chrysalis as a female.”

“Exactly. Now, the Tizarin don’t appear to do
anything quite that drastic. But I’ve been studying
their culture as well. The would-be groom, Kerin, had
to run a virtual gantlet in order to satisfy tradition
that he was serious with his intentions towards his
desired mate. Alone, in a shuttle, he had to get
through several fighter squads—and the Tizarin are
the toughest space pilots in the galaxy. Then he had to
confront the girl’s father.”

“He must really love her,” said Wes.

“And she’s a girl from a rival family,” his mother
told him. “It’s what I was telling you. There’s some-
one for everyone, and you never know where you’re
going to find them.”

“How old is this Kerin guy?”
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She glanced at the records. “In human terms, about
nineteen.”

“He’s nineteen and he’s engaged to be married
already?” said Wesley incredulously. “I haven’t even
found a girl who’ll give me more than a glance, and
this guy is playing fighter pilot to get to his future wife.
Is he in too much of a hurry or am [ just taking too
long?”

She laughed and put a hand on her son’s arm. Male
egos were such fragile things. The slightest word could
send them spiralling down in flames. The reason for
this probably was rooted in adolescence, when boys
had to suffer the humiliation of watching girls mature
faster and with more grace, turning from approacha-
ble objects of scorn into mysterious objects of
desire. It was an unexpected uprooting of The Way
Things Were, and she suspected that most men
never fully recovered from that jolt in their forma-
tive years.

“Everything happens in its own time, Wes. Just
hang on to that.”

Wesley nodded and turned to leave, flexing his
ankle experimentally once more and nodding quick
approval. Then he paused and turned back to his
mother. “Mom, are you saying that dad was the
special guy for you?”

Bev Crusher smiled. “He was certainly special, all
right. You know, when we first met, he reminded me a
lot of a certain teenage boy that I met in later years.”
And she ruffled Wesley’s hair.

Automatically, extremely self-conscious of keeping
his appearance Just So, Wes smoothed out his hair.
“But what you’re saying, mom, is that . . . if dad was
the guy for you, and he’s gone—""

“Am I alone in the universe?” she finished with a
raised eyebrow. “I hope not. And as long as I have you
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and this ship and co-workers like the ones I have, it
makes loneliness that much easier to handle.”

He nodded and walked out of the sickbay.

And Beverly Crusher’s smile slowly disappeared.
She leaned against an exam bed and sighed.

“God, I'm depressed,” she said.
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Chapter Four

GUINAN STARED OUT OF the viewports of the Ten-
Forward lounge, and she was smiling. Just outside,
seemingly so close you could touch it and yet, in fact,
hundreds of kilometers away, floated the great ship of
the Graziunas family. She knew that out of her view,
on the other side of the Enterprise, was the House ship
of the Nistral—powerful and bristling with weapons
for their protection, for a life in space, although
attractive, was infinitely filled with peril. At the same
time, there was a grace and beauty to the flowing
designs of the ships.

She spotted, here and there, the telltale orange-and-
blue trim that were the colors of the Graziunas. And
she remembered that the Nistral were silver and
black. With those skin color combinations, she won-
dered what the children were going to look like
when . ..

Suddenly her eyes narrowed.
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Something was wrong. She tilted her head, like a
dog listening to a sonic whistle. Her legs didn’t seem
to move as she glided across the room. It was a slow,
careful movement on her part, as if she were searching
for water with a divining rod. She knew by heart every
inch of Ten-Forward, and yet she studied it now again,
cautious and unsure.

There was a little tickling in the back of her mind.
She couldn’t place it, couldn’t judge it, couldn’t figure
it. But there it was, just the same. There . . . what
was?

She thought she could pinpoint what was bothering
her if she just had a few more moments to . . .

“And this is the Ten-Forward lounge!” came
Picard’s voice.

Guinan spun like a cat and within the blink of an
eye had composed herself utterly. She smiled, pushing
aside her concerns, as the captain entered along with a
party of four.

It was easy to tell who was who. One of the men,
husky and powerful looking, was clad in bursts of
orange and blue, as was the woman next to him.
Another man was dressed in silver and black, as again
was the woman who accompanied him. The house
allegiances were clear.

“Guinan,” said Picard, sounding his most suave,
“may I present Graziunas and his wife . . .” and he
inclined his head slightly in the direction of the silver
man, “...and Nistral and wife, of the house of
Nistral. This, gentlemen and ladies, is Guinan, the
hostess of the Ten-Forward lounge. This is our some-
what relaxed meeting place, where the crew can go to
interact, socialize, consume superb drinks and food,
and enjoy one another’s company away from the
rigors of day-to-day starship life.”” He smiled. “Have I
covered everything, Guinan?”

“I can’t think of a thing to add, Captain,” Guinan
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told him, bowing slightly in the direction of each of
the newcomers.

The orange-and-blue-clad Graziunas was quite
husky compared to the silver-and-black-clad Nistral.
Nistral was taller, with a powerful build but a slim and
tapering waist. He had a beard but no moustache,
close-cropped black hair and glistening silver skin.
When he smiled he showed a lot of teeth, and his eyes
were set low and back in his face. As opposed to the
massive Graziunas, Nistral looked like he was built
for a hit-and-run type of battle.

Now, why was she thinking of battles, Guinan
wondered.

Nistral’s clothing was a complex intertwining of
black and silver threads that almost seemed to shift,
depending upon the angle you looked at him from.

The wives of each of the men, on the other hand,
seemed studiously generic, as if they’d been produced
by a cookie cutter. Both women were tall and
aristocratic-looking, and perhaps the Nistral woman
was slightly shorter than the Graziunas, but that was
about it. Most of it was in the clothing, Guinan felt.
They wore simple gowns that were, naturally, tailored
in their respective colors, and close-drawn hoods
covered their heads, giving no indication of their hair
color or even if they had any hair. It seemed as if the
women had gone out of their way to obscure whatever
natural assets they might have.

“I had assumed that you would wish to use this
facility for the reception,” Picard said.

Nistral—who, like Graziunas, was known only by
the name of his house—slowly turned in place, as if
taking in the entire room. “It will suffice,” he said
simply.

The wife of Graziunas was looking around as well.
“It seems a bit spare, to be honest,” she said, and it
was clear she was trying to hide her distaste.
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Guinan glanced around. She wasn’t entirely sure
she was taken with the woman’s tone of voice, but her
unflappable manners prevented her from making the
response that came immediately to mind.

Picard, for his part, smiled tightly and said, “The
Ten-Forward lounge has always served our needs
more than adequately.- And we have always felt, in
Starfleet, that less is more.”

The wife of Nistral was also gazing around. “In that
case, this lounge is positively excessive.”

Now it was Picard’s turn to bite off a reply. In
response to the woman’s remark, however, Nistral
laughed loudly. “What snobs we’re becoming, eh,
Dai?” he said to the woman, giving Guinan the first
indication that she had a name other than “Mrs.
Nistral.” “So caught up in our own tendency to
decorate every inch of space with our latest acquisi-
tions that we’ve forgotten simple elegance can be as
strong a statement. My apologies, Captain, and to
you, Guinan. We’d be honored if you’d share the
Ten-Forward with a group of ungrateful Tizarin.”

“My pleasure,” said Guinan, nodding graciously.

Graziunas was moving about the room, taking wide
strides with his feet no less than four feet apart, even
when he was standing still. His massive cape swept
about him, almost knocking a glass to the floor, but an
alert Guinan scooped it up just as it started to fall. “I
don’t see what your problem was!” he said. “I liked it
from the moment I walked in. You're too obsessed
with opulence, Nistral! Isn’t he, Fenn?” he said,
turning to address his own mate.

Nistral smiled thinly. “I’ve already admitted as
much, Graziunas. I think it’s time we moved on in the
conversation, don’t you?” His voice was low and
calm, whereas Graziunas seemed to bellow everything
with a boisterous frivolity.
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“How long do you see requiring Ten-Forward for?”
asked Guinan, also eager to move on. “How long will
the party last?”

“A week,” said Nistral briskly.

Together, Picard and Guinan said, “A week?”

“Of course a week!” declared Graziunas. “When
the firstborn child of a house head weds, a week of
celebration and festivities at the place of the wedding
is mandated custom! Are you saying that our children
are not worthy of that?”

“No, no, not at all,” said Picard. “It’s just that a
WeCK ...

“We don’t have to keep it entirely in here, Captain,”
said Graziunas’ spouse, Fenn. Her hands fluttered as
she said, “We can certainly use the entire shipto . . .”

“No!” said Picard, a bit more loudly than he would
have liked. Ever the diplomat, he composed himself
immediately. “We will set aside a portion of the
ship—"

“A large portion!” boomed Graziunas.

“A portion,” said Picard firmly, with a tone of voice
that indicated he was not going to lose control of the
situation. “We will be as cooperative as humanly
possible, and put our ship at your disposal, but there
must be limits, gentlemen and ladies. I'm sure—as
ruling heads—you understand the need for it.”

“Of course,” said Nistral neutrally.

Graziunas shrugged his massive shoulders. “It’s
your ship, Captain.”

“Yes,” said Picard in no uncertain terms. “It is. We
have a level of discipline and order that must be
maintained. I welcome the idea of a celebration,
especially for something as joyous as a wedding. But I
cannot tolerate disruption of my ship or her crew. We
are all quite clear on this point?”

There were quick nods from all concerned.
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“I like you, Picard!” declared Graziunas. ‘A man
who speaks his mind and takes a stand. The kind of
man who demands respect and gets it.”

“Thank you,” said Picard.

Graziunas dropped down to a table and propped up
his meaty hand. “Would you care to arm wrestle?”

Picard was rescued from the situation by Fenn, who
in irritation slapped her husband on the shoulder.
“Stop that,” she snapped. “You always do that, no
matter how inappropriate the time, and I can’t think
of a more inappropriate time than this.”

He shrugged expansively as if to say Women and
relaxed his arm. Picard couldn’t help but notice that it
looked as big as a slab of beef.

“Can we see the bridge?” asked Nistral abruptly.
“As a spacegoing society, we are always interested in
the design of other ships.”

“Of course,” said Picard, and they started to head
to the door.

He stopped, though, when Guinan said, “Captain, a
moment of your time, please?”

He smiled at the Tizarin and made a small, just-a-
minute gesture, and went over to Guinan. “Yes?” he
said softly, in a voice just low enough that they
couldn’t hear.

“Something’s up,” said Guinan uncomfortably.

G(Up?S’

“I don’t know what it is,” she told him. “That
bothers me. Just a funny feeling that something’s
going to happen.”

“But nothing specific.” Picard was all business. If
there was one thing he had learned, it was to trust
Guinan’s hunches.

“No, nothing specific.”

“Do you think it’s necessary to cancel the wed-
ding?”

It was a display of his confidence in her. On her
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say-so, he would scrap the entire affair, and even
though Starfleet would raise all hell about it, he would
unflinchingly take the heat.

She couldn’t abuse that trust, especially when she
wasn’t precisely sure what was making her feel this
way.

“It’ll be fine,” she said with a confidence she didn’t
entirely feel. “I’ll just keep alert, and if I can lock it
down, I'll let you know immediately.”

He nodded curtly. Then he reapplied his best
diplomatic smile, turned, and faced the members of
the Tizarin.

“Now, then, you wanted to see the bridge . . .”

Kerin and Sehra stood on the observation deck of
the Nistral ship, gazing at the glistening, majestic
starship that hung next to them. The Nistral ship was
half again as large as the Enterprise, but nevertheless
the young people found the Enterprise to be most
impressive.

“You nervous?” said Sehra, holding his hand. Her
fingers were interlaced with his.

“Not at all,” he replied, but he squeezed her hand
with a firmness that seemed to indicate, if nothing
else, a certain degree of anxiety. “How about you?”

She returned the grip. “Not in the least.”

“When do we go aboard?”’ he asked.

She shrugged. “Tomorrow, I think. By that time,
the last of the Federation guests will have shown up,
and then the celebration can begin.”

“A week,” he said softly, wistfully. “An entire week.
Gods. Now that we’ve committed to each other . . . it
seems like an eternity. An eternity to wait.”

“To wait for marriage?” she asked.

“For . . . everything,” he replied. He smiled rueful-
ly. “But I’ll wait. As my father waited, and your
father, and theirs before them . . .”
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“Yes, you’re right,” she said. “l mean, everything
has to wait for a week . . .” She paused significantly.
“Doesn’t it?”

He looked at her as if seeing her for the first time.
“Doesn’t it?”

“Well . . .” She paused thoughtfully. “We are to be
married. That’s definite. Nothing can change that.”

“Nothing,” he agreed readily.

“So if we didn’t wait for . . . everything . . . maybe
it wouldn’t be so bad.”

He paused. “Are we talking about the same thing?”

One of her fingers rubbed the inside of his palm,
and he trembled. For some reason there was a pound-
ing in his head that resounded throughout his body.

“I think so,” she said softly.

“But it’s not right. It’s not proper. It’s not tradition.
What would our parents say?”

“They’re on the Enterprise. Who’s going to tell
them?”

“Right. Let’s go.” He bolted towards his room,
almost yanking her arm from the socket as he ran. She
dashed after him, trying to keep up with him and with
her hand, which was firmly in his, and she laughed
with a joyous laugh that was like a bell.

Picard always took pride in his ship, but rarely
more so than when people who were truly knowledge-
able in the ways of space vessels look the Enterprise
over with nods of approval. And who could be more
knowledgeable than people who have lived, from
birth, in the airless byways of space?

Graziunas and Nistral walked around, nodding
briskly, running their fingers over the consoles and
studying the displays. Their wives stood by impassive-
ly. Deanna Troi watched them with interest.

_“Impressive,” said Nistral at length. “Most impres-
sive.”
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He turned just in time to see Data walk out of the
turbolift, and he gasped in surprise. “Gods!” he said.

Data stopped, his head slightly cocked with curiosi-
ty. Graziunas, anticipating some problem, spun in his
place and blinked. “I’ll be damned,” he exclaimed. “If
I didn’t know better . . .”

“Some problem, gentlemen?”” asked Picard.

“This man is a Tizarin?” said Nistral uncertainly.
“Of the house of Shinbum?”

“No, sir,” Data politely informed him. “I am an
android. Data. Of the Enterprise.”

“Remarkable resemblance. Especially the gold
skin—a sure sign,” said Nistral.

“That was the choice of my creator,” said Data.

Graziunas nodded. “So it was with us all.”

The Tizarin looked around a bit more, asking
questions to satisfy their curiosity, and then took their
leave of the bridge to return to their ships. As soon as
they had departed, Picard turned to Deanna Troi and
said, “Counselor . . . did you get any impression from
them?”

“There is a continuing undercurrent of antagonism,
Captain, between the Graziunas and the Nistral. It is
well hidden and kept in check, however, by their
determination to honor the wishes and potential
happiness of their children. They have clearly re-
solved to make the best of the situation, and perhaps
even welcome the excuse to put their long rivalry
behind them.”

Picard nodded. “Excellent. Most excellent. Putting
their children’s concerns before their own. Most defi-
nitely not, Mr. Data, a Romeo and Juliet situation.”

“That is fortunate, Captain,” said Data neutrally.
“A mutual suicide on the part of the bride and groom
would not be conducive to merrymaking.”

“I could not agree more.”

Worf suddenly looked up. “Captain—we are receiv-
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ing an incoming transmission from another arriving
wedding guest.”

Picard mentally ran down the list of various repre-
sentatives who had already shown up. He had a feeling
he knew who was left.

“Put it on audio, Lieutenant,” said Picard.

A moment later, a low chime sounded within the
bridge. “This is the Enterprise,” Picard said briskly,
deciding to put forward as much of a businesslike
demeanor as possible, as early on as possible.

A stern male voice said, “Enterprise, this is the
Ambassador Shuttle from Betazed. Prepare to trans-
port over the delegate from Betazed . . .”

The pilot’s voice hesitated momentarily as they
heard a familiar whisper filtering over. When he came
back on, it was with a heavy sigh that indicated he was
being prompted.

“A daughter of the fifth house . . .”

“We’ll bring her aboard,” said Picard briskly.
“Bridge to transporter.”

“Holder of the Sacred Chalice of Riix,” the pilot
was continuing, sounding as if he’d just as soon pilot
the ship into a star and be done with it.

*“Chief O’Brien, prepare to transport over the repre-
sentative from Betazed.” Remembering the cadaver-
ous, perpetually silent Mr. Homn, who always
hovered within a few steps of Mrs. Troi, Picard added,
‘“and her retainer.”

“Heir to the Holy Rings of Betazed.” The pilot
sounded at his wits’ end. There was desperation in
his voice as he said, “Enterprise, I've fed you the co-
ordinates. What’s the delay?”

“Mr. O’Brien, beam them aboard. We’ll be down
momentarily. Make my apologies to Mrs. Troi for the
delay.”

*“Yes sir,” said O’Brien, who didn’t sound especially
thrilled.
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A moment passed, and then the pilot’s voice said,
with overwhelming relief, “Enterprise, they’re gone.
You’ve got them or don’t, I don’t care.”

Picard glanced at Deanna Troi, who was endeavor-
ing to cover her chagrin and not totally succeeding.
“Was there difficulty, Betazed pilot?”

“First off, ’m not Betazoid, I'm Rigellian,” came
the pilot’s voice. “I just run a ferry service, specializ-
ing in transporting diplomats. But that’s the last time
I take that woman. I sympathize about her being in
mourning, but she never shut up about it the whole
trip...”

“Mourning!” Deanna’s dark eyes widened.

Picard turned to Deanna. “Has there been a death
in your family, Counselor?”

“Not to my knowledge, Captain,” said Deanna,
getting quickly to her feet. Her green skirt swished
around her long legs. Right behind her was Riker.

Picard’s glance skimmed the bridge crew. “Mr.
Data, you come with us t00.”

Data obediently got to his feet as Picard said,
“Pilot—might I ask for whom she was in mourning?”

And Deanna Troi came to a halt as the pilot’s voice
came over the speaker.

“Yeah,” said the pilot. “She’s in mourning for her
daughter.”

’
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“SON.”

Kerin jumped a couple of feet in the air when he
heard his father’s voice. He had been leaning against a
corridor wall on board the Nistral ship, totally lost in
thought. “Yes, father!” he said quickly.

Nistral looked down at his son. “Something on your
mind, Kerin?”

“No, sir.”

“How’s Sehra?”

For a moment a dreamy expression passed over his
face as he said, “Great.” Then he quickly composed
himself and cleared his throat. “She’s . . . uhm, she’s
fine, father. She was here earlier. But she’s gone now.
She went back to the ship of Graziunas.”

The head of the house of Nistral started to walk
down the corridor, his son obediently falling into step
alongside him. Nistral studied his son thoughtfully.
“And what,” he asked slowly, “did you do together
while she was here?”
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He wanted to boast. He wanted to shout. He wanted

505, .
“Nothing, father. Just . . . talked,” said Kerin.
Nistral raised an eyebrow. “Indeed.”

“Yes, father. Just . . . talked.”

“Your mother and I . . . we also just talked, shortly
before our wedding.”

“I’m sure you did, father.”

“We had some very ... intimate conversations,”
his father said.

He said it with enough significance and meaning
that it managed to penetrate even the romantic haze
that had covered Kerin’s brain. He looked up at his
father—really looked—for the first time since the
conversation had started.

“How intimate?” asked Kerin.

Nistral stopped in front of his chambers. The doors
hissed open as he said, “Where do you think you came
from, Kerin?”

Kerin’s mouth moved but no sound came out.

“I certainly hope you were more cautious,” his
father said dryly and disappeared into his room.

Kerin leaned against a wall. “Me to0o,” he said.

Picard, Troi, Data, and Riker hurried toward the
transporter room where Lwaxana Troi awaited in all
her opulence. It was clear from Deanna’s expression
that her mind was whirling, trying to sort out what the
Rigellian pilot had told them.

Picard empathized with her. There was something
about the presence of one’s parents—the ones who
nursed you through sickness, who wiped your nose
and your bottom—that caused all the childhood
traumas and insecurities to come racing back to you,
no matter how accomplished and secure you were.
Probably, he reasoned, because parents know where
all the skeletons are buried, and one never knew when
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a parent would unearth that skeleton for the purpose
of taking one down a peg.

Suddenly an image of Lwaxana Troi endeavoring to
change diapers flashed into his mind. Not likely.

He did not ask Deanna any further about the
mourning reference on the assumption that if she
knew, she would tell him.

Riker, on the other hand, didn’t hesitate. “Deanna,
you don’t have a sister, do you?” he was asking in
confusion. Troi had the shortest stride of any of them,
and yet she was a good four paces ahead of them.

“Not that I know of,” she was saying. “I don’t
understand. In mourning, for her daughter. Could she
think I’'m dead? What could have happened? How
could she—7"

Then her voice trailed off and she slowed down. In
an instant the hurrying officers had gone right past
her. They stopped, looking at her in confusion.

“Counselor—?”’ Picard prompted.

“I think I know what it is,” said Deanna. “T’ll tell
you, but . . .”

“But what?”’ said Riker, concern etched on his face.

She looked up at him with those luminous eyes. The
road not taken.

“You have to promise,” she said, “not to laugh.”

O’Brien’s fingers strayed over the transporter con-
trols. He was running the possibilities through his
mind. Could the beams be reset, he wondered, so that
they would transport someone not from the platform,
but instead from a location, say, precisely five feet in
front of him? Yes, certainly they could. And then be
made to rematerialize somewhere else in the ship?
Like at the farthest possible point from the transport-
€r room.

As these thoughts ran through his head, Lwaxana
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Troi stood precisely five feet in front of him, express-
ing her distaste for being kept waiting.

She was dressed entirely in black, although her
dress was covered with elaborate spangles that gave it
a shimmering, undulating appearance. The one dash
of color was a circle of blazing red, an amulet that was
positioned directly above her heart.

Her luggage was at her feet. O’Brien looked at it
nervously. Lwaxana Troi’s luggage was legendary.
One might even say . . . feared. No one had ever seen
what she packed in it. The consensus was that it was
anvils.

Near her was the looming form of Mr. Homn.
O’Brien couldn’t remember Homn ever having said
anything. Perhaps he simply couldn’t get a word in.
Perhaps he felt it better just to maintain silence and,
in so doing, draw as little attention to himself as
possible. For whatever reason, he was simply there,
ever present, ever patient.

“A true hardship,” Lwaxana was saying, “that at a
time when I am undergoing this personal tragedy, I
must still put on a pleasant face in representing my
people at a joyous occasion. But I do not shirk my
duties, or cringe from my responsibilities. That was
not how I was brought up, and that’s not how I
brought up my daughter . . . the gods bless her soul.”

O’Brien, against his better judgment, cocked his
head slightly and said, “Something wrong with your
daughter?”

The transporter room doors hissed open, the sound
neatly covering O’Brien’s own sigh of relief. Deanna
Troi entered first and stopped a couple of feet short of
her mother. Her hands were on her hips and she was
regarding Mrs. Troi with a look of stern annoyance.

“Mother,” she said in a reproving tone.

If Lwaxana Troi took notice of it, she gave no sign.
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Instead she extended her hands to Deanna and spoke
in a voice laced with grief. “My little one . . . I'm so
sorry.”

Deanna sighed mightily and took the extended
hands. “We will discuss this later,” she said firmly.

“I imagine we will. Jean-Luc!” she said cheerfully,
brimming with anticipation. “As handsome as ever.”

Picard raised an eyebrow. For a woman in mourn-
ing, she was certainly capable of turning it on and off.
Here was someone who was in consummate control of
herself, which is why the business with phase was so
disconcerting.

“Mrs. Troi,” he said, bowing his head slightly. “I
extend my sympathies in your time of grief.”

Deanna shot her captain a lock, which he caught,
but he shrugged slightly. Counselor Troi had ex-
plained precisely what was on her mother’s mind, but
nonetheless, protocol required Picard making some
indication of empathy—no matter how much he
might disagree with the state of mind of the...
mourner.

“Thank you, Jean-Luc. I knew that you, ” she said,
glancing significantly at her daughter, “would under-
stand.”

“You remember Commander Riker,” said Picard,
“and Commander Data.”

She barely gave Data a glance, but she looked Riker
up and down. “Commander,” she said. “You’re look-
ing fit.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” he said.

“Oh, please, not ‘ma’am, she protested.
“‘Ma’am’ makes me feel positively old. Do you think
I’'m old?”

“Yes,” said Data briskly.

They all looked at Data who, utterly unaware that
he was supposed to lie in order to spare feelings,
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continued, “In comparison to the average Betazoid
life span, you are—"

“Exhausted!” said Picard, stepping in. “You and
Mr. Homn— Oh, good day, Mr. Homn.” He had
momentarily forgotten the manservant’s presence. It
was remarkable how someone so huge could seem
simply to fade into the background. “You look ex-
hausted. Let us show you to your quarters.”

“Excellent idea, Captain,” said Lwaxana Troi, still
looking daggers at Data. Data, for his part, remained
serenely oblivious.

Mr. Homn bent to take her bags, but Lwaxana
immediately put a hand up. “Now, Mr. Homn,” she
scolded, “we are guests on this ship, and as I know
from experience, the captain wouldn’t dream of al-
lowing guests to carry their own luggage.”

“Want me to transport it to their quarters, sir?”” said
O’Brien.

Picard glanced at his transporter chief. From the
look in O’Brien’s eyes, Picard had the distinct impres-
sion that O’Brien might “accidentally” materialize
the luggage in orbit somewhere.

“Not necessary, Mr. O’Brien,” said Picard with
relaxed pleasantness, because he had anticipated this.
“Mr. Data, if you wouldn’t mind . . .”

“Not at all, Captain.”

Data stooped and easily hefted all the luggage. “Is
there any more?” he asked politely.

Lwaxana shook her head in amazement. She knew
that Data was an android, but nevertheless, his build
was so unassuming that it had never occurred to her
just how strong he might be.

Picard smiled inwardly. The only other person who
could have so easily handled Lwaxana Troi’s formida-
ble wardrobe was Worf. Somehow he couldn’t see
asking the Klingon to carry Mrs. Troi’s luggage.
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Picard did not doubt for a moment Worf’s loyalty or
dependability. By the same token, it was madness to
tempt fate.

The first time he’d encountered Mrs. Troi, he had
graciously offered to tote her bags and almost thrown
his back out as a result. The second time, Riker did
the honors, and Picard had never heard his first officer
grunt in quite that way. This time, Picard was pre-
pared.

As usually happened when Deanna’s mother
showed up, it appeared that a chesslike battle of wits
was about to begin on the Enterprise. In a perverse
sort of way, Picard almost welcomed it. It was stimu-
lating to try and keep one step ahead of the formida-
ble Lwaxana Troi.

By the same token, he could have done without the
effort, and certainly hoped that nothing else would
arise to further distract him from the pleasant busi-
ness of uniting two young people.

Deanna barely waited until Riker, Picard, and Data
had left her mother’s guest quarters before she turned
towards Lwaxana, her slim body shaking with barely
contained fury. “Mother,” she began dangerously.

Lwaxana barely seemed to be paying attention as
Mr. Homn began to unpack for her. “Now, what for
the first reception?” she wondered out loud. “The
black with the green stripe or the black with the red
stripe?”’

Deanna walked around to face her mother. “This is
intolerable.”

Now Lwaxana looked at her, a mixture of
bemusement and tragedy in those large eyes that were
so like her daughter’s. I am sorry you re so upset, Little
One, her mother thought at her.

“Stop calling me ‘Little One’!” said Deanna fierce-
ly. “You owe me an explanation!”

52



—

|
Q-IN-LAW

I didn’t quite hear you.

Deanna blew air through thinned lips. You owe me
an explanation, she projected to her mother.

Lwaxana gave a small smile. “So you can still send.
Just wanted to make sure.”

“You wanted to quiet me down,” Deanna told her.

“Whatever. Now, Lit—Deanna—you have to un-
derstand, my hands are tied. There’s nothing I can do.
Tradition is tradition.”

“It’s a tradition,” Deanna said, sitting down near-
by, trying to compose herself, “that hasn’t been really
in use for two centuries. It’s provincial, even archaic.”

“I have certain responsibilities, my dear,” Lwaxana
informed her haughtily. “Perhaps others can ignore
the Ab’brax, and heaven knows I would if I could. But
being a daughter of the fifth house carries with it
tremendous responsibilities. And one of those respon-
sibilities is to uphold all the traditions of Betazed.”

“No matter how ridiculous, or how embarrassing.
Mother, the Ab’brax . . . !”

Lwaxana shrugged. “Take it as seriously or frivo-
lously as you wish, Deanna.”

“How am I supposed to take something where
you’re telling total strangers that you’re in mourning
for me!” Deanna said in exasperation.

“I can tell all your associates as well, if it will make
you feel more comfortable.”

Deanna brought her palms together, fingers stee-
pled, to try to compose herself. “What will make me
feel comfortable,” she said, “is if you stop acting as if
I’'m dead!”

“Not dead in the physical sense, Little One!” said
‘Lwaxana consolingly. She gently stroked Deanna’s
cheek. “Just dead in the hope that you will contribute
to the propagation of our people, and to the hope that
you will ever find a mate to share the rest of your life.”

“Oh, that’s all.”
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“Why, yes. That’s not so terrible, is it?”’

Deanna sighed and leaned back, softly thudding her
head against the wall. “I don’t believe this.”

“You had your opportunity,” Lwaxana said with a
shrug. “Several opportumtles I found you a mate, but
that didn’t work out .

“Are you blaming me for that?”

“No one’s to blame, precious. These things happen.
Then, of course, there’s that lovely Commander
Riker.” Her lips twitched in amusement. “He still
wants you, you know. Would give his left eye to have
you. I can read him clear as glass.”

Deanna thudded her head a couple more times.
“You’re still in phase, aren’t you,” referring to a time
during which older Betazoid women’s sex drive is
quadrupled, or more.

“It’s in remission,” said Lwaxana blithely. “My
abilities to read minds are as sharp as they ever were.”

“Yes, that’s what I thought,” said Deanna ruefully.
“Mother, the Ab’brax was from a time when life spans
were shorter, and when a woman’s niche in society
was to be married, have children, and tend house. So
if you weren’t married by a certain age, it was
anticipated that you would never marry and the
family would go into mourning . . .”

“Precisely,” said Lwaxana.

. generally in order to raise such a fuss that
people would be forced to realize that someone the
family was eager to marry off was in the house. This
would, in theory, attract someone who needed a good
wife in the same way that he needed a good farm
animal, and he knew that the family would not protest
overmuch.”

Lwaxana gave a shrug of her elegant shoulders.
“That’s one interpretation.”

She got up and stood before her mother, trying to be
as calm as she could. In a way, the anger that she had
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initially felt was now mutating into a dim amusement.
“Mother, I’'m living a full and happy life. I have
opportunities that women of centuries ago didn’t
have. You have those same opportunities. Why are
you saddling yourself with this artificial bereavement?
It’s a pointless tradition.”

“My dear,” said Lwaxana archly, “anyone can
uphold traditions that have meaning. Upholding the
pointless traditions—that, Deanna, takes style.”

Deanna shook her head, and her mother patted her
on the shoulder with genuine affection. “Oh, my
darling, I just hate to think of you going through life
unfulfilled.”

“I am fulfilled, mother.”

“Lonely, then.” Lwaxana sighed. “No one should
have to spend their life by themselves, without the
comfort of a loved one beside them. No one to share
their achievements with, the high points and low
points. When I think of you, day after day, in this
sterile environment—alone, unmated, chaste—"

Deanna coughed politely.

Her mother continued, “I become as depressed as
whenl...”

Surprisingly, her voice trailed off. Deanna looked at
her mother with curiosity. “As when what, mother?”

“Nothing.”

But Deanna had caught the stray thought from her
mother and she said softly, ““. . . as when you think of
yourself?”’

Lwaxana glanced at her from under shaded lids. “I
am perfectly fine, Little One. At least I had my
opportunity with your father, and those pleasant
memories are more than enough to sustain me during
my long, empty nights. Nights where my own body
and mind are haunting me to find a new husband, and
I still can’t . ..”

She actually seemed to choke on the words for a
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moment, and then she immediately pulled herself
together. She drew herself up and said confidently,
“So . . . which do you think?” and she pointed at the
‘two dresses she’d been considering.

Deanna brushed both of them aside and picked up a
dress that was a dazzling combination of colors, like
an aurora borealis. “How about this one?”

Mrs. Troi shook her head. “Now, how did that one
get in there? Mr. Homn,” she said scoldingly, “what’s
that one doing there?”

Mr. Homn tilted his head slightly.

“Oh, of course,” she said. “To wear on the actual
festive day, since it would be considered the height of
bad taste to be in mourning garb at a wedding. Bad
luck and all that. I'm sorry, daughter. I appreciate
your feelings, but tradition, I’'m afraid, is tradition.
Eyenib.

“Pointless tradition,” they said together. Deanna
gave a small chuckle and consoled herself that at least
she was starting to be able to laugh about it. “All right,
mother—the black with red, then. It’s more festive.”
She stood. “I have things to attend to before the
reception.”

“Then by all means, don’t let me stop you,
Deanna.”

Deanna turned and was almost to the door, when a
voice in her head said, Little One, aren’t you afraid of
growing old alone?

Deanna paused for a moment and then thought
back, No, because I'll always have myself.

Mrs. Troi sighed. I envy you.

She turned back to her mother, but Mrs. Troi was
already busy bustling about the cabin, and Deanna
didn’t need to be empathic to realize that her mother
considered the discussion closed.

Deanna walked out but couldn’t help but consider
the fact that no matter how much children seemed to
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object to their parents, somehow, when they grew up,
they wound up turning into their parents. Despite her
blithe confidence in her completeness, was Deanna
really looking at herself in the future? Lonely? De-
pressed? Regretting directions in her life, and the
possible solitude of old age?

Would she be in the service forever? Would she be
who she was forever? Now, now she was young,
attractive, vibrant. She had her choice of men, if she
so desired, or none if she desired. But eventually her
looks would fade. The vibrancy would leave her. Her
hair would gray and then whiten, her limbs become
heavy with age, the sparkle and vitality leave her eyes.

She touched her face, imagining wrinkles creasing
the soft skin.

“Deanna?”

She jumped slightly and turned. Riker was directly
behind her.

He smiled the handsome, confident smile of the
young. “Is something wrong?”

She went to him and embraced him so hard he
thought she was going to crack a couple of his ribs.

“There’s definitely something going around,” he
muttered.
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Chapter Six

THE TEN-FORWARD LOUNGE was crowded to bursting
and, with the glitter of the different skinned races side
by side, did not look too dissimilar to a Christmas
tree.

Picard moved through the throngs, smiling and
tilting his head slightly in acknowledgment as various
Tizarin, or their guests, expressed their approval of
the festivities or the good ship Enterprise herself. He
thought he saw Riker for a moment on the far side of
the lounge, but then his first officer vanished in
another wave of partygoers.

Music filled the air, mingling with the voices of
everyone around. The music was provided by a group
of junior officers who, several months ago, had discov-
ered a mutual proficiency for horns and had formed a
group calling themselves the Federation Horns. At the
moment, they were playing some sort of fast-paced
tune that Picard vaguely recognized as swing. Picard’s
personal taste leaned more towards classical, although
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there were those—Commander Riker among them—
who would argue that swing was every bit as classical
as Mozart.

He bumped into Graziunas, literally. More precise-
ly, Graziunas bumped into him, and only a quick
maneuver by Picard prevented the captain from spill-
ing his own drink.

“Sorry, Picard!” boomed Graziunas. He was shout-
ing to be heard above the music, but it wasn’t very
difficult for him. His normal speaking voice was
practically a bellow. “Crowded here!”

“Yes, I know,” Picard replied.

“What?!”

“I said, Yes, I know,” Picard shouted, disliking
having to shout but not seeing any other way out of it.
“Perhaps we should have had this celebration in a
larger area.”

“Oh, no!” protested Graziunas. “No, this is perfect!
This is ideal!” He laughed and pointed. “Look at
them, Picard!”

Picard turned and followed where Graziunas was
indicating. There were Kerin and Sehra, seated oppo-
site each other at a table, holding hands and gazing
dreamily at each other.

“Amazing,” said Graziunas. “For all they’re aware
of the rest of the world, this room could be empty! The
joyful blindness of youth, eh, Picard? Remember it?”

“I was never young,” said Picard with a hint of a
smile. “I was always as you see me now.”

Graziunas laughed boisterously at that and clapped
Picard on the back. The captain staggered slightly and
hoped that the bear of a man hadn’t dislocated his
shoulder.

“Monopolizing the father of the bride? Shame,
shame, Jean-Luc.”

Picard glanced around to see Lwaxana Troi stand-
ing uncomfortably close to him. She had every reason
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to, of course. The music was sufficiently loud that no
one could hear anything if they were more than a foot
apart. What made Picard edgy was what else might be
motivating her. Nevertheless, he smiled and said,
“My pardon, Mrs. Troi. Graziunas,” he said quickly,
“do you know—7?"

Graziunas took her hands and smiled broadly.
“Who could forget the holder of the Sacred Chalice of
Betazed! Lwaxana, how are you, my dear?”’ He gra-
ciously took her hand and raised her knuckles up to
tap them lightly against his forehead. “You are never
far from my thoughts.”

“Graziunas, you old flirt, you,” replied Lwaxana,
allowing him to retain her hand. “You’ll make Jean-
Luc jealous.”

Graziunas looked from one to the other. “Captain!
Are you and the exquisite Lwaxana—?”’

“Oh, just friends,” said Picard quickly. “Just
friends.”

“Close friends,” said Lwaxana Troi, “with a certain
. . . understanding. Isn’t that a fair assessment, Jean-
Luc?”

Picard, trying to find some gracious way out of the
situation, was abruptly given a reprieve. The lights
throughout the Ten-Forward lounge flickered, and
there was an odd sound, as if there had been a
temporary power drain. Everyone looked around in a
vague, but not terribly alarmed, manner. They were
all too much the space veterans to become especially
upset over a power surge. The Federation Horns, in
fact, did not miss a note.

Nevertheless, Picard seized the opportunity, espe-
cially when Lwaxana said in confusion, ‘“Now, what
caused that, I wonder?”

The lights went back to normal, but Picard wasn’t
about to let that be an excuse. “I will definitely find
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out,” he said. “In fact, I see my chief engineer over
there. Yes, I must check into this. You’ll excuse me.
Duty calls.”

“But, Captain,” began Mrs. Troi.

He put up a hand. “I’m sorry. I cannot stand about
and enjoy myself when there’s the slightest hint of a
problem.” He turned quickly and started to make his
way towards La Forge, who had sought safe haven
near one of the viewing ports.

“Now, there is one dedicated man,” said Graziunas
approvingly.

Lwaxana frowned. “Yes,” she said, not entirely able
to hide the sourness in her voice. “He’s dedicated
enough to be three dedicated men.”

Behind the bar, Guinan’s eyes went wide. The lights
had just gone back to normal—it had been so minor a
flickering that under ordinary circumstances, it wasn’t
cause for the slightest concern.

But Guinan knew, knew immediately. She looked
around quickly, trying to pick sim out in the crowd.
Damn him. Where was he? Maybe he hadn’t even
materialized in the crowd, but instead, just outside
Ten-Forward, and he had just entered . . .

Her head snapped around in time to see the doors
hiss shut. Someone had indeed entered, but it was so
mobbed that she couldn’t see where he was.

“Captain!” she called out, but there was so much
noise that she couldn’t make herself heard. She didn’t
wear a communicator, so she couldn’t get his atten-
tion that way. She could have shouted at the top of her
lungs, but she didn’t want to do anything that might
result in general alarm or even, God forbid, a panic.
There were too many people in Ten-Forward, way too
many people.

She glanced around and saw Picard on the other
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side of the room, getting farther away by the second.
He definitely was on the move, and his target seemed
to be Geordi La Forge.

Guinan took a deep breath and started to push her
way through the crowd, all the while looking around
with barely controlled desperation, trying to pick out
the being that she knew was there.

Geordi glanced around as Picard walked up to him.
“I don’t do well in crowds, Captain,” said Geordi,
feeling the need to explain. “All the images, and
keeping them sorted . . . gives me a headache.”

“Quite all right, Mr. La Forge. To be honest, you
gave me a much-needed excuse. Those lights flickering
before . . .”

Geordi gestured towards his communicator. “The
moment it happened, I called down to the engine
room. They’re running a systems check now.”

“Any idea what caused it?”

“A mild energy flux like that?” Geordi shrugged.
“Could be any one of a dozen things, all of which are
purely routine. Still, it’s the kind of thing we should be
preventing through standard diagnostics checks. I'll
make sure my men stay on top of it.”

“Yes, see that you do. However,” Picard smiled
thinly, “if it had to happen, at least it happened when
I needed a break from—"

“Mrs. Troi!” said Geordi quickly in a very hearty,
greeting-sounding voice.

Picard turned, immediately understanding the clear
warning of his engineer. “Lwaxana,” he said, as Mrs.
Troi swept up to him.
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