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Imzadi: to the people of the planet Betazed,
including Counselor Deanna Troi of the Starship
Enterprise”, it means “beloved” and denotes a
special closeness that can never be truly broken.
Or can it?

In his acclaimed earlier novel, Imzadi, bestselling
author Peter David explored the special bond
between Deanna Troi and Commander William
T. Riker. It revealed new facets of their long and
intimate relationship and put that bond to its
ultimate test in a powerful and unforgettable
story that remains one of the most popular Star Trek’
adventures ever published. Imzadiwas a New York
Times bestseller in both hardcover and paperback.

Now David examines the heart of Deanna Troi from
an altogether different perspective, as he reveals
for the first time the full story of Troi’s troubled
romance with Lieutenant Commander Worf.

At first glance, they cannot be more different. She
is an empath, gentle and acutely sensitive to the
needs and feelings of others. He is a fierce Klingon
warrior, dedicated to a harsh and warlike code of
honor. Brought together, however, by a common
need to care for Alexander, Worf’s troubled,
motherless son, they discover hidden reserves of
courage and compassion within each other.
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After the scream, he had more or less been numb.

He had held the body of his beloved Jadzia Dax, his wife, in
his arms, and he had howled the Klingon death scream. Even
though she had not been truly Klingon, in many ways she had
attended to the teachings and standards of his race with more
diligence than he had.

And now he had shut down.

Jadzia was dead. It had been so futile, so pointless, and
above all, so sudden. They had just been speaking of having a
child, just that very day, and just like that, she was gone.

Once upon a time, the Klingons had had gods. But then they
had killed the gods because they were too much trouble. As a
result, Klingons knew that once one was put into the universe,
one was on one’s own. There was no looking to a god or gods
for answers, for none were ever going to be forthcoming. There
was no court of higher appeal for the unfairness of life, there
were no prayers to be served up asking for personal gain,
support, or understanding. At this particular moment, Worf
wished with all his heart that there were gods once again. . . .

He stood in his . . .

... their. ..
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... his ... quarters . .. preparing for the funeral. And yes,
oh yes, he desperately wanted the gods back again . . . so that
he could find a Klingon god, wrap his fingers around the god’s
throat, and demand whatever explanations there were to be
provided before he crushed the deity’s windpipe and slaugh-
tered all the bastards personally this time.

In their quarters, he growled to himself. And what he
growled was:

“I did everything right.”

It was an incomprehensible statement for someone who was
not sharing Worf’s thoughts. The burly Klingon, serving in a
permanent position on Deep Space 9, was speaking to no one
in particular. It was simply a general address to the universe at
large.

“I did everything right,” he said again, and couldn’t compre-
hend why things had turned out the way they had. It just wasn’t
right or fair.

“I tried to change ... tried to learn ... and grow... do
everything they taught me . . . and it made no difference. IT
MADE NO DIFFERENCE!” Losing control completely, Worf
swept his hands across the fairly stark furnishings of their
quarters.

All her things were there. Scents and makeup, souvenirs,
irreplaceable knickknacks representing a life that had spanned
decades. For Jadzia Dax was a gestalt being, a combination of a
humanoid host and a worm-like symbiont called a Trill. When
a Trill began a new life, contact with the old was strictly
forbidden. Worf was suddenly—just like that—part of Jadzia
Dax’s past. He had no idea what was going to happen. Whether
the Trill would return in another body, whether the new

incarnation of Dax would still love him, whether he would love
Rere]. &

pae TicH!
... him? That would be all he needed.

And the pain, the anger, the rage he was feeling was
unprecedented for him.

His impulse, barely restrained, was to rage, to strike out at
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anyone and anything, to vent the fury that was sweeping
through him like something palpable.

The fact was that he had never felt like this before. But it
wasn’t as if this were the first time he had ever faced loss.

First and foremost, there had been his parents, torn from
him at a young age during the raid on the Klingon outpost of
Khitomer. They had died beneath the hammering of a Romu-
lan assault, and Worf himself had been buried alive beneath a
ton of rubble. Many were the nights he had lain awake, staring
at the ceiling in the home of his adopted parents, and his line
of thinking was always the same: First he would blame his
parents for leaving him, and then he would blame himself for
surviving them. It was an attitude he had grown out of, more or
less . . . indeed, even as an adult, there was the occasional
sleepless night and flicker of condemnation directed in one of
several different directions.

But it wasn’t the same as losing Jadzia.

Then there was K’Ehleyr. The Klingon emissary with whom
Worf had had an on-again, off-again romantic relationship that
had resulted, rather unexpectedly, in the conception of a son,
Alexander. But K’Ehleyr had been killed by Duras; Worf had
held her dying body in his arms and mourned her loss. He had
then embarked on a tempestuous relationship with his son,
who even now served the Klingon Empire to the best of his
abilities. K’Ehleyr, who had seemed in every way a match for
him. Whom he had even proposed to, although she had
declined the offer.

But it wasn’t the same as losing Jadzia.

And then there had been Deanna. . . .

“Deanna,” he grunted. The very recollection of the name
was enough to rekindle a burning anger within him. He
remembered the last time he had encountered Deanna Troi,
ship’s counselor of the Enterprise, and William Riker, the first
officer, during the Borg assault on Earth. The Defiant had been
badly wounded and Worf had been one of the crewmen
evacuated. His first impulse once he had been brought aboard
the Enterprise was to stay down in sickbay, but his pride and
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sense of duty would not allow it. So he had insisted on being
brought up to the bridge, even though the prospect of looking
at Riker and Troi, of seeing them together, was almost more
than he could tolerate.

He had not shown it, of course. That would have been
unprofessional, and childish, and weak. And Riker didn’t
make it easier. Knowing the bad blood, the anger between
them, Riker had made some poorly thought-out comments,
passing for what he had considered to be humor. Upon
learning that the Defiant was damaged but salvageable, he had
noted, “Tough little ship.” Worf had promptly glared at him,
growling, “Little?”

As if that hadn’t been enough, when Picard had assigned
Worf to tactical, Riker had drifted over to him and inquired
innocently, “You do remember how to fire phasers?” If they
had not been in the middle of an emergency situation, Worf
might have responded with anger. Realizing that his attempts
to lighten the situation had backfired spectacularly, Riker had
grinned, shaken his head, and put up his hands in a “Just
kidding” manner. Fortunately enough, as far as Worf was
concerned, subsequent events resulted in his having very little
interaction with Riker and Troi for the remainder of their
involvement with the Borg, and once the emergency was over,
Worf couldn’t get back to Deep Space 9 fast enough. Appar-
ently, despite the time Worf had spent with the clerics at the
monastery on Boreth, the anger still burned within him far
more fiercely than he had realized.

It could have been so different. . . .

The thought came to his mind, unbidden, but once it was
there he could not rid himself of it. If matters had not gone so
wrong with Deanna, if he had not lost her, if they had married,
if it had not been for Riker, and the kidnapping, and Deanna’s
damned mother, and the byzantine plot hatched with the
intent of wiping out millions of innocents . . .

It was as if all the fates in the galaxy had conspired to find a
way to totally destroy the intended relationship between Worf
and Deanna Troi.
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It was Troi’s fault . . .
Lwaxana’s fault . . .
Riker’s fault . . .

. .. the Romulans’ fault . . . the universes’ fault . . . the fault
of those damned gods who were supposed to keep their noses
out of everything . . . it was . . .

...itwas...

He stared into a mirror, gazing at himself, as if he could peer
straight into his own soul.

“Does it matter?” he finally asked himself. “I am still
alone . .. in any event . ..”

But it did matter. It mattered to him, to his determination to
try and make sense out of the senselessness of it all.

And Worf, suddenly feeling bereft of strength, sank down
into a nearby chair. It had been one of Jadzia’s favorites; her
scent still clung to it. He breathed deeply of her . . .

.. . and thought of times past . . .












CHAPTER '

Riker had no warning before the shock prod tapped him in
the small of the back. Immediately he died, temporarily, from
the waist down. He hated the occasions when it happened, the
feeling of total helplessness. The knowledge that the fall was
inevitable was more grueling and hurtful to him than the fall
itself.

He hit the ground hard, as he always did on such occasions.
He dropped his ore breaker in the hopes of cushioning some of
the fall with his hands, and he was partly successful—but only
partly, as the base of his hands crunched into the hard ground.
He felt the jolt all the way up his elbows, and he gasped low in
his throat. Then he braced himself for the inevitable kick. It
came just as he had expected, a sharp blow to the stomach. In
his first days in captivity, that had always been the worst, those
stomach blows. Over time, however, he had learned to antici-
pate them, and he was able to condition himself against them.
Just before the impact, he consciously tightened the muscles of
his stomach so that a good deal of the impact was blunted. In
his fantasies, his gut became so unassailable that his tormentor
wound up breaking his ankle.

It was a very nice fantasy.
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“Get up, Riker,” said his captor, and he was kicked again.
This time he didn’t let out so much as a grunt, and the lack of
response on his part seemed to incite his tormentor all the
more. “Well?”

And Riker managed to get out, “Please, sir... I want . ..
some more . . .”

The guard stared down at him in utter confusion. “All
right . . . if that’s your true desire . . .”” He was about to kick
Riker a third time, and then a sharp voice stayed the blow.

“That’s enough,” it said.

The Cardassian jailer lowered his foot and turned his
attention to the individual who had spoken. The jailer, whose
name was Mudak, was a beefy fellow, but anyone thinking him
fat would have been in for a rude shock. Any excess on his
frame was pure muscle, and when he moved it was with speed
that was blinding. Mudak could be standing two feet away, his
hands at his side, and you could suddenly be knocked on your
back before you had the slightest awareness that a punch was
coming.

He was also tall, and his eyes were the most striking thing
about him. They were dark and pitiless; one would get more
sympathy from a black hole than from those eyes. When
Riker looked into those eyes, they reminded him of a shark’s.
They regarded him, and the other prisoners, with an air that
clearly indicated that he didn’t care whether they lived or
died.

Mudak looked at the individual who had interrupted his
sport. It was a Romulan, a head taller than Mudak, with
graying hair and a darkly imperious look. In truth, the Romu-
lan had no more status in this place of torment than did Riker.
It was as if, in his manner and deportment, he was not
interested in acknowledging his relatively low status in the
grand scheme of things. From his attitude, it would have been
unlikely that any bystander would have realized that Mudak
was the jailer and the Romulan the prisoner.

Yet despite the Cardassian’s ostensible authority over the
Romulan, Mudak did not seem inclined to press the point.
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Instead he said, with a level voice that bordered on malevo-
lence, “This is none of your affair, Saket.”

Saket looked from the fallen Riker to Mudak. “It is now,
Mudak. And you will leave this human alone.”

“He was moving too slowly,” Mudak retorted. “He was
daydreaming.”

Saket took a step closer so that he was almost in Mudak’s
face. “Leave him his dreams, Mudak. In the final analysis,
what else have we in this place?

Mudak considered this for a moment, and then he laughed
low in his throat. It was an eerie noise, as if he were exercising
muscles that were nearly atrophied from disuse. In a low voice
he rumbled, “Someday, Saket, you will lose your usefulness to
my superiors. And on that final day, you will pay for your
arrogance.”

“We all pay on the final day, Mudak,” Saket said imperturb-
ably. “Jailors and jailed alike; we all pay then.”

Mudak’s hands idly twisted on the shaft of the shock prod, as
if contemplating shoving it down Saket’s throat or into an even
more inconvenient bodily orifice. But apparently he thought
better of it. Instead he lightly tapped the now-deactivated end
of the prod against his forehead in a sardonic salute and moved
off. Saket then crouched next to the fallen Riker. ““You should
be able to feel something in your legs by now. He had the prod
on one of the lower settings.”

“I thought as much,” grunted Riker. “This time around it
was just agonizing instead of incredibly agonizing.”

“You see? Your sense of humor returns already.”

Saket stood, got a firm grip under Riker’s arms, and hauled
him to his feet. For a moment, Riker felt practically nothing
beneath him, and Saket had to move him around bodily to try
and get some sense of motion going. “One leg after the other,”
intoned Saket, “that’s it, lad.”

Under Saket’s urging, Riker forced himself to move his legs
and started to feel growing strength with every step. “Keep
going,” urged Saket, helping Riker move in a small circle.
Within minutes, Riker was walking about in a manner fairly
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close to his normal strength and stride. “Come, Riker . . . let
us go for a walk, you and I.”” And with that, the two of them
made their slow way across the compound. “Were you out of
your mind just before? Saying you wanted more?”’

“It was ... it was a quote ... from a book, actually. ..
about orphans, Oliver Twist. Author’s name was Dickens . . . I
felt it appropriate . . . since in a way I don’t have a mother or

father . .. I'm just sort of . . . of here . . .”

“You’re babbling, Riker.”

“No, I'm fine . . . truly. Dickens ... great author ... you
should read him . . . Bleak House . . . story of my life . . . Tale
of Two Cities . . . about two men who look alike, and one
sacrifices himself for the other . . . never realized when I was
reading him as a boy . . . how much resonance . . . he’d have
forme...”

“Whatever you say, Riker,” Saket said, shaking his head.

“Saket,” Riker said, “we haven’t known each other long.
But we’re friends . . . you can feel free to call me Thomas. Or
Tom, if you prefer.”

“Actually, I prefer Riker,” replied Saket. “Always have.
Stronger-sounding name. Sounds more pleasingly harsh to the
ear.”

“Guess it really doesn’t matter,” Riker admitted. “As long as
you continue to call me ‘friend.””

They trudged past one of the central deutronium-processing
centers, and Tom Riker was impressed—not for the first
time—over the carefully crafted futility that filled the day-to-
day existence in the Cardassian labor camp of Lazon II.

Tom Riker, the bizarre and perfect duplicate of William
Riker who had been created through a strange transporter
accident during a rescue operation at a station on Nervala IV.
The fact that there had been a second Riker running around
had been disconcerting enough to the original item. But after
an abortive career in Starfleet, Tom Riker—taking his new
name from his (their) middle name—had wound up joining
the revolutionary group called the Maquis and endeavored to
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steal the starship Defiant. The result had been his incarcera-
tion on Lazon II.

Lazon II was a fairly desolate world, and the vast majority of
it was uninhabitable. One section had been terraformed into
someplace where humanoids could survive, and that was the
section in which Tom Riker, Saket, and about fifty or sixty-odd
enemies of the Cardassian state were currently living out their
life sentences. It wasn’t that the sentences they had been given
were actually called life sentences. There was usually some
limit, around twenty or thirty years. Unfortunately, the mor-
tality rate on Lazon II was quite high. Sentencing to Lazon II
therefore became a de facto death sentence.

Lazon II had never actually been intended as a work camp.
Originally Lazon II had been of particular interest to the
Cardassians since the planet was rich in deutronium ore.
Processed deutronium had been a popular fuel for various
Cardassian weapons systems and some earlier models of their
war vessels. Since the Cardassians had already depleted the
deutronium supplies on such worlds as Preplanus, the discov-
ery of a sizable deutronium store on Lazon II had been greeted
with much enthusiasm. The terraforming project on Lazon II
had begun rather promptly . . .

... and then tapered off. There had been new advances in
Cardassian technology during the intervening time, and deu-
tronium as an energy source now served a minor need at best.
Most of the weaponry and such that had utilized deutronium
had become obsolete.

It was at that point that Lazon II was developed into a penal
colony and hard-labor camp. And it was a masterful way in
which they did it, because hard labor was bad enough. But
hard labor for no real purpose was far worse. The prison
populace of Lazon II would spend day after endless day
working in weather that was either sweltering or else bitter
cold. That was all at the control of the Cardassian wardens of
the place, a convenient perk thanks to the terraforming equiva-
lent that governed their little slice of the galaxy. The work
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consisted of taking massive chunks of deutronium ore and
using handheld ore crackers to break the ore down into small,
manageable pieces. The pieces were then hand-fed into blazing
hot refineries that were antiquated beyond belief. It was the
equivalent of embarking on interplanetary travel with the only
speed available to you being impulse drive, knowing full well
that faster-than-light capability existed for everyone else but
you. Piles of deutronium that could be processed in minutes
using modern facilities instead took days, even weeks. The
processing was dangerous, to boot, as the ancient machinery
tended to break down in spectacular fashion, usually killing
one or two operators before the latest malfunction was locked
down and contained. And once the deutronium was processed,
it then sat, stockpiled, in Cardassian warehouse facilities, for
the supply of deutronium far outstripped the demand. In
short, all of the effort that the prisoners of Lazon II went to was
a colossal waste of time. This the prisoners knew all too well.
This was designed to help morale disintegrate, and it was quite
effective.

They passed the fearsome twin towers that were the defense
grids of Lazon II. There was a forcefield in place that covered
the compound, but that was only one of the protective systems.
Riker looked up as light glinted off the muzzles of the massive
pulse-blasters, capable of inflicting cataclysmic damage on any
potentially attacking vessels. There was also a sensor scram-
bler: a rather insidious device that made it impossible for any
ships to lock on, via transporter, to anyone in particular on the
planet’s surface, whether it be via communicator or sensor
readings. For instance, there was one Andorian on Lazon II.
Under ordinary circumstances, an Andorian rescue vessel
could take a stab at pounding the forcefield into oblivion, and
then beam the target up to the ship while safely out of range of
the blasters. Not so with the scrambler: They would have to
come down and actually get their intended “rescuee,” and by
that point the blasters would reduce the attacking vessel into
scrap.

Since transporters were therefore ineffectual on Lazon II,
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entrances to and exits from the facility were made entirely via
shuttles and assorted small craft, which were housed at a
landing field not far away. But the field was heavily guarded . . .

... although lately Riker noticed that there were fewer
guards than usual. It seemed to him that there had been
cutbacks on Lazon II, as if Cardassian forces were being
stretched to deal with situations elsewhere. He might have
been imagining it, but he didn’t think so. Still, with all the
protections that the facility carried, what difference did a few
less men make?

The small, shabby hut that Riker and Saket shared with five
other inmates—all of whom were on work detail at that
moment—barely provided any sort of shelter. There were
cracks in it that allowed the cold wind to blast through when
the jailors were of a mind to torment them with harsh winds.
When it was hot, the hut managed somehow to contain all the
heat, turning the place into the equivalent of a blast furnace.
All the huts were like that.

Today happened to be one of the cold days, although Riker
wasn’t sure how much of it was the air and how much was
simply his lessened resistance to harsh climate at that particu-
lar moment.

“How long do you think they’ll leave us alone in here?”
Riker asked grimly.

“Long enough to catch our breath, get our bearings,” Saket
replied. He regarded Tom Riker thoughtfully. “Tell me,
Riker . . . when you first came here, you seemed rather pleased
with your situation. You stole a Federation ship, am I right?”

“The Defiant.” He nodded. I intended to use it against the
Cardassians.”

“Because you had joined the Maquis. Correct?”

Once more Riker nodded.

“And when your plan did not pan out, the Cardassians
intended to execute you, but instead you caught a stroke of
luck and wound up”—and he gestured widely—*at this lovely
facility instead.”

“It seemed a lucky break at the time,” Riker said ruefully.
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He was rubbing his thighs, trying to make sure that normal
circulation had been fully restored.

Saket chuckled, or at least made what passed for a Romulan
chuckle. Romulans were not particularly renowned for being
the most mirthful of people. “Better, Riker, that they had
killed you then and there. Better by far.”

“I’'m going to get off of here.” Riker nodded firmly, although
whether it was because he truly believed it or was simply trying
to convince himself of it was difficult to tell. “Believe me,
Saket, I am not going to end my life on this ball of rock. That
much I know. I was meant for better things.”

“And those things would be . . . ?”

“Better.”” He regarded Saket with open curiosity for a long
moment. He had found it most odd that he had developed a
close relationship with the Romulan. Riker had always been of
the opinion that Romulans were largely duplicitous, funda-
mentally cowardly, and nonconfrontational except in those
instances where the odds were so skewed on their side that
there was no possibility of failure.

Saket, however, seemed a different story altogether. There
was a dignity about him, a self-possession, even a nobility.
Perhaps the thing that Riker found most refreshing was Saket’s
honesty. Saket seemed to have little to no patience for many of
the Romulans in the modern empire. He told Riker with all
earnestness that he felt as if the Romulan Empire had taken a
wrong turn somewhere in its development. He particularly
seemed to blame the Klingons for the modern-day situation.

“Our alliance had an effect on both our races,” Saket once
told Riker. “We learned from each other; unfortunately the
mutual education was not an equitable one. We were a better,
stronger, more decent race before we allied with the Klingons.
An entire generation of our leadership grew up during the
alliance, and learned from the Klingons their thieving ways,
their duplicity and fundamental lack of trustworthiness. The
Klingons, on the other hand, saw the way in which other races
regarded us. Saw how our honor, our strategy and breeding
elevated us in the eyes of others. And so they mimicked those
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attributes in order to raise themselves up to other races,
discarding us once they had stripped us of our weaponry and
our very character. They are parasites, Riker, parasites, and
mark my words: They will destroy your Federation in the same
way that they brought us down. If you trust them, then you are
fools. I should know, because we trusted them and were no less
foolish.”

Riker wasn’t entirely sure how much of Saket’s argument he
bought, but he certainly found him intriguing enough to listen
to. Saket, for his part, seemed to appreciate the audience.

Most of the numbness seemed to be gone from Riker’s legs.
As he rose, he looked at Saket curiously and said, not for the
first time, “How do you do it?”

“Do what?” Saket asked with raised eyebrow.

“Why are you an untouchable? I've seen it, we’ve all seen it.
The guards never lay a hand on you, much less a prod. You tell
them exactly what you think without any concern about your
personal safety. They glower at you, they resent you . .. but
they do nothing against you. How do you do it? What’s your
secret?”

“I am beloved,” Saket told him.

“No one is that beloved, particularly to the Cardassians.”

Saket appeared to contemplate Riker for a time. Then he
looked right and left, as if wanting to make sure that no one
was nearby, overhearing their discussion. Then he leaned
forward and said very softly, “I know things.”

“You know things?” This was not exactly the clear answer
that Riker was hoping for. “What sort of things?”

“Things that they wish to know. Things about the rulers of
the Romulan Empire. Things, for that matter, about key
people in the Cardassian Empire as well.”” He smiled thinly. “I
am a spy, Riker. I have been much of my life, and I know a
great many things. That makes me a bit of a resource to them.”

“Really. Well, I don’t know if I know a great many things . . .
but one of the things I do know is that the Cardassians are
fabled for their ability to extract information. They’re rather
accomplished at it; some might even say they revel in it.”
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“That is very true. Their reputation is earned, not exagger-
ated.”

“Then why,” Riker asked reasonably, “‘have they not done so
to you?”

“We have . ..an understanding, the Cardassians and I
Every so often, I will answer questions for them, give them key
bits of information . . . most of it having to do with their own
people. They are very suspicious of one another, you see. That
will be the key to their eventual downfall, I should like to think.
In exchange for that, I still do not have my freedom . . . but my
captivity is—by Cardassian standards—not a particular hard-
ship. Notice I do none of the truly difficult or undesirable tasks
on Lazon Two. That, I fear, is left to the less gifted individuals
such as yourself.”

Riker shook his head. “I still don’t understand, though. Why
aren’t they trying to force out of your head every scrap of
knowledge you have?”

“Because, Riker, I have traveled many places and learned
some intriguing things in my life. And one of those . ..” He
smiled, which always looked odd on Romulans due to their
distinctively Vulcanesque appearance. ... One of those is
how to die.”

“You mean with honor?” Riker clearly didn’t get it.

“I mean”—and Saket leaned forward, his fingers interlaced—
“I can end my life . . . with a thought.”

Riker didn’t quite know how to take that. “Well, we can all
of us do that, Saket.”

“No, you do not understand. Even within your own, human
race, there are techniques, meditative skills, in which the
practitioner can place himself into such a deeply meditative
state that his heart slows down to near-undetectability.”

“Yes, I know.”

“In my case,” continued Saket, “I can stop my heart . ..
shut myself down . . . and die, if I so choose. My captors are

quite aware of this, particularly when I demonstrated it for
them.”

“You...died...?
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“Almost. I allowed myself to be resuscitated. It was an object
lesson for them. The Cardassians can sometimes be reason-
able, you see, Riker. Dead, I would be of no use to them. If they
endeavor to torture me, I will simply end my life by sheer will
alone. So I aid them in small ways that do no disservice to the
Romulan Empire, and I wait patiently in the meantime for my
day of liberation.”

“But then why are you still here? You could threaten to kill
yourself if they don’t let you go.”

Saket looked at him with slight pity, as if surprised that
Riker should have to ask such an obvious question. “If I am
free, then I am of no use to them. Indeed, I might even be a
harm. They would rather have me alive than dead, but they
would also rather have me dead than liberated. [ am a prisoner
of my own talent.”

“I see. So you have a sort of detente worked out.”

“In a manner of speaking, yes. How long it will last, it is
difficult to say. It is possible that some day the Cardassians
might lose their patience, or a change in the power structure
might—"

The door to the hut banged open and Mudak was standing
there, his lower lip curled into an impatient snarl. “Your legs
will have recovered by now,” he said sharply. “Why are you
still in here?”

“No particular reason,” Saket said. “We will be with you
right away, Mudak.”

“Right away. How charming.” Mudak’s face tightened a
moment, and then he turned away and closed the door behind
him.

“You’re pushing him, Saket,” Riker said worriedly. “Sooner
or later . ..”

“Sooner or later, he will break,” Saket said, the irony clearly
not lost on him. “That, Riker, is my fondest hope.”

“Why, Saket?”’

“Why is that my fondest hope?” But from Riker’s tone of
voice, he sensed that wasn’t what Riker was asking about.

“No. Why me. Sometimes I feel as if you’ve made me your
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personal project. You approached me . . . befriended me, if the
term ‘friend’ can be applied . . .”

“And you wish to know why.” Saket shrugged. “I’ve won-
dered that myself, Riker. I'm not entirely sure. I get feelings
about people sometimes. A sense that they will be important
somehow in the grand scheme of things. Perhaps it’s because
you are the only Federation man here. That alone is enough to
make you stand out. And if Starfleet abandoned you to the
degree that you're on your own, here in the heart of
darkness . . . that alone is enough to recommend you to me as
a possible ally.”

“Starfleet didn’t abandon me,” Riker said sharply. “I aban-
doned the Fleet. I...”

“Why? You’ve never truly spoken of it in detail, and I did
not wish to push. But why . .. ?”

Riker stared at nothing and shivered at the chill air blowing
more harshly through the crack in the structure. “I’'m the road
not taken.”

“Pardon?” He arched a confused eyebrow.

“There’s a religion on Kanubus Three,” said Riker after a
moment, “that advocates total hedonism.”

“Doesn’t sound so terrible to me,” Saket said, smiling, not
pretending to understand where Riker was going with it.

“They do whatever they wish,” Riker told him, “whenever
they wish, and attach no importance to anything, because they
have embraced the concept of the multiverse. They believe that
nothing matters, because whatever decision you may make that
takes you in one direction, in another universe you decide
something that takes you in another direction entirely.
Well . . . I'm sort of a self-contained alternate universe. In one
aspect of this reality, I went in one direction. I became the
ideal Starfleet officer, dedicated and unwavering. And since I
already did that . . . I felt as if, to make my own way in life, I
had to become something else. I couldn’t let my existence
simply be a rehash.” He looked at Saket’s blank expression and
couldn’t keep a smile off his face. “‘You have absolutely no idea
what I'm talking about, do you?”
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“About yourself? No. Not a clue,”” Saket admitted. “But I do
know of alternate universes. I know all too well. I know of a
woman, in fact, whose very existence hinges on an alternate
universe. She was . . . is, [ should say . . . very dear to me.”

“Now I have no idea what you re talking about,” said Riker.
“How could someone owe their existence to an alternate
universe?”

“It’s rather . . . complicated. A tale for another time. Come.
Even I don’t desire to push Mudak’s mood too far at this
point.” Riker nodded and followed Saket out.

And it was not too long after that that all hell broke loose,
Saket died, and Tom Riker found himself staring down the
barrel of a phaser with only a twitchy trigger finger between
him and instant death. . . .
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Nice landing.”

The first million times or so—and that was only the mildest
of exaggerations, as far as she was concerned—that Deanna
Troi had heard that comment, she had felt more than a little
annoyed. She had never purported to be helm material even
under the best of circumstances, and having as her first
experience an Enterprise that was crippled and already on a
spiraling collision course with the surface of Veridian III was
not exactly a fair test of a novice’s abilities. Given some time, a
stable situation, and ample practice, the ship’s counselor had
no doubt that she could easily have whipped herself into shape
as a credible conn officer. Instead she’d been thrust into a
situation where even the most experienced hand on the helm
would have been unable to prevent the Enterprise 1701-D from
tumbling to her doom.

As the battered and beleagured crew set up temporary
stations on Veridian III, awaiting rescue, Deanna had
walked among them, trying to allay their worries, assuring
them that help would be on the way, and helping many of the
civilians—particularly the younger children—deal with the
fact that their home, the only home that many of them had
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ever known, had just tumbled from the sky like a wounded
sparrow after an assault by a Klingon Bird-of-Prey. The
bulk of the ship had exploded thanks to a warp-core breach,
and the saucer section had plummeted through the atmo-
sphere of Veridian III, Troi’s decidedly unsteady hand at the
helm, skipping across the planet’s surface like a huge discus
hurled by a gigantic Greek Olympian. The seemingly endless
crash landing had, in fact, ended, and Troi felt it her job to
see to the mental health of the crew members as best she
could.

They seemed remarkably resilient . . . particularly consid-
ering the number of them that kept saying the same thing to
her:

“Nice landing.”

This time it was Lieutenant Sheligo. Tall and gaunt, with
some burn marks on his face from the crash that had not yet
been attended to, Sheligo had practically bent his lanky frame
in half to scrunch up on the ground with his wife and child. At
that moment, he was idly stroking the hair of his still-
trembling three-year-old, and he glanced up at Troi with a wan
expression as he said it.

Troi had long since stopped taking it personally, or as
some sort of criticism or commentary on her “inadequacy.”
She had come to realize that, rather than a critique, it was a
method of irreverent congratulations. The shaken crewmen
still couldn’t quite believe that they had managed to survive
the last fiery moments of the great starship’s demise. Com-
menting on her piloting skills was a way of laughing off the
nearness of their deaths. They weren’t attacking her. They
were thanking her.

At least, that was what she chose to believe.

And she said to Sheligo the same thing she’d started saying
to everyone else who felt obliged to comment on the narrow-
ness of their escape: “We walked away from it.”

“That we did,” agreed Sheligo, and gave her a thumbs-up
gesture. It was, after all, a sensible philosophy that had existed
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since, very likely, the Wright brothers had their first crash. Any
landing that one could walk away from was a good one.

She noticed Geordi La Forge approaching, and she smiled to
him, nodding in greeting. La Forge asked her jauntily, “Get a
souvenir?”

Deanna paused in her steps. “Pardon?”

“A souvenir.”” He reached behind him and held up a piece of
metal. It was blackened and scuffed; she thought it was from
the ship’s hull, but she couldn’t be sure. “Everyone’s getting
them. There’s certainly enough to go around. Lost a huge
section of the underbelly in the skid. Pieces scattered all over
the trench we left behind us.”

“Got any spares, Commander?”’ inquired Sheligo.

“Sure,” said Geordi. He reached into a satchel that he had
slung around his shoulder and extracted a rounded piece. He
flipped it to Sheligo, who caught it easily on the fly.

“It seems a bit ... morbid,” allowed Troi. “Don’t you
think?”

Sheligo turned the metal over in his hand, studying it. His
little daughter stopped her trembling momentarily as her
attention was caught by the sun’s reflection off the shard. He
didn’t even appear to hear Deanna’s questions.

“Morbid?” said Geordi. “Why?”

“Well . . . what happened here, it was ... most unfortu-
nate,” she pointed out, picking the words as delicately as she
could. “It was somewhat traumatic for all concerned. Aren’t
you at all worried, Lieutenant,” she said to Sheligo, ““that your
daughter might find it a distressing reminder of what hap-
pened? And Geordi . . . you were the chief engineer. Won’t
you find it upsetting to have a piece of the vessel that is no
more?”

“Counselor,” Geordi replied easily, “are you kidding?
This”—and he held up the piece of metal—“this is a good-
luck charm. This is a reminder of a ship that held together and
saved us all. A ship that I'm going to have fond memories of,
no matter what her fate was. And a reminder, I guess, that—
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above all—she was still just a ship. A thing of metal and parts.
But we're still alive, and that’s a great way to be.”

“Certainly beats the alternative,” Sheligo commented.

At that, Deanna had to smile. ““You know what, Geordi?”
she said in even, good humor. “Sometimes I think that you
missed your calling. Have you given thought to the joys of
being a ship’s counselor?”

“T’ll take it under advisement. If you’ll excuse me . ..” he
said as he headed off. Then he called over his shoulder, ‘“Oh!
Counselor!”

“Yes, Geordi?”

He grinned and gave a thumbs-up gesture. “Nice landing.”

She bowed slightly in an acceptance of the compliment that
was both grudging and amused.

As she walked, she became more aware of the warmth of
the sun upon her. Had they not happened to crash, uncon-
trolled, on this world, it might have made a credible location
for shore leave. It was certainly pleasant enough, temperate
and enjoyable. Would that the circumstances had been
different.

No one else seemed to be in especially dire straits at that
moment insofar as trauma counseling was concerned. She
shouldn’t have been surprised, really. These crewmen of the
former Enterprise, they were determined, hardy stock, and at
present the fact that they were still breathing (or whatever was
their preferred means of air circulation) was enough to see
them through. Later on would come the delayed effects of
survivor shock. There could be trembling, or sudden, startled
screams in the middle of the night. Many of them, particularly
the younger ones, would never be able to look upon a starship
with the same sense of security that had always served them so
well. They would always know that the protective shell be-
tween them and the unforgiving vacuum of space was much
more fragile than they had previously thought. Oh, they’d
known it intellectually, of course. But knowing it in one’s head
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was one thing. Knowing it because one’s heart was thudding
with fear as one was scrambling to questionable safety in the
ship’s saucer section while the rest of the vessel was on a
countdown to doom ... well, that was something very dif-
ferent.

And it wasn’t going to be her problem.

That was a hard realization for her. No one knew what was
going to happen next. Obviously they would be reassigned.
The question was, where were they going to be reassigned to?
It was most unlikely that the entire crew complement of a
thousand would simply be kept together, cooling their collec-
tive heels, until such time as Starfleet had a ship they could
serve on as a unit. They would most likely be split up, sent off
to whatever vessels most immediately required their pres-
ence. She’d spoken ever-so-briefly with Captain Jean-Luc
Picard, and he had seemed confident that another Enterprise
would be commissioned. But he had no idea when or where,
of course.

The officers might . . . might . . . be kept as a group. There
was no guarantee of that, but on the other hand, a captain with
the weight of authority and long, proud history that Picard
carried with him would very likely be able to get his wishes
met. If he wanted to keep his command crew intact, he might
well be able to do it. But there was no way that he was going to
be able to keep a thousand people locked up, idle, while
awaiting a new command.

She knew them, Deanna Troi did. Over the course of seven
years, she had come to know each and every person on the
Enterprise. Knew them with a familiarity and casual, emotion-
al intimacy that she had never thought possible. There had
been all manner of reactions from various crewpeople in their
encounters with her. Some had approached her openly and
eagerly, others had felt uncomfortable dealing with an empath
who could sense and assess their innermost emotions. But one
by one, they had all grown comfortable. Somehow it simply
didn’t seem fair that, after all this time, she was going to lose
her large and extended family.
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She felt a slight choke in her throat and realized just how
much all of this was upsetting her. Attuned to her unconscious
needs, her body was already responding to the overwhelming
emotion that was beginning to course through her. She was
walking with quick, steady strides and was rapidly leaving
behind the most crowded section of the temporary, makeshift
encampment. She was distancing herself from the others so
that they would not see her so disconcerted and at odds with
herself.

She was, after all, supposed to be the source of strength,
the emotional bulwark for the crew. There were some with
whom she herself could relax, and by whom the counselor
could herself be counseled. But Dr. Beverly Crusher was
busy attending to all too many patients, Commander Will
Riker was busy overseeing what might be salvageable from
the wreckage of the Enterprise aside from pieces of scrap
metal, and Worf . . .

Worf was . . .

..well...hewas...hewasso... Worf. She sagged
against a tree and her breast trembled slightly as she steadied
herself. What she was wrestling with at that moment was
weakness. That was how Worf would see it. Who could
blame him? To a degree, that’s how she saw it herself. And if
there was one thing that Worf in specific and Klingons in
general had a problem with, it was weakness.

Deanna had told herself that her relationship with Worf
was a blessing to her for precisely that purpose. Associating
with him gave her an increased sense of inner strength and
determination. That was an extremely positive trait, and one
that she was more than happy to acquire. It was not that she
didn’t already consider herself a strong woman. But she
never had to worry about lapsing into melancholy, or de-
pression, or self-doubt, because if there was one thing that
Worf valued above all, it was strength. She did not desire to
show weakness to Worf, and in so doing, made herself
stronger.

Except . . .
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You're not being yourself.

That nagging doubt was already beginning to gnaw at her,
and she did not particularly appreciate it. She wanted to
dismiss it out of hand. The fact was that couples—and she and
Worf most definitely were a couple—always learned from each
other. Learned and grew, taking the better part of each other
(and occasionally the worse part) as their own. Worf’s Klingon
stoicism, his unflappability, and his sheer, raw, powerful
personality were all of benefit to Deanna Troi, and she valued
their time together.

So why was it that there was just the slightest inkling of . . .
doubt?

No. She shook it off. No, there was no doubt. She and Worf
had come too far, worked too hard as a couple, to begin having
second thoughts. They just . . . just felt right together. Yes, that
was it. They felt right. And if there was one thing that Deanna
Troi knew, it was feelings.

Except your own?

She had no idea what this annoying little voice was that
persisted in making snide add-on comments and undercutting
her confidence, but she couldn’t wait for this most annoying
individual to go very far away and leave her to her indisputable
happiness with . . .

“Worf?”

The last utter question came not as a result of her musing
over the name of her beloved, but rather from what sounded
like a rather familiar sound. It was a low, slightly animal growl.
And in the depth of that animal growl, there was a word or two
that sounded distinctly Klingonese. To be specific, they were
Klingon profanities, which Deanna recognized all too readily
and all too well.

And she was sensing something as well. Her empathic
powers were anything but consistent; there were some races so
alien to her that she was not able to get a reading off them at
all. But Klingons were definitely not among that group. Their
emotions were so close to the surface that she could have had a
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frontal lobotomy and still been able to read the average
Klingon from half a mile away.

In this instance, what she was sensing was pain. Pure,
agonizing, gut-wrenching pain. Not only that, but she also
sensed an almast single-minded determination to ignore that
same pain, to push it away as far as possible.

“Worf?” she called again. The voice had come from a patch
of the forest nearby that was particularly dense. She was
having trouble seeing. “Worf?"’ she said once more.

She heard another muttered Klingon profanity, and this
time she recognized the origin of the throat that uttered it, if
not the literal meaning. It was definitely not the Klingon
security chief who was hiding somewhere within the shielding
depths of the forest. Rather, it was his young son.

“Alexander!” she called.

“Go away,” came back the tight snarl.

“Alex—!”

“I said go away!” came his voice again, filled with both
agony and impatience. “What part of ‘go away’ didn’t you
hear?”

For just a moment she considered heeding the youth’s
pleadings, but then she promptly rejected the notion. Clearly
Alexander was in distress, and she would do him no favors by
ignoring whatever it was that the lad was going through. She
started to push her way through the brush.

“Dammit, Deanna!” Alexander protested, but after that he
fell silent, as if realizing that his protests weren’t getting
through to her and it would be less than dignified for him to
keep repeating instructions that weren’t being heeded.

The area was heavily shaded, and it took Deanna’s eyes a
moment to readjust. There was a sharp, tangy aroma from the
trees that she found positively invigorating. But whatever
benefits she might have garnered from the pleasantness of her
surroundings quickly evaporated when she saw the dire straits
that Alexander was in.

She could tell by the way in which his leg was twisted at an
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odd angle that the limb was broken. His trousers had a streak
of blood across the upper thigh. He had stripped off the right
sleeve of his shirt and was endeavoring to bind the break . . .
to create, with the help of a nearby sturdy branch, a sort of
makeshift splint.

Alexander had grown in recent months. Indeed, his develop-
ment had been nothing short of astounding. Worf had san-
guinely claimed that that was fairly standard for young
Klingon males. Once they reached a certain age in the matura-
tion process, they underwent a growth spurt that covered,
within one, year, the amount of development that would
normally consume two to three years or more in a human
male. It was as if, once a young Klingon survived the normal
travails of extreme youth—thereby proving himself worthy of
survival—the body then hastened development so that the
Klingon would be less vulnerable, and for a shorter period.

At that particular moment, though, Alexander—who by
Earth standards was bordering on adolescence—looked all too
vulnerable. He was just reluctant to show it.

“What happened?” she gasped.

“I got trampled,” grumbled Alexander.

“Trampled?”

“When people are running for their lives,” Alexander ob-
served, “they tend to run over whatever’s in their way . ..
particularly anyone shorter than they are. Don’t worry, I'm
taking care of it.”

“‘Taking care of it’? Alexander, you need medical attention.
And your father . ..”

“My father,” grunted Alexander, “was busy. Hold on a
moment.”

“What are you going to—?"

He had taken a firm grip on his upper leg, and then
Alexander gritted his teeth and suddenly twisted the leg
around. He tried to hold back the yell of pain, but was only
able to contain it for a moment before a howl erupted from his
lips. Deanna, her empathy on full boil, gasped in sympathetic
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pain. When he made the abrupt movement, she could actually
hear the sound of the bone snapping into place.

His eyes rolled back into the top of his head, and for a
moment she thought that Alexander was going to faint. But
then his eyes became twin orbs of glistening steel and he willed
himself to remain conscious. “Do not,” he said between gritted
teeth, “ask me if I’'m all right.”

“Are you—" The question came so naturally to her that she
had to bite off the inquiry in midsentence. She tried her best to
ignore her own roiling emotions as she said in as authoritative
a voice as she could, “We have to get you to your father.”

“I told you, he was busy. Much too busy to worry about me.”

“Alexander, that’s unfair.”

“Yes, I know.”

“He was on the bridge! He couldn’t abandon his post—"

“His post.”” Alexander made no effort to hide his contempt.
“The ship had a warp-core breach. People were running
everywhere. He made no effort to look for me, no effort to
make sure that I was safe. I know why. It’s perfectly obvious
why.”

“Oh?”

“He didn’t care whether I was safe or not.”

“Alexander,” she sighed, “that’s absurd. Your father cares
about you. Is this why you crawled off here with your injured
leg? To punish him somehow? To prove something?”’

“This,” he informed her, “is the Klingon way. If a warrior is
injured . . . he tends to it himself. If he can stand, if he can
fight, then he deserves to continue. If he cannot tend to
himself, then he becomes a burden on others, a drain on
resources.”

“Your father taught you that?”

“Of course.”

“Fine. Then let me teach you something. A very old saying,
and it’s not Betazoid. It’s an Earth saying. You remember
Earth, where your grandparents live.”

“Of course I remember,” Alexander said with impatience. “I
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lived there for a year, after all. They were . . . they were good
people . . . for humans,” he amended quickly.

“Yes, well, the Earth saying is that no man is an island. Do
you know what that means?”

Alexander was busy affixing his leg to the makeshift splint
and barely seemed to be listening. “Beyond the obvious, that
no man is an island any more than he is a rock or a bush or a
continent . . . not really, no.”

“It means,” she said patiently, “that we all need each other.
That none of us is completely self-sufficient.”

He looked up at her. “And it was an Earthman who said
this.”

“Yes. The quote in full,” and she paused, pulling it from her
memory, “is ‘No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is
a piece of the continent, a part of the main; if a clod be washed
away by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory
were, as well as if a manor of thy friends or of thine own were;
any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in
mankind; and therefore never send to know for whom the bell
tolls; it tolls for thee.””

“Done?” asked Alexander.

“Yes!” Troi said in surprise. “John Donne!”

“Who’s John?” Alexander clearly looked confused.

“John?”

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t care if this ‘John’ is done. I was
asking if you’re done.”

“Oh.” She didn’t know whether to be amused or abashed.
“Yem. "

“Good.” He lay back, resting his head on the ground. “Then
I’d appreciate it if you’d go away and let me lie here with my
leg throbbing in peace.”

“No. I'm going to summon help.”

“Deanna!”

“What do you expect me to do, Alexander? Let you lie here?
If I go off to get help, you might crawl off somewhere else and
hide some more. I do not feel like taking that chance.”

“Well, I'm not going to lie here like an invalid.”” With an
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impatient hiss of breath between his teeth, Alexander grabbed
a tree and began to haul himself up. ““All right, fine. You win.
Let’s go.”

“You can’t . ..”

“Do not,” Alexander said sharply, ‘“make me ask you for
help.”

She hesitated, and then sighed. She hauled him upward,
pulling him up so that his arms rested around her shoulders.
Despite his growth, she was amazed by how light he was.

He leaned heavily on his good leg, taking almost no weight
onto the injured limb but instead hobbling along rather
adroitly with the aid of Troi. ““You know something, Deanna,”
he said as they made their way back toward the main body of
the forced encampment, “I knew that an Earthman said that,
rather than a Klingon. A Klingon would never say that he was
not an island, or that another’s death diminishes him.”

“No?”

“No. Because we believe that, aside from serving your
companion in a war situation, we are all on our own, from
birth to death, and whatever we gain or obtain for ourselves is
purely through our own devising and dependent upon our own
wits. As for death diminishing each other . . . Klingons kill in
self-defense, in war, or in glory. To slay another is to insure
either honor for another, or continued survival for one’s self.
Diminished? We are emboldened.”

“Thank you for sharing that, Alexander,” Deanna said with
carefully hidden irony. “Just hearing that makes me feel much
better.”

“Oh, and by the way, Deanna . . .”

“Yes?”

“Nice landing.”

Worf’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the horizon, and then he
aimed his tricorder in the direction that he was looking. After a
moment, he nodded in satisfaction at the results of the search.
For a moment he had thought he had caught movement of
some sort, but a tricorder scan revealed that, in fact, it was
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simply shadows lengthening against the setting Veridian sun.
He tapped his combadge. *“Worf to captain.”

“Picard here. Report, Mr. Worf,”” came the brisk reply of the
erstwhile commander of the Enterprise.

“A thorough perimeter search shows no sign of hostile life. I
do not believe any member of the crew is in danger from attack
by any native life-form.”

“That’s good to hear, Mr. Worf. Now let’s just hope that the
Duras sisters didn’t manage to get off a message to any allies
who might come seeking revenge for their rather violent
demise.”

“That would be . . . most unfortunate,” Worf rumbled after
a moment’s thought

“Indeed. Let us be wary.”

“Always.”

“Picard out.”

The moment that the signal cut off, however, Worf’s com-
badge signaled again. He tapped it and said, “Worf here.”

“Worf . . . this is Deanna. I'm with Alexander . . . he’s been
injured.”

“Injured?” Worf’s perpetual frown deepened. “Where is he?
Where are you?”

“Heading back to the encampment. Coming over the north-
ern ridge.”

“I will meet you en route.” Worf was already starting to
move, but his voice maintained an even quality that did not
betray the speed with which he was going. He might have been
continuing to stand still for all the exertion one would have
detected in his tone. “What is the nature of the injury?”

“His leg. He broke it, I believe. I've already alerted Beverly
and she’s on her way to meet us.”

“Why did you not simply wait for assistance?” he de-
manded.

“Stubborn Klingon pride,” she said with a trace of sarcasm.
“Something I think you may have a passing familiarity with.”

But Worf didn’t seem to notice the ironic tone in her voice.
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“Yes. Of course. I shall get there as quickly as possible. Make
certain the boy does not injure himself any further.”

There was a brief pause as if she was considering how to
respond to that. “I’ll see what I can do,” she finally replied.

Worf hurried through the encampment. Various crew mem-
bers nodded to him or greeted him as he went past, but he
didn’t pay them any mind. His thoughts and concerns were
entirely upon Alexander.

Where had the boy gotten himself off to? Why had he not
contacted his father? Concern was writ large all over Worf’s
face . . .

... and then he began to slow as he comprehended.

Of course. Klingon pride, just as Deanna had said.

His heart began to swell with that selfsame pride as all of the
reasons for Alexander’s actions immediately became clear to
him. He completely comprehended what it was that the boy
had set out to do, and the last thing that Worf wanted was to
say or do anything to detract from his son’s obvious desire to
prove his mettle. So by the time he drew within sight range of
Alexander and Deanna, gone was the concern, gone was the
urgency in his bearing. Instead he was walking with a brisk
stride that was distance-consuming but, at the same time,
unhurried.

Beverly Crusher was there, running a scanner over his leg.
“It’s a clean break,” Worf heard her say. “You’re lucky in that
respect. What were you thinking, running off like that?”

“Klingons do not run,” Alexander replied stiffly.

“They hobble with dignity,” Deanna archly corrected
Crusher. This response actually drew a fleeting smile from
Alexander, although he quickly hid it again.

Crusher glanced up at Worf, who had drawn within range
but had yet to say anything. “If I had sickbay,” she said, “I
could fix this fairly easily. Cellular regenerator could knit the
bone without any problem. As it is, we’ll have to wait until we
get aboard a vessel with a more fully equipped setup. I'll
arrange for it, make a notation to have him beamed directly to
the first available sickbay.”
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“How do his field dressings measure up?” Worf demanded,
sounding more like a drill sergeant than a concerned father.

“I just finished inspecting them. It seems he did a rather
serviceable job.”

Worf grunted.

“Was that a grunt of approval, Father?” asked Alexander.
“Or does just ‘serviceable’ not measure up?”’

Beverly looked from one to the other and suddenly decided
that her interests would best be served if she was elsewhere. To
that end, she quickly made herself scarce.

“You sound upset,” Worf said flatly. “Are you upset with
me?”’

Alexander’s jaw twitched but he said nothing. After a
moment’s hesitation, Deanna said, “Alexander feels. ..
whether rightly or wrongly . . . that you were not concerned
about his welfare during the ship’s crash.”

“Not concerned?”’ His eyes widened. “On what do you base
that?”

“On the fact that you didn’t ask after me,” Alexander said.
“That you didn’t make any effort to make sure that I made it to
the saucer section before the separation. That you didn’t try to
find me since the crash.”

“How do you know that I made no effort?”” demanded Worf.
“Do you expect that I would go running from one person to the
next, asking if they had seen you? I have, in fact, been
endeavoring to spot you. Where were you?”’

“He was in the woods, nursing his broken leg,” Deanna
informed him.

“Where he could not easily be seen,” pointed out Worf.
“This is nonsense, Alexander.”

Alexander paused, as if trying to find exactly the right way to

phrase it. “When . .. when everyone was running . . . trying
to get to the saucer section . . . I saw parents. So many of them,
officers and civilians alike . . . calling out for each other,

finding each other, making sure that their children and spouses
were all right. Did you come looking for me, Father? Answer
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me honestly. If you simply couldn’t locate me in all the
turmoil, that’s . .. that’s not so bad. But did you leave the
bridge to look for me?”

“No,” Worf said immediately. “I would not abandon my
post. Nor would I insult you by looking for you.”

“Insult me?”” Alexander couldn’t quite believe it. “Showing
you cared about me . . . would be an insult . . . ?”

“Alexander,” Worf said, clearly looking annoyed that some-
thing so self-evident to him required explanation. ‘““You have
participated in emergency drills on the Enterprise. You are
familiar with what needs to be done in an evacuation scenario,
are you not?”’

“¥e3.”

“You are no longer a child. No longer a newling who requires
constant maintenance. You are a young Klingon now, rapidly
approaching the day when you will be warrior stock. For me to
abandon my post and run about, attempting to find you and
oversee you during an evacuation process in which you have
been thoroughly schooled, would be to imply that I had no
faith in you. That I did not believe you were fully capable of
conducting yourself in an adult and professional manner
befitting not only my son, but a Klingon. I trusted you to go
where you needed to go, and be where you were required to be.
I would not dream of insulting you by treating you in a manner
that suggested you were incapable of tending to yourself. Is
that what you want? That I should insult you in this way?”

Alexander looked down. “No, Father.”

“Good. Enough of this nonsense, then.”

And at that, Deanna said sharply and firmly, “It’s not
nonsense, Worf.”

He glanced at her in confusion. “What?”

She opened her mouth to speak again, but then closed it.
Instead she walked quickly to Worf and took him a few steps
away from Alexander so that they could speak in relative
privacy. In a low voice, she said, ‘““Whether you agree with it or
not . . . even though you yourself believe that you were opera-
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ting from motives of only the purest respect . . . Alexander still
felt slighted. He still felt as if you didn’t care whether he lived
or died. That is a very powerful emotion, Worf, and simply to
brush it off as ‘nonsense’ is to diminish Alexander’s sense of
self-worth.”

“Am I to apologize for not babying him?”’ demanded Worf.
“He went off into the woods in order to tend to his own injury,
did he not?”

“Yes.”

“That is the Klingon way,” he told her. “‘He has learned well.
On a starship in which there are exactly two Klingons and he is
surrounded by humans, I consider it nothing short of miracu-
lous that in a time of stress, he acted properly. Would you have
me backslide in my training of him now by making me fuss
over him likea . ..”

“I’'m not proposing to ‘make’ you do anything,”” Deanna said
calmly. “It is clear, however, that you are very proud of your
son. All I am saying is that there are ways in which to make that
clear . . . and ways to do so in a manner that will acknowledge
your son’s concerns and lay them to rest without making him
feel as if he’s a fool simply for feeling that way.”

“Idid not...”

He wasn’t able to finish the sentence, because she simply
looked at him in that way that was both patient and stern. The
wheels in his mind turned and he sighed. “Oh . . . very well,”
he growled.

“You can do it,” she said confidently. “I know that you can.”

He walked back to Alexander and stood over him, his arms
folded. “I want you to know,” he said slowly, “that I am very
proud of the way that you have conducted yourself this day.
You bring honor to yourself . . . and to me. I regret that the
price for that conduct was a belief, on your part, that your
survival was of secondary importance to me. You are, and
always will be, of primary concern to me, Alexander. I would
prefer that you never forget that, and know that I take utmost
pride in you, and in your accomplishments.” He paused a
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moment, ran what he had just said through his mind for
review, and nodded. Then he turned to Troi. “How was that?”

She stood there, arms folded, amusement in her dark eyes. It
was clear that she was waiting for him to add something, and
he knew perfectly well what it was. The knowledge did not sit
particularly well with him.

“You can do it,” she prompted.

He growled, cleared his throat, and added—apparently
under some small mental protest—“And . .. I love you.” It
was more muttered than anything, coming out as, “And . . . |
uvu,” which was not exactly inspiring. It was, however, appar-
ently sufficient for Alexander, who nodded in acknowledgment
of the sentiment.

“I love you too, Father,” he replied.

“Of course you do,” Worf said stiffly. “I knew that.”

Then, to the surprise of the two Klingons, there was a
musical, lilting laughter from near them. It was almost as if
they had forgotten that Deanna was present. “What is so
funny?” demanded Worf.

“The two of you,” she said. “The body language, so stiff, so
formal,” and she squared her jaw in imitation. ‘Worf,
Alexander . . . you have to maintain your sense of love for
each other. Your familiarity. Your sense of fun!”

“We have crash-landed on a strange world and my son’s leg
is broken,” Worf reminded her. “This would not particularly
be the time to dwell on matters of ‘fun.’”

“It’s just that . . .” She sighed. “It seems an eternity ago that
the two of you were dressing up as cowboys. Alexander, you’re
so much taller, and Worf, you’re so much more serious. . . .”

“I do not know that I agree with that assessment. . . .”

Smiling, she placed a hand lovingly on his face. “Worf . . .
remember your promotion ceremony the other day? I practi-
cally had to drag you, kicking and screaming, to the holodeck.”

“I neither kicked nor screamed,” Worf informed her archly.
“Had I done so, not you nor a hundred Betazoids could have
gotten me there.”
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“That would be the ceremony you wouldn’t let me come
to?” Alexander asked his father pointedly. “The one where you
said it was a lot of adults acting foolishly, and you didn’t want
to expose me to it?”’

He looked from Alexander to Troi, who was smirking in a
knowing manner, and then back to Alexander. “I do not recall
phrasing it in quite that manner.”

“It wasn’t especially flattering, however you phrased it,”
Alexander said.

“Worf, we can discuss it later. . ..

“No,” said Worf, suddenly feeling challenged, particularly
thanks to the way that Alexander was looking at him. He
turned to face Deanna and said, “What are you saying?”

“Worf, honestly, it—""

“Spell. It. Out.” There was an edge to his voice that hadn’t
been there before.

“Well, it . . .”” She cast about for the right words, and then
shrugged and decided simply to go with whatever occurred to
her. “You . . . tend to create shields around yourself. You don’t
let down your guard easily. And because of that, people—Alex-
ander, in this case—tend to magnify everything you say and
do. They get little to no feedback from you as to how you truly
feel or what you’re thinking. As a consequence, they tend to fill
in the blanks themselves. This can lead to misinterpretation,
hurt feelings . . . that sort of thing.”

“Of course I am guarded. I am Klingon. If we do not have
our guards up, we leave ourselves vulnerable to attack.”

“Only in a war.”

“Life,” Worf intoned, as if it had been drilled into him, “is a
war.”

“No,” Deanna shot back with surprising vehemence. “‘Life is
life. War is the loss of life. And I think you know the difference,
Worf . . . better than any other Klingon.” Then, as if caught off
guard at the stridency of her own reaction, she softened her
voice and said, “And I can think of no Klingon better suited to
teach that to Alexander than his father... provided, of
course, that you come to believe that.”
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“I believe that you believe it.”” He paused a moment and
then said, ‘“May I speak to you in private a moment, Coun-
selor?”

Deanna glanced over to Alexander, but he shrugged indiffer-
ently. “Don’t worry about me. I won’t run away,” he said with
bleak humor. “Not that I could even if I wanted to. . ..”

“All right,” she said, and she walked off with Worf. Alexan-
der watched them go and tried to figure out just what might be
on his father’s mind.

Deanna was doing much the same thing. Worf’s thoughts
seemed in a turmoil, which was somewhat surprising. More
often than not, his emotions were as straightforward as a
tossed spear. Also, when Worf walked he usually did so with
such long strides that Deanna had to scurry slightly to keep up.
This time, however, he automatically walked slowly enough
that she had no trouble pacing him. That alone was enough to
surprise her.

When they’d distanced themselves from Alexander, al-
though he was still within visual range, Worf faced her and
said, “Do you really feel that I have been ... distant?
Guarded?”

“I wouldn’t say so if I didn’t think it,” she replied. “‘I didn’t
mean it as a criticism, really, Worf. More of an observation
that you can simply take as you will.”

“Be that as it may, I find it disturbing that you would feel
that way. I have been endeavoring to be more . . .”” He hesi-
tated, as if he were about to utter a profanity against his will
and finally managed to eject the word. ““. . . vulnerable.”

“I’ve noticed. You’ve practically developed a soft, squooshy
center.”

“I am serious, Deanna.”

“I’'m sorry,” she said, physically wiping the smile off her
face. ““I shouldn’t joke.”

“I have been trying because of Alexander . . . and because of
you . .. but it has not been easy. Sometimes”—he presented
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his back to her so that she could not see the clear frustration in
his face—“I envy Data. In order to develop his personality, he
merely has to place a new chip in his head and he immediately
has the entire range of human emotions.”

“A situation that has been very difficult for him,” Troi
immediately pointed out. “Nothing worth having is ever easy,
Worf.”

“Concepts such as leaving oneself open to hurt, physically or
emotionally . . . or even humor . . . these are not simple things
to grasp. Not for me. I have strode two worlds for so many
years, you would think it would be second nature for me. But it
is not. Nothing is second nature, since I have never fully
decided upon what my first nature is.”

“Klingon by nature, human by nurture,” Deanna observed.
“I don’t envy you, Worf.”

“No. But you help me. For that . . . I thank you,” he said. As
she had earlier, this time he touched her face and she was
surprised at the gentleness of it. It was a stark contrast to the
roughness of his hand.

“You have such a sensitive touch,” she told him.

“Of course. Most Klingons do. It enables us to properly
search out pressure points, to stop the blood flow and disable
or kill an . . .” His voice trailed off as he saw her expression,
her skin paling slightly, the darkness in her eyes suddenly
looking much wider. “That was . . . the wrong thing to say,
wasn’t it?”

“It’s okay.” She patted him on the upper shoulder. “Fortu-
nately enough, when one is romantically involved with a
Klingon, one learns to have a sense of humor.”

“l have a sense of humor as well,” Worf told her. “It is

simply . . . dissimilar from yours.”
“Really. How dissimilar?”
“Well ... He gave it a moment’s thought. “There was a

time I attended an exhibition of proficiency with the bat’leth,”
he said, referring to the curved, formidable Klingon sword,
“being given by K’Plok, one of the foremost bat leth experts in
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the Klingon Empire. Unfortunately, K’Plok had a cold on the
scheduled day, but no self-respecting Klingon would cancel an
obligation simply over a minor illness. In any event, as he was
demonstrating the famed overhead reverse thrust, he sneezed
and accidentally cut off his own head.”

“Oh, my God,” gasped Deanna. “What did you do?”

“We laughed. It was the single longest, most sustained
laughter in the history of the empire. K’Plok was immortal-
ized as the greatest comedian ever known to Klingons. In fact,
his name was officially changed to K’Plop in our annals, in
commemoration of the sound his head made when it struck
the—"

She held up a hand. “I ... get the picture, Worf. And did
you truly think that was . . . funny?”

“If I did not think that, would I have kept the head when it
ricocheted and flew into my lap?”

At that, Deanna visibly blanched. “You . . . you didn’t . . .”

He paused only a moment, and then said, “That was a joke,
Deanna.”

She let out a sigh of relief that even resulted in a small
chuckle at the realization that he’d fooled her.

“You see?”” he pointed out triumphantly. “I do have a sense
of humor. I made you laugh.”

“Yes, you did.” She hugged him affectionately. “Go be with
your son now. I think he could use your company.”

“You are very likely right . . . as you often are.”

Worf headed off toward Alexander and, as he did so, made a
mental note to send word to the Klingon homeworld, where
many of his most treasured effects were in storage, and arrange
for the prompt disposal of the head of K’Plop before Deanna
found out. The Klingon Comedy Museum had been after him
to donate it for years anyway, since they had an understand-
able dearth of displays.

He passed Beverly Crusher, who was talking to Data. Data
appeared to be asking Crusher whether or not she had hap-
pened to see his cat in all of the confusion. Worf found
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it strange that, with everything that had happened, Data
was remotely concerned about some animal. He called out,
SiData: .

“Yes?” Data turned his attention to Worf as Beverly glanced
over her shoulder at him.

“Remember the other day? When you pushed the doctor
into the water?”’

NES

He stabbed a finger at Data. “That was funny. Damned
funny. And do not let anyone else tell you otherwise.” With
that, he walked off, leaving a slightly confused Data and a
rather teed-off Beverly Crusher.

The lake looked remarkably inviting.

The air was uncommonly warm. Deanna felt remarkably
grungy, what with the crash landing (but at least they’d landed,
dammit!) and her own overall sense of exhaustion. She had
been ministering to the needs of the crew for some time.
Rescue vessels were reportedly on their way, but—and it was
vanity, she hated to admit it—she was reaching a point where
she felt self-conscious just having people looking at her. She
felt so disgusting, so . . .

“Yucch.” She studied her reflection in the water and shook
her head, discouraged. She picked up a few palmsful of water
and splashed them on her face, but all she managed to do was
take the dirt smears on her face and transform them into larger
dirt smears. Meantime she became aware that there were no
sounds nearby. Everyone was quiet, tended to. She wasn’t
particularly needed at that moment, and she was reasonably
sure the area was secluded. Then again, it wasn’t as if Deanna
Troi were the most modest individual in the galaxy in any
event. Even if she was discovered paddling around, well . . .
she had certainly attended her share of Betazoid marriages,
during which the bride, the groom, and all the guests tradition-
ally go naked. In fact, she had met William T. Riker, second-
in-command of the Enterprise, at one of those exact functions.

And the water, to her surprise, was actually fairly warm.
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There was probably an underground spring somewhere helping
to heat it up. )

“Oh, why not?” she said to no one in particular. Within a
minute, her uniform lay in a crumpled heap on the shore and
Deanna was paddling through the water with quick, sure
strokes. The moment that she submerged, she felt revitalized.
She burst from the water, throwing her head back, droplets
spraying the air, and she laughed joyously, just happy to be
alive.

She sensed that she was not alone before she saw him. But
the moment she sensed it, she knew who it was.

“Counselor,” came the amused voice of William Riker, “I
believe that you’re ever-so-slightly out of uniform.”

She dove beneath the surface again, turning around under
water and coming back up facing the direction from which the
voice had originated. She rubbed the water from her eyes and
saw Riker seated on a large rock overlooking the lake. He was
grinning widely and had her uniform neatly folded in his lap.

“You should try it yourself, Will,” she suggested with
merriment twinkling in her eye. “The water truly is won-
derful.”

“Oh ... I don’t think so. Thanks all the same.”

At the far end of the lake, water cascaded down via a rather
impressive-looking waterfall. As Troi backstroked in a most
relaxed manner, she called out, “Does any of this remind you
of anything?”

He looked around a moment, trying to think what she might
be getting at, and then he laughed as he realized. “The Janaran
Falls, in the Jalara jungle back on Betazed. How could I forget?
It was after I'd rescued you from the Sindareen raiders, and we
were heading back to the rendezvous point. Trip should have
taken us three days, even though we were on foot. Took us
five.”

“Well, we kept getting . . . distracted,” Troi said teasingly.
“And we spent most of our last day at the falls.”

“I don’t know about you, but in my case, it was because I
wasn’t particularly anxious to leave.”
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I felt the same way. Gods, we were so young, Will. We knew
nothing about anything.” She floated in place, treading water.
“It seemed like we had all the time in the world. Who knew it
would be the last time we’d see each other for so many years.”

“Well . . . technically, it wasn’t,” Riker reminded her.
“Unfortunately, everything that happened after that was . . .
well .. .”

She winced, remembering. After they’d been picked up from
the jungle, the young Deanna—under pressure from her
mother—had broken off her involvement with Riker. The
sudden turnaround in the relationship had hit Riker hard, and
unfortunately for the both of them, he had done something
typically male: knocked back a few drinks and fallen into bed
with a rather nubile and willing young woman. And Troi, who
had only hours before defiantly declared her independence
from her mother’s suffocating demands, had found the two of
them together, and stormed off, hurt and angry. Had Riker
remained on Betazed, they might have had the time to try and
straighten things out. But such was not to be the case, as Riker
had received his new shipboard assignment. There had been a
fleeting reunion at a Betazed art museum before Riker had left,
but it had been all too brief and unsatisfying. Once aboard his
new ship, Riker had sent her a message, asking her to meet him
on Risa some weeks later so they could take one last shot at
salvaging their relationship. But the rendezvous was never
kept . . . and they had lost touch until their unexpected reun-
ion on the Enterprise years later.

“Funny that you remember that so clearly,” she said. “Tom
didn’t.”

“Tom? Oh.” He got that frown then that usually crossed his
face whenever the name of Tom Riker was brought up. Even
though he was another person ...he was also the same
person. It was something that Riker didn’t particularly like to
dwell upon. “Did you have to bring him up?” asked Riker. “I
mean, things were going so . . .”” He paused and forced a smile.
“. .. swimmingly.”
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“I'm sorry, Will,” Deanna said, aware that she’d made him
feel uncomfortable. “I didn’t mean to . . .”

“It’s all right,” he told her, waving it off. “So Tom didn’t
remember anything that happened after the Janaran Falls?”

“Oh, I assume he did. When he said nothing of it, though, I
chose not to point it out. It seemed . . . inappropriate, some-
how. Perhaps even a little sad. It was likely a deliberate effort
on his part not to dwell on it as well. He had a good deal of
time on his own down on Nervala Four, and he claimed to have
spent much of it thinking about me.”

“I have no doubt,” Riker said with raised eyebrow.

“So he probably idealized our relationship; chose to focus on
the positive and pleasant memories rather than the . ..”

“Tragic conclusion?”

He said it with a good deal of humor, but there was
something more to his tone that Deanna sensed very clearly.
Plus, if there was any individual for whom she had an instant
intuition for what he was thinking, it was . . .

“. .. Worf?”

She blinked herself back to attention, realizing that the
warm water and her own ponderings had prompted her to
mentally drift. Riker had been saying something, and the last
word was the name of the ship’s resident Klingon officer. “I'm
sorry . . . 7’ she asked, admitting tacitly her distracted state.

“I was endeavoring,” he sighed, “to make a ham-handed
change in the conversation. So I was asking how things are
going between you and Worf.”

“Oh. Fine. Very well.”

“I understand,” and suddenly he was grinning in a devilish
manner, “that Klingons read and write poetry during . . .”

“Will!” Her face flushed slightly although she was, at the
same time, slightly amused. “I don’t see that as any of your
business. Unless, of course,” she added after a moment’s
hesitation, “you feel your own abilities as a poet are being
threatened. We were just talking about the falls. You wrote the
poem there, remember? The poem.”
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He put his face in his hands. “Good lord, I'm never going to
live that down. It was so awful. .. .”

“You keep saying that! It was not awful. It was beautiful.”
Her gaze softened at the recollection. ““‘I hold you close to
me...”

“You still remember the first line?”
“The first line?”” And without hesitation, she recited:

“I hold you close to me.

Feel the breath of you, and the wonder of you

And remember a time

Without you

But only as one would remember

A bleak and distant nightmare

And you shudder against me in your sleep

Do you share the memory with me of dark times past?
And you smile

Do you share the memory of times to come?

The future holds such promise

And just as I cannot imagine how I survived the past
Without you

I cannot imagine a future

Without you.”

Riker stared at her in wonderment, shaking his head slowly.
“I can’t believe it. I can’t believe you remember every line. I
feel as if I wrote it a lifetime ago.”

“In many ways . . . you did. I, uhm . . . I think I'd best be
getting out now.”

“Shall I turn around?”

“That would be the considerate course of action.”

“All right.” Riker got to his feet and turned completely
around in a circle, so that he was facing her again just
as she was about to emerge from the water. He grinned lop-
sidedly.
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“You're a riot, Commander,” Deanna said with just a touch
of scold in her voice. And then, boldly, she emerged from the
water.

Immediately Riker turned away, placing her uniform on the
ground behind him. “My, my, Commander . . . becoming shy
in your old age?”” Deanna’s voice floated to him. “It’s not as if I
have anything you haven’t seen before.”

“True. But it’s just a matter of . .. of decorum,” he said
after a moment of searching for the right word. “After all, you
and Worf are a couple now, and I... well, it’s just... it
wouldn’t be appropriate for me to be ogling you.”

“‘Ogling’? Are you saying the sight of me naked would
contain some prurient interest to you? Would be stimulating in
some manner?”’

“No, I'm not saying that at all,” he briskly and rather
ineffectively lied. And he had the sick feeling that she saw
through the lie since, of course, attempting to dissemble with
an empath was generally an exercise in futility. “I can . . .” He
cleared this throat, which was problematic considering that at
the moment he felt as if there was too much blood in it. “I can
admire your. .. figure...in the same way that I would
admire any naturally crafted work of art.”

“Why Commander, you flatterer!”

“I have my moments. The point is...” He heard the
rustling of her clothing as she dressed, and endeavored to block
it out. Searching for the right angle to come at it, he said, “I
would just feel intrusive, that’s all.”

“I notice that you didn’t feel so intrusive that you refused to
sit by while I bathed.”

“Old times’ sake,” he said quickly. “I admit, this place
reminded me a bit of the Jalara jungle. I succumbed to
nostalgia; hardly a capital offense. Besides, the bottom line
is . . . how do you think Worf would feel if I started rhapsodiz-
ing about your body?”

“That’s a good point,” she admitted. “You can turn around
now, Commander. And this time, one hundred and eighty
degrees should suffice.”
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He did as she said. She was busy shaking out her hair, which
was already beginning to dry in the warmth of the air and sun.
Her uniform was still a bit ragged, but at least she was looking
refreshed. “Your concern over Worf’s sensibilities is very
commendable, Will. But I am a bit concerned about yours.”

“Mine? Deanna, we’ve been through this . . .”

“I know, Will. We’ve been through .. .a good deal. And
I...” She hesitated, looking down. Very softly, she said,
“Sometimes I think that we spend so much time telling each
other that our relationship won’t. .. shouldn’t... be
rekindled . . . that it’s . . .”

“What?” he gently prompted her after a moment. He went to
her, took her hands firmly in his. “What are you saying?”’

She looked up at him with eyes that were deep pools in
which he could have paddled forever. “Do we keep saying these
things . . . because we believe it ... or because we want to
believe it? Because if we face the alternative, then we face the
fact that we’ve wasted years that we could have been together.”

It was a simple, casual, and calm observation, but it struck
deeply into Riker’s heart. Suddenly his lips felt very dry.

“Ow,” said Deanna, and Riker realized that he was, all
unawares, squeezing her hands far too tightly.

Quickly he released his hold on her and turned away from
her. He straightened his jacket in unconscious imitation of a
gesture he’d seen Picard make so many times. “Deanna . . . at
this point, there’s really nothing to discuss beyond simple
friendship, because there are cther considerations. Worf, in
particular, who is as decent and honest a man as I've ever
known . .. who will love you and protect you . .. anything
that I might say which would lead us down a different path
would have an effect on him, and on Alexander, who I know
absolutely adores you. I can’t operate without taking others
into consideration.”

“*No man is an island,”” Deanna quoted ruefully.

“Donne.”

“For the moment,” she said.
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He frowned, not understanding, and then the puzzlement
cleared. “I mean John Donne. He wrote that poem.”

“So he did.” Deanna laughed. “I'm sorry, I was . .. never
mind.” Then her expression drew serious. “Will ... I'm
just . .. feeling a bit confused at the moment. Conflicted.
You’re saying one thing, you’re saying another, and I sense that
there’s more, that . ..”

“Deanna . ..in many ways...I will always love you.
Just...Imnot...”

His combadge beeped. Never before had he felt so relieved
at that sound. He tapped the badge and said briskly, “Riker
here.#

“The rescue vessels are approaching, Number One,” came
the crisp voice of the captain of the Enterprise . . . or, more
precisely, of what was left of the Enterprise. “If you desire to
have a final look around, now would be the time.”

“I appreciate the suggestion, Captain ... more than you
know. Riker out.” He turned to Deanna and said, “We should
really go.”

“Will . . .”

“Deanna . . .” His instinct was to reach for her shoulders, to
look her squarely in the eyes, but he realized that—for
whatever reason—he couldn’t do it. So he said simply,
“There’s nothing that we’re going to say to each other now that
we haven’t said before. The bottom line is, you’re happy with
Worf now. You love him, don’t you?”’

“I...yes.Yes,I...Ido...”

“That’s it, then.” With that, he turned and headed back
toward the wreckage of the fallen Enterprise.

But that’s not it! Deanna wanted to shout after him. What-
ever her feelings for Worf, whatever she and Riker said their
feelings were for each other, she still felt as if there was much
that was being left unsaid. It was a singularly frustrating state
of mind for her. Here she was, the ship’s counselor, ostensibly
trained in helping others sort out their feelings. And yet for
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CHAPTER 3

WOrf was helping to oversee the orderly beaming up of the
Enterprise crewmen to their respective ships. Everything was
proceeding in a straightforward fashion, exactly as he would
have expected it to. Some were heading to the saucer section in
a final attempt to salvage belongings and, in a few cases, simply
to try to find something to bring along as a reminder.

He was also rather pleased—although naturally he would
never have admitted it—that Alexander had refused to go on
ahead of him. The young Klingon was remaining determinedly
by his father’s side as others of the crew made their way to the
beam-up sites.

“Why are people going in groups, Father?”” Alexander asked
as he watched people assemble at the sites. “The rescue ships
could just bring people up from wherever they’re standing.”

“True. But this way close friends and families, of course,
were able to stay together rather than be split up between ships
and have to wait for a subsequent reunion,” Worf explained.

“Oh.”

Alexander sounded very distracted when he said it. It was
surprising how much hidden meaning a one-syllable word—
“Oh”—could carry with it.
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“Is there something on your mind, Alexander?”

“No,” Alexander quickly replied.

Worf made the impatient grunting noise that Alexander
recognized only too well. “Alexander . . . you know that I have
little patience with trying to extract information. With a hot
light and an agonizer stick, I could easily rip your concerns
from your screaming throat. That is not, however, good
parenting . . . so I am told.” As always, he spoke with such a
grim mien that it was difficult for Alexander to tell just how
serious he was. He certainly sounded serious. “In any event,”
continued Worf, “obfuscation is not the Klingon way.”

“And do we only do things if they are the Klingon way?”

“What do you mean?”’

Alexander looked off in the direction of the fallen saucer
section. Worf had seen Deanna Troi head in there a few
minutes earlier. Her hair had looked slightly damp, which he’d
considered a bit odd, but beyond that she seemed rather
peaceful, even happy. That was how she always seemed, in fact.
That alone made her almost the polar opposite of him.

“Deanna is not very . . . Klingon,” Alexander said. Appar-
ently he’d seen her, too.

“That is true. She is as ‘un-Klingon’ as one could be and still
be sentient.”

“Why do you love her, Father?”

Worf bristled. “It is... not appropriate that we discuss
these things.”

“Not appropriate? Father ... we’ve discussed war from
every possible angle. We’ve discussed honor, tradition, combat
tactics. I know how to kill someone fourteen different ways

with my bare hands . . . at least, in theory. But how to love
someone . . . especially someone so different . . .”” He gestured
helplessly.

Worf looked at the urgency in his son’s eyes. “These are . . .
these are not matters that come easily to me in terms of
discussion, Alexander.”

“I know that. Believe me, I know.”
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Alexander turned away from his father then and went back
to watching the families gathering for rescue. Worf watched
them, too, and he found himself studying them closely, as if he
were an anthropologist observing the activities of another
species. In a way, that was rather appropriate. He was another
species, after all, and humanity was a race that he was still
striving mightily to understand.

He watched the families. He watched the parents helping the
children along, watched the mothers singing songs with the
sons, the fathers carrying their little girls riding on their
shoulders. He saw a set of parents dangling their giggling three-
year-old between them, swinging the child like a pendulum,
and the child let out a squeal of glee.

He knew that he and Alexander were a family, just as equal
to and legitimate as any other family unit aboard the Enter-
prise. There were all manner of families besides the rather
simplistic mother, father, child . . .

And vyet . ..

And yet ... in that very simplicity, there was a sort of
elegance. Worf and Alexander as a family didn’t seem
wrong . . . and yet, a mother and father and child seemed
SO . .. SO right.

“I envy them,” Alexander said.

It was as if he had been reading his father’s mind, as if he’d
been completely keyed in to what Worf was thinking. Never-
theless, it was Worf’s nature to be cautious and less than
forthcoming. So, guardedly, he said, “Envy them? In what
way?”’

“Well, look at them! Look how happy they are.”

““Are you not happy, Alexander?”

A dozen emotions seemed to play across Alexander’s face all
at once. It was as if he had no clear idea how to answer the
question. Then, finally, he simply nodded and said, “Yes,
Father. I am happy.”

“But you could be happier.”

“Which of us couldn’t?” Alexander asked reasonably. He
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hesitated and then, summoning the nerve to return to his
earlier line of questioning, he said, It is just that . . . you’ve
spoken to me in the past of my mother. K’Ehleyr was a
warrior.”

“A magnificent warrior.” He felt his chest swelling with
inexplicable pride just thinking about her. Then he stopped
and looked at Alexander in confusion. ““You speak as if you did
not know her.” When his son did not respond immediately,
Worf prompted, ‘“‘Alexander?”

“Iam . ..” It seemed to Worf that Alexander appeared to be
struggling, forcing the words from him. “I am . . . forgetting
things. I cannot recall her voice as clearly as I did. She had a
way of looking at me when she was very angry, and another
when she was very loving, and I can’t quite . . . see them. It’s
as if it’s blurry.”

“You are seeing it through the haze of time,” Worf said
regretfully. “Time tends to blur memories. Especially consid-
ering you were so young when you had them.”

“What if I forget her completely?”

“You will not. I am sure of that.”

“Well, I’'m glad you’re sure, Father. I’'m not. So why
Deanna?”

The sudden shift in topic, or angle back to an earlier topic,
caught Worf off guard for a moment. “What?”

“Deanna. Even those memories I do have of my mother . . .
they’re so dissimilar from Deanna Troi. Why would you find
yourself drawn to someone who is so different from K’Ehleyr?
Is it deliberate?”

“Deliberate?” Worf’s face darkened. “Are you implying that
[ did not have genuine feelings for your mother? Or that I am
trying to forget her by becoming involved with someone who is
her antithesis?”

“I'm saying . ..” Alexander began to look frustrated. I
don’t know what I'm saying! I have everything all mixed up in
my head, and I don’t know what to say first! [ can’t . . . I can’t
choose, [ can’t . ..”

The boy was practically trembling in bafflement, trying to
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articulate all of the feelings that were tumbling around in him.
Worf found himself easily able to sympathize. “Alexander . . .
you have been through much. I understand. Believe it or
not . .. I do.” Worf was accustomed to standing, oftentimes
rather stiffly, but now he actually sat next to his son, trying his
best to look relaxed. “They are very different, your mother and
Deanna. Very different. But different is not automatically bad
or inferior.”

“That’s not always what you’ve told me, though.”

“What do you mean?”’

“Well . . . when you speak of the Klingon way of doing
things . . . you talk about it with such pride, and so forcefully.
You make it seem so obvious that the Klingon way is the best
way.”

“It is the best way . . .”

“You see?”

“For Klingons.”

“But you were raised by humans, Father. And I lived with
them, too, for a while. Are you telling me that everything they
taught you, and me . . . was inferior? Was wrong?”

Worf’s mouth opened for a moment, and then closed. His
eyes narrowed, and for a second Alexander suddenly thought
that he was in a world of trouble. But then, to his surprise,
Worf looked down and slowly shook his head. When he looked
up again, there was a hint of amusement in his eyes.

“Alexander,” he told him, “do not be concerned that you are
going to forget your mother. In many respects, you are your
mother. If we sparred physically, I would invariably be the
victor. But Kahless help me if we were involved in a battle of
wits or an argument, because your mother was merciless and I
never, ever, won.”

“Mother told me she had beaten you in combat at arms on a
couple of occasions.”

“Well,” Worf sniffed pridefully, “I would not wish to defame
your mother’s memory by implying that she was less than
honest. Let us simply say that she remembers matters differ-
ently than 1.”
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“All right, Father. And . .. it’s okay. I understand why you
have trouble discussing all this.”

“Do you?”

“Love is . . . well, it’s not a trait that we Klingons embrace,
especially.”

“You do not think so?”

“Well . .. no. I mean . . . it is one of the gentlest emotions,
and we are many things, Father, but gentle we most certainly
are not.”

“Alexander,” Worf said as he leaned forward, suddenly
struck with the notion of how to explain it. “I have taught you
that, in combat situations, you must approach different foes in
different ways. A Romulan fights differently than a Klingon, a
Klingon differently than a Tellarite, and so on. Have I not?”’

“Yes, Father.”

“It is different forms of combat but, nonetheless, it is still a
battle. Just approached in varying manners. Correct?”’

“Yes, Father,” Alexander said again.

“Well . . . my feelings for K’Ehleyr and Deanna are much
the same. In both cases, it is love. It is just in different ways.”

“So love,” Alexander began to comprehend, “is very much
like war . . . except that no one tries to kill each other.”

“Actually,” Worf admitted, “there are many instances where
love results in war...in romantic triangles that turn
deadly . . . and even in death as angry lovers or jealous suitors
turn against each other with fatal results.”

“If that’s the case . .. why, then . .. we Klingons can, and
should, be the greatest lovers in the galaxy!”

Worf patted him on the back. ““At last . . . you understand.”

“But Father . . . you’ve had me read so many books on the
Klingon way . . . and I've seen nothing on love and its link
with war and death.”

After considering that for a moment, Worf said, ““I suggest
you read the works of Shakespeare . . . preferably in the origi-
nal Klingon. You will find Romeo and Juliet, in particular,
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most instructive. Warring houses, murder, suicide . . . I tell
you, Alexander . . . it makes you proud to be a Klingon.”

The search had been successful.

Deanna had come upon Data as he was making a last-ditch
effort to locate his missing pet. Even though she felt there
was little hope, she had agreed to aid the android. To her
surprise, they had actually managed to find the feline that
Data had mysteriously dubbed “Spot.” As he held the ani-
mal close, Deanna said in amusement, “Another family re-
united.”

Then, to her astonishment, she felt something empathically
from Data.

It surprised her completely, because the emotionless android
had always been unreadable. From an empathic point of view,
he might as well have been a black hole. But now that he was
operating with a chip that provided him with human feelings,
she was sensing an entire range of emotions rippling out from
him. It was as if, in a way, he had literally just sprung into
existence for her. “Data? Are . . . you all right?”

Data was sobbing uncontrollably as he held the cat tight. I
am uncertain, Counselor. I am happy to see Spot . . . yet I am
crying. Perhaps the chip is malfunctioning.”

She smiled. “I think it’s working perfectly.”

“Hello, Spot,” Data said cheerfully as they made their way
out of the ship’s wreckage and toward one of the rendezvous
points. Since both his hands were occupied with the cat, he did
the best he could wiping the tears away from his eyes with his
elbows. “I do not understand, Counselor. Why would I cry . . .
if I am happy?”

“Tears are a natural reaction to all strong emotions, Data,
not just grief. It’s triggered by extremes. Happiness, love,
anger . . . any of those can prompt tears.”

“So it is somewhat all-purpose, then.”

“That’s correct.”
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“Then how do you know which emotion is prompting the
outburst? And how do others know?”
“Trust me: You’ll know. And so will they.”

Riker caught a glimpse of Deanna and Data as they made
their way out to the rendezvous point. He noticed that Data
was carrying his cat and made a mental note that the final
missing crewman— Spot—had been located. Another trauma
avoided.

At that particular moment, Riker was walking out onto the
remains of the bridge with Captain Jean-Luc Picard. For one
morbid moment, Riker considered suggesting that Picard take
his beloved fish—who had not survived the crash—and feed
them to Spot so that they wouldn’t go to waste. But a better
impulse prevented him from doing so.

Having just recovered his photo album, Picard was waxing
philosophical about mortality and legacies. “What we leave
behind is not as important as how we’ve lived. After all,
Number One, we’re only mortal.”

“Speak for yourself, sir,” Riker said proudly. “I plan to live
forever.”

Riker then drifted over toward the command chair, which
lay damaged and unusable. ““I always thought I’d get a shot at
this chair one day,” he sighed.

He waited for Picard to say, You want it? It’s all yours. Take it
as a souvenir. It will go wonderfully with your carpeting. But the
good captain was a bit too serious-minded an individual to be
quite so flippant about something so important to him. Instead
he said, “Perhaps you still will. Somehow, I doubt that this will
be the last ship to carry the name Enterprise.” He tapped his
combadge and said, “Picard to Farragut. Two to beam up.”

Within moments, they had dematerialized and then reap-
peared aboard the Farragut. What followed then was the
standard battery of debriefings, meetings, and preliminary
investigations that were SOP where the destruction of a
starship and loss of command was involved. Riker was utterly
confident that Picard, naturally, would have no problems and
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come off from the incident spotlessly. He was less sanguine
about himself; after all, he was the one who had been in
command when the ship had crashed.

To that end, Riker met with Geordi La Forge in the tempo-
rary quarters he’d been given aboard the Farragut. They went
over the final hours of the Enterprise minute by minute, trying
to determine if there was anything that anyone could have
done to prevent the great ship’s destruction. The conclusion
they reached was that, in fact, the answer was no.

It was not a conclusion that Riker was especially happy
about. He shook his head in frustration and said, I still feel
that there should have been something . . . something I could
have done. . . .”

“Don’t do that to yourself, Commander, I'm telling you,”
Geordi said. “There’s absolutely no point to it. Once the warp-
core breach began, I couldn’t stop it. And I was right down
there. What could you, up on the bridge, have been expected to
do?”

“I don’t know, Geordi. Perhaps the events leading up to it
could have been avoided—"

“Commander . . . you’ll make yourself crazy if you keep
thinking that. Don’t go looking for someone to blame.” With a
ragged grin, he added, “That’s Starfleet’s job.”

“Thanks, Geordi. I feel so much better now.”

“You know what’ll make you feel so much better? Trip to
Ten-Forward. It’s not as nice as the Enterprise’s, of course . . .
but it’ll take the sting off.”

“You, Mr. La Forge, have got yourself a deal.” He slapped
his knees briskly and rose.

“Commander . . . pardon my asking, but . . . is everything
okay? I mean, aside from the obvious problems, that is.”

“Yes. Why?”

“Well, you . . . you sound distracted, that’s all.”

“I do?” He shrugged. “Deanna why I would be. Come on,
let’s have that drink.”

“Pardon? What did you say?” Geordi was looking at him
with a tilted head and a most peculiar frown.
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] said, ‘Come on, let’s have that drink.””

“No, before that.”

“I ...” Riker looked confused. “Geordi, I wasn’t expecting
a quiz....”

“You said, ‘Deanna why I would be.

“What? What’s that supposed to mean?”’

“I don’t know, Commander! You said it.”

“No, I didn’t.”” He frowned, and then his face cleared. “Oh. I
said, ‘Don’t know why I would be.””

But Geordi shook his head with certainty. “No, you said,
‘Deanna why I would be.””

“Geordi, don’t be ridiculous! It doesn’t make sense! It’s not
even a sentence! Subject, verb, object. Simple way to compose
a sentence. ‘Deanna why I would be’ doesn’t mean anything.”

“Maybe it does to you,” suggested Geordi.

Riker let out a long, frustrated sigh. “Geordi . . . let’s go. I
think you need that drink more than I do.”

i

Deanna sat in the Farragut’s lounge, looking out at the stars
as they hurtled past, and for the first time in a long time she felt
adrift. She was now faced with the inescapable: The time with
her extended family was ticking down. It bothered her that it
bothered her. She was, after all, a Starfleet professional. She
went where she was told, and served the needs of Starfleet to
the best of her ability. For that matter, as a counselor, she was
obligated to maintain a professional detachment at all times.
She should not be letting herself get so close to the crew of the
Enterprise that it would hurt when she left them. Yet that was
precisely what had occurred. She had let them get too close, let
them get to her, get under her skin. There was something to be
said for that, she supposed. It was a measure of her compassion
and her empathy. But now there was going to be a price for that
empathy.

There was irony to it as well, for she realized that they would
very likely not be dwelling on her as much as she would be on
them. To all of them, she was simply one individual. But she
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had come to think of them as one great whole. Her crew. Her
people. It was the height of egocentricity, she decided, to
become as possessive as all that. It was inappropriate, and not
in their best interest, and it sure as hell wasn’t in her best
interest.

She had to detach herself. Had to separate, had to be alone
with herself . . .

“May I join you?”

She turned in her seat and looked up at Worf standing
behind her. “You should not,” he continued, “‘be seated in that
fashion.”

“What fashion?”

“With your back to the door. It is wise to have a clear view of
the door at all times, in the event that there is an unexpected
threat.”

“You’ll protect me, Worf,” she said with exaggerated breath-
lessness, as if she were the heroine of some romantic melo-
drama.

Worf didn’t so much as crack a smile. “Of course I will,”” he
said matter-of-factly. He stepped around to the other side of
the table and sat down opposite her.

“How is Alexander?”

“He is resting comfortably. I am appreciative of the aid that
you extended to him. I shall not forget it.”

“It was nothing.”

“No . .. it was most definitely something.” He leaned for-
ward, his scowl deepening. “There is a matter I need to discuss
with you.”

She quickly discerned that it was something of a very grave
nature. One didn’t need to be an empath to figure it out; his
overall demeanor was more than enough to signal to her that
there were very dire matters waiting to be discussed. Was there
more to Alexander’s condition than Worf had been willing to
admit? Or was there some political crisis with the Klingons
that would need to be attended to? “What is it, Worf?”’ she
asked worriedly.
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“It has to do with . . . an arrangement.”

“An arrangement?” She was lost. “You mean, like...a
flower arrangement?”’

“No. An arrangement having to do with us.”

“Oh.” She was no closer to understanding what he was
talking about than she had been when he first sat down. “What
did you have in mind?”

“It has to do with life and war.”

“It does?” Her eyebrows were so high in puzzlement that
they were bumping up against her hairline. “Does this have to
do with a last will?”

“No...not that at all. Deanna...” He interlaced his
fingers, and the depth of his glowering was Deanna’s tip-off
that he was thinking extremely hard. . . . life is very much

like a war. It has to be approached with planning and strategy.
You have to anticipate that which may be thrown into your
path, make optimum use of your resources and ... most
importantly . . . you must have solid allies and a firm army at
your back.”

“All right,” she said slowly. “I’'m with you so far. I don’t
especially pretend to understand where this is going, but I'm
with you.”

“I consider you a most valuable ally. You . . . you anticipate
my concerns. You understand my strategies. You support
me . . . even if you feel that my plans are wrongheaded or
inappropriate. But you are not afraid to let your sentiments be
known if you feel that I am acting in a counterproductive
manner. I do not intimidate you.”

“It takes all my self-control,” Deanna said. “Normally one
look of disapproval from you makes me weak at the knees and
I just want to crawl under a chair and expire.”

For a moment he was rather pleased to hear it, but then he
said after due consideration, “You were being ironic.”

“Actually it was more like sarcastic, but ironic is close
enough.”

She laughed softly, and he noted that her shoulders shook
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slightly as she did so. He realized that even the most casual
movement of her body seemed like poetry to him.

“Worf”’—and she placed a slender hand on his—‘“what is
this about?”

“Alexander likes you.”

“I like him, too,” she said. “He doesn’t have it easy. He’s
trying to stride two cultures, and I know from personal
experience how difficult that can be. You should be proud of
him.”

“I am. And I believe that you have been a very positive
influence on him. You listen to him.”

“So do you.”

Worf shook his head. “Not always. Not at first, certainly.
You taught me how. You taught me to realize when he was not
saying what was on his mind, rather than accepting his words
at face value. You taught me to probe. And even now . . . it
takes me tremendous effort to listen patiently to the boy
Frequently I find myself frustrated. But you do it so effort-
lessly. He knows that. I believe that is part of why he feels so
affectionately toward you.”

“As I do with him. And with his father,” she added.

“Indeed. And how his father . . . that is to say, how I . ..
feel about you.” He growled angrily to himself. “I am doing
this very badly.”

“Doing what? We’re having a very nice conversation about
feelings. I know that’s not necessarily the thing you’re most
comfortable discussing, but I'm proud of you for the effort. It’s
sincerely made.”

“It is not simply a matter of discussing things. It is...”

“War?” she prompted.

“Yes. That is right. And I would like to . . .” He searched for
the right words. “I wish to formalize our alliance.”

She stared at him for a long moment, completely clueless as
to what he could possibly be talking about. And then it hit her
like a ten-ton anvil. Her eyes went wide, her jaw slack. “Worf,
are you . . . are you asking me to . . . ?”
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“If you laugh . . .” Worf cautioned her.

“No! No, I...Iwouldn’t think of laughing! ’'m . . . I just, I
don’t know what to say. . ..”

“The preferred response to a marriage proposal is ‘Yes.””

She sat back in her seat as if rocked. ““A marriage proposal.
Worf, I ... Iwon’t lie to you. I never could lie to you, really. I
love you, you know that, and I think you love me. . ..”

“Yes.” He didn’t sound particularly loving. It was more
matter-of-fact. But it was enough that he’d said it.

“Still, for all that ... Worf ... may I ask what prompted
this?”

“More self-examination?”

“If you hope to be married to me, you’d better get used to
i

“A valid point.” He still had one hand tightly wrapped in
hers. The other he drummed thoughtfully on the table. “‘I have
been observing families . . . seen what they have to offer one
another. Mother, father, child . . . I consider it a reasonable
and intelligent situation. Not the only viable one, but it
may very well be the ideal one. We complement each other
well, Deanna. We function well as a team. And Alexander
deserves . . .”” He took a deep breath. . . . he deserves better
than for me to be his sole influence.”

“Oh, Worf . . . don’t sell yourself short. . ..”

“I do not. In fact, quite the opposite. I have a rather high
opinion of my abilities as an officer and as an individual. I have
my failings, Deanna, but false modesty is not one of them.”

“Yes, so I’ve noticed.”

“More sarcasm. It does not suit you.”

“Sorry.” She kept her lips pursed and a determinedly serious
expression on her face.

“It is my opinion that whatever qualities I have are due to
the exposure I had to a multiplicity of backgrounds. The galaxy
is too small for isolationism. The more Alexander knows, the
better he will be able to serve others and himself. And I ...”

“Yes? What about you? Thus far we’ve spoken almost
entirely about Alexander. What about you, Worf?”
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“I...do not wish to be without you. Deanna,” he said,
looking her levelly in the eyes, “I know that I am not exactly
the sort of mate that the average Betazoid dreams of. Has
nightmares of, perhaps, but does not dream of. But I am
stronger with you than without you, and I would like to think
you feel the same way about me.”

“I do feel that way, Worf. But it’s such a major commit-
ment . . . and everything is so much in flux right now . . .”

“Precisely my point. At a time when matters are in flux, that
is the moment when security should be grabbed. A security
that we can offer one another . .. and, together, offer Alex-
ander.”
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“I do not need an immediate answer,” Worf told her, “but it
would be preferable. For I know that an answer given now
would be one given by your heart . . . and I would find that
much easier to accept, no matter what the answer was, than
one that required overintellectualization.”

What he said struck a cord. She remembered when she had
first met Will Riker, years ago, and how he had accused her at
the time of overanalyzing things to death. Of being incapable
of acting on impulse or with emotion, which was peculiar
considering that she was someone who was supposed to
understand emotion so thoroughly. . . .

Riker.

My God, she thought, I'm in the middle of a marriage
proposal . . . and I'm still thinking about Will.

This was madness. All the time that they had spent together
on the Enterprise, all the back-and-forth, and the suggestions,
and the one step forward, two step back . .. all of it, really,
amounted to nothing except pleasant memories of a relation-
ship that had long ago cooled. Yet she realized, with startling
clarity, that she was still holding on to it in some measure, deep
down, for one of the simplest and most obvious of reasons:

Imzadi.

They were Imzadi.
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They were Imzadi, and they were supposed to be together.

But life, as an Earth musician had said several centuries
earlier, was what happened to you while you were making
other plans. Life for Riker and Troi had taken them in other
directions, and although there had been some dalliances and
some rekindling here and there, the fire had never been fanned
once more into full blaze.

With Worf, though, love burned very hot indeed. Worf did
nothing in half measures, and although he had obvious trouble
discussing things such as feelings, he nonetheless loved her
with the type of all-consuming passion that she had once
thought Riker felt for her, and she for him. The very thought of
it made her heart pound, made her realize just how much she
was missing.

And he was right. They were about to be cut adrift. Who
knew where Starfleet would send them? Who knew if they
would be reunited or sent in different directions? Requests
could be put in, strings could be pulled, but in the final analysis
no one knew anything for sure. Deanna had felt as if every-
thing was slipping through her fingers, and here was an
opportunity being given her to have something permanent,
something real.

It’s crazy, an inner voice cautioned her. Marry for the right
reasons, not because you're scared of being alone.

But she was not afraid of solitude, of that she was quite
positive. Being on her own, being alone with her thoughts . . .
these were not things that held any trepidation for Deanna
Troi. She was an independent, secure, self-sufficient woman.
She had nothing to prove.

Why marry Worf?

She loved him, and he loved her. And she loved Alexander,
too, or at least was reasonably sure she did. They had good
chemistry, he was dependable and brave and would willingly
lay down his life for her, although heaven forbid it would ever
come to that; it was simply an indicator of the depth of his
feelings for her. From a purely social growth point of view, he
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was an up-and-coming officer in Starfleet. They would be able
to be assigned to the same ship.

Why not marry Worf?

It might still be too soon, the relationship too young.

But she had known him for so long. He wasn’t a stranger. He
wasn’t . . .

Imzadi . . .

The word came unbidden to her once more, and with almost
physical effort she pushed it away.

“Yes.” She didn’t say it so much as blurt it out, and a look of
surprise crossed her face.

“Did . . . did you say, ‘Yes’?” Worf asked, leaning forward
and tilting his head slightly as if he needed to hear her better.

“I...I did, yes.” Now that she had made the reply, she
instantly felt as if a weight had been lifted from her. ““Yes. Yes,
Worf . . . I will marry you. . ..”

Worf leaped to his feet, slapping the table with enthusiasm,
and shouting, “Yes! She said yes! We are engaged!”

And that was when Worf saw Commander Riker.

Riker was at a table halfway across the room. He was half
standing, clearly in the act of rising from the table at which
Geordi La Forge was also sitting. And he had frozen in
position, his face completely inscrutable.

It was at that moment that Worf abruptly realized, at the
most rudimentary of levels, that his engagement might well be
the most short-lived on record.

As La Forge and Riker approached the Ten-Forward, Geordi
could tell that something seemed to be preying on the first
officer’s mind. Geordi wasn’t exactly sure whether it was his
place to broach the observation. He fully respected William
Riker as an officer and as a man, and he certainly didn’t mind
sitting down at one of their frequent poker games with the
usual suspects. But he had never exactly been, well, “pals” with
Riker. Shipmates, colleagues, yes. But they’d never really been
all that tight.
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Under most circumstances, Riker was a curious mixture of
outgoing and conservative. He never lost sight of the responsi-
bilities that his position entailed, but there was a clear devilish
streak in him that always seemed to be hovering just below the
surface. Geordi wasn’t detecting any of that, however. Instead
there seemed an air of near melancholy hanging over him. As
they walked down the corridor of the Farragut, they’d pass
assorted displaced Enterprise crewmen, and even individuals
who had served with Riker in the past. In all instances, Riker
would nod or say a few polite words. He unfailingly acknowl-
edged everyone’s presence. But his heart and his mind didn’t
seem truly engaged, even as he made small talk with all and
sundry.

Finally, Geordi said, “It really wasn’t your fault, Com-
mander.”

“Hmm?” Riker seemed to be in a world of his own. With
effort he focused on Geordi. “What? Oh. The Enterprise, yes,
well . . . I suppose you’re right. I'll probably be replaying
everything in my mind for years to come, but hopefully I'll
come to that conclusion, sooner or later.”

“Better sooner than later.” He paused. “That’s not it,
though, is it?”

“What ‘it’ are you referring to, Geordi?”

“Look, I hope I'm not being out of line here . . . but you
seem as if you’ve got a couple of iron weights tied to your
shoulders.”

“I'm just busy trying to plan for the future, Geordi, that’s all.
There’s going to be a lot to deal with in terms of the crashed
vessel . . . the reassignments . . . it’s going to be difficult not
looking at your face every day in engineering. Or the poker
games where I could easily make a week’s pay in just a few
hours. That’s a lot of loss to cope with.”

When he had spoken, it was with a bit of the old pop and
semi-teasing in his voice, but it seemed more of an effort than
usual. Geordi wasn’t at all sure what to make of it all.

They reached the doors to Ten-Forward and Riker gestured
for Geordi to go in first. Geordi nodded appreciatively and
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preceded Riker in. There was a table to one side that a couple
of crewmen were just leaving, so Geordi promptly claimed it
and Riker sat down across from him, straddling the chair as
was his custom. He held up two fingers to the bartender, and
very shortly two glasses of synthehol found their way to the
table.

“Oh!” Geordi said, pointing across the way. “There’s Worf
and Counselor Troi. They seem to be looking pretty cozy.”

Riker turned around in his seat to glance in their direction.
Worf was speaking and Deanna was leaning forward, com-
pletely involved in what Worf was saying, whatever that might
have been.

Geordi, however, wasn’t paying attention so much to Troi
and Worf as he was to Riker. He tilted his head slightly, like a
curious canine, and then slowly he let out a long, drawn-out
“Ohhhhh. I get it now.”

“You get it?”

“Yes, sir, I do.”

“Well, good for you, Mr. La Forge,” Riker said with affable
confusion. “Now would you mind cluing me in as well?”

“I shouldn’t have to. You’re the one who gave it to me.”

“Gave what to you?” Riker shook his head in frustration.
“Geordi, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Oh really. That’s odd. You’re the one whose respiration and
heartbeat both jumped the moment you saw Worf and Coun-
selor Troi together.” He tapped the VISOR sagely. “You can
fool me, Commander, and maybe you can even fool
yourself . . . but you can’t fool this.”

Riker interlaced his fingers and leaned forward. He was the
picture of controlled calm, at least to anyone who wasn’t
possessed of a VISOR that was practically capable of dissecting
him at a molecular level. “If my heart goes pit-a-pat when I see
Deanna and Worf together, Mr. La Forge, it’s only because I
am so pleased to see Deanna having some much-deserved
happiness.”

Instantly Geordi knew that Riker was lying through his
teeth. His VISOR wasn’t always one-hundred-percent depend-
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able when serving as a lie detector, and when it came to
encountering people for the first time who might be trying to
hide something, Geordi’s abilities as a truth barometer were
sorely lacking. But when it came to people he knew extremely
well, Geordi could make assessment of veracity that bordered
on supernatural accuracy. In this instance, the abrupt jump in
Riker’s body readings was so clear to La Forge that it was the
equivalent of a sighted man watching the words “I’'m lying”
appear in blazing letters on Riker’s forehead.

But Geordi didn’t exactly feel comfortable about confront-
ing Riker with absolute knowledge of Riker’s prevarication,
and so he mustered his formidable poker face and said, “All
right, Commander. That’s nice to hear.”

Riker kept a level gaze for a long moment, and then slowly
he sighed. “Is it that obvious?”” he asked after a time.

Inwardly, Geordi was relieved at Riker’s response. He had
certainly not wanted to offend Riker . . . or, even worse, cause
him personal upset over stirring up matters that were painful
to him. “Not to most folks,”” Geordi replied. “But I’m not most
folks.”

“No, Mr. La Forge, I dare say you’re not.” Riker looked over
his shoulder at Troi and Worf, and then pointedly made an
effort to look anywhere else.

Geordi leaned forward and lowered his voice, as if he were
concerned that people might be eavesdropping. No one was, of
course, but somehow it was the sort of conversation that lent
itself to quiet discourse. “But I don’t get it, sir. I thought you
had given your blessing to their getting involved.”

Bdid o

“And I thought that you and the counselor weren’t . . .” He
wagged two fingers and then crossed them as if bringing them
together.

“We aren’t.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“I don’t know what the problem is.”

Geordi took another deep swig of the synthehol. Its “intoxi-
cating” powers were entirely voluntary. That was part of the
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beauty of it. It enabled the imbiber to “relax” himself suffi-
ciently so that he could surrender to the giddy effects of the
synthetic alcohol, but if an emergency presented itself, the
drinker could instantly toss aside any feeling of inebriation and
rise to whatever emergency presented itself. In this instance,
Geordi allowed the most relaxing aspects of the liquor to
sway him, emboldening his approach to Riker. “Or maybe you
do,” Geordi said challengingly, “and you just don’t want to
admit it.”

“And that problem would be?” Riker didn’t seem drunk at
all. Clearly he preferred it that way.

“That maybe you still have strong feelings for her. You see
the two of them together and it suddenly makes you say, ‘Wait
a minute . . . I’'m letting her get away. What am I, crazy?’”

Very slowly, Riker nodded. “There is something to be said
for that,” he admitted.

Geordi was almost surprised at his own perspicacity. “There
is?”

“It’s just...” He rapped his knuckles on the tabletop
thoughtfully. “I’ve had some tough scrapes before, Geordi.
Some nasty bang-ups. But I’ve never had a ship go bust out
from under me as the Enterprise did. Never had a landing quite
like that one. I kept waiting for Captain Picard to say, ‘I give
you the ship for five minutes and look what happens!” Fortu-
nately he didn’t.”

“Or at least he was polite enough not to say it,” Geordi said
helpfully.

“Not a problem. I would have blamed it on Deanna’s
steering.” The offhand, wry comment provided some tension-
relieving laughter, but only for a moment, and Riker wound up
not looking any less apprehensive than he had before. “The
Enterprise was more than my home, Geordi, and certainly
more than simply where I went to work every day. It was a
symbol not only of past adventures that we’ve all had together,
but a symbol of times to come. Of stability. Earlier today I told
Captain Picard that I'd always hoped to have a shot at the
command chair. That ship was my living promise of the future.

75



PETER DAVID

Not alive as an object, of course, but I'd imbued it with all my
hopes and dreams and aspirations, something I didn’t even
quite realize until after she was gone. And now”—and he
snapped his fingers so sharply that it sounded like a ricochet—
“no promise. No future. No ship. The loss of the ship drove
home for me just how transitory everything is.” He swirled the
liquid in his glass and stared idly at it. “And here I’ve been
acting as if a future for Deanna and myself was something I
could always get back to whenever I felt like it. I thought that
the Enterprise would be forever, but obviously she wasn’t. On
Betazed I thought Deanna and I would be forever, but it didn’t
work out for a number of reasons. I’ve just begun reassessing
my priorities, that’s all.”

“And are you going to do anything about it?”

He glanced in the direction of Deanna and Worf. “I don’t
think it’s my place to,” he said quietly.

“If not yours, then whose?”

“Perhaps no one’s, Geordi,” he said levelly. “I had my
chance. More chances than any reasonable supreme being
would willingly allow. People have met, married, and had
children in the time that I’ve been playing Hamlet in regards to
my feelings for Deanna.”

“To be or not to be.”

“That is the question.” He laughed low in his throat.
“Funny. All of my training in Starfleet had been to make
decisions, and I can do it. Do it in a heartbeat. When the
captain had been taken over by the Borg, transformed into
Locutus, and he threatened the well-being of the Enterprise, 1
ordered that he be fired upon without a second thought. Snap
judgment, the kind I’d been trained for, for years. No hesita-
tion, no doubt. But when it comes to my personal life—and
one woman, in particular . . .”” He shrugged.

“Believe me, Commander, I know exactly how you feel. My
track record with the opposite sex isn’t exactly something to
write home about. So I'm not the best person to be giving
advice to anyone when it comes to that. Still, if you’re
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comparing your respective decision-making abilities, there’s
one thing that occurs to me.”

“And that would be . . . ?”

“Well . . .”” Geordi shifted in his chair. “We were discussing
earlier the measures we took to try and save the Enterprise
from crashing and burning. Me, I'm satisfied that I did
everything I could. I’ll face any Starfleet board of inquiry with
confidence, because that’s what I truly believe. I'm fairly
certain that you don’t believe that you did everything you
could, and knowing you—no offense—but you’ll probably get
up there and willingly take responsibility for the entire thing. I
have no doubt, though, that eventually you’ll be cleared, even
over your own protests. Would you call that a fair assessment
of the situation?”

““A tad cynical, but fair,” Riker admitted.

“Okay. But let’s say there was another board of inquiry. A
board that investigated ‘affairs of the heart,” for lack of a better
phrase. If they put you in the hot seat and said, ‘Riker, have
you done everything you could about your relationship with
Deanna Troi—truly explored every option, even completely
admitted to yourself the depths of your feelings for her’—what
would you say to them? Would your conscience be clear? And
if it wasn’t, do you think that they’d clear you in this instance,
or would it be a much closer call?”

Riker began to tap a finger, just one, on the tabletop. He was
doing it rapidly and then it began to slow as his thoughts
appeared to coalesce.

“I see your point,” he said after what seemed an eternity.

“Good.”

“But the question becomes, am [ just going to see it? Or am I
actually going to do something about it?”

“That, Commander, I couldn’t begin to tell you,”” La Forge
replied. “I'm not running around inside your head, and
frankly, I can see a whole lot of things . . . but even my VISOR
doesn’t let me see the future.”

Riker took his glass of synthehol and tossed back half of it, as
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if steeling himself. “I am very likely,” he said slowly, “about to
make a bigger idiot of myself than I have in my entire career.”

“You’re going to talk to her.”

“I’m going to talk to her, yes. And if this doesn’t work out, or
if I look like a complete fool, then at least I know who to blame
it on.”

“Me?”

“Precisely.” But Riker was grinning widely, and it seemed to
La Forge as if, suddenly, Riker had had a weight lifted from
him. He was about to take action after ages of vacillation. He
would no longer be Hamlet when it came to his personal life.
Instead he would be a man of action, seizing the moment.
“Because you know what, Geordi? Maybe the Enterprise did
wind up going down in flames. But, dammit, she fought the
good fight and she’s got nothing to be ashamed of. If I never
get to command her, the least I can do is live up to her
example.”

“That’s the attitude to have, sir,”” Geordi said encouragingly.

“I’m going to go over there . . . I’'m going to ask Mr. Worf to
excuse us . . . and then Deanna and I are going to have a little
talk. Actually, probably a big talk.”

“Be kind to Worf, Commander. He’s the innocent bystander
in all this.”

“Yes, he is,” Riker said regretfully. “He had the courage to
speak his mind and make his move while I just stood on the
sidelines and let it happen. Still . . . he’ll understand. At least I
hope he will. Wish me luck, Geordi.”

“Luck, Commander.”

Riker began to rise from his seat, and that was when he
heard a bang on the table from the direction of Deanna and
Worf.

“Yes!” Worf crowed. “She said yes! We are engaged!”

Riker froze in midelevation. It was as if his entire universe
had suddenly telescoped down to those few seconds. He had
his drink still firmly in his hand. He felt Geordi’s level gaze
upon him, glanced from the corner of his eye, and saw the
stricken expression on Geordi’s face.
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But his attention was truly on Worf and Troi, and then Worf
caught his eye. Judging by the surprised look on Worf’s face,
the Klingon hadn’t known he was there all this time.

Worf was perpetually one of the most confident of beings,
but at that moment, Worf’s eternal self-certainty suddenly
appeared in jeopardy. Had he seen something in Riker’s
demeanor that betrayed his feelings? Had he known why it was
that Riker was getting up from the table?

Sensing Worf’s discomfiture, Deanna turned in her seat to
see where he was looking, and her gaze locked with Riker’s. It
was as if they were looking at each other over a vast expanse
of years. All of it ... all of the potential emotion and con-
frontation . . . hung there for no more than a second or two.
And then, as if it were all intended as one smooth motion,
Riker fully rose to standing and raised his glass. His face split
into a grin even as his heart split in half. “Let me be the first,”
he called out in a rock-steady voice, “to raise a toast to the
happy couple and wish you congratulations!”

“Congratulations!” echoed the rest of the populace of the
Farragut lounge. Shouts of “Hear, hear” and “To the happy
couple” rebounded throughout the lounge.

Geordi felt that Riker’s mental discipline was amazing. At
that moment his mind might have been in a complete turmoil,
and had that been the case, Deanna Troi would have known
immediately. Geordi was positive of that, which meant that
Riker was covering everything that was going through his
mind, forcing instead only positive emotions to rise to the
surface like cream. He smiled again, raised his glass once more,
and then slowly lowered himself back down to his seat while
Worf and Troi accepted the congratulations of everyone else
sitting nearby.

Riker saw Geordi’s stricken expression but simply shrugged
as if it was all meaningless in the final analysis. “My fault,” he
said lightly. “I told you to wish me luck. I forgot to specify
what kind.”

“Commander . . .” Geordi didn’t know what to say. He felt
awful, even culpable, as if he’d helped to set Riker up for a fall.
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As if sensing what Geordi was thinking, Riker waved it off
dismissively. “Don’t you worry about it, Geordi. When you
play Hamlet long enough, sooner or later someone who is
willing to make the decision is going to get the girl.”

“Didn’t the girl die in Hamlet?”

“It was Shakespearean tragedy. Naturally everyone died.
People only lived if it was a comedy. He wasn’t much for
blending comedy with drama. He was more of an all-or-
nothing kind of guy. I can sympathize, I suppose. Be willing to
give your all . . . or wind up with nothing.”

Suddenly he looked as if the sounds of congratulations in the
background were a bit much for him. He rose from the table
once more, keeping his back carefully to Worf and Troi. “If
you’ll excuse me, Geordi . . .”

Still feeling guilty, Geordi asked, “You want company,
Commander?”

“No, thank you, Geordi. I think I’ll be turning in for the
night.”

“For the night? Commander, it’s not even twenty hundred
hours. Look . . . maybe we can swing by the holodeck . . .”

“Geordi,” he said as he smiled sadly and shook his head.
“It’ll be all right. I'/l be all right. Granted, I lost a ship and a
woman all in one day, but if we’re going to be philosophical
about it, then she and I were just ... two ships, passing in
the night. I just need to hit the sack right now, that’s all. To
sleep . . .”” He looked over his shoulder one final time, to see
Deanna laughing and smiling and shaking the hands of those
around her. . . . perchance to dream.”
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Tom Riker was dreaming of freedom when everything went
insane.

It had been a very pleasant dream. A dream of a woman,
with dark eyes and hair that cascaded around her shoulders. A
woman who had taught him of feelings and then slipped away
as fate had sent them spiraling in different directions. And for
just a brief moment, ever so brief, he had had her once
more . . . and then lost her . . . but now she was back in the
recesses of his dreaming mind . . . and he would never lose her
again . . . he was holding her, covering her mouth with kisses,
and they were free ... free to plan a life together. .. free
to...

The blast startled him awake, as it did the other prisoners.
The others were still looking around in befuddlement, but
Riker had already come to full wakefulness. He was on the
floor in a crouch, looking around, squinting, trying to adjust to
the light or lack thereof.

There was another explosion from nearby, and the ground of
Lazon II rumbled. It was some sort of heavy-duty weapons
pounding from overhead. Riker didn’t immediately recognize
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it, but Saket—on the floor nearby—immediately did. “That’s
Romulan weaponry.”

“Are you sure?” Tom Riker asked.

“Positive. I'd know that blast echo in my sleep.”

Riker didn’t bother to point out that he had, in fact,
practically done so. Once more the ground trembled. “Friends
of yours?” Riker asked.

“I would say so, yes. Can’t say that it’s unexpected, either.”

The pounding continued from overhead as the unseen, but
not unknown, attacker continued to assail the force shield. But
then Riker realized that the rumbling beneath them was not
coordinated with the assault from overhead. It was nearly
impossible to hear over the ruckus of the other prisoners
shouting and the weapons fire from overhead. Riker drew his
face near Saket’s and shouted, and fortunately the Romulan’s
ears were designed to hear under even the most grueling of
circumstances.

“Something’s wrong!” Riker bellowed over the din. “The
shooting from overhead ... it’s separate from the ground
shaking!”

“What?!” Saket listened a moment to the assault, felt the
trembling of the ground, and his eyes widened as he realized
the truth of what Riker was saying.

The door to the hut flew open, and Mudak was standing
in it. He had a blaster in one hand and he was leaning against
the doorframe with the other as he shouted, “Everyone stay
in here! No one is to move! Don’t consider for one moment
trying to escape! Anyone who does make such an attempt
will be severely punished for his troubles, I promise you
that!” If there was any trace of panic in Mudak, it was not
on display. He acted with the certainty of someone who was
confident that his forces would prevail. For all the concern
he showed, the attack might just as well have been a routine
drill.

For whatever reason, Mudak looked directly at Riker and
Saket. It was as if he was particularly concerned about them.
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Perhaps he was endeavoring to freeze them in place with an
ominous stare. Then he turned and bolted.

The prisoners were all on the floor, looking worriedly
overhead at the source of the assault. And then one of the
prisoners, a Tellarite named Redonyem, snorted out in a
gravelly voice, “I say we take our chances outside! This place
isn’t a blast shelter! If they get through and this hut collapses,
we’re all dead!”

“You think we’re any better off out there?” shot back Z’yk,
an Orion.

“Yes!” The Tellarite had pulled himself up from his crouched
position and stalked the interior of the hut, looking more and
more like a wild animal, his hair skewed, his arms gesticulating
widely. “This could be our chance to get off this rock! I have
five mates, nineteen children, and a career as an arms dealer I
want to get back to! And if you think I’m going to spend my
last moments quaking in here, waiting for death from above,
when there’s a landing field with an opportunity for freedom
not far from here, then you are sadly mistaken!”

“He’s right,” Saket said abruptly. “Redonyem is right. I say
we get out of here, now!”

There was something about the firmness and certainty in
Saket’s voice that seemed to make up the minds of the half-
dozen prisoners who were huddling for safety. They took a
collective deep breath and then bolted for the door, Redonyem
leading the way.

The instant they emerged from the door, a Cardassian
blaster whined and struck Redonyem. It hit him with such
force that it literally somersaulted him, sending him smashing
back into Saket, who was directly behind him.

A Cardassian guard was standing not far away. He had
clearly been on his way to someplace else—a battle station,
perhaps—when he had noticed the prisoners making a break
for it. He waved his hand weapon threateningly and shouted,
“Back inside! Back inside!” From high overhead, they could
glimpse the blasts from the Romulan intruder—numbers
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unknown—coruscating against the shield. For the moment it
seemed to be holding, and the pulse-blaster cannons were
ready to pick up the slack in the unlikely event that the force
shield fell.

Redonyem sagged against Saket, and a bestial snarl erupted
from deep in his throat. There was a large blackened area in his
upper chest from the effects of the blaster, but he didn’t seem
willing to acknowledge it. Instead Redonyem steeled himself
for a moment and then charged. The guard brought his weapon
up to fire again, and at that moment Saket grabbed up a small
piece of debris that had tumbled loose from the roof of the hut.
Riker watched as Saket hurled it with remarkable accuracy,
and it struck the guard full in the face. The Cardassian
staggered, his shot going wide, and then Redonyem crashed
into him and disarmed the guard through the simple expedient
of yanking off his entire arm. The Cardassian went down with
a howl, more in shock than anything since the immensity of the
pain wouldn’t kick in for some minutes yet, and Redonyem
howled in triumph, holding the arm over his head and shaking
it defiantly like a bloody trophy. Another Cardassian guard,
coming around the corner at high speed, came upon the grisly
scene and froze. It was only a momentary hesitation, but it was
more than enough time for Redonyem to step forward, swing
the arm around, and cave in the side of the unfortunate guard’s
head. Then he grabbed up the weapons from the two fallen
guards. The maimed one was screaming so loudly that it got on
Redonyem’s nerves, and he kicked the guard fiercely in the
head, silencing him.

Z’yk, the Orion, approached the fallen guards and looked up
at Redonyem with a wolfish smile. “Find me a knife,” he said.
“I have an idea.”

The compound was sprawled over ten square miles, and so it
was that the group of escaping prisoners was nowhere near a
Romulan attack vessel when it made its way into the camp.
This was actually fortunate since, if they had been, they might
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very likely have been killed instantly due to the unorthodox
nature of the vessel’s entrance.

Mudak, unfortunately, happened to be much nearer and,
as a result, nearly lost his life. As he raced across the
compound, heading toward the defense tower, he suddenly
became fully aware that the ground was not simply vibrating
in response to the pounding from overhead. Instead it seemed
to be responding to something coming from underneath.
What had occurred to Riker and Saket some minutes before
now finally registered on Mudak, who, to be fair, might have
realized it sooner were he not distracted by the assault from
above. Then again, that was the entire purpose of the aerial
attack: to draw attention from the true means of assailing the
compound.

The ground began to buckle only ten feet away from him.
The vibrations knocked Mudak oft his feet and he fell heavily
onto his back. He kept a firm hand on his weapon, but even as
he did so he scrambled backward, pulling himself along on his
elbows as he watched with sheer incredulity an assault plan
that was breathtaking in its simplicity.

Dirt and debris exploded upward, fountaining, geysering
as if someone had set off a depth charge. Mudak, realizing
that he couldn’t get away in time, curled up defensively in a
ball, tucking his head down and in, as dirt rained upon him.
The dirt storm effectively buried him, obscuring him from
casual view. He was, however, able to keep enough of the soil
away from his face that he could clearly see what was
happening.

From out of the hole emerged a vessel such as Mudak had
never seen, but he was quickly able to discern its purpose. It
was a core driver, a normally land-bound vessel that was used
in—ironically, considering the circumstances—terraforming.
On particularly hostile worlds, it enabled colonists to fashion
subterranean storage and even, in a pinch, residential facilities.
It was equipped with a series of rotating proto-dischargers,
arranged in a large wheel on the front of the vehicle. As the
wheel spun, the dischargers literally dissolved the dirt in a
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widening circle while at the same time hardening the resulting
tunnel by reinforcing its molecular structure to nearly
diamond-hard durability. Passages, even caves, could be
carved out in a matter of minutes.

But this was no ordinary core driver. Someone had taken it
and, through resourcefulness that bordered on the diabolical,
mounted the entire thing on a warp sled. The vehicle, now
spaceworthy but too small to be detected by any early-
warning device, had made its own approach to the planet,
simply entered the planet’s surface at a point that was
unprotected by the force shield, and burrowed underneath
the shielding. The shielding didn’t extend below the com-
pound on Lazon II; it ended at the surface level. It was an
oversight of which the Romulans (according to Saket) had
taken full advantage.

Lazon II was at that point officially a madhouse. The
explosions from beneath had completely unnerved others of
the prisoners, and now everyone was running amok. Guards
had no idea where to concentrate their efforts: on the intrud-
er, or on the would-be escapees.

“Form ranks!” shouted a senior guard. The guards who
were within earshot heard him and lined up, forming an
extremely makeshift firing squad. The only question was
where to aim. The senior guard immediately settled the
matter by shouting, “Squad One, quell the prisoner uprising.
Squad Two, fire on the intruders!”

Squad One had considerably more success as they opened
fire on the fleeing prisoners. Two were killed instantly, far
more sustained terrible wounds.

The core driver, for its part, trembled under the assault. It
was not a combat vehicle, and its hull was simply not
designed to take that kind of abuse, even from handheld
weaponry. The vehicle shuddered and veered, its warp-sled
propulsion system hammered. The driver had, for a few
moments, been in the air, but a renewed attack flipped the
entire vehicle over. Beneath the dirt, Mudak saw it coming his
way. His breath caught as it rolled across the ground, and he
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braced himself for the impact, anticipating it running right
over him and flattening him.

Instead, at the last second—as if Mudak were leading a
charmed life—the wreckage took one final flip and sailed right
over him. It slammed to the ground several feet beyond him,
tumbling end over end and leaving a thick smoking trail
behind it.

The guards let out a roar of triumph. Mudak had, by that
point, managed to dig himself out. His sudden appearance
caught a number of the others by surprise as he pushed free of
the debris and stumbled toward the core driver. The skid along
the ground had ripped open the cockpit, and Mudak—who,
miraculously, was still holding his weapon firmly—brought it
up and aimed it squarely at the control seat of the core driver.

It was empty.

Mudak rubbed dirt from his face as if improving his vision
might put someone in the way of his weapon. Other guards
assembled around him, and they likewise stared uncompre-
hendingly. “Well . . . well, where is—?” one of them said.

Mudak’s gaze caught a blinking panel on the vehicle. He
recognized the autodrive mechanism that had been attached,
enabling the core driver to either be placed on autopilot or be
operated by remote control. . . .

Suddenly Mudak understood. “The hole!” he shouted,
whirling towards the point of entry. “Fire on it! Close it up!
Hurry—!”

It was too late.

The Romulan fighter craft exploded out of the hole that the
core driver had created. As was common for other Romulan
vessels, it had birdlike markings, but it was leaner and more
vicious looking than its larger warbird cousins. Starfleet intelli-
gence reports had classified it as a “Peregrine.” And as op-
posed to the core driver, which had moved like a pig since its
warp sled was useless in a confined area, the Romulan fighter
was equipped for rapid-fire maneuvers and pinpoint turns.
That quickly became evident as the Peregrine angled around
and headed fearlessly toward the defense grid.
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The pulse-blasters immediately came on line, their sensor-
locking systems targeting the Peregrine. The cannons opened
fire, and conventional wisdom said that the Peregrine didn’t
have a prayer.

The pilot of the Peregrine, however, apparently didn’t know
that. The ship weaved and darted about, the air exploding
around it. Once or twice the cannons came close to nailing it,
but only close. The Peregrine’s own weaponry came on line
and returned fire, pummeling the defense grid. The massive
tower trembled, cracks appearing in its foundation. The grid
wasn’t designed to withstand a direct assault—not only was
the force shield supposed to provide the first line of defense,
but there was no way that a ship was supposed to get close
enough to have a direct impact with weapons fire.

It seemed, however, that no one had informed the pilot of
the Peregrine of those facts. The ship swooped down and
around, dodging through the hail of fire around it and continu-
ing to blast the towers.

And then the Cardassians got lucky. A ground-fire team,
headed up by Mudak, manage to clip the Peregrine, knocking
out its rear stabilizers. The Peregrine spun on its axis, and
Mudak fully anticipated that it would crash at any moment. As
it turned out, he was wrong. Through a feat of piloting that
defied description, the Peregrine managed to hold its course
steady even as it spiraled in a manner that would have spelled
instant death for anyone else. It lurched for one moment
toward the ground and then gained altitude and held on to its
target . . . namely the defense grid of Lazon II.

“It’s going to hit!”” shouted Mudak, and from both the words
and tone of his voice there was no necessity for going into the
details of what that meant. The pulse-blasters struck the fast-
moving Peregrine, and the rear section of the fighter trans-
formed into a rapidly building ball of flame. But it was too
little, too late, for there was no time for the blasters to
accomplish anything else. The Peregrine was upon them.

A split instant before the small ship collided with the
defense grid towers, anyone with exceptionally sharp eyes
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would have noticed what appeared to be a small figure bailing
out of the cockpit. The canopy had been jettisoned and the
pilot—and, it appeared, sole crewman—was ejected into the
air, barely clearing the area before the Peregrine smashed into
the defense grid. The explosion was deafening, and a ball of fire
immediately enveloped the lower half of the tower and licked
its way eagerly up the rest of the structure. It set off a series of
smaller explosions which rapidly built in intensity, the ground
shaking all the more violently. Within seconds the entire
defense grid erupted, sending a column of thick black smoke
spiraling skyward.

By this time the compound was in complete disarray, people
running in all directions. Mudak was never quite sure how he
found himself flat on the ground. All he knew was that a
tremendous blast of heat had picked him up and thrown him
off his feet, sending him sprawling on his back many yards
away. His world seemed to be filled with nothing but running
feet. He had no idea which way to look.

To his amazement he was still holding on to his weapon. It
was as if his fingers had developed a life of their own, a life that
cried out in anger for vengeance over this indignity inflicted
upon Lazon II. He spit out a large chunk of dirt, since
apparently the force of the impact had driven his face directly
into the ground. He felt a distant throbbing in his head, and
touched the side of his face in order to realize that there was a
large patch of wetness on his skin. With an almost amused
attitude, he looked at the discoloration on his fingers and saw
the blood on it, wondered whose it was, and then realized it
was his own. He did not, however, choose to let it bother him,
for he had larger concerns at that moment.

Then, from the corner of his eye, he saw movement. It stood
out for him because, all around him, everyone else was running
there and about as if they were madpeople. But this individual
was moving with caution and a canny awareness of her
surroundings. She was emerging from just behind the wreck-
age, moving in a sort of half-crouch that made her a fairly
small target but did nothing to slow her down. She had short

89



PETER DAVID

blond hair, and elegantly tapering eyebrows and ears. She was
dressed mostly in black, with a tunic of silver that picked up
the flickering of flame from the burning tower and almost
made her look like a being of pure elemental fire. There was
blackness smeared on her face, and for a moment he thought it
was camouflage makeup before he realized that, no, it was soot
from the fire and possibly from the crash.

It took him a moment to fully grasp who it was that he was
seeing. It was the pilot of the Romulan Peregrine which had
demolished Lazon II's defense grid. Suddenly Mudak could
think of nothing that was more important to him than tracking
down that pilot and killing her where she stood. She had not
spotted him, and that was all the incentive he needed to go
after her.

From her attitude, it seemed to Mudak as if she were looking
for someone. It became a top priority for Mudak, therefore, to
make damned sure that she didn’t find whoever that someone
was. Smoke was hanging thick in the air and she seemed to
disappear into it. Mudak staggered to his feet, waited for the
world to stop tilting around him, and then moved off in
pursuit.

Some distance away, Saket slowed in his running as he
caught sight of the amazing precision flying of the Peregrine. It
took him no time at all to realize who was at the helm of the
ship, and then he smiled and shook his head in amazement.
Clearly she had not lost her knack for pinpoint maneuvering.

“I knew you’d come,” he said, and then he turned to Riker
and said again, “I knew she’d come.”

But Riker was nowhere to be seen, and Saket realized that
Riker had become separated from him in the confusion.

Suddenly there was a massive explosion. Saket’s head
whipped around just in time to see the Peregrine enveloped in
a fireball of such intensity that he could feel the heat even
where he was standing. His momentarily elevated spirits sank
as he realized he might have just seen the death of one of his
best and most beloved pupils. He shook his head in grim
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denial. “No,” he said firmly, “no, she can’t be dead. I don’t
believe it.”

He even started to take a step toward the blast.. Smoke was
starting to waft in their direction, and then Redonyem ap-
peared out of nowhere and grabbed Saket by the upper elbow.
“Wrong way, old man,” said Redonyem. His color didn’t look
particularly good; his skin tone was distinctly pink, and that
wasn’t the best shade for a Tellarite. Nonetheless he said
grimly, “We’re heading this way.”

“But—"" began Saket.

“Look,” Redonyem growled sharply. He had one of his
blood-covered, meaty hands firmly over the large burn mark
on his torso. “We don’t have time to play. You interceded once
for me with the guards, and I pay my debts. Come now or stay
behind, either way, it’s your decision, but make it now.”

Saket hesitated only a moment, and then he followed the
Tellarite toward possible freedom, unknowing of what had
happened to either Riker or the female who had flown so
boldly.

Mudak ran as fast as he could, climbing over rubble and
vaulting over cracks in the very ground beneath him. He was
certain that the Romulan woman was unaware that she was
being pursued by him, and he didn’t want to get off a shot and
miss, because that would warn her that she was being followed
and he would lose the element of surprise. Considering every-
thing that was going on around them, it might have been the
only trump card he had.

He was all too aware of the complete vulnerability of Lazon
II. The forcefield was demolished. Whatever other ships were
up there, ready to inflict damage on the helpless world, would
be able to take their stab at the beleaguered prison planet. They
were very likely on their way even then, larger Romulan ships
descending from on high like scavenging birds of prey.

“I thought they were our damned allies,” he growled. After
all, hadn’t that been why Lazon II was at a low ebb in terms of
ready troops? Because many Cardassian troops and their
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vessels had been enlisted as part of a Cardassian/Romulan
mutual endeavor to obliterate the Founders? So what were
Romulans doing now, attacking Lazon II? Had it all been part
of some sort of massive scam on the part of the Romulans? At
that point in time, there was nothing that Mudak would put
past them.

She had stopped. It seemed as if she was trying to get her
bearings. It was the perfect opportunity, and Mudak brought
his weapon up and aimed it squarely at her. For a moment he
couldn’t help but admire her from afar. She had a look about
her that seemed almost animalistic, like a lithe stalking crea-
ture that was on the scent of prey. It was a clichéd sentiment,
but he couldn’t help but feel regret that he had not encountered
her under more pleasant circumstances, because he was certain
that she would be one wild ride.

None of this, however, deterred him from preparing to blow
her brains out.

He had a clear shot and could not miss. She was unaware
that she was a target and, with any luck, she would be dead
before she ever realized it.

He squeezed the trigger on his blaster and the weapon
belched out its destructive force.

It ripped through thin air.

For at the exact moment he had fired, the Romulan woman
had suddenly been beamed out. It had been pure coincidence;
she’d had no idea that she was targeted. She had simply called
for one of the unseen Romulan vessels overhead—which could
now beam people to and from the surface—to get her out of
there. For just a moment she realized, belatedly, the peril she
had been in as she reacted to the blaster beam bisecting her.
But the transporter beams had already taken hold of her,
reducing her to little more than rapidly disappearing mole-
cules.

Mudak spat out a curse.

It did not take a genius to figure out the purpose of this entire
invasion. They were trying to stage some sort of breakout,
most likely of Saket. If that was the case, and they hadn’t
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already managed to locate him, then Mudak was running out
of time. Even if Lazon II was in flames around him, he would
be damned if he allowed them to succeed in the goal of their
mission.

Mudak knew every inch of the facility, and even in these
less-than-ideal circumstances, he knew the way to the landing
port. He dashed there as quickly as he reasonably could,
circumventing pockets of fighting as he focused on the larger
concern. He drew within range of the field and looked for some
signs of life in the guard bunker. Not spotting any, he immedi-
ately determined that one of two things had happened: Either
they had abandoned their post (not impossible, but not likely)
or they had been overcome by a group of prisoners, particu-
larly Saket (not impossible and far more likely).

Mudak slowed ever so slightly in order to give himself a
fraction more reaction time. Even at that reduced speed he still
covered distance with remarkable speed. His hair was hanging
raggedly around his face, and thick beads of sweat were
collecting in the bone ridges of his face. His breath was ragged
in his chest because of the heat caused by the explosions, but
not only did none of that stop him ... it was in fact all
forgotten when he spotted three forms in the haze making their
way toward one of the vessels in the landing port.

He did not hesitate, nor did he give them the slightest chance
for surrender. Instead he opened fire. He had it set on full
power, because he was simply not in the mood to fool around.

The first blast caught the Tellarite, Redonyem, squarely in
the upper back. It was a killing blast, but Redonyem did not die
immediately. It was the second major hit he’d taken in the
course of the day, and still he refused to die. Mudak, however,
had promptly dismissed Redonyem from his immediate con-
cerns because he was already firing on Saket. Saket was in a
half-turn, spinning about to see what it was that now threat-
ened them, and if Mudak’s second blast had hit him squarely,
Saket would have been dead before he hit the ground.

It was Redonyem who inadvertently saved him. Redonyem
was staggering about, clutching at his chest, touching awful
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things that he didn’t want to think about and trying to shove
them back into his chest cavity. When Mudak fired on Saket,
Redonyem unknowingly stepped between the two. The blast
ripped a gaping hole through Redonyem, blood and innards
exploding from within him, and the blast continued through
the Tellarite and struck Saket squarely in the side. However,
Redonyem had absorbed the brunt of the blast, albeit uninten-
tionally, and he collapsed upon Saket, his body weight now a
dead mass that drove Saket to the ground.

Z’yk, the Orion, turned and saw Mudak advancing. For a
moment he considered trying to get off a shot with the weapon
he had in his hand, but Mudak already had him targeted and
was coming straight toward him, weapon unwavering. And
Z’yk knew that by the time he had a bead on Mudak, Mudak
would already have killed him. So Z’yk did the only thing he
could: He dropped his weapon, put his hands over his head,
and called out “I surrender!” loudly enough to be heard over
the cries of panic that drifted in from not too far away.

Mudak nodded in acceptance of the offer and then blew
Z’yk’s head off. Z’yk’s headless body stood there a moment,
arms still raised, and then the body collapsed.

He surveyed the scene of the carnage for a moment, nodding
in approval, and then he saw Saket stirring beneath the fallen
body of Redonyem. It was only at that moment that Mudak
realized that Saket was still alive. He kept the weapon aimed
squarely at the Romulan as he called out, ““Stand up.”

“C-can’t,” Saket said. His voice was barely audible.

Mudak craned his neck slightly and then nodded approv-
ingly. “Ah. I did kill you. I see it’s just going to take a little
longer. I wonder . . . should I end it now? Or should I let your
suffering continue? Which would be more appropriate? Which
would you prefer, Saket? Die slowly, or die quickly? Which do
you think I should provide you?”

Even though Saket was in immense pain, he was not about to
give Mudak the satisfaction of seeing that reflected on his face.
Instead he kept his expression carefully neutral as he said,
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“How nice that you are finally, if belatedly, asking prisoners
what sort of treatment they’d like to receive.” It was everything
that he could do to keep the agony out of his voice.

“When I think,” growled Mudak, ‘“‘of all the times I held my
tongue because of your ‘connections,’ of all the special treat-
ment you received . . .”” He smiled thinly. ““Perhaps it’s appro-
priate that, in the final analysis, all you are is just another
prisoner shot while trying to escape.” He brought his weapon
up and aimed it squarely at Saket’s face. “Good-bye, Saket.”

He saw the sudden movement to his right at the last
moment. Instantly Mudak swung his weapon around, firing as
he went, cutting a swath through the air.

Tom Riker, anticipating it, was already below it. He hit the
ground in a shoulder roll and came up with his boots firmly
planted in Mudak’s stomach. Mudak staggered backward but
managed to keep his footing. Riker, not even so much as
slowing down, as if powered by nothing but pure anger, came
to his feet and slammed into Mudak’s midsection like a
runaway shuttlecraft. He drove forward with such force that he
lifted Mudak completely off his feet and the two of them went
down in a tangle of arms and legs. Riker managed to pull
himself clear and he swung a fist around, catching Mudak
squarely on the point of his jaw. It was not the best of ways to
strike a Cardassian; Riker felt one of his knuckles break on the
hard bone.

Nonetheless, Mudak was momentarily stunned, and it was
all the time that Riker needed to pry the weapon from Mudak’s
hand. He aimed it squarely into the Cardassian jailer’s face,
and when Mudak’s eyes managed to refocus, he looked up at
the weapon and then gave a look that bored straight into the
back of Riker’s head.

“You had best kill me,” Mudak warned him. “Because if you
do not, I swear I will find you.”

Riker’s gaze flickered for a moment, as if he was strongly
considering it. Then he abruptly brought the butt of the
weapon around and knocked Mudak cold. The Cardassian’s
head slumped to one side and he lapsed into unconsciousness.
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* * *

Riker didn’t even afford him a second glance, but instead
quickly crossed over to Saket and hauled him to his feet. It was
obvious that the others were done for, and when he took a close
look at Saket’s wound, he had a fairly strong suspicion that
Saket didn’t have much of a prayer either.

Nor did Saket have any illusions as to his own longevity.
“Good . . . timing there, Riker...” he said, and his voice
sounded raspy.

“I was pinned down by some falling rubble,” Riker said.
“Sorry I didn’t get here sooner. . . .”

“Soon enough . . . to help me die . .. where I wish . . . die
fiRcE il Ad

“You’re not going to die,” Riker told him flatly, and he
started hauling him toward the nearby shuttle.

“Die . . . free,” Saket said as if Riker hadn’t spoken. ““That’s
the . . . important thing ... didn’t want to die here ... no
place to die . . .”

Riker was about to tell him once more that he wasn’t going
to die, but he knew that Saket was too intelligent to be lied to.
Besides, Riker needed to save his breath to haul the two of
them to the shuttle. The ground rumbled once more, and Riker
caught flashes of phaser fire from overhead. Something big was
in orbit around them. Indicating “‘up” with a quick tilt of his
head, Riker said, “Friends of yours?”

But Saket wasn’t listening. It was as if he was slipping off
into his own world. He just kept saying, “Free . . . free .. .”
over and over again. Riker saw the blood spreading faster
across Saket’s chest. He thought about stopping and applying
some sort of first aid, but he quickly realized that it would be
like trying to bail out a sinking ocean liner using a straw. No
matter what he did, it wasn’t going to even begin to be enough.

They made it to the shuttle and Riker practically stumbled
in with Saket. It was not an especially large vehicle, but they
didn’t need all that much to get off the unpleasant rock called
Lazon II. Riker quickly scanned the instrumentation; it was all
Cardassian, but it was nothing he couldn’t handle. His fingers

96




IMZADI 11

flew over the controls and the shuttle rumbled to life around
them. Ideally the prepping for a shuttlecraft was a two-man
operation, but Saket didn’t appear to be in shape to help with
anything at that moment. Instead he was murmuring some-
thing, and Riker couldn’t quite make out what he was saying.
He dropped into the pilot’s seat next to Saket as he made the
final preparations for liftoff.

“I knew . . . her mother,” he was saying softly, almost as if
in a dream. “She was remarkable. No one quite like her. She
had pride that they could never break in her . .. gods know
they tried. We actually became . . . friends . . . I never would
have expected that...on her deathbed...promised I'd
watch for her daughter . . .”

The shuttle jostled under them as Riker fired up the engines.
It was far from his smoothest liftoff, but then again the
circumstances were hardly ideal. The shuttle lurched to the
right and then Riker managed to even it off. The tossing about
seemed to get Saket’s attention. He began talking directly to
Riker, but in that same distracted manner. “You know what
she said to me, Riker ... ?”

“What?” Riker wasn’t paying all that much attention. In-
stead he was focused on the guards who, even at that moment,
were charging into the landing field. They were pointing in his
general direction and Riker knew that they’d run out of time.
He opened up the thrusters to full faster than he should have,
which ran the risk of shutting down the entire engine. He did
not see himself as having much choice in the matter, though.
The shuttle angled upward, blasts from ground fire below
exploding around it.

“She said ...she had no regrets. That once upon a
time . . . she had died . .. but this time, she had gotten a
second chance. That she was grateful for it all. That at least
her death . . . meant something . . . instead of dying uselessly
as she had before. I never quite understood what she was
talking about.”

Riker didn’t know what Saket was going on about, nor did he
care. The shuttle jumped upward, gaining speed with every
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moment. They hurtled upward, faster and faster, the ground
fire ceasing as they drew out of range of the hand weapons.

“Although she did say . . . she missed the Enterprise . . .”

This comment was enough to immediately catch Riker’s
attention. He looked around at Saket and said, “The Enter-
prise? The Starship Enterprise?”

But Saket had stopped speaking. The only indication that he
was still alive was the faint glitter in his eyes. He seemed
amused, as if something tremendously funny had occurred to
him in what was likely to be his last moments.

With a final thrust of its engines, the shuttle broke free of the
planet’s gravity. As unwelcoming, as cruel as the cold vacuum
of space could be, for one moment Riker couldn’t help but feel
as if he had returned home.

The rear scanners gave him a picture of the world on which
he’d been imprisoned. From space, it looked so unassuming, so
similar to hundreds of other worlds. There was nothing to
distinguish it for Riker except the knowledge of what had gone
on there and the resolution that he would never allow himself
to return to a hellhole like that again.

“Riker . . .” Saket said quietly, as if he were speaking from
very far away. “...you have been...a good friend. I
have . . . appreciated your company . ..”

“Stop talking in the damned past tense” was Riker’s sharp
reply. “Stop acting as if you’re going anywhere. Not on my
watch, you're . . .”

Suddenly the ship was jolted. “Are we . . . hit . .. ?”” Saket
asked. Although he asked the question, he only seemed mildly
interested in the response.

“That would have been more localized. This shook the entire
vessel. I think that we’ve just been grabbed by a tractor beam.”

His ability to scan the area was greatly hampered by the
different look of the Cardassian technology. He’d been able to
discern such systems as the thrusters and impulse drive, but
more than that was a matter of trial and error. He was about to
try and figure out how to initiate a full sensor sweep when the
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question was answered for him as space began to shimmer in
front of him. It was a phenomenon he knew all too well.

“A Romulan warbird decloaking directly ahead,” Riker told
him.

“Oh no ... Romulans . . .” Saket replied with dry sarcasm.
“Whatever will we do . . .”

“It’s easy for you to be sarcastic. You’re not the human in the
shuttle, Saket . . .”

There was no response.

“Saket,” he said again and twisted around in his seat. For a
moment he was absolutely positive that Saket was dead, and
then he saw the Romulan’s chest rise ever so slightly. When it
fell without the accompaniment of a death rattle, Riker said
urgently, “Just holdon . .. holdon...”

“Free . . .” whispered Saket.

And then they dematerialized.

The Romulan transporter room faded into existence around
Riker and he looked around with an almost detached curiosity.
The lighting was far more harsh than in a Federation starship
transporter room. The walls were gunmetal gray, and the floor
was made of an unyielding grating that gave off a loud clacking
as the booted feet of the Romulans entered the room in short
order. There were about half a dozen of them, all with weapons
drawn, as if they expected Riker to try and make some sort of
break for it.

But Riker was too busy to think about any of that, because at
that moment Saket—who was so weakened that he was
incapable of standing up—sagged toward Riker. Instinctively
Tom Riker caught him, supporting his full weight. Saket looked
up at him with what seemed, to Riker, to be apology in his
eyes.

Then another Romulan entered, a blond female with a gaze
of piercing intensity. She was dressed in a flight suit, which
would have indicated that she was of lower rank, a mere pilot.
But the other Romulans parted to make way for her.
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She took one look at Riker and made no effort to keep the
astonishment from her face. “Riker?”’ she said.

He didn’t nod or reply, but simply stared at her. He had
absolutely no idea who she was, but clearly she knew him.

She looked from Riker to Saket and then back to Riker.
“Help Saket. Get him to medical,” she snapped out. Immedi-
ately several of the Romulans stepped forward and took the
injured Romulan in their care. One of them, clearly a higher-
ranking one, turned to face the woman and, indicating Riker,
said, “What about this one?”

She smiled in a manner that could only be described as
wolfen.

“Kill him,” she said.
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CHAPTER 5

Worf was somewhat amazed at just how much muscle power
his mother packed.

When Helena Rozhenko opened the door of her modest
farmhouse in Minsk, she let out a girlish squeal of delight that
did not remotely seem to match her exterior as she saw Worf
standing in the doorway. She threw her arms around him before
he was able to get a word out, and as courageous as the Klingon
was, he had to admit he felt safer in the elderly woman’s
embrace. “Sergey!” she cried out, summoning her husband.
“Worf, why didn’t you tell us you were coming . . . ?”

“I preferred to maintain the element of surprise.”

She laughed. “Trust you, Worf, to turn even a simple visit
into a military strategy. Sergey! Where is that man? Oh, and
you brought company!”” She glanced at Deanna and extended a
hand. “Hello. Helena Rozhenko. I'm Worf’s mother . ..
adopted,” she added with a laugh, “in case you didn’t remem-
ber we met once before, but so fleetingly . . .”

“Even if we hadn’t met, I"d know you. He’s spoken of you
many a time.” Deanna shook Helena’s firm hand. “In case you
don’t recall ... Deanna Troi. Ship’s counselor... well ...
when I have a ship.”
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“A Betazoid, correct? I could tell. Every Betazoid I've ever
met has that same air of serenity about them as you do. And
who’s this?” Helena turned and looked at the young Klingon
standing just behind Deanna and Worf. “Is this a friend of
Alex ...and...er’s...?  Her voice trailed as she spoke the
rest of the name, her eyes widening in amazement. “Alexan-
der?” she whispered.

“Hello, Grandmother.”

“My God,” she murmured. “Let me look at you.” As
opposed to the embrace she had given Worf, she held Alexan-
der by either shoulder and stared at him in open astonishment.
“You look a foot, a foot and a half taller. I'd forgotten. Good
lord, I’'d forgotten how it is with young Klingons. Your father
did the same thing. We almost went bankrupt keeping him in
shoes and clothing.”

“It was not that bad,” Worf rumbled humorlessly.

“Worfl” came a roar from a big bear of a man, with thick
gray beard and boisterous attitude. Sergey Rozhenko strode
toward them and much of the same round of introductions
reoccurred. Helena, in the meantime, had already hustled into
the kitchen and prepared tea and assorted small sandwiches
for everyone. She did it so quickly that Worf would have sworn
that she had everything prepared just on the off chance that
guests should happen to stop by.

They went into the comfortable living room, furnished in
rich brown textures and solid old-style furniture. Sergey
walked with one great arm around Worf’s shoulder and the
other around Deanna’s.

“So how long are you planning to be with us? You’re staying.
Tell us you’re going to be staying.”” He raised his voice as if
Worf had been contradicting him rather than simply walking
and listening. “After all, whatever else you may have to do,
what’s more important than seeing your parents?”” demanded
Sergey with mock outrage, although he tossed a wink in
Deanna’s direction to underscore the tongue-in-cheek nature
of his comment.
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They sat on the couches, Helena bustling in moments later
with the food and drink. There was a dark bottle on the tray
and she said proudly, “Cognac, to celebrate.” She glanced at
Alexander and said to Worf, “Is he old enough, do you
think . . . ?”

“He has Klingon biology,” Worf said. ““‘He could very likely
outdrink most adult human males. Still, I was wondering . . .
would you have any prune juice around?”

Sergey and Helena smiled at each other. “Of course, prune
juice,” Sergey said. “I remember.”

“Prune juice is a true warrior’s drink. Ideal to consume when
you go to fight.”

“No, we don’t have any, Worf. Next time, you give us some
notice, I’ll make sure we have it,”” Helena apologized. “So what
are you doing back here? We were worried, your father and 1.”

“We heard there was some sort of trouble with the Enter-
prise.”

“That is something of an understatement. In point of fact,
the secondary hull was destroyed from a warp-core breach, and
we crashed the saucer section on a planet’s surface.”

“Deanna was at helm,” Alexander put in.

Sergey looked at Deanna appraisingly. “Nice landing,” he
said.

Deanna put her face in her hands.

In broad strokes, Worf proceeded to lay out for his parents
everything that had happened. Since Sergey was formerly a
Starfleet man himself, specializing in warp fields—and He-
lena, by association, had learned rather a great deal about such
matters—they were able to fully understand and appreciate
everything that the crew of the Enterprise had gone through.
“There is a court of inquiry being held in San Francisco, at
Starfleet Headquarters, later this week, investigating the con-
duct of both Captain Picard and Commander Riker.”

“I think it’s most unfair,” Deanna put in. “The captain
wasn’t even there, and there was nothing that Will Riker could
have done . . .”
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Sergey shook his head and waved dismissively. “Do not
concern yourself with it, young lady,” he advised. “It is
standard procedure for Starfleet when a ship is destroyed.”

“I know.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you.”

“Yes, the captain has said much the same thing. Deanna and
I have already been debriefed by Starfleet, so our presence is no
longer required.”

“We offered to stay around for moral support, but both the
commander and captain insisted that it wouldn’t be neces-
sary,” Deanna said. Helena wasn’t sure, but it seemed to her as
if Deanna was less than comfortable over that decision. Worf,
for his part, simply nodded, apparently unperturbed.

“So you’re going to be staying with us for a while, then?”
asked Helena. She had poured cognac into glasses for each of
the guests and gently set them in front of each of them,
including half a glass for Alexander.

“Just for the night,” Deanna said. “We’re scheduled on a
transport to Betazed tomorrow, to visit my mother.”

“That’s nice,” Sergey said. “Taking the time to go visit the
families. Nowadays, people are so spread out, it’s so easy to
lose touch with one another. . . .”

But Helena was regarding the two of them with new suspi-
cion, her eyes narrowing. “Worf, Deanna . . . it sounds to me
like you’re taking each other home to meet your respective
parents. Like you’re a couple.”

“What?” Sergey looked at his wife, then back at Deanna and
Worf and laughed. “Helena, where do you get these notions?
They’re friends, shipmates. Worf would have told us ages ago if
he'd. ..

He looked back to his adopted son and saw the stony
expression on Worf’s face, and the genuine amusement in
Deanna’s. As if to settle the matter, Deanna reached over, took
Worf’s hand, and interlaced her fingers with his.

“I'am . .. an idiot,” said Sergey.
“No, Father, you are right...I should have told you
earlier. . . .”
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“You shouldn’t have had to. [ would have realized if I"d had
the brains of a turtle, or even your mother.”

“I choose to take that as a compliment,” Helena said archly.
She spoke with a teasing tone, but she was watching Deanna
keenly, as if sizing her up.

Deanna was all too aware of the scrutiny, but told herself
that it was a natural attitude for Helena to have. After all, their
relationship had been dropped squarely into the laps of Worf’s
parents, and it was natural that they would be concerned about
1t.

“So how did all this come about, Worf?”” asked Sergey.

“Well,” Worf said, taking a deep breath, “I was on my way
back from a bat’leth competition on Forcas Three, aboard the
shuttlecraft Curie. During my return, I passed near a quantum
fissure in space, causing a breakdown in the barrier between
quantum realities. As a result, I was thrown into a state of flux,
passing from one reality to another. In one of those realities, I
was married to Deanna. My state of quantum flux resulted in
at least two hundred and eighty-five thousand alternate reali-
ties merging. Fortunately enough, I was able to use the Curie to
create a broad-spectrum warp field to seal the quantum fissure
and return me to my original reality. As a result of that
sequence of events, I began to consider the not unpleasant
prospect of Deanna as a mate.”

There was a long moment of silence as Sergey and Helena
digested that nugget of information.

“Amazing,” said Sergey slowly. “Because the exact same
thing happened to me and that’s how I started dating your
mother.”

“Sergey . ..”

“What are the odds, I ask you?”

“Sergey!”

“Well, what do you expect me to say?!”” Sergey demanded.
“Why can’t I ever get a nice, normal answer out of him! Other
men, they notice the woman’s eyes, or they’re set up on a
blind date, or they meet in some cute way. No, not our son!
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He has to be in a state of quantum flux! Deanna’”—he turned
to her pleadingly—‘“you tell me . .. how did all this come
about?”

“I"d say the catalyst was very likely Alexander,” said Deanna
affectionately, pausing a moment to pat Alexander’s smooth
hair. “I helped ease the difficulties of Alexander settling into
shipboard life, and Worf and I just formed a sort of bond that
drew us closer together.”

“Now, that’s an answer!” Sergey said in relief. “*“No quantum
fluxes, no two hundred thousand realities . . .”

“That is two hundred and eighty-five thousand,” Worf re-
minded him.

“I stand corrected.”

“Actually, Deanna is being somewhat tactful,” Worf admit-
ted. “I was, in fact, not an especially good father. I have never
excelled in . . .” He almost choked on the word and forced it
out as if it were a stuck chicken bone. *. .. feelings. But it
quickly became apparent that, in order to be a proper father,
one should have some reasonable touch for one’s feelings.”

“No one ever told my father that,” muttered Sergey.

His wife gave him an extremely scolding look. “Sergey! You
should know better! Speaking ill of the dead . . .”

“Dead is dead. What am I going to do? Hurt his feelings?”

“The point is, as Deanna worked to bring Alexander and
myself closer together as father and son, I discovered her
continued presence was not displeasing.”

“High praise indeed,” deadpanned Helena.

“One thing led to another and now . . .”” Again, he hesitated.

This time, it was Alexander who stepped in. “They’re
engaged,” he said.

There was stunned silence for a moment. Then a smile split
wide Helena’s face. “Wonderful!” she cried out. She rose
quickly from the couch, took Deanna’s face in her hands, and
kissed either cheek. “I’'m so happy for you! Sergey, aren’t you
happy for them?”

Sergey clearly hadn’t quite managed to digest the informa-
tion. “Engaged? To be married?”
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“That is generally how it is done,” Worf said.

“That’s . . . wonderful,” he said slowly. Instead of rising, he
slid forward on the couch, extended a hand, and shook Worf’s
firmly. “Your mother and I could not be happier for you.”

“Do you have a date set?”” asked Helena.

“Not at the moment. We are waiting for an estimate from
Starfleet as to reassignment.”

“Oh, Starfleet can go hang,” Helena said dismissively. ““You
make your plans, and let them work around you. You have to
prioritize. And it’s so sweet that you wanted to tell us in
person.”

“Yes, very sweet,” echoed Sergey.

“And that’s why you’re heading off to Betazed after this . . .
to tell Deanna’s mother. I'm sure she’ll be as thrilled as I am.”
“I’'m really looking forward to meeting her,” said Sergey.

“No, you are not,”” Worf said darkly.

“Worf!”” Deanna looked at him in surprise. She placed her
hands on her hips and looked at him with mild annoyance.
“What is that supposed to mean?”’

“It simply means that your mother can be . . . daunting.”

“Don’t you worry about that, Worf,” Helena assured him. “I
know we’ll all get along just fine. Oh, Worf . . .”” She sighed. “‘I
never would have said anything about it, and I never would
have wanted to pressure you on it . .. but I think this is the
best thing for you.”

“You do?”

“Absolutely. Alexander could use a . . . well, darling” —and
she turned to Alexander—*I don’t, for a second, mean to
imply that Deanna here, as wonderful as I'm sure she is, could
possibly be a replacement for your mother. But a young boy
needs positive female influences. I think that’s the way it
should be. And if your poor mother, God rest her soul, can’t be
with you, then at least you should have good, solid female role
models. Like what I tried to be for you, and what I’'m sure
Deanna can and will be. A family. A true family.” She rustled
Deanna’s hair affectionately. “I always wanted a daughter.
Worf knows I love him, but he knows I always wanted a girl.”
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“That’s why he grew his hair long enough to be a girl’s hair,”
Sergey commented.

Helena’s abashed “Sergey!” overlapped with Worf’s stern
“Father ... !”

“Well, look how long it is . . .”

“You promised, Sergey—!"

“I promised, I promised. Like it would hurt him to get a
haircut?”

Worf turned to Deanna and rumbled, “I retract the senti-
ment. I think my father and your mother are going to get along
quite well.”

Will Riker did not even try to stifle the chuckle that rose
within him as Deanna related the details of her get-together
with the Rozhenkos. The apartment he was residing in had
been provided him by Starfleet during his stay in San Fran-
cisco. It was not particularly elaborate in its furnishings, but
Riker wasn’t really looking for much beyond functional, so he
was content. Outside his window, the lights of the Golden Gate
Bridge glittered in the evening air in what Riker could only
think of as a pathetic imitation of the stars. “A haircut, huh.”

“It was rather amusing.”

“And you leave for Betazed tomorrow?”

“That’s right.” She nodded. “His mother seemed deter-
mined to teach me how to cook every single one of Worf’s
favorite dishes when he was growing up. Then later, Worf told
me not to be concerned about it; that in point of fact, he never
really liked anything his mother made. It wasn’t her fault; how
could she be expected to start turning out food suitable for
Klingon taste?”

“And he never said anything to her?”

“Not to this day. Worf can be rather stoic.”

“Yes, I’ve noticed.”

“And the hearing?” Deanna asked. Riker knew her well
enough to know that she was clearly worried about it, but was
trying to act as if she weren’t. “I know you said you weren’t
concerned about it, Will, but we can still come back. . ..”
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He shrugged. “Well, Admiral Jellico is going to be running
lithssy ...

“Jellico.” She made no effort to hide the distaste in her
expression. “Talk about bad luck of the draw.”

“No, actually the captain and I expected it. If there was
anyone who was going to be drawn to the scent of blood in the
water, it would be Jellico. But even though he’s chairing the
hearing, he’s only one of three ranking officers who will be
overseeing the investigation. Truly, I don’t think there’s going
to be any problems, and even if there were, there’s nothing that
you and Worf being there would contribute. We have the ship’s
log, which we salvaged from the crash, we have Geordi to
discuss the technical aspects of the meltdown . . . it’ll be fine,
Deanna.”

The door to Riker’s apartment chimed. “Hold on a mo-
ment,” he said to Deanna on the screen, and then he turned
and called, “Come.”

The door hissed open and Picard was standing there. It was a
sign of the captain’s strict adherence to decorum that he
remained at the threshold, not presuming to enter. “Will, do
you have a moment?”

“Absolutely, sir.” Riker half rose from his chair in acknowl-
edgment and then sat again as Picard nodded and walked in.
Both Riker and Picard were wearing off-duty civilian clothes.
For Riker, it felt as if they were both in pajamas. ““Just talking
with Deanna.”

“Counselor,” Picard inclined his head in greeting.

“Oh, Captain . . . there was something that Worf and I had
wanted to ask you. This is as good a time as any, I suppose.”

Picard nodded, smiling and waiting.

“We were wondering—that is, Worf and I were wondering—
if, when we do marry, you would perform the ceremony . . .
ideally on whatever the new ship they assign us to is.”

For some reason, Picard found himself casting a glance in
Riker’s direction. But Riker was simply beaming, like a proud
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father, not seeming the least bit perturbed by the concept.
Picard wasn’t entirely sure why he had suddenly chosen to look
at Riker at that moment. It had been something instinctive.
Quickly he looked back to the screen, hoping that his shift in
gaze had been so swift that she hadn’t even noticed. “Of
course, Counselor,” he said. “I’d be honored.”

“Thank you, Captain. I'll tell Worf. He’ll be ecstatic.”

“An ecstatic Worf. Now, there’s something that’s tough to
picture.”

They chatted for a few more moments, Deanna repeating
much of what she had told Riker for Picard’s benefit, and
Picard being likewise amused by the image of Worf being
castigated by his father for the length of his hair. Finally they
signed off and Riker turned to face Picard. “What can I do for
you, Captain?” he asked.

“Well . . . I had come to chat with you about what we can
expect in terms of questions from the admirals named to the
panel. I know there’s no love lost between you and Jellico, but I
wanted to go into more detail with you about admirals Gray
and Trebor. Still, I was wondering if there was something you
might wish to discuss first.”

“Discuss, sir?” asked Riker, his head inclined slightly and
showing polite puzzlement.

“Will . . .” Picard cleared his throat and then smiled in an
avuncular manner. “Will . . . I may be many things, but I am
most definitely not a fool. Worf and Deanna’s engagement . . .
their request for me to perform the ceremony . . . it must be
having an effect on you.”

“It’s flattering to know that everyone is concerned about
me . ..” began Riker.

“Everyone?”

“Well . . . Geordi and I had a discussion,” Riker admitted.
“But I'll tell you the same thing I told him: Deanna and I had
our chance together. We chose to remain simply good friends.
And if she is going to be happy with Worf, then I'm happy for
her. There’s really nothing more to it than that.”
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“There always is.” Picard paused a moment, and then said
with a smile, “Did I ever tell you about Maggie?”

“Maggie, sir?”’

“She and I went to the Academy together. I thought nothing
could possibly distract me from my goals and career, but when
Maggie and I saw each other. .. it was like lightning just
connecting the two of us. My feelings for her made any
previous relationship pale in comparison. It was as if they had
been mere dalliances before her. The universe of possibilities
which represented my future suddenly seemed to expand to
include one more that had never been there before. And she
felt the same way about me, I know it. For each of us, we were
the first to touch each other’s souls.”

“Imzadi,” Riker said softly.

“Pardon?”
“Nothing. Sorry to interrupt. You were saying . .. ?”
“Yes, well . . . Maggie and I made plans. We were going to

serve together, we were going to be together always. We were
willing to put aside our egos: If one of us became captain first,
the other would willingly serve as first officer. It seemed that
nothing could keep us apart, such was the intensity of our
dedication for each other.” He paused and then sighed. “But
something did happen.”

“What was that, sir?”

“Life, Will.” He smiled. “Life. You plan for things, try to
grab hold of your destiny and conform it to your desires, but
you never quite manage to get a firm grasp on it. It always
manages to slip away from you.”

“Meaning no disrespect, sir . . .’

“Will, we’re not in my ready room or on the bridge of a
starship. It’s just you and me, in an apartment on Earth. State
your mind.”

“Well, sir . . . what’s the point you’re trying to make?”

“The point is, you never stop trying. Resign yourself to the
fact that you cannot control fate, but don’t resign yourself to
fate itself. Never stop fighting, never stop trying.”
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“And you think that’s what I did with Deanna.”

“I believe so, yes. It’s what I did with Maggie. And I regret it
to this day. Regrets are a terrible thing to have, Will. A terrible
thing.”

It was something that Riker knew all too well, for he had
stared squarely into the face of regret. There had been a time
when an incarnation of Riker from the future had used the
Guardian of Forever to come back in time. In that Riker’s
reality, Deanna Troi had died forty years previously, and he
had never gotten over it. Eventually he had come to the
conclusion that Deanna had been murdered and, using the
Guardian, had come back in time to try and avert that
calamity. Riker had come face-to-face with his future self, and
had never forgotten the look of torment in his eyes. “I’'m your
future without her, buddy boy,” the Riker-to-come had
growled at him, and it had been a truly frightening sight to
behold. It wasn’t the gray hair and gray beard, or even the
wrinkles that Riker had found so daunting in his future
incarnation. It was instead the sheer, burning fury in the eyes
of a man who carried with him hatred for, quite possibly, the
entire universe, for depriving him of the future that he clearly
felt was his by right.

The immediate goal had been accomplished that time.
Deanna’s life had been saved, and ideally Admiral Riker had
returned to a future more to his liking. But whether Riker and
Deanna were going to wind up a couple was left unresolved. If
there was anything worse than knowing one’s future, it was
knowing what it might be and not being sure how to attend
to it.

“A terrible thing,” echoed Riker. But then he brought
himself to full attention and said firmly, “Captain, it’s not the
same thing. I simply know that I’'m just not capable of giving
Deanna the things she wants or needs.”

“Really.” Picard shook his head. “Will, do you know what
your problem is?”’

“No, sir, but I suspect you’re about to tell me.”
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“Your problem is that if you are convinced that something
can be done, then you will find a way to do it. You are
unstoppable in that regard. By the same token, if you decide
that something cannot be done, then nothing on heaven or
Earth will get you to do it. You are governed entirely by self-
fulfilling prophecy.”

“Captain . . . I'm not alone in this matter. Deanna feels the
same way that I do. She wants to remain simply friends. How
am I supposed to conjure up feelings within her that she
doesn’t possess? Through sheer force of will?”

“Well, that is your name.”

At that, Riker laughed. “You’ve got me there, Captain. But
what would you have me do, sir? After the hearing, would you
have me jump the first transport to Betazed? Burst in on them
at Lwaxana Troi’s house, tell Deanna that we should be a

couple ... ?”
“Is that how you feel?”
6‘No!”

“Then I suppose this entire conversation is moot,” Picard
observed.

“That’s right, sir.”

“All right, then. I beg your pardon for bringing it up.”

“Don’t worry about it, sir.”” With slow strides, Riker went to
the window and leaned against it, looking out once more at the
bridge. “By the way . .. whatever happened to Maggie? Do
you ever see her?”

“From time to time. I’'m seeing her tomorrow, as a matter of
fact.”

Riker turned and looked at him with raised eyebrow. “A
date?”

“In a manner of speaking. She’s one of the three admirals at
the inquiry tomorrow.”

Riker rubbed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and
forefinger as if suddenly in great pain. “Just out of morbid
curiosity, sir, and not wanting to pry: Who precisely broke it
off with whom?”
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“I say I did, she says she did.”

“A request, then: For the duration of the investigation, can
we go with her interpretation?”

“You read my mind, Number One. You read my mind.”

There was a small porch in the back of the Rozhenkos’
farmhouse. It was a chill night, and as a barechested Worf
stood on the porch and gazed up at the full moon, his nostrils
flared ever so slightly. He leaned on the porch railing, gripping
it firmly, apparently oblivious to the crispness in the air.

“Nice night, isn’t it.”

Worf had heard him coming, but since his approach was
silent, Worf had not said anything just in case his father had
wanted his presence not to be known. “Lovely night, Father,”
Worf replied.

“Having trouble sleeping?”

“I simply find the night . . . alluring,” Worf said. He took in
the air deeply, his muscles stretching tautly over his rib cage. “I
did not realize how much I had missed it.”

Sergey was wearing a robe over his pajamas as he sauntered
over to his son’s side. “Do you remember the night you went
hunting?”” he asked.

Worf turned and looked at him with a puzzled expression.
“Hunting . . . ?”

“One night, early on ... back when we had the farm on
Gault, when you first came to us . . . you came outside on a
night much like this one, stripped off your clothes, and
barreled off into the darkness. When we finally found you the
next day, you were curled up in the woods. You were shivering
slightly, you had a contented smile on your face . . . and there
was blood encrusted on the edges of your mouth.”

Worf shook his head. ‘I seem to have ... vague recollec-
tions of it at most.”

“Word spread rather quickly. It’s somewhat difficult to cover
up such a thing. The neighbors protested; they were afraid of
you. It was a very difficult time for us. Very difficult.”
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“I do not think I appreciated the hardship on you at the
time. Perhaps to this day I cannot fully appreciate it.” He
hesitated a moment and then asked, “Do you . . . regret it?”

Worf was mildly disconcerted when Sergey didn’t answer
immediately. When he did reply, it was in a rather roundabout
manner.

“You have to understand the difference between your moth-
er and me,” Sergey began. “When I found you on Khitomer,
battered and pathetic under that pile of rubble . . . my deci-
sion to bring you back to Gault, to adopt you, was made on the
spur of the moment. That’s the way I am. I don’t think things
out the way I should. I act on impulse . . . which is appropriate
for a warp-field specialist, no?”” He laughed at his own joke, but
when he saw that Worf wasn’t likewise laughing, he trailed off
and cleared his throat. “Now, your mother . . . she was always
the rational one. I told her about you, and she said, ‘Sergey, do
you have any idea what you’re getting us into? Do you?”

“Are you saying . ..she did not want me?” Worf asked
slowly.

“Of course she wanted you. That’s not the point. She wanted
you . . . but she was fully aware of the consequences of our
actions. She’s very methodical, very reasonable. She thinks out
everything and makes her choices based on what seems to be
the most sensible course of action.”

“Father . . . I do not mean to sound impertinent . . . but
why are you telling me this?”

“Because you take after her in many ways. You have enough
impulsiveness as it is from your Klingon heritage. But from
your mother, you learned how to size up a situation, to make a
reasoned choice. She taught you how to act from your brain
instead of your heart. You see what I’'m getting at?”

Worf nodded, then stopped. “No,” he admitted.

Sergey had been looking out at the night, but now he turned
to face his son. “This girl, she seems lovely. Intelligent, smart,
calm. Your mother adores her, I can tell you that.”

“And you do not?”
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“I think she’s great! I just . . .”” He gestured vaguely. “When
I pictured the type of woman I thought you’d wind up with,
somehow she was never what I was expecting. No offense.”

“None taken. You are not the first person to make that
observation, Father. We are . . . opposites . . . in many ways.
On the other hand, it certainly gives us a good deal to talk
about.”

Sergey grunted noncommittally. “Worf . .. why are you
marrying this girl?”

““She has a name, Father. I would appreciate if you used it.”

Unperturbed at the mild rebuke from his son, Sergey said,
“Why are you marrying Deanna?”’

“Because . . . she completes me, Father. She is a valuable
addition. She integrates smoothly into the framework of the
unit.”

“Son, you make her sound like a warp coil. Or a weapon. Do
you love this gir—Deanna?”’

“Would I be marrying her if I did not?”

“Worf . . .”” He paused, trying to find the words. “Worf . . .
in the old days, in the very old days . . . matches weren’t made
from love. They were put together by a matchmaker, and any
one of a dozen reasons might be deemed reasonable for
making a match. It came from here,” and he tapped his head,
“and not from here,” and he touched his heart.

“Father, we are discussing a decision that relates to the
entirety of one’s life. It should come from both sources, should
it not?”

9 4 11T

“Father,” and he folded his arms in what could best be
described as a defensive posture. “I love Deanna. If I did not, I
would not marry her, despite all the other ‘logical’ reasons to
do so. I did not come here seeking your blessing. However, I
would be most appreciative if I received it.”

Sergey looked into the eyes of his adopted son. So many
times, he had found those cold eyes unreadable. Life among
humans had never been easy, and Worf had been hurt time and
again . . . first by the natural cruelty of children, and then by
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the far more insidious cruelty of adults who feared the burly
Klingon as if he were a walking pile of explosives in their
midst. But Worf would have considered it the height of
humiliation to let any of that pain show through, and he
became very adept at hiding it.

This time, though, Worf had let his guard down ever so
slightly. It was all there in his eyes, the need for his father’s
approval. When Worf had taken on the formidable challenge of
being the first Klingon in Starfleet, he had done so partly to
emulate Sergey. In taking on a wife, and endeavoring to do
right by his child, Sergey realized that Worf was once more
following Sergey’s example, albeit perhaps unconsciously.

Sergey had reservations, serious reservations. It was Worf’s
life, however, and Worf wasn’t asking for his opinion on
Deanna (a lovely girl) or on how it would affect Alexander (he
clearly was happy with her) or . . .

The more Sergey thought about it, the more it seemed to
make sense. His instinct, upon which he had operated for so
many years, told him that it was a mistake. That they were
simply too different. But Sergey was hardly the expert on
affairs of the heart. After all, he hadn’t had to make decisions
regarding a mate in nearly half a century, so it wasn’t as if he
were in practice.

His son needed him. That was the bottom line. His son
needed the approval of his father, and he had no earthly reason
to withhold it.

“Of course you have my blessing, Worf,” he said. “You know
that. Mine, and your mother’s. I didn’t want you think that
e, 1.2

“It is all right, Father.” And then, to Sergey’s surprise, the
edges of Worf’s mouth began to twitch. Slowly they pulled taut
and then up, and Worf presented that rarest of phenomena: his
smile. Not the feral cross between a grin and snarl that
sometimes adorned his face when combat beckoned. This was
a sincere, almost human smile. I know that we are an unusual
match, and I know that you have my best interests at heart.”

“I'm relieved that you understand, Worf.” He shivered
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slightly in the cold air. “Come, son. Getting a little cold for
these old bones. How about if we go inside and I make you
some warm milk, the way I used to.”

“Father . . . you never made me warm milk.”

“Never?”

Worf cast his thoughts back. “You did, however, give me
vodka from time to time.”

“Well, then . . .” He clapped his son on the shoulder. “Let’s
see what we can do to accommodate you. You have the vodka,
I’ll have the milk. Somehow, I think, that’s appropriate.”
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CHAPTER 6

l(ill him.”

The first syllable was barely out of the female Romulan’s
mouth when Tom Riker moved.

As tired as he was, as exhausted as he was, it didn’t slow him
in the slightest as he lunged before any of the Romulan guards
could fire at him. The one thing he had going for him was that
they were in relatively confined quarters. They couldn’t all
simply start shooting, since they would be as likely to hit one
another as him. It was the only advantage he had going for
him, and it really wasn’t all that much of one. That alone was
discouraging enough, but he wasn’t about to let it slow him
down.

It was a valiant effort. His initial charge took him into the
midsection of the nearest Romulan, who let out a gasp of air as
he staggered back, carried by Riker’s weight and sheer manic
energy. The woman blinked in surprise, as if amazed over the
pure bravado and yet utter futility in which Riker indulged
during what were certain to be his last moments. Riker shoved
the Romulan guard away and lashed out with one foot to the
crotch of the nearest standing Romulan. The guard doubled
over, and for just the slightest of moments Riker actually
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seemed as if he might have a chance. A chance of what, exactly,
he wasn’t completely sure. He had no idea where to run, no
clue to whom he could turn to garner an ally. But first thing
was most definitely first: If he didn’t get out of there and
survive, he didn’t have a hope in hell.

A sudden movement from one guard caught his eye. He
turned to deal with the immediate threat, and as a conse-
quence didn’t see the butt of the Romulan disruptor that was
being brought down with customary Romulan fierceness on his
skull. Stars exploded behind his eyes, and Riker sank to one
knee. He reached out as if trying to find an invisible support on
which he could haul himself up. A second blow to the head
finished off any hope of that avenue as Riker slid to the floor.
He felt a wave of nausea gripping him. He now had a new plan:
He wanted to live long enough to vomit onto someone’s boots.
That seemed all that he was capable of at that moment, but at
least it had the merit of making a political statement.

That was when a loud, stern voice said, ‘“‘Leave him alone!”

Riker couldn’t quite believe the origin of the voice. In
fighting through the haze that descended around his skull, he
was able to see that the female Romulan was likewise sur-
prised. She was looking at Saket, who had been about to leave
when the scuffle in the transporter room broke out.

“Leave him alone,” Saket repeated, every word clearly an

effort. “He . . . saved my life, Sela. I owe him. So do you. If not
for him, your rescue would have been in vain.”
“But...”

“Don’t ‘but’ me, Sela. I've known you too long. I knew your
mother and she . . .”

Then Saket’s knees began to buckle under him completely.
The Romulans who were supporting him were frozen in place,
clearly uncertain of what to do. “Get him out of here, now!”
the woman whom he had called “Sela” ordered. Saket was
promptly hauled away, faint protests still audible from his
lips.

Riker didn’t see any of it, because he was on his hands and

120




IMZADI Il

knees, the world still whirling around him. A pair of booted
feet slowly stepped into his narrow view of his environment,
and he wondered if these were going to be the lucky boots onto
which he was going to be heaving.

“What are you doing here, Riker?”

The angry and contemptuous question cut straight through
him.

She knows me? Riker thought wonderingly, and then in-
stantly it became clear to him. She knew Will Riker, his
counterpart and identical twin. From the tone of voice, she’d
had dealings with him that had not gone especially well for her.
The logical thing to do would be to tell her that he was, in fact,
not Will Riker at all, but rather Tom Riker. Tom Riker . . .

... Will Riker’s identical and genetically impossible-to-
differentiate twin created by a one-in-a-million transporter
accident.

Oh yeah. That was going to fly.

That was exactly the thing to do when surrounded by a
hostile enemy—put forward a preposterous story that would
very likely be greeted with utter contempt. He could hear the
reaction in his mind: You expect us to believe that? Are you
insane? What sort of fools do you take us for? And that would
immediately be followed by more kicking, more beatings, his
head caved in and him, Riker, reduced to a state where he was
either too pathetic to bother keeping alive, or such a mess that
death would be preferable and they wouldn’t oblige him just to
be bastards.

But he didn’t know what else to say.

So he said nothing. He just crouched there on the floor,
trying to battle through the wave of nausea sweeping over him
without succumbing to it.

“The strong, silent type. How very typical,” said Sela. She
hesitated a moment, weighing his fate, and then said briskly,
“Lock him up. We’ll deal with him later.”

Well, that was certainly an improvement over “Kill him.”
He hadn’t vomited, and he was about to be held prisoner by
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the Romulans, whose treatment of prisoners was legendary for
its cruelty.
It looked like this was turning out to be his lucky day.

Sela stood by Saket’s side, holding his hand tightly as the
older Romulan lay on the table in medical. The Romulan
medical facilities were not terrific to start with; the basic
philosophy of the Romulans was survival of the fittest, and
those who were too injured to survive were generally allowed
to die as a matter of course. But Saket’s was a very different
situation, at least as far as Sela was concerned. She looked to
the medical officer, who simply shook his head. There wasn’t a
damned thing that he could do. The damage was too extensive.
By rights, Saket truly had no business being alive in the first
place.

“I saw you flying that fighter,” Saket whispered. Despite her
keen hearing, Sela still had to lean forward to hear everything
he was saying. “It was you, wasn’t it.”

“I wouldn’t let anyone else handle it,” Sela said. “My people
all said I was crazy.”

“You are. I have always known that about you. Sometimes I
think that was my main contribution to your teachings.” He
coughed more and more violently, and then seemed to pull
himself together through sheer force of will.

“Lie still, Saket . . .”

“And die . . . quietly . . . ? No . ..” He shook his head.

“Saket . . . where did you hide it?”” she asked. “Tell me
where. Do you have it on you? Is it back on Lazon Two?”

Saket didn’t seem to hear her. Instead his mind was else-

where. “Riker...he is a good man...to have on your
side ... I was ... cultivating him for you...knew you’d
come for me . .. heis...my final legacy ...toyou...”
“Use him how?” demanded Sela. “For the plan? We
needed . . . need . . . you. We don’t need him. . ..”
“No...we don’t...but think how much... more
effective . . .”
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Slowly the truth of what he was saying began to dawn on her.
“Yes . . . yes, it would be, wouldn’t it . . .”

“You begin to see . . . always were . . . a quick pupil . . . you
and Riker . .. good ... good team . .. good couple . . .”

Despite the seriousness of the situation, Sela had to stifle an
urge to laugh. “Good couple? Little late in your life to start a
new career as matchmaker, wouldn’t you say, Saket?”

Saket said nothing.

She called his name again, shook him slightly. Even as she
did, though, she knew. Knew beyond any question that he was
gone.

Sentiment began to wash over her, like a tide choked with
pollutants. She shoved the feelings away. They were anathema
to her; she had no time for them.

“He didn’t tell us where it was,” said the medical officer, a
heavyset Romulan named Tok. ‘“‘He was in too much pain . . .
he could not focus on what was important.”

“Either that,” Sela said thoughtfully, “or he was certain we
could find it without his help, and wanted to use his remaining
strength to deal with other matters . . .”

“Such as Riker?”

“Such as, yes.” She turned on her heel and headed for the
exit.

“What about Saket?” asked Tok.

“Run a complete sensor sweep over him. Take him apart
organ by organ, if you have to. If the sample is on him . . . I
want it.”

With that, Sela took her leave of the medical facility, leaving
Tok to his work.

As she headed down the corridor, she walked rigidly, looking
neither left nor right, as if she had no care for anyone around
her. Outwardly she exuded complete calm and control. In-
wardly she was a raging torrent. Saket was gone. The sample
was still missing. And she had Will Riker in her possession.

What was she going to do with him?

That was something she was going to have to determine, and
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the little chat she was about to have with him would help her
decide one way or the other.

Three times Riker had endeavored to sit up and each time
the nausea had hit him. But the fourth time he had actually
managed to pull himself together sufficiently to sit up without
any ill effects. “And now, for my next trick ...” he had
muttered before steeling himself sufficiently to stand up. This
he managed to do, leaning against the stark metal wall,
drawing in a few deep breaths, and finally walking slowly
around the perimeter of the Romulan lockup. It didn’t take
long to get the feeling for his surroundings: Six steps in any
direction pretty much covered it. There was a hard-surfaced,
horizontal board which served as the only piece of furniture in
the place—couch and bed, all rolled into one. If he needed to
relieve himself, or vomit up some of the unpalatable food they
gave him, he was escorted under armed guard to a facility
down the hall and then promptly brought back. That was the
entirety of his existence.

There was a forcefield, naturally, barring his exit, and a
guard firmly in place. The guard wasn’t even deigning to look
in Riker’s direction, which was more or less fine with Riker. It
wasn’t as if he was feeling particularly chatty at that moment
anyway.

He heard brisk footsteps coming his way, and wondered
whether this was going to be the Romulan execution squad or
whoever it was that was going to be sent to finish him off. Or
perhaps they would torture him first for information. Now,
wouldn’t that be a little slice of heaven.

Tom reasoned that the window of opportunity had closed for
him to inform his captors of who he truly was . . . although he
still had serious doubts that such an endeavor would have met
with the slightest bit of success. The Romulans were a prickly
people, and they were just as likely to think that he was trying
to make fools of them as anything else. Besides, the one chance
he might have for survival was if they thought he knew more
than he did, or was of more value than he truly was.
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There was also the question of ransom. It was entirely
possible that they might try to barter something in exchange
for him, operating under the belief that they had in their
possession the legendary Commander William Riker. Will
Riker might indeed be a useful bargaining chip. Tom Riker, on
the other hand, was useless.

That was a hard fact for Tom to deal with, but there it was.
Tom Riker was someone whose capture and possible death in
captivity was of no weight to anyone. He was already a
disgraced traitor. Who in Starfleet would possibly put them-
selves on the line for him? He was a freak of nature, a
transporter malfunction with a soul . . . someone else’s soul.
He had nothing. No freedom, no honor, not even the single
most fundamental property possessed by every living being,
sentient or otherwise, in the known galaxy: uniqueness. Out
there, roaming free in the galaxy, was someone who was in
every way identical, except when it came to career and regard
by his peers; in those matters, he was far superior.

And Tom Riker, in trying to carve out his own niche in the
galaxy, had paid for it dearly. Life in a Cardassian labor camp,
and that was under a sentence that had been commuted.

Better that they had killed me, he thought bleakly.

It was while he was in this dark mood that Sela came to him.

She stood on the other side of the forcefield, regarding him
for a moment as he sat on his uncomfortable piece of furniture.
Then she nodded to the guard, who deactivated the forcefield.
She stepped through, stood there with her arms folded, and
waited.

Tom said nothing.

Nor did Sela.

They stood there in that way, in silence, for ten minutes.
Then Sela turned on her heel and walked out without so much
as a word having been exchanged.

The same thing happened the next day, the exact same thing
happened, except this time it was for twenty minutes.

The day after that, thirty.

Still there was not a word spoken between the two of them. It
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had become an almost perverse test of will. She would stand
there, and he would sit on the bed/seat, and that would be the
extent of their interaction. If they had been telepaths, it might
have made some sense. As it was, even the guard seemed
mystified. Every time Sela departed the cell, he would look at
her questioningly, but she didn’t even return his glance.
During the third visit, as Sela was preparing to leave, Tom
decided to amuse himself. Just as she began to turn away, Riker
winked at her. She looked back at him. but his face was
impassive once more. Not so much as a crack in the stone-
faced facade that he had carefully crafted for himself. She
hesitated ever so briefly, and then walked out once more.
When she came back the fourth time, it was with a proposal.

“We found it.”

Truthfully, it had not taken Tok all that long. He had found it
within twelve hours after beginning the autopsy, and he was
mentally kicking himself for it having taken as long as it did.

Pieces of Saket lay scattered about the autopsy room, but
Sela’s attention was upon the eye that stared up (unblinkingly,
of course) at her. “His left eye, to be precise,” said Tok
proudly. “It was a phenomenal construct, fabricated from
actual living tissue. Designed to elude detection by even the
most advanced of techniques. Fully functional, and indistin-
guishable from his living eye. You’d never know which one was
the fake.”

“In his eye,” Sela said wonderingly.

Tok nodded eagerly and, using his medical tools, gently
turned the eye over. Using a scalpel, he set the harmonics
within to vibrate at a certain frequency that was apparently
encoded into the eye’s microcircuitry. Within moments there
was a very soft, barely audible “click” and then the back of the
eye opened. Ever so delicately, Tok removed a chip which
glistened silver, except for one area which was dark blue.

“Is that it?” asked Sela. She tried to keep her voice calm and
neutral, but there was clear excitement in her tone.
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“I believe so. Yes . .. definitely. The circuitry of the chip
keeps the chemical sample in a sort of stasis: inert and
harmless.”

“He did it.” There was envy and awe in her voice. She
looked in the direction of his heart, which sat by itself on a
silver tray. “Saket, you old bastard, you actually did it. You
found it. I didn’t think it was possible . . . but if anyone could
do it, you could.” She considered eating the heart out of a
sense of respect to Saket, but decided that it probably wasn’t
the appropriate time for such actions.

She cast a glance over her shoulder as if somehow she could
actually see the Cardassians, their homeworld or their prison,
from the Romulan warbird’s medical facility. “How long will it
take you to synthesize it?”” she asked Tok without looking at
him. “Synthesize it . . . and test it.”

“I have no way to know, Sela,” Tok said apologetically.
“There are simply too many unknowns. Since I don’t know
what the compound consists of, I cannot say for sure what will
be required to synthesize it . . . and whether it works or not
has to be completely computer simulated. Unless, of course,”
he added, “you’re volunteering to test it yourself.”

“Don’t be snide, Tok, unless you’d like me to pick you as
someone upon whom we can tryit...out...”

Her voice trailed off as she looked thoughtfully into the air.

Sela was oftentimes a mystery for Tok, but this time he
thought he had an idea what she was thinking about. “Riker?”
he guessed. ““You’re thinking that we test it on Riker?”

She glared at him in a way that indicated he had totally
missed, once again, what she was considering. ““You think too
small, Tok. No, we’re not going to test it on Riker. That would
be an extraordinary waste of material. Take the time you need,
Tok. We’re in no hurry. No one is going anywhere. As for
Riker . . . I have other thoughts in regards to him.”

She had found him a most curious case. When she had first
walked up to him while he was in captivity, she had had no
idea that they were going to have so much difficulty just getting

127



PETER DAVID

beyond initial contact. But somehow she had just expected that
Riker was going to commence the festivities. That he was going
to threaten, or cajole, or plead, or bluster ... something,
anything that would be oh-so-typical for the arrogant second-
in-command of the Enterprise.

Instead there was nothing. Perhaps he was trying to show her
that he held her in such disdain that he had no desire to talk to
her . . . or else it was a massive show of bravado . . . or else he
really just didn’t give a damn. All of those options seemed rife
with their own possibilities.

But she realized she wasn’t going to get anywhere if matters
continued as they were. So she was going to have to do
something to move them to the next level, since it was
becoming obvious that Riker wasn’t about to.

“Saket is dead . . . in case you were wondering.”

He almost jumped when she spoke, since it was the first time
she had done so. But he very quickly regained his outward
impassiveness.

“I was wondering, yes. Thank you for telling me.” He paused
and then added matter-of-factly, “I considered him a friend.
My condolences to you, for whatever your relationship may
have been to him.”

“So how did you wind up there?”

“There? Where?”

“In a Cardassian labor camp, fool,” Sela said testily. She was
leaning in what appeared to be a leisurely fashion against one
of the walls of Riker’s cell. But Riker had the feeling that she
was, in fact, battle-ready. If he made the slightest wrong move,
she’d be ready to take him apart. At least, she probably
presumed she could. Whether she really would be able to
accomplish that feat was another matter, although considering
Riker’s condition after all these months, he wouldn’t have
wanted to bet against her.

He also noticed another Romulan standing in the corridor in
a manner that was clearly supposed to suggest that he had no
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particular reason for being there. He was taller than the
average Romulan, with a high forehead and uncommonly dark
eyes that swam against a rather pale face. When the Romulan
appeared to notice that he had caught Riker’s attention, he
moved off slightly to remove himself from Riker’s field of
vision, but Riker was certain he was still there. And whoever
this Romulan was, not for a moment did Riker buy that he was
there purely by happenstance. Romulans were far too methodi-
cal a people. Every word out of their mouths was carefully
measured, and every action they took was done with metic-
ulous planning. The pasty-faced Romulan hadn’t been there
before, and now he was. There was definitely a purpose
for it.

Curiously, Riker was surprised to find that he didn’t give too
much a damn about what it was. Sela was the one to watch out
for. To that end, he focused his thoughts purely on the
conversation at hand, not letting himself wander off into
mental byways. It was not difficult for him to do. Many years
ago, Deanna had spent long hours teaching him the mental
discipline that the Betazoids had honed to such a fine art.
Riker was hardly a telepath, although he was able to communi-
cate with Troi mentally when the circumstances were right . . .
and even then it was a haphazard proposition. However,
Riker’s mental focus was second to none; when he was zeroed
in on something, nothing could distract him. There was no way
he was going to allow Sela to trick him into revealing some-
thing that he didn’t want her to know. The trick was to be
guarded, so the wrong thing didn’t get said, but not to appear
as if he were being guarded so that Sela wouldn’t suspect if he
was being less than candid.

“I was on a mission,” Riker said. “A mission that would
have been a major strike at the Cardassians.”

“On behalf of Starfleet and the Federation?” she asked.

He tried to sound grimly humorous. “Let’s just say they
didn’t disapprove.” That much was true. At the time that Tom
Riker had switched his allegiance to the Maquis—the under-
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ground terrorist group that had declared a private war on the
Cardassians in defiance of Federation treaties—Starfleet had
no awareness that he was not at his new post on the Starship
Gandhi. Therefore, of course, they did not disapprove.

Sela nodded slowly. “Ah. Let me guess: Good luck to you,
Riker, and if it doesn’t go well, don’t expect us to help you.”

He said nothing. He figured it would benefit him more to
keep his mouth shut and allow Sela to put forward the
suppositions. That was even easier than trying to be careful
with what he said.

“And the Cardassians caught you at it.”

“That they did.”

“And the Federation did nothing to help you?”

“That they did not.”

“But of course,” said Sela, walking with an odd little
swagger, “if you had it to do over, you’d do the exact same
thing. Because you are dedicated to your beloved Starfleet,
aren’t you, Riker?”

“Isn’t this the point where you’re supposed to be shining hot
lights on me and breaking down my loyalty?”

She considered his level gaze, and a small smile actually
played along the corners of her mouth. “Is that what you want
me to do?”

Once more he said nothing.

“Is that what it would take,” she continued, “to sever your
allegiance to Starfleet?”

He’d known a question such as this one would likely be
coming. He didn’t hesitate, instead speaking with calm, delib-
erate candor. “The truth is,” he said slowly, “that I’ve had
time to reflect a good deal on my life. And if I had it to do over
again . . . there’s a lot I'd do differently.”

“Really. Anything having to do with . . . oh .. . Deanna?”

This seemingly innocuous, ofthand comment caught Riker
momentarily off-guard. Tom looked up at her, startled. He
made no attempt to hide his confusion. “How did you
know ... ?”
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“You talk in your sleep. Did no one ever tell you that? Two
nights ago during your stay here, you murmured the name
‘Deanna.” Muttered it somewhat; we had a bit of trouble
understanding you at first. Would that be Deanna Troi, by any
chance?”

This time he didn’t ask how she knew, even in an abortive
way. But she supplied the answer anyway: ““One should always
have a basic knowledge of who one’s enemies are. She caused
quite a bit of embarrassment to our intelligence service, the Tal
Shiar. We captured a dissident not too long ago and he told us a
number of tales in hopes of his life being spared. One of them
was of one Deanna Troi of the Starship Enterprise—your
vessel, as I recall—who passed herself off as a member of the
Tal Shiar and helped M’ret and several top aides to escape their
alleged persecution at the hands of our government. Oh yes,
Deanna Troi made quite an impression on us, I assure you.
So”—and she folded her arms and regarded him in an
amused, even faintly smug manner—‘‘are you enamored of
her? Is that the case? Your concerns about her—"’

“Are my concerns alone,” Riker said sharply . . . so sharply,
in fact, that the guard outside the door automatically took a
defensive stance as if he was expecting trouble. Riker reined
himself in and then said with impressive calm, “She wasn’t
what I was referring to.”

“What, then?”

This was it. He took a deep breath and said, “I owe nothing
to Starfleet. I've had to watch others no more deserving than I
get all the breaks in life, while I was treated as if I was nothing
special. I’ve been dealt one lousy hand after another, and if I
never have anything to do with Starfleet again, I really couldn’t
give a damn.”

He had said it all in one breath, as if he couldn’t wait to get it
out of his system. When he stopped speaking he simply glared
at her for a few moments. “Is that what you wanted to hear?”
he finally asked her.

“I wanted to hear the truth.”
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“You did.”

She walked toward him with that same swagger that she
effected so well. With each step she would hesitate just a
moment before placing her foot down, as if trying to sense
whether there might be a mine or some such device planted in
the floor. ““‘Are you saying . . . that you would not be opposed
to a bit of payback to the Federation? That you feel as if you
owe them nothing?”

“Oh, I know I owe them nothing. If there’s one thing I’ve
learned, it’s that I have to make my own way in this galaxy. I
have to be my own man, whatever it takes, and I certainly can’t
be that if I stick with Starfleet.”

She nodded, looking quite noncommittal. He wondered
what was going through her head, but she was inscrutable.

“And if you could strike back at Starfleet,” she said abruptly,
“and at the Federation by doing something that would hurt
their interests . . . would you?”

“Depends,” he said.

“Mmm.” She nodded again, but this time she looked ap-
proving. “Good response. If you had simply said ‘Yes,” I would
know that you are lying, or desperate to say anything in order
to endear yourself to me, regardless of its veracity. You are a
man of annoyingly deep-rooted morality, Riker, that much I
know. Most of your ilk are, even the disaffected ones such as
yourself. Do you know what the parameters of those ‘depends’
might be?”

“I couldn’t say for sure. I suppose I"d know it when I saw it.”

“Would you draw the line at killing?”

He didn’t hesitate in his response. “I’ve killed when I had to.
Id kill again. If I"'d had my way, the mission that landed me in
prison would have resulted in a hell of a lot of dead Cardassi-
ans had I managed to accomplish that.”

“Could you kill Picard?”

For some reason, Riker rose from his “couch,” as if the mere
mention of Picard required that he stand at something vaguely
approximating attention. “If I had to,” he said after a moment.
“I’d rather not ... he see...he’s a decent enough man.”
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Mentally he kicked himself, since he’d almost slipped by
saying, “‘He seems a decent enough man.” Phrasing such as
that might very well have tipped her off, or at least given her
suspicions. Recovering quickly, he added, “I don’t feel any
overwhelming loyalty to him. Sometimes I feel as if I hardly
know the man.”

She seemed to take all this in. And then, without a word, she
turned and walked out. As she passed the guard, she nodded
slightly and he activated the forcefield once more.

Riker sat back down on his uncomfortable couch. Well, that
had gone about as well as could be expected.

Sela was up to something, of that much he was certain. Saket
had spoken any number of times of his favorite student, his
greatest pupil, but he’d never mentioned her name. Riker
chalked that up to discretion that was practically ground into
Saket. But he’d certainly described this mystery pupil in
sufficient detail that Riker felt as if he knew her. It had since
become clear to Riker that this Sela was that pupil, and more,
that Sela had had dealings with Picard, Will Riker, and the
Enterprise.

Furthermore, he was positive that she would not have staged
the breakout if she hadn’t had some sort of plan in place. And
if that was the case, then it was imperative that Tom Riker get
himself involved in it. Of course, if it was an attack or plan that
was aimed at the Cardassians, he would zealously participate
with a clear conscience. On the other hand, if it was indeed a
mission that was directed at the Federation, then he would
have to do everything he could to stop it.

Wouldn’t he?

That dark thought crossed his mind for the briefest of
moments, and then Tom Riker brushed it away with determi-
nation. Of course he would stop it if it was going to harm
Starfleet or the Federation in some way. There was no question
about it.

And he spent the rest of the day, and well into the night,
convincing himself of that.

e e LY
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Sela sat in her quarters, drumming her fingers impatiently
on her desk. Then there was a chime at her door. “Come,’ she
said.

The door hissed open and the tall, rather pale Romulan who
had been hovering in the corridor outside the lockup entered.
He inclined his head slightly in greeting. Sela, for her part, did
not seem particularly interested in cordialities. “Well?” she
asked.

The Romulan she was addressing was named Kressn, and he
was an empath.

It was a matter of some curiosity that Romulans, an offshoot
race of the Vulcans, possessed none of the formidable mind
powers that their parent race displayed with such facility. No
one was entirely certain why that should be the case. Some felt
it a matter of mere genetics, but that did not seem a satisfac-
tory answer. For others it came down more to a matter of
societal upbringing.

In their distant past, the Vulcans had been a bloodthirsty,
savage, and warlike race. While the Vulcans, in order to save
themselves lest they obliterate their entire race through endless
bloodshed, had transformed themselves into paragons of logic,
the Romulans had taken another direction entirely. They
retained much of the aggressiveness and desire for conquest
that had nearly brought their forebears to utter ruin. Since they
had never become what anyone could possibly think of as a
contemplative race, they had never found the inner strength of
mind that the Vulcans had, nor had they managed to unlock
the potential for telepathic abilities that afforded the Vulcans
the ability to mind-meld.

Nonetheless, it could not reasonably be argued that there
wasn’t some genetic predisposition for mind powers. They
couldn’t have come from nowhere. That being the case, the
potential for mental abilities must have existed equally in both
the Romulans and Vulcans. Whereas the Vulcans had made the
most of their potential, the Romulans had allowed that same
potential in themselves to wither and die . . . possibly because
their contact with the Vulcans had been severed more than a
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millennium earlier, at the time of Surak. Not being present for
the Great Voyage of Discovery that the Vulcans had embarked
upon, the Romulans simply didn’t know, as a race, what they
could do. Once they had become aware, however, when they
had embarked on a campaign of war against the Federation a
century earlier, there had been a movement afoot to try and
play a sort of mental “catch-up” game with their cousins.

It had not been overwhelmingly successful thus far. There
had been, however, a few small triumphs here and there. One
of those triumphs happened to be Kressn. Tested at a young
age and found to have definite psi potential, Kressn had been
taken from his parents and handed over to the Tal Shiar. In his
training over the years, Kressn had been found to have three
major strengths: First, he was a gifted empath, capable of
discerning the truth or falsehood of a subject’s statements, as
well as a range of other emotions; second, he had a knack for
infiltration. It took a great deal of his concentration, but under
the proper circumstances, he was capable of masking his
presence from others in a room, much like old Earth ninjas or
the fabled phantom people of Qu’uan. He would simply
“convince” an onlooker to look in a direction other than that
where Kressn happened to be. There was limited use to this
ability: He wasn’t capable of using his empathic abilities
during such times, since retaining his “cloak,” as he liked to
call it, required all his concentration. Furthermore, if it was a
very crowded room, sooner or later someone would bump into
him and—at that point—not help but notice him. And if there
was a surveillance camera, he was more or less dead.

And third, he was that rather rare breed, a projecting
empath, capable of investing key emotions in individuals and
“pushing” those emotions where he desired them to go.

In short, Kressn had his uses and his functions, which Sela
had found out firsthand.

“Well?” she said again. Sometimes Kressn, seemingly off in
his own world, did not answer without repeated prompting.

“He is holding something back ... of that much I am
certain. Are you positive he is who you think he is?”
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“Of course he is.” She rose from behind the table and circled
the room. “Besides the fact that I know him on sight, Saket
referred to him as Riker. And when I first encountered the
Enterprise, 1 did full intelligence workups on all her senior
officers. Riker was an only child. And I ran a full scan on his
molecular structure from our own transporter records. It’s
fully human, meaning he’s not a shapeshifter. So unless he
somehow managed to pull a twin brother out of thin air within
the last couple of years, that’s William Riker.”

“Very well. But he’s still holding something back.”

“Aren’t we all,” Sela remarked dryly.

“Perhaps.” Kressn’s tone lowered to something approaching
conspiratorial. “Perhaps his presence there was some sort of
trap. An attempt to infiltrate our operation.”

It was clear from her general demeanor that she wasn’t
especially accepting of that notion. “You’re asking me to
believe that Starfleet consigned one of its top officers to a
Cardassian hard-labor camp, in the hope that perhaps he could
become friendly with a Romulan—a Romulan whom I have
known my entire life and has an uncanny knack for seeing
through duplicity—and then, on the off chance that the
Romulan was rescued, Riker would be able to survive the
assault and manage to save the Romulan’s life so that maybe,
Jjust maybe, his new captors won’t kill him? Is that the tortured
logic you’re asking me to accept, Kressn?”

“I am simply asking you to accept that all is not necessarily
what it seems with the prisoner.”

“Very well,” Sela said impatiently. “Consider it a given.
Putting that fact aside . . . what about the things he did say.
Was he telling the truth?”

“He certainly believed what he was saying. It was definitely
the truth as he believed it. However, his thoughts are finely
tuned.”

“Meaning what? That he’s a telepath?”

“No. No, nothing quite that refined. But he has had training
in mental disciplines that exceed anything Starfleet is currently
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offering. What it does mean is that if he had something he
wished to keep hidden, he might very well be able to do so in
such a way that nothing short of a deep probe would be able to
dig it out.”

“Can you do 1t?”

He shook his head. “Beyond my capabilities, I'm afraid. We
have technology that could extract the information, but he
might very well put up such a fight that whatever’s left of him
when we’re through would be useless.”

“We’re going in circles here, Kressn,” Sela said impatiently.
“Give me your final assessment. Give me something I can work
with.”

“Very well. He is, without question, an angry and disillu-
sioned man. He does not feel any particular attachment to
Starfleet. If he feels anything for anyone, it would be for this
Deanna person you mentioned. Your bringing her name up
definitely provoked a mental spike from him. His feelings for
her are exceedingly raw.”

“Saket always told me that raw materials are the most useful,
since they can be molded into so many different things,”” Sela
said. She leaned back against her desk, stroking her chin
thoughtfully. “Anything else?”’

“Yes.” Kressn cleared his throat and said, with what
sounded like mild annoyance, “‘He finds you rather attractive.”

“Does he?” She smirked at that. “Well, if there was any
question as to whether he’s really William Riker, that certainly
resolved it. It was part of his psych profile when I first
researched him: He considers himself quite the ladies’ man.
Apparently a number of ladies share that assessment.”

“And would you be one of them?”

She looked at him, her gaze hardening. “You overstep
yourself, Kressn.”

He bowed slightly.

“These are different times, Kressn.”” She moved back around
her desk. “Different times call for different measures. Tell me,
Kressn . . . if we brought William Riker into our plan, and it
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was he who was responsible for the death of an entire race . . .
how do you think that would reflect on Starfleet and the
Federation?”

“You do not need to ask me that,” he told her mildly. “You
already know the answer.”

“Yesss,” she smiled. “And I think it an option that we would
most definitely be benefited in exploring. I think that William
Riker and I will be able to be of tremendous use to one
another.”

“I have no doubt, Sela,” Kressn said. “I have no doubt at
all.”
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Deanna had wanted to surprise her mother, but that had
proven somewhat problematic. The moment that she had
arrived on the transport to Betazed, she had been spotted by a
longtime friend of the family, Silvan, who relayed the infor-
mation telepathically to another friend, and so on down the
line. Betazoids for the most part had telepathy of limited
range, but with the advent of something as momentus as
Deanna Troi’s return to Betazed, the news followed a brisk
chain of telepathic ricochets so that the news arrived at
Lwaxana Troi’s doorstep within approximately forty-five sec-
onds of Deanna’s having set foot on her homeworld. As a
consequence, Lwaxana had a good deal of time to prepare for
her daughter’s arrival.

Immediately she contacted 135 guests in preparation for a
banquet to honor her daughter’s visit. She also let several very
eligible Betazoid bachelors be aware of the fact that her
wayward daughter had returned and that she was, you know,
not getting any younger. Certainly the passage of time had
done nothing to diminish her daughter’s good looks, fine
figure, and other assets that—on the whole—made her a
superb catch, and the fact that she had gone unsnagged for
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this long only worked in a gentleman’s favor, because at this
point Deanna must be starting to realize that time and
matrimony wait for no one, not even a Daughter of the Fifth
House. In short, there was every possibility that she might be
a lot less choosy these days, and that was to everyone’s
advantage.

And, of course, anyone who married Deanna would have the
deep honor of having the famed Lwaxana Troi for a mother-in-
law.

As she broadcast this, Lwaxana had the strangest feeling. It
was the sound, in her head, of telepathic doors slamming. She
wasn’t entirely sure why that would be, but she was willing to
shrug it off as not being of very much consequence.

It should be noted that when Silvan sent out the original
thought-cast about Lwaxana, he had noticed that Deanna
seemed engaged in lively and pleasant conversation with what
appeared to be a Klingon father and son traveling together.
This in and of itself did not appear particularly significant,
however, and as a result Silvan did not happen to pass that
along in the message. This was a pity, as it might have given
Lwaxana at least some measure of warning. As a result, she had
none. So when she greeted her wandering daughter in the grand
foyer of casa Troi, she was not at all prepared for what was
about to happen.

Mr. Homn, Lwaxana’s towering manservant, stepped to one
side as Lwaxana almost stampeded over him to get to her
daughter. “Little One!” she said out loud, knowing that for
some bizarre reason Deanna found it extremely off-putting to
speak purely through the mind. “Did you tell me you were
coming? Did I forget?” She draped an arm around Deanna’s
shoulders and strolled with her into the main sitting room,
tugging her as if she were afraid that Deanna was going to bolt
at any moment. “I know, I know, I’'m getting on in years. You
might have told me that you were coming for a visit and I
simply forgot.”

“Mother, you know better than that,” Deanna gently
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scolded her. “You forget nothing. Your mind is as sharp as it
ever was.”

Lwaxana laughed, sounding surprisingly girlish considering
that her girlish years were long gone. “There are some people,”
she said, as if sharing a naughty secret, “who would say that
that isn’t much of a compliment.”

“We pity those people,” Deanna deadpanned.

“Mr. Homn, some tea . .. Earl Gray, piping hot. Jean-Luc
got me addicted to the stuff,” she told Deanna, looking a bit
embarrassed, “and now I just don’t know what to do. It’s not
easy to come by here on Betazed, although I do have my
methods and a rather long reach. Come, sit on the—"

Then Lwaxana suddenly stopped her cheerful burbling and
stared at her daughter as if Deanna had grown a nose in the
middle of her forehead. She folded her arms and, acquiring a
slightly worried demeanor, said, ““All right, Little One. What is
it you’re nervous about telling me?”

“Mother!” Deanna made no effort to hide her annoyance,
not that it would have helped if she had tried. ““You know I
hate that! I hate when you skim the thoughts off the top of my
mind! I want to tell you something, surprise you, and you
won’t even let me get to it in my own way and time.”

“All right.” Lwaxana looked as if she were making a physical
effort to haul something unseen back into her head. ““All right.
Go ahead. Tell me.”

“You . . . should be happy about it, actually,” Deanna said.
“Something’s, well . . . something’s come up, and I know that
it’s something that’s been important to you for quite some
e~ ..”

Lwaxana clapped her hands together, her dark eyes going
wide with excitement. ‘““You're getting married!”

“Mother! For heaven’s sake—!"

“I didn’t peek!” Lwaxana drew herself up as if her honor
were being questioned, squaring her shoulders and looking at
her daughter as if daring her to try and accuse her otherwise.
“Deanna, I'm not stupid. I figured it out from the things you
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just said! At least, I believe I did. Did I? Figure it out, I
mean?”’

At that, Deanna couldn’t hold back a laugh. Lwaxana Troi
was not exactly one of the more staid individuals one could
hope to meet, even under normal circumstances. Well, these
circumstances were far from normal. Not wanting to keep her
mother in suspense anymore, Deanna said, “Yes, Mother, you
figured it out. I'm engaged to be married.”

Lwaxana promptly slapped her lightly across the face.

Deanna was momentarily startled, and could feel a faint
stinging sensation in her cheek, as much from surprise as
anything else. But then Lwaxana immediately leaned for-
ward and kissed the other cheek, and then Deanna remem-
bered.

“The slap to remind you of the pain of married life,”
Lwaxana said, ““and the kiss to remind you that, with love, all
can be solved. Congratulations, Little One.”

“Fortunately I remembered the tradition after you whacked
me,” Deanna said, rubbing the sore spot. “Next time give me a
little bit of warning, though, all right?”

“Oh, don’t complain. You’re an engaged woman now, so
don’t whine about a little pain. So,” and she took Deanna’s
hands in hers and sat them both on the luxurious couch. It was
a bright orange with green diagonal stripes. Deanna had hated
the couch since her youth. She’d once offered to buy it off her
mother, just so she could man the transporter and disassemble
the thing one molecule at a time. But her mother had been less
than cooperative and wouldn’t part with it. “So . . . have you
and Riker set a date?”

“What?” asked Deanna in puzzlement.

“Riker. You and Will Riker. Your fiancé. I know it’s Riker;
you were thinking of him when you told me you were engaged.
Oh, I'm sorry, I know I shouldn’t pry, but it’s a bad habit I'm
trying to kick. .. .”

“Mother, I wasn’t thinking about Will.”

“Yes, you were. He was uppermost in your thoughts. . . .
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“That’s because I have other thoughts occupying the deeper
layers.”

Lwaxana seemed utterly confused. “Are you saying. ..
you're not marrying Riker?”

“You sound disappointed. I didn’t know you felt so strongly
about him as a husband for me . ..”

“Well, you are Imzadi, after all, and you’ve been together for
all this time, and you hadn’t written to me and told me that
you’d gotten involved with someone new. . . .”

“Mother, I'm not obligated to fill you in on it every time I’'m
‘involved with someone new,” am 1?”

“No, of course not.” Lwaxana regarded her with open
curiosity. “Although now that we’re on the subject, how many
men have you been involved with over the past years?”

“None,” Deanna deadpanned. “I’ve been with no men in all
these years. In fact, I never even really had sex with Will, not
ever. I am, in fact, a virgin.”

“You certainly know what a mother wants to hear,” Lwax-
ana told her, smiling, her eyes twinkling in amusement.

“Seriously, Deanna . .. if not Riker, then who? Not Jean-
Luc!” She suddenly seemed stunned.
“No, Mother.”

“That nice engineering fellow with the large hair clip on his
face?”

“His name is Geordi, it’s called a VISOR, and no, it’s not
him.”

“Well, I doubt it’s the android. . . .” She paused a moment
to glance at Deanna for confirmation as to this supposition.
Deanna quietly shook her head. “Then who ... ?” Suddenly
she seemed aghast. “Deanna, don’t tell me...not...a
noncom?!?”

“Have no fear, Mother. You needn’t worry about becoming
an outcast in polite society. He’s not a noncommissioned
officer.” She took a deep breath, and then said, “Actually,
it’s . .. well . .. it’s Worf.”

Dead silence. Lwaxana just stared at her.
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“Worf Rozhenko ...the security guard,” Deanna
prompted. “We sat in a mudbath together, remember?”’

Still no reply.

“Has a young son named Alexander? Cute as a—"

Then Lwaxana started to laugh. This did not strike Deanna
as being A Good Thing.

The laughter started out low and then began to grow, louder
and louder, until she was shaking with such spasmodic
contractions of her chest that Deanna was momentarily
concerned that Lwaxana was literally going to die laughing.
Only Lwaxana’s formidable mental training was able to help
her as she managed to pull herself together . . . unfortunately,
only long enough for another peal of laughter to fill the
mansion and, once more, it took time for her to recover her
equilibrium.

“Oh, Deanna,” she said at last, “you certainly know how to
amuse your old mother. You and Mr. Woof . . . gods, child, for
a moment there you had me going. Wheeww!”’ She sagged back
in her chair, rubbing her ribs as if concerned that one might
have snapped during her laughing fit.

“Mother, I'm not joking. . ..”

“No, of cooourse you’re not.” She patted Deanna affection-
ately on the arm.

“Mother, don’t take that tone of voice with me. It’s insulting
to me. If you don’t believe me, here,”” and suddenly she relaxed
her guard, ““let’s just jump over the protests and the convincing
and get right to it. Here. Look into my mind. Find out what
you want, and then we’ll talk.”

Lwaxana didn’t need a second invitation. Her body sagged a
bit as she projected her formidable mind-reading abilities into
Deanna’s head. It took her only the briefest of moments to
discern the information for which she was looking.

The moment she did, she went completely slack-jawed.
Deanna didn’t think that she’d ever seen her mother look quite
that astonished.

“You’re not serious,” she said, but she was speaking from
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her surprised state of mind, because she was already more
than aware that Deanna was not kidding in the least. “Dean-
na, what . . . what were you thinking? He’s completely wrong
for you. Certainly you must know that.”

“May I remind you, Mother, that you didn’t like Will Riker
when I first brought him home.”

“Nonsense. I adored him.”

Deanna openly gaped at her mother. “Now youre the one
who can’t be serious, Mother! You threatened to bring him up
on charges before Starfleet if he continued to be interested in
me. Is that your definition of a ringing endorsement?”

“You were young and too easily swayed,” Lwaxana said
dismissively. “I was simply watching out for your own good.
As an individual, though, I found him perfectly acceptable.
Even charming in a rugged, tactless sort of way. I just didn’t
want you to make a mistake. . ..”

“And what’s the excuse now, Mother? I’'m quite a few years
older than I was then. Are you still claiming that I'm still not
sufficiently mature to know my own mind?”

“I’'m just . ..” She tried to steady her hands as she gestured
with them, since they were trembling with confusion and frustra-
tion. “I’m just saying that I've seen Mr. Woof in action . . .”

“Worf! His name is Worfl”

“Deanna Worf.” Lwaxana shuddered at the notion.

“I wouldn’t be Deanna Worf. If I chose to adapt to that
Earth custom, I’d be Deanna Rozhenko.”

“Oh, well that’s just ever so much better. You’d trade Troi
for Rozhenko? While you’re at it, why don’t you add another
five syllables to ‘Deanna’? And have you considered children?
What would they look like? Half Betazoid, half Klingon? Half
telepath, half warrior? They’d go around telling everyone what
to think. They’d be at home nowhere in the galaxy.”

“Congratulations, Mother,” Deanna said dryly. “We haven’t
even taken any vows yet and you’ve already had us give birth to
pariahs.”

Lwaxana waved dismissively, like an imperious queen.
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“You’re right, it’s ridiculous to discuss this. I won’t give
permission for it.”

“Permission?” Deanna was astounded at her mother’s
presumptuousness. “Mother . . . I came here to share happy
news with you. But I did not come looking for your permis-
sion. Even if you ‘forbid’ it, I will still do as my heart tells
me.”

“Then your heart should be steering you to Will Riker.”

Deanna put her face in her hands and moaned softly. “This
from the woman who arranged a marriage for me when I was a
child.”

“Deanna.” Lwaxana took her daughter’s hand in hers. “I
don’t pretend that I haven’t made mistakes in my time. More
than my share, if truth be known. And I haven’t . . . I haven’t
always done right by you. I know that, I admit it ...”

“Mother, don’t be so hard on yourself. . . .”

“But removed by a distance of years, ’'m able to see not only
my mistakes, but yours.”

“How comforting it must be to be all-seeing.”

Any trace of sarcasm in Deanna’s voice was completely
missed—or else simply and deliberately ignored—by Lwax-
ana. “Riker was your Imzadi, and you were his. I admit I was
angry about it at the time, but it seems now, in retrospect, that
you were destined to be a couple. You complemented each
other in so many ways. When fate brought the two of you
together again on the Enterprise, that wasn’t coincidence. It
couldn’t have been. It was meant for you two to be together
again.”

“We ... are just ... friends,” Deanna said patiently.

“Does Riker know about this . . . this engagement?”

“Yes. And he was the first to raise a glass in a toast to us.”

Lwaxana shook her head, discouraged. “Then he is as foolish
as you. Then again, I expected more from you.”

“Mother, why are you so opposed to this ... ?”

“Because . . .” She sighed. “‘Deanna . . . you’re talking to a
woman who has spent her entire life honing her emotions and
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feelings. They are, to me, a sort of natural resource. You should
understand: You’re an empath. To me, it just... it feels
wrong. Feels so profoundly wrong that I can’t even begin to
articulate why.”

“Well, don’t you see, Mother? To me, it feels as right as it
does wrong to you. So who’s to say who’s right?”

“I am.”

Deanna almost laughed at that until she saw that Lwaxana
was deadly serious. Suddenly she felt a small buzz of alarm.
“Mother . . . what do you mean by that?”

“If you go through with this,” Lwaxana said flatly, “then at
your marriage, you will not be allowed to drink from the
Sacred Chalice of Rixx.”

Deanna was floored. It was as if her mother had hit her
upside the head with a heated poker. “Mother!” she cried out
as if stricken. “The women of the Fifth House have drunk from
the Sacred Chalice at their weddings for over six centuries! Six
centuries of tradition, Mother! That’s when the chalice is
passed down to its new holder!”

“That’s a fairly dramatic reaction,” Lwaxana said tartly,
“from someone who once dismissed the Sacred Chalice as an
old clay urn.”

“‘Moldy old pot,”” Deanna corrected, sounding a bit cha-
grined. “It’s what it symbolizes, Mother, no matter what it may
actually be. Even your mother, although she disapproved of
your marriage to my father, still passed on the Sacred Chalice
in the time-honored manner. Would you be even more strict
than she was?”’

“I would do whatever I have to do,” replied Lwaxana, “to
make you realize the foolishness of this. Little One, he’s so
wrong for you. . ..”

“You said that Will Riker and I ‘complemented’ each other.
Did you ever stop to consider, Mother, that perhaps Worf and I
likewise complement each other?”

“It’s a matter of extremes, Deanna. There’s no middle
ground, there’s no . ..”

“How can you know that? You don’t know him, not really.
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Although you certainly seemed to get on well enough with his
son. As I recall, you adored Alexander.”

“That’s true enough,” Lwaxana said slowly, even grudgingly.
“He was the most soulful child. He seemed to be enduring a
world of hurt with utter stoicism. I think I actually made some
serious progress with him.”

“If that’s the case, then think how much progress I could
make with him if I were like a mother to him. Or at least a
continuous positive female influence on him.”

“Taking care of the child on a temporary basis is one thing,
Deanna. Becoming his full-time mother is something else
again. I just . ..”

For a moment, Lwaxana seemed to be out of words, and
Deanna used the opportunity to jump in. “Mother, at least
give him, and us, a chance. Speak to Worf. Spend some real
time with him and Alexander. Show a bit of faith in my
judgment and realize that we truly are good for each other,
Worf and 1.”

Lwaxana sighed heavily, as if expelling the weight of the
world. “All right,” she said finally. ““Bring them here for dinner
tonight. We’ll have a nice, small, intimate little gathering, and
discuss matters then.”

“Thank you, Mother.” She kissed Lwaxana on the cheek.
“You won’t regret it.”

“I do already,” Lwaxana said.

“A small, intimate little gathering?”’

“That is what she said,” Deanna told Worf. They were in a
room at a nearby inn. Alexander had already found the
mattress on his bed insufferably soft and, tired as he was from
all the traveling, he had simply taken a blanket and dropped to
sleep on the floor.

Worf was looking out a window at his view of the city. The
clouds were pink and pufty in the sky. The city was a virtual
tapestry of smoothly integrated buildings that were practi-
cally monuments to symmetry. It made him itch just to look
at 1t.
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“It’s beautiful, isn’t it,” Deanna said, noticing that his gaze
seemed captivated by it.

“Yes,” Worf replied. Eager to change the subject, he said,
“And your mother’s reaction was . . . what? Is that all the two
of you discussed? You told her of our engagement, and she
invited us to dinner?”

“There may have been some chitchat in between, but that’s
more or less how it went.”

Worf grunted. He didn’t seem remotely convinced, which
was understandable since Deanna was one of the worst liars he
had ever known. Indeed, that may have been one of her more
endearing qualities. “Were I your mother . . . I would not be
pleased about this union.”

“Worfl How could you say such a thing?”

“Look at me, Deanna. Put yourself in her position, and look
at me not as a woman in love with me, but as a woman who
would see me married to her daughter. I do not take it
personally, but let us be realistic: Is a Klingon the ideal choice
for a Betazoid son-in-law? For any son-in-law?”

She put a hand gently to his face. Not for the first time, she
was amazed by the roughness of it. ““You are my first choice,
and that is all that matters.”

He grunted again, and simply replied, “We shall see.”

When they arrived at the mansion that evening, it was a mob
scene.

It was not particularly loud or raucous. Indeed, it was
amazingly quiet, for the house was packed with well over a
hundred Betazoids. Deanna gaped in astonishment at the
huge throng of people who were visible through the door
opened by Mr. Homn. People she hadn’t seen for years, major
notables of Betazed, all were packed in. Mr. Homn barely
afforded Worf a glance as he gestured for the Klingon to
follow Deanna in. Alexander, staying close at his father’s side,
entered quickly, as if afraid the door would shut him out into
the night.

“Mother!” Deanna called out. In comparison with the
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silence in the main foyer and every visible area, her voice was
like thunder.

Lwaxana hustled across the foyer to her, her full-length
pufly blue dress swirling about the floor, and light sparkling
off a dazzling array of stones on a jeweled choker she wore
around her throat. “Little One . .. Worf . . . Alexander . . .
how wonderful to see you.” She touched the choker. “It’s
new. Be honest . . . do you think it’s too much? Does it stand
out?”

“Absolutely,” Worf said flatly. “When I saw you in the
middle of this crowd, the first thought I had was ‘Choker.””

Lwaxana bobbed her head in appreciation, and then did a
split second of a double take as she realized she wasn’t entirely
sure what he had just said. Recovering quickly, she said, “My
apologies, children, for the unexpected crowd. . ..”

“You said a small, intimate gathering, Mother!”

“I know, Little One, and I forgot that I had arranged for a
banquet here in your honor. The invitations had gone out, the
food already prepared.” She shrugged grandly, as if appealing
to the universe to solve her problems. “What else was I
supposed to do?”

“They’re very quiet,” Alexander noted.

“They’re communing telepathically, for the most part. Does
it bother you?”

“We can adapt,” Worf said. “Correct, Alexander?”

“Yes, Father.”

“Oh, no, you shouldn’t have to . . .”

“That’s correct, Mother,” Deanna said icily. “They
shouldn’t.”

Deanna!

A cry of pure joy sounded in her head and Deanna turned to
see a slim blond woman, running toward her with her arms
wide.

“Chandra!” Deanna cried out.

Deanna! Chandra replied directly into Deanna’s head. She
embraced her eagerly, then turned to Worf and thought, And
this is your fiancé?
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That'’s right, said Deanna as she informed Worf aloud,
“Worf, this is Chandra, one of my best friends growing up. I
was maid of honor at her wedding.”

Worf nodded his head slightly in acknowledgment. “Hello.”

“How did you know Worf was my fiancé?”’ Deanna asked.

“Are you joking? It’s all over the city that you brought home
a...” She stopped, turned, and smiled winningly at Worf.
“ ..a...hancé...”

Worf became painfully aware that he was rapidly becoming
the center of attention. In the supernaturally quiet gathering,
more and more Betazoids appeared to be glancing his way. He
couldn’t hear any of the conversation, of course, since it was all
being conducted on a telepathic basis. But Worf had rather
impressive peripheral vision, and he couldn’t help but notice
how people would glance quickly in his direction and then look
away just as quickly.

It irked him to say the least.

“Deanna . . . perhaps Alexander and I would be best ad-
vised to return to the inn....”

Upon hearing this pronouncement, Alexander’s face imme-
diately darkened in concern. “Is it something I did, Father?”

“No. No, it has nothing to do with you.”

“Well, what then?”

“Yes, Mr. Woo . . . Worf, what could it be?”” Lwaxana asked
as she tousled Alexander’s hair. ““You know how much I adore
spending time with you and, particularly, your son. Look,
everything is set up.” And indeed that was the case. Long
tables had been put out, lined with an assortment of Betazoid
delicacies. One would have thought that it required an army of
servants to deal with the cooking, preparation, and setup. But
instead there was just Mr. Homn, putting the finishing touches
on the table and seemingly unperturbed at handling the
massive undertaking, as near as anyone could tell, single-
handedly. The room itself was rather opulent, with a glittering
chandelier overhead that—very likely not coincidentally—
matched Lwaxana’s choker. Portraits of previous heads of the
Fifth House lined the walls. It was easy to tell the order of
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ascension: Each painting was progressively larger. Not by
much, each one perhaps no more than ten percent. But it was
still evident when seen all together. The one of Lwaxana took
up half a wall. Worf had a feeling that, when it came Deanna’s
turn, they’d have no choice but to paint a mural of her on the
ceiling.

“This is clearly intended as a reunion for Deanna and her
friends and associates,” Worf observed. ‘“We would seem . . .
out of place.”

There was a moment of silence, and it was Lwaxana who
commented, very quietly, “If you say so, Mr. Worf.”

“Father . . .” Alexander hesitated, clearly loath to say what
was on his mind.

Worf looked down at him. “What?” he said with clear
impatience.

“It’s like . . . running away.”

The words had the exact effect on Worf that one could have
expected. He drew himself up, squaring his broad shoulders,
and glowered. “This is not a matter of cowardice,” he
rumbled. “I am simply thinking of what is in Deanna’s best
interest. . . .”

“If that is the consideration,” Deanna said, ‘‘then it is in my
best interest, as far as I’'m concerned, that you remain. Either
that or’’—and she cast a defiant look at her mother—“we will
all leave.”

“Oh, but that would be terrible,”said Lwaxana.

“Come, Worf . . . let’s go.” Clearly the decision was made,
as far as Deanna was concerned. Since it was still largely silent
in the room, eerily to Worf, like a morgue, her voice carried
throughout the great dining room.

“Worf, please, stay ... all of you.” There was something
akin to genuine pleading in Lwaxana’s voice. Worf was not
entirely sure just how she had been anticipating that this night
would go, but he was positive that having Deanna simply walk
out was not one of the options she had been strongly consid-
ering.

“Yes, of course we will stay,” Worf said quickly.
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Deanna turned to him. “Worf, we don’t have to remain on
my account. . ..”

“We will stay,” he told her, “because it is the right thing to
do.”

“Thank you, Mr. Worf,” Lwaxana said, and she even bowed
slightly with apparently no hint of sarcasm. Then she turned
and said loudly to the other guests, “My friends . .. out of
respect for our guests tonight . . . I would ask that you con-
verse out loud this evening. I would like them to feel as much
at home as possible, in keeping with the Betazoid spirit of
welcoming all who would join us.”

There was a hesitation, as if everyone was self-conscious
about being the first to open their mouths. But one after
another they began to speak, and soon there was an undercur-
rent of polite conversation. Hardly a roar of noise; the Beta-
zoids were too understated for that.

“More like the sort of sounds you’re accustomed to at a
social gathering, Mr. Worf?”” Lwaxana asked.

“Most Klingon gatherings have the sound of bone striking
bone scattered throughout,” Worf replied. “However, I do not
think it necessary to replicate that here.”

The banquet was designed as purely a stand-up affair, with
all of the food prepared as finger food so that the Betazoids
would be able to more easily circulate around the room. Once
she was convinced that Worf was truly comfortable in the
surroundings, Deanna did not hesitate to begin serious min-
gling with her old friends. Lwaxana, meantime, had gravitated
to Alexander and was making it a point to introduce the
youngster around. At first Worf was a bit suspicious of it, but
he quickly dismissed it from his mind. It was indisputable
that, for whatever reason, Lwaxana had taken a shine to the
lad. She had displayed it when she had met him on the
Enterprise several years ago, and that attraction was resurging
now.

But Worf was convinced that she was less than ecstatic about
the prospect of the boy’s father becoming a relation through
marriage.
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Worf was no fool. Despite Deanna’s claims to the contrary,
he knew where he stood with Lwaxana. He told himself that it
was her problem rather than his, but he couldn’t help but feel
that that was simply too facile an answer.

He tried to stand off to the side, to remain inconspicuous,
but Deanna saw him isolated and—believing that she was
doing him a favor—pulled him along with her as she went
from one cluster of people to another. With each group, it
seemed to Worf that they were tripping over their words, trying
to be polite but unaccustomed to verbalizing their thoughts,
and certainly not used to dealing with Klingons.

An older man named Gart Xerx, who had introduced
himself as Chandra’s father, stood there with a drink in his
hand and asked, “So what do you two talk about?”

“Talk . . . ?” Worf clearly found the question puzzling. “We
talk about . . . all manner of subjects.”

“Worf is extremely well read,” Deanna said.

“Really? What sort of topics do you like to read about,
Worf?”

“Strategy. Combat tactics. History. . ..”

“Ah, history. What sort of histories?”

“Warfare, for the most part.”

Gart frowned in polite puzzlement. ““‘And you find that . . .
relaxing?”’

“The purpose of reading is not to relax,” Worf replied. “It is
to learn. To learn and to plan for whatever situations may
arise.”

“But what about Klingon philosophies and such. Or do you
have any?”

Worf immediately bristled and Gart took a step back, clearly
startled by the intensity of the emotions he was feeling. “No
offense intended,” he said quickly.

“Worf . . .” Deanna said, putting a hand on his arm. As if
her empathic abilities didn’t already cue her to his mood, she
could feel the muscles bunching up

“Our philosophies,” Worf said, “are as important and
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integral to our way of life as yours are to you. In many ways, we
are the same.”

“But . .. your way of life is war. Ours is of peace. They
could not be more different. Or do you believe in peace as a
way of life?”

“If Worf did not believe in the viability of peace as a way of
life,” Deanna told Gart, “then he certainly would not have
chosen Starfleet as a place to spend his life.”

“Is that why you chose Starfleet, Worf?” asked Gart.

And for the briefest of moments, Worf’s mind flashed back
to Khitomer. To being buried under rubble, sobbing and
furious at the weakness implicit in his fear. In his mind’s eye,
he saw the rubble being pushed aside, saw the man who he
would come to call father, saw the uniform that he wore and
the round, metallic symbol on his uniform jacket . . . a symbol
that would come to be synonymous with life, hope, and a
second chance, one that he would covet as his own. . . .

But peace?

His desire for a life in Starfleet was born from an act of war.
Peace never factored into it.

All this went through his mind in an instant, and the
moment that it did, it was immediately known to Gart Xerx.
“As I thought,” he said politely, and he glanced at Deanna—
not with any sort of triumph or smugness—but rather with a
sort of detached sadness, as if to say, How little you know of the
truth.

Worf felt anger bubbling within him. ““A life dedicated only
to peace is a pleasing fancy for children. Adults know better.”

Gart’s tone was not at all challenging or superior. If any-
thing, he seemed mentally stimulated by the conversation.
“Are you implying that we Betazoids are children? We have
known only peace.”

“Then you are ripe for conquest.”

The quiet draped over the room as if a blanket of silence had
been tossed upon it. Worf realized that, although he had been
speaking out loud with Gart, Gart in turn was “multitasking,”
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keeping a mental link with others as he engaged Worf in
conversation. He might very well have been mentally chatting
with others about utterly innocuous matters, but Worf’s com-
ment had immediately nailed the attention of everyone in the
room.

“Is that a threat, Worf?” Gart asked.

“Gart! How could you—"" Deanna began.

But Worf cut her off with a gesture. “No. Merely an

observation. Peace . . .”” He hesitated, trying to determine the
best, least inflammatory way in which to put it. ‘. . . Peace can
be . .. deceptive.”

Mr. Homn appeared, as if by magic, and handed a drink to
Worf. Worf took it and knocked back a swig automatically . . .
and it registered on him, to his surprise, that it contained
prune juice.

“Deceptive in what way?”” asked Gart.

“At times of war, you know your enemy, you test his
resources. In peace, you deceive yourself into believing there is
no enemy. But there is. And your enemy prepares, while you
delude yourself into thinking that the peace will be everlasting.
It never is. Peace is a luxury purchased for a brief time through
the efforts of war. Compassion, while praiseworthy, has been
the downfall of a number of races who thought they had no
enemies.”

“And who would be our enemy?”’ Gart said in amusement,
as if the very idea were beyond ludicrous.

“I do not know. But there is an enemy. There is always an
enemy. That is the way of things.”

“It is not,” Gart Xerx said quietly, “our way.”

“Then I pity you. For when an enemy does come, you will
not be ready . . . and you will suffer all the more for it.”

There followed another silence, and then Gart swirled the
contents of his glass a bit and stared down into it as if hoping
to find the secrets of the universe contained therein. “‘I believe
I speak for all of us, Worf, in saying that we of Betazed do not
feel as if we are in need of pity.”

“I did not intend to insult,” Worf said.
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“Oh, you do not. Amuse, perhaps, but not insult.”

The glass that Worf was holding shattered in his hand as he
squeezed it reflexively. When he spoke, it was with waves of
barely contained fury radiating from him, so suffocating and
overwhelming that a number of Betazoids in proximity to him
visibly flinched.

“AMUSE?” he practically roared.

“Worf, calm down!” Deanna said forcefully.

“I am not here for your amusement! You wished to know of
Klingon philosophies, and I have told you. We believe in
vigilance . . . in readiness. Our philosophy is one of strength,
and that is what has enabled our people to survive for centuries
while other races have vanished beneath the bootheels of
conquerors.”

“And here I thought,” Gart shot back, showing a trace of
annoyance for the first time, “that your people survived
through the sufferance of the Federation and the Khitomer
conference a century ago. A time when your race was weak and
helpless, and the members of the Federation who were con-
cerned over your barbaric ways—were they of a Klingon mind-
set—would have left you to die as a race, and thus have one
less enemy with which to concern themselves. And for your
information, Betazed was sitting on the Federation Council at
the time. How fortunate for the Klingons that we believed in
that praiseworthy compassion which, according to you, might
yet be our downfall.”

Worf was glowering so furiously that it seemed as if his eyes
were about to leap from his skull. “‘Bar . . . baric...’?” he
said with an unmistakable edge of danger.

Immediately Gart was contrite. “Perhaps that was the wrong
word . . . and it was very long ago . . .”

“Barbaric!”’

Deanna put a hand on his arm and said urgently, ‘“Worf,
perhaps it would be better if we left; we’ve had a long journey,
and rest might be—"

“I think it best,” he said in cold, measured tone, “if I
departed. I do not believe I am welcome here.”
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“That’s not true . ..”

He turned to her and for a moment . . . just a moment . . .
there was a flicker of sadness in his eyes. “Trust me.” He
paused, then added, “Bring Alexander back to the inn when
the party is over. We will talk then.” And he walked quickly
away, keeping his focus straight ahead of him, not looking at
Alexander and, most particularly, not looking at Lwaxana
Troi.

When Deanna and Alexander returned to the inn not too
long after Worf’s unceremonious exit, Alexander quickly re-
tired to his own bedroom, not wanting to be present for the
scene that he knew, beyond question, was to follow.

Deanna had half-expected to find Worf packing. Worf had
half-expected that Deanna would simply drop Alexander off,
turn on her heel, and head back to her mother’s house. Both of
them were inwardly pleased to see that their worst expecta-
tions had not been realized, but there was a long way to go
when it came to finding a meeting of minds.

“Would you like to tell me what that was all about?” said
Deanna, facing him with her hands planted firmly on her
hips.

“A philosophical difference of opinion,” he rumbled.

“The hell it was!” said Deanna with such vehemence that
Worf’s surprise was evident on his face. “You went in there
spoiling for a fight!”

“I went in there expecting a small gathering, not an am-
bush.”

“It was not an ambush, Worf!”” she moaned, running her
fingers through her hair in frustration. ‘“Mother explained
that—!”

“Are you taking her side?”

“I’'m not taking anyone’s side!”

“I would have hoped that you would take mine. That is the
purpose of a marriage, is it not?”

“Worf, if you think the purpose of marriage is that the wife
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leaves her opinions at the doorstep and blindly follows her
husband down whatever path he might randomly choose to
takeyty

“He called my people barbarians!”’ His fury was beginning
to mount again.

Deanna, however, showed not the least signs of being
intimidated. “And what did Klingons call other races? Races
whom they considered weaker, or ripe for conquest? Terrans,
Betazoids, Vulcans . . . are you saying there were no contemp-
tuous nicknames for them bandied about in the places of
power at the Klingon Empire? How clean have Klingon hands
been, Worf? How clean are yours?”’

The uncharacteristically harsh words from the normally
calm counselor brought Worf to a halt. Deanna, for her part,
immediately felt contrite . . . and then, to the surprise of both
of them, she laughed softly. “What is so funny?”” Worf asked
testily.

“It must be beyond doubt that I love you. If I didn’t, you
couldn’t possibly have gotten me as angry as you just did. ’'m a
professional counselor. I stay calm for a living. Only a loved
one can get quite so under one’s skin.”

Worf shook his head. It seemed to Deanna that he was very
far away, wrapped entirely in himself and whatever demons
were eating at him.

“Worf . . .” And she sat next to him as he stared coldly into
the air. “Worf . . . you seem so conflicted. Even frustrated.
Can’t you tell me what you’re thinking?”

“Itis not...easy...”
“The Worf that I know hasn’t ever flinched from a chal-
lenge.”

“Iact . . . differently when I am with you. Perhaps the Worf
you know is an illusion.”

“Oh, Worf, I knew you for six years before we became
involved as a couple. I think I've a fairly accurate assessment
of your character. Please . . . tell me what’s bothering you.”

“He felt he was on display.”
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Both of their heads snapped around and they saw Lwaxana
standing in the doorway. To Worf, it was nothing short of
amazing that she had managed to make such a stealthy
entrance. Indeed, it was somewhat alarming. Deanna was
simply annoyed. “Mother . . .”

There had been any number of times where Lwaxana Troi
had come across as a bit of a scatterbrain. Then there were
other times when she was simply irritating, or amusing, or
outrageous. But that was not the Lwaxana Troi they were
seeing now. This was a woman who was accustomed to being
attended to, listened to, and obeyed. Deanna didn’t manage to
get out another word, and Worf never even got started.

“Mr. Worf here went through much of his childhood feeling
the outcast,” Lwaxana said. Her dark eyes seemed to bore
straight into the back of his skull. ““He lived in a world that
prided itself on having outgrown racism, yet did not hesitate to
ostracize him because of who he was, and the world did not
grasp its hypocrisy. He insulated himself from that upon
joining Starfleet, but the raw wounds of his childhood are
present in him always. At the gathering this evening, he found
himself not in the mind-set of Lieutenant Commander Worf,
but instead with the injured ego of young Worf Rozhenko,
reacting to every taunt, every harassment, every challenge to
his very heritage that he faced as a youth. You were correct,
Little One. He was spoiling for a fight, but only because he was
simply seeking to repeat a pattern that was all too familiar to
him from his childhood.”

“Get out of my head,” Worf said angrily.

“Well, it’s a big head, there’s enough room in there for
everybody.”

“Mother!”

“Oh, calm down, Little One, it was a joke.” She leveled her
gaze at Worf, and her expression seemed to soften ever so
slightly. “Worf . . . for what it is worth . . . I do apologize for
the mild fiasco this evening. I truly did intend for it to be just
us. But when my absentmindedness and fate conspired to
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make it a large gathering, I thought that it might be easier
rather than harder. That you would feel as if there was less
pressure; you would just be a face in the crowd. I thought that
the sizable gathering would be a blessing in disguise.”

“It was a superb disguise,” Worf noted.

“So ... here is what we are going to do. Mr. Worf . . . do
you still wish to marry my daughter?”

Almost to Worf’s own surprise, he said without hesitation,
“Yes.” Even Deanna seemed startled by the speed and vehe-
mence of his reply.

“Very well, then. In that case, Worf, to better understand us
you will receive a full training in Betazed philosophy and
harmony. You will plumb the very depths of our definitions of
love and sacrifice. You need not necessarily subscribe to those
beliefs, but at the very least, you will come to understand them
and maybe—someday—embrace a few of them. I will handle
your indoctrination into our principles myself.”

“You? Mother, to begin with, I'm more qualified to—"

“You are too close to the situation, Little One, and besides, 1
am a Daughter of the Fifth House . . . holder of the Sacred
Chalice of Rixx, and Heir to—"

“The Holy Rings of Betazed,” Worf and Deanna intoned
together.

Lwaxana appeared to take no notice of the sarcasm. “The
point is, I can certainly impart upon Worf what he needs to
know and do so in a dispassionate manner. Unless, of course,
Worf feels it to be too much of a difficult undertaking . . .”

“Reverse psychology is hardly necessary,” Worf informed her.
He turned to Deanna and asked, “If I do as she requests . . .”

“I wasn’t presenting it as a request,” Lwaxana said.

He glanced at her and said flatly, “Yes. You were.”

Lwaxana opened her mouth for a moment and then closed it
again. “So I was,” she said in a neutral tone.

“If I do this,” he continued, “will it . . . please you?”’

“Only if it will please you,” replied Deanna.

“It will please me . . . but only if—"
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CHAPTER 8

Tom Riker was going out of his mind with boredom.

He had completely lost track of how long he had been
cooped up in the brig of the Romulan warbird. Day passed into
night with no clear delineation, which might have been as
much by design as anything else. It was as if they were trying to
destroy his internal rhythm, throw him off and thus make him
more susceptible to . . .

. . . to what?

What were they planning to do to him? What the hell did
they have in store? Had they seen through his charade some-
how? Were they just trying to make him crazy out of pure
Romulan sadism? What was their plan? They have to have a
plan, he kept telling himself, there must be a plan. They
wouldn’t have mounted a raid to rescue Saket just out of
nowhere. There had to be a reason for it, had to be something
they wanted.

Except, since Saket was dead, there was the possibility that it
was all moot. He might have been the key to whatever it was
they wanted to do, and with him gone, the door was locked
tight and the key was gone. In which case, they might just be
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busy trying to decide what would be the most painful way to
dispose of Riker.

Then one day (night?) Riker heard the sound of marching
feet. Since it was the first time that he’d detected such
pronounced stomping, he could only surmise that it was being
done for his benefit. They wanted him to know they were
coming, probably to scare the hell out of him. But Tom Riker,
at that point, was too tired and aggravated and just plain bored
to feel anything more than impatience. He figured, Let’s just
get it over with.

The perpetual guard at his door stepped to one side as two
more guards stepped into view. One of them reached up and
shut off the field guarding the exit. Without a word, he gestured
for Riker to emerge. For a moment, Tom considered the option
of just folding his arms, crossing his legs, and refusing to
budge. Try to provoke some sort of reaction from them. The
thought gave him some small amount of satisfaction; on the
other hand, the thought that it might prompt them to simply
blow a hole in him the size of a sunspot prompted him to err
on the side of discretion. As a result, Tom Riker stood and
walked into the corridor.

They had not even bothered to draw their weapons. This was
a bit of arrogant overconfidence that Riker couldn’t help but
feel the desire to test. One guard was in front of him, the other
behind him. He stood there for a moment, poised on the balls
of his feet, looking for all the world as if he were completely
relaxed.

Then he made his move, darting toward the guard in front of
him.

He actually managed to get three whole inches before the
guard had his disruptor in his hand.

Riker had never seen a draw quite that fast. And he had the
sneaking suspicion that, were he to turn around, he would see
that the guard behind him likewise had a weapon trained on
him. He risked a glance over his shoulder and, sure enough, he
was looking down the barrel of a weapon. Without moving an
inch, Riker casually took his outstretched hand and tried to
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move it, in a graceful manner, to the back of his neck, which he
idly scratched. ““You boys are jumpy,” he observed, as if he had
made no effort at all to attack them.

They didn’t buy it. He knew they wouldn’t. But they didn’t
seem to care particularly, either. Without further holdups on
Riker’s part, they walked down the corridors of the vessel. Very
quickly Riker lost track of which hallway led into what. He had
a feeling that that, likewise, was by intent. The last thing they
wanted him to do was learn his way around the ship. But they
wouldn’t want simply to blindfold him, since that would make
it too obvious that they were concerned that he could do them
harm.

After what seemed the hundredth angle around yet another
corner, they stopped in front of a door. It slid open and Riker,
at their urging, entered. He looked around in confusion. It
appeared to be a bathroom and dressing room, with a sonic
shower in the corner, and a set of clean, pressed Romulan-style
clothes draped over a chair. Fancy it most definitely was not,
but it was definitely serviceable.

“What’s this for?”” he asked.

“You. Shower and then change clothes.”

“Why?”

“Because you stink,” the shorter of the two guards said
reasonably. ‘“Humans give off an odor that Romulans find
distasteful. You are fairly reeking of it.”

“Sorry. What with my being a prisoner and all, I probably
sweated a bit more than I usually do.”

Admittedly the attempt at humor was lame, but Riker felt
that at the very least the guard could have tried to crack a
smile. Such was not to be as he simply regarded Riker with an
unsmiling face. When he was certain he had Riker’s attention,
he continued, ““After you have cleaned yourself, you will put on
those clothes and follow us.”

“Where to?”

He should have known he wasn’t going to get an answer, but
rather just another cold stare. Knowing there was no point to
fighting about or arguing over the matter, he stepped into the
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room and showered as quickly as he could . . . even though his
impulse was to revel in it since it was the best he had felt in
weeks. He dressed just as quickly and then stepped back out
into the corridor. As near as he could tell, the guards had not
moved so much as a centimeter from where they had been
when he left them.

They went the rest of the way in silence, and then the guards
halted in front of a set of doors. Clearly this was where they
had been assigned to bring Tom. Riker wasn’t sure what to
expect when he walked in, although he was mentally prepared
for anything, up to and including an abrupt barrage of phaser
fire. For all he knew, this was the famed Romulan sense of
humor about to display itself for his amusement.

Curiously, he was not expecting what he found.

There was a small table elegantly adorned, with a tall, thin
candle flickering in the middle. It was the only source of light
in the room. Food was laid out, not in abundance, but in
sufficient quantity nonetheless and actually prepared to appear
palatable. Seated on the far side of the table was Sela. She was
still in uniform, but she had removed some of the armor pieces
so that she appeared softer, if not exactly warm and cuddly.
And she was actually smiling. For a moment, just a moment,
Riker mistook her for someone else, so gentle were the lines in
her face. Then he remembered that she was supposed to be a
half-breed, born of an Earthwoman named Tasha Yar and a
Romulan noble. Riker found himself wishing that he had
known Tasha Yar ... and then had to remind himself that
William Riker /iad known Tasha, and he would be well advised
to remember that.

“Sit,” she said, gesturing to the seat opposite her. Tom did
so, his gaze never leaving her. She laughed, and it was a
surprisingly musical noise. He had a feeling that she rarely did
it. “You never take your eyes off me. Either you are utterly
enamored of me, or else you are concerned that I'm going to
slide a blade between your ribs.”

“Let’s just say a little bit of both.”

“Fair enough. Eat.” When she saw his hesitation, she

166




IMZADI Il

reached over with a utensil, speared a piece of meat off his
plate, and ate it. ““See? No poison.”

He pointed to another section of the plate and said, ‘“That
one.”

She sighed. “You think I would eat off the ‘safe’ part and
leave the rest to you. I may be part human, but I'm beginning
to wonder if you may be part Romulan.” She ate from the
indicated section as well without hesitation. ““Satisfied?”

“Of course, it could be a poison that works on humans and
not Romulans.”

“Perhaps. But as I just noted, I'm half human, so I would be
at risk.” She leaned forward, interlaced her fingers and rested
her chin on them. She actually looked almost playful. “Riker,
this is ridiculous. We have matters to discuss in which trust
will be involved. If we can’t even get past an entree, what is the
point? Now eat the damned food or I’ll blow you out an
airlock, all right?”

Riker ate. In point of fact, the food wasn’t too bad. A bit
bland to his taste, but certainly palatable.

“Tell me about my mother.”

The question caught him momentarily off guard. ““You mean
Tasha?”

She nodded. ““I have hated her for many years, for betraying
my father and leaving me. But . . .”

He might have been imagining it, but she actually seemed
slightly to have let her guard down at the moment.

“I have . . . so few memories of her. She died when I was
quite young. She . .. used to tell me stories. Fantasy stories.
She spoke of giants, and magicians . . . and genies. Genies in a
bottle where you would open the bottle and all your wishes
would come true.” She paused and then said, “I know, I know,
it’s very confusing . . . your records show that Tasha Yar died
on some misbegotten planet somewhere, and yet she wound up
on the bridge of the Enterprise-C as a lieutenant in Starfleet
even though she’d really only been born a couple of years
previously . . . I know all that, I understand that. Well . . . I
think I understand it. That the Tasha you served with wasn’t
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necessarily the same woman. But even so, there must have
been some similarities. So. .. tell me what you know of
her ... knew of her...”

The problem was that Riker didn’t know all that much about
her. Will Riker did, of course, but not Tom. Then again, it
didn’t really matter if he kept it vague.

“She was . .. a superb officer. Brave. Dedicated. She was
beautiful . . . and funny . ..”

“Funny?” Sela frowned. “I don’t remember her ever being
particularly . . . funny . ..”

“Well . . . considering what she’d been through . . . perhaps
she wasn’t feeling very humorous by the time she had you.”

“No. No, I don’t suppose she would have.” She appeared
thoughtful. “Tell me . .. something she did. Something you
remember.”

“She saved my life, on more than one occasion. There was
this one time I remember . . .”

And he spun an entire story for her. He based it loosely on an
actual event that had occurred earlier in his career, and he
made a few substitutions . . . most notably, it had actually
been Tom himself who had saved his commanding officer. But
he inserted Tasha into the role of savior, himself into the role
of the CO, and unspooled an exciting story of daring and
sacrifice. Sela, like a woman suffering from drought, took it all
in and seemed to absorb it into her soul.

He was making her happy.

It was a rather odd sensation.

“Tell me more,” she said when he had finished his fabricated
anecdote about her mother.

But Riker had finished the food in front of him, and he
sensed that now was the time to try and push matters . . . now,
when Sela seemed thoughtful and vulnerable.

“No.”

She cocked an eyebrow, looking rather surprised at his
abrupt change in tone. When she replied, her voice was silky,
with an edge of danger to it. “No?”
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“Why am I here? What is all this about? Are you planning to
return me to the Cardassians ... hold me for ransom ...
what? I could sit here all night rehashing old times and making
you feel nice and nostalgic for your mother . . . but if it’s all
the same to you, I’d like to pretend we’re two professionals
who are capable of discussing whatever is on our mutual
minds.”

Very slowly, Sela brought her hands together and applauded
in a steady and somewhat sarcastic manner. ‘“Very nice dis-
play, Riker. Very nice. I'm trembling.” Then she folded her
hands on the table and leaned forward on her elbows, and
Riker could see that he had gotten some sort of a reaction from
her. Unfortunately, he wasn’t entirely sure what it was, because
it was as if she had draped a mask over her face and become
completely unreadable. For a Romulan, she had the knack for
Vulcan poker face.

“I could try to put this delicately, Riker, in order to spare
myself some minor embarrassment. But I believe it best if we
are straightforward with each other.”

“That is generally preferable.”

“I have fallen on what you would call ‘hard times.” I have
been an operative of the Romulan government for some years
now, and I have had my share of successes. My failures,
however, have been rather significant.” As she cited each
example, she tapped a finger on the table as if counting them
out. “My attempt to reprogram your Mr. La Forge so that he
would assassinate Klingon governor Vagh did not work out.
Nor did my attempts to destabilize the Gowron regime by
supporting the Duras family. However, my most significant
failure was my thwarted attempt to invade Vulcan with Romu-
lan forces. And the reason for these failures can always be
traced back to the Enterprise. To your people, Riker, and to
you. You have continually interfered with my endeavors, you
have undercut my attempts to raise the Romulan Empire to its
rightful place of power in the galaxy, and you have blocked me,
time and again, from reaching my full potential and level
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within the Romulan power structure.” She spread her hands
wide and leaned back in her chair. “But am I bitter? Am I
angry? Do I harbor resentment so sharp that it sticks within me
like a perpetual dagger to my heart? Well? Do 1?7

“Uhm . . . just guessing here, but . . . yes?”

“You bet your life I do,” Sela confirmed. “The Romulan
failure to conquer Vulcan was the worst. That was entirely my
plan, from start to finish. Its bungling, and the subsequent loss
of Romulan life, led my superiors to inform me that my
services would no longer be required. In point of fact, I was
likely scheduled for termination, since I had apparently—as
the charming saying goes—outlived my usefulness. But I have
my supporters. People who work under me and with me, or
were loyal to my father and, by extension, to me. Through
them and with them, I obtained the materials I needed to
survive. I fled Romulus with the vessel you find yourself in
now, plus several smaller ships that were stored in the hangar
bay. You saw the single-person flier during the breakout, yes?”

“Yes, I did. Very impressive flying.”

“Thank you,” she said, and nodded in what appeared to be
genuine appreciation . . . although with her it was hard to tell.

She rose from the other side of the table and slowly, very
slowly, came around it. Riker noticed that she seemed to be
swinging her hips a bit more than before. Was it his imagina-
tion, or was she moving in a deliberately provocative fashion?

And was it getting hotter in the room?

“The thing I remember most about my mother is that she
would tell me stories of old Earth ... especially about the
warrior classes. She found the Japanese system of honor to be
particularly intriguing, and passed that fascination on to me.
At this point in my life, I am what might be referred to as a
ronin . . . a masterless samurai. I have a great deal of anger
burning within me, Riker . . . anger toward the Enterprise for
failing my mother and abandoning her to the vagaries of the
time stream . . . anger for the setbacks in my life that have
prevented me from attaining the goals I've always felt I should
have attained. What I have tried to do in my life is channel that
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anger toward purposes that would serve my career and the
Romulan Star Empire. Having failed in that, I now seek
redemption.”

“And I'm to help you with that redemption, is that it?”

Slowly she nodded. She leaned forward and her voice was
low and throaty, and he hadn’t noticed it before but there was
something almost intoxicating about her presence. “I sense in
you a kindred spirit, Riker. You have been abandoned by the
Enterprise, just as my mother was. You have given everything
that you had to give to your government . . . only to have the
government turn around and say, ‘Not enough. We are sorry,
but you simply have not done enough.’ To know that your best
was not only insufficient, but unappreciated.”

“That,” he said thoughtfully, “is certainly true enough.”

She drew a finger across the line of his beard, tracing it. I
may have had some doubts about you at first, Riker, I freely
admit that. But the most vital thing to remember is that Saket
believed in you. I think he even liked you. And if you are good
enough for Saket, then you are more than good enough for me.
I believe that you can help me topple governments that I seek
to disempower.”

“You want me to help you disempower governments.”

“That’s right.”

He tried not to laugh . . . but even more than that ... he
tried not to take it too seriously. Because he was starting to
dwell on her words in a way that almost implied they made
sense, held some appeal. They didn’t, of course. They held no
sway for him at all . . .

oL B (T o)

... except the Federation and Starfleet . . . really had left
him out to dry, hadn’t they? Maquis or not, he was Starfleet
first and foremost. They could have done something to get him
out of that hellhole, couldn’t they? How long had they been
intending to let him rot on Lazon? Forever? Probably.
Yeah . . . probably.

With an effort, Riker fought to keep his senses on track. He
had to remember the goal that he had set himself: to find out

171



PETER DAVID

what Sela was up to, and figure out a way to thwart it. And in
doing so . . .

In doing so . . . what?

Impress Starfleet? As if they cared about him. Still, that was
another way that he and Sela were alike. Through sheer dogged
determination, they were both trying to please.the govern-
ments which had turned their respective backs upon them, in
the same way that anxious children will do anything to try and
please Mommy and Daddy.

He was not a child, though. He was William Riker . . .

No! He was Tom Riker . . .

But even as he thought that, he hated the reality of it. He was
Will Riker, dammit. He was every bit as real and as vital and as
deserving as the original-——no, as the other—Will Riker.

Eight long years he had spent alone on Nervala IV. Eight
long years.

One of the difficulties that mere mortals have trouble dealing
with is the fact that life does indeed continue without them.
But how much more galling for Tom Riker to learn that not
only had everyone else’s life gone on without him, but his had
as well! And it was turning out so much better than his ever
could. He would always be playing catch-up, always.

Better that he had died, alone and unknown, on Nervala IV.
That was just more frustration that he felt himself lying at the
figurative doorstep of the Enterprise.

“You can do yourself a favor, Riker,”” Sela almost purred.
She was sitting quite close on the edge of the table, and she had
an intoxicating scent to her. Riker had no idea whether she had
applied it or it was a natural smell to her. He certainly didn’t
have the nerve to ask. “And it won’t just be for yourself; it’ll be
for the Federation as well.”

“Oh?” He shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

“That’s right. You see, you feel as if your Federation has
abandoned you. I know my empire has. But we can win back
the admiration of both groups through the destruction of their
mutual foe. ...”

“The Cardassians?”
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“Well, at the moment, the Cardassians are technically allies
of the Romulans. Of course, my little raid doubtlessly didn’t
endear the Romulans to them, but my people will make the
convincing argument that it was a rogue independent operator
acting on her own. No, when I speak of mutual enemies” —she
lowered her voice in obvious disdain—*I'm speaking of the
Klingons and the Klingon Empire.”

“The Klingons.” Riker guffawed. “Sela, I know that you
might be just a little out of touch, but last I looked, the
Klingons and Federation were allies.”

“The one who is out of touch is the Federation.” She snorted
disdainfully, wrinkling her nose in disgust. She had slid closer
to him on the edge of the table, and one leg was swinging at the
knee in a fashion that could best be described as “girlish.” It
was surprisingly fetching,

Eight years.

Eight years ... by himself. With no company, no loved
ones, no . . .

... No women.

It had been a long stretch, eight years. Riker had never
anticipated living the celibate life of a monk. And yes, there
had been the terribly brief reunion with Deanna, but circum-
stances had sped him through that get-together and there had
been no one since then.

Riker had never had any problem obtaining bedmates when
he had so desired. One yeoman had once commented that he
should have the twinkle in his eye insured for a million credits.
He seriously considered doing it just so he could name her as
the beneficiary, just for laughs.

So eight years . . . going from feast to famine that totally and
comprehensively . . .

He cleared his throat loudly, perhaps a bit too loudly, but he
couldn’t help it since it was feeling unnaturally closed up.

Sela, meantime, was still talking about Klingons.

“They are users,” she said unequivocally. “They used the
Romulans until it no longer served them, and then they allied
with the Federation when their own resources were destroyed.
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Well, now other, powerful races have entered into the picture,
haven’t they. Powerful enemies, such as the Dominion and the
Jem’Hadar. Inevitably, the Klingons will ally with them. It is
their nature. They will ally themselves with the Dominion and
shunt aside the Federation. Worse . . . they will turn against
the Federation. The price of entry to join the galaxy-spanning
club of the Dominion.”

“You don’t know that for certain . ..”

“Was it not a Terran ... Santa Claus, I believe his name
was . . . who said that those who do not listen to history are
doomed to repeat it?”

Riker tried to cover his mouth and stifle a laugh. He was not
one hundred percent successful. “I... I think you mean
Santayana.”

“Oh.” Sela looked momentarily thrown, but then seemed to
shrug it off mentally. “Well . . . the names are similar. I was
close.”

“Oh, definitely. They’re practically interchangeable.”

“The point is,” she said forcefully, “that you can be instru-
mental in ending an alliance that should never have begun.
Plus,” and she smiled, “my plans involve a certain Klingon.
One whose activities you must be all too well aware of.”

For a moment Riker had absolutely no idea what she was
talking about. The overheated effect that her presence was
having on him abated slightly as he stared at her in confusion.
“Who are you referring to?”

“Worf,” she said flatly, and looked at him askance. ““Are you
saying you don’t know? That their involvement was conducted
without your knowledge?”

Worf. Worf from the Enterprise. Tom was with her that far,
but her talking now about “involvement”’? Riker was suddenly
worried that he was approaching the outer reaches of his
ability to carry off his masquerade. Trying to buy time, he said,
“You’ve lost me. You’ve totally lost me.”

“My oh my. I begin to understand.” She reached over, took
her chair by the back, and slid it behind herself. She sat so that
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she was face-to-face with Riker, their knees touching. She took
her hands in his, and there was a look on her face that was
genuinely sympathetic. “The heartlessness . .. the utter
heartlessness . . . nothing could better underscore the perni-
cious Klingon mind-set . . .”

“What are you talking about?”

“Worf and your precious Deanna Troi, whom you talk about
in your sleep—they are involved.”

“In ... involved?” The notion made his head swim. For
years, when he had been stewing in his own juices alone on that
godforsaken world, Deanna had been locked into his head, as if
frozen in amber, and he had cherished the relationship that
they had had. When he met up with her again on the Enter-
prise, it had seemed the perfect opportunity to make right that
which he had botched the first time. He couldn’t believe that
she hadn’t already been snatched up by someone, most
particularly . . . well . . . himself.

And then what had he gone and done but blown it.

During his time in the work camp, he had dwelt on his
actions since being rescued and, oddly enough, he regretted
nothing—not even the actions that had cost him his freedom.
Nothing . . . except the way that he had once again bungled his
relationship with his Imzadi, with his Deanna. He had vowed
that if he managed to get off the Cardassian rock that was his
prison, he would somehow salvage the relationship.

In all those musings, it had never occurred to him that she
might be taken because, after all, if fate had left her single for
all that time, then certainly they were meant to be together.

And taken by ... by Worf? By a Klingon warrior? What
sort of madness was that? He was brutal where she was
tender, bristling where she was smooth, rough where she was
gentle . . .

Insanity . . .

He realized that Sela had kept talking, and with an effort he
managed to refocus on what she was saying.

“—kept it secret while you were serving together,” Sela was
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surmising, shaking her head in disbelief, “and then, once you
were taken prisoner, they dropped the need for secrecy and
flaunted their affair publicly.”

“This . . . must be a mistake . . .’

“No mistake. I have . . . operatives . . . shall we say . ..”

“What are you talking about? Operatives where?”

She hesitated a moment, and then said, “All right. I may as
well be candid. Our intelligence reports indicated that, in a
full-blown war with the Dominion, Betazed would be a likely
target for occupation by the Jem’Hadar. Both the Romulans
and the Cardassians are keeping the planet under close surveil-
lance, with a network of informants and such.”

“So0?”

“So, masterless samurai I may be, but I still have well-
positioned sources in the Romulan intelligence-gathering net-
work, at least. I hear of things. Once I knew of your interest in
her, I checked into Deanna Troi’s more recent activities just as
a matter of course. It turns how she had just recently returned
to Betazed . . . with her fiancé, Mr. Worf, in tow. Deanna’s
mother, Lwaxana Troi, held a rather large social gathering for
her just the other day, in fact. A sort of welcome-home affair.”

Riker looked as if he’d been smashed across the face with a
brick. “Deanna . . . and Worf. No, he’s . . . he’s all wrong for
her . . . how could he let this happen ... ?”

“How could he let it happen?”

Riker’s breath suddenly caught. He’d blown it, since of
course he was referring to Will Riker, his counterpart.

But without hesitation, Sela replied, ““He’s a Klingon, Riker.
That’s my point. He let it happen because he wanted it to
happen. He cares nothing about loyalty or decency. As with all
his kind, he wants what he can take because he is the stronger.
He sees Deanna as a conquest; nothing more.”

There was a pounding in Tom Riker’s head then, a whirlpool
of emotions swirling within him. Anger at Will Riker, fury
with Worf, desire for Deanna tinted with a sense of betrayal,
and a need . . .

... aneed, like a living entity all its own. A need to love and
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be loved, a need to hold a woman in his arms, to reinforce his
own desirability. A need to hurl himself into an abyss of
passion and sensation, to release the emotion that was roiling
within him . . .

It was as if Sela sensed that need. Her hand was at the base of
his neck now, as if feeling the throb of his pulse. She seemed
everywhere to him: in his mind, in his soul, and when she
spoke again it was with her hot breath caressing the inside of
his ear.

“You can have her again,” she whispered. ‘““You can take her
from the brute . . . I can help you with that . . . I can help you
with whatever you wish to do, for we are two of a kind . . . we
are both the outcasts, the forgotten . . . we can help each other,
Riker . . . we’re good for each other . . . you have a need, don’t
you...don’tyou...”

And yet, with all the buildup in his mind, in his body, he
didn’t know that he would press his lips against hers until he
actually did it. Had no idea that he would grab her with a
fierceness that astounded even him, pulling her body up
against his, feeling the hard shape of her beneath the clothing,
the tautness of her flat stomach and lean muscles. He felt her
gasp into his mouth and then she returned the ferocity of his
kiss with an intensity of her own. . . .
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WOrf hadn’t been completely certain what to expect upon
his arrival at Lwaxana Troi’s house, but the sight of Lwaxana
in battle gear certainly wasn’t it.

It was a fairly warm morning, as most were on Betazed. The
grass was still wet from the dew, and Worf unaccountably felt a
certain spring in his step. For no reason that he could really
determine, he was filled with an odd faith that everything was
going to work out. That confidence lasted up until the point
that Lwaxana opened the door, at which point he decided that
all bets were off.

The fact that she had answered the door herself rather than
having Mr. Homn do it was surprising enough. But her garb
and demeanor were nothing like what Worf was accustomed to.
She was wearing no makeup, and her long hair was tied back
with a cloth. She was wearing a formfitting, one-piece blue
outfit, with heavy padding around the shoulders, upper chest,
and upper arms, and hips. In either hand, she was holding a
long staff, with what appeared to be lights at either end of each
staff. The lights were not on, however.

In addition to her workout armor, she was also smiling.
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Worf wasn’t quite certain which he found to be more discon-
certing.

Worf decided to comment on the less obvious of the two
unusual aspects of Lwaxana Troi that he was encountering.
*“Good morning, Mrs. Troi. You seem in a good mood today.”

“Please, it’s ‘Lwaxana.’ Let’s not be so formal. And yes, as a
matter of fact, ’m in a very good mood. Come in, come in,”
and she gestured for him to follow. He did so, allowing
himself the briefest of moments to try and determine whether
this was, in fact, Lwaxana Troi, or instead a rather brilliant
imposter.

“The reason I'm in a good mood is that I just heard from
Odo.”

“0Odo?” He frowned. “Security Chief Odo?”

“Oh, I should have realized you’d know of him. He’s in the
same line of work as you. He’s a law enforcement officer on
Deep Space Nine. Have you ever been there?”

“Yes, but I am not especially fond of space stations.”

“Really?” She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Why
not?”

“I do not like being aboard a stationary target.”

“Worf, Worf, Worf,” she sighed, “does everything with you
have to be defined in military terms?”

“Yes.”

“Well, at least you’re honest. Anyway, Odo and I, we have a
rather . . . special relationship. I just received a vid from him
this morning. Would you like to see it?”

“No—"

“Then I'll tell you about it. ‘Mrs. Troi,”” Lwaxana recited
from memory, in a musical timbre, ‘I am in receipt of your
latest communication. While I am certain that you considered
your remarks to be flattering, I have to tell you that the desires
you have expressed are misplaced and that our continued
correspondence is going to prove increasingly uncomfortable
for us both . . . particularly, it seems, for me.” We have a very
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special relationship, Odo and 1,” she said to Worf, back in her
normal voice.

“‘Despite your impressions to the contrary, we have no
relationship beyond friendship,””” Lwaxana continued, return-
ing to her musical speech. ““*. . . and at this point, at the risk of
injured feelings, I must say that even that affiliation is becom-
ing increasingly tenuous. Please . . . if you must continue this
correspondence, do so in a more formal and strictly platonic
manner . . . and preferably, with a message that consumes
somewhat less time than ...”” Lwaxana paused, remember-
ing. . . ninety-three minutes and eighteen seconds.’”

Finished, she turned to Worf and seemed unaccountably
happy. ‘““You may not have been able to tell from that, but that
was positively tender compared to our earlier communiqués.
He is definitely starting to come around. Isn’t he marvelous?”

“His candor is admirable . .. albeit wasted,” Worf ob-
served. “What species is he?”

“I’m not entirely sure. I don’t know if he knows, either. He is
a shapeshifter, however. And a brilliant law-enforcement indi-
vidual. If you’re ever in a difficult situation, he’s your man . . .
well . . . he’syour . . . whatever . . .” Then, as if she’d promptly
dismissed him from her mind, she said, “All right . .. this
way, Worf.”

She guided him to an outdoor area with towering trees that
provided a good deal of shade. There was a wide patio lined
with colorful mosaics. Worf found his attention drawn to the
mosaics for no reason that he could really discern. There was
just something about them that captivated the eye. There was
one section, however, that seemed to have been specially
prepared. It was a rectangular area about twenty feet long and
ten feet wide, and as opposed to the rest of the patio, it
seemed to be composed of a spongy, rubbery material.
Lwaxana stepped to the far end and indicated, with a wave of
one of the staffs, that Worf should stand at the opposite
end. He did so, getting the sick feeling that he knew where
this was going.

(333
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“Why are you here, Worf?” asked Lwaxana. She was
standing some feet away from him, and holding the two staffs
in a relaxed position so that they were crisscrossing each
other.

“I promised I would be.”

“Are you happy about it?”

“That is irrelevant.”

“Happiness is never irrelevant, Worf.”

“Of course it is. Oftentimes, in fact. The first obligation of
life is duty. Happiness is not a factor in that.”

“But if you derive no happiness from it, then what’s the
point?”’ She seemed genuinely puzzled.

“‘Happiness,” if you insist upon the term, comes from
knowing that one’s duty has been fulfilled.”

“But knowing it isn’t enough. For example, it is the duty of a
Daughter of the Fifth House to have a daughter of her own to
carry on the traditions of the House. But if I were not happy
about having Deanna . . . if I regarded motherhood simply as
a fulfilled duty, and nothing beyond that, then what sort of
mother would I be?”

“A Klingon mother.”

She sighed and shook her head. “Worf . . . be honest with
me. ...”

“Have I a choice?”

“No,” she said in a practical tone. “You think there’s
nothing you can learn from me, don’t you.”

He didn’t reply.

“You think,” she continued, ‘“‘that because Betazoids love
peace . . . and introspection . . . that we are weak.”

“I would not marry Deanna if I thought Betazoids were
weak.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps you simply regard her as the exception
to the rule. Or perhaps you do see her as weak ... and in-
ferior . . . and therefore easy for you to control and no threat
to your dominance.”

“That is not true!” he bristled.
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“All right,” she said calmly. “But now let’s see . . . if I can
teach you a few things. Things about our philosophies, about
our way of life. And maybe, just maybe . . . they’ll be things
you can apply to the way you live your life as not only the
husband of a Betazoid, but as a Klingon.” She tossed him one
of the two staffs and he caught it effortlessly. Then she
brought the remaining staff up to a horizontal position,
resting it comfortably between the thumb and forefinger of
each hand.

Worf gaped at her in undisguised astonishment. “Are you
suggesting we fight?”’

““You think Betazoid philosophies make us weak. Ripe for
conquest. I want to show you otherwise. We were not always
the thoughtful philosophers and sensitives that you know us
as now. We had our wars, we had our violence. We learned the
importance of growing beyond that. You will, too.” She
indicated the ends of the staffs. “This is a little game called
B’thoon. The lights at the end of the staffs illuminate when
they come into contact with your opponent. Moves can be to
anywhere, but only a strike between the neck and waist counts
as a point.”

“I do not want to hurt you.”

“Don’t worry. You won'’t.”

She spoke with surprising confidence. With a mental shrug,
Worf took a stance, holding the rod out in front of him and
endeavoring to look as challenged as he could considering his
opponent was a middle-aged Betazoid woman.

Lwaxana let out a battle cry, whirled the staff in a dazzling
spin, and came at him.

Worf’s staff smacked her squarely in the stomach and lit up.
Lwaxana hit the ground like a sack of rocks and lay there for a
moment, gasping.

“Are you injured?”’ Worf asked. He extended a hand to help
her up.

Lwaxana, all pride and wounded dignity, waved him off. She |
placed the bottom of the pole on the ground, pushed upward |
and got herself standing up. She took a deep breath and finally
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managed to say, “You’re quick, Worf. I'll grant you that. And
I’'m just a little rusty. But I”’—and she rallied her confidence—
“was B’thoon champion of my graduating class. You won’t
catch me quite that easily again.”

Once more she took a defensive stance, approaching him
more cautiously this time. Worf didn’t even move. He simply
remained with his feet rooted to the ground, tracking her with
a slight angling of his torso. She came in fast with a quick
series of strikes aimed at the chest and arms. Worf blocked
them without too serious an effort, ducked a swing of hers
that went wide, and used the opportunity to angle his staff
between her ankles and trip her up. Lwaxana’s feet went out
from under her, and she thudded to the ground. The spongy
material absorbed much of the impact, but Lwaxana still
looked jolted.

This is absurd, he thought.

Lwaxana got back to her feet a bit more slowly but no less
determinedly. Her hair was somewhat askew and starting to
get into her way. She pushed strands aside and readied herself.
“Again.”

“Lwaxana . ..”

“Now!”

Three, four quick exchanges, and this time he hit her just
under the rib cage. It didn’t knock her down, but the end of the
staff lit up.

“Again,” she said, her anger clearly building.

Again the staffs clacked together. This time Worf pivoted,
dodging a full-bore charge by her, and struck her in the back
just under the third vertebra. She spun around, and there was
cold fury on her face. “I can do this,” she declared.

“Lwaxana . ..”

“I can do this!”

She came at him again.

And again.

And again.

Each time he deflected her blows, or dodged them. A couple
of times she came close to tagging him, but close was all she
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managed. Over and over he would nail her after a few
exchanges, without working up any real exhaustion over it.

He kept waiting for Lwaxana to quit.

She wouldn’t.

Her face, her clothes became soaked with sweat. Her breath
became more tortured. Her movements slowed, each repeti-
tion more filled with effort than the one before. For Worf it
became painful to watch. When she had fallen nearly three
dozen times, Worf started to get genuinely concerned. It was
not going to look good to Deanna if her fiancé killed his
prospective mother-in-law. He was doing the best he could to
control the severity of the impact with which the staff was
striking her, but Worf was not accustomed to moderating the
force of his blows. Klingons did not, as a rule, fight for the
purpose of wounding.

So much perspiration was rolling off Lwaxana’s brow that
she was blinking furiously to keep it out of her eyes. Her hair
was hanging, matted, around her face. She tried to stand in one
place as she planted herself for the next go-around, but she was
wobbling. She took a moment to steady herself and Worf
waited.

“Lwaxana . . . quitting is an option,” he said.

There was a deep rasping in her throat, as if all the moisture
in her body was on the outside and there was none left within.
“You . .. first . . .” she said.

With that one sentence, that one defiant utterance, Worf
understood what was at stake for her. She wasn’t simply
battling him. She was also fighting the memory of her own
youth, of what she once was. Lwaxana Troi was a woman who
thrived on self-esteem in the same way that others thrived on
oxygen and light.

You first, she had said.

Well, that was all it would take, really. All Worf had to do
was give in. Say that he’d had enough. Be the first one to back
off.

He opened his mouth to say it . . .

. and the words stuck in his throat.
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Quit? To hell with that. Lwaxana was battling demons of her
youth. So what? Worf had to deal with that every day, and one
didn’t deal with that by giving up.

Slowly he shook his head and brought his staff up defen-
sively again. Lwaxana grunted in acknowledgment that the
battle was to continue. She licked her chapped lips, not doing
much in the way of wetting them, and steeled herself for
another attack.

In a surprising move, she swung at his legs. He vaulted over
it, hit the ground rolling, blocked a return thrust by her, and hit
her in the stomach again . . . lighter than the first time, but she
still felt it. She bent over, staggering away from him, trying to
regroup. And he heard her muttering something to herself,
doing it so quietly that he was reasonably sure she didn’t know
he’d heard it.

“Just once,” she was saying under her breath, “just once . . .”

Just once.

Well, that was really all it would take, wasn’t it. The woman
had her pride, but certainly she knew she was overmatched by
this point. A pain in the ass Lwaxana Troi could be, but
insane she most definitely was not. At this point, she was
battling not with any hope of truly overcoming him or
teaching him some profound lesson about just how tough
Betazoids were. Instead she was fighting purely out of vanity.
She couldn’t withdraw from the field without managing to
nail Worf at least once. He could even see the Lwaxana-
skewed way that she would tell others of the battle: “There we
were, a Klingon warrior and I, slugging it out with our
B’thoon staffs, and suddenly, boom! Got him square in the
chest!”” Naturally she would leave out the three dozen or so
strikes that he got her with first.

And it wasn’t just for the retelling, either. If he let her get
him once (without her realizing, of course, that he had allowed
it) then it would go a long way toward restoring her sense of
self-worth.

Just the one shot. Just the one.

Just throw one engagement. Move a hair too slowly, react a
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second less quickly, and she would tag him on the arm or
somewhere, gain a point, and have a moral victory that would
enable her to step back and announce, “Now we’re done.”

He saw her readying herself for another charge. She took two
quick steps—or at least what passed for quick at that point—
and then feinted a strike to the head. As feints went, it was
fairly pathetic. She had telegraphed it; it was rather clear to
Worf that what she was intending to do was reverse the
direction of the staff and make her genuine attack to the chest,
probably to the solar plexus. But all he had to do was be
“fooled” by the feint. Bring his staff up, block it, and that
would leave him open for Lwaxana to hit him.

All this went through his mind in a second.

Lwaxana’s staff arced toward his head, and Worf made as if
to block it. And then she reversed the staff and tried to strike
him squarely in the chest.

The thrust came up several inches short of its target . . . the
reason being that Worf’s hand had snaked out and snared the
staff about a foot frcm the end, away from the sensors so that it
didn’t register as a hit. Lwaxana’s staff was held immobile by
the Klingon’s superior strength and then Worf shoved her staff
right back at her. But he had overestimated his strength and
the amount of resistance Lwaxana had left. The staff slid right
through her sweat-soaked palms and struck her squarely in the
forehead.

“Lwaxana!” _

She stood there for a moment, wavering, her eyes blurring
and then refocusing.

“Lwaxana, are you all right? Do you want to sit down?”

“Excellent idea, Pierre,” Lwaxana announced. ‘“The corn
muffins look scrumptious today.” And with that utter non
sequitur, Lwaxana fell forward like a tree. If Worf hadn’t
caught her, she would have hit the ground face-first.

“So how are the lessons going?” asked Deanna, her face
bright and smiling on the vidcom.
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“As . .. well as can be expected,” Worf replied, standing in
the foyer of the Troi mansion.

“Do you feel you’ve learned anything?”” She sounded almost
playful with the question. Worf wondered just how playful
Deanna would feel if she knew he’d nearly decapitated the
Keeper of the Holy Rings of Betazed.

“Oh ... yes.”

“Like what?”

Desperate for an answer and looking for a way out, Worf fell
back on possibly the oldest dodge in civilized history. “I ...
have to go . . . I hear your mother calling.”

“I didn’t.” Deanna looked puzzled.

Worf tapped his head. “In here.”

“Oh. Of course, how foolish. Well, I'm just glad to know the
two of you are getting along. See you tonight. Love you.” And
she blinked off.

Shaking his head, Worf went to Lwaxana’s bedroom, where
she was lying with what appeared to be some sort of green
liquid-encased compress on her head which Mr. Homn had
just placed there. She had switched to a simple white shift, and
Worf saw bruises lining her upper arms. He winced inwardly
but said nothing as he wondered just how angry she was going
to be.

Without turning her head, her gaze went in his direction,
and to his surprise her expression actually softened to one of —
well, not affection, but not overt hostility. If anything she
seemed a little . . . sad, somehow. “Sit down, Worf.”

He turned to look for a chair and was mildly startled to see
that Mr. Homn was sliding one in behind him. He had not
even realized the giant manservant had stepped away from the
bed, so silently and effortlessly had he moved. Worf couldn’t
help but wonder just how much there was about Homn that he
didn’t know.

Worf sat with his back ramrod straight. He had absolutely no
idea what to expect.

“Tell me . . . what you were thinking. Toward the end of our
bout, I mean.”
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“Why do you ask?”

“Because I'm interested,” she said matter-of-factly.

“No, I mean ... why do you not just tell me what I was
thinking?”

She made a soft, impatient clucking noise in the back of her
throat as if annoyed that he had to ask. “Worf . . . believe it or
not, I am capable of turning my abilities on and off. This is
supposed to be about you. If I tell you what was on your mind,
it becomes about me.”

“Very well. It may hurt your feelings . . .”

“Hurt away,” she said dryly.

“I felt . . . sorry for you. I thought you were pathetic.”

“Good.”

He blinked. “Good?”

“Yes. That’s what I was going for. You don’t seriously think I
was under the impression that I could match you physically?”

“Well . . .” The question was clear on his face: What was the
point of it all?

“What were your options? What were you considering,
Worf? Faced with this pathetic, desperate old woman who
seemed anxious to prove something to herself . . . what was
going through your mind?”

“I ... considered quitting.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No. Then I considered allowing you to score a hit.”

“And you didn’t do that, either.”

“No, I did not.”

“Why?”

“Because . . . I felt it would do you a dishonor. That you
deserved only my best effort.”

“Oh, tribblefur,” snapped Lwaxana.

Had Worf been a Delian Optistalk, his eyes would have
lunged out of his head. “What?”

“You heard me. Your decisions, your combat tactics, had
nothing at all to do with my ‘honor.” You just couldn’t stand to
show anything that could possibly be intrepreted as weakness.
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To quit, or to allow me to score would have threatened your
Klingon pride.”

“That is not true.”

“It most certainly is. Here you had a helpless opponent. You
could have withdrawn. But you refused, even though you had
nothing to prove. Then, toward the end, I muttered, ‘Just
once,’ just loudly enough for you to hear. You could have
figured out a way to allow me to score, to salvage my ‘pride.’
But your own pride wouldn’t allow it. You put yourself and
your sense of duty above everything . . . in this instance, your
duty to the Klingon code of honor, whether real or imagined.
You couldn’t allow a helpless woman even the most meager of
triumphs against you because it would have been threatening
to you. You had to fight; you couldn’t refrain from it, could not
justify it in your own mind no matter how much you tried.
Your problem, Worf, is that you have too overpowering a sense
of yourself.”

Worf gaped at her. “With all respect, Lwaxana, when it
comes to a sense of one’s self, I do not believe I can begin to
approach your own attitude. How many times have we heard
your assorted titles bandied about with pride?”’

She sat up, but too quickly, because clearly from her
perspective the room was tilting dangerously. She lay back,
keeping the compress against her head. “A valid enough point,
Worf, as far as it goes. However, I am capable of putting aside
myself. If I didn’t... do you think I could have willingly
subjected myself to our little sparring match earlier? It’s not
always easy, I admit, and as I get older I get more set in my
ways. But I do have the ability to reach into myself . . . and
cast myself aside.”

*“I do not understand.”

This time she sat up a bit more carefully. Next to her bed
was a large vase of cut flowers, and ever so gently she reached
over and extracted one. It was large and fragrant, and had
many petals of assorted colors. She removed the stem and
cradled the bud itself in the palm of her hand. “To be
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Betazoid . . . is to be like this flower, Worf. Look at it. See the
beauty of its shape? Its fragrance? See all the petals that
surround it?”

He nodded.

Lwaxana then, one petal at a time, began to disassemble the
flower. She did so very carefully, and each petal would be
removed only to reveal another of a different color. When she
spoke it was so softly that Worf had to strain to hear her.

“Each of these layers,” she told him, “compose the flower.
Just as we ourselves are composed of different layers and
varying textures. Our experiences, our personal histories, our
likes and dislikes, are all part of it. But you cannot let yourself
define yourself by these trappings. They are merely aspects of
you that the outside world is able to see. But if you strip it all
away . . . what do you have?”

She held up her hand. It was empty. The petals lay scattered
on the bed.

“You have . . . nothing,” said Worf.

But she shook her head. “Wrong,” she said with a smile.
“The flower is still here. I can feel it in my palm . . . feel the
texture of it, the slight weight. The fragrance of it stays with
me. The core, the essence of it remains, even though it cannot
be seen. You only believe in what you can see and touch, Worf.
You believe in yourself. You have to be able to put yourself
aside, to make vyourself unimportant. Once you are
nothing . . . then you can become something.”

“That is double talk,” he growled. “Klingon honor can
neither be seen nor touched. I believe in that.”

“You believe in it because it is results-oriented. It gives you
things of substance. By attending to that code of ethics, the
result is title, or properties, or higher rank, or makes you more
desirable to the opposite sex, or at the very least minimizes the
ways another Klingon can try to kill you since any number of
ways would be dishonorable.”

“I do not appreciate your cavalierly dismissing my way
of life.”
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“I’m not dismissing it, Worf. I’m just giving it some thought
rather than accepting it blindly. Have you ever done that?”

His jaw twitched slightly, the muscles flexing in annoyance.

“Why did you kill Duras? What was the purpose?”

The question caught him off-guard. “How do you know of
that?”

“It was on your service record. I read up on you last night.
Jean-Luc officially reprimanded you. So...what was the
purpose?”’

“He killed K’Ehleyr, Alexander’s mother.”

“That was the catalyst for your killing him. Not the pur-
pose.”

“I claimed the right of vengeance.”

“And that was the excuse.” She swung her legs around so
that they were dangling off the bed. ““Again, what was the
purpose?”’

“So that K’Ehleyr would be avenged,” he said with growing
impatience. He was becoming increasingly uncomfortable,
even angry, with the line of discussion.

Lwaxana shook her head. “K’Ehleyr was dead, Worf. She
was beyond Duras’s ability to hurt or your ability to make her
care.”

“He framed my father as a traitor ... deprived me of
honor . . .”

“And with those offenses revealed, your father’s name would
have been cleared, your precious honor restored. So I ask
again, what was the purpose of—"

Worf was on his feet with a roar that nearly shook the rafters,
his hands balled into fists. “Because I wanted him dead!”

A hand slammed down on Worf’s shoulder and, to the
Klingon’s astonishment, he was shoved forcibly back down
into the chair. He craned his neck around to see Mr. Homn
standing behind him. Worf couldn’t believe it; Homn had done
it with no apparent effort whatsoever. Very slowly, Mr. Homn
shook his head from side to side in mild rebuke.

“You wanted him dead,” Lwaxana said mildly, as if Worf
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hadn’t blown his temper, “because his murder of K’Ehleyr
compromised your sense of maleness . . . your ego, your pride.
He had taken something away from you . ..”

“And from Alexander,” Worf reminded her. Homn removed
his hand from Worf’s shoulder, apparently convinced that the
Klingon had himself under control.

“If Alexander had never been born, would you still have
killed Duras?”

“Yes,” Worf admitted.

“So for his offenses . . . you had to take his life away from
him. And it solved nothing. His sisters perpetuated the cycle of
vengeance . . . a cycle which ended in the destruction of the
Enterprise through the efforts of Duras’s sisters. Innocent
people died in that crash, Worf. Not many, thank heavens, but
some. Innocent people who never knew K’Ehleyr, or cared
about Klingon honor. People who were just going about their
business and then they died . . . thanks to vengeance.”

“That is a gross distortion of the facts.”

“Is it?”

He rose, more carefully and unthreateningly this time. “I do
not wish to discuss these matters any further. And I do not
wish you to mention K’Ehleyr’s name again.”

For a long moment her dark eyes fixed on him, and then she
lowered her gaze. “Very well,” she said. “I apologize if I
overstepped myself. I will see you tomorrow, Worf.”

He nodded in acknowledgment and turned to leave.
“Worf . . . she called to him. He turned and looked back at her.

She was holding out her empty hand, palm up. “Would you
like a flower?”” she asked.

Worf sighed, shook his head, and walked out. Lwaxana
raised her hand to her nose, inhaled deeply, saw the flower in
her mind, and smiled in appreciation.

“So how did it go?” asked Deanna when Worf returned to
the inn.

He considered the fact that he had battled hand to hand with
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Lwaxana, knocked her cold, had his entire system of honor
brought into question, was manhandled with frightening ease
by Mr. Homn, and offered a big handful of nothing as a parting
gift.

“Actually,” he said thoughtfully, ‘it went more or less as I
expected.”
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William Riker hadn’t realized that he was going to look in
the mirror first thing that morning and that, in doing so, it was
going to change his life. But that was what happened.

The investigation into the crash of the Enterprise 1701-D
had gone about as well as it could have gone. Admiral Jellico
was his usual charming self, leading the inquisition and asking
most of the truly intense and combative questions. But Picard,
doing most of the talking, managed to handle them with
aplomb. After a day or so of deliberation, both Picard and
Riker were cleared of any negligence and wrongdoing in the
ship’s demise.

After that had come the truly positive news. There was going
to be a new Enterprise, designated the Enterprise-E. There had
been some discussion about the possibility of simply starting
over with a new registry number, but the ship had too much of
a history about it. Indeed, it had been Picard who had argued
most strenuously against redesignating her. ““We owe it to the
commanders of the earlier vessels . . . including, most notably,
James T. Kirk,” he had said, and he had spoken so forcefully
about it that it was almost as if he were defending a personal
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friend. Consequently, the ship was indeed going to be desig-
nated “E.”

Unfortunately, it was going to be a year before she was ready
to go.

Picard was already guaranteed the captaincy, that much was
a given. But then Picard had faced his toughest fight: keeping
his command crew intact. There was any number of vessels
and assignments available that were long-term, and the Enfer-
prise officers were considered a highly valuable commodity.
Keeping all of the assignments of Picard’s key officers frozen so
that they would be available for the new Enterprise when she
was ready was considered by several key officials in Starfleet—
including, most notably, Jellico once again—a tremendous
waste of resources.

That had not daunted Picard, who had pulled every string he
could and called in at least half a dozen favors accrued over the
years. As a result, the assignments handed out to Picard’s
command crew were all short-term, most of them well within
range of Earth or even planetside.

The only sticking point had been Riker.

There was a push to promote him. Enough was enough, it
was felt. He had more than adequately proven his value in a
command capacity, and it was time to assume a captaincy of
his own. But as he had before, Riker had resisted the concept,
citing the same reasons as he always had: There was no ship
like the Enterprise. Anything else was going to be a step down.
He was comfortable serving with Picard. More than that, in
fact. ““As long as there is an Enterprise, and Jean-Luc Picard is
in the captain’s seat,” Riker had told Picard, “I would consider
it an honor to serve as second-in-command.” On that basis,
Picard had pushed for—and gotten—Riker instated as his
Number One. There was no reason for him to disbelieve
Riker’s sentiments. After all, he’d been saying it for years.

But this morning, after Riker had gotten out of bed,
stretched, and trudged to the bathroom, he’d looked in the
mirror and—for the first time—started to wonder.

What caused him to wonder was his beard.
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For the first time he noticed truly pronounced gray hairs in
1t.

He frowned, tilting his head around, examining it from
several different angles. Yup. Definitely, gray hairs. It was odd
that he hadn’t noticed them before. He reached up, plucked
one out and winced as he did so. But there were more of them,
scattered throughout.

He brushed back his hair at his temples and saw a few telltale
gray strands there as well. He was barechested at that mo-
ment, clad only in pajama bottoms, so he studied his chest
hair. No gray there, thank goodness. Wasn’t a hopeless cause,
not yet.

It was funny. He’d never thought of himself as particularly
vain before. But something about the encroaching gray both-
ered him more than he could comprehend. He could get it
touched up, of course. That would be easy enough. It went
against the grain, though, hiding something like that. Besides,
all that would do was hide it. But it wouldn’t stop it.

Why did it bother him so? Why?

He dwelled on it as he prepared breakfast, going through the
various files that he’d been studying over the previous several
nights. He’d been assigned a teaching slot at Starfleet Acad-
emy, lecturing in tactics and strategy. All things considered, it
was a rather plum assignment. He was being given the oppor-
tunity to shape young minds, perhaps even save lives. After all,
things that he taught today might be used to prevent disaster
tomorrow.

But he kept coming back to the mirror.

And to his lack of desire for command, his wish to stay
aboard the Enterprise. It gnawed at him, it bothered the hell
out of him.

He tried to think of who he could talk to in order to try and
get it all sorted out. His crewmates, his only real family, were
scattered, busy with their own affairs. Besides, Riker wasn’t
really comfortable discussing his feelings and uncertainties
with anyone ... not even Picard, even after all this time,
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particularly when it came to questions about advancement,
since Picard usually took any opportunity to say, in essence, I
will respect your wishes, Will, but damn, you should have your
own ship.”

There was only one person he could truly let down his guard
with, of course, and that was Deanna.

Deanna, engaged to someone else.

Deanna, off to Betazed, with her fiancé.

Her fiancé . . .

“Her fiancé,” he said out loud to nobody in particular, and
he abruptly realized that he’d stopped his classroom prepara-
tion and had simply been staring across his living room for the
last several minutes.

He pictured them, standing hand in hand. He wondered if
she was showing him all the places that she had gone to with
Riker. Places that had been Riker’s and Troi’s now would be
Worf’s and Troi’s.

While Riker was sitting in a tastefully decorated apartment
on Earth, was Deanna making love in the Jalara jungle with
her fiancé? Was she responding to his touch the same way that
she had to Riker’s? Or better? Was she wondering why she had
ever wasted time waiting for Will Riker to come around? Was
all memory of the time and places they had shared on Betazed
being supplanted or erased by the new experiences she was
sharing with . . . him? With . . .

Riker couldn’t even frame the Klingon’s name in his mind.

“This is insane!” Will said. He rose from behind the table so
quickly that he slammed his knee against the underside of it
and winced in pain. “We’re friends! We’re just friends! I want
her to be happy, and she’s happy with him, and that’s all!
That’s it! We’re done!”

He was speaking so loudly that the residents next door
wondered who in the world he was arguing with.

“Why are you still here, Will?”
Riker was sitting in the captain’s ready room, facing Picard.
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Picard, drinking a glass of prune juice, was looking at Riker
with what appeared to be unveiled contempt. “You turned
down a promotion. Why?”

“She’s not the Enterprise,” Riker replied.

“So what? So bloody what? What sort of sentiment is that
coming from Will Riker, one of the most ambitious men in
Starfleet? This is nonsense, Will! Nonsense!”

Picard got up from behind the desk and skipped around it to
Riker . . . and then smacked him upside the head. “Hey!” said
Riker.

“I'm trying to get your attention, Will. Don’t you under-
stand what’s going on? It’s not about the Enterprise!”

“Yes, it is.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Isn’t.”

“Is.”

“Isn’t isn’t isn’t.”

“Captain, we're not getting anywhere like this!”

“Yes, we are.”

“No, we’re n—"" Riker stopped, rubbing the bridge of his
nose and wondering just what in the hell was going on.

Picard clonked him on the side of the head again. “Will you
stop that!”’ Riker shouted.

“Business and pleasure, Will. Doesn’t mix. Never did. Never
has, never will . . . Will.”

“Captain . . .”

Picard suddenly went behind his desk, picked up an apple,
and tossed it with a fairly strong overarm throw. Riker tried to
duck, but the apple tracked with him and it ricocheted off his
temple. “What did you do that for?”” he demanded.

“Isaac Newton. He understood things when an apple fell on
him. I thought you might, too.”

“Newton?”

“Yes,” said Data. Riker wasn’t entirely sure when Data had
entered the room, or what he was doing there, or why he was
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wearing a mortarboard on his head. “Framer of theories of
gravity, physics, and he also made a damned good fig cookie.”

Riker had the distinct feeling that a headache was going to be
forthcoming.

“Newtonian physics, Commander,” continued Data while
Picard played with a yo-yo. ““Objects in motion tend to stay in
motion, unless acted upon by an outside force.”

“What’s your point, Data?”

“Your career was in motion. It has been acted upon by an
outside force.”

“Oh really? And what would that be?”

Deanna walked in. She was naked. Riker noticed in a distant
manner that he was as well.

He looked in a panic from Deanna to Data to Picard, and
back to Deanna. “What . . . what do I do?”

Picard stabbed a finger toward Deanna with confidence and
said, “Engage.”

“En . .. engage?”’ He looked down into his hand and he was
holding a shining diamond ring in his hand. It glittered with a
fire as bright as a warp engine.

“Engage,” Picard said firmly.

Riker turned to face Deanna. Worf, wearing full, bristling
Klingon armor, was cradling her in his arms. Riker was frozen
in place, incapable of saying anything. His voice, his emotions
had all left him. Worf turned on his heel and headed out the
door, the nude Deanna tossing off a cheerful wave as they
exited.

“Nice going.”

Picard and Data were gone. Seated behind Picard’s desk was
Admiral Riker . . . the older version of Riker from the future.
Behind him, a grandfather clock was ticking away the years.

“Nice going, buddy boy,” said the admiral.

L. e

And a rage seemed to seize the admiral. He opened the
grandfather clock, drew out a Klingon bat’leth, and swung the
sword around in a vicious scythe straight toward Riker’s neck.
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“Nice bloody going!” he howled, filled with fury that was
ripped deep from within his soul, from his regrets, from every
mistake that he had ever made.

Riker fell off the bed.

It was pitch black in the room, and it took Riker a few
minutes to recover himself. He was gasping and twisted
around in the sheets, his heart pounding against his chest. He
felt as if he had gallons of sweat streaming from every pore.
Even though the temperature was cool in his apartment, he
still felt hot.

Usually, when Riker had dreams, he would awaken and
sense the images flittering away to the far reaches of his
subconscious. He never remembered them. This time, he did.
Some of the exchanges were already blurring to him, but the
general thrust was still very vivid and very potent.

And he understood. For perhaps the first time in his life . . .
he understood.

It wasn’t as if he’d had an overnight epiphany. It was the
crystallization of years of thought, of hesitation, of uncertain-
ty. Because the simple fact of the matter was that for years he
had known exactly what he wanted and precisely where he
wanted to be . . . and it had all gone straight out the window
the moment that he found himself face-to-face with Deanna
Troi on the bridge of the Enterprise when the words Do you
remember what I taught you, Imzadi? echoed in his head, sent
there by the woman he had spent years being absolutely
positive that he had gotten over.

Oh, he had most definitely been Hamlet, standing there for
years and wondering, prevaricating, trying to come to a
decision and not sure what direction to take. Nothing less than
the destruction of the Enterprise had been required to shake
him from his mental lethargy. For if an object in motion tends
to stay in motion, an object at rest likewise tends to stay at rest.

The object in motion had been his career. And it had
stopped. And yes, all the reasons and rationalizations regard-
ing the honor of serving aboard the Enterprise and all of that
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had been accurate as far as it went. But there was an element
that he had not been dealing with, an object at rest—that
object being his relationship with Deanna. One, he now
believed, was intertwined with the other in a way that he had
never fully comprehended.

He was in love with Deanna. Not as a friend, not as a former
intimate. They were Imzadi. They had gotten into each other’s
souls, and not only had he never gotten her out of his, he had
now come to the realization that he didn’t want to.

It wasn’t just the Enterprise herself that had a hold on him. It
was Deanna herself, all unintentionally. If he’d gotten com-
mand of another vessel, he would have had to leave her behind.
Either that, or force her to make a decision to come with him
to his new post or stay with the Enterprise. He loved her too
much to ask her to tear herself away from her extended
Enterprise family, and he was still too damned vacillating on
his own feelings about her to commit. And because of that
vacillation, she was on Betazed at that very moment in the
arms of Worf.

He felt ill, his stomach in a knot. He didn’t know what to do.

No . .. Riker did know. It was just a matter of doing it.
There were not immediate plans for a wedding, so he had a
little time. Not infinite amounts, but a little.

He went to his vidcom and began to place a communiqué to
Betazed . . . but then canceled it. Betazed was too far to allow
instantaneous communication, which meant that he’d have to
send a one-way. A one-way that said what? “Deanna, I love
you, ditch Worf, get back here?” Besides, even if something
instantaneous were possible, how could he do it? He had to be
face-to-face with her, to touch her mind, and to see how she
felt. After all, this was hardly just about him. There were her
feelings to consider; she was the one who was engaged. She was
the one who had moved on, and only Riker was left in neutral.
It was entirely possible that she truly didn’t love him anymore,
that she didn’t reciprocate the feelings he had finally realized
he had. Plus there was Worf to contend with. Speaking one-to-
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one with Deanna would be going behind his back. He owed it
to Worf to be frank with him, to be in his presence. It was, to be
blunt, not a concept that Riker was in love with. “Hi, Worf,
how you doing, I want your fiancée back, is that okay with
you?”” Oh, that was going to be just peachy.

But he had no choice. No choice whatsoever.

“You’re not giving me much of a choice here, Commander,”
said Admiral Jellico.

It was the next morning. Riker had tried to fall back to sleep
and had not been especially successful. When the morning sun
played across his face, Riker finally gave up and got on the link
with Jellico at Starfleet Headquarters. Jellico was admiral in
charge of—among other things—personnel assignment. Riker
would rather have gone to just about anyone else, up to and
including Satan. Unfortunately for Riker, for what he was
requesting, Jellico was the man to talk to.

“I regret that, sir, but it is rather important,” Riker said.

“You want me to delay your assignment to the Academy so
that you can go off and conduct personal business? Is that
right?”

“That is correct, yes,” said Riker for what seemed to him the
umpteenth time.

“But you won’t tell me what it is.”

“I would rather not, sir.”

“Because it’s personal.”

Riker fought down a smart-ass response. This was not the
time to crack wise to a superior officer. “Yes, sir.”

“This is not just any teaching assignment you’ve been
selected for. Heavy emphasis is to be placed on tactics and
strategy in dealing with the Borg. You are uniquely qualified.
Only Shelby and Picard have more expertise: the former is
unavailable, and it would just be too cruel to dredge up the
hardships that Picard endured. We anticipate a year, two at
most, before the Borg strike at Earth. We must be ready, and
you will contribute.” Jellico folded his hands on his desk.
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“Commander . . . as you know, I was strongly against the
notion of keeping Picard’s command crew in storage until such
time that the new ship could be relaunched. Normally, that’s
my call to make. In this instance, I was overruled by highers

up

<

(2]

“Yes, sir, I know.”

“I don’t like making exceptions. Starfleet does not run on
exceptions. It runs on discipline and uniformity of purpose.
Not on certain captains and their crew being given preferential
treatment and special dispensation. Are you reading me,
Commander?”

Like a bad novel, you blowhard. “Yes, sir.”

“That’s the first thing. The second thing is, Riker, I don’t
particularly trust you.”

“You don’t ‘trust’ me, sir?” Now Riker was starting to get
angry. “Sir, with all due respect . . .”

“There’s that phrase again,” muttered Jellico.

“I don’t believe that my asking for a delay in my assignment
gives you the right or the authority to question my loyalty to
Starfleet.”

“My rank gives me the authority, Commander. Your vague-
ness in your ‘personal reasons’ gives me the right. For that
matter, I am still very disturbed over this business with your
‘twin.””

“What?” Riker stared at him. ‘“Admiral, what are you
talking ab—wait . . . you mean Tom? Last I heard, he was
being assigned to the Gandhi.”

“Ah.” The syllable seemed to hang there for a moment, as if
Jellico was suddenly uncomfortable. “Well . . . these events
were quite recent, and with everything else going on, we hadn’t
yet informed you . . .”

“Informed me of what?’

“Your doppelganger never reported for his assignment. He
joined the Maquis, hijacked a starship, and tried to make a
strike against the Cardassians. The last I heard, he was stewing
in a Cardassian labor camp. I don’t know much more than
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that; the Cardassians are never especially eager to share in-
formation with us, particularly when it comes to matters of
internal security.”

Riker was stunned. “Why wasn’t I told at once? Why—"’

“Believe it or not, Commander, when it comes to traitorous
officers, Starfleet is only slightly more forthcoming than the
Cardassians. It simply wasn’t necessary for you to know.”

And then the dime dropped for Riker. “Wait a minute.
Admiral . . . are you saying that because Tom Riker joined the
Maquis . . . my integrity, after all these years, is now called
into question?”

For just a moment, Jellico seemed to backpedal. “No one is
questioning it, Commander. However . . .”

“However what?”

“Well, it’s clear that the potential for duplicity is present in
you,” Jellico told him, his voice becoming hard again. “It
doesn’t count against you, you understand. It’s not as if
Thomas Riker’s deceit makes a mark on your record. But when
it comes to your mysterious requests about—"’

Completely fed up, Riker burst out with, “I need to talk to a
woman about marrying me, all right, Admiral?”

Jellico blinked in surprise. “Oh. Any particular woman?”

“No, Admiral, I just figured I would grab the first likely
candidate I ran across.”

*“Save the sarcasm, Commander.” He paused and then said,
in a slightly conciliatory tone, “I appreciate your candor.”

“Thank you, sir,”” Riker said with a relieved breath.

“Request denied.”

The breath caught in Riker’s throat. “What?”” he managed to
get out.

“We all make sacrifices when it comes to our personal lives,
Commander. That’s one of the simple realities of Starfleet. If
you don’t believe me, go talk to the families of the crew of the
Voyager, left in limbo and wondering if their loved ones are
dead or not. You need to talk to a woman? That’s what
subspace radio is for. But I'm not about to rearrange the
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schedule of everyone else at the Academy just so that you can
go off and engage in some frivolous adventure.”

“I don’t consider it frivolous, Admiral.”

“Obviously. But I do. And I don’t advise that you endeavor
to go over my head on this, Commander, or go whining to your
father figure, Picard. The goodwill afforded the crew of the
Enterprise has been more than used up at this point. It will not
reflect well on you or Picard if you start seeking out more
personal favors.”

“Very well, Admiral. Now you are leaving me no choice. I
have no desire to leave anyone in the lurch, but if I have to seek
a leave of absence . . .”

“By all means. If you want a leave of absence, that I will
happily grant you.”

That surprised the hell out of Riker. After being such a pain
in the neck, for Jellico suddenly to be compromising . . . it was
enough to make Riker start wondering if he’d misjudged him.
“Oh! Well . . . thank you, sir . . .”

“Of course, the moment you begin your leave, your name is
naturally moved to the bottom of the duty roster, and will stay
there until such time that you return . . . at which point you
then get to stand in line behind all the Starfleet personnel who
didn’t decide to take time off to pursue the course of true
love.”

“Meaning,” Riker said tonelessly, “that I then lose out on
my assignment to the new Enterprise.”

“Let’s just say that it would be severely jeopardized. So . . .
do we understand each other, Commander?”

“Oh, very plainly, Admiral. Very plainly.”

“Good. So shall I inform the Academy that there will be a
change in the current roster?”

Through gritted teeth, Riker said, “No, sir.”

“They’ll be so pleased. Jellico out.”

Riker stared at the screen for a long while after Jellico’s
image disappeared. He saw his own reflection staring back . . .
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and the gray background of the screen gave him a distinctly
older look.
“Time for Plan B,” he said.

Roger Tang, former Starfleet sergeant and grizzled veteran of
more battle campaigns than even he could remember, was busy
cleaning glasses at his bar when he noticed a familiar reflection
in the mirror on the wall behind him. The broad and beefy
Tang squinted at first, racking his brains, and then he remem-
bered. He pivoted on his one flesh-and-blood leg and called
out, “Lieutenant! Didn’t recognize you out of uniform.”

Will Riker grinned and walked across the busy tavern. “Even
officers get to be off duty every now and then, Tang.”

He extended a hand and Tang shook it firmly. “It must be,
what, a dozen years since Betazed?” asked Tang.

“At least.” Riker grinned. “And it’s Commander now.”

“Commander! I'm impressed. Know what that means?”

“No. What?”

“Means I charge you twice as much for drinks. You can
afford it.”

Riker slid into a seat at the bar. “So how you feeling these
days, Sarge?”

“Well as can be expected. Shouldn’t complain, really. Over
eleven thousand good people lost their lives at Wolf 359. Me, it
was just a lost leg and a busted spine. And once upon a time,
injuries like that get you a permanent bed and tubes up your
nose. Look at me: Slower than I was, maybe, and got enough
fake parts in me to supply a Swiss watch factory. But all in all,
not a bad life, says I.”

“You didn’t have to leave Starfleet, you know. I always
remember, when I was a lieutenant on Betazed, you told me
the galaxy was divided into two types of cultures: Starfleet and
everyone else.”

“Yeah, I know,” sighed Tang. “I loved it. But you know
what, Commander? I’'m a grunt. A scrapper. That’s what
makes me happy. The kinda hits I took, they don’t let me keep
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doing what I love to do. If I'd been in the uniform and doing
something else, behind a desk or something . . . I would’ve felt
like I was just wearing a costume, y’know?”

“I understand.”

“Hey, it’s not like I was unprepared. I was always part owner
of this place anyway. Just a silent partner. So. .. now I'm a
loudmouth partner. Everyone’s happy. So . . .” His eyes nar-
rowed. “What can I do for you? Am I correct in assuming that
you’re not here just by happenstance?”

“You are indeed correct.” Riker leaned forward, adopting a
slightly conspiratorial tone. “It’s my understanding that you
have some holosuites here, in the back.”

“Sure do. Why? You have a private party in mind?” grinned
Tang.

“Not exactly. I have a bit of a delicate situation which I hope
vou can help me with.”

“Is it legal?”

“Yes and no. It involves bending an order from Starfleet.”

“I see.” Tang pondered it a moment, then said, “Let me
guess: A woman is involved, right?”

“How did you know?”

“Playing the odds, sir. Is it, by any chance, that curly haired
brunette from back on Betazed?”

Riker was dumbfounded. “Tang, you would put Sherlock
Holmes to shame.”

“Nothing amazing about it, sir. Remember, I saw you two
bust up. But I could tell: You were meant for each other. And I
figured at the time it would take you about a dozen years or so
to realize it. Way I see it, you’re right on schedule. So . . . let’s
discuss how I can offer a holosuite to guide the course of true
love. Oh, by the way . . . have you booked passage to Betazed
yet?”

“Uhm . . . no. I was handling one thing at a time.”

“Ah. Well, if I can safely speculate for a moment that
Starfleet isn’t sanguine about your leaving planetside, you may
want to depart under somewhat subtle conditions. I still have
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CHAPTER 1 '

One did not become leader of the Klingon High Council
without learning to watch one’s back. Gowron, the present
holder of the title, was exploring the possibility of giving new
definition to the term.

Gowron stood in the middle of the council chamber,
turning his head to the right and then to the left, moving it
quickly almost to the point of dizziness, and still couldn’t
quite believe what he was seeing. Standing nearby, his arms
folded in smug satisfaction, was a rather small and harmless-
looking Klingon named Duntis. Duntis, while growing up,
had endured many taunts and threats to his life owing to his
diminutive stature. He had more than made up for it,
however, thanks to his gift for unique weapons and tools of
espionage that he had developed for various heads of the High
Council. In all the right circles of influence, Duntis was
respected, Duntis was feared, and—most important for
Duntis—he was rich.

“This is miraculous!” Gowron said in his customary growl,
but in this instance it was a growl of grim satisfaction.

What Gowron was seeing was the area of the council
chamber directly behind him. On his right eye, there was a
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microthin wafer of clear material that he had layered directly
onto his eyeball, much like an Earth twentieth-century con-
tact lens. But the lens was cybernetically linked with a tiny
viewing scope which was pinned, like a common ornament,
onto the back of Gowron’s cloak. When Gowron closed his
right eye for three seconds and then opened it, the motion
served as the on/off activation for the lens and he was able to
see whatever was in back of him. Duntis has been right about
the one drawback: The device was going to take some getting
used to. Gowron had to literally retrain his brain to perceive
the images the lens was feeding him. As it was, it was blurred
and distorted, and he was having trouble making anything
out. But this was an inconvenience at best, and one that could
be dealt with. Already, with practice, things were becoming
clearer.

“You have outdone yourself, Duntis,” Gowron commended
him. ‘““Assassins seeking to sneak up behind me will find
Gowron more than ready to deal with them!” He thumped his
fist on the back of a chair for good measure.

“I knew you’d be pleased, Great Gowron,” Duntis cooed in
his best sycophantic tone. “If you’d like, I can make more for
the others in the council . . .”

Gowron looked at him as if he had lost his mind. “But then
they could see me coming!”

Duntis winced in chagrin. “I’'m sorry, Great Gowron. What
was [ thinking?”

Suddenly Gowron heard footsteps approaching. He kept his
back deliberately to the sounds as an experiment, and strained
to bring the image into as sharp focus as he mentally could. A
moment later, a Klingon who walked with more than the
normal degree of swagger appeared at the main entrance. His
hair was cut more closely to the skull than most Klingons’,
though, and when he spoke it was in a voice that seemed suited
to whispered conferences in the cover of night.

Without turning, Gowron said heartily, “K’hanq. Welcome
home. It is good to see you once more.”
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If K’hanq was surprised by Gowron’s ready identification of
him despite the fact that he wasn’t looking at him, he was too
well trained to reveal it. ““And you, Chancellor Gowron.
Recognize my footfall, did you.”

Gowron and Duntis shared a private smile before Gowron
turned to face K’hanqg. “That,” boasted Gowron, “is how
sharp these ears are. Although I do not hear nearly as much as
you, K’hang, nor in so many interesting places. Come. Sit and
tell me what news. Duntis . . . you may go.”

Duntis bowed slightly and then walked quickly away. Gow-
ron knew that Duntis was already tallying up in his mind just
how much his personal accounts would be supplemented by
his latest achievement. That was fine as far as Gowron was
concerned. As long as Duntis was kept satisfied by his reward
for being in Gowron’s service, Gowron never had to worry
about Duntis providing convenient technology for any possi-
ble enemies of Gowron’s. And there were enemies, of that
Gowron was sure. Enemies everywhere, lurking in shadows, or
strutting pridefully in the open.

And there was no one who was in a better position to keep
Gowron informed than K’hanq. When it came to an operative
skilled at gathering information, K’hanq was the most depend-
able source Gowron had. He had informants everywhere. If
information was the coin of the Klingon realm, then K’hang
was one of its leading millionaires.

Gowron took care to keep him happy as well. Unfortunately,
in this particular instance, K’hanq was not going to be keeping
Gowron particularly happy.

“Keep in mind,” K’hanq prefaced his comments, “that I am
but the messenger.”

“Ah. That is your way of telling me that I will not be pleased
with what you have to say.”

K’hanqg nodded regretfully. “Your suspicions, it appears, are
correct. The Romulans apparently are in the process of build-
ing an alliance with the Federation.”

“Damn them!” snarled Gowron, his good mood already a
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thing of the past. He slammed a fist on the chair arm in
frustration and nearly snapped the arm off. ““Are they insane?
Do they not know that the Romulans cannot be trusted? They
endeavored to wipe out the Vulcans, for the love of Kahless!
That hardly is a ringing endorsement!”

“Nevertheless, there is some rumbling that the Romulan
Star Empire can be worked with. Ambassador Spock continues
to advocate peace initiatives. . . .”

“Fool,” muttered Gowron, but even he knew the significance
of this. Spock was a legendary figure, and legends were
notoriously influential, and irritating.

“Furthermore, Starfleet is pleased that the Romulans have
loaned a cloaking device to the Starship Defiant. The Romu-
lans, you see, are no happier about the Dominion and the
Jem’Hadar than is the UFP. They represent a mutual enemy,
and mutual enemies tend to breed allies.”

“Are we not allies enough?” demanded Gowron.

K’hanqg bared his teeth in annoyance. ‘““We are perceived
as unstable by some. A warrior race torn by civil war, unable
to clean up after ourselves or solve any problems without
the intervention of Starfleet officers such as Picard to guide
us.”

“They act as if we are but children!” Gowron bellowed.

“Not all of them,” K’hanq hastened to emphasize. “The
UFP does not speak with one voice in this case. There are
those who respect the long-standing alliance . . . and certainly
have no desire to see the Klingon Empire as enemies once
again.”

“That is wise of them.”

“But there are others who see it differently. Who think that
the Romulans represent the future. They do not trust us. ..
nor do they trust the Romulans. And since they trust no
one . . . they will deal with anyone.”

“Insane.” Gowron shook his head. “Simply insane. They
must learn otherwise. They must see the error of their ways.
No one knows the Romulans better than we. Were we not
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their allies? Do we not know their betraying ways? Their
treacheries? We Klingons have not yet forgotten Khitomer.
We have not forgotten the Romulan promises of loyalty that
were tossed aside.” He rose and began to pace. “‘Ironic, is it
not, K’hanq? When we began our initial rapprochement with
the Federation . . . that was when our alliance with the Rom-
ulans began to deteriorate. It was as if they were our allies
simply because of our mutual antagonists, the Federation. Yet
now they would switch sides. It is as if the Romulans need
someone to hate before they can then work with someone
else.”

“And they most definitely hate us,” said K’hang.

“That is beyond question. So where does that leave us?”

“I regret that it leaves us on extremely uncertain ground. If
the Federation comes to terms with the Romulans, and the
Romulans launch hostilities against us . . .”

“What would the UFP do, do you think?”

“Well,” K’hanq said thoughtfully, “if one can judge by past
actions . . . there are three likely possibilities. The first is that
they might attempt to mediate a settlement . . .”

“A settlement!” snorted Gowron disdainfully. “You mean
some sort of compromise so that the Romulans could buy
themselves more time to gather more strength against us!”

“The second is that they will simply stay neutral . . .”

“Allowing for an all-out war.” This option clearly did not
appeal to Gowron. “Not for a moment am I contemplating
shrinking from a fight. I would welcome the opportunity to put
those arrogant, pointy-eared bastards in their place. However,
with all the recent civil stress and strife that have enveloped the
empire, it would be akin to fighting a two-front war—from
within and without. I would be less than enthused.” He
paused. ““‘And the third possibility?”’

“That the Romulans and Federation would ally against us.”

There followed a long silence as the awesome challenge that
represented hung in the air. K’hanq was unsure of what to
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expect from Gowron, for the Klingon leader’s face was
unreadable. And then his eyes sparkled with anticipation
and he flashed a wolfen grin. “A fight like that ... the
Klingon Empire’s last, hopeless stand against overwhelming
and hopeless odds . .. gods, K’hanq ... it would be glo-
rious.”

“It would at that, Gowron. Of course,” he added as an
afterthought, ““it would also be suicide. And if none of us are
left to tell the tale, what point in glory?”

“True,” admitted Gowron. He gave it a bit more thought,
and then said, “K’hanq . .. I want you to find someone. For
one of your talents, it should not be difficult.”

“Who, Great One?”

“Worf.”

“Worf, son of Mogh?”

“The very same.”

“But why?” asked K’hang. “He is in Starfleet.”

“Precisely. But he is also beholden to me, K’hang. I restored
honor to his family, cleared the name of his father. If there is
anyone who is trustworthy enough to tell me of how the
Federation perceives matters . . . it is Worf.”

“Once I have located him, do you desire to speak with him
via subspace?”’

Gowron snorted disdainfully at the very notion. “So that
either Romulan or Federation spies can find a way to break
through transmissions? Listen in on our conversations? I do
not think so, K’hang, no. No, bring him here.”

“And if he will not come?”

Completely without warning, Gowron’s temper flared. “I am
Gowron!” he fairly roared. “Gowron, son of M’Rel! Leader of
the High Council! If I say that Worf will come . . . then he will
come! Is that clear?!”

“Yes, Gowron,” K’hanq said quickly.

“Well? Do not just stand here. Go!”

K’hanq headed for the door. And as he did, Gowron . . .
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CHAPTER 12

Lwaxana had lost track of the days, as had Worf. But they
knew one thing, beyond question:

Things were not getting easier.

“It’s like slamming my head repeatedly against a rock!”
Lwaxana had complained to Deanna at one point. “Except less
fulfilling!™

“Mother, maybe you’re going about this the wrong
way. ...”

“Little One, he has to understand! He has to be open to our
ways!”

“And does it cut both ways, Mother? What if his Klingon
relatives desire to enroll me in some sort of gladiatorial
school?”

“Would you agree to do it?”

“Yes,” said Deanna without hesitation.

“And would you give it your best effort?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that’s the point, dear. I don’t think Worf is giving this
his best effort. I think he’s being stubborn and hardheaded,
and if he really loved you—"

“Don’t, Mother,” Deanna had said, holding up a warning
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finger. “Don’t put that sort of price on what’s being done here.
Worf has agreed to your tutelage on my behalf. If he is having
trouble understanding, does the problem lie with the student
or the teacher?”

Lwaxana had glowered at her and said nothing. For Lwax-
ana, saying nothing was an impressive feat all its own.

Worf looked at the painting with some confusion.

He had rendezvoused with Lwaxana, as promised, at a
rather pleasant and scenic place. It was an overlook near
Bacarba Lake, which was as flat and as blue as any body of
water that Worf had ever seen.

“Glorious day, isn’t it, Worf,”” Lwaxana had said when he
had arrived. She was standing in front of an easel, wearing
work clothes. She was busy applying paint in thick layers to the
easel. “Not a cloud in the sky.”

“Yes. That is preferable.”

There was something in his tone that had caught her
attention. “Why do you feel it’s preferable?”

“Incoming ships are easy to spot. Reduces chances of a
sneak attack, unless—of course—they have a cloaking de-
vice.”

She sighed and shook her head. “Worf, I'll give you credit for
one thing: You’re consistent.” She laid down her brush and
gestured to the painting. “So . . . what do you think?”

He stared at it uncomprehendingly. The large easel was
covered entirely with one color of red, top to bottom. The
strokes were uniform, no variation at all. That was all it was,
just . . . a big red easel.

“Very modern,” he said judiciously. “A .. . sublime intro-
spection.”

“Hmm. You think? I just thought it was a big easel covered
with red paint.”

“Oh. Well . . . yes. It is.”

“Then what were you just talking about?”

“I was being polite.”
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“Why Worf,” said Lwaxana in mock astonishment, ‘““‘you are
capable of surprising me every once in a while.”

“Is there a point to producing this . . . work?”

“Yes, there is. In fact, it’s the subject of today’s exercise. Sit
down.”

Once Worf had seated himself on the ground, he said, “Now
what?”’

“Now,” Lwaxana told him, sitting next to him, “we’re going
to watch it.”

“Watch it? Watch it do what?”

“Dry.”

He couldn’t quite believe he’d heard her properly. “You
want me to sit here . . . and watch paint dry?”

“That’s right.”

He studied her carefully to see if there was some hint of
humor in what she was saying, some slight endeavor on her
part to be making a joke. She couldn’t be serious. “For how
long?”

“Until it’s diy, of course. Otherwise it would be pointless.”

“It is pointless in any event!”

“Worf,” she sighed. She shifted around on the ground so that
she could face him directly. “We’re trying to deal in subtleties.
That’s what all this has been about.”

“Subtleties? The sparring session? The underwater immer-
sion for hours on end? The dozens of books you have had me
read? The essays? The ten-mile barefoot hike? Having me try
to chop down a tree with my teeth? I am still picking wood
chips from my gums!”

“We have different definitions of subtlety.”

Worf felt as if they had different definitions of reality
altogether. “How is watching paint dry supposed to be of any
use?”’

“Worf . . . look at it.”” He looked. “Do you see how it is now?
Wet? Glistening? Over the next hours, slowly that is going to
fade, going to transform. The glistening will diminish, the
paint will form its permanent bond with the easel. It will
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change before our very eyes. You build your starships, take
them out into space, park them and have no trouble watching
while a star is born or a star dies. But all you see are the big
things, Worf. There are the little things as well. It is from those
little things that true love blooms, you see. We may first be
attracted to the big things about other people . . . the entire
physical package, or the thunderbolt that hits us when we first
look into their eyes. At first, love is wet and glistening and new.
Over time, however, the love dries. You become bored looking
at it . .. if you are in the wrong state of mind. But if you
appreciate it properly...it can be a constant source of
interest and amazement.”

He stared at her blankly.

“So here is what we’re going to do, Worf,” she said,
undaunted by his evident lack of enthusiasm. “We will watch
the paint dry. And as we do, I want you to try and achieve two
things. First, I want you actually to appreciate the simple and
amazing process of the paint transforming from one state into
the other. See it for the wonder that it is, and if you do not
think that it is wonderful, then try to find a way to make it so.
And second—since we’ll have plenty of time—1I want you to
try and separate yourself from yourself. Do not think about
other things you could be doing. Do not think about frustra-
tions, or goals unachieved, or debates, or anything. Make this
drying easel more important than you. Elevate it. Lose yourself
in it, and ease yourself into a meditative state. See if one drop
of paint looks different to you than another. See all the
possibilities. Let yourself go, Worf. That’s all I'm asking. Lose
yourself . . .”” She gestured to the easel. ““. . . in that.”

“I will . . . try,” he growled.

They sat and stared at the easel.

Five minutes and seventeen seconds later, Worf said, “This
is ridiculous.”

“Worf . . .”

“The lesson is over.” He rose and turned to face her. “I do
not know what sort of elaborate game you are playing here,
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Lwaxana, and as of this point, I no longer care. I am a Klingon.
Klingons do not sit around watching paint dry! There is no
purpose to it except to waste more of my time than has already
been wasted.”

“Is that all you see of what we’ve been doing?” she asked,
getting to her feet. She placed her hands on her hips. “Just
wasting your valuable time? And don’t you walk away from
me!”’

That was exactly what Worf was doing. “We are done with
this absurdity.”

“You don’t love her, Worf. Not like Riker did.”

The harsh words brought him up short. “What. Did. You.
Say?”

“She deserves the best,” Lwaxana said defiantly, not the
least bit intimidated by his clearly building wrath. “Will and
Deanna, they were Imzadi. They share a bond you can never
have.”

“What bond? What does ‘Imzadi’ mean? Is this another of
your ‘lessons’?”’

She stared at him and he felt as if she were truly seeing him
for the first time. And she seemed, somehow, to deflate, ever so
slightly, as if something had been taken away from within her.
“No, Mr. Worf. The lessons are over. We’re done. Here. Let me
put it to you in a way you will understand.”

And she went to the paint-covered easel, drew back her arm,
and plunged her fist through it. The canvas ripped easily
enough, and the entire easel tilted over. She caught the canvas
before it fell, gripped it firmly, twisted at the waist, and then let
fly with all her strength. As if on cue, a breeze caught up the
easel and carried it down, down to the water far below. It
landed there and floated for a moment, supported by the wood
of the frame.

Lwaxana looked at her hands. Tinged with red paint as they
were, they looked almost bloodstained. She gave him one last,
disappointed look and then walked away, shaking her head.
Worf remained behind, standing at the precipice, looking
down at the ruined painting far below in the water. The tide
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was going out apparently, and slowly, ever so slowly, the
ruined painting was carried away with it.
“Nice throw,” he noted.

Deanna had just come back from the art museum and was
burbling happily with Chandra over piping-hot glasses of moog
when Worf walked in. He said nothing; just stood there and
seethed. One did not have to be an empath to know that he was
not particularly happy.

“Chandra, perhaps you’d better . . .”” Deanna said.

“, .. leave, yes, I was just thinking that,” Chandra replied,
overlapping her. With a hasty good-bye, she quickly exited the
house, leaving Worf and Deanna alone.

“Where is Alexander?”

It wasn’t the first thing she was anticipating that he would
say, but she readily replied, “He wished to visit with my
mother. They’re very fond of each other, you know.”

“Yes, I know.”

“So I brought him over to the house. She wasn’t home, but
Mr. Homn was attending to him. I had the appointment with
Chandra and I really didn’t want to break it, otherwise I would
have stayed with him. I didn’t think there would be a problem
with that. Is there?”

“No. No.”

“Worf, what happened? I mean, clearly something did.”

He paced a moment more before he could calm himself
down sufficiently to frame his thoughts. “I know why she is
doing this to me. But why are you doing it?”

“Doing what? I don’t understand. . . .”

“Do you love me for who I am?”

“Absolutely. And I also love you for what you can b—"

“There,” and he stabbed a finger at her. “There is the
problem. We have different definitions of what I can be. Or
should be. I am a Klingon, Deanna.” He thudded his fist
against his chest. “That is not a state of mind. That is who I
am. If my adopted parents could not make me into a human,
what makes you think you can make me into a Betazoid?”
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“I’'m not trying to turn you into a Betazoid, Worf, don’t be
absurd! Neither is my mother! We just wanted you to under-
stand. Not become. Just understand . . .”

“Oh, I understand all too well. What is ‘Imzadi’?”

She actually seemed to blanche when he said the word.
“What?”

“What does that word mean? I am asking you a straightfor-
ward question. What means ‘Imzadi’?”

“It’s . .. a term of endearment. It means ‘beloved.’”

But Worf shook his head, clearly refusing to believe it. “No.
That is not all. Not from the way she said it. She gave it
significance beyond a simple endearment.”

“Worf, this is silly. Nothing is going to be accomplished
by—"

“What does it mean!”

She was taken aback by what she saw in his eyes. There was a
cold, burning fury. She wasn’t intimidated, she didn’t think he
was going to hurt her. Instead the anger seemed directed
inward, as if he was furious with himself over something that
was eating at him. She drew herself up, steadied her chin, and

said, ““All right. It has a secondary and . . . deeper meaning.”
“And that would be—?”
“*The First.””

“The First.” It took a moment for him to understand, but
then he did. His eyes widened. “Are you saying that Com-
mander Riker . . . he was your . ..”

She nodded. “But it’s more than that. It’s not just the first
person who captures your body. It’s the first person who
captures your . . . well . . . your soul.”

“Your soul mate.”

“I ... wouldn’t put it that way.”

“But you would not deny it.”

For a moment, it seemed as if tears were about to well up in
Deanna’s eyes. Tears of frustration, of upset over the hurt that
she could see Worf was enduring . .. a hurt that he would
never admit to, because he might consider it a sign of weak-
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ness. “Worf . . . what would you have me do? I can’t go back
and make myself not fall in love with Will, back when he was
assigned here to Betazed. I can’t alter the course of our
relationship. I can’t go back in time and reorder it to my
liking.”

Her comment touched a nerve in Worf . . . but he couldn’t
quite determine why. Instead he asked, “So ... where does
that leave us.”

“It leaves us right where we were before, Worf! I love you.
You love me, don’t you?”

Slowly he nodded. “But,” he said, ‘it can never be the same
as what you had with William Riker, can it.”

“So it won’t be the same,” she said tiredly. “It will be
different. Not everyone loves everyone in the same way, Worf!
You’re not in competition with Will Riker.”

“It seems to me that [ am.”

“I can’t control how things seem to you, Worf. You just have
to believe me that I'm not measuring you up against Will.”

“Am I a better lover than he was?”

If Deanna paled before at the mention of the word “Im-
zadi,” this time she went in the other direction, turning
positively red. “Worfl Oh my God, I can’t believe you asked
that—! You don’t hear me asking if I'm a better lover than
Alexander’s mother was!”

“Do you want to know?”’

“No! 1 don’t! Because unlike some people, I'm not in
competition with a memory!”

“It is different.”

“How?”

“Because she is dead . . . and he is not.”

She saw the hurt in his eyes, the pained recollection of a
wound that was clearly still raw in him. “I’m sorry,” she
whispered.

“It is . . . all right. I suppose . . . the question is irrelevant
anyway. When I make love to you . . . I do so differently than I
would with a Klingon woman.”
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“You . .. do?”

“Yes. I endeavor to use the techniques that a human male
would use.”

Deanna felt as if she had been experiencing an entire gamut
of emotions. Minutes ago she had wanted to cry; now it was
everything she could do not to laugh. ““And you know these . . .
how?”

“I...” He cleared his throat. ‘“‘Researched it.”

“Researched it? How?”

“I would rather not say.”

“So tell me . . .” Deanna, trying to tease Worf away from his
concerns, slunk across the room and draped her arms around
his neck. *. .. would you be interested in making love to
me . . . as you would to a Klingon woman?”

“No.”

“Oh.” The flatness of his turn-down startled her. Trying to
recapture the mood, she said, “Why not?”

“Because it would likely either kill or incapacitate you.”

Deanna’s arms suddenly felt to her like two unmoving iron
bars. “Oh,” she said again.

“Riker, of course, never had that problem,” Worf couldn’t
help but note.

Beginning to lose her patience, Deanna blew an annoyed
puff of breath from between her round lips and said, “Worf . . .
to love someone differently than someone else doesn’t mean
that you love them less. It’s just that our relationship exists on
a different level than what Will and I had. But the thing to
remember is that you have one very significant advantage over
Will.”

“And that would be . . . ?”

“You’re here. And he’s not.”

“I see. So you agreed to marry me ... because I was
convenient.”

“No!” she cried out in frustration. ““No, that’s not it at all! I
mean, are you marrying me because I’'m convenient for you,
because you know I can help you take care of Alexander?”
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“No. Well . . .”

She waited for him to complete the sentence. He didn’t.
“Well . .. what?”

“There is ... some element of that...I suppose,” Worf
admitted. “But that is part of seeing you as an ideal mate for a
variety of factors. One factor is not inherently more important
than another, correct?”

“Well . . .” She hesitated and then said, “Actually ...
would think love is . . . wouldn’t you? The more important, or
most important, I mean.”

“Yes. Of course.”

They stared at each other uncertainly for a time, and then
Worf said, “I ... need some time to think, Deanna. Just a
couple of hours to myself.”

“Yes . . . yes, of course . . .”

“I will meet you at your mother’s house, if that is acceptable.
Perhaps then we may all . . . discuss matters.”

“I would like that. And that is the Betazoid way, Worf:
Talking out feelings. Coming to a meeting of minds. You see,
you are learning.”

“As you say,” Worf replied, but he didn’t sound completely
convinced.

He walked for hours, from one end of the city to the other.
Worf watched Betazoids in action, interacting with each other,
laughing on occasion, enjoying themselves. But it was so quiet,
so damned quiet. Worf had never realized before just how
much general noise was created through the simple constant
stream of chatter that most beings engaged in.

A Klingon city, on the other hand . . . the noise level! It was
beyond belief. Perpetual shouting, howls of laughter or anger,
explosive arguments that oftentimes seemed to be launched
just to have something to argue about. Bone thudding bone as
heads slammed together in reckless competition. It was as if
Klingons thrived on noise for the purpose of reminding
themselves that they were alive. If they could hear themselves,
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then they were there. Silence was reserved for the grave. Noise
was for when you were alive and thriving on that life.

No wonder Betazoids had so much time to contemplate
things. There was nothing in particular going on to distract
them. The way things were around Worf, he could probably
actually Aear paint dry if he wanted to.

Why was he being so hard on himself? Why was he obsessing
about Riker? Why couldn’t he simply take Deanna’s word that
there was, indeed, no competition?

“You are going to ruin it,” he warned himself. “You are
going to ruin the best thing that ever happened to you simply
because of your pride.”

He was not in competition with Riker. It was foolish for him
to think of it in those terms. He was not in competition
because . . . because she had chosen him, that was why. So if
there had been some sort of competition, it was over. He had
won. He, Worf, had won.

There was still the matter of the Trois trying to make him
over into something he was not. But after several hours of
walking, he had the answer to that as well. He would indeed
bring Deanna to Qo’noS, the Klingon homeworld, and have
her undergo some rudimentary warrior rituals so she likewise
could ‘“‘understand.” Yes. Yes, that would be most amusing.
Deanna Troi, scaling the Flame Cliffs of Kutabi—blindfolded
and with no gear. Deanna Troi, learning combat tactics and
trying to defend herself in the ring against females half again
her size (let alone males!).

He did not contemplate these matters out of a sense of
vengeance, no. Far from it. If understanding was what it was all
about, then understanding Deanna would have. And perhaps
then, she would cease trying to change him in exchange for his
not subjecting her to any of the assorted trials that the average
Klingon was undergoing at the age of ten.

As he approached the Troi mansion, following a lovely path
lined with exotic foliage, he was becoming increasingly satis-
fied with the way in which things were working out. Perhaps he
had disappointed Lwaxana. But then again, he wasn’t marry-
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ing Lwaxana. All he had to do was make Deanna happy, and
that he was more than prepared to do.

Although, to be honest, he wished that he could have taken
back his comment about killing her if he made love to her as if
she were a Klingon woman. He could tell that hadn’t gone over
particularly well with her. Then again, he couldn’t exactly
blame her, now, could he.

As he approached the front door, the sun was just beginning
to settle down upon the horizon. Long shadows cast them-
selves over the house, caressing it with darksome fingers. He
knocked on the front door and waited for Mr. Homn to
promptly open it, as he always did.

It didn’t open.

Any other person might have taken a few moments to
wonder what was going on. Where was Mr. Homn, why wasn’t
he answering it, he was usually so reliable, they must be busy,
and so on.

Not Worf.

Immediately he went into a crouch, taking as a possibility
that there was some sort of danger present. He reached for his
phaser . . .

. .. and remembered he didn’t have it.

Off-duty Starfleet personnel were not supposed to carry hand
phasers with them. Worf was indeed off-duty, in civilian
clothes, and had absolutely no reason to be toting small arms.

He was, however, a Klingon, and that was more than enough
reason to be prepared for just about anything. Consequently,
Worf reached into the tops of his boots and pulled out, from
each one, a slim blade with a thin handle and notched end.
Individually each of the blades was a nasty weapon, and could
be yanked out instantly to deal with whatever emergency
presented itself. Since he had a few moments before possibly
launching himself into battle, it gave him the time he needed to
connect the two blades together at the hilts. This presented
him with a handgrip in the middle and blades extending from
either side of his right hand. He cursed himself for not having
more weaponry on him, but he was worried that it might have

227



PETER DAVID

given Deanna the wrong impression if he’d gone to Betazed
armed to the teeth. Besides, it was difficult to carry a bat’leth in
the average suitcase.

He crept slowly around the perimeter of the mansion, alert
to any possibility of enemy infiltration. Part of him was telling
him that he was completely out of his mind, overreacting . . .
that, in fact, he was trying to prove something, prove that
danger lurked everywhere and only he, Worf, was genuinely
prepared to deal with it.

There was a large picture window just ahead, and Worf crept
toward it. Carefully, he looked in.

He had a clear view into the main foyer. There didn’t seem
to be anything amiss.

Then he spotted it: a pool of blood over at the far side.

His nostrils flared, and suddenly every battle-ready sense he
had screamed at him that someone was right nearby. His head
whipped around and he saw no one, but his blade swung
around in a deadly arc nonetheless.

To his surprise, he heard a yelp of pain from what seemed to
be thin air and then, inexplicably, a Romulan was suddenly
there. He hadn’t beamed in. He was just not there one
moment, and present the next. He was tall, with a high
forehead, pale skin, and dark eyes. Even if he hadn’t simply
popped in out of nowhere, something about his physical
appearance would have been more than enough to tip Worf off
that this was no ordinary Romulan. Of course, even the
presence of an ordinary Romulan on Betazed was cause for
concern.

The tall Romulan was nursing a cut on his upper arm. Thin
green blood was trickling down it, the cloth hanging loose from
where Worf had sliced him.

“The next one takes off your head. Who are you!”” demanded
Worf.

The Romulan’s eyes seem to sink further into his head and
then, just as suddenly, widen as if to consume the entirety of
his face. And he spoke one word in a frighteningly raspy voice:
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gReary?

And suddenly Alexander was dead, and Deanna was dead,
and Worf was old and weak and toothless, lying helplessly in
his frailty as assassins stole toward him in the night, and all of
the attendant anxiety of all those happenstances pounded
through him and he was paralyzed, incapable of any sort of
rational thought or developing any workable tactic. He had no
idea where to go, what to do, he was overwhelmed, he—

“No!”

The paralysis should have lasted long enough for a direct
attack to be made upon him, but Worf did not give them the
opportunity. Rather than allowing him to be reduced to utter
uselessness, Worf’s training and mental conditioning drove
him to action. He spun and lunged right toward the window,
smashing through it. Glass rained everywhere as Worf took the
impact with his shoulder and hit the floor in a forward roll.

Two Romulans came at him, one from either side. Neither of
them were carrying disruptors, blasters, or any of the preferred
means of lethally dispatching a foe. Instead they wielded shock
prods, apparently hoping to numb him into unconsciousness.
All they had to do was come into contact with his body.

Worf was not prepared to let them do that. Unfortunately,
the fear was beginning to redouble itself in his mind, so neither
was he prepared to fight at his best. But he had no choice.

One of the Romulans came in faster than the other. He was
overanxious, lunging forward with the shock prod. Worf swept
up with an inner arm block, driving the prod up and away from
himself, and then jammed forward with the blade. It deflected
off the chest armor that the Romulan was wearing, but still
managed to do damage as it skidded up the metal and lodged
in the underside of the Romulan’s upper arm. The Romulan let
out a howl and from the corner of his eye, Worf saw the other
Romulan coming in quickly. He swung the knifed Romulan
around, using him as a shield for a moment, and then shoved
him bodily into the other Romulan. The two of them went
down and the one who had been knifed dropped his prod. Worf
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immediately scooped it up, and what with wielding his double-
bladed weapon in one hand and the prod in the other, he very
much resembled someone with whom no reasonable individu-
al would want to screw around.

“Father!”

Worf heard Alexander’s alarmed scream from somewhere
else in the house. “Alexander!” he shouted. “Where are—?!”

Then there was a crash in the great dining room adjacent to
the living room. It was very likely a trap, but Worf had no
choice. He barreled toward the dining room, his weapons
extended. . . .

He rounded the corner, and at the far end was Deanna,
pinned against the wall by a woman and for just a heartbeat,
Worf thought that it was Tasha Yar, and then he realized . . .

“Sela! Release her! Now!”

And suddenly the house was alive with Romulans. The
ceiling exploded and they dropped down from overhead, and
the walls blasted inward as they crashed in from all sides. It
was a trap, with Deanna as the bait and Worf, apparently, as
the prize.

They were wielding shock prods, and clubs, and assorted
blunt instruments, and they were upon him like hyenas on a
lion. Worf, trained in all forms of Klingon combat, didn’t use
any of them. He hacked and slashed, slicing with the blade in
one direction, sweeping with the shock prod in the other
direction. The mass of foes who opposed him presented him
with one great massive target of bodies. They were trying to
overwhelm him through sheer force of numbers, and under
other circumstances they might have succeeded.

But Worf was too thoroughly seized by pure battle fury. He
roared, howled defiance, drowned out the shouts of the Romu-
lans who were trying to bring him down. For there was more at
stake here than just his life, or even the lives of Deanna and
Alexander. He was fighting for his pride, for his honor. He had
spent days on Betazed, and during that time he had come to
feel—through no one’s fault, really—that he was worthless
and out of place. That he was a warrior in a land of peace that
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had no use for him. That he had nothing that he could offer to
Deanna, that he was a walking freak show, something to be
pitied or disdained or even feared. That the only way he was
deserving of even staying on the same planet with Deanna was
if he managed to change everything about the way he acted and
thought and felt. He had been besieged with philosophies he
did not agree with and concepts he could not understand.

But this . . . this he comprehended all too well. This was
simple, straightforward. The smell of blood filled his lungs, the
cries of those he managed to wound or cut down serenading
him. His hair, previously tied back, had come loose and hung
around him like a mane, accentuating the resemblance to a
great beast beset by lesser predators.

Several shock prods managed to get through his guard,
striking him on the shoulders, the chest, the legs. They should
have stunned him. Instead they enraged him. Somewhere in
the back of his mind he felt something trying to get in, trying to
force cowardice upon him, but he blocked it out, so filled with
a berserker rage was he.

A sustained shock charge numbed his right arm, and he
dropped his blade. It didn’t matter. He swung his momentarily
deadened arm like a massive club of bone and sinew, knocking
Romulans aside. He kicked, he bit, he clawed, he howled
Klingon epithets and words of contempt. Above the melee he
heard Sela shouting something about surrendering. It didn’t
really penetrate, though. Surrender and dishonor in front of
Deanna was simply not an option. So battle-crazed was he that
it literally didn’t even occur to him that the cost of his refusal
to give up could be Deanna’s life.

One of the places through which the Romulans had made
their entrance was a hole they had blasted in the wall. As Worf
struggled, he saw Sela dragging Deanna, a disruptor to her
head, through the hole. He shouted Deanna’s name and then
more Romulans blocked his vision of them.

With a bellow that sounded like that of a beast which had
vanished in prehistory, Worf suddenly doubled over as the
Romulans pushed in on him. For just a moment they thought
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they had him. They were mistaken. Worf gathered his strength,
let out a war yell that would have done Kahless proud, and
violently straightened up, knocking them back and giving him
the moment he needed. He sprang clear of them and bolted for
the hole.

Never had he felt so alive, so damned near invincible. It was
more than just the adrenaline rush, or the berserker rage that
had set upon him. It was the simple, clear, and irrefutable fact
that he had been right all along. To be prepared for battle, to be
the warrior at all times, was the correct way, the smart way, the
Klingon way. Peace was a luxury that was purchased with
violence. That was the truth, that was the reality. He was
totally vindicated.

And he would be damned if he let Deanna die now that she
knew he’d been right. As for Lwaxana, whose fate remained
unknown to him, well . . . he’d rub her nose in it, as well. And
that insufferable Gart Xerx, too.

He was able to indulge in the slightly vindictive little
fantasies because he had never been more sure that he was
going to triumph in battle than he was at that particular
moment.

Just ahead of him, Sela had come to a halt. Worf smiled in
grim amusement. How fitting that they should end up back
here, of all places: the scenic precipice that overlooked the
Bacarba Lake. Sela couldn’t continue forward. She gripped
Deanna firmly by the elbow, keeping the disruptor trained on
her. Worf stopped short of them by ten feet and stood there in
a semicrouch, balanced on the balls of his feet.

“You’re not going to give up, are you, Mr. Worf,” Sela said,
sounding a bit impressed. “Why . . . I bet that if I threatened
to blow your fiancée’s pretty little head off ... you still
wouldn’t surrender.”

“You are not going to get away,” Worf assured her.

Sela didn’t seem concerned. Actually, she seemed bored. “In
point of fact...I am. And I can still make use of Deanna
here. You are clearly going to be too uncooperative, which is a
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shame. But I have a new philosophy, Worf: I try to constantly
keep my plans adaptable. Too much structure makes it too easy
for opponents to second-guess and counter me. So I try to
handle things in a free-form manner. I wanted to make use of
you. Your attitude precludes it, apparently, and I have no
desire to waste further time with you. So . ..”

She brought the disruptor around and aimed it squarely at
Worf,

He charged straight toward her, his head low, his arms
pumping. He was still enveloped in his self-styled aura of
invincibility, and was positive that—if he could make himself
a moving target—she would miss.

And suddenly a fast-moving body came in quickly from the
left and tackled him across the waist. Worf had a brief glimpse
of his assailant, and he was so stunned that for a moment it
completely disrupted his concentration.

It was Riker, legs pumping, able to use his momentum to
actually lift the Klingon’s feet clear off the ground. They
hurtled forward, and Worf, with a bellow of betrayed fury,
boxed Riker’s ears with such ferocity that if he’d struck him
any harder, he might well have smashed in both sides of his
head.

“Will!” shouted Sela.

Riker tumbled forward, stunned, and lost his grip on Worf.

Worf had exactly two seconds to celebrate his triumph and
then he abruptly realized that the ground was no longer
beneath him. When Riker had fallen, he had dumped Worf
right off the edge of the cliff.

Desperately, Worf lashed out with his one functioning hand,
but he missed the edge of the cliff by a good two feet and then
he was in free fall. He tumbled, end over end, and a scream
wanted to rip its way from his throat but he wouldn’t let it. He
wouldn’t give the Romulans or Riker (Riker!?) the satisfaction
of hearing him.

Down he plummeted, down, and as he fell, the cumulative
damage that he had sustained began to catch up with him. His
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CHAPTER 13

Deanna Troi left the suite at the inn, heading for her
mother’s house and wondering what conclusions Worf was
going to come to during his time alone.

She was beginning to feel that they had done Worf a
tremendous disservice. Their motivations, hers and her
mother’s, had been with the best of intentions. (At least, she
thought Lwaxana was operating with the best of intentions;
her comment about Riker and her bringing up of the term
“Imzadi” was causing Deanna to wonder a bit.) But Worf
seemed to regard their actions not as something to try and
broaden his worldview, but rather as something to diminish
him. To make him less than he was, rather than greater. How
could he have come to that conclusion? If he knew that she
loved him, if he believed in their relationship, then certainly
he must have known that she would never to anything to hurt
him.

Perhaps the problem lay in different definitions of what was
hurting and helping. Perhaps . . .

“Imzadi.”

She stopped in her tracks, not quite believing what she was
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hearing even though the voice was unmistakable. Slowly she
turned to face him.

Riker was standing here, dressed in civilian clothes—a blue
shirt, open at the neck, crisp black pants. He had a broad smile
as if there was no one else in the universe he’d rather be
looking at at that moment.

“Will!” She made no effort to hide her joy in seeing him. She
went to him and threw her arms around him, hugging him
soundly. “Will, what are you doing here? I heard that the board
cleared both you and the captain! I knew it would! Is that why
you’ve come, to celebrate? This is wonderful! Worf will be so
pleased. . ..”

Then she stopped as she became aware that Worf might very
well be anything but pleased. “How did you get here?” she
asked, quickly changing the subject.

“Took a transport out here, arranged by . . . a friend, shall
we say.”

“So you actually came specifically here, to Betazed. It’s not
as if you were just passing through then . ..”

“I ... needed to come and talk to you, Deanna,” he said. He
had one hand on her shoulder, and with the other he gently
brushed away a thick black curl from the side of her face. “I’ve
had a lot on my mind lately . . . and I’ve been doing a lot of
thinking about us.”

“I ... have as well, Will.” She gestured ahead of her. “I was
heading up to Mother’s house. Walk with me?”’

“Anytime, anywhere,” he said agreeably.

She tucked an arm through his elbow and they began to
stroll. ““So how is Worf?”” Riker asked.

“He is ... doing well. Our relationship has been having
some . . . growing pains, shall we say. But it’s nothing we can’t
handle.”

“Isn’t it?”

She looked up at him with confusion in her dark eyes. ““What
do you mean, Will?”

“Well, Deanna, you’re newly engaged. This should be the
happiest time of your life. Instead . . . and correct me if I'm
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reading it wrong . . . it sounds like you and Worf are having
some problems.”

“No problems that you shouldn’t be familiar with, Will.
Who knows better than you, after all, that life on Betazed can
require a major broadening of one’s horizons. I remember a
certain young lieutenant who learned a few things while he was
here.”

“So do I,” grinned Riker. But then his smile faded, and
Deanna began to sense a great antipathy on his part.
“Deanna . ..”

“Will . . . clearly you have something on your mind. Per-
haps it would be best if you just said it. You’ve come rather far,
after all, to do it.”

“I know, I know. And all the way here, I kept rehearsing over
and over what I was going to say. But now that I’'m here, now
that I'm faced with it...” He took a deep breath.
“Deanna . . . I’ve been thinking about our relationship. About
everything we meant to each other, and how I kept walking out
onyou...”

“It wasn’t just you, Will. Don’t take all the blame on
yourself. There were things I could have done, could have
said . . . but we made decisions, we had a friendship that we
were content with . . .”

“Contentment.” Riker shook his head with weary self-
contempt. “A word that I once would have choked on.
Nothing was ever enough for me. Nothing in my career track,
nothing in my romantic life, nothing was ever, ever good
enough. Contentment . . .”” He shuddered. “I didn’t know the
meaning of it. So tell me . . . why was it that, of all things, I
was supposed to be content with simply being friends with
you?”

“We’ve been over it, Will. We had our careers, things never
seemed to match up, we never both wanted the same thing at
the same time. . ..”

“And we still don’t . . .” After a significant pause, he added,
“...or do we?”

“What do you mean?”
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It was a slow, steady incline through lovely foliage as the
path wended its way up to the Troi home. Riker had gradually
been walking slower and slower, however, and when Deanna
said that, he stopped. He continued looking straight ahead, as
if trying to make out the future. “Did you decide to marry
Worf . . . because he’s what you want in a husband? Or was it
to get a reaction out of me? To make me realize just how much
you mean to me.”

Deanna actually laughed at that. It wasn’t derisive, but
rather a laugh of almost affectionate amusement. “You know,
Will, I would love to get a chart of the galaxy, as designed by
you. There would be all the stars and planetary systems, and in
the middle of the galaxy would be you, and everything would
be revolving around you. And you’d have a big smile on your
face because that’s really the way I sometimes think you view
reality. Will, I am actually capable of taking actions and
making decisions without them directly relating to, or center-
ing around, you.”

“I know that, Deanna. But I have a feeling that this wasn’t
one of them. And if I’'m right ... if that is why you are
planning to do this...then I want you to know that it
worked.”

“That it . . . Will, what do you mean ... ?”

Before she could react, before she could do anything, Riker
had taken her in his arms and brought her lips to his. On the
one hand she had not expected it...and on the other,
it seemed the most expected, the most natural thing in
the world. The years fell away and she practically melted
into him as the pure passion that he had for her seemed
to flow out of him, nearly consuming her. All thoughts of
Worf, of their life together, of her promise to him and all the
things they had said to one another, were momentarily
washed away and replaced by something pure and clean
and . . . and right.

But only momentarily.

Deanna broke away from him, gasping slightly, her mind
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reeling and her thoughts in complete turmoil. She was begin-
ning to feel as if she was never going to get solid ground
beneath her feet. Between Worf’s frustration and sense of
competition with Riker, and now Will choosing this moment,
of all moments, to declare himself. .. it was insane. Why
couldn’t she have a nice, normal engagement? For a moment
she was tempted to dispense with the lot of them, find a
Betazoid male, settle down, have a half-dozen children and
hope that she never heard of William Riker, Worf, the Klingon
Empire, or Starfleet ever again.

“Will . . . this is . . . this is all happening too quickly . ..”

“Too quickly?” He stared at her with incredulity. “Too
quickly? Good lord, Deanna, I’ve been keeping my mouth shut
for years, not saying anything for all this time. Having you
there in front of me, not acting upon it. Too quickly? What’s
crazy is that I’ve taken this long.”

“But I’ve made promises to Worf...I...we have an
investment in that relationship, Will, I can’t just toss it
aside. . . .”

“How can that relationship compare to ours, Deanna?”
There was something in his eyes, something that she had never
seen before. A soulful pleading, a rawness of emotion. It was as
if she was seeing a new side of him. “How can that compare to
what we had?”

Lwaxana’s house was visible from where they were standing.
To Deanna, it almost seemed a safe haven, a neutral corner
that she could retreat to, in order to collect herself and sort
herself out. Deanna was hardly a little girl, depending upon her
mother despite all the times that her mother called her “Little
One,” and yet at that moment she considered Lwaxana’s near-

presence to be the most comforting element of stability she
had.

“Why do you hate me, Lwaxana?”
Lwaxana had been working on an elaborate three-
dimensional puzzle with Alexander that would, when assem-
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bled, result in a dazzling representation of—well—Lwaxana’s
face. “A means of self-examination,” she had called it, al-
though Deanna had just sort of sighed when she saw the work
in progress the other day and allowed a few stray thoughts
about rampant ego to float from her head . .. deliberately,
Lwaxana suspected.

But when Alexander asked his question, it so startled
Lwaxana that she nearly knocked over the half-finished puzzle.
“What? Alexander, why would you think such a thing?”

He stared at her unflinchingly. “Things I heard my father
and Deanna saying.”

“You heard them saying I hate you?”

“My father thinks you hate the Klingon way. I'm a Klingon.
That’s everything that I believe in . . . everything that makes
me the way [ am.”

Lwaxana was stricken. There was clearly so much hurt in
Alexander’s voice. “Alexander, I don’t hate the Klingon way. I
don’t.”

“You think that my father and Deanna aren’t right for each
other.”

She hesitated. The fact was, the boy was right, but she didn’t
want to just come out and say that. Besides, it wasn’t exactly
that simple. “Alexander . . . it’s not that I don’t think they’re
right for each other. It’s just that . . . they’re so different . . .
and all I was trying to do was give your father some insight into
the way that Deanna was raised. To make him realize what our
philosophies are.”

“No one can ‘make’ my father do anything,” Alexander
replied.

Well, that was it right there, wasn’t it, Lwaxana realized. The
lad had pretty much nailed it. “I’'m not . .. trying to force
something on him, Alexander. I just...Look, Alexander.”
She quickly changed the course of the discussion. “Whatever
disagreements your father and I may have . . . however all of
this relationship business works out . . . there’s one thing that
you have to believe: None of this has anything to do with you.
My aftections for you are unchanged. I think you're a wonder-
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ful boy . . . no. No, I take that back. I think you’re a wonderful
young man.”’

“Would you want to have a son like me?”

Lwaxana coughed to hide the smile on her face.

“Is something wrong?”’

“No, Alexander. No, nothing’s wrong. And to answer your
question: Yes . . . yes, I would be proud to have a son like you.
Although if you were my son, I’d probably encourage you to
smile a bit more. But that would be all.”

“You could love me the way I am?”

“Of course, Alexander.”

“Well . . . if my father is to be your son-in-law . . . can’t you
love him the same way?”
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